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Introduction: Beauvoir and
the ambiguity of “ambiguity”
in ethics

backgrounds and basics

During the 1950s, an era when feminism was at a particularly low
ebb, American college students encountered translations of Simone
de Beauvoir’sThe Second Sex andThe Ethics ofAmbiguity in courses
on French existentialism.1 The popularity of these courses was due
in no small part to the French existentialists’ addition of sexuality
to the philosophical agenda. Jean-Paul Sartre’s Being and Nothing-
ness was the centerpiece, and Beauvoir’s The Ethics of Ambiguity
was introduced to show how, contrary to Sartre’s early view, exis-
tentialism might indeed provide a ground for ethics. The Second
Sex, however, was presented as though it simply applied Sartre’s
philosophy to women’s situations, a view later to be challenged by
feminist scholarship, as many chapters in this Companion show in
detail. Yet readers were astonished even then by perspectives The
Second Sex offered on female sexuality. Raising ethical and politi-
cal issues, Beauvoir’s The Second Sex nicely complemented Alfred
Kinsey’s “scandalous” but coldly scientific report on sexual behav-
ior in the human female, which appeared in the same year as the
paperback edition of the English translation of Beauvoir’s treatise on
women.2

Beauvoir’s most widely read philosophical works are still The
Second Sex andThe Ethics ofAmbiguity. But her laterwork aswell is
philosophically deep and often original. It offers mature perspectives
on such topics as torture and old age in addition to new perspectives
on her earlierwork. Beauvoir’s total output (still being translated into
English) is prodigious. The chronology and bibliography in this Com-
panion show how highly varied in form her published writings are,
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ranging from letters, diaries, memoirs, and novels to prefaces, book
reviews, philosophical essays and treatises. The scope of her philo-
sophical interests is impressive. Many of her topics are standard in
the philosophical repertoire: ethics, politics, evil, relationships be-
tween selves (articulated as relationships between self and Other).
Others were not conventional among philosophers when she took
them up, some unconventional for women writers in most fields:
psychoanalysis, biology, sexuality, gender, women, lesbians, prosti-
tution, marriage, love.

Equally popular with philosophers and nonphilosophers are Beau-
voir’s stories and novels, especially She Came to Stay (explored by
Margaret Simons in chapter 5 and Mary Sirridge in chapter 6) and
The Mandarins, which won the prestigious Goncourt Prize in 1954.
Her short memoir, A Very Easy Death, reflecting on the death of her
mother, and the longer treatise, Old Age (interpreted by Penelope
Deutscher in chapter 14 and known as The Coming of Age in the
American edition), belong in anyone’s list of classics on aging and
dying. The four volumes chronicling her life and intellectual devel-
opment,Memoirs of aDutifulDaughter,ThePrime of Life,The Force
of Circumstance, and All Said and Done, revisit many of her earlier
ideas and together constructwhatMiranda Fricker in chapter 10 calls
a “life-story.” Less well known are Beauvoir’s travel diaries from her
visits to the United States for four months in 1947 (America Day by
Day) and to China in 1955 (The Long March). The America diary in-
cludes wonderful descriptions of life in Beauvoir’s favorite city, New
York, aswell as detailed and painful observations of racial segregation
in the South (noted by Robin Schott in chapter 11). Also notewor-
thy are Beauvoir’s prefaces (cited by Schott as well) to such works
as Gisèle Halimi’s Djamila Boupacha: The Story of the Torture of a
YoungAlgerianGirlWhich Shocked Liberal FrenchOpinion, Claude
Lanzmann’s filmscript Shoah, and Jean-François Steiner’s Treblinka.
And there is more, much more, including letters, book reviews, and
such essays as “Must We Burn Sade?” (analyzed by Judith Butler in
chapter 8) and “Brigitte Bardot and the Lolita Syndrome.” This Com-
panion covers the full span of Beauvoir’s work, not just The Second
Sex and The Ethics of Ambiguity.

Nevertheless, ethics forms a persistent core of Beauvoir’s philo-
sophical concerns. Hence it is appropriate to make it the eventual
focus of this introduction. It was Beauvoir’s view, in fact, that only
existentialism could provide the basis for ethics. Yet her conception
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of ethics would have puzzled most British and American philoso-
phers of that era, trained as they were in traditions of analytic phi-
losophy. For although she rejected the search for universal principles
to distinguish right from wrong, and she took emotion seriously,
she was no “emotivist” in the sense of the logical positivists of the
Vienna Circle.3 Logical positivists held that the meaning of a propo-
sition is given by its method of verification. Finding no method of
verification formoral principles, they concluded that such principles
and judgments based on them were literally meaningless, “pseudo-
propositions.” Moral pseudo-propositions, they insisted, had only
“emotive meaning,” not “literal meaning.” Yet with a noncogni-
tive understanding of emotions, positivists were at a loss to clarify,
beyond crude notions of approval and disapproval, what moral emo-
tions meant. Beauvoir, in contrast, is articulate about the meanings
ofmoral philosophies, traditions, sentiments, and choices. Today her
agent-centered, relational, and situational approach to ethics finds
natural homes not only in continental European philosophy, but
also in fairly analytical character ethics, feminist ethics, and con-
versations about moral luck. Her concerns lie with the complexities
of situations, their impact on how we develop character, and with
liberation from oppression, taking responsibility for ourselves, and
negotiating human relationships.

Beauvoir’s major contributions to philosophical thought, to ethics
in particular, lie in her development and employment of the concepts
of ambiguity, freedom, the Other, embodiment, disclosure, tempo-
rality, and situation. These concepts have roots in the traditions of
French andGerman phenomenology. English-speaking readers of the
1950s tended to lack the training and philosophical background to
read Beauvoir in the context ofGerman phenomenology, or even con-
temporary French philosophy (with the exception of Sartre’s Being
and Nothingness), not to mention earlier French philosophy other
than Descartes’. Divisions between Anglo-American and continen-
tal European philosophies are less severe today than then. Still, train-
ing in post-Kantian continental European philosophy remains a con-
tinuing weakness in the philosophical education offered by many
American universities. Hence, this volume offers several chapters on
how to read Beauvoir in relation to post-Kantian German and post-
Cartesian French traditions of philosophical thought, introducing
readers to important features of some of those traditions at the same
time.
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Many groupings of chapters in this Companion are natural for
study purposes. The next section highlights continuities and over-
laps not always evident from chapter titles, as a prelude to reflecting,
in the concluding section, on an ambiguity of “ambiguity” in Beau-
voir’s ethics.

overview of chapters

The opening chapter by Barbara Andrew introduces Beauvoir as an
existential phenomenologist and explains what that means. Andrew
sketches Beauvoir’s education and early intellectual development
and then places her mature writings in the context of four areas of
contemporary philosophy where her ideas remain influential today:
social philosophy, existentialism, phenomenology, and feminist the-
ory. Andrew also takes up similarities and differences between Beau-
voir’s work and that of her lifelong companion, Jean-Paul Sartre
(1905--80). The themes of Beauvoir’s relationship with Sartre and his
work recur in other chapters as well (chapters 2, 4, 10, and 14, by Eva
Gothlin, Monika Langer, Miranda Fricker, and Penelope Deutscher,
for example). Andrew organizes most of her discussion around Beau-
voir’s ideas of freedom, ambiguity, and situation, concepts also fur-
ther explored in other chapters.

Taking the phenomenological strand as central, chapter 2 by Eva
Gothlin and chapter 3 by Sara Heinämaa present key elements of
Beauvoir’s thought as having developed in the context of the Ger-
man phenomenology of Edmund Husserl (1859--1976) and Martin
Heidegger (1889--1976), whom Beauvoir and Sartre began reading in
the late 1930s. Chapter 3 by Heinämaa and chapter 4 by Monika
Langer take up in detail the influence of Beauvoir’s engagement with
the philosophy of her friend, Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908--61).

In chapter 2, on reading Beauvoir in relation to Heidegger’s Being
and Time, Eva Gothlin finds that Beauvoir’s phenomenology differs
from Sartre’s (at least, in Being and Nothingness) in being closer
to Heidegger’s break with the classic Cartesian dualism of mind and
body. She notes that the Heideggerian concept of disclosure occurs in
Beauvoir’s writingsmore often than the Sartrean concepts of in-itself
(the being of things) and for-itself (conscious existence). Gothlin’s
discussion is organized around the concepts of disclosure, corpore-
ality, “Being-with,” and authenticity. These concepts enable her to
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clarify differences between Beauvoir’s philosophy and Sartre’s and
also to clarify Beauvoir’s own emphases or uses of these concepts as
distinct fromHeidegger’s. She notes, for example, that for both Beau-
voir and Heidegger, Mitsein (Being-with) is real, contrary to Sartre’s
denial in Being and Nothingness of intersubjective reality, but that,
unlike Heidegger, Beauvoir emphasizes the possibility of conflict as
well as harmony in Mitsein.

In chapter 3 Sara Heinämaa agrees with Gothlin in situating Beau-
voir’s work in relation to the phenomenological tradition. But she
builds a case for going further back in that tradition to the work of
Husserl in order to appreciate Beauvoir’s concept of embodiment.
Beauvoir’s discussions of female embodiment have been widely mis-
understood by readers who take her negative portrayals of the female
body as though they represented her own final view rather than a so-
cial construction of which she was profoundly critical. Heinämaa
argues that Beauvoir’s notion of embodiment is a critical elaboration
of Merleau-Ponty’s description of the living body and that through
Merleau-Ponty, Beauvoir was influenced by Husserl’s work in Thing
and Space, Ideas volume II, and theCrisis of European Sciences and
Transcendental Phenomenology.

Monika Langer, who has authored a book on Merleau-Ponty,4

argues in chapter 4 that Beauvoir’s concept of ambiguity is much
closer to that ofMerleau-Ponty than to Sartre’s. It isMerleau-Ponty’s
phenomenology, not Sartre’s, she finds, that provides the basis for
Beauvoir’s ethics of ambiguity. “Ambiguity,” Langer reminds us,
“comes from the Latin ambiguitas, meaning doubt, uncertainty, or
paradox,” and “the adjective ambiguus means ambiguous, obscure,
dark, wavering, changeable, doubtful, uncertain, disputed, unreli-
able, and untrustworthy.” The negative approach conveyed in such
adjectives draws onDescartes’ project of achieving certainty through
clarity and distinctness. For Beauvoir and Merleau-Ponty, however,
Langer finds that ambiguity is neither equivocation nor dualism nor
ambivalence. (An interesting discussion of the relationships between
ambiguity and ambivalence in Beauvoir’s work on evil is found,
however, in chapter 11 by Robin Schott, discussed below.) Rather,
Beauvoir’s concept of ambiguity involves irreducible indeterminacy
and “multiple, inseparable significations and aspects.” Exploring
many uses of ambiguity by Beauvoir andMerleau-Ponty, Langer con-
siders how, in different ways, the thought of each illuminates or
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supplements that of the other. We should celebrate Beauvoir, she
concludes, not just Merleau-Ponty, as a philosopher of ambiguity.

Precisely because she was educated in France from early child-
hood, Beauvoir may not always be conscious of earlier French
philosophy’s influences on her own. Yet in correspondance and di-
aries she mentions several philosophers she has read. Chapter 5
by Margaret Simons and chapter 7 by Susan James explore conti-
nuities and possible influences of Henri Bergson (1859--1941) and
Nicolas Malebranche (1638--1715) in relation to Beauvoir’s thought.
Together with chapter 8 by Judith Butler on Beauvoir’s long essay
on the Marquis de Sade (1749--1814), who is not often appreciated
as a philosopher, these chapters provide for Beauvoir’s philosophy a
context in French philosophy earlier than that of Sartre andMerleau-
Ponty.

Margaret Simonsmade a powerful case in her book on Beauvoir for
anAfricanAmerican influence on Beauvoir’s views regarding oppres-
sion, especially through Richard Wright and his work.5 In chapter 5
of thisCompanion she presents and develops the newhypothesis that
Bergson was a significant early influence on Beauvoir’s methodol-
ogy. Examining Beauvoir’s early diaries, she discovers that the young
Beauvoir read and was excited by the work of Bergson. In his early
books, Time and Free Will, Matter and Memory, and Creative Evo-
lution, Simons finds sources of at least three aspects of Beauvoir’s
methodology. They are, first, the use of novels as a vehicle for doing
philosophy; second, an interest in exposing distortions of reality in
perception and thought; and third, the turn to immediate experience.
Although Beauvoir and Bergson were both interested in the problem
of self in relation to the Other, Simons finds diary evidence that
Beauvoir began to focus on this topic prior to Bergson’s published
work on it and concludes that we cannot infer an influence there.
But in Time and Free Will Bergson celebrated the idea of doing phi-
losophy in writing novels, an idea that Beauvoir -- unlike Bergson --
then carried out. Chapter 5 by Simons and chapter 6 byMary Sirridge
examine how Beauvoir did that in her first novel, She Came to Stay.

In chapter 6 Mary Sirridge also discusses some of Beauvoir’s
other fictional works. Pursuing the question of what literature can
contribute to our understanding that mere factual information can-
not, Sirridge argues that literature, perhaps especially the novel,
acquaints us intimately with other points of view by allowing us
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to enter imaginatively into the situations of others, albeit without
losing the awareness that we are not those others and that their sit-
uations are not our own. She considers how well Beauvoir succeeds
in that endeavor in She Came to Stay and reaches a different, more
positive evaluation from that reached by Beauvoir herself when she
reflected in her memoirs on the writing of that novel.

In chapter 7 Susan James examines Beauvoir’s treatment of wo-
men’s apparently voluntary participation in andmaintenance of their
own oppression, a sensitive phenomenon for feminists that is known
as the problemofwomen’s complicity. James,whohaswritten a book
on emotions in seventeenth-century philosophy,6 looks at Beauvoir’s
treatment of this problem in relation to the thought of Malebranche,
whose philosophical writings no doubt formed part of Beauvoir’s ed-
ucation. Beauvoir appears to offer more than one answer to the ques-
tion of whymen have been so very successful in dominating women.
An interesting and, to many, disturbing part of her answer is that
women have been complicit in their own domination by embrac-
ing patriarchal marriage. Without discussing marriage specifically,
James argues that Beauvoir seems at times to appreciate that it is too
reductive to understand women’s complicity in their own domina-
tion in relationships with men simply in terms of choices women
make in bad faith. She finds Malebranche’s account of the interper-
sonal structure of hierarchical social relations closer to, and a better
explanation of, Beauvoir’s own account of women’s subordination
than the Hegelian master--slave account to which Beauvoir actually
appeals. James finds Beauvoir, in tune withMalebranche, conceiving
of complicity “as a condition of an embodied self whose abilities, and
therefore options, have been formed by its social circumstances,” a
view that goes beyondHegel’s interpretation of the relations between
master and slave.

Feminists are often embarrassed and puzzled by Beauvoir’s re-
spectful and substantial attention to the writings of the notorious
Marquis de Sade, whose unashamed eroticism in inflicting pain
on women has given us the concept of sadism. Beauvoir’s surpris-
ingly sympathetic “Must We Burn Sade?” neither condemns him
nor protests the pornography of sadism. In chapter 8 Judith Butler
briefly reviews the career of Sade (who was in prison at the Bastille
during the French Revolution where, Butler reports, “he is said to
have helped incite the crowd on the street from his prison window”)
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and then develops the idea that Beauvoir’s essay attempts to under-
stand Sade’s aim in his writings and in his life as making sexuality
into an ethic. It was not an ethic Beauvoir could endorse, nor did she
find Sade entirely successful in his own project. Yet she thought we
could learn from understanding what he made, or tried to make, of
his situation.

As these chapters and others show, Beauvoir scholarship has bro-
ken free of the model of viewing Beauvoir’s philosophical work as
an appendix to Sartre’s (a view she often encouraged). Today Beau-
voir is studied as an important philosopher in her own right, de-
spite her disclaimers. One of themost prolific and influential female
thinkers of the twentieth century, she is widely acknowledged as in
manyways the leading philosophical grandparent ofwomen’s studies
and contemporary feminist theory. Although she did not explicitly
and publicly identify herself as a feminist or with a women’s move-
ment until later, her sympathies definitely moved in that direction
in The Second Sex, which is sprinkled throughout with criticisms of
“antifeminists.” Beauvoir’s critics sometimes read that book’s con-
cluding section, “Toward Liberation” (Vers la libération), as encour-
aging simply liberation from sexual mores, and point out that such
freedom is arguablymore advantageous formen than forwomen. The
impression of a focus on sexual liberation may stem from Beauvoir’s
extraordinarily frank, unromantic discussions of female sexuality in
earlier chapters -- unusual (to say the least) for an intellectual woman
writing in the 1940s. Yet in the work as a whole, freedom from re-
strictions on female sexuality is only part of a larger vision of women
liberated from oppressive social constructions of femininity. The lib-
eration that Beauvoir appears to find most fundamental in this work
is economic.

Beauvoir’s relationship to feminism, a recurrent theme in many
chapters of this volume, is explored in detail by Susan Brison
in chapter 9, which consists of Brison’s 1976 interview in Rome
with Beauvoir on that topic (translated and published here for the
first time), followed by Brison’s essay reflecting twenty-five years
later on that interview. Brison explores Beauvoir’s connections with
French feminist activism and theory and her positions in relation
to controversies in French feminism, including controversies about
The Second Sex. Feminists in the 1970s often criticized Beauvoir as
valorizing “masculine” values and disparaging “feminine”ones. At
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the Second Sex conference in New York City in 1979, Audre Lorde
quoted Beauvoir favorably as having said: “It is in the knowledge of
the genuine conditions of our lives that we must draw our strength
to live and our reasons for acting.” But Lorde is rememberedmore for
having argued at that conference that “the master’s tools will never
dismantle the master’s house.”7 Brison’s interview makes it clear
that Beauvoir’s position was complex regarding the values women
should espouse. We can and should, she thought, use some of what
Lordemight later have called “themaster’s tools,” but we should not
be prevented from changing them while we use them. Beauvoir also
clarifies her position on the role of sexuality in women’s lives. She
observes that although of course women should have sexual plea-
sure, if sex becomes more important for women than for men, that
is not because of biology but because women are deprived of somuch
else. Brison finds a model in the ways that Beauvoir’s life integrated
concrete political action with feminist theory.

Although Beauvoir gradually came to identify herself as a fem-
inist, she consistently refused the label, philosopher (although she
taught philosophy), on the grounds that she did not offer a system-
atic comprehensive theory or worldview. Rather, she explored inter-
connected philosophical issues, and she did so not only in essays,
prefaces, and treatises but in novels and travel diaries -- not then,
nor even now, standard formats for academic philosophy. If unsys-
tematic, Beauvoir’s approach to issues is nevertheless reliably philo-
sophical, focused on meanings and values, and her ideas evolve and
mature over time. This Companion frequently cites her diaries as
well as her novels and memoirs in tracking the development of her
philosophical thought.

In chapter 10 Miranda Fricker presents Beauvoir’s memoirs as “a
project of intrapersonal alignment, both psychological and ethical.”
Thememoirs became a way for Beauvoir to establish lines of solidar-
ity with her past selves, to align the mature author with the younger
women with whom she shared a single life, and to restore unity to
what she at one point described as the “scattered, broken” object that
was her life. Fricker explores Beauvoir’s techniques for doing this,
showing how the memoirs took shape as a life-story. A highlight is
Fricker’s feminist reading of Beauvoir’s recounting (in Memoirs of
a Dutiful Daughter) of her youthful encounter with Sartre at the
Medici Fountain in the Luxembourg Garden, where Sartre rapidly
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convinced her of the worthlessness of her thoughts favoring a plural-
ist ethics. Reflecting on the pathos of the older Beauvoir’s account
of this incident (in which Beauvoir remains convinced of Sartre’s
intellectual superiority), Fricker’s reading presents this event as a
likely significant influence on Beauvoir’s decision to own the iden-
tity simply of a writer and not that of a philosopher. Ironically, it is
largely thanks to Beauvoir’s pioneering work as a feminist, Fricker
notes, that today’s reader finds this passage in the memoir so very
poignant. In The Prime of Life, however, Fricker also finds an inde-
pendent philosophical reason why Beauvoir rejected the identity of
philosopher: philosophical systematizations of the world seemed to
Beauvoir to be incapable of making adequate room for ambiguity,
whereas more literary forms could do that better, and Beauvoir re-
mained convinced of the fundamental, irreducible ambiguity of the
world.

In her memoirs Beauvoir integrates discussions of her philosoph-
ical development with reflections on her relationships with such
well-known figures as Sartre, Nelson Algren, and Claude Lanzmann.
She also discusses her relationships with women but does not write
about their erotic elements. Yet her chapter on the lesbian in The
Second Sex is probably the first published sympathetic and respect-
ful philosophical treatment of that subject inmodern times. In an era
when “coming out” as a lesbian was for middle-class women nearly
unthinkable and could cost one one’s job, Beauvoir boldly wrote
about such relationships from the points of view of insiders.8 The
contrast is stark between the then prevailing psychiatric and crim-
inal law views of “homosexuality” as sick or immoral (if not both)
and Beauvoir’s account of the lesbian as making rational choices in
relation to a situation.

Beauvoir’s memoirs also track the development of her politi-
cal consciousness and her involvement in resisting major evils.
In chapter 11 Robin Schott explores different levels of analysis of
the concept of evil to which the idea of ambiguity provides a key,
thus continuing the discussion of Beauvoir on ambiguity begun in
chapters 1 and 4 by Andrew and Langer. The levels of analysis Schott
explores are first, an ontological level, fundamental structures of
human existence that include facticity and the risk of evil; second,
a social and political level, where we find the evils of oppression, in-
justice, and misery; and third, a cultural symbolic level, linking evil
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with the feminine. Schott concludes that extreme situations, such
as genocide, which prompt use of the term “absolute evil,” reveal
limits to Beauvoir’s concept of ambiguity, because they show limi-
tations of the agent perspective in ethics. She suspects that Beauvoir
senses this, as her treatment of evil through the discourse of agent
ambiguities is supplemented in The Second Sex with discourses of
historical dynamics and symbolic representations.

In-depth looks at Beauvoir’s thoughts on sex/gender are found in
chapter 12, inDebra Bergoffen’s “recounting” of the sexual difference
in Beauvoir’s thought, and in chapter 13, in Moira Gatens’ “second
look” at Beauvoir and biology. Readers may wonder whether Beau-
voir’s critique of the social constructions of masculinity and fem-
ininity should move us toward one or the other of the following
two ideas. One idea is that, as Bergoffen puts it, “any sexed body
can become whatever gender it chooses.” This view seems to im-
ply that gender is a wholly arbitrary and contingent construction.
An alternative idea is that sexual difference is fundamental to hu-
man existence. On this view, the different materialities of human
bodies really do constitute us as sexually distinct, even if the par-
ticular sex/gender differences mandated by patriarchy are untenable
and should be abandoned. Bergoffen asks whether a woman’s experi-
ence of herself as sexed is “a product of a patriarchal mystification”
or “an existential certainty that requires certification.” Observing
that The Second Sex seems to speak, on this issue, in two voices,
she builds a case for the second position. Drawing on less frequently
cited passages in that work and on Beauvoir’s idea of an ethic of am-
biguity, she argues that in supporting women’s equality, Beauvoir
was also supporting women’s sexual difference.

Chapter 13, by Moira Gatens, agrees that Beauvoir supports the
idea of women’s sexual difference. Like Bergoffen, Gatens challenges
the assumption, widespread in early women’s studies scholarship,
that Beauvoir meant to articulate a dichotomy between sex and gen-
der, putting sex on the side of nature and gender on the side of
culture. But Gatens also challenges the assumption that Beauvoir
regarded “woman” as a gender concept, like “feminine.” The idea is
not simply that postmodernist readers are hasty in concluding that
“woman,” for Beauvoir, is socially constructed all the way down.
Biology, in Gatens’ reading of Beauvoir, does play a role in the con-
struction of women, although not a determining role. If “woman”
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is not a gender concept, then what is it? No simple answer will do.
Gatens argues that Beauvoir’s conception of the relations among the
concepts of “female,” “feminine,” and “woman”weremore complex
than a reductive dichotomy of sex versus gender allows. It is possi-
ble, for example, for some people to identify themselves as female
but neither as feminine nor as women, and it is possible for some to
identify themselves as neither female nor feminine but as women
nonetheless. It should not be surprising, then, that so much scholar-
ship has grown up around the most famous sentence in The Second
Sex: “One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman” (SS 267).

Like many philosophers, Beauvoir writes about death. But, as
Penelope Deutscher notes in her chapter on Beauvoir’s book Old
Age, Beauvoir is one of the first since antiquity to give sustained at-
tention to the topic of old age independently of a focus on death and to
appreciate old age as presenting existential problems not reducible to
those of the finality of death. Deutscher contrasts Beauvoir’s positive
view, in her sixties, of a life with novelties appearing against a back-
ground of repetition with her earlier view in The Second Sex, which
found lives of repetition stagnant and boring. Beauvoir’s later writ-
ings, which depict physical and satisfying lives for older women, sup-
ply a counternarrative to the negative depictions of the earlier work.
Deutscher finds that reflecting on the social marginalization of the
aged led Beauvoir to appreciate how social inequality “produces a
body experienced as limiting.” But she also sees Beauvoir’s mature
thoughts on aging leading to the conclusion that even ontological
freedom (Sartre’s “radical freedom”), not just practical freedom to
engage in activities like climbing mountains, is limited as one’s fu-
ture becomes shorter.

ambiguities in ethics

Collectively, the chapters in this book call attention to paradoxes
and ambivalences in Beauvoir’s appreciation of “the second sex” and
in her thinking about ethics. Certain of these may be due, as crit-
ics suggest, to a reluctance to disagree openly with the positions of
Sartre orHegel. Certainly, her understanding of situatedness suggests
a more complex conception of human responsibility than is presup-
posed in Sartre’s notion of radical freedom. This understanding helps
tomake sense of aspects of her work thatmay astonish some readers.
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For example, it seems paradoxical that she treats the life and work
of Sade so very sympathetically, despite his appalling treatment of
women, and that her own portraits of women in The Second Sex are
often so very unflattering, despite her evident commitment to pro-
moting an understanding of women’s situations and development.
In both cases, Beauvoir goes against the grain of likely expectations
in a female -- or, at any rate, feminist -- readership. Perhaps that fact
also had a bearing on her early reluctance to identify herself as femi-
nist. Unsettling as these approaches are, however, Beauvoir remains
acutely sensitive to how situations, including our bodies, shape char-
acter development. Her attitudes in each case reflect an apprecia-
tion of moral luck, how forces beyond our control shape us with-
out determining us, presenting us with different possibilities and
different challenges. Instead of dismissing sex-based stereotypes as
hasty generalizations, The Second Sex interprets stereotypical differ-
ences between women’s and men’s characters as emerging from
systematic situational differences. Appreciating this underlying
theme goes a long way to soften the impact of Beauvoir’s sometimes
unrelentingly negative depictions of women, especially women at
maturity.

Yet, if Beauvoir is no romantic about female existence, she is no
determinist, certainly no fatalist, either. Although individuals are
often powerless to alter significantly the social dimensions of their
situations, effective collective resistance to oppressive practices is
sometimes possible.

An important part of Beauvoir’s own situation as a philosopher and
writer is the Nazi Occupation of France from 1940 to 1944, which
changed her life and the lives of her friends.AsMiranda Fricker (chap-
ter 10) and Robin Schott (chapter 11) point out, World War Two, the
Occupation, and the French Resistance -- not just the academic tra-
ditions of French and German philosophy -- form the critical setting
in which Beauvoir began to think seriously about ethics and poli-
tics. Concerns for friends (some lost) in the Resistance triggered a
growing political awareness. Beauvoir’s responses began her many
lifelong political involvements and concerns.

Schott notes in chapter 11 that Beauvoir departs from her own
reliance on the concept of ambiguity in ethics when it comes to
real evils, such as the death camps, slavery, or the torture in Algeria
of Djamila Boupacha. Such things, even in Beauvoir’s view, were
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absolutely intolerable. Calling them “ambiguous” seems to dilute
their seriousness. Yet there are also pockets of ethical ambiguity even
in the midst of horrendous evils. There may be no serious ambiguity
regarding whether a deed, such as the torture of Djamila Boupacha,
or an institution, such as slavery, is evil. It may be clear that the
deed or the institution embodies culpable wrongdoing that produces
intolerable harm or makes the lives or deaths of victims indecent.9

But there can be serious ambiguity, in some of the senses that Langer
discusses in chapter 4, regarding the responsibility of some individ-
uals who are implicated in the perpetration of such evils and regard-
ing the failures of many to resist or even to aid its victims. Such
ambiguities arise from a multitude of inseparable facets of one’s sit-
uation, together with an absence of any conventional way to put
them together coherently, perhaps even an impossibility of putting
them together so as to yield a coherent andunproblematic conclusion
regarding an agent’s responsibility.

In both Anglo-American philosophy and ordinary life, ambiguity
is not generally treated as either inevitable or desirable. “Ambigu-
ous” is, on the contrary, often a term of criticism or derogation. The
analytic tradition in philosophy tends to view ambiguity as a flaw,
which, because it interferes with clarity (and thus with vision, to
continue the Cartesian metaphor for knowledge), should be elimi-
nated wherever possible. From that point of view, the very idea of
an ethic of ambiguity is apt to seem an abdication of responsibil-
ity, rather than a way of taking responsibility seriously. Ambiguity
can, of course, be used to dodge responsibility, as in the Nazi’s de-
liberate use of language games, which George Orwell later called
“doublethink,” to mask evils of the Holocaust.10 But there are cases
in which justice requires acknowledging that agency is genuinely
problematic. The flight from responsibility can consist in a failure
to acknowledge ambiguities that are avoidable only at the price of
unacceptable reductions.

Beauvoir wished to avoid, as unacceptable, both the reduction of
consciousness to material bodies and the reduction of the material
world to objects of consciousness. The central ambiguity of her con-
cern is that of a being who is, on one hand, conscious, a choosing
subject, an agent, and on the other hand (at the same time), an object
of perception (both others’ perceptions and one’s own), at the mercy
of forces beyond its control. This description inevitably soundsmore
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Cartesian than it should; the idea is not that of a subject in or even
related to an object but, rather, a “subject” (consciousness) who is
at the same time an “object,” an incarnated subject, embodied con-
sciousness, a chooser who is also and at the same time at the mercy
of what lies beyond its control. As situated beings, all humans share
this fundamental ambiguity of being at once subject and object. Beau-
voir’s attitude toward this condition is not to regard it or the tension
it produces as undesirable, a flaw to be eliminated if possible. For
Beauvoir, ideally we embrace and live our ambiguity. This belief lies
at the heart of her humanism. Failure to acknowledge and appre-
ciate either facet of human ambiguity produces failures of ethical
responsibility and of compassion.

Yet there are further ethical ambiguities made possible by this
one but not universally shared, not pervasive of the human condi-
tion, and not examples of Orwellian “doublethink.” Being forced to
act under extraordinary pressure and to face unthinkable choices pro-
duces special ambiguities in moral agency. The complicity of agents
who suffer oppression embodies ambiguities that go beyond those of
ordinary human agency. Appreciating such agency calls for different
responses from those appropriate to agents who act under more fa-
vorable conditions. Such appreciation suggests ways to develop the
ethics of ambiguity beyond the point at which Beauvoir left it. The
ethics of ambiguity might be extended to address ambiguities of op-
pressed agency in addition to ambiguities that are universal to the
human condition. At times Beauvoir’s discussions of women’s situa-
tions point toward such a development. Yet she continually returns
to the fundamental ambiguity of being human instead of acknowl-
edging unambiguously that ambiguity is not the same for the op-
pressed as for the privileged.

In extreme situations we find writ large some differences between
oppressed and ordinary ambiguity in human agency. Consider, for
example, the extremes of what Holocaust survivor Primo Levi called
“the gray zone,” a “zone of ambiguity,” an area of complicity among
prisoners in the Nazi death camps and ghettos. The elements that
distinguish Levi’s gray zone from ordinary zones of human activity
lead us to note an ambiguity in the very concept of ambiguity in
Beauvoir’s foundational work in this area. For some elements of the
ambiguity of oppressed agency may also be found, to a degree, in
women who become complicit in their own oppression.
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In 1986, the year Beauvoir died, Levi published (in Italian) The
Drowned and the Saved, reflecting after four decades on his ex-
perience of Auschwitz and questions of ethics raised for him by
that experience.11 “The Gray Zone” (Levi, Drowned and Saved,
pp. 39--69) explores “the fundamental theme of human ambiguity
fatally provoked by oppression” (ibid., pp. 60--01). That chapter is a
rumination on prisoners who prolonged their existence by provid-
ing services to their captors, ranging from clerical and supervisory
work to assisting in medical atrocities and ushering the condemned
into gas chambers. Were these prisoner-functionaries traitors? Help-
less victims? Both? Neither? Something else? In Levi’s words, they
were “gray, ambiguous persons, ready to compromise” (ibid., p. 49).
Captives not just of circumstances but of other agents, their very sub-
jectivity, their capacity for choice, became an instrument for others’
evil projects. At once decision-making agents and the tools of oth-
ers, they were neithermere instruments nor simply agents, although
they did choose among options they assessed as better or worse.

In the camps some prisoners became kapos (captains) or were
members of the Sonderkommando (special squad), charged with cre-
mation detail. In ghettos some became police or served on ghetto
councils, the Judenräte. The prisoners were simultaneously targets
of evil deeds and implicated in the perpetration on other prisoners of
the very evils that threatened to engulf themselves. Their complic-
ity was not obviously the product of Sartrean bad faith. Nor was it a
response to conventional social hierarchies of the sort that James dis-
cusses in chapter 7 in her reflections on Beauvoir’s views of women’s
complicity.

Although Levi regards gray-zone prisoners as bearing “a quota of
guilt,” he thinks no one should judge them, not even other survivors.
Yet, is it not a judgment, one may wonder, to regard them as bearing
“a quota of guilt”? A judgment, perhaps. Not necessarily a condem-
nation. Levi’s attitude suggests an ambivalence to which some ambi-
guities may give rise, perhaps owing to inadequacies in our concepts,
but perhaps owing more basically to complexities of reality.

Appreciating the ambiguities of the gray zone may lead us to
temper judgments of responsibility for evil. Consider, for example,
judgments suggested in Hannah Arendt’s book on the trial of Adolph
Eichmann. Her “report on the banality of evil” provoked criticism
not only for its portrayal of Eichmann’s character as banal but even
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more for its criticism of Jewish leaders, which many found harsh.
She wrote of the Jewish councils, the Judenräte, who compiled lists
of prisoners for deportation and maintained discipline within ghet-
tos, “To a Jew this role of the Jewish leaders in the destruction of
their own people is undoubtedly the darkest chapter of the whole
dark story,” and she quoted another writer, approvingly, as having
observed that “there can be no doubt that, without the coopera-
tion of the victims, it would hardly have been possible for a few
thousand people . . . to liquidatemany hundreds of thousands of other
people.”12 Such judgments came across to many survivors as inap-
propriately unambiguous, lacking in nuance.

Zygmunt Bauman, in his reflections on modernity and the
Holocaust, writes of how highly rational the choices of ghetto coun-
cil members in fact were, how the Holocaust ushered in a new era
in the perpetration of evil by enlisting the large-scale cooperation
of rationality itself.13 Isaiah Trunk records elaborate reasonings that
went into unimaginably difficult decisions taken by the Judenräte.14

If Trunk is right in his conclusions, it is not clear that fewer people
would have beenmurdered without the Judenräte. It is possible that,
on the contrary,more peoplewould have beenmurdered. Theymight
have diedmore rapidly andmore violently if the Reich had usedmore
overtly and physically coercive (less “rational”) methods. And yet,
the Judenräte relieved National Socialists of much organizational
and hands-on labor that led to the slaughters. The Judenräte pre-
vented a level of chaos and physical confrontation that might have
made the slaughters psychologically, if not also physically, more
costly for perpetrators. Even if Arendt was wrong on how many
would have been killed, she put her finger on an ethically sensitive
issue.

Levi, like Beauvoir, focused on human ambiguity, but not as a
universal. He might have learned from Beauvoir to see continuities
between gray zones and other areas of human activity. And Beau-
voir might have learned from Levi’s later reflections to delineate
ethical ambiguities that are not universal and to be clearer about
those differences in writing about oppression. Levi wrote, in a pas-
sage that Beauvoir could sympathize with, that readers and writers
of the history of the camps have an unrealistic tendency, “indeed the
need, to separate evil from good, to be able to take sides” and that
“the young above all demand clarity, a sharp cut; their experience of
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the world being meager, they do not like ambiguity” (Levi,Drowned
and Saved, p. 37). And yet his protest is specific to extreme situa-
tions: “The network of human relationships inside the Lager [camp]
was not simple: it could not be reduced to the two blocs of victims
and persecutors” (ibid.). He refused good and evil as an absolute di-
chotomywithin the camp setting, however unambiguous an evil the
very existence of the camps, and insisted that “gray” areas within
that setting “confuse our need to judge” (ibid., p. 42). These ambi-
guities are not simply those of a being who is both a subject (agent)
and an object (of perception) -- as true of captors as of their prison-
ers. Rather, ambiguity in the prisoners’ status infects their agency,
the subject facet of their fundamental ambiguity as situated beings.
Gray-zone ambiguity can leave us ambivalent about blaming and ex-
cusing. It can make us want to turn away and refuse, with Levi, the
idea of judging such “choices” at all. Yet, for the prisoners, turning
away or refusing to evaluate was not always or obviously their best
option, when it was an option.

It seems likely that Beauvoir read at least the exerpt from the
French translation of Levi’s first volume of memoirs that appeared
in 1961 in Les Temps modernes, the journal she helped to found
and edit, although I do not know whether Levi, a chemist, ever
read Beauvoir.15 She also knew the work of Claude Lanzmann, with
whom she had a relationship, and she wrote the preface to his film-
script Shoah, which was published in 1985, a year before she died.16

We know she gave serious thought to the predicaments of friends
who were members of the Resistance and who faced decisions Levi
might have found “gray.” She appears to have realized earlier than
Sartre that situations limit our freedom to act and that they do so
differently, that the limits for some people are far more severe than
those for others and that the limits for all people at certain ages
(as Deutscher argues in chapter 14 onOld Age) are more severe than
in “the prime of life.” This same realization should lead us to find
some situations more ambiguous than others and ambiguous in dif-
ferent ways.

What differentiates the ambiguity of the gray zone from the
fundamental ambiguity that all humans share? When does human
ambiguity become ambiguity regarding the responsibility for evil?
Answers to these questions emerge when we contrast the situations
of the Judenräte with those of Nazi leaders. Choices confronting the
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Judenräte were unusually difficult because council members were
lied to, kept ignorant of vital facts for so long, and threatened, overtly
and covertly. Council members shared a fundamental human ambi-
guity as situated beings like everyone else. But, in addition, theywere
the captives of other human beings, many of whom were not like-
wise captives of yet others. Ambiguities specific to their situation
arose from manipulations of their agency by oppressors.

Gray zones are not universal, although they share continuities
with other zones of activity and shade imperceptibly into the more
normal. This is part of what makes them gray. And yet, difficult
as it can be to know what is right in any situation that contains
elements exceeding one’s control (true of all situations), it is far
more difficult when information is deliberately withheld and when
one is lied to and threatened. The difference is not just one of degree
(although it is surely that). There is a moral difference. If choices of
the oppressed are often morally ambiguous -- neither clearly right
nor clearly wrong -- some choices of oppressors are unambiguously
wrong. Levi’s gray zones are artifacts, created by wrongdoing. The
universal ambiguity of embodied agents is not the product of human
choice. Human beings are subject to it universally without having
chosen it.

In contrast to the Judenräte, some Nazi leaders knew the facts
and held power as a result of having volunteered their services to the
Reich. Reinhardt Heydrich, for example, presided over the Wannsee
conference in January 1941, where the Final Solution was openly
discussed, and Eichmann was its secretary. Their choices were not
clouded by the lies and secrets clouding the conduct of the Judenräte.
Nazi leaders were, of course, at once subjects of action, with projects
of their own, and objects of perception, embedded in a situation
that, like all situations, inevitably limited their choices. Yet the lim-
its on their choices were more generous. Heydrich, Eichmann, and
others were not compelled to turn their victims into instruments of
their own destruction. The Final Solution was deliberately masked
with ambiguous language (including the term “Final Solution”). But
the evil in the intentions of many who shaped that project was not
ambiguous.

In The Second Sex and The Ethics of Ambiguity Beauvoir comes
close, a few times, to discussing women’s complicity in ways that
might suggest to contemporary readers Levi’s responses in discussing
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the gray zone. In The Ethics of Ambiguity she wrote, “The oppres-
sor would not be so strong if he did not have accomplices among
the oppressed themselves” (EA 98). But then, disappointingly, the
“accomplice” she goes on to cite is a youth whose ignorance she
finds nonculpable: “When a young 16-year-oldNazi died crying, ‘heil
Hitler!’ he was not guilty, and it was not he whom we hated but
his masters” (EA 98). In The Second Sex, however, she considers
adult women who, in the twentieth century, really did have possi-
bilities for economic independence but who instead became com-
plicit in their own (and other women’s) oppression by embracing
marriage as a career in forms that presuppose, facilitate, and sup-
port male dominance. Many women, she notes, enjoy being in the
role of the Other and acquiesce in the use of their subjectivity to
support their own domination. “It must be admitted,” she writes in
her conclusion to The Second Sex, “that males find in woman more
complicity than the oppressor usually finds in the oppressed” (SS
721). In this case, however, she maintains that “the wrongs done
by one [sex] do not make the other innocent,” which suggests a
contrast with the 16-year-old Nazi youth, who remains blameless.
Apparently, women, unlike the Nazi youth, are not free of culpa-
bility. But she also finds, regarding the complicitous woman, that
although “she does wrong in yielding to the temptation,” “man is in
no position to blame her, since he has led her into the temptation”
(SS 721). Being at fault is one thing. But deserving someone’s blame is
another.

Being led into temptation is also ethically different from being
forcibly kept in ignorance.Nonculpable ignorance exonerates. Temp-
tation does not, or not completely. Beauvoir does not consider explic-
itly whether women (such as herself) who do not embrace marriage
are in any position to blame otherwomenwho do.Womenwho reject
marriage are not generally guilty of tempting others to accept it and
do not generally profit from the very institution they reject. In that
regard, their position is ethically cleaner than that of married men
who, in response to complaints by female partners, may be tempted
to blame them for complicity in their own oppression. Thewrongs of
women that Beauvoir goes on to discuss, however, are not wrongs
that women do to other women (or even to themselves) but wrongs
they do to men.
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On wrongs done by women, Beauvoir seems at first to take some-
thing like Levi’s positionwhen he refused to blame prisoners who be-
camekapos. Shewrites, “It is useless to apportion blame and excuses:
justice can never be done in the midst of injustice” (SS 723). Yet she
seems to apply this judgment as much to men as to women and as
much to those who hold relatively advantaged positions under sys-
tems of oppression as to those who suffer most under them. For she
goes on to say that “a colonial administrator has no possibility of act-
ing rightly toward the natives, nor a general toward his soldiers; the
only solution is to be neither colonist nor military chief” (SS 723).
She compares this situation with that of men and women trapped in
an evil marriage system. “The evil originates,” she writes, “not in
the perversity of individuals -- and bad faith first appears when each
blames the other -- it originates rather in a situation against which
all individual action is powerless” (SS 724).

Yet such oppressive situations are the products of many human
choices. If individual action is powerless, collective action, she rec-
ognizes, is not. It is individuals who sometimes choose to act (or not)
in concert with others. The ambiguity of choices facing women who
fail to join with others to resist oppression might well produce in
women who do resist an ambivalence regarding blame that bears
some kinship to Levi’s response to prisoners in the gray zone. Beau-
voir’s focus, however, is not on blame but on enhancing the agency
of both women and men.

Beauvoir’s centering of the concept of ambiguity in ethics changes
the traditional focus in moral philosophy from right versus wrong
and blame versus excuse to a focus instead on enhancing agency in a
world where agency is always limited, never perfect. Centering am-
biguity also tempers the analytical demand for clarity and definition.
Its danger is, of course, the risk of tolerating what we should reject.
(Will a sympathetic treatment of Sade encourage others to emulate
his cruelty to women?) Its advantages, however, include generosity
in attempting to comprehend the struggles of others, as well as a
certain realism and optimism. Beauvoir is realistic in recognizing
that our lives are replete with fuzzy edges and that many of our eth-
ical concepts are more suggestive than definitive. But she is also
optimistic in her vision of reshaping situations so as to enhance free
human agency.
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vécue was translated by H. M. Parshley as The Second Sex (New York:
Knopf, 1952) and followed by a Bantam paperback edition in 1953 (and
many others since). Both works have been in print continuously to date.
The edition of The Second Sex cited in this introduction is that of
the Modern Library (New York, 1968), based on the Knopf edition of
1952.

2 Institute for Sex Research, Sexual Behavior in the Human Female, Staff
of the Institute for Sex Research, Indiana University: Alfred C. Kinsey
(and others), (Philadelphia: Saunders, 1953).

3 For a sketch of the logical positivists’ emotive theory of ethics, see A.
J. Ayer, Language, Truth, and Logic (London: Victor Gollancz, 1938),
pp. 149--70.

4 Monika M. Langer, Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception: A
Guide andCommentary (Gainesville, FL: Florida StateUniversity Press,
1989).

5 Margaret A. Simons, Beauvoir and the Second Sex: Feminism, Race,
and the Origins of Existentialism (Lanham,MD: Rowman&Littlefield,
1999), pp. 167--84.

6 Susan James, Passion and Action: The Emotions in Seventeenth-
Century Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997).

7 Audre Lorde, SisterOutsider: Essays and Speeches (Freedom,CA:Cross-
ing Press, 1984), pp. 110--12. Lorde does not cite a source for the remark
she attributes to Beauvoir.

8 See Simons, Beauvoir and the Second Sex, pp. 115--43 for discussion of
Beauvoir’s same-sex relationships with some students and what those
relationships cost her.

9 For the theory that evils are reasonably foreseeable intolerable harms
produced by culpable wrongdoing, see Claudia Card, The Atrocity
Paradigm: A Theory of Evil (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002).

10 George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four (New York: Harcourt, Brace,
Jovanovich, 1984).

11 Primo Levi, The Drowned and the Saved, trans. Raymond Rosenthal
(New York: Vintage, 1989). For extended discussion of gray zones and
their implications for the concept of evil, see the final chapter of Card,
Atrocity Paradigm.

12 Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of
Evil, revised and enlarged edn (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977), p. 117.

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

Introduction 23

13 Zygmunt Bauman, Modernity and the Holocaust (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1989), pp. 117--50.
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1 Beauvoir’s place in philosophical
thought

Simone de Beauvoir was an existential phenomenologist who was
centrally concerned with problems of oppression and embodiment.
Her philosophy, novels, and autobiography remain popular, especial-
ly The Second Sex, which continues to influence feminist thought.
Beauvoir lived her life as an intellectual. She considered her life’s
work to be social commentary. Her tools for social analysis were
philosophical.

Beauvoir was born in Paris in 1908 and died there in 1986. She
went to school with Simone Weil, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Claude
Levi-Strauss, and Jean-Paul Sartre. She and Sartre became lovers and
companions, and although their relationship was not exclusive, it
continued throughout most of their lives. Beauvoir had many friend-
ships and love affairs with women and men. Some are revealed in
her autobiography, others in posthumously published letters. Beau-
voir traveled widely and wrote about her experiences and views in
fiction, plays, journalistic articles, autobiography, and philosophy.

Beauvoir’s philosophical training began early. Shewent to aCatho-
lic girls’ school, which, like many schools in France at the time,
included a great deal of philosophical reading, especially Aquinas
and other writers thought to be significant to religious and moral
life. In addition to medieval philosophers, Beauvoir read medie-
val mystics, Immanuel Kant, René Descartes, and Jean-Jacques
Rousseau, and was generally well versed in the history of philos-
ophy by the time she went to the Sorbonne. Taking a degree at the
Sorbonne was acceptable to her parents only because she had no
dowry, which made them believe her unlikely to marry and that
she would therefore have to work to support herself. She obtained
teaching certificates in literature, philosophy, Latin, Greek, and

24
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mathematics and wrote her thesis on Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz.
In 1929 she was the youngest student ever to pass the degree exam
in philosophy.

Beauvoir’s philosophical training is evident in all her writing. In
this chapter I consider Beauvoir’s place in philosophical thought in
relation to existentialism, phenomenology, social philosophy, and
feminist theory. Obviously, no single chapter could do justice to all
of these themes. And so I organizemy discussion around the develop-
ment of three ideas central to understanding Beauvoir’s philosophical
thought -- her notions of freedom, ambiguity, and situation -- in order
to show the complexity of a fourth idea, her notion of human sub-
jectivity as embodied will. I focus on The Ethics of Ambiguity and
The Second Sex, two extended philosophical treatises.1

The first section defines existentialism through Beauvoir’s dis-
cussion of its major themes, such as freedom and bad faith. In the
second I explain Beauvoir’s use of phenomenology and her develop-
ment of the notion of situation. The third section examines simi-
larities and differences in the work of Beauvoir and Sartre. I further
analyze Beauvoir’s notion of freedom in the fourth section, on her
social philosophy, especially her arguments for the necessity of uni-
versal liberation. In the fifth section I consider Beauvoir’s influence
on feminist thought.

beauvoir and existentialism

Existentialism is a branch of philosophy best known from French
writers during the 1940s and 1950s, especially Beauvoir, Sartre, and
Albert Camus. Existentialism is mostly concerned with ideas of
choice, meaning, and the limits of existence. In general, existen-
tialists think human existence has no predetermined meaning. It is
up to each of us to use our freedom to choose our actions and inter-
actions in the world. Each individual carries the burden of finding,
revealing, and making meaning in the world.

Existentialism’s roots are found in thework of FyodorDostoevsky,
Søren Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Martin Heidegger. Ex-
istentialists are often rebelling against G. W. F. Hegel and Kant. But
they are rebelling in very close dialogue and critique. A hallmark
of existentialism is the authors’ preoccupation with death, anxiety,
and fear. In contrast to novelists who focus on escape from reality,
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existential literature tries to express the always tenuous and ques-
tioning aspect of human consciousness, the human tendency to ask:
why? A second hallmark is the focus on freedom, especially the bur-
den of responsibility that taking up one’s freedom entails. The focus
on anxiety correlates with the focus on individual choice and free-
dom, because choosing freedom means constantly and repeatedly
taking up the burden of one’s own responsibility, and this constant
burden creates anxiety, fear, and dread. As Beauvoir points out in The
Ethics of Ambiguity, most of us feel great anxiety in adolescence, the
moment when we are first faced with freedom or with choosing for
ourselves. It is also the moment at which we begin to realize that
parents and authority figures are fallible. “But whatever the joy of
this liberation may be, it is not without great confusion that the
adolescent finds himself cast into a world which is no longer ready-
made” (EA 39). Beauvoir, like Nietzsche, focuses on joy as well as
anxiety. Also reminiscent of Nietzsche, she rejoices in the shedding
of old values and the dynamic creation of choosing value.2

Existentialism is sometimes accused of being nihilistic. If there is
no predetermined meaning, say critics, the world is meaningless.
Beauvoir counters these claims in The Ethics of Ambiguity. She
argues that value and meaning are ambiguous. It is a very differ-
ent thing to argue that the meaning and value that exist in the world
are ambiguous than it is to argue that there are no meanings or val-
ues. Ambiguity refers to the idea that meaning is not predetermined;
however, there are meanings and values, but it is up to each of us to
discover, create, or reveal them.

Beauvoir explicitly rejects nihilism, the view that nothing mat-
ters. Instead, she ascribes enormous responsibility to the individ-
ual. According to Beauvoir, each person “bears the responsibility for
the world which is not the work of a strange power, but of himself,
where his defeats are inscribed and his victories as well” (EA 16).
It is the individual’s responsibility to create meaning through her
choices. Thus, individuals are free tomakemeaning, but they are also
free to fail to make meaning. Freedom carries with it an enormous
burden. Individuals are responsible for the ethical consequences of
their actions -- their successes and their failures. Failure to take
up one’s freedom results in failure to create and reveal meaning.
Thus, the world becomes more bleak if one rejects or ignores one’s
responsibilities.
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For Beauvoir, human freedom has meaning because of what we
do with it. The value that we find in the world we find through our
actions, our choices, and our investments in other people. Life has
meaning, but it is up to us to find, discover, or reveal that meaning.
Some value in the world must be revealed, other value must be cre-
ated. Sometimes valuemust be revealed and created simultaneously.

Although it is not commonly stated this way, the existential crisis
of how to act on and be responsible for one’s own freedom brings into
view the need for connection to others. Beauvoir’s work, more than
that of other existentialists, characteristically emphasizes the need
for relationship.3 For Beauvoir, others are both obstacles to freedom
and liberators. They attempt to block freedom by predetermining
the world, and they liberate freedom by recognizing the meaning
that one makes. The existential crisis is most often thought of as the
realization that each individual must act for herself, make her own
decisions, and bear responsibility for her own decisions and actions
-- alone, without the help of parents or the pregiven meaning of reli-
gious or socialmores. This creates enormous anxiety, often paralysis.
Suddenly, one no longer knowswhat to do butmust decide. For Beau-
voir, this crisis also involves the problemof theOther.One is alone in
choosing. But one chooses amongst actions that involve others who
may hinder or facilitate one’s freedom. Crisis occurs because others
do not seem to realize or notice that life has no predeterminedmean-
ing, or they fail to take up the meaning one makes. Those others can
take one over by force. Parents are tyrannical. Lovers can be hard-
hearted. The crisis of being alone occurs, in part, in failing to make
genuine connections with others.

Another significant theme of existentialist literature is self-
deception or bad faith. Bad faith is believing in something about
yourself or the world even in the face of blatant counterevidence.
The existentialist idea of bad faith is meant to replace the psycho-
analytic idea of unconscious motivation. Individuals act in bad faith
when they refuse to face their freedom or try to hide it from them-
selves, especially by refusing to see that one has to choose values
for oneself. One can also be in bad faith by refusing to acknowledge
others’ freedom. Beauvoir’s fictional characters wrestle with the self-
deception of bad faith. They turn away from what they know must
be true. Françoise in She Came to Stay convinces herself thatmurder
is permissible, rather than face her own failures. For Beauvoir, the
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persistent seduction of bad faith must be constantly refused. Taking
up this struggle against self-deception is part of what is necessary in
taking responsibility for one’s own freedom.

Another example of bad faith is given inThe Second Sex. Women’s
failure to take responsibility for their freedom is seen both as
women’s bad faith and as the trap of patriarchal society. In patriar-
chal society women are led to believe that they are happier rejecting
their freedom than they would be taking responsibility for it. In fact,
patriarchal femininity is defined by refusing responsibility -- or, as
Beauvoir puts it, by choosing to be Other, to be inessential. Beau-
voir adds to this the phenomenological idea of woman’s “situation.”
Women are so situated in patriarchal society that choosing against
themselves may seem to be the only way to choose. But, once one
becomes aware of the possibility of liberation, one must act. Oth-
erwise one is in bad faith. The idea of situation counters ideas of
human nature or essence. What structures lived experience is the
social, political, and historical situation one finds oneself in. The
gendered, sexed body is part of a person’s situation, given that bodies
are treated and regulated differently in various cultures and eras.

In addition to concerns about freedom and bad faith, another char-
acteristic of existentialism is the rejection of given systems. Since
existentialists reject given systems of value, they often pose the ques-
tion of whether system-building is the best way to explore questions
of human existence. Beauvoir rejected the idea of building a system
to explain the world or human consciousness and instead used ex-
istentialism and phenomenology as analytical tools for understand-
ing the human situation. Like Sartre and Camus, she used fiction
and plays as well as philosophical treatises to explore philosophical
thought. She Came to Stay (her first novel) is a fictional account
of some of the philosophical questions found in Sartre’s Being and
Nothingness. Beauvoir won the Prix Goncourt, the highest literary
prize in France, for her novel The Mandarins, which asks whether
ethical action is possible. Much of her philosophical thought can be
found in her novels.

Beauvoir’s philosophical thought is not only existentialist, but it
takes existentialism as its foundation. Existentialism considers
people to be actors rather than knowers. Initially, this may seem
contradictory to the philosophical pursuit. Philosophers under-
stand themselves as seekers of knowledge. Philosophy, however,
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is traditionally defined as the love of wisdom. The existentialist
philosopher chooses, acts, desires, feels anxious, and knows that
meaning must be made. For Beauvoir, philosophers should not be
as interested in acquiring knowledge as they are in engaging with it.
She pushes herself and her readers to experience love, or engagement,
with the world and human reality, rather than to abstractly possess
wisdom.

beauvoir and phenomenology

Phenomenology is centrally concerned with engagement with the
world, or between the world and the self. Phenomenologists often
discuss “lived experience.” Phenomenology is a philosophy of em-
bodiment that views all knowledge as situtated. Recent feminist
scholars Sara Heinämaa, Karen Vintges, Sonia Kruks, Eva Gothlin,
and Kristana Arp understand Beauvoir’s work to be phenomenologi-
cal as well as existential.

Edmund Husserl is generally regarded as the first phenomenolo-
gist. Heidegger, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty are also foundational to
understanding phenomenology. Beauvoir could be added to this list.
Some philosophers think of phenomenology as a method of analysis,
whereas others identify it as a collection of ideas about analyzing
human interaction with and human understanding of the relation of
self and world.

Beauvoir was well versed in phenomenology. She reviewed
Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception in Les Temps mod-
ernes in 1945. In her memoir, The Prime of Life, she discusses read-
ing Husserl and Heidegger.4 The Ethics of Ambiguity is first and
foremost an existential ethic. However, Beauvoir’s ethics also incor-
porates phenomenology. Heinämaa finds evidence of Husserl’s influ-
ence in The Ethics of Ambiguity and argues that Beauvoir presents a
phenomenological ethic in which the ethical agent strives to reveal
her relationships with others and the world. Part of the task of the
ethical agent is to be cognizant of the “modes of reality” and the
way in which reality is being represented.5 Gothlin argues that The
Ethics of Ambiguity employs a phenomenological method by start-
ing with the idea of the significance of the individual consciousness
and from there developing a critique of the socialist idea that the end
(such as a socialist utopia) can justify the means (such as a socialist
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dictatorship).6 Vintges calls Beauvoir’s ethics “an art of living,” a
phrase Beauvoir used in the novel The Mandarins to describe her
ethical view.7 In The Mandarins the experience of joy is bodily. The
main character, Anne, experiences a bodily celebration of her con-
nection to the world. That the moment of ethical connection is, in
part, physical, is significant to understanding Beauvoir as developing
a phenomenological ethic. The bodily connection signifies Anne’s
experience of ethics as a lived connection to the world, an ethical
understanding of human reality.

For phenomenologists, “the world” usually denotes a combina-
tion of the natural world and human relationships. A key aspect of
phenomenology is the interaction between self and world, and The
Second Sex may be best understood as a work of phenomenology in
which Beauvoir examines the interaction between the gendered self
and the gendered world. The Second Sex looks at how social ideas
of femininity shape women’s experiences of self. One of the most
significant aspects of The Second Sex is its encyclopedic indexing
of women’s lived experience: biology, psychology, the experience of
living in a female body and developing and living with a feminine
mind-set. Many contemporary women’s first reaction to reading it
is that they do not experience themselves in the way Beauvoir de-
scribes. But this is to miss the point. Most of The Second Sex is
a phenomenological, descriptive analysis. Beauvoir is not claiming
that there is one way that we who are women experience ourselves,
our bodies or our minds. Instead, she describes, and argues against
taking as prescriptive, literary representations of femininity, biolog-
ical sciences’ accounts of femininity, psychoanalytic theories about
femininity, and so on. It is easy, initially, to confuse her work as
participating in negative stereotypes of femininity, rather than in
cataloging them and analyzing their effect. Although Beauvoir’s de-
scriptions of women’s bodies may seem negative, Arp argues that
she is describing women’s experience of bodily alienation in under-
standing their social bodies, that is, the body as known through the
experience of a sexist world.8

Part of the misunderstanding among American readers correlates
with H. M. Parshley’s translation of The Second Sex, which disre-
gards Beauvoir’s use of philosophical terminology. For example, the
French title of the second volume is L’Expérience vécue, or lived ex-
perience, which recalls Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological account
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of the lived body. Parshley translates this title as Woman’s Life
Today. He also translates “la réalité humaine” as “human nature”
or “the real nature of man” rather than as the Heideggerian idea of
human reality. Beauvoir particularly regretted this flaw, as she argued
that there is no such thing as human nature.9

Beauvoir’smost famous statement fromThe SecondSex shows the
influence of phenomenology: “One is not born, but rather becomes,
a woman” (SS 267). Beauvoir’s suggestion is that being female does
not make one a woman. Instead one becomes a woman through in-
teractions with the world, through lived experience. One’s lived ex-
perience may make one experience femininity as “real” in the sense
that there are actual expectations about women’s behavior that one
may internalize and therefore experience as part of one’s own under-
standing of the world. Femininity can be understood as an aspect of
human reality but not as natural or innate. Beauvoir is clear about
this interaction between self and world, between bodily experience
and one’s understanding of it. She wrote in the Prime of Life that her
thesis in The Second Sex was that “femininity is neither a natural
nor an innate entity, but rather a condition brought about by society,
on the basis of certain physiological characteristics” (PL 291). Yet,
she also held on to the belief in freedom associated with existential-
ists. “I attached small importance to the actual conditions of my life:
nothing, I believed, could impede my will” (PL 291).

beauvoir’s work and sartre’s: the difficulty
of seeing both equality and difference

The relationship between Beauvoir’s philosophical work and Sartre’s
has been the subject of much recent scholarship. Beauvoir and Sartre
represented their own relationshipwith each other as a philosophical
partnership. But Beauvoir also gave Sartre center stage as a philoso-
pher. There is no question that Sartre’s work was highly influential
on Beauvoir’s thought. But there ismuch debate regarding how influ-
ential her work was on his thought and howmuch her work differed
from his. While Beauvoir was alive many philosophers understood
herwork as purely derivative of Sartre’s. Some philosophers continue
to hold this view, and Beauvoir is often excluded from textbooks
on existentialism and phenomenology. She is interpreted as apply-
ing Sartre’s philosophy to women’s situation or to other particular
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issues, but not as contributing original work (as if such analyses were
not original work!). Current Beauvoir scholarship, on the other hand,
argues that Beauvoir’s philosophical work differs significantly from
Sartre’s, that she changed her idea of freedom from the radical free-
dom of Sartre’s Being and Nothingness early in her work, at least by
The Ethics of Ambiguity, and that her version of existentialism has
more to offer contemporary thinkers than Sartre’s. Margaret Simons
has shown that many central tenets of existentialism can be found
in an undeveloped form in Beauvoir’s early diaries, before she had
met Sartre, evidence that Beauvoir was thinking along those lines in
developing her own thought.10 Beauvoir was able to develop a social
philosophy early on, whereas Sartre was impeded by his notion of
radical freedom. Beauvoir’s recognition of the significance of situa-
tion is evident throughout her work, another idea that Sartre came
to more slowly.

Beauvoir repeatedly commented that Sartre was the creator of
philosophical systems where she was not, suggesting that she was
Sartre’s disciple.11 But what she means by the claim that she is not a
philosopher is not to deny categorically the philosophical import of
her writing. She insisted that the ideas and philosophical analyses in
her books were her own. However, during her career, “philosophy”
traditionally designated a systematic, comprehensive theory. What
Beauvoir points to is a different understanding of her ownwork.As an
existentialist, admittedly of her own stripe, Beauvoir was not inter-
ested in constructing a philosophical system, which might turn into
a system of givenmeaning for others. Instead, she developedwhatwe
may think of as a set of tools for philosophical analysis, including her
ideas of freedom, ambiguity, situation, the human condition, social
ethics, reciprocity, and gendered existence. In our contemporary use
of the term, Beauvoir is a philosopher precisely because her work
engages in philosophical analysis. Her sets of theories are in line
with many contemporary philosophers’ understanding of their own
methodology. Part of what we learn in studying Beauvoir’s work on
its own merits is that she came to view systems of thought as too
rigid, as not recognizing the shifting nature of knowledge.12

Ideas of freedom are central to existential analysis, and it is gener-
ally agreed among Beauvoir scholars that Beauvoir’s idea of freedom
differed significantly from Sartre’s. Sartre maintains in Being and
Nothingness that we are always free to choose, even if that freedom

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

Beauvoir’s place in philosophical thought 33

takes the form merely of refusing the situation, perhaps by com-
mitting suicide. Kruks, Kate and Edward Fullbrook, and Gothlin
have written detailed analyses of Beauvoir’s and Sartre’s evolving
notions of freedom. In fact, both Kruks and the Fullbrooks argue
that Beauvoir disagreed with Sartre about freedom before the pub-
lication of Being and Nothingness.13 Kruks and Gothlin argue that
Beauvoir’s idea of freedom is much closer to Merleau-Ponty’s and
that Beauvoir was influenced by Merleau-Ponty long before Sartre
was.14 The Fullbrooks argue that, contrary to popular belief, it is
Beauvoir who inspired Sartre’s idea of freedom and not the other way
around.

InTheEthics ofAmbiguity Beauvoir argues that each person needs
the other’s freedom for her own to be realizable. This is already a huge
move away from the radical freedom of Being and Nothingness. She
also argues that human reality is constituted from both facticity and
freedom. One is simultaneously body and mind, whereas Sartre saw
the mind or freedom as determining facticity’s or the body’s influ-
ence. Consequently, for Beauvoir, not all situations equally allow the
ability to act on or take up one’s own freedom. Freedom is situated,
subject not only to the whims of embodiment but also to those of
historical, social location.

Beauvoir is likewise aware of the effects of social institutions on
freedom. The importance of situation in her work -- and of social in-
stitutions on the historical, cultural, and political understanding of
the self as free -- begins in The Ethics of Ambiguity and is fully devel-
oped in The Second Sex. Sartre’s radical existential freedom assumes
that each of us is equally free, regardless of our situation. Attempts to
destroy another’s freedom are only actions against the person’s phys-
ical situation. Beauvoir’s embodied notion of self allows her to argue
that political oppression obstructs freedom because body, mind, and
will are all one entity. Contrary to Sartre’s idea that two freedoms
are always in conflict, Beauvoir emphasizes that individuals have
an important alliance and affinity through their mutual recognition
of the ambiguity of the human condition and the meaning of their
projects. Social institutions that allow for oppression predetermine
human political inequality and thus harm our ability to recognize
each other’s freedom.

However, there is also no question that Beauvoir and Sartre
shared many philosophical beliefs and that their mutual influence
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is enormous. They read each other’s work and commented on it be-
fore publication. They were continually discussing philosophy and
presented themselves as a philosophical pair throughoutmany years.
Regardless of the failures of reciprocity found by contemporary schol-
ars and biographers, Beauvoir’s and Sartre’s own understandingswere
ones of mutual intellectual influence and regard.

Beauvoir’s contribution to existential and phenomenological phi-
losophy is to make situation and embodiment central to philosoph-
ical questions. The Second Sex makes it impossible to deny that
philosophymust no longer ask the question of human existence, but
must instead ask about situated or gendered embodied existence.
This is a huge step forward in feminist philosophy, but it is also a
huge step forward in philosophy generally. Situated, embodied exis-
tence cannot be ignored.

beauvoir and social philosophy

Beauvoir’s idea of situated, embodied existence develops from ex-
istentialism and phenomenology. However, her idea of situation
makes social philosophy central to her work. The significance of
her work for social philosophy is broad-ranging. During her lifetime,
Beauvoir wrote many journalistic articles regarding political events,
most of which philosophical scholars have not yet considered. Beau-
voir wrote about the Algerian war, women’s rights, and a plethora
of the political issues of her day. In addition to these topical essays,
she develops a social philosophy in her philosophical essays and nov-
els. Her autobiographical work can be understood as being similar to
the ethical self-styling that Michel Foucault discusses.15 The Sec-
ond Sex generated a huge shift in feminist social thought and was
inspirational to a great deal of social philosophy more generally. In
this section I concentrate on the importance of her central philo-
sophical ideas for social philosophy, especially her argument for the
relational nature of freedom and the consequent necessity of univer-
sal liberation.

Beauvoir’s basic understanding of the human condition is one that
puts each of us at the mercy of the other as well as giving us tremen-
dous power over each other. She writes, “This privilege, which he
[the human individual] alone possesses, of being a sovereign and
unique subject amidst a universe of objects, is what he shares with
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all his fellow-men. In turn an object for others, he is nothing more
than an individual in the collectivity on which he depends” (EA 7).
Each person is simultaneously sovereign and object; powerful and
weak, the perpetrator of deeds and the dependent of the collectiv-
ity. While it is tempting to understand the existentialist position
as advocating radical freedom, Beauvoir does not allow this. This
ambiguity, being simultaneously free and dependent, is the basis of
Beauvoir’s ethic and the basis of her social thought. Individuals must
and always do choose for themselves, but those choices are always
situated in a social context. It may be tempting to interpret this am-
biguity as replicating Cartesian mind--body dualism; however, what
Beauvoir aims at is an embodied subjectivity. Theremay bemoments
in her writing where mind--body dualism slips in, but what Beauvoir
attempts to accomplish is a phenomenological description of embod-
ied consciousness inwhichwe experience ourselves as willed bodies,
passionate bodies, and thoughtful bodies, both at union with and in
contradiction to the natural and the social worlds.

In The Ethics of Ambiguity Beauvoir argues that all value arises
from freedom. But freedomonly hasmeaningwhenother people exist
to recognize it. These two claims lead to a social ethics, inwhich each
person must work not only for her own freedom but for the freedom
of every other person. For Beauvoir, we need free others who will
recognize the meaning of our projects. Consequently, we must work
for universal liberation. One way to understand this is through the
notion of reciprocity. Beauvoir has a complex notion of reciprocity
that entails understanding both self and other as ambiguous as well
as recognizing the importance of others’ freedom.

Freedom is inescapable for the individual in the sense that one
cannot escape one’s own freedom, but also in the sense that one
cannot escape from others’ freedom. Thus, for Beauvoir, freedom is
relational. It requires reciprocal recognition. To deny others’ freedom
is to live in bad faith, just as denying one’s own freedom is living in
bad faith. Beauvoir writes: “To will that there be being is also to will
that there bemen by and forwhom theworld is endowedwith human
significations. One can reveal the world only on a basis revealed by
other men” (EA 71). Simply stated, we need others to recognize our
meaning. Those othersmust be free so that they too can see theworld
as endowed with human meaning. Beauvoir continues by arguing
that “every man needs the freedom of other men and, in a sense,
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always wants it, even though he may be a tyrant; the only thing he
fails to do is to assume honestly the consequences of such a wish.
Only the freedom of others keeps each one of us from hardening in
the absurdity of facticity” (EA 71). We desire each other’s freedom
because we desire that others recognize the meaning we make and
the significance of our projects. It is not enough to make meaning in
front of slavish devotees, for their recognition is not valuable because
it is not free.

Whenwe deny another’s freedomwe simply denywhat is patently
true about that other, namely that the person is free, canmakemean-
ing, and that we need that person to recognize the meaning of our
own actions. Oppression is “transcendence condemned to fall use-
lessly back upon itself because it is cut off from its goals” (EA 81).
Oppression is a failure, in bad faith, to recognize the other’s free-
dom. However, it is also a failure to recognize one’s own ambiguity.
The oppressor takes her own freedom as paramount, and acting out
of hubris, fails to see that she is nothing but an object without the
other’s recognition. She falls into, or rather, chooses, a staid role that
denies the flexibility of her own freedom and trades that flexibility
for a violent power. In a sense, the oppressor uses herself as an object
of force.

