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INTRODUCTION
OUR BEAUVOIR

Simone de Beauvoir is lauded as the exemplary feminist (indeed, as the
“mother” of feminism) or lamented as typical of everything that is wrong
with feminism." She is celebrated or condemned for advancing a liberal in-
dividualist form of feminism.? She is denounced for thinking that socialism
will automatically liberate women.? She is taken to task for not saying she was
a feminist soon enough.* Her work was ignored by philosophy departments
for decades on the grounds that she merely applied Sartre’s framework to
women, but feminist philosophers have rehabilitated her as the real brain be-
hind Sartre’s pen.® She is reprimanded for not paying attention to racial and
class divisions among women and for caring only about middle-class white
women.® She is rebuked for disavowing the body or, contrarily, for magnify-
ing the importance of unseemly bodily functions.” She is admired for disdain-
ing motherhood, housework, and other “feminine” activities or reviled for
the same.® She is chastised for advancing gender as an essentialist category or
for not paying enough attention to [écriture féminine.” Although her famous
insight, “One is not born but rather becomes a woman,” has been taken up by
trans and queer feminists as a rallying cry for the plasticity and hybridity of
gender, she is considered by many to be thoroughly passé.”

These readings each claim Beauvoir as their own: to be loved, lamented, or
disavowed. But they tend to miss what I will argue is at the heart of her femi-



nism, which is also what makes her politics of interest to an audience beyond
feminist theory." To my horror, as I was finishing this book, a feminist theory
colleague said to me, “There’s nothing new to say about Beauvoir!” I show in
this book there is not only something new to say, but there is much that femi-
nists, literary theorists, and philosophers, all parsing “our” Beauvoir, have not
seen.”” What has been obscured, in spite of so much excellent scholarship, is
the way Beauvoir’s feminist politics are exemplary of her political thinking
about freedom in encounter.

ENCOUNTERS: BEAUVOIR'S POLITICS

I interpret Beauvoir as a theorist of encounter. As recorded in her autobiog-
raphy and novels, sometimes in frustration but other times in acceptance
or even exhilaration, Beauvoir recognized that there is always an “other” in
relationship with oneself. Sarah Bakewell (2016, 326) characterizes Beauvoir’s
multivolume autobiography as depicting “herself and Sartre and countless
friends and colleagues as they think, act, quarrel, meet, separate, have tan-
trums and passions, and generally respond to their world.” This is the Beau-
voir I was first drawn to in a London bookshop, and the one whose way of
doing and thinking politics is urgent for us now.

For Beauvoir, to encounter others is not only a fact of existence; it is also
the only way to produce and experience freedom. Being with others is a foun-
dational quality of freedom. Ambiguity, contingency, situation, and nonsov-
ereignty characterize encounters, and each produces, diminishes, or destroys
freedom. Beauvoir ([1949] 2011, 6) doesn’t use encounter as a theoretical
framing, but her language of “duality between Self and Other” hints at the
dynamic that I develop and demonstrate is central to her political practice. In
the introduction to The Second Sex she says, “No group ever defines itself as
the One without immediately setting up the Other opposite itself” (6). When
she talks about the duality of Self and Other, however, she is not advocating a
Hegelian mutual recognition or reciprocity, or a struggle to the death between
two subjectivities. Nor is she simply noting that Self and Other (or Master and
Slave in Hegel’s parlance) are each simultaneously self and other, although she
is doing that too.

Emphasizing ambiguity, Beauvoir insists that to understand how freedom
is grasped or missed, we must bring the bodies of the parties into view. Em-
phasizing situation, she adds that we must consider the structural, social,
historical, and political conditions in which the embodied Self “looks” and
whether and how the embodied Other “looks back” How the two negotiate
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the encounter influences individual and collective agency, as well as whether
freedom itself will be produced, diminished, or denied. What happens
here between the two will sway whether and which actions might be taken,
whether and how freedom will be grasped, or if the opportunity for freedom
will be squandered. In the encounter between men and women that Beauvoir
describes, she says that cast in the role of Other, women don’t make a recipro-
cal claim.”? “Why do women not contest male sovereignty?” she asks ([1949]
2011, 7). What she seeks for women is not victory (in the battle of subjectivi-
ties) nor mutual recognition or reciprocity."* Noticing that women are trapped
in their position as other, she says they don’t struggle to overcome it. Devoid
of this agonism, freedom is missed for both parties. Without struggle, sans
encounter, freedom cannot emerge.

