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Translating Simone de Beauvoir’s
The Second Sex

This collection offers insights into the transnational and translingual
implications of Simone de Beauvoir’s Le Deuxieme Sexe [The Second
Sex]|, a text that has served as foundational for feminisms worldwide
since its publication in 1949.

Little scholarly attention has been devoted to how the original French-
language source text made its way into languages other than English.
This is a shocking omission, given that many (but by no means all) other
translations were based on the 1953 English translation by Howard
M. Parshley, which has been widely criticized by Beauvoir scholars for
its omissions and careless attention to its philosophical implications. This
volume seeks to fill this gap in scholarship with an innovative collection
of essays that interrogate the ways that Beauvoir’s essay has shifted in
meaning and significance as it has traveled across the globe.

This volume brings together for the first time scholars from transla-
tion studies, literary studies, and philosophical studies, and over half of
it is dedicated to non—Western European engagements with Le Deuxiéme
Sexe (including chapters on the Chinese, Japanese, Arabic, Hungarian,
and Polish translations). As such, this collection will be essential to
any scholar of Beauvoir’s philosophy and its contributions to feminist
discourses.

Julia C. Bullock is Professor of Japanese Studies at Emory University,
USA. She is the author of The Other Women’s Lib (2010) and Coeds
Ruining the Nation (2019); and co-editor of Rethinking Japanese
Feminisms (2017) and Translating Feminism (2021). She is currently
working on a book provisionally titled Beauvoir in Japan.

Pauline Henry-Tierney is Lecturer in French and Translation Studies
at Newcastle University, UK. She is Managing Editor of the award-
winning international journal, Simone de Beauvoir Studies. Her mono-
graph Translating Transgressive Texts: Gender, Sexuality and the Body
in Contemporary Women’s Writing in French is forthcoming with
Routledge.
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A Note on Translation

A few words about the stylistic conventions of this volume: Beauvoir’s
work has appeared in translation in many languages, and in the discussions
that follow we distinguish between the original French-language source
text and its various translations linguistically by rendering the title as it
appears in the version of the text under discussion. Thus, where the title
appears in French (Le Deuxieme Sexe), this refers to the original French
source text. Where it appears in some other language, the author is ref-
erencing the translation into that particular language; The Second Sex
indicates a translation of the book into English, Daini no sei a translation
into Japanese, and so on. The one exception to this rule appears on the
front cover of this volume, where the English title (The Second Sex) has
been used in keeping with the publisher’s house style. Where there have
been multiple translations into the same language, please note references
to the date of publication and/or translator’s name(s) to distinguish com-
peting versions of the text in that language.
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Introduction

Julia C. Bullock and Pauline Henry-Tierney

Since it was first published in 1949, Simone de Beauvoir’s seminal mani-
festo, Le Deuxiéme Sexe [The Second Sex], has had an enormous impact
on feminist theory and activism worldwide. Its revelatory declaration
that “on ne nait pas femme: on le devient” [one is not born, but becomes,
(a) woman|" helped to inspire a wholesale interrogation of the often invis-
ible norms and disciplinary mechanisms that cause women to prioritize
conformity to societal expectations over their own desires or personal
inclinations. The text was foundational to the rise of second-wave fem-
inism across the globe in the 1960s, and to later innovations in feminist
thought that resulted in explicit theoretical distinctions between bio-
logical sex and gender as a cultural construct.? Beauvoir’s death in 1986
prompted additional scholarly attention to the legacy of her thought,
which has produced new insights into the richness of her work as a form
of feminist philosophy that is indebted not just to existentialism, but to
a broad range of philosophical traditions (most especially phenomen-
ology).? This in turn has allowed contemporary readers to find renewed
relevance in her arguments about the role of patriarchal power structures
in stifling women’s capacity for self-actualization, and underscored for
many readers that a number of the obstacles to women’s liberation iden-
tified by Beauvoir remain challenges even today.