For Beauvoir we are each both subject and object, free and acted
upon. Recognizing this ambiguity simultaneously in oneself and
in others is another form of reciprocity. While Beauvoir’s concerns
about oppression in The Ethics of Ambiguity point to this, the idea
is more fully developed in The Second Sex, especially in terms of
interpersonal relationships. Beauvoir’s novel All Men are Mortal
also picks up her concerns about ambiguity. The main character,
Fosca, reveals that he is immortal, but instead of making him the
best human possible, his immortality makes him take an immoral
view -- immoral because outside of human reality. Fosca adopts a
historical view that allows him to justify particular wrongs for broad
historical goals. His focus turns to the overall progress of the human
race, or progress itself, or the good for all without recognizing the
significance of every individual. Such a utilitarian calculus will also
lead to oppression, according to Beauvoir, because one is apt to forget
whose liberation one is fighting for -- the liberation of individuals.16

Immortality allows Fosca to stand outside human reality. He cannot
risk his life for a cause or dedicate himself to loving one person. He
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will live forever; his life cannot be risked, his beloved will be left. He
forgets the significance of others’ existence, the importance of each
individual’s freedom. And so he forgets where value springs from,
and he is no longer part of the human world. His own freedom no
longer has meaning. As such, he views himself as outside morality.
He is surely outside an embodied ethic. He is also outside ambi-
guity, because the limitations of his bodily existence are no longer
meaningful. Thus he cannot participate in making meaning.

Beauvoir’s emphasis on the ambiguity of the human condition
and the impact of taking up one’s freedom led her to argue for radical
political change. The Second Sex is the most influential analysis of
women’s situation in the twentieth century. Many fail to see it as a
political work, in part because the analysismoves through literature,
biology, and psychology. Nonetheless, The Second Sex is a political
analysis of women’s social, historical, and cultural situation. In it
Beauvoir rejects liberalism and instead uses a Marxist critique to
argue thatwomen, as a class, are so situated that they are less able and
less likely than men to act on their freedom. Beauvoir goes beyond
Marxism, however, in arguing that women’s psychology, education,
and desire are so shaped by social influences that they learn to choose
against themselves.

Margaret Simons compares The Second Sex toMarxist and radical
feminism, to Richard Wright’s phenomenological work on African-
American lived existence, and to Gunnar Myrdal’s comprehensive
and influential analysis of racism in the United States. For Simons,
the arguments for class, caste, and race struggle are similar insofar
as they require a historical materialist approach as well as a phe-
nomenology of oppressed consciousness.17 This position, as well
as Beauvoir’s unique views of freedom, ambiguity, and reciprocity,
made The Second Sex one of the most influential books of the twen-
tieth century. In it, Beauvoir further develops her analysis of the po-
litical workings of oppression and how the ambiguity of the human
condition demands a risky freedom.

beauvoir’s influence on feminist thought

Beauvoir’s influence on feminist thought is remarkable, even
paradigmatic.18 The Second Sex influenced all subsequent feminist
philosophy. Philosophy is the project of considering what it means
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to be human and of asking what it means to experience and create
a human reality. Beauvoir’s work considers what it means to be a
gendered human and asks what it means to experience and create
a gendered human reality. Beauvoir takes up many of the central
problems for feminist philosophy today: equality and difference; de-
veloping a postcolonial feminism; ethics for morally corrupt times;
embodied consciousness; and a theory of the self that is both free
and socially constructed. Beauvoir’s work was quite influential to
the second-wave feminist movement. Liberal, socialist, and radical
feminists as diverse as Kate Millett, Betty Friedan, and Shulamuth
Firestone each acknowledge Beauvoir’s influence on their ownwork.
Beauvoir’s work is referred to by psychoanalytic feminists, such as
Juliet Mitchell and Carol Gilligan. Her influence on French femi-
nists, such as Luce Irigaray, Hélène Cixous and Toril Moi is founda-
tional, as is her influence on feminist postmodernists, such as Judith
Butler. Beauvoir is the one author with whom most contemporary
feminist theorists have some familiarity, regardless of their own the-
oretical preferences.

While Beauvoir’s influence on feminist writers has been profound,
it is important to remember that she was influenced by earlier fem-
inists. She had, for example, read all of Virginia Woolf’s work,19 and
she refers to a wide variety of women writers in The Second Sex, in-
cludingMadame de Staehl, MaryWollstonecraft, Christine de Pisan,
Emily Dickinson, Isadora Duncan, and Clara Zetkin. Although I
focus in this chapter on the impact of The Second Sex, Beauvoir’s
fiction has also been quite influential to feminist theory.

Beauvoir’s most famous statement, “One is not born, but rather
becomes, a woman,” argues that there is nothing natural or inher-
ent about woman or femininity. All of our lived experiences, our
psychologies, our understandings of our physical and mental capa-
bilities and gifts -- everything that we know and experience about
ourselves -- is filtered through our situatedness. Beauvoir’s famous
statement initiated a storm of controversy as well as a plethora
of commentary. Whereas many feminists understand Beauvoir to
restate the distinction between sex and gender, others, especially
postmodernist feminists, understand Beauvoir to confound that dis-
tinction. An enormous amount of feminist thought interprets Beau-
voir’s famous sentence and ponders what it might mean.

How does the statement “One is not born but rather becomes
a woman” correspond to Beauvoir’s notions of freedom, ambiguity,
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and situation? I have argued that these three ideas lead to Beauvoir’s
distinctive analysis of embodied subjectivity. Beauvoir useswomen’s
failure to take up freedom as an example of bad faith. The Second
Sex is a phenomenological work that catalogs women’s situation.
Women’s situation in patriarchal societies limits freedom. For Beau-
voir, the ambiguity of each individual’s freedom requires universal
liberation. The complexity of Beauvoir’s idea of freedom is only now
being taken up feminists. In part, this is because her analyses of sit-
uation and ambiguity and how they lead to a new idea of freedom
are only now being fully understood.

Women’s freedom is the most important theme of The Second
Sex. From the 1980s to early 1990s many feminists understood Beau-
voir simply to advocate that women, like men, could be free if they
would only take up their freedom. Beauvoir is saying this in part. But
it is important to notice that this understanding by itself forgets the
ambiguity of the human situation, on which she insisted. We are si-
multaneously free and completely dependent. For each of us, women
and men, social situation moderates our freedom. Women’s histor-
ical, social, political, legal, psychological, and economic situation
renders them less able to take up their freedom than the situations
of some men. Recall that Beauvoir sees women’s situation in rela-
tion to men as similar to African-Americans’ situation in relation to
white Americans and to the Jews’ situation in relation to Christians
(and, later, to theAlgerians’ situation in relation tomainland French).
Beauvoir’s analysis strives to take political and economic situations
into account. To do this requires more than an argument for equal-
ity; it requires changing our view of the meanings of equality and
freedom.

When Beauvoir was understood to advocate women’s freedom and
equality in relation tomen, without noticing the sophisticationwith
which that claim is moderated by her understanding of situation and
the ambiguity of the human condition, then she was understood to
advocate a liberal notion of equality in which women would become
more like men. This misunderstanding is connected with the popu-
larity of The Second Sex, which generated many interpretations and
somemisunderstandings. Although Beauvoir’s work does emphasize
freedom, her notion of freedom is not simplistic. As feminist the-
ory grew more complex, thinkers began to interpret Beauvoir’s work
differently, seeing the importance of situation and ambiguity. Like
Beauvoir herself, who wrote that the first thing she had to say about
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herself is “I am a woman,” feminist philosophy had first to negotiate
the right of women to speak philosophically on their own behalf. In
other words, it is only after feminist philosophy is somewhat suc-
cessful in making arguments for women’s equality and freedom that
it has the luxury of understanding and responding to the complex-
ity of Beauvoir’s work, especially the complexity of her notion of
freedom in terms of situation and ambiguity.

The phenomenological notion of situation tempers Beauvoir’s idea
of freedom. For Beauvoir, everyone is equally metaphysically capa-
ble of freedom. However, women are situated in ways that make it
less likely that they can act on their freedom. Women’s situation
may influence and even impede women’s freedom. While Beauvoir
holds women culpable for not taking up their freedom and for the
choices they make, she argues that some choices are not available.
Neither men nor women can be radically free. All human freedom is
situated, according to Beauvoir. All humans experience ambiguous
subjectivity, and this ambiguity is constitutive of human reality and
moral experience.

The idea of situation plays an important role in The Second Sex.
For example, Beauvoir writes that “it is clear that none of woman’s
traits manifest an originally perverted essence or will: they reflect a
situation” (SS 615). Femininity is a situation, for Beauvoir. There is
no such thing as femininity itself, an eternal Feminine, a female
essence or a feminine will. Contemporary feminist thought dis-
cusses femininity as a social, cultural, historical, economic situa-
tion, as socialization (or psychological or cultural identity), or even
as a performance. Beauvoir’s analysis in The Second Sex suggests all
of these interpretations. In fact, one can understand the strands of
feminist theory, liberal and Marxist, psychological, and postmod-
ern and postcolonial feminism, as working through these under-
standings. Liberal and Marxist feminists take up political analyses
of women’s socioeconomic and historical situation and how it af-
fects freedom. Psychoanalytic and psychological feminism take up
how culture molds women’s psyches into femininity and discusses
what parts of women’s cultural situation need to be deconstructed
to allow for women’s freedom, as well as what parts can be main-
tained. Postmodern feminists see gender as a performance. Women’s
psychic freedom, or lack of it, plays out in and through the body
and their self-knowledge of their bodies, completely informing their
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lived experience. The situation of femininity shapes the things we
know about the world, the ways in which we think about ourselves,
the ways in which we relate to others and so on.

These ideas of situation reflect one aspect of Beauvoir’s idea of
ambiguity: that we are both subject and object, body and mind. The
second aspect of ambiguity is the idea of reciprocity, that we have to
understand this simultaneous empowerment and disempowerment
not only about ourselves but about each other, which means that
we recognize both the other’s freedom and her facticity. This simul-
taneous ambiguity is what we recognize in sexual activity. When
we understand another in this way we can see that other as willed
body and take delight in the pleasure brought by both the other’s ob-
jecthood and subjecthood. Thus Beauvoir explains in writing about
heterosexual sexual activity:

The verbs to give and to receive exchangemeanings; joy is gratitude, pleasure
is affection. Under a concrete and carnal form there is mutual recognition
of the ego and of the other in the keenest awareness of the other and of the
ego. Some women say that they feel the masculine sex organ in them as
a part of their own bodies; some men feel that they are the women they
penetrate. These are evidently inexact expressions, for the dimension, the
relation of the other still exists; but the fact is that alterity has no longer
a hostile implication, and indeed this sense of the union of really separate
bodies is what gives its emotional character to the sexual act; and it is the
more overwhelming as the two beings, who together in passion deny and
assert their boundaries, are similar and yet unlike. [SS 401]

This description does not deny the tension of objectifying the other,
but reframes it. Eros entails being drawn to the other, desiring the
other, which may seem to make the other into a thing to be desired.
Yet, in Beauvoir’s description, part of the pleasure of eros is in expe-
riencing the other as embodied will through the denial and assertion
of boundaries. Beauvoir calls erotic activity the experience in which
humans most poignantly experience their ambiguity. It is in erotic
activity that human ambiguity in all its aspects is played out. As em-
bodied consciousness, we reciprocally recognize each other, we act
with and on each other, together, we express desire. We desire the
other’s freedom as much as our own in erotic activity, for the other’s
freedom is part of assertion and the denial of boundaries. What is
erotic about sexual activity is its expression of ambiguity. For this
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reason, Beauvoir’s work emphasizes the importance of sexual activ-
ity. It is also for this reason that early receptions of The Second Sex
described it as calling for sexual liberation and more recent inter-
preters describe it as philosophy of joy, philosophy as passion, an
erotic ethic, and an ethic of liberation.20

But Beauvoir does not solely rely on passion and the eroticism of
ambiguity. The social and economic conditions of women’s libera-
tion are also significant. In order to analyzewomen’s situation, Beau-
voir combines traditional political concerns (social and economic
systems) with ideas about ambiguity, freedom, and their effects on
women’s sense of self. Rather than using one system of analysis,
she combines phenomenology, existentialism, psychology, histori-
cal materialism, and liberal political concerns to come up with a
unique and comprehensive view of women’s lived reality. Shemakes
a traditional liberal call for rights and equality, develops a political
phenomenology, and uses an existential psychology. For Beauvoir,
everything must be taken into account.

Beauvoir suggests that what we know about woman could change
completely. What contemporary feminists find most provocative
about Beauvoir’s work is her idea of embodied consciousness and the
ethicwhich develops from it.Would the embodied subject change so-
cial thought?Whatwould existential ethics be if it focused on joy and
engagement rather than anxiety and alienation? What Beauvoir un-
derstood was a connection to the world as ethical engagement. And
it is this engagement that contemporary scholars seek to understand
and employ in their own work. Of course, this was not always the
question that feminist theorists interpreted Beauvoir as posing. As
feminist thought evolves, so do our interpretations of Beauvoir. Her
work serves as a place from which to ask the questions of feminist
philosophy. She began the dialogue in which we are now engaged.

conclusion

Through her writing and theorizing, Beauvoir attempts to engage
the world. “Literature is born when something in life goes slightly
adrift . . . the first essential condition is that reality should no longer
be taken for granted; only then can one both perceive it, and make
others do so” (PL 290, emphasis original). Existentialist writers are
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often viewed as portraying the tragedy of human existence: our iso-
lation from one another, the meaninglessness of our attempts to en-
gage one another and the world, our failure to make meaning and
our insignificance. Beauvoir is an existentialist whose work, faced
with this tragedy, turns toward engagement and sees its possibilities
as well as its dangers and potential failures. Her writing finds joy in
moments of connection with others and the world, while it never
forgets the potential oppression this connection may bring. The am-
biguity of the human condition, for Beauvoir, is not a cause ofmisery.
Instead, although it may produce anxiety and dread, it also produces
a need for connection with others and engagement with the world.
Ambiguity is erotic, for Beauvoir, and it produces the conditions for
joy, engagement, and a celebration of the fecundity of the world.
Ambiguity produces a celebratory excursion, a journey of discover-
ing what it means to be a thinking animal or an embodied will. For
Beauvoir, the world is a place of excess. There is always something
to comment on, to fix, to strive for -- in short, always something or
someone to engage with. “Before writing She Came to Stay I spent
years fumbling around for a subject. From the moment I began that
book I never stopped writing, . . .Why was it that from this point on
I always had ‘something to say’?” Beauvoir goes on to answer her
question: “each book thenceforth impelled me toward its successor,
for the more I saw of the world, the more I realized that it was brim-
ming over with all I could ever hope to experience, understand, and
put into words” (PL 478--79).
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2 Reading Simone de Beauvoir
with Martin Heidegger

In the field of Beauvoir research, one of the least explored philosoph-
ical connections is that between Simone de Beauvoir and Martin
Heidegger. Although a number of works have been written regard-
ing the Heideggerian influence on Sartre’s philosophy, few exist on
Beauvoir’s appropriation of the same thinker.1

This chapter explores ways in which Heidegger can be seen as de-
cisive for Beauvoir’s philosophy and why it is important to consider
this. Showing philosophical influences and connections is, in my
view, important only if it adds to the analysis and understanding of a
philosopher. In regard to Heidegger and Beauvoir, I definitely believe
this is the case. Reading Beauvoir with Heidegger can deepen our
understanding of Beauvoir’s view of human beings and their relation
to the world and to others. This approachmight be called hermeneu-
tical in the Heideggerian sense: it reveals new meanings without
assuming that a final comprehension is ever possible.

The intention of this chapter is less to argue for a Heideggerian
influence on Beauvoir’s philosophy than to situate Beauvoir in re-
lation to the phenomenological tradition. Doing so will show how
her phenomenology differs from Sartre’s in the way they both relate
to Heidegger’s philosophy. It could be said that Sartre’s philosophy
has picked up many Heideggerian themes, such as authenticity and
anxiety, although in Being and Nothingness he remained essentially
inside the Cartesian tradition, as Husserl did. Beauvoir, in contrast,
is closer to themain tenet of Heidegger’s philosophy in its breakwith
Cartesianism. This is especially evident in her use of the concepts
of “disclosure” (Erschlossenheit) and “Being-with” (Mitsein).

45
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readings of heidegger, receptions of heidegger

Before 1930neitherHusserl norHeideggerwaswell known in France.
During the 1930s interest began to rise. Lectures were held and
books published about German phenomenology. The first trans-
lations of Heidegger came in 1931 in the periodicals Bifur and
Recherches philosophiques, followed by Henry Corbin’s Qu’est-ce
que la métaphysique? (What isMetaphysics?) in 1938. This selection
of texts contained chapters from Being and Time. The first reception
of Heidegger in France was characterized by its anthropological and
existentialist interpretation, which was evident in lectures and texts
by Alexandre Koyré, Emmanuel Lévinas, Jean Wahl, and Alexandre
Kojève.2

Beauvoir and Sartre first learned about phenomenology through
their friend Raymond Aron. Aron told Sartre that if he was a phe-
nomenologist, he could take his own life-world as an object for
philosophical study. This made Sartre decide to go to Germany.3

But neither he nor Beauvoir read Heidegger seriously before 1939.
Very little is said in Beauvoir’s memoirs about her reactions to phe-
nomenology or her reading of Husserl and Heidegger. She tells us,
“The novelty and richness of phenomenology filled me with en-
thusiasm; I felt I had never come so close to the real truth” (PL
201; FA 208). She says Heidegger’s philosophy convinced her about
certain things, such as individual responsibility (PL 469; FA 483).4

In her published diary for the years 1939 to 1941 she refers to
Heidegger’s theory of inauthenticity several times while reflect-
ing on everyday events, but she also ponders the choice between
Hegel and Heidegger.5 It is thus reasonable to conclude that she
read Heidegger, even if she does not tell us in her memoirs which
books. The most important case for a philosophical connection be-
tween Beauvoir and Heidegger, however, must be based on a read-
ing of her texts, where we find both explicit and implicit references
to Heidegger. This chapter demonstrates that such a connection
exists.

There are several possible reasons for Beauvoir’s reluctance to ad-
mit to an interest in Heidegger’s philosophy. Heidegger’s political
affiliations with Nazism were known even before the war. After the
war, the question of those affiliations came into focus. In Germany
few wanted to defend Heidegger at the time when his philosophy
became more and more influential in France. In leading intellectual
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journals there was continuous debate regarding the relationship
between Heidegger’s politics and his philosophy. In Les Temps Mod-
ernes, the journal edited by Sartre, Beauvoir, and Maurice Merleau-
Ponty, there was awhole series of articles. Beauvoir, as well as Sartre,
was thus definitely aware of Heidegger’s political engagement and
the difficult questions it poses for his philosophy.

Another reason for the relative silence concerning Heidegger
may be the critique Heidegger directed against Sartre’s interpre-
tation of his philosophy in Brief über den Humanismus (Letter
on Humanism). Part of this text was published in French translation
in the journal Fontaine in 1947. It inaugurated the second recep-
tion of Heidegger in France, which was dominated by a critique of
anthropological and existentialist interpretations.6

It is evident from the way phenomenology came to influence her
work that the possibilities that phenomenology opened up were im-
portant also for Beauvoir. Phenomenological descriptions ofwomen’s
life experiences are frequent in The Second Sex. Beauvoir’s philoso-
phy belongs to the existential phenomenological tradition, and the
significance of Heidegger’s development of Husserl’s phenomenol-
ogy is easily recognizable in herworks.7 Not only is her phenomenol-
ogy interpretative like Heidegger’s and Sartre’s, rather than mainly
descriptive like Husserl’s,8 it also deals with ontological questions,
as is evident in her book The Ethics of Ambiguity.

disclosure/erschlossenheit /dévoilement

In late 1946 and early 1947 Beauvoir published a series of philosoph-
ical essays in Les Temps Modernes. These were collected in 1947 in
the book Pour une morale de l’ambiguı̈té (The Ethics of Ambiguity).
This book outlines Beauvoir’s conception of human beings and their
relation to the world and to each other. Here it is not primarily the
Sartrean concepts of in-itself and for-itself that recur, but instead dis-
closure (dévoilement), which, as we will see, has close connections
to Heidegger’s concept of disclosure (Erschlossenheit).

Disclosure is closely related in Heidegger’s philosophy to Dasein,
the concept he uses for human reality. Dasein, which is “Being-in-
the-world” (In-der-Welt-sein), is said to be “cleared” in such a way
that “it is itself the clearing” (BT 171; SZ 133). This means that it is
an opening, a clearing of Being, a part of Being for whom other parts
of Being can become “accessible.” Heidegger summarizes this in the
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phrase: “Dasein is its disclosedness” (BT 171; SZ 133). Disclosure is
thus simultaneously of Dasein as Being-in-the world, that is, of the
self, “Being-in,” the world, and its “entities.” This also means that
these entities can remain concealed. Dasein’s disclosedness is the
condition for anything to appear and for the type of disclosure that
characterizes Dasein -- “understanding.” It is also a condition for
“discourse” and language. In Leslie P. Thiele’s words, “Heidegger
is not suggesting . . . that human beings must exist for there to be a
universe of extant things. But human being is the only place where
the Beingness of beings comes to presence, revealing a contextual
world of meaning.” 9

Erschlossenheit was not unknown in France in the 1940s. It was
introduced in the first volume of Heidegger texts to be translated
into French, Corbin’s selection,Qu’est-ce que la métaphysique? It is
mentioned already in the introduction, where Corbin presents some
Heideggerian concepts. For Corbin disclosure implies that Dasein
is comprehension, interpretation of the world.10 Jean Beaufret, who
was to become one of the most important Heidegger interpreters
in France, also treats the concept in his articles on existentialism
in 1945. He uses it to demonstrate that Heidegger does not take
solipsistic consciousness as his point of departure, but that human
being for him is “in-the-world” and related to others.11

As I will show, Beauvoir’s interpretation of disclosure is in accord
with both of these brief characterizations of Erschlossenheit, each
of which highlights a different aspect. It is also, in many respects,
true to Heidegger’s development of the concept in Being and Time.
It might be noted that while Heidegger defines Dasein as disclosure
as a clearing in, a clearing of, Being, Corbin, Beaufret, and Beauvoir
emphasize the “disclosing,” “revealing” aspect. These linguistic dif-
ferences result in some connotative differences.

Corbin translated Dasein as “human reality” (réalité humaine),
a translation that recurs in Sartre’s and Beauvoir’s texts and later
was criticized as being too anthropological. In contrast to Heidegger,
Beauvoir also explicitly refers to “man” (homme) or “the subject,”
which means that her interpretation is clearly anthropological, as
was that of most French philosophers, such as Sartre, Corbin, and
Beaufret, at that time. But I maintain that, in spite of this, she retains
some of the most important insights that the concept of disclosure
conveyed.
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In The Ethics of Ambiguity Beauvoir outlines her ethics, founding
it on a conception of humanbeings inwhich disclosure (dévoilement)
is significant.12 At the time she wrote The Ethics of Ambiguity,
Sartre’s Being and Nothingness had been criticized for its lack of
an ethical perspective. In the beginning of the book, she says that
those critical of existentialism have argued that existentialist ontol-
ogy cannot give a foundation for ethics, a critique based on Sartre’s
characterization of the human being as a “useless passion.” Beauvoir
sets out to show, by giving her view of existentialist ontology, that
this assumption is mistaken. In her elucidation she also clarifies, in
a manner she seldom does, differences between her own and Sartre’s
philosophy.

Beauvoir begins by declaring that, like Sartre, she contends that
human being is a “lack of being.” It has no specific nature or essence
but rather is characterized by transcendence. Beauvoir cites approv-
ingly Sartre’s formulation in Being and Nothingness that a human
being is “a being who makes himself a lack of being in order that
there might be being.” Like Sartre, she sees this “lack” as resulting
in a “wanting to be” (vouloir être), something which in The Second
Sex becomes a “desire of being/desire to be” (désire d’être) (EA 11;
PMA 17). But for Beauvoir, in contrast to Sartre, this “wanting” or
“desire” cannot be said to be either useful or useless, since it de-
scribes a fact prior to all values. Beauvoir underlines furthermore
that human being is not only this “lack” and this “desire,” but, more
fundamentally, a being that “discloses being” (dévoile l’être):

It is not in vain that man nullifies being. Thanks to him, being is disclosed
and he desires this disclosure. There is an original type of attachment to
being which is not the relationship “wanting to be” but rather “wanting
to disclose being.” Now, here there is not failure but rather success. This
end, which man proposes to himself by making himself lack of being, is, in
effect, realized by him. By uprooting himself from the world, man makes
himself present to the world and makes the world present to him. [EA 12;
PMA 18]

Through this disclosure human being makes not only itself but the
world present, just as Heidegger declares in relation to Dasein as
disclosure. This idea can be discerned not only in the quotation
above and in other parts of The Ethics of Ambiguity, but also in
Beauvoir’s first philosophical essay, Pyrrhus et Cinéas (PC 111). The
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fundamental relation of disclosure is defined, as seen above, not as
some sort of “failure” but instead as a “success,” not least since
thereby theworld is given a “human signification”: “Everyman casts
himself into the world by making himself a lack of being; he thereby
contributes to reinvesting it with human signification. He discloses
it” (EA 41; PMA 59 f.).

I have alreadymentioned that Beauvoir as well as Sartremaintains
that human beingmakes itself a lack of being and that it is this negat-
ing moment, when human being differentiates and separates itself
from being as not being it, that being also appears. This reveals the
negating character of consciousness, a Hegelian element in Sartre’s
and Beauvoir’s phenomenology. It is the negation that consciousness
performs which makes the world, its things and objects and others,
come forth. This movement, Beauvoir contends, is positive in that
it discloses being. A human being should therefore not be character-
ized as a “useless passion,” as Sartre says, butmore fundamentally as
“disclosure.” Beauvoir displaces the center of gravity toward a more
positive definition of the human being as disclosure, in line with
Heidegger, instead of holding a negative definition as lack, in line
with Sartre, even though lack and the concomitant “desire of being”
continue to be important (especially in Beauvoir’s view of inauthen-
ticity). It should also be noted that in The Ethics of Ambiguity Beau-
voir refers more frequently to disclosure and being than to for-itself
and in-itself. When these differences are seen in the larger context of
her philosophy, their significance will hopefully become clearer.

situation/thrownness/facticity

Another important aspect of Heidegger’s concept of disclosure is
“thrownness” (Geworfenheit), which means that Dasein “is already
in a definite world and alongside a definite range of definite entities
within-the-world” (BT 264; SZ 221); disclosure is always “essentially
factical” (wesenhaft faktische).13 For Heidegger, a human being ex-
ists in the world before it has knowledge of the world; it does not
meet the world as a subject related to the world as object. It exists
under specific conditions, in a certain historical situation and cul-
ture, and in relation to things it uses for certain purposes. It is there
(Da-sein). This is Dasein’s facticity (Faktizität). The human being
opens up, discloses a specific there. This further means that its
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disclosure never can be complete or final. Even if Dasein is char-
acterized by facticity and thrownness, Heidegger also emphasizes its
lack of essence in statements like “The ‘essence’ of Dasein lies in its
existence” (BT 67; SZ 42).

All of these concepts appear in Sartre’s and Beauvoir’s philoso-
phies. Both reject the idea that humans could be defined as having
an essence. The Second Sex puts it thus: “An existent is nothing
other than what he does; the possible does not extend beyond the
real; essence does not precede existence: in pure subjectivity, the hu-
man being is not anything.”14 Both see the human being as thrown
into the world and characterized by facticity (facticité), which is de-
lineated with the concept situation.

Beauvoir, aswell as Sartre, uses the concept of situation in relation
to that of freedom. But as several other commentators have noted,
Beauvoir emphasizes earlier than Sartre the limits that one’s situa-
tion sets for one’s freedom.15 This difference in their philosophies
is even more fundamental in my opinion, since I see it as based on
their differing views of what freedom and situation are, not only on
a difference in their views of the relationship between freedom and
situation. As I will show, their interpretations of the Heideggerian
concepts differ.

In Being and Nothingness Sartre concludes, from his rejection of
essentialism, the absolute freedom of human consciousness, even
though he also emphasizes that human beings are always situated,
that they have a facticity. For Beauvoir as well as for Heidegger,
proceeding from the concept of disclosure, the fact that disclosure
is always of a specific “there” -- in her terminology, “in and of a
situation” -- leads to a different conclusion. According to Beauvoir,
we do not all have a knowledge of our freedom, as Sartre maintains
in Being and Nothingness. Whether we suppose that human beings
always have a prereflective intuition of their freedom, as Sartre says,
or that freedom is disclosed in and by a situation, as Beauvoir con-
tends, is an important difference. Her idea of freedom explains why
she argues in The Ethics of Ambiguity that freedom is not disclosed
for a child until a certain age, since autonomy is not given at birth.
It also makes understandable why she maintains that if you live
in a historical situation where freedom is denied a group of people
because their situation of oppression is defined as a natural condi-
tion, freedom is not something you are aware of (see, for example,
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EA 85). If your situation does not really offer possibilities, you can-
not have an intuition of freedom. This conception of freedom, nev-
ertheless, does not exclude the argument that human beings are
essentially characterized by their freedom, in the sense that they lack
an essence but are defined by their existence, which Beauvoir also
maintains, even if this freedom has not yet been disclosed or realized
in any substantial way.

In a Heideggerian vein Beauvoir thus emphasizes that we always
exist under specific conditions, in a certain historical and cultural
situation, something evident from The Ethics of Ambiguity to The
Second Sex. This emphasis can also be related to a Hegelian and
Marxist influence in her work.16 In The Second Sex Beauvoir de-
lineates the general situation of women during different historical
periods. In these descriptions and analyses she stresses, likeMarxists,
the role of women in production and the importance of private prop-
erty. But she also analyzes the role of ideology, of things like laws
and customs.

Thus, for Beauvoir, human beings are not free to be anythingwhat-
soever, since they are situated. On the other hand, a human being
is not defined in advance as having an essence, for example, femi-
nine or masculine, evil or good. This is the other side of the coin,
manifest in Beauvoir’s rejection in The Second Sex of the idea of a
“woman’s nature” or “female essence.” But one should note here an
interesting difference between Sartre and Beauvoir and an interesting
resemblance between Heidegger and Beauvoir in the conceptualiza-
tion of existence, something that also has to do with their view of
“possibilities.”

Even if human reality according toHeidegger is situated in aworld,
it is, as an opening, not fixed but a way of being there that is “pro-
jection” (Entwurf). In Dasein’s existence lies that “it has its Being
to be” (BT 32 f.; SZ 12) or “The ‘essence’ [Wesen] of this entity lies
in its ‘to Be’ [Zu-sein]” (BT 67; SZ 42). This thesis, as I will show,
recurs in Beauvoir’s philosophy.

In Pyrrhus et Cinéas Beauvoir cites Heidegger and concludes that
a human being is always much more than what it is at any given
moment, something she connects to transcendence, to human being
as project (PC 26). And further on in the text she says, “in one sense,
a man is always all that he has to be, since as Heidegger shows, it
is his existence that defines his essence” (PC 82).17 In this second
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observation one should note that she says “that he has to be,” which
echoes Heidegger’s “Zu-sein.” In The Second Sex this idea appears
in relation to femininity, for example in thewell-known formulation:
“One is not born, but rather becomes, awoman” (SS 295;DS i i 13).18

Femininity is neither a substance nor an essence, as Beauvoir under-
lines time and again in this book. It is a “becoming” (devenir).

If we return to the quotation above, where Beauvoir discusses the
relationship between existence and essence, we can note that Beau-
voir maintained in relation to human beings that “the possible does
not extend beyond the real.” The possible thus always has a relation-
ship towhat is “real,” to the existing situation. This has implications
for her view of women and sexual difference. In another part of The
Second Sex, where Beauvoir defines woman as “becoming,” she fur-
ther explains this becoming in relationship to possibilities (possi-
bilités). She says, “Woman is not a completed reality, but rather a
becoming, and it is in her becoming that she should be compared
with man; that is to say, her possibilities should be defined” (SS
66; DS i 72). This idea of possibilities as related to a human being’s
existence as becoming can also be found in Heidegger’s Being and
Time.

According to Heidegger, Dasein is a structure of possibilities
(Möglichkeiten), a structure it discloses and retains in differentways:
“Dasein is in every case what it can be, and in the way in which it is
its possibility” (BT 183; SZ 143). Herein also lies Dasein’s freedom
or transcendence, that is, that it transcends the given towards the
possible, or that it always is more than it is, which does not mean
that it has any possibilities whatsoever, since it is exactly a “thrown
possibility.”

In the quotation above it can be seen that Beauvoir, likeHeidegger,
thinks in terms of “possibilities”; a situation is characterized by
certain possibilities, which are also part of facticity. With her con-
cept of situation Beauvoir delineates the common overall aspects of
women’s situations that the productive relations, economic systems,
law, and customs define. This also sets general limits to a woman’s
possibilities in a specific society, like the health, education, andwork
limits for women in Afghanistan.Women’s situations have generally
been characterized by lesser possibilities, Beauvoir concludes. This
results from the fact that she has been defined as “the Other.” Their
situation is thus not the same even when a man and a woman have
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the same job and the same salary. But Beauvoir’s concept of situa-
tion also takes into account human beings’ corporeality. In order to
understand the importance of the body in Beauvoir’s philosophy, it
helps us less to read her with Hegel or Marx than to read her with
Heidegger.

corporeality

Everyone discloses the world, but everyone does so in different ways,
according to different projects and different bodies. For Beauvoir, that
we are corporeal beings is part of our facticity, but also that we are
mortal. Like Heidegger, she sees mortality as one important element
in human beings’ situation. Were we not mortal, we would no longer
be human. The same cannot be said about two-sexed reproduction.
Even a society that reproduced itself through parthenogenesis would
be human (SS 39; DS i 40).

The body is an important part of one’s situation, and Beauvoir
gives it a great deal of space in The Second Sex. In her discussion
of the body she refers to Heidegger, but also to Sartre and Merleau-
Ponty, and she concludes that the body “is not a thing, it is a situ-
ation” (SS 66; DS i 72). For Beauvoir, a human being is not a con-
sciousness related as a subject to the body as an object. Rather, one
lives one’s body as a situation. This way of characterizing one’s cor-
poreality becomes more understandable if it is related to Heidegger’s
conception of human being as a disclosure and facticity.

How theworld and oneself are disclosed is thus dependent on one’s
body and physiological possibilities. Another part of a woman’s sit-
uation is having a female body. If the body is a situation, it is also
part of a larger sociocultural situation. The body must always be in-
terpreted in a human perspective, Beauvoir says, since the human
being is, in Merleau-Ponty’s words, “a historical idea,” not “a natu-
ral species” (SS 66; DS i 72). The body does not constitute a destiny,
and it is not in itself an explanation of gender hierarchy, as Beauvoir
indicates time and again. The “figure” woman in society is there-
fore not biologically and psychologically determined. Instead, it is
produced by our “civilization,” which applies also to women’s bod-
ies. The body has different significations in different situations, and
it is also individually disclosed and “lived” (vécue).

Human being is corporeal; this facticity is the same for both
men and women. And yet women’s bodies have been seen as more
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“bodily” than men’s have. Women’s bodies have been interpreted
in ways that limit them, and they have been charged with nega-
tive significations. Apart from this, the fact is that women’s and
men’s bodies differ in some ways. According to Beauvoir, there are
some biological differences, such as the greater subordination of
women to the species (because of women’s role in reproduction) and
a general difference in muscular strength. This leads her to conclude
that woman’s “grasp on the world is thus more restricted” (SS 66;
DS i 73). What does she mean by this?

Human beings’ relationship to the world is mediated through the
body by which it “grasps” and “apprehends” the world. Beauvoir
writes, for example, “For, the body being the instrument of our
grasp upon the world, the world is bound to seem a very different
thing when apprehended in one manner or another” (SS 65; DS i 70).
The idea that one apprehends the world through the body resonates
with Marx, Hegel, Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty. It is thus not only
through consciousness but also through the body and instruments
that are its extension that theworld is disclosed. Theworld “presents
itself” very differently, not only, as Sartre says, depending on the
(freely chosen) project, but also according to the body through which
it is lived and apprehended. On the other hand, true to her concept
of situation, Beauvoir sees these biological differences as dependent
on the context; for example, apprehension might not be effected in
any significant sense by lesser muscular strength if one lived in a
society where strength was rather irrelevant. And the significance
of the fact that women, not men, give birth is always dependent on
a specific society’s gender relations and its organization of human
reproduction.

Thus Beauvoir’s concept of situation differs from Sartre’s in Being
and Nothingness and not only in the sense that he emphasizes
the possibility to freely surpass a situation whereas she empha-
sizes the limits a situation imposes. The importance of the concepts
of disclosure, possibilities, and becoming (with their Heideggerian
background) makes her conceptualization of situation and facticity
different. Heidegger seldom uses the term “situation.” But, as I have
tried to show, the signification Beauvoir gives to situation is close
to Heidegger’s description of Dasein’s disclosure, thrownness, and
facticity.

Noticing the Heideggerian element in Beauvoir’s philosophy can
deepen our understanding of Beauvoir’s concept of situation and sex.
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The male and female body differ, and this fact must be taken into
account as something that belongs to our facticity and is part of
our possibilities. On the other hand, outside of a specific histori-
cal and cultural situation, we can say hardly anything about what
these differences imply, what importance they have, for example, in
relation to our possibilities. This is in accord with a Heideggerian
kind of phenomenology whose logical consequence would be being
unable to determine the meaning of sexual difference in itself and
absolutely, while at the same time recognizing its existence. And we
must also be aware of the fact that the signification of the sexed body
is always dependent on how the body as situation is concretely lived
and disclosed by the individual, a disclosure that in turn is related
to a situation of significations already given.

Thus reading Beauvoir with Heidegger enables us to understand
why it is important to take women’s bodies and physiological differ-
ences into account and at the same time why the meaning of these
differences is always dependent on a number of factors. It is thus no
coincidence that when Beauvoir describes sexual initiation, for ex-
ample, she relates a whole spectrum of different ways to live it, ways
that are dependent on the general cultural situation and the specific
situation of an individual woman, a situation that, in turn, is depen-
dent on her relationship to her parents, previous erotic experiences,
and so forth.

Beauvoir can thus be read as having adopted a Heideggerian ap-
proach to sexual difference, even though Heidegger himself does not
analyze sex. Even Sartre talks about possibilities as characteristic of
the for-itself. But he emphasizes freedom, not facticity, and he does
not connect it to disclosure in aHeideggerian sense. Nor does he take
the sexed body into consideration. Since for Beauvoir disclosure is
in and by a situation, we also understand why the sexed body is for
her an important part of one’s situation in all societies where sex-
ual difference exists, where it is disclosed. Disclosure has to do with
signification; signification of bodily differences has to be taken into
account.

being-with (mitsein )

If disclosure is for Heidegger and Beauvoir something that charac-
terizes human being and its relationship to the world, it also affects
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one’s relationship to others. Heidegger does not take his point of
departure in solipsistic consciousness; Dasein is Being-with (Mit-
sein) and has a primordial understanding of this. Dasein is in a world
shared with others, a Mitwelt that reigns even if one is totally alone,
like Robinson Crusoe on his island.

Neither, for Beauvoir, is there any doubt that others exist. In both
The Ethics of Ambiguity and The Second Sex individuality and au-
tonomy are seen as developed and acquired in human life, both
individually and historically. In The Second Sex she describes, for
example, the different phases of separation that a child goes through,
beginning in a symbiotic relationship with its mother. Thus, for
Beauvoir, human beings are born into a world of others. This is for
her, as for Heidegger, part of disclosure. Time and again, in both The
Ethics of Ambiguity and in The Second Sex (where the meaning of
being a woman is, as I have shown, dependent on social and cultural
codes regarding women and femininity), it is emphasized that the
significations that human being discloses are dependent on previous
significations.

In The Ethics of Ambiguity the term Being-with (Mitsein) does
not appear, but, as I have tried to show, the sense of that concept can
be found there. Another term captures this sense in The Ethics of
Ambiguity, namely, “interdependence,” or that “each one depends
upon others” (EA 82; PMA 115 f.).19 As Beauvoir often expresses it,
we are both separate individuals and dependent on a collectivity we
belong to, always already in relation to others. Her view of human
relationships is closer to that ofHeidegger,Hegel, andMerleau-Ponty
than to Sartre’s view in Being and Nothingness, where Sartre rejects
Heidegger’s Mitsein, which he interprets as denoting an impossible
intersubjectivity.20

In The Second Sex the term Mitsein occurs in the sense outlined
above, that is, as “Being-with”; the human couple, for example, is
said to be “an original Mitsein” (SS 67; DS i 74). Men and women
have always been Mitsein, not two distinct and separate groups that
have appeared and confronted each other during the course of history,
such as the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. Not only is the couple
Mitsein but also human being in general, and this condition, accord-
ing to Beauvoir, can be lived in different ways. In one of the places
where the couple is defined as “an original Mitsein” Beauvoir adds
that it is out of this Mitsein that “their opposition took form.” 21
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Mitsein, then, for Beauvoir does not exclude the possibility of con-
flict, something even more directly declared in her claim, “These
phenomena [conflicts] would be incomprehensible if in fact human
reality were exclusively a Mitsein based on solidarity and friendli-
ness” (SS 17;DS i 16 f.).22 For Beauvoir, humans areMitsein, but this
Mitsein can be lived either in separation and conflict or in friendship
and solidarity. Mitsein, for her, then, does not mean that humanity
is one and that everyone has the same goals and aspirations, liv-
ing in some kind of friendly symbiosis. Mitsein is not an ethical
concept, nor is it connected to authenticity. It expresses simply the
fact that human reality is a being-with, even if not a being-one but
being-many, which is spelled out in the words: “human reality . . .
is at once Mitsein and separation” (SS 79; DS i 88). In this context
Mitsein is used to explain the existence of a common language and
symbolism at the same time as the occurrence of differences and
inventions.

The weight Beauvoir lays on conflict in her interpretation of
Mitsein is understandable if one takes into consideration that she
connects it, in The Second Sex, to a Hegelian view of human rela-
tionships. Like the French Hegel interpreter Alexandre Kojève, she
sees self-consciousness and historical development as arising from a
confrontation with the Other. This results in a life-and-death strug-
gle and a division into two groups of people, masters and slaves, a
conflict that can be transcended by reciprocal recognition. Human
development would not even have resulted had this original conflict
not occurred.23

Likemany others in Paris in the 1940s, Beauvoir considered it pos-
sible to combine Heidegger, with his concept of Mitsein, and Hegel,
with his master--slave dialectic, a reading put forward by Kojève.
The concept ofMitseinwas widely discussed in the 1940s, especially
its political and ethical implications, such as whether an authentic
Mitsein is possible for Heidegger. Alphonse de Waehlens, in an ar-
ticle in Les Temps Modernes published in 1947, the same year as
Beauvoir’s The Ethics of Ambiguity, concludes that even if Mitsein
in Being and Time is often related to inauthenticity, it is clear that to
Heidegger the possibility of an authentic Mitsein exists. Waehlens
argues that Heidegger’s anthropology is close to that of the young
Hegel and of the young Marx, because Heidegger defines authentic
Mitsein as letting the other realize its freedom.Heidegger, likeHegel,
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therefore sees the meaning of history as to “make man’s recognition
of man possible.”24

In The Second Sex a Hegelian/Marxian view of history, which
sets the tendency to affirm oneself against the other as fundamen-
tal to historical change and individual development, is important.
But as previously mentioned, Beauvoir presupposes that human re-
lationships can be characterized either by conflict and oppression or
by friendship and solidarity. It is the second form that she sees as
most authentic, when human being is in its “truth.” In The Second
Sex this idea is conceptualized in the form of a Hegelian reciprocal
recognition: “each individual freely recognizes the other” (SS 172;
DS i 232). In this combination of authenticity, Mitsein, and recip-
rocal recognition, Beauvoir was not alone during the 1940s, as the
reference to Waehlens above shows.

authenticity

The ontological fact that we are disclosure and Mitsein can be dealt
with in different ways for both Heidegger and Beauvoir, and this
difference also plays an important role in their view of authenticity,
the true way to live as a human being. In relation to Beauvoir I have
already treated these questions somewhat. But how are they viewed
in Heidegger’s philosophy? If one looks at the way authenticity is
conceptualized in Heidegger and Beauvoir, it is possible to see both
a resemblance and a difference.

For Heidegger, authenticity and inauthenticity are closely related
to the fact that Dasein is Mitsein. Our being-in-the-world and our
being-with-others are, in turn, a precondition for the fact that we can
“lose ourselves” in the world and in others. Dasein is even for the
most part “lost in its world” since “falling” belongs toDasein’smode
of being. This implies being absorbed by “das Man” (“the They”
or “the one”),25 which also means that Dasein “flees” from itself
“as an authentic potentiality-for-Being-its-Self” (BT 229; SZ 184). To
Dasein’s facticity it thus belongs to live most often inauthentically,
in the way “das Man” does, to apprehend oneself and the world the
way that others do. Dasein then in some sense “forgets” that it is a
disclosure, that it is a “project.” In its daily life it becomes so filled
up by the world that its way of being in the world, which in fact is
contingent, appears instead as something given.
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Heidegger distinguishes between disclosure as something charac-
teristic of Dasein and true or authentic disclosure. In authentic un-
derstanding Dasein discloses its possibilities as being-in-the-world.
It can understand itself not only from “das Man” but also in terms of
“its ownmost potentiality-for-Being,” the potentiality to be it-self,
to be free, “authentic” (BT 232; SZ 188). This understanding is dis-
closed in the state of anguish, where the possibility of living authen-
tically appears. For Dasein to be in its truth is to be the disclosure it
fundamentally is. Heidegger names this authentic disclosure “reso-
luteness” (Entschlossenheit) (BT, SZ § 60). It means not following
the crowd but instead deliberately choosing how to live one’s life
and realizing one’s individuality according to available possibilities,
understanding that existence is groundless.26

If we now turn to Beauvoir’s view of authenticity, we remem-
ber that in The Ethics of Ambiguity human being is described not
only as “disclosure” but also as the “lack of being” that resulted in
“desire of being.” Disclosure is set in The Ethics of Ambiguity as the
foundation for authenticity. In The Second Sex, where the analysis
of inauthenticity prevails, lack of being and the concomitant desire
of being and what it can lead to if pursued are more in the fore-
front. Authenticity is connected to seeing oneself (or in Beauvoir’s
terminology, affirming oneself) as disclosure and not to pursuing the
desire of being, thus, for a human being to being its disclosure, just
as I showed above that Heidegger emphasizes that Dasein “is in its
truth” when it is the disclosure that it fundamentally is.

Disclosure is related to another aspect of the human being -- its
freedom. Beauvoir makes affirming oneself as disclosure synony-
mous with affirming oneself as a free human being: “To wish for
the disclosure of the world and to assert oneself as freedom are
one and the same movement” (EA 24; PMA 34). To be authentic
for Heidegger was also, as I have shown, to be one’s potentiality, to
be free, not to be “lost in the world” and in others. Here we find
a resemblance in Beauvoir, who underscores time and again that
human beings -- if possible -- should recognize their freedomand take
responsibility for their own lives. In Being and Time there is seldom
talk about Dasein’s freedom, as in Beauvoir’s philosophy. But there
is a resemblance in that authenticity for both is connected to the
affirmation of “groundlessness” and the fact of actively choosing
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one’s way of life, thus not living one’s life passively in the way that
“das Man” says one should live. Beauvoir emphasizes, for example,
that not recognizing one’s freedom is apprehending everything as
“given” -- the world, values, one’s circumstances, and life.

Since Mitsein is of importance in Beauvoir’s philosophy, as it is
in Heidegger’s, inauthenticity is connected to the risk of getting lost
in the negative aspects of “das Man” much more in her philosophy
than in Sartre’s. This is evident, for example, in her critique of the
oppression of women in The Second Sex. She insists, time and again,
that women have seldom had the chance to live according to hu-
man potentiality, to be free and authentic. Women have for the most
part had to live according to “general opinion” and have had to con-
form to society’s definition of Woman. For women, being the Other
has meant being as others want them to be, not being self-defining,
individualized subjects. The possibility of disclosing and realizing
oneself as a subject has thus often been missing. Women have had to
accept ready-made roles, such as mother and housewife. Following
“general opinion” has been of extreme importance, since women’s
virtue has depended on doing so.

The above discussion has also made it clear that in Beauvoir’s phi-
losophy, as opposed to Heidegger’s, the possibilities that a specific
situation opens up for an individual to be free and authentic are the
center of interest. One could say that Beauvoir draws Heideggerian
conclusions that Heidegger himself does not draw. In Beauvoir’s phi-
losophy authenticity is explicitly related to a context of sharedmean-
ings and possibilities. The question of the conditions of authenticity
is central, a question Heidegger rarely poses. In her answer theMarx-
ist influence on her philosophy is apparent.

Heidegger does not analyze or criticize oppression. But he pre-
supposes that authentic disclosure (resoluteness) also changes one’s
relation to others. According to Heidegger, “Dasein’s resoluteness
toward itself is what first makes it possible to let the Others who
are with it ‘be’ in their ownmost potentiality-for-Being, and to co-
disclose this potentiality in the solicitude which leaps forth and
liberates” (BT 344 f.; SZ 298). In this quotation authentic dis-
closure is connected to the possibility of letting others also be
their “potentiality-for-Being.” Others can also be seen as present-
at-hand or ready-to-hand, that is, more in the way entities appear, as
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something to use27 -- objects, not subjects, as Beauvoir expresses it --
which means others are treated as means rather than as ends, some-
thing Beauvoir criticizes in The Ethics of Ambiguity.

Heidegger’s indication of a relation between one’s own authentic-
ity and that of others is replaced in Beauvoir by insistence on in-
terdependence. She declares that “To will oneself free is also to will
others free” (EA 73; PMA 102). Neither for Beauvoir nor forHeidegger
is freedom necessarily connected to conflict, as it is in Sartre’s early
philosophy. For Beauvoir, since we are interdependent, the other is
not, ontologically speaking, a hindrance to my freedom but a con-
dition for my freedom to be realized. Authenticity for Beauvoir is
disclosing the world with and for others (see EA 71; PMA 100). On
the other hand, since she focuses on conflict, in contrast toHeidegger
but like Sartre andHegel, others can verywell appear, in the concrete
situation, as a hindrance to my freedom. But she does not contend,
as Sartre does in Being and Nothingness, that they always do.

Mitsein is, asmentioned, not in itself an ethical concept, although
its ethical implications have been widely discussed, not only during
the 1940s. Some commentators maintain that Mitsein can be devel-
oped into an ethical concept,28 while others doubt that, pointing out
that Mitsein for Heidegger most often seems to be related to inau-
thenticity, to being lost in “das Man.” Another way of looking at
it, as Hubert Dreyfus does, is to insist that Mitsein and “das Man”
have two interrelatedmeanings: on the one hand, thatwe can neither
understand anything nor disclose truth outside of a specific histor-
ical context, but, on the other hand, that truth is not to be found
in general opinion, either. There is thus both something positive in
Mitsein and “das Man,” representing the shared world of practices
and language, and something negative in that “das Man” also repre-
sents conformity.29 On this interpretation, which corresponds to the
one developed in this chapter, the fact that human being is Mitsein
and “das Man” can be lived both authentically and inauthentically.
I have pointed to this same pattern in Beauvoir’s philosophy. An
important difference is that unlike Heidegger, Beauvoir focuses on
conflict and oppression. Authenticity is thus also related to how the
ever-present possibility of conflict is lived.

If we maintain, with Heidegger and Beauvoir, that seeing human
being as being-with gives a foundation for ethics, the question of
what type of ethics remains unanswered, as does the question of
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the implications this foundation really has for one’s relationships to
others. This voyage of reading Beauvoir with Heidegger, limited as it
is by the space of this chapter, concludes with these open questions.
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3 The body as instrument and
as expression

Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex is well known for its nega-
tive descriptions of the female body.1 Several interpreters claim that
Beauvoir presents the female body as a mere obstacle: being domi-
nated by the cycles of menstruation, pregnancies, and nursing, the
female body severely limits the free choice and self-fulfillment of the
woman. Critics argue further that such a view of the female body is
partial, and worse, biased by a male -- Sartrean or Cartesian -- point
of view. According to the critics, Beauvoir ends up describing the
female body as a burden (DS i i 511; SS 630) because she accepts
Sartre’s voluntarist notion of subjectivity.2

This common reading of The Second Sex is mistaken. Beauvoir’s
negative comments regarding the female body do not disclose her
fundamental concept of feminine embodiment. They constitute only
a provisional step in a more far-reaching argument. Beauvoir’s dis-
cussion of femaleness can be understood only if its philosophical
starting points are understood and appreciated. The aim of this chap-
ter is to clarify and make explicit these starting points. I argue that
Beauvoir’s notion of embodiment is a critical elaboration of the de-
scription of the living body (corps vivant, corps vécu) that she found
in Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception.3

Through Merleau-Ponty, Beauvoir was influenced by Edmund
Husserl, the founder of the phenomenological movement.4 Thus
her work can be characterized as existentialist-phenomenological.
The traces of phenomenology that we find in The Second Sex are
not, however, from Husserl’s early publications, which have been
criticized as logicistic and solipsistic. They stem, rather, frommanu-
scripts in which Husserl focused on questions of corporeality and
intersubjectivity.5

66
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Somy chapter adds a new element to the literature that argues that
Beauvoir’s work is not a simple application of Sartre’s philosophy.6

But this is not the only result, for my argument also questions the
more recent interpretation according to which Beauvoir based her
thinking primarily on Martin Heidegger’s concepts.7

Direct evidence of Beauvoir’s engagement with phenomenology
can be found in The Second Sex.8 There Beauvoir tells us that the
basic concepts of her work -- the concepts of embodiment -- are taken
from the phenomenological tradition of thought. In the introduction
she emphasizes several times that her description of sexual difference
takes its starting point from the phenomenological understanding
of the living body. She states: “In the perspective I am adopting --
that of Heidegger, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty -- if the body is not a
thing [chose], it is a situation: it is our grasp upon the world and
the outline of our projects” (DS i 73; SS 66).9 And again, “It is not
the body-object [corps-objet] described by the biologist that actu-
ally exists, but the living body of the subject [corps vécu]” (DS i 78;
SS 69).

Thus, the basis of Beauvoir’s discussions of sexual difference is a
methodic framework in which the body is described as a subject
of perception, not as a bioscientific object. The body understood
in this way is not determined by causal relations but is moved by
motivational connections. Beauvoir reminds us about this starting
point throughout her argumentation, from the introduction to the
last pages of the book. At the very end she repeats again: “The body
is never the cause of subjective experiences, since it is, under its
objective shape [figure], the subject himself” (DS i i 586; SS 682).

In order to understand Beauvoir’s argument it is necessary to study
the concept of the body as used by Heidegger, Sartre, and Merleau-
Ponty. But if we agree to take such a step, wemust go deeper into the
phenomenological tradition, for these thinkers base their discussions
of embodiment on Husserl’s writings.

Husserl first introduced the concept of the living body (Leib) in
his lectures of 1907 on objectivity and spatiality, Thing and Space.10

Five years later he gave it an extensive explication in the second part
of his Ideas.11 This work, together with the first two parts of his
The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenol-
ogy, first published in 1936, is the source of existentialist-
phenomenological studies of embodiment and sexuality.
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the living body in the naturalistic attitude

The starting point of Husserl’s analysis in Ideas i i is the simple fact
that we have two different kinds of experiences of material bodies.
We perceive mere physical things (Körper), that is, pieces of inert
matter (stone ormetal, for example), andwe experience living bodies:
vegetable bodies, animal bodies, and human bodies, other people’s
bodies as well as our own.

Husserl points out that we can relate to living bodies in two funda-
mentally differentways. On the one hand, we can take the attitude of
the natural scientist and abstract from the bodies we study all mean-
ing, value, and purpose. Thus the bodies’ positions and movements
appear to us as mere effects of external and internal causes. We can
then try to explain and predict their behavior by subsuming them
under general laws. In the natural scientific attitude, we no longer
experience people or human societies; “insteadwe experiencemerely
material things”12 (Ideen i i 25; Ideas i i 27).

On the other hand, we can -- and do -- relate to living bodies as
meaningful and purposeful agents, “persons” in Husserl’s terminol-
ogy. In this case, our own activity and interest are not in explaining
or predicting the behavior of others but in responding to their move-
ments and gestures.

The first two extensive sections of Husserl’s Ideas i i are dedicated
to a description and analysis of the living body as it is conceived in
the natural scientific attitude. Nature, understood in this attitude,
includes all material or spatiotemporal things. In addition to mere
material bodies or physical things, it consists of the “psychic nature”
founded on the material. Psychic nature is the object of the psycho-
logical sciences but is also presupposed by zoology and all other sci-
ences of animal behavior. When the psyche is studied within the
natural scientific attitude, however, it appears “as nothing per se,”
nothing more than a layer or stratum of the material.

The living body is a specific kind of material reality, because it is
the meeting point of the physical and the psychical, a turning point
(Umschlagspunkt) fromone to the other. This said, wemustmake an
observation about language: The metaphor of a “meeting point” or
“turning point” is illuminating in conveying the idea of connection.
It helps us realize that the physical and the psychic are fundamen-
tally different but related. This is crucial in Hussserl’s analysis. The
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metaphor is also problematic, however, in suggesting that the con-
nection between body and soul is spatial in nature. Husserl rejects
such an interpretation and emphasizes that we should not try to base
our understanding of the body--soul relation on themodel of two dis-
tinct entities.13 The soul does not appear as part of the physical body.
Nor do we see it beside the body. Nor is it inside or above the body.
Instead, it appears as a reality belonging (gehören) to the body:

The excess of reality beyond the mere physical thing is not something that
can be separated off by itself, not something juxtaposed, but something in
the physical thing [an diesem]. Thus it moves “along with” the thing and
acquires its spatial determination by its being in something which is itself
spatial [an dem Räumlichen]. [Ideen i i 176; Ideas i i 186]

According to Husserl, the living body is distinguished from mere
physical things by four fundamental phenomena. First, the living
body appears as a field of sensations. Feelings of touch, contact,
pressure, movement, tension, warmth and cold, pleasure and pain
are localized on the surface of the body and in its different organs.
Second, the living body appears as the immediate starting point of all
spontaneous, freemovement. The body of an animal is the only thing
that the animal can move immediately, without moving some other
thing first, and conversely, the animal needs its own body to move
all other things. Third, the living body functions as the fixed point in
our perceptions of direction, distance, and movement. Other mate-
rial things appear in relation to it: they are near or far, above or below,
on the right-hand side or on the left-hand side. These determinations
are not just additional figurative language but are presupposed by
scientific descriptions of human and animal behavior. Fourth, the
living body takes part in causal relations: it causes movements, and
it reacts to changes, both within itself and in its environment.14

These are the main lines of the first description given by Husserl
in Ideas i i . It is important to keep in mind that what is described
here is the body as observed by a person living in the natural sci-
entific attitude, for example, a zoologist observing, describing, and
explaining the behavior of primates or insects. The description in-
cludes directional and theological featureswhich later investigations
show originating from another -- the personalistic -- attitude. How-
ever, the naturalist works on the hypothesis that all such features
can be explained as features of a complex physical system.
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Husserl reminds us about this starting point again and again when
he is developing and specifying his description. His remarks aim at
excluding fundamental misunderstandings. The order of his expo-
sure is not the order of epistemological or ontological priority. Even
though Husserl starts his book by illuminating the natural scien-
tific attitude and its body-object, he rejects the idea that this is the
only valid way of relating to the world. In Husserl’s phenomenol-
ogy the natural scientific attitude is secondary, dependent on a more
profound connection.

the living body in the personalistic attitude

The natural scientific attitude is based on a personalistic attitude
that does not explain the behavior of the body but expresses itself in
the body and thus addresses other bodies. In this case, our activity and
interest are not in predicting the behavior of others but in responding
to their movements and gestures. Husserl argues that the living body
as an object of biological and psychological sciences is achieved only
through the mental activity of abstraction. Originally, we see and
hear bodies as full of meaning. This applies both to our own bodies
and to the bodies of others, animals and humans.

The personalistic attitude does not posit the body as a research
object but presupposes it as a nonthematized horizon of all activity,
both everyday dealings and scientific practices. It is the basis for the
meaningfulness of action, for its directions and purposes. The phe-
nomenological method makes possible the study and description of
this presupposition. Such a study shows that the living body presents
itself originally as an expression (Ausdruck) of psychic life.

Bodily gestures, postures, and movements are expressions of the
soul, of its meaning and the unity composed of these meanings. The
soul binds bodily functions and parts together into a unity that can-
not be broken up or divided into autonomous parts. Thus, the organs
and movements of our bodies form a stylistic unity similar to that of
the chapters, paragraphs, and sentences of a book. Husserl introduces
the textual analogy as follows.

The thoroughly intuitive unity presenting itself when we grasp a person
as such (e.g., when we, as persons, speak to them as persons, or when we
hear them speak, or work together with them, or watch their actions) is the
unity of the “expression” and the “expressed” that belongs to the essence
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of all comprehensive unities. This body--spirit unity is not the only one of
this kind. When I read the “lines and pages” of a book or when I read in the
“book” and grasp thewords and sentences, thenwe are dealingwith physical
matters. The book is a body [Körper], the pages are sheets of paper, the lines
are black marks and physical imprints at certain spots of these papers, etc.
Is that what I grasp when I “see” the book, when I “read” the book, when I
“see” that what is written is written, what is said is said? It is obvious that
my attitude is here quite different. [Ideen i i 236; Ideas i i 248]

In this other attitude we study the marks on the sheets of paper as
a meaningful whole. The personalistic attitude is not restricted to
art and aesthetics but is also required in the activities of reading,
quoting, referring, and interpreting.

In a similar way, we relate to living bodies. We do not explain or
predict the movements of hands, facial expressions, or bodily pos-
tures but try to understand them and respond to their appeals, calls,
and demands. The primordial relations of the life-world are not
causal but motivational.

It is important to realize that Husserl’s contribution to the later
phenomenology of embodiment is not just in developing the dis-
tinction between the living body and the physical thing, or the dis-
tinction between objectifying and personalizing attitudes. What is
original and pathbreaking in his phenomenology is a strong argument
about the relation between the personalizing attitude and the objec-
tifying attitude of the natural scientist. Husserl argues that the scien-
tific attitude and its mere physical object are secondary, dependent
on the primary personalistic attitude and its expressive objects. The
natural scientific description requires that at least some bodies are
treated in the personalizing way, full of meaning and intention. We
cannot observe or experiment on living bodies -- or on anything, for
that matter -- unless we relate to our own bodies and their organs as
purposeful wholes, instruments of will and expressions of soul. This
primary relation should not be taken for granted but should be sub-
jected to critical reflection if philosophy is to be a rigorous science.

sexual and erotic bodies

Husserl’s work does not include a phenomenological analysis of sex-
uality or sexual difference. The problem of “the sexes” is mentioned
in the later work, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcenden-
tal Phenomenology, but not studied there either. The arguments and
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analyses that Husserl develops regarding embodiment imply, how-
ever, that we can take three different attitudes toward the sexual
body: the natural scientific viewpoint, the personalistic stance, and
the phenomenological attitude. The last of these, the phenomeno-
logical attitude, allows us to study the relations between the two
other attitudes as well as the sexual body as it appears within them.
Such an investigation would form the basis for a phenomenology of
sexuality and sexual difference.

Fragments for such studies can be found in the work of French
thinkers who in the 1930s took their philosophical starting points
in Husserl’s phenomenology. The early works of Sartre, Emmanuel
Lévinas, Merleau-Ponty, and Beauvoir all include elaborations of
Husserl’s phenomenological description of the living body. What
is common to these thinkers is that they all focus their phenome-
nologies on affective experiences, on erotic perception, desire, and
love.

We know that Beauvoir studied some of Husserl’s works in de-
tail. In her autobiography she mentions reading Husserl’s lectures
on internal time consciousness as well as Eugen Fink’s interpreta-
tions (FA 231, 254; PL 201, 220).15 However, the main phenomeno-
logical influence that we can detect in The Second Sex comes from
Beauvoir’s close contemporaries, Sartre, Lévinas, andMerleau-Ponty.
This she says explicitly, as the quote above shows: “in the perspec-
tive I am adopting -- that of Heidegger, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty --
if the body is not a thing, it is a situation: it is our grasp upon the
world and the outline of our projects” (DS i 73; SS 66).

Beauvoir does not mention Lévinas in this context.16 But she does
point to Heidegger, which suggests the hypothesis that the basic
concepts of embodiment she uses in her analysis of sexuality are to
be found in Heidegger’s Being and Time.17

Heidegger’s early work, however, does not include a phenome-
nological description or analysis of our experience of living bodies.
Heidegger explicitly excludes the problematic of “bodily nature”
(Leiblichkeit) from his topics.18 He focuses his attention on our
being-in-the-world, a bodily relation, but he does not thematize the
body as an object of experience. Further, as Sartre points out (EN 423;
BN 498), Heidegger’s Being and Time bypasses the problem of sexu-
ality as a question of mere factuality. Jacques Derrida argues in two
essays in Psyché that the exclusion is not accidental but necessary
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from the point of view of Heidegger’s project. Heidegger did not just
forget or ignore the topic of sexuality; his definition of phenomenol-
ogy did not allow for such a study.19

Thus, Heidegger’s influence on The Second Sex is -- contrary to
Beauvoir’s own words -- not in providing the concept of the living
body, but rather in offering other central concepts, such as concepts
of finitude and instrumentality (DS i 40; DS i i 485; SS 39, 609).20

We must look for a basic explication of the living body in the works
of Beauvoir’s close contemporaries.

Lévinas, Sartre, andMerleau-Ponty all wrote about the living body
and its erotic and sexual dimensions. But they disagreed about sev-
eral questions, both conceptual andmethodological, in their readings
of Husserl. They also cited and used each other’s concepts and argu-
ments, partly confirming and partly criticizing each other’s results.
Thus the problem of interpretation and influence is complex. What
is clear, however, is that we can find two detailed explications of
the sexual body in this literature, one presented by Sartre (Being
and Nothingness) and another developed two years later byMerleau-
Ponty (Phenomenology of Perception).

My argument is that Beauvoir’s discussion of embodiment ismore
akin to Merleau-Ponty’s than to Sartre’s. I base this claim on both
historical and systematic evidence. First, I show a historical con-
nection between The Second Sex and Phenomenology of Perception,
and second, I argue that we can find similar concepts, arguments,
andmetaphors inMerleau-Ponty’s and Beauvoir’s descriptions of the
body, which are not found in Sartre’s Being and Nothingness.

The historical examination helps to bring up an important fact
about the goals that Beauvoir sets for The Second Sex. Her main
aim, I will show, is neither defending women’s rights (DS i 30; SS 28)
nor explaining the destiny of the female sex by biological or social
facts. Rather, Beauvoir wants to propose an ethical inquiry.

against naturalism and dualism

We know that Beauvoir studied Phenomenology of Perception in de-
tail, for she wrote a review of it for Les Temps modernes in 1945.
Beauvoir begins her review by explaining why she thinks that phe-
nomenology, in general, is a fruitful approach in human sciences.
She writes, “One of the great merits of phenomenology is . . . in its
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abolishing of the opposition between the subject and the object. It
is impossible to define an object apart from the subject by whom
and for whom it is the object; and the subject reveals itself only in
relation to the objects that it is engaged with” (PPMP 363).

These statements may sound trivial, Beauvoir remarks, but they
have far-reaching philosophical implications: one can develop a gen-
uine ethics only by taking the phenomenological understanding of
the subject--object relation as the basis. According to Beauvoir, such
an understanding is necessary for a sincere ethical commitment
(PPMP 363; cf. DS i 238, SS 172). In the essay The Ethics of Am-
biguity Beauvoir explains further: what phenomenology shows is
that all values are dependent on our activities -- no value or end
is absolutely given (PMA 21, 27--28, 34; EA 14, 18--19, 24, 49). She
writes: “It is desire which creates the desirable, and the project that
sets up the end. It is human existence which makes values spring
up in the world on the basis of which it will be able to judge the
enterprise in which it will be engaged” (PMA 22; EA 15).

Beauvoir rejects the naturalistic view according towhich the sense
and values of objects are independent of our activities. On the con-
trary, she argues, it is our activity that creates the sense and value
that we find in the world. In The Second Sex she makes this claim
in the case of sex: “It is by exercising sexual activity that men
[human beings] define the sexes and their relations, just as they cre-
ate the sense and the value of all the functions that they accomplish”
(DS i 39; SS 38; cf. DS i 73; SS 66).

Beauvoir sees the main merit of Merleau-Ponty’s work in its de-
scription of the body-subject. ForMerleau-Ponty, she writes, quoting
his words, the individual “is not a pure for-itself, nor a gap in being,
as Hegel wrote, and Sartre repeated, but it is ‘a hollow [creux], a fold
[pli] which has been made and can be unmade’” (PPMP 367; PP 249;
PP(tr.) 215). The contrast to Hegel’s philosophy comes fromMerleau-
Ponty’s original text. But the comment on Sartre is Beauvoir’s addi-
tion. She explains further that Merleau-Ponty rejects Sartre’s opposi-
tion between the for-itself and the in-itself and describes the bodily
subject in its concrete existence and relations. Here her sympathies
are clearly with Merleau-Ponty. For Beauvoir, Merleau-Ponty’s phe-
nomenological descriptions of the body, its spatiality, motility, sex-
uality, and expressivity are a “rich” and “convincing” source. Their
additional merit is that they are not “violent.” On the contrary, they
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suggest that we should adopt in our reflections the movement of life
itself (PPMP 367).

Beauvoir’s review testifies to her engagement with phenomenol-
ogy. But it also shows that she saw clearly the difference between
Merleau-Ponty’s and Sartre’s interpretations of Husserl’s work and
that she considered, in this phase of her thinking, Merleau-Ponty’s
nondualistic modification more promising on account of its ethical
implications.21 That she took this position is crucial from the point
of view of understanding her aim in The Second Sex. I will shortly
discuss the implications of Beauvoir’s ethical stance for her discus-
sion of sexual difference. The discussion shows that the bioscientific
considerations that Beauvoir introduces in the beginning of the book
are not the foundation of her explanation of women’s position but,
on the contrary, a further object of her critical inquiry.

Themain problemwith the standard reading -- in both its feminist
and nonfeminist versions -- is that it does not recognize Beauvoir’s
ethical interests and their basis in existential phenomenology. The
work is usually read as historical or sociological description or both.
Contrary to such a reading, Beauvoir repeatedly states that the main
framework of her inquiry is ethical. But for her, ethics is not a norma-
tive study based on the concepts of good and right. On the contrary,
she argues in The Ethics of Ambiguity that ethics can only begin in
a suspension of all value positings (EA 20--21, 186--87; PMA 14--15,
133--34; cf. DS i 239; DS i i 496; SS 172, 618). The suspension makes
it possible to realize that values depend on our activities. And this
realization allows us to take responsibility for the values in force.

In the introduction to The Second Sex Beauvoir points out that all
epistemic and theoretical projects are based on implicit values. She
writes: “It is doubtless impossible to approach any human problem
with a mind free from bias. The way in which questions are put, the
points of view assumed, presuppose a relativity of interest; all char-
acteristics imply values, and every objective description, so called,
implies an ethical background” (DS i 30; SS 28).

This observation is true also, and especially, of the explana-
tions and theories developed to account for the relations between
women andmen. In the introduction to her work, Beauvoir discusses
three explanatory paradigms: the bioscientific, the psychoanalytic,
and historical materialism. She argues that all these paradigms are
useful but that they are also inadequate in leaving certain values
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unproblematized. The bioscientific paradigm takes as given the
values of life and physical strength, the psychoanalytic paradigm
assumes the supreme value of the phallus, and historical material-
ism bases its explanations on the value of the tool (DS i 77, 93--95,
99--100, 105--06; SS 69, 82--83, 86--87, 91).

Beauvoir does not aim at adding new explanations to these three
paradigms. Nor does she present a synthesis of the old ones. Instead,
she proposes a radical investigation that questions the values forming
the bases of theories and explanations of the relation between the
sexes. And, taking one step further, she aims to problematize the
activities these values depend on.