I foreground the language of encounter to supplement that of situation
and ambiguity, other pivotal terms in Beauvoir’s lexicon, because it better de-
scribes what is at stake in her advocacy for collective freedom. The language
of situation speaks to the fact that freedom is not best understood as onto-
logical or ethical. Focusing on ontology or ethics is too abstract and mischar-
acterizes the role of human will and consciousness. By highlighting situation
and structure, we can see that freedom is linked to circumstance but that we
still have agency. Structure does not eclipse our capacity to move; it situates
and makes it possible. With others, and in situations we have not chosen,
people still act and choose: within complex, sometimes violent, often dimin-
ished or challenging circumstances of multilevel and crosscutting agencies
and forces, enacting change and acting in concert are still possible.” Choices
are never fully autonomous but are crafted by our grasp on the world: our
body, history, situation, power, and absolutely unbreakable bonds to others.

While situation speaks to the constraints of structure, ambiguity highlights
the lived experience of embodied subjects. Ambiguity is for Beauvoir a kind
of “twoness” Our lived experience is as subject and object, transcendence and
immanence, freedom and body, choosing agents and trapped objects. She in-
sists that ambiguity is an ontological fact of existence, an accurate description
of our embodied perspective on the world, as well as an ethical guide for how
to navigate the world without turning others into inanimate things devoid
of agency.”® Bodies also have political meanings, however, that mark them in
relationship to other bodies, to structure, to history, to nature. Thus while
ambiguity is ontological —we are all exposed and vulnerable to each other—
ambiguity is also political: some are disproportionately vulnerable, marked
as other, doomed to immanence and denied transcendence.

What using the language of encounter captures that the language of situa-
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tion and ambiguity does not is the ontological and political fact that our lives
are always entangled with others. Situation and ambiguity describe an indi-
vidual’s constrained and embodied grasp on the world in a quest for indi-
vidual (or group) agency. Within the language of situation and ambiguity, we
begin from the perspective of the individual or the group subject. To speak
of encounters, we must acknowledge the social and political constraints of
situation and the ethical imperative to acknowledge ambiguity, but we also
see struggle and plurality. We move swiftly and decisively from the position
of individual or group subject and land in encounter: with an other or others,
within community, within the world, politically engaged. When we fore-
ground encounters we notice that individual subjectivity and individual or
group agency do not exist prior to but rather emerge from encounters. There
are always two or more: responsiveness and judgment from other(s) limit and
drive us as political subjects. How we maneuver and what we do within this
entanglement constitutes political freedom. Our actions here enhance or di-
minish freedom for the two or for a larger collective.

I emphasize throughout this book that freedom cannot be experienced
elsewhere than in encounters; it is completely meaningless (in fact impos-
sible) for freedom to be experienced alone. This is what I highlight with the
phrase freedom in the encounter. While situation and ambiguity define the
potential for individual and group autonomy, agency, and action, freedom
itself is possible only within encounters. We are in the world, always acting
within (unchosen) structures—within nature, historical events, class (caste
or group), the shifting political meanings accorded to bodies in terms of age,
ability, race, sex, and gender. Our freedom, however, is not defined or mea-
sured by how much autonomy or agency we achieve against or from these
situations but rather is only ever possible in relationship to others.

The encounters Beauvoir brings to our attention range from the smallest
and seemingly insignificant (the praying mantis and its mate) to the intimate
(between lovers, between parents and children), the explicitly political (gen-
dered and raced colonial encounters), the aesthetic (reader and text, spectator
and film), and the psychoaffective and somatic (the aging woman and the
standards of beauty stamped within the consciousness of those she encoun-
ters). We do not grasp freedom in spite of encounter. Freedom emerges or is
lost within collectivity: friction, movement, cooperation, care, and struggle
characterize encounters between two or more.