Le Deuxiéme Sexe has been translated twice into English, on both
occasions with the title The Second Sex. The first translation, by a zoolo-
gist named Howard M. Parshley, was published in 1953, just four years
after the mammoth work was initially published in French. This trans-
lation remained the definitive version of the text for many who could
not read French, at least until the early 1980s, when the rise of women’s
studies as an academic discipline prompted additional scrutiny of the
source text and led to criticism of the accuracy of Parshley’s transla-
tion. In her pathbreaking study, Margaret A. Simons (1983) discovered
that Parshley had omitted large portions of Beauvoir’s original essay—
particularly lengthy quotations and historical examples of prominent
women—and made additional errors in rendering French grammat-
ical constructions and rhetorical structures that misrepresented or
contradicted Beauvoir’s arguments. Subsequent studies (Moi 1994, 2002;
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Fallaize 2002) corroborated Simons’ findings, identifying further trans-
lation errors and inconsistencies in Parshley’s translation and specifically
his inability to recognize and effectively render the philosophical termin-
ology Beauvoir employs. A second translation of the text into English in
2009, by Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany-Chevallier, sought to
correct these errors and omissions.* However, this translation has also
been criticized by Beauvoir scholars for excessive literalism and clumsy
handling of sentence structures that give rise to additional opportunities
for confusion as to Beauvoir’s meaning.’

From a translation studies perspective, this history of the text’s journey
into English poses a particularly thorny problem because Parshley’s 1953
translation, now widely understood to be problematic in some ways,
functioned as a relay text for some translations into other languages.®
Furthermore, even when translations were made on the basis of the
French source text, in some cases these translations emerged after many
years had elapsed since publication of Beauvoir’s essay in 1949, rendering
the cultural and historical context that framed her arguments foreign
even to her compatriots.” In other cases where translations were swiftly
published, these were later found to be problematic in various ways,
due to mistranslations or cultural framing that obscured the intent of
Beauvoir’s original work.

The text’s complicated journey into other linguistic and cultural envir-
onments has compounded the challenge of understanding what readers of
these languages gleaned from Beauvoir’s philosophy, and carries poten-
tially massive consequences for the development of feminist thought
in those areas of the world. Yet to date these issues have been largely
neglected, both within the field of translation studies and in scholarship
on Beauvoir’s thought by philosophers and specialists in feminist theory
and gender studies.® This volume attempts to fill some of the gaps in our
knowledge of how Le Deuxieme Sexe has been rendered into languages
worldwide, what impact (if any) the problematic English-language
translations have had on the reception of the text, and how other local
circumstances such as linguistic features of the target language or cultural
and translation norms have affected readers’ engagement with Beauvoir’s
philosophy. Indeed, we would argue that one cannot meaningfully chart
the impact of the text on global feminisms without serious consideration
of the pivotal role translation plays.

In compiling this volume, we were guided by the following objectives:

(1) To explore specific challenges and opportunities presented by various
target languages in translation of Beauvoir’s philosophy.

(2) To illuminate the way diverse cultural and historical conditions have
made aspects of Beauvoir’s thought more or less legible, depending
on context.

(3) To uncover and explicate global patterns in reception of Beauvoir’s
vision of liberation for women.
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(4) To investigate Beauvoir’s role (or lack thereof) in setting an agenda
and vocabulary for feminist thought and activism worldwide.

(5) To examine shifts in appreciation (or criticism) of Beauvoir’s work
over time as new facets of her philosophy have come to light.

Organization of this Volume

In weighing the transformative potential of translation as a method of
information transfer, we must obviously consider aspects of the transla-
tion process itself—not merely the sum of individual translation choices
by a specific agent of translation, but also the institutional factors
governing publication and marketing of the text to readers. Publishers’
practical and financial considerations weigh heavily in any assessment of
how or whether a text is abridged, how readership is envisioned and how
the text is promoted to readers to entice them to purchase the text, for
example through paratextual materials (e.g. prefaces and footnoting to
ease comprehension, in addition to physical features of the text such as
cover design) as well as epitextual aspects of the text (advertising, reviews
of the work, etc.). But we must also consider the world outside the text,
which frames the way readers interpret its significance and relevance for
their own lives, often in unconscious or non-obvious ways. Cultural and
historical context of the target culture shapes the way texts are (mis- or
re-)interpreted, meaning that some aspects of the text may remain incom-
prehensible to readers while others seem rich with meaning, whether or
not that meaning was intended by the author or translator. The impact
of censorship, whether imposed by external authorities such as govern-
ment or religious agencies, or self-imposed by translators or publishers
to evade book bans or public censure, looms large over the process of
rendering any text in another language, but especially when it has the
potential to transform cultural common sense about deeply cherished
values such as gender norms. All of these factors have influenced the
impact of Beauvoir’s philosophical treatise on women and feminism as
it has traveled around the globe, in some cases creating revolutionary
change in the understanding of the significance of sex (or what we would
today refer to as gender) in shaping the capacity of individuals to assert
themselves against cultural and societal environments that seek to restrict
their range of opportunities for agency. In other cases, the transformative
potential of Le Deuxieme Sexe has been blunted or effaced entirely, as
intra- or extra-textual aspects of the translation process have contained or
distorted the intent of the source text. Any understanding of the impact of
Beauvoir’s philosophy must therefore take all of the above into account.

