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Introduction

Julia C. Bullock  and Pauline Henry-Tierney

DOI: 10.4324/9781003363767-1

Since it was first published in 1949, Simone de Beauvoir’s seminal manifesto, Le Deuxième Sexe [The Second Sex], has had an enormous impact on feminist theory and activism worldwide. Its revelatory declaration that “on ne naît pas femme: on le devient” [one is not born, but becomes, (a) woman]1 helped to inspire a wholesale interrogation of the often invisible 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 feminism across the globe in the 1960s, and to later innovations in feminist thought that resulted in explicit theoretical distinctions between biological sex and gender as a cultural construct.2 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 phenomenology).3 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 identified by Beauvoir remain challenges even today.

Le Deuxième Sexe has been translated twice into English, on both occasions with the title The Second Sex. The first translation, by a zoologist named Howard M. Parshley, was published in 1953, just four years after the mammoth work was initially published in French. This translation 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 translation. 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 grammatical constructions and rhetorical structures that misrepresented or contradicted Beauvoir’s arguments. Subsequent studies (Moi 1994, 2002; Fallaize 2002) corroborated Simons’ findings, identifying further translation errors and inconsistencies in Parshley’s translation and specifically his inability to recognize and effectively render the philosophical terminology 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.4 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.5

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.6 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.7 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 environments has compounded the challenge of understanding what readers of these languages gleaned from Beauvoir’s philosophy, and carries potentially 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.8 This volume attempts to fill some of the gaps in our knowledge of how Le Deuxième 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:


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

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

	To uncover and explicate global patterns in reception of Beauvoir’s vision of liberation for women.

	
To investigate Beauvoir’s role (or lack thereof) in setting an agenda and vocabulary for feminist thought and activism worldwide.

	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 translation 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 incomprehensible 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 government 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 Deuxième 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 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 censure, 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 Deuxième 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 examining 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 experience. 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, further 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 Deuxième 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 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 María Luisa Rodríguez Muñoz, who explores the pivotal role that a translator plays in framing Beauvoir’s text, in this case for the Spanish reader. Rodríguez’s chapter adopts a traductological perspective to explore the elaboration of the first Castillian Spanish translation of Le Deuxième Sexe, published in 1998. Drawing upon an interview and conversations she held with the translator, Alicia Martorell, Rodríguez 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. Rodríguez 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, Rodríguez attributes the deficiencies she detects in Palant’s to the dominant translation 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 ideologies, religious doctrines, and political institutions influence the translation 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 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 Deuxième 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 Deuxième 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 grammatically genderless character of the Hungarian language to be an asset in translating Le Deuxième Sexe, they observe that the translators unfortunately 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 Deuxième 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 definitively 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 feminist 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 Deuxième 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 the very capitalist and bourgeois values that socialism sought to overcome. 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 Deuxième 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 Mehawej 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 sensitivities, 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 Deuxième 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 Deuxième Sexe because of its author’s vocal opposition 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 doctrine, particularly in relation to the Church’s stance on women’s reproductive 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 Deuxième 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 Deuxième Sexe was crucial for the sustenance of left-wing intellectuals opposed to the regime and a stimulus for the feminist discourses emerging in Spain in the 1960s.


Part III: Impact: Beauvoir’s Legacy for Philosophy and Feminisms Worldwide

Part III offers four chapters that seek to understand the role that translation has played in shaping the impact of Le Deuxième 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 philosophical 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 critique 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 complexities than first translations. Henry-Tierney argues against translation 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 translation. 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 when considering the role translation plays in shaping Beauvoir’s philosophical legacy.

Next we move to Japan, where Le Deuxième Sexe has also been translated twice—first in 1953, by a male translator, soon after its publication 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 criticism 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 translation 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 confusion about Beauvoir’s actual contributions to feminist discourse.

