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Introduction


What I wanted was to penetrate so deeply into the lives of others that when they heard my voice they would have the impression they were speaking to themselves.

Simone de Beauvoir, The Prime of Life (1960)



Nothing prepared me for the drama I found the first time I opened a folder of readers’ letters to Simone de Beauvoir. Perhaps it built from the suspense leading up to that encounter: an uncatalogued archive, not yet open to the public, a reputedly mercurial curator (who turned out to be warm and extremely helpful), the flights of red-carpeted stone stairs and the velvet-curtained glass door that leads to the manuscripts room in the majestic Bibliothèque Nationale de France (BNF) on the rue de Richelieu, the long ritual of swapping my library card for a plaque and the plaque for a fiche and waiting in line to exchange the fiche for a folder of documents, being issued a stubby yellow pencil and warned not to take any pictures. It may have been my naïveté: I hadn’t thought hard about what to expect. I was reviewing new work on The Second Sex and was simply following up on an intriguing article written by the curator of the collection she was putting in order.1 In any event, I was riveted to my chair for the rest of day. What I found was an outpouring of projection, identification, expectation, disappointment, and passion. Men as well as women wanted to meet Beauvoir, to share their memories or to share in hers.2 They asked for advice on marriage, love, and birth control; they confessed secrets and sent sections of their diaries for her to read. The letter writers’ tone was unexpected as well, alternately deferential and defiant, seductive, and wry.

What elicited this range of letters? Was it twentieth-century celebrity culture? Beauvoir’s subject matter and the gripping combination of serious philosophical discussion and female testimony? Her “scandalous” persona as an independent woman? Was it who the letter writers were and what they were seeking: their ambitions or predicaments, the particular matters they needed to work through with her? Was it the historical moment: the search for personal and collective self-knowledge, the multiplying cultural “incitements to discourse” about the self and sexuality, the disconcerting transformation of gender roles and expectations in postwar France and beyond? Did Beauvoir herself ask for this kind of response? Those questions launched this book. Sex, Love, and Letters uses this virtually unexplored archive to examine the relationships that bind readers to authors and vice versa.3 It is about both the lives of literature and theory and also the place of literature and theory in life. The letters put us in an unfamiliar vantage point; Beauvoir’s work appears transformed as it becomes a way to see her readers and, through them, into the postwar world. Joan Scott puts it well: “The archive is a provocation; its contents offer an endless resource for thinking and rethinking.”4

These letters disclose an exceptionally interesting author-reader intimacy, one that was consciously nurtured by the author as well as her readers. It was made intimate by the subjects discussed and the dense exchange of ideas, feelings, fantasies, and experiences. That this intimacy was largely imagined did not detract from its intensity. On the contrary: it was enabled by absence, distance, and the epistolary. The psychological processes of projection, recognition and misrecognition, inventing an interlocutor, styling oneself as a confidant, spinning out inner monologues—all the creative possibilities encouraged by reading and writing, writing letters in particular—account for much of the richness of this correspondence and the tenaciousness of the mutual attachment.

This intimacy was also an intellectual collaboration. Sylvie Le Bon, Beauvoir’s adopted daughter and executor of her estate, helped transfer the correspondence to the Bibliothèque Nationale. In an article introducing the collection, Le Bon marveled at Beauvoir’s fascination with her readers’ letters: “How does a writer plunge herself into these existences that are unknown to her?”5 Le Bon’s self-conscious Beauvoirian wording—“existences”—signals that something philosophical is at stake. Beauvoir stashed these letters haphazardly in bags and boxes, but the fact that she saved them and created this archive is not random. It is a mark of what Beauvoir believed about writing, life, and philosophy. To reflect on the singularity of one’s experience or situation, to describe and thereby unfold the meaning of what is given, and thus to come to consciousness of the world was, for her, the philosophical point of existentialism and phenomenology. That belief lay behind The Second Sex, which explored what it meant to say “I am a woman.” It was one of the motivations for the long series of autobiographical volumes that set out her experience of creating a reality in the world. It also animated her interest in these readers. As Beauvoir repeatedly argued, readers’ letters gave her work its truth and anchored it in the world. What is more, these ordinary people’s attempts to describe themselves, to present their existences and situations, and to consider what it meant to be human were the stuff of philosophy.6 For all these reasons, the readers’ letters mattered to Beauvoir, they mattered to their authors, and they also matter to us. They are an archive of the existential condition of the postwar, co-produced by Beauvoir and her readers. They were generated by the cultural, intellectual, and political history of the distinctly tumultuous decades after World War II, which they also help us to reinterpret.

New histories of Europe have underscored just how long the “postwar” era lasted and how multifaceted and difficult it was.7 The dawning horrors of that war—especially but not only the Holocaust—spurred urgent intellectual inquiry into the human condition. Stunningly rapid economic and social change upended gender relations and women’s and men’s expectations for their futures. The slow-rolling explosion of movements against colonialism, for civil rights, and for women’s and gay liberation shook the structures of domestic as well as world politics. These changes had ramifications that fused the geopolitical and the personal, pressing people (whether intellectuals or not) to think and talk about their lives and selves. Readers’ letters to Beauvoir highlight the postwar collision of tradition and rapid change. They capture thoughtful, ordinary people’s efforts to fashion new selves as well the significant social, cultural, and psychological impediments to doing so. Mark Greif calls his history of mid-twentieth-century philosophical thought The Age of the Crisis of Man and rightly emphasizes the “tyrannizing uniformity and concealment of differences” in that discourse.8 Readers’ letters to Beauvoir reveal some of the existential turmoil of that age and of the struggle against the abstractions of Man—and Woman. The letters underscore the dense entangling of highbrow philosophizing, middlebrow literature, and popular introspection. They infuse thought with feeling and join historical developments to personal life.

Beauvoir sustained this remarkable rapport with the public over several generations, no small feat for an author. This book follows Beauvoir’s relationship with her readers from 1949 to 1972, that is, from the publication of The Second Sex (1949) through Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter (1958), The Prime of Life (1960), The Force of Circumstance (1963), and the retrospective autobiographical coda, All Said and Done (1972), which deepened and personalized the arguments of The Second Sex and sent new generations of readers back to it.9 Beauvoir wrote much more than this, of course: novels, plays, short stories, and scores of essays on literature, ethics, politics, and philosophy. Sex, Love, and Letters centers on the exchanges with her readers and the writing that occasioned most of them, namely, The Second Sex and the volumes of memoir.

