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Research question

This project investigates the transnational relationship between Simone de Beauvoir and Maria
Antonietta Macciocchi, focusing on the complex intertwining between Beauvoir’s development of a
socialist and feminist political thought and the Italian context. This context is characterised by a
peculiar alliance between the Italian Communist Party (PCI) and left-wing intellectuals. In addition
to published texts, this research will draw on archival sources from the unexplored “M.A.
Macciocchi” collection at Fondazione Gramsci, as well as the archives of Unione Donne Italiane and
Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale. Methodologically, this project adopts a global intellectual history
perspective.

Since the late 1930s, Beauvoir and Sartre spent significant time in Italy, so much immersed in
the mundane scene that she claims that they have more friends there than in Paris (Beauvoir 1997,
368). Even though Beauvoir’s relationship with the peninsula has been considered by various
scholars, they mostly focused on how it influenced her female autobiographical style (Cliché 2002;
Martin 2024). However, Beauvoir’s connection with Italy is not solely about écriture féminine but is
crucial to understand her positioning as an intellectuelle engagée. In her memoirs, she noticed how
numerous Italian intellectuals openly sympathised with the local Communists, who did not pretend
unconditional ideological support. According to Beauvoir, the alliance between PCI and the
intellectuals, which was austere and fragmented in France, translated into open and warm
conversations in Italy (Beauvoir 1972, 88). Indeed, the French Communists Party (PCF) criticised
existentialism’s petite bourgeoise individualism as completely detached from class struggle (Drake
2002, 30). The hostility-level emerges when considering how intellectuals aligned with PCF such as
Henry Lefebvre and Roger Garaudy defined existentialism as the movement of “excrementalism”
and as “an illness” (Lefebvre 1945, 30; Garaudy 1945, 26).

This project addresses the largely unexplored question of Beauvoir’s political thought,
considering her engagement with the Italian intellectual and political scene during the 1950s, 60s,
and 70s. The peculiar strategy I will adopt is the investigation of her personal, intellectual, and
political relationship with another significant female figure, Maria Antonietta Macciocchi, prominent
intellectual and journalist and longstanding member of PCI. Indeed, after they met in Rome during
the 1950s, Macciocchi and Beauvoir’s paths kept crossing. For instance, when Macciocchi published

in 1969 her correspondence with Louis Althusser, Beauvoir supported her; they both participated in



the debate on China; and in 1979, they organised an expedition to Iran to support women’s rights.
The main research objectives are to map their transnational relationship; explore the ways it
intersected broader debates and events (the confrontation between existentialism and Marxism,
decolonisation, the role of intellectuals within the Western Communist Parties, and the encounter
between socialism and feminism); and observe how it affected the development of their political

thought.

Methodology

From a methodological perspective, my research is a historical-conceptual investigation. However,
the focus on the transnational dialogue between Beauvoir and Macciocchi through unexplored
archival sources, leads to the problematisation of the canonical intellectual history’s framework,
adding new layers of complexity and providing original methodological insights. First, the
consideration of two female thinkers interferes with intellectual history’s reticence to take into
account woman as a political concept. Within political thought, the woman subject emerges as an
“unexpected” variable that carries out a crucial tension in discourses (Rudan 2023, XI). This
challenges the pretence of providing a unitary narrative grounded on a (male) universal and
autonomous subject, which characterised the traditional way of producing historical knowledge (Scott
1988). Second, the consideration of a transnational scenario, and its consequent spatial reorientation,
generates innovative questions and displaces intellectual history’s premises. A global intellectual
history perspective aims to explore the circulation, diffusion, and transformations of political ideas
and theories beyond national-state borders. The “global” can be considered as a meta-analytical
category, the scale of historical processes and a feature of the studied subject. This means that a global
intellectual historical investigation is identifiable in the comparison of intellectual figures, practices,
ideas or concepts; the elaboration of tendencies and processes in a global scenario; the exploration of
the cross-borders circulation of intellectuals; or the investigation of the emergence of consciousnesses
and conceptions of the global (Moyn and Sartori 2013). The transnationalism of the relationship
between Beauvoir and Macciocchi, their engagement with globally circulating socialist and feminist
ideas, and their participation to international feminist initiatives, such as the 1979 expedition in Iran,
offer a compelling case study in which different strands of global intellectual history converge. The
novelty of this research lies thereby not solely in the original consideration of an unexplored dialogue,
but also in its historical-conceptual methodology that adopts marginalised and critical frameworks,

such as women'’s history of political thought and the transnational lens.