Like Bullock, Penelope Deutscher also grapples with the temporal chasm between the historical moment when Le Deuxième Sexe was published and contemporary feminist discourse, which has evolved significantly 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 language used to render them. Deutscher returns our attention to the conceptual 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 difficult 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 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 Deuxième Sexe: A Crosslinguistic Discussion. Edited by Julia C. Bullock and Pauline Henry-Tierney, this epilogue captures a crosslinguistic discussion 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 Deuxième Sexe have been translated, spanning a range of languages and cultures, which ultimately 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], femme [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 obfuscate 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


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

	 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 Deuxième Sexe. See Butler (1986, 1990) and Sara Heinämaa (1999).

	 See for example, Sara Heinämaa (1995); Debra B. Bergoffen (1997), and Eva Gothlin (2001), who all explore the centrality of phenomenology to Beauvoir’s philosophical position.

	 In their Translators’ note, Borde and Malovany-Chevallier (2009, xxi) explicitly 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).

	 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 Marlène Bichet (2017).

	 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 translation, instead it was the Swedish translation, see Erika Ruonakoski (2017).

	 In some cases, the first translation of Le Deuxième 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 Ayşenaz Postalcioğlu (2016).

	 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 comprehensive 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 specifically 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.




References


	Bauer, Nancy. 2017. “Simone de Beauvoir: The Second Sex, Review of the New Translation,” in Bonnie Mann  and Martina Ferrari (eds.),“On ne naît pas femme: on le devient”: The Life of a Sentence. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 115–125.

	Beauvoir, Simone de. [1949] 1976. Le Deuxième Sexe, vol. I: Les Faits et les mythes; vol. II: L’Expérience vécue. Paris: Gallimard.

	Beauvoir, Simone de. 1953. The Second Sex. Translated by H. M. Parshley. New York: Knopf.

	Beauvoir, Simone de. 2009. The Second Sex. Translated by Constance Borde  and Sheila Malovany-Chevallier. London: Jonathan Cape.

	Bergoffen, Debra B. 1997. The Philosophy of Simone de Beauvoir: Gendered Phenomenologies, Erotic Generosities. Albany: State University of New York Press.

	Berman, Antoine. 1990. “La Retraduction comme espace de traduction.” Palimpsestes, 13(4), 1–7.

	Bichet, Marlène. 2017. “The Treatment of Intertextuality in Translation Studies: A Case Study with the 2009 English Translation of Simone de Beauvoir’s Le Deuxième Sexe.” New Voices in Translation Studies, 17, 1–30.

	Borde, Constance  and Sheila Malovany-Chevallier. 2009. “Translators’ Note,” in Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex. London: Jonathan Cape, xxi–xxv.

	Butler, Judith. 1986. “Sex and Gender in Simone de Beauvoir’s Second Sex.” Yale French Studies, 72, 35–49.

	Butler, Judith. 1990. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. New York: Routledge.

	Chaperon, Sylvie  and Marine Rouch (eds.). 2020. “Reading and Translating The Second Sex Globally / Traduire et lire Le Deuxième Sexe à l’échelle globale.” Simone de Beauvoir Studies, 31(2), 173–363.

	Fallaize, Elizabeth. 2002. “The Housewife’s Destiny: Translating Simone de Beauvoir’s ‘The Married Woman’,” in Christine Delphy  and Sylvie Chaperon (eds.), Cinquentenaire du Deuxième Sexe. Paris: Syllepse, 468–474.

	Genette, Gérard. 1997. Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation. Translated by Jane E. Lewin. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

	Gentzler, Edwin. 2017. Translation and Rewriting in the Age of Post-Translation Studies. London and New York: Routledge.

	Gothlin, Eva. 2001. “Simone de Beauvoir’s Existential Phenomenology and Philosophy of History in Le deuxième sexe,” in Wendy O’Brien  and Lester Embree (eds.), The Existential Phenomenology of Simone de Beauvoir. Contributions to Phenomenology (43). Springer: Dordrecht, 41–51.