Beauvoir herself speculated about a book based on this correspondence. In her journal in June 1958 she confided:


Letters. One from a Romanian woman, married, mother of two grown children, former militant against fascism and in the Communist Party, appalled by the execution of Nagy [Imre Nagy, leader of the failed Hungarian revolt against Soviet domination in 1956] and complaining about her life. She doesn’t have anything to do, she has nothing she can act on. So many correspondents say the same thing: it is dreadful to be a woman. I was right when I wrote The Second Sex, even more so than I thought. If one pieced together passages from the letters I have gotten since that book, one would have a harrowing [navrant] document.10



The letters in this archive offer much more than this passage leads us to expect. They do provide perspectives on the condition of women in the 1950s and 1960s. They describe struggles with political powerlessness and low expectations, the confusing experiences of inhabiting a female body, the ignorance and fears surrounding sexuality, the gothic dramas of marriage, and so on. They also confront the many other issues that roiled the everyday lives of men as well as women in the postwar world, from the prosaic to the political: sickness, aging, housing and family, sexual and gender identities, Cold War tensions, colonial violence, and ethical commitments. They do not confirm that Beauvoir’s analysis, whether in The Second Sex or elsewhere, was “right.” The letter writers are as articulate about the limits of her concepts as they are revealing about their capaciousness. The readers show why Beauvoir remained such a magnetic figure for such a long time. They also reveal themselves as astute and provocative figures in their own right, however, and they show their epistolary relationship with Simone de Beauvoir to be a fascinating episode in the history of philosophy, feminism, culture, and politics.

Simone de Beauvoir probably needs little introduction. The Second Sex (1949) has been called “one of the most important cultural re-evaluations of all time.”11 In 1949, in a continent trying to repair a shredded culture and rebuild democracy, and in a nation that had only granted women the vote in 1944, she insisted that the question of women’s equality and freedom had to be entirely rethought, as a particular form of the human condition. The Second Sex reconceived women’s being as a “situation,” “lived experience,” or, perhaps most effectively, a dynamic process of becoming. “One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.” This terse and elegant sentence would become one of the canonical formulations of second-wave feminism. It remains one way to easily sum up the meaning of gender, though Beauvoir did not use the term and a distinction between sex and gender does not map well onto her thought.12 The Second Sex took up the myths and structures in which “feminine” and “masculine” are embedded, casting a searchlight over Western culture: literature, family and kinship, economic systems, history, generations, psychological structures, experiences of growing up and growing old, and subjectivity. It laid bare the shortcomings of the reigning theories of gender inequality—liberalism, Marxism, and psychoanalytic theory—and set about constructing a systematic philosophical alternative. In this sense Beauvoir began to make feminist theory an enterprise in its own right.13 The Second Sex defied mid-twentieth-century taboos on speaking of female sexuality. That a woman philosopher would write seriously and in detail about the female sexual experience prompted the distinguished conservative French writer François Mauriac to say to one of Beauvoir’s colleagues at the journal Les Temps Modernes that “we all know now about the vagina and clitoris of your boss.”14 Mauriac’s comment is now infamous, but as we will see in chapter 1, it only hints at the charged discussion of “decency” sparked by The Second Sex in 1949. Beauvoir did more than tread on territory that was taboo; she changed our understanding of how inequality and women’s Otherness shaped sexuality as lived experience. In other words, she framed a new politics of sexuality. Second-wave feminism from the 1960s on would pursue the issues Beauvoir raised, examining first how sexuality and gender were intertwined, constructed, reproduced, and lived, and then, in more recent times, demonstrating the instability of sexuality and gender as categories. Even apart from their place in the history of later twentieth-century feminism, Beauvoir’s rich theories of subjectivity, consciousness, embodiment, and feeling make her work a nearly inexhaustible subject of theoretical interest.

Beauvoir’s life (1908–1986) was also extraordinary. She chronicled it herself, first in The Mandarins, a novel about intellectual and political life in postwar Paris, and then in three remarkable volumes of memoirs—Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter (1958), The Prime of Life (1960), and The Force of Circumstance (1963)—followed by a coda, or reflective summary of her life, All Said and Done (1972). In 1918, the memoirs were republished in the prestigious series, the Bibliothèque de la Pléiade, the pantheon of French literature, a tribute to Beauvoir’s ability to capture both the life of a writer and the centrality of life to literature and thought. The memoirs are a remarkable combination of autobiography, existential reflection, and historical chronicle. They were the works that established the dialogue and intimacy so clearly revealed in this archive. Sex, Love, and Letters is a historical study, but I hope it will encourage readers to look at the memoirs with a new sense of their literary dimensions and resonance.

Beauvoir’s memoirs recounted in best-selling detail her childhood, youthful literary ambitions, frustrations, and then accomplishments. She took readers along with her around the world as she explored the Amazon and the Mississippi; hiked, skied, and drove through the Alps; hitchhiked across the Sahara; and traveled as a left intellectual to Cuba, China, and the Soviet Union, socialist countries on the other side of the Cold War, the Middle East, North Africa, and colonial or postcolonial countries on the other side of empire. She shared her political conversations and feelings. She did the same with the movements of her heart. Her lifelong non-marriage with Jean-Paul Sartre made the existentialist twosome into one of the celebrity couples of the postwar world. But she also chronicled her love affairs with the American writer Nelson Algren, “poet of the Chicago slums,” and Claude Lanzmann, journalist and director of films, most famously Shoah (1985).15 Those relationships provided dramatically passionate—and sexual—counterpoints to her intellectual partnership with Sartre. Generations of admirers have seen in her life a seductive mix of glamour, literary fame, human possibility, political engagement, and female independence.16

Nearly every part of Beauvoir’s self-fashioned image has been contested. Detractors have exposed the dark side of her life. Beauvoir compromised with the Vichy regime during the Nazi Occupation of France (1940–1944), taking an oath that she was neither Jewish nor a Freemason in order to keep her position with French state radio. She failed to stand by friends who were endangered by Vichy and the Nazis. Her political engagements were intermittent and often awkward. She may have seen herself as a rebel against “bourgeois” sentiment, conventional marriage, and romantic love, but her reputation has been thoroughly tarnished by details about her jealousies and above all the shabby exploitation of young protégés who became infatuated with her, Sartre, or both. Beauvoir swapped sexual partners with Sartre. She compared notes on those partners with him. For decades she refused to acknowledge her affairs with women and blithely denied that her silence on that score was consequential.17

Beauvoir’s feminism sparks debate even when detached from these scandals. Critics have deemed her too liberal and individualistic, too Marxist, or unable to resolve the tension between the two, and therefore left without a coherent theory of history and change. Second-wave feminists bridled at her skepticism about feminism as a political movement, and her notorious assertion that “women do not say ‘We’ ” inspired a generation of women’s historians in the 1960s and 1970s to chart the accomplishments of women’s activism and solidarity and lay out the infirmities of Beauvoir’s theories of history.18 Audre Lorde delivered her famous address “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House” at a conference commemorating the thirtieth anniversary of The Second Sex. Since then, feminists marginalized by white European and American feminism have underscored how much Beauvoir’s universalism casts as “Other” women of color, lesbian and queer women, poor women, and all those who do not fit white feminist categories.19 Attentive readers find it hard to ignore Beauvoir’s aloofness and diffidence concerning the women figures in her writings. Many have recoiled from Beauvoir’s unwillingness to implicate herself in the female situation or condition. The French feminist Marie-Jo Bonnet’s 2015 study is particularly biting about Beauvoir’s deceptions and self-deceptions, starting with but not limited to her denial of her important lesbian relationships. She asks how Beauvoir has remained a trustworthy theorist of gender or sexuality, let alone an admired feminist icon.20

My question is not whether we should admire or distrust Beauvoir. The archive provides ample reasons to do both. I am concerned instead with how ordinary women and men came to cast her as an interlocutor in their everyday dramas, asking her questions more appropriate for an advice columnist than an intellectual and writer. While she saw herself as a writer and thinker whose topic was sex and women, countless readers saw her as a woman writer, writing for women. The paradox is plain: Beauvoir imagined herself floating above the predicaments of The Second Sex, but her own life provided endless examples of those predicaments, and readers pointed that out. To put it differently, Beauvoir situated herself within a French intellectual tradition of universalizing humanist inquiry, but her readers particularized her, placing her in a woman’s body, or situation. That dynamic vexed her for much of her career. Yet she did eventually become what readers told her she already was: a writer for women, and not only a thinker about feminism but a feminist. Her distinctive weave of the personal, the political, and the philosophical was interpreted and shaped through the lives of others. In short, the “Simone de Beauvoir” that we know would not exist without her readers’ formative role.

