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Introduction

This book studies Simone de Beauvoir’s Le deuxième sexe (1949) within the contexts of phenomenological philosophy. I insert Beauvoir’s treatise into the framework of Husserl’s and Merleau-Ponty’s methodological reflections and reinterpret its tasks and results.

I do not offer an exegesis of Le deuxième sexe. Rather, my aim is to think along the lines that Beauvoir’s writing suggests and to develop her philosophical insight further. Consequently, I shall bypass several sections that are usually considered central to Beauvoir’s feminism. And on the other hand, I focus on details that have not been taken to be significant but which I find essential to the phenomenological dimension of Beauvoir’s feminist reflections.1

My book challenges the traditional understanding that assumes that Beauvoir’s claims are basically empirical. I argue that Le deuxième sexe is not a sociohistorical explanation nor a declaration of women’s rights but a philosophical inquiry. Beauvoir’s main claims do not concern the sociopsychological construction of gender and its material basis in the natural givens of sex. Instead they concern the ambiguity of the living body and its dual expressions, the feminine and the masculine.

The traditional reading is still widely accepted,2 even though several scholars have pointed out, starting in the early 1980s, that Beauvoir’s inquiry is philosophical. Michèle Le Dœuff’s work L’etude et le rouet (Hipparchia’s Choice: An Essay Concerning Women, Philosophy, Etc., [1989] 1991) was pioneering in this field. Le Dœuff shows that Beauvoir’s book includes a radical revision of the conceptual and imaginary elements of Sartre’s philosophy, not just his audrocentric account of sexuality but also his dualist notion of being. On similar lines, Margaret Simons ([1981] 1999) has argued that Le deuxième sexe offers an implicit criticism of Sartre.3 Other scholars have developed further the anti-Sartrean interpretation by explicating further differences between Beauvoir’s and Sartre’s philosophical reflections.4 The work of Eva Lundgren-Gothlin (1991) confirms that Beauvoir did not just apply Sartre’s ideas but was an independent, original thinker.

However, most commentators assume that when Beauvoir distances herself from Sartre’s concepts and theories, she also departs from the rest of the phenomenological movement.5 Le Dœuff makes this assumption explicitly. She identifies phenomenology with Sartre’s modification of it and concludes that the criticism Beauvoir launches against Sartrean subjectivism applies equally to all phenomenology. Thus, Le Dœuff is able to claim that the “subject” of freedom that Beauvoir would like women to “become has little to do with the phenomenological subject that Sartre inherited from his Husserlian days as a theoretical position” (Le Dœuff 1991, 99, cf. 108).

I show that this is a hasty conclusion based on a one-sided notion of phenomenology. I argue that Beauvoir’s discussion of femininity and sexual difference is phenomenological in its aims and its methods. Her basic starting points are in the Husserlian idea of the living body that she found developed in Merleau-Ponty’s Phénoménologie de la perception (1945).

Merleau-Ponty’s work offered Beauvoir detailed descriptions of the body, its sexuality, motility, and temporality. But what mostly impressed her was that Merleau-Ponty presented a viable alternative to Sartre’s “phenomenological ontology” troubled by the problems of solipsism and dualism.6 Phénoménologie de la perception convinced Beauvoir of Husserl’s claims that phenomenology is not an epistemological theory nor a solipsistic system, but fundamentally a philosophy of corporeality and intersubjectivity. When she undertook to write about sexuality, she was not Sartre’s pupil but a reader of several Husserl scholars, Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger, but also Fink and Lévinas.

My work continues the line of inquiry initiated by Sonia Kruks in Situation and Human Existence (1990). Kruks’s book revealed close similarities between Beauvoir’s and Merleau-Ponty’s notions of situation. I have already expanded this viewpoint elsewhere by showing that Beauvoir’s idea of woman as a becoming is different from the idea of gender as a sociocultural construct.7 Her well-known thesis “One is not born woman: one becomes woman” is misrepresented when it is identified with the sex/gender distinction. Le deuxième sexe is not in a thesis about women’s socialization, but a phenomenological inquiry into the constitution of the meaning of sexual difference.8

It seems to me, however, that we must go from Sartre and Merleau-Ponty even deeper into the phenomenological tradition in order to realize the full strength of Beauvoir’s work. It is not enough to compare her arguments to those of her close contemporaries. In addition, we need to relate her discussion of sexuality to Husserl’s discussion of the living body and to his reinterpretation of the expressive relation between the soul and the body.9 This is the main task of my book. It is only in the methodic and thematic context of Husserl’s phenomenology that we can identify Beauvoir’s fundamental questions and understand her original way of answering them.10

Into the methodological and conceptual framework of phenomenology Beauvoir inserted a radical new understanding of the relation between women and men. She did not take the man/woman division as just one aspect of human experience but saw it as the dominant distinction structuring our bodily sensations and feelings and also our highest spiritual achievements, philosophy included. The roots of this view are not in phenomenology, but in two discourses that called into question the neutrality of the philosophical canon. First, and most important, Beauvoir was a feminist thinker, influenced by the works of Christine de Pisan, François Poulain de la Barre, Mary Wollstonecraft, John Stuart Mill, Virginia Woolf, and Colette. But on the other hand, she was motivated by the paradoxes that she found in the works of Kierkegaard and Nietzsche.

Feminist critics assured Beauvoir that most claims about women and men are motivated by prejudices and interests.11 The works of female writers disclosed a wide area of human experience that was lacking from the stock of philosophy, human sciences, and biosciences. On the other hand, the fathers of existentialism suggested that woman—as we know her—is a creation of men. She is the fantasy or projection that relieves man’s anxiety of his own carnality and finitude. Beauvoir’s book develops these very different discourses into a multilevel critique of sexual relations.

So, I agree with Michèle Le Dœuff that Beauvoir’s philosophy has a “heterogeneous genesis”—as does any original philosophy. But I argue that the philosophical roots of Le deuxième sexe are more diverse than we have learned to believe. Even if it sounds heterodoxical, I claim that Husserl’s “rigorous science” provides the conceptual framework for Beauvoir’s feminist inquiries.

To make my view plausible, I start by studying Beauvoir’s notion of philosophy. I show that even though Beauvoir rejected the label “philosopher,” she considered her work philosophical. She did not accept the idea of philosophy as system building or theory construction, but she did insist that she writes for love of wisdom.

Beauvoir’s understanding of philosophy—genuine philosophy—emphasizes ignorance or lack of knowledge as an essential, indispensable element of philosophy. On this point, her view continues the tradition that starts with Plato’s Symposium and that was revivified by Descartes’ Meditations. But Beauvoir did not understand ignorance merely as an initial, transitory phase of thinking, as Descartes did. She saw it as a necessarily recurring condition. For her, the virtue of philosophy was not in the boldness and stubbornness by which philosophers manage to complete and defend their theories. Rather, it was in their ability to endure the ambiguous state of incompleteness and indecision.

It is this Kierkegaardian notion that was crucial to Beauvoir’s self-understanding. She was not a philosopher in the sense of a system builder but in the Socratic sense explicated by Merleau-Ponty in Éloge de la philosophie (1953): “What makes a philosopher is the movement which leads back without ceasing from knowledge to ignorance, from ignorance to knowledge, and a kind of rest in this movement” (Merleau-Ponty EP, 14; E, 5).

The principal task of my work is to show the position and role of the phenomenological notion of the living body in Beauvoir’s argumentation. I do this in two phases. First, I introduce Husserl’s notion of the body as well as his central distinction between two attitudes toward the living body, the naturalistic and the personalistic. The second step is to compare Beauvoir’s discussion of the living body to those of her fellow disciples of phenomenology, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty. The main aim here is to explicate how Beauvoir’s descriptions of sexuality relate to the different accounts of Husserl’s phenomenology offered by L’être et le néant (1943) and Phénoménologie de la perception.12 My argument is that Beauvoir’s view is more akin to Merleau-Ponty’s than to Sartre’s. I show that we can find similar formulations, arguments, and metaphors in Merleau-Ponty’s and Beauvoir’s descriptions of the body, which are lacking from Sartre’s work.

The task of the chapters that follow this basic explanation is to study how Beauvoir’s engagement to the phenomenological understanding of embodiment affects her treatment of the topics of femininity, Otherness, and subjection. I argue that if we take seriously Beauvoir’s philosophical starting points, we must reject many of the theses that usually are attributed to Le deuxième sexe.

First, her book is not an argument against femininity. It includes a criticism of the myth of the Feminine, but just as important, it is a disclosure of a feminine way of relating to the world. Second, Beauvoir does not claim that woman is the absolute other, as so many commentators claim. She thematizes this notion but does not defend it. On the contrary, she rejects it explicitly as a masculine fantasy and traces its origin back to the mythology of the Feminine. Third, Beauvoir does not argue that the cause or reason for women’s suppression is in their bodies. Instead, she accounts for the permanency of the sexual hierarchy by the concepts of repetition. Her account implies that we—as men and women—have the responsibility of the maintenance of the hierarchy.

The main goal of my book is to get a better understanding of Beauvoir’s arguments in Le deuxième sexe. The common problem of both naturalizing interpretations and Sartrean interpretations is that they end up claiming that Beauvoir makes herself guilty of simple contradictions. On the one hand, it is claimed, she argues that women are free and responsible for their situation; but on the other hand, she declares that women are subjected, not just to men but to nature or biology. On the one hand, she states, “One is not born woman”; but on the other hand, she claims that the “female is the victim of the species.”13 As long as we interpret her claims within the sex/gender framework or within the framework of Sartrean philosophy, the book seems self-refuting.

But if we allow for the possibility that Beauvoir was not just acquainted with phenomenology but also carried out phenomenological inquiries, then we can reconcile her principal claims. This is because the phenomenological framework offers a well-grounded and subtle way of distinguishing between different meanings of the body: the body as an object of biosciences, the body as a piece of matter, the body as an instrument of will, and the body as an expression of the soul. In Le deuxième sexe, Beauvoir operates on all these levels. My aim is not to argue that the book is a consistent whole without any gaps; I only claim that its gaps are not simply omissions, but point to places in which thinking is difficult.

The phenomenological contextualization has two additional results for feminist scholarship. The first is that it adds to our understanding of the developments of the existential-phenomenological movement. Beauvoir’s book certainly problematizes Sartre’s audrocentric account of sexuality, but it does more. It takes up and works on the “problem of the sexes,” which was among the questions that Husserl pointed out in Die Krisis der europäischen Wissenschaften (1954 [1936–1937]). This problem was forgotten or bypassed by Husserl’s early followers in their attempts to solve, or to dissolve, the more topical questions of time, language, unconsciousness, and the method. Beauvoir saw that the solutions offered to these questions shared the implicit assumption that sexual difference is irrelevant to our descriptions of experience. She problematizes the assumption and took as her task to study the meanings of sexual difference as well as the origin of the hierarchy between men and women. Le deuxième sexe is not just an answer to Sartre, it is equally a response to Merleau-Ponty, Lévinas, and Heidegger.

Beauvoir rejected the notion that we can understand the man–woman relation on the basis of what we know about animal behavior.14 She argued that there is no reason to assume that sexual relations are more animal or “natural” than other relations between human beings. But on the other hand, she did not accept the descriptions of human desire and sexuality that were developed by Sartre, Lévinas, and Freud. Beauvoir claimed that these accounts were restricted by the experiences of the men who developed them, and that they did not cover women’s desires, possible or actual. This led Beauvoir to pose the fundamental question about the sexual difference: What does it mean to be a woman, and how does the world appear to such a being?

The main teaching of Beauvoir’s treatise is that we cannot answer the question about women’s way of being by making deductions or inferences from our theories about human existence. Rather, we need to turn back to experience and study the whole of it from a new view point, that of the female body. This is necessary, not because we could not imagine conscious beings without sex, but because we ourselves are men and women.

The second reason for studying the phenomenological aspects of Beauvoir’s Le deuxième sexe is that it sheds light on recent developments in feminist philosophy. Phenomenology is the only framework in which we can account for the connections between Beauvoir’s work and that of her deconstructionist critics, Luce Irigaray, above all else.

Until now, Irigaray’s relation to Beauvoir’s work has been considered as merely negative. Commentators have claimed that Irigaray overcomes Beauvoir’s “equalitarian” feminism or simply rejects it.15 This is a misconception based on a superficial reading of Beauvoir’s work and Irigaray’s comments on it.

Irigaray does not abandon the philosophical questions that Beauvoir developed in her discussion of the man–woman relation. Her critical comments are more specific; they concern just certain parts of Beauvoir’s argument. In the short memorial text, “Égales ou différentes?” (1986), Irigaray explains that the main theoretical disagreement between Beauvoir and herself is about the role of psychoanalysis in critical inquiries: Beauvoir rejected Freud’s analysis of desire, but in Irigaray’s view, psychoanalysis is indispensable for an understanding of the “becoming of consciousness and history” (Irigaray 1986, 9; E, 31). Later, in the book J’aime à toi: esquisse d’une félicité dans l’histoire (1992), Irigaray modifies Beauvoir’s thesis about women’s becoming. She states: “It’s not as Simone de Beauvoir said: one is not born, but rather, becomes a woman (through culture), but rather: I am born a woman, but I must still become this woman that I am by nature” (Irigaray 1992, 168; E, 107).

These remarks have lead several commentators to conclude that Irigaray’s and Beauvoir’s approaches are irreconcilable.16 But when we realize the phenomenological dimension of Beauvoir’s argument about embodiment and femininity, the parallels with Irigaray’s work prove to be interesting—and significant. Compare, for example, Beauvoir’s description of feminine eroticism to the well-know paragraph of Irigaray’s Ce sexe qui n’en est pas un (1977). Beauvoir writes:

Feminine pleasure [la jouissance féminine] radiates throughout the whole body; it is not always centered in the genital system; even when it is, the vaginal contractions constitute, rather than a true orgasm, a system of undulations that rhythmically arise, disappear and reform, attain from time to time a paroxysmal condition, become vague, and sink down without ever quite dying out. Because no definite term is set, pleasure extends towards infinity. (DSII, 181–182; SS, 416)

Compare this to Irigaray’s statement:

But woman has sex organs more or less everywhere. She finds pleasure more or less everywhere. Even if we do not talk about the hysterization of her whole body, the geography of her pleasure is far more diversified, more multiple in its differences, more complex, more subtle, than is imagined—in an imaginary rather too narrowly focused on sameness. (Irigaray 1977, 28, italics in original; E, 28)

Both Beauvoir and Irigaray describe the body as our way of being in the world. Both problematize the neutrality of this body and the neutrality of the philosophical “us” involved in its descriptions. These problematizations are different but not without connection.

Both descriptions have been rejected as forms of biologism, naturalism, and essentialism. Sometimes Irigaray is claimed to be able to overcome Beauvoir’s “biological determinism” due to her indebtedness to Lacanian psychoanalysis or Derrida’s deconstruction. These readings are simply misguided: Irigaray and Beauvoir share a radically antinaturalistic stance toward the body because of their common phenomenological roots.17 Beauvoir’s descriptions of female genitals do not involve any form of biological reductionism; they are presented as corrections to androcentric analyses of the experience of desire. She criticizes psychoanalytic theories of male bias, but she does not reject psychoanalysis, only its naturalistic and causalistic interpretations (DSI, 85–86; SS, 75–76).18 Irigaray’s valorization of feminine enjoyment is not in opposition to Beauvoir’s account, but on the contrary has its roots in the criticism that Beauvoir launched against the male imaginary of Freud’s and Sartre’s descriptions of desire.

There is, however, even a deeper connection between these two feminist arguments. Irigaray begins her Éthique de la différence sexuelle (1984) by stating that the sexual difference is one of questions that we need to think today. She goes further and suggests that sexual difference might even be the “issue of our age” (Irigaray 1984, 13; E, 5).

Thus, Irigaray’s Éthique brings to the center of philosophical reflections a topic that usually is considered unproblematic or even trivial: we feel no need to inquire into the meanings of the sexual difference because we assume that the issue of feminism can be solved simply by leveling down the social and economical differences between women and men. Irigaray’s work problematizes this notion; she argues that we cannot assume that there is a neutral system of values in which women and men could be compared. In “Égales ou différentes,” she states: “Demanding equality, as women, seems to me to be an erroneous expression of a real issue. Demanding to be equal presupposes a term of comparison. Equal to what? What do women want to be equal to? Men? A wage? A public position? Equal to what? Why not to themselves?” (Irigaray 1986, 10; E, 32).

Irigaray’s radical questions about sexual difference are usually assumed to stem from her male predecessors, Heidegger, Lévinas, and Derrida. And, surely, Irigaray refers to these sources.19 Such noble lineages should not, however, make us neglect the indebtedness that her work bears to female forerunners: it was Beauvoir who first argued that the “women’s issue” is not just a demand for equal value but implies a philosophical investigation into the origins of values and valuations. Irigaray’s radical questions about sexual difference have roots in Beauvoir’s reflections.

The connections between women thinkers are crucial, and especially in the case of Irigaray’s work, for she herself argues that the principal task of feminist readers is to search for genealogies of women. This is necessary if we want to make space for women, not just in their bodily existence, but also in their spiritual being.

Notes

1. On the methodological guidelines for my work, see Merleau-Ponty’s comments on his reading of Descartes in Le visible et l’invisible (1964).

2. See, for example, Gatens (1991, 48–59); Hekman (1990, 103, 143–144); Diprose (1994, 115); Grosz (1994, 15–16); Chanter (1995, 45–79).

3. Also in Simons [1986] 1999, [1990] 1999.

4. For anti-Sartrean arguments, see also Butler 1986, 1987, 1997.

5. Also, those commentators who argue that Beauvoir’s philosophy is Sartrean see no crucial difference between Sartre’s ontological approach and Husserl’s phenomenological method. For such a view, see Pilardi 1999.

6. The subtitle of Sartre’s L’être et le néant (1943) is “Essai d’ontologie phénoménologique,” an essay on phenomenological ontology.

7. For a detailed argument against interpretations that identify Beauvoir’s notion of becoming with the sociopsychological notion of gender, see Heinämaa 1996b, 1997.

8. For other thematic connections between Beauvoir’s and Merleau-Ponty’s works, see Vintges [1992] 1996; Bergoffen 1997; and Simons [1998] 1999.

9. I use the English living body for Husserl’s Leib. So, I follow the procedure that David Carr (1988) institutes in the English translation of Husserl’s Die Krisis der europäischen Wissenschaften. For an alternative solution, see Rojcewicz and Schuwer 1993.

10. Here my reading responds to the challenge issued by Eleanore Holveck (1995). Most of the other commentators, who recognize the phenomenological roots of Beauvoir’s philosophy, distance themselves from Husserl’s phenomenology. These readings suffer usually from fundamental misconceptions about the nature of Husserl’s “new science.” Fullbrook and Fullbrook (1998), for example, confuse Husserl’s phenomenology with Kant’s transcendentalism. They claim that Husserl’s notion of the transcendental ego is identical with Kant’s and that the universal structures of experience that Husserl aimed at disclosing are to be found in human consciousness (53). The Kantian interpretation was contested by Husserl himself as well as his early followers, such as Fink (1933) and Merleau-Ponty (PP).

Other commentators have claimed that Beauvoir adopted the basic ideas of epochē and intentionality, but that she rejected the results of Husserl’s analysis of embodiment and alterity. Debra Bergoffen (1997), for example, argues that we can find in Beauvoir’s work an alternative to Husserl’s notion of the alter ego. According to Bergoffen, Husserl’s analysis compromises alterity for “the phenomenologically discovered other, though different from me is interchangeable with me” (Bergoffen 1997, 15). This is a misunderstanding: Husserl argued that the embodied other is exactly that point of view to the world that I cannot, by necessity, occupy (Husserl CM, §42ff., 121ff.; E, 89ff.).

11. The second motto of Le deuxième sexe is a quote from Poulain de la Barre: “All that men have written about women should be suspect, for they are at once the judge and the party.” The first motto is from Pythagoras: “There is a good principle which has created the order, the light, and the man, and there is a bad principle that has created the chaos, the darkness, and the woman” (DSI, 7; cf. DSI, 22; SS, 21–22).

12. I translate the French terms corps vécu and corps vivant, used by Beauvoir, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty, into the English term living body, and not into the term lived body. There are two reasons for this choice. First, my aim is to render visible the conceptual connection to Husserl’s philosophy. My argument is that corps vécu or corps vivant has the same conceptual function in the works of the existentialists as the German term Leib has in Husserl’s writings. Both refer to the living animate body as distinct from the body as mere piece of matter (Körper). The second reason for using living body instead of lived body is that the latter term gives the wrong impression that the body is somehow “lived by” someone or something separate from the body. This is not the case, neither in Husserl nor in Merleau-Ponty or Beauvoir.

13. Many commentators find in Le deuxième sexe simple contradictions; see, for example, Hekman (1990, 74–78) and Gatens (1991, 46, 55).

14. This assumption seems to be at work in Husserl’s discussion of sexual relations. See his “Universale Teleologie” (ISIII no. 34, 593–612).

15. In feminist commentaries, Beauvoir is usually classified as an “equalitarian,” “humanist,” or “Enlightenment” thinker; Irigaray is presented as a postmodern or gynocentric theorist. For such categorizations, see, for example, Hekman (1990, 73ff.); Young (1990, 73–85); Grosz (1989, 15–19).

16. For such arguments, see, for example, Le Dœuff (1991, 115); Hekman (1990, 82–83); Chanter (1995, 73–79).

17. For Irigaray’s relation to phenomenology, see Chanter 1995; Vasseleu 1998; Heinämaa 2003a.

18. See also Beauvoir’s comments on psychoanalysis in La force de l’âge (FA, 28–29, 148–150, 213; PL, 20–22, 127–128, 185), and compare her critical remarks to those of Merleau-Ponty discussed in chapter 3.

19. For these connections, see Mortensen 1994; Chanter 1995; Vasseleu 1998.
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The Philosopher and the Writer

We may wonder why the philosophical dimension of Beauvoir’s work has been neglected for such a long time. One reason for the neglect lies in partial and inaccurate translations. Readers in English, Dutch, Japanese, and the Scandinavian languages have not had access to the philosophical arguments of Le deuxième sexe because translations have erased the references that Beauvoir made to the scholarly context in which she operated.

The English translation substitutes scientific and everyday idioms for the phenomenological terms that Beauvoir used when she defined her topic and posed her critical questions. The Second Sex has been used as a model for other translations, and so the mistakes and omissions have spread.1

For example, Beauvoir titled the second volume of her work “L’experiénce vécue,” lived experience. This is a technical philosophical term introduced by French phenomenologists as an equivalent for the German Erlebnis and Erfahrung central to Husserl’s reflections. By using this specific term, Beauvoir made clear that her aim was to develop a philosophical description of women’s experiences and the world as experienced by women. The English translation effaces this information; it suggests that the topic of the second volume is sociohistorical: “woman’s life today” (SS, 293).2 Worse, the translation substitutes bioscientific notions for the phenomenological terms corps vécu and corps vivant [English living body, German Leib]. It refers to theoretical postulates, when Beauvoir uses the philosophical term poser, which covers all experiences, from theoretical claims to perceptions and emotions. Concrete is changed to “real,” and particular to “individual.”

The other main reason for the neglect of Beauvoir’s philosophy is in the psychologizing attitude that dominates interpretations of women’s intellectual works. Women’s artistic and scientific achievements have traditionally been studied in the context of their personal lives. Their writings have not been related to the intellectual environment in which they were published nor to the tradition from which they emerged. Instead, they have been seen merely as reflections of women’s emotional attachments and social relations.

Beauvoir commentaries are full of such reductions. An additional problem is that most studies restrict Beauvoir’s personal life to her relationship with Sartre.3 This makes psychologizing readings particularly narrow in her case. The common comparison still is between “Beauvoir—the novelist,” and “Sartre—the philosopher.”

Such representations are usually justified by reference to an interview that Beauvoir gave in Feminist Studies in 1979. There she stated: “Sartre was a philosopher, and me, I am not” (Simons and Benjamin [1979] 1999, 9; cf. FCI, 15; FCE, 12). Based on this one sentence, numerous commentators declare that Beauvoir abandoned philosophy to Sartre. Both feminist and antifeminist readers agree that she had substantial philosophical skills and aspirations that she did not realize in action. The prevailing conclusion is that Beauvoir did not consider herself as a philosopher and that her works can be interpreted and evaluated without philosophical considerations.

This is a fundamental mistake, as I shall argue. Beauvoir’s relation to philosophy is much more complex than such simple oppositions lead one to believe. One can get the first glimpse of this complexity by studying how Beauvoir herself describes her relation to philosophy. In her autobiography, she tells about her philosophical activities in many contexts. She clarifies her philosophical engagements by rejecting certain approaches and affirming others. She gives a clear picture of her intellectual abilities and her weaknesses, and she expresses her enthusiasm and her love (see, e.g., M, 220–222, 324; ME, 160, 234).4 In La force de l’âge, she tells us:

Sartre had said that I comprehended philosophical doctrines, including that of Husserl, quicker and more precisely than he did. In fact, he tended to interpret them according to his own schemas; it was difficult for him to forget himself and to adopt without hesitation a view point of someone else. I had no such resistance to break; my thinking modeled itself immediately to the thought that I attempted to understand. I did not, however, receive it passively: to the same extent that I adhered to someone’s thinking, I also perceived gaps and incoherence in it, and studied possible developments. If a theory convinced me, it did not remain external to me; it changed my relation to the world, and colored my experience. In short, I had a solid faculty of assimilation and a well-developed critical sense; and philosophy was for me a living reality. (FA, 253–254; PL, 220–221)

Beauvoir’s essays on ethics and existentialism display her philosophical interests and abilities in practice. They also show that she had a broad knowledge of the tradition. In Pyrrhus et Cinéas (1944) and Pour une morale de l’ambiguïté (1947), Beauvoir clarifies her idea of existentialist ethics by relating it to the teachings of Descartes, Spinoza, and Kierkegaard as well as to the phenomenologies of Heidegger and Husserl.

She explains in her autobiography also how her novels take part in the ethicophilosophical discussions of human finitude, the self–other relation, and the relation between individuals and universals (FCI, 92–98; FA, 625–629; FCE, 70–75; PL, 547–550). In La force des choses, she describes the topics of the novel Les mandarins (1954) as follows: “One of the principal themes that emerges from my story is that of repetition in the sense in which Kierkegaard uses the word: truly to possess something, one must have lost it and found it again” (FCI, 367; FCE, 282).5

We will see in the next chapters that the philosophical problems of embodiment, death, and intersubjectivity are central to Beauvoir’s analysis of the sexual difference. But even before studying in detail the argument of Le deuxième sexe, we can realize—by leafing through her works—that it is a gross simplification to state that “she abandoned philosophy to Sartre.”

There is, however, an additional assumption in operation in the prevailing understanding of Beauvoir’s work, which even recent commentaries usually leave unproblematized. The picture of a male philosopher and a woman novelist is based on a prejudiced notion of philosophical activity. Philosophy is understood as system building, and the philosopher is seen as an original inventor who works independently of the intellectual tradition or against it.

Sartre certainly realizes such a definition; Beauvoir does not. She did not construe a philosophical system nor did she propose a metaphysical theory. This difference, however, should not be taken as evidence for her alleged abandonment of philosophy. Rather, it is one of the factors that must be investigated—and investigated in relation to the intellectual environment and tradition in which Beauvoir and Sartre worked.

Especially, we need to ask how Beauvoir herself responded to philosophical systems and to the definition of philosophy as a system. I argue that she rejected this notion both in her practice of thinking and in explicit statements. Her writings introduce us into an alternative understanding of philosophizing. In Beauvoir’s texts, philosophical work is seen primarily as search for truth and evidence and as questioning and communication with others.

Beauvoir’s autobiographies make this alternative view quite clear. When describing how she tried to understand Hegel’s system and finally started to comprehend it, Beauvoir is careful to distinguish between comprehension and affirmation. She tells us:

I went on reading Hegel, and started to understand him better; the richness of details dazzled me, and the system as a whole made me feel giddy. . . . But the slightest movement of my heart refuted such speculations, hope, anger, expectation, anxiety asserted themselves against all such transcendings. The flight to the universal was only a passing episode in the personal adventure of my life. I went back to Kierkegaard, which I had been reading with passion; the truth that he asserted defied doubt as victoriously as the Cartesian evidence. Neither System, nor History could, any more than the Malicious Demon,6 cancel the living certainty of “I am, I exist, at this place and this moment, me.” (FA, 537; PL, 468–469)

Beauvoir contrasts the Hegelian system to her own passions. This is not a rejection of philosophical thinking, but a challenge to a certain notion of philosophy. Beauvoir questions Hegel’s philosophical doctrines by appealing to the evidence of her living experience. We should not take the statement as testifying to a thematic focus on personal life or on everyday affairs. By challenging philosophical systems in the name of intuition and passion, Beauvoir presents a philosophical statement, a statement about the nature of philosophical thinking. She affirms the Cartesian notion that gives priority to what is evident in experience, and this leads her to reject all theoretical systems and all “finalities of history” that fail to justify themselves with such evidence.

In a later interview, often neglected in commentaries, Beauvoir states her nonsystematic view of philosophy in explicit terms. When asked by Margaret Simons about the philosophical status of Le deuxième sexe, Beauvoir answers:

[W]hile I say that I’m not a philosopher in the sense that I am not the creator of a system, I’m still a philosopher in the sense that I’ve studied a lot of philosophy, I have a degree in philosophy. I’ve taught philosophy, I’m infused with philosophy; and when I put philosophy in my books it’s because that’s a way for me to view the world; and I can’t allow them to eliminate that way of viewing the world, that dimension of my approach to women, as Mr. Parshley has done. (Simons [1985] 1999, 93)7

The background of Beauvoir’s notion of philosophy is in the continental tradition of modern thought, which gives much credit to Descartes’s radicalism. In this tradition, Descartes is not just criticized as a dualist or solipsist8 but also appreciated as a radical critic of dogmatic and habitual thinking. The most relevant sources are Descartes’s methodological text, where he suggests that we must—at least once in our lifetimes—question all our convictions.9 The point is not to become involved in criticizing others; rather, the aim is to question one’s own preconceptions, to take responsibility for one’s own beliefs and convictions through such self-criticism.10

The end result of such an inquiry, when understood rightly, is not a reconstruction of the world, but an understanding of the relations that we have to the world. This was the common goal of Beauvoir’s philosophical essays and literary works. She explains, “Literature is born when something in life goes wrong. In order to write . . . the first condition is that reality is no longer taken for granted; only then can one both perceive it, and make others do so” (FA, 416; PL, 365).

Beauvoir finds the Cartesian understanding of philosophy cultivated in two sources: first, in Kierkegaard’s writings on faith, and, second, in the phenomenological studies of perception and emotion. Both approaches emphasize the role of lived experience in philosophizing and both argue against the view according to which the ultimate task of a philosopher is to build a theoretical system. I study these two starting points separately and show Beauvoir’s dedication to them. First, I focus on Kierkegaard’s critique of systematic philosophy.

A Critique of Systematic Philosophy

What all existentialists, Beauvoir as well as Sartre and Merleau-Ponty included, appreciated in Kierkegaard was that his writings were sensitive to the differences between experiences.11 Kierkegaard’s works did not compromise the specificity or particularity of the lived experience to adjust it to the idea of a totality or one comprehensive system. Instead, Kierkegaard struggled to make space for the paradoxes and opacities of experience by modifying the traditional style of writing philosophy.

Kierkegaard composed his works of different viewpoints. He wrote dialogues and discussions, and he presented several different versions and variations of the theses or stories that he studied. The plurality of viewpoints was not just a structural feature of individual works but characterized the whole of Kierkegaard’s production. He rarely signed his writings with his own name, but used instead several pseudonyms, such as “Johannes de silentio,” “Johannes Climacus,” “Constantin Constantius,” “Frater Taciturnus,” and “Anti-Climacus.” The aim of these complications was to help—or to compel—the reader to break loose from his occupation with facts and to enter into an inquiry into possibilities and ideality (CUP, 74–75, 222).

Kierkegaard’s nonsystematic approach inspired Beauvoir, not just in its content but also in its form. Or more precisely, Beauvoir found in Kierkegaard’s works a way of combining her philosophical and literary aspirations. For Kierkegaard, such a combination was not just possible, but necessary. He saw fictional constructions as indispensable for philosophical writing.

Kierkegaard held that, through writing and reading, we can experience in the horizon of ideality what we have lived in actuality. This does not mean that the experience is reflected on a new level but rather that it is opened up, that its possible variations are unwound. In writing, due to different dialogical positions and examples, experience can be modified and examined in its different forms. Thus, its ideal components can be disclosed and seen.

Such an experiment does not turn experience into an idea or an abstraction of experience. It inserts the experience into the complex network of similar and different, closely and remotely related, kindred and distant experiences. The fictional context frees the first person experience from its insularity without compromising its absolute character. Kierkegaard’s example of unhappiness is illuminative:

For example, someone who has been motivated to creativity by unhappiness, if he is genuinely devoted to ideality, will be equally inclined to write about happiness and about unhappiness. But silence, the brackets he puts around his own personality, is precisely the condition for gaining ideality; otherwise, despite all precautionary measures such as setting the scene in Africa etc., his one-sided preferences will still show. (TA, 98–99)

Kierkegaard’s writings defy attempts to fix his “final statement” or “ultimate position” about this or that particular topic. His motivations for writing in this way are methodic: his texts are composed of different, contrary and even incommensurable, voices which outline the field of possibilities and thus allow us—finite beings—to approach the ideal. In Kierkegaard’s understanding, only the indirect form of communication “corresponds to and reflects in all its inexhaustible artistry, the existing subject’s own relationship to the Idea” (CUP, 74).

A similar simultaneity of different, supplementary, conflicting, and incommensurable positions can be found in Beauvoir’s novels as well as in her ethical essays. The main topics of Les mandarins, for example, are in our political life and in our love relations. But Beauvoir does not write to express her experiences or her personal opinions about the political and ethical controversies of her time. Neither does she defend a doctrine. Instead, she composes a context, which coordinates conflicting passions and actions, different opinions and doctrines, several kinds of problems and solutions (FCI, 97–98; FCE, 75). Her text invites the reader to enter into a dialogue with the characters and to reflect on the differences and distances that disclose the ideal.

