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ABSTRACT 

 

In this study I advance the thesis that Simone de Beauvoir’s account of the development 

of subjectivity is based in a consideration of the Hegelian description of the development 

of subjectivity in the Phenomenology of Spirit.  Like Hegel, Beauvoir argues that an 

aspect of the development of subjectivity is the ability to discover oneself as related to 

the collective world. Additionally, she shows through her various works that individual 

identity and freedom are conditioned by the possibility for intersubjective recognition, 

and development of a project within an ambiguous relationship between the self, others, 

and the shared social world.  Nevertheless, throughout history this foundation for the 

possibility of freedom has often been lacking and more so for some groups than others, 

which points us to an important difference in focus in Hegel and Beauvoir’s work. For 

one, the subject in the idealized Hegelian account comes to recognize its power and 

freedom as it progresses in its connections and influence within the world.  But, for those 

who have historically lacked options (women, those who happen to be black, the poor, 

etc.) transcendence in terms of the actualization of one’s identity and recognized 

participation in the collective is at best often co-opted  or concealed and at worst 

impossible.  Thus, one of the central differences between Hegel’s narrative in the 

Phenomenology and Beauvoir’s in The Second Sex is that for women the cycle is a 

building up of deception, not a progression to clarity and understanding.  This 

progression as Beauvoir shows is neither natural nor perfect, rather it depends upon the 

possibilities historically granted to specific social groups and denied to others. 

The central focus of this study is Beauvoir’s analysis of the process of becoming 

(a) woman, but it is not limited to this.  Rather, I argue that through engaging with 
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Beauvoir’s philosophy, including her appeal to Hegel, we (1) come to understand the 

ambiguity of the human condition, desire, intention, and identity, (2) the bad faith that 

often manifests in our relations with others, and (3) the existence of the spectrums of 

oppression and privilege.  There are, of course, several ways to approach the study of 

historical figures in philosophy.  We can treat them as though they are our 

contemporaries, analyzing their arguments and clarifying their ideas with the intention of 

showing their relevance to our contemporary concerns.  Or, we can study them in their 

historical contexts with an eye toward tracing the development of their doctrines, 

attempting as we go to restructure them within their historical situations and as 

individuals.  Both of these approaches have their benefits and drawbacks.  In the former, 

we succeed in making Beauvoir and Hegel relevant as participants in our contemporary 

dialogues; but we may be making them relevant through reading our own contemporary 

views and concerns into their texts.  In taking the latter approach, we do not use these 

historical figures as mere mouths, but through reifying them in their historical context we 

may find them to be less relevant.  In what follows I seek to strike a balance between 

these approaches, especially in that I am engaging a philosophical predecessor (Beauvoir) 

who is engaging a philosophical predecessor (Hegel).   In order to do this I look at the 

context in which Beauvoir is using Hegel, the influence of her closest philosophical 

companions on her use of Hegel, and how feminists have since used Beauvoir’s 

philosophy to address contemporary problems.  And while I understand the purpose of 

philosophy to be in fact engagement, rather than a process of historical excavation, I 

believe that through examining these various relations we can use historical figures to 

analyze and resolve the urgent social, political, and theoretical issues of our time, while 
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simultaneously understanding that the times in which they originally philosophized may 

be vastly different from our own. 
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CHAPTER 1:   

INTRODUCTION 

 

I here advance the thesis that Simone de Beauvoir’s description of the development of 

subjectivity for women is based in a consideration of the Hegelian account of the 

development of subjectivity in the Phenomenology of Spirit.  That said, there are acute 

divergences within Beauvoir’s account that make this a consideration of the development 

of subjectivity as detailed in the Phenomenology and not a direct application regarding 

the development of women in The Second Sex.  For one, as Beauvoir asserts, the female 

gendered body experiences the development of subjectivity in a degraded manner and 

often fails to come to liberation and freedom through renegotiating her options in a 

concrete manner.  Thus, we cannot identify Beauvoir’s appeal to Hegel’s developmental 

account of subjectivity as a simple adoption or adaptation to fit the situation(s) within 

which we find women.  Rather, Beauvoir’s critical engagement with Hegel is a 

complicated affair.  For example, in The Second Sex she makes varied, and at times 

seemingly contradictory, references to the Hegelian master-slave dialectic.  Yet, 

commentators generally assume that the conflict of consciousnesses as it unfolds in 

Hegel’s master-slave dialectic plays the central role in Beauvoir’s theory of oppression 

and recent feminist scholarship understands Beauvoir’s appeal this dialectic in The 

Second Sex as functioning primarily in one of two manners.  

The first group argues Beauvoir intends the reader to understand woman as 

occupying a particular space within the dialectic or outside the dialectic.  Woman, these 

scholars argue, is opposed to man as the slave is to the master in Hegel’s famous 

dialectic.
1
  The second group claims that woman, as she is the absolute Other and not 

                                                           
1
 See Mussett (2006), James (2003), Anderson (2006), and Veltman (2004). 
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merely just another other, is unable or barred from engaging in the relational structure of 

the master-slave dialectic.  Unlike man, woman supposedly does not risk her life (in the 

physical sense) in the life and death struggle; thus she is apparently prevented from 

attaining reciprocal recognition with man.
2
  These two approaches, however, result in a 

criticism of Beauvoir; namely, that Beauvoir fundamentally misappropriates Hegel’s 

dialectic as a static representation of the relationship between men and women.  This 

static representation is most apparent in the first group where women are understood as 

akin to Hegel’s slave consciousness, but the second typical reading fails in two other 

important manners.  First, it sets up the physical struggle as the primary manner in which 

the risk of life is conducted and places women as having to relate to others in a way that 

has been based upon and set up for interactions between men.  Second, it renders 

invisible specific historical encounters between women, for instance in situations of racial 

slavery, where there arose conflicts between women who possessed absolute authority as 

slaver mistresses over other women understood as their “property”.  In this case, 

however, we should recognize there is already a divergence from the typified Hegelian 

body-to-body struggle in that the slaver mistress is protected by a system as she wages 

violence on the enslaved.
3
  Finally, while the master-slave dialectic is important within 

Beauvoir’s analysis of the oppression of women in The Second Sex, it cannot on its own 

account for it.  Oppression is conducted only through the projects of embodied 

consciousnesses whose lives are shaped by various structural realities.   

In contrast, I argue Beauvoir did not mean for her reader to comprehend woman 

as occupying only one place in the dialectic, nor do I believe her argument leaves woman 

                                                           
2
 See Lundgren-Gothlin (1996; 2001), Bergoffen (2006), and Evans (2009). 

3
 See Frederick Douglass’s (2003) discussion of white women slaveholders in My Bondage and My 

Freedom (original, 1855).  
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as universally outside the dialectic.  Rather, I believe Beauvoir’s appeal to Hegel’s 

portrayal is more complicated than these interpretations reveal.  Beauvoir’s appropriation 

of Hegel’s master-slave dialectic represents a stage of her critical engagement with 

Hegelian philosophy more generally, insofar as she rejects his depiction of the 

progression of subjectivity as applicable to the situation of women within patriarchy, yet 

accepts certain premises of his argument.  One premise she accepts is that consciousness 

is fundamentally set against or in opposition to the other, and a further is that subjectivity 

is constructed through a dialectical interplay between the self and the dominant 

social/political order. Nevertheless, she criticizes Hegel in that he excludes women from 

the dialectic (Beauvoir 1989: 435), in that he reduces woman to serving as the mere 

negation of man and for ignoring the impact of situation on the development of 

subjectivity itself (Beauvoir 1997: 84). Furthermore, Beauvoir additionally problematizes 

the extent to which recognition can be achieved through confrontation of two 

consciousnesses.  Beauvoir argues in The Second Sex that true opposition does not exist 

in the master-dialectic; rather the Other exists merely as a negative reflection of the Self 

meaning that neither party confronts an individualized freedom.  As a corrective to the 

oppositional structure of the duo, Beauvoir proposes the mediation of a third freedom in 

order to constitute a trio.  The existence of the trio prevents the conflation of Other and 

Self, which often makes impossible true autonomy, through disrupting one’s tendency to 

see the Other in terms of the Self.  This separateness for Beauvoir is an ontological fact of 

the human condition which Hegel’s dialectic fails to maintain.  But again, the solution, 

when we take into account the situations which human beings live, is not as 

straightforward as replacing the couple with the trio, especially if we are accounting for 
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the mediation of social ideas like gender, race, and class.  Regarding women, the problem 

Beauvoir recognizes is that this dialectical development of the subjectivity of women is 

set in such a manner that it favors the social aspect of the progression, in effect 

constricting the participation of the individual (woman) in the process of her own 

development of selfhood.  This enables Beauvoir to connect women in their oppression as 

women, while leaving room for other social relations and constructions such as race, 

class, nationality, and sexual orientation.  Beauvoir, following Hegel, shows the self, like 

all else, is nothing but a conceptual relation.  However, the self, or one’s sense of control 

over one’s self, is shaped and mediated by one’s gender if one happens to be a woman.  

“A man,” Beauvoir writes, “never begins by presenting himself as an individual of a 

certain sex; it goes without saying that he is a man” (Beauvoir 1989: xxi).  As a man, it is 

revealed simply through his being a man that he is a subject, that he has worth derived 

from and dependent upon his autonomous subjectivity.  Women, by contrast, do not 

authentically assume a subjective attitude and historically they have not and have often 

been prevented from rebelling against their relegation to the status of the Other, the 

object, the inessential. As such, women must “fight” for recognition differently as results 

from their development as women and the way in which they are set in relation to 

themselves, others, and the broader cultural sphere. 

While an examination of Beauvoir’s appeal to the master-slave dialectic will 

occupy a central aspect of my project, it will not be limited to this.  Rather, I seek to 

reveal how Beauvoir’s general engagement with Hegel illuminates her appeal to the 

master-slave dialectic in The Second Sex and provides us with a unique and complex 

picture of oppression.  In Chapter 2, I will argue that in order to appreciate Beauvoir’s 
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use of Hegel in The Second Sex we must read her through the lens of Alexandre Kojève 

and Jean Hyppolite.  Like Kojève and Hyppolite, Beauvoir’s focus was The 

Phenomenology of Spirit.  Following Kojève, she was primarily interested in the master-

slave dialectic insofar as the master-slave relation provides a lens through which to view 

inter-subjective relationships, which themselves organize broader social relations.  This 

focus on social relations is imperative for Beauvoir to understand the development of the 

individual as related to herself, Others and the shared social world.  Through examining 

the legacy of Hegelian thought during Beauvoir’s early development as a philosopher we 

can begin to reveal the figures and questions that were significant in shaping Beauvoir’s 

projects. The notion of context, the complicated relationship between choices and 

options, as well as the influences of others are themes that reappear within Beauvoir’s 

work and upon which I concentrate throughout this dissertation.   

I continue in Chapter 3 by considering Beauvoir’s careful development of the 

subjectivity of women through the essays “Pyrrhus and Cineas” (1944), The Ethics of 

Ambiguity (1948), and explicitly culminating in The Second Sex.  Her use of Hegel in this 

development is complicated, for as an existentialist, she rejects any approach to 

subjectivity that seeks to be absolute and totalizing.
4
  Nevertheless, she finds eminent 

recourse through using Hegel’s depiction of the development of subjectivity in the 

Phenomenology as a comparative foundation for investigating the reality of the 

development of subjectivity for women.  Through examining her advancement of the 

developmental structure of subjectivity as it progresses from “Pyrrhus and Cineas” to The 

Second Sex we notice Beauvoir revises the Hegelian story to fit the situation of the 

                                                           
4
 For example in “Phyrrus and Cineas” Beauvoir (1994) writes, “In vain Hegel declares that individuality is 

only a moment of becoming universal” (266).   
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development of the subjectivity of women.  But, unlike the development of the Hegelian 

subject who progresses through stages gaining a better understanding of itself in the 

world and of itself as freedom, woman’s progression prepares her to mistake her unfree 

situation as freely chosen and generally confines her within a situation of limited options.  

For Beauvoir, the woman subject is stunted in her progression, while simultaneously 

mystified to believe her situation as free.  This is, of course, not to claim that all women 

share the same situation; there exists great difference even within this shared category 

woman and it is certainly the case that some women’s options are expanded through 

being situated as privileged in terms of aspects of identity like race, class, and sexual 

orientation.    

In Chapters 4 and 5, I focus upon an aspect of human existence that Beauvoir 

criticizes Hegel for ignoring, namely the parameters of situation and choice and what our 

possibilities for freedom are living within constraints.  Thus, as we move to Beauvoir’s 

descriptions of particular women within their situations as married women, women-in-

love, mystics, or prostitutes, we recognize Beauvoir reveals these women as failing in 

their attempts to appropriate their situations as freely chosen because their situations have 

been created for them. By focusing on these familiar, yet often limiting options for 

women I do not seek to imply that women do not want to get married, to experience love 

or worship.  I also do not wish to imply that sex work is immoral or ill-chosen.  Through 

using Beauvoir’s analysis of these options available for women within patriarchy, I argue 

that these attempts of women to choose for themselves show that they are often not really 

free to choose. Complicated processes of gender shaping combine with existing 

prominent social institutions to limit possibilities for women.   Yet, the ways in which 
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they function to limit women is not altogether straightforward in that they are often 

obscured by problematic political rhetoric and general beliefs about women.  

Nevertheless, for Beauvoir attempts to assert one’s freedom ultimately fail in that they 

often represent attempts to merge one’s free self with a feminine type of self that has 

been created for them.  This means that women can appear to be freely choosing specific 

feminine roles and behaviors, while truly being coerced into choosing in that their options 

have been limited.  This is, of course, not to claim that women have altogether failed to 

create.  All oppressed groups create despite their oppressed situations.  But, this creation 

in that it is created by oppressed individuals, places those individuals at risk through 

directly confronting the established power structure.  Thus, though they create, they are 

not free to create which has specific ramifications within the larger social sphere and 

which must be confronted.   

In Chapters 5 specifically I use this understanding of co-opted desire to provide a 

non-essentializing foundation for the category woman.  Through Beauvoir’s insightful 

analysis regarding the cognitive process of emotion and identity formation we are able to 

understand this group as being constituted by individuals whose beliefs about and 

experiences of desire have been saturated by external forces.  In other words, for 

Beauvoir women are those beings most apparently formed and affected by processes of 

social construction in that they are taught to repress their understanding of themselves as 

desiring agents per se and instead offered fulfillment as a complete idea rather than a self-

fashioned project. Finally, in Chapter 6 I move from looking at the development of 

consciousness of the oppressed to that of the oppressor in order to question the role that 

the individual plays in constituting her attitude towards her situation as privileged.  I 
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especially focus on the overlap of race and gender in order to describe the responsibility 

white women possess in feminist projects to eliminate oppression.  

Hegel will play a secondary role in this project, but his importance to Beauvoir 

will become quite evident.  And while this use of Hegel may appear counterintuitive in 

that Hegel explicitly distances himself from anything resembling feminism or feminist 

goals, few contemporary feminists have taken this as justification for dismissing his 

philosophy entirely.  Beauvoir, following a significant Hegelian revival within France, 

was one of the first philosopher’s writing about the nature of oppression to like Hegel 

combine a moral and political interest for the justification of action and development of 

institutions with a historical account of the emergence of self-consciousness through 

these same social and political structures.  Women, for Beauvoir, emerge from a history 

of moral and political invisibility; in other words, their identity is already constituted by a 

not-being-there.  This not-being-there or this notion of being there as a bodily presence, 

but not being there as a subject deserving of ethical treatment and care is an aspect of the 

objective being of women and provides objective insight regarding the situation of 

women and of what it is to exist as a woman.  Here we can understand Beauvoir as 

following Hegel yet again in that she argues the culturally constructed political 

institutions produce the standards of social and political critique, which means the 

standards themselves are historically constructed.  Nevertheless, this process of 

social/historical construction can provide objective insights regarding social reality 

through the study of the structures themselves.  

Like Hegel, for Beauvoir we can distinguish between universality, as an abstract 

or formal principle, and the specific, concrete social and historical conditions necessary 
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to gain access to it.  Traditionally, feminists have faced a paradoxical task in offering a 

critique of the dominant political structures and practices of society.  On the one hand, 

coming to an understanding of the objective abuse of woman’s condition appears to 

necessitate a universal standpoint from which this abuse could be recognized.  On the 

other, insofar as women’s agency is degraded in the aforementioned manner, the 

background assumptions required for an impartial judgment of the situation of women 

seems to be missing.  Thus, in order to access this objective realm, Beauvoir 

reconceptualizes universality by showing one is able to gain access to an objective 

understanding of the subjectivity of women through studying the social and historical 

conditions that produced this subjectivity, without defining this understanding as being an 

essential aspect of women’s subjectivity.    

Furthermore, Beauvoir recognizes in order to understand how women live out 

their situations we must observe how the ideal functions in reality (Beauvoir 1989: 448).  

For example, in the first part of the chapter entitled “The Married Woman” Beauvoir 

offers an argument about the situation of the married woman that relies on the historical 

development of marriage and an existential analysis of oppression grounded in the 

Hegelian dichotomy of transcendence and immanence (Veltman 2004: 130).  The second 

part of the chapter, however, focuses on describing how women live their situations as 

married women.  The philosophically abstract description/explanation of marriage for 

men and women only goes so far in facilitating a genuine understanding of married 

existence for women.
5
  Beauvoir is, of course, working predominantly from presumptions 

                                                           
5
   Beauvoir is, of course, working predominantly from presumptions regarding bourgeois marriage in the 

mid-20th century, thus her analysis of marriage is somewhat limited. But this example enables us to 
examine the structure her argument takes, namely the idea that the meaning of woman takes specific 
form as it is expressed through specific relationships between men and women.   
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regarding bourgeois marriage in the mid-20th century, thus her analysis is somewhat 

limited.    Therefore, to supplement the general picture of marriage, Beauvoir offers 

numerous phenomenological descriptions of the situations of married women, the idea 

being that if Beauvoir is going to give a transcendental deduction of the situation of 

woman, she must uncover the conceptual presuppositions necessary to explain the 

experiences of being a woman through the hermeneutical turn of what it means to be 

woman.  