Introducing the letter writers is daunting because they were such a varied group of individuals—and because by French law, most of them must remain anonymous to protect their privacy. The letter writers were male as well as female, old and middle-aged as well as young, staid as well as rebellious. They wrote from all over the francophone world, including North and West Africa, from the Scandinavian countries, eastern Europe, Latin America, the United States, England, and from around the corner in Paris. Beauvoir was only one of the most prominent “engaged” writers on the international scene—not a French but a French-in-the-world figure. In the 1950s and 1960s, French existentialism stood at the height of its popular appeal, promising a world recovering from World War II a new humanism that could be translated into simple terms: radical freedom, self-invention, self-defining choices, responsibility, and engagement. Thus, earnest students of philosophy and literature wrote to Beauvoir, and so did consumers of magazines like Paris Match, Elle, and Time, which ran articles about her as the first lady of existentialism, or a “philosophical celebrity.”21 Beauvoir’s work was read across the world, in French and in translation, bringing in new cohorts of readers and extending her long relationship with her public. “France is not the whole world,” wrote a woman from Bogotá in 1970. “Overseas your work is devoured. I have friends who have only just started The Second Sex, and they are amazed at it.”22 Beauvoir’s audience crossed boundaries of social class and educational capital as well as national borders: letters came from writers and writers in the making, teachers, university students, schoolgirls, social workers, factory workers, doctors, psychologists and psychoanalysts, and women at home. In light of the challenges of her work and the pluck required to write to an author, this is a remarkably wide spectrum of readers. Nearly a third of the letters came from men, a reminder about the range of Beauvoir’s topics—and also that personal life, selfhood, and women’s search for equality and freedom implicated and interested men.

These correspondents’ motives for writing, their knowledge of the world, and their capacities for self-expression varied widely. Many were aspiring writers or intellectuals. “I too am in love with words and ideas,” as one put it.23 Some, however, had very little formal education. These differences in background are imprinted in the letters. Readers sent postcards, holiday greetings, professional business cards, clippings of reviews, and pictures (most of which have not been kept), as well as letters. Most correspondents wrote by hand, which was considered more formal and polite than typing. Some wrote fluidly and at great length, and others with obvious difficulty, crossing out words and phrases, and using notebook paper.

Readers wrestled with Beauvoir’s radical ideas and her extraordinary life. They aired the strong feelings her work elicited. They raised a skeptical eyebrow at her studiously crafted self-presentation. They tried to reconcile their ambitions with her example and their situation They thought out loud about the classic existential question, the meaning of freedom, and equally about the relationship between sexual liberation, the emancipation of women, anticolonialism, and civil and human rights, movements that were intertwined, but not in predictable or necessarily harmonious ways. Readers reached for intellectual affinity, for the romance of sharing the adventures of a writer, and in several cases for erotic connection. That Beauvoir seemed to reveal so much of herself in all of her writing prompted readers to respond in kind: “This must happen to you often, doesn’t it? That people write you and tell you about their lives?”24

With rare exceptions, Beauvoir’s answers are gone. In many ways, this absence makes the archive more interesting; it certainly creates a fascinating methodological puzzle. To begin with, it decenters the author and her influence. It directs our attention instead toward the intimate publics in which authorship is situated—the imagined relationship between readers and author that is so central to the reception of ideas. That relationship is shaped by expectations, attachments, and fantasies on both sides. The letter writers reached for intimacy with the writer of their mind’s eye and struck up a conversation with the person, or voice, that emerged from those writings. The archive asks us to imaginatively re-create those conversations. I have set out to reconstruct the back-and-forth between the letter writers on the one hand and Beauvoir (through her writing) on the other, emphasizing the dialogue the letter writers insisted on having. As one letter writer wrote, in the process of penning her letter she found herself “almost forgetting that this was a one-way conversation.”25

Second, although we can read only one side of the story in the manuscripts room of the BNF, this was a decidedly two-way exchange. Scores of letter writers thanked Beauvoir for answering: “I can’t believe you have written me back!”26 Another gratefully wrote, “Twice in my life I have written to you, and twice you have replied, in your perception and compassion.”27 The most striking example of Beauvoir’s engagement came to me a few years into my research. I read a long (ten handwritten pages) and self-dramatizing letter from a man who had been reading Beauvoir’s autobiography. He reflected, enviously, on Beauvoir’s “marvelous companionship with Sartre” as he dealt with his own turbulent love life. He had left his crumbling marriage and, after some hesitation, started a passionate affair with a younger woman. That relationship quickly grew complicated: each of them had affairs; he was jealous of his lover’s young friends; she became angry about his possessiveness and his philandering. They fought and reconciled several times before finally breaking up. He copied out and included passages from her last letter calling off the affair. “I never thought that I could suffer so much from love at forty three years old,” he wrote to Beauvoir, hoping that she would give him the key to this story that he “only half-understood.”28

I reached the end of the letter and saw it was signed by the father of one of my close French friends. The letter writers must remain anonymous, so I kept this to myself. But I learned by roundabout means that Beauvoir answered, and I saw Beauvoir’s reply, which was astonishing. Far from being too busy or aloof to respond to his story, she reviewed its details and commented on them, calling his possessiveness vis-à-vis his lover an example of “bad faith.” She also took pains to correct his interpretation of her own life. His drama of jealousy and conflict, she wrote, did not have “anything in common with my pact with Sartre.”29 This remarkable letter was one of my first important clues about the unusual character of this relationship and how seriously Beauvoir took her readers. It moved the reader-author relationship to the center of this book.

Beauvoir’s attachment to her readers jumps off the pages of her memoirs once one looks for it; it emerges in long passages on the power and pleasures of reading, in tributes to her readers, and in comments on how gratifying she found her connection with them.30 As Beauvoir put it in an extraordinary passage from The Prime of Life, she wrote in order to be loved through her books but also to “penetrate” the worlds of others—to become a participant in her readers’ inner dialogues and to merge her voice with theirs. Many letter writers wanted to tell her that she did exactly that. “You communicate with your readers,” wrote one correspondent, who credited Beauvoir with a “hypersensitivity of the purest kind.”31 Wrote another: “It seems to me that there’s a certain kind of communication between a writer and a reader that you have established—to perfection … [Y]ou are one of the few writers who is read—really read—by an enormous public.”32

This relationship was neither a happy communion of hearts nor existential ventriloquism. Indeed, the aim of reaching “into the lives of others,” in Beauvoir’s intrusive phrase, was bound to foster misunderstanding and expectations that could not be met, and to encounter resistance and flashes of anger. Beauvoir’s correspondents amply documented their own ambitions, desires, and ideas. They reinterpreted and re-appropriated Beauvoir’s concepts and vocabulary. They obliged her to work through how they were using her writing and life—a process that questioned her politics, challenged her self-image as an Olympian philosopher, and pressed her to take up new subjects. As one letter writer put it, “When one publishes one’s ideas on many things, doesn’t one expect that they’ll come back a little heavier, weighted by the presence of others?”33 Indeed, Beauvoir’s concepts, vocabulary, and life story did return to her “weighted by the presence of others,” and very different Others at that.