Encounter is at the heart of everything Beauvoir wrote, but it can easily be
missed when she is read solitarily. When we read her in dialogue with others,
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as thinking with and against others, it is harder to miss what so many have
ignored when they focus on her feminism in isolation from her relationship
to other thinkers and her other leftist political commitments. Beauvoir was
deeply affected not only by reading philosophers such as Hegel, Heidegger,
Bergson, Descartes, and of course Sartre, but also by Marxism and other so-
cialist traditions. She was a voracious lover of films and novels. Collette was
one of her favorite authors, but she also admired Americans including Faulk-
ner and Hemingway and of course Nelson Algren, with whom she fell in love
in Chicago in 1947 and had a relationship lasting several years. To advance
Beauvoir as a thinker of encounter, we also must consider her commitments
to feminist, antiracist, anticolonialist, and anti-imperialist projects and move-
ments.” She responded to and theorized from within historical-political cir-
cumstances during her life in France, particularly Occupation, the war in Al-
geria, and the 1968 worker and student movements. When we read her work
as engagée and in dialogue with others about social and political questions,
the contributions she makes to political thinking, as well as its tight links to
her feminism, suddenly come into view.

This book is inspired by my attraction to Beauvoir’s habit of seeking out
the company of diverse others (in books, in films, and in her imagination, as
well as in her life) to talk about and puzzle through urgent political questions.
For example, I highlight and extend conversations in which she was involved,
such as with her allies Richard Wright and Frantz Fanon on questions of anti-
black racism, decolonization, and forging new solidarities. Historical events
are their own kind of collective encounter within this text, and they provide
the context for encounters made possible within them. I retain the context of
these conversations as occurring within and because of significant historical
events, but I extend them to include new interlocutors who speak more di-
rectly to contemporary dilemmas.

I also attend to conversations with interlocutors Beauvoir loathed or who
drew her perverse curiosity, such as the fascist Robert Brasillach and the Mar-
quis de Sade. Beauvoir was present at Brasillach’s trial for treason in 1945, but
she did not meet him. She was compelled to be there, she said, to see with
her own eyes a “conscious author of genuine evil” ([1949] 2004, 248). Be-
cause Hannah Arendt traveled to Jerusalem fifteen years later also to “expose”
herself to an “evildoer,” I invite these two thinkers into conversation.”® Even
though Beauvoir and Arendt share theoretical proclivities, philosophical
influences, and the same historical moment, sadly for us they never met nor
even engaged in conversation.” The conversation that I construct between
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them, however—on the trials of Brasillach and Eichmann, and then in the
last chapter on Violette Leduc and Rahel Varnhagen—illuminates new inter-
pretations on the judgment of evildoers and on feminist friendship.

Inspired by Beauvoir’s insatiable curiosity and her willingness to pursue
even severely discomfiting encounters, I imagine conversations that force us
to confront unconscious desires for sadism, abuse, violence, and masochism.
To this end I put Beauvoir’s writings on the Marquis de Sade, a writer she
called “imperious, wrathful, headstrong, extreme in all things” ([1952] 2012,
44), into dialogue with the films of the contemporary avant-garde provocateur
Lars von Trier, also known for his dark and (some say) misanthropic vision.?
Contrarily I create conversations that feature relationships of mutual recog-
nition and care. Just as in The Second Sex Beauvoir creates surprising encoun-
ters between real and fictional women across generations, races, history, and
location, my encounters move across time and genres and include characters
from the films of Chantal Akerman, Martin Provost, and Margarethe von
Trotta and the graphic art of Alison Bechdel.

I am drawn to Beauvoir’s way of showing how our lives are always inter-
linked with others, often in uncomfortable and dangerous ways, and that this
is the stuft of politics, the place and moment where we grasp or deny free-
dom. She shows us (in theory, in history, and in fiction) that when we wish
for unfettered sovereignty, we are mostly delusional.?? But some of us do have
more space, power, influence, and freedom than others, and she shows us
this too. She is eager to condemn right-wing thinkers, for example, for the
ideologies they manufacture to create and justify inequality,” and she spends
all of volume 1 of The Second Sex demonstrating that motivated by their own
fear of vulnerability, men who write and propagate myths about women make
this language and these myths into material reality. Women really do have a
circumscribed space of freedom due to the dominance and preponderance
of male myths about femininity, and poor people really do have diminished
life expectations because of the way ideologies of privilege create and sustain
material conditions that trap whole groups of people in positions of mate-
rial and psychological submission and hopelessness. Beauvoir notices that
women get psychologically and materially invested in adopting and perform-
ing the myths of femininity, practicing daily habits that transform biological
and historical contingencies into political and social destiny.