Beauvoir’s novel use of Hegel to characterize the subjectivity of women coupled 

with her existential phenomenology lends itself to resolving some of the contemporary 

dilemmas in feminism that revolve around the question of whether we can coherently 

speak of a group “woman.”  Here I refer to two specific issues within the feminist 

literature.  The first concerns whether Beauvoir presents an understanding of the concept 

of woman as constructed or essential.  Judith Butler presents one of the most notable 

arguments for the presence of a conflation of sex and gender in The Second Sex.  Butler, 

using Beauvoir’s claim that one is not born a woman, but rather becomes a woman, 

claims it becomes unclear whether gender need be linked with sex in any important 

sense, or whether the linkage is itself culturally bound.
6
  Butler writes, “If gender is a 

way of ‘existing’ one's body, and one's body is a ‘situation,’ a field of cultural 

possibilities both received and reinterpreted, then gender seems to be a thoroughly 

cultural affair. That one becomes one's gender seems now to imply more than the 

distinction between sex and gender. Not only is gender no longer dictated by anatomy, 

but anatomy does not seem to pose any necessary limits to the possibilities of gender” 

                                                           
6
 This issue becomes even more apparent when we consider transsexual and transgender individuals. 

Transsexuals in the case of male-to-females are a sex that becomes another and also a woman, while 
those who are transgender maintain sex as male, but are gendered as woman. 
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(Butler 1998: 38-39).
7
  Alternatively, early Beauvoir theorists argue there exist several 

passages in The Second Sex that emphasize the biological or anatomical attributes of 

women that define them as woman in an essential manner.
8
  Passages to which they point 

include those which detail the particularities of the female body, menstruation, 

pregnancy, maternity, lactation, and so forth.  These interpretations tend to be critical of 

Beauvoir in that they understand her analysis as furthering the patriarchal or misogynist 

characterization of woman’s body.   

The second issue is whether an essential characteristic is necessary to link women 

together as women in a political sense.  Contemporary feminists criticize the idea that 

feminism seeks to diagnose the situation of woman as one that applies to all women 

across cultures.  Specifically, they indict feminism as confronting the problems of a 

particular group of women, namely white, heterosexual, educated, middle- and upper-

class women.  How does this perspective of the subjugation of women apply to those 

women who do not fit this mold?  They propose that as feminists attempt to describe the 

situation of women they must be mindful of the differences across this category.  Pushed 

to its logical conclusion, however, we may find that the notion of woman is itself empty.  

The problem here is that if the category woman is found to be superfluous, does any 

claim that feminism makes in the name of women become itself nonsensical.  Put 

differently, is there not a need for feminism to have at its disposal the idea of female 

gender identity and female experience in order to outline its political subject? I will argue 

                                                           
7
Heinamaa (1997, 2003),  Moi (1999), and Bauer (2001) criticize Butler’s reading of Beauvoir as misguided 

in that it fails to incorporate the phenomenological aspect of Beauvoir’s argument in favor of an overly or 
strict constructivist reading.  According to these scholars, Beauvoir describes the body of the woman as 
constituting her situation as already sexed, which means that woman cannot be seen as entirely 
constructed. 
8
 Refer to McMillan (1982), Hartsock (1983), Lloyd (1984) for examples of such a position. 
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Beauvoir, using Hegelian resources, carves a middle path between a constructivist 

understanding and an essentialist understanding of woman both for conceptual purposes 

and political purposes.
9
 

A central strength of Beauvoir’s existential phenomenology is that it supplies the 

ontological and methodological foundation for reclaiming the specificity of women’s 

experience, in comparison to the experience of other groups, while avoiding the 

essentialism of identity politics.  Furthermore, Beauvoir’s theory of gender difference is 

complex, in that she rejects both the mystification of difference, as well as the 

conceptual, gender-free nominalism of modern liberalism, thus again allowing us to form 

a notion of a coherent political collective without requiring a particular form of women 

that constitute this political unity.  Additionally, Beauvoir’s notion of woman leaves open 

the possibility that we may talk about a group of women, without intending to reference 

or subsume all women to some categorical, checklist understanding of what it means to 

be a woman.  In that woman’s oppressive situation is maintained through a web of 

impersonal and intricate social institutions we may speak of woman’s situation as a 

general one; however, Beauvoir also wishes to start from individual experience, which is 

why the lived experiences of the situations of women are examined in Book II.  In other 

words, identifying a person as a woman can, for Beauvoir, predict something about the 

general barriers, limitations, and social expectations she will encounter, but it foretells 

little about whom she is, what she will do, or how she will assume her situation.   

At the end of The Second Sex Beauvoir argues that women will never be free 

unless they establish a sense of themselves as female, as well as human.  Beauvoir writes, 

                                                           
9
 Shabot (2007) argues a similar position to the one I advance, yet founds her interpretation upon 

similarities between Beauvoir’s strategic building of the concept of woman and the course of Kant's 
arguments in his synthetic epistemology.  



13 
 

 
 

“As long as she has to struggle to become a human being, she cannot become a creator” 

(Beauvoir 1989: 722-723).    This is not to imply that women do not create, for they like 

many other oppressed people create.  What is absent, however, is recognition of what 

they have created as valuable.  Furthermore, the experiences of women have shaped them 

to understand themselves through this lens of absence, as even perhaps ontologically 

prior to their understanding themselves as human beings.  This damage to self permeates 

their being and imposes upon them a shared situation of recognized creation belonging 

only to those who are recognized creators.  In other words human beings—men—create, 

and women, if they are talented enough, smart enough, strong enough, are deemed as 

suitable creators for women. They are not merely creators for there is no path through 

which they could come to understand themselves as the neutral type. This neutral human 

activity of creation rather has been exposed to be constituted primarily of men.  Thus, 

women are left in a paradoxical situation. They are defined by their lack of being human 

and thus precluded from human activities such as creation, yet still create, proving their 

humanness.  Thus, in order to protect the realm of creation as that which men do and to 

maintain the idea of human equals man, the activity of women is denigrated through 

being praised as “good for a woman.”  Moreover, on the level of the individual women 

the development of the subjectivity, or lack thereof, of women has precluded the situation 

wherein they understand themselves simultaneously as women and human beings, for 

“human” signifies “man,” which means women would have to understand themselves as 

at once being both woman and man, or both woman and not-woman.  Though a logical 

contradiction for sure, it is additionally a contradiction of concrete and psychological 

proportions which plagues the development of women even today in our contemporary 
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situation of “equality.”  What is it to experience contradiction in one’s being rather than 

ambiguity?  How do women progress or fulfill the transcendent aspect of their humanity 

if through transcendence they deny or betray themselves as women?  At all times, 

whether engaging the transcendent aspect of her being or the immanent aspect of her 

being woman discovers herself as fragmented, alienated, as unable to understand herself 

as simultaneously human and woman, as prevented from reestablishing external and 

internal differences as relations between herself and the world.   

While it is evident that Beauvoir relies throughout her philosophical and literary 

works on the notions of self developed originally
10

 in her novel She Came to Stay (1943) 

and theoretically thematized through Sartre’s Being and Nothingness (1943), in The 

Second Sex Beauvoir transposes these notions onto a Hegelian understanding of self-

alienation.
11

  Beauvoir’s engagement with Hegelian philosophy reveals the dualism of 

consciousness and results in the assertion that the action of consciousness creates and 

maintains oppositional, and perhaps, conflicting social relations insofar as the subject 

defines herself in relation to others as objects.  Beauvoir writes, "Things become clear, on 

the contrary, if, following Hegel, we find in consciousness itself a fundamental hostility 

toward every other consciousness; the subject can be posed only in being opposed, he 

sets himself up as the essential, as opposed to the other, the inessential, the object" 

(Beauvoir 1989, xxix).  Here, Beauvoir fits the categories of the transcendent self, Being-

                                                           
10

 See Fullbrook and Fullbrook Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre: The Remaking of a Twentieth-
Century Legend (1993), Simons “Beauvoir and Sartre: The Question of Influence” (1981), and Fullbrook 
“Introduction to Two Unpublished Chapters” (2004) for evidence that She Came to Stay was written 
before Being and Nothingness and that Sartre compiled notes for his philosophical masterpiece following 
his reading of the second draft of She Came to Stay. 
11

 In She Came to Stay, Beauvoir first engages this transposition in a literary exploration.  Though we may 
infer subtle hints and examples regarding the disparate manners by which alienation manifests itself 
across gender divides and associations, this point does not become explicit until The Second Sex. 
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for-Itself (pour-soi), and the immanent self, Being-in-Itself (en soi), to a Hegelian model 

of consciousness, which she will eventually transmute into a gendered relation of 

consciousness.  In Hegel’s dialectical understanding of self-consciousness, one moves 

between the status of subject and object through transformative moments of recognition.  

In Beauvoir’s analysis of gendered male-female relations, however, this moment attempts 

to become static as consciousness itself is affirmed as systematically gendered.  Being-in-

Itself, the human being’s material, object-like existence, is connected to the body, and in 

earlier texts is an aspect of the ambiguous condition of human existence.  In The Second 

Sex, however, Beauvoir identifies patriarchy’s idea of women's sexualized, objectified, 

and subordinated status as that which connects women to the static, thick, object-like 

facet of the human condition. This consciousness stands in relation to Being-for-Itself, 

the human being’s open, conscious existence, which is traditionally associated with the 

mind, with freedom and ultimately with men.    

Patriarchy relies on a mythical system that is anti-human, in that it inundates us in 

an imaginary a-historical reality, which in effect ignores Husserl’s insight of 

intentionality and denies Hegel’s concept of historicity.  By drawing on both Husserl and 

Hegel, Beauvoir is able to situate her critique of patriarchy and the mythic system it 

creates and sustains at both the individual and social/political levels.  For Beauvoir, 

women are ensnared by myth as individuals, yet the mythic thinking that individuals buy 

into is maintained or sustained by social and political structures.  As it is individuals who 

become trapped in the myths, it appears that patriarchy endorses multiple visions of 

women.  Beauvoir, however, recognizes this appearance as deceptive, as she describes 

woman as imaged as the female sex and cloaked in a mythical body.  There are not 
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options for woman, for the domain of the subject is not offered to women.  Rather, 

women are to embody the eternal feminine, undermining what Debra Bergoffen (1997) 

calls “the promise of adolescence.”
12

   

Emphasizing Beauvoir’s indebtedness to phenomenology, Bergoffen further notes 

that for Beauvoir the body is imbedded in the world and that is our grasp on the world.  

The point of the myth of femininity, then, is to give men and women two different 

worlds, through giving them two different bodies.  An obvious objection may be that men 

and women do have two different bodies.  But, according to the concept of gender, even 

though the credibility of the mythic derives from its reference to the biological body, it is 

not the biological body but the mythical body that encloses women in a world of 

immanence.
13

  In other words, through the creation of the myth of femininity, the goal of 

becoming subject for herself has been replaced with that of becoming the ultimate 

embodiment of femininity.  This often impedes her access to possibilities of transcendent 

activity in that her sense of what it is to become subject is transformed into a project of 

becoming object.  This is of course a form of bad faith, but it is a form of bad faith that 

she learns can become the source of her power.
14

   

In general, twentieth-century reflections on Hegel have turned to the notion of 

desire to reveal possibilities for revising Hegel’s depiction of the autonomous human 

subject and the internal relations that condition, create, and transform that subject.  

Hegel’s Phenomenology both assumes and articulates a metaphysical monism, whereby 

                                                           
12

Men of color problematize this thesis as well: For they are expected never to transcend adolescence.  
Beauvoir discussed this point with Richard Wright and Frantz Fanon, though with Fanon these 
conversations occurred much later following the publication of The Second Sex.  
13

 Bergoffen (1997: 151).. 
14

 This power, however, is not the power of a subject, but rather that of someone who has been coerced 
to believe that her strength lies in her being object, in her silence, and in her passivity.  But, as Beauvoir 
and others reveal, this is true power. 
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the autonomous subject reestablishes external differences as an aspect of itself through a 

progression of supersession.  Desire, according to Hegel, is that incessant human struggle 

to overcome external difference; it is that which propels the autonomous subject in its 

progression toward rational unity, to an ultimate end where desire is united with reason.  

Although, Hegel rarely mentions desire in the Phenomenology, it is confirmed rather 

immediately in the text as an enduring principle of self-consciousness.  “Self-

consciousness in general is desire,” Hegel proclaims (1977: 167).  In other words, desire 

indicates the reflexive nature of consciousness; consciousness must become other than 

itself in order to know itself.  Consciousness, in paradoxical language, moves away from 

itself, outside of itself, as desire, and as outside of itself, consciousness becomes self-

consciousness.  For now, it suffices to note that desire is inherently linked with self-

knowledge, in that it is always and ultimately desire for reflection.  Hegel’s subject is 

unable to know itself immediately, rather it requires mediation to know its own being or 

structure.  The irony of this situation is that if the Hegelian subject necessitates mediation 

to know itself, and knows itself only as the formation of mediation, then what is grasped 

reflexively as the subject discovers itself outside itself, is merely the fact that the subject 

is a reflexive structure, and furthermore, that in order to know itself in any sense there 

must be a movement that moves it out of itself.   

 Additionally, the movement of desire conditions the subject’s pursuit of 

understanding its metaphysical place.  Hegelian autonomy relies upon the doctrine of 

internal relations, thus the subject knows itself only to the point that it discovers (or 

rediscovers) its metaphysical place.  Ultimately, reflection for Hegel indicates relation, 

and more specifically an ontological relatedness.  The subject, in being reflected by and 
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through an aspect of the world, comes to understand that it shares a common structure 

with that part of the world, that there exist prior conditions by which the possibility of 

reflection can occur.  Furthermore, the reflected object is nothing more than the relation 

between the subject and what reflects it.  In discovering the possibility of reflection, and 

that every reflection reveals a constitutive relation of the itself, the subject develops a 

deeper, and more extensive, or extended, understanding of its place.  In other words, the 

Hegelian subject is its progression; it is every place in which it discovers itself. 

 Beauvoir reads this expansive progression or activity of the Hegelian autonomous 

subject as transcendent.  To be able to discover oneself as related to what reflects oneself 

while simultaneously understanding one’s place in the world, enables one to recognize 

oneself as freedom, it allows the subject to understand itself as part of a world which it 

constitutes for itself and for others.  The subject recognizes its power as it progresses in 

its connections and influence within the world.  A complication arises for Beauvoir, in 

her claim that women are cut off from transcendent activity in general.  Women, 

Beauvoir argues, do not participate in the progression of subjectivity as described by 

Hegel; they do not recognize their power as free subjects in being reflected and through 

recognizing their metaphysical place within the world.  Like the Hegelian process or 

progression of becoming subject, Beauvoir illustrates a progressive cycle of becoming 

woman through a process of grander synthesis.   

The central difference between Hegel’s narrative in the Phenomenology and 

Beauvoir’s in The Second Sex is that for women the cycle is a building up of deception, 

not a progression to clarity and understanding.
15

  Before Beauvoir moves through her 
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 In Philosophy of Right Hegel argues that there exists a form of initial self-consciousness that deceptively 
cultivates dependency.  The overcoming of that is the actual movement of freedom.  For Beauvoir, the 
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descriptions of different roles women play, the married woman, the prostitute, the mystic, 

the woman in love, all of which are premised on forms of servitude except for the 

prostitute who paradoxically serves as the fundamental link to labor, she sets the 

background of women’s development more generally under patriarchy through her 

discussion of the childhood and young adult life of woman.  Thus as we come to the 

phenomenological descriptions of women in situation in Book II of The Second Sex, we 

recognize that, in general, these narratives depict various manners in which women 

attempt to appropriate their non-transcendent or contrived situations as chosen.
16

  Like 

the failed strategies for arriving at philosophical truth that the Subject encounters in the 

Phenomenology, Beauvoir offers narratives of the failed strategic appropriations of 

various unfree situations of women.  Both Hegel and Beauvoir develop narratives that set 

the ontological stage in a range of ways, compel our belief in the realities of the staged 

scenes, persuade us in our identification with the developing subject, and finally, ask us 

to endure the inevitable failure of the particular strategy for the subject’s quest for 

identity.  Moreover, both the Hegelian Subject and the woman subjects fail because they 

take seriously the ontological commitments that the particular “scene” requires.  For 

Hegel’s subject, the failures are revealed each time as a function of unfortunate blindness.  

Nevertheless, the mourning period for Hegel’s subject is short, as the subject reassembles 

itself for a new scene, which he enters with a new arsenal of ontological commitments, 

                                                                                                                                                                             
trap in the case of the development of woman’s consciousness is not merely or straightforwardly one of 
what we may call bad faith or of consciousness cultivating dependency for itself in order to elude its 
freedom.  Rather, the stage has often been set for her, rather than by her. 
16

 Of course, this generalization will be examined more carefully as I move to discuss the specific 
structures of mystification, repression, and bad faith of each developmental stage, situation, or 
appropriation.  The particularities of say the developmental stage of the young girl differs from the 
situation of the married woman, but the general reality for the young girl is that in developing within a 
patriarchal society she, unlike Hegel’s subject’s progression, will be engulfed by the negative which will 
cause her to be cut off from freely chosen appropriations of her freedom.  I will return to this point. 
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only subsequently to fail again.  “Time and again,” Judith Butler writes, “the 

Phenomenology compels our belief in an ontological scene, a picture of what the world is 

like and where the Absolute can be found, only to reveal that picture finally as a 

systematically induced deception” (Butler 1987: 21).  For Beauvoir’s woman subjects the 

story is much more complicated.   