The connection between author and readers had to bridge significant social and cultural differences. The exchange was often fraught with jealousy, resentment, anger, and thwarted desires on both sides. Beauvoir was particularly impatient, even cruel, with the many middle-aged married women who followed her eagerly but whom she deemed woefully conventional—distressingly willing to lower their expectations and narrow their horizons. They were remarkably undeterred. Their bond with Beauvoir was central to the process whereby they became philosophers of their own lives. The co-constitutive character of this bond ran deep.

Books, Readers, and Twentieth-Century Culture

The cultural history of the twentieth century has witnessed a burst of attention to audiences, the senses, and feeling. We have fascinating histories of spectators and, more recently, listeners. Books and reading, however, were as central to the dynamism of that century—and to people’s lives, self-understanding, and political mobilization—as film, radio, and television. The iconic example of the twentieth-century “revolution of the book” is Penguin, founded in 1935, which showed publishers across the world the keen popular interest in affordably priced quality literature and nonfiction. American publishing, largely spared the disruptions of World War II, grew at a particularly marked clip through the 1940s. In the 1950s and 1960s, however, the revolution in publishing and reading swept across Europe and the decolonizing world.34 The French livre de poche, or small-format paperback, which launched in 1953, made inexpensive, well-designed books among the goods of the revolution in consumption during the “thirty glorious years.” The rapid expansion of education swelled the ranks of book-buying university students and democratized intellectual life. These developments went hand in hand with the emergence of new media; as the French say, the one did not exclude the other. French intellectuals not only enjoyed a storied tradition of prestige but also had a talent for performance and commentary that fared well on radio and television. Television shows like Lectures pour tous, which started broadcasting weekly in 1953, made the point that reading—and reading challenging philosophical work at that—was for everyone.35

The first volume of Beauvoir’s autobiography, Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter (1958), was published in livre de poche format in 1963. Beauvoir fretted that her reputation would suffer, and that she would be devalued as an author of “best-sellers.” That was premature. Beauvoir’s writing did not immediately become mass market fare: The Mandarins and The Second Sex were not published in paperback until 1968. Still, the appetite for challenging reading, for bold ideas, knowledge of the world, and knowledge of self, including sexual knowledge, was remarkable. Reading was no less revolutionary in the twentieth century than it had been in the eighteenth. That more democratic appetite for serious work drove the demand for literature and for a relationship and dialogue with Simone de Beauvoir.

The vitality of books and reading in the twentieth century is one side of the story. The powerfully gendered dynamics of the commerce and culture of print are another. As a woman philosopher and the author of autobiography, Beauvoir was bound to be pulled into the world of publishing aimed at women, the land of Elle, Marie Claire, and the magazines and books that specialized in romantic fiction, confession, and advice. Afternoon radio was part of this empire as well. In the decades after World War II, the commercial power of print, the political enfranchisement of women, and women’s importance as consumers magnified the force of that cultural or literary field, and it multiplied the number of experts who claimed to speak to and for women. Beauvoir did not hesitate to add her voice to their number, though she assailed everything that “women’s culture” stood for: sentimentality, mystified femininity, pandering to male vanity and entitlement, and women’s narrow horizon of aspirations. In fact, sections of The Second Sex appeared as “The Femininity Trap” in American Vogue in 1947, well before they showed up in Les Temps Modernes.36 The power of Beauvoir’s critique notwithstanding, the expectations and idioms of this commercial women’s culture—an orientation toward emotional expertise and to confession or self-disclosure, the normalizing language of popular psychology—shaped readers’ encounters with her. They knotted her relationship with ordinary women readers and powerfully shaped her work.

Following these exchanges between reader and author takes us to the heart of some of the most crucial debates and historical developments of the twentieth century. Four of those developments are especially important. The first is the prolonged and difficult aftermath of World War II. Nineteen forty-five marked the end of a catastrophic thirty-year conflict that opened with World War I and witnessed the collapse of economies and democracies, the rise of fascism, Nazism, Stalinism, and other forms of anti-liberal authoritarianism, two brutal total wars, and genocide. Reckoning with devastation on this scale could not have been simple. In 1945, as Tony Judt puts it in Postwar, “the grandest of all Europe’s illusions—now discredited beyond recovery—was ‘European civilization’ itself.” For another half century, Europe in particular would be “shadowed by history.”37 That context called French thinkers to a philosophical seriousness and responsibility that would redeem French culture in the eyes of the world. The popular diffusion of French existentialism, one of the many things these letters document, is one measure of their success.

The slow unfolding of the war’s horrors shadowed Beauvoir and her readers. It troubled the first reviewers of The Second Sex, who charged Beauvoir and existentialism in general with an amorality that only confirmed the collapse of civilization. Critics accused Beauvoir’s exploration of the female experience, the body, and sexuality of wallowing in the abject, of obscenity, of casting away the last restraints of decency. The war haunted the many correspondents who wrote to Beauvoir later, in the 1950s and 1960s, as they were using her volumes of memoir to work through their own painful memories of betrayal or complicity during those years. Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht writes of the “latency” of the Second World War: hidden, ill-defined, and unresolved, it repeatedly resurfaced in different cultural and political moments. Beauvoir’s readers testify to that latency. The Cold War, with its polarized politics, denials, and amnesias, contributed mightily to the fact that, as Gumbrecht says, “the finish line of the postwar” kept being pushed back.38

The second development of the period, thoroughly entangled in the first, was the explosion of anticolonial revolt. In the space of two decades, the colonial empires of France, Great Britain, Holland, Belgium, Portugal, and Italy collapsed. The French war against Algerian independence from 1954 to 1962 was one of the most bitter and violent of these conflicts. We associate that war with French intellectual men like Frantz Fanon, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Albert Camus, whose alliances (or irreconcilable differences) polarized the international debate about the war. But Sex, Love, and Letters documents that it loomed large in Beauvoir’s writing, how that writing was read, and the political emotions it stirred in the public. The struggles of decolonization reverberated across the world in the form of civil rights movements, an emerging discourse of human rights in the international legal and political arena, and a fight for the “decolonization of the soul” in the cultures of an emerging postcolonial world and the metropoles across Europe. Reading Beauvoir through the letters to her reveals some of decolonization’s own “latency.”

A third development of the century was the emergence of “sex” as a quintessentially modern topic: difficult but unavoidable, a test of individual and cultural courage, and privileged terrain of social and self-knowledge. “Midcentury sex,” as I call it, was extraordinarily broad and ill-defined; it referred to what we would now call gender, gender roles, sexuality, sexual identity and subjectivity, desires, or drives. Midcentury sex had high stakes: it was understood to implicate selfhood, behavior, personality, social relations, culture, and politics. The subject was not new. Since the beginning of the twentieth century, European and American culture and thought had been forced to reckon with the growing intellectual impact of Freud, who remapped the place of sexuality in everything human, including cultural life.