The theme of political action includes debates about communism and imperialism but also an act of murder and suspicions of deception. Love is studied as it appears in sexual passions and in the disappointment of a deserted woman, but it is also found in the bond between mother and daughter and in the relation between companions and friends. Further, Beauvoir does not confine her description to emotional relations between persons, but also shows that we can have loving attitudes to work and to ideas. Her text introduces a variety of experiences. These are not presented as elements for a theory but introduced in the interest of disclosing a glimpse of the ideal. Les mandarins is not a thesis about politics, or about love; it studies the limits of the political and the loving. In La force des choses, Beauvoir describes her aims as follows:

An experience is not a series of facts, and I did not envisage to compose a chronicle. I have already explained what is for me one of the essential roles of literature, to make manifest the ambiguous, separate, contradictory truths which do not form a totality at any moment, either outside of me or in me; in certain cases one can only succeed in bringing them all together by inscribing them within the unity of an imaginary object. (FCI, 358; FCE, 275)

Through all her works, Beauvoir aims at describing experience in its diversity and tries to avoid empty abstractions. Her arguments are clearly against Platonist idealism. But this does not mean that she defends particularist or nominalist ontologies. In Le deuxième sexe, Beauvoir explicitly argues against such interpretations. She rejects both idealism and particularism as ideological abstractions.12 Kierkegaard’s writings convinced her that the ideal is not given in opposition to particulars and singulars, but can only be reached through them.13

Kierkegaard declares his nonsystematic approach in a playful way. In the preface to Frygt og bæven ([1843] 1950), the author of the book, Johannes de silentio, or Søren Kierkegaard, says about himself:

The present author is by no means a philosopher. He has not understood the system, whether there is one, whether it is completed; it is already for his weak head to ponder what a prodigious head everyone must have these days when everyone has such a prodigious idea. . . . The present author is by no means a philosopher. He is poetic et eleganter [in a poetic and refined way] a supplementary clerk who neither writes the system nor gives promises of the system, who neither exhausts himself on the system nor binds himself to the system. (FB, 7)

This is part of Kierkegaard’s satirical response to the Hegelian philosophers of his own time.14 In the Hegelian school, philosophy was understood as a universal science in the sense that it encompasses all truths. Kierkegaard questioned the possibility of such an inclusion. He rejected the Hegelian notion of philosophy by arguing that no existent spirit can capture existence or reality in the form of a system (CUP, 118–122). This is because existence is essentially temporal, always in the process of becoming (CUP, 272–273), and the system—to be a system—has to be finished, completed, or concluded (CUP, 77–78). In Kierkegaard’s understanding, Hegel managed to create an illusion of covering all truths by his system but only by compromising the absolute nature of individual truth-claims and by forgetting the meaning of his own existence (CUP, 223).

So the problem with Hegelianism is not only that it presupposes a conclusion which cannot be accomplished; the problem is also that it erases differences and separation. In Hegel’s philosophy, conflicting truth-claims are understood and presented as moments of continuous process of thought which proceeds towards a conclusion. This, Kierkegaard argues, can only mean compromising the absolute character of individual truth-claims. For him, truth requires personal responsibility and separation: “The inwardness of the truth is not the comradely inwardness with which two bosom friends walk arm in arm, but the separation with which each for himself exists in the truth” (CUP, 222).

Systematic thought unifies alternative truths under a finality that no speaker could accept (CUP, 107, 223). The system is unacceptable not because it distorts the content of the claims, but because it distorts the mode of claiming: it relativizes what is stated as the truth. So, for Kierkegaard, the ultimate problem of Hegelianism is relativism and skepticism (CUP, 52).

Kierkegaard argues that an existing individual can reach the ideal only temporarily, intermittently. The existing spirit cannot stay in the realm of the ideal but has to return to concrete particular experiences and repeat the leap again (CUP, 75, 293). This is because he himself is in the constant process of becoming (CUP, 272–274).

The Hegelian philosopher forgets that he is an existing individual, or he pretends not to be. Kierkegaard compares his mental maneuvers to the physical movements of a dancer who pretends to fly. Instead of openly taking support for his jumps from the ground, the pretentious dancer acts as if he would need no support. Similarly, the Hegelian feigns that he can prolong his transcendings endlessly and never has to take a stand. For Kierkegaard, such a movement is comical:

If a dancer could leap very high, we would admire him. But if he tried to give the impression that he could fly, let laughter single him out for suitable punishment; even though it might be true that he could leap as high as any dancer ever had done. Leaping is the accomplishment of a being essentially earthly, one who respects the earth’s gravitational force, since the leaping is only momentary. But flying carries a suggestion of being emancipated from telluric conditions; a privilege reserved for winged creatures, and perhaps also shared by the inhabitants of the moon—and there perhaps the System will first find its true readers. (CUP, 112–113)

Kierkegaard’s critique of Hegel clearly motivates Beauvoir’s rejection of systematic philosophy. She makes her position explicit in Pour une morale de l’ambiguïté: “In Hegel the individual is only an abstract moment in the History of absolute Spirit. This follows from the primary intuition of the system which, identifying the real and the rational, empties the human world of sensible thickness [épaisseur sensible]” (MA, 145; EA, 104).15

For Beauvoir, the main problem of Hegelianism is that its method allows subjectivity only as an abstract principle independent of the concretion of perception, emotion, and sensation. The Hegelian system reduces the singularity of experience—the “truth of the here and the now”—to a mere moment in universal time and space. It may be able to preserve many aspects of experiences, but it cannot preserve the sense of absoluteness essential to them (MA, 20, 146; EA, 13, 104; cf. PC, 34–35, 54–57).

Beauvoir accepts the Kierkegaardian notion of the separation of the self: the subject has a dynamic inwardness that cannot be objectified (PC, 48, 88; MA, 147; EA, 105). In her ethical essays, she undertakes to show that the affirmation of this separation does not lead to solipsism or subjectivism. On the contrary, it accounts for the bondage between the self and the others. This is because inwardness has as its reverse externality: the subject is open to the world, and through the world, he is connected to others (PC, 88–89; MA, 83–101; EA, 59–71; [1948] 1963, 36–37).

So, the nature of the subject is essentially ambiguous, paradoxical. The subject is a constant indecision between inwardness and externality, immanence and transcendence, finitude and the infinite. The paradox cannot be resolved (MA, 186–187; EA, 133–134); it can only be endured and executed in various different ways. Even writing a philosophical system is one way of living the paradox, for insofar as one puts the system into words and sentences, one discloses one’s bondage to the material world and to others (PC, 96–97; cf. T, 263; AS, 212).

Kierkegaard’s critique of Hegel is the primary context for understanding Beauvoir’s mistrust in systematic philosophy. However, this is not the only philosophical framework that inspired Beauvoir to question the idea of philosophy as a system and to experiment with different ways of writing philosophical texts. Another important starting point was Husserl’s phenomenology, which offered the notion of philosophy as pure description.

Later I go deeper into the phenomenological aspects of Beauvoir’s thinking and show that Husserl’s phenomenology of the body is one of the starting points of Le deuxième sexe. But it is important now to understand the nature of phenomenological descriptions and analyses and to see how they differ from theoretical explanations and logicomathematical deductions. Husserl’s methodological reflections help us to understand what kind of alternatives Beauvoir saw when she rejected the traditional label “philosopher.”

A Critique of the Mathematical Model

Husserl’s phenomenology brings together three notions of philosophy that traditionally have not been connected. For Husserl, philosophy is basically a radical critical enterprise. But on the other hand, philosophy is also a science of essences. Third, he claims, these two tasks can be accomplished only if philosophy remains purely descriptive. The philosopher is not engaged in explaining facts, deducing truths, or construing theories. His task is merely to describe and to analyze. This is exactly what phenomenology is designed to be; it aims at a presuppositionless description of the essential features of experience.

Husserl’s main argument is that philosophy is an eidetic science of pure experience. By this he means that philosophy does not study experiences as facts (actual or possible), but aims at finding the essential structures of all experience.

But stating the eidetic nature of philosophy often leads to misunderstandings, for we are held back by a certain preconception about eidetic sciences. We believe or assume that all such sciences have to be, in their method and structure, similar to the ones that we already know, that is, the mathematical sciences. But this assumption is untenable, Husserl argues.

In his central works, Ideen zu einer reinen Phänomenologie und phänomenologischen Philosophie (1913) and Cartesianische Meditationen (1950 [1931]), Husserl tracks the mathematical preconception back to Descartes’s Meditations. He points out that even though Descartes proposed to doubt all his beliefs and assumptions, he left his notion of science unproblematized. He assumed that all sciences that deal with eidetic objects are similar to the axiomatic-deductive science of mathematics. Thus, Descartes took as his task finding the primitives of philosophy, the basic principles, from which all other metaphysical truths could be inferred. The new fundament that Descartes found by his methodic doubt was the cogito. But, Husserl argues, Descartes misunderstood the nature of his finding.

Descartes took the cogito as a principle from which he pretended to derive his existence as a thinking thing—as a part of the psychic or mental reality [res cogitans]. In fact, Husserl argues, the cogito cannot be used in this way. For radical doubt suspends not just the belief in the reality of extensive things, but also the belief in the reality of thinking things. So, the cogito is not a “thinking thing” but irrecoverably cut off from all reality, both physical and psychic. On the other hand, it is still, after the suspension of belief, inseparably bound to its object, world as it is experienced. So, Husserl argues, philosophical doubt does not nullify the world but gives the world to us in a new way. It opens up a new area of investigation, having two inseparable poles, the acts of experiencing and the objects experienced.16 For Husserl, this is the proper subject matter of philosophy.

Husserl agrees with Descartes that philosophy can and must become a science, a “rigorous science,” as he calls it ([1911] 1965). But rigor does not mean exactitude in the mathematical sense of the word. It means that the inquiry is purified from the preconceptions of everyday life and the sciences. The phenomenologist suspends his belief in the presence of practical and theoretical objects and turns his attention to their ways of being given. This is why his object of study is called “pure experience.” It is not “pure” in the sense of clear or transparent, but in the sense of being presuppositionless, free from assumptions about existence and nonexistence.

It is often claimed that phenomenology, thus defined, is a return to introspective philosophy, but this is a gross misunderstanding. Husserl explains again and again that phenomenology is not about the internal processes or activities of the human mind. It is about the ways in which we relate to the world and its beings. The phenomenologist takes a “step back” from the world, he suspends his belief in the presence of the world and the objects that it includes, humans included. The aim, however, is not to examine oneself, but to become aware of one’s involvement in the presence of the world and in the constitution of the meaning of “reality.” Merleau-Ponty’s description of the phenomenological stand is illuminative, “Reflection does not withdraw from the world towards the unity of consciousness as the world’s basis; it slackens the intentional threads which attach us to the world and thus brings them to our notice” (PP, viii; E, xiii).

So, Husserl’s phenomenology can be interpreted as a radicalization of Descartes’s methodic doubt. Husserl focuses his critical questions on the idea of science and the scientific method that Descartes took for granted. He argues that most post-Cartesian philosophy suffers from a naiveté about its scientific character. Either philosophy is declared scientific and modeled on mathematics and logic or it is claimed to diverge from the sciences and become poetry. The common mistake of both these attitudes is the confusion of the idea of science with the idea of the mathematical.

Husserl emphasizes that there is only a partial analogy between mathematics and philosophy: both are eidetic sciences that aim at describing essential objects. What they share is an attitude toward particulars. The philosopher is interested in particular experiences in the same way as the geometrician is interested in particular triangles and circles. He does not collect large numbers of data and then make inductive generalizations based on them. He only goes through a few particulars and studies them as concrete examples of the eide of experience. His inquiry may be advanced more by a close inspection of a fictitious case than by a survey of actual instances (IdI §70, 160–163; E, 181–183).

When the philosopher studies affective experience, for example, he is not interested in describing the emotions of his fellowmen. This could be the task of the psychologist or the sociologist. The philosopher aims at finding the features that structure all—past, present, and future—modes of affection. Further, his inquiry is not restricted to human emotions, but allows for the possibility of nonhuman affections, the emotions of animals, for example.

In his attempt to capture the eide of experience, the philosopher should not forget that he is able to recognize other sensitive bodies only because he has experiences of his own body. However, his task is not to dwell on his own experiences but to proceed, by imagination and literature, to study other modes of affection (S, 126; E, 100–101). The experience of one’s own body has a specific position among phenomenological topics; it is necessary for the constitution of any experience of living things as well as for any experience of material things (K §62, 221; E, 217). But this should not be taken to mean that the self is the main interest of the phenomenologist.

So, there is an important connection between philosophy and mathematics. But the disparity is equally important. Husserl argues that the eidetic objects studied in philosophy are very different from the eidetic objects studied in mathematical sciences. Geometry deals with ideal space which cannot be seen but can only be anticipated (EU §10, 42; E, 44). Its concepts are exact and they determine a closed complete whole. Phenomenology, on the other hand, deals with the essential structures of experience, and it discloses experience as through and through temporal. The continuum of experiences is not closed manifold but has the character of a flow or a stream. Every singular experience is unique and irrecoverable; and, together, experiences form an open, incomplete unity. Thus, phenomenology cannot form a system of founding principles and inferential steps. It is not a “mathematics of experiences” but—by necessity—a purely descriptive science (IdI §71–75, 163–174; E, 184–193).17

To find the essential features of experience, the philosopher must compare particulars that are most different from each other. He cannot contend with what is familiar or common, but has to extend his study to exceptional cases and fictitious modifications. Husserl calls the process of looking for such examples “free variation in imagination” [freie Variation der Phantasie]. The philosopher starts from one particular experience and varies it in his imagination, trying to find the limits on which the experience transforms into some other mode of experience, from the perception of a human being to the perception of a dummy or an animal—and then further from perception to memory or imagination, from volition to emotion, from judgment to assumption and anticipation. In this crucial phase of inquiry, the philosopher can get indispensable help from the historian and the poet:

We can draw extraordinarily much profit from what history has to offer us, and in still richer measure from the gifts of art and particularly of poetry. These are indeed fruits of imagination, but in respect of the originality of the new formations, the abundance of detailed features, and the continuity of the motivation, they greatly excel the achievements of our own fancy. . . . Hence we can really say, if we like to speak in paradoxical ways, and if we understand the ambiguous meaning well, that the element which makes up the life of phenomenology as of all eidetic sciences is “fiction,” that fiction is the source whence the knowledge of “eternal truths” draws its sustenance. (IdI §70, 163; E, 184)

We saw earlier that Beauvoir’s rejection of systematic philosophy is inspired by Kierkegaard’s mockery of the Hegelian system. But Beauvoir was also influenced by Husserl’s idea of philosophy as a radical inquiry that proceeds with the help of imagination and fiction. Both these sources gave literature a philosophical task and encouraged Beauvoir to experiment with her own writing.

We can find traces of the phenomenological methodology in Beauvoir’s discussions on literature. When reflecting on her aims as a writer, she argues that memory, dreams, and imagination are weak and limited resources when compared to the power of literature. It is only written fiction that opens to us fields of experience that overcome what we can see and remember:

Because of poverty of the images, reverie is inconsistent, and the skein of memories soon runs out. Reconstructing the past by a goal oriented effort is a work that does not give more than the joy of creating an object. Spontaneous or solicited, memory never teaches me anything but what I already know. My dreams surprise me more; but as they run on, they fade and the memory of them is deceiving. Reading alone . . . creates new and enduring relations between things and myself. (T, 195; AS, 155)

In the same context, Beauvoir answers the narrow-minded reception of her books by emphasizing that literary works are not reports; they do not depict real persons or actual experiences but work in the mode of the possible. The aim of the writer, Beauvoir argues, is to construe imaginary variations that allow us to find universals in the world of persons which, by definition, are separate, singular, and unique:

Whether it is a question of a novel, an autobiography, an essay, an historical work or no matter what, the writer aims at establishing a communication with others by starting from the singularity of his own experiences; his work must manifest his existence and bear its mark—and he imprints his mark on the work by his style, by his tone of voice and by the rhythm of his recital. No particular kind of writing is a priori privileged, none is condemned. The work—if it has succeeded—is defined, in all cases, as a universal singular which exists in the imaginary mode. By such a work, the author gives himself a fictitious constitution. (T, 163; AS, 130)18

For Beauvoir’s contemporaries and philosophical companions, her endeavors were evident and justified. Merleau-Ponty, above all, celebrated Beauvoir’s L’invitée (1943) as a paradigm of a new “metaphysical novel.” In his reading (1945), the book offered not just a story of a love affair, but an inquiry into the basic structures shared by all interpersonal relations. He argues:

Everything changes when phenomenological or existentialist philosophy assigns itself the task, not of explaining the world or of discovering its “conditions of possibility,” but rather of formulating an experience of the world, a contact with the world which precedes all thought about the world. After this, whatever is metaphysical in man cannot be related to something outside his empirical being—to God, to Consciousness. It is in his very being, in his loves, in his hates, in his individual or collective history, that man is metaphysical. And metaphysics is no longer the occupation of a few hours per month, as Descartes said; it is present, as Pascal thought, in the slightest movement of the heart. . . . The development of a metaphysical literature, the end of “moral” literature, this is what, for example, Simone de Beauvoir’s L’invitée signifies. (SN, 36; E, 28)

To summarize, when Beauvoir refused the label “philosopher,” she did not mean that she had abandoned philosophy to Sartre, but merely that she abandoned a certain way of understanding philosophy. The contrast she made between philosophy and literature is not a rejection of philosophy for art, but a rejection of philosophical systems that do not pay attention to the plurality of living experience and its expression in language.

In L’etude et le rouet, Michèle Le Dœuff claims, that Beauvoir’s rejection of systematic philosophy is a rejection of phenomenology. In what follows, I show that, on the contrary, Beauvoir’s nonsystematic account of woman’s embodiment is deeply indebted to Husserl’s phenomenology. However, the interpretation of Husserl that she found most appealing was not the one offered by Sartre in L’être et le néant but the one developed by Merleau-Ponty in Phénoménologie de la perception.

Notes

1. The English translation of The Second Sex (1953) was made by Howard M. Parshley, a professor emeritus of zoology. For its several mistakes and omissions, see Simons [1983] 1999; Dietz 1992. The first translations into Scandinavian languages repeat many of the problematic solutions of Parshley’s version. Fortunately, new translations into Norwegian and Swedish are now available. Because of problems in English translations, the references in this work are to original texts.

2. Despite later criticism, Parshley’s translation still causes confusion. Susan Hekman, for example, states, “De Beauvoir divides her analysis in The Second Sex into two sections. In the first she presents an epistemological examination of women’s role in history, philosophy, and myth. In the second part she presents a kind of sociology of the feminine” (Hekman 1990, 74, italics mine).

3. Sartre was not Beauvoir’s only or first companion in philosophical studies. As a freshman at Sorbonne, Beauvoir found several friends with whom she could share her philosophical aspirations. In Mémoires d’une jeune fille rangée (1958), she mentions Pierre Nordier, Michael Reismann, Jean Mallet, Lisa Quermadec, and Pierre Clairaut. However, her most important philosophical friend, she tells us, was “Jean Pradelle”:

What was most important to me was that he, too, was anxiously seeking for the truth: he believed that philosophy could, one day, reveal it to him. We discussed this uninterruptedly for two weeks. He told me that I had too eagerly chosen despair, and I reproached him with clinging to false hopes, all systems have faults. . . . Pradelle rendered a great service for me in revivifying my interest in philosophy. And perhaps an even greater one in teaching me how to be happy again: I did not know anyone more joyful. (M, 341–344; ME, 246–248)

Jon Stewart (1998) claims, in his introduction to The Debate between Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, that this important friend was Merleau-Ponty (xv). Stewart’s source is Gerassi (1989, 102).

4. On Beauvoir’s early philosophical studies, see Margaret Simons’s extensive “Beauvoir’s Early Philosophy: The 1927 Diary” ([1998] 1999). Cf. Le Dœuff (1991, 135ff.).

5. Recent inquiries into Beauvoir’s literary works have disclosed the philosophical topics of her great novels. See Holveck 1995; Vintges [1992] 1996; Fullbrook and Fullbrook 1998; Pilardi 1999.

6. This is the malevolent, deceptive god that Descartes imagines in order to radicalize his doubt and extend it to the certainties of everyday life and to the truths of mathematics. See his Meditationes de Prima Philosophiae (AT VII, 23; E, 15) and Principia Philosophiae (AT VIIIA, 6; E, 194).

7. Eleanore Holveck offers an illuminative reading of Beauvoir’s philosophy, but still argues that Beauvoir consistently rejected the identity of philosopher. According to Holveck (1995), Beauvoir was “the one woman of our time who had a major claim to the title philosopher but who, time after time, rejected it” (68–69). In a somewhat similar way, Linnell Secomb (1999) argues that Beauvoir was a philosopher in a specific sense of the word, but that she “did not conceive herself as a philosopher” (106). I agree with Holveck, and partly also with Secomb, about the nature of Beauvoir’s philosophical enterprise, but I argue against the notion that Beauvoir did not identify with philosophy.

8. In the analytical tradition of philosophy, Descartes is often presented and attacked as a metaphysical dualist. This partial view is largely due to Gilbert Ryle’s influential criticism in The Concept of Mind (1949). There, Ryle argues against the thesis that he attributed to Descartes and labeled “the dogma of the Ghost in the Machine” (Ryle [1949] 1980, 13–17). According to him, Descartes’s philosophy leads us to think about the relation between the mind and the body as a spatial or quasi-spatial relation. Merleau-Ponty offers a very different reading of Descartes in his lectures on the mind–body union: “As Descartes once said profoundly, the soul is not merely in the body like a pilot is in his ship; it is wholly intermingled with the body” (Merleau-Ponty 1962, 403; E, 5; cf. [1968] 1997, 11–16; cf. Descartes AT VI, 59; E, 141). For critiques of the Rylean interpretation of Descartes, see, for example, Baier 1981; Alanen 1989; Rorty 1992; Alanen 1995. For Merleau-Ponty’s reading of Descartes, see Heinämaa 2002, 2003b.

9. Descartes starts his Principia Philosophiae by explaining that our judgments and opinions are results of habit rather than the use of reason. Therefore, he claims, we must “make an effort, once in the course of our life, to doubt everything which we find to contain even the smallest suspicion of uncertainty” (AT VIIIA, 5; E, 193; cf. AT VII, 17; E, 12).

10. Nancy Bauer (2001) argues interestingly that Beauvoir’s radical inquiry is analogical to that of Descartes in Meditations. For a more detailed account of the analogy, see chapter 4, note 2.

11. For Beauvoir’s understanding of the term existentialism, see chapter 3. For Sartre’s interest in Kierkegaard’s philosophy, see his discussion on existentialism in “Question de méthode” (1960). Also, Merleau-Ponty accepts Kierkegaard’s existentialist critique of Hegel. It seems to me, however, that in Merleau-Ponty’s case, the most interesting connections are not explicit. His discussion of the phenomenological reduction has important structural similarities to Kierkegaard’s conception of conversion. See Heinämaa 2002; compare Ferreira 1998.

12. For Beauvoir’s arguments against essentialism and nominalism, see chapter 4.

13. Some Beauvoir commentators claim that Beauvoir rejected “Husserl’s universalism” because she was influenced by “Kierkegaardian particularism.” See, for example, Fullbrook and Fullbrook (1998, 60). Such claims are based on superficial readings of both Husserl and Kierkegaard: these sources did not offer Beauvoir any doctrine, universalism, or particularism, but provided critical reflections on the traditional opposition between universals and particulars.

14. For Kierkegaard, irony was a distinctive attitude toward existence, characterized by distancing and superiority. He (Johannes Climacus in Postscript) argued that the ironical attitude to the world is a transitional phase between the aesthetic and the ethical, and as such it has to be overcome.

15. Le deuxième sexe is often assumed to be Hegelian, because Beauvoir uses the concepts of recognition and master–slave in her description of women’s subjection. The Hegelian reading is problematic in that Beauvoir bases her argument about sexual relations on her view of existentialist ethics (DSI, 30; SS, 28), which she explicitly separated from Hegel’s philosophy in her ethical essays. On Beauvoir’s relation to Hegel’s philosophy and to its different interpretations, see Lundgren-Gothlin 1991, O’Brien-Ewara 1999.

16. Husserl uses the terms cogitatio and cogitatum, noesis and noema for these two poles, or aspects of experience.

17. Derrida (1967b, 240–242) explains the difference between Husserl’s idea of philosophy as a rigorous science and the idea of exact mathematical sciences in La voix et le phénomène.

18. The mediation between particulars and universals is also central in Beauvoir’s reading of Sade. She argues that Sade’s greatness was in his attempt to grasp the very essence of the human condition in terms of his particular situation: “If it is objected that he never aimed at universality, that it sufficed him to insure his own salvation—that does not do him justice. He offers himself as an example, since he wrote—and so passionately!—of his own experience” (Beauvoir 1955a, 80; E, 62).


CHAPTER TWO

[image: image]

The Living Body

In Die Krisis der europäischen Wissenschaften und die transzendentale Phänomenologie, Husserl gives a set of phenomenological problems for future study: he refers to the problems of death and birth, the problem of the unconsciousness, and the problems of historicity and social life. And then, he states, “there is the problem of the sexes” (K §55, 192; E, 187–188).

The task of the phenomenologist is to study the ontic meanings of these phenomena, their constitution as different kinds of realities and objectivities; that is, as entities, occurrences, processes, events, facts, and so forth. So, the question concerning death, for example, is not “What is death?” or “What is its mechanism?” but rather “How does it happen that we experience death as an occurrence [Vorkommnis]?”

Similarly, we can ask how sexual difference is experienced. This involves several more specific questions: is sex experienced as an accidental attribute of a person or as an essential feature? Do we take women and men as two species of one genus, or do we see them in a complementary or oppositional relation? Do we experience our own sex in the same way as we experience the sex of other people? Is the distinction between the sexes restricted to human beings and animals, or do we also experience inanimate things as sexed—cups and covers, water and fire, sun and moon, sky and earth? The relevant experiences to be studied are not just sexual desires but all actions and passions in which something is perceived or imagined as male or female, man or woman, masculine or feminine.

Husserl’s works include extensive studies on the problems of temporality, historicity, and intersubjectivity.1 He never finished his writings on these topics, but returned again and again to reflect on the specific nature of the science of phenomenology and its possibility. We are left with a large collection of working notes, manuscripts, and lecture texts. Husserl’s followers, however, focused their studies on the questions of death, unconsciousness, community, and history.2 Several of them also discussed the phenomena of sexuality and sexual difference.

Merleau-Ponty, for example, wrote a whole chapter on sexuality for his phenomenology of perception in order to illuminate the affective basis of perception. He studied two cases in particular: a man who had lost his ability to see any sexual significance in the world, and a girl who had ceased to speak because her love was forbidden. Merleau-Ponty argued that we cannot start to understand these forms of experience if we do not realize that our being in the world is originally affective. Thus, sexuality is crucial for his argument, but his work does not include any problematization of the possible difference between feminine and masculine sexualities, or women’s and men’s ways of experiencing the world.3

Emmanuel Lévinas, on the other hand, focused exactly on the difference between the masculine and the feminine in his Le temps et l’autre (1947). Lévinas’s interest was in developing a new understanding of the relation between self and other, and thus a new meaning for ethics. He argued against the traditional Hegelian model, which presents the self–other relation as a conflict of wills. In erotic encounters, Lévinas pointed out, the other is not experienced as a contrary will or an other self [alter ego] but as mysterious and unattainable. For him, the mystery, the “essentially other,” was the feminine (TO, 78; E, 86).

There are also remarks, descriptions, and analysis of sexual relations in the works of Fink, Stein, and Sartre.4 So, the phenomenological tradition preceding Beauvoir’s Le deuxième sexe already included several discussions on sexuality and sexual difference. The novelty of Beauvoir’s work was not in its topics but in its way of posing the question.

For Beauvoir, sexuality is not just one research object among others, but the central theme of inquiry. Other subjects, such as work, death, history, and science, are studied in the interest of illuminating the structures of sexual relations. Ultimately, this leads Beauvoir to question the neutrality of philosophical work itself. Her problematization of the categories of woman, female, and femininity motivate the fundamental question about the relevance of sex to philosophy as it is practiced and understood. To see how this happens in the course of Beauvoir’s writing, I first outline the principal steps of her argument and then focus on the central notion of the living body.

A Phenomenology of Sexual Relations

Le deuxième sexe consists of two volumes. The first gives us a critical analysis of an extensive range of philosophical, scientific, literary, and mythical descriptions of women, females, and femininity. The second volume changes the viewpoint and focuses on the lived experience of women [l’expérience vécue]. In the introduction, Beauvoir sets her twofold task in the following words:

I try to show, positively, how the “feminine reality” [la réalité féminine] is constituted [constituér], why woman has been defined as the Other, and what have been the consequences of this from the point of view of men. Then I describe, from women’s point of view, the world as it proposed to them (this is the subject matter of the second volume). (DSI, 32; SS, 29)5

The second volume of Le deuxième sexe gives us a wide variety of descriptions of women’s experiences. It covers the areas of women’s lives from erotic relations to marriage and motherhood, from housekeeping to public activities and artistic creation. Beauvoir introduces us to the descriptions of female novelists, as well as those of prostitutes. At the end of her work she states: “There is a whole region of human experience which the male deliberately chooses to ignore because he fails to think about it: this experience woman lives” (DSII, 501; SS, 622).

Together the two volumes constitute a strong argument about scientific work. The claim is that both empirical sciences and philosophy as we know them have systematically neglected wide areas of human experience. Such neglect is fatal to scientific generalizations based on experience. But it also corrupts philosophical statements about experience, about its essential structures and its conditions of possibility. Beauvoir’s book makes us conscious of this bias. It initiates us into women’s writings about the world and their relations to it, and thus challenges accepted theories of human experience.

Beauvoir’s appeal and reference to experience is by no means naive; her work is not simply founded on women’s experiences, but includes also a philosophical question about the constitution of such a mode of experience. Ultimately, Beauvoir challenges the very idea of being a woman by asking what being and reality mean when we speak about sexed persons. This critical train of thought is another feature that differentiates Beauvoir’s work from those of her contemporaries, Merleau-Ponty, Lévinas, and Sartre, who all took the reality of men and women as given.

So, Beauvoir’s argument in Le deuxième sexe consists of two simultaneous but different moves. On the one hand, she demonstrates that scientific and philosophical descriptions and analysis of experience are partial in ignoring certain kinds of experiences: woman’s experiences or feminine experiences.

The neglect extends from the tradition of philosophy to modern natural and human sciences, and more particularly to phenomenological descriptions developed by Beauvoir’s contemporaries. Beauvoir shows, for example, that Freud’s seemingly general description of human desire is limited by the paradigm of the active masculine libido (DSI, 79–95; SS, 71–83).6 Against Sartre, she argues that feminine eroticism is not in itself a formless and aimless inertia but presents itself so only when studied within a masculine value system (DSI, 155–167; SS, 399–407).7 About Lévinas, she states: “The description which intends to be objective, is in fact an affirmation of masculine privilege” (DSI, 16; SS, 16). And to Merleau-Ponty she replies: “Woman, like man, is her body; but her body is something else than she is” (DSI, 67; SS, 61).

This is the main line of the feminist argumentation of Le deuxième sexe: Beauvoir demonstrates a systematic bias in supposedly general and universal descriptions and analysis of human experience.

But on the other hand, at the same time, Beauvoir poses a self-critical question, asking what the reality or existence of woman means. This is not a feminist argument in any traditional sense of the word, for it problematizes the basic notion of feminist discussions, that of woman. Rather one must characterize this part of Beauvoir’s enterprise as an interrogation into the fundaments of feminist thinking, into the common presuppositions shared by both feminists and antifeminists (DSI, 11, 28–30; SS, 13, 26–27).8

The way Beauvoir answers these questions is original and, as we will see, thoroughly involved in the critical practice of phenomenological philosophy. But on the other hand, she bases her argument on a great number of texts women have written about the world as they experience it. So, her sources are not just Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, or Heidegger and Lévinas, but also Virginia Woolf, Helene Deutsch, Sophie Tolstoy, George Sand, Colette, and Madame de Staël.9 These writers encourage Beauvoir to question the neutrality of the descriptions offered by her fellow philosophers.

The latter chapters of this book study Beauvoir’s twofold argument in detail. I explicate Beauvoir’s feminist claims about women’s otherness and subjection as well as her self-critical reflections about the meaning of “woman.” But before proceeding, it is necessary to clarify the conceptual and methodological framework in which Beauvoir performs her inquiries. This is the task of the chapter at hand. The focus is on the topic of embodiment.

In the introduction to Le deuxième sexe, Beauvoir emphasizes several times that her analysis of sexuality and sexual difference takes its starting point from the existential-phenomenological understanding of the living body [corps vivant, corps vécu]. She writes: “In the perspective I am adopting—that of Heidegger, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty—if the body is not a thing, it is a situation: it is our grasp upon the world and the outline of our projects” (DSI, 73; SS, 66). And again: “It is not the body-object described by the biologist that actually exists, but the living body of the subject” (DSI, 78; SS, 69).

This means, in short, that Le deuxième sexe studies sexuality and sexual difference in a methodic framework in which the body is taken as a subject of experience, not as a bioscientific object. The body understood in this way is not determined by causal relations but identified by motivational and stylistic connections. Beauvoir reminds us about this starting point throughout her argumentation, from the introduction to the last pages of the book. In the very end, she states again: “The body is never the cause of subjective experiences, since it is, under its objective shape [figure objective], the subject himself” (DSII, 586; SS, 682).

In order to understand Beauvoir’s arguments about sexuality and sexual relations it is necessary to study in detail the concept of the living body as used by Heidegger, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty. But if we agree to take such a step, we must return to Husserl’s works, for these thinkers base their discussions on embodiment on Husserl’s lectures and manuscripts.