In the case of the bioscientific paradigm, this means that Beauvoir
questions the goals of survival and reproduction that form the basis of
all biological explanations of sexual relations. Woman is not defined
by the functions of the womb or ovaries. Chromosomes, hormones,
and reproductive organs are biological and biochemical abstractions
made for the purposes of explanation and prediction; they are not
elements of her concrete living body (DS i 74; SS 66--67).

Thus, the bioscientific explanation that Beauvoir introduces at the
beginning of her book is not her own. The biological facts of sexual
reproduction are not presented naively and accepted, but are intro-
duced for critical study. Beauvoir argues that philosophical inquiry
into sexual hierarchy cannot be founded on the values of life, pro-
creation, or physical strength. On the contrary, it must also include
a critical examination of these values, how they are constituted, in
what kinds of activities they are formed, and how these activities re-
late to sexuality and sexual difference (DS i 71--77; SS 65--69). Beau-
voir concludes the chapter on biological givens bywriting: “The close
bond between mother and child will be for her a source of dignity or
indignity according to the value given to the child -- which is highly
variable -- and this bond will be recognized or not according to social
prejudices” (DS i 77; SS 69).

Thus the basis of Beauvoir’s inquiry into sexual difference is not
the bioscientific notion of the body. It is, as she explicitly says, the
concept of the body-subject. So in order to understand Beauvoir’s
claims about the specificity of women’s bodies, we must study the
two discussions of the living body with which she was acquainted,
that of Sartre and that of Merleau-Ponty.
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instruments and expressions

The influence of Husserl’s notion of the living body in Sartre and
Merleau-Ponty is primarily in their common rejection of all natural-
istic approaches to bodily activity and sexual behavior. Both aim at
identifying the primary level of experience on which causal explana-
tions depend. The body that can take part in causal interaction is a
result of a process of objectification. The task of the phenomenolo-
gist is to inquire into the basis of this process. On this starting point
Sartre and Merleau-Ponty agree.

However, Sartre’s and Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenologies relate
differently to Husserl’s writings. Sartre works with Husserl’s early
publications, and he is strongly influenced by Heidegger’s criticism
of them.Merleau-Ponty, in contrast, bases his study not just on publi-
cations but also on themanuscripts he studied in theHusserl archive
in Louvain.

This historical fact helps to account for themain differences in the
ways in which Sartre and Merleau-Ponty develop the phenomeno-
logical notion of the living body. A further difference is that Sartre’s
discussion of embodiment and sexuality is an elaboration of his prin-
cipal distinction between two different modes of being: being-for-
itself and being-in-itself. Against this, Merleau-Ponty argues that the
distinction between being-for-itself and being-in-itself is an abstrac-
tion, a theoretical preconception that leads the pure description of
experience astray.

Beauvoir’s relation to this controversy is studied in Sonia Kruks’
pathbreaking work, Situation and Existence. However, the full im-
plications of the disagreement remain hidden as long as we fail to
relate the discussion to Husserl’s phenomenology of embodiment.
From this point of view, the crucial difference between Sartre’s and
Merleau-Ponty’s work is that Sartre discusses the living bodymainly
under the categories of instrumentality, whereas Merleau-Ponty fol-
lows Husserl’s argument to its conclusions and ends up describing
the body primarily as an expression.

For Sartre, consciousness is a lack of being, a nothingness, con-
stantly surpassing the given order and orientation of things, anni-
hilating it to create a new ordering. It is bound to things precisely
because its original project is to transcend them.
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The body for such a consciousness is a basic viewpoint and
protoinstrument necessary for relating to things and manipulating
them. It is not just any viewpoint or any instrument. This is because
the body is not originally perceived as an instrument, not given to
us primarily in that way. If it were, I could conceive myself using it
with some further instrument, which is absurd. In other words, there
is no distance between my consciousness and my body. Postulating
such a distance would lead to an infinite regress. So instead of using
its body, Sartre states, “Consciousness exists its body” (EN 369;
BN 434).

Still, the body’s instrumentality is implied by the way things ap-
pear to us. According to Sartre, the world is originally given to us as
a practical world, composed of materials, tools, and utensils. It is a
world structured by ends and means (EN 52, 362; BN 51, 425).

Here Sartre builds on Heidegger’s description of the life-world as
an aggregate of equipment (Zeuge). In Being and Time Heidegger ar-
gues against Husserl that we do not encounter the world primarily
as just there (da), present-at-hand (vorhanden), but as ready-to-hand
(zu-handen). We do not just look at things or listen to them but ma-
nipulate them and put them to use (SZ 67; BT 95), and accordingly,
things appear to us primarily in the modes of serviceability, con-
duciveness, usability, and manipulability: “The wood is a forest of
timber, the mountain a quarry of rock; the river is water-power, the
wind is wind ‘in the sails’” (SZ 70; BT 100).

Heidegger points out in passing that the body is given in work
and production implicitly as the wearer and user of things (Trager,
Benutzer, Verbraucher; SZ 70--71;BT 100). Sartre’s analysis builds on
this idea. For him, one’s own body is a protoinstrument presupposed
by the instrumentality of theworld. Other bodies, however, are given
as full-fledged instruments. They appear as tools that can be used in
the making and managing of other tools. They are, “in a word, tool-
machines” (EN 360; BN 422).22

ForMerleau-Ponty, instrumentality is just one aspect of the living
body, and it is not primary.23 On a more primordial level, we relate
to the world in an affective way. Things are not given to us as useful
or suitable. Instead, they appear as attractive or repulsive, and we
respond to their calls and appeals. A piece of metal is not primarily
for hammering. It appears first as attractive to the hand. And the
hand is not primarily for grasping or working. It is first given to us in
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its caressing and fumbling movements. The world is not a practical
world of ends and means but an aesthetic world, and our relation to
it is dialogical (PP 109--10, 161, 366; PP(tr.) 93, 139, 317).

The body, as a whole, is the expression of a way of being. It is
neither a collection of entities nor an instrument but the revelation
of a way of relating to the world, similar to an art work (PP 171, 176,
230; PP(tr.) 146, 150--51, 197--98).24

Beauvoir affirms this notion. In The Ethics of Ambiguity she
writes, “The body itself is not a brute fact, it expresses our rela-
tionship to the world” (PMA 60; EA 41). The Second Sex extends
the notion of the expressive body to the study of sexuality: “But if
body and sexuality are concrete expressions of existence, it is with
reference to this that their significance can be discovered” (DS i 87;
SS 77).

But my body is not just a manifestation of my personal existence.
It also expresses the prepersonal, anonymous way in which we all
relate to the world. This is revealed in the study of affective percep-
tion.Merleau-Ponty argues that the faithful description of perceptual
experience requires that we say that someone perceives in me, not
that I perceive. I do not experience myself as the subject or agent of
my seeing, hearing, and touching; instead, I experience someone in
me (PP 186, 249, 277; PP(tr.) 160, 215--16, 240).

The prepersonal body should not be understood as a distinct en-
tity but as an aspect or a layer of our experience. It is not another
entity besides my body, but, rather, the internal fracture of my em-
bodiment. It is the mute basis from which personal projects, deci-
sions, volitions, and judgments are differentiated. Thus understood,
the personal is like a figure that stands out from the background of
the prepersonal, or, to use Merleau-Ponty’s dynamic terminology, it
is like a “fold which has been made and can be unmade.”

I showed above that this is the main feature of Merleau-Ponty’s
phenomenology that Beauvoir brings up, in contrast to Sartre’s think-
ing. Merleau-Ponty’s work shows her that the individual body can
be thoughtwithin the phenomenological framework as both separate
from other bodies and bound to them. Its uniqueness and particular-
ity do not have to mean opposition or detachment, but can be under-
stood in terms of variation and change. This allows Beauvoir to set
herself the task of describing the “common basis from which every
singular feminine existence comes off [s’enlever]” (DS i i 9; SS 33).
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Her aim is not to fall back on bioscientific explanations or to propose
a theory of changeless essences but to study the feminine variation
of human experience.

labor and love

The Second Sex includes descriptions of instrumental relations be-
tween sexual bodies. But it clearly rejects the view according to
which the body appears to us merely or primarily as an instrument.
Beauvoir argues explicitly against this notion by presenting coun-
terexamples. She aims to show that the instrumentalist notion is in-
adequate in describing feminine experiences. It exhibits a male point
of view: “The world does not appear to woman ‘an assemblage of
utensils,’ intermediate between her will and her goals, as Heidegger
defines it: it is, on the contrary, obstinately resistant, indomitable”
(DS i i 485; SS 609) and “The masculine apparatus loses its power
at the frontiers of the feminine realm. There is a whole region of
human experience which the male deliberately chooses to ignore be-
cause he fails to think it: this experience woman lives” (DS i i 501;
SS 622).

These statements should be taken in their extreme form. Beauvoir
is not just claiming that the world appears to a woman as an obsta-
cle or a broken instrument. Rather, she claims that the conceptual
framework of instruments is inadequate as awhole in the description
and analysis of feminine experience. Things do not appear as useful
or suitable. But neither are they given as useless or unsuitable. The
world as revealed through the feminine body is not a practical world
ready-to-hand. Instead, it is “dominated by fatality and traversed by
mysterious caprices” (DS i i 485; SS 609).

This is true especially of the experience of embodiment. The
menstruating, impregnated, and lactating body does not appear to
a woman as an instrument for her projects. But neither is it given as
a simple obstacle. Instead, it presents itself as an alien vitality:

This mystery of a collar of blood (fraise de sang) that changes into a human
being inside the mother’s belly is one no mathematics can put in equation,
no machine can hasten or delay; she feels the resistance of duration that
the most ingenious instruments fail to divide or multiply; she feels it in her
flesh, submitted to the lunar rhythms, and first ripened, then corrupted, by
the years. [DS i i 485; SS 609]
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Beauvoir’s idea here is not that the feminine body is an invalid
body, as some readers have argued. But she does suggest that the
feminine body reveals an alien vitality similar to that presented by
sickened, diseased, aging, and infantile bodies (DS i 65, 400; DS i i
101; SS 60, 286, 361). “Woman as man is her body, but her body is
something other than herself” (DS i 67; SS 61).

Even though alien vitality is evident in the experience of preg-
nancy, it is not specific to women but belongs to everyone’s life.
Both men and women use their bodies as instruments of will. But
both also experience in their bodies alien intentions (DS i 398;
DS i i 166, 658; SS 285, 406, 737).

So what is specific to a woman’s embodiment is not that it in-
cludes forms of experience lacking in a man’s experience. Rather,
what is peculiar is that in a woman’s experience, alien vitality has
a different position than it has in a man’s. It is not just now or then
that alien intentionality is revealed to her, in sickness or in fatigue.
Rather, it forms a continuous cyclic vein in the flow of her experi-
ences. So the difference is not a difference in the elements of men’s
and women’s experiences but in the temporal structures of their ex-
periences.

It is not just the maternal body that functions in Beauvoir’s ar-
gument as a counterexample to the instrumentalist notion of the
living body. Beauvoir also describes the body of a loving woman. She
argues that, when making love, women relate to their own bodies
and their lovers’ bodies in a specific way. The body of the beloved is
not given to the woman as a tool. Rather, it appears as a possibility of
a recreation (DS i i 208; SS 436). Also, her own body lacks the aspects
of instrumentality. Its movements are not directed to determinate
ends. It does not aim at any specific state, satisfaction, orgasm, or
even pleasure. Instead, it lingers in a state of nonsettlement.

Feminine enjoyment radiates throughout the whole body. It is not always
centered in the genital system. Evenwhen it is, the vaginal contractions con-
stitute, rather than a true orgasm, a system of undulations that rhythmically
arise, disappear and reform, attain from time to time a paroxysmal condi-
tion, become vague, and sink downwithout ever quite dying out. Because no
definite term is set, pleasure extends toward infinity. [DS i i 181--82; SS 416]

Thus Beauvoir argues that a woman experiences erotic love in her
own specific way. Feminine sexuality “has its original structure”

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

82 sara heinämaa

(DS i i 194; SS 416). It is misrepresented when described with con-
cepts developed to account formale eroticism (DS i 79--93; SS 70--82).

Beauvoir’s argument makes it clear that the special character of
women’s experience of embodiment has remained unrecognized in
the traditions of science and philosophy.Whenmen have generalized
and theorized about human experience, they have assumed either
that women live their bodies in the same way as men or else that
the feminine mode of experience can be described as a deviant form
of the masculine (DS i 15, 79--81, 92--93; SS 15--16, 70--72, 81). Texts
in which women describe their experiences have been neglected and
ignored.

Male theorists have taken their own experiences as exemplary and
have described the feminine not as a variation but as a deviation.
Their perception and imagination have been guided by prejudices
and habitual evaluations (DS i 402--06; SS 288--91). This holds also
for accounts of embodiment: “He sees his body as a direct and normal
connection with the world, which he believes he apprehends in its
objectivity, whereas he regards the body of woman as weighed down
by everything peculiar to it, as an obstacle, a prison” (DS i 15; SS 15).

One of Beauvoir’s main aims in The Second Sex is to question the
androcentric conception that identifies womenwithmatter andmen
with spirit. The extensive third part of book 1, “Myths,” tracks this
opposition down to men’s anxiety about their finitude and death.

Beauvoir attacks the notion of an opposition between women and
men. But, with equal strength, she rejects the assumption of same-
ness. Women and men are not opposites, she argues, but neither are
they identical. Rather than wavering between these alternatives, we
need to start thinking in terms of difference. Beauvoir writes:

there will always be certain differences between men and women; her eroti-
cism, and therefore her sexual world, have a singular form [figure singulière]
of their own and therefore cannot fail to engender a singular sensuality, a
singular sensitivity. Her relations to her own body, to that of the male, to
the child, will never be identical with those the male bears to his own body,
to the feminine body, and to the child. [DS i i 661, SS 740]

notes

1 SS, trans. H. M. Parshley (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1952); DS i (Paris:
Gallimard, 1993 [1949]); DS i i (Paris: Gallimard, 1991 [1941]).
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2 Such a reading is common in feminist discussions of the 1980s. But
relatively recent feminist commentators accept it also. See, e.g., Carol
McMillan, Women, Reason and Nature: Some Philosophical Problems
with Feminism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1982), pp. 117--19, 139--40; Nancy
Hartsock, “The Feminist Standpoint,” inDiscovering Reality, ed. Sandra
Harding and Merrill B. Hintikka (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1983); Genevieve
Lloyd, The Man of Reason: “Male” and “Female” in Western Philos-
ophy (London: Methuen, 1984), pp. 86--102; Susan J. Hekman, Gender
and Knowledge: Elements of a Postmodern Feminism (London and New
York: Routledge, 1990), pp. 74--78; and Elisabeth Grosz, Volatile Bod-
ies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University
Press, 1994), p. 15.

3 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin
Smith (London and New York: Routledge, 1995); Phénoménologie de la
perception (Paris: Gallimard, 1993 [1945]).

4 Jo-Ann Pilardi argues that the phenomenological influence comes to
Beauvoir’s work from Sartre’s interpretation and criticism of Husserl
(Simone de Beauvoir Writing the Self, Westport, CN: Greenwood Press,
1999, pp. 6--7, 40). My reading agrees with hers in seeing Beauvoir as a
phenomenologist, but differs in arguing that Beauvoir’s phenomenology
is not Sartrean but is more akin to the philosophy of Merleau-Ponty. See
Sara Heinämaa, “Woman -- Nature, Product, Style? Rethinking the Foun-
dations of Feminist Philosophy of Science,” in Lynn Hankinson Nelson
and Jack Nelson, ed., A Dialogue Concerning Feminism, Science, and
Philosophy of Science (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1996), pp. 289--308; “What Is
a Woman? Butler and Beauvoir on the Foundations of the Sexual Dif-
ference,” Hypatia, 12, 1 (winter 1997): 20--39; and “Simone de Beau-
voir’s Phenomenology of Sexual Difference,” Hypatia, 14, 4 (fall 1999):
114--32. My reading joins that of Sonia Kruks in Situation and Human
Existence: Freedom, Subjectivity and Society (London and New York:
Routledge, 1991) in explicating the connection between Beauvoir’s work
and Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology.

5 This side of Husserl’s work has recently been studied closely by sev-
eral scholars. See, e.g., Natalie Depraz, Transcendance et incarnation:
Le statut de l’intersubjectivité comme altérité à soi chez Husserl (Paris:
Vrin, 1995); Anthony Steinbock, Home and Beyond: Generative Phe-
nomenology after Husserl (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press,
1995); Dan Zahavi, Husserl und die transzendentale Intersubjektivität:
Eine Antwort auf die sprachpragmatische Kritik (Dordrecht, Boston, and
London: Kluwer, 1996).

6 For this argument, see Margaret A. Simons’ essays, collected in Beauvoir
and “The Second Sex” (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1999); Eva
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Lundgren-Gothlin, Sex and Existence: Simone de Beauvoir’s “The Sec-
ond Sex” (London: Athlone, 1996; first edn Swedish, 1991); and Debra
B. Bergoffen, The Philosophy of Simone de Beauvoir: Gendered Phe-
nomenologies, Erotic Generosities (Albany, NY: State University of
New York Press, 1997).

7 Such an argument is developed by Eva Gothlin. See chapter 2 above.
8 Beauvoir describes her relation to phenomenology in her multivolume

autobiography. See Heinämaa, “Beauvoir’s Phenomenology of Sexual
Difference,” pp. 119--21.

9 I give my own translations of Beauvoir’s text because prevailing transla-
tions are misleading and even false. Here Beauvoir’s statement is almost
a word-for-word quote from Sartre, who says, “Thus the world as a cor-
relate of the possibilities which I am appears, from the moment of my
upsurge, as the enormous outline of all my possible actions” (EN [Paris:
Gallimard, (1998) 1943] 362; BN [New York: Washington Square Press,
1966] 425). Note, however, that Beauvoir substitutes the plural “our
projects” for Sartre’s singular “my possible actions.”

10 Edmund Husserl, Thing and Space: Lectures of 1907, ed. and trans.
Richard Rojcewicz (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1997).

11 Edmund Husserl, Ideen zu einer reinen Phänomenologie und
Phänomenologischen Philosophie, Zweites Buch: Phänomenologische
Undersuchung zur Konstitution (hereafter Ideen i i ) was redacted by
Husserl’s assistants Edith Stein and Ludwig Landgrebe. Stein’s work
was not restricted to themere editing of Husserl’s manuscript andwork-
ing notes. She revised the manuscripts significantly and independently
wrote several sections of the volume, basing her work on her doctoral
thesis, On the Problem of Empathy (1916, trans. Waltraut Stein, The
Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1970). Ideen i i was first published in German
only in 1952, long after Husserl’s death. But Merleau-Ponty studied it
as a manuscript in 1937 in the Husserl archive in Louvain. OnMerleau-
Ponty’s relation to Husserl’s manuscripts and unpublished works, see
Ted Toadvine, “Merleau-Ponty’s Reading of Husserl: A Chronological
Overview,” Merleau-Ponty’s Reading of Husserl, ed. Lester Embree and
Ted Toadvine (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 2001).

12 Ideen i i , ed. Marly Biemel (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1952), p. 25;
Ideas i i 27.

13 In Phenomenology of Perception Merleau-Ponty points out that
Husserl’s description of the living body is anticipated byRenéDescartes’
discussion of the mind--body union in the Passions of the Soul (1649,
trans. Stephen Voss, Indianapolis: Hackett, 1989). On this connection
see Sara Heinämaa, “From Decisions to Passions: Merleau-Ponty’s In-
terpretation of Husserl’s Reduction” in Merleau-Ponty’s Reading of
Husserl, ed. Embree and Toadvine.
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14 On the difference between living bodies and mere material things,
see Dan Zahavi, “Husserl’s Phenomenology of the Body,” Etudes
Phénoménologiques, 19 (1994): 63--84, andDonnWelton, “Soft, Smooth
Hands: Husserl’s Phenomenology and the Lived-Body,” inDonnWelton,
ed., The Body: Classic and Contemporary Readings (Malden, MA and
Oxford: Blackwell, 1999).

15 La Force de l’âge (Paris: Gallimard, 1995 [1960]);The Prime of Life, trans.
Peter Green (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1981).

16 Beauvoir refers critically to Lévinas’ Time and the Other (1947, trans.
Richard A. Cohen, Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1987), when
discussing the negative meanings given to femininity (DS i 15--16, 304;
SS 16, 218). For more detailed discussion of Beauvoir’s argument against
Lévinas, see Heinämaa, “Beauvoir’s Phenomenology of Sexual Differ-
ence,” pp. 124--26. Despite Beauvoir’s criticism, she seems to accept
Lévinas’ anti-Hegelian argument according to which men and women
are originally not in relations of opposition or conflict but form non-
hierarchical relations, pairs, and couples (DS i 19, 75, 239; SS 19, 67--68,
172).

17 Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1992).

18 SZ (Tübingen: Max Hiemeyer, 1927) 108; BT 143. Heidegger addressed
the “problem of the phenomenology of the body” later in his Zollikoner
Seminare [1959] (Frankfurt-on-Main: Klostermann, 1987). On his de-
scription of the body and its relation to Sartre’s and Merleau-Ponty’s
works, see Richard R. Askay, “Heidegger, the Body, and the French
Philosophers,” Continental Philosophy Review, 32 (1991): 29--35; cf.
Maria Villela-Petit, “Heidegger’s Concept of Space,” in Christopher
Macann, ed., Critical Heidegger (London and New York: Routledge,
1996).

19 Jacques Derrida, “Le Main de Heidegger: Geschlecht II,” Psyché (1987)
and “Geschlect: différence sexuelle, différence ontologique,” Psyché
(1987).

20 On these connections, see chapter 2 in this volume.
21 Beauvoir took a stand on several disagreements between Sartre and

Merleau-Ponty. In 1955 she wrote an article, “Merleau-Ponty et pseudo-
sartreanism” (“Merleau-Ponty and Pseudo-Sartreanism”), defending
Sartre’s ontology and dialectics against the attack Merleau-Ponty
launched in “Sartre et ultrabolshevism” (“Sartre andUltrabolshevism”),
Les Adventures de la dialectique (1955) (translations of both essays are
included in Jon Stewart, ed., The Debate Between Sartre and Merleau-
Ponty, Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1998, pp. 448--91
and 355--447). The discussion did not touch upon the phenomena of em-
bodiment, but instead focused on the ideas of subjectivity, freedom, and
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temporality that were crucial to Sartre’s and Merleau-Ponty’s political
thinking. Beauvoir’s argument was that Merleau-Ponty systematically
ignores the philosophical contexts of Sartre’s statements and thus ends
up misreading them grossly.

22 This is also true of my own body as it appears to the Other. For Sartre
these two phenomena are identical: “To study the way in which my
body appears to the Other or the way in which the Other’s body appears
to me amounts to the same thing” (EN 379; BN 455).

23 For a more detailed explication of the differences between Sartre’s and
Merleau-Ponty’s descriptions of the living body, see Martin Dillon,
“Sartre on the Phenomenal Body and Merleau-Ponty’s Critique,” in
Stewart, Debate Between Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, pp. 121--43.

24 For the implications of this conception of the body, see Heinämaa,
“Woman -- Nature, Product, Style” and “What is a Woman?”
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4 Beauvoir and Merleau-Ponty
on ambiguity

Ambiguity is arguably the most important idea in Beauvoir’s
philosophy.1 This chapter argues that Beauvoir’s idea of ambiguity
has much more in common with Merleau-Ponty’s idea of ambiguity
than with Sartre’s. Beauvoir’s philosophy of ambiguity and Merleau-
Ponty’s philosophy of ambiguity complement each other.

Beauvoir and Merleau-Ponty were friends2 and knew each other’s
work. In a 1945 commentary on Beauvoir’s L’Invitée (She Came
to Stay), Merleau-Ponty says this novel portrays a genuine moral-
ity that does not seek to dispel our fundamental ambiguity.3 In a
later prospectus of his own work, Merleau-Ponty declares that es-
tablishing a “good ambiguity” “would . . . give us the principle of
an ethics,”4 but he never developed that ethics. Shortly after his
review of L’Invitée, Beauvoir wrote a review of Merleau-Ponty’s
Phénoménologie de la Perception (Phenomenology of Perception)
in Les Temps modernes, a journal that both had helped to found
and on whose editorial board both served. There Beauvoir praises
phenomenology for “abolishing the subject--object opposition” that
education erects in wrenching the living, meaningful world away
from children and substituting a universe of frozen, independent ob-
jects. Ethics teaches children to renounce their subjectivity in favor
of universal laws, yet they retain a sense of personal uniqueness and
intimacy with the world in the spontaneous movement of their life.
Beauvoir says phenomenology addresses and abolishes this split. She
insists that only phenomenology can provide the foundation for an
ethics we could embrace “wholly and sincerely” (PPMP 363; my
translation).

Beauvoir makes it very clear that this foundational phenome-
nology is Merleau-Ponty’s, not Sartre’s. The sentence immediately
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following her insistence on ethics’ need for phenomenology declares:
“That’s why Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception [is] . . . a
book which interests the wholeman and everyman: the human con-
dition is at stake there.” Beauvoir notes that Sartre “stresses primar-
ily the opposition of the for-itself and the in-itself” and the “absolute
freedom” of the former, whereas “Merleau-Ponty on the contrary de-
votes himself to describing the concrete character of the subject who
is never, according to him, a pure for-itself.” For Sartre, conscious-
ness is “a hole in being,” whereas for Merleau-Ponty conscious-
ness is incarnated in a body possessing a prepersonal relationship to
the world. Beauvoir emphasizes the importance of Merleau-Ponty’s
phenomenological description of the lived body and of his analy-
sis of pathological experience. She notes that for Merleau-Ponty,
“perception is communication and communion” with the world.
By restoring our body Merleau-Ponty also restores the world to us.
Beauvoir concludes that besides being convincing, one of the mer-
its of Phenomenology of Perception is that “it does not ask us to
do violence to ourselves; on the contrary, it proposes that we es-
pouse the very movement of life” (PPMP 363--67). Beauvoir’s review
clearly sides with Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology -- not Sartre’s --
as providing the basis for an ethics that we could wholeheartedly
embrace.

Beauvoir’s Pour une morale de l’ambiguı̈té (The Ethics of Am-
biguity) attempts to construct such an ethics. This work first ap-
peared in four installments in Les Temps modernes, approximately
one year after her review of Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of
Perception. The first and third installments appeared in the same is-
sues that carried portions of Merleau-Ponty’s Humanisme et terreur
(Humanism and Terror). Yet Beauvoir’s Ethics of Ambiguity does not
mention Merleau-Ponty. This silence is all the more striking since
Beauvoir refers to Hegel, Marx, Kant, Sartre, Descartes, Kierkegaard,
Heidegger, Plato, Nietzsche, Bataille, Montaigne, Husserl, Spinoza,
Socrates, and Fichte. Yet The Ethics of Ambiguity has more affinity
with Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy than with that of any philosopher
mentioned -- including Sartre. In fact, the idea of ambiguity is so cen-
tral to Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy that he is known as the philoso-
pher of ambiguity. As they had not quarreled, the only explanation
I can suggest for the glaring omission of Merleau-Ponty’s name is
Beauvoir’s personal commitment to Sartre.
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Both in her written works and in interviews Beauvoir consis-
tently and misleadingly portrayed her thought as simply derivative
of Sartre’s. In Force of Circumstance she indicates that her Ethics of
Ambiguity is based on Sartre’s Being and Nothingness; and in The
Ethics of Ambiguity she names Sartre immediately after a passage
that echoes Merleau-Ponty perhaps more than any other passage in
the work (FC 75; EA 121--22).5 I suggest it is precisely because there
were such signal reasons to refer to Merleau-Ponty in The Ethics of
Ambiguity that Beauvoir felt constrained not to do so. She may have
thought -- or hoped -- that notmentioning his name in theworkwould
somehow hide its strong affinity withMerleau-Ponty’s philosophy --
or at least not draw attention to it. Among the many philosophers
mentioned, none was likely to be construed as challenging her com-
mitment to Sartre. The relative paucity of commentaries linking
Beauvoir’s and Merleau-Ponty’s philosophies attests to the success
of her strategy.6 Given this strategic omission of Merleau-Ponty’s
name, it is not surprising that Beauvoir’s explicit descriptions of am-
biguity do not adequately convey her idea of ambiguity.

“Ambiguity” comes from the Latin ambiguitas, meaning doubt,
uncertainty, or paradox. The adjective ambiguus means ambiguous,
obscure, dark, wavering, changeable, doubtful, uncertain, disputed,
unreliable, and untrustworthy.7 We generally associate ambiguity
with lack or failure, and consider these as shortcomings (for ex-
ample, lack of clarity or specificity, failure to draw distinctions,
or failure to “get to the point”). Philosophically, this negative ap-
proach to ambiguity draws on the Cartesian project of achieving
“indubitable certainty” through a truth criterion of clarity and dis-
tinctness. Descartes couples certainty with truth, and links truth
with moral virtue and error with moral weakness. He argues that
“whatever I clearly and distinctly perceive [by the understanding] is
necessarily true.” Further, Descartes argues that if I judge what “I
apprehend more obscurely and confusedly,” “my will . . . easily turns
aside from truth and goodness; and so I fall into both error and sin.”8

Cartesian philosophy strives to eliminate ambiguity, because it con-
siders uncertainty and indistinctness to be highly undesirable epis-
temologically and ethically.

To appreciate what ambiguity means for Beauvoir and Merleau-
Ponty, we must relinquish the traditional approaches and not insist
on achieving a completely clear conception of ambiguity in their
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philosophies. Merleau-Ponty makes this point particularly well in a
discussion at an international conference in 1951:

mr. merleau-ponty : By definition, it seems that there cannot be any
consciousness of ambiguity without ambiguity of consciousness . . . From
the moment you assume that consciousness of ambiguity is perfectly clear
. . . and ambiguity is perfectly ambiguous, there is no more consciousness
of ambiguity. You see ambiguity as an omnipotent thought might see it. In
your eyes it’s no longer ambiguity . . .
mr. campagnolo : Is there a notion of ambiguity which isn’t ambigu-

ous?
mr. merleau-ponty : I said that if one could conceive ambiguity with

total clarity, it would no longer be ambiguous. Consequently, you’re right.9

Wemust refrain from trying to clarify ambiguity through explana-
tions or definitions. Explanations assume we can “unfold” ambigu-
ity, “spread it out” in front of us, and analyze it.10Definitions assume
we can circumscribe, capture, and fix it. Such attempted clarifica-
tionsmiss the verymeaning of ambiguity. Ambiguity separated from
experience is no longer ambiguity. Beauvoir’s and Merleau-Ponty’s
philosophicalmethod is descriptive, letting us understand ambiguity
without destroying it. For Beauvoir and Merleau-Ponty, ambiguity
is not ambivalence, equivocation, dualism, or absurdity. Ambiguity
characterizes our existence and involves an irreducible indetermi-
nacy, and multiple, inseparable significations and aspects.

The epigram and opening sentence of The Ethics of Ambiguity
both quote Montaigne rather than Merleau-Ponty, and the first few
paragraphs construe ambiguity as ambivalence, paradox, and dual-
ism. This suggests -- misleadingly -- that Beauvoir’s idea of ambigu-
ity is simply Sartrian, and her subsequent summary of Sartre’s po-
sition is designed to confirm that impression. However, Beauvoir’s
emphasis on ambiguity as paradox enables her to go beyond Sartre’s
philosophy without appearing to do so. A paradox contains elements
that seemingly or actually contradict each other. In her Ethics of
Ambiguity Beauvoir actually juxtaposes her own idea of ambiguity
with Sartre’s. Yet that juxtaposition has the appearance of being noth-
ing but an elaboration of Sartre’s paradoxical ambiguity. Beauvoir’s
idea of ambiguity contradicts Sartre’s in certain important respects,
but also retains some of its elements. Her conception emphasizes
attachment, joy, and a positive bond with others, whereas Sartre’s
emphasizes uprooting, nausea, and conflict with others. Focusing
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on ambiguity as paradox allows Beauvoir to mask the evident in-
compatibility of these two conceptions -- or at least to render it less
obvious -- by implying that both conceptions are merely elements of
an elaborated Sartrian view.

Beauvoir asserts that “the most fundamental” ambiguity of the
human condition is the tragic paradox “that every living movement
is a sliding toward death.” Those who face this paradox also find
“that every movement toward death is life . . . thus the present must
die so that it may live”(EA 127, 7). This most basic ambiguity sub-
tends several other paradoxical ambiguities of the human condition.
We are each a consciousness of the world, yet are part of it and feel
crushed by things. Each one of us is a sovereign and unique sub-
ject, yet we share this with everyone else. All are simultaneously
subjects for themselves and objects for others. Although sovereign
subject, each is an individual who depends on the collectivity. Beau-
voir points out that Sartre’s Being and Nothingness defines us by
ambiguity as beings “whose being is not to be.” For Sartre, we make
ourselves “a lack of being” so that being might be. Our anguished
awareness of ourselves as “a lack of being” prompts us to strive
for an impossible synthesis of being for-ourselves and in-ourselves.
Sartre declares that we are a “useless passion” because that attempt
fails.

Beauvoir acknowledges that Sartre stresses this inevitable failure
above all; yet she insists this does not imply pessimism or unhap-
piness. She argues that the failure is itself ambiguous. It involves a
choice (the attempt itself), makes an ethics possible, and enables us
to create meanings, values, goals, and reasons that justify our exis-
tence. We thus “deny the lack as lack,” “take delight” in attempting
the unrealizable synthesis, and experience success by affirming our-
selves joyfully “as a positive existence” (EA 9--15). Under cover of
merely indicating the implications of Sartre’s philosophy of ambigu-
ity, Beauvoir has juxtaposed her own, which is in fact at odds with
his.

To appreciate how Beauvoir’s idea of ambiguity differs from
Sartre’s, it is worth summarizing Sartre’s position. In Being and
Nothingness Sartre argues that because consciousness is always con-
sciousness of something, there is necessarily a noncoinciding, a gap,
between consciousness and its object. As conscious beings we are
aware of ourselves (we are “for-ourselves”) and aware of the world
(an “in-itself”). This awareness means that we do not coincide with
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ourselves or the world, that we “wrench” ourselves away from both
precisely so as to be this consciousness. Consciousness is this up-
rooting, this “nihilating spontaneity” -- the sheer activity of bring-
ing about the noncoincidence with its object. The “surging up” of
consciousness as sheer nihilation is the creating of “a hole” in being
and the revealing of being as the object of consciousness.

For Sartre, nihilating and disclosing are one and the same activity,
which is consciousness. This sheer spontaneity, this noncoinciding,
disclosing activity of consciousness, is absolute freedom. As such,
consciousness lacks a foundation, and we experience this ineradi-
cable lack in anguish. Hence we seek to appropriate a foundation
for ourselves -- to fill up the “hole” in being -- without eliminating
our existence as a consciousness (i.e., as a freedom). This endeavor,
which necessarily fails,may involve various strategies of “bad faith,”
wherebywe attempt to deceive ourselves about existing as a freedom.
Lack also characterizes our relation to time, to our body, and to other
people. Thus we are our past, present, and future; yet we are not re-
ducible to (that is, do not coincide with) any one of these. We are our
body; yet our body is also an object in theworld, andwe as conscious-
ness are not that object. Sartre says: “A dull and inescapable nausea
perpetually reveals my body to my consciousness” (BN 804; see also
pp. 563, 126, 408, 434).11 The “taste” of our necessary connection
with our past and with the world is nausea. Nausea is the “taste” of
our existence as freedom -- a “taste” that Sartre’s 1938 novel Nausea
describes more fully.

For Sartre, our presence in the world is a “fall,” a “degeneration”;
our existence is an “exile” amidst things whose primary meaning is
“adversity and utilizable instrumentality.” Our relations with other
people are characterized by “insecurity, danger, confrontation” and
“conflict.” Sartre asserts that “the very meaning” of freedom is to
surge up in the world as “confronting others,” and that these others
try to objectify us. Our only recourse is to respond by attempting to
objectify them instead. We are thus irremediably caught in a circle of
constantly seeking to enslave the other and to escape such enslave-
ment ourselves. Others inevitably impose an alien meaning on us
and limit our freedom. Once again there is a gap, a noncoincidence.
This time it is between our existence as consciousness and our being
for other people who try to reduce us to the body as object.We are the
alienating image others have of us; yet we are not reducible to our
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“being-for-others.” Our existence as consciousness requires “negat-
ing” the others; hence unity with others is theoretically and prac-
tically “unrealizable” (BN 802 [“Facticity”], 126, 651, 377, 472--77,
555, 568--71, 617, 623, 651--57, 671--74, 784, 797).

According to Sartre, “The essence of the relations between con-
sciousnesses is not the Mitsein [Being-with]; it is conflict” (BN 555).
We cannot escape this conflictual, alienating situation, despite the
fact that it exists only through our freedom. Sartre calls this the
“paradox of freedom”: “there is freedom only in a situation, and
there is a situation only through freedom” (BN 598--99). Sartre says
that “the situation is an ambiguous phenomenon in which it is im-
possible . . . to distinguish the contribution of freedom from that of
the brute existent” (that is, the “given”) (BN 597). Our fundamen-
tal project in this situation is the vain attempt to give ourselves a
foundation by objectifying and appropriating others. Our inevitable
failure “dooms” all our activities to “equivalence,” so that solitary
drinking and leading a country amount “to the same thing” (BN 797,
472--77).

Sartre’s philosophy of ambiguity as set out in Being and Nothing-
ness is thus extremely negative in its emphasis on uprooting, nausea,
conflict, lack, and failure. The ambiguity is predominantly paradox-
ical, focusing on the contradictory incorporation of being and not-
being that is involved in the phenomenon of noncoincidence. In de-
scribing the situation as “an ambiguous phenomenon,” Sartre gives
another meaning to ambiguity: the indistinguishability of compo-
nents -- be they aspects, or factors, or elements. However, this type
of ambiguity is more prevalent in Beauvoir’s and Merleau-Ponty’s
philosophies of ambiguity than in Sartre’s.

In her Ethics of Ambiguity Beauvoir refers to “uprooting or tearing
away,” and to conflict, lack, and failure. This gives the impression
that her philosophy of ambiguity is simply an extension of Sartre’s,
whereas it in fact counters the latter in important respects and is
fundamentally positive. Beauvoir retains the idea of lack and agrees
that this lack is ineradicable. However, she insists it is a mistake
to define us as a lack as such, rather than “as the positive existence
of a lack.” She argues that we can transform the “negativity” of
noncoinciding, which we are “originally,” into an exact coinciding
with ourselves “as a positive existence.”Althoughwenever lose “the
desire to be that being of whom [we] have made [ourselves] a lack,”
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we can choose to enjoy this permanent “tension” of desiring “an
impossible possession.” In doing so, we negate the lack as negativity,
as “lack.” We affirm ourselves positively, and transform our original
noncoincidence into an exact self-coincidence (EA 57, 118--19, 12,
13). In Sartre’s philosophy of ambiguity, such exact self-coincidence
would spell the death of consciousness.

In arguing for the possibility of self-coincidence, Beauvoir empha-
sizes the idea of disclosure. Ostensibly merely noting the implica-
tions of Sartre’s position, she distinguishes between desiring being
and desiring the disclosure of being. She declares that unlike the de-
sire to be, the desire to disclose being is realizable. Beauvoir asserts
that fulfillment here does not eliminate the lived distance required
for disclosure. Hence we can delight in disclosing being without try-
ing to “trap” it. This desire to disclose being involves “uprooting”
ourselves so as to bring about its presence to us, and our presence to
it. Beauvoir indicates that paradoxically, “uprooting” ourselves from
the world enables us to “root” ourselves in the world. Further, the
meaning of our situation “surges up” only in virtue of our disclosing
rupture, and this disclosing rupture is the very movement of free-
dom. By actively willing it we “root” ourselves in the world, while
retaining the tension necessarily involved in the lived distance of
disclosure. Beauvoir adds that willing freedom is the same choice as
willing to disclose being (EA 12, 30, 19, 20, 23--24, 70, 78, 66).12

Beauvoir returns repeatedly to the theme of “disclosing being,”
perhaps because it plays a major part in Sartre’s Being and Nothing-
ness.13 Retaining its centrality reinforces the misleading impression
that her Ethics of Ambiguity is purely Sartrian. Perhaps owing to her
personal commitment to Sartre, Beauvoir attempts to transform the
disclosure of being from a negative into a positive notion, under the
guise of simply explicating Sartre’s position. However, the idea of
disclosure and its coupling with the notion of rupture are fundamen-
tally at odds with her positive philosophy of ambiguity. Disclosure
implies passivity or unresponsiveness on the part of the disclosed,
rather than the communication and communionwith the world that
Beauvoir commended in her review ofMerleau-Ponty’s Phenomenol-
ogy of Perception. Disclosure suggests the subject--object opposition
and the world of independent, frozen objects that she deplored.

Beauvoir praised the Phenomenology of Perception for not asking
us to do violence to ourselves. The Sartrian linking of disclosurewith
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rupture -- which Beauvoir retains -- requires that we do violence to
ourselves. AsMerleau-Ponty shows, tearing ourselves away from be-
ing precludes becoming rooted, engaging freedom in the world, and
creating meaning. Rupture with being produces a hole and destroys
a lived distance. It eliminates any possibility of establishing the in-
timacy with the living, meaningful world that Beauvoir esteemed in
her review of Merleau-Ponty’s book. Unfortunately, she cannot suc-
ceed in her attempt to convert uprooting into rooting, rupture into
bond, and nihilating spontaneity into engaged freedom.14 Rooting,
bonding, and engagement require that the Sartrian notion of disclos-
ing rupture with being be abandoned.

Despite this significant flaw, Beauvoir’s philosophy of ambigu-
ity differs profoundly from Sartre’s and repeatedly tacitly contests
his. For Beauvoir, unlike Sartre, our presence in the world is not in-
evitably a degeneration, exile, and defeat; the resistance of things
sustains our actions “as air sustains the flight of the dove.” Con-
trary to Sartre, Beauvoir contends (problematically, as indicated
above) that we can convert negativity into positivity by “assuming”
and positively concretizing our original, sheer spontaneity. Conse-
quently, we can make our presence in the world a self-fulfillment,
joy, and “triumph.” Beauvoir asserts that original, absolute freedom
is not only “completely inner and . . . abstract,” but also “stupid”
and “absurd” when considered simply “as a pure contingency,”
“a given spontaneity.” If we are “[t]o exist genuinely,” we must
“refuse to lose [ourselves]” in that sheer spontaneity (EA 81, 25--28,
12--14).

Beauvoir insists (problematically) that wemust engage freedom in
the world by converting purely “natural freedom” into “ethical free-
dom” through an act of will (simultaneously disclosure), in which
we make freedom the goal of a concrete and particular action. We
thereby create a legitimation for our will and a foundation for our
existence. If we consistently choose to confirm this act of will, our
freedom will be “a creative freedom [which] develops happily.” Far
from being doomed to equivalence, our actions can confirm or deny
“ethical freedom.” If we “choose not to will [ourselves] free,” we
forego experiencing the joy of “a creative freedom,” and fail to fulfill
our existence (EA 78, 24--28, 32--34).

Willing and acting imply temporality. For Sartre, temporality
is the subjective process whereby consciousness as “nihilating
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spontaneity” continuously brings about a noncoincidence with its
object. Sartre describes this ongoing project of “nihilating” noncon-
scious being (the “in-itself”) as a ceaseless fleeing, on the part of con-
sciousness, from its past toward its projected future. Unlike Sartre,
Beauvoir emphasizes the profoundly positive character of temporal-
ity. Thanks to temporality we are able to develop our will, choose a
goal, decide on a course of action, implement our decisions, confirm
our freedom, and justify our existence. Beauvoir describes the con-
version of sheer spontaneity into creative freedom as a supremely
positive process: “The creator leans upon anterior creations in or-
der to create the possibility of new creations. His present project
embraces the past and places confidence in the freedom to come, a
confidence which is never disappointed” (EA 28).

Creative freedom presupposes that we exist as bodily beings, since
a pure consciousness would lack any hold on the world. A disem-
bodied consciousness would seem to know everything and to act on
everything. Yet as Beauvoir points out, that would dissolve the phe-
nomena and destroy the meaning of action. Sounding remarkably
like Merleau-Ponty, she adds that

between sky and earth there is a perceptional fieldwith its forms and colours;
and it is in the interval which separates me today from an unforeseeable
future that there are meanings and ends toward which to direct my acts . . . If
one denies with Hegel the concrete thickness of the here and now in favour
of universal space-time . . . one misses with Hegel the truth of the world.
[EA 121--22]

That “concrete thickness” implies bodily being. Like Sartre, Beau-
voir asserts that “the body itself is not a brute fact. It expresses our
relationship to the world” (EA 41). While Sartre considers that rela-
tionship to be fundamentally negative, Beauvoir regards it as funda-
mentally positive.

For both Sartre and Beauvoir the body’s ambiguity is inseparable
from the ambiguity of our situation, since our situation is our en-
gagement in the world, and the body is its expression. For Sartre the
body is paradoxically ambiguous, in that we simultaneously are and
are not our body. It is both subject for us and object for others, and
our relations with others are irremediably confrontational. For Beau-
voir our embodimentmakes conflict and oppression always possible,
but not irremediable. “The fundamental ambiguity of the human
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condition will always open up to man the possibility of opposing
choices,” she says. Thus there is “the permanent possibility of vi-
olence” (EA 118, 99). Yet bodily being also makes possible our “at-
tachment to existence” and the establishing of positive bonds with
other people.

Beauvoir argues that instead of trying to objectify and appropriate
others to provide a foundation for ourselves, we can create our own
foundation and regard them as crucial contributors to our creative
freedom. That freedom requires an open future, and it is other peo-
ple who open it to us. Without other people’s confirmation, our acts
become nothing but “a stupid and opaque fact.” Beauvoir notes that
as she argued in Pyrrhus et Cinéas, we need others to keep our goals
alive beyond our own lifetime (EA 158, 71, 82, 27). Others’ confirma-
tion requires that we seek their freedom and happiness, rather than
enslaving them. Beauvoir notes that such “generosity” is “more valid
the less distinction there is between the other and ourself and the
more we fulfill ourself in taking the other as an end. That is what
happens if I am engaged in relation to others” (EA 144). Beauvoir
stresses that although we are different and separate beings, we are
all bound to each other. While our interdependence never rules out
oppression, “such sentiments as love, tenderness, and friendship”
have “a valid existence” (EA 18, 82, 108).

Since fulfilling relations with others are possible and valid, why is
oppression widespread? Beauvoir argues that the answer lies in nos-
talgia for the world of our childhood. Children are a “living affirma-
tion . . . an eager hand held out to the world” (EA 102), and normally
their experience is primarily positive. They are unaware of their free-
dom, and think that values are absolute, “ready-made things,” rather
than human creations. They experience the world as not demand-
ing anything of them except obedience to adults who take care of
them. Consequently, they feel happily carefree and protected as they
play. Yet they feel defenseless againstmysterious powers, which they
imagine are ruling the course of events. Though free, children are
not held accountable for their actions, because they lack the knowl-
edge and experience to foresee possible consequences. Their situa-
tion is therefore paradoxically ambiguous: they feel simultaneously
protected and defenseless; they can set and attain goals joyfully and
act egoistically with impunity, yet they feel their actions are puerile
and insignificant; they are free, yet are unaware of their freedom and
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exercise it heedlessly.Without realizing it, children are forming their
own characters through their actions.

In adolescence, individuals discover their freedom and its reper-
cussions, and must choose how to respond to this discovery. They
feel simultaneously anguished by an as yet unjustified freedom, and
joyful at no longer being the prey of obscure forces. Thus their sit-
uation is also paradoxically ambiguous. They respond to the dis-
covery of their freedom -- and its accompanying responsibility -- in
accordance with the character they have formed. Adolescents may
choose to retreat from their discovery back into some form of in-
fantile existence by adopting various self-deceptive attitudes (“bad
faith”). Alternatively, theymay decide to live honestly by embracing
their freedom and concomitant responsibility. Either way, theymust
continue to choose between these alternatives for the rest of their
lives. Beauvoir argues that the first alternative is the more common,
because we all remain nostalgic all our lives for the happy irrespon-
sibility and security of childhood.

Self-deceptive attitudes are paradoxically ambiguous, because we
simultaneously know and do not knowwhatwe hide from ourselves.
While remaining implicitly aware of our unfounded freedomand con-
comitant responsibility, we may try to perpetuate an undemanding,
ready-made, infantile world by adopting an apathetic attitude. Or
we may posit absolute values and endow ourselves with inalienable
rights, though tacitly aware of our unfounded freedom and its preclu-
sion of such values and rights. Then again, wemay acknowledge that
our freedom is unfounded, but refuse to admit that we create values.
Alternatively, we may joyfully embrace our unfounded freedom and
the relativity of values, but refuse to recognize others’ freedom and
our fundamental interdependence. Or we may seek security by try-
ing to turn another freedom into an object to possess absolutely. Then
again, we may claim to possess a total, timeless, universally valid,
securely objective truth. Yet we are implicitly aware that our own
choice actually defines this truth as such. Finally, wemay respond to
the discovery of our unfounded freedom by taking refuge in intellec-
tual or artistic activity and refusing to acknowledge our basic bond
with others. These dishonest attitudes are egoistic in being indiffer-
ent to other people or actively negating their freedom. Oppression
springs from such attempts to perpetuate childhood irresponsibility
and security.
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Despite our lifelong nostalgia for childhood, its experience of
joyfully setting and pursuing goals need not induce us to regard
ourselves as absolutely independent and our life as an egoistic ad-
venture. Instead, childhood joy can encourage us to choose the joy
of fulfilling our existence as adolescents and adults. This means ac-
knowledging and transforming our original, unfounded freedom into
an ethical, founded freedom. Beauvoir argues that to accomplish this
conversion15 we must actively will not only our own freedom, but
also that of all others, because our freedom is bound up with theirs.
We must implement our will -- and continually confirm it -- in con-
crete and particular actions aiming at this goal of universal freedom.
Moreover, wemust accept responsibility for the repercussions of our
actions on others. Beauvoir stresses that theworld of our actions “is a
human world in which each object is penetrated with human mean-
ings. It is a speaking world from which solicitations and appeals rise
up” (EA 74). In responding, we must strive for universal freedom.

This honest way of livingmeans embracing ambiguity rather than
denying it. It involves experiencing not only paradoxical ambigu-
ity, but also the ambiguity of multiple, inseparable aspects and sig-
nifications, of indistinguishable components, and of an irreducible
indeterminacy. The ambiguities I described earlier concerning our
embodied consciousness, our situation, our freedom, our temporal-
ity, and our relations with other people all merge in that ongoing,
dynamic experience that is our concrete existence in the world. Con-
sciousness, body, situation, temporality, willing, choosing, acting,
creating meaning, and relating to others are all inextricably and in-
distinguishably bound up together.

Living honestly, we experience this multifaceted ambiguity most
keenly in attempting to translate our goal of universal freedom into
concrete, particular actions. Our fundamental ambiguity precludes
any recipes or certainties here. Unlike Sartre in Being and Nothing-
ness, Beauvoir insists that people can be mystified and have their
freedom destroyed. She argues that we cannot be ethically neu-
tral here: we either work actively to achieve universal freedom, or
we tacitly contribute to oppression through inaction. Taking liber-
atory action precludes adopting an external, detached standpoint.
Instead, we must recognize the indissoluble bond linking us with
other people, and our destiny with theirs. In this nexus each indi-
vidual has an absolute, irreplaceable value. Consequently, we must

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

100 monika langer

make the individual’s good, or the good of a group of individuals,
an absolute goal of our action. Yet we cannot accord this absolute
value to oppressors, because they refuse to recognize it in their vic-
tims. Nor canwe accord it to their mystified -- and hence oppressed --
accomplices,who thus become the innocent victims of our action.As
we sacrifice these oppressed accomplices, their oppressors, and pos-
sibly also ourselves in acting to liberate oppressed others, do we not
become oppressors? And do we not undermine our goal of achieving
universal freedom? Beauvoir argues that such dilemmas are unavoid-
able. Means and goal perpetually contest each other, and we must
commit ourselves unconditionally to the pursuit of universal free-
dom without ever being able to justify our actions absolutely. Our
will, choices, actions, and relations with others are thus irreducibly
ambiguous.

The interdependence of present means and projected end adds fur-
ther facets to this ambiguity. Beauvoir argues that our choice of
means effects both the definition and the realization of our goal,
because the goal is defined all along the way. Consequently, means
and end are inseparable and must be judged together. We can achieve
liberation only if we employmeans that do not destroy its verymean-
ing -- yet there can be no liberation without the use of oppression.
We cannot appeal to the future to justify our present action, because
the present shapes that future, and the outcome is always uncer-
tain. In trying to achieve a balance between our action and its goal,
we have only probabilities -- never certainties. Not only is our own
action inherently ambiguous, but it meshes or interferes with oth-
ers’ actions in unforeseeable ways. The meanings and values created
through our actions are therefore not knowable in advance -- yet we
must act. Beauvoir stresses that violence is both outrageous and un-
avoidable. Failure to take action perpetuates the violence of existing
oppressive conditions; and acting to abolish such conditions itself
involves violence. We must strive to inflict less violence than that
which we try to forestall or eliminate. Our choice is thus a choice
between different forms of violence. Beauvoir discusses Marxist pol-
itics and the 1937 Moscow Trials from this perspective. She asserts
that political choices are ethical choices, and that “morality resides
in the painfulness of an indefinite questioning” (EA 133).

However, Beauvoir stresses thatwemust not let this anguish over-
shadow the joy of existence, for liberatory action loses its raison
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d’être in the absence of that joy: “in order for the idea of liberation
to have a concrete meaning, the joy of existence must be asserted
in each one, at every instant . . . If we do not love life on our own
account and through others, it is futile to seek to justify it in any
way” (EA 135--36). While emphasizing the inevitability of conflicts
and the reality of present oppressions, Beauvoir holds out hope for a
future that is free of oppression: “Perhaps it is permissible to dream
of a future when men will know no other use of their freedom than
this free unfurling of itself; constructive activity would be possible
for all” (EA 81). Beauvoir’s complex philosophy of ambiguity is thus
profoundly positive.

InHumanism and TerrorMerleau-Pontymakesmany of the same
assertions as Beauvoir, but does not mention her. He emphasizes the
importance of loving our times, the inherent “impurity” and am-
biguity of action, the interdependence of present means and future
end, and the impossibility of always respecting everyone’s absolute
individuality. Like Beauvoir, Merleau-Ponty considers conflict with
others as a constant, and declares: “We do not have a choice be-
tween purity and violence but between different kinds of violence.
Inasmuch as we are incarnate beings, violence is our lot.”16 Merleau-
Ponty says this violence can be minimized and it may be possible to
eliminate institutionalized violence. However, in working toward
that end one must sacrifice those who threaten it, because abstain-
ing from violence toward oppressors means becoming their accom-
plice. Yet there is no absolute justification for actions. Their out-
come is always uncertain; there are only probabilities. Again like
Beauvoir, Merleau-Ponty stresses we are not a plurality of juxtaposed
for-itselfs, although we encroach on each other and can treat one an-
other as objects. Unlike pure consciousnesses, we “blend” with, and
compose, a common situation -- an intersubjectivity. Further, we feel
the need for others’ recognition. Given the sameness of so many of
their assertions, Beauvoir and Merleau-Ponty evidently influenced
each other.

In discussing institutionalized violence inHumanism and Terror,
Merleau-Ponty fails to account for its pervasiveness. His assertions
(that we encroach, and can treat others as objects) make the exis-
tence of oppression comprehensible, but do not elucidate why it
has become widely institutionalized. Moreover, his hope regarding
the possible elimination of institutionalized violence despite the
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ineradicability of conflict, shows that conflict cannot account for
institutionalized violence or its pervasiveness. What is needed here
is Beauvoir’s description of childhood and of our nostalgic attempts
to recapture it. Beauvoir’s philosophy of ambiguity also fills another
gap in supplying the main features of a viable ethics. Merleau-Ponty
notes approvingly that Marxism does not consider ethics only in
individuals’ hearts, but also in human coexistence -- and specifically
in proletarian action. Yet Humanism and Terror’s discussions of
Marxist politics and the 1937 Trials do not constitute an ethics --
nor does Merleau-Ponty provide one elsewhere. Given the affinities
between their philosophies, Beauvoir’s Ethics of Ambiguity implic-
itly highlights this gap and suggests how one might remedy it.

For its part, Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of ambiguity implicitly
highlights problems with Beauvoir’s ideas of disclosure and bond. It
also develops important aspects of Beauvoir’s philosophy of ambigu-
ity. Earlier I argued that Beauvoir’s idea of disclosure precludes forg-
ing that intimate bond with the living, meaningful world, which she
values inMerleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception. Further, in
stressing that we need to justify our existence, and can do so only
through others, Beauvoir implies that our bondwith others is merely
egoistic. She recognizes this implication and attempts to dispel it,
by asserting that mutual concern is “an irreducible truth” and that
“The me--others relationship is as indissoluble as the subject--object
relationship” (EA 72). As I have shown, Beauvoir also says the less
the distinction between us, the more we fulfill ourselves in taking
the other as an end. However, this idea of a more intrinsic relation-
ship remains undeveloped in The Ethics of Ambiguity. In his Phe-
nomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty describes our ambiguous,
intrinsic bondwith theworld andwith others in detail. In doing so, he
develops these and other vital aspects of the multifaceted ambiguity
that forms the core of both their philosophies: corporeal conscious-
ness, situatedness, temporality, freedom, and the creation of mean-
ing. To appreciate this multifaceted ambiguity, we must abandon an
“objective” thinking, which actually distorts lived experience. Such
thinking finds its crassest expression in positivistic sciences’ efforts
to reduce the world and our bodies to quantifiable objects observed
by an unsituated spectator-manipulator. In exposing the bias of
“objective” thinking, Merleau-Ponty seeks to awaken us to the in-
herent ambiguity of lived experience and our inextricable interrelat-
edness with the world and with others.

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

Beauvoir and Merleau-Ponty on ambiguity 103

Unlike the “objective” body constructed by mechanistic physiol-
ogy and intellectualist psychologies or philosophies, the lived body
is prereflectively bound up with the lived world. Neither body nor
world is an object. Both come into being in an ambiguous move-
ment that forms an ongoing, prepersonal “dialogue” underlying all
reflection and objectification. It is impossible to demarcate body and
world in this ambiguous exchange. Corporeality is not a mechanis-
tic system of parts externally related in “objective” space. Nor is the
lived body a container for a pure consciousness or “ego.” Whether
prereflective or reflective, consciousness is thoroughly corporeal -- it
is the lived body, situated in a world that is indistinguishably natural
and cultural.

For Merleau-Ponty world and body-subject intertwine in a con-
tinual dialectic of corporeal intentionality and worldly solicitation.
The bodily senses are themselves inseparably intertwined, forming
an “intentional arc” that projects an anticipatedworld; and theworld
simultaneously draws forth this bodily intentionality. This dialecti-
calmovement not only creates lived temporality and lived spatiality,
but also ceaselessly brings into being a web of multiple, inseparable
meanings. Since it occurs at the prereflective level, this marvelous,
ambiguous intertwining of body-subject and world usually goes un-
noticed. Merleau-Ponty draws it to our attention with the help of
examples, such as playing an instrument or using a cane. In learning
to play an instrument, we prereflectively establish and incorporate
a lived spatiality specific to this activity. Without having to reflect
or relearn, accomplished organists quickly adjust to various organs
having different stops. Not thinking about their fingers or feet, they
lend themselves to the solicitation of the music and become one
with the instrument while playing it. Similarly, users of white canes
incorporate them into their bodily spatiality.

Merleau-Ponty stresses that learning to play an instrument or use
a cane “is to be transplanted into them, or conversely, to incorpo-
rate them into the bulk of the body itself.”17 Acquiring such habits is
neither an intellectual analysis and reconstruction, nor amechanical
recording of impressions. It is a corporeal comprehension and incor-
poration. It is only when this organic relationship between body and
world becomes impaired (as in certain pathologies) that we must re-
sort to intellectual analysis and reconstruction. Because “the body
is essentially an expressive space” (PP 146), particular expressive
spaces (such as those of the organ) can come into existence and be

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

104 monika langer

incorporated into it. Through this dynamic bodily spatiality a mean-
ingful world comes into being.

This ambiguous spatiality inherently involves an ambiguous,
lived temporality. As fundamental project, the body has a tempo-
ral structure, such that its present activities simultaneously draw
on its past acquisitions and outline an expected future. That antici-
pated future is not a representation, and the past acquisitions are not
collections of memories. Past, present, and future are inseparable as-
pects of that ambiguous, ceaseless movement that is constitutive of
the lived body. In projecting itself towards a perceptual world, the
body experiences itself in an amorphous, prepersonal awareness that
makes possible the self-reference of specifically personal existence.
Rupturing the primordial “dialogue” of body-subject and lived world
destroys both terms, spelling the destruction of freedom and mean-
ing. Freedom presupposes a corporeal rootedness, since absolute free-
dom would lack any hold on the world. Merleau-Ponty emphasizes
that freedom “gears” itself to the situation, and that the situation is
primordially intersubjective. We exist as an “intersubjective field,”
and Merleau-Ponty considers this point so important that he ends
his Phenomenology of Perception by quoting Saint-Exupéry: “Man
is but a network of relationships” (PP 456). By assuming these rela-
tionships and carrying them forward, we realize our freedom.

Traditionally, we have postulated a realm of subjectivity consist-
ing of pure thought, allegedly distinct from the body and inacces-
sible to others -- who were therefore considered extrinsic. Merleau-
Ponty overturns this tradition by describing an intrinsic relationship
between thought and the body, and between ourselves and others.
He shows that in attempting to divorce thought from speech, tradi-
tional theorists failed to understand aphasia. They were puzzled by
patients’ inability to find in gratuitous language words available to
them in concrete situations, or to categorize color samples, though
able to name the colors. Merleau-Ponty shows that for such patients
words have lost the livingmeaning that normally inhabits them, and
the link between language and thought has been broken. We usually
regard speech as incidental to an autonomous thought. This arises
from our failure to note that allegedly “pure thought” is actually a
monologue using already acquired meanings created by earlier acts
of expression. In fact, there is no pure thought prior to speech. Thus
we can learn something new during conversationwith others.We are
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mutually present to one another and have no need to decode each
other’s words. Our lived bodies “gear” into each other in conversa-
tion. Since there can be no personal self-awareness in the absence of
language, and since language is inherently intersubjective, our fun-
damental relationship with others is not extrinsic, but intrinsic. It
shares in themultifaceted ambiguity that characterizes our existence
as body-subjects.

Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of ambiguity thus highlights prob-
lems with Beauvoir’s ideas of disclosure and an extrinsic bond with
others. Simultaneously, it develops the idea of a multifaceted ambi-
guity in which we are intrinsically related to the world and to others.
For its part, Beauvoir’s philosophy of ambiguity fills in two signif-
icant gaps in Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy. Phenomenologists have
recognized Merleau-Ponty as a philosopher of ambiguity. Let us now
also celebrate Beauvoir as a philosopher of ambiguity.
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tions de la Baconnière, 1952), pp. 220--21. My translation.

10 Hugh Silverman, “Merleau-Ponty’s Human Ambiguity,” Journal of the
British Society for Phenomenology, 10, 1 (January 1979): 29.

11 See also Jean-Paul Sartre, Nausea, trans. Hayden Carruth (New York:
New Directions, 1964).

12 Note the translation error p. 70 line 13: “in order to desire being” should
read “to reveal [dévoiler] being.”
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5 Bergson’s influence on Beauvoir’s
philosophical methodology

The topic of this chapter, the early philosophical influence of Henri
Bergson (1859--1941) on Simone de Beauvoir, may surprise those
who remember Beauvoir’s reference to Bergson in her Memoirs of a
Dutiful Daughterwhere she denies Bergson’s importance. She writes
there of her interests in 1926: “I preferred literature to philosophy,
and I would not have been at all pleased if someone had prophesized
that I would become a kind of Bergson; I didn’t want to speak with
that abstract voice which, whenever I heard it, failed to move me.”1

But in this case, as in so many others, Beauvoir’s diaries present a
very different picture. Her unpublished diary of 1926, written when
she was 18 years old and beginning her study of philosophy, con-
tains several pages of quotations from Bergson’s Time and Free Will:
An Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciousness (1889),2 which
she describes, in an entry dated 16 August, as “a great intellectual
intoxication.” The entry continues:

whereas in reading other philosophers I have the impression of witnessing
more or less logical constructions, here finally I am touching palpable reality
and encountering life.Not onlymyself, but art, the truths suggested by poets,
and everything that I studied this year is magnificently explained. Simply a
call to intuition . . . in short the method that I spontaneously apply when I
want to knowmyself and the most difficult problems disappear. Howmany
things [there are] in the 180 pages of Bergson’s Time and Free Will: The
Immediate Givens of Consciousness.3

Intrigued by this diary passage, I began analyzing Beauvoir’s early
philosophy for evidence of Bergson’s influence, focusing on Bergson’s
three most important texts: Time and Free Will (1889), Matter and
Memory: An Essay on the Relation of the Body to the Mind (1896),4
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and Creative Evolution (1907).5 My analysis uncovered evidence of
Bergson’s influence in several of Beauvoir’s important early texts,
especially She Came to Stay, Beauvoir’s metaphysical novel written
from 1937 to 1941,6 but also in her essays on existential ethics and
The Second Sex (1949).7 Indeed, Bergson now seems tome to be a key
to understanding the roots of Beauvoir’s philosophy. In this chapter
I will narrow my focus to Bergson’s philosophical methodology and
its influence on She Came to Stay, identifying three Bergsonian ele-
ments of Beauvoir’s philosophical methodology. First of all, Beauvoir
takes seriously Bergson’s criticism of intellectual understanding and
accepts his implicit challenge to do philosophy through the novel.
Secondly, Beauvoir shares with Bergson a methodological interest in
exposing distortions in perception and thinking. Finally, they both
rely on a methodological turn to immediate experience, which dis-
closes our freedom.

Beauvoir did not follow Bergson completely or uncritically. She
did not follow him, for example, in the vitalist system-building of
Creative Evolution or the mysticism of his later work, Two Sources
of Morality and Religion.8 In Beauvoir’s short story cycle When
Things of the Spirit Come First, written from 1935 to 1937,9 which
she describes as “clarifying the genesis” of her later work (QPS viii),
she satirizes her early intellectual passions, including Paul Claudel’s
morality of feminine self-sacrifice, André Breton’s surrealism, and
Bergson’s philosophy. Furthermore, Beauvoir’s early work, including
SheCame to Stay, focuses on an aspect of reality ignored by Bergson’s
early work, namely, the problem of the opposition of self and Other.

Beauvoir’s interest in this problem is already evident in her diary
of 1926, where she discusses the necessity of serving both self and
others and the temptations of egoism and self-abnegation: “[It is]
very difficult, because turning in on oneself readily turns into ego-
ism; while on the other hand, when one goes out of oneself, it’s
indeed rare that one does not go too far and that one is not dimin-
ished. What I’m proposing is to achieve [réaliser] this equilibrium”
(CA26 1). Later in the diary, Beauvoir defines the problem with an
ontological distinction between “two parts in my existence: one for
others [pour autrui],” “the links that unite me with all beings,” and
another “part for myself [pour moi-même]” (CA26 85). In her diary
of 1927 Beauvoir vows to “deepen those problems that have enticed
me . . .The theme is almost always this opposition of self and other
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that I have felt since beginning to live.”10 This theme and the 1926
distinction between “for others” and “for myself” point to an early
Hegelian influence, although the diary passages make no reference
to Hegel. But her student diaries do show that Beauvoir’s interest in
the theme of the opposition of self and Other predates Bergson’s own
discussion of the problem in Two Sources of Morality and Religion,
first published in 1932, a full discussion of whichmust await a study
of Beauvoir’s moral philosophy.

philosophy and the novel

Given our focus on Beauvoir’smetaphysical novel She Came to Stay,
we should begin with Beauvoir’s Bergsonian criticisms of the limi-
tations of philosophy’s traditional reliance upon intellectual under-
standing and Bergson’s admiration for the novelist. For Bergson, real-
ity is fundamentally a temporal process: “Matter or mind, reality has
appeared to us as a perpetual becoming” (CE 296). Matter is charac-
terized by “inertia,” and mind by spontaneity, unforeseeability, and
freedom.Consciousness, although capable of perceiving the constant
flux of reality, has a practical focus that distorts reality. As intellect,
our consciousness delimits the world by identifying useful qualities
in the chaos of changing impressions and fixing them into manage-
able units. But consciousness has the capacity to grasp reality in
its temporality through intuition. “Consciousness, in man, is em-
inently intellect,” Bergson writes in Creative Evolution, “It might
have been, it ought . . . to have been also intuition” (CE 291).

In Time and Free Will Bergson celebrates the novelist as unveil-
ing this “absurd” reality of changing impressions inaccessible to the
intellect and distorted even by naming. He asks us to imagine

some bold novelist, tearing aside the cleverly woven curtain of our conven-
tional self show[ing] us under this appearance of logic a fundamental absur-
dity, under this juxtaposition of simple states an infinite permeation of a
thousand different impressions which have already ceased to exist the in-
stant they are named . . . Encouraged by him, we have put aside for an instant
the veil which we interposed between our consciousness and ourselves. He
has brought us back into our own presence. [TFW 133, DIC 101].

But despite his celebration of the novelist, Bergson did not attempt
to write philosophy in novels.
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In her diary of 1927, Beauvoir declares her intention to write phi-
losophy in literary form: “Imust . . .write ‘essays on life’whichwould
not be a novel, but philosophy, linking them together vaguely with a
fiction. But the thought would be the essential thing” (CA27 54--55).
Belying her later claim in herMemoirs never to have been interested
in doing philosophy, Beauvoir avows her commitment to philosophy
in a 1927 diary entry:

Oh! I see my life clearly now . . . a passionate, frantic search . . . I didn’t know
that one could dream of death by metaphysical despair; sacrifice everything
to the desire to know . . . I didn’t know that every system is an ardent, tor-
mented thing, an effort of life, of being, a drama in the full sense of the word,
and that it does not engage only the abstract intelligence. But I know it now,
and that I can no longer do anything else. [CA27 133--34]

These early references to doing philosophy are strikingly Bergsonian,
rejecting the conception of philosophy as engaging only the abstract
intelligence.

In “Littérature et métaphysique” (1946) Beauvoir gives a Bergso-
nian critique of intellectual understanding, arguing that the novelist
can “unveil” reality: “Since reality is not defined as graspable by the
intelligence alone, no intellectual description is capable of giving an
adequate expression of it. One must try to present it in its integrity,
as it unveils itself in the living relation that is action and feeling
before it makes itself thought.”11 Existential philosophers thus as-
pire to do philosophy in the novel: “The more vividly a philosopher
underscores the role and the value of subjectivity, the more he will
be led to describe the metaphysical experience under its singular and
temporal form” (LM 101).

A metaphysical novel . . . seems to me . . . the highest achievement, since it
strives to grasp man and human events in their relation with the totality
of the world, and since it alone can succeed where pure literature like pure
philosophy fails, in evoking in its living unity and its fundamental living
ambiguity, this destiny which is ours and which is inscribed both in time
and in eternity. [LM 105--06]

Beauvoir’s first publishedwork, SheCame to Stay, takes upBergson’s
implicit challenge to philosophers to become novelists. In the novel,
as I shall show, she traces the philosophical odyssey of a woman

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

Bergson and Beauvoir’s philosophical methodology 111

writer, Françoise, as she confronts the limitations of her intellectual
grasp of the world.

exposing distortions in perception and thinking

A second area of Bergson’s apparent influence on Beauvoir’s philo-
sophical methodology is their shared methodological interest in
exposing distortions in perception and thinking. Beauvoir’s most
well-known exposé of such distortions is in The Second Sex, where
she describes the distortions in men’s image of woman as the Other.
But Beauvoir’s methodological focus on the deceptions of what she
terms “bad faith,” or self-deception, is evident in her earliest literary-
philosophical texts, including She Came to Stay.