	Heinämaa, Sara. 1995. Toward a Phenomenology of Sexual Difference: Husserl, Merleau-Ponty, Beauvoir. Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield.

	Heinämaa, Sara. 1999. “Simone de Beauvoir’s Phenomenology of Sexual Difference.” Hypatia, 14(4), 114–132.

	Liu, Haiping (Nicki). 2016. “Manipulating Simone De Beauvoir: A Study of Chinese Translations of The Second Sex,” in Luise von Flotow  and Farzaneh Farahazad (eds.), Translating Women: Different Voices and New Horizons. New York and Abington: Routledge, 174–186.

	Mann, Bonnie  and Martina Ferrari (eds.). 2017. “On ne naît pas femme: on le devient”: The Life of a Sentence. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Mann, Bonnie. 2017. “Introduction,” in Bonnie Mann  and Martina Ferrari (eds.), “On ne naît pas femme: on le devient”: The Life of a Sentence. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1–5.

	Moi, Toril. 1994. Simone De Beauvoir: The Making of an Intellectual Woman. Oxford: Blackwell.

	Moi, Toril. 2002. “While We Wait: The English Translation of The Second Sex.” Signs, 27(4), 1005–1035.

	Moi, Toril. 2010. “The Adulteress Wife.” London Review of Books, 32(3), 3–6.

	Postalcioğlu, Ayşenaz. 2016. “Simone de Beauvoir in Turkey: (Her)Story of a Translational Journey.” PhD diss., Universitat Rovira i Virgili.

	Ruonakoski, Erka. 2017. “Retranslating The Second Sex into Finnish: Choices, Practices, and Ideas,” in Bonnie Mann  and Martina Ferrari (eds.),“On ne naît pas femme: on le devient”: The Life of a Sentence. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 332–354.

	Santaemilia, José. 2008. “The Translation of Sex-Related Language: The Danger(s) of Self-Censorship(s).” TTR, 21(2), 221–252.

	Simons, Margaret A. 1983. “The Silencing of Simone de Beauvoir: Guess What’s Missing from The Second Sex.” Women’s Studies International Forum, 6(5), 559–564.

	Yu, Zhongli. 2011. “Gender in Translating Lesbianism in The Second Sex,” in José Santaemilia  and Luise von Flotow (eds.), Women and Translation: Geographies, Voices and Identities. MonTI, 3, 421–445.

	Yu, Zhongli. 2015. Translating Feminism in China: Gender, Sexuality, and Censorship. London and New York: Routledge.




Part IFraming Le Deuxième SexeContexts, Paratexts, and Practice




1The 1980s Chinese Translations of The Second Sex and Women’s Situation in ChinaA Post-Translation Study Approach

Zhongli Yu

DOI: 10.4324/9781003363767-3


Introduction

In her seminal work Le Deuxième Sexe [The Second Sex, hereafter TSS], published in 1949, Simone de Beauvoir elaborates women’s situation, which reads as enlightening even today. TSS came to China in the 1980s, and since then there have been eight Chinese translations published there. All were based on the first 1953 English translation by Howard M. Parshley except the 2011 Chinese version, which was translated from the 1949 French original. Three of the aforementioned translations were published in the 1980s. It should be noted that all the titles of these three translations have the added word “woman” or “female,” while those of the later versions are mostly faithful representations of the English or French title. The first Chinese translation published in 1986 is a translation of Book II (Woman’s Life Today); it is a reprint of a translation from Taiwan, entitled第二性——女人 [The Second Sex—Women] (Tao 1998, 2). The word “women” clearly explains to the Chinese readers in the 1980s the meaning of “the second sex.” In 1988, a new translation of Book II was published, renamed as 女人是什么 [What is Woman], underlining the motif of TSS. In the same year, an abridged translation of Book I (Facts and Myths), the first Chinese translation of Book I, was published. Interestingly, Book I, which consists of scholarly theories, has a very erotic and eye-catching title “女性的秘密” [Female Secrets], reframing the text from a theoretical treatise to something more salacious, along the lines of a “sex manual” as it was evidently understood when the first English translation came out in America. Questions arise then: why was the first Chinese translation of TSS reprinted from a translation from Taiwan? Why did the translators of the 1980s feel the need to foreground “woman/female” in the title? What have been the effects of the translations produced in China? These questions will be explored in the framework of post-translation studies.

