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LV.

SUMMARY

This study examines whaÈ the autobiographies of Simone de Beauvoir

and Violette Leduc reveal about the female experlence. It aims to evaluate

the lmpact of their culÈural- and personal sltuation as rtTomen on the way in

whlch they lived thèir llves and on the way in whích they presented themselves

and other hTomen in theír writing.

"The female experiencet' refers to Èhe social and psychological situation

of women in society. This sÈudy focuses on the way in which Èwo particular

\¡romen - Símone de Beauvoir and Violet.te Leduc - perceive and portray Èhis

situation.

The thesís argues firstly that the pícture which Beauvoir and Leduc

present of the female experience is inevítably limited, and that this is

because r^roments capacity to understand and to Portray their female experience

is restricted by patríarchal culture.

Secondly, the thesis argues that being a woman in 'patriarchal society

is a source of constant tension and conflict, whether or not the stTugggle ís

positíve, as Beauvoirrs ís, or negatíve' as Leducts is. As this study makes

clear, both Beauvoirts trlumph and Leducrs defeaË entailed certain losses to

the indívidual \^romen.

The dissertation demonstrates this trast argument by analysing the

conflícts and crises depicted in the autobíographies of Beauvoir and Leduc,

with occasíonal reference to their fictionr orr in the case of Beauvoir, to

her essays.

The second method used to argue the same poinÈ is to trace Beauvoirrs

and Leducts response Èo their female sítuatíon to an original choice of self.
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Their choix orlglnef l-s shoum to be the means by which each writer originally

caxoe to terms wlth her image in the eyes of others, and 1t l-s shor"m that this

choice influenced the way 1n whích they come to terms with the broader issue of

befng a woman in'society. It ís interestíng that Beauvolr portrays her llfe as

a success and herseLf as an exemplary hroman, whereas Leduc portrays her llfe

as a failure and herself as a narcissíst, obsessed wiÈh her own negative írnage

and her own !üoes. In facÈ, the thesis points out, both these choíces of beíng

involved a degree of mutilaÈion to the self on thê part of each wríter. In

order to "transcendtt the vulnerable and dependent situation j-n which she saw

most hTomen, Beauvoir was often obliged to ignore or deny certain obstacles

facíng her as a lüoman. Leduc, on the other hand, found that being a \roman gave

welcome reinforcemerit to her negative l-dentity and provided her with a useful

alibí. She coÍnplaíns about Ëhe female lot, but in actual fact she embraced ít

willingly becaus-e of it_s negaËive implícations.

The thesis is divided into two parts. The first and longer part dlscusses

$hmone de Beauvolr an<1 sets up the framework for approachlng the "*p.tt"t"" of

both women. The second part deals wíth Víolette Lecluc. Each part is composed of

five parallel chapters.

Chapter One ín each parË examines the autobíograp;,ieal project itself,

analysíng the writerts assumptions abouÈ herself and the worl-d at the time of

writing, and her motives for writing about her ovm experience. IÈ shows that

Beauvoirls víew of experience \^ras influenced by her interest in Marxism, psycho-

analysis, exístentialism and feminism. It also argues that she had three

basíc motives for recording her lÍfe: firstly, to save her experience frorn obliv-

ion, secondly, to justify her actions, and thirdly, to provide an example to

others.

The first chapter on Leduc reveals that she was not an intellectual;

however, meeting Simone de Beauvoir, in 1945, just as she was beginníng to

write, was of rnajor importance to her writing. She was greatly j,nf,luenced by
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Beauvolr and the ldeas she encounÈered through her. Leducrs prlmary motlv-

ation for undertaking her autoblography was her narcissl-sm.

Chapter Two and Three look at the chlldhood and adolescence of the two

writers, examiníng theír dlfferent personal sltuatíons and the effect of these

on their conditioning as females. The thesis argues that each writer, wíÈhin

the limits of her situation, chose her attitude to her se1f, and that thís

affected Èhe way ín which she responded to becoming a rÀtoman.

Chapter Four is concerned \nrith Simone de Beauvoir and Violette Leduc as

physical beíngs. The thesis demonstrates that cultural factors made sexuality

an area of major conflict for both \^romen. Beauvoir, who aimed for reciprocity

in relationship wíth oÈhers, rebelled against the status of object to which her

female sexuality reduced her in the eyes of society. Leduc was ambivalenÈ

about her sexuality, but sínce she díd not aim for reciprocity, she enjoyed

the power struggle which sexualíty represented to her and others. She chose

to be defined and diminíshed by her sexuality.

Chapter Fíve examínes the way in which Beauvoir and Leduc portray other

women in theír autobiography. Both depict r^romen in three basic roles: Èhat of

dévouée, narcissist or independent !üoman. Both respect the last choice and

shor¡ other choices to be based on a large degree of self-deception. Beauvoír

is seen by both..rlriters as a:positive example of female índependence, whereas

Leduc Ís seen by both as a somewhat negative example of t¡omankind, whose

great redeeming feature is the peïseverance' ènd sinceriËy with which she

\^rroËe about her experi-ence.
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"Si je veux ne définír' je suis oblígée

dtabord de déclarer: t'Je suis une feuute";

cette vérité constitue le fond sur lequel

srenlèvera Èout autre affirmaÈion.tt

- Simone de Beauvoir,

Le Deuxième Sexe I , pp. 13-14.
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INTRODUCTION

Thls study examines what the autobíographies of Simone de Beauvolr and

Violette Leduc reveal about the fernale experience. It al-ms to evaluate the

impact of their cultural and personal situation as l^7omen on the way in whích

they lived their lives and on the way in whích they presenÈ themselves and other

r^romen in theír writíng.

The term t'the female experience" refers to certain social and psycho-:

logical conditions. It is clear that, despíte the fact that they live in the

same social environment and are members of the same economíc classes, the

experience of men and women is disparate in fundamental respects. Their cond-

iËioning, the expectations which socieÈy places on them, the way ín which their

bodies are perceived is radically different. Consequently, the interests,

desíres, and responses of these tl^7o groups diverge. IÈ is in the nature of

these experiences that they cannot all be subsumed under a precise definition.

Hence, in this study, I am primarily concerned wíth the way ín whích tr¡o

particular hromen perceive the experíence of being a hToman.

The study of autobiography allows us to explore the specific experience

of individual women, and in so doing, to attain a better understanding of

female experíence generally. It ís possible to make generalizations about

r^Tomenrs lives, as Simone de Beauvoir does in Le Deuxième Sexe but this approach

inevítably categorizes and arranges experience, rather than giving us the Ín-

sight into the complexity of human existence that accounts of individual

existence. can offer. As Beauvoir herself corunented, ín her autobíography:

Ltétude dtun cas particulíer renseigne míeux que des
réponses abstraites et générales: crest ce quÍ
mtencourage à examíner le nien. (1)

The picture of Ëhe female experíence presented by Simone de Beauvoir and

Violette Leduc is particularly interesting for, as contemporaries' many of their

(1) La Force de lrâge, p. 10
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premlses about hromen are shared, and yet the way in which they respond to

being a 1,roman in socÍety ls completely different. This study examines Èhe

f emale experience at these t\¡ro levels. IÈ is concerned with the way 1n whích

Simone de Beauvoir and VloleÈte Leduc portray the experlence of women general-

ly: what the assumptions of the two authors are, and why they are so' As well

as thís, it analyses theÍr personal reaction to their situation as l^7omen, and

atÈempts to determine the origin of this reactíon'

The pícture qrhich Simone de Beauvoír and Violette Leduc Present of

female experience must be seen in relation to societyts attitude tor¡ards this

subject. This broader perspective is essentíal ín order to understand what the

two writers faced when they set ouÈ to portray their lives.

One of the problems with studyíng female experience ís thaË, historic-

ally, experience has always been expressed in terms of patriarchal "t'ltt""' 
(2)

Patriarchy ís a governing ideology which, as KaÈe Millett argues in Sexua!

Politics, is the "mosÈ pervasive ídeology of our culture and provides its most

fundament.al concept of power."(3) At a cultural level this means that "the

ethics and values, Èhe philosophy and art of our culture - its very civilízation-

t:..7 is of male manufacture.,'(4)

PaÈriarchal

meant that members

culturally through

from understanding

culture has affected women writers in numerous h7ays. It has

of the ttsecond sextt have noÈ been able to see themselves

their own eyes, for the dominant culture has prevenÈed them

or expressing theír experíence as I^7omen. Because the tool for

(2) No matriarchal socíetfes are knovm to exist at present' To hypothesize
that Ehey existed before recorded history is pure speculation.
(3) i"t" t"titt.tt. Sexual Politics. London: Rupeft Hart-Davis Ltd, r.971.

(Abacus ed. r p. 25).
(4) íbld.
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representíng experience, culture, is'rsaturated with male btastt'(5) it has acted

as a barrler, a distorting mechanísm, for those rlomen who have aÈtempted to

write about thel"r existence. Thus, women have been unable to porÈray theír

reallty authentically.

ÀnoÈher problem for women ¡¿riters in patriarchal culture is that the

norms whl-ch have been applied to Èhem have been the norms which pertain to';'

male r,rriters, so that critics have consistently eiÈher found that women dÍd

not come up to "standard'r or they have been scornful and paÈroní-zíng. For

example, in Pierre de Boísdeffrers anthology of modern French literature' r¡Ie

find Èhe following uninformative and condescending appraisal of the flrst

uolume of Beauvoirts autobíography:

cette oeuvre dtune ambition toute masculine suscíÈe plus
de curiosité qutelle ntexeree dtínfluence vraie. (6)

Leduc, on the other hand, has often been accused of a "féminíté .*ttêrn"".(7)

As one critic exclairned, on readíng her work:

ce que ça peuÈ être femelle une t.*t.l(8)

ülomen writers have met with particular resístance when they have atternpted

to \./rite abouË sexuality frorn a female point of view. The increasing sexual

freedom of women in the fiftíes and sixties and the new frankness in theír

writing on the subject of sexuality frequently shocked male and female readers

alike. An article entitled "La LitÈérature fémininet', written in 1957,

(whilst Beauvoir was writing Mémoires dfune j eune fí11e rangéÐ , clairned:

A côté de confessions de style sentimental et romantique
apparaissent des autobiographies quí, pour un peu'
constitueraient des annexes au rapport Kinsey. (9)

(5) Shulamíth FiresÈone. The Dialectic of Sex. The Case for Feminist
Revolution. N.Y.: lüilliam Morrow & Co. , 1970. (Bantam ed., p. 157).
(6) Píerre de Boisdeffre. Une HisÈore vivante de la littérature drau'iourdr-
hui. 1939-1960. París: Lívre contemporain, 1959, p. 1-zL.

e beau cri drune-(t)_ Jacqueline Piatier. "Violette Leduc est morte. L
fille dérangée". Le Monde Hebdomgdaire, L232, (1-7 juin
(S) Georges Plrouê. "Le Roman revendicatif féminin".
1956). He was cornmenting on WläË'an
(9) Janine Rattaud. "La hitt,érature
septembre-octobre 1957), p. 264.

, L972).
La Table Rönde

autoblographical novel'
fêmíníne". Lå Classe de frânçais, 5,

j eune

99, (mars
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Beauvoir writes, 1n her autobiography, of the shocked reactÍon to her earlier

writing: Èo Lrlnvitée
(10)"r,d partlcularly' ao i. ¡"t'xiè*t s"*"f rl)uo't'

published 1n the fortles. HoweveÏr even as late as 1970, we find a conserv-

ative revlewer conPlaÍning:

Notrc littêrature fémlnine devient volontiers du stríptease
à la fois PhYsíque et moral' (LZ)

The same crític further demonstrates his chauvinÍsm when he conrnents that Leducrs

voóabulaire amoureux est souvent celui des soldats en chambrée,

proPreãsatisfairenoscontemporainesdansleventquíentendent
ne néglíger aucun moyen de coniuêrír 1tégalité avec 1'homme' (f3)

Similar examples of the overall tendency to undervalue female experience

are found when one examínes the way in which criÈics have judged autobiographies'

since the nineteen-sixtíes, academic interest in the autobiographical mode has

expanded rapídly, so thaÈ this literary genre no longer represents "the dark

coritinent of literature."(14) Nevertheless, despite this reappraisal' auto-

biographical works by women \^Iere not given much attenËion until the feminist

movement in the seventies placed new emphasis on women's experiential v/riting'

It is clear that the worth attríbuÈed to the auÈobiography is confused' by

the conventional critic, with the worth imputed to the actual experience of

the autobiographer, and ít ís male experíence which is held up as Èhe universal

model. Thus, Roy Pascal writes in his book, Design and Trúth in AutÓbiograp!)¡:

Many autobiographers fail to be significant becaus

or ieck of +ape in the personality' They may be

too when the peisonality is not in ítse1f Èrivial' 15)
reason has deãided to avoid serioús i.ssúes in his

(I0) Beauvoir writes that even Marcel Arlandr upon reading Lrlnvitée' exPress-

ed his regret that the characteïs \^lere t'obsódés par des histoires del
p. 571) At the time Arland rras chíef edítor of La Nouvelle
an estab lished literary criÈic. (Ironically' Simone t s

father had s topped her reading his novels when she was in her teens) '
see Lá Force des ihoses PP' 205-2L1.(11) For Èhe reac

(12) Yves Gandon.
(octobre 1970), P.
(13) ibid.
(14) StePhen À. ShaP iro. ,,The Dark continent of Líterature: ÀutobiograPhy".

arative Literât e t- 5, (1968),
1s) Pascal. Dês and Truth in Àutobio

tíon
ttl,a

165.
a Revuê es Deùx Mondes

Roy
Paul.Keqan 1960. D.

tu

I CS

â London: Routledge and
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T'hlå statement may appear obJective; however r^romenrs lives have been tradition-

ally regarded as "trlvlaltt and ttinsignlficant" and devoid of any "serious

issuestt. By prescribing, in this way, what constitutes a "signíficantrr auto-

biography, pascal is depriving women of the means to rePresent their experience.

Indeed, the standards by which Roy Pascal proposes to eval-uaÈe autobiography

may as well have been designed to exclude vlomen from the genre. He adds that

therrbest autobiographies seem Èo suggest a cerÈain por^ler of the personality

ovêl circumstanceï and are thus by "men and r¡romen of outstandíng achievement in

life.tt(16) In their autobiographies, there is a "conslsÈency in the character

described,'and also llan echoíng consistency ín the outward circumstances of lif"".(17

pascal does not seem to consider that autobiographíes whích are dis-

connected and fragmentary' rather than unified by a powerful and consístent

personalíty, may reflecÈ the powerlessness of the writer and the vícissitudes

of the writerts circumstances. This would apPear to apply partícularly to

r^7omen, for whom the very discovery of an authentic self is a major problem ín

patriarchal society. In a collection of essays entitled I^loments AutobiograPhy,

the editor, Estelle Jelinek, makes the obvious point Èhat the form women

autobíographers choose reflects the shape of their lives:

The multidimensionalíty of women!s socially conditíoned roles
seems to have established a pattern of diffusion' and diversity
whentheywríteÈheirautobiographiesaswell.(18)

Even when \¡¡omen have been sufficiently prívileged to be able to depict

themselves wíth strength of character and their lives as having a coherency,

Pascal still pays Èhem little attenËion. Mémoires dtune eune fille r e

whích appeared two years before the publícation of his book, meets these criteria'

buÈ he does not mention it ln his actual text, and merely includes íÈ in his

(r0¡ ibÍd. , p.
(L7) ibid.
(18) Estelle C.

1960, p. L7.

10. '

Jelinek. Ed. Inlomen I s Autoþíography. Indiana Uni. Pres.s,
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blbllography. Beauvolrrs famous predecessor, George Sand, who was also a l'toman

of rroutstanding achievement fn llfet', fares no better. Hl-s only comment about

her autobiography, HistóiÈe de rira Vle, 1s that iÈ ís "substantially Èruer'.
(1e)

(zo¡
Pasca] does express admiration for The Life of Saint Teresa and thls Ís

" 
(21)

because he claims it was wrítt.en with an "assured convictl-on and because

(22)
she ls ttpersuasÍvett and ttpurposefultt. However, Saint Teresa, isolated from

social interaction in'a clolster, faced completely dífferent dilenrnas from

\^tomen ín secular socíety. Pascal has no paÈience wíth those lives in whích

"experience" and "personality" do not form "a continuous entitrtt.(23) 
"a

condeurns Madame de Guyon, who recounted her life over a century after Saint

Teresa, for being what he terms "hy"t.tí."lly to. about herself and her

situations".(24) Roy Pascal does indeed seem to have a very elitist and male

view of experíence, and it ís with thís bias that he'authoritatívely

condemns r^lomen autobiographers .

phíltppe Lejeune, the French specialisÈ on autobiogr"ptV(?5)following

pascal, stresses that the best autobiographers are those which shor¡ "lrunité

profonde drune viett. (26)rn LtAutobiographie en France, he also maintains that

public figures write the most worthwhíle autobiographies, and not "des personn-

alités de second plan" .(27) It is unfortunate, too' thaÈ Lejeune' in his

eagerness to define the characterisÈics of autobiography, ends up, Iíke Pascal'

excluding a number of women from the genre. Although he does include twenty

(tg) Roy Pascal, p. 189. (Pascalrs bibliography, whích includes 126 autobiog-
raphies, some translated ínto English and some not, does not include George Sand)
(20) Saint Teresa. The LifS. Trans. Cohen. Penguin Classics, 1957. (It was
wrítten between 1563 and 1565.)

Rov Pascal. D. 31.
íbid. , p. 3z'.
ibid., p. 98.

d. , p. 33 . (Italics -rnineì )eune- ís author of'L tA tobloeraphie en Fr¿rr

ÍiL]
(23)

Íit) ibt
Lej

Le Pactê autobiographiqu'e. París: Le Seuí1, 1-975; Lire Leiris.
L976; Je est un aútre. LrÀutobio graphie, d

ce. París: Armand Colin, I97L;
Paris: K1íncksíeck,

Le Seuil(zo¡ L
1980.

Autobi'ographie en France
(27) ibid., p. 69.

r P. 2L.

e la líttérature, aux média. Paris:





L2.

and the tone of thelr writíng has been affected. As VÍrginla l{oolf commented,

in A Róom of Onets Or^m, the vroman writer:

was saying this by way of aggressíon, or that by way of
conciliatlon. She was admíttíng that she was ttonly âraar
womantt or protesting that she was ttas good as a man.rr\Jv''

Leduc is an example of the tlonly a womant' svndrome; Beauvoir shows herself to

be ttas good as a mantt.

Beauvoir and Leduc reacted to the devaluation of female experience in

differenÈ hrays - and their response reflects a fundamental disparity in their

aËtitude tor¿ards themselves. Not surprísingly, given the cultural climaÈe ín

which they líved, both accepted the ídea of the overall inferioríty of women in

society. However, Beauvoir, who argued in Le Deuxième Sexe that this was due

to the lirníÈations of \^romants social siÈuat.íon, set out to show in her autobío-

graphy that she was able to transcend the demeaning sítuatíon in which most

\^romen fl-nd themselves, and that she was able to lead an existence as rích as

any man¡s. Leduc, on Èhe other hand, ínËernalized, aceepted and even flaunted

her positíon as a member of the ttsecond sextt.

Both autobiographíes v/ere influenced, in their attitude to female experí-

ence, by Le Deuxième Sexe published ín L949. Beauvoir Èells us thaÈ \^tritíng

thís essay had changed her conscíousness and made her more avlare of the stereo-

types, myths and roles assocíated with l,romen. It, made her, as v¡ell as her

readers, such as Violette Leduc, more conscious of the extent'to r¿hich the

social conditíoníng of r^romen was different to that of men, and that thís was a

subject which needed to be examined. It reínforced Beauvoirrs views, and formed

Leducrs views, on the mauvaisg þ! pr.valent amorigst \^lomen: the idea that \¡/omen

all too easily flee from the burden and anguish of freedom, and responsíbilÍty

(36.) Vírgin ía l{oolf . A Room of Oners Own.

+
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(Penguin Ed., P. 74).
London: The Hogarth Press, L927.



(37)for themselves. However, it ls important to bear'in mind that Leduc never

considered herself a feminlst, and Beauvoir cIaíms today that she did not

develop a true feminist conscíousness until the seventies, under the ínfluence

of the modern feminist movement (which, ln turn, had been greatly influenced by

Le Deuxième Sexe). Beauvoir and Leduc completed theír autobiographíes l-n the

early seventies, before the new femínism had made much impacË on the social

atÈítudes of women in France, or on the t\^/o r^rriters.

Before the seventies had rnodífíed her views on Ëhis, Beauvoír ü/as anxíous

not to be considered a "femme écrivain".(38) Descríbing the viewpoint she had

held whilst she r^rrote the autobiography' she writes that, like most of her

contemporaries, she had rebelled agaínst the idea of "feminine literature" and

its narrow subjecÈ matter:

maison, foyer, enfants, avec quelques échappées sur
la nature et le.culte de lrAmour. (39)

She explains:

Nous rejetlons la notion de littérature féminine parce que nous
voulions parler à éga1ité avec les hommes de lrunivers tout entfer.

In practice, as she willingly admits herself today, thís meant that she tended

to ígnore and deny aspects of her female experience, and she certainly did

not feel inclined to dwell orr these in,her writing:

ce qui étaít féminin je Ie gardais pour moí. 
(4r¡

(32¡ For a discussion of mauvaise foí, see p. 37.
(fa¡ Beauvoír told Madeléine Chapsalr,in 1960: "je ne pense pas que je suís une
femme écrivain". (Les Ecrivaíns en personne. Paris: Juillard , 1960, p.L7-37).
(3e) Símone de Beauvoir. Preface to a section of La Feriune rompue irl Régards
féminins by Anne Ophir. Paris: Denoël-Gonthier, L976.
Tão')-ïbid.
(41) ttSimone de Beauvoir. The Second Sex 25 years later". Interview wlÈh John
Gerassi in Society, (Jan-Feb. I976). Translated back ínto French and reprinted
ín Les Ecrits de Simone de Beauvoir. Ed. Claude Francis and Fernande Gontier.
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Paris: Gallimard, 1979, p. 548.
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Thus, Beauvoir emphasized those aspects of her experience whl-ch were ttunl-versaltt,

so that her subJect matÈer qras acceptable to the male-oriented cultural establlsh-

ment. She wroËe about her reaction to historlcal events, about ideas, work,

people, travels, books, fÍ-lms. She portrayed not only a full and substantive

ex{stence but also the social and cultural dimension of an epoch. lJhat she

díd not explore as thoroughly as sher the author of Le Deu>iième Sexe could well

have done, r^7as the female realíÈy. In thÍs respect, h8rs hTas not a truly

rrferninist'r autobíography, for it ís surely only by confronting and exploring

female experience and incorporating Ít Ínto human experiènce Èhat cultural

distortions will eventually be eliurínated .GZ¡

Leduc, on the other hand, who adverÈises herself as a failure, hTrote

willíngly about her experience as a \^roman, concentrating above all else on íts

emotíonal and physical aspecÈs - the very areas which have been most under-

valued by patríarchal socíety. It seems that beíng a r^roman gave welcome rein-

forcement to her negatíve identity. Leduc r.ras not aiming for cultural respecÈ-

abilíty, and had no inÈellectual pretensions. I¡Ihereas Beauvoir struggled

against the obstacles which faced rnromen, Leduc used Èhem as an alibi. Inlhereas

the independent vroman, Beauvoir, pointed ou't the injustice of social taboos,

Leduc the narcíssist took advantage of being able to be seen breaking them.

(42) Shulamith Fírestone r^r-rites in The Dialectic of Sex:
t'The íncorporation of the neglected half of human experience - the female
experience - into the body of culture, to create an all-encompassing cu1-ture,
ls on1-y the first'step, a preconditíon; but Èhe schism of realiÈy itself must
be overthror¿n before there can be a true cultural revolution. (p. 169).
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It is by now apparenÈ that both wrlters present us wlth a plcture of

their reallty, which is, ultimatelyrlimited. In order to be an l-ndependant

hToman, Beauvolr felt the need to deny aspects of her female experience - both

in her life and in her writing. Às an extreme narcíssist, Leduc is oblívious

to anything happening outslde the realm of her imrnediate experience. It is

apparenÈ that, as rromen lívÍng ín patriarchal socieÈy, their choices - their

means of responding to their soèíal síÈuatíon - hrere li¡ríted.

The attíÈude of Beauvoír and Leduc towards female experfence is línked

Èo their particular experience as individuals and to their aÈtitude towards

thenselves. Their self-portraits reflect a very different sense of identity 
'

and represent t1nro diameÈrícally opposed autobíographical traditions. Beauvoir,

who, in an early philosophical essay, descríbed life ås "une partie que lton

peut gagner ou perdre"r(43) porÈrays her life as an overall success. Leduc,

on the oÈher hand, produced what Beauvoir calls an "essai-martyr"r(44)

portraying her life as "une vie de ratée"Í45) rt. following assertions show

the conÈrast betr¿een their approach to their lives. Beauvoir claíms:

Dans lrensembler mon destin a -eté faste: -f';. 7 ¡tai
connu mes manques et mes límites, mais je tten suis
acconunodée. Quand 1es événenents gul- se passaient dans

le monde me déchíraient, ctest 1e monde que ie souhaítais
changer' et non la place que j'y occupais' (46)

Leduc introduces herself quite differently:

jrai peur de mourir et je suis navrée drêtre au monde'

!-:..J Je m'en irai comme je suis arrivée- Intacte'
ã¡ar!a" de mes défauts qui mtont torturée. Jrauraís voulu
naîtie statue, je suis une limace sous mon fumier. (47)

I

(43)
(44)
(4s)
(46)
(47)

Pour une mo rale de lrambi
La Force des choses, P. 10
La Folie en tête P. 331.

P. 39.Tout te ait,
La B tarde p. 19.

8.
té. Paris: Gallimarð, L957 r PP. 32-33.



Itlhat ls also lnteresting about the above statemerits is that they

lúdlcate that each wriÈer determined her fat,e to some degrèe. I^ltthin the

liuits set by socio-economíc, cultural and psychologlcal factors, the two

\^romen qrere able to make certain choices about thernselves' This is a funda-

mental point in understanding the way Sl-mone de Beauvoir and Violette Leduc

came Èo terms with patriarchal- culture'

t 
,, ,o, method of approach Èo the female experience gives a great deal

of emphasis to Èhe exístentiallst concept of a chOÍx otiginer, it 1s because

Beauvoir, Ín partícular, but also Leduc, stressed the element of choice in the

life of an individual. Beauvoir explicítly l-nterprets both her ovrn life and

Leducrs ín terms of "un projet originel, incessannerìL repris et fortifiêr',

which she writes:

stest ramífiê en projeÈs secondal-res, en multiples
attítudes à ltégard du monde et des gens: mais qui
avaíent la même source eÈ le même sens. (48)

In TouË öomPte fait . she looks at her own life in thís 1íght, and in

her excellent Preface to La Bâtarde Beauvoir claims that Leducts book:

montre avec une exceptlonnelle clarté qutune vie, crest
la repríse d'un destin paï une lÍberté' (49)

Beauvoir believes that her own proiet origíne1 I,las to "savoir et exprim.,"r(50)

and that Leduc chose "le narcíssisme, 1régocentrisme, la solitude."(51¡

Leduc is not explicit about the idea of an orlglnal choice of being'

but she does imply that she feels a degree of responsibility for her own

destíny. Likewise, she suggesËs, in her autobiograPhY, that other qTomen

choose Èheír fate, either by consenÈing Èo or rebelling against the behaviour

expected of them bY others.

(48)
(4e)
(so¡
(sr¡

Tout te faiÈ P. 22

Preface to La tarde pB
Tout compte i¡li!' p. 22.
FreTac e to La Bãt arde r P. I
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IÈlscertalnlythecasethatBeauvoirchosetobepositl-veandto

co¡rununícate with others, whereas Leduc chose to be a negative, unlovable

figure. NaÈurally, Ëhelr cholces influenced the way in which Èhey experlenced'

and presented ín Èheir writing, their female lot'

The second ímportant aspect of the method I use is the concept of

crises. This, again, is taken from Beauvoirts o\^m approach to experíence' The

crises she describes in her own life occurred ¡^rhenever there l^Ias a conflict

between the ímage of herself which uras presented Ëo her by her "entourage" and

her,'évidence intír"".(52) In partícular, Beauvoir saw female experíence as a

series of críses, and she demonstrates this in Le Deuxième Sexe. She maintained

that cerËain physiological changes abruptly modify a womants social identity

and her posÍtion vis à vis others. From puberty oil/üards, a \toman experíences

a number of crises, assocíated with her biological constitutíon' in which her

body makes her, in the eyes of others, inÈo something she does noË feel herself

Èobe.Consequently,hersexualítyishergreatesÈareaofconflictand

ambivalence.

rn the case of Beauvoir and Leduc, r show that certain personal críses

ínfluenced their choíI, originel. In turn, their ÓhÖi)i origigel affected the

way in which they came Èo terms with female sexuality' Despite their different

reactions, neither could avoid feeling to some exÈent dininíshed by her female body

The thÍrd aspect of my meÈhod liker¿ise makes use of Beauvoirts observ-

ations in Le Deuxième sexe. In the volume entitled t'ltExpérience vécuet"

Beauvoir analysed the various roles which \^tomen :assume' They amount to Ëhree

basic choices open to \¡romen: dévouemelt, narcissísm and independence' The

(s2) Tout comPte fait, P. 15.
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déVoúêe lives for others and believes that she fs sacrificing hersel-f; the

narcissist is completely preoccupied with her l-mage ln'the eyes of others.

The lndependent \^roman tries to lead an authentic existence, neither looking to

someone else to justify her existence, nor usíng her feml-nlniÈy as an alíbÍ.

Beauvoirrs depictlon of these roles is permeated with moralism. She

makes it quite clear that, ín her judgenent, independenÈ women have chosen the

difficult but admirable path, whereas the dévouêe and narcissíst figures are

flagrant examples of exlstential mauVaise foi. This moralísm unfortunately

prevents Beauvoir from exploríng these roles in all their complexíty.

Leduc, obviously influenced in this by Le Deuxième Sel<e, likewise shows

hor¿ women choose one of these three roles. She, too, admires independent women

and she portrays other r^romen with savage írony. Just as Beauvoir does, she

portrays the latter as an admirable independent v/oman and herself as an extreme

narcissist. Unlike Beauvoir, she does not expect, or exhort, women to act any

differently. Although she depícts herself as an almost wholly negative figure,

she feels neither shame nor blame.

The first part of this sÈudy is concerned with Simone de Beauvoir. In it'

I examine her assumptions about the female experience and why they are so. The

second parÈ of the thesis, presentíng Violette Leducts understanding of the

female experíence, is shorter because many of Èhe general arguments used are

developed in the first part, in relation to Símone de Beauvoir. The section on

Leduc ís more comparative, and examines in what way Leducrs plcture reinforces,

or díffers from, Beauvoirts view of the female experience.

hrhat emerges most clearly from thÍs analysis of two major t'tomen auÈo-

biographers is ËhaÈ being a r^roman ln patriarchal society is a constant struggle -

whether or not the sÈruggle is posítíve, as Beauvoirts ls, or negative' as Leducrs

is. It is apparent Èhat both Beauvoirrs triumph, and Leducrs defeaÈ entailed
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SIMO}IE DE BEAUVOIR.



LU.

SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR

CHÀPTER ONE

THE AUTOB IOGRAPHICAL PROJECT.

In order Èo be able to analyse Símone de Beauvoirrs attitude to fernale

experience in her autoblograPhY, we have to ascertain her motíves and assumpt-

íons at the time she was planning to l^lríte. At the age of fifty, what was her

conception of individuals and socíety, and what had shaped thís?

Having examined her círcumstances and her vision of herself and the

world, and having analysed her aíms ín wríting her autobiograPhY, we wíll turn

to the young Simone, and will see that the autobiographical impulse was

already apParenÈ in childhood.

I Simone de Beauvoir in the 1950s.

Simone de Beauvolrts assutttpÈion s about herself and the world at the

he way in which she saw her Past. As

when one writes about onets life:
time of wriËing obviously determined t

Roquentin aPtlY Puts ít in La Nausêe



On a lfair de débuter par le cornmencement. f.-.J
est là, gul transforme tout, t...1 Les év-énenent
dans un sens et nous racontons en ãerrs Írr.r"t"".(1)

2I,

Maís 1a fin
s se produisent

ì{érno íres d t une 'í eune

And, in a símilar vein' Phílippe LeJeune, in his book LrAutobio aphíe en

France, remarks that an auÈobiography "nresÈ qu'une fiction produíte dans

des conditions partículí¿t."."(2)

Ap forty-eight, when Beauvoir began her autobiography, she vras a rvell-

known name in France and abroad. She had acquired a controversial reputatíon

as anttexístentialístttand as the companion to Jean-Paul Sartre; rnore

recently she had also become knov¡n as a t'feminisÈtt and as the arrthor of

Le Deuxíème Sexe. A more respectable sort of prestige (and wealth) had

cone wíth the Príx Goncourt which she had won ín October 1954 for her

novel Les l'fandaríns.

Her prívate lífe, too, \^ras exceptional , and she must have felt, ín 1956'

that it ¡^ras successful. Still seeing Sartre as much as before, she was

lívíng \^rith C1aude Lanzmann, throughout the wríting of

fíl1e rangée. She tells us that in the Past fe\'r years:

j'avais beaucoup accordé à ma víe prívée. Je ne regrettaís
rien. (Fc, 349) (3)

The relationship with Lanzmann nust have reinforced her feelinfl that her

lífe as an índependenË \^roman vras not only unusual but also well--justified

and worth writing about. In the summer of 1957, on holidav ín Caprí with

Sartre, she writes that she felt, with a sudden thrill, that:

notre vie avait la plénitude et larfgueur des histoires
qu'on raconte. (FC' 400).

(1) J-P Sartre. La llausée. París: Galtirnard, 1938. (Livre de poche, P.62).
(2) Philíppe Lejeune. L Autobiographe en France, p. 30.
(3) Henceforth I shall abbreviate Lhe autobiographical volumes in the text
as follows: Mémoires dtune ieune fil1e r angée: MJFR;

La I'orce des choses: FC; Tout cornpte faít: TCF.
La Force de lrâee: FA
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In the same interview, she also took the opportunity to speak out agalnst

'rltattltude cri¡ninelle du gouvernement en face des problèmes nords-africainstt.

In the autumn of 1955, Beauvoir spent six r¿eeks in china' and ln La Longue

Marche, written ín l-956, she presented a plcture of Chína which belied what she

called "1a propagande de Hong Kong". (FC, 367). Ìmpressed wlth what the

revolution had achieved, she comrnented that this l^ras a:

révoluÈion passionnée et raisonnable qui avait non seulement
dé1ivré de I'exploitation paysalg "t ouvríers, mais libéré
de 1'étranger toute la Chine. (o''

The same year sarí Èhe publícaÈion of PriVilèges, which comprised

t.hree contentiorr" """rr".(7) 
In this book, Beauvoír considered the way in which

privileged individuals attempted to justífy their posítion. She descríbed the

way that conservative ideorogy tríed to confuse "1'íntérêt généralt' with "1 | intérêt

bourgeois" and concluded that this was only possible by resorting to "1tétourd-

erie et Ia mauva{,se foi". (8)

Despite their common hatred of the right, relations \^/ere difficult between

the two existentíalists and the Trench Comrnunist P,arty. In the French legíslative
lq\

elections, held in January, 1956, the left gained a majoríÈy"'/ The process

of de-stalínization and Krushchev's secret ieport on Stalin's crimes in

February of 1956 were further grounds for optimism amongst the left. However,

Beauvoir tells us, the French communísts resisted any attempt - whether internal

or external to the party - to make theír official doctrine less dogmatic and to

democratize Èhe party. Beauvoír and Sartre rernained fírrnly outside the ranks,

from which posítion they retained the freedon to criticÍze.

(6)
(7)
Pon
(8)
(e) The social-íst Guy Mollet ' support

Paris: Gallimard, 1957, P.8.
droite aujourdthui" and "Merleau-

ssais", LXxvI, 1955. (Avant-propos) .

y the centre and the P.C.F., formed

La Longue Marche, essai sur la Chine'
ffiade?", "L" Pensée de

ty et le pseudo-sartrisme".
Privilèges. París: Gallímard. "Les E

the government.
edb
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ti¡e' insurrectLon ín Budapest,ín October of 'the same year <lampened the mood

of optímism anrongst,the 1eft. The soviet ínvasíon of Hungary and the P.C.F.rs

approval of Russlan pollcy appalled SarÈre and Simone de Beauvol-r. Along with

varíous other wriÈers, both sígned a protest whlch appeared ín LtObservateur.
( 10)

The invasion of Hungary caused some contrnunists to defecÈ from the party

and oÈhers to protest publicly. They swelled the ranks of crl,tícal "fellow-

travellers", such as Beauvoír and Sartre. In so doing, they seemed to further

justify the posítíon which Èhese two had held with some courage since the early

fiftíes.(11)rn "Le fantôme de Staline", which appeared in Les Temps Modernes

at the end of l:956,(L2) Sartre vrote:

Àvec nos ressouïces dtintellectuels, 1us par des intellectuels,
nous essaierons draider à la déstalinísatíon du Parti français. ( 13)

Despite this reinforcement of their posítion, Sartre and Beauvoir became

íncreaslngly isolated in France ín the late fifties. In 1958, Sartre, who had

supported and participated in the anti-gaullisÈ demonstrations' r^tas surprísed

and horrifíed when De Gaulle s\rept ínto power, foundi"ng the Fifth Republíc, with

overwhelrning support from the population. l^trith an authoritarian government at

home, the left defeated and dispirited, and de Gaulle regarded as a popular

hero, Simone de Beauvoir r^rrites that she felt "en exil" in her ovrn country. (FC, 470)

(10) The "Manifeste contre lrlntervention Sovíétique" appeared ín Fránce-
Observateur on November Bth, 1956. ft was also sígned by the communists Claude

ailland - among others.Roy
(11)

and Roger V
In Les S taliniens I944-L956, (Paris:

.C.F. during these Years, wri
She writes it not onlY as a
for she shows how ít \^ras Pos
be a "Stalinist'r for as long

ti, were among those who left
rê¡ ItLe Fant.ôme de Stalinett,

Fayard, L975> Dominique Desanti,
tes about Beauvoir and SarÈre with
Itdocument historiquet' but also as an
sible, as a well-intentíoned and intelli-
as she was. She and her husband, Jean-
the P.C.F. after Hunga¡y:
Les Temps Modernes. noo 129-130-131,

member of the P

great respect.
ttautocritiquett 

,
gent person, fo
Toussaint Desan
G2) J-P Sart
(novembre-décembre 1956 - janvier L957).
(13) J-P Sartre. "Le Fantôrne de Stalíne", Sítuations VTI, p 307.
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Hated by the right and centre, SarÈre and Beauvoir only enjoyed partlal

support from what they referred to as "une gauche déplorablement respectueuse".

(FC, 531). Theír support for the Algerian Front de Ltbératíon Nationel, (F.L.N.)

was received with hostiJ-íty by the Communist Party, which was tendíng to reinforce

the anti-Moslem feeling amongst the working class. Indeed, the Algerían ïdar,

which preoccupíed Beauvoir betr¿een 1956 and 1962, revealed to her t'1e chauvinismet'

and "le racismet'of her compatriots ¡¿ho "ne voulaient rien savoir", (¡'C, 389)

remaining sílent in the face of repression and torture l-n À1geria. Míchel-

Antoine Burnier describes the way in which Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir were

isolated in French society at the time.

Les gens, jusque dans 1es restaurants, manifestaient leur hostilité
aux deux êcrívaíns et à leurs positions politiques.(14)

This brief accounÈ of Símone de Beauvoírrs position in French society in

the 1950s certaínly explains why she felt that she was rather out of the ordinary

and that an account of her experlence would be of interest to others' The

independent political stance taken by Sartre and herself rnade her a controversial

figure, and this was both exhílaraÈíng and frustrating. Conscious of both

admiration and hostility, she r^ras eager to portray her lífe as bhe saw it, and

to defend her position to her fríends and foes alike.

Strongly conscious of the sígnifícance of the historícal mornent and of

the way in whích socíal forces bhaped the índividual, Beauvoír believed ín the

po\¡rer and responsibitíty of indíviduals to alter the course of history. The

autobiography was also an ideal opportunity to explore this interaction with

reference to her o\¡/n experience.

(f4) Michel-Antoine Burnier. Les Existentialistes et la polítique. Paris:
Gallimard, coll. "Idées", 1966, p. 145
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II. Approaching the Autobtogrâphy. Theoretical G.uidelines .

When Simone de Beauvoir 6tarted maklng notes for her autobiography in

October 1956, Sartre had already written a flrst version of Les Mots and André

Gorz had Just cornpleted his autobiography, Lé TraîÈre, for whlch Sartre \,rrote

a preface ln the summer of 1957. 
(15) The theoretical perspectíve of the three

autobiographies is símilar¡ both Gorz and Beauvoir were heavily influenced by

SarÈrets ldeas, which hrere crystallizing at thís time, on Èhe process by rvhich

an Índivídual was formed.

In tioús de méthode which he wrote while Beauvoir was writing

-e,(16) Sartre attempted to outlíne "une méthodeMémoires drune jeune fi]le rang -

dtinvestigation eÈ drexploratíorr"(17)aímed at understanding the indivídual in her

or his "totalitê". Sartre intended his method to constitute nothíng less than

"Ia totalisation du Savoir contemporain".(18) 
"r" 

attempÈ to "sítuet"(19) the

indívidual took much from Marxism, which Sartre called:

la tentative la plus radicale pour éclairer le processus historíque
dans sa totalité. (20)

Claiming that Marxism was "la philosophíe de notre Èemps"r(21) Sartre insisÈed

that ít could noÈ be surpassed: it could only be developed. This was the

expressed aim of Sartrers existentlal approach, which Èook account of American

empirical sociology and psychoanalysis.

By American sociology, SarËre meant the study of "groupes définis ,'(22)

(15) Gorz joined the editorial board of Les Temps Mode:nes in Ïebruary 1961.
Le Traître was published, in parts, in Les Temps Modernes from October 1957 to
March 1958.
(16)
Mode

Sartre \^Irote Quest ions de méthode ín 1957. It r¿as published in L-es Temps

rnes
Qu

ín September and October L957.
cstions de méthode. Paris: Gallímard, coll."Idées", L967 ' p. 9.

ibid., p. B.
1bid., p. 52.
ibid.
lbid., p. 12.
íbid., p. 104.

(17)
(18)
( le)
(20)
(2L)
(22)
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and the indl-vtdualts ttappartenance à des groupes" (23) 
By psychoanalysls,

Sartre meant a Sartreân rather than a Freudian understandlng of psychoanalysis'

He wrote:

La psychanâlyse, à 1ríntêrieur drune totallsatíon díal-ectique,
renvoíe dtun côté aux structures objectlves, aux condltions
matérielles et, de lrautre à lractíon de notre 1ndépassable
enfance sur notre vie adulte.Q+¡

The ímpact of Marxism and psychoanalysis on Simone de Beauvoir was

largely mediated by Sartre. The empha ses and bíases in Questlons de méthode

are reflected in Beauvoirts autobiography. It was thls Sartrean exlstentiallsm

- which sÈressed certain aspects of Marxism and orthodox psychoanalysís and

rejected others - which most influenced Beauvoir. As well as these perspectives,

there was Beauvoirrs feminism - ideas which had developed duríng the wrlting of

Le Deuxième Sexe and which remained more or less constant until the impact of

the feminist movement in France ín the 1970rs. The last volume of the auto-

biography - Tout compÈe fait - hints at the possíbility of a new directíon Ín

Beauvoirts feminism which, however, r^Tas to postdate the autobiography.

In the following secÈion, I will look at the development of Beauvoirrs

ideas, in order to clarify the impact of ìfarxism, psychoanalysís, exístentlalism

and femínism on her approach to experience;

(23)
Simone
Crowd,

tions.de méthode,
eauvo r reco sre

P. 94.
adíng, ín the course of 1957, Riesmanrs The Lonel

I,{righ t Millst essays, I,rlhytets The Orgânizatión Man and Spectorsky S

The Exurbanites (*) all examples of Àmerican socíology. Extracts from all
these appeared in Les T s Modernes ln translatÍon. Extracts from Riesman and

Spectorsky appeared in no. 13 (mai 1957). A passage from The Orgânizatíon l"lan

d nd more from The Exurbanites r¡rere prínt ed in no. L52, (septembre 1958), Extracts
f rom C. lüright Mills The Power EliÈe were ín the May and June numbers, in 1957.

(*) Beauvoír wrongly quoÈes
(24) ibid., p. 90.

this title as The Exurbanist.
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1) Marxisrn

Slmone de Beauvoir tells us that when she was at the Sorbonne, in 1928-

LgZg, the phtlosophy lectures "ignoralenÈ systématiquementtt Hegel and Marx.

(MJFR, 227). Her or^m phtlosophy professor, Léon Brunschvicg, had wrltten a

book on the subject of "le progrès de la conscíence en Occidenttt.(25) However,

Beauvoir wrítes:

crest à peine si Brunschvicg avait consacré trois pages à Marx,
qutil meÈËaít en parallèle avec un penseur réactionnaíre des
plus obscurs. (ItrIFR, 228).

Sartre al-so relnforces thfs ín Questions de méthode:

sans tradfÈion hégéIJ-enne et sans maîtres marxistes' sans progranme'
sans lnstruments de pensée, notre génération corune les précédentes
et corune la suivante ignoraít touÈ du matéríalisme hlståriqu e.Q6)

This meanÈ that when Beauvoir did read Das Ka ital in 1930, although the theory

The marxist emphasis on social forces left vlrtually no ímpact on Beauvoír

and Sartre right up untll the war. Duríng Èhe Èhírties, they liked to think of

themselves as t'pure conscience et pure volonté'r. (FA, 20). They also liked to

think that "lresprit ne stísolait pas du corpst', (FA, 68). However, whereas

Sartre regarded tears, sea-sickness and attacks of nerves as signs of t'complais-

ance", Beauvoir conceded that'rltestomacr les glandes lacrymales et la tête elle-

même obéissent parfois â des forces irrépressibles." (FA, 135). I^Iíth the íllusions

they were able to harbour as "jeunes ínÈellectuels petiËs bourgeoís", (I'4, 25) 
'

they believed - writes Beauvoir - that:

nos liens avec le monde, crest nous qui les créíons; la líberté
étaít notre substance même. (FA, 22)

(25) Léon Brunschvicg. Le Progrès de Ia conscÍence jþns la philosophie
occídèntale. Paris: Alcan' L927-
(26) estions de rnéthode . 26.

of surplus value !¡as a "révélatlon", she did not grasP the sÍgnífícance of Marxisrn:

je ne faisais pas de différence entre Ie marxisme et les philosophies
auxquelles jtétais habtÈuée, si bien qu'il me parut très facile à

comprendre et que j. n'en saisís,, en fait, Presque rien. (FA, 56)(27)

(27) rn
much the

stions de S"ttt" cornments on his own readlng of Marx in
out lumíne¡isement eÈ je nty comprenafs --SAme \^lay: ec

dei¡t
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It was when world vrar was declared, in 1939, that Beauvolrrs conscÍous-

ness changed. Suddenly she was no longer able to delude herself that Parls l'ras

'fle centre de la terrett (FA, 32) or that she controlled her own lIfe. Her first

reaction to thls reaLlzation of indivfdual powerlessness hlas to seek Èo ínunerse

herself in "le cours du monde". (8A,r 472). She seÈ herself the task of reading

( 28)
Hegel I s La Phénornénolo sie de 1 | espriÈ in order not only to gain understand-

ing but also to acqpire a cerÈain detachment from the present moment. The stress

Hegel placed on the subordínation of the individual to the logÍc of hisÈory and

on the historiclty of reason - in conjunction with the world crisís - caused a

shíft in Beauvoírrs thinkÍng. Her old índívídualism and her new historicism

deepened into a sense of the mutual ínteraction between the indivfdual and

society.

In the fortl-es, Sartre and Beauvoir's prevíously indlvídualistlc idea of

"libertétt became "liberté et responsabí11té".
(29) rn LtEtre et Ie néant, which

he wrote in 1941-1942, Sartre described freedom as a moral issue.

Although l-t r^ras not unËil the fl-fties that Beauvoír took a serious

interest in Marxism, she owed certain valuable insights to Marx and Engels

before this. In Le Deuxíème Sexe for example, wrltten ln the late fortles,

she wrote:

La théorie du matérialisme historique a mis en lumíère de Ërès
importantes vêrítés. Lthumani!é nrest oas une espèce anímale:
c'est une réa1i;¿-;i";.;iq"". (¡o)

(28) Beauvoir Pro
translatíon of The

bably read Jean HYPPoli
Phenomenolo ofS irit

ters translation - the first complete
, which he published between 1939 and

1941. Hyppolite had been a fellow-s t of Beauvoirrs at the Sorbonne. (See

Mémoíres dtune eune fíIle r e ¡ p. 295).
2e) J-P SarÈre. L Etre et le néan

(30) Le Deuxième Sexe I r P. 95"
t. Paris: Gallimard, coll. "Tel", 1943, p. 612.
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Applíed to vromen, thfs meant - as Beauvofr wrote - that blological facts

rrprennent une valeur tout à fait dffférente sel-on le contexte économique et

socfal". (31)

La femme ne sauraiL être consídérée slmplement coûme un organisme
sexué: parml les données biologigues, seules ont une fmportance
celles qui prennent dans lractLon une valeur concrète.\52)

Sartre started to re-read Marx 1n the early fífties and by 1956 he was'

Beauvoir tells us,'rconverti à 1a díalectique"; (fCr 369). In the surmner of

that year, just before embarkíng on the autoblograPhY, Simone, ln Greece with

Claude Lanz¡nann (a commltted Marxist), chose her hollday readíng wíth the alm

of extendíng her knowledge of cultural hlstory written from a Marxist standpoínt:

je mtab sorbai cet été-là dans La Mora1e du and siècle(33)de
Le Díeu caché de Goldmann, 1 étude de Desanti surBénichou t

Splnoza'l Etab issan t avec précisfon les liaisons dtune oeuvre

rÍr le is: Morales du and siècle,
Introduc hist re a los hle Recherches à

avec la société dont elle émane, ctétaít des essais qui faisaíent
avancer Ie marxlsme. Jfaurais souhaité pouvoir révlser en ce sens
toute ma culture. (FC, 374)

The heurístÍc value of the Marxíst argument that indivíduals cannot be

understood apart from their relations with other members of the socl-ety was

clear to Simone de Beauvoir; thís approach enabled her to see her lífe much

more in terms of factors whích r'rere external to her consciousness and whfch

exercised an Ínfluence on it. In order to fulfil her expressed aim - "me faíre

une idée de ma situatíon dans le monde'l (TCF, 48) she proceeded to examine the

socio-political, cultural conditfons of her existence.

It was her deepeníng ínterest 1n Marxism in the fífties which made

Beauvoir realíze the extent to which her ornm formative years resembled those

Le Deuxième Sexe I, p. 95.( 31)
(32)
(r:¡
(r+¡

ibíd.
The correct
J-T DesanÈí.

osdeS za. Parl-s: La Nouvelle Crltique, 1957. The book was revit
s emps ernes, 137-138, (juillet-août 1957) by Jean Pouillon.

in
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of any other "jeune bourgeolse françaÍse de famflle pauvre":

Jtavafs accès aux bfens de consorunatlon quroffral-ent mon pays
et mon époque, dans la mesure où lls convenaient au budget de mes
parents. Mes é.tudes, mes lecÈures ¡nrétafent l-mposées par la
société. (TCF, 28).

It was, she continues, largely because of the atmosphere of security 1n the

1920ts that she could afford to concelve of herself as an individual lndependent

of society. Similarly, she now recognizes that certaÍn decisions which she

thoughtrat the tíme, reflected her or¡n inftiative nere actually reflections of

the contemporary socíal clímate. For example, she decided, fn 1934, to have a

skíing hollday, and corrments:

Les vacances de Noêl furent marquées Par une importante innovation;
j ten prls ltinitÍative, ou du moins, je le cruss j rai réalísé par
la suite que souvent mes inventíons ne faisaíent que refléter un
mouvement collectlf. Depuis quelque temps, 1-es sPorts dthiver,
autrefol-s réservés à de rares privilégiés, êtaient devenus access-
ibles aux gens de condition modeste qui conunencaient à sry
préciplter. (FA, 213-2L4).

As for buying a car tn 1951:

Cette initiatíve ntavait rien droriginal: lrindustrie autornobile
reprenait et beaucoup de Français ont. voulu avoir une voiture. (TCtr', 35).

By the time she $rrote the autobiography, SÍmone de Beauvoir clearly

saw the indivídual as a social entity - socially constructed and socially

maintained. Hence much of the richness of her autobiography: she realized that'

to talk about herself, she needed to wríte about hístorícal events, socl-al

forces, cultural influences and the groups she moved ín.
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2) Ps choanal 1s

In OuesÈions de méthode Sartre had sÈressed the need to complement

traditional Marxist Èheory wlth the understanding províded by psychoanalysis:

le ¡natérlalisme dlalectique ne peut se priver plus longtemps de la
médlatfon privilégiée qui lui permet de passer des déterminatl-ons
générales et abstraÍtes à certafns traits de 1'ínclir¡ídu síngrr1.ier.

( rs¡

Despíte this cIafm, and despite Èheír life-long fascination with the

process by which an individual ís formed, Sartre and Beauvoir have always

regarded orthodox psychoanalysis with a certain hosttlity.

Beauvoir tells us that when she met Sartre, in 1929, an ínterest ín

psychoanalysis was developing in certain círcles in France. At thís stage, she

and Sartre had only read Freudfs Lrlnterprétatíon des rêves and La Psychopathologie

de la vie uotídienne and she writes that Freudrs thinking conflícted with theír

idea of human freedom and was violently repudlated:

par le rô1e qurí1 accordatt à lrinconscíent, par la rígídlté de

ses explicatíons mécanístes, Ie freudisme, tel que nous le
concevions, écrasaiÈ l-a ll-berté humafne. (FA, 26).

Beauvoír critÍcized FreudÍan psychoanalysis for the same reasons t!ùenËy

years later, in Le Deuxième Sexe:

11 y a chez tous les psychanalystes un refus systématique de choix
eÈ de la notlon de valeur quf en est corrélative;-crest 1à ce qui
constitue la faiblesse inËrinsèque du sysÈème. (10¡

Because of thís, ín 1929, they failed to see the relevance of psycho-

analysis to the ttnormaltt person.

Questions de mé thode p. 87.
,P.85

(3s)
(36) Le Deuxième Sexe I



33.

Nous accueilllons avec faveur lridée que 1es psychoses' les
névroses eÈ leurs symptômes onf une slgniffcatlon et que celle-
cl renvole à lrenfance du suJet. Mals nous nous arrêtfons 1ã; en

tant que rnéthode drexploration de lrhomme normalr nous récusíons
la psychanalyse. (FA' 25).

It l-s signíflcant that Sartre and Beauvoir readíly accepted the idea

that chíldhood played a promlnent role fn the lffe of an indÍvf¿rr"t.(37) Fitted

into their framework, thís ldea did not Ïun counter to theír concept of

indívidual líberty, which was "ratíonalístet' and'rvolontaristerr:

chez un índivídu lucide, pensions-nous, la liberté tríonphe des

traumatísmes, des co*plexãs, des souvenirs, des Ínfluences. (FÀ, 26).

Ànother ïeason for their ready accePtance of the ldea that an indtvidualrs

childhood could provlde a key to her or his adult behaviour was ÈhaÈ they

believed themselves to be free from the emotional debris of childhood. This

convictíon of Beauvoirts ütas never to change. In 1960, in La Force de lrâge,

she somewhat naively attributed their lack of interest in psychoanalysis ín the

thirtiestotheiremotionallyprivilegedchildhoods:

Affectivement dégagés de notre enfance, nous ignorâmes longtemps
que cette indífférence stexpliquait par notre enfance même. (FA, 26).

A problem of a different order was that Freudts "pansexualisme

clashed with their puritaníeal upbrÍnging' (FA, 25)'

" 
(38)

During the thirties, Sartre and Beauvoír shared a contrnon fascínatíon ín

people. Beauvoir writes that the t'principal sujetf' of their conversaÈions was

the people they kner,r: (FA, 130) the hídden motives for their behaviour, the

roles they played, theír relaÈionshíps with others. unímpressed by the

137) In Tout comPte faít' Beauvoír writes:
ttje me soucie beaucoup

I
plus qufautrefois des problèmes de lrenfance' car plus je

vais plus je mesure 1 ímportance quronË eue dans le développement dtun être humain

ses toutes Premières années. (p. 163).
(sa¡ E. Régis and À. Hesnard, authors of the first book on psychanalysis to
appear in Francer, (La Ps choanal se des névroses et des choses. Paris: Alcan , 1914)

had alreadY referred to Fr pansexualisme However their use of the word wass

In fact theY cla

I

I

¡1,

),

1ì'i
;Jì

t1
1,'

P OS itive.
ginalitor l- v.

iured that his emphasis on sexuality was hís sole
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reductive analytlcal approach, Sartre was determlned to formulate a concrete

synthetical approach to indfvl-dual behavlour. Beauvoir explains:

Nous reprochlons aux psychanalystes de décomposer lthonune plutôt
que de le comprendre. LrapplÍcatíon quasi automaÈique de leurs
ticlés" leur servatt à rationaliser fallacieusement des expérlences
qutí1 aurait fal1u appréhender dans leur singularfté. (FA, 133).

LrEtre et le néant whích Sartre dtd not actually start to write until

;'g41-, was the result of reflections and philosophÍcal research in the thírtíes.

In this book, Sartre outlined a method for atÈemptíng to explain an individual.

It differed radfcally from Freudian psychoanalysis: nevertheless Sartre paid

tribute Èo Freud by calllng this rnethod ttla psychanalyse exísÈentiellett ' Ignor-

ing Freudts emphasis on the unconscious and libidinal prgdominance, Sartre

stressed those aspects whlch díd not conflÍcÈ wíth hís orn¡n existentíalist

framework.

A few years later, in Le Deuxíè-Tre Sexe, Beauvoir criticized Freud for

makíng asserÈions about biologv and sexualit¡l without taking into account the histor-,,

ical,context. she argued that such phenomena as "penis-envvtt and the ttcastrat- ;

íon complex" are manifesÈations of the socíal dominance symbolized by the phallus

and tell us nothíng about sexuality as such. She accused Freud of takíng the

body as it is perceíved and interpreted ín soclety to be "une donnée irréduct-

ible"r(39) thus confusing the social and the biologlcal.

Símone de Beauvoir made a similar objectíon to Freudts explanation of

the young gírlts Qedipus complex; she herself attribuÈed the gír1rs tendency to

deify her father to social rather than líbidinal factors:

Ce nresr pas la líbido féminine qui dÍvinise le pèref...J;le fait
que le désir fémíntn se porte sur un être souverain lui donne un
caractère orl-g1-nal; mais elle ntest pas constituÈive de son objet,
elle 1e subit. La souveraineté du pèfg.est un fait dtordre socíal:
et Freud échoue à en rendre compte. (4u)

I

I
I

{r

I

(3e) Le Deuxíème Sexe I, P. 86.
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de ces
íntègre

here in the third person:
de fonder lrhomme dans

þ.

Slmone adhered to this explanation in the autobiography to elucldate the father-

fixatfon which doml-nated a certaín phase of her chlldhood. She told Francl-s

Jeanson, ln an lntervlew 1n 1966, that her passion for her father seemed to her

devoíd of any t'aspect physiquett. It was, lndeed, accompanled by "une grande

jalousÍe par rapport à Ia mère" and caused "une très grande déceptfon" when her

father appeared to betray her, but according to Simone de Beauvoir, 1t h¡as ttun

('4I) 
Thus Beauvoír, like Sartre, used parts of Freudfan theory,amour de têtett.'

but placed her emphasis where Freud did noÈ.

Sartre and Beauvoír - and André Gorz - have always attacked psychoanalytical

interpretations for lacking any notion of an 'rirréductible díalectlque" .(42'¡ In

1960, Beauvoir \^trote:

(4r¡ Jeanson. Símone de Beauvoir ou ltEntre lse de vivre . p. 253.
Elsewhere, Beauvoir wrl-tes of rsublimaÈion (C.f. p.25 Hor"¡ever, she does not
apply the idea to her relatíonship wiÈh her faËher.
Gù Sartre made thís poÍnt as recently as L972, (See "sartre par SarÈre" ín
Situatíons IX , Galllmard, 1972, p. 107). He continued:
"í1 y a diffêrentes configuraÈions de la réalité dlalectique, et chacune
confíguratÍons est rigoureusement condltíonée par la précédente, qurelle
et dépasse en même temps . tr...J Un sentiment ou une passion enÈre deux personnes
est sãns doute fortement conditíonné par leur relation ã un "obJet primitif"; on
peut retrouver cet objet et sten servlr pour expliquer la relaÈion nouvelle.
Maís cette relation elle-même reste írréductible. rr

André Gorz, summíng up his attitude to psSrchoanaly sis in Le Traître , written ln
1956, makes much the same pofnts. IIe writes about híms

"I1 se fout des interprótations freudiennes, de leur façon
1a libido príse pour irréductible; drailleurs il ne 1es connait pas dans le
détail et ne veut pas staventurer à en discuter. Ce quí Itintéresse, ctest qutil
y a une façon souvent valable de comprendre un homme à partir de son enfance,
â. "" pr"rièr" histoíre, de sa siÈuation famílíale, de la manière dont, à

partir de cette situation, i1 a assumé son corPs, sa víe naturelle, son être
pour les autres." (p. 71).
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aux yeux de ces doctrinaíres, l-1 nrexiste Jarnals de relatlons
adultes; ils fgnorent la dlalecti-que qui de I'enfance ã la
maturlté - à parÈtr de racines dont Je suis lol-n de méconnaltre
lrextrême importance - transforme les relatlons affectives: elle
les conserve, mais en les dépassant, et dans ce dépasseme.nt est
enveloppé lrobJet que le sentiment vise à neuf. (FÀ, 376-377) -

I,Iíth this críticism 1n rnind, Beauvoir fs impatient with the suggestlon'

which others have made from tíme to time, that Sartre has been for her "un

substl-tut de père" or that her friend 01ga (and possibly other young friends

of hers) has been "Ie succédané drun enfant". (FA, 376). She calls thís

approach "simplíste à I'excès". (FA, 376).

In fact, psychoanalysls has had very little influence on Simone de

Beauvoirrs autobÍography. Talkíng to Madeleíne Chapsal, in 1960' abouÈ the

fírst two volumes of the autobÍography, Beauvolr told her:

Pour lrinstant je me soucÍe uniquement de ma vie conscJ-ente, et
non de ses soubassements. Jren índique des inplícatÍons qui me

demeurenÈ obscures, jressaye à lfoccasion de les élucider. Mais
pour moí ce n'est paã 1à lressentíeI.(43)

,tLtessenÈielrr, to Beauvoír, has always been her raÈional, conscíous self. She

goes to great lengths, ín Èhe autobiography, to ratíonalize and explain the

apparently irrational, to gloss over and thus conceal those shadowy areas of

her exístence when she no longer felt ín control.

In Tout compté fáit, Beauvoír describes some of her dreams, declaring:

je ntessaierai pas dten donner une interpréÈatíon freudienne. .

(TCF,1r3)

Indeed, she makes no attempt of any sort to ínterpret the dreams; even here she

avoids confronÈing her semi-conscious fears, phobias and personal neuroses. On

the subject of sexualíty, Èoo, the autoblography ís a picture of discretion.

Despite the admÍratíon she professed for Mlchel Leirisr autobiography, three

volumes of whích were published by the time she began writlng her or^m, Beauvoirrs

I

(43) Madeleine ChaPsal. Les Ecrivalns en Dersonne. Paris: Juillard, 1960, p' 29'
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self-portrait was unaffected by the emphasis he gave, influenced by psycho-

analysis, to dreams and sexuallty.(44)

Beauvolrrs t'exJ.stentíal psychoanalysistt - l1ke Sartrers and Gonzts -

remained much closer to exístenÈ1al1sm than to psychoanalysls.

3) ExisÈentiallsm

The basic difference between the existentialist approach to the índlvidual

and that of Marxlsm and psychoanalysis ls that the last Èwo "sysÈems" consider

the individualrs decislons to be largely determined by círcumstances external

to the se1f, whereas exístentíalism emphasÍzes self-determination.

Beauvoir stresses thaÈ she saw her lífe as her own responsibility

before she came into contact with Sartre:

déjã à dix-neuf ans, j rétais persuadée qu'í1 appartient à 1'homme,

à luí seul, de donner un sens à sa vle, et qutil y suffit. (FA, 564).

It was during the decade before the war, ürhen Beauvoir and Sartre spent

a great deal of time discussing behavlour and personalíty, inventing t'des schémas"

to explain thelr observatíons, (FA, 134) that Sartre developed the ídea of

mauvaise fol whích he elucidated, later, in LrEtre et l-e néant.

Mauvais e foi hras seen as a conscíous choice to deceive oneself about

onesêlf,- the cowardly means of avoidíng Èhe burden of responsibility for onefs

actions. This became the exlstentÍalist equívalent of what Freud called the

(44) Míche1 Leirís. LrÀge dthomme. Gallirnard' 1939.
Biffures. Gallimard' 19 48.
FourbÍs. Gallimard, l-955 .

In the intròductory "oãiffiTo 
L'Age d'homme, entitled "De la litÈérature

considérée cortrne uire tauromactriãr, l,eiriã eipressed his aim at the time of wrlting:
'mettre à nu certalnes obsesslons drordre sentimental ou sexuel, confesser publique-
ment certaines des déficiences ou des lâchetês qul f.. ¿ font le plus honte." (p.11)
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unconsclous, Beauvolr and Sartre aar¿ manifestatíons of mauvaise fol wherever

they looked:

Nous nous appllquíons à la débusquer sous tous ses aspecÈs: trlcher-
ies du langage, mensonges de Ia mêmoire, fultesr compensations'
subllmatlons. Nous nous rêjoulsslons, chaque fois que nous découvr-
fons une nouvelle grllle' une nouvelle forme. (FA, 134).

The idea of mauvaise foi was both a cause and a consequence of their

life-long fascínation with roles and role-playlng. IÈ also explalns the moralísm

which emerges in the autobÍography - a moralism whích affects Beauvoirrs

attítude to herself and to:-other v/onen.

The scope Beauvoír gave to índlvídual cholce was quiÈe extreme at thís

early stage. This emphasis was s1lght1y modified after the war and over the

years, but never fundamentally. In the last volume of the autobiograPhY, Slmone

de Beauvoír still claims that:

aucun homme ne se veut autre qutíl est, puísque pour Èout
exístant, être, crest se faire être. (TCF' 46).

This belief radically affects the tone of the autobÍography. As Philippe

Lejeune points out (in reference to Sartre), the tradÍtional auÈobiographícal

approach: t'je suis devenu moi" becomes, in Èhe case of an Existentíalíst:

"je rne suís fait toi".(45)

Of course, the convíctl-on of self-chol-ce did not mean denying the determin-

ing powerr of socio-economíc and psychologícal factors. Indeed, in the very first

íssue of Les T s Modernes Jean-Paul Sartre stressed the ímportance of the

individual I s situation:

Les hommes constÍtuent des totalités indêcomposables, dont 1es

ídéesr les humeurs et 1es actes sont des sÈructures secondaires et
dépendantes, et dont 1e ca{actère essentiel est dtêtre situées et
ils diffèrent entre eux corrme leurs situations diffèrent entre e11es.

(45) Philippe Lejeune.
(46) J-P SarÈre. "Prés

LeP te autobio a hi ue
entation des Temps Modernes

p.24I.
, (octobre 1945) in

Sl-tuatíons II. Parls: Galllmatd, L972.

(46)
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A decade laÈer, in Questions de méthode Sartre ldas more speciffc about

how the notlon of choice could be reconclled wlth genulne limfÈatl-ons to a

personts líberty ln a speclfic situation. He explaíned that it ís not the

sltuation of the indivfdual which ís so ímportant, but the way ín which the

índlvl-dual transcends it:

pour nousr lfhourne se caractérlse avanÈ tout par le dépassement dtune

sítuationr par .. q,r;ii-parvient à faÍre de cä quron a fait de lui.G7)

Thus, "les condltions matérielles de son existence circonscrivent le champ de

ses possíbi1ítés,,, 
(48) buÈ the freedom of the índl-vidual líes in expanding the

"champ de possibílités'r to lts maxlmum'

In LrEtre et le néant and ín his studíes of Baudelaire (L947) and Genet

(1952) Í49) Sarrre developed the idea that each Índividual makes a fundamental

chofce of being which he cal1ed 1e choix origínel Àdmítting that it has manY

similaritíes wíth the'rcomplex" in psychoanalysls, he described 1t as foll.ows:

Ce choíx originel stopérant face au monde et êtant choix de la
posírion danã le monde est totalítaitef .,..J -: 

il.est antérleur
à la logiq""f .. J ; c]est lui qui choisil:F lrattitude de la
p"r"or,oã en face de la logique et des principes; í1 nrest donc pas

questíon de 1'ínterroger conformément à la logique. I1 ramasse en

une synthèse prélogique Ia totalité de ltexistant et, corune tel,
iI est le centre de références drune infínité de significations
polyvalentes. (so¡

In Pour une morale de lrambiguité,

descrlbed "le drame du choix originel

adolescence:

whích was published in 1947, Beauvoír

which she situated in an indivldualrs,' ( 51¡

(47)
(48)
(4e)

(s0)
(sr¡
n. 26,

J-P Sartre.

J-P Sartre.
Pour une mo

Quest.ion s de méthode rP
ibid., p. I 30.

Baudelaire.

t27.

Paris: Gallímard, L947.
Saint-Genet Comédien et Mart Paris: Gallimaxd, 1-952.

L Etre et le néant. Paris:
rale de lrambi

coll. "TEL", 1943. p. 630.
co1l. ttl,es Essaístt ,

Gallimard,
Gallimard,

947, p. 8.
té. Paris:
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Crest à ce moment qutil se décide; sí lrhlstoire quton pourrait
appeler naturelle dtun indivldu: aa sensualitê, ses complexes
affectifs, etc., dépend surtout de son enfance, crest lradolescence
quJ- aþparalt corune le moment du choix moral: alors la libefté se
révèIe et 11 faut dêcider de son attitude en face drelle. $Z)

(ss¡
The ldea of choice of sel-f permeates Les Mots, Gorzt s Le Traltre and

SÍmone de Beauvoirfs own autoblography. Assessing the extent of her líberty ln

later life, Beauvoír looks back on her choices and believes they were guided by

a projet origÍnel which, she deduces, Ìras to "connaître et écriret'. (TCF,38).

Ma lÍberté srest employée à soutenir mes projets oríginels; pour y
rester fidèle, elle a eu recours, à travers les fluctuatíons des
círconstances, à de constantes invenÈions; celles-ci ont pris
parfois la figure dtune décísíon, mais quí Èoujours mta paru aller
de soí: touchant les choses importantes, je ntai jamais eu à
délibérer. Àccomplissement drun projet originel, ma vie a été en
même temps le produit et Itexpressíon du monde dans lequel elle se
dêroulait. (TCF, 39)

In her preface to VÍolette Leducts La Bâtarde, wriÈten in 1964, Beauvoír

sees Leducrs life, símílarly, in terms of choíces of self:

Par angoísse, par déceptJ-on, pâr rancoeurt_gJle a cholsi le
narclssísme, 1tégocenÈrfsme, la solitude. (54)

In so doing, Símone de Beauvoír is placing the ultimate responsibility for her

Iífe, for Leducrs life, squarely upon their own shoulders. Beauvoir never

actually came to give less Ímportance to freedom and responslbílity - (two ínter-

locking terns) - but, in the course of her autoblography, she did give more

weigh t to sítuation. In Tout c te faít , Beauvoir perceives the limits wíthín

whtch one choôses more clearly as limits, although the necessíty of free choice

is no less obvious. This attitude has both shaped and been shaped by her feminism.

(s2)
(s3)
ItParti
condít
à derni
vivrett
(sa¡

Pour une mo rale de lranrbieuité r P. 58.
Gorz explains hís autobiographical meÈhod in

r du choix personnel, cresÈ-à-dire comprendre
Le Traître:
comnent on stest falt à sa

ion, comrnent on sfest choÍsÍ à parÈír dteller laissé infecter par elle,
víctíme, à demi complice, comment í1 a été possi-ble quton accepÈe de la

. (p. 60)
?rêface to La Bâtarde p. 8.
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4) Feminien

Up untll 1946, Simone de Beauvoir l-acked any femínlst consciousness

whatsoever. She assumed that her own problems and those of other I'Iomen \¡Iere

their indivídual concerns, rather than manffesÈations of a shared female condítion.

The questÍon of l{oments oppression simply díd riot occur to her:

Hormnes ou fenrnes, je pensais que chacun peut tirer så propre
éPíngle du jeu. (55)

At Èhe tíme of the Liberation, Símone quite suddenly came into contact

with a number of women over forÈy who had had, in a sense, ttune expérience

identiquerr:

elles avaient vécu en "êtres relatífs'r. (FA, 587).

BeauvoÍr was gradually becoming aware that certain of the "difflcultésrr, the

ttfausses facilitéstt, the ttembûchestt and ttobstaclestt whÍch r¡/omen came across \¡lere

"génériques" rather than "individuels". (FÀ, 586-587).

Hor¡ever, ít was not untíl L946, when BeauvoÍr fÍrst thought of writing

her autobiography, that she seríously asked herself for the fírst time:

qu'est-ce que ça avaít sígnifié pour moi drêtre une fe¡nrne? (FC' 109)

She intended to make some brfef notes on Èhís poinÈ, but became absorbed in the

new discoveríes she was making:

Je fus si intéressée que jtabandonnai le projet dtune confessÍon
personnelle pour mtoccuper de la condition fêminine dans sa
généralíté. (FC' 109).

It is signifícant that the imPetus

from a projected autobiography. In turn'

impact on the autobíography.

for writing Le Deuxième Sexe sprang

the study of women lilas to have a major

(55) ChaPsal. Les Ecrlvafns ên per sonne. P.22.
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Just as Marxism had helped her understand her own bourgeol-s conditlon,

her study of women revealed to Beauvoir "une conditlon féminl-ne'r. (FA' 586).

It was a revelatlon to her to discover the enormous dífference in the soclal

conditloning of males and females and to realize the exÈent to which she had

been formed into ttune 5eune fille rangée":

Toute ma formation af fectítzê-: l-ntellectuelle, a 6-té-différente
cle celle drun homme. (S0¡

I^Ihen Beauvoir returned Èo the autobíographícal project a decade later,

she saw it - among other thÍngs - as a chance to extend her study of women,

from the standpoÍnt of her personal experience. By looking both at herself

and at hromen she knew well, she intended to explore a question which'had

begun passionately to interest her:

Connnent une fenrne starrange-t-e1le de sa condition de femme?
(TCF, 164).

In Le Deuxl-ème Sexe Símone de Beauvoir had used an existentíalíst

perspecËive to analyse the situatíon of \tomen. She sa\^l hTomen as a product

both of "the ensemble of soclal relations" and of theír early years and Èheir

emotional condítioning withín the family. At the same time, Èhey were free

beings, able to transcend their sÍtuatlon - within a certaín "champ de possibll-

ítés", Those who made no use of this liberty fell - using Existentialíst

jargon - from a State of "transcendance" to A State of "immanence".(57)

Beauvoir \^Irote emPhatícallY :

Chaps a1. Les Ecrivains en ersonne, p. 23.
ttlnunanence and transcendance are defined as follows by H.!1. Parshley,

translator of Le Deuxième Sexe. Inrnanence, as used by Simone de Beauvoir, is
h as confinement or restríction
duÈíes; tt is ín conÈrast to the

(56)
(s7)

freedom to
existent. It

engage in projecÈs

ttthe opposite or negatíon of transcendencer suc
to a narrow round of uncreative and repetíÈíous

of ever widening scope that marks
Jonathan Cape, 1953, (Penguin, P.

the untrannneled
e4-es) ).The Second Sex
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Cette chu
suJeÈ; sl
frustration
mal absolu.

te est une faute morale st elle est corisentle par le
elIe lui est fnf1Lgêe, elle prend Ia figure d'une

et drune oppresslon;
(sa¡

elle est dans les deux cas un

It is clear that, in Le'Deuxième Sexe , Simone de Beauvoir was not onlY

concerned with the oppression of women in patrlarchal socíety, but also wlth

h¡oments or¡ün mauvafse foi , whlch fs, as she shows' encouraged by their

situation in society. She observed varlous roles in which \¡Iomen were able to

flee from the anguish of freedom and responsibilÍty rdith full- social approval.

!ùomen playing the role of ttnarcissistett, ttamoureusett or "mystfquett sought to

justlfy Ëheir exísterirce by Èhe abdication of thelr liberty to another' This

idea is also prominent in the autobiography. tr{íthout using the exístentialíst

term, Simone de Beauvoir clearly judges certain of the htomen in her life to

be suiltv of mauvaise foi

As far as she herself hlas concerned, Beauvoir was anxlous to prove that

ít was posslble Èo transcend the limitatíons of the female slÈuatíon. She r¿rote

in La Force de l rlase:

Je sais auiourd'hui que Pour me décrire, je dois díre dtabord:

"Je suis rrie f"m*dl; qnals na fiér:rfuii¡tié'n'a pas constitué pour

moi ni une gêne ni un alibt. De toute façonr llle est une des

donnêes de mon hlstoíre, non une explication. (FA, 376).

Indeed, until very recently, she has denl-ed hqving ever been' o¡pressecl as a

female herself. In an interview ín 1960, just before the publicatíon of La

Force de 1l Madeleine ChaPsalrs questlon:

Ne vous êtes-vous jamaís sentíe entravée par le fait dtêtre une fennne?

brought an emphatic response from Simone de Beauvoír:

Je ntai jamais eu à lutter' Non, tout a été facile'

I, P' 31'(sB) Le Deuxíème Sexe
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l^lhen Chapsal pressed her agaJ-n:

Et lntérteurementr vous ne vous êtes Jamals heurtée à

certains obstacles?

Beauvoir repl-1ed with equal vlgour:

Non, pas du tout. (5e)

In the autobíography it is the influence of Marxísm, rather than

Beauvoirts feminísm, which serves as a criterion for judgíng society' Further-

more, up until the early seventies, Beauvoír deemed any fundamental changes in

the female condítion to be contingent on a sociall-st revolutíon' In T'e Force

des choses

She added:

Crest pourquoí j ral- évíté de mtenfermer dans ce quton appelle
ttle f émínismett. (FC, 210)

The beginnings of the femlnist moveme¡lÈ ín France caused Beauvoir to reappraise

some of her Posltions, and Èhe end o f Tout te fa*t gJ-ves the reader a

On this last point, she has

Beauvoir reasserted the position she had held in L-e Deuxièmê Sexe:

La condition féml-n1ne fl...J tt" changera sérieusement qurau

prix dtun boule.r"t""rn"ot de Ia production' (FC, 210)'

glímpse of a new developmenÈ ín her Èhinking'

clearly changed at this stage:

ChangerlesrapporÈsdeproducÈionnesuffltpasàtransformer
les relatlons deã indívidus entre ""f "'J ; Je pensaís autrefois
quelaluttedesclassesdevaiÈpasseravantlaluttedessexes.
Jrestime maíntenant qutil faut ,näo.t les deux ensemble' (TCF, 503'505)'

However, the autobiography was virtually coupleted before the feminist

movement made any impact in France, givíng new importance to the portrayal of

female experience. I,{ríting before this time, Beauvoír obviously delÍberaÈely

avoided writing about certaín aspects of woments llves' She rarely makes

(59) ChaPsal. Les Ecrivaíns en erSonrre p. 29-30.
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allusion to the hlstorlcal struggles of hromen. There are thto passing references

to the quesÈion of womenrs.suffrag"t(60) there is a brl-ef comment, in La Force

des choses about the controversy surroundíng the law prohl-bitlng contraceptl-on'
( 6r)

There is no mention of the aÈtempts to l-mprove the oppressive divorce t.t"(62)

or of Èhe long sÈruggle for equal wages'

I^Irlting rlr.er'DgilXi,è¡i,g.9exe, obvlously made Beauvoirrs observatl-ons about

women more astute:; lt is important to realfze, however, that she díd not set

out to wríte a nfeminísÈ'r autobíography. She r,¡-rítes very líttle about aspects

of female experience which are today seen to be central to feminísm. Although

she touches on the subJecÈs of cont'raceptlon and abortion ín her novels' they

are not discussed ln the autobíography.(63) Al1usÍons to sexuality, after she

reached puberty, a:Ie extremely scanty; so are any cotnments on emotl-onal crises

peculiar to the female experíence.

Throughout the autobiography and, indeed, throughout her life, Beauvoir

has tended Èo fall ínto the trap of equating human experience with male experíence'

The reason why she refuses the specificíty of female experíence is because she

feels that to admit dlfference ís tantamoufit to admíttlng inferiority. However'

by attríbutÍng greater sígnificance to dilen¡nas and choices faced by males ín

patriarchal society, she trívla],j-zes those which derj-ve from a different way

of lífe or human condÍtion. The way ín whích she herself has "transcendedt' the

female condition has been to deny the validity of any biological and associated

(60) Mémo íres dfune eune fille r ee p. 254. La Force des choses p.22L.
(61) In 1959 and 1960, Beauvoi r vrrote prefaces for tvro books by Dr. Marie-

Andrée Lagroua tr'Iei11-Ha11é '
advocating more widespread knowledge and practice of

contracePtion. TheY were Le Plannin f arnl-11-al and La Grandt Peur dralmer, both

publ íshed by Juillard-Seguana. Force s choses , p. 524).
(62) In 1974, Beauvoír prefaced Claire Cayron s book Divorce en France.

(Paris: Denoël-Gonthier, L97 4) .
(63) Beauvoir writes abouÈ con traception in Les Mandarins., vol . I. (Gallirnard,

Follo) p. 119. and vol. II. P. 95.
There is an abortl-on scene in Le Sanq des autres. (Paris: Galli¡nard, 1945).



46.

psychologlcal dlfferencee¡ between men and \tomen and to adopt for herself the

patrl-archal assumption that male experl-ence fs universal, whereas female

experlence fs merely a lack of experfence'

In intervlews whlch post-date the autobiograPhy - lnterviews recorded

after Ig72 - Beauvolr herself has become ahlare of this problem. It is clear

from things she has said in the last decade that the autoblography represents a

particular stage Ín her feminlst conscíousness - a stage whlch began with the

wrÍting of Le Deuxième Sexe and ended wíth Tout compte faít.

From her post-.autobíographícal perspectíve, Simone-de Beauvoir makes various

pprspícacíous corlìments about her f ormer "f eminismtt. She sees toda¡z that her

stoic determinatÍon to transcend the female situation may well have given her

great strength, but it also represented a stumbling block ín that l-t meant

deliberately making light of the obstacles. In 1974 she commented in Les Temps

Modernes:

11 mta longtemps semblé que certaíns fnconvénients inhérents à la
conditÍon féminine devaÍent être símpl-ement r1égligés ou surmontés,
qutí1 nty avaÍt pas besoin de sty attaquer. (b4)

Today Símone de BeauvoLr mercílessly calls her role in the past that of

a ,,femme-alíbí", (65) and says that she managed to overcome certaln obstacles by

adoptÍng patríarchal values and succeeding according to these values. Once she

had shown herself able to do this, she had some advantages by being a female in

a male wor'[d. For example, she had the added glory of being "une peu exceptionn-

e11e,,.(66) However, the price she had to pay rntas to foster only those aspects

(64) Simone de Beauvoír ín t'Les fenrnes sterl têtenÈ". Les Temps Moderneå',.333-334,

(avrtl-rnat lg74). Republished as an inÈroduction to Les Femmés srenÈêtent.
Paris: Gallimard, 1975)

Íbid.(6s)
(66) Chapsal. Les Ecrivains en Dersonne , P. 22'



of her fernininlty which Ltere acceptabl-e - or exPected of her - l-n her rnale

peer group. In an l-ntervfew wíth Jean Gêrass1, tn 1976, Beauvolr conunented

on Èhls phenomenon at aome l-ength:

Enêcrivant@,j"'9rendiscomptepour1aprem1ère
folsgue,saffieprofÍta1sd'unesociétébâtiepour
les nó*¡¡ås. Ce qui êtait arrivé, crest que très tôt dans 1a vie
j ravais accepÈé ioutes 1es valeurs mascullnes et je mty conformais'
Il est vrai que je réussiesaís et cela renforçait ma convíctíon que

la femme pouvait être 1régale de lrhon¡ne si elle voulait cette

. êg^ltré. L..,1 ce.quí éraÍr féminin je le gardaís pour moi. Mes

succès r[,'"oõr.gaíent à conÈínuer, au fur et à mesure que je
voyais que je pouvais gagneï ma vie aussi bien que nrlmporte quel

intellectuel et guton me prenait au sêríeux tout autant que mes

collègues masculins. i...J Al me fut très facile dtoublier qu'une

secrétaire ne jouissaít aucunement des mêmes privilèges'

Ce qui était encore plus grave ctest que jtavais Èendance à

mêpriser ces ferunes qul étaient incapables, fínanclèrement ou

mentalement, de faíre Preuve dtindépendance vis-à-vis des honrnes'

En fait je pensais sans même me lfavouer: "Si je peux le faire'
elles PeuvenË le faire aussí.l'

Sínousparlíonsentermesdeclasseséconomiquesvous
comprendríel tout de suite ce que je veux dire: -j'étais devenue

une collaboratrice de la classq-prtvilégiée. Crest la rnême chose

en termes de lutte des sexes 'G7)
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p. 548.
itor of the feminist periodical Questions Féminístes, she has

erself wíth Marxist feminists, as opPosed to French feminists
rles of the femínine, in the tradition of Lacanian and

Although Beauvoir claims here that ít was the writíng of Le Deuxième

sexe whích made her realise the exËent to which she had been a "oollaboratríce

it was more accurately "la nouvelle génération de fermnes en révolte'r which

precipitated Èhis change in her conscíousness ' and she says this herself

(68)
eJ.sehTnere.

(67) "simone de Beauvolr. The Second Sex 25 years latert" Intervíer¡ with John

Gerassi in Society' (Jan-Feb. L976). Translated into tr'rench and reprinted in
Les Ecrits de Simone de Beauvoir. Ed. Claude Francis and Fernande Gontíer. París:

Galliurard t 1979,
Since L978, as ed
clearly aligned h
who advocate theo
Derridian ePÍstemologies .

(68) Sirnone de BeaJvoír. "Les femmes s'entêtent"'
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Às w111 become very clear from the present study, throughout the

auÈobiography, as l-n Le Deuxlème Sêxe Beauvoirts ttfeml-nísmt' remained sub-

ordinate to her exl-stential moralism. It ls the latÈer whích shaped her attltude

to her o!ün experience and to female experience generally. IntendJ-ng her auto-

biography to be both self-justíficatory and edlfying, Beauvoir had definite

views as to what constituted an exemplary, índependent \,voman and the extent to

whÍch she and oÈher women fulfilled or fail-ed Èo fulfíl the demands of this role.

I suggest that this ís both the strength and the weakness of Beauvolrrs

autobiography. The fact that Sirnone de Beauvoír presents us wíth a rích and

detaíled pÍcture of her lÍfe as an Índependqnt rilomen - províding v/omen with a

much needed model, partly explains the great ínterest Ín her personal 1ife, Ín

France and elsewhere. That this ís also lts weakness is best explained by

Beauvoir herself, J-n a paasage she wroÈe ín Le Deuxíème Sexe, before she began

wrltíng her own autobiography. Àttemptíng to explain why it is that, in her

opiníon, no I'autobiographies fémfnines" equal Rousseaurs Confessl-ons or Stendhalrs

Souvenirs drEsotÍsme , she ¡naíntained that hTomen writers have lacked the

"attitude désintéressée" whích would lead them beyond certain horízons.

Consequently, they sÈop short "au.seull de l-a réalité":

Quand elles ont écarté l-es voiles dríllusíons eÈ de mensonges,
elles croient avoir assez fait: cependant cetÈe audace négative
nous laisse encore devant une énígme; car la vétiLé même est
ambíguité, abîme, mystère. (69)

In pursuít of a fuller picture of women's líves in patriarchal socíety,

it ís my íntention, in this study of Beauvoirrs presentatl-on of female experience,

to bríng out the t'ambiguitét'' which is present but concealed in her account of her

(6e) Le Deuxíème Sexe II, P. 553.
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life. llhen we look not only at what she herself emphasizes and de-emphasizes,

but also at what she does not 8ay and wtrat she shows (perhaps unwlttlngly)

wfthouÈ saylng, the lnadequacy of Beauvoirrs ratlonalízatlons becomes

apparent. lrle fLnd ourselves confronted with the uncertalntfes, the

arrblgufttes and contradictlons whl-ch constitute the trvérl-tétt of an

indivl-dualrs existence. In so doing, hre are perhaps taking one steP over the

,tseuil de la réalltétt, towards a gïeater understandfng of the complexitl-es of

the female exPerience.
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III. The Autoblo : Beauvoirf s Personal Motl-vatl-on.

The motlves which induce a writer to embark on an auÈobiography are

usually both conscl-ous and unconscious. There may well be motfves which the

wríter ls prepared to admlt to herself or himself, buÈ not Èo the reader.

Determining Beauvoírts expressed, concealed or unacknowledged aims 1n writing

the autobíography helps us shed light on her portrayal of female experience and,

specífícally, of her own experlence.

Beauvoír prÍdes herself on a ttsincéríté aussí éloignée de la vantardíse

que du masochismerr. (FC, 9). Ilowever, she does warn the reader, at the beginnÍng

of the second and thÍrd volumes of the autobiograPhY, thaÈ ít is "impossible de

dire tout". (FCr 8). She suggests that this ís for reasons of discretion:

Sí j rai pu sans gêne, et sans trop dtindíscrétion, mettre à nu

mon lointaín passé, je ntéprouve pas à ltégard de mon âge adulte
le même détachement et je ne dispose pas de la même ll-berté. (FA' 10).

It is ínteresting that, ín reference to herself, she makes a distinction

between omlssíons and lies:

Jrai consenti, dans ce livre' à des omíssions: jamaís ã des mensongest
(FÀ, 11)

whereas sh e condemns Malrauxrs Antlmémoíres for its gaPs¡ adding:

lromissíon. (TcF, 175).La forme la plus insidieuse du mensonge' crest

Indeed, ít is clear that Beauvoírrs unwillingness to be indíscreet about

other people is not the sole reason for certain omissions in the autobíography.

It is significant that Mémoires dtune jeune fílle rangêe ls a very frank and

certainly not flattering picÈure of her childhood and her Parents and yet it was

nevertheless published in her motherrs lifetime. I must agree wíth Francis

Jeansonts comment on her omissíons, that:
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lrexpllcatl-on favorite de notre auteur me semble lnsuffisarra..(70)

Her "souci de discrêtlontt has doubtless restraÍned her on occasion. However,

what would appear to influence her more are - in Jeansonts words -ttles questlons

que lui pose aon propre rapport à sol".(71) Beauvoir ls aware herself that lt

is her own t¿ishes whích are directing her writing:

Pourquoí y a-t-íl des choses que je souhalte díre, drautres ensevelir?
parce qu'Llles sont trop prêcieuses (sacrées peut être), pour la
littérature. Co¡rune si la mort seule, seul- lroublí était à la
hauteur de certaines réalités. (FC' 453).

BeauvoÍr may well declare:

jravais du goût pous les essais-martyrs où on s'explíque sans

prétexte; (Fc, 108)

the fact ís that she herself was too concerned to justtfy herself and to provide

a model of an exemplary lndependent woman to produce an "essaí-martyr'r. Self-

justifícation and edificatíon \¡rere not a concern in her fíctíon and Beauvolr

admits, in Èhe course of the auÈobiograPhY, that the protest of sorne friends -

,,vous vous livrez davantage dans vos romads". (FC, 7) - ís not entirely unfounded'

She rnight have admired Leirist âttempt to wriÈe about his "expérience déchirante",

"conflít" and "drames" (TCF, 167) and Violette Leducrs ínÈrepld exploration of

,,désespoir", "passiont' and "haine".(72> However, Beauvolr rarely goes further

than merely to hint at personal tension in the autobiogrephy. It ís l-n the

ftctíon where she wrlt,es about íntense emotional torment, love, jealousy,

loneliness, haÈred and despafr. Her autobiography emphasízes the satisfying

aspects of her life and avoids discussing the anguish of moments of personal crisis'

In order to undersÈand Beauvoirts portrayal of experÍence' lre need to look

more closely at her aims in writíng the autobiography. These were basically to

have a loving audience, to just,ífy herself and to guíde others.

(70)
(71)
(7 z¡

Jeanson.
ibid.
Beauvolr.

Simone de Beauvoir ou L rEntrep

Prãface to La Bâtaide.

ríse de vivre. p. 198.
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1) Nârrative as "Sâlvatlon'r ; Thê Portrait of rhe sêlf.

Beauvoir herself is quite conscious and candÍd about her desíre for

lmmortalíty and for admiration. She makes it plain thaÈ one of the rnajor

contínuitfes in her life has been whaÈ she calls: "mon dêsír de me raconter"'

(FC, 393). This was already apparent when slmone l\ras a young girl. she

explaíns why she thinks she líked to telI people about her life:

Jravaís spontanément t.endance à raconter tout ce qul- mtarrl-valt:
je parlaís beaucoup, j'écrívaís volontiers. Si je relatais dans

une rédaction un épisode de ma vie, i1 échappait ã lroubli, 11

intéressaít d'"rrtr"" gens, fl était définitivement sauvé. (MJFR, 71).

The young Simone seemed to need constantly to prove her ov¡n worth. For

this, she found she needed to have a "témoin", (ì'IJFR, 41) someone whose approval

would validate her existence and "save" it from oblivion. The approbation and

admiration of other people seemed to "sanctionner publiquement'r her existence.

(MJFR, 68)

As a young child, Símone did not lack an audience. Ìler mother, to whom

she was exceedingly attached, shared all her confidences, watched and approved

her. r'Elle était mon témoin", declares Símone. (ItrIFRr 41). Likewise, her

younger sister, ttPoupette", her t'assocÍéet', provided another significant wltness'

Depríved of her sisterts company, a1l actívíties seemed t'fades"i together with

her síster, any project they undertook "échappaít à la gratuiÈé". (ItrIFR' 45)'

Above all, God seemed to exíst to reflect her glory - just as she seemed

to reflect Hís. She writes:

pas un instant son regard ne mfabondonnaít, et tous les auÈres

éraient exclus de notie tête-a-têx" L...7 . 11 nren laissait
,i"rr-ã"f,"pper: t...7 mes actes, mgis pen"Ë"s' mes_mêrites stinscriv-
aient "tr inf po-ur tTéterníté L. ..f . Je ne me lassais pas de

;;ãã*ir"r dans ce pur miroir sattJconìmencement ni finr'. (MJFR, 74-75) '
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The extent to which Sinonets very sense of l-dentl-ty depended on the

presence of an attentfve t'témoin" fs made apparent on several occaslons. À

strikl-ng exampLe ls when Simone reallzed. that she no longer belleved in God.

The sudden void Lrhlch enveloped her made her break out 1n panic:

Seule: pour la premlère fois þ comprenais le aens terrible de ce

mot. Seule: sans témoln L...J. Mon souffle dans rna poiÈrine' mon

sang dans mes veines, et ce rèmue-ménage dans ma tête, cela
ntexistait pour personne. (MJFR' 139).

It ts signíficant that Ít was soon after thís epfsode that Sl-rnone

decl-ded she wanted to become a writer. She remembers r¿riting in an album, at

fífteen, that she wanted to be t'un auteur célèbre". (MJFR' L42). By way of

explanatíon, Beauvoir tells us:

Je redoutais la nuiÈ, lroubli; ce que jravais vu, sentitgimét
ctêtait un déchÍrement de lrabandonner au sllence. f . ..J'LLa
littératurdmtassurerait une lmrnortaliÈé qui compenserait
1réternité perdue; il nry avait plus de Díeu pour mtaimer, mais
je brûleralà dans des millions de coeurs". (MJFR, L42-I43).

It is clear that her future readers were asslgned a sirnílar role to the future

partner Símone sometimes imagfned. As an adolescent girl, she consídered that

this partner:

devait remplir t-.,.fce rôle drexact témoÍn que jadís j'avais
attribué à Dieu. (ItrIFR' 146).

Two major psychological needs emerge from Slmoners protestations: the

first is to "sauver" (MJFR, 7L) the fugítive moments of her existence by

reratíng them, recording tt"r.(73) The second is equally important to her:

être aimée, être admÍrée, être nácessaire, être quelqutun. (MJIR, 229).

(zr¡ For sartre, the choice of wrltíng was not so much the means of saving
his exlstence as ih. *."tt" of saving himself. rn Les- Möts he presents this chol-ce

as a means of salvation from an existence experienced as false and thus guilt-
ridden. He writes:
"ma seule affaire était de me sauver f-'..J ie me suis mis tout entier à

lroeuvre pour me sauver tout entis¡."'(P' 2L4)'

I
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lJrttlng about herself was the ideal \^tay to replace the lost presence

of God. Her new "têmoin" 'her reader - would be, like Him, both present and

absent, real and lmaglned, contemPorary and eÈernal. This left Sirnone de

Beauvolr free to create her own ímage wlthout the hindrance of a judgernental gaze.

At eighteen, when she felt ostracized by those around her, Simone started

to keep a diary, and thís was the one time in her life when she expressly rd'rote

for herse1-;r.Q4) At other times, and these rrrere nearly always times when she

felt lonely, she would take up a journal agaÍn. Howevert even in this most

intimate form of writlng, not intended for publi".tiorrr(75) she seemed to have

a specífic "témoíntt Ín mind. For example, ín September 1939 she started a

journal for Sartre to read when he returned from the t"t.(76) In May 1958,

when Claude Lanzmann, who was then her lover, \^Ias away ín North Korea, she kept

a diary, wiÈh Èhe intention of sharing her experiences r¡ith hím on his return.

This desire to relate her life did not lessen in her maturity. Beauvoir

\^ras greatly excited when, in 1937, Sartre told her she should wriËe more directly

about her own experience. She remembers:

Le sang monta aux joues; Í1 faísaít chaud, il y avaít conme

drhabiÈude beaucoup de fumée et de bruiÈ autour de nous et jreus
ltimpression de recevofr un grand coup sur la têÈe, ttJ. ntoserai
3a*ais!" dis-5e: f...J]rt me semblalt que du jour où je la nourrir-
ais de ma propre subsîance le líttêrature devíendrait quelque ohose

dtaussí gtã.t" que Ie bonheur eÈ la mort' (FA' 324) '

(74) It ís possible that she would have liked to have shown her di-ary to her

cousin Jacques, the object of her infatuaÈion at Èhe time. She may have written
it with hirn in mind. However, their relatíons were such that the opportunity to
confide in him never arose. Even when she once contemplated writing him a letÈer'
she wondered an*io""ry, "Jugerait-i1 indiscrètes mes sobres effuslons?" (MIFR, 204).

(75) It ls true thai she publishes extracts from her dídry l-n the autobíograPhYr

but that \.ras not her aim in wriÈing the diary. Furthermore, the passages are

??;i"""ålJ:îå:tr::il in Apr' and May or 1e46 - some or

which she published in It is not clear for who¡n it was

prímarily intended - whether for Sartre o herself only.
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Less than a decade later, Beauvoir Ìdas already nning to wrlte

directly about her own experience. She writes:

Jtavals envie de parler de moi. (FC' 108).

trlhen she dfd eventual-ly undertake her autoblography, in 1956, Beauvoír reml-nds

us that she had harboured this desire for a long time:

Crétait un vieux projet. t...1 Quand deux ou trois fois, je
mtétals laissé lnterviewer, jravals toujours été déçue: j'aurais
voulu faire les demandes eÈ les réponses. Dans des notes que je
ntal pas publiées, je *texplíquaís: t'Jtai toujours sournolsement
imaginé que ma vie se déposait dans son moindre déta1l sur le ruban
de quelque magnétophone géanÈ et qutun iour je dévféedaís tout
*or,-p"""é, [-.".J Je souhaitafs à quinze ans que des gens, un jour,
lisent ma bíãgralhie avec une curiosité émue; si je voulais devenir
rrun auteur connutt, ctétait dans cet espoír. Depuis j rai souvent
songé à 1técríre moÍ-même. L'exaltatíon avec laquelle jadls je
caressaís ce rêve mrest aujourdrhui bíen étrangère; mais j ral
gardé au coeur lrenvie de 1e réalíser... (FC, 393).

It seems thaÈ at the source of what Francis Jeanson calIs Simone de Beauvoirrs

"autobiogttphi"*""(77) there is a fundamental "besoin", an "appel" (FA, 64)

which BeauvoÍr belíeves is at the root of every creaÈlve work. Recordlng her

or¡rn experience has been a hray of immortalizing herself. That Beauvoir has

a1waysfe1tthisneedisaPparentfromtheendingof@where,

Èemporaríly in a mood of despair and disíIlusionment, she üIrote:

je déteste autant qutautrefols mtanéantir. Je pense avec
mélancolie à tous les lívres 1us' aux endroits visités, au
savoir amassé et qui ne sera plus. t...1 Au mieux, sí on me lit,
le lecteur pensera:,elle en avait vu des choses! Mais cet
emsemble unique, mon expéríence à moi , L...J toutes ces choses
dont jtai parlé, drautres dont j" otai rien dit - nulle parÈ
cela ne ressuscitera. (FC, 686).

(77) Francis Jeanson. Símone de Beauvoir ou LrEntreprise de vivre. One
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chapter is enÈitled: "Autobíographisme, Narcíssisme et Images de Sof .I'
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2) The Need for Self-Justfffcatlon

Beauvolr herself freguently coûments on her need to justify herself. As

an existentfalist, a favourite theme of hers 1s her discomfort when other people

proJect onto her what she bel.leves to be a false 1-mage of herself. She admits

her desÍre to use the autobiography Èo correct these images, by creatíng her

own image of herself. However, she tends to forgeÈ that her own self-portrait

ís al-so only an image, which may not "oå "lo"er to the Èruth than another

portraíË of her.

Beauvoir had always felt herself to be out of the ordinary. She wríÈes

that, as a babY:

une abondante famílle me garantissait mon ímportance. (MJFRT 13).

As well aS this, there was Èhe presence of ttJésustt and the ttbon Díeutt, ttlt

Vierge'r and "des anges". To líttle Simone, the sky seemed Èo be "étollé dtune

myrlade dryeux bienveíllants". (MJFR, 13).

However, somethíng seems to have occurred fn Símonets early childhood

which changed this attitude. Francis Jeanson, in his book on Beauvoír, points

out that "ltassurance dtêtre justífíée" vlas transformed into t'ltexigence de

se justif1"t". (78)

Beauvoír needed to justify her existence as much to herself as to other

people. She needed a t'témointt, in order to be able to esteem herself through

the esteem of others. Ànd - she says this herself and ÍÈ is a crucial polnt -

Jtavais besoin de mon estíme pour vivre' (FC, 391) '

Simone de Beauvoír admíts that she is ttsensible aux blârnes et aux

louanges". (FC, 678). Inlorse for her than Èo be critlcized, however, has been

I
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(za¡ Francls Jeanson. Simone de Beauvoír ou lrEntreprise de vivrer P. 47.
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to be misunderstood. There is a tell1ng lncídent ln Lâ Force de 1' r-n

which a serles of unfortunate coincidences distorted the aPPearance of Simoners

behavl-our, maklng her look qul-te connlving. She couunents, fervently:

il nty â pas de pire rnalédiction' Pensal-je, que drêtre traité
en coupabl. prt ães juges respectés; une condamnation sans appel
devait déflnltivement pervertir les rapports quron entretlenÈ
aVeC Soi-mêrne, avec autruf, avec |e monder et VouS narquer pour

roure la vie. (FA, 168).

l

!

l{hen asked by Madeleine Chapsal what had been her main aim in her

adolescence, Símone rePlíed:

Avant tout jressayaís de me défendre conÈre mon enÈouraget
de me justiifer' (79)

It was with much the same aím that the fífty year old related her life in

the autobiography. In the tradítlon of Rousseaurs Confessions Slmone de

Beauvoír used the autobíography as an opPortuniÈy for self-justification and

counter-accusation. In La Force des choses she tells us:

jrai écrit ces mémoires en grande partie pour rétablir la véríté eÈ

ú"",r"orrp de lecteurs mtont diE qu'en effeÈ íls avaient sur moi les
idées les plus fausses. (FC, 677) .

As well as the fact that Beauvoír had made certain choices about herself

which she wanted to defend, she also had a publlc image - Ín facÈr'several' often

contradictory public images - whích she felt oblíged to justifyt correct or

belie. One of these was her ímage as a femínist'

trfhen Beauvoir started work ín the autobíograPhY, only seven years had

elapaed since the publtcation of Le Deuxième Sexe, which had caused a scandal

in France. In La I'orce des choses , she describes the peculÍarly French

"chiennerie" of the critics of Le Deuxième Sexe. (FCr 206). Rather than

(79) Madeleíne ChaPsal. Les Ecrívalns en Personnet P. 21.
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attacking Èhe book on its ovm grounds, they had preferred to cast unpleasant

asperslons on the character of lts author. Consnents by misogynlst critics

were deslgned Èo ttdégrader sexuellementrr the author of a book which they claimed

hras obscene. (FC, 206), Others considered the book úhe product of "ressentiment

féminin,,.(80) Beauvoír tells us that she had receíved a flood of abuslve letters

and was made uncomfortable Ín publíc places:

dans les resÈaurants, les cafés t...111 arriva souvent quton

rlcanât en me désignant du regarã ou même du dÓigt.'(FC,206)'

Because of thís, Beauvoír \^lent out of her way, in the autobiograPhY' to

shor¡ that, in her ovln case, her female condition had neither been a reason for

oppression nor a cause for embitterment. She told Chapsal, in an intervíew

recorded duríng the w'ritÍng of the autobíography:

Je voudrais quton sache que la femme qui
nta pas falt cela à quarante ans pour se

auraít été totalement malheureuse eÈ qui
Si je dís qui je suis' on se méprendra mo

If self-justifÍcation was an ímportant motíve for undertaking the

autobíography in the first place, whílst actually writíng the autobiography'

Beauvoír became increasingly caught up in the endless and thankless task of

trylng to rectify negative images of herself'

In La Force des choses, Beauvoír took advantage of the opporÈuníÈy to

justify her political stance in the years between 1944 and 1962, to explain the

course taken bY Les Temos Modernes and to clarífy her attitude towards the

Algerian war. she was emphatic about the anger and shame she felt towards her

compatriots and concerned to dístlnguish her or^m positÍon from that of the

rnajority of the French population. She who had not hesítated to condemn the

a écrit Le Deuxlème Sexe
venger dtune vie-qui
1t aur4'! t. aigrie . L. . .J
íns. (81)

(80)
(81)

Madeleine ChaPsal.
ibid.

Les Ecrfvains en ersonne p. 36.



59.

sovlets for their lnvasÍon of Hungary found herself' as a French ltoman, in a

similar culpable position vis-à-vis Àlgerla. She wrote:

Ma propre sltuaÈlon dans mon PaYsr dans le monde, dans mes

rapports à mol--mêrne s'en trouva bouleversée. (FC, 387).

On the other hand, Beauvoir felt the need to defend herself against the

accusation of being rrantJ--française" .Pg =.. (FC, 390). She w'rítes:

Pourquoi auríons-nous été animés, Sartre et moi L,..1 dtune rage
anti-françalse? Enfance, jeunesse, langage, culture, íntérêts,
tout nous raÈtachait à la France. Nous lty é,tions ni mêconnus'

ní affamês, nl brÍmês dtaucune maníère. L...7 Notre isolement
¡ nâvrþ et impuissant L...Js'esÈ imposé à noys,R*fce que

cerÈaines évídences nãn" ñ'bitaient. (FC, 363) (82)

As.wel1 as clarífying her political stance, BeauvoiT utas anxious to

correct a number of misconceptíons about her lffe-style. She wrltes that two

images of her prevailed: she was eíÈher portrayed as t'une demi-folle' une

excentríquett or else a ttpur cerveautt, leadlng ttune vie exclusívement íntellect-

uelle". (Fc, 676).

Not "exclusivement intellectuellerr, she nevertheless defines herself as

,,une íntellectuelle". (FC, 387) and "une femme écrivain". (FC' 677) ' And the

latter, she hastens to add, does noÈ mean ttune femme dtjntérieur qui écrit"

but rather:

quelqurun dont toute lrexistence esÈ commandée par 1técriture. (FC' 677)'

This, however, has not meant that she had not "lived"' To this crlticism

she retorts scornfullY:

(82) Beauvoír admits that she herself had been guilty, earlier, of suspecting

the Trench members of the réseaú de- soútien-who supported the F.L.N. of acting

ín order to ,,liquider des õ-*[t-"xes"]-G-describes her rationalizations for

her own inaction thus:t'Nry avait-íl chez ceux gu

volontê de se couPer de Ia
êÈre ou à quel-que malaise?

7 T . . .-7 1r avaient choísie fl t action clandestinel une

"-o*tr-rl"rrté 
française, liéJà un ressentiment peut-

Force des choses ¡ p. 392.)
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Mon Dieu! je ntal pas Itimpression que mes conÈemporal-ns sramusent
tellement plus que moi sur cette terre ni que leur expérience
sol_t pl-us vaste. En tout cås, me retournant Vers mon passé, Je
ntenvfe personne. (Fc, 677).

She also takes pains to correct various cortrnon lllusfons about writing:

Le publíc f..,,J stímagine qutun roman ou des souvenírs, ça
s'éãrlt au courant de la plume' (FC, 293) '

The truth, she tel1s us, is that writl-ng demands inmrense discípline; it is

more than a ttmétíertt: 1t iS also ttune passl-ontt or ttune maníett. (FC , 294) .

Símone de Beauvoír ís also sensitive to criticisms of the "alsancett of

her life-sty1e. She agrees that she is economically "une prívilégíéel but

resents charges, by t'des gens de droítert, that her style of l1fe is noË l-n

keepíng wiÈh her polítical beliefs'

jamaís à gauche on ne faiË grief de sa fortune à un ho¡nne de

gauche, fût-il milliardaire; on lui saiÈ gré d'être à gauche.

i'iaéoiogíe marxiste nra rien à voír avec la morale évangêlique,
el1e ne ié"lr*" à lríndívidu ní ascèse, ni dénuement: à vrai
dire, e1le se fout de sa vie privée' (FC' 680)'

She points ouq, with understandable bítterness, that she would have been

attacked whatever she had done:

Un manteau confortable, crest une concession à 1a bourgeoisle:
une tenue négl1gêe serait considérée cornme de Itaffectation ou

de ltindécence. 0n vous accusera ou de jeter lrargent par les
fenêtres, ou dtêtre une avare. Ne ctoyez Pas quril existe un
jusËe milÍeu: on le baptiseraít, par exemple, mesqufnerie. (FC' 681).

Beauvoir is parÈícularly angry about mallcious comments concerning her

relatlonshíp wíth Sartre. She finds it very unfair for certain people to claím

thaÈ Sartre decided her life for her; worse still- was the spiteful suggesÈÍon

that wiÈh another man she would have conrnitted herself to whatever causes he

espoused.
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Des gens ont raconté que Sartre écrivait mesJlvrç". f...JOtt.
prêtãndu aussí qu'il avalt fait ma carrière L...J A plus forte
ralson toutes mes convictions mtaurafent été lnsufflées par
Sartre. ttAvec un autre, elle eût été mystique", a êcrit Jean
Gultton; et tout rêcemment un critíque, belge si Je ne me

trompe, rêvait: "Sl çravait êté Brasfllach qurelle eût rencontré
(Fc, 673) (83)

I ll

She bursts out:

quton admet chez nous que la ferrne Pense avec son utérus:
chíennerie vraiment! (FC, 673).

Concedíng that, in the case of herself and Sartre, "philosophíquement,

polÍtiquement, 1es ínitiatfves sont venues de luit', (FC, 674) Beauvoir makes

the point that r^rhât is lmportant Ís not so much who had the intellectual

initiatíve, but whether she was, in fact, intellectually dependent, acceptíng

hís ídeas uncrítlcallY:

Mon indépendance, je ltai sauvegardée car jamals je rne suis
déchargéL sur Sartre de mes responsabilitês: je n'aí adheré à

èueune., idée, aucune rêsolution sans ltavoir critiquée et
reprise à mon compte. (FC, 674).

The tragedy - for Simone de Beauvoir - of her autobiographical entreprise

was the impossible nature of one of her aims: Èo make others see her as she

wanted herself to be seen. She explains thaÈ none of the conclusíons Èo her

books seemed satisfactory Èo her afterwards; each seemed to need modifying or

rectifying in the next, makíng rrà 1ríntérieur de lroeuvre' une espèce de

dialectique". (FA, 622). The observation of a progresslon, a modification,

from book Ëo book, is strikíngly true of the autobiographical sequence.

(33) RoberÈ Brasíllach (1909-1945) hras a fascist French ¡^rriter - considered
one of the most talented writers of hís generation. From 1936 untíl af,ter the
occupation, he hras on the editorial boar er Je -suí9-Partqut
which, wrítes Beauvoir, "dénoncait, réc1 it Vichy drinstituer
en zone libre Ie port de lfétoíle jaunet' , P' 32) '
His trial r"s .r.ty controversial. He was fíríng squad

Ctes
quel

t
1e

ín February L945.
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An example of this fs the waY in whlch bhe conclusion of La Force de

ltâge ¡nodifled La Force des choóeg. The former came out 1n 1960, ln the

atmosphere of polltical isol-atfon for the left which I descrl-bed above' Desplte

Simone de Beauvofrrs claim, at the end of Èhls volume, that she had come to

rea\Ize "la pathétlque ambigufté de notre condition", (FÀ, 621) the contrast

between her sÈate of mind tn 1944 and 1n 1960 made the book seem to Simone

ridÍculously optimistíc and posltíve.

La Force de j rai souvent grincé des dents quand
élicitalt: c est ton ique, ctesÈ dynamique, crest

Quant ã
onmef
optimiste, à un moment où tel était rnon dégoût que j rauraís
míeux almê être morte que vive. (FCr 678).

It was lronícal tha t BeauvoÍr should have concluded La Force de ltâge with a

passage on the lnadequacy of wrltten truth, only to feel, after its public-

atÍon, thatrÍndeed, the book was an embarrassing misrepresentatíon of her mood

at the time. Because of the apparent op timism of La Force de 1l , which was

wrítten and which appeared at a time when she had, in facÈ, "lt rage au coeur",

(TCF, 132) she compensaÈed in La Force des choseg, especially in the conclusion,

by pouríng out her feelings of despalr. She later tells us:

Jfai exhalé cette rage, jrai rappelé les horreurs de la guerre
d'Algérie: J'espéraís gêner mes lecteurs. (TCF, L32).

The fin al words of La Force des choses , written with a dramatic flourísh, hrere:

Je mesure avec stupeur à quel poínt j'ai été flouée. (FC, 686).

This conclusíon was much publicized and - Simone de Beauvoir felt -

completely misinterpreted. In the next volume, she writes thaÈ she had been

"paralysée par le malentendu qui avait accueil-li La Force des choses". (TCF' 151)

Tout comoÈe faít was wrítten partly to explaín and justify her gauchisrne, her

feminism, her atheÍsm and other aspects of her thoughÈ, and partly to rectlfy

the image of herself created by the previous volume: the image of "une ferrne

brlsée par 1tâge et les déceptionsr'. (TCF, I35), In this final volume, her last

line is cautíous and a little revengeful. She wrltes:
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Cette fols, Je ne donnerai pas de conclusion à mon livre. Je

laisse au lecteur le soin dien tirer celles $r"J'qul lui
plaj-ront. (TCF' 513).