Thus, the present volume is divided into three sections, each of which
is devoted to examination of one aspect of the process of information
transfer outlined above. Part I, titled “Framing Beauvoir,” considers both
the external socio-political contexts that frame the translated texts and
their material paratexts, encompassing not only advertising strategies
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per se, but also aspects of the translation process that influence how
readers interpret her work, and the way target audiences are envisioned
and interpellated by the translation itself. Part II, “(Mis)interpreting
Beauvoir,” covers the way philosophical and ideological considerations
of various target cultures have shaped the translation and reception of
her text, for example through (self-)censorship, banning, or public cen-
sure, anticipated or actual. Finally, Part III attempts to gauge the role
translation has played in establishing “Beauvoir’s Legacy for Philosophy
and Feminisms Worldwide,” outlining the ways her landmark work has
succeeded or failed to shape important conversations about women and
gender that have taken place subsequent to its initial publication in 1949
in France.

Part I: Framing Le Deuxiéeme Sexe: Contexts, Paratexts, and
Practice

In Part I, each of the three chapters, in their examinations of contexts,
paratexts, and translatorial practice, respectively, probe the ways in which
translation shapes the reader’s encounter with Beauvoir’s text. We begin
with Zhongli Yu’s chapter, which considers the socio-political context of
1980s China in which three of the existing eight Chinese translations of
Beauvoir’s text were published. Via the theoretical lens of Edwin Gentzler’s
“post-translation studies” (2017), Yu’s chapter explores these three early
translations with specific attention to why these versions of the text were
retitled so as to foreground the term “woman” or “female,” as opposed
to the “second sex” of Beauvoir’s original usage. She does so by exam-
ining what Gentzler (2017) terms the “pre-translation culture” and the
“post-translation effects” of these texts against the historical situation of
Chinese women in the 1980s. This decade was marked by China’s Reform
and Opening Up policy, when Chinese society was hungry for intellectual
sustenance from the West, and Chinese women were eager to reconnect
with the lived realities of women’s situation, following the curtailment of
intellectual thought and the effacement of gender differences during the
Cultural Revolution. Yu finds that the translators’ titular interventions
are in direct response to this pre-translation cultural context and reflect
a collective desire to refocus on the specificities of women’s lived experi-
ence. Her study of the post-translation effects, namely the subsequent
upsurge in academic interest in women’s studies, and the gynocentric
genealogy that Beauvoir’s text inspired in Chinese women’s writing, fur-
ther attests to the continued relevance of Beauvoirian thought.

In the second chapter, Hala G. Sami takes us to the Arab-speaking
world, to explore how Beauvoir’s text has been framed in different socio-
temporal moments by comparing three translations of Le Deuxiéme
Sexe into Arabic—an earlier, greatly abridged translation (anonymous
and undated) and two more complete translations published in 2015.
Specifically, Sami is concerned with the paratextual framing of these
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texts and how these extratextual elements have inflected the Arabic
reader’s encounter with Beauvoir. She considers both the peritexts—in
this case, cover designs, titles, biographical notes, and translators’ notes,
for each volume, along with epitexts—including the way the book has
been marketed and reviewed. Guided by Gérard Genette’s call to locate
the paratext’s “illocutionary message” (1997, 1), Sami uncovers how
the changing paratexts reflect the evolving interest, particularly on the
translators’ part, in making Beauvoir’s text accessible to the Arab reader.
Via her appraisal of the paratexts elaborated by individuals directly
concerned with the marketing of the text (such as editors and publishers),
Sami examines how these paratextual elements often thwart efforts to
render Beauvoir’s text accessible by incorrectly presenting it either as a
guide to conjugal and familial life or as a work of fiction. Sami also paints
a nuanced picture of the tensions between tradition and modernity in the
Arab world, which temper these different paratextual frames.