The vehement and polarized responses to the publication of The Second Sex in 1949 owed much to the powerful associations stirred by that charged third word in its title. Beauvoir’s work was thus pulled into a very wide range of discussions about what we would call sex; reviewers and readers alike grouped The Second Sex (1949), a philosophical treatment of women’s otherness, together with the American Alfred Kinsey’s Sexual Behavior in the Human Male (1948, translated into French in 1949), a statistical study of sexual drive and outlet. Scholars have found the Beauvoir-Kinsey association nearly comic, a misreading emblematic of contemporaries’ inability to understand Beauvoir. I take it as a provocative recontextualization—a signal that we will have to travel back to an unfamiliar intellectual world to recover the question to which both books were an answer.

“Sex” was not simply an urgent matter for science and the social sciences; it was personal. Beauvoir’s correspondents point us toward the existential dimensions of sexuality from the 1950s to the early 1970s. Sexuality was central to the Beauvoirian “experience of the world,” shaped by freedoms, constraints, and lifelong confrontations with profound inequalities. Many readers who wrote to Beauvoir wanted to talk to her about this terrain of truth—sexuality and selfhood in all their dimensions. Their ability to do so was often limited by ignorance, isolation, and confusion. Readers who now might identify as lesbian, gay, trans, or queer struggled in the 1950s and 1960s to find language or categories that fit their misfit feelings. In France, hesitations about sexuality in general stemmed from the well-established tradition of pudeur—decency or discretion—which muffled expressions of sexual unhappiness or marital troubles, deeming those to be issues appropriately dealt with personally, or in the privacy of the family. “Decency” also patrolled the boundaries of the discourse on sexuality. It condemned public discussion of sexuality, especially female sexuality, unless it was subject to the civilizing influence of love or diluted in the solvent of romance that saturated popular culture in the 1950s. To speak of sexual violence was taboo. Equally important and less often noticed is that those taboos extended to matters of the body that were not necessarily sexual, namely, aging, illness, and dying. Beauvoir’s “indecency” lay in placing not just sexuality but the body itself at the center of the human situation and for treating both as matters for open and serious reflection and discussion, not issues judged to be humiliating or merely personal.

Whether or not these letter writers’ reckonings with themselves point toward the feminist horizon of the late 1960s and 1970s is an important question, and one not easily answered. The emergence of second-wave feminism is the fourth historical development traced in this book.39 The passage from the personal to the political, in the famous shorthand, was halting, to say the least. Indeed, the relationship of the personal to the political, and the relationship of either to feminism, are moving targets. What is more, the fraught intimacy between Beauvoir and her readers will make it impossible to see her simply as an avant-garde political intellectual or feminist leader. As Canadian feminist filmmaker Bonnie Kreps observed, Beauvoir never sought to be the “Pied Piper of feminism.”40 Beauvoir’s politics were interestingly complex. She was consistently and unflinchingly radical on the sources and ramifications of gender inequality, the sexualization of domination, and the ways in which intimacy and inequality warped each other. She emphasized the profound contradictions of female subjectivity. Her understanding of those contradictions undermined any confidence that women could act collectively as agents of political change. Beauvoir has been pilloried for her ambivalence about women’s movements and for The Second Sex’s stance on feminism as, alternately, a movement whose time had passed (“perhaps we should say no more about it”) and an impossibility (“women do not say ‘We’ ”).41 This ambivalence, however, is worth interrogating, and one of the feelings most commonly echoed by her readers.

Readers who wrote to Beauvoir often tried to account for themselves in her terms. They were thus especially explicit about the difficulties of explaining themselves, finding a voice, or establishing a presence. Describing oneself as a woman could provoke deeply mixed sentiments. Participating in politics in the name of “women” or “feminism” led to predicaments and impasses about which letter writers were exceptionally articulate. Lesbian and gay subjectivity and politics stirred similarly mixed emotions, questions, and puzzles. Letter writers spelled out not only their meaningful gestures of rebellion but also the powerful appeal of conventionality. Their accounts of their lives offer a micro-politics of rebellion and compromise. The letters offer a fresh look at the radical redefinition of feminism and sexual politics in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

Intimacy and the Intimate Public

In this reader-author dialogue, the categories of public and private, personal and political, interior and exterior make little sense. When I call this dialogue “intimate,” I mean to blur those categories.42 The historian Bruno Cabanes defines intimacy as “what lies at the core of a person: the inner space where self-image is formed, through the body and gestures … where relationships to others are shaped, through ties of blood and affection and … the memories with which we endow places and objects.”43 The role of body, gestures, and memories in the forging of self-image is particularly evident in these letters. The distinction between a personal core and an outer world, however, will be hard to sustain. For self-image is formed not in inner space but rather intersubjectively and discursively, by trying on and exchanging images, vocabulary, and concepts in just the way these letters illustrate. In this book I understand intimacy in terms of the nature of the bond that it forges, or its “density of communication,” as the social theorist Niklas Luhmann puts it in Love as Passion. In an intimate relationship, no feeling or experience is insignificant or irrelevant, Luhmann argues, a point crucial to my approach here. Luhmann expresses it in a Beauvoirian way: intimacy invites one to share one’s “experience of the world.”44 Both existentialism and phenomenology begin with the argument that humans are cast into the world or a “situation.” The world unfolds its meaning, and subjectivity takes shape through language, cognition, and the body and senses. The process of becoming is ongoing. Beauvoir theorized this understanding of experience and tried to render it in her memoirs. For the women and men who wrote to her, intimacy meant discussing all these aspects of their situation or their experience of the world.

My understanding of intimacy also draws on Lauren Berlant’s conception of “public intimacy.” That term is meant to bring us up short, for it intentionally disrupts our familiar association of intimate with private. It provides an implicit critique of Jürgen Habermas’s enormously influential history of the public sphere as a domain of reason and exchange of ideas. For Berlant, the public sphere itself is saturated with affect, fantasies, and desires to belong. She is writing especially about mass-mediated women’s culture—women’s magazines, sentimental fiction, radio and television talk shows, and the like—as spaces of “mediation in which the personal is refracted through the general.”45 That culture cultivates personal revelation and intimacy, or the illusion of intimacy, among people who may have little in common with one another. In the context of political disenfranchisement and enormous social and economic inequalities, the intimate public encourages a hopeful and reassuring fantasy of belonging. As Berlant writes carefully, those who are drawn into it “feel that their emotional lives are already shared and have been raised to a degree of general significance while remaining true to what’s personal.”46

Berlant’s subjects are nineteenth- and twentieth-century American culture and politics, but her analysis zeroes in on the dynamics of the cultural field in which Beauvoir’s writing landed. It describes the structure of expectations that many readers brought to Beauvoir’s work. At several points in this book we will see the power of this kind of intimacy, its cruel illusions, and how both of those shaped the affective public political world created between Beauvoir and her readers. That power and these illusions have to be part of our reassessment of Beauvoir’s legacy—and of our broader understanding of the dynamics of feminism and its history.

