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From The Second Sex1 

Chapter Xl. Myth and Reality 

The myth of woman plays a considerable part in literature; but what is its 
importance in daily life? To what extent does it affect the customs and con
duct of individuals? In replying to this question it will be necessary to state 
precisely the relations this myth bears to reality. 

There are different kinds of myths. This one, the myth of woman, subli-

I. Translated by H. M. Parshley. 
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mating an immutable aspect of the human condition-namely, the "division" 
of humanity into two classes of individuals-is a static myth. It projects into 
the realm of Platonic ideas l a reality that is directly experienced or is con
ceptualized on a basis of experience; in place of fact, value, significance, 
knowledge. empirical law, it substitutes a transcendental Idea, timeless, 
unchangeable. necessary. This idea is indisputable because it is beyond the 
given: it is endowed with absolute truth. Thus, as against the dispersed, 
contingent, and multiple existences of actual women, mythical thought 
opposes the Eternal Feminine, unique and changeless. If the definition pro
vided for this concept is contradicted by the behavior of flesh-and-blood 
women, it is the latter who are wrong: we are told not that Femininity is a 
false entity, but that the women concerned are not feminine. The contrary 
facts of experience are impotent against the myth. In a way, however, its 
source is in experience. Thus it is quite true that woman is other than man, 
and this alterity is directly felt in desire, the embrace, love; but the real 
relation is one of reciprocity; as such it gives rise to authentic drama. 
Through eroticism, love, friendship, and their alternatives, deception, hate, 
rivah'Y, the relation is a struggle between conscious beings each of whom 
wishes to be essential. it is the mutual recognition of free beings who confirm 
one another's freedom, it is the vague transition from aversion to participa
tion. To pose Woman is to pose the absolute Other, without reciprocity, 
denying against all experience that she is a subject, a fellow human being. 

In actuality, of course, women appear under various aspects; but each of 
the myths built up around the subject of woman is intended to sum her up 
in toto; each aspires to be unique. In consequence, a number of incompatible 
myths exist, and men tarry musing before the strange incoherencies mani
fested by the idea of Femininity. As every woman has a share in a majority 
of these archetypes-each of which lays claim to containing the sole Truth 
of woman-men of today also are moved again in the presence of their 
female companions to an astonishment like that of the old sophists3 who 
failed to understand how man could be blond and dark at the same time! 
Transition toward the absolute was indicated long ago in social phenomena: 
relations are easily congealed in classes, functions in types, just as relations, 
to the childish mentality. are fixed in things. Patriarchal society, for examp~ . 
being centered upon the conservation of the patrimony, implies necessarily, 
along with those who own and transmit wealth, the existence of men and 
women who take property away from its owners and put it into circulation. 
The men-adventurers, s\'llindlers. thieves, speculators-are generally repu
diated by the group; the women, employing their erotic attraction, can 
induce young men and even fathers of families to scatter their patrimonies. 
without ceasing to be within the law. Some of these women appropriate their 
dctims' fortunes or obtain legacies by using undue influence; this role being 
regarded as evil, those who play it are called "bad women." But the fact .is 
that quite to the contrary they are able to appear in some other setting-at 
home with their fathers, brothers, husbands, or lovers-as guardian angels; 
and the courtesan who "plucks" rich financiers is, for painters and writers, 

2. TI'i:lnSCendent entities in whose reality existing 
lhjng~ (their imperfect representations' partici
patl" on the Greek philosopher PLATO (ca. 427-ca. 
347 Il.C.E.), see above. 

3. Itinerant profeSSional teachers of philosophy 
and especially rhetoric In 5th century D.e.E. 
Greece (see GORGIAS, above). 
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'iI gen·erouspatroness.It iseasy,to.understand in actual experience the ambig
uous·:personality. of. :t\.spasia:;or .·Mme ·de· Pompadour.4.·'B-ut.if woman .is 
depicted as· thee Praying ,Mantis,' the Maridrake, the .Demon;\"then jt is. most 
confusing to find. in woinan also·the Muse\ the Goddess Mother', Beatrice.5 

.. ·.As,group. symbols and social types .are·generally defined by"means of anto
nyms in pairs , ambivalence .. willseem to be aninti"insfc· qual~ty of the Eternal 
feminine. The :saintly mother has: for . correlative the cruel stepmother\ the 
angelic.younggirl has the. perverse virgin: thus it will :be said. sometimes that 
Mother :equals Life, sometimes· that. Mother equals Death, that every virgin 
is pui"espii"it or flesh dedicated to the devil. . 