Despite this, Beauvol-r has continued her battle agalnst "falsett lrnages of

herself. In the fílm about her which was fírst shor,¡n ín Paris in 1978, the oDen-

ing sceneSÏor¡s Lanzmann askíng her why she had made the f1lm. Beauvolr ans\^lers:

0n pourrait répondre de manlère désagréable, ou de maníère plus
aimábl-e, on pourraít dire: par vanítér parce que j ral envie que

les gens me ãonnaíssent. 0r, il y a beaucoup de gens qui ne

ltseit pas et qui me connaîtront - t,ravers le fílr:r. On pourralt
dire, "o t" dísant dtune manière plus aimable, par déstr drêtre
reconnue'parceque'parmilesgensquimelisent,ilyena
beaucoup qul se Èrompent tout à falt sur mofi compte et aussí
parmi les gens qui nã mront pas lue et Agl.ont entendu parler de

moi. C'étaLt une manlère de rectifier' (Aa¡

Beauvoír had prefaced La Force des choses by making a plea for faírness:

she begged the reader not to judge her before reading the whOle of the book:

Comme 1e précédent, ce livre demande au lecteur sa collaboratLon:
je présente, en ordre, chaque moment de mon évolution et i1 faut
avoir la patience de rr" pr" arrêter les comptes avant la fín. (FC, 9)'

(Ironlcally, the book was frequently judged on íts end alone!) At another

poínÈ ín the same book, Beauvoir had agaín insisted:

Danschaquemomentsereflètentmonpassé'moncorps'mes
retatíonsàautrui'mesentreprises,lasocléÈé,toutela
terre; liées entre elles, et indépendantes' ces réalités
parfoís se renforcent et stharmonisenÈ' parfois interfèrent,
se contrarient ou se neutralisent. si la totalító ne clemeure

pas toujours présente, je ne dis rien drexact. cFc, 2-96) ,

(84) Simone de Beauvoir.
Gallímard, L979, p. 11.

Un Film. Josêe Dayan et Malka Ribor¿ska' Paris:
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.This urge to present the "totalitétt of her experience, to Justlfy

herself by showing hersel-f 1n her "true" light has continued to be a drlvfng

force behlntl the autÔblographl-cal proJe

seems to have made Beauvolr even more d

goaL. Early on 1n her autobLographical

co¡nmitted herself to. In the prologue

ct. The lmPoesfbllftY of the task

etermined to tïy at leasÈ to near this

proJect, she reallzed what she had

to La Force de 1l she w'rote:

Je me suls lancée dans s¡e i-r.nprudente aventure
commencé ã parler de moi: on co¡nmence, on n'en

quand Í rai
finit þas. (rÀ, 9).



6_5 .

3) The l,lill Èo ide Others.

Slmone de Beauvoir is not completel-y honest with herself vrhen she denies her

desire to act as a model for other hTomen. And yet at times she does adrnlt thís

aim - an aim whích ís quíte obvious to her readers'

In her chlldhood, ancl assocíated wir-h the "exigence de se justifier",

Simone díscoVered a new source of great personal saÈísfaction: teachíng' Soon

after she started school herself, she began passing on her knowledge to her

síster. She found thís activíty "passionnant" (MJFR, 47) and attempts to

explain this pleasure ín her autobíography:

quand j tirnprirnais dans un es,prit vierge des vérités, je créaís
quetquä cnãse de réel.L...l Depuis que je travaillais sérieuse-
rnent, Ie temps ne fuyaii plus, Í1 srinscrivait en moi: confiant
,"" åorrrr.issãnces à une auÈre mémoire, je le sauvais deux foís.

(MJFR, 47 -48) .

It is clear that ín Simoners mind, to teach was a means to "se justifier"' It

gave her life purpose and meaning. Àt the same time, lÍke writing, teachíng

provided her wÍth a "témoin" and the means of recording her experíence and know-

ledge in the consciousness of another, thus "saviftgtt it from annihilation' Best

of aII \,üas to write and teach at the same tíme, and at eighteen, writes Beauvoir'

this trchemintt uras already ttclairement tracétt:

me perfectionner, mtenrichir, et mrexprirner dans une oeuvre
qui aíderait les autres à vivre' (MJFR, 191) '

Even as an adolescent, the desire to \Àrrite and teach \^7as associated with

the recounting of her o\,rn experience. In the next line, Beauvoir tells us:

Déjà il me sembla que je devais cor,nmuniquer la solitaire

"rpéri"rr"e 
que j'éiais-en train de traverser. (¡'[JFR' 191).

And lndeed, one of the underlying aíms of the autobiography has clearly been

to use her or^m experience as a means of "helping others to live"' Àlthough' in
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the preface to Lâ Forcê de 1 | e Beauvol-r declares that her "iompte rendutt is

',dênuê de toute préoccupation morale", (FA, 11) there is no doubt that she

regards the a}trul-stlc afm of helping others to live as a means of justifying

her egotisLical aim: to ímmortalize her experience'

In L947, ln her essay Pour úne Ètórale de lramb t'e, Beauvoir had wriÈÈen:

Lepropredetoutemorale,c|estdeconsidérerlaviehumaine
comme une partie que lton peut_g3gner ou perdre, et dtenseígner
à lthonune l-" *oy.,, de gagner'(AS¡

It is evident thaÈ Beauvol-r saw the autobiography as a means to t'enseígner L-. .l

le moyen de gagneril that t'partie" which is "la vie humaine". In this, she was

conscious of addressing herself particularly to \^lomen'

In Pour une Morale de lramb ré Beauvoir was quite PrescriPtive

the way in which an 'rauthentic" indivídual should act:

íl lui faut vouloir la liberté en lui et uníversellement¡ í1 lui
faut tenter de 1a conquétirz ,à.1a- lumíère de ce projet les
situations se hiérarchisent. (öb)

In Le Deuxième Sexe, written soon afÈer, and, indeed, in the autobíograPhY'

Beauvoír conÈinued to regard freedom as a moral criterion. It has always

remained Beauvoirrs conviction that to choose to avoid onets liberty, either by

deceÍving oneself that one has no choice or by using another person as an

"alibí" (I'4r 562) is a strong temptation, because ít is easl-er to evade

responsibllity for oners choices and actions Èhan Èo accept ít and assume the

burden and anxiety of self-determination. She has always believed thís tempt-

atÍon Èo be particularly strong for \^tomen, and says this in La Forcé des chÓSes:

Divisées, déchírées, désavantagées, Pour elles plus que pour

les hommes il exÍstå des enjeux, des victoires, des défaítes. (FCr zL1-)

Pour une Morafe de l'"tnbigui ' p' 32-33'
ibid., p. 113.

(8s)
(86)
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Beauvoir ls aware that she ls mostly read by vJomen and thaÈ she appeals

partÍcularly to younger rdomen. Just as she used to enjoy teaching her llttle

sister, Beauvoir has always taken pleasure ín being a gul-de to younger \^7omen'

Most of Beauvoirrs uromen frlends are younger than her; some of them rsere former

pupils.(aZ¡ Reminíscent of whaÈ she had said about teaching her ltttle sister'

Beauvoír admíts that she likes the waY that she is able to influence her vTomen

readers:

Elles mtintéressent; et jtai¡ne míeux, à travers elles' avoir
sur le monde une prise lirnitée, rnais solide' 9ue de flotter
dans lrúniversel. (FC, zLL).

(87) Her close friend, sylvie Lebon is thirty-three years her junior' 01ga

Kosakievlcz, Blanca and the woman she calls ttlísett were former pupils' In one of

her dreams, Sylvle and Poupette were blurred ínto the one person' Beauvoir writes:

"Je me retrouvais avec une personne qui était à la fois Sylvie et ma soeurtt'

ngt-cí

Despite this, Beauvoir has frequently deníed havíng this aim when wríting

her autobiography. In the preface to La FÓrce d-e lrâge, sþe objected to the

idea that she should have wanted, ín Mémoires dtune eune fílle ra e ,to

,,donner aux jeunes filles une leçon". (FA, 11). In the introduction to La I'orce

des choses, she makes the point that she does not see herself as havíng been

particularlY meritorious :

jemtapparaisàmesproPresyeuxconmeunobjet'unrésultat'
sans qu-,interviennenÈ dans cette saisie les notions de mériÈe

o,, i.-i"r;¿:-L..1:e ne porre aucun Jugement sur moi. (FC, 9).

l{hen John Gerassi interviewed her in 1976' he asked her:

Savez_vousqu'ilyaungrandnombredecouplesquíprennent
votrevleavecsartrepourmodè1e,spécíalementparcequevous
nråvez pas étê jaloux itun de ltautre, 9uê vous aviez une relatíon
ouverte et que cela a marchê pendant quárante-cinq ans? (88)

Beauvoír rePlied:

c'est ridicule de nous prendre pour modèles' chacun doit trouver
ses propres structures. Sartre et moi avons eu beaucoup de chance'(89)

mais aussi notre situation étaít partículière, très exceptionnelle.-

(eg) ibid.
uvoir,

nq ans apres.
p. 547-565.

" Interview wíth John Gerassi in
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However t the autobiography itself and oÈher connents Beauvolr has made

contradict these statements. rn her fi1m, which was produced 1n 1978' she

explained to Sartre hor¡ she sees her work Èoday:

ce que j e voulais essentiellement, c'était parler' corlme je le
dís dans Mómoires drune eurte f1lle r e parler aux gens, Pour

ainsí dJ.re, de bouche oreílle, Parler e manl-ère Ies gens

L.. ,f tirent Profit de ce que je leur disais. t. À travers
mes romans, et ma blograPhie aussi, il y a eu, certainementt
beaucoup de femmes qui se sont P lus ou molns ídentifées à moi, ou

qui ont cherché à Penser une cer taine 1lgne de vie à Partir de

celle quí avaít
que j rai faÍt ce que je voulais.(go

'et'e La mienne. Doncr
)

sur ce plan-là, je Pense

In an intervíew in 1979, CaÈherine David asked simone de Beauvoir what

advice she would gl-ve a young girl of twenty who resembled the girl she was

herself. Beauvoirrs answer 1s revealing:

Commejesuisuneintellectuelle,jeluidiraisprobablement
de lirä, drétudier, d'apprendre, de réfléchir. Je lui parler-
ais du féminisme. Je lui dírais, si ça se trouve, écrivez,
cfest un grand bonheur drécrire malgré toutes les diffícultés'
Etpuis'occupez-vousdumondeauÈourdevous,essayezde
vous' .,,i"gtt ãedans' (91)

Beauvoirts opinion as to the morality of guídtng others ís not constant'

As a phílosopher, she believes that it 1s jusÈiffed; as a writer of fiction and

autobiography, she has wanted Èo avoid being "édrfiant et moralísateur". (TA, 560).

However, the phílosopher is rarely absent from her writing' "Helping others to

live,' has meant índicatíng to Ëhem what she believes to be the best way for a

\^roman to live, and she offers her o\¡Jn experíence aS an example' She discusses

books she has read, filrns she has seenr and her travels with the same concern for

her readerrs edlfícation'

This raises the question of Beauvol-rrs responsibilíty' To an extent which

she never could have imagined, she was rnade, as ì{é-nie Grégoire puts it, ínto "le

(eo¡
(e1)

Simone de Beauvoir. Un film de Josée an et Malka Ribowska r P. 76-77.
p. 84.

Beauvo ir el"le Le Nouv Observateur. j anvier 97e) ,
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guide de la révolution que vivent les fenrnes". (02¡ 
The number of women who

declare thelr debt to her, l-n thefr personal wrlting or in their studles of

female expetienee, ís enormous. As well as thanking her, however' hte must

learn from Beauvolrts experlence. To a certaln extent this means Judging it, as

Ménie Grégoire pointed out ín her review of La Force des choSes. She wrote:

Toutes les femmes qui ont acheté La Force des choses disent qurelles
se Þosent à el-le-mêmeq, page par page, chacune de ses interrogations.
fa" Sirone de Beauvoi'J t,.,f Sans doute Simone de Beauvoír a-t-
elle sentí qutelle deiãit-des-comptes à toutes celles quf elle a

guidées et ébranlées. ElIe ne stétonnera donc pas si celles-ci
ãprouvenÈ le besoin de juger lrexpérience dtune vie hors série quí
fut un peu le mythe de leur génération; ce ntest pas^seulement
drelle qutil sfagit mals de notre devenir à toutes' (vrl

It is clear that Beauvolr has consented to beÍng a "mythe'r to not only

one but to several generations of \^7omen. Àlthough she has done much to demystJ-fy

female experfence, the omissions in the autobiography do serve to create a

certain myth around her own lífe. I,trithout in any way wishing to place in doubt

Simone de Beauvoirrs achíevements, and her Ínunense courage and stoícism, it ís

my aim ín this study to situate her attitude to female experience in its social

and personal context. This involves confronting the omissíons and challenging

the assumptions of this "fermne indépendantett ín order to gain as full a picÈure

as possÍble of her experience. It is only in thís way that raTomen can learn

from and go beyond Símone de BeauvoÍr.

Méníe Grêgoire. | "La Force des choses". Le Prix dtune Révolterr.
(mars 1964,) p. 488.

Ménie Grégoire, $ip.r:i!-, P. 488 -

(ez¡
326,
(e3)

Esprit.
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CTIAPTER TI,IO

..LA JEUNE FILLE RANGEEII.

Beauvoír has never underestimated the way 1n whfch her past has

shaped the person she has become. she believes her t'libertét! - her

capacity to choose - to be limited by her "pasdét':

Ctest lui qul définit lna situation actuelle et son ouverture
vers lta.renír. 11 est le donné à partir duquel je me projette
eE que j'aí à dépasser. Je tiens de luí les mécanismes quí

"" "orrt-rontés 
dans mon corPs, les instruments culÈurels

dont Je me sers, mon savoir, mes ignorances, mes goûts, mes

intérãts' mes relatíons à auÈrui' mes obligaÈions' mes

occupatíons. (TCF' 40) .

However, ít ís important to realize thaÈ when Beauvoír re-examines

her past, ít is with a firm conviction (that she has never real1y lost,

even Ëhough she calls ít an íllusÍon of her youth), Èhat her life has

5ss¡'bne gxpér1çr¡rce expeptfoÐnellement réussie de 1a condition humaine."

(TCF, 49). Naturally she inÈerpreÈs her childhood experiences in the

líght of this belief. In Tout domÞte fait she wrítes:

Ce quí est sûr, crest que je suis satisfaite de rna destinée
et je ne la voudrais en ríen différente. Je considère donc

.oor*. des chances les facteurs qui mtont aidée à lraccomplir.
(TCF, 13).

BeauvoÍr sees ín her formative years a series of t'chancestt which

enabled her Èo become the person she has become. For a person r¿ith her

remarkableínsightandlucidity,sheappearsstrangelyunwillingto

contemplate her past in any other light. IÈ is striking, too, that this

exisËentialíst autobiographer does noÈ attempt to expl-ain or to examine

Èhe source of what she calls her projet originel'.

A re-examination of Beauvoirts early childhood and her choice of

being sheds new light on Beauvofrts subsequent choices and projects' It

places both whaÈ she regards as her life-long struggle for autonomy and
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her autobiographlcal proJect 1n a slightly different perspective' It is

crucial for us Èo ascertain what motivaÈed Èhese proJects, ln order to

understand the way in whích Simone de Beauvolr views - and portrays -

her own experience as a female'

I. I:I t uníquett .

Looking back, simone de Beauvoir sees as a recurring feaÈure Ín

her situation her good fortune. She claims this was already manifest at

birth. Not only díd she have the blessing to be born into a socially

privíl-eged group, with a nursemaíd of her ornrn, and surrounded by books'

music and an apprecíaËion of education and the arÈsr but she was also

very fortunate at a personal level. She was the first chÍld of a happy

young couple 1n 1ove. tr'urthermoLe, her arrival was welcomed not only

by her parents but by a large and doting extended famíly.

Beauvoír places great emphasis on the love and happiness which

she experienced in the crucíal fírst two years of tift. (1) 
She considers

it híghly sígnificant that she was able to revel in the glory of being

the sole object of attention.

LouÍse, her young nursemaid, provided "la sécurité quotidienner';

her ttregard ÈranquílIe" followed Simone everSrwhere. (ìtrITR' 10) '

sa présence mtétait aussi nécessaire et me parassait

".r""í naturelle que celle du sol sous mes píeds. (MJFR,10)

(1) In Tout i ompte f ait. Beauvoir comments:

"Tous les pédiatres ínsistent aujourdthui sur lrirnportance quront dans la
formatíon àtun índividu ses deux premières années." (p. 13).

Like Beauvoír, SarÈre stresses Èhe ímporÈance of hís early years'
claiming tha
s'Índividual
sur moi-même

t he received "tout ltamour dont un enfant a besoin pour
iser et se constítuer un moi quí ose afflrmerrr. (Entretíens
" in Situations X. Paris: Galllmard, 1976, p' 97')
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Her mother, Beauvoir writes, \^Ias ttjeune, gale, et fíère dravolr

réussi un premier enfanÈ". (TCF, 14). Iilhen her father came home in the

evenings, her parents t'stembrassaient eÈ ríaient", and then her father

turned to her:

papa ríait aussl avec moí | f...J tt m'amusait. (MJFR, 10) .

As a young baby, Símone \^'aS Surrounded by loving and admirlng eyes:

Grands-parents, OnCles, tantes, cousins, un abondante famille
t. g"t"otissait non importance' (ì'LIIR' 13) '

Other members of the family played a signifÍcanË role ín Simonets earky

childhood. Lil, her motherts younger sister, sometimes took Simone on

small excursions, ttbonne mamantt spoilt her and ttbon-papatt, writes Sirnone,

,,me faisaít conscienc¡l,eusèment sauter sur, ile bout de sÖn þied"r. (MJFR¡ -13) .

As r^rell as her loving terrestrial family, Símone was told about the

rest of her extended family: a host of supernatural beings who also seemed

to exíst for her benefit alone and whose "yeux bíenveillantstt nevel turned

away from her. (MJtr'Rr 13).

tout un peuple surnaturel se penchaít Sur moi avec sollícitude'
Dès que j'avais su ma.:chedr maman mtavait conduite ã 1réglíse;
elle m'ai¡ait montré f... Jaes portraits du petit Jésus, do bon

Dieu, de la Vierge, des anges, dont ltun était' coÍrne Loufse'
spécialernent affecté à rnon service' (MJFR, 13)'

It ís clear that it felt natural to Simone to be aÈ the centre of

attention. Another of her pleasant early memories is of a triP with her young

AunÈ Lilí to stay for a few days with an ageing aunt in a víllage ín Haute-

Marne. As well as being fussed over by her two aunts, she remembers that:

Les vieilles demoiselles du bourg me faisaient fête. (MJFR, 14).

It certaínly seems that Beauvoír is ríght to emphasize the signifí-

cance of her earliest years on the rest of her life. The first years of

!
ìi

fl
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1ífe gave her emotlonal security and self-confldence. As she says:

un dêbuÈ heureux inciËe le sujet à tlrer des
circonstances le mellleur parti possible. (TCF'14).

During her stay in HauÈe-Marne' a víolent storm broke out, wíth

flashes of lightenlng lighting up the house. Beauvoir writes that it

seemed a very serious event and it filled her with pride:

r chaque fols qutil mtarrivaít quelque chose, jtavais
lrimpression dtêtre quelqu'un. (MJFR'14) .

The ttsouveraínetérr which Símone tells us she attributed to herself

(ìLIFR,61-) was reinforced by her conscíousness of her power over others:

Les adultes subissaienÈ mes caprices avec une souriante
complaisance: cela mra convaincue de mon Pouvoír sur
eux. (TCI', l-4).

The posítive self-image she developed as a result of the attention

of others was crucially imporÈant. She says herself that she tended to

consider herself the one and only: "Ltunique". (ItrIFR' 60). The image

she has of herself in her environment was of a little sovereign amongst

her subjects.

II. The Orieinal Crisis.

Despite the apparent securíty and happiness of her early childhood

years, it is nevertheless clear to Beauvoír, looking back, that rrquelque

chose clochaítrr. (ì,LIFR, 15). From an early age, she surprised those

around her with violent tantrums:

des crises furieuses me jetaient sur le sol, víolette
eÈ convulsée. (MJFR' 15).
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Beauvoir is unable Ëo indícate exactly when these crises began. The first



one she mentiona \das r^rhen she wâs threé and a half years old, when she flung

herself, howling, on the cemenÈ Èerrasse of a hotel, osÈensibly because she

was told noÈ to peel a plum she had been given. However, it is probable -

as I intend to show - that the críses began approximaÈely one year earlier.

In Mémoires drune eune fille r ee Simone de Beauvoir writes that

she has often pondered on "la raison et le sens" of her ttragest'. (MJFR' 15)

I
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She believes that her 'tvitalité fougueuserr and her 'rexÈrémisme" partially

explain the phenomenon. By this she means that her "exigence dtêtre souver-

aine,,(2) *orrt¿ havè bèen cruelly thwarted by her t'condiËion enfantine".

(MJFR, 18). Vís ã vis adults, sher-as child, was merely "la proíe de leurs

consciences". (ìLIFR, 16). I^Iorse still , the constraints imposed on her as a

chíld rarely euranaÈed from "la nécessítétt; they were simply arbíÈrary and

inconsistent parental "ordrest' and "ínterditsrr. (ì'LIFR' 16) . Símone de

Beauvoir had first aired her horror of Èhe parent-child relationship in

Le Deuxième Sexe. About the chíld, she had ¡^rrítten:

Il est naturel qutil se rebelle. 11 ne comprend pas les
explications que sa mère tente de 1uí donner: elle ne Peut
pénétrer dans sa conscÍence à lui; ses rêves, ses phobies'
ses obsessions, ses désirs forment un monde oPaque: la mère

ne peut que réglementer du dehors, à tâtons' un être 9uír.,
éprouve ces lois abstraítes colnme une vÍolence absurde. \J''

Given this exístentialist explanation of her chíldhood tantrums - the

revolt of a Subject against the oppressíon of being treated as an Object -'

Símone de Beauvoir believes that her intransigence was' on the whole, quite Salu-

tary as a gteans of wíths¡Làndi-ng subordinatíon. .Her spectacular rêfusals to obey

ordeys rozere never successful , but. lhey at leabt constí.ÈiLrted a drámat'íc, dísplay'

Simone de Beauvoir ou ltentreprise de vivre, p. 47, p. L32.(
(

) Francis Jeanson:

+

À'r¡ì
a
T.l

2

3 ) Le Deuxième Sexe II .r p. 330-331.



of reslstance and lnconvenfenced the adults involved. As Sinone wrftes:

J 
tétals val-ncue; mals fe ne me rendais pas", (ìtrIFR, 1-6).

and this gave her a certafn psychol-ogical power:

Ma víolence Íntímidait. (MJFR'17)'

In Tout gompte fait, Beauvoir takes up the question of these

"colères violentes" agaln, (TCF' 14) adrnitting that her previous rational

explanation ls not adequate:

Je ne lrai quflmparfaitement expliqué dans mes Mernoíres

et je n'ai fas lãs moyens de 1e faire mieux aujourdthuí.
(TCr, 14).

Obvíously, however, she sees the tantrums ín basically the same light

as before, because she adds:

je continue à penset qYl:11.:.ftSt colères violentes)'
mtont été salutaíres. (TCF' 14)ì

The inadequacy of Beauvoirrs own explanation ís tiade clear by

other remarks made in the autobiography - remarks which she does noË

follow up at any length. Recallíng her earliest years, she is aware of

recurring states of intense anxieÈy. She links these to her lífe-long

fear of and revolt agaínsÈ the inevitability of what she calls t'le vide"

(IilFR, 16) or rrle néant". (MJFR, 50). filhat Èerrified her, she writes'

(4) This question of "tantrumst' comes up frequently in the confessions
of wornen. MarY Jane Moffat and Charlotte PainÈer make Èhis point in
Revela tions: Diaries of !üomen (Vintage Books, L974) ' assocíaÈing them with
a need fo r self-assertíon. Connnent íng on Alíce James, the editors write:
"By adolescence her need f or assertion took the form of t'neuralgiail attacks,
fits of violenÈ hYsÈeria s imilar to descriptions of the tantrums experienced

by Virginia l,troolf and Ruth Benedíct. r' (P.192) .
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Ruthts tantrums, as she writes herself in her journal, disappeared
only to be replaced by depressions, which she felt were ttmanifestatlons of
it"'""*. kinkn. (I.rglgg"n% p. 148). It is inÈeresting that Woolf and

Beauvoir sufferedTroughou-theír líves from intermittent extreme

depression.
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was: ttura propre absencett. (ì4^IFR' 51):

JrenÈrevoyais une vertigíneuse absence: crest dans ce gouffre

ã.r" Je mtLngloutlssais, la bouche déchirée de cris. (l'frIFR' 16).

Associated with;thls was her fear of any change in her clrcumstances, her

fear, as she grer4r uP, thaÈ the future might alÈer her relationshíp with the

world. She explalns that ttltavenirtt was Èhreatening because:

11 me changerait en une autre qui dirait moi et ne serait
plus noi. (ÌtrIfR, 11).

Simone de Beauvoir does not question this fear oÍ her own disappearance.

Her accounts of thís ínËense and recurring childhood fear and of her frequenÈ,

extraordinarily violent tantrums strike the reader as leaving important

aspects unexplored. A signíficant detail is that her subordinatíon ceased

soon after she started school, and did not recur tÍ1l puberty. However,

Símone was to find herself overpowered, intermittently, by anxiety attacks of

frightening intensity throughout her life. Given the continuity of these

crlses ín her.life and their similar physícal manifestations to her early

tantrums, it seems essentíal to examine the quesËion further, rather than to

accept Beauvoirrs ínÈerpreÈation'as sufficient. lÍhat r^ras it which shattered

Simone's orÍginal sense of perfect securiÈy?

In his book on Simone de BeauvoÍr, Francis Jeanson' recognízing

íÈs imporÈance, devotes a chapter to r'la críse origínelle". He surmises

that,,1a sécuríté initiale de 1'enfant" and her "exÍgence de souvertirr.té"(5)

were Ëhreatened by "une expérience de séparatíron, de !'sevrage' ".(6)

Ilowever, he decídes thaÈ:

"1tévéneuent originel", la rupÈure décisíve avec 1e-bonheur
de lrenfance ne saurait être rigoureusement datér(7)

I

I
(

I

I
t,

I

(5)
(6)
(7)

Francis Jeanson:
ibid., p. 100.
ibid., p. 107.

Sinone de Beauvoir ou ltentrePris e de vivrê, P. lL7'.
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and, for this reason,'he calls lt an "événement mythiquttt'(8) In fact,

Jeanson sees \^rhat he calls "1tévénement origlnelrr as an rrabstraite

angoÍsserr experienced by Simone in early childhood.(9) 
"" 

bellèves the

actual,,crise orlginelle" "s'étale sur plusiers année""r(10)begínning

at the onset of puberty and continuing well into Simonefs adolescence'

To him, it was a serles of crises, takíng place t'à des moments différ-

ents,,r(11) durlng which Simone "rnreanedt' herself - through disenchantment

with them - from early dependence on her Parents'

FrancísJeansondoesnotmakeaconnectionbetweenSdeBls

orígínal crisis and her lífe-long fear of death. As he says' "toute

tséparation' consclente est en effet une espèce de mort"(12) He poínts

out that in her anxíety about death, simone is ín actual fact betraylng

her ',horreur de 1rimpuissance", and of "1tinsignificance".(13) However,

Jeanson remains wíÈhin the existential framework and does not take the

íssue further than to conclude:

1a mort, ce sera donc, tout aussi bíen' tabsence au monde

et 1a té d rune resence ua demeurerait ivée de

SENS.

This is simílar to Beauvoírrs or^rn understanding of her fear of death; I

have already discussed thÍs need for a meaning to her existence and for

some sort of inmrortal-ity, in reference to Beauvoirrs autobiographical

impulse. However, it does not shed any lighÈ on the t'expérience de

séparation, de tsevraget " to which Jeanson first alluded, and r¡hich

seems to me the crux of the matter'

Francis Jeanson::S[morre de Bäauvoir ou lrentr9príS,e,de Vivre' P

1

(8)
(e)
(10)
(11)
(12)
(13)
(14)

luid., p.
ibid. ' P.
ibíd. ' p.
íbíd. ' P.
ibid. ' P.
íbid. ' P.

L20.
100.
100.
r19.
L2l.
L22. (Italics in the original)

tt7.
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Elalne Marks, l-n Slmone de Beauvoir: Encounters wtth Dêâth
(rs)

attrl-butes more stgnif icance Èo S j-mone de Beauvoir's 1íf e-] oDB críses

-than do Beauvoir herself or Jeanson. Shê descríbes these thus:

The ego discovers itself as uníque, fragile, mortal, and is
terrified of loslng ítself. These are classical anxiety
sympÈoms, but they should not be dlsmissed merely as signs
of a neurotic personality. (16)

No-one, to my knowledge, has ever suggested that Síurone has a "neurotic

personalítyr'. 0n the contrary, most of the I^rork on Beauvoir has accepted

wiÈhout questíon the authorrs l-nterpretatíon of what she likes to consider

her "metaphysícalt' experiences. Elsewhere, Marks is more helpful:

These crises are ascribed to metaphysical anguish, the
intimations of nothingness. That the crises are also
psychosomaËíc and Èhat they have their highest incidence
and most 1nÈense manífestations during the periods recorded
ín the memoírs when Slmone -d9- Beauvoir feéls abandoned,
there cán.ibe iittle doubt. (l7)

Elaíne Marks oft.en seems close to some revelatíons about Símonêrs

pattern of crises, and she makes some very interesting points, but she

is more concerned wíth Beauvoírts nechanísms for evading the anxíety

sÈates than wíth their origin and thus, she too, avoids examíning the

issue further. Inlhat she does emphasize is somethíng that Símone de

Beauvoir herself observes: when she belíeved herself close to death, in

various accídents l-aÈer in fit.!18) it is significant that she was also

"farÈhest away from anguish".(19)*"a Simone de,:Beauvoir explains as her

fear of death and of her or,rn dfspariti'on,seems to:conceal sorneÈhing else.

(15) Elaine Marks. Simone de Beauvoir: Encounters r^riËh Death. New

Brunswick: Rutgers Uni. Press, L973-
(16) íbid., p.2O.
(17) :fþíd., p.115.
(18) See La Force de 1fâge, P.310, where she describes a close scrape
with death on otteiT ttei 1ãng walkíng expedÍtions. She writes: "j. t'étonnai
dfavoÍr éprouvé sl peu drémotion quand jravais cru f-rôler 1a mort." See also
La Force de 1r p.509-11, where she describes a cycling acci

cela semblaít exagérément facile de mourir;
crus être défínitivement délívrée de mes craintes."
(19) Elaine Marks. Slmone de Beauvoir: Encounters with Dgeth'

concludes: soudain
denÈ, and

E-En"
p. J_zI.



Marks deduces that:

Clearly Slmone de Beauvoir is not plagued by fears but by .r,erri"h. (20

Si-mone de,.Beauúoir, ín a comment made not about herself but about other

people, admits as much herself ¡vhen she writes:

les gens ma1 à lralse dans leur Peau
rumfnent 1-e plus assidûment leur mort

Sir¡one:de -Bea

parfois t...Te prenais peur/:...-l Je regardaís le fauteíl
de mamaf,- "di. pensais:"Je n-e pdurrai plus mtasseoir sur
ses genoux."E....3ltai pressenti tous les sevrages, les
reníemenÈs, leS abandons et la succeSSíon de mes morts.

(},LIT'R, L2-13) .

sonf ceux qui
.(2L)'

tr{hat, then, riras Simoners críse originelle ? I cannot agree with

the verdfct of Jeanson and Beauvoir herself that a mythical event in

early childhood filled her wiÈh an 'rabstraíte angoisse" urhích díd not

"se concrétiser" untíl her adolescence .QZ) It seems much more lilcely

that her 'roriglnal crisls" and her adolescenÈ crlsís \^lere two separate

traumas in her life, even Íf they were linked. Everythíng seems to lndicate

tlrat Símone de Beauvoir underrvent a regT-. crisís early fn her life, a crisís

which destroyed not only the illusion of her t'souveraineté'r, of her

uniqueness, but also destroyed her convictíon that her exístence on

earth r^ras a'fiécessLtéri and therefore significant and wholly justified'

Furthermore, it seems that she was to experience the repurcussions of

thís earl-y crisis sporadically throughout her life'

tr{haÈ seems to me to be a crucially revealíng passage ís on the

thírd page of Mémoires dtune i'eune fílle rlangée, constitutíng one of

Simonets first conscious memoríes:

(20)
(2t)
(22)

Elaine Marks.
La Vieillesse 469 -

Simone de Beauvoir
p.

Francís Jeanson. p. J-zO.

, p. I24.
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Elsewhere she r,rrltes:

Je conÈínuais à grandir et Je me savais condarnnée à lrexil.
(MJFR, l-2).

The crise orisíne11e appears to be linked with her moÈher. \^lhy

is Símone able to imagine - and fear - a time in the future when she

would no longer be able to sit 1n her motherrs lap, unless she had

already experÍenced this trauma? Beauvoir, like Marcel Proust io $tbt"y.,

describes a pre-oedípal passion for the mother. I{hereas Louise was

always there to protect her, her mother was "plus lointaine et plus

capricieuse". (ItrIFR, 10). She inspired ín her eldest daughÈer "des

sentiments amoureuxt' of a quite physical nature. Happiness, for Simone,

¡nras to be cuddled bY her notheri:

je mtínstallaís sur ses genoúX, dans la douceur parfumée
á" "." bras, je couvrais de baisers sa peau de jeune ferrne;
elle apparaissaíË parfois la nuit, près de mon lit, belle
coÍtme une image, dans sa robe de verdure mousseuse ornée
dtune fleur nauve, dans sa scintíllante robe de jais noir.

(MJFR, 10).

perfumed, smooth-skinned and clad ín exotíc colours, Madame de Beauvoir

As well as this, Beauvoir writes:aroused her childts sensualitY.

ma mère mtassurait Par sa Èendresse une totale justificaÈion.
(ItrIFR, 42).

It ís perhaps for this reason that she writes:

aisais guère de différence entre son regard et
e Dieu. (MJFR, 4l-).

Hornrever, Beauvoir is conscíous that She felt, early ont a certain

vulnerabilÍty where her mother vras concerned. Inlhereas Louisets presence

and goodwill could be taken for granted, her motherts approval was not

always forthcoming. Simonets peace of mind fluctuated in accordance wíth

her motherrs moods:

Quand elle était fâchée, el1e me "faisait les gros yeux";
je redouÈais cet éclaír orageux qui en1-aídlssait son visage;
J'avais besoin de son sourire. (MJFR' 10)'

je ne f
celui d
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Beauvolr makes the same point much more sÈrongly at a later stage:

Èoute reproche de ma mère, 1e moindre de ses froncements de
sourclls, mettait en Jeu ma sécurité: prlvée de son approb-
ation, je ne me sentals plus le drol-t drexister. (MJFR, 42)

hlhereas her dependence on her moÈher obviously made a maJor effect

on the young Simone, her father seems to have made much less impact ln

her early years. Hts role was auxiliary:

il- nravait pas dans ma víe de rôle bien dêflni. (MJFR, 10).

Gíven thaÈ ít seems Ëo be the mother who loomed 1-argest ín Simoners

early childhood, why was it that Simone seemed to feel threatened by

a withdrar¡al of maternal love - to the exÈent that her very rrsécuritérr'

her veryttdroit dtexístertt \^7aS Contingent on her motherrs love and

approval? I,rrhat could have threatened her inpressÍon of t'souveraineÈé'r

and uniqueness? One iuunediately thínks of the advent of a rival.

Hêlène de Beauvoir r,¡as born when Simone r^ras t\^lo and a half and-

significantly - she quickly acquired the name of "Poupettett. In the

faurily photo album, and in Simonets consclousness aÈ two and a half, her

rnother was holdíng Èhís ner¿ "l1Ètle dolltt:

Maman tient dans ses bras un bébé qui nrest pas moi. (ItrII'R' 9).

0n the very first page of Mémoires drùne jeune f'Í1le Tengée, Slmone de

Bea,uvo,lr comhè,nts. cin- the --ef fect, of hér'6ister t s birth on her:

Jten fus, paraît-il, jalouse, mais pendant peu de tenps'
(MJFR, 9).

It is typical of Beauvoir not to uTant even to consider that

poupettefs birth could have meant more than a temporary blow to her ego.

In TouÈ c,omDte fait. in which she shows more interest than previously

in psychol-ogical explanations, she is even less will-ing Èo regard the

arrlval of her little sister as a possible trauma in her life. In this



last volume, she writes:

Sûre öe moi et ouverte, rien ne mteurpêchalt d'accueilllr
chaleureusernent une cadette que Je ne Jalousais pas. (TcF' 17)'

In the first version, Sinronets jealousy was apparent enough for her

parents to notice, even Èhough this was 1910, long before the popular-

ízaËion of chird psychology. 
(23) she hastens to add that the duration

of her jealousy was short, but she knew better than to åssume that an

anxíety disappears at the same time as íts overt manifestations'

Furthermore, íÈ ís surely no coincidence that Beauvoir dates her

Èantrums from around this tíme. In these long moments of frenzied

ínsubordínation, nothing that her Parents could say or do would apPease

her; iÈ v/as as if she had a grudge against her parents Èhat she wanted

to satisfY.

Danscesmoments-lã,nileregardorageuxdemaman,nila
voix sévère de Louíse, ni les interventions extraordinaires
de papa ne m'atteignaienÈ' (ìtrIFR' 15) '

t"''(1933) Freud writes Èhat
as been "very long familíar and
arely form a correct idea of
, of the tenacitY wiÈh which
heir influence on later development.l'

ges "Èhe unwanÈed íntruder and rival"
all the signs of maternal care'
He conÈinues:
'rIt feels tha t ít has been dethroned, despoiled, prejudíced in its ríghts;
it casts a jealous hatred uPon Èhe new baby and develops a grievance

against Èhe faithless mother which ofÈen finds expression in a disagree-
It becomes ttnaughtytt, perhaps, irritableable change ín
demands for love are irmnoderate, they makeand disobedien

exclusive claims and Èolerate no sharing.t' ("TemininitY" in New Intto-
duct Lectures on Ps choanal sis. Pelícan, 1977. P. 156-57).

íts behaviour.
t, [. . .J.¡ child's

sy of an older girl when a ner^t'

hood Recollection f,rom DíchÈung und
Vol. XVII
was born.
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A revealing comparison may be made wlth a patÍent of Freudts, who, untl-I

he was four, "had had exclusive, uninÈerrupted possessl-on of his motherts

affection.rt Freud continues:

hrhen he was not yet four, a brother f ...Jra" born, and ín
his reaction to that disturbing event, he became transformed
l-nto an obstinater unmanageable Éoy, who perpetually
provoked his motherts severj-ty, (24)

À Èrivíal little anecdote related by Beauvoir demonstrates clearly

enough how much Simone liked to be at the centre of attention and hor¡

hurtful it was to fall from glory and be made to appear quíte

insignificant. She writes:

Un soir, devant un ami de mon père, je repoussai avec
entêtemetitune assiette de salade cuite; sur une carte
postale envoyée pendant les vacances il demanda avec
esprít: "Sinone aime-t-elle toujours la salade cuite?"
Lrécriture avaÍt à mes yeux plus de prestige encore que
la parole: jtexultal. Quand nous rencontrâmes à nouveau
M. Dardelle sur le parvis de Notre-Dame-des-Champs,
j rescomptai de délicíeuses taquineries; j ressayai dren
provoquer: il nry eut pas drécho. Jtínsistai: on me fit
taire. Je découvris avec dépit combien la gloire est
éphérnère. (MIFR, 12-13).

Simone adds Èhat because she was usually the focus of much attention:

ce genre de déception m'était drordínaire épargné. (ì{IFR, 13).

However, in saying this she is denying the significance of the urajor

event of her early chíldhood - the event which brutall-y brought home to

her "combien Ia gloire est êphémère".

After Èhe birth of Poupette, Símone \^ras no longer "LtUniquett:

lûne. de Beauvoir would certainly have had less time and inclination to

cuddle the elder gir1. In her autobiography, however, Beauvoir assoc-

iates thls sense of loss purely with growing up. In Mémoires d rr{¡ne

-Je"ne ttfte r.*gé"; she writes of her fear of no longer being able to

(24) Freud: llA Childhood Recollectíon from Dichtung und trlahrheit" r aIl
The Complete Psychologieåll{orks of Sigmund tr'reud. Vo1. XVII
London: Hogarth Press, P. 149.

(1e17-19le)



84.

sit on her motherrs laP'(zs¡ in Tout c te fait shé writes : ttJ I aí perdu

les caresses de ma mère", (TCF, 24) and ttma mère à cessé de me prendre sur

ses genoux" (TCF, 23). In both cases, she explains the loss of physlcal

closeness by the fact that she was becomlng too o1d for such thíngs. Howevert

thls seems to be an insufficient reason for the child I s intense feeling of

anxiety and insecurlty and her acute nostalgia - at a tender age - for a time

when things were different. A key sentence is Símoners declaration:

Rougeauds, ridés, les bébés aux yeux laiteux.m'impollu??ieni .Q6)
(}[IFR, 57-58) .

Characteristically, Simone de Beauvoir is far more prepared to acknow-

ledge traumas and vulnerabilítíes where other people are concerned. Of the

two of them she is only prepared to see her sister as a victim of siblíng

rivalry. She is convinced that PoupetÈe suffered because she was relegated

by everyone to "une place secondairet" (MJFRT 45). She tells us Èhat,

because t'1a rplus petiter se sentait presque superflue", (MJFR' 45):

elle a mi s beaucoup de teuPs à se^délivrer tout ä

fait de son enfance. (TCF' 15) ' \¿t )

Beauvoir emphasÍzes PoupetÈets t'handicap" (TCFr 14) in both the firsÈ and

last volume of her autobiograPhY.

(2s) A further indication of the magnitude of this anxiety is the fact'that
Beauvo ir had descríbed iÈ almost twenty years before, in Quand prime le
sparituel, an earlY manuscript, which rntas not published until L979. She

\^7r ites of her heroine (Marcelle): elle se pensait qurelle deviendrait
un jour une grande Personne et que sa mère ne la prendrait sur ses genoux. (p.3).
(26) Italics mine.
izl> It is also rhe younger siblingls jealousy of the elder one which

Sartre described in Quéstions de úéthode. Gustave I'laubert \tas brought
upintheshadowotffirother.Sartrewrites:''T1aubert
sã sent frustrê par son frère aîné de 1a tendresse paternelle'r' (p' 149) '



8_5.

As well as these remarks about her slsterrs childhood, Beauvoir

makes some comnents about her motherts behavlour which cast some light

on her or^m develoPment. In Une Mort très ôouce, Si¡none tells us more

about her motherts relationship with her younger sister, Slmoners Tante

Lili. She wrítes:

p1-us Jeune qutelle,de cinq ans, blonde et rose' LÍli,susc:lta
chez son aînée une ardentè et íneffaçable jalousie. (28)

Françoise de Beauvoir would often tell Si¡none Èhat her father, Símoners

grandfather: r?q)
ne juraíÈ que Par ta tante Lili"--'

According to Símone de Beauvoir, Françoise projected her resentment onto

her own daughËers. She r¡rites:

Jusqd aux approches de mon adolescence, mamân [..] stidenti-
tiait ã uroí; el1e humiliait et ravalait ma soeur: c'étaít la
cadette, rose et blonde, et s?Ds.gfen rendre compte maman

prenaiÈ'sur elle "" 
t.tárr"he.(30)

These observaÈions are fascinating índeed. Firstly, Simone reveals

that she is aware of the possíbílity of síblíng rívalry which negatively

affects Èhe elder, and not the younger sibling. Secondly' whether or

not it. was wishful thinkíng on the part of Símone or actually true'

Èhat her mother treated Poupette ín this way, the fact remains - as I

intend to show - thaÈ it was Simone who identified with her mother up

until the beginning of her adolescence, and ít was Simone, as much as

her mother, who "humílíait et ravalait'r her sister. It may rqell be the

case that poupette suffered considerably by being compared to Simone;

it may also be true that her mother projected her resentment onto her

younger daughter. trIhat ís so interesting is that' amongst all these

insights, Simone does noÈ once consider Èhat her ov¡n chl-ldhood crisis

(za¡
(2e)
Go¡

Une Mört
ibid.
ibid.

Ërès douce. Parls: Gallimard, 1964, p. 49.
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could have been because she herself felt ttpresque superfluert next to

"la plus petitet' (ì{IFR, 45) ¡.rho was consldered ttsi caressanterr, (l'trlFR, 48)

and who, ttblonde" wiÈh t'les yeux bleust', (M^IR, 44) was said to resernble

the man her mother loved: her father.

Beauvolr makes the observation herself thaË, as a child, she

frequently ignored or repressed certáírn things whichr as she reaLized

later, htere deePlY felt:

cetÈe aptitude à passer sous silence des événements que

pourtant Je ressentais assez vivement pour ne jarnaís les
oublíer, est un des traits quí me frappent le plus Qt"od(3t)
je me remémore mes premières années. (MIFR, 2O-2L).

She recognises, too, that this was because she was:

prompte à mtesquiver dès que ma sécuri'té me semblaÍt
mênacée. (ItrIFR, 22).

Needless Èo say, this "aptítude" of hers vlas never to disappear. It is

a feature of her life as well as of .Ëhe auÈobiograPhY' and 'a;stril"lng

example of this is Simonefs strange determinatíon Ëo avoid confronting

the event which threatened her origínal feeling of security and happiness.

Characteristically, Beauvoir chooses to see her chíldhood ttcolères" as a

demonsÈration of insurgency agaÍnsÈ what she terms her humiliating

"conditíon enfantine". (ì,IJFR, 18). Àt the same time, however, she hints

at somethíng else: a fall from "la plénítude au vide" (ìLIFR, 16) whích

she vaguely identifies as a fear of her orn¡n absence, wíthout taking the

question anY further.

The crise originelle made iÈ necessary for Simone to assert

herself in a world in which her "souveraíneté" I^tas no longer self-

evident. As Francís Jeanson points out, "ltassurance dtêtre justifiéerl

(31) Note that, as an exísÈentialíst, she avoids any suggestions of the

unconsclous.



¡nras suddenly transformed lnto rrlrexigence de se Justlfiertt.(32) Thus

the crise orl- l-1e - and lt was not Èhe "événemenÈ mythlque" that

Jeanson suggests(Sf¡- fs at the very source of the autobiographical

impulse. It was also the basl-s for Simone de Beauvoirts cholx

originel.

III. '[Ine Petlte Fille Modèlel'.

She was no longer "Ltuniquett, but young Simone had to feel that

she was t'la premièret'. 0n the fírst page of Mémoires d'une jeune fitle

Êangée, Beauvoir declares:

Aussi loin que je me souvienne, jtétais fÍère drêtre
1'aînée: la première.l_,..1 - je me sentais plus intéressante
qutun norÍrrrisson cloué dans son.berceau. Jravais une petíte
soeur: ce poupon ne mravait pas. (ì'LIFR, 9).

Beauvoír belíeves that having a little síster was part of her

chaín of good fortune: her relationship with PoupeÈte gave her an

opportuníty to assert herself:

Je croís que je dois compter parmi mes chances df-avoir eu
une soeur, cadette et proche de moi par ltâg.. Elle mra
aídée à mtaffirmer. (TCF, 16).

l{hat Beauvoír chooses not to say ís that being rrla premíère",

being "plus intéressante" than her rival \¡ras not so much a firm convict-

íon as a choíce. She admits that the portraíÈ she paints of "une petite

fille rangée, heureuse et passablement arrogante" r^ras clearly not the

whole picture:

Deux ou troís souvenirs démentent ce Portrai! et me font
supposer quril eût suffi de peu de chose pour ébranler
mon âssurance. (MJFR' 63).

(32¡

( g¡)

prancis Jeanson:

ibtd, p. 100.

Simonp de Beauvoir oü lrentreprise de vivre, p.47.



One suchttsouvenirtrwhich she relaÈes ín another pl.ace, is reveal-

ing. Simone used to lie ln bed, Lu11ed by the peaceful murmur of her

parents I voíces in the next room.

un soir mon coeur srarrêta presque de battre; drune voix
posêe, à peine curleuse, namall interr-ogeaít: ttlaquelle des

deux petltes préfères-tu?'r JratÈendis que papa prononçât
,norr rrlr, rnais pendant un lnsÈant qui me parut infini, il a

hésíté: "Simone est plus réfl-échle, mais Poupette est si
caressante. . ." (ILIFR' 48) '

The parents eventually agreed'that they loved both girls equa11-y' Simoners

reactÍon to this demonstrates that she could make herself believe what

she wanted to bel-iever a tactic whích worked well enough most of the time:

Je ntauraís pas supporté que lrun dteux me préférât ma soeur;
si je me r6signal un partage équitable, crest que Je me

perãuadai qu'il tournaiÈ à mon profit' ?Lus âgêe, plus

""at"ttt.", 
plus avertie que ma cadette, sí mes parents

éprouvaient pour nous 1a même tendresse, du moins devaient-ils
nà considérei davantage et me sentir plus proche de leur
maÈurlté. (ILIFR, 48) .

This revelation clearly shows that símonets pre-eminence was a

choice rather than a self-evident fact. It also shows Simoners ability

to persuade herself of whaÈ she rtârited to believe. Not able to bear a

certaín truth, she "persuades herself" that Èhe obstacle does not exíst'

she convinces herself that her security and her glory are intáoÈ';' This

reflects a choix originel , the consequences of r¡hich r¡í11 become

increasinglY aPParent.

In TouË compte f,ait. Beauvoir defínes her projet originel rås

she calls it, as a project to "savoir eÈ exprimertt, (TCFr 22) "connaÎÈre

et écrire'i.^ (fCf , 38). I believe, however, that this project had íts

origin in a more fundamental choice of being, a choice which was the

direct result of the crise orlsl-ner . I^Ihen Simone found that she

Ì¡ras no longer ttltUniquettand no longerttau centre absolu de lruniverst',



( 34)
(TCF, 50), she chose to create her or¿n glorious existence. Thus, whaÈ Jeanson

call-s her ,,exígence de souverain"a6"(35) became a chö1ce of sovereigntv:

je ne concevais Pas
plus haute que de fa
ntimporte lequel f ..
DO

Je
í que je proJetaiç
me iêvaís Ifabsol fondement de no!-nêqg et ma ProÞreu

apothêose. (l'trIFR' 58-e). (lo¡

Beauvoir sums up what I take tp be her choix orlglneL'more succinctly as

follows:

Ainsi au présent et dans ltavenír, je me flattaís de rêgner,
seule, sur mq própre vle. (MJFR, 59) (37)

A further índicaÈion thaË thís was índeed Símoners orígínal choíce nay

be gleaned from Beuavoirts assertion that her violent tantrums - her "turbulence"-

stopped soon after she started school. (MJFR, 34). A close look at this period

of her life reveals the extent to whích simone once agaín felt supreme. Beauvoir

herself gives the likely reason for the outburst of anger and revolÈ ceasíng:

il nry avait, dans lrensemble, pas de conflit entre ltimage que

ror, 
"rrÈorrragå 

.toffrait de moi et mon évidence intime. (TCF' 15)'

Her choice of self was reinforced by the adults around her who played "le

rôle d'un aimable miroír". (MJFR, 16). At such tímes in her life' Símone was

well satisfieci with herself and her lot'

(34)
consc

Accordíng to Sartrets definitíon of the choix ori nel, it ís not a

ious deliberation. It is "antérieur à la logíque L Etre et 1e néant

p. S30). See p. 39).
(3S¡ Francis Jeanson
(34¡ ltalics mine.
(37) Italics nine.

Beauvoir ou lrentr ise de vivre p. 117.

que lfavenír pût me proposer entreprise
çonner un être humain. Non pag drailleurs
.] ; a"n" ma future créatlon, L- -.-/ ctest-
. Tel était le sens de ma vocation. L...J

,s imone de
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It is strl-king that the very things which Beuavoir came to despise'

1n her l_ate ado1escence, as forces of oppression, provided her wlth

securlty and self-confidence in thls períod of childhood, Bourgeols values'

nationalfsm and religíon were a source of great personal strengÈh' These'

as well as school and famil-y, contributed to her sense of self-worËh'

and at the sarne time they gave her the opportunity to justify her claim to

soverelgntY.

BeÍng born lnto the bourgeoisie meant ttdes soíns attentifs" (TCF, 13)

suchashavÍnganursenaid,Louise,devotedtohercare.Itmeantthat

the family Ì¡ras able to leave the apartment in Paris each surmner and spend

some time in Èhe farnÍlyts country estate Ín Límousio'(38) More than

material advantages, being "socialement privilégié" (TcF, 13) al-so brought

with ít a conviction of "supérÍorité" (ì.{.lFR, 49). Beauvoír recal-ls that

sheandhersisterh'erenotallowedtoplaywithJustanyliÈtlegir1s

whohappenedtobeamusíngthernselvesíntheLuxembourggardens.This'

she wrítes wiÈh her beautíful irony' r^las:

évidernrnenÈ parce que nous étions faltes dr:une étoffe plus

raf finée. (l'ilFR' 49) '

Simonets father líked to tell her that:

touÈ homme de bonne famille possède un "je ne sais quoít'

qui le distíngue du vulgaíre' (MJFR' 131) '

since the bourgeoisíe hras t'naturally" superior and the working

class ,,naturally" inferíor, simone learnt to look upon the peasantry

withcontemptratherthanwithsympathy.Shedescríbeshowshefelt

(fA¡ The country estate, "Meyrignactt' \^7as near Uzerche' ín Límousín'

Original1y bougtri by Georgesde Beauvoirts grandfather, the property

later be1-onged to GäsÈon de Eeauvoir, Georles' elder brother, who lived

there wiÈh his familY'
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when as a young glrl, she went with her mother to visÍt some farmers

worklng for her grandfaÈher. The condítion 1n which they lfved seemed

to her to reflect 'rla grosslèreté de leurs âmestts

Je 1es voyals travailler dans les champs, boueux, sentant
1" ",t.nt 

etl8. t,etter et Jarnais ils ne contemplaient
ltharmonie du paysage, í1s ignoraient les beautés des

couchers de sole1l. Ils ne lisaíent pas, i1s nravaíent
pas dtidéal;;papa disait' sans anímosité d'ailleursrque
ô'étri.ot des "bruÈes". (ì'LIFR, 131).

Because she was encouraged to see socíety through this inverted

1ens, Simone felt comfortable in the knowledge that she not only

belonged Èo a privíleged group, but that the distribution of social

prívileges represented a natural order and was thus a just dívision of

Èhe cormnunitY:

1e faiË me paraissait. patent: moralement, donc absolument,
la classe ã laquelle jtappartenaís lremportait de loín
sur le reste de 1â socíété. (MJFR, 131)

Simone continued to believe ín the superiority of her ourn family'

even though she gradually became a\^7are that certain farnilies they knew

"bénéfíciaient dtun sérieux avantage: ils étaíent riches'r. (ìtrIFR, 49).

Duríng the war, Georgesde Beauvoir, as a second class soldier,

sÈruggled to make ends meet. Lrlhen Simone and Poupette \Àlere occasion-

ally invited to childrenrs parties at the homes of wealthy friends,

Símone would feel "un peu de malaíse" (MJFR, 50). Characteristically'

however, she managed to transform a disadvantage into an apparent

superiority, "convincing herself" that her situatíon was the best of'

all possible situations.

Toute mon éducation mrassurait qUe Ia vertu et 1a culture
comptent plus que la fortune: rnes goûts me portaient à

1e ároire;.jracceptais donc evec sérénité la modestíe de

noÈre condítion. Fidèle à mon partÍ pris dtoptimisme, je
me convainqui{.s': même qu'elle était envíable. (MJI'R, 50) .
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Just as the farnllyts socl-al position reinforced Simoners self-

esteem, so did the farnilyrs ardent natíonalísrn. Once again, Simoners

French natlonality seemed to her a cl-ear indlcation that she ltas destl-ned

Èo be amongst a chosen few. Her father, who called his t'amour de la

patrlerr his "seul-e religion", (ì,LIFR, 38) expresbèd contempt for foreigners

ín France and for Jews; both groups ülere deemed by hirn unworthy of

participation in French affairs. However, it was Èhe htar' in partícular,

which reínforced Simonets assumpËíon that France rePÏesented ttle Bien"'

ttles Bochestt, of courser hTere the incarnation of eví1 , and Simone, brought

up to believe ín rfgÍd and ttnatural" caÈegories' PTesumed that they were

"des criminels de naissancet'. (l'lJFR, 30). The war was Simonerô chance to

demonstrate and justify her or^m soverel-gnty. She set out to be "une

adorable petite patrioÈe.rr (MÍFR' 31) '

Beauvoir affírms that she üras craving adult approval; however

she does not associate her sister r{ith this need. Rather, she believes

that she needed Èo compensate for the loss of the caresses she enjoyed

as a young child:

tropâgéeàprésentpourmefairecaresser,câliner,
ca3ótei par eux, j ravais de leur approbatíon un besoin
de Plus en Plus aigu. ( JFR, 31)'

Trampling on a doll made ín Germany, (which happened Èo belo¡g to

her síster) liberally planting allied flags in vases, collectíng money

and sacríf icíng her or^m sweets f or the refugees, Simone displayed ttun

patriotisme exemplaire" whích was praised at home and aÈ school. (ÌtrIFR,30) '

"Simone est terríblement chauvinert, disaít-on avec une fierté
aurusée. Jrencaissai le sourire eÈ dégusÈaí 1rêloge. Je ne

sais qui fit cadeau à maman dtune pièce de drap dfoffícier
bleu horÍzon; une couÈurière y tailla Pour ma soeur et moi

des manteaux qui copiaient exactemeni les capoÈes militaires'
"Regardez: il y a même une martíngale", disait ma mère à ses

amíãs ad¡niratives ou étonnês. Aucun enfant ne portait un

vêtemenÈ aussi original, aussi françals qu le ml-en: Je ne

sentis vouée. (ItrlFR' 31) .

l
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Rel1gion, toor, gave Simone the opportunlty to prove herself

exemplary. Encouraged by her mother and her school mistresses, Simone

lnvented tttoutes espèces de mortifications, de sacriflces" in order .to

exhibit her "sagesserr and "píété". (MJIR, 32). lrhen the school chaplain

congratulated Madame de Beauvoir on her daughterts "belle âme'r, Símone

was de1-íghted:

Je mtépris de cette âme que jrimaginaís blanche et rayonnante
contrne lf hostíÞ. dans lrostensoir. (MITR, 32).

In an intervíew with Francís Jeanson, Beauvoir maintained that the

only positive aspecË of her religious education was that it reínforced

her assumption, as a young child, that females \dere equal to males in

socíeÈy - since they were in the eyes of God.

Dieu mraimait autant que si jtavaís été un honrne, í1 nty ,a0.,
avait pas de dífférence entre les saints eÈ les saíntes . '--'

Despite thís, Beatvoir ís aware that religion actually played a major

role ín her socialisaÈion as a femaf". (40) Paradígmatic Christian

behaviour broughÈ Simone a peculiarly feminine sort of glory. Indeed,

she quickly discovered the pleasure of glory through self-denial and

selflessness. As usual, she scorned moderation, and decíded that when

she grew up she would become a CarmelÍÈe nun. The severíty of thís

highly regimented order - founded by the gloríous Saint Teresa of

Avila - must have seemed particularly admirable to the yourlg dévouée ,

in a m1líeu in which heroíc virtue was exalted. Simone de Beauvoir

telIs us that none of her female relations - ttpas même tants Ìfargeurite

aJ.

r p. 257.
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(:S¡ Francis Jeanson. Simoné de Beauvoir ou lrentreprise de vivre

(40¡ As well as this, Simone, with a devout mother and a sceptical father,
strongly associated religíon wiÈh femininity. She recalls that the rrvertus

chrétiennes" of a man she knew (M.Mabi1le, the father of her fríend, Zaza)
"le féminisaient et le rabassaient" in her eyes. (ìûFR,116). It is clear
that equality of the sexes in the eyes of God did not deceive her for long
about the actual state of things.
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qui avaít êtê êlevêe au sacrê-Coeur" - practlsed religion wlth 'rautant de zèle"

as her ornm mother. ()trIFR, 41) . Clearly, Slmone wanted noÈhing more Èhan to

emulate, and whenever possible Èo outshine, the mother on whom she depended

for love and aPProval..

In the games she played wíÈh her sisÈer, símone would choose the role

of ,,1a vícÈime[ or "le martyr". (UJFR, 59) . It was by glorious acts of

self-renúncíation or martyrdom that the heroines whom Simone had heard of

attained glorY:

La plupart des héroínes rêelles ou légendaires - saínte Blandíne'
Jeanne sur son bûcher, GrÍsé1-idís, Geneviève de Brabant' -
nfatteígnaient, en ce monde ou dans lrauÈre la gloire et le
bonheur qu'à travers de douloureuses épreuves infligées par les
mâles. (urj f r, 59) .

In her ímagínatíon, she cherished the idea of Èhe eyes of God and Èhe crowd

resting on her lovíngly, admiríngly:

I

I

t

I

h

hù
l'

l,Ihether immersed in her quotidían role of "petite fille modèle"

(MJFR, 32) or whether playing the inaginary role of some saintly heroine,

simone took pleasure Ín the very posÍtive image of herself which she ímagíned

reflected by God. At the same tíme, she is autare, aË least in retrospect'

why she chooses this image - and ít was a choíce. It saved her and consoled

her from earÈhly rebuttals (and from one which she had experíenced acutely

at the age of two and a half, and from whích she had never completely recoverecl):

prostrée aux pieds d'ul jeu¡te Dieu blond, [-"'-] ie goûtais
ã;.*qrrÍ""s pâmoÍsons; f.:'J Je poussaÍs ces émotions au

p"ro*y"*" quand, revêtãnt la chemise ensanglantée de sainte
ii"oaitt", j" *'exposaís aux griffes des lions et aux regards
de la foule. (MJFR' 59).

Mon ímage, tout rayonnante de Ia joie qutelle suscitait dans 1e

coeur de Díeu, me consolait de tous mes déboires terrestres;
el1e me sauvait de ltindifférence, de lrinjustice, et des mal-
entendus humaíns. (MJFR, 75).
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Simone was delighted to start school when she was flve and a hal'f.

It legittmated her chol-ce of bel-ng; she really seemed to be "au centre

absolu de lruniverb". (TCF, 50). Her faÈher starÈed to take an interest

1n her performance aL school and paid her more attention than before'

Much more important, however, and a source of unbounded joy to simone was

that going to school, like goíng to church' restored her intiur'acy wíth

her ¡nother:

I

rt

ti
l

Elle me conduísaiÈ elle-même au cours, assistait à mes classes,

contrôlait devoirs eÈ leçons; elle apprit lranglais et

"ã*r."ç" 
drétudíer Ie laiin pour me suivre' El1e.dttt+:t1! 

-
mes leåtures, mtenunenaíÈ à la messe et au salutiL...J A touf
instant, jusque dans le secreÈ de mon coeur, el1e était ¡non

rémoin. (ìL'FR, 4l-) .

Going to 1e cours Désir a prívate Catholic girlrs school, fulfilled

líttle Simonets deepest needs. She revelled in being "1a vedette du

cours tZênott'. (MJFR, 25). tlednesdays and Saturdays r¡lere especially

precious, for moÈhers came to watch their daughters for an hour in class'

Símone writes that 'rla pornpe" of this "cérémonie sacrée" tttransfíguraít"

her whole week. (ItrIFR, 25). Arnongst the mothers of all the pupils, her

moÈher was wÍËnessing her being the best ín the class '

Selon que nous avions été plus ou rnoins sages ' el1es foo"
tèt.s9ious octïoyaíent des notes de conduite qurà la fin
de Ia-cLasse nous décliníons à haute voix. Mademoiselle

Ies inscrivait sur son registre. Maman me donnait toujours
dix sur dix. (ItrIFR, 25) '

preparaÈions for the celebraÈion of Nativity at school brought

Simone another precious moment of glory:

Aux environs de Noë1, on mthabilla dtune robe blanche bordée

drun galon doré et je figurai lrenfant Jésus: les autres
petitãs filles s'agãnouiilal"ttt devant moi. (MJFR, 25-6)'

Beauvoir recalls that the content of the lessons vlas never "bien

palpiÈant,'. (MJFR, 68). The women Ëeachers, "plus riches en vertus quten

diplômes", (ìtrIR, 123) príded Èhemselves on their piety rather than on
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their rich culture. Simone however, asked for nothíng more Èhan theír

approval; thelr role was to witness, and admfre Slrnone in her glory:

Je ne leur demandais
ment mon exlstence.

rlen de plus q

qui en éternisaÍt la
Mes mérítes stlnscrl-vaíent sur un registre
mémofre. (ItrIFR, 68)(41)

It is clear Èhat at school, ttdevoírtt and ttplaisirsttr^lere the same

thing for Símone. (ìtrIFR, 68). Beauvolr is fully conscíous of the extent

to which approval l^tas necessary Èo her happiness r and gives thís again

as the reason for her contentment during this period of her life:

je nfavais qutà _s_uivr_e ma pente et tout le monde était
enchanté de moi.[...] Crest pour cela que mon existence
fut, à cette époque, si heureuse. (MJFR' 68).

As well as aPproval, school restored the sensaËion of "nécessité" on

whích Simoneì.thrived. (I,LIFR, 76). "Des exigences précises" made every

moment precious. (l"fJFR, 76). "Chaque jour menait quelque partrr: each day

challenged her Èo confírm her soveÉèigùty afresh:

il me fallait sinon me dépasser du moíns mrégaler à moi-
même: la partíe se jouait toujours ã neuf; perdre mteût
consternée, la victoire mtexaltait. (WFR' 68) '

I,rlhenever Símone felt that her actívitíes I¡lere meaningless, that her

projects hrere noÈ gloriously validated by "la nécessité", she \^las s\^7ept

wíth a sense of her o\^rn superf luqusness, of the meaninglessness of her

exístence. The extreme form of this was a crisis of anxiety; the less

devastatíng form was what she calls "trtennuí":

Je ne tolérais pas lfennui: il tournaít aussitôt à lrangoisse.
(MJFR, 69)

ue de sanctionner Ir- ue-

(4r¡ (Italícs mine). In 'l4argeuïite'r, the fífth part of Beauvoirrs
early novel Quand Prime 1e sjpirituel, Beauvoir again betrays her pre-
occupatíon w Lhe favourite at the rrlnstítut

Ernestine Joliet", as she calls ít:
"jtétais premíère ã Èoutes les compositions et, à la sortie
des cours, t." vieilles demoíselles de lrlnstitut ErnestÍne
Joliet mtembrassaient ph.rs longuement qutaucune ¿s¡¡p''é,1-ève."
(p. tes).
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It was for Èhls reason, Beauvoír says, that she hated ldleness; she was

only happy doing tasks which Justified her exístence. Relfgion and

school gave her a place and purpose ín the universe. She did not need

the actual structure of school hours; she was perfectly happy in the

sunmer 1n the country, for she writes:

ceËte nécessité que 1réÈude conférait à ma vie
rejaillissait sur mes vacances. (ìtrIFR' 76).

Finally, as well as school, the family gave Simonets lÍfe struct-

ure and meaning. As she says, her parenÈs and her síster provided her

with:

des affections qui mtassuraient de mes rnérites, des consígnes
eÈ des repères qui définissaient ma place dans le monde.

(ttrfFR, 63) .

And she adds:

Jtavais besoin dtêtre prÍse dans des cadres dont la
¡igueur-justifíaít r¡on existence. (MJFR, 64) .

The fragílity of her equilibrium is made apParent to BeauvoÍr by the

memory of her constant fear, as a child, of any change in her emotional

environment. hlhen she did leave the family for a few days, at the age

of níne or so, Èo go wíÈh acquaintances to a sea-side resort, she

f elt 'rmutiléett and miserable:

je ne savais plus comment me sítuer, ni ce que jtétaís
venue faire sur terre. (ItrIFR' 63).

At this stage of her life, between starting school and the age of

ten or eleven, Símone was the pride and joy of boÈh her parents. As she

grew older, her father paid more attention to her. He taught her to

read aloud r¿ith expresslon and liked to dictate díffícult passages to

her, mostly from Victor Hufo, and would boast thaÈ she had "I rortho-

graphe naturelle". (U^lpn, 39) . trIith hirn, Simone was proud to feel she

\^ras "une grande personne'r. (ìtrIFR, 39). However, it was her mother' Beau-

volr tells us, who clearly took "la première place" in her life. (llJFR,33).'
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Near the beginnJ-ng'of the war, Louise temporarily left the household to

help her own family on the land, so Èhat her mother became Símoners close

companion.

Despite her motherrs disconcerting ttsautes dthumeurtt, for the most

part, Simone felt secure in ttla chaleur de son affectíon", (ItrIFRr 41)t

and conf ided in her mother rravec une grande líberté'J ([IFR' 42). More

than a close companíon, however, Madame de Beauvoir was a model for her

daughter to emulate. I,lhen Simone played wiÈh her doll, called Blan-dine'

she would pretend that she r¡as the "mère parfaite drune Petlte fille

modèle". (ItrIFR, 58). In reality, the "petíte f1ll-e modèle" wanted to

earn the approval of her ttmère parfaiteil by beíng seen to be as virtuous

as her mother. Describing the latter as a model, she writes:

Je ne la considérais Pas conrne une rsainte' parce qurelle
m'était Èrop familière et parce qu'elle sremportaiÈ trop
aisément; son exemple ne mten semblaíÈ que plus convaincant:
je pouvais, donc je devaís, mrégaler à elle en piété et
en vertu. (ItrfFR' 41) .

From her mother, then, Símone learnt the rudiments of dévouement . She

learnt to earn the love of God as she was supPosed later to earn the love

of a man - through devotion and selflessness:

Elle mrínculqua le sens du devo_ir, _ainsi que des consignes
d'oubli ae soi er drausterité .[_.:.] j rappris de naman à

mreffacer, à contrôler mon,langage, ã censurer mes désírs,
à dire eÈ ã faire exactemenÈ ce qui devait être dit et fait.

(MJFR, 43).

Fínally, there was Símoners sister, ?oupette, whose role in her '

life, writes Beauvoír, I'devint considérable aux envírons de mes six ans"'

(l,tIFR, 44). I^Ihat Beauvoír does not say is that ?oupette's role in her

life was "considérablet' when she vlas Ë$7o and a half, and now that their

association l^ras on an entirely different plane, with Poupette duly

subjugated, her impact on Símone hlas actually less important than before'
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By the time Beauvoir says Poupette became important to her, she

had established herself , unchal-lenged, as "la première". (ì,LIFR, 9). At

le Cours Dèsír , she r^ras the star, of the class, and her parents and school

teachers ürere proud of her. The war had begun and she had casÈ herself

successfully ín the role of "adorable petíte patriote'r. (ìßFR' 31). She

had. taken her Ffrst Cournunlon and she went three times a week with her

mother to co1ttrrunlon at Notre-Dame-des-Champs. DazzLed by her or^m ttbelle

âme,' she had become a "petite fille modèl-e". (ìtrIFR, 32). As far as

Poupette hras concerned, Símone was "confortablement installée" in her

"rôle dtaÍnée" and her little síster had no desire::ûo díspuÈe thís: (l'tIFR'45).

Ma soeur bénéfÍciaít, en tant que vassale, de la souveraíneté
que je mrattríbutals: elle ne me la disputait pas. (ìLIFR, 61).

Beauvoir describes her ínvolvement with her mother at this tíme as

ttune sorte de symbiÔsert: this I^las even more the caser it seems to met

wiÈh her relatíon to her sister. She tells us that lÍttle Hélène felt

for her ttune absolue dévotiontt:

elle ne retrouvait de goût pour elle-même qurauprès de moi.
(ìtrrFR, 45).

More than just an ttassociêett, she was, writes Simone;

mon -homme lige, mon second, mon double. (ItrIFR' 45).

símone pitied only children: she could not imagine playing ganes

and making up stories without her "partenaire" i (MJFR' 46) . Having a

wítness meant that everyÈhing she did "échappait à la gratuité". (MJI'R,45).

Telling her 1ittle sisÈer about her experiences satísfied her need to

have others "sanctionner publiquement" her exisÈence. (ItrIFR, 68).

elle ¡ne permit aussi de sauver ma vie quotídienne du silence.
(ItrrFR, 46) .

Consequently, Beauvoir tells us:

nous ne pouvÍons pas nous passer ltune de ltautre. (ìtrIFR' 45).
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Simone de Beauvoir is candid about Lhe pleasure she gained ln

dominating Hélène de BeauvoÍr - without, it seems' fully appreciatíng

the llkely reason:

Ce que jtappréciais le plus dans nos raPPortsr cresÈ que
j'avais su/ ell-e une prise réelle. L...J 811-e seule me

ïeconnaissait de lrautoríté; les adultes parfois me cédaient;
elle m'obéÍssait. (KIFR, 47).

The "priset' which Simone exercised over her younger sister would,

she recalls, occasÍonally ínvolve an element of sadism on her part. She

tells us:

De tout temps, nous nous étions chícanées parce que jtétais
brutale et qurel-le pl-eurait facilement. (l'trIFR, 101).

A favourite game of Símonets and obviously Ínvented by her' \^las an

endurance competition :

Nous nous pincíons avec la pince à sucre, nous nous écorchions
avec la hampe de nos petíts drapeaux; í1 fallait mourir sans
abjurer; je trichais honteusementr car jrexpiraís ã la
première écorchure' et Èant que ma soeur ntavaít pas cédé,
je soutenaís qu'elle survivait. (MJFR' 59).

On holiday in Meyrignac, Ëhe two Beauvoir girls would play with

their cousin Jeanner(O')tno' one year younger than Símone' \^ras clearly

another younger sister figure. She was as "caressantett as Poupette,

and Georges de Beauvoír was obviously particularly partial to her, for

he was laÈer to cíte her as an example to Simone. It was doubtless

because of this that Simone resented her. She tells us that her

'rsouríante passivité incitait au sadismett, (l,tIFR, 58) . Simone

dominated both of these younger gírls, who "subissaient docilementil her

"tyrannie". (ìtrIFR, 29). She enjoyed playing school wíth them, with her

as teacher. Another pastine rüas Èo play horses and carríages, with therl

as horses and her in the carriage:

(42) Jeanne was Èhe daughter of Simoners Oncle Gaston, (Georges de Beauvoirfs

elder brother) and Tante Marguerite, who lived at Meyrignac'
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Je les attelals à une petite charrette' et el1es me tiraient
au grand trot à travers 1es all-ées du parc. (ILIFR' 29).

On another occasion at Meyrignac they were playing doctors and

nurses and Beauvoír remembers:

j tadrninistral avec une poire eri caoutchouc un sÍmalcre de
lavement à ¡na cousine Jeãnne. (ItrIFR' 58).

I¡Ihether or not there were other símilar games, Beauvoir already makes it

clear that she displayed a tendency to sadism with the two younger girls.

Although such games are obviously quite conìnon amongst síblings, the

pattern whích emerges does tell us somethíng about Simoners feelíngs

towards her sister. Her behaviour surely indicates a certain jealousy

and resentment of Poupette, as well as a desire to constantly reassert

her own dominance.

BeauvoÍr writes that one of her greatest pleasures at this stage

of her life was to teach PouPeÈte:

Apprenant à ma soeur lecture, éctiture, calcu_l , j-e connus dès
t-'ãge de síx ans lrorgeuil de lreffícacitê. [...JQuand je
changeais Itignorance en savoir, quand j'imprimais dans un
esprit vierge des vérÍt6s, je créáis quelque chose de réel.

(MJrn, 47).

She recognises, too, that the pleasure she took ín this activÍty was

more than a prlde in efficiency and the joy of creating something real:

Elle satisfaísaiÈ en moi des aspiratíons plus sérieuses
que la vanité. (MJFR, 47).

However, then Beauvoir does not make the point Èhe reader could well

expect: she writes sornewhat idealistically of the pleasure of being "utíle":

pour la première fois, à mon tour' je servais. (ItrIFR' 47).

She also interpreËs íÈ as the joy of being autonomous: teachíng her little

sister gave her the chance to escape "la passívité de ltenfance.tt (ì{.II'R,

47-8). I¡Ihat she does not mention, with respect to teachíng, is the Joy

of dominatíon.



Freud polnts out in his essay on Goethe, that the elder brother

took pleasure in teaching the younger slbling whose lntruslon he had so

bltterly resenÈed. 
(43) It seems clear Èhat a teacher-pupil relationshlp

is a power relationship, in which the superiority of the teacher is

acknowledged by both, and Beauvolr states that:

Un des liens 1es plus solides quí stêtablirent entre nous
fut celui de maître à élève. (ìtrIFR' 47).

It ís lnteresting that' in Tout Ç te falt Beauvoír emphasizes

the element of choice ín her relaÈionship wiÈh her sister. lthereas :

iu'_ regard Èo other people, her feelings and behaviour \rlere, to a large

extent, dictaÈed to her, she prides herself on "une seule líbre création:

celle de mes rapports avec ma soeur". (ItrIFR' 16). She explains:

Jraí inventé le mélange drautorité et de tendresse qui
caractêrisèrent rnes relations avec e1le. Crest de rna

propre ínítiative que je lui apprís à lire, à écríre, à

comDter. Jraí moi-même élaboré nos jeux et notre rapport
vivänt . f ...J.t face drelle je ne mrinspirais d'aucun
rnodèle: J. s.ti.tais mes élans spontanés. (TCf , 16-17).

To talk of "propre initiative" and rrinventiontt ís to talk of choice,

and Beauvoir regards her Èeacher-pupíl relaÈionship wlth Poupette as a

nanífestation of what she considers her pt.ig! oríginel ': 'rsavoir et

exprimer." (TCF, 22). In fact, it ís a strikíng example of what I

understand to be her 'choix origínel'. At the basis of Simoners project

to teach and to guide oÈhers seems to be a much older need: to be

supreme, to be her olm "apothéosett, to "régner". (MIFR, 59). These slere

the t'élans spontanéstt, which decided the nature of her relatíon to

Poupette - just as they had influenced the rest of her behaviour'

(41¡ Sigmund Freud. "A childhood Re

heit.", p. L52.

collectíon from Dichtune and l^Iahr-
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Simonets choice of being was apt to induce 1n her what she her-

self ca1ls t'des rêverles schizophrénÍques". (ÌÛFR' 58). Slnce she only

felt fulfilled when she believed that she was living her life "sous la

figure de la nécessité'j changing "le vide en plênituder', (WFR' 58) she

would overcome any obstacle ín her way, in order to attaín this end. She

describes this herself, in the second volume of the autobÍography:

"Vous êËes une schÍzophrènett, me disaít souvent Sartre: au

lieu dradapter mes projets à la réalitê, je Iès poursuívais
envers eË contre tout, tenant le réel poul un símple
accessoíre. (FA, 97) -

Her capacity for self-persuasíon and the determination wíth which she

pursued her goal were doubtless the very pulse of her creativity and

the source of her greatness; at the same tíme Èhey fostered illusíons of

glory and omnipoÈence which were dangerously rernoved from reality' This

is how she describes herself at ten years o1d, when her reign aa

'rpetite fille modèle" was nearing its end:

Dès que jravais su réfléchir, je mrétais découvert un pouvoir
infini, ãt d. dérlsoires limites. Quand je dormais, le monde

disparaíssaÍt, il avait besoín de moi pour êÈre vu' comlu'
compris; je me senÈaís chargée dtune mission que jfaccompli-
ssais avec orgueil. (l'IiIFR' 70).

Ten years later, she was to write Ín her journal:

Je veux toucher Díeu ou devenir Dieu. (MIFR, 259)'

Throughout her 1ife, there were ti¡nes when Simone rlas no longer

able to sustain these illusions.

anguish reminiscent of her crise

appeared to be collapsing from "la plénítude au vide". (l'uFR, 16) . She

herself describes thís Pattern as:

Suddenly, she was flooded r¡ith an

originelle : her whole existence
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un rythme qui depuis ma petite. enfance a rêgIê à peu près
toute ma vle. Je traversais des semalnes dreuphorl-e; et
puls, pendant quelques_heures, ùne tornade me dévastait,
elle saccagealt Èout. L...-/ie roulais dans les abîmes de
la mort, de ltlnfinl-, du néant. Je ntaí jamais su, quand
le clel- redevenait calme, sl je mtéveillais dtun cauchemar
ou sl je retombafs dans un long rêve bleu. (FA, 70).

In this chapter, I have attributed much more significance than

Beauvoir does to her emotíonal situation in her childhood. I^Ihereas she

herself explaíns her behaviour by her t'conditÍon enfantíne", I have

shown Èhe Ímportance of her parÈicular farnily constellation. My approach

to her has been true to her own existentíal approach to the individual.

However, Ín the case of herself, she has shotm an unwíllingness, in her

autobiography, to explore certaín rather shady areas of her existence.

It ís clear that Beauvoirrs 'projet originel was not the

acquisítíon and dissemination of knowledge as she claíms. Rather, thís

life-long projecÈ r^ras a means to attaín her more fundamental project:

to create an existence in which she once again felÈ justified' necessary

and a focus of attention. At the source of this choice of beíng was a

crisis of devastatíng intensíÈy - an experlence of displacement whlch

had hurled her from glory to superfluousness, from "1a pléniÈude au

vide", (ItrIFR, 16) from "un long rêve bleu" to a I'cauchemar".

Beauvoir aÈtributes her "exfgencet' to her "début heureuxt'. (TCF'14).

It seems, however, as if ít should not only be Èraced to her orÍ-ginal

positíon as r'ltUnique", but also to the crisis which destroyed this

euphoria when she hras t\^ro and a ha1f. It means that her life was not the

straiglrt path to autonomy and glory which Beauvoir suggests, but a

continuous struggle to restore the self-esteem she had lost and whl-ch

remained fragile throughout her life. In a very real sense, Beauvoirrs

glory - her many Èriumphs - can be regarded as the compensation which



she sought for belng a loser at the age of two and a half. Seeing her

I1fe 1n terms of a struggle to Justtfy herôelf helps explain the

continuing attempt to defend herself and to portray herself as an

exemplary flgure in the successive vol-umes of the autoblography.

To make these observations ls not to lnfer that Beauvoir was

not exemplary - on the contrary. However, to understand what motÍvated

her to be so, by lsolating the ''crise originel-le and the pt.lSt

origínel" gíves us nerir lnslght into Beauvoírrs Portrayal of her

experfence.
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CIIAPTER TIIREE

BECOMING A I^IOÌ"IAN

The plcture Símone de Beauvoir glves us of her adolescence 1s

the mosË detalled and complete descrlption she ever paints of any

partlcular perfod ín her lífe. It seems that the fifty year old

writer felt suffícíently distaneed from the adolescent she had been

to porËray her difficult and unhappy óituatlon at that time wíth un-

usual directness and honesty. It is also interesting to observe how

closely her portrayal of her own adolescence parallels the generalízed

analysís of femal-e adolescence whích she had written ín Le DeuxÍème

Sexe, ten years earlier.

As much as before, Simoners behaviour Ín her adolescerice derived

from what I consíder Èo be her choíx oríginel to be loved, admired

and gloríous. The hostíle attitude whích her parents developed towards

her caused her Èo react in nuch the same r^tay as she had reacted after

her oríginal crÍsis aË the age of two and a half: she atÈempted to

transform her ttdétressett into I'orgueiltt. (MJFR, 193). However, ín one

roajor respect the adol-escent crisis r'¡as very dífferent from her pre-

vious trauma, and Ít was thÍs which prevented the ttjeune fílle rangéet'

from aspíring to become whaÈ her family círcle regarded as an examplary

wife and mother. The fact was thaË she \^las turning a\^tay from her

judges. By the age of ten, her faËher had replaced her mother as a

source of Ínspíration. By the age of eighteen, Simone was becomíng

dislllusioned with her father. Thís, however, díd not lessen her

desíre to find a figure who could play the role ín her life that he

had once played: a figure with "1e prestige Paternelrr, whom she could

hold in esteem (MJFR, 146) - and in whose loving eyes she could once

again behold the reflectíon of her own glory'





Slmone wrltes that her passíon for her father was enhanced by the

change in the farnllyrs materlal circumstances. In 1919t when Simone \¡Ias

eleven, the coming to Power of t'les Bolchevilcstt meanÈ that Georges de

Beauvoir, who had lnvested most. of his capíta1- ín projects in Russía, went

bankrupt. He took on the job of co-director 1n his father-in-lawrs shoe

facÈory and this too, I,Ias doomed to failure. The collapse of the busíness

meant, among other thíngs, that his r¡ífets promised dowry could not be

paid. Finally, Èhrough the influence of a wealthy distant cousin, Georges

entered the field of financial publicíty, working for varÍous newsPapers'-

a job whích paid badly and did not lnterest hím either. In October, 1919'

the famil-y was oblíged to move to a cheaper' cramped and uncomfortable

apartment ín the rue de Rennes. Despite all this, the head of the faurily

rnanaged - at first - Èo retain hís "humeur éga1e" and Símone writes:

je mtémus qurun homne aussi supérieur sfaccomodât avec tant
de simplícité de la mesquineríe de sa condíÈion. (ldIFR' 72).

Since she considered him "méêonnu, incompris" and a I'victime drobscurs

cataclysmes", Georgesr misfortunes, as well as the fact that he stíll

managed to enliven the household wíth his "accès de gaietér', made hiu seem

a hero in his daughterts eYes:

Plus sa víe devenaít ingrate, plus la supéríoríté de mon père

mtaveuglait. (¡trIFR, 108) '

Not only was he admired for hÍs good humour and frÍvolity, but also

for hís knowledge and culture. He took pleasure |n introducing hís r¿ife

and daughters to his greaÈ passion: líterature. In the evenings, in their

previous apartment, the farnily would congregate ín Georges de Beauvoírfs

warm study and he would read aloud to them, or they would read quietly,

síde by side. símone tells us thaÈ her father had inculcated in her

mother,,un respecÈ religieux" for books; (TcFr 17); as for herself, from

an early age reading tüas "1a grande affaire" of her lífe. (wFR' 71)'



She wrítes simPlY:

Jtal aimé passionnément les lfvres. Jraímafs mon père et
mon père les almait. (TCF' 17).

I,rlhen her father read Èo them from VÍcÈor Hugo or Edmond Rostand or talked

to them about the writers and plays he loved, Simone was "transportée

blen loín des grisailles quotidiennes" and felt exhilarated. (MJFR' 108).

ì,l.adame de Beauvoír, on the other hand, was no longer a source of

inspiraÈion for Simone.; on the conÈrary, the latter now found her motherfs

existence ttgrise et plate". (TCF, 24). Furthermore, around the age of ten,

Símone was becoming acutely conscious thaÈ her mother tras her "véritable

rívale" when ít came to her fatherrs affection. (MJFR, 109). She writes:

Je rêvais dtavoir avec mon père des rapports personnels; mais
même dans 1es rares occasions où nouS nous trouvions tous les
deux seuls, nous nous parlíons comme si elle avaiÈ été 1à.

(u¡¡n, 109).

Once her father took Simone to see a play at the Cornédie Françaíse.

Delighted by this "complicité'r, which lasted several gloríous hours, she

had the "impression grísante" that her faÈher belonged to her alone. (ìtrIFR' 72).

However, it was rare that she could delude herself in this way. The idea of

a "silencieuse alliance" beÈween herself and her father was defínitively

shaÈtered one memorable lunchtime:

on parla drun grand cousin díssipé qui consídéraít sa mère
contrne une idiote: de ltaveu de mon père elle ltétait en effet.
11 décl,ara cependant avec véhêmence: "Un enfant quí juge sa
mère est un imbécíle." Je devíns écarlate et je qul-ÈÈai la
table en préÈextant un malaise: je jugeais ma mère. Mon père
mfavait porté un double coup, en affirmant leur solidaríté et
en me Ëraitant indirectement d'ímbécile. (MJFR' 110).

As well as her deÈeriorating relationship with her mother, Símone

de Beauvoir explains the tension whích developed around this time between

the sisters in terms of her oedipal passíon for her father. She believes

that poupetËe was jealous of the attention she, as eldest daughter, slas



paid, and that they began to resenÈ each other:

Du fait que j'étals la plus avancêe, ctétait de moi que

mon père sroccupal-t le plus; sans partager la dévotion que

Jtavais pour lui, na soeur souffralt de cette partíalfté.
1...7 Dans son exaspératíon, eIle se mit à rnerSçEarder
ãtuñ oeil nouveau: eIle cherchaít mes faÍllês.'-'

As for herself, she was annoyed that Poupette no longer accepted her

self-appointed status as evident:

Je mflrrltai qurelle prétendît, rnême timidement, rivaliser
avec moi, me critiquer, mréchapper. (MJFR, 101).

Simone had not yet reached puberty and already things were changing;

she no longer seemed to be t'la prernièrett. For the second tíme ín her lífe,

the thought of her Past fiIled her wiÈh nostalgia and she tells us:

je portais le deuil de mon passé. (MJFR, 106).

(2) An observation whích Simone
Sexe is relevant here. She wrote:

'rI1 esË remarquable que le culte du père se rencontre surtouÈ chez
1raînée des enfanÈs: lthornme srintéresse davanÈage à une première
paËerníté; crest souvent lui qui console sa fille, comme il console
son fils, quand la mère est accaparée par de nouveaux venus, et elle
srattachera arderunent à lui. Au contraire, Ia cadetÈe ne possède jarnais
son père sans partage; e1le est ordinairement jalouse à la fois de luí
et de sa soeur aÎnée; elle se fixe sur cette aÎnée même que la
conplaísance du père revêt drun grand prestíge_ou 41e se Èourne vers
sa mère, ou elle se révolte contre sa famílle1 ... l. (Le Deuxíème Sexe,
II, p. 36).
Indeed, Poupetters attitude towards Simone did reflect her fatherrs:
first of all excessively fond of Simone, she began to criticize her elder
sister at the same Èime as her father did, which constítuted a double
blow Èo Simonets sense of sovereÍgnty.
(It is ínteresting that Beauvoir comments on the elder chíldrs need
for consolation aË the birÈh of a younger sibling.)

de BeauvoÍr had made in Le Deuxième
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II. Sl¡nónè I S Adolescent Crlsís.

prl-or Èo writing the autobíography, Símone de Beauvolr had described

the female ttcrlse de lradolescence" at some length 1n Le Deuxième Sexe.

She descríbed 1t as a conflict which faces every adolescent glrl- when she

becomes a\¡rare Èhat her destiny as a r¡Ioman involves t'son aliénation en

ob5et"(3) and ís opposed to "la revendícatÍon de sa 1ibert6".(4)

- Freud had acknowledged that the path to what he called "normal

fernininitr"(5)r"" difficult and exhaustíng, even though he díd not critic-

íze its goal. For him, the female Oedípus complex is resolved when Èhe

girl adopts "a femínine attitude towards her father"(6)and ídentifies with

her mother, her ex-rival, whom she may well stíll regard wíth a degree of

hostílity. In Le Deuxième Sexe Beauvoir grants a great deal of validity

to Freudts emphasís on the emotional complexity of the young girlrs

experience. She shows' as hre have seen, how the líttl-e girlrs passíon

for her mother Ís later transferred to the father, how her identifícaÈion

with her mother is transformed into a desire to be loved by the father.

However, unlike Freud, she places the girl-ts conflict in a social context.

She understands the adolescent girlrs animosity towards her mother as

being a producÈ of thelr respective situations: the gír1 is struggling

against having to assume the role her mother plays, which she sees to be

líuríted, repetítÍve and inferior. Beauvoir calls the process by whích

the girl comes round to adopting a ferrinine role herself a "travail de

deuil", declaríng that it essenËíally involves the exchange of autonomy

for t'femininityrr and therefore it constítutes a form of mutilatíon:

(3) Le Deuxième Se:ie I' P. 92.

I
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i,

I

I

I

(4) ibid.,
(5) Freud.
L977, p. 160.
(6) Freud.
19. (L924).

p. 93.
"Femininityt' in New InÈroductory Lectures. (1933) Pellcan

ttThe Dissolution of the Oedipus Complextt. Standard Edition
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La Jeune ftl-le enÈerre lentement son enfance, cet indívidu
autonome et lmpérleux qurelle a étê; et elle entre avec
soumlssfon dans lrexlstence adulte.(7)

In l"lemoires drune J eune fille rangée , Beauvôir shows how she struggled

to avoíd thls fate herself.

However, her adolescent crisis was also more than this. It wasr' ¿s

well, an intense trauma peculiar to Símone, who found herself ín a situ-

atíon quite sirn:ilar to the one she had experíenced when she was two and

a half. To understand thís, ïre must look at her relationshíp after

puberÈy, wiLh the other members of her farnily'

I^Ihen consideríng Simone'de Beauvoirrs relationship with her mother,

as an adolescent, it is interestíng to look again at what she had said

about the mother-daughÈer bond in Le Deuxième Sexe. In this she described

at some length the way Ín which a mother who has assumed her femíníne role

ín society projects onÈo her daughÈer ntoute lrambiguité de son rapport à

"oi,,.(8) 
She showed how an adolescent daughter, in her desire for autonomy

undermines her moËherts "raison drêtre", whích is to be needed. Conse--;

quenÈly the mother:

s'entête à"mater" cette volonté qui se aéto¡t'(9)

Beauvoir was emphat.ic about what this means:

i
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La mère ¡..-lest sourdement hostile ã lraffranchiseement de

sa f illiet, plus ou moins délibérêurent , el1-e s I applique à

la brimer. (fO¡

(7)
(B)
(e)
(10)

LeDeuxième Sexe II , p. I24.
1bid., p.
íbid., p.
i.bid. , p.

r24.
334. See p.113, n. 11.
87.
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Naturall-y, the girl resents her mother for thls. (11)

The first slgns of Beauvoir's own matrophobt"(12)t.te already

emerging when she was ten years old, Ín the 1-ast year of the Tirst l{orld

I^Iar. The era of restrictÍons had begun; coal vlas scarce and the winter

of 1918-1919 exceptionally cold, meals were makeshíft. Simone remembers:

Surmenées, Louise et maman se |tmontaienttt vite; elles rravalent

des moÈs"; 11 arrivait même que maman se disputât avec papa;
elle nous grondaiÈ, ma soeur et moi, et nous giflait au hasard
de ses nerf s. (I{.IFR' 65) .

The following year, the family lost its fortune, so that the end of the

war brought only a worseníng of the familyrs material círcumstances.

Georges de Beauvoir sought consolation most evenlngs outsíde the house.

Madame de Beauvoir was oven^rorked, lonely and - her daughÈer surmises -

sexually frustrated. Soon she r¡ras no longer able to afford help in the

house:

elle détestait f.ai-te le ménage et la pauvreté luí pesait;
elle devint dtune extrême nervosité. (MJFR, 100) '

Símone de Beauvoir clearly recalls suddenly becoming painfully

conscious, after she herself had reached puberty, that she did rtot r^7ant

Èo lead her motherrs life:

un après-mídi, j'aidais maman à faire la vaisselle; el1e rglit
des ässiettes, 3e les essuyais; par la fenêtre, je voyais 1.../
dtautres cuísines où des femmes frottaienÈ des casseroles ou

épluchaient des légumes. Chaque jour, le déjeuner, le dÎner;
chaque jour la vaisselle; ces heures indéfininent ri. cornmencées

et qui ie mènent nul1e part: vivrais-je ainsi?/ i.-lNon, me dis-
je, tout en rangeant dans le placard une pí1e drassieÈtes; ma

víe à moi conduira quelque part' (MJFR, 105-106) '

(11) In Le Deuxíème Sexe Beauvoír quo tes Colette AudrY, from her auto-
(Galliurard, 1947), P.200. ÀudrY
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biographícal Piece:
writes of her adole

Aux Yeux du souvenir.

"ffitt her mother:
ttJe ne pensais Pas: elle est trop sêvère: ní: elle nta pas le droít. Je

de toutes mes forces. Je ne lui reprochais Pas lepensais: nonr nont nont
fait urême de son autori té, ní des ordres ou des défenses arbitraires, maís

de vouloír mê ürater. rr (DS . II . p . 43) .
(12) Adrienne Rich, ín 0f l{oman Born, (N.Y.: I^l.I^l' Norton & Co' 1976) defines

"matrophobíat' as the fear noÈ of onets mother or of motherhood but of
becomíng onets mother. ("Bantam" edition, p. 237).
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Whereas her fatherts "vie ingrate" (MJFR, 108) made him a hero Ln hls

daughterts eyes, her moÈherrs dreary and repetitlve existence was Èhreat'

ening and depressing, because of the dístincÈ possibiliÈy Èhat Sl-moners

own future exístence night be sÍmilar.

Her faÈher maintaíned hís dístance during Simoners adolescence;

her mother, however, Ëried to cl-ing to her tormer intimacy wÍth her gírls.

Seeing them grow more ÍndependenË of her, she attempted Èo Preserve her

hold over them by constant interference, refusing them the right of prlvacy.

Simone recounts how her mother would appear from nowhere and peer over

her daughterst shoulders to see what they were reading. She would strain

her ears to caËch I"7hat the gírls were talking abouÈ, in Èheir beds at

night. lühen they received a letter, she would bríng it to them, telling

them the content as she did so. It hras not untí1 simone was níneteen

that the girls dared to ask her to refrain from openíng their letters;

both felt Èhis was "une iuportante víctoírerr. (MJFR, 24g).

Deprived of ueaningful contacÈ rrith her own Peers, and accustomed

to pushing her desires into the background, Françolse had lost the

ability to judge what she could rightfully expect from others. Her in-

creasing sense of exclusíon, as Èhe farnily grer^7 beyond her and the foyer,

made her push her way into situations in which ehe would otherwíse have

had no part. Simone de Beauvoir expands on this in Une Mort très douce,

writÈen after her motherrs death:

elle ne toléraít pas de se sentir exclue. El1e nthésitaít pas

à srimposer, même quand elle se savait indésirabl".!_-..,_7'Quand
nous r¿cevíons des amís - rrJraí bien le droít de goûter avec
voust' - elle accaparait 1a conversation. (13)

Due to this same fear of being excluded, Síurone adds:
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(13) Une Mort très douce , P' 59'
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¡-'

EIle a refusé que nous apprenions à nager, eÈ empêché papa de

nous acheter des blcyclettes: par ces plafslrs qurelle nfauralt
pas partagés, nous luí aurlons échappé. (f+¡

Simone emphasizes thaË her motherts tyranny and the scenes in the

house in which she exhíbited what her husband wryl-y called her "caractère

de chient'(l5) t.t. a product of her own frustrations rather than a

consclous wish to make Èhe lives of her two daughters miserable. Never-

Ëheless, Trancoise did make it impossible for them to retain their

affectíon and respect for her. In Tout compte fâiÈ, Simone comnents:

Si ma rnère avaít ét'e moins indíscrète et moins tyranníque, les
límites de son intellígence mtauraient moins gênêe; la rancune

nraurait pas oblit-er-e Lraffection que je lui portais. (TCI, 25)'

Instead of attemptíng to understand her daughÈerfs conflícts, Madame

de Beauvoir considered her t'une âme en péril' une âne à sauverrr, and thus

as Simone points out, ttun objetrr. (MJFR' 191) '

Les yeux au ciel ma mère priait pour mon âme; íci-bas, elle
gémissaít sur mes égarements: toute communication était
couPée eritre nous. (WR, 175) '

The growing entente between her two daughters in theír late teens

was threatening to Françoise de Beauvoir, who no longer enjoyed their

confidences. PoupetÈe, ostensibly less hard, more vulnerable and less

inÈellectual, had long since replaced Simone as her favouríte daughter

and Françoise jealously tríed to override Simoners baneful influence on

Poupette. flhen she discovered, when Simone vlas seventeen' that the

latter had lost her faith, her attempÈs to come between the two sisters

were multiplied. SÍmone descríbes this in Une Mort très dÓuce:

(14)

(ls)
ibid., p. 58

ibíd., p. 55
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Quand el1e sut que Jravais perdu la foi, elle lui cria /à
Poupettei/ avec furie: "Je te défendrai conÈre son l-nfluãnce.
Je te pîotégerail" Pendant les vacances, elle nous interdit
de nous volr seule à seule: nous nous retrouvlons clandestine-
¡nent dans les châtalgneraies. CetÈe JalousLe lra tena1llée
Èoute sa vÍe et nous avons gardé jusqurà la fin lrhabltude
de lui dissimuler la plupart de nos rencontres. (f0¡

At least Simone kner¡ the reasons for her moÈherts ttdésarroi'r;([IFR,

L75) her fatherfs hostility, on the other hand, was incomprehensÍble to

her and, consequently, far more hurtful. Because she admired him so

fervently, ít was now his approval whích counted. Furthermore, he seemed

to Símone to be the judge of the whole world:

il jugeaíÈ souverainemenË. (ìLIFR' 109).

His approbation had given Simone a feelíng of well-being and confÍdence:

Du rnoment qutil mtapprouvait, j rétaís sûre de moí. (WFR, 109)

And, indeed, in Èhe pasË years, taking'a keen interest in Simonets mental

development and successes at school, her father had been lavish with hís

praise. I^Ihen Simone reached puberty, things suddenly changed and it was

perhaps not unÈil her father sÈarted to wíthdraw his affection that

Simone became a\^Iare of the exÈent of her dependence on him.

I,rlhen she reached adolescence, at the age of twelve and a half,

Simone ent,ered whaÈ she calls "1tâge ingrat". (MJFR, 103).

Jrenlaidís, mon nez rougeoya; il me poussa sur le visage et
sur la_nuque des boutons 'que je taquinais avec nervosit,é.
/-...7 Jteus des tícs: j":qlarrêtais pas de hausser'Ies
épaules, de faire tourner-mon-nez. (ILIR, 103).

Georges de Beauvoir had always placed a great deal of emphasis on beauty

in women: Simone tells us that he himself was something of "un dandy",

(16) Une Mort très doucê, P. 6I-62.
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(ìtrIFR, 37) he had moved ln fashlonable clrcles where "les Joll-es femmes"

vüere appreciated (WR, 37) and had married one himself . In shorÈ, his

eldest daughterrs unforÈunate physical- appearance irritated hlm - which

made her more painfully self-consclous than ever:

trNe gratte pas teg bouÈons, ne tourne pas ton neztt me

rép'elaft non père. Sans méchanceté, mais sans ménagement, i1-

falsait sur mon teint' mon acné, ma balourdíse, des

,.*rtqrr." qui exaspéraient mon malaise et mes manies. (ldlÏR, 103).

Even more hurtful to Slnone than her fatherrs tactless cortrnents r.las

the marked preference he, too, began. to show for Poupette, I'qui restait une

jolie enfant".(ldIFR, l-09). The old síbling rivalry was sparked off again'

This tirne, however, símone was jealous of her sisterrs position not so

much in her rnotherts affectlon as ín her fatherrs' She admits how her

fatherts new interest in her younger sister hurt her:

Sansmel|avouer,jesouffraÍsdeleurenteDteetjlen
õ"f"i" l"e".tõt à rna soeur' (MJFR' 109) (17)

On one occasÍon, whích Simone found particularly painful, the rich cousin

who had procured Georges de Beauvoir his job organized a childrents revue

in which the Beauvoir girls took part. simone recalls:

En robe de Èulle bleue, semée dtétoiles, ses beaux cheveux

répandus sur son dos, ,/þoupette /incarnait la Belle de la
Nuit.DéguiséeenEspagnolerjedevaisTepqvanerenjouant
de 1réveitail, tandis qutelle chantait.L...-l Tous les regards
fixés sur noi, et senÈanÈ mes joues steãttJotmer, jrétais
au supplice. (MJFR, 103-4) '

Despite her own extreme embarrassment, it did not escape Símoners notice

that her father ttrayonnait de fíerté'r when his younger daughter ttparada,

déguisée en t'Belle de la Nuit", in front of the audience of fríends and

acquainÈances. ([IFR, 109) .

(17) IÈalics mine.
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I^Ihat made her fatherfs attiÈude so painful at thís tl-me was Sirnoners

complete lack of critical- dlstance from hÍm. It was not until she was

thlrteen Èhat she discovered, due to somethLng Zaza said, that it was

possíble Èo have a different opinlon from her father.

Around this tíme, her parents briefly díscussed sending Simone to

another school-. Monsieur de Beauvoir found the school místresses at

1 rlnstítut Adelíne Désir "un peu demeuréest'; for example, "í1 nradmettaít

pas quton arrêtât la littérature française au XVIIe síècle". (ìLIR, L24).

He went so far as to suggesË that the gírls shoul-d be sent to a lycée

which would have given them a better education and would have been far

less expenslve. Simone, however, r^ras adamant Èhat she should not leave

her fríend Zaza, and Madame de Beauvoir, who consídered a secular education

not proper for girls,(18) supported her daughter. Consequently, for

emotional reasons, Simone stayed at the school; nevertheless, her

fatherrs attitude greatly influenced her. She began to denounce her

teacherst "bêtise" (MJIR, L24) regardíng them as t'dtassez dérisoires

bigotes", (MIFR,123) and she, in turn, influenced PoupeÈte. Both started

openly Ëo mock'the teachers, who finally complaíned to Madame de Beauvoír.

Simonets couunent shows us that urhaÈ looked like revolt on the girlsr part

1^ras actually a reflectíon of their fatherts attitude. Her mother, she

tells us:

srinquiét.ait un peu: maís contrne mon père riaít avec nous'
el-le passait outre. (MJFR, L24) .

(18) For provincial Catholics, such as Símoners mother, and for the Cathol-íc
bourgeoisie, such as Zaza YIabíllers family, a lycée represented the enemy camp:

"penãant des générations, tous ces gens avaient combattu la laicité.rr
([rFR, 253).
Later, when Simone r^ras preparing to teach ín a 1ycée' she wrítes that the
Mabille family was shocked:
"à leurs yeux, je me préparaís un avenir infamanÈ.rr (ìtrIFR, 253).
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If it hras Monsieur de Beauvoirts influence which provoked sLmoners

lnsubordination at the school where she had prevlously been rrune petite

fill-e modèl-e", Ít was, simllarly, his predomlnance whích affected sl-monef s

attitude to relíglon. simone de Beauvoir was fourteen when she realised

that she no longer believed in God, and she emphasizes Èhat the fact thaÈ

her mother vras a believer, and her father \^tas not, disposed her to scepticism'

Mon Père ne croYait Pas; 1-e

Penseurs Partagaient son sc
surtout les femmes quí alla
trouver.Paradoxal eÈ troubl
alors qrrã 1." horunes, sans discussíon possible, leur étaient
supérÍeurs. (MJFR, 136-l-37) '

t,Le sceptícísme paternelrt had t'ouvert la voíe"; once seÈ on Èhe

path,itgaveSimonegreatstrengthtoknowthatsheandherfather

were in the same Position:

je ne mtengageais pas en solitaire dans une avenÈure

hasardeuse. (MJFR' 138) '

Simone rùas riot isolating herself from all groups: she had merely confirmed

to herself that she had changed her allegiances from her mother to her

father, and felt relieved to have done so:

Jtéprouvais f .17 un grand soulagemenË à me retrouver
affranchíe dã mon enfance et-de mon sexe, en accord avec

les libres espríts que jradmirais' (M^IFR' 138)'

In actual fact, other Èhan absÈractly - ín Símoners rnind - her

father provided very little t'soulagementtt índeed, during her adolescent

years. Simone Ì{as seventeen before her parents discovered that she had

lost her faith, and 1t seems that her faËher gave her no support in

the ensuing period. As for her success at school, Georges de Beauvoírrs

encouragement r^Ias tinged with resentment - as Símone \tas to discover'

Siurone's prowess ín the classroom had once delighted her father'

However, Èhat had been before the war, when the familyts prospects stíll
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looked good, and he stil-l- hoped to make his daughters into "dames"

(MJFR, 177) and marry Èhem in "le beau monde." (Ì'LIFR, L76) '

Pourybriller,ilJugeaitqu|unefernmedevaiÈavoirnon
seulement de la beautã, de lrélégance, mals encore de l-a

conversation,delalecture,ausslseréjoulÈ-ildemes
prenlers succès dtêcolière' (ìLIFR' 176) '

After the war, however, and his loss of income, the girls| marriage

prospects were greatly reduced ín ""opt' 
Their father would tell

then bitterlY:

"Vous, úes petites' vous ne vous matj:etez \""--f 'J,' Vous

or^u"L p"" ã" dot, il faudra travailler.',r (ì,LÍFR, 106).

During her teenage years, simoners scholastic achievemenÈs served only

to remind him of his soclal decline. He sti1l líked to boast Èhat ' had

she been a boyr"elle aurait fait Polytechnique"r (M^IFR' L77) ' rn this

case, her success would have covered the farnily ín glory. As it was, 1n

their milieu in the 1920ts, it was "incongru" for a girl Ëo engage in

tertiary studies, and as for a career: "prendre un métíer' crétait

déchoir." (MJFR, 175). Georges de Beauvoir firurly believed that a

uromanrs place eras "au foyer et dans les salons"; he íntensely disliked

,,les bas-bleus". (WR, L75-176). His embarrassment about his daughter

íncreased as símone continued her studies and aimed to become a teacher'

for "il tenaíÈ tous les professeuÏs Pour des cuisÈrest' and suspected

all rnembers of thaÈ 'rdangeÏeuse secter' - t'les intellectuelgt' - of

attemptíng to destroy traditional values' (M'ItrR' ]-77)'

IIer father's "rancune" (ltrIFR, 177) and t'morosíté" (MJFR' 179)

confused sÍmone, who belíeved Èhat, by taking her studies seriously

shewasconformingexactlytoherfather'swishes.Hedidseemto

attachgreaÈimporÈancetohervarioussuccesses.onlylaterdidhis

daughter xeaLíze that his vras not genuine pride:
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Son Ínsístance me persuada qurfl était fler dtavoir pour
fil-le une feunne de tête; au contraire: seules des réussites
extraordínaires pouvaient conJurer la gêne qut11 en
éprouvait. (ìtrIFR, L79) .

Despite her fatherrs hosÈility, Slmone remaíned very much under his

influence. Describing herself at elghÈeen, she writes:

Sur bien des point"f,.-lj" n'avais aucune opfnion et
Jracqulesçais à touÈ ce qutil rne disait. Nos désaccords
me parassalent sf bénins que je ne fís drabord aucun
effort pour les atténuer. (MJFR, 188).

Monsieur de Beauvoir greatly admíred Anatole France and Maupassant.

Slmone found the former too hedonistic and the latter frankl-y dull.

She dislíked her fatherrs double standard for men and women. Social

gatherlngs írritated her and she annoyed her father by her deliberate

lack of socía1 grace. Simone particularly resented the numerous

reunions of the various nelatives; her faÈher, wíth his t'culte de la

famille" (ltlpn, 189) would accuse her of "ingratitude" (ItrIFR, 192) and

complaín that she was heartless. Nevertheless' on the whole, Simone

wanted noÈhing more than to be able to think líke her father. She never

chose to dísagree, for the sake of revolt; on the contrary ít hurt her

to believe that her father \tas wrong. Until she was eighteen, her

passion for her father remained steadfast. At the same time, she felt

íncreasingly bítter tor^rards him:

jravais compté sur son appuí' sa s)rmPathie, son approbation:
je fus profondeuenÈ déçue qu'il me 1es refusât. (}{^IR, 188).

Simone, who says herself: "j. tttavais rien dtune révoltée", (MJFR,

187) began to feel completely trapped under her parentsr roof. For her,

the house became "une prison sans barreaux, (MJFR, 227) and variations

Of'this,metaphor-a.re'ùs:ed repeatedly to expreSs the sensatioñ of
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claustrophobl-c sequestratfon, powerlessness and dependence.
(le)

Ten years earllerr in Le Deuxième Sexe Sl-mone de Beauvoir had

used the word ttprfsontt to descrl-be the situaÈlon of the adolescent

gir1.(20) And, indeed, simone came to rearize, in her adolescence'

Èhat it was becâuse she vras a female that she was t'enferméet' (MJFR, 175)

and t'Iigotée". MJFR, 2Og). [ühereas her cousin Jacques líved "à ciel

ouvertrt, she was confined rrdans une nurserytr. (ItrIR, L23) . Although

her father líked to tel-l peoples ttSímone a un cerveau drhomme'

Sfmone es¿ un honunett¡ the realíty' as she points ouÈ, \¡Ias differenË:

Pourtant on me Èraitaít en fille. (M^IFR, L23) '

Simone writes that at one partícul-ar stage, when she was eíghteen'

the hopelessness of her sítuation plunged her lnto a seve¡e depression:

(19) M.IFR, P. L23:
Avec Jacques entraient dans la maison les

rümeurs drun monde qui mtétaít fermê.
on me confinait dans une nursery.
on me retenait en cage.

1272... lrespace fermé, f...-T t" ÈemPs sclérosé
des adultes.

\752... Je mtétaís accommodée de vívre en cage'
Jrétais encore enfermée.
CetËe príson-ci nravait pas de barreaux.
ma caPtivité

2O9 ¿... en prison, 1-igotée
2252... on mtavait retenue en cage.

2402... je fis ma première escapade
2582... je restais confinée ã la maíson et dans des

bíbl-Íothèques.
265:... jtêtaÍs claquemurée. Jfétouffais, je me

consumais, jravais envle de me fracasser la tête
contre ces murs.

P

P

p

p

p

p.

p.

(20) Le Deuxième Sexe II , P. 87.
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' pas une lueur nulle part. Pour la prernlère fols de mon

existence, Je pensais sincèrement qutil valait ml-eux
être mort que vivant. (Ií^IER' 210).

trl,a rnonoÈonle quotidlennet', and her "ennultt r.rere such thaË, combined

with her solitude and her sense of abandonmenÈ, Simone felt, at times,

that she was verging on insanitY:

Par moments, je perdals tout à fait le sens de la realité.
(WR, 25S). L...-lpar momenËs je devenais tout à fait
étrangère au monde et íl- mrahurissaít par son étrangeté;
1es objets nravaient plus de sens, ni les visages, nl
moi-même. (WR, 265).

As well as those moments when life lost all meaníng oI purpose'

S¡none r^ras s\n/ePt more frequently than before, in her adolescence, wíth

the devastatíng anguísh which she had always associated wíth her ttpeur

de la mortrr. (ìtrIFR, 264). Since these traumas íncreased when she was

fourteen, Beauvoír associates them \dith the disappearance of God from

her universe. She writes:

la face de ltunivers changea. 1.../ Naguère, je me tenais au

centre dtun vivant tableau donE DÏeu même avaíË choisí les
couleurs et 1es lumières; toutes les choses fredonnaíent
doucement aa gloire. Soudain, tout se taisait. Quel silencel
f .._7rtus dfune fois, dans les jours qui suivirent,/I .--rJ i"
ressentís dans lrangoÍsse le vide du ciel. (l'f^IFR, 139-).-

The facf was, however, that what Beauvoir likes to call "ces

fulgurations métaphysiques" (Ì"I.IFR, 139) occurred long before she ceased

to belíeve in God, whích suggests thaÈ they were of a psychological-

Soon after Èhis, she writes, she had another "découverterr: that

she was "condanmrée ã mortr'. This brought on anoÈher terrifyíng moment

of despair:

11 nry avait personne que moi dans lraPpartement et je ne

refrénai pas mon désespoir; jtai crié, Jrai griffé la moquet-
te rouge. !.! 11 me semblait impossible de vivre toute
rna vie le coãur tordu par lthorreur. (M^IFR, 139).
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rather than a rnetaphyslcal order. From a very early age she had been

traumatized by the ldea of her own absence and sudden atÈacks of panic

had been a conÈínuíty in her lífe since her orLgínal crfsis. At seven-

she wrÍtes-:

Dans les síècles révolus, dans le silence des êtres Ínanimés
je pressentais ma propre absence: Je pressentais la vérfté,
faLlacíeusement conjurée, de ma nort. (IfrIFR' 5l').

Hence, losing her faith did not lead Simone to t'díscovert' the reallty

of the eventual annihilatíon of her body and soul; the fact that God

r^ras one more of her childhood securities to desert her did, however,

increase Èhe inÈensity and frequency of her moments of despair.

Another frightenlng trauma occurred when Símone rìras eighteen, on

holiday at La Grillère .eL) She describes it as follows:

Une nuít, à la Grillèrer comme je venaís de me coucher dans
un vaste lit campagnard, lrangoisse fondiÈ sur moi; í1
mtétaíÈ arrÍvé dravoír peur de la mort jusqu'aux larmes,
jusqutaux cris; mais cetÈe fois, ctétait pire: déjã la vie
avaít basculé dans 1e néant; rien nrétait rÍeri' sinon ící,
en cet ínstant, une épouvante, sí violente que j rhésitai à

aller frapper ã la porte de m¡ mère, à rne prétendre malade,
pour entendre des voíx. Je finis par endormir, maÍs je
gardai de cette crise un souvenír terrifié. (ì'f^lFR, 206).

Beauvoír does not attempt to explain thÍs crisis. Nor does she suggest

that it was in any \,ray linked with her personal síÈuation at the time.

However, in the pages preceding the description of the crÍsis, she does

gíve us some clues as to what actually provoked the recurrence of her

original crisis. The holidays, she writes, I¡Iere t'péniblestt. She had

felt "absolument seule au monde". Her parents regarded her wiÈh "méfiance"

and her sister, evidently ínfluenced by them, Iras a stranger to Simone.