6/ INTRODUCTION



ENCOUNTERS: DEFINED

Theorizing politics as the process and result of encounters foregrounds the
primacy of relationships, but Beauvoir never assumes these are sites of com-
fort, ease, safety, or peace. In relationship there is never direct, unmediated,
transparent communication: there is always the inability to absorb or possess;
there is a distance, an appearance of the foreign, forbidden, unfamiliar, un-
knowable, and threatening. What happens in the time and space of this gap
is the key political moment. The distance Beauvoir insists we maintain (as
well as struggle within) is akin to the Arendtian notion of the “in-between”:
the space between us where freedom lives, grows, diminishes, or might die.
We disavow this gap and erase the in-between when we proclaim allegiance
to god, infinity, humanity, nature, or articulations of collectivity that refuse
to recognize distinction and diversity. These identifications deny the very
possibility of encounter, effacing difference, foreign bodies, and unknown but
(ethically) equal others. According to Beauvoir, the quest for plenitude and
possession is foolhardy, even dangerous, and it results in oppression. When
desire for wholeness, for appropriation or possession holds sway in the wish
to diminish the anxiety and ennui of existence, hierarchical relationships are
established. When the gap is affirmed in its ambiguity a different orientation
can be nurtured. As Beauvoir (1948, 12) sees it, the space of the encounter is
one of “excruciation” (we cannot possess the other) but also of “joy” (we can
and should take pleasure in the fact of this impossibility). In either outcome,
the encounter is a political moment: what we do in this space and in this mo-
ment, or what we unconsciously do or neglect to do, whether we enhance
and affirm or deny or diminish freedom, reflects and generates our political
orientation to the world. In these ways, and as I show, Beauvoir’s work on
encounter goes far beyond what has been characterized as “the ethical turn”
in political thought. Parting ways with theorists who limit their focus to the
behavior of individuals within encounter to observe or advocate an ethics of
individual responsibility or choice, Beauvoir is attentive to the way encoun-
ters themselves are made possible by historical and political circumstances.
She adds that individual subjectivities are themselves formed within encoun-
ters (beginning with the mother/child dyad) and that we each bring our situa-
tions and experiences to subsequent encounters.

Published in 1947, just two years before the appearance of The Second Sex,
The Ethics of Ambiguity underwrites my choice to highlight the language of
encounter to bring Beauvoir’s political thinking into view. Although later
Beauvoir said the book was dissatisfying to her because it was too “abstract”
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and lacking in concrete examples (that is to say, she thought it needed more
examples of encounters), her goal for the piece was to claim that existential-
ism, which was seen as a “philosophy of the absurd and of despair” (1948, 10)
indeed has an ethical vision.* But she also wanted to show that existentialist
ethics is grounded in the “human world established by man’s projects and the
ends he sets up” (11). Rather than remaining, like the “Hegelian system,” on
the “plane of the universal [and] the infinite,” Beauvoir commends a politics
“experienced in the truth of life,” where one can “live in the midst of living
men” (158-59).

Wresting existentialism away from teleology and philosophical determin-
ism, as well as from an absurdist philosophy of absolute contingency, the di-
lemmas Beauvoir explores in The Ethics of Ambiguity are always located in the
conflict between at least two parties, themselves shaped by their encounters
with history, structures, and the political meanings of their bodies. Never-
theless she pushes us to exercise agency and seize freedom where and when
possible. One of the key features of Beauvoir’s thought that distinguishes
her from several of her contemporaries is her attention to the mundane and
everyday encounter with the same penetrating analysis she gives to encoun-
ters with obvious historical significance.” In Beauvoir’s analysis the personal
truly becomes political! She draws out the political significance of repetitive,
banal, habitual activities (housework, shopping—the activities that qualify as
labor in Arendts The Human Condition); she foregrounds intimate and un-
thought encounters (sexual, in dream-worlds) to penetrate how they sustain
and nourish or have the potential to undo oppressive material and psychic
webs of oppression; and at the same time, she gives due attention to the way
structural forces inhibit and condition these smaller, seemingly insignificant
moments of friction or affability. Her attention to sensory, somatic encoun-
ters interwoven within and in the context of structural, historical, and larger
forces of biology and history helps us to enlarge our sense of how several
kinds of encounters overlap in politically salient ways. In my interpretation
of Beauvoir, history itself is revealed as a series of encounters, some pur-
poseful and others aleatory, becoming a site of possibility rather than a pre-
determined trajectory. Some encounters seem marginal and others appear
epochal, but none is determined or necessary, and meaning changes when
circumstances change. Often an encounter’s significance is not understood
until after the event, and it is never finally understood at all.