Edwin Gentzler has enthusiastically advocated a shift to post-translation studies to “expand the kinds of texts and objects that scholars examine” (Gentzler 2017, 1). The prefix “post” used here does not signify ending as it often does, but the start of a new stage “that builds on something that has been and is no more, but out of which comes new life and growth” (Bassnett 2017, vii). Just like its use in such terms as postmodernism, postcolonialism, poststructuralism, and post-feminism in literary studies, the “post” carries “a sense of excitement, of new beginning, of moving on to new ideas, new ways of thinking” (ibid.). Gentzler (2017, 2) proposes this shift because he finds that the field of translation studies is “still restricted, primarily focused on written texts and two-way comparisons, and neglecting pre- and post-translation conditions and effects” after over 30 years of development, which has witnessed lots of accomplishments in the discipline. Very good at describing and evaluating translations, translation scholars have “largely dismantled traditional ideas of the translator’s fidelity and pointed out degrees of difference,” but “have been less successful in the analysis of social and psychological reception matters or explored [sic] longer-term post-translation repercussions of translated texts” (ibid., 2), which are harder to measure. Therefore, he suggests the field begin “viewing translation in a more postmodern vein: as a creative, experimental, and avant-garde act, at once self-reflective and self-generative” (ibid., 230), also paying attention to “rewritings, adaptations, or furtherings” that are not called translations, but contain translational elements, because such “borderline cases may tell us more about the nature of translation than the central paradigm” (ibid., 2).

To measure whether the ideas contained within a translation have been “understood and incorporated into the belief systems of the receiving cultures,” it is necessary to “look beyond translation and to begin to examine the cultural changes that take place after the translation, hence the move toward a post-translation analysis” (ibid., 3). This approach promotes rethinking translation “as an always-ongoing process of every communication” (ibid., 5), “one of the most important processes that can lead to revitalizing culture, a proactive force that continually introduces new ideas, forms or expressions, and pathways for change,” rather than taking translation “as a somewhat secondary process of ferrying ideas across borders” (ibid., 8). It blurs or even erases the border between many dichotomies, such as “original” and “translation,” and “home” and “foreign,” viewing translation as “part of the very living substance of both the source and target text—a living, malleable, formable matter” (ibid., 8).

Gentzler’s notion of post-translation studies is “transdisciplinary” in nature (Bassnett 2017, ix), open to “investigations of translation from outside the discipline [of Translation Studies]—from art, architecture, ethnography, memory studies, landscape, psychology, semiotics, philosophy, economics, gender studies, race, class, and ethnic studies” (Gentzler 2017, 1). The focus is shifted from “translation as the center of a single discipline, to multidisciplinary analyses” that “show how translations impact many disciplines” (ibid., 1–2). Such an “Outward Turn” in translation studies allows the field to redefine itself and “to enjoy greater exchange with other disciplines in a mutually beneficial process of importing and exporting methodologies and ideas” (Bassnett 2017, ix–x). The purpose of post-translation studies is not to find better ways of representing the source text in the target context, but to “examine the cultural changes that take place after the translation,” analyzing “post-translation effects” in the receiving culture (Gentzler 2017, 3).

