Introducing Simone de Beauvoir

Existential feminist ethics
1. Life
Simone de Beauvoir (1908-1986) is one of the most important women philosophers of the twentieth century. Her major work The Second Sex or Le Deuxième Sexe (1949) has often been regarded as one of the most influential philosophical pieces on feminism - she certainly regarded it as her greatest and clearest piece. She was born into a well-to-do middle class family; her atheist intellectual father and devoutly Catholic mother both had a great influence on her. At one stage even contemplated the life of a nun until she made a radical break from Christianity at the age of 14. Subsequently she studied philosophy at the Sorbonne in 1927 where she met Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980) who became her life-long lover and intellectual inspiration. They considered marriage (Sartre proposed in 1931) but decided the institution would make no difference to their relationship and would limit their freedom to associate with others. The premature death of her close friend Zaza in 1929 was a major cause of a life-long phobia of growing old and the probable reason for her frequent use of dark metaphors to express her experience of earthy finite existence. She wrote an autobiography, Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter (1958), many novels, philosophical and ethical pieces but her most influential work is The Second Sex. Here she explains how she and all women have come to the stage in history where they now realise that the idea of the feminine is a masculine myth; being the second sex needs to be radically challenged and transformed philosophically and ethically.
2. Existential existence
Beauvoir makes it clear that her starting point in The Second Sex is existential. By this she means that she largely accepts Sartre’s analysis of human existence: what characterises us is consciousness. This is the starting point, but as we are also material beings the relationship between consciousness (what he terms transcendence) and bodily existence is complex and in a constant stage of change. As this is a description of the nature of our existence it is often referred to as existential ontology. 
The first distinction Sartre and Beauvoir make is between en-soi and pour-soi existence. Pour-soi existence (being-for-itself) refers to us as self-conscious beings who have the freedom to change and decide the kind of people we want to become. On the other hand we also exist en-soi (being-in-itself). As physical bodies we share what characterises all other things and that is simple ‘facticity’, existence which has no freedom to change. As en-soi beings we cannot avoid en-soi existence but at the same time we must not give in to it; the art is to be in harmony with it and at the same time move beyond it. 
The en-soi/pour-soi distinction illustrates what is at the heart of human existence:  transcendence. Transcendence describes the role of consciousness to rise up and overcome the ‘facticity’ of existence as expressed in en-soi existence. The great existential fear is always that the self will be overcome by its en-soi existence and slip into a state of non-being, (in French, le néant). This frightening, ambiguous state is where, having let go of consciousness, all that is left is a heaving, viscous, sticky indeterminate existence utterly devoid of meaning. 
A final important distinction is between mauvaise foi and bonne foi. Mauvaise foi (bad faith) describes the kind of existence when one’s pour soi existence becomes objectified, fixed and therefore no different from en-soi existence. This is a highly undesirable state because it means that a person is not living an authentic life, making their own free decisions but living a life which has been dictated by others – such as one’s family and society. This can happen equally to men and women but de Beauvoir’s argument is that for historical reasons women have suffered from mauvaise foi far more than men. Mauvaise foi, therefore leads to alienation that is where a person’s view of themselves is not truly based on their own conscious choices. Alienation is one of the great themes of The Second Sex. By contrast, therefore, bonne foi (good faith) is the authentic existential life, when a person feels that they are genuinely at one with him or herself. Put in more technical terms bonne foi is the state where a person’s consciousness is freely reconciled with his or her’s physical en-soi existence. 
3. The eternal feminine
The starting point of The Second Sex is the proposition that women can never be free so long as they think there is an objective idea of what it means to be a woman. The ‘eternal feminine’, as Beauvoir calls it, is mauvaise foi; there is no ‘feminine ideal’ just as much as there is no  masculine ideal, yet the fact is that whereas men have managed to liberate themselves from such stereotypes, women are still slaves to the idea. 
This is why Beauvoir famously said, ‘One is not born, but rather one becomes a woman’. In theory men and women are born equal; there is no ‘masculine’ essence or ‘feminine’ essence yet society’s expectations are such that inevitably women find themselves unconsciously supporting the eternal feminine idea. 
One is not born, but rather one becomes a woman. No biological, psychological, or economic fate determines the figure that the human female presents in society; it is civilization as a whole that produces this creature, intermediate between male and eunuch, which is described as the feminine. 
(The Second Sex page 295)
The change of course is a risky one because it means forfeiting the ready-made role and position that women have enjoyed in society for thousands of years but this is the price to pay for the revolutionary shift in consciousness. Therefore the purpose of The Second Sex is to educate women in the ways in which the eternal feminine is the product of patriarchal societies, for even supposedly objective sciences have promoted the eternal feminine in subtle and unconscious ways.
4. Master-slave relationship: absolute other
Having started with Sartre’s ontology, Beauvoir now crucially departs from him in her use of Hegel’s idea of history. Sartre’s analysis is not interested in how consciousness has come about, merely that this is how we find ourselves. Hegel’s account of consciousness is that it has developed through a continuous series of historical conflicts each time resolving themselves into a form of friendship, which being human and inherently unstable fall apart only to resolve themselves again later. This is called dialectical history. 
By dialectic he means the process by which a moment in history, the thesis, is then followed by a state which is its opposite, the antithesis, from which a new state emerges which is the reconciliation of thesis and antithesis, which he calls synthesis. 