Though there is a connection between the manners in which both subjects fail, in 

that they take seriously the ontological commitments the scene requires, Hegel’s subject 

is not mystified, is not suffering from bad faith,
17

 nor is he repressing what is real.  For 

Hegel’s subject, every deception enables almost immediately a broader understanding of 

truth that enables the deception to be transcended.  His world repeatedly dissolves, but he 

remains “infinitely capable” of rebuilding another world.  Though he encounters the 

negative, it never submerges him in any final sense.  The women Beauvoir discusses in 

Book II are mystified, they suffer from bad faith, and repress what is real, but even this is 

complicated for they do not commit these acts by themselves nor even wholly for 

themselves.  This is important as we move to explore Beauvoir’s use of Hegel’s master-

slave dialectic because in order fully to grasp her use of the dialectic we must understand 

the unique subjectivity of the women that enter or do not enter into the struggle. 

When the master-slave dialectic arises, humanity exists as a species, but not yet as 

an individual.  The first of the two preceding sections in The Phenomenology of Spirit 

Hegel describes “sense-certainty” and “perception,” both constituting simple awareness 

of the world.  In the second, he describes “understanding.”  Self-consciousness is 

                                                           
17

 This is not meant to be true in an absolute sense.  Judith Butler, for one, reaffirms Beauvoir’s critique of 
the master-slave dialectic and the recognition it cannot entail is based in an understanding of the bad 
faith of the Self.  Butler writes, “The self-asserting ‘man’ whose definition requires a hierarchical contrast 
with an ‘Other; does not provide a model for autonomy, for Beauvoir points out the bad faith of his 
designs, i.e. that the ‘Other’ is, in every case his own alienated self (1998: 37). 
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distinguished from other types of consciousness because it has two objects.  The first is 

the object of sense-certainty and perception, and the second is being itself.  According to 

Hegel, self-consciousness is characterized, generally, as “desire” for all that exists 

independently of itself.  Self-consciousness seeks certainty by transcending, consuming, 

destroying this other, regrettably discovering that the self-certainty and satisfaction 

attained are but fleeting phenomena, for desire is constantly renewed and the object is 

merely temporarily overcome.  Hegel states: “Self-consciousness achieves its satisfaction 

only in another self-consciousness” (Hegel 1977: 110).  In order to exist both in and for 

itself, to achieve self-certainty, self-consciousness must be seen as existing as self-

consciousness by another self-consciousness.  Hegel names the process by which this 

occurs, “Recognition.”  It arises in its fundamental form at an early stage of history and 

leads to a life-and-death struggle.  An assumed premise of this stage is that human beings 

are fundamentally similar, implying that each self-consciousness will experience this 

initial “meeting” in a parallel manner.  When two self-consciousnesses meet at this stage, 

each desires to reflect oneself in the other.  Stated differently, the other provides the 

means through which one can see oneself.  However, a complication arises in that this 

reflecting means that one of the participants must be objectified, in effect rendered as an 

‘otherness’ that one wants to surpass. 

Throughout his philosophical works Hegel maintains a doctrine of internal 

relations and in the Phenomenology his focus is on the specific relations of self-

consciousness with the world and itself.  Through this project he shows us that we cannot 

understand the individual relations, say between the master and slave, alone or in 

isolation.  Rather, through the progression of the moments and achievements of 
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consciousness to a more general relation, Hegel shows that this general relation takes up 

and includes within it the earlier, more particular relation.  Being aware of something and 

being able to say something about it, necessitates the grasping of common aspects of 

things, rather than just their particularity.  Thus, to truly understand anything, what it is, 

its essential characteristics or qualities, one must recognize its connection to other things 

within the whole, or the absolute. A radical version of this doctrine would perhaps claim 

it is impossible to know anything about an object unless one grasps its relations to other 

things.  If pushed to its logical end, if one had to know all the relations of an object one 

would have to grasp the absolute because anything short of the absolute could not be said 

to be known.  This, however, seems quite impossible and to be more of a guiding 

principle than a strict requirement for knowledge claims for human beings.  In other 

words, as one comprehends the complex relations of an object with other objects and the 

relations themselves, one does gain a more comprehensive understanding of the object 

itself.  For this reason, we regularly discuss the historical settings in which events unfold, 

the psychological factors of the actors involved, and so on.   It even often occurs that we 

are made aware of circumstances of an event that were previously unknown, which 

necessitate that we change our previous understanding of said event.  In this instance, one 

may have considered herself to have known or understand, but now as further evidence or 

data has surfaced, her understanding of the situation is more acute.   

 What Hegel reveals by discussing isolated forms of experience is that we cannot 

explain these forms of experience fully, but we can understand each enough to know that 

we do not sufficiently know them.  His purpose is to show that we will never derive an 

understanding of these experiences without grasping a sense of the whole.  In the 
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Phenomenology, he seeks to prove this by describing specific problems or inadequacies 

that arise if we do not understand the relational reality of all subjects and objects.  

Regarding human consciousness he reveals that individual consciousness is unfounded 

without cultural consciousness and that cultural consciousness cannot subsist without 

absolute consciousness.  This notion informs Beauvoir’s analysis of women, in that she 

recognizes that great differences exist between women; however, there is a general 

relation between women and their situations within a world that has been constituted, 

historically, socially, and culturally, which binds them in their existence as woman in 

order to exclude them from the realm of concretely free subjects.   

Of Beauvoir, we may also say that what she does in The Second Sex is to focus on 

specific relations.  Thus, as we move to consider Beauvoir’s repeated gestures to the 

master-slave dialectic, we recognize her task is not to derive a concept of woman and 

then determine where woman falls within or without the dialectic in relation to man.  This 

would contradict her rejection of a philosophical approach that seeks to be abstract and 

totalizing, and would be incoherent in light of her own original philosophical style.  The 

conflict of consciousness is, for Beauvoir, given by human ontology.  Human actors, who 

are trying to carry out their individual projects, coexist in the world.  That their different 

projects will at some time conflict is inevitable.  Nevertheless, if all that occurred were 

conflicts of endeavors and desires, it would seem that as one carries out one’s projects in 

a world with similar others, one would actually fluctuate between the different 

assignments within and without the dialectic, and for Beauvoir, as she discusses women 

in their disparate situations, this is true.  However, Beauvoir notices two problems.  First, 

women in situation are more frequently cut off from transcendent activity independent of 
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whether they appear similar to one of the Hegelian figures or remain outside the dialectic.  

Second, women are denied opportunity to transcend the dialectic through reciprocal 

recognition.  This does not result merely from the conflict of consciousnesses, but from 

the situation of woman as a shared political and social reality of norms and notions or 

what it means to become a woman.   

The master-slave relation provides a lens through which to view inter-subjective 

relationships, which themselves organize broader socials relations.  For Beauvoir in The 

Second Sex, both Hegel’s dialectic and his approach to philosophy and understanding 

more generally provide further access into the perplexity and particulars of women’s 

historical oppression.  In the Phenomenology, the master-slave dialectic appears as an 

early moment in the movement of spirit’s recovery of itself.  For Hegel, this moment is 

less “concrete” than achievements of culture such as art, religion and philosophy.  

However, this dialectic is located at an important turning point.  For Hegel, the problem 

is how self-consciousness can develop dialectically out of consciousness of merely 

external objects.  Consciousness is unable to grasp itself in things, for the consumption of 

objects of desire does not satisfy desire.  Thus, consciousness turns to another 

consciousness for a more stable mediation.  It seems that risking one’s life in order to 

force another consciousness to grant recognition upon oneself provides a more promising, 

and lasting mediation.  Following the struggle and submission of the slave, the master 

finds himself frustrated.  Self-consciousness, it is revealed, can only achieve proper 

recognition through mutual acknowledgment, which occurs later in the progression 

through the legal and ethical relations Hegel develops.  At the master-slave stage, the 

dialectic proceeds through the servant, as he finds or recognizes himself through the 
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negating action of work upon the material world.  It must be noted, however, that the 

point of the master-slave dialectic is that it results in an advance in self-consciousness, 

and though we may use it to analyze the origins of human relations, in that it represents 

the first interaction between two consciousnesses in the progression, it is not the only 

relation of human subjects.   

Furthermore, Hegel meticulously plans the movement between the developmental 

stages of spirit.  The stages could be different than the ones Hegel uses to move the 

reader to the absolute, details could be more or less, or radically different.  Hegel must, 

through using enough detail and appropriate stages, convince the reader that nothing 

other than the absolute will succeed in explaining our experience.   Hegel must show that 

each stage fails, but once the stage fails there is nothing specific that follows necessarily 

from this failure.  After the failure of each stage, we are persuaded or inclined to search 

for more complex presuppositions that include the triumphs of the previous stages and 

overcome their problems.  It is the reader who decides to make this leap, Hegel simply 

provides us with a strategy to discover the steps that will lead us to the Absolute.  Kain 

(2005), for one, suggests this reveals a particular type of necessity that exists, in the 

Phenomenology, namely that of strategic necessity, which he defines as necessity for a 

purpose or necessity in order to reach a goal.
18

  Once we reach the Absolute, we can re-

examine the steps leading up to it and recognize the particular steps that got us here were 

necessary.  In the end, the strategic necessity operates in order to disclose the 

presuppositional necessity of the absolute, the central idea being that it is possible that 

though there are numerous strategies available for reaching the same logical conclusion, 

only the absolute will finally succeed at resolving all the failures of the presuppositions of 
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 Kain (2005; 18).  
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the preceding stages.  Without the Absolute, something will remain inexplicable, 

something will be unresolved, something will be left out.   

Initially in The Second Sex Beauvoir rejects essentialism, which claims the 

feminine is some mysterious Platonic-like essence, as well as nominalism, which claims 

the word “woman” is completely arbitrary. Instead, she begins her analysis with a 

question:  “What is woman?” or “What is a woman?”   As she has rejected two possible 

methods through which she may begin her investigation, she starts with a 

phenomenological description of lived experience or, in other words, a naïve experience 

of the life world as it shows forth viewed from the natural standpoint. Beauvoir, however, 

notes a blatant inadequacy with description from the so-called natural standpoint, namely, 

that it does not describe reality as it is experienced from woman’s point of view.  In other 

words, what is apparent in the natural standpoint is the existence of subjective points of 

view which are interchangeable.  Yet, Beauvoir notes, a woman’s perspective is not 

interchangeable with that of a man’s, for the situated subjectivities that are man and 

woman are radically different.  What is apparent in experience is that there exist typical 

different patterns of behavior for men and women.   

The specific pattern Beauvoir notes concerning women is that if we can say 

something about the existence of woman, it is that she is trapped in immanence, by the 

situation man imposes on her.  This situation is one for which she, woman, is not 

necessarily responsible, in fact, Beauvoir shows that women’s acceptance of this 

imposition varies.  Some choose to accept their situation in bad faith, in order to preserve 

the security and privilege she receives.  Others accept it because they are unable to 

imagine any concrete alternative to their situation, acting out in forms of passive 
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resistance and ‘resentment’ toward their oppressors.  However, there are still others for 

whom freedom is suppressed to the point where they no longer have the capacity to 

choose or act in resistance.  Beauvoir develops this notion of deep-seated oppression in 

The Ethics of Ambiguity, and I will return to this development in my discussion of her 

conception of subjectivity.  Of interest at this time are two points.  First, we may note 

women’s acceptance of this imposed situation exists on a continuum, meaning that even 

if one argues that for Beauvoir the situation of women is universal, is the situation of 

woman generally, each individual woman chooses how to act within her situation.  Thus, 

every woman experiences her imposed situation differently and acts according to what 

she deems both possible and best within her (limited) options.  This leads to the second 

point, namely that for Beauvoir, there can be no ‘moral fault’ for those who occupy the 

most oppressed end of the continuum because for these women there is no possibility for 

meaningful choice.  In this situation, not only does woman fail to constitute her situation, 

she becomes its product, and though the condition man has imposed on her is of human 

origin, it is similar in its power over her to the rule of natural forces over objects (Kruks 

1998: 60).  Moral autonomy of the agent, then, is a historical concept, which means that 

under certain conditions an agent may be reproached for his actions, but not necessarily 

reproached in herself as an agent.  This relative or historical aspect of moral autonomy 

holds for both women and men which means that even the sexist is socially constructed 

by the historical settings and structures within which he is born.  Additionally, historical 

or cultural recognition in Beauvoir’s theory enables contemporary feminists to derive 

conclusions regarding the specificity of the oppression of women within different 

cultures.  Beauvoir does not intend for her analysis in The Second Sex to encompass 
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every problem encountered by all womankind, for throughout her writings she never 

underestimates the subject in woman or the individual which feels the spontaneous need 

to transcend herself.  Rather, she takes care to treat the situation of oppression of women 

as complicated, as manifesting itself in different forms dependent upon the culture within 

which the women themselves exist and the women themselves in their particularity.  In 

short Beauvoir reveals throughout her corpus that we must think concretely and 

practically about how women can free themselves from social institutions that restrict or 

limit the kind of society we are able to have.  For Beauvoir we can be certain of at least 

one thing: the present system which oppresses women will either be replaced or it will go 

on forever, which of these occurs depends upon us and not on an essential rendering that 

flows from the type of being of woman. 

In theorizing about women as a group, one runs the risk of essentializing or 

normalizing an ideal woman, but in failing to conceptualize an idea of women as a group 

feminists uphold the privilege of those who seek to keep women divided.   Therefore, the 

central question remains whether we theorize about women as a group or insist that there 

is no content that sustains the reality of such a concept.  I argue that returning to 

Beauvoir’s The Second Sex enables feminists to derive a working definition of women 

that seeks neither to be essentializing nor entirely individualistic. Through using Hegel’s 

notion of the development of subject as a descriptive device to situate the historical 

reality of woman’s situation within patriarchy Beauvoir is able to speak about women as 

a general group.  Yet, Beauvoir repeatedly indicates that the question “What is woman?” 

has no answer.  However, this is not because the concealed truth is too indeterminate to 

be known; it is because there is no truth regarding this notion.  What a woman is depends 
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upon her total situation, because every concrete human being is a singular, separate 

individual.  Even as she exists in a shared social setting, how she lives her condition, or 

how she assumes her freedom within her supposed given situation, depends on her past, 

her family, opportunities she is provided with, cultural and social norms she absorbs, and 

her own commitments. This structure of Beauvoir’s argument reveals that one of the 

strengths of her text is that it is able to generate an analysis, which is diachronic and 

synchronic, historical and existential. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



30 
 

 
 

CHAPTER 2: 

SITUATING BEAUVOIR WITHIN THE HEGELIAN REVIVAL IN FRANCE 

 

Studies regarding the importance of Hegel’s philosophy to Beauvoir in her philosophical 

and literary work tend to focus upon Beauvoir’s appropriation of the Master-Slave 

dialectic in The Second Sex or the Kojève-inspired reading she shares with Sartre.  In 

accordance with the latter, some scholars recognize Beauvoir’s interpretation of Hegel 

and Kojève as divergent from and perhaps a corrective to Sartre’s understanding.  

Though these projects are significant, my focus in this chapter will serve to broaden the 

context in both a historical and futural sense.  Historical in that Beauvoir is both a central 

figure in the Hegelian revival in France and one of the first philosophers to appropriate 

and transform Hegel in order to analyze and diagnose the situation of women.
1
  Futural in 

that I claim the focus of contemporary feminism and gender study should not be a 

question of whether Beauvoir remains true to the vision of Hegelian philosophy; rather 

we should ask, for Beauvoir: What does Hegel provide for an understanding of the 

situation of women and of the human being more generally?  Furthermore, what does a 

Hegelian approach provide that is not granted by alternative systems?   

To answer this question we must first look at the political and philosophical 

climate within which Beauvoir was writing, while maintaining a focus upon Beauvoir’s 

individual interests, motives, and projects as well.  In this chapter I argue we should 

understand Beauvoir’s turn to German philosophy, and Hegel specifically, as a response 

                                                           
1
 In Beauvoir, Hegel, War, Meryl Altman gives a poignant analysis of the historical context of Beauvoir’s 

political and philosophical ideas.  In this essay, Altman shows that the influence of Hegelian philosophy on 
Beauvoir is broader than the influence it had on Sartre, speaking in terms of what Beauvoir accepts, works 
through and rejects.  Altman writes:  “Beauvoir's reading of Hegel is crucially inflected by two 
circumstances Sartre did not fully share: her experience of serious, independent study of Hegel's texts in 
Paris under the German occupation, and earlier encounters during her student days with eccentric, 
idealist, and literary readings of Hegel, exemplified by the Philosophies group and by surrealists such as 
Louis Aragon” (2007: 67). 



31 
 

 
 

which aligns with the motives of her contemporaries to create a philosophy that 

transcends the debate which constructs as opposites a philosophy of life and a philosophy 

of the concept.  For Beauvoir woman is often trapped in a fixed relation as an external 

social or biological or psychological idea that is never permitted to return to itself in its 

complexity as a product of all of these various influences.  Moreover, as she becomes 

reified in this idea she is never reflected in the world as more than an idea.  This is, of 

course, not the same for men.  They are projected as fully subject, as invisible in terms of 

gendered being.  But, this too represents a mistaken understanding of what it means to be 

human, for even as women are projected as completely the product of their psychology or 

biology, to deny that these aspects of human existence do not function to shape the 

situation of men is dishonest.  Today, this relationship has been further complicated by 

the fact that women in many cultures have greater access to social, political, and 

economic realms that had once been closed to them.  Additionally, with the success of the 

many feminist movements we are able to truly understand sex and gender as spectrums 

and that in order to expand our collective understanding of what it means to be woman, 

we must simultaneously expand our understanding of what it means to be man.  We 

cannot expand roles for women, the institution of work to include them, and political 

representation for them without requiring a corresponding change in the attitudes and 

roles of men to make room for this.  For Beauvoir, as well as French philosophy more 

generally, Hegel provides a prospective method through which one can sidestep the 

impasses of rationalism and empiricism (and today between liberal rationalism and 

logical empiricism) as well as the seemingly necessary choice between preferring the 

general or the particular.  Yet, Hegel’s Phenomenology offers Beauvoir, particularly, an 
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analytic tool that enables her to understand a particular type of becoming, which never 

exists in a free relation to itself due to overlapping dimensions—biological, 

psychological, historical, social, and institutional—of human existence.   