(ìtrIFR, 205). Simone was irritaÈed by their ínability to understand her,

(Zf¡ La Grillère üras also in Uzerche, twenty kilometres from Meyrlgnac.
Her fatherrs sisÈer (Tante Hélène) líved there with her husband, Maurice,
and two chíldren, Robert and Madeleíne.
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but, much more than thls, she re-mained, she wrftes, tttrès vulnérablett.

The attltude of her parents Èowards her hurt her deeply:

Je tenais à mes parents, et dans ces lleux où nous avlÖns
été si unls, nos malentendus mrétaíent encore plus
douloureux qurà Paris. (MJtr'R, 206).

As well as this, she had made the mlstake of not brlnging enough books

on hollday with her. !trithout Èhese ttprésences fraternelles" lt was

impossible to escape even momentarily from the realfty of her stark

lonelíness. (ItrIFR, 206). There was no-one who could fulfil "le rôle

dtaimable miroir". (wR, 16).

Some weeks later, Simone \^ras present at the deathbed of her uncle

Gaston. Again, Beauvoir associates the ensuing tormenÈ with her fear

of death and yet hints at something more:

ni mes regrets, ni ma compassíon ne justifiaíent ltouragan
qui dêvasta pendanÈ deux jours. (ItrIFR' 2L4).

A little further on, Beauvoir briefly alludes to other momenÈs of

anguísh, which she again describes as a fear of death:

La peur de la mort ne mravait pas quittée, je ne mty
habituais pas; í1 mrarrivait encore de Èrembler et de
pleurer de terreur. (MJFR, 264).

She does noÈ elaborate on these críses or attempt Èo trace the exact

context in which Ëhey took place. Indeed, in an interview in L979,

Beauvoir co¡nnented thaÈ her "paniquest' gripped her t'à nriuporte que11e

occasion."(22)gor.ver, whether or not the actual mornent at r4rhích they

engulfed her appeared to her raÈher random, Ít seems thaÈ the criaes

themselves hrere an expïession of insecuríty. They were frequent

(22) "Beauvoir elle-mêmet'
p.82.

in Le Nouvel Observateur, (22 3anvíer ' 1979)
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in her adolescence when she fel-t she no longer had a place in the

lfves of those around her, when she dld not feel- "exigée".(ItrItr'R, L26).

During these bouts of anguish, simoners sense of meanínglessness and

loss of identity were ampl-ified to a nightmarísh exLreme: she was

obsessed with the absolute absence of her own being ín a terrtfying

voíd r¿hich she coul-d only visuaLíze as death. However, ín actual

fact, lt was not only death which frightened her but her own insignífi-

cânce, and thís fear was partíeularly acute in her adoLescence, when

she was floundering for a sense of identíty.

In several ways, Simoners adolescent crisis was a repetition of

her origÍnal- crisis. Simone had been two and a half years old with a

fixation on her mother when lítt1e Poupette rnras born, taking her motherrs

time and loye frou ruhich Simone had previously benefíted exclusively

or so she had felt. Síuone was twelve and a half wíth a fixation

on her father when she reached puberty and entered ttlrâge Íngrattt,

while her yoringer sístêr blossomed and replaced Símone as her fatherrs

prÍde and joy. In e¿ch case' Simone suffered from a feeling of dis-

placement and resenÈed her sister for usurping her position wlth a

pârent. At these pal-nfu1- times, between the time Síuone was two and

a half and six and a ha1-f, and between twelve and a half and eighteen

and a half, Poupettê ís hardly mentíoned in Èhe autoblogr"pfry.(23)

tJe have seen thaÈ Simonets adolescent crisis was more than the

conflict between her t'conditíon proprement humainett and her rrvocatíon

(23) When Simone u7ås síx and
were improvfng: she ¡¿as no 1
in each case' PouPette became

a half and eÍghteen and a half' things
onger jealous of her younger sister and,
a treasured friend, and agaln becomes

a frequent name ín the auÈobíograPhy.
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fémlnl-ne" - a confll-ct which she had claimed, in Le Deuxième Sexe faced

every adolescent girl. However, her personal conflict was related to her

socfal sltuation as a female. Her mother had reJected her because she was

rejectlng religion and the values of dévouement ; her father rejected her

because, wlth hÍs double standard, he regarded hls daughLerrs scholarly

ambítion and professionalísm as a reflectíon of his own fáilure. It was

because both parents resented the fact thaÈ their daughter was gradually

distanclng herself fron the femínine ro1-e they wanted her to assr-rne that

they withdrew Èheiï support and encouragement. Thus Simoners personal

conflicÈ was dírectly related to her faíl-ure to ful-fill her parentsr

expecÈations of her as a rvoman in society.

III. Nature and LiteraÈure: A Confírmatíon of the Oríeinal Choíce.

Throughout her adolescence, Beauvoírts deter¡n-ínatíon Ëo transform

her ltdétresse" Ínto "orgueíltr (MIR, l-93) was more evídent than ever. In

marked contrast to her extreme vulnerabílíty were the moments of lofty

exaltatíon ín which she promised herself a gloríous future. Telling her-

sel-f that one day she would once again "régner", (M.IR, 59) ' she decfded

that, in the meantí¡re, she would provide hersel-f wíth the love and rein-

forcement that she lacked:

j. rntaimerai assez, décídai-je, pour compenser cet abandon.(Ulfnrt9O)

It is clear that SÍmonê \^7as confírming a fundamental choice about herself

whích she had already made at an earlier date. If her choice of self had

been less apparent ín the six years preceding puberty, íÈ was because there

had been no conflÍct between her self-ímage and her lmage in the eyes of others "

Because they were projectíons into the future rather than being

based on her actual situation, Simoners states of exaltatíon frequently

took the forn of what Sartre called her "transes". (FA, 44) . They

rareïe moments of great o<trilaration in which Símone, excited by the
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image of her future glory, congratulated herself on her existence. These

ttÈransest' were diametrically opposed to her t'crisestt but appear to stem

from the same source: her choix originel. tr{hereas her attacks of angulsh

!üere seÈ off by a sudden consclousness of the meanínglessness and super-

fluousness of her own existence, her tttransesrr were moments of narcissistic

self-glorification, in whÍch Simone de Beauvoir saw her image, or her

future ímage, favourably reflecÈed by the external world.

Trying to describe Ëhese states, Beauvoir writes of rrcetÈe fête

dans mon sangrr, (MIFR, 82) , "tous ces mouvements du corps qui paralysent

1e langagett, ttfrissons" and I'verÈíges". (FA, 44). The intensity of the

moments in which she ís able to sustain the convíctíon of being ttltunique",

sovereign and unrivalled, explain, in part, the Paroxysmal nature of the

periods when this illusion collapses. A feature of her adolescence \¡las

the continual oscíllation from one mood to the other:

Dtun jour à lrautre, dtune heure à lrauÈre, je passais de
ltabattement à 1'orgeuil. (MJFR, 229).

The elated state of "orgeuil" was invariably índuced by the

contemplation of nature or by literature. In the midst of naturer even

after she no longer believed in God, Simone was able to relive the

exalÈation which she had once felt, when she imagined her image reflected

by God. Iolhereas, in socieËy she was endowed with an image, and one which

r,ras extremely hurtful to her, in nature she wasttcomme Dieu mêmer sans

visage". (ItrJR, 115). She was, at the same time, ttl" paysage et le

regard." (MJFR, l.9o).

j. otétaís plus une conscience vacante' un regard abstrait mais

1tod.,rt houleuse des blés noírs, lrodeur intíme des bruyères,
ltépaísse chaleur du midí ou le frisson des crépuscules; je
p."ài" lourd; eÈ pourtant je mrévaporais dans ltazur, je :

n'avais plus de bornes. (MJFR' f26).



I29.

If nature was particularly importanÈ to Simone durlng her adol-

escence, 1t was because lt was an antidote to the reality of a world

fn whlch, as she wrítes: "je ne régnais plusrr. (MJFR' 126). In an

importanÈ passage, she explains why lt was Èhat nature took on "des

couleurS mystiqueStt. Nat.ure revealed ttune Vie tOujourS neuvett, as

opposed to the "rouÈineil which she knew. In contrast to what socíety

seemed to hold for her as a young r^roman, naÈure r^ras encouraging: rrvÍeil-

1ír nrétait pas nécessairement se renier." (MJFR, f'26). I^latching nature

transform itsel-f, seeing 'rles triomphes et les déclins, les renouveaux'

les agoníest', Simone discovered "quantité de manlères drexístertt beyond

the horizons of her narrow existence. (M^IFR, 1'26). As well as this,

naÈure proml-sed her a pre-eminence which society díd not. In the role

of God-like wiÈness ín whích she casÈ herself 1n nature, she ímagíned

that her presence \^ras necessary for its very existence:

í1 fallait mon regard pour que 1e rouge du hêtre rencontrât le
bleu du cèdre et ltargent des peuplíers. Lorsque je tten allaís,
1e paysage se défaisait, il ntexistait plus pour personne.

(ttrrFR, L26-I27).

Hence the ecstacy which the experience of nature provoked ín her. Although

her love of nature r¡ras very rcaLlz4) Ít was the ímage of her exÍstence

reflected by nature whích ínspired Símone above all else. Nature .

indulged her choice of sovereignty.

A nouveau jtétais unlque et j'étais exígée. (MJFR, L26) -

In Le Deuxième Sexe Beauvoir had observed thaÈ it ís cormnon for

adslescent girls to feel for nature "un amour singulíer".(25) In much

of what she wrote abouÈ the "secoursrr which nature offers the female

(24) See: Claíre CaYron.
Paris : Gallimard, L973.

La Nature chez Sinone de Beauvoir.

(2s) Le Deuxième Sexe II ., p. LzO.
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adolescent, we recognize her orsn self-portralt. (26)

/Ttadolesc.ot=¡7 veut devenil à son tour un suJet souveraln:
urals, socialement, elle nraccède à sa vie dradulte quten se
faisant femne; el1-e pale sa libération drune abdícation;
tandis quJ,au nílfeu des plantes et des bêtes elle est un
être humain; el1-e est affranchie à la fois de sa famille eË

des mâles, un sujet, une liberté. ElIe trouve dans le secret
des forêts une ímage de la solitude de son âme et dans les
vastes horízons des plaines la figure sensible de la trans-
eend¿nce; elle est e11e-même cette lande íllírnitéerceÈte cíne
jetée vers le ciel;11.J sa présence est Íupérieuse et
tríomphanËe cotrtrfre celIè de la Lerre rnême.(27)

LiteraÈure, like nature, \¡IaS the source of many an trextasett and

"ravissement". (MJFR, 26). Frorn an early age, Simone found reading a

precious escape from the closeted ',and monoÈonous existence which she

was obliged to lead as a young lady. Anongst books and amid nature she

r^ras, once again, in her "royaume".(28) I{hereas her parents cast her in

the role of "une coupable", literatuTe gave her the opportunity to see

herself "avec dfauËres yeux que les leurs". (MJFR, 110). Identifying

wiÈh the heroines she adrnired, she felt Èhat she' too, could create a

glorious exisËence for herself.

mrídentifiant à des héroines de roman, je pressentaís ã

tïavers elles mon destin. (TcF, 157).

Simone had been eleven or tr^relve when she read Little llomen and

ídentífied with Jo, "f intellectuellet' who loved books and writing and

hated housework. (MJFR,89). Ifhilst she read, Símone's own lífe took

on a fÍcÈional qualíty and, she writes:

Je devins à mes propres yeux un Personnage de roman. (MJFR, 90).

(26)
(27)
(28)

Le Deuxième Sexe I-I
ibid. ' P.
íbíd. ' P.

r22-L23.
120.

, p. 12O.
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This propenslty t{as everi more apparent during her ado'lescence. Slmone

read George ElioÈrs The Mill ón the tr'loss when she was fourteen, and

this book, she wrítes, made ttune impression encore plus profonde que

naguère Little l,{omen." (MJFR, 141-). Maggie Tulliver, the heroine, loved

nature and reading, but was t'trop sponÈanée pour observer les conventions

respectées par son entourage." Needless to say, Simone tells us: Je me

reconnus en ellett:

Crest au moment où elle se retirait dans 1e vieux moulin,

i
,l

i
i

I

I

I

méconnue, calomníéerabandonnée de tous,
tendresse pour e11e./ .. Les autres la

que
cond

je brûlai de
amnaient Darce

ourelle valaiÈ mieux qu eux; ;þ lui ressemblaís
non une.marque d

141)(2e)
inf

et je vis
arnie maísdésormais dans mon ís olemenL

un signe d t électíon. (¡trIFR'

Later, Simone was equally inspired when she read Michael Arlents Le Fetitre

verÈ and Rosamond Lehmanfs novel Poussière. In the heroines, Iris SÈorm

and JudiÈh, she saw her orn¡n greatness reflected. She admired lrisl

,,solitude", her "désínvolture et son intégrité hautainet'. (MJFR, 324).

Judy she admired because:

EIIe se donne sans se perdre: elle mène une víe dtétudiante
indépendante, elle a son monde ã elle, ses projeÈs. (so¡

I{hen she was eighteen, her cousin Jacques introduced Simone to

modern French literature. She found that these writers \¡rrote about

the very "aspírations" and "révoltest' which she herself fe1t, without

having been able to express. She wrítes:

La livres que jtaimais devinrent une Bible où je puisaís des

conseils et des eecouïs . / ... I ils créaient une sorte de cornmun-

ion; au lieu de vivre ma petiÈe hisÈoÍre partÍculière, je
participais à une grande épopée spirituelle. (I[IFR, 186).

(2e)
(30)

Italícs mine.
Le Deuxíème Sexê II, P.118

zaza was equally impressed with Judy, and \^7rote about her in a letter
to Símone. (See MJFR, page 356).
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gnce agaín, Simone, by identlfying wlth the wriÈers' \^las able to see in

hertEífférencestt "le gage drUne supérioriÈé qurun jour tout le monde

reconnaîËrait." (ì,IJFR, 187) .

Beauvoir wrítes that she read Gide, ClaudelrValéry and Jaurnes wiËh

"la tête en feu, les tempes battantes, étouffant drémotionr'. (U^JFR, 186).

Lrlhen she read, in Les Nourrítures TerresËres:

,,Famílles(31)je vous haís! foyers clos, portes refermées",

she was convinced Èhat by beíng bored at home, she was servÍng "une cause

sacréerr. (MJFR, l-93). From the early Barrès, she learnt that r'lthouune

libret' inevitably provoked the hatred of the "Barbares" and she felt she

was fighting "le bon combatr'. (MJFR' 193).

The new generation of writers, writing for the Nouvelle Revue

Françaíse, \rere bourgeoís, like Simone and also ttmal à lfaise dans leur

peau". Like her:

La guerre avait ruiné leur sêcuríté sans les arracher à

leur classe. (MFJR, 193).

Mauríac, RadiguetrGíraudoux, Proust, Max JacobrMontherland, Ar1and -' all

"exaltaient lrinquiétude". (MJtr'R, L94). Like Simone, they expressed a

Itrefus des paroles creuses, des fausses morales et de leur confortrt, and,

in repudíaÈing their c1ass, they aimed for nothing less than "1rabsolu."

(ìLIFR, 194) .

I
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(ff¡ Beauvoir misquotes this as: 'rFamille, je vous haÍsl"
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It was at efghteen, too, that Simone read ttles théorles de Bergson

sur tle moi socfal et. re moi profondr "(32)and - she writes.3-

Je reconnus avec enthouslasme ma propre expérience. (MIFR, 206).

This ídea ïras useful as a means of defending herself against the hostility

of others:

Jrlnvoquai une instance supérÍeure qui me permîË de récuser
les jugements étrangers: je me réfugiaí dans ttmon moi profondtt
et décídai que toute mon existence devait lui être subordonnée.

(ìtrrIR, 195).

Identifying with their emotions and well ar¡/are of the impact writers

had on her life, Beauvoir decided to be a wríter herself. Indeed, when

she read The Míll on the Floss at fourteen, her excitement \^Ias due to

more Èhan her profound ideniification wíth the heroine:

À travers son héroine, je mridentifíai ã lfauteur: un jour une
adolescente, une autre moí-même, tremperait de ses lar¡nes un
roman où j'aurais raconté ma propre histoíre. (ìtrIFR' 141).

For a long time, Beauvoir had dreamt of becoming rrune légende" - "come

Eníly Bronti! ou George Eliot". (FC, 58). In France, as well as England,

there ü/as a tradition of women writers. lile know that Simone had admired

t"Ime de Sévigné (MJIR, 91) and that she liked readíng Colette, who was

stíl1 r,üríting and r¿as in many \^rays a model of an independent woman writer.

Although she does not mention readíng ìftne de Staël or George Sand in her

adolescence, she could not but have heard of these two eminenÈ nineteenth

century writers, who had fought their own battles for freedom.(33) fnrr" it

(32) Beauvoir r¿rítes of "le moi superficíelrr and "le moi profond". The former
ís an indivídualísation of the social and the ratíonal a.nd can be cournunicated.
The latter is personal to each indivídual, and not guided by reason. Because
of this, it cannot be conutunicated to others.
(33) As a chil-d, Simone read some fashíonable r¡omen wríters, such as Mme. de
Ségur, Þ.23Þ2-3,57, 82' 107). ZenaTde

Fleurio f I'fne. d'Aulnoy (MJFR, 52). She also
rnentions that as an adolescent, she enjoyed reading ìftne de Noaillesr poetry,
(ItrIFR, 229), Marcelle TÍnayre's novels and Eugénie de Guérínrs diary (ItrIFR 143)
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sdemed Èo Simone that her future glory rrlas not doomed to be an fdle

dream:

En ÈanÈ que feune, ces soûEnets me semblaient en outre plus
accesslbles que les pénépl-aines; les plus célèbres de mes

soeurs stêtaient ilLustrés dans la littérature. (MJFR' I42).

As an intellectual, Èoo, there were models. Beauvoir writes that,

1n the Èwenties, a handful of v/omen had passed the agrégation or had

obtained a doctorate in philosophY, and Símone wanÈed Èo join these

"pionnières". (ILIFR, 160). However, although her scholarly successes

brought her some glory, the very fact that Èhey made her' as a l^loman,

rrexceptionnellett (WR, 295) ureant that she díd noÈ meet with general

approval. In parÈicul-ar, her fatherts ambivalence was clear. As a

writer, however, she could aspire to "1a gloire la plus universelle et

la plus intimerr. (ì,LIFR, 142). It was not only because she herself admíred

writers that she rnrrote in a fríendrs album, at the age of fifteen, that

she wanted to become t'un auteur célèbre". (M,IFR , I42). It vlas also

because her father greatly admired writers:

mon père les mettait bien au-dessus des savants, des
érudits, des professeurs. (MJFR' I42).

Beconing a famous writer, then, woul-d enable her to say what she believed

and yeÈ receive general recognition, even acclaim, from all the varíous

secËións of societY.

Si je réussissais une vie, une oeuvre qui fissent honneur
à lrhumaniÈé, on ne féliciterait dtavoir foulé aux pieds
le conf ormisme i l:-. J on mt accepterait, on mr admirerait.

(rdJFR. 2r5).

However, in actual fact, her self-esteem üras a defense and a choice rather

than a deeply fe1È conviction. It is for this reason that Simoners desire

to be accepted and admired was closely associated r¡ith the idea of merit:

she felt obliged to.Eeve her worth, ín the form of a contribution to human-

íÈy. At the same time, it was the belief that her future glory depended on

I

I

{
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herself thaÈ gave her hope and helped her out of her despaJ-r. Thus,

she wrlÈes:

mes études, la littérature, les choses qui dépendaient de mol
demeuraient üe centre de mes préoccupations. (ìtrIFR, I47).

IV. Love: Justífication of Self and Badicalizatiori of Ideas.

I¡Ie have seen that Símoners original choice !üas to be approved,

admired and to feel sovereign. In an abstract sense, she desired no

less than universal approval. ConcreÈely, however, she needed someÈhing

quite specific ín order to attain thís end: she needed Èo be loved by

someone with "le prestige paternel". (MJFR, 146). ThÍs was both an emotion-

al and a culÈural prestige: Beauvoir describes herself at eighteen

longíng for a man:

qui partagerait mon goût pour les idées et pour lrétude, à qui
je tiendrais par la tête autant que par le coeur. (MJFR, 235).

This "houune supéríeurt', Beauvoir tells us, was destined Èo incarnate:

le Juge suprême par qui je rêvais dtêtre un jour reconnue.
(MIFR, 107).

In Le Deuxième Sexe Beauvoir had stressed the importance of the

young girlrs love for her father. Because of "la place qutoccupe le

père dans la famillê, ltuniverselle prépondérance des mâ1es" and "1tédu-

cation", the girl, she wrote, soon becones convínced of "la supéríorítê

masculinett.(34) hlhereas her earlier love for her mother had invblved

ttune active émulationtt, she cannot hope to become ttle père souverain,

and the nature of her love is differenË as a consequence. She looks up

I

Ì

it

I
l

(34) Le Deuxième Sexe I p. 83.
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to her father wlth trune admiraÈion lmpuissantet' and seeks from him a

'rvalorísatfon, of herselt.(fS¡If he shows her affection, she feels her

exlstence to be "magnifiquement Justifiée"; she feels rrcomblée et

divínisée". (36)

In her autobiograPhY, Beauvoír shows that, as an adolescent, she

was made to feel worthless because she did not conform to the femíníne

role expected of her by her familYi on the other hand, conforming to it

¡^rould have meant accepting a low status which would have made her feel

r,rorthless ín her ol^m eyes. She had described, in Lè Dèuxième Sêxe, how

the young girl copes wiÈh her ínsecuriÈy and lack of confidence by becom-

ing excessívely dependent upon her father and upon men generally. Iler

o\^rn experience vras no exception to Èhis. On the contrary, it is sÈriking

how ofËen Beauvoir emphasízes her "soif de nécessité", (ìÍJFR' 145) her

need to feel her existence justified and to feel "exigée", (MJFR, 126)

and for this she looked towards men. Given her horror of the meaning-

lessness of her ornm exísÈence, íssuing from her emotional insecuríty,

it is possíble, even, that Simonets dependence r¡las partícularly extreme.

She writes that, at fifÈeen, she dreamÈ of a man who:

me garantiraiÈ mon existence sans lui ôter sa souveraíneté.
(ìLItr'R, L47).

Simone de Beauvoir also pointed out, in Le Deuxièrire Sexe, thaÈ she

does noÈ mean that all women are looking for t'des substiÈuts du père".

I

I

I

(
(

) Le Deuxième Sexe II' P.3535
36 ) rbid., p. 36.
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It is as men that they enjoy a ttprestíge virilrr.The father merely con-

stîtutes, Ln most cases, the first prestigious male whom the young glrl

ko.r. (37) This is certainly true; nevertheless Èhe fact that Slmone

associated virile prestige vriÈh cerÈain of her fatherrs qualities did

tend to mean that she looked particularly for these qualities in other

men. It is siurplistic to suggest that the male figures who influenced

Simone in her adol-escence hTere merely father surrogates. However, she

herself stresses thaÈ her image of her father influenced her choice of

a partner. It is Íronícal, though, that the males to whom she was att-

racÈed because of qualÍties ín which Èhey resembled her father' \^7ere

gradually to lead her away from her father in her thinking.

Georges de Beauvoir, simone tells us, tTas very much a product of

his epoch and his class: his ídeas were those of a conservative bourgeois.

He was brought up ln "une confortable aisance" (ItrIFR, 34) in Paris and

(38)
at tended the famous Collège Stanislas. As a young man, he was a hedon-

ist and a society man. His great passion was acting: performing in

amateur troops boÈh satisfied his narcissÍsm and gave hím access to "des

cercles plus éléganÈs et moins austères que le milieu dans lequel il était

né". (ÌtrIFR, 37). Despite this passion, he dared not throw all security

to the winds and defy the prejudices of his milieu by making acting his

profession. Símone remembers him as a restless man, somewhat dissatisfied

\^rith his social ranking, but still , in his younger days, a "charmeur" and

a "brillant causeur". (ItrlFR, 37). He found the "sérieuses vertus" held up

(37) Le Deuxième Séxe II. P. 36.
1aw
taÈe.

(Sa¡ The Collège_Stánislas was founded in 1804, and in 1905, when a
separaÈed õh"rch a"a State, iÈ became completely índependenÈ of the S

It remained one of the most importanË CaÈholic boy's schools in Parl-s.
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by the bourgeoísie qulte boring, (ldIFR, 36) and, with his gafety and love

of fun, he was idolized by hls daughter, àccusÈomed as she was to a stifl-

ingly repressive atmosphere in her motherts company and at school.(fe¡

Although not a practising Catholic, Georges de Beauvoír respected

the Church. SÍmone tell-s us ÈhaÈ he was horrifie{ by t'les lois Combes" -

the 1905 laws separating Church and State, which brought about the closure

of rnany ecclesíastical schools. He endorsed the morality propagated by

the Church, especially for r¡romen - consentíng to both his daughters being

sent to a Church school, while aË the same time, he liked to exhibit a

manly cynicism towards relígion.

An ardent naÈionalist, he admíred Charles Maurras and Léon Daudet,

who collaborated, in 1908, to transform Èhe Action Fran aise (founded in

1905) into a daily paper which venËilaÈed xenophobic and antí-republícan

views. Georges de Beauvoir was too much of a cyníc not to consider the

re-establishment of the monarchy an unrealízable ideal, but "la Républíque

ne lui inspírait que du dégoût". (wR, 38) . Tn 1926, when the Papacy

placed the newspaper on the Index, thus publicly condemning the "Action

Françaisdrmovement, many of its partisans turned to the rnilitant' para-

urilitary or royalist groups such as the Croix du Feu and the Camelots du Roi

I,{ithout beíng a member of a rightist league hímself , Georges de Beauvoir

had friends among the Camelots du Roi.

(39) Simone recounts how she felt, when she r^Ias seventeenr on holíday with
her urother and "des cousins extrêmement bien-pensanÈs'! - r^Iithout her father.
It is clear that, although she could noÈ tell hirn that she' toorhad losÈ her
faith, his presence saved her from complete isolation amid bel-ievers:
ttMon ière a6""ot, maman et mes cousins communíáient dans une même ilévotion,
professaient les mêmes princípes sans qutaucune voix romBît ce parfait accord;
parlant avec abandon devant moi, i1s mrimposaient une complícité que je n'r-''
à"ais pas récuser: j'avais lrimpression quton me violentait. (MJFR, 157).
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At fifteen, Simone, obvíousIy with her father ln mlnd, had a

definlte picture of her relationship wíth her future partner. She en-

visaged feeling for him t'une admiratíon passionnéettrand beíng subjugated

by his t'intelligencerr, ttculturet' and ttautoritétt. (ì4IFR, 1-45) . Nothing

about her love for hím would be arbítrary:

11 faudrait que ltéIu stímposât à moif. .Jp^t une sorte
d'évidence. (l'trlFR' l-45) .

He would be the ttexacÈ témoin'r whích formerly God had appeared to be. He

would be like herself - her ttpareiltt, her "doublet' - and yet superior -

!t1e modèle" of what she herself wanted to become. In thís way, he could

offer her guidance and supPort:

Ltimage que jtévoquaís, crétaít ce11e drune escalade où mon

partenaíre, un peu plus agile et robuste que moi, mtaiderait
ã me hisser de palier en palíer. (ìÍ-IFR' L46).

IIe would justify her existence without annexing it to his:

Ithomme prédestiné me garantiraít mon existence sans lui
ôter sa souveraíneté. (WR, I47).

Simone r¡ras seventeen before she came into contact with ídeas fund-

amentally different from her faÈherrs. The sole excepÈion was the

È\nro sutgners she spenÈ, in her early teens, reading Vaulabellers Histoire

des deux Restaurations.(40)rt. writes that, as a result,she began to hate

"la monarchie, le conservatismet' and "ltobscurantisme". (¡f¡'n, 134). How-

ever, her divergence from her faÈherts ideas was made possible by the fact

thaÈ Vaulabellets seven volume book was in her grandfatherrs líbrary at

Meyrignac, and thus had the stamp of approval from a resPected member

of the faruily.

(40) vaulabelle, a Republican with advanced 1íberal ideas, wrote
His toire des deux Restaurations between 1814 and 1857.
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It was not until Slmone was almost severiteen and had left school

thaÈ she attended lectures wíth boys for the first time. .The lecturer

in literature at the Institut Sainte-Marie at Neuilly, Robert Garric,

was her fírst contact wíth a male teacher. Just over thlrty, he was a

well known name, for he was founder and direcÈor of Les Equipes Sociales,

a movement which aimed at "la réconcíliation des classestt and which, wlthin

a few years, had spread all over France, boasting somé ten thousand

members and twelve hundred teachers.

Slmone rapidly found hís lecture rrle meilleur moment de la semaínerr'

aduLiring him more and more. (MJFR, l-79). IË was rumoured at the Instítute

that Garric could have had 'rune brillante carrière" in a university. As

it was, "í1 ntavait aucune ambiÈion personnelle", he was devoted to the

cause of his EQuípes and "vivaít en ascèÈe" in a working-class area. (ì'LIFR'

179). !ütrat he preached, Simone points ouÈ, htas not a contestation of her

own beliefs. Rather, it was a logical extensíon of the ídea of Chrístían

"dévouement" on which she had been raised'

certes, autour de moi, on prônait le dévouement, mais on lui
assignait pour limites le cercle fa¡nilial; hors de 1ã, autruí
ntéÈait pas un prochaín. Les ouvriers en particulier appart-
enaienÈ à .ttt. espèce aussi dangeureusement êtrangère que les
Boches et iles Bolcheviks. Garric avait balayé ces frontières:
il nrexlstait sur terre qutune imrnense connnunauté dont Èous

les membres étaient mes frères. (Ì'LIFR, 180).

Unlíke her father, Garric t/as "un catholique convaincu", but he was

not dogmatíc and some members of the Equipes were not religious' He was

the first person Símone had met who attempted to bridge the chasm between

relígious ídeology and bourgeois ideology, by sÈressíng the need for the

bourgeoísie to act unselfíshly. He maíntained that:

le peuple est bon dès quton le traíte bíen; en refusant de lui
tendre la main, la bourgeoísíe cometÈrait une lourde faute
dont 1es conséquences retomberaient sur elle. (MJFR, 180).
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Slmone, who had always found thLs chasm dlsconcertlng, writes:

Je buvais ses paroles: e1les ne dérangal-enË pas mon unfvers,
F.tT et pourtant elles rendai-ent à mes oreilles un son
ãbsõlunent neuf . (ItrIFR' f80).

As for llterature, which Garric, l1ke Georges de Beauvolr, held ln high

esteem, he introduced two nehr names: Charles Péguy, (who also htas a Catholic

patriot wiÈh a humanítarfan socialist conscíence) and André Gide, whom he

mentioned ttpresque furtivemenÈtr, one afternoonrtten excusant dtun souríre

son audace". (ItrIFR, L82) .

For Simone, Èhis was Èhe first Èime she had met somebody who had

made a courageous choice about hís existence:

Enfin je rencontrais un hormne qui au lieu de subir un destin
avait choísi sa vie! (ulrn' 181).

At the same time, there was nothing arbitrary about his choíce. Garricrs

exisÈence seemed almost to be imposed on him from above: his choice seemed

like a calling.

dotée drun buÈ, dtun sens, son existence incarnaít une idée,
et el1e en avaít la superbe nécessité. (MJFR, 181)'

To Simone, at the tíme, Garric seemed close to Èhe NieÈzschean "Übermensch":

Ce modeste visage f --J c'était celuÍ drun héros, drun
surhonme. (WR, 181).

He seemed Èo fulfil all the criteria of the ídeal partner abouÈ whom she

had begun to dream aÈ the age of fifteen. He represented everything she

would 1ike to be herself, (!'je conternplais avec émerveí1lement lfexemple

que me donnait Garric") (ìLIER, 181) and since she could not become him, the

next best r^ras to be loved by hin. Símone began Èo wonder whether she had,

indeed, met her "destint', but did not allow herself to entertaln this hope

for long. The idea of a married Garric \^ras, after all , a liÈtle "choquant",

and she decided ít would be sufficient simply to'lexister un peu pour luitt.

(MJFR, 183) IIer friend Zaza írríÈated her by finding Petty faults with Garric,

but Simone consoled herself that it vras for the best:



¡

,ì-

autre recuelllÎt avec autant de

et les sourires de mon héros'
(ìtrIFR, 182).

Meanwhile, at home, she lnfuriated her parents with her nel^7 asceticism' 'refus-

íng to engage in políte intercourse with her motherrs friends' studylng even

at the dinner table. suddenly, wíth Garricrs example before her, she felt

necessary:

Jraurais mal suPPortê qurune
ãévotlon que mof les Paroles

Af ter this disappoíntment, she \^Ias more successful:

Je redoublai drefforts Pour gagner son es

díssertationsurRonsard,lIexplicationd
.ro"-1"ço" sur dtAlembert' me valurenË des

I

I
,t

f

Justashadbeenthecase'previously,withherfather,simonefelt

ÈhaÈherlifeneededtheapprovalofGarricinordertobejustífied.

She wriÈes:

Uneévidencemepétrifiait:destâchesinfiniesmIattendaient'
j'étaís tout entière exigée; sí je me $ermettais le noindre

gaspillage, je trahissaiã ma rnislion et Je lesais I'humanité'
(ìtrlFR, 18r) .

Jrapportai tous mes soíns à ma première disserÈaÈion' mais

"",rià 
une religieuse dominicaine' qui suívaÍt les cours en

costume civil' reçut des félícitations' (MJFR' 173)'

f
*ril
ll¡

ft

time: j ry Parvins. Une
tun Sonnet à Hélène
éloges erd-vrants -

(ìtrItr'R., 183) .

Ayearlater,havíngcompletedGarric'Scourseanddonesometeach-

ínginthefemalesecÈionoftheEquípes,Símonebecamedisillusionedwith

theídealsofherex-hero.ShefeltthatitwasneiÈherprovídingthem

with culture nor helping them, when she talked to workÍng-class girls with-

outanyformaleducationaboutBaLzacorHugo'oneeveningaweek.She

writes that she would have felt ridículous, had she followed the instruct-

ionsgivenÈotheteachers,anddiscursedonsuchthemesas''lagrandeur

humainet, or ,'1a valeur de 1a souffrance"' (ldlFR, 223)' Graduall-y' she

xeajlízeðthatGarrictsideas\¡Iereglorifiedcharityandafarcryfrom

actual social change. Rather than producing real solidariÈy and
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reciprocíty, the Equl,pes both asserted the superíority of the bourgeolsie

and províded lt with a means of self-justification by Èhe exchange of

,tculture" for gratitude. The power of the privtleged class - to decíde

when to give glfts and to whom - remained unchallenged.(41)As to be

expecÈed, this realizatlon greatly dulled Simoners enthusiasm for the man:

Mon admiration pour lui stétait éteinte en même temps que

ma foi dans son oeuvre' (ìtrIFR, 223) '
a

Simone realized Èhat Robert Garric had been "un fantasme" to her;

(TcF'19)however,shecontinuedtodreamofbeingthecompanionofa

hero. ÀÈ eighteen, lonelY and:Lunhappy, her dreams reÈurned to the only

male she kner¡ on a friendly basis: her cousin Jacques.Gz)As a young boy,

Jacques,whowassixmonthsolderthanSinone,hadalwaysiupressedher.

Because his father had died when he was small, he had developed a feeling

of responsibility unusual for his age, and his intelligence and precocity

dazzLed his cousin. The way he had Èa1ked to the workmen in hís late

fatherts staíned glass business had the authority of a groum man, and

totally subjugated simone. In his teens he had gone' like Georges de

Beauvoir, to the Collèee Stanislas where he had at fÍrst shone at his

studÍes. He would someÈímes visiÈ the house and help simone with her

homework; later on she writes, he preferred to have t'de vraíes conversations"

with her father. (MJFR, I23). Around the age of fifÈeen, he became enamoured

\^7ith his literaËure master ' who Èaught him to prefer }fallarmé to Rostand -

a preference which irritated Georges de Beauvoir' simoners allegiances

were índeed put to the test, but she agreed wÍth her faÈher that Jacques

(41) In Pour une Morale .de 1r ambi ré , written ín 1946, well before Beauvoír

\^rrote about Garric in the memoirs, she wrote that t'un des scandales de la char-
ité'r ís that "el1e stexerce du dehors, selon le caprice de celui qui la
distribue et quí est détaché de son objet. (p. L25) '

(42) Jacques Laguillonrs mother, Germaine' was a cousin of Françoise de

Beauvoír.
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was ttposfngtt:

Néanmoins, tout en récusant ses goûts, Jtadmirais qurll les
défendlt aveb tant' de suPerbe'

I^lhen Jacques came to the house, just as when her f ather came home 1n the

evening, he brought with him rtles rumeurs drun mondettwhich hlas not access-

ible Èo Simone. (ì,LITR, 123). This greatly added to the prestige of both'

Jacques' too, brought a gaíety into the house, which r¿as seldo¡n

present now that Georges de Beauvoir was so often out, and ernbitÈered by

fínancíal failures. I,{ith Jacques, simoneuwas again able to feel as líght-

hearted as she had been when her father amused her as a child:

on pouvait donc, ã notre âge, connaître encore une gaiété
d'enf ants: (Ì'UFR, 184) '

Despite his capacity for fun, Jacques l^7as also'rmal à lraise dans sa peau"

, líke the modern writers he llked Èo read, and like símone herself'

Beauvoir wriÈes:

jemesentaísmoinsínsoliteauprèsde-lui9u'auprèsde
tous les gens qui acceptaient la vie; / "-/ je cortclus

que nous étions lui et moi de la rnêmJesptce. (ìtrIFR, 26I) '

ItwasJacqueswhointroducedsímonetotherealm,ofconÈernporary

literàture and he-lenË het a great variety of books. Her father did not

approve at all:

Ayanteffleuréduregardmesauteursfavoris'monpèreles
jugeaprétentieuxralambíquésrbaroques'décadents'ímmoraux;
il repiocha vivement à Jacques de mtavoir prêté, entre autres'
Etíenne de Marcel Arland. (MJFR' 187). (43)

At almost nlneteen, her father no longer attempted to censor her

books, but símoners reading did exacerbate the conflicÈ between Ëhem'

(43) In EtÍenne (Gallimard, Ig24), Marcel Arland þortrays the tormented love-

affair between f,-ouise (Etiennets mother) and Max dtAyrens with extreme

delicacy and discretion.
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However, by thfs tiue, it was Jacques who had rtla premíère p]-acertln

Simoner s af fection. (ì'L!FR' L97) .

Looking back upon this adolescent passion, Símone ló conscious of

"la part du rêve" (TCF, 27) in her love for Jacques. Out of desperaÈion

and loneliness, she imagined a Jacques whom she knew, ín more l-ucid mornents,

díd not real-ly exist. She Iíked to tell herself that, because they had

been chíldhood sweethearts, theír t'ídyllett was "inscriÈe au ciel". (ìtrIFRt

208). As she gradually became a\^rare of the time he sPenÈ ín bars and

thaË the fact. that he was failing his examinatíons was due to the frivol-

ous and dissipated exístence he led, she could not delude herself any

more that hís life was t'adrnirablett. However, she liked to think of it as

ttémouvanten. (TCF, 27). Once again, she told herself that her existence

had a mission: to helP Jacques:

Jf avaís un rôle dans sa vie:/1. .Jit fallait combattre son
découragement et, 1'aider à poursuivre sa recherche. (14^IFR'211).

By thís stage, she was losíng some of her illusions about men. It was not

only Jacques who was wasting his time in bars - her father too, came home

most nights reeking of alcohol.

The ídea of marríáge to Jacques was not finally discarded until

Lg2g, after Simone had met SarÈre. Jacques put an end to Simoners

dreaming and her doubts about his worth as a husband by becoming engaged

to his best. friendrs sÍster (who had a considerable dowry), soon after his

return from his military service ín Algeria'

Simone was níneteen before she came ínto contact with political

ideas fundamentally different from those of her father, Garric and

Jacques. By this time, Simone wrltes:

Je savaís une chose: Je détestais lrextrême-droite. (ldIFR' 236).
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The l-ncreasing strength of the extreme right, lts bigoted and violent

ostracism of "métèquestt and "3uifs" (ltrIFR, 236), lts advocacy of the

death penalty, lts "víolencett and "bêtíse" - everything for which, as

she was begínning to realize, her father stood - all this now threw her

into I'une colère ef f ravée". (ìtrIFR, 236) '

ìfost of the students at the sorbonne with whom she assocíated

appearedtoher''ínsignifiants''anduninspiring.However'oneyoungman

did attract her attentíon. Considerably older than her, "aux yeux bleus

et graves", (MJFR, 233) and dressed all iir black, he only ever spoke to a

small brunette who r¿as obvíously his girlfriend. one particular incident

convinced Simone that he was índeed, someone out of the ordinary' and she

contrived a meeEing wíth him:

UnjouriltraduísaitàlabíbliothèquedeslettresdlEngels,
q,,",,a, à sa Èab]-e, des étudiants se mirent à chahuÈer; Ses yelxK

atinãåferent, d'une voix brève il réclama le silence avec tant
d'auiorita qútil fut aussitôt obéí. "C'est quelqu'un!" pensai-

3", itp*ssítnnóe' Je réussis à lui parler et par la suite'
ct,aq,,efoisquelapeÈítebruneétaitabsente'nouscausions.(MJIR,234).

pierre Nodier \^ras associated with a group called t'Philosophies",

whích was príncipally composed of MorhangerFrÍedmann, Henri Lefebvre and

politzer .G4) They collaborated on a leftist journal called l'nso'it(45)

(44) Pierre Morhange
mann, Henri Lefebvret
of the grouP.

(whorn Beauvoir mispells as Mohrange), Georges Tried-
Georges Politzer and Norbert Guterman \^lere the core

published from March L924 to March

Èo January L927. Later the group put
SePtember L929) and La Revue 49

29). The group was hãavily influenced
Brunschvicg and Bergson, despite its
r the Trotskyist periodical Clarté,
ting to "orn¡io" 

Judeo-phírosõþñiãt
rre Naville. Clarté, août-septembre

1926, p.85).
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and Nodier brought Slmone some issues to read. She writes that she did not

feel "dépaysêe" by their ldeas, for these bourgeois revolutionarles exPress-

ed themselves in the language to which she was accustomed, and they did not

fundarnentally challenge her thinking:

cesJeunesgens_parlaíenteuxaussidrâmerdesalutrdejoie'
dréternit'" !_..J. Ils stintéressalent avant tout aux avatars
de 1'Esprítl lTéconomie et la poliÈl-que nravalent à leurs
y.rr* qrriun rôle accessoíre. Ils condamnaient le capítalisme
parce qutil avaft détruít dans Ithonrte ttle sens de lrêtre."

(MJFR, 234).

Beauvoir adds that these thinkers utere not unlike the surreallsts, who had

also - since around Lg25 - begun to be concerned wíth political actíon and

to talk in Èerms of "la Révolution". 
(+e¡ 

She herself was attracted to the

radicalism of the idea of a socialist revolutíon, even though she writes

that sbe stil1 had little understandíng of the issues ínvolved' Her convers-

ations with Nodíer were beginning to challenge her Ëhinking - ín a dírection

whích she was keen to take - and she deeply regretted not being able to

become much closer to him:

je trouvaí tant de profít à ces entretiens que parfoís je
mtinterrogeais tristement] pourquoi mon 10t nrest-il pas

df aímer un hormre conìrne celul-cí, 9ui partagerait mon goût

pour les idées et pour l|étude, à qui je tiendrais par la
Lêt. ".rt"nt 

que par le coeur? (ìtrIFR, 235) '

Simone rrlas extremely sad when she said goodbye to Nodl-er ín May L927 ' He

was leaving to take up a post in AustralÍa - and "la petite brunet' hlas to

follow him. (ltrIFR, 235) .

Around this time - possibly in an attempt to fí1l the void left by

Nodíerrs departure,- simone made fríends with a young man called Jean llallet'

(46) In hís t'Deuxième Manifeste du surréalismer" published in the surrealist
ierioai.al La Révolutio¡ Surréaliste, -on 

the 15th of ìlarch ' L928, André Breton,

rho ".r t,i* d a materialist, attacked the EsPrit-
group - and Naville - for having espoused corununism. Later, others closely
associaÈed with surrealism, ".r"h "" 

Aragon and Eluard, also became well-knovm

members of the P.C.F.
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who was a communisÈ and an ex-puptl of Alain, (ra conJonctlon, en ce

temps-là, n'étonnait past', Beauvoir explalns)' He outllned Àlainrs

ideas to her and lent her some of his books. He also enthused about

Romain Rolland, renor^med as a lef t-wing intellectual and pacl-f ist ' and

Simone hras converted to the cause of pacifism' She liked the "feut' ln

Mallet t s eyesandvoÍceandwaslmpressedwithhiswiderangeofcultural

irrt.i."t": paínting' the cínema, Ëhe thea.re and music-hall-' It was

doubtless the influence of I'lal1et and Nodier whích made her notet a

little arrogantlY, in her dÍarY:

Jraí découvert quton Peut-'être íntelligent et stintéresser
ã 1-a polítique. (ltrIFR, 236) '

ByL929,Símoneknewmostofherfellowstudents.However'one

groupattheSorbonneremainedquitealooffromtherest'andÈhatwas
,,le clan formé par Sartre, Nizan et Herbaud'r' (MlR, 310) '(47)ft is clear

that the "mauvaÍse réputationt' and the reputed inte11ígence of the group

greatlyínterestedsímone.(MJFR,310).Herbaudwastheonlyoneofthe

trio to attend the course by Léon Brunschvicg whích sirnone went to, ând

she tells us:

I1 avait fait un exposé, en janvier' au cours de Brunschvicg

ãt p.nd"rrt la disculsion qui avaít suivi' í1 avait amusó tout
iã *o"¿.. Jravais été sensible au charme de sa voix
gouailleuse, de sa lippe ironique' (ì'LÍFR, 310) '

Inlhen, one morning, Herbaud came

Simone wasted no timel

to work at the BibI iothè ue Nationale

ancíen camarade de Sartrett.

Jravais eu ltinspíratíon - conÈrairement à mes habitudes - de

monÈer déjeuner àu restaurant íntérieur à la Bíbliothèque¡ il
*iavait tãit place à sa table avec autanÈ de naÈurel que si
nousavíonseurendez-vous.NousavionsparlédeHumeetde
Kanr. (ì,LIFR, 31-0).

(47) The man she cal1s André Herbaud was actually René Maheu (1905-1975). In

Tout c te fait 245), Beauvoir calls hím bY h is real name' Maheu, des:(p.
críbing him as
real identitY of ttHerbaudtt.

She thus continues to conceal the
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AfÈer the Easter vacatlon, the two regularly worked side by side

at the B ibliothèque and continued their conversations 1n their lunchtlme.

Simoners exalÈatíon was strikingl-y slrnílar to that lnspired by Robert

Garric, a few yeara earlier. Herbaud was only three years older than her'

but his self-assurance, his intetligence and versatílity impressed Simone'

He was unlíke anybody she had ever met, and once again, his prestige was

all the greater because he moved ín a world to which Simone had had no

access. Ilis- love of fun and the fact thaÈ t'iI paraissait vÍvre ailleurs

que dans 1es livres" remínded her of Jacques; (MJFR, 311) his convíctions'

his Íntellectu4lism and his consciousness that he had a task to perforrn

reminded her of Garric:

11 prouvaít par son exemple quron peut
des vieux cadres' une vie orgueilleuse,
telle exactement que je 1a souhaitais'

se bâtir, en dehors
joyeuse et réf1échie:

(M.IFR, 314) .

Herbaud was neítheï ttun bien-pensant" like Garric' nor "un rat de

bibliothèque" as she someÈimes felt she was ' nor "un pilier .de barrt, which

Jacques seemed to have become. (ìtrIFR, 314). rntellectually, too, he guided

Símone in a direction she was eager Èo take. Indeed, she wrítes emphatícaIly:

il mrindiquaít mon avenir' (ÙLIR, 314) '

Reflectíng the'ínternationalism of the French left after the First In]orld

Ialar, its advocacy of disarmement, itS hostilíty to military service, and

íts romantic faith ín the ideals of the League of Natione.¡. Herbaud r¿as

rranti-nationaliste" and "anti-militariste'j 
(48) (MJFR, 314) ' Síuoners

friends were mostly religíous and she had not yet dared distance herself

wholeheartedly from forms of mysticism. Herbaud, however ' 
\^ras I'anti- :

religieux". and 'ranticlérical": "ltasceÈisme chrétien luí répugnaitr" and

(48) It is ÍnteresÈing that Maheu later became an international civll serv-

ant, worklng for Unesco. Trom 1962 to 1974, he was director-general of the

Unesco secreÈariat.
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ttÍi avait horreur de toutes les roystiquestt:

Je 1ui donnais à lire ma dlssertation sur t'la personnalftétt
dont Jtétals fière à lrexcès; 11 fit la moue; i1 y décela1t
les rãlents drun cathollcisme eL dtun romantlclsme dont il
mrexhorÈa à me netÈoyer au plus vfte. Jraqulesçai. avec emport-

ement. Jfen avais assez deã ttcomplications catholiques", des

impasses splrltuelles, des mensonges du merveilleux; à présent
je voulais toucher terre. voílà pourquoi en rencontrant
fferUãua j teus 1tímpression de me trouver moi-même. (MJFR, 314).

Simone was ttbouleverséett. tt1,a violence de cet engouemenÈ* surprised

even herself. (ltrIFR, 311). Her physical attraction to Herbaud was evident'

Not only dld she like him more and more' but +' very important - she liked

her iurage Ín his eyes:

'cequ'ilyavaítd|agtêable,clesËqu'àtraverslui,jeme
plaisais à moí-même. (ItrIFR, 322) '

She began Ëo take extra care with her appearancer seeking his approval,

and he ,trécompensaitil her efforts with compliments. (MJFR' 322). ' -As well

as her joy at finding approval, once more, from somebody with t'le presÈige

paternelrt, Simone had a tttémointt once again:

toutcequímtarrivaitrtoutcequimepassaitparlatête,
je le luí destinaís. (ItrIFR, 325) '

There was, however, an obstacle to fulfilment of her love' Ilerbaud was

married. FurËhermore, when SÍmone told him about Jacques, mentlonÍng her dís-

appoíntment that the latter had been having an affair with a \¡roman - whon he

had díscarded in a manner tvpical of his class and sex - Herbaud had advised

-her-to-rnarf,y him "ou à éÖn défaut,qùetqùtun d/'autre" for he

believed: "une femme doit se marier.tt (MJFR, 324) ' His double sÈandard

for men and women concerning sexual líbertinage irritated her, and

reminded her of an aspect of her father whích she rejecÈed' As well as

thís, she could not help regarding Herbaudts preoccupation with the

fígure he cut in society as a weakness - and presumably she felt strongly
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je ne savais jamais au juste quand j
certitude mrattrÍstaÍt; par instants
la fragí1-ité de notre amitié .[.:T J
jour le jour, sans ésPoir et sans cr
au jour le Jour' ne me donnait que d
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reverrais et cette in-
ressentais avec détresse

exhortais ã vivre au
e, cette histoire qui,
joíe. (Ì.trIFR,325)

,l-
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about this because she herself needed to scorn public opínlon ín order

to convÍnce herself of her own r^¡orÈh. NoneÈheless, these reservations

were ninor compared_ to her enthusiasm; she needed them to protect her

from a relationship which had no future:

I
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It was Èhrough Herbaud that Sfmone met Jean-Paul Sartre and Paul

Nizan. Al1 three Ínvited her to joín them for the preparatíon of the oral

examination for the Agrégation. They worked together from the beginning

of July , Ig29, for three weeks, and Símone de Beauvoir learnt a great deal

from the rrpetits camarades", âs they ltked to call themselves.(t"tJFR, 335).

Símonets description of their attitude at Ëhe time and of the influence

they had on her shows' these few weeks to be a turning point in her

development:

sur bÍen des points je resÈais dupe des sublimatíons bourgeoises;
eux, ils dégbnflaient impitoyablement tous l-es idéalismes, ils
tournaient en dérision les belles âmes, les âmes nobles, toutes
les âmes et les états dtâmes, lar víe,,íntérieure, le merveil-leux,
le mystère, les élites; en Ëoute occasionÌdans l-eurs PTopos'
leurs attítudes, leurs plaísanteries - i1s manifestaíent que les
hommês ee fltétaient pas des espriÈs-mais des corps en proie au

besoin, et jetés dans une aventure brutale. un an plus tôt, íls
mrauraient encore effrayêe; rnais j ravais fait du chemÍn depuis
la rentrêe !1.;7. Je compris vite que si le monde où m'invit-
aíent mes nouveaux arnis me paraissait rude, ctest qutíls ne

déguisaient rien; ils me demandaíent sortrne toute que dfoser ce

qu; jlavais toujours voulu: regarder en face la réalité. Il- ne

*. fãftut pas longtemps pour m'y décider. (MJFR, 336) '

Inlhen, later in'the month, Maheurs fears were confirmed-- he had

failed the written Par t of the agrégation - he no longer had any reason

to stay ín paris and left irmnediately to join his wife at Bagnoles-de-

1tOrne. It was then that Sartre told Simone paternalistically:

t'À partír de maíntenant, ie vous prends en main." (MIFR' 338).

*

fl
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The relationshi-p wlth Sartre was lrrecusably the end of the rrattente

of adolescence. She shows that 1n Sartre she had found the idol of whom

she had dreant as a Young girl:

" 
(491

Sartre rêpondit exactemeilt au voeu de mes quínze ans. (ì'LIFR, 344) '

Already at twenty three, sartre had an impressive reputaÈion among

his peers. He rtras renovtïred for his brílliance, and Èhe fírsÈ mention of

hÍrn in the memoÍrs ís when Beauvoir Èells us that t'à Ia surprise gênérale",

he had faíled the written examinations of the 3ryg"tf". , (MJFR'272),whích he

was sittíng again ín L929, in the same group of students as Simone' The

trio formed by Sartre, Nizan and Herbaud, because of its extremism and

aloofness, vTas the subject of a degree of specul-atÍon and rumour, and,

as for Sartre, Beauvoir writes:

on disait qutil était le plus terrible des trois et même

on l'accusait de boíre' (ìtrlFR, 310) '

At the Ecole Normale SuP érieure. Sartre was famed for his ttdons comiquestt

(MJR, 335). As well as à11 thís, there was Herbaud's great admiration

for Sartre. Indeed, Herbaud sealed hís oum fate by telling Simone and

SarÈre about each other, and further arousíng their inÈerest ín the other

by his overt jealousy. Although he was only two and a half years older

than her, when Sartre tttook her in'handt', Simone rrtas as subjugated by the

all-powerful fígure which Sartre cut as she had been by her father as a

young girl;

Sartre shared Georges de Beauvoirts passion for literature and

acting, but more than this: t'il srintéressait à toutrr (MJFR, 339) ' I^Ihat

f¿g) In Le Deuxième Sexe, Beauvoir had written of the adolescent girl

I
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ttdtune manière Plus ou moins déguísée, sa jeunesse se consume dans lra
II, p.80).
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Elle attend lrHomme.'l e Deuxième Sexe
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most fmpressed Simone was his sense of purpose: for him, his exlstence uTas

wrf ting, and llvlng stas subordinate to his tloeuvre":

la vérltable supériorité qutil se reconnaissait, et qui me

saut.ait aux yeux, crétait la passion tranquille et forcenée
qui Le Jetalt vers ses livres à venir. (ìtrIFR, 339)'

ghereas Símone wrftes Èhat she could not imagíne an exÍstence r^rithout

writing, Sartre "ne vivaÍt que pour êcríre": (MJFR, 340)' His determin-

ation made her t'frénéslesttappear t'Èimides", and hís example showed her

the distance she still had to go. AÈ the same time he gave her existence

a shape, a future:

lravenir me semblait soudain plus diffícile que je ne ltavais
escornpté mais il étaít aussí plus rée1 et plus sûr; au lieu
dtinfãrmes possíb1lités, je voyais srouvrir devant moi un

champ claÍrement défini. (MJFR, 343) '

Simone no longer confronted the future alone; nolÀt she had a model and a

guide. As well as thís, Sartre \¡ras a "témoínttand a judge:

un regard, certes bienveillant, mais plus impartíal que le
mien me renvoyait de chacun de mes mouvements une image que

je tenais pour objective. (FA' 28) '

The Sartre Simone describes at this Èime was a ttrévo1tét' rather

than a "révolutionnaire.tr (I'4, 36). He enjoyed entertaínÍng a certain

extremism, wiÈhout being dedícated to change. As Beauvoir puts it:

í1 était alors beaucoup plus anarchiste que révolutionnaire;
iI Èrouvait détestable la socíété telle qufelle êtait, mais

il ne détesÈait pas la détester' (ItrlER, 340) '

Sartre, whor like Simone, had "une sympathie de principe pour les ouvriËrs",

professed to share Nizanrs hopes for "une révolution prolétariennett (FA' 37)'

but, in fact, he was rnore i¡mnersed,in his:own:quest for new values and the

desire to exPress them than'any'Ï€â1'concern for the proletariat' The fact

that Nízan \^ras a member of the communist Païty did not cause hin to change

hís posftion. Both Sartre and Simone vehemenÈly attacked the bourgeoisie'
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but, as they reallzed later, whilst dolng so, Èhey remalned very much

Its products themselves '

ByL929,Èhen,slmonehademancipaÈedherself'toalargedegree'

from her fatherts view of the world, and in the course of the years to

come, she dístanced herself almost compleÈely from Èhe attitudes prevalent

in the mllieu in which she sPeriÈ her first ÈI^renÈy years' What did remain

surprisingly inÈact, however' was the image she conjured up, at fifteen,

of her dependence on her fuÈure pârtner: Throughout the autobíograPhY'

Sartre never loses his "prestige paternel". Beauvoír readily admits that'

for her, sartrefs existence "justifiaiÈ le monde': (TA, 22O). Casting him

intheroleshehaddestínedforhím,ofsupremejudge,shetellsus:

seule lropinion de Sartre pouvait mtattendre aux moelles. (FÀ'

For many years, she successfully persuaded herself that there existed

betr¿een them "une harmoníe préétablie", and she would tell herself: "0n

ne fait qu,un,,. (EA, 150). In an interview in 1976, Beauvoir cormnented

that she had always been convinced that her t'entente" with Sartre was

,,totailement solide" and "prédestínée".(50)SV believing this' of course'

she avoided confronÈing her own vulnerability'

I

I
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If independence rüas a particularly diffícult battle for simone de

Beauvoir, it was not only because she was, Iike mosÈ young girls, condÍtion-

ed to believe that'lun heureux accomplissemenÈ dtelle:même" 1ay ín ttla

soumission amoureu"""(51) as ute have seen that she díd. On top of this,

there was her o\^rn extreme need for affirmatíon. As a chiLd, ít was her

(50¡ Interview wíth John Gerass

back into French and rePrinted in
í tn SociêtY, Jan-Feb
Les Ecríts de Simonè

]-976. Transla ted
p.

(sr¡ Le DeuxÍème Sexe, I, P. 84

de Beauvoir 547 .
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motherrs love, as an adolescent ít was her fatherts and as an adult it

r"" S"tttets on which Simone depended to glve meañ1ng to her exlsÈence.

Beauvoir notes Èhl-s herself, but she does not regard her lnsecurlty as

a contlnuum or attempt to trace its source. Havlng made her choice of

self in this situatlon, she disregarded her insecurity as much as poss-

ible and struggled hrith herself to become the independent woman she

aspíred to be - and Sartre encouraged her to be. And, índeed, she dld

achleve thls to an admirable extent, as we shal1 see in fþs sêctíon on

t'The Independent trrloman". Here ít Ís sufficíent to noÈe that although

Beauvoir views her meeting with SarÈre as the begínning of her life as

an índependent r^roman, it was, at the same time, a conÈinuation of a

long-establtshed pattern of dependence, and iÈ particularly refl-ected

Simoners adolescent relatíonship with her father.
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CTIAPT ER FOTIR

SIMONE Db BEÀIIVOIR ÀS A'pttYstcAL -BErNc

A problern with Beauvoir's autobíography is the very 1ím1Èed insight

it gives us into the author as a physical being. Thls is a serious lack in

a work which attempts to portray an indívídual l¡Iomanrs lífe in all its

complexitY. FurËhermore, in Le Deuxíème Sexe Simone de Beauvoír herself

had stressed that the way in which a I¡loman perceíves her body fs crucíal

to an understandíng of her behavíour'

Such an omíssion demonstrates that Beauvoirrs intention was not

primarily 'rfeminisÈ" - in the sense that she was noÈ partícularly concerned

Èo show the female experience in iËs specificity' She ¡Ías more ínterested

in recording the ínfluence of her envíronment and of social forces on her

emoÈional and Íntellectual development. Nevertheless, by examining the

autobiography in conjunction wÍth the rest of Beauvoirrs opus ' both her

essays and her fiction - it is possible to form a general pÍcture of her

assumptions about the fenale body and to trace some of Èhe reasons for

Ëhese assumPtions.

In Le Deuxí ème Sexe, Beauvoír leaves the reader with a clear impress-

Íon of her ambivalence towards her body - an ambivalence which also energes

ín the autobiography. Ior this reason, it is worËh pausing Ëo examine the

argument she put forward abouÈ female biology in- the 1949 essay'

In Ëhis essay, Beauvoir made the poínt quite sÈrongly that the signif-

icance of biology depends on its socíal context: I¡Iomanrs anatomy does not

írnply any parÈicular destiny or provide Fhe key to female behaviour' Rather'

it reflecÈs "1a totalité d'une situaÈion" that iÈ also helps to dtfirrt'(1)

(1) Le Deuxième Sexe I1, P' 561'
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However, Beauvoir obscured her argument by assertíng that r¡7omen are pan-

cultural-ly placed aÈ a dlsadvantage by their physlologlcal constituÈion.

There is.; she mainÈained, a conflict of lnËeresÈs between the specles and

the indivtdual. Whereas the process of reproduction ís necessary for the

species, it is debflftating and presents no advantage to the l-ndívídual

\¡roman. She descrlbed ttla mensËruatfontt, "ltaccouchementtt and ttlrallaite-

uenttt as each constítutíng a rrservítude épuisantett to the woman herself,

claiming that the abilíty to reproduce gíves the female body rrune ínquiét-

ante fragilité".(2) In this essay, Beauvoír does noÈ regard the reproduction

of the specíes as an act of indívídual creation; on the contrary, she

portrays Èhe woman as a helpless victím of Èhe bíologica1- processes occurríng

withín tt"t,(3)

engendrer, allaiter ne sont pas des acÈiViËést ce sont des
fonctions naÈurelles; aucune projet nry est engagé; cfest
pourquoí la fen'me nry trouve pas le motif dtune affiruration
hautaíne de sqn exisÈence; elle subít passivenent son destín
biologíque. (a)

Men, on the other hand, can more easily engage themselves in indi-vídual

projects whích are of worth to society - rather than to the species:

La vocation du mâle, crest lfaction; i1 luí fauË produire,
combattre, créer' Pïogresser' se dépassef-vers la totalíté
de lrunivers eË lfinfÍnité de l-ravenír. ()'/

Because I^tolnanrs physiology tends to confine her to a state of i¡runan-

ence, the girlts ínitíatíon to womanhood, at the advent of puberty, ís the

first of many crises associated with her biological constitution. From now

on, according to Beauvoir, the r¡Toman sees herself reduced, by her

(2)
(3)
Le

Le Deuxième Sêxe.I, P. 67.
@mmepossédéepardespuissanceSétrangères:a1ienée.''

Deuxième Sexe I, P. 61.
Le Deuxième Sexe I' P. 110.

228.
(4)
(s) Le Deuxième Sexe II rP.
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,,(6)
reproducËive functions, to belng'ttIa proÍe de lrespèce

íences her body as "une chose opaque "l-l"né"" ' 
(7)

and she êxper=

Byassociatlngtheexistentfalcategoriesoftranscendenceand

imnanence wÍth male actívity and female passivity, Beauvoir was able to

rationalizearrdjustifyherownambivalencetoherbody.Herprl-deinher

physical endurance became the pride of transcendence, and the repugnance

she had always felt for the physiological workfngs of tbe female body was

able to be interpreted as the horror of irunanence' And yet the very

arguments she uses to SuPport her Ëranscendence/immanence theory reinforce

her point that cultural factors are paramount' Her horror of female sex-

uality and of the bodily processes connected with Èhe reproductive functíon

in r¡omen is clearly a.product of culËura1 phenomena' In Ëhís chapter I will

examíne the impact on simone of the puritanism of the age and of her nÍddle-

class,catholicmílíeu,aswellastheimpactonherofthesexismofher

envÍronuent and culture. A chronological approach bríngs out the cultural

influences mosÈ clearlY'

Le Deuxièue Sexe I; P. 56.(6)
(7) íbíd. ' P. 66.
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I Chlldhood.

In Simone de Beauvoirrs fírst twelve years.of. l-ife her body seems to

have made no signlficant. lmpact on her conòciousness' Indeed, ln her fanily'

bodies llere covered up a¡rd not mentionedl

Dans mon univers, la chair nravalt pas droit ã lrexistence.
(ìtrIFR, 60).

As a very young chÍld, simone enjoyed the sensuafity of her physical

intimacy wíth her mother. Throughout her chíl-dhood, she was proud of her

motherts beauty. As for herself, she was told that ttl-es brunes aux yeux

åleus" vreïe a rarety, and she was well satísfied r¿íth her reflectlon in the

mirror as she waËched her young nursemaíd, Louiser arrange her halr in

ringlets. (ItrIFR, 1-2) .

since sinone rdas an attractive little girl and.rhealthy, her body did

not preoccupy her. Apart from this, she was not gíven the opportunÍty to

conternplate any part of her body other than her face:

en dehors de mes baíns - et Louise me fríctíonnait alors avec

unevigueurquimtínterdisaíÈ toute couplaísance - on mtavait
apprisànepasregardermon'corpsràchangerdelingesans
me découvrir. (ItrIFR' 60) '

she never saw her parents or any other adult,s anyÈhing other than tthermé-

tiquement vêtus" (ItrIFR, 60). Apart from one holiday aË the beach when she

was eight years otdr(8) Simone neveï vrent to a beach, a swinrníng pool or a

gymrasium, so that-she writes -:

Ia nudité se confondait pour moi avãc f indécence. (M^IR, 163).

ThÍs confusion rlras to last a lífetime. Simone was fifty-five years old

when she saw her motherts body exposed for the first tíme, as the latter lay

(8) She went to -lvillers-sur-Mer with fríends of her parents.
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dying in her-hospital bed. Her nother' once so prudlsh, was now too ill to

care about such matters;-Símone, however, surprised hersel-f by ttla violence"

of her t'déP1-aisirt':

voir l_e sexe de ma mère, Çâ D,avaít fait un "ho..(9)

To her father, simone tells us, she was neither ttun corps" nor even

,'une âme,,; (M.IFR, 39)she qras "un pur esprít". (MIFR, l-03) ' Às for her mother'

she was extremely purítanical" As a glr1, Françoise had been a ttdemí-

pensionnaire" at the Oíseaux .orrt"r,a(10) and she retained her convent moralíty

after marríage. Símone describes her as ttcorsetée des principes les plus

rigides: bienséances provinciales et morales de couvenËine"' 
(11)¡lËhough

simone belíeves her mother had been a contenÈed young wife who had 'enjoyed

her sexual relations wíËh her husband, she stíll scarcely distinguished

ttle vícett from ttla sexualítétt:

elIe associa toujours étroiËement ltidée de chair à cell-e de

Péché. (ltrIFR' 41) '

Her attÍtude obviously affected her daughters. For one thíng, she was

deternined to keep them in ignorance of sexuality. she did not even \^tarfi

Simone about the 'rsurprisestt awaitíng her at puberty:

Lesquestions''physiques''luirépugnaienttantquejamais
elles ne les aborda avec'moi' (ìtrIFR' 41) '

She also censured Símonets readingrchoosíng suiËable books ttavec cÍrcon-

specÈionr'. (MJFR, 53). I^Ihen she began to read adult books, around the age

of ten, Símone hTas sometimes given books which had some'pages pinned tògether

by one or other of her parents. This censorship was not simply due to

t des Oiseaux r^ras a very aristocraÈic
order of Saint AugusÈine.
of the dissollrtíon of the

congregations. (1905-1907 saw the separation of the church from the state in
France) .
(rr¡ Une Mor t très douce, P. 50.
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II. Ad olescence.

It uTas ar the advenÈ of puberty that simoners body suddenly intruded

on her consciousness. The body that had made little impact on her for twelve

and a half years suddenly became an inconveníence 'G2) More than this, ít

represented a threat: in the eyes of others it identified her with the

,,confrérie féminine'l (ìÍJFR, 103) a grouP which she - al0ng !üith Ëhe resË

of socieÈy - had come to regard as inferior. She was repell-ed both by her

body and by her image of womanhood - each made the other seem r¡Iorse.(13)

Simone was Èwelve and a half when she began to menstluate' Unfortun-

ate1y, she had forgotten her cousin Madeleinets "imprécises prophéties" and

she wondered what her "ignomínieuse maladie" could possÍbly be' (Wfn' 103) Í14)

Her shame was complete that evening, when her father jokingly made some

allusion to.her state. Untíl Èhat tíme her father had always treated her as

if she liIere purely a mind. Now, suddenly, he looked at her as a body, an

object. For Simone, this was a turning point. It marked the beginning of

her adolescent crisís:

J,avais imaginé que la confrérie féminine díssimulait soígneuse-

ment aux hommes sa tare secrète. En face de mon père je me

croyais un pur espriÈ: jteus horreur qutil me considérât soudain

comme un organisme. Je me sentis à jamais déchue. (MJFR, 103) '

(13) InLeD euxíème Sexe , Beauvoir declared that Lhe young girl ttéprouve

sa féminité
(14) Colet
Françoise d

coflune une mutilatíon. " (rr, p.

Èe Audry, in AuI Yeux du souvenir

describe their horrifíed reaction to menarche

D rEaubonne writes of the Írnpressíonrwhich resu1 ted from thisr"dfaPParÈenir ã

lr.:2) Beauvoir r,TroEe in Le Deuxíème sexe: "I1 ne faut pas oublíer que lradoles-
centet1,ado1escenteéprffid'unemaniéretrèsdifférente:1e
premier l,assume tranquillement et en revendíque orgueilleusement les désirs;
po,rr la seconde, en dépít de son narcissisme, í1 est un fardeau étranger et

ínquiétant. (II, 147).

tEaubonne in Chienne de Jeunesse

561) .

(París: Gallimard, L947) and
(París: Juillard, 1965) líkewise
. Neither had been warned.

une espèce à part et marquée dtune tare puni tíve.'r (p. e6) .
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In Le Deuxième Sexe, Simone de Beauvoir had descríbed ttla crise de 1a

puberté" Ín strong terms.(15)She particularly emphasized the young girlts

sudden shame and the "dégoût de son corps".(16)convlnced that the adolescent

girl could not possibly react Èo menarche anything other Èhan negatívely'

she declared:

Que ltenfanÈ alt êté ou non avertie, l'-é-vénement luí apparaît
toujàurs cortrne répugnant et hunili¿n¡'(17)

,,Tare honteuse'rr "événement malpropre"r ttdésagrément mensuel"r(18)

,,ce,malheur étonnana", 
(19) t11a servÍtude mensat,r.11""(20) "cette Ëare fémin-

irr""(21) - such are the terms in whích Simone de Beauvoir descríbes the

young gír1rs experience of menstruatÍon. Images of síckness and dirtiness

abound. The girl ,,se senÈ sa1e" 
(22) 

aod she is repelled by 'tcette odeur fade

et croupiet' which emafiates f rom her body: an 'bdenr de marécaget''
( 23)

The idea of being "malade", of having some t'infirmÍÈé", recurs wiÈh

greaE frequency Ín Èhe autobiograPhYt as in Le Deuxième Sexe. The morning

of the day on which Poupette paraded, in full glory, as "14 Belle de la

Nuít'], it was discovered that Símoners best dress noLI stretched tightly

over her developing breasts, emphasizíng Èhem "avec indécencet'. (MJFR' 104) '

(15)
( 16)
(17)
(18)
(le)
(20)
(2t)
(22)
(23)

ibid.,
ibid. ,
lbíd. ¡

ibid. ,
íbid.,
íbid.,
ibid. ,
l_bíd. ,

Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 56.
60.
61.
64.
63.
85.
65.
61.
64.
swaup ís one both she and Sartre use frequently ín connectíon
taliä. I díscuss thís later in this chapter. (See p. 193).

p.
p.
P.
P.
p.
P.
p.
p.

This inage of a

with female geni
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There rdas no time to do anything other than Èo try Èo conceal her t'poitrinet'

- and throughout the occasfon, Símone felt that her budding sexuallty was

some kind of shaneful sickness:

On lrenveloppaf,la poitrin"Jd" bandages sl- bien que Jreus tout
le jour Itimpression de coller dans mon corsage une encombrante
infirurité. (MIFR, 104).

To add to her trials, puberty brought Simone a multipliciÈy of associ-

ated physical problems. Unlike Zaza ar.Ld Poupette, Simone entered an "âge

ingraÈ" (IÍJFR, 148) whích lasted till she was fifteen and a half'

Jtenlaidi s f...J it me poussa sur le visage et- sur 1" .,rq,r" ã."
boutons que je taquinais avec nervosité. f...1 Iteus des tics:
je ntarrêtais pas de hausser 1es épaules, de faire tourner mon

rLez. (MJFR, 103).

Her own body repelled her to such an extenÈ that she could not bear to drink

out of a glass which she had used before'

Simonets resentment that her body was developíng, agaínst her wí|l'

into that of a woman, made her view any changes ín her body with horror'

For example, she writes:

je répugnais à 1tÍdée de voír mon torse se ballonner. (MJFR, LOÐ524

Hor¿ever, the object of her disgust was not just her own body, but female

sexuality generally. The secrecy which surrounded physical matters in the

family, combined r¿ith her random reading - which more often than not further

obfuscated her impression of sexuality - pfomoted an arrey of horrífyíng

fantasíes and ímages such as the'following:

(24) In Le Deuxième Sexe Beauvoir stresses that breasts are not functional
or advantageous to the \'loman herself: "insolites et gênants les seins sont

un fardeau; dans les exercise s violents ils rappellent leur présence;
frémissent, i1s font mal. (II, 81) .

ils
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Jravais entendu, autrefois, des femmes adultes urlner avec un
brult de cataracte; en PensanÈ aux outres gonflées dteau qutelles
enfernaient dans leur ventre, je LessenÈals le même effroi que

Gulllver le Jour où de jeunes géantes lui découvrirent Leurs
selns. (M.IFR' 102).

In Le Deuxl-ème Sexe , Beauvoir generalizes about the young girlts fear

and horror of the idea of ProcreaËíon. The idea of pregnancy - rrcette

monstrueuse enflure'],-ttltépouvanterr. As for childbirth, whether the young girl

been enlightened as to Èhe facts or noÈ, ttles images drenflure, de déchir-

,rr", à'hémorragíe vont la hanter"'(25)

La filletÈe sera dfautant plus sensible à ces vísíons
qurelle est plus imagf-native; maís aucune ne pourra les
regarder en face sans frémir.

Símoners reactíon, aS an adolescentr Èo her motherrs body \'vas a

further reflectíon of the way in whích female sexuality repelled her:

Aucun corps ntexisÈaiÈ uoíns pour moi - nrexistait davantager
Enfant, je lravais chéri¡r¿Çolescente, il mravait inspiré
une réPulsion inquiète. \¿vl

An exÈract from Le Deuxième Sexe appears sÈrikingly autobíographical. Once

again it <lescríbes Èhe unwlllingness of the young girl to assume her sexual-

ity, and the female conditlon which she associates with it:

Auparavant, la fillette pouvait avec un Peu de mauvaise foi se

penser encore un être asexué, elle pouvaÍÈ ne Pas se penser;
if fni arrivait uême de rêver qurelle se réveillerait un matin
changée en homme; à présent, 1es mères et les tantes chucboÈeUt
avec des aírs flattés: "Crest une grande fille, maintenant";
la confrérie des maÈrones a gagnê: elle leur apParÈienÈ. La

voilà rangée sans recours du côté des fermnes . Q7)

(2s)
(26)
(27)

Le Deuxíème Sexe II' p.
Une Mort t rès doúce p.

48. (Italícs míne)
28.
63.LeD Ssxg -II r P.
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It is true that just before puberty, Slmonefs readlng had made her,

for a tlme, t'la proie de désirs torturantsrr: (ltrIFR' 102)

Je me retournais dans mon 11t, la gorge sèche, appelant un

corps dthourne contre mon Corps, deS m¡íns drhomme sur ma

peau. Je calculais avec désespolr: tton nta pas le droít de

se marier avant quinze ans!" (ìtrIFR, 102) '

After puberty, however, her lmpatience became fear - and dlsgust' Líter-

ature had excited her by its evocation of passion. However, nothing ín

her own environment evoked pleasure ín sexualítyr(")"o that Simone could

only envísage sex ín terms of a t'crudité animalet', andras such, it seemed

strangely out of place in the world she knew of t'conventíons" and

"routines". (MJFR, 163) .

Símone relates thaË, at síxteen, she was disturbed by the gropings

of a man standing just behind her ín the cínema. Some time later' an

employee in a theological bookshop shocked her by exposing hirnself to her

ar rhe back of Èhe shop- (M*IR, 161-162) ' In Le Deuxième Sexe , Beauvoír

had written that the young girl attributes such behavíour to "maladest',

ttmaniaquestt and ttf oustt:

La filletÈe palpée Par son voisin au cinèma, celle devant qui
un passant déboutonng_,Ê?.braguette pefisent qutelles ont eu

af faire à des fous. (t9)

However, the thoughts that 'rnormal" people and one day, presumably, she

herself should índulgerin private, in "messes noires" was incomprehensible

to her.(30)Wfrerr Simone was ín her last year of school' an extremely wealthy

girl whom she had long idolized, for her beauty and grace, reÈurned to

(ZA¡ The one exception was her cousin, Titíte, Jacquesr elder sister, who

was three Years older than Simone:
,,Fiancée à un ami dtenfance, un ravissanË jeune homme aux cils írnmenses, eIle
attendait le mariage avec une impatÍence qnt"11" ne cachait pas't' (MJFR, L47) '
After her marriage, Simone comnents:
;;Soo 

"orps 
exubéiant ne connalssaít pas la honte et quand elle évoquait ses

noces, le désír qui brillaít dans seè yeux I'embellissait'" (Ì,1JERr'' f63) '
(2e) Le Deuxi r P' 50'
(ro¡ ibiô.

ème Sexe II
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the school to announce her forthcoming marriage to a rlch buslness

assoclate of her fatherrs. Thls new image of Margeurite de Théricourt

obsessed Simone:

Cette séríeuse demoíselle gantée, chapeautée, aux sourires
étudiés, cotnnent y superPoseï 1tímage drun cgrps rose et
tendre couché entre les bras dtun homme? L.:.J Quand je
1révoquais, à demi dévoilée, exposée au regard drun homme,

je me sentaís ernportée dans un simoun qul pulvérisaiÈ toutes
les normes de la morale et du bon sens . f_...J O" la sexual-ité
êtaít une brève crise de folie, ou Margeurlte ne coÎncidaít
pas avec la jeune personne bien élevée qurescortalt Partout
une gouvernante. '(l'fJFR, 164)

The fact was Èhat it was consídered as important. for the young

bourgeois girl to have a virginal mind as to have a virginal body:

ignorance was admired as innocence. At home, Simoners father pursued

"le culte de la jeune fille, la vraie". (ì41tr'R, 178). He rras very fond of

Simoners cousin, Jeanne, who, Simone cotrmentsr r.ras ttpeu douée pour leS

études mais très souriante eÈ Èrès polie". (MJFR, 175). To him, she was

the incarnatíon of the "idéal" of ttla jeune fillet'. AÈ sixteen:

elle croyaít gue les enfants naissaient dans les choux.
(ItrIFR, úÐ. f-...J Mon père répétait t-...f que son frère ,.',',
avaír une fílle délicieuse, et il soupirait. (MJFR, 175).'-*',

Hemmed Ín by all sorts of puritanical social conventions, girls in

Simoners milieu were obliged to remain ígnoranÈ about female sexuality,

and yet were forced to be aware of the existence of male sexuality. Any

changed much since 1880, when a controversy raged
ée", passed that year' which permitted the establísh-
s filles'r, putting an end to the absoluÈe domínatíon
on for girls in France. A quotation from Le Gaulois
cited by Mona Ozouf in L I Ecole , I | église et la

République, 1871 - 1914, (Paris: Armand Colin, 1963) reflects contemporary
thought:
,,on va supprimer la jeune fi1le t- .. J- Assez de ces petites nÍaises quí croient
à lrange lärdien, au bonhomme Ndê1, aux bébés quí naissent sous les chou¡ La

sciencã dã 1t¡tat se chargera de souffler sur ces illusions enfantines. t-..J
On leur apprendra tout, mãme la rebellion contre la famíIle, même 1'ímpuríté'
Elles cíteront Tacíte, MonÈesquíeu-, Ies j.ours de.gaieté' Ell-es ntauront même

pas été vierges avanÈ'de devenír fenutes.'' (p' 104)'

(3f¡ Attitudes had noÈ
about the r'1ol Carnille S

urent of "lycées de jeune
of the Church in educatí
of November 25th, 1880'
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untohrard behavlour on their Part !Ùas considered exhibitionism, because 1t

awakened male desíre:

Une darne t'corme 11 fauttt ne devait ni se décolleter abond-

amment, nf porter des jupes courtes, ni teindre ses cheveux

ni les couPer, ni se maqulller, ni se vautrer sur un divan'
ni embrasser son marl dans 1es coul0irs du métro: sl e1le
trarisgressaft ces règles, elle avait mauvais genre. (ItrIIRr 82).

The strictness of her mílíeu was made apParent to SÍmone by the

arrival of stépha -'Awd.icovitch in its uLidst. stépha was a student from

Poland, who had left her country to complete her educaÈion in BerlÍn

(where she had stayed tl^to or three years) and then ?aris. Desplte her

moneyed background and her excellent education, stépha was frovmed upon

by zazats family, ín which she was employed as a governess during-the

sultrmer holídays. The reason for thís was ÈhaÈ she exuded "une séductíon

tout ã fait insolite" (MJFR, 275).- unheard of for a respectable young

hroman in Èhe restrictive French bourgeoùsie. Beside her, simone an.ð zaza

seemed like t'de jeunes nonnes". (ì,I^IFR, 276). Because of Ëhe way Stépha

openly flirted with the charming and wealthy young Frenchmen who were

constantly ínvíted to the Mabille house, Madame Mab11le tLo]ld Zaza to steer

clear of ilcette étrangèrett, vlhor She was convinced, $las no longer ttune

vraie jeune fil1eï. (MIFR, 276) '

Frightenedoflosingherreputation,andfríghtened,also,-bywhat

she míghË discover, the young girl from a t'good family" I^las as determined

as everyone else that she should preserve her ignorance' Beauvoir writes:

Jenesaispass|ilentraitounondelamauvaisefoidansmon
ingénuité; en tout cas la sexualité m'effrayait. (}trIFR, 163).

Her naivety was such ÈhaÈ, at seventeefi' she was not able to recognise

sexual arousal for whaË ÍÈ was. Dancing lessons \lere a nightmare because'

neverhavinglearntÈouseherbody,sherùasconsciousofherextreme
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clumsiness. As well as this, the |timpression bizarrerr that she felt when

her ttcavalierttpulled her close to his chest confused and upset her.

Unwilllng to face up to her sexual frustratlon, she chose to avoid ít:

Rentrée ã la malsonr Je me jetal-s dans le fauteuil de cuir,
hébétée par une langueur qui ntavait pas de nom et qui me

donnait envíe de pleurer. Je prís prétexte de non travail
pour suspendre ces ééances.(MJFR, T62-L63).

Considering the ignorance with which Simone and her adolescent

conÈeuporaríes confronted menarche, Lhey had every reason to suépect that

more unpleasant shocks lurked behind the threaÈeníng facade of silence.

In Le Deuxième Sexe. Beauvoir had writËen at some length about Èhe

questlon of "1riníÈiation sexuellel' and the fear and the urasochlstic

behaviour whích its anÈicípation produced ín young girls. She maintained:

1a fiLd-ette est révo1tée quand elle comprend qu'elle
esÈ vierge eË scellée, que, pour la changgr en feÍme,
il faudrã qutun sexe d'houme la pénètre.(3z)

Simone could only come Èo terms wíth this brutal irnage by visualizing it

as an act of love:

je me persuadais quron peut célébrer au lit des messes
blanches: un authentique amour sublíme 1rétreínte physique,
et entre les bras de 1réIu, la pure jeune fÍlle se change

allégremenr en une claíre jeune femme. (MJFR, 289-290).

GÍven these conditions, she regarded the prospect of her oum "initiation

sexuellett quíÈe ca1rn1y, and descríbing her frame of mind at tr^tenty, she

wríÈes:

j rattendais sans appréhension et même avec ímpatience le
.or.rrt où je deviendrais une femme. (ILIR, 290).

(32) Le Deuxième Sexe I I,, p. 54.
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However, sexuality, as she observed lt around her, rarely accorded

wlth this 1dyllic plcture of marítal passlon and cornmítment to the other.

Indeed, she writes:

lrfntrusion de la sexualj-{e l-'...Jt. découvrait brusquement,
dans leur redoutable unité, Îe besoin et la violence. (I'LlFR, 29]).

The sight of "les fíl]-es fardéesrr and their pimps in the streets propelled

her into "une déËresse índicible". (MJFR, 289). The ídea that there hTere

bodiesrwhich I'críaient famine et quí pesaient lourdtt vlas abhorrent to her,

(ItrIFR, 291) as she wanted Èo belíeve that sex I¡7as associated with love'

The conduct of many of her fellow students at the Sorbonne shocked Simone

because of the aPparent ease with which they engaged ín sexual relation-

shíps. More shocking to her than rnale libertinage - which was after all

Ínstitutionalized - r¡rere homosexual-íty and female libertinage - whích had

no place in her rígid conception of love and marríage.

Si I'on me disaiÈ qu'un Èel et-une tellg"lÇtaienÈ ensemble", ie
me cofrtractaís. Quand Blanchette l^leiss)-"'*. désignant un

normalien réputé, me confia quthélas! il avait de ces ÛIoeurs'
je frissonai. Les étudiantes affranchies' et surtout celles qui
ävaient'hél-as! de ces goûts., tne faisaíent horreur. (ì4^TFR,24I-242)'

Simoners o\¡rn reaction to "ltíntrusion de la sexualítét'tended to be

her classical reactíon to intrusion of any sort. As uuch as possíble,

she avoided her sexual conflÍcts. She shrank from any enlightenment which

might have made her come to terms wiÈh the things Èhat she did not want to

know. Thus, at seventeen, she did not admit to herself that dancing

classes arousejl her, even though she had fully recognised sexual desíre

when she was twelve:

A douze.ans' mon ígnorance avaít pressenti le désir, la
caresse;àdix-septans,théoriquementrenseignée,jene
savais même plus reconnaîÈre le trouble. (MJFR' 163).

(33) The girl Beauvoír calls Blanchette I'üeiss \^Ias a fellow student at the

I

I
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ï,
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t.
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Sorbonne.
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A year or t\^ro later, Stépha trled, ttavec ménagementt', to rid Sl-mone of some

of her naïvety and prejudlces, but Slmoners psychologícal blocks hlere strong:

"Je me raidlssais". (ì'LIFR, 289). Llhen, one night, Èhey passed a crowd

observing a pinp being arresËed, Simone wrítes:

Je crus que jtallais tomber sur le trottoir;f- "' Jtout
me donnait envíe de hurler' (ìtrIFR, 289)'

AÈ the same Èíme as attempt.ing to deny the exísÈence of "le besoín" and

"1a viol-encetl (lüFR, zgL) , símone persuaded herself - as she lüas Iìlont to do -

that her o!ùn experfence would be ttdes messes blanches", jusÈifÍed by "un

authentique amour sublime". (MJFR, 28g-2g}). As long as nothing conflícted

too blatantly with her own pícture of harmonious marital sexual-ity' she was

able to avoíd confronting her o¡^m fears'

BeauvoÍr also writes abouÈ another sort of reacËion to the ambívalence

with which Lhe adolescent girl contemplaÈes Èhe sexual act' In Mémoires

d rune eune fil1e r e Beauvoír quotes a letter which the níneteen
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year old Zaza wrote to her:

t'Dernièrement, mrécrivait-elle' on a o.rganisé' une':grand'e

excursíon avec des amís, au pays basque; jravais un tel
besoíndesolitudequejeuresuísdonnéunboncoupde
hache sur le píed póur échapper à cette expédition. J'en
aí eu pour huir jours de chaise longue et de phrases

apitoyäes, mais j'"i "" du moins un peu de solitude' et
ledroitdenepasparleretdenepasm'amuser''.(MJFR,25r).

This incident made a great impression on símone, who had already alluded

to it in her fírst manuscríPt' Quand prime le spiri tuel. and in Le

Deuxíème Sexe. 
(34),rn this last book, Beauvoí-r' conrnented:

(34) In-P-art IV of e' cuts her

foot wíth an axe Èo . 
ít meant

"huit jours ¿" "nåi"" 
longue"' (p' 14 Beavoir writes

about "une amie 
-ãã-j.""tsãe" 

who stay result' The

Deuxième Sexe versíon is presumably exaggerated for effect'
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Ces pra¡iques sadico-rnasochÍsÈes sont ã la fol-s une antlcipation
de liexpéiience_sexuelle et une révo1Èe contre el-le; il faut' en

supportanÈ ces êprouves, sfendurcir contre toute épreuve nos;ille,U
, et par l-à les rendre Èoutes anodines, y comprís la nuit nuptlale.'-

She observed that the adolescent glrl-, sÈruggl-|ng Èo come to terms with her

sexual destiny as arrproie passiv"tt(36)is not so much'rmasochiste" as

ttsadiquett:

en tant que sujet autonome, elle fouaille, bafoue' torture
cette cnáir dépendante, cette chair condanrrée à la soumissíon
qu,elle déÈeste sans vouloir cepend¡nt sren dístinguer.(:17)

Zaza was far more sexuall-y precocÍous than Sirnone¡ at fifteen she had

exchanged kisses wíth a boy she had dreamt of marrying when she ¡n¡as older'

At dancing classes, she enjoyed the pleasure of being held in the arms of

young men. At the same time, she l¡Ias a\^Iare of her motherrs disgust for

the sexual act. As a girl, Simone had been a\47are of - and frustrated by -

(35) Le Deuxième Sexe II, p.110-111.

In Baudelaíre (1947), Sartre had analysed ín similar terms what he considered

to be a díchotomous subjectlobject relatíonship to the self' He claimed

that Baudelaíre had "uná si violente horreur de luí-même quton peut considér-
er sa vie comme une longue suite de punitions qutil stinfliget'. (Galliurard'

,iaaes., p. 103). In order to punish hirnself , "il tente de se voir cornme stil
ãiait'rrr, ",rtr"". 1n. lO5). Hencg: "il introduit en soí lroeíl des auÈres Pour

se saisir comme un autrer'. (p. f06). Sartre explains the phenomenon thus:
i,si: nous.nousicoulons dans 1ã robe du juge, sí notre conscience réflexive
mime le dégoût et lrindígnation à 1'égard de l-a conscience réfléchíe' sí'
pour gualiiier celle-ci, el1e emPrunte à l-a morale apprise ses notions et

ses mesures, nous pouvons nous donner un moment ltillusion dravoir íntroduit
unedístanceentreLerél.L'echíetlaréflexion.(p.105).

Baudelaire, as a social Person, ís condeurring the autonomous person'

whereaS Zaza, as an autonomous person, de-s¡i-ses the social person (th'e

',feminine" ror"in)ÃJ i" 
-.ott¿"ttrittg herself for her anticípaÈed sexual role'

However, both are sirrílar in that they use masochístic behaviour not

to redeem themselves in ÈheÍr ovrn eyes so much as to express their self-
contempt. Note that the sexual ínterpretation of self-punishment does not

exist in Sartrets theory: this is Beauvoirts hypothesis of the cause of

bodily punishment in adolescent girls '

(36) Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 110-111'
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zazats overwhelming love for her mother. It was only later that she

reallzed the exÈent Èo which zaza identifíed wlth her mother, to Èhe

poinË of feellng "une répulsion physiquett towards her father' Beauvolr

explains: ,

.Sa rnère lravertít très tôt, et avec une crudité méchante, des

réalités sexuelles Zaza comprit précocement que Madame Mab1l1e

avaÍthaidèslapremíèrenuítetàjamaislesétreíntes
conjugales. (ì'LIFR, 117) '

The facÈ that her mother had had nine chíldren, despite her attítude tor,¡ards

sex'seemstohavemadeadeepimpressionor-Zaza.Sinceshecould

only have presumed thaÈ her mother would have consented to sex for the

sake of her husband, it could only be interpreÈed as a necessary subject-

ion to the manf s wí11. I^Ihen Beauvoir ínterprets the axe incident as a

symbolíc gesture' she is suggesting thaÈ Zaza was' at the same tÍme'

protesting against and accepting her own destiny as a r¡loman:

Lesmaniessadico-masochistesimpliquenturrefondamentale
mauvaÍsefoi:sílafillettestylívre,crestqurelleaccepte'
àtraverssesrefus'sonavenírdefemme;ellenemutilerait
pashaíneusemenË?Eh:h"itsídrabordellenesereconnaissait
Pas comme chaír' \'

lJhether or not simone de Beauvoirts interpretatíon ol zazats self-

mutílation.andthatofyounggirlsingeneral-iscorrecÈ,iÈís

significantthatsheseesitinthislight.Itisíndicativeofheror^m

atÈítude' as an adolescenÈ, to sexualiËy' Even in Le Deuxième Sexe

written r¿hen she was forty, Beauvoír l4Trote that the \^Iomants sexual ínití-

ation "constítue toujours une sorte de viol"'(39)

(38) LeDeuxième Sexe II, P. 111.
(39) ibid' ' P. 131.
In L972, Beauvoir sP oke out agaínst the idea whích some feminists had taken

uPt that I'tout coit est un violrr. She saíd that she even believed that her

statement t in Le Deuxième Sexe that 'rla Première Pénétration est toujours un

violtt \^ras too extreme ' To make these claíms r^las to ttretomber dans tous les

mythes masculins qui font du membre viril un socr une 'ep'ee, une arme domin-

atricett. Tout te fait, 507). In an interview \^7ith Alice Schwartzet ín

Le Nouvel Observateur t I février, 1-972, P .47-54) she declared: "La question

I
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esÈ dtinventer de nouveaux rapports sexuels non oppressifstt.
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III. Maturitv.

IÈ was not until- she was ín her early twentúes that Simone de Beauvolr

began to observe her body. She began to perceive lts needs and desires' to

be proud of its pro\¡ress, to be al¡Iare of its weakness'.' I^Ihenever 1t dld not

conflicÈ with her will, she Èook tremendous príde and pleasure in her body.

At those Ëimes in which it enabled her Èo be an actíve subjecË, she adrnired

the capacity and physical endurance of her body and derived satisfaction

from its subordination to her mind'

In Le Deuxieme Sexe , Beauvoir bemoaned the fact Èhat a rnTolllan rarely

has Ëhe opportuníÈy to confront the world alone, "uníque et souveraíne"'(40)

I^Ihen reading such Passages' one is reminded of the solitary and strenuous

walking trips which SÍuone has made in her life. They began ín 1931, when

Simone sÈarÈed her teachÍng career with a post at Marseille. Exploríng

the Mediterranean landscape became a "passíon"' At twenty-threershe wrítes:

Je nravais jamaís Pratiqué de sport; ie prenais drautanÈ plus
de plaísir á utiliser mon corps, jusquraux limites de ses

forces. (FÀ' 97) '

These exhausting excursions r^Iere a "fête" (FA, 94): a glorious, Díonysian

celebration of the body. Beauvoir writes:

Je ne pensais à ríen sinon aux bêtes' aux fleurs' aux cailloux'
arr* horizons, au plaisir dtavoir des jambesr un estomac, des ';
poumons,eÈdebattremespÏopÏesrecords.(FA'384).

In her description of these hikes, the profusion of verbs, whích indicate

struggle with and eventual conquest of nature' betray a delight in sheer

physical efforÈ:

Je grímpai sur toules 19s rocailles, je rôdai dans Èoutes ses

rrr.ít."i (FA, 94) /-...J ie t'accrochais aux flancs des collínes,
je me faufílaís à travers les garriguesr(FA' ?qì L"' t je me

híssaiavecpeínedansdesgorgesescarpées.(FA'98).

I

I

;

(40) Le Deuxième Sexe II r P. 556
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The mental pleasure in the ul-tlmate achievement !'7as the source of

the physlcal pleasure - the struggle. t'Lreffort haletant de lrescaladerl

provfded,'la voluptê de la dél-fvrance' quand le sac glis'se des épaules"'

(FC, 119).

tells us:

Asameasureoftheeffortinvolvedintheexercise,Simone

r

Au début, je me límitais ã cínq ou six heures de marche, puis

iecombínaídespromenadesdeneufàdixheures:í1m|arríva
å;;;;;;-pr"" dL q,rar"r,te kilomèrres. Je rarissai systém-

atiquement la région. (TA' 95) '

simone,s pride ín her transcendent body was all Èhe greater when her

physical endurance proved superior to that of rnale colleagues' An amusíng

episode - about which Simone is unable to conceal a certain smugness - Ìdas

when, in Èhe sunmer of 1939, Ternand Gérassi, Stéphats husband' decided to

joinherforafewdays,hikinginProvence.Fernandhadgonetofightin

thespanishCivill^Iarin1936and\^taspresumablyquitehardy:

Fernand L..J^" rejoignít à Puget-Théniers, chaussé de superbes

souliers clouÈés' Le P

Pendant huit heures' à e-
- mainr nous allâmes en n aume

à Saint-Etienne-de-Tiné de

fièvre. Je fis sans lui' de

et, quand je Ie retrouvai if

Pour Níce' Je Poursuiví3

Simonewasusedtogoodhealthandwasproudtobeabletomake

demands on her body. Her atËitude reveals a certain stoicism' Idhen she

fellí1lrearlyin1937rsheatfírstdídnottakeitseriously:

Jravais lrhabitude de Ëraiter par 1e mépris les grippes, les

angínes, les fièvres; f-"'7""iio' J" n'allais pas céder à

un mícrobe. (FÀ, 299).

Afteralongperiodofhospítalization,herdoctorsenthertoconvalesce

in the south of France where she soon started to resume her 10ng walks -

against his strict orders '
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Beauvoirrs stoicism r¡ras doubÈless reinforced by Sartrers attitude,

for he ltked to consider bodlly weakness a slgn.of self-indulgence'

Although Ít is clear that Slnone could hardly be accused of hypochondrla'

it is equally evldent that she could not exPect much sympathy from Sartre'

In the sunmer of the same year, ín Greece wíth Sartre and Bost, Simone

becarue sea-sick goíng from Mykonos Èo Delos. She writes that Sartre

(who, at this stage of hís life had never experienced nausea, (TCF, 284) )

was "indifférent à ces spasmes qutil imputait à ma mauvaise volontér"

(r.q, 314) .

III.1. Sexuality.

In the domain of sexuality, Simoners attítude to her body oscillates

frorn joy to shame, dependíng on whether her body domiriates her will or ís

subordinate to Ít, and whether she feels she is regarded as a subject or

as an objecÈ bY the Other.

I^Ihen Beauvoír described the difficulties of attempting to be a

"femme indépendanÈe" in Le Deuxième Sexe she wrote:

gue les problèmes 1es PlusCrest dans le domaine sexug|
difficiles vont se Poser. \+r''

She outlined various problems in this essay with great understanding;

hor¿ever, these probleus are scaÏcely touched upon in the rnemoírs' Indeed,

she gives us very little indication of her sexual self in the autobiography.

Qnce again |t will be necessary to look outside the memoirs in order to

build up a picture of thís aspect of her experience and to explaín her

reticence.

(4r¡ Le Deuxíème Sexe II. P. 526.
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In the domain of sexualityr. despite her attempts to rid herself of

it, Simonets cultural conditloning remains -conspicious' One consequence

of her puritanical upbringíng are the omÍssions in the autobíography'

Another is a certain amblvalence in her attltude Èo sex - an amblvalence

which Ì,ras created and reinforced by the puritanlsrn and sexism which prevailed

ín societY.

Beauvoirts adolescent aÈtítude - I'tout va bíen si le corps obéit à

la tête et au coeur mais il ne doit pas prendre les devantsrr (MIR, 29o) -

\¡ras never to change fundamenÈally. She was happy when "sexualité", "actes",

llémotions,,, ,,parolestt, ttdésírtt and ttplaisirtt all formed part of a tttotalitétt.

(FA, 144).

Despite her ambivalence tor,¡ards the female body, Slmone de Beauvoir

reveals herself, in the autobiography and fictíon' as a sensual, physical

person. Iler body r^ras often the source of inÈense pleasure' Simone had

jusÈ turned twenty-one when she met André Herbaud (nené Maheu) and he seenìs

to have been the first Person seríously to attracÈ her as a sexual being'

Her portraít of hím, in l!Ênoires dtge ieune filil-e rangée, ís one of the

very ïare occasions in the autobiography on which she presents to the

reader a man as a physical presence. Never again cloes she describe a mants

physÍcal-appearance.,in such detail - or nax so lyrical:

Mon regard[:..7". t"posait volontiers sur son visage rose
qutéclãíraGnti"s y"n* drun bleu enfantiry ses-rcheveux blonds
étaient drus et vívants coÍtrne de lrherbe.l_... iua]_gtê
1télégance de son pardessus bleu, de son écharpe claire, de

son cãmpleÈ bíen eoupé, je lui avaís trouvé quelque chose de

campagnard. (MJFR, 310).

His sexual attraction for Simone is evídent:

Herbaud avaiÈ un corPs.f-..7coo*e í1 sentait fièrement dans

ses veines la fraîcheurãe son sang! Je le regardais arpenter
le jardin avec une grâce un Peu dégingandée, je regardaís ses

oreílles, transparenÈes au soleíl cortrne du sucre rose' et je
savais que jtavàis à côté de moí non pas un ange, mais un fils
des hommes. (ÌtrIFR, 313).
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The extent to which he tant aLized her is apparent, in her descriptíon

of him, from the way she concentraÈes on his mouth: hls ttgrand sourire

hurnide,j (MJFR, 313) , "sa lippe ironique", """ voíx goua1lleuse", (ìtrIFR, 310) '

and above all, his laugh:

ce quríl y avait de plus i-r-réslgt-1b1e shez -lui, ctétaiJ 'son

ti-tË; f..Jq""nd son rire àxptosàit' touÈ me paraissait
,ro,-r.r.ã.r' surPrenant ' délícieux' (ìLIFR' 313) '

Not only was she íntensel-y a\^lare of his body: Herbaud also made her

conscious of her ovm. For the fírst time, sirnone was delíghted to be more

than trune âmett, ttun Pur esPrittt:

jemeréjouissaísqu'i]-metraitâten:créaturet'errestre.(MJFR, 313).

she relished the attention he paid to her body, hís affectíonate coÍments

on the way she walked, and on her ttdrôle de voix Ïauque"' (ILIFR' 322) '

Beauvoir's conment in Le Deuxième SexS ís significant:

Iln|estPasvrai,coflmeonl|aprétenduparfois,guêlavierge
n"connai"""p""ledésiretquecesoitl|hormequiéveillesa
sensualité; .ãtt. légende trahit encore une fois le goût de

dominatíon du rnâle qJi veut quten sa comPagnerriel ne soit
auronome, pas .a*" iião.rie quf elle a de luil l--...J t" plupart

des j"rroå"'fíl]_es appellent fiévreusement des caresses avant

qrr'alrc,,ne main les äit :amais effleurées' Gz)

Simone met Jean-paul Sartre in July of the same year - 1929. Although

anySenseofphysicalattractionforhirn-suchasshehadfeltforRené

Maheu-ismissingintheautobiography,shewascaptivatedbyhismindand

hispersonalíty.MaheuhadlefttojoinhiswifeinÈheprovincesand,for

the two f¿eeks of the competitive oral examínatíon, Beauvoir writes of

herself and Sartre:

nous ne noús Quittâmes guère que pour dormir. (MJFR, 338).

I

I, p. 135(42¡ Le Deux ième Sexe I
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In the agrésation , Sartre came first and Beauvoir second, (a fact whLch

she modestly does not mention) and thls double triumph can only have

further relnforced thelr bond. simone left Parls at the begínning of

August to spend the sumner with her famlly in Límousl-n and, although

less than a month had elapsed since she had ftrst met Sartre, she writes:

Quand Je le qufÈtai au début draoût, je savaís que plus
jamais il ne sortirait de ma víe' (ìLIFR, 344) '

a

Sartre joíned her in Límousin for almost tI^lo weeks, staying in La

Boule dr0r a nearby hotel. They spent the days together ín a meadow far

removed from Simonets family and, according to Símone, they talked non-

stop. simone returned to Paris ín september and moved into her own room

in her grandmotherts house, where she was accorded unprecedented freedom

to do as she Pleased.

Jepayaisunloyeràmagrand-mèreetellemetraitait
avec âutanÈ de díscrétion que ses autres pensionnaires;
personne ne conËrôlait mes allées et venues. (FA, 16).

Sartre returned to Paris from elsewhere in the middle of October and

l-ived equally freely, iÈ seems, with his grandPalents. The autobiography

leadS us to assume that Sirronets ttinitíation sexuellett occurred soon

aftertheymetagaininParisrforSímones¡rites:

Lorsque je le retrouvaí' en octobre, jravais liquidé -^.(43:
p"""á; jã r'engageais sans rêserve dans notre histoíre. (FA' 18)''

Sírnone was obvíously ready for a sexual relationshíp. Very much in love

vríth Sartre, she was ímpatient to discover eroticism for herself' She

tell-s us thís much:

Jfavais cessé avec enthousiasme dtêtre un pur esprÍti quand

1e coeurr la tête et la chair sont à lrunisson, prendre corps
est une iranae fête. Je ne connus d'abord que la joie. (FA' 67).

(43) In an interview with Catherine Chaine, in Le Nouvel observateur, 638,

(31 janvíer - 6 fêvríet T977), SarÈre maíntains Eat theír "vériÈable
liaisont' began in November L929'
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Ilers was obviouslY what Simone describes in Le Deuxième Sexe as "le

cas le plus favorable à une inlÈlation sexuelle":

celul où sans vlolence ni surpríse, sans conslgne fixe ni
détrai précis, la jeune fllle apprend lentement à vaincre sa

pudeur, à se famlliariser avec son parÈenaíre, à aímer ses

"rr.""å". 
(44)

It is to t.he fictíon that we musÈ turn, after this, for further

indicatlon of Simonets evident sensuality and of the pleasure she

I

derived from her body where there was also mutual affection and respect.

In LfInviÈée which Beauvoir vTrote sporadícally between 1938 and 1941,

she describes the "désir étouffant"(45) Ëhat the thirty old Françoíse

felt for twenty year o1d Gerbert when they were híking together ín the

mountains, and her physical and emotíonal happiness when they eventually

began Èo spend the nights in each oÈherts arms. Ihe parallels between

Gerbert and Jacques-Laurent Bost are numerous ' In both Lrlnvitée and

La Force de 1'âse , Beauvoir coûments on "la blancheur de son "o,,tit"tt!46)

his youth, his charm and his appeal. There is every reason fo suppose

that Gerbert is modelled on Bost and that he and Simone did have a sexual

relationship in Lg36, around the tirne of the díssoluÈíon of the "triorl

which Beauvoir and Sartre had formed hrith 01ga Kosakievi cz early ín 1935 .G7)

In Les Mandarins , whích Beauvoir completed in 1953, she modelled

the love affaír beÈween Anne and the American writer Lewis Brogan on her

relationshíp with Nelson Algren, whon she met in Chicago, in Tebruary 1947.

(44) Le Deuxíème Sexe II, P. 1-54.

(45) Lrlnvitée. París: Gallimard, tívre de poche' 1943, p. 454.
(46) L'Invitéer P. 444. La Force de 1l , 'p .294.
(47) Bost was tr^lenty and Beauvoir Ëwenty-eíghÈ in 1936. He was an ex-
pupil of Sartrets and a close fríend o

Olga Kosakievicz.
f them both. He later marríed
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Although she writes about this 1n the autobfography, 1t is only in the

novel Èhat Beauvoir descrlbes their physical relatlonship. One year

younger than Simone, "Lewis" vras "un homme Assez Jeune , assez grandrr(A8)

with ,,une bouche senslble, des narínes un Peu farouchest" His eyes were

,,drun gris-vert bfen défini" and "ses cheveux" were "décidánrent blonds"'(49)

I,,Ihen they becarne lovers, "Annett felt only pleasure - for each regarded

theotherasanequalsubjectrratherthanasasexualobject:

11 était nu, jtétaís nue, et j" ttéprouvais aucune gêne; son

regard ne pouvaít Pgs me blesserl il ne me''jugêait pas' il ne

me préf érait rf en .'f-. ,.J Sott dés'ír me transf iguraít. Moí quí

aepufs si longte*ps ntavait plus de goût, plus de forme' je
poàsédais de nouvãau des seins' un ventre' un sexe' une chaír;

5tét"i" nourrissante comne le paín, odorante coÍtrne l-a terre'
ótétait si miraculeux que je rrtaí pas pensé à mesurer mon

temps ni mon plaisir; je sais seulement que lorsoue nous nous

soûmes endormis on entãndait 1e faible pépiernent de 1'aube'(50)

The same joy is apparent in Símonets description of the beginning

of her sexual relationshíp wíth claude Lanzmann, ín July l-952' Lanznann'

hras t\^renty-five when he joined the editorial board of Les Temps Modernes'

Beauvoir wrítes:

JtavaísbeaucoupdesympathiepourLanzmann.Beaucoupde
fenrnes le trouvai-ent âttirant: moi aussí. 11 tenait drun

tondéÈendulesproposlesplusextrêmesetsaÈournure
dresprit ressemblait à celle de Sartre. Son humour fausse-
ment naif égavaít beaueoup ces séances' (FC ' 271) '

July was ending and Simone was about to leave wíth Sartre for Italy for

two months when Lanzmann rang to invíte her to see a film - "ntimporte

lequel.,' (FC, 301). In a brief passage, Beauvoir says a great deal about

the importance of being sexually desirable and the joy of acknowledging

one,s om body - thíngs she had told herself were not so very ímportant:

(48)
II'
(4e)
(so)

Les Mandarins. ?arís: Gallímard, 1954. (Cott. Folío ' L972, tome

p.11).
ibid. ' P.
ibid. ' p.

29.
39.
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Jrhésitais; mes'dernlères journées étafent chargées, maís je
savaisquejenedevaispasrefuser.Nousprîmesrendez-
vous. I'ia lrande surprise, dès que Jteus raccroché' je
fondis en larmes. (FC, 301-302) '

Five days later, Beauvoir left to drive down to lÈaly:

debout au bord du trottoir, Lanzmann agiÈatt ]-a maín tandís
quejIembrayais.Quelquechoseêtaitarrivé;quelquechose'
j'.n'étais Lût., com*Ënçaft. Jravais retrouvê un corps' (FC'3OZ)'

Lanzmann reËurned to Parl-s tv¡o weeks l'áfter Beauvoír' ' and she r¡rftes:

nos corps "" t.tto"vèrent dans la joie' (FC' 304) '

It is clear, even from these brief allusions to sex' that Beauvoír

\ras a sensual person who was able to deríve great pleasure from her body'

However, ít is equally clear, when one looks at the whole of her work in

the light of her bíography, that there was a tensÍonrin her 1ife, 'between

her sexualíty and her situation as a \¡Ioman in society' A number of nega-

tiveínfluencesconstantlymarredhercapacitytoenjoysexasaftee,

dignífiedbeing.IproposetolookatÈhewayinwhichthesexísm'

purítanism and misogyny which l¡Iere so prevalenÈ in Beauvoirrs environment

affected her ovm aÈtitude to sex'

LeÈ us first consider sexism. oddly, it is only in the first of

the four volumes of the auÈohiography thaÈ Beauvoír makes explicl-t refer-

ence to the double sexual sÈandard. In Èhe later volumes, where her

adult experience of this would have been enlightening, she makes no

reference to the question. However, ít is apparent - from fleeting

coÍEnents scattered throughout her work - that she herself learnt to apply

dífferent standards to the sexual behaviour of men and women - and has

continued to do so. The reasons for her silence about her own experience

of the sexual double standard' and for her oum sexíst assumptions will

become more obvious as we 100k at all we know about this realm of her

experlence.
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slmone learnt at an early age that men and \^lomen were judged

accordlng to quite dlfferent crltería' In'Mémoirès drune leune fille

rangee and in Une Mort très douce the bri-ef account of her motherts llfe

and death, she shows how women, just l1ke men, were brought up to excuse

men thelr self-indulgences and yet to judge ütomen wíth extreme severity'

Her own parents were typícal in thís regard. Beauvoir relates how her

fatherts besÈ friend was living with a woman out of r¡edl-ock and that

this in no way affected the frequency wÍÈh whích he was ínvíted to the

house, but hís "concubine" I¡las never asked to accompany him. she adds:

Ma mère ne songea jamaís à protester conÈre une inconséquence
quesarrctionnaientlesusagesmondains.(MJFR,40).

simonets moÈher had naturally been a virgin when she married Georges; he,

however¡.had had affaÍrs with numerous r.romen - and even kept a photograph

of his ,,dernière maîtresse" ("brilliante et joliett) in his study. 
(51)

It was possibly not unËil she was.an adult thaÈ Símone realized where

her father ¡^ras actually going when he left the house, "presque chaque

soir", (MJFR, 156), during her adolescence' Simone r^ras about fourteen

when her father, in order Èo try to regain hís youthful libidinal verve'

began to resort to the "professíonnelles du café de Versailles ou aux

pensíonnaires du Sphinx".(52) Madame de Beauvoír, at thírty-five, had

lost her ,,prèmiere fraîcheur"(53) She did not make a scene when her

husband returned in the early hours of the morning smelling of alcohol

and "racontant drun air embarrassé des histoíres de brídge ou de poker"'

Simone comments:

tant elle étaít entraînée à fuir

(s1)
(sz¡
(53)
(54)

Une Mort très douce
íbid., p.
ibid., p.
ibid. ' p.

e1le le croYait Peut-?Elç'
les vérítés gênantes. \--l

55.
54.
55.

p. 52,
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Slmone was fifteen and a half when her cousin TÍtíte, Jacquesr sister,

became engaged. Because of her unconcealed pleasure 1n her fíancérs company,

Tltíte was the target of much críticísm by relatíves:

certaines tantes chuchoÈaient qufen Èête-ã-tête avec son
fíancé elle se tenait mal: très mal. (lfJFR, 147).

And yet the same sollicitous relatives \^Iere the first to be anxious about the

young men of the family being too restraíned. Indeed, when she - and Jacques -

r^rere seventeen, Simone relates that his mother:

avaít dép1oré à mots couverts devant mes Parents que
Jacques fût trop sage. (MJFR' 166).

Tante Germaínets worries wôuld have met wíth sympathy, for, as Simone points out:

Mon père, 1a plupart des écrivains et, somne toute, le consenteoent
universel encouragaíenÈ les garçons à jeter leur gourme. (Ì,UFR, 166).

This was, in fact, what Jacques proceeded Èo do, havíng a liaison with a young

hroman called Magda, who, writes Símone:

faisaít partie de ces inquí6tants prodiges quron rencontre
la nuit, dans les bars. (ÌÍJFR, 266).

As was the custom, Jacques later dropped this girl fro¡r a lower social class to

marry a proper "jeune fÍl1e" - one who possessed both a dowry and innocence.

Simone tells us a similar story about her cousin RoberÈ. 
(SS¡

René Maheu, too, despite hís progressive attitude in uost areas, had exactly

the same attítude to hromeri as Simoners father - and everyone else she met.

Un homme quí demeurait víerge passé dix-huít ans, ctétait
à ses yeux un névrosé; mais i1 prétendait que la femme ne
devait se donner qu'en légitímes noces. (MJFR, 324).

Maheu was marríed and obviously granted hinself sexual lícence, although - given

the contempt he expressed for "femmes faciles" (MJFR, 324) - he rvould have been

dísgusted had hís wife behaved similarly. He flirted with Simone until early ín

1931(56)and, at the same time, he told her that he was interested in a young

lady frorn coutances. 
(sz¡

(ss¡
(s6)

Mémoires drune i eune fille ransée , p. 165.
Witness the epí sode ín La Force de 1 t âqe. p. 60-61.

(SZ¡ Maheu r¡as married to Inès Allafort du Verger. Around thís time, ín
f'ebruary 1931, she gave birth to theír only child: a son named Jean.



IB_s.