Situating the Archive

Beauvoir’s correspondence tells us much about France at a moment when French culture needed to redeem itself in the eyes the world—in the face of the shame of World War II and the brutal repression of anticolonial insurgency. Partly for that reason, it is not just a French story. The new interconnectedness of the world in the postwar decades fostered a more international reading public. Beauvoir called this development “the emergence of oneworld” and remarked that it had transformed Sartre quite suddenly into a cosmopolitan author.47 It did the same for her. “I have good eyes and good ears,” reported one of Beauvoir’s many attentive followers, from Michigan, who assiduously collected articles by and about Beauvoir from papers and magazines such as the New York Times, the Saturday Review, and Le Nouvel Observateur.48 This letter writer understood herself to be implicated in the political and existential issues she discussed with Beauvoir, and she believed that these issues “knew no borders.”49 European intellectuals soon ran up against the borders of their thinking. The categories of Self and Other which Beauvoir, Sartre, and others applied so broadly to thinking about colonialism, race relations, anti-Semitism, and gender elided and obscured many of the differences they were trying to theorize. The universalism that would soon mark them as outdated, however, made them gripping thinkers in the 1950s and 1960s. Moreover, many of the key historical developments traced in this book, such as the midcentury literature on sex, the rising discontent with traditional marriage in the 1950s, and antiwar and anticolonial protests were international, but they had specific national or regional inflections. The social movements of the late 1960s made the sense of global connection particularly acute. A historian is pulled toward the most relevant contexts, social developments, or cultural frameworks. In this book, those frameworks are sometimes distinctly French and sometimes transnational.50 Adjusting the lens is part of the historian’s task.

A few more words of introduction to this archive. It is not complete. Almost all the letters from the late 1940s and early 1950s were lost or inadvertently destroyed.51 Beauvoir reported in her memoirs that The Second Sex elicited a spate of ugly and insulting letters; only a few such letters are in this archive. We have a few more letters from the time of The Mandarins in 1954, when the Goncourt prize won her many followers. The wave of correspondence swelled dramatically with each volume of Beauvoir’s memoirs and the publicity that attended them. In the aftermath of The Force of Circumstance (1963), the mail brought her a thousand letters a year. Some came directly to her apartment; some arrived via her publisher. Beauvoir did not classify them in any way, and she discarded the envelopes, which has complicated the ongoing process of dating and cataloguing the archive at the BNF since 1995.52 She did not save copies of her responses.

The archive is at once very large and inhospitable to statistical analysis, at least at this writing: it is still being catalogued. The letters cannot be duplicated in any form, and with a few exceptions, the writers must remain anonymous. The letters may be too idiosyncratic or singular to substantiate a broad-gauged social history of reading. As Gérard Mauger points out, a true case study of reading practices and experience requires evidence about readers’ lives, their circles of friends and family, their education, and the other books on their shelves. That evidence is not here.53 I do not claim that these correspondents are representative of Beauvoir’s readers as a whole, or the reading public. They nonetheless offer us glimpses of the processes of reading, writing, and introspection and let us follow the British historian Carolyn Steedman’s argument that “past forms of cognition and affect are to some extent retrievable, and it is one of our jobs to interrogate them.”54

The history of reception begins with the point that the history of any work of literature is “inconceivable without the active participation of those for whom it is destined.”55 From that starting point has burst an enormous multidisciplinary scholarship, too vast to summarize here. I am not primarily concerned with documenting the agency of readers, for Beauvoir’s correspondents provide persuasive countervailing testimony about the power of reading, writing, and identifying to construct experience. This author-reader relationship was reciprocal but rife with all kinds of inequalities: Beauvoir had many more resources, discursive and other, than most of those who wrote to her. Still, even those correspondents who seemed content to bask in the pleasures of Beauvoir’s prose, try on her concepts, or marshal vocabulary to which they otherwise had little access cannot be described as passive. As one reader put it very well, she might be more a “receiver than a giver.” She nonetheless presented herself as particularly attentive, responsive, and immersed in a multisensory experience:


I have always considered myself a receiver rather than a giver; I read, I think, I listen a great deal, but I do not create. I am very sensitive—a sort of instrument played by the world: I vibrate, I choose and reproduce the sounds that I love, I accept the ideas and the impressions that suit, and that seem strong [bonnes et valides].56



Beauvoir wrote that “a book is a collective object: readers contribute as much as the author to its creation.”57 These letters make us take that point seriously. They do not simply provide the context in which to better understand Beauvoir’s ideas.58 Intellectuals are not the only people who think, and the letters are themselves documents of intellectual history, how ideas are produced and transformed, and how networks of followers take shape. Beauvoir’s autobiographical project was ongoing, and accompanied by regular essays and interviews. Readers’ letters came in as she was writing and revising. This was an actual dialogue, in real time.

The letter to the author is a cultural practice that is part of the history of literature, thought, and politics.59 Some of the most perceptive comments on that practice come from Belgian writer Amélie Nothomb (1966-). Nothomb confesses she is compulsively attentive to letters from her readers. Her short novel, Life Form (2010), starts with an invented correspondence between herself and one of her readers, an American soldier stationed in Iraq. There will be no spoilers here, but as their epistolary exchange becomes increasingly fraught, riddled with power plays and deceptions, the novel becomes a reflection on Nothomb’s actual correspondence with readers. Her observations on the reader-author relationship are wry and wonderful; we see that the dynamics in Beauvoir’s correspondence a half century earlier are very much still in force. Nothomb’s readers boldly conjure up the excitement of discovered connection. Reader meets author “like Robinson Crusoe and Friday on the beach on the island!” Readers insist on recognizing themselves or their opposites in the author: “[T]hat’s just like me! That’s just the opposite of me!” Nothomb muses on the perils of becoming enthralled by this apparent communion of souls. As an author, she writes, “you are so intoxicated that you cannot see the danger that lies just ahead. Suddenly the other is there, at your door. Others [the readers] have so many ways of moving in and imposing themselves.” Beauvoir’s readers moved into her work with some of the same unexpected and novelistic richness.60

Finally, the pleasures and perils of working with letters in general are legion, and a historian cannot avoid what the cultural theorist Margaretta Jolly calls letter writing’s “oddness compared to other ways of relating.”61 Letters are purposefully direct and seductive. They are theatrical, and doubly so when addressed to an iconic figure. Countless writers in this archive described their letters as a “message in a bottle.” One dramatically likened writing Beauvoir to “looking at a strange door. You are approaching it, you are hesitating … you are stepping into a new world.”62 Small wonder I was riveted to my chair at the BNF. Letters do not simply escort us into some otherwise inaccessible inner world, however; they are thoroughly mediated by the epistolary genre and letter-writing practices, and those are historical, changing, and interesting in their own right.63

The book opens with two chapters that place The Second Sex in a broad historical setting. The letters Beauvoir received from this period are gone, either discarded or destroyed. Thus for the first readings of The Second Sex, critics and reviewers have to be at center stage. Experts perhaps, the critics proved no less interestingly unpredictable than more ordinary readers a decade later. What is more, their reactions stuck to the text and Beauvoir’s public image. From chapter 3 on, Sex, Love, and Letters takes the letter writers as its guides. Starting with the correspondence unleashed by Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter, I follow the currents that deepened but also roiled this author-reader relationship: interactive remembering and often passionate identification; sharing political distress and shame; and confessing sexual confusions, conjugal unhappiness, and gendered anger. The explosion of feminism in the early 1970s prompted Beauvoir to declare in All Said and Done that she was willing to call herself a feminist. This conversion would not resolve her ambivalence about women as a collectivity. Nor would it end her readers’ many conflicts with Beauvoir, feminism, or their other political commitments and identities. The conclusion reflects on the political and affective dynamics in this author-reader bond and on the archive of letters as a cultural artifact of the twentieth century.