According to Bergson, distortions in perception arise when our
utilitarian consciousness singles out features of interest from the
mass of changing sense impressions: “Our needs are so many search
lights which, directed upon the continuity of sensible qualities, sin-
gle out in it distinct bodies” (MAM 262). The result is a diminu-
tion of reality, since the effect of perception is “to obscure some of
its aspects, to diminish it by the greater part of itself” (MAM 28).
Bergson describes consciousness as “tormented by an insatiable de-
sire to make distinctions” and to perceive reality through sym-
bols and words. Language thus distorts our perception and thoughts
as it “arrests [their] mobility” (TFW 128--29, DIC 97--98): “the
word . . .which stores up the stable, common, and therefore imper-
sonal element in the impressions of mankind, overwhelms . . . the
delicate and fugitive impressions of our individual consciousness”
(TFW 131--32).

The distortions of utilitarian consciousness cause problems for
philosophers who mistakenly assume that words and symbols rep-
resent ontological distinctions rather than simply practical conve-
niences. “[I]t may be asked whether . . . by merely getting rid of the
clumsy symbols round which [philosophers] are fighting, we might
not bring the fight to an end” (TFW xx).

A distortion of perception and thinking that is of particular con-
cern to both Bergson and Beauvoir is the distortion of human free-
dom. According to Bergson, such distortions are so common that
“free acts are exceptional” (TFW 197). Our intellect, in analyzing
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our feelings and naming them, distorts their living reality, with the
result that our consciousness “gradually loses sight of the funda-
mental self” (TFW 128, DIC 97). We accept these distortions “for
the convenience of language and the promotion of social relations.”
When “our most trustworthy friends” advise us to take some im-
portant step, “the sentiments which they utter with so much insis-
tence lodge on the surface of our self and . . . form a thick crust which
will cover up our own sentiments; we shall believe that we are act-
ing freely, and it is only by reflecting on it later on that we shall
see how much we were mistaken.” Thus language and the intellect
distort freedom by distorting the perception of our feelings. The for-
mation of habits also inhibits our freedom, enabling us to act as “a
conscious automaton” (TFW 167--69, DIC 127--29). In Creative Evo-
lution Bergson describes freedom as “dogged by automatism”: “Our
freedom, in the very movements by which it is affirmed, creates the
growing habits that will stifle it if it fails to renew itself by a constant
effort . . .The most living thought becomes frigid in the formula that
expresses it. The words turn against the idea” (CE 141).

So, this first, negative step in Bergson’s method exposes distor-
tions in perception and thought caused by the “insatiable desire” of
utilitarian consciousness to impose an order on the chaos of fleet-
ing impressions. Philosophical problems result when the utilitarian
intellect breaks up reality, including our self and our feelings, into
distinct, spatially oriented objects immobilized by language and sym-
bol. A particularly serious result of these distortions is an erosion of
our freedom.

exposing distortions of reality: she came
to stay

In She Came to Stay Beauvoir traces the philosophical odyssey of
a woman writer, Françoise, away from the distortions of utilitar-
ian consciousness. In the opening pages, set in pre-World War Two
France, Françoise is hard atwork in a theatre office late at night revis-
ing a play. Her utilitarian consciousness is evident first in Françoise’s
exaggerated awareness of her orientation in space and her tendency
to define herself by herwork and the objects surrounding her: “I won-
der what he thinks of me . . . this office, the theater, my room, books,
papers, work” (SCS 15, LI 17). Habitually denying her feelings and
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forcing herself to work, Françoise denies her physical exhaustion and
her sexual desire for the young man, Gerbert, who is working beside
her.

Françoise’s view of her inner life has been defined and solidified in
response to social conventions, much as Bergson describes. To pro-
tect her image of herself as happy and free in her relationshipwith her
partner, Pierre, the play’s director, Françoise refuses to acknowledge
any feelings that threaten it, including her sadness at the denial of the
desired intimacy with Gerbert: “In her heart rose a sadness as bitter
and glowing as the dawn.And yet she had no regrets; she had not even
a right to that melancholy which was beginning to numb her drowsy
body” (SCS 18, LI 21). In When Things of the Spirit Come First
Beauvoir uses the term “bad faith” (WT 210, QPS 246) to describe
acts such as Françoise first noticing and then denying a disturbing re-
ality. Bergson anticipates the concept of bad faith in his description of
our tendency to “thrust . . . back into the darkest depths of our being,”
“feelings and ideas which are not unperceived, but rather which we
do not want to consider” (TFW 169, DIC 129--30).

The habitual nature of Françoise’s denial of her feelings is evident
in scene after scene of the novel, as she chooses to deny her own feel-
ings rather than inconvenience others. For example, Françoise, we
are told, “loathed tomatoes,” but when offered them responds, with
resignation: “‘They look delicious’” (SCS 137). Françoise’s concern
with social convention is also apparent in her preference for language
over experience: “nothing that happened was completely real until
she had told Pierre about it . . . [S]he no longer knew solitude, but she
had rid herself of that swarming confusion. Every moment of her life
that she entrusted to [Pierre] was given back to her clear, polished,
completed, and they becamemoments of their shared life.” Françoise
sees herself as merged with Pierre, “‘We are simply one’” (SCS 26,
LI 30), and feels anguish at their separation: “separation was agony”
(SCS 108).

Françoise also experiences an inhibition of her freedom:

She ought not to thrust responsibility for herself upon someone else . . . If she
were to take full responsibility for herself, she would first have to want to;
but she didn’t want to . . . An act that bespoke of genuine independence, an
act that was self-initiated and had no connection with [Pierre], was beyond
her imagination. This, however, did not worry her; she would never find it
necessary to call upon her own resources against Pierre. [SCS 113]
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Bergson describes freedom as inhibited by “some strange reluctance
to exercise our will [à vouloir]” (TFW 169, DIC 129): “we often re-
sign our freedom. . . by inertia or indolence” (TFW 169, DIC 129). In
Creative Evolution Bergson describes a “tendency . . . toward the veg-
etative life,” where “torpor and unconsciousness are always lying in
wait” (CE 125).

Françoise can experience the world of fleeting impressions at odds
with her utilitarian consciousness: “Therewas nothing but this pass-
ing sound, the sky, the hesitant foliage of the trees . . . there was no
Françoise any longer.” But this brief interlude only serves to high-
light her utilitarian consciousness: “She jumped to her feet. It was
strange to become someone again . . . a woman who must hurry be-
cause pressing work awaited her, and the moment was only one
like so many others in her life” (SCS 12--13). With the return of a
substantive self, Françoise denies the unique characteristics of this
moment, dismissing it as interchangeable with other instants, thus
reflecting, in Bergsonian terms, a utilitarian consciousness of time
as interchangeable units in “a duration whose moments resemble
one another” (TFW 221). Moments of time, for Bergson, are not in-
terchangeable but irreplacably unique, differing qualitatively -- as a
moment in a museum differs from a moment in a dentist’s chair.

When, in another scene early in the novel, Françoise is unsettled
by a contemptuous glance from a young woman, her body signals her
anxiety: “her throat was dry; her heart beat a little faster than usual.”
But Françoise uses her intellect to analyze away these troubling sen-
sations: “This malaise brought her no pathetic revelation; it was
only one accident among others, a brief and quasi-foreseeable mod-
ulation which would be resolved in peace. She no longer ever took
such instants violently; she knew well that none of them had any
decisive value” (SCS 32, LI 37). Beauvoir’s use of Bergsonian termi-
nology highlights Françoise’s utilitarian consciousness in this scene,
dismissing her feeling as “quasi-foreseeable,” a quasi-mechanistic
reaction, rather than a unique and spontaneous creation, just as she
dismisses this poignant moment as interchangeable with any other.

Bergson tells us that utilitarian consciousness produces philosoph-
ical problems when applied to metaphysical questions and Françoise
is no exception. She retreats to subjective idealism in order to sup-
press the regret that accompanies her dutifulness: “‘It used to break
my heart to think that I’d never know anything but one poor little

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

Bergson and Beauvoir’s philosophical methodology 115

corner of the world . . . But now it doesn’t bother me . . . because I feel
that things which do not exist for me, simply do not exist at all . . .
[They have] no reality. [They are] nothing but hearsay.’” Trying to
keep change at bay, she refuses to acknowledge the dire possibilities
soon to confront her: “[Illness and war] could never happen to me.
Those things only happen to others” (SCS 14--16, LI 15--17). In a later
scene at a night club, Françoise denies her embodiment, imagining
herself to be a disembodied, sovereign subject: “I am there, imper-
sonal and free. I contemplate at once all of these lives, all of these
faces. If I were to turn away from them, they would disintegrate at
once into a deserted landscape” (SCS 29).

Françoise cannot help but notice the existence of the external
world, since she experiences reality as overflowing her perception of
it. But she denies it, wanting to regard reality as wholly encompassed
by her perception. Walking through the empty theatre, in the novel’s
opening scene, Françoise senses her power to “revive things from
their inanimateness.” But she also notes the limitations of her point
of view: “She would have to be elsewhere as well . . . she would have
to be everywhere at the same time” (SCS 12). InMatter and Memory
Bergson argues that “[O]ur actual perception [is] always only a con-
tent in relation to a vaster, even an unlimited, experience which
contains it” (MAM 186). “In our perception we grasp a state of our
consciousness and a reality independent of ourselves -- this mixed
character of our immediate perception . . . is the principal theoretical
reason we have for believing in an external world which does not
coincide absolutely with our perception” (MAM 270). That Bergson
presents this theory of appearances for proof of the existence of the
external world challenges the view that the theory was originated by
either Beauvoir or Sartre, as scholars have claimed.12

Unlike Bergson in his early work, Beauvoir in She Came to Stay is
interested in the problem of the existence of other minds. In the first
few pages of the book Beauvoir portrays Françoise as denying in bad
faith her experience of the existence of other consciousnesses sep-
arate from her own. Interestingly, these encounters with the Other
occur within relations of intimacy and dependency. In the first ex-
ample, Françoise discovers herself as an object in the eyes of Gerbert,
who sees her life as “rather well regulated.” Françoise’s response to
his judgment is twofold. She first attempts to deny their separate-
ness: “Theywere enclosed alone in this circle of rosy light; for both of
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them, the same light, the same night.” Then she takes refuge in solip-
sism, denying the metaphysical possibility of a separate conscious-
ness: “‘One cannot realize that other people are consciousnesses that
sense themselves from within as one senses oneself,’ said Françoise.
‘When one glimpses that, I find it terrifying. One has the impres-
sion of being nothing more than an image in someone else’s head.
But that almost never happens, and never completely.’” She refuses
to acknowledge the reality of the Other’s judgment: “For me their
thoughts are exactly like their words and their faces: objects in my
own world” (SCS 15--17, LI 17--18). So Françoise denies, in bad faith,
the uncomfortable experience of being judged by the Other.

A second example of the bad faith denial of other minds arises in
Françoise’s relationship with Xavière, a naive young woman from
the provinces whom Françoise has taken under her wing. Françoise
is enchanted by Xavière’s impulsiveness and sensuality, that is by
Xavière’s difference from herself. But Françoise’s response is to deny
their separateness: “what was especially wonderful was her having
attached this pathetic little being to her own life. For . . . now Xavière
belonged to her.” Françoise savors the sense of being a sovereign
consciousness: “Xavière’s gestures, her face, her very life depended
on Françoise for their existence” (SCS 20, LI 23). Thus Françoise
denies, in bad faith, the very source of Xavière’s attraction, her abil-
ity, as a separate existent, to open up a new world of experience to
Françoise.

A third example also concerns Françoise’s relationship with
Xavière. Françoise vows to help her escape the stifling confines of
her family in the provinces: “That can’t go on.” When Xavière sul-
lenly rejects Françoise’s plan -- “‘It will go on,’ Xavière said” (SCS 21,
LI 24) -- Françoise is bewildered and disconcerted by this expression
of independence. Yet it is only as a separate existent that Xavière can
require Françoise’s help and thus necessitate Françoise’s life, allow-
ing her to be useful on a human scale.

A fourth example of Françoise’s bad faith refusal to acknowledge
the existence of other minds comes in an encounter with Pierre,
who praises her rewriting of the play: “‘That’s good,’ he said, ‘re-
ally good.’ ‘Do you mean it? Oh, I’m so glad!’ . . . said Françoise.
‘I thought I’d never manage to lick that third act.’ ‘You’ve done
some excellent work.’ He came over to the couch, leaned over and
kissed her” (SCS 22--23,LI 25--26). Only a separate consciousness can
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provide recognition and acknowledgment for one’s contribution to a
shared project. Thus Françoise’s satisfaction with Pierre’s praise en-
tails her recognition of his separate existence. But she then denies, in
bad faith, their separateness: “‘We are simply one,’ she murmured”
(SCS 26, LI 30).

Thus Beauvoir opens her metaphysical novel by exposing the in-
tellect’s distortions of reality, echoing Bergson’s criticism that the
intellectual narrowing of our perceptions by utilitarian conscious-
ness inhibits our awareness of the external world and our freedom.
But Beauvoir’s interest in the bad faith attempt to deny our depen-
dence upon others and the existence of other minds moves outside
Bergson’s early work.

the turn to immediate experience

The third Bergsonian element in Beauvoir’s philosophical method-
ology is a turn to immediate experience, a turn that reveals human
freedom. In Matter and Memory Bergson explains that exposing dis-
tortions is only the beginning: “To give up certain habits of thinking,
and even of perceiving, is . . . but the negative part of the work to be
done.” The next step is “to seek experience at its source, or rather
above that turn where, taking a bias in the direction of our utility, it
becomes properly human experience” (MAM 241). “This method . . .
attributes a privileged value to immediate knowledge” (MAM 245),
which entails attending not to the intellect but to the feelings and
impressions of our embodied engagement in the world. Since philo-
sophical problems are caused by the intellect’smisapplication of util-
itarian consciousness to philosophical questions, Bergson’s method-
ological turn to immediate experience is also meant to resolve or
dissolve philosophical problems, such as the dilemmas of realism
versus idealism and freedom versus determinism.

In She Came to Stay the challenge to Françoise’s solipsism and
her turn to immediate experience are driven both by the force of
circumstances that disrupt her work and by her desire to experi-
ence the world differently. One of the circumstances that under-
mines Françoise’s utilitarian consciousness is the approaching war
and Pierre’s loss of interest in their collaborative work: “‘Don’t you
realize?’ [said Pierre], ‘We may have war within the next six months.
And here I am trying to reproduce the color of dawn . . . I feel about
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as big as an insect.’” Françoise protests helplessly: “It was Pierre
who had convinced her that the greatest thing in the world was the
creation of beauty. Their whole life together had been built on this
belief. He had no right to change his opinion without warning her”
(SCS 55).

But it is not only the force of external circumstances that drives
the turn to immediate experience. Beauvoir also presents Françoise
as desiring an escape from the confines of her utilitarian conscious-
ness. This desire is represented as an attraction to Xavière, a sen-
sualist whose life seems to personify elements of both a Bergsonian
ideal and the femme-enfant muse of Surrealism: “[Xavière] leaned
her head back, half closed her eyes and lifted the glass [of aquavit]
to her mouth. ‘It burned all the way down my throat,’ she said, run-
ning her fingers along her lovely slender neck. Then her hand slipped
slowly down the length of her body. ‘And it burns here. And here. It’s
odd. I feel as if I were being lighted up inside’” (SCS 55). Xavière is
like the dreamer whose quality of perception Bergson contrasts with
that of the ‘man of action’ in Creative Evolution: “in the almost in-
stantaneous perception of a sensible quality, theremay be trillions of
oscillations which repeat themselves.” The “man of action” is able
to “embrace trillions of these oscillations in . . . [his] simple percep-
tion,” and thus dominate them, while the dreamer is able, like some
lower beings, to “vibrate almost in unison with the oscillation of the
ether” (CE 327--28). In Beauvoir’s novel, Xavière’s body trembles in
response to a dancer: “‘I wish I could dance like that,’ said Xavière.
A light tremor passed over her shoulders and ran through her body”
(SCS 19, LI 21).

Xavière also mirrors Bergson’s interest in the body, and especially
“the surface of our body -- the common limit of the external and
the internal,” “the only position of space which is both perceived
and felt” (MAM 58). In a scene in a bar, “Xavière was engaged in
gently blowing the fine down on her arm which she was holding up
to her mouth.” “‘It’s funny the feeling it gives you when you touch
your eyelashes [Xavière said] . . .You touch yourself without touching
yourself. It’s as if you touched yourself from a distance’” (SCS 60--61).

Beauvoir’s contrast between Françoise and Xavière also encom-
passes Bergson’s distinction between utilitarian memory and pure
memory, “where our mind retains in all its details the picture of
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our past life” (MAM 323). “‘I never forget anything,’ [Xavière tells
Pierre scornfully] . . . ‘But I don’t give a damn about understanding
with my mind alone,’ Xavière cried with unexpected violence. And
with a kind of sneer, she added, ‘I’m not an intellectual’” (SCS 62).
Françoise, the intellectual, refuses to attend to memories unrelated
to her projects. Nor is she willing to probe too deeply into her feel-
ings. When hurt by a thoughtless remark, Françoise suppresses her
feelings: “What disturbed her was this feeling . . . she had discovered
in herself, and which had not yet completely dissipated. She hes-
itated, and, for a moment, she was tempted to try to analyze her
uneasiness; but she did not feel like making the effort. She bent over
her papers” (SCS 114). Françoise’s denial of her feelings contributes
to the inhibition of her freedom, as Bergson argues.

Where Françoise is dutiful and social, Xavière is spontaneous, re-
fusing to be bound by social obligations. “‘You make appointments
and then don’t keep them,’ said Françoise. ‘Youmight also ruin some
real friendships by going through life that way.’ . . . ‘Well, that’s just
too bad,’ said Xavière. She pouted disdainfully. ‘I’ve always ended
up by quarreling with everyone’” (SCS 57). Xavière, who criticizes
Françoise for giving people rights over her, refuses all social demands:
“‘I’d rather live alone in the world and keep my freedom’” (SCS
103). Xavière also has contempt for work and the kind of utilitar-
ian concerns that rule Françoise’s life: “‘I never like to take trou-
ble over anything’ . . . ‘How can anyone endure living according to
a plan, with timetables and homework? . . . I’d rather be a failure’”
(SCS 55, 57).

Reflecting Bergson’s description of language as forcing conformity
to social convention, Xavière refuses the demands of language, often
choosing to remain silent: “There was a kind of intimacy that one
could never achieve with Xavière . . .Xavière said nothing” (SCS 47).
For Xavière, as for Bergson, language and words overwhelm and thus
distort fleeting impressions and feelings: “‘The trouble is,’ Xavière
drawled, ‘that big words immediately make everything so oppres-
sive.’” “‘It’s like a strait-jacket around me,’ she trembled from head
to foot” (SCS 202--04, LI 253--55).

Françoise’s involvement with Xavière challenges Françoise’s
solipsism, since in Xavière she confronts a consciousness that stub-
bornly refuses to be joined. Through her various attempts to relate
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to Xavière, we see Françoise increasingly turn to immediate experi-
ence, attending to her feelings and memories and losing her faith in
language. In the process, Françoise witnesses the collapse of her ini-
tial sense of self as a sovereign consciousness and discovers her free-
dom. But the collapse of Françoise’s metaphysical solipsism, with
her realization of Xavière’s existence as a separate consciousness,
presents her with a new philosophical problem, as I shall show.

In the first stage of her attraction to Xavière, Françoise views
Xavière as her possession. The difficulties begin when Xavière re-
fuses to be controlled. Françoise is irritated “to feel this small, hos-
tile, stubborn mind beside her.” “Xavière’s resistance was real and
Françoise now wanted to break it down” (SCS 34). When Pierre
becomes infatuated with Xavière, Françoise is forced to see Xavière
differently: “[Xavière’s] demands, her jealousies, her scorn, these
could no longer be ignored, for Pierre had mentioned them and
that was enough to lend them importance” (SCS 68). If Pierre takes
Xavière more seriously, Françoise must do so as well. Thus the prob-
lem of solipsism arises for Françoise within the context of depen-
dency and a fused identity with the other.

As Pierre becomes obsessed with Xavière, idolizing her, Françoise
cedes Xavière to him: “From then on, Xavière belonged to Pierre.”
But her painful feelings of exclusion and exile are not easily analyzed
away. They even disrupt her sense of time, which she now experi-
ences as composed of qualitatively unique moments. At her parents’
apartment, while Xavière and Pierre meet elsewhere, Françoise feels
that “time was spread out all around her in a quiet, stagnant pool.
To live was to grow old, nothing more.” Then as Françoise leaves
to meet Gerbert, “time had begun to move again. She was going to
meet Gerbert; that at least gave some meaning to these moments”
(SCS 117--19).

Françoise’s sense of exclusion and exile challenges her solipsism,
her sense of being the sole knowing subject: “Ordinarily, the center of
Paris was wherever she happened to be. Today . . . [t]he center of Paris
was the café where Pierre and Xavière were sitting, and Françoise felt
as if she were wandering about in some vague suburb.” Her feelings
are so intense that her ordinary means of distorting and suppressing
them fail. Even language seems inadequate: “Pierre would tell her
the whole story that night, but for some time now she had less and
less confidence in words” (SCS 119--20).
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Unable to suppress her feelings, Françoise awakens a troubling
childhood memory.

She felt a sudden anguish . . . she began to delve deep into the past to unearth
a similar malaise. Then she remembered . . . The old jacket was hanging over
the back of a chair . . . It . . . could not say to itself, ‘I’m an old worn jacket’ . . .
Françoise tried to imagine what would happen if she were unable to say ‘I am
Françoise; I am six years old’ . . . She closed her eyes. It was as if she did not
exist at all; and yet other people would . . . see her, and would talk about her.
She opened her eyes again; she could see the jacket, it existed, yet it was not
aware of itself . . . [S]he could look at the jacket . . . and say very quickly, ‘I’m
old, I’m worn’; but nothing happened. The jacket stayed there, indifferent,
a complete stranger, and she was still Françoise. Besides, if she became the
jacket, then she, Françoise, would never know it. Everything began spinning
in her head and she ran downstairs. [SCS 120, LI 146]

The jacket, which is “indifferent” to her, defies Françoise’s con-
sciousness, thus challenging her belief that the world is wholly en-
closed within her consciousness.

Xavière and Pierre also exist “without her being there,” but this
time “she couldn’t say, ‘It doesn’t know it exists, it doesn’t exist.’
For it did know . . .Xavière, with rapt attention, was devouring every
word Pierre uttered” (SCS 123). In Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter
Beauvoir recounts the same childhood experience as confronting her
with the reality of her death, when shewill be reduced to an unknow-
ing object, like the old jacket. “In . . . the silence of inanimate objects
I had a foreboding of my own absence” (MD 49, MJF 69). This expe-
rience thus threatens her subjective idealism as she realizes that the
world exists without her consciousness of it, that it extends beyond
the reach of her consciousness.

In order to dispel her anguish, Françoise allows the bond unit-
ing the instants in Pierre’s meeting with Xavière to dissolve: “They
had smoked cigarettes . . . and had spoken words; and those sounds
and the smoke had never been condensed into mysterious hours
of forbidden intimacy that Françoise might envy . . .Nothing existed
except . . . the eternal present.” But with a sudden anguish Françoise
sees the dissolution of her relationshipwith Pierre aswell: “If Pierre’s
and Xavière’s friendship was nomore than amirage, then neither did
her love for Pierre and Pierre’s love for her exist. There was noth-
ing but an infinite accumulation of meaningless moments, nothing
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but a chaotic seething of flesh and thought . . . ‘Let’s go,’ she said
abruptly” (SCS 129--30, LI 157--58). Françoise’s anguish, which spurs
her flight from immediate experience, is aroused by the thought of
her separation from Pierre.

Françoise tries to lessen their separation by assuming Pierre’s view
of Xavière: “she almost wanted to believe in this seductive figure.
If she often felt herself separated from Pierre, these days, it was be-
cause . . . [t]heir eyes no longer saw the same things. When she beheld
only a capricious child, Pierre saw a wild and exacting soul.” “The
only way she could bring herself nearer to Pierre was by . . . trying to
see [Xavière] through his eyes” (SCS 134--35, LI 164). But Xavière’s
jealous demands interfere with Françoise’s relationship with
Pierre.

Françoise is no longer reassured by Pierre’s words, “We are one,”
describing them in Bergsonian terms as a crust over reality: “‘Your
feelings . . . [are] like thewhite sepulchers of theHoly Bible . . .They’re
firm, they’re faithful, they can even be whitewashed periodically
with beautiful words.’ She was again overcome by a flood of tears.
‘Only, they must never be opened, because you’ll find only dust and
ashes inside.’” Françoise’s revelations are accompanied, as Bergson
would have predicted, by strong emotions. When Pierre appeals to
her reason -- “‘Stop crying,’ he said. ‘I’d like to talk reasonably’” --
Françoise rebels: “Presently he would find a whole slue of lovely ar-
guments, and it would be so easy to give in to them. Françoise did
not want to lie to herself . . . She loathed the thought of that moment
when she would cease crying and return to the world of merciful de-
ception” (SCS 162, LI 199--200). Language and intellect have become
a means of deception and distortion for Françoise, who now trusts
her feelings more than Pierre’s words.

When Pierre and Xavière rebel against her efforts to make them
work, Françoise feels powerless: “all her happiness rested on his free
will, and over that she had no hold” (SCS 172, LI 213). Françoise is
aware of her lack of freedom: “For many years now she had ceased to
be an individual . . .Our past, our future, our ideas, our love . . . never
did she say ‘I.’ And yet Pierre disposed of his own future and his own
heart” (SCS 175, LI 216). Françoise’s philosophical odyssey out of
deception is also a search for self and freedom. According to Bergson,
“To act freely is to recover possession of oneself, and to get back into
pure duration” (TFW 231--32).
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Françoise’s experiences continue to undermine her subjective ide-
alism. Carried from her hotel room on a stretcher, after developing
pneumonia, “Françoise was hardly more than an inert mass . . .
She was carried down the stairs, head first, nothing more than a
heavy piece of luggage that the stretcher-bearers handled in accor-
dance with the laws of gravity and their own personal convenience.”
Beauvoir’s use of Bergsonian terms highlights Françoise’s embodied
experience of herself as an “inert” object subject to natural “laws of
gravity.” With her illness, Françoise discovers herself as swept up
in an external world whose existence she had denied: “Sickness,
accidents . . .war; these impersonal misfortunes could not happen
to her . . .And yet there she was stretched out in an ambulance”
(SCS 179, LI 222).

Françoise declares her love to Xavière, in a bad faith effort to create
a trio and “cling obstinately to the past” (SCS 209, LI 262). “She had
been slowly drying up in the security of the patient constructions and
leaden thoughts . . .One naive look from Xavière had sufficed to de-
stroy this prison, and now . . . a thousandmarvels would come to life,
thanks to this exacting young angel . . . ‘My precious Xavière,’ said
Françoise” (SCS 211, LI 264--65). Xavière remains elusive, but in her
longing and regret Françoise discovers satisfaction in the emotional
richness of the moment: “wholly drawn toward this infinitesimal
golden head which she was unable to seize . . . [h]er happiness was
shattered, but it was falling around her in a shower of impassioned
moments” (SCS 250, LI 314). Time is no longer composed of objec-
tively measurable, interchangeable instants of time. Focused on her
desire, her feelings, Françoise has entered the world of immediate
experience.

Françoise experiences the further erosion of her intellectual solip-
sism in a scene at a night club where Xavière, facing Pierre’s jealousy
over her relationship with Gerbert, deliberately burns her hand with
a cigarette: “The girl was pressing the lighted end against her skin, a
bitter smile curling her lips . . . Françoise flinched. It was not only her
flesh that rose in revolt . . . Behind that maniacal grin was a danger
more definitive than any [Françoise] had ever imagined” (SCS 283--
84, LI 354). What terrifies Françoise is the experience of Xavière’s
consciousness, an experience confirmed by Xavière’s jealousy later
in the evening: “Facing Françoise . . . an alien consciousness was ris-
ing. It was like death, a total negation, an eternal absence, and yet,
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by a staggering contradiction, this abyss of nothingness could make
itself . . . exist for itself with plenitude . . . Françoise . . .was herself
dissolved in this void, the infinity of which no word, no image
could encompass” (SCS 291, LI 363--64). Françoise later explains
her experience to Pierre: “‘I discovered she has a consciousness like
mine. Has it ever happened to you to feel another’s consciousness as
something within?’ Again she was trembling . . . ‘It’s intolerable, you
know’” (SCS 295, LI 369).

As Edward Fullbrook argues, the originality of Beauvoir’s demon-
stration of the existence of other minds is that it does not rely on
the traditional argument from analogy, but “on the phenomeno-
logical event of experiencing oneself as the object of another’s
consciousness.”13 Bergson’s influence is apparent in Beauvoir’s priv-
ileging of immediate experience over the theoretical: “‘What sur-
prises me is that you are touched in so concrete a manner by a meta-
physical situation,’” Pierre says. “‘But it is something concrete,’ said
Françoise . . . ‘[F]or me, an idea is not theoretical . . . It is experienced
[s’éprouve], or, if it remains theoretical, it doesn’t count’” (SCS 301,
LI 375--76).

The collapse of Françoise’s metaphysical solipsism does not, how-
ever, free her from her attraction to Xavière, whom Françoise con-
tinues vainly to pursue. But as Pierre’s passionate relationship with
Xavière is rekindled, “their dual rejection” awakens in Françoise a
new feeling towards Xavière: “with a kind of joy [Françoise] felt stir-
ring within her something black and bitter . . . something powerful
and free was bursting at last. It was hate” (SCS 357, LI 445). Beau-
voir’s description of Françoise’s hatred echoes Bergson’s description,
in Time and Free Will, of the free act as “the deep-seated self rush-
ing up to the surface” and bursting through the “the outer crust”
of social convention (TFW 169). So, in Bergsonian terms, this emo-
tional revelation is reflective of Françoise’s freedom and deepest self,
a view that suggests that the dissolution of Françoise’s metaphysi-
cal solipsism has presented her with a new problem, that of moral
solipsism.

The emergence of Françoise’s freedom is also evident on a walking
tour with Gerbert, where she musters the courage to tell him, hesi-
tatingly, of her desire for him, and invites his embrace. “A few mo-
ments later, Françoise incredulously ran her hand over this smooth,
young, firm body that for so long had seemed beyond reach.” “‘I’ve
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always been crazy about you,’ [Gerbert] said . . . ‘I’m so glad I wasn’t
discouraged,’ she said. ‘So am I.’ He put his warm lips to her mouth
and she felt his body cleave tightly to hers” (SCS 368--71, LI 458--62).
Françoise’s acting onher desires is rewardedwith amiracle of our am-
biguous condition when our embodiment enables us to unite with
another embodied consciousness thus overcoming, ever so briefly,
our separation. The body is philosophically significant for Bergson,
who describes the body as a “privileged image,” “the seat of affection
and . . . the source of action,which I adopt as the centre ofmyuniverse
and as the physical basis of my personality” (MAM 64). Françoise’s
hesitant decision, after so many months of desire for Gerbert, also
mirrors Bergson’s description of a truly free act as one in which
“a self . . . lives and develops by means of its very hesitations, un-
til the free action drops from it like an over-ripe fruit” (TFW 176--77,
DIC 136).

Pierre, whose affair with Xavière has ended, insists that
Françoise’s affair with Gerbert be kept secret, since Pierre has con-
vinced Xavière to love Gerbert exclusively. Françoise gloatingly
agrees: “‘I’ve won,’ thought Françoise triumphantly. Once again she
existed alone, with no obstacle at the heart of her destiny . . .Xavière
was now but a futile, living pulsation” (SCS 375, LI 467). Xavière,
having rejected Françoise’s love, has won her hatred.

Several months later, with the war begun and the men gone,
Françoise brings Xavière to Paris, out of a nostalgia that reeks of bad
faith: “Therewas no longer any future. The past alonewas real, and it
was in Xavière that the past was incarnate” (SCS 387--88, LI 481--82).
Xavière, breaking into Françoise’s desk, discovers Gerbert’s love let-
ters and the secret affair. Françoise feels herself “crushed by a deadly
weight. Her love for Gerbert was there before her, black as treason.”
Françoise begs Xavière to understand; Xavière refuses: “With horror
Françoise saw thewomanXavièrewas confrontingwith blazing eyes,
this woman who was herself . . . ‘I was jealous of her. I took Gerbert
from her’ . . . ‘I did that, I.’” As long as Xavière exists, Françoise’s be-
trayal exists: “‘My guilty face exists in the flesh’ . . . . ‘Either she or I.
It shall be I’” (SCS 399--402, LI 497--501).

Françoise walks to the kitchen and turns off the gas meter, then
she returns toXavière’s room: “‘Giveme a chance not to feel odiously
guilty.’” Xavière scoffs at her: “‘I would rather drop dead.’” Françoise
puts her hand on the gas range and turns the valve. “‘I’m imploring
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you,’ she said. ‘Imploring!,’ Xavière laughed. ‘I’m not a noble soul.’”
Françoise leaves the room; Xavière bolts the door.

Alone . . . Relying now solely on herself . . . [Françoise] walked into the
kitchen and put her hand on the lever of the gas meter. Her hand tight-
ened . . . Face to face with her solitude, beyond space, beyond time, stood
this enemy presence that had for so long crushed her with its blind shadow:
Xavière was there, existing only for herself . . . she was absolute separation.
And yet it was only necessary to pull down this lever to annihilate her . . .
[H]ow was it possible for a consciousness not her own to exist? In that case,
it was she who did not exist. She repeated. “She or I,” and pulled down the
lever . . . Françoise was alone . . . She had acted alone . . .No one could con-
demn or absolve her. Her act was her own . . . It was her will that was in
the process of accomplishing itself, nothing could separate her from herself
any longer. She had finally chosen. She had chosen herself. [SCS 403--04,
LI 502--03]

Beauvoir’s focus on Françoise’s hand as it tightens first on the lever
of the gasmeter and then on the valve on the stove, mirrors Bergson’s
focus on muscular effort in Time and Free Will, where he discusses
the effort “to clench the fist with increasing force” (TFW 24) and
in his discussion of human freedom in Matter and Memory, where
he also focuses on the movement of the hand (MAM 246). Bergson
is interested in freedom’s reliance on the body, which has “the sole
function of preparing actions” (MAM 82). But is this murder a free
act, or is it a product of deception and bad faith, denying the moral
reality of the Other’s existence as Françoise had earlier denied its
metaphysical reality? Consider Bergson’s description of the free act,
in Time and Free Will:

in the depths of the self, below the most reasonable ponderings over most
reasonable pieces of advice, something else was going on -- a gradual heat-
ing and a sudden boiling over of feelings and ideas . . .We find that we have
decided without any reason, and perhaps even against every reason. But, in
certain cases, that is the best of reasons. For the action which has been per-
formed . . . agrees with the whole of our most intimate feelings, thoughts and
aspirations . . . and this absence of any tangible reason is the more striking
the deeper our freedom goes. [TFW 169--70]

Beauvoir portrays the murder in Bergsonian terms, as an act of gen-
uine freedom -- instinctual, irrational, and asocial. Françoise, once
the personification of conventional morality, sees her suppressed
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hatred break through the crust of social convention. Françoise ex-
periences the murder, which goes against every reason, as the choice
of herself, thus as the expression of her deepest self.
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6 Philosophy in Beauvoir’s fiction

A critic of the currently popular genre “Reality TV” sums up the
enterprise: the basic idea is that the watchers and the watched will
more or less forget about the cameras, “and the result will be raw,
emotion-packed -- and tedious.”1 Having pointed out that the exten-
sive editing of such programs to adapt them to the respective tastes
of Europe and America means that viewers are surely not in fact
getting an unadorned slice of reality, this critic hypothesizes that
“reality TV” is in principle an oxymoron. The general hypothesis
may bewrong;RoadRules andRealWorld seem to show that normal
teenagers discussing their feelings can forget all about the cameras
and behave naturally. Still, the very availability of the kind of infor-
mation supplied by “Reality TV” raises an important question, one
which was anticipated by Simone de Beauvoir in her 1965 contribu-
tion to the forum,Quepeut la littérature? She describes readingChil-
dren of Sánchez, an account put together from tapes that recorded
the daily conversations of a father and his four children off and on
over an eight-year period.2 The advantage of this format of collecting
and presenting information, she observes, is that the reader receives
a presentation of family life from multiple viewpoints, the sort of
thing that literary works frequently try to do. One could, she says,
produce more works of this kind -- technologically we could record
and present information about the daily inner workings of all sorts
of social units. If we did so, she asks, “Would literature still have a
role to play?” Beauvoir’s answer is “Yes” (QPL 74--75). The differ-
ence between information and literature, she says, has to do with
the basic features of the human condition and with the distinctive
way in which literature functions.

129
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Each of us is “situated” in an absolutely individual -- or “singu-
lar” -- relationship with the world, which is a single world for all of
us by virtue of being “the interplay of all the individual situations
as they overlap and envelop each other.” There is a plenitude which
is being, and it is that being to which I and others are related by our
situations, in which we are involved by our actions. We experience
the world as common, and we experience others as claimants on it
and as involved in it.

The singularity of our individual situations is in a sense “irre-
ducible.” I have got my particular “view” or “involvement” in the
world, which is never experienced as completely confounded with
yours. “I” never means for you what it means for me; neither, for
that matter, can “green” or “anguish” be assumed to refer to identi-
cal experiences for the two of us.

Still, despite the irreducible singularity of our individual situa-
tions, the most fundamental features of our separate existences --
and a fortiori of our separate involvements in the world -- are the
same; for each of us there is a unique “taste of our own life,” an ir-
reducible separation from the others by virtue of having a particular
and singular point of view or involvement vis-à-vis the whole world,
a unique and separate death (QPL 77). This sameness means that
our individual situations are not completely closed with respect to
each other. Language gives us a means of communicating precisely
because the basic features of our individual situations are every time
the same; you can understand what I mean by “I,” just as you can
understand my references to red and green (QPL 77--79).

All genuine literature, autobiography, novel, or essay, has an ine-
liminable role to play because it allows us to bridge our “irreducible
separation” from each other. Authentic literature thus distinguishes
itself sharply from what Beauvoir calls “information.” When “infor-
mation” is communicated to me, I “annex” something to my own
situation, tomyworld.When I read about the Sánchez family,myun-
derstanding of the world comes to include amore articulatedMexico
and the members of the family who live there, in place of my pre-
vious indeterminate sense that the world more or less keeps going
on south of Texas. “Literature” functions differently: “This is the
miracle of literature and is what distinguishes it from information:
it is that a truth which is other becomes mine without ceasing to be
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other. I give up my ‘I’ in favor of the ‘I’ of the person who is speaking;
and nonetheless I remain myself” (QPL 82).

The special power of literature is thus that it allows us to pass
beyond our separation from one another -- precisely by remaining
aware that we are separate, although we coinhabit a point of view.
The expression “point of view,” says Beauvoir, is open to the objec-
tion that it is “a little idealistic . . . as if our relationship to the world
were simply one of reflecting it in consciousness” (QPL 80--81). It is
preferable to talk about one’s “situation,” which denotes the active
and involved relationship of each consciousness to its world. When
I read literature, then, I remain perfectly aware that I am not Kafka
or Balzac; yet, I adopt the novelist’s situation, so to speak, from the
inside out.

For the writer, literature has a double importance. It confers upon
the writer’s transient situation-in-progress a certain immortality
(QPL 89); insofar as Beauvoir’s “irreducibly singular,” transient an-
guish or happiness is expressed in literature, it can become the sit-
uation for you or me as reader, albeit a situation shared only in the
imagination. That unique relationship to reality in its irreducible
singularity then exists anew. Moreover, for every genuine work, the
writing is one’s attempt, as a writer, to work out and make compre-
hensible the relationship between two “incomplete totalities”: the
world and one’s experience. Literature thus enables one, as a writer,
to achieve self-understanding through a comprehension of one’s sit-
uation, and in adopting the writer’s “I,” I thereby adopt that “inves-
tigation” of the writer’s world and share the writer’s discovery of self
and world (QPL 84).3

These ideas about the general role of literature are a constant in
Beauvoir’s thinking. She sees a difference, however, between fictive
literature and other kinds of literature. She addresses this question
first in her essay of 1946, “Littérature et métaphysique,” in which
she distinguishes between writingmetaphysics and writing a “meta-
physical novel” as two different ways in which, as a writer, one can
express to the reader the ideas suggested by one’s lived contact with
concrete things and events, a contact that is in itself inexhaustible
and colored by action, emotion, and feeling (LM 1154). In writing
a metaphysical essay, one forces oneself to express some universal
meaning in abstract language, then to impose these ideas on the
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reader (LM 1154). In contrast, even the “novel of ideas”makes amore
radical appeal to freedom. In reading a novel, readers go through the
experience of things and events in imagination; they exercise their
freedom to judge, interpret, and react -- as if the world of the novel
were reality itself (LM 1154--55). For the author as well, the novel is
more of an experiment than the metaphysical treatise. The charac-
ters of a novel do not, of course, literally wander about the writer’s
room, exercising their freedom to the astonishment and consterna-
tion of the writer. Nevertheless,

If he wants the reader to believe in the creations he puts forward, it is neces-
sary that the novelist believe in them strongly enough to discover in them
a meaning which bounces back against his original idea; this will give rise
to unforeseen problems, twists and turns, and developments. Thus as the
narrative continues to unroll, he watches truths appear whose faces are un-
familiar to him, and questions arise to which he has no answer. [LM 1157]

Another source of information about the relationship between Beau-
voir’s fiction and her nonfictional writing is her multivolume au-
tobiography, published beginning in 1958, in which she describes
how she worked through and discovered the meanings of crises of
her life experience through her novels, by “transposing” real occur-
rences into a fictional world.4 The volumes of the autobiography are
retrospective in relation to the writing of the novels, and Beauvoir’s
recollections of her own intentions and motivations are sometimes
suspect. Still, because of the remarkable juxtaposition of literary au-
tobiography, “metaphysical fiction,” and philosophical reflection,
Beauvoir offers us a rare opportunity to examine the relationship be-
tween the “novel of ideas” and the author’s philosophical writings
in the light of her own views about what she was attempting to do in
each genre, what she accomplished, and what each accomplishment
meant.

It is clearly Beauvoir’s view that her novels and her philosophical
essays have a common field of reference in the historical events and
people of her life experience. In her case, the “metaphysical novels”
are as much about her life experience in their own way as her auto-
biography and philosophical essays are. For example, her novel The
Mandarins is described by Beauvoir in the third volume of her auto-
biography, The Force of Circumstance, as an attempt to understand
and come to terms with “shattered illusions” (FC 274). For Beauvoir,
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thismeant, first of all, a sense of personal failure connected to the dis-
integration of the Left in postwar France; she had come to realize that
instead of an organized and unified opposition to the combination
of bourgeois values, rigid class structure, and societal and govern-
mental repression, which she associated with the situation of prewar
France, there would be a climate of sustained acrimony and rejection
by wartime ideological allies. Less obviously, perhaps, in the story
of Anne’s love affair with an American writer, The Mandarins is an
attempt on Beauvoir’s part to come to terms with her own decision
to define herself within this French intellectual world and in terms
of her life with Jean-Paul Sartre. She composed the characters and
their interactions, she says, in order to “step back from my recent
experiences to see them better . . . I was interested in all the things
that made our world . . .To talk about myself, I had to talk about us
in the sense in which we used that word in 1944” (FC 275).

The Mandarins is not really a philosophical novel. Its political-
historical story is told in terms of individual passions, friendships,
and rejections; in writing it Beauvoir did not put forward a large-scale
philosophy of history.5 Perhaps more importantly, although the fa-
miliar themes of Beauvoir’s philosophical position are everywhere
in evidence in the novel, they are not essential to understanding the
characters’ motivations, and they are not themselves at issue. At one
point, Anne’s awareness that she and her husband are now living par-
allel lives crystallizes; she remembers seeing him that morning and
finding her gaze arrested by his teeth, “the only constant thing about
a body.” Fairly soon, she realizes, she could find herself alone look-
ing at Robert stretched out on a bed, “his skin waxen, a false smile
on his lips.” “They can mix our ashes together,” she thinks, “but
they won’t unite our deaths . . . each of us is alone, imprisoned in his
body, with his arteries hardening under his withering skin . . .with
his death which ripens noiselessly inside him, and which separates
him from everyone else.”6 This fairly typical existentialist insight
reveals the extent of Anne’s sense of isolation; yet it is not this ap-
prehension of each individual’s essential existential separation that
brings Anne near to suicide, but rather her sense of futility in the
face of the fallout from the war and its aftermath and her realization
that who she has become cuts her off from becoming the person she
wants to be. She is turned aside from death by the thought that she
has no business leaving the baby alone in the garden in order to come
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up to her room and take the chloral, then by the wider thought that
she has no business imposing her corpse and her death on her family.
“I would die alone,” she thinks, “yet it’s the others who would live
this, my death” (M 759). Again, Anne’s thinking about her death is
almost formulaically existentialist. Still, what turns her away from
suicide is not this metaphysical insight but her own personality:
Anne is someone who is who she is through and for others. In the
end, the fact that she has nothing to live for personally is not a good
enough reason for killing herself.

By contrast, Beauvoir’s earlier, more “metaphysical” novels are
integrally related to the basic themes of the philosophical position
made current by herself and Sartre and by such writer-philosophers
as Merleau-Ponty and Camus. In these novels, basic existentialist
ideas and their consequences are actively under investigation. This
is particularly true of the 1943 novel L’invitée (She Came to Stay),
in which the main character confronts “the scandal of the Other.”

she came to stay: the stuff of a murderess?

She Came to Stay is an intense and beautiful novel that ends with a
singularly aseptic and fairly unpremeditated murder. Standing out-
side Xavière’s apartment with the door bolted behind her, Françoise
envisions Xavière inside:

She was there, existing only for herself, entirely turned in upon herself, re-
ducing to nothing everything she excluded; she enclosed the entire world
in her own triumphant solitude, she expanded outwards without limit, in-
finite and unique; everything she was she drew from within herself; she
rejected every hold on her; she was absolute separation. And nonetheless it
would be enough to pull down this handle to annihilate her. Annihilate a
consciousness. “How could I?” thought Françoise. But how could there be
a consciousness which was not her own? In that case, it would be she who
did not exist. She repeated, “She or I?” She pulled down the handle. [LI 418;
cf. SCS 403--04]7

Looking back upon this scene in the second volume of her autobi-
ography, The Prime of Life, Beauvoir says that she did not much
care whether Françoise’s murder of Xavière is the right solution or
not -- She Came to Stay is not a novel written to prove any point.
Indeed, Beauvoir describes Françoise as someone who “has given up
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on looking for an ethical solution to the problem of coexistence.”8

She would consider herself satisfied, Beauvoir says, “if those who are
wholly opposed to her decision nonetheless believe in it” (PL 340;
FA 123). What is at issue, then, is whether the reader can follow the
events of the narrative to the point of finding it credible in that final
moment that turning the gas on, leaving Xavière behind her locked
door with the gas jet open, is exactly what Françoise would do to
save herself whole and free from threatened dissolution -- so that
it becomes clear that this dramatic ending to the story of Françoise,
Xavière, and Pierre is not just Beauvoir’s contrived and desperateway
of stopping a novel she could not figure out how to finish, but “the
very motor force behind the novel, and its reason for being” (PL 340;
FA 123).

On a flat retelling of the story of Françoise, Xavière, and Pierre,
prospects look dim for establishing this sort of credibility for the
dramatic climax of She Came to Stay, for on the face of it these are
normal people tracing their way through the ordinary complexities
of an everyday sort of situation. Pierre and Françoise have found their
way to a life together with Pierre’s revolutionary work in the theatre
as their common goal. Their intimacy has drifted into habit. The
teenage Xavière attaches herself first to Françoise, then increasingly
to Pierre, offering uncertainty, and excitement, to both of them. To
Pierre in particular she offers a chance to see everything anew in
a fresh and critical light. In his attempts to attract Xavière, Pierre
betrays his understanding with Françoise in a thousand ways. He
flirts with Xavière’s dismissive attitude towards his own values and
achievements and exhibits crude and unreasoning sexual jealousy
when Xavière goes behind his back to start up a flirtation with
Gerbert. Xavière comes to dislike and resent Françoise and demands
that Pierre give up his relationship with her. Françoise begins her
own affair with Gerbert. In the end, Xavière turns on Françoise in a
jealous rage, and Françoise, jealous of theway Xavière attracts Pierre,
and confused and guilty about her own affair with Gerbert, responds
by turning on the gas and leaving Xavière to die. If that is all there is
to the story of Françoise, Xavière, Pierre, and Gerbert -- an everyday
string of melancholy inevitabilities -- then the novel ought to have
an ordinary ending.

Beauvoir is surely able to write an everyday ending to an ordinary
tale of loss and disorientation. In the final scene of The Mandarins
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Anne comes downstairs to rejoin her family, hoping that their lives
will somehow give her a reason to live her own life for the next
ten years or so. In “A Woman Destroyed,” a middle-aged woman
comes to realize finally that she has no place in life; her husband is
wrapped up in the possessive demands of his youngmistress, and her
children are living their own lives without her. Finally she sits alone
facing the connecting doors of their apartment and feels the future
crouching behind the door like some hideous presence. “The door to
the future will open,” she thinks; “There is only this door and what
is watching behind it. I am afraid. And I cannot call anyone to help
me. I am afraid” (FR 250--51; cf. WD 220).9

These are everyday resolutions in ordinary lives that have come
unstuck: Living for others. Paralysis. Resignation. If Xavière is just
an everyday threat to Françoise in hermiddle-aged life, then the story
ought to have some such ordinary ending. Killing someone, however,
is not a commonplace action, as Beauvoir comments in The Prime
of Life (PL 339); Beauvoir worries that Françoise as she is presented
is just not the sort of person who would actually kill someone, that
Xavière is not a sufficiently malign presence to excite so violent a
reaction (FC 339). Perhaps, she speculates, she ought at least to have
set the story in the provinces, where a tale of ordinary emotions
that acquire violent intensity and tragic dimensions would be more
credible (FC 343).

The narrative of She Came to Stay offered Beauvoir several oppor-
tunities to end things in some ordinary way. When Françoise is first
stricken by the realization that Pierre and Xavière are coming to an
understanding that closes her out, she is desolated by the loss of the
reciprocity of vision with Pierre that gave her world its meaning. For
Françoise, “It was as if the world had been emptied out; there was
nothing more to fear, but nothing more to love either. There was ab-
solutely nothing. There was nothing but an ill-defined accumulation
of indifferent moments, nothing but a disordered swarm of flesh and
thought, with death at the end” (LI 133; cf. SCS 130).

Beauvoirmight have ended SheCame to Staywith Françoise’smo-
ment of paralysis, but the narrative goes on. During Françoise’s bout
with pneumonia, Pierre and Xavière draw closer; upon her recovery,
the carefully balanced triangle with Xavière disintegrates. Françoise
is shattered by the realization that Xavière has long since ceased to be
a mere complementary part of her universe and has become instead
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a living, hating source of jealousy and resistance and an implaca-
ble arbiter of Françoise’s own existence. She has become an “irre-
ducible and alien consciousness.” Françoise feels herself completely
excluded; she has allowed herself to dissolve in this vast universe
in which she has no part. “Why should it be she rather than I?,”
Françoise asks herself. “Never before had she achieved with such
perfect lucidity her own annihilation” (LI 302; cf. SCS 292).

She Came to Stay could have ended here, like “A Woman De-
stroyed,” with a vivid vision of annihilation, but Beauvoir goes on
with her story. Eventually Françoise discovers that she has encour-
aged a reconciliation between Pierre and Xavière, only to find that
Xavière has used the brief moment of mutual understanding to draw
Pierre into betraying his “love of devotion” for herself. Finally, and
dramatically, she allows her feelings towards Xavière to focus into
something, “powerful and free, opening out at last without con-
straint; it was hate” (LI 369; cf. SCS 357). If Beauvoir was bent on
finding Françoise a way of extricating herself from the trap of a de-
structive triangle with Pierre and Xavière, surely this powerful mo-
ment of emotional crystallization could have served as a conclusion
for the novel.

Yet the ultimate ending of She Came to Stay seemed necessary
to Beauvoir when she wrote the novel; she reached Françoise’s mo-
ment of paralysis, her instant of annihilation, the point at which her
hatred of Xavière crystallizes -- and continued her story. There was,
it seems, a kind of dynamic inner logic to the story of Françoise that
demanded the ending the novel got. Beauvoir explains that the mur-
der of Xavière had deep personal meaning for her because it allowed
her to work out her hostility towards Sartre and Olga (cf. PL, 238--43,
254--61, especially 340). But as Beauvoir herself says, fiction comes
from pulverizing the resources of real life so that something new, the
work, comes out of them (FC 280). The novel has got to work and
have meaning, if it does, because of its own narrative logic.

Looking back on her works, Beauvoir says of The Mandarins that
she avoided ending it, as she did She Came to Stay, by assigning
to her protagonist a final action “motivated by purely metaphysi-
cal reasons” (FC 283). In order to understand what makes the mur-
der of Xavière inevitable, then, it seems that we need to bring into
sharper focus a second, “metaphysical” layer of narrative. The meta-
physical framework by means of which Beauvoir organized reality
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in 1943 was the existentialist phenomenology that she sums up in
her first published philosophical essay, Pyrrhus et Cinéas, in which
the central point of discussion is the confrontation of conscious-
ness with the Other, the “scandale de l’autre,” and the necessity of
violence.

metaphysical narrative: incarnation, violence
and recovery

On a deeper, “metaphysical” level, She Came to Stay is the story
of Françoise’s incarnation. At the start of the novel, Beauvoir says,
Françoise has “literally no ‘moi’” (PL 338). She has no sense of herself
as someone with definite outlines over against the world and others.
She experiences herself as a sort of pure and transparent sentience
from which the world extends unproblematically outwards. “I am at
the heart of my world,” she thinks, “I am here at the heart of my
life . . .wherever I go, the rest of the world moves with me” (LI 13;
cf. SCS 14--15). She has no sense of her own reality in the world, or
of her presence to others; her face “was always an agreeable surprise
to her when she encountered it in a mirror -- ordinarily she was not
even aware of having one” (LI 21; cf. SCS 22). Her “happiness” with
Pierre gives her no sense of herself as a person, because she thinks of
herself and Pierre as perfect reflections of each other. Everything that
has reality for either of them has a place in the seamless, common
world they share. Others, like Gerbert and Xavière, are simply part of
her world; with everyone except Pierre, whose appearance she hardly
notices any more than her own, she is extraordinarily conscious of
hair, of eyes, of the feel of physical contact; she sees their lives and
experiences, when she thinks of them, as an extension of her own
experience. In the café with Xavière, she reflects that “what most
delighted her was to have annexed this pathetic little existence to
her life; for now, like Gerbert, like Ines, like Canzetti, Xavière be-
longed to her; nothing ever gave Françoise so much joy as this kind
of possession” (LI 19; cf. SCS 20).

The first palpable sign that this world is disintegrating is
Françoise’s discovery that she and Pierre do not see Xavière’s be-
havior in the same light. They have both been shocked to discover
that Xavière has toldGerbert that the three of them sneaked off with-
out him for an evening of fun; but Françoise finds that Pierre takes
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quite a favorable view of what Xavière has done and her very suspect
account of why she did it:

“She isn’t entirely lying, either; it is necessary to interpretwhat she says,”
said Pierre. Onewould have thought hewas talking about the Pythian oracle.

“Where are you going with this?” said Françoise impatiently. Pierre gave
a crooked smile.

“Doesn’t it strike you that she was in the end reproaching me with not
having seen her since Friday?”

“Yes,” said Françoise, “That shows that she is beginning to like you.”
“With that young lady to begin and to go to the end are the same thing, I

think,” said Pierre.
“What do you mean?”
“I think that she likes me very much,” said Pierre with an air of smug

complacency which was partly assumed, but in part revealed an inner sat-
isfaction. Françoise was shocked at it. Ordinarily Pierre’s calculated coarse-
ness amused her. But he respected Xavière, the fondness which had shone
in his smiles at the Pôle Nord had not been feigned; his cynicism made her
uneasy. [LI 117--18; cf. SCS 115]

Françoise has lost her sense of complete metaphysical complicity
with Pierre. She sees him preening himself, fatuously overcompli-
cating Xavière in his attempt to construe her behavior as a response
to him. His attempt to distance himself through a play of facetious
crudity shows that he ismore interested in Xavière than he is willing
to admit. She has become aware, too, that Xavière is manipulating
her and using her to interact with Pierre. Françoise is thus becoming
aware of herself as something in the world, present to other people
as something to be assessed, used, and abused. From this point on,
Françoise is increasingly conscious of herself as definite and limited;
she is a woman who has never learned to dance and has never shot
the Colorado in a canoe (LI 150; cf. SCS 149). She becomes acutely
aware that others have a separate presence to the world, which she
sees only from the outside. She is set up for that terrible moment of
disorientation when she discovers that she is exiled from the world
about which she said happily, “I am at the heart of my world”; she is
annihilated as the pure, transparent center of that world, and has
fallen into the world and into genuine involvement with others.
Beauvoir describes this first stage of Françoise’s incarnation as a fall
from a kind of “absolute subjectivity”: “One thing consoled her for
her downfall; limited and vulnerable, she became a human creature
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with precise contours, and situated precisely at a certain point on
the earth” (PL 338).

This kind of “downfall” is described by Beauvoir in philosophical
and abstract terms in Pyrrhus et Cinéas. We are first of all “for our-
selves,” consciousness, “the fact of transcendence which goes before
every goal or purpose”; “it is not for others that each of us transcends
himself” (PC 96). But we are in fact in the world; we must also on
some level be aware that we are not pure transcendence; “we also
desire to escape from this contingency, from the arbitrariness of pure
presence” (PC 96). It is over against others and their projects that we
ourselves and our actions and our achievements have being as part
of the world (PC 96); “We need others in order for our existence to
become grounded and necessary” (PC 96). We have being for others
insofar as we affect their projects positively or negatively; “For the
Other we are thus nothing but a means, even when we pose an ob-
stacle” (PC 86). Others can play this role in our existence only on the
condition that we understand them as consciousness, as present to
themselves aswe ourselves are for ourselves. The encounter with the
Other brings me face to face with a world which is not mine, which
is not organized in accordance with my values and objectives; the
Other thus presents me with a metaphysical “affront,” or “scandal”
(PC 89).

“Obstacle” and “scandal” are thus technical terms for Beauvoir.
“Scandal” has considerable latitude. In the narrower sense, that we
affront the Other with “scandal” denotes a particular coexistential
strategy against the Other; “we demand that he grasp that his project
is separate from ours; we attempt to become for him an object of
ridicule and hatred; thus there can be no more complicity between
us” (PC 106--07). Yet Beauvoir also uses “scandalous presence” or
“scandalous existence” in an extremely broad sense, which denotes
the presence to consciousness of anything that it is not, but most
particularly the presence of a consciousness that it is not. I am such
a scandalous existence for the Other just by virtue of the fact that
“whatever I undertake, I exist before him. I am there for him. I am
blended with the scandalous existence of everything which he is not;
I am the facticity of his situation” (PC 89).

Beauvoir later criticizes Pyrrhus et Cinéas for being too subjec-
tivistic and idealistic, for treating existence for the Other as some-
thing encountered more or less as an accident by the fully formed
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individual engaged in his fully and independently formulated project
in the world. In her judgment, Pyrrhus et Cinéas thus falls victim to
the very philosophical individualism it was trying to avoid (FC 549).
She Came to Stay succeeds as a novel where Pyrrhus et Cinéas is
flawed as a philosophical treatise, precisely because Beauvoir instinc-
tively presents Françoise’s original state of innocence as a kind of
false consciousness. Françoise has had an occasional intimation of
the significance of others as centers of consciousness like herself; she
has had the fleeting fear that she herself is “nothingmore than some-
one else’s mental image” (LI 15; cf. SCS 16). More importantly, in
her unguarded moments she is dissatisfied with her lack of involve-
ment in the world -- she envies Xavière for her rapturous involve-
ment in the “sharp and unforgettable taste” of the here and now;
and she envies Elizabeth, Pierre’s unhappy sister, for a suffering that
is “violent and real” (LI 31; cf. SCS 32). She wonders if she is not in
reality slightly bored by her happiness with Pierre; “imprisoned in
happiness” (LI 31; cf. SCS 32), she thinks -- then hastily thrusts the
thought away.

Xavière intrudes with convincing force into this unstable world.
As soon as she and Pierre disagree about Xavière, Françoise recog-
nizes that she was wrong in thinking that they had reached a state
of perfect reciprocity. Instead, she realizes, she has tried to submerge
herself in Pierre, who has always retained a certain independence --
which he is quick to reassert as soon as his objectives diverge from
hers, as they do immediately when he begins his attempt to at-
tach Xavière to himself. Françoise quickly becomes dependent on
Xavière’s separate vision of her, because it gives her an authentic
sense of herself as “a human creaturewith precise contours” (PL 338)
and not merely as a pure and disembodied spectator or as Pierre’s
reflection. It is this dependence that lays her open to a shattering
vision of Xavière as “scandal,” as an irreducible Other arising with
annihilating force, existing in its own freedom for itself:

Day after day, minute after minute, Françoise had fled the danger, but it had
happened; she had finallymetwith the insuperable obstacle ofwhich she had
had indistinct intimations from her earliest childhood. Through Xavière’s
maniacal joy, through her hatred and jealousy, the scandal burst upon her as
monstrous and definite as death. Facing Françoise, and nevertheless without
her, everything existed as a condemnation without possibility of appeal:
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free, absolute, irreducible, an alien consciousness was rising. It was like
death, a total negation, an eternal absence; and nonetheless, in shocking
contradiction, this abyss of non-being could make itself present to itself and
make itself exist for itself in its fullness. The entire universe was engulfed
by her, and Françoise, forever dispossessed of her world, herself dissolved in
this void, whose infinity no word and no image could encompass. [LI 301;
cf. SCS 291]

Pierre is struck with something between wonder and amusement
that Françoise is so concretely affected by the realization that some-
one else has a consciousness like hers: what surprises him, he says,
is that she is touched so concretely “by a metaphysical situation”
(LI 311; cf. SCS 301).

Given a chance to break off the affair between Pierre and Xavière,
Françoise does not do so. In part, she is surely afraid that if she asks
Pierre to give up the relationship, he will resent it. And in any event,
she cannot go back to her sense of innocent complicity with Pierre.
Pierre has addressed her sharply; she has noticed the little jut of his
lips when he does not get his way, the fatuous little smile on his face
when he hasmade some trifling advance with Xavière; she has taken
to concealing much of her thought from him. These facts cannot be
unmade. But in part, too, Françoise is unwilling to demand that the
affair be broken off, because she cannot return to being a pure and
uninvolved spectator. She has come to crave being immersed in a
flow of intense self-consciousness, the cycle of conflict and recon-
ciliation, and the struggle for control.

Dependence on the Other and its consequences are a central con-
cern of Pyrrhus et Cinéas. Human projects are separate, and even
opposed; yet my own projects attain substance and being only in-
sofar as they exist for another. As a result, I must sometimes feel
that I am condemned to be divided between my vision of myself
as a process oriented towards my future and the Other’s vision of
me as fact in the world in which his projects are to be realized. It
is unavoidable that for each of us interaction with the Other has a
fundamental element of struggle for control, each of us attempting
to co-opt the Other in order to establish control of who we are and
how the world will be (PC 111). Moreover, the very fact that we are
separate, with distinct projects, means that as we each attempt to
bring about a future that is aligned favorably with our respective
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projects, those projects twist together in a complicated interplay of
strategy and counterstrategy (PC 105--06). “It is necessary to me that
the Other project me towards a future that I recognize as my own; I
am checked decisively if my action achieves significance by virtue
of becoming useful to my enemies” (PC 106).

Pyrrhus et Cinéas is deeply ambivalent about the transition from
this inescapable interplay of strategic checks and counterchecks to
violence. On the one hand, justification for my own actions, she
says, requires that others freely recognize the value of my actions.
Violence is simple negation of the Other as consciousness; it em-
bodies the determination to interact with the Other as Object. To
the extent that I simply negate the projects of others, I treat them
as “obstacles”; I lose the possibility of significant recognition and
acceptance on their part, thus losing any possibility that my own
actions be justified. “I give up being able to treat them as free, and
I correspondingly restrict what I can be” (PC 116). Violence is thus
self-defeating because the Other as pure Object is of no use to me in
my project of self-validation.

On the other hand, at the time she wrote Pyrrhus et Cinéas Beau-
voir was strongly attracted to the idea that if struggle with others
is ubiquitous and unavoidable, then to that extent violence is in-
evitable as well. So long as there are individuals in their necessary
struggle against each other, she says, “We are condemned to check
and be checked because we are condemned to violence. We are con-
demned to violence becauseman is divided and opposed within him-
self, because men are separate and opposed to each other” (PC 117).

It is hard to see exactly how this sweeping conclusion that we
are condemned to violence is reached here. The argument looks to
be backwards. It seems that Beauvoir ought to argue here from the
unavoidability of opposition to each other to the conclusion that
the situation of checks and counterchecks is inevitable and that vi-
olence is a necessary realization of this unavoidable situation. It is
also somewhat unclear what the conclusion means in real terms,
for “violence” seems to be a semitechnical term with a troublesome
latitude ofmeaning. It can be used very broadly simply to denote con-
flict of interest, it seems -- in this sense there is “violence” whenever
my project is incompatible with yours, perhaps whenever we both
espy the same pair of sale-priced shoes, and certainly when we both
stretch out our hands for them. In such a case I need not, it seems,
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fail to recognize you as another consciousness. Indeed, a normal level
of conflicting objectives seems to be, as Beauvoir says elsewhere in
Pyrrhus et Cinéas, compatible with cooperation and communication
with others. But “violence” can also be used in a narrower sense to
designate the situation in which I use some sort of force to eliminate
you as a significantOther. Violence in the broader sense is inevitable,
it seems; but this conclusion is not particularly shocking to anyone
who has shopped in bargain basements. In the stronger, narrower
sense violence seems to be one strategy of coexistence among many,
and it is hard to see why it should be inevitable in every situation,
even if Beauvoir were right about the metaphysical necessity of con-
flict of interest.

Still, in 1944 Beauvoir clearly tended to think that violence in the
stronger, narrower sense was an inevitable realization of the state of
struggle that is the unavoidable condition of our coexistence with
others, even if she also recognized that violence was in some sense
self-defeating. Indeed, she went further in her positive assessment of
the significance of violence: “By violence onemakes an infant a man
and a horde into a society. To renounce the struggle is to renounce
transcendence, to renounce being” (PC 117). Thus violence can give
rise to an evolution from a lower to a higher level of consciousness.
This is precisely because violence is the actualization and real ex-
pression of the Self’s definition of itself and its projects.

It is no accident that She Came to Stay ends with an act of vio-
lence. As the quintessential Other, Xavière invites violence. She is
entirelywrapped up in herself; she repeatedly expresses her contempt
for any way of seeing things or acting that is other than her own. At
any given moment, Xavière is completely consumed by whatever
desire or attitude seizes her. When she is balked of any objective,
no matter how trifling her interest in it, she responds with blind
rage and condemnation. When she is irritated by attempts to impose
schedules upon her or expectations that she will defer pleasures or
act from decency and devotion, she is completely consumed by her
contempt for Françoise.

It can happen that my disregard encompass the entire person, and not just
some particular area of competence. It is the project of his being as a whole
which we reject, against which we fight. Thus my disregard becomes con-
tempt. I am entirely indifferent to the opinion of someone for whom I have
contempt. Out of contempt, one says, “I do not want your opinion,” and
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even “I am not speaking to you,” for every time I speak, every time I express
myself, I make an appeal. True contempt is silence. It removes the last trace
of contradiction, of scandal. [PC 106]

In the earlier scene in which Françoise has her terrifying vision of
Xavière as malign Other, Xavière has retreated into one of her alien-
ated silences. Her silence has annihilated Françoise, who thinks of
Xavière as “a beautiful face with a scandalous presence lurking be-
hind it” (LI 301; cf. SCS 291). But on that earlier occasion, Pierre
was present to mediate the moment of conflict. In the final scene of
the novel, Pierre and Gerbert have gone off to war, leaving Xavière
and Françoise alone with each other. Xavière flies into a fury of con-
tempt at Françoise, and her rejection of Françoise carries over into
action: she refuses to speak with Françoise any more and bolts the
door behind her. “She or I?” Françoise asks. And this time she resorts
to violence; by turning on the gas she ensures that behind that door,
where Xavière is now sleeping, there will soon be no “scandalous
presence.”10

Alone. She had acted alone. As alone as if in death. One day Pierre would
know. But even he would know this act only from the outside. No one could
condemn her or absolve her. Her act belonged to her alone. “It is I who
willed it.” It was her will which was being done; nothing separated her from
herself anymore. She had finally chosen. She had chosen herself. [LI 418; cf.
SCS 404]

The original title of Beauvoir’s novel, which she gave up at her pub-
lisher’s insistence, was Légitime défense; the implication of the title,
surely, is that the violence against Xavière is justifiable. Moreover, it
is difficult to read this final scene other than as a triumphant emer-
gence of Françoise as an authentic individual. From pure spectator
at the start of the narrative she has developed through her struggle
with Xavière into a free agent actively incarnate in the world, with
an authentic consciousness of herself in separation from others. It is
Françoise’s will that is being done. By violence she has freed herself.

ambiguity

She Came to Stay does not end with a vision of Françoise stricken by
the awareness that she has eliminated her own possibility for justi-
fication in eliminating Xavière’s destructive vision of her. What has
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become of Beauvoir’s understanding of violence as a self-defeating
strategy?

For one thing, of course, within the story Françoise still projects
the reaction of the absent Pierre asOther.More importantly, the very
nature of fiction undercuts Françoise’s view that there is no one to
witness her action. She is also present to the reader, whose access to
the events of the story is mediated through a kind of narrative pres-
ence, described by Beauvoir in The Force of Circumstance as an un-
derlying “monologue” that occurs in the present, “permitting me to
break into the narrative, elide it and comment freely on it” (FC 283).
In the course of the novel Beauvoir’s “monologue” has frequently un-
dercut Françoise’s vision by inviting the reader to reinterpret what
she sees. For example, in the scene in which Pierre and Françoise
disagree about the significance of Xavière’s behavior, Françoise is
genuinely shocked and puzzled by his attitude. The reader, by con-
trast, is neither puzzled nor shocked; the events in the Pôle Nord --
as seen by Françoise, but not appreciated by her -- have established
that she gives Pierre too much credit. Only someone as determined
as Françoise not to face facts could fail to see that Pierre is a hard-
ened and thoroughly invested seducer with an extremely practiced
and transparent technique.

It is principally Beauvoir’s monologue that gives She Came to
Stay its eerie ambiguity. At every turn we are reminded that along-
side the metaphysical narrative, alongside events as “enacted on the
tragic level” (PL 241) by Françoise, there is another narrative, in
which everything we see from Françoise’s perspective is a depress-
ingly ordinary story of two middle-aged intellectuals who are blow-
ing their fling with a fairly boring and self-absorbed little teenager
out of all sane proportion. The ordinary also finds a knifelike ex-
pression in Elizabeth’s acid reflections, where the drama of Pierre,
Françoise and Xavière is reduced to “derisory proportions” (PL 241).
The reader enters the second part of the novel through Elizabeth’s
eyes. Given the ridiculous way in which Pierre and Françoise are
falling over each other to please Xavière, she thinks, it is no wonder
the child thinks she is a goddess (LI 225; cf. SCS 219). Pierre loses all
sense of proportion when he is besotted, she thinks -- otherwise how
could he be so taken with the very ordinary looking Xavière (LI 224;
cf. SCS 218). Throughout the novel the metaphysical narrative is
constantly destabilized by the presence of a second, commonplace
level of narrative. It is this ambiguity that gives the novel its air of

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

Philosophy in Beauvoir’s fiction 147

clear-eyed and self-aware integrity. It also draws the reader into a
sustained attempt to disentangle the commonplace from the meta-
physical, which gains solidity and credibility from being played off
against the ordinary.

