
Lecture on de Beauvoir 

I. Introduction to Simone de Beauvoir 

• Simone Lucie Ernestine Marie Bertrand de Beauvoir 

(1908-1986), French. 

• She was born in Paris to a wealthy family, but they 

lost most of their money after WWI. 

• She was very religious as a child and planned on 

becoming a nun, but she lost her faith in her teens 

and remained a staunch atheist for the rest of her life.  

• She pursued education and schooling as a way to 

support herself.  

• She earned BA’s in mathematics and philosophy in 

1925, then went on to get a degree in philosophy 

from the Sorbonne. She was the ninth woman to earn 

a degree from the Sorbonne. 

• In 1928 she met Jean-Paul Sartre while studying for 

her agregation exam. She took second place in the 

exam to Sartre, and at age 21, was the youngest 

person to pass the exam.  

• From 1929-1943 she teaches at a variety of French 

high schools. 

• During this time she began her polyamorous 

relationship with Sartre that lasted until his death in 

1980.  

• In the early 1940’s she was accused by the parents of 

a former female student of having an affair with that 



student. As a result she was banned from teaching in 

France in 1943. 

• She had become successful enough as an author that 

she no longer needed to teach to support herself 

financially.  

• In 1943 she published her first novel She Came to 

Stay, which was a fictionalized account of her three-

way relationship with Sartre and student Olga 

Kosakievicz.  

• She then went on to a highly successful literary career 

publishing novels, philosophical essays, memoirs, 

plays, etc.  

• Her most important works include The Ethics of 

Ambiguity in 194 and The Second Sex in 1949.  

• This latter work is a seminal work in feminism and 

launches the 2nd-wave feminism in the US and 

Europe.  

• For the remainder of her life she was considered one 

of the leading French intellectuals, and while not as 

famous as Sartre, was still a well-known public figure 

in France.  

• She died of pneumonia in 1986 and was buried next 

to Sartre in Montparnasse Cemetery in Paris.  

II. The Second Sex 

• De Beauvoir is most famous as one of the founders of 

2nd Wave Feminism. 



• 1st Wave Feminism is generally associated with the 

suffragette and temperance movements in the late 

19th and early 20th centuries.  

• 1st Wave Feminism generally doesn’t question 

traditional gender roles, but actually uses these 

gender roles to mount arguments in favor of their 

political objectives.  

• Traditional Gender Roles: 

i. Domestic Sphere is the place for women. They 

are responsible for raising children and 

maintaining the home. Women are the weaker 

or fairer sex.  

ii. Public sphere is the place for men. They earn 

income to support the family. They are the 

“breadwinners.” Men are the stronger sex.  

• Women would argue that as representatives of the 

domestic sphere they should be given the right to 

vote. Governmental policies impact the domestic 

sphere, so women should have a voice in shaping 

those policies.  

• These arguments accept traditional gender roles and 

an essentialist view of gender.   

• De Beauvoir begins to question this essentialist view 

of gender. 

• This questioning is closely tied to the general 

rejection of fixed essences that is characteristic of 

existentialism.  



• “One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.”  

• The idea in this quote is that women aren’t born with 

a fixed essence but are rather socialized into believing 

that they have to live a certain kind of life. 

• This life is inauthentic because it is a life that is 

dictated to us by others and is not a reflection of our 

freedom and responsibility.  

• De Beauvoir begins with a survey of the biological 

data around being female. This includes a survey of 

human biology, but also a survey of insect and animal 

biology.  

• Biology is important because we are embodied 

beings. We have bodies and we navigate the world 

through our bodies, so our bodies play an important 

role in structuring our existence. Contrast with 

Descartes.  

• She notes that in general, men and women have 

different bodies. Women menstruate and give birth, 

and they are generally smaller and physically weaker 

than men.  

• However, these mere biological facts do not define 

us, rather it is what we do with these facts that is 

important.  

• De Beauvoir argues that these facts have historically 

been used to define women as “The Other.”  

• By this she means that maleness has been defined as 

the default human. Women are then defined as the 



opposite or as “not male.” Maleness defines the 

standard for humans and women are defined in 

opposition to that (compare with Hegel and Nietzsche 

on Master morality).  

• The most obvious example is the Biblical story of 

Adam and Eve.  

• Given this, why do we nevertheless see these gender 

hierarchies all over the place? 

• The answer is that each side derives some benefit 

from maintaining these traditional gender roles.  

• Women benefit by not having to confront their 

freedom and their responsibility for themselves and 

their existential condition.  

• Men benefit by “having a helper” and by being able 

to say that no matter how mediocre they are they are 

still better than a woman. (See race in the US) 

• Given this, the existential challenge confronting 

women is how to assert their freedom and autonomy 

in the context of societal forces that seek to repress 

them.  

• For de Beauvoir, then, the question is “How can 

women become free?” 

• What de Beauvoir has done here is to take themes n 

existentialism but recognize that these themes 

manifest themselves differently for men and women. 

In effect she has gendered existentialism or perhaps 

brings out the gendered dimensions of existentialism 



that were already there, but were hidden or obscured 

for male existentialists.  

• De Beauvoir devotes the bulk of The Second Sex to 

exploring the history and current status of femininity. 

In this way she is doing for gender what Hegel did for 

spirit, what Marx did for labor, and what Nietzsche 

did for morality.  

III. The Liberation of Women  

• For de Beauvoir, the main issue confronting women is 

that they have been shunted into a domestic role, 

where they are denied creativity and self-expression, 

and are instead forces into a life of maintenance and 

repetition (cleaning the house, making dinner, 

changing diapers, etc.) 

• The solution then is for women to seize control of 

their destiny by joining the workforce. Labor and 

work will emancipate women.  

• As she sees it, industrialization is what opens the door 

for this transformation. Through mechanization, 

brute, physical force is no longer important, making 

women better able to participate in the workforce.  

• In addition, the invention of birth control allows 

women to no longer be determined by her fertility or 

her menstrual cycle.  

• In this way, women will be placed on equal footing 

with men and will finally be able to take on the 



challenges and ambiguities of striving to live an 

authentic existence.   

• Some issues with 2nd wave feminism: 

i. It is somewhat prescriptive about what counts as 

an authentic existence.  

ii. This tends to ignore intersectionality.  