Husserl introduced the concept of the living body [Leib] first in his lectures on objectivity and spatiality, Ding und Raum, in 1907. Six years later, he gave it an extensive explication in the second volume of his Ideen zu einer reinen Phänomenologie und phänomenologischen Philosophie: Phänomenologische Untersuchung zur Konstitution. This work, together with the first two parts of Krisis published in 1936, is the source of existential-phenomenological studies of embodiment and sexuality.10

The starting point of Husserl’s analysis in Ideen II is the simple fact that we have two different kinds of experiences of material bodies. We perceive mere physical things [Körper], that is, pieces of inert matter, stone, or metal, for example, and we experience living bodies: vegetable bodies, animal bodies, and human bodies—other people’s bodies as well as our own bodies.

After making this basic distinction, Husserl points out that we can relate to living bodies in two fundamentally different ways. On the one hand, we can take the attitude [Einstellung] of the natural scientist and abstract all meaning, value, and purpose away from the bodies that we study. Thus, their position and movement appears to us as mere effects of external and internal causes. We can then try to explain and predict their behavior by subsuming them under some general laws. In the natural scientific attitude, we no longer experience people, or even animals; “instead, we experience merely material things [bloss materielle Dinge] (IdII §11, 25; E, 27).

On the other hand, we can—and we do—relate to living bodies as meaningful and purposeful agents, persons [Person], in Husserl’s terminology. In this case, our own activity and interest is not in explaining or predicting the behavior of others, but in responding to their movements and gestures.

The phenomenological method allows us to describe and analyze the characteristics of these two attitudes and the living body as it appears within them. When we reach the phenomenological stance, free from all theses of being and value, we can study the difference between material things and bodies as persons, and we can inquire into the conditions of possibility for these two phenomena (IdII §48–49; 172–175, 179–180; E, 181–184, 189–190).

In the following I present the main lines of Husserl’s analysis of embodiment as well as his account of the two ways in which we can relate to living bodies. I also show how Merleau-Ponty develops Husserl’s account in his Phénoménologie de la perception. My aim is to explicate the features on the basis of which the living body can appear to us in several different ways: as an instrument and expression of the soul, as its shield and mask, but also as a burden, hindrance, resistance, and even a prison house. The distinctions Husserl makes in Ideen II are crucial to any attempt to understand the existential-phenomenological discussions on sexuality and Beauvoir’s contribution to them.

The Living Body in the Naturalistic Attitude

The first two extensive sections of Husserl’s Ideen II are dedicated to a description and analysis of the living body as it is conceived in the natural scientific attitude.11 Nature, understood in this attitude, includes all material or spatiotemporal things.12 In addition to mere material bodies or physical things, it consists of the “spiritual or psychic nature [seelische Natur]” founded on the physical (IdII §2, 2–3; §11, 25–27; E, 4, 27–29).

The psychic nature is the object of psychological sciences but also presupposed by zoology, ethology, and ecology, all other sciences which explain animal behavior (IdII §34, 143; §49, 175–177; E, 150, 184). However, when the psyche is studied within the natural scientific attitude, it appears “as nothing per se,” nothing more than a specific layer or stratum [Schicht] of the material (IdII §49a, 175; E, 184–185).

The living body is a specific kind of material reality because it is the meeting point of the physical and the psychical. It is, in Husserl’s words, a turning point [Umschlagspunkt] from one to the other (IdII §42, 161; E, 169). This said, I must make a remark about language. The metaphor of the “turning point” is illuminative in conveying the idea of a connection. It expresses the fact that even though the physical and the psychic are fundamentally different, they are related. This is crucial in Husserl’s analysis. However, the metaphor is problematic in suggesting that the connection between the body and the soul is spatial in nature. Husserl rejects such an interpretation and emphasizes that we should not try to base our understanding of the body–soul relation on the model of two distinct spatial entities. The soul does not appear as a part of the physical body. We do not see it beside it either. It is not inside the body or above it. Instead, it appears as a reality belonging [gehören] to the body (IdII §14, 33; E, 36).

The excess of reality beyond the mere physical thing is not something that can be separated off by itself, not something juxtaposed, but something on or at the physical thing [an diesem]; thus it moves “along with” the thing and acquires its spatial determination by its being on something which is itself spatial [an dem Räumlichen]. (IdII §49a, 176; E, 186)

But, Husserl emphasizes, this does not mean that the soul is “extended” over the body in any proper sense. It is not like a covering or a clothing, but more like a specific kind of power that brings about a new organization in the body by “lending its virtue” to it (IdII §49a, 176; §54, 213; E, 185, 224).

Husserl uses the term introjection [Introjektion] to further illuminate the relationship between body and soul. He says that the soul appears as introjected or inserted [eingelegt] into the body. The main idea here is that, in perceptual experience, the psychic does not appear as a distinct reality but one with the body (IdII §49a, 176; E, 186).

But like all metaphors used thus far, the term introjection is also loaded with spatial connotations.13 In addition to such connotations, the term suffers from the prior uses it has had in philosophy.

The term was introduced by the German-Swiss positivist Richard Avenarius in 1891 to refer to the process in which we insert our perceptions of external things into other people, so that what is originally seen as part of the external world is taken as an internal state of another human being (Avenarius [1891] 1905, 27ff.). In Avenarius’s understanding, such “introjected” features are redundant postulates. We do not experience the spiritual originally as part of the external world, but insert it afterward in material bodies. Understood in this way, our experiences of the soul–body union would, strictly speaking, be an illusion or a result of mythical thinking.

For Husserl, Avenarius’s analysis is fundamentally mistaken, being based on the presumption that we encounter all bodies originally as physical things, without psychic or spiritual capacities (IdII §51, 190; E, 200). Husserl argues against such positivist analyses, but he takes the term introjection to be illuminative in conveying the idea that the soul and the living body are one.14

In Husserl’s analysis, living bodies are fundamentally distinguished from mere material or physical things by three characteristics. First, living bodies are given to us as fields of sensations. Feelings of touch, contact, pressure, movement, tension, warmth and cold, pleasure and pain are localized on the surface of the body and in its different organs.15 The cat feels the heat of the stone in the soles of its paws. When I lift it up, it senses the pressure of my hands on its flanks. In a similar way, the ant feels the contour of the surface in its antennae—and we know this just by watching its behavior closely.16 As such, the living body is like a scene of sensations. It differs from a mere material thing primarily in this respect: “Obviously, the living body is also to be seen just like any other thing, but it becomes a living body only by incorporating tactile sensations, pain sensations etc.—in short, by the localization of the sensations as sensations” (IdII §37, 151; E, 158–159).

The second distinguishing feature of the living body is its motility. In difference from other things, the living body appears as the immediate starting point of spontaneous, free movement. Animals can, of course, move all kinds of things. A cat tosses a ball of wool, and a child flings toys on the floor. However, to move other things, animals and humans need their own bodies. In order to throw a ball, for example, a child must first grasp it, then swing its arm, and finally open its fingers to let the ball go. Humans set objects in motion by using instruments but these in turn must be manipulated, and we create the impulse only by moving our own limbs and sense organs. So, the living body of an animal differs from other things in being the only thing that the animal can move immediately, without moving some other thing first (IdII §38, 151–152; E, 159–160; cf. K §28, 110; E, 108).

Third, the living body functions as the fixed point in perceptions of direction, distance, and movement. Other material things appear in relation to it, they are near or far, fore or back, above or below, on the right-hand side or on the left. Such determinations are not just figurative language but are presupposed by scientific descriptions of human and animal behavior. The zoologist determines the positions and movements of his research objects by using phrases like “moving toward,” and “moving away,” and “passing by.” These orientations have meaning only in relation to living bodies (IdII §18, 56; §32, 127–128; §41a, 158–159; E, 61, 135–136, 165–167).

Even if I can, in my thoughts, transfer the point of observation outside my own body, I can do this only by imagining another living body, or a functional part of such a body, in this new center of observation (cf. FI, 227–228). On the other hand, I am “stuck” to my body in a specific way: I can change my position in relation to any other material thing, but I do not have the possibility of distancing myself from my body. As such, the living body is the absolute “here,” the zeropoint [Nullpunkt] of orientation (IdII §32, 127; §41a, 158; E, 135, 166).17 Merleau-Ponty characterizes this specific “permanence” of the living body in an illuminative way. “[It] is not a permanence in the world, but the permanence from my part. To say that it is always near me, always there for me, is to say that it is never truly in front of me, that I cannot unfold it by my gaze, that it stays in the margin of all my perceptions, that it is with me” (PP, 106; E, 90; cf. PP, 163; E, 140).

Finally, Husserl points out that the living body takes part in causal relations: it causes movements, and it reacts to changes, both within self and in its environment. In addition to sensations, we have experiences in which the movements of living bodies appear as mechanical processes, similar to those of inert matter, pieces of metal or stone, for example. If I hit you in the face, I may have, in addition to kinesthetic sensations, the experience in which one physical body strikes another, causing a fracture. When I cut my finger with a knife, I have, in addition to the sensations of pain and dizziness, the visual experience in which a physical body is split and the fluids it contains trickle out (IdII §41c, 159–160; E, 167–168). Thus, my body functions also as a member in the nexus of causes and effects. In this respect, it is similar to other material things.

As a summary, we can say that the living body is distinguished from other material things by three features: it appears as the bearer of the field of sensations, as the organ of free movement, and as the center of spatial orientation (IdII §54, 212–213; E, 224; cf. PP, 106–110; E, 90–94, 101–102). We perceive not just our own bodies but also the bodies of other humans and animals in this way. Such perceptions form the experiential basis for the sciences of human and animal behavior.

The natural scientific attitude, however, contains the hypothesis that ultimately all of these experiential specifications can be explicated in terms of causal or functional relations between mere material things [Körper]. This is supposed to be possible in the case of other bodies as well as for one’s own body. Thus, the descriptions and explanations of these sciences could in principle be “purified” from all reference to orientation, aim, and purpose (IdII §11, 24–25; E, 27–28). Such terms are taken to be just useful abbreviations for complex causal interactions; they are not supposed to describe anything real.

These are the main elements of the first description given by Husserl in Ideen II. It is important to keep in mind that what is described here is the living body as it is conceived by a person living in the natural scientific attitude; for example, a zoologist observing and explaining the behavior of primates or insects. The description includes directional and teleological features that later investigations show to originate from another—the personalistic—attitude. However, the naturalist works on the hypothesis that all such features can be explained as features of a complex physical system.

Husserl reminds us about this starting point again and again when developing and specifying his description (IdII §19, 90; §34–35, 142–143; §49, 173–174; E, 96, 150–151). His remarks aim at excluding fundamental misunderstandings. The order of his exposure is not the order of epistemological or ontological priority. Even though Husserl starts his book by illuminating the natural scientific attitude and the living body as its object, he rejects the idea that this is the only valid way of relating to the world. In Husserl’s phenomenology the scientific attitude is secondary, dependent on a more profound connection.

The Personalistic Attitude

The natural scientific attitude is based on a personalistic attitude [personalistische Einstellung], which does not explain the behavior of the body but expresses itself in the body and thus addresses other bodies. In this case, our activity and interest is not in predicting the behavior of others, but in responding to their movements and gestures.

Husserl argues that the living body as an object of biological and psychological sciences is achieved only through the mental activity of abstraction. Originally, we see and hear bodies as full of meaning, not just having sensations and orientations, but also expressing feelings, desires, volitions, and thoughts.18 This applies both to our own bodies and to the bodies of others, animals and humans: the body shivers, and we embrace it to comfort and to protect it. A hand is held out, and we reach for it; a smile appears, and we smile back. Husserl writes:

What has been said concerns all our fellow men as well as ourselves, to the extent that we consider ourselves theoretically precisely in this attitude [the attitude of the natural scientist]: we are animated bodies, Objects of nature, themes of the relevant natural sciences. But it is quite otherwise as regards the personalistic attitude, the attitude we are always in when we live with one another, talk to one another, shake hands with one another in greeting, or are related to one another in love and aversion, in disposition and action, in discourse and discussion. (IdII §49E, 183, italics in original; E, 192)

The personalistic attitude does not posit the body as a research object but presupposes it as a nonthematized horizon of all activity, both everyday dealings and scientific practices. It is the basis for the meaningfulness of action, for its directions and purposes. The phenomenological method makes possible the study and description of this presupposition (IdII §48–49, 172–185; E, 181–184). Such a study shows that the living body presents itself originally as an expression [Ausdruck] of psychic life.19

Bodily gestures, postures, and movements are expressions of the soul, of its meanings and the unity composed of them. The soul binds bodily functions and parts together into a spiritual unity that cannot be broken up or divided into autonomous parts. Thus, the organs and movements of our bodies form a similar stylistic unity as chapters, paragraphs, and sentences of a book (IdII §56h, 236; E, 248). Husserl introduces the verbal analogy as follows:

The thoroughly intuitive unity presenting itself when we grasp a person as such (e.g. when we, as persons, speak to them as persons, or when we hear them speak, or work together with them, or watch their actions) is the unity of the “expression” [Ausdruck] and the “expressed” that belongs to the essence of all comprehensive unities. This Body–spirit unity is not the only one of this kind. When I read the “lines and pages” of a book or when I read in the “book” and grasp the words and sentences, then we are dealing with physical matters. The book is a body [Körper], the pages are sheets of paper, the lines are black marks and physical imprints at certain spots of these papers, etc. Is that what I grasp when I “see” the book, when I “read” the book, when I “see” that what is written is written, what is said is said? It is obvious that my attitude is here quite different. (IdII §56h, 236; E, 248; cf. K, app. XXVIII)

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

In a similar way, we relate to living bodies. We do not explain or predict the movements of the hands, the expressions on the face, or the postures of the whole body, but try to understand them and respond to their gestures. The primordial relations of the lifeworld are not causal but motivational (IdII app. XIII, 375; E, 384).20

So, in the personalistic attitude, the relation between the soul and the body is not a spatial or quasi-spatial relation but essentially similar to the relation between the expression and the expressed.21 The body is not connected to the soul through an external binding, but it presupposes the soul in order to be what it is—in the same way as the physical mark on the paper presupposes meaning in order to appear as a word (IdII §56h, 236–237; E, 248–249).22

When we apprehend a human body in such a personalistic way, we see it as wholly expressive. The soul does not appear in any specific part or zone of the body—face, eyes, or mouth—it is expressed in them all: “the Body is, as Body, filled with the soul through and through. Each movement of the Body is full of soul, the coming and going, the standing and sitting, the walking and dancing, etc. Likewise, so is every human performance, every human production” (IdII §56h, 240; E, 252).

Husserl argues that we should not think about the expressed soul or sense as a second reality behind or beside visible and audible expressions but must understand it as a principle or a power that binds them together (IdII §56h, 238–239; E, 249–250).23 The expressive power extends itself from the body to its environment [Umwelt]. The soul joins together the physical things around the living body. It penetrates [durchdringen] the physical and animates it, creating a tissue or texture of beautiful, useful, and meaningful things: utensils, instruments, materials, artworks, literary works, and enjoyable elements (IdII §49e, 182ff.; E, 191ff.). In such an environment, the person does not just act as an individual but also as a member of different kinds of groups, linguistic, religious, moral, and juridical communities, families, social classes, unions, and states. Thus, Husserl explains: “We have here a fundamental analysis embracing all spiritual Objects, all unities of Body and sense, hence not only individual humans but also human communities, all cultural formations, all individual and social works, institutions, etc.” (IdII §56h, 243; E, 255).

In Husserl’s phenomenology of body, the soul is not opposed to the corporal but intertwined with it. This notion has implications that are interesting from a feminist viewpoint. It follows, for example, that there are no specifically mental [seelisch] activities in human life, all activities are mental, both artistic creation and housekeeping, both religious rituals and child care, both hunting and nursing. When seen in the personalistic mode, everything we do with our bodies is filled with soul. All occupations and modes of living are equally mental, not just those of priests, artists, and scientists, but also those of farmers, cleaners, and caretakers. Even our erotic and sexual practices express our souls in the Husserlian sense.

Thus, the distinction between soul and body does not coincide with the distinction between masculinity and femininity. Instead, we can conceive the possibility of a specifically feminine soul or spirituality expressed in the feminine body. In Husserl’s concepts, a feminine soul would not be distinguished from the masculine one by any substance, material or immaterial. Instead, its specificity would be in the connections prevailing between its different manifestations. If we develop Husserl’s verbal analogy further, we can say that the difference between feminine and masculine persons is not a difference in any functions or part of their bodies, but is a difference of styles (cf. IdII §61, 276–277; E, 289–290; CM §32, 101; E, 67).

It is essential to realize that Husserl’s contribution to later phenomenology of embodiment is not just in developing the distinction between the living body and the physical thing, or the distinction between the objectifying and the personalizing attitude. What is original and path breaking in Husserl’s phenomenology is a strong argument about the relation between the personalizing and the objectifying attitude of the natural scientist. Husserl argues that the scientific attitude and its pure physical object is secondary, dependent on the primary personalistic attitude and its expressive objects:

Upon closer scrutiny, it will appear that there are not here two attitudes with equal rights and of the same order, or two perfectly equal apperceptions which at once penetrate each other, but that the naturalistic [i.e., natural-scientific] attitude is in fact subordinated to the personalistic, and that the former only acquires by means of an abstraction or, rather, by means of a kind of self-forgetfulness of the personal Ego, a certain autonomy—whereby it proceeds illegitimately to absolutize its world, i.e., nature. (IdII §4, 183–184; E, 193)

Husserl uses the term naturalistic [naturalistisch] in two different but related senses in this argument. On the one hand, he refers to the natural-scientific attitude [naturwissenschaftlich], which abstracts from meaning, value, and purpose, and posits the research object as “mere material thing” and nature as the totality of such things (IdII §53, 208; E, 219). This attitude is a necessary precondition for all scientific explanations in physics and biosciences as well as in “scientific” psychology. In this sense, the term naturalistic is purely descriptive.

On the other hand, Husserl uses the term naturalistic in a critical sense to characterize the state in which the natural-scientific way of studying things has become a habit. He explains:

In the natural life of the Ego we do not always—indeed not even predominately—consider the world in a naturalistic [i.e., natural-scientific] way, as if we were doing physics or zoology. . . . That is not always the case even for the zoologist and naturalistic psychologist. It is only that such a one has assumed the rigid habit [feste Gewohnheit], the restrictions of which he normally can no longer break through, that as soon as he takes up a scientific attitude at all, he does so inevitably in the form of the naturalistic attitude. . . . He wears the blinders of habit [hat habituelle Scheuklappen]. (IdII §49e, 183; E, 193; cf. IdII, 191; E, 201)

For Husserl, the idea of science does not coincide with that of natural science. Natural sciences form merely one subclass of a more extensive project that also includes the human sciences, the social sciences, and philosophy as a rational inquiry into their foundations. So, Husserl’s argument is by no means against the natural-scientific attitude but only against the dogmatism that considers the natural-scientific attitude as the most basic or the only legitimate way of studying the world or doing science.24

Husserl argues that it is possible to accomplish the natural scientific explanation only if at least some bodies are treated in the personalizing way, full of meaning and intention. We cannot observe or experiment on living bodies—or on anything, for that matter—unless we relate to our own bodies and their organs as purposeful wholes, instruments of will, and expressions of soul (cf. PP, 112; E, 95–96). This primary relation should not be taken for granted but subjected to critical reflection if philosophy is to be a rigorous, presuppositionless science.

Merleau-Ponty’s comparison between Husserl and Descartes clarifies the revolutionary character of Husserl’s view of the soul–body unity. Merleau-Ponty points out that the distinction between the personalistic attitude and the naturalistic attitude is not Husserl’s invention: “Descartes was well aware of this, since his famous letter to Elisabeth draws the distinction between the body as it is conceived through use in living and the body as it is conceived by the intellect [entendement]” (PP, 231; E, 199).25 And surely, when one compares Husserl’s descriptions of a person’s body to those of Descartes in Les passions de l’ame (1649), one finds a striking similarity:

But in order to understand all these things more perfectly, we need to recognize that the soul is really joined to the whole body, and that we cannot properly say that it exists in any one part of the body to the exclusion of others. For the body is a unity which is in a sense indivisible because of the arrangement of its organs, these being so related to one another that the removal of any one of them renders the whole body defective. (AT XI 351; E, 339)

But what is specific, and crucial, in Husserl’s thinking is the argument that the personalistic attitude has a founding role also in theoretization. In Descartes’s description, bodily experiences remain subordinated to theoretical thinking that posits the body as a mere material object. In contrast to this, Husserl’s reflection shows, that the living body is not just one object of experience among others but the condition of possibility for all our objectifications and theoretizations about the material world (PP, 231–232; E, 198–199, 95–96).

Styles of Being

The existentialists applied and developed further Husserl’s description and analysis of the living body. Merleau-Ponty in particular submitted the living body to an extensive and thorough study in the first part of his Phénoménologie de la perception. His work is directly based on the descriptions and concepts Husserl presented in the Ideen II and in the manuscript for the later work Krisis (PP, 108; E, 92; S, 209ff.; E, 166ff.). Husserl’s texts were not published until the early 1950s,26 long after his death, but Merleau-Ponty studied them as manuscripts in 1937 in the Husserl archive in Louvain.27

The discussion of the living body that Merleau-Ponty develops in Phénoménologie de la perception follows the general line of his argumentation. His goal is to describe the body as it is given to us before the theses of the objective sciences. Merleau-Ponty focuses his phenomenological critique primarily on natural and life sciences, refraining from physiological and medical conceptualizations of the body, but he also studies how the phenomenological critique applies to contemporary scientific psychology and anthropology.28

Thus, the focus of Phénoménologie de la perception differs from that of Ideen II. Merleau-Ponty does not first describe the body as an object of natural sciences or life sciences but aims directly at canceling all scientific preconceptions [préjugé] and discovering the body as it appears before it is posited as an object of any scientific study. Through such a suspension we can return to the body as it is given to us, not in intellection or theoretical observation, but in perception (PP, 112–113; E, 96–97).29 So, we can say that Merleau-Ponty’s Phénoménologie develops further the description of the pretheoretical expressive body presented in Ideen II.

Along the lines of Husserl, Merleau-Ponty argues that at the basic level of experience, the living body appears as an expression. He emphasizes that this should not be understood to mean that the body expresses states of some separate entity, call it spirit or consciousness. He states:

When we say that the life of the body, or the flesh, and the life of the psyche are involved in a relationship of reciprocal expression, or that the bodily event always has a psychic meaning, these formulations need to be explained. Valid as they are for excluding causal thought, they do not mean that the body is a transparent integument of Spirit. The return to existence, as to the setting in which communication between body and mind can be understood, is not a return to Consciousness or Spirit. (PP, 186; E, 160)

In Merleau-Ponty’s analysis, the living body expresses a “manner” [manière] of relating to the world, or an “attitude” toward the world (PP, 67–68, 185; E, 55, 158–159).30 What this means will be better understood, he claims, if we clarify the notions of “expression” and “meaning.” Instead of thinking about expressive relations as relation between two different kinds of entities, perceptual and nonperceptual, we should understand them as relations between the perceptuals. The meaning of the body does not reside behind or above its visible, audible, or tactile elements; it appears in the relations between them. As a whole, the body forms a stylistic unity, which cannot be captured by the laws of natural sciences. Instead of being comparable to machines, it resembles artwork (PP, 176, 239; E, 150, 206). The body as an object of biosciences is a mere “impoverishment” [appauvrissement] (PP, 403; E, 351).

Following Husserl, Merleau-Ponty also argues that the expressive bond goes from the body to the world: “This disclosure of the immanent or nascent significance in the living body, extends, as we shall see, to the whole sensible world, and our gaze, informed by the experience of our own body, will rediscover in all other ‘objects’ the miracle of expression” (PP, 230; E, 197).

Merleau-Ponty compares the role of living body to that of the heart: the body is the inner power that sustains the world inwardly and “breathes life into it” (PP, 235; E, 203). There are two sides to this: the body functions both as a spring of meaning and as an organizing principle. As such it can be compared to a person who makes himself at home in a new house. It is not just a question of furnishing and decorating an empty space but, more importantly, of structuring the space by providing the places of opening and closing and by establishing the boundaries of intimacy and community, cleanness and dirt, darkness and light.

Merleau-Ponty’s exposition develops further the anti-Platonist tendencies of Husserl’s philosophy. He argues that we should not think that the meanings of bodies belong to another realm behind or above the visible and tactile world. The idea of an entity is inadequate here: meanings are not immaterial objects but structural features of the perceived world. The meaning of a smiling face, for example, is not a separate mental entity. Joy it not hidden behind the gesture but visible in the movements of the eyes and the mouth (PP, 215; E, 184).

Similarly, the meaning of the perceived thing, an ashtray or a tree, for example, is not another object behind or above the first one. Instead of being in some other place, the signification “inhabits that thing as the soul inhabits the body” (PP, 369, 217; E, 186, 319). Thus, fragility, for example, is visible in the crystal glass, as tenderness is visible in the gesture of the hand. And “love is in the flowers” picked and arranged by the lover, “just as unmistakably” as it is in his caresses (PP, 371; E, 321).

To clarify further the expressive nature of the living body, Merleau-Ponty presents what is sometimes called his “gesture theory of expression.”31 The model of facial gestures helps him to put forward a two-step argument about expressive bodies. First, he points out that if we give up the view that gestures refer to invisible objects—mental or ideal—then the traditional notion of meaning as isomorphism seems to lose its basis. For, if there are no nonperceptual counterparts to perceptual objects, then the talk about shared structures or forms has no basis. All we have is what we see: the gestures of the living body and the things that make up its environment. There is nothing behind them, and consequently no similarity of structure.

But, second, Merleau-Ponty argues, we should understand the expressive relation as a relation between the visibles. So, we do have an isomorphism after all, not between the visible and the invisible, but between the visibles. When I smile at you, for example, my face expresses the emotion of joy in the sense that is has the same structure as other smiling faces. This structure, Merleau-Ponty claims, is common to all joyful things. We recognize it in faces, human and animal, and in the postures and movements of bodies, but we also identify it in other kinds of realities, for example, melodies, paintings, places, and happenings. “One can see what there is in common between the gesture and its meaning, for example, in the case of emotional expression and the emotions themselves: the smile, the relaxed face, gaiety of gesture really have in them the rhythm of action, the mode of being in the world which is joy itself” (PP, 217; E, 186).32

For Merleau-Ponty, meanings are not static, permanent forms but dynamic structures that evolve and alter in time. Thus, musical metaphors get a central role in his description of living bodies. The references to melodies and rhythms, vibrations and resonance convey the idea that the “structure” shared by different expressions is alterable and open. It is more like a scheme or outline than a completed fixed form. We recognize a gesture as joyful or sad in the same way we identify a concerto we have not heard before as one by Mozart or by Bach. We see a face as joyful, not merely because it repeats the movements of earlier joyful faces, but because it continues and modifies their “melodies” and “rhythms.” Different expressions of joy—smiling faces, laughing voices, and bright colorful textures—are variations of each other; and joy itself is nothing but the open unity of these variations.

When Merleau-Ponty states that the living body is an expression of a manner of being (PP, 67; E, 55), he does not mean that the body is a contingent sign for a separate formation. Instead, the claim is that bodily gestures and postures are “filled with” what they signify (PP, 188; E, 161). The body is not an addition to a manner of being; it is this manner itself (PP, 230; E, 197). “It is through my body that I understand [comprends] others, just as it is through my body that I perceive ‘things.’ The meaning of the gesture thus ‘understood’ is not behind it, it is intermingled with the structure of the world outlined by the gesture, . . . arrayed all over the gesture itself” (PP, 216–217; E, 186; cf. PP, 409; E, 356).

Merleau-Ponty calls such dynamic structures styles and characterizes them by saying that they have “cohesion without concept” (VI, 199; E, 152).33 His argument is that we recognize as stylistic wholes not just persons and works of art, but also materials, utensils, places, and ultimately the world itself. A description Merleau-Ponty gives of his experience of the city of Paris is illuminative:

Paris for me is not an object of many facets, a sum of perceptions, nor is it the law governing all these perceptions. Just as an individual [une être] manifests the same affective essence in the gestures of his hands, in his way of walking and in the sound of his voice, each express perception occurring in my journey through Paris—the cafés, people’s faces, the poplars along the quays, the bends of the Seine—stand out against the city’s whole being [l’être total de Paris], and merely confirm a certain style or a certain sense of Paris. . . . We perceive hardly any object, just as we do not see the eyes of a familiar face, but simply its look and its expression. (PP, 325; E, 281)

The same holds for our experience of the world as a whole (PP, 378; E, 327). It is not given to us as a collection of objects or a totality of things, but as an “immense individual” which retains its style through the transformations of structure and content (PP, 85, 468; E, 71, 409; cf. PP, xvii, 109; E, xvii, 92). But the world is not just any style. It is the condition of possibility for the recognition of any particular style, it is the “style of all styles” (PP, 377–378; E, 330).

By making the concept of style central in his presentation, Merleau-Ponty aims at initiating a radical change in our way of thinking about living bodies—a transition from substantial concepts to modal ones. A style is not a thing, it is not a property or a relation, but a manner of connecting things and other realities, in Merleau-Ponty’s words, a manner of dealing with situations (PP, 377–378; E, 327). His suggestion is that when studying perception, we should not ask what causes it or constitutes its basis, but instead inquiry into the manner in which it changes, varies, and relates to other forms of activity and passivity, such as motility, speech, and sexuality. In this framework, the differences between human and animal, normal and abnormal, feminine and masculine are not studied as differences of fixed structures or functions. They are understood as differences in the manners of acting and being acted on.

The most important distinction that Merleau-Ponty makes in his phenomenology of body is the distinction between the personal and the anonymous. When analyzing perception, Merleau-Ponty distinguishes the personal body or “one’s own body” [corps propre] from the “prepersonal” or “anonymous” body [anonyme, prépersonnel].34 These are not two different entities but two different layers [couche] of experience.35 “Thus sight, hearing, sexuality, the body are not only passageways, instruments, or manifestations of personal existence: personal existence takes up and inherits [recueiller] their anonymous existence” (PP, 186; E, 160).

The anonymous layer of the body is responsible for perception and all movement connected to perception (Merleau-Ponty PP, 249–250, 277, 399; E, 215–216, 240, 347; cf. Husserl K §28–29, 105–116). Merleau-Ponty’s thesis is that the perceived world is constituted by the anonymous body. He claims that if we wanted to render precisely the perceptual experience, we ought to say that “one perceives in me, and not that I perceive” (PP, 249; E, 215; cf. S, 117–118; E, 94).36 He explains further: “Every perception takes place in an atmosphere of generality and is presented to us as anonymous. I cannot say that I see the blue of the sky in the sense in which I say that I understand a book or again in which I decide to devote my life to mathematics” (PP, 249; E, 215; cf. PP, 277; E, 240).

In effect, Merleau-Ponty claims that the word I is equivocal; it refers to two different subjects when combined with different verbs, perceive and decide, for example. These two subjects are different but not separate or autonomous. Personal acts and personal habits are based on the anonymous and depend upon it. The anonymous body is like an affective background from which the personal is separated as a figure. Or, to use another metaphor of Merleau-Ponty’s, the anonymous body is like a fabric on which personal bodies are separated like folds or pleats [pli] (PP, 367; E, 215).

Usually, we are not conscious of the difference between the body as a personal “figure” and the body as an anonymous “background.” However, we can become conscious of this duality. This can happen, for example, in the case of falling ill (PP, 101; E, 85). In sickness, my interest and attention is distracted by pain and fatigue. It is hard to move and to breathe, and I have to struggle just to see and hear. Activities that I have not focused on become central. I do not detect them as something unprecedented, but recognize them as if they were familiar but forgotten, my own but not quite at my disposal.37 At the same time I recognize the world as a trace [trace] left by this “forgotten” mode of consciousness (PP, 399; E, 347).

The generality of the anonymous body should not be confused with the generality of the body as a biochemical system described by natural scientific laws. The anonymous body is not a sophisticated mechanism but a special form of intentionality. When investigating it, Merleau-Ponty does not abandon Husserl’s phenomenological method in favor of the natural scientific approach. Instead, his aim is in giving a more detailed description of the living body as it is experienced before scientific objectifications.

Thus, both levels, the personal and the anonymous, are intentional, but their intentionality is different: the explicit intentionality of decision and volition is based on the operative intentionality of the anonymous body.

In so far as I have hands, feet, and a body, I sustain around me intentions which are not dependent upon my decisions and which affect my surrounding in a way which I do not choose. These intentions are general in a double sense: firstly in the sense that they constitute a system in which all possible objects are simultaneously included . . . and furthermore in the sense that they are not simply mine, they originate from other than myself. (PP, 502; E, 440)

Within the personal body, within my own body, I can also distinguish between two layers or two functions: the habit-body and actual body (PP, 98; E, 82).

To introduce this distinction, Merleau-Ponty points out that our behavior includes habits, ways of moving which are not common by all bodies similar to ours but are shared only by some of them. Some of us are, for example, skillful drivers, others are experienced dancers, and still others proficient typists. Saying this means, among other things, that it is easy for these people to learn new variations of the activities of driving, dancing, and typing. A skillful driver can easily accustom himself to a new vehicle, and a professional dancer can learn a new dance in few minutes. Similarly, an experienced musician is capable of playing a new instrument even if the instrument is very different from the ones he knows, different not just in size but also in structure; he needs only a short time of practice to be ready to perform his program.

Merleau-Ponty argues that this is possible only because the musician can depend on his motor habits, the habits of playing. The organist does not figure out every element or function of the new instrument but focuses on certain central ones: “He sits on the seat, works on the pedals, pulls out the stops, gets the measure of the instrument with his body, incorporates with himself the relevant directions and dimensions, settles into the organ as one settles into a house” (PP, 170; E, 145).

Motor habits are not usually in the center of our attention but form a background for our deliberations, choices, and decisions. In this respect, they function in the same way as the anonymous body. And in a similar way they can become the center of our attention, both through failure and through reflection.