Therefore, importantly for Hegel, the development of history shows how over time human consciousness is progressing as it refines itself. This means that even if history appears to be repeating itself it could never be exactly the same as the dialectical process always takes the past into account and improves on it.
A famous example Hegel uses (in his Phenomenology of Spirit 1807) to illustrate dialectic is that of the master-slave relationship. Here it is in outline: 
· The Master. The master is the conscious subject who has absolute power over the slave and thinks of him as the ‘Other’.
· The Slave. To begin with the slave thinks of himself as the ‘Other’ until it dawns on him that he is also another conscious subject. As a conscious subject he realises that the master’s power means nothing unless in fact he exists as a slave. 
· Power. Once the slave realises that he also is a subject he now knows just how much more power he posses than the master. 
· Conflict. Conflict occurs between master and slave in which the master and slave battle to be masters and in control (this is a thesis-antithesis relationship).
· Reconciliation. But in conflict master and slave come to realise they are like each other, they share common human identity. So the conflict resolves itself for a while in a moment of mutual friendship (or synthesis).

However, whilst Beauvoir agrees with Hegel’s description of history, she argues that it only fully applies to men. She puts it this way:

It is the existence of other men that tears each man out of his immanence and enables him to fulfil the truth of his being, to complete himself through transcendence, through escape towards some objective, through enterprise… Each tries to fulfil himself by reducing the other to slavery. But the slave, though he works and fears, senses himself somehow as the essential; and by a dialectical inversion, it is the master who seems to be the inessential.

(The Second Sex pages 171-172)
Where men have participated in the conflict-resolution dialectic of history women have been so far removed from male consciousness that they haven’t even been considered rivals. 
She opposes him with neither the hostile silence of nature nor the hard requirement of reciprocal relation. 
(The Second Sex page 172)
Therefore even though male-master consciousness regards women as the Other, because women don’t consider themselves in any sense as rival ‘slaves’ to men they have alienated themselves to such an extent as to become the Absolute Other – the complete opposite to Hegel’s enlightened man, the Absolute Subject.
5. The ambiguity of the body

Early on in The Second Sex Beauvoir sets herself the task of showing in considerable detail how women as Other has occurred historically, biologically and, most importantly, sociologically. In the early days of human development man’s role was to hunt and gather food. They were therefore used to conflict, rivalry and survival. In fact Beauvoir goes so far as to say that had not men experienced conflict then civilisation as we know it would not have occurred. Women’s role in these early times, were determined by child-bearing and motherhood. Inevitably she became the passive principle to the male’s active, rational and external principle. So, as she complemented the male psyche and enjoyed a non-threatening companionship there was no motivation for resolution or synthesis. It wasn’t that men were the masters and women the slaves; women had yet to be in the position of the slave. 

From the start the woman’s body and role is one of ambiguity – in theory she is free yet because of her body she finds herself defined as the Other:
Now, what peculiarly signalizes the situation of woman is that she  -  a free and autonomous being like all human creatures – nevertheless finds herself living in a world where men compel her to assume the status of the Other. 
(The Second Sex page 29)
The continuing passivity of women is explained by Beauvoir by the extraordinary power that society has attributed to the male penis. For the boy the penis is external and almost has a life of its own and by becoming erect symbolises transcendence (i.e. literally meaning to ‘stand out’). The boy quickly comes to realise how much society admires these qualities and so presumes they refer to himself as a human being. But girl’s genitals are mysterious, hidden and ambiguous. As her genitals are unable to become erect, she cannot achieve transcendence and she accepts that she can never live the authentic life as men can. 
Yet, despite these powerful feelings Beauvoir argues that the value attributed to the penis is social and not intrinsic. But for women to realise this fully will require a massive amount of de-mythologizing to shift this deeply engrained patriarchal view.
Nevertheless Beauvoir’s views about a woman’s body remain ambiguous. On the one hand she admires the active, risk taking and confident qualities associated with the male body/penis and despairs of ‘facticty’ of the earthy, messy, primitive functions of women’s bodies (menstruation, child-birth and menopause) which alienate her from herself. Yet, on the other hand she comes to a conclusion which even surprises her, that it is the complexity of her body and the struggle which she will need to exert to achieve transcendence which will lead to a far more authentic and liberated position than men. Her view of male and female bodies is never satisfactorily resolved; many later feminists consider that she undervalues female difference and deep down considers the male body to be superior.
6. Feminist ethics
So far Beauvoir’s philosophy has been dependent to some extent on Sartre’s existential philosophy of being (ontology). But in the next stage of her project in The Second Sex Beauvoir develops an ethic of action which Sartre failed to develop philosophically (except through his plays and novels). Beauvoir’s project is to consider how one moves from the alienated state to authentic, spontaneous and free existence.