However, to describe Beauvoir’s relation to Hegelian philosophy in merely such 

terms is inadequate, for it neglects the careful and purposeful tension Beauvoir seeks to 

maintain in her work.  Hegelian philosophy, even if read through an existential lens of 

Kojève and Hyppolite, will need, for Beauvoir, to be counterbalanced by a philosophy of 

radical subjectivity, which I argue she finds in Bergson.  Before I continue, however, it 

must be noted that Kojève and Hyppolite are undeniably important in the history of the 

study of Hegel.  First, prior to the interpretations of Kojève and Hyppolite, the 

phenomenological foundation of Hegel’s philosophical system was an unexplainable 

omission which was finally stressed with a corrective vengeance following their 

interpretations. Second, Kojève especially was able to transform Hegel’s abstract and 

dense prose into a lively philosophical narrative that is at once informative and relatable.  

Regarding Kojève’s aptitude for story-telling Descombes writes: 

In his [Kojève’s] commentaries, the austere Hegelian Phenomenology 

turns into a kind of serialized philosophical novel, where one dramatic 

scene follows another; picturesque characters come face to face, reversals 

of situation keep up the suspense, and the reader, avid to know the end of 

the story (or history), clamours for more. (Descombes 1980: 27)
2
 

 

Yet, Kojève does more than simply interpret Hegel’s text he also in a sense adds a bit of 

drama in terms of what he emphasizes in the Phenomenology—the master-slave dialectic 

and his characterization of the end of ‘man’—and how he emphasizes it. The master has 

risked death in what might originally appear as a more authentic relationship to his being 

as a human being, which echoes, with Heidegger’s Being and Time. However, it is the 
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 Descombes (1980: 27). 
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slave who is revealed as more authentic because he is constituted in his very being by his 

“fear of death.” Moreover, there is a difference in attitudes after the struggle of life and 

death which further constitutes the being of the participants. Following his victory, the 

master is afforded the opportunity to relish his superiority and leave everything material 

to his slave; his previous action leaves him content  now to exist as master and enjoy the 

benefits of another’s labors. The slave, by contrast, owns nothing not even his desire 

since he works in order to satisfy the whims of another, will escape the trappings of an 

inauthentic attitude through productive work.  As the slave transforms nature through his 

work, his working imprints upon him, whereas the master’s satisfaction is obtained more 

and more through empty recognition of his peers. The master appears to set the stage for 

the slave who “overcomes” him as master, while thereby “overcoming” himself as Slave. 

In short, the slave learns the truth of the ambiguity of his being; as being constituted by 

the existence of others, by the natural world, and by his action in the world.  Finally, 

Kojève and Hyppolite revealed how Marx and Hegel could be synthesized, a notion that 

was additionally present in Merleau-Ponty’s work at the time.  Hyppolite, for example, in 

a 1947 essay in Les Temps Modernes argues that a Marxist account of the origins of 

oppression is inadequate, an argument echoed by Beauvoir in The Second Sex.  Marx 

does not account for what Hyppolite refers to as the ‘foundation of his dialectics’ and it is 

thus required that we return to Hegel to account for the origination of oppression and the 

conditions of self-consciousness (Hyppolite 1947). 

Nevertheless, for Beauvoir, Hegel both got it absolutely right and absolutely 

wrong.  In order to understand humanity, you must understand its developmental stages—

its failures, its successes, its moments of overcoming what it was before, and the traces, 
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the memories it contains even as it progresses.  But, what is humanity and can it ever be 

overcome?  And more specifically for Beauvoir, what is this being we refer to as woman?  

Is she not the product of unimaginable calculations, the summation of all the individual 

relations that one possesses to all others multiplied by the number of subjects conscious 

of these relation?  Though this may not be a practical determination to be calculated, it 

provides a context.  What we do know about woman is that she does not constitute half of 

what we may call the history of humanity even though she does comprise numerically 

half of the subjects of this concept “humanity.”  In other words, the history of humanity 

rarely includes women.  Thus, the notion of woman, in a sense, must be understood as 

occupying a space that supports the endeavors of humanity rather than creating it.  It is 

here, with this descriptive analysis of what Beauvoir will refer to the situation of woman, 

we find the greatest debt to Hegel’s Phenomenology.  The dialectical progression or 

understanding of the development of Spirit as the situation of humanity informs 

Beauvoir’s description of the situation that is woman.  To answer the question again and 

perhaps more completely, what Hegelian philosophy provides is the framework or 

structure for the situation within which women exist.   

Regarding the setting within which Beauvoir was introduced to Hegel I will focus 

upon three crucial moments.  First, a disagreement between two prominent French 

intellectuals, Brunschvicg and Bergson, regarding the foundation of philosophical inquiry 

and thus truth, established a debate that would remain central to the intellectual scene 

well into the late 20th century.  Briefly, the key difference between them may be 

understood as follows:  Bergson emphasizes a philosophy of fundamental interiority, 

while Brunschvicg argues for a philosophy of mathematically based concepts.  This 
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division represents a defining moment for the great philosophical French movements of 

the 20th century, existentialism, structuralism, post-modernism, which followed, for it 

initiated a debate between a philosophy of life and a philosophy of the concept.  Second, 

there occurred a shift from Hegel’s epistemology of the Encyclopedia to the 

anthropology/history of the Phenomenology.  Instrumental to this abandonment of the 

epistemology of the Encyclopedia is Brunschvicg’s critique of Hegel’s “concrete 

universal,” which in a cursory manner clarifies the exclusion of Hegel from a centralized 

French curriculum maintained by Brunschvicg himself.  Finally, I will focus upon the 

influence of the existential reading of Hegel’s Phenomenology on Beauvoir as put forth 

by Alexander Kojève and Jean Hyppolite.  My intent in focusing upon these three 

moments in the history of French philosophy is twofold. One, I aim to provide a greater 

contextual understanding of Beauvoir’s turn towards Hegel, and two, by focusing upon 

this larger context of ideas we are able to comprehend more fully Beauvoir’s complicated 

appeal to Hegelian philosophy beginning with her early political writings, through her 

ethics, and culminating in her treatment of the situation of women in The Second Sex.   

The Concept versus the Life 

Before looking at the philosophy of Hegel and the role it occupied within French 

thought during Beauvoir’s philosophical development, let us turn to the focus of French 

philosophy at the beginning of the 20
th

 century in order to derive an understanding of the 

context within which Beauvoir would be shaped.  Early in the 20th century Bergson and 

Brunschvicg introduced two disparate orientations from which they argued proper 

philosophical investigation originates.  This division began with Henri Bergson’s two 

lectures at Oxford in 1911, wherein he unveiled his philosophy of fundamental 
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interiority. The following year, Brunschvicg published Les Étapes de la Philosophie 

Mathématique in which we find a philosophy of the mathematically based concept.  Alain 

Badiou argues this division represents a defining moment for the great philosophical 

French movements of the 20th century—existentialism, structuralism, post-modernism—

which followed in that it initiated a debate between a philosophy of life and a philosophy 

of the concept.  Badiou writes: 

At once a living organism and a creator of concepts, the subject is 

interrogated both with regard to its interior, animal, organic life, and in 

terms of its thought, its capacity for creativity and abstraction. The 

relationship between body and idea, or life and concept, formulated 

around the question of the subject, thus structures the whole development 

of 20th-century French philosophy from the initial opposition between 

Bergson and Brunschvicg onwards. (Badiou 2004) 

 

The debate and dialectical interaction between life and concept would continue as a 

major theme through the work of Sartre, Lévi-Strauss, Lacan, Merleau-Ponty, Delueze, 

and Badiou himself.  Although Badiou does not include Beauvoir explicitly in his 

exposition of French philosophers influenced by this fundamental split, she was a central 

figure within the existential movement and through even the most superficial scan of her 

work one recognizes this conflict between life and concept is a repeated theme.   

At risk in this debate between life and concept is the question of the human 

subject, for here within the human being, the two orientations collide.  Ostensibly, 

Beauvoir’s use of literature and memoir represent a turn toward a Bergsonian discourse 

of truth within the particularities of singular existence.  These forms of expression offer a 

new space wherein literature (or narrative) and philosophy become indistinguishable; 

where there is no longer a rigid demarcation between life and concept and the writer is 
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afforded the opportunity to breathe new life into the concept.
3
 One finds throughout 

Beauvoir’s diaries, novels, essays and autobiographies this appeal to the lived experience 

of particular existence.   

Margaret A. Simons, for one, adeptly identifies three Bergsonian theories that 

appear in Beauvoir’s novels: the criticism of intellectual understanding, the necessity of 

exposing perceptual distortions, and the primacy of immediate experience. As early as 

1926, in her diary Beauvoir displays her partiality for the life over and against abstract 

concepts in that she copies several pages from Bergson’s Time and Free Will:  An Essay 

on the Immediate Data of Consciousness (1889).  She continues by comparing Bergson’s 

philosophy to others noting that “in reading other philosophers I have the impression of 

witnessing more or less logical constructions, here I am finally touching palpable reality 

and encountering life.”
4
  This preference for lived, particular experience continues to 

develop and in her 1946 essay “Literature and Metaphysics,” Beauvoir argues the 

following two points:  first, that one is able to express a philosophy of phenomenology 

better within the genre of the novel than in the philosophical treatise and, second, that 

literary writing may represent the only space within which certain phenomenological 

understandings can find expression.  The first claim exhibits a simple preference or ease 

in expressing phenomenology through literature, while the latter claim provides a 

stronger conception regarding essential differences between philosophy and literature.  

Beauvoir writes:  “The meaning of an object is not a concept discernible by pure 

understanding; rather, it is the object as such that reveals itself to us by means of the 

                                                           
3
 Ibid. 

4 From Margaret Simon’s own transcription and translation of Simone de Beauvoir, 2e cahier 
(1926), holograph manuscript, Manuscript Collection, Biblioteque Nationale, Paris, p. 7–8. 
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entire relation that we sustain with it, a relation which is action, feeling, and emotion.”
5
  

Philosophy carries one beyond earthly appearances, into the realm of immutability, while 

literature keeps us in this human world, in the subjective, singular, and ambiguous facets 

of experience that are noncompliant within abstract philosophical categories.  Stated 

differently, for Beauvoir, the facts of concrete lived experience do not correspond to the 

descriptions of abstract general philosophy.  Much of academic philosophy exists within 

the ideal world, a central example being that of freedom wherein freedom, or the human 

being’s existence as or capacity for freedom, is considered in ideal settings within 

abstract theoretical confines, leaving situated, particular freedom of the real world by the 

wayside.  Thus, as a corrective or addition to this abstract, anesthetized version of human 

reality Beauvoir uses literature as a primary ground for philosophy.  

Of course this rejection of the abstract, philosophical viewpoint is not meant to be 

absolute.  Philosophy as a discipline is both useful and necessary to a complete 

description of human experience; however, if we understand philosophy as a fully 

constituted, total conceptualization of the world, as is exemplified within the 

philosophical systems of Kant and Spinoza, then we reduce all meaning to pure concepts 

impermeable by any other means except through intellectual understanding.  To elaborate 

this point let us examine briefly Kant’s project in The Critique of Pure Reason. Kant 

there seeks to show how mathematics and physical processes relate to empirical 

experience.  All empirical objects, for Kant, may be discussed in terms of space and time, 

the two pure a priori structures of intuition.  From these two forms of intuition human 

beings derive the formal rules of the understanding, which unfold within time (e.g. 

substance, cause and effect, identity, etc.).  Substance is then that which maintains 
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throughout successive temporal moments and a cause is that which exists prior in time to 

an effect.  These rules are universal and necessary, but they do not provide information 

regarding the subjective experience of encountering an object or oneself through those 

successive moments, what it is to be affected by something, or how one experiences 

oneself as a contradictory entity.   Even according to Kant, the unity of knowledge cannot 

be accomplished through referencing the manifold of intuition, but is founded with regard 

to the phenomena as a principle whose source is the subject.  Thus, there are at least two 

ways we may recognize in Kantian philosophy a sharp dividedness of consciousness 

which the entire development of German Idealism is both founded upon and maintains 

deliberately.
6
  First, both the origins of understanding and reason are transcendental, but 

reason which is the faculty of principles lacks empirical application. Second, as 

knowledge and the object of intuition are not concretely unified, then the structure of 

human understanding can be understood as only formally posited and is based upon 

impermeable categories that exist without specificity in terms of origin, content, and 

relatedness.  The problem that is well discussed within Kantian literature is that of the 

apparent conflict presented in Kant’s Third Antinomy between the freedom of the will 

and the determinism of the physical universe.
7
  The human being is clearly subject to the 

laws of the nature, but without the existence of freedom then morality is rendered 

impossible.  Furthermore, there must exist a connection between the standpoints of the 

free will and that of the natural world in order for the will to act upon the world.  If this is 

not possible then all acts of moral volition become superfluous and all categorical 

demands are made in vain.  Though my purpose here is not to enter into the debate 
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 Nectarios (2006). 

7
 See Beck (1960), Stibler (1960), and Hochberg (1977) for further discussion. 
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regarding how Kant’s Third Antinomy may be resolved, it sets up quite plainly what is at 

risk for our understanding of the human subject.  We learn from Kant that the human 

being cannot be set up as opposed to, separate from, or wholly unique within the greater 

landscape of being. The possibility for abstraction, categorical understanding and moral 

action are not exclusively abstract activities but take place in a world through the 

existence of beings with access to this possibility.  In order to express the ambiguity of 

the condition of the human being and the relationship between human beings and the 

physical world, the use of literature in conjunction with traditional approaches to 

philosophizing are required. 

The use of literature as a primary ground for philosophy is, however, not the only 

Bergsonian element of Beauvoir’s methodology.  Additionally, Beauvoir follows 

Bergson in his criticism of mere intellectual understanding as inevitably distorting 

perception and thinking regarding the individual life.  Beauvoir’s interest in 

methodologically exposing the distortion that results from elevating conceptual 

understanding and excluding the disclosing nature of lived experience manifests itself in 

forms ranging from her focus on “bad faith” in her novels, to her resting her ethical 

theory on an opening of the ambiguous reality of the human subject, and finally most 

famously, in The Second Sex, her revealing of the distortions in the image man has 

created for woman as the Other.  Following Bergson, Beauvoir recognizes that 

consciousness seeks to create order through erecting distinctions and seeking to perceive 

reality through the lens of the stability of language.  Language and concepts distort 

perception and thought by restricting their movement and fluidity.  “The word,” Bergson 

writes, “which stores up the stable, common, and therefore impersonal element in the 
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impressions of mankind overwhelms… the delicate and fugitive impressions of our 

individual consciousness” (Bergson 1950: 131-132).  Beauvoir similarly writes: “words 

can only capture [retiennent] reality after they have murdered [assassine´] it; they let the 

most important aspect of reality escape—its presence” (Beauvoir 1962: 44). 

Words, concepts, abstractions cause problems when one mistakes them for 

ontological distinctions rather than conventional tools used for communicative efficiency.  

In other words, language seeks to trap being and in doing so obscures the freedom that 

constitutes the human subject.  Thus, it often occurs that one confuses an aspect of one’s 

identity, whether it be as a teacher or in being married, as existing apart from acting like a 

teacher or engaging in behaviors that reveal one as being married.  The notion of married 

or teacher cannot do anything; it is not anything apart from the being that translates it into 

something.  Likewise, the concept of woman cannot do anything; it cannot cause 

anything in a being that is first freedom.
8
  Nevertheless, these distortions represent the 

norm of human behavior, such that free acts become the exception (Bergson 1950: 197).  

Human intellect, in that it becomes accustomed to analyzing itself, its feelings, its 

expressions, and naming them gradually begins to lose sight of its fundamental 

understanding of itself.  Bergson refers to these words, these concepts, as “our most 

trustworthy friends” which advise us, guide us and form a thick surface on our being 

eventually hardening and covering up our own sentiments and desires (Bergson 1950: 

167-169).  The freedom of the individual consciousness, the spontaneity that escapes all 

definition becomes distorted in this process eventually preferring the category to 

                                                           
8
 I will return to this point in more detail in the chapters to follow for although a concept or a symbol 

cannot do anything, they are interpreted by beings that do act.  Mistakes in understanding or confusing 
concepts as things, whether intentional or not, do result in oppressive situations/social orders for women 
as well as other groups. 



42 
 

 
 

freedom.  Looking ahead, this description of the reifying of categories as ontologically 

significant will occupy a central role in Beauvoir’s understanding of the oppression of 

women.  As consciousness seeks to order the world it casts the human being into two 

forms, male and female, based upon a physical difference that is readily identifiable.  

This in itself is not problematic.  The problem arises when one forgets this distinction 

cannot be made over and against the notion of the human being as freedom, when the 

male form is recognized as representative of the human form and the female form is thus 

relegated to the status of different than male, thus other than human.   

Finally, Bergson’s influence upon Beauvoir can be traced through her emphasis 

on lived experience.  Beauvoir reveals the importance of lived experience through her 

essays, novels and philosophy, showing that every subject exists in a lived relationship to 

the world and that abstract concepts are predicated upon the concrete particular.  If true, 

then this basic experience of a particular connection to the world underlies all abstract 

philosophical systems as well as what we refer to as scientific knowledge.
9
  Even those 

who build comprehensive philosophical systems, Plato, Spinoza, Kant, and Hegel, to 

name a few, ground their ideas in the world as it is lived.  The central difference between 

the novelist and the system builder is that the novelist engages in an act of recreating the 

lived experience on the level of the imagination.  Both approaches reveal truth, but the 

novelist does not conceal the fact that the truth she reveals relies on situated experience.  

This is not to say that the novel cannot reveal the sort of universal truth that is 

customarily sought through the practice of philosophy; the imagination is in fact that 

which enables one to transcend one’s given position, however, Beauvoir remains faithful 
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to the idea that before one can move to the level of abstraction the meaning must be 

revealed within the concrete particular.   