By the time Simone met Jean-Paul Sartre in mid-1929 ' she was no

longer as ldeallstic as she had once been about applying the same set

of rules to men and r\romen alíke. It seems that she resígned herself,

at this stage, to a double standard. of sexuality. She accepted Sartrers

- and her fatheïts - lfking for libertinage and polygamy. In 1964,

describlng her fatherrs lnfídelities' she wrote

JeneblârnePasmonpère'0nsait-?ssezbienquechez
lthomme l,t,habitude tue le désir'(Sg)

And, in 1970 she':úItotê r ín La Ví-elllesee:

'Sexuellement, on saiÈ que même jeune lthorme éprouve le
besoin de changer de partenairej la monoÈonie tue chez

luf le désir.(59)

To explain a cultural phenomenon, such as this, in terms of biological

differences is surprising from the author of Le Deuxième Sexe' Indeed,

Sirnonets own attítude, in this respect, does not differ vastly from her

mother's. Furthermore, although she accepted the prospect of Sartrers

promiscuity wíth good grace, she confesses that she continued, for a

long time, to be shocked by women who were promiscuous:

les fenmes trop faciles ou trop libres me choquaíent. (FA' 40)

It would appear that Simoners spontaneous reaction - líke her motherrs,

although less so - rüas puritanícal. However, just as her mother was

obliged to do before her, Símone tended Èo soften varíous blows for her-

self by accepting a double standard of sexualíty and making excuses for

the behaviour of Ëhe man she loved'

Sartrets sexual careeï must have shocked Simone. He told Catherine

Chaine, in an interview in 1977, that he started having sexual encounters

at Seventeen, "avec des filles quron rencontrait au Luxembourg"' 
(60)

(s8) une Mort très douce
(se) La Vieillesse p. 341.
(60) Interview with Catheri

p. 54.

ne Chaine in Lê Nouvel Obsêrváteur, 638,

), P. 79.(31 janvier - 6 févriet L977



Shortly before he uuet simone - he was twenty-three - he had been on the

verge of marrlage to a glrl ln Lyon, a marriage which her parenÈs prol

hibíted,, after he had faí1ed the âgrégation the first tíme round' sartre

had also been having an lntermíttent affair wíth SÍmone Jolívet' Beauvoir

teltrs.us herself thaË he had met Mlle. JoliveÈ when he was nineteen' that

their liaison continued for several years and that she kept herself by

being a courtesan.

Because of the prevailing double standard, whilst bourgeois young

men hrere gaíning experience, bourgeoís young \^Iomen \^7ere preservÍng their

vírgínity at all cosÈs. Naturally, when she eventually did surrender her

virginityrtheeventrepresentedagreaÈdealtoarrtoman'MoreÈhana

physical changer it was a psychologícal change' IÈ meant a break with

her past and ínevitably altered the r'¡omanrs self-image' In Le Deuxième

Sexe, Beauvoir had described defloraÈion as t'une rupture abrupte avec le

passér, 
(61) ,run définitif sevr"g." 

(62) 
"od, hence, a "crise". 

(63) In the

autobiography she writes that when she was reunited with sartre, in

October ::g2g, after the suuuner holidays -: "jtavaís liquidé mon passéI

(FA, 18).

As she indícaËes, losíng her virginiÈy, aL tlÀ7enty-one and a half

did mean "líquidating" her Past. It made her unacceptable for marriage

in many circles. Not only would the ner¡s have horrífíed her parenÈs'

but many more ostensibly broadminded people of her o\^7n generation - such

as René lufaheu - would have been shocked that she had |tabandoned" herself

outside "légitímes froces". (ìLIFR' 324) . Her courage htas all the more

(61)
(62)
(63)

24 B.
Le Deuxíème Sexe II
ibid. ' p.
ibid. ' P. 247 .

r p. 132.



l-87 .

remarkable vrhen ofie bears Ín mlnd that there hras no dlscussl-on of marriage

at this stage, and furthermore, Simone had to accustom herself to the fact

that Sartre,,se plaisait dans la compagníe des ferunesttand that I'il nfentend-

alt pasf-...Jr.rroo""r pour toujours à leur séduisante dlversiÈé". (F4,26).

It is t.rue that Sartre was the first person Simone had met who maíntained

that she should preserve herself from marriage. Like the Nizans, who

ttrevendiquaient, entre époux, une enÈière lícence sexuelle", (MJFR, 29O) '

sartre believed thaÈ he and simone had an equal right Ëo enjoy the I'séduis-

ante diversité-" of oÈher people. NeverÈheless, - although Beauvoir has

never admitÈed this hereelf - given social attltudes and their condítioning

as a male and a female, Sartre eertainly had an advantage.(64)I will reÈurn

to this poínt when I discuss their sexual relatíonshíp later ín this chapter.

Other than sexism, another negative influence which impaired Simoners

capacity to regard sex as a wholesome activity 1^tas puritanism' She r¿rites:

Sartre, la plupart de mes amis, moi-même' nous étions des

puritains. (I'C, 306) .

and she uses this word to descríbe herself on a number of occasions -

(64) Indeed, when I asked her, in an interview in November 1976, whether

she thought, given culÈural conditions, that their arrangement placerl her

at a disadvantage vis à vis sarËre, she emphatícally refuted the
suggestíon and ðhanged the emphasis of the question from meeÈí.ng a partner
to leaving a Partner:

"Une femme peut quiÈter un homme beaucoup plus facÍlement en bonne arnítíé
qutun homme ne peut quitter une femme, qui se sentíra toujours, elle,
rejetée, minimisée, etc. Je crois qn" olesÈ plus facile pour la fenrme'rl

This strange ansl¡/er can only be explained by an unwillíngness to face certain
unpleasant truths about her own situation. I^Ihy does Beauvoir concentrate on

thL woman r¿ho leaves the man, referring to Èhe relative ease with which she

can do this, rtrã-ìiln"t she describes is the situation of the woman lef t b-y a

,ã"t-snã rãt"" it appear as if she were always the one Èo leave her men, buÈ

in the case of Ngrãn and Lanzmann, it was they who iniÈiated the end of

Ëheir liai,son. ¡.nã ít íe obvious that she felt "rejetée" and "minimisée" -
as she says \^7omen do, t'touigurstt
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throughouttheautobfograPhy.Afterhershelteredandstraitlacedup-

brlnglngrshewasshocked-aswehaveseen-byanysígnthatsexuallty

wasbeíngtakenllghtly.ShegÍvesusnumerousexamplesofthls.At

thTenty, she vTas so dlsconcerted when Fernand told her that his paintlng

of a nude hrolnan hanging on Stêpha|s wall was Stépha herself, that the

couple.noÈyetmarríed-endeduphavingtodenyit.(}trIFR,2B9).Just

before she meË sartre, Beauvoír tells us that she was horrlfied by Nízan

and his wife advocating sexual "licence" withÍn the couple' and the very

term ,flícence", which she uses¡ is disapproving, suggesting an excessive

lícentiousness.rntheearlythirtiesrsheandsarÈrer\tereshockedby

Freud's "pansexualisme", (I'4, 25) by D'H' Lawrencets "cosmologie phallique"

(FÀ,52)andthewayínwhichMalrauxusedtheideaoferoticisminLa

CondiÈi on humaine whÍch appeared in 1933'(65)

ThelasËoccasíonintheautobíographyinwhíchBeauvoirr¡ritesin

detail abouÈ sexuality, describes the conflict betr¡een her sexual desires

and her puritanical atËitude' This passage' situated ín La Force de 1r e

reveals the self-loathing she felt aÈ a period when her body was unable to

acceptagivensituationwiththegracesheexpectedofít.Atthebegin-

ning of November , Lgzg - a month or so after they had first become lovers.-

Sartrebeganhís¡nilitaryservíceatsaint-Cyr.InJanuaryhewastrans-

ferred to a meteorological statíon at Tours. Apart from sundays, he was

free for one week every month. simone de Beauvoir explains, with great

candour, one èffect this schedule had on her: "le besoíntt torrnenÈed her

and, ín turn' she was plagued by self-disgust:

(6s)
dans
ãla

Nous détes tons la notion dférotisme dont Malraux usait abondarnnent

La Condi tíon humaine parce quteIle imPlique une sPécialisaÈíon qui

fois exal te exagér t le sexe er lravilit. (FA, 144).
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Un mal secret pourrissait mes os. Un mal honteux. Jravals
secoué rnon éducation puritaine Juste assez pour pouvoír me

réjoulr de mon coTps sans contrainter Pas assez Pour consentlr
à ce qutll mtinco¡unodât; affamé, mendiant, plaintíf r il rne

répugnait. (FA' 68).

I,trhen they r{ere Èogether, on Sundays in Tours, both of them r,¡ere too

embarrassed to suggest a hotel room rren pleÍn jourtt. Such a calculated act

would have appeared to them almosÈ lndecent. Simone explains:

je refusaís que ltamour prÎt la figure dtune enLreprise
concertéet je voulais qu'il fût libre, mais non délibéré.
Je ntadmettais ni quron cédât contre son gré à des désirs
ni qu'on organisât de sang-froid ses plaisirs. (FA' 67).

It is the same sort o f dileuuna which Beauvoir describes ín Les Mandarins.

The thirty-nine year o1d heroine, Anne, is shocked by her sudden longing

to be in the arms of a man again:

je me suis considérée avec scandale: I...1Qutest-ce que

ces moeurs de femelle en chaleur? (66)

The violence of physical desire uras something Beauvoir knew well,

but because, to her mind, ímpregnated as it was with Catholic thinking,

lust without love \^ras an ignominy, she merely resenÈed her body whenever

its desires did not accord with her wi1l. Her puritanísm lrtas reinforced

by the sexual double.standard: had she been a man she would doubtless have

broughÈ herself to heed the bodyrs desires, as did the men around her.

Since she was a rdoman, she reproached herself for what she considered to

be animalistic lust.

Finally, ín order to understand Simoners attitude to sex, we need to

look at the question of misogyny. The disgust Simone felt for female

physicality as an adolescent \.ras later reinforced by the attitude of certain

male5 - partícularly, I would -suggest', by the atËiÈude of Jean-Paul

Sartre. This is borne out by the fact that, in 1949'

( 66) Les Mand arins II r P.23'

in Le Deuxième Sexe



Beauvoir \^rroÈe at length abouË lrhorreur que lthomme éprouve à 1'égard de

la f errne,'. 
(67),Str" ürent so f ar as to reinterpret the phenomenon known as

theOedipuscomplexinthislight.Thus,accordírrgtoher,theyoung

boygraduallybecomesa\^Iareofhismotherasfleshandthishorrifieshim:

lui paraÎÈ gênant'
évite de penser à s

l'égard de son Père
a moins de jalousie

obscène de la découvrir conme chaír,
on corps; dans lthorreur qurí1 éProuve
ou tun second mar t_ , ou drun amant, il

i1
i1
à

v que de scandale. )

This interpreËation of the male Oedipus complex probably tells us as much

about Jean-Paul Sart.re as abouÈ Beauvoír. It is apparenÈly a description

of simoners orm adolescent repudiation of her motherts body, for which'

we remember, she felt "une répulsion {nquiète",('Un)tn"o she began to real-

izewhatv¡asinvolvedinhavingafemalebody.ThefactÈhaËBeauvoir

took the Èrouble to spell out "un second mari" strongly suggests that íÈ

41so descrbes sartrers reactíon to hís mother when he was eleven years

old and his mother remarri"¿'(70)

InL ,Et'reetlenéant(1943)whichsarËrediscussedwithBeauvoir

at length in the thirties, Sartre referred to the "obscénité" of the female

p. 26L.,(67)
ics míne).(68)

(6e) Une Mort très douce P. 28.
(70) In Èhe fílm about Sartre, referring to the crisis in his llfe
when his mother remarri ed, talks of a ttruP ture intérleurerr. He claíms:

"j. rrtai jamais lmaginé quelque chose de sexuel', ce qui tient à ce qutils

se tenaient. très bien et que par ailleurs ma mère -etaít Plutôt une mère

qutune f ernmett. NeverÈheless, ít seerÍs mo sÈ likelY thaÈ he did, in fact,
become painfully conscious of his mother as a ttfemmett a sexual being

around this time. Soon after the marriage' his mother and M.MancY went to

live at La Rochelle' where Jean-Paul \¡/as sent to school for a time. In this

port environment, the boys were more sexudllY Precoclous and llked to boast

of thelr exPloits more often than not imaginarY' Jean-Paul told them

that.he had a girl in Par is with whom he used to go to a hotel' Soon, toot

he starËed to steal moneY from hls mother with whlch to buy cake

T,e Deuxíème Sexe I t
iUi¿- p. 307. (ital

schoolmates whom he wanted to impress'
s for
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sexual organsç In accordance wiÈh the Freudian idea of womenrs "genital

deflcÍency"(71)and thelr penls envy¡ Sartre suggests that a feellng of

inferiorÍty 1n uromen (whích was stressed by Adler) is based on their

actual anatomical inferioritY:

Lrobscénité du sexe féminin est celle de touÈe chose bêante:
crest un appel dtêtre, cofitme drailleurs tous les trous; en sol
la femñã al-patfe ttne chair étrangère quí doíve la transformer
en plénitude d'êÈre par pénétraÈíon et dílution. Et ínverse-
r.nl l-" feuune senÈ sa condition corune un appel, précisémenÈ
parce qutelle est "trouéett. Crest la véritable origine du

äo*pt"*. "¿16¡isn. 
(72)

Sartrets díscussíon of "le visqueux" and its assocíation, ín his

mind, with female genitalia whích "suck ín" the penis, does not betray

a great fondness for the female body' He writes:

Jetez une substance visqueuse fsur le t"tl, el1e stéÈÍre,
elle s'éËale, elle sraplatít, elle est Eolle; touchez le
visqueux^ í1 ¡e fuit'pas: il cède. L"'JLe visqueux est
docite . t-...J l" veux lâcher le-visqueux et í1 adhère à

roi, if me pompe, 11 mraspíre; L...J "'"99.Yo" 
actívité

molle, baveuse eÈ féminíne draspiration'\''l

In Sartrefs Huis clos (1944), EsÈelle, the embodiment of seductlve

femininity, suddenly apPears Èo Garcin in this odious light, and he

pushes her awaY, revolted:

Tu me dégoûres; L-...J Tu es trl?+tç: ru es molle! Tu es'
une Pieuvcer tu es un marêcage'\' r'

In a psychoanalytlcal interpretation of La Nausée, serge Doubrovsky

claims that SarÈre reveals "une Èrès forte angoisse de castratÍon'r,

accompanied by "une très forte angoisse complémentaíre de sodomi""tio""' 
(75)

( 71)
Peli
(7 2)

Freud: "Femininityrr
can, 1.977, P. 166.

LtEtre et le néant, P. 676.
(73) ibid. , P. 67L.
(7 4) Huis clos p. 69-

"Le Neuf de Coeur. Fragment drune psycholecture de

18-19, lg7g. (Nurnéro spécial sur Sartre) p' 7I'
(75) Serge Doub rovsky.
La Nausée in Obliques
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Both castratlon and sodomizatl.on are experienced as "féminisationrr (3)

and, according to Doubrovsky, Sartre's "dégoût radical du sexe ¡6tinin',(76)

reflects a fear of being transformed into a \^tonan. He reminds us that

Sartre told Beauvoir in an íntervíew:

jtai toujours pensé qrrtil y avait. en moí une espèce de femm".Qt¡

It may well be that 1n the case of Sartre, as much as in Èhe case of

Beauvoír, Èhe repulsion each f elt tor,¡ards f ernale sexualíty was actually

a horror of his/her o!Ín "feminízation'r and the passivity which this

irnplied to them. This would greatly suPport my claim, at the begínning

of the chapter, that cultural ínfluences are decisive - and not the

ontological and biological explanatíons whích Sartre and Beauvolr both

occasionallY Put forward.

I^Ihatever the reasons for it, iÈ ís generally "gt..d(78) th.t sexual

desire was mixed, fox Sartre, with a certain disgust for the female body'

This must have reinforced Símonets o$rn horror of female sexuality' Às

she says herself, a \¡romants response to eroticism is inevítably influenced

by her first lover:

Tous les psychiatres sraccordent sur lrextrême Ímportance
que prennent pour e1le ses débuts érotiques' .it.," onÈ une

iép"i"n""1on 'dans toute 1a suite de sa víe' \tY)

It is quite sÈriking to observe' ín Le DeuxÍème Sexe, the extent to whích

Sirone takes over Sartre's personal phobia to descríbe utomenrs impressíon

of themselves. Using the same images as Sartre, she writes:

(76) ibid., P. 69.
ill.l "Simone-de Beauvoír interroge Jean-Paul Sartret' in LtArc, 6L' L975,

p. 3 L2.
(78) As well as DoubrovskY fs work, there ís a conmentary on thÍs aspect

of Sartre ín lüilliam Barret tts Irrational Man (N.Y. Double-day Anchor Books,

L962) and an article entltl .d "ÉãG-ãìfü-": Sexism in Sartrers Psycho-

analysist' in I^Iomen and Phil Toward a The of Líberation. (Ed. C.

Gould and M.I^I. I^lartofskY N.Y. Putnam
(7e) Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 130.

s Sons, 1 6, p. lL2-L27.
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Lrhomme fond sur sa proie coflme ltaigle et le
conme la planÈe carnivore, le marécage oü ins
sfenlisent; elle esÈ succionr ventouser tÈ,X*
est-ce alnsi que sourdemenÈ el1e se sent' \Õu

The ídea of a "plante carnivore" dramaÈically reflects SarÈrets fear of

castration, but to imply that all women see sexual intercourse in this

way ís an unjustífíed generalization'

Sartre r¡IaS not alone amongst Beauvoír I s contemporaries to manif est

fear of and disgust for Èhe female body. In L-e Deuxième sexe, Beauvolr

draws our attentíon to Míchel Lelrist aÈtiÈude to female sexuallty' which

he described in LrAee d.rhomme. Leiris, who had become a good friend of

Simone de Beauvoir and Sartre at the time of the Líberation, wrltes:

Jtaí couraument tendance à regarder ltorgane féninín
co$me une chose sale ou comme une blessurer Pas moíns

attlrant pour cela, mais dangereuse en elle;*?ä1' corune

tout ce quí est sanglantr muqueuxt contamane"- '

Hence, he writes, he tended to look upon coitus as "un acte f-. . .J

i-minemment dangerert*. " 
( 32)

Another aspect of the mlsogyny prevalent in French society at Èhis

time was Èhe way it was taken for granted that bourgeols males have

Fecourse to prostitutes. Both Sartre and Leirís casually refer to brothels

and prost,ltutes in theír wríting' In Les Mandarins Beauvoír writes of

Robert Dubreuilh, a character closely resembling Sartre:

milan; elle guette
ectes eÈ enfants
scueux: du moíns
)^

ça lul paraissait normal de ramasser dans un bar une

jolie putain et de passer une heure avec e1le'(83)

(80)
(8r)
(82)
( 83)

ibld., p. f48.
Quoted by
Mlchel Lei

Beauvolr 1n
rls. Lragé

Le Deuxième Sexe

Les Mandarlns I r. P' 115'

I, p.27L-272.
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In a society where it was considered commonplace and not unrespectable

for a man Lo be able to "louer une fenne et lui faire Èout ce qutiil "']

plaît,,ÍtO)ta would obviously be diffic.ult for r¡/omen to develop a healthy

pride in their bodies.

Itavlng galned some idea of the cultural conditioningi the sexism,

puritanism and mlogyny whích surrounded Simone de Beauvoir, I propose to

examine why it was thaÈ Beauvolr had wrítten' ín Le Deûxième Sêxe ÈhaË

t'les problèmes 1es plus dífficiles" for a \¡roman aspiríng to independence

occur ín "1e domalne sexuel". 
(85)

Since she describes her love for Sartre as ttun amour nécessaíretr

around which any other loves \¡rere mere "amours contingentes", (FA' 27) '

ít behoves us to look first at thls relationship - concentrating on its

physical aspect - in order to see how it influenced Simonets sexual

relatíonship with oÈher men.

Abour her physical relationship wlÈh sartre, Beauvoír te1ls

us very little. However, what she has to say' in Le Deuxième Sêxe

about the necessity of both spontaneíty and fideliÈy for erotícism

glves us an indicatíon:

à lramour sexuel du fait que le
enveloppe leur singularité; i1s
contestée par des exPériences
lrun pour lrautre irremplacables;
sens qufautant qurelle est

dpontanée;
assez viÈe.

et sponÈanément la magie de 1térotlsme se dissípe
(86)

(34) Lelrls. L'Age 3]hótlrne'..
(8s) Le Deuxième Sexe II

la fidelité est nécessaire
désir de deux amants éPris
refusent que celle-ci soit
éËrangères, ils se veulent
mais cette fldelité nra de

p. 66.
526.

(86) 1bid., P. 226.
.r P.
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t'les mâles ntfon
heur sexuel: 11

t] eu aucunement scruPul e à dénier à leur comPagne 1e bon-
leur a même paru avantageux de lui refuser avec lrautonomie

du plaisir les tentations de désir.|t Deuxíème Sexe 11 , P' 209).

Later, aS \¡/e have seen, she uSeS a simílar argument to Montaignets herself,
ã."f"iiog: t'le mot dtíncegte que Prononce Montaigne est profond.t'- 

--
fi;-;;;;1.g" S.". tt,, l:6r;- I{as it not also--a convenient justification
@"h"'""withtheendofherphysíca1re1ationship
wíth SarÈre?

;

ll

Beauvoir maintalns that even independence wiÈhín a couple cannot

preserve "la magie de 1rérotisme'r. She r¡as obvlously commenting on her

rel-atlonship wíÈh Sartre when she I^rrote - ín 1949::

Lrattrait érotlque L. Jmeurt''P{.esque aussí sûreÞenÈ dans lrest-
ime et ltarirÍtÍér, "^i dãux êtres humaíns qui sé fej-o{-gnent dan-s le
mouvement même de leur transcendence, à travers le monde et
leurs enfreprises colnmunes, ntont plus besoín de stunír
charnellement; et même, du fait.gue cette unÍon a perdu sa

signification, l1s y répugnent' (87)

Beauvoir even goes so far as to use the hlord rrinc""a""(88) to describe

the nature of erotícism ín such a relationship. This idea of a bond

between partners which Ís so strong as to make eroËícism aPPear incest-

uous is a recurríng idea ín Beauvoírrs work.(89)Sartrers work, on the

oÈher hand, reveals a fascination with the brother-sister relationship.

In Les MoËs sartre confesses that he had always dreamt of having a

little síster:

(87) Le Deuxième Sexe I1., p. 226 .

(88) Íbid.
Beauvoir quoÈes vrhat Montaigne
È eroticísme wíthin marrÍage:

(89) In another Passage in Le Deuxième Sexe

had Èo say, wlÈh his "charmant clmicÍsme abou

ü'
âril

fl

,,Aussi est-ce un-e es!ège drinceste df aller-employer à ce parentage vénérable

et sacré les eff-orFãfesixtãîagances de la licence amoureuse."-(Essais-t
L. III, ch. v). (Italics mine). Beauvoír counnents that this idea of incest
hTas a convenient jusÈificaËion for hím:
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Jtavaís une soeur aînée, ma mère, et Je souhaitais une soeur

cadette . f_. ..J Jt aí commis la grave erreur de chercher souvent
parml les-ferñes cetÈer-so.rrt qii nravaít pas eu lieu. (90)

He adds, 1n a footnote:

Ce qul me séduisait dans s ê, crêtalt moins

1a tentation amoureuse que dq faire ltamourl
feu et glace, délices eÈ frus s lrínceste me

plaisait sril restait Platoní

I

L

r!,
T.

I
!.

I

i

;

À

f
â'j

fl

In.La Force de 1'âgg, Beauvolr explains that Èhose who judge her relation-

ship with Sartre tend to misunderstand its I'particularitétt: "ces signes

jumeaux, sur nos fronts'r. (rA, 30) '(92)She aclds:

La fraterníÈé qul souda nos vies rendait superflues et
dérlsoíres toutes.les
iorg"t. (FA, 30).(93)

attaches que nous auríons Pu nous

Another argumenÈ Beauvoír uses to defend the inevitable death of

eroticísm within the couple Ís that, after a certain time, the indíviduals

no longer appear to each other as túIo separate beings, but as one unity'

One feels that she used, in thinkíng of herself and Sartre, the self-

avo,r¡ed romantic cliché: 'ron ne fait qutun", (FA, 150) to explaín the

fact to herself ÈhaÈ, after some yearsrthey chose independence and cornpanion-

ship Ín preference to the life of a couple'

Lrérotisme est un mouvement vers lrAutre, crest 1à son caract-
èreessenÈíel;maisauseínducouplelesépouxdevíennent
ttrro-pã,rr ltaútre le Même; aucun échange nrest plus possible

-entre eux, aucun don ã1ãucune conqúête. Aussi stils demeurent

"r"rrr", 
cíest Souvent honÈeusement: ils sentent que lracte

sexuel ntest plus une expérÍence intersubjective, dans laquelle
chacun se dépasse, mais bien une sorte de masturbation en

commun. (94)-

(90) Les Mots, p. 48'49. (Italics mine) '
(9r) íbid. -

(92¡ ltallcs mine.
(e3)
(94)pp.226-22T.AnotherindicationofBeauvoir's
accepculturalvaluesisthewayinwhichshe
assoc th shame'
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her relationship with her husband, André:

the sixty year old r^toman reflects on

soudés

ells us, v¡as ttune jeune ferune, à

197 .

(

1

,ì-

,i
I

,t

tJe nous croyais transpare?8q., Itun à lrautre, unl-s

contrne des frères siamoís.\'-t

simone de Beauvoir does not conceal the fact that she and sartre

stopped sleepíng together after a certaín time. Thls was quite possibly

around Lg45, after Sartrers reÈurn from America, when he was enamoured of

,,y,,. (96) It was obviously before ]:g48-Lg4g when Beauvoir was writlng

Le Deuxième sexe and explaining why it was that erotÍcísm in a couple

inevitably ceased. In their travels after 1945, Ít is clear that they

had separate rooms, even when they htere not staying ín one place long

enough to work. simone, uneasy about the extent of sartrers commitment

to "M", asked herself' at this time:

Dansuneunlonqulduredepuísplusdequínzeans'quelle
parË revient à 1'habitude? (FC, 81)'

Her diary at this period reveals her "drôle d'état drangoísse"' (FC, 89)'

In L947, on a lecturing tour ín America, Beauvoir writes''that she felt the

same ,,nostalgie" she had described Anne as having in Les Mândarins' (FC'

141). A fleeting kiss from Algren had revived "de brûlants souvenirs

d,amour,,(97)"o¿ she suddenly had an urge to walk arm in arm with a man

vrho - for a Èime - would be hers. Anit we will see that she was plunged

into depression, when her relationship wíth Nelson Algren was obviously

coming to an end in 1950 and 1951, at Ëhe thought that she was growing

older and would never again enjoy "la chaleur dtun corpsrr. (Fc,274).

Paris: Gallimard' 1967. (ColI. Folio ' 1972, P. 41).

iì
lili
äl

l}

(es)
(e6)
demi
(e7)

La Feuune
was Dolor S V, who, Beauvoir t

separée de son maritt and with ttune

Les Mandarins II, p. 18.
situation brillanÈe". (FC ' 64) .
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At thirty-seven, slmone de Beauvoir was thus reliving her motherrs

experience: the man who had been her lover since she was twenty-one vras

no longer interesÈed in her sexually. There is no indicatlon of the

extent to which he had ceased Èo interest her, or whether that developed

as a reaction Èo Sartrets loss of lnterest' However''1t ís evident that

ltwasnoÈnearlySoeasyforher'aSaníndependentwoman,toleada

fulfÍlled sexual existence as it was for Sartre' as an lndepende"t tto'(98)

As ís always the case when she does not want to admit things to herself'

Beauvoir gÍves us little insight into her actual sítuation' I'{e have already

seenthat,ratherthanresentingSartre,shewaspreparedtoacceptthe

double sexual standard herself, claiming that ments need for a variety of

partners r^ras greater. she also preferred to dírect her anger at herself-

whom she could control - than at a situation which she felt powerless to

change.ThussheexPresseshorroratheroum''moeursdefemelleen

chaleur,,r(99)but never accuses sartre of philandering,

In the chapter called "La f eutme indépendante" in Lê Déùliièmé Sèxe 
'

Símone de Beauvoir is more explicit than an¡rwhere else about the way in

which the professíonal l^7oman is t'divisée entre ses intérêts professionnels

et les soucis de sa vocation sexuelle"t She continues:

elleapeineàtrouversonêquilibre;sie1le1'assurec|est

"r, ftt*'de concessions' de saerifices' giRi{"Oaties qui

exígent dtelle une perpetuelle tenslon' \ruu''

Although she unfortunately does not elaborate on her olün exPeÏience of

this t'perpetuelle tensionrr' r^7e can gain some impression of this from

the vague índications which she does give us'

,l
t

t

N

Å,

fl

(94¡BeauvoirmakesthispointemphatícallyherselfínLeDéuxièmèSêxe:
t'íl est encore beaucoúp plus diffiàite à la fenme qu'à lThomme drétabl-ir

aüec I'autre sexe les:relãtions'qu'eIle'désire' (II; p' 528)' She was

referring to eroÈic relations'
(ee) Les Mandarins II., P . 23 '
(100) Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 539.
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It seems that, desplte Beauvoirrs emphatic assertion that a sexual

relationshlp becomes, fn the course of time rt'une sorte de masturbation

en coûtrnunt', the admission made by the older woman

!üas true of her:

Ce lien que crée dans un couple le bonheup ¿.hVslque, J 
tal

tendance à en sous-estímer 1rímportance. (1ö5)

The need for a man - whether for approbation or to give vent to her

sexual needs, or for both - presents another problem for an índependent

rroman. In Le Deuxième Sexe Beauvoír conunented on the hasards - f.or a

r¡roman - of Èaking the sexual initiative with men. She saw it as less

easy for \^tomen Èhan for men to ttassouvir leurs désírstt whílsÈ preserving

theÍr "dígníté d'être humain".(106) The woman who desires a man "ne peut

guère faire plus que sroffrir; car 1a plupart des mâles sont âprement

jaloux de 1eur rôle".(107)In publíc opiníon, a "feumte libre" was confused

wiÈh a "femme facile".(108) Beauvoir, who tells us:

Souvent jtai entendu des adultes ÇÇel¿rer: Jrai horreur
qu'une femme Prenne lrinitiativs' (109)

was bound to be affected by this attitude. Not only was she imbued with

these prejudices herself - (she writes: les femmes trop faciles ou trop

libres me choquaíent (F¡, 40))- but she kner¿ that' by acting counter to

convention, a v/oman risked "le d6dain du mâle"'(110)

It is interesting thaÈ in boÈh L'Invitée and Les Mandarins it is

the women - Françoise and Anne - r¿ho take the initiative. In both cases'

they are anxíous abouL the personal loss Lheír daring step might incur,

ín L'Àge de discrétion

(r0s)
(106)

La Feurne romPuet
Le Deuxième Sèxe

p-.I 26.
I' P.

(107) ibid.
(108) ibid., p. 532- 533.
(109) ibid.
(110) ibid., p. 532.

531.



and I have shown that both incldents were based on Beauvolr I s oÌ^tn

experlence. Iû Lthvitée , several pages are devoÈed to Françolsers

anguish, for she is anxious Èo seduce Gerbert without l-oslng hls respect

or damagíng her own pride. It 1s lmpossible for her Èo be devlous, and

yeÈ she is too shY to be forthright:

ElIe auraít honÈe dtùser avec Gerbert de coquetterie
maladroite; il aurait mieux valu poursuivre franchement:

''CavousétonneraitbiensijevousProposaísdecoucher
avec moi?" ou quelque chose d" r??.r€enre' Mais ces lèvres
refusaíent de former ces mots'\lrri

She wonders whether Gerbert rnlght possibly ttricaner drelle en secret'

There ís a slmíIar scene between Anne and Lewis ín Les Mandarins: tI^7e1ve

pages, wriÈtenl from Annets persPective' of self-conscíous plottlng and

anguish, climaxing ín a touchíng scene in which both she and Lewis reveal

how they vrere attempting to arrange evenÈs so that the act of seductíon

would look both spontaneous and dÍgnifiedl Such were the problerns of

esÈablishing a relationship between two subjects - of beíng a woman

considered equal to men in a society ín whích hTomen hTere not treated

as equals.

AnoÈher problem with being consídered equal to men - Beauvoír noted -

is that such a \^toman íntimídates men. Sínce his pride is also at stake,

a man hesitates to attempÈ Èo ttseducett an índependent \^7oman. I^Ihen

Françoíse eventually plucked up the courage to make a move - and she

succeeded Ín realízing her inÈentions - Gerbert admitÈed that he had

always been íntimidated by her. Ile told her that he had wanted to kíss

her for days: "Seulement je pensais que vous me tiríez au nez".(113)

,, (112)

(111)
(112)
(113)

Lr InviËée
id. ' P'

P. 459-460.
462.
467 .ibid., p.
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In Les Mandårlns Anne ðomplalns to an acqualntance, Scriassíne' that

men respect her too much Èo make advances:

?ourtoutlemonde,jesuíslafemmedeDubreuí]h,où
Ie docteur Anne Dubreuflhrça ntlnspfre que Ie respect'(l-14)

In order to combat this problem, "ltlntellectuelle" attemPts to

,,nier sa cérébralíté coflrme la fernrne vielllíssante essaie de nier son âgt'(115)

ín both cases, the hroman tríes' to conform to the stereotyPe of seductive

femíninity. To Lewis, who only knew whaÈ Anne told hiur about herself,

shewasprimarilyasensuousl¡/oman-onlylaterdidhediscoverthatshe

was also extremely intel1-igent. Anne had been having a discussion with

Murray, a friend of Ler¡íst and for the first time, Lewis glímpsed her

acute mind:

Quand DDus nous Soltrmes retrouvés dans notre chambre, Lewis mra

dévisagée drun air lntrigué'
_ Je vais finir par croiie qurí1 y a un cerveau dans ce petit
crânel n'a-t-il dít.
- C'était bien imité, D'est-ce pas? dis-je'
- Non: vous avez vtaiment un cerveau, díÈ Lewis' T1 continu-
aít ã me regarder eÈ il y avait un peu de reproche dans ses

;;;";;;¿'es; drô1e; 5anais je le pense à vous cortrne à une

fernme de tête. porrr"uroi voirs êtes tettement autre chosel

- Avec vous' je me senq-tellement autre chose! dis-je en

venanÈ dans ses bras. (116)

Oneímaginesthatthísincidentmaywellhavetakenplacebetween

Beauvoir and Algren. Certainly the conflict whích aÏose from her profession-

alísmandherfeminíníty\^TaSonewhíchBeauvoírfeltdeeply.In

Deuxième Sexe she wrote:Le

(114)
(115)
(116)

Les Mand arr-ns I' P'
Le Deuxième Sexe II'

116.
p. 527.
274.Les Man ins II' P.
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La feurne lndépendante - et surtout 1fintellectuelle quí pense

sa situatlon - souffrira en tant que femel-le drun complexe

ãirntatrorité. (117)

As,,une conscience, un sujet", the íntellectual woman finds a seductive

rfemlnínett role irritatingly servíle and she is conscious of her clumsi-

ness.(118)Hor..r"t, íf she resorts to I'des armes masculfnes" in order to

seducer(119)talkÍng instead of l-isteníng and, where appropriate' contra-

dÍctlng instead of approving, she dlspleases the male who prefers "une

esclave" to "une semblable".(120)Àt Èwenty-one' when René Maheu told her

that hers was his first friendshíp with a r¡louan, Simone replied -

doubtless with a degree of mauvaise foí as well as a genuine need of

reassurance': "C'est peut-être que je ne suls pas très fémínine"'

(MJFR, 322 - 323). And, ín LflnvÍtée, Françoise declares ruefully to

Gerbert: "Je sais bíen que vous me prenez pour un hourme.''(121)Beauvoir

also described ín Le Deuxième Sexe the "eomplexe dtínférioritér' whích

professional women, wiÈh less time and inclination to spend on their

appearance, (1n addition to the problem mentíoned above) tend to feel

towards otherr more ttfe¡nininett \'Iomen'

sartrets frequen! affaírs wíth. othêr \¡7omen - who lÀIere, as far as

orre can ascerËaín, nearly all very beautiful and certaínly less intellect-

ual than Simone - doubtless exacerbated her complex about her or^m feminin-

ity. sartre had told her about hís ex-mistless, carrille, boasting of her

beauty. According to hím, she was "belle: dtirnmenses cheveux blonds' des

yeux bleus, 1a peau 1a plus fine, un c'orps alléchant, des chevilles et

des poignets parfaits.rr (FA, 71). I^Ihen Simone fírst saw her, she was

Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 527.(117)
(118)
(11e)
(120)
(121)

ibid.
tbid.
ibid., p. 528.
Lflnvitée, P. 466-
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shattered to dÍscover a'þran6e poupée de porcelalnet'wtth a round, child-

ish face and a shrlll voice "avec des inf lexlons puériles" ! '(I'4, 77) ''

olga Kosaklewicz was elghteen, beautiful and had a decidedly undísciplined

mind when sartre became ínfatuated with her in 1935. He obvíously told

Simone of "M"ts charms and beauty, for when Slmone meÈ her brÍefly' in

January ,, Lg47, she writes: "Elle était aussi charmante que le disaít

sartre eÈ elle avait le plus jolie souríre du monde." (Fc' 137). Later,

ín the early fifties, sartre became intimate wíth Michelle Vian, who had

then separated from her husband, Boris Vían. A very aÈtracÈive uloman'

obviously very llfemíníne'' in her behaviour, twelve years younger than

Simone, with ttlongs cheveux de soie blonde", (fCr 73) Beauvoir descríbes

her with teaL affecÈion:

on 1taímait toujours parce qurelle ne se préférait jaroais.

Gaie et un peu mystérieuse, très discrète eÈ très prèsente'
c'étaiÈ un charrnanË compagnon' (FC, 277) '

There were other uromen too - all of them seeming to possess an unusual

degree of beauty - something that Sartre confessed to Francis Jeanson(J22)

and catherine chaine 
( 12 3) in, interviei¡s':thaÈ he - f ound' véry anportant;"-sinone

implíes that Sartre \^7ent home, on occasion with \^landa Kosakievicz' Olgars

younger óister - knovm on stage as Marie Olivier.Gz4)Francis Jeanson

suggests that Evelyne Ray, Claude Lanzmannrs younger sister' I^tas another

girlfriend. (125)Beauvoir describes her aÈ tÌ,renty-Èhree:

blonde,mince,juvénileetélégante.Cequiestrarechezles
femmes, elre était drôle; et sí jolíe que son intellÍ-gence
éLonnaiÈ. (FC, 344).

(L22) Intervieir+ with I'rancís Jeanson in 1965, published in Jeansonrs book:
(Paris: EdÍtions du Seuil, L974, p. 234) '

h Catherine Chaine in Le Nouvel ObservaLeur, N'639tSartre dans sa vie.
(r23) InÈerview wít
0-13 f,évrier, L97î, P. 75.
(L24) See La Forc e de 1tâge p. 5I9. p. 547 and La Force des choses, P. 105.

Sartre dedicat
(125) Jeanson:

ed Lr de raison (1945 ) to !tranda Kosakiewicz.
223.Sartre dans sa vae. P.
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' It 1s clear that slmone vTas never fond of cam1lle. Nor does she

hlde Èhe fact that she resented olga vehemenÈly'at Èhe time of the trlo'

(It ts significant that 1t was Olga whom she felt the need to kill at the

end of Lrlnvitée, noÈ Sartre). Indeed lt seems to have been a pattern ln

her l-ife that she always directed any anger she felt towards herself or

the oÈher r^roman rather than at sartre. she also reveals her inpatie-nce,

after a time, wÍ-th ttM". Generally, huwever, she takes palns to give a

flatterínc - íf bríef - portraít of some of the oÈher I'Iomen 1n Sartrels

life. Almost everythíng abouÈ this aspect of her relatíonship with sartre

is left unsaid. And whenever asked directly abouË the subJect by ínter-

víewers, she has avoíded the question. G26)Given that Beauvoir has quíte

sysÈemaÈically avoíded admittlng her deepest vulnerabllítíes to herself'

onesuspectsthattheómissfonsconcealanumberofcrises.Itís

signíficant, for example, that Àrlette El Kaim does not rate a mention'in

the autobiography - noÈ even her name. sartre met thís seventeen year old

Algerían student in míd 1956 when Beauvoír was almosÈ fifty and very

conscious of the ímprobability of ever again experíencing the joys of

rovemaking. Axel Madsen, ín his chatty toot,(127)ttitt" - without quoting

hís source of information:

A girl of frà1l beauty and nervous intellect, Arlette soon became

hismístressandwhen,twoyears]-ater,ltwasrumouredthaLshe
r{as Pregnant and Sartre was ready to marry her' sne ne¡I}1

"",r"äd 
ãn unthínkable rift between Sartre and Beaven' / sic'

"Le castor"l (rz8)

EighÈ years later, because of the possíbility that' as an Algerian national'

ArletÈe could be deported, Sartre officially adopted her, so that' on the

(126) For exanPle' she avoided the question when I asked her this ín

November, L976. (See P' 187, qrr. 64)
(127) Axel Mad sen. Hear ts and Mínds. The Common J of Simone de

Beauvoir and Jean-Pau
(128) ibid.' P. r94.

SarËre. N.Y.: I,trilliam Morrow And Co, L977.
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(L29)
l8Èh of March, 1965, she became Àrlette El Kaim Sartre' Both Àrlette

and slmone tended sartre in hospital before his death in 1980'

In addition to her compl-exes about her own feml-ninity - doubtless

exacerbated by Sartrers partialíty to"younger and more beautíful- hlomen -

Sl-moners own sensuality l¡Ias further dampened by her Hm::cnrof being reduced

Èo an object - a body - 1n the eyes of the other . In Les Mandafins,

Beauvoir_ describes thTo scenes 1n which Anne, in the course of sexual

íntercourse, feels her freedom' as Beauvoir puts it elsewhere: ttstenlíser

dans ma chal-r,'. (FÀ, 69) . At these tírnes, Ànne is deeply humilíated and

feels alíenated from herself - in Èhe sense that she feels her body does

noÈ coincÍde wíth her chosen perception of herself'

OnesuchoccasionístheepisodebetweenAnneandScriassine-

recounted with such vívidness and feelíng that one can assume that Beauvoir

waswriËingfromexperience.AnnewasnotatallemoÈionallydravmto

Scriassine. Influenced by his cajoling - he told her that, as "une femme

affranchíe", she should take advantage of the freedom she and her husband

Robert had accorded themselves, (since Robert aia¡lffO) - and encouraged by

the thoughË thaÈ both Robert and her daughter Nadine seemed to be able to

enjoy casual sex, she agreed to his rather sudden Ïequest to go up to his

hotel room. Immediately afterwards, she regretted her decision' Scríassine

made no attempt to romantícíze the situatíon and treated her as a body

ratherthanasanequalperson.Annerespondedbytryingdesperatelyto

dlssociate the physical part of herself from the mental, atÈempting not to

perceive herself in the situatíon, "repoussant toutes 1es pensées"'(131)'

(r2e)
(130)
(131)

Now Sartre could really índulge his incesÈ fantasíesl
Les Mandarins I, P. 116'
ibíd., P. 119.
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She concentrated her.efforts ori being a body, wíthout rrune têtêt' and "un

coeurtt: (lÀ, 57) however, ScrÍassine did not allow her to sllp away' even

Ín her lmagination, from the present moment:

"0uvre les yeux, disait-il. Ctest toí, crest moi 
"' 

/-"'J
II se tut un moment et puis í1 dít: "Regarde." Je s-ecouãi

faiblement la tête: ce qul- se Passa là-bas me concernait
si peu quí si_jravais regardé, je me serais fait lreffet
at"n voY"ur' (132)

Feeling l1ke a mere "instrument"(133)in his hands, Anne was embarrassed

when he first observed her nakedr(t'je pensais que je nravais plus un

v.entre de jeune titt.'l(134)¡r.prrl"ed when he asked her, coarsely, íf she

was,,bouchée"r(135) and irrÍtaÈed when he pressed her: I'As-tu du plaisir?

Je veux que tu aies du plaisirtt.(136) LaÈer, he lnsisted: "Je veux que Èu

jouisses en même temps que moí"(t37)and she felÈ obliged to "soupirer"

and to "geindre" as convingíngly as she could'(138)

Later in the book, r¿hen Anne ís ín USA wiÈh Lewis' one episode in

which he treats her like a sexual object, by dívorcíng sex from any emotion

and thinking only of his own pleasure' angers and humiliates her:

Je retrouvaí sa bouche et mon corps fondait de désir ; [. . &l
me désírait luí aussi eË entre nous le désir avaít toujours
été de l'amour;[...J Soudain, il fut couché sur moí, il entra
en moi, et il me posséda sans un mot, sans un baiser. ca se

passa åi .rit" que je restai interdiÈe. Je dis 1a premíère:

- Bonne nuit.
- Bonne nuit, dit Lewís en se retournant vers le mur. Une rage
désespéré" ri" príse à 1a gorge. t'Il nta pas le droit",
murrnuiai-je. Pas un insÈant il ne mtavait donnê sa présence,
íI mrâvait traitée en machine à plaisir' (139)

Simone's understandable resentment aÈ beÍng regarded as an objectl'Jas not

(132)
(133)
(134)
(13s)
(136)
(137)
(138)
( 13e)

Les Mandarins I.'
Le Deuxième Sexe
Les Mandarins I
ibid.
ibid., p. I2O.
ibid., p. 122.
íbid.

p. 119-120.
II, p. L47.
p. 119

rP.393.Les Mandarins II
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helped by her or.Ifr attltude. The fact that the and sartre tended to intellectuall-ze

the human sexual experlence in exlstentialist terms meant that on a theoretical

plane, too, she regarded female sexuality as humlliatíng' Thts exacerbated the

conflicts which already resulted from beíng a !üoman in patriarchal society'

In Le Deuxième Sexe, Beauvoir had analysed womanrs conditíon ln existentlal-

íst categories such as subject/object, activity/passivity' Her assertíon of

women,s erotic passívity is extreme. According to her, the uToman:

sesentpassfve:elleêstcaressê'pénétrée'ellesubit
1e coÍt tandís que l'hãñe se dépense acÈivement. (140)

Ànd again:
, Le rut fémínin, crest la molle palpítaÈion dtun coquíllage; Èandis

q.r"-i;tror*" " á" lrirnpetuoslté la femme nta que de lrimpaÈience;

son attente peuÈ devenir ardente sans cesseÏ dtêtre passíve' (141)

The words "orgeuil" associated with actívity and t'humilíationrr associated r¡ith

passívity recur throughout the book'

Appliedtosexualíty,theseexistentialistcriteriaaPpearsomewhat

liurited. Not. only are terms such as activity and passívity too abstract in this

êontext, but the categoríes themselves raise certain problems' Passivity is a

form of sexual actÍvity and need not be judged negatively.G42) using these

concepts reduces sex to one dimension. once agaín, Beauvoir seems unaware of

the extent Èo which her observations are culturally bound' She is using sexfst

theoretícal arguments to justífy her denigraÈíon of female sexuality - an

attítude r¿hich was the product of her situation. she is forgetting the poínt

Èhat she emphasizes elsewhere in t'=-!CU¡fame Sexe:
(L43)

lasituatíonnedépendpasducoÏps,c|estluíquidépendd'e11e..

To conclude these cor'menÈs about sexuality, ít is evident that Beauvoir

(140) Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. L47 '
(141) íbid., P.
(L42) For a dis
as a form of fre
Character of Cul

148.
cussíonofthewayinwhichpassivityinsexualíty..canbe.regarded
edom and somethin; positive, see Herbert Marcuse: "The Affirrnative
ture,, in Ilegationã. (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1968).

(143) Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 456.
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hras a \rarm and sensuatr person. In the eplsodes I have taken, both

from her autobiography and fiction' she sho\ts how dellghted she was

when she 'fett physically desíred by a man for whom'she -felt affection,

how relieved she was when she was able to acknowledge her bodily desires

and satisfy Èhem in an atmosphere of human dignity and love.

Her orr¡n ideal was harmony betweenttle corpstt. ttla têtett aúd ttle coeurtt,

but throughout nuch of her life, Èhese elements were in conflict. In her

perspicacious commenÈs in Le Deuxlème Sexe Beauvoir had claimed that any

r¡roman tryíng Èo live ín socieÈy as a subject, an auÈonomous befng, would

be t'divísée" between her ttintêrets professionnels" and "1es soucis de sa

vocation" sexuell-ett .
(144)

However, in her autobiograPhY, she does not

discuss Ëhis aspect of her experience. In ínÈerviews she repeatedly

deníes that her ::eJ,atíonship rvíth Sartre- placed her at a disad'¿anta$e

'¡ís-à-vís him.

Just as her ornrn mother had done, Simone preferred to absolve Èhe

man she loved of blame and to resign herself to a double sexual standard.

She accepts her preference for eroticlsm within love and SarÈrets preference

for diversity as dlfferences in temperamentr although iÈ ís quite clear from

her wríting as a whole that many other factors were involved. Símílarly'

she directs her moral censure against herself - but never against him.

In Le Deuxième Sexe Beauvoir maintained thaÈ \¡lomen bury the conflicts

which arise from theír sexualiÈy deep within themselves:

Les fermes ensevelíssenÈ au secret de leurs coeurs quantíté de

décept.ions, drhumiTatíons, de regrets, de rancunes dont on ne
trouve pas - en moyenne - dtéquivalents chez les hournes. (145)

Beauvoir, whose ties to Sartre and relationships with other men have been as

knotted and complex as ¿my \¡Tomanrs ties to men, knows thfs well' The silences

in Èhe autobiography and the raÈionalízations in Le Deuxième Sexe betray

what she is not prepared to adnit herself - not everi to herself'

(L44) Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 539.



III. 2 Mat ernitv.

Slmone de Beauvoir has so often been questl-oned about her cholce

never to be a mother and so often "prise ã partie'r, (FA, 82) that she has

felt obliged - |n the autobiography and in numerous interviews - to

províde a number of rationalízations for her decision. As an exlstetrtíal-

ist she does not view childbirth as an act of creatlon; as a feminist she

considers materníty a trap for women. I belíeve her fundamental reasons

r\rere more personal and linked with both the position of women ln soclety

and wlth her ov¡n choÍx origínel

Beauvoir herself says that her decisíon was affected by her negative

pícture of mothers - and we know, from Une Mort très douce r,riÈh what vigour

she had repudíated her own mother, both âs an adolescent and

well, she wrítes that a child would have encroached upon the

freedom she needed for her writing and would not have made a

addition to the couple she formed with Sartre:

UnenfantnleûtPasÏessercéeles1íensquinous
Sartre et moi. (FA, 82)'

I would like to suggest - more strongly than Beauvoír does - that a

child would have been an íntrusion in her lífe. she herself vaguely

suggests that the experíence of maternity threatened to restore an old

vulnerability. Children could transform her into an object - a rnonsÈer -

in their eyes and her own. As they grew older, Èhey would feel hostile

Èowards her and would threaÈen her positíon of sovereignty - such as she

had done with her mother:

¿Lt).

as an adult. Às

time and

welcome

unissaient



Je me sentaís sí peu dtaffinltés avec mes parents que dravance

les fíls, les ftlles que Je pourrais avoír mtapparaissaient
cornme des étrangers; j'esãomptais de leur part'ou de l-rlndlffér-
ence, ou de lthãstilttê tant Jravais eu dtaverslon pour la vie
de fam1Ile. (FA' 82).

Her children would make þer feel superfluous and cast asLde - in which

case she would be confronted again wiËh the very essence of her crise

2TT.

originelle

Indeed, 1t is quiÈe posslble that Èhe l-ink with her crise originel-le

\¡ras more than this. Beauvoir may wel-l have also been unconscíously

rejecting the baby who had once shattered her ovm securíty and taken her

motherfs attention from her when she was two and a hal'f. Had she not

urritten Èhat, as an adolescent -:

Rougeauds, ridés, les bébés *" 
iiïî*1"lTlËäl{+ffi*!el' 

t

she Èells us that she had never deríved any pleasure from cuddlíng either

dol1s or animals - both of which are eonìInonly regarde<l as surroSate babíes:

les poupons ne nravaient jamais intéressée. -/-.. 
tJ (FA, 82).

A 1a ."'p"go., jlaidais Madeleíne à nourrir ses lapins, SeS

poules,maiscescorvéesm'ennuyaíenÈviÈeeÈj'étaispeusens-
ibl.e ã la douceur d'une fourrure ou dtun duvet' (IÍJFR' 57) '

Beauvoir may well have believed - whether consciously or not - that Èhe

arrival of a milky-eyed baby would have threatened her close entente with

sarÈre, just as her relationshíp with her mother had once been disturbed

ín thís waY.

Inageneralway,simonedeBeauvoirhasalwaysbeenconsciousofher

vulnerabilíty. I{hat she says abouÈ her frame of mínd in the early thirtíes

alsoshedssomelightonherattitudetowardsmaÈernity:

(146) Italícs mine.
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l-rexisÈence drautrui demeuraít pour mof un danger que je ne
me dêcldafs pas à affronter avec franchise. Jravais durement
lutÈé, à díx-huit ans, contre la sorcellerie qul- prétendait
ne changer en monstre: je restals sur Ia défensive. Sartre,
je mten étais arrangé, en déclarant: "On ne fait qutun.tt Je
nous avais 1nstallés ensemble au centre du nonde; autour de
nous gravitaíent des personnages odieux, rldicules ou
plaisants, gui nravaíent pas dtyeux pour me voír: jrétaís
le seul regard. (FA, 131).

Beauvoir is honest about her deep-rooted, ontological fear of "LtAutre",

a problem whích she outlínes on numerous occasíons in the autobiography,

without ever tTacing it Èo her crise originelle . Sexuality rtlas an

"intrusiont' (}'LIFR, 291) because she could not always escape the hosÈile

gaze of the Other: her female body made her frequently feel an object in

the eyes of men. However, materníty was an íntrusion ¡^rhich she could

choose to avoid.

Beauvoir stresses that she had never consldered that the act of

having children represented real creaÈivity. At fifteen, she had argued

wít}- Zaza that writing books and having children r^tere totally incommensur-

able. (ì'LIFR, 141). She continued to believe - as she argu ed in Le Deuxième

Sexe - that rnotherhood could never represent "un accomplissement aussi

essentiel qutune oeuvre." (FA, 82). In her mind, the one choice justífied

her existence; the other did not:

Par 1a littérature, pensais-je, on just.ifie le monde en le
créant à neuf, dans 1a pureté de lrímagÍnaire' et du même

coup, on sauve sa propre existence; enfanter, ctest accroître
vainement 1e nombre des êtres qui sont sur terrer sans
justíficaÈion. (FA, 83).

If her choice wasrrenfanterttor ttécrirett - becoming like her rnother, who

only ever aspired to "la gloire f_...f intíme", or becoming a wríËer who

would reap t'la gloíre la plus universelle et la plus íntime'r, (MJFR, I42),

Simone knew whích she wanted.
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.In Le Deuxl-ème Sexe Beauvoir r^lrote that materníty was:

actuellement presque ímpossible dtassumer en toute liberté. (r47)

In Tout compte fait and 1n interviews since the rfse of the feminlst

movement, she has contlnued to call maternl-ty t'un véritable piège"(148)

because of ,,l,esclavage imposé ã la fenrne ã travers les enfanÈs'| . (TCF' 506) '

she believes that the situatíon ín Trance has scarcely changed since 1949,

when she l"-rote:

faute de crèches, de jardins drenfants convenablement organisés,
íl suffit drun enfant Pour paralyser entièrement lractívité de

la fenme. (149)

Atthough Beauvoír does not mention this, ít ís significant that her sister'

Ilélène, for whatever other reasons, made the same choice: to devote herself

to her work - paintlng - and to renounce motherhood'

In Tout te fait , Beauvoir declares herself in agreement Ì^¡ith

ShulamiÈh Firestoners radical critíque of the farnily stïucture(150) ' to

her the parent-child relatÍonship is t'une síÈuation êmrninement malsaíne'r,

in which parents frequently abuse their authority, as well as projecting

onto their chirdren their trfantasnestt, ttobsessionst' and ttnéwrosesrr. (TCFt

506). It is interestíng that in simone's wriÈing, her sympathies are

nearly always with the chi1d, rather than wiÈh the mother' Given thís, how

could she have come to terms with embodying this evil mother-fÍgure

herself? I^Ihere children are mentioned in the autobiography - and this is

rare - Simone frequently shows them to be the victims of maternal Èyranny'

(1t+7\ Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 539'
ir+giffidher,inNovember1976,shestressedthíspoint:tìj. 

"roi_" 
qutà la date quril est, crest un rrérit.able pÍège".

1149) Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 539'
irsoj ffifi". The Dralecrrc of sex. N.Y.: lüíl1íam Morrow,

1970.
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Apart from the picture of herself and Poupette, and of her friend zaza, -

all of whom suffered from this, there ls Joan, the Àmerican student, a

victlm in the hands of ttune mère israélite, infantlle, dominatríce et

agLtée, (FC , qz6)(151)and Sylvie Le Bon, whose mother was "possessive,

jalouse et irritablerr. (TCF, ff¡!152) Símone was horrlfied by Èhe extent

to which Lise oblanoff was ttcapricieuset' and "despotdquet' towards her

litrle gír1; (TCF, 93) she also remarks ivith disÈabte that George Sand

Ëreated her daughter abominably' (TCI', L72) '

InterestínglY, there is no poeitive picÈure of maternity tn the auÈo-

biography whaÈsoevet.(153)". are told that stépha and Fernand Gérassits

son, Jean, vras born in July 1931'(154)\ùe are given no information about

stépha as a mother. slmone does not mentlon that colette Audry - who

remaíns a close friend - had a boy, Jean-François, when she was marríed to

Roberr Minder. trIe know rhat Míchelle Vian had two chí1dt.o(155)and that

Sartre spent a great deal of time with Michelle, but we are gíven no índic-

atlon of Mlchelle's relaÈionshlp wíth her children¡ or - and this would be

interesting to knor^r - SarÈrets relationship wíth the children'

(f51) See also: La Force des choses p. 433.
(152) See also: Tout fait, p. 69-75.
(153) The same is true o the fiction, a1 Les Belles depicting

a motherrs fondness for her young daughter, is a totallY new deve lopmenË. for
Simone de Beauvoir. Both Anne and her daughter, Nadine, in Les Mandarins

lack any strong maternal love for theÍr chi1d. BasicallY' the fiction is
remarkab le for its absence of children'
(154) Ile was to become a militant left íntellecÈual in USA, and now lives

assi:- la longuein IIK and France. See
36r-362,marche dtun intellectu

@oût-sept. 1976)
(155) Llhen married to Borls Vian, from 1941 to 1949" MÍchelle gave birth
Èo ?arrick tn 1942 and Carole in l-948. tr{hen they separated in 1949'

Michelle had custody of the chíldren'

Tout cbmpte fait, 67-68 'and "John Ger

effies Temps Modêrnes, n
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A travers Lout le resPect don

fonction de gestaÈfon insPlre

Sexe I, P. 2

LeDeuxième Sexe II r P'

re la soclété, l"(fOZ)
lsion spontanée.

t. lrentou
une répu

Ll-ke Sartre, she associated Ëhe pregnant mother with nature:

La future mère r_...J est r_...f prise aux rets de la nature'

"rre-""t'planteãtbæe,uneréservedecolloÍdes'une.orr.,"rr"., un oeuf ' (f63)

If gestatfon makes hromen fnto a "plante" or t'bêtetr, breast-feeding'

simílarly, allows the mothers to assume wíth their babies l'un inÈíme

rapport animal"(164) and Beauvolr quotes the refilection of a heroine of

Colette Audry, who, when feeding her chfld' felL like a pl-ant:

11 nry avaít qurã atÈendre qutil se détachât du sein cotnme

,rrr--g'to""e a¡åitle' (165)

ItlSÈruethaüsimonedeBeauvoirwaschoosingherimagestoillustrate

her point abouÈ Èhe irnmanence of reproductíon versus the transcendence of

what she consíders real production, buÈ the many examples she uses to argue

this also ÈelI us a great deal about Beauvoir herself and her ovrn

assocÍations wíth maternitY'

( 166)
Anne-Marie Lasocki, in her book on Simone de Beauvoir' comments

that símohers horror of what she conbiders the pãssivity of maternity is

apparenÈ in a significant choice of words:

ltauteur p¡éfèrera le,rsmé'bngendrer" à consofiance masculine

et rranscendante à celui plus féni'.it ã' "ãnfant"t'r'(167)

Beauvoír uses thís term when she compares Èhe demands of a writerfs

lífe to that of a religious life:

on ne srétonne pas qutune carmélíÈe, ayant choisi de prier pour

tousleshommes,'.,'o,'".àengendrerdesindividussinguliers.(TA, 83).

(162)
(16 3)

Le 40. (Italícs mine) .

307.

from On joue Perdânt.
ímone

(164) ibÍd., P.
(165) ibid. ' P.
(f66) Anne-Marie
La Haye: l'lartinu

320.
32L. Quoted
Lasocki. S

s Nijhoff, 1971-.

(167) ibid., P. 28'

de Beauvoir ou 1rE nt 15e d I écrire.
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LasockL points out that Simone uses this term again, ln La Force des

choSes. Again, it is assoclated with real productlon and creativiÈy -
I

I

,t

{a unlversal rather than an indivldual enterprise:

cet ensemble uniquer-mon-expérience à mof ,f-..J ti du molns
elle avaíÈ engendr'e l_...J quol? une colline, une fusée? Mais
non. Rien nraura eu 11eu. (FC' 686).

In her desíre to transcend nature, Beauvolr has always supported

any moves Èo bring'Ia fonction reproductrÍce'r under the control of "des

volontésr'. 
(168) 

She couunents thaÈ she and Sartre followed wlth ínterest

the aims of "1ê congrès international pour la réforme sexuelleil which met

in Brno in 1931, and whích discussed Èhe questlons of "la conception

dírigée" and "1a stérilisatíon volonÈaÍrerr. (FA, 138).

Nous approuvÍons cet ef forÈ pour f-. . .J af franchi t lJ'honme.-/de

la nature en 1ui donnaiÈ la uraîtrise de son corps: la
procréatíon en particulier ne devaít pas être subie, mais
lucidement consentie. (FÀ. 138).

In 1934, when teaching in Rouen, Símone de Beauvoir was ín trouble with

,'1a commissío4 départmentale de la natalité eÈ de l-a protection de

lrenfancet' for speaking out, ín her classes, agalnst Pétaints "propagande

natalisre". (FA, l-69).

Beauvoir also created a scandal by writing abouÈ abortlon in Le Sang

des autres and, a few years later, ín Le Deuxième Sexe. In the autobiograPhY,

she writes abouÈ her support for the abortion reform campaign in France.

In 1959,and 1960, she had prefaced Èwo books by Dr. I^leill-Hallé called

Le Plannine fanilial and La Grand' Peur d'almer.(169) rn 1965 she wrote

(168) Dr" Marie-Andrée Lagroua I{eí11-Ha11é'
Maloine, 1959, and La Grandt Péur draimer.
(169) ibid.

Le Planníne familial. Paris:
1960.Paris : Juillard-Sequana,
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a preface for La I'lajórLté sexuelle de 1a fe'r¡me - by the two doctors

(170)
E. and P. Kronhausen. In 1971, she slgned the Manlfeste des 343

rrhich appeared l-n Le Nouvêl Observateur declaring that she had had an

abortÍon.(171) In June, Lg72, after Èhe autobiography was completed,

she became president of the associatíon t'Choísl-rt! - the aims of which

vrere to uake contraception free and readily available and to defend and

asslst anyone on trial for abortion or complícity'with,aborÈion. In

November of the same year, she gave evidence aÈ the Bobigny trÍal of

a seventeen year o1d Sirl and her mother, and in 1973 she i¿rote a

preface for the book which Choisir presented on the trial .(G72)

AlÈhough Beauvoir had decl-ared, ín the Manifeste des 343; that she

had had an aborÈion, she does not make any allusion whatsoever to this

crisis ín her life. Her descríPt ion of an abortion in Le Sâng des auÈres

(1945) and Sarrre's preoccupation with abortíon in L'Age de râison (1945)

makes one suspecL that they had experienced the trauma of an abortion in

their circle, while Èhey were writing these novels, around 1942-1943.

Unfortunately, because of the illegalíty of abortion in 1960, when

her account of this period appeared in Lá ÏÖrce de lráge, because of the

moral climate, and doubtless also for personal reasons, Beauvoir díd

not give us any details abouË the experience of procuring an abortion at

this time or - íf iÈ was herself involved - how she personally reacted to

this crísís.

(lTO) E. and ?. Kronhausen. La Mâjoríté sexuelle de la ferirme. Paris:
Buchet-Chastel , 1965 .

(171) The list of 343 French uromen who decl.ared that they had aborted
(iflegaffy) appeared in Lè Nóúiêl gbseËvatêur (5-11 avril, 1971). Among

them were Hêlène de neauvoir, Cattrerinã Deneuve, Françoise drEaubonne,
Anne Fabre-Luce, Gfsèle Halimi, Violette Leduc, Jeanne Moreau, ChrisÈiane
Rochefort and lrançoise sagan.

cès. Lraffaire de Bobi(L72) Avorternent: une loi en
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actuelles , Paris: Gallimard, 1-973.
Co1l. "rdées
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'l-If lt \^7as before the Liberatlon, Èhe penalty for giving an abortion

ranged from imprisonment to execution. After the Liberation, there utas a

return to the lar¡r of 1939, in which abortíon was only accorded when three

doctors Èestlfied that ttla vie de la uère ne peut être sauvegardée qutau

moyen drune telle interventlon thérapeutíque. "(173) rú Le Dêuxième sexe,

moral clímate tn the early fortÍes.

there had been approximatelY one

l-941 alon",.(ll4)ín 1943, a PhD

Èo Pétain, r^tas published. It

a crime - even when pregnancy

t

I

Ij

I

I
l

I

l
I

Beauvolr gives us some íurpresslon of the

Although, ín 1941, 1t was estimated that

nílllon illdgal abortions I'n Trance' in

thesÍs by J.E. Roy, which was dedícated

pleaded for Èhe retention of abortÍon as

endangered the life of the mother.(175)

If Slmone did have an abortion around this time - and this is now

speculatÍon - she may have gone Èo Switzerland, where, as she tells us l-n

Le Deuxième Sexe aborÈion was "libéralement Èo1éré". 
(176) 

she would have

had support from fríends who had no gualms about the morality of Èhe issue,

and - whether or noÈ he was the PoÈential father,- from Sartre' The

',épreuve,t(I77) would have been mlnimized for her. Nevertheless, Simone

r¿rites, revealinBlYrin Le Deuxíèmsr Sexe:

Les hornures ont tendance à prendre ltavortemenÈ à la légère; ils

I
ì{,,,

fl

le regardent comme un de ces nombreux acc
malígnité de 1a nature a voué leq-fç¡unes:
les valeurs qui y sont engagées.(I78)

idents auxquels la
i1s ne mesurent pas

This rnay well be a reflecÈ1on of Sartrets attitude jusL as the following

remark doubtless would have reflected her own:

(173) Quoted by Odile Dhavernas ín Droit des fenrnes, Þoùvoir des hommes'

Paris: Seuil, 1978, P. L47.
(174) Beauvoir gives us Èhi s figure 1n Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 293.
(175) Le Deuxième Sexe II.. P. 292. Dr. Royrs Èhesis, from Poitiers Univers
\À7aS published in Paris bY Jouve in 1943 and
fléau national. Causes conse uences

L76) Le De Sexe II
(L77) ibid.
(178) Íbid., p. 300.

r p. 295.
remèdes

was entitled Lràvortement t

íty ' ',.



220.a

¡

,ì

Même consentant à lravorÈement, le désírant' la femme le
ressent comne un sacrf.fice de sa férninf[é : il faut que

dêfinitivement elle vole dans son qexe- une malédiction,
;;ö;ã"'ãïi"ir..tLê, un danger. (17e) Ì

I
t,

)

I

t:

III. 3 Menopause.

Menopause is the last specifically female psychological crísis and one

which simone de Beauvoir does not. mention at',a11, by name, in the auto-

biography. once again, if we study the memoirs in conjunction with Èhe rest

of her writing, hre are lefr with some impressíons of the form this crisls

took in simonets experience and i-n that of other \'fomen whom she knew well'

Llhen Beauvoir described menopause, in Le Dêú:iièjne Sêxe, as another

,,crise,,r(180) dhe was not concerned wíth the varíous "troubles organiques",

but with ,,la valeur symbolique" of menopause.(181)AÈ a psychologícal leve1,

Beauvoir regarded menopause as a release, for Èhe l{oman, from her body:

la femme se trouve délivrée des servitudes de la femelle; l-.. J
elle ntest plus la proie deç. puíssaûces qui la débordent: elle
coincide avãc el-le-même' (1-82)

Since menopause brings the woman a certain t'autonomie physiologique'r'(183) '

Beauvoír saw,the crísís of menopause as being a "drame moral"(184)in trhich

the woman suffers the loss of her rrattrait érotique" together with her

"fécondíté" ' 
(185)

l17c) Le Deuxième Sexe II, P' 300'
(180) ibid., P. 406.

t
[1

p

(181)
(182)

ibid.; P. 399.
Le Deuxième Sexe I, P. 68'

(183) ibid.
11841 Le Deuxième Sexe II, P' 399'

rnbiotte corunents that the problem of
e socíêtê qui a dévalorisé.les vieux '
fe¡mne âgée dans notre culÈure ne
les doni jouissenÈ les homnes âgés' (p'17'

* Le ïalt féminín. Ouvrage coll-ectif sous 1a direction dtEvelyne Sullerotr avec la

"offierte 
Thibault. ?aris: Fayard, 1978.
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Tandis que le mâle vieillit contlnûment, la fenme est brusquement

dépouiliée de sa fémínltéE.:: -crest encore jeune qurelle perd

1'ãtfrait érotique et la fécondité d'où elle ÈÍraít, aux yeux de

la société et ã ses propres yeux' la jusÈificaÈion de son exlsÈence

eÈ ses chances de bonheur: il lui reste à vivre, privée de tout
avenir, environ la moítié de sa vÍe dradulte'

símone de Beauvoir was only forty-one when Le Deuxièue Sexe was publÍshed

and so this book tells us noÈhlng about her or^m experience of menopause. one

rnighËexpectÈofindageneraldiscussionofmenopausein La VieilleSse

Simone hacl crossed this hurdle herself, but this is not the case' In La

Vieillesse wrítÈen when Simone l¡Ias sixty-two, she again makes the point that

she had made in Le Deuxièrne Sexe: that menopause t'a lieu bien avant l-a vieil-

lessett. Hence she pays no specific aÈtention Èo the subject ín her díscussíon

of old age.

In Tout compte faí t. when ¡,rriti ng about her ornm experience, Beauvoir

presents the crisis she underwenÈ when she felt she \^tas no longer a sexual

being and attractive to men as her psychological inítiaÈion to old age' She

was fiftY in 1958 and she wrítes:

EnÈre 1958 et 1962, jrai eu conscience de passer une lígne' (TCI'' 40)

It was not actually her age so much as her circumstances which made Símone

conscious of crossing a line at this stage of her life. It did not necessarily

heve anything to do with her hormonal changes. The "drame" I^tas not losing the

por¡/er to reproduce, but feeling thaÈ she had lost her sexual desírabilíty' Â't

puberty, she had been horrífied to be regarded as a body; at fifÈy she was

shattered to have to resort to being a "pur esprit"'

Malgrê tout, crest étrange ¿s ¡,.'lêtre plus un corPs; í1 y a des

moments où cette bizarrerie, par son caractère défÍnitif, me

glace le sang. (FC' 685).

I

h-

I

I

t

l

I

I

after
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In her own case. there hTere actually two periods of crisis. The first

was between 1949 and 1952 when she was between forty-one and forty-four. I'trell

before actual menopause. these years of inner turmoil !üere caused bv the end

of her affair wlth Nelson Algren. Since she no longer had a phvsical relatíon-

shíp with Sartre, from around the age of thírty-seven she was, in effect, in

the positíon of a single \^roman. After the end of her liaison with Algren she

vras acutely conscíous that her age made it most. unlikely that she would ever

again attract a man PhYsicallY.

To console hersel-f fn her predicament she told herself - resorting to

purítanical and sexist prejudíces - that women, at a certain age' rvere "beyond"

sex:

Un certaln ¿rmour, après quarante ans, il faut y ïenoncer. (Fcr 3O1)(186)

tr{íth her customary pride, she assures us Ëhat 1t was not her body which found

thís situation diffÍcu1t to accept, but her psyche. In fact, however, ít was

both. She was expecting her body to be prematurely asexual. This irnposition,

and the prospect of never again being desÍred by a man caused her to lose all

joy in life:

Mon corps, peut-être Par lreffet drun
aisément: il ne demandaít rien. ìIais
soumeÈtait pas à cette indífférence.
dans la chaleur drun corps.tt Jamais:
me saisíssait,' j" basãulal dans Ia

très ancien orgeuil, stadapta
quelque chose en moí ne se
"Plus jamaís je ne dormirai
quel glasl Quand cette évídence
morÈ. (FC, 274).

Once again, Simone de Beauvoír saw herself confronted T^tith a sudden and violent

l'rupture avec Ie passé"(187)- a presentiment related to the anticípation of

menopause:

(186) Beauvoír always seems to have had an exaggerated sense of the inpropriety
of older r^romen having sex. In Tôut compte fait, she tells us: "Même à trente-
cinq ans jtétais choquée quand des aînées faisaíent allusion devant uroi ã leurs
ébats conjugaux: il víent un moment où il faut avoir Ia décence de renoncert
pensais-je." (TcF, 43).
(187) Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 130.
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the emotional void due to the lack of love with an a\¡rareness both of the end

of the reproductíve cycle and of the inevitabílity of physical decline:

aue jtétais done fatiguée de soulever chaque matin le pofds si vain
d'unè Journée où je q:Çlgi" eïigée ptt p.t"onne: (188) /-...f comne
l'avenír étatt nu! (I89/ I_...-/On: je suis encore une ferme, je
saigne encore chaque mois, rien ntest changé; seulemenÈ mal-nÈenant,
je sais ../-...J f,es saisons se recommericent, les défaites sê ,rron\
réparent: mais í1 nry a aucun moyen dtarrêter ma décrépitude.u-'u'

Soudain, dtun coup, tout un grand moïceau de moi:même stengloutlssait;
ctétait brutal corme une mutÍlation et inexplicable car il,'né mtétait
rien arrfvé. Mon image dans la glace ntavait pas changé; derrlere
moL, un passé btûlant était encore tout proche: cependant, dans les
longues années qui sréntendaient devant moi, il ne refleurirait pas;
jarnais. Je me retrouvais de ltautre côté drune ligne qutà aucun
uoment Je ntavals franchie. (Tc, 274)

Evoking thls same 1949-L952 crisis ín Les Mandarins Beauvoir associates

Les'Mandaríns II, p. 358.
íbíd., p. 408.
Les Mandarins I, p. L27.

At the end of July 1952, when Slmone was forty-t\¡ro, she entered into a

relationshlp with Claude Lanzr¡ann , which meant that her anguish was submerged

for a time in her happiness. Once more - 5he wrítes - "j" ne me sentais pas

vieille." (TCF, 43). It ís thus clear that it was Símoners sítuation, rather

than her actual qge, which brought about the firsÈ crisis.

A second crísis occurred in 1958, when she and ]:anzmann separated and

she was fifty. Both times it was more than the sentímental tormenÈ caused by

the end of a love affatr. It was the consciousness Èhat she was ageing and

that this entailed the loss of her sexual desirabilíty and a fuÈure without the

joy and emoËional- warmth of physícal love which made the crises so violent.

(188)
(18e)
(1eo)
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Lanznann left |n May 1958 on a trip to North Korea as a journalist,

and durlng this Èirne Símone de Beauvoir kept a diary. Other factors obvlously

played a role, but lt seems that Simone \¡Ias aware thaÈ her relationshíp with

Lanzmann, rúas doomed to an end in the near fuÈure, and that thls reallzation

was largely responsible for the pervaslve anxiety of the pages of her journal.

The words tttenslontt and ttangolssetr constanÈly recur, and Beauvoír records

belng unable Ëo work, having nighÈmares and resorting Èo antí-depressants

quíte frequently. An enÈry on the 23td of september, 1958, reflects her

state of mínd:

Je ne sais pas sí ctesË lfénervement ou 1e travail, maís ie ne
mtarrête pas dtavoir ún excès de tension; ça se sent dans la
nuque, 1es yeux, les ore11les, les tempes et ça rend le travail
difficile. (FC, 466).

In her diary, Beauvoir mostly attributes the anxiety to external causes:

to Èhe distressing political events and to Sartrets bad health. She rarely

mentions her relatíonshíp wÍth l,anzmann she probably edited any such pass- '

ages out of the díary extracts quoted ín the auÈobiography. Hor¿ever, it is

clear that, although Simone emphasízes the gloomy politícal sj'tuation, the

reason for her Èorment r^ras more than this. It üras not only caused by worryíng

about Èhe referendum organized for the 28th of SepÈember-which r¡ras to legiti-

mize de Gaullefs return to po\Àrer. In the diary entry for the 14th of September,

we sense the importance of her personal diffículties, although Beauvoir care-

ful1y refuses to adrniÈ thaÈ her tension was due to anything other than

political events ' 
(191)

(191) Elsewhere Beauvoír makes the point that a diary does not reveal the
true situation:
"Curíeuse chose qùtun journal: ce qutot y Èaít esÈ plus imporÈant que ce quton
y note.tt (La Femtre rómpue' p. 128).
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ashamed of publtc ridicule. Even where abstinence 1s self-lmposed, ft does

not make the ttfrustratiOnrr less ttpénlblert, for ,many older Í7omen trrestent

tourmentées par des désir"-"(I98)

I^le know that some of SÍmoners female acquaintances díd not adapt easily

to this aspect of old age. Lise, who had been a beautiful- young I¡IoInan'

displayed'!ùnecoquetteríerr which, in her fifties, "14 dísgrâce de son corPs

rendait choquante.rr (TCF, 95). BeauvoÍr tells us that aftet her 1-over'

Du1línts death, carnille (Siurone Jolivet) did not easily adapÈ to her state

of celibacy:

Plus dtune fois el1e nous a conflé coubíen sa chasteté 1ui pesaít'
un jour qutelle avait bu, nous a=t-elle raconté, e1le est descendue

dans la rue chercher un hornme. Elle en a ramené un chez elle, mais

le dégoût lta príse et elle lra mjs à la porÈe. (TCF' 82).

Beauvoir writes of her motherrs situation with greaL empathy: the pre-

mature cessation of sexual relations l^7ith her husband and the constraints

whichherpuriÈanicalupbringingínposeduponhermadehersituation

parÈicularlY cruel:

Lrallíance passée à son doigt lravait autorisé à connaître 1e

plaisír; ses sens étaienÈ devenus exigeanÈs; à trente-cinq ans'

ãans la force de lrâge, í1 ne lui éÈalt plus permis de 1es

assouvír. (199)

Although simonets sexual experÍence lüas wide-ranging, compared with that

of her monogamous devouée mother, she musË have sometlmes felÈ, as she grew

older, thaÈ she was in many ways reliving her motherts experience' Her need

to curtail her sexual desire in order to coincíde with her decllning sexual

deslrabílíty was the same as her mother!'s - desPite the generation difference

and their divergenÈ attitude as to what constituted moral behaviour' Both

(re8)
(lee)

La Viel-llesse' P. 366.
Une Mort très douce P. 55.
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resorted to biological explanations in order to justify their partnerts

attraction to other r¡romen, and both had a highly developed sense of what was

noÈ respectable or dlgnified for a r¡loman'(200)

The sixty year old r^roman in LfAge de;díscrétion declares: "La sexualité

pour mol nrexiste plusttand adds thaÈ she had always regarded this "indíffér-
(201)

ence,, as "sérénítétt until she realízed that, in fact, it was an "infirmitétt

Thus, none of the older womén in Beauvoirts writing are really satisfied wíth

their 10t.

Although she never suggests in her autobiography Èhat this was so in Ëhe

case of herself and Sartre, in Le Deuxième Seùe and in La Vieillesse Simone

sÈresses a consequence of the vulnerabí1ity of an older r¡Ioman: her increasing

tendency to ,'1a jalousie't.(202)Vis à vís a man, she is in a weak position, for:

il garde des appétits sexuels alors qur'elle nrest plus un object
de désir. (203)'

As forttlthomme mûr", he still holds an atÈractlon Èo younger r^Iomen:

puisquton ne lui demande pas les qualiÈés passíves drun objeÈ,
1raltération de son .risa8fZ6[rde son corPs ne ruinent pas ses
possibilités de séduction.

(200) The extenÈ to urhich Beauvoir as an older úrornan empathízed and ídentífied
with her mother is apparent in the very sígnificant episode, recounted ín Une

MorÈ très douce , in which she unconscíous1y irniÈated the movements of her
dying motherrs mouth. Beauvoir writes thaË this was Èhe first crisis in her
life whích she could not comprehend: "Tous mes chagrins jusqufà cette nuÍt,
je 1es avaís comprís.f ...J Cette fois, mon désespoir échappaít à mon controle:
f,uelqu'un dtautrãquJtofpleurait en moi. Je parlais à Sartre de 1a bouche de

rna inère,'telle.,que jò i-lavaís vue 1e matin et d; tout ce qt': j'y dpchiffrais t[-"'f
Et rna propr" bouchi:n1â-i=í1 d'it,ñe ín{obéissait plus: jravaís posé ee11e de maman

sur mon personne, toute son existence sry matérialisaient et 1a compassion rre

déchirait. (p. 47).
(201) La Femme r ue p. 27.

372.(202) La Vieillesse. P.
( 203)
(204)

lbid., p. 373.
Le .Deuxième Sexe II, p. 400.
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La Vleillesse Beauvolr makes the point that 1f vTomen enjoy, blologi-

"une plus grande stabilité sexuelle f-" J q""f " J t'hoÛtrDe"'
(205) 

and

factors:

La VÍeillesse p 368.
p. 91.

yet, in old aget

because of socLaL

fewer ütomen than men have any form of sex llfe' iÈ is

ï"ilr:ï: :ïåilî::i.trÏ:Tt06i 'o"' âge' est sujet et la rerune

It ís significanÈ that, alÈhough simone does not mentíon jealousy in the

account of her laÈer llfe in the autobiography - despite the fact that she :'

sees jealousy as typical of the experience of the older htoman - the theme

does play a major role in the later fictfon: the collection of stories en-

títled La Fenme rompue. In a work which contaíns some of her most powerful

writíng, simone de Beauvoir paints portraiÈs of three different l^tomen: each

is lonely, wiÈh a sense of life stretching behind rather than ahead of her'

and each feels a sense of exclusion, jealousy and a degree of paranoía'

Murielle, the forty-Ëhree year old li/oman soliloquising ín MÖnologue'

lonely and paranoid, bftterly recollects her ex-husband dancing wiÈh another

\^loman:

I1 dansait avec Nlna sexe à sexe slla- étalait ses gros seins elle
puait le parfum mais on sentait en dessous une odeur de bidet et
lui qui se Èrémoussaít il bandait corEtre un cerf . Qo7)

At foïty-three, this ulomants sexual experience seems to be over:

Moi je trouve que dès cínquante ans il faut avoir la décence de

renoncer; jrai renoncé blàn avant depuís uron deuíl. (208)

She likes to pretend she ís "above'r that sort of thing:

ca ne mtintéresse plus -je suisuar.,r'áe je ne Pense jamais à ces

.tro"."-tá même t" têt'"'lzog)

(206)
(2o7)
(208)
(20e)



Desplte Èhls clain, her monologue shows a verítable obsession vrlth sex.

Thinking about her moÈher, whom she calls "la derníère des putes",(219)"Ou

wonders:

A queJ- âge-clggt-elle arrêtêe? Peut-être qu'elle srenvoie des

gígolos':'(211)

Through the self-righteous atÈitude she has chosen to adopt - to justify what

has not been her cholce- her regrets and her envy are blatant'

Monique, the forÈy-four year old woman in the title sÈory La Fernme rorhÞue'

ís ravaged by the jealousy she feels for her husbandrs thirty-eight year old

místress, Noëllie. ÀÈ fírst she maintains Èhat she is not I'physíquement

jalouse,,(2fÐ because she likes to think that she and Maurice are beyond need-

ing sex to reinforce their bond, and the attractíon of Noëllíe can thus be

convenienÈly reduced to "une histoire de peau".(€ß) However, ít soon becomes

clear to her that Maurice no longer desires her, and that he intends to leave

her for Noêllie.

Looking back, Beauvoir - as \,re have seen - dates her second, major crisis

frorn 1958 to 1962. During much of thís time - from June 1960 Èo March 1963 -

she was writing La Force des choSes and the tone of the concludíng Pages

reflects the impact of "la crise de la ménopause". Previously, her deníal of

her body had been only partÍal- the denial of cerÈain aspects of her female-

ness. Now she felt that her body was betraying her wholly. It made her, in

the eyes of others, into someÈhing which she did not yet feel herself to be:

a non-sexual being, and she hated it for thls. She r¿rites:

( 210)
(211)
(2r2)
(213)

La Femme rompue' P.
ibid.
íbid", p. 138.
ibid., p. L37.

105.
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old age is obviously not a specifieally female problem, but, for Simone

de Beauvoir, it represenÈs the last of the phases which began with menstru-

aÈion in whl_ch the woman experiences her body as alien Èo her. once again,

the body does not obey the will, buÈ is apparently autonomous and, again, the

lndividual is tempted almost to regard her/his body as "other. than the self:

Lríndividu âgé se sent vieux à travers les autres sans avoir éprouvé

de sérieuses murarions; intéríeur"t"1-l: 11 :::un?ä1r1"" 
à lrétiquette

qui se colle à lui: il ne saít plus qui ir est' \-+v

At fifty-five, at the time of Èhe publication of La Force des choses

Símone considers that she úIas "au seuil de la vieílless"" ' 
(219) Since she did

notyetidenÈifyL'iththefigureshecutintheeyesofothers,shefelt

extrernelyrebellious.Her'choiceofepigraph for Unê Mort très douce written

In Tout ô e fait shewrítesofthediffícultiesÍncomingtoterms

with the "rétrécissement de ltavenir"' (TcF' 44) ' The consequences of this:

afeelingofuselessness,adetachmentfromcorunítmentandacertain

inÈellectual inertia - all this is portrayed in LtAge de discrétion - ín which

the sixty year old r^roman is facing uP to the realíty of being old'

at Èhis time, is significant:

Do not go gentle ínto that good night'
old age shãuld burn and rave at close of day;

Rage, Tage against the dying of the light" '

She was unable Èo believe that she r^¡as the person whom oÈhers sa\¡I as an

ageing r¡Tolnan:

Je n,arrive pas à y croíre. Quand je lis imprimé: simone de Beauvoir'

on me'p"trã ãt""" 3""ot femme qui est moi' (Fc' 684) '

(218)
(ZLe)

La Vleillesse p. 310.
La Vietl-lesse.Intro duction to
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In Tóut r compÈe fâit Simone de Beauvoir', at sixty-three, ls resigned to

her appearance:

c I est par
40) .

The woman in L tAge de discrétion clalms:

Maintenant je me soucie peu de mon aspect physique:
'egatd pour mes proches que jten prends sol-n' (TCFt

Je me suís résignée à mon corPs 'Qzo)

However, she complains thaÈ she cannot ignore her body as she would like to:

Moins je me reconnaís dans mon corps, plus je me sens obligée de

,t.r, oä..rp.t. 11 est à ma charge et je le solgne avec un dévoue-

ment ennuié, coÍEne un viel-l^ami un peu disgracié, un peu diminué
qui auraít besoin de moi '\¿zL)

Her preoccupation ís now less with her appeat^n""(222)",,d tot" with her decline

in physical strength. one passage exPresses her current perception of herself

as she struggles up a clíff, ín Èhe hot sun, after André:

Ilmarchaitàlonguesenjambées;etmoiquigrirnpais
emenËautrefoisrjemetraînaisrloinderrièrelui'

sí gaillard-
ctétait vexant. (223)

Despite thls -.or becaúse of thís sense of fatigue - Beauvoirrs attitude

in both Tout c te fait and L rAge de díscrétion ís far more resígned than at

the end of La Force des choses, where she was confronting the psychological

torment of her loss of sexual attraction. Perhaps, too, it helped her to reach

an age where cultural sexual differences no longer played a role- for surely

it is easier to come to Èerms with natural disabílities when everyone ís - at

leasÈ potentially - ín the same posíÈúon. Between the age of fifty-four and

sixty-three, no new crisis had changed her relationship to her body; she felt

she had retained her leve1 of physical vitality:

(220)
(22L)
(222)

La Femme rompue rP'
ibid., p. 2L.
The woman in L

16.

tAqe de discrétion says she no longer finds it difficult
to decl-de what to r¡lear:
,,je sais ce qui mfest permis ou défendu, je mthabille sans problème' Sans

piaisir ,ror, fl,r". Ce iapport intime, presque Ëendre que jfavais autrefois
är." *"" vêtãrnents a disparu. (La Ïêuune romÞue, p. 20).
(223) La Feuure romPue, P. 70'
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Si je
achevé

considâre les dlx années qui se sont écoulées depuis que j rai

La Forcé des choses, erest que je ntal pas ltimpresslon
d I avolr vle1lll-; 1 avoir soixante- trois ans ou cinquante-trols,
cela ne fait Pas mes yeux une grande dlffêrence; Je me Èrouve

en sonne installée dans
incapable dren avolr une
irrêalisable. Etant en
indíce. (TCF, 40).

la vtelll-esse. Je suis colnme tout le monde

expêrience lntérieure : 1râge est un
bonne santê, mon corPs ne mten livre aucun

As for the possíbilíty of another crisis associated wíth her body -

crossíng yet another line - Beauvoir writes:

peuÈ-êÈre une maladie ou des ínfirmiÈés'ml'en feront-elles franchir
une autre; Je ntignore pas 1es menaces que contient lravenir, maís
j" nten suis pas obsédée. (TcF' 40).

AfÈer finishing TouÈ compte fait , Simone suffered from excruciating

arthritis and Madsen's book(224) rr¡f.otms us thaÈ she took corÈisone to stop the

pain, which also eaused a fattening of the facial tissues. Once again she

musÈ have felt that she v¡as relivíng her moÈherts experience, for she had

røriÈten, in La Vieillesse:

Ma mère a cruelilemenÈ souffert dtune arthrite,, dans les dernières
années de sa vie, en dépit des dix cachets draspirine qurelle
avelaít. chaque jour. (225)

In 1978, Beauvoír col,laborated wiÈh Marianne Ahrne and Pépo Angel to

a film called Promenades au s de 1a vieillesse a fílrn which embarrassed

the French government by showing the condition of old people in French society.

As for Beauvoir herself, ít seems Èhat having examined thersituation of old

people in La Víeillesse and having exposed their plight i-n thèl filrn, she has

faced o1d age with her habitual stoicism and courage.

(224) Axel Madsen . Hearts and Minds.
Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre r p. 279.

(225) La Vieillesse r p. 323.

The Common Journev of Símone de



234.

In thls chapter I have used evidence exÈernal- to Èhe autobiography to '

show Èhe extent to which culÈural prejudices tor¿ards \tomen infruenced

Beauvoír's ovm thinking. Indeed, her I'existentlal" approach to the questlon

offemalesexualityinLêDeúx1èrhé.SêxewasbasedÖnsexistassumptlons.Inthís

essay she used existential raÈionalùzations to explain and justlfy what was

acÈually her personal ambivalence tol^Iards her female body - an ambivalence

whlch was the product of social attitudes'

Intheautobíographyshedoesnotdwellonpainfulareasofherexperíence.

And yet' in Le Deuxième Sexe she Ís candid about t'ce conflit qui caractérise

slngulièremerit Ia situation de la femme affranchíerr:

EIIe refuse de se cantonner dans son rôle de femelle parce qurelle

o. \r"rrl-i; ;; muti]ç!¡ ,oais ce seraít aussi une rnutilation de

t:ép,rdiãr' "ã" "t*"' 
(226)

I have argued thaË, ín order to achíeve her idea of liberatíon' Beauvoir was

frequenÈly fn the position of having to renounce her:3excâltgy' There is no

doubt that this constituted a "mutilation" - and she felt'ÈhiÉ-herself' quite

acutelY at tiues.

ItísunfortunatethatintheautobiographysheísnotopenaboutÈhís

dilemnø.onthecontrary,fromreadingtheautobíographyalonewehave

little inklíng of Èhe problems she.faced. once again, her unwíllingness to

confronË her ovm difficultíes squarely and her desire to be a model for women

aspiring to independence have meant that she has not told us the whole truth

abouÈ her exPerience'

(226) Le Deuxième Sexe I1, P. 524.
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CHA?TER F]VE

THE THREE IMAGES OF I/TOMEN.

In Le Deuxième Sexe - Beauvolr descrfbed women 1n their varíous roles:

!lafemrne mariéett, 1a mèretr, ttla narcissísËerr, !!lramoureusett and ttla fenune

indépendantetr. Although she herself does not say so' these r:oles can be

reduced to three fundamental choices open to hTomen: what she calls dévouement

narcissism and ind.ependence. Ln the autobiograPhY, Simone de Beauvoir makes

brief reference to a great number of women, but Portrays very few in depth' 0f

these, all are sho\^rl to have sought self-justifícation by makíng one of these

three choices of being. The dévouée ls shown to líve for others, the

narcissisË ís supremely concerned with herself. The independent l¡Ioman struggles

to find a balance between these t\^lo extremes '

In the autobíograPhY, it ís just as clear as in

Beauvoir condemns the first tr^7o types for attempting:

Le Deuxième Sexe that

oursuite de 1rêtre à travers Ie narcissísme, ltamour,
1)

1 I impossible
la religíon.

p
(

The various dévouée and narcissíst figures in the autobíography are shown to

be looking to others to jusÈífy theír life, Èhus abdícating responsibílíty for

their own exi-sÈence. In Le Deuxième Sexe , Beauvoir argued that only the r¡oman

strugglíng to be a "femme indépendante" is able to lead a fulfilled and

ttauthentictt exístence :

productrice, active, elle reconquiert sa transcendancel dans ses

projets elle sraffirme concrètement conme sujeÈ; Par son rapport
avec le but qutelle poursuít, avec lrargent eË.,Ies droits qufelle
stappropríe, elle éprouve sa resPonsabilité' \¿/

Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 52I.(1)
(2) ibid.
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whom she sa\r most often are the ones about whom lle are Èold least' It 1s true

that Zaza was dead when Beauvoir wrote abouÈ her l-n Mérnolr es dtune ieune fl-lle

rangée and lt was her motherrs death which allowed Símone to wrl- te Une Mort trés

dóuce. Líse, camille and violette Leduc had dfed before the wrtting of ToÚt

compÈe falt, thus giving Beauvoir new freedom to tound off their porÈraits and

tobefarmorecandldabouttheírpatheticsítuationthanshecouldhavebeen

oËherwise. However, I have already poínted ouÈ that díscretion is an inadequate

explanation: Beauvoirts frank portrayal of her mother in Mémoires drune ieune

fille rangée was published while her mother \^7as still living' A more weighty

explanation is that Beauvoir regarded the autobiography as an opportunity Ëo

demonstrate her profoundly existentialíst conviction that t'la vie ¡t¡n¿inslf is

,,une partie que lfon peut gagner ou perdre".(4)As a consequence' she dwells on

the downfall of those who lose the "game" and, in order not ín any rnray Èo

undermíne the victory of those who win, she scarcely acknowledges the problems

which they faced. As a result, Le Deuxième Sexe, which argues that every woman

in society 1s "divisée" to a certain extent, ísrparadoxically, often more

revealing about the experiences of independent \^Iomen, including Beauvoir herself'

than her autobiograPhY, in which she sets herself up as a model and only briefly

alludes to other independent \^7omen '

In this chaPter I use Passag es from Ie Deuxième Sexe to show both the extent

towhichBeauvoir'Soumexperienceinfluencedwhatshe¡¡roteín Le Deuxième Sexe

and to show that this essay profoundly influenced the way in which she depicÈed

theexperienceofwomenintheautobiography'Inaveryrealsense'too'it

was Le Deuxaeme Sexewhichshapedherself-portrayal,for'aslalreadycoumented

in my íntroduction on Simone de Beauvoir, the rreaction to Lhis polemical essay

made Beauvoir eager to show her accusers thaÈ she had not !üritten about the

female condition because she r¿as embíttered and frustrated' It is with these

considerations in mind Èhat we look at that Se"uvoír says and does not say about

,,1a dévouêe'.', t'la narcissístett and ttla f euune indépendantert'

t¿ì Pour une morale de lta@lguité' P' 32-33'
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I. The ttDévouéett.

Ralsed in a bourgeois and strict Catholic milfeu, Simone de Beauvolr was

taughÈ to appreciate rtla grandeur du dévouer"oat'-(5) Indeedr surrounded and

noulded by rnodel 'dévouées , J-t was not until late in her adolescence that she

even caught a glímpse of other values. NeverÈheless, throughout her adolescence'

Slmone became increasingly aware of the negative aspects of d.évouement . The

two women whose lives made this most apparent to her were her or^m mother aúd

her best friend, zaza Mabílle.(6)rt.it experience made símone determined to

avoíd thelr sÍtuatlon herself. By the same token, 1t was because her ornm'úp:

bringing had' prePared her for a 1lfe of dêvouement herself, that she under-

stood these \^romen so well and was able to portray their experience with

great insight.

1) Dévouement

Before looking aÈ Símone de Beauvolrfs porÈrayal of r¡omen in this situ-

ation in the autoblography, we need to see what ís actually meant by the notion

of dévouemenÈ and why lt should be that many r{omen ín Slmoners milieu

accepted, or¡ as she sees ít, voluntarily chOse thís subordinate situation'

In Le Deuxième Sêxe , Beauvoir had described the strong tradiÈíon of

dévouement in Catholic France. She cites Bal-zac, whose attitude represents

that of the anti-feminisÈ rniddle-class in níneËeenth century France:

La feuune ntest égale à l'honmre quten faisant de sa vle une perpétuelle
offrande, conüle celle de lrhorune est une perpétuelle actíon. (7)

ù

Une Mort trèS douce P

The surname b e
. 53.
is a pseudonym.

(s)
(6)
(7) Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 507.
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He also proclafmed qulte unashamedly:

La fe¡nne mariée est une esclave quttl faut savolr mettre sur

un trône. (8)

Amongst the French male authors whose conceptíon of i'¡omen Beauvoir des-

cribed in Le Sexe -: Montherlant, Claudel, Breton and SÈendhal' she

observed that despíte the vastly dlfferenÈ outlooks of these writers' all

admired dévouernenÈ in hromen. claudel, particularly, in accordance with

Catholic tradition¡ sâ\r7 \¡Tolnen as being "vouées à lthéroisme de la sainteté" -

a saíntliness which manifested itself in "le renoncemena". 
(9) She character-

ízes claudel's devoutly Catholic and rnystical víew of the ideal vIoman:

faíte pour se donner, non pour prendre, elle esÈ plus proche /Que

f." toï.,rnã"7 ¿" parfait dévãuernent. Crest par e1Le que se ferã le
¿ep"""ãiãrr-å a""^ joies terresÈres qui sont licltes et tonnes' mais

donÈ le sacrifice est meilleur encore ll.:7 Elle^apparaît donc

conme pulsant sa grandeur dans sa suboldiñatÍon ¡¡Q¡s'(ru)

According to Beauvoir, whereas claudel t'..*"1t" la vassale, la servante' la

dévouée quí se soumet à Dieu en se soumettant au mâle" 
' 
(11) Montherlant, in

his writing, takes t'le dévouement féminl-nil for granÈed, "comme un devoír

SÈendhal and Breton, less dogmatícrtttrradmirent conne un choix généreux.l'

" 
(12)

These writers all regarded dévouement as a form of altruism and a positive

and laudable virtue:

!

{l

,
I

I

I

t,

fl

Sauf 1,étonnant f,"ti+(13)- toutes leurs oeuvÏgg. montrent qutils
artendent de la ffi-c"t "ftrrri"i. 

que Cornte(14) adnirait en elle
et lui írnposaít, et qui, selon lui aussi consÈituait à la foís une

ínfériorité flagrante et une équívoque supériorité.(15)

lSl Le Deuxûème Sexe I
Physiologie dú mariage
(9) Le Deuxiàme Sêxe I

r p. 188. Both (7) and
(1830) .

, pp. 352-353.

(8) come from Balzacrs

(10)
(11)

ibad¡ i '

ibfd., p. 382. (Italics mine')
(L2) ibid.
(13) Lauríel was the títle of Stendhalts last novelr(unfinished) published in

1889, in which the heroine' Lamiel, courageously stands up to society and

struggles for what she belíeves ín.
(14) Auguste Comte (1798-1857) aired his vlews on the inequality of the sexes

in his corres pondence with John Stuar t Mill. IIe believed that women rvere natural-

ly superíor to men in moralitY and emot ion and were inferior to them in intell-
lgence. Thus the Positíon of women in
(15) Le Deuxième Sexe I, P. 382'

society feflected their "natural" status'
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Beauvolr 6eems to have been the flrst 1n France Èo bitterly attack the

glorificatlon of dévouement . she fnslsted that to make a vlrtue of self-

.abnegatlon hras to make a positl-ve value out of the acceptance of oppresslon'

Cr itIclzíng Claudelts "rnystique de la fernme"'(16)she wrote:

se dévouer aux enfants, au mari, au foyer, au domaine, à 1a Patrie

a f'fgii"l, .'est son iot, le lot que la bourgeoisie lui a toujours

assigné; l,hornrne donne son activltã, la femme sa personne; sanctif-

ier cetie hiérarchi. å" oo* de la volonÈé divine' t"JtïÎ:.:T":i"frz)
lamodifíerrnaisaucontraireprétendrelafigerda:

¡

,ì-

I

¡
l

¡l
ll

t
¡

I

I

1

John Stuart Mill had attacked the idea of dévouement in The Subiection

of Inlomen, published in 1869. Although Beauvolr does not mention his aÈtiÈude

to dévouement , she had read hís work before wríting Lè Deuxième sexe and

would have been acquainted wíth his ideas on the subject' He objected to the

Ímpositíon on vromen of "the exaggerated self-abnegation which is the present

arÈif icial ideal of f erninine character". He denounced the f act that l¡tomen

,,are universally taught thaÈ they are born and created for self-sacrifice":

aninstinctofselfishnessmademenavailthemselvesofíttothe
utEost as a means of holding women in subjection, bu representing

tothemmeekness,submissiveness,andresígnationofallindivídual
willintothehandsofmen,asanessentíalpartofsexualattract-
iveness. (18)

Someyearslater,Nietzsche(whomBeauvoírreoordshávingread''avec

ferveur" aÈ university (M^IFRr 232) )associated the values of

r¿ith religion, writing wíth great vehemence:

I condemn Christianit,' ' 
(U;

IIe called cnãti"níty'tthe greaÈest of all conceívable corruptlons" and t'the

one enormous and innermost perversion". 
(20) According to him' Christían ideals

such as self-abasement, humility and self-sacrifice were nothing Of,her'than an

attempt by the indívidual to escape from the anguish of responsibility for the

( 16) Deuxième Seie I, P. 354'

1

Reader: Dyer, 1869, P. 7

(19) Nietzsche. The Antichrist'
(Berlgql{t, 1968, P'186')

dévouement

The Sub ecti on of l¡lomen. London: Longmans, Green,(17) ibid. , P. 3
(18) John Stuart

55.
Mi1l.

Twí1i t of the ldols and the Antl-Christ
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6e1f. For thls reasoñ, he critlclzed ldomen for the way in whlch they loved -

r^rhich he called a ,,déslr dtabandon totalrt. (21) Beauvoir quotes a passage from

Le Gai lôavoir (The Joyfu1 l^llsdorn) 1n Le Deuxíème Sexe:

ce que la fermne entend par amour est assez clair: ce nrest pas

"".rl"r"r,t 
le dévouement, crest un don toÈal de corps et drâme,

sans restrictionr sans nul égard pour quoi que ce soit' Crest
cetÈe absence de condition quí fait de son amour une foi, la
seule qu'elle ait.(22)

hd, in The Antichrist Nietzsche violently attacked the ldea of "foi":

The ttbelievert'does not belong to himself, he can only be a means,

he must be USED UP, he is in need of someone who uses hím up' Hls
instinct accords rhe hlghest honour to a morality of self-abnegatlon:
everything in him, his prudencer_his experience, his vanity, persuade

hím to adopt thls morality. l_:..7 If one considers how necessary a

regulating code of conduct iã tõ the majorlty of people, a code of
conduct rtri.tt consÈralns them and fixes thern from outsíde; and how

control, or in a higher sense, sLAVERY, is the only and ultimate
condlÈíon under whlch the weak-willed man, and especiallv t'roman.

flourish; one also understands convictiorrr "f"iahn. (23)

Consequently, as Beauvolr points out, Nietzsche believed that rrle héros doit

s'insurger contre la Magna Materrr'(24)

In her aÈtifude to dévouement , Simone de Beauvoir borrows from, and goes

beyond, both Mi1l and Nietzsche. Líke Mill, she sees \^7omen as victims of

their socíal circumstances. Líke Nietzsche, she condemns the sanctification

of dévouement by the Church. Descríbing her atÈltude at t\renty, she writes:

Je détestais de plus en plus franchement le catholicisme; voyant
Lisa et Zaza se débattre coritre "cette religion martyrísante" je
ure réjouissais de lui avoir échapp6; en fait jren restais
barbouíllée. (MJFR, 308).

(zr¡ Nietzsche. Le Gai savoir. Quoted by Beauvoir in Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 477 -

I,quote Nietzsche in French, because Beauvoir does. Elsewhere I use the

English translation.

¡

,ì

¡

tr
\,

t
l

I

I

I

ibíd.
Níetzsche. The AntichrisË. Penguin' p'
Le Deuxíème Sexe II, P. 311'

(22)
(23)
(24)

L72.
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As an exlstentlallst, she belleves - like Nietzsche - that there ls a

self-ínterested asPect to dévouement and an element of self-decepÈlon ln

qroments flight from personal resPonslbility' In rhus et Clnéas wrÍtten

in 1943, she described the waY in which dévouement r^las a negation of

personal autonomy:

SupposonsquIautruiaitbesoindemol;Supposonsquesonexlstence
possède unå valeur absolue: me voilã justífié dtêtre pulsque je
suls pour un être dont lrexlstence est jusÈ1fíée. Je suís dél1vré

au risqne de lrangoÍsse; en Posant devant mol une fin absolue jrai
abdiquá rna libertã' (25)

In Le Deuxième Sexe where she applied this ídea to the sítuaÈion of l¡7omen'

Beauvoir again stressed that the d&¡ouée was chooslng a "carrière /-"'--/

moins fatigante que beaucoup drautres" by making ttun membre de la caste

supéríeure,, her "fin absolue".(26)m. r{oman chooses to become an "esclave

dévoué", 
( 27) b".",r"",

i1 esÈ plus confortable de subír un aveugle esclavage que de

travallier à sraffranchir' ( 28)

, As a writer primarily ínteresÈed in the indívídualts responsibility for

his or her self, simone de Beauvoír is also extremely conscious of the tyranny

of ' dévouement .: the fact that the dévouée is not only a victím but also an

oppressor. She pointed out that the womants apparent self-lessness is

actually a form of self-ishness, for the idea that "se dévouer, ctest agir

pour autrui" is based on a contradiction, namely:

I1 nty a dévouement que si je prends pour fin une fin définie
par autrui; maís alors il est contradiclt1t?"ÉÇ supposer gue

je puísse, moí, définir cette fín pour lui'\'7l

(25) PY rrhus et Cinéas. París: Gallimatd, 1944, p' 70'
(26) Le Deuxième Sexe II' p. 81.

70.(27) Pyrrhus et Cinéas p.
(28) Le Deuxième Sexe I, p. 395.

p. 73.

I
I

(2e) Pvrrhus et Cineas
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Because of this Paradox:

Beaucoup de prétendus dévouements contredlsent donc dès le
départ ã leur prêtentlon: ce sont en vérité des tyrannies'(30)

As well as highlightlng Èhe tyrannical side of dévouement within the

family, Beauvolr supports John Stuart M111fs vlews abouÈ the negative

po1-1tical iurpltcatlons of this value. Mill had pointed out that, since woments

educaÈlon is "an educatíon of the sentíments rather than of the understandingrr,

they are indoctrinated to feel that:

the tndividuals connected with them are the only ones to rtrhom they
ott ":: l:llt¡tfne 

onlv ones whose lnterest Èhev are called upon

to cal

Similarly ' in Mémoires dtune eune fille ra ee Beauvoir cournented:

certes, autour de moí, on prônalt le dévouement, mais on lu1
assignait pour límítes le cercle familíatr; hors de 1à, autruí
ntétãit p"ã ,ttt prochain. Les ouvriers en particulier apParten-
aient à une espèce aussi dangereusement étrangère que les
Boches et les Bolcheviks. (ItrItr'R' 180) '

The self-lessness of the dévouée ís thus exÈremely restrícted in scope and

implles no broader social conscience or sense of soclal responsibllity.

Beauvoir claims thaÈ such r^7omen:

sont par excellence les chantres de la bourgeoisie puisqurelles re-
présentent dans ceËte classe menacée 1télémãnt le plus conservateur.(32)

Because of the dévouéqrs conviction Èhat her role is the only respect-

able role for a r^roman, she has no sense of solidarity with other uTomen' partl-

cularly not with rrtomen from other social classes - buÈ not even urith her ovm

daughters. It ís because of thís that Beauvoir sees the mother-daughter

relationshÍp as Èhe príme example of the oppressive side of dévouement

(so¡
(3r¡
(32¡

Pyrrhus et Cineas p.74-75.
l"fill. The Sub ect ion of l^Iomen

Le Deúxi ème Sexe II r p. 552.
p.163.
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By depfcting the mauvaise foi

the situatlon of the dévouée ,

of the dévoué in Pyrrhua et Clnéas, and

five years 1ater, in Le Deuxième Sexe and,

flnally, by descrtblng her personal experience of thls ten years later fn

her autobiography - Simone de Beauvolr did much to demystlfy the value of

dévouemen t in the Cathollc bourgeoisÍe in France'

A close look aÈ Beauvoirts porÈrayal of the formatíon of the dévouée

and then at her situation as a narried woman, helps us not only to understand

the dévouée buÈ al-so to understand what Beauvolr had to struggle against'

in her a[tempt to be an independent woÛan'

2) Formation of the "Dévouéet'.

In the autoblography, Beauvoir glves us tl^to detailed portraits of young

dévouées in their famíly envíronment: one is herself, the other is the girl

who was her best friend between the age of ten and twenty, Zaza Mabille. A

number of other young gírls appear in the autobiograPhY, but their portraits

are incompleËe and therefore not nearly as valuable as a pícture of female

experience. It is clear, noneËheless, that virtually all the gírls with whom

Simone eame into conÈact during her years at school and university were

destined to become dévouées Their conflicts and aspírations are depicted

in the series of storíes Ín which Beauvoir described this mílieu: Quand prÍme

le spiritrr.t. (33)

(33) and rime le s ituel. Paris: Gallimard, I979. Beauvoir writes:
ttJtavaís mís beaucouP de moí-même dans cet ouvrage. Jtétais en révolte contre
le spirítualisme qui mtavait longtemps opprimée et je voulais exprímer ce

dégoät à travers lthistoíre de jeunes femmes que je connalssais et qui en

avãient été les victimes plus ou moins consentanÈes.rr
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The flrsÈ volume of the autoblography presents a picture of Simoners

bourgeols and caÈhollc milieu in which all Èhe young girls were exhorted to

acquire the qualitíes of their dêvouée mothers' slmone was the only one of

them not to believe 1n God, and all of thern were preparing Èo meet Èhe man of

their dreams. There was simone, zaza and Poupette' There rnrere slmoners couslns:

Jeanne, who, \¡re remember, íncarnaÈed the ttidéal" of "la jeune fille' la vrale"'

(MJFR, 17g) and Madel"inl, who appalled the whole faml-ly, from the time she

was sixteen onvrards by her timid attempts to r^rear make-up without being

notlced by the relatíons. (ttMaquillaget" wriÈes simone íronically' I^ras consider-

ed to be nothing less than 'rlrempreinte fourchue de satant' in the prirn' pious

circles in whích she was brought up. (MJFR, 268) ) ' There was Jaques' sister'

Títite,whoshockedherfamilybylookingforward,alittletooeagerly,to

marríage to her handsome boyfrlend. At school, there was Marguerite de Thêri-

court, Èhe beautiful and very Proper rích gírl, who became engaged' at eighteen'

to a wealthy business acquaíntance of her fatherrs' Another was clotílde

Gendron,whomsimoneardentlyadmiredatoneSÈage.Shewaspiousandromantl-c

and she Èoo married very young and t'avec beaucoup de sentimentalitét'; - it was

an arranged uarriage. (MJFR, 150). At universíty there htere others' There was

Suzanne Boigue, who was involved in good works at the EquiPes Sociales' organ-

ízed by Garric. She found "lthornme de sa víe" (ìtrIFRr 272) and married him.

Simone ad.mits that she envied Suzanne her obvious happÍness, but later adds

Èhat Suzannets "félicité conjugalet'made her rather uninteresting - at least to

her. (MIFR, 334). There was also Lisa Quermadec, a boarder at Saínt-Marie, the

catholic rnstitute at Neuilly.(34)"it e zaza, she \n'as struggl-ing to find some

idenÈity amid the values of what Beauvoir calls 'rcette religion martyrisanter"

(MJFR, 30s). unlucky in love and frustrated wíth her life' "la fatigue et le

désespoir desséchaíent son visage"' (MJFR' 326) '

(34) Beauvoir tells us that she portrayed Lisa ín the story by that name fn
rime le s iritùel:

Je vaas t drt
al¡ist l-cisme et SA ntrigues d

une ieune fille timídemenÈ vívan-t-e^Sutaccablaient le
J^î' irìJiît[í-s"inr-"--¡l"rie. (FA, 230) .
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unfortunately, Beauvoir tells us no more about these young women; we do

not know whether they led líves of classical es For thls reason, I

w111 concentraËe here on the more eomþlete plcture of simone and zaza - and

their relationship with their dévouée nothers'

Of key importance in preparing the young girl psychologically for her

role in life was the Catholíc Church. Both the Church and convent education

stressed the virtues of self-restraint, self-sacrifice and submission to a

higher po\^Ier - be íÈ the church, Èhe gír1 rs parents, or her future husband'

I,rlhen Françoíse de Beauvoír showed her daughter a photograph of her old

convent school class from the 1890ts, Símone \^ras struck by the joylessness and

lack of spontaneity ín the gírlsr faces:

Toutes Portent des guimpes montantes' des jupesrl?1g"""' des

chignonã sévères. Leurs yeux nrexpriment rien'\J'l

Thirty years later, Georges de Beauvoír was similarly taken aback when he attended

the prize-giving ceremony at the cours Dósir, the catholic gírlsr school which

Simone, PouPette and Zaza attended:

ItausÈérité des coiffures, 1es couleurs violentes ou sucrêes des

saÈins et taffetas éteignaíent tous les vísages. Ce qui dut surtout
frapper mon père, ce fut lrair morne eÈ opprímé de ces adolescentes.
(MJFR, 152).

Irançoise de Beauvoir, as we have seen retained her convent moralíty in

adulthood, and "sa conduite conformait à ses croyances" (ì'LIFR, 41) i

elle communiaít souvent, priaít assídûment ' 
lisait de nombreux

ouvrages de Piété. (ìtrIFR, 41)'

She took charge of her gírlst souls: mother and dauþhters said prayers together

morníng and evening, and she took them regularly to mass. Above all, she acted

(rs¡ Une Mort très douce p. 50
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in the name of religion to impress upon her girls the glory 'of dévouement

Elle m'ínculqua le sens du devoir, alnsl que des conslgnea

d'oubl1 de soi et dtausterité' (ÌtrIrR' 43)'

In the domaÍn of moralltyr ft was Simonefs mother' not her father' who represent-

ed the force of censorship and repression, who taught her the code of feminlne

behaviour:

Jtappris de maman à mteffacer, ã controler mon langage, à censurer

mes désirs, à dire eÈ à faire exactement ce qui devaít être dit et

fair. (ìtrIFR, 43).