The language we employ to describe even the natural world and biological
processes takes on the force of a material reality itself that must be affirmed,
altered, or undone within encounters. As Beauvoir ([1949] 2011, 26, 33) puts
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it in the chapter “Biological Data” in The Second Sex, for example, physiol-
ogists and biologists “ascribe meaning to vital phenomena,” but “seeing in
these facts the harbinger of the ‘battle of the sexes’™
this case circumscribes the freedom of women by saying the female is, at one

is a political act, which in

and the same time, a “danger” to the male of each species but also “naturally”
suited for caring for children. We can recognize animals, machines, and mate-
rial objects as demanding our ethical attention or as having strange forms
of agency (such as the grotesque animals and trees and the chestnuts in von
Trier’s Antichrist, or boiling pots of potatoes in Akerman’s Jeanne Dielman),
but humans alone are choosing (and thus politically responsible) subjects.

Politics with Beauvoir, a politics wherein we make decisions together,
wherein we choose to affirm freedom for all within conditions we do not and
have not chosen, wherein we carve out freedom from within tight spaces and
impossible choices and make that freedom grow, is the kind of politics we
need right now. Of greatest urgency for Beauvoir, as I read her, is the fact that
within each and every encounter there is a “contra,” a meeting of adversaries,
wherein a chance to expand or diminish freedom occurs. Beauvoir acknowl-
edges that life is facticity and contingency, but she insists that there is room
for freedom, for reflection, and to make meaningful choices that prioritize
our shared world. As she insists, “It is because there are real dangers, real fail-
ures and real earthly damnation that words like victory, wisdom, or joy have
meaning; nothing is decided in advance, and it is because man has something
to lose and because he can lose that he can also win” (1948, 34).

ENCOUNTERS IN CONVERSATION: WITH ENEMIES, WITH ALLIES,
AND WITH FRIENDS

Beauvoir acknowledges our often intense desire for unfettered freedom to do
as we please, and she understands our (often collective) fantasies of sovereign
action and the will to dominance. She also admits to her own ambition to win
at every conversation.

She lived her life in the midst of multiple conversations, most of all with
Jean-Paul Sartre. Poignantly, at the beginning of Adieux: A Farewell to Sartre,
Beauvoir (1984, 3) laments:

This is the first of my books—the only one no doubt—that you will
not have read before it is printed. It is wholly and entirely devoted to
you; and you are not affected by it. When we were young and one of
us gained a brilliant victory over the other in an impassioned argu-

OUR BEAUVOIR /9



1”

ment, the winner used to say, “There you are in your little box!” You
are in your little box; you will not come out of it and I shall not join you
there. Even if I am buried next to you there will be no communication

between your ashes and mine.

Beauvoir seems to say that death marks the end of her almost lifelong journey
with Sartre. But she undoes this very claim when she directly addresses her
dead partner. Even in the failed space of death, she attempts a conversation.
As T demonstrate, Beauvoir loved boxing with words—with intimates like
Sartre, but also with those she saw as enemies, those she reached out to as
allies, and those similarly situated but as yet unrecognized as friends. Al-
though this conversation with the dead Sartre is seemingly pitched as a win-
lose battle (“There you are in your little box!”), Beauvoir deliberately puts
herself into her little box as well. Her conversations, sometimes practically
but sometimes fantastically, seek something beyond the appointing of a win-
ner. They seek confrontation and conversion—of ourselves, of others, and of
material reality—into something that looks more like freedom.

Beauvoir’s practice of staging encounters within texts and seeking them
out with her peers shows how conversations situate (and can reveal) inter-
locutors as bearing power and determining meaning (or not). These conver-
sations shift fields of meaning, help us see and say things we previously could
not, and move us toward converting material realities. This book demon-
strates that for Beauvoir conversations are not pluralistic or neutral dialogues
between equal or equally situated partners, and their mechanisms and effects
are not abstract. Instead they are sites of affective and agonistic struggle and
potential transformation, able to create material reality or diminish space
and possibilities for agency or, contrarily, to nurture a desire for collective
freedom and create new coalitions and sites of potential solidarities. Even in
failed or negative spaces, Beauvoir’s work shows, encounters occur and free-
dom can be seized, denied, encouraged, or discouraged within their space
and moment.