One of the advantages of expressing metaphysical experience through fiction is 

that one is able to unite the multiple dimensions of human experience, such as the 

psychological, economic, material, historical, familial, which tend to resist reconciliatory 

attempts in philosophy.  Fiction, the novel and the fictional character, provides the space 

to examine a consciousness which is simultaneously unified and contradictory; it is a 

realm wherein the seemingly irreconcilable theories of, for example, Freud and Marx can 

find a common home within the individual influenced by the historical material 

conditions as well as the development of disparate drives of the multiple layers of 

consciousness.  Furthermore, fiction does not require the move to the universal in order to 

express truth, and in operating in such a fashion it tells us something, perhaps, regarding 

the limits of truth when it comes to understanding human reality.  Namely, the subjective 

experience of the human being within the world may not itself be subject to 

universalization of the kind supposed within philosophy and the sciences.  Regarding the 

situation of women, the use of fiction to investigate the effects of oppression has proved 

to be enlightening in that fiction does not require that women experience this oppressed 

situation in identical fashion.  One would not necessarily describe the female characters 

in Beauvoir’s novels as oppressed, and in fact one may find in some of these characters a 

manner in which to live freely within an oppressive order.  Regarding the central role of 

fiction within Beauvoir’s thought it suffices at this time to say this:  fiction enables 

Beauvoir to reveal the layers of the self and perhaps the existence of different and at 

times contradictory selves which constitute a seemingly unified consciousness.  In this 
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light, fiction is able to bridge the connection between the word and lived experience by 

refusing to impose rational order upon the character that exists in the fictional world.  

Additionally, the truth of the individual is not revealed in a systematic, rational 

description, rather we learn idiosyncratic yet essential qualities regarding the other within 

moments that may only be defined as necessary in hindsight.  The metaphysical narrative 

respects this and one often finds that the most mundane moments within the novel are 

also the most revealing.   

Françoise, one of the central protagonists in Beauvoir’s She Came to Stay, serves 

as a proper example of the aforementioned Bergsonian heritage.  The first element is 

quite obvious:  Françoise is a fictional character. It is often noted that she embodies 

certain characteristics of those with whom Beauvoir was associated; however, the 

practice of writing a fictional life into existence provides a basic advantage to 

understanding a life in that it offers a break, a moment for reflection and perfection.  

Regarding the second element, the distorting effect of consciousness upon reality, one 

recognizes Françoise as engaging in such behavior almost immediately upon her 

introduction.
10

  As she goes to retrieve a bottle of whiskey from Pierre’s office in the 

theatre where she has been working late with Gerbert, she observes that without her 

presence the theatre itself did not exist insofar as it did not exist for her.  To herself she 

notes: 

It was as if she had been entrusted with a mission:  she had to bring to life 

this forsaken theatre filled with darkness…A moment ago they had been 

aware of nothing.  Now she was there and they held out their arms…She 

alone released the meaning of these abandoned places, of these slumbering 
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 I mean this to apply to the typical published translation which does not include two unpublished 
chapters.  Refer to the problems of censorship regarding She Came to Stay in Edward Fullbrook’s essay 
“Two Unpublished Chapters” in Simone de Beauvoir’s Philosophical Writings edited by Margaret Simons 
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things.  She was there and they belonged to her.  The world belonged to 

her. (Beauvoir 1943: 12) 

 

Here the reader is immediately drawn to the manner in which Francoise’s utilitarian 

consciousness orders her surroundings.  They only, according to her limited, methodical 

consciousness, exist for her; they only come to life through her designating them as alive 

for her.  However, this utilitarian consciousness performs a further distortion, this time 

upon Francoise’s understanding of herself.  Regarding Gerbert, Françoise denies her 

physical attraction, for she loves Pierre:  “there was no room in her life for another love” 

(Beauvoir 1943: 18).  Her understanding of herself has been structured in response to the 

social conventions of her time.  Even as Françoise describes herself as free and happy in 

her relationship with Pierre, she must in fact deny a part of herself, her desire for Gerbert 

at this point, in order to remain in this protected state of happiness.  Thus, one may 

question whether she is really happy in denying something that would contribute to her 

happiness.  Has her utilitarian consciousness deceived her regarding her own 

understanding of what would make her happy?   

 Bergson and Beauvoir recognize that language and concepts are social 

conventions that in this case impact Françoise’s freedom by distorting her understanding 

of her own feelings.  Social convention acts as a mediator between the immediate 

experience one has of oneself and the reflective, linguistic understanding one has of 

oneself, resulting in the inhibiting of one’s desires if they do not align with that which is 

socially mandated by the reflected self or society more generally.  In short, this formation 

of habits is an acquisition that inhibits one’s freedom.      

The question is: Has Beauvoir merely reproduced Bergsonian ideas or has she 

surpassed them in a creative manner?  She has achieved the latter, I argue, through 
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forging a middle ground between nominal individualism and essentialism, incorporating 

lessons from Bergson that influenced her critical use of Hegel.  Specifically, regarding 

the situation of women, Beauvoir meticulously uses literature and critical philosophy to 

reveal that even though the general situation of woman is one which may be defined as 

oppressed, each woman, even those of Beauvoir’s fiction, experiences her own 

consciousness as a unique possession and vantage point within the world.  For now, the 

question remains: Which version of Hegel is useful to Beauvoir’s understanding of the 

primacy of subjectivity within the collective?   

Shift to the Phenomenology 

Prior to the late 1920s, a certain Hegel, namely the Hegel of Phenomenology of 

Spirit, was relatively unknown.  Even in 1931 Alexander Koyrè, in the Revue d’histoire 

de la philosophie noted that in France Hegel studies were virtually nonexistent.  Jean 

Wahl’s Le Malheur de la conscience dans la philosophie de Hegel, published in 1929, 

represents the exception to this exclusory trend.  Not until after 1945 was a dramatized 

version of Hegelianism, which focuses upon historical becoming through a series of 

conflicts, recognized as compatible with Existentialism and Marxism.  Thus, most of the 

post-1945 interpreters of French thought tend to understand Hegelianism as being revived 

through its relation to Existential and Marxist theorists.  This Existential-Marxist 

understanding of the revival of Hegel in French circles forgets, however, over sixty years 

of previous French scholarship of Hegelian philosophy.  Until the 1920s when one spoke 

of Hegelian philosophy, one was referring to the “System” of Hegel’s Encyclopedia of 

Philosophical Sciences.  After 1945, there is a tendency to overlook the reactionary 

sentiment of the Hegelian scholarship of the 1920s and 30s.  However, the turn from the 
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epistemology of the Encyclopedia to the historicity and anthropology of the 

Phenomenology is tantamount to the historical understanding of Hegelianism to French 

thought. 

In the nineteenth century French philosophy’s emphasis upon science meant that 

Hegel’s philosophy of history was a far second to the elevated status of his logic in the 

Encyclopedia.  The task of the time was to derive a revolutionary epistemology adequate 

to current scientific developments, and it was believed that Hegel’s dialectical method 

coupled with his concept of a “concrete universal” would suit this goal.  In particular, it 

was thought that this new epistemology could overcome the problems of empiricism and 

rationalism.  Empiricism was recognized as problematic in that it was unable to account 

for the logic of wholes through a process of generalizing characteristic of the constituting 

parts, for in doing so empiricism overlooks those properties that belong to the whole 

essentially in its being a whole.
11

  Rationalism, specifically Cartesian and Kantian 

rationalism, although capable of understanding relations, uses an abstract concept of 

reason, which while ideal for mathematical analysis, proved to be deficient when it came 

to understanding complex, constructive syntheses in progresses of nineteenth-century 

science, such as evolution in biology and societal development in anthropology and 

sociology. 

Hegelianism, by contrast, indicates a way around this impasse by offering a 

dynamic and extended reason that is able to comprehend the process of becoming, as well 

as rise above the binary oppositions of contingent and necessary, the particular and the 

universal.
12

  The Hegelian dialectic is capable of grasping the singular universality of 
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 Ibid. p. 11. 
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particular wholes in the process of becoming, rather than sacrificing the concrete to the 

abstract universality of the concept as occurs in Kantian rationalism.  Additionally, one is 

able to retain the lucidity of the concept as a guiding principle when confronted with the 

disordered immediacy of the empirical intuition.  A further benefit of Hegelian reason is 

that it allows one to grasp objects and events as evolving totalities, yet does not impinge 

upon the realm of Being.  Rather it animates it, accompanies it on its progression, and by 

resolving the contradictions it encounters on its way, reason cultivates an understanding 

of opposed terms as truly existing in a higher synthesis that incorporates both without 

destroying them.  Moreover, Hegelian logic preserves the irrational instead of rejecting it 

as unintelligible by understanding it as necessary within a comprehensive understanding 

of concrete entities.  Thus, the accidental, the contingent, the bare particular—those 

falling within the traditional categories of unintelligibility—are not merely incorporated 

into the system but welcomed as revealing a deeper current of Being. 

This tendency to reconcile through the inclusivity of reason and syntheses would 

be vociferously rejected by the first wave of French Hegel interpreters, and then again by 

post-1960s French thinkers.
13

  Hegel’s reason is criticized as being all-absorbing, as 

eliminating intuition, as deceptively including the accidental, the contingent, and the 

individual only to dissolve it into the universal.  In genuine concrete thought the 

individual would not perish, but in Hegel’s logic of synthesis individuals are considered 

opposed terms that must be united.  Thus, it is claimed that Hegel “mutilates reality” by 

deeming everything other as contradictory.  A persuasive skepticism pervaded amongst 

initial interpretations of Hegel regarding whether this expanded conception of Reason is 

truly a type of fatalism which through misrepresentation and fabrication alters facts to 
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meet the a priori requirements of the historical march of the world spirit of becoming.  A 

further problem arises in that Hegel’s philosophy of history achieves its full expression in 

the “Germanic” civilization of the Prussian state after passing through a series of less 

stable variations of orderings. 

Whether this interpretation of Hegel is fair is not the concern, rather it was 

enough that in the early 20
th

 century this caricature of Hegel’s philosophy was generally 

accepted in France.
14

  Thus, in order to integrate Hegel into French intellectual life his 

logic would have to be separated from his objectionable philosophy of history.  

Specifically, this required a rejection of Hegel’s claim that particulars are the 

consequences of Universal Spirit which stands above them and absorbs them, and 

restricting his logic to explanatory purposes.  Furthermore, the notion of the “concrete 

universal” would in theory be limited to making intelligible the genesis of totalities, as 

well as the relations between wholes and parts in their development.  Regarding the latter, 

Hegel’s philosophy could be used in both the sciences and social sciences in order to 

explain for example the relations of biological organisms or societies.  Converting Hegel 

into an epistemologist required both a significant diminution of the range of his 

philosophy, as well as a deformation of his intentions for his own philosophy.  Even with 

these concessions Hegel’s acceptance within the French intellectual realm was marginal.  

Furthermore, the recasting of Hegelian philosophy as a philosophy of science could not 

endure the neo-Kantian criticism of André Lalande and Léon Brunschvicg.
15

 

Brunschvicg’s exclusion of Hegel from the typical education in philosophy of the 

day resulted from his own analysis of the concept of the “concrete universal” as mistaken 
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in that it is merely the product of an unconscious desire for unity.  Rather than offering a 

solution to the philosophical difficulties of empiricism and rationalism, the “concrete 

universal” for Brunschvicg represented an artificial approach to solving the problem.  

Furthermore, Brunschvicg continued, if left unchecked this Hegelian notion of the 

“concrete universal” could prove to be quite dangerous in its turn away from Kantian 

rationalism as a new instantiation of irrationalism.  In an effort to catalogue Hegel’s 

irrationalism, Brunschvicg directed attention to the emotional quality of Hegel’s dialectic.  

Specifically, he pointed to passages in Phenomenology of Spirit where one finds Hegel 

describing consciousness’ struggle to achieve an absolute understanding as one of doubt 

and despair.  This emotional journey of subjectivity Brunschvicg argued does nothing for 

a philosophy of science which seeks to be a guide for the rigorous disciplines of the 

sciences.  Ultimately for Brunschvicg, Hegel’s whole philosophy was rendered as 

dangerously illusory in that it rested upon an unfounded mixture of being and thought 

which resulted from Hegel’s “impatience for a conclusion.”
16

  

The problem with Brunschvicg’s analysis, however, may be found in his elevation 

of the rational and exclusion of the irrational and the emotional.  For a humanity that was 

just beginning a reexamination of the multiple layers of consciousness, Bruschnivicg’s 

critique is restrictive in that it only leaves space for a particular type of existence and it 

delimits the realm of humanity to those who behave rationally.  Furthermore, it assumes 

that rational choice or rational action is good and the irrational counterparts to these are 

degraded forms of the rational.  In assigning these normative values to rational and 

irrational, one fails to examine a sizable influence upon the history of humanity.  Thus, 

Bruschnivicg’s criticism of Hegel is not upon further investigation truly a criticism; 
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rather, it reveals a central strength of Hegel’s approach which Beauvoir and Sartre will 

employ in their formulation of bad faith.  Akin to the practice of using literature to reveal 

the situation of the human being, Hegel’s comprehensive account, which does not restrict 

philosophy to the realm of the rational, is able to connect with human existence as it is 

lived, as it is in the process of unfolding or becoming.   

Nevertheless, following Brunschvicg’s critical assessment of the “concrete 

universal” it appeared that the challenge of making Hegel relevant to French philosophy 

would necessitate an absolution of the charge of panlogicism—where panlogicism refers 

to the idea that the absolute is the realization of knowledge in concrete manifestation or 

that there is an equating of being and knowledge in Hegel—through a route other than 

that of favoring Hegel’s epistemology over his philosophy of history.  In 1930, Alexander 

Koyrè noted that Hegelianism may be criticized as a panlogicism only if one embraces 

Hegelian logic, namely that of the identity of being and thought insofar as it leads to an 

equivocation of the rational with the real.  It is after all this association of the rational 

with the real—which may be described as injudicious—that led to Brunschvicg’s 

criticism of Hegel’s “concrete universal” as an inherent longing for nationalistic “worship 

of the state.”  Thus, the struggle appeared to lie in finding a domain within which this 

equation of thought and being, the central component of the Hegelian dialectic, could 

function as explanatory.  In order to understand the roots of Brunschvicg’s assessment we 

need to look to the spectrum of readings of Hegel’s idealism.   

Depictions of Hegel’s idealism have generally fluctuated between two opposing 

accounts, both of which are seemingly problematic for the Hegelian position.  The 

historically more traditional interpretation—which Brunschvicg is advancing in specific 
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form—sees Hegel’s philosophy as the realization of a robust metaphysical rationalism, 

while the other draws Hegel closer to Kant’s critical philosophy and the various 

restrictions and contradictions that entail.
17

  The first group of metaphysical interpreters 

typically sees nature as the manifestation of Geist and thus read the distinction between 

Nature/Geist as unified, while the second non-metaphysical groups emphasizes the 

distance between Nature and Geist until it begins to appear almost as a Kantian 

dichotomy which was discussed earlier.  Charles Taylor, for one, describes Geist as 

“cosmic spirit” present within and through the historic work of everything, including the 

work of nature.
18

  The implication of Hegel’s rationalism, on this reading, is that 

everything is grounded in and a manifestation of the Concept, wherein all of reality 

occurs as the result of the thinking activity of this cosmic substance thus revealing the 

truth of things as being structured by rational necessity even the apparent contingent 

products of nature.  This criticism becomes even more problematic, though not 

necessarily more coherent and substantiated with the claim that the German state is the 

historical manifestation of the achievement of the manifestation of the Concept in Being.  

Following Hyppolite, however, it seems apparent that this overemphasizing of the 

nationalistic worship of the German state that has been attributed to Hegel through the 

work of French scholars such as Brunschnvicg is the result of the historic situation of the 

aftermath of the First World War.
19

  

Remarkably, this domain wherein the Hegelian equation of thought and being 

would not function as a perilous mystification was not Hegel’s logic but his philosophy 

of spirit which would come to be understood as a philosophy of freedom, development 
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and action.  Through the work of Alexendre Kojève and Jean Hyppolite this 

understanding of Hegel’s philosophy of spirit achieves its summit, but the task of 

absolving Hegel from this charge of panlogicism in order to arrive at this contemporary 

reading first fell to Victor Basch.
20

  Basch’s goal in Les doctrines politiques des 

philosophes classiques d’Allemagne (1927) was to present Hegel as a philosopher of 

freedom by showing that contrary to standard doctrinal interpretations Hegel does not 

subordinate the individual to the nation.
21

  Rather, Hegel shows that the state laws, in that 

they are created by human beings, are truly a representation or reflection of particular 

human subjects.  Like Rousseau, the state for Hegel represents a departure from the state 

of nature where human beings are ruled by their instincts and drives for individual self-

preservation, to the rule of reason, morality, and universal law.  State laws then for Hegel 

are simply the codification of universal principles and customs for a group and though 

customs do form the basis of any given morality this does not make Hegel a pan-

Germanist.  Rather, Hegel provides an understanding of laws as a representation or 

projection of a historically and geographically located group.   

Basch’s contribution to the eventual existentialist reading of Hegel is significant 

in that Basch portrays Hegelian philosophy as inherently progressive, and Hegel as the 

philosopher freedom.  Hegel, Basch argues, emphasized private right as the relationship 

between individual autonomy and the will of the people, which has been encoded in law, 

which means that right as it applies to both the individual and the nation-state rests upon 

a process of social recognition.  Thus, it appears that Hegel’s description of the state 
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allows the fullest expression of individual freedom and may be thought of as a precursor 

to the socialism of Marx
22

 that is additionally consistent with the central tenets of 

Beauvoir’s existential perspective.   