The Mabille famíly úIas more entrenched in the catholic bourgeoisíe than

the de Beauvoir farníly. Unlike Georges de Beauvoir, Monsieur Mabille' who

held a very hígh posÈ.- first as a raílway englneer and then with cltroën -

was a very pious man. Madame Mabille came from t'une dynastie de catholiques

milítants". (ìtrIFR, 92). Both of Èhe Mabílle parents gave up much of thelr

leisure Èime to social work and charity and gave money to charitable works.

Each year the whole farnily went to Lourdes aÈ the tíme of the national pílgrlrn-

age, where:

lesgarçonsservaientcoMlebrancardiers;lesfilleslavaient
la vaisåelle dans les cuisínes des hospices. (MIFR, 119).

IÈ was Zaza w:no first became ahtare of the contradictíons between bourgeois

ideblogy and relígion. IÈ became apparent Èo her that the values of the church

negated the values of the bourgeoisie: religion valued self-lessness; her class

was based on self-interest ¡

Dans leur enËourage on parlait beauvoup de Dieu, de charité, dtidéal;
ma¡-.s Zaza staperçit vite que tous ces gens ne respectalent que lrargent
er les dignítãs Ãociales. Cette hypocrisie la révolta' (MJFR, 119) '

Hor¡ever, whereas the adolescent Simone rejected rellgíon and increasíngly

rebelled against the values of dévouement the adolescent Zaza conformed

to the image of the model dévouée . Having declded that her "devoír de chrét-

ienne" r¡¡as to "se soumettre à sa mère", (ì'LIFR, 274) she obeyed her mother regard'

less of the personal cost to herself and írrespective of whether or not she

belíeved her mother to be right'
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Indeed, rellgl-on, comblned wlth the cult of dévouemênt , tended to lead

to the exàltation of sufferlng as an end 1t itself' Young glrls htere encouraged

j-nthl-satanearlyagebytheirreadlngofthelivesofthesaints,lnwhich

privationldasregardedasaprÍvllege.ItlssuchthinkingwhichmadeZaza

speak of ,,1a vâleur de la souffrancet' and of her deslre to trporter avec le

rj6)rhe religious glorification of sufferíng,
Christ la Croix". (MIFR, 351) 

"-
relnforcing the young girlts aPPrenticeship in "la soumission féminin""(37)

led,veryoften,toa.psychologf-caldispositíont0masochism.Simonetells

us that when she was elght or nine years old and ''en humeur de saintetéll , (MIFR'

82)shewouldoccasionallysleeponthehardfloorínsteadofinherbed.

AroundtheageoftwelversheinventedotherrtmortÍflcations'r:

ênferméedanslescabínets-monseulrefuce-jemefrottais
au sang avec une pierre ponce' j-" t9 fustigeaís avec la chalnette

d'o, äi.-jã port"i" à mon cou. (ì{.IFR, 135) '

fùe know tnat zaza was capable of sl-ashing her foot with an axe in order to

escape a whlle - she told sirnone - from the social round' one suspects Èhat

Zaza wouLd have punished herself wiÈh other I'auto-mutilationst' on other occas-

ions
(38) rn La Force de ltâge, Beauvoir tells us she discovered that:

laplusdévouêedemestantessefaisaitvígoureusementfouetter
la nuít Par son marÍ. (FA' 230) '

As she remarked in Le Deuxième Sexe:

Crest en tombanÈ au fond de ltabjection q"t 1? fernme srassure les

plus délicieux ttiotpf'""; qu'11 ;'agisse de Dieu ou drun hormne la

?iff"aa" apprend q,,'Ln consentant aux plus profondes démissions

elledeviendratoute-pulSsante:ellesecomplaîtàunmasochísme
qui lul promet de st'prêmes conquêtes ' (39)

(36) Beauvoir tells us that Garric instructed his tutors at

to talk to;the workíng class students about "la valeur de La

refused: "jtaurais eu 1rímPre ssion de me moquer dtelles.tt (MJFR'

the EquíPes Sociales
souffrancett. Simone

( rz¡
(38)

Le Deuxième Sexe II, P.
ibid. ' P. 110.

(39) ibid., P. 40.

89.
223) .



249 .

Younggl-rlswerethuspsychol-oglcallypreparedformarriageandmother-

hood: they were taught obedíence and submlssion to hlgher po\^ters, they were

told of the beauty of urotherhood. Às well as this, the young girl was mould-

ed for marrlage in two main domalns: care of a household and the acquísltfon

of social graces.

Asayounggtrl,simonewastaughÈsomepracticalskillsforherfuture

role as mísÈress of the house, but, unlíke zaza, she lüas encouraged rather

than forced. The "encouragement'r beautifully demonstrates Èhe weight of the

contemporary sociallzatíon of females; as a littIe g1r1 at prlmary school'

simone was Èaught that her worth lay in beíng pleasing and that she could

best do this by belng a genteel servants

Bonne-maman réussít à mrintéresser à la taplsserie et ã la brodierie

""ï'^iiî.|, f.l Maís je saboÈais les ourlets, les surjets, les

;;;;;''r."-d."tor,", 1" point-9' :'oíTl^å1 !1"*'tis' le macramé'

pour piquer mon zèIe, Madeuroiselle Fayet(40) me raconta une anecdote;,

on vantait devant un jeune hourne à marier les mérítes dtune jeune

fille musicfenn., "t.tä"te, 
douée de mílle talents: sait-elle coudre?

demanda-t-il. (l'trIFR' 69).

Simone was fortunate ln that she was one of only two gírls - an unusually

small famíly for the time. Madame de Beauvoir could cope quite well with the

running of the household, especially since their ne1nT aPartment was very small'

simone was asked relatívely liÈtle to help in the house, and the small Èasks

trere not. so numerous that they could not easily be distributed between the

two girls.

zaza was less fortufiate. As second oldest daughter ín a family of nine

children, she|was expected to assume a large share of the burden of runníng

the household. Madame Mabllle ran the house in the nineteenth century

(40) Mademolselle Fayet was the head of the elementary classes at the cous;

Désir.
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provlnctât:'tráditloní'as much'as possible wa-s produced ln the house rather

Èhan boughE and conservation of moneyr rather than timet vlas the absolute rule:

Madame l{ab1ll-e tenait 1répargne Pour.une vertu capltale; elle eût

Jugé fünora1 dtacheÈer cttàz ,tn fournisseur les produiÈs qui pouv-

alent "ã 
t"Utfquerà la maíson: pâtisserie, confiÈures, llngerie'

robes et manteauxo Pendant la belle saison' elle all-ait souvent

auxHallesràslXheuresdumatinravecsesfílles'pourseProcur-
eràbasprixfrultsetlégumes.Quandlespetl-tesl.tabilleavaient
besoin d,une toiletÈe r",r.rã , zaza devaiÈ explorer une dizaine de

magasíns¡ de chacun elle rapportait une liasse dfêchantillons que

MadameMabillecomparait'enÈenant'comptede]-aqualitêdutlssu
et de sãi-prf*; "pra" ,rr,å loogrre délíbération, Zaza retournait
acheter 1'ätofie àhoi"i"' (MJFR' 274) '

Since there r^rere vasÈ numbers of people Èo entertain, especially since

Monsieur MabiIIe had taken uP a very important poslÈion in the Maison citroën'

mornings were spent preparíng for the afÈernoonts soclal rites' I^Ihen Simone

visiËed zaza, on holiday wíth the fanily at Laubardon, she was horrífied by

the dayrs routine:

Lés Ëravaux nénagers dévoraient les matínées' 0n cuelllait des

fleurs, on arranieait des bouqueÈs' et surtout on cuisínait' Lili'
Zaza, BébeIIe confectionnaíent des cakes, des quaÈre-quaÏt:,.des
sables,desbriochespourlethédellaprès-midi;ellesaidalent
leurmèreetleurg'",.d-'è'eàmettreenboceauxdestonnesde
ti"ia" eÈ de rag,rmãs;11 y avalr toujours des pois à êcosser, des

haricotsverÈsàeffiler,desnoixàdécortlquer'desprunesà
dénoyauter. (ìtrIFR, 253)'

These household tasks were all ín preparaÈion for the afternoonfs

,,mondanítés" and in Èhís resPect' too, the life of the upper bourgeoísie had

changed little from the previous century. For the Mabil-le famíly, being on

holiday DeanÈ a perPetual round of social ceremonies or preparations for such

events:

pique-niques,thés,sauteriessesuccédèrentsansrépit;lamaison
était largement ouverte: des nués de cousins et dramis venaíent

et au bridge. Ou bien la Citroën,
u Zaza, nous emmenait danser chez
y avait souvent des fêtes au

ies de pelote basque, j rallal
ousse, planter des cocardes dans

le cuir de vaches efflanquées: parfois, une corne acérée fendait
leurs beaux pantalons blancs' et Èout le monde riait' Après le
ãi;;;,-q.r.rqrrtun se mettait au plano, la farn1lle chantait en choeur¡

on jouait aussi à des jeux: charades et bouts-rimés. (ìÍ^IFR, 253) '
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Zaza was quite natural ln her worldly role. Indeed, for Símoners l1klng,

Zaza rrjouait avec trop dfal-sance son rôle de jeune fllle du monde't (MJFR, 277)

and simone wondered how long 1t would take before she completely fdentlfled

wíth this role. As for Simone, much to her parentst disappolntment, she felt

í11 at ease in society and was rebellious when her parents asked her Èo be

present on social occasions:

Mes amies , et Zaza elle-même, joualenÈ avec aísance leur rôle mond-

aln; elleå paraissaíent au "jour" de leur mère, servaient le thé,
souríaient, disaient aimablement des rÍens; moi je souriais mal, je
ne savais pas falre du charme, de ltesprit ni même des concessions.
Mes parents ne citalenÈ en exempl-e des jeunes filles t'remarquablement

intefiigerri."" et qui cependant brillaient dans les salons. (ìtrIFR' 178).

However, at this stage' ín her late teens, Simone already aimed to be something

quíte different from a worldly type of dévouée : she aimed for a serious pro-

fessíon. Un1ike the rramateursttwho shone in the ttsalonstt, she saw herself as

"professlonnelle". (ìtrIFR' 178) .

In Èhl-s respect, Símone was much more fortunaÈe than most of the other

young dévouées she knew. Generally, marrlage r^ras considered the only serlous

vocation for a gírl. Beauvoir considers it a stroke of l-uck that her parents

had become t'de nouveaux pauvres" in 1919. (TCF,2L). Without a dowry, she had

t.o be able Èo earn a living, as she and her sister could no longer hope to

narry into a moneyed milleu. !üíthout this turn of events, her Parents would

have shor,m less understanding towards her studies and would have been more

intransigent in Ëheír attemPÈs to íntroduce her to socíety:

í1 mraurâít été plus difficile de poursuivre mes études. (TCF' 22).

ilust how difficult it was to keep up studies, when destined to become a

"dame", is apparent in the case of Zaza. It was because of the Mab11le fanily

X;..at Zaza and Simone \¡rere sent to Catholic Instítutes for their tertiary educ-

ation - thus minímízing their contact wíth Èhe dreaded sorbonne. Monsieur

Mab1lle still needed first to be reassured by RoberÈ Garric, the girlsr future
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literature professor, that tton peut passer une lÍcence sans se damner"' (l'trIFR'

168).Verysoon,Zaza,sstudlesbegantolrritatehermother,who:

lul reprochait de consacrer trop de temps à lrétude, à la lecture'
a fr oti"iq". .a de négliger "ses devolrs soclaux"; les llvres que

zaza almalt l-uí paraissaient suspects; elle stinqui-était. (ìtrIFR, 220) '

As orthodox CaÈholics'

the "intellectuelst':

the Mab1lle parents vtere absoluÈely hostile to

les,,biens-pensanËs" voulaíent ltanéantíssemenÈ des "intellectuelst',

"t ta.ipioqrr.*"ot. (ìtrIFR, 237¡ ' 
(al)

As well as this, Madarne Mab1lle was adamant that there was onlY one vocaÈion

for women: dévouement

dans Ie milieu de Zaza, 11 fallaíË se marier ou eritrer en religion.
rrl,e célibaË, dísait-on, ntesË pas une vocatlon." (MJFR, 153).

Because of this, Madame Mabille was determined Èo prevent her daughter from

becomíng "une ÍntellecÈuellet' - orr hTorse stí11, "tt bas-bleu disgracié'r'

(ìtrIFR, 288). She made sure that Zaza was kept too busy, wíth housework and

social actfvities, to concentrate for long on her studies. Despite zaza's

obvious íntelligence, and the facÈ that she had just achleved "le rare exploit

de réussir du premier coup son certíficat de philologie", (uIFR, 273) , b^et

mother was deÈermined to block any chance of a career for her' I^Ihen Zaza was

tr^renty:

Madame Mabille refusait categoriquemerit que Zaza entreprît lran
prochain un díplôure drétudes, el1e redoutait que sa fille ne

ãevînt une intellectuelle. (ItrIFR, 274).

(41) lle recall that Georges de Beauvoir shared the conservativest hatred of
,,la dangereuse secte qui avait soutenu Dreyfus: les inÈellectuels", whlch he

explains in the following terms:
Grisés par leur savoír livresque, butés dans leur orgeuil-absÈrait et dans

i.rrr" .räirr." prétentíons à ltuníversalisme, ceux-ci sacríflaien¿ 1es réalités
concrètes - pays, ïace, caste, famille, patrie - aux bíllevesêes dont la France

et Ia cívilisaÈion étalent en train de mourir: les Droits de lrHomme, le
pacifisrne, ltinternatíonalisme, 1e socialisme. (ltrIFR' 177-t-78) .
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This unwilllngness to encour age a young vToman to undertake studies and

tratn for a career left her ín a staÈe of economic dependence, first on her

family and then on her husband. It meant¡ too:, thaÈ as a slngle woman she

hras very vulnerable both to feellngs of guilt, because of belng a financial

burden on her father,, and to overwhelmíng panic at the prospect of belng left

a spinster, a situatíon whlch carried with 1t the funplication of personal

failure.GZ) Because she was alming to become a teacher, thls \^ras not so in

the case of Simone, buÈ 1t díd aPPly to Èhe Mabille girls

The Mabille family was "beaucoup plus solidement lntégréel than the

Beauvoir family in the t'bourgeoisie bíen-pensante", and in thís rnilieu at

that time many marríages were sÈill arranged by Èhe families' (ìtrlFR' 274) '

In their early tr¡enties, Èhe Mabílle girls \^lere exposed to an assortment of

eligible young men at various social gatherings and were then expected to

consenÈ willingly to marrying the one their parents chose' Lili Mabille'

three years older than Zazar l^tas the first candidate' At this tlrne:

elIe cuisinait et dansait, servait de secrétaíre à son père, de

couturière à ses soeurs. sa mère la traÎnait drentrevue en

entrevue. (l'trIFR' 152) '

At t!üenty-three, Líl1 was causíng her mother some panic, and it was made quite

clear to her that she uras a financial burden to the family and had no choíce

but Ëo consent to marriage:

Madame Mab1lile multipliait r
de caser enfin L11í qui corun

la dernière année que je mto
assez cher en entrevues: mai
avaít-elle déclaré Publiquem

(42) Even 1f the woman did work' unequal pay still meant thaÈ she could not llve
ín a way whlch corresP onded to her soc ial status. As Beauvoir pointed out Ín
Le Deux íème Sexe: the young \^roman ís t'vouée à la galanterie du fait que se

salaires sont minimes Èandis que le standard de vie que 1a sociêté exige d I eIle
est très haut.tt Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 433).
43) Simone de Beauvoir h s" mother saYing the same thing in Quand PrineAnne

le spirituel (
p. 2O2.

p. 134). she quoted thl-s threat again ín Le Deuxième Sexe II,
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Her mother eventually selected a husband for her, and L111' although not at

allinspíredbytheyoungman,realizedthatshehadnoalternativebuttocomply.

The choice of husband for zaza caused several disruptl-ons 1n the faurlly'

At flfteen, Zaza fel]. in love wlth André, a boy of the Same age and the son of

acousinofherfatherls.AndréandZazacorrespondedforseveralyearsbefore

Madame Mabille lntervened' Because Zazats parents had fal-len out wiÈh Andrérs

Parents,marriagebetweenthelroffspringwasoutofthequestlonandMadame

Mabille forbade them to see each other again' zaza was eighteen when she was

obliged to confront André with this nells. she later claimed she had been so

upset that she was "ã deux doigts du sulcide", (l'LfFRt 247) and wrote to Símone:

Jemesouviensd|unsoiroù,regardantleméÈroarríver,jl..ai
failli passer dessous. Je n'avãis plus à aucun degré 1-e goût de

I'existãnce. (I4.IFR, 247)'

Nevertheress, she apparently never thought of defying her mother'

Zazawast\4'entywhensheandJeanPradellefellinlove.Pradellewas

,'un jeune houme de bonne famílle" (MJFR, 243) who attended the prestiglous

Ecole Normale SupérieureandÈhuslookedforwardtoabrilliantcareer.Hewas

also a practísing catholíc. Indeed, he was not only emínently eligible; he had

all the ingredienÈs of the qé"'É hirnself: he was devoted to his widowed

mother and his síster and "accepÈait de grand coeur la société bourgeoise"

and íts values. (MJFR, 245) '

MadameMabille,however,didnotapprove.ÃsZazaexplainedtoSimone:
,,Dans notre rnilieu, les mariages ne se font pas courme ça!" (MJFR' 333)'

Meanwhile, her mother had selected another young man for her consideration'

þtrhertZazaprotestedthatshedidnotlovehim,hermotherretorted:

"Ma petite, la ferrne ntaime pas; crest lthorrne qui aíme'J" (úIFR, 332) '
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Zaza, with her intensely romantlc temperament' I^ras only prepared to be a

dévouée if she loved and respected the object of her devotion, whose

existence had to have "une valeur absolue;"(44)

ellenevoulaítpasaccepterpourmarlunhommequ'elleestímait
moins que drautres' (ìLIFR' 332) '

Besides,asBeauvoírremarks,sincetheinstitutionofarrangedmarriagevJas

becomíng outdaÈed, even withln its last bastion: the conservative mlddle and

- (45) ía r"" no longer an entirely posítive sign that a young man
upper classesi

should passívely accePt the choíce made for hlm:

touscesjeunesgensquicceptaíentdeselaisserpassívement
marier étaient dtune consternanle médiocrité. (l'Û''R, 274).

Matters were made I¡Iorse by the fact that Pradelle had not asked Monsieur

Mabílle for Zazats hand in rnarriage: he tol:d Zaza he wanted to wait a while in

order not to upseÈ his own mother, whose other two children had recently left

home. Madame l"Iabille belíeved that he had no lntenÈion of marrying her

daughter and objected Èo her daughter meeting or even corresPonding with Pra-

delle.ShearrangedtosendZazaforasecondtímetoBerlin.this

tírre with Èhe aím of exiling her, for a year' I'trhen Zaza wrote to Simone telling

her of her motherrs latest decisions, she described her "grand désarroí"

(l'trlFR, 333) but added:

jepréfèrequevousvousrendiezcomPtedecetétatdIesprÍtauquel
Sanscessejemeheurteetqueparaílleursuneídéechrétíenne
d'obéissance m'oblige à respecter' (MJFR' 286) '

(44)
(4s)
bef
one
femmes ouvol- r des homhes:

les ferrnes et vingt-cinq ans Pour les hournes t
Au -de1à de vingt et un ans Pour

le consentement des Parents demeure nécessaire; mais 1es jeunes gens Peuvent

passer outre au refus de leurs Par ents aprè s avoir notifié à ceux-cí leur Proj et

dtunion Par notai fêr à trois rePríses et en termes respectueux, droù le nom

dr, !ractes respect ueuxt t donné à cette forroalité. Celle-ci est assez révélat rice du

profond degré de soumlssion dans lequel la loi civile place alors les enfants Par

rapport aux Paren

Pvrrhus et Cinéas, P. 70'
ffitàctedthebourgeoisieeúenwithoutmarríageshavingto

orr"rry arr"ng"d. Parental consent l^7as necessary until the girl was t\renty-

and the '",, .'",,.y-f,íve. odile Dhavernas coIüoents, in her book Droits des

1978, p. 27-28).
ts et les individus Par raPpor t -âla fami1le. (Paris: Seuil'
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IÈ was not until Zaza was seriously 111 and close to death that Madame

Mabille agreed with Madame Pradelle that neither of them would oppose marriage

between their offspring. On her last nlght, knowing that she was dying, Zaza

comforted her mother:

"Ntayez pas de chagrin, maman-chêrte, dit-elle. Dans toutes les
familles il y a du déchet: ctest moi le déchet. (ìtrIFR' 358).

After Zazats death, lMonsieur Mabille told his wlfe, consolingly:

ttNous ntavons été que les instruments entre 1es mains de Dieu.tt
(ì,LIFR, 358) .

Mémoires drune i eune f1lle rangée closes r^lith a great deal of bitterness.

It stands as an indictment of the values of dévouement . Beauvoir also

suggests that it was Zazars death which emphasízed the necessity to struggle

against these values herself and to fight for independence:

Les médecins parlèrent de méningite, drencéphalite' on ne sut
ríen de précis. Sragissaít-il dtune naladie contagieuse, dtun
accident? ou Zaza avaiÈ-elle succombé à un excès de fatigue et
dtangoisse? Souvent la nuit elle mrest apparue' toute jaune
sous unecapeline roser et elle me regardait avec reproche.
Ensemble nous aviöns lutté contre le destin fangeux qui nous
guettait et jtai pensé longtemps-que jlavais pavé ma liberté
de sa mort. (MJFR' 358-359).

3) Situation of the ttDévouéett

Having examined the formation of the 'dévouée r qte turn to the way in

whích simone de Beauvoir presents her as a wife and mother' The same factors

which shaped her in her adolescence: religion, the idealization of feminine

submíssion and passivity, her economic dependence and the double standard of

sexualiÈy continue to define her situation. However, Beauvoir stresses that

there are t\^ro facets to the situation of the dévouée : that of the victim

and that of oppressor. Let us take first what ís perhaps the most obvious -

her victimization.
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a) The "Dévouée'r as Victlm:

zaza dlð not live 1-ong enough to become a marrled l¡roman, but' in love

wlth Pradelle, she'. I,tas already a confirmed dêvouée and the Portrait of her

at twenty ín many rÍays resembles the picture of Slmonefs mother' Françoíse'

aÈthesameage.Themostcompletedepictionofamarriedwomanlnthéauto-

biographyísofFrançolse.Sinoneísevenmorecandldabouthermotherls

experienceofmarriagein.UneMorttrèsdouce,wríÈtenafterhermotherls

death - a slim volume which can be regarded as an addition to the autobiograPhy'

Beauvoiralsogivesusasketchypictureofì'ladameMabllle'of'.sartre!s'mother;

Madame Mancy, and of a hToman she calls luÍme. Lemarr".(46)

rn addition to theír condítíoning as females, both zaza and Madame de

Beauvoir had suffered, in their childhood, from a feelíng of rejectionr"whôch

reinforced their sense of personal worthlessness, and made them throw them-

selves wholeheartedlY into dévouement . Beauvoir writes of Zazaz

Moíns appréciée: Par son père que sa soeur aînée' passionnément

ãti""t,a'ä .ro. rnère affectueuse mais peu disponsible' sous son

ãpprt."a" désinvolture elle étaít très vulnérable et manquait

dä confiance en soi. (TCFr 20)'

As an adolescent, she sPoke of the

had experienced ín her childhood'

to huroílitY and masochism:

e1le ne se jugeaít Pas
vraiemenÈ bien. (IUFR,

"grand déIaíssemenË" (MJFR' 256) which she

A consequence of this was her inclination

digne dtêtre aimée par quelqutun de

328) .

Françoise; like Zaza, had fe]-t unloved êS â. child. Born ínto â wealthy

bourgeoisfamilyinverdunandtheeldestofthreechildren,herfather(like

Zaza,s) displayed an ovelt preference for her sister - who \¡7as younger than her'

(46) Her actual name r¡ras Madame (Louis) Morel'.' She is almost certainly 'rcette Dame"

to whom Beauvoír dedicated pytrtis .t "cittéas in 1944 and to whom Sartre dedicated

his pl-ay Huis CLos , ín L947 '
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IIer uother, devoted body and soul to her husband, merely exhl-bíted t'uiie

affection très conventionnelle" towards her children. (47) ner parents both

being very plous, Srançolse was sent, as a demi-penslonnaire, to the Oiseaux

convent, where she found somè consolatlon in Èhe t'chaleureuse estime'r (MJtrR,

40) which the nuns showed her. AparÈ from thisi

e1le se jeÈa dans l'êtude eÈ dans la dévotion. (ì'tlFR' 40) '

At twenÈy, she fell in love with a cousin who - unfortunately - preferred

. (44¡ This only reinforced her rrsusceptibilitétt and"rancuo.".(49)someone else.'

I^Ihen she met Georges de Beauvoir, later in her twentieth yeat, she could

scarcely believe his v¡anting to marry her. Her gratitude towards.trim

r^ras even greater after her marriage, when her husband did not hold it against

her that she was unable to provlde her promised dowry' Her father, a banker

in Verdun, had lost his capital (and that of several others) in speculation'

Trançoise \¡ras so ashamed that she broke off all contact wíth the people she

had knov¡n in verdun. "Déclassée" as an object of exchange, she felt she had

deceived her husband and that their marriage had Èaken place on false assumptlons Í

ElIe se trouva sublíme qrre /õeorg."-7 ne 1ui en tÎnt-pas rígueur
et toute sa vie elle se'".rrtit en fãute devant 1ni.(50)

The insecuríty and feeling of worthlessness of Zaza anid Françoise made

them all the more ready to worship the man they loved as a kind of god. Zaza

r^rroÈe to Sirnone asking her to convey a message to Pradelle:

Une Mort très douce
He preferred Germaíne

p. 49.
, another cousin. They became the parents of Títite

¡

I

fr

{!

(47)
(48)
and Jacques. He dl-ed in a car accident when the children were still young.
(4e) Une Mort très douce p. 50.
(50) ibid., p. 53.
Another example of how her dependent economic situation contributed to the
t'dévouêtst'material and psychological ínsecurity is Sartrers mother, Madame

Mancy. Beauvoir recounts how she felt she was acting in the lnterest of her

"on by marrTing again. She, too, felt "pleine de reconnaissance" because her
second husband "1tavaít prise en charge ainsi gue son enfant." (Tout compte

fait, p. 105).
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Dites-lui, Slmone, /:.:7qutil nry a pas un être au monde qui mrait
donné et iui pulsse-jañais me donner le bonheur sans mélange, la

Jole ÈoÈale que je tiens de lui et dont Je ne pourrai,jamals, têT9.

sí Je cesse de Ie lui dire, que me Juger très lndigne. (}tr'FR' 353).

Slurilarly, Françoise, at t$lenty, despite her beauty, ttmanquait dtassurance et

de gaiété", (MJFR, 40) and Georges seemed to embody everything she adrnlred' À

lawyer of twenty-eíght, a worldly, cultured and talented man, his posiÈion and

reputation as a ttbrill¿rnt causeur eÈ charmeurt' (ìLIFR, 37) lent him greaÈ

presÈige in her eyes. It seemed to her thaÈ she had chosen to be submíssíve

to thís god-líke fígure. I^Iritlng about the woman ín love ln Le Deuxième sexe'

Beauvoir cournented that:

Þuisqutelle esÈ de toute façon condamnée à la dépendance !---l!--
elle préfère servir un dieu; elle choísl-t de vouloir si ar-ôemfent

"oo "å.l"vage 
quril lui apparaîtra coûtrne lrexpressíon de sa

liberté ' (Sf¡

At first it may well have seemed to Françoise that her t'príson" In¡as a

"royaume', .(sz¡ Georges de Beauvoir had eight years advance on hís r¡ife as well

as hís male prestíge and "à 1a maison, se prééminence était indíscutée.'' (MJFR'

38). He enjoyed the pleasure of introducing his sheltered young wife to life'

to books and physícal love. She was rapídly "annexée à ltunivers de son

époux,,.(S:¡ Françoise adapted herself entirely to her husbandts world, sharing

his name, hís identity, his life. she stopped seeing her women friends, as

Georges found theír husbands boring, and she duly followed him into his world

of ttsalonstt and ÈheaÈre.

At first Françoise enjoyed the novelty of an anímated social life, but it

was riot the milieu to whích she r^ras accusËomed, and she was,out of place:

sa beauté ne la protégeait Pas contre la malveillance; elle était
provinciale, peu dégourdie; dans ce milieu bíen parisien, on a

souri de sa gaucherle. (54)

I

,ì^

I

i
¡l'li

ri

å,

fl$

(s1)
(sz¡

Le Deuxième Sexe II r p. 478.

53
íbid., p.
lbíd., p.
Une Mort

230.
199.

très doucê¡ P.
(

t
s4(,

)
) 52.
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NotwantingtoaPPeardifferent,Françoiseconformedasmuchasshecouldto

attitudes around her, but the values of thís ostentatious theatrical milleu

were in stark contrast to the purltanism and timíd- self-effacement she had

learnt'. at the oiseaux convenÈ school. Iler allegiances: husband and Church--

propagatedopposíngandcontradictoryvlewpointsonlife.I^]íthatraining

ín faith and obedience' rather than 1n critical, independenÈ thlnking' Fran-

çoise adopted the símpler solution of noÈ thinking aÈ all' and simply livlng

with contradíctions' She adopted her husbandrs opiníons on everything except

religíon and in dlscussion with others: "1e dernier quí parlait avait raíson.'(55)

IË did not take many years for the ner^mess of Françoisets glamorous

urarriage to fade, and she had llttle choice but to immerse herself deeper in

the l¡ell-íngrained pattern of self-resËraínt and self-sacrífice' She was only

tr^renty-one when simone was born and the second daughter, Hélène, arrived two

years later. Trançoise had always nourished a desíre to travel' and the best

moments of her youth had been when her father had organized excursions across

the Vosges and Luxemburg , but now she had a husband and childten whose needs

always came fírst, and travelling \,Ias not considered an important priority'

Things rapidly worsened after the financial dísaster of 1919 ' Françoise had

togiveupherhelpinthehouse,andhouseworkhadialwaysboredher.Despite

her belief ín ,,la grandeur du dévouement", 
(56) she could not help feeling resent-

ful about having constantly to check her will and her desires:

Constamment elle stinsurgeaiË conçre les contraintes et 1es

privations qutelle stimposait '\Jt '

(s5) Une Mort très douce p. 64.
(56) íbid. ' P. 53.

I

,l-

I

t

4t'

{t
I

(57) ibid., P. 54.
Beauvoir writes that her faÈher complained bítterly about the sacrifices in=

flicted on !þ by famity l-ife.and poverty:
,,chaque fois que'ra *èrL r.rr de*ãnãait dá lrargent pour le rnénage, il faisait

un éclat; it be plaignait tout-farticulièrern""É dt"-sacrifices que 1ui coût-

aíent ses fitle"ì ,'orr" avions l'impression de nous être indíscrètement imposées

ã sa charité." (ì'L'FR, L77)'
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Motherhood - and the varlous sacrlfices 1t entailed - ulas seen as an

integral part of dévoúement . The t'formatíon morale" of the children (ìtrIFR'

3g) was considered the domaln of women, and for guldance ln thís duty, Françoise

demanda des conseils à la confrärie des t'Mères chrétiennes.t' (MJFR' 41) '

As well as this function, she catered for the childrents welfare, a task

whích r¡/as especially tlme-consumíng on a low budgeÈ:

Ma mère ne gaspillait jamaís une seconde; en lisant, elle trícotait:
quand elle causait avec mon père ou avec des amis, elle cousait,
iavaudait ou brodait; dans les métros et les tramways elle confect-
ionnait des kilomèÈres de "frivolité" donË elle ornait nos jupons'

(MJFR, 67) .

After some years, r^rröte Beauvoir ín Le Deuxièure Sexe, the dévouée is

rarely able to reÈain her íllusions about her perfect husband and the glory

of motherhood. She realizes that marríage "1a voue à la répétition et à la

routíne.tt(58) IIer "dieutt becomes a tyrant, herttoyaumett a ttprisontt, her glory

becomes mere servitude. 
(59) Her role loses its meaning; she no longer finds

justification ín it:

On lui a vanÈé le renoncement, le dévouement; maís il lui semble

souvent fort vain de se consacrer ttà l r.entretien de deux êtres
quelconques jusqutà la fin de leür vie.'t Crest très be2U. de

stoublíér' encore faut-il savoir pour qui' Pour quoí' \ou/

Marriage had seemed to promíse Françoise happiness, fulfilment and sexual

satisfactíon, but the latter, too, gradually proved to be an illusion. I^Ihen

Beauvoir violently denounced marriage in Le Deuxième Sexe, calling l-t an

,,,instítution pervertie"r(Ot)and calling Èhe "principe de mariage" "obscèo""r(62)

she was particularly vehement about the sexual aspect of marriage for \^lomen.

¡
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(sB)
(se)
(60)
(6r¡
(62)

Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 284.
íbid.
ibid.
íbid.
ibid.

p.
p.
P.
p.

230.
285.
286.
225.
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Beauvoir recalls an impressíon of her mother, when she r¿as sl-x or seven

and her mother stlll young and very much in love wlth her husband:

Je la revois un matin - / ...7 pieds nus sur le tapis rouge du

corridor, dans sa longue õh îrise de nuit en toile blanche; ses

cheveux tombaíent en torsade sur sa nuque et j t ai 'eté saisl-e par

Ie rayonnement de son sourire, 1Íé pour moi dtune manière mystéri-
euse à ceÈte chambre dont el1e sortait; je reconnalssais à peine

dans cette fraîche apparítion la grande personne respecÈab1e

qui étaít ma mère. (63)

After fifteen years of marriage, Simone Èells us, her motherrs sÍtuatíon

r¡ras very different. "Ltalliance passée à son doígt 1'avait autorisée ã conn-

aître le plaisJ-r',t - and novr, at thirty-five, she was expected to Tenounce thls

(64)
pleasure too.'

ElIe continuait à dorrnir à coté de lrhonnne qurelle aimait et qui
ne couchait presque plus jamais avec elle: elle espérait, elle
attendait, elle ". "o"""*ãít, 

t" '"¿in' (65)

Beauvoir conments that it is possible her mother genuinely did not know where

her husband was goíng,ín the''evenings, but that it is more probable that she

deliberately chose to ignore it. She was, after all, entirely dependent on her

husband, and the threat of losing hím and what he stood for gave her very

little bargainíng po\^7er and made her extremely open to compromise' As Beauvoir

pointed out in

mariéett:

Le Deuxíème S when discussíng the dependence of ttla femme

il stagíË de savoir t'faire des concessionst'à bon escienÈ; que le
mari dãnne quelque t'coups de canif dans le contrat'r on ferrnera les

i""" t-..¡ . Si elle lui interdit toute aventure, si elle lfexcède

i"t å irveillance, ses.ç;cènes, ses exigences' elle peut f indisposer
toott" elle gravement. (66)

Françoisets lífe was defined and lírnited by her perpetual dependence,

fírst on her father, then on her husband, Èhen, after his death, oD her two

gLrls. Dependence brought with it subservience, self-effacement and a

mu1 titude of contradictions:

(63) Une Mort très douce r P. 51'

(64) rti¿., p. 55.

I
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(6s) ibid.
i66i r.e oeuxième gexe II, p. 269. The expression "donner des coups de canlf
a"r" f. "oo¿fattlr"t 

one hep father used to use, (ÌIJFR, 189ì a¡d again shows

the íófluence.of S.ã.t.roirts'own experience on her ídeas 1n Le Déux1ème Sexe'
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Elle falsalt des scènes ã papa pour des vétllles¡ mais elle nrosait
p* rrrr-ããrå"4., de 1r"rg.rrt, elle nren dépensait pas pour elre et

. aussl p.., q,,. posslble pã.,' oo,,"; elle le laissaf.t docilei:l:-1"?å?i
toutes ses soirées hors ãe la maison et sortii seule Ie dimancþs'\urz

After her husbandrs death, Trançoise was largely dependent for financial help

onhertwogirls-partícularlySimone.Again,thismeantthatshelostthe

right to asserË herself. Just as her dependence on her husband left her wlth

noPohTertointerferewithhÍsacËivities,simonewritesÈhat:

elle a eu à noÈre êgard le
Devenue notre ob1-igée' elle
témoigner ses sentimenEs; al
Prenalt de nous justífíaienÈ

she had said nothing when her husband had disappeared to visit other I¡7omen;

now she was obliged to accept (even if begrudgíngly) simoners free union with

Sartre and the "irrégularíté" of Símoners life style'(69)

onceqgain'notessímonewithironicalhumour,sheadaptedherselfto

contradicÈions by noÈ reflecting too much' she consoled herself that a "union

libre,thras "moifrs impie solnme toute qu'un rnaríage civil"'(70) As for Simonets

writíng:

As alwayst

Souvent choquée Bgf. le contenu de mes livres ' elle étaít flattée
par leur succès.llt¡

shesubduedherinnerdisapprovalinfavouroftheopiníonof

the majority, renouncing her own liberty'

Trançoise revealed her actual potential after her husband died' ín 1941'

leaving her with no money. At fífty-four, despite her "violent "h"gtio"!72)

she developed new initiaÈive. She studied, took exams and passed an apprentice-

ship in order Èo obtain a ceÏtificate which enabled her to work as an assistant

(6 7)
(68)
(6e)
(zo¡
(71)
(72)

Une Mort très douce
íbid.
ibid., p. 104.
íbid.
ibid.
ibid., p. 25.

rP 60



264.

librarian for the Red Cross. Later she worked - voluntarlly - 1n the 1-ibrary

of an observaÈion sanitorlum and, after that, in the library of a local

Catholic group. She had intended to keep herself by sewíng at home after the

war, but Símone was then in a poslÈion to help her financlally' She learnt

again to r ide a bicycle to',-get herself to work; she studíed languages in

order to vislt poupette and her husband Lionel - r¡ho worked in the díplornatic

servlce and had various postllngs abroad. Àt last she was able to satisfy

',un de ses désirs les plus obstinés": to trav.f . 
(73)She also made ne\^7 r^Iomen

friends and resumed contacÈ with old friends and relations who had been

estranged because of her husbandrs norosíÈy'

Sartrers mother, Anne-Maríe Mancy, had led a llfe as a dévouée which

resembled that of Françoise de Beauvoir. After her death, Beauvoir tells us

of Sartrets impression of his mother:

11 a eu lrimpression que la vÍe avaít écrasé et affadí, sans

cependent 1a briser, une feuune que sa constitution disposait à

la passíon, à la ténacité et même à la violence. (TCF' 110).

Her fírst marriage had been "sans joie"; (TCF, 104) wídowed, Anne-Mari-e

marríed agaÍn for the aake of her son. In both marriages, she was "soumise"

and "dévouée". (TcF, 105). After the death of her second husband, she persuaded

Jean-paul to share her apartment.. She gaily talked of her "troisíème maríage",

(TCF, lO5) and was "Èotalement dévouée à son fils, cortrne elle lravait été à

son mari.rr (TCF, 106). After some years of fríctíon, 'lelle fíntt par adopter

les opinions de son fils", (TCT, 106) - whÍch \^tere' of course, radically

opposed to those of her ex-husband. However, in her case' Madame Mancy

declared that, at eíghty-four, she had finally liberated herself from her

mother, who had been "une mère autoritaire et égoisËe"' (TCF, 104)' I{ith her

new lucidíty, she dLd not harbour romantic illusions about her two marriages.

(73) Une Mort très douce p. 26-27.
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Françolse de Beauvolr, however' never admlÈted that her marriage was

anyÈhlng other than a source of great happiness to her' simone de Beauvolr

corments:

aine suggérant qut1L nravaiÈ
víolemmenÈ rabrouée: ttll mta
Et, certainement, elle ntavait

4)

It is this mauvaise fof r¡hich Beauvoir sees as characteristic of

the 'dévouée. To an ouÈsider, her unhappiness is obvious; however' through

her mothering role and her religíous practÍce, the dévouée- convinces herself

that her lot is more than she could ever have wished for' Not'only does she

refuse to see herself as a víctim: she also is unable to see herbelf as an

oppressor.

b) The ttdévouéett as ODÞTESSOT:

Beauvoir shows that if the fate of the dévouée 1s dependence' and a

life of illusions and disíllusionment, the effect of the dêvouée. is to re-

inforce socíal oppressíon. I,Iithin Èhe family she becomes a burden and a

tyrant,bothtoherhusbandandherchíldren.Atasociallevelsheís

perpetuatingthenythoffemininityandreproducingÈheoppressionofwomen

with her own daughters'

In Le Deuxi ème Sexe Beauvoír showed that the dévouée ís, at the same

time, a vassal and a burden. I^IhÍlst serving her master and her children' she

(7 4) Une Mort très douce P. 57.
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looks to them for Justificatlon for her exlstence' To ensure that her role

contlnues to be necessary, she tries to tie her objects of devotion to her

with bonds of gullt and gratitude. Thus' as an adolescent, Slmone writes

that:

1-asollicitudedemarnèremepesait.(MJFR,107).

Later, when she no longer feels desíred by her husband or needed by her child-

ren'thedévouéemaybecomelncreasinglyobtrusiveandtyrannical:

faute de se sentir índispensâble, elle se rend ímportune, odieuse'(75)

I,trehaveseenËhatthíswassointhecaseofFrançoísedeBeauvoir.

Simone,whowritesabouthermotherwith$reatcompassion,alsoblames

her for oppressing her two daughters as she herself was oppressed, thus per-

solidaríty
petuatlng the condiÈion of l^7omen and undermíning the possibility of

and understanding beÈween them. Beauvoir has frequently stressed thaÈ the

greatdangerÏorachild'-particularlyforagirl-ísthatthemother:

cherchera à compenser à travers 1 | enfant toutes ces frustratíons '

À daughter suffers from the motherrs resentmenÈ of her feminine condition'

for the mother:

projette en elle toute ltarnbiguitê de son rapport à soí' (77)

In the autobíograPhY, Beauvoir describes how Françoise and Madame Mabille

were loving and indulgent when theír girls !/ere young' This was because their

daughters loved and respected them, and turned to them for advice and support'

thus justífying their maternal sacrifices' However' as Èhe gírls gre\^7 uP'

becoming more independent of their mother and expectl-ng to enjoy líberties

which their mothers had not had, they began to pose a threaÈ to their motherrs

raison dtêtre:, which I^/as to be needed, and to undermine their motherts glory'

Le Deuxième Sexe II '

(7 6)

ibid. ' P
ibid. ' p

327 .
332.

(75)
(zo¡
(77)

p. 498.
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SimonedeBeauvoirobviouslyhadherornmmotherlnmlndwhenshewrote'

in Le Deux ième Sexe about the jealousy a mother sometimes feels towards

herdaughter,whoselifesellìstobebeginning,whereaheror^misbecoming

meaningless:

AceËtenouvellevenues'offrent'contrelarêpétltionetla
routtnã q"i "ã"a 

re rot de 1r aí]nâe, des posslbíliËés encore

lndéfinies: ce sonÈ "ã" "n"rr.es 
gue la mère envie et détesÈe;

nepouvantlesfairesiennes,elleessaiesouvenÈdelesdirnin_
uer, de les supprimer: elle garde sa fille ã la maison' la

surveille, la tyra,.,,i"",-"rrã ra fagote exprès, elle lui refuse

rous loislrs, .rr. .riiå a"o" des gg!ères sauvages si 1'adoles-

cente se maquilrt' "i-äil;-;;;o;;;' 
(78)

Simone rras "si mal habillée" by her mother (ì'IJFR' 278 that she lras an embarrass-

ment t'o the Mabille family in the comPany of friends and, on one occasion' Zaza,

without telling her why, discreetly lent Sirnone one of her dresses to l^Iear; lJhen

Simoner¡asnineteett,ZazapersuadedhertohaveherhircutinthenewsÈyIe

and the girrs managed to procure Madame de Beauvoirrs grudgíng consent' However'

the latter vras so annoyed that she had had her hand forced that she refused to

allowSimonetohaveitprmedintoshapeafterwards-soSimonehadgained

nothing.IdhenSimonewastwenty,hercousinMadelej-evísitedherinParis.

llhenSímoneimítatedhercousinbyputtlngalittlerougeonhercheeks,her

mothercreatedagreatfuss,toldhertoremoveitatonceandadministered

her a ,,soufflet". (MJFR, 268). She rarely allowed Simone to go out ln the

evenings - alone or with fríenils'

}üehaveseenhowMadameMabillewasadamantthatZazas]nouldnotstudy

further - despite her daughterrs obvíous intelligence' and how she obliged her

daughtersEomarrythemansheselectedforthem.amantheywereunableto

love. Her insensitivity to her daughtersr happlness is particularly striklng in

the light of her o!Ûn experience' whlch Zaza toLd Símone:

(za¡ LeDeuxíème Sexe II, P. 336.
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Elle me raconta que M.l"lab1lle avalt plusieurs foís demandé en vain
Ia maÍn de sa cousine; bel1e, ardente, vlvace, Gulte Larivíère
Æme. Mabí11e7 redoutait ce polytechnicÍen sévère; cependent, elle
menait au pay-s basque une exlstence retirée, et les partis nrafflu-
alent pas; ã víngt-clnq ans, sous Itimpérleuse presslon de sa mère,

elle sà résigna à dire ouí' (MJFR, 117) '

IÈ seems, índeed, that each dévouée took 1t upon herself to ensure that her

daughter 1ed as narro\^l an existence as she had done'

At the same tlme as vigorously reinforcing the different set of values

applled to r^romen and to men, rnre have seen Èhat Françoise de Beauvoírtsttself-

lessness" v¡as only practised within the famíly. Identifying with the bourgeoisie

meant accepting and propa gatíng her husband I s views, who, "P"t ses opiní orrt , !-l ' .7

appartenaít à son époque et à sa classe." (MJIR, 38). Like him' Françoise was

ardently naÈionalistic, xenophobíc and anti-semitic, People l^7ere aPpraised

accordíng to their status: the místress of a friend was shunned due to lack of

respectability; Simoners cousln Jacques \¡Ias encoutaged because of his financial

prospects:

Jacques était assuré dtune situatlon confortabLe: ¡ ..1f- 9ue11s
aubaine pour une fille sans dot! Chaque fois que-ma-mère prononç-
ait son norn, elle esquissait un souríre drune díscrétion appuyée.

(ì,LIFR, 200) .

I^Iíth a complete lack of feeling for women ín less privileged situations

than herself, Françoise, shortly before her death, complained to Simone about

her one night at the public hospital at Boucicaut:

"Les femmes du peuple, tu sais coûment elles sont: e1les geignent.tt(79)

She was iurplying that the bourgeois dévouéê ís superior because she does not

make any noise. Religion and self-effacement had taught her the glory írnplicit

in silent suffering and martYrdom.

(7e) Une MorÈ très douce p. 27.
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Before concluding Èhis section on t'la dévouée'!, t" turn to the woman

whom Beauvolr calls luladame Lemaire. since our author tells us very llttle

aboutherasawifeandmother,sheisneitherportrayedasavíctlmoran

oppressor. Shewasobviouslya\^TomanwíthasÈrongandindependentpersonality.

l"fadame Lemaire was forty when símone first met her , ín 1929 ' Her upbríng-

ing made her a most unusual woman' Born of French parents in Àrgentína, she

had escaped the narro\^I restrictions which would have been imposed upon her as

a young girl tiving in Paris. Her mother had died when she vras young' and her

father, a doctor, lras a "libre penseur". (FA, 39) ' She had enjoyed ttune éduc-

ation résolument virile'r. Together wíth her elder sister' she had learnÈ

,,lrhorreur des superstitions et la valeur dtun bon raisonnement"' (T'A' 39) '

Theygallopedtheirhorsesacrossthepampasandmadethemostoftheirun-

restrictedlife.Intheirlateteens,bothgirls\^TeresenttoParis,wherean

auntr,,fernme de colonel eÈ dévote|', íntroduced them to bourgeoís Parisían

customs. (FA, 39). Both girls' thoroughly bewildered' married'

Monsíeur Lemaíre \¡ras a wealthy doctor, and the couple had two children'

Albert and Jacquelíne. However, after the First tr^lorld I^Iar' the doctor became

an invalid and shut himself up in his room' Trom this time on' wriÈes simone:

Mme Lemaire se consacrait à lui, à ses enfanÈs, à de vieilles Parentes'
à díverses épaves, elle avait renoncé à vivre pour son comPte. (FA' 39)'

Nevertheless, because of her emotional dístance from French socíety and

becauge she was not religíous, Madame Lemaire remained what appeared to Símone

a most unconventíonal uToman, Outside her role as nurse to her husband and

moÈher to her children, she had developed a very close fríendship with Pierre

pagniez r(80)a friend of Sartrers, whom she had originally employed to give

her son some extra tuition. This also made her an unusual and interesting

r¡roman in Beauvoirrs eYes.

(80)'?ierre Pagniez" \^las actually Pierre Guille'
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' Madane Lemaire regularly fnvited simone and sartre to stay in her husbandrs

country house, La Pouèze' ÍLeax Angers' or at Juan-les-Pins, the house she had

inherited from her father near Nantes. She was a benevolent hostess: the house

was always full of guests and friends of her children:

ãlacarnpagne'commeàParÍs'MrneLemaireavaiÈledon:onse
sentait ùiãn dans ses parages ' (FA' 536) '

Duringther^lar,MmeLemaire,whoresídedatÈhistimeatLaPouèze,notonly

looked after a Large house of people, but she and her daughter were always on

call when her husband needed her:

l"f.Lemaire, depuis 1a déclaraÈíon de guerre, ne quiÈtalt plus son lít;
ir ".rãii-å""-ã".a" 

drangoisse quí 1e mettaient en sueur; à son appel,

safemmeousafillesepréciplÈaientet,parfois,ellesrestalent
des he'res auprès de lui à lui díre des mots t'econfortants. (F4, 537)'

As well as this, the two Lemaire I¡lomen spent a great deal of time preparing

packages of food to send Ëo their friends in Paris, such as Beauvoir and Sartre'

ellesdormaientàpeineetnechômaientjamais.(IA,537).

Madame Lemaire had always espoused conservatíve political opínions.

Beauvoir tells us:

Elle était contre la gratuité de lfenseígnement (des boursiers, ça
' suffisait bien), contre 1a sécuríté sociale (à cause des abus),

contre les tarifs syndicaux (au nom de la liberté du Èravail). (FC' 159).

They all disregarded each otherrs polítical opinions, until, in the fífties'

Beauvoir and Sartre became increasingly involved ín politics and far more

radical Èhan before. Madame Lemaire particularly dísapproved of their attitude

to Algeria; she herself was "algérie française" and, like Pagní-ez ' I^7as

disgustedbytheManífestedes12lwhichbothsartreandBeauvoírsigned.

To conclude, in Èhe autobiography Simone de Beauvoir shows that the

.dévouée r^ras a bundle of contradíctions. As a Christían, she was taught

humílity, submission and goodness towards others. As a dependent and dutiful
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daughter and wife, she was taught to love her parents or her husband uncondltlon-

ally. However, as a member of the bourgeoísle, she ardently defended the

privileges of her orn¡n class at the expense of the less forÈunate. She also

learnt to accept and reject people according to criteria such as status and

respectability.

Beauvoir shows that, |n thís way, the dévouée becomes the very vehicle

for transmiÈtíng the values which oppress not only the coloníal peoples and

the working class but also Èhe female sex. An uncritical defender of marríage,

the farnÍly and (except for Madame Lemaire), the Church, she represents the

maln force of censorship and repression to the next generation of females.
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Despite the detaÍl with whlch she portrays these \¡lomen, all - except for

01ga, who was a life-l-ong close frlend - vTere marglnal figures in Beauvoirrs

l-ife. Even though BeauvoÍr saw víolette Leduc regularly after 1945, she

certaínly would not have considered her strange relationship with thís woman

a close frlendship. I^Ihy, then, does she dwe1l on these hTomen at some length

ín the autobfography? It .ls evídent that Beauvolr descríbes thelr lives ín

ordertomakeapoint.Onceagain,sheisshowingthereaderhownotto

"perdre la partíe" whÍch is life' (82)

1) Narcissism.

sigurund Freud claims that the term t'narcíssism" was first used ín 1899

and meanÈ auto-eroticism.(83) tn" !'Iord \^7as taken' of course' from the Greek

legend of Narcissus. In Ovidrs story, Narcissus caught sight of his reflect-

ion in the clear \^Iater of a pool and f ell in love with the form he beheld '

not realizi,ng it was himself. The story ends ín tragedy: by only being capable

of loving himself , Narcissus brought about hís or^m desÈruction'

Freud, who fírst used the term in 1914, saw narcissl-sm as a purely

sexual phenomenon, which, in its extreme form, became a perversion' He claímed

that a narcissistíc ÈyPe of object love is characteristic of women a¡d that

this tttype,, loves either ttwhat he is himself tt, ttwhaÈ he once vlastt, ttwhat he

vrould like to be" or "someone who was once a part of hímself."(84)g" added that:

such women love only themselves with an intensity comparable to
that of the man's love for thern'(85)

(82) Pour une morale de lrambi iré p. 32-33.
(83) rhe word was fir st used bY Paul Näcke in 1899 "to denote the attitude of a

person wt'o ll. . J experiences sexual P leasure in gazing at, caressing and fond-

1íng his boTY I t iIl cornplete gratifica tion ensues upon these activities."
Freud. "On Narcissisrn. An
Translated under suPervisi
(34) Freud. "On Narcissísm
(85) ibíd., p. 111.

Introduction." (1914) ín
on of Joan Rivière. I{oga

Collected Papers.
rth Press, 1934, p.

Vo1. iv.

An Introductíonr" p. 47.
30.



Freud attemPted to exPlain whY it should be that such self-centred !'Iomen

should have great powers of seduction:
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the characterr Estelle Rigault, is an extreme narcíssíst'

tine gaze of others upon her to feel that she exisÈs

sm. An Introduction", P. 64'
p. 303, P. 318.

of a chl1d lies to a great exten

sufficiency and inaccãssíbility' (86)

BeforeBeauvoir,sarËrehadexpandedtheideaofnarcissismfromFreudIs

líbldinalviewpoint.Hehadstressedtheimpactontheindividualofthegazeof

others. In L t Etr e et le néant he had made Èhe Point:

à chaque ínstant autruÍ roe regarde' l-"J Sí lton me regarde'

en ef f eÈ , i ' ai "oo""i"i"ä-¿; 
ãEtã-obj d't ' 

(€7)

Sartre maintained that a reactúon on the part of the "objet"' of "fiértê" of

"vanité"t,¡as "un sentiment sans équilíbre et de mauvaise foltt:

agír sur Autrui en tant que je suis
force ou cet esprít quril me confère

n objet, je Prétends en user' Par un

ter Passivement drun sentiment

.:In Huísclos.whichsartre\drotei¡runediatelyafterthepublícatíonof
(8e)

L'EÈre eÈ le néant

She needs mirrors and

(so¡ttpour de vraítt.'

(86)
(87)

Freud. t'on Narcissi
L t Etre et le néant

(BB) ibid., p. 338.
nning of sun¡ner, 1943, and shortlY

(Be) L'Etle et 1e néant appeared at the begi

afterwards Sartre r,rrote
Huis clos.

the play whích was f irst entitled Les Autres and became

(90) Este lle declares:
"quand je ne me voís pas, j tai beau me tâter' ie me demande si jtexiste pour de

. ttvral_. Paris: Gall imard , 1:947, LÍvre de Poche, P' 36)'

Descríbing her lÍ fe before death, she saYS:
à coucher. /.-. .7 Quand j e parlais, j e

"I1yasixfrandes glaces dans ma chambre

mtarrangeais Pour quril y en ait une où je puísse me regarder. I Je me voYais

conme les gens me voyaient, ça me tenai t éveiXlée. r' (p. 37 )

The portralt of Estell e could well have been insplred bY Simon e Jolívet. (Carnille) .
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In an interview in 1g76, Sartre sunmed up his understandtng of narcissism:

Le narclssisme, selon moi, est une cerEaine manière de se contempler

réflexívement, d;-;iaimer, c!est une façon de vouloir se retrouver

;;i-õ;"" s'iiagine être åans ce qu'on falt, bref, crest un rapport

constant ã soi, soi.ntétant pas diallleurs exactemenÈ Ie sol actif
q,ri-p"tf., 9ul Pense, qui,fÇVt, Qui agit' maÍs pluËôt un personnage

fabriqué à Partir de'l-uf ' 
(91)

Beauvoir herself Èook up sartrefs emphasis on the gaze of the other and

the ,,dédoublementrt of the se1f, to reinterpret what Freud had observed was

womenrs greater Èendency to narcissism. she stressed the importance to both

ferrrale and male ínfants of "les glaces" and "le regard de ses parentsr' '(sz¡

She agreed with Sartre that both sexes experience at an early age "la première

tentation de 1,ínauÈhenÈicité".(93) However, she declared, with Treud, that

the little boy finds a source of pride ín his penis:

Ie pénis esÈ posé par le sujet comme sol-même et autre que soi-même;

la Èranscendance spécifique--stincarne en lui de manj-ère saississable
et iI est source de fieria'(g¿)

Unlike Freud, Beauvoír claimed that the value attribuËed to the penis ís due

solely to the socíal pre-emfnence of the male and the father' She agreed wíth

Freud that the little girl, without a penis, learns Èo regard her whole body

as the equivalent of the Phallus:

elleestqq¡duiteàsefairetoutentièreobjet,àseposercon0me
ÏAutre' (95)

According to Beauvoir, the girlrs narcíssism is encouraged, as she grows

up, bY the position of women ín society as Passive sexual objects'

lapuberté1uiarévelécecorpscofllmepassifetdéslrable.

(er¡
r976
(ez¡
(s:¡

Sartre. ItEntretíens sur moí -même" in SituaÈions X. ?aris: Gallimard,
198.

Deuxième Sexe I' P. 88.
ibid., p. 89.

(94) ibid.

(e 6)

r P'
Le

ibíd.
Le Deuxi

(es)
(e6) ème Sexe rr, p . 460. (cf . Freud, p' 273' nA5)
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Thus '
the narclssistlc young \^loman, \,üho, t'depuis lr enfance t"'I srest apparue

corrme un obJeÈ", contemplates her or^m bodyttavec un regard dtamant'

" 
(98)

sPlltÈingoftheselflntothesubjectwhogazesuponthe''objetfemelle

extends to Èhe ¡¿omants whole exisÈence:

Sa vle tout entière se transfigureen un drame sacrê'
(ee)

The narclssist, Beauvoir conments, ís not neceÈsarily beautiful' she may

tryÈobethecentreofatÈentionthroughotshermeans.I^Ihetherseeking

admiration or PitY, narcissists:

orËbesoínderegardspourlescontempler,dIoreillespourlesécouter;
à leur personnage' il faut Ie plus grand publíc possible'(100)

Becauseofthisabsoluteneedforotheg,thenarcissistneit'herescapes''dépend-

ance,,norrresclavage".(101) InIhat begins as complicity may easily become an in-

ability to disËinguish "le jeu,,from "la vérité".(102) Freudrs interest in

narcissism had been sparked off by his preoccupation r¡ith the 'rparaphrenias",

ínwhichgroupheplacedparanoia.Beauvoirsimilarlystressedthatthe

narcissist'sself-decepËíonriskedbecomingrealinsanity:

elles|enfoncedanslanuitdelamauvaisefoíetfínitSouvent
p", aãiiï.r-".r.o* drelle un délire p"t"noi"que.(r03)

z) Formation of the Jrfarcissist.

Blanchette, Camille, Olga and Líse - Beauvoir becarne acquainted with

them in that order - r¡rere all ín Èheir late teens or early twentíes when she

Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 460.

"(97).¡¡i"

(e7)
(la¡
( ee)
( r00)
(r01)
(102)
(103)

1btd.
ibid. ' p

ibid., p
íbld., p
íbid., p
ibid., p

467 .

468.
475.
465.
476.
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first met them. They seemed refreshingly dif f erent from the I^lomen she had

knovm in the past; they seemed not only intel-ligent, but also lively and

rebelllous. They exhlblted a scornful disdain for social conventions. un-

married, they shocked slmone with Èheir casual attitude to sex. It seemed

that they were full of potential and that they would become unusual, lndepend-

ent hTomen. It was only gradually Èhat símone realized that their rebelllous-

ness r^ras not intended to ttvaincre le sorttt; it was merely ttune protestation

symbolique,'.(104) The young narcissist, vlrote Simone, remained t'ancrée dans

lrunivers enfantínil from which she was unwllling Èo escape' IIer attemPts at

revolt were more ,'specÈaculaires",than 'refflcacest'.(105) They remained what

Sartre called "gestes" rather than being purPoseful tractes".(106)

Beauvoir tells us very little about the girl she cal1s BlanchetÈe l^leiss.

A fellow student of Simoners at the sorbonne, Blanchette, whose aPPearance \¡Ias

not aÈ all striking, impressed Simone with her apparent intelligence and

knowledge. Beauvoír wrítes:

je fus mádusée par son bagou philosophique; elle arnalgamait les
Ápéculations nétaphysÍques et les commérages avec une volubílíté
que je pris pour de f intelligence' (MJtrts', 237)'

Living with her parents in a luxuríous aPartment on Avenue Kléber'

(104) Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 111.
(los) ibid.
(106) For Sartre, actions which are underÈaken in bad faith are not t'actes"

at all buÈ merely t'gestesr'. In Les Mots,iþs had described how his actions'
as a child, became unreal because of his preoccupation with bei38 -seen:

',Jusque dans Ia solitude j'étais en représentation'r. (p. 62). /-...2 J:9a31:
,rn fá,rx enfant / ... 7; je senÈaís mes acÈes se changer en gestes. (p'73-74) '
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Blanchette obviously considered herself someone very "p""r"tÍ107) Just as

Simone did at that tine, she rrattachait le plus grand prix à sa vie intérleurer'.

She told Simone'lcomplaisammenC':

ttJtal une âme de concierge proustiennett. (MJFR, 237).

She also líked to believe she resembled Francis Jammest heroine, Clara

dtEllébeuse, with her heavy golden curls:

sous ses frisons et ses PomPÒns, "llç^.t" 
prenait pour une soeur

de clara dtEllébeuse. <uirn, 238)'(r08)

BlancheÈte claimed imperiously that she ttdédaignait la richesset', but

disconcerted Simone by assertÍng that the only way to ignore money was to have

sufficient, and with this ín nínd, she htas prepared to have a "maríage

dtíntérêt" arranged for her. (MJFR, 238).Gradually, Símone became aware of

Blanchetters "síngulíer narcíssisme", (ìtrIR, 238) realízing that Blanchette

vras not as inËeresting as she thought she was. The two girls ceased to see

each other and we hear no more of Blanchette'

Sirnóne met Camille when she was twenËy-one; the latter hTas twenty-five

or six. Camille and SarÈre had been lovers before Simone met Sartre and he

painted a glowing picture of thls rather exÈraordínary \^toman to Simone. This

was the flrst of a number of occasions in her life ín which Simone had cause

to feel threatened by beautiful and confident, narcissistic !üomen.

Everyone who knew Carnille, and parLicularly Sartre, vlas impressed with her

(107) Someone else who liked Ëo consider herself someone very sPecial was

Simone Labourdin, who had been a lover of Marcots, and whom Beauvoir met

when she r¡as teaching ín Rouen. She comnents:
t'A,t jour le jour' elle mragaçait par son souci de se const ruire une vie si
riche, sl ttvariéett que du haut de sa future gloire Marco ne pût pas la- dédaign-
er: ell e truquait la réallté, elle bour souflait ses expóriences i I ...7 elle
sty appliquait avec un sérieux navrant. (FA, 165).
(1oB) Clara drEllêbeuse is a story contained in Francis Jamnesr: Le Roman du

Lièvre. Paris: Mercure de France' 1934.
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beauty, her tlindépèndencett, t'1" violence de ses ambitionstt and her ttacharne-

ment au travail'r. (TCf, 76). Canille herself never lacked confldence in her

future. !trhen slmone met her, she had moved to ParÍs' !{as studying acting and

had becorne Èhe mlsÈress of the famous Charles Dullln, who had created the

Théâtre de ltAtelíer, where he was now directo=' (109)

El-le se promit à un destin exceptíonnel' (FA, 7L)'

Actíng did not satisfy her, for - as she told people:

Ie travail de ltinterprète est secondaire; elle voulait créer.
(rA, 74) .

She boasted thaÈ she intended to write plays with a major role for herself;

in Ëhe meantime she was apparently planníng a novel and wríÈing some storles.

Beauvoir only knew what Camille herself had told her or Sartre about

her childhood, and Camille always recounted events "sous une fígure légend-

aire" so that the truth vras never clear. (TCF, 88). Beauvoir \^7as not able to

accounË for Ëhe "faiblesse originelle" (TCF, 88) whích made Camílle the

narcissisË she was, headed, just 1ikê Ovidts Narclssus, towards her own '¡':)

downfall.

Carnille's farnily did not belong to the wealthy bourgeoisie: her faÈher

ornmed a pharmacy in Toulouse. He took pleasure, however, in impartíng to hls

daughter his enthusiasm for some great fígures such as Michelet and George

Sand and for certain periods of hístory. Cam1lle r^ras an only child until the

family adopted a little gypsy gir1, when Camille was stiIl young. Zína became

Cau¡-llets t'complicett; indeed, she liked to call herself Carnillets "esclave".

(FA, 7L). Camílle read a great deal and dreamed an enorrnous amount. She was

(109) Charles Dullin (1885-1949) founded Èhe Atelier ín.192À' and abandoned

I

,I

t
I

\
i,

t

I

I

1

ir in 1940 to become co-director of the Théâtre de Paris.
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inteltlgent but not dedicaÈed, and she gave up the courses she began, rather

desultorily, at unlverslty. Her opiníon of herself was by no means irnpaired

by this:

Elle s'émerveillait drunir la beauté à l-rlntelligence et que l'une
êt Llautre fussent chez elle d'une qualíté si singulière' (FA' 71) '

It seems to have been her relaÈionship with rnen which enabled her to

lose touch thoroughly with her real self. Às a child òf níne, she had been

,rpatiemment dépucélée par un ami de l-a famílle". (FA, 71). At eighteen, she

became a hígh-class courtesan' actÍng out various roles with a great deal of

flair:

Camille avait un sens aígu de la mise en scène; attendant un client
dans le salon qui luí étaít réservé, elle se tenait debout devant

la cheminée, nue, ses longs cheveux dénoués, et elle lisait Michelet
ou, plus tard, Níetzsche. Sa culture, Ses subtilités, sa superbe

éblouissaient 1es notaires, les avocats , eÈ ils pleuraient dradmir-
ation sur 1roreiller. Certains nouèrent des liaísons avec elle, Ia
comblèrent de cadeaux, lremmenèrent en voyage' (FA, 72)'

Like Blanchette tr{eiss, Camílle liked to thínk she resembled certain

famous and cultured women. In particular, she saw herself as another George

Sand - the woman her father had admired, and who, of course, had worked

assiduously, written prolifically and rnras renowned as a seducer of men'

Beauvoir tells us Èhat she also liked to think of herself as the equal of Enily

Brontê. sartre, too, conlnented ín an íntervie\^/r that camille ttse voyait avec

les soeurs Bronti!.rt(110) Fond of art, she also fancied that her features

resembled those of Àlbrecht Dürer'

The images she projected fascinated people and were an integral part of

her art of seduction. Sartre had entered willingly into her games. l'Ihen they

(110) "Sartre et les fenrnes." An intervier¿ with Catherine Chaîne, in Le Nouvel

observateur. N. 639, (Z-t3 février, L977)
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rdere lovers, they rTrote each other letters whlch she signed Rastignac and he

Vautrin.(111)Her ,grand pouvoir de séducÈlonrr (TcF, 76) worked with others'

too. Ilerbaud told Slrnone that Camille \¡as "une surprenanÈe personnet" (FA' 7L) '

OÈher frfends were enchanted by her or, at the very least' surprised by her'(112)

Tor someone líke Carnllle who ,,trouvaít sa ùie bien plate'' (FA, 75) ' in

comparison with her romantic conception of the lives of the great figures she

ídolized, it was far more feasible for her to make a sPectacular impression by

cultivatlng her image than by the hard work and commiturent.which was ínvolved

inbecoul-ingagreatactressoragreatwriter.shewasfírrr]-ycaughÈinLhe

trap of I'narcissisme"' (FÀ, 79)'

olga Kosakíewícz \^ras a student ín Beauvoírrs philosophy class when the

latter was teaching in Rouen. other teachers poínted 01ga out as a girl with

,,de la personnalíté". (FA, 170). Although, to simone, 01ga who was nine years

younger than her, ,,r,était qutune enfant", (FA, 173) they saw each oÈher a

few times, in 1933, ouÈside school hours'

I

,ì-

I

I

1i

I
i,

I

I

i

es himself - although the difference'
, which he then dropped, whereas Carnílle
e Èells us ín his Preface to Nízanrs

gine they were Rastignac and VauÈrin -
;h"rr"t.r" in Balzacts Le 3ère Goríot-- ãt other heroes from classlcal works' He

explains Èhat in "o 
¿olGlTEã'=uffi-flattered their ovn egos and showed off

to each other their knowledge of líterature' Beauvoir writes that in the first

years of her relationstrip with Sartre, they would sometimes pretend to be

different characters - a garne they enjáyed, but which had nothing Èo do wíth

(TCF, 76).
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- Olga, btond and attractlve' hlas known by the teachers as ttla Petite Russet"

and with her RussLan father - a nobleman who had fled Russia after the revolution

- and her Ï'rench mother who had met her father when teachtng 1n Russia' she felt

different from the other girls'

et ell-e avalÈ toujours tenu cette différence Pour une supérlorité'
(FA, 236).

Her parents, although politically conservatíve, were non-conformist and fnculc-

ated in 01ga ttle dégoût des conventions, des superstitíons, de la bêtfse et des

traditionnelles vertus françaises". (FA, 236). Nbíther'01ga nor' her younger

sister, l,Ianda, ever believed in God. The girls hrere sent Èo boarding school at

Angoulême and then Rouen, while théir parents were in Greece and then Beuzevllle

for Monsieur Kosakjlevj:czrs work as an engineer' Confronted with the dÍscipline'

the routlne, the "préjugés: and I'sottíses'l of a French boardíng school for gífls'

Olga acutely felt the disparity between her ímage and what she felt was her real

self:

du fond dtune Russie qul nrexisËait plus, une petite demolselle,
'eLév'ee ã lrlnstitut des Jeunes Filles nobles, consídérait avec

hauteur 1técolière olga D., confondue dans 1a masse des externes

rouennaises; e1le urépiisaít ce Ëroupeau, elle nty appartenait pas:

et pourtant, e1le se trouvait dans ses rangs, et nulle part
ailleurs. (FA, 236).

OIga passed her -b-accglaufégq brillianÈly' Her parents'' who did noÈ

believe that marrlage was a career and who \¡rere allare of her capacities ' wanted

her to learn a professíon. They chose medicine, "sans Èenír compte du peu

dratÈraít que ces études avalent pour 01gat'. (FA, 236)' Olga herself was more

attracted to ballet or architecture, but these options were ruled out for varlous

reasons. The result was thaË olga losË interest in her studíes and failed

hermedicalentranceexaminatíonstwíceínsuccessíonin1935.

After this, Beauvoir and sartre proPosed that she study philosophy -

since she had come top of her class in this subject aÈ school' Her parents

consented to them giving her private tuition. However' once again, 01gals
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futurewasbelngdecidedforherwiËhouÈherbeingcommíttedtothedeclslons

made. It transplred that abstract speculations did not really interest her'

Indeed, she lacked moÈlvation altogether for her studles'

Ilyadesgensqueladlfflcultêstimule.:el1edécourageait0lga.
persuadée depuis "orr-ãri"oce 

qu'elle nrappartenait pas à la socí-

été qui lrentouraral "ir" n'escomptaít pãs qutaucun avenir lry
attendît: demaln, på'' elle, exístait à pelne; 1|an prochain,

absolument pas; elle faisaii peu de différence entre un projet et

un rêve. (FA, 24O) '

Havlng abandoned phltosophy, 01ga attempted to elevaÈe her faillngs to positive

qualítÍes:

However t it was noÈ until Sartre decíded that he was infatuated wiÈh

olgathat,,lapeÈiteRusse''ceasedtobeacharmíngcompaniontoSimone.
(113)

Beauvoir,s description of the way in which olga was transformed by sartre into

an object makes it apparent that iÈ was also impossible for olga not to react

narclssistlcally. Beauvolr admits that' since she could noÈ bear any "désaccord"

between her and sartre, she tried to see olga "avec 'les yeux de sartre"' (FA, 263) '

aulieudetranquillementnouscomplairedansnosrapPortsavec
Olga, nous 1uí substituâmes un rnythd' /l'17 Nous Ia chargeons

donc de valeurs et ãe symboles. Elle dãviñt Rimbaud, Àntigone,

Ies enfants terríbles, ,rn ange noir qui nous jugeait du haut

drun ciel de diamant' (FÀ' 250) '

Beauvoir stresses that 01ga (unlike carnille) had not been responsible for

creatíng these myths abouÈ herself:

Ellenefaisaitrienpourprovoquercettemétamorphose;aucont-
raÍre: elle s'"r, "grçäit; 

àlle áétestaít le personnage merveil-
leux qui lui volaii å" pi""". Mais elle était impuissante à

.tpã.i.. qu'il ne 1a dévorât' (FA' 250)'

touÈ effort lul semblait méprisabl-e, la prudence une mesquinerle,

la persévérance ,t" *t""ooge à soí; áfft ntaccordait de prix qurà

ses émotíons: ""-q,,to" 
toipt"nd avec sa tête ne ItinÈéressait pas'

(FA, 246) .

(ïI3) sartre tended to like \^7omen who contested his very values' for' writes

Simone, nothing threatened hís values in his ovrr mind'
,,A Berlin, í1 s'ãiait intéressé ã Maríe Girard en grand partie parce qu'elle ne

tenaít à rien, ne voulait rien, ne croyaít à peu près à ti:lt. et certainement

pas à la suprém"ii"-ã" la littàrature ât a" 1tart." (FA' 248) '
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olga had to respond somehow to the lmage of herself which the others proJected

onto her:

cienne Olga srescamotait Èout â

artre réclamait; Parfois, elle
e montraft Plus fémlnlne, Plus
moi; Parfois, elle sren frritait

ême acerbe; mals elIe ne Pouvait
en aucun cas ne Pas en tenir comPte' (TA, 263)'

parË of 01gats attracÈion for Sartre and Beauvoir was her refusal to

accept social- conventions ' Beauvoir writes:

nous avions le culte de la jeunesse, de ces tumulÈes' ses révoltes'
sa liberté, son intransigeance. Par son inpetuositér par son

""arãri"*., 
Ofga ltincarnaìt avec éclat. EIle s'insurgeait - non

seulemenÈ ått páióf.s, nais dans ses conduites - contre les convent-

ions, les ínstítutions, les consígnes, les routines et les limites;
elle'refoulait la faim eË le soumeil, et se moquait de la raison'

(FA, 250).

once again, however, it became obvious to Beauvoir, after a time' that Olgats

rebellíon hras stagy rather Lhan effecÈive - such as on the occasion r^rhen she

held a lít cígarette to her hand ttavec une patíence maniaque"' (FA, 266-267)'
(114)

In Le Deuxíème Sexe Beauvoir had commented:

La jeune f1lle se regarde souffrir: elle cherche dans son propre

ão"ür 1e goût de la violence et de la révolte plutôt qu'e1le ne

s'l-ntéresse à leurs résulta¡5.(f15)

o1ga, Iíke the other gír1s, I^ras tempted by Èhe apParent easiness of

impressing simply by projecting a certain lmage' Belng required much less

effort than doing, and as long as she v/as young;'-she could stlll ¡eap a certain

glory from her potential for a brílliant future'

one other portrait of a narcissistic young gír1 ís that of Lise oblanoff'

Lise r^ras one of Beauvoir t s pupíls , whom she rnet in 1940 when she was teaching

(114)
(11s)

The same episode 1s recounËed in more detail in LrInviÈéer PP' 358-359'

Le Deuxième Sexe II r p. 111.
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at the Lvcé eMo]-lèrefnParls.I^tithherhalrpartedseverelylntherniddle'

large shoes and sklrts which were too long for her, she was not particularly

aÈtractive.IloweverrllkeOlga,Lise'whowasseventeenwhenBeauvoirflrst

met her, tTas best in the class3 she l\tas a whl-te Russlan' She' toot believed

herself different from those around her. She had only made one friend ín all

the years she had been at the Lycée Molière - another Russían:

Sesautrescamarades,ellelestrouval-tfadesetsottes;elle
jugeaíttoutlemondeavecuneextrêmesévérité;ellenese
SentaitpassolÍdairedecettesociétéqutelleobservaÍtdeloin
avec un áét""h"ttnt ironique' (FÀ' 356) '

Lise,ssituationlvasnotprivíleged.Rather,itwashersenseofnoÈ

belonging anywhere which made her so self-centred'

Apatrlde,élevéesanstendressepardesparentsquíneslentend-
aient pas, elle souffrait de frustratíon généralisée; par xéact-

ion,ellesecroyaitdesdroitsabsolussurtouteschoseset
conËïe tout 1e monde' (FA, 489)'

Her family was struggling financially. Because both her parents were Russían'

theywerefiotrraÈuraLízed,andfindingworkinFrancel{Tasaproblemforthem.

Líse was at fírst not abre to enrol at the sorbonne r¡íthout a 'rcarte dridentiÈé"

and she could not procure one without being enrolled' As a consequence of

such difficultues, her attitude to the world rras aggressive and embíttered'

Lisets attitude typified the "attitude infanÈile" (FA, 489) of the

young narcissísts described by Beauvoír in Le Deuxième Sexe. In her behaviour

,ì (l_16)

one recognizes "cette inextricable confusíon de la révolÈe et de 1a complicité

observed by the author in her essay on !/omen. Lisers t'absence de respect humain'l

(I'A, 475) hTas not so much genuine protest as a means of attracting attentíon:

ellecultivaltdélibérérnentlescandale.(FA'475).

(116) Le Deuxième Sexe II ¡ p. 113.
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I^Ihen she triumphantly declared to slmone that she had lost her virginity and

when she later described her sex life to her wlth ttune brutaltté de soudardtt'

(FÀ, 490) . ít was clear to slmone that Llse was attemptlng to persuade herself

that sex nas not important'(11-7)

Lise used other people for her ornm ends, and \tas extremely demandíng'

She r^ras conÈinually accusing BeuavoÍr of t'égoisme", (FA, 526) because the

latter had oÈher preoccupatlons besides her' Lise resented any rívals to her

teacher-friendrs attention-- even the hours Sfmone spenÈ wrlting and the time

shespentwithsartre.InorderÈogaínSímonelsattention,Lísespuna

series of stories about her misfortunes, which she adml-tted - much later - '

\^Iere complete untruths:

elle mtattendaít devant ma PorÈe, /l':7 la larme à lroeil:
',¡"'rå'"rri" "".r.rée 

de la malson: mõn p-ère voulait me tuer!"
gémíssait.el].ê.ienreniflanÈunpeu.oubiensamère1'avalt
gífLêelousonpèreavaitbattusamère:entoutcas'elle
avaÍt droit à des consolations' (FÀ' 445)

Beauvoir doubtless had Lise in mind when she wrote' in Le Deuxième Sexer'of

the need, evident in many young girls, Èo be "quêilqu'un qui cÖmPt-e'J'(ll8)'n'

had written:

Crest afin de comPter quf
toute arme 1uí est bonne;
elle trahíÈ, elle calomrri

II, p. 113.

elle intervienÈ dans le destin drautruí;
elle livre des secreËs, elle en invente'

e; (rrs¡

As

(117) Beauvoir discusses this sort of ttcomédíe" on the part of the young girl

shegrewolderrítbecameeasierforLísetoattractattention:

Lise était sortíe de ltâge lngrat; elle-marchait et se mouvaít

avec une lourdeur de moujtk, rnaís son visage ptaít devenu Èrès

beaur"o,r""""cheveuxblondsetlisses'Ellefalsaítsensatíon
quand elte entr;i; "" 

t'Flore". partouÈ où elle se passait on la

iã*ãrq"rit, à-cause de son éclat et de ses maníères insolites.
(FA, 489) .

(1r9) lbid.
exe II, p. 115.
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Lise, too, learnË to use seductíon as an easy way of acquirlng things' she

moved in with her flrst lover because André, ttqui appartenait à une riche

fanille de propriétalres", (FA, 489),rnade J-t possible for her - f1-nanclally -

to leave home. During the war, she impressed the sculptor Giacomnetti' who

met her at the Dôme. He used to buy her sumptuous dinners there - and' after

all, she was often hungry during Èhis period.(120) She ate her fíll and dis-

appeared. The one tlme she seemed to have fallen ín love was with Bourla' a

young Spanlsh Jew. Soon afterwards, he was captured' His generosd-ty to

her had been unsurpassable and his adoration had temporarily given her a new

confidence. After Èhe Liberation , Lise resorÈed to her previous behaviour'

This time, she flirted with American G.I.ts, ín order to profít from their

generosity wíÈh cigarettes and raÈions '

elle sfasseyait le soír ã la terrasse du café de la Paix ou sur

iãs cna*ps-uly"ée", aÈtendant qutun G'I' lui 'ádressât la parole;

les soupirants ne iuí manquaienÈ Pas: si elle en trouvait un qui

i"i p"räa à la fois discret et disrrayant, elre accepÈait un

verrerunepromenadeenjeeprundlner;enéchangedtunepromesse
de rendez-vous qutelle ne tenait gén6ralernent pas, elle rapport-
ait à l'hôtel au tna, des camel, du café en poudre, des boîtes
de spam. (FC' 26).

AfËer the war, Lise'ravait hâte de fuir 1a France où lravenir lui

était barré et où elle avait faim'f. (Fc,64). she decíded to leave for

America - agaín bY means of a man:

srétanÈ liée, après la guerrer avec un séduisant G'I' quí étalt
assistant metteur "r, ""ãrr" 

à úollyuood, e1le décida de 1'ópouser'

11 nlavait pas envie de se marier, maís elle se trouva enceinte

etellelepersuadadefairelesdémarchesnécessairesoour
qu' elre pût le rej oindre aux u ' s 'À"^'i;cf ' 

-atii - (I21)

(120) It was through Lise that Beauvoir and sartre made the acquaínËance

of Giacomettl;
(r21)BeauvoirtellsusthatthecharacterofNadíne,inE}finlarln=S'iS
partiallybasedonLise.ShefellinlovewithDiégo,aSpanishJewwhowas
taken by Èhe tlazls and put to death. Later, she dellbe¡:ately became pregnant

in order Èo make Henri, her lover, feel obliged to marry her'

¡
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It seems Èhen, ùhat all these yoqng narcl-ssLsts had certain things in

common. Blanchette, camille, Olga and Lise all wanted to be different and

speclal.Theyallseemedtobestrugglingagainstatraditionalsubmissive

female destlny. Intellfgent and capable of spectacular gestures of protest'

they were not content with an ordinary marriage'and all were promising studente'

However, already at this stage of their lives, lÈ was becomlng apParent to

Beauvoir that their rebelliousness was chiefly airned at effect and that their

índependencevTasafacade.AllweretemPtedbytheeasierpathofsuccess:

theyweretooconcernedwiÈhtheírimageintheeyesofotherstobebothered

\rith the very real effort and struggle required for genuine independence'

3) The situaÈíon of the narcissist

In her autobiograPhY, simone de Beauvoir makes a poinÈ of showing the

spectacular dornmfall of several extreme narcissists' IÈ does seem as if she

judges these \^romen more harshly than the dévouées she knew' This is perhaps

because theír self-centredness had nothing admirable about it - whereas the

.dévouée at lêabt-believed 1n her own altruism. ÀnoÈher possible reason hras

that these \^romen had no scruples whatsoever: everything was subordínaÈe to

theír ol'm interest.

I,rIe are given a reasonably detailed picture of camille and ]iise as adults'

A woman whom Beauvoir calls Louise Perron entered her life ftèetlngly, but made

a major impression on Beauvolr and 1s Portrayed in some detail' FinallYr wê

are given some ínformation on Violette Leduc in Tout compte fâít, after her

death. It is unfortunate that 01ga, to alI intenÈs and purposes, disappears

frorn the autobiograPhY, so that hIe are 1efÈ merely wlth the picture of a some-

what narcissistic adolèscent. Beauvoir only tells us that 01ga became an
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excellent actress, but that she was dlscouraged by criticísm and abandoned

the theatre. hte are given no detalls about her marriage to Jacques Bost, and

ne are lef t r^ronderÍ-ng whether o1-ga led a happy ll-f e as a narclsslst, 1n whl-ch

case more informatl-on would conflict wlth Símone de Beauvoirrs didáctíc intent

in the autobiography. IÈ musÈ remain a cOnjecÈure; because the two are still

close friends today, Simone is-absolutely discreeÈ'

Of all the women portrayed, it is Camille who besÈ incarnates "14

narclssiste", as described by Beauvol-r 1n Le Deuxième Sexe' There is, under-

standably, a great deal- of antagonlsm ín simone de Beauvoirts characterization

of Carnílle. At a certain stage she saw Sartre and several of her fríends' men

and woman alike, fall under camíllets spell-and as she freely admits:

jravais bien de la peíne à tenl-r tête à son image- (FA' 77).

tr{e must remember, toó, that not only SarÈre, but also her father had been

fascinated by beautiful actresses and alluring, sensual l¡Iomen' It qras theatrl-

cal women, simone observed, who had been her motherts rivals early in her

marriage - and Simone must have often felt threatened by the same sort of

rrromen herself .

More than her beauty and her capacity to charm, it was Camíllets repuÈed

talenÈ vhich Sim-one:ilost envied, when. she first bedame acquainted -with her:

Déjà, cette belle femme pleine drexpérlence' stétait frayé un

chemin dans le monde du itléâtre, des leÈtres et des arts, elle
avaitcommencésacarrièred'écrivaín.(FA'77).

Through charles Dullln, Camille had easy access Èo the theatre and she

did aÈtend courses and do some acting' However:

elle ne se sentaiË pas une vocation dractrice; elle refuserait
toujoursdlincarnerdespersonnagesenquiellenesereconnaîtT-
ait pas. (FA, 74).

Beauvoir has cornurented in Le Deuxième Sexe thaÈ whereas:
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des artistes authe:ttlques !-'..1 se transcendent dans Ie rôle
qu'elles crêenÈ !-'..._7, fa cãUgtiner au contralre, se òoucle

non de ce qu'el:[e- acðonpll-t, mals de la gloLre qui en t"¡?+11*t"
sur elle; .ff" cherche avant tout ã se mettre en valeur ' \t¿¿)

Camíllers solution to this problem was to write her own plays with the major

role for herself. Her firsÈ play; Lr0mbre' vlas seÈ in her horne town' Toulouse'

in the mlddle ages. The heroine, played by Camille' was:

une fernme extrêmement belle, à tous égards exceptionnelle' (FA' 112) '

Her gl,ory was of short duration: the public jeered the play' Canillets "culte

du succès" (FA, 113) neant a total l-ncapacíËy to stand criticism and she

sequestered herself for several days in her room. Later, she had more success

when she vras content to help with productions: she had a partícular flaír for

set-design, design and costume'

Carnille still liked to boast abouÈ her'writíng. After Èhe failure of

her play, she told Sartre and Beauvoir thaÈ she had begun a novel that she had

already entitled Le Lierre. Knowing how they were both impressed with a capac-

ity for hard vrork, she told them that she worked on it every night "de mínuit

à s1x heures du matin". (FAo J'23). Duríng the war, Dullin directed a play

which carnille had written: La Princesse des ursins, whl-ch, Beauvoir comments

rnildlyr,,ne fut pas un succès.r' (Ía'r 522). One critic called it a "somptueux

navet". (TCF,77). Later, wríting in Tout comPte fâít' after Carnillers death'

Beauvoir tells us:

Nous avons compris à ce moment-là que camille ne serait jamaís

un écrivain. (TCF' 77) '

Even when carnirle was old and an al-coholic, when it was obvlous tò all that she

would never write anything worthwhile, she still sptrke, in grandiose terms, of

plays she was wríting, of an "immense ouvrage" (TCF, B7) on Dullin, of a

"romancero" "en plusieurs volumes où e1le raconterait la vie de ses parents et

la sienne'1. (TCF r Tg). However, when Beauvoir was given her papers at Camillets

death, she found "aucune trace de son oeuvrer Pas même une page de brouíllon"'

(t22) Le Deuxl ème Sexe II, P. 470'
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(TCF' 86). Trylng to undersÈand Camlllets fraudulence and

Beauvolr cofiments:

mauvaise foi

Sans doute,son narcisslsme contributalÈ-il à ltaveugler' Et

puls, alors que nous lravions crue acharnée à écrlre' elle
ãil¿ ãi-iáiË ¿'ri" extrême indolence: elle jouaft à travailler
et ne travaillaít pas. (TCF, 77-78) '

In Le Deuxième Sèxe , Beauvoir made the polnt that \^lomen are often ternpted to

,,jouer ã ÈravaíIler" raÈher than Èo commit themselves to the t'Èravaíl solit-

aíre"(123)necessary ln order to succeed'

In fact, Camillers whole life was a game' an acÈ, and Beauvoír is

convinced that this \.Ias at first a conscious cholce' canillè(s sensitlvlty

Ëo ,,1a mise en scène"'r¡as used by her to enhance her aPpearance' She decorat-

ed her living guarters "de rnanière ravissante" (TCF, 76) and "cet art qutelle

avait de créer des atmosphèrest' (FA, 80) was used not only ín the actual

theatre buÈ also for her ovrn personal theatre: her life' she 1íked nothing

more than to organize extravagant'ffêtestt. For the duration of the party'

her rol-e of hostess enabled her Ëo play out her fantasíes in front of others '

inthecontrivedrealityofthegroupgame.IlerbaudtoldsimoneabouÈa
,,Roman orgy,,to vlhich he had been invíted before Simone ever met Camille:

camille donnait des fêtes dans la cave qu'e1le transformait, selon

lescirconstances,enpalaísdelaRenalssanceouenchâteaude
Moyen Àge. Herbaud, t'ãUiffa d'un peplunr Y prit part à une orgíe

romaine; camllle pråsidait le festín, vêtue en patricienne de 1a

décadence,ãdemicouchéesurunsopha,etZínaétaitassiseà
ses pieds. (FÀ, 72)'

( 123) II, p . 47O.
f a painter to the actual
r à serrer 1es mains de ces
besoin dtun milieu sYmPath-
où on peint' on ne sent Pas

In LrI prefers consideríng hersel

Process of creatfon: "elle goûtaít un grand plaisi
écrlvains, dé ces artistes; elle avaíÈ toujours eu

que Pour prendre conscience drelle-même: au moment

quton es t peintre, ctest ingrat et déeourageant.tt L I Invitée p. 88) .
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LaÈer,whenshewasllvingwithDullin,CamlllewasabletoPoseas

thecharmlngandgraciouscompaniontothefamousCharlesDullin.Shewas

dellghted when, on socíal occasions' oÈhers were there to admlre her playing

thís role. Beauvoif describes one such occasion, on which she personally -

not used to such "mondanltêstt - felt most uncomfortable:

lesgens.seruaientsurDullln'surCamílle'avecdes.,vbglsse-
rnents,desruglssernents,desroucoulementsqulmelaissèrent
sans voix. (FÀ, 245)'

The flrst tlme símone met camille, she rnras shocked by the way in whích

the latÈer watched herself Èalking in the.mirror:

Toutenparlantrellejouaitavec-sesbracelets'touchaítses
boucles et envoyalt à lon miroir de tendres oeíllades. Je

trouvaís ce narcíssisme niais et, néanmoins, i1 m'offensaiÈ. (FA' 79).

Beauvoir was equally horrifíed by Camillets attitude to others' particularly

men.HersoleinËerestwastoinduceothers-usinganymeanswhatsoever-

to admÍre her.

Elteaffirma'aucoursdelaconveÏsation,qu'unefemrnen'a
jamais de diificulté à prendre un homme dans ses fl-lets: un

peu de comédie, de coquLtteríe¡ de Ia flatterle' du doifté
et 1e tour étaiÈ joué' (FA, 78)'

To Beauvoir, the msot irrítating aspect of Camille's ltcomédie'' and

ttcoquetteríett was Íts success' Not only had she fasclnated Sartre, but when

Dullín became one of her heroes' she went to see him Perform in Les Oiseaux

at the Àtelier, and succeeded in charming hím:

Vêtuedesesatourslesplusflaurbants,elles|assiÈaupremier
t".rg-"i le dévora des yeux de manièr" ::t:1"ib1"1^:11" reconmença

c" á"nège plusleurs "oit" 
de suite et fínit par solliclter une

entrevue. (FA' 74) '

Dullin r^ras not unmoved by her admiration and persistence: he rras marríed' but

Cam1lle became hís mistress '
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Canille used a sfunilar strategy of flaÈtery on \^lomen whom she wanted

to lmpress. I^Ihen Slrnone vislted her 1n f933'

Cam1lle bent over backwards to charm her:

Camille nre fit de grands
velours nolr, ornêe à la
nol-resr au coeur jaune.
gaiement; elle Prétendit
aíent devenír lmPêrleux,

after Sartre had left for Berlin,

frais. E1le portait une belle robe en
ceinture dtun bouquet de petites fleurs
"Je veux vous sédulre", me dit-elle
que ses sentimenÈs à mon égard pourr-
et même jaloux. (FA, 196).

Olga Kosakievicz was dazzled by this woman fourteen years her senior;

Beauvoír described 01gats fascínation 1n LrInviÈée, agaín showing how'Þaulet'

flattered and seduced "Xavièr.".(124)Camille was amply rewarded for her paíns:

1t seeus thaÈ she was admired whenever she made the effort'

Sartre reinforced iir an intervíew what Beauvoir shows in the auto-

biography: he declared Èhat camille's 1ífe hras "une vie iuraglnaire".(125)

trühen Simone first visited Camille, she r^Ias astonished to observe the way the

latter behaved towards the two dolls she had named after her heroes, Nietzsche

and Dürer:

sur des chaises miníscules étaient assis deux grands poupons

vêtus de sarraux dtécol|er: ils srappelalent tr'riedrich et Albrecht'
et Camille parlait dteux conme stils avalent été des enfants de

chair eÈ dros. (FÀ, 78).

In 1940, durj-ng the general exodus from Paris, camille left with her adopted

sister , zirna, each r¿ith a rucksack full of their most precious possesslons,

'et camfrle tenant ã la main une valíse contenant Fríedrich et Albrecht." (FA, 471) '

(L24) (Note that ttpaulets" dress is actually what Camille wore when Slmone

vlsited her ín 1933,)
Paule t'approchait, ies mains jetées en avant de son corPs, d'un pas víf qui

conÈrastait avec ía *ajestê dã sa longue robe nolre; un bouquet de velours
sombre teiirnté de jaune soulignalË sa taille' Elle saísit à bras tendus les
mains de Xavièr" ãt 1"" garda un moment dans les siennes, "E11e ressemble de

plus en plus à un Fra Angellcort, dít-elle'
And later:
ttvous devríez ôter vot

Xavière sourlt;
quitté Paule des Yeux;

Èe robe!" dit Paule- I Invitée ¡ P. 3s3-3ss) ."Quel1e charman
r P. 266-267.Beauvoir refers to this ePisod e in La Force de 1

(L25) J.P. Sartre. 'tSarËre et les fenunes Int erview'with Catherlne Chal-ne Ín

re manteau", dit Paule en touchant 1répaule de-xavière.
depuis quton était monté dans le taxí, e1le nravaít pas

elle enleva son vêtemenÈ avec une docilíté de somnambule.

Le Nouvel Observateur , N1 638,(31 janvier 6 f évríer 1977.)
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AË first canillets role-play1ng appeared harmless' charles Dullin

r¡as used to the theatre and complied wíth her games w1L11ng1y enough:

camille faisalt de sa víe un spectacle, et 11 la suival-t' rls

Jouaient des comédies, d'a1lleurs très amusantes, de cajolerle'
debouderierdetto""ot'detendresse'(FA'197)'

However, Canillets abill-ty Èo distingulsh reallty from fantasy !'7as weakened

byherguvalsgfoiandfurtherlmpairedbyalcohol,whichbecameaproblem

ear\y in her adult llfe. Her deslre to attract attentlon made her behaviour

totallyunreasonablewhenshewasdrunk.Fromthefirst,she\dasathorough

embarrassment to Dull-in on occasions:

Ellebuvaitbeaucoup.Unsoír,elleétaitentréeenscènelvre
molteet.avecdegrandsríreselleavaltarrachêsaperruqueau
prÍncipalacteur;uneautrefois,elleavaítquittéleplateau
à quatre Pattes' toutes jupes relevées' (FA' 75) '

Inhislastyears,Dullin\^Tasasickman,andCamilleonlyaddedto

hl-s troubles. She made hís lífe "infernale":(TCT' 78) she hardly ever visited

himinhospitalandwasnotPresentathlsdeathbed,inLg4g.Andyet,after

his death, she constructed a macabre lirtle altar to him and claimed that she

communicated wíth hím:

Elre avalt dressé dans sa chambre un petlt autel à Dul1Ín: des

photos, des fleurs, une rose arËíftciälle dans un crâne' Elle )

dísaítquedanslesmomenËsdifficíles,tllaconse1llaít.(TcI',79).

After the failure of her play La PrínceSSê dèS UrSins, when the dis-

parity bethreen her real self and the image she projected was becoming increas-

ingly evident, Caml-llets outrageous behaviour could no longer be passed off

as a joke bY Beauvoir and Sartre'

Quandelleétaitivre,sll.-faisaltdesavancesàtouslesacteurs
et à tous les élèves.'/-..-7Utt" nous raconÈa elle=rnêrne /-"'-/ que

s,érant enívfée à ";;"é"$tíon 
officielle, très importaîteþour

Dullln,elleavaittenudesproposconsternants.Unautresoír,
m,a-t-ondít,aucoursd'uncriseaiguê,ellejetaaufeupar
colère la líasse de billets quí devaíent servir à payer la troupe'

(TCF, 7B).
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Caurille had always had what Beauvolr calls her 'frelatlons droutre-

tomber'. (FA, 75) . She llked to lmagine that she actually cormnunlcated wlth

such figures as Nietzsche, Dürer and Ernily Brontë|' As well as what she refer-

red to as "les présencest', there were her dolls, Friedrlch and Albrechtr to

whom she talked aloud, and her dog, Nell. She told Beauvoir: ttAvec Nell, je

me dispuÈe presque tout le temps". (TCF' 80).

trIhen Camílle spent tlme wlth Beauvoir and Sartre after Dullinrs death,

she talked for hours about her ailmenÈs and medications - her narcissism

expressing ítself ln her hypochondria. She was never capable of a real convers-

ation; essentíallyr "ellemonologuaidr' (TCF, 81)'

DespiÈe her age, she still dressed to attract aÈtention to her body:

Elle portait toujours épandus sur son dos ses longs cheveux qui
étaient devenus roussâtres et elle sfhabillait de vieilles nippes
très voyantes: elle attirait tous les regards. (TCF, 82).

Camílle ended her lífe as a complete alcoholl-c. She was díscovered ín

a semi-coma, ly1ng amidst good bottles of red wl-ne, rotten oysters and her own

excrement, in what had become her foù1-smelling aparÈment. She died Ín

hospítal, in Decernber 1967.

In Le Deuxième Sèxe Beauvoir had described how the narcissisÈrs

mauvaise foi could lead to a real loss of the sense of reality. She doubt-

less had Caurille in mind r^rhen she hlrote:

crest aux dépens de la vie réel1e que la comédíe narcisslste se

déroule; un personnage imagínaíre sollicite ltadmlration dtun
public ímagÍnaíre; la ferule en proíe à son moi perd toute prise
sur le monde concreç, e1le ne se soucie dfétablír avec autrul
aucun raPPort réel. (126)

Beauvoir continued:
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la narcisslste refuse dradme

qutelle ne se montre: crest
conternpler, elle réussjsæ si
facilement dans le ridlcule'

quton puisse la voir autrement
I explfque Quê r si occuPêe à se

à se juger et qurelle sombre si

ttre
ce qu
mal(r27)

carnílle had once still been able to reveÏt to her normal self and

confront the real world:

ElteétaiËcapable,à1'occasion,dtoubliersesmythesetson
Personnagepours'inÈéresseraumondetelqurilest:ceréalísme
lui seYaít. (FA, L22) '

However, the mauvaise fol and heavy drinking combined to make the real

cam1lle disappear even Èo herself' excePt for fleeting momenÈs' No woman in

the autobiography cuts a more pathetlc figure than camille, in the last twenty

yearsofherlife.Beauvoirtakespaínstoshowherreadersthattherewere

no re\^rards for such narcissism. Canille most deflnitely lost 'rla partie"

whfch ís 11fe.

Liseoblanoff,whohadmarriedaG.I.andgon.etolíveíntheUnited

States, also had creative talent buÈ not enough motívation'

Elle avait des dons, mais pas de vocation' (FC, 247)'

She 1íked to r^Irlte but could not see the point of working hard at it' Further-

more, Beauvoir belleves that Lise was símply not interested enough in other

peopletofind,,lalonguepatiencedeleurparlerrPaBeaprèspage":

sontalentsemarquaitdansdesnouvellesetdescontesquí,avaientparudansdesmagazínes,etsurtouËdansseslettres;
elle Itavait ltart des raccourcis et elle cholssissait ses mots

".r". 
ã,heureuses méprises; mais, seule devant une líasse de

feuíllets blancs, le coe,,r luí manquaiÈ. (FC, 247).

(126) II, P' 473'
On thi reas Salomé, who became interested ln psychoanalysis

and pa subject of narcissísm, in the last years of her lífe,

hTrote 9L9:
rclssísm that both reality and phantasy
e felt as opposites." (Sig¡ound Freud
I^I . and E. Robson-Scott' Ed' Ernst

)
(r27) Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 473'
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Later on, she took up sÈudies at unlverslty - aimlng first to become a teacher

and then to become a lawyêr. she did well, for she was very 1nte1l1gent, but

her studies never lead her to achleve her arnbítions - nor did she become

',une grande écrlvalnett, as she put lÈ, (TCF, gZ) - for she lacked any real

comrnítment.

Lisers l0ve-life was equalty unsatisfactory. she admitted herself:

Je ne peux aímeÏ personne' (TCF' 91) '

She was Èoo self-centred and too aggressive and Ínsensitive towards other

peopletohaveagood,relatíonshipwithanyoneelse.Herfírsthusbandfound

living with Lise "insupportable'r¡ (TCF, 89) Èhe man whom she eventually persuad-

ed to become her second husband, Bertie, admitted his "grande terreur dtêtre

avalé vivant". (TCF, 92).

Lise was the only hToman amongst the self-centred \'vomen ín the auto-

biography whom I classify as narcÍssists to have children' she liked to Èell

Simone about the joys of maternity and to boast how much she loved her child-

ren. At the same time, she accused the children, bitterly, of Èyrannizing her'

Indeed, she proved to be "si capricieuse et si despotiquet' with her eldest

daughter that a psychiatrist advised removing the girl, who suffered from t'des

troubles névrotiquesr', from her mother. (TcF, 93). The girl was sent to lÍve

with her father. Despíte Lisers effusive claim that t'elle adorait son petit

garçon,,, (TCF, 95) he became a semi-deIínquent and was sent Èo milítary school

to be disciplíned. The third child was adopted and also reacted to Lisers

,'sollicitude" by breaking and burning varíous objects' (TCF' 96)' Lise certain-

lydidnotprovideÈheloveoratÈentionwhichÈhechildrenneeded.

Untilíllhealthandbadnervesruinedherphysique,Liseexudeda

certain "séductíont'. (TCT, 93). She ll-ked to be able Èo use this as her po\^Ier
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Llse died very suddenly , ln 1968, at the age of forty-fJ-ve. Nothlng

in her adult l-ife had become more important to her than her sel-f. She was un-

able to cormnit herself to any work; she dld not love either of her husbands,

and she resented her children. Completely preoccupied with herself, she

lost the lirnited capacity she had once had to cormunlcate wiÈh others. Frustr-

aÈed and caught up in her ornm Èrap, she continued to blame the rest of the

world for her ornm unhaPPiness.

The woman Beauvoir calls Louise ?erron was thirty when Simone knew her.

Both of thern were teaching at the time in Rouen. Louise is described in the

autobiographY as:

une grande noiraud" /-..r-7 , laide, avec des yeux brillants et
,r., "ãtp" élégant qu'elle habillait mal' (ÏÀ' 174) '

Simone was quickly chosen, by her, to play t'le rôle de confídentet'. (FA, L74).

Louisers capacity for self-deception made a great impression on Símone, and

she tells us that Louise Perron was the partial inspiration for the character

of Pau1e in Les Mandarins and Elisabeth ín Lflnvitée'
(L29) rn Le Deuxième sexe

Beauvoir descríbes the behaviour of Louise Perron (wíthout menÈÍoning her name)

under the heading of "ltAmoureuse". If I categorLze her here as predomínantly

a "narcissistet', it is because Beauvoir intimates, in the auÈobiography, that

Louise hras conscíously actíng the part of the unhappy "amoureuse", rather

Èhan sincerely beíng one. Her "passiont' needed a witness, which is why Simone

was chosen as ttconfídentett.

Louise had succeeded in seducing a well-knor,¡n writer. She hardly knew

the man, but was obviously impressed with hls reputation' She admitted to him'

when |t \^ras too late for him to Ïetreat, thaÈ he was her first l-over' For her'
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(L2e) See La Force de 1r p. 350 and La Force des choses, p. 286.
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this meant a great deal. He was marrled, but Louise ttse persuada'r that he

wouldleavehiswifeforloveofher,Louise.Heexplainedtoherthatthls

was not the case. However:

Louise ne voulut pas crolre à sa slncerité' (FA, L74) '

Thls was the poínt of departure for months of misery, and a stubborn refusal'

on Louise,s part, to face up Èo reality. she htrote several letters to the

manandshethenSpentdaysinterpretínghisrepliesandhisactions.\,rlhen

he did not rePlyr she told Simone:

"Quand on veut romPÏe, on prêvient: í1 mrécriraít.''

whenhedidwriteanobvious"lettrederupture!"shedeclared
ttconf identett:

r130)
"quand on veut rompïer on ntécrit pas"t (FA' 175)'-

she decided at one moment that he was jealous, at another moment that he had

misunderstood her last lett eT, at another that he had been hurt by her and was

payingherback.HerinterpretaÈíonshTereoftenhighlysophisticated:

Symboles psychanalytlques, cLê des songe:'.l?ngage des chíffres
eÈ des fl,ä.rrs, calâmbours, anagïalnm*:tout lui servait à charger

te u,Àíndre oUjeÈ, lrincident le plus futíle, d'une myriade

drintentíons lui la visaient. Pas un temps mort, dans cet univers,

pasunpoucedeterrainneutre,PâSundétaíllaisséauhasard;il
étaít régi par une nécesslté de i.r.t tout entier signífíant'

(FÀ, 185) .

Beauvoir wrítes that quite.suddenly:

ilsefltundéclicdansmatête,etcetteaffaLtecessa
définitivemenÈ de ma paraître drôle' (FA' ]-76)'
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130) Beauvoir cites(
an
In
herself by the

(

ttmauvaise foi tt as Louíse ?erron:
Elle a construit autour de Jouvet un délire aussi caractérisé que celuí de

Louise Perron. Elle urexplique qu'íl 1 p9"T dg 1'amour parce que quand il

aime, il appartient pieds et poings liês à la fenrne aimée' rî':7 Chaque sígne

d'Índífférence lui est une Preuve de passion. (ra, +gg) ' 4
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InLeD euxième S êxe she had 'exPlaJ-ned:

Il esÈ souveni très difflclle devant les confldences reçues

dè décider où cornmence le dé11re Þãittofoelquej(f31)

ÀlÈhough Beauvolr describes Louise as temporarily losing touch completely

with reality - arrd, l-ndeed, she was sent for several months to a psychiatric

clinic - to Beauvoir, Louise represents an extremé case of mauvaise foi

She writes of Louisers attemPts to "ruser"; she considers that Louise "tricha

/-..f, avec la vêríté". (FÀ, L77). It ís obvious that she believes Louíse chose

to deceive,herself, for she Èells us thaÈ she eventually chose to stop:

' Elle persévéra assez longtemps dans ses dêlires, et finít par

sren dégoûter. (FA' 186) '

The other aspecÈ of Louisers mauVaise foi which struck Beauvoír was

,,ltimpuíssance de Louise à se dégager de la tcomédier.'' (FAt 181)' Louíse

herself became av/are that she had been playing a role for a long time' she

told sartre and Beauvoir ÈhaÈ she was going to l-ook for a new job and start afresh:

EIIe enfila son manteau: t'Je descends acheter le journal pour

consulter les Petits annonces
aj:r 'egaré: "Àhl voilà que je

"or, 
*trt"au sur le dívan; "M

'elle en colla4t ses maing

",t"ãr'"äo!õñ-ãrett- 
s or t ir ? "

Later, Louise told Sirnone that she had been experiencing "une espèce de

dédoublementrr:
elle me dít combien i1 était horrible' sans rêpít' de se voir.

(FÀ, 182) .

Imprísoned by her or^m narcissístic role-playíng, Louíse had gone beyond the

point aÈ which it was comfortable to see herself as if through the eyes of others'

I
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(13r) Le Deuxième Sexe II , P' 497 '
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BeauvoÍr fs qulte open abouÈ the fact ÈhaÈ she and Sartre Judged Loulsers

behavlour according to thelr. moral concept of authentlc behaviour and mauvalse foi

letortdel,ouise,ànosyeux,c'étal-td'avolrvouluconstrulre
"r,.-Iråeã-¿;ãiiá-åare 

qui'lui'servlt drarme iontre un amour mal-

tr.rrr"î*i-son nérit.;t";."t qntà présent elle srétalt percée i - -

Jour; son drame, "tå"i 
q,rt.il. rãussirait drautant moins à sfoublier

qrr'.ifã b'y t"t,átnerait davantage' (FA' 181-) '

¡
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BeauvoirdidnotseeLouíseagainafterthelatterleftRouenand

returned to her farnily. She heard that Louíse \'rent back to teaching' thaÈ she

took part in the Resistance movement during Èhe war and joined the communist

ParÈy. I^le do not know whether she changed fundamenÈally'

In Le Deuxième Sexe Beauvoir had written that the illusíon of beíng loved

(134) rndeed, in the case of
easlly changed into a tldélire de persécutionr"

(L32) LeDeuxième Sexe II, P. 472.

Beauvoir,s conunents in Le Deúxième Sexe on',I'érotomanie'', whích is the

illusion of being loved, helps Èo elucidaÈe Louíse Perronts behaviour and

shows that Beauvoir did associate her attiÈude wíÈh narcissism' She wrÒte:

I1 est remarquable que sur dlx malades atteints de ',1'Íllusion
dtêtre aimêel!, í1 y en a neuf qui sont des fernmes' On voit très

clairement que ce qutelles recherchent'dans leur amant ímaginaire'

c'esÈ une apothéose de leur narcissisme'(132)

She goes on to describe 'rlrérotÓmanie":

L'érotomanie peut apparaître au sein de díverses psychoses; mais

soncontenuestto'-'5å"t"Iemêne'Lesujetestilluminéet
glorifié par lt"o'orrl drun homme de grande valeur, Quí a'et-e brusque-

mentfascinéparsescharmes-alorsquIellenlattendaítríende
lui --"t-qYi i"t ttitÍeste 

ses sentiments de manière détournée

mais ímPérieuse' \^

Inmanyü/ays'VioleÈteLeducresembledwhatweknowofLouísePerron.

[3iì illh refers ro rhe ,,derusion of being warched" in his discussion of

narcíssísm. se": ¡rerr¿. "on Narcíssism: An Introduction"' (1914) ' p' 53'
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Loulse, she eventually believed that everyone - particularly her friends - were

p]-ottlng against her. For the last twenty or so years of Leducrs lffe, she,

too, became 'l1a proie des íncohérents délires" (TCI' 57). As Beauvoir poínts

out, Èhls ís "la figure inversée" of the illusÍon'of being loved, but 1s still

narcissism and the woman is still at the "cenÈre de son univers" 
- (135)

La narcissisÈe ne Peut admettre qufautrui ne stintéresse pas

passionnément à elle; si elle a la preuYt .t"l9t?l5OÍ"'elle nrest
pas adorée, elle suppose aussitô¡ quton la hait' \-'

Leduc never imagined that she was passíonately loved' However, from

around 1955 tíl1 the end of her Lífe, her world was:

peuplé de symboles et de signes émis par drinvlsibles persécuteurs'
(TCF, 59).

In 1957, when her "interprétations" r.lere such that Beauvoír had to persuade her

to seek psychíatric help, Violette Leduc was convinced that Èhe article Sartre

had written in Les Temp s,1lodernes on Tintoretfioe ín which he had díscussed his

uglíness, vras aimed at her. She belíeved that I'une organísation malveillanteil

r¡as making a mockery of her. Every líttte thing - "bouts de ficelle' fragments

de journaux, étrons de chiens, emballages de Gauloíses bleues" - \^7as ínÈerpreted

by her as a sign frorn this organisation' (TCF' 58)'

Onceagain,BeauvoirsuggestsÈhatViolettets.attitudewasfundamentally

a choice - even if her mauvaise foi had eventually got out of her control.

She wriÈes about VÍolette:

(13s) Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 473'

I

¡

{i

i
,
)

I

ot apply solely to'htomen. The young
rime narcissist. His passion for Jacques

signs of becomíng the greet oPera
e ülas losing his hair, and with it 'of his gradual descent into paranoia'

ic ward.
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son inconscient étalt résolument optimiste, 11 ne croyaít pas

/-.ï--;;*_ããri'"" 
qu|elle sIlnventalt. (TCF ' 62) .

ThisrsimonedeBeauvotrrbelíeves,'e>tþlainswhy,""ifragi1-e'VioleÈteait

áté robusLe." (Tcr'' 62) '

l{hereVíoletteLeducdlfferedfromtheothernarcisslsticwomen

mentioned here'is that she did apply herself to her work:

non seulement elle avait le don, mais elle savaít travail-ler'
(rc, 30).

It is true that in her writing, Leduc described herself and her o\'ün experience'

However,heraimwasnoÈÈoplease.ShedidnothavewhatBeauvoirconsíders

to be a fàiIíng of Inany rTomen writers: "une complaisance à Itêgard dtelles-

¡ ,, (137)
memes.

Leducdidliketoattractattentiontoherself.IÈwasonlyinher

fiftíes, after Èhe success of L¿ BâÈarde, that she had the money to dress as

she had alwaYs wanted:

avec sa perrugue blonde' ses mini-jupes' ses-manteaux dernier

crí, ellä "t'"it 
beauvoup drallure; mais dans la rue on se ''

retournaitsursonpassageparcequel'âgeinscritsursonvísage
contrastait d'une mänièrã piovot""te sur sa silhouette juvénile'

(TCT, 60).

And,inanÍnterview,BeauvoirreferredÈoLeduc'sobsessionwithheruglíness

as "une forme de son narcíssismett '
(138) As she shbwed in Lê Deuxiême Sexe ,to

play ,,un personnage de victime" is arso a narcissistic role' (13e)

Toconclude,letuslookagainaÈwhatthesefourwomen,whoinrnany

vlaysv/ereverydifferent,hadincormnon.Àllofthemwereself-centred.They

weretooobsessedwithbeinglovedthemselvestobeabletoloveanyoneelse

withgenuinefeeling.Lisewas:theonlyoneofthemtobeamotherandítis

(137)
(138)
(13e)

Le Deuxième SexP II, P' 47O'

Petsonal-. interview tiitt S"""voir' November L976'

Le Deuxième Sexe II, P' 466'
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signlficanÈ that she was noÈ a good one. She failed in maternfty presumably

for the same reabors tbât she falled Éo become a writer: she was not interested

enough ln other people to have the patience to cornmunicate rrith them. Several

of these \¡/omen had a peculiar relationship with anlmals and with objects

around them.(140)Cami1le and Lfse had a dog, Cam1lle also had her dol-ls -

these things had the advantager.-over"humans, of not conflicting wíth the

narcissistf s self-cenÈred universe. Carnill-e carried her corununlcation r¡ith

inanímate objects to absurd lengths. Her fetichism was such that, at the end

of her life, she lived as a hermit and talked almosÈ exclusively with her

"présences,.and the lldeml--vivanùs" which surrounded her - by whom she meant .'

her dolls and her dog.

These r¡7omen all had talent which r^7ent to \^7aste because of their indolence,

their lack of motivation and theÍr incapacity to comnít themselves to any

proJects outside themselves.