In the final moments of She Came to Stay, however, it is the
metaphysical vision that prevails. The “monologue” does not un-
dercut Françoise’s vision. The reader is not invited to see a mundane
reality beyond Françoise’s desperate sense that she has nowhere to
turn, that she is threatened beyond bearing, and that she cannot re-
frain from this action without herself being destroyed. The ordinary
Françoise would perhaps not have been a credible murderess. But in
the final scene of She Came to Stay it is the metaphysical Françoise,
who has undergone incarnation and finds herself in danger of disso-
lution, who confronts us. This Françoise is entirely credible in her
moment of triumph. Precisely in choosing the ultimate violence, by
choosing to reduce Xavière literally to an object, Françoise achieves
a new level of her own being. Only after the final chord of the novel
fades does the reader turn to the sobering task of trying to sort out
the conflicting claims of the metaphysical and the ordinary.

By 1963 Beauvoir had doubts about whether she had brought off
the narrative of She Came to Stay convincingly. These doubts are
largely without foundation; Beauvoir had found an ingenious way
of exerting the essential power that she attributed to literature and
especially to fiction. Precisely because of the oscillation of the ordi-
nary and the existential points of view, She Came to Stay draws the
reader ineluctibly into a thick and substantial world open to alter-
native interpretations and thus into Beauvoir’s philosophical vision
of intimate politics between the Self and the Other, of their suffo-
cating interdependence, and of the significance of violence for self-
definition, with a power and intensity that is pretty unlikely to be
matched by Reality TV.

notes

1 Ed Cullen, “What’s so Real about Reality TV?,” The Advocate, 11 June
2000, H1.

2 Oscar Lewis,TheChildren of Sánchez: Autobiography of aMexican Fam-
ily (New York: Random House, 1961).

3 “Investigation” (recherche) is not precisely a technical term, but it has
both scientific connotations and resonances with Proust’s literary self-
explorations.
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4 FC (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968) 279.
5 In Force of Circumstance, especially pp. 276--84, Beauvoir describes in

detail how she crafted the characters and constructed the narrative of
The Mandarins so as to illuminate the world of post-war French intel-
lectuals, and even to some extent to “redeem” it.

6 M (London: Fontana, 1960) 758.
7 All translations from L’Invitée are my own. Compare corresponding

pages in She Came to Stay (New York: Norton, 1990).
8 PL (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1965) 340.
9 All translations from FR are my own. Compare corresponding pages in

WD.
10 It is with a sure instinct for credibility that Beauvoir makes the violence

consist of the disturbingly commonplace action of depressing the gas
lever from the aseptic distance of the corridor.
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7 Complicity and slavery
in The Second Sex

In the introduction to The Second Sex Simone de Beauvoir charac-
terizes the category of the other as primordial (SS 16; DS i 16).1 To
understand the relations between social groups, including men and
women, we must follow Hegel’s insight that there is “in conscious-
ness itself a fundamental hostility to every other consciousness; the
subject can be posed only in being opposed -- he sets himself up as the
essential, as opposed to the other, the inessential, the object” (SS 17;
DS i 17). Here, Beauvoir presents a framework for explaining the re-
lations between the sexes that makes them continuous with other
human relationships. That man should strive to subjugate woman is
not in itself unexpected, since it exemplifies a universal disposition
also manifested in the behavior of nations and races and even in that
of three travelerswho share a compartment andmake vaguely hostile
“others” out of all the other passengers on the train (SS 17; DS i 16).
What is surprising, however, is the extent ofman’s success. For while
domination is usually an unstable and temporary achievement upset
by war, potlatch, trade, or treaties, woman has been subordinate to
man throughout history, and the sheer persistence of this state of
affairs therefore needs to be accounted for. Beauvoir here sets out
to examine a difference not of kind but of degree. Among the so-
cial relations that express the primordial dynamic between subject
and other, man’s domination of woman is an extreme case; it lies at
one end of a spectrum of more or less persistent forms of domina-
tion (although its immutability makes it appear ahistorical), and its
tenacity is what renders it puzzling. Why, we are encouraged to won-
der, is the relation between man and woman not more volatile and
changeable and thus more like the relations between other groups of

149

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

150 susan james

people? Or as Beauvoir puts it, whence comes this submissiveness
in the case of woman (SS 18; DS i 17)?

Although she initially poses the problem in these terms, Beauvoir
does not always stick to a comparative approach. She sometimes ex-
plores a view of woman’s domination to which struggles between
men are irrelevant. Man, as this strand of argument portrays him, is
unremittingly transcendent in all aspects of his life. In addition to
dominating woman, he belongs to the social spheres of work, poli-
tics, and intellectual life, where he exists as one transcendent being
alongside others and where his subject position is unequivocally af-
firmed. In representing the broader social world as a region where
men confront one another as free agents, Beauvoir draws a veil over
the struggles for domination that occur within it. The invincibly
transcendent creature who figures in her more highflown descrip-
tions of masculinity is worlds away from those men who find them-
selves in the position of the other, whether by virtue of their beliefs,
class or color, with the result that their experience of immanence is
simply not acknowledged.

The portrayal of man as transcendent, which serves to make the
domination of woman a unique and unparalleled problem, crops up
at various points in The Second Sex. But it is balanced elsewhere in
the book by Beauvoir’s recognition thatmembers of both sexes suffer
subjection and also that men’s experience of domination can shape
their behavior towards women. In dominating his wife, she argues, a
husband makes up for “all the resentments accumulated during his
childhood and his later life, those accumulated daily among other
men whose existence means that he is brow-beaten and injured -- all
this is purged from him at home as he lets loose his authority upon
his wife” (SS 483; DS i i 297). He looks to her to be his double and to
repair his self-esteem “after a hard day of struggle with his equals, of
yielding to his superiors” (SS 483; DS i i 296). Moreover, where her
admiration is not enough, he enacts his power by resorting to tyranny
and violence. Here we are allowed to glimpse the complexity of the
male world, which reveals itself, in Hegelian vein, not simply as a
realm of transcendent subjects, but as one where men, like women,
can be rendered immanent. In both realms, then, the struggle that
Beauvoir construes as that between master and slave is to be found.
In both realms some individuals are confined to otherness. On this
account, the crucial difference between them is not that the public
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realm contains uniformly transcendent men, while the private one
contains both transcendent men and immanent women. Rather,
transcendence and immanence are to be found in each; but whereas
a man who is subordinated in the public realm can dominate woman
in the private one and can thus occupy both subject and object posi-
tions, this possibility is denied to women.With the important excep-
tion of women who assert their transcendence by dominating their
children (SS 527; DS i i 370), woman has no other. There is no social
arena where she can be recognized as a subject, and her struggle to
become transcendent is therefore invariably blocked.

This second strand of Beauvoir’s argument returns her to the
comparative approach from which she begins, and to the question
it raises: if men are not invincibly transcendent, and if, as she as-
serts, “the temptation to dominate is the most truly universal, the
most irresistible one there is” (SS 483; DS i i 297), what prevents
women from becoming subjects, either by objectifying other women
or by objectifying men? Beauvoir answers with two interconnected
arguments, one broadly social and psychological, the other more ab-
stractly philosophical. The first charts the cultural images of mas-
culinity and femininity in the light of which men and women un-
derstand themselves, together with the possibilities and obstacles
that their self-understandings contain. The second applies Hegel’s
master--slave dialectic. Man, as master, establishes himself as a free
subject by subjugating woman, who serves as his other and remains
mired in immanence.

Through the use of this second argument, Beauvoir places her
work in a Hegelian framework and instructs her readers to under-
stand it in Hegelian terms. However, as a number of writers have
pointed out, it is difficult to see exactly how Beauvoir conceives
the analogy of man and woman to master and slave.2 This is partly
because there are incompatibilities between Hegel’s doctrine and
Beauvoir’s debts to Sartrean existentialism which she does not
disentangle,3 and partly because it is not clear how she herself under-
stood Hegel.4 In addition, interpretation is complicated by tensions
between the philosophical framework Beauvoir adopts and her de-
tailed social and psychological analyses of woman’s predicament. By
investigating these tensions, feminist philosophers have revealed a
series of points atwhich Beauvoir departs frombothHegel and Sartre.
Two of themost important of these are her connected interpretations
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of complicity and embodiment. Beauvoir’s famous admission “that
the males find in woman more complicity than the oppressor usu-
ally finds in the oppressed” (SS 731; DS i i 649) draws attention to a
central feature of oppression for which there is no room inHegel’s ac-
count of the relation between master and slave. According to Hegel,
the slave has been defeated in a battle in which both he and his
opponent have risked their lives. There is thus nothing voluntary
about the slave’s subordination. When Beauvoir discusses woman’s
complicity, she sometimes presents it as an instance of Sartrean bad
faith, as a voluntary refusal of freedom and acceptance of domina-
tion. However, her sophisticated analysis of the position in which
woman finds herself is at odds with such a reductive diagnosis and
illuminates an aspect of oppression towhich neitherHegel nor Sartre
seem to do justice. In her arresting account, complicity is conceived
as a condition of an embodied self whose abilities, and therefore op-
tions, have been formed by its social circumstances. Once again, her
interest in the way our experience works upon our bodies and shapes
what we can do goes beyond Hegel’s interpretation of the relations
between master and slave, and once again, there is a discrepancy in
The Second Sex between Beauvoir’s understanding of embodiment
and her Sartrean conception of humans as split between transcen-
dence and immanence. Although Beauvoir continues to work with
the Sartrean conception, her own account pulls against it, thus un-
dermining the assimilation of complicity to bad faith.

The insight, convincingly established in recent research, that
Beauvoir’s conceptions of embodiment and complicity cannot be
squeezed into the philosophical framework she herself adopts,5 raises
the issue of her place in the history of philosophy. If her work goes
beyond the legacies of Hegel and Sartre, how might we position it?
As completely novel? As indebted to Merleau-Ponty? As shaped by
Nietzsche?Many possibilities are suggested by Beauvoir’s own range
of reference. I offer a reading of The Second Sex that places it in the
context of an older tradition of philosophical inquiry into the char-
acter of social hierarchy and into the passions that create and sustain
it. Since this tradition is a long one, I only attempt to discuss a part
of it, although it is a part with which Beauvoir was undoubtedly fa-
miliar. In French philosophy of the late seventeenth century, I show,
hierarchical social relations are widely held to depend on the affects
of admiration and contempt, which are understood to operate on and
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through the body. In the resulting economy of the passions, people
are construed as complicitous in their domination in a sense that
comes very close to the one articulated by Beauvoir. At the same
time, the writers of this period are aware that being dominated can
amount to servitude. Like Beauvoir, they are sensitive to the mecha-
nisms by which people become effectively enslaved. In early modern
discussions of social hierarchy we therefore find a collection of in-
terrelated themes that recur in Beauvoir’s work and in some ways
illuminate it more clearly than the Hegelian context in which it is
usually set. My argument consequently draws attention to a strand
of discussion that has largely been neglected, but which may help us
to understand the preoccupations of both Beauvoir and some of her
philosophical contemporaries.

Beauvoir’s analysis of the relations between man and woman as-
sumes that all human beings desire esteem or admiration and that
they can only gain it from other human beings. This view is deeply
embedded in seventeenth-century moral psychology, where it is dra-
matized by Arnauld and Nicole in a thought experiment designed
to uncover the limitations of l’homme machine.6 Imagine a world
in which there is only one person and in which every other appar-
ently human creature is in fact a mechanical statue. The lone person
knows perfectly well that the statues, which outwardly resemble
him, are entirely devoid of reason and thought. But he is able to con-
trol their movements and canmake them behave in a thoroughly hu-
man fashion. Although he may amuse himself by getting the statues
to display admiration for him, their outward shows of respect will
never nourish his self-esteem, since what is needed to arouse this
passion is not mere behavior but the passionate responses of other
human beings capable of conscious thought. Three features of this
example are relevant here. First, Arnauld and Nicole are concerned
with the role of subjectivity in social relations; although they do not
use the language of transcendence and immanence, they share Beau-
voir’s conviction that our desire for an other can only be satisfied
by human beings. Second, they focus on the passionate interactions
between people. Finally, they concentrate on the particular passions
of admiration and self-esteem that, as I show, likewise play an im-
portant part in Beauvoir’s argument.

Among seventeenth-century philosophers, the passions arewidely
regarded as manifestations of a natural and functional sensitivity to
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the harms and advantages that people, objects, and states of affairs
may bring to us. To fear something, for instance, is to perceive it
as potentially damaging. Moreover, unlike sensory perceptions, our
passions prompt us to act, and it is thus by virtue of our fears, hopes,
and loves that we respond to the world.7 In classifications of the
affects to which early modern philosophers are so attached, a central
position is often given both to esteem or admiration and to contempt
or disdain.8 These passions are evoked by aspects of theworld thatwe
perceive as possessing grandeur and petitesse, both thickly descrip-
tive terms that can apply to things by virtue of their size, brilliance,
birth, age, wisdom, virtue, and so forth. Malebranche, for example,
explains that we are inclined to admire things that strike us as large,
such as the night sky ormonumental buildings, and to disdain things
that are small, such as insects. Equally, we are inclined to feel ad-
miration or esteem for people whose power or rank exceeds our own
and contempt for those below us on the social scale.9 Admiration
and contempt can thus be excited by both people and objects; but be-
cause only people can return these passions, the most elaborate and
consequential analyses of them deal with human relationships. In a
particularly rich account,Malebranche explains that our passions are
simultaneouslymental and physical; fear, for example, is constituted
both by a feeling and by a configuration of the body, a constellation
of facial expressions, gestures, and postures that allows the passions
to be read and evokes answering passions in those who read it. In
some cases, such transmissions of feeling are roughly mimetic; for
example, if I perceive that someone is desperate, I too may become
distressed (RV i i 92--93; ST 351). But in other cases, including the
exchange of scorn and esteem, the process is more complex.

Malebranche offers a full account of the effects of these passions,
which can be most easily conveyed through an invented example.10

Imagine a petitioner who comes before a prince. When the petitioner
perceives that the prince’s grandeur is superior to his own, he feels
himself to be base and experiences a kind of humility. He also gives
his passions bodily expression, manifesting his petitesse in his sup-
plicating stance, his bent head and respectful countenance. These
changes have an effect on the prince, who feels contempt for the
petitioner’s petitesse but at the same time recognizes his submis-
sive air as a response to his own grandeur. The petitioner’s counte-
nance and bearing provide the prince with sensible evidence of his
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comparative greatness, and upon perceiving this he feels pride and
self-esteem, passions which he in turn expresses by drawing himself
up to his full height, staring at the space above the petitioner’s head,
or swelling out his chest. Finally, these changes have a further effect
on the petitioner, who feels, alongside the baseness we have already
examined, a kind of self-esteem. Some of the prince’s grandeur rubs
off on him, so to speak, and his connection with a person greater
than himself increases his sense of his own worth. As he leaves the
court, he stands a little straighter, and his stride is a little longer.

Malebranche emphasizes that this self-reinforcing dialogue is me-
chanical, by which he means that our bodies are structured in such
a way that we express our passions and are moved by those of others
without having to think about it (RV i i 121--22; ST 377). To some
extent we can learn to control and modify these reactions. But the
mutual dependence bred by our disposition to admire and scorn peo-
ple for their grandeur is one of the chief mechanisms that binds us
together into hierarchical communities where each stratum feeds off
those above or below it and depends on them for its sense of worth.
It is easy to be reminded of the dependence of Hegel’s master on
his slave when one reads Malebranche’s claim that “the general of
an army depends on all his soldiers because they hold him in re-
gard. It is often this slavery that produces his générosité, and the
wish to be esteemed by all those who see him frequently causes him
to sacrifice other desires that are more pressing and more rational”
(RV i i 84; ST 343, translationmodified). ButwhereasHegel presents
the master’s dependence as an unwanted consequence of his subju-
gation of the slave, Malebranche sees it as an aspect of a functional
and divinely ordained social order. He is concerned with hierarchi-
cal relations betweenmen -- princes, courtiers,magistrates, peasants,
philosophers -- who need to be admired and are highly sensitive to
the esteem and contempt that others feel for them. Their sensitivity
consists in an attunedness to the ways in which these passions are
embodied, together with a natural disposition to embody the chang-
ing levels of their own self-esteem and self-contempt. Their ability
to act is shaped by the passions directed toward them, and they are
thus bound into a system of exchange that makes them vulnerable
but is at the same time potentially empowering.

The central features of this seventeenth-century discussion all
recur in Beauvoir, who allots an important place to admiration in her
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analysis of the hierarchical relations betweenman andwoman. In her
role as other, woman sustains man’s self-esteem by reflecting back
to him an image of himself; but the image must be an admiring one.
Men “seek to find in two living eyes their image haloed with admira-
tion and gratitude, deified” (SS 217; DS i 302). The look or gaze that
is so central to Beauvoir’s account is significant. Man searches for
his image in two human eyes, he looks to woman’s facial expression
for confirmation of his own worth, and it is through her body that
shemakes her admirationmanifest. This passionmay havemany ob-
jects, some of them coinciding with the forms of grandeur that inter-
est philosophers such as Malebranche; for example, woman may ad-
mire man for his strength, power, wealth, munificence, or learning.
Thus, the relation betweenman and woman resembles that between
man and man insofar as it is a relation between haves and have-nots.
Aman’swealthmaywin him the esteemof amanwho is poor, and an
educated man may be esteemed by one who lacks learning. Because
the women Beauvoir portrays are mainly excluded from the public
realm, they lack the valued qualities it can supply. Ill-educated and
financially dependent, their admiration for males who possess these
qualities is a form of passionate exchange that also occurs between
men. At the same time, however, there are forms of admiration that
man gains specifically fromwoman, forms of grandeur towhich only
woman is responsive. Some of man’s qualities, “and among others
his vital qualities, can interest woman only; he is virile, charming,
seductive, tender and cruel only in reference to her. If he sets a high
value on these more secret virtues, he has an absolute need of her;
through her he will experience the miracle of seeming to himself
to be another, another who is also his profoundest ego” (SS 216--17;
DS i 301--02). Man’s need to be esteemed for his sexual and erotic
powers lies at the heart of his relation with woman, and here, too,
as Beauvoir illustrates throughout The Second Sex, woman is called
on to admire what she herself lacks. The activity and independence
of the male body and of masculine sexuality, as contrasted with the
passivity and immanence of woman, set the terms of a relationship
in which woman finds traits to admire inman that he cannot admire
in her. Grandeur, as Beauvoir constructs it, is explicitly masculine;
it is available only to the transcendent and thus denied to woman.
“How could one expect her to show audacity, ardor, disinterested-
ness, grandeur? These qualities appear only when a free being strikes
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forward through an open future, emerging far beyond all given actu-
ality” (SS 616; DS i i 493). Woman’s life, devoted to cooking and
washing diapers, is “no way to acquire a sense of grandeur” (SS 615;
DS i i 492).

If woman creates man’s self-esteem by admiring him, how does
he respond to her? While Beauvoir allows that men sometimes sus-
tain their sense of their own value by disdaining women (she cites
Montherlant as an author who needs to render women abject so that
he can feel contempt for them [SS 238; DS i 331]), she is alive to the
fact that the admiration of a thoroughly degraded person is usually
unsatisfying; hence, “man aspires to clothe in his own dignity what-
ever he conquers and possesses” (SS 113; DS i 136). Drawing on a
wide range of sources, she enumerates the qualities that can make
woman’s esteem worth having and arouse an answering passion in
man. He may esteem her for her willingness to satisfy his demands
and for the many ways in which she makes herself useful to him
(SS 660;DS i i 557); for her ability to give him erotic pleasure; for her
beauty; for her ability to understand him and enter into his projects
(SS 637; DS i i 520); for her ability to enlarge the realm of his expe-
rience; for her willingness to argue with him and yet be defeated;
and so on. It is helpful here to return for a moment to Malebranche,
who identifies two kinds of exchange of esteem. In some situations,
people esteem one another for different reasons, as when a nobleman
esteems a philosopher for his wisdom and the philosopher esteems
the nobleman for his rank. The forms of grandeur that are in play
may not be on a level (Malebranche complains that social rank is
regarded as more impressive than the wisdom of philosophers), but
each is recognized as admirable. In other situations, esteem is nonre-
ciprocal; a prince may find nothing to esteem in a servant, although
his recognition of the servant’s esteem for himmay evoke a different
passionate response, such as a feeling ofmild benevolence. Evenhere,
however, Malebranche argues that the servant may derive some self-
esteem from his relation with the prince, if it allows him to perceive
himself as sharing the prince’s grandeur. Thus the lesser members of
a household, a court, a guild, or a profession may acquire self-esteem
by association with the great.

Beauvoir takes it that both kinds of exchange occur between man
and woman. Because the sexual and social forms of grandeur to
which the highest value attaches belong to man (either by virtue of
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his masculinity or by virtue of woman’s exclusion from the public
realm), woman has comparatively little to give and is particularly de-
pendent on association for her self-esteem. Awoman gains her social
status, wealth, and connections from her relationship with a man; at
the same time, she admires him for one set of qualities and is admired
by him for another. Beauvoir’s discussion of this form of exchange
departs from the framework supplied by early modern authors such
as Malebranche, who inhabit a world where the comparative values
of different kinds of grandeur are hotly contested -- where the claims
of virtue are regularly played off against those of status, and true
wisdom competes with false philosophy. By contrast, the forms of
grandeur available to man and woman are, as Beauvoir articulates
them, monolithic, and because the most valuable are stacked firmly
on the masculine side, the admiration of man for woman is not qual-
ified by any challenge to his social or sexual superiority. Beauvoir
here draws attention to an aspect of hierarchy that early modern
writers overlook. In their anxiety to vindicate a society organized
around widely differing degrees of power, Malebranche and many of
his contemporaries conceive esteem and contempt as passions that
pass smoothly up and down the vertical scale running from petitesse
to grandeur and serve to unite the members of different social ranks
into a relatively harmonious social whole. They are therefore un-
troubled by the fact that there may be points at which the standards
of grandeur and petitesse alter in such a way as to make mutual-
ity of esteem impossible. Such blockages can occur in the relations
between men, as Beauvoir points out in an aside about race (SS 289;
DS i 403), but she is, of course,most interested in the divide between
man and woman.

Since Beauvoir’s insights into the multifarious ways in which this
division is constructed have been widely discussed, we need only
note some of the principal strategies she identifies. Contrasting un-
derstandings of man as active (and thus as transcendent and in con-
trol of himself) and of woman as passive (and thus as immanent and
out of control) are rooted in their bodily differences. The softness
of woman’s body, the secretions that flow from it, the doubling and
blurring of boundaries that occur during pregnancy, the uncontrolla-
bility of conception, her penetration during sexual intercourse, and
the diffuseness of her sexual pleasure are all understood to make
her, by contrast with man, inert and passive. By the same token, the
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comparative hardness and containedness of man’s body, the neatness
and visibility of his sexual organs, his well-defined erotic climax, and
his role in intercourse contribute to the association of masculinity
and activity. Each sex understands and evaluates itself with reference
to the other, and the superiority and inferiority of the self-images that
man and woman internalize are heightened by a range of further in-
terpretative devices. First, bodily differences that are a matter of de-
gree are imagined as oppositions; for example, although man is prey
to uncontrollable bodily secretions, these are obliterated in the con-
trast with flows of menstrual blood, amniotic fluid, and so forth, so
that woman alone emerges as leaky and unbounded. Secondly, “the
categories inwhichmen think of theworld are established from their
point of view, as absolute”; for example, although bodily differences
render each sex mysterious to the other, mystery attaches only to
woman. “A mystery for man, woman is considered to be mysterious
in essence” (SS 286;DS i 399--400). Finally, the indefeasibility of bod-
ily differences serves to naturalize them, so that the superiority of
man and the inferiority of woman appear inevitable. While colonial
administrators or generals could escape from the unjust hierarchical
relations in which they were involved by giving up their jobs, “aman
could not prevent himself from being a man. So there he is, culpa-
ble in spite of himself and laboring under the effects of a fault he
did not himself commit; and here she is, victim and shrew in spite
of herself” (SS 732; DS i i 652--53). Society inculcates in individual
men and women a normative understanding of their own bodily and
above all sexual powers; moreover, because these are affirmative for
men and diminishing for women, the scene is set for admiration and
contempt.

As I have shown, Beauvoir’s emphasis on embodiment works with
an understanding of the self that had already been central to French
philosophy in the seventeenth century. Like writers of this period,
Beauvoir takes it as given that our properties and powers are emo-
tional and that our passions are both constituted by, and manifested
in, our bodily states and abilities. In the hierarchical social order dis-
cussed byMalebranche, people’s self-esteem is expressed in their ha-
bitual postures, movements, or tones of voice and in their responses
to those they encounter. Moreover, these traits shape what they can
do and also what they can be. Analogously, Beauvoir articulates an
account of the way men’s and women’s experiences of themselves
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as embodied human beings constitute their passions and capacities.
As passive, woman admires man and suffers feelings of humiliation
and self-disgust, and her identity also shapes and limits her actions.

In each of these accounts two complementary interpretations of
the complicity of people at the bottom of the heap in the power
of those above them can be found. First and most important, the
acceptance of social subordination is to be explained by the ways
in which differences of power are embodied and therefore shape the
way we understand ourselves, the way others understand us, and
what we can do. Just as a man of low rank who tried to behave like a
prince would not exact esteem but would be regarded as vainglorious
and ridiculous, so a woman who tries to act like a man is viewed as
outlandish (SS 692; DS i i 601). To this extent -- and here The Second
Sex implicitly departs from Sartre’s account of bad faith -- complicity
is not a matter of choice. As Beauvoir summarizes her argument,
“all the main features of [woman’s] training combine to bar her from
the roads of revolt and adventure” (SS 730; DS i i 649). At the same
time, the psychic benefits that go along with social subordination
produce a further knot of affects and interpretations. The grandeur
of a prince rubs off on a petitioner, and woman “may fail to lay
claim to the status of subject because she lacks definite resources,
because she feels the necessary bond that ties her to man regardless
of reciprocity, and because she is often very well pleased with her
role as the other” (SS 21; DS i 21--22). The self-esteem gained from
associating with those who possess grandeur is still self-esteem. But
this way of getting it depends on psychological strategies that have
their own costs. Since woman is “doomed to dependence, she will
prefer to serve a god rather than obey tyrants” (SS 653;DS i i 547) and
will therefore project her desires on to her relationship with man;
“she is quick to see genius in the man who satisfies her desires”
(SS 628; DS i i 509); she “judges her judge, and she denies him his
liberty so that he may deserve to remain her master” (SS 665; DS
i i 563). At the same time, her sense of sexual abasement reinforces
her need for esteem; “nothing but high admiration can compensate
for the humiliation of an act she considers a defeat” (SS 658; DS i i
554). Beauvoir here explores woman’s ressentiment in Nietzschean
terms but also echoes her earlymodern predecessors, who are equally
familiar with the relation between our desire for self-esteem and our
disposition to project. As Malebranche remarks,
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The dependencemen have on the great, the desire to share in their greatness,
and the perceptible glamour surrounding them, often causes men to render
divine honours tomeremortals . . . For if God gives authority to princes, men
give them infallibility, but an infallibility not limited to certain subjects, nor
to certain occasions, and not attached to certain ceremonies. The great know
everything by nature; they are always right, even if they decide questions
about which they know nothing. To examine what they propose is not to
know how to live, to doubt them is to lack respect, to condemn them is to
rebel, or at least to exhibit oneself as foolish, extravagant and ridiculous.
[RV i i 333; ST 168]

Hierarchical relations, whether or not they are between men and
women, thus provide the subordinate with amotive for forming illu-
sory beliefs about their dominators. Yet this illusion is not complete
and is in perpetual conflict with the more realistic recognition that
the great have their weaknesses.

Beauvoir vividly portrays this split and the suffering to which it
gives rise. Woman is locked into the subordinate position described
so far but at the same time distanced from it, so that, confronting
man, she

is always play-acting; she lies when she makes believe that she accepts her
status as the inessential other, she lies when she presents to him an imagi-
nary personage through mimicry, costumery, studied phrases. These histri-
onics require a constant tension; when with her husband, or with her lover,
every woman is more or less conscious of the thought: “I am not being
myself.” [SS 557; DS i i 411]

As she simultaneously lives and acts out her existence as other,
woman is hypocritical, abject, resistant, and servile by turns and
experiences an associated range of passions. She is deceitful and hyp-
ocritical toward man, who demands that she give herself over to him
and sincerely recognize the superiority of his merits.

She lies to hold the man who provides her daily bread; there are scenes and
tears, transports of love, crises of nerves -- all false -- and she lies also to
escape from the tyranny she accepts through self-interest. He encourages
her in make-believe that flatters his lordliness and his vanity; and she uses
against him in turn her powers of dissimulation. [SS 626; DS i i 506]

She is humiliated by sex and rendered abject by her lover’s judgmen-
tal gaze. “It is not given to woman to alter her flesh at will: when she
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no longer hides it, she yields it upwithout defense . . . and is unable to
take arrogant pride in her body unless male approval has confirmed
her youthful vanity” (SS 402; DS i i 159--60). Her knowledge of her
disadvantagemakes her cruel and spiteful, and “shewill even be very
happy if she has occasion to show her resentment to a lover who has
not been able to satisfy all her demands: since he does not give her
enough, she takes savage delight in taking back everything from
him” (SS 732; DS i i 652). Finally, she is servile.

Woman wears herself out in haughty scenes, and in the end gathers up the
crumbs that the male cares to toss to her. But what can be done without
masculine support by a woman for whomman is at once the sole means and
the sole reason for living? She is bound to suffer every humiliation; a slave
cannot have the sense of human dignity; it is enough if a slave gets out of it
with a whole skin. [SS 615; DS i i 492]

This dispiriting catalog of female stratagems is strikingly contin-
uous with early modern interpretations of the corrosive effects of
subordination. Seventeenth-century analysts of esteem recognized
perfectly well that its role in a harmonious social hierarchy can be
undermined by contrary passions, and believed that one way to hold
these at bay is to maintain a certain distance between ranks. People
who only glimpse a monarch on ceremonial occasions may carry
away an undisturbed image of his grandeur.11 But -- and this is a
particularly acute problem in relation to servants and courtiers --
esteem is easily destroyed by intimacy. A courtier who observes the
illnesses, weaknesses, and tyrannies of a prince is unlikely to view
him with unadulterated esteem, and in fact writers regularly por-
tray the courtier as trapped in a position strictly comparable to that
of Beauvoir’s woman. In the same way that woman is overwhelm-
ingly dependent upon man, the courtier’s self-esteem depends to an
unusual extent on the grandeur of the prince; in this respect he is
no more than a glorified version of the valet de chambre, who, as
La Bruyère tartly points out, judges himself by the fortunes of the
people he serves (C 264.33; Ch 148.33). Much as the hierarchical re-
lation between man and woman appears ineluctable to them both,
courts set store by differences of rank that assure the supremacy of
the prince, so that the courtier’s subordination cannot be overcome.
Much as woman admires man, while appreciating the gap between
the image she esteems and the reality, so it is with the courtier. His
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investment in the prince’s grandeur may make him “render divine
honours to mere mortals” (RV i i 333; ST 168), but his simultane-
ous knowledge of and contempt for the prince’s weaknesses give rise
to the very range of strategems that Beauvoir attributes to woman.
The courtier is hypocritical; he subscribes to all the opinions of the
prince regardless of how quickly they change (RV i 333; ST 168), he
dissimulates constantly (C 221.2; Ch 116.2), and he is an inveterate
flatterer (C 224.18; Ch 118.18). Abject before the prince, he compen-
sates himself for his own abasement by dominating others, and like
woman, he is servile. “Men are willing to be slaves in one place if
they can only lord it in another. It seems that at court a proud, im-
perious and commanding mien is delivered wholesale to the great
for them to retail in the country; they do exactly what is done unto
them, and are the true apes of royalty” (C 222--23.12; Ch 117.12).

Seventeenth-century accounts of the courtier’s habitual vices illu-
minate two connected aspects of his servitude. First, he is dependent
on the arbitrary will and accompanying passions of the prince for the
outward aspects of his social status and his self-esteem. This depen-
dence makes him deferent, so that he follows the prince’s opinions
and tastes rather than developing or standing by any of his own. Sec-
ond, while he invests in the grandeur of the prince, he is also aware of
its limitations and consequently finds himself split between a range
of passions that are self-deceiving, such as excessive admiration, and
a range that are demeaning, such as self-contempt. How, though, do
these traits make the courtier a slave? According to a neo-Roman
tradition of republican thought that was important in seventeenth-
century politics, one is enslaved if one is subject to the arbitrary will
of another, for instance, if one is subject to a king who possesses
discretionary powers. The fact that such a king has the power to im-
pose arbitrary restrictions on one, regardless of whether he does so,
is enough to remove one’s liberty, which can therefore be realized
only in a republic of free citizens.12 The early modern writers I have
been discussing are not, of course, republicans; Malebranche, for ex-
ample, argues that, as well as head and heart, the body politic must
have hands and feet, “small people as well as great, people who obey
as well as those who command” (RV i i 72; ST 333). Nevertheless,
they share with this republican tradition a conception of and disdain
for the vices that monarchies and comparable constitutions engen-
der. As they see it, courtiers suffer an extreme form of dependence,
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which tends to undermine their virtue and makes them incapable of
the straightforwardness, courage, or proper pride that are among the
qualities of an honnête homme. Even though the courtier is not in
their view deprived of political freedom, he is nevertheless socially
and psychically unfree, and this is why it is appropriate to describe
him as a slave.

Beauvoir’s insistence that relations between the sexes are unlike
other forms of oppression hinges on her claim that woman is subor-
dinated by virtue of a bodily difference that she cannot escape. The
barrier that prevents a courtier frombecoming a prince is a social one.
But the fact that woman’s inferiority is written on her body makes it
uniquely ineluctable and thus creates a form of subordination that is
qualitatively unlike any other. Moreover, whereas there are various
forms of grandeur to which a courtiermay aspire, such as elegance or
wit, none are available to woman. The seventeenth-century philoso-
phers I have discussed offer a view that implicitly challenges both
these claims and is at the same time conformable with a divergent
strand of argument to be found in The Second Sex. According to this
view, some forms of grandeur are more ineluctable than others, so
that although a courtier may reasonably aspire to become a little
wiser, there is nothing he can do about his lack of royal blood. He in-
habits a milieu where this deficiency is an inescapable and defining
mark of inferiority, which shapes his passions and his body, so that
he is as much formed by his domination as is woman. At this stage
in the argument, Beauvoir would probably point out that although
the courtier can retire to the country or go abroad, woman cannot
retire from womanhood (DS i i 653). Here she is on strong ground,
but her objection nevertheless turns its back on the fact that, insofar
as the subordination of both woman and the courtier is embodied,
the differences in their oppression are of degree rather than kind.
The dispute is half-hearted, however, because Beauvoir should be
sympathetic to this view. As many commentators have pointed out,
her insistence on the ineluctability of woman’s bodily inferiority is
at odds with her claim that our passionate evaluations of our bodies
are socially constructed and susceptible to change. Torn between this
conviction and the desire to explain why women have always been
dominated, she sometimes represents the bodily differences between
man and woman as discontinuous with those between men (and for
thatmatterwith those betweenwomen). But, as she also occasionally
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acknowledges (see, for example, SS 372; DS i 402), there is little in
her overall position to warrant such a divide. Men’s grandeur and
petitesse are written on their bodies, and the same is true of man
and woman; moreover, bodily differences of various kinds -- between
races, nationalities, sexes, or classes -- may contribute to interpreta-
tions of inferiority or superiority and thus to oppression or subordi-
nation. Finally, oppression can amount to slavery, and men as well
as women sometimes find themselves enslaved.

For a number of seventeenth-century philosophers, as much as
for Beauvoir, slavery is defined by a range of psychological and so-
cial traits organized around the passions of esteem and contempt.
To this extent, they draw on a common and deeply embedded un-
derstanding of servitude. However, an author such as Malebranche
is comparatively tolerant of subordination; although he condemns
the extreme deference of the courtier, he regards social hierarchy as
an inevitable and proper price of social order and does not appear
to think that dependence is intrinsically incompatible with freedom
(RV i i 122; ST 377). Amanwho is dependent on his patron, a servant
who is dependent on his master, or a tenant who is dependent on a
landowner may all be formed by habits of deference, but this need
not make them slaves. Beauvoir, however, takes an altogether differ-
ent line, arguing in a republican spirit that freedom can only exist
between equals who are not bound by relations of dependence. Her
view thus sets the threshold for slavery much lower, making slaves
of many of us, male as well as female. Much of the fascination of The
Second Sex lies in its analysis of the self-images available to woman
and the resulting psychic bind in which she finds herself. Divided
between admiration and contempt for man and for herself, she strug-
gles for forms of self-respect that are precarious and liable to be self-
defeating. Like the courtier who strives to be witty or elegant, the
forms of grandeur available to her are systematically inferior to the
ones fromwhich she is excluded; and, aswith the courtier, equality of
esteem is beyond her reach. Beauvoir’s conception ofwhat it is to be a
slave is thus continuouswith one to be found in seventeenth-century
discussions of social hierarchy. Like her, early modern philosophers
were deeply interested in the ways that servitude is maintained and
in the complicity that it involves. Like her, they explained complic-
ity as a set of embodied and affective attitudes that contribute to
our identities, and, like her, they regarded esteem and contempt as
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passions central to our struggles for power. Their analysis of slavery
is, I believe, much closer to Beauvoir’s than the Hegelian one with
which she allies herself. Unlike Hegel, Beauvoir does not cast any
light on the origin of slavery -- there is no battle, as in the Hegelian
story of master and slave. Nor does she propose a way out of it --
there is for woman no equivalent of the labor that allows Hegel’s
slave to transform his domination. It is therefore helpful to see The
Second Sex in a longer historical context, as extending to woman an
existing interpretation of servitude, with dramatic and revolutionary
effect.
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8 Beauvoir on Sade: making
sexuality into an ethic

“must we burn sade?”

There are many surprising aspects to Beauvoir’s consideration of the
Marquis de Sade. Beauvoir is a feminist, and Sade is one whose name
gave rise to the phenomenon of sexual sadism. Beauvoir has writ-
ten copiously on the empowerment of women; Sade sought, through
sexual means, to punish and control women and then to write, in
the form of fiction and essays, a detailed account of his form of liber-
tinism. In asking why Beauvoir reads Sade, and why it is a question
whether or not hemust be burned,we are askingwhat, if any, encoun-
ter there might be between a philosophy of feminism that grounds
itself in freedom, as Beauvoir’s clearly does, and a philosophy -- and
practice -- of sexual libertinism that for the most part assumes the
pleasurable aspects of the domination of womenwithin heterosexual
practice?

There are many tricky questions here, and it will serve us well
to consider some of them. When Beauvoir asks whether we should
burn Sade, she is referring to Sade the author. Should we burn his
books? This is an incendiary title in more ways than one. To ask the
question is to recall the burning of heretics and saints, including Joan
of Arc. It is also to recall the burning of books, mainly Jewish and
heretical, that took place during the Inquisition in Spain in the late
fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries in Spain. Published in 1951,
the essay poses the question shortly after WorldWar Two, a period in
which human beings in the millions were destroyed by gas and fire
as well as by other means, and books were incinerated in ritualized
efforts to purify the German Nazi state of its unwanted others (Jews,
Gypsies, homosexuals, communists, the physically challenged, the
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non-Aryan, resistance fighters). As Beauvoir herself points out, his
son is said to have burnt the ten volumes of Sade’s final opus, Les
Journées de Florbelle in an act of repudiation. If we burn Sade, then
we will be burning books and, perhaps, by implication, associating
ourselves with those who seek to achieve forms of social purity by
violently expelling parts of the population and what they believe.

Among others, Albert Camus, whose politics belong to that of the
left resistance, identifies Sade as one who prefigures themassive and
systematic cruelty of the Nazi regime. In his view, published before
Beauvoir’s, it makes no sense to romanticize Sade, as some in the
surrealist movement had done, as an antiauthoritarian philosopher
of liberty: “Two centuries in advance and on a reduced scale, Sade
exalted the totalitarian society in the name of a frenzied liberty that
rebellion does not in fact demand. With him the history and tragedy
of our times really begin.”1 Although Beauvoir does not respond
directly to Camus’ essay, she clearly does not agree that Sade belongs
to the inaugural moments of modern fascism. Indeed, she takes dis-
tance from both fascist tactics and left moralism when she refuses
to burn Sade. Refusing to burn his work is a way of insisting on
the importance of the challenge to thought that his work delivers.
Clearly, for Beauvoir, “burning” works that are disturbing is no so-
lution for feminism or, indeed, for the existential humanism and
progressive politics she espoused. By posing the question in this way
and at that time, Beauvoir makes it clear that feminism and philoso-
phy ought not to participate in anti-intellectual trends, that it ought
to distance itself from inquisitorial practices, and that its intellec-
tual task is to remain open to the difficulty and range of the human
condition.

The question of whether or not we burn Sade’s books thus be-
comes a question as well, in American parlance, of “First Amend-
ment” rights. Ought we to accept as part of the public exchange of
ideas the promulgation of views that we find difficult to accept or
even abhorrent? Must we burn Sade or can we, without accepting
his views, nevertheless learn from them? Must we burn Sade, or can
we read him and find there something of importance for a feminist
philosophy of freedom, including a philosophy of sexual freedom?
To read Sade is not to accept as true or right what he writes, but to
consider that we might, through reflection on his work and its aims,
consider anew the human condition in its fundamentally sexual and
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gendered dimensions, and thus to come to know ourselves better and
decide our aims with greater deliberateness.

We might expect that as a feminist Beauvoir would condemn
Sade’s cruel treatment of women, his refusal to engage in sexuality as
a sphere of mutual respect, his practice of domination and violence
in sexual domains. But Beauvoir clearly thinks we should read Sade,
and she does actually, in her essay,2 provide a reading of him for us.
In reading him, she makes clear only that he is worth reading. She
does not, as it were, take him to bed, or suggest that we condone him,
take him as a model for action, or think he is exemplary of sexual
freedom as she understands it. In the end, she claims that he makes
the mistake of construing rebellion as a purely individual act, miss-
ing the verymeaning of “action,” and refusing to surrender a cultural
elitism that supports his sexual and literary strategies. Although not
a model, he provides the occasion for reflective insights into sex-
uality, in particular, whether an individual can attain an absolute
and sovereign status in that domain, whether something like radi-
cal singularity can be achieved there. Related to this question is an-
other: can one reach another being through the flesh? Can passionate
engagement yield another’s will? Beauvoir makes it clear that Sade is
of interest for thinking critically and constructively about sexuality
and ethics. This viewmay seem paradoxical. Sade hardly seems con-
cerned with ethics. We might be tempted to presume that his behav-
ior is unethical and that his disposition is pathologically criminal.
Beauvoir is, however, unwilling to rest with such an explanation. A
surprising aspect of her reading is that Sade’s behavior, as well as his
writing (after all, another form of behavior), are structured by ethical
concerns. Even his “sadism” -- to use the coinage anachronistically --
must be understood as impelled and shaped by ethical preoccupa-
tions. She notes that Sade is always justifying himself, offering a
defense of crime in light of the social conditions of the day, appealing
to others to understand and accept his choice, and offering himself
as a critical example to follow.

sade’s career

Before I consider further Beauvoir’s view of Sade, let us consider who
Sade was, what he did, and for what he is known. This will help us
to understand who the “Sade” is to whom Beauvoir refers in her title
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and her essay. Born in 1740, Sade grewup in a Provençal familywhose
paternal side maintained aristocratic lineage. His mother belonged
to the reigning “Bourbon” family in France. In 1724, before his mar-
riage to Sade’s mother, Sade’s father was arrested on sodomy charges
(in the Tuileries gardens). In 1733 Sade’s parents were married, and
his father purportedly began an affair shortly after. In 1740, after
the death of a younger sister, “Sade” was born (Donatien-Alphonse-
François, Marquis de Sade). His mother suffered chronic illness dur-
ing his childhood, and he was raised in Avignon and near Versailles
by various attendants. After having been tutored by an abbé, he at-
tended school in 1750 in Paris. Then he joined the army and rose to
the rank of captain of the Bourgogne cavalry. In the army his “dis-
solute” behavior was noted, and by 1763 he had contracted venereal
disease through a liaison with someone not his fiancée. He married
Renée-Pélagie de Montreuil that same year, reluctantly, and soon
started renting a cottage to pursue other sexual liaisons. By 1765 he
was deeply in debt. In 1768 the famous “Arcueil affair” broke out.
Sade kept a small house in the village of Arcueil and brought peo-
ple, mainly women, there for sexual encounters of various kinds,
most of which he paid for. He spotted a working-class woman, Rose
Keller, and lured her, with the promise of employment, to his mai-
son in Arcueil. There, according to her testimony, he forcibly tied
her down and whipped her; she is said to have screamed uncontrol-
lably as he dropped hot wax on her back where he had made small
incisions with a knife. After his reportedly tumultuous orgasm, he
locked Rose Keller in a room from which she escaped (she found
her way over a garden wall and landed on a street, where a group
of women found her and took her to the police). The subsequent
investigation produced a scandal that came to be reported in news-
papers throughout Europe. Sade was imprisoned for six months and
then released as a result of special pleas made on his behalf by fam-
ily members with access to the reigning authorities. After this, Sade
fought against social ostracism, accumulated debts, and became in-
volved in illegal duels. Then, in 1772, he was accused of sodomizing
and poisoning five prostitutes. He evaded the law for several months
but was then caught and incarcerated. He escaped from prison in
1773, only to be reincarcerated in 1777, after having, with the aid of
his wife, employed as domestic servants young girls whowere said to
have been abused by him. He remained imprisoned at Vincennes for
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twelve years. From 1778 to 1789 he wrote several important literary
works, including plays. During the storming of the Bastille, where
Sade was retained, he is said to have helped incite the crowd on the
street from his prison window. Afterwards, he was transferred to an-
other prison and then released in 1790. In 1791 he published one
of his most enduring works, Justine ou les malheurs de la vertu
(Justine, or the Illnesses of Virtue). He published tracts on libertin-
ism and against the restrictive use of laws and was arrested again
in 1793 for his political views. In 1795 he published La Philosophie
dans le boudoir (Philosophy in the Bedroom), one of his most im-
portant tracts. In 1799 he published La Nouvelle Justine (The New
Justine), after which hewas imprisoned again on charges of pornogra-
phy. In 1803, however, hewas transferred to an asylum at Charenton.
In 1807 Les Journées de Florbelle, his last novel, a ten-volume tome,
was immediately seized by the police and later burned by his son.
And in 1811 Bonaparte himself refused an appeal by Sade for release.
In 1814 Sade died at Charenton, during a time inwhich hewas paying
for a sexual liaison with a 17-year-old woman.3

sade’s sexual theory

Although Sade is a novelist, many scenes in his novels are considered
to be realistic accounts of his sexual practice, detailed and system-
atic, accompanied by didactic disquisitions on freedom, sexuality,
law, and nature. Baroque and sometimes tedious descriptions of de-
bauchery, they are interrupted by political and philosophical disqui-
sitions. They all contain this strong didactic dimension, counseling
the public on the mandates of nature, the irrepressibility of impulse,
the damage done by civilization and morality to the sexual life force
of human beings. Although one may well conclude that Sade has
little in common with feminism, it is important to note that he de-
fended sexual freedom and the expressive impulses of individuals.
Moreover, Sade did not believe that sexuality was meant only to
satisfy the requirements of procreation.

Beauvoir remarks, in fact, that for Sade, “sexuality not a biological
matter, but a social fact” (MBS 43). She refers to the fact that there
are always scenes of people to arrange for sexuality to take place for
Sade. But she understands as well that, for him, sexuality was part
of a “nature” that is not reducible to biological impulse. She notes
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that he uses the term “nature” variously, sometimes inconsistently.
Sexuality, for instance, has a natural dimension, although nothing
in its natural organization mandates procreation as its exclusive or
privileged social form. For Sade, there are two kinds of natural im-
pulse: the first is unbridled, energetic, and expressive; the second is
self-preserving, seeking to ward off the destruction of the organism.
The self-preservative impulse is most often in the service of civiliza-
tion and morality. As a result, it tends to war with the energetic or
expressive impulse. Sade objects to the force of civilization, and its
laws, to repress and damage the energetic side of human beings. He
promotes sexual freedom, under the name of libertinism, to counter
the damaging effects of civilization. For Sade, according to Beauvoir,
the laws set up to curtail nature and its cruelties not only make
matters worse but propagate cruelty in the name of “justice”: “laws,
instead of correcting the primitive order of the world only aggravate
its injustice” (MBS 62). She paraphrases Sade, “In erecting scaffolds,
society, far frommitigating the cruelty of Nature, merely aggravates
it. Actually, it resists evil by doing greater evil” (MBS 63).

The philosopherMichel Feher puts thematter this way: “If Sadian
libertinism promotes reprobate pleasures -- sodomy, tribadism, cruel
passions, murderous orgies, and so on -- this is first and foremost
to fight the ‘ecological’ disequilibrium produced by a repressive civi-
lization and unnatural morality.”4 To the degree that primary nature
rebels against secondary nature, energy seeks to counter the repres-
sive force of “preservation.” To preserve the organism, according to
Sade, does not require repressive laws, however. In thisway, Sade pre-
figures the famous Freudian distinction between Eros (pleasure) and
Thanatos (death) in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920) whereby
Eros -- or libido -- is countered by a death drive, which is associated
with repetition, compulsion, and sadism. For Freud, sadism is not pri-
marily about pleasure but about a return, through repetitive means,
to a deindividuated state of the human organism, a return to primary
nature. Sade associates sadism with individuality but also with na-
ture. But for him nature itself is twofold. He considers the primary
and energetic impulse to be expressive and potentially destructive,
but he also understands that this first nature cannot limit its poten-
tial destructiveness on its own. In a sense, Sade’s “first nature” con-
tains the energy of Eros as well as the destructiveness of Thanatos.
Significantly, for both thinkers, “civilization” emerges not only to
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bind affect, in Freud’s terms, but to limit its destructive potential
as well. In this way, Sade prefigures Freud’s critique of the psychic
and libidinal costs of “civilization” in Civilization and its Discon-
tents (1930). But whereas Freud comes out in favor of civilization
and its channeling of the death drive, Sade continues to stand for
the twofold power of natural Eros to counter the unnaturally repres-
sive social law of “civilization.” In Feher’s terms, according to Sade,
“the rejection of procreation and the destruction of organized beings
are thus the forms of human conduct most worthy of nature” (35).
For Sade, there are no natural laws of prohibition: prohibition is, by
definition, always unnatural and, thus, always suspect.

Sade’s libertinism is not simple hedonism: he does not celebrate
sexual sensation as such but rather offers a systematic approach to
sexual gratification, a sexual science in application, an architectonic
of the sexual encounter. Beauvoir insists that Sade is crafting his
sexual encounters and that a strange but undeniable operation of
“principle” is at work in his sexual planning and the execution of
his sexual and criminal deeds. Indeed, he is, in her words, a “cold,
cerebral lover” (MBS 33). Whereas we might be tempted to think of
him as exercising amerely “frenzied freedom,” as Camusmaintains,
unthinking and impulsive, it is perhaps more perplexing, and more
disturbing, to recognize that there is method in his “madness,” a
deliberate and calculated effort to achieve certain effects. The im-
mediacy of his feeling is always taken up by a plan. Not only is
he intensely interested in the technology of bodily pain, on which
his writings report in detail, but he also engages in his own brand
of sexual science, predicting and exacting pain and pleasure at defi-
nite intervals through specific means. He achieves a certain mastery
in this process, one he considers at once “natural” and scientific.
He seeks not only to craft the pain and pleasure of his sexual part-
ner but to produce himself as a perfect instrument and a sovereign
will.

Although his cruelty cannot be said to be ethically good, it be-
comes part of an ethic because a plethora of justifications arrive to
support its practice. He argues, in effect, that under conditions of
bourgeois morality, where the interchangeability and indifference of
individuals reign, sexual cruelty is a way to reestablish individuality
and passion. According to Beauvoir, Sade interrogated the fundamen-
tal relations of self and Other, seeking to know their limits and the
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conditions of their possibility. “This behavior,” shewrites, “compen-
sates for separateness by deliberate tyranny” (MBS 33). It is not just
that he does evil, or writes about it. He offers elaborate justifications
for evil’s supremacy; he has, Beauvoirmaintains, “a profound convic-
tion that crime is good” (MBS 74). He says quite clearly in 1795 that
he hopes only to have “contributed in some way to the progress of
enlightenment” (cited at MBS 47). Beauvoir summarizes his view in
this way: “virtue deserves no admiration and no gratitude since, far
from reflecting the demands of a transcendent good, it serves the in-
terests of those whomake a show of it” (MBS 68). Thus, Sade objects
to the hypocrisy of bourgeois morality, entering a position of moral-
ism himself. He objects to the indifference that bourgeois morality
fosters, to the blindness to their own violence that such abstractions
as universality and equality inflict, the destruction of nature and life
that abstractmorality performs. Shewrites: “he could not excuse the
Terror: Whenmurder becomes constitutional, it becomesmerely the
hateful expression of abstract principles, somethingwithout content,
inhuman” (MBS 26). Through recourse to distinct values -- opposi-
tion to false equality, to violence done through false abstraction -- he
justifies his own crime and cruelty. He chides himself for not follow-
ing the imperatives of nature adequately and in this way engages in a
moralistic self-beratement as well. In this sense, perhaps perversely,
he becomes for Beauvoir a philosopher of freedom:

it is as a moralist rather than as a poet that Sade tries to shatter the prison of
appearances. The mystified and mystifying society against which he rebels
suggests Heidegger’s ‘the one’ [das Man] in which the authenticity of exis-
tence is swallowed up. For Sade, too, it is a question of regaining authenticity
by an individual decision. [MBS 75]

Indeed, Beauvoir insists upon the counterintuitive claim that Sade
is everywhere concerned with ethics. Moreover, she remarks that
his life gives us occasion to think about how ethics becomes sexual-
ized in sadism and what forms of self-assertion are possible within
sexuality when social conditions work against self-assertion in other
domains. In effect, the questions Beauvoir poses regarding his life are
not moral questions of the sort, “should one act in this or that way.”
She questions whether what Sade ultimately does -- as a person, an
author, a political figure -- truly qualifies as “action,” by which she
means a transformative intervention into the collective conditions
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of existence. Yet the question, for her, is not only what he “does”
but what his action seeks to accomplish, whether it transcends the
activity of pure negation, whether it can be said, in whatever way,
to be creative and to alter the common conditions of life. Whereas
some critics might seek to explain Sade’s political actions and liter-
ary productions in terms of his sexuality, thereby using sexuality as
the key to understanding the tacit psychological aims of his work,
Beauvoir refuses this view. Sexuality is not the key, since sexual-
ity itself must be explained. The way to explain it, however, is not
only through recourse to childhood events or influences, but rather
to situate all of these in terms of a larger project that structures and
animates his life.5 This project is not always in accord with what an
individual might say or think it is. It is a matter of interpretation.
Beauvoir offers us an example of this kind of analysis as she recon-
siders Sade. She opens up the question of how to understand this life
in light of how he made it, how, in his various writings and actions,
he took up a specific relation to himself.

explaining sade

What canwe know about Sade? Beauvoir remarks that he is, first and
foremost, an author and that he is also known as a “sexual pervert.”
Does she use the word “pervert” ironically? Does she subscribe to
certain sexological categories available to her in the early 1950s?
Or is she simply telling us that “perverted” is how he was and is
regarded? She makes clear that his sexuality reveals the human con-
dition and should not be considered as idiosyncratic or aberrant in
that sense. There is a relationship between his authorship and sexu-
ality: “it is neither as author nor as sexual pervert that Sade compels
our attention: it is by virtue of the relationship which he created be-
tween these two aspects of himself” (MBS 12). Indeed, Beauvoir does
not try to explain his sexuality, to give an account of his desire to
dominate prostitutes, his predilection for various forms of sexual tor-
ture. It seems that sexology, law, and psychiatry have amassed many
such explanations, and finally, it seems, they do not interest her, at
least not as ways of getting to something true about Sade. Indeed, she
is interested in the relationship between sexuality and explanatory
systems, in how one gives rise to the other. But she does not seek
to “explain” Sade. “Sade’s aberrations begin to acquire value when,
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instead of enduring them as fixed nature, he elaborates an immense
system in order to justify them” (MBS 12). At the same time, and con-
versely, if we look at his writings and seek to know what of his life
is being communicated there, we find that the writings fail to com-
municate the life and that the life remains incommunicable. This is
not because of some existential fact about life and communication,
but rather because “he [Sade] is trying to communicate an experi-
ence whose distinguishing characteristic is, nevertheless, its will to
remain incommunicable” (MBS 12). Indeed, whereas some literary
critics have sought to dismiss Sade as a second-rate writer whose lit-
erary works are finally “unreadable” (MBS 12), Beauvoir takes this
very unreadability as an important symptom of his personhood and
work. What kind of person seeks to become incommunicable in the
act of communication? How are we to understand his writing to the
public but refusing them at the same time?He is publishing butmak-
ing himself difficult, if not impossible, to understand. He is laying
bare another body, subjecting it to his control, but does not yield to
a reciprocity. Through obscurity, he retains his sovereign individu-
ality.

There is clearly a relation atwork here between sexuality andwrit-
ing. But it will be important to avoid two pitfalls: the first would be
to reduce the writing to the sexuality, as if sexuality could provide
the explanatory principle for the writing; the second would be to ex-
plain the sexuality through the writing, which was apparently Sade’s
explicit aim. So we cannot use the writings to explain the sexuality,
and we cannot use the life to explain the writings, since the life is
what remains incommunicable in the writings. And we cannot, as
some psychoanalysts would attempt to do, use the sexuality to ex-
plain the life and the writings. How, then, are we to proceed? Sade
wills not to communicate his life in his writing. What does this tell
us about his life, his sexual life in particular, and his writings? It tells
us that even though the writings seek to justify the life, they conceal
the life, protect it, enshroud it. And in this way they must fail to
accomplish their task, for how can one justify a life that never quite
clearly comes into view? Even though the life is conducted according
to “principles,” it cannot be understood exactly by the terms through
which it is presented. For Beauvoir, there is something specifi-
cally obscure about Sade, some way in which he withholds himself.
“He is trying to communicate an experience whose distinguishing
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characteristic is, nevertheless, its will to remain incommunicable”
(MBS 12). But for Beauvoir, there is something which, in general,
is also inexpressible about a life, and that is a certain operation of
freedom. We see its effects; we discern its presence; but freedom is
never fully defined by the phenomena in which it is manifest and by
which it is discerned. There is a gap between the freedom to which
we refer, which we cannot see or grasp, and the expressions by which
it is known, always and only indirectly. To be a biographer is always
to stay attuned to this double truth, namely, that freedom is what
structures the life and that freedom in its autonomy and purity can-
not directly be apprehended.

Beauvoir also assumes that sexuality is the expression of freedom
and that it is, in particular, the expression of freedom for Sade.We are
perhaps used to thinking of sexuality as a drive, an urgency, some-
thing unconscious, physical, beyond conscious control, an upsurge
of nature, or a preconscious psychic domain of need and desire. Beau-
voir knows these theories in the early 1950s, and her essay tacitly
and insistently contests them. To claim that sexuality belongs to
the realm of freedom is not to say that one sits back and, from an
instrumental distance, decides what one’s sexuality will be. Free-
dom is not the same as deliberate and instrumental choice. Indeed,
I would be tempted to say that freedom itself has an unconscious
dimension for her and that the workings of freedom are not there on
the surface for us to understand without an attendant act of inter-
pretation. One acts, one produces, and there in the result -- the deed,
the work -- is the trace of a freedom that was -- must have been --
operative all along. One does not know one’s freedom until after the
fact, and this is whywe are at once responsible and unknowing about
ourselves.

Two different aspects of Sade’s freedom are noteworthy: on the
one hand there is the resolution of freedom into sexual self-assertion,
against the law, but in the name of an “ethics” carefully crafted; on
the other hand there is a will to communicate in such a way that
something of him remains incommunicable. To the extent that free-
dom is always expressed in or as a displacement, Sade works the very
invisibility of freedom to his advantage, concealing himself in and
through the act of communication. Self-concealing language, sexual
sadism: what is the connection? What formation of the will informs
both activities?
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When Beauvoir seeks to understand Sade, she does not probe the
inner “causalities” of his psyche, his motives, what might have
caused his desire to take the form that it did. She is less interested in
causes than in aims. She asks instead what he endeavors to achieve
through sexuality and how it is that sexuality became, as it were, the
domain of achievement for him. How does she go about doing this?

Beauvoir is clearly interested in historical circumstances, and she
makes use of them in trying to give an account of Sade. She explains
that he belongs to a “fallen aristocracy” and that his bourgeois life
was one in which no special distinction or singularity was available
to him. She even argues that he becomes something like a “feudal
despot” in the imaginary realm of his sexual life, that this position
of resurrected sovereignty is compensation for an irreversibly dete-
riorating class position. After all, he is writing during the period of
the French Revolution (1789) and the Terror. His own aristocratic
roots are figured as the enemy of revolutionary forces. He comes
to oppose the evolution of the revolution into the Reign of Terror
and its brutal application of “universal” principles. The Terror be-
came the occasion on which Sade decried the “legal” application of
murder; citizens who fell out of line with the regime were routinely
executed in the name of “law,” “universality,” “equality,” and “jus-
tice.” Beauvoir locates Sade in this historical predicament.He cannot
recover his class privilege, and he is living at a timewhen sovereignty
and aristocratic privilege are becoming undone by social and political
forces. Not only can he no longer inhabit an aristocratic position, but
aristocracy is for him, even as a child, part of a past dream, an iden-
tity already lost, an increasingly imaginary position. Indeed, when
he comes to oppose the Terror, he does so in the name of nature and
freedom, not in the name of a lost aristocracy. But something else
happens in the domain of sexuality, something perhaps not quite
compatible with his political beliefs.

In Beauvoir’s view, Sade’s sexual practice is inspired by a desire to
rehabilitate feudal power in the midst of bourgeois life: “Scions of
a declining call [the aristocracy] which has once possessed concrete
power, but which no longer retained any real hold on the world, they
tried to revive symbolically, in the privacy of the bedchamber, the
status for which they were nostalgic, that of the lone and sovereign
feudal despot” (MBS 15). So, in this sense, the sovereign position of
the aristocrat cannot be actually inhabited by him in his actually
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existing social world: it can only be assumed in an imaginary way.
Sexuality, Beauvoir argues, is the venue by which that assumption
takes place. Beauvoir does not use Sade’s class position as the ex-
planatory cause of his character. But it is there, as a loss, as a dream,
and Sade takes it up in his ownway. It is in relation to it that hemust
form himself, but it does not define him. He is clearly in a certain
historical predicament. But he also seeks to resolve this predicament
in his ownway. In Beauvoir’s view, facts alone are never explanatory,
and, in this case, it turns out that we do not have many facts, or that
they are inconsistent. “Value is not to be found in information, but
in the value the facts assume for Sade himself.” What we do know is
that “he made of his sexuality an ethic,” the erection of “tastes into
principles” (MBS 15).

To understand how Sade makes his sexuality into an ethic, we
have to ask how sexuality becomes the venue, the means, by which
his imaginary solution to a lost social station takes place. He is,
we learn from Beauvoir’s account, a conformist who honors his
commitments in the realms of both work and household at the same
time that he moves into brothels in order to work out the refusal or
negation of bourgeois norms he otherwise obeys. So Sade obeys out-
side of the sexual realm; and within the sexual realm, he demands
obedience.

Thus, Beauvoir is clear that he lived in a certain bourgeois world,
one in which he participated (prior to his criminalization) not only as
a “normal” citizen but as a citizen who, in her view, desired to craft a
life that satisfied social convention in every way.6 As a good citizen,
he experiences the norm in his person and his action and becomes, in
this respect, interchangeable with others. Beauvoir, then, concludes
that sexuality became for him a privileged site of freedom, where he
could still achieve singularity: “there was only one place where he
could assert himself as such . . . in the brothel where he bought
the right to unleash his fantasies” (MBS 16). To the extent that he
is able to buy his pleasure there, he still operates firmly within a
commodity system. To the extent that it is his “right” to pleasure
which he buys there, he is instating a certain liberal bourgeois in-
dividualism, even as he apparently strays from its norms. Sade is
clearly engaging his history, his context, at the same time that he
is trying to defy the normalization required by bourgeois social life.
He shows no sign of trying to exceed the bounds of normalitywithin
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bourgeois life, according to Beauvoir, no aspiration to become a great
entrepreneur or distinguish himself within the market or its social
world: “we are struck by the fact that beyond the walls of his ‘lit-
tle house’ it did not occur to him to ‘make full use of his strength.’
There is no hint of ambition in him” (MBS 15). Indeed, sexuality be-
comes produced as the domain in which he will assert himself. This
assertion is at once an assertion of “himself as such,” his singular-
ity, but also of a former time, a time now lost, the time of the feudal
despot. So he asserts his singularity but always through a set of norms
that show the historical conditions and aims embedded in his own
desire.

If at first Sade appeared to be mastering and managing his vari-
ous selves, his various practices, keeping them at a significant dis-
tance from one another, after he was arrested for lewd and cruel acts
(the Arcueil affair), he lost not only his control but his bourgeois re-
spectability. Where is he when he is in these various “places” in his
life? Is he ever at home when he is at home? Is he ever at work when
at work?Would it be right to say he is fully present at the brothel? Or
can we assume that this self, partitioned, is always never where he
is, always eluding the site where he might be constituted? Is there a
specific operation of freedom in this constant sliding from place to
place?What kind of freedommight this be? Andwhat happenswhen,
by his own action, he is finally delivered over to the police and be-
comes the occasion for public scandal?

Beauvoir tries to understand Sade at this juncture. But understand-
ing him means imagining him. And so she tells his story, but in
the mode of a conjecture: perhaps it happened like this, he probably
thought that. She writes sometimes without marking this conjec-
tural character of her account, offering instead a point of view that
claims special access to his perspective. At the same time, she will
not precisely take him at his word, accept his own account of what
he was doing with his life -- and he left many. Her writing is an effort
to reconstruct him, to reestablish what the world was for him from
a point of view that is at once imagined as his and avowed as her
own. Thus the writing sometimes appears to forfeit her own point
of view, and she writes from a sympathetic third-person perspective
that presumes some kind of access to his own reality. At other times,
her point of view marks the limit of its own access: she was born a
century after his death, she is hampered by no direct access to him;
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she is constrained to reconstruct him from extant legal documents
and his written texts.

So sometimes she reports on his feelings at the time, as if she
knows what they were, and with an air of certainty. After his expo-
sure and arrest, she writes for instance, “Sade reacted at first with
prayer, humility, and shame. He begged to be allowed to see his wife,
accusing himself of having grievously offended her. He begged to con-
fess and open his heart to her. This was not mere hypocrisy. A hor-
rible change had taken place overnight; natural innocent practices,
which had been hitherto sources of pleasure, had become punishable
acts” (MBS 19). Beauvoir then imagines that hemayhave experienced
from his mother something of what it is to be a scandal but that af-
ter 1763, the year of his arrest, “Sade had a foreboding that he would
henceforth and for the rest of his life be a culprit” (MBS 19).

beauvoir’s critical sympathy

To try to explain Sade is not only to find out the historical facts about
him, to read all the words he has left behind, but, quite literally, to
imagine oneself in his place, as if he were utterly present to one’s
own consciousness. To reconstruct a life is to admit that life into
human imaginability. To try to understand Sade is to recognize that
if nothing human is foreign to us, even Sade will have to cease to be
unimaginable. By imagining him, Beauvoir is exemplifying a task of
(a postwar) humanism, making a choice of her own, establishing as
well, and in a timely way, what it takes to overcome the difficulty of
imagining others who are disgusting or difficult to apprehend. “To
sympathize with Sade too readily is to betray him” (MBS 79), she
writes, for sympathy is what he seeks to resist, in the name of a “nat-
ural” disposition to inflict pain and incite the flesh. So Beauvoir, in
her nearly uncanny ability to sympathize with Sade, betrays him in
order, precisely, to know him and present him to us. She differs from
him explicitly on this point, maintaining that although both prize
the individual, they subscribe, finally, to different views on how far
individuals can overcome their individuality. Just as, for Beauvoir,
“action” in the normative sense engages the collective or shared
conditions of existence and their transformation, so she faults Sade
finally for failing to emerge from the sensual tactics of the individ-
ual into a common world. Thus, she writes, “it is in the name of the
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individual that it seems possible to raise the most convincing objec-
tions to Sade’s notions; for the individual is quite real, and crime does
him real injury. It is here that Sade’s thinking proves to be extreme:
the only thing that has truth for him is that which is enveloped inmy
own experience; the inner presence of other people is foreign to me”
(MBS 76). This last claim is one that Beauvoir could not utter in her
own name. For what she does in this patient elaboration of Sade is
to show that the inner presence of his being, bequeathed in his writ-
ings and what is written about him, is not foreign to her. She shows
that we would be making a mistake if we failed to take into account
Sade as a definite human possibility, one that is, therefore, at least
potentially, ours. Indeed, her entire effort to apprehend him through
biographical means would be threatened if his view, disputing the
possibility of sympathy with others, prevailed over hers.

Whereas Sade maintains that the individual can rely only on his
(sic) own sensations and feelings, Beauvoir counters that “the only
sure bonds among men are those they create in transcending them-
selves within a common world by means of a common project [se
transcendant dans un monde commun par des projets communs
(FB 1224)]” (MBS 76, my translation).

Beauvoir does not quite accept Sade’s explicit proclamation that
humans share nothing in common, that they are each, individually,
potential or actual sovereigns. She shows, for instance, how in Sade’s
sexual practice he presumes that everybody is vulnerable to pain and
to pleasure. And when he appeals to his audience, offering reasons
and examples to justify his crime, he assumes that by virtue of living
in a common linguistic world he will, to a degree, be communicating
effectively to them. But there is also a way inwhich Beauvoir accepts
Sade’s view of the individual’s potential solipsism. She writes, for
instance, that Sade is only disputing the existence of an a priori rela-
tionship between oneself and an Other (MBS 76--77) and that it is not
possible to accept this relation as an abstract reality that is in place
prior to action. Like Beauvoir, Sade does not dispute the possibility
of making such a relationship. We might tentatively conclude that
both believe that relationality is always achieved through action and
that a shared world is the special dispensation of action. If there is to
be an ethical recognition of the Other, it will not be through recourse
to an abstract scheme of human equality or universality that enfolds
us all. For Sade, the connection with the Other will have to travel
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through the body, conceived as a limit that is only overcome, if it
ever is, through a passionate and violating sexual action.

Although Beauvoir makes clear that she understands “action” in
the normative sense to be collective, she seems to share with Sade an
insight into the limits of collectivity. He treats the human body as a
limit that must be destroyed, a limit beyond which resides a noncor-
poreal person or will, always isolated, never fully reached. Beauvoir
seems to countenance this view when she writes: “Each mind bears
witness only for itself as to the value it attributes to itself and has no
right to impose this value on others. But it can, in a singular and vivid
manner, demand recognition of such value in its acts” (MBS 77). One
might expect her to object to this view of the body as an enclosure
and a limit and to offer a notion of the flesh as that which articulates
both the will in its corporeality and its interconnectedness with oth-
ers. But here it seems that it is not, finally, the body that releases
us from solipsism to intersubjectivity but “action,” which impels us
into a common project which, ideally, will not efface the singular
individuals who make that common reality possible.