It is, as James Kreines (1927)
23

 and Raoni Padui (2013)
24

 argue, possible to read 

Hegel's philosophy as involving substantive ontological commitments, while denying that 

this must necessarily commit him to a rationalist metaphysics. On these readings Hegel is 

revealed as being committed to a position of ontological pluralism—where ontological 

pluralism refers to the philosophical position that there are different modes of being that 

cannot be grounded in one thing in that things themselves exist in radically different 

ways. Importantly on this reading Hegel is not an ontological monist or an absolute 

rationalist, not simply because he believes we have access only to our own "conceptual 

schemes" or that we are trapped within the bounds of human experience though these are 

part of it, but because he is ontologically committed to the idea that there are some things 

in reality that exist in such a way that resist being grounded under the previously 

established spectrum of intelligibility. Furthermore, entities resist this in different ways 

and to different degrees making the distinction between nature and spirit not a fixed 

dichotomy, but rather comprised of different levels continuously related to one another. 

The diverse entities of nature are conceptual to varying degrees, while different parts of 

spirit are engulfed within nature to varying degrees. Thus, there are, for Hegel, natural 

entities that are not conceptual or rational, and entities that are conceptual to different 

degrees and in varying stages. And though the Concept functions as a normative standard 

used for evaluating other entities, it does not function as the determining factor for claims 
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to existence.  Furthermore, even though Hegel’s developmental account in which spirit 

arises out of nature through a process of negating nature we must understand this 

negation is not a radical eliminating of nature.  The Concept and Spirit are at work 

throughout spheres, which means there are spheres such as mechanism and chemism, 

where spirit is strictly absent according to Hegel, and spheres wherein the possibility for 

overcoming nature is more or less possible. In short, this position advanced by Kreines 

and Padui allows us to reconstruct Hegel's distinction and unity between nature and spirit 

in a manner that is more faithful to Hegel's own texts and simultaneously philosophically 

fruitful to understanding the appeal of Hegel to existential philosophers concerned with 

issues of identity, responsibility, and liberation. 

Moving back toward an explicit treatment of the importance of this reading for 

Beauvoir we find through an examination of two of her texts written during the 1940s, 

Phyrrus and Cineas and The Ethics of Ambiguity, a thinker quite concerned with this 

problem of history and the complexity of the social and political realm, and trying to use 

Hegel to work through it.  Considering the varied attitudes regarding the problem of 

existence generally and of the Nazi occupation of Paris specifically, she criticizes in The 

Ethics of Ambiguity what she names the “aesthetic attitude.”  The one who adopts this 

attitude, Beauvoir writes, “claims to have no other relation with the world than that of 

detached contemplation; outside of time and far from men, he faces history, which he 

thinks he does not belong to…this impersonal version equalizes all situations; it 

apprehends them in the indifference of their differences (Beauvoir 1948: 74-75).  The 

problem with this attitude is twofold:  first, it advocates a position of withdrawal which 

constitutes a fleeing from the responsibility one possesses for the world one participates 
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in creating, and second, it sets up as absolute a condition which is merely contingent.  

This attitude transforms the present into a potential past in order to trap it in its being.  If 

it is what it is, rather than still in the process of becoming, then we can no longer act in 

order to change it.  But, this view is dishonest and those among the French who sought to 

take “the point of view of history” during the German occupation of France were still 

playing the role of actors even as they sought to deny it.  Even in trying to put oneself 

outside the progress of history in order to study it is still a manner of living the inevitable 

reality of being inside (Beauvoir 1948: 76). 

For Beauvoir, even if we can explain the present situation through understanding 

the various influences, individuals, structures, and historical unfoldings preceding and 

thus contained within the event itself, what phenomenologists might refer to as “the 

world,” there is still an aspect that is unable to be wholly determined.  This is the freedom 

of human consciousness that cannot avoid living the present as a project.  The French 

who took “the point of view of history” during the occupation were still engaged in a 

project even as their project involved attempting not to be involved.  For Beauvoir, in 

choosing not to make a choice, to remain outside, they chose to comply with the 

occupying force against those fighting for France’s freedom along with the freedom of all 

those oppressed elsewhere by the Germans.   

The principle point is not whether the criticism of Hegel as a panlogicist is fair or 

even whether Beauvoir herself agrees with this depiction of Hegel.  Rather, what 

concerns her both in her earlier texts and The Second Sex is the manner through which 

individuals confront history as it unfolds.  Some will choose not to confront it; they will 

seek to evade their responsibility as subjects participating in its very creation.  Others, 
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however, will be unable to confront it as they do not possess the means to recognize 

themselves within the society that seems to be constructed without them.  Against 

Brunschvicg, Beauvoir’s careful treatment of the ambiguous situation within which the 

ambiguous subject acts reveals we must consider all those aspects of human reality we 

consider rational, irrational, and somewhere in between.  Understanding the development 

of the human world through providing a dialectical account of the relationships that 

constitute the whole seeks neither to put forth a limit for humanity nor to deny certain 

aspects of what it means to exist as a human being.  

To engage in critical philosophy one must have in mind a state of affairs one 

understands as ideal; a state which if realized would constitute a better order than the one 

that exists at present.  This does not mean that all meaningful activity would cease to be 

necessary, nor does it mean that all the problems of the world will immediately dissipate.  

In Beauvoir’s words:  “It is not a matter of approaching a limit; absolute Knowledge or 

the happiness of man or the perfection of beauty; all human effort would be doomed to 

failure, for with each step forward, the horizon recedes a step” (Beauvoir 1948: 79).  

Even if the ideal is achieved individuals will still set up projects, seek to meet and 

transcend their goals, begin families, celebrate, mourn the deaths of others, and find 

themselves amid conflict, choice, and change.  The vital conversion, rather, would be 

recognized in the attitude humanity manifests towards itself, both on the individual 

reflective level and the intentional, externally oriented level. 
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Toward an Existential Reading 

 As previously noted, Hegel attracted only a marginal number of French scholars 

up to the 1930s.
25

  However, during the 1940s Hegel gained a central place in French 

intellectual life leading Merleau-Ponty to claim in 1946 that, “All the great philosophical 

ideas of the past century—the philosophies of Marx and Nietzsche, phenomenology, 

German existentialism, and psychoanalysis—had their beginnings in Hegel.”
26

  Although 

Hegel was already significant in Germany, the UK and the USA, Beauvoir admits she did 

not study Hegel or Marx during her university years. This was common in France, for 

prior to the 1930s only a few studies on Hegel had appeared.  Furthermore, no Hegelian 

school of thought existed in France at the time and there were no prominent Hegelians in 

French intellectual circles.  The centralized French education system played a definitive 

role in the overlooking of Hegel in that elite schools such as the École Normale 

Supérieure determined the foundation for an entire generation of philosophers.   A 

common explanation for the reemergence of Hegel in France is that Lenin advised the 

study of Hegel as necessary to a complete understanding of Marx; thus as interest in 

Marx increased after the Second World War, interest in Hegel did as well.  A second 

explanation is that two important Hegelian scholars appeared in France in the 1930s:  
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Alexandre Kojève and Jean Hyppolite.
27

  A major characteristic of Kojève’s and 

Hyppolite’s interpretations, one that in effect converted Hegel into a philosopher 

appropriate for the times, was that they revealed a connection between the works of 

Hegel, Marx, and phenomenological existentialism.   

 Kojève, in his Introduction to the Reading of Hegel (1969), describes The 

Phenomenology of Spirit as a “phenomenological description (in the Husserlian sense of 

the word)” and as a type of philosophical anthropology.
28

  Hyppolite focused upon the 

points of connection between contemporary existentialism and the philosophy of Hegel 

claiming that The Phenomenology of Spirit is a description of Hegel’s own intellectual 

development, which parallels the development of humanity in a movement toward 

absolute knowledge.
29

  Both Kojève and Hyppolite’s interpretations of Hegel employ 

concepts of Marxism and existentialism and we may note that they portray Hegel’s 

philosophy to their French readers as revolutionary and liberating, which some scholars 

recognize in part as explaining French interest in Hegel following the war.   

 At this same time, there was also an emergence of a more Marxist Hegelianism in 

France, characterized by Henri Lefebvre and Tran-Duc-Thao.
30

  Additionally, Catholic 

thinkers, such as Gabriel Marcel and Marcel Moré, were also interested in Hegel’s 

thought.
31

  We come to find in Paris during the 1940s, Hegel was an extensively debated 

philosopher.  Among those interested in his philosophy was Simone de Beauvoir.  Her 
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memoirs recall her careful and systematic study of The Phenomenology of Spirit at the 

Bibliothèque Nationale during the war years,
32

 and though there is no evidence that she 

attended Kojève’s seminars, she admittedly read his Introduction to the Reading of 

Hegel.
33

  Like Kojève and Hyppolite, Beauvoir was primarily interested in The 

Phenomenology of Spirit, and, like Kojève, she was drawn to Hegel’s discussion of 

relations with others that begins with the master-slave dialectic.   

 Kojève interprets the master-slave dialectic as central to The Phenomenology of 

Spirit and reads the subsequent stages—stoicism, skepticism, and the unhappy 

consciousness—as merely minor, obscure ideologies.  For Kojève, Hegel’s 

Phenomenology is a philosophical anthropology that describes the historical development 

of human kind.  The struggle for recognition represents the moment of the coming into 

being of the human as human, as something separate from animal desire, and thus as the 

condition for the foundations of humanity and of history.  According to Kojève, the 

human being is distinguished from the animal insofar as human desire, unlike animal 

desire that focuses upon only survival, focuses upon being acknowledged as desire.  For 

example, animal desire merely desires the body of another, whereas what is human is a 
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desire to be desired or recognized as an individual.  Additionally, desire for an object if 

mediated by the desire of others is also human. 

 A further differentiation arises between the human and the animal in Kojève’s 

emphasis upon the human being’s need to risk his life in order to reveal himself as being-

for-itself.  Unlike the animal whose supreme value is the preserving of one’s life, the 

human being’s humanity “come to life” only through risking his (animal) life in order to 

satisfy his human desire for recognition.  This leads to a “fight to the death for pure 

prestige” which conditions the appearance of human reality and which both participants 

must survive.
34

  In order for this to occur, the two participants must assume particular 

behaviors or roles.  One of the participants must defer to the other and acknowledge this 

other as the master and one’s self as that master’s slave.  “The vanquished,” Kojève 

writes, “has subordinated his human desire for Recognition to the biological desire to 

preserve his life: this is what determine and reveals—to him and to the victor—his 

inferiority.  The victor has risked his life for a nonvital end: and this is what determines 

and reveals his superiority” (Kojève 1969: 42).   

 At first glance, Kojève continues, it appears the master realizes the “peak of 

human existence” insofar as he revealed his superiority over biological existence, over 

the natural world in general and everything that is bound to it, and is able to force the 

slave to recognize him, work for him, and yield the result of his work to him, enabling the 

master no longer to have to make any effort to satisfy his (natural) desires.
35

  However, 

this appearance shows itself to be false.  Kojève’s interpretation emphasizes that the 

master, in being recognized by a being whose recognition is insignificant, has failed to 
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achieve what he sought.  The slave, by contrast, has realized human dignity and freedom 

in his master, but has yet to experience this as his own reality.  The master at this point 

finds himself at an impasse for “Mastery is the supreme given value for him” (Kojève 

1969: 22), the slave, however, has an interest in changing his situation and retains an 

ideal to strive for.   The slave possesses the capability to achieve this change.  The 

struggle of life and the agony of death he has experienced have uprooted his foundations 

and the subsequent experience of working for the master is what ultimately liberates him 

from his “slave nature,” the nature that tied him to animal life.  The slave who is 

concerned with transforming his situation is the one who, it turns out, can alter the world: 

In transforming the World by this work, the slave transforms himself, too, 

and thus creates the new objective conditions that permit him to take up 

once more the liberating Fight for recognition that he refused in the 

beginning for fear of death (Kojève 1969: 25). 

 

It is the slave, Kojève indicates, who transcends his given situation and in doing so 

creates history.  In abolishing his slavery, the slave is able to achieve recognition from his 

master and eventually an ultimate end, wherein thesis and antithesis are transcended in a 

synthesis, of a dialectical supersession of masters and slaves.  After this transition, the 

human being will be realized as freedom, as truly human, and it is the ex-slave who 

brings this progression to realization.  Paradoxically, the human being in this moment 

will also cease to be human in terms of “the Subject opposed to the Object.”  In contrast, 

“Man remains alive as animal in harmony with Nature of given Being,” liberated and 

able to devote himself to “art, love, play, etc.; in short, everything that makes Man 

happy.”
36

  For Kojève, the master-slave dialectic moves from antagonism to 

reconciliation.  For Beauvoir as well, the master-slave dialectic moves from antagonism 
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to reconciliation, but for women historically there has been less chance for such 

reconciliation.  For example, while every body is a body that is seen or observed from an 

external viewpoint, a woman’s estimation of her own body is often mediated by the 

norms envisioned and instantiated by those with social power, which are most often men.  

This occurs in terms of beauty norms, reproductive rights, and even breastfeeding norms.  

Another example is that of work, wherein we find that women are segregated in jobs that 

pay less or not at all, are not accompanied by what is traditionally understood as power, 

and are judged by factors that are otherwise not considered relevant for their male 

coworkers.  Without this reconciliation women are unable to experience the world as 

their own truth and presence, thus resulting in a feeling of utter despair, which far from 

being a positive moment within the negative, necessitates a retreat to space created for 

them rather than by them.    

 The emerging influence of Hegel’s philosophy within French Existentialism was 

furthered by the appearance of Jean Hyppolite’s translation of the Phenomenology in 

1939 as well as the publishing of his extensive commentary, Genesis and Structure of 

Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, in 1946.  Additionally, Hyppolite’s interpretation 

assumes greater influence through courses he taught on Hegel and Marx at the Sorbonne 

between 1949 and 1954.  It is generally noted, that Hyppolite is fascinated by Marx and 

the problem of Marxism, but rather than joining the communist movement, he opted to 

restrict himself to the role of commentator.  Thus, we find a tension between Marx and 

Hegel that tends to be greater in his work than in others who treat the same subject in a 

purely intellectual manner.  Hyppolite rejects Marx, but understands that the current state 

of affairs of the world requires a return to the questions of Marxism and, therefore, finds 
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a necessary relation between their philosophies.  Marx is, after all, one of the best 

commentators on Hegel and Marx’s analysis of labor and objectification are profoundly 

dependent upon Hegel’s theory of alienation.   

 Hyppolite recognizes that the central problem regarding Hegelianism is the 

relation between the Phenomenology and the Logic, or put differently, between ontology 

and anthropology.
37

  In his analysis, Hyppolite refuses to privilege either of these texts 

and thus neither produces a religious interpretation through emphasizing the Logic nor 

does he lead us straight to Marxism through emphasizing the Master-Slave dialectic of 

the Phenomenology.  Contrary to Kojève’s depiction of the subject as an omnipotent 

actor responsible for generating both history and time, Hyppolite circumvents the power 

of the Hegelian subject in favor of an interpretation of focused on the historical 

conditions of the subject.  For my purposes I concentrate on two central aspects of 

Hyppolite’s treatment of Hegel’s Phenomenology that are incontrovertibly influential 

within Beauvoir’s analysis of the situation of women: (1) Hyppolite’s emphasis on the 

Unhappy Consciousness as characteristic of human consciousness and language which 

functions to reinforce the divided consciousness that Unhappy Consciousness discovers, 

and (2) the recovery of the self through the existence of the Other as indicative of an open 

dialectical interpretation of Hegel’s Absolute.  In Genesis and Structure, this second 

aspect of point one is treated only tangentially, but in the 1952 text Logic and Existence it 

becomes an explicit theme.  

For Hyppolite Unhappy Consciousness is the fundamental theme of the 

Phenomenology.  Unhappy Consciousness results from the development of self-

consciousness as it moves from a state of naiveté toward discovering its unity beyond 
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separation.  The Happy Consciousness, by contrast, is characteristic of two states:  initial, 

naïve consciousness which is not yet aware of its misfortune as divided and 

consciousness after it has overcome its duality and discovered unity beyond separation.  

Unhappy Consciousness represents the moment in the development of self-consciousness 

wherein self-consciousness understands itself as being constituted by a lack.  In other 

words, at this stage self-consciousness experiences a feeling of disparity within itself 

regarding the impossibility of the self coinciding with itself in reflection.   Typical, 

however, of Hegelian reversal is the fact that this moment, though initially understood as 

a loss, is additionally the moment which reveals self-consciousness as subjectivity.  

Unhappy Consciousness recognizes that the self it posits will never coincide with the self 

it is in that very positing of the self is either beyond or behind the self one is at the time 

the positing occurs.  For Hyppolite, Hegelian negation is to be recognized in terms of 

“the Self, which in positing itself in a determinate manner, opposes itself to itself, and 

thus negates and transcends itself” (Hyppolite 1974: 15).  For Beauvoir, this negativity at 

the heart of Being reveals the truth of the human being as freedom. 

 Following Husserl, Beauvoir understands all consciousness is consciousness of 

something; put differently, consciousness is always directed toward something, it is 

intentional.  However, consciousness becomes aware of something only through 

transcending it as it appears to consciousness toward the limit or “horizon” of its further 

possible manifestations, which in total define the object.  Present consciousness is merely 

consciousness of the appearance of an object and is defined on a supposed but as of now 

unrealized totality of consciousnesses which would represent a perfect experience of the 

object from all aspects.  Thus, implicitly present, consciousness is those projected 
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consciousnesses of the appearances that it is currently not.  Sartre describes this 

intentionality of consciousness as showing that consciousness is a being which is what it 

is not, and which is not what it is (Sartre 1943: 100).  When consciousness turns to define 

itself, when consciousness makes of itself the object it intends, consciousness finds it 

cannot define itself as a closed totality, for every time it posits itself, an aspect of itself is 

already beyond it.  This is unsettling for the individual consciousness that wishes to be 

what it is, to be that projected totality, and finds within itself an inherent lack of Being.  

However, this fundamental desire of consciousness to be whole, to be complete, must 

necessarily remain unsatisfied for if the totality that is the human consciousness were to 

become complete, consciousness would cease to be intentional and transcendent.  In 

short, consciousness exists in such a manner only when it seeks to exist, namely through 

the death of consciousness.  