Evidently it is not reality that dictates to society or td individuals their 
choice· between the two opposed basic categories; in:' every period, <in each 
case, society and the individual decide in accordance with their needs. Very 
often they project into the myth adopted the institutions and values to. which 
they adhere. Thus the paternalism that c1ainiswomari for hearth.and~home 
defines her .as 'sentiment; inwardness, immanence. In. fact every existent is 
at once immanence and transcendence;6 when one offers.:the existent. no 
aim; or prevents him from attaining any, or robs· him of his victory, then his 
transcendence falls vainly into the·past-that is to say, falls back irito imma
nence. This is the lot assigned; to woman in·the pati"iarchate; buUt is in no 
way a vocation, any more than slavery is:the vocation of the .~lave. The devel
opment of this ·mythology is to .be ·c1early seen in.Auguste Comte.7. To.-identify 
Woman with Altruism is.to guarantee.to man absolute· rights in her:devotion, 
i~ is. to impose on women a ,categorical imperative.. ' ... , " >.' '. 

'; The myth must not be confused with the recognition of significance; .sig
nificance .is immanent inthe·,object; it is :rev.ealed t9" the 'mind ;through. a 
living experience; whereas the myth is a transcendent Idea that escapes the 
mental grasp: entirely. When in'L't\ge d'homme Michel LeirisR ·describeshis 
vision of the feminine organs, he tells us things :of significance and elaborates 
no myth. Wonder at die feminine body, disliKe for menstrual blood,come 
from perceptions of a concrete reality. There is nothing mythical in the 'expe
rience that reveals the ·voluptuous qualities of feminine flesh;· and. it is not 
an excursion into myth if one attempts to describe them through compari
sons with flowers or pebbles. But to say that Woman is Flesh, to say that the 
Flesh is Night and Death, or that it is the splendor of the Cosmos, is to 
abandon terrestrial truth. and soar into anempty.skr. For marialso is flesh 

- 4.: feannoiJAntolriette' Poisson, matqulse de Pom
padour (1721-1764), Influential..mlstress (from 
1745) of the French khig Louis XV arid a notable 
patron of literature and the.arts: A'pasla: mistress' 
of the 5.th:century, D.e.E. Athenian s~atesman Per
Icle~, a WOman of con~lderable learmng. 
5.- Beatrice Pottinsri, the daughter of a 'hoble Flor
entine family, who died at the .age of.24 In 1290; 
khe provided the Inspirlition for much of DAritre:'s 
poetry, especially his masterpiece,' The. Dlvl .... 
Come.dy.(B~l). Praying Mantis: In th,:.fi:stp.~ra
graph of The Second Sex, 8eauvolr wrItes of ' the 
female praying mantis and the spider, [who,! sati
ated with fove, crush and devour their partners." 
Mandrake: a plant long used as both a narcotic and 
an aphrodisiac. Muse: In Greek mythology, one of 
the 9 daughters of Memory who preside over.the 
arts and all Intellectual pursuits. Goddess Mother: 
any of a variety of feminine deities and maternal 

symbols of creativity, birth; ferdlity"sexUill union, 
nurturing, and .the cycle 9£ growth. 'Qte term also 
hlis been applied to figures as' diverse a~ 'the 50-
called Stone Age Venuse.· and the Virgin Maty. 
6. All terms assoclated.wlth e1Cistentlalphil.osophy. 
The exi$';"'t is the subjeet 'bf existentialism.' the 