The question remains, though, whether the body, which Beauvoir
describes in The Second Sex as “a situation,” does not as well imply
an intersubjective world and offer a way out of solipsism and, by
implication, out of sadism as well. She does not give us that reassur-
ance in this essay. But in her discussion of sadomasochism shemakes
clear her difference from the Sadean account (and the Sartrean as
well).7 We might consider that here she identifies passivity as the
link between the sadist and themasochist, the common predicament
of embodiment, one that offers an alternative to the presumption of
solipsistic ontology that Sade offers.

Beauvoir offers an original reading of Sade’s eroticism, arguing
that he is incapable of the experience of self-loss: “never in his stories
does sensual pleasure appear as self-forgetfulness, swooning, or aban-
don” (MBS 32). Along with a passionate desire for erotic contact,
Sade is also, as if constitutionally, alone. She notes this “emotional
apartness” as “the key to his eroticism” (MBS 32). Paradoxically, al-
though Sade champions nature and justifies his various acts through
recourse to nature, even berating himself for not following the dic-
tates of nature more rigorously, “he never, for an instant, loses him-
self in his animal nature; he remains so lucid, so cerebral, that
philosophical discourse, far from dampening his ardor, acts as an
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aphrodisiac” (MBS 32). Just as Sade fails to achieve an “action” that
is collective and transformative, according to Beauvoir, so in sexual
encounters he lacks the necessary experience of intoxication. Beau-
voir clearly thinks that intoxication is essential to the sexual en-
counter, but finds that Sade resists intoxication fully and effectively.
Without intoxication, there can be no passivity, which means that
the boundaries of the self fail to give way to the “ambiguous unity”
of lovers in sexual exchange. Without the capacity to lose his lucid-
ity, to undergo intoxication and passivity, Sade remains remote, cut
off, “sovereign,” and finally self-referential or, in her words, “autis-
tic” (MBS 33). This autism, the psychic correlate of philosophical
solipsism, was what prevented Sade from acknowledging the gen-
uine presence of another human being. Indeed, in Beauvoir’s view,
only through an intoxicated and passive “forgetting of oneself” does
one come to apprehend the genuine presence of the Other.

Sade’s position is thus differentiated from Beauvoir’s precisely on
this point. He cannot overcome his lucidity, his separateness. In her
view, his forms of sexual tyranny are an effort to compensate for
his incapacity, his refusal of passivity and intoxication. He is, as it
were, always at a distance from his body, its capacity for yielding,
for overwhelming the lucidity of consciousness. So the only way to
return to the body he refuses is through the corporealization of the
Other: “a cold, cerebral lover watches eagerly the enjoyment of his
mistress and needs to affirm his responsibility for it because he has
no other way of attaining his own fleshly state” (MBS 33). Beauvoir is
clear that Sade takes no pleasure in the infliction of pain on an inert or
unfeeling body. In a paraphrase of his logic, Beauvoir writes: “in order
for me to become flesh and blood through the pains I have inflicted, I
must recognize my own state in the passivity of the other” (MBS 34).
So if it appears, at first, that Sade seeks to differentiate himself from
his lovers by being the sovereign will who acts upon another’s body,
it turns out that the only way the “sovereign will” can take pleasure
in its actions is by imagining, even if only vicariously and through
displacement, the dissolution of its own sovereignty and will. That
Sade sometimes arranged for his own flagellation offers further proof,
for Beauvoir, of the inexorability of this dialectic. Similarly, although
he performs acts on others, he often arranges these scenes so that he
is seen performing these acts,whereby he becomes a spectaclewithin
the scene. Beauvoir thus speculates: “By contemplating the flesh to
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which he had done violence[,] the violence which he himself had
borne, he repossessed himself as subject within the being of his own
passivity [en contemplant sur une chair qu’il violente les violences
qu’il supporte, il se ressaisit comme sujet au sein de sa passivité
(FB 1031)]” (MBS 43--44, my translation).

Beauvoir thus shows how Sade interrogates this dialectic and
seeks to refuse its claim upon him. But she also shows how, through
the example of the man who refuses to acknowledge the presence
of the Other, she can demonstrate the very structure of human in-
tersubjectivity as it appears within sexual exchange. By insisting on
understanding Sade, by giving herself over, through a method of crit-
ical sympathy, to the logic of his conduct, Beauvoir refutes Sade’s
thesis that the Other is not to be understood. By betraying his dic-
tates in this way, Beauvoir is able to illuminate what she takes to
be the human condition, which is always at issue in his action and
writing. Beauvoir maintains that although Sade wrote about murder
he opposed the death penalty, and that his eroticism depended not
only on the continuing life of his victims but on their responsiveness
as well: “In order to derive pleasure from the humiliation and exalta-
tion of the flesh, one must ascribe value to the flesh” (MBS 26). With
regard to his sexual exploits, shemakes allowances for Sade thatmay
well seem questionable. She writes: “He was sure, in any case, that
a man who was content with whipping a prostitute every now and
thenwas less harmful to society than a farmer-general” (MBS 64). Is it
Beauvoir in an act of critical sympathy who offers this point of view?
Or Sade? Have their voicesmerged? Is she, as it were, so given over to
his voice at this point that we cannot finally tell whether Beauvoir
is here making an ethical distinction between sexual cruelty and po-
litical injustice? If he bought the right to unleash his fantasies in the
brothel, then surely the women who worked there ought to have had
rights to decent work conditions, health care, and protection from
violence. The ethical point is not to oppose prostitution per se but
to accept it as a social institution for which collective responsibility
is required. Sade may well have helped to avow the social reality of
prostitution, but the critical supplement to Sade must defend the
rights of prostitutes against unwanted violence. Under these condi-
tions sexual cruelty is part of what must be properly situated within
the sphere of political justice. The right to sex, which Sade made so
clear, must be complemented with a right to sexual protection. It is
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this last point that Beauvoir does not identify as part of the domain
of justice, although we might have suspected that she would.

What she makes clear from the start of this essay is that she seeks
neither to romanticize nor to vilify Sade. To understand the ethi-
cal significance of Sade, one must suspend judgment about him and
adopt the critical sympathy of the biographer. The ethical question
for her is not whether such conduct should or should not be con-
doned, but what such conduct tells us about who we are and howwe
might come to know the full range of human possibility. In response
to the ethical injunction to know oneself, one must, as it were, un-
dertake to know Sade, even if -- or precisely because -- he assumed
that no such knowledge of the Other was finally possible.
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susan j. brison

9 Beauvoir and feminism:
interview and reflections

interview1

brison : Yesterday, you agreed that it’s not enough for women to
put themselves in exactly the same situation as men in order for
them to be liberated. But you didn’t say what you think we need to
do now. I’d like to ask you the same question that you asked Sartre,
a question it seemed to me he avoided: “Should women completely
reject the masculine universe or should they find themselves a place
in it? Should they steal their tools or change them? I’m thinking of
science as well as language, the arts. Every value is marked with the
seal of masculinity.”2

de beauvoir : That’s a lot of questions in one. I think that fem-
inists, at least those I’m involved with, want to change not only
women’s situation but also the world. That is, these are women who
would like to see a certain dismantling of society and who think
that if feminism were victorious, if the oppression of women were
completely eliminated, well, society would be shaken to its foun-
dation. This cannot be accomplished without other kinds of action,
for example, actions supporting class struggle and immigrants, in
other words, all the actions one can imagine in favor of society. They
must all be linked. So, it’s a matter not of women taking men’s place
in this world, but of their being emancipated in such a way as to
simultaneously change this world. OK, you asked a second question,
namely, can certain parts of this world, like science, literature, the
arts, which were largely, very largely, developed by men in a mascu-
line world -- can we use these, or should we reject them altogether?
I think we should use them -- I think I said it yesterday, we should
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naturally use themwith a great deal of precaution, because, for exam-
ple, we’re not going to recreate language from one day to the next on
the basis of personal initiative. Language is never created that way, in
any country at any time. So of course we must seize upon language,
but in doing so we must remain aware that language bears the mark
of men. It’s universal but also singular. For instance, there are words
like “virile” that have a positive meaning for men that women have
no reason to accept. You could find a lot of others. Similarly, for sci-
ence, sure, 2 and 2 is 4 for men as for women. But the orientation
given to science is obviously very different according to whether it
is men or women who direct the research. Men have never taken
much interest in specifically female biology or medicine. If women
were to undertake serious research, they could, they should, do it
muchmore in the way of . . .well, to serve their sex as such. Same for
language, for science, for art, and for literature. You can, indeed, steal
the tools and use them, but you have to use them carefully and, for
that matter, nothing prevents you from changing them at the same
time.

brison : In The Second Sex you wrote that the woman who is cul-
turally conditioned into womanhood doesn’t know how to make
use of the sort of technical training that would allow her to control
(material) things. She doesn’t find any usefulness in masculine logic.
But couldn’t that be considered rather as a positive feature inwomen?
The “knowledge of domination” has proven to be so destructive that
now it is essential to preserve its contrary, that is, to foster a real de-
sire to interact with the natural world and with others. As Hélène
Cixous has written: “It’s not a question of appropriating their instru-
ments, their concepts, their places, or their position of mastery . . .
Let’s leave all that to the anxious ones, to masculine anguish and
its obsessional relation to mastery, to domination, to knowing ‘how
it works’ in order to ‘make it work.’”3 I think you’re in agreement
with her.

de beauvoir : Yes, the point is not for women simply to take power
out of men’s hands, since that wouldn’t change anything about the
world. It’s a question precisely of destroying that notion of power.
That’s it. On this I completely agree: women must master many,
many things, but not in order to seize power and to dominate others.
I’m certain, in fact, that this idea of domination is one of the features

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

Beauvoir and feminism: interview and reflections 191

of the masculine universe that must be totally destroyed, that we
must look for reciprocity, collaboration, etc.

brison : So, some features of the masculine universe must be de-
stroyed. It seems to me that there are also certain traditionally fem-
inine features that ought to be preserved in both men and women,
as you yourself say to Sartre: “If we consider ourselves as possess-
ing certain positive qualities, isn’t it better to convey them to men
rather than suppress them in women?”4 I wonder what qualities you
had in mind.

de beauvoir : Precisely because they don’t generally have power,
women don’t have the flaws that are linked to the possession of
power. For example, they don’t demonstrate the self-importance, the
fatuousness, the complacency, the spirit of emulation that you find
in men. Women have more irony, more detachment, more simplic-
ity. They play fewer roles, wear fewer masks, and I think the kind of
truthfulness you find in many women is there because, in a sense,
they have to have it, and that’s a quality they should keep and should
also transmit to men. There are also qualities of devotion. Devotion
is very dangerous because it can become a way of life and can devour
people sometimes, but it has its good sides, if it’s what we think of
as altruism. There is often, in women, a kind of caring for others that
is inculcated in them by education, and which should be eliminated
when it takes the form of slavery. But caring about others, the abil-
ity to give to others, to give of your time, your intelligence -- this
is something women should keep, and something that men should
learn to acquire.

brison : If one doesn’t want to define woman negatively in relation
toman --woman as an inferiorman, a failedman -- howcanone define
her positively? As Cixous has written: “They’ve stuck us between
two horrifying myths, between Medusa and the abyss.”5 It seems to
me that Sartre, as well, has identified woman with the “viscous,”
with what blocks the transcendence of the in-itself . . .

de beauvoir : Sartre didn’t say that; I’m the one who spoke of
woman as immanence. But I did so in considering the role she has
been made to play. It’s not by nature that she is reduced to imma-
nence; she’s been reduced to it by men, who prevent her from acting,
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creating, transcending herself, as we put it during the era of existen-
tialism, as I would still put it today.

brison : I was thinking of somewhat more symbolic things, for ex-
ample, of the words he chose in describing the female as “slimy” and
“viscous.”

de beauvoir : It’s possible that he had some “macho” prejudices,
as he says in the dialogue with me in L’Arc. It’s his whole education,
his whole past, all of that which gave him at once a lot of sympathy
for women and a way of looking at them as different, even better,
in his eyes, but indeed, different from men. A positive definition of
“woman”? Woman is a human being with a certain physiology, but
that physiology in no way makes her inferior, nor does it justify her
exploitation.

brison : You explained in The Second Sex that women grant a great
deal of importance to sensual pleasure because of their immanence.
Perhaps that’s true. But now, is the goal to devalorize sensuality or
to rediscover it at the very center of both sexes?

de beauvoir : Well, the writer of The Second Sex says both things.
I also said that there are an awful lot of women who were com-
pletely frigid. Frigid, in any case, with men. And on the other hand,
there are some who, having discovered pleasure, grant it enormous
importance. But I think that if they consider the physical to be so im-
portant, it’s not because of some physiological destiny, but precisely
because they are deprived of so many other things in life. They have
so little of real interest in their lives that they are led to confer much
value to the part, let’s say, the sexual, sensual part of their existence.
This goes as well for relations with children, with the newborn, etc.
They take pleasure in breastfeeding, etc., and all of this is very im-
portant for them largely because they have so little else.

brison : But even if women could transcend their immanence, they
should still preserve their sensual nature.

de beauvoir : Well yes! Of course, for men and women, sexuality
should be something that is really free and fulfilling.

brison : You said yesterday that you refuse to accept the notion of a
uniquely feminine style ofwriting, thatwehave to get rid of “macho”
words but that it’s not a question of creating a new language.
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de beauvoir : Yes, that’s what I was just saying amoment ago, too,
because a language is never really created by individual initiative.
Language is not voluntaristic. It’s something constituted through
circulation, in the mass of people, in reciprocity, in all of that, and
if you try to create a language artificially you’ll never manage to
make a real language out of it, and you’ll cut off communication
with others. I find that many of Cixous’s books, for example, are
virtually impossible to read because they sever communication with
others.

brison : But perhaps it’s necessary for really innovative writers to
be, initially, a bit incomprehensible, like James Joyce in Finnegan’s
Wake.

de beauvoir : I don’t know. They’re not always incomprehensible.
If they try to be, as James Joyce did in Finnegan’s Wake, their work
becomes very, very hard to read. But, in Ulysses, you find a lot that
is quite accessible in spite of everything.

brison : I agree completely with what you said yesterday about how
“every woman has the right to shout, but the cry must be heard and
listened to . . .”

de beauvoir : Right, that’s it.

brison : But what do you think of the idea of “women’s writing” --
“women’s” in the sense of “feminist,” that is, a writing that rebels
in order to lead us toward liberation?

de beauvoir : Ah, yes! I’m totally in favor of that. I think that
women can write, and even should write -- perhaps not all women,
but still -- that they should write feminist books, books that reveal
women’s condition, that revolt against it and lead others to revolt. I
mentioned to you, for example, that I really like Kate Millet’s book,
Flying. I even like it much more than her first book, the theoretical
one, because here she really puts her experience as a woman on the
table and everybody can read it and see how awoman tries tomanage
with her sexual tendencies as well as with society, etc. I think that
women certainly have new things to say, unique things, and that they
must say them. What I don’t approve of is the choice of a language
that is completely different from common language because I think
it cuts off communication. In a feminist book like Kate Millet’s,
the language is normal, understandable for everyone. To the extent
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that there are new things to say, they must be said in a way that’s
accessible.

brison : Many critics have asked why you haven’t portrayed truly
liberated women in your novels. The stress is placed on your female
characters’ love lives. Even a character as liberated as Anne in The
Mandarins is depicted primarily through her love life rather than
through her interest in her work or in political life. Yet your por-
traits of male characters don’t seem to follow this pattern. Does
this mean that there is no point in portraying liberated women and
ideal relationships? Does it mean that, in a society where women are
still conditioned to assume the traditionally feminine attributes of
submission and self-effacement, it’s not useful to portray liberated
women and ideal relationships?

de beauvoir : I wanted to describewomen such as they are, and not
as they should be. Actually, there are very, very few truly liberated
women. I don’t know if there’s a single one. I don’t know if there
are even any men who are really completely liberated. Everybody is
alienated in someway or other. But, anyway, I wanted to take typical
women, like the ones I know, as they are, and not an ideal woman.
In other words, what you suggest goes in the direction of socialist
realism, where there must always be positive heroes. I didn’t want to
have positive heroines. That genre of writing -- too moralizing, too
didactic -- irritates me. I’ve been much more interested in women
who are much more divided, that is, more in conformity with the
way women generally are. I didn’t want to portray really exceptional
women.

brison : Among the many reasons that you have given for writing,
is that you have felt the need “to conserve, to save the past,” “to
recuperate” your life, as well as to communicate your experience.
But was it also your intention to establish a newway of living, if only
through its absence, as in, for example, your most recent novels, in
which you describe an intolerable society and destructive, traditional
relationships?

de beauvoir : You know, I’ve looked for different things in writing.
After all, my books are spread out over a lot of years. There are, of
course, books in which I seek to recount the past: for example, my
memoirs and also to some extent The Mandarins, in which I tried
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to capture a period I’d lived in, and also somewhat in She Came
to Stay. There are autobiographical elements everywhere. But I’ve
also tried to describe the society around me -- outside of me -- to
describe how things are in the present. For example, in Les Belles
images I tried to describe society or, in any case, to make its way of
speaking heard, as I said somewhere. I tried to show society such as
it unfortunately is today. And then, in The Woman Destroyed, I told
the story of a woman very different frommyself. In the monolog and
in my depiction of the “broken woman” I was actually inspired by
women I’d known, whom I’d met, whose plight I have seen up close,
for example, in the drama of breaking up. But at that point I was no
longer engaged in autobiography, in remembering the past. I also try
to describe, to grasp, the world as I see it, as I sense it.

brison : But do you envision a new way of living?

de beauvoir : Perhaps, if you wish. But Les Belles images is a
denunciation, as it were: a denunciation of that society, a certain
consumer society, snobism, false relationships, etc. Certainly.

brison : Is it desirable to assume a political position in writing nov-
els? Or is there a risk of literature becoming propaganda?

de beauvoir : I think that you write with everything you are, in-
cluding political opinions, including your situation as a woman. You
write on the basis of your situation, even if you don’t talk about it.
Obviously, in Les Belles images there is never really any explicit po-
sition on politics, but one could say all the same when reading the
book that there is a whole bourgeois world that I find horrible and
want nothing to do with. So, negatively, it can make you think of
another, more fraternal, truer world. But there’s no propaganda side
to my novels.

brison : More generally, in your opinion, is the goal of art to show
things as they are or to “make possible” a new world?

de beauvoir : Sartre has spoken of this very well in his articles on
literature, when he showed how revealing things through words is
already to act on things. When you give a name to oppression, to stu-
pidity, to justice, you’ve alreadymade them felt and that leads to a de-
sire for change. It’s certainly not a question of simply showing things
in an entirely external manner, as in the new novel, for example;
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it’s not at all that, our notion. The idea of committed literature is
perhaps the notion of literature not only as a commitment, but as an
act, a certain act, without of course exaggerating the possibilities of
literary action. One shouldn’t exaggerate the political effect of writ-
ing. Take, for example, The Second Sex. I know that it’s widely read
today in America and in France because, twenty years after its publi-
cation, feminist movements emerged. So, these movements find in
The Second Sex a theoretical confirmation of their spirit. But at the
time of its publication, The Second Sex reached a number of women
individually without creating a feminist movement. It’s once the
movement exists that the book assumes a certain value.

brison : One of the greatest problems for contemporary feminists
is that expressed by Sartre: “They have no base in the masses and
the task now, it seems to me, is to achieve it.”6 But how?

de beauvoir : It’s very difficult, but there are certain things that
affect all women. Take, for example, our success in the area of abor-
tion rights. Every women is affected by that -- a rich woman (a bit
less so, because she is rich and can go to Switzerland or elsewhere,
but after all that’s not very pleasant) as well as her housemaid. There
are things we’re trying to do in France right now -- I’m not sure about
America -- but we’re trying to focus on things that interest more or
less all women. For example, the anti-rape movement is of concern
to the working woman down at the corner no less than to woman
in the factory or to the girl still living at home, who can get raped
like any other. So actions against rape can interest a whole lot of
women. It’s the same thing with protests against domestic violence
-- this is also very important to all women because there are victims
of such abuse in all the social classes, including the middle class.
One mustn’t think that a lawyer or a doctor doesn’t beat his wife
just like a farmer or a worker does. I even think that the farmer is
the one who does it less because his wife works, she is useful, he
doesn’t want to break her arm or leg. So, we have to find issues all
women can be interested in and, on that basis, make them under-
stand that their problems are experienced by all women, not only
them, and give them a sense of solidarity. This is what we managed
to do with abortion, by receiving women in abortion centers before
the law was passed: when they had abortions, we explained why we
were doing this and they realized theyweren’t alone in theworld, that
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there were problems. They saw other women and sometimes they
joined the movement and helped out. But for now it’s certain that
in France -- I think it’s the same thing in America -- the big problem
is that we don’t reach women who are exploited in additional ways,
whether directly, in the factory, or else because they’re the wives of
workers and exploited as such. The choice of action depends on the
circumstances. In the examples I just mentioned, rape and domestic
abuse, the movements against these happened because there were
trials going on, inquiries, polls, and so women began to speak out a
bit, they were encouraged to speak out, and the more they spoke the
more it became clear what a crime sexual violence is -- a very, very
common crime that really concerns all social classes. So we need to
find the points where the interests of women of all classes intersect.
That, I think, is what feminists should be seeking.

brison : A somewhatmore personal question: what are your current
projects?

de beauvoir : Right now, I’m primarily working on some projects
in film. They’re making a film of The Woman Destroyed. That’s for
television, Channel 3. And then I have a really big project, making
a film based on The Second Sex with a Swedish director named Mai
Zetterling, who’s done some excellent feminist films. She did a film
called “The Girls.” You haven’t seen it? Well, it’s really beautiful.
So, we’re going to take two years to do it and try to look at different
aspects of the condition of woman. I’m really interested in it. We’re
going to collaborate on it and I’m really looking forward to it, since
film, if it’s done well, has a very strong impact on people. It canmake
women aware of a lot of things,more than books can, and it can easily
reach workers’ wives, wives of employees, since everybody has TV
nowadays. It’s a way of speaking to all women; one can do this more
effectively through film or television than one can do in a book that
they’re not going to read. Reaching them through books is a bit too
difficult. I’ll be busy with this during the coming year, maybe even
two years because it will take a long time to make, since The Second
Sex covers the entire condition of women.

brison : And what are Sartre’s projects right now?

de beauvoir : You know, Sartre can’t see very well anymore. At
least he can’t read or write. He’s working with a secretary who is also
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a friend and they’re trying to write a book together, a book on the
question of “power and freedom.” The problem of power seems to
interest everyone right now and so they’re tackling it; his friend reads
to him, they have conversations, his friend takes notes, etc. They’re
studying the huge subject of power and freedom: what exactly is
power? And how can you reconcile a certain kind of power with
freedom? Or must all power be completely suppressed? For example,
in French feminist movements -- the same problem comes up in
America -- feminists refuse all hierarchy, all bureaucracy, practically
any organizationwhatsoever.Well, everything’s disorganized and, for
that reason, it turns back on itself, it’s not a real democracy, because
those who speak loudest, or with the greatest ease, talk all the time,
and the others can’t make themselves heard. That’s pretty horrible,
too, and it creates a lot of difficulty for the feminist movement. It’s
hard because it ends up being always the same ones who are the
leaders, almost in spite of themselves. But they are still the leaders
and have a certain power. Some are very happy with that; some,
however, don’t like it because it’s draining, it requires too much
responsibility, and then of course it reproduces masculine patterns
to the very extent that they have tried to avoid them. Very difficult,
this question of power. Yes.

reflections: theory and practice in beauvoir’s
later feminism

Although The Second Sex, first published in 1949, had inspired
women around theworld to rethink their situations and change their
lives, it was ignored or disparaged by a surprising number of femi-
nists during the so-called “second wave” of the women’s movement
in the 1970s, especially in France. Simone de Beauvoir was not even
mentioned in the early feminist writings of Hélène Cixous, Luce
Irigaray, and Julia Kristeva.7 Suzanne Lilar declared, in a book pub-
lished in France in 1970, “it is high time to lose respect for Simone
de Beauvoir, it is high time to desecrate [profaner] The Second Sex,”8

and Jean Leighton, in a book published in the United States in 1975,
accused Beauvoir of “misogyny”9 and of writing “a diatribe against
the female sex.”10According to Leighton, “TheSecondSex staunchly
insists that transcendence, action, creativity, and power are the mas-
culine virtues par excellence, and these are what determine human
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value . . .Action and transcendence are male and good; being and im-
manence are feminine and bad. Unless women renounce ‘feminin-
ity’ and equal men on their own terms, they will continue to be
inferior.”11

Beauvoir was attacked by feminists not only in academic texts,
but also in activist circles. Anne Tristan and Annie de Pisan describe
ameeting (in Paris in 1970) of the nascent Frenchwomen’s liberation
movement (the Mouvement de Libération des Femmes, or MLF) at
which the announcement that Simone de Beauvoir had agreed to sign
a manifesto calling for legalized abortion wasmet with the response:
“‘What’s that got to dowith anything?We don’twant any of that kind
of feminism here. The Second Sex is old hat.’”12

The main arguments being raised at the time against The Sec-
ond Sex, and against Beauvoir herself, who was assumed to hold
the same views roughly twenty-five years later, were that Beauvoir
valorized “masculine” values and disparaged “feminine” ones and
that she held that women needed simply to achieve the positions of
power currently held by men in order to be truly liberated. Beau-
voir did little to counter these charges. On the contrary, she re-
inforced these views, primarily by refusing to reply to critics, but
also by suggesting, in interviews and publications, that her views
hadn’t changed since publishing The Second Sex. In 1972 she wrote
that “As far as theory is concerned my opinions are still the same;
but from the point of view of practice and tactics my position has
changed.”13

One might fault her for allowing these misperceptions to prolif-
erate. Alternatively, one might give her credit for remaining above
the fray in French feminist politics -- a rather nasty one and soon
to become worse. One of the first feminist groups in Paris, “Psych-
analyse et Politique” (or “Psych et Po”), led by Antoinette Fouque,
a psychoanalyst, dedicated itself to the celebration of feminine dif-
ference and disparaged Beauvoir as a reactionary masculinist. They
founded the press Des Femmes and succeeded in legally register-
ing the labels “Mouvement de Libération des Femmes” and “MLF”
as commercial trademarks, in effect prohibiting anyone who was
not part of their organization from calling herself a member of the
women’s liberation movement. The animosity of Psych et Po to
Beauvoir’s brand of feminism never abated. When Beauvoir died, in
1986, Antoinette Fouque wrote a piece in Libération, ascribing to
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Beauvoir an “intolerant, assimilating, sterilizing universalism, full
of hatred and reductive of otherness.”14

Although there were deep ideological disagreements between
Psych et Po and Beauvoir, the charge of intolerance was unfounded
(not to mention ironic, given Psych et Po’s trademarking of the very
name of the women’s liberation movement). In the mid-1970s Beau-
voir’s comments about feminism indicated precisely the opposite:
an openness to the unexpected and exciting directions the move-
ment would take. Her preface to the early collection of feminist
essays,Les Femmes s’entêtent15 (WomenProtest, also a punmeaning
women without a head) begins with the exhortation “perturbation,
ma soeur” (“disruption, my sister”), signaling her nearly anarchic re-
jection of hierarchies, her refusal to be the leader of this movement
without leaders.When L’Arc (a journal that devoted each issue to the
work of a famous intellectual figure) decided to do a special issue
about her in 1975, Beauvoir insisted that it be entitled Simone de
Beauvoir et la lutte des femmes (Simone de Beauvoir and Women’s
Struggle), that other women appear on the cover with her, and that
it consist of essays (not about Beauvoir) by a range of feminist theo-
rists. It was in this volume that Hélène Cixous’ essay “The Laugh
of Medusa,” praising “écriture féminine” (“feminine writing”) first
appeared. The editors of the volume write in their introduction that
they wanted to convey Simone de Beauvoir’s “inimitable way of be-
ing open to others.”16

In the spring of 1976 I wrote to Simone de Beauvoir asking if I
could meet with her. It seemed to me that the charges against her
being made by a considerable number of French feminists were un-
founded, and I wanted to know how shewould reply to them. I would
have been surprised to learn that her views about feminism had not
evolved at all since 1949 (when she did not describe herself as a
feminist). She had, in a 1966 interview with Francis Jeanson, called
herself a “radical feminist” and discussed a wide range of ways of
being a radical feminist. And when Beauvoir wrote, in 1972, that she
stood by her argument in The Second Sex (“that all male ideologies
are directed at justifying the oppression of women, and that women
are so conditioned by society that they consent to this oppression”),
she added that her view that “‘You are not born a woman; you be-
come one’ . . . only require[d] completing with the statement ‘You are
not born a male; you become one.’ For masculinity is not given at
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the beginning, either.”17 It seemed unlikely to me that she (still) ad-
vocated (if she ever did) that women simply become more like men.
I told her that I wanted to ask her about, among other things, her
current relationship to the women’s movement in France and else-
where and the ways in which her views might have changed since
the publication of The Second Sex. I wanted to know what kinds
of political actions she thought offered the greatest chance of radi-
cally transforming society. I had been reading Cixous18 on l’écriture
féminine and I wanted to ask her about her views on the revolution-
ary potential of writing -- in particular of women’s writing. And, with
the adolescent audacity of a 21-year-old, I offered to tell her about
my experiences with feminism in the United States, suggesting to
her that certain generalizations she had made regarding the combat-
iveness (vis-à-vis men) of la femme américaine (American women)
were not, in fact, justified.19

I also wrote (with a now quite embarrassing forthrightness) that I
was perplexed by her concepts of “essential” and “contingent love.”
If, as Sartre had written, there was no such thing as love apart from
the deeds of love,20 how could a so-called “essential love” that sup-
posedly became an ineradicable part of one’s self-definition be any-
thing other than an illusory act of faith? Even in love, I wrote, every
individual remains radically free to choose newprojects, new futures,
and every relation constantly evolves, sometimes in unpredictable
ways. So how is a love that is both “essential” (necessary, perma-
nent, and unchangeable) and authentic possible? What I didn’t write
was that I was also concerned, from a moral standpoint, about the
position of those who were relegated, by both Beauvoir and Sartre,
to the status of contingent loves. I had recently read Nelson Algren’s
review of Beauvoir’s memoir Force of Circumstance (in which she
had recounted her “contingent” affair with Algren) as well as some
painfully caustic interviews with him on the subject of his relation-
ship with Beauvoir. “Anybodywho can experience love contingently
has a mind that has recently snapped,” he wrote. “How can love be
contingent? Contingent upon what?”21

Beauvoir agreed to meet with me. I got a fellowship to spend
the summer of 1976 in Paris researching recent trends in French
feminism. In September I met Beauvoir in Rome at the Albergo
Nazionale, where she and Sartre had spent the latter part of the sum-
mer for many years.
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She greeted me cordially, and I was struck (as other young fem-
inists were at the time) by her very proper, indeed feminine, de-
meanor -- and her bright red nail polish. She asked me if I would like
a scotch (“unwhisky”). I’ll never know whether thiswas because her
time with Algren in Chicago had convinced her that all Americans
liked scotch or because I seemed really nervous. In any case, I had
my first taste of whisky, and I started asking her questions.

It quickly became clear that she had, indeed, revised her views
about feminism since writing The Second Sex. She didn’t think that
the point of women’s liberation was for women to become more like
men or to assume their positions of power in a capitalist society. Nor
did she think that the advent of a socialist society would automat-
ically ensure equality for women. She thought that writing could
help to change the world, but she completely rejected the idea of a
l’écriture féminine that was premised on distinctively, essentially,
feminine values.

We talked about the political potential of la littérature engagé
(committed literature) and about the limits of writing as a catalyst
for social transformation. I asked her about the philosophical and
personal difficulties of having “contingent” love relationships while
sustaining an “essential” one and she replied, tersely, “yes, it’s dif-
ficult,” or something to that effect, so I dropped the subject. After
a couple of hours, I asked if I could do a more formal, tape-recorded
interview with her the following day. That she was willing to spend
another afternoon talking with a young student who was simply
interested in her work was a sign of her extraordinary generosity.

In the interview that followed, Beauvoir replied to those who said
that she was urging women to become more like men: “it’s a matter
not of women taking men’s place in this world, but of their being
emancipated in such a way as simultaneously to change this world.”
Far from advocating that women assume men’s positions of power,
she asserted that “the point is not for women simply to take power
out of men’s hands since that wouldn’t change anything about the
world. It’s a question precisely of destroying that notion of power.”

She acknowledged that, precisely because of thewayswomenhave
been oppressed, they “don’t have the flaws that are linked to the
possession of power.” And yet she rejected the notion that women
have some positive, essentially feminine, traits worth promoting:
“A positive definition of ‘woman’? Woman is a human being with a
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certain physiology, but that physiology in nowaymakes her inferior,
nor does it justify her exploitation.”

This is far from the valorization of feminine difference found in
other French feminist writers of the time. Although she acknowl-
edged that the physical, the sensual, should be a source of pleasure
for women as well as for men, she also asserted that if women

consider the physical to be so important, it’s not because of some physiolog-
ical destiny, but precisely because they are deprived of so many other things
in life. They have so little of real interest in their lives that they are led to
confer much value to the part, let’s say, the sexual, sensual part of their ex-
istence. This goes as well for relations with children, with the newborn, etc.
They take pleasure in breastfeeding, etc., and all of this is very important
for them largely because they have so little else.

It is not hard to see why she did not agree with Cixous that women
should be encouraged to write in a distinctively feminine voice, “in
white ink,” with their mothers’ milk.

And yet Beauvoir was “totally in favor” of feminist writings --
“books that reveal women’s condition, that revolt against it and lead
others to revolt” -- provided that they were written in accessible lan-
guage. “To the extent that there are new things to say,” she main-
tained, “they must be said in a way that’s accessible.” For Beauvoir,
writing is a kind of political action, a way of changing the world by
revealing it. As Sartre writes, “The ‘committed’ writer knows that
words are action. He knows that to reveal is to change and that one
can reveal only by planning to change.”22 Language is not, for Beau-
voir, a mere expression of thought. Nor does it merely reflect some
preexisting reality. “No work that has reference to the world can be
a mere transcription, since the world has not the power of speech,”
she writes. “Facts do not determine their own expression; they dic-
tate nothing. The person who recounts them finds out what he has
to say about them through the act of saying it.”

Although Beauvoir thought writing had political potential, she
also warned against overestimating the power of literary action.
From the early 1970s on she was concerned with direct action, with
legislative reform,with the actual, everyday problems of realwomen.
This was in contrast with the agenda of Psych et Po, whose “primary
battle,” according to Claire Duchen, “was against the masculinity
in women’s heads; not against the material conditions of women’s
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lives, or against discrimination that can be changed through legis-
lation, but, as feminist Nadja Ringert says . . . against the ‘phallus in
our heads.’”23 In an article written in 1972, the Psych et Po collective
distinguished masculine and feminine power in the following way:

Women’s power isn’t legal, patriarchal, sadistic, pederastic, it isn’t concerned
with representation, with leadership, with names, with rape, repression,
hatred, avarice, knowledge, order, individualism, with abstractions.

It’s a non-power of the matrix, of birthings, givings, chaos, differences, of
collective freedoms, of openings, of bodies, of recognitions, of lifting censor-
ships, of pleasure, outside the law, it’s a power-to, act-think-do, by/for all
women, all.24

Beauvoir had little use for the sort of revolution from within be-
ing proposed by the adherents of feminine difference. After all, it’s
what people do that counts. In her interview with John Gerassi, on
“The Second Sex: Twenty Five Years Later,” published in early 1976,
after describing how she realized, after 1968, that the class struggle
did not eliminate the need for the sex struggle, Beauvoir acknowl-
edges that, increasingly, leftist groups “feel compelled to keep their
machomale leaders in check. That’s progress. Here in our newspaper,
Libération, the male-oriented majority felt obliged to let a woman
become its director. That’s progress. Leftist men are beginning to
watch their language, are . . .,” at which point Gerassi interrupts to
ask: “But is it real? I mean, I’ve learned, for example, never to use
the word ‘chick,’ to pay attention to women in any group discussion,
to wash dishes, clean the house, do the shopping. But am I any less
sexist in my thoughts? Have I rejected the male values?” To which
Beauvoir replies: “You mean inside you? To be blunt, who cares?
Think for a minute. You know a racist Southerner. You know he’s
racist because you’ve known him all his life. But now he never says
‘nigger.’ He listens to all black men’s complaints and tries to do his
best to deal with them. He goes out of his way to put down other
racists. He insists that black children be given a better-than-average
education to offset the years of no education. He gives references
for black men’s loan applications. He backs the black candidates in
his district both with money and with his vote. Do you think the
blacks give a damn that he’s just as much a racist now as before ‘in
his soul’?” She goes on to add: “A couple of generations feeling that
they have to appear nonracist at all times, and the third generation
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will grow up nonracist in fact. So play at being nonsexist, and keep
playing.”25

Beauvoir valued clarity, precision, accessible language, and action;
a politically engaged intellectual, she was aware of the limits of the
life of the mind -- and of the power of the pen. When I met her, she
was attending demonstrations, going to meetings of groups fight-
ing against rape and domestic violence, and lobbying for legislative
change. She had largely stopped writing and was devoting herself to
film and television projects that would reach a wider audience of
women. For the last decade of her life, the most influential French
feminist theorist of the twentieth century dedicated herself to polit-
ical practice.

I have sorely missed her brand of feminist activism when it has
seemed to me that feminist theorists have tended to give abstract
theory priority over the actual experiences of real women, to the
detriment of both their scholarship and their political agenda. I came
across a startling example of this in the spring of 1992, when I was
in France doing legal research to prepare for the trial of the man who
had raped and nearly murdered me in the south of France in 1990.
I went to what is still the largest feminist bookstore in Paris, the
Librairie des femmes (founded by Psych et Po). While there was an
entire bookcase (with several shelves) devoted toEtudes lacaniennes,
I found only two books in the store by French authors on violence
against women (and one was a reprint of a 1978 transcript of a well-
known French rape trial).

A libertarian colleague of mine defines “freedom” as lawlessness.
When I think of lawlessness, I think of being trapped in a ravine by
a man trying to kill me who looks like he’s going to get away with
it. Freedom is something else altogether. Current debates within US
feminism about freedom and the power of the state remind me of
the conflict in the 1970s between Beauvoir and the feminists who lo-
cated women’s emancipatory potential outside the laws of the state,
beyond the male-dominated systems of discourse and knowledge, in
“the non-power of the matrix . . . of lifting censorships, of pleasure,
outside the law.”

Beauvoir refused this version of a feminist utopia; she rejected the
dichotomies presupposed by those who asked: should women use or
reject masculine “tools” -- language, science, art, law -- for under-
standing and controlling the world? Her response to this question is
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a call to action that breaks through the kind of aporia induced, at
times, by relentless theorizing: “You can, indeed, steal the tools and
use them,” she replied, “but you have to use them carefully and for
that matter,” she added, “nothing prevents you from changing them
at the same time.”
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10 Life-story in Beauvoir’s memoirs

A life is such a strange object, at one moment translucent,
at another utterly opaque, an object I make with my own
hands, an object imposed on me, an object for which the
world provides the rawmaterial and then steals it fromme
again, pulverized by events, scattered, broken, scored yet
retaining its unity; how heavy it is and how inconsistent:
this contradiction breeds many misunderstandings.1

the making of a life-story

In the Interlude that comes between parts i and i i of Force of Cir-
cumstance, Simone de Beauvoir’s third autobiographical volume,2

she reflects on what a peculiar object a life is. The peculiarity ac-
crues when it is viewed not so much as a thing lived, but rather as
an object of ongoing written representation -- an object amenable to
that double publicity entailed by the telling of one’s own life-story
in a published memoir. For the author, some of this peculiarity must
inevitably be reflected back onto the life lived, because as the project
of writing a memoir gets under way and life infuses the page, so will
the prospect of the written record begin to infuse the experience of
living. Certain experiences will take on the aspect of a theme, cer-
tain events the significance of an aberration, a confirmation of a
pattern, a turning point, a nemesis, and so on, even while they are
being spontaneously lived.We know that even as a little girl, if out of
sheer romanticism, Beauvoir thought of her life as a “lovely story” in
the making. Later, when relating her and Sartre’s only slightly more
mature sense of total personal freedom, she says, “I still wanted my
life to be ‘a lovely story that became true as I told it to myself,’ and
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touched it up improvingly here and there in the telling” (PL 363).
This feeling was finally tempered during the German Occupation,
when she describes herself as being “at last prepared to admit that
my life was not a story of my own telling, but a compromise between
myself and the world at large” (PL 484). Whether as “lovely” and em-
bellished, or as radically free, or as a compromise with circumstance,
then, it seems that Beauvoir consistently entertained a sense of her
own life as a living story.

This is nothing if not appropriate for a writer with existentialist
commitments, although the life-as-life-story stance is really only an
exaggerated version of what it is in any case like to live a meaningful
life -- a life with a particular narrative shape. The storylike shape
of any life means that the appropriate method of understanding and
representing it is as narrative in form. Thus it is to be conceived
not synchronically in terms of Being but diachronically in terms of
Becoming. And how else might one hope to understand the nature
of a Becoming than by narrating it? This conception of life is in
tune with Beauvoir’s antiessentialist insight, which gains its most
famous expression in the opening line of the second book of The
Second Sex, “One is not born, but rather becomes a woman.”3 This
is the mature version of her early suspicion of essentialist identity
categories, which expressed itself in impetuous form when she was
a young teacher:

One day she [Olga] asked what it really meant to be a Jew. With absolute
certainty I replied: “Nothing at all. There are no such things as ‘Jews’; only
human beings.” Long afterwards she told me what an impression she had
created by marching into the violinist’s room and announcing: “My friends,
none of you exist! My philosophy teacher has told me so!” [PL 165]

This is an important marker in Beauvoir’s intellectual development,
for it presents us with the naive precursor to her mature view. She
recalls her ill-judged remark with embarrassment (460), but she also
explains:

I was right to reject essentialism; I knew already what abuses could follow in
the train of abstract concepts such as the “Slav soul,” the “Jewish character,”
“primitive mentality,” or das ewige Weib. But the universalist notions to
which I turned bore me equally far from reality. What I lacked was the idea
of “situation,” which alone allows one to make some concrete definition
of human groups without enslaving them to a timeless and deterministic
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pattern. But there was no one, outside the framework of the class struggle,
who would give me what I needed. [PL 165--66]

Beauvoir’s presentation of the incident as a stage in personal intel-
lectual development exemplifies the manner in which she shapes
her self-narrative with the contours of storytelling. One of the most
important ways in which she crafts the story of her life is by re-
counting intellectual commitments, or their passing, as phases in
a development, a maturation. Furthermore, the story told gains a
special sonorousness through a counterpoint between such personal
developments and events on the grander scale of world history. Mo-
mentous world events are in a kind of harmony with personal ones
because the individual is affected by and responsive to them, and the
result is that Beauvoir’s individual life-story is punctuated by the
rhythms of history.4 The very advent of war, for instance, is not only
symbolically but causally connected with the dawning of historical
consciousness for her:

With all the naivete of a childwho believes in the absolute vertical, I thought
that there was an absolute truth governing the world . . . In the peace which
had been granted us, justice and reason worked like a yeast. I built my hap-
piness on firm ground and beneath immutable constellations.

What a misapprehension this was! It was not a fragment of eternity I had
lived through but a transitory period, the pre-war years. [PL 599]

If representing a life requires presenting a story, then while this does
not altogether preclude a thematic presentation (as is given in All
Said and Done), it does make a plain chronological telling the more
natural. Sticking to chronology allows the passage of the years to
tell its own tale; it minimizes the role of the writer-as-interpreter
who would telescope and reorganize her glimpses of self to create an
overall self-portrait, and instead it emphasizes the idea of temporal
process and transformation -- the passage from then to now. Beauvoir
touches on this in the interlude to Force of Circumstance:

why have I subjectedmyself to chronological order instead of choosing some
other construction? I have pondered this matter, and I have hesitated. But
what counts above all in my life is that time goes by; I grow older, the
world changes, my relation with it varies; to show the transformations, the
ripenings, the irreversible deteriorations of others and of myself -- nothing is
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more important to me than that. And that obliges me to follow obediently
the thread the years have unwound. [FC 276]

In the prologue to her final volume of memoirs, All Said and Done,
Beauvoir’s attitude to her life becomes almost completely retrospec-
tive, with little sense of an ongoing journey, a future with promise;
so it is fitting that she should abandon the chronological form there
for a thematically organized narrativewith a distinctly “closing” feel
to it: “I no longer feel that I am moving in the direction of a goal,
but only that I am slipping inevitably towards my grave.” But in the
earlier volumes, the different discipline of chronological mapping is
called for. Particularly in Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter and The
Prime of Life, which account for her childhood and early adult life,
the distance of age between the mature author and her former selves
strongly recommends the chronological approach. No longer having
direct access to the girl or young woman she once was, the literal-
minded discipline of chronological documentation allows Beauvoir
responsibly to locate her subjects within a shared personal history. It
allows her to place them in a single Becoming, and thus to rediscover
her former selves in their proper context. This narrative strategy is
well designed to allow the thread of years to be rewoven, while pre-
serving the integrity of the little girl or youngerwoman she oncewas.

In Memoirs the young Simone’s girlish sense of great things to
come generates a skipping teleological momentum in the narrative,
and this is enhanced time and again by Beauvoir’s authorial shaping
of her story. Memoirs constructs the young Simone as a figure of
deep-felt yet frustrated rebellion against the arbitrary constraints of
bourgeois propriety. Thus, for instance, one evening while staying
at La Grillière, Simone is as usual out alone in the countryside, but
this time returning home late and almost missing supper. As a pun-
ishment her mother prohibits her from going beyond the bounds of
the estate all the next day:

I spent the day sitting on the lawns or pacing up and down the avenues with
a book in my hand and rage in my heart. Over there, outside, the waters of
the lake were ruffling and smoothing, without me, without anyone to see:
it was unbearable. “If it were raining; if there were some reason for this silly
prohibition,” I told myself, “then I could resign myself to it.” Here, once
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more, boiling up inside me, was the rebelliousness that had expressed itself
in furious convulsions during my early childhood.5

This sort of rage is made more bearable through the passionate al-
liance with her beloved friend Zaza. But the intimacy with Zaza
itself has its special narrative import bestowed upon it less through
the presentation of their living common front against the irrationali-
ties of a bourgeois upbringing, than through the significance given to
Zaza’s death and the superseding of this female--female intimacy by
the female--male intimacy of her and Sartre. As Ursula Tidd points
out, each of these couples -- Simone and Zaza, Beauvoir and Sartre --
is founded upon an opposition to bourgeois values, so that “Beau-
voir constructs her autobiographical representation of selfhood . . .
through two different relations to the Other: reciprocity (with Zaza
and Sartre) and conflict (in opposition to the bourgeoisie).”6

Symbolically, what Zaza succumbs to in death is the suffocating
weight of bourgeois convention. She dies, from it is unclear quite
what, at a time of unsustainable anguish on her part over her con-
ventionally inappropriate love match with Jean Pradelle (Maurice
Merleau-Ponty). As a qualification, it should be said that Beauvoir’s
presentation of Zaza’s demise as connected to bourgeois restrictions
is not black and white. Although the symbolic connection is un-
doubtedly there,7 it is not created at the expense of fairness to the
people concerned. It should not be overlooked that Beauvoir is care-
ful to cast the mothers of both Zaza and Pradelle in a flexible and
humane light. It is just that these qualities come too late:

Madame Mabille put her [Zaza] to bed and called the doctor; she had a long
talk with Pradelle: she didn’t want to be the cause of her daughter’s unhap-
piness, and she was not opposed to their marriage. Madame Pradelle wasn’t
against it either; she too didn’t want to cause anyone unhappiness. It would
all be arranged. But Zaza had a temperature of 104◦ and was delirious. [MD
359]

This due fairness dispensed, Memoirs closes with the death of Zaza
and with Beauvoir’s testimony to her experience of what these days
we might identify, glibly perhaps, as a kind of “survivor guilt”:

The doctors called it meningitis, encephalitis; no one was quite sure. Had
it been a contagious disease, or an accident? Or had Zaza succumbed to
exhaustion and anxiety? She has often appeared to me at night, her face all

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

Life-story in Beauvoir’s memoirs 213

yellow under a pink sun-bonnet, and seeming to gaze reproachfully at me.
We had fought together against the revolting fate that had lain ahead of us,
and for a long time I believed that I had paid for my own freedom with her
death. [MD 360]

Whatever the clinical explanation of Zaza’s death, it marks the end
of Simone’s dependence on adults and the end of a female--female
intimacy that makes way for an alliance with a man who is destined
to become Beauvoir’s new primary “Other.” Shortly before recount-
ing the events culminating in the death of Zaza and preparing the
way for the sense of transition with which the book ends, Beauvoir
quotes her diary entry regarding her first meeting with Sartre, so as
to make it very clear how important a figure he is to be in her life:
“ ‘Why am I overwhelmed by thismeeting, as if something had really
happened to me at last?’ Something had happened to me, something
which indirectly was to shape the whole of my life to come: but I
wasn’t to know that till later” (MD 311). Thus the end of Memoirs is
no kind of closure but precisely an opening up to an exciting future
that promises a new alliance, although one where Beauvoir’s excite-
ment -- and even her experience of the freedom in store -- remains
indelibly tinged with a pained awareness that such an escape to in-
dependence is not the fate of every young girl.

One might be tempted to link the mournful inflection attend-
ing Beauvoir’s new-found independence with her acute and lifelong
fear of death,8 but the loss of Zaza and the mark it leaves on Beau-
voir’s experience of freedom is not recounted in these terms. The
bereavement is a tragic offense against the passionate solidarity that
grounded the two young girls’ personal relationship; it has nothing
to do with the horror of mortality per se. It is not until much later,
during the war, that a particular death is to cause Beauvoir the ex-
perience of being confronted as if for the first time by the absolute
finality of our mortal condition. It comes with the news of the death
of her young neighbor and friend, Bourla: “Never before had I been
brought up against the ghastly uncertainty of our mortal state in so
irrefutable a way” (PL 579). The significance of Zaza’s death is less
abstract than this, less about the human condition and more about
the particular social condition of helplessness in the face of bourgeois
constraints which Simone and Zaza suffered together in solidarity.
Thus the loss of Zaza is both more personal and more political than
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any abstract shock of the mortal. It took a feat of political imagina-
tion to regard the bourgeoisie as waging a war on women, whereas
the outrages of the actual war that stole Bourla from the world took
a more readily recognizable form.

In these subtly different presentations of her encounters with
death, as in the depiction of her childhood rages and ultimate passage
to personal independence, we see Beauvoir making a storyteller’s use
of chronology -- shaping and coloring her self-narrative as she goes.

mechanisms of self-narrative

Beauvoir knows not simply to tell a “lovely story,” but rather to tell
a broadly truthful9 story of a situated personal development, a life
in history -- a Becoming. The telling of a life-story where there is
psychological distance between author and subject opens up a space
for irony as a means of comment and criticism. Irony is the key tech-
nique of self-narration for Beauvoir, and this is so most of all in the
earlier two volumes, where there is the greatest distance of age and
outlook between author and narrated self. In Memoirs the irony of-
ten takes an openly self-mocking (though always affectionate) form.
She writes, for instance:

I went round sticking the flags of the Allies in all the flower vases. In my
games I was always a valiant Zouave, a heroic daughter of the regiment. I
wrote everywhere in coloured chalks: Vive la France! The grown-ups ad-
mired my devotion to the cause. “Simone is an ardent patriot,” they would
say, with proud smiles. I stored the smiles away in my memory and devel-
oped a taste for unstinted praise. [MD 27]

Here, of course, she is mocking not only herself but also the grown-
ups whose attitudes the young Simone’s behavior reflects.10 Later,
in The Prime of Life, the irony is also often mocking in tone, though
perhaps less indulgently so, for she is talking about young adults
now. For example, she describes her and Sartre’s brattish idealism in
suitably sardonic tones: “Man was to be remoulded, and the process
would be partly our doing. We did not envisage contributing to this
change except by way of books: public affairs bored us. We counted
on events turning out according to our wishes without any need for
us to mix in them personally” (PL 15). The ironical tone is the chan-
nel for the critical attitude needed to spice the chronology, and it
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generates the wry intellectual personality that breathes the life into
these volumes. Without it there would be little critical tension be-
tween author and narrated self, and the life-story would be flattened
into laborious linear documentation. The wry smile of Beauvoir the
ironist is a crucial counterbalance to the earnestness of Beauvoir the
documenter.

The particular mechanism of irony involves three parties: the au-
thor whose irony it is, the reader who shares the joke, and the nar-
rated subject who is thereby cast in a certain light. But the overall
mechanics of storytelling, of which irony is a part, involves a fourth
essential party, and that is the constructed reader. Any actual reader
may take a different interpretive view of things from that of the
reader-position constructed for her in the text. For example, when
Beauvoir explains her lifelong assumption that her husband would
have to be her “superior,” the author explains:

Why did I insist that he should be superior to me? I don’t for one moment
think I was looking for a father-image in him; I valued my independence . . .
we would be two comrades. Nevertheless the concept I had of our relation-
ship was influenced indirectly by the feelings I had had for my father. My
education, my culture, and the present state of society all conspired to con-
vince me that women belong to an inferior caste . . . If in the absolute sense
a man, who was a member of the privileged species and already had a flying
start over me, did not count more than I did, I was forced to the conclusion
that in a relative sense he counted less: in order to be able to acknowledge
him as my equal, he would have to prove himself my superior in every way.
[MD 145]

Emphasized here are the conditioning influences of education, cul-
ture, and society, but previous glimpses of Beauvoir’s relationship
with her father make plain the more personal psychological mecha-
nism by which it came to be that her self-esteem depended upon a
certain identification with him. For the manner in which her father
encouraged and praised Simone’s intellectual achievements relied
upon a symbolic annihilation of her feminine person: “Papa used to
say with pride: ‘Simone has a man’s brain; she thinks like a man; she
is a man.’ ” (121). Further, the objectivist classification “superior” --
and its inevitable counterpart, “inferior” -- reflects an essentializing
style of judgment (perhaps especially characteristic of French cul-
ture, although certainly not exclusive to it) that makes peculiarly
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treacherous territory for a budding woman intellectual. Such a cat-
egorial, objectivist frame of reference for intellectual ability is one
which well-nigh forces serious students to rank themselves in these
judgmental terms; and in a climate where the woman intellectual
is an interloper into a symbolically and actually masculine territory
it would take an astonishing ego to categorize oneself as among the
nascent superiors of the game, let alone to withstand the hostility
such boldness would be likely to inspire. This quite general feature
of the intellectual culture surrounding Beauvoir seems likely to be a
significant factor in her repeated and sincere pronouncements of her
inferiority to Sartre. I think this is part of the explanation why she
found it “comfortable” to insist on looking up to him, even with re-
spect to a characteristic as dull as his “stubbornness” over an avowed
ambition to keep up the writing no matter what: “As I saw it, the
resolution which Sartre displayed set him above me. I admired him
for holding his destiny in his own hands, unaided; far from feeling
embarrassed at the thought of his superiority, I derived comfort from
it” (PL 26).

There is one episode in particular where any reader with a
smidgeon of feminist consciousness (especially if one has had expe-
rience of life as a philosophy student) will surely find that the reader
position that Beauvoir constructs is sadly, if instructively, uncom-
fortable. The episode in question is the “discussion” of the young
Simone’s nascent ideas about ethics with her equally young fellow-
philosophy student, Jean-Paul. Here the actual reader may long for
a tone of critical irony to be directed against the young Sartre from
the mature Beauvoir, but instead one finds only ingenuousness. The
incident occurs at the Medici Fountain in the Luxembourg Gardens,
and it features in Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter as a pivotal mo-
ment in the intellectual trajectory of the young Beauvoir. It has been
given a powerful feminist reading by Michèle Le Doeuff, and the
scene will be most efficiently set by a quotation from Le Doeuff that
begins with the relevant passage from Memoirs:

“Day after day, and all day long I measured myself against Sartre, and in our
discussions I was simply not in his class. One morning in the Luxembourg
Gardens, near the Medici fountain, I outlined for him the pluralist moral-
ity which I had fashioned to justify the people I liked but did not wish to
resemble: he ripped it to shreds. I was attached to it, because it allowed me
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to take my heart as the arbiter of good and evil; I struggled with him for
three hours. In the end I had to admit I was beaten; besides, I had realized,
in the course of our discussion, that many of my opinions were based only
on prejudice, bad faith [oh] or thoughtlessness, that my reasoning was shaky
and my ideas confused. ‘I’m no longer sure what I think, or even if I think at
all,’ I noted, completely thrown. My pride was not involved. I was by nature
curious rather than imperious and preferred learning to shining.”

There follows a very sad page which shows her “suddenly uncertain of
[her] true abilities” and fascinated by the gang formed by Sartre, Nizan, Aron
and Politzer who “impressed” her for all sorts of reasons, some better than
others. It is an astounding tale, which shows that even if one knows an
enormous amount of philosophy, one never knows enough to remember, at
the right moment, that “shining” or “impressing other people” is not the
point of it. “Not being sure” and “learning” come closer to what is called
“thinking” in the ethics of the discipline.11

Le Doeuff’s interpretation perspicuously portrays the absurdity of
one young man’s wholly convincing one young woman, in a single
conversation in a park, of the utter worthlessness of her thoughts
towards a pluralist ethics. And it brings out the pathos inherent in
the older feminist giant of an author’s recounting the episode in a
way which shows that she remained convinced (hence the factive
“realized”) that he was quite right and that her younger self was
indeed guilty of “bad faith” et cetera in her short-lived hopes for a
project in which she aimed -- ridiculous! -- to take her “heart as the
arbiter of good and evil.” But perhaps we can make a further obser-
vation here that adds a new dimension to the pathos. The reason
the constructed position may not be comfortable for today’s reader
is largely thanks to the enhanced feminist consciousness and the in-
creased feminine participation in academic life which Beauvoir did
so much to pioneer. Any woman who has had the experience of be-
ing a philosophy student among a majority of young men will find
a particular poignancy in the scene recounted, for it is so obvious
what is going on. What female philosophy student has not had that
discursive experience with some clever young man ready to be one’s
superior if one gives him the least encouragement? One finds oneself
audience to a dress-rehearsal of another’s emerging intellectual au-
thority, and this experience typically involves being on the receiving
end of a (perhaps naively enthusiastic) barrage of competitive energy
still so automatic in many youngmen and so alien to so many young
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women, who may or may not have the political and emotional re-
sources to experience the exchange for what it is. Beauvoir did not
have these resources -- although she had plenty of personal grit and
intellectual discipline to come out of it well -- and so she could not
dowhat one now knows the youngwoman philosophy student really
must do to survive: avoid those conversations, or (better) neutralize
their impact by writing them off as “one of those” -- think of them
like the rain. This is imperative, for either one finds the resources to
resist colluding in a social-intellectual dynamic whereby he is cast
as the clever one (if only so that one may avoid the indignity, indeed
the tedium, of repeated competitions), or else one risks becoming
alienated from the whole enterprise. If one takes such experiences
half as seriously as they feel at the time, half as seriously as it felt
to Beauvoir, then one will gradually come to think “philosophy is
not for me.” This is why it now reads so especially poignantly that
that is basically what Beauvoir came to think. She soon moved to
identify herself not as a philosopher but as a writer instead.

That this discursive battering at the hands of an intellectually
boisterous friend named Jean-Paul (whose fateful upper hand here
incites one to a spiteful reminder that he, unlike her, failed his
agrégation first time around [see MD 275]) should have been a piv-
otal moment in the young Beauvoir’s intellectual path, brings to the
fore the enormous debt that female intellectuals owe to this woman.
It was gender that made her need to be with a man she could regard
as her superior, and it was gender that saw to it that she got one. We
are significantly indebted to Beauvoir for the better conceptual and
hermeneutical resources we now have to see such quotidian philo-
sophical crushings for the banal gender performances they are. It is, I
think, particularly this aspect of the episode that justifies LeDoeuff’s
sinister interpretation of Sartre’s comment, “Fromnow on, I’m going
to take you under my wing” (MD 339). For I think it shows that we
can accept the interpretation without commitment to Sartre’s per-
sonally having any sinister motivations. One must not forget, after
all, that he was as subject to gender as she was (if never so disadvan-
taged by it) and consequently stood to lose a great deal in any fail-
ure to deliver the discursive performance of a self-styled superior --
indeed, according to Beauvoir’s account of her own psychology, he
would have risked losing her. Gender is the sinister force at work
here; less so the ebullient Jean-Paul. There is perhaps a certain
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poetic equilibrium in all this: if Zaza paid for Simone’s freedom,
there is a sense in which Beauvoir paid for ours.

It seems, then, that Beauvoir moved to identify as a writer rather
than as a philosopher in significant part because of what the Medici
incident encapsulates. Nonetheless, her decision was surely a good
one all told, not least because she had an excellent intellectual com-
plaint against the philosophical enterprise as it presented itself to
her:

In this field a genuinely creative talent is so rare that queries as to why I
did not attempt to join the elite are surely otiose: it would be more useful
to explain how certain individuals are capable of getting results from that
conscious venture into lunacy known as a “philosophical system,” from
which they derive that obsessional attitude which endows their tentative
patterns with universal insight and applicability. As I have remarked before,
women are not by nature prone to obsessions of this type. [PL 221]

She is committed to the irreducibly ambiguous nature of reality
and thus to its native resistance to philosophical systematization.
A stronger version of this idea is explicit in a comment from The
Prime of Life, where the point is more general in that it is directed
to the inherently systematizing nature of language itself: “I main-
tained that reality extends beyond anything that can be said about
it; that instead of reducing it to symbols capable of verbal expression,
we should face it as it is -- full of ambiguities, baffling, and impene-
trable” (PL 145). Thus her skepticism about systematization seems
to extend to writing quite generally: the fundamental ambiguity of
the world, of life, means it will elude any attempt to pin it down in
words. Nonetheless, whereas philosophy as she found it -- as calling
forth the endowment of “tentative patterns with universal insight
and applicability” -- is essentially incapable of making room for am-
biguity, more literary forms are better able to leave ambiguity in the
picture. Thus, she can say of her own memoir: “I have attempted
to set out the facts in as frank a way as possible, neither simplifying
their ambiguities nor swaddling them in false syntheses, but offering
them for the reader’s own interpretation” (PL 368).

Beauvoir is quite clear, then, that she “didn’t want to speak with
[the] abstract voice” of the philosopher (MD 208), though there is
more to be said about the particular motivations behind her writ-
ings of the self. Dissatisfaction with philosophy is a general negative
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reason; but the expressed positive reasons are numerous and often
specific to the particular volume. One of her aims in writing Force
of Circumstance, for instance, was simply to set the record straight
as against the mendacious publicity brought by her and Sartre’s
celebrity. Towards the end of the book, discussing the lies spread
about her in the press, she writes, “It was my desire to establish the
truth of these matters that was largely responsible for my writing
these memoirs, and many readers have in fact said that the ideas
they entertained of me beforehand could scarcely have been more
false” (FC 648--49). There again, in The Prime of Life she says she
hopes to do her readers the service of showing them the biograph-
ical background to her work: “No book takes on its full meaning
without the reader knowing the circumstances and background of
its inception, and having some acquaintance with the personality of
its author. By addressing my readers directly I hope to perform this
service for them” (PL 8). After that, she goes on to make a further
case, this time formemoir as having a universal significance that can
be instructive: “if any individual . . . reveals himself honestly, every-
one, more or less, becomes involved. It is impossible for him to shed
light on his own life without at some point illuminating the lives of
others” (PL 8). These various expressedmotivations forwriting about
her life have a somewhat incidental feel, and although they are no
doubt genuine, they do not, I suspect, go particularly deep. There is,
however, a deeper and more subtle underlying motivation for her ex-
tended self-narrations. I read Beauvoir as most fundamentally driven
to tell her life-story by an essentially ethical motivation: to achieve
solidarity with the other selves who lived different chapters of the
selfsame life.

motivations for writing: memoir
or autobiography?

If Beauvoir ismotivated to document the events of her life but also to
narrate the self by shaping these events as a story, then her writings
move between the distinct genres of autobiography and memoir. It
would be pointless to pretend that these are precisely differentiated
genres on whose boundaries there is unanimity. Nonetheless, I agree
with Catharine Savage Brosman’s sensible observation that the wide
variation in conceptions of autobiography
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need not obscure the common purpose of true autobiographies: not just to re-
count a life but to illuminate it. By that ismeant identifying and scrutinizing
those elements which shape a destiny and thereby plumbing the meaning of
the self in its temporal trajectory . . . The point is that the linguistic process
of verbalizing . . . becomes the means of, and is one with, the writer’s project
of self-understanding; the self is “inscribed” in the text, thereby attaining a
new reality that both reproduces and extends the self.12

By contrast, the purpose of memoir is “to recount the subject’s ex-
periences and associated events but to do so without subordinating
these to the search for, or portrait of, an inner self. In other words,
memoirs are principally the record of what happened to and around
the self, not the interpretation of the self.”13 On this view of the
distinction between the genres, all of Beauvoir’s narrations of the
self might be more or less categorized as memoirs. However, it is
clear that -- despite its being the only volume that includes the word
“memoir” in its title -- Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter comes very
close to being autobiographical in Brosman’s sense. Indeed Beauvoir’s
own description of her project there echoes Brosman’s idea of the
autobiographical subject becoming “inscribed” in the text: “I took
that child and that adolescent girl, both so long given up for lost in
the depths of the unrecalled past, and endowed them with my adult
awareness. I gave them a new existence -- in black and white, on
sheets of paper” (PL 7). It is only in Memoirs that Beauvoir really
creates a new persona, through the recreation of the little girl she
once was, and only there that one has the sense of Beauvoir search-
ing for an “inner self” in the person of that seemingly long-lost girl.
However, these genuinely autobiographical features of the book are
in a certain waymore the result of necessity than design. They result
principally from the great temporal and psychological distance be-
tween mature author and young subject, which distance means that
Beauvoir’s memory itself cannot do nearly as much work in recre-
ating this phase of her life as it can the later phases. The distance
obliges Beauvoir to reconstruct much more than to recall, and (al-
though there must always be some reconstruction in recollection)
this is what brings the persona of the jeune fille rangée to be at
one with the text in the way that is, as Brosman says, special to
autobiography.14

But there is another important difference between autobiography
and memoir. It is surely essential in memoirs, whose primary source
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must be memory, that they are written by the subject. That au-
thor and subject are one and the same person is not merely true
by definition; it is crucial to the point of memoir as a genre and
to the standards by which we may judge its quality and interest.
Indeed it is a perfectly excusable feature of memoirs that they
might never transcend a keenly subjective outlook -- that is their
distinctive prerogative. By contrast, autobiography is simply the
auto-version of biography. The auto-biographer will naturally have
a more privileged access to the resource of memory than the bi-
ographer, but that is merely an advantageous side effect of the (so
to speak) chance identity of author and subject. In auto-biography,
this identity does not affect either the point or the received virtues
of the genre, which are fundamentally those of biographical writ-
ing in general: objectivity, impartiality, explanation, illumination.
If this is right, then autobiography is to be conceived as biography
that happens to be written by the subject, whereas in memoir it
is essential that author and subject are one and the same. This is
not unconnected to the distinction that Brosman emphasizes: the
project of creating a persona, a portrait-in-words of an inner life, is
a project one can take on from a fairly objective (if thoroughly in-
formed) stance; whereas the project of recounting experiences drawn
from memory must start with a distinctly subjective stance -- the
stance of the person who had those experiences first-hand. Although
shaped with hindsight and recounted with the writer’s sense of
story, it is crucial to the point of memoirs that they originate in
that first-hand participation in a life that constitutes its being one’s
own.

It should be clear that the necessarily first-hand, subjective origin
that I am claiming is essential to memoir and inessential to autobi-
ography has nothing to do with any claim that the first-hand stance
brings any special access to the truth of the life. On the contrary,
Beauvoir is right to infuse her text with a sense of the opacity of
memory and the special difficulties of self-understanding. This ex-
plains why she often emphasizes that her project is precisely not to
know herself, or to present an interpretation of the self -- self-portrait
is the autobiographer’s burden -- but, rather, simply to present her
story so that readers may come to their own interpretations. Indeed,
there is some reason to think of the reader as having better access to
the subject of memoir than the author herself:
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I still believe to this day in the theory of the “transcendental ego.” The self
(moi) has only a probable objectivity, and anyone saying “I” only grasps the
outer edge of it; an outsider can get a clearer and more accurate picture.
Let me repeat that this personal account is not offered in any sense as an
“explanation.” Indeed, one of my main reasons for undertaking it is my
realization that self-knowledge is impossible, and the best one can hope for
is self-revelation. [PL 368]

Acknowledging the opacity of the self, then, she aims to make her
own acquaintance over time by telling her story andmaking her past
selves exist for others through the publicity of the written word: “I
wanted to make myself exist for others by conveying, as directly as
I could, the taste of my own life: I have more or less succeeded” (AS
463). These twin motives of getting to know herself by acquainting
others with her story constitute Beauvoir’s principle means of estab-
lishing solidarity with past selves. The task of telling her story, how-
ever, depends upon a more straightforward project of self-inquiry:
there are gaps to be filled, questions to be answered. Indeed, it is
as if she is repeatedly drawn to extend her memoirs on to the next
volume by the allure of as yet unanswered questions -- notably, for
instance, those implicitly posed at the end of Memoirs of a Dutiful
Daughter. This is reflected in the preface to The Prime of Life, where
she explains:

I had no plans for taking this project any further . . .When I had completed
my Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter no voice spoke to me out of my past,
urging me to continue the story. I made up my mind to turn to some other
task; but in the event I found myself unable to do so. Beneath the final line
of that book an invisible question mark was inscribed, and I could not get
mymind off it. Freedom I had -- but freedom to do what?What new direction
would the course of my life take as a result of all this fuss and commotion,
the pitched battle that had culminated in victorious release? [PL 7]

Moved by the appetites of a reader, Beauvoir-the-author is repeatedly
impelled to embark on the next chapter of her life-story.

unity in solidarity

Getting to know oneself through opening oneself up to others can
be a difficult task. That “strange object” -- that “scattered, broken”
thing that is a life -- is all one has to go on, and Beauvoir certainly
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seems to have had a sense of a self that was broken up and unin-
tegrated. Not necessarily in a bad way, however. At one time she
experiences a sense of fragmentation simply as a result of her emerg-
ing public persona. On the warm reception of her first novel, She
Came to Stay, she recalls: “One literary columnist, discussing new
books fromGallimard, referred to me as ‘the firm’s newwoman nov-
elist.’ The words tinkled gaily around in my head. How I would have
envied this serious-faced young woman, now embarking on her lit-
erary career, if she had possessed any name other than my own -- but
shewasme!” (PL 558). This happy, everyday self-alienation does not
go very deep, and the strangeness of public recognition is dispelled
by plain habituation: “I had grown used to living inside a writer’s
skin and nowadays scarcely ever caught myself looking at this new
character and saying: It’s me” (FC 46). Self-alienation occurs in a less
happy form, however, when the experience of being “old” crashes
in on her: “One day I said to myself: ‘I’m forty!’ . . .The stupor that
seized me then has not left me yet . . .When I read in print Simone
de Beauvoir, it is a young woman they are telling me about, and who
happens to be me” (FC 656).

Self-alienation, then, can be positive or negative for Beauvoir, but
if one is specifically looking for connections between her sense of
unintegrated identity and the nature of her “memorialist”15 project,
then a remark about her past selves in All Said and Done is par-
ticularly telling. Referring to her project of regathering all the frag-
ments of her life in retrospect, she says: “I am behaving as though
my life were to carry on beyond my grave as I have managed to re-
gain it in my last years. Yet I know very well that ‘I can’t take it
with me.’ I shall all die” (AS 40). She shall all die, as she has all
lived. Her narratives of the self are most fundamentally a project in
gathering together all these selves and, mediated by intersubjective
exchange with the reader, generating both a serial intrapersonal con-
nection and an ethical-political alliance. The connection with the
reader and the connection with past selves are part and parcel of the
same project, for it is through the special publicity of her life-story
being read by others that Beauvoirmay escape solipsistic entrapment
in her present.