In general, post-translation studies cover three main aspects: (1) the pre-translation culture (i.e. socio-political and linguistic conditions) that influences the production of texts (translated or original); (2) translated texts that also include pre-original and post-translational texts; and (3) post-translation effects, i.e. the impact the translation produces in the receiving culture (ibid., 222–225). The first aspect has been explored in many works of translation studies since the cultural turn in the 1980s, such as Bassnett and Lefevere 1990 and 1998, Lefevere 1992, Venuti 1995, Simon 1996, Flotow 1997, Harvey 1998, Bassnett and Trivedi 1999, to name but a few. My past investigation of several Chinese translations of TSS also involves the social, cultural, and political environment that explains the translators’ decision-making in the process of translation (Yu 2015). The pre-original and post-translational texts have seldom been but should be studied by the field to explore the “far-reaching implications [of translated texts], especially upon cultural formation” (Gentzler 2017, 222), such as the post-translation repercussions of translation on later translations, or creative writing, or any number of the creative arts, even a variety of disciplines (ibid., 225). The third is the most challenging one, as it can be like finding a needle in a haystack to discern and measure post-translation effects (ibid., 199) and often needs to involve transdisciplinary study. The three aspects are closely entangled. Pre-original texts may be part of the pre-translation culture, while post-translational texts can be evidence of post-translation effects. All the three aspects have been or are leading to the expansion of translation studies. In my previous works (Yu 2011 and 2015), I have discussed most of the Chinese translations of TSS, examining how translators who are of different gender identities deal with the content of the female body and sexuality, which are sensitive in the Chinese context. To answer the research questions raised above, this study pays more attention to the other two aspects, i.e. the pre-translation culture because “the cultural context for translation can tell us much about the translation itself” (Gentzler 2017, 5) and the post-translation effects which have not been much studied. Before I address these, I will provide an introduction to Chinese translations of TSS to set the scene for the discussion of the two issues, which will also make it explicit why the issues deserve scholarly attention and why a post-translation study approach works better for this exploration.


Chinese Translations of The Second Sex in China

As mentioned above, the first Chinese translation published in 1986 is a “reprint of a translation from Taiwan” (Tao 1998, 2), which is not indicated in the 1986 version, perhaps because it is “pirated” (Li 1999b, 98).1 But it can be reasoned that it is reproduced from the Chinese translation published in Taiwan in 1972–1974, in three volumes respectively by three translators, namely Ou Yangzi for Volume 1 “形成期” [The Formative Years], Nan Shan for Volume 2 “处境” [Situation], and Sang Zhuying for Volume 3 “正当的主张与迈向解放” [Justifications and Towards Liberation]. Somehow, the name of Ou Yangzi disappears in the 1986 version. This is not explained in the publisher’s note which briefly introduces Beauvoir, TSS, and the purpose of publishing the translation (Sang and Nan 1986, 1–2). The publisher explains that the translators omitted Book I (Facts and Myths) because it mainly consists of scholarly theories, in which Beauvoir discusses women from the viewpoints of biology, psychoanalysis, and economic philosophy, and elaborates on the historical changes of Western women’s position from primitive times to after the French Revolution (1789–1799) and the various myths about women (ibid., 1). What is published is Book II (Woman’s Life of Today), in which Beauvoir analyzes woman’s life from childhood to old age, explaining the process of their bodily and psychological development and examining women’s situation. The publisher feels that such issues mirror woman’s daily life, and are therefore easier for general readers to understand and accept. Believing it enlightening to and worthy of reference for Chinese readers, the publisher presents the book for academic and general readers to broaden their horizons, think outside of the box, strengthen understanding of woman’s status, and facilitate China’s academic and cultural development (ibid., 1–2). The publisher “adopts” the title 第二性——女人 [The Second Sex—Women] (ibid., 2), the same title used in the Taiwanese translation. This retention is significant as the added “women” in the title has rich meaning in view of the pre-translational social environment for TSS in that particular time of China, a point that will be discussed later.