The final chapter in Part I comes from Maria Luisa Rodriguez Mufioz,
who explores the pivotal role that a translator plays in framing Beauvoir’s
text, in this case for the Spanish reader. Rodriguez’s chapter adopts a
traductological perspective to explore the elaboration of the first Castillian
Spanish translation of Le Deuxi¢me Sexe, published in 1998. Drawing
upon an interview and conversations she held with the translator, Alicia
Martorell, Rodriguez exposes the methodological approaches adopted
by the translator and, in particular, studies the translator’s own material
practices (the elaboration of notes, taxonomies, parallel readings, and
ontological mapping) used in her translation process. Rodriguez compares
Martorell’s translation with the previous Spanish translation by Pablo
Palant, published in Argentina in 1954. She looks specifically at how
different syntactical and verbal/modal renderings impact its articulation
of Beauvoir’s philosophical standpoint, as well as her conceptualizations
of gendered being. Compared with Martorell’s translation, Rodriguez
attributes the deficiencies she detects in Palant’s to the dominant trans-
lation norms of his time, his lack of access to secondary sources, and
level of linguistic and philosophical competency. Her close study of their
differing translatorial approaches is revelatory of the power translators
hold in shaping readers’ understanding of Beauvoir’s seminal text.

Part II: (Mis)interpreting Beauvoir: Philosophical and
Ideological Framing of the Text

The authors of the four chapters in this part of the volume all consider
how different cultural and historical factors have affected the legibility
of the text in various global locales. They explore how dominant ideolo-
gies, religious doctrines, and political institutions influence the transla-
tion process and often manifest in different forms of censorship—be it
the “external constraint on what we can publish or (re) write” or forms
of self-censorship, namely “an individual ethical struggle between self
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and context” (Santaemilia 2008, 221-222). We open Part II with a
jointly authored chapter from Ursula Hurley and Szilvia Naray-Davey,
who explore Le Deuxieme Sexe’s translational journey to Hungary. The
authors examine the mismatch between the lived experience of women in
the socialist context of Hungary at the time the Hungarian translation was
published in 1969 and the status of women in Beauvoir’s source cultural
context. Under “Goulash Socialism,” feminism was derided as a precept
of the Western bourgeoisie and therefore irrelevant to socialist concerns,
which explains the relatively tepid interest in Le Deuxi¢me Sexe in spite
of the prevailing atmosphere of sexism that permeated Hungarian society
at the time. Hurley and Naray-Davey expose how this political landscape
shaped Beauvoir’s text, with various mistranslations, omissions, and cuts
made in order to make the translation conform to the dominant socialist
agenda. Furthermore, although Hurley and Naray-Davey find the gram-
matically genderless character of the Hungarian language to be an asset in
translating Le Deuxiéme Sexe, they observe that the translators unfortu-
nately opted to reassert the primacy of the heterosexual masculine subject
position and omit passages that challenge this position, undercutting the
egalitarian potential of grammatically genderless language and distorting
Beauvoir’s philosophical intentions, particularly in passages that relate to
reproduction, marriage, and homosexuality. The authors conclude that
just as the prevalent cultural and political conditions in Hungary made
aspects of Beauvoir’s thought less legible at the time the translation was
published, so too does the current political climate dominated by right-
wing Christian conservatism and repressive gender politics mean that a
new translation of Beauvoir’s text is required to highlight her relevance
for contemporary Hungarian readers.

The influential dynamics of socialism are also under scrutiny in the
following chapter by Weronika Szwebs, who unearths the impact of the
national Censorship Office’s intervention in the Polish translation of Le
Deuxiéme Sexe in 1972 through her presentation of the text’s complex
editorial history. Published in what was known at the time as the Polish
People’s Republic (1947-1989), which was declaratively socialist and
influenced and controlled by the USSR, this ideological context defini-
tively shaped the translation of Beauvoir’s essay, both through censorship
of passages critical of socialism or of the USSR, and through translation
choices and paratextual materials that downplayed or undercut the fem-
inist potential of the text. From her archival research, Szwebs is able to
draw certain conclusions concerning the censors’ attitude towards three
important aspects of Le Deuxieme Sexe, namely, its favorable view of
socialism, its feminist message, and the existentialist background of the
text. As the author underlines, Beauvoir’s sympathetic view of socialism
proved a key motivator in the publication of the Polish translation.
Beauvoir’s excoriation of the status of women in contemporary France
was congenial to Soviet-era censors, who interpreted this as criticism of
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the very capitalist and bourgeois values that socialism sought to over-
come. They were therefore able to find relevance in the text for Polish
readers for its propaganda value, even as they presumed that many of
the problems she outlined had been resolved by socialist institutions.
Meanwhile her existentialism was simply accepted as a characteristic
philosophical stance adopted by French intellectual socialist sympathizers.