, human Bctor whose subjectivity Is shaped thtoujlh 
human aetlvlty. Such aetlvlty that achieves liberty 
Is a mode of transcetulenc"; Without It, there Is only 
Immanence, stagnation and· subjugation to giveri 
conditions. . . ~ . . . 
7. French philosopher (1798-1857), known "s 
the founder of sociology· and of positivism; he Ide
alized the role of women In society. 
8. French writer (1901-1990), a pioneer In mod
em confessional literature and a noted anthropol
ogist, poet, and art critic. His L'A, .. tl'homme 
(1939, Manhood: A )0"',.....,. from Childhood lnto 
the Flerce Order o/Virlllty) was autobiographical. 
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for woman; and woman is not merely a carnal object; and the flesh is clothed 
in special significance for each person and in each experience. And likewise 
it is quite true that woman-like man-is a being rooted·in nature; she is 
more enslaved to the species than is the male, her animality is more manifest; 
but in her as in hioi the given traits are taken on through the fact of existence, 
she belongs also to the human realm. To assimilate her to Nature is simply 
to act from prejudice. 

Few myths have been more advantageous to the ruling caste than the myth 
of woman: it justifies all privileges and even authorizes ·their abuse. Men 
need not bother themselves with alleviating the pains 'and the burdens that 
physiologically are women's lot, since these are "intended by Nature"; men 
use them as a pretext for increasing the misery of the feminine lot still fur
ther, for instance by refusing to grant to woman any right to sexual pleasure, 
by making her work like a beast of burden.9 

Of all these myths, none is more firmly anchored in masculine hearts than 
that of the feminine "mystery." It has numerous advantages. And first of all 
it permits an easy explanation of all that appears inexplicable; the man who 
"does not understand" a woman is happy to substitute an objective resistance 
for a subjective deficiency of mind; instead of admitting his ignorance, he 
perceives the presence of a "mystery" outside himself: an alibi, indeed, that 
flatters laziness and vanity at once. A heart smitten with love thus avoids 
many disappointments: if the loved one's behavior is capricious, her remarks 
stupid, then the mystery serves to excuse it all. And finally, thanks again to 
the mystery, that negative relation is perpetuated which seemed to Kierke
gaard1 infinitely preferable to positive possession; inthe company of a living 
enigma man remains alone-alone with his dreams, his hopes, his fears, his 
love, his vanity. This subjective game, which can go all the way from vice to 
mystical ecstasy, is for many a more attractive experience than an authentic 
relation with· a human being. What foundations exist for such a profitable 
illusion'? 

Surely woman is, in a sense, mysterious, "mysterious as is all the world," 
according to Maeterlinck.2 Each is subject only for himself; each can grasp 
in immanence only himself, alone: from this point of view the other is always 
a mystery. To men's eyes the opacity of the self-knowing self, of the pour
SOi,3 is denser in the other who is feminine; men are unable to penetrate-ift!r 
special experience through any working of sympathy: they are condemned to 
ignorance of the quality of woman's erotic pleasure, the discomfort of men
struation, and the pains of childbirth. The truth is that there is mystery on 
both sides: as the other who is of masculine sex, every man, also, has within 
him a. presence, an inner self impenetrable to woman; she in turn is in igno
rance of the male's erotic feeling. But in accordance with the universal rule 

9. er. BaI7.ac: Physiology of Marriage [J R30j: "Pay 
no attention to her murmurs, her cries, her pains; 
natr.,ro has made her for our use and for bearing 
everything: children, sorrows. blows and pains 
inflicted by man. Do not accuse yourself of hard
ness. In all the codes of so-called civilized nations, 
man has written the laws that rangc(1 woman 15 des
tiny under this bloody epigraph: 'Vae '''ct;s! Woe to 
the 'A'eak!' " (Beauvoir's note]. Honore de BalzQc 
(1799-1850), French novelist renowned for fic
tions of French middle-class society. 

J. SIlIren Kierkcgaard (J 813-1855), Danish phi
losopher and religious thinker, a forerunner of 
existentialism. 
2. MauriCe Mneterlinck (1862-1949), Belgian 
poet, dramatist, Ilnd essayist, whose antlnaturollst 
plays were precursors of theater of the absurd. 
3. Parshley translates the existentialist conce]>t 
r.:'ur-$O; as "the self.knowing self"; others prefer 
'belng-for-Itself." contrasting human con
sciousness with the being-in-Itself (e .. -sol) of those 
creatures that lack consciousness. 
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I have stated, the categories in which men think of the world are established 
from their point of view, as absolute: they misconceive reciprocity, here as 
everywhere. A mystery for man, woman is considered to be mysterious in 
essence. 