The first moment of freedom occurs with the realisation that the ‘eternal feminine’ is a myth which has been reinforced by women themselves as a form of narcissism. Narcissism is the idealised state the ego creates of itself; the ego reassures itself that what it has become the very best of its kind. The narcissistic woman feels that she has succeeded; she is triumphant that she has overcome the tension between en-soi/pour-soi existence. But in reality this is mauvaise foi, the woman as God is utterly alienating:
At once priestess and idol, the narcissist soars haloed with glory through the eternal realm, and below the clouds creatures kneel in adoration; she is God wrapped in self-contemplation. ‘I love myself, I am my God!’ said Mme Mejerowsky. 
(The Second Sex page 644)
The feminine is, as we have seen, a passive and patriarchal myth invented for women to maintain their place as the ‘Other’ in society. Now women can see that gender (i.e. being feminine) is not the same as their biological sex and that gender is what one chooses to be, then the next stage of ‘becoming’ is possible.
The next stage is possible because history has for the first time made it possible for women to enter into the public world of work and experience the master-slave conflict, which so far has been the sole province of men. It may sound strange that women should opt to become the ‘Other’ as slaves, but in Beauvoir’s terms the radical move means breaking out of the ‘eternal feminine’ mindset and causing men to see women as genuine rivals in consciousness. Only now can true friendship between women and men as equals be possible.
There are many practical requirements which society will need to bring about: ease of abortion, contraception, child-care, more flexible work arrangements and so on. All these are suggested in The Second Sex as necessary elements in the social revolution which Beauvoir considers to be the next stage in the development of civilisation.
7. Is Beauvoir a feminist?
Even though The Second Sex is often regarded as one of the great feminist texts of the 20th century, Beauvoir was hesitant about her involvement in ‘feminism’. Her ambivalence was that in aligning herself with a particular movement she would suggesting there is something identifiable as ‘feminism’, an essence which like the ‘eternal feminine’ would be another form of mauvaise foi. Her hope was that once women could see in her book how biology, sociology, psychology, religion, history etc have so far placed women as the Absolute Other, then they would come to realise the need to confront the situation and seek to change it. In the sense that only women can do this, her ethics are feminist. 
But her goal is not feminist if by that we mean that she wishes to celebrate something uniquely special about being a woman. For Beauvoir in a truly liberated society men will have shifted consciousness just as much as women; it will mark another major dialectic change in the history of human civilization equivalent to the time when men developed technology to release them from being merely hunter-gatherers.
8. Critique
Many of the criticisms made of Beauvoir by subsequent feminists reflect their own understanding of being a woman. In defence of Beauvoir one might wish to say that her ideas are shaped by the concerns of women living in 1940s France without the luxury of the technologies and social changes which enabled the feminists of the 1960s to develop more radical views. As we have seen Beauvoir is not consistent in her presentation of the female body, she is both disgusted and intrigued by it. 

· Her notion that passivity leads to an alienated and inauthentic existence is questioned by some feminist writers who consider that passivity could be a very positive state of calm, rest and a haven of spiritual quiet in contrast to masculine qualities.
· Many argue that mothering and reproduction are not disgusting and primitive but unique qualities which celebrate life and which many women find to be empowering.

· Her emphasis on the penis as a metaphor of transcendence is disproportionately significant and betrays an unconscious admiration for men as the superior gender. In other words, Beauvoir never really escapes the patriarchal world which she is attempting to dismantle and her admiration of the workplace as the risk-taking, creative source of authentic existence betrays her desire to be more like a man than a woman.
The deepest paradox of all is that the most powerful anti-patriarchal text of the twentieth century reads as if it is written by a dutiful daughter only too eager to please her father.
(Toril Moi Simone de Beauvoir page 177)
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10. Key ideas
Alienation: anything which distracts a person from achieving his or her authentic existence
Authentic: living freely so that the self or ego makes its own choices

Dialectic: the process of change in which opposites (thesis-antithesis) are reconciled (synthesis). 
En soi: or ‘being-in-itself’ describes the world of things which lack consciousness and the ability to change

Facticty: the concrete, factual situation one finds oneself in (an aspect of en soi existence)
Master-slave: an image used by Hegel and developed by Beauvoir to describe the way in which society develops through conflict

Mauvaise foi: or ‘bad faith’ is when consciousness is treated as a thing, fixed and unchangeable 
Myths: the idea of the feminine which society has invented (through psychology, biology, history, religion etc) and treated as fact
Other: the state of women in society who are alienated by men and therefore lack authentic existence 

Pour soi: or ‘being-for-itself’ refers to human consciousness which is the source of free, authentic existence
Transcendence: the state of consciousness, unalienated and free
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