Beauvoir’s love for the promiscuous, risk-taking, provocative, boundary-
breaking, agonistic, and raucous battle of words situated her in relationship
to her contemporaries and merits our attention now, more than thirty years
after her death. I have organized the chapters to echo my discussion of the
architecture of The Second Sex in the first chapter: confronting and hoping to
convert enemies and ourselves, engaging and learning with allies, and seeking
to connect isolated individuals in friendship. The conversations I extend and
stage take seriously Beauvoir’s observation that politics is located first in ag-
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onism and affectivity. After “(Re)Encountering The Second Sex;” the chapters
follow Beauvoir’s conversations with two kinds of enemies (fascists and bour-
geois taxonomies), extend her conversations with allies (Fanon and Wright)
about colonial violence and racial hatred and discrimination, and, in the final
section, take up her call to solicit and nurture connections between isolated
women in need of feminist friendship.

My organizational motif—naming enemies, allies, and friends—itself
makes a political intervention by invoking and reworking Carl Schmitt’s
friend/enemy distinction so fundamental to modern states. Like Schmitt, I
focus on questions of power and antagonism as central to all political conver-
sations, and yet I do not reinforce his logic of the political as governing how
we should practice politics or do political theory. Encounter takes the place of
decision and mutuality the place of sovereignty. Repeating but transforming
the invocation of friends and enemies and triangulating it with the addition
of allies introduces fluidity within boundaries and underlines the fact that
encounters often discomfort and surprise us. They also can alter our moods
and make us rethink our definitions and proclivities.

Each chapter is also an opportunity to bring diverse modes of thought into
conversation with each other: antiracism with anticolonialism and antisexism
feminisms, affect theory with structuralism and psychoanalysis, film with lit-
erary studies. My practice of following through on multiple levels and kinds
of conversations about historical and political catastrophes and everyday
habits helps us to think these approaches together in relationship rather than
as isolated methodologies or as hierarchical choices that must be made (to
focus on gender rather than race, for example, or name and isolate identities
and measure suffering).

My first chapter, “(Re)Encountering The Second Sex,” makes a case for
reading The Second Sex as an encounter with enemies (the men who create
myths about women, who also are put into encounter with each other by
Beauvoir in volume 1), an attempt to find allies (diverse women sharing
accounts of their “lived experience” in volume 2), and an appeal to create
friends (readers of the text who heed the appeal and can begin conversa-
tions). The Second Sex serves as a repeated point of reference throughout the
book. While I bring less prominent essays by Beauvoir into view and work
with them extensively, The Second Sex never drops out and indeed plays a
central role in this book. In this first chapter I situate my extended reading
of Beauvoir’s most well known text by putting it in conversation with one
of the lesser-known essays, “Right-Wing Thought Today” from 1955. While
some Beauvoir scholars have said “Right-Wing Thought Today” merits only
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historical attention, I argue that considering The Second Sex together with
“Right-Wing Thought Today” illuminates Beauvoir’s sophisticated parsing of
the relationships among ideology, affects, and material reality in both texts.
Each is transformed by the other such that we can newly understand why
and how Beauvoir theorizes material reality as brought into existence, as well
as potentially transformed, by ideological and affective dynamics and pro-
cesses. These relationships will play a central role in how this book unfolds as
I move from different registers of scale—from the conversational or dialogic
encounter to the collective movement and from the individual symptom to
the diagnosis of social and political pathologies.

My booK’s structure mimics what I have discovered Beauvoir’s to be in The
Second Sex. Part I, “Enemies: Monsters, Men, and Misogynist Art,” features
two encounters with enemies, one in a chapter on fascists and the second in a
chapter on bourgeois taxonomies. In chapter 2 I explore why Beauvoir broke
with her intellectual allies in 1945 to call for the French state to execute Robert
Brasillach, a fascist journalist on trial for treason. In her little-read essay “An
Eye for an Eye,” she confronts an enemy and says she wants to see him die.
(She refused to sign the petition circulated by prominent French intellectuals
and writers to limit state sovereignty over death.) Doing so she asserts the pri-
macy of her own political judgment and claims the right to make judgments
that ally with victims. Following her down this road I discuss Beauvoir in re-
lation with Arendt, who, reporting on Eichmann’ trial in 1961, wanted him to
be executed. But unlike Beauvoir, Arendt sought to silence victim accounts of
suffering and shift the focus to Eichmann’s deeds. Wondering whether these
men are “monsters” and what makes them so, the two differently theorize
how to make reflective judgments on when and how collective freedom is
threatened and how the embodiment, suffering, and voices of the victims
might matter in making judgments.