Early in her career, when Simone de Beauvoir was writing The Second Sex and beginning her memoirs, she could not have known what an extraordinary impact these books would have. The intense epistolary bond with her readers took her by surprise, and it shaped her legacy. It has also left us a remarkable archival world of its own to explore, a world that offers historians an opportunity to study the intertwined practices of reading and writing, the cultural phenomenon of letters that shadows the history of books, and the twentieth-century discussions of sex, love, and politics.
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The Intimate Life of the Nation

Reading The Second Sex in 1949


The human condition is one thing; the condition of women is another—worse. Everyone agrees on this, more or less.

Dominique Aury, review of The Second Sex, 1950.



Almost all of readers’ letters from the time when The Second Sex was first published have been lost. It is important nonetheless to reconstruct how the public was introduced to what is now Beauvoir’s most famous work. This chapter and the one that follows do so by reconsidering the critical reception of The Second Sex in that first moment. Reviewers and critics saw themselves as custodians of literary standards and public taste as well as those who set the agenda for national discussion. They held very firm, and often contrasting, views concerning the broader reading public. Those views provide new ways to understand Beauvoir’s arguments and the expectations that took shape around her.1

The matter of the reception in 1949 has been distorted by our view of Beauvoir as a pioneer ahead of her time. That assessment is meant to be appreciative, underscoring Beauvoir’s boldness and acknowledging the difficulty of such an ambitious text. The Second Sex was what French students colloquially call a pavé (cobblestone, or massive text): eight hundred pages of challenging philosophical argument, literary criticism, history, social science, and startlingly detailed description of sexual and bodily experience. It offered, first, an agenda-setting topic: a philosophical reconsideration of the female condition, or situation; second, an argument, that woman was defined as the Other of man, particular, and subordinate; and third a genre of writing that was at once authoritative, Olympian, and interior. The Second Sex was a lot to contend with. The ahead-of-its-time narrative, however, fast-forwards to the 1970s, when The Second Sex became a feminist classic, as if Beauvoir addressed only one subject and one yet-to-emerge constituency. That story ignores the many ramifications of Beauvoir’s work and obscures how The Second Sex actually landed when it came out.2 The controversies, debates, and preoccupations of the moment shaped the dialogue around the book and Beauvoir’s image.

In France, women’s suffrage had been granted in 1944, late by nearly any standard, and only after an excruciatingly long impasse on the subject was broken by a decree, issued by General Charles de Gaulle’s French government in exile under pressure from its allies. Women’s suffrage was more of an anticlimax than a turning point or cause for celebration. The sting of France’s defeat in 1940 and Nazi Occupation, and above all the humiliation of the Vichy government’s collaboration with Hitler’s regime (1940–1944), were very fresh. France’s geopolitical position had plummeted. Tensions of empire, created by anticolonial revolt and colonial repression, were readily apparent. Within France, acute material shortages, trafficking in counterfeit food-rationing tickets, and the terms of economic and political reconstruction were urgent matters. Shortages and strikes fractured governing coalitions at home. The escalating Cold War polarized international and domestic politics. In the face of this crisis and an acrimonious debate over a painful past, postwar intellectuals in France sought to project forward—“to recover the future,” as Sartre declared.3

Beauvoir’s tone captured that determination. In the first paragraph of The Second Sex, Beauvoir writes as if she is pushing aside the clutter of books and papers on her desk to clear her mind and start over:


For a long time, I hesitated to write a book on the woman. The subject is irritating, especially to women; and it is not new. Enough ink has been spilled on the quarrel of feminism, and it is now practically over. We should say no more about it. It is still talked about, however. And the voluminous nonsense uttered during the last century seems to have done little to illuminate the problem. After all, is there a problem? And if so, what is it? Are there women, really?4



Beauvoir’s intellectual clearing of the decks called for rethinking the very starting point: “woman” or “femininity.” She conceived womanhood in existential and phenomenological terms—as a “condition,” “lived experience,” or, perhaps most effectively, a dynamic process of becoming. “One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.”5

Beauvoir positioned herself as a woman in a new generation of intellectuals, impatient with past discussions. She bridled at the “voluminous nonsense” written about women. She sharply distanced herself from models of political actions by women. “We are no longer like our partisan elders,” she writes a few pages into the introduction. “By and large we have won the game … Many problems appear to us to be more pressing than those which concern us in particular.” She believed that feminism offered only a narrow and reformist politics, which paled by comparison with the other movements that were changing the postwar world: “Women do not say ‘We,’ except at some congress of feminist or similar formal demonstration … The proletarians have accomplished the revolution in Russia, the blacks in Haiti, the Indo-Chinese are battling for it in Indo-China; but the women’s effort has never been anything more than a symbolic agitation. They have gained only what men have been willing to grant; they have taken nothing, they have only received.”6 In its urgency, its disavowal of bourgeois feminism, its attentiveness to civil rights and anticolonialism, and its insistence on recasting a humanism for the future while also reconceiving the humanity of women, The Second Sex was very much a book of postwar France.

The Second Sex did not meet with silence. The historian Sylvie Chaperon has detailed the scandal and mud-slinging the book and its author encountered. Some of the furor arose from the deep political divides in the French cultural world. Beauvoir and Sartre’s radicalism provoked conservative rage, but their determination to remain nonaligned in what was becoming a cold war of the intellectuals made them targets of communist scorn. The Second Sex became a proxy war in this conflict.7 Parts of the book were also shocking, opaque, or both. The issues that critics raised in 1949, especially the boundaries of public discussion and the conceptions of decency and modesty that mapped those boundaries, would resurface repeatedly in the decades that followed. Those conceptions did not apply only to matters of sex; they reached broadly into what we might call the intimate history of the nation.8 The feelings roused in these discussions would also infuse letters from readers.