The role of censorship and ideology is also taken up by Isabelle
Mehawej in her analysis of the Arabic translations of Beauvoir’s text.
In spite of many extant translations of Le Deuxi¢me Sexe, the text has
been heavily redacted in deference to cultural norms. Mehawej argues
that because feminism is a sensitive topic in Arab culture, which retains
deep-seated patriarchal values and traditions, these versions of Beauvoir’s
magnum opus employ cuts, mistranslations, and euphemisms or sexist
language that efface the feminist implications of her philosophy. This is
particularly the case in the chapter on “The Lesbian,” which Mehawe;j
refers to as “The Forbidden Chapter” because of the controversial
nature of its topic in Arab cultures, which subordinate female sexuality
to male desires. Mehawej finds that out of concern for these sensitiv-
ities, large portions of the chapter have been cut in the various Arabic
translations. Furthermore, there are many Arabic versions of the text in
circulation, some of which are unacknowledged reprints of other versions
with only minor modifications, creating additional confusion regarding
the arguments of the source text. Mehawej therefore concludes that Le
Deuxieme Sexe was not translated into Arabic per se; rather, she considers
these versions to be rewritten adaptations that conform to the norms of
Arab culture.

In the final chapter in this section, Pilar Godayol presents an
interesting example of how both political and religious ideologies have
converged in the censorship and even outright ban of Beauvoir’s work.
Godayol documents the case of Spain under the dictatorship of Francisco
Franco. Here access to Beauvoir’s text was officially blocked by a long-
standing ban of Le Deuxiéme Sexe because of its author’s vocal oppos-
ition to the Francoist regime. Godayol investigates how deeply involved
representatives of the Catholic Church were in the process of reviewing
and censoring material to be translated. Many of the objections raised to
the text as justification for banning it were thus in line with Church doc-
trine, particularly in relation to the Church’s stance on women’s repro-
ductive health and female sexuality. As a result, permission to translate
the text into peninsular Spanish was not obtained until after censorship
laws were relaxed in 1966, meaning that it wasn’t until 1968 that Le
Deuxiéme Sexe appeared legally for the first time in Spain, in Catalan
translation. The author finds that in spite of being banned by the Church
and censored by the Francoist dictatorship, Le Deuxi¢me Sexe was cru-
cial for the sustenance of left-wing intellectuals opposed to the regime
and a stimulus for the feminist discourses emerging in Spain in the 1960s.
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Part III: Impact: Beauvoir’s Legacy for Philosophy and
Feminisms Worldwide

Part III offers four chapters that seek to understand the role that transla-
tion has played in shaping the impact of Le Deuxié¢me Sexe on subsequent
generations of feminist theory and philosophical thought. We begin with
Ellie Anderson’s exploration of the way the two English translations of the
text (1953 and 2009) have framed understanding of Beauvoir’s views on
love and marriage. Anderson discovers problems with both translations in
this regard, noting that each struggles in some ways to convey the philo-
sophical complexity of the text, while highlighting the difficulties posed
by aspects of the French language itself and the rhythmic qualities specific
to Beauvoir’s style of writing that make the translator’s job exceedingly
difficult. Specifically, she notes that while the 2009 translation generally
does a better job of preserving the philosophical significance and content
of the text than Parshley’s 1953 version, Borde and Malovany-Chevallier
misread Beauvoir’s critique of marriage, making intrinsic problems with
the structure of marriage appear as if they are temporary or individual
issues. While the 1953 translation more accurately conveys Beauvoir’s
condemnation of marriage in this respect, neither is able to capture the
rhythmic quality of the source text, which evokes Beauvoir’s philosophy
of ambiguity and reciprocity on the level of linguistic structure. As a
result, both translations have the effect of blunting the impact of her cri-
tique of marriage as an institution, rendering this aspect of her argument
opaque for readers dependent on the English-language translations.