 It is also possible to understand Hegel’s notion of “the end of history” as an 

idealized, complete state wherein this goal may be realized without the eradication of 

consciousness.  However, for the existentialists, Beauvoir and Sartre included, this notion 

itself appears problematic.  The extent to which this proposed end of the development of 

Spirit is a problem is dependent upon the interpretation given to the idea of the end of 

history itself.  If this is a state that can be realized in concrete terms, then it seems that the 

fundamental state of human consciousnesses as separate, which Beauvoir and Sartre 

suppose, would have to be radically transformed.  If rather it is an idealized attunement 

with practical and ethical implications wherein each and every separate consciousness is 

able to understand itself as participating in a greater consciousness of humanity, then the 

truth of the ontological separation of consciousnesses need not be disturbed.  For 
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Beauvoir, Hyppolite’s genius lies in his distinguishing between two points of view within 

Hegel’s Phenomenology:  the perspective of the subject and the adventure of being.  The 

perspective of the subject is “the thought of history” which comes to be through 

understanding itself and its experience while the adventure of being, i.e. the Absolute, is 

the situation which is shared by all subjects and is beyond the being of the human being.  

The relationship between these two perspectives is maintained through the particular 

human consciousness in that the absolute is accessible only through the temporal life of 

human consciousness.  Hyppolite in understanding Life as the speculative moment which 

is only understood through human consciousness, yet transcends human temporality, 

discovers a notion of the Absolute which is both dynamic and monistic.  Furthermore, by 

understanding the Absolute as expansive openness which is achieved through the 

community of consciousnesses Hyppolite defies any interpretation of the Phenomenology 

that culminates in a determinant Absolute.  Spirit for Hyppolite achieves an infinite 

movement between positive being, never a fullness or completeness lacking all 

negativity. 

The truth of Unhappy Consciousness is the resistance of this eternal unity through 

a prioritizing of the split that necessarily constitutes a being that is condemned to be what 

it is not and not be what it is.  Unhappy consciousness is conscious of this contradiction it 

embodies; “it finds itself in the tragedy of its alienation” (Hyppolite 1974: 351).  It sees 

itself as a split consciousness, yet this “decentered self” of Being manifests in language, 

which inherently functions through using universal categories that the community of 

speakers, listeners, and writers own and preserve.  Thus, the existence of language as a 

shared sphere of Being presupposes mutual recognition of consciousnesses that solidifies 
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the eventual realization of a universal consciousness.  Language, Hyppolite recognizes, is 

Spirit’s negation of the human being’s natural Dasein.  For in speaking, the individual 

actualizes the self while simultaneously producing a split between the particular self and 

the universal self signified by the pronoun “I.”  This process of detachment or 

“laceration” of language is responsible for both the expression of the division present 

within consciousness and reifying the truth of this division.  It shows Spirit that it is 

alienated from itself (Hyppolite 1974: 401-3).  According to Hyppolite, this disquiet of 

self is further exacerbated through the encounter with the Other, for it is only through 

existence as a social being that the subject recognizes Life is essential for its own 

projections.  For Sartre and Beauvoir this experience of being-for-other is essential to 

one’s experiences of oneself beyond the control of the self.  The unified sense I have of 

myself is disrupted by the look of the other; I am transformed into an object by another 

being like myself who has the power to define me in a manner that is not given by me.  

Thus, the existence of the other can be very dangerous for me, in that the other limits my 

freedom by shifting the center of my being and relegating an aspect of it out of my 

control.   

However, the Other is not just there as a limit to my freedom, but exists as its very 

condition.  The self and Other do not just observe one other, they desire something from 

one another.  Hyppolite shows that desire pursues the discovery of itself as ontologically 

united with its world, it desires to find itself as being.  But not as determinate being and 

not merely positive being, rather, “as Daesin which disappears and dies absolutely, 

crushed by what exceeds it and remains external to it; it also is that which at the heart of 

this positive reality negates itself and maintains itself in that negation” (Hyppolite 1974: 
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166).  This internal negation requires, however, the recognition of a mutual recognition 

between selves which cannot be achieved through appeal to oneself, but can be solved 

only through recourse to the Other.  Recognition enables the elusive recovery of the self 

from alienation which thus forms the foundation for autonomy.  “Recovery” then should 

not be understood as retreat, but as the foundation for expansion and enhancement of 

empathy through understanding relations within which it has participated all along.
38

  In 

other words, through the Other one gains that for which one has been searching: 

reinforcement or recovery of the self.  But one achieves something greater than simply 

this, in that the Other expands one’s understanding of oneself to include that which is 

outside of me.  In recognizing the desire which emanates from oneself as the constituting 

element of the self, one begins the process of education of the Concept.  However, it is 

the existence of the Other which enables one to learn two lessons: first, the permanence 

of desire, the universality of that which one first recognized as belonging only to oneself; 

and second that without the Other there exists no world of human experience for it is the 

common relation to the world which creates and maintains the world itself.  There exists 

a movement from a self-enclosed task of finding oneself in the world to recognizing one 

has contributed to a more general cause, a universal task.  For this reason, Hyppolite 

notes, the artist labors for the beauty of art, intellectuals advance science through patient 

and scholarly research.  The individual projects of artists and scientists can only be 

recognized in an expansive world which possesses notions of beauty and truth; without a 

community to understand these achievements they fall back into nothingness.  It is 

through the existence of others that life becomes ambiguously human rather than 

painstakingly absurd.   
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 Butler, Judith (1987: 87). 
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Furthermore, and important to understanding Beauvoir’s appeal to Hegel as an 

existentialist, Kojève’s understanding of the “end of history” also lacks the apocalyptic 

vision of the attaining of Absolute Knowledge as the “end of man.”  An extensive 

footnote to Kojève’s 1938-9 lectures show this quite clearly: 

The disappearance of Man at the end of History, therefore, is not a cosmic 

catastrophe: the natural World remains what it had been from all eternity. 

And therefore, it is not a biological catastrophe either: Man remains alive 

as animal in harmony with Nature or given Being. What disappears is Man 

properly so-called – that is, Action negating the given, and Error, or in 

general, the Subject opposed to the Object. 

 

For Kojève, what the end of History represents is an end of imposed barriers and 

confusions regarding the structuring of categories of understanding themselves.  This 

characterization of the disappearance of Man as the disappearance of the erroneous 

understanding of Man as Subject ultimately opposed to the objective world is comparable 

to Beauvoir’s understanding of the truth of human reality as ambiguous.  For Beauvoir, 

the human being is both subject and object; acts on the world and is acted upon; 

constitutes and is constituted.  Failing to recognize this as the true being of the human 

being, as is seen through overemphasizing the subjectivity or denying the existence of the 

spontaneous upsurge of subjectivity, is in fact exemplary bad faith. Additionally, 

Kojève’s aim is not to prove that Hegel never pondered the fantasy of universal and ideal 

idleness where all struggle is overcome.  In fact, Kojève did not seek to explain what 

Hegel himself meant, but rather intended to struggle with Hegel, to think with him, 

through him and even against him.  As Lacan testifies,
39

 he despised those who engaged 

in philosophy and theory on purely an intellectual level and spent most of his life as a 

high civil servant devoted to working on international relations between European states 
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and their former colonies rather than pursuing academic appointments and accolades.  

Beauvoir’s own career and attitude toward the mere intellectualization of philosophy for 

merely its own sake would develop in a manner similar to Kojève’s.  For Beauvoir, 

philosophy is not undertaken as an archeology of ideas or an examination of the exact 

musings of those who came before us, but rather philosophy must be engaged in life. 

In short, Beauvoir finds in Hegel’s Phenomenology through the mediation of 

Hyppolite and Kojève a notion of Spirit that is not something separate and nonworldly 

that miraculously intervenes in material affairs, and that even perhaps guides them in 

some mysterious way.  But, rather in contrast to Descartes, she discovers a consciousness 

that is historically conditioned through forces which both sustain and threaten it.  Being-

in-itself, understood as the universal, and being-for itself, individuality, interpenetrate 

each other closely.  There is not a world-in-itself apart from individuality-for-itself, rather 

the world is the world of individuality and individuality is the expression of the world 

(Hyppolite 1974).  Beauvoir’s perspective is unique for she provides us with a novel use 

of Hegelian resources as revealed to her through the Hegelian revival in France.  The 

intellectual climate pointed her towards the Phenomenology and the scholarship of 

figures such as Kojève and Hyppolite revealed connections between the existential 

philosophical perspective she was in the progress of developing and the dialectical 

relationship of the individual to the universal central to Hegel’s philosophy.  

Nevertheless, Beauvoir is much more than merely a product of her times; rather 

she is a great thinker or a central figure within French philosophy for her corpus 

fundamentally changes the quality and focus of the conversation regarding the nature of 

oppression.  And while Beauvoir may not offer universally acceptable answers, she alters 
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the vocabulary and the basic metaphors surrounding central questions some of which are:  

What is freedom?  What is oppression?  Why is the oppression of certain groups more 

extensive and pervasive?  What is a woman?  What role does culture play in both the 

formation of the individual and in the choices she will be able to make in her life?  A 

cursory answer to all of these is that they are all constituted by relations and in the 

chapters to follow I will further examine Beauvoir’s treatment of these relations through 

critically engaging with Hegel within her texts “Phyrrus and Cineas,” The Ethics of 

Ambiguity, The Second Sex, and through the female characters in her various novels.  

Although I will primarily concentrate on her arguments regarding the oppression of 

women, I will additionally rely on her analyses of oppression more generally in order to 

derive an understanding of the uniqueness of the situation of women as compared to and 

in conjunction with other forms of oppression. This analysis of the structural situation of 

oppression generally and of woman particularly, however, does not provide a complete 

representation of what it is to experience oppression for it lacks individual subjective 

perspective.  The individual must give life to that situation within which she finds herself.  

This means women may find themselves in a shared historical situation, but the reality is 

that they experience their existence as women in disparate manners.  To borrow Satrean 

terminology from his Critique of Dialectical Reason, we could refer to the concept or 

historical notion of woman as the practico-inert structure(s) that constrains, influences, 

illuminates the praxis of the individual life.  I will return to this point in Chapters 4 and 5 

where I analyze the notion of woman as a coherent group and the ways in which attitudes 

regarding women, by women themselves and those who fall outside of this group arise 

and structure the possibilities for women.  For now, it is sufficient to clarify the necessary 
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tension between a Hegelian totalizing account and a strictly interior, individual 

description.  This tension elevates Beauvoir’s philosophy above simply constituting an 

appropriation of Hegel or Bergson, and it is a focus on this tension that I seek to maintain 

as a central focus throughout this study.  For here we can understand both her originality 

as a philosopher and the legacy she has left for those who continue to analyze the many 

forms of oppression.   
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CHAPTER 3: 

THE ENCOUNTER WITH THE OTHER IN BAD FAITH: 

WHAT IT REVEALS REGARDING THE CONDITIONS OF RECOGNTION IN 

RELATIONS BETWEEN MEN AND WOMEN 

 

Beauvoir’s interpretation in The Second Sex of the becoming of self-consciousness 

through the struggle for recognition is one of the first feminist interpretations of Hegel 

(Lundgren-Gothlin [1991] 1996; Hutchings 2003; Bauer 2001).  Generally, it has been 

noted that Beauvoir’s interpretation permits her to conceptualize the alterity between 

human consciousnesses that results from the structure of consciousness itself, as well as 

the lack of recognition between men and women.  For in Hegel, Beauvoir finds the idea 

of a fundamental hostility in self-conscious beings toward every other self-conscious 

being, according to which ‘‘the subject can be posed only in being opposed—he sets 

himself up as the essential, as opposed to the other, the inessential, the object’’ (Beauvoir 

1989: 17).  The process is seemingly equal since the other consciousness or ego ‘‘sets up 

a reciprocal claim,’’ thus requiring a movement beyond the posing of oneself as absolute 

to an inclusion of the other within one’s understanding of oneself (Beauvoir 1989: 17).  

However, in considering the relation between the sexes Beauvoir recognizes that woman 

does not set herself up as the essential through the dialectical struggle, but rather often 

accepts, and perhaps even prefers, her position as the inessential Other.  Recalling 

Beauvoir’s ethics for a moment we may understand this preference for passivity as the 

manifestation of inherent anguish in front of one’s radical freedom.  In other words, this 

retreat to passivity is a way to avoid acting and taking responsibility in the face of radical 

possibility (Beauvoir 1948).  However, Beauvoir recognizes that this form of denial of 

freedom is particularly a feminine approach, thus necessitating an examination of the 

possibilities and impossibilities specific to the feminine mode of being in the world.  If 
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the structure of consciousness requires that every self-conscious being attempts to set 

him/herself up as the essential in order to transcend toward the other, but empirically it is 

observed that women tend to seek recognition through submission to the other and 

transcendence through him, rather than through her own projects, then we are called to 

examine external constraints on the freedom of these specifically feminine 

consciousnesses. But, there is more to say here, especially for Beauvoir.  In this chapter, I 

will argue that although the Hegelian master-slave dialectic is integral to understanding 

conflicts that form subjectivity, alone it is unable to account for the foundations of 

oppression on a larger scale such as is observed across racial, gender, and age lines.  In 

order to truly understand Beauvoir’s appeal to Hegel we need to examine that which is 

ontologically prior to the conflict of consciousnesses, namely the reality of human 

existence as already constituted by sociality.  Sociality is the intersubjective world, a 

world constituted by others, and that requires others in order to understand oneself as 

other to those other selves.  It is because of the reality of the human world as 

intersubjective that the phenomena of cooperation, recognition, and oppression can occur. 

Beauvoir writes in Phyrrus and Cineas, “Hegel teaches us appearance hides 

nothing; it expresses.  Interiority is not different from exteriority; appearance is itself 

reality” (1944: 97). Here, contrary to the Platonic tradition of understanding of 

appearances as hiding or concealing that which lies behind, Truth or the Forms, we 

should recognize Beauvoir as committed to a truth of the appearance as well.  The 

appearance appears, it comes into being and thus counts as much as that which causes it 

to appear. Additionally, this refusal to relegate appearance to the realm of falsity or at 

least distorted truth means that it is possible for there to be a multiplicity of perspectives 



76 
 

 
 

or variations of a term.  For example, when we look at women we discover many 

variations of what it means to be woman; there is no homogeneous category of woman in 

the same way that there is not homogeneous category of what it means to be black or 

what it means to be a Jew.  Nevertheless, this difference does not preclude the existence 

of a shared situation of subordination that women often share which functions to shape 

the individual projects of women. One of Beauvoir’s gifts to us is a reminder that what is 

external is already present as an internal mark and that this ambiguity of the external and 

internal impacts the decisions each human being makes.  For example, the way in which 

each of us assumes or rejects what it means to be a gendered subject is a response to 

structures of values and norms that exist prior to our opportunity to choose.  This of 

course does not imply these values are absolute or “ready-made,” nor does it mean these 

values cannot and will not change.  Rather, Beauvoir reminds us that those women who 

have the ambition of realizing their subjective existence must struggle against the history 

of relying upon their immanence.  They are permanently related to this history of what it 

means to be a woman, and often lack the ability to forget or put aside the self which is 

necessary for true creativity (Beauvoir 1989).  For in order to be able to put oneself aside, 

one must have already engaged in a process of developing the self; one must already be a 

subject.  For Beauvoir, most women have not yet experienced this process of subjective 

development, which reveals to them the interplay of the self and world that result in a 

positing of identity.  As women lack entrance to this developmental process and are given 

a different process, they also are unable to recognize the multiple factors at work in 

constructing them.  The result is often in an inaccurate understanding of themselves as 

reified, as being what they are, which is first and foremost their gender.  But, if human 
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existence and individual lived experience is ambiguous and consciousness is 

characterized by freedom, then one cannot be in any deep sense one’s gender any more 

than one can be in any deep and permanent sense married or a waiter.  In all of these 

cases, those who attempt to merge themselves with an aspect of their identities 

permanently and absolutely are in bad faith for Beauvoir (and Sartre).  But, as Beauvoir 

shows in The Second Sex the reality of women attempting to be woman differs from 

attempts to be one’s occupation or to understand oneself as married absolutely. First, the 

conditions under which gender arises appear as though they are natural, permanent and 

opposed.  Second, gender is a process through which one becomes gendered, but 

additionally a process through which one comes to understand oneself as having power or 

lacking it. An aspect of what it means to have power includes being recognized as an 

individual who happens to have certain identity markers such as gender, race, age, and so 

on. But, for those who lack power the force and impact of specific aspects of identity play 

a more constraining role, whereby one’s gender or race plays the central role.  The 

implications for such structures of power are not merely external, for if one does not 

know one is shaped by contingent structures, then one begins to recognize one’s notion of 

identity as permanent, as necessary, as representative of a fully constituted self unable to 

be cast off. 

Nevertheless, it is because human reality is constituted by sociality that both 

oppression and recognition are possible.  However, in order to choose a recognitive form 

of living together, human beings will have to accept their ambiguous nature as both 

subject and object and respect this condition as true for both women and men.  Men will 

not seek to relegate women to merely objective feminine existence and women will assert 
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their subjective aspect in a positive, fulfilling manner.  But, importantly this struggle is 

not one that can be won merely through changing the ways in which we interact across 

the sexed dichotomy; rather, for Beauvoir we must look to the material conditions as well 

to determine the possibility of true recognition and reciprocity.  In other words, abstract 

declarations of equality and a promise for a change in relations between men and women 

by men and women will not result in any concrete change to the situation of women.  

Rather, the economic conditions of woman’s situation must change, but in order for this 

to occur, certain social and cultural expectations and norms must change as well.  