To tell the truth, her situation makes woman very liable to such 'a view. 
Her physiological nature is very complex; she herself submits to it as to some 
rigmarole from outside; her body does not seem to her to be a clear expression 
bf herself; within it she feels herself a stranger. Indeed, the bond that in 
every individual connects the physiological life and the psychic life-or, bet
ter the relation existing between the contingence of an individual and. the 
free spirit that assumes it-is the deepest enigma implied in the coridition 
of being humim, and this enigma is presented in its most disturbing form in 
woman. ~ 

But what is commonly referred to as the. mystery is not the subjective 
solitude of the conscious self, nor the secret ~rganic life. It is on the level of 
comirlunication that the word has its true meaning: it is not a reduction to 
pure silence, to darkness, to absence; it implies a stammering presehce that 
fails to make itself manifest and clear. To say that woman is mystery is to 
say, not that she is silent, but that her language is not understood; she is 
there, but hidden behind veils; she exists beyond these uncertain appear
ances. What is she'? Angel, demon, one inspired, an actress'? It may be sup
posed either that there are answers to these questions which are impossible 
to discover, or, rather, that no answer is. adequate becjluse a fundamental 
ambiguity marks the feminine being; and perhaps in her heart she is even 
for herself quite indefinable: a sphinX." . 

Thie fEic;:i: is that she would be quite embarras.sed to decide what she is; but 
this not because the hidden truth is too vague to.be discerned: it is because 
in this.domain there is no truth. An existent is nothing other than what he 
does; the possible does not extend beyond the real, essence does not precede 
existence: in pure subjectivity, the human being is not anything. He is to be 
measured by his acts. Of a peasant woman one can say that she is a good or 
a bad .wbrker, of an actress that she has or does not have talent; but if one 
considers a woman in her immanent presence, her inward self, one can say 
absolutely nothing about her, she falls short of having any qualifications. 
Now, in amorous or conjugal relations, in all relations where the woman is 
the vassal, the other, she is being dealt with in her immanence. It is note
worthy that the feminine comrade, colleague, and associate are without mys
tery; on the other hand, if the vassal is male, if, in the eyes of a man or a 
woman who is older, or richer, a young fellow, for example, plays the role of 
the inessential object, then he too becomes shrouded in mystery. And this 
uncovers for us a substructure under the feminine mystery which is eco
nomic in nature. 

A sentiment cannot be supposed to be anything. "In the domain of senti
ments," writes Gide,5 "the real is not distinguished from the imaginary. And 
if to imagine one loves is enough to be in love, then also to tell oneself that 
one imagines oneself to be in love when one is in love is enough to make 
one forthwith love a little less." Discrimination between the imaginary and 

4. That Is, an enigma; In Greek mythology, the 
sphinx was a monster with 8 woman's face, a lion'. 
body, and a bird'. wings whose riddle was finally 

answered by Oedipus. 
5. Androl! Gide (1869-1951), major French liter
ary figure of the first half of the 20th century. 



THE SECOND SEX I 1411 

the real can be made only through behavior. Since man occupies a privileged 
situation in this world, he is in a position to show his love actively; very often 
he supports the woman or at least helps her; in marrying her he gives her 
social standing; he makes her presents; his independent economic and social 
position allows him to take the initiative and think up contrivances: it was 
1\1. de Norpois who, when separated from Mme de Villeparisis,6 made 
twenty-four-hour trips to visit her. Very often the man is busy,. the woman 
idle: he gives her the time he passes with her; she takes it: is it with pleasure, 
passionately, or only for amusement? Does she accept these benefits through 
love or through self-interest? Does she love het husband or her marriage? 
Of course, even the man's evidence is ambiguous: is such and such a gift 
gmnted through love or out of pity? But while normally a woman finds 
numerous advantages in her relations with a man, his relations with a woman 
are profitable to a man only in so far as he loves her. And so one can almost 
judge the degree of his affection by the total picture of his attitude. . 