This seeking of intrapersonal alliance is where Beauvoir’s sense
of an unintegrated self finds its most positive role and its ethical
point. For Beauvoir, the possibility of an ethical attitude towards
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others -- the possibility of solidarity with them -- is intimately con-
nected with the disintegration of the self. This, for instance, is how
she describes the transformation that a sudden awareness of history
caused her to undergo: “History burst over me, and I dissolved into
fragments. I woke to find myself scattered over the four quarters of
the globe, linked by every nerve in me to each and every other in-
dividual” (PL 369). That the establishment of solidarity with past
selves through the publicity of memoir is a fundamental motivation
for Beauvoir’s story is perhaps most obvious in her attitude towards
the child she once was: “I was thinking about my childhood, and one
of my earliest memories returned to me: the flower I was accused of
picking inAuntAlice’s garden. I thought howmuch Iwould love, one
day, to write a book that evoked the shade of this little girl from the
distant past -- never dreaming that I would get the chance to do so”
(PL 326). In that episode the little Simone (prior to the intervention of
her parents -- who come off rather well here, since they rightly take
their daughter at her word) has the frustrating experience of being
unjustly disbelieved by her aunt over the picking of a flower. This
episode resonates with an ambition intrinsic to memoirs: to disclose
oneself to a suitably trustful audience.16 The conditions for this are
constructed in the very mechanism of the memoir text, so as to ex-
plain the most literal sense in which the reader is involved in the
relations of solidarity that are being sought: the reader, the author,
and the subject of thememoir are all placed in those relations of trust
that are necessary for successful personal testimony. Beauvoir bears
witness to her life, telling the story of past selves so that they may
be properly understood and, where necessary, their various “distress
signals”17 vindicated. Memoir is in this way premised upon the sort
of trust that ideally attends all kinds of personal disclosure, and this
trust facilitates the author’s solidarity with her past selves via the
reader who joins the author in bearing witness. Needless to say, this
is not an empirical point about whether or not one might believe
everything that is written in memoir, but rather a point about the
relations between the positions of author, reader, and subject that
are constructed in the memoir text.

I hope to have shown that bearing witness by documenting and
shaping the different chapters in a single life-story is, for Beauvoir,
most fundamentally a way of establishing lines of solidarity with
her past selves. I have offered a reading of her memoirs as a project
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of intrapersonal alignment, both psychological and ethical. The self-
narrative aligns the mature author with those younger women with
whom she shares a unique life and to whose experiences of frustra-
tion and injustice she aims retrospectively to bear public witness.
Thus while the life-story told is hers alone, still it possesses a spe-
cial ethical significance, for Beauvoir’s commitment to establishing
relations of solidarity with the others of her own past exemplifies
her feminist commitment to female solidarity quite generally. It is
this ethical impetus at the heart of her self-narrative that ultimately
integrates Beauvoir’s story. Indeed it is what integrates her very self,
for the achievement of solidarity finally restores the “unity” to that
“scattered, broken” object that is her life.

notes

1 FC (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1965) 276.
2 There is perhaps some leeway in deciding which of Beauvoir’s writings

count among her autobiographical volumes, but it is not, I think, contro-
versial to categorize the following four as comprising her complete mem-
oir: Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter, The Prime of Life, Force of Circum-
stance, andAll Said and Done. She also wrote two semi-autobiographical
works, A Very Easy Death and Adieux -- A Farewell to Sartre.

3 SS (Harmondsworth: Penguin) 295. The French is better: “On ne naı̂t pas
femme: on le devient” (DS i 285).

4 In the introduction to FC she says, “the way in which history has hap-
pened to me day by day is an adventure quite as individual as my subjec-
tive development” (v--vi).

5 MD (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1959) 126.
6 Ursula Tidd, Simone de Beauvoir: Gender and Testimony (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 130.
7 Later, Beauvoir refers to Zaza’s death in very strong terms, as a “murder

by her environment, her milieu” (AS [New York: Paragon House] 10).
8 For example, “One afternoon, in Paris, I realized that I was condemned

to death. I was alone in the house and I did not attempt to control my
despair: I screamed and tore at the red carpet” (MD 138); and in PL (Har-
mondsworth: Penguin, 1962) 578--79, where she talks of “Night’s black
terrors”; and see PL 603.

9 Truthfulness does not entail total disclosure, for it is compatible with
(indeed, considered as a virtue it implies) discretion: “I must warn . . .
[readers] that I have no intention of telling them everything. I described
my childhood and adolescencewithout any omissions. But though I have,
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as I hope, managed to recount the story of my life since then without
excessive embarrassment or indiscreetness, I cannot treat the years of
mymaturity in the same detached way . . . There are many things which
I firmly intend to leave in obscurity” (PL 8).

10 On Beauvoir’s use of irony, see Tidd, Simone de Beauvoir, pp. 112--16,
and Jo-Ann Pilardi, Simone de Beauvoir: Writing the Self -- Philoso-
phy Becomes Autobiography (Westport, CN: Greenwood Press, 1999),
pp. 49--52.

11 Michèle Le Doeuff,Hipparchia’s Choice: An Essay Concerning Women,
Philosophy, Etc., trans. Trista Selous (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), p. 136.
The “oh” is Le Doeuff’s.

12 Catharine Savage Brosman, Simone de Beauvoir Revisited (Boston:
Twayne, 1991), p. 134.

13 ibid., p. 135.
14 Note too in this connection Beauvoir’s comment thatMemoirs of a Du-

tiful Daughter has a “fiction-like quality lacking in the later volumes”
(AS 14).

15 She coins this term in FC (vi); the French, too, is “un mémorialiste.”
16 I therefore agree with Tidd that Beauvoir’s autobiography is funda-

mentally testimonial, rather than confessional; see Tidd, Simone de
Beauvoir, chapter 6.

17 “I had long wanted to set down the story of my first twenty years; nor
did I ever forget the distress signals which my adolescent self sent out
to the older woman who was afterward to absorb me, body and soul”
(PL 7).
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11 Beauvoir on the ambiguity of evil

Life in itself is neither good nor evil.
It is the place of good and evil,
according to what you make it.

[Montaigne1]

For Simone de Beauvoir, both men’s and women’s lives are funda-
mentally marked by historical events. In reference to her own life
she said: “the Resistance, the Liberation, the war in Algeria . . . these
are the things thatmarked eras, at least forme . . .That’swhatmarked
the big epochs in our lives, it’s the historical events, the historical in-
volvements one has in these larger events. It’s muchmore important
than any other kind of difference.”2

From her first writings published during World War Two, Beau-
voir’s work is marked by an awareness of these historical crises and
the dilemmas that they pose. What is one to do with the knowledge
of theNazi death camps? Is forgetting a betrayal of the dead, or is sur-
rendering to the pain of remembering a betrayal of the living? What
action is necessary in the face of theNazi occupation of France? How
can one reconcile the need for terrorist actions with the implacable
knowledge that no calculation of means and ends can erase the loss
of a human life? Could the Soviet labor camps be compared with the
Nazi concentration camps, or did they have some positive meaning
or justification? How can one live in an occupied city when the oc-
cupiers are one’s own countrymen, as during the Algerian war? How
can one live when one sees oneself “through the eyes of women who
had been raped twenty times, of men with broken bones, of crazed
children.”3
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Beauvoir’s reflections on these events hinge on the concepts of
freedom, action, and responsibility that she uses in her philosophical,
literary, and sociological/historical essays. Never does she seek to
systematically justify her use of the concept of evil; nonetheless this
term appears repeatedly through these writings during what she has
termed her “moral period” following the Nazi occupation in France
in 1940.4 I propose that the concept of ambiguity that she explicitly
addresses in The Ethics of Ambiguity provides a key for understand-
ing her approach to the problem of evil in her time. The ambiguity of
evil in Beauvoir’s work is manifested on three distinct levels of anal-
ysis: (1) in terms of ontology, that is, how both the facticity and risk
of evil are present in the fundamental structures of human existence;
(2) in terms of the evils of social and political oppression, injustice,
and misery; (3) in terms of cultures’ symbolic representation of evil,
which links evil in particular with the feminine.

existential ontology and evil

In The Ethics of Ambiguity Beauvoir introduces the concept of am-
biguity as central for existentialism, which she considers “the only
philosophy in which an ethics has a place” (EA 34). Human exis-
tence is caught in a tragic paradox: humans know themselves to be
mind, consciousness, intentionality, to be an end in themselves; at
the same time human beings are matter. They cannot free them-
selves from their natural condition, cannot escape being an object or
instrument for others. They are crushed by uncontrollable forces and
ultimately their life-work is the building of death (EA 7--9). Previous
philosophers and the ethics they have proposed have approached this
paradox through denial. They have sought to affirm one or the other
half of this relation either by reducing humans to mind, inwardness,
or eternity or by affirming instead the sensible world, externality,
and transitoriness. Hegel approached this dilemma in the spirit of
reconciliation: nature itself can be preserved and transformed by its
spiritualization. Beauvoir views all of these philosophical strategies
as acts of cowardice. Instead of seeking to flee from the complexity of
the human condition, we should “try to look the truth in the face . . .
to assume our fundamental ambiguity” (EA 9). And it is existential-
ism that has been able to define itself as a “philosophy of ambiguity.”
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It has taken seriously the element of failure in the human condition.
It defines human beings first of all as a negativity. She writes, “He
[sic] is first at a distance from himself. He can coincide with himself
only by agreeing never to rejoin himself. There is within him a per-
petual playing with the negative, and he thereby escapes himself, he
escapes his freedom” (EA 33).

Because humans are not objects that are given in nature, because
they have a relation to themselves, question themselves, and can ei-
ther affirm or seek to escape their freedom, there is failure involved
in the human condition. And, Beauvoir notes, “without failure, no
ethics” (EA 10). Only existentialism gives “a real role to evil” (EA
34). In the philosophy of Socrates, Plato, and Spinoza evil is explained
as error. No one is willfully bad; only adequate knowledge is neces-
sary to avoid the error of evil. It is also difficult for Kantian ethics to
explain how autonomous subjects, who give the moral law to them-
selves, can expressly reject this law. Optimistic forms of humanism
view the world and human beings as complete in themselves, and
thus can give no account of evil.

According to Beauvoir only existentialism can give an account
of how a “perverted willing” or an “evil will” is possible, because it
puts as primary the structure of negativity in human existence. Only
through the possibility of bad willing, this escape from freedom, can
it be meaningful to speak of virtue, victory, wisdom, or joy. And thus
only through an understanding of human failure and the possibility
of evil can one carry out ethical reflection on good as well as bad and
all the values in between that mark the reality of human existence.

There is one aspect of the human condition in which we face
not only the inescapability of failure but the complete negation of
our existence. That aspect is the inevitability and finality of death.
Beauvoir citesMontaigne in her opening sentence of the Ethics: “The
continuous work of our life is to build death” (EA 7). Humans can
be said to be born dying, and decay is already present in the first
hour of life. The emphasis on death as the defining characteristic
of human existence is found in other existentialist philosophers as
well. In The Second Sex Beauvoir cites the importance for Sartre’s
Being and Nothingness of Heidegger’s dictum that the real nature of
man is bound up with death. Without death, the relation of humans
to themselves and to the world would be profoundly disarranged;
thus the statement “Man is mortal” must be understood as much

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

Beauvoir and the ambiguity of evil 231

more than an observational claim.5 Indeed, Beauvoir’s own texts are
filled with the painful and irrevocable presence of death, from the
death of Louise’s baby in The Blood of Others, which the narrator
describes as his confrontation with “the original evil,”6 to the death
of the 16-year-old Diego in The Mandarins, who was killed by the
Nazis in Paris without a tombstone or a date of death, despite the
fact that he had claimed, “A Nazi victory doesn’t enter my plans,”7

and the death of Beauvoir’s ownmother inA Very Easy Death. Death
is irrevocable -- Beauvoir repeatedly writes that the dead stay dead.
EvenChristianity acknowledges that “the earthlymeaning of eternal
life was death.”8

The evil of death appears to lie in its reduction of humans to their
animality and the annihilation of their life-projects.9 Death nulli-
fies our freedom at the same time as it is that which marks us as
human. Thus death is also that which makes the human condition
ambiguous, and the evil linked to death must be an ambiguous one.
It can never be discussed apart from the concrete circumstances in
which it is inflicted, as no feature of the human condition can be --
hence the importance of Beauvoir’s historical and political discus-
sions. Circumstances circumscribe the degree of the evil of death.
For example, Beauvoir calls lynching “an absolute evil . . . it is a fault
without justification or excuse” (EA 146).10 But even natural deaths,
like the death of her elderly mother, are not entirely free of human
beings inflicting torture and deception on others.11

Thus, the problem of evil is not merely a question of evil will-
ing. It is also fundamentally rooted in the conditions of human exis-
tence, in death as an evil that can be accentuated or diminished but
from which we will never be reprieved. Evil is also immanent in the
human condition through the me--others structure of consciousness
that is the source of opposition and violence, although it can also be a
source of solidarity. In The Ethics of Ambiguity Beauvoir writes that
the “me--others relationship is as indissoluble as the subject--object
relationship” (EA 72). This theme is evident from her earliest reflec-
tions, as noted in her 1927 diary, where she writes: “The theme is
almost always the opposition of oneself and the other that I have
felt from the beginning of my life.” Beauvoir describes herself as
“waiting impatiently for the day when there will be no longer the
other nor me, but only definitively us.”12 For Beauvoir, the real-
ity of human conflicts would be incomprehensible if one sought to
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comprehend human societymerely asMitsein or as fellowship based
on solidarity; it is only by understanding the fundamental character
of opposition that social conflicts become comprehensible. Beauvoir
follows Hegel in viewing this conflict between me and others as an
expression of interdependency. It is the simultaneity of interdepen-
dence and opposition that explains how “Onlyman can be an enemy
of man; only he can rob him of the meaning of his acts and his life.”
She adds: “It is this interdependence which explains why oppression
is possible and why it is hateful” (EA 82).

Beauvoir considers this splitting of the world into the oppressor
and the oppressed as an “evil which divides theworld” (EA 97). Thus,
the oppositional--interdependency structure of human relations is a
condition for the existence of division and violence and explains why
“the world has always been at war and always will be” (EA 119).13

Although the oppositional--interdependency structure of human re-
lations forms the horizon for human existence, oppression and en-
slavement are not inevitable. Beauvoir writes: “It is possible to rise
above this conflict if each individual freely recognizes the other . . .
in a reciprocal manner.” But to attain reciprocal recognition through
friendship and generosity requires a “struggle unceasingly begun, un-
ceasingly abolished” and leaves a man “incessantly in danger in his
relations with his fellows” (SS 158). In other words, although opposi-
tion and division -- which Beauvoir elsewhere describes as evil -- are
immanent in human existence, they can also be met with a constant
effort of resistance.

Therefore, on the ontological level, Beauvoir approaches the is-
sue of evil through an analysis of the fundamental structures of the
self and of human existence. Human beings exist as negativity, they
exist in relation to themselves with the constant possibility of mis-
relation. Their actions always involve failure, although there aremo-
ments of reprieve. It is failure that makes evil possible, but failure
is also that which makes ethics as such meaningful. Evil is an in-
eradicable reality in the human condition, as in the evil of death
that constantly haunts life. Evil is also an ineradicable possibility,
because of the me--others structure of consciousness which creates
conflict and opposition in relation to others and also in relation to
one’s own self. But in all of these senses, evil must be acknowl-
edged as ambiguous as well. Death is also that which makes human
life human, and although the me--others relationship is a source of
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conflict, this conflict can be met in the spirit of resistance by friend-
ship and generosity in order to move towards human solidarity.

social evil

In both the Ethics of Ambiguity and The Second Sex Beauvoir identi-
fies social oppression and the enslavement of human beings with the
concept of evil. In The Second Sex she refers to the loss of liberty that
she identifies as immanence in the following terms: “This downfall
represents a moral fault if the subject consents to it; if it is inflicted
upon him, it spells frustration and oppression. In both cases it is an
absolute evil” (SS xxxiii). In this sense, Beauvoir’s discussions of the
different forms of social oppression can be understood as a discourse
on evil. I shall now consider how Beauvoir’s concept of ambiguity
inflects her discussion of social oppression.

Although her novels and essays are filled with references to con-
temporary social evils and the dilemmas of action that they pose,
it is in her discussion of sexism and of racism in the United States
that she develops analyses of concrete forms of oppression. Since
I discuss The Second Sex below in reference to representations of
evil, I focus here on her reflections on racism during her four-month
stay in America in 1947, published in America Day by Day.14 Beau-
voir’s reflections contribute to a phenomenology of oppression that
traces the political dimension of relations between individuals. In
this sense her analysis of social oppression belongs to a discourse
shared by Richard Wright, in Native Son, Jean-Paul Sartre, in Anti-
Semite and Jew, and Frantz Fanon, in Black Skin, White Masks.15

In America Day by Day Beauvoir takes up the problem of racism
as a problemofwhite people in their attitudes toward themselves and
toward black people, as well as a problem for blacks. She agrees with
Myrdal’s analysis in An American Dilemma that the black problem
is first of all a white problem.16 It is white people’s own self-hatred
and fear that leads them to project onto blacks images of animal
sensuality and naturalness. White people’s fear of blacks -- as in the
refusal bymost New Yorkers to enter Harlem -- is the reverse of their
own self-hatred and remorse.White people live the privileges of their
skin in bad faith; “It’s themselves they’re afraid to meet on the street
corners” (AD 46). Whites in the lower ranks of the social hierarchy
use their racial privileges to feel superiority over somebody, and in
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this way they do not try to improve their own position (AD 243).17

Whites rationalize their view that blacks are inferior by reference
to the so-called given, natural features of race and hence fail to un-
derstand the significance of the verb to be, that this situation is one
that has evolved (AD 237). While traveling through the South by bus
and experiencing the segregation of blacks in bathrooms, restaurants,
waiting rooms, and buses, Beauvoir writes: “it was our own skin that
became heavy and stifling; its colormaking us burn” and “we are the
enemy despite ourselves, responsible for the color of our skin and all
that it implies” (AD 204, 228). The arrogant hatred of whites does
not prevent them from having an attitude of ambivalence towards
blacks. Although white southerners would never eat at the same ta-
ble as blacks, they eat the food blacks have prepared and entrust their
own children to the care of blacks (AD 237). Even though Beauvoir
underlines that whites are responsible for the privileges of their skin
color, many white students and intellectuals in America do not feel
themselves responsible for anything, because they do not think that
they can do anything (AD 102). Beauvoir experienced this same sen-
timent when she didn’t dare offer her seat in the front of a bus to a
blackwomanwho had fainted, because “thewhole buswould oppose
it, and she would be the first victim of their indignation” (AD 231).

In describing the attitude of blacks, Beauvoir follows Wright’s in-
junction that, for blacks, everymoment of their lives is penetrated by
the social consciousness of being black, by the consciousness of the
white world fromwhich black takes its meaning (AD 67). This racial
consciousness results in the black person’s double-face, in which one
side is meant expressly for whites (AD 240).18 Thus she notes that
although blacks are famous for their laughter, an apparent sign of
their happiness in their situation, this is a mask put on by the black
person because it is expected of him. The other side of the double-
face is a silent hatred of whites, in protest against the economic
and political dependencies that entrap them. Beauvoir notes that
in the paternalistic economy of the South, which still prevailed in
1947, blacks depended exclusively on their master’s goodwill for a
living (AD 211). Although the attitude of blacks is basically one of
protest and refusal, they must adapt themselves to the conditions in
which they find themselves. Hence, the attitude of blacks “oscillates
between submission and revolt” (AD 245). She notes, though, that
sinceWorld War Two, whenmany blacks were the very soldiers who
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helped liberate Europe, blacks have increasingly expressed a will to
revolt (AD 216).

Beauvoir’s journey through America revealed to her not only neon
lights, drugstores, smiles, and prosperity, but also another truth, “the
truth of poverty, exhaustion, hatred, cruelty, revolt -- the truth of
evil” (AD 89). Of what signifcance is it that she conjoins the term
evil with the phenomenology of racial oppression that she sketches
in this text? What does this phenomenology reveal about her con-
cept of evil? I think it indicates that evil is not something that
exists abstractly, for an Other. This abstract attitude did indeed
mark many Americans, who refused to believe in German atroci-
ties and maintained a humanism based on denial (AD 74). This view
of evil as something that concerns someone else, but not oneself,
is linked to a conception of good and evil as distinct and oppos-
ing categories. It is this attitude that can lead to the view that the
Japanese, for example, are the devil incarnate and hence can jus-
tify the internment of Japanese living in the US during World War
Two. Such an attitude denies the “ambiguity of judgment,” denies
that one might ever be obliged “to take the side of Evil” (AD 76,
379). Such an attitude denies that problems may be so complex
that there are no innocent or virtuous solutions. By maintaining
the moral term evil in reference to social oppressions and miseries,
Beauvoir insists that evil is part of our lived realities, that it in-
flects human attitudes and actions, whether one is on the side of the
oppressor or on the side of the oppressed. The existence of evil is
present in the way in which a white woman treats a black woman
in a bus, in the way a black jazz musician hears the applause of
the white audience, knowing that he would not be welcome to sit
amongst them. It is in reference to the existence of these social
evils that the complexity of human attitudes and actions must be
understood.

Beauvoir develops a phenomenology of oppression in relation to
sexual relations as well. Her discussions of both racial and sexual re-
lations articulate a philosophical anthropology that posits an inter-
dependency and reciprocity between individuals, following Hegel’s
account of the master--slave dialectic. The master needs the slave
both for economic conquest and for recognition of his own mastery.
It is on the basis of this need that Beauvoir portrays the attitudes of
the oppressor as defined fundamentally in relation to the oppressed.
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White racists need to feel superior to blacks in order to exist in their
own eyes.

Other accounts of the evil of oppression, however, indicate that
interdependency is not always at play in the relation between op-
pressor and oppressed. In Eichmann in Jerusalem Hannah Arendt
portrayed Eichmann’s attitudes as defined primarily in relation to
his family and superiors in the Nazi regime, which accounted for
the “banality” or thoughtlessness of his attitude toward the Jews.19

Zygmunt Bauman in Modernity and the Holocaust underlines the
process of rationalization andmodernization that was a precondition
for theHolocaust.20 TheNazis did not derive their self-recognition in
relation to the Jews somuch as detach themselves fromhuman inter-
action with them. Ervin Staub, in the Roots of Evil, shows how indi-
viduals’ moral behavior moves along a continuum.21 If one is trained
to be cruel toward Jews or Muslims or Serbs, then one typically inte-
grates this behavior into one’s self-identity by removing these others
from the category of human beings with whom one may have a pos-
sible moral relationship. Thus, contrary to Beauvoir, I suggest that
the philosophical analysis of human conflict through the dialectic
of recognition is inadequate to account for how human beings cre-
ate extreme situations of evil, such as that of genocide. Beauvoir’s
philosophical anthropology can account for perverted forms of recog-
nition, that is, the misrelation of the self, as in the case of white
racial superiority. But this account does not address the ability of
human beings to detach themselves from relations of interdepen-
dence with the oppressed in a way that enables them to commit
atrocities. Eichmann, for example, may have found recognition as
father and loyal bureaucrat from his family and Nazi colleagues.
But did he seek recognition from the Jews he helped annihilate?
As Arendt underlines in Eichmann in Jerusalem, his attitude to his
Jewish victims was rather one of indifference and detachment.

How can Beauvoir’s emphasis on the ambiguity of human action
be reconciled with her claim that some actions, like lynching, are
an absolute evil? In The Ethics of Ambiguity she describes absolute
evil as “a fault without justification or excuse.” Here she contrasts
lynching with the suppression of 100 members of the opposition,
which “may have a meaning and a reason; it is a matter of main-
taining a regime which brings an immense mass of men a bettering
of their lot” (EA 147). In other words, she is not condemning all
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forms of murder or execution, but only those that are not necessary,
those committed uselessly -- hence the debate in The Mandarins
over whether the Soviet labor campswere necessary, or whether they
were a mistake (M 406--07). But since one cannot know in advance
the consequences of one’s actions, since one may always be mis-
taken in the wager of action, it is difficult to condemn any form of
violence as absolute evil. This implication is difficult for Beauvoir,
since she does not want to minimize atrocities or oppression by call-
ing them ambiguous. A minimizing attitude is too closely linked
to the efforts to justify injustices as errors, or to integrate them as
productive for human creativity.22 But in order to justify the term ab-
solute evil Beauvoir needs to shift from discussing the logic of action
to discussing the logic of history. Lynching represents an “obsolete
civilization . . . a struggle of races which has to disappear,” whereas
suppressing the opposition supports a regime that is building a future
(EA 146).

But in terms of the logic of human attitudes and actions one can-
not avoid the ambiguity of evil, the fact that now and then one does
take the side of evil. This is the case when one accepts as natural the
privileges of one’s race (such as the white person in racist America)
or the privilege of one’s national identity (such as the French citi-
zen who has the knowledge that the French government cooperates
with torture, rape, and the miscarriage of justice in its colonies). But
siding with evil can also occur when one seeks at the same time to
resist evil. It is this dilemma that marked the Resistance to the Nazi
occupation in France and which is exemplified by the dilemma of
violence.

In Pyrrhus et Cinéas Beauvoir refuses to call violence evil. In this
text she writes that the danger posed to my own freedom justifies
treating those who would silence me as objects. When persuasion
fails, then violence is a necessary resort (PC 116).23 In this early
text Beauvoir does not consider that violence can be a deprivation
of one’s lived subjectivity. Although she later acknowledged that in
order to be free, one’s freedom must be concretely realized, she still
maintained that violence is inevitable in the ambiguity of freedom
and that it is sometimes justifiable. In the Ethics of Ambiguity she
writes: “Thus, we challenge every condemnation as well as every a
priori justification of the violence practiced with a view to a valid
end. That must be legitimized concretely” (EA 148).

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

238 robin may schott

Violence is always an outrage, but sometimes it is a justifiable
and even a necessary outrage. The dilemma of violence is a central
theme in Beauvoir’s novel The Blood of Others, as well as in The
Mandarins. Can terrorist violence against Nazi soldiers during the
occupation be justified, given that “all means are bad” (BO 190)? Is
violence against the collaborators who were not brought to justice
by French courts after the liberation justified? Both examples exem-
plify the ambiguity of action. But ambiguity in this context seems
to vacillate between two distinguishable positions: that violence is
sometimes justifiable, hence violence is not evil; that violence is
sometimes justifiable, but it is also evil. The latter position is exem-
plified by Albert Camus in The Rebel, where the paradoxical condi-
tion of the rebel is that he is good but does evil.24 Beauvoir seems to
adopt the first position in Pyrrhus et Cinéas and The Ethics of Am-
biguity, but she seems to adopt the second position in America Day
by Day and The Mandarins. In the latter texts she admits that “the
complexity of various factors creates problems that go beyond all vir-
tuous solutions” (AD 79) and in relation to politics, “evil intervenes”
(M 588). Thus, whether through complicity or active intervention on
the side of good, as in fighting the injustices and atrocities of fascism,
one also may be siding with evil.

In Beauvoir’s discussion of social evil, her emphasis on the interde-
pendency of individuals and on the ambiguity of judgment and action
makes it difficult for her to account for what she also calls absolute
evil. In Beauvoir’s texts this concept appears when she detaches her-
self from the perspective of the agent andmoves to a discussion of the
logic of history. I have also suggested that other forms of detachment
might be necessary to explain evil in its extremity, that is, a detach-
ment that takes place within concrete human relations. It should
be noted that when Beauvoir later does briefly discuss atrocities,
such as the Holocaust in her prefaces to Jean-Francois Steiner’s book
Treblinka and to the text of Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah, or when she
describes in detail the rape and torture in police custody of the young
Algerian girl, Djamila Boupacha, she does not invoke the terms evil
or ambiguity at all. Instead she uses terms like horror, injustice,
and dehumanized world.25 The concept of the ambiguity of evil that
she uses in her “moral period” is apparently inadequate to the lived
realities of these extreme horrors.
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representations of evil

In The Second Sex Beauvoir develops another dimension of her anal-
ysis of evil, namely cultural representations of evil. Her encyclopedic
study is an analysis of how human cultures have created an imagery
of evil as the feminine in order to defend against the threats of evil
and of ambiguity that are inescapable in the human situation. And,
Beauvoir notes, “Representation of the world, like the world itself,
is the work of men” (SS 161). These representations of evil have of
course contributed to the production of social evil, which she also
analyzes extensively in this text in relation to women’s oppression.
Thus, the concept of evil is a central thread through The Second Sex,
although the index of the English translation gives just a single page
reference (SS 90).26

While death is an evil inherent in the human condition, it is the
representation of death in terms of woman that marks much of hu-
man dreams, fears, and idols. Woman becomes man’s intermediary
with nature, and it is in nature that “he is born of her and dies of
her” (SS 162).27 It is through woman’s own fecundity that she gives
birth to an infant and thus dooms man to death. Beauvoir notes, “In
most popular representations Death is a woman, and it is for women
to bewail the dead because death is their work” (SS 166). In love,
man also abandons himself to his flesh, which is destined for the
tomb, and thus once again “the alliance between Woman and Death
is confirmed” (SS 186). Beauvoir indicates that it is through the rep-
resentation of death as woman thatman seeks to split off the natural,
fleshly, mortal dimension of his own existence from his pure, intel-
lectual and spiritual aspirations.

The ontological risk of evil present in the me--others structure of
consciousness is also represented in terms of the feminine, for it is
through this dynamic of opposition and interdependency that
woman is marked out as Other in human culture. In the preface to
The Second Sex Beauvoir notes that according to Hegel every con-
sciousness sets itself up as the essential, as opposed to the Other,
which is the inessential (SS xx). But whereas the Other sets up a
reciprocal claim to define itself as essential, in relations between
the sexes this reciprocity is lacking. Woman becomes The Other.
Beauvoir explictly links the representation of woman as other with
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evil. She writes of Eve and Pandora, “The Other -- she is passiv-
ity confronting activity, diversity that destroys unity, matter as op-
posed to form, disorder against order. Woman is thus dedicated to
Evil” (SS 90). The Second Sex can be read as an extensive argument
for the claim “women’s oppression is evil,” which coheres with
Beauvoir’s discussion of both ontological and social evil. But the
cultural representation of woman as evil does not embody the
claim “women’s oppression is evil.” Instead, it embodies the claim
“women are evil.” What does the cultural reduction of the claim
“women’s oppression is evil” to the claim “women are evil” signify?
Beauvoir approaches this problem through both the concept of ambi-
guity and the concept of ambivalence, which she uses in the follow-
ing paragraph in reference to woman’s contradictory attributions.

And her ambiguity is just that of the concept of the Other; it is that of the
human situation insofar as it is defined in its relation with the Other. As I
have already said, the Other is Evil; but being necessary to the Good, it turns
into the Good; through it I attain to the Whole . . . And here lies the reason
why woman incarnates no stable concept; through her is made unceasingly
the passage from hope to frustration, from hate to love, from good to evil,
from evil to good. Under whatever aspect we may consider her, it is this
ambivalence that strikes us first. [SS 162]

Beauvoir claims that woman’s ambiguity is the ambiguity that is in
the idea of the Other. The Other can be said to refute the logic of
identity. It has multiple placeholders, for example, blacks, Jews, and
women. But women can never vacate that category. Because women
are specially linked to the category of Other, they seem to retain the
same qualities of this category, that is, to refute the logic of identity
by being a placeholder filled by multiple and contradictory charac-
teristics. But how does the representation of women as ambiguous,
as multiple, explain the cultural image of woman as evil? Beauvoir
here invokes the psychological logic of projection: men attempt to
resist the ambiguity of the human condition by allotting it only to
women: “He projects upon her what he desires and what he fears,
what he loves and what he hates” (SS 223).

But in addition to explaining the attribution to women of evil by
a psychological logic, Beauvoir suggests something akin to a logic
of symbolic systems. The ambiguity of woman becomes separated
out into distinct positions: woman as devoted mother, woman as
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perfidious mistress. Beauvoir writes: “She represents in a living car-
nal way all the values and anti-values that give sense to life . . .
Between these clearly fixed poles can be discerned a multitude of
ambiguous figures, pitiable, hateful, sinful, victimized, coquettish,
weak, angelic, devilish” (SS 217). And, “She incarnates all moral val-
ues, from good to evil, and their opposites” (SS 223). Beauvoir makes
no effort to clarify the relation between the two concepts -- ambigu-
ity and ambivalence -- that she invokes to explain the conjuncture
between woman and evil. But it appears that when Beauvoir refers
to the images of persons that we meet in literature and life, that
is, the agent perspective, then she uses the term ambiguity to refer
to the multiplicity of possibilities. But when she refers to a bipolar
conceptual system, the opposites of evil and good, hate and love, she
invokes the term ambivalence.28 There seems to be a logic within
this conceptual system of instability that drives each concept to turn
into its opposite.

In other words, in order to address the cultural reduction of the
claim “women’s oppression is evil” to the claim “woman is evil,”
Beauvoir implicitly relies on both the concepts of ambiguity and
ambivalence. Ambiguity refers to the agent perspective, to men’s
projection of their multiple fears and dreams on to women. But it
does not explain the constant question: why is this projection not
reciprocal? Just as in her discusssion of lynching she had to move
beyond an agent perspective to the logic of history in order to judge
this act as absolutely evil, in The Second Sex she has to move be-
yond the agent perspective to another level of discourse to explain the
“absolute evil” of women being defined as Other, object, immanence
(SS xxxiii). Her invocation of ambivalence in reference to woman as
Other gives her another tool of analysis. The logic of opposing con-
cepts can elucidate how certain representations of women become
sedimented in culture, despite and even because of their contradic-
tory character.29 Thus, the question of why otherness is not recip-
rocal between the sexes is no longer merely a question to women’s
psychology. Women’s attempt or failed attempt to project their fears
and desires onto men becomes secondary in relation to the way
in which the logic of ambivalence in the concept of otherness at-
tributes to women the opposing and mutually necessary concepts of
good and evil. Thus, in order to understand the cultural reduction
in the claim “women are evil” it is necessary to understand how
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evil is an unstable concept that is necessary to the good and turns
into the good and thus is marked by ambivalence. Beauvoir’s use of
the term ambivalence does not explain why women are identified
with evil, but it does explain how this identification is maintained
despite the simultaneous representations of woman as the virgin or
good mother.

The representation of evil in terms of the feminine has had, of
course, negative repercussions on the situation of women and thus
has contributed to social evil. Themost obvious consequence of such
myths is that they produce a complicity by women with their own
deprivation of liberty. Beauvoir notes that the Cinderella myth, by
which a young girl looks to expect her fortune and happiness from
some Prince Charming, “is a thing of evil because it divides her
strength and her interests” (SS 153--54). Moreover, because women
are deprived of possibilities for genuine action, they themselves take
up a skewed conception of evil. Beauvoir describes women as taking
up aManicheist position that clearly separates good and evil as coex-
isting and discrete entities. Such a worldview, which Beauvoir notes
characterizes the attitude of the housewife in her war against dirt,
is contrasted with a recognition of the “ambiguousness of all solu-
tions” (SS 675). Myths of woman as evil play a role in other forms
of oppression and violence as well. It is well known that lynching in
the South often occurred when black men were suspected of having
sexual relations with white women. In these incidents it was not
only the image of woman as good or pure who must be protected
and avenged that was at play, but also the image of woman as evil or
polluted who was suspected of enjoying her degradation. Represen-
tations of woman as evil may also be suspected of playing a role in
the outright physical violence and torture of women, as in war rape
and the torture of women accused of working with colonial insurrec-
tionists. Thus the representation of evil as feminine is at play in the
confrontationwith ontological evils present in the human condition,
as well as in the social evils by which, for example, women, blacks,
and those working for national liberationmovements are oppressed.

conclusion

What are the implications of Beauvoir’s analysis of themoral concept
of evil in terms of ambiguity? As I have tried to show above, she
works through the presence of evil on three levels of analysis: in
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terms of the ontological conditions of negativity, death, and the me--
others structure of consciousness; in terms of the social realities that
incarnate evil as relations of oppression between individuals; and in
terms of the representation of evil in the form of the feminine. On
all of these levels Beauvoir shows that the problem of evil must be
thought through in relation to the ambiguity of the human condition.

The centrality of the concept of ambiguity for Beauvoir indicates
the primacy of the agent’s perspective in her reflections on ethics. It
is from the point of view of the individual confronting the dilemma
of action and complicity that ambiguity becomes a concept richwith
explanatory potential. However, as I have also sought to show, there
are two borders at which this agent-based approach to ethics breaks
down, both of which touch what Beauvoir has termed absolute evil.
In one case, as in the example of lynching, she turned to a perspec-
tive based on the dynamics of historical development to justifymoral
judgment. In the other case, in terms of the persistence of the oppres-
sion of women, she turned to the logic of representations in order to
explain how the representation of woman in terms of evil has been
sustained.

But at this point one might well pause to consider the adequacy of
her concept of ambiguity to address the agent’s perspective in ethics.
By way of contrast, I point briefly to the way in which Claudia Card
has conceptualized the problem of evil in terms of what she calls
the atrocity paradigm. Her strategy is to focus on atrocities, which
include genocide, slavery, torture, rape as a weapon of warfare, bio-
logical and chemical warfare, spousal battery and child abuse. Card
argues that “the core features of evils tend to be writ large in the
case of atrocities, making them easier to identify and appreciate.”30

She underlines two central features of atrocities: they are both per-
petrated and suffered. She thus provides the following definition of
evil: “an evil is harm that (1) is reasonably foreseeable (or apprecia-
ble), (2) culpably inflicted (or tolerated, aggravated, or maintained)
and that (3) deprives, or seriously risks depriving, others of the ba-
sics that are necessary to make life possible and tolerable or decent
(or to make a death decent).”31 Card’s approach, like Beauvoir’s, can
be said to be based on the perspectives of the agents, although she
takes as her starting point the situations of extremes. Card analyzes
the position of the perpetrator, that is, the agent who knowingly
inflicts a harm, as well as the position of the victim or sufferer of
the harm. Both of these perspectives can be aligned with Beauvoir’s

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

244 robin may schott

analysis of the relation between the oppressor and the oppressed.
With Beauvoir’s reference to ambiguity, the perspective of the perpe-
trator of a harm is shown to be a complex one. One need no longer
speak of a good will, or a bad will, but instead is forced to address the
question of an ambiguous will, of one that is both good and bad at the
same time. This approach does address appreciably the complexity
of the perspective of the perpetrator of a harm. But ambiguity breaks
down in reference to situations of extreme harm, where perpetrators
have detached themselves from interaction with their victims and
have knowingly taken actions that will bring suffering or death to
victims. The term ambiguity also reveals the complexity of the per-
spective of the oppressed, for example, the dynamic of complicity
and the double-mask as a survival strategy. But it is less fruitful in
relation to the perspective of the sufferer of harm in extreme situ-
ations. Instead, ambiguity has a connotation that seems to devalue
the extremity of harm inflicted. In this sense, it is important to focus
on the nature of suffering in extreme situations, as Card does in her
analysis.32

Extreme situations that generate the use of the term absolute evil
reveal the limits of Beauvoir’s concept of ambiguity.On the one hand,
her use of ambiguity presupposes the demand formutual recognition.
Thus, it cannot address the attitudes and behaviors of individuals
when recognition is not invoked. On the other hand, extreme situ-
ations reveal that the agent perspective in ethics is limited as such.
But as Beauvoir indicates, there are other resources available to ad-
dress the problem of ethics in extreme situations: a discourse of his-
torical dynamics and a discourse of symbolic representations. These
discourses contribute not only to the descriptive task of ethics, of un-
derstanding how situations of extremes are generated. They also con-
tribute to the normative work of ethics, of making judgments about
these situations. Thehistorical discourse underpins the invocation of
emancipatory values in ethics. The discourse of symbolic representa-
tions underpins the analysis of ambivalence in the representation of
evil as feminine, aswell as strategies of disruption or subversionwith
regard to these representational forms. Thus, the concept of ambi-
guity that Beauvoir explicitly develops needs to be supplemented by
these other resources, which she implicitly invokes. Developing this
dimension of Beauvoir’s legacy can lead to a multilayered analysis of
ethics that can address the problem of evil in extreme situations.

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

Beauvoir and the ambiguity of evil 245

notes
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12 Simone de Beauvoir:
(Re)counting the sexual
difference

existential certainties

“One is not born, but rather becomes a woman.” These most quoted
words of The Second Sex became the centerpiece of first-wave fem-
inism and the signature of their author, Simone de Beauvoir. Their
meaning, fleshed out in The Second Sex’s descriptions of women’s
daily lives, once seemed obvious. They seemed to point to the differ-
ence between sex and gender. They seemed to indicate the ways in
whichhumanbeings bornwith vaginaswere habituated and initiated
into the roles of adults called women. Today things seem less clear.
Do these wordsmean that sex and gender are radically distinct -- that
any sexed body can become whatever gender it chooses? Could any
body become a woman? Should Beauvoir’s critique of the “biology
is destiny” argument be taken as an argument for the complete mal-
leability of the body? Or should her words alert us to the fact that
the different materialities of human bodies constitute us as sexually
distinct but that the sex/gender differences mandated by patriarchy
are epistemologically untenable, ethically intolerable, and politically
unjust (SS 267)?1

“One is not born, but rather becomes a woman.” When originally
written, these words produced shocking effects. They soon became
central to the feminist critique of patriarchy. Eventually they be-
came familiar, obvious. Contemporary theorists and advanced tech-
nologies have returned these words to their radical origin. Without
allowing for a return to the position that there is no distinction be-
tween sex and gender, and far from assuring us that sex produces
gender, today’s thinkers and technologies have shown us that what
seemed to be a clear divide between nature and culture is a rather
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blurred border. The experiences of transsexuals, of the transgendered,
and of the intersexed reveal the ways in which sex and gender bleed
into each other. They also suggest that to askwhether sex and gender
are natural givens or cultural constructs is to ask the wrong ques-
tion. Nothing human is naturally given. No cultural construct arises
ex nihilo.

Beauvoir, whose legacy to us includes the concept of ambiguity,
would, I think, have been pleased by this turn of events. For by paus-
ing over these now famouswords, instead of taking theirmeaning for
granted, we learn more about the complexity of Beauvoir’s thought
and more about women’s situation within patriarchy. Joining those
who celebrate the words “One is not born, but rather becomes a
woman” as an invitation to rethink the structures of patriarchy, I
bring this familiar line of The Second Sex to some of the less well-
known passages of Beauvoir’s feminist manifesto to show that in
arguing for women’s equality Beauvoir was also arguing for women’s
sexual difference. What is unique about this argument is its appeal
to the concept of ambiguity.

Beauvoir introduces The Second Sexwith a question. “What,” she
asks, “is a woman?” (SS xix). Within the space of a page she deter-
mines that although it is certain that women exist, it is also clear
that women’s existence can only be admitted provisionally (SS xxi).
Beauvoir is certain that women exist, because she cannot doubt that
she exists. She must, if she wishes to affirm her existence, “first of
all say: I am a woman; on this truth must be based all further discus-
sion” (SS xxi, emphasis added). Her existential certainty, however,
is riddled with problems. For once Beauvoir asks for a definition of
woman (of herself insofar as she is first of all a woman) she discovers
that so many accounts are provided (many contrary to each other)
that she cannot say which, if any, are real or true. Caught in the
Cartesian dilemma, she is certain that she is but doubts who she
is, Beauvoir cannot follow Descartes’ strategy, for she acknowledges
a certainty that escaped Descartes. There are two distinguishable
human types: men and women. It is impossible to identify oneself
as a human being without first taking one’s place in the sexual reg-
ister. The certainty of being sexed is inseparable from the existential
certainty of being human.2

Noticing what Descartes missed, Beauvoir understands his inat-
tentiveness. As a man, Descartes’ sex/gender is un(re)marked. He
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can dismiss it as irrelevant to his identity because as a man he is
“the absolute human type” (SS xxi). The sexed/gendered term that
identifies him, man, is also used to designate human beings in gen-
eral. Thus, his existence as distinctly sexed/gendered goes unnoticed
(SS xxi). The philosopher of the cogito, eager to evade the deceptions
of the senses, is duped by language. Careful to avoid all prejudices,
he fails to discern the patriarchal biases embedded in his meditative
discourse.

Beauvoir cannot follow Descartes’ path to certainty. She is a
woman. Her sex/gender is the negative of the absolute human type.
Her name, woman, is never used to designate human beings in gen-
eral. Being awomanwho is also a philosopher, Beauvoir cannot begin
with the one, the neutral subject. She cannot escape the weight of
the senses. She is a woman. For her, the two, the sexed/gendered
existential certainty of having to be either a man or a woman, is the
necessary point of departure.

Descartes is not the first philosopher to be taken in by language.
Beauvoir is not the first philosopher to note the ways in which lan-
guage (mis)informs epistemology and metaphysics. Nietzsche found
all philosophers guilty ofmistaking grammatical structures for philo-
sophical categories. Even he, however, missed what Beauvoir saw.
For he, too, was a patriarchal man. Attentive as he was to differ-
ences, he did not examine the meaning or structure of the sexual
difference -- the two that is the condition of the possibility of the
many that are others, rather than repetitions of the same one.3

Descartes’ epistemology of the one produces the lie of abstract
consciousness. This consciousness becomes the autonomous subject
of the Enlightenment. It grounds the politics of the social contract
tradition that secured freedom for men (the sex/gender identified as
the one) by removing women (the second sex/gender) from the po-
litical scene.4 Plato’s Republic anticipates this political strategy. It
draws the line between this epistemology of the one and the poli-
tics of exclusion. By showing how the epistemology of the one is the
necessary ground of a politics of the one, The Republic also shows
why the sexual difference is politically intolerable. Women can par-
ticipate in the governance of the ideal state only if their difference
is erased. Plato is more forthcoming than most political thinkers.
He acknowledges that to be members of the guardian class, women
must be counted as men. He determines that this is possible because
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the sexual difference is an accidental rather than an essential human
difference. He also recognizes the difficulty of sustaining this era-
sure of the sexual difference. Thus the political lie that compensates
for refusing the sexual difference by instituting the necessary and
natural reality of the class difference.5

According to The Republic’s noble lie, there is only one mother --
mother earth. We are all her children. Women are not, therefore,
essentially mothers. We are not really of women born. Rendering
women and men equally peripheral to the birth of the child, the no-
ble lie renders us different only insofar as we are made of either gold,
silver, or bronze. Shorn of our sexed bodily differences, we are seg-
regated according to our mental capacities. Enlightenment politics
reverses Plato’s account of the difference. The sexual difference is af-
firmed, the class difference (in theory at least) is denied. Its noble lie,
that women are naturally mothers and are therefore unfit for public
life, differs in content but not in intent from Plato’s. For the myth of
the Enlightenment, like the myth of The Republic, is aimed at con-
vincing those denied access to power on the basis of their difference
that their exclusion is just. Theymust be convinced that their exclu-
sion is a matter of destiny and that their exclusion is actually a form
of inclusion -- it is necessary for the common good. It is in the name
of this justice that woman consents to become the inessential Other:
the one who exists only as the subordinated part of the one (man),
and only insofar as she fulfills her role as part object (for example,
the wife, the mother, the helpmate), contributing to the good of the
whole object (man). Having become this part object, this inessential
Other, this patriarchal woman, Simone de Beauvoir finds that it is
impossible for her to experience herself for herself and impossible
for her to know whether she really exists.

Unlike Descartes, whose doubts are self-generated, Beauvoir’s ex-
istential certainties are challenged fromwithout. The problem is not
that she doubts her understandings of who she is but rather that she
has no resources from which she might produce an understanding of
herself to doubt. Everything that she knows about herself is “simply
what man decrees” (SS xxii). Men have decreed that, being a woman,
she cannot exist for herself. This decree is countered by her imme-
diate experience of herself as a woman who exists for herself. She is
faced with an impossible choice. She can either deny the certainty
that she exists for herself or deny the certainty that she is a woman.
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The patriarchal category of the inessential Other freezes her in this
impossible position. She must sever herself from the certainties of
her existence and split these certainties apart. She must refuse the
experience of certainty that ties her being for herself to her being a
woman and accept the idea that her existence as a woman precludes
her existing for herself. Having not been born a (patriarchal) woman,
she must become one. As a patriarchal woman, she finds that doubt
lies at the core of her being. Not only is the self she identifies with
given to her by man, and therefore a doubtful indicator of who she
is, but the experience through which she might discover herself is
rendered doubtful, put out of play, by the patriarchal decree.

If the politics of patriarchy relies on mystifications that have
the power (derived from their epistemological, metaphysical, and
linguistic alliances) to falsify the certainties of experience, then
retrieving these lived certainties becomes a necessary political
strategy. It becomes a matter of finding the gaps in this decerti-
fication--mystification grid and of finding ways to exploit it. It be-
comes a matter of finding the place where the experience of the
“essential” otherness of woman contests her position as the inessen-
tial Other, of finding the site where the epistemology and politics of
the one can be contested by the lived experience of the two. Fol-
lowing Beauvoir’s lead, I find this site in the heterosexual couple.
For it is here, in the intimacies of the caress, that the immediate
experience of the two can find its voice and contest the patriarchal
one.6

Within the modern western world this voice is beginning to get a
public hearing. The ideology of the patriarchal heterosexual couple,
although still alive and well in many religious communities and sec-
ularmovements (for example, theUS covenantmarriagemovement),
is no longer universally accepted. The “I now pronounce you man
andwife” ismore often than not replaced with the “I now pronounce
you husband and wife.” As man and wife the married couple repli-
cated the rule of the one subject (man). As husband and wife themar-
ried couple invokes the rule of the two. Neither claims the position
of the only subject. Religious ceremonies that included the ritual
reading of the Genesis rib story have, in many cases, adopted the
custom of reading the Genesis account of the equal and simulta-
neous creation instead. The whole and the part object model gives
ground to the biblically sanctioned image of two whole objects. The
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laws that defined a wife as her husband’s property and that negated
the married woman’s status as a legal adult are all but forgotten in
theWest. No longer required to inscribe herself in a place that is part
of him, or to identify herself with the obligation to serve, please, and
complete him, a woman may now charge her husband with rape and
abuse. Always vulnerable to being divorced, she may now file for
divorce.

The patriarchal strategy of claiming that men (can) represent the
whole of humanity is undermined by these changing facts on the
ground. These intimate, social, and political changes would seem to
indicate that the feminist critique has taken hold. It would seem to
indicate that we acknowledge the injustice of invoking the idea of
sexual difference to justify the subordination of women to men. It
would seem to indicate that patriarchy is ready to wither away. For
that would be the effect of allowing women to affirm the certainty of
their experience of being womenwho exist for themselves. Whether,
however, patriarchy is ready to see the two as prior to the one, that is,
whether it is ready to see the subject as sexed or whether we remain
where Plato left us (where sex is deemed accidental to one’s status
as a subject and where the subject is identified as the one) remains
unclear. Until this becomes clear, women’s existence will remain
doubtful.

The issuemay be put as a series of questions.Will justice be served
when women’s existence for themselves is recognized, that is, when
they too are identified as the one? Does justice require the resolution
of women’s doubts regarding their existence as women, the recogni-
tion of the two? Is a woman’s first experience of herself as sexed
a product of a patriarchal mystification that should be falsified?
Is it an existential certainty that requires certification? Asking
Beauvoir for her answer to these questions before formulating ours,
we find The Second Sex speaking in two voices. Its dominant and
best-knownvoice seems to support the logic of the one. Itsmuted and
less heard voice finds this logic problematic. This voice is first heard
in the opening of The Second Sex, where Beauvoir asks whether she
exists as a woman. It speaks in her objections to abstract philoso-
phy, in her attention to embodiment, in her insistence on the impor-
tance of the situation. This voice is most clearly heard in Beauvoir’s
discussion of the heterosexual couple and the bond. For it is here
that she finds resources for discovering something about women not
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decreed by men. It is here that she alerts us to the ways in which
her idea of ambiguity allows us to think the two before the one and
to think of the one as grounded in the two. Listening for this voice,
we can take up Beauvoir’s call to “get out of [the] ruts; [and] discard
the vague notions of superiority, inferiority, and equality which have
hitherto corrupted every discussion of the subject and start afresh”
(SS xxxiii).

a new beginning

For Beauvoir, starting afreshmeans adopting the perspective of an ex-
istential ethics where the justice of a political institution is judged
not according to the criteria of the common good or individual hap-
piness but in terms of liberty. She writes: “For our part, we hold
that the only public good is that which assures the private good of
the citizens; we shall pass judgment on institutions according to
their effectiveness in giving concrete opportunities to individuals”
(SS xxxiv).

Explaining what she means by opportunities, Beauvoir stipulates
that to be human is to be possessed of an ontological need to tran-
scend oneself; that human existence is justified through its expan-
sion into an indefinitely open future, its engagement in freely chosen
projects, and its reaching out toward other liberties (SS xxxiv--xxxv).
When these possibilities are foreclosed, there is, Beauvoir says, a
“degradation of existence into . . . the brutish life of subjection to
given conditions . . . [that] is an absolute evil” (SS xxxv).

Having begun by alerting us to the difference between the sexes,
Beauvoir now insists on their ontological identity. Patriarchy is now
identified as evil, not because it refuses the sexual difference embed-
ded in the existential certainty of our existence, but because it uses
the sexual difference to reject the human ontological need to engage
in freely chosen projects of transcendence. Has Beauvoir brought us
back to the domain of the one? Perhaps, but perhaps not. There is the
matter of the bond. There is the ambiguous discussion of marriage.
There is the attention to the lived erotic experience of the hetero-
sexual couple.

Knowing Beauvoir’s position on the certainty of the two (her cer-
tainty that she is a woman not a man) and aware of her ethical affir-
mation of the project, transcendence, and liberty, we can anticipate
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and understand her critique of marriage. Attending to what is sur-
prising rather than to what is predictable about this critique, how-
ever, gets us to the complexities of her thinking. The first surprise
is that Beauvoir’s critique of marriage is historical, not absolute. She
finds marriage objectionable in its current form. She does not, how-
ever, equate its current form with its essential structure. We do not
know, she tells us, what the possibilities of marriage are. The sec-
ond surprise is that her critique of marriage is not a critique of the
heterosexual couple (SS 425--83). Putting these surprises together, I
find that Beauvoir sees the heterosexual couple as the site where
the mystifications that position woman as the inessential Other can
be challenged. In reserving judgment on the institution of marriage,
Beauvoir is, I think, leaving the possibility open that this institu-
tion, lying at the heart of patriarchy, might be its undoing. For if
the heterosexual couple’s lived experience of the bond informed the
structure of marriage, the paradigm of the heterosexual couple that
now sustains patriarchal politics would lose its hold on the erotic
and political imaginary.7

To get at what is going on we need to return to the question
that troubles Beauvoir from the very beginning. Women, she notes,
are not the only group that have been exploited. What makes them
unique is their refusal to demand recognition as subjects, their re-
fusal to rebel. Trying to understand this refusal, which is analogous
to trying to understand why women consent to marry, Beauvoir pro-
poses the following explanation: “woman may fail to lay claim to
the status of subject because she lacks definite resources, because
she feels the necessary bond that ties her to man regardless of reci-
procity and because she is often very well pleased with her role as
the [inessential] Other” (SS xxvii).

Two parts of this explanation are familiar. The idea that women
lack definite resources refers to the need for economic opportunities
and calls for a liberal or Marxist solution. The idea that women are
pleased with their role as the inessential Other recalls us to the ex-
istential category of bad faith. It chides women for not accepting the
responsibilities of freedom. The idea that women feel the necessary
bond that ties them to men regardless of reciprocity, however, does
not lead us down liberal, Marxist, or existential roads. Instead, it di-
rects us to Beauvoir’s ethics of ambiguity and to the possibilities this
ethics holds for a liberatory politics grounded in the two.
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In identifying women but not men as committed to the value
of the bond, Beauvoir discovers a fundamental difference between
women’s andmen’s attitude toward the heterosexual couple. The dif-
ference is historical, not necessary. Given the ubiquitous presence of
patriarchy, it appears essential. The difference is this: although both
men and women need and desire the Other, they live their needs and
desires differently. Men orient their desire around the requirements
of reciprocity; women privilege the bond. Men will sacrifice the de-
sire for the bond to the demands of reciprocity; women will forgo the
requirements of reciprocity in the name of the bond.

To adequately understand this difference between men and
women, we need to focus on the terms necessary and reciprocity.
Read historically, women’s feeling of their necessary bond to men
refers to the fact that women lack definite resources for indepen-
dence. Read from the point of view of patriarchy, this feeling of the
bond is a sign of a natural dependency. Women’s feeling of the neces-
sity of the bond is translated: she needs aman; she cannot exist on her
own. It is assumed that women would not privilege the bond, would
not experience it as necessary, if they could demand reciprocity -- if
they were less dependent.

Patriarchy values reciprocity more than the bond. It sees men’s
demand for reciprocity as a demand for recognition and reads this
demand as a sign of independence and autonomy. Men are said to
subordinate the value of the bond to the values of recognition and
reciprocity because they can, it is said, stand on their own. For patri-
archal men the issue is clear: no recognition, no relationship. Better
to break or refuse the bond. Better to be alone, on one’s own, than to
accept a relationship without recognition.

If we step back from the patriarchal understandings of these differ-
ent attitudes toward the heterosexual couple, that is, if we pause
before speaking of this difference in terms of men’s independence
and women’s dependency, we discover certain phenomenological
possibilities. To fully appreciate these possibilities we need to turn
to The Ethics of Ambiguity. For it is there, in amending the tradi-
tional phenomenological understanding of the relationship between
consciousness and being, that Beauvoir introduces us to the differ-
ence that grounds the concept of ambiguity. It is there that we find
the resources for attending to the muted voices of The Second Sex.8

Beauvoir writes:
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Thanks to [man], being is disclosed and he desires this disclosure. There
is an original type of attachment to being which is not the relationship
“wanting to be” but rather the relationship “wanting to disclose being.”
Now, here there is not failure, but rather success . . . I take delight in this
very effort toward an impossible possession . . . This means that man, in his
vain attempt to beGod, makes himself exist asman . . . It is not granted him
to exist without tending toward this being which he will never be. But it is
possible for him towant this tension evenwith the failure which it involves.
[EA 12--13]

With this description of consciousness as comprised of two inten-
tional moments and ways of relating to being, Beauvoir identifies
two types of transcendence. Each is characterized by a unique de-
sire. These desires contest each other. The desire for disclosure of
the first intentional moment cannot take up the desire for posses-
sion of the second intentionality without negating itself. The desire
for possession cannot accept the aimlessness of the desire for disclo-
sure without denying itself. As contesting and negating each other,
these different desires and their attendant modes of transcendence
intersect each other. The desire to disclose being finds itself moving
toward the world it discloses possessively. The desire to possess the
world finds itself thwarted. In its failure it is driven back to the mo-
ment of disclosure; it seeks newworlds to possess. Tomark us as this
tension of divergent, contesting, negating, and intersecting desires,
Beauvoir calls us ambiguous. Neither this desire nor that, we are the
ambiguity of the two desires that run through each other. We are the
one of the ambiguous flow that is also and necessarily a two.

To understand the full meaning of our ambiguity, we must re-
member that the play of desire it identifies is never the isolated play
of the desires of an autonomous subject. In The Ethics of Ambigu-
ity these desires are identified as the desires of a singular subject
always engaged in a world and always engaged with others. In The
Second Sex these desires are identified as the desires of sexed sub-
jects whose engagement in the world and with others is always and
necessarily amatter of their embodied social, political, and economic
situations. In alerting us to the patriarchal demands of recognition
that structure relationships among men and that circumscribe rela-
tionships between men and women, and in attending to the ways in
which women forfeit claims to recognition for the value of the bond,
Beauvoir directs us to the ways in which patriarchy perverts our
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engagement with each other by sexing and severing the ambiguous
desires of consciousness.9 She shows us that in transforming the am-
biguity of our twofold consciousness into the clarity of the either/or
of single-sexed subjects (subjects who must embody only one desire
of consciousness), patriarchy has inverted the relationship between
disclosure and possession. It sexes as male the secondary mode of
transcendence associated with the desire to possess the world and
privileges it as the original mark of the subject. It sexes as female
the inaugural mode of transcendence associated with the desires of
disclosure. It marks these desires as weak and passive and identifies
them as the signature of the secondary, inessential Other.

What does it mean to say that woman feels the necessity of the
bond? What are the implications of the fact that she disregards the
requirements of reciprocity for the sake of the bond? Howmight this
disregard and feeling of necessity provide clues to escaping the ruts of
patriarchy? What sort of sexual difference would emerge if the sexed
difference of the inessential Other (the ploy of the logic of the one)
were rejected and if in its place we forged a logic of sexual difference
scripted through the concept of ambiguity? What if we tried an ex-
periment? What if we read The Ethics of Ambiguity’s description of
consciousness into The Second Sex’s discussions of the heterosexual
couple, generosity, the gift, and the erotic?

the experiment

Putting on my philosophical lab coat, I begin by reading women’s
commitment to the bond (cited in The Second Sex as a partial ex-
planation of women’s refusal to rebel) as a concrete expression of
the original relationship of consciousness to being, identified in The
Ethics of Ambiguity as the desire of disclosure. This original rela-
tionship is best described as an active passivity. As a desire, it is
active. As a mode of consciousness that is receptive to the unfolding
that we call world, it is passive. As an intentionality, it is an active
passivity. It may also be understood as an aimless generosity. Aim-
less, because it refuses to impose the lens of its purpose on being.
Generous, because in becoming the site of the disclosure of being, it
asks for nothing in return. This active passive generosity can best be
captured in the concept of the gift. Gifts, situated outside the fields
of exchange, debt, and accountability, also lie outside the fields of
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reciprocity and recognition. There is no debt, there is no demand for
recognition, there is no law of exchange. As generous, the gift enacts
the desire that takes delight in the disclosed otherness of the world.
Living this delight and forgoing the transcendence of purposefulness,
I go toward the world by situating myself within it. Instead of flee-
ing the spontaneity of being revealed in this moment of disclosure,
I allow myself to meet the otherness of the world and to value it for
itself rather than for the use that may be made of it. I celebrate the
bond between us that makes our meeting possible. I allow myself to
become vulnerable to the surprise of the event.

Once The Ethics of Ambiguity’s question of intentionality and re-
latedness is transformed into The Second Sex’s and Must We Burn
Sade?’s question of relationships, the experience of vulnerability be-
comes crucial. Phenomenologically, our relatedness to the world
marks us as ambiguous. Existentially our relationships with each
other mark us as vulnerable. To live our ambiguity we must risk
becoming vulnerable. The Ethics of Ambiguity reveals our tendency
to refuse the tensions of lived consciousness. The Second Sex and
Must We Burn Sade? point to the ways in which we flee the vulner-
abilities of lived relationships. Patriarchy codes this flight. Teaching
women that they must become woman and subordinate their de-
sire for reciprocity and recognition to the demands of the bond, it
teaches women that they must be generous and must not take up
the risks of recognition associated with the desires of the second
intentional moment. Teaching men that they must be man and sub-
ordinate their desire for the bond to the demands of recognition and
reciprocity, patriarchy teaches men that they must demand recog-
nition and refuse the risks of vulnerability. Phenomenological and
existential ambiguities are bifurcated in patriarchal sexed/gendered
identities. These identities and their associated values and risks are
not, however, equally esteemed. Patriarchy privileges the risks of
recognition. Further, it associates the risks of recognition with vio-
lence. One receives recognition by demanding it. The only recogni-
tionworth having is the recognitionwon in combat or competition --
the recognition that comes from having stood up for yourself like a
man. In barring women from the sphere of actively initiated violence
(it being clearly unfeminine for a woman to stand up for herself like a
man), patriarchy bars women from the contests necessary for recog-
nition. Thus patriarchy makes it impossible for women or men to
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live the ambiguity of their desire. Women coded as womanmust live
the desires of generosity; men coded as man must not. Men coded
as man must live the desire to be God; women coded as woman
must not.

As Beauvoir’s analysis of the doubled desires of intentionality in
The Ethics of Ambiguity provides the phenomenological ground for
exposing the perversions of patriarchy, so her analyses of the eroti-
cally fleshed body in The Second Sex and Must We Burn Sade? show
us how to challenge these perversions. For it is here, at the erotically
fleshed body, that the disaster of patriarchal perversion is clearest. It
is here that the phenomenon of ambiguity is concretely lived. The
spontaneities of erotic desire disrupt the patriarchal codes of subjec-
tivity and risk -- now the moment of disclosure’s generosity takes
precedence. Here the desires of reciprocity are coupled with the ex-
perience of mutual vulnerability and decoupled from the spheres of
violence, competition, and exchange.

The ways in which erotic myths of romance and love sustain pa-
triarchal power arewell documented. Theways inwhich the erotic is
corrupted by sadistic, masochistic, and abusive practices is also well
known. Turning to the erotic to counter patriarchal mystifications is
a dangerous business. Asking it to show us a path out of patriarchy
treads treacherous ground. This experiment is a risky business. It
appeals to the techniques of bracketing as a way of guarding against
the seductions of the patriarchal erotic. Knowing the limitations of
these techniques, I do not claim to be able to return to the erotic ex-
perience itself. Knowing the possibilities of these techniques, I allow
that in using them we can strip the erotic of many of its current cov-
ers and that we can, in this way, retrieve the concept of ambiguity
for an ethics of sexual difference.

The following passages from The Second Sex set my path: “In
both sexes is played out the same drama of the flesh and the spirit,
of finitude and transcendence; both are gnawed away by time and
laid in wait for by death, they have the same essential need for one
another” (SS 728); “The erotic experience is one thatmost poignantly
discloses to human beings the ambiguity of their condition; in it they
are aware of themselves as flesh and as spirit, as the other and as
the subject” (SS 402); and “in the midst of carnal fever [men and
women are] a consenting, a voluntary gift, an activity; they live out in
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their several fashions the strange ambiguity of existencemade body”
(SS 728).

These passages make certain things clear. First, we are returned to
the questions of need and the bond. Where patriarchy equates valu-
ing the bond with woman’s neediness, in the “drama of the flesh”
lovers experience and affirm their fleshed and sexed otherness to and
mutual need for each other. Rather than place the value of the bond
and the demands of recognition at odds with each other, lovers live
the carnal bond as a fleshed supplication. Each risks being violated
in their otherness. Each asks to be received by the other in their vul-
nerability. Each offers themselves to the other as a fleshed gift. Each
lives its excess with the other. Each turns to the other in the generos-
ity of disclosure where the aimlessness of desire immerses itself in
the flows of the flesh. Here the mood of our original intentionality
prevails.

Like the first intentional moment, however, the erotic is neither
stable nor self-sustaining. It is soon taken up by the second moment
of intentionality’s desire to be God. Judgments move in to capture
and stabilize the flow of the gift. A distinction is made between
foreplay and “the act.” The erotic is identified with the projects of
intercourse, orgasm, and reproduction. Given our ambiguity, these
moves are inevitable. What is not inevitable, however, are the par-
ticular interventions of patriarchy. We are not destined to forget the
excessive generosities of the erotic, to forgo the gift of the flesh, or
to equate risk with violence. It is not necessary to choose between
the bond and recognition. No necessity drives us to value the com-
mitment to recognition more than the commitment to the bond.
Nothing requires the stabilization of sexed/gendered otherness into
the patriarchal categories man and woman.

To see the erotic as the concretely lived original intentionality
and to experiment with the argument that our critique of patriarchy
ought to be guided by the event of erotic generosity allows us to cri-
tique established sexual differences on two fronts. First, we are able
to trace the current coding of the sexual difference to the patriarchal
perverse (mis)reading of the vulnerability-risk-subjectivity relation-
ship. From the perspective of the erotic, we see that this misreading
is not innocent. It is directed by the desire to evade the necessary
failure of the desire to be God. By equating risk with subjectivity,
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subjectivity with recognition, and recognition with violence, patri-
archy pacifies those whose bodies are designated as strong. It al-
lows them to believe that their strength will save them from their
failure. It allows for the fantasy of invulnerability: the James Bond
fantasy.

In patriarchy the lived reality of the sexed vulnerable subject who
is always at risk before the Other and whomust fail in the attempt to
possess the world is exchanged for the myth of man and woman. Ac-
cording to this myth a man is a real subject because he takes up the
risks associated with violence. Woman is defined as the weaker sex.
As weaker she is deemed unfit for the risks associated with violence.
Barred from engaging these risks, she is positioned as the inessential
Other, the inadequate subject. It is impossible for her, insofar as she
is a woman, to challenge man’s position as the subject. He may be
vulnerable before othermen; hemay lose his bid to possess the world
in the world of men, but among women he is always assured of suc-
cess. She will not challenge his status as the subject. It is said that
she is a stranger to the world of risk. The risks of valuing the bond are
rendered invisible. The risks associated with her body, the risks of
childbirth for example, are said to be imposed on her by nature. The
lived erotic explodes this myth of woman’s passive body. It renders
the risks of the bond visible. It unravels the patriarchal equation of
risk, violence, and subjectivity. It shows us that the vulnerabilities
of the flesh are embedded in our sexuality, that these vulnerabilities
are entwined in the immediate and certain existential experience of
existence, that they lie coiled within our sexually embodied human
condition.

More than providing the principles of a critique, however, the
erotic of the two offers positive ethical and political guidance. It
leads us to formulate an ethic grounded in the principle of generos-
ity where openness to otherness is accorded moral value. It directs
us to a politics where projects of liberation and judgments of good,
bad, and evil affirm our responsibility for each other in ways that
remember our vulnerability to each other. The paradigm of the one
subject (the whole [man] object and the part [woman] object) created
by patriarchal marriage is replaced by the paradigm of the couple,
where the generosity of the gift, rather than the demands of recogni-
tion, constitute the ways in which ambiguously sexed whole objects
return themselves to each other.
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This paradigm also challenges the assumption that only hetero-
sexual couples are legitimate. On the patriarchal model, the couple
merges the sexual difference of part objects into a complete whole
object. As a patriarchal heterosexual couple, we are one. In Beauvoir’s
model the sexual differencemust be refigured. Both women andmen
are whole ambiguous objects who bring to the couple their difference
of otherness. It is difficult for us to imagine otherness along these
lines. It seems to bring us back to the one. Beauvoir, however, directs
us to think ambiguity where the two never coalesces into a one.

As I try to imagine the sexual difference after Beauvoir, I find it
helpful to think of it as a fleshed erotic difference, which is not equiv-
alent to the embodied sexual difference. Vagina and penis are but one
way of encountering the erotic Other. Although Beauvoir’s discus-
sions of the couple in The Second Sex speak of erotic otherness in
heterosexual terms, I find these discussions leading beyond the het-
erosexual erotic. Once I bring Beauvoir’s portrayal of intentionality
to her descriptions of the erotic’s challenge to the patriarchal het-
erosexual couple, I find that the erotic difference that draws us to
the drama of the flesh cannot be equated with the difference be-
tween men and women. The heterosexual sexual difference is but
one instance of otherness. As the receptive generosity of the original
intentional moment, we engage the Other in its exuberant prolifer-
ations. The erotic event registers this exuberance. Allowed to speak
in its own register, it neither validates the patriarchal script of het-
erosexual otherness nor legitimates the patriarchal demand that the
couple be heterosexual. It explodes the patriarchal meanings of the
erotic and transforms the meanings and lived experiences of other-
ness. This explosion rebounds to the ways in which we figure the
differences of sex/gender and to the ways in which we understand
the erotic otherness of the two.