The line between the actual and the habitual is not permanent but evolves in time. When we learn new modes of activity, we must first focus our attention on the movements of the body. When we learn to speak a foreign language, for example, we must focus on the movements of our lips and try to syncretize and reconcile them with what we hear and see others do. But when such deliberate movements are repeated, they become habits and start to function as a background for further deliberate actions. Habits also get sedimented into the environment, in the structures of utensils, instruments, and habitation, and as such they direct action from outside. A path, for example, is a result of the repetition of a certain mode of walking.

A person can experience both his habit-body and the anonymous body as a hindrance to his personal interests and acts. But it is important to realize that both also provide conditions of possibility for originating and individual actions. In the last section of Phénoménlogie de la perception, addressing the problem of freedom, Merleau-Ponty explains that the living body is our entry to the world, our access to things and to other bodies. It has limits, spatial and temporal, but without these limits we would not be more free in our dealings with things. Instead, we would lose our grip on the world altogether (PP, 519; E, 455). It makes sense to compare the capacities of my own body to those of other bodies. But other bodies are given to me only through my own body, so the comparison is possible for me only because I have my body (S, 126; E, 100–101).

Notes

1. On Husserl’s treatment of intersubjectivity, see Depraz 1995; Steinbock 1995; Zahavi 1996a, 1996b. On the relation of the transcendental self to temporality, see Held 1966.

2. Heidegger and Lévinas, in particular, are known for their discussions on temporality and mortality, time and death. Paul Ricoeur and David Carr have studied the problems of history and tradition. Edith Stein, Eugen Fink, and Max Scheler developed descriptions and analyses of intersubjectivity, but the topic is central for all phenomenologists.

3. Judith Butler (1989) argues that Merleau-Ponty’s analysis is distorted by his androcentric and heterosexist biases. For alternative readings, see Heinämaa 1997; Waldenfels 1998; Stoller 2000.

4. Edith Stein wrote lectures, speeches, and essays on women’s education and professions in the early 1930s. These are published in the collection Die Frau: Aufgabe nach Natur und Gnade (1959). Stein’s conception of women follows the general lines of her studies in the constitution of the (human) person that combines the phenomenological method to Thomistic thought.

5. The English translation is fallacious in this crucial place. In Parshley’s version Beauvoir states: “I shall try to show exactly how the concept of the ‘truly feminine’ has been fashioned” (SS, 29, italics mine). The translation gives the impression that Beauvoir’s aim is to present a history of concept and ideas. There is no indication of Beauvoir’s explicit attempt to develop a study in the constitution of realities. On the contrary, the verb fashion suggests that what is at issue is a critical description of the historical creation of the artifact feminine distinguished from the natural givens female and woman. This is highly misleading, for in Beauvoir’s existential-phenomenological framework all realities are constituted—both natural and cultural or artificial.

6. Beauvoir’s critical remarks against Freud’s descriptions of feminine sexuality have been developed further by many feminist thinkers, for example, Luce Irigaray 1974, 1977; Juliet Mitchell [1974] 1982; and Jane Gallop 1988. Beauvoir starts her critique by stating: the “objections that may be raised against this description derive from the fact that Freud copied it from a masculine model” (DSI, 82; SS, 73). Compare this to Irigaray’s claim: “Feminine sexuality has always been thought about on the basis of masculine parameters” (Irigaray 1977, 23; E, 23).

7. For Beauvoir’s argument against Sartre’s notion of eroticism, see Le Dæuff 1991; Pilardi 1989; Bergoffen 1995, 1997.

8. This critical line of thought is continued by Monique Wittig 1981, 1982; and Judith Butler 1990, 1993.

9. Parshley erased a great deal of Beauvoir’s quotes from and references to the works of female scholars and writers. Thus, the English translation gives the impression that Beauvoir based her claims either on her own personal experiences or on the works of male colleagues. To get an idea of Parshley’s deletions and their effect on Beauvoir’s argument, compare, for example, the discussion on motherhood: Beauvoir supports her argument with examples from works of Colette Audry, Helene Deutsch, and Sophie Tolstoy; the translation hides these sources (DSII, 343–351; SS, 510–513).

10. Husserl never finished the second volume of his Ideen. His assistant Edith Stein worked long periods with the manuscript, between 1916 and 1918, transcribing, editing, and developing Husserl’s text. Later, in 1923, Ludwig Landgrebe, another assistant, prepared the text for publication. Husserl continued revising the manuscript until the year 1928, when he finally abandoned the project for another manuscript. The work remained unpublished until 1952. It seems that several sections of it, especially those related to the theme of empathy, are based on Stein’s doctoral work Zum Problem der Einfühlung (1917) (Baseheart et al. 1995; Haney 1997).

Husserl’s work on the body includes also the so-called D manuscripts, a collection of scattered notes and drafts composed between 1920 and 1932. The texts on intersubjectivity are also relevant to the phenomenology of embodiment, for Husserl’s descriptions and analyses of the self–other relation are bound up with his understanding of the bodily nature of perception. For explications and interpretations of the texts on corporeality and embodiment, see Welton 1999.

11. The first section, “The Constitution of Material Nature,” shows how the experience of physical nature, spatial things, and material bodies are constituted. The second section deals with the constitution of animal nature. It is not until the third section, “The Constitution of the Spiritual World,” that Husserl focuses on the personalistic stance toward the living body.

12. Material, in Husserl’s analysis, is spatiotemporal. In other words, all material things have both spatial extension and a temporal duration. Thus, Husserl rejects Descartes’s identification of matter and extension (IdII §12, 28–29; E, 31). The analysis allows for the possibility of “mere spatial beings,” such as ghosts [Gespenst], for example, which lack temporal continuity and thus are nonmaterial (IdII §21, 95; E, 100–101).

13. Primarily, introjection describes the act of casting [Latin jecter] something, a material substance, into another [Latin intro].

14. Husserl argued against Avenarian thinking already in the Prologemena to his Logische Untersuchungen (1900). There, he rejects Avenarius’s theory of knowledge together with Ernst Mach’s as an attempt to found pure epistemology on developmental biology and its concepts of adaptation, cost, gain, and survival. The main problem of such an approach is the same as that of psychologism: the empirical question about the factual origin and development of subjects of knowledge is confused with the transcendental problem of the possibility of knowing (LUI §52–56, 196–213). Husserl acknowledges the merits of Avenarius’s and Mach’s theories but concludes that, epistemologically, they are completely “insignificant” [gleichgültig] (LUI §55, 208).

15. Western philosophy is often accused of oculocentrism, the privileging of vision over other senses, touch and hearing (the senses of taste and smell are usually not mentioned in this connection). The hierarchization of the senses is claimed to affect philosophical theories of perception and knowledge as well as philosophy’s self-understanding. This form of criticism is common to writers who work in very different philosophical traditions, such as Martin Heidegger and John Dewey, for example, or Jacques Derrida and Richard Rorty, or Luce Irigaray and Susanna Bordo. For a more detailed presentation of the notion of oculocentrism, see David Michael Levin’s (1999) introduction to Sites of Vision: The Discursive Construction of Sight in the History of Philosophy. For a strong feminist critique of oculocentrism, see Irigaray’s Speculum, de l’autre femme (1974).

Husserl’s approach is special in emphasizing both vision and touch. On the one hand, Husserl uses analogues of vision and imaging in developing and defending his phenomenological method. For a critical analysis of Husserl’s metaphors of vision, see Rawlinson 1999. On the other hand, Husserl is an exceptional philosopher in arguing that touch has a fundamental role in the constitution of perception and perceptual things. The core of the argument is in the claim that perception is possible only for a moving living body. The constitutive basis for such a body is in kinesthetic sensations and touch-sensations: “The living body can constitute itself originarily as the living body only in tactuality” (IdII §38, 150; E, 158). For a more detailed description of Husserl’s analysis, see Zahavi 1994.

The argument that touch-sensations have a fundamental role in the constitution of the living body has many interesting consequences. Husserl states, for example, that a subject whose only sense was the sense of vision would not experience itself as a living body. Such a subject would see its own body merely as a freely movable material thing (IdII §37, 150; E, 158).

16. Besides external things, living bodies can also sense the movements, positions, and muscle tensions of their own limbs, sense organs, and bodies as wholes (Husserl IdII §36–37, 144–151; E, 152–159; cf. K §28, 108–110; E, 106–108). Husserl argues that the constitution of spatiality and materiality as well as that of the living body has its origin in such kinesthetic sensations (IdII §18, 56–57; §37, 149; E, 61–62, 158). For a general overview of this argument, see Zahavi 1994; cf. Welton 1999. For a detailed examination of Husserl’s theory of the constitution of space, see Claesges 1964.

17. In this context, Husserl characterizes the body as a “remarkably imperfectly constituted thing” (IdII §41b, 159; E, 167). Even though I can perceive many parts of my body directly, and more of them with the help of a mirror, I cannot look at it in the same way as I can look at other objects. I cannot take a step backward or go around it to study it as a separate thing. The body is a necessary condition for the perception of all other things, itself only partly perceived (PP, 106; E, 92). For a detailed account of the living body as the center of orientation, see Holstein 1985.

18. Thus, Husserl points out, the personalistic attitude is quite natural even though it is different from the attitude of the natural scientist. The world, as experienced in the personalistic attitude, is not nature in the sense of natural sciences, that is, the totality of physical things. But this does not mean that it is artificial or human-made, only that it includes values, purposes, and meanings (IdII, 179, 183; E, 189, 192).

19. Merleau-Ponty points out that the idea of the body as the expression of the soul is easily misunderstood, for we tend to base our thinking on the model of verbal expressions and language. His argument is that bodily expressions do not form a linguistic system but rather give the basis for all such systems (PP, 203ff.; E, 174ff.; VI, 225; E, 171).

20. Merleau-Ponty explains: the motive is an antecedent which acts, not by its physical power, but through its significance (PP, 299; E, 259).

21. Jacques Derrida’s critique of Husserlian phenomenology is based in his interpretation of Husserl’s notion of expression as presented in the early work Logische Untersuchungen. Derrida argues that Husserl never abandoned his early notion and that it is still in operation in Husserl’s later explicitly transcendentalist works, from Ideen to Krisis. According to Derrida, the idea of expression is the nonthought element of the whole phenomenological movement. See Derrida’s La voix et le phénomène (1967b) and compare to his Introduction à “L’Origine de la géometrié” de Husserl (1962). For counterarguments, see, for example, Mensch 2001.

22. Cf. Sokolowski 1974, 113–114.

23. Husserl often compares the life of the consciousness and the soul to the movement of fluid substances. The metaphors of the “stream” [der Strom] and the “flow” [der Fluss] of consciousness are well known. Here, Husserl speaks of the “psychic fluidum” [seelisch Fluidum] that penetrates the physical and creates expressive unities (IdII §56h, 238; E, 250).

24. Traditionally, the English word science is used in reference to natural sciences. Here, the association causes problems because, as explained, Husserl’s notion of science is more comprehensive, including both natural and human sciences. The German word Wissenschaft is apt for his purposes, for the word Schaft [trunk] conveys the idea of an organic unity between the different branches of knowledge [Wissen]. In a manuscript on “Nature and Spirit,” Husserl describes his idea of science by saying that “all the science will now be organs, even if essentially united, living branches on the one tree of the universal science” (Bernet, Kern, and Marbach [1989] 1995, 219).

25. Merleau-Ponty refers to the letter Descartes wrote to princess Elisabeth in 1643 (28 June; cf. Descartes AT III, 690ff.; E, 226ff.). The correspondence between Descartes and Elisabeth was crucial to Descartes thinking, for it lead him to develop his theory of the mind–body union and the passions of the soul: sensations, sense-perceptions, and emotions. Descartes published his reflections in 1649, in the form of a three-part book, Les passions de l’ame. The work includes descriptions of the passions as they are experienced as well as their mechanisms and functions in the mind–body union. Merleau-Ponty pays special attention to this work in his reading of Descartes. According to him, “The Cartesian idea of the human body as human non-closed, open inasmuch as governed by thought, is perhaps the most profound idea of the union of the soul and the body” (VI, 288; E, 234). For a more detailed discussion on Descartes’s correspondence with Elisabeth and his notion of the mind–body union, see Reuter 1999, 2000; Heinämaa 2003b. For Merleau-Ponty’s comparison between Descartes and Husserl, see Heinämaa 2002, 2003b. For Irigaray’s commentary on Descartes’s theory of passions, see Heinämaa 2003a.

26. Krisis came out, as a whole, two years after Ideen II, in 1954. However, its first two parts were published already in 1936–1937 in the journal Philosophica.

27. On Merleau-Ponty’s work in the Husserl archive, see Toadvine 2002.

28. Merleau-Ponty directs his critique of psychology especially to Gestalt psychology as developed in the 1920s by Koffka, Köhler, Kondrad, Gelb, and Goldstein. The claim is that Gestalt psychologism suffers from the “prejudice of the world” and that the fundamental arguments Husserl presented in Logische Untersuchungen and in Ideen can be launched against it (PP, 58, 62–63; E, 47, 50–51). Merleau-Ponty’s concept of body image, or body-scheme [schema corporel], is the best-known result of his critical reinterpretation of Gestalt psychology (PP, 114ff., 165ff., 271–272; E, 98ff., 141ff., 235).

29. This is the way to phenomenology “through the lifeworld,” described by Husserl in part IIIA of Krisis. When we enter phenomenology through the life-world, we do not cancel all theses of being “in one leap,” but proceed in two steps: first, we suspend the theses of the objective sciences, and only then we bracket the objectivities of the lifepractices (K §35, 138–139; §38–43, 150–158; E, 135–136, 147–155). The two other ways to phenomenology are the “Cartesian way,” presented in Ideen (K §43, 157–158; E, 155), and the “way through psychology,” described in part IIIB of Krisis (K §56–72, 194ff.; E, 191ff.; cf. CM §35, 107; E, 72–73). On these distinctions, see Kern 1962.

30. This is how Merleau-Ponty usually describes the expressivity of the living body. But he also says that the individual body is an expression of a “concrete Ego” (PP, 68; E, 55).

31. It is not until the chapter titled “Le corps comme expression et la parole” that Merleau-Ponty addresses the problem of expression. However, the need for the clarification is already pointed out in the preceding chapter on sexuality. There, Merleau-Ponty puts forward the first version of his interpretation of the soul–body relation by stating that sexual behavior can be understood only as the expression of a manner of being (PP, 187; E, 159). But this will be misunderstood, he remarks, as long as the notions of expression and meaning remain unproblematized:

The return to existence as the environment [milieu] in which the communication between body and soul can be understood is not a return to Consciousness or Spirit. . . . We understand this better if we specify the notions of “expression” and “meaning” which belong to the world of language and thought as already constituted. We have just applied these terms uncritically to the psyche–body relationship, but bodily experience must, on the contrary, teach us to correct them. (PP, 187; E, 160)

32. Sartre’s L’être et le néant includes rich descriptions of sickness and pain (EN, 371–378; E, 436–445). Sartre characterizes illness as a melodic whole, consisting of concrete pains and sufferings: “Across each pain I apprehend the entire illness and yet it transcends them all, for it is the synthetic totality of all the pains, the theme which is developed by them and through them” (EN, 376; E, 442). He argues that illness is not transcendent or immanent to the consciousness, but ambiguously in between, both outside and inside: “It penetrates my consciousness, with all its teeth, with all its notes, which are my consciousness” (EN, 376, italics in original; E, 442).

33. Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of meanings as dynamic structures is a synthesis of several ideas. The primary sources are Husserl’s and Heidegger’s discussions of essences and temporality, but Merleau-Ponty is also influenced by Gestalt psychology and Ernst Cassirer’s philosophy of symbolic forms.

Husserl is usually believed to mean by essences only the exact forms of mathematics and logics. Merleau-Ponty argues that this is misconception. He points out that in Erfahrung und Urteil, Husserl mentions the “flowing or fluent types” of spatial intuition (cf. EU §10, 42; E, 44). In Merleau-Ponty’s reading, Husserl’s thought moves from the intellectualist philosophy of static essences to a philosophy that “allows significances which are on the last resort ‘fluid’ ” (PP, 419 n. 1; E, 365; cf. PP, 61 n. 1; E, 49). He sees his own work as developing further the “last phase” of Husserl’s thinking.

The development is clearly important, but Merleau-Ponty’s interpretation of the different phases of Husserl’s philosophy is problematic, for already in Ideen Husserl wrote about things which do not have their essences “in advance,” but are “always underway” and have “open essences” (IdII §64, 298–299; E, 312–313; cf. IdI §71–75, 163–174; E, 184–193).

34. Later in the chapter on freedom, Merleau-Ponty characterizes the Husserlian flux of consciousness as anonymous (PP, 496; E, 434). We, I and you, turn out to be variations of each other, and ultimately this means that we are variations of the nonpersonal Ego (PP, 408–409; E, 355–356)

35. In his later work Le visible et l’invisible (1964), Merleau-Ponty abandons the concepts of layers and levels in the descriptions of the personal and the anonymous. He substitutes for them the metaphors of folds and folding. So, my body and your body are like curves in the anonymous flesh of the world, or like furrows on its face (e.g., VI, 180; E, 136; cf. K, 319–320; E, 274). Thus understood, the relation between the personal and the anonymous is not a quasi-spatial relation. The anonymous is not beneath the personal. Rather, the personal is a happening, an event on the moving surface of the anonymous, like a wave on the sea surface.

36. For problems involved in such formulations, see Zahavi 2000.

37. Cf. Sartre (EN, 371–379; E, 436–445).


CHAPTER THREE

[image: image]

Sexual and Erotic Bodies

Husserl’s work does not include a phenomenological analysis of sexuality or sexual difference.1 However, the arguments and analyses that he develops of embodiment imply that we can take three different attitudes toward the sexual body: the natural scientific viewpoint, the personalistic stance, and the phenomenological attitude. The last one of these, that is, the phenomenological attitude, allows us to study the relations between the two other attitudes as well as the sexual body, as it appears within them. Such an investigation would form a basis for a phenomenology of sexuality and sexual difference.

We can find fragments for such a study in the writings of the French philosophers who in the 1940s took their starting point in Husserl’s phenomenology. Lévinas, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, and Beauvoir focused their philosophical inquiries on the experiences of sexuality, desire, and carnal love. All these works are based on Husserl’s descriptions of the living body.

Reading Husserl

Husserl’s influence on Beauvoir’s thinking is both direct and indirect. Already a student in Sorbonne, Beauvoir was introduced to some of Husserl’s methodological ideas by her teacher Jean Baruzi (Simons [1998] 1999, 197–199). In 1930, she studied Lévinas’s early commentary Théorie de l’intuition dans la phénoménologie de Husserl (1930) with Sartre (FA, 157–158; PL, 135–136). Later, in 1934 and 1935, she went into some central problems of Husserl’s new philosophy. In her autobiography, she mentions reading Eugen Fink’s interpretations of Husserl (FA, 254; PL, 221) as well as Husserl’s original lectures on internal time consciousness:

Sartre had told me all he knew about Husserl. He put in my hands the German text of Leçons sur la conscience interne du temps, which I deciphered without too much difficulty. Every time we met we would discuss passages in it. The novelty and richness of phenomenology filled me with enthusiasm; I felt I had never come so close to the truth. (FA, 231; PL, 201)2

Husserl’s lectures on time consciousness are not a marginal appendage or application of phenomenology but central to the whole enterprise. They concern the most fundamental form of consciousness, which is constitutive to all subjectivity and objectivity.3

Beauvoir says that she studied Husserl’s lectures “without too much difficulty” [sans trop de peine]. She also tells that Sartre claimed that she “comprehended philosophical doctrines, including that of Husserl, quicker and more precisely than he did” (FA, 253; PL, 220). We do not have to take a stand on the accuracy of Beauvoir’s understanding of Husserl’s works—we cannot, for lack of textual evidence. But her notes clearly show that she was seriously engaged with Husserl’s original texts as well as informed discussions about his philosophy.

In the questions of embodiment, Husserl’s ideas come to Beauvoir from the interpretations developed by her close contemporaries.4 This she says explicitly, as we have already seen in the previous quote: “In the perspective I am adopting—that of Heidegger, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty—if the body is not a thing, it is a situation: it is our grasp upon the world and the outline of our projects” (DSI, 73; SS, 66).

Besides Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, Beauvoir refers to Heidegger. This suggests the hypothesis that the origin of Beauvoir’s phenomenology of embodiment is in Heidegger’s early work Sein und Zeit (1927), for we know from Beauvoir’s autobiographies that she studied and discussed Heidegger’s phenomenology enthusiastically with Sartre (FA, 404, 497; PL, 355, 433).

However, Heidegger’s book does not include a description or an analysis of the living body. Heidegger explicitly excludes the problematic of the “bodily nature” [Leiblichkeit] from his topics (SZ §23, 108; E, 143).5 According to him, the notion of the soul–body unity is based on unexplored, naive ideas of being (SZ §10, 48; §12, 56; §25, 117; E, 74, 82, 153). He focuses his critical inquiries on our being-in-the-world [in-der-Welt-sein], a corporeal relation, but refrains from thematizing the living body. Further, as Sartre points out in L’être et le néant, Sein und Zeit bypasses the problem of sexuality as a question of mere factuality (EN, 423; E, 498).6 Thus, Heidegger’s influence on Beauvoir’s Le deuxième sexe cannot be in providing the notion of the living body—even against her own testimony. She adopts other central concepts and terms from Heidegger, such as Dasein, finitude, and instrumentality.7 But in the questions of corporeality, her interlocutors are her close contemporaries, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, and Lévinas.

All three adopted Husserl’s concepts of the living body and described the body in its erotic and sexual relations. Their critical interpretations of Husserl’s phenomenology, however, differed in several fundamental questions, conceptual and methodological. They also cited and used each other’s concepts and arguments, partly confirming and partly criticizing each other’s results.8 Thus, the problems of interpretation and influence are complex.

What is clear, however, is that when Beauvoir started to write Le deuxième sexe, she had at her disposal two expansive descriptions of the living body and its sexuality, one presented by Sartre in L’être et le néant, and another developed two years later by Merleau-Ponty in Phénoménologie de la perception. In addition to these two sources, she also studied Lévinas’s Le temps et l’autre. From this work, she found a challenging discussion of the erotic encounter, but no exposition of other experiences of the living body.

Beauvoir had followed closely the development of Sartre’s theories and knew them thoroughly. In La force de l’âge, she describes how their works and discussions proceeded in parallel. But it is noteworthy that when she started to write Le deuxième sexe she was also well acquainted with Merleau-Ponty’s inquiries. This we know from the review that she wrote of his Phénoménologie de la perception right after its publication in 1945 for Temps modernes. The review is short but it is revealing, because it includes a comparison between Sartre’s and Merleau-Ponty’s philosophies.

Beauvoir sees the main merit of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology in its description of the body-subject. She states that Phénoménologie de la perception convincingly demonstrates that our bodies are not for us merely objects of perception; they are “our manner of being in the world, our ‘anchorage’ in this world, or the entirety of the ‘grasps’ which we have of things” (MP, 364). Further, she points out that Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy does not oppose consciousness with being but describes them in a bonding. For Merleau-Ponty, she writes, quoting his words, the subject “is not a pure for-itself, nor a gap in being, as Hegel wrote, and Sartre repeated, but it is ‘a hollow, a fold which has been made and can be unmade’ ” (MP, 367; Merleau-Ponty PP, 249; E, 215; cf. VI, 249, 286; E, 196, 233).

The contrast to Hegel’s philosophy comes from Merleau-Ponty’s original text. The comment on Sartre, however, is Beauvoir’s addition. Her juxtaposition suggests that our choice is between two principal concepts of consciousness [conscience]. On the one hand, we have philosophies that define consciousness in opposition to being. For Hegel, she says, consciousness was a “gap in being”; for Sartre it was a nothingness, a pure activity of negating or nihilating [néanisation]. On another hand, we have philosophies in which consciousness is not opposed to being, but described as having several, multilayer, and chancing relations to being. This view Beauvoir finds developed in Merleau-Ponty’s Phénoménologie de la perception. Her review presents the book as an alternative to the approach proposed by Sartre:

While Sartre in L’être et le néant emphasized from the beginning the opposition between being-for-itself and being-in-itself, the spirit’s power of negation in relation to being and its absolute freedom, Merleau-Ponty, on the contrary, sticks to the description of the concrete character of the subject which for him is never a pure being-for-itself. He thinks in effect that our existence never knows itself in its nudity, but only in so far as it is expressed by our body; and this body is not shut in an instant, but involves a whole history, even a prehistory. (MP, 366)

This divergence in the conceptions of subjectivity forms the background for the differences Beauvoir found in Sartre’s and Merleau-Ponty’s descriptions and analyses of the living body. So, before focusing on the questions of embodiment and sexuality, I first clarify the basic controversy over subjectivity and study Beauvoir’s position in it.

The Question of the Self

The notion of the subject that Sartre develops in L’être et le néant is based on his early criticism of Husserl, presented in the article, “La transcendance de l’ego: esquisse d’une description phénoménologique” ([1936–1937] 1960).9 Sartre attacks Husserl’s claim that the self or ego is an internal feature of pure consciousness. Husserl claims that the phenomenological reduction that discloses the pure consciousness, or the stream of pure experiences, does not nullify the ego as a principle that unifies the passing experiences. The ego necessarily belongs to every possible experience. As such it cannot itself be experienced in the same way as mundane objects can be experienced. It is transcendent to consciousness, but, Husserl emphasizes, its transcendence differs from that of the world: it is “non-constituted transcendence,” “transcendence in immanence” (IdI §57, 137; E, 157; cf. IdI §80, 194–196; E, 213–215; CM §31, 100; E, 66; IdII, §22–23, 97–102; E, 103–110).

Sartre argues against Husserl that consciousness is not unified by anything that could be called the “ego.”10 The ego is not an internal structural feature of the flow of experiences, but belongs wholly to the world (Sartre [1936–1937] 1960, 31). As such, it is a transcendent object of consciousness, constituted in a similar way as external things and other persons (Sartre [1936–1937] 1960, 40ff., 97ff.; Beauvoir 1955b, 205; E, 449). Thus, Sartre claims, Husserl’s notion of ego is an unnecessary, groundless postulate. For him, consciousness is nothing but a spontaneous, nonmotivated activity of nihilating being. L’être et le néant repeats this view: “The Ego appears to consciousness as a transcendent in-itself [en-soi transcendant]. . . . We . . . have shown that the self [le soi] on principle can not inhabit consciousness” (EN, 140; E, 156). So, Sartre’s develops a nonegological concept of consciousness against Husserl’s egological understanding.11

We saw earlier that for Merleau-Ponty, the refined is multiple, layered. My personal self and your personal self are two different variations of the anonymous subject, which has its own stylistic unity. We both have a personal ego, but in addition to it, we share the anonymous “primordial I” given to us as the agent of perception. Thus understood, the ego is sedimented and ambiguous, but it is not, as Sartre claims, an object transcendent to the flow of experiences (PP, 401–402, 463–467; E, 349–350, 404–408).12

The principal difference between these two approaches is methodic: Sartre lays the ground for his description of the subject by making an ontological distinction between two types of being: being-for-itself [l’être-pour-soi] and being-in-itself [l’être-en-soi] (EN, 30–33; E, 25–29). L’être et le néant aims at interpreting all experiences, from sensations to volitions, in terms of these categories.13 Merleau-Ponty, on the contrary, tries to follow Husserl’s methodological guidelines as far as possible (PP, 17,48–49,404; E, 10,38–39,351). He starts from particular experiences, carries out the epochē, and works out his general statements about structures of experience from the detailed study of his basic examples and their variations. His primary argument against Sartre is that the distinction between being-for-itself and being-in-itself is a preconception, an objectivist abstraction, which leads the description of experience astray (PP, 246–249,401–404, 511–512; E, 212–215, 349–351,448).

Beauvoir’s stand in the controversy about the self is not simple or reducible to positions already explicated. Commentators usually assume that she accepted Sartre’s doctrine of the egoless consciousness,14 but if we study carefully her writings, we see that the evidence for this reading fails.

Beauvoir wrote a detailed exposition of Sartre’s notion of the self as an answer to the criticism that Merleau-Ponty (1955) issued against Sartre’s political thought in the 1950s under the title, “Sartre et l’ultra-bolchevisme.” But her answer, titled “Merleau-Ponty et le pseudosartrisme” (1955), is not an argument for Sartre’s theory—it is an explication of Sartre’s concepts, aimed at identifying and clarifying the misinterpretations involved in Merleau-Ponty’s essay. Beauvoir argues that Merleau-Ponty’s criticism of Sartre’s political thinking is based on a false reading of Sartre’s ontology. She takes as her task the identification and correction of the misreading (Beauvoir 1955b, 205; E, 449; cf. FCI, 91; FCE, 70).15 The main argument of the paper is that Merleau-Ponty falsely identifies Sartre’s philosophy with subjectivism. His accusations are baseless because Sartre explicitly rejects all subject-based philosophies and consistently argues that the self is nothing but an object of consciousness (Beauvoir 1955b, 205–206; E, 449–450; cf. FC, 91; FCE, 70). Beauvoir is sympathetic to Sartre’s view of the self and she reproaches Merleau-Ponty’s simplifying presentations of it, but she does not defend Sartre’s position as her own.

Beauvoir ([1947] 1979, 344; [1948] 1963, 13) also refers to Sartre’s works in her early essays on existentialism. In these texts, she introduces herself as an “existentialist” and says that her philosophy is existentialist. However, to decide merely on this basis that Beauvoir’s philosophy is Sartrean is to succumb to anachronistic thinking. Existentialism is, in Beauvoir’s understanding, a much wider and more complex concept.

First, Beauvoir points out that the term existentialism was originally introduced by Sartre’s opponents (FCI, 60; FCE, 45; cf. [1948] 1963, 13). It formed a simplistic picture of Sartre’s thinking, but it also worked as a totalizing principle that blurred differences and falsely reduced all the writings of Sartre’s associates to his theories (FCI, 199; FCE, 151). The ideas Beauvoir worked on in her novels were identified with Sartre’s notions. Fundamental differences were overlooked:

During a conference organized in summer [1945] by the Cerf publishing house—in other words, by the Dominicans—Sartre refused to allow Gabriel Marcel to apply this label to him: “My philosophy is a philosophy of existence; I do not even know what Existentialism is.” I shared his irritation. I had written my novels16 before I had even encountered this term, being inspired by my experience and not by any system. (FCI, 60; FCE, 45–46; cf. FA, 625; PL, 547)

Beauvoir (FCI, 60; FCE, 45–46; [1948] 1963, 13) tells us that she accepts the term existentialism for the sake of an argument. But she does this in order to defend a whole notion of philosophy and not just Sartre’s theory. For her, existentialism consists of an ensemble of ideas shared by several thinkers who take their starting point in Descartes’s radicalism and in Kierkegaard’s criticism of Hegel (Beauvoir [1948] 1963, 35–39; MA, 15, 146–160, 186–187; FA, 537, 626–628; EA, 9–10, 104–115, 133–134; PL, 468–469). The core of this philosophy is in the notion of ambiguity. If we study our experience, she argues, we find polarities and tensions in place of presumed identities and oppositions: between the self and the other, the particular and the universal, the temporal and the eternal.

The basic existentialist doctrine that Beauvoir emphasizes in her early essays is that human beings do not exist in the same way as things exist: human existence affirms itself against the inertia of the things. It is not given or fixed but constantly molded by our acts (Beauvoir [1947] 1979, 345; [1948] 1963, 36; cf. FCI, 97–98; FCE, 75). This idea can be formulated in terms of Sartre’s ontology, but it can also be interpreted within Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological framework. In the first case, the existentialist doctrine comes down to the thesis that consciousness has no inner core and that the self is merely one of its objects. In the second case, the claim is that the human body is able to transcend itself and has a radically open structure different from that of material things.

Beauvoir’s formulations do not confirm the assumption that her existentialism is a modification of Sartre’s philosophy of consciousness. She is careful to distinguish Sartre’s “theories” from the philosophical principles that they shared (FA, 51–52, 210–211; PL, 41–42, 182–183). Moreover, her review on Merleau-Ponty’s Phénoménologie de la perception shows that she found Sartre’s concepts problematic and was highly impressed by the nondualistic alternative that Merleau-Ponty’s work offered. She writes:

What appears to me as most important, in his book, together with the method employed and the results achieved, is the phenomenological elucidation of a lived experience, the experience of perception. . . . One of the primary merits of this book is that it is convincing; another is that it does not demand that we do violence to ourselves; on the contrary, it proposes that we take up the movement of life itself, which is the belief [croyance] in the things of this world and in our own presence in it. (MP, 367)

Merleau-Ponty’s descriptions and analyses attracted Beauvoir because they were faithful to experience. Such fidelity answered her philosophical aspiration. In La Force de l’âge, she accounts for her interests and explains how they differed from Sartre’s. He saw his task in grasping the sense of things and “fixing them in sentences.” She eschewed systems and undertook to confront the ambiguity and multiplicity of lived reality without reducing them to the categories of language (FA, 167; cf. 21; PL, 144–145; cf. 14). The guiding principle of her works was to describe experience faithfully and to study its variations: “The dimension of human enterprise is neither finite nor infinite but indefinite: this word cannot be enclosed within any fixed limits, the best way of approaching it is to follow its possible variations” (FCI, 97–98; FCE, 75).

To summarize, Beauvoir’s writings do not justify the interpretation according to which her notion of the self is identical with that of Sartre. There is substantial textual evidence of other influences and sources. On the whole, Beauvoir’s writings on Sartre’s philosophy seem to be, to use her own terms, “well-documented critical studies” (FA, 254; PL, 221). She is clearly sympathetic to Sartre’s views and formulations, but she does not, as the thinker, commit herself to his philosophical doctrine.

When we turn to compare Beauvoir’s descriptions of the living body to those of Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, we can more clearly see how her reflections depart from Sartre’s ontology. Her philosophy of sexual difference is not based on his concepts but on her own analyses of the lived experience of corporeality.