Critics often wrote remarkably personally. They claimed to imagine vividly the public’s conversations about The Second Sex. Depending on their position in the landscape of postwar journalism and critical thought, they offered very different conceptions of what that public would—or should—accept.9 I examine three different and important sites on that postwar landscape. First up is the newly founded (1949) Paris Match, a magazine that resembled the American Life. Paris Match published long excerpts from The Second Sex in some of its first issues. Its editors expressed confidence their readers would welcome Beauvoir’s bold provocations. The second is Les Temps Modernes, also newly founded, with Sartre and Beauvoir at the editorial helm. A small, radical, and intellectual journal, it had a far edgier notion of what provocative meant. The third site is the literary supplement of the oldest daily newspaper Le Figaro. There, the distinguished Catholic writer François Mauriac, casting himself as the defender of French literature and the nation’s reputation, mobilized an all-out attack on existentialism and associated enemies. Mauriac spoke on behalf of a public that he believed to be dismayed by the book’s obscenity, self-revelation, and prurience. Over the next two years, first in a forum organized by Mauriac and then individually in different journals, scores of critics from different positions in the cultural world would try to summarize and assess The Second Sex, bringing Beauvoir’s arguments into conversations they believed the nation and their readers needed to have. The way these reviewers presented The Second Sex, wove Beauvoir’s arguments into their intellectual agendas, and wrestled with the powerful feelings she aroused dispels the generalization that Catholic France was shocked. It provides a much fuller sense of the culture and politics of this postwar moment. It outlines the public’s expectations of intellectuals—and intellectuals’ expectations of their followers.

Paris Match

The Second Sex came out in stages.10 When the first volume was published in June 1949, Paris Match took notice. On August 6, 1949, the magazine published an issue with long excerpts from that volume. A red banner across the magazine’s cover announced simply, “La femme, cette inconnue.” “The Woman, This Unknown” is less dramatic than the wording in French, where the “this” conjures up a figure or region that is unexplored or mysterious, playing with the clichés of the enigma of the feminine or Freud’s reference to the “dark continent” of women’s sexuality. According to Paris Match, Beauvoir herself had chosen this heading, perhaps to pique interest in her critique of these myths. “What is woman?” The Second Sex asks. The answer leads the reader from a discussion of “the data of biology” and the meanings attached to sexual difference to a critique of psychological, social, and literary portraits of the feminine. Along the way, knowledge that is scientific, verified, or common sense is shown to be socially constructed and mystified. There is no essence of femininity, Beauvoir argues in volume one. Instead there is only the rich facticity of the female body and an equally rich constellation of myths that cast the woman as Other, shaping experience and female consciousness and subjectivity.

Right below the banner announcing Beauvoir’s book, Paris Match placed a cover photograph of the French screen idol Henri Vidal posed, Rock Hudson–like—his chest, chest hair, and nipples showing through a fishnet T-shirt.11 Vidal was an icon of male sexiness, a former body-builder and star of six films, almost all of which featured his athletic torso. In the just released film Fabiola (1949), Vidal played a young, handsome, secretly Christian gladiator in a drama about the crumbling Roman Empire, whose rulers blame Christian minorities for its decline. He is denounced and sentenced to die, but fights back against his persecutors in the gladiators’ arena. The analogy to Nazi persecutions and heroic resistance was obvious. It was also politically palatable: cheering for a persecuted Christian minority required no hard thinking or self-scrutiny about anti-Semitism. Vidal’s photo and the film are reminders of the lurking presence of World War II in the background of discussions of The Second Sex in 1949.

Paris Match was a landmark in the new world of the postwar French press. It had launched just a few months earlier, in March 1949. Its owner, Jean Prouvost, already a well-known press magnate in the interwar period, was tainted by charges of working too closely with the collaborationist Vichy government. As part of getting a new authorization to publish, Prouvost overhauled Match, the sporting magazine he already owned, and turned it into something modeled on the American magazine Life.12 At Paris Match, “the image ruled.” But the magazine also cared about words and often featured writers in its pages. It aimed to cover “current events” (actualités) and provide its readers with “eyes and ears on the world.”13 A bracing modernity was thus part of its pitch to readers, and its August 6, 1949, cover is a good indication of how it imagined the readers it sought to reach. Pairing the writing of Simone de Beauvoir, whom Paris Match called “the first female philosopher in history,”14 with Vidal’s visible and sexy male body, the magazine addressed its audience as curious, intelligent readers who were ready, after the war’s horrors and in the face of a painful and slow recovery, to be awakened.

Inside that August issue, Paris Match introduced Beauvoir and published excerpts from volume one of The Second Sex. The introduction (unsigned) said what one might expect from a magazine that covered current events and cultural and political celebrities. Beauvoir was beautiful, with an “austere and serene face”—“a rest for weary eyes.” She spurned high fashion, bought inexpensive dresses in Portugal, and owned one coat, which she had brought back from her recent trip to the United States. She had “learned to read in a private school on the Left Bank of Paris” and “learned to think at the Sorbonne.” And learned she had, for she passed the agrégation, or doctoral degree, in philosophy in 1929, when she was twenty-one, “the youngest woman ever to have passed any agrégation.” Now “the first woman philosopher in the history of man,” she “had just written eight hundred revolutionary pages on a table at the Café de Flore” in Saint-Germain-des-Prés, then the center of Paris’s existentialist scene.

The magazine’s editors did not seem to doubt that their readers could handle Beauvoir’s arguments. Paris Match had opened its pages to her so that she could lay out for its “female and male readers” all the “issues that troubled modern womanhood,” namely, “abortion, prostitution, the equality of the sexes, marriage, and divorce.” Since French women had only very recently achieved political equality, the time was ripe for a woman thinker to rethink the “eternal woman question” in “lucid” philosophical terms. Simone de Beauvoir had taken up an immense and original task: “extricating from the great human adventure a philosophy of her sex.” Paris Match summarized its understanding of Beauvoir’s argument: “Women need to escape from the condition of inferiority that men have imposed on them and that the majority of women have accepted—until now.”15

Paris Match had a circulation of about 250,000. Its presentation of The Second Sex thus gives us some idea how hundreds of thousands of readers first encountered the book. The magazine offered its public plenty of framing and guidance. Each excerpt came with a paragraph-long headnote. While the excerpts were abridged, each was still six to nine paragraphs long and often contained some of Beauvoir’s pointed and startling language. The excerpt quaintly titled “The Monthly Curse,” which presented parts of Beauvoir’s discussion of biological femaleness, is a case in point. In it, Beauvoir moves from asking “What is woman?” to laying out the bundle of images “femaleness” brought to mind. She shifts quickly from the difficult-to-define to the unsettling and even grotesque:


The Woman? That is simple, for those who like simple formulas, she is a womb, an ovary; she is a female—this word is sufficient to define her. From the mouth of a man, “female” sounds like an epithet or insult. The man is not afraid of his animal nature; on the contrary, if someone says of him “that’s a male!” he is proud. But the term “female” is pejorative … The man looks to biology to justify this feeling. The word “female” conjures up a saraband of images: the monstrous and swollen termite queen ruling over the enslaved males; the female praying mantis and the spider, satiated with love, crushing and devouring their partners; the bitch in heat roaming the alleys, trailing odors behind her … sluggish, eager, artful, stupid, callous, lustful, ferocious, debased—the man projects onto the woman all females at the same time.16



The selections that followed minced no words about childbearing and the family: “The woman giving birth … feels as if she is a passive toy in the hands of obscure forces … [G]iving birth and nursing are not activities; they are natural functions: the woman passively submits to her biological destiny.”17 Paris Match included a long excerpt from Beauvoir’s discussion of Friedrich Engels’s The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State (1884) and Claude Lévi-Strauss’s The Elementary Structures of Kinship (1949). Beauvoir read Lévi-Strauss’s study in manuscript, and his now famous structuralist analysis of marriage and kinship as relations between men informs the philosophical and historical argument in her book.
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