In a similar vein, Pauline Henry-Tierney explores how retranslations
are often no less encumbered by their own set of translation com-
plexities than first translations. Henry-Tierney argues against transla-
tion theorist Antoine Berman’s (1990) “retranslation hypothesis”—a
theory predicated upon the notion of deficiency and the decay of initial
translations, as well as the supposition of the teleological improvement
of subsequent retranslations. In this chapter she examines the rendering
into English of Beauvoir’s articulations of the existentialist concept of bad
faith in relation to women in her chapters on the Woman Narcissist, the
Woman in Love, and the Female Mystic. Comparing the 1953 translation
and the 2009 retranslation, she observes that both translations have their
strengths and weaknesses. While Parshley’s translation does not fully
capture the sophistication of Beauvoir’s philosophical flair, he is attuned
to the gendered social inequalities Beauvoir denounces. Similarly, while
Borde and Malovany-Chevallier strive for philosophical accuracy, they
do so at the expense of idiomaticity, producing an overly literal transla-
tion. Moving away from Berman’s hypothesis, Henry-Tierney advocates
for adopting a feminist translation ethics of generativity, a theoretical
perspective that celebrates heterogeneity and foregrounds the importance
of translation as a moment of dialogic encounter between translator and
text. She contends that these moments serve as the point of reference
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when considering the role translation plays in shaping Beauvoir’s philo-
sophical legacy.

Next we move to Japan, where Le Deuxiéme Sexe has also been
translated twice—first in 1953, by a male translator, soon after its pub-
lication in French, and then again in 1997 by a committee of feminist
scholars to correct perceived errors in the earlier translation. In her
chapter, Julia C. Bullock suggests that temporal considerations may play
as much of a role as linguistic problems in determining the extent of
Beauvoir’s influence on Japanese feminism. She notes that while readers
of the initial Japanese translation in the 1950s and early 1960s found it
compelling and inspirational, by the 1970s the same text provoked criti-
cism and rejection not because the text itself had changed, but because
the context surrounding it had shifted, specifically with regard to feminist
discourse and objectives. The increasing perception of the text as “dated”
then prompted a new translation that was conducted with this changed
landscape in mind, and Bullock finds that it successfully prompted a new
appreciation of Beauvoir’s relevance for Japanese feminism at the turn
of the last century. Bullock counters that while overall the second trans-
lation has had the salient effect of demonstrating Beauvoir’s renewed
relevance for Japanese women, thus heightening its impact on feminist
discourse, the 1997 translators’ explicitly activist desire to be “faithful”
to the source text also led them to “clarify” points they found ambiguous
in Beauvoir’s writing, such as linguistic distinctions between gender
and sex that her prose did not make. This has the potential to distort
understanding of the source text and possibly overstate or create confu-
sion about Beauvoir’s actual contributions to feminist discourse.

Like Bullock, Penelope Deutscher also grapples with the temporal
chasm between the historical moment when Le Deuxieme Sexe was
published and contemporary feminist discourse, which has evolved sig-
nificantly since the late 1940s when Beauvoir wrote her landmark essay.
In the closing chapter to Part III, Deutscher explores various ways that
interpretation of Beauvoir’s text has been complicated by the problem
of “untranslatability,” understood not as the impossibility of translation
per se, but rather as an always unresolved process of resignification that
highlights a productive tension between philosophical ideas and the lan-
guage used to render them. Deutscher returns our attention to the concep-
tual landscape that shaped Beauvoir’s own understanding of the world,
and highlights ways that subsequent shifts in value systems may render
some of her claims opaque or problematic in hindsight. For example,
Beauvoir’s frequent use of parallels between discrimination against Black
Americans and the situation of women under patriarchy may strike many
readers as deeply problematic today. Thus, while Beauvoir herself may
have seen these two concepts as mutually “translatable,” it may be diffi-
cult for contemporary readers to follow or agree with her logic. Deutscher
concludes that while Beauvoir herself seemed to lack awareness of the
significance of translation in conceptual terms, her work nevertheless
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provokes exploration of the ways that translation (like philosophy) can
and ought to make us more, not less aware, of the complexity of the
conceptual, experiential, and linguistic networks in which we are always
embedded.