Above all, they were concerned to attract attention Èo th-emselves, and

usèd any means Èo do this. camille pretended to sártre and Beauvoir thàt she

\^ras up half the níght writing. She and Lise frequently resoited to exhibition-

ism, whích was deliberarely -íntended to shock. Louíse Perron, playíng her

role of unhappy "amoureuse", managed to make a traumatic event of everyÈhíng

r¿hich happened or did not happen to her. violetÈe Leduc played her role of

victim with similar complacency; both vlomen eventually sâI¡/ themselves as the

target of an all:pervasive persecutíon'

(140) In her preface to La Bâtarde, Beauvoir \,J-rote that Violetters "compagnons

favoris" \"tere ttles objets familiers.'r (þ. 14) .
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They all placed emphasis on thelr capacl-ty to seduce. cam1lle and Llse'

both beautifut womèn, used this to advantage. Loulse and Violette r¿ere both

unattractlve but nevertheless used thelr bodíes as a form of power' Louise

seduced her famous writer, laying her virglnity at hls feet' Beauvolr stresses

Leduc,s preoccupatlon with her appearance and wíth "la toiletter' (tCf, 60) and

if she does not expand on Leducts t'séductfontt, it' is because ít is a maJor

concern of Leduc in her ovnr wrlting'

The lack of scruples of these rnromen also extended to socíal- lssues ' Beauvoir

tells us that camílle enthusiastically supported Nazism;(141)L'se was indifferent

to the German occupatÍon of France until her ornm lover was abducted and killed;

violette Leduc líved for several- years off the profiÈs she made from the black

marketrdurÍngthewar.IÈistruethaÈLouisePerrontookanactivepartínthe
Resístance movement - but Èhis was after Ëhe time in which Beauvoír knew her - when

she was completely Preoccupíed wiÈh her own affairs '

As an exisÈenÈialist, Beauvoir belíeves that these \^Iomen chose theÍr líves'

They chose narcíssism rather than rbal rndependence and were. rer¿arded accordíngly.

All were unhappy hTomen, frustrated, because they l¡Iere conmitted to no external

cause, and vulnerable, because they were so dlependerit on the [aze of others'

At a moral level , Beauvoir judges them. However, she is also a\¡Iâre of psychol-

ogical facÈors and does show some understanding' She wrítes that only a know-

ledge of camillers childhood would provide a key to her "faiblesse orígínelle"'

(TCF, 88). She emPhasizes that Líse:

avaítétérnarquéeparsonenfance,Parsaconditíondtaoatride.
par le rerrible ct,oc ¿. la mort de gourla. (TCF, 94) '{o42)

fallait srY rallier; c'était à

uérir la gloire: corTunent se faire de son
? elle Y atlhéraít du fond du coeur,
(FA, 486) .

sh lover, who was killetl by the Nazis'
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In her preface to L=-Bâtarde, slmone de Beâuvolr stresses the way

1n whl-ch her experlences in her chlldhood and adolescence had marked vloLette

Leduc. Nevertheless, throughout the autoblography, tÈ is the emphasis on the

lndlvidualrs choice of self which seÈs the tone fn whfch these llomen are

portraYed.
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III. tt],á 
Fetmtte Independa nte. tl

In both Le Deuxième Sexe and the autobiography Sirnone de Beauvoir

presents ,,1a femme lndépendantetr as a model womàn. However, there ls a

signiflcant dlfference in her attítude ín the two works' I'rlhereas' in the 1949

essay, Beauvolr uas candid about the dífficulties facíng the professíona1

\^7oman, in the autobíography she avoids any dírect coÍtrnent on the conflicts

which confronted her and other independent \^7omen she knew'

Before looking at the picture Simone de Beauvoir presents of "la feurme

indépendante" in the autobiography, it is revealíng to Èurn to Le Deuxíème Sexe

to see what she had to say on this subject ín 1949'

It is striking that the entire chapter called "La Temme indépendante'l

seÈs out thê'problems and conflicts facíng the índependent !üoman' Beauvoir

stated guíte emPhaticallY:

iI est certain qurelles ne sont Pas tranquillement ínstallées dans

Ieur nouvelle condítion: elles n.e sont encore qutà moitié du chemin'(r43)

She opened the chapter by discussing Èhe obstacles to índependence rvhich faced

the working class I¡Ioman - problems which, Ín 1949' apPeared almost insurmountable'

However Beauvoir was prímar1ly interested in another group of women - IÙomen

whose professíon did give them "une autonomie économique et soci"1""(144) and

who seemed from the outside to have aphieved genuine liberation' These \¡lomen

\^rere, of course, "des privilégi6"""(145) like Beauvoir herself, who' as a teacher'

was in one of the few professíons ín which $lomen in France ín the nineteen-thirties

were paid the same as men. Beauvoir proceeded to argue, in this chapter' that

even in this group, r^7omen faced considerable problems. Indeed, she !ü-rote:

Le fait dtêtre une femme pose aujourdthui à un être humain

autonomè des problèmes singuliers' (146)

(143)
(144)
G4s)(l+o)

Le Deux ième Sexe II
iibid.
1bíd.
t-o1d. , p. 524 .

¡ P' 53'
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Beauvoir used the central Èhesls of Le Deuxièñè'sêt(e to explaln why the

,,fenrre affranchiett uras particularly torn by conflicts:

Le privi-lège que lrhonune ôétíent et qui se faít sentir dès son

enfance,c,estquesavocationd'êtrehumainnecontrariepassa
destinée de mâl-e; pãt ltassimilation du phallus et de la trans-

cendance, í1 se tto"t'" [tt """ 
réussites ãocíales ou spirítuelles

le douent drun presaig.-"itif. 11_n'est pas diví-sê. 'Tandís quril
e,st.demandé à r_á femm; pour accomplir sa fémínité de rse faíre

"bj.;"i;^'iroi"l=.rest:à-dire 
de renonier à ses revendícations de

sujet souverain. c,est ce conflit qui caractêiíse singulièrement

lasituationdelafemmeaffranchie.EllerefusedeSecantonner
dans son rôle de f"*;iï; prr". qu'elle ne veut pas êe mutiler; mais

ce seraiÈ aussi une mutilätion de rêpudier son sexe' (147)

ttrhatever the independenÈ vloman choosesraccording to Beauvoir' involves a degree

of self-mutílation. Aspiring Èo be a "sujet souveraín", she has difficultíes
tL48) 

There is an absolute conflict
fulf illing herself as t'un 

'être humain sexué" ' ''

between her sovereignty and her femininíty - her desire to be a subject and her

statusr as a Ì^tolnan, as arr object'

suffirer'(149)is "plus divisée"(150)

"par la médíation de lrhornrn""r(151)

'rdésavantagée" . 
(152)

Because of this, t'1" f emme qui cherche à se

than the conventional woman who seeks glory

and, in comparison with men, she feels

ItísimportanttobearínmindthatBeauvoirwaswritinginafemínist

tradít'ionwhichquestionedmaleSupremacybutnoÈmalevalues.NotunÈilvery

recently has femínist consciousness begun to vier^r "femininity" as somethíng

which has the poÈential to be posíÈive.,I,trriting before the seventies, Beauvoir

did not hesitate to regard femininity as a ilmutílation"(153)and to look to males

for a model for the "femme affranchie"' She declared:

la femme "moderne" accepte 1es valeul" t?::"lti-::t elle se pique de

penserragirrtravailler'créeraumêmetitreque-les¡uâles;aulíeu
de chercher à les ravaler, elle "ffî;; ã";.rrË s'égale à eux'(154)

(147)
(148)
(14e)
(1so)
(151)
(L52)
(ls3)
(1s4)

ibi¿l.
ibid. ' P

ibid. ' P
íbid. ' P
ibíd. ' p
íbid., p

ibid. ' p

Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 524.

541.
528.
54L.
528.
561.
562.
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The ldea that t'mascullnltytt Ís another sort of "mutilaÈíon" dld occur to her '

buttodwellonthfswouldhaveconflictedurlthherbinarypolarlsation:
the

male subJect and the female obJect'
(155)

Inherllfe,Beauvoirtendedtoregardwithimpatíencethoseaspectsof

herself and others which she consídered to be typícally tlfeminine" weaknesses'

The way in which she seems tor have ilwelt with these "weaknesses" ín herself was

nottomakeaníssueoutofthem,butrathertomakeherselfchange-Íntrue

exístentialísÈ fashion. The consequence of this tactic, for the autobiograPhY'

isthelackofat'Èentíon.paÍdtothoseconflictsinherlífewhichwere

specifíc to her siÈuation as an independent woman'

Furthermore, by the tíme she came to write Èhe autobíography' Beauvoír

saw herself as a feminist and a model índependent hroman' consequently she

f,elI ínto the very trap of the t'fémlnistest' r¡hom she had criticized in

Le Deuxièrile Sexe who, she had wrítten:

î:î:'ä:::,1:i.tft¿i
Èats qurelles obtíennent eÈ staveuglent sur

I^Ihat, then,wasthecauseofthe''désarroi'lwhichshehaddescribedin

her earlier essay? The independent rloman'

obstacles:

Beauvoir had shown, facetl two major

el1e n'a,pas derrière e1l-e le même passé qutun garçon; elle nrest
pas consiãerée par la société avec l'es mêmes yeux. (157)

(rss) Beauvoir does mentíon some male conflicts ín Lê Deuxièñe Sêxe' Tor examPle:

t'i1 est lui-même esclave de son double: que1 travail Pour édifiêr une image dans

laquelle í1 est toujours en dangerl Stte esÈ malgré tout fondêe sur la capricí-

euse líberté des femmes: il- faut sans cesse se rendre celle-ci ProPice; l f homme

esÈ rongé Par le souci de se montrer mâle, imPortant, suPérieur il jour dest

comédies af in quron lui en joue¡ í1 est luí aussí agressif, inquiet; il a de

lthostilité Pour les femmes Parc e qu'il a Peur dtelles, et il a Peur drelles Parce

qutil a peur du Personnage avec lequel J-l s

(1s6) Le Deuxl ème Sexe II' P.
(157) íbid. ' P. 524.

523.
e confond. Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 564).
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Thus, not only ls she expected, for example' to pay attention to her external

appearance and her living'guarters; her conditioníng ls such that the chances

are that she wíll want to do thís hersel-f. She has learnt to "srexhiber" and

"charmert'; she has acquired "le goût du nid"'(158)

It 1s in "le domaine sexuel" that her biggest problems arise'(159)In

order to successfully seduce a manr writes Beauvoír, "il faut être une proie

spontanérnant offerte".(160) rt is an essentially passive ênterprise, and goes

agai.nst the grain of a woman r¡ho sees herself as "une conscience' un suj"t"'(161)

Àpart frorn this, society,,confond avec enÈêtement fem¡ne líbre et feune facíle"(162)

so that her repuÈatíon ís in jeopardy. If "les difficultés d'une libre víe

sexuelle,' induce her to live in a state of monogamy, she must beware of becoming

a,'vassale,,to her husband or 1over.(163) Even if she and her parÈner share an

"amour réciproque", love, stresses Beauvoir' is a danger:

}Gmedansl'amourrêciproque,ilyaentrelessentímentsdes
amafits une différence iondamentale tl.J 11 faut bíen que

1,ho¡rnne soit capable de se justifi.É SJtt" elle puisqu'elle espère

êrre justifiêe tar lui . l-...7 La dépendance quraccepte 1a fenrme

vient de sa faiblesse: $rnmerít trouverait-elle une-dépendance

ta"iftoq,,e dans celui qurelle aime dans:sa force? (164)

As for maternity, Beauvoir described it as "une foncÈion fémíníne quril est

actuellement presque impossible d'assumer en toute liberté"'(165)and best

avoided.

For all these reasons r according Èo Beauvoir, ttla f ernrne indépendante"

experíences "une perpétuelle tension".(166) Despíte the enormity of her struggle'

shesuffersfromfeelingsofinadequacy-bothasa\^Tomanandasaprofessíonal.

(1sB)
(lse)
(160)
(r61)
(L62)
(163)
(164)
(16s)
(166)

íbid.
ibid., P.
ibid.
ibtd. ' P.
ibid., P.
íbid., p.
ibicl. , p.

ibid..

527.

532-533.
536.
497 -498.
539.

Le Deuxi ème Sexe II, P. 526.
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En tant que la fenme se veut feuune, sa condltion indépendante crée

en elle,-rn cornplexe d'lnféríofité; inversemgl!1\"" fémlnlt6 lul
faít douter de ses chances professiornelles' \rv'''

The plcture of the ÍndependenÈ womån whlch emerges from the autobiography

ls much more positlve. 0f all the women portrayed in the autobíograPhY-, lt is

the independent ones who appear to be fulfilled and genulnely occupl-edr leading

rich and rewarding lives. Beauvoir nevi:r hT-nts that they may be deepl-y

divided by the varíous conflicts which help define their dituation'

There are no detailed porÈraíts of independent r^romen in the autobíography;

for the most part, Simone de Beauvoir merely makes fleeÈing references to \^Iomen

she admíred. For this reason, they remain distant fígures, rather than emerging

as multi-dimensional characÈers. However, Beauvoir's comnents - sPârse though

they are - do tell us something about herself: the qualiÈíes she admired in

other !üomen and the sort of person she wished Èo'be herself' The fact that she

likes to see herself as an exemplary independent woman fs clear from the way in

r,¡hích she rarery refers to a woman she esteems without comparing her own life

with that of the other \{omen. Mostly the cornparíson ís positive; sornetimes, as

in the case of símone l,Ùeil , and camille, we recollecÈ, ouÏ author fel-t threatened

by the other r^/oman.

símone de Beauvoir frequently points out thaÈ she has always had

dífficultY accePting that:

].a vie eût d|autres volontés que les míennes. (FA, 97),

Exemplary hromen who were older Èhan herself had the effect of inspiring Simone;

younger !/omen whom she respected reinforced the validity of her or^m choices '

(167) Le Deuxième Sexe II, p. 542.
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However, slmone t{el-l, who was a year younger than Beauvoir and who had beaten

her in the phllosophy examínatlons at the sorbonne' pursued a path which placed

Simonets oüm achfevements in guestion or even in doubt'
(168) In Mémoires dtune

eune f1lle r ee Beauvoír writes that her one encounter ¡riÈh Símone tr'leil

made her reaLlze that the latter classl-fied her as "une petite bourgeoíse

spírítualíste", (MJFR, 237) an image she did not care for-at all' l{hen she was

teaching in Rouen, colette Audry used to talk about Simone I'üeil , whom she

vaguely knew, and Beauvoír comments:

Son intelligence' son ascêtisme, son extrémísme, son courage'

,'io"fir"ieãt de ltadmíratíon et je savais que, mteût-elle connue'

elle nten eûÈ pas éprouvé pour moi. Je ne pouvais oas ltannexer
à mon univers et je me sentais vaguemen menacée. (il, 132) (169)

Other independent women, however, who mad

and whose existence did not threaten her choix

r,rarmth and generosíty. Indeed, Beauvoir mentions a number of dístant fígures

whom she respected or admíred for the life they lead' As a girl of eighteent

a neÍTspaper article about a philosopher called Mademoiselle Zanta made an impact

on her. Here \^7as a \^'oman who was an intellectual; she !ì/as unmarrÍed and yet

she seemed to lead a fulfilled domestic lífe: -

(168) Simone !üeil (1909- was at the time a paeifist and a oommunist, whereas1943)
Beauvoir \^Ias not interest ed ín politícs. Beauvoir wriÈes that "elle déambulaít

dans la coeur de la Sorbonne, escortée Par une bande dtanciens élèves dtAlaint'.
(MJFR, 237). She was sent Èo teach at Le PuYt where Beauvoir heard thaÈ "elle
habitaít dans ureauberge de roulíers et que le Premier jour de mois elle ðéPosait

sur la Èable le monÈant de son traítemenÈ: chacun pouvait se servir. Elle avait

travaillé sur la voíe ferrée avec les ouvriers du rail afin de pouvoir Prendre la
tête drune délégation de chômeurs et Prêsenter leur s revendications."(FA, I32),

Later, she enlisted in the SPanish Cívíl I^Iar. Beauvo ir does not mention thís, but

she di ed in England of tuberculo sis and voluntary undernouríshment'
(16e) lühen Beauvoir was Planning Èhe novel which was to be Lrlnvitée she te1ls

us that she first ÈhoughË of making the 01ga- figu re a Símone l^Ieil figure! "une con-

sclence se d6voilait à mol, dans son irréductib I e présence; Par jalousie, Par envie,'

je faisaís une fauÈe qui me mettait à sa mercl: et je trouvaís mon salut en

1'anéantissant. A can¿s e . du' pre-sti ge, loint åiiî1,qu telle avait à mes Yeuxr jravaís

e choices similar to her ovrnt

originel are descríbed with

pensé à dresser en face de moí une Protagoníste inspirée de Simone 1'1e11. (FA, 325) '
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elle avaÍt passé son doctorat; elle étal-t photographlée devant

son bureau, le vis.age grave et reposé; elle vlvait avec une Jeune

iia." quteíIe avait-adoptée: ainsl avait-elle réussi ã concllíer
sa vle cérébrale aúec lls exigences de sa sensibilfté fêmíníne'
óo*" Jraurais aimó qu'on écrivlt un Jour sur moí des choses aussi

louangeusesl (Ì'LIFR, 160).

In 1931, when she was teaching and l-iving alone Ìn Marseílle' Beauvoir

tells us that she was lnspired by readíng about the lífe of Katherine Mansfield:

Jraimais Katherine Mansfieldr ses nouvellesr son Journal-et ses

trouvais romanesque ce personnage de ttfemme

ít tanÈ pesé. Je me disais que moi aussi,
FA, 106).

Lettres
seule

..7
l-uì-

je
ava

je 1tÍncarnais. (

Beauvoir,s comments remind us how unusual "úndependent vTomentt were at

the tÍrne. In the míd nineteen-thirtíes, Beauvoír and sartre used to adrniríngly

observe a business hlomen who would often come to one of their favouríte cafés

in Rouen:

La directrice dtune importante maíson de modes venait souvent

díscuÈer avec des fournísseurs ou des clíentsr auÈour dtun des

Èonneaux qui servaient de table; nous Itobservions avec sympathíe;

Ies fe¡nmes de tête, les fenrnes dtaffaires ntabondaíent pas, à

1tépoque; nous apprécíons son élégance, sa désinvolture, son

âprãté' son autoríté. (FÀ, 24L) '

It seems that Beauvoir particularly admired riTomen who could successfully'

combíne what had traditíonally been regarded as a masculine authoríty and

business acuity with an elegance and gaíety which she âssociated wíth ferniníníty'

Beauvoir was especially interested in othei women wríters' She admíred

the young George Sand for her

volonté dtíndêpendance, son ardeur à 1íre, à srínstruire, à

courir Ia campagne, et la netteté de ses décisions' (TCF, ul) '

Sand had had llllaudace', t,o leave a bad marriage, to stríke out on her own to

paris, to provide for her ornm needs. However, although Beauvoir greatly

respected Sandts life-long "ênergiet' and "puissance de travail" - qualíties
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whlch never fafled to lmpress her - she was lmpatient with the rrmasque

vertueux" which sand adopted later in life. (TcF, L72).

In her youth, Beauvoir had been fascinated by colette' Later she

held maJor reservations about the elderly author.(170) trühen she met 0o1etÈe

in person, in Èhe early nineteen-fifÈiesr she seemed to Simone like a t'formíd-

abl-e Déesse-Mère,,. (FC, 255). However, Beauvoir was genuinely ímpressed wíth

her flow of words and "ltacuíté de ses motstr' (Fc' 256)'

Having read a biography on her, Beauvoír professes feelíng t'la plus

chaleureuse sympathie" for t'cette femme étonnante que fut Lou Andrêas-salomét"

(TCF, 164-165).(171) She does not expand further here' but

she had described

in La Víeillesse

cette fer¡rne remarquable qul fut aimée de Nletzsche, de Rilke, de

ùããrr.o.rp drautres, .t q"i devinÈ à 50 ans la disciple et lramie de

Freud. Dès sa jeunesse, elle avaít conquis son indépendance; el1e

avaiÈ beaucoup travailié, écrivanÈ des ronans médiocres, 9utel1e
nesurestimaitpasmaisquiavaientremportédegrandssuccès.
CurJ-euse, active, volontáire. el1e aimait passionnément la'vie et

quand - ã 35 ans se,rlemenË - el1e eut ddcouvert la sexualité. elle
1ui accorda une énorme place dans son exÍsÈence '(172)

In 1948 in Berlin, Beauvoír met the East German writer Ànna seghers'

Although she was only eight years older than Beauvoir - thus forty-eight at

the time - her composure and calm beauty made an impression on Beauvoir and

made her feel better abouÈ the prospect of ageing:

Anna Seghers Se trouvait 1à, sí rayonnante avec ses cheveux blancs,

"."-yàrri 
très bleus et son sourire qutelle me réconcilia presque

"lr".- 
1r idée de vieillír ' (FC, 16f ) '

(170) t'Sa complaisance à soi:même, son mépris des autres ferunes, son r
des val eurs sûres ne mtétaient Pas symPaËhiques". (FC, 255) -

Nortonr Nor
(171) The biograPhY wás 11.F' Peters: Siéter
t974. Beauvoir calls it a "livre assez ma

espect

ton lib'
p. 164).

, P. 544.(L72) La Vieillesse
ladroít.

S
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Han SuyÍn, another wrlÈer, half western and half Chfnese, impressed

Beauvol-r, who'met her in l-958, wlth her capaclty for hard work and her unusual

beauty:

Jtai dfné avec Han Suyin, très séduisanÈe 1=::7 : tallleur clair,
longn", mince, le vl-sage à pelne asíatiquel bê1le pour ses
quarante ans. 1...1 Elle vlt ã sfngapour et de t heures du
matín à 5 heure-s d-u soir, chaque jour, e1-le soigne-des fenrnes

chinoises (elle est médecin gynécologue); puís elle rentre en

auto chez elle et elle écrit. (FC, 472).

It ís striking that the qualities Beauvolr admires in other r^7omen are

those on'which she general-ly prides herself. fn 1962' on a trlp wlÈh Sartre

to Russla, Beauvolr met Léna Zonina, theÍr offícial interpreter. 0n a trip

to Japan, ín autumn 1966, Torníka Asabuti, Beauvoírfs Japanese translaÈor,

acted as their guide and ínterpreter, Both of these Tíomen, wrítes Beauvoir,

approached life wíth "les mêmes exigences" as herself. (TcF, 52).

Since Beauvoír returned to Russl-a each year bèttveen 1962 and l-966' she

became quite close friends with Léna, who \^7as some fífÈeen years younger than

her. Léna, who was, Beauvoir writes, ttdtune culture et dtune íntelligence

exceptionnelles", (TCF, 317) had studied French at Moscow. -rln*Verslty, .-'

hopíng tÕ become a teacher and a writer. Once "fârouchement staliníenne",

(TCF, 317), she had since become dísillùsioned with sÈalínísm and showed

consíderable courage by not hiding this attitude to fellow Russians. Twice

married, ltélle souhaiÈait son indépendance" (TCF, 318) and when Beauvoír knew

her, she was líving wíth her daughter only, and working very hard to support

then both. Simone cotnents:

Nous avions Èout de suite sympathisé et par la suite môn estíme
pour elle nfa fait que grandír. Jradmiraís sa force de caractère-
'!1.:7 : jamais 

,.11: ". s'apitoyait sur elle-même. Etle nf esquívaít
aucune responsaÞrrrÈé et se refusait à tout compromis . t.. J nien
de tiède en elle. Ell-e avaít 1a passion de la justÍce'et dle la
verlté. Måj"s elle ne donnait ni dans le dogrnatisme ni dans le
pédantisme: elle étaiÈ gaie, ironique' et parfois très drôle'

(TCF, 319).
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Tomiko Asabuki had shown similar courage and determlnatlon in the face

of hard times. she had come from a rlch, aristocratíc Tokyo famil-y and had

reached an advanced stage in her studfes when she married' After the Second

world l{ar she found herself (líke the rest of her famíly) flnancially ruíned '

and she \^7as pregnant. After the birth of her daughter, she opened a tea room,

divorced and left for France, thinkíng of establishing herself there as a

dressmaker. Beauvoir comments:

' le voyage a été long et intéressa"t l-"'J '-E11e-1ra raoont é

dans un ïeportage qJf " eu beauconp ãe Ãrccès. El1e a renoncé

à l-a coirt,ri. poit faire du journal-isme et ensuíte des traductions'
E1Ie est restée ã Paris pendant quinze ans et srest maríée avec

un Françaís; mais elle a gaxdle 
"óo 

tot de jeune fille' (TCF, 280) '

In early Lg67, when sartre and Beauvoír were travelling in Egyptt

Beauvoir made the acquaintance of Loufti and LíIíane el-Kholi' They stand out

in the autobiography as ttun couple où semble régner une parfaíte égalíté et

qui la revendiquait". (TCF, 418-419). About Liliane, Beauvoir conments, in

the context of EgYPtian societY:

ElIe étaít très rèprésentaÈive dtune catégoríe encore peu nombreuse

de femmes vraíment libérées. Jolíe, élégante, très "fémininet',
elle stoccupait de son enfant, de son foyer maís aussí elle
avait un méÈier. (TCf' 419) '

Lilíane had been a Christian, but, Iíke Símone'herself, she had lost her faith

at the age of, fourteen. Her father had sÈood in the way of her ambítions' but

she had made Ëhe most of her situatíon:

E1le avaít faít de fortes études et elle aurait voulu aller à

parispourpréparerltagrégationdephilosophíe:sonpèrele
luí avait interdit parce quton sty embrassait dans la rue'
Elle n,en connaissaít pas moins admirablement 1a langue et la
l-íttérature française. (TCF, 419) '

As r¡elI as these energetic \¡Iomen whom she met abroad, Beauvoir was

friends with a number of French rnTomen who led busy' professional líves'

However, she discloses very little about these fríends - some of whom she

sa\^I a great deal. In Tout compte fait . Beauvoir r^rrítes that she was stil1



3r7,

seelng Glsèle Hali-rni and Gégé "avec régu1-arlté", (TCF' 5l-) even lf not

frequently. Earlier she had given us a fleeting picture of Gisàle Hallnl 1n

1958. A conscientlous lawyer, she was also a defender of the Algerian F.L.N.

elle avait fait un meeting la veille à Toulouse, passê la
Journée en train, elle allait le lendemain matin demander
une grâce au présídent, de la République, elle a ded enfants
et un métier qui doit éprouver les nerfs eÈ le coeur ¡ encore
une de ces jeunes fe¡runes superactives à qui Je tíre mon chapeau.

(FC, 486).

In gctober of the same year¡ they met for lunch and Gísèle told Simone about

her life. Àfterr¡ards, the latter remarked ín her journal:

Ah! ce n,est pas encore r-egkê le sort des femmes... (FC, 473)(173)

In 1960, Halimt took on the defense of Djarníla Boupacha' a young Algerían

gír1 and a member of the F.L.N. who had been tortured. She contacted Beauvoir

to ask her to write about the case.G74)

Beauvoír saw Halimi professionally again at the Russea Tribunal, Ín

Lg67. In Stockholm, she gave "un excellent rapport" on tr^lo provinces that

she had visíted ín Víetnam: "touÈ était dtune remarquable précisíon." (TCFt

3g5). Before the last meetíng of the Russelltríbunal, Ín Brusselsrin Septem-

ber of that year, Halini went to U.S.A. to collect materíal for the tribunal.

She came back with taped testimonies as well as three witnesses Ín person.

Accordíng Èo Beauvoir, ít all consituted a "requisitoire écrasant" against

the American government. (TCF' 393).

lrle are told much less about Gêgê, whom Simone de Beauvoír had origín-

ally met when Gégé ú/as seventeen and taking a conmercial art course at the

same place as poupette. She sÈruck Simone as beíng "souple et hardíe", (}l.IR'

306) and, unlíke the Beauvoir gírls, she was allowed to go out in the eveníngs

(173) Gísè1e Halini outlines her I1fe ín
(174) Beauvoir \^7-rote an article entitled

La ause des femmes. Paris: Grassêtt L973-
Pour Djamila Boupacha rr which

appeared in Le Monde on June
the book written bY Halírni:

ter Beauvoir wrote the Preface to
acha. Paris: Gallímard, 1962.

2, L96O. La
amila Bo
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as much as she liked. LaÈer, G'egê. marrled one of her art teachers, dl-vorced

and marrÍed again. She was aÈ the antl-Gaullist demonstration on'the 30th of

May 1958, ttavec sa fam|lle et aon atelier". (FCr 415). It seems, therefore,

Èhat she had managed to keep up her art as well as having a family' However,

she remains an essentíally mysterious figure - a mere name in the autoblography'

Àt least up untíl Lg72, when she r^rroÈe Tout compÈe faít, Beauvoir sa\^I

Olga, Bíanca and Víolette Leduc "fréquemment". (TCF, 51). lJe know virtually

nothíng abouÈ 01ga ín her maturity, about her marriage to Jacques Bost or her

actívities. Bianca Bíenenf eld, who, like Olga, ulas an ex-pupll of Beauvoirrs,

is another enÍgma. They grer^r to be frlends in the liaÈe thirties, when Bianca

started to study phflosophy at the sorbonne and became fríendly wíLh a group

of Sartre,s ex-pupils - all interested ín'tra méthode phénoménologíque." (FA, 355).

Bíanca apportait à son travail beaucoup de passion' et elle réagissait
avec víoiãnce à ce quí se passaít dans l-e monde. (TA' 355).

As a Jew, Bianca was obllged to leave Paris during Èhe war ' She spent a

terríbIe year in hiding in the vercors regíon, with her parents and her husband -

a fellow-student. After the war, she became a teacher and Beauvoir indicates

that she too, hTas engaged ín left-wing polltícs, very involved on various

couunit.tees.

Beauvoir certainly díd not consÍder Víolette Leduc r \^7ho died before the

publícatÍon of Tout compte faít, an exemþlary índependent womai. Nevertheless,

she writes with great respect of her "si persévérante énergiett - especially

since violette "stacharnaíx l-...J sur un fond d'ínsuccès". (TCF' 59)' She adds:

Jrai souvent admiré son courage: (TCF' 59)'

other friends have been colette Audry and stépha Avdicovitch' Beauvoir

first met Colette ín 1932 when both were teaching at Èhe same school ín Rouen'
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Nlzan had talked enthuslastically about Colette to Slmone; like him, she

was cornmitted to the l-eft. Colette hras actlve, 1n the four years in whlch

Slmone taught 1n Rouen, ln a Trotskylst grouP. During those years, Beauvoir

and Sartre often used to discuss Colette - with gteat interest:

nous nous interrogíons sur ses raPports avec 1a polltíque'
avec l'amour' avec sa aoeur' aveg elle-même. (TA, 130).

However, Beuavoir does not reveal the content of these ruminatíons. Nor does

she disclose whether she ever regarded colette as a rival or a threat - wh.ich

she may well have done. She does say that although, ín those years, she

found herseif sometÍmes with " /ãJ t"tps à tuer", she díd not see much of

Colette, ttqui avaíÈ ses occuPations, ses soucís". (FA,173). üIe are told that

Colette marríed duríng the war; \^te are not told Èhat she had a son and later

. (17s)
davorceo.

In the earlY daYs of Les s Ìfodernes Colette AudrY was among the

regular contríbutors who met twíce weekly in Sartrets study' She supported

Beauvoír in the uProar whích resulted from the publ ícatíon of Le Deuxième

E, and she was active in the fifties and síxtíes in campaígníng for makíng

birth control tr-egal and effective ín France. Beauvoir r^¡rÍÈes that she enjoyed

seeíng Audry's successful play Soledad, ln 1956, and readíng her novel Derríèrg

la baieno ire. which won the Frix Médicis in L962. Other than brief references'

however, Beauvoir leaves it to colette Audry'- as a well-known figure in France

in her ovrn right - to tell her ov¿n story'

Simone was Ín her late teens when she rnet Stépha AvdÍcovitch, a Ukranian

sÈudent whom Èhe Mabille family had engaged as a governess for their children

for the holidays. she was entirely dífferent from any girl simone had ever

À

fl

(175)ShemarríedRobertMinderandhadason,Jean-François.
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met before. iln the Ukral-ne, she had spent a few days ln prison because of her

miliÈant advocacy of Ukranlan lndependence. Her father, a wealthy manager of

a sr^reets factory, had been able to afford to send her Èo Berlin and then

parfs to complete her educatlon. It was Stépha, Beauvoír tells us, who con-

verted her to t'ltÍnternaÈionalísme" and r'1 rantimílitarisme". (TCF, 28). I{hen

Simone firsÈ met her, Stépha was hesitating about marryíng Fernando, a Spanish

Jewísh paínter, "parce qurelle tenaít à sa libertérr. (MJtrR, 285). What Símone

did not reaLíze until laÈer - and she was thoroughly shocked by the revelatíon -

was that Stépha and Fernando were already sleeping togeÈher, before Stépha

had even decided to marry hím. At this tíme, too' she was I'en train de

líquider un vieux fonds de :religíosité". (MJFR, 284). Before they marríed, ín L929,
Beauvoir comments:

jamais je ntavais vu entre un homne et une femme une entente aussi
aussi entière: ils répondent exactemenÈ à mon idéaI du couple.

(ìtrrFR, 298) .

However, r{e are told nothing about their relationship after marríage. Stépha

had a son in 1931, but again r^re are gíven no indicatíon of her attítude

towards maternÍty. Nor are rnre told how she reacted when Fernando went off to

fighr in the Spaúísh Cívil I^lar ín 1936.G76'J In 1940, the trío escaped from

France and took refuge, eventually, in New York. Here, Stépha undertook

"dívers métíers" unËil she turned to teaching, which she found extremely

satisfying. (TCF, 57). Beauvoir was fuIl of admiration for her when they net

again in Paris in 1969, and writes:

La conversation était aussi aisée que si nous ne nous étions
jamais quittées: nous avions les mêmes opinions, les mêmes

loûts. Et toutltírtéressait. Jradmiraís sa viÈalitêrl9rfot
ão,r."g". Ses jambes 1a faisaíent beaueoup souffa!.'\Ltr) et

""p"r,ã"rrt 
elle étaít toujours gaie. / .. J c' est une de ces rares

p"r"orrn"" qui ont tant investi dans leuis activités que la vieil-
lesse ne les abat pas: le monde demeure pour elles peuplé dríntér-
êts, de valeurs, de fins jusqutau terme de leur vie. (TCI'' 57).

I
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(176) Beauvoir merelY tells us how
ttNous approuvions Fernand de tout no

avec Stépha et de nombreux amis." (I
John Gerassi, StéPhars son, tells us
intentions, and soon followed her hu

she and Sartre reacted:
tre coeur; nous ltaccompagnâmes à la gare,
A, 286).
that she broke down when she heard Fernandors

sband to Spaín, having placed her son in
a school for orphans.
(JohnGerassi.''SartreetSonpremierhommed|action''i'@,'.l8-l9'
Ig7g. Numé¡io spécial sur Sartrer P. 37 ')
f7l1> She suffàred from arthrítis and could only watk with a stick'
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..Another person'simone has of ten admired for her stamina and cheerful-

ness is her sister, Hélène de Beauvolr. From tlme to tÍme in the autobiograPhYt

we have a fleetíng $límpse of her - always hard at f^rork on her painting' The

followlng is a descrlptlon of her in 1934, the year 1n which she met Lionel 1

de Roulet, whom she was later to Ûlarry:

ElIe vivait encore chez nos parents, mais elle avait l-oué' rue

CastagnarYr Uft petit cagibl g1ac1al en híver, tofride en éËé,

où elIe pLignait. El_le gagnaiÈ un peu dtargent en travaillant
ltaprès-rnfdiicomme secréiaire à la galerie Bonjean. -[:] Sa vie

, était matériellement dÍfficile, et très ausÈère; ellè 1ã supPort-
ait avec une bonne humeur que jtadmirals. (FA, 195).

Shortly afterr¡ards, Hélène moved into her own "ateliertt, where she

continued to live,,avec une extrême austerité, car les couleurs coûtent cher,

et elle n,avait pas le sou." (FA, 255). Already, writes símone, her land-

scapes and portraits revealed "des dons certaíns".(FA, 255)' In 1939' Hélène

went to Portugal to stay for two or three weeks with Lionel de Roulet' They

ended up beíng stranded there for the duration of thè' war, and they married

there ,.:in !942. Agaín, Beauvoír stresses:

Pendant toutes ces années elle avaít beaucoup travaíllé' (FC 
' 47)'

They líved,a great deal abroad and Hélène held exhíbítíons of her paintíngs

allovertheworld'someverySuccessful.Theyhadnochildren. In Tout compte

faít, Símone tells us about.I(é1ène's llfe at the tímã', with a príile in her

sister which is obviously reciprocated:

Ma soeur n'habite plus à Paris. son mari fait partíe à présent

au cãiseil de lrEurope qui siège à strasbourg; ils ont acheté

dans un víllage ,rrr. .ti"itle ferme alsacienne dont ils ont fait une

confortableeÈcharmantemaison.Dumatinausoir,même1'hiver
.t ii-v-fait t,rès froid, elle srenferme dans son atelier et elle
peínt. Elle a toujours refusé à la'fois les contrairües de lrirnít-
atÍon et lfaridité de I'abstraction: elle a trouvé un équilíbre
deplusenplussavafitentrelesinventionsformellesetles
taf åt.rr."" ã t" r'eaLítê. Depuis longtemps elle f aít d I excellents
b"r;;;--7;:.t . Récemment., àlle a ínventéune íntéressante tech-

niquedepeinturesuraltuglassetpolyesÈer'maissansabandonner
r" iãi"i"lã-ã-f't"ff". Elie peut ràtt.t de front ces activités
parce qutelle ne prend pt""qrrã jamais de vacances. (TCF, 55).
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It Is clear that Beauvoir partlcularly resPects self-dlscipline'

perseverance, determlnatlon and an abillty to face adverslty or material

deprivation wlth good cheer. In addltlon to these forms of stoicism, she

admires 1n women a passíon for their work'

In Tou t comPte fait , she makes brlef reference to t\^to other women who

have impressed her with these qualities: claíre Etcherellí and Dénise Brébant'

After havíng read her novel E1 lse ou la vraie vie publlshed in 1967, Beauvolr

hTas eager to meet c1aíre Etcherelli. She found a \¡Iolnan who had retained her

independence and written books despiÈe tremendous material and personal

difficulties. !üríting had been her "passion'r since the age of fourteen, and

she managed to discíplíne herself to write despíte her t'dívers métiers", t\'7o

broken marriages and her t\^Io sons, wíth whom she 1íved. (TCF' 66)'

Towards the end of the Algerían war, Dénise Brébant wrote to Beauvoír

and asked to meet her, persísting 1n the face Of several refusals' About Èhe

same age as simone, she vras a "fílle de paysanst' and despite her brillíance

at school, she had been forced'to leave at the age of fourteen' It was her

or^m determinatÍon and struggle which enabled her to become a social \¡Iorker '

and she was "passicrrndel'par son métier": (TCFt 65)

eIIe travailla bíen au-delà de ses heures de service, aidant
de sa poche les nécessíteux' (TCF' 65)'

She was,.horrífied by the conditions in which the Algerian workers al1 too

frequently lived, and she Èook uP their cause. I'rlhen shé first met Beauvoir,

Dénise was helPing with the F'L'N':

Parlasuite'SonpetitappartementaSouvenÈservid|abríà
des Algériens: e1lã risquait sa sítuation et n'avait aucune

autre ressource. (TCF' 64)'

One final examp1e of a "femme independante" ís Sylvie Le Bon - to whom

Beauvoir dedícated Tout compte faít. Here again it is striking that what

¡
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Beauvoir flnds reassurlng is sylviers very sÍmilarity to herself'
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The two \^romen ftrst met ln 1960, when Sylvie was a mere nlneteen.

Sylvíe,lfkeSlmone-althoughtoamuchmoredamaglngdegree-hadbeen
,,Èransformée en brebis galeusett durlng her adolescence by her parents' (TCF ' 74) '

Her studies had become ttson seul recourstt:

Elle s'y était donnée non par une docllité de bonne élève rnais

parressentfment¡Parð'.er.í,avecunesombrefurie.(TCF,74).

Líke Sfmonets parents, Sylviefs parentq and parÈicularly her mother:

voulaient la 'rmater", elle était indomptable. (TCF, 74).(178)

llhen BeauvoÍr firsÈ kner¡ her, sylvie was at the Ecole Normale Supéríeure'

at Sèvres' to prepare for her agrégation:

Elle sry plaísaít beaucoup' Elle nravaít rien dtune bête à

"on"orrt-" 
àt travaillaít avec désinvolture: Elle s I entendait

très bien avec quelques camarades que lradmlnistratíon Ëenait
pour de fortes tatt" /"'7 Souvent blâmées pour leur
índlscíplíne, el1es aiaie-nt cependanÈ du prestige Parce
qurelles réussl-ssaient avec êclat leurs examens. (TCF' 72).

Ilavíngpassedheragrégatíonwithaverygoodmark'shewassenttoteach

first to Le Mans, and Èhen to Rouen - to the very schooL at whl-ch Beauvoir

had taught - and flnally to a school, at the ouLskÍrts of Paris' símone de

Beauvoir adds.that wíth Sylvie, she sometimes has had "ltimpression dtêtre

réincarnáe." (TcF, 75).

rn the decade before the publication of Tout compte faít, Simone and

Sylvie had become veÏy close friends' Beauvoír comments:

l"lieuxjeconnaissaisSylvÍe,plusJemesentaísdlaffínités
avec elle. Comme noi ttétait une intellectuelle et eIle aussi

a"rr"ii-pãssionnément à la vie. Sur beaucoup drautres points elle
meressemblait:avectrente-troisansdedifférence,je
retrouvaisenellemesqualitéseÈmesÈravers.(TcF,75).

(178) Beauvoir uses Colette Audryrs term'
See P.113 of the Present studY'
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At the tlme of the Publl-catlon of Tout c te faft Sylvle was thlrty-

one. However, Beauvolr fs entlrely dl-screet about her existence outslde her

teaching and her frfendship with herself. I{e are not told, for example,

whether Sylvlets passion for a girlfrlend at school has proved to be a sexual

predilectíon for rÂtomen or whether thls \¡las to remain an adolescent passlon'

Knowlng this could shed some lÍght on her l1fe as a "fenune indépendana"". 
(179)

Líke the other portraiÈs of independent I'Jomen, Sylvie remaíns;Èhe

vaguest of characters. I^le are gíven very little concrete detail on any of

these rdomenrs líves. I{e know nothing about their daíty struggles, their

problems and areas of conflicts. tr{e do not know whether they experienced the

,,désarroi,'which Beauvoir described in Le Deuxième sexe' as the 10t of rrla

femme indépendante". Inlhereas the dévouée and the narcissisË figures Ín the

autobíography Íllustrate the 1949 essay, there is not one J-ndependenÈ \^rolnan'

in the autobiographY, who serves as an example of the chapËer "La Femme

lndépendante'r. I^Ihat does emerge from Beauvoirrs brief references to various

índependent \,ùomen are the qualitíes which she admired in utomen' It is

eignífícanÈ that shè-prided herself on these same'quálíties herself'

I

ò

(179) It míghÈ also shed some light on sylvie's relatíonship with simone de

Beauvoir - a relatíonship which seems to be platonic love.
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The Model Indeoendent Woman: Simone de Beauvolr.

After wrltlng Mémolres drune Jeune fllle rangée, Beauvoir dld not

íntend to pursue her autobiography - at leasÈ not lmnediately. However, she

explains that she hras compelled to continue by a need Ëo show the sense of

her adolescenÈ struggle for lndependence:

un poínt dtinterrogation esÈ dessíné dont ie tttai pas pu
détourner ma pensée. La líberté: pour quoi faíre? TouÈ ce
branle-bas, ce grand combaÈ, cette évasion, cetÈe victoire,
quel sens la suite de ma vie devaít-elle leur donner? (FA' 9).

The very words Beauvolr uses: ttbranle-bastt, ttcombattt, ttévasiontt and - above

all - ttri"toít." polnt to the directlon of the autobiography. The woman who

has the courage to assume her "libertét' is regarded by Beauvoir as:a model

f or other t/omen. Às she \^7-rote ín 1949 ' in Le Deuxième Sexe such a v¡oman tntas

stíl1 consídered "une singularíté". (180)

The pícture of Símone de Beauvoir which emerges from the four volumes

of autobiography ís of a remarkable independent hToman. Some passages do

ÍndicaÈe varíous díffículties or crl-ses in her lífe and she does not Portray

eíther her self or her life as perfect. However, just as the young Simone

found with her mother, who she realized hras not ttune saÍnÈe", the reader of Èhe

autobíography might well conment - about Símone:

son exemple ne mfen semblait que plus convaincant. (ItrIFR' 41).

The fact is, too, that the díffículties and críses which Beauvolr faced

are minimízed, defused. Even íf the language used to describe them betrays

their inÈensíty, Beauvoír mentíons them ínófdentally and quickly changes the

subjecÈ to other aspects of her life, so that the readerts overall irnpression,

even if he or she is sometimes a líttle bewildered, is emphaÈically positive.

( 180) Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 544
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As I have suggested before, Slrnone de Beauvoir seems to \tant to hide certaln

things from herself as much as from the reader. She Ì^tanÈs to see herself and

her l1fe in a certain way. once more, thls tendency appears to derive from

her choix originel.

Although Beauvoir states fírm1Y:

Construlre une lmage de rnoÍ-même: cetÈe vaÍne et draílleurs
impossible entreprise ne m'intéresse pas t(TCF' 48)

she does, of course, creaEe an image of herself ín the autobiography. By wriÈing

about herself, she is creating a self on paper. Furthermore, Beauvoir admits

that she likes the image she has of herself. At an early age she had chosen

Èo creaËe an exemplary self whom other people would admíre and wísh to emulate'

And r^re must bear in mlnd that the autobíographical self ís a carefully chosen,

filtered represenÈatlon of the real self. Beauvoir herself ís honest about her

bias, and demonstrates it spectacularly ín the following passage:

Quant à moi j" r'accepte sans rétícence. l-..J Injustifiés, les
crítiques et les blâmeç ne mtatteignent pas. Fondés, je les Èiens
porrr á." compliments. f ...1 Analysant mon écríture, une amie

irapholog,r. iit de moí uri portraíÈ que je jugeat flatteur. "I1
íorr" pf"it parce que vous vous choisíssez telle que vous êtes, me

dlt-elle, mais on pourrait le prendre en négatíf." En effet, on

peut appel-er volonté, ténacíté, persévérance ma maníère de me

concenËrer sur mon travail et de mener à bout mes projeÈs' 0n

peut aussí y voÍr un entêtemenÈ aveugle, une opiniâÈreté bornée.
Mon désir de connaître, est-ce de ltouverture dresprit ou une

curiosité frivole? (TCF, 47).

Beauvoir wrote the autobíography ldiÈh the íntentÍQn of portraying

herself as an independent intellectual l¡/oman. she díd not wish to contemplate

her vulnerabílíty any more in her memoírs than she had done in her lífe' Thus,

when she does lndícate moments of "weaknessrr or periods of crisis, she uses

various evasion techniques, so that the reader (along with the author) ls

persuaded to think either thaÈ the crlsis was less significant than it actually

riras, or that the problem once exísted but no longer does' In this way, the

reader finishes the autobiography wiÈh an impression of a splendidly



327,

successful life. A brlef re-examínation of-some of Beauvoirfs remarks wl-Il

demonstrate the authorts intentíons, as well as showing up some of the

conflicts which she wished to understate'

In the autobíograPhY, Beauvoir presenÈs her personal and intellectual

evolutíon in relation to the critería of líberty and responsibility, always

demonstratingthatherevolutíonwasnecessaryandright. In Mémoires drune

eune fille ran BeauvoÍr shows how she emerged from her conventional

female upbringíng with an open and exciting future. HavÍng descríbed zazats

tragic death, she concluded this volume with the words:

jraí pensé longtemps.'que jravais payé ma líberté de sa mort'
(ìLrrR, 359).

La Torce de lt e opens wíth the'same theme: Beauvoirrs freedom:

ce qui me grisa lorsque je-rentrai à Parisr en septembre 1929, ce

fur drabord ma liberié. Jry àvais rêvé dès lrenfance. (FA' 15).

Beauvoir hacl left home to live in a room at her grandmotherts - where she r¡as

free to come and go as she pleased. She had the prerequÍsites which Virginia

t{oolf had deemed essentiaL for a hromanrs independence: a room of her orvn and

a sufficient income - which she earned by teaching' This volume, which sPans

the years Lg2g-Lg44, depicts her exhilaraÈing acquisition of liberty and her

sudden a\¡rareness, due to the vrar experience - of iÈs counterparÈ: responsibílíty'

In La Fo rce des choses and Tout compte fa it. Beauvoir portrays herself as a

mature and responsible \¡loman. In these last two volumes there is no longer

the disparity in consciousness between the \¡Ioman writíng and the \^7oman she is

writing about.

Beauvoír emphasizes that her meeting with sartre was crucíal to her

independence. she writes'as an older liloman, who had found such a relation-

ship - that her ímage, as an adolescent, of her future Partnership with a ^n

rÀras as f ollows:
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1l falla1t que lramour me Justifiât sans me borner' Lrimage que

:rê*roã""rs, ctétait celle dtune escalade où mon partenalre, un

peu plus agfle et robusÈe que mol' mtaiderait à me hisser de

pallär en Palier ' (ìtrIR, 146) '

Thls 1s the sray she llked to thlnk sartre helped her to independence' she

descrlbes Sartrefs attitude to her from Èhe very firsÈ:

jedevaispréservercequ'ilyavaitdeplusestilnableenmoi:
mon goût ¿ã ra llberté, mon amour de la vie, ma curiositê, ma

voloãté drécrire. Non seulement il mtencourageaít dans cette
enriãprise mals fl groposaiË de mraider. (MFJR, 339).

when she díscusses her relationship with sartre, Beauvoír nakes it clear

that its formwas basically a product of Sartrets ídeas, raÈher than her ovm'

However, she emphasizes that she regarded sartrets influence as absolutely

salutary to herself. There ís no suggestíon that Sartrets interests might

ever have conflicted wiÈh her owr,¡¡ or thaL 1t was a difficult and hasardous

entreprise for the man she loved to help her to be independent froi him by

provldlng a model of independence hímsel-f. The paín which such a project

would ínevitably involve is rarely mentíoned' Furthermore, Beauvoir never

judges Èhe man she elected to be her "iûg" suprême" (ItrIFR' 107) - r^rhich would

indícateareallndependence.Anydífficultyshehadíncopingwiththe
,renÈrepríse" of being independent \^7as regarded by her as a Personal weakness'

for whích she blamed herself, for it meant that she fell short of her aim: to

be considered by those she respecÈed as exemplary'

Beauvoirexplaínsthatsartre,who'h,avaitpaslavocationdela

monogauie,', (FA, 26) was against the sort of monogamous relationshíp which

she had envisaged untfl then:

Entrenous'mlexpliquaít-ilenutillsantunvocabulairequilui
étaiÈ cter, í1 si"git atun amour nécessaíre: í1 convient que

nous connaissions aussÍ des amours contingenÈes- (FA, 26-27) '
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Sartre suggested "un ball de deux ans", (FA, 27) durfng whlch tlme they would

I1ve,,dans une tntlnité aussi étroLte que possfble"' (FA,27)' After Èhat'

sartre thought that they should both aim Ëo teach for some time abroad and be

two or three years apart before resuming thêir t'víe plus ou moins communet"

Beauvoir ls honest about her reaction:

La séparatlon qutenvisageait sartre nfétait Pas sans mteffrayer;
mats elle stesiompaít dáns les loíntains, et je m'étais faít une

tAgi"-ãã-rrã p"" m'rencombrer de soucls prêmatures; dans la mesure

où tout de mäme la peur me travprsalt' i-g-1" telSls#H une

f"i;i;;"; er.jS m.'eiforeal. 9e la rédulre. (FA, 27).(rur¡

About sartre, she adds, wlth a sudden burst of the typlcally feminine mauvaíse

foiwhichsheobservesr¡ithsuchlucldityatothertímes:

Jesavaisqu'aucunmalheurnemevíendraitjamaisparluí,à
moins qu'ii ne mourût avant moí' (FA' 28) '

l,trrítíng thls, she appeals to the reader to accept Èhís romantícísm' jusÈ as

she does herself.

llhen, ín 1931, Sartrers applícation for a teaching post in Japan fell

through, simone admits that she hTas enormously relíeved' As for sartre' t'íl

fut très déçu". (FÀ, 80) . Although she does not dlrell on it, here \^tas an

obvious conflict of interesÈs. The problem of their physical separatíon arose

again when sartre hTas assigned to a school in Le Havre and she to a school in

MarseÍl1e. Beauvoir tells us that she was 'ratterrée'r' (FA' Af)92)f" the face

of her "panique" at their separaÈion, Sartre suggested they should marry' in

order to be able to teach in the same toI^?n. Again, Beauvoir is honest about

her rnaín reason for refusing thís offer: she knew that the ídea of marriage

appalled Sartre far more than it disturbed her:

(181) Italics míne.
(1BZ) Ten years later, in 1940, Beauvoir tells us about a letter from Sartre,
who had just been transferred to Germany:

"comne dìhabitude, il disait être en bonne santé et très gai. Maís j ravais

Ëellenent escompté €pn retour que ie *teffondraí." (FA' 476) -

a
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Je voyafs combfen 11 en coûtalt à Sartre de dlre adieu aux voyages'
á "" tiU"rtê, à sa jeunesse' Pour devenir professeur en provínce et,
définitlvement, ,rr, ádrrlt.; se ranger parml les hommes marlés, cteût
été un renoncement de plus. Je le savaís incapable de mren åvoír
de la rancune, mais 5e savais aussi combien J 

rétais accessible aux

remords et combien jã les détestais. La plus élémentaire prudence

mfinterdlsaít de cholsir un avenir qutils eussenÈ risquê
drempoísonner. (FÀ, 82) .

IÈ ls clear that Beauvoir was thínking of her own relationship with

Sartre when she wro te ín Le Deuxième Sexe:

Même dans ltamour réciProque, il Y
amants une dífférence fondamenÈale

es sentiments des
refforce de masquer.

a entre 1
qutelle s

I1 faut bíen que Ithomme soit capable de se jusÈifier sans elle
puisqufelle espère être justifíée par lui. Sril lui est nécessaire'
crest qufelle fuit sa liberté: mais stil assume sa liber Èé sans

Iaquelle íl ne serait ni héros ni simplement honrne ' ríen rii
personne ne sauraient 1ui être nécessaires. La dé endance utacc e

la fe¡rnne vient de sa faiblesse: corftrnent trouverait-elle une (183)
dépendance réc iproque dans celuí qutelle aíme dans sa force?

Thls crucial passage reveals to us the way in which Beauvoir ratl-onalízed

her relatíonship with Sartrer regardíng the ímbalance in their need for each

other as a product. of her or^m hreakness as a female. It is evident from the

autobiography thaÈ Sartre never depended on Simone de Beauvoir: he did not need

her as she consíders she needed him. Indeed, in a portraít of Sartre which she

wrote for Harpe rts Bazaar in 1946, Beauvoír claimed that "í1 nra besoin de

,, (184)personne. The sartre of the autobiography and the sartre-like figures 1n

Beauvoirrs fiction are radically self-sufficient men. It is questionable,

hor¡ever, whether such self-suffíciency is so1e1y a sígn of strength and personal

autonomy; 1t could well be viewed as an emotíonal deficiency or a cowardly

unwítlíngness on the part of sartre to Ínvolve himself and risk findíng hirnself

(183) IËalícs míne.
(1S4) Simone de Beauvoir. rr

January L946, P. 113, 148'
Michel ContaÈ and Mfchel RYb

1970, p. 41-9.

Strictly Personal", $elÌg-þ-8""9,
ed and published, ii.n extracts, in
de Sartre. Paris: Gallimard'

Jean-?aul Sartre:
160. Re-translat
alka: Les Ecrits
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vulnerable.(185) lfhatever his psychological needs may have. been, tt is

signifícant that Beauvolr never questioned what she considered his admlrable

(and envlable) lndependence; any doubts she had were directed at her self' As

Inuch as posslble, she tried to ignore('masquer")these doubts.

Early in her relationshlp wlth sartre, Beauvoír utas critícal of herself

for expecting Sartre to justify her I1fe' Èo assume the responsibility for her

l-lf e:

Quand jtavais rencontré SarÈre, jtavaís cru que tout étaÍt gagné;

auprès de luí, je ne pouvals pas manquer de me rêaliser. (FA, 66)'

She tells us that her self-dlsgust vras exacerbated by the fact that Sartre

himself observed and chíded her for this lnclination, warning her against be-

conr-ing "une femme dríntérieurt" Beauvoir admits:

Je mren voulais de le dócevoir' (FA, 66)'

It is probable, in fact, that her self-dlsgust l^7as not exacerbaÈed but caused

by SarÈrers aËtitude. She tells us:

seule lropinion de Sartre pouvait mratteíndre aux moelles, (FÀ' 42)

and he - the man she had, appointed her judge - disapproved of her behaviour' It

ís interesting to compare simone with Françoíse in LrInvítée, who also accuses

herself of having committed t'une véritable faute'r. Françoísets idea of "une

authentique indépendance" seems more to be a constraínt imposed from outsíde

herself than a profound personal belief. She is aware that she does not vlant

complete independence from Pierre - somethíng which Beauvoir does not allow

herself Èo admit in the autobiography. Trançoise reflecÈs:

ssed Sartrers íncapacity to feel or be
oir tells us: "il Parlait du fleuve,

maís í1 ne ressentaít rien' f"'l
rivaln ne pouvait pas avoir drautre

attítude; quiconque ntéprouve rien est íncapable drécrire; mais sí la joíe'

Ithorreur rrorr" "rrffoquent 
sans que nous les dominlonSt nous ne saurons pas

non plus les exprímer." (FA' 44) '
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Le torÈ qutelle avalt, crétait de reposer sur Plerre de tout son

poids.; tl y
supporter à

avalt 1à une vérltable faute,
un autre la responsabillté dtelle-même.

elle ne deval-t
I

p

J
as faíre

Pour

devenir totalement res sable drelle-nême tl, lul aurait suffl de

vouloír urals ell e ne le voula ement. Ce bl meme

qu telle stadressait, elle dernanderalt encore P íerre de lrapprouver;
tout ce qutelle Pensai t, ctêtalt avec luí eÈ pour lui; un acte qurelle
tírât de sol seuLe et qutel1e accomplÎt absolument sans rapport
avec lui, un acte qui affirmâÈ une authentique indéPendence, elle

( 186)ne pourralt même Pas en irnaginer.

!ühat hÍghlighted Beauvoir's need for Sartre uras that he díd not need her.

I^lould she have been ashamed 1f he had needed her as she needed hirn? It is

probable that she would have considered ít a flattering manifestation of hís

love and respecÈ for her. I{hen Anne, in Les Mandarins, 1s reflecting whether

or not to go back Èo her lover in America, she 1s conscíous Èhat Robert

Dubreuilh does not need her as Lewis, her lover, does:

je savaís que dans tous les domains qui comptaient pour Robertt
je ne luí átais dtaucun secours; en face de ses vrais problèmes,

il étaít toujours seu1. Là-bas il y avaít un homme qul avait faim
de moí, jravais ma place eritïe """ 

Lt"", ma place qui restaít víde.(fB7)

she explains her posiÈíon to Robert, obviously hoping to be reassured to the

contrary:

- Par moments ça me semble absurde de ne pas êÈre-là où quelqutun

a besoin de moi; un vrai b""9j*:.conme personne nten a jamais eu

de moi. Et j" ttty suis Pas'(röö'

The reassurance \,/as not forthcoming, and Anne tells herself wistfully:

MaÍs que j rétais donc fatiguée de soulever chaque matin 1e poids

"i vain dìune journée où je n'étais exigée par personnel RoberÈ

ne mtavait pas répondu qutíl avait besoin de moi. JamaÍs il ne

'. î';;;i; It..(r8rl

The woman in L tAge de discrétion questions herself in a similar way'

unlike the passage ín Le Deuxième sexe where need for another person is regarded

as dependence bnd--a weakness,-the woman here, li ke Ànne in Les Mandarins

need as a slgn of love. Thinking about André, she asks herself:

(186)
(187)
(188)
(18e)

L I Invitée p. 139.
Les Mandarins
ibid.
1bíd., p. 358.

(Italícs mine).
p. 357.II ,

, regards
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Mta-t-il aimêe cortrne je ltaimals? F "l Je pense qutil me

considèrecolltrneuninvarianÈ,dontladisparitionledéconcert-
eraft, mais qui ne sauraitrmodlfler en rien son destin' la
partle se Jouant ailleurs'\r:'u'

such reflections do not occur in the autoblography' Beauvoir does admit

that, in Èhe late forties, Sartre:

meparaíssaítplusloÍntaínqu'ilnel|avaltjamaisété,et
qutil ne devait jarnais 1'êt: e' (FC' 274)'

she attributed this to his work and his fame' Generally, however' Beauvoir

stresses that her relationshíp with sartre hras a complete success and that it

helpedhertoachieveagenulneindependence.Shearguesthatherearly

dependence on sartre !/as only possíble because she knew she could trust sartre

to guide her towards indePendence:

Sí un hor¡rne avaít eu assez d'égoisme, eÈ de médíocrité pour

prétendremeréduíre,je1|auraísjugé,blârnê,jemeserais
détournée de lui. J; ie pouvais avoír envie de me démettre ':

qu'enfaveurdequelquIunqui-précisémentfÎttoutson
possible pour m'en empêcher' (FA' 85)'

Ilor^rever, we know thaÈ thís, too, ís not' so straightforward. }tad not Sartre

said to her, in L9292

,,4 partír de maintenant,, ie vous prends en main".? (MJFR, 338) '

And is not the ídea of "he1ping" someone Èowards índependence an attempt to

makethatpersondependent-onherguide?Itappearsthat,atleastat

first, Sartre hIaS as eager to Play a traditíonally male role as I¡IaS Simone to

play a traditionally female ro1e, expecting her suPreme urale judge to

justífY her exisÈence'

I consider that, to understand Simone de Beauvoirrs desire Èo Prove

herself ,,une f emme indépendante" \,Ie must turn again to her "gEi" origin-el" '

(le0) La Fenrne Iompue, p. 65
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As a little girl, lt seemed natural to SÍmone to have a myrfad of beamlng

faces look upon her with approval-. We recollect that the shock of havÍng to

share her motherts love wl-th her baby sister, whfch meanÈ being ousted from

the maternal lap, made her conscious of her extreme vulnerabíllty and her

dependence on the love and approval of oÈhers fot a feellng of securíty. Since

it seemed, henceforth, that her presence on earth r{as not automatically justif-

ied, she chose to excel in order to earn the esteem of those she respected, so

that she could esteem herself. Ide have seen how she looked to men to replace

her fatherts judgement which she could no longer respect. And we have seen

'that sbe found Jean-Paul Sartre.

Beauvoir t.ells us that after many years of adolescent soliÈude, it was

a revolution to meet noÈ only Sartre but also Nízan, Aron and Politzer whose

"univers íntellectuel" was far richer than her own:

ct était un séríeux événement de découvrír que je ntétais ni
lruníque, ni la première; une parmi df autres.,. (ìLIFR, 343).

However, she had become ttla premíère" in the lífe of the man she had chosen as

her supreme judge. His approval justified and gave meaning to her existence'

It seems that Sartre did encourage her to lead an independent sorÈ of existence.

At the same tíme, ít is clear that his position as guide was absoluÈely secure'

and that this was ímportant Èo him. He admits to Èhis degree of "machísme" ín

x]ne L977 interview with Catheríne Chaine:

je me suis toujours sentí une grand
femmes avec quí j ravais des rapport

å: îiîî:'u'Tl"T:,;:i":::ï-liitì;'

responsabiliÈé ã 1'égard des
. f...1 jraime que les femmes,
oivent tout ce qui leur Permet

e
s
d
)

In a sense, the determination with which Beauvoír undertook to Prove

herself independent - as independent as Sartre - ralas a manifesËation of her

dependence on Sartrets approval . Her need for independence \'Ias noÈ just for

her ornm sake, nor hras ít to prove herself that she could live wiËhout Sartre as

(191)- nsÊrtre et les femmes.r'Le Nouvel Observateur, N. 639r(7-I3 févrierr-
1977.ìp. 82.
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In Èhe autobiograPhY, Beauvoir pJ-aces great emphasis on the satisfaction

which her independence brought her. For example, once the dreaded separatlon

from sartre hras behind her, she writes that she felt exhflafated when she

arrived - alone - fn Marsellle:

J|étalslà,seule,lesmainsvides,séparéedemonpasséettout
..q""jtaimais'etjeregardaislagrandecitéinconnueoù
jrallais sans seco.rtã t"flter au jour le jour ma vie' Jusqu'alors'
j'avais dépendu étroitement dtautrui; on mtavait imposé des cadres

et des buts; et puis, un grand bonheur mtavait êté donnée' Ici' je
n|existaispourpersonne;quelquepart'sousundecestoits'
j,auraisàfaÍrequatorzeh",''."decourschaquesemaine:rien
¿'"rti. nrétaiÈ pié.*r,, pour moi, pås même le lÍt où je dormíraJ-s;

mes occupations, mes hàbitudes, mes plaisírs, ctétait à moí de

Ies ínventer' (FA' 93-94) '

Living alone in MarseÍlle, and undertaking' on every possíble occasion' long

,ha¡ónnées solítaires", (FÀ, 98) she began to take a ner¡l pride ln herself '

warming to her lmage of a "femme seulet' à la KatherÍne Mansfíeld' (FA' 106) '

shesensedhecoulddowlthouther.Sheknewthatitwasbyleadingan

exenplary independenÈ exlstence that she would retaln Sartrets all-lmportant

love and resPect.

It was very important to her that she was earníng her own lívl-ng' for

she has alwaYs asserted:

maís par 1à seulement
(FA, 376).Gagner sa vie, en soí ce ntest pas un but;

on atteint une solide autonomie intéríeure'

. I,rom Lg32_L936,Beauvoir Èaught in Rouen,. and in 1936, she and Sartre

found themselves once again livíng in the same city - París' They found rooms

in a hotel and simone stresses that the arrangement \'ras highly eaÈisfactory:

sartre habitaít à ltétage au-rlessus. Nous avions ainsí tous les

avanÈages dtun vie commune' et aucun de ses ínconvénients' (FAt 323) '

UnfortunaÈely, Beauvolr does not expand on what she considered these

'ravantagestt and ttinconvénientstt to be'
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Beauvofr emphasizes the pleasure she took, ln the followlng years r in

independent travel and in her work. She conÈínued to go on long working

trips by herself and she wrftes of the sense of exaltatlon and profound feel-

Íng of harmony wlth nature and wtth her own body that she experlenced at such

times.

In 1945 she was ínvl-ted by the Alliance française to gíve l-ectures in

Tunís and Algiers. Once there, she writes:

Le démon de Ltaventure mtavait repríse' (FC' 68) '

People warned her of the danger of rape as a utoman travelling on her own'

Transportation across the Sahara was lrregular and unreliable. Nevertheless,

she decided to explore Tunisia and Ëhen to return to Algíers across the

Sahara, and she seemed to relish the rlsks. She tells us that the experience

was thrilling.

Àprès des années de vie collective, ce Èête-a-tête avec moi-même

me touchait si fort que je croyaís y découvrír ltaurore drune
sagesse l-..1 . jtai longtemps retenu dans mon coeur les palmes,
1es sables et leur sílence. (FC, 72)'

She bought a car ín 1-951 and took the same pleasure, she writes, ín

long drives by herself as she had taken, previously, ín her solitary excursions

on foot. Driving from París to Mílan, alone, to meet Sartre, she wrote in her

diary, on June 16, 1958:

Quet rajeunissement de replonger dans la solitude, dans la
liberté, comme au Èemps des voyages à pied' (FC, 436) '

Simone de Beauvoír also emphasizes that her writing ü7as an important

aspect of her indePendence:

écrire était devenu pour moi un métler exigeant. 11 me garant-
issait mon autonomle moral; dans la solítude de-s risques courus'
des décisions à prendre, je réalisaí ma líberté, bl-en mieux quren

me pliant à des routines lucratives. Je voyaf-s dans mes llvres
mon vériÈable accomplíssement' (FC' 24) '
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she lmpresses on Èhe reader that this was an lmportanÈ dffference between

her and her herolne, Anne, in Les Mandarins:

el-le nrest que timidement engagée dans sa professíot:. f...J elle
,rir rr ,nes áppétits, nl mes entêtements, ni surtout ltautonomie
que me donne un rnétier qui me tient à coeur' (FC' 288) '

However, despite her emphasis on the satisfactíon whích her independence

provided her, Beauvoir does make us vaguely a\^7are of the negative side of

independence: the ínsecurity and the anxiety - for not only were she and

Sartre treading parallel paths, rather than the same path, but as a Ìroman'

too, her unconvenÈional choices made her path a solitary one. As a model and

a guide, she could not fall back upon the comfortíng htarmth of t'feminine"

solidaríty.

Despite the "joie presque religieuse" which writíng gave her ín good

moments when, she explains, she had "ltimpression à la foís de me risquer et

de me dépasser", (FC, 143) aÈ other times writing could be a painful and lonely

exercise. PartÍcularly when she \¡/as engaged ín writíng the autobíography' tft"

content of her writing vras so much a reflecÈíon of her daily exísÈence and her

attítude at the tíme of wríting Èhat lshe vlas not able to forget herself in her

task. she complaíns, in her diary, of her difficulty in interestíng herself

in her past enough to ¡,rrite about ít when the present moment over¡¿helmed her

wiÈh anxieÈy. There is no doubt thaÈ Beauvoír felt, at times, a despair and

emptiness similar to that experienced by Anne'

At the same Èime, Beauvoir deníes any simílarity between the relatíonship

she portrays between Anne and Dubreuilh and her ovrn relatíonship with Sartre:

Ses relations avec un honrne de vingt ans plus âgé qurelle sont

presque ftliales et, malgré leur entente, la laissent solitaire.
(TC, 288).
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Irr Tout compte fâ1t, èhe states quíte emphatically:

depufs mes vlngt et un ans je n'ai Jamais connu la solítude. (TCF'39).

And yet, as I have shown, lt seems there were tlmes when Beauvolf acutely

felt the dístance between herself and Sartre. Àt certain periods, although she

never uses the word herself, she describes whaÈ appears to be loneliness - a

feelíng of not being necessarv to anyone. In 1945, she describes her lnsecurity

when Sartre came back from America, telling her excíted1-y of his love for Èhe

hroman she calls ttMt:

leur attachemenÈ étaít réciproque et i1s envisagaient de passer
chaque année trois ou quatre mois ensemble. Soit; les séparations
ne mteffrayaient pas. Maís i1 évoquait avec tant de gaieté les
semaines passées avec elle à New York que je mtinquíétaí;
me demandaís soudain sfíl ne tenait pas à M plus qurà moi;

/:j
plus lroptlmísme chevillé au coeur: touÈ pouvait mrarriver. FC

J
ntå

(

je
avais

81) .

In her diary whích covers that períod, she wrítes constantly of a "drôle drétat

dtangoísse", (FC, 89) her "mauvais rêves" and her "espèce de froid au coeurrr.

(FC, 88). She had frequent headaches and felt contínually tired. In 1947,

when she returned from AmerÍca herself, feeling "chavirée" (FC' 141) afÈer

having had to leave Algren, she found that "M" had decided to prolong her stay

in France until July. To avold "des frictions" Sartre and Beauvoir installed

themselves in a hotel on the outskirts of Paris, and Sartre made frequent vísits

to paris to be with "Mt'. Beauvofr writes of her t'anxiété qui touehait à 1tégare-

rnent (FC, 143) but attributes it in the autobiography to the failure of Tous

les honme s sont mortels and to the memory of her "dernières journées en Améríque".

(FC, 143). She changes the subject and writes about evenÈs in Paris which she

díd not wiÈness herself; she stayed in her hotel. After a lengthy díscussion

of the world political sítuaËion and of Sartrets rapport, at Èhe time, r,rith the

communísÈs, she returns briefly, to her personal crisís. After Sartre sa\nt "M"

off, she writes that they spent "des journées accablantes" together. Shortly

afterwards, ít was "avec soulagemenËrr thaL she went away with Sartre, to Copen-

hagen. There, they sPent an awful first day together:



339.

Sartre se taisait, mol- aussi, et je me demandais avec terreur sl
nous éÈions devenus deux étrang"rã. (rc, t4B) Gþlf-

Her tension contlnued throughout the Èrlp and, she recalls:

Je faisais des cauchemars. Je me rappelle un oeil jaune à

lfarrière de ma tête que crevaít une longue aíguille à trlcoter.
Et des angoisses me reprirent. (FC, 149).

And yet, Beauvoir portrays this as an l-solated "episode in a 1ong, happy

life. DurÍng the trip, she managed to persuade herself that her anxíety r^7as un-

founded and that her security and her future r^rere not threaÈened. And she

wrítes, once agaín, as if the problem evaporated - a thing of the past.

Such evasion techniques are used time and Ëíme again in the autobiograPhY'

preventíng us from penetrating to the core of her relaÈionship with SarÈre, and

leavíng us a litÈle bewildered, but with the ímpressíon that Beauvoir was well

in control of her life, even if she rnras noÈ at all tímes serene. However' even

fleeting remarks show the reader how much she adapted herself to Sårtre. The

effort she made to overcome r^¡haÈ she considered her weakness highlíghts her

isolation as a r¡/oman tryíng to be independent in a socíety whÍch only respected

qualities traditionally associaÈed with males. For example, she writes this

about going to the cinema with Sartre in the early nineteen-Èhirties:

À1 Johnson chantaít Sonny Boy avec une émotion si corununicaÈive que

jteus Ia surpríse, quand la lurnière revinÈ, de voir des larmes dans
l"s y.,t* de Sartre: í1 se faisaÍt volontiers pleurer au cinéma eÈ

¡e rãgrettaí la peine que j tavais prise pour m'en empêcher. (FA, 54).

If Sartre wastttoujours dtun grand secourstt, as she saysr why was it

necessary for her to tell him that she thought she might havebreast cancer

"avec un feinÈ détachement"? (FC, 276). I^Ihy díd she so often feel obliged to

suppress her emoti_ons and her anxíeties ín front of hlm?

(192) Italics mine.
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Beauvolr often seems to have been trapped by her conceptlon of female

J_ndependence in a patrlarchal socfety. The solution she had advanced, in Le

Deuxième Sexe to the problem of womenrs i.nferlor positlon 1n societyr hras

social change, which would involve the assimLlation of women into soclety on an

equal footing with men. Her position was fundamenËa1-ly "mascul1nist" (as

opposed to "feminigt") in the respect that although she rejected the tradltion-

ally feminíne sphere, (justifiablyr) she accepted almost uncritically the male

world into which "independent hromen" r¡'ere supPosed to integrate themselves' This

rras a world- in whích, as she had wrítten:

I'homme représenÈe 8..1 le posítlf et le neutre' crest-à-díre le
mâle et l'ätre humaíf, tãndis que la feurne est seulement le
négatif, le femelle'

It meant that she belíeved'th"t womerr must change, raÈher than the t'human

values" whích reinforced the margínalizatÍon of women' This belief had all

sorÈs of repercussions for her personal life. For example, although she admired

whaÈ she called the "sensibilÍté f éminíne", (ìtrIFR, 160) , she saw Ëhat íÈ \¡ras a

disadvantage when ít came t,o competing wíth men on their oum terms and so she

regardedíÈasapersonalweaknessrathert'hanastrength.

In the autobíograPhY, Beauvoír clearly presents the "femme indépendantet

as the only woman who can wín "la partie" of life. However, she deliberately

understates Ëhe príce that she may have to pay for I'victory"' The picture is

somewhat one-slded: Beauvoír says as líttle about Èhe ttdésarroit'of the so-

called Índependent r^Ioman as she does about the joys and saÈisfactíons of

dévouement' or narcissism. IIer picture of female experíence ís distorÈed by

her moral partí.gs iÈ does not have the psychologícal depth that it could'

Because, ln Èhe existentialíst view of Simone de Beauvoir, the dévouée and the

narcisslst have chosen to avoid their liberty, whereas the independent \^Ioman

has chosen to assume hers, the latter triumphs ln life'
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The auÈobiography closes wlth Beauvolr reasserÈing one of her main aims

and justificatLons Ln writing:

Dissiper les mysÈlficatlons, dire la vérité, crest un de ces buts
que jiai le plus obstinément poursul-vis à travers mes livres.

(TCF, 5r2).

Sincê she concluded her autobiography by emphasizing thís aim, I must

conclude by emphasízj:ng that dernysÈÍflcation, alÈhough certainly a central-

preoccupation ín her writíng' \^tas subordinate Èo another drivíng force - her

choíx originel : to lead an exeurplary 1ife. This choice has parÈly contradícted

her fÍrsÈ aim, leadíng her to fabricate her ornm'rmystifícations", Èhe major

one being the image she presents of the independent womants experience'

,, (193)
Because of these two aims - to "dissíper des mírages and to pose

as an exemplary heroine, it seems Èo me that what Beauvoir r^r-rote about \¡Iomen

wríters, in Le Deuxièue Sexe applies also to herself. She had conmented:

Nous sommes encore trop préoccupées dty vol-r claír P9XT,chercher
à percer par-delà cette clarÈé dfautres ténèbres' (rv+/

![hat it has meant ís that ín her autobiograPhY, Beauvoir, like the other

\domen writers she menÈíons;

s'arrête effrayée au seui-l de la réalité'(195)
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VIOLETTE LEDUC

CHAPTER ONE.

THE AUTOBIOGRAPHICAI PROJECT.

Gíven that Violette Leduc and Símone de Beauvoir r.rere both born f emales,

of French parents and within a year of each other, ít is hard to imagine that

the circumstances ínto which they were born could have been more <lifferent.

However, after 1945, their líves were intertwined. Simone de Beauvoir and her

ídeas became the maín influence in Leducrs lífe.

Beauvoir began wrítíng Le Deuxième Sexe soon after the t\.Io Inlomen became

acquainted. I{e know that ít made a great impact on their enÈíre generation of

r^romen, and as the fírsÈ major analysis of womenfs lived experience, it could

not but affecÈ Leducrs attitude towards female ro1es. She saw how Existentíal-

ism could be applied to human experience, both as a means of analysís and as a

criterion for authentic behaviour. For personal reasons, too, the book would

have been important to her. In iÈ, Beauvoir had made several references to her,

thus drawíng her into a tradition of female wríting. This must have made Leduc,

who ¡nras only just beginníng to. wriÈe at the time, much more conscious than she

would otherwise have been of her place in a hístorícal tradition.

The first three volumes of Beauvoirfs autobiography were in circulation

before La Bâtarde appeared, in 1964. Thus, Leduc was well acquaínted with

Beauvoirrs outlook on female condítioning and woments roles.

Through: her reading of Beauvoir and Sartre and her discussions with

Beauvoir, Leduc was also familíar wíth the existentialíst emphasis on indlvidual

choice. In her autobiography, she implíes that there \^tas always an element of

choice in her own exÍstence - and this ídea was expressed by Beauvoír in her

i
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The notlon of an orlglnal choice fs as crucial for an understanding of

Leducrs autobiography as it has proved to be for Simone de Beauvoir. It sheds

light on Leduc I s motívation for undertaking an autobiography in the first place

and helps us understand why her portrayal of her self and her experÍence is so

negatíve. A close examination of the autobiographical Èext reveals a pattern

in the authorrs choices which indicates her fundamental choice of being.

There Ís a remarkable símilaríty ín Èheir attitude to vromen. Both use

irony to depict women in dévouée and narcissÍstíc roles. Both admire lucíd

and independent women. Leducrs autobiography pt"""rral Simone de Beauvoir as a

model öf an independent hToman - jusÈ as Beauvoír herself does.

Before lookíng at the autobíography itself, let us turn our attentíon to

Violette's círcumstances before and duríng the wríting of the'€iutobíographY'.-

Ue shall look at the influences on her writing: literary, intellectual and

personal. FÍna]lyr Þrê r¿ill examine her motives for wríËing an autobiography -

for these obviously affected the content.

I VioleËte Leduc: A brief sketch of her 1ífe.

Unlike Símone de Beauvoír, Violette Leduc was nefther born ín Paris nor

ínto the bourgeolsie. Born ín Arras, in the north of tr'rance, she was brought

up by her mother, who had to struggle to support them boÈh. Her father, a

young aristocrat, never acknowledged her as his daughter. In 1913' the two

vromen moved, with VÍoletÈets grandmother - to Valenciennes - the tovm from

which Violettets mother, Berthe, had fled in shame when she discovered that she

was pregnant.

¡idélíne, Violetters grandmother, uras the little girlls close companíon

while Berthe worked. she died of consumpÈion in 1916.

I
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I^Ihereas the Beauvolr farslly became "de nouveaux pauvres" after the Tirst

I{orld l,lar, the forÈunes of Violette and her mother suddenly changed for the

better, because BerÈhe married.{,Ilth her husband went a busíness which the two

of them managed to make successful.

fn 1923, Berthe gave blrth to a boy named Michel, a legitímate son and

acknowledged by both parents. Violette, aged sixteen, rlas sent as a boarder

to rhe Col-lëge de D... Ít) where she became involved ln lesbian relationshíps

fírst with Isabelle and Èhen wiÈh Herrnine. In L925 she was denounced for

exchanging love letters with Hermíne and expelled. She joíned her mother and

her motherrs new family, who were then ín Paris, and I^Ient to th" LÆÉt-I""i-=

to study for the certificat d t êtudes secondaires. She did not pass the examín-

ation and never sat for her baccalauréat.

Leduc 1íved wiÈh Hermíne for eighÈ years, and then, in 1939, she

married Gabriel Mercier. The marriage r^tas an unmítigated dísaster and their

cohabitation did not last longer than a few months'

From L927 td 1931, Leduc worked as a reader at the Plon publíshíng house.

After this arid unÈil the war she worked in various jobs as a receptionist and

secretary. She met Maurice Sachs in 1936 or 1937. AuÈhor of eti""(2) and

about to hrriËe his autobiography, Le SabbaÈ, Sachs recognízed Leducrs talent

for wriÈing. He arranged that she should write some artícles, stories and

advertisíng copy for the popular rTomenrs magazine Pour 811e. In 1943' with

his encouïagement, she began work on an autobiographical novel, LrÀsphy:<ie'

|/ 1\
In February 1945, an acquainÈance of VioleÈte\'/arranged for Simone de Beauvoir

to read the manuscrÍpt. Beauvoir was enthusiastic. This was the begínníng of

her role as model, guide, critic and friend to Violette Leduc'

(2) Maurice Sachs. L'Alias. Paris: Gallimard' 1935'
(3) violette calls this acquaintance G'egê' (f'a rotie en têËe, P ' 28) '-This is
iossibly the Gégé whom we know from the memoirsTffio¡rE auvoir. (See p.31-7'

I
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violette Leduc was thírty-nlne when LtAsphyxle was published, in 1946.

ì

After thls, she devoted herself to her wríting wlth the help of a smäll monthly

allowance whtrch she belleved was from Gallimard' In fact, this was a debt

to simone de Beauvoir which she never even knew 
"uo,ra. 

(4)

Two more autoblographical novels followed: LrAffamée (1948) - whích

describes her passion for Simone de Beauvoír, whom she calls t'ellelt, and Ravages

(1955) - in which she portrayed her relatÍonshíps with Isabelle, Hermíne and

Gabríel . The beginnlng of this novel , depícting the love affair between tI^Io

schoolgirls, was refused by Gallirnard and a series of other French publíshing

houses, despite the reconnnendatíon of simone de Beauvoír. This part, later

called Thérèse et Isabelle r^/as not published l-n France until L966 - namely,

after the commercial success of La Bâtarde'

Nevertheless, she continued to vriÈe La Vieíl le Fille eÈ 1e morÈ uTas publíshed

in 1958 and the revíew in Les T s Modernes called it:

Beauvoir writes that the failures of Ravages depressed and upset Leduc:

ltéchec de Ravages la jeta dans un grand abattemenÈ' Bientôt
el-le devitttTa-Jr-"ie des incohérents délires. (TCF' 57).

unlivrecruel,désespéré,probablementlIundesplus
orÍgínaux publiés ces derníères années' \),|

The revier¿er also commented: "nous touchons Íci au cas patho1ogiq"""'(6)

(4) DominÍque ÀurYt writing on Violette Leduc Ín La Nouvelle Revue

Fr e 255, (mars L974), comnents on Beauvoirts generosiËy towards Leduc

and adds: t'sa longue générosité a eu des comP líces, puísque dans ce París

títtéraíre où tout le monde paraÎt-íl trahít touÈ le monde il ne stest Pas trouvé

un seul indi scret pour humíl
les mensualités:
"mensualité de

Claude Couffon.
vrier-mars 1959)
ibid., p. 1501.

ier Violette en 1ul- révélanÈ qutelle devaiË ã Sirnone

tle Beauvoír que lui -versait son é<liteur. t' (p.f15). (Leduc tells
us about her 201000 francs" in La Folie en tête, p. 313.)

(s) "La Víeille Fille et le mort

t56-r57, (f'e
(6)

p.1504.
Les Temps Modernes,
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Indeed, her hrriÈing reflected Leducrs actual state. By the end of L957,

Simone de tseauvoir became seriously alarmed about Leducrs delusions and

paranoia. A psychoanalyst who had seen VíoleÈte earller in the year had told

Beauvoir that he consídered her case hopeless. Finally, Leduc herself

consented to psychiatric treatmenÈ and was submitted, despite Beauvoirrs

formal opposltíon, to shock treatment. A month-long sleep cure proved equally

íneffective. However, a convalescence in a friendlier clinic set in beautÍful

grounds did restore Leducrs capacity to lead a normal life. BeauvoÍr, who,

Leduc tells us, paid "des sommes fantastiques" (C4,110)(7)fot her hospital-

ization, corunents:

Elle ne renonça jamaís tout à fait à ses ínterpréÈations. Le monde

resta peuplé de symboles et de signes émis par drinvísibles
persécuteurs. Mais eIle ne se 1aíssa plus abbatre: elle reconmença
ã travailler. (TCF' 59).

Trésors à prendre, published in 1960' \^ras a bríllianÈ descríption of a

trip she undertook across France in Èhe attempt to restore her health. It was

greeted with virtual sílence. Fínally, Violette Leduc' encouraged by Simone

de'Beauvoir, turned to autobiography Proper. The result, La Bâtarde toolc her

just over a year" It was the sÈory of her life up tlll 1944. The book

appeared wíth an enËhusiastíc preface by Beauvoir'

(8)
La Bâtarde \^ras an iunnediate success. It was considered bY manY to

be a strong contender for the ?rix Goncourt. One reviewer describes its impact:

le succès enfinr est venut
inÈellectuels, les gens du
de coífflurg les concierges '

dtun seul coup' et total. Les
monde, les clientes des petits salons

Èout le monde lisait La Bâtarde.(9)

(7) Ilenceforth I shall abbrevíate La Bâtarde as B, La Tolie en tête as FT

and La Chas se à ltamour as CA.
(8) Three' editions vrere Pr inÈed within three weeks of its publication.
(e) Dominique Aury. "Víolette Leduc." La Nouvelle Rêvue Françâiser 255,
(mars 1974)' p. 116.

English and German translations of the book appeared within less than a

year. Thã Unglish translatíon, by Derek Coltman, kept the French title, and

was published ín New York, in 1965, by Farrar, Straus and Giroux. Piper
publíshed the German translatlon, Die Bastardin, tn 1965.
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Ior Leduc, thf-s success meant sudden wealth and fame, although her

reputat1onhadbecomesomewhaÈequ1voca1.Thepopu1arltyof@ú¡aS

greatly increased by the hint of scandal about the book.

Unfortunately, the three volumes of Leducts autobiography only cover

the períod up to L964, ending when she r^ras on the threshold of fame. Although

she knew she had cancer, deaÈh took her unarnrares when she was sixty-five. Up

to the presenË moment, there are only a few ínterviews wíth Leduc, and SÍmone

de Beauvoí rts brief résumé in TouÈ compte faiÈ to reveal Èo us how thís

astoníshing r^toman sPent her last eight years.

La Folie en têÈe (1970) whích covers the years L944-L955, rlas, strangely,

less successful than La Bâtarde. Two short novels, La Fennne au oetl-t renard

(1965) and Le Taxi (f971) receíved little atÈention. The final volume of the

autoblography, La Chasse à lramour, spans the years between the failure of

Ravages and the publication of-La¿êtarde. It was edíËed by Simone de B..rr.roit(10)

and publíshed after Leducrs death.

Beauvoír tells us Èhat Leduc had intended to continue her memoirs, and

it would certainly have been fascÍnating to learn from the author herself how

she had reacted to her sudden change in fortune. Beauvoir comments:

Sa réussíte transforme lrexístence de Violette Leduc. Jusquralors,
elIe avaít été vouée à la solitude et à la pauvreÈé: elle se
retrouva riche et entourée dtamis, les uns síncères, les autres
plus ou moins intéressés. (TCF, 59).

(10) Beauvoir explains the extenÈ of her editíng ín the preface to
i" ôn"""" ã ltauroui: "Corune fv.tJ 1e dit dans la dernière page de ce livre,
elle acceptait Presque toujo
suis autorisée de cet accord

urs Ies coupures que je 1ui suggérais. Je me

pour supprimer quelques passages qui mront paru
alourdir inutilement son texte: crest à quoi stest bornée mon interventíon.'l
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After the novelty of being admítted ínto fashionable socíety circles wore off

a little, Leduc spenÈ more and more tlme in Faucon, a vl-llage ifrl Haute

provence, near Mont Ventoux. Here she bought the large o1d house which she

had been renting for several years and where she regularly spent the sumner

months. Beauvoir tells us that she l-ived there permanently form 1969, and it

seems that, close to the woods and to the smell of the earth, she found a

ner^7 tranquíllity. It was at Faucon that Leduc fínÍshed her autobiograPhYt

and, as Beauvoir writes:

on ne saurait détacher ses lívres de la femme de chair eÈ

dtos quÍ en est lrauteur. Elle faÍt de sa vie la matière '

desonoeuvrequiadonnéunSenSàsavie.(TcF'63).

It was at Faucon, too, thaË Leduc died" She was buried in the vil1'age cemetery'

II . Iìlritins about persona 1 experíence: Leduc's models.

Violette Leduc did not see hersel-f as an intellectual and she always

felt ill at ease, due to her laclc of educatíon and to what she considered her

lack of intelligence,(11)in the íntellectual circles with whích she came into

contact later in life. In]hereas Beauvoir regarded herself primarily as aTl

intellectual and, secondarily, as a \^/oman, Leduc only ever felt a part of one

group: she felÈ, in her more confídent moments, that she had a contribution

to make to womenrs rvríting.

(11) "Intelligente je ne le suis pas, je ne le deviendrai Das." (B' 462)'
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Poussière

Her ldentlfÍcaÈion wiÈh hromen. wriÈers manifested ltself as early as L929.

She was t\itenty-tvJo and vras working at the Plon publlshíng house when Rosamond

(L2)
Lehmann ts novel DusÈv Ànswer was published by Plon in translatlon' Above

all, Leduc was Ímpressed that Rosamond Lehmann, a young utoman of twenty-six

had dared broach a subject about which \^7omen had tradítionally remained sílent:

Deux adolescentes.s"aimaient, une feuuue osait 1técrÍre. (B' 159).

wrítes Leduc, r^ras discussed t'dans les couloirs, dans les bureaux,

au rez-de-chaussée, au premier étagett. (8, 159). It was a besÈseller on

publ-ícation -1n France, jusÈ as it had been in Engl-and'

The impact the book made on Leduc \^tas certainl-y partly due to her own

lesbÍan experíence. As well - as she lndicates - the subject of lesbianism

was stil1 regarded as shocking at the time. The subtleÈy with whích Lehroann

dealt wiÈh the sexual element ín her novel- can best be gauged by the fate of

Radclyffe Hallrs !üe11 of Loneliness published in England the year after DústI

Ansûer. Because of its explicit defense of lesbian exPerience' it was banned

in that country on the grounds of obsceníty, and íts publisher was ""td'(13)

It fared better ín France, where it was readily avaílable'

colette, of course, had already portrayed se:<ual attraction beÈween

r^romen ín the Claudine series, particularly in Claudine à 1réco1e, published ín

1900.(14) She too, had dealt with the subject with the utmost delícacy, hinting

at attraction rather than acknowledging actual lesbían eroticism' Leduc told

Madeleine Chapsal, ín an interview in 1964:

(12) I,tre recall that Simone de Beauvoír and her friend Zaza Mabíller htere highly
enthusÍastíc about this book' See Mémoires d!une eune fille râ ee rP" 356. La

9 and p. 118-119.Force de 1l
by ChaÈto and l,tíndus ít 1927.

Dusty Answer h
(13) The reason for íts condemnatíon was ítè oP en defense of lesbianism, for
Virginia !üoolf I s Or1ando and Elizabeth Bowenrs The Hotel were published in the

same yeår and were not censored.

.(,tL Le Deuxième Sexe II' P.
been publ-íshed ín England

CI
series were
audine à- Par

1a even Claudíne à

t

C1 audine s'en va (1903) and
l_s

ve
(1

novels.
901), cl

sp?nning s
aud:Lne en mena e



3-51.

t-.

J'fai beaucoup aimé Colette. L...1 Mais, en-la llsant
j tavafs le sãntiment qutellJntJvait pas osé, qurelle
Ãtétrtt retenue. Elle me donnaft une sorte de falm, iten
voulais davantage. (15) I

I

In the late thlrÈles, Leduc had personal cóntacÈ wfth some \^Tolnen

wrlters, and thís made a strong ímpression on her. she rnras introduced,

through a muüua1 acquaíntance, to both Clara Malraux and Else Triolet.(16)

More lmportantly, Ln the autumn of L943, the year in rvhich she started to

wríte L rAs Leduc came across a nehT name: símone de Beauvoir. It was

on the cover of what appeared to Leduc a formidably thick book, just published

by Gallímard: Lrlnvitée. Thís first publícatíon by a French I{toman the same

age as herself r^Ias an ínspiratÍon to Leduc, who was by now aspiring to become

a writer herseLf. She describes her reactÍon:

Ctétaít plus qurune émoÈíon. Je lisais, ie relísaís le nom,

Ie titrei une fenrne écrivaít à la place de millions de fenrnes

coflrrne si toutes 1es femmes étaíent capables drécrire. (FT' 31).

Víolette Leducts avareness of female experience and her identification

wíth other hromen wrÍters evolved wíth Beáìrvoir - whose influence in this

regard was rnajor. By 1964, when Leduc wrote La Bâtarde, she was conscious

of a female w.ritíng tradítion, and the conÈribution she could make by wrÍËing

abouÈ female experience, and particularly, she felt, about female sexualíty.

She Èold Madeleine ChaPsal:

(15) Madeleine Chapsal. "Violette Leduc, la bâtarde". LfExÞress, 696,
(19-25 octobre 1964), P. 7O-7I-
(16) Clara Malraux had translated several books f
begínning to uTrit,e hersel-f . Her firsÈ publícation'
abãut hei relationship with André Malraux, appeared
Française ín JulY , 1939. (Other semi-autobiographical works \^7ere to appear

At this time, Elsa Triolet was writing her fírst piece:in the fortÍes).
Bonsoir Thérèse.

rom German, and was
Lê Livre de conptest
in La Nouvelle Revue
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Ctest cela: mon but: approcher un peu la sensation dans lrérotisme,
Ia dêcrire. Je ne suis pas allée très l-oín, Je ne suis pas
rêellement arrivée à rendre comme í1 le faut. 1rímpressíon sensuelle.
...Mais je me dís: Jressaye de dêblayer, drautres y arriveront
mieux quà moi. Des fer¡nes plus jeunes me líront et díront: 'rcette
Violette Leduc, elle nta paã vraíment osé: moí, Je vais oser...(17)

Apart from the ínfluence of other htomen wrÍters, VÍoleÈte Leduc, líke

Beauvoír, r^rriËes that she had been enraptured r¿hen she had read Gíde as an

adolescent:

La lecture des Nourrltures Terrestres , une ívresse. (IT, 296).

Both Adrienne Monníer, whose bookshop and 1-endíng líbrary Leduc frequented in the

tl8)"rr¿'Ìfaurice Sachs, whon she net in the late thirtles,early thírties'-

r^rere particularly enthusiastic about GÍde and would have recommended hírn to

her. Leduc recalls:

Je tombai, sans exagération, dans un abîme de surprise la
première fois que j tentendís Adrienne Ìfonnier: "Gíde híer
àoír, íci, avec quel-que chose amís, nous a lu.." (B' 231)

In his autobiography, Le Sabbat, ìfaurice Sachs writes of the impact

Giders work had nade on him. I,üith such fervent exclar.natíons as "Tamilles je

vous haís!" and "Ose devenir qui tu es"r(19) Gide, Sachs explains' \ras essent-

ial to the youth of his (and Leducts) generaÈion, because thís author was:

quelqu'un qui vous fait revenir sur vous-*êtt.(20)

(17) Madeleíne Chapsal. "VioleÈte Leduc, La bâtarde", p' 7L.
(18) Thís was the Maison deS amis des livres, on the rue de lrodéon, rnrhích

Monnier opened ín 1915 and had Èo close during the Second I{orld !Jar. Simone

de Berawoir also refers to Adrienne Monnier and her first rate collectÍon of
modern literature. (See: Mémoíres drune j eune f111e rangée , 186, 22O, 264 and

La Force de 1tâge , 51, 56). Leduc also mentlons Sylvia Beach and her Englísh
language bookshoP' Shakes eare and Bâtarde 233) ,
(19) Sachs fs quoting fr
Corrêa, L946, p. 244 and P

om LeS Nour

(20) Le Sabbat p. 260.
. 256.

tut es terresttes in Le Sabbat Paris:
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Sachs, like Monnler, had known Gide personal-ly. The younger nan \'Ùas part-"-

ícularJ.y impressed with Glde's ettemPt to write abouÈ hirnself with complete

slncerlty - and this aspect, of GLdets work would have lnterested violette

Leduc equally.

Another rnajor hl'ríter whon Leduc fírst read ín the early thirties and

whose hrork \¡tas to have an important impact on her own writing, itüas Marcel

Proust. Indeed, the last volume of hís great worlc, Le TeúÞS;retroÚv9, had

only appeared in Lg27, several years after hi-s death' Leduc turned constanÈ-

ly to Proustts wríting' over the years, for inspiration:

Du Côté de chez Swann. Les deux volumes - 1a portée de ma main

ffilus de trente années. La poussière ne

veut Pas dreux' (B' 123) '

Nearly always written in the fírst Person, Proustts work gave ne\¡¡

ímportance Ëo the conscÍousness of Èhe writer - what might best be called

,,1a víe Íntérieure". His wríÈing \^las both observatíon and íntrospection'

As one manual Puts ít:

la grande découverte de Proust, crest que non seulement le monde

srordonne autour de nous, mais qutil est en nous, quril est
nous-même. (21)

This sums up what Leduc herself must have found so excitíng about Proustrs

writing. Às well, his influence is also apparent, at times, ín Leducrs style'

Her wriÈing, like his, is richly evocatíve, laden with metaphors, sensual'

Leducrs meeting with Maurice Sachs in 1936 or 1937 was ân important

landmark in her life, Like Gíde, sachs believed ín the importance of sinceríty'

- and his writing is mainly autobiographical, Líke Gíde and Proust, he was

also a honosexual,and throughout her life homosexuals held a strange fascin-

ation for Leduc.

$3+1", Bå?ä"å: t6gôiu
e and L. Míchard. ðX:jièS!-È- Les Grqnds Auteurs français
p.222.
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Sachs had written a flrst draft of hís autoblography ln 1939, and

during the war he gave VioleÈte the completed manuscrlpt to read. She told

hLm: ttJe ltai lu 6ans reprendre souffle.tt (Br 396) . Le Sabbat r^Ias not publlsh-

ed until after Líberatíon. It was the book whlch made Sachs t'un écrivaln

reconnu" (FT, 44) - after his death.(22)

In Le Sabbag Sachs \,ù-rote thaÈ the Gide of the Journal and Si 1e Graín

ne meuït was not, ín fact, as honest towards hÍmself as he claimed to be. He:

se rnontr{...1 trop parfait.toujours, sans se dévoiler tout à

faít, courne un Rousseau. \¿J)

Sachs maintained Èhat he was going to portray hímself without any t'infârne

complaísao"."(24), describing hirnself as a "personnage parfois répugnant'

souvent attachant". 
(25) He claimed:

je me coneidère conme un mauvais exemple dont on peut tirer
de bons conseils.(26>

When Beauvoir became acquainted wÍth Leduc, in 1945, she told her protegée

that Le Sabbat had ínterested her but failed Èo move her, precísely because, in

her opinion, "lrauthenticité de Maurice Sachs était trop cachéerr" (FT' 49).

Beauvoir, too, consídered ít the prímary responsibílíty of the writer to "se

regarder en face". (FC, 52). Thus, the standard critícísrn which Leduc heard

from writers she respected was that others did not go far enough ín their

attempt to write sincerely about their experiences. Thís certainly Ínfluenced

her in her own writíng.

(ZZ) Sachs was killed ín Germany in L943. It seems Èhat he had become an

agent of the GestaPo.
(23) Le Sabbat, p. 258.
(24) ibid., P. 13.
(25) íbíd., p. 96.
(26) ibíd., p. 13.
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Maurice sachs uTas an avld reader and lmparted hls enthusiasm for certafn

r^rríters to Leduc. She writes that she readtlaúec plus drardeurtrwhílst llvlng

for some months ln the same house as sachs in Ltorne, Normandy' duríng the war'

(8, 364). As a reader with Gallimard, sachs was also quíck to recogníze that

Leduc had talent as a writer. IIe was the fírst person who encouraged her to

writeseríously'suggestingÈoherinhÍsaffable,affecÈedmanner:

Pourquoí ¡t'ecrivez-vous pas ' ma chère? Quand on écrit les

r.riJã" que vous mrécrivez, ma chère.. (8,305).

Sachè also íntroduced Leduc to another passíon of his - psychoanalysis'

He talked to her about his chíldhood and his relaÈionship with his mother'

(B, 304) . Later' in Tableaú des miÐ airs de ce temps, he wrote that his mother

had wanted hi¡n to be a girl and that he suffered from feeling insufficienÈly

loved .Q7) In a revíew of this book in LeS Temps Môdernes, Yvon Belaval referred

to Sachsr "névrose dtabandorr"(28) and te1ls us that he was psychoanalysed by

René ÀllendY, who had founded the Sociéte Francaise de Psychanalvse. Leduc writes:

Ifaurice sachs.f .;. J me parlait du psychiatre Allendy, presque

un voísin, ,-rniédec-ín et un ami secourables quand 1e coeur et

la tête sonÈ PatÏaques. (8, 307) (J9)

llíth her obsessíon abouË her own chíldhood and se:nralit¡r' sachs found

a captive listener in Leduc. He also found himself listening to her recount

her ,,malheurs d'enfance" (8, 399) rather more than he would have liked' They

decided that her relaÈionship with her moÈher had - l-íke his - p1-ayecl a major

role in her 1ífe.

and writes about the
Gunther Stuh1man, 1966.

(27) Maurice Sachs. París: Gallímard' 1954'

it tt" obvíouslY avail 951'

(2g) yvon Belaval. "Le monologue hambourgeoís". Les Temps Modêrnes' 65'

(mars 1951), P. 1697.
ìãól ao.iÁ Ñio t"" also psychoanalysed by Allendy'
à*p"ri"rr"e in some detail ín her Journal' v'I' N'Y':
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SachS me demande des nouvelles de mon sornmeil, 11 me raconÈe

säs visites chez les psychiatres, chez les psychanalystes, le
mot névroser 1e mot subconseient revlennent constanrment dans

sa bouche. Ie subconsclent, violette, le subconscient absorbe

un l-ndlvidu. Les névroses, Víolette, les névroses le tuent'
lrã"rf"" Sachs mteffraie. ConrnenÈ sten sortir? Nous décidons

que lrenfant en moi devra se libérer de 1a mère. (B' 363) '

The danger of sachs t inÈeresÈ in psychoanalysls was that it endorsed

Leduc,s labyrinthine sel-f-absorPÈion wlthout lndicaÈing a means of escaping

from certaln patterns of behavíour. Apart from thís, sachs was obviously

too absorbed r^rÍth hírnself to help Leduc. His tendency was to tell her '

lmpatientlY:

Vousêtesbourreléedenévrosesetilnefautpas.(8,317).

However, sachs did encourage her to wríte, and psychoanalysis did grant partí-

cular validíty to Èhe relatívely neglected areas of experíence which interested

Leduc. she did not have much faith ín psychoanalysis as a method of treatment:

she r^lent to see both Dr. Jacques Lacan and Dr. Diatkirie in the níneteen-fifties'

rvith great reservatíons.(30)"ot"ver, her knowledge of psychoanal-vsls certaínly

influenced' her writing.

under the influence of sachs, then, víolette Leduc learnt something

aboutpsychoanalysis,andshebegantor^rríte.Amoreimportantinfluence

StÍllI.'asthatofSimonedeBæurvoirandÊxistentialism.

Les TeEIS Modernes, with its interest ín human condítions and socíal

condítioning and pressures, encouraged accounts of personal experience -

particularty by indivíduals from minority or oPpressed groups, who rarely

had the chance to be heard. Thus, ín L947 and 1948, the review prinÈed a

prostiÈuÈers account of her lífe.(rr¡ in May, lg4g, Monique Lange described

(ro¡
(3r¡

See La Chasse à l t amour
t'vÍe d une Prostítu e

p. 85- 88
Les Temps

{déce¡nbre L947) and 28, (Janvier 1948).
Modernes, 4, (janvier 1946) 27,
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her ,,Jeunesse Coloniale". 
(ZZ¡ in ìfarch 1960 there tr7as a descrlptíon by

Mahrnoud x of hls chíldhood 1n Algerla.'(33) rn the same year appeared an

excerpt from the autobíography of Marfa occhiplnti, a sicilian peasant-

born woman. 
(34)

UntilVioletteLeducmeLsfmonedeBeauvoir,shefeltthatshewas
,|une Sentinelle aux port'es de la littêrature''. (FT, 33). LeS Temps Modernes

did nuch to make her feel a Part of a lÍÈerary current - even though she

always did remain an isolated figure, for she \^7as not an intellectual' nor

was she inteïested in political or sociological analysis. Through the revíew

she kept ín contact rriÈh the evolutíon of Existentialism as well as r^rith tthe

contemporary liÈerary works whích the editoríal commíttee found particul-arly

interesting.

It was through Les Temp s Modernes that Leduc first became acquainted

wíth the writing of Jean GeneÈ, one more homosexual urriter, whose daríng

An excerpt from his Pompes funèbres appearedsincerÍty she ardenÈlY admíred.

in the journal in Decembex L945' The followíng year hís Miracle de la rose

was pub1l"tt.¿(35) and Leduc w-rítes:

Je tornbe dans la lecture de Míracle de 1å rôse colnme on tombe

dans 1'amour. (FT, 111) '

(32) MoniqueLange.,,JeuneSseCo1onia1e''.ry43,(rnai1949).
¡l"frrå"a X. ñUne Enfance A1gérienne": Les temps Moderúes, 167-168,(33)

I

¡

I

i
I

I

I

Ragusa." Les TernÞs Modernes, I72,
blished in Florence in 1960 by Landi'
torÍan paolo Alatrí, and won the

renovrn
(35)aspublishedínalirritededitíon,byL|Arbalète
in Lyo bY Gallirnard in 1951'
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Leduc identlfied wlth this social urisfit, and Sartret", gtt"t lnterest in

Genet must have been encouragíng to her:

11 rne parle de luf dans ses livres' Je Ie vois si triste et
sf fraiile: f.;.f Douleurs et chagrins de Genet sont mes

caqtíques. (FT' 113)'

Nineteen years later, when she was fifty-sever¡ Leduc re-read the novel

before beginning her autoblography:

. Flèvre, palpitations, frissons comme au temps de ma prernière

lecture. (FT' L1-3) .

Genetrs writlng also encouraged Leduc to be more forthrighÈ herself' to not

be afraíd to use I'obscenÍtíestt in her writing - if she felt this was appropriate:

PourquoÍdesobscénités?disals-jedansletemps.Jedis
maintenant:pourquoifarderlemotbitepuisquelexfìotse
perd dans la-myrihe et lrencens de Genet. (FT, 114).

She also declares herself a "dévote exaltée de lrhomosexualité dans les livres

de Genet." (FT' 127)

In 1949, Jean Genett" Jottt"Ldu Voleur was published, dedicated to

SarÈre and "le Castor". !,íe know that Beauvoir considered this t'un de ses

plus beaux livres" (FC, 2I2) and she would have discussed it wíth Leduc -

e to \rrrite a series of articles on Genet which

in the second haLf of 1950, and which were

ifíed and exPanded' as a book: Saínt Genet.

comódien et martvr.(:0¡ Leduc tells us that she read Èhis book in the late

fifËies. ("Je sautais ce que je ne comprenais pas"' CÃ' 243)'

I

.>-

¡t,
t,

,
¡

I

I

Ä',

ri
1,'

especiallY as iÈ insPired Sartr

appeared in Les Temps Modernes

finally published, somewhat mod

(36) Paris: Gallirnatd, 1952'
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Les Temps Modernes publíshed an excerpt from ìIathalie Sarranters firsÈ

novel, portralt dtun lnconnu, in January, 1946. A passage from colette Audryrs

childhood souvenlrs r,ras printed in the April- lssue that year'(fZ¡ The revue

also took a keen interest 1n the autobiographical llritíng of l'tauríce sachs' A

piece from La Chasse à courre the sequel to Le Sabbat was publ-lshed in }Iarch

1g4g, and a selectÍon of varíous letters which he wrote from Hamburg appeared

later ín the Year.
(38) Colette AudrY reviewed La Chasse à courre in MaY, L949,

praising the book- and condemníng Èhe man. In l{arch 1951, Yvon Be1ava1,

revíewing Tableau des rnoeur sdec e temDs claimed that his interesÈ had never

i

ù-

I

I

l.

t

,

faltered; Jean-Louis Curtis' ín hÍs review of La Décade de lrillusion ln June

of that year' was less generous with the much earlíer boolc
(39) Leduc also

read the extracts from Le Traître , by Andr'e Gorz, which appeared in the review

between October 1957 anil March 1958. It ís certain that the ínfluence of

Les Temps Modernes pushed violette Leduc in the direction of autobiography'

reinforcing the impetus to self-analysis given by Sachs whose worlc' we have

noted' r^7as sígnifícant for the revíew'

As well as placing emphasis on autobiographícal writing generally; Les

Temp s Modernes showed an interest which \^Ias unusual for the time in accounts

of various aspects of female experience. As well as the passages from wornen's

autobiographies and fiction, long extracts from Le DêÛxièñé Sexe appeared in

the review ín 1948 and 1949. Just as Sartre encouraged Beuavoír to write about

what Ít meant to be broughÈ up a vroman, BeauvoÍr encouraged Leduc to write with

utmost frankness about her experience'

t
ît

l1

(sz¡
(ra¡
(3e)
and

Colette AudrY
"Lettres du H

La Décade de

Gallímard, 19
34, (juillet

lrillusion \^tas complet 32 - ten years

47.
1948)
before Le'Sabbat

Curtis claims thaÈ it does not comPare with the latter.
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lì'-Indeed, from its very begínnfng, Les Temps Modernes, with Beauvolr

as medíator, supported and promoÈed Violette Leduc' Extracts from LrAsphyxle

appeared ln the second lssue, in Novembet L945. Short sÈories cal-led "Le Traín

noir,, and ,'Les Mains sales"(40) t.t. published in the March and December issues

oÍ L946. Passages from l,i¡,trarttée were prlnted in october and November of ].g47'

otherstories,,,A'Village''and''DésíréeHe11é''appearedinMarchl95landJune

Ig52. A decade later, the revÍew published an excellent section from what was

,l
,t

{

to be L¿ Bâtarde, enÈitled t'Le Tailleur anguille"'

printed other extracts from La sât"t¿"' 
(42)

(41)
And Ín 1963 two numbers

SlmonedeBeaúvoirandLesTêmpsModerneswereinterestedlnautobio-

graphical writing and accounts of the different facets of human experience'

They were ar^rare that female experíence lÁ7as a largely unexplored area' However'

Leduc ínterested Èhem for another reason as well: they admíred her remark-

able unwillingness to compromise' In La Force des choses , Beauvoir exPlaíned

the faílure of Râvâges by the fact that it not only shocked: "il déplut"'

(FC, 345). This, r^trote Beauvoírr rüas because Leduc

jeÈËe au public son expÉríence sans 1uí offrír aucune conplicité'
(FC, 345).

In the preface to La Bâtarde Beauvoir made the same Point:

veut pas plaire; elle ne plaît pas et mêmeViolette Leduc ne
elle effr"is. (43)

In Tout ôompte fait , Beauvoir defended her or'¡n r¡rÍÈing as she had al-ways

defended Leducrs:

jtai le souci de regarder e1 fgce la réa1ité et d'en parler
sans fard: qui o".rã dire qufelle esÈ riante? (TCF, 5LZ).

(40) Leduc writes that the title "Les Mains sales" was Genetts suggestion.

Sartrers plaY bY the same name nas not published until 1948'

(41) "Le Tailleur anguille". Les Temps I'folþrlleg, 186, (novenbr

(42) These were the August and SePtember issues o f 1963.

I

(43) Símone de Beauvoir. Preface Èo La Bâtarde P 7

e, 1961).
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Indeed, as she üIrote in the preface Èo La Bât¿rde, Beauvoí-r had just dd-scovêre

èä how painful- 1t was to be rejected by the publlc for statlng what ft was

unwíIl1-ng to hear.

an outcry:

Lâ Force dés cho se8 whích had Just aPPeared, had caused

Jtal dépl" f.,.J , :ravafs- parlé sans la farder de la vielllesse'
Je ne ""vtG 

paã alórs combien ce sujet étaít tabou et ma

sincériré indécenËe. (TCI', 133).

IÈ is clear that Beauvoir and LesJemps Modernes encouraged Leduc Èo

wríte h7iÈhout complicíty and with as BÏ-eat a sinceriÈy as possible' More

than Èhís, they provided her sole, loyal suPport group in the diffícult years

between 1946 and ::964 - years in which Leduc faced constant rejection by

the public. It was Beuavoir who suggested to Leduc that she should write

her autobl-ography - just as sartre had encouraged her in thÍs directÍon'

lüithout knowing it, Leduc also owed her economic independence to Beauvoir'

The lntellectual sÈimulus and influence of Beauvoir and Les TemP s Modêrnes

\^ras extremely important to Leduc. Finally, Beauvolrf s personal support r^7as

absolutbly crucial to her.

BeauvoÍr herself is modest about the supportive role she assu¡ned in

her relationship vrith Leduc, although we gain some idea of the dimensions

this took from Tout compte faiÈ. IÈ is through Leducrs writíng that we

reaLíze the supreme importance of Simone de Beauvoir to Leducrs life and

writing. L rAf f amée Trésors à prendre, and the last two volumes of the auto-

biography leave us with a clear ímpression of this'

Leduc tells us thaÈ they met regularly, once a fortnight:

Je nrêtaís pas seule; elle me donnaíÈ une longue soirée, cinq à

síx heure" äe présenåe deux fois par mois. J'étais priviligiée.
(FT, 195).
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Beauvoir would always ask her: r'Avez-vous travaillê?"(44) and she wourd read

Leduc,s work or lfsten to her problems. Leduc Liked to belíeve that she was

wrltlng for slmone de Beauvoir; it was only then that she was able to take

herself serlouslY.

Jeracontemavle,écrireesËdevenumavíe.Croyez-moÍ,jene
,. piãoa" pas au åéri.rr* quand je nolrcis du papier. Faut-'l
continuerdelaraconter?llefaut-1lpas?SíjemrarrêËerje
supfrime sl_mone de Beauvoir. cresÈ elle qul m'a aldée ã écrire
*."'li.rr"s, jtai continuê drécríre pour e1le. (FT, 55).

a

lfhen flrst L

rrorse stilI, lgnored,

to continue wrítíng:

tAsohl:ncie then LrAffamée then RaVáges were condemnedr orr

Simone de Beauvoír convinced Leduc that it was essentíal

Elle est patlente, Simone de Beauvoir... E1le écoute mes plaintes'
mes sanglots' mes jéréruíades¿"'l' Je lui dis: "Je veux laver

des verres dans un café, je veux ãevenir votre feurne de nénage't'

Elle nren crolt pas un mot, cependent e1le me répond avec grand

ão.r""rrr: t'Non Violette ... rton. Ne perdez pas confiance" "
Conrínuez ¿'a.rit". .." f..:.J I1 faut contínuer d'écrire pulsqu'-
elle insisÈe. (rT, 264).

