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“Intellectual Itinerary”  

 

 What can I say?  The Légion d’Honneur was so far from my mind as 

something I might aspire to that when I received the letter of congratulations from 

the then-Consul Valéry Freland last spring, I almost fell off my chair as the saying 

goes.  I am honored and thrilled, and I think the only thing I can say is: Thank you.  

Thank you to all the dear friends who have braved the cold to be here tonight; 

thank you to M. le Consul Arnaud Mentré for his kind words about me; thank you 

to Harvard, for giving me the space to breathe and grow as a scholar and teacher 

for more than 30 years, and to my family for reminding me of what’s really 

important in life---and finally, thank you to the French Republic, which has 

maintained such lovely rituals for more than 200 years (Thanks to Napoleon too, 

for founding the Légion d’Honneur!).  I am truly grateful for this great and 

unexpected honor.   

 I understand that it’s customary on this occasion for the recipient to say a 

few words about her “intellectual itinerary.”  In 15 minutes or less...   An itinerary 

suggests a road and a travel plan—but my sense of the road I’ve traveled, 

intellectually and in other ways, is that most of it happened sans plan:  the 

road unwound, but it did so gradually, as it went.  Jean-Paul Sartre, in a famous 

passage of his novel La Nausée, makes fun of the way biographers view the life of 

their subject (who is usually a famous man):  they see the life as a straight line 

moving from childhood to adult achievement, as if predestined for greatness.  But 

in reality, Sartre says, life as it is lived is in no way predestined for anything, it’s 

full of unexpected turns and weird coincidences, stumbling along from day to day. 

 That’s more or less how I feel about my “intellectual itinerary.”  

Experienced from close up, it was never linear—rather, full of zigzags, detours, 

circlings back.  And yet, when I think about it retrospectively, it does appear to 

have a certain logic and continuity.     

 Take France, for instance:  France and the French language have been part 

of my life since childhood.  I spent my first ten years in Budapest, far from Paris.  

But my mother had a sister who had moved to Paris with her husband and daughter 

before I was born, and in the summer of 1948, when I was almost 9 years old, they 

came to visit us, bringing with them the aura of the French capital—where they did 

everything much better than anywhere else, my aunt claimed.  (The fact that she 

and her husband had had to hide in a village during the war to avoid being 

deported as “foreign Jews” never entered into her calculations; but after all, that 
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part was familiar to Hungarian Jews as well—learning how to make mayonnaise 

properly, as the French do it, and as she showed us, was new and exciting).   

The following year, as my parents made plans to escape from Hungary (by 

then, the Communists were in power and you could not leave the country legally), 

my mother found a lady to give me French lessons after she picked me up from 

school each day; later, during the eight months we spent in Vienna after our 

escape, I attended a French school; later still, during our six months in Port-Au-

Prince (waiting for an entrance visa to the United States), I was gently but firmly 

disciplined into French grammar and the fine points of the dictée by the sisters at 

the convent school of Sainte-Rose de Lima, before finally landing in a sixth-grade 

New York classroom in the winter of 1951.  For the next five years I “forgot” 

French, intent on learning about all things American.  But in college I returned to it 

once more, and ended up, after a couple of false starts, with a Ph.D. in French 

literature from Harvard in 1969.  

I wrote my dissertation on the work of Paul Nizan, who had been Jean-Paul 

Sartre’s friend and classmate at the Ecole Normale Supérieure in the 1920s but had 

died tragically young, at age 35, during the evacuation of Dunkirk in May 1940. 

Still, he had produced an impressive body of work in his short life:  novels and 

philosophical essays, as well as literary and political journalism.  Nizan was a 

Communist during the “good” years, before World War II, when communism and 

anti-fascism went hand in hand.  A decade before his friend Sartre, he championed 

the idea of littérature engagée.  That was what interested me in his work:  what 

kind of novels did he write, given his political commitments?   

I won’t bore you (and keep you here for hours!) with a blow by blow 

account of what happened next.  I’ll just say that the great encounters that marked 

my intellectual life and writings from the 1970s on (and I think this is true for a 

number of other people in this room) were all linked, in some way, to France:  

structuralism and post-structuralism,  feminism and psychoanalysis,  the 

study of cultural memory and history.  Enumerated like this, it sounds like a 

progression, but the thing that strikes me is that these disciplines, or passions or 

methods, whatever we want to call them, did not succeed each other in linear 

fashion, and not even as zigzags: they often overlapped.  I wrote my first feminist 

psychoanalytic essay, on a novel by Alain Robbe-Grillet, which eventually found 

its way into my book Subversive Intent: Gender, Politics and the Avant-Garde, 

while still in the initial stages of work on my first book, Authoritarian Fictions.  A 

few years later, the essay on “Writing and Motherhood,” a major event for me 

personally as well as in my feminist work, was written as I was finishing 

Authoritarian Fictions, a book that bears almost no trace of feminism or 

psychoanalysis.  And my first essay on child survivors and memory of World War 

II, which eventually lead to Crises of Memory and the Second World War, 
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appeared while I still working on the avant-garde.  The image that comes to mind 

is that of waves on a shore, where one begins before another ends.   
The other thing that strikes me is that none of this movement occurred to me 

alone, in a vacuum.  If, around 1984, I suddenly “remembered” my own early 

childhood in Budapest forty years earlier and started writing about it, that was 

unique, you might say.  But if I then threw myself into the study of memory, the 

Holocaust, the Vichy regime, the Nazi Occupation, that was also true of many 

other scholars in France, Germany, England, and the U.S around that same time.  

Our collective scholarly obsessions were reinforced, furthermore, by world-

transforming historical events:  the fall of the Berlin Wall, the end of Communism 

in the Soviet Union, the end of the Iron Curtain, September 11, 2001.  An 

individual intellectual itinerary must be understood as part of a larger cultural and 

political history, with its own unexpected twists and turns.   

A little over two years ago, here at the Consul’s residence, I presented my 

book on Irène Némirovsky, The Némirovsky Question: The Life, Death, and 

Legacy and of a Jewish Writer in 20
th
-Century France, and some of you were here 

then as well.  My friend Diana Sorensen asked me, during the Q&A, how that book 

related to my earlier work on Authoritarian Fictions, in which Nizan and Sartre 

(among others) play starring roles.  I don’t remember exactly what I replied, but 

I’m sure I pointed out how different my approaches and methodologies in those 

two books were.  And yet... Némirovsky, like Nizan, had a tragically short life, 

destroyed by the war; also like Nizan (and like Sartre and Beauvoir, who have 

accompanied me since college), she was of the same generation  as my parents, 

born in the first decade of the 20
th
 century.  She was a “displaced person,” a 

woman writer in a literary world dominated by men, a Jew with conflicted feelings 

about Jewishness, a victim of the Holocaust, and the mother of two daughters, 

child survivors who both went on to successful lives and who later wrote or 

testified about their experiences during the war.  It seems to me that this book 

brought together, or more exactly returned to, all of the subjects that have been 

important to me, in my life and in my teaching and writing:  fiction, history, 

mothers, children—and yes, during all that time, France.   

  

 

   