Chapter 3 takes up another neglected text of Beauvoir’s and treats it in
relation to Trier’s 2009 film Antichrist, a work that at first glance appears to
further misogynist stereotypes of women as witches and bad mothers. Draw-
ing on Beauvoir’s 1952 essay on the Marquis de Sade (thought by some to
also be a monster, certainly a misogynist), “Must We Burn Sade?,” I consider
how feminists might capaciously encounter an aesthetic object that seems
positioned in enemy territory. Bodies and body parts, monsters, and foreign
tongues dominate the lexicon of these two chapters in the “Enemies” section,
and the grisliness of body parts that is mostly excised from Beauvoir’s and
Arendt’s essays on the trials returns to haunt us in von Trier’s film. In their
trial reports, neither Beauvoir nor Arendt is able to fully confront the jouis-
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sance of torture and the lure of evil. Though they attended the trials in part
for the chance to see evildoers, their essays bring us to the brink, but stop just
short, of a close encounter with the devil. Not so with von Trier. He delivers
the devil and more. Maybe too much more? Our desire to control, destroy,
and violate, and the question of what we do when we confront the foreign, the
object, part-objects, and body parts, is central to both Sade’s and von Trier’s
worlds.

Like Sade before him, von Trier has a reputation for trafficking in body
parts and for doing so in a particularly misogynist way. In a 2015 interview
in response to the statement “It is not absolutely necessary in order to make
a good movie that someone gets the clit cut off!,” von Trier responds, “But
it is a start!”?® That “someone” would be a woman, and it is one of the gris-
liest moments in Antichrist. Is this film an enemy to feminists, and how do
we judge? The reflections on judgment that emerge from Beauvoir’s encoun-
ter with Arendt remind us of the necessary risks involved in political judg-
ments when we are not following rules, as the two thinkers together insist on
our willingness to run these risks. Arendt’s careful parsing of the distinction
between morality and aesthetics mirrors Beauvoir’s capacious encounter with
Sade, whose work she admires for targeting “bourgeois taxonomies” as our
real enemies.”

Having located and named the violence of fascism and patriarchy as born
from abstract categories, general rules, and liberal platitudes, in part II, “Al-
lies: Antinomies of Action in Conditions of Violence,” I follow Beauvoir’s
quest to develop collective efforts to challenge the ills of capitalist, patriarchal,
and colonial violence, forms of violence that are themselves buttressed by
ideologies that spring from, create, and defy material conditions all at once.
This section also introduces Beauvoir’s concern with antinomies of action.
She asks, for example, how we can best make political choices while acknowl-
edging that each choice is vexed, that our encounters are not only relational
but also inherently unequal, and that we sometimes inadvertently create new
forms of violence even when hoping to minimize it. Nevertheless action must
be taken, choices made, failures enacted, and possibly even violence em-
ployed and freedom denied to some. As she wrestles with Fanon and Wright,
allies on the Left, she sharpens her opposition to racial and colonial violence
and its visible and invisible wounds on bodies and psyches. With these two
she struggles to move oppressed peoples from wounds and perversions to
agency and collective action, searching for insight into how to form alliances
in solidarities beyond identity.