But a woman hardly has means for sounding her own heart; according to 
her moods she will view her own sentiments in different lights, and as she 
submits to them passively. one interpretation will be no truer than another. 
In those rare instances in which she holds the position of economic and 
social privilege, the mystery is reversed, showing that it does not pertain to 
one sex rather than the other, but to the situation. For a great many women 
the roads to transcendence are blocked: because they do nothing, they fail 
to make themselves anything. They wonder indefinitely what they cQuld have 
become, which sets them to asking about what they are. It is a vain question. 
I f man fails to discover that secret essence of femininity, it is simply because 
it does not exist. Kept on the fringe of the world, woman cannot be objectively 
defined through this world. and her mystery conceals nothing but emptiness. 

Furthermore, like all the oppressed, woman deliberately dissembles her 
objective actuality; the slave. the servant, the indigent, all who depend upon 
the caprices of a master,7 have learned to turn toward him a changeless smile 
or an enigmatic impassivity; their real sentiments, their actual behavior, ar~ 
carefully hidden. And moreover woman is taught from adolescence to lie to 
men. to scheme, to be wily. In speaking to them she wears an artificial expres
sion on her face; she is cautious. hypocritical, play-acting. ~ . 

But the Feminine Mystery as recognized in mythical thought is a more 
profound matter. In fact. it is immediately implied in the mythology of the 
absolute Other. If it be admitted that the inessential conscious being, too. 
is a clear subjecthity, capable of performing the Cogito,8 then it is also admit
ted that this being is in truth sovereign and returns to being essential; in 
order that all reciprocity may appear quite impossible, it is necessary for the 
Other to be for itself an other, for its very subjectivity to be affected by its 
otherness; this consciousness which would be alienated as a consciousness, 
in its pure immanent presence, would evidently be Mystery. It would be 
Mystery in itself from the fact that it would be Mystery for itself; it would 
be absolute Mystery. 

6. {"wo characters in Marcel Proust's multivolume 
Ilmd, A. la recherche du temps I'erd.. (1913-27. 
Remembrance a/ThiNBs Past). 
";' .. \n allusion to the famous Master-Slave dialec
ti<' (lf GEORG WfLHELM FRfEDRICH HEGEL (1770-
IInl I. described in his Phe .. ,,,,,en%ll)' of Spirit 

(\807; see above), 
8, 1 think (Latin); an allusion to the French phi
losopher Ren.! Descartes (1596-1650), whose 
most fundamental proposition was "cogito, ergo 
sum" (I think, therefore 1 am), 



1412 I SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR 

In the same way it is true that, beyond the secrecy created by their dis
sembling, there is mystery in the Black, the Yellow,' hi sofaI' as they are 
considered absolutely as the inessential Other. It should, be noted that the 
American citizen, who profoundly baffles the average European, is not, how
ever, considered as being "mysterious": one states more modestly that one 
does not understand him. And similarly woman does not always "understand" 
man; but there is no such thing' as a masculine mystery. The point is that 
rich America, and the male, are on the Master side and that Mystery belongs 
to the slave. 

To be sure, we can only muse in the twilight byways of bad faithP upon 
the positive reality of the Mystery; like. certain marginal hallucinations, it 
dissolves under the attempt to view it fixedly. Literature, always fails in 
attempting to portray "mysterious" women; they can appear only at the begin
ning of a novel as strange, enigmatic figures; but unless the story remains 
unfinished. they give up their secret in the end and they are then simply 
consistent and transparent persons. The heroes in Peter Cheyney'sl books, 
for example, never cease to be astonished at the unpredictable caprices of 
women: no one can ever guess how they will act, they upset"all calculations. 
The fact is that once the springs of'their action are revealed to the reader, 
they are seen to be very simple mechanisms: this woman.was a spy, that one 
a thief; however clever the plot,' there is always a key;' and it could not be 
otherwise, had the author all the· talent and imagination in the world; Mys
tery is never more than a mirage that vanishes as we draw near to look at it. 