We close the volume with the Epilogue: Translating Key Concepts in Le
Deuxiéme Sexe: A Crosslinguistic Discussion. Edited by Julia C. Bullock
and Pauline Henry-Tierney, this epilogue captures a crosslinguistic dis-
cussion held on October 27, 2019 comprising approximately a dozen
scholars from a diverse array of fields, ranging from translation studies
to literature, philosophy, and gender and sexuality studies. Participants
met to discuss how specific key concepts in Le Deuxieme Sexe have been
translated, spanning a range of languages and cultures, which ultim-
ately extended from Europe (French, English, Polish) to Asia (Japanese)
and the Middle East (Arabic). Each speaker was asked to comment on
how four key terms in Beauvoirian existentialist and phenomenological
philosophy (situation [situation], devenir [to become], fernme [woman],
and sexe [sex]) have been rendered into the languages in which they are
expert. Conversation focused around specific passages determined in
advance by the organizers. Participants were asked to comment on the
particular linguistic or conceptual challenges of translating these terms,
and whether the translation choices made in each case alter Beauvoir’s
philosophical claims. Because Beauvoir’s text has, in some cases, appeared
in multiple translations per language, the discussants were also able to
make tentative conclusions about how translation norms have changed
over time within each language, as well as how specific socio-cultural
factors influenced translation choices. This epilogue draws together the
significant conclusions that arose from these discussions, which fall into
three broad categories: the linguistic structures that convey or obfus-
cate women’s agency, the dominant translation norms for rendering
philosophical terms, and the cultural connotations of words related to
sex and reproduction. Discussions around these three principal themes
informed our understanding of the transnational flows, both past and
present, of Beauvoir’s philosophy and influence on feminist genealogies
of knowledge.

Notes

1 For a discussion of the controversy surrounding translation of Beauvoir’s
“famous sentence,” see Bonnie Mann (2017).

2 One of the most major proponents of reading Beauvoir as a socio-constructivist
is Judith Butler, whose own theory of gender performativity finds its genesis
in the ideas set out by Beauvoir in Le Deuxiéme Sexe. See Butler (1986, 1990)
and Sara Heinimaa (1999).

3 See for example, Sara Heindmaa (1995); Debra B. Bergoffen (1997), and Eva
Gothlin (2001), who all explore the centrality of phenomenology to Beauvoir’s
philosophical position.
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4 1In their Translators’ note, Borde and Malovany-Chevallier (2009, xxi) expli-
citly reference the translation issues surrounding Parshley’s version, and
explain how their own translation rectifies such deficiencies. They state, “It is
generally agreed that one of the most serious absences in the first translation
was Simone de Beauvoir the philosopher ... We were keenly aware of the need
to put the philosopher back in her text. To transpose her philosophical style
and voice into English was the most crucial task we faced” (2009, xxiii).

5 One of the sharpest critiques came from Toril Moi (2010), who, in her review
of the retranslation for the London Review of Books, states, “the obsessive
literalism and countless errors make it no more reliable, and far less readable
than Parshley.” Similar criticism regarding the rendering of grammatical and
syntactical structures, as well as the haphazard treatment of intertextuality,
have been raised by Nancy Bauer (2017) and Marléne Bichet (2017).

6 For example, this was the case with the early Chinese translations of the text.
See Zhongli Yu (2011, 2015, and this volume); Nicki Haiping Liu (2016). The
same goes for the early Arabic translations. In some cases, such as the first
Finnish translation, the relay translation was not Parshley’s English transla-
tion, instead it was the Swedish translation, see Erika Ruonakoski (2017).

7 In some cases, the first translation of Le Deuxieme Sexe into certain languages
did not appear until well into the twenty-first century (such as the first
translations into Slovenian, Albanian, and Galician). For a table charting these
translation trajectories see Aysenaz Postalcioglu (2016).

8 Of the scholarship on the translations of the text that does exist, it tends to
appear in isolated pockets. The overwhelming majority so far has focused on
the English translations, but individual scholarship into various aspects of
the linguistic and/or paratextual translation, as well as the reception of the
translated text, exist in relation to the text’s transnational trajectory into
Chinese, Japanese, Arabic, as well as various European languages (for a com-
prehensive overview of these works, see the Editor’s Introduction in Chaperon
and Rouch 2020). Efforts to map the transnational flows of Beauvoir’s magnum
opus and put scholars into dialogue with one another have only resulted in two
collections thus far. Mann and Ferrari’s (2017) volume focuses more specif-
ically on the translation of Beauvoir’s axiom and, beyond the discussion of
the English translations, only engages with the text’s translation into German,
Serbo-Croatian, and Finnish. The second, the recent special issue of Simone
de Beauvoir Studies, edited by Sylvie Chaperon and Marine Rouch (2020),
emphasizes the reception of the text in different geographic locales, bringing
together scholars looking at the examples of Mexico, Bolivia, Czechoslovakia,
and Iran.
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