Instruments and Expression

The influence of Husserl on Sartre’s and Merleau-Ponty’s discussions of the body can readily be seen in their common rejection of all causalistic approaches to bodily and sexual behavior. Both aim at identifying the primary level of experience on which causal explanations depend. The “objective body”—the body understood as a physical system taking part in causal interactions—is a result of a process of objectification. The task of the phenomenologist is to inquire back into the basis of this process. Thus, the claim is not that causal explanations are useless or false, but that they depend on a more primordial way of understanding the body. On this starting point, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty agree (e.g., Sartre EN, 342–345; E, 401–404; Merleau-Ponty PP, 140–141; E, 120).

We saw earlier that, for Sartre, the consciousness is fundamentally a lack of being. It is a nothingness, constantly surpassing the given order and orientation of things, nihilating it to create a new ordering. It is bound to things, precisely because its original project is to transcend them.

The body for such a consciousness is a basic viewpoint and a proto-instrument necessary for relating to things and manipulating them. It is the means by which consciousness gets hold of the world: “It is the instrument which I can not utilize in the way I utilize any other instrument, the point of view on which I cannot take a further point of view” (EN, 369; E, 433).

Into this basic framework Sartre incorporates several aspects of the body as it is experienced. First, he points out that the body is not just any viewpoint or any instrument. This is because it is not originally perceived as an instrument. If it were, Sartre reasons, I could conceive myself using it by some further instrument, and this is absurd. In other words, there is no distance between my consciousness and my body; postulating such a distance would lead to an infinite regress. So, instead of using its body, Sartre states, “the consciousness exists its body” (EN, 369; E, 434).

Still Sartre asserts that the body’s instrumentality is indicated [indiquer] by the way things appear to us (EN, 368; E, 433). According to him, the world is originally given to us as a practical world, composed of materials, tools, and utensils. It is a world structured by ends and means (Sartre EN, 52, 362–365; E, 51, 425–427; cf. Beauvoir FA, 404; PL, 355). The body is the user of these instruments, the primary “tool” that allows the self to have access to them.

Sartre builds here on Heidegger’s description of the lifeworld as an aggregate of instruments and equipment [Zeuge]. In Sein und Zeit, Heidegger argues against Husserl that we do not encounter the world originally as just there [da] present-at-hand [vorhanden], but as ready-to-hand [zu-handen]. Heidegger suggests that if we study how things appear to us in work and production, then we can better understand how the world is originally given to us. Such a study shows that we do not just look at things or listen to them but use and manipulate them (SZ §15, 67; E, 95). Accordingly, things appear to us in the modes of serviceability, conductiveness, usability, and manipulability. Our attitude to the world is not like the attitude of an artist, free of all aims. It is the attitude of an interested person: “The wood is a forest of timber, the mountain a quarry of rock; the river is water-power, the wind is wind ‘in the sails’” (SZ §15, 70; E, 100).

Heidegger points out in passing that implicitly the body is given in work and production as the wearer and user of things [Trager, Benutzer, Verbraucher] (SZ §15, 70–71; E, 100). Sartre’s analysis in L’être et le néant is an elaboration of this idea. For him, one’s own body is a proto-instrument presupposed by the instrumentality of the world. Other bodies, however, are given to me as full-fledged instruments (EN, 380; E, 446–447). They appear as tools that can be used in the making and managing of other tools. They are, “in a word, tool-machines” (EN, 360; E, 422).17

For Merleau-Ponty, instrumentality is just one aspect of the living body, and it is not primary (PP, 107; E, 91).18 On a more primordial level, we relate to the world in an affective way. Things are not given to us as useful or suitable. Instead, they appear as attractive or repulsive, and we respond to their calls and appeals. A piece of metal is not primarily for hammering; it appears first as attractive to the hand. And the hand is not primarily for grasping or working; it is first given to us in its caressing and fumbling movements. The world is not a practical world of ends and means but an aesthetic world, and our relation to it is dialogical (PP, 153–154, 161, 366, 360–370; E, 131–132, 139, 317, 320).19

Merleau-Ponty argues explicitly that it is a mistake to think about body organs as tools (PP, 107; E, 91). On the contrary, he points out, we incorporate instruments into our bodies and give them the meanings nascent in the body. Thus, Merleau-Ponty’s description reverses Sartre’s analogy: bodies are not like tools; on the contrary, tools and other material things are able to expand the expressive powers of bodies. Merleau-Ponty argues that this happens when things get integrated into life. He gives several examples. A house is not a mere means for sheltering or resting but an expression of a way of living. The blind man uses his stick for orienting in space. But the stick is not merely for this end; like his face and his body, it too expresses his affections and moods (PP, 166–172, 178; E, 142–147, 152).

In Merleau-Ponty’s view, the practical attitude toward the world is just one possible way of relating to it. Thus, the instrumental body that expresses the practical attitude is just one possibility of realizing one’s embodiment. In erotic and aesthetic encounters, bodies appear to us in different ways, as beautiful, joyful, and wonderful. This holds for our own bodies as well as for the bodies of others. Affective bodies are not secondary formations, as if vestiges of instrumental bodies,20 but original ways of approaching the world.

As a whole, my body expresses my manner of relating to the world. We have already studied this idea when comparing Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the living body to that of Husserl. In the essay “L’homme et l’adversité” (1964), he draws together:

Neither cause nor simply instrument or means, they [the body and sexuality] are the vehicle, the fulcrum, and the flying movement of our life. None of the notions philosophy has elaborated upon—cause, effect, means, end, matter, form—suffices for thinking about the body’s relationships to life as a whole, about its engagement with personal life or the engagement of personal life with it. The body is enigmatic: a part of the world certainly, but given in a bizarre way, as . . . the natural face [figure] of mind. (S, 290; E, 229)

Beauvoir explicitly affirms the notion of the expressive body in Pour une morale de l’ambiguïté. She writes: “The body itself is not a brute fact, it expresses our relationship to the world” (MA, 60; EA, 41). Le deuxième sexe extends this idea to the study of sexuality. When introducing the notion of sexuality, Beauvoir argues: “But if body and sexuality are concrete expressions of existence, it is with reference to this that their significance can be discovered” (DSI, 87; SS, 77; cf. DSII, 644; SS, 726). In the following, I show, by a close reading of Le deuxième sexe, that for Beauvoir our fundamental relations to the world are not of one kind but multiple. They are not always practical but also erotic; and these two modalities are not reducible to each other. To assume that all bodily experiences are analyzable in instrumental terms is, in Beauvoir’s understanding, an androcentric preconception.

We also saw earlier that Merleau-Ponty makes a distinction between the personal functions of the body and the anonymous ones. These are, as he explains, two different layers of experience with different modes of intentionality. Thus, our bodies do not appear to us merely in two ways, as agents or objects of action. We also experience them as dwellings for an anonymous agent—“someone perceives in me.”

Near the end of this chapter I argue that the idea of anonymous intentionality gets a new interpretation in Beauvoir’s problematization of sexual difference. But before entering the discourse on sexual differences, I compare Sartre’s and Merleau-Ponty’s notions of sexuality.

Sexuality and Existence

We saw earlier that in Sartre’s discussion of the body, instrumentality is almost all encompassing. Only in one sort of experience does the body seem to escape the articulation into means and ends. This is sexual desire.

Sartre states that in desire the body is stripped of all its actions and meanings; it appears as pure facticity, as mere flesh (EN, 429–430, 436; E, 506–507, 514). Its passivity is not the simple inertia of natural things. Rather, it resembles broken instruments and utensils. The desiring body belongs to a consciousness that has lost its capacity for nihilation and fallen into the in-itself. It is a transformed body, a body suddenly lacking the instrumental ties that normally connect it to the consciousness (EN, 429–430; E, 505–507).

Thus, in Sartre’s description, desire reveals the body in its passivity. However, the realization of this new dimension of the body is not anything that happens to consciousness; it is one of its own projects (EN, 429, 431; E, 505, 508). Consciousness chooses to give up its instrumental body in order to appropriate the other, to strip the other of his actions and make his body mere inactive flesh. The principle motive or goal of desire is to appropriate the other consciousness.

Ordinarily it [flesh] is hidden by cosmetics, clothing, etc. In particular it is hidden by movements. Nothing is less “in flesh” than a dancer even though she is nude. Desire is an attempt to strip the body of its movements as of its clothing and to make it exist as pure flesh. It is an attempt to incarnate the other’s body. (EN, 430; E, 506)

Incarnation means, for Sartre, a transformation in which the body loses the organization that consciousness has given to it as an instrument for action. Its synthetic situational unity breaks down and it appears as a meaningless range of organs and tissues.

But, Sartre argues, it is possible for me to effect such a transformation in the other’s body only by incarnating my own body. I can dampen the other’s activity and make him mere flesh only if I make myself flesh. He writes: “The revelation of the other’s flesh is made through my own flesh. In desire and in the caress which expresses desire, I incarnate myself in order to realize the incarnation of the other” (EN, 431; E, 508).

So, the other’s incarnation as pure flesh requires that I relinquish my own activities. Fundamentally, this project is doomed to failure, because the only factor that separates me and the other from mere matter is our active consciousness. If either one of us is “stripped off” from all instrumental motility and activity, then the other one is left alone with his own projects and the world organized around them. This makes desire a hopeless project. Its “impossible ideal” is to ensnare the free movement of the other’s consciousness without destroying it: “to reduce the other to his simple facticity, because he is then in the midst of my world, but to bring it about that this facticity is a perpetual appresentation of his nihilating transcendence” (EN, 434; E, 512).

In Sartre’s framework, reciprocal incarnation is (self-)deception, because consciousness cannot be objectified, diminished, or reduced, it can only be destroyed (EN, 438; E, 517). Both of us can try to make the other flesh, but by definition, neither can succeed. The basis of all relations between us—desire, love, indifference, hate—is in the opposition of our nonobjectifiable consciousnesses. Sartre condenses his Hegelian conviction in the thesis that “the original meaning of being-for-others is conflict” (EN, 404; E, 475; cf. EN, 470; E, 555).21

In Sartre’s interpretation, we try to settle this conflict basically in two ways, either by submitting to the other’s consciousness, making ourselves a mere object for him, or by objectifying him. The first attitude is called masochist, and the second, sadist. Both are futile attempts to cover the necessary conflict between two consciousnesses and the impossibility of resolving it. In the first case, when subjecting myself to the other’s needs or desires, when kneeling and bending, I cannot avoid treating him as an instrument of my own satisfaction (EN, 418–419; E, 492–493). In the second case, the other consciousness that I tried to capture on the flesh of his body “disappears under my sight,” and “he remains no more than an object with object-images inside him” (EN, 438; E, 517).

Even though Sartre’s analysis of desire starts from the description of flesh as a noninstrumental dimension of the body, it ends up presenting this as a nonrealizable goal. Flesh is the impossible mode of existing that consciousness tries to attain in order to effect the collapse of the other consciousness. Sartre’s ontological commitments limit his description of the body and its sexuality to the categories of means and ends. Fundamentally, the body cannot have any other meaning for the consciousness as that of a means. It is an instrument of actions or a situation produced by them, or else it is a failing means for revealing passivity.

For Merleau-Ponty, sexuality is more diverse, more multiple. It does not have one function or meaning, but several. This is because, as a subsystem of the expressive body, sexuality, too, is expressive. A person’s sexuality condenses her basic mode of relating to the world (PP, 180–184; E, 154–158). Her erotic life realizes the style also manifested in her other relations, practical, theoretical, and aesthetic. The ways of caressing are intertwined with the ways of walking and resting, holding and throwing, greeting, speaking, and thinking.22

According to Merleau-Ponty, this is the sound core of Freud’s writings: sexuality is “interfused” with existence. The mistake of reductionist interpretations of psychoanalysis is that they assume that the interfusion [osmosis] can be understood and described in causal terms (PP, 199–202 n. 1; E, 171–173 n. I).23 Instead of causing other forms of behavior, sexual activity expresses them and, conversely, is expressed in them. Merleau-Ponty states: “Thus sexuality is not an autonomous cycle. It has internal links with the whole of active [agissant] and cognitive being, these three sections of behavior manifesting but a single typical structure, and standing in a relationship to each other of reciprocal expression” (PP, 184; E, 157). So, all areas of behavior are connected to sexuality. But the connection is not external. It is internal in the sense that the connected terms cannot be understood or even identified without reference to each other. What is sexual in a person’s life or in the life of a community can be seen and understood only by studying the whole of behavior.

Neither sexuality nor any other area of behavior, for example, motion or cognition, can be regarded as original to human existence, since they presuppose each other. Sexual behavior is not a manifestation of a more profound existential situation. But neither is it the other way around: the other forms of behavior, for instance, intellectual or artistic, are not determined by a more primordial sexuality. Rather, sexuality forms together with other activities and passivities a unified whole similar to a text or an artwork. All elements refer to each other and are understandable only in terms of each other. Thus, a person’s sexual behavior is a manifestation of his style of being in the world (PP, 194; E, 166), and, conversely, his way of life expresses his sexual situation (PP, 197; E, 169).

Merleau-Ponty uses the modal concepts of manner and style not just to describe sexual behavior and erotic relations, but also to analyze sexual identities. He writes:

A woman passing by is not first and foremost a corporeal contour for me, a colored mannequin, or a spectacle. She is “an individual, sentimental, sexual expression.”24 She is a certain manner of being flesh which is given entirely in her walk or even in the simple shock of her heel on the ground—as the tension of the bow is present in each fiber of wood—a very noticeable variation of the norm of walking, looking, touching, and speaking that I possess in my self-awareness because I am body. (S, 67–68; E, 54)

In Merleau-Ponty’s account, being-a-man or being-a-woman is not a question of possessing some fixed property. Sexual identities are not constants in the multitude of behaviors. They develop and change in time, and this holds for all levels of experience, mental and bodily, personal and anonymous. Still, we perceive permanence, not the constancy of a substance or an attribute but the continuity of a mode of acting—comparable to that of a habit, a style, or a tradition.

Ultimately, maleness and femaleness are, in Merleau-Ponty’s analysis, two variations of our basic way of relating to the world. Every individual person creates an interpretation or a modification of one of these two principal variations. Most modifications develop and amplify the duality, but some work to undo or annul it. The development of a sexual identity, in any case, is not accounted for by the concepts of inheritance and properties, but by the concepts of imitation and mimicry, repetition and modification.

When the sexual identity is understood in this way—by modal concepts—then similarity and difference are relational and dynamic concepts. Women are similar, not by what they are, but by how they relate. The relations to be studied are not just those women have to men, children, and other women, but they include all kinds of relations, perceptual and motor, emotional and intellectual, real and possible, to all kinds of things. Thus, the terms that characterize the fundamental connections between women are not nouns, such as female, vulva, or womb, but adverbs; that is, the expressions that specify verbs.

This does not mean that sexual identity is a question of choice.25 To suggest that we decide to be men and women is to commit an intellectualist fallacy. Sexual identities are not and cannot be determined by will; they are experienced and formed already on the level of perception and motility.

We can of course mold our bodies in many ways, and today we can even change the shapes and functions of our sex organs. But if Merleau-Ponty is right, then sexual identity is not reducible to any such organ or function. On the one hand, it is something more encompassing, and on the other hand, it is more minute. It is detectable not (just) in the shape of the organs, but also, and more primarily, in the postures of the body, in the gestures of the face and the hands, and in the rhythms of their movements. These behaviors are not under the control of the will. Rather, volitional acts are dependent on them.

We can decide to change our ways of moving and resting, and often we succeed in such projects—at least partly. But such a change is not any singular event. It is a process, similar to the laborious work of learning a new skill or getting rid of a habit. It includes refraining from familiar movements and trying to find alternative positions, slow repetition of new movements and gradual speeding up.

In such processes, we are also often dependent on others. They provide motor norms necessary for change. Instructors and teachers present their own bodies as visual and tactile models to be imitated. They also teach us how new movements feel by concretely manipulating our limbs and directing their course. To change one’s ways of moving is not a solitary enterprise but a dialogical attempt. Think about learning a new language, a ball game, or a dance step.

Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology inspired Beauvoir to develop a new way of discussing the relations between men and women. This can be seen already at the beginning of Le deuxième sexe. When Beauvoir introduces the phenomenological concept of the living body, she also introduces the idea of woman as a becoming. Here her reference is to Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of sexuality and transcendence:

It is only within a human perspective that one can compare the female and the male of the human species. But the definition of human is that he is a being that is not given, a being that makes itself be what it is. As Merleau-Ponty very justly says, man is not a natural species but a historical idea. Woman is not a fixed reality but a becoming. It is in her becoming that she should be compared with man, that is to say, that her possibilities should be defined. . . . When one considers a being that is transcendence and overcoming, then the account can never be closed. (Beauvoir DSI, 73; SS, 66; cf. DSII, 643; SS, 725; cf. Merleau-Ponty PP, 199; E, 170)

Merleau-Ponty’s modal concepts of style, manner, repetition, and variation allowed Beauvoir to pose the question of woman’s being in a new way, not as a question of “what she is” but as a question of “how she is.” I return to these questions in the next chapters. The end of this chapter focuses on Beauvoir’s understanding of the living body.

The Female Body—A Burden?

Beauvoir’s Le deuxième sexe includes descriptions of instrumental relations between sexual bodies, but it clearly rejects the view according to which the body appears to us merely or primarily as an instrument. Beauvoir argues explicitly against this notion by presenting counterexamples. She aims at showing that the instrumentalist notion is inadequate in describing feminine experiences. It betrays a male point of view: “The world does not appear to woman ‘an assemblage of utensils,’ intermediate between her will and her goals, as Heidegger defines it: it is, on the contrary, obstinately resistant, indomitable” (DSII, 485; SS, 609).

And “the masculine apparatus looses its power at the frontiers of the feminine realm. There is a whole region of human experience which the male deliberately chooses to ignore because he fails to think it: this experience woman lives” (DSII, 501; SS, 622).

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

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

This mystery of a collar of blood [fraise de sang] that inside the mother’s belly changes into a human being is one no mathematics can put in equation, no machine can hasten or delay; she feels the resistance of duration that the most ingenious instruments fail to divide or multiply; she feels it in her flesh, submitted to the lunar rhythms, and first ripened, then corrupted, by the years. (DSII, 485; SS, 609)

Beauvoir’s main idea here is not that the feminine body is an invalid body, as many readers have argued. But she does suggest that the feminine body reveals a similar alien vitality or teleology as that presented by sickened, diseased, aging, and infantile bodies (DSI, 65–67, 400; DSII, 101; SS, 60–61, 286, 361).26 “Woman, like man, is her body; but her body is something else than she is” (DSI, 67; SS, 61).

This is Beauvoir’s critical response to Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the body as the “natural” subject of perception. He concludes that “I am my body, at least in so far as I have acquirement, and conversely my body is like a ‘natural’ subject, a provisional sketch of my total being” (PP, 231; E, 198). She points out that our bodies never wholly coincide with any self, personal or anonymous. Rather, they are given to us as internally divided into strata or phases that express personal and anonymous but also alien intentions. The living body is not simply an organ of the will nor is it a natural self; it also discloses a vitality that does not belong to us as individuals or as humans. The body that is my own, which is my necessary anchor point in the material world, is also, necessarily, a stranger to me. And this, Beauvoir argues, women experience, not exclusively, but “more intimately” than men do.

But pregnancy is above all a drama which is played within the woman herself. She feels it as at once an enrichment and a mutilation. The fetus is part of her body and it is a parasite that exploits the body. She possesses it, and she is possessed by it. It epitomizes the whole future and, by carrying it, she feels herself vast as the world. But this richness annihilates her, she feels that she does not exist anymore. A new existence is going to manifest and justify itself, and she is proud of it. But she also feels herself moved by obscure forces, tossed and violated. What is specific to the pregnant woman is that the body is experienced as immanent at the moment when it transcends itself. . . . The transcendence of the artisan, of the man of action is inhabited by one subjectivity,27 but in the becoming mother the opposition between subject and object is abolished. She forms with this child from which she is swollen an equivocal couple overwhelmed by life. (DSII, 349; SS, 512)

Even though the alien vitality or teleology is evident in the experience of pregnancy, it is not specific to women, but belongs to everybody’s life. Both man and woman use their bodies as instruments of will, but both also experience in their bodies alien intentions (DSI, 270, 398; DSII, 194, 658; SS, 285, 737).

What is specific to woman’s embodiment is not that it includes some forms of experience lacking from man’s experience. Rather, what is peculiar is that in woman’s experience, alien vitality has a different position than in man’s experience. It is not just now or then that it is revealed to her, in sickness or in fatigue. Rather, it forms a continuous cyclic vein in the flow of her experiences. So, the difference is not a difference in the elements of experiences but in their temporal structures.

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

Feminine enjoyment [la jouissance féminine] radiates throughout the whole body; it is not always centered in the genital system; even when it is, the vaginal contractions constitute, rather than a true orgasm, a system of undulations that rhythmically arise, disappear and reform, attain from time to time a paroxysmal condition, become vague, and sink down without ever quite dying out. Because no definite term is set, pleasure extends towards infinity. (DSII, 181–182; SS, 416)

Beauvoir argues that woman experiences erotic love in her own specific way. Feminine sexuality “has its original structure” (DSII, 194; SS, 416). It is misrepresented when described with concepts developed for accounting for male eroticism: clitoral, vaginal, active, passive, possessive, submissive (DSI, 79–93; SS, 70–82).

Beauvoir’s argument is that the special character of women’s experience of embodiment has remained unrecognized in the traditions of science and philosophy. When men have generalized and theorized about human experience they have assumed that women live their bodies in the same way as men do, or else that the feminine mode of experience can be described as a deviant form of the masculine one (DSI, 15, 79–81, 92–93; SS, 15–16, 70–72, 81). The texts in which women describe their experiences have been neglected or ignored. This is typical of ancient and medieval philosophies but holds also for modern discussions such as psychoanalysis and phenomenology.

Male theorists have taken their own experiences as exemplary and have described the feminine, not as a variation, but as a deviation. Their perception and imagination has been guided by prejudices and habitual evaluations (DSI, 402–406; SS, 288–291). Woman is not considered “as she is to herself, but negatively, such as she appears to man” (DSI, 242–243; SS, 175). This holds also for philosophical accounts of embodiment: “He sees his body as a direct and normal connection with the world, which he believes he apprehends in its objectivity, whereas he regards the body of woman as weighed down by everything peculiar to it, as an obstacle, a prison” (DSI, 15; SS, 15).

The neglect of women’s descriptions of their own bodies has severe consequences for our philosophical reflections. The problem is not only that our explanations of women’s behavior and sexual relations are biased. What is worse, from a philosophical point of view, is that the neglect limits our understanding of human experience, its scope, and its structures. And still worse, it has led us to present, and accept, as universal and essential features that belong only to a subclass of all experience—the experiences of male humans. Beauvoir argues that this was the problem of her contemporary phenomenology. Heidegger’s account suggested that instrumentality is essential to all our relations with things. Beauvoir claimed that this did not hold of the objects encountered in the “feminine universe.” Merleau-Ponty characterized the body as a natural self; against this Beauvoir argued that women experience their bodies as something other than themselves. Sartre and Lévinas understood the opposite of consciousness as feminine; Beauvoir stated that feminine existence and masculine existence are two variations of embodied consciousness which both include experiences of activity and passivity. “To tell the truth, man, like woman, is flesh, and therefore a passivity. . . . And she, like him, in the midst of her carnal fever, is a consenting, a voluntary gift, an activity; they live in their different ways the strange ambiguity of existence made body” (DSII, 658; SS, 737).

In feminist discussions, Beauvoir’s Le deuxième sexe is known for its negative descriptions of the female body. Several commentators claim that Beauvoir argues that ultimately women are oppressed, not by men or society, but by biology: being dominated by the cycles of menstruation, pregnancies, and nursing, the female body severely limits the free choice and self-fulfillment of the woman.

This biologist reading was common among early commentators. Shulamith Firestone ([1971] 1988) argues that the sound core of Beauvoir’s feminism is in the idea of an oppressive nature; Mary O’Brian (1981) and Carol McMillan (1982) attack the same idea as an absurd implication of Beauvoir’s “voluntaristic philosophy.”

Both positive and negative commentaries claim that Beauvoir argued that there was a natural basis for women’s subjection. This leads to confusion, for, on the other hand, Beauvoir was also known for her explicit rejection of naturalist explanations: “One is not born woman: one becomes woman” (DSII, 13; SS, 295).

The solution that several critics offer was that Beauvoir contradicted herself when trying to unite two incompatible ideas: biologism and voluntarism, feminism and Sartreanism, absolutism and relativism, essentialism and social constructivism. The notion of a fundamental contradiction still lingers in recent discussions. Susan Hekman’s (1990) conclusion, in Gender and Knowledge: Elements of a Postmodern Feminism, summarizes this line of interpretation:

The source of the problem is that there is a contradiction between the first and the second parts of her [Beauvoir’s] book. In the first part she defines woman the other as primordial and necessary. . . . In the second part of the book, however, she takes an entirely different tack. In her analysis of how woman is made, woman becomes a socially constituted being that can, by implication, be constituted differently if different social practices were instituted. (76)28

There is certainly a negative tone in Beauvoir’s descriptions of pregnancy and childbirth (e.g., DSI, 349ff.; DSII, 512ff.; SS, 60–65, 630). However, the core of her discussion of embodiment is not in these undertones or overtones but in the argument that we still lack a nonbiased philosophy of the living body. Despite voluminous accounts on sensations, double sensations, affects, movements, and perceptions, she argues, we have not considered the possibility that there is a difference—a principal difference—in men’s and women’s experiences of their own bodies. The supposedly neutral descriptions that phenomenologists have offered of the experience of “one’s own” body are in fact restricted by the preconception that women’s bodies, as experienced, are fundamentally similar to men’s bodies and only occasionally—monthly, weekly, or perhaps daily—deviate from the scheme. But perhaps this is not the case; perhaps there is a whole region of experience that we, as philosophers, have failed to think and imagine?

Beauvoir proposed this hypothesis six years after Sartre’s L’être et le néant and four years after Merleau-Ponty’s Phénoménologie de la perception. She wrote:

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

Notes

1. Husserl’s manuscripts on intersubjectivity contain working notes and fragmentary discussions on drives, reproduction, love, parenthood, and motherhood. Among these is a text titled “Universale Teleologie,” which comprises a sketch for an analysis of sex drive [Geschlechttrieb] (ISIII nr. 34, 593–612). In this text, Husserl’s interest is in studying the relations between procreation [Zeugung], development [Entwicklung], temporality, and sociality. To understand the basis for the temporality of social relations, he focuses his reflection on procreation and the attraction between males and females. Merleau-Ponty refers to this fragment in the working notes of Le visible et l’invisible (VI, 291; E, 238).

2. In her autobiography, Beauvoir also tells about Sartre’s “conversion” to phenomenology. The paragraph is well known and cited in numerous works on Sartre: In 1934, a friend, Raymond Aron, returned from Berlin where he had studied Husserl’s works at the French Institute. Aron told Sartre and Beauvoir about the new ideas he had found in Husserl’s texts. He pointed out that phenomenology does not neglect everyday experiences but makes philosophy out of them. Beauvoir recounts:

We ordered the specialty of the house, apricot cocktails. Aron said, pointing to his glass: “You see, my dear fellow, if you are a phenomenologist, you can talk about this cocktail and make philosophy out of it!” Sartre turned pale with emotion at this. Here was just the thing he had been longing to achieve for years—to describe objects just as he saw and touched them, and extract philosophy from the process. (FA, 157; PL, 135)

Sartre was so impressed that he bought Lévinas’s commentary, Théorie de l’intuition dans la phénoménologie de Husserl (1930), straightaway and read it when walking. He spent the next year studying phenomenology in Berlin (FA, 158, 210–211; PL, 136, 182–183).

3. In the lectures, Husserl studies the conditions of possibility for experiencing temporal objects, such as melodies, for example. He also asks how it is possible to experience oneself as a flow of consciousness; that is, a temporal unity of changing experiences. Finally, he poses the principal question about the temporality of the time-constituting process itself.

Rudolf Bernet, Iso Kern, and Eduard Marbach ([1989] 1995) argue that Husserl changed his view about the temporality of the time-constituting consciousness. In his early writings, until 1908, Husserl placed the time-constituting consciousness in time. In a text written between fall 1908 and summer 1909 there seems to be a change of position (Husserliana X text no. 50). Husserl ends up describing this specific mode of consciousness as non-temporal. Bernet, Kern, and Marbach point out, however, that this does not mean that the time-constituting consciousness is a timeless form. On the contrary, it is in constant change. Yet its “change is not a temporal sequence” (Bernet, Kern, and Marbach [1989] 1995, 109).

4. Beauvoir was also influenced by Lévinas’s phenomenology of caress and his discussion of erotic relations and femininity in Le temps et l’autre. Her comments on Lévinas’s treatment of femininity are strictly critical. It is important to notice, however, that when developing them, she does not step outside his philosophical framework but instead uses phenomenological concepts to argue that Lévinas’s thinking is dominated by mythical ideas and preconceptions. I focus on the controversy between Beauvoir and Lévinas in the next chapter.

5. In Sein und Zeit, Heidegger’s basic criticism is that the idea of man as a soul–body union presupposes some idea of the Being of such a composite. He claims that neither the Cartesians nor the Husserlians are able to explicate such a presupposition. What is required is fundamental ontology; that is, existential analytic of Dasein (SZ §4, 13; E, 34).

However, later in his Zollikoner Seminare (1959), Heidegger addressed the “problem of the phenomenology of the body.” On his description of the body and its relation to Sartre’s and Merleau-Ponty’s works, see Askay 1991; cf. Villela-Petit 1996.

6. Jacques Derrida argues in his two Psyché essays that the exclusion is not accidental but necessary from the point of view of Heidegger’s project. Heidegger did not just forget or ignore the topic of sexuality; his definition of phenomenology as an inquiry into the meaning of Being did not allow for such a study (Derrida 1987a, 1987b).

7. Beauvoir’s relation to Heidegger is both constructive and critical. In the interview given to Margaret Simons in 1985, Beauvoir explains that her notion of “human reality” is Heideggerian in origin (Simons [1985] 1999, 94; cf. Beauvoir DSI, 40, DSII, 485; SS, 39, 609). In the early essay Pyrrhus et Cinéas, she argues against Heidegger’s idea of death as the “essential end point” [fin essentielle] structuring our experience of temporality (PC, 61–63). For more detailed accounts of these connections, see is Pilardi 1999; Gothlin 2003.

8. The well-known debate between Sartre and Merleau-Ponty is about politics (Merleau-Ponty 1955; Beauvoir 1955b). However, this controversy is based on fundamental disagreements on questions of ontology, freedom, and the relation between subjectivity and intersubjectivity (PP, 496–520; E, 434–456; VI, 75–141; E, 50–104). On these discussions see The Debate between Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, edited by Jon Stewart (1998).

9. On Sartre’s work with the Husserl essay, see Beauvoir (FA, 157–158, 210–211; PL, 135–136, 182–183). For more detailed expositions of Sartre’s argument and his reading of Husserl, see Hammond, Howarth, and Keat (1991, 101–112) and the first part of the volume The Debate between Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, edited by Jon Stewart (1998).

10. Sartre’s theory develops further Husserl’s early position that he presented in Logische Untersuchungen, before his transcendental turn (Husserl LUII/1, Teil V: §4, §8, §12b). A “non-egological” conception of consciousness has also been defended by Aron Gurwitsch (1929, 1940–1941). For a good overview of the debate, see Zahavi 2000.

11. For a detailed account of the discussion on the ego, see Zahavi 2000. For a detailed explication of Husserl’s position, see Held 1966.

12. Some commentators claim that Merleau-Ponty’s critical comments on the idea of an “inner man” make up an argument against Husserl’s notion of transcendental subject (Maddison 1981, 114). This, however, is a misreading; Merleau-Ponty’s comments are not directed against Husserl but against Kant, and the basis of the criticism is in Husserl’s methodology and his writings on time consciousness (PP, iii–v, 319–320; E, ix–xi, 276).

13. Alphonso de Waelhens ([1967] 1990, vii–ix) suggests that the philosophical problems inherent in Sartre’s system spring from his unhappy attempt to combine phenomenology with dualistic metaphysics.

14. On this basic question, my reading conflicts with Jo-Ann Pilardi’s interpretation. I am in agreement with Pilardi in arguing that Beauvoir’s philosophical starting points were in phenomenology, but I believe that Pilardi is mistaken in proposing that Beauvoir adopted Sartre’s dualist ontology and his non-Husserlian notion of self (Pilardi 1999, 2–4, 14–21).

15. For more detailed discussion, see Sheridan 1998; Whitford 1998.

16. L’invitée (1943), Le sang des autres (1945).

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

18. For a more detailed explication of the differences between Sartre’s and Merleau-Ponty’s descriptions of the living body, see Dillon 1998.

19. On this basic issue Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology is congruent with Lévinas’s criticism of Heidegger. For a detailed account of Lévinas’s position, see Chanter 2001.

20. Already in his early study on emotions, Esquisse d’une théorie des émotions, Sartre ([1939] 1960) argues that our emotions result from failures of our projects in the practical world. We set goals and try to attain them; when we fail, we produce emotions as covers for our frustrations. Fear, for example, is a hidden experience of the failure of defense (Sartre [1939] 1960, 45). In joy we imitate the impossible possession of an object (Sartre [1939] 1960, 49–50). And “sadness aims at eliminating the obligation to seek new ways [of acting]” (Sartre [1939] 1960, 47). Sartre uses phenomenological concepts in outlining his theory, but his basic understanding of emotions as substitutive desires is inspired by psychoanalytic discussions (Sartre [1939] 1960, 33ff.).

21. For detailed discussions of Sartre’s discussion of the self–other relation, see Theunissen 1977; Zahavi (1996a, 112–121, 127–132).

22. Iris Marion Young (1990) uses Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology to account for the differences in women’s and men’s ways of moving. See her “Throwing Like a Girl,” in Throwing Like a Girl and Other Essays in Feminist Philosophy and Social Theory.