We can see now that the myth is in large part explained' by its usefulness 
to man. The myth of woman is a luxury. It can appear only if man escapes 
from the urgent demands of his needs; the more relationships are concretely 
lived, the less they are idealized. The felIah of ancient Egypt, the Bedouin2 

peasant, the artisan ofthe Middle Ages, the worker of today has in the requir
ements of work and poverty relations with his particular woman companion 
which are too definite for her to be embelli~hed with an aura either auspi
cious or inauspicious. The epochs and the. social·classes that have been 
marked by the leisure to dream, have been the ones to set up the images, 
black and white, of femininity. But along with luxury there was utility; these 
dreams were irresistibly guided by interests. Surely most of the myths had 
roots in the spontaneous 'attitude of man toward his own existence and 
toward the world arbund hiin. But going beyond ,experience toward the tran
scenderit Idea was deliberately used by' patriarchal society for purposes of 
self"justification; through the, myths this; society imposed its laws and 
customs upon individuals in a picturesque, effective manner; it· is under a 
mythical form that the group-imperative is indoctrinated into each con
science. Through such intermediaries as religions, traditions, language, tales, 
songs, movies, the myths penetrate even into such existences' as are most 
harshly enslaved to material realities. Here everyone can find sublimation of 
his drab experiences: deceived by the woman he loves, one declares that she 
is a Crazy Womb; another, obsessed by his impotence, calls her a Praying 
Mantis; still another enjoys his wife's company: behold, she is Harmony, 

9. An existentialist "term referring to the effort to 
avoid the responsibility of one's own freedom by 
denying its full extent. 
J. English writer of detective fiction (1896-1951) .. 

2. Arabic-.peaklng pastoral nomad of the Middle 
Ea.t': and North ,Mrlca. "Fellah": 'agricultural 
laborer (Arabic), lis opposed to a nomadic desert 
dweller. 
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Rest, the Good Earth! The taste for eternity at a bargain, for a pocket-sized 
absolute, which is shared by a majority of men, is satisfied by myths. The 
smallest emotion, a slight annoyance; becomes the reflection of- a timeless 
Idea-an illusion agreeably flattering to the vanity. 

The myth is one of those snares of false objectivity into which the man 
who depends on ready-made valuations rushes headlong. Here again we have 
to do with the substitution of a set idol for actual experience arid the free 
judgments it requires. For an authentic relation with an autonomous exis
tent, the myth of Woman substitutes the fixed contemplation of a mirage. 
"Miragel Miragel" cries Laforgue,a 'We should kill them since we cannot 
comprehend them; or better tranquilize them, instruct them make them give 
up their taste for jewels, make them our genuinely equal comrades, our inti
mate friends, real associates here below, dress them differently, cut their 
hair short, say anything and everything to them," Man would have nothing 
to lose, quite the contrary, if he gave up disguising woman as a symbol. When 
dreams are official community affairs, cliches, they are poor and monotonous 
indeed beside the living reality; for the true dreamer, for the poet, woman is 
a more generous fount than is any down-at-heel marvel. The times that have 
most sincerely treasured women are not the period of feudal chivalry nor yet 
the gallant nineteenth century. They are the times-like the eighteenth cen
tury-when men have regarded women as fellow creatures; then it is that 
women seem truly romantic, as the reading of Liaisons dangereuses, Le Rouge 
et le noir, Farewell to Arms, is sufficient to show. The heroines of Laclos, 
Stendhal, Hemingway4 are without mystery, and they are not the less engag
ing fot that. To recognize in woman a human being is· not to impoverish 
man's experience: this would lose none of its diversity, its richness, or its 
intensity if it were to occur between two subjectivities. To discard the myths 
is not to destroy all dramatic relation between the 'sexes, it is not to deny the 
significance authentically revealed to man through feminine reality; it is not 
to do away with poetry, love, adventure, happiness, dreaming. It is simply to 
ask that behavior, sentiment, passion be founded upon the truth. s 

"Woman is lost. Where are the women? The women of today are' not 
women at aIll" We have seen what these mysterious slogans mean. In men's 
eyes-and for the legion of women who see through men's eyes-it is not 
enough to have a woman's body nor to assume the female function arfriis
tress or mother in order to be a "true woman." In sexuality and maternity 
woman as subject can claim autonomy; but to be a "true woinan" she must 
accept herself as the Other. The men of today show a certain duplicity of 
attitude which is painfully lacerating to women; they are willing on the whole 
to accept woman as a fellow being, an equal; but they still require her to 
remain the inessential. For her these two destinies are incompatible; she 
hesitates between one and the other without being exactly adapted to either, 
and from this comes her lack of equilibrium. With man there is no break 