Confronting enemies makes us face up to the fact that while we must
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always seek to minimize violence, it is always too proximate and ready to
erupt: the other (even within ourselves) often appears as a “foreign exis-
tence” and seems like an enemy. Choices made in encounters set off further
reactions that diminish or enhance freedom. Talking to allies pushes these
insights into new territory for Beauvoir. She met Fanon only once, arranged
by their mutual friend (and Beauvoir’s seven-year lover) Claude Lanzmann,
to discuss whether Sartre might write the preface for Wretched of the Earth.
By this time Fanon was dying of leukemia, but Beauvoir was impressed by
his passionate alliance with the oppressed. His ideas made it into her work,
and hers had certainly influenced him, though he never acknowledged as
much.” In chapter 4 I extend Beauvoir and Fanon’s exchange on colonial and
decolonial violence by including Djamila Boupacha. Boupacha was an Alge-
rian militant tortured and raped by French authorities. Although Beauvoir
never met her (in a controversial decision she declined to do so when asked
to by Boupacha’s French lawyer, Giséle Halimi), she wrote a bold article in Le
Monde calling attention to how the French refined their torture techniques in
the Algerian War and insisting that French citizens are responsible for perpet-
uating and condoning these violations. In captivity Boupacha was raped with
a bottle by French soldiers and forced to admit to crimes (she later claimed)
she did not commit. In the context of Boupacha’s ordeal, reading Fanon’s
work on socioaffective ailments in encounter with Beauvoir’s writings on the
same shows how racialized and sexed bodies register pathologies (sometimes
as perverse signs of protest) and how women’s changing roles in anticolonial
struggles set new gendered conflicts in motion.

What takes center stage within Beauvoir’s encounter with Fanon and
Boupacha are the intersections of gender and race, and the affective and often
pathologized responses to structural and physical violence that spring from
political meanings imposed on bodies. These same issues are discussed in
Beauvoir’s conversation with Richard Wright, but here I more directly tackle
the question of whether and how it might be politically strategic to embrace
identities born out of structural and physical violence. Wright was the most
well known African American author of the mid-twentieth century due to
the success of Native Son (1940) and Black Boy (1945), but he exiled himself
to France in 1947. He had met Beauvoir the year before in Paris and then
again when she came to the United States in early 1947 on her four-month
“existentialism” tour, and he and his wife Ellen were her hosts in New York
City. Beauvoir and Wright became fast friends in the United States, and Beau-
voir cites Wright's work multiple times in The Second Sex. But Wright didn't
engage as carefully with Beauvoir’s work or think as much about the inter-
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sections of gender and race as he might have. Reading Wright in light of the
conversation I created among Beauvoir, Fanon, and Boupacha puts Wright’s
work on race, and Beauvoir’s on gender, in a new light. Here the conversation
moves outward from the diagnosis of the individual symptom and toward
collective action by looking to the situations of Kwame Nkrumah’s Ghana
and American Jim Crow racism. Wright and Beauvoir together show why and
how identity categories limit the potential for encounters of solidarity across
borders and across identities.

Part III, “Friends: Conversations That Change the Rules,” focuses on iso-
lated women who need to speak to someone, preferably to each other, on sub-
jects other than men. Like the Algerians whom Fanon treats in his clinic, and
like black Americans such as Wright who search for collectivity and home in
“returning” to Africa, the women of The Second Sex are products of histories
of diminished expectations, failed aspirations, and structural and bodily vio-
lence. One of the most enduring and difficult questions of The Second Sex,
one that many feminists turn away from, is the question of how wounded
subjects might choose freedom and enact change rather than repeat the same
patterns and languish in what Beauvoir, with Sartre, calls “bad faith” Wright
was worried about these questions too, which might account for Beauvoir
and Wright’s long friendship and the many resonances between their work.
Wright saw the embrace of négritude as a troubling move for black subjects,
and Beauvoir was discouraged to see women embracing femininity, even if it
meant they turned toward other women.

Alison Bechdel’s “rule” (often called the “Bechdel test”) for feminist film
specifies that in order to be considered feminist, a film must feature more
than one (named) woman, and these women must talk to each other about
something other than men. Having learned from Beauvoir and Arendt that
determinative rules belie the risks of judgment, I refigure Bechdel’s rule as my
interpretive task in my section “Friends” to create conversations that change
the rules or, better yet, get rid of them altogether. As it turns out, Beauvoir
and Bechdel have a lot to talk about: Beauvoir too wants women to talk to
each other about something other than men. Returning to insights gleaned
from The Second Sex, in chapter 6 I introduce Chantal Akerman’s classic 1975
feminist art house film, Jeanne Dielman, to interpret two contemporary films,
each that sits uncomfortably with feminist audiences: David Fincher’s 2014
Gone Girl and Lars von Trier’s 2013 Nymphomaniac. In my reading the films
present the unconscious desires of isolated women who misdiagnose their
personal ailments, dissatisfaction, and acts of murderous violence as indi-
vidual symptoms rather than political effects. Beauvoir’s literary practice,

OUR BEAUVOIR / 15