23. In a later text, Merleau-Ponty (1960) explains:

The psychoanalysis that we accept and like is not the one that we refused. We refused, and we will always, to grant to that phallus which is part of the objective body, the organ of micturition and copulation, such power of causality over so many forms of behavior. What we learned from all the material drawn from dreams, fantasies, and behaviors, and finally even in our own dreaming about the body, was to discern an imaginary phallus, a symbolic phallus, oneiric and poetic. We refused, and always will, to see behind the dream, the humorous word, the failed act, so absurd a multiplication of associations. (7; E, 69)

24. The quote is from André Malraux’s La création ésthetique.

25. Judith Butler (1990) ends up attributing a voluntaristic view to Beauvoir, because she neglects her distinction between will (the practical attitude), on the one hand, and emotion (the axiological attitude), on the other hand.

26. Sartre talks about the “animism of illness” when describing the facticity of the body. By this he refers to the way illness appears to us: it “is given as a living thing which has its own form, its own duration, its habits” (EN, 376; E, 441). More interesting, compare to Kristeva 1977, 1983.

27. The English translation is misleading at this crucial point. Instead of describing the specificity of the experience of embodiment and the subjectivity of a pregnant woman, it claims: “It is especially noteworthy that the pregnant woman feels the immanence of her body at just the time when it is in transcendence. . . . The transcendence of the artisan, of the man of action, contains the element of subjectivity; but in the mother-to-be the antithesis of subject and object ceases to exist” (SS, 512).

28. Hekman (1990) characterizes the first volume of Beauvoir’s work as “epistemological” and the second volume as “sociological” (74). Others have suggested that the division is between a philosophical definition and an empirical sociopsychological account.


CHAPTER FOUR

[image: image]

Questions about Women

Le deuxième sexe starts, not with a thesis, but with a question. In the first paragraph of the book, Beauvoir tells us that for a long time she has thought about writing a book on woman. But instead of defining the subject matter, she then asks what the question should be and how it should be posed:

For a long time I have hesitated to write a book on women [sur la femme]. The subject is irritating, especially to women; and it is not new. Enough ink has been poured out in quarrelling over feminism, and at present the quarrel is almost closed: one does not talk about it anymore. But still it is talked about. And it does not seem that the voluminous nonsense uttered during the last century has done much to clarify the problem. After all, is there a problem? And if so, what is it? Are there women? (DSI, 11; SS, 13)1

The prevailing interpretation is that Beauvoir takes the notion of woman as given and proceeds to explain the existence and situation of this being called “woman.” But in fact, Beauvoir starts by problematizing the topic of feminist and antifeminist arguments. She notes that the question on woman is not a well-defined problem; it has different meanings, and even its sense and relevance is doubted. The formulation of the question is thus part of the problem to be studied, and this is why we must start by examining different questions.2

First, Beauvoir recapitulates a series of questions about being. She asks: “Are there women?” and further: do women still exist, will they always exist, and is it desirable that they should exist? (DSI, 11; SS, 13). We can take these questions as factual questions about subjects in the world, and then we can answer them by “yes” or “no,” depending on our experiences, interests, and use of words. But we can also take a philosophical stance toward the dispute about women and focus our inquiries on the meanings of being and reality implied in it, and I want to suggest that this is part of Beauvoir’s purpose. She does not attempt to prove—or disprove—the reality of women, but primarily aims at posing fundamental questions about woman’s way of being: how does she exist, is her being real, and what is meant by reality when it is stated. If we follow this line of thinking, then the problems cannot be solved simply by referring to our experiences; we must also study the basis and the structures of experiences.

So, the first pages of Beauvoir’s book present us with a series of questions about the reality of women, but leave them unsolved: the reality is neither affirmed nor denied. Beauvoir proceeds by asking what is meant by this controversial term “woman.” But not even this question is answered directly. Instead of defining her subject matter, Beauvoir goes into studying different definitions offered. She distinguishes first between three ideas—femaleness, femininity, and womanhood—and introduces a provisional definition: “Not every female human being is necessarily a woman; in order to be a woman, one must participate in the mysterious and threatened reality which is femininity” (DSI, 11; SS, 13).

This amounts to claiming that femaleness is necessary but not sufficient to make a woman. In addition, one must have the vague quality of femininity. So, the question becomes, what is the nature of this quality? And is it a quality at all, or rather some other kind of reality? It is important to get this question straight. Beauvoir is not searching for the content of femininity; she wants to study its ontic status: how does femininity exist, how does it present itself to us, what is its mode of being. Here again, Beauvoir considers several alternatives. She asks if femininity is a product of the imagination or an ideal entity. Or is it rather a model or a goal for action and behavior? (DSI, 12; SS, 13–14).

It is often claimed that Beauvoir rejects femininity as a patriarchal invention.3 But if we study her book carefully, it becomes clear that this is a simplification. In the following, I argue that femininity has two different senses in Beauvoir’s work. Beauvoir certainly puts forward a harsh critique of femininity, rejecting the notion of an unchanging, timeless essence—the Feminine—as mythical. But this is not all that she says about the topic; there is also a constructive side to her discussion. I focus on Beauvoir’s criticism of the Feminine in the last two chapters of this book; here, my aim is to explicate the positive, constructive sense in which she uses the term.

It is important to notice that Beauvoir formulates most of her questions and descriptions with the help of the attribute feminine. Instead of referring to women’s writing, to women’s sexual experiences, or to women’s world, she speaks about “feminine literature” [la littérature féminine; DSI, 30], “feminine eroticism” [l’érotisme féminine; DSII, 176], and “the feminine world” [le monde féminine; DSI, 30].4 And what is even more important is that when she sets out her descriptive task, she uses the concept of feminine existence [existence féminine], not the concept of woman: “The point here is not to proclaim eternal verities, but rather to describe the common basis [fond commun] of which every singular feminine existence comes out [s’enlever]” (DSII, 9; SS, 33; cf. DSI, 13; SS, 14–15).

The introduction to Le deuxième sexe sets the question of the nature of femininity in terms of the controversy between universalism and particularism. Beauvoir presents the medieval alternatives of conceptualism and nominalism and hints also at the Platonic solution. She does not, however, consider these alternatives as philosophically satisfying (Beauvoir DSI, 13; SS, 14). The book is an attempt to defend an intermediate view that rejects the idea of an eternal unchanging essence of femininity without falling into particularism or nominalism. Beauvoir argues that the idea of a static essence is mythical, but this does not lead her to reject the generality of feminine existence. On the contrary, she states:

In truth, to go for a walk with one’s eyes open is enough to note [constater] that humanity is divided into two categories of individuals whose clothes, faces, bodies, smiles, gaits, interests, and occupations are manifestly different. Perhaps these differences are superficial, perhaps they are destined to disappear. What is certain is that they exist with clear evidence. (DSI, 13; SS, 14–15)

Beauvoir uses the terms feminine and masculine to describe these two “categories” of human existence. The uniting idea of her treatise is the attempt to think about femininity in dynamic terms: to be a woman—to take part in the common feminine existence—is not to be subsumed under an exact concept or a general rule, and it is not to instantiate an eternal idea or a Platonic essence. To be a woman is to have become a woman (DSI, 25; SS, 24). For Beauvoir, woman “is not a fixed reality but a becoming” (DSI, 73; SS, 66).5

The traditional interpretation is that Beauvoir’s notion of becoming is sociopsychological and historical. Beauvoir is thought to offer an account of how women—as individuals and as a group—have became “what they are.” Thus understood, Le deuxième sexe would describe an historical process and a sociopsychological development. The problem with this reading is that it conflicts with Beauvoir’s radical statements about our way of being: human existence cannot be closed or fixed, not even temporarily; it is essentially open. We—as women and men—are not anything, but constantly in a process of becoming (DSI, 401; SS, 287). In Le deuxième sexe, Beauvoir set this view forth as an explicit statement about women: “The fact is that she would be embarrassed to decide what she is; the question has no answer; but this is not because the hidden truth is too vague to be discerned; it is because in this domain there is no truth” (DSI, 401; SS, 287).

The common assumption of historical, psychological, and sociological readings is that woman is a determined reality that can be defined and explained. But if there is no truth about what woman is, as Beauvoir claims, then it is misleading to ask how she became, or has become, what she is. Beauvoir’s well-known thesis about becoming does not come down to the claim that women are historical beings. The idea is more radical; Beauvoir tries to think about women and men, not as two kinds of historical entities, but as two different ways of relating to entities.

I have argued earlier that the philosophical context in which Beauvoir operates is phenomenological. My suggestion here is that Beauvoir’s different claims about femininity and women as feminine existences can be reconciled in this framework.

For Beauvoir, women and men are two different variations of the human way of relating to the world: “They live in their different ways the strange ambiguity of existence made body” (DSII, 658; SS, 737). So, the principal difference is the experiential difference between two types of living bodies, women’s bodies and men’s bodies. In Beauvoir’s interpretation, these are the two main variations of human embodiment, and every singular human existent is a variation of one of them or else combines elements from both.

Beauvoir’s primary distinction is not between two types of organisms, female organisms and male organisms. In her understanding, such things are abstract objects of natural scientific inquiries. Her argument is that we should study the relation between woman and man not as a relation between two physiological or biomechanical systems but as a relation between two corporeal persons.

The valid use of the terms feminine and masculine is in this context; we can speak about “feminine existence” and “masculine existence” and their different variations. Thus, every individual woman is a singular stylistic variation of “feminine existence.” As such, she both realizes the feminine way of relating to the world and modifies it. And accordingly, we can speak about feminine eroticism and feminine literature. Similarly, every individual man is a variation of “masculine existence,” and contributes to the constitution of the general type. And together, these variations form the general mode of human life.

Understood in this way, there is certain generality and unity in feminine existence, and here we can legitimately speak of “femininity.” But the generality of the feminine is not that of a fixed idea, describable by exact concepts. Femininity does not reside within feminine singulars nor above them, but in the relations between the singulars. We cannot detect it in any one act or thing because it is a dynamic, open structure that characterizes the whole of actions and things. Its earlier phases do not determine its future modifications, but they do suggest different alternatives and open up horizons for possible actions. Thus, we can also speak about the feminine world and the feminine universe. These terms do not refer to any specific area of the world but denote the whole world as it is experienced by a consciousness embodied in the feminine way.

Beauvoir explicates her holistic view of the feminine when she criticizes biologist and psychoanalytic theories of women’s eroticism. She rejects all approaches that try to account for erotic behavior by separating it from the whole of actions and passions. The psychic life is not a mosaic, she states, “it is a single whole in every one of its aspects and we must respect that unity” (DSI, 86; SS, 76). So, if we want to understand women’s erotic behavior, we should bring their sexual and erotic experiences in relation to the other aspects of their lives, practical, intellectual, and emotional. We should not settle for a comparison to men’s erotic life. Instead we should make a comparison between the relations women have to their erotic objects and the relations they have to other sorts of objects. We should study the similarities between their ways of caressing and their ways of “taking, capturing, eating, making, submitting, and so forth” (DSI, 93; SS, 81–82).

Understood in this way, the difference between men and women may seem all encompassing. However, Beauvoir argues that the sexual differentiation is not necessary to our experience in the same way, or in the same sense, as mortality and embodiment are. We need to have a living body in order exist and operate in the material world, and this body is necessarily finite (DSI, 274; SS, 197–198). But it is not similarly necessary that there are two different types of bodies. We see this, Beauvoir claims, in the fact that it is easier to imagine “a society that reproduces parthenogenetically or consists of hermaphrodites” than to think about an immortal or disembodied human being (DSI, 40; SS, 39; cf. DSI, 42; SS, 41).6

Sexual difference might be more deeply embedded in our experience of persons and human beings than, for example, skin color or other “racial” differences. One could at least argue for this by pointing out that there are societies that do not make the distinction between black and white, but there is no known culture that does not make the distinction between women and men.7 Nevertheless, Beauvoir seems to be right in insisting that not all experiences of persons or human persons need to involve sexual differentiation.

On this point Beauvoir takes issue with Merleau-Ponty. In Phénoménologie de la perception, at the end of the chapter on sexuality, Merleau-Ponty argues that a sexless man is as inconceivable as a man without thoughts. He explains his position as follows:

It will perhaps be objected that the organization of our body is contingent, that we can “conceive a man without hands, feet, head”8 and, even with a stronger reason, a sexless man, reproducing by cutting or layering. But this is true only if we take an abstract view of hands, feet, head or sexual apparatus, regarding them as fragments of matter. . . . If on the other hand, we define man by his experience, that is to say, by his peculiar manner of giving form to the world . . . then a man without hands or without the sexual system is as inconceivable as a man without thought. (PP, 198; E, 170)

Merleau-Ponty attacks philosophies that claim that the essence of human existence is in the power of thought and that consequently the material basis of humanity is in the human brain and neural system. Merleau-Ponty argues that no part or capacity of the human body is more fundamental than the others. The living body forms an expressive whole from which no organ or function can be removed without damaging the whole. We can conceive the body as a physical system composed of distinct parts—and we can treat the body as such a composite—but only if we take an external, third-person view of it. As long as we see the body as person, its hands and genitals are necessary in the same sense as its head.9 This does not mean that defective and mutilated bodies are inhuman but only that we cannot take such bodies as the norm and see complete bodies as deviations from them.

Beauvoir agrees that embodiment and sexuality are necessary aspects of human existence, but she thinks that the parallel of genitals and hands is misleading. All normal human bodies have hands but not a similar or analogous “sexual apparatus.” Sex organ and genital are abstract terms that cover a number of concrete organs: the penis, the clitoris, the vagina, the breasts. None of these organs is necessary for a human being in the same sense as hands are, for the simple reason that there are two bodily norms for human embodiment: the masculine body and the feminine body. To describe the feminine body as a deviation from the masculine norm is, in Beauvoir’s understanding, to fall back on androcentric mythology.

Beauvoir and Merleau-Ponty both think that sexuality is a basic structure of human existence, comparable to mortality. But Beauvoir criticizes Merleau-Ponty’s account for abstractness: it bypasses the duality of our embodiment. Beauvoir questions the essentialist interpretation according to which the sexual duality is a stabile structure of human existence or essential to experiences of persons. But she also rejects nominalist and conceptualist views by arguing that the duality is not merely linguistic or conceptual but an evident fact about perception: we can imagine sexless societies, but we see human bodies as masculine bodies and as feminine bodies, and we experience our own bodies as belonging to one of these two types.10

Otherness and Subordination

We have seen that Beauvoir starts her book with a series of questions about women’s way of being. These questions open up the discussion on the nature of femininity that then becomes the main focus of the chapter on myths. But this is not all. In the introduction, the questions about women and femininity are followed by a series of new questions, questions about questioning. Beauvoir asks, who is she to pose the question? Why is she asking it? What is her motivation? (DSI, 14, 29; SS, 15, 27).

These questions of motivation and interest lead Beauvoir to introduce and study the notions of otherness and subordination. She notes that a man would never write a book on “the particular situation that males have in humanity” (DSI, 14; SS, 15). This is because the relation between man and woman is not symmetrical. Man represents both the positive and the neutral aspects of humanity; woman represents only the negative (DSI, 14; SS, 15). Man describes himself in his theories and histories of humanity; woman remains in silence. He stands both for the normal and for the ideal, she for the deviant. Beauvoir comments by putting forth her well-known thesis: “He is the Subject, he is the Absolute, she is the Other” (DSI, 15; SS, 16).

Beauvoir’s statement is usually taken as an affirmation of the Otherness of women.11 But if we read carefully, keeping in mind her philosophical starting points, we can see that her discussion involves a radical problematization of these basic notions, both the idea of women’s Otherness and the notion of their subordination. In the following, I follow her discussion and study these ideas separately. I first focus on the way Beauvoir problematizes the idea of woman’s Otherness and after this discuss her notion of subordination.

It is important to notice that the paragraph that describes woman as Other is not Beauvoir’s last word on the subject. She adds a footnote in which she explains that this is a definition given by a man. Her reference is to a particular text, Lévinas’s Le temps et l’autre, where Lévinas suggests that “otherness reaches its full flowering in the feminine, a term of the same rank as consciousness but of opposite meaning” (TO, 81; E, 88). Beauvoir answers this critically by arguing that Lévinas overlooks the fact that woman, too, is a consciousness for herself. She summarizes: “Man defines woman not in herself but as relative to him” (DSI, 15; SS, 16; cf. DSI, 243; SS, 175).

In order to understand this argumentation, we must return to Husserl’s texts. This is because Lévinas’s discussion of femininity is largely based on Husserl’s work; it is a critique of the analysis Husserl presents in his fifth Cartesian meditation of the self–other relation.12 There, Husserl studies the simple case of perceiving the other. He points out that to see another person, another human being, is to see somebody who is able to see you, somebody who is similar to you in his/her seeing. Reciprocity, according to Husserl, is necessarily involved in our relations with others: to see the other requires that you see him/her as seeing (CM §43, 123; E, 91).13

When Lévinas asks whether there is a case of absolute Otherness, he is in fact asking whether it is possible to experience the other without presupposing similarity of activities, for example, seeing. And when he states that femininity represents the absolute other (to him), he suggests that the sexual relation is specific in that the other is not experienced in it as another consciousness like me.14 The sexual relation is a third kind of way of relating to the world: the other is not perceived as an object, totally without experiences, actions, and passions, but neither is it experienced as an alter ego, with activities similar to our own. The sexual other is different in a more radical sense.

Beauvoir attacks Lévinas’s analysis: “He deliberately takes a man’s point of view, disregarding the reciprocity of subject and object” (DSI, 16; SS, 16). Here, she seems to misinterpret at least part of Lévinas’s claim. In her reading, Lévinas denies feminine subjectivity and reduces the feminine other to the status of a nonconscious object or mere matter (DSI, 17; SS, 17; cf. DSI, 136; SS, 113).15

But Lévinas’s statement can be understood in the opposite way: instead of compromising the difference between two sexual subjects, it exaggerates the difference. The feminine is experienced as an other, but not as an alter ego. Rather, the feminine appears as radically and forever unreachable.16 Lévinas writes:

Neither is the difference between the sexes the duality of two complementary terms, for two complementary terms presuppose a preexisting whole. To say that sexual duality presupposes a whole is to posit love beforehand as fusion. The pathos of love, however, consists in an insurmountable duality of beings. It is a relationship with what always hides. The relationship does not ipso facto neutralize alterity but preserves it. (TO, 78; E, 86)

When Lévinas writes that the feminine is essentially other, he does not make a statement about the history of femininity. The statement is not empirical, not about what happens in space–time, but more fundamentally, about the constitution of time. Lévinas’s thesis is that time is “not the achievement of an isolated and lone subject, but that it is the very relationship of the subject with the Other [autrui]” (TO, 17; E, 39).17

It would be a misunderstanding to attack Lévinas’s characterization of femininity by arguing that there have been cultures in which women have been equal to men. “Essentially” here means positively: the feminine is other, not in the sense of being the negation or reverse of preestablished identity (masculinity), but in the sense of having its own origin (TO, 77; E, 85).

Beauvoir sees Lévinas’s description as representing an age-old form of thinking which mystifies women by confusing two different meanings of the term other. On the one hand, the term is used for another similar being [semblable]. If we are identifying ourselves as perceivers, then we use “other(s)” to refer to other perceivers. If we are discussing experience and consciousness more generally, then we are talking about another consciousness, another self, an alter ego (DSI, 17–18, 120ff.; SS, 17–18, 100ff.). In Lévinas’s discussion, the term carries a different meaning. It is not another self or another consciousness that is at issue, but rather what differs from all consciousness. For Lévinas, feminine is “a term of the same rank as consciousness but of opposite meaning” (TO, 77; E, 88).

Beauvoir argues that the opposition between consciousness and femininity is based on nothing else than mystifying habits of thought. Even though we cannot grasp each other’s experiences, or occupy each other’s bodies (DSI, 399–400; SS, 286), we still experience each other, men and women, as subjects of experiences. The absolute other is not part of our perceived world; it is not seen, heard, or touched, nor is it visible, audible, or tangible. It is an idealization or a fantasy. So also the Feminine—as the latest depiction of the myth of an absolute other—is a fantasy (DSI, 403; SS, 288).

But there is an additional, and more devastating, element in Beauvoir’s criticism of Lévinas. Worst of all, she argues, the Feminine is not just an end result of idealizing thinking but results from the reiteration of unnoticed androcentric valuations (DSI, 401–405; SS, 287–290). It does not even have the truth of an abstraction, but is cherished, repeated, and cultivated into theories and explanations, because it is so advantageous, useful, and economic to man (DSI, 398–405; SS, 285–290).

Beauvoir responds to the mystification of the feminine by describing a variety of feminine experiences and the world as it appears in them—this is the task of the second volume of her book. Here, she refers not just to her own experiences but to a great variety of women’s writings, the works of Colette, Katherine Mansfield, Sophie Tolstoy, and Virginia Woolf, among others. To state that these descriptions lack the characteristics of consciousness or that they fail to manifest femininity is in her understanding nothing but a form of dogmatism.

Beauvoir certainly poses a question about woman’s absolute otherness, but her answer is not, as usually claimed, in female biology or in social circumstances. Instead of explaining “why woman is Other,” Beauvoir argues that she is not. Her philosophical interest is not in accounting for the assumed fact, but in uncovering its ideological constitution. Her argument is that the question of woman’s Otherness and all explanations developed to account for this Otherness are naive in leaving unproblematized both sexual hierarchies and the basic assumption of an absolute other.

My aim here is not to take a stand on the controversy between Beauvoir and Lévinas. I only want to make it explicit and show its connection to phenomenology. Beauvoir rejects Lévinas’s attempt to describe sexual difference as a radical difference; she treats it as an example of mythical thinking. For her, women and men are two variations of human embodiment.

This leads Beauvoir to the questions of reciprocity and subordination: How is it that the similarity and reciprocity of the sexes has not been recognized? How is it that one of the contrasting terms is set up as the sole essential, and the other is defined as pure otherness? “Whence comes this subordination in the case of women?” (DSI, 18; SS, 18).

What follows is a discussion of the nature of woman’s subordination. But what is remarkable and important is that Beauvoir does not proceed by presenting causes or effects. Instead, she focuses on the nature of the phenomenon and clarifies it by pointing out that it is not a result of any social change, nor an effect of any historical occurrence or event: “Throughout history they [women] have always been subordinated to men. Their dependency is not the result of an event or a development: it is not something that occurred” (DSI, 18; SS, 18).

The point here is not to deny subordination. Beauvoir does not claim that subordination “did not happen,” but suggests that its being is not in the order of happenings and events. So, it is not as if Beauvoir first posited women’s subordination as an event, and only then denied its reality. Instead, she questions its status as a happening, as a contingent, accidental event. She points to the specific, peculiar nature of this subordination, its “seeming” necessity and naturalness (DSI, 18; SS, 18; cf. DSI, 131; SS, 109).

In this respect sexual subordination is different from other forms of oppression, ethnic, racial, and class related.18 There is no event in the history of the sexes that corresponds to the looting of African tribes by Europeans in the beginning of the sixteenth century or to the subjugation of Native Americans in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. We cannot point to a moment or a period in human history or prehistory before which men and women lived in equality and during which they entered into hierarchical relations. Rather than having the character of an event, women’s subjection seems natural and unavoidable.

On the one hand, we can quite easily picture egalitarian communities, but on the other hand, it seems that no imaginable change in “laws, institutions, customs, opinions, and the whole social context” is enough to bring about such a state (DSII, 653–654; SS, 733–734). The sexual hierarchy is clearly not inevitable, but it presents itself with a sense of unavoidability. The main task Beauvoir sets to her inquiry is to illuminate this peculiar nature of the phenomenon, a hierarchy that is neither social nor natural. I deal with this part of her discussion in the last two chapters of this book. First, I want to make a final remark about the nature of the tasks that Beauvoir sets for herself in the introduction.

Objectivity and Ethics

In the introduction to Le deuxième sexe, Beauvoir makes clear that her aims are not practical. She says that she does not pose the question on women in the interest of promoting public good or personal happiness (DSI, 30–31; SS, 28). Further, she emphasizes that when women of the day write about their situation, they aim at clarification [lucidité, clarté] and good reasoning rather than vindication of rights [revendication]. She then presents her own book as part of this attempt at clarity: the task is to understand [saisir], unveil, and uncover [découvrir, révéler, dégager] meanings, not to justify, explain, or predict facts (DSI, 29–30, 43; SS, 27–28, 41).

Beauvoir describes the attitude she is trying to attain as objective [attitude objective] (DSI, 29; SS, 27) and characterizes her stance with the traditional metaphors of impartiality and detachment (DSI, 29; SS, 27).

Several commentators have criticized Beauvoir for adopting and assuming the possibility of an objective standpoint. Some have accused Beauvoir of abandoning the woman’s point of view and of pursuing the male position. Tina Chanter (1995), for example, expresses her skepticism by stating that Beauvoir presumes “that an individual can rise above or transcend any situation” just by taking a reflective distance upon the particular conditions that define his/her life (49).

Before dismissing Beauvoir’s idea of objectivity, we should, however, study the idea in detail. The important distinction here is between two different models and ideas of objectivity. We can think about it in terms of detachment from objects and subjects in the world, or we can understand it as a detachment from our own activities, actions, and passions.

In the first sense, objectivity is like turning away from or rising above something present, the body, the other, the world. Such a movement can perhaps be criticized for neglect, indifference, or false independence. But we need not understand objectivity in this way. Instead of taking as the model the movements of turning and rising, we can think about detachment as a stepping backward. As such, it is not a rejection of anything but an abstention from doing something, a suspension of activity. The one who steps back does not neglect the object, but creates an open space between herself and the object. Due to the distance, she is able to notice and study not just the object but the connections that hold between herself and the object (Merleau-Ponty PP, viii; E, xiii). In the latter sense, objectivity means that we suspend or interrupt our activities in order to become conscious of them and to investigate them.

Beauvoir does not explicate her understanding of objectivity, but her discussion in Le deuxième sexe hints at this latter interpretation. She refers to Michel Carrouges, who suggests that woman’s appearance has been—and still is—tied to men’s needs and desires. The traditional descriptions of women and femininity are restricted and partial because they are based on men’s interests in the pleasure and use that women supply. We do not have descriptions of women as they appear to themselves, or as they appear to us when we have suspended our implicit androcentric evaluations (DSI, 27; SS, 25).

Beauvoir is not naive in her aspiration for objectivity. She does not rely on objectivism but points out that all striving for objectivity has an ethical background; all knowledge claims are based on life saturated with values. She writes:

It is doubtless impossible to approach any human problem with a mind free from bias. The way in which questions are put, the points of view assumed, presuppose hierarchies of interests; all qualities imply values, and every objective description, so called, is based on and arises from an ethical background. (DSI, 30; SS, 28)

Beauvoir acknowledges that human thought is always motivated by values, but her conclusion is not that objectivity is impossible. Here again, her view is intermediate. She tries to avoid two extremes: objectivism and skepticism. She emphasizes that we are always bound to the world by several threads and involved in all kinds of practical concerns, individual and social. But she believes that we are also able to slacken these bonds, suspend or interrupt, for some time, our involvement and aim at a view that is free from interests in pleasure and use.

These remarks are, of course, not enough to show that Beauvoir’s idea of objectivity is free from the problems of false universalism and abstract thinking. However, the aims of Le deuxième sexe can be further illuminated by studying them in the context of Beauvoir’s discussion on ethics.

In the introduction, Beauvoir emphasizes that her questions are ethical and that her starting points are in existentialist ethics (DSI, 31; SS, 28). Most commentators take this to mean that Beauvoir bases her argument in an ethical theory that defends the values of freedom and authenticity; that is, “Sartre’s theory.” But if we study what Beauvoir really says about ethics and values, we can see that such a view is misguided.19

Beauvoir clarifies her notion of ethics in her review of Merleau-Ponty’s Phénoménologie de la perception. She starts the review by stating that it is possible to develop a genuine ethics only by taking the phenomenological understanding of the subject–object relation as the basis. According to her, such an understanding is necessary for a sincere ethical commitment (MP, 363). What the phenomenological approach shows is that all objectivities, realities as well as values, are dependent on the activity of the subject.

This is the basic idea of Beauvoir’s Pour une morale de l’ambigüité; she rejects naturalistic theories of values by arguing that all values are dependent on our activities—no value or end is absolutely given. She writes: “It is desire which creates the desirable, and the project that sets up the end. It is human existence which makes values spring up in the world on the basis of which it will be able to judge the enterprise in which it will be engaged” (MA, 22; EA, 15).20

Le deuxième sexe applies the idea in its account of sexuality: “It is by exercising sexual activity that men [humans] define the sexes and their relations, just as they create the sense and the value of all the functions that they accomplish” (DSI, 39; SS, 38).

Beauvoir’s main claim about values is negative; her ethics is not normative but critical. She argues that ethics can only begin in a suspension of all value positings. The suspension makes it possible to realize that values depend on our own activities. And this realization allows us to take responsibility of the values in force (MA, 27–28, 34; EA, 18–19, 24, 49; cf. DSI, 238; SS, 172).

Thus, Beauvoir’s ethical starting point in Le deuxième sexe is not any system of values but her realization that she must be ready to call into question all the values that she finds implied in the descriptions of the sexual relation. She states this clearly when discussing the bioscientific explanations of the man–woman relation: “I reject also all reference systems that imply the existence of a natural hierarchy of values, for example an evolutionary hierarchy. . . . All these dissertations which mingle a vague naturalism with an ethics or aesthetics even more vague are pure verbiage” (DSI, 73; SS, 66).

The introduction of Le deuxième sexe discusses three explanatory paradigms, the bioscientific, the psychoanalytic, and historical materialism. These are usually taken as Beauvoir’s own explanations. But this is a fundamental mistake, for Beauvoir argues that all these are useful but inadequate in leaving certain values unproblematized. The bioscientific paradigm takes as given the values of life and physical strength; the psychoanalytic paradigm assumes the supreme value of the phallos;21 and historical materialism bases its explanations on the value of the tool. Beauvoir ends the first part of the book, titled “Destin,” by writing:

In our attempt to discover woman we shall not reject certain contributions of biology, of psychoanalysis, and of historical materialism; but we shall hold that the body, the sexual life, and techniques exist concretely for man only in so far as he grasps them in the total perspective of his existence. The value of the muscular strength, of the phallus, of the tool can be defined only in the world of values: it is determined by the fundamental project in which the existent transcends himself toward being. (DSI, 105–106; SS, 91)

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

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

Woman is female, to the extent that she experiences herself as such. There are biologically essential facts that do not belong to her situation as she lives it [situation vécue]: thus the structures of the egg is not reflected in it, but on the contrary an organ of no great biological importance, the clitoris, plays in it a part of the first rank. It is not nature that defines woman; it is she who defines herself by taking on nature in her affectivity. (DSI, 78; SS, 69)

In the case of psychoanalytic explanations, it is necessary to study how the implicit privileging of the phallos directs the interpretation of women’s behavior. Beauvoir argues that the valorization of the phallos has simplified our notion of feminine pleasure: “We do not limit ourselves to regarding sexuality as something given. The inadequacy of this attitude is manifested by the poverty of the resulting descriptions of the feminine libido. As I have already said, the psychoanalysts have never studied it directly, but only by taking the male libido as their point of departure” (DSI, 92; SS, 81).22

And finally, in the case of historical materialism, one needs to study the origins of the ideas of ownership and technology. “So we reject for the same reasons the sexual monism of Freud and the economic monism of Engels. . . . There is an existential infrastructure which underlies all individual drama as well as the economic history of humanity and it alone allows us to understand in its unity this singular form which is a life [of a person]” (DSI, 105; SS, 91).

Thus, the bioscientific explanation that Beauvoir introduces in the beginning of her book is not her own explanation. The biological facts of sexual reproduction are not presented in naive acceptance but introduced for critical study. Beauvoir argues that a philosophical inquiry into the sexual hierarchy cannot be founded on the values of life, procreation, or physical strength. On the contrary, it must also include a critical examination of these values, how they are constituted, in what kinds of activities, and how these activities relate to sexuality and sexual difference (DSI, 71–77; SS, 65–69).

Notes

1. In La force de l’âge, Beauvoir tells that already in 1946 Georges Blin had suggested to her the topic “Sexuality and Existentialism” (FCI, 115; FCE, 88).

2. Nancy Bauer (2001) argues that Beauvoir’s radical questions about the meaning, nature, and permanence of the self are analogous to those of Descartes in Meditations.

Descartes’s Second meditation starts with the realization that only the thinking self can escape radical methodological doubt. But this is just a preliminary result; Descartes carries on the meditation with a series of new questions: “What is this I?” “A man?” “What is a man?” “A thinking being?” “But for how long?” (AT VII, 25ff.; E, 17ff.). In Bauer’s interpretation, Beauvoir puts forward a similar set of self-critical questions.

One can also see an analogy to Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit. Heidegger points out in the beginning of his work that our problem is not just that the question of Being lacks an answer. The embarrassment is more fundamental: the question itself is “obscure and without direction.” So, the first task is to work out an adequate way of formulating the question (SZ §1, 4; E, 24).

3. Most commentators assume that Beauvoir rejects femininity as a patriarchal means of justifying women’s subjection (e.g., Young 1990, 73–76). Other commentators, influenced by Marxism, take Beauvoir as stating that femininity is an illusion or an ideological construction without any basis in reality (e.g., Moi 1985, 92). In this issue, Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963) may have had a greater influence on American and British commentators than thus far recognized.

4. In her biographies, Beauvoir writes about her “feminine condition” [condition féminine], which is translated into English as “my condition as a woman” (FCI, 360; FCE, 276).

5. I have argued elsewhere that the accepted view that identifies Beauvoir’s notion of becoming to the process of socialization is mistaken (Heinämaa 1996a, 1996b, 1997).

6. Beauvoir studied the implications of immortality in Tous les hommes sont mortels (1946). Virginia Woolf’s Orlando (1928) provides a thought experiment about personhood and sex.

7. For a counterargument, see Judith Butler’s Bodies That Matter (1993).

8. The quote is from Pascal’s Pensées (1660).

9. Imagining that we all are “brains in the vat” is possible for us only because we have hands that can touch and eyes that can see such material things as brains and vats.