Indeed, Leduc appears to have been quite lucid about what Beauvoir represented

to her and to her writing:

je ne lraime Pas conme un
j" otai eu ni nraurai une

Je ne devais Plus la voir
mrengloutiráít. Elle esÈ

sa víe. (FT, 110).

être toujours proche de moí. Jamais
seconde de farniliaríté avec e11e' Si
tous les quínze jours, la nuit
ma raison drêtre sans que je sois dans

violette Leduc l^Irote because of simone de Beauvoir, she \¡lrote for simone

de Beauvoir, she r,rrote about símone de Beauvoir. It is doubtful whether

Violette Leduc would ever have wriÈten her autobíograOhy without Símone de

Beauvoir.

(4+¡ Leduc wriÈes that Èhis rvas always Beauvoirrs fírst quesÈion' see

La Fo1íe en tête p. 55, 7O, 3]-9, 4O7.
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III. The autobió Èraohvi Ledúcrs persónal motivation.

Leduc, as tIe have seen, did not turn to autoblography out of a desire

to be loved by her readers. Nor did she wish to Justify her actions or

provlde a model for other \^romen. on the contrary, her autobiography reveals

a quite remarkable índffference to these aíms - aims which are, after all'

common amongst writers portraying Èheir ornm lives'

Like Beauvoír, Leduc seems t,o have had a long-standíng autobiographícal

impulse. In her case, the dríving forces behind her autobíographical wrítÍng i"

were her narcissism, her desire Èo be the centre of attention, her self-pity

and her wish to shock.

Leduc agreed, in an intervíew ín 1966, that when one writes tton cherche

la sympat¡i".(45) However, she does not attempÈ to cut a likeable figure' She

hopes at best, to be appreciated for her honesty; apart from that, she I^lants to

I

elicit pity. She freely admits thaÈ "se plaíndre, crest vouloir attirer"'

(FT, 110) and thaÈ, in relationships Úith 'others:

je voulais sêduíre avec mes misères' (B' 239) '

Genet prided himself on "tra singularíté" of hísttmisèt"""'(46) it was a

similar convíction which made Leduc endlessly pour out her sufferings - to

Mauríce sachs, to simone de Beuavoír' Èo a psychiatrisÈ - and to her reader'

In 1943 she líved for a time in the same house as sachs in a víllage in

Normandy. DespiÈe his ínterest ín psychoanalysis, Sachs I^7aS not able to bear

Leducrs continual reminíscing about painful childhood experíences' Eventually

he told her:

(4s)
(+o)

Intervlew hllth Píerre l)eméron for France:culture' (radio) .

Journal du voleur. Paris: Gallimard, 1949, p' 92'
L966.
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vos malheurs dtenfánce collmencent de mrernnerder' cet après-rnidf

vousPrendrezvoÈrecabas'unporte-plume,uncahier'vou€ivous
assoírez sous un porrmierr vous 'ecrftez ce que vous me raconÈez'

(8, 399) .

That very day, near the end of surmner, Violette obedient]-y started writing

whaÈ she calls her ,,souvenlrs d|enfance''. (8, 437). She described the way

in whlch her mother had rejected her, beginning: t'Ma mère ne mta jamais donné

la nain,,.(47) Months laÈer, with an ironic flourish, she concluded: "Ctétaít

une mère irréProchable"' 
(48)

Simone de Beauvoir, too, l/as subjected to long outpourings' It seens

that theÍr evenings togeÈher frequentry consist.ed of rttrois heures de jérérníades"

fromViolette.(C4,46).LíkeSachs,BeauvoÍrpersuadedViolettetowríte

dor,¡n her memories, to unburden herself on paper :

Hier,ellemel'aexpli9ué,jedevraisessayerdernesouvenir
d,Ilermíne et de Gabriel, d" r""ofiter cette histoíre comme je
la luí ïaconte' (FT, 264) '

Sachs easÍly lost patience wiÈh whaÈ he ca11ed "ee visage dtoutre-tombe"

which Leduc assumed. (8, 404) ' Iler mother called her "un saule pleurer"' (CA'

35). Leduc calls herself "une pleureuse professionnellet" (FT' 137) and descr-

ibes hersel-f, lucídly, later 1n life as:

unevíeillequíveutêtrelacharupionnedeladésolation.(cÀ'79).

As a 1oyal reader of Existentialists, she 1s conscious that she had chosen

her mísery. tr{hen, during the heíghÈ of her persecutíon fantasies' Beauvol-r

tried to convínce her that her persecutors hrere the product of her imagination,

Leduc wrítes:

(47)
(48)

L IAS ie. ?aris: Gallimard, Espoit, 1946' P'7'
íbid. , p. l-88.
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Leducrs self-pity was an aspecÈ of her narcissisrn' she needed to exhibit

herself as a paÈhetíc figure. I{riÈing an autobiography enabled her to do this'

she was able to make the same demands.on her reader as she made on sachs' Beauv-

oir and others. The role of the reader ís to bear witness to her sufferings'

As Beauvoir Put lt:

Le lecteut l.;.r/ écoute son monologue; 11 nry répond pas, maí-s

il le justiEie.(+l)

Leducthenfeltjustifíedtoabsorbherselfinwhatshedescribesas:

Mes gestes' mes tics, mes nouvements' mes détresses' mes élans'

,"" ãii".", *." êmerveillements, mes Èrésors, mes déchets' mes

chutÀs, ,n.å bonds, mes déséquilíbres, mes redressements' mes

extaseå, mes agonies, mes affaissements, mes guérisons' mes

abjections, mes "rt.úr", mes hurniliatíons, mes écroulements'

mes ascensions. (FT, 51)'

A remark rnade by Jean-Jacques Rousseau' and quoted by Sachs in Le Sabbat

applíes particularly well Èo Violette Leduc:

JesaisbienquelelecÈeurn'apaserandbesoindesavoir
touË cela, mais j'ai besoín' rnoi' dt"l"i dire'(50)

VioletÈeLeduchTrotemoreeasilywhenshewasopenlyportrayingher

o\,nn experience. It is obvíous thaÈ she felt constricÈed by Èhe medíum of

fíction. In her fÍrst three novels, she writes that she had "mê1é la vêrité

au romaD". (8, 40) However, fictionalízíng her past appeared to her to be a

beÈrayalofherexperíenceandiÈplacedher,asawriÈer,inakindof

straítjacket. She wanted most to publicize her experience - as she had lived it'

Taisez-vous, Simone de Beauvoir' L't''J Laissez-moi avec nron mal'

V."" 
"" 

porrú." pas mten séparer' Vous compreîez tout' Cela'

vous ne le comprenez pas' vous ne le comprendrez Pas' Ctest mon

mal, cfest tout ce que jtai' (cA' 27)'

(4e)
(s0)

Préface, P. L2.
Gt.-¿ i" Le sâbbat' P. 81



JDO.

In LrÀs e¡ Leduc could not brlng herself to call her beloved grandmother

by anythlng other than her true name, Ffdél1ne' In LrAffamée, it was lmPoss-

ible for her to dlsguise the fact that she was r^rriting about slmone de Beauvolr'

Ànd when she referred, briefly, to Maurlce Sachs, she !ü'rote his lnltials: M'S
( sr¡

rn@.'
other name:

she was unwJ-lling to calL her sþhool-friend, Isabelle, by any

Jetravestl-raismes dlx-sePt ans si Je changeais le prénom' (FT' 296)'

Never, iu the autobiograPhY' does Leduc corment on any evenÈ which does

not directly coDcern herself. Her preoccupation with herself ís total' Thus,

despíte the commitment of Les TemDs Modernes Èo Èhe cause of the Algeríaú TronÈ

de tíbération l{ational , there ís no mention of the Àlgerían I^Iar - even though

the autobiography covers the períod in which this hTas a major issue in Ïrench

socíety. Ilowever, the second I^Iorld l{ar, which modified Leducrs existence and

fromwhichsheprofítedthroughherblackmarketactivitiesismentioned-

in as far as ít affecÈed her'

Leducísnarcíssistic,butsheísnotcomplacenÈ.shewritestobe

heard, it is Èrue, buÈ she is sufflciently oblívious to the subjectivity of

the reader Èo be quite undeterred by the readerrs judgement' As Beauvoír

wrote in her Preface to La Bâtarde:

contrne stil ntyel1e
avait

se ra
DCTS

conte avec une sincériÈé intrépide,
onne Dour 1récouter .$z¡

LtAffamée, Paris: Gallímard,1948, p' 63'

Préfáce, p. 7-8. (rtal-ics míne) '
(sr¡
(sz¡
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Noautoblographer,beforeorsl.nceLeduc'seemstohavesurpassedthe

unmltfgated negativlty of hbr orrn self-portrait. she herself dtd not suffer

from the Gidean dLlemma: "être moral, être sincère".(53) Questlons of morallty

or discretion appear to have Ínhibited Leduc minirnally ín life' as in her

wríting. In contrasÈ to Sachs, who professed to be ashamed of hls past self

and hoped that hls'bonfessíon publíque" would lead to absolutio"r(S4) Leduc,

I1ke Jean Genet, r¡Ias unínhibited by âny sense of shame' Both lacked sachsl

re1-igiosiÈy, and boÈh saw themselves primarily as víctirns.(55)

. For Leduc, the sole moral criterion for her autoblography was

,,I,honnêteté.rr (FT, 52). Às Beauvoir commented about her colleague:

ElIe ne srexcuse ni staccuse: ainsi étaít-elle; elle comprend

pourquoí eÈ nous le fait comprendre' (56)

Occasíonally, Leduc reminds us of her firm resolve:

Je dis tout' tanË Pis si je me ridiculise' (FT' 119)'

And, on another occasion:

Jen'auraípashontedeceguej'écrírai.(FT'2o7).

AÈ such times, it is not herself she is trying to convínce' It is more that

she 1s reminding the reader of the courage ít takes to keep quesÈions such as

pride and shame subordinate to the higher aims of sincerity' She does want

acknowledgement of her courage'

(s3)
(s4)
(ss)
hÍmsel
ttPauvr

André Gide. Journal. 1889-1939
Le Sabbat p. 13.
Genet rela tes that Years later

f at síxteen or seventeen, his

. París: Gallimard, 1948. (11 janvíer, 1892)'

, when he came across a PhoÈograPh of
árnotion "stexPrima Presque à haute voixlt:

e petiÈ gars ' tu as soufferÈ" ' Journal du volèur. París: Gallimard,

1949, p. 90)-
(56) Préface, P. ]-7.
I,te recall that BLauvoir had made a sími1ar claÍm abouÈ herself in the preface to

l" rgr". a.s "tásã"i,--re 
ne porte aucun jugement sur moi"' (p'9)' Whereas it

l_s true of Leduc]-T have sho¡^m that Beauvoír dÓes judge herself .
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I^Ihere Leduc most prided herself on her sincerity was in the area of

sexuallty. Although writlng about rnale homosexualfty hacl become quite

acceptable, Leduc was consldered shockl-ng for w'riting so openly about lesbian-

ism. Despite the fact that Gl-de, Sachs and Genet ü7eÏe considered respectable

enough r,rrlters, Leducts Thérèse eÈ Isâbelle was censored, in the rnld-fiftíest

just as RadelYffe Hall rs The I,Iell of LoneLlness had been Ín England' some

twenty-fíve Years earller.

Símone de BeauvoÍr expl-ains the reaction of the Gall-imard editors to

the begínning of Ravages:

Ils jugèrent ímpubliables certaínes scènes qui ne dépassaient
p", ã1¡-"rdace bien dtautres qui sont imprimées: mais lrobjet
érotfque, crétait, lthomme et non la femme, eÈ íls se sentírent
outragés. (FC, 345).

Nevertheless, such a change had taken place beÈween 1955 and 1964 that Violette

Leduc was able to ínclude much of the rnaterÍal from Thérese et Isabelle in

La Bâtarde.

l{hen she wrote the beginníng of Rávages, which depicted her own lesbian

relationshíp with Isabelle, and when she lùÏote about erotícísm ín the auto-
t

bíography, Leducrs concern was to depict experíence as close as possible to

the lived reality. lühen wriÈing about Thêrèse and Isabelle, she writes that

she masturbated ín order to be able to describe the sensatíon more accurately:

je mtaime. Mon sexe? Pour ne pas Èrahir Thérèse et Isabelle.
Exploitationrépugnante.Tuvendraistonsexeàtonporte-
plume? Je vendrais tout pour une plus grande exactitude. I-.,.-J- -
un mot juste, un seul et je me foutraí de lropprobre et du péché'

(FT, 298).

once again, she emphasizes the struggle with herself which her daring enEailecl,

and her reliance on Símone de Beauvoirrs judgemenÈ3
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I1e diront: cresÈ de lforduie. Qul? Ils ne te lisent pas.

Je te plains, esclave du gu.r.en dlra-t-On. On gl-isse sl vite
dans le <léguãulasse... l-..,J Simone de Beauvolr ltra ça?

Jroseral lut fai.re lire çaT la prendrais-tu Pour une oie
blanche? Ecrls , souvien"-toi, c'ãst ee qu I elle veut . l-. . .J
Tu ltoublíes: Simone de Beauvoir vfeille sur Èoi. (Ft,-297=298).

lJhat she does not mention ís the del-ight she took ln shockÍng. Throughout

the autobiography, it ls obvious that she took pleasure in drawíng attention

to herself by behavlng in a hTay which those around her consídered outrageous'

Leducrs primary motivation was always narclssistic.

Despite her obsession r^rith herself , Leduc does reveal a great deal about

the condítion of hromen in society. As BeauvoÍr wrote in her pre face to La Bâtarde:

quiconque nous parle du fond de sa solítude nous parle de nous.
( s7)

As with Símone de Beauvoir, it 1s precisely because of Èhe contríbution

which Leduc makes to our understanding of lvoments lives that hre need to examine

her own life in its speciflcity. In so doing, we gaín insíght into her

assumptions about women.

(52¡ Prêface to La .Bâtard e , P. 7
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CHAPTER TI,I0

''LA JEUNE FILLE DERAI.TGEE (1)

The circumstances of violette Leducrs childhood shed

light on her negatlve self-image and on the sado-masochlstic

tendencles whl_ch are evÍdent in the auÈoblography.

violette uras an unwelcone presence in her uotherfs life.

tror reasons directly related to her experience as a woman 1n

society, Víoletters mother felt both guilt and resentuent

emotions which she assoclated with her daughter. Indeed, Berthe

transmíËted the guilt for what she saw as her sÍn to her il1egi-

Èirnate daughter, whom she regarded as her punÍshment'

From her grandmother, Violette received both love and physícal

wa:¡rth. However, her death, when violeÈte was nine' I^las one more

tragedy to befall- the child.

As an íllegitfnate chÍld, vío1-eËte hTas a social euibarrassment

to her mother. Because of her contínual lllnesses, the líttle

girl- íncurred medical costs whích her mother could ill afford.

Berthets endurance r¡las further tested by the fact that Violette had

an ungaínly appearance. Berthe herself \¡las an unusually attractive

(1) Jacquellne ?iatl-er uses Èhe term 'rj eune fiLle d6rangée" in
her revíew of La Bâtarde Ín Le Monde 6L39, (10 octobre 1964).
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!üomanandveryconsciousofaPPearances'sothatthl.swasyet

anoÈher severe blot^r Èo her prlde'

Conscious, from an early age, that her mother reJected her'

Violette also learnt what it meant to be a ttbâtardett and to be a

female. She caúe to feel that she was cursed, - doomed to be an

outcast, loved bY nobodY.

a

I. The resent ful mother

lle recollect that sfmone, as a baby, was doted on by a mother

whO was young and gay and ttfíère dravoir réussi un premÍer enfant"'

(TCF, 14). lhis was far from beíng the case for vfoleÈte Leduc,

whose mother had suffered socíal dísgrace because of her.

VÍoletters molher, BerÈhe, had had an extremely unhappy child-

hood and adolescence. She had been deprived of l-ove, security and

educatíon. As a budding t7oman, life had been dull : t'Pas de balst

pas de sorties, pas dramiest.' (8, 2L). Then she found a place as a

maid in an arls'tocratíc Protestant famfly Ín Valenciennes' There,

for the fÍrst time in her life, she I4Ias moÏe or l-ess hapPy' She

became Èhe confídant and ttdemoiselle de compagnlett t.o the lady of

the houser(B, 23), ând she enjoyed the gaiety of the four offspring,

who were by then Young adults'

ltentraín drune familleLa gaietê, les récePtions,
protestante 1 I émerveillent . (8, 23) .
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I

Durlng the surmrer of 1906, thlenty year old Berthe stayed on

1n her maidrs room, havl-ng nowhere else to go, whl-le t1¡e famlly went to

breathe fresher aír 1n Swltzerland. André, Èhe youngest of the

familyrs three sons, the one who enchanted Berthe, carne home early'

I{hen Berthe later told her daughter the story of her conception'

she remarked cYnical-lY:

crest ainsi qurll mra faÍt Payer mon abrÍ '(B'24) '

tr{hen it became clear thaË she lÂ7as pregnant, Andrérs ínsisË-

ance that Berthe should leave the town reinforced Berthers feelíng

of guílt:

I]. a dlt quand c'est arrivé: ,'Jure que tu quitteras
l-a ville' Þetite, jure que tu partiras.|' Elle jure'
elle se j"it.r"it à ses pieds, e1-1e croit qurelle a

fauté .(8, 24).

Andrérs nother, who could not understand why Berthe suddenly wished

to leave, wíthout any expl-anation, offered Èo double her wages íf

she would stay. However, Berthe, accepting her faÈe as puníshment

for her sin, kept her Ígnominíous secreÈ concealed and left for

Arras with her "économíes de vierge sage'l (B' 25). Once theret

no longer having the respectability of a "taille fine", (B' 25),

the unmarríed moËher had great difficulty ffndíng accomodation.

violette was born, in rat-infested quarters, early ín the morning

of the 7th of April, Lgo7. Her birth, a forceps delívery' was

almost responsible for Berthets death. Víolette sums up Ëhe

nâture of their bond, both then and later:

Ton sang.na mère, le ruÍsseau de sang dans lrescalier
quand jð suls sortie de toi, les flots de sang du

moribond . | .../
.ítêtais ta prTsonnière comme tu étais la rn-íeirne. (8, 25).
izt-

(2) Italics mlne.
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BerthersmotherrFl-déline,andoneofthecooksfromthe

householdlnValenciennesrClarisse'hadbothgLvenupthelrJobs

and gone to herp Berthe with Èhe baby. picturíng their pllght'

Violette conr¡ents:

J|alsupposéquetouteslestroisvousvousdemandiez
slunoreillerSurmatrognecouleurdetomaten|étalt

?å: ï:ffî1?å; 
à l'avenir que je vous imposais'

Indeed,thepregnancyhTasanutÈercatastropheforBerthe.

At twenty, âs a vÍrgl-n and a beautiful \^toman' she had marriage

prospects as good as any in her mil-ieu' Now she had to work to

support three: herself, a child whose constant il-lnesses draíned

her finances completely, and her mother' who stayed to look afÈer

the chíld whÍIe she worked. Moreover, her position of urunarried

mother made Berthets chances of marríage very slíght lndeed, and

thís was her sol-e means of attaÍníng financial securíty and socíal

respectability. Although Berthe knew exactLy who the father was,

violette was offfcial-ly recorded as beíng "née de père inconnu'J

(8, 28).

French Iaw, before 19L2, I^7as unconcerned with the problem of

paternal respons atitity(4) , and Èhose fathers who wished to forget

(3) Adríenne 'Rich Points out in
rience and Institution (N.Y

críme in l,lestern EuroPe from ÈheínfanÈicide was rhe -lnost coûmon

ltiddle Ages down to the Eighteenth Century'r. (p. 259).

(4) For a century, until ]:g].z, Article 340 of the Civil code forbad

5'r,,ãi"i.f ínvestigãiíon ínto natural Paternity. Even after the l-912

law reform, nertüe woUld have had to prove the use of force or
vio]-encetobeabletolodgepaternltyclaims,andthiswasmade
almost impossible.
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the whole unfortunate fncident and deprive the mother and child

of any financfal supPort were protected by the law' As Odile

Dhavernas Polnts out, ln her book Droits des femmes. pouvoir des

houunes, social attitudes were such that worklng class women, the

most frequent vlctl-ms of the law, IÙere considered braze¡ to all-ow

themselves to be sedueed by their wealthy superfors. she wrlÈes:

I1 nf est pas douteux que les obsÈacles mis à l-a

recherche judfciaire de paternité ont Pour objet
essentlel- de protéger les messieurs de la bonne
socíêté contre l-es conséquences fâcheuses des amours

ancíllaíres. Ctest ce qutex¡rrime sans fard le
trl-bun Lahary en sËíguatisant ttces intrigantes qult
nêes dans les conditions les plus abjectes, avaíent
ltinconvenable hardiesse de sríntroduire dans les
familles 1-es plus distinguées et les plus opulentes' ,, (5)

Berthe herself, who presumed punishment to be relatÍve Èo mjsconductt

reflected the prejudices against \^romen'

By 1913, Fídêlíne had eventually persuaded her daughter to go

back to ValencÍennes to ask André for money. Grandmother, mother

anil daughter moved back to this tor^¡n. André, writes Víolette, ttt'

pouvaít plus être grondé. 11 étaít condamré." (8, 28). He had died

that same year of tubercul,osis. Hís father begrudgingly gave

Berthe twenty thousand francs to síl-ence her a sum which Víolette

trâs to ínherit at her najority. In the meanÈíme, they merely

receíved the ínÈerest: trcent cinquante francs par trimestreti (B, 28).

Berthe had to work long hours as a shop assistant, and money v/as

scarce.

(5) Odile Dhavernâs'
Seuil, 1978' P. 26.

Droit des femes ouvoír deS hOrrrmes , París:
The tr trne Lahary made the cormen t in L908).



375,

Vlolette wås made aldare, at an early age, that her existence

caused her mOther endless distress. She \ilrites bitterly:

Foetus¡ Je voudrafs ne Pas lravofr été' (8, 25)'

And, addressfng her mother, she reflects:

Je suís née porteuse de ton malheur comme on nalt
PorËeuse d!offrandes. (B , 2O) '

Throughout her 1lfe, VíoLette always felt "de trop". (8, L32).

Even as a very young girl, she was filled wiËh guílt for beíng the

apparenË Cause of her motherts anguísh. Comnenting on Leducrs

self'portrait, Beauvoír writes:

Coupable, coupabl-e, coupabl-e: Ia voix de sa mère (6)
retentit encore en elle; un juge myst.érier¡x la Ëraque.' ',

II.

Berthets îother, the woman Violette calls t'ltange Fidélinerj

(8, 28), was forty-four when she gave up her job as cook and wenÈ

to help her daughter with the baby. Violette remembers her as a

source of great physical warmth something which she never knew

from her moÈher. Fidéline was her "fiancée'j (8, 32), her "soeur'j

(8, 34), her ,'sauveurt' and her "comp"go""(7). I^Ihereas Viol-ette was

Íntímidated by her motherts t'regard bleu acierrr (FT, 56), Fidélíners

blue eyes ldeïe t'un lac de do,-r..,rt"(8).

(6)

(1)

(8)

P reface to La Bâtarde

LlAglhyxie, p. 'I33.

lbid. r p. 13.

p" 15
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In the novel, LrAsphyxfe, as well as ln La Bâtarde FidélÍner s

"douceur célestett (FT, 56) ls contrasted wfth her motherrs coldness'

Llke two sfsters, Berthe would send them to the clnema on sundays'

Surrounded by the excited voices .of the audlence, Violette, scared

and attracted by óther chíldren, woul-d Press herself agalnst her

grandmother for protection. Outside, she recalls, frFídéline prend

ma main". (8, 34) " At night, they slept in the same bed:

Quelle corbeíIle de fiançaíLles-quand Je me -nichai" u"rr"
ton cou. Ta maín Ia nuíÈ l"'l' Mes pieds dans ta
chemlse de nuit _F"J. Jrécoutaís ta resPiration, mon

oreille chéríssalt ton sein irréel' (8, 32) "

Fldéllne hras a devouÈ Catholic and often took Viol-eÈte to Church

wíth her" However, for ttel-1ttIe girl-, who knew nothíng abouË Jesus,

thís merely meant long hours of boredom. In contrast to Simone de

Beauvoír, rel-ígíon uTas not a source of psychological- seculity. She

\^rås not told that there I^ras a guardían angel always watching over heT,

or thaË God was always looking after her. IÈ was to t'ltange

Fidél-ínett to whom víolette ran when she needed reassurance:

Je me cachaís dans la jupe de ma grand-mère, je respírais
itod"rrr surânnêe de Lfétoffe, je ttenfouíssaÍs. (B, 32>.

Ilowever, tTse came a time when Fidélíners vol-umínous black

skirt hras no longer at her side to shelter VioleËÈe' During the

First l.{orld l{ar, when viol-ette \¡las seven, her grandmother beca¡re ill

with consumPtion.

Je me Jette chaque soir dans le 1it dracajou du rez-de-
chaussãe, ma mère mten arrache, je pleure avec la fougue
dtune åmante. Fidéline, Iua grand-mère, tu selas toujours
ma fíancêe dans ton l-ít de poitrinaire' (8, 35) '

Fidêline clied in LgL6, when violeËte \^Ias nine. she writes thaÈ

it was not until fíve years later that she realized that her grandmother
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was dead, that she had loved her and woul-d never see her again'

All that tfme, she had been learning what 1t was like to be alone

to face an embfttered moÈher and the world'

III. An outcast

From a very early ager violeÈte was made a\^7are that she was

a burden to her mother and reJected by other children. she came Èo

belf eve that Ëhis was someho\^7 conlì.ected wíth her body.

Asachild,ViolettewasveryoftenÍ11,cosËingprecious

money and needing special care. VÍolette contínually stresses the

guilt and shame she fel-t:

Tout notre argenÈ sren allait en vÍsites de médecin, en

noÈes de pharnacíen. f.._J Me voici responsablg dt avoir
été un "orrffl. 

emportanE 1ãurs économies ' l"'/ je
fautais Par fragilíté. (8, 26) '

Her mother would then utter her eternal refrain what Violette

calls her t'slogans de tragédienne'] CA, 316) " Berthe would look

upon her fate as a puníshment sent from God:

tton ne sten sorÈira pas. Qutest-ce que nous avofls
faÍt?" (8, 34).

or:

t'Qurest-ce que j!ai fait au bon Dieu?" (CA, 3f4).

Berthe would care for her daughter "avec dévouement'f (B' 131), but

wíth t'un douloureux reproche dans ses yeux". (B' 47). l{ith every

sickness, TioleËtets conscÍousness of herself as a heavy inposition

was reinforced:

Jlétais rnalade, ie me croyais coupable. (8, 47)"

I

rl

i.
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rì
Berthe was afraLd that tuberculosls night be heredltary and

consequently, because of André, she was always anxl-ous when VloletÈe

becarne 111. The daughter remembers:

ses yeux durcfs par lrépouvante me terrorisent. (8, 29).

On one occasÍon, Leduc wrítes:

Ma tête penche, ctest cela mon premíer souvenir. (8, 27).

On another occasion, she claims that her first memory was when she

broke her arm:

Cfestmonpremiersouvenírrdfunedouleurdansma
chaír. (8, 33).

I,rlhatever T,rer very fírst memory may have been, it l-s evídent that

Leducfs early memories are assocíated wíth her body and with her

consciousness thaÈ her body I^7as a burden, both to herself and others '

The impressíon derived from her mother' that her body made her

unlovable, Iüas strêngthened by other children. She writes that

her grandmother coddled her to such an extent that she was totally

unprepared for the roughness of other childreri her age. Consequently,

they rejected her brutallY:

jtauraís .voulu deux des mains en cire tiède, lorsque je
me hasardaís à jouer avec un petit garçon ou une petíte
fílle. tr.J Jrétais seule, jtavals l-e monde contre
rnoí dès que petits garçons et petites fíl1es impatientés
par rua fiagilité sréloignaient. Je sanglotais srils
iiaíeot et leurs rires redoubl-aíent. (8, 36).

The boys'mocked her aPPearance:

Jtavais un visage íngrat et des janbes si maigres que

des garçons nlappelaíenÈ I'Mol-leÈ de coqrr. (B' 41).

Above a1-1, however, vío]-etLers feeling of rejection was the

I
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outcome of her uotherls behaviour. I,rlhat we can take, from the
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autobiography, to be Violettets crfse origíneIl-e occurred when her

mother abandoned her - as she felt - to a boarding school' Sorne

fifty years later, Leduc fs still hurË when she recal-ls the incldenÈ:

ma mère dêclda que Jtirais en pension' Jravais cinq ans'
Pourquoi, dl-s, pourquoi? Je trçmbarrag-safS 4onc tarlt que

cela ! 
-Je 

ne me souviens pas, ô privilège, de ma mère me

VioleËters tragedy was to depend, for a sense of ldentity and

for approval and êncouragement, on a young Iüoman who associated her

wlth social dísgrace ând frustrated hopes. The more BerÈhe resented

the sacrífíces which her fragíle, awkward-1-ooking, fll-egltÍnate chÍld

Ínposed on het, the mOre the child fel-t ínsecure and made demands on

her attentÍön. It was an unfortunate vícíous circle.

Víolette soÖn mânífested the acute separaËion anxiety whlch

!üas Èo pl-ague her throughout her lífe. Fear would strike her as

soon as she woke uP:

Mes terreirrs, au réveíl , étaíent profondes Jusqurà 1-a

douleur et llanéantíssement. (8, 29)'

Because her nother was not able to give her a sense of security,

violette would c1-íng obsessively to her physical presence. I^Ihen her

,,mother left her by herself one afternoon, Víolette felt an acute

loss:

¡

t

t

t
i

)

I

I

t
t'
p

(9) (ttaLics nine)
on p. 20 and allude

VÍolette wrÍtes of her trsouffrance à cinq anstt

s to the crisis agaln on P. 346 of La Bâtarde.

(
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Je cornnence ã lrattendre dès qurelLe a refermé Ia
porte. (8, 47).

I{hereas her conmunícatl-on L'ith Ffdélíne had been prlmarlly

physical-, Violette sensed that her mother coul-d not cherÍsh her as

a physical belng. She ¡^rrites:

Je tfai vue nue, ie ttaí vue te donner des soins lntímes.
Aucune uère ntaura étê pJ-us abstraite que tol. Ta Peau'
tesjambes,tondosquandjelelave,lebaiserdum¡tin
qr. l. te åernande ntont pas de réalité. Où te ïencofitrer?
(8, 25).

It ís s{.gnifícant that she had Èo ask her mother for kisses

t'baísers E.r7 ça ne l-ri-ntêresse pastt, she writes. (FT, L62) "

In LtAgphÏxíe, which Leduc refers to as her ttsouvenírs drenfancett

(8, h37) although she claims to have blended reality with fÍctíon'

she emphasízes her r¡other!s physical rejeetion of her even more than

ín La Bâtarde. In thís noveL, she writes that her mother would tell

her to go and play, wÍthout so much as looking at her:- trun ordre

donnê sans un coup dloeil vers moi".(10) She stresses that her

uother would avoíd any physícal- contact with her:

Ma mère ne mta Jamafs donné 1a maín. f,.J Elle mraidaiÈ
à monter, à desãendre l-es trottoirs etlinçant mon vête-
ment à l-iendroit où ltemmanchure est facil-ement saísíssable.
(11)

Even íf such-memorÍes are fíctiËious, invented Ëo highlight her

¡other!s heartl-essness, it is the obsessíon which is significant'

In the autobiography, Leduc makes a passlng reference to the

I
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(ro¡
(11)

LrAsphrrxie, Þ. 49.

ibid, p. 7 .
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tears she shed when she lost her umbrella at the age of seven.

(¡T, Zg2). In LtAsphyxfe, thís incídent is portrayed in deta11.

She writes that the actual ttorchestre de cymbal-es eÈ de gongstt

whlch broke out when she told her moËher vlas "la délivt"rr."" (12)

in comparlson wfÈh the ilregard dur et bleu"(13) ttt.t, she had been

so frÍghÈened to go home and confront. Her mother:

jeta au mfl-feu de l-a pièce un brasíer de mots i

- Díre que Je me crève Pour ç4. El-le nous mettra
sur la paille. Un {ff]nfufe tout neuf. Le plus
beau de la ville

Once agaín, the mother floods the girl with guÍIÈ by pl-ayíng the

role of the noble, sel-fless mother and casting her daughter in the

role of the chÍld who desÈroys all ËhÍngs beauÈiful- both the

urnbrella and her mother.

Ce nrest pas digne de ce guton fait pour elle. 11 y
en aurait quí te fouÈeraient ça à lrAssistance. Ça nra
ríen dans i. .o"nr, ça nta rien dans le ventre. Maboule!
Espèce de maboule. (15)

It was when the l-ittLe girl, whom her mother called a ilsal-e bâter'r(16)

attempted - Ln total submíssíon - to seek some kind of reconcilia-

Èion through physical contact, thaË her motherrs repulsion was most

evident:

Je tornbais à ses pieds, ma joue sur 1a pointe de ses
soulíers vernís

lla joue se consola sur le carreau. (r/)

(L2) t'Asphyxie, þ. L27.

(ff¡ íbid' pp. L2, 13, l-6.

L27-L29.

I

(f +¡ íbid ' PP.

(ls¡ ibid, p. L27. ( In La Chasse à lr¡-our Leduc refers Ëo

de maboule" (CA, 197).tt1-répoque où ma mère mrappelaÍt maboule, espèce
It was when she rÀIas sêven.

(f0¡ ibide P. L27 -

(rz¡ lhid. As an adult, when her moËher hTas once i11, viol-ette
reminded herself of thís incident and refused to visit her. "Chaque
nuít jrai eu, pendanÈ Samaladie, un carreau de son carrelage sur
ma joue". (cA, 307).
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It fs apparent that the resentment whlch tile sense ln Leducrs

portrayal- of her mother ls resentment whlch she did not aequire r¡ntll

her adolescefrce. The Iíttle gfrl did not Judge her mother. On

the contrarY, she writes:

J. ltaímaís à en,mourir. tr.J Jrai aímé de passion
avânt rrâge. (cA, 197).

Like little Simone, violette \¡Ias utËerly wul-nerabl-e ín the face of

her motherts Judgehent. However, in contrast Èo Slmone, her motherrs

approval Ì^7å8 the exception rather than the norn'

By bel-ng "une petite fille modèle", Simone was imitating and

identlfyfng \^títh her motherrs behaviour. VioleËte neveT seems to

have identified with her mother ín Ëhis way. Instead, she'saw her

mother as the incarnatíon of goodness and herself as the destroyer

of all good thíngs. l^Ihereas her moÈher hras tt¡olíe ã croquertt,

(FT, L72), Vlol_ette was teased about her appeaÏance. Berthe, who

was always Ìrorking, called her ttparesseuset.t (B, 44). She who prÍded

herself on her ttcÒurâgett, t'énergierr and ttmagnanÍrnítétt, decíded thaÈ

violette took after her father, and violette writes:

EIIe souffrait au passé et au présent lorsqurel-le
disaít que mol non plus j" otavafs pas de coeur. (8, 40).

When Violette hras seven, Fidél1ne ¡'ras already too í11 to

protect her. As for the rest of the world, ít reinforced the judge-

ment of Víoletters mother. OÈher chíldren 1-aughed at her or called

her names. One famíly called her something she had not heard before:

Unefamílle,quivoulaittenírlehautdupavé,.quine
me répondaít pas quand je luí disais bonjour, mlappela
bâtarde. (8, 45).
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Atten,Vlolettedl-dnoÈyetknowwhaÈthfsmeant.Shemerely

knew that she had once agaln unwlttingl-y been the cause of sonething

r^rhich had ¡nade her mother very uPset'

AfËertheFirsË!üorldtlar,Berthedecidedtogoandlookfor

workinParlswíthherfriendClarísse.Violetteü'asputÍn

boarding school ín Valenciennes. NaËurally, after noÈ havÍng set

foot ín a school for six years, V1ol.et'te stood ouÈ as a failure:

Jtétais La dernière de la classe et deux fois plus grande

que mes compagnes' (8, 46)'

In no time, VioleÈËe came dovm with pleurísy' Once again'

her motherrs plans \^lere cruelly dashed:

Ma mère ånnula son déparË; le trímestre payé dfavance ne

luí seraiË pas remboursé, le médecín devrait venir souvent'
í1 faudrait des médícamenÈs' (B' 47)'

yet again, ïfolette vras acuÈely conscíous of ínconveniencíng and

dísappoínting her mother. on thís occasion, she did try to inltate

her -motherls ttdêvÖuementtt by trying not Èo cough and wake her:

ohl ma pêríode drnmourr mon abnégatíon, mes sacrffices
pour ne pas l'éveiller La nuit! (8, 47) '

Ilerpassíonforhermother$IasnotreciProcated,however.

Trhe doctor recoilmended that Violette should spend some Lime in the

count.ry, and she was sent to stay wiÈh Berthers síster, Laure' on a

farm twenty kilonetres from Val-enciennes. It ís not clear whether

she stayed ín the country several weeks or several months. In any

eventr she wrítes:

l"la mère mlobsédaiË, je voulais une lettre dlelle. E1le

nrêcrivait Pas. (8, 52) '
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It was aÈ the vl-ltage school that Violette learnt what it

meant not to have a father. She dlscovered that:

pour ma mère et pour moí, crétait autrement que chez les
autres. Lorsqutun père prenait son enfant sur ses

g"oorr*, lorsquíf1- le faisalt sauter en chantant ttà dada,

ã dadat-t, Je iougissais, envahie de -honte et de pudeur'
Nous, nåuã vtvions entre jupons' (8, 51) '

The boys at the school fomed a gang and terrorized her:

Jesortaisdeltécole,ilsme]-aíssaientprendredelSrlel
distànce, l-es cai11oux pleuvaient sur ma tête. (8, 52)'^-'

Laure spoke to VloletÈers teacher and, after that, the boys avoided

her. It rÀ7as one more occasion on whích Violette was pícked out as

an object of rídicule, as the butË of the aggression of others' It

seemed bound Ëo happen wherever she wenÈ'

Later in life, a friend told Violette:

Les bãtards sont maudíts' (B' 51) '

And índeed, aÈ the age of twelve of thlrteen, violette obviously

already fel-t that she was cursed, - doomed not to be loved. she

had come to assocíate thls wíth Ëhe fragí1-ity of her body and her

ungaínIy physical appearance.

IV The accursed sex

Long before Víolette hras Èo1d that "les bâtards sonÈ maudítsr',

she was indoctrinated !üith the ídea that she belonged to an il-1-

fated sex. Ttre claustrophobic constel-lation of grandmother, mother

and daughter gave reinforcement to the bitterness of the two adult

women.

(la¡ Leduc refers Èo this trauma again in La Bâtarde p. 222 ar.d p.231.
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Before she took to her sick-bed, Fldé]-lne would sometl-mes

tel-l the lfttle gÍr1 about her past, presentlng Vl-olette with a

picture of brutal, eelf-f-nterested mal-es and helpless' subordfnate

females. In LtAsphyxie, Leduc wrl-tes that Fidéliners mother sl-ept

with Fídéline's faÈher "par char1r6"r(19) and the baby was illegitl'

mâte. Fidéliners fortune rüas no beÈter:

un ange à díx-huit ans se marle: ma grand-mère Tidéltne.
Huit jours après, ltange peu dégourdi voÍt dans une gLace

la Uouðte de son beau gaillard de rnari sur la'bouche drune
prosËituêe du village. (8, 2L'22) '

Tr^ro years later came "l-a dé1ívrance'l(8, 22). Her husband, a llve-

stock merchant, receíVed a mortal kick from a horse. Berthe, her

second daughter, was born after her fatherrs death - ttelle ne 1ta

pas connut'.(8122). Tbenty years later, her life, too' tüas destroyed

by a man.

During the war, after Fídéliners deaÈh, Berthe, Ín her extreme

1-onelíness, eubjected VioletÈe to frequent diaÈTibes on "les Iaídeurs

de la vÍe". (B, 39).

El-l-e mtoffraÍÈ f-..._7 un terríble cadeau: celui de 1a

méfíanee et de 1ã suspicion. Tous les hommes étaient
des salauds, tous 1es hommes étaient des sans-coeur'

f ...J Abuser de vous, voÍlà l-eur but. Je devaís 1e com-

!-rend?e et ne pas ltoublÍer. Des cochons. Tous des

cochons. (B, 39).

It may have relieved Berthe to sp1ll out her woes'

"son réceptacl-e à douleur, à fureur, à rancoeur¡ (8,

tête-à:têtes were less salutarY.

For Violette,

40), these

Ùfa mère mrexpliquaiÈ tout. Jrétaís prévenue, je ne

devrai pas fauter. Les hornmes suivent les femmes, il
ne faut pas starrêter. Jrécoutais et sí je jouais avee

(19) LrAsphyxíe, p. l-16.



386.

miettes sur la Èable na mère ne signlffalt du regard
que Je manqua!-s dtattention. Je croLsais les bras,
itrroln"r" ét"ft un chemin sur lequel il fallalt avancer
Bans atarrât,er Jamals; sf ltombre drun honme surgissaltt
il fallait lrabolfr en marchant touJours seule, toujours

As she listened to her mother, víol-etËe had Èhe impression

that she herself r,IaS to blame for her moÈherrs Èrl-bulations:

ma mère f ...J me fixaLt avec tant dtíntenslté pendant
sa décla|atíoã que Je me demandaís sí Jtétais un honrme

ou non. (B, 39).

And ín LrASph:¡xíertoo, the moËher seemed to manage to Ploject her

ovm guilË onto YÍolette:

Ecoute-noí. Essaíe de comprendre. Si ça trarrivaíÈ,
unechosepareí1-le,jeterenierais.¡[9i'jenesavaís
rien. Le péchél Crest vague I-e péché! L "'-l Tu es

prêvenue, i1 ne faut pas que ça Ërarríve et si cela
LrarrívaiË, je nrqp¡pis aucune pítié. Je te laisserai
da,,s l-e trri"ã.tt-t. (20)

Because of these "leçons de réalité ", (8, 39) ' Violette was

îore than ever convinced of her guilt vis à vis her mother. She

writes:

Tout ce quí nras Pas tourné rond dans son existence est
de rna faute. Je suis la Preuve par neuf de sa malchance.
E]-]-edevraítmerenier.JesuissamisèreeËson
htrmilÍat1on. (CA, 307).

I^Ie have seen Ëhat this ¡.¡as no Paranoid Ímpression of Víoletters.

Indeed, ít was a qulte rational appraisal of real-iÈy. Since BerÈhe

associated her daughter with guil-t, blame and puníshment, as well as

conÈinually inferring that Ëhe female condítíon \^7as a punishment,

a

(20) L'AEphvxig, PÞ. 52-53.
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violette was induced to regard her female body as retrlbutlon for

the sufferlng caused by her exisÈence. Once again, she feLt both

gufl-ty and a victfm of faLe. She hlas to retain this ambivalence

throughout her life.

Comnenting on LrAsPhyxie fn Le Deuxième Sexe Simone de

Beauvoir claimed that Violette related to her moËher ín a way whl-ch

was "quasi pathologíquer'(21). Indeed, Ít ís striking that the

psychodynamíe patÈerns in Violettets relationship with her mother

accord, to a great extenË, with the condítions found to be pre-

vâlent in the chíldhood of peopl-e contenÈlously labelled schizo-

phrenics. Famíly therapísts' \,Iho consider schizophrenia in the

índívídual the consequence of distorted couununication ín Ëhe family

consÈellatíon, note three distínguíshing factors commonly found in

the family Påttern of such PeoPle:

There ¡nust be a child whose mother becomes anxious
and withdraws íf the child responds to her as a
lovÍng mother.

There must be a mother who cannot accePÈ her own

feelings of anxieÈy and hostí1-íty toward her chíld
arrd who denies then by overtly expressing l-ove to
persuâde the child to resPond to her as a loving
mother.
There uust be an absence of anyone (father, síbling)

(¿r¡ Le Deuxième Sexe II, p. 43.

Posterfs book : Crítical Theo

can intervene beÈween Ëhe mother
)

ín the familY
and the chj-ld

who
(22

(22)GregoryBateson.StepStoanEcologyofMind'N'Y':
BallanÈíne, L975 ¡ ÞP.2O2-2O3.

There ís an inleresting critique of Batesonrs view in l"lark

Press Ltd. ' L978, P. 1l-5
of the . London: Pluto
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However controversl-al thls analysis of schizophrenfa may be'

1t ls clear that the rèlatÍonshtp wlth the ffgure who loomed largest

l-n her I1fe ln her fornatlve years had fmmense rePercussLons for

VioLetters destLny. Indeed, we cafi trace what will emerge as

VloletËere chofx origÍnel to the lnteractfon between mother and

daughter.
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CHAPTER TITREE

BECOMING A IdOMAN

I. The choi of se f

The prevlous ehapter deal-t I4tiÈh Leducrs discovery of her

subJectívlty; this chapter is concerned with the way Ín whích she

chose Lo assume her subjectivÍtY.

In Pour une morale de lrambí tê Símone de Beauvoir had

descríbed the way in whÍch a child "découvre sa subjectívité."(1)

She argued that the fr¡ndamental- cause of ttla críse de lladoLescencett

Ís that ',1,índívídu doiÈ enfín assumer sa subjectivíté":(2)

lorsqutíl arrive ã 1râge de l-tadolescence, tout son

univers se rneË à vacill-er parce quril aperçoit l-es contra-
dictions quí opposent les uns aux autres l-es adultesr et
aussi leUrs hésiÈaËÍons, leurs faiblesses. Les homnes

cessent de 1ul appafaÎtre conne des díeux, et en même temps

lradolescenL découvre le caractère humaín des réalités quí
l-rentourent: 1e langage, l-es coutumes, l-a morale, Ies
valeurs ont l-eur source dans ces créatures íncertaínes;
le moment est venu où íl- va êÈre appelé à participer 1ui
aussí à l-eur opératíon; ses actes pèsent sur terre autanË
oue ceUx,des autres honmes, í1 va lui falloir choísir et
:- (J/
decLder.

Pour une moral-e de lramb té. Paris:(1) Símone de Beauvoir.
Galliurard , L947. (coll.
(2) íbid., p. 57.

(3) íbid.
her terrify
Baudelaire

es ,1 62, p. L3

Thís descriptíon of the indlvidual experiencíng his or
ing 1-íberty is very siuilar to Sartrers description 1n

rtti.tt was published in the same yeat ) (L947). See

coll. "Idées", (1963), P. 63 ft -Gallimard,
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UnËi1 Vfolette reached'the age of bvelve, she led a very

cl-oseted l1fe. The on1-y adults who played any significant role in

her ll-fe were Ffdêline and her mother. And because of her early

death, the role played by Fidéline in vl-olettefs l-l-fe n¡as of less

lmportance. I,Ie have seen that her motherts ttregard dur et bleurl

made Violette feel $ufl-ty for exÍsting. She developed an attftude

of self-eontêDPt.

To Víolette, hef mother appeared strong and infallible. Her

negative reactlon tô Víolette hTas relnforced by the rest of Èhe world,

so that the littl-e girl never questioned her moËherrs judgement'

Moreover, her motherrs coldness made Violettets love for her quite

obsessive. Sínce she saw that her feelings lüere noË reciprocated,

they were Èransformed fron what nÍght have been a healthy love to a

frustraÈing and inpossibl-e passíon. víolette l-fked to imagine that

she was Berthers husband:

BerÈhe rua mère, Jrétafs ton mari avant ton maríage. (B' 40).

she liked to pretend to herself that their little te7osome resembled

the oÈher couPles she knew:

Je croyais nourrír ma mère. !--.a.-T Travailler dans une

,rsinã pour elle, 1uí apportef ltargent de la semaÍne. (8, 44).

It ís significant, as I noted earlier, that she did noÈ identífy

with her mother. She did not feel lrtorËhy enough of emulaËíng or

rÍvaling her mother. The mother apPeared to both of them as the

embodiment of goodness, beauty and self-sacrÍfice and the daughÈer

seemed merely to be destined to be Èhe'rporteusett of her motherfs

thalheurt'. (B ' 20) .
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In both the autobfography and LrAsphyxie, Leduc places great

emphasis on her mOthefrs narcissisrn. Ttre "grande coquettt"r(4)

"jamaís fatfguée drelle-¡nême"(5) t"" preoccupfed wlth her appearance'

Ma rnère coquette f ...J avançait, reculal-È devant la
gfânde glace aves la patience dtun mannequin de maison

de couture. (8, 23).

I{hereas for Simone de Beauvoír' inbued wíth the egocentricity we

associate with chlldren, the adults around her seemed to exist to

p1-ay rfle rôle drun almable míroir" to herselfr(JFR, 16), Violette

Leduc played this role for her mother. The two of then, mother and

daughter, ¡¡ere always standing in front of a mirror, both pairs of

eyes admirfng the säne Persorl:

Elle a toujours près drelle une enfant de sept ans qui
la veut êlágante devant un miroir' (FT, L64) '

During her chlldhood, Víol-ettets attentíon $ras centred on her

moËherrs beautiful body. It hras a turning poÍnt in her adolescence

when she suddenly became a\^/are of her motherrs crltícaL gaze on her'

She perceÍved that her moËherfs reJectíon of her was associated with

her physícâI appearance. The crisis occurred when she was thirteen.

I,Ie recollect thåt when Víol-ette was twel-ve or thirteen, she

rlrras put in boardíng school Ín Valencíennes. Some tíme aftenüardst

she became í11- with pleurísy and was sent to her Aunt Laurets farm

to cOnvalesce. A strong, coarse and corpulent farmerrs wife, Laure

had nothing in conrnion with her younger síster, Berthe. For the first

time sínce 'Fídéliners death-, Vlolette became close to someone whose

LrAsÞhyxie, p.74.
ibid., p. L26.

(4)

(5)



392,

attftude towards her was radicàlly dlfferent from her motherts'

unconcerned wíth such detalls as physlcal apPearance, Laure was

proud of her niece, and enJoyed displaying her to the people in the

vil1-age. Víolette wrf tes:

ttCrest ma nièce, racontaít-elle partout, nrest-ce pas

qurelle ¡ne ressembl-e?t' Jtétais contente chaque fois
qutelle dísait cela. !-..._l Soir et matin, elle nattait
roes 1-ongs eheveux, elTe falsaitt admírer mes deux nattes.
Ltoeuvrã de sa soeur éÈait son oeuvre. (B' 53).

In the country, VLolettets appearance I¡Ias accepted llke everyone

elsets. She v,ras síurply ttune paysanne paruli 1-es paysanstt' (B' 54) '

She would have been very happY, íf only her mother had wrítten.

Eventually, Berthe returned to the farm from Paris. It was

the first time that Violette says she línked her appearance to the

rejection she sensed. She descrÍbes the following incident in boÈh

the autobiograPhY and LlAsPhYxie:

Je courus dans J-a cour, je ltembrassai L "'-l ' Ma

-mère se devoue, eIle ernbrasse rarement. Elle nrexamínait,
elle rne rêvisaít. Laure lui dit combien jravais changé.
Jlavais trop bonne mine. Je le lisais dans ses yeux.
Ìtes deux tresses à la mode du víllage, e1-le les méprisaiÈ.

f .r.J le soír près du poQþ' 
"!.1"_Tyïmurå-:- 

"counqe tu
-"" d".r.nne cagpagnardett. !- . ..-l .-El-l-e-me blessa avec

un couteâu. 1.r.7 Je croyais I ...-l qY9 j" nrétaÍs
pi.r" "ot enfãnt pãrce que je manquais ãe séductÍon. (B' 54).

Berthe, "une citadinett, ttdétestaÍt l-e village, la campagne, la

vÍe de 1a fe::rue". (8, 54). Once agaÍn, her vision of the world took

over. Violette no longer looked at Laurei' the countryside or herself

with the same eyes. She tlas no longer ttune paysanne parrni les paysanst"

(8, 54). The dífference was that VioletÈe was now a\¡lare of somethÍng



393.

she had prevlously known I^tlthout being fu1-ly conscious of ft: her

moËher reJecËed her. For the flrst time, violette eonsclously

assocLated thfs rejectíon wlth her Lack of trséductíon".

shoftly after thís eplsode came another maJor crisis. Berthe

married. For the second tÍme wlthin a short períod, Violette fel-t

profoundly rejected. she was then fourÈeen. It was declded that

she would return to the boardíng school- at Valenclennes. Just as

Baudelaire felt betrayed when his mother remarried and put híur in

boardlng school åt the age of seven' (and Violette had read Sartrers

accôunt of thís) r Víolette declares emphaticall-y:

Ma mère stest mariée, ma mère mra trompée' (B, 7q 'n

Before her motherts marríage, viol-ette had liked to think of

herself as BerÈhets husband. Thus, Berthers marriage not only seened

to confírm the rejection which the incídent in the country had already

impressed on the adolescent, but the'rblessurett, thís Èiure, was her

motherts preference for another:- ttÈoí arrachée de moi"' (Bt 57) '

t

(6) "Fra
lloclernes

of l-963, just af
de Beauvoirr Ín
compared the ÍmP
felt by Sartre.

gment drun portraiË de Baudelaire" appeare
8, (naÍ 1946), p. L345-L377 ' Gallírnard p

d ín Les Temps
ublished Baudelaire

an L947. Sartre wrítes:-
ttll y avafträâns son exísÈence, un événement qutil ntavait pu

supporter: le second tariage de sa mère." (coll. "Idéestt, 1963, p.19

We also recall Sartre!s descriP tion of his ovm motherrs remarriage
when he was twelve. I{e thereby lost his ttsoeur alnée", Les Mots

p. 2Ð and experienced, he exPlaíns, Itune rupture íntérieure avec

ma mèrelt' (Sartre fíl-nscript ' P . 17) .

)

t
Les Mots appeared in Les Modernes in October and Novenber

ter Leduc had comP leted La B arde. However, Simone

het è,onversations with Violette, would no doubt have
åct on Violette of her moËherfs marriage with that
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Now Berthe rfas going Èo share wlth this tnan a physical lntl-maey whlch'

vfolette had only knornm with her mother on cold nlghts durfng the war:

Jalouse? Non. Nostalgique jusqufau vertige !-"'-7;
exilée de notre édredon qui nous réchauffaít pendant

les bourbardernents. (B' 57) .

As Berthe made Cl-ear to her daughter: ttelle traînait un boulettt

- Violette. (CA, 306) . It meamt that her husband was I'bravant

Itopínion de toute wre ville" by narrying her. (8, 61). Víolette

wâs also pairrfully ar^lare of her motherrs attítude:

Ma mère apporËait une charge, son ttfardeautt, contme elle
dit, quanà-elle se maria. E1le travailla le l-endemain

de son maríage Pour -Payer touË de suite le pain de son

'rfardeau"' (B' 61)'(7)

I,Ihen her stepfather fírst set eyes on her, ttses yeux étaíent

froidstr. (8, 56). Violette was the 1íving reminder of an íncident

in hj-s wífets past that he was anxious to forgeÈ. lJorse, violette

did not take aftet her urother; it was ttle séducteurtt whom she physie-

a1ly resembled. (8, 56) . Once again, vÍol-ette l^7as conscious that

her very physícal appearance made her unlovable'

Q) Berthets fÍnancíal dependence, ín L92L, Ìilas símilar to that of
S"rtr"rs moÈher, Anne-Marie, who marríed M. Mancy in 1917' Simone

de BeauvoÍr writes ín Toút comptê fait:
|tSotrmise,dévo,,ée@aissanceParcequ'i11tavaít

prise en charge aÍnsi que son enfant, lfrte Mancy luí donnaiÈ Ëoujours

raison." (p. 105) .

Howevär, lhe Mancy, as a wídow, was not in the saue degraded

soclal position as l&ne Leduc, an umarrried mother.
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VouLaft-il éprouver au Premier contactt en fix.ant mes ye-uxt

le séducteur de ma mère à qui je ressernblais? !- "'-l -.J-"
;;r;;;;i"-"orrfrr"ement quf it auratt voulu mreffacer. Jrétals
i;'i;fã;-ã'uo gt^od amour, Jrétafs une mouche sur un linge
bl-anc. (8, 56).

Thecoldnessofthegirlsatschoo]-reinforcedtheverdictthat

violette read Ín the eyes of her l0other and her stePfather:

Je commençafs de voir dans les yeu< que jrétaís laíde'
que cela i"" "*''""it, 

qurel-les se poussaient du coude'
(B' 58).

At this stage of Leducfs existence, there is, in the autobio-

graphical text, a dÍst'incÈ suggestion that' she was ruakíng a fundamental

choice of beíng. Leduc associates her neI^7 sense of identíty with

her lotherls marriage, and Simone de Beauvoír, in the preface to La

ÉË&-, traces what she considers Víoletters choíx oiigínel- to thís

"drame de ses quâtoïze "o""'(8)
La oère s-fest mariée: 

-1a 
petíte fí11e a étê brisée par

cette-irãhiÁo". !-.;.J nite s'esÈ blottie en elle-même'
p"t áttgor"=", p"? déceptionr Par rancoeur' elle a choisi
r" tãiãi"si"t rrtégocentrísme, 1a solitude'(9)

Infact,hor^rever,themarriageofhermotherhTasnotaníso].ated

crisis. Even though violette considered it a tttrahisontt of her

previousíntÍmacywíthhermoÈher,shehadalreadybecorreawarethat

her mother recoiled from physíeal cl-oseness with her, that her moËher

was unabl-e to love her. IIer relationshÍp with her mother before the

latterts marriage 1nras very dífferent from Sartrers description of

(B)

(e)

Préfâce' p.

íbid., P. 8.

9
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Baudelaíre|.sr¡rrl.onwithhtsmoÈher-whfchwasremlniscentof

Sartrets ovm bond wfth hLs mother. Baudel-aire, like Sartre, tt""

perd.ait dans La douce tlédeur de leur amour réclproqu"tt.(10) For

them both, the mother-figure vtas "ã l-a fols une ldole et un camarade'r.(11)

Viol-etter on the other hand, had long sínce sensed thaË her love for

her'mother was not reciprocated. She had felt this when she was fÍve

years old and abandoned at boarding schoolrand had become properly

consclous of this. ín the countly, when her mother firsË seË eyes on

her afÈer a long absence. Her mother had been an ídol; however'

the l-ack of reciprocity in their relatíonshíp ensured that she was

never a |tcamaïadetr to Vfolette. Thus, the marriage was nerely a

concrete confirmation of something with which Violette was already

having to come to terms. The cri-sis in the country and Ëhe marriage

of her mother occurred wiÈhín such a short sPace of tíme that ít is

not possible to deter¡rine the ímpact of the separate incídents exactly.

However, to p1-ace as much emphasis as Beauvoir does on Berthers

marriage is'mísl-eadíng. Indeedr one may well- wonder whether Leduers

chóix orígiriel wÖuld have been affected ín any way if her mother had

not married. CerÈain patterns of interaction with her mother were

already so instilled ín her that it seems unlikely'

,Since Víolette had come to associate other peoplers rejection

of her with her physíca1- aPPearance, she chose, at thís stage, to make

hersel-f unlovabl-e. She assumed both her ttuglinesstt and her misery:

(10) Sartre.
p. 18.
(11) ibid. ' P.

Baúdélaíre. Paris: Gallimard, coll. ttldéest', 1963,

19
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Jtétais lafde, ie serais un monstre de laideur. (8, 275).

and

je serai 1-e forgeron de rna douleur' (t' 112) '

She made her ugl-íness and her unhappÍness her weapon against others'

Havíng reaLlzed, as she saysr that:

je manquais de sêductíon (8, 54) '

she attempted to gaín attenÈion through other means:

je voulais séduLre avec mes misères' (8, 239)'

Ïhís, of course, is what she was also doing later, by wrÍting the

autobíography. Not only díd she want to attTact Ëhe attention and

píty of her reader, but she also admits feeling most comfortable,

herself, wÍth the self-contemPt she had acquíred as a chíld. she

exclaims:

Qutil est doux de se rendre antíPathique ä soi-mâme. (C4,320).

In her míd-teens., vÍoleÈte began to identify increasingly wÍth

her irnage of Uhe ttsêdgcteurtt - the man who had so disrupted her

-motherts l-ife. Her mOther, wÍth her ambival-ence towards both André

and víolette, had always compared them: she ofÈen told her daughter

that she resembl-ed André, who had proved híurself ttlâche' Paresseuxt

incapable". (8, 24). Soon after Berthers marríage, Violette had to

have her adenoíds removed. she enjoyed ressuscítatíng Èhe inage of

André dyíng of tubercul-osis; she enjoyed Èhe paín her suffering caused

her mother who, she knew, was haunted by the fear that VÍo]etËe had

ínherited her fatherts fragiliÈy and would suffer the same fate'

violette was pleased to unsetlle her mother in her new happiness:
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t

ù

Je réfncarnais André, l-a blessure dans mâ gorge hrmlllal¡

"i.ot" 
ma ¡nère jusque dans son mariage' jusque-dans l-a

mal-sondecornmerceoùelIeréussl-ssait.Jerépondals''non''
rãú"*t""t quand el1e me demandaft si Je souf fral-s ' Je

souffrais' et rr-mlnafs. Elle vouluÈ mraider ã me dés-

iáirff.", à me déchausser' Je refusais' Je me baissai'
1s de sang IDes richeLieu'

hui que je voulals cracher
je voul-ais me raËtacher à

r l-uÍ. (B , 59) '
¡

i,

Atschoolsheplayedonthesympathyofhereonpanions,empha-

sizingherphysicalfragilityinamannersínilartotheemotíonal

blackmail she used with her mother:

Je supplÍâis mes conpagnes, je leur explíquais que je
grerollar". Ell_es äcãeptaienr de me céder leur place

f,rès du radÍaËeur' (8, 57)'

víoletters choice of being Iüas noË only negative ín that she

assumed a negative destiny, choosing to be pitíed, to be ugly and

miserable. rt was. also negatÍve in that, havÍng made this choíce,

she blamed those around her, and particularly her mother, for the

fate she hail chosen. ft rtras as if she wanted Èo punish them for

not 1ovíng her, for rejectíng her' Ilowever' at the same time' she

made herself unlovable. She says herself:

j,aieul'audace,lecyníSme'l|ínjusticedereprocherà
:mamèredlavoirmisaumondeunâtrelaíd.(8,62).

And yet, whilst pityíng herself for 1t, she chose to be ''un âtre laid''

a fígure who set out to undermine or destroy beauty, love or

friendship.Leducherselfj.slucidaboutthis,al-1-udingtowhat

she ca11s:

rnonbesoindedétruirecequiexiste.(C4,199).

ft

F
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I

à-

BertheusedtoadnonlshherdaughËertotakeherstudies

seriousl-y:

''Apprends'-',medÍsaitmamère.''Je'.neveuxpasquetu
"o,rrriäl-d; 

;;il. drínstructíon corme Jren á1 souffert'rl
(8, 62) ,

However, violette seemed to h7ant to suffer as her mother had done'

(.An¿l later she did regret her ignorance). Although she admired those

of her school cornpanions ¡¿ho were intelligent and hard-working, she

did not emulate them :

Jfadrnlraís les élèves studieuses, fntellÍgentes, dogêes'-
Je ne pensals pas ceci: je n'al qutã tty mettre ' !- "'-l
3tétafs paresseuse. Jrapprenais mes leçons sans com-

trendre' sans retenir' (Bt 58) '

ïIer rother often call-ed her "pare"""rr"""(12) and VÍolette knew that

her nother suspecÈed her, aË ËÍ¡nes, of being ttrrn cancre". (8, 136)'

she seemed to set out to prove this negatíve judgement of her right'

rather than turning wíth determination to her studies, ín order to

show that her mother $râs wrong. I^ltren she wenË to the collège de D".'

VloLette was ttla plus mauvaíse éIèvett arld thoroughly assumed her

negative image:

Je déteste la dÍrectrice, je détesÈe l-a couture' la gyt-
nåstique, la chÍmíe, je dêteste tout et je fuis mes

;;;Ë#.. Ctesr triste mais je ne veux pas m'en al-ler
dfÍcí. (8, 76) -

At the L cee Racine ín Paris, Violette did not take her studies any

more seriouslY:

je reprís rna place au derníer rang de tous-les cours sauf

å c.fui des littéïatures étrangères' (B' 123)'

A year or so after her motherrs marrÍage, Víoletters rel-ationshíp

Ûíth Berthe began to change. As she grew less dependent on her,

I

¡

t

t

I
ì,,,

p

(L2) La Bâtãrde p. 1-06 and P. 131.
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'Violette became conscious that she resented her mother, and her

deslre to punish her became more êvident. she wrltes:

jravaÍs lrâge de la dêsobéfssancer(8, 73),

but, more than thfsr she was becom{ng aI¡Iare that Berthe was only a

mere human being, who also had her "hésitations" and "faibl-esses"'(13)

She confesses:

Aussítôt qurelle faibll-ssait, je luí en voulaÍs. .(8, L32).

yhereas before, vío1-ette had ardently adrnired her motherts "dédain

íntérieurtt and her ttchÍc", (B, 74), now thaË she was marrÍed, Berthe

was busy serving clíents in the new business and being attentive to

her husband. TO Violette, she was more than ever t'une étrangère"

qrho ttse donnaít trop âux autresrr. (8, 61). Furthermore' !ùhen Violette

was sixteen, her mother became pregnant and her daughter observed that

she looked ttgrossert ånd tralourdiett. (8, 63)'

!üas it really ttsans réf léchírtt, ês she says, (8, 63) ' that

Víolette oade a corútrent to her narcíssístic uother which, she knew,

could not have been more hurtful? Or did she resenË the pride her

mother Èook ín the antícípation of an rrenfant légitimerr ? (B' 62).

By contemplatÍng her moËher and asserting thats

une ferune enceinte, crest 1-aíd, (8, 63) '

was she not taking advantage of the opportunity to taunt her mother

Ín the very rrTay in whích she herself had always been victimized?

Indeed, just as her-motherrs marriage had äone, the birth of Míchel

maile obvíous Berthets preference for another. Violette later

corrnented bítterly:

(13) Slmone de
(See page 389

Pour une moral-e de lrambi
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Enfant lêgftirner vous avez droit ã tous 1-es égards, à

toutes leÀ craLntes. (PT, 74) .

By the time she was sl-xteen, VioleËte had become exceedlngly

self-conscious about her physlcal appearance. she tell-s us that

because she liuped and her posture lùas bad, she had had to go to

París r^rith her stepfather to be fitted wlth an orthopaedic shoe and

a special ríbbed coTset. As for her face, she writes:

Jravals peur de prêsenter mon gros nez à des étrangers.(B'67).

She telIs us she had become convinced that:

les autres se moquaient de mon vísage' (8, 124) '

And yet, as she herself is the first to adnit, Víolette al-so chose

to attract attentíon to her face. Describing herself 1-ater, Ín the

nineteen thirties', she wrote:

Je durcissåis mon visage baroque avec des cheveux coupés

aurasoíråu-dessusdestempes,jemevoulaísunconcentré
de curiosíté pour le public drun cafér pour le promenoír
drun.musÍc-hall parce que jravais honte de mon visage et
quten.même ÈemPS je ltimposais' (8, L66-L67)

She derived a certain p1-easure ín drawing attentíon to her ttugllnesstt

and, in so doing' rlas reinforcing her chÓíx ÖrigÍdel:

Jrexposaís mon visage, mon chagrin' (8, 239) '

Leduc eIícíts the readerts sympathy by citing some of the cruel

co¡unents about her face made by peopl-e passing in the sËreetÍl4)'

and.yeË she dÍd not mâke up her mind to have a nose oPeration.

(14) A young hronan saíd to her friends: "Moi, sl j ravais cette
têtã-tãr- je roe suiciderais". (8, 22L). A man conmented Èo his
companion, Lo "rt"hot 

of Viol-ette: "La nuit, Èu devines à quel
momånt je lui Tettrais la.tête sous 1roreiller". (8, 346).
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She was 1oathe to leave behind her ttbons vieux moments de chagrintt.

(8, 451). After her friend Bernadette, who nalvely belfeved that

pLastÍc surgery would mitlgate violetÈers sufferinþs,(as well as her

friendst), made her undergo the operaËion, VÍo1-ette dÍsliked her

rrnouveau Írezt,. (8, 453). Moreover, she Lras still Left with her

t'petiËs yeuxtt and her ttgrande boucheti (8, f23), so that her chosen

destiny was unchanged.

Occasionally, Víolette would attract attentíon to herself by

wearing spectacular, lavish clothes. At other times, she would

enjoy lookíng unapologetically pÍtifu1-. For example, she admíts

that she once \^rent to vislt Simone de Beauvoir, in the hope that her

pathetic aPpearånce would cause the IaËter paln:

Je suís arrívée le rrez brillant, les cheveux tírés' sgns

un graín de poudre. Un spectre laid comme un pou' !- "'-l
Je suis venue chez el-1e avec 1a volonté de la punir de

aon chagrÍn, de mon visage l-aid. (CA, 24)'

Leduc is- lucíd about her ttdésir de souffrir et de sÈagner"'

(C^, 24). [Ie have seen that she associates her ttchagrintr r^21Èh her

rrvís-age laidrr; the words frequently appear juxtaposed, ín the same

sentence. In more objecËive moments, she is aware of the "frivolíÈé"

of her t'chagrirrs désordonnéstt about her ttvísage laidtt. (FT, 1-93).

She recognízes thaË uglÍness can be virtually irrelevant, such as

when she corments about Sartre:

Jtaioe le vÍsage de sarËre. on dít qu!Íl esÈ laid. 11

ne peut pas être l-aid: son íntellígence irradíe sur ses

traíÈs'. (¡'f ' S0).

I
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Beauvoirrs reflectlon about Leduc fn her pre

absolutely rlght:

Sa l_aideur nra pas corrmandé son destÍn naís l-f a synrboliséi
ell-e a cherché ã"n" "on 

rniroír des raisons de srapitoyer
sur soí. (f5)

It ís ínËeresting to compare Víolette Leducrs complÍcíty with

her ¡risfortunes with what Sartre wrote about Baudelaire. Whereas

Símone de Beauvoír achíeved índependence from her paTents by judgíng

the gaze whích judged her and fínding her own values, VioletËe, like

Baudelaíre, received judgement ttdals lrattitude du ressentiment,

non de la crÍtiq,r".tt(16) Neíther managed to gror,,7 out of what Sartre

called "le complexe théologique qui assimile l-es parents à des

divÍnités".(17) Their moÈhers remained idols' even íf they became

"des idoles haïssab1"""(18), for boÈh mothers married and sent Èheir

chil-cl away to school-. I^Ihat Sartre writes of Baudelaíre is also

Ërue of Leduc, who had felt rejected prior to her motherrs marriage

but now became resentful and bÍtter as well-:

A sa fureUr dravoÍr été chassé se môle un sentiment de

déchËance Profonde. (19)

AccordÍng to Sartre, Baudelaire chose, after this, to ttfaire figure

de victíme.t'(20) He díd this to "assouvír ses rancunestt, (rri1 veut

donner des reuords à sa nère") ,(2L) and he chose hls suffering be-

cause he took pleasure in his unhappiness, in his faulËs, ín his guilt.

face to La Bâtarde seens

(ls)
(16)
(t_7)
(18)
(le)
(20)
(21)

Préface p.B
J-P Sartre.
ibi¿1. , p. 67

ibid., p" 65

íbíd., p. 20

íbid. , p. 1-13

ibid., p. 1'L4

Baudel-airer p. 65.
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He assr¡med the lmage of himself with whlch he was confronËed at the

tírne of hls motherf s marrlage. Ite fel-t lonely and, wrftes Sartre:

Dêjà 11 pense ceË lsol_ement comme une deStiriée. cela
slgnifle quril ne se borne pas à l-e souhaiter passívement

f...J, il sry prêcipiÈe âvec rage au contraíre, il sry
ãnferãe etr Puisquton lry a condamré, 11 veut du moins
que 1-a condarnatíon soÍt définftíve. (22)

Is thís not ïemarkably similar to Vlolette Leduc, who declared

emphatÍcally ín her autobiographical novel LfAffamée:

'Ma l-aideur mtísolera jusqu'à ma morÈ {23)

She ínternalized her motherrs judgernent of her and, even though she

resented the judgeüent, she assumed the negatíve image which she read

reflected in the gaze of others. She seemed to seÈ out to prove ít

ríght. She chose to be unlovable - ugly and pitlful. The extent

to which she - líke Baudel-aíre - chose her solítude is cleár from

whaË she tells us about her relationship wíth others.

II. The choíce of sol-itude

From an early age, VÍolet,te Leduc associated love wíth the

absence of the loved orre. Because of her motherts love for André

and her own love for her mother, she seems to have ímagíned that

the recipíent of love was always someone ínaccessible and aloof, who

felt dísdain for the person who l-oved. Between the age of seven-

teen and her míd-twenties, we witness the beginnÍngs of a life-l-ong

pattern in Leducrs relation to others. She r,ras consistently

fascÍnated by people who r^rere inaccessíble, whose life was "ailleurst'(24)

(22)
(23)
(24)

J-J Sartre. Baudelaiier. P. 20

t rAf fâ¡née . París : Gal-limard, 1948

Simone de Beauvoir told Víolette:
(co11. "rolio" . L974, p.L92) .

"Ma víe est ailleurs". (FT, 67).



40s.

and whose love 1t was fmpossible for her to obtâin. To anyone who

was foollsh enough to show her affectfon, she responded wlth fm-

patlence anil contemPt.

Ttre image of her fatJrer and of her moÈherrs life-1ong love for

him made a deep fmpressíon on vÍolette and left its mark on her orsn

behaviour. Berthe had never really known the man who was father

to her daughter, Yet she would tell Violette:

Je nraÍ aluê que luÍ, i" rtaf aímé qutune fois. (8, 20).

Berthers 10ve for AndrË was nothing more than a fantasy, for he could

not have been more ínaccessíble to her. As a maid in the family'

uneducated and catholíc, she was in love wíth the ídea of the young

Protestant aristocrat, with his good education and fine gestures'

Once pregnant, this rtvoyeuse de fil-s de famil-lett, thís ttvoyeuse

dlarÍstott, (8, 23), as Violette sardonical-ly cal-ls her mother' \'sas

oblfged to remove herself from Andréts síght. In Arras, with the

baby born, rrcette amoureuse ínusablett (8, 26) would stand for long

hours at the wi¡dow', waiÈing in vain for the man she believed she

loved. I{hen she eventuall-y rüeriÈ back to Val-enciennes to ask André

for money, he was alreadY dead'

Ironical,as. she ofËen ís when she writes about her motherts

eyocation of this |tinconnutr, (8, 28), Violettets own dreams were

ínfl-uenced by her mother. She admits that for her, too, "un âtre

loÍntainil waè I'un irrêsistíbIe". (ff, 183). She has the same

fascÍnatfon wÍth-moneyr, fine clothes, polished man¡rers and ttdes gestes

prêcieux". (r'T, l-44) . In La Folie en tête and La chasse ã lramour
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Vfolette writes of her passion, later fn llfe, for Jacques Guérfn,

a passfon doomed to be frustrated because he was a homosexual whom

she scarc"ly ko"r.(25) Howevêr, hls wealth, hfs luxurious l-1fe-style

and his arfstocratic mânnerisms evoked the inage of her t"tt'tt'(26)

Berthe, as we have seenr ¡l/as also an lnaccessible figure to

viol_ette. fühen she was working long hours or when she senË vÍolette

to boarding school , she I^tas a ttmère absenterr. (Br 53). However, even

her presence dl-d not bring her cl-oser.to VÍoletÈe' who wrltes:

Aucune mère nraura été plus abstraíte que toi. (8, 25).

In LtASphyxie, Violette asked herself whether it was not the very

irnpossibilÍty of ever reachíng her mother which most k:lndled her

passÍon:

NtétaÍt-ce pas ltirnpossible en eIle qui me passíonnait
Plus' qu'elle-rnêmec (27)

Even when Viol-ette felt close Èo her mother, BerÈhe remained trune

érrangèrerr. (FT, 190) .

Víoletters feel-ings Èowards her mother sleÏ'e extremely ambí-

valent as hrere all her l-ater 'rpassÍonstt. Berthe hlas at the same

tíme a "mère adoréett and a rrmère détestéert. (FT, 73). I'Ihenever she

sensed that her'mother was I'indÍfférenÈett, (FT, 190), Viol-ette restored

to childlike and masochistic behaviour, obsessed with her own

f'chagrin". (I'T, 190). An episode whÍch Violette relates when she

(25) Leduc met Jacques Guérin ín L947. He rrras a friend of Jean C'enet.

She dedicated LrAff amäe to him.
(26) Leduc writes- of Jacques:
(27) t'AsÞhyxie, P. 182.

f'rl esÈ mon père exécrê". (FT, 402)
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$¡as in her fortíes demonstrates the extent to which this life-long

pâtËern of behavíour reflected her chói)a otiginel. Berthe had been

staying with VíoleÈte ín Paris; and the daughter !'Ias seeíng her off

at the stâtÍon:

Je lui gnvoyaís plusieurs baisers, son wiqeee nrexprinalË
ríen. L-. , .-T Etait-elle indí f,rérenËe? l- . . .-l Je
courusle long du traÍn. / .;.-l Jf ai trop de chagrírÌ,
ce nrest pas pernis dravoir autant de ehagrin. I ...-l Je
me cal-mai après trois heures de larmes, de plainÈes, de,

gémfsssm.nËs', de sanglots, de paroles balbutiées dans ma

chanilite. (Ft, 190) .

The complementâry aspect of her "passiontt for her mother I¡Ias

Violetters sadism. She tel-ls us that at tl,üenty-Ër.tor living in the

6est room of her mother and stepfaËherrs apartment Ín Paris, she would

steal money from her motherrs handbag. I{e know that when she was

í11, her mother worrld look after her for weeks or months on end;

however, when her mother was ill, later 1n her 1ife, Violette was

capable of ignorfng her compl-etely and te1ls us so in the autobio-

graphy:

Seule dans. ltappartementr livrée ã une femme de ménage, à

l-a visite quotidienne du mêdecin et de l-tínfimière, el1e
ne pouvait pas se tenír debout. Sa maladie dura de
longues semaínes: / ...-l Tu voís, Lecteur, je ne dlssi-
mule pas mon ingraEitudã et ma cruauté. (B, 358). (28)

Indeed, Leduc ls not hiding her ingratitude and cruelty. on

the contrary, she ls'demonstratlng her original choice by showlng her-

self once more to be unlovable. She herself does not seem to be

aware of the êxtent to trhich she does this. NoË able Èo understand

her relatlonship r^ríth her mother, she asks herself :

(28) Leduc adnrlts: I'Jtal déserté ã chacune de ses maladiestt. (CA' 307).
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Je ne vois ¡nal- agir et ne peux agir autrement. Je lraiure
trop ou Je ne lraíme pas assez? (CA, 323).

She knows her patterrr of behaviour. First she deprives her moÈher

and then, stre predicts:

Je cultlverâl mes remords. (CA, 323) .

Sartre made the point about Baudelaíre that hís ttremords" had ttune

importance fonctÍonnêll-ett :

Ctest lui /Ïe retords/ qui faít de lracte un péché; un
crime dont on ne se repenÈ pas ntest plus un crime, mais
tout au pl-tis une malchance . (29)

Leduc, too, needed Ëo feel guilty and not just a vÍctim, in order Èo

see herself as an unlovable rrmonstre de l-aideurrr. It means thaÈ

whichever way she reacted to her mother, she arranged it so Èhat her

llchagrintt was Írunense, for she was eíther feelÍng unloved or unl-ovab1e.

Thís pattern of interacËion wíËh her mother repeated Ítself ín

all- of Leducrs later itpassionstt. I^Ihereas SÍmone de BeauvoÍ-r, ín her

adolescence, T^râs consciousl-y searching for new models to replace the

parental judgement whÍch she rejected, VioleËte Leduc did all she

could to make sure that her motherrs judgemenÈ r.ras confírmed by others.

Beauvoir identified wÍth and emulated the models she chose; Leduc

made the gap between herself and the object of her love unbridgeable.

Beauvoir thrived on ÍdentÍfication with positive models; Leduc thrived

on rnrhat she calls ttadoratíontt.

Adoration est un mot qui ne me fatigue pas. (CA, 44).

However, in the åutobÍographyrshe shows on numerous occasions wÍth

what ease she could-forget about or turn against those she believed

she aclored.

(29) J-P Sartre. B au laire p. 103.
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When she was seventeen and going Èo Èhe Collè de D..

VloletËe delreloped a passion for Isabelle, an elghÈeen year old who

was preparing for her final examlnation. As ttla meilleure él-èvett,

(8, 76), Isabelle enJoyed special presÈige ín Violettets eyes. She

intírnl-dated Violette, for she was both beautiful and íntelligent; as

well, she was defíantIy independent and aloof. VíoletÈe did not Pour

out her tribulaÈíons to Isabelle, for she was aqrare thaÈ Isabelle

ttsten=ficheraítt'. (¡f , SO). Isabelle, with her ttair moqueurtt and

her ltarrogancett (8, 106) becane VÍoletËets Iover, whil-e managing to

keep her dístance.

Isabell-e left school to take up a positíon as a t'surveillanÈett

ín Conpiègne. In.her lonelíness, she turned to VíoleÈte and it was

then that the latter!s passion evaporated:

Je recer¡âís. des lettres tristes drIsabelle. La superbe
Isabelle devenaiÈ minable. Je luj- répondais, je ne luí
rêponilis- plus. Je 1r abandonnai (8, 111) '

Viol-ette had no time for Isabelle because she had become ínfa-

tuated wÍth Hermíne. Hermine was older and a ttsurveillante" aÈ Ëhe

Collèse de D... . VioletÈe aduíred thÍs ttgrande musicj-enne studieuser',

ful1 of zest for lífe and anbition for her music. (8, 111). Further-

more, she was aroused by Hermínets body. One iighf, she seduced

IlermÍne, remalníng in her room Èill the morning. They -htere denounced

and Hermine Ì^las expelled from the school'

I^Ihen they-met .agaín, clandestinely, Hermine asked her, líke

llune élève suPPlÍantert:

Tous êtes fâchée? Ça vous déplaÎt de me retrouver?
(8, 114).



Her subservíence lrrl-tated Vlo1ette, who comnents:

Je me demande pourquof je me raidlssals. (B, 114).

Indeed, Ilerminers affectlon for Vlolette meant that their 'relation-

shíp was doomed. It gave violetÈe the opportuníty to be dernanding

and sadistlc. In Raváges, cécíler the character in whom we

recognize Hermine, says to Thérèse (Víolette):

Tu fais tout ce que tu peux pour ne dégoûter de toi. ( 30)

410.

a

Eight years l-ater, Hermine decided to put an end to Èhe

tttyfa'niett. (8, 238). It was when she became inaccessíble, when she

became ínvolved with another woman, that Violettets ttpassionrt returned'

Just as she did when her moÈher appeared índlfferent, she became

humble and self-PítYíng;

Jf aVaís pleuré du maËin au_soir pour qurelle mraime corune

el1e mravaÍt aimée. | ..._/ Plus e1le détestaiÈ mes

supplÍcatíons, mes lãmenËatlons, mes délectatíons, pl-us

i" r'y vautrais. (8, 238-239).

She admits thât her rrl-amentatíonsrt were also her ttdélectationstt'

The extent to which Viol-efte \^tas attempÈing to re-enacÈ her

relatíonship with her mother with Isabell-e and llernine will be furÈher

explored Ín the next chapter. One last object of her youËhful infa-

tuations was Adrienne Monníer, who míght also be regarded as a

mother-figure.

As

or,mer Of

a respected fríend of the avanÈ-garde Parisian liÈerati and

the bookshop and lendíng l-íbrary, Adrienne Monnier was

(30) Ravages. París: Gallimard,1955, (co11. I'Folio", L975, p.191).
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revered by violette, whose vislÈs to the bookshop resembled a kl-nd

of pilgrimage. She wrftes:

Mon coeur battait plus fort aussltôt que jrarrlvais
carrefour de l-tOdéãn._ Ctétait automatique, i rentrais

chez une fleurísEe, !-...-l jrachetais un bouquet' je
me vêrifíafs da¡rs fa gfacã rue de ltOdéon !- ...-/.- Jrentrais,
je donnaís mon bouqueÈ à Adrienne Monníer. (B, 23I).

After Adríenne once chatted very amicably with Violette' Ëhe latter

tell-s us.that she lost all sense of perspecËlve: ttje perdis la têterr.

(n, ZZZ). !,Ihen she discovered that Adríenne Lreated others wíth rrla

njâme amabilitét', Víolette became ttlugubre, plaignardett and "1-atmoyantett.

(8, 233). And when Adríenne employed "une jeune fille désagréable",

as ïíoletÈe jealously calls her, to help in the bookshop, violette

writes: ttje devins t.ragiquett. (8, 233). She had a shorÈ moment of

trÍuo'ph when Adríenne took her in the back room Èo ask her the reason

for her t'chagrin", whereupon Víolette fell Èo her knees and muttered

"des fadaÍses complíquéest'. (8, 233). However, the young asslstant

then entered the room ånd Adríenne I¡Ias covered with euibarrassment'

Leduc wrítes scornfullY:

Sa gêne à cause dtune collêgienne demeurée, sa t.rans-
fígùratíon-pour une employée raide co'ome 1a justice me

dêgoûta, -nlernmerda. (8, 233) .

The eplsocle.marked the end of her passíon for Adrienne Monníer'

Violette Leduc herself is perfectly arrare that ít was she who

destroyed any chance of recÍprocíty wíth others, that she reconstructed

the pattern of interaction she had had, as an adolescent I{ith her

¡other, and that, in so doing, she was desÈroyíng herself. tr{ithout

sayíng so, she seems to see the way ln whÍch she made herself unlovable

as her choíx oríglnel:
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Jrétál-s fncapable dfaimer !--...J,_,de nroublfer f+..J+
Je demeurafs une enfant ¿oãt ff-tall-ait stoecupeil "'J'
La îänte. religLeuse ae dévorant elLe'même' (8, 393)'

And Beauvoir, conmentl-ng on Leducrs relatlon to others, makes the

same pointr stressing the element of chofce:

Quand,.l'unaprèsllautre,l-1-s1.aquíttentpourtoujours'
ell_elåe désesière; et pourtant el1e a attelnt son buÈ.

7-::.J.--Ï;;;; á"'el1e visa sa propre desrrucrlon. (31)

(31) Préface to Bâtârde P. 10.La
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CHAPTER FOUR

VIOLETTE LEDUC AS A PHYSICAL BEING

violette Leduc, unlike símone de Beauvoír, was very conscious

of and very wíll-ing to write about the problems which she encountered

as a physical beÍng. Indeed, she emphasizes thfs aspect of her

exístence fn the autobíogÏaphy. I{e have seen that Leduc made it

an aim of her writing to htrite openly about her own sexuallty and to

approcher un peu 1a sensation dans 1térotlsme, t" aé.tir.!l)

She bel-íeved that ít was ParËÍcularly by attempÈing to Portray female

sexualíty that she could make a contrÍbution to the exploration and

understanding of femal-e experlence'

Jane Rule, coülenting on the fírst two vol-rmres of Leducrs auto-

bíography Ín her book LeSbian lrnages, claims that VioleÈÈe Leduc:

has produced the most exacÈ, sensual, emotíona1-, and

psychologícal record there ís of a vloman defined and

dimínishãd bY her sexualíty' (2)

Leduc shared Beauvoirrs ambivalence towards her fenale body

but for dífferent reasons, and wiËh different consequences' Beauvoír,

as an independenÈ hToman, rebelled against the status of object to

which her female sexualiÈy reduced her in the eyes of others. In

Le Deuxième Sexe she had commented on the ttperpétuell-e ÈensÍontt

felt by any hToman who was sÈrivíng to fulfill both her desire for

auÈonomy and her rrvocation 
"e*r.r.11"t'(3) a Ëension whích I have

(1)

(2)

(3)

Madeleine ChaPsal.

Jane Rule. Lesbian

t'violetÈe Leduc. La Bâtardett , P. 7L'

Imases. London: Peter Davies, L975, p.139.

Le Deuxi ème Sexe. II, p. 539.
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shor^rn she felt herself. Leduc, too, experienced a tensíon between

her sexuallty and her posÍtion as a hroman 1n soclety' In her caset

she lacked fe¡ninine grace and |tséductfontt'(B' 54)' yet she was not

a male either, endowed with the sexual attraction of male PresÈlge.

Indeed, she longed to be a desírable sex objecË. However, slnce she

dfd not alm for reciprocity wlth others, her sexualiËy was not the

probl.emtoherverysenseofidentítywhfchBeauvol-rfoundhers.

In fact, her sexual desires reínforced rather than conflicted with

her chóix otigíge]-. She deslred the lmpossible; she tried to seduce

those r¡ho were obviously inaccessible. She used her sexuality Ëo

manÍpulate othèrs and as a means of destrucÈ1on. Having discovered

that, as â \Âroman, she was "defined and diminished by her "t*t'"1ity"(f)
shê chose this destiny with a cerÈaín pleasure'

As is apparent in the case of simone de Beauvoir, violetters

assumpËions about female sexuality were condítioned by cultural

influences wiËhin and outside the fanÍly'

I Chíldhood

Víolettefs percepÈion of her own body was, from the fírsÈ' very

negaËive. Irom an early age, she was conscious of her "fragllitétt

(8, 36) and that this made her distincÈ from oÈher children' an out-

cast amongst then.

She soon discovered that she was different from other children,

too, in that she had had no father. She and her mother and tr'ídél1ne

(4) Jane Rule. Lésbían Ináges, p' L39'
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seemed Èo llve on a ttÈerre sans hommesrt (8, 57) ' Men were

dfstanË beings - both frlghtening and fascinating. Indeed, as

far as men rTere concerned, violette htas lndoctrlnated with her

motherts own fears¡ preJudices and dreams. On the one handt

Berthe told her Ëime and time agaín that:

TousleshonmeséËaientdessal-auds,tousleshornoes
étaient des sans-coeurr(8, 39)t

and she l-ooked at her daughter in such a htay that violeÈte knew

she was identffied wfth the enemy. on the other hand, although

she had every reason to resefit André, Berthe stlll- glowed wlth

passíon when she tol-d Violette about hím:

Pas beau, maís quelle séductlon' Toutes les femnes

étaíent toquées de luí (8, 23) '

As well, Tiolette was witness to the efforts her coqueÈtish mother

made to please men; she savr how irnportant Ít was Èo her to be

,,be1e,t and ttêlégantett (8, 47) whenever she was meeting ttlrhomte

aux 1-orgnons'j (8, 48) . And the mother who had Èaught her daughter

to beware of ren beÈrayed her for a man: she married ttlrhouune aux

lorgnonstt and sent Viol-ette away to school. Throughout her life'

Viol-ette felt the same ambivalence as her moËher towards men: a

míxture of resentment and ídealization, fear and desire.

Simone de Beauvoírrs childhood r^ras sPent in an ordered world

ín whlch the mind appeared to domínaÈe the body; passion htas an

enotíon whích she on1-y sensed through books, and pregnancies \^7ere

happy events, whích occurred only with marríage. I^le recollect that

she never satr an adult undressed, and was taught never to contem-

plate her own body. violette was broughÈ up in a more chaotíc,

less rational universe, one in r¡hich - as she observed - peoplers
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bodtly desires led them to do strange thl-ngs whlch were not always

comprehensfbl-e. To violette, passion seemed to be fundamentally

physf ca1- and l-rrational.

llhen Violette r,ras around the age of ten, she used to observe

a half-wit neighbour, called Cataplaner court a hlo ^n whose husband

hras a\â/ay fíghting at the front. For days on end he would stare up

at her wfndow" trrliËh any sign from Madame Armande, he would enlt

ttdes crís inartículéstt and "sa braguette gonflaitrl (8, 43). One day

Vlolette saw hím actually being let lnto the house, whereupon the

shutters were closed and Èhe house became sil-enÈ. Even in the

evenÍngs, after the crickets had stopped making their din, Víolette

r,rould hear noÈhÍng when she pressed her ear againsÈ Èhe door of the

house. I{eeks later¡ she found a small crowd of peopLe in front of

the house and a young girl told her exciÈedly:

Catâplame a tranché la gorge de sa maîtresse.(8, 44)'

Then there nas Estelle, a gír1 who, whilst still l-íving in her

parentrs house, ttvivåit pour la nuit, pour les hommest.t (8, 39).

víolette did not understand what that meant, but she did understand,

¡vhen Estelle thought that she was PÏegnant, that her body níght have

l-ed her into disaster:

je comprís qutelle attendait 1e sang et que crétait une

attente terrible. EsÈelle all-aít et venaít, elIe
vérÍfiait son linge. Cent fois, deux cent fois, elle
s t essuya en flarcharrt- L . . --l ttJe t I acheterai des

pralfnes sî ell-es vlennentr', Eê dit'elIe. (B r 39) .

Buying pralínes during Èhe war was, VJ-olette reminds us, "une foliett,

but Estelle was 1-ucky and Violette reaped the benefit of her relíef.
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If sexuallty seemed to violette to be associated with anxfety

and madness and destructíon, this was certainly reÍnforced by her

mother. Her mother led her to belleve that to frcédert'to a man,

in a moment of desfrer meanË:

Ne pas revoÍr le sang, grossl-r jusqutà ce qurun enfant
aorte de vous, tombe dans le ruísseau avec vous. (8,40).

NoË only had Ïíolette wítnessed EsÈellets obsessíon, buË she was also

constantly aware that she hersel-f was the disasËrous consequence of

her motherls blggest mistake. She was made to see pregnancy as a

calarníty and materníty as a burden'

Berthe intimaÈed to Víolette that íË r^ras always vromen who

suffered the consequences of sexual relationships. Men were I'tous

des cochonstt:

Abuser de vous, voilà l-eur buÈ' (8, 39)'

And, Índeed, on one occasion, Víolette found out for hersel-f that

mal_es, having dore with a \tomanf s body what they wanÈed, could

exhibit a cruel- lack of feeling. A twelve year old boy, wíth whom

she liked to p1-ay, arranged a clandesÈíne meetÍng with her. I'üith

a great sense of cerêmony, he told Viol-ette to procure the house

keys of a friend, to c]-ose the shutters and to wait for him. llhen

he arrived, he told her to undress, and did the same. He lay on toP

of her and told her not to breathe, and he also held his breaËh'

The.n he said: ttJe vous aÍ épousêett. (8, 46). Her former playmate

Èhen:

se leva, il se rhabilla en me tournant le dos, il s|en
alla sans me dire au revoir. !- " '-l Le garçon
.mrignora chaque fois qurÍ1 revint dans notre quartier.(8146).
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Líving as she dfd aurongst \^lomen' Violette was made famillar

wlth the mature female body and she knew about menstruatlon' She

used to scrub her motherfs back when she bathed, and she saw t'le

sang de chaque mofs sur les bandestt. (8, 39). I^Ihen Estelle was

afraid that she vTas pregnant, she showed víoLettettle linge blanctt

and Iater, overjoyedr showed her "le linge rougi"' (B, 39)' She

even took Violettefs hand and guided Ít over her genital-s to show

the little girl thât there rüas no sign, yet, of any blood.

Adult male bodies, ho\^tever, remained a mystery to Violette and,

because of this, they were both fríghteníng and alluríng. During

the war, when she was nine or ten, she was entrusted, by a friend

of Estellets, to take a prívate notebook to another fríend. Told

On rio account to open ít, Violetters curíosity qTas aroused. In ít:

une ferune racontaít sa nuít de noces, elle comparait à

une anguílle le sexe drun hotrme dans l-e sexe drune
femne. (8, 36-37) .

Tiolette was incredulous; however, her imaginatíon \^las fired' She

wrítes:

Je voyals des anguilles chez les poíssonniers: jrimaginais
la virÍlíté sinueuse sous le pantal-on, depuís le nombril
jusqu'à l-a chevílle. (8, 37) .

Despíte these sínister associations with Ëhe male body, and

despíte all her mother!s warnings, Violette hlas still- able to enjoy

a certain physieal intimacy with males up untí1 the time she reached

puberty. However, sollicítous adults stressed continually that it

was dangerous and shameful Ëo Èake pleasure ín the comPany of males'

Aimé Patureau, a sevent,een year o1d boy in the neÍghbourhood,

had injured his foot and was confíned alone in his PaTentrs house'

L

I

t

t

t
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One day, soon after the notebook incldent, he beckoned to Violette

fron the window and, as they talked together, violette, standing

cl_ose to the fnJured boyts chair, felt a stealthy hand on her:

Sa main légère monta sous ua juPe' (8, 37)'

VÍolette cl-aims that she l,las noÈ aroused by the boyrs caresses.

However, her cheeks hIeïe flushed when, some tíme later, Berthe rang

ttre doorbell , tthagArdett and t'furieusett. Violette never admitted to

her ¡other how she and Ainé had passed the time, and her motherrs

harassed questíoning rnerel-y had the effect of makÍng her "complícitérr

with the boy seem particularly precious to vÍolette. (8, 37). She

went back to see Ëhe boy as soon as she could'

!ühen Violette was thirËeen and convalescfng Ín the country with

her Aunt Laure, another such occasíon arose. She r¡as delívering a

Lltre of -mil-k, one Sunday eveningr to the local cabaret when she r¿as

asked to dance bY a Young man:

Je répondis "ouí" de tout mon coeur . f .. .i.it roe-
serrait contre sa ehemíse trempêe de sueur. !- " '-l

VÍolettets eågerness to see Aimé Patureau again, her wísh to

keep dancing wiÈh the young man ín the cabaret índicate that she

wery much l-íked to feel desired. However' these were isolated

incídenÈs amongst a series of rejecÈions. Above all, Violette

felt rejected by the person she most loved - her mother. Thís

resulted ín a mother-fixation which seens to have played a crucíal

role in her early sexual preferences '

I

I

t
l!'!i

'

T
t.
Tìl

fl I



420.

ù-

II. The mo ther-flxa tl-on

In her chapÈer trI,a Lesblenftett in Le Deuxième Sexe Sl-mone de

(s)
Beauvoir ment.fons ttla fixation sur la mèrett as a frequent

componenÈ of lesbian love. She cornnenËs:

I

t

Crest très souvent guand ltenfant a'et-e frustrée de la
t,endresse rraÈernell-e que le besoin de gççte tendresse la
harrte tout au long de sa vie df adul-te.'"'

Charlotte l.Iolff , a psychiaÈrisÈ, goes further and makes the

claim in her bookt Love between l.lomen that ttthe real crux of lesbían-

íso lies Ín euoÈional and not in sexual flxatíon(7) and that:

Emotíona]-íncestwiththemoÈherlsÍndeedthevery
essence of lesbíani"t' (8)

According to l4lolff, it is either because she had been her motherrs
q

favouriÈe or becäuse her mother had not cared about her, that the

motherts love ís a priority and an obsession for many lesbians'

Tíolette Leduc herself is very a\¡Iare of the obsessive nature

of her rel-ationshíp with her mother. Indeed, long before she had

begun to write her autobiography, she had decíded, wíth Maurice

Sachs, that:

lrenfant en moí devra se l-ibérer de Ia mère. (B, 363) '

(s) Le Deuxíème Sexe II, P. 193.

(6) Íbid. ¡ Þ. l-81.

(7) Charlotte lJol-f f .
and Co., L97L, P. L47.

(8) ibid., p. 60.

i[,
ål

p

Love between I{omen. London: C'erald Duckworth
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she portraye her relatíonship wlth her moÈher during her chlldhood

and adolescence as quasi-sexual, and strongly lmplies that her lesblan

loves betlreen the âges of sixÈeen and twenty-nine hTere derived from

her rel-ationshf-p wlth her mother. tr{e know that vlol-ette liked to

thínk of hersel-f, before her mother marrled, as Berthersttmaritt'(8t40)'

she would fmagine that she was going to work for her mother, bringing

hoùe r,l'argent de l-a semaine,,, (8, 4q rO) and that she protecËed her

mother, who looked more feminíne than she díd:

je La protégeaís parce que de nous deux ell-e était l-a

pfus f'éniníne, La plus belle' (8, l-34) '

In Thérèse et'Isabell-e Violette w-rites bítterly about her motherrs

¡

t
t
ìr

I
'i'

I

marriage, remembering hríth nostalgía Èhe time, durÍng the war, when

they shhred the sâmê bed' Ëo keep each other hTarm:

Nousaurionsfaltdegrandeschosesensemble:nousnous
setiôns suffi. Jravais chaud dans son lit' Elle
rnrappel_ait s.on petít. gueux. !,..._l Je Lui disaís que

3'áiärs son fiancé' (1õ)

It is signlfícant that ít was soon after her motherrs marriage

thatVío]-ettefirstbecameobsessedwiËhanotherlüoman-theassist-

ant ¡risËress at her boarding school in Val-enciennes. As always,

her adoration of another prínarily meant suffering, both j-n the

absence and ín the presence of the adored one:

Jtígnoraís ce que je voulaís' Je souffrais de son

él_oignãrnent, je souffrais de son rapprochemenÈ. (8, 59).

Thérèse et Isabelle
íage:
r qui

ttJe ne serai
lui apportera

(10) Thérèse et Isâ6el-1e pp. 2L-22.
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on thGe sundays when she was allowed to leave college, she took

pleasure ln tellfng her nother about her new herofne, perhaps hopíng

that her mother was Jealous, as she herself was of her steP-father:

Je l_ui décrivais mes émois, jraimaís mon auditrice'
cependant ma mère conmençaít. à ne plus être lruníque.
(8, 59-60).

Vlolettets íntíur,aey with her motheÏ vlas further shattered by

the intrusion, when she was fifteen, of a baby brother. Leduc

writes that she did not feel jeal-ous:

Pourtant,je souhaitals des âmours extravagantes' de

lrinceste. ¡" voulafs une compensation, une revanche
avec de ltanormal. (8, 63)' (11)

Soon after the bírËh of her hal-f-brother, iÈ was decíded by

Berthe that Víolette shoul-d become a ProtestanË, like her father had

been. VioletÈe attended confiruatíon classes on Sundays and there

she met a pretty young girl call-ed Al-ine. Sítting next Ëo Víolette

in Church, A1íne indicated the passages whích were beíng read wíth

her "main potelêett. (8, 68). Víol-ette was charmed:

Le soír, dans mon 1ít, pour mraíder ã me souvenír de ce

visage, de cetÈe maín surLout, mes doígts bouclaient ma

roíson" (8, 69).

Next time they were ín church together, Aline l\tas more fríendly stiLl:

son b.ras se, glíssa sous le mien, ma main était dans 1a

síenne' ses doígts entre 1es ruiens. (8, 70)'

L !Asp

Holdíng her hand r¡Ias a gesture which violette complained ín

hyxie that her ilother used never Èo make. Even Fídélíne had

Gf¡ Leducts wild deSires for Itamours extravagantes[ and ttÍncestett

were doubtless influenced in part by her readíng. unmoved by Racíne

and Corneille, she writes that she read ChaËeaubriard around this
tirne and rras greaÈly noved by his passion for-his síster, Lucile (about
whom he wrote in his Mêmoires jlroutre-tombe.):tJe frémis enfin pour
Chateaubriand,pourr,ffi].rincesËeétaitconso-é.,'
(8, 58).
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not held the l-lttle gfrlts hand l-n Church.(LZ) Vlolette was all

the more flattered and delfghted when AlLne did so. She began to

live for Sundays, when she would see AlÍne in Church.

one evening, she was invÍted to Al-íners house and, sínce it

was late, Ít was declded that Viol-ette should stay the nÍght. Sharing

the same bed, Alfne squeezed Viol-etters hand and went off to s1eep,

leaving her companlon, rrcet arc tendu de lrattentetr, very much

awake. (8, 7L). Violette stole a kiss from the s1-eepfng girl-,

Just as she used to kiss her mother when she ¡.ras asleep.

Je mrapprochai dfAlLne, je cherchai sa bouche, je volal
le baíser que je donnaí. Aline ne stéveil-Ia pas' mes

1èvres sur les siennes nrínsístèrent pas. Jravais eu
lrhaleíne de 1téglantÍne dans ma bouche, cela me suffisait.
(8, 7L).

That night, "dans le l-it de la pure Aline", (8, 7I), a

frustrated víolette decided that she had had enough of the Protestant

Church and the cateehísm. I,tÍth the Church, she lost rrle bras, Ia

main, les doigts drAline. (8, 72).

Violette \,r.as seventeen when she starÈed to board at the

Col1ège de D and rnet eighteen year old Isabel-l-e. JusÈ as with her

o!ìrn mother, Violette r^tas intimidated by Isabellets ttarroganeett(8, 79)

and her beauty. She told her:

OZ¡ Vi-o1eËte recalls the f'longues heures" spent in Èhe Catholic
Cñurch with Fidéline when she, too, \^ras transformed into an |tabsente"i
(8, 30). t'Un jour, je voulus désunir ses maíns joinËes. Elle me

fixa avec tant de reproche et tant de trísÈesse que je joignis nes
mains et remuaí mes lèvres afín de luí ressembler. (B, 30-31).
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Je ne suls pas belle' Vous mrintimldez' (B' 93) '

Isabelle calls Violette t'ma femme' mon enfanË" (8, 89) rand 
ttThérèsett'

(Ín Thérèse et Isabelle) asserts that r¡tith Isabell-e:

Je rederrins une enfanË'(13)

Ior a brief moment, on one of theÍr passionate and sleepless nights

ín Isabellers cubíc1e, the lat,ter fell asleep. Víolette describes

the 1íps with whích she kissed Isabellets unresponding mouth as "mes

lèvres de petite fí1le de huit "rr"".(14) 
rÈ was at this age, during

the war, that Víolette used to s1-eep in her ¡ootherrs bed and, pre-

sumably, steal kísses from her sleeping mother'

Inb oth .La Bâtarde and Thérèse et Isabe1le, Ledue stresses that

Isabellefs passion fÍ1led a gaP left by her mother. In the autobio-

graphy, Leduc reminds us:

Ma mère stest mariée, ma mère mra trompée' (B' 76) '

In Isabellels bed, wrapped in her arms' she con¡uents:

Jrai su que j favais été privée drelle avant de la
renÒontrer. (8, 82).

In Thérèse et Isabelle, she bitterly alludes to her motherfs marriage,

recalling Ëhings that her mother either said to her in resPonse to

the gírlrrs demands¡ or things that Violette would have liked her

mother to have said. As Isabellets lover, she enjoyed a sweet

revenge ¡

Sur terre í1 nry a que toi, sur teÏTe je tttaime que toi'
me dit-elle, mais elle a quelqurun' Jfai rencontré
Isabelle, jt"i quel-qurun. {ç..t"i" à Isabelle' je
,,ìtpp"taieä" pr,-," à ma mère' (r5)

(13)

(14)

(rs¡

Thérèse et Isabelle
ibid., p. 33.

ibid., p. 22.

p. 24
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violette admits her "divíne ignorance" (IT, 296) of Isabelle

as anything other than a sexual being' She was associated' ín

Vfolette's mínd, with her mother, and she provided ttune comPensationtt'

As well as this, Isabelle more than answered Violetters dreams of

"amours extïavagantestt and ttune revanche avec de l-ranormaltt' (8, 63) '

Isabelle qras the Íncarnatíon of revolt and defíance of authority'

In comparison with her "reíne débraillée", (IT, 296), VioletÈe \tas

as Isabelle 1iked to point out, a 'rpetite peureuse".(16) With an

assístanË ÍLigtress onl-y a few cubicl-es alray' the two gÍrls visited

each other in bed níght after night. Both girls believed that love

meant a commitment whích entaíled sel-f-destructíon. Ilence, in

Thérèse e Isabelle Thérèse says to Isabel-le: "Mourons, veux-tu? ,' (17)

and, on another occasíon:

Isabelle me sígnifía que nous ne nous regardions,la¡
aVeC aSSez dfinËensité. Lramour eSt surmenage.'r()'

Despíte Víoletters passionaÈe involvement wÍth Isabe1le, when

she introduced the latter to her mother and ¡¡as caught in between

the opposing desires of Èhe two l,i'omefl and theír claims to her

attentíon, she admits:

Je penchais du côté de 1ríntimité naternelle. (8, 107).

trühen Isabelle left the school, violetËe developed a passion

for He::mine, an assístanË teacher. This time, it was violeÈte v¡ho

seduced the oÈher hroman. However, she found Hermine Ëoo welcomingt

too passive, with none of the al-oofness which Violette admired ín

Isabelle and in her mother. After their first níght together, she

comûenLs brutallY:

(16)
(17)
(18)

Thérèse et Isabelle
ibid., p. 22

ibid., p. 87

p. 87
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Isabell-e :ne manquait. (B' 111) '

Just as had been the case with her mother and with Isabelle,

vlolette was very conscíOus thaË Henrine was more beautiful' more

ttfêmininett than she was:

De nous deuxr crétait elle la p1-us Jolie' la plus
f étninine ' (B, 154) '

Like Berthe, Ilermine lüas preoccupled by her appearance and VioleÈte

played Ëhe role of "sôn míroir" (8, 154). Víol-ette u¡rites that she

was asked itsi je voulais être son enfantt' (8, 155) t and Hermine used

to call VÍolette affectionately "mon enfant à moí'r. (B' 181). As

her mother had ¿or., Hermine ÈrÍed to make víolette dress in a more

feuínine manner and to ínterest her in fashion'

violette soon became as Possessive wiËh Ilermine as she had been

wíthhermotherandlsabelle.Atthesametime,heroldfearre-

emerged:herfearofrejectíon'shehadplaguedlsabellewíth

questíons which betrayed this anxiety, such as:

sÍ jravais la lèpre est-ce que tu mrabandonnerais?(19)

AndyetshehadbeeneagerËomakelsabellejealous,andmadesure

that she paraded her budding sexual interesË in HermÍne before her'

Líkewise, she constantly asked Hermíne:

Tu ne me quitteras Pas ? (B' L97) '

At the same timer she made unreasonable demands, particularly when

she felt rejected:

Au début j. .texígeais ríen' Maintenant' j rexígeaís

ãut.ff" vät noins les síens ' Je méprisais leur irie de

familler leur spontanéíté parce que je désirais-cette
vie et que to,t3óurs jren serais rejetée' (B' L67)'

(le) Thêrèse et Isabelle' p. L27.
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I^Ihenever she felt left out of a part of Herminers llfe, Vlolette

seemed to l,Jant to hUrt her, Just as she had wanted to hurt her moËher

after Berthets marriage. NoË only was she Jealous and possessive

herself, but she wanted Hermíne to be the same with her. lühen

Hermine showed no sígn of any jealousy after violette continuall-y

came home reportíng that she had been followed by men ín the street'

the latter burst out,:

Ces hormes qui me súÍvent, tu tren'fiches' Tu ne

pourrais pas ôtre jeal-ouse? Tu ne pourrais Pas me

retenir íei? (8, 224) .

As Leduc admits herself, she even díd everythíng she could to make

sure that Hermíne did leave her, just as her mother had l-eft her:

Jravais travaillé jour et nuit à notre rupture.(8, 242).

Charlotte !üolff in her book Love between Inlomen índícates some

conmon elements frequently found in the chíldhood of women who choose

other v/omen as their lovers. According to thís, Violette Leduc

had a typical upbringing of a lesbían. I{ol.ff corunents on the

sÈríking number, amongst the subjeets she analysed, of ttpowerful-

uothers !_-...._7 of a narcíssisÈic, inunature type, who had little or

no motherly feelín*.('o) very many of her subjects were only

children, which naÈurally made the relationship with the subject

more intense. l"tany experlenced, in theír childhood, "the sudden

íntrusion of a man who took moÈherts full atËention away from the

gír1,, .(2L) üIol-ff al-so mentions Èhat brothers, as well as father-

figures, a¡e frequent rívals in the gír1rs desire for mother love'

(20) Charlotte l{olf f . Love between l¡Iomen p.LzL.
(Zl) Since several of the subjects investigated by Llolff rrere born
during the Second llorld tr{ar, this rrtraumatíc experiencett was the
return home of the father.

These factors sound extremely sÍmílar to those collrnon elements found
in the familíes of I'schizophrenícs" as described by Bateson & Laing. (See

p.3g7). I,folff does indícaÈe that there ís a certain correlation betr^reen

horo""t.r"1ity ín \dorüên:-and the rrincidence of neurosis and psychosis-r'
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Although Vfolette was sixteen when }tichel was born, and therefore

somewhat older than the young girls mentioned by ltolff, the fact

that he was not only a boy, but a1-so legítimate, made the rivalry

felt by Violette pârticularly acuËe '

ilolff, writlng ín 1971, consídered whaÈ BeauvoÍr had to say on

t'la lesbiennett in Le Deuxíème Sexe: "the most enlightened view on

the subject whích I have come across so 1^t".(22) However, she

takes the víew that lesbianism is a destiny beyond choice (for the

girl does not choose the emotional- bonds whích form her), and thus

she disagrees with Beâuvoirrs stated belief that:

aucun destín sexuel ne gouveïne la víe de lrindívidu:
son êrotísme traduit au cÓnÈraire son attítude globale
à l-régard de ltexistence. !---.:J it sragít toujours
dtun ãhoix effectué au coeur.dt"tZglsernble complexe et
reposant sur une líbre décision"--'

Simone de BeauvoÍrrs convíctíon that homosexualiÈy is a choíce

certainly seeïüs trUe ln the case of Leduc. As far as we know from

the autobÍography, Leducrs sexual oríentatíon I¡Ias solely homosexual

up until her own-marriage ín 1939, and thereafËer she only ever

slept with rnen, although Ít is obvious that, throughout her lífe'

she was attracted to both r{omen and men. She herself believes' for

thls ís what she suggests in her autobiography, thaÈ in her early

lesbian relaüíonshíps she was tryíng to reconstruct her former rela-

tionshíp wíth her ntother - with all its possessiveness, self-

abnegation and -mutual desÈructíveness'

(22)

(23)

Charlotte llolff. Love betr¿een tr{omen

Sexe II, P. 185.Le Deuxième

p. 6
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she also stresses that her mother had made her afraid of men

- and, Ín particular, fearful of conceptíon' It is clear that

because of thfs, VíoletËe chose to be sexually aËtracted to those

wlth whom she felt most safe - namely tot t "od, laÈer, nale homo-

sexuAls. The extent to which her sexual experÍences lrere chosen

may also be gauged by the way ln which they reflected her choix

oriEíne1.

III. Sexualí

Various facÈors influenced VÍolette Leducrs attÍtude to sex.

I{e have seen that her mother-fixation led her, at fírst, Èo look to

hrÕmen for love-objects. Howeveï' l¡lomen lacked socíal prestige, and

Violette had learnt from her mother to value the atÈention and

approval of men - the superior cast in paÈríarchal society. She

had also learnt from her uother to fear and to beware of men' Her

ambivalence tor¿ards the opposite sex and her víew of sexual relations

as a conflÍct for pol^ter stamped her sexual behaviour and fantasies

throughouË her life.

It is striking that hThat Símone de Beauvoir wrote, in Le

Deuxième Sexe about adolescent female sexualíty applied to violette

Leduc untÍl bhe reached menopause. Beauvoir poínts out Èhat the

frequency of a quíte neurotic behaviour amongst adolescent girls

can be explained by t'lrambivalence du désir et de lranxiétér'which

they feel towards r"rr.(24) ofa.n, "p"r peur de la violence, du

viol,,r(ZS) the adolesCenË gír1 t{rrns fírst to another woman for

(24)

(25)

Le Deuxíème Sexe II, P. 108'

ibid. ' P. l-00
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love. Such love between r{omen, Beauvolr c1aíms, 1s often regarded

as ,,une transitfon, une inftiatlon, une attentetr ,(26> for the young

woman's cuLtural condltionfng leads her Èo l-ook for ttune supériorité

eXceptíonnelletl 1n her love-object, and another I¡Ioman t'perd viËe son

il (27)
aura .

Lrautre qui a êté choísie justemenL Parce qurelle était
proche et ntintímídaít Pas nrest Pas assez auËre Pour

"tirpo"", 
longtemps; les dieux mâles sont plus solide-

ment ínstallés parce que leur ciel est plus lointain. (28)

If she does turn to men, as obJects of her passíon, ín order to avoid

"1es conËacts physiques qui effraient la sensíbil-ité vírgínale",(?9)

the young \^roman cultívates her "goût de lrimpossíbl.".('30) In other

words, she cherlshes the hope of seducing someone who Ís absolutely

ínaccessible:

elLe saít qutelle échouera .d"T" ÈT>entreprise 
et crest

1à une des raisons de son choix' --

Because Leduc did not overcome her fear of uen, of peneËration

and, above all, of conceptÍon unt1l she was fífty, she retained,

even as an adult, Èhe behavíour Pattern which Beauvoir observes ls

common amongst adolescenË girls'

Violette writes thaË she was pleased when she fírst began Ëo

nenstruate' at the age of fifteen:

(zo¡
(27)
(28)

(2e)
(30)
(3r)

Le Deuxi ème Sexe II p. 101.

ibid.
ibíd.
ibid., p.
íbid., p.
ibid., p.