An ethic and politics guided by the principles of this lived erotic of
the otherness of the two carries two injunctions. First, I am enjoined
to assume the tensions of my ambiguity. Second, I am enjoined not
to violate the Other’s vulnerability. Together, these injunctions cre-
ate the opening for a meeting between us -- an opening that wemight
call the space of generous intersubjectivity. Within patriarchy this
space is a feminine place. Taking up Beauvoir’s legacy, I experiment
with the possibility of transforming it from a place reserved for those
who have become woman to the space of the sexual difference. As
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the place of the sexual difference, this space of generous intersub-
jectivity affirms the value that women as woman have represented
throughout the patriarchal era -- the value of the bond. It transforms
this feminine value into a value of sexual, erotic difference. It refuses
to allow the value of the bond to be perverted by the demands of a
subject committed to the intersubjectivity of violence and violation.
It refuses to allow the value of the bond to become a sacrificial value.
It rejects the idea that thosewho value the bond are obliged to submit
to the demands of those who claim to be God. It refuses to subor-
dinate those who value the risks of the transcendence of disclosure
to those who value the risks of the transcendence of the project. It
refuses to sex these different modes of transcendence as either male
or female and refuses to erase the sexual differences through which
we live the ambiguity of our desire.

In entering the opening of generous intersubjectivity, men and
women allow themselves to be guided by the generosities of the
erotic event. They embrace their capacities for active passivity and
take up the risks of the flesh, the gift, and the bond. They bear wit-
ness against the myths and politics of the one that renders the ex-
istence of women doubtful by bearing witness to the experience of
the lived certainty of the two. They challenge the injustices of the
myths of femininity by practicing the justice of ambiguity and sexual
difference.10
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13 Beauvoir and biology:
a second look

Among the many eminently quotable lines from the corpus of Sig-
mund Freud are those concerning his supposition about the response
of the young girl when she first sees the penis of a sibling or play-
mate: “She makes her judgement and her decision in a flash. She has
seen it and knows that she is without it and wants to have it.”1 Even
if a generous reader were to grant Freud his contentious supposition,
a question remains: what does the girl see, and judge, on a second,
or a third, or even a fourth look? According to Simone de Beauvoir,
Freud’s judgment about the role anatomy plays in the formation of
the psychic life of women is based on “a masculine model” and envy
“could not arise from a simple anatomical comparison.” “[T]his out-
growth,” Beauvoir continues, “this weak little rod of flesh can in
itself inspire [young girls] only with indifference, or even disgust.
The little girl’s covetousness, when it exists, results from a previous
evaluation of virility. Freud takes this for granted, when it should be
accounted for.”2

Taking little for granted, Beauvoir argues that whether girls will
judge the penis to be enviable, “insignificant, or even laughable”
(SS 300) will depend on its importance, its symbolic and social value
“within the totality of their lives.” In any event, whatever attitude
a girl may adopt, “it is wrong to assert that a biological datum is
concerned” (SS 307). Unlike Freud, Beauvoir endeavors to offer a
comprehensive account of girls’ and women’s desires, attitudes, and
judgments as these are formed within the totality of their always sit-
uated existences. Keeping faith with the existentialist assertion that
“existence precedes essence,” Beauvoir offers the following caution
to readers of The Second Sex: “When I use the words woman or
feminine I obviously refer to no archetype, no changeless essence

266
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whatever; the reader must understand the phrase ‘in the present
state of education and custom’ after most of my statements” (SS 31,
emphasis original). Apparently forgetting this caution, or perhaps
understandably being perplexed by the qualifying phrase “aftermost
of my statements” (but which?), many contributors to the critical
appraisal of The Second Sex have judged Beauvoir’s comments on
biology, the female body, and femininity to be both essentialist and
derogatory.3

This chapter argues that despite the ever-increasing amount of
commentary on Beauvoir and biology, many critics continue to over-
look vital elements in her account of the role played by biology in
being, or, as she insists, “becoming,” a woman. Such critics mis-
interpret Beauvoir’s view of womanhood and thus fail to note the
continuing relevance of her philosophy for present-day readers. This
chapter is in four sections. First, I consider the broad aims of The
Second Sex, including Beauvoir’s central question: why has woman
occupied the place of “the Other” in human culture and history?
Second, I offer an account of Beauvoir’s views on the importance of
the cultural meanings of biology, along with a critical appraisal of
some exemplary feminist commentary that interprets these views
as favoring a radical social constructionism. The third section ques-
tions the widely held assumption that Beauvoir was the mother of
the sex--gender distinction. Moreover, I suggest that her actual views
about sexual difference are more complex than this binary distinc-
tion allows. Finally, I argue that Beauvoir’s views on biology -- on a
“second look” -- may yield a more radical view of the human subject
than feminists have hitherto supposed her to have held.

woman as “other”

One wonders if women still exist, if they will always exist, whether or not
it is desirable that they should . . . [SS 13]

Commentators on The Second Sex often fail to note the degree to
which its concerns are ethically driven. The aim of the study is
to determine what is a woman, or what is her present “situation,”
and to explore what she may become, or her “possibilities.” How-
ever, this aim is not undertaken in a vacuum; it is not a disinter-
ested search for knowledge. Rather, The Second Sex is animated by
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values, particularly freedom, its highest value, but also by the de-
sire for solidarity, particularly between men and women, and fi-
nally, by a call for liberation. The ethical dimension that structures
the text is made clear in its introduction. Echoing the sentiments
of John Stuart Mill, Beauvoir writes: “I am interested in the for-
tunes of the individual as defined not in terms of happiness but in
terms of liberty” (SS 29). Rejecting happiness as an adequate indi-
cator of the worth of a life because “[i]t is not too clear just what
the word happy really means and still less what true values it may
mask,” Beauvoir favors instead the perspective of an existentialist
ethics. From this perspective, “[e]very subject plays his part as such
specifically through exploits or projects that serve as a mode of tran-
scendence; he achieves liberty only through a continual reaching
out towards other liberties. There is no justification for present ex-
istence other than its expansion into an indefinitely open future”
(SS 28--29).

From this existentialist perspective, human being has no fixed
nature, no essence, no determined way of being. As will become
apparent, this does not mean that biology, history, and culture are
irrelevant towhat a human beingmay become, but such constitutive
elements of one’s overall situation cannot dictate which meanings,
significances, and values will be chosen. One’s biological sex may be
experienced as a boon or a burden, one’s skin color may be lived in
pride or in shame, and one’s social status may be lived in acquies-
cence or revolt. If woman’s being is to be understood, then an account
must be offered of both “what humanity has made of the human fe-
male” (SS 69) and how any individual woman has become what she
currently is through the exercise of her freedom to form attitudes
and commit herself to projects in the face of her total situation. For
some individuals it may be that the total situation in which they
“become women” is so constrained by social, economic, and histor-
ical factors that they are prevented from exercising their freedom.
This is a case of oppression. However, in other circumstances an in-
dividual may consent to the weight of free choice being carried by
another, in which case the individual is morally culpable. Beauvoir
judges both cases to be “an absolute evil” (SS 29). One of the dom-
inant threads in The Second Sex is the exploration of which kind
of absolute evil (oppression or moral culpability) marks the case of
woman. Predictably, this question does not have a straightforward
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answer. Beauvoir’s analysis of “woman as the Other” and woman’s
responsibility, or not, for this status, cannot be understood without
some account of her philosophy of intersubjective relations.

Adapting the philosophy of Hegel and Sartre, Beauvoir holds that
“[t]he category of the Other is as primordial as consciousness itself”
(SS 16, emphasis original). Furthermore, “the subject can be posed
only in being opposed -- he sets himself up as the essential, as opposed
to the other, the inessential, the object” (SS 17). In the case of sex-
ual difference, the self--other opposition is intensified because “the
duality of the sexes, like any duality, gives rise to conflict” (SS 21).
However, the hostility of each subject toward every other subject
does not preclude the possibility of “being with” (Mitsein) others.
There is nothing in human ontology to preclude reciprocal relations,
although such relations will be held “sometimes in enmity, some-
times in amity, always in a state of tension” (SS 93).

The puzzle, for Beauvoir, is to understand why the relations be-
tween women and men have reified in the oppositional stance and
why woman has been locked into the subordinate pole of the Other,
the inessential, the object. This brief account of Beauvoir’s views
on intersubjective relations should serve to demonstrate the extent
to which The Second Sex is, first and foremost, a book of ethics,
that is, a book that is concerned to investigate, first, the moral
responsibilities of free human subjects, second, the joint evils of
oppression and complicity with one’s oppression, third, the scope
for solidarity between subjects whose primordial stance is to op-
pose each other and attempt to reduce the Other to a thing, and,
finally, the means through which those who have been objectified
and subordinated may liberate themselves (and, ipso facto, also their
oppressors).

Given this interpretation of The Second Sex as an ethical project,
the structure of the bookmay be understood as an attempt to account
for the various elements that constitute the situation of women as
the “Other” and to explain how this situation figures in women’s
capacities to exercise freedom and so transform the sociohistorical
status they have inherited from their foremothers. The upshot of
Beauvoir’s analysis is her claim that the outline of an individual
woman’s life will be structured, although not determined, by her
biological, economic, historical, and cultural situation, by the at-
titudes of others, and by the affective characteristics and creative
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intelligence she brings to her situation. In the final analysis, none
of these factors may meaningfully be separated from the others, and
taken together they form the contours that constitute the overall
shape of a life.

biology, the “body,” and social
constructionism

Woman, like man, is her body; but her body is something other than herself.
[SS 61, emphasis original]

The existential and phenomenological framework that Beauvoir
brings to her analysis of woman forecloses the possibility of any sug-
gestion that woman’s nature, character, or situation can be reduced
to her biological make-up. Human freedom is inescapable, and one’s
biology can offer no certain indication of what one should choose
or which projects one should adopt. The capacity to bear a child,
even being a mother, dictates neither how to “live” such capacities
or roles nor what one may decide to do with one’s life in the future.
This is because, for Beauvoir, an “existent is nothing other thanwhat
he does; the possible does not extend beyond the real, essence does
not precede existence; in pure subjectivity, the human being is not
anything” (SS 287, emphasis original). Although biology will play a
crucial role in deciding one’s health, one’s sex, one’s strength, even
one’s life span, it does not, and according to Beauvoir cannot, deter-
mine how one interprets these factors or how they are lived by the
free subject. This is why Beauvoir can state that biological facts “are
one of the keys to the understanding of woman” and “constitute an
essential element in her situation,” on the one hand, and “deny that
they establish for her a fixed and inevitable destiny,” on the other
(SS 65).

The section in book i entitled “The Data of Biology” has been the
focus of decades of strident criticism of Beauvoir’s alleged essential-
ism. At the same time, it has provided material for those who have
interpreted Beauvoir as a social constructionist. It is not difficult to
see why. Consider the following statements as support for the first,
essentialist, view.

the individuality of the female is opposed by the interests of the species . . .
[SS 57]
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From birth, the species seems to have taken possession of woman and tends
to tighten its grasp. [SS 58]

From puberty to menopause woman is the theatre of a play that unfolds
within her and in which she is not personally concerned. [SS 60]

here we find the most striking conclusion of this survey: namely, that
woman is of all mammalian females at once the one who is most profoundly
alienated (her individuality the prey to outside forces), and the onewhomost
violently resists this alienation; in no other is enslavement of the organ-
ism to reproduction more imperious or more unwillingly accepted. [SS 64,
emphasis added]

These statements appear to endorse a view of women’s biological
disadvantage and to tell a story of an intrinsically alienated relation
between the female body and womanhood: “her body is something
other than herself” (SS 61). Considered in isolation, they also pose
a very serious problem for the philosophical framework favored by
Beauvoir: existentialist phenomenology. Beauvoir quotes Merleau-
Ponty’s view that “I am my body” and that my body may be likened
to “a preliminary sketch for my total being” (SS 61, n. 10). The body,
she adds, should be understood as the “instrument of our grasp upon
theworld” (SS 65). Where does this leavewoman’s grasp on theworld
or the identity between her body and her subjectivity? In order to
respond adequately to this question it is necessary to recall that brute
fact alone cannot determine human action. It is the human subject’s
own choice how to read and use the cards she has been dealt in life.
In some ways the card game is a good metaphor for the situation
of the human subject. She cannot determine the conventions that
govern the game, the value of the cards, or the hand she is dealt, but
she is nevertheless free to choose how she plays the game. Will she
be defeated in advance if she feels she has been dealt a bad hand, or
will she interpret it as a challenge? Will she play a “safe” game or a
reckless one? It is through the attitudes she forms, and the manner
of exercising her freedom, that woman will decide how her body is
lived.

Now consider the following statements, which support the sec-
ond, social constructionist view.

facts cannot be denied -- but in themselves they have no significance. Once
we adopt the human perspective, interpreting the body on the basis of
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existence, biology becomes an abstract science; whenever the physiologi-
cal fact (for instance, muscular inferiority) takes on meaning, this meaning
is at once seen as dependent on a whole context. [SS 66--67]

it is not upon physiology that values can be based; rather, the facts of biology
take on the values that the existent bestows upon them. [SS 68--69]

Thus we must view the facts of biology in the light of an ontological, eco-
nomic, social, and psychological context. [SS 69]

It is not nature that defines woman; it is she who defines herself by dealing
with nature on her own account in her emotional life. [SS 69]

It is not easy to know how to balance the two kinds of statement.
The temptation, of course, is to remove the ambiguity by being se-
lective in one’s reading and to thereby stress one set of statements
at the expense of the other. This has often been the tendency in
feminist scholarship on Beauvoir and biology, a tendency that I treat
below.

The unclarity of Beauvoir’s thought invites these kinds of unsat-
isfactory “either/or” feminist readings. Such interpretations either
insist on Beauvoir’s social constructionism, because the ambiguity
appears to be removed if one argues for value “all the way down”
(where human life is concerned, there are no “facts” of thematter), or
they interpret Beauvoir’s negative comments on female embodiment
as embarrassing evidence of her “essentialism” and her inability to
escape misogynist evaluations of the female body.4

In a pathbreaking essay, originally published in 1986, Judith Butler
offered an interpretation of The Second Sex that has greatly influ-
enced an entire generation’s attempt to theorize “woman” and “the
body.”5 The processes through which we become women, according
to Butler, have not to do with the facts of female biology but rather
with interpretation and social values. Butler’s contentious claim is
that “If being a woman is one cultural interpretation of being fe-
male, and if that interpretation is in no way necessitated by being
female, then it appears that the female body is the arbitrary locus
of the gender ‘woman’ ” (“Sex and Gender,” 30, emphasis added).
Taking the account of the “body as situation” as the definitive word
in Beauvoir’s account of human subjectivity, Butler argues that “the
body is a field of interpretive possibilities . . . a peculiar nexus of cul-
ture and choice” (“Sex and Gender,” 38, emphasis original). She
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understands this interpretative field to involve two aspects: first,
the body is “a locus of cultural interpretations,” and second, it is
also “the situation of having to take up and interpret that set of re-
ceived interpretations” (“Sex and Gender,” 38). Given that Butler
has interpreted Beauvoir as saying “woman” should be understood
as a (culturally variable) gender, arguably it follows that “it is our
genders we become, and not our bodies” (“Sex and Gender,” 32).

Something has gone awry in this account of the “body as situ-
ation,” at least insofar as it purports to be a reading of Beauvoir.
There are two points that require further analysis. First, does Beau-
voir hold that the female body is the arbitrary locus of the “gender”
woman? Second, is it viable to maintain that the embodied situation
of woman amounts to a series of ongoing (re)interpretations (or, “cul-
ture and choice”)? In each case Butler’s views tell only part of the
story. First, the idea that the relation between the lived experience
of women and the female body is an arbitrary one is directly contra-
dicted by Beauvoir. She holds that in spite of cultural or historical
variability in interpretations of sexual difference, a certain relation
between the female body and womanhood will always remain. For
example, woman’s eroticism, and therefore her sexual world, have
a special form of their own and therefore cannot fail to engender a
sensuality, a sensitivity, of a special nature. This means that her re-
lations to her own body, to that of the male, to the child, will never
be identical with those the male bears to his own body, to that of the
female, and to the child (SS 740).

Although it would be amistake to read toomuch into this passage,
Beauvoir is certainly claiming a link between the specificity of the
female body, and its capacities, and thewaywomanhoodwill be lived
in any and every sociohistorical situation. To maintain, as Beauvoir
does, that the capacities of the body -- understood in naturalistic or
biological terms -- always require interpretation, is not equivalent to
maintaining that the body is itself an interpretation or pure social
construction. Butler is right to argue that “‘being’ female and ‘being’
a woman are two very different sorts of being” (“Sex and Gender,”
31). However, the leap to the claim that there is only an arbitrary
relation between the female body and the “gender” woman cannot
easily be justified as a reading of Beauvoir. Moreover, as I will argue,
Beauvoir does not understand “woman” to be a gender category at
all.6
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Second, to interpret Beauvoir’s account of the body as situation in
terms of “a field of interpretive possibilities” (or as a nexus of culture
and choice) fails to attend sufficiently to the seriousness with which
Beauvoir treats historicalmaterialism and economics. The economic
conditions of any given society -- the means through which it repro-
duces its material conditions of existence -- are a crucial element in
the situation of its members. In the case of the “primitive horde” or
“nomads,” whom Beauvoir treats in book i , it is the fact of women’s
reproductive capacities and the fact of man’s superior strength that
cannot help but become socially significant. Situated sexual differ-
ences constitute the conditions that require interpretation. In some
conditions the physical costs for women of their reproductive capac-
ities may render them incapable of adequately providing for them-
selves or their offspring. Beauvoir refers to such conditions as ones in
which “we have a first fact heavily freighted with consequences” (SS
94). The less mastery a society has over its environment, the more
limited will be the range of possible interpretations of the biological
differences between the sexes. Furthermore, the body will bear the
consequences of the values that are bestowed on it, thus forming an
interactive loop between bodies and values. It is surely not a mat-
ter of mere interpretation when a society prefers to feed boys rather
than girls in times of famine, with the result that men’s health and
longevity outstrips that of women. The power of social values to
influence the material well-being of individuals, and thus their life
chances, is undoubtedly one of the reasons why Beauvoir states that
oppression is “an absolute evil.”

Beauvoir’s broad historical account of human civilization is in-
tended to show that in some circumstances the different biologies
of men and women will inevitably take on social significances of
enormous import. Her point in The Second Sex is not that the natu-
ral body has no hold on social values or that it is “value all the way
down.” Rather, her argument concerns women in the West in the
mid-twentieth century and the possibilities open to them to create
a new future beyond what she takes to be the “historical facts” of
their past conditions of existence. A historical fact cannot, she in-
sists, establish “an eternal truth; it can only indicate a situation that
is historical in nature precisely because it is undergoing change” (SS
723).

Like Butler, Julie K. Ward makes a significant contribution to
Beauvoir scholarship by carefully articulating the two senses of the

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

Beauvoir and biology: a second look 275

“body” she finds in The Second Sex. Ward is concerned to address
critics who read Beauvoir’s account of the female body as essential-
ist. She advises that when reading The Second Sex she will follow
the heuristic principle of looking for a deeper meaning capable of
reconciling apparently contradictory claims. The two senses of the
body she finds in The Second Sex are, first, “the body conceived of as
inert matter or stuff, ‘a thing,’ ” and second, the body as “situation,”
that is, the way in which “the physical body is experienced, given
the social and economic conditions.”7 This distinction is certainly
present in Beauvoir’s analysis, and it serves to challenge any view
that would claim to derive a woman’s role or status from her biologi-
cal capacities. At the same time, the distinction is used to articulate
how some of those capacities may be highlighted or constrained by
economic and social conditions.8 However, the distinction does not
warrant the claim that, along with gender, “the body itself is socially
constructed” (“Two Senses of ‘Body,’” 226). Nor does it support the
view “that there is no ‘natural’ body” (“Two Senses of ‘Body,’” 238).
When confrontedwith the either/or problem -- either social construc-
tionism or essentialism -- Ward, like Butler, opts for one side (social
constructionism) over the other.

Social constructionist interpretations of Beauvoir rely on state-
ments such as “the body is not a thing, it is a situation” (SS 66,
emphasis original). This statement occurs in the context of Beau-
voir’s reflections on woman’s possibilities and capabilities by
contrast with what she currently is or has been. In the context of
existentialism, this may seem disingenuous given that a subject is
and should be judged by what she does, not by what she could do.
Then again, insofar as existentialism is concerned with the free sub-
ject, “a being whose nature is transcendent action, we can never
close the books” (SS 66). It is in this context that Beauvoir goes on to
add:

Nevertheless it will be said that if the body is not a thing, it is a situation,
as viewed in the perspective I am adopting -- that of Heidegger, Sartre and
Merleau-Ponty: it is the instrument of our grasp upon the world, a limiting
factor for our projects. Woman is weaker than man, she has less muscu-
lar strength, fewer red blood corpuscles, less lung capacity, she runs more
slowly, can lift less heavy weights, can compete with man in hardly any
sport; she cannot stand up to him in a fight. To all this weakness must be
added the instability, the lack of control, and the fragility already discussed:
these are facts. [SS 69, emphasis added]

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

276 moira gatens

Of course, Beauvoir then goes on to argue that such facts do not carry
fixed meanings -- it is the free acts of individuals, the choices made
in society, and the material contexts of life that will determine their
significance. Moreover, the facts themselves are not stable: in con-
temporary life we are beginning to see what an enormous difference
may be made to women’s sporting achievements when they are al-
lowed to enjoy nutrition, training, and opportunities similar to those
of men. Beauvoir’s argument is that from the point of view of the free
existent, conscious of herself and her situation, facts lack any force to
determine her to do or become this rather than that kind of subject,
because, as she maintains, “the human being is not anything” (SS
287, emphasis original). We could add, “apart from what she freely
makes of herself, given the facts of her existence.” Even in the con-
text of discussing biology, femininity, andwomanhood, Beauvoir has
the ethical dimension of existentialism firmly in place.

For her, “becoming woman” does involve elements of choice and
interpretation, because the human existent always exists within a
particular culture, with specific economic, historical, and social fea-
tures, which must be negotiated. Understanding sexual difference in
terms of gender, performativity, interpretation, and choice is only
part of Beauvoir’s ambiguous story, because, for her, the whole story
would involve understanding “becoming (a) woman” as an ethical
project -- a project that is necessarily an ethics of ambiguity.9

the sex--gender distinction and the concept
of woman

The division of the sexes is a biological fact, not an event in human history.
[SS 19]

Beauvoir is widely thought to be the mother of the sex--gender dis-
tinction, that is, the distinction that allows one to separate nature
from nurture by way of positing women’s biological nature, or their
sex, on one hand, and women’s socially constructed identity, or their
gender, on the other. For example, Butler argued that Beauvoir’s
famous phrase, “One is not born but rather becomes a woman,”
“distinguishes sex from gender and suggests that gender is an as-
pect of identity gradually acquired” (“Sex and Gender,” 30). How-
ever, despite the readings offered by Butler and others, it is doubtful
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whether Beauvoir understood “woman” in terms of gender.10 If Beau-
voir were to have made a sex--gender distinction, there is much ev-
idence in The Second Sex to suggest that she would have made it
along lines other than those drawn by contemporary feminism. It is
notwoman orwomen that Beauvoir identifieswith gender categories
throughout The Second Sex, but, rather, femininity, that is, those
ways of behaving, those typical traits and values, that convention-
ally mark women off from men. The typical qualities that Beauvoir
notes throughout her study include dependence, passivity,weakness,
docility, “neatness,” narcissism, inferiority, timidity, coquetry, and
impotence. It is not woman, simpliciter, or the female body, sim-
pliciter, that she wishes to criticize, but, rather, those (gendered)
ways of being that attach to woman (understood both as “symbol”
and as the individual concrete existent) and the female body (the
material “ground” of the existent) and that are operative in depriv-
ing women of the opportunity to become authentic, ethical sub-
jects. Such deprivation functions through the forcible confinement
of woman to the negative pole of man’s positive self-conception and
by symbolically and actually denying them access to the (supposedly
neutral) conception of what it is to be a free human subject. Another
name for this deprivation is oppression. If women have the means
to free themselves from this social and historical confinement but
do not act, then they become complicit in their own oppression and
are morally culpable. Hence “becoming a woman,” for Beauvoir -- at
least, for women who live in the West in the mid-twentieth century,
and after -- is an inescapably ethical process.

On Beauvoir’s account, it is femininity itself -- or, at least, femi-
ninity as constituted under oppressive conditions -- that should be
abandoned. She makes her view clear in the conclusion to The Sec-
ond Sex, where she remarks that the quarrel between the sexes “will
go on as long as men and women fail to recognize each other as
equals; that is to say, as long as femininity is perpetuated as such”
(SS 727--28, emphasis added). It is femininity, not woman, that is
the proper locus of gender and the target of Beauvoir’s barbs, because
she understands socially sanctioned femininity in terms of “mutila-
tion” (SS 429). Femininity is “mutilating” because it denies women
the opportunity to exercise their human capacities for choice. Psy-
choanalysis, for example, displays a bias of this sort against women
when it uncritically accepts “the masculine--feminine categories as
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society currently defines them.” Beauvoir continues:

Whenever she behaves as a human being, she is declared to be identifying
herself with the male. Her activities in sports, politics, and intellectual mat-
ters, her sexual desire for other women, are all interpreted as a “masculine
protest”; the common refusal to take account of the values towards which
she aims, or transcends herself, evidently leads to the conclusion that she
is, as subject, making an inauthentic choice. [SS 428]

“The chief misunderstanding underlying this line of interpretation,”
Beauvoir retorts, “is that it is natural for the female human being to
make herself a feminine woman” (SS 428, emphasis original). Pre-
sumably, it is her views on femininity that explain her otherwise
perplexing approval of the “‘modern’ woman [who] accepts mascu-
line values” (SS 727). This is to say that wheremen have audaciously
occupied both the masculine pole and the neutral, human, middle
ground, it is right that women should wrest back those values that
express activity and transcendence as values that are appropriate to
them also.

There are, then, at least three terms atwork inThe Second Sex: the
“female human being,” “femininity,” and “woman,” and Beauvoir
says some surprising things about the connections between these
terms -- things that challenge a neat sex--gender divide. For exam-
ple, in her discussion of the post-menopausal woman, she writes:
“she is no longer the prey of overwhelming forces; she is herself, she
and her body are one. It is sometimes said that women of a cer-
tain age constitute ‘a third sex’; and, in truth, while they are not
males, they are no longer females” (SS 63, emphasis added). There is
clearly a good deal more ambiguity in Beauvoir’s account of “the sec-
ond sex” than some commentators have allowed. Table 1 attempts
to capture at least five different ways in which Beauvoir describes
existing as a female, as feminine, and as a woman. There may, of
course, be other permutations that the table fails to reflect (or that
she does not note). The value in the rows registers the presence or
absence for each individual (1--5) of the three characteristics that
head each column. Row 1 describes a biological human female who
is feminine and who meets the normative criteria for womanhood
current in her cultural, historical situation. Row 2 describes a bi-
ological human female who is not feminine but who nevertheless
identifies herself, and is identified by others, as a woman. Row 3
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Table 1 States of existence

Female Feminine Woman

1. Yes Yes Yes
2. Yes No Yes
3. Yes No No
4. No Yes Yes
5. No No Yes

describes a biological human female who is not feminine and does
not identify, and is not identified by others, as a woman. Row 4
describes a post-menopausal woman who is feminine and who iden-
tifies herself, and is identified by others, as a woman, that is, those
who occupy row 1, and who live long enough, will in time inevitably
occupy row 4. (Some may want to argue that certain transgender in-
dividuals also belong in this row.) Row 5 describes a post-menopausal
woman who is not feminine but who nevertheless identifies herself
and is identified by others as a woman, that is, those who occupy
row 2, and who live long enough, will in time inevitably occupy
row 5.

It is difficult to see how the notion of “woman” in table 1 may
be understood in terms of the sex--gender distinction; at the same
time it seems to be the case, as mentioned above, that the female
body does have a crucial role to play in what it means to become
a woman. If the sex--gender distinction is an inappropriate grid to
impose on The Second Sex, what would constitute a felicitous read-
ing of “becoming woman”? Clearly, such a reading must pay due
respect to: the importance of biology; the meanings, interpretations
and values -- both cultural and personal -- that attach to biology;
the psychological, phenomenological, and comportmental elements
of being “feminine”; and, finally, the situated free human existent,
who is designated “woman.”

In a recent paper that addresses the notorious problem of
“essentialism” in contemporary feminist theory, Natalie Stoljar of-
fers an ingenious and very promising account of woman as a “cluster
concept.”11 Stoljar is not directly concerned with Beauvoir or with
The Second Sex, but the problems she addresses in large part growout
of the ways in which that text has been problematically interpreted.
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Furthermore, Stoljar’s theory of woman as a “cluster concept” does
pay due respect to the desiderata listed above.

Stoljar derives the idea of a cluster concept from Wittgenstein’s
notion of family resemblances, that is, the idea that some things
in the world, although not identical, resemble each other closely
enough to bear a commondesignation. The favored example of family
resemblance is that of the concept “game,” which may include a
diversity of activities (jumping, running) and objects (tennis rackets,
footballs, chess pieces) but nevertheless constitute a recognizably
common practice. Stoljar’s account of “woman” as a cluster concept
is composed by four general elements:

First, womaness is attributed on the basis of female sex. Female sex includes
having the characteristics of a human female (XX chromosome, sex charac-
teristics, and general morphology) and having other bodily characteristics
such as gait or voice quality. Secondly, a range of phenomenological fea-
tures, or aspects of what it feels like to be a woman, or are typically asso-
ciated with women: for example, physical feelings, like having menstrual
cramps . . . The phenomenology also includes feelings which are the product
of social factors, like . . . fear of rape. Thirdly, there are roles such as wearing
typical female dress, or being oppressed on the basis of one’s sex . . . Finally,
there are self-attributions and the attributions of others . . . calling oneself
a woman and being called a woman. [Stoljar, “Essence, Identity,” 283--84,
emphasis original]

Just as any given game need not satisfy all the elements that fall
under the concept “game,” so any given individual woman need not
satisfy every element of the concept “woman.” Stoljar lists five ad-
vantages of the model she puts forward. First, although her concept
“woman” crucially involves female biology, it is not necessary for
every individual woman to satisfy that conditon, provided she does
satisfy enough of the other elements. As Stoljar explains, to treat
woman “as a cluster concept explains both why female sex is cen-
trally important to the notion of woman and how individuals can be
women without being of the female sex” (“Essence, Identity,” 285).
Second, being a woman becomes a matter of degree in this model.
Third, being a woman is not understood as wholly a matter of social
relations -- or “values all the way down” -- since it allows a role for
the “natural body” and biological sex difference. Fourth, the cluster
concept may explain how women from very different contexts may
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nevertheless identify with each other on the basis of “felt similari-
ties” without denying the real differences (such as class, race, age,
sexuality, ethnicity) that divide women. Finally, although the class
or type “woman” really is a resemblance class, it nevertheless in-
cludes many constructed elements and so is a revisable concept. In
the context of The Second Sex, it may be said that “woman” is a
concept that entails a “becoming.”

Stoljar’s innovative treatment of “woman” as a cluster concept is
a more productive way of interpreting Beauvoir’s views on “woman”
in The Second Sex. It pays full due to the notion of “situation” and
so lends coherence to the concept “woman” without denying the
variety of situations within which individual women assert their
freedoms. Her treatment of “woman” includes biological facts, but
does so not in a reductive fashion.12 However, Stoljar is not directly
concerned with the issues that dominate The Second Sex, and her
notion of woman as a “cluster concept” has only indirect implica-
tions for “becoming woman” as an ethical project. The final section
of this chapter returns to this issue.

biology, ambiguity, and ethics

Science regards any characteristic as a reaction dependent in part upon
situation. [SS 14, emphasis original]

I have suggested that important aspects of Beauvoir’s “philosophy of
woman,” which are relevant to women today, have been overlooked
in contemporary interpretations of The Second Sex. In particular,
I have argued that the essentialism--social constructionism debate
that tracks the sex--gender distinction has overshadowed the ethical
dimensions of Beauvoir’s account of “becoming woman.” Part of the
explanation for why these debates have been so dominant in con-
temporary feminism is because naturalist or biological accounts of
human nature often are understood to cancel human freedom and
social agency. It is clear that Beauvoir did not share this view of na-
ture or biology. For her, the situation of the existent is composed
of both facts and values, both nature and culture, both biology and
consciousness.

The epigraph to this section would suggest that Beauvoir was not
unaware of the interdependent ways in which the two terms of each
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pair (namely, facts/values, nature/culture) may be understood.More-
over, her philosophical perspective was avowedly antidualist. More
importantly, perhaps, the incessant play between the two terms of
a pair, say, nature and culture, is what constitutes our situation
as always ambiguous, always involving a free “becoming,” rather
than mere “being.” Restoring this essential ambiguity to The Sec-
ond Sex opens it to contemporary research in biology that supports
the essentially indeterminate character of the nature--culture com-
plex. Susan Oyama, for example, has introduced the term construc-
tivist interactionism to describe her view that organisms and their
environments develop codependently and are codefining. She views
nature “as a result, not an initial condition; multiple, not unitary;
and inseparable from particular developmental circumstances.”13

For Oyama, “organisms organize their surroundings even as they
are organized by them.”14 This idea challenges the view that where
human life is concerned, nature is always already culture, or the view
that there is no natural body, precisely because to say these things
continues a dualistic view of life that (some) contemporary science
rejects.15

Charlene Seigfried has suggested that Beauvoir’s notion of “the
body not as a thing but as situation, [provides] a better model not
only for cultural explanations, but for biological explanations as
well,” and she cites some promising feminist work in contemporary
evolutionary biology as heading in the right direction.16 Although
Seigfried is doubtful that Beauvoir’s own researches into the biologi-
cal sciences are of much value today, there remains much to be com-
mended in Beauvoir’s characterizations of all the domains of human
knowledge. For one thing, she always took up a stance of epistemic
modesty -- there are facts, of course, but these facts are constantly
undergoing change; there are truths, but these truths are not static.
Restoring this essential ambiguity to the human condition also re-
turns the ethical concerns of The Second Sex to center stage.

Beauvoir shows how the situation of woman -- her biology, her
history, her economic, social, and symbolic context, andman’s desire
to be sovereign subject17 -- have combined to make her “the Other.”
The questions she puts to her readers in the introduction -- “How
can a human being in woman’s situation attain fulfillment? What
roads are open to her? Which are blocked? How can independence
be recovered in a state of dependency? What circumstances limit
woman’s liberty and how can they be overcome?” (SS 29) -- act as
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incitements to break free from the role of “Other” and reach beyond
the present “into an indefinitely open future” (SS 29). What women’s
future possibilities are cannot be known in advance because there is
no (fixed) truth of the matter. And who knows this better than a
woman.

Woman does not entertain the positive belief that the truth is something
other than men claim; she recognizes, rather, that there is not fixed truth.
It is not only the changing nature of life that makes her suspicious of the
principle of constant identity, nor is it the magic phenomena with which
she is surrounded that destroy the notion of causality. It is at the heart of
the masculine world itself, it is in herself as belonging to this world that she
comes upon the ambiguity of all principle, of all value, of everything that
exists. [SS 624, emphasis original]

Perhaps the meaning, not to mention the truth, of The Second Sex
will always involve a necessary incompleteness. The meaning of
“woman,” after all, is a meaning-becoming, and Beauvoir herself ar-
gued that it is womenwho collectively shall decide their own future.
It was a similar thought, no doubt, that prompted her to write, just
ten years after the publication of The Second Sex: “If my book has
helped women, it is because it expressed them, and they in turn gave
it its truth.”18
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14 Beauvoir’s Old Age

Surely one of the more off-putting aspects of Simone de Beauvoir’s
work is her negative depiction of old age in The Second Sex and else-
where. In the 1940s Beauvoir argued that it was both a woman’s
“erotic attractiveness and . . . fertility which, in the view of soci-
ety and in her own, provide the justification of her existence.”1

For this reason she depicts aging as the deprivation of femininity
and value for a woman. She repeatedly describes the experience
as une mutilation. Beauvoir suggests that the experience of most
women is similar: “Long before the eventualmutilation [la définitive
mutilation], woman is haunted by the horror of growing old” (SS 587;
DS i i 400), she writes confidently, not distinguishing at this point
in her work among the experiences of old age in women of different
cultural backgrounds, eras, or life-history.2

As is so often the case in her writing, Beauvoir’s rhetoric plays
two hands at once. On the one hand, throughout The Second Sex she
depicts societal views about femininity and aging that she does not
herself support. On the other hand, her writing seems on occasion
to abet these views. Her use of the brutal word mutilation is a case
in point. Beauvoir uses the term to forcefully remind us that the re-
jection of older women from the public sphere and the domains of
value should be regarded as a violent form of social exclusion. Yet the
reader remains unconvinced that Beauvoir resists adequately the de-
valuation of older women. One reason is the absence of a countering
rhetoric in The Second Sex. The reader expects but is not provided
with reminders about the many women who have written, worked,
loved, and been valued late in their lives. Does the word mutilation
bear witness to Beauvoir’s disturbing belief that an older woman is
indeed mutilated? Perhaps the term works rhetorically in both of
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these ways in her writing, both depicting societal views and abetting
them.

Beauvoir’s writing on old age partly answers one of the ques-
tions she famously asks in The Second Sex: what is a woman? Her
response eventually connects femininity to age constraints. Beau-
voir is already a woman, and yet she remarks on the first page of
The Second Sex that one finds oneself exhorted to be a woman or
to be more of a woman. She pursues the question by reconstructing
what this exhortation assumes women to be. According to “From
Maturity toOldAge,” olderwomen are no longer consideredwomen.
Not yet women, children and adolescents might look to this future
with anticipation, as the people around them also anticipate their
future femininity on their behalf. But an older woman has no such
future to look forward to, and her peers do not usually anticipate
that her destiny still includes the greater incarnation of a valued
femininity. For this reason, Beauvoir proposes, “when the first hints
come of that fated and irreversible process which is to destroy the
whole edifice built up during puberty, she feels the fatal touch of
death itself” (SS 588; DS i i 400). In this passage we see that Beau-
voir does not consider aging to be some kind of intrinsic mutilation.
Rather, a woman experiences it in the context of a socially lived
puberty in which her value has been strongly associated with her
fertility, her appearance, and her youth. In the context of such an ed-
ifice, aging may well signify to many women a kind of death before
death. In the context of this edifice built up throughout puberty, so
profoundly formative of female subjectivity, Beauvoir considers that
it must at some level represent a form of death before death to all
women.

Her argument in this regard is clear, but the countering voice is
missing. Beauvoir often affirms in opposition to restrictive stereo-
types about women the possibility of alternative experiences. Karen
Vintges has argued that Beauvoir autobiographically depicted her
own life so as to remind readers that women could live independent,
active, intelligent, and erotically expressive lives in the face of preju-
dices to the contrary.3 By contrast, throughout most of her writing
(up until LaVieillesse [OldAge]) Beauvoir fails to counter stereotypes
about aged subjectivity with alternative possibilities. She does not,
as she had done in relation to adult femininity, positively revalue
aged subjectivity, offering it strong and alternative meanings.
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There is a further reason readers wonder if Beauvoir merely com-
pounded the view that one suffers a mutilation of embodiment and
subjectivity late in life. Beauvoir lived very badly the onset -- as she
saw it -- of her ownold age.4 In her autobiographicalwriting this onset
is depicted as tragic and frightening. This attitude seems to be antici-
pated by sections in “FromMaturity to Old Age” (in The Second Sex)
that depict how a woman “helplessly looks on at the degeneration of
this fleshly object which she confuses with herself [avec lequel elle
se confond]” (SS 588, translation modified;DS i i 400). Such descrip-
tions are later echoed by passages in Force of Circumstance in which
Beauvoir depicts herself as helplessly looking on at her own aging in
just this way.5 Readers familiar with this later autobiographical ma-
terial may be all the more likely to interpret “From Maturity to Old
Age” as an indication of how thoroughly Beauvoir believed old age
to be a mutilation for women.

Although they are not the most common thematic in Beauvoirian
commentary, Beauvoir’s writings on aging deserve attention. Mov-
ing from an adolescent relationship to time that (in Memoirs of a
Dutiful Daughter) is primarily anticipatory, through to the Beauvoir
ofAll Said and Done, who in her sixties renegotiates the status of her
shorter future, the four volumes of her autobiographical work reflect
on embodied temporality. In particular, the third volume, Force of
Circumstance, stages a crisis that occurs as Beauvoir finds an aging
woman in her mirror. Her response seems to break faith with the
philosophical account according to which biological facts are not
intrinsically obstacles.

During a considerable period in her writing Beauvoir associates
aging with the inevitable loss of sex, mountain climbing, and new
desires. Much of her fiction that discusses aging returns to the moral
problems Beauvoir had addressed earlier in her work. How is an exis-
tential philosophy that emphasizes freedom to negotiate the physical
and subjective changes associated with aging? Is it bad faith to un-
derstand aging as the loss of energy, innovation, desire, originality,
and alacrity? Disturbing as the question is, Beauvoir gave it seri-
ous consideration at a certain point in her career. In The Woman
Destroyed, the novella “The Age of Discretion” presents a female
narrator’s passage from an initial impatience with her aging partner
to reconciliation with their situation. Beauvoir seems to suggest that
the narrator is wrong in her skepticism about her partner’s belief that
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he is too old for new ideas. Her skepticism lasts only until, climbing
a slope, she, too, is exhausted in a way that is new to her. The novel
depicts consent to the idea that one can be “too old” for some of the
passions and activities about which we care most. This conclusion
concurs with the autobiographical voice that writes in Force of Cir-
cumstance of being too old. The material represents a fundamental
philosophical shift from Beauvoir’s earlier emphasis on existential
choice. In her fiction, Beauvoir distances herself from the glibness
of a voice that affirms freedom easily and that gives little credit to
one’s embodied context. That voice would reprove us for preferring
to interpret our lives in terms of those passions and activities that
have become impossible for us. Beauvoir draws back from that glib-
ness. She depicts with sympathy the shock of the woman who loves
to climb and who experiences the loss of sufficient energy to do so,
particularly in a social context that values energy and youth.

Toril Moi has argued that much of this material stages Beauvoir’s
recurrent depression. According to Moi, “the massive and explicit
discussions of old age and death block a closer investigation of the
fear of emptiness and loss of love.”6 Certainly that fear is suffused
through much of her writing on the subject and might cause readers
to consider it one of the more unfortunate aspects of her literary ca-
reer. But Beauvoir’s intermittent reflections on aging should not be
easily dismissed. As Moi points out, these reflections were even-
tually “turned into a source of activity: Old Age (1970) represents
Beauvoir’s triumphant settling of scores with her old enemy. Now
she can face her age with equanimity.”7

Old Age is a fascinatingwork for readers familiar withThe Second
Sex. Many of Beauvoir’s themes from the earlier theoretical work
return twenty years later. In both works she asks how we should
understand the nexus of ontological freedom and social marginaliza-
tion. What moral responsibilities ensue from that nexus? InOld Age
Beauvoir argues that the aged are the Other, whereas she had argued
in The Second Sex that women are the Other. She considered the
marginalization of women and the aged identifiable in demeaning
representations, economic inequality, and exclusion from employ-
ment. Beauvoir interrogates the relationship between one’s social
status as Other and one’s lived embodiment. She uses both sex and
age to argue that there are no biological facts. She means by this that
biological facts are always already synthesizedwith historical, social,
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and psychological factors. In the experience of being too old to climb
or of suffering overly from menstrual pain, for example, one cannot
separate the physiological condition from itsmediation by the other-
ing of women and the aged. One’s living of the negative connotations
of one’s own embodiment leads to a less positive embodiment, an ex-
perience of one’s embodiment as that which “cannot.” Our bodies,
Beauvoir argues, are always social.

Confronted with the question of how ontological freedom inter-
sects with social inequality, one is faced with a dilemma. An on-
tologically free subject is at the same time an embodied subject. If
the social status of one’s embodiment leads to one’s experiences of
the world in terms of the “cannot,” the status of one’s ontological
freedom is altered. That freedom is an embodied locus of interpre-
tation. The body is both this interpreting subject and that which is
interpreted by us. Social inequality produces a body experienced as
limiting and in this sense impinges on ontological freedom. This re-
alization led to Beauvoir’s concern with our moral responsibilities
under these circumstances. Is it fair to criticize one’s capitulation
to being too old to climb hills? In The Second Sex Beauvoir was
ambivalent about a similar issue as it confronted women. She did
criticize women who accepted conventions about what was possible
for a woman. This was taking the easy slope (SS 730; DS i i 564).
But, in Old Age, Beauvoir shifted the focus of moral responsibility.
However much her reasons might have been depression, anxiety, or
fear of death, Beauvoir is notably more sympathetic with the vari-
ous ways in which we negotiate the dilemma of a body that appears
to us old. She continues to strongly criticize the social marginaliza-
tion of old age, but she moves the focus of moral responsibility more
squarely to the factors contributing to this marginalization. But how
we negotiate our situation -- whether we experience new desires or
not, find new ways of climbing mountains, new sources of innova-
tion, or look more to the past and our memories -- Beauvoir spares
her readers the language of easy and hard slopes. In the passage from
The Second Sex to works such as Old Age and All Said and Done
Beauvoir also moves away from her early neglect of a countering,
innovative, and resistant rhetoric about the life of an older woman
to the depiction of old age as a time in which one may be delighted
by one’s lover, one’s travels, and continued studies and stimulated
by one’s political activism, one’s friends, and one’s literary work.
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In The Second Sex Beauvoir had unfavorably compared the qual-
ity of life of those who are constantly stimulated by new and diverse
projects to those who are confined to a repetitive existence. Later,
she had likened women to the elderly as being so confined. But in
her sixties Beauvoir refigures the potential meaning of repetition.
Her days do resemble each other, she acknowledges. “Yet my life
does not seem at all stagnant to me. Its repetitive side is no more
than a background against which new things perpetually appear.”8

Beauvoir’s final writings provide alternatives to her earlier anxieties.
At the end of her career shemodifies the position of Force of Circum-
stance, depicting autobiographically in All Said and Done the possi-
bility for a highly innovative, physical, and satisfied life for an older
woman. Such a life is possible, even in the context of the marginal-
ization of women and the aged, she affirms. Yet she continues her
belief that old age is also a limit. It turns one backwards, not for-
wards, and alters one’s focus so as to find the novel at the heart of
repetition, rather than in a life of external change. Living one’s life
with the sense of impending death is a reality, though one’s response
is open for negotiation. One’s negotiations are mediated by the so-
cial, and that fact may take the diversity of possibilities out of one’s
negotiations. We may be more likely to feel that desire or new ideas
are no longer possible. If they are no longer possible, Beauvoir will
not conclude that we have chosen the easy slope. She will not im-
ply that the harder slope should have been preferred. This might be
considered an important development from her treatment of women
in The Second Sex and Ethics of Ambiguity.9 Old Age provides the
theoretical analysis to accompany that transition.10

Perhaps we should conclude that in the middle period of her writ-
ing and in such works as Force of Circumstance the social attitudes
so acutely depicted by Beauvoir got the better of her when she came
to write of aging? Perhaps this phase of her autobiographical writ-
ing and some of her literature depicts in an exemplary, if naive and
unreflective way, the very conventions and prejudices she analyzed
acutely elsewhere in her work? Naive and unreflective may be a fair
assessment of a considerable period in her writing on the subject. But
one should not underestimate the extent to which she contributed
to a philosophical reflection on aging, considering it to be a crucial
existential problem not reducible to the finality of death. Beauvoir’s
analyses of our lived relationship to impending death are not just
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the anxious actings out of a writer who has succumbed to the social
devaluation of aged femininity and fears her degradation. They also
allow us the opportunity to reassess her relationship to the philoso-
phies of death with which she was familiar, most directly that of
Sartre.

One of the reasons that old age is rarely analyzed as a dominant
theme in Beauvoir’s work is that her frequent discussions of it are
often subsumed by commentators under the general category of a
preoccupation with death. In an early work on the subject, Elaine
Marks considers Beauvoir’s preoccupation with death to be partly
explicable in terms of the sensibility of a certain epoque, which
conventionally thematizes death in terms of the death of God, ni-
hilism, absurdity, and the feared emptiness of existence.11 Thus old
age receives no index entry in Marks’ Encounters with Death, even
though it is frequently thematized in the work. Old age finds its
place in that work only in terms of an overall argument that Beau-
voir suffers from a particularly extreme version of the phenomenon
of flight from death, which she also depicts and analyzes theoreti-
cally. Yet the fact that Beauvoir published a full work on old age12

suggests that we should attend more to the specificity of her discus-
sion of the topic. According to Marks, Beauvoir depicts her fictional
and autobiographical characters in terms of a constant thinking of,
waiting for, and arming oneself against death, irrespective of her the-
oretical conviction that this is in principle an impossibility. All of
Beauvoir’s interest in and anxiety about old age would then become
part of this larger project of thinking of, waiting for, and staving off
death.

True, someof Beauvoir’s comments dounderstand old age in terms
of the approaching limit point of death. But her interest in age is not
reducible to this understanding. There is much -- indeed, a 604-page
work dedicated to the topic -- to suggest that aging is a more distinct
object of reflection for her. For Beauvoir, death was not philosoph-
ically interesting when considered as a finite point in our future,
nor as the prospect of our own nonexistence. Certainly her autobi-
ographical writing bears witness to the fear, trauma, and depression
that death and old age can represent. But death did interest her philo-
sophically insofar as mortality intertwines with a changing, aging
embodiment. Our trajectory from birth to death represents an em-
bodiment which is both socially and temporally located, the site of

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

Beauvoir’s Old Age 293

perpetual alteration, and as such the site of a changing corporeal
relation to futurity.

Commentators have long debated Beauvoir’s relationship to
Sartre. For those interested in the question, Old Age is a key text.
“Time, History, Activity” is one of the most important chapters
in Old Age. It contains a more sustained and critical engagement
with Sartre’s writing than is seen in other works, particularly The
Second Sex. Beauvoir dialogues with Sartre’s discussion of death in
Being and Nothingness, and her position unfolds through her re-
marks about his analysis, to which she provides an alternative. This
chapter is another factor among the many that allow a reevalua-
tion of the Sartre--Beauvoir relationship, in which Beauvoir has been
commonly regarded as simultaneously overly faithful and philosoph-
ically inferior to Sartre.

Given that he is her most constant theoretical reference on the
subject, how does Beauvoir’s approach to death compare with that of
Sartre? On Sartre’s analysis, death is not an ontological structure of
my being: “There is no place for death in being-for-itself; it can nei-
ther wait for death nor realize it, nor project itself toward it . . .What
then is death? Nothing but a certain aspect of facticity and of being-
for-others . . . an external and factual limit of my subjectivity!”13 We
are then ontologically free in relation to death. Beauvoir comments
favorably on this section from Being and Nothingness. Death is, she
agrees, unrealizable, the external limit.14 For Sartre, she notes, my
freedom remains “total and infinite” in relation to death and “death
is not an obstacle to my projects” (BN 547; EN 632). Thus we see
Beauvoir agreeing with Sartre’s conclusion:

Since death escapes my projects because it is unrealizable, I myself escape
death inmy very project. Since death is always beyondmy subjectivity, there
is no place for it in my subjectivity. This subjectivity does not affirm itself
against death, but independently of it . . . Therefore we can neither think of
death nor wait for it nor arm ourselves against it [and] our projects as projects
are independent of death -- not because of our blindness . . . but on principle.
[BN 548; EN 632--33]

Beauvoir reiterates this formulation and its terminology:

Death belongs to that category in which we have placed old age and which
Sartre calls the “unrealizables”; the for-itself can neither reach death nor
project itself towards it; death is the external limit of my possibilities and
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not a possibility of my own. I shall be dead for others, not for myself: it
is the other who is mortal in my being. I know myself as mortal, just as I
know myself as old, by adopting the outsider’s view of me. This knowledge
is therefore abstract, general and assumed from without. My “mortality” is
in no way the object of any close, inward experience. [OA 491, translation
modified; V 465]

Perhaps the very proliferation of references to Sartre should make us
suspicious of Beauvoir’s stance here. She assiduously, and apparently
faithfully, references Sartre on death. As she does so, however, she
also revises Sartre’s discussionwhen she incorporates old age into the
discussion of death.15 Beauvoir does not draw the reader’s attention
to the fact, but adopts the tone of respectful citation of a revered
colleague. Yet Old Age can be read as questioning the contribution
of Being and Nothingness on the topic, insofar as Sartre’s discussion
of death interconnects with his treatment elsewhere in the work of
embodiment.

In considering the problem of embodiment Sartre argues that
“being-for-itself must be wholly body and it must be wholly con-
sciousness: it cannot be united with a body” (BN 305; EN 368). Sim-
ilarly, he writes that “the body is nothing other than the for-itself;
it is not an in-itself in the for-itself . . . the body is not distinct from
the situation of the for-itself since for the for-itself, to exist and be
situated are one and the same” (BN 309; EN 371--72). What ramifi-
cations might there be for the argument we have seen that “there is
no place for death in being-for-itself; it can neither wait for death nor
realize it, nor project itself toward it”?

Beauvoir seems to respond as follows. What of the fact that this
body which I am ages? Could one say more about this aging body in
contexts where it does more literally or physically seem to antici-
pate death? More generally, how might it be important to depict the
qualitatively different relationship to affect, physiology, will, prac-
tical freedom, and being for others, depending on what kind of body
one is, youthful or older, and depending on how one’s embodiment
is perceived by others? To pursue the question it is first necessary
to follow the distinction Beauvoir established in her work between
ontological and practical freedom.

As Sonia Kruks emphasizes, Beauvoir should be understood as
deploying two distinct concepts of freedom from her earliest work,
radical (or ontological) freedom and “effective freedom” (or power).16
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Kruks’ interpretation dates the distinction to Beauvoir’s early book
Pyrrhus et Cinéas, particularly in the light of comments about that
early work in the second volume of Beauvoir’s autobiography, The
Prime of Life.17 Reflecting on Pyrrhus et Cinéas in 1960, Beauvoir de-
scribed thework as one inwhich she “attempted to reconcile Sartre’s
ideas with the views I had upheld against him in various lengthy dis-
cussions: I was reinstating a hierarchy between situations” (PL 549,
translation modified; FA 627). As Kruks interprets this passage, her
attempt involved adopting a distinction between indestructible free-
dom (liberté) and that which can be restricted: power (puissance).
Here is Beauvoir on power, in the early work: “Power is finite, and
one can augment or limit it from without; one can throw a man in
prison, take him out of it, cut off an arm, lend him wings; but in all
cases his freedom remains infinite” (PC 86, trans. Kruks).18

In Kruks’ argument, Beauvoir was not able to consistently sustain
this distinction, but Kruks reminds us that these distinct concepts
of freedom (“effective freedom” and “nihilating” or ontological free-
dom) are to be found throughout Beauvoir’s work.

Beauvoir continues to draw on the terminology of the subject con-
ceived as for-itself, as “nothingness which is at the heart of man,”
“negativity” that is revealed as “anguish, desire, appeal, laceration”
(EA 44; PMA 63), and to associate this terminology with a concept
of freedom on which she will later continue to draw all through her
work until Old Age. According to this terminology, to deny that a
subject is free is to argue that this subject is a self-coinciding, essen-
tial, brute object. It is to claim that there is no rupture at the heart of a
subject’s being and that the subject confers nomeaning on the world,
itself, or others. Insofar as we never entirely coincide with ourselves,
the world, or others, and insofar as our world is imbued with mean-
ing, we are, in this sense of freedom, always and constantly free. It
is incoherent to talk about a child or an older person as “more” or
“less” free, according to this terminology.

So, in The Ethics of Ambiguity Beauvoir asks, rhetorically (for the
answer will be no), “Does not this presence of a so to speak natural
freedom contradict the notion of ethical freedom?” (EA 24; PMA 35).

Beauvoir emphasizes the difference between the way in which we
are originally (and always) free and what she differentiates from this:
the capacity for what she calls ethical freedom. Ethical freedom has
gradations.We canbemore or less free in the ethical sense of freedom.
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What are the implications for a comparison between a Sartrean
and a Beauvoirian discussion of aging? Sartre would hardly deny that
we age, but he would account for this corporeality via the route of
his explanation that the body is what I nihilate (BN 309; EN 372). To
have a body is “to be the foundation of one’s own nothingness and
not to be the foundation of one’s being; I am my body to the extent
that I am, I am not my body to the extent that I am not what I am”
(BN 326; EN 391).

Sartre, like Beauvoir, emphasizes that we are bodily. He does not
deny the point that Beauvoir says concerned her in Pyrrhus and
Cinéas: that situations are graded. He will not deny that as the years
go by it is factually true that we have more years behind us. But
he will deny that the relationship between ontological freedom and
such facts is other than nihilating. Although Sartre acknowledges
that the body is indissociable from being-for-itself, he gives the
focus of his discussion to the body as the in-itself that is nihilated.
The for-itself is not (just) that aging body, for example, which it (also)
is. Although the bodies in question certainly are qualitatively differ-
ent, that “not” (that negating gap whereby the for-itself does not
entirely coincide with itself as a body) cannot be qualitatively differ-
ent for the young student and the elderly woman. I am, in this sense,
no more or less (ontologically) free for Sartre at 20, 40, or 90.

Although Sartre does not discuss older bodies, he does discuss
physically fatigued bodies, and this case allows the best illustration
of the point. It is the gap at the heart of being that opens up the
myriad of possibilities for how we suffer that fatigue. We might suf-
fer it “flexibly” or “sternly,” or with a feeling of “inferiority” or
else “difficulties can appear ‘not worth the trouble of being toler-
ated’”(BN 457, 464; EN 534, 542). As Sartre writes, “there are as
many ways of existing one’s body as there are For-itselfs” (BN 456;
EN 533). The range of these possible modes demonstrates the onto-
logical freedom on which they are based. Sartre’s point is that we
do not give up in fatigue because our body is exhausted, nor do we
persevere because it is not. I could have done otherwise. This is not
to say that one might arbitrarily select any of these possibilities: “I
have yielded to fatigue, we said, and doubtless I could have done
otherwise but at what price? . . . it becomes evident that we can not
suppose that the act could have been modified without at the same
time supposing a fundamental modification of my original choice of
myself” (BN 464; EN 542).
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It is striking that Beauvoir agrees with much of this language.
Nevertheless her concern is as much with practical freedom, ethical
freedom, as with ontological freedom. Living in time, we have a dif-
ferent relationship to practical, ethical freedom relative to our quali-
tative relationship to our age. What, she asks, are the implications of
the embodiment of old age for ethical freedom? She points out that
the physical effects of aging can result in a restriction of the possi-
bilities and world in which one lives. The distances one moves may
be circumscribed, the speed at which one moves may slow. Onemay
move one’s body with less ease, see or hear with less acuity, one
may breath less deeply, with greater effort. But, she considers that
these apparent physical facts cannot be understood in abstraction
from their embeddedness in a complex range of factors, which in-
clude how respectfully one is seen as aged, what social identities are
attached to us as the aged Other, what opportunities are available
to us for employment and for economic independence, and so on.
Physical change may be experienced as an impediment of activity,
as it might not in other circumstances in which physical change is
differently understood and differently valued.

Beauvoir does offer an analysis that is in some ways pessimistic
about the freedom possible in one’s older age. That pessimism is dis-
concerting. But it is also connected to the analysis she offers in Old
Age, that old age is in western culture the Other, held in disregard, in
economic and social impoverishment. For Beauvoir, since physical
facts do not exist in abstraction from social, historical, subjective,
and economic factors, it is the combination of all of these that pro-
duced the state she analyzed somewhat pessimistically. Only in the
context of this analysis does Beauvoir ask whether an older person
in western society is equally free to live repetition of the same or
openness to the new, to cling to habit or break habits, to turn to
the past, or turning to the future, to live in restricted or open space,
bitterness, or joie de vivre.

Beauvoir offers a critical alternative (particularly an alternative of
emphasis) to the Sartrean approach she discusses. Sartre may argue
that “being-for-itself must be wholly body and it must be wholly
consciousness: it cannot be united with a body” (BN 305; EN 368),
and again that “the body is nothing other than the for-itself; it is
not an in-itself in the for-itself . . . the body is not distinct from the
situation of the for-itself since for the for-itself, to exist and to be
situated are one and the same” (BN 309; EN 371--72). But it is surely
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the absence of a reflection on different kinds of bodies that allows
him to evade an account of freedom adequate to those differences,
a philosophical interest in reflecting on practical or ethical freedom
as much as on ontological freedom. Beauvoir’s concern was with the
social change that could increase the possibilities for ethical freedom
of all subjects and allow a qualitatively improved relationship to the
anticipation of one’s future.

In this respect, commentators are in disagreement about whether
Beauvoir does or does not maintain a coherent distinction between
ontological and practical freedom. Kruks’ interpretation of the status
of ontological freedom in Beauvoir’s work has been summarized as
follows: “It is this lack of an ‘open’ future which begins . . . to imply
that there is a qualitative modification of transcendence itself. This
is to say also that the lack of an open future implies a modification
of transcendence itself . . . of the for-itself, of ontological freedom.”19

Gail Linsenbard disagrees with this interpretation. Beauvoir could
not be arguing that the lack of an open future impinges on transcen-
dence, for this is not how Beauvoir and Sartre understand ontological
freedom.20 The implication seems to be that only a reader who did
not understand the proper use of the term transcendence could see in
Beauvoir’s work a depiction of the impoverishment of transcendence
in women or the aged. But one of the more innovative moments in
Beauvoir’s thought may arise from her blurring of the concepts of
practical and ontological freedom.

Beauvoir’s greater interest in and focus on issues of practical or
ethical freedom is clear, although concepts of both ontological and
ethical freedom are simultaneously at work in her writing. Instead
of asking whether she confuses the two terms, we could ask what
opens up in her work through her apparently confused tendency to
locate a potential impingement on ontological freedom through an
impingement on ethical freedom. Beauvoir’s work on old age depicts
this impingement. As this work and this tendency develop, perhaps
Beauvoir’s use of the concept of transcendence interestingly exceeds
the limits of its own possibilities? Must we see Beauvoir as merely
unable to grasp and master its proper usage?

The issue is not the brute fact of having so many or few years
left to live. Beauvoir agrees with Sartre on the following point: “If I
were to have a short expectation of life and if at the same time I had
the physical and mental potentialities that I had when I was twenty,
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then my end, faintly seen through the crowding projects, would still
seem to me remote” (OA 420; V 400). But she tries to articulate a
philosophical apparatus adequate to the fact that, owing to the com-
plex interconnection of economic, social, physiological, historical,
cultural, and subjective factors, I do not have the same physical and
mental potentialities at different stages of my life. At times it seems
as if Beauvoir is claiming that it is the very difference in quantity
of years to live that generates the difference to which she refers:
“There was once a time when we could not make out a boundary-
mark upon the horizon: now we do see one” (OA 421, translation
modified; V 400). However she also suggests that the issue is not the
exact number of remaining years but the energy of the subject who
looks forward to those years. According to my weakness or strength,
my end may be vividly anticipated or sensed faintly through crowd-
ing projects. That energy is not a simple matter of physiology, nor
of a concerted faculty of will. Above all one cannot, she underlines,
ascribe that energy only to the given facticity of a nihilating subject
who lives in and as that context but forever transcends that facticity,
as in Sartre’s discussion of physical fatigue. Instead, she suggests that
we need to emphasize a concept of freedom as crucially grounded in
our interest in the world and in our energy for imagining it other-
wise. Although Beauvoir describes old age as unrealizable, a crucial
issue in this regard is whether her health is good: “Seeing that my
health is good, my body gives me no token of age. I am sixty-three:
and this truth remains foreign to me” (AS 30; TC 40). This truth is
less likely to be foreign when her aged body’s health is poor.

Beauvoir would not deny that for Sartre this subjective-physical
capacity remains that in relation to which we are always ontolog-
ically free. This bodily conscious event of fatigue or loss of inter-
est would take on the status of the nihilated in-itself in his work
in relation to ontological freedom. But why? Surely it is to derive
metonymic profit from the fact that, being always ontologically free,
we might provocatively say to others that they “choose” their lack
of interest in the future. When challenged about the meaning of this
freedom, a Sartrean analysis explains that this freedom is ontolog-
ical, the nihilating gap at the heart of being. But as deployed, it is
used to depict agents in terms of choice in a more provocative sense.
(In this sense, it might be said that it is Sartre, as much as Beau-
voir, who blurs ontological and practical freedom.) Perhaps it is this
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deployment or blurring that is targeted by Beauvoir when she em-
phasizes circumstances in which ontological freedommay not allow
for practical freedom in a useful sense, as when she depicts times in
a life when “the future is no longer big with promise: it contracts
to accord with the finite being who must live it [il se contracte à
la mesure de l’être fini qui a à le vivre]” (OA 420, translation modi-
fied;V 399). When Beauvoir suggests that biological decay can be the
impossibility of surpassing oneself, of being passionately concerned
with anything, of all projects dying, she counters the way Sartre’s
framework gives ontological freedom themetaphorical connotations
of practical freedom.

Beauvoir reaches for a philosophical framework according to
which one could say that an impingement of ethical or practical
freedom on to ontological freedom is possible. This is seen in her
approach to gender, but much more clearly in her approach to aging.
The same Beauvoir who energetically reminds us that shortness of
breath need in no way amount to shortness of freedom also wants to
allow for the possibility that the subject who is short of breath can
importantly feel shortness of life and live shortness of freedom. She
seems to ask readers to respect this as a subjective possibility. Such
a respect would not amount to a mere tolerance of the delusions of
bad faith. Instead, perhaps even literary novellas, such as Beauvoir’s
“The Age of Discretion,” call for a reformulated philosophical re-
spect for the phenomena -- in other words, a philosophical account
adequate to it.21 In Beauvoir’s own work such a respect amounts to
the view that ethical freedom could impinge on ontological freedom.
The subject who slows from failing lungs may live a slowing of the
future. One whose horizons limit the future to the road that must
be crossed is a subject who may live this limit as a physical com-
pression of the future. Beauvoir’s point is that we need a stronger
philosophical account of our relation to this shortness of breath and
of our being this shortness of breath. At the heart of that nihilating
ontological freedom we also need interest in the world, interest in
and will for the future, a sense of a physical future. To emphasize the
equivalence of ontological freedom for all subjects without regard for
bodily difference is not rhetorically useful, but, rather, is deceptive.

As a result, according to themost extreme version of this position,
Beauvoir holds that there are embodied contexts inwhichwe are con-
scious but do not transcend extreme shortness of breath. One might
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breathe in, with shallowness of breath, with the very effort to
breathe, impingement of ontological freedom. Transcendence would
become for her, as it is not for Sartre, qualitative. Nihilation is rethe-
orized in its interconnection with the quality of one’s interest in the
world, an interest that can be impaired by the complex interconnec-
tion of forces to which Beauvoir wants us to attend.

Beauvoir analyzed death insofar as it is oftenmediated by the slow
process of aging. Sudden death held little philosophical interest for
her. Nor did our living with the existential certainty of eventual
death. Instead, Beauvoir was interested in a human’s embodied rela-
tionship to time, in embodied futurity: the differences involved in
anticipating the future as an adolescent girl, a mature woman, and
an octogenarian. She did not theorize human existence from the po-
sition of a neutral body looking towards its future. Her bodies are,
for example, specifically sexed. Her work has been well recognized,
in this regard, for its amendment and contribution to philosophies
of embodiment of the period, most particularly those of Jean-Paul
Sartre and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, both of whose work (for all their
other differences) was rife with references to the subject’s relation to
“the body,” as if this relation could be neutrally depicted. Beauvoir’s
simultaneous amendment with regard to differentially aged bodies
has been less well recognized. But in her literary, autobiographical,
and theoretical writing she also avoids the depiction of neutral em-
bodiment insofar as the bodies she depicts are always of specified
age: young bodies, adolescent, mature, ill, or dying. Her depiction of
aged bodies interconnects with her depiction of sexed bodies. Just as
her work tends to avoid theorizing embodiment that is not specified
as male or female, the sexed bodies she depicts are also of deter-
minate age: pubescent or sexagenerian. Although many critics have
highlighted the inadequacy of feminisms that assume an implicitly
white body, Beauvoir gave little consideration to this point. But she
made a different contribution: emphasizing the socially mediated
age specificity of human embodiment that proves to be critical to
the subjectivity, freedom, futurity, and morality that preoccupied
her.

Beauvoir’s writing on old age does require considerable care in ap-
proach. Old Age offers a vast array of differing experiences of and
approaches to aging. One must be critical of her most negative de-
pictions. She walked a fine line. To claim that everyone is always
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equally free to choose an interest in climbing mountains seemed to
her insensitive. But her alternative attempt to depict the loss of will
and desire to climb mountains runs its own risk. It seems to rigid-
ify old age and deny the experiences of those whose desire and ca-
pacity to climb mountains continues unabated.

Beauvoir’s desire to give equal importance to questions of practical
and ontological freedom leads to her attempt to better reconcile these
problems. She gave more serious consideration to the importance of
practical freedom than did Sartre, and her attention to differences of
gender and age allowed her to do so. Although some of her later work
does depict very aged subjects who retain extreme interest in the
world and energy for attacking its possibilities, the more significant
shift in Beauvoir’s thinking probably occurred with her renewed and
sympathetic attention to subjects who lack interest in the world and
do not feel like living. This shift cannot be reduced to Beauvoir’s anx-
iety about aging, although her autobiographically depicted feelings
about her own old age may be so reducible.

As a dialogue with Sartre on the weighting attributed to ontologi-
cal freedom, Beauvoir’s material on the subject acts as an important
intervention. Sartre’s subject is embodied, sometimes sick and fa-
tigued, but patently a young adult body. Beauvoir’s response is that
an excessive weighting of ontological freedom generalizes and neu-
tralizes those lived and embodied differences that should also hold
our theoretical attention. Depicting the approach of death as irrele-
vant to ontological freedom maintains consistency in Sartre’s work.
However, Beauvoir could be regarded as suggesting to her readers
that this approach to freedom is also the least interesting or least rel-
evant. Despite the difficulties it causes her negotiation of depicting
both ontological and practical freedom, the experience some have of
old age seems to have prompted her to rethink the adequacy of an
account according to which practical freedom may be limited, but
ontological freedom is not.
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1 SS (London: Picador, 1988) 587; DS i i 399.
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differences, discussing variations in the treatment of the aged in differ-
ent historical periods. Although she clarifies that she “confine[s] herself
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that cannot be realized” (AS 30; TC 40).

15 In The Ethics of Ambiguity a tone of appreciative commentary about
Sartre’s analysis of ontological freedom becomes the context for a shift-
ing of emphasis towards the will, the will to will, power, and effective
and ethical freedom. If we assess this writing as an interpretation of
Sartre, we may consider, as does Peter Caws, that “Sartre proves too
subtle for Simone de Beauvoir, who simplifies things in her Ethics of
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Heinämaa, Sara, “What is aWoman? Butler and Beauvoir on the Foundations
of the Sexual Difference,” Hypatia, 12, 1 (winter 1997): 20--39.

“Woman -- Nature, Product, Style? Rethinking the Foundations of the
Feminist Philosophy of Science,” in A Dialogue Concerning Feminism,
Science, and Philosophy of Science, ed. Lynn Hankinson Nelson and
Jack Nelson (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1996), pp. 289--308.

Jardine, Alice, “Death Sentences: Writing Couples and Ideology,” in The
Female Body in Western Culture, ed. S. Suleiman (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1986), pp. 84--96.

“Interviewwith Simone de Beauvoir,” Signs: Journal ofWomen inCulture
and Society, 5 (1979): 224--35.

Kaufmann McCall, Dorothy, “Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, and
Jean-Paul Sartre,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 5, 2
(1979): 209--23.

Keefe, Terry, “Psychiatry in the Postwar Fiction of Simone de Beauvoir,”
Literature and Psychology, 29, 3 (1979): 123--33.

Kruks, Sonia, “Simone de Beauvoir and the Limits to Freedom,” Social Text:
Theory/Culture/Ideology, 17 (fall 1987): 111--22.

Langer, Monika, “A Philosophical Retrieval of Simone de Beauvoir’s Pour
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