10. Transvestites or transsexuals cannot be presented as counterexamples against this view insofar as they experience their bodies as masculine bodies or feminine bodies.

11. Susan Hekman (1990), for example, states: “De Beauvoir begins her analysis with what will become the central thesis of the book: woman is always the ‘Other’ to man’s ‘Absolute’ ” (74). This leads Hekman to conclude that Beauvoir’s argument is self-refuting: “Her claim at the end of her analysis that woman can transcend her status as Other thus contradicts the epistemology of the first part of the book” (76). Iris Marion Young (1990) gives a more positive reading, but also claims that Beauvoir’s argument is weakened by an internal tension: “The distinction between transcendence and immanence ensnares Beauvoir in the very definition of woman as a non-human Other, which her brilliant analysis reveals as patriarchal. . . . Beauvoir’s ontology reproduces the Western tradition’s oppositions of nature and culture, freedom and mere life, spirit and body” (77–78). Finally, Tina Chanter (1995) argues: “She [Beauvoir] emphasizes that women can change and overcome their feminine social conditioning through the realization that they are not determined by it. In the idealism implied by her existentialist framework Beauvoir ultimately betrays her own insight into the importance of characterizing women’s situation as other” (48).

12. Lévinas comments on the French translation of Husserl’s meditations, Méditations cartésiennes: introduction à la phénoménologie (1931), which he made together with Gabrielle Pfeiffer. The original German text was based on a series of lectures that Husserl gave in 1929 in Sorbonne and Strasbourg. Husserl continued working on the manuscript with his assistant Eugen Fink, aiming at publishing the revised version in Germany. They focused especially on the fifth meditation, which deals with the self–other relation, and they also planned to discuss the problems of the phenomenological method. However, Husserl abandoned the text in 1930 for another project. He had then read again in detail Sein und Zeit and felt that Heidegger’s modification of phenomenology needed a quick reply. Thus, he trusted the revision and extension of the meditations to Fink and started planning a new systematic presentation of phenomenological philosophy. The German Cartesianische Meditationen remained unpublished until 1950. Fink’s extension was published in 1988 as the sixth meditation, VI. Cartesianische Meditation: Die Idee einer transzendentalen Methodenlehre.

13. On Husserl’s understanding of the self–other relation and intersubjectivity, see Zahavi 1996a, 1996b.

14. In Husserl’s analysis, this statement betrays a misunderstanding.

15. It is, of course, possible that there is a genuine disagreement, not a misunderstanding. Beauvoir was arguing for atheistic humanistic ethics, and in this paragraph, she might be just rejecting the theistic model that Lévinas was developing for otherness on the basis of the Judeo-Christian tradition (DSI, 242–243, 295–296; SS, 175, 212–214). I am thankful to Martina Reuter for pointing out this possibility.

16. Here, Luce Irigaray diverges from Beauvoir and follows Lévinas. See, for example, her Éthique de la différence sexuelle. On Irigaray’s relation to Lévinas’s philosophy, see Chanter 1995; Vasseleu 1998.

17. But see also Lévinas’s latter description of the feminine in Totalité et infini: Essai sur l’extériorité (1961).

18. Beauvoir points out several important similarities between women’s position and the positions of African Americans and European Jews (DSI, 24–25, 200, 221, 403; SS, 23–24, 147, 159, 289), but she emphasizes that there is this crucial difference: the oppression of women is not an historical event nor a chain of historical events. In these comparisons, Beauvoir’s source is Sartre’s essay “Réflexions sur la question juive” (1946) (DSI, 221; SS, 159).

19. Michèle Le Dœuff refutes this common view in L’etude et le rouet (1989). She argues convincingly that freedom and authenticity are not values for Beauvoir but structures of existence (Le Dœuff 1991, 90).

20. In Husserl’s phenomenology, the constitutive basis of values is ultimately in the transcendental subject, not in the human being, which, too, is a constituted reality.

21. Against psychoanalytic reductionism Beauvoir states: “Work, war, play, art define ways of being in the world which cannot be reduced to any others” (DSI, 88; SS, 78).

22. Beauvoir admits that some psychoanalysts have addressed the problem of values, but she argues that even these theorists have not gone into its fundaments: “Adler saw clearly that the castration complex could be explicated only in a social context. He discussed the problem of valorization, but he did not return to the ontological source of the values recognized by the society and he did not understand that values are involved in sexuality itself” (DSI, 87; SS, 77).


CHAPTER FIVE
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A Genealogy of Subjection

We have seen that in the introduction of Le deuxième sexe Beauvoir gives a specific formulation to the problem of women’s subjection. First, she asks why woman is defined as an absolute Other, and a few passages later she paraphrases the question by using the concept of hierarchy: “How was the hierarchy of the sexes established?” (DSI, 109; SS, 93).

I argued earlier that Beauvoir does not accept the notion of woman as an absolute Other; she believes that the devaluation and subjection of women is not based on any fundamental structures of experience. But she also rejects the three explanatory schemes traditionally used to account for women’s subjection: the bioscientific, the psychoanalytic, and the socioeconomic. According to her, these schemes are inadequate rather than false. We will not understand women’s subjection if we look for its causes in female bodies, in women’s psyches, or in our modes of production. All these factors have a role to play in the establishment of the sexual hierarchy, but they are not objective conditions independent of the hierarchy. The explanations involve evaluations that, rather than explaining the sexual hierarchy, presuppose it. Beauvoir’s principal suggestion is that we should take a critical stand on these presuppositions and dependencies and study them in an existentialist framework: “This world has always belonged to men: none of the reasons proposed thus far for this has seemed sufficient to me. It is by reconsidering the givens of prehistory and ethnography in the light of existentialist philosophy, that we can understand how the hierarchy of the sexes was established” (DSI, 109; SS, 93).

We have also seen that Beauvoir thought that women’s subjection differs in a crucial respect from other forms of subjection; for example, subjection of a race, an ethnic group, or a social class. Although there are important similarities, there is also an essential difference: women’s subjection is not an historical happening, it is not something that occurred. Instead of having the structure of an event, the phenomenon is saturated with a peculiar sense of necessity.

It is exactly this sense of necessity that is the topic of the first volume of Le deuxième sexe, Les faits et les mythes (facts and myths). The question of the sexual hierarchy is posed in the introduction and the solution is outlined in the two major parts discussing history and mythology. Beauvoir’s aim is to clarify and explicate the special nature of the sexual subjection and to give a philosophical account of the origins of the hierarchy. So, instead of taking her account as an explanation, I suggest that we should consider it as a genealogy.1

To start with, Beauvoir points out that women’s subjection is universal in human communities as we know them (DSI, 18–19, 130; SS, 18–19, 109). She states explicitly that the supposition of a matriarchy is part of mythical thinking (DSI, 121–122; SS, 102). Whatever stage in human evolution or cultural development we study, women’s subjection already seems to be in effect. It is as if it always had already happened.

In this issue, Beauvoir’s position is strictly universalistic. She states that “women have never opposed male values with female values” (DSI, 114; SS, 96), that they have not succeeded in constructing a durable “counter-universe” (DSII, 508; SS, 628), and that “they have no religion or poetry which belongs to them in their own right” (DSI, 241; SS, 174; cf. DSI, 18; SS, 18). There are, of course, subcultures of women, but they are too discrete and scattered, too short and partial, to form the continuity of a tradition. We know of long-standing and original female practices, such as lamenting, healing, and oral poetry. But in Beauvoir’s view, these are functional and subordinated parts of the patriarchal order of kinship and heritage. They do not constitute a counterforce of male order or an alternative to it.

From the perspective of contemporary feminist theory and postfeminist critique, Beauvoir’s universalistic position seems dogmatic and outdated. Since the 1970s, feminist scholars have worked to disclose numerous women-centered traditions, from agriculture and household management to writing and learning.

Most important, feminist historians have shown that women have had a much greater role in historical developments—political, economic, and intellectual—than thus far believed or acknowledged. They have also argued that women’s activities and works should not be seen as mere additions to or by-products of male enterprises, but that they form a “history of their own.”2 We know now of women workers, scholars, and poets that traditional historiography has bypassed, and we have come to understand that beside the history of public affairs, we have a history of private life, home, family, and friendship.

More radically, some postmodern critics have argued that the whole conceptual framework of traditions and histories is bound to humanist ideology that, in its paradigms and methods, is hopelessly androcentric, and thus cannot be accepted by feminist theorists. Rather than aiming at establishing or discovering female traditions, postmodern critics urge us to develop new ways of thinking about the past and future of human beings, men and women.3

These arguments are important to our understanding of the relations of the sexes, but they should not lead us to dismiss Beauvoir’s account of the establishment of the sexual hierarchy. It is often misunderstood as an application of Hegel’s or Sartre’s theories of alienation but is actually more subtle, and in fact original and illuminative even if problematic.

Beauvoir finds in Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of sexuality a certain idea of repetition relating to the dialectics of contingency and necessity (DSI, 39, 73; SS, 66, 39). Merleau-Ponty writes:

Man is a historical idea and not a natural species. In other words, there is in human existence no unconditioned possession, and yet no fortuitous attribute. Human existence will force us to revise our usual notion of necessity and contingency, because it is the transformation of contingency into necessity by the act of repetition. (PP, 199, E, 170)

I argue that this idea of repetition is central to the solution Beauvoir offers to the problem of the sexual hierarchy. The core of her extensive discussion on the issue is the claim that women’s subjection is a human formation founded on and sustained by nothing else than repeated acts of devaluation and oblivion.4

The contingent basis of the repeated devaluation of women is in the functional difference between the sexes, the fact that it is one subclass of human beings—female human beings—that carries offspring, gives birth, and nurses. But for Beauvoir this fact is not an origin in the sense of a foundation or a ground. Sexual difference is not the first cause from which our acts of domination and submission follow as distant effects, through complicated physiological, psychological, and social mechanisms. Nor is it a core form from which the sexual hierarchy has developed like a plant or a forest develops from seeds; and still less it resembles a system of axioms that produces the same theorems independently of time and place. Rather than being a causal, teleological, or logical ground for subjection, the functional difference between the sexes is its forgotten starting point. Beauvoir’s original suggestion is that the subjection of women to men has no other “foundation” than the acts that reiterate the hierarchy.

Taken by itself, separated from other human practices, the sexual difference has no meaning or value. But, Beauvoir argues, it does receive significance in every human community, and it did receive an original hierarchical interpretation in a certain cultural setting. It is this hierarchization—this act of evaluation—that we still repeat. So, her answer to the question about the establishment of the sexual hierarchy is not that it was established once but rather that it is reestablished in countless minute acts—of both men and women.

Beauvoir argues that the hierarchical organization first appeared in a specific developmental phase of human culture. Her thesis is that the hierarchy could have been abolished when circumstances changed and the skills and capacities of human beings expanded and improved. Nothing hindered such a change—nothing outside human activity and behavior. But the hierarchy was not abolished. It was reestablished and duplicated, reinterpreted, and applied to new areas of human endeavor. Why? For no other reason than that it had already gotten intermingled with numerous human practices and interests. Thus, we still enter and settle in hierarchal relations, not because change is impossible, but because it is laborious and troublesome.

As all our evaluations, also the evaluation of sexes is sedimented into our material environment, into the arrangements of space, time, and energy. Feminist scholars have documented it on many levels of material reality, from materials and elements to clothing and housing, public space and traffic, instruments and resources. Such structures of the material environment direct and shape our individual movements as well as our abilities to move. They are preestablished but also reestablished in every conforming act. Thus, individuals are relatively powerless in their attempts to work against the hierarchy, even when not directly maneuvered by others. Still, Beauvoir’s existentialist thesis is that there is always a distance between the things that we encounter and our activities, and that in this space–time we can redirect our actions. The transformation, when it is effected, does not have the form of revolution but that of restraint. It is not any one grand event but a series of numerous minute abstentions and deviations.

To understand Beauvoir’s argument and to examine its validity we must go through it in detail and explicate its separate steps. This is not an easy task, for the discussion is quite extensive; it covers the whole first volume of Le deuxième sexe, starting in the introduction and going through the sections on history and myths. In the section on history, Beauvoir outlines an answer interpreting prehistoric and ethnographic facts, but this is not the end of her argumentation; in the section on myths, she takes up the question again and reconsiders it in the context of mythical (androcentric) thinking.

The solution Beauvoir presents to the question about the origin of the subordination of women proceeds in two main steps. First, she explains how an original hierarchy was established in prehistoric nomadic cultures. Then, she argues that this hierarchical structure was repeated in later cultural-social organizations and arrangements. I study separately these two steps of her argument even though they are partly intermingled in her own presentation.

My aim here is not to take a stand on the validity of Beauvoir’s solution. I just want to explicate her train of thought, and thus show that most counterarguments offered thus far ignore the subtle distinctions she makes and thus miss the principal idea of her solution. This leaves open the possibility of developing new counterarguments that are more sensitive to the concepts and distinctions that she works with. I point to such possibilities along the lines of the explication.

Inventions and Risks

Beauvoir argues that in prehistoric5 nomadic cultures men first “gained advantage over women,” because in this cultural setting women were bound by the burdens of reproduction and child care. They were not able to devote themselves to the activities of hunting and fishing, which involved many different forms of invention and production. Fishers and hunters did not just handle weapons, they also needed means of transportation. Thus, they were required to engage themselves in the practical considerations of planning, predicting, devising, and inventing: “To maintain, he created” (DSI, 112; SS, 95).6

This first account of the establishment of the sexual hierarchy is based on a hypothetical difference in men’s and women’s innovative and instrumental activities. Beauvoir claims that women were subordinated to men, because the functions and practices specific to them did not involve developing new goals and means.

To judge about the plausibility of this idea, it is important to grasp its content accurately. Beauvoir does not claim that it was only men who invented tools, nor does she state that women’s activities and practices lacked all means-end considerations. On the contrary, she mentions technologies of child care, household management, and agriculture. She also points out that women took part in the activities of hunting, fishing, and warfare (DSI, 109–110; SS, 93–94).

However, Beauvoir argues that women could not devote themselves to the cultivation of the innovative activities, because, during their lifetimes, they went through several pregnancies and labors. This gave men the opportunity to “lay hold of” and “appropriate” [accaparer] the innovative functions common to all humanity. As the result, man appeared as “the only incarnation of transcendence” (DSI, 126; SS, 105). The special task [rôle] of woman was to nourish and maintain processes running their course independently of human decisions and plans.

Thus, Beauvoir’s argument from innovative and instrumental activities does not involve any assumption about different mental capacities. The claim is not that women and men were different in their intellectual abilities or dispositions. Instead, Beauvoir suggests that there was a difference in the temporal organization of women’s and men’s lives. This organizational difference was based on nothing else than the contingent fact that at this phase of their cultural “evolution,” humans had no knowledge of or control over their reproductive functions.

But this is not all of Beauvoir’s exposition of the first establishment of the sexual hierarchy. The account is more complicated: the argument from innovative and instrumental activities forms only a part of it. Beauvoir explicitly points out that such “division of labor” is not enough by itself to make understandable the hierarchization of the sexes. She introduces “another dimension,” which, she claims, “gave men’s activities supreme dignity” and thus established the hierarchy. This is that men, in hunting and fighting, risked their personal lives:

[T]he hunter is not a butcher: In the struggle against wild animals he took risks. The warrior put his own life at stake to elevate the prestige of the horde, the clan to which he belonged. And in this he proved gloriously that life is not for man the supreme value, but must serve ends more important than itself. The worst curse that burdened women is that she was excluded from these war-expeditions. It is not in giving life, but in risking one’s own life, that man raises above the animal. (DSI, 113; SS, 95, italics mine)7

The last sentence of this quote is well known. In critical commentaries, it is often cited as a proof of Beauvoir’s alleged androcentrism and misogyny. Nancy Hartsock (1983), for example, claims that Beauvoir was tied to the androcentric ideology which “preoccupies with death instead of life.” According to her, Beauvoir’s discussion affirms the thesis that “the ability to kill sets humans above animals” (301). Similarly, Iris Marion Young (1990) claims that “risking life and being willing to kill are cardinal marks of humanity for Beauvoir” (77).

But this is clearly a mistake. When Beauvoir contrasts the female activity of nursing to the male activities of hunting, fishing, and warfare, her claim is not that the former is an activity of life and the latter activities of death. Nor does she suggest that male activities were destructive or state that they were specific in denying the value of life. The contrast here is not between caring and killing, construction and destruction, passivity and activity. Instead, the core of Beauvoir’s argument is the claim that in the practices of hunting and warfare individuals put their own personal lives at stake. They did not do this to defy life in general, but to promote other vital values; the survival of the tribe, for example, or better life conditions. So, what was crucial, in Beauvoir’s view, is not the simple opposition between life and death, but the opposition between one’s own personal life and the life of the community, the clan, or the tribe. As we saw earlier, her argument is that the “warrior put his own life at stake to elevate the prestige of . . . the clan to which he belonged.”

Beauvoir sees such self-trial as the basic form of transcendence. For her, transcendence means creation of new values or possibilities for new values by questioning the values in force. What was essential in the activity of hunting and warfare is that they required individuals to overcome their natural or habitual inclination to self-preservation and to be prepared to sacrifice themselves for the horde. Her claim is not that men gained advantage over women because they were more innovative and creative, or more aggressive and destructive.8 Rather, the suggestion is that the activities of men questioned the priority of self-preservation and propagation and thus made space for the emergence of new communal values. “On the level of biology, a species maintains itself only by creating itself anew; but this creation is nothing but the repetition of the same Life in different forms. It is by transcending Life towards Existence that man assures the repetition of Life: by this overcoming, he creates values which refuse the pure repetition of all value” (DSI, 113–114; SS, 96).

To understand this statement, one needs to realize first that what Beauvoir means by transcendence here is not just any overcoming of a state of affairs or a given condition of life. Rather, what she means is a radical mode of overcoming in which one questions, not just this or that goal or value, but life itself as the horizon for the realization of all values and goals, all activities and practices.9

Thus, the critique of Carol McMillan (1982), for example, is misguided. In McMillan’s reading, Beauvoir argues that pregnancy, birth, and suckling do not involve any activity whatsoever (126–127). McMillan rightly refuses such a position as an androcentric rationalist preconception (129ff.), but to attribute it to Beauvoir is problematic. Beauvoir does not deny that reproduction involves “activity” in the everyday sense of the word or in the philosophical sense of intentional action (cf. McMillan 1982, 131). It lacks the specific activity of positing new values that in Beauvoir’s understanding is the principal form of human transcendence.

What, according to Beauvoir, was decisive to the establishment of the sexual hierarchy was not just the innovative process of making tools and other means for the maintenance and improvement of life. Such an innovative process was carried out within the horizon of living. Men and women posed new ends for their lives, but they did not question life itself as the general framework of their activities. Something radical happened, according to Beauvoir, when within the early nomadic cultures some individuals risked their own personal lives for the well-being of the community. In the activities of hunting and warfare, men realized life itself as a value, comparable to other values. Life was not seen anymore as the unchallenged framework of all human activity, but as one of the conditions that can be valued and devalued, affirmed and rejected.10

According to Beauvoir, this realization established a crucial difference between the sexes. Male activities were associated with human transcendence—the activity of questioning the given. Thus, men appeared as the creators of the future and modelers of the world. This, for Beauvoir, is the origin of the sexual hierarchy: “It is because humanity calls itself in question in its existence, that is to say, prefers the reasons for living to life, that man, in opposition to woman, has posed himself as the master” (DSI, 115; SS, 97).

To understand the way Beauvoir develops her argument further, it is important to notice that she claims that the association between men and transcendence was not just concrete but also symbolic. Beauvoir explains that men were not only responsible for carrying out the tasks that required transcending life as an end in itself but that they also started to function as symbolic representatives of this process. The association between men and transcendence was enacted and strengthened in narratives, rituals, and visual symbols. “Little by little man has disseminated [médiatiser] his experience and in his symbolic representations as in his practical life, it is the male principle that has triumphed” (DSI, 127; SS, 106).

The symbolic connection was crucial when the material circumstances changed. Beauvoir carries her argument further by claiming that the concrete practical association between women and immanence broke as humans learned to understand and control their reproduction. Women were now able to take part in and devote themselves to the practices that involved all modes of transcendence. Still, she maintains, the symbolic connection between men and transcendence remained and was passed on to new generations.

The Body in Labor

An obvious argument against the first step of Beauvoir’s argument is that childbirth and pregnancy are also risky and put the life of the woman at stake. Even today, in our high-technology culture, women die in labor; in primitive cultures labor must have been highly dangerous to the woman. This is true, but I argue that it does not question Beauvoir’s claims about the special character of the activities of warfare and hunting. In order to see what is at issue, it is important to keep in mind the general framework in which she develops her argument. The point is to focus on those differences that count at the level of experience, to study reality as it is experienced.

Beauvoir’s idea here is that even though labor was dangerous, it was not experienced as a deliberate act of the woman giving birth. Rather it appeared—and still appears—as something that happens to the woman. It does require certain capacities and a certain kind of preparedness. And in human communities, it is mediated by different kinds of practices, physical and symbolic. This however does not cancel the fact that childbirth is given to us, both women and men, originally as an event or a happening, not as a deed. In this respect, it is similar to upheavals in nature, such as bloom, flood, and eruption.11

Even though childbirth certainly was dangerous to women giving birth, these dangers were not experienced as risks deliberately taken by women.12 It is hard to find a good point of comparison to illuminate the special nature of the experience of labor, for it certainly is exceptional. But perhaps one could say, without simplifying the issue too much, that the dangers of childbirth were somewhat like the dangers of sickness involved in the basic process of living. This does not mean that pregnancy is like sickness, or that birth is the first step toward dying. Neither does it imply that there is no activity involved in childbirth. The claim is simply that delivery—like life—is not a deed, planned or accomplished by anyone, but a process and a framework for deeds. The activity of the woman in labor is not initiative but responsive. For her, as well as for others, delivery is like an upheaval: We can feel or see it coming, we can prepare for it, we can manipulate several elements in the process, but we cannot decide about its time or course.

The modern practices of childbearing are obviously very different from the prehistoric and ancient practices. Today we have much more knowledge of the biological mechanisms of conception and birth as well as the technological means of controlling them. However, the feeling and perception of an uncontrollable process still forms an irreducible part of the experience. And it is exactly this aspect of the experience that makes it difficult for us, if not impossible, to characterize childbirth as an act or deed of the woman.

Starting in the early 1970s, feminist writers have criticized the modern medicalization of labor and developed alternative practices for childbirth. In these contexts, several writers have argued that feelings of passivity are not essential to the experience of labor but only typical to the historical situation in which women’s bodies have been pathologized and the process of childbirth technologized. In another cultural situation or environment, women could experience labor in a different way, as agents or subjects of action.

Emily Martin’s The Woman in the Body (1987) is a classical work in this field. Based on inquiries into labor practices, Martin argues that it is possible for women to experience labor as an act, as something done by them, and not just as a process that they go through. Her empirical survey actually shows that women in fact experience labor as an event and not as a deed (Martin 1987, 77–79), but Martin suggests that this mode of experience is not necessary but specific to the modern Western society. In different circumstances, women would live their bodies differently (Martin 1987, 87–89, 156–165).13

Such studies have brought up important features of the experience of childbirth—features that are still often overlooked by medical personnel, even today, thirty years after the publication of the first critiques of medicalized childbirth.14

First, feminist critics have emphasized that for the woman giving birth, labor or delivery is not an event caused by external factors but a process that “develops from within” (Martin 1987, 157; cf. 87). The contractions are recurring and overwhelming, often described by the metaphors of waves and surges, but they are not experienced as external to the body. The birth of the child is the “outcome” of this internal process. Second, labor is an event or a process that happens to the body as a whole; it is not restricted to any one organ or system of organs but happens in the whole body. From the point of view of the medical personnel, the process can be localized in the womb or uterus, but from the point of view of the woman, her whole body is “in labor.” Third, feminists have emphasized that women can take different attitudes toward their labor. They can passively “go through” the process, but they can also actively take part in it.

These features of the labor experience, however, do not call in question the claim that childbirth is primarily experienced as an event and labor as a process. On the contrary, the descriptions of feminist critics confirm the thesis. They emphasize the importance of women’s activity, but they describe this activity as an activity of somebody who takes part in a process or an event, not as an activity of somebody who initiates an event or sets a process going. Paula A. Treichler (1990), for example, states that both the mother and the child can be—and should be—”active participants of the event” (123). Similarly, Martin (1987) encourages women to “actively experience the event” (86) and quotes an interviewee to illuminate the nature of this activity: “It is not possible to control your labor, but it is both possible and necessary to control yourself, in the way that a surfer controls himself in riding the big waves by maintaining equilibrium at the same time that he surrenders to them” (157).

The comparison to surfing is illuminative. It emphasizes the double experience of the subject. On the one hand, the surfer “surrenders” to movements that are not in his or her control. On the other hand, he is able to control the way he responds to these movements. He is not a piece of wood thrown forward by the waves. When his movements start to resemble the movements of wood, we say that he has failed or stopped surfing—it is no more true that he navigates his body through the waves, instead the waves carry him.

Accordingly, the “laborer” is able to work on the involuntary movements of her body. Like the surfer, she cannot change the rhythm, power, height, or length of the “waves,” but she can respond to them in different ways and thus influence the way she “travels” through them. By altering between movement and rest and by varying her breathing and changing her position, she can influence the way that her labor proceeds. The responding is not an activity based on deliberation and decision but more like an “acclimation.” Still, it is not an involuntary reaction; rather, it resembles experimentation.

The difference is, of course, that in the case of labor the “waves” are in the body and not in any separate substance. So, the body as a whole is experienced simultaneously as a means of control and as a process to be controlled.15

The body in labor has its own mode of motor intentionality. It “works” on itself, but dividing it into active and passive parts seems misleading. The process involves phases in which the woman acts on her body, for example, pushes or controls her breath, and others in which she just waits for changes to happen. But, in women’s descriptions, neither one of these phases captures what is essential to the experience. Instead of being an activity or a passivity or a combination of the two, labor is a specific form of endurance and patience—patience in the two senses of the word, both suffering and abstaining from action.16

It is exactly as an event that childbirth can be “taken part” in, and it is exactly as a process that labor allows for different attitudes: an active “taking part” and a passive “going through.” As such, childbirth is not an act or a deed of the woman. This is not just a statement about the history of experiencing, about experiences as present or past realities. Rather, in the core of Beauvoir’s reasoning is a conception of the possibility of experience or, more precisely, of the essential features of labor experience. In this understanding, it is essential to the experience of labor that one’s own body appears as going through a process that is outside of one’s control. Accordingly, an experience of a controllable process would not be an experience of labor even if it would include a child as an outcome.

We can of course imagine that in the future women can bring out children from their wombs by chemical, electric, and mechanical means, and we can imagine human offspring developed outside women’s bodies.17 In such a future, delivery would no longer involve any elements that would in principle be outside the decision and control of the woman. The philosophical question, however, is not whether this is possible or under which physical conditions. Rather the philosophical question is about the experiential structure of such an event. Would it be experienced as a “childbirth,” and if it would, then on what grounds?

Any answer to these questions would have to take into consideration that a woman giving birth and a woman operating on her own body each relate to their own bodies differently. A woman operating on her own body, in order to bring out a fully developed child, needs to take a naturalistic attitude toward some parts of her body. The operation might, for example, require that she cut her perineum using a knife with her hands or that she observe the heart of the fetus in the monitor with her eyes. The objectification of any part of the body is dependent on the fact that other parts, for example, hands and eyes, can function as agents in the medical-technological activity.

But a woman in labor is not taking two different attitudes toward her own body. To say that her abdominal muscles control the contractions of her womb is to not grasp her experience. This is perhaps a faithful description of the way her body appears to doctors and nurses, but it is not a description of the way she herself relates to her body. In her experience, the body is not divided into an object (belly, womb) to be manipulated and an active agent (hands, stomach muscles), but it is responsive as a whole.

The point here is not to argue that one way of bringing the child out is better than another, or that women should do this or that. The point is to realize that there are two ways that are different experientially, that is, different as experiences. This difference is a difference of possibility: even if all actual women would “give birth” by taking naturalistic attitudes toward their bodies, it would still be possible for women to give birth without naturalizing their bodies. In other words, such an experience would still be in the range of possible experiences, although not actually experienced by anyone. Thus, we are not arguing about actual deliveries but about the meaning of childbirth.

A Remark on Acts and Objects

In the preceding sections, labor is described as a special mode of bodily experience because it combines the experiences of activity (“I can”) and passivity (“I suffer”) and can best be characterized by the notions of adjustment, patience, and endurance. It is sometimes suggested that, as such, labor experience does not submit to the categories of the phenomenological analysis.

One can answer to such criticism first by explicating the phenomenological concepts of act and object. In phenomenology, these concepts are not used to describe the content of experience but to study its structure and constitution: every experience is analyzed into an intentional act and an intentional object, and the differences between such acts and objects account for the differences of experiences. To clarify the issue, let’s see how the phenomenological concepts would work in the description and analysis of one’s own body as it appears in labor.

The previous critical claim was that the woman in labor does not experience her body as mainly active or as merely passive but rather as having a specific intermediate mode, between activity and passivity. In phenomenological terms, this would mean that during labor, the transcendental ego, operating “in” the woman, posits the body in three different ways: as an active body (“I push”), as a passive body (“I suffer, I am in pain”), and as an enduring body (“I endure, I am patient”). The feminist criticism against the dichotomy of activity/passivity could then be rephrased within phenomenology by saying this third mode is essential to labor experience.

In the phenomenological understanding, the body functions as the intentional object in all three cases. This is exactly what is meant by saying that the experience is an experience of the body. In other words: if labor involves an experience of one’s own body, then the body is one of its intentional objects. But this does not imply that the body appears in the form of a passive thing or in the form of inert matter; that is, “object” in the naturalistic sense of a mere physical thing. On the contrary, the manifold activity of the transcendental consciousness makes it possible for the body to appear in many different ways. The consciousness can posit the body both as active and as passive: as moving, hitting, and pushing, and as being moved, hit, and pushed. It can also give the body combined forms of activity and passivity, such as abstention, endurance, and patience.

What seems to cause problems in the analysis of pregnancy and other bodily experiences is that the terms object and objectify are used in three different ways. On the one hand, they are used in reference to the process in which the body is posited as an object of scientific work, for example, an object of biochemical or medical studies. On the other hand, the word objectify can be used for any process in which the body is posited as some kind of reality, not just as a reality revealed by the sciences, but also as a reality presupposed by the practical or aesthetic experiences. As such, the object can have all kinds of properties lacking from its natural scientific description, such as beauty and usefulness.

The third meaning is a technical philosophical meaning. Object can also mean an intentional object: the object as it is given to us in experience. Our experiences are not limited to realities. In addition to them, we encounter imagined things and idealized things. Even though the imagined centaur is not a reality, it is still an intentional object, an object of the act of imagination. So, in this last sense, the word object has the widest extension. It includes objects of the natural sciences, such as atoms and black holes, practical objects, such as hammers and needles, aesthetic objects, such as paintings and concertos, imagined things, such as centaurs and goblins, and ideal objects, such as the objects studied in geometry and phenomenology.18

Feminist arguments for and against the objectification of childbirth use the word objectify in the sense of naturalistic objectification. The phenomenological clarification is a statement about the differences between intentional objects. The claim is that there are (at least) two possible attitudes that one can take toward one’s own body in labor, the personalistic and the naturalistic. The claim is not that one way is better than the other, but that the difference should not be forgotten. So, instead of justifying the medicalization of childbirth, or condemning it, the phenomenological framework offers a conceptual and methodological space in which one can explicate and study arguments for and against such processes.

Cultivation and Repetition

We saw earlier that for Beauvoir, the starting point of the hierarchization of the sexes is in a certain cultural setting: the sexual difference received its first hierarchical interpretation in early nomadic cultures, because the activities of women were associated with immanence, and the activities of men were associated with transcendence. This is because men’s activities involved not just certain technological inventions, but also the questioning of the vital framework in which these inventions were made.

The situation changed drastically, Beauvoir claims, when people invented agriculture. The maintenance and well-being of the clan was not any more dependent on the expeditions of male hunters but on the cultivation of the land. This activity was different both in its spatial range and its temporal rhythms. Cultivating the land did not require frequent trips to new areas but could be practiced for long times in the same place. It was also different in its temporal organization. The work was not carried out in separate expeditions but had a periodic, daily rhythm.

These material factors were involved in the emergence of a new order in which women had high prestige. Women were now appreciated as the fecund and magical agents that provided the clan its future:

This prestige is to be understood essentially by the quite new importance that the child acquired in a civilization based on working on the soil. In settling down on a certain territory, men realized its appropriation. Property appeared in a collective form. It required that its possessors had a posterity. Maternity became a sacred function. (DSI, 115; SS, 98)

In the early agricultural communities, women had an active role in productive work. It was women who worked the fields and provided the clan with its main sources of supply. But, according to Beauvoir, the material or spatiotemporal conditions of work are not sufficient to account for the change in the relations between the sexes; we need to introduce another factor, cognitive. It was not only convenient or effective for women to work the fields, but also they were believed to possess special powers that contributed to the growth of crops. It was crucial that people began to see and understand the similarity between the growth in the land and the cycles of the female body. Beauvoir explains:

Among the nomads procreation seemed hardly more than accidental, and the wealth of the soil remained unrecognized. But the agriculturist admired the mystery of the fecundity that bloomed [épanouir] in the furrows and in the mother’s belly [ventre maternel]. He realized that he had been engendered like the cattle and the crops, he wanted his clan to engender other men who would perpetuate it while perpetuating the fertility of the fields. The whole nature appeared to him as a mother, the land is woman, and the woman inhabits the same obscure powers as the earth. (DSI, 118–119; SS, 99–100)

Beauvoir claims that this cognitive invention, that is, the realization of the connection between the fertility of the land and the fertility of women, gave humans an interest and a motivation to develop new practices, productive and ritual, in which women had a central place. Women were believed to possess powers of fertility and growth. This gave them a new position in the culture: “It was partly for this reason that agricultural labor was entrusted to women capable of summoning the ancestral larvae [larve] into her bosom, she would also have the power to cause fruits and grain to spring up from the planted fields” (DSI, 118–119; SS, 99–100). “Through them [women], therefore, the life of the clan was maintained and extended. Children, flocks, crops, utensils, all the property of the group, depended on their labor and their magic powers—they were the soul of the community. Such powers inspired in men a respect mingled with fear, which was reflected in their worship” (DSI, 120; SS, 100).