1-05.

106.
106.
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Jrentraf dans les cabinets, Je plaquai ma maint Je
vêrifiaf ce que Jrespéral-s, ce que Je pressentais. (B' 57).

No doubt tt helped Violette to be warned of what to expect. And,

llVing amongst women at ho¡ne and at boarding school, she was ln the

same positÍon as everyone e]-se, and happy to idenÈify w1Èh her

mother and wl-th Estelle.

Beauvoír t¡ad clained, in Le Deuxíème Sexe that whether warned

or not of what to expect, the adolescent girl always found beginning

to menstruâte trrépugnant et humilí"oa".(32) Leducfs reacËion would

appear to contrâdíct this. It is signíficanÈ, however, that

Beauvoír had been horrified Èo be suddenly defíned by her female

body. As for LeduC, a simílar crisis had occurred when she was

thÍrteen, when she had read Ín her motherrs eyes that her body made

her unlovable. Sínce then, she had chosen to be defined by her body'

choosÍng to be unloVable. It seems, then, ÈhaË for her, too, it had

constituted a crl-sís to be seen' suddenly' as an obJect. However,

having accepted thís and chosen íÈ, she reacËed quite differently to

menstruatíng. It ís possible' evenr that she may have found it

"répugnant et humilíant" and accepted it willing1y bes-ause of'this'

VÍolette seems to have happíly accepted becoming a tùoman' even

though she was acutely al¡Iare of íts implications - ímpl-ications

whích her mother had made seem very negative. As a child, Violette

had leË boys caress her without fear; from puberty oil,Iards she was

wary of malesl

je me préservais des garçons, des privautés. Ma

virginité ... mon bien, ma relique, mon trésor íncomparable.
Je rne woulaÍs vierge, poigne de fer, femne gangster qui
ne dêroge pas. Je ne flirtaís pas: crétaít une règ1e
dracíer. (FT, 296).

(sz¡ Le Deuxíème Sexe II, P. 61
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Her dreams of befng a tlfermne gangstertt r¿ith a ttpoigne de fertr were

dreams of power. It was also because of a desire to dominate that

Leduc was attracted to \^Iomen for men frightened her.

IÈ was through Isabel-le that Vlolette learnt what it meant to

enjoythepowerofgivíngorretainingbodil-ypleasure.Whenshe

became a\^rare that Isabelle desired her, VioleÈte felt triumphanË:

je voulaís en fínir avec la joie: je mrexaltaís jusqurà
lrorgueí1- (8, 80).

The power whích hêr caresses Save her over Isabel-le delíghted her:

J'êtais sadíque. oatSSfre et faire attendre est une

délicieuse Perditíon'

Viol-ette was to enjoy this effective' even if short-lastfng, dominance

over her sexual partner on several occasions later ín lífe' Indeed'

sex, to Violette' \^7å,s essentially a power game - and one ín which

she enjoyed both beíng the wínner and the loser. In her líking for

thís game, she differed radicaLly from Siuone de Beauvoír, who aimed

for reciprocíty in her relationships, and who con1¡ents, about Leduc:

son mâlheuï ctesË de ne connaître avec personne un rapPort

"u: 
î:ïltH;::t;.ï lii"tualest 

pour elle un objet' ou elle

It was her sadístíc and self-punitive urges whích índuced

VioletÈe to trake love to Hermine in front of a payÍng voyeur

knowing well that Herm-ine found the act both abhorrent and deeply

humiliating. In factr the episode finally persuaded Hermine that

she was no l-onger able to love VioleÈte'

(33)

(34)

Thérèse eE Isabelle
Pr6face, p. 9

p. 52.
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Vfolette Leduc herself fntlmates thaÈ she regarded lesbianl-sm

as an ttinitiatlontt and a tttransftfontt - the typícally adolescent

attitude descrlbed by Beauvoir. The followlng image suggests that

she turned to women âs a result of emotional rejectíon:

Jtétais allée vers les fermnes colme 1e paysan íso1é, un

soir de neige, sten va vers une crèche' (B' 274) '

ïhis image evokes the love of women as a source of comfort and warmtht

rather Èhan a source of excitement or sexual- passíon. After Ilermine

left her, Violette declares:

J|étaisvíergemalgrémessouillures.(8,274).

In her restlessness and l-oneliness, ít \^7as to men Èo whom she

turned her thoughts.

Ihroughout her lífe, violette Leduc was fascinated by men who

weïe ínaccessíble to her. Beauvoirrs cotrment on Èhe adolescent girlfs

"gott de l-rímpossible" ís sÈrÍkíngly true of Leduc, and the latter 1s

awâre of Ít herself, for she asserts:

Je vins au monde, je fÍs le serment dravoír la passíon
de ltfmpossible. (8, 393).

The oen who were most decidedly unavaílable Èo her, as sexual Part-

ners, were male homosexuals. VÍolette Leduc I^7as attracted to a

nurnber of such men.

Violette .met Mauríce Sachs

which r¿as in T934. He had a "bouche

too, called her rlma chère enfanttt (8,

advantage over Isabell-e and Hemíne:

prestige. Violette decíded that she

soon after Hermine left her'

de fe ,ne", (8, 259), and he,

280), and yet he had a great

he was a man' with social

was ín l-ove with hím, admitting,
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lnherautobiographythaÈtheJ-mpossibll-ltyofreclprocitywasthe

very aËtractíon of the passion referríng to her ftséJour au

paradis de 1r amour J-tnposslblerr ' (B , 398) 
( 35) she coments :

onditqueJ.eshomosexuelsabusentdesfemnesquisont
folles át.o*. Tant pis pour elles, tant pis pour moi'
La fOlle drun sentíment se pale de Èrente-six façons'
Les aímer est un égarement luxueux' (B' 351)'

The more her desire for Sachs seemed Èo be "fol-iett, the more she

belfeved it to be true (unrecíprocated) passion' In more sober

molnents, she asked herself :

Mon dêsír de lui qurest-ce que crest? Mes entraíl-les
montées à l-a tête' Beaucoup de vaniÈé' Changer un

homosexuel en une barre de fer rougie, plier cette
barre' (8, 367) '

She Ís l-ucÍd about the way ín which she was exhilarated by the thought

of power and she adnits that her mínd was ínfluencing her t'entraillestt'

However, Ít was not so much ttvanité" whích índuced Viol-etÈe to desÍre

sachs-as the unlíkelihood of success which attracÈed her' she

chose to fl-ouncleï I'dans le brasier de 1tímpossíble."(B' 383).

As wélI as the fascination of inaccessibilíty, homosexuals,

partícularly,hadanotherenticement.Tochoosehomosexua]-saslove

objects r,/as to choose to be rejected because of her body' violette

was able to extend the sylrbol of her unlovabil-ity from her ugly face

to the whole of her female body. Thus she describes her self-

conscíousness when with Sachs:

Je marchai devant Lrti /-...-1. Je tendaís mes muscles

afin quríl oubl_iât mesJenmes fénínínes. (B, 260).

And afÈer spending the evening with him, violette coÛments humourously

to Èhe reader:

(35) Itallcs .mÍne.
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Jravais honte de mes hanches de femme quand Je J-ul dts
au revolr. Je me prenais Pour Aphrodlte, j rassassfnais

ma croüpe. Me métamorphoser en Jeune tor9f9 sortant
valnqueür et glorier:x de ltarène (ß, 265) '

By loving a homosexual, Leduc vras asking Èo feel rejectedt

left out. She chose ít because i-t made her miserable to be a woman

amongst men who loved men. She wriÈes:

les rappOrts dtamour ou dramitiê qutont les þsmmes entre
eux me dävastaient. (8, 309) '

Since she coul-d noË ínterest Sachs sexuall-y, Violette took confort

Ín seefng herself ín her habitual role of a "ratée". (8, 265).

víolette Leduc met Jean Genet ín L947, the year after the

publícation of IlIErclé de la Rose and LrAsphyxíe. She inmediately

threw herself ínto å new Ímpossíble passion - quite forgetting sachs.

She writes about thís wíËh lucÍd self-mockery:

f .,.J pendant que Mauríce Sachs dísparaissait de plus
ãn plG-en Allemagne eÈ que je ne mten'souciais pas, je
.mtaàheminai'vers Genet avec les fragiles nuances dtun
dêliut. un homosexual- de génfe, quel progrannme de sacri-
fíces. ínOuis, quel1-es suaves irnsrolations en perspecÈive!
(IT, 125-126).

lfith Genet, too, Leduc never forgot that her body made it

iupossíble for hirn to return her passíon. she complaíns:

j!êtais empêtrée dans ma féuriníËé. (FT, L42)'

She uras conyinced Ëhat his trsourire ironique" \^Ias directed at her

Itdoigts de ferunett and at her female body, which she dísparagingl-y

calls !'un rnoule à enfantsrr. (FT' 201).
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GenetdfdnoËconcealfro¡nVioleÈÈethathefoundherobse-

quiousness wfth hi¡n'íntolerable, and Leduc laments as if fË were

the end of an effair:

GenetnemesuPPortePas'l|hfstol-reestftníe.(rT,208).

However, Leducrs behavíour was no different with Jacques Guérín'

whom she met through c,enet. Not only was Jacques a homosexual, but

he was also extremely wealthy. I{hereas c'enet, who made no conces-

'?'6) , Jacques, wÍth hissions Ëo VioleÈte, rernínded her of her mother\-

wealth and luxuriOus surroundings, his studíed manners and practised

gestures, evoked her father.(37) she knew Jacques scarcely better

Èhan her aother had knovm André, and her lnfaÈuatíon vrith hín - as

she herself ís a\^7are ín more lucid momenÈs - was fantasy' Ilowevert

her passÍon for Jacques ís as much a leítmotíf ín La Folie en tête

and La chassê à ltamour as ís her adoratíon of símone de Beauvoir.

Echoing her mothetrs procl-amation of her love for Andrér(38) Víol-ette

decides that Jacques:

estlepremierhommequej|aimeetquejtaimeraíjusqulà
la fín. (rr, 409) '

He remained an object of her adoration from Ëheír meeÈing, in 1947,

untíl the end of ta Chasse à lramour in 1964, and probablY beYond

this daÈe. Leduc seems to have been deterrníned to show herself as

constant in her passion as her mother had been wiÈh André.

(:o¡
(37)

lC,enet ressertbläit ã ma rnère". (FT, 145).

ilje rne demandaís si mon père avaÍË ces gestes-là ou nont"
(FT, L44).

VÍolette: r'Je nrai aimé que'lui, je nrai aimé

". (8, 20) .
told
fols

hert
une

Be
qu

(38)
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To choose to love Jacques was to ostentatJ-ously and determinedly

choose reJectlon. Soon after thelr firsÈ ueeting, Violette declares:

J 
ralme J ffnirai pas de lraímer. lufiserere,

mlse rere
åcques et ne
. (FT, 209).

Since these men r^rere hornosexuals, Leduc vlas not riskíng the

physícal inËimacy with them which terrífled her. NeverÈheless, they

had urale bodfes - which attracted her. She adrnired Genetts ttnuque

d'houmett (FTr202) and Jacquest hand which, she noËed' hlas "plus

masculine que ce1Le de Genetrr. (FT, 147). Even Jacquesr cigarette

wAs "une cigarettè drhommet'. (FT, 284). Since, to her, a cígarette

evoked a "sexe bl-anc, sexe étroit, sexe en pæier, sexe tatouért(ETr232),

she liked to imagine thaÈ beíng offered a cÍgarette had a symbolic

meaning. Fascínated by the row of Gitanes in Jacquesr black leather

câse, she wrítes:

JerêvequtílmróffreuneGitanerjelapalpeavantde
lrall-rster' (TT, 285)'

However, despite her fantasíes, Jacques remaíned such a physical

abstraction Ëhat Violette once asked herself:

A-t-i1 une bragueËte? Je ne lfaí jamais vue' (FT ' 220) '

lfhilst Viol-ette Leduc only fell in love wiÈh inaccessible homo-

sexual men, she woUld also occasíonal-ly respond to the invitatíons

óf -men she met in the street - apParently wÍth the aiur of províng

to herself that she could seduce a nan if she wíshed - or dared'

once again, she was usíng sex as a Povrer game rather than acËing upon

åny actual sexual desíre. She was also confi:noing to herself the

negaÈíve picture of men which her mother had painted.
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À

As a "femme pl-aquée] (8, 272), abandoned by Hermíne, VioleÈte

rdas eager for new experlences. She once accepted a líft with a man

- well knowlng what he desired from her. HavÍng confirmed the

truth of her ¡notherts warnings about men, VioletÈe' dísgustedt

cotrmerits:

Les hor¡,"s toujours disponibles mtétonnent autant que des

mêtéores. Ils rencontrent une bouche, i1s se ietÈent
dedans . (S, 267) .

I{hen the rnan-lffted up her skÍrt, she became frightened, and fled'

Gabriel l"lercíer, beíng an effeminate male and a latent homo-

sexual, proved to be å transitíon from homo- Èo heterosexualÍty.

víolette had first met Gabrielwhen she was níneteen, lÍving ín Paris'

and invol-ved wÍth Hermíne. He was sítting next to her in a cinema,

and she offered him a cigareÈËe, hopíng that he would follow her.

He did. She portrays him, at tr^renty-síx, as ttfrêle". (8, 296) t

hrith a "dêmarche un peu fénínineï (B, 126). In Ravages, Marc has

,,une taille de jeurre filleu and rrdes bras de jeune fill-e'r. (39)

For Violette, Gabriel rePïesented a klnd of rrsécurít,é. (B' 129).

Despite hís effeminacy, he was a manr with a ttbouche dthommett.(B'125).

Having a man beside her, offering her Ëhings, made her feel more

worthwhíle.

Jrentraí dans 1e trouPeau des fernmes à qui un homme

offre quelque chose. (8, 125) -

To Leduc, thís ï^tas nel^l and fl-atteríng. Above all , Gabriel liked her

- and, as Leduc pÒínts ouË, 'rje plais rarementrr' (8, 128) '

Violette Leduc r¡ras not aÈ all- physícally attracted to this

L
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(:l¡ RaVages, p. L62.
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ò-
frall man:

Je ne désl-rals pas GabrLel' Je ne vouLais pas qutil
rne désirât. (8, L25) '

He was short, she was tall. IIís clothes were dírty and shabby and

made violette ashamed to be with hlrn. Furthermore, he did not have the

lure of inaccessibil-ity: he was soclally and sexually available to

Víolette. She descríbes her caresses as ttfrauduleusest' (8, 129);

the kfsses she gave hl-m were "foriés" (8, 133). Indeed, mosÈ of

the time he treated her like another man, calling her ttbonhomltrett

and encouraging her to do 'rmanlytt thíngs such as to srnoke in the

streef.

Jrêtaís son houune, il- étaít ma ferune dans ce corPs ã

corps de 1tanítié. (8, 188).

I^Ihen Violette moved ín with Hermine and, under her influence'

became more femÍnine ín her dress and behaviour, Gabriel- disappeared

fro¡r her lífe. Years l-ater, after llermine had left her, violetters

thoughts turned to Gabríel agaf-n. she wanted a mal-e lover, and

Gabríel, wÍth hís ttdouceurttandttpatíencett (8, 126) appeared to her

less ÈhreaËeníng than other males '

Je souhaítaís souvent rétrouver Gabriel' pour conmencer

avec luí' (B, 274) '

Aftertenyearsofabsence,shemetGabrielagain.However,

when she had her chance, vÍolette still could not bríng herself to

'make love, as a \^lomân, wlth a man:

L

I

t

t
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There is no suggestlon of physical desl-re or sexual fulfilment

ín Leducts descriptfon of her sexual relationship wiÈh Gabrlel'

Describfng thel-r anal intercourse in more detall in Ravages, Leduc

experienced ít as an ordeal.'She felt nothíng - other than pain,

foll-owed by gratítude. Sex merely brought her psychol-ogical ful--

fil-rnent. Hawing a male lover meant that she could hold her head up

in public:

Jrarrívais le maÈin au travail 1a tête haute - il me

sembl-aiÈ que les miroírs me courtisaíent -, je partafs
le soir en donnant des coups dtéperon avec les talons de
-Ines escarpíns, je toisais les femmes pendues au bras de

leur amânt, j. leur lançaís: moi aussí cresÈ dans un llt
que je serre un honme dans mes bras. (8, 288)'

Soon after the war broke out, Ëhey marríed - at Violetters

ïequest. She was proud of what she stÍll- consídered her virginity:

jtétaís fière de mon tabernacle sous ma toison. (B, 293).

HavÍng marríed, she wanted them to make love like a heÈerosexual

couple. Her fear of concepËion had díminished: as a married woman'

she was in no danger of repeating her motherrs místake. Ilowever,

the act of wagínal penetration stíll frightened her. In Ravages'

in whích Leduc claírns Ëo have given a true account of the begínníng

of their married tif.r(40) she describes the disappoíntment and the

relíef she felt after her initiation:

Ce nrest que cela, me disais-je, maís j ressuyais avec
gratítude 1a_pueur sur son front. Je nrai pas mal, me

disaÍs-je' (41)

(40) t'Jlai racontê nes premières amours síngulières d"t" @æ-.tt
(8, 287). "Jtrí råconté dans RavgEe_s notre installation, nos

débuts l-. . . 7, nos drames . " (8, 296) .

(41) RaVâges, p. 28L.

I

t:

fï
p
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For his part, Gabriel hTas no longer sexually attracted to

vl-olette - if he ever had been. on thelr wedding night, he suggested

to her that they live together'rcomne frère et soeurrr. (B' 295)' As

we would expect, his lack of ínterest aroused VioletËers desire'

Their sexual relations, reflectfng theÍr emotional relationship'

became a struggle of wÍlls. The more Gabríel refused to make love,

the more Violette begged for it' She writes:

Son argent, ctétaít encore son sexe qutil- me refusaít.(81324),

The extent to whích sex merely gratified Leducrs desíre to

manÍpulate people, rather than reflecÈing any physícal desire' is

made further apparent by an episode ín whÍch she tried to take ven-

geånce upon Gabríel for his l-ack of interest in her. In order to

spfte, and to arouse the jealousy of her husband, she arranged to

have sex wíth a street-seller. She admits:

11 me dêgoûtait eÈ crétait dégoûtanr notïe arrangement.(8, 347).

H6wever, her physical disgusË I^Ias secondary to her aim to t'tríomphertt'

(8, 347). In a sense she did tríumph, for as she herself says'

about her relåtionship with Gabríel-:

Je mracharnaís ã 1-e garder en mtacharnant à l-e perdre.(B'325).

she lost him after a brief períod of cohabiËatÍon.

LrAsp

Tn L947, Patríce, a schoolboy, Inlrote to violette Leduc abouË

hvxie. whích he had líked. Violette htas flatËered, but' more

than this, she writes that she imediately had designs on him:

un lecteur serait-il une proie sur laquell. jrallaís me

jeter? t-.,'.J jtétais tentée par lrabîme qui sépare
ùne femnã de quaranÈe ans dtun adolescent de dix-sept
âns. (FT' 213).

i
li

I
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Tempted by the pofrer she could wl-eld over an inexperlenced

young ma1e, Vlol-ette did not succeed ln making hirn her ttproièrt.

Ilowever, this díd nOÈ prevent her from try1ng, after thatt to seduce

Flavfen, Patrfcets eÍghteen year old schoolfriend. t'Ialting for the

unknown schoolboy to turn uP (late) aË her hotel room ln his town in

Normandy where she had gone to meet hin, she reflects that this was

another occasíon on whfch a man had tríurnphed over her:

je suis dâns une chambre où jtattends un gamin' !--"'-T
Pas de chance, je tonbe chaque fois sur des hommes qui se

font dêsírer. Des hornmes? Deux hommes: Jacques eÈ

Ga6riel_. HuiË heures_trois, je suis une délaissée, il
se fout de moi- f-.. I Pourquoí suís-je ici, pourquoi
sul.s-je venue? !_ ..._/ Pourquoí la réserve de ?atrice ne

mesuffisait-ellepas?Aquoivais-jejoueravec
Flavien? (¡'r, 267) '

It is abundantly cl-ear, even to Leduc, that it Ís noÈ a questíon of

trchancett, or lack thereof , which made her "desirett certain men' She

planned to seduce Patrice and Flavíen before she ever seË eyes on

the¡n. I,lhat ättracted her was both the lure of pohTeI and the high

rísk of failure.

Full- of self-pity, Leduc emphasízes her sexual frustratíon'

She conplains that¡ ín the company of Flavien:

f ...-l mes ovaires et le reste ont faim' (TT, 27L) '

In fact, however, LeduC herself knew ÈhaÈ her sexual desires \¡rere a

product of her ovm choice. If it was reall-y sexual gratification

that she wanted, she knew that there \¡/ere moÏe likely sources than

either homosexuâls of two timid yotng schoolboys. In reference to

sex, she wrítes':

Jtaime mendÍer, jraime demander, obtenir, profÍter. (8, 324).

In actual fact, she rarely had a chance Èo 'rprofitertt, for she chose
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cl_rcr¡mstances that made 1È unlikely that she would obtaln what she

llked to belleve she wanted: poI^7er over another and sexual fulf iI-

ment.

l{hen violette reached menopause, she was lÍberated from her fear

of conception. At fífty, she seems to have really enjoyed gex as a

physlcal pleasure. For the first tíme, she slept rÂtíth a man to

whom she was physical-ly attracËed and without fear of pregnancy'

At thís age, she experfenced her ttpremíer orgasmett ' (CA' 186) '

tlhereas, to Simone de Beauvoir, menopause rePresented a loss

of sexual desírabílíty - a situatíon whích caused her consíderable

anguish -, for Víolette Leduc menopause meant, above all, the

release fron her fear of Pregnancy. At forty, when she was planning

to seduce Patrice, she still fírst calculated whether she was safe

frorn the risk of concePtion:

EnfÍn le calendrier me surveílla avec mes dernières
goutËesdesangQuellehorreur,mesraisonnements.
(r'T, 253).

SÍnce Gabriel had left her, she no 1-onger had the respecÈabil-ity of

marríage, should she become PÏegnant. Thus she greeted menopause

as a relief: "merveílleuse stéril-íté"' (CA, 187)' As for her

mother, she reacted as if Viol-eËte had been released from an evil

spe11- cast upon her since PubertY:

Ma rnère a respiré, aussi fort qufun professeur de culture
physique .f ... 7 ttl.e lte souriait, j ravais un sexe anodin

ã.-p"iit" rílle | ,-. I -Þ"uvre enfanÈIt,t rras bÍen nérité, I " '-l Ëu vas

pouvoít en Profíter
- Profíter de quoi?, aí-je demandé

- Prendre quelqutun. !--...-l esÈime-toi heureuse' I1
y en a qui perdent la tête. (FT, 166-L67)'
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Thlrty-three years after the affalr wl-th Isabelle, René

reintroduced violette to Ëhe heights of sensual-lty. In René, she

found someone who was sufflclently |tautre" Ëo excite f,"t.(42) He

represented the Vírfle maleness which she had never knor^m' never

dared to know:

Un hodrne t
(cA, 144).

Thfs 'beau mâletr (cA,

un vraí. (CA, L45). !--.-.-T Enfin un homme.

f .,.J Pas dtêquiîoque-avec René. (cA' 183) '

153) was lrun homne fort"; (cA, 159); he was

frpuíssantr'. (cA, l-69).

"viriliËé". (ca,, 27o).

To VioleÈte, he seemed the embodÍment of

At fifty, howeveï, almosÈ tI^7enty years after her brief cohabita-

tion wiËh Gabríel-, violette stíl1 feared penetration. The first tíme

they slepÈ togethelrsfre writes:

Je mrouvre pour souff.rirr, pour gémír ... il y a si long-
t"tp".f...-7 Ctest tertf.bl:: un sexe énorme' Jrétaís
redeve-nue vigrg. ._ I ..._l Je serraís mes dents pour
souf frir ._ f .;.J -Une îieille enfant a demandé ã âtre
violêe . f .. .-l (cA, 170) .

To reassure herself, she ímagÍnes for a moment that she is the man

the aggressor - and he her femal-e Prey:

Je me rass.ure. 11 esË une ferune, je suis un houme.(cA, 160).

After her ínítíal fear, however, Leduc was delighted Ëo feel-

lÍke a raroman with thÍs man, and to feel she reseurbled other I^romen:

Je suis contente, je ressemble aux autres ferrmes. (CA, 170).

Having a rnan Ín her bed seemed to her to give her new worËh in society'

She declares:

(42) Le Deuxièue Sexe II, P. 101
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je suis solide, jtaí un homne dans ma vÍe' (cA, 170)'

and

Je sufs bell-e, un honme se plaÎt chez moi' (CA' 180) '

Aboveall,sheseemstohavebeenhappytoídentifywithher

moËherfs weakness for an egocentric predator of the female body'

vís à vis René, she had no rights at all. Just as Andrê had done

with Berthe, Renê, wïÍtes Violette, t'tta quittée tout de suiËe après

son plaísír." (CA, 280). IIe visited her v¡hen he felt like sex and

di.d not conceal to her that he had come for that Purpose alone.

Víol-ette asks herself :

Une femme hors du lít valait-elle moÍns qutune nouche sur

une vitre? (CA, 253) '

trIas she remínded of her motherts role of maid in Andrérs house when

René told her Ëo put on her "petÍt tablier" to serve him hi" t""1?(43)

(cA, 159).

As far as Renêts egoism is concerned, Violette calls herself

rrrêsignée" (CAr 2S8); however, she is more than thís. She adniËs:

"René excite mon inagÍnatÍon." (CA, 233). It is clear that Víolette

Íras sexually aroused by feeLing humíliated. Even her sexual fantasies

place her in a huroilíatíng role, such as when, contemplating Renérs

penis, she addresses ít silentlY:

Votre balancement mrenivre. f 1..-7.Sort::^Ít ü81t" fourreau'
donnez-moi l-e sexe cru drun chien. (CA, 290) 

"

(43) In La Bâtarde VíoleËte imagines that André had been exôíted by
tablÍer blancú which she wore as a maíd' (8, 24)'her mother s rir

@4) Violette has thís same fantasy when she makes l-ove with Isabelle.
She wriÈes about IsaËell-ers exPloratory finger: ttJe l-raspirais, je 1-e

refoulaisr ie le changeais en sexe de chien' rouge, nu. tt Thérèse et
Isâbelle p. 108) .

recurs when she is masturbatíng ín La Chasse à lramour. She
ttla chienne est ptôte." (P. 23).

The fantasy
announces:
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She knew Ehat the only hold she had over Renê was ln her seductive

caresses:

Je garderai René des heures si je lui donne mes doigts
de v"lorrrs'' rla matrice en satin' (cAt 288) '

At such times, she feel-s tríumphant:

un autre est ã ma merci. (CA, 289)'

However, her power wâs short-lasting' René came and went as he

pleased, and one day he left her and never came back'

Between LedUets disastrous sexual relatíonships were 1-ong

perÍods of abstínence. In these, VloletËe tells us, she resorted to

îåsturbatÍon. In the Preface to La Bâtarde Beauvoir comments that:

le natcissísme srachève dans 1'onanísme'(45)

And ïiol-ette herself,whÍle masturbating, acknouzledges her fundamental

narcissism:

Je dêsire, je ne peux désirer que moi' (FT' 210) '

In Le Derixfèrne Sexe Beauvoir maíntaíns that adolescent lesbianísm

ís often hardly dístínguíshable from "l-a délectation narcissiste.,'(46)

Indeed, the element of narcÍssism in Leducrs descríption of her 1ove-

making Ìnith Isabelle ís blatantly apparent. Isabel-l-ets body ís

frequentl-y desctlbed as-an extension of her own. "Notre chair nous

ai:oaitt'r(+l¡ writes Leduc, deseribing the movements of "notre doigt

cÕnsciencíeux".(48) The effect ís one of a confusion beËween bodÍes

rather than a sharing of bodies '

(+s¡
(46)
(47)
(48)

Préface' p.16.
Le Deuxièrne Sexe II' P'
Ttiérès e ét Isåbelle

96.
33.

íbid., p. 34.
P
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It was due to Hermlners lnfluence that Víol-eËte had begun to

masturbater when she was twenty-eight years old'

Hermfne utapprit qurelle avalt appris en lisant un lfvre
de Freud. (Ft, zLL)'

Leduc admÍts thâË ât the time she thoughË that: "Ce sont de vilaines

mânÍes.tt (FT, 2L2). However, her attítude changed with tÍme, so that

she wrote about lt ín the autobíography h7íth a certain pride' rn

La Folíe en tête reflecting on herself at the tlme of writLng

1965 - Leduc af fÍr:rrs:

Jraurai bíentôt soixante ans. Je suis plutôt fière de

1e signaler: ma vigueur me rerrient plusíeurs fois Par an.
Je cède à cette monotoníe vertigineuse. Pas une plage
de tendfesse pour se reposer après, conYme après lracËe de

dratnour à deux. Le feu a tout brûl-é. (FT, zLZ).

on the subject of masturbation, Leduc is delíberately daríng

to hrríte what women have rarely dared to Ëouch upon before her, a\4rare

that, in so doíngr she is helping to líberate the female experíence

from the tradítional silence Ímposed upon it:

Je 1raí caché jusqurà m¡Íntenant. Je víens drenlever mon

bâíllon. Absurde bâíl1on. Si quelqufun mtavaiÈ prise
en flagrant délit, stil ltavaÍt raconté, je serals tombée

malade de honte. (FT, zLL).

To conclude these colments about Leducrs sexuality, it ís

evident that, despíte her ambÍvalence towards her female body, her

own confl-icts were quite different from those of Simone de Beauvoir.

Leduc rÁ/as not strÍving for autonomy or reciprocity or dígníty within

relationships. 0n the contraïy, she used eroticisn as a means of

demeaning her sexual partners and herself. Thusr coritrary to

Símone de Beauvoir, her sexualíËy did not conflict with her choix

originel. Her physÍeal existence reflected and paralleled her

emotÍonal exÍstence.
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rv. Maternitv

Sínce Vlolette Leducfs fear of conceptíon was an íntegral com-

ponenÈ of her seXuality, thís subject has already been touched upon

fn the previous section. Evidently she was terrífied of rePeatíng

her motherrs experÍence. Not only had she inÈernaLízed her motherts

warning, brtt she herself had suffered acutely as a resul-t of her

illegitimate stätus.

Such r^ras her fear of pregnancy that aS soon as she became

pregnant¡ when she was marrÍed to Gabriel, she envisaged an abortion.

Le sang ne coul-a plus. Je ne voulais pas garder lrenfant.
(8, 354).

Although Víolette \Átàs a married ü7oman' Berthe was horrífÍed and

Víol-ette cotnents:

elle confondaít sa fille maríée avec une jeune fí11-e
s-êduíte. (8, 354) .

Gabriel, on the other hand, wanted Ëo keep the child. In Ravages'

!'Thérèse"-makes it cLear that she was partially extrilarated by Ëhe

pïospect of abortion. It seems that she vras not sorry to dlsappoint

Gabriel and to be, once more' her motherrs "míroir aux déêeptíon"tt.(49)

Describing her first of many trips, in a matter of weeks, to an

aborÈÍonist, Leduc \^rroËe in Ravages, (and agaín, she refers to thís

as a true accounL of the events) ' 
(50)

(4e)
(so¡

Rávages,

"Je 1 
lai

p. 450

êcrít dans Ravagest'. La Bâtarde p. 354).
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Je me prêparâl Pour mon expéditfon, Je dép1-tai non Il-nge

".rt .roä "iio$", f,e rassernblai te coton, les bandes' les
ãpi"ãi""; f .,',J Jrauraís-été joveutgrit déçue sl le sang

êlait revenu pendant mes préparatifs 
"

Asshernadeher$Iaytotheabortíonist,hawÍngtoldneftherher

mother nor her husband, ttT'lrérèsetr ref]-ected:

Que ma mère sera salisfaite quand e1le saura que Je ne

suis dé6rou1l-1ée ' (52)

In facË, Violettets prfde ín her índependence ''as shortlived' She

made several tríps to the abortíoníst and al-1 were faílures ' she went

to another address and thÍs time, five and a half months Pregnant'

the intervenÈíon was successful, but almost kíIled her' After some

ti¡¡e Ín hospíta1-, she was conflned to bed for several months - once

again dependent on her motherts-care.

Shehadalüostdiedwithhermiscarriage,justashermother

had almost díed gívíng bírth to her. However, unIíke Fidéline and

unlike Berthe, VÍolette had refused materníty'

LeducdoesnotgiveanyreasonsfornotwanËingthechild.

ue know that her iq"g" of motherhood was certainly not posÍtive'

However, what Seeins moïe sígnifícant stíl]- ís that víolette was

constantly makÍ¡g herself into a child figure ín her relations wíth

others, unable to ídentify with her mother to the extent of seeíng

herself ás a mother figure. In Rávâges' ttTttérèset' gives as her

reason for wantíng an abortion:

(s1)
(s2)

Rávâges'' P. 427 .

íbíd. , p. 429.
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Je veux redevenl_r une jeune fille dans un corlège. 
(53)

Elsewhere Ln the autobLograPhY, she observes that a constant Pattern

1n her interaction wfth others has been her role of chll-d:

Je demeurâis une enfant dont 11 fallait stoccuper. (8, 393).

Leducts abortíon took place in 1940 or 1941' and when La Bâtarde

was publ-íshed, in 1964, abortion I¡Ias stíll illegal in France. It

was thus a politícal act of a certaín courage to write about her

aborËion ín her autoblograPhy. tle recollect that, for whatever

reason, BeaUVoir, who \^Irote about an aborÈÍon ín the early forties

in Le Sans des auÈTes . did not mention ín her autobiograPhY, whether,

she had had to face the dilermna herself.

Ilowever, in the auËobÍograPhY, Leduc scarcely touches upon the

problems assocíated with Í1-1ega1- aborËion. In RáVâges, she describes

Ín rnore deÈail the rrs,age-fenmrett to whom she returned fourteen times in

vaÍn, the oLd hTomanls anxiousness that VÍolette should not be seen

1-eaving the apartment, the sparkle ín her eyes when VioletÈe mentioned

the paymenË. Ttre second woman to whom she wenË agreed Èo aborÈ her

at five and. a half ¡onths, and when she had fÍnished with her, she

pushed her outside and shut her door, leaving Víol-ette wonderíng

whether she would die before she reached the ground fl-oor. In hospital,

Berthe told VioleËte not to admit to Ëhe docÈors what she had had done

even though, by this tirne, VioleËte lÂ7as close Ëo death. Violette

hact septÍcaemia - cåused by the unhygienic condítíons of the abortíon.

(53) Ráváges, P. 443-



451.

By the mtd sfxtLes, Leducts at,titude to abortion, l1ke her

attitude to nasturbatlon, had changed. In l-971 she, along with

Beauvol-r and other well--known üIomen' signed the Manifeste des 343

J_n protest agalnst the abortfon laws in France. And in La Chasse

à lramour written Ín the early seventies, Leduc declared:

Je suis pour lravortement libre. (CA, L96-L97) '

Thus, as far as sexuâlíty ís concernedr the autobiography is very

much an attack on Certain socíal - particul-arly sexual - taboos'

As fat as Leducts attitude to old age is concerned, the auto-

bíography reveals very líttl-e'

In ta Chãsse à ltamour Leduc recounted her life up until 1964

when she was fÍfty-seven. IIer death, ín 1972, puiL an end to her

plans to contínue the autobiography. tJe do not know whether René

was her last loveï, although Leduc believed he would be at Èhe tíne;

commenting prag¡natícal1-Y ;

Ctest le premier, ctest 1e derníer' Après pubís
devíendra gris. Les vieux cheveux ne sont Pas pour
les amants. (CA, 242).

The endíng of ta_ChasSé à ltamour.' some of iÈ wriËten from the

víewpoint of the author in 1971, is serene. Livíng ín Faucon, far

frOm the bustle ôf Farís, she seemed-to experíence nature as a com-

panÍon fríend1-y and consoling. She fel-t, for once' ín harmony

with her surroundíngs:
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Corunent 'Je vieiLlis? En me traînant. Lrouie rêslste.
Jtentendã les trémolos et l-es Èril-les au loin. (CA, 406).

For the first time, she had chósen her solitude, and, alJ-udlng to

phrases of Sartre and Gide, she proclaims:

Je suis seule, Je suis la bienheureuse Parce que lrenfer
ce soùt les, autres.

l_ . .._t
Famíl1es', Je ne vous--hais p"". Je me suis reÈirée. (cAr405).

It seems l-ikely thât Ëhe ageing of her body brought thís narcíssist

a certain l-iberatÍon from her obsession with her ugliness and with

her sexual power rel-atíonships. For the fírst tÍme since pubertyt

she chose not to be "defined and dirírÍnished by her sexuallty".(54)

She had become â successful Úríter; she no longer needed Èhe approval

of any partÍcular male in order to feel- valid as a I¡Ioman.

To conclude, I have argued that VÍoleËte Leducrs attÍtude Èo

her o¡^m body and to sexualíty - líke Beauvoirrs - was prÍnarily

linked to emotíonal and psychological factoTs sterming both from

her specifíc situatíon and from contemporary social atÈitudes towards

Leducrs ttuglinesstt was a bíological gíven, but it is aPParentt

as Beauvoir argues, that:

sa laideur nta pas colmandé son ¿t"ti"'(55)

After all , Ledrrc sexually attracted both vlomen and men. Rather, it

Iras, as Leduc once ádmitted herself, her t!Èêtett which co"rmanded her

I^7Omen.

(s4)

(55)

Jane Rule. L€biâri lmages, p. l-39.

Préfáce, p. 8.
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ffentrallles". (8, 367). Her sexualfty was lnextrlcabl-y linked with

her choix orLginel.

Generally, LedUc saw women as Ínferior creatures, but slnce she

had already accepÈed her own ídentity as inferior, her sense of self

did not conflíct wÍth her female body. Leduc liked to feel- inferl-or

thís was the 6asis'of any of her |tpasslonstt. Indeed, Leduc used

her sexualÍty to further debase herself.

I suggested earlier that Simone de Beauvoirrs vírtual sllence,

ín her autobiogrâÞhY, about her sexual exísËence \¡7as not mereLy due

to discretion but also due to the conflícËs and anguish whích 1t

caused her. Her desíre to Portray hersel-f as a model independent

rüoman meant that she scarcel-y touched upon the subject of sexualíty.

Leduc, on the othe1 hand, writ.es a great deal- about herself as a

physical beÍng - precisel-y because in this, as ln so much else, hers

qras a ttvie de râtéert. (IT, 331-). One woman considered herself an

overall success and s'o \ÀtroËe little about a major area of conflicÈ;

the other consûdered herself an overal-l fail-ure and flar¡nted her

sexual experíence âs an example of this. The.picture we are left

r¿íth ís certainly nôt a posiÈive one.

Indeed, these tw.o autobiographical accounts seem to reinforce

what Beauvoir wÏoËe about the rrchoicerr open to rvomen in Le Deuxième

Sêxe. Ì,Ie have seen that Beauvoir, at times ín her lifer chose Èo

ttrépudíer son sexett fot the sake of her dignity as an independent

sgbject. LedUC, on the other hand, used her 'frôle de feme[le" to
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(s6)
reinforce her chof ce: Itse mutf lerrr ' As Beauvof-r poÍnted out

fn her esêey, efthef chòlce lnvolved'ttuné mutLlatfonrr.
(57)

(56) Le Deuxième Sexe IT, P. 524'

I

tion
role
t
IIt

(57) t'Ctest ce conflLt qui caractérise singul-ièrement la situa
de la feume affranchÍe. EIle refuse de se cantonner dans son

de femelle parce qurelle ne veut pas se mutll-er; maís ce serai
aussi r¡ne mutflation de répudier
p. s24).

son sexe. Dér¡ßièné Sêxe
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CHAPTER FIVE

TIIE TTIREE IIÍAGES OF I{OMEN

Leduc's account of female experience is a striking illustraÈíon of one

of Símone de Beauvoirfs claims: Èhat a riüoman is 'rentourée de tentatlons presque

trrésisÈibles" and that "tout lrincite à suivre la penÈe de la facillté"'(1)

Indeed, the women whom violette Leduc portrays in any detaíl are shown as choosing

one of three roles: dévouement , narcissism or índependence. some women are

shor¿n to assume different roles at dífferent titnes - which further indicates that

Leduc considers them roles rather than personalíty traíts'

Like Beauvoir, Leduc intimates that the dévouée and the "narcissiste"

are fleeíng from reality and that, Ín so doing, Èhey are consciously choosíng

to deceive themselves. The one exception Èo this is z'ezette, who is a dévoué9-

in a workÍ-ng class farnily, lívíng in the same apartment block as Leduc' The

latterrwhogreatlyrespectedZ'ezette'seemstobesuggestíngthath er dévouement

ís entirelY authentic behaviour, for she is shown to have established a relation-

ship of equality and reciprocity with her husband'

LeducseesherselfasasuPremenarcissist,andnarcissísmisthe

behaviour in women r^rhich she best understands '

Leduc ardently admired independefit I^7omen and, of these, the best portrait

is that of Simone de Beauvoír. Nevertheless, Leduc never knew any of these

hTomen, who were often her idols, at a1l well, and she was always conscíous of

an unbrídgeable distance between them and herself'

Although Leduc mocks the dévouée and the narcisslst with her savage

irony, and although she looks uP to

(1) Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 480'

the independent \¡loman as an ideal , the moral



456,

dlmensÍon which domlnates Beauvolrrs autoblography 1s not an aspect of Leôucrs

wrlting. Just as she makes no real effort herself to emulate the lndependent

women she admlres, she does not expecÈ exemplary authentlc behaviour from

others. There ls no suggestion of rer¡ards and punishments for moral courage

or for self-decePtíon.

Iùearerarelygiventheopportunltytoviéwthechaiactersovertime.

Theydonot'inteÏestVioletteaftertheyhavedisappearedfromherlife-as

most do. other ütomen are only ever descrl-bed in relatfon to herself' Bearíng

this linltation in mind, let us see how VioletÈe Leduc describes women in

their varlous roles.
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I ttl.a Dévouéett

unlike simone de Beauvoír, Violette Leduc was not brought up wíth the

idea of,'la grandeur du dévouemen¡".(2) Religion did not play an important role

in her chíldhood, despite her grandmoÈherts pieÈy' I^Iíthout a man in the house'

Berthe could only idolize the memorv of André, who, as even she was forced to

admit, had proved himself '1lâcher paresseux' incapable"' (B' 24)' Nevertheless'

Leduc shows that Berthe liked to justify herself by immersing herself, íf only

temporarilY, ín the role of dêvouée

Leduc does not conderrr dévouement pet se; her reaction to it dePends on

whether she sees it as a complacent choice or as an inherent ParÈ of the v/omants

situation. Leduc presents Berthe, Hermine and Julíenne in a crítical manner'

for all of them chose Èhis role with obvious mauvaise foí , preferríng their

'fconception magique de la réalíté"r(3) as Beauvoir had described it' to realíty

itself. In Le Deuxième Sexe the latter had described such a r^/oman as less self-

less than she liked to make out:

La plupart du temps, c'est d'abord la justificatíon, llexaltation
de son ego qutelle demande ã son amant' \+/

Leduc shows this to be particularly true in the case of Hermine and Jullenne' On

the other hand, Led.uc wrítes with respect and af f ection about z-ezelEe - a workíng

class \^roman, who díd not need to project an lmage of martyrdom ín order Èo

justify her exístence.

The fírst glimpse of dévouement' ín the autoblography ls the plcture

Leduc coristructs of the twenty-one year old Berthe' pregnant and in lover leaving

the town of Valencíennes for the sake of her seducerts repuËatlon' She had set

out on what Leduc, with the advantage of hlndsíght, calls her "marche au sacriflce"'

Une Mort t ràs douce. p.
Le Deuxlème Sexe
ibld. ' p. 4

(2)
(3)
(4) 82.

II' P'
53.
43r



4s8,

once Vfolette vTas born, the'lgrande amoureuse'' (8, 27) ls conlured up, 1n

Vlolette's imaginâtion' Perpetually hoveríng by a wl-ndow' hoplng for the sound

of Àndré,s carrlage - so insistentl-y l0ve-sick that her mother and her fríend'

clarisse , became ímpatient with her naivety. clinging, despite hís indífference,

to the myÈh of an rramour dêfinitlf", (8, 24) Berthe Èold violeÈte years later'

even though she had married another man, that André was her unique love:

j. o'ai airné que lui, je n'ai aimé qu'une fois' (B' 20)'

oneevening-jusÈone,whenVíolette\^Tast\^/omonthsold,Andródid

visít her'

episode:

and violette descríbes how her mother had always chosen to recall the

Je dormais' ma mère entendait enfin 1e roulement de la calèche,

1,arrêt des roues, le claquement de la portíère, 1e pas dans Itescalier'
Ie pas tïop pres"å dtrt" le couloir aux rats' Un monsieur en tenue

de soirée entrait, il tapotait le menton de 1a mère et celui de

ltenfant, iI ne váulait pas donner sa maladie. Ma mère r:esplendit

quand elle diÈ: ,,I1 o. tta pas embrassée une seule fois. Tu mfentends?

pas une seule fois! Ctest un champion de la prudence. Lrheure, la

*""ttã-pi"a.. "Je vais dans 1e to"dt, petite' jt *ten vais.'' E1le

doit lui ¿"r"r,¿"i:l'ange tr'idéline se fâcherait, il ne coúprend pas

lrexÈase. EIIe demande, il donne deux 10uís, í1 stéclipse, la calèche

roule avec plus de légèieté' Je le voyais'- cela me suffísait' le

i""a" ne m,intéressaít pas, râve- -e11e." (8, 26).

AlthoughBerÈhedoesnotappeaÏtohavebeenínlovewíththemanshe

eventually married, she tried to repay her gratitude to him for marrying her

bysacríficingherselftohim'ViolettewritesbítÈerly:

ElIe a abdiqué Sa personnalité en Se mariant. (FT, 45).

As a married woman, she worked ín the business from eíghÈ ín the morníng til1

eleven at night with "courage", ttvolontétt, tténergiett and ttgénérositétt' (B' 61) '

yeara later, after Èhe Second !Íorld I^Iar, Berthe left Paris, where she had loved

.Èo live, to go with her husband to Èhe country, which she had always dísliked'

Víolettedescribeshermotheronherfarm,nolongerwelloff,and,inher

sixties, playlng the role of Èhe devoted farmer's wife, sacrl-ficíng herself'

even where there rvas no need:
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Jtaurals voulu sangloter. Pou

belles jarnbes de cltadine' f-'
quand elle nettoYait 1'étable
1-a journáe. (r-r , 379) \J''

rquoi? Pour ses gatroches ' Pour ses
.-J
et lep.oulalller plusieurs fois dans

Ma mère était trop méÈiculeuse

t
4'
rl

fl

Violette does not portray her mother as a,-totally 'submíåsive dévouée

It was a role Berthe adopted to justify herself, but, at heart, she was too

egocenÈric to find lastÍng happiness ín self-sacrifíce' As Víolette puts it:

Ma mère a des accès de courage, des crises de dévouementt ensuite
elle se repose et se plaínt' (CA, 306) '

She began to complaín to Violette about her husband, and one day' even packed

her bags and left, but by the end of the day, it was obvious Èo violette that

she needed her long-sufferíng role of wífe and mother:

Mamèrenepouvaítpasvivreséparéedesonmarietdesonfils.
Nous parlions dteux sans cesser' (B' 131)'

The sacrifices she did make, she liked to make well known' As a nother'

as well as a lover and wife, she thought of herself as devoted: t'une mère

írréproch"bl"".(6) In Èhis way, the apparent'mÊrËyr beca*e the oppressor'írI

the way described by Simone de Beauvoir Ín Le Deuxième Sexe:

le don devient exigence selon ltordinaíre dialectíque du

dévouement. (7)

The privations which Berthe suffered because of Violette bound the latter to her

r¡ith chaíns of guilt and graÈitude, Berthe, whom violette calls "trop hurnble

et trop envahissante", (CA, 308) would complaín:

- Je faís tout pour iLoi, f"'J je faís tout pour que tu sois
corrt"nte. Qur"ät-c" qr" t.t as ã me reprocher? (8, 132).

The role played by Berthe lttas so oppressive Èo the daughter that she ínternal-

::zed iL herself . I,rrhen Violette r¡as stricken with pleurísy, her description of

her efforts not. to wake her moÈher with her coughing shows that she had learnt

to play a self-abnegating role in exactly the same way:

(s)
(6)
(7)

Italics mine.
L rAsphvxie. p.rB8.
Le Deuxíème Sexe II, P. 496.
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ma pérlode dramour, mon abnégation' mes sacrifices pour ne pas
1'éveiller Ia nuit. (8, 47).

The portralt of Hermine describes a far more selfless woman st111. Hermine,

wrítes Vlolette, \Àras "une droguée d" "a.tt¡ices".(B, 155).(8) Violette rapidly

became the reason for her existencer and ín order to justífy living for love, she

was, Violette suggests, addicted to self-sacrifice. If t'elle voulait être une

martyre"r.(8, 154) Leduc implíes that lt was because it was only in so doing

that she felt indisPensable.

When VioleÈte first meÈ her, Hermine, at twenty-three, seemed to be t'une

grande musicíenne studieuse". (8, 111). She practised the piano for hours each

day, studied harmony at Ëhe conservatoríum and talked to Víolette passionately

about music.

After their first night together, Violette already hints at Herminers

passívity, for suddenly she poignantly missed Isabelle. Because of thís sole

nighË spent together, someone denounced them and Hermine was told to leave the

school. She became a primary teacher in AuviEny, a village far away from the

píano she needed for her career, and far from her family to whom she was

devoted. lÍhen Violette visited her ín the village, some tíme later' she

conments, incredulous :

Sa vie était foutue, Hermine rayonnait. (8, I52) '

I

ù-

¡

¡l
tl

I
h'
p

It is significanÈ that both Hermine and Berthe felt guílty, for this

seems to have reinforced their tendency towards dévouement Hermine felt

that she had gravely erred. Because it was she, and not Violette who was

(8) Italics mine.
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expelled as a result of their níght together, when she next saw Violette' she

asked, lfke an "êlève suppllanter':

vous êtes fâchée? Ça vous dép1aît de me retrouver? (8, 115).'

she asked thls even though iÈ was violette who had taken it upon herself to

visít her in her room at nlght. Berthe' too, felt thaÈ she had sínned' even

though André had seduced her, visiting her in her maidts room' Because she was

a domesÈic servant and he a "fils de famille", (8, 24) she felt guilty not only

of losíng her virglnity, but also of trespassing, as she thought, into what was

considered a superior social class. Fifteen years later, she was extremely

grateful t.o the man who htas prePared to marry her, jusÈ as Hermine ldas relieved

that viotette still loved tt"t' (9)

In the description of her relationship with Hermine, violette constantly

expresses dísappointment, ímpatience and anger r¿íth her loverts subserviènce and

self-effacement. The gratuítousness of Herminets sacrífíces lowered her ín

Víolette's eyes, On her first visit to Hermine in the víllage where she had

become not a musíc teacher, but a primary school teacher, Violette was stricken'

as she observed Hermine busying herself around her flat, wíÈh "une críse

d,ennui". (8, I53). Hermine had been preparing for her visít for days; she had

made a new nightdress for the occasion:

La chemise de nuít avec ltempiècement de denÈelle ocre cousue au

pointdebourdonmeplaisait-elle?oui,ellemeplaisait.Elle
devaiÈ me Plaire' (B, L52) '

Ilermine ínsisted on serving violette in bed. I'tlhen víolette asked how she spent

her evenings, far away from her farnily' the reply came:

- Je couds, je ttattends, je ttêcrís, je 1is tes lettres. (8,155)'

¡
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(9) lJe recall that l"ladame de Beauvoir'
her husband for loving her, especially as

her father had promised. (See p' 210) '

another dévouée also felt grateful
she was unable to Províde the dowrY

to
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She no longer had a píano and when Violette urged her to rent one' Hermine

was adamant:

- Non puisque je vais demander mon changement pour me rapprocher

de toi. (8, 155) .

Hermíne obtained a transfer to Paris and víoleÈte left her family to

move in r¿ith her. From thls time onwards, theír relationship steadily degenerat-

ed. Hermíne became totally inurersed in her "rôle de servante", (8, 253)'and

VioleÈte felt increasingly stifled by it'

ElIe me tue et je r,tai rien à luí reprocher, me disais-je pendant

qu,Hermine préparait notre dîner, 9ute1le mtexplíquaít un point
a" tii.ot, ät"ätl" tt promettaít la lune' (B' 188) '

Hermine's sole desire lTas to please Víolette, and her musícal ambition I¡Ias

díverted ínto thís obsession. She used to buy fashion magazines and material

to rnake clothes not for her but for víolette. sometimes, in order Èo alter or

finishurakingsomethingshewouldstayupallnightsewing.Àsforwhenthey

made love, Violette wríÈes:

Ilermine voulait ce que je voulais' (B' 169)'

So deÈermined r¡as llermine to maintaín their respecÈive roles intact thaÈ

nothing, noË even lyíng, Iüas a challenge for violette. I{arrning up to a story

she r¿as tellÍng Hermine about the flattering comments which she claimed were

madetoherbymeninthestreeÈ,Violetteaskedprovocatively:

- Sí je mentais tu me croiraís?

Hermine rePlied, (ttavec amourtt) :

- Je te croiraís ' (8, 209) '

In the episode with the voyeur, too, Hermine remains ín her role of naive

dévouée . She dísarmingly asked the man about his wife - "avec un bon sourire

(8r228).FinallyrhavíngfailedtoPersuadeVíolettetoleavethe

',

I
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hotel and not to comply with the mants wishes, she síghed and made her decision

to remaín wiÈh Víolette into one more sacrifice offered up 1n the name of love:

- Soit" Je ne mten i-rai pas puísque tu ne veux pas partir. (8, 229).

However, Hermine had not completely 1osÈ her critical faculËies and capacity

for independent thinking. It was this episode and Víoletters constant aÈÈacks,

designed Èo wound Herminers pride as much as possible - such as when Violette

told her:

- De nous deux cresÈ toi qui penses le plus à toi, (8,224)

thaÈ made llermíne finally revolt.

The fact thaÈ llerminers dévouée role was a conscíous choice and that no

role is ever permanent is made clear by the way in which Hermine could step out

of the part. llhen she realized that she no longer loved Violette, the change

r,/as extraordínary. She decided that the endless sewing bored her, so she gave

up. Instead of rnakíng Violettets desires her own, "el1e commandait". (8, 237).

She suddenly had whíms of her own and would often refuse to comply with Violette -

who knew Èhis was a sign of Ëhe end:

Ses désirs ressemblaient à des adíeux. (B, 237)'

I¡Ihereas before she had always been very retiríng, now she liked to stand out.

On theír last holiday together l-n Cannes, Hermine, Vlolette recalls:

se donnai-t des alrs de grue avec son shorÈ plus court que celui des
autres et ses hauts Èalons. Je lui disais que Cannes sfhabillait,
que nous étions trop dévêtues. E1le riaít, elle sren fíchaiÈ. (8, 237)

trIe know, however, that with her nexL girlfríend, she resumed her old role-

I{hen Violette briefly met her agaln, she was shocked by the sight of the hands

which Hermine had always looked after w1Èh such care. Hermíne explained:

"C'esÈ la va1sselleil. (8, 246) -

Thlrty years after thelr separation, Violette Leduc sÈill writes about

Hermine wlth bltterness. Indeed, Èhere 1s only one other person towa¡ds whom

\
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Víolette shows a comparable degree of animosiÈy - her mother' Doubtless' this

hras partly because they were Èhe only hTomen on whorn Violette was emotionally

dependent. (Isabelle, Simone de Beauvoir and other friends retained a certain

disÈance.) It htas also because both women had had to make major sacrifices on

account of Violette. They had lost nothing less than their jobs and their

social respecÈability because of her. Violette resented the psychological

Èyranny - the guílt and the gratitude - which thelr dévouement' brought about'

Just as Simone de Beauvoir does, she shor¿s that by sacrificing herself, the

dãvouée had found the súrest means of enchaining her loved one. (10)

After the departure of Hermíne from her life, violette became friends

wíth Julíenne, a t\4renty-six year old secretary colleague of hers' Impressed by

her ,,vítalité,,, ,'vívacitê" and "1a flamme de son intelligence", (8, 256-257) ,

víolette son discovered thaÈ Ju1íennets ínner fortitude came from her pantheistic

religiosíty and from her ídea!ízatÍon of men and love' A member of the Dominícan

order, she recournended to Viole tte Les Pères de 1tE ise and .Saint Jean de la

Croix. However, her ardour vlas not only directed towards religion but at nature

and more particularly aÈ men. VioleÈÈe and the other secretarles in the office

exchanged mocking smiles behind Julienners back, for Ëhe naÍvety of the young

r.roman never ceased to amaze them:

Son aveuglement, je veux díre sa générosité lorsqutil s'agissaít
de sentiments pour lrautre sexe était sÈupéfiante. /:..1 Julienne
espéraiÈ, souháitait, attendait 1e mariage avec une lúmière de

légendedanssesyeux.F..JEllefaisaitconfianceàtousles
hommes. (8, 27L) .

In her "musíques", her t'lecturestt, her ttpromenadestt and her ttaspiratiotlstt'

Julienne, writes Leduc wíth irony' \^7as constructing an image of her future:

(10) It is significanË that -Leduc 
wrítes Lhat she could not have left Hermine on

her or,¡n initiative: "Jtavais été toujours lasse drHermíne, crest ainsi' Je ne

1'aurais pas quittée." (8, 275)'
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Elle sculptait son marlage, son mari. (8, 27L) '

Her trmédltationstt, her ttprièrestt and her ttinsomniestt rnrere centred on her image

of ttltépoux de l-tavenirttwith his "beautê à Ia Byronttand "ses cheveux' comme

ceux de Jésus,,. (8, Z7L). JusÈ as Beauvolr had written of "'ltAmoureuset', "ltamour"

uras a central part of Julienne's "rellgiorrt'.(11) ltrhen she r,rent out \^Iith violette,

she would cease to take part ln the conversatíon and would gaze, "extasiée" at

young couples in love. As for young men, Violette conments pointedly:

Julienne 1es regardait avec avídité, elle ignorait qurelle les
désl-rait Èous. (8, 27O).

One suuuner, on holiday in the south of France, Julíenne met Roland:

Cet homme qurelle avaít toujours connu, 9urel1e rencontrait
enfin, répondaít à toutes ses prières' (8, 274)'

she reËurned to the office in paris, t'une radíeuse somnambulet'. (8r 273). she

knew virtually noÈhing about her lover' not even whether or not he had a job'

However, sínce she had given him nothing less than her virginity, and líke

Berthe, she liked to think of love as "définitíf", (8, 247), she busied herself

ecstatically making "iles projets de mariage". (8, 274). From this time on:
(t2)

elle ne vivaít que pour lui et le midí' (B' 289) 
"'

Líke Berthe and líke Hermine, Juliennets mauvaise- foí was such that she

lras prepared to arrange realíty with great ingenuity in order for it to coincide

with her,,conception magíque de 1a réalÍté".(13) It scarcely seemed to matter to

Julienne that although she and Roland had become engaged by correspondence' he

had not come to Parisr as arranged, to meet her parents'

BíensûrqutÍlviendra,ellen|endoutepas.(8,289).

Le Deuxlème Sexe II, P. 478.(1r)
(r2)
ttil

vie
faut que tout ce qurelle esÈ, tout ce qutelle
lui soient dévoués et Èrouvent ainsí leur rais

Beauvoir had written about the relation of ttltamoureusett to her ttamanttt:

a, tous les ínstanÈs de sa

II, p. 487).
on dtêtre.tt e Deuxième Sexe
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llhen, one day, she dl-scovered thst Rolandrs love letters to her were copj-es of

Dl-derotts letters to sophie volland, her serenity remained unshattered' Not l-n

the least disturbed that she had been decelved and that her rrpetiÈs ríres de

plaisir" had been 1n response to what another man had written to another I^7oman'

she felt enthusíastic rather than humiliated:

- crest magniflque. Roland est magnífique. (B, 275).

Months later, the situation was unchanged. Roland, who had still not

appeared, had asked Julíenne for money and she had sent him some' Her myth of

ideal love was still íntact:

Incapabledtamerturne,ellereconstruit.(8,349).

I,rlhereas Leduc clearly shows the element of complacency, "lrexaltaÈíon de

son ego,,r(14) in the behaviour of Berthe, Ilermine and Julienne, her attitude

ís quite dífferent Èowards z-ezette, whom she descríbes, this time with admir-

ation, as a "femne dévouée". (FT, 302). Her dévouement was not a flight from

reality; nor r^Ias she seeking any special merit through sacrifice' "ses

sacrifícestt, lnrrites Violettet "tous silencieux". (CÀ' 80).
(1s)

z-ezette was a woman of action, wlth her feet firrnly planted on the ground -

,,une femme solide". (C4, 79). Indeed, "elle trônaít dans son royaume de femme

toujours raisonnable'.'. (CÀ, 291). I^Ihen violette first met her, z-ezeLte \¡ras a

young wife, expecting her fírst chíld, and one of the gauges of passing time in

the autobiography are the appearances of z'ezette, who, each time we meet her'

hag another child, and soon has four. In order to rear four children on ulorkerrs

(13)
(14)
(ls)

Le Deuxième Sexe II, P. 431'
ibid., p. 482.
Italics mine.
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r¡rages, she needed all rrsa force, son énérglert, (FT, 79) and her capacity cormnand-

ed respect. (,,Tous respectaf en1 Zêzetle't. (CÀ, 80) )' She was too busy to play

at vLrÈue. IIer house was cheery ïather than l-n impeccable order. (Leduc writes:

,,Leur salle ã manger en désordre m'envoûtaít'.'. (CA, B0) )' She ditl not interfere

with her childrenrs games or exhibit her privaÈions on thelr behalf' (16)

Víolette, whose chÍldhood vIaS so different' hTas drar^m to the v7arm' loving

atmosphere 1n which the children gre\¡I uP and in which she r'ras always a welcome

visitor:

z-ezette porËait le même manteau pendant dir ans . ¡; "7 ElIe
achetaÍt porr. 1." "1.t", 

elle atärt soulevée de te+?el Zêzette

criait rnais ellá-lãs aiáait dfun a our parfaiÈ. Etre seuls pendant

une soirée, ses enfants nrauront pas su ce que-ctétalt' EIle
leur a donné du bonheur et de La gaí.letê' (CA' B0) '

Z-ezette, Leduc assures us, "ne pensaít pas à ellet'' (CÀ, 79) ' However'

her c'oncern with others did also take the form of an excessive interest in their

af f al-rs. Human '
ratherthansaint-like,shewasaddíctedÈotalk:''Ellese

soûlait de parolest'. Furthermore' (Leduc cannot resíst a lítt1e gentle irony)

,'elle enjolivait aVec ltopíum des mensonges inoffensífs"' Because of thís'

she was ,'1a vedette" in Èhe neighbours t kitchens where "el1e énumérait les

nouvelles du quartier" on her way here or there' (CÀt 79) '

Basile,Z.ezette|shusband,hadtoworkovertimetosupportthelarge

family, buÈ VÍolette remarks that Z-ezette and Basile were "heureux au-delà de

leurs acrobaties pour leur fin de mois". (CA, L23)' She who' oû every other

occasion, 1s the gxea._ cynic aboutttamour parfaítr', is struck with the sincerity

of the love and compassion of thís happy, nolsy, struggllng faroily' and declares:

J'auraisvoulucélébrerleurentente,leurbonheur,leurunion
sur le violon dtun Vivaldi' (CA' 123) '

tion of the childrents occupations' The

f.e poêle tirait rnal , la franchise expl
itängór. L.l cléméntlne, la dernière
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Thus, Zêzet1e is hardly a dévouée in the negatlve sense givèn Èo Èhe terrt

by simone de Beauvoir. Indeed, the label tends to lose Í;Ès rpejorative sense when

taken out of Èhe context of the self-regarding bourgeoísie' Beauvoirts auto-

bíography lacks such portraits of working class \¡7omen. Howevert in Le Deuxième

E, she made the poÍnt that, ín underprivileged social groups, the man may

well have less autonony and sense of fulfilmenÈ than Èhe woman at horne, for:

cuisinant, lessívanÈ., menant t ses enfants' elle
manifeste plus dtiniliative et ue lrhornme asservi,
ã des consignes; il doít tout es superl'eurs ¿ ' ' J
elle peuÈ tiaîner Bnpeignoir'dans , chanter' rire avec

".".rði"írr."; 
elle aiit à sa guise, prend de menus risques, cherche

à atteindre efficacemenÈ certains rêsultats. Elle vit beaucoYp

moins que son mari dans la conventíon et dans l'apparencs.\rr'f

Thís descriptÍon does seem to apply to Z-ezetEe and Basile' Z-ezette !'Ias noÈ

sacrifícing her life or her own interests for her spouse and famíly any more

than her husband, who came home from work at ten ín the eveníng, had dínner and

invaríably fell asleep in front of Èhe television. The chil-dren' who rarely

saw him except after a hard dayts l,lork, regarded him as somewhat laughable:

Ses enfants se moquaient de lui stí1 srendormaiÈ la bouche

ouveïÈe, les yeux reÈournés, exténué' (CA' 123)'

Because the sacrifices made by Basile and zézette r^rere eq.ually necessary

for the family , ZêzeEte had neither reason nor inclination to project an ímage

of martyrdom; she did not need to use such means to justify her exlstence' Her

sítuation did not induce the 'rlumière de légende dans ses yeux", 
(18) 

r'¡hich we

notice in Berthe hoping for Andréts carriage, in Hermine waiting hand and foot

on Violette, or in Julienne expecting her fiancé to tuïn uP Èo marry her. only

ZézetLet s dévouement was genuine altruism, for her sacrifíces htere necessary

for the survival of the familY'

(17)
(18)

Le Deuxi ème Sexe II
La Bâtarde r p. 271.

r p. 452. (Italics mine).
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viorette Leduc was not acquainted with the pious, bourgeoís dévouée

committed to God, husband, farnil-y and her socíal status, with whom Beauvoir

was familiar. The two mothers Leduc descríbes' BerÈhe and Zêzette' vrere

strugglíng to make ends meeÈ. Berthe l{tas an unmarried mother' Nor is Leduc

wriÈing about young glrls r^rho were destined Èo leave thelr private school to

r¡alk sÈralght into marriage. Both Hermine and Julienne vlere workíng women' and

self-supporÈing. llermine \.IAS unconvenÈional- enough Ëo love vTomen' of these

people, it is only.lu1-ienne whom we know to have been deeply religious' as zaza

and Madame de Beauvoir were. And yeÈ all these women, both generations of them'

shared the same aspiratíons, dreams and hopes as Beauvoirts dévouées ' All'

except zézetxe, define<i themselves exclusívely in relation to their loved one:

hoping to earn the love of the other, and justify their ov¡n life' they made a

cult of self-sacrifice. sígnificantly, Èhe more obvious iÈ became that their

love was unrecíprocaÈed, the more ardently they clung Èo theír role - or fantasy'

on¡y Zézette, who was genuinely indlspensâble in the situation in which she

lived, could assume the role with authenticity, for her sacrifices \¡Iere necessary

and justified. The irnplicaÈíon, which Leduc makes, that zêzette' although a

3&rtée, w"s acting without mauvaise foi , is an important ne\^t aspect to

the picture of dévouement presented in the two autobiographies'
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rr. "Lâ Narcissisterl

Vfolette Leduc never forgot herself for a moment; she was obsessed with

her image ln the eyes of others. Perhaps because she portrays herself as a

narcissist, she is luciil about the social and psychological condítions which

índuce \^romen, in particular, to contemplate themselves as if they were an out-

slder. she is no more índulgent otwards the narcissist than towards the dévouée

However, trapped by narcissism herself, it is a temptation which she shows to

be hard for women to avoid.

violeÈte believes that she acquíred her excessíve preoccupation r'¡ith her

image from her mother. DesPite her dêvouement in the family circle, and

although she stressed to her daughter the importance of lndependence' Berthe

was, above all, a narcissist. Always concerned with her image in the eyes of

others,shewouldsaytohersmalldaughter,timeandtimeagain:

Qurest-ce que vont dÍre les gens? Qutest-ce que. vont penser 1es

gens? Qutest-ce que díraient 1es gens? (B' 20) '

contrasting wíth its actual harshness \^7as the web of fantasies which Berthe

spun around ,her sítuation. For years she had played the part of ttune grande

amoureuse", (8, 27) deserted by the man she loved' Throughout Violetters chí1d-

hood and adolescence, Berthe would emphasize to her daughter their link with the

rich, Protestant family in Valenciennes - for she liked to think that they were

related. Because her daughter was partly created from aristocratic b1ood, Berthe

imagined that she vras superíor to other children' Thus, Violette writes' with

her usual ironY:

Je suis la f ille non reconnue dtun fils de farnille, je doís rivaliser
en soins, en médaille et chaînette dtor, en robes de broderie, en

longues anglaises, en teint clair, en cheveux soyeux avec les enfants

riches de la ville lorsque ma grand-¡nère me Promàne dans 1e Jardin
public. Lrange se
représentation. (8,

ctnrge en

(19) Italícs mine'

27) \ I9 louvernante.
1...'7 dehors crest 1a
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Berthe would tell Violette about her 'rgrand-mère" who spoke ttcomme un

livre", (8, 2I) and would point out members of the fa¡nily when she saw them

wa1-ktng |n Valenciennes. In LtAsphvxie, Leduc writes how, when they passed

a certain elderly gentl-ernan in the street, who, upon seeing them, would in-

variably cïoss the street, (castl-ng side-long glances at Violette) Berthe

v¡ould tell- her daughter proudly: "Cet houune-là, crest ton grand-père".(20)

VioleÈte was not allowed to go along "14 rue la plus imposante de la villet',

because, her moÈher explained to her, ""'est ta rue".(21) m¿, despite the fact

that she did not ínherit her fatherts name, Berthe decided that Violette should

be confírmed in her fatherrs Church. "I1 étaít Protestant, tu seras proÈest-

ante'r. (8, 68) .

If Berthe |íked to cheat a little with realíty, she did have one very

real advantage - of which she was well aware: her beauty. Her vanity and her

desire for perfectÍon made not only her but also her daughter 'rune maníaque de

ses toilettesrr. (FT, 164). Violette remembers her mother at tr^7enty-five:

Jrai cinq ans, jrai mes gants blancs, elle srhabille, se dóshabille,
se rhabílle, nous solt-irons jraurai pour mère 1a femme la plus
chic de la vi11e1'. (FT, 380) .

Because, as Leduc writes, "dehors c'est la représentation", (8r 27) Berthe hated

to be caught unarnrares. In LtAs¿hvxie, VioleÈte describes her motherrs reaction

when someone rang the doorbell at a moment when she dl-d not look her besÈ:

- Je n'y suis pour personne' dit ma *èr" ir-,i se déplaisait. Q2)

Generally, however, the narcissist ís not caught unprepared, for, even

alone, .she imagínes herself ín the gaze of others. Violette, who learnt thís

from her mother, admits:

Nous avons besoin drêtre attifées quand nous ne sortons pas. (FT' 165).

(20)
(21)
(22)

L rÀsÞhuiie, p.9 .

ibid., p. 39.
ibid., p. 131.
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When Víolette rrlas surprised by a visft' one afternoon in 1947 ' her reactlon was

immediately Èo thlnk of the impression she would create:

Je ne remerciais dtavoir clré le fauteuil et les chaises, dtavolr
savonné et repassé ma blouse de ménagère à carreaux bleus et blancs'

tr.J Quelle bonne 1dée jrai eue de laver mes cheveux hier soir'
(FT, 133).

![hen Víolette was an adolescent' Berthe encouraged her to care for her

appearance. Àfter Berthets marriage, theír new affluence meant that the two

hromen had at last money to spend on clothes. This became one of the few pre-

occupatíons whích mother and daughter were able to share'

Nous dépensions sans comPter quand nous choisissions de la lÍngerie'
des chemisiers . t...1 ila tèi. se donnait à ses achats ' (8, 72) '

Berthe occasionally made Violette cl-othes herself, but she particularly

enjoyed shopping. The magnetic attractíon of París, which she loved, were the

opportuniÈies for the consumer, and the chance of finding bargaín items of

clothíng in Èhe sales - a habit which made an ímpact on her daughter' On one

of her trips to Paris, before she moved there, Berthe brought back a dress for

her seventeen year old daughter, who wrítes:

Ma mère encourageait ma coquetterie' (B, 107)'

Inåeed, when she was seventy and her daughter fifty, Berthe continued to play

the same ro1e. Just as adept at spotting bargains as ever' she rurmnaged "dans

un déballage de jupes, de robes, de foulards, de lingerierrand offered Violette

a presenÈ:

- Je te ltoffre. Tu as vu son c,hic? Mets-le devant toí. Je 1'ai
mis devant moi. f:..7 Quel tricot, quelle coupe. Des rayures

bleues, des rayeures blanches, un col russe. (CA, 325_326).

Later, Violette vras extremely flattered when Paolo Vallorz, the painter, asked

her to pose for hím - wearing the same knítted jersey'
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A woman who prided herself on being fashionable, Berthets mind was f1lled

with names of fashion designersr shops and beauty producÈs' Àfter a trl-p to

París, she told VÍolette:

- Les soldes chez Amy Linker étaient moches. (B, 105) '

The blue and ¡^rhiÈe i ersey was díscovered "entre les NÓuvell.es Gáleiiss et les

Produits d ?Àuvèr qnett. (CA, 325). As for beauty products, Berthe showed how

shehad internalizeð an adverÈising slogan when she told her daughter:

rl nry a que le pétrole Hahn' (8, 2O2) '

Berthe was also prompt to come out with various 'rfemininet' clichés whích

she had either read or heard:

Ma mère te dit et 1e redit: un chapeau vous rajeunit, uD

chapeau vous ombrage' (8, 203)'

Her advice to Violette as to how to 'rcatch" a man is characteristíc of the

effect of women's magazines on their readers. Feminíníty ís understood as

narcissisÈic PassivitY :

I1 faut être tellement adroite avec un homme... Se laíser désirer'
Pas trop. Suffisanment. (CA, 313)'

Leduc shows that the narcissist learns to 100k at herself r'¡ith an

imagined male gaze, as if she herself were a mafì and an authority. Berthe,

r¿rites Violetter r^ras tthautaine avec son imagett'

ElleapoursevoiretSereconnaÎtre,levisagesérieuxd'un
savanÈ. (B , I72) '

Just as Leduc describes Paolo YaI]:otz ín the process of creating a work of art'

as if ít were a "question de vie ou de mort entre 1uí eÈ 1a toiler" (CÀ' 349)

Berthe, too, \^Ias passionately involved in creaÈing an image - her own' víolette

refers to her as "un chef-dtoeuvre"' (FT, 167) '

The judgement of the narcissist, both of herself and of other women' ís

shown to be more critical than the average male gaze. conscious of her own
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flaws and the effort which had gone into camouflaging them, she is quick to

spoÈ them in other hromen. I,rrhen Berthe ls lntroduced to VÍoletters friend,

Isabelle, Vlolette notlces:

Ma mère 1rêtudlait. Elle étudiait surtout les formes, 1'habillement.
(8, 106) .

Always conscious of the judgement of others, when Berthe was young and with

sufficient money to be a "tâche dtélégance" wherever she went, (8, 119) she made

no attempt to conceal her vanity. tfhen Violette met her in Paris, afÈer not

having seen her for several months, Berthers first words \¡/ere:

"Ma robe te plaît-elle?" (B' 119)'

víolette learnt from her mother to look aÈ other htomen ín exactly the same I¡Iay'

and she Ís aware of this when she descríbes how she once casually met her

ffiend Monique Lange and judged her physique:

LeregarddlacierdemamèredéshabillaiÈMonique.Elledoit
maigrlr sinon ses jambes paraltronË grêles. (CA, .-92).

However, it was her harsh self-judgemenÈ and her a\^Tareness of the judgement

of others which rnade ít so hard for the ageing narcissist to accept her conditíon'

I^Ihen she was sixty r , ârld compelled, through lack of money ' to weer out her old

clothes, BerÈhe asked her daughter obsessively

,,EsÈ-ce que je vieillís, Vlolette, est-ce que je suis finie? f..J
Est-ce q". :e suis un víeux machin?" (FT' 173)'

Berthets fearswere totally justified because Violette, despíte her

emotional involvement with her mother, appraised her with the detachment

colnmon to narcissists, who view themselves and others like objects of art' She

found her ageing moÈherrs pendulous bottom lip "obscène", (cA, 317) and was

impatient r¡ith her mother's "cheveux gris trop frisés'r. (cA, 319).

LessendowedwithbeautythanBerthe,HerminehTasalsoextremelyconscious

of appearâ1c€o l,üith Violette, she played the same role as Berthe, sewing and
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buyi.ng clothes for her, encouraging her to pay more attention to her appearance.

',Hermine me fé¡ninisaiÈtt, Violette complains, well aülare, because of her motherrs

indoctrination, of the passivl-ty of "femlninityrr'

J'entendÍs ma mère au loin. Sois fermne. Quand seras-tu femme? (8, 178).

During the years fn which the two vromen lived together in Paris, Herrnine

used to buy Vogue; ItêrhiLa and Le Jardin deS Modes. It was after Violetters

illness, when, having given up work, she had become increasíngly bored and ego-

centric thatrencouraged by Herrnine and the fashion magazines, she allowed her-

self to be lured ínto the trap of consumerism. Following beauty típs and

advertising, she drank orange juice for her complexion, did exercises for her

fígure and bought beauty products for her face. obsessed with rnaking her body

conform to the current image of the seductive \¡/oman, she did not think, at Èhe

time, of the impossibílíty of eveÏ becoming the woman the beauÈy industry

suggested she should be:

Ma tête dans mes mains, je lísais conseils, ave{_tjssemenls avec

anxiété. Rides, patte dìoie, pellicules, poínts nol-is, cellulite
a@ignaieatlIaigudescalamítésdeJérérníe.(8,189).

Another aspect of the myth was the glorífícation of youth, and Leduc mocks

her next aim with equal relentlessness:

Je voulais rajeunir avant mavingt-cinquième année. (8, 189).

The fact that a twenty-four year old should wish to appear younger highlíghts

the nature of the narcíssistic endeavour to become a stereotype of beauty'

Violettets perusal of beauty magazines brought her nothing but an empty and

restless díssatisfaction, an effect in which st're, as she is fully a\^7are' r^7as

consciouslY maniPulated

De page en page je me désolais sans me regarder'

Stressing the vacuíty of her total preoccupation with herself' she adds:

Je ne travaíl1ais pas, je ne voyals pas le travaíl des autres, (8, 189).

Indeed, the preoccupation with t'being" an image excludes all thought of "doíng"'
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Another thing which encour,aged narcissism ln women was the theatre and

the cinema. 'The fil-rn industry made thelr fantasies seem possl-ble, for certaln

âctfesses r,¡ere universally idoltzed as sex-s1mrbols both on and off the screen'

The early thirtles saw the rise of Greta Garbo, and seeing her provlded

Berthe and Violette wÍth food for more fantasies:

JrenvoyaÍ ma mère dans une salle de ltavenue de la Grand-Àrmée.

Elle la vit, ftreta GarboJ íl- lui f allut plusieurs nuits avant
de retrouver son sommeíl. f:. J Des heures sonÈ insufffsantes
pour nous extâsier. Le dimanche après midi, ma mère - elle préf6raít
être seule pour mieux t'goûtertt - voyalt Ludrnilla Pitoêff dans le
rôle de Saínte ,]eanne. (B ' 164) .

Violettets dream was to have:

la voix rauque de Marlène 1píetrích] pour répondre aux compliments'r.
(8, 203) .

As for her hair, at one momenr she wished to look like Ginger Rogers. (8, 202).

l.Ihen she \^rentron another occasion, to have her hair done at the famous ttAntoínetstt

she asked to be "coiffée comme Joan Crawford". (8, 2L3).

parísian haute coutúre exerted such fascínation for Víolette that, at

Èimes, it almost eclipsed the splendour of the Parisian líterary milieu' A name

such as that of the fashion designer, schiaparelli, she confesses "mrenvoûÈait,

mrobsédait, iltéblouissaiÈ'r. (8, 190). A sale at schiaparellits gave Hermine the

audacíous idea Èhats they should go and make a purchase. Violette was dazzfedz

- Tu oserais? Tu oseraís entrer chez Schíaparelli? (B' 191).

Once ínside, Violette oscillated between awe and cynicism. The select

atmosphere, the sensual, all-pervasíve aroma of perfume, the elegance of the

other clients tantalized her. At the same time, she had no illusions about

the calculating way in which the saleshTomen appealed to tLe vanity of the clienÈs:

Je demandai les soldes entre le "nrest-il pas inouÍ, n'est-íl pas

exquis, ntest-il pas crée pour vous?"dtune Vendeuse eÈ le tt¡e dois
dire quril est ravissant, je dois dire qutil me tenterrde la
cliente à la vendeuse. (B' 194).
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Reflected ln Ëhe maze of mlrrors are mere beautlful obJects' It is not the

dress that ís creåted for the woman, as the shopwonan suggests, but Èhe woman

who ís made irrto an irnage. Even the language used by the women merely reprod-

uces the clichês of snobbish advertisements. IË 1s Èacitly understood that

the women are there Èo,rpayer pour être belle, payer pour êÈre plus belle"'

(8,194).Thenarcissisticwomanwithmoneyisencouraged,bythefashion

industry'tobelfevethat,inreturnforpaymenÈ,shecanbuyane,wimage'

become a netl \^toman. All she needs to do is to spend money in order to buy

elegance, charm and sex-appeal. Listening Èo the saleshToman at schiaparellirs'

Víolette wonders:

où achète-t-elle son timbre de voix avanÈ de vendre? Je voudrais

devenir Persuasíve' (8, 201-) '

In the Schiaparelli changing room, Violette hlas enraptured by her image

in',1a glace à troís faces". (8, 2OZ). It appeared to her that, 1íke Narcissus

himself, she had an adml-rer ín t'lteau du mi-roirr'. rmaginíng her mirròr as a

lover, she reflects:

Crestchicrunmiroír'ÇanefatiguePas'Ilprend'ilrend'
Itamour, toujours ltamour'

Unfortunately,however,themirrordoesnotalwaysbeambacklove..Unlike

ovid's Narcissus, Narcissus-the-consumer is never content with her ímage for

long, always imagining she would be closer to perfectíon if only she purchased

something else. Having bought a beautÍful, expensive schiaparelli suit' which

the shopwoman casually mentioned would look superb with a lamé blouse' Víolette'

encouraged by Hermine, bought a silk gold lamé blouse from colcombet' a Rose

Descat felt hat and delicate shoes to match - which had the desired visual
(23)

effect but hurt her because they were Èoo narror¡I'

(23)ThenarcissístispreparedÈoputupwiththephysicaldiscomfortforthe
visual effect. Berthe, ín her old agà, diã not give up--her high heels which, she

felt, showed off her båautiful 1-egs.- Violett" tiit.": "elle chancelait' ses hauts

talons la fatiguaient, j. l" gronãaisr-des-talons bottier crest 1déal; elle me

donnaít le bras;-;1I;'nä répoãdaít pas.'' (FT' 175) '
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Having bought al-l thts finery, VioleÈÈe hras anxlous to expose herself

to a larger public. FeelÍng "touteneuve", (8, 203) she went walking in the

street to elfclt a reaction. Just as she had always seen her mother dol-ng, she

used every wíndow she passed as a mirror:

Je tren prie, Paris, sois plus transParent. Je ne me vois pas

dans chaque vitrine. (8, 203)'

Busy looking everywhere for reflectl-ons of herself and looking to see who was

lookíng at her, she fanÈasized:

Lragent a souri en me voyant, une dame dans son auto mta regardée.
Ouil elle a tourné la tête de mon côté. Bientôt 1e fleuve drauto-
nobiles sera glacê, 1es conducteurs monteront sur le toit de leur
voiture pour me dêtailler. (B, 203).

Leduc shows how a v/omants consciousnes's of her body ís given constant

reinforcernent by the fact that she Ís observed in the street and is ínvarj-ably

the target of comments from men - and sometirnes from r^tomen accompanied by men.

Thís aspect of Latín behavíour reinforces the tendency of women to see themselves

as sex objects ,(24)regarding the verdict of passers-by as a crucial test of

their feminínity. Thus, when Violette came home after walkíng 1n the streets ín

her ner^r clothes, Hermine asked her:

- Parle-moi des regards que tu as eus? On se retournait? f..'f
Qu-est-ce qutils tfont dit? (B, 208-209) '

At home, víolette mocked Hermínets curiosity. However, whilst rnralkíng, she had

been eagerly watching the reactions to her appearance, wanting desperaÈely to

be treated as a desirable sex object:

Je passe, inaperçue' Ctest Ínjuste' Je ne peux Pas tourner la tê¿e'
Ma mère rt"pprerráit que crest mal élevê. Jtespère qutun honrne va

me suivre. (8, 204) '

(24) Beauvoir makes us a\^rare of this aspecÈ of French society ín her autobiograPhY,

too. tr{hen Lise was in her early twenties, she writes: "811e faisaít sensation quand

elle entrait au tFloret. Partout où elle passait on la remarquait." (FA' 489)'
She wriÈes that Leduc \"ras stared at too, ("dans la rue on se retournait sur son

passage,,r) because her face, in her o1d ager contrasted with her "silhouette
juvenlle". (TcF, 6o).
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Às well as Berthe, Hermine and Violette, Bernadette' too, ls shown to be

concerned wlth fashl-on. A weal-thy \¡roman, whomrü-oleÈte met in the late nlneteen-

thlrtLes, she vüas a regular patron of the Parísian fashion houses' I{hen

VioleÈte admlred her suft, she replied, flattered:

-Unefolie.r..,TIlvlentdechezBalenciaga.(8,279).

she proposed to Violette that they go and fínd her something from the sale at

Balenciaga, tellíng her persuasively:

- vous avez de Itallure. Vous portez bien la toilette' La

vitalitê ctest tout pour une femme et vous en avez. (8, 280).

Obviously very conscl-ous of her image, and with money and leisure, Bernadette

was ntoujours élêgante â la fin de la journêe". (8, 286). It ¡vas she who,

believing that a nose opeïatlon would change Violettets attitude towards hersblf'

made sure that the unwilling client went through with it '

Berthe was able to impress with her beauty. Bernadette obviously be1íev--

ed in the importance of elegance and vítalíty' Violette was not beautiful and

although she was very coDscious of clothes, she could not aspire to ímpress as

a beauty. she harboured other dreams. Just as Berthe liked Èo imagine herself

associated \^7ith the rich farnily in Valenciennes, VioleÈte htas her greatest

admirer of herself as a writer. hlhen she lived for a tÍme wíth ìlauríce sachs

in NormandY, she wrítes:

JemecroisexÈraordinaíreparcequejevisavecSach',f..J
parce que je me prends pour luí' (B' 363)'

Having admired Simone de Beauvoir at work in the café de Flore, Violette rushed

away excitedly to look at her own reflection in a mirror, imagíning she was

contemplating the \^loman she had just seen:

-QuelpeÈitvisageellea,ai-jedtttoutbasãl'armoireà
glace. Je me regardais sans dégout puisque je regardais aussí le
visagedelafemmequiécrivaitdansuncafé.(FT,33).

Always imagining the irnpressíon she was making on the other person, when

she was r¡ith someone, violette hTas more conscíous of herself than of her
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companion. AttcaboÈine infatigablerr, (CA, 90)she tells us that in the company

of Berñadette:

Je fabrfque des sourires, des contenances, des silences. (FT, 26).

I^lith Beauvoir, Èoo, she was conscious of playíng a role, of havíng to act'rnaturaltt:

je travaillai mon expression jusqu'à ce que jrobtienne du naturel,
une disponsibil-ité sur tout mon visage. Je jouais le contraíre
d I une cornédie. (FT, 68) .

On the subject of the narcissíst, Beauvoír, we recall, had written in

Le Deuxième Sexe:

.(

I

À-

I

t

t

This was

crest au dépens de Ia vie réelle que 1a comédie narcissiste se

déroule; F,I'La femme en prole à son moí percl toute prlse sur
le monde óoncret, elle ne se soucíe dtéÈablír avec autrui aucun
rapport ¡6s1. (25)

the case wíth Víolette Leduc, who calls herself derisívely "une ll
Àt,,ii
n
1,'acËrice sans public". (CA, 90). Her autobíography shows us clearly how she ís

always observing herself playing a role, aware that she ís actíng but not able

to stop. It ís stríking that whereas Leduc the woman is caught up in mauvaíse

foi' , Leduc the writer is strangely lucid about her behavíour.

It is evídent, from the autobiography, that Leduc was incapable of an

authentic relationshlp wÍth another person. She shows' too, how for a time she

lost ,'touÈe príse sur le monde concret". not.¿(26) and lonely, she írnagíned

herself the ÈargeË of a large group of persecutors. She believed that even Jean-

paul Sartre \^7as aiming hís writing at her. Thus, when he vü-rote about Tíntorettors
(27)

uglíness, he was actually writing about her'

d'Altona(28) tt" directed at her:

Hís p1ay, Les Séquestrés

(2s)
(26)
(27)
(28)

p. 47 3.
ttMon malheur, ne serait-ce Pas lrennui?
se,rr Situations, IV, Paris: Gallimard,

Les Sê uestrés drAltona aPPeared in

Le Deuxième Sexe II,
@t:
"Le-S6{uestr6 de Vení

" (cÀ, 11) .

L964,
, (octobre 1959)

and 165, (novembre 1959
Les Temps Modernes ' :-.64
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Ce séquestrê ctest moi¡ al--Je soutenu à Simone de Beauvoft. f ...J
sartre me vise. (cA' 77).

She told Beauvoir she was convlnced that the crabs, in the Play, were sartre's

means of mocking her. üIhen an excerpt from Gotzt Lè Trâîts) appeared in Les

Temos Modertes, she knew that, the editorial board was getting at her:

51 lton parle drun traître dans la revue, ce traître crest moí.

f...J ie cornitê de rédaction m'avertlt. Je suis pourrie et il
r. "åft.--t.,1 

oui, Sartre m'en veut; il me pousse clu pied sur 1e

côté pouriant-je ne-sui-s jarnais sur son passage. (FT' 409-410)'

Bymeansofmadness,shernanagedtobelíeveÈhatherroleinSartre|s

life was not nearl-y as insignifícant as ít actually was, and that the writers

associated with Les Temos Modernes were also preoccupied wlth her, Violette

Leduc. As both Freud and Beauvoir claimed, the narcissist, through her paranoia'

again sees herself as the object of the gaze of others.(29)
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(29) See P. 302, n. L34.
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III . ,,Lá.Fe,tmé Ind6pendânte"

Only a few uTomen ln the autoblography escape Vlolette Leduc's lrony.

They are ttomen with whorn she is much less well acquainted: women whom she

ardentLy admires as independent r^romen. For Leduc, these ltomen have the prestíge'

the abstractness of men, rather than of I^lomen. They remain distant flgures and

idols, wlth whom víolette constantly compares herself - unfavourably'

These \romen are admired by Víolette Leduc for what they represent, rather

than for what they are, for she never knows any of them at all íntlrnately. l^Iith

them she constantly feels thâÈ their l-ife is "ai11eurs". (FT' 67). However, it

is she herself who increases the dístance between them and her. It ís signl-f-

icant that she always feels like an adolescent in their presence. By forcing

them into a quasÍ maternal role and by behaving' as she once put itt like a

"collégienne demeurêe" herself, (8, 233) she destroys potential recipríocity

and, with it, any possíbility of real friendship. For this reason, when we look

at the image of independenÈ women ín Leducts autobiographyr we must also consider

Leducrs peculíar relatlonshíp with these ¡.tromen, for the interaction explaíns the

portraits just as the portraits elucidate the ínteraction.

Berthe, as \¡re have seen, r¡ras boÈh a dévouée and a narcissíst, dependíng

on her situation, but she also ímplanted in Violetters mind the dread of depend-

ence. Lucid about the opportunities she never had, she was constanÈly stressing

to her adolescent daughter Èhe importance of education and a professíon:

"Apprendsrme disait ma mère. Je ne veux pas que tu souffres du

manque dtínstruction corrne j ren ai souffert." (8, 62).

She pleaded wl-th VioletÈe to train for a profession:

,'Deviens institutrÍce", suppllait ma mère. I.l Si je ne devenais

pas institutríce, ma vieillesse ressemblerait à son enfance
rnisérable. Ha vieillesse 1|effrayait. (8, 119)

I
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t
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Berthe herself, just after her marriage in L92I, províded an example

of an enterprlslng spirit. Elegant and efficient, working ln the interior

decorating business with her husband and drlving a motor car very capably'

Viol_ette was proud of her mother. One senses that Berthe rnight have been an

inspíring model to her daughter, had she enjoyed such favourable circumstances

rather earlier.

However, J-t was partícularly íntellectual hromen who impressed Violette.

We have seen Èhat she did not identífy with them; rather she remained conscious

of an unbridgeable gap between her and them, so that they remained superior

beings rather than effective models. She wriÈes:

Jradmire 1es femmes intelligentes? Je 1es respecte. Je me tiens
à distance dtelles. (CA, 303).

As soon as she went to college, after her motherrs marriage, it r¿as the

studíous, lntelligenÈ gírls who capÈured her imagination. Àt school in Valenc-

iennes, she a-d1íred a diligent nineteen year o1d girl, who, as'rsurveillante",

supervised the homework sesslons ín the evening:

Elle préparait un concours, elle étudl-aiÈ plus que nous. (8, 59).

Another person she looked up to was l"lademoíselle Godfroy' a young teacher from

paris, whose eyes sparkled r¡íth "le feu de ltintelligence" (B' 64) - an intelligence

¡¡hich seemed to prorníse ne\^I realms whose exístenc'e violetté could only guess aÈ:

Lrunivers qu'elle mettait à notre portée l..J grandissaít jusqu'à
ltinfini, parce que ì411e Godfroy réflêchissait. (8, 65)

I{hen VioletÈe moved to the Collège de D..., her new infatuatíon became

Isabelle , who, as "la meilleure élèVe'f wastrsÈudieuse sans zèle et sans suffis'-

ance". (8, 79). In the evening study sessions, Isabelle \^Ias able to concentrate

and forget herself ín her work, whereas Violette could only think of her:

Je ne peux pas lraborder, je ne peux Pas la sortir de son livre'
f..l J'ouvris un livre pour 1ui ressembler' (8, 87)'

i
I
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I,le recollecÈ that when she llved 1n París, Àdrlenne Monnier became a

new idol. Leiluc admired the way she moved with ease and dignity in the "monde

lnabordable des écrlvains" - a world 1n which she was consclous that she would

flounder, with her tttimídlté", rrsottl-se" and ttamour-propre". (8, 232). Onee

again, her idolizatíon of an independent r¡Ioman dÍd not mean that she was tenrpted

to emulate her¡ on the contrary, the comparison merely served to highlight her

own deficiencles in her mincl. This was evidently part of the strange pleasure

that she took in such comParisons.

It was Denise Batchef f , the impresario for whom Violette r,ras working at

the tíme, who arranged for her to meet Bernadette. I'Ie are not told who Berna-

dette actually was, whether she worked or noÈ and whether she lived alone. She

hras a little older than VÍolettefs Èwenty-eÍght years, wealthy and worl-dly.

Víolette could not understand, since BernadetÈe "connaíssait sûrement cinq cents

personnes à paris", (8, 277) wt.y she should take the tíme to see and help her -

',une standardiste déchue". (8, 277). It seems, however, that Bernadette sa\^7

herself as a ttrÉanímatricerr. (FT, 27). Violette \,/as bitterly aware that Bernad-

ette had a tendency torcollect" what she called "des neurasses", (ff, ZZ¡(30)

and listen to their 'lconfidences" and t'jêrémiades". (FT, 27), À benefactress'

rather than a dévouêe , for she did not live for the gratitude of others, she

showed "compassion" (FT, 26), t'bienveíllance" (8, 277) and "gentillesse".(FT, 27).

She obviously enjoyed being generous with her tíme and money.

Violette admíred Bernadettefs "souple íntelligence" (8, 277) and her

{oubli de soi". (8, 277). She, in contrasÈ, rnras demanding and possessive. Instead

of following the example of Bernadetters altruism, she merely resented, just as

she had with Àdrienne Monnier, that BernadetÈets generosity was directed at others

besides herself. She writes jealously:

Si elle était ma mère, je la prendrais à 1a gorge pour tant de
genti'llesse semée aux quatre vents. (FT, 27).

l30) ttNeurassestt- VioletÈe explalns. meant ttneurasthéniquestt. (FTr 27) '
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Líkewlse, although Vtolette appreciated Bernadetters ttoptimismett and the rule

which Violette guesses she had made for herself: ttne pas srapitoyer sui elle-

même", (8, 277) the younger woman took advantage of her meetlngs with

Bernadette to Pour out her r^Ioes'

tror her part, Bernadette made ít her busíness to help violette acquire

a degree of independence. she found violette another job, she telephoned her

regularly and took her out, encouraging her in her work and her writíng'

Believing that a nose operatlon would help Víoletters self-confidence' she was

Èhe one who took her to the hospítal, after Violette had delíberately slept in'

lühen VioleÈte r^ras living of f the blaqk market, it was Bernadette r¡ho províded

the líst of names of people who vrould buy the butter and meat. As for

Violette's wríting:

Bernadettemlexplíquaítquejeseraissonpoulain.(FT'16).

Bernadette introduced her to Clara Malraux, Èo whom she gave the draft of

L,Asphyxie to read. Ànd through her friend, Gégé, she arranged for Simone de

Beauvoir to read Violettets work'

Despite all her thoughtful attenÈion, violette was a\^tare that Bernadette,

too, belonged to a different sphere'

Je ntexístais pas dans son univers de femme du monde et de bon

gargon. (8, 277).

As for clara Malraux, violette felt separated from her because of what she

chose to see as the disparity in their intelligence:

son intellígence_dél-iée cotnme des doígts de virtuo,sil lratrophíe de

mon cerveau me separaienË dfelle' (B' 276-277) '

VioletÈe was íntimidated by both l4tomen' but her admiration for Bernadette

was curbed by some reservations. Bernadetter, who remínded Violette of the models

in Vógue and Fêmina, htas too eager to make Violette more feminine' Perhaps she
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nas, in thfs respect, too slmllar to the sort of woman Vlolette knew well'

Ànd, after all, she was not an intellectual. In'any event' she dfsappears from

the autobiography, wJ-thout any comment from Leduc'

Before víol-ette had even thought of gíving simone ile Beauvoir her manu-'

script to read, when she came to París at the weekends, with her black market

products, she often used to go to the café de Flore to admlre the author at work'

To Violette, who, at thirty-eightr was beginning to see herself as a Intríter' this

,,fenune-êcrivain", (FT, 32) this t'fermne de grand talent", (FT' 51) wíth her

,,intelllgence extraordinaire" (CÀ, 85) represented the ultlmate model of an

índependent woman.

violette was first sÈruck by Beauvoir's exÈraordinary lack of self-display.

Despite her beauÈy, she was t'vêtue conme tout le monde", always wearing the

same ,,petit manteau de fourïure". (IT, 32-33). Àlthougb she worked ín a public

place, tt". ntétait Pas du clnémat':

Elle ne regardait pas autour dtelle, Elle steffaçait sous lreffort.
(FT, 32)

lle recollect that violetÈe, who was âlways conscl-ous of the gaze of others

herself, had admíred this same quality in Isabelle'

In accordance with her previous paÈtern, Violette felt "anêantie" (FT, 42)

by the contrast between Beauvoirts qualities and her ov¡n failings' Iiíth ber' she

remained "une adol-escente de trente-huit ans" (FT, 113) in the presence of her

idol. Beauvoir líved,,dans le monde des ídées", whereas she lived "dans 1e monde

des ressassements". (CA, 25). Het idol was constantly "vive et pressée"i she

herself \,sas rramorphe et résignée". (cÀ, 24). Beauvoirts "énérgie" and "courage"

and her,,journées remplies" (CA, 7B-7g) contrasted with Violettets t'désir de

souffrír eÈ de stagnerttr (cA, 24) :het rrinactivité'r and her "journées de

débauche". (cA, 78-79) .
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As well- as belng t'une femme pulssanÈe dans lreffort, dans le travallrr,

(IT, 235) Beauvolr, ltke Bernadette, wås compassJ-onåte' generousr with a

',bonne volonté illimitée". (FT, 235), She encouraged and promoted Leducrs wrlting:

Elle rayonne quand mon travail 1ui p1-aÎt. (FT, 408).

She listened to Víolettets "jérêmiades", (CÀ, 46) offering her understandíng

and supporÈ:

Elle veut me fortifier. (F'I' 311).

Víolette responded by tellíng Beauvoir about herself t'avec une ivresse dtégo-

centríste", wallowing in se1-f-pity "en maniaque du désespoírl'. (r"I' 311).

Simone de Beauvoir was always keen to bring theír conversations back to

the subject of Leducrs writing, asking Violette whether she had been workíng:

- Avez-vous travaillé? ne dit-elle avec se bíenveiIlánce habiÈuelle.
Crest qui compte pour elle. Ce sont nos liens. (FTr 319).

She lost no time, at the begínníng of their acquaintance, ín making clear to

VioleÈte the naÈure of their relationship. In åns\¡/er Èo a letter from Violette,

the contents of which \^re can imaglne, she Lrrote back wíth "une mise au poínt

définitive": (fT' 67)

811-e peut me donner de lramitíé, elle me la donnera. Àvenir coirsol-
idé. un mot mra faiÈ pleurer. ctest le mot rrmira}e". f..J Elle
mtexplique que mon sentiment pour elle est rn mírage, f.,f Sa

vie est ailleurs. (FT , 67) ,

Instead of the "complicet' which Víolette had sought; she had found "une amíe

lucíde". (TT, 319). As Beauvoir knew, and even Violette adml-ts:

Plus elle me tient à distance,
détérioration. (FT' 115).

plus elle me préserve dtune

Despíte Èhe distance she managed to preserve between them, Beauvoir needed

to be exceptionally paÈient and undersÈanding to retaín a constant and collegíal

relationshíp with Leduc. It ís greatly to her credit that she managed to maintain

the role she did in Leducts lífe for almost thirty yeârs, whereas all Leducrs

other fríends and idols disappeared from her life. It ls clear that the passion
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Vio1eÈte felt for Símone de Be¿uvoir was, in fact, egocentrlc and narclssistic,

as rJere all her passions for índependent womèn. She saw in Beauvol-r the image

of what she would like to be, and yet, when she was with Beauvoir, she became

dependent and childlíke - the exact opposite of her idol' Contrastlng with the

constancy of Simone de Beauvoir, Leducrs attítude to her was vlcisslÈudinous'

one noment she admits generously: "5e luí dois toutr', (rT' 313) and the next

moment she bitterly resents the fnflexíbility of Beauvoir's work schedule' she

oscíllates between clear-slghtedness and gratitude, and resentment and revolting

obsequíousness. The change of mood is shovm ín the fo1-lowing two påssages:

Je ne peux rien lui reprocher. Elle mra donné trois heures de son

emploi du temps. lonnä? Sacrifié. Àujourdfhui, je ne lraccompagne

pr"-3rr"qrr'à fä porte le I'immeuble de Sartre. Elle a refermé la
sienie á"rr" ,rr, àt"n. Elle se retrouve pour travailler. Je le
comprends. (CÀ, 27).

and, on anoÈher occasion:

Je ne ¡nérlte pâs un bref arrêt de travaíl? Je ne mérite pas ltarrêt
drune dlscussion de vous avec SarÈre? Je suís un petít chat, on Ita
nové maís í1 est revenu à 1a surface; il sren est sortí, il víË sans

riír. tout à faít. Séchez-le avec votre serviette de table' Simone

de Beauvoir. FlatÈez-moi de la main, je râperai le dessus de votre
maln avec rnon bout de langue, je vous prouverai ma reconnaissance'

(cA, 194) .

Símone de Beauvoir iatroduced Vióle'Ète Ëo Colette Audry and ÌIathalie

Sarraute. Audry, who obviously made a point of keeping her distance, ímpressed

Leduc wiÈh her "clartés dtintellÍgence" (FT, 59) and her I'robustesse physique

et morale,,. (FT, 59). Às Leduc admits, she was attracted to what Àudry represent-

edrratherÈhantoherpersonalityrwhichshedidnoÈkno\'r:

colette Àudry était professeur, elle m'en imposait. (r'T, 356-357)

and:

C'est une agrégée, elle a publié deux livres' je 1a mets en valeur'
j 'essale de 1'attirer, (m ' 364) '
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Sarraute, wrltes Leduc admlrlngly, v.ras a ttdroguée de ltttératurert: (FTr 70)

Ell-e faisaít ses rechérches et ses expêrlences avec la llttérature,
c'êtaít ce qu'elIe aLmaít le plus au monile. (FT' 59).

The two hromen became friends for a brief períod. However, Víolette dlscovered

Nathallers vul-nerabilíty, and this triggered off the kínds of sadistíc games

r¡hich Vlolette did not dare to play with women who intimídatecl her. They soon

ceased Èo see each other.

One flnal portrait of a woman whom Violette admired for her independence

is that of ÉmíIie. In her earl-y eighties, Emtlíe lived in Faucon, the vÍllage

ín Vaucluse where VíoletÈe bought a house in 1965. She had prevlously been a

headmistress of a primary school and in her retirement she continued to lead a

vígorous ltfe. She subscribed to LfExPress, to Ltobsêrvateui and to Les Temps

_ff"¿*.. (8, 323). She was "à la pointe de toutes 1es actualités (CÀ, 359) and

discussed things t'avec une fougue de lion". (B, 323). Enthusíastic about Sartre,

Beauvoír andschwarlrBart, she was also eager to see the fírst fílms of Louis

Bunuel.
(:r¡

Emilie suivait les meilleures émlssions à la télévisíon, elle les
cornmentait avec frénésie. ElIe écoutait du jazz et des classíques
sur son électrophone. Le XXe siècle ne Ia rebutait pas. Elle
foncait sur notre époque. (CÀ, 359).

For the first tíme, Leduc expresses admiration for polítícal comrnítment -

an aspect of Beauvoir and Àudry which she does not mention:

Femme de gauche, certes. Elle nfadhérait pas à un parÈl-, mais elle
dêfendait ses oplnions et ses convictions avec 1a fougue dtune
militante. (CA, 359).

(31) It ís possible that rrManette", the moÈher of André in Beauvoirts LtAge de

discréÈíon , is modelled on the same \¡/oman:

eIle a quatre-vingt-quatre ans, elle vit seule dans sa maison de Villeneuve-lès-
les rangs 'tlu P.C. f . .l
e1Ie un bonheur qurelle n'a

Avlgon. /:...-7 elle milite encore f arouchement dans
Institutrice, troís enfants, 1a retraíte a été pour
pas encore épuísé. (p. 2L).
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I^Ildowed for many years, Ernille t'adoralttt her daughÈer, Georgette, who

lrâs working Ín Parls, and was delighted whenever there r'ras a letter ln her

post-box from her. She llked to exchange a friendly word r¿ith the school

children when they passed her house. However, she was not dependent on anyone:

Elle se suffísa1t , f,,.1 Elle ne fréquenÈait pr'esque personne.
(cÀ, 359-360).

She seemed netíher to índulge in nostalgla for her pâst nor did she fill ln

her Èíme with unnecessary chores:

-Grande, la mise plûtot négllgée. Le dêsordre dans sa cuíslne?
Une bataille dridées. (CA, 359).

Once again, Víolette felt lnferl-or by comparíson:

EIle se suffit. Je ne me suffis pas' (CA, 371)'

Furthermore, she made sure that she was inferior. Emilie put her up ín her house

while Violette looked for other accommodation, stressing to Violette that thís

arrangement \^ras "provisoire". (CÀ, 360). After Ëhree weeks, Emilie left for a

short ho1-íday, telling Violette firmly to use Èhe È1me to flnd another place to

live. MeanwhÍle, VÍolette vras entrusted wiËh her hostesst beloved cats. Returning

Emíliers hospitality and firm benevolence with resentment, Víolette told herself

sulkily:

Essence,supérieure. t-...J Elle dédaígne les autres. (CA, 374).

Proceeding to behave like a refractory adolescent, she decided:

Je ne nourrirai pas ses chats. Je prlverai ses chats. Je volerai
ses chats en prenant pour moi ce qurelle a achet6 pour eux. (CA, 374).

Not surprisingly, when Emílíe returned, âûy chance of fríendshíp r¿ith the

forceful old ladY was shattered:

Elle me chassait. Elle ne mta pas dit au revoir' Je lravais
trompée. (CÀ, 380).
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l^IhaÈ, then, dld these !üomen whom Leduc adnired - and sometlmes ldollzed -

have 1n common? They all apprecfated educatíon and culture; most of them

dazz¡ed Leduc because of theÍr 1ntellígence and lnÈellectualism. They were

energetic, hard-workl-ng, strong-willed women with a zest for 1ife. They were

not preoccupíed with themselves or complacentr but concerned wíth theír work

and passionately involved ín projects outside themselves. I{e never glímpse

these \^romen ileþendent on ånyone else, and yet they liked to give generously

of Èhemselves. They all had the good sense and presence of mÍnd to preserve

a certain disÈance vrith VioletÈe (except Nathalie Sarraute, who then ceased to

see her). Simone de Beauvoír was well ar¡are of what she represented for Leduc

and duly assumed her responsibility.

It is striking that the sort of r^7omen Leduc admired were also the sort of

rvomen for whom Beauvoir felt great respect. The dífference is that Beauvoir

always strove to live up to her ideal herself, whereas, wíth Leduc, the strength

of independent \¡/omen brought to Èhe surface her weakness; theír independence

made her dependent and child-líke. Trying to re-enact with Èhem the relation-

ship she had had with her mother, she was unable to llve the 1ífe of a mature,

autonomous índÍvídual for which they provided a rnodel.
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CONCLUSION

The atÈempts made by Slurone de Beauvoir and Violette Leduc Èo come to

terms wlth the female experience give the lmpression.of being a success in

the one lnstance and a failure ín the other. Beauvoirts autobiography portrays

the rlch and satisfyíng existence of an independent woman. Leducts portrays

the narrow and lonely existence of a woman obsessed wíth herself.

Further examination, however, reveals that their female experience is

more complícated than this. It becomes apparent that Simone de Beauvoir

achieved índependence only at a greaÈ cost to herself, and thaÈ she understates

a number of conflicts in her autobiography. Leducr oD the other hand, embraced

rather than strugglecl against the obstacles in the way of her autonomy and

self-fulfilment, acceptíng them as insurmounÈable.

The dífferent reactions of Beauvoir and Leduc to beíng a uToman reflect

an atÈiËude Èowards themselves whiòh emerged from their different personal

circumstances. For boËh \^romen, their chóix orl-ginel r^las a consequence of a

crisis provoked by a sudden confrontation with an image of themselves which

was negative. They responded to this,personal crisis in the same \^ray that they

responded Èo what they experienced as their negative image as rvomen in society.

Beauvoir, who in the early years of her life had acquired a strong sense of her

or^m worth, \¡ras deÈermined to re-establish her early sovereignty, despite being

a female. Leduc, who had never developed any pride or confidence in her own

self, accepted and gave rèinforcement to her negative self-image. InternaLízing

patriarchal values, she saw her femininity as a part of her inferiority.

The fact is Èhat their image of thernselves as individuals could not be

dívorced from the image which Simone de Beauvoir and Víolette Leduc had of

r¡/omen generally, and neither of them had any reason to feel particularly proud
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to be a r^roman. By the time they were adolescents, both llere conscl,ous that

they belonged to the I'second sex". Beauvoir was told that with her l-ntell1-

gence, she should have been a male; Leduc was constantly remlnded thai she

belonged to an ill-fated sex whose greatest curse was the danger of pregnancy.

Both were extremely ambivalent about their female bodies. Beauvoir, who was

determined to prove herself an'independent subject, felt betrayed by her body

which, she qras ar^rare, all too often reduced her to a staÈus of object. Leducrs

feurale sexualíty díd not so,'much conflict with her chosen identity, as make her

feel painfully vulnerable and afraid of men. As females, and thus the object

of the male gaze, both exPerienced the trauma of being judged physically

unattractive. For Beauvoir this was for the duration of her "âge íngrat"; for

Leduc Èhis had been the case since childhood.

It is significant that Beauvoir, from puberty onhTards, looked to males

for approval and chose one man, in particular, as her supreme judge. Leduc,

who had also learnt to rate male approval more hlghly, made no attempt to earn

the respect of men, and was only ever attracted to men who she kne¡,¡ would

reject her.

Beauvoir díd not \^rant to please men by means of her feminínity - which'

she knew, merely amounted to male fascination with female passivity- She

wanted the respect of men. In order to earn this, she was determíned to prove

herself their equal: an independent subject, responsible for herself. However,

thi.s involved ignorírrg cerÈain of her needs, and desires as a r^toman. Aware that

one of her most forrnídable obstacles was her conditioning as a female, Beauvoírrs

tendency \nras to ígnore her ttf emininitytt, unless she was forced to conf ront it

by some cfisis ih which Ëhe lmage of herself reflected by her environment

conflicted r^rith her self image. At such times' \,üe have seen, she re-established

her sense ôf soverèignty by means of raËionalization or rePression'
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ConÈrary to the opinion expressed by Roy Pascal and Phtllppe LeJeune

as to r^rhat constitutes "goodtt autobiographies, the present study suggests that

Èhe very consÍstency of Beauvolrts life and autobiography ís its greatesÈ

lirnitation. In order to sustain it, she had to reject ímportant areas of

her experÍence. Her strength of character, which both these critics generally

admire in autobíographers, l-nvolved suppressing or resisting those aspects of

herself which she took to be tteaknesses.

Beauvoirfs auÈobiography fits her experience rather too neatly ínto the

her eagerness tointellectual framework of Le Deuxième Sexe. UnfortunatelY,

make certain points means that Beauvoir skips over or rationalizes a number of

uncertainties, arnbiguitíes and contradíctions. Her view of experience'

categorízed ín black and white binary oppositions such as Subject versus

Object.; activity versus passivity' transcendence versus immanence, authenticity

versus mauvaise foi, prevents her from exploring the female experience in all

its complexity or from seeing all the possibilities of lilomen as üIomen'

The absence of any kind of oVert moralizing is certainly one of

Leducrs strengths. She is not ashamed to apPear eíÈher hTeak or rídiculous'

On the contrary, although she portrays erself and most other lÀTomen ín a light

which ís quite unflat.tering, her tone is rarely condemnatory, for she under-

stands why women are like they are, and conveys ehis to the reader.

Another point ín Leducrs favour is that she does nÒt attemPt to

justífy or neuÈralize her emotions by placing them in a conceptual framework'

She writes openly and unabashedly bbout her desires, her failings and her

confusíon. Nor does she try to rationalize her obsessions and her madness'

However, the sarne qualitíes which are positive in Leducts r¡riting lÁrere

negative in her life. Her sincerity and her openness are rooted ín her
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narcisslsm, complacency and her resisÈance Èo change. she does not ¡iloss over

the cÒntradictions in her female experlence, but, instead, she uses Èhem as an

alib1. Her wlllingness to confronÈ her experience is derived from a pre-

occupation wlth her or^m experlence, and her lack of interest in things outside

herself. Indeed, it ís as an honest accounÈ of destructiveness, particularly

self-desÈructiveness, thaÈ Leducrs r^rriting ís most consÈructive as an analysis

of female experlence l-n paÈrlarchal society'

Since the autobiographies of slmone de Beauvoir and violêtte Leduc

there have been some changes regarding the place of vromen in society' The laws

concerning \¡/omen are constantl-y changing, and, in particular, the feminist

movement.since the seventies has done much to transform attitudes towards the

female experience. However, many of the dilermas faced by women, which

Beauvoir and, Leduc wrote about in their autobiographies' stíll exist. Líving,

as they do, in a patriarchal culture, and writing about their experience through

this medium, \^7omen have stíll to struggle to find an authentic self and to

discover their possibllities as hTomen. The precise nature of the female

experíence is still noÈ understood, and the relationship beÈween bi-ological

and cultural factors remains a major issue of debate amongst feminists today.

It is only by contínuíng the task whích simone de Beauvoir and violette Leduc

began, by confronting and exploring the female experience in all its complexíty'

without trivíålising ít or sentimentalizing iÈ, Èhat this neglected half of

hurnan experience can offer any challenge to patríarchal culture.
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