3. Jules Laforgue (1860-1887), French symbolist 
poet. 
4. The authors of the three novels named: the 
French Pierre Choderlos de Laclos (1741-1803) 
wrote Dangerous Liaison.~ (1782)j the French Sten~ 
dhal, pen name of Henrl-Marie Beyle (171'13-
1842), wrote The Rea ana the BIDek (1830); and 
thc American Ernest Hemingway (1899-1961) 
wrote A Farewell to Ann. (1929). 

5. Laforgue goes on to say regarding woman: 
"Since she has been left in slavery, idleness, with
out occupation or weapon other than her sex, she 
has overdeveloped this aspect and has become the 
Feminine .... We have permitted this hyper
trophy; she Is here in the world for our benefit .... 
Well! that Is all wrong.·. ~ . Up to now we have 

r.layed with womEin as if she were a doll. This has 
asted altogether too long! •.. " [BeBuvolr's note). 
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between public and private life: the more h~ confirms his grasp on the world 
in action and in work, the more virile he seems to be; human and vital values 
are combined in him. Whereas woman's independent successes are in con
tradiction with her femininity, since the "true woman" is required to make 
herself object, to be the Other. 

It is quite possible that in this matter man's sensibility and sexualitY ~re 
being modified. A new sesthetics has already been born. If the fashion of flat 
chests and narrow hips-the boyish form-has had its brief season, at least 
the overopulent ideal of past centuries has not returned. The feminine body 
is asked to be flesh, but with discretion; it is to be slender and not loaded 
with fat; muscular, supple, strong, it is bound to suggest transcendence; l~ 
must not be pale like a too shaded hothouse plant, but preferably tanned 
like a workman's torso from being bared to the:open sun. Woman's dress in 
becoming practical need not make her appea~ sexless: on the contrary, short 
skirts made the most of legs and thighs as never before. There is no reason 
why working should take away womari's sex appea1.6 It may be disturbing to 
contemplate woman as at once a social personage and carnal prey: in a recent 
series of drawings by Peynet7 (1948), we see a young man break his engage
ment because he was seduced by the pretty mayoress who was getting ready 
to officiate at his marriage. For a woman to hold some "man's position" and 
be desirable at the same time has long been a subject for more or less ribald 
joking; but gradually the impropriety and the irony have become blunted, 
and it would seem that a new form of eroticism is coming into being
perhaps it will give rise to new myths. 

What is certain is that today it is very difficult for women to accept at the 
same time their status as autonomous individuals and their womanly destiny; 
this is the source of the blundering and restlesshess which sometimes cause 
them to be considered a "lost sex." And no doubt it is more comfortable to 
submit to a blind enslavement than to work for liberation: the dead, for that 
matter, are better adapted to the earth than are the living. In all respects a 
return to the past is no more possible than it is desirable. What must be 
hoped for is that the men for their part will unreservedly accept the situation 
that is coming into existence; only then will women be able to live in that 
situation without anguish. Then Laforgue's prayer will be answered: "Ah, 
young women, when will you be our brothers, our brothers in intimacy with
out ulterior thought of exploitation? When shall we clasp hands truly?" Then 
Breton's8 "Melusine, no longer under the weight of the calamity let loose 
upon her by man alone, Melusine set free ... " will regain "her place in 
humanity." Then she will be a full human being, "when," to quote a letter 
of Rimbaud,9 "the infinite bondage of woman is broken, when she will live 
in and for herself, man-hitherto detestable-having let her go free." 

6. A point that hardly need. to be made in Amer· 
ica, where even cursory acquaintance with any 
well-staffed business office will afford confir· 
matory evidence (translator's notel. 
7. Raymond Peynet (1908-1999), French artist 
and designer. 
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8. Andr6 Breton (1896-1966), French surrealist 
poet, essayist, critic, and editor. In the legends of 
Brittany, M61uslne was part sea serpent and part 
woman. 
9. Arthur Rlmbaud (1854-1891), French symbol
ist poet. 