As evidence of this development Beauvoir introduces the Goddesses of Babylon, Egypt, and Crete, the Semitic people, and the Greeks. All these divinities were conceived as creators of life. Ruling over all elements, they created life in its different forms. Even when deadly, they had the power to revive the dead (DSI, 120–121; SS, 101).

There are two striking factors in Beauvoir’s interpretation. First, she insists that the new value that women gained in agricultural communities was posited by men. She writes:

[E]ven when he was still perplexed before the mysteries of Life, of Nature, and of Woman, he was never without his power. When, terrified by the dangerous magic which was hidden in woman, he posits her up as the essential, it is he who posits her as such and thus he realizes himself as the essential in this alienation to which he consents. . . . [H]owever puissant she may thus appear, it is only through the notions created by male consciousness that she is grasped as such. (DSI, 125; SS, 104–105)19

Second, Beauvoir points out that the valuation of women was dependent on the early agriculturists’ partial understanding of the processes of germination and fertilization and on their communal needs to improve the growth of the fields (DSI, 119; SS, 100). Women were worshiped as the symbols of fecundity and as the magical agents of fertility, but they were not treated as independent agents in any practice or activity. They had a practical and religious value for men, but they were not treated as fellow beings. The relations of community established in the early nomadic cultures were not questioned but repeated in a new, more complex mode.

Even though the development of agriculture brought major changes in the relations between the sexes, Beauvoir claims that it did not lead to a change in the basic hierarchy that was established in earlier phases of human culture. It is important to understand Beauvoir’s position here. She emphasizes that the valuation of women in agriculture was based on beliefs in magic. Humans still lacked knowledge about the mechanisms of fertilization as well as the technical means that allow the manipulation of growth. When this knowledge and these means were gained, women’s powers were no longer held in esteem. Beauvoir states: “The devaluation of woman represents a necessary stage in the history of humanity, for it is not upon her positive value but upon man’s weakness that she gets her prestige” (DSI, 127; SS, 107; cf. DSII, 647; SS, 728).

This statement is often presented as an example of Beauvoir’s misogyny. Taken separately, it certainly looks as if she would suggest that there is a natural or metaphysical foundation for the devaluation of women and femininity. However, the context of the statement is in the discussion of early agricultural communities, and the main argument is that the prestige of women in these cultures did not come from a rejection of the hierarchies of nomadic ancestors but, on the contrary, was part of a communal system that gave these hierarchies a new interpretation and establishment.

The prestige of women was overturned when men invented their role in procreation and fertilization. This cognitive-technological invention, Beauvoir claims, gave a motivation for the establishment of private land property and for the treatment of women as mere tools and media in the economic interchange between men. The experiential connection between private land property and personal existence was crucial to the process:

One understands the fundamental importance of this institution [private land property] if one keeps in mind that the owner alienates or transfers his existence into the property; . . . it [the property] extends beyond the narrow limits of this temporal life, and continues to exist beyond the body’s destruction—the earthly and sensible incarnation of the immortal soul. But this survival is realized only if the property remains in the hands of the owner: it can be his beyond his death only if it belongs to individuals in whom he prolongs himself and recognizes himself, who are his. (DSI, 136; SS, 113)

Beauvoir’s argument is that as women’s prestige was dependent on their economic function in early agricultural communities, it could not endure the cognitive-technological changes in the understanding of fertilization. In this restricted sense, the devaluation of woman was a “necessary stage” in “human history.”

Beauvoir discusses two further upheavals in the history of sexual relation: the changes related to the development of machine power and the changes related to the invention of modern contraceptive technologies. Her argument is that despite the major effects these innovations had on human communities and societies, their appearance did not prove the collapse of the sexual hierarchy.

First, Beauvoir points out that machine power annulled the difference in physical strength between males and females and destroyed the economy based on land property (DSI, 192–195; SS, 143–144). As the result, “woman regained the economic importance that had been lost since prehistoric times, because she escaped from the hearth and assumed in the factory a new part in production” (DSI, 195; SS, 143).

Second, the development of different kinds of contraceptive practices and instruments gave women almost full control over the reproductive functions of their bodies (DSI, 202–207; SS, 148–152).

Beauvoir is often accused of having an uncritical attitude toward modern technologies of reproduction. However, the main development that she emphasizes is not technological but cognitive and theoretical. She points out that contraceptives “have existed since antiquity,” but that the ancient practices and tools were lost in the Middle Ages, and then found again and developed further in the eighteenth century (DSI, 202–203; SS, 148–149).20 What has been discovered since then is the “mechanism of conception and the conditions favorable to it” (DSI, 204; SS, 150). This invention gave rise to several different techniques and technologies, some immediate bodily practices and others mediated by tools. The main result was that women were no longer bound by their reproductive functions: “Protected in large part from the encumbrance of reproduction, she can assume the economic role which presents itself for her and which assures her the conquest of her whole person [sa personne tout entière]” (DSI, 207; SS, 152).

But these technological and cognitive inventions and reforms have not changed the basic hierarchy between the sexes. Beauvoir ends the discussion on historical development by stating: “Women are still, by and large, in the situation of the vassal” (DSI, 233; SS, 169). This is not because of the incontestability of some particular form of subjection, economic or physical, but because of the permanence of the network of minute acts, both concrete and symbolic: “The fact that governs woman’s actual condition is the obstinate survival of antique traditions in the new civilization that is just appearing in vague outline” (DSI, 231; SS, 167).

Beauvoir does not ground her argument on the concepts of evolutionary biology. Even though the argument is based on the fact of a bodily difference, it is not bioscientific or sociobiological. She explicitly rejects all naturalistic approaches. Her claim is not that the early differentiation of activities caused—through the process of natural selection—a differentiation in genetic, hormonal, or neurological structures and that these biological differences can account for the alleged cognitive and emotional differences and the evident socioeconomic inequality between the sexes. Instead, she argues that the activities that were assigned to men and taught to them by their elders were evaluated more highly in these communities than the activities devolved upon women or assigned to them. It is this evaluation, repeated through the ages, that accounts for the sexual inequality, not any genetically or neurologically based difference.

Beauvoir also rejects the Marxist account that explains the sexual hierarchy by referring to the difference in men’s and women’s relations to production and technology. She argues that changes in material, economic, or technological conditions of life have not undone and will not undo the hierarchy between the sexes. Her detailed expositions show that such changes have had no effect on the basic hierarchy between the sexes. This is because the hierarchy is sustained by something other than material reality:

What was disastrous for her was that while not becoming a fellow worker with the laborer, she was also excluded from the human mitsein. To claim that woman is weak and of inferior productive capacity does not explain this exclusion. It is because she did not participate in his way of working and thinking, because she remained submitted to the mysteries of life, that man did not recognize in her a similar being [semblable]. (DSI, 131; SS, 109–110)

Beauvoir acknowledges that both biological and economical studies of sex differences offer invaluable facts that must be taken into consideration in any philosophical attempt to understand the relation between men and women. But it is a fundamental mistake to assume that one can identify a causal chain that proceeds from some such facts to the present state of the sexual hierarchy. The mistake is methodic.

The sexual hierarchy has grown into the form and extension we know, in ancient and modern societies, through repeated acts of evaluation. The prehistoric form of life that originated it has long since vanished: human beings are no longer what they were when the hierarchy was posited. So, we can say that the evaluation has an origin, but it does not have a foundation. It is like a habit formed in the past but lacking all rationale in current circumstances. It is as if we had learned to speak in a very noisy environment and never later gave up the habit of shouting.

Notes

1. It seems to me that Beauvoir’s genealogy of the sexual hierarchy combines critical questions that stem, on the one hand, from Nietzsche’s genealogy of morals (1887) and, on the other hand, from Husserl’s genealogical inquiries into the origins of geometry and logic (Husserl EU, OG; Merleau-Ponty PP).

2. For such arguments, see, for example, Renate Bridenthal, Claudia Koontz, and Susan Stuard, eds., Becoming Visible: Women in European History (1987).

3. See, for example, Bordo 1990; Butler 1990; Sawicki 1991. Such arguments are often influenced by the criticism of humanism and anthropologism that Michel Foucault launched in Les mots et les choses (1966) but also by the latest developments in American pragmatism, for example, Richard Rorty’s Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1980).

4. Here, my argument touches upon Michèle Le Dœuff’s interpretation (1980, 1991). Le Dœuff concludes that Beauvoir’s work ends up “with the image of an oppression without fundamental cause” (1980, 286).

5. That is, cultures preceding the time of written histories.

6. Beauvoir’s discussion here is largely an interpretation of the facts, explanations, and theories that Lévi-Strauss presents in his study of primitive societies, Les structures élémentaires de la parenté (1949).

7. Notice that Beauvoir uses the word man [l’homme] in its two meanings, both for men and for humans.

8. For such an interpretation see, for example, Young 1990, 77.

9. For Beauvoir, transcendence has several aspects: we are able to transcend ourselves toward the world, toward the others, and toward the future. Further, transcendence and immanence are bound together. The opposition between them is, according to Beauvoir, a patriarchal invention: “The man embeds his roots in nature; he has been engendered like the animal and plants; he knows that he exists only in so far as he lives. But since the accession of the patriarchy, life has worn in his eyes a double aspect: it is consciousness, will, transcendence, it is spirit; and it is matter, passivity, immanence, it is the flesh” (DSI, 243–244; SS, 176).

10. Compare Beauvoir’s formulations to Nietzsche’s in Zur Genealogie der Moral. Nietzsche calls “masters” those “who felt and established their actions as good, that is, of the first rank, in contradiction to all the low, low-minded, common and plebeian. It was out of this feeling of distance that they first seized the right to create values and to coin names to values; what had they to do with utility” (GM, 772–773).

11. One could counter Beauvoir’s argument about the original difference between women and men by questioning her claim about the voluntary character of male activities. One could argue that hunting or forays were not experienced by our early ancestors as something they, men or women, could choose to participate in but as something they were forced to take part in. But this, too, misses Beauvoir’s main statement. She does not claim that male activities were beyond all forms of necessity, for example, social compulsion, but only that the expeditions men took part in manifested the special form of freedom characteristic to endeavors and pursuits. Even if the activities of hunting and warfare presented themselves to individuals as unavoidable, they still appeared as planned, organized, decided upon, and executed; that is, man-made.

12. One could also argue that in primitive communities, nursing involved risking one’s own life because the mother needed to defend her offspring against attacks and convulsions.

13. Martin’s constructive claims are not empirical but based on a philosophical theory of experience and language. Following Wittgenstein and George Lakoff, Martin claims that our experiences are structured by our linguistic practices and habits. Thus, the ways in which we talk and write about human bodies, and more specifically female bodies, shape the ways in which we experience childbirth. Martin shows that our discourses of labor are dominated by the metaphors of machinery and production. She claims that these metaphors organize not just medical practices, but also women’s experiences and the critical feminist discourse of alternative childbirth (Martin 1987, 76–87). Her suggestion is that if we could change the ways we talk and write about labor, then also the experiences of women in labor would change (Martin 1987, 87–89, 164–165).

14. Adrienne Rich’s Of Woman Born (1976) is perhaps the best-known feminist critique of the medicalization of childbirth. But see also Juliet Mitchell’s Woman’s Estate (1971), Dorothy Dinnerstein’s The Mermaid and the Minotaur (1976), Carolyn Merchant’s The Death of Nature (1980), and Ann Oakley’s The Captured Womb (1984). For more recent discussions, see Paula A. Treichler’s “Feminism, Medicine, and the Meaning of Childbirth” (1990), Genea Corea’s The Mother Machine: Reproductive Technologies from Artificial Insemination to Artificial Wombs (1985), Robyn Rowland’s Living Laboratories: Women in Reproductive Technologies (1992), and Janice G. Raymond’s Women as Wombs: Reproductive Technologies and the Battle over Women’s Freedom (1994). For the history of the practices of childbirth, see Witches, Midwives, and Nurses (1973) by Barbara Ehrenreich and Deidre English, and The Place of Birth (1978) edited by Sheila Kitzinger and John A. Davis. For the birth of modern theories of conception and generation, see chapter 3 of Brian Easlea’s Witch Hunting, Magic and the New Philosophy (1980). For the history of the sexual difference, see Thomas Laquer’s Making Sex (1990).

15. Compare to Carol Bigwood’s (1991) description of pregnancy: “In pregnancy, a woman actively and continually responds to the fresh ‘phusical’ . . . upsurge that independently runs through her body with a life of its own” (68).

16. Iris Marion Young (1990, 168) describes labor as a mode of endurance. This comes close to Carol McMillan’s (1982, 130) description in which labor is a form of patience. Young’s discussion mixes phenomenological and sociological concepts; McMillan’s conceptual starting points are in Kierkegaard’s notion of patience and in Georg Henrik von Wright’s (1971) analyses of action.

17. Shulamith Firestone’s The Dialectic of Sex ([1971] 1988) is well known for its argument that such a development would free women from their subjection to biology and nature. For counterarguments, see McMillan 1982; Corea 1985; Rowland 1992; and Raymond 1994.

18. For an introduction to these basic distinctions, see Sokolowski 2000.

19. This line of argumentation continues through the whole section on history. Beauvoir states that “the whole history of women has been made by men” and that “[m]en have always held the lot of women in their hands, they have determined what it should be, not according to her interests, but rather with regard to their own projects, their fears, and their needs” (DSI 221; SS, 159). Even the modern contraceptive technologies that give women control over their reproductive functions are male inventions, made in male interests (DSI, 222; SS, 160). Thus, “feminism itself was never an autonomous movement” (DSI, 222; SS, 160). It has always been dependent, in its different stages and forms, on inventions and ideologies made by men in their own interests.

20. Her source here is Philippe Ariès’s Histoire des populations françaises et de leurs attitudes devant la vie depuis le XVIIIe siècle (1948).


CHAPTER SIX

[image: image]

The Mythology of Femininity

Beauvoir ends the first volume of Le deuxième sexe in a discussion of myths. The chapter on myths and mythological thinking takes up again the fundamental question posed in the introduction: why is woman Other?

At this point Beauvoir explicitly takes a critical stance toward the question: the task is not to answer it, but to problematize it. Beauvoir argues that the idea of an absolute other is self-refuting. This is because the self–other relation is essentially—necessarily—reciprocal: I see an other only if I see a living body which is able to see me as a body. “There is no presence of an other unless the other is also present for himself” (DSI, 237; SS, 171).

Beauvoir’s suggestion is that we should rephrase the question. Instead of trying to explain why women are other, we should try to understand why women are defined as Other. The answer to this latter question is that the reciprocity of the self–other relationship is somehow compromised or confounded in the case of man perceiving a woman. In man’s experience, “woman appears as the inessential which never returns to the essential, as the absolute Other without reciprocity” (DSI, 239; SS, 173; cf. DSII, 646; SS, 727). Man fails to experience woman as a conscious being in a reciprocity of perceptions, as a subject for whom he himself is given as the perceived object. How is this possible, Beauvoir asks, and how is such a mode of perceiving motivated?

The possibility of reducing the other person to a mere manipulated object is involved in all self–other relations. I can always abstract from some or all of the psychic characteristics of another person and observe him or her as a nonintentional being. Thus, he or she appears to me as a psychophysical thing moved by external and internal causes.

What is impossible is to perform such an abstraction on all living bodies. This is because the process of abstraction itself requires that one lives one’s own body as an expression of one’s soul. I cannot abstract from the psychic qualities of a body unless I see the body, and in order to see anything, I need to unite with my eyes. I can, of course, think that all the bodies I perceive are mere pieces of inert matter,1 but I cannot see them all as such, because in the perceptual experience of seeing, my own body necessarily appears to me—at least partly—as a seat of intentional activity. Further, if I want to test the validity of my vision, I need to communicate it to others, and this requires that I treat their bodies as organs of understanding.

So, the scandalous situation disclosed by Beauvoir’s analysis is not that human beings can experience other living beings as mere manipulated objects, or that they often do so. This is a possibility involved in the materiality of the living body. Rather, the scandal is that such a naturalizing attitude is dominant in man–woman relations: in the case of man perceiving woman, the possibility of abstraction is not just realized now and then, in particular occasions, it has become a habit (DSI, 237; SS, 171). It is not just operative when a man observes a female animal or studies a woman as a medical doctor, but also when he talks to her as wife to husband and caresses her as a lover (DSI, 260; SS, 186). He does not see the movements of the female body as expressions of a soul or spirit, but treats them as resources (DSI, 264; SS, 189). For him, the personalistic stance is reserved for man–man relations. This is the core of Beauvoir’s argument:

For the male, it is always a male individual who is the fellow being [semblable], the other who is also the same, with whom reciprocal relations are established. The duality that reveals itself within collectives under one form or other opposes a group of men to a group of men: and women form a part of the property which each of these groups possesses and which is a means of exchange between them. (DSI, 122; SS, 102)

It is of course possible to reject Beauvoir’s claims about men’s perceptions of women and argue that men do experience women as alter egos. And this counterargument undeniably is both tempting and plausible, because men seldom challenge the subjectivity of women explicitly (DSI, 27; SS, 25).

Beauvoir’s argument responds to such criticism by offering substantial evidence from literature.2 Her material is not just in the literary and religious texts analyzed in the chapter on “myths”3 but also the bioscientific, psychological, anthropological, and philosophical texts discussed in the introduction and in the chapters on history. Beauvoir shows that women have been represented as half-persons by men not just in religious texts and poetry but also in empirical and philosophical sciences, which claim to describe reality or its metaphysical structures. This analysis covers also Lévinas’s statement about the absolute otherness of the feminine, discussed earlier:4 Beauvoir does not quote Lévinas’s words to justify any thesis about woman’s “true nature” but to give evidence for her argument about men’s ways of perceiving women.

One can contest Beauvoir’s argument by claiming that the evidence she introduces to justify her general statements about men’s experiences of women are false, they do not in fact give the right picture of situation. In effect one would then claim that even if women are described as half-persons—sensible but not “seeliche”—they still appear to men as alter egos.

But if we take this line of arguing, then we must give some explanation for the alleged gap between experiences and the descriptions given of them. If the literature written by men on women is not faithful to their experience of women, then why is this so and what is the object of their descriptions? Is it all about a fictitious construct? Or, rather, is it about a peculiar combination of reality and ideality (DSI, 303, 395–396; SS, 218, 282–283)? And what is the nature of and motivation for this specific form of idealization?

The Theory of Projection

Beauvoir answers these questions by introducing what I would like to call a “theory of projection.” The core thesis of this “theory” is that men cannot accept the finitude of their own existence and thus project it onto women. By “finitude,” Beauvoir means two different aspects of embodiment: her argument is about the temporal finitude of human life, that is, our mortality, and about the finitude of our powers, that is, our passivity and vulnerability.

Beauvoir’s claim is not just that men project their mortality onto women, but more generally that they project everything that they cannot accept as limiting their actions and volitions (DSI, 297; SS, 213). Thus, woman’s body becomes for them the location of death, carnality, and passivity. In its charm and fecundity reside decay, decline, deterioration, and degradation. Beauvoir writes:

But more often man revolts against his carnal state; he sees himself as a fallen god: his curse is to be fallen from the bright and ordered heaven into the chaotic darkness of the mother’s womb [ventre maternel]. This fire, this active and pure breath in which he wishes to recognize himself, is imprisoned by woman in the mud of the earth. He would like himself to be necessary, as a pure Idea, as the One, the All, the absolute Spirit; and he finds himself shut up in a limited body, in a place and time he did not chose, where he was not called for, useless, cumbersome, absurd. (DSI, 245; SS, 177)

In putting forward her theory of projection, Beauvoir is inspired by Kierkegaard’s philosophy of faith and Nietzsche’s critique of ideology. Her quotes are from Kierkegaard’s In Vino veritas (1845) and from Nietzsche’s Götzen—Dämmerung (1889) and Die fröhliche Wissenschaft (1882) (DSI, 304; SS, 218), but her argument is clearly based on a more extensive reading of the writings of both philosophers. What Beauvoir finds in these sources is an account of our associations of women and death. With the help of concepts taken from Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, she tracks this association to man’s inability to deal with his carnality.

Even though Kierkegaard’s and Nietzsche’s philosophies are different, if not oppositional, in several respects, they share a disillusionment about men’s motives. Both thematize men’s tendency to idolize women and both bring out the less high motives of this idolization.5

Beauvoir is by no means uncritical toward Kierkegaard’s and Nietzsche’s reflections. She finds in their texts insightful diagnoses of specific modes of consciousness—despair or dread of finitude—that shapes our culture as a whole. But she also criticizes their philosophies for androcentric identifications and associations. Beauvoir’s relation to Kierkegaard and Nietzsche is ambivalent. On the one hand, she bases her own account of the constitution of the Feminine on their diagnoses. On the other hand, she claims that they too show symptoms of this “sickness” in their discussions on men and women; they, too, fall back on mythological thinking when reflecting on the difference between the sexes (DSI, 248, 320, 341; DSII, 241–242, 580; SS, 180, 230, 244, 457–458, 678).

In Kierkegaard’s understanding, the motivation for the idolization or mystification of women is in the difficult struggle in which man tries to find a balance between the different aspects of his existence; that is, finitude and infinitude, temporality and eternity, freedom and necessity (Kierkegaard 2001, 79–83; SD, 242; E, 43).

Kierkegaard argues that the tension between the opposites is necessary for our existence, but we can live it in many different ways. In Sygdommen til døden (1849), he describes several unhappy possibilities, but he also insists that it is possible to find an equilibrium between finitude and infinitude (SD, 242–243; E, 44).6 This is the task of the human being.

To reject one’s finitude and passivity is one of the unbalanced ways of living the duality of human existence (SD, 273–274; E, 60–62). Instead of accepting the paradox of his existence, a human being tries to resolve it by denying his concrete corporeality. This is the attitude of a person who aspires to abstract pure infinity and aims at identifying with it. In Kierkegaard’s account, such a person creates a fantastic idealization by using the infinite within himself:

By means of this infinite form, the self wants in despair to rule over himself, or create himself, make this [infinite form] the self he wants to be, determine what he will have and what he will not have in his concrete self. His concrete self, or his concreteness, had indeed necessity and limits, . . . is this quite definite thing, with these aptitudes, predispositions, etc. in this concrete set of circumstances. But by means of the infinite form . . . he wants first to undertake to refashion the whole thing in order to get out of it a self such as he wants. . . . He does not want to see his task in the given self, he wants, by virtue of being an infinite form, to construct himself. (SD, 273–274; E, 99)

Both men and women can live in such a desperate mode of consciousness, but in Kierkegaard’s understanding it is typical of men. Women for their part seem to suffer from the opposite form of despair, forgetting the infinite and identifying with the finite.7

In Nietzsche’s interpretation, such constructions are needed by people who still think about life in terms of Christian-Platonic idealism. These individuals see the human body and its natural processes as horrible (FW, 423; E, 123). Thus, they work to aestheticize the human body, and the female body most importantly, because it discloses corporeality in its full materiality.

We artists.—When we love a woman, we easily conceive a hatred for nature on account of all the repulsive natural functions [Natürlichkeiten] to which every woman is subject. We prefer to pass over all this in our thinking; but when our soul touches on these matters for once, it shrugs and looks contemptuously at nature; we feel insulted. (FW, 422; E, 122)8

Beauvoir’s theory of projection develops forward both these lines of thought. She sums up her exposition by quoting Nietzsche: “Man has created woman, and with what? With a rib of his god, of his ‘ideal’ ” (Beauvoir DSI, 304; SS, 218; Nietzsche GD, 944).

From Kierkegaard, Beauvoir gets the basic notion of human existence as necessarily paradoxical. Thus, she interprets individual lives as different ways of wrestling with the dualities of existence: finitude and infinitude, materiality and spirituality, solitude and bonding. Most people try to undo the tension between the oppositions by identifying with one aspect and neglecting or rejecting the other. Beauvoir accepts Kierkegaard’s diagnosis: men typically associate their existence to infinity; women identify with finitude. Such identifications require that the denied side of existence is objectified and projected onto others.

But it is also possible to accept the tensions. Then, instead of seeking to resolve the paradoxes of human existence, one works to endure them (MA, 11–15; EA, 7–9). In Beauvoir’s understanding, it is possible to undo the sexual hierarchy but only if both sexes accept the ambiguity of their own existence.

From Nietzsche, Beauvoir adopts the concepts of horror and fear. Her argument is that finitude is basically an emotional problem for man, not an intellectual one (DSI, 241, 268; SS, 174, 193). So, it is not just that he fails to understand his mortality but more primarily that he is horrified by loss of potency and power. She writes: “In all civilizations and still in our day woman inspires man with horror; it is the horror of his own carnal contingence, which he projects upon her” (DSI, 249; SS, 180).

Neither Passive, Nor Active . . .

To specify her claim Beauvoir introduces the phenomenological distinction between the active body “I can” and the passive body “I suffer” (DSI, 264; SS, 189), for it is clearly not just any mode of the living body that is horrific. Beauvoir’s analysis shows, however, that the distinction between activity and passivity is not sufficient to account for the horror of carnality: it is not the active body, the body as the instrument of will that is associated with death or decay, but neither is it the body that suffers from the activity of external forces. The object of horror is the body that is internally divided, a living body of a person dominated by involuntary movements and noncontrolled processes. This is the body that displays an alien teleology and upsets human and personal plans and decisions (DSI, 268–269; SS, 193–195; cf. DSI, 264; SS, 189).

In the horrifying mode, the body is still perceived as a living body of a person, but it is perceived as undergoing an internal division. It is my body, or your body, but it is now possessed by alien forces: hands shaking, face twisting, stomach swelling. . . .

Beauvoir’s analysis shows that in addition to the active–passive distinction we must distinguish between two different modes of passivity: the body that suffers from external impact and the body that suffers from internal processes. The internal processes of the living body are not experienced as mechanical; they appear as teleological and vital. Their vitality is alien in the sense that it does not support my personal projects. Rather, the processes appear as goal-driven but independent of my goals.

Beauvoir tracks the idealization of woman down to the horror man feels for the dualities of his own body. Her analysis and solution is more Kierkegaardian than Nietzschean. Nietzsche proposes that we should reject the Christian notion of the suffering body and valorize the dynamic body. In Beauvoir’s account this is not a solution, but a further manifestation of the problem.9 We will not get rid of the idea of the Feminine until both men and women realize and accept the ambiguity of their existence and the dualities implied in their carnality.

The core of the problem is exactly in the need or will to identify with the active dynamic body and reject other experiences of embodiment; that is, suffering, passivity, division, disintegration. In principle such an identification is impossible, full activity would cancel the materiality of the body (DSI, 274; SS, 197–198). So, the impossible rejection is compensated by a projection, a kind of self-deception.

Beauvoir argues that man experiences the dualities of his body primarily in his sexuality; the basic ambiguities of his existence are disclosed to him in erotic and sexual situations (DSI, 270–272; SS, 194–196). In the experiences of sexual arousal and satisfaction, erection and ejaculation, his body is given to him, not just as an agent or a tool, but also as a passive receiver and an alien vitality. His organ appears to him as the seat of processes that are involuntary and beyond his control. The penis is not just the instrument of his will and the expression of his desire (DSII, 159ff.; SS, 402ff.), it is also passive and expressive of alien aims and goals:

The organ by which he claims to affirm himself does not obey him; heavy with unsatisfied desires, unexpectedly becoming erect, sometimes reliving its feelings during sleep, it manifests a suspect and capricious vitality. Man aspires to make Spirit triumph over Life, activity over passivity; his consciousness keeps nature at distance, his will shapes her, but in his sex organ he rediscovers life, nature, and passivity. (DSI, 270–271; SS, 194)

Beauvoir describes here the way men experience their bodily processes and interpret them. Her claim is that women experience the passivity and duality of their bodies in a different order.

It is not just in sexual or erotic situations that a woman’s body starts to swell and ooze with liquid, or leak and drip. She also experiences a monthly cycle of menstrual “flows” or “discharges” (DSI, 66–67, 253; DSII, 91; SS, 61, 181–182, 353). This cycle has not always been part of her life; it has a beginning, and one day it ends (DSII, 68–70; SS, 335–336). When she first got her “period,” she also experienced another transformation: her breasts “matured,” as if her body would have grown new organs. Also these organs have their own cycles, connected to those of menstruation, pregnancy, and nursing.10

In woman’s experience, the division of the body is not occasional, but recurring.11 In pregnancy, childbirth, and breast-feeding the experience is further intensified.

Many commentators have criticized Beauvoir for focusing on the negative aspects of women’s experiences of their bodies, such as pain and distraction. One complaint has been that Beauvoir ignores the possibility that a woman could experience in pregnancy and nursing new pleasures as well as an enlargement of her life (e.g., Young 1990, 78). Another form of criticism is that Beauvoir’s account is culturally restricted and applies only to her own time and place. In other cultures, menstruation, pregnancy, and nursing are not loaded with the negative values that they carry in Western industrial cultures. This all is very true, but it seems to me that the central element of Beauvoir’s discussion of women’s experiences is not in this issue about positive and negative characterizations. The valid core of her argument is that women’s and men’s experiences of their own bodies are partly different, and that the difference is not in content of experience but in its temporal articulation or structure.

Beauvoir does not claim that there is no overlap or similarities between the experiences of men and women. On the contrary, she insists that both experience their bodies as active and as passive. In her account, the difference is not in the contents of experience but in their temporal organization, sequence, and succession. In a woman’s life the activity–passivity alternation has a different pattern than in a man’s life. Both experience their bodies as active and as passive, and both go repeatedly from one mode of experience to the other. But the rhythms and orders of change are different in the two cases.

Thus understood, the difference between woman and man does not have to be all encompassing. The account leaves open the possibility that there are individuals whose experiences are not articulated into either one of these two patterns but form a different organization. And on the other hand, some individuals can perhaps best be characterized as combining the two dominant modes. Finally, Beauvoir’s account does not imply that there will always be men and women. It only states that it will always be the case that there have been men and women. Thus, the claim is relatively moderate: human experience forms two main patterns, and all its future formations—and past—come out of this duality.

The explication of this account does not yet give us a phenomenology of sexual difference. But it does provide the basic understanding of the topics of such an enterprise and opens the possibility of developing and integrating descriptions and analyses of sexually different living bodies.—A first move toward a phenomenology of sexual difference?

Notes

1. Cf. Descartes (AT, VII, 32); Merleau-Ponty (PP, 41; E, 32).

2. She is careful to point out that such evidence is necessary (DSI, 321, 394; SS, 229, 282).

3. Here, Beauvoir discusses, among others, the texts of Bataille, Dostoyevsky, Lorca, Miller, and de Sade. She studies also religious mythologies as well as fairy tales. After the general analysis of mythical thinking, Beauvoir offers five case studies of the works of Montherland, Lawrence, Claudel, Brenton, and Stendal.

4. See chapter 4.

5. Beauvoir’s discussion of the mythology of the Feminine has inspired several feminist classics, such as Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963) and Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch (1970). It has also been crucial for later philosophy of sexuality in explicating a mythical assimilation of women with death. Compare Beauvoir’s arguments and formulations to those of Luce Irigaray in Speculum de l’autre femme (1974), of Genvieve Lloyd in The Man of Reason: “Male” and “Female” in Western Philosophy (1984), and of Adriana Cavarero in Nonostante Platone: Figure femminili nella filosofia antica (1990).

6. The thesis of Sygdommen til døden is that the self cannot by itself arrive at an equilibrium, but can do so only by relating to God (SD, 242–243; E, 44). It is debatable whether this is Kierkegaard’s position, for the author of the book is not given as “Søren Kierkegaard” but as “Anti-Climacus.”

7. In Kierkegaard’s account, all these attitudes involve an oblivion of the meaning of existence.

8. Nietzsche develops this account in Die fröhliche Wissenschaft, one of Beauvoir’s sources, but also in Jenseits von Gut und Böse (1886).

9. Beauvoir also criticizes Nietzsche for claiming that “only epochs of feebleness have exalted the Eternal Feminine” (DSI, 320; SS, 230). She argues that phenomenon is transhistorical and transcultural.

10. Although both scientific literature and fiction includes numerous descriptions of the ways in which we experience other people’s breasts, there are not many descriptions of the experience of having breasts. Iris Marion Young’s (1990) “Breasted experience” is one of the few exceptions. Young’s feminist argument is that breasts, and not genitals, are the primary marker of sexual difference (Young 1990, 189–191). Further, she points out that breasts have a central position in a woman’s personal identity: “Like her nose or her mouth, a woman’s breasts are distinctive, one sign by which one might recognize her. Like her mouth or her eyes, their aspect changes with her movement and her mood; the movement of her breast is part of the expressiveness of her body” (196).

More important, Young (1990) brings up the intimate relation between breast and breathing. She points out that in many cultures the chest is experienced as the center of personality (189). When we signify ourselves, for example, we touch our chest, not our face or head. Also, when we refer to others or introduce them to a company, we point to their chest. Young does not go into an analysis of these modes of behavior. She admits that they may be culture specific, but she also suggests that there might be a fundamental experiential connection between self and respiration. In A deux, nous avons combien d’yeux? Luce Irigaray (2000) makes a bolder claim. She argues, “Breath ensures the junction between body and soul, between the living and that which is specifically human” (19). See also her L’oubli de l’air (1982).

11. Luce Irigaray’s and Julia Kristeva’s discussions on maternal bodies radicalize and develop further this argument. See Kristeva 1977; Irigaray 1977; Kristeva 1983; Irigaray 1984; cf. Bigwood 1991; Ziarek 1992; Mullin 2002.
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