State of the art



In line with Edith Saurer Fonds, by studying two female intellectual and political figures, my project
contributes to the history of women’s political thought, a field that is often treated as separated instead
of recognising the way it intertwines with broader traditions and debates. While Sartre’s position as
an engaged intellectual within the Italian context is well documented, the role of Beauvoir has not
been adequately investigated (Castellina 2017). This is partly due to scholars’ tendency to concentrate
on her literary and autobiographical works, in line with the more general trend that sees in women’s
writings self-narratives of individual emancipation, revealing the political value of female personal
experiences. However, the silencing of women’s history is not resolvable solely recognising their
lives as objects of study, but also by acknowledging their participation in major political and historical
trends. While numerous works have analysed The Second Sex’s feminism and its legacy, Beauvoir’s
intertwining with the left-wing political history is more diverse and mostly unexplored. Indeed, after
WWII, a long season of political engagement began for her. In 1955, she defended Sartre from
Merleau-Ponty’s accusation of being ultra-Bolshevik and published the article Right-Wing Thought
Today, the expression of Beauvoir’s “greatest Marxist Orthodoxy” (Kruks 2017, 243). After 1954,
she supported the cause for Algeria’s self-determination. In 1962, when Djamila Boupacha, a member
of the Algerian National Liberation Front, was raped by the French, Beauvoir together with Gis¢le
Halimi denounced those facts. Moreover, since the early 50s, Beauvoir kept publishing articles on
women’s condition until she joined the Mouvement des Libération des femmes after 1968. This
research will contribute to filling the scholarship gap on Beauvoir’s political thought, considering the
question of its intertwining with the Italian context. By researching the mostly unconsidered figure
of Macciocchi, it seeks to address the historically and politically significant concern of the “double
militancy”. While women’s engagement with both communism and feminism has mostly been
associated with the 1970s, this research explores a less-charted case. This project contributes to
feminist historiography by affirming the inherent connection between women’s history and broader
developments, demonstrating the importance of female contributions as a lens for understanding the

past.

Sources

My research envisages the consultation of different archives. The collection dedicated to Macciocchi
at Fondazione Gramsci preserves heterogeneous documentation. It has been explored solely by
Eleonora Selvi, whose work is one of the few scholarly publications on Macciocchi. However, it does
not consider the documentation pertaining to Macciocchi and Beauvoir. The inventory lists significant
unexplored sources, such as a 1955 letter where Macciocchi explains her idea to write a book about

Beauvoir plus an outline of the project, documents on their expedition in Iran, a letter to Beauvoir



from the Group de femmes francaises, etc. Archivist Giovanna Bosman emphasised the project’s
scientific relevance. I will also consult the archive of the PCI women’s organisation, Unione Donne
Italiane, which stores the magazine «Noi Donne» that Macciocchi directed from 1950 to 1956.
Archivist Vittoria Tola offered her support for the project. I will explore the newspapers collection of
the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale. Particularly, L ’Unita and Corriere della sera, where Macciocchi
published her articles. In addition to the original topic and the innovative methodology, the novelty
of this research lies in the discovery of unexplored archival sources.

The perspective of transnational women’s political thought informs a novel approach to
archival research that aims to detect different expressions of thought and recovering the contexts that
shaped the original meaning of the documents. Decoding women’s contribution necessitates moving
beyond canonical, male-centric approaches to political philosophy. This underscores the importance
of valuing unofficial sources to uncover the political dimensions within seemingly personal
documents. I intend to carry out original interpretations of Beauvoir and Macciocchi published and
unpublished texts and heterogeneous archival sources, as well as contextualise their contributions and
transnational relationship considering broader historical, political, intellectual and biographical
frameworks. This project expands the boundaries of the history of political thought, which usually
refers to published treatises mostly written by men, re-orienting the discipline in a feminist way. By
combining women’s political thought with transnational history and archival sources, it reconsiders
marginalised historical, political and conceptual phenomenon and contributions, often overlooked in

canonical historical studies.

Outcomes and time plan

The realistic timeframe for this project is twelve months. The first five months will be dedicated to a
broad literature review, texts analysis, and archival research. In particular, to historically reconstruct
Beauvoir and Macciocchi’s longstanding interactions and locate them in wider developments, I will
examine their published memoirs, letters, diaries, interviews, and articles, as well as archival sources,
consulting also secondary literature such as various biographies. To reflect on their political thought
contributions, I will interpret their published and unpublished texts, contextualising them within
political and historical events. In the final phase of the first half of the project, I will work on a
conference paper that I will submit to strategic international and high-profile academic conferences
such as the annual conference of the Simone de Beauvoir International Society (CFP: January;
conference: June) and the annual conference of The Centre for the Study of the History of Political
Thought (CFP: April; conference: June). This will allow me to collect useful feedback from

multidisciplinary contexts. In the second part of this research time frame, I will write and review two



scientific articles: the first on the transnational dialogue between Beauvoir and Macciocchi, while the
second one will be dedicated to broader methodological reflections on the transnational and global
history of women’s political thought. The first article will be submitted to the leading international
peer-review journal «History of Political Thought», whereas the second one to the leading
international peer-reviewed journal «Global Intellectual History». Most significantly, this research
would work also as a springboard for a larger project I am currently developing on the transnational

history of Beauvoir’s political thought.

Detailed plan:
= Literature review: months 1, 2, 3
= Archival research: months 1, 2, 3,4, 5
=  Preparation of conference’s abstract: month 4, 5, 6
=  Writing research article: month 7, 8, 9, 10
= Writing methodology article: month 8, 9, 10
= Reviewing research article: month 11, 12
= Reviewing methodology article: month 11, 12

= Articles submissions: month 12
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