Well before its official publication in the Mainland, the Taiwanese version had been in private circulation among Mainland readers from the late 1970s, shortly after the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976) ended. This was the “normal” way in which Chinese readers in the Mainland had access to translations of Western literary or philosophical works at that time (Dai 2007, 37). This was partly because from 1949 to the end of the Cultural Revolution, China turned inward on the whole, and writings from the capitalist West became unavailable to ordinary educated people; and partly because the publishing industry suffered serious damage during the Cultural Revolution, resulting in book shortages (discussed below). In the late 1970s China started its reform and opening up to the outside world, and the publishing industry began to recover. The policy of “解放思想” [emancipating the mind] and the whole nation’s thirst for books led to the decision by the State Publication Bureau to rush out Chinese and foreign literary masterpieces. Unable immediately to provide new books (translated or domestic) for the market, many publishers first reprinted formerly published Chinese and foreign masterpieces to meet the urgent demand from readers (Anonymous 2008), and then made plans to publish new books (Yu 2015, 163). That is why the first Chinese translation of TSS in the Mainland is a reprint of a previous translation.

At such time of book shortages, every book sold well, and books were often quickly sold out (Anonymous 2008). The Chinese translation of the long and difficult TSS was no exception. Once published in Mainland China, this translation was extremely popular among female university students (Li 2004, Translator’s Preface) and exerted great influence in academia, particularly on Chinese female scholars from literary studies and the development of feminist literary criticism (Chen 2009, 50). Meanwhile, in the early 1980s, having secured a copy of the English version of TSS by Howard M. Parshley, a group of young intellectuals,2 mostly from literary studies, were enthusiastically preparing a new Chinese translation of TSS (Li Xiaojiang 2021, personal communication), resulting in the following Chinese translations in the 1980s and 1990s.

In 1988, a new Chinese translation of Book II by Wang Youqin, Qiu Xichun et al. came into being based on this English translation. In the Chinese version, several sections and parts are deleted, namely “The Lesbian,” “Prostitutes and Hetairas,” “Justifications,” and “Towards Liberation.” In the 1980s, homosexuality and prostitution were unknown to the majority of ordinary Chinese people (Yu 2015, 157–187). Homosexuality was something generally unimaginable and unacceptable at that time because it had been a taboo topic, and was regarded as a crime and/or a disease for many decades, while prostitution was supposed to have been officially eradicated shortly after the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Understandably, the sections on lesbians and prostitutes were deleted because they were considered to be entirely out of context in China at that time. “Justifications” discusses certain broad types of reaction to the oppression of women, and “Towards Liberation” talks about the pitfalls and possibilities that await the independent woman trying to find a way forward. Both chapters are based on the French context circa 1949, when Beauvoir initially wrote the book, which may have been regarded as less interesting to Mainland readers and thus were cut.

Since the parts translated deal with the whole life of a woman and answer the question of “What is woman?,” the 1988 Chinese translation of Book II was given a new name, “女人是什么” [What is Woman?] (Wang and Qiu et al. 1988, 441), a question that Chinese women intellectuals in the 1980s were anxious to answer. For these women, TSS not only provided some kind of answer to a question that had troubled them, but also offered them an important theoretical instrument or example to further explore their answers to the question on the basis of their own life experience and knowledge (e.g. Li 1999a). It is such exploration that led to the emergence of women’s studies in China, which is an important part of post-translation effects to be discussed in section four.

However, the sections cut in the 1988 translation were kept intact in the 1986 reprinted version. This could be because the 1986 version is a reprint of a translation from Taiwan, where there were more liberal societal attitudes toward sexuality (including homosexuality; cf. Yu 2015, 187). The Chinese publisher likely opted not to omit these sections because it did not need to be responsible for “problems” in a reprinted book. These sections were also retained in the 1998 “complete” Chinese translation by Tao Tiezhu,3 which was published in a better environment for the import and reception of Western feminist theories partly created by the Fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing in 1995 (cf. Yu 2015, 168). This somewhat exemplifies how pre-translation culture conditions the production of translated texts.

The first Chinese translation of Book I came out one month after the 1988 translation of Book II was published.
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