Namely, women need to be valued in their contributions, they need to be paid equal 

wages, and the perspectives of women need to be given the same weight and respect as 

those of men.  Involved in this is a further complication, for in order for the perspectives 

of women to be given equal weight (whether in business meetings, the public forum 

concerning social benefits, etc.) women need to provide their perspectives; they need to 

“speak up” for themselves, stake their claims.  This, however, requires very dramatic 

changes in the social fabric in that it involves men accepting women as their social 

equals, where any woman who decides to speak up, is understood not merely as an 

intelligent or respectable woman, but additionally as an intelligent and respectable 

individual subject.  Furthermore, the choice or opportunity to speak up by a given woman 

ought not to affect how she is judged as a potential life partner for a man, which involves 

altering social codes that enable her to be judged as a good worker or business partner, 

but probably too independent, head-strong, and maybe not concerned enough with being 

a good wife, mother, the embodiment of the feminine.  The social conditions must be 
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altered to ensure that this thought never arises, for if these cultural inequalities do not 

change neither will the economic conditions of women’s situations.
1
   

In an important sense, even those whom Beauvoir names “independent women” 

are not free.
2
  “As yet they are only halfway there,” Beauvoir writes: “The woman who is 

economically emancipated from man is not for all that in a moral, social, and 

psychological situation identical with that of man…The fact of being a woman today 

poses peculiar problems for an independent human being” (Beauvoir 1989: 691).  

Beauvoir notes in her time that the plight of the economically independent woman is a 

particularly contradictory one, for such a woman is attempting to live the future before 

the objective conditions are suitable.  In fact, it is not unexpected that these independent 

women are as prone to conflict and feelings of contradiction as those who have assumed 

the more traditional dispositions.  Unlike the freedom experienced through the resolution 

of the master-slave dialectic as Kojève describes, the independent woman experiences 

exclusion from certain realms because she has sought her freedom.  There are even now 

certain social circles, events, and relationships she is barred from entering, including her 

ability to be taken seriously within the political realm, the equating of her worth foremost 

with her femininity, (while simultaneously reserving the right to criticize her if she 

portrays herself as too feminine or not feminine enough), and the general air of distrust 

that she encounters if her projects do not also include that of wife and mother.  In a way, 

                                                           
1
 At the beginning of the chapter “The Independent Woman” Beauvoir writes, “According to French law, 

obedience is no longer included among the duties of a wife, and each woman citizen has the right to vote; 
but these civil liberties remain theoretical as long as they are unaccompanied by economic freedom.  A 
woman supported by a man—wife or courtesan—is not emancipated from the man because she has a 
ballot in her hand; if custom imposes less constraint upon her than formerly, the negative freedom 
implied has not profoundly modified her situation; she remains bound in her condition as a vassalage” 
(1989: 679). 
2
 The “independent woman” is for Beauvoir different from the “liberated woman.” 
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though she feels a greater freedom of options, these options do not necessarily extend her 

freedom for she has never been granted the right to consider herself or be considered 

apart from her gendered being.
3
   

I will begin part I of this chapter with a brief exposition of the driving force and 

function of the master-slave dialectic within the Phenomenology of Spirit and then move 

to a discussion of the scholarly literature pertaining to Beauvoir’s appeal to this dialectic 

in The Second Sex.  As the commentary regarding this subject is thorough and vast, I 

direct my attention to those arguments that do not reify woman as akin to the slave.  

Though analyses of woman as akin to the slave are important in that they initiate an 

understanding of Beauvoir as a philosopher with varied and complicated influences, I 

argue they tend toward either a misreading of Beauvoir’s use of the dialectic to discuss 

the situation of women, or they misread Hegel’s dialectic itself in that they attempt to 

isolate the master-slave dialectic from the rest of the Phenomenology.  In the part II, I 

begin to reveal the unique perspective Beauvoir develops regarding the situation of 

oppression of women through her engagement with Hegel’s philosophy in Phyrrus and 

Cineas, The Ethics of Ambiguity, and The Second Sex.  Like Hegel, Beauvoir rejects 

empirical, naturalistic, and transcendental understandings of subjectivity.  However, 

Beauvoir does not simply apply the developmental understanding of the emergence of 

                                                           
3
 Even today women at the head of their respective fields do not experience the freedom reserved by 

their male counterparts.  In a recent article, “Why Women Still Can’t Have it All,” Anne-Marie Slaughter, a 
top-ranking professor in the political science department at Princeton and former advisor to Secretary of 
State Hilary Clinton, argues that few women have successfully managed to juggle being both top 
professionals and mothers.  Those who have she calls ‘superhuman’.  These women who have managed 
to succeed in both career and family realms set a standard which is unattainable for most intelligent, 
ambitious, and family-oriented women.  Those who fail to live up to this unrealistic standard inevitably 
blame themselves as deficient or lacking, when what needs to be reexamined are those aspects of the 
social or community order which consistently hinder the balancing act for women.  One important area 
upon which Slaughter concentrates is the range of hours for school aged children.  Why, she asks, do we 
not create school hours which match work hours in order to alleviate the difficulties mothers face in 
arranging transportation and supervision for children while they are working?   
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social subjectivity, but rather engages with this developmental perspective questioning 

the extent to which it differs for women.  Beauvoir recognizes that through Hegel’s 

descriptive and dialectal method, which often takes the form of prolix theorizing, 

storytelling, and digressions, he is able to penetrate behind the views and stories he 

displays to the human reality they reflect.   

The Master-Slave Dialectic in The Second Sex:  Using Hegel and Sartre to clarify 

Beauvoir’s Perspective 

 

As was detailed in chapter II, Beauvoir’s understanding of Hegel’s master-slave 

dialectic is best understood as situated within the French intellectual climate of the 1930s 

and 1940s which includes the commentary and analysis provided by two major Hegel 

scholars Kojève and Hyppolite.  The strengths of Kojève's reading are quite clear in that 

he reveals the master-slave dialectic as a narrative in itself of the coming to be of self-

consciousness.  In drawing out the master-slave dialectic, he further emphasizes the 

Hegelian premise that this raising to self-consciousness entails more than another's mere 

recognition of one's own desire and subjectivity, but that it additionally requires the act of 

putting oneself at risk. For Kojève, to speak of the 'origin' of Self-Consciousness is 

necessarily to speak of the risk of life (Kojève 1969).  Furthermore, Kojève also 

characterizes the remainder of the narrative (par. 190-96 of the English edition) by 

pointing out that the “fight to the death” that results from the risk must become a different 

kind of struggle. For, if what truly occurred was a fight to the death the possibility for 

recognition would be extinguished with the death of the other.  Thus, the struggle must be 

transformed to provide the arena where each side may seek to “overcome” the other in a 

dialectical fashion whereby resolution occurs not through eliminating the other but rather 

by remaining in a relationship of inequality and interdependency.  
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For Hegel intersubjectivity is the basis of morality and ethical life and it is 

through the master–slave dialectic in the Phenomenology of Spirit that Hegel shows that 

self-consciousness and intersubjectivity arise at the same time.  Prior to the introduction 

of the master-slave dialectic Hegel describes three “moments” of self-consciousness.  The 

first form of self-consciousness is constituted by a direct and simple understanding of 

oneself as an individuated being over and against all other things and beings in the world.  

In short, one understands oneself as being independent from the other who uses the other 

only insofar as it functions to satisfy the desires of self-consciousness.  Of this form of 

self-consciousness Hegel writes, “its essence and absolute object is ‘I’; and what is 

‘other’ is regarded an ‘unessential’” (Hegel 1977: 113).  The second form of self-

consciousness develops the recognition that its existence as an “I” is inherently tied to the 

existence of other independent objects since the “I” is merely “Desire.”  This awareness 

of the “I” as dependent upon that which seems to be independent of it causes the “I” to 

question whether it might in fact be inessential “other” from the perspective of the 

independent object.  It is within this second moment that self-consciousness recognizes a 

clash between its understanding of itself as the “I” as essential and the realization that this 

“I” is “other” and inessential to the “other” which understands himself as the essential 

“I.”  The third moment of self-consciousness is a moment of harmony wherein self-

consciousness accepts the two aspects of its being; self-consciousness understands itself 

as the locus of unification of “I” and “other.”  For Beauvoir, as for Hegel, this third 

moment or third form of self-consciousness is marked by self-consciousness 

understanding itself as ambiguous, as both an “I” for itself and an “other” for the other, 

and the other as being constituted by this same split.   
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Beauvoir appreciates Hegel’s intuition that genuine human self-consciousness is 

something that must be developed, cultivated, achieved.  The true form of self-

consciousness is not simply given; rather it is realized through negotiating the terms of 

what it means to be a split being. In the Phenomenology, it is within this third form of 

self-consciousness wherein we find what Hegel refers to as “objective self-certainty.”  

Each of these moments are discussed in terms of a form of “certainty” of oneself, 

however, genuinely human self-consciousness manifests in only the third, objective form 

of self-consciousness.  The certainty achieved in the earlier two moments of self-

consciousness is merely subjective, unconfirmed self-consciousness and thus does not 

meet the epistemological and moral standard of genuine humanity.  A being who is 

subjectively self-certain distinguishes itself from all that is external to its understanding 

of itself.  All the rest of the world is understood as “other” to the self and these “others” 

are classified solely as useful or useless in regard to fulfilling the desires of the “I.”  The 

subjectively self certain being understands itself as “absolute” and all “others” only in 

their possibilities to satisfy “Desire,” but as yet it is not truly Subject. 

Superficially, it appears that the subjectively self-certain being is a “subject” 

insofar as it attempts to satisfy the desires it experiences as arising from itself.  However, 

for Hegel, as well as Beauvoir, a subject is defined through his/her capacity to act, where 

action is not merely a response to the desires that arise from the self.  For an action to be 

legitimately the act of a subject it must be free, which entails the deliberate assuming of 

transcendence through the structure of a project.  However, in order to engage in project-

building and transcendence of self through the completion of the project, one must be 

able to subordinate immediate desire.  A subjectively self-certain being is not aware of 
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itself as the creative source of projects, but is only aware of itself as an “I” whose desires 

are absolutely valuable in that they point back to the “I.”  In Hegelian terms, the 

subjectively self-certain being is sure of itself as being-for-itself but has not undergone 

the transformation to a more human mode of self-consciousness wherein self-

consciousness is revealed to itself as an objective truth through another’s recognition.   

This movement toward objective self-consciousness requires two moments:  the 

first is constituted by a movement away from the mere “I” which desires, toward the 

shared world wherein one forms a project and stakes his/her claim to this project as 

meaningful, while the second involves the confirmation of the project (and hence one’s 

self) by the other.  Necessarily, both moments require the existence of and an encounter 

with another self-conscious being.  Put differently, for Hegel one cannot achieve, and 

perhaps may not even be able to conceive of, full self-consciousness without engaging 

with another like being.  In the absence of the encounter with the other, self-

consciousness is unable to gauge the inadequacy of subjective self-certainty.  The other, 

as he is like me, has also set himself up as the absolute vantage point, all others are 

identified as separate from him, as independent shapes. Of this moment Hegel writes: 

Appearing thus immediately on the scene, they are for one another like 

ordinary objects, independent shapes, individuals submerged in the being 

[or immediacy] of Life […] They are, for each other, shapes of 

consciousness which have not yet accomplished the movement of absolute 

abstraction […] they have not yet exposed themselves to each other in the 

form of pure being-for-self, or as self-consciousnesses.  Each is certain of 

its own self, but not of the other, and therefore its own self-certainty still 

has no truth.  For it would have truth only if its own being-for-self had 

confronted it as an independent object (Hegel 1997: 113). 

 

In this moment the other appears for me as merely an object, but if the other were just an 

object, being would not move beyond the state of the desiring “I.” The difficulty with 
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desire is that it does not provide stability for it destroys its object, and once the object is 

destroyed the subject loses that which it used to demonstrate it individuality.  Lacking an 

encounter with another being like itself, subjectivity is doomed to repeat this process 

again and again.  But, if this object is like being, an unconfirmed, subjectively certain 

self-consciousness, then this other will return being’s gaze, casting being as merely an 

object in his world; as useful or useless in the pursuit of satisfying his desires.  What this 

encounter with the other reveals to being that its sense of self is essentially a private 

reality.  In order to dispel this doubt that is creeping into being’s certitude, being must 

subject itself to the conditions of publicity.
4
  With this movement towards publicity, 

subjectively self-certain being stakes its claim as essential and objective being worthy of 

recognition. 

This encounter with the other is complicated, for the encountered being must also 

be a subjectively self-certain being pursuing recognition.  It is paradoxically only through 

this sort of “other,” who, like being, is able to objectify being, that being can hope to 

experience the objective truth of its own self-consciousness.  The end of this encounter is 

ideally a justification of being’s subjective understanding of itself, but the first moment of 

encounter with the “other” is quite distressing in that being feels itself split in two.  From 

one perspective being understands itself as the absolute meaning giver, as the center of 

existence, as being-for-itself, while from another it experiences itself as merely a thing, 

an object which is defined and given meaning only through the perspective of another, as 

being-in-itself. This experience of the two aspects of being is disconcerting for each 

subjectively self-certain being, thus each reacts by attempting to resolve its experience of 

itself as disjointed by demonstrating that it is truly, essentially being-for-itself and only 

                                                           
4
 Bauer (2001: 129–149).   
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appears to be merely a thing.  It is through the willingness to destroy an aspect of its 

being, namely an aspect of its objective being, the appearance of itself to the other, that 

being demonstrates it is not attached to an aspect of its embodiment.  In Hegelian terms, 

it is here that being reveals that its very life is inessential.  This moment constitutes a 

conversion toward genuine self-consciousness and toward freedom, for it is in this 

demonstration of the dispensability of life that being resists the demands of the “I” of 

primary self-consciousness.  In resisting the demands of the desiring “I,” being reveals its 

potential not only as essentially being-for-itself, but as existentially free, able to project 

beyond mere desire in order to transcend the factical aspects of embodied existence. 

Before continuing to the consequences of the life or death struggle, it is necessary 

to indicate a fundamental difference between Hegel and Beauvoir regarding the initial 

encounter of the other.  For both, the encounter with the other reveals the existence of an 

aspect of the self as a self-for-the-other, which being detects as beyond its control, but 

still identifies as part of itself.  For Hegel, this recognition is epistemological: being 

knows this split occurs and as such moves to overcome it through controlling the vantage 

point which is the other.  However, for Beauvoir, who inspired Sartre, the experience of 

the look of the other is not merely epistemological, but rather is experienced as piercing 

one’s whole being (Fullbrook and Fullbrook 1994).  In other words, prior to knowing 

itself as being-for-the-other, being experiences itself as such.  These two, though related, 

do not simultaneously occur.  Rather, the gaze of the other produces an ontological 

change in the self that is immediately and helplessly registered, which upon reflection is 

known (Sartre 1943).   
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This distance between experience and knowledge preserves for Sartre the space of 

free response.  Take, for example, Sartre’s infamous example of the individual peering 

through the keyhole (Sartre 1943).
5
  For my purposes, I will concentrate on two important 

revelations: the first is the constitutive power of the meaning giving subject which Sartre 

argues is the reality of all human consciousnesses, and the second concerns the 

experience of other as playing an inherent role in shaping one on the ontological level.  

This scenario begins with Sartre imploring us to imagine the following:  An individual (in 

fact in this example Sartre uses himself) moved by curiosity, jealously, or perhaps pure 

vice has been moved to peer through a keyhole in order to gain access to a scene that has 

been restricted from him.  Sartre emphasizes we should imagine this individual is not 

thinking about his actions, he is merely acting.  In Sartrean terms, this individual is 

existing as unreflective consciousness; thus as he peers through the keyhole he is merely 

responding to his jealousy or curiosity and is not engaged in any higher order thinking 

perhaps regarding the moral implications of his act (Sartre 1943).   

Sartre argues: this jealousy or curiosity is in fact “nothing except the simple 

objective fact that there is a sight to be seen behind the door” (Sartre 1943: 348).  We 

soon discover, however, that this “simple objective fact” is not as it seems.  Rather, the 

individual who happens to be peeping has played an important role in constituting what is 

occurring behind the door.  For though there is something going on behind the door, and 

probably countless other doors in that building, on that street, in that city, the fact is that 

it is through the projection of the subject’s curiosity or jealousy that what is occurring 

behind this particular door becomes a sight that needs to be seen.  The peeper participates 

                                                           
5
 Nancy Bauer (2001) provides an excellent analysis of this scene as it applies to Sartre’s reworking of the 

Hegelian master-slave dialectic in her chapter “The Conditions of Hell:  Sartre on Hegel.”  
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in the creation of this situation; he is not merely an observer of objective reality though it 

may initially appear as such.   

For Sartre, this concept of situation as dynamically constituted and shared reveals 

that human beings always control consciousness and is thus responsible for their actions 

and the situations they create.  Strikingly, the happenings behind the fictional door do not 

cause one’s jealousy or curiosity in that it is possible for one to not be jealous or curious 

within this situation.  In truth, there may be something unfolding behind the door that 

represents an abrogation of trust and said individual does need to witness this betrayal.  

However, the possibility exists that the scene that must be seen is merely a mundane 

conversation.  Its needing to be seen is the product of consciousness overcome by the 

desire of needing to see it, where overcoming is not a simple retreat to the mode of 

unreflective consciousness, but rather a choice made in response to a larger constituted 

situation.  This larger situation includes the prior relations the peeper has with those upon 

whom he is spying, as well as perhaps relationships he has had with others not 

immediately involved in this current transpiring.  To this event Sartre’s subject brings 

with him his entire history which influences how he understands this present situation 

and how he will respond to it.  But, ultimately for Sartre the subject will choose to look or 

not to look through a conscious response to the closed door. 

Sartre, however, encourages us to imagine that suddenly someone disrupts the 

peeper’s act of spying.  Notably, this disruption manifests neither through a call out to the 

peeper to stop, nor through physical interjection, but through the entrance of another in 

the hallway.  Here, in merely being looked at, the peeping individual is, according to 

Sartre, “affected in his being and that essential modification appears in his structure” 
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(1943: 349).  This “being seen” by the Other forces upon him as unreflective 

consciousness the idea that he is a self.  However, this self with which one is confronted 

through the gaze of the Other is not the self as an object reflection for the self, but rather 

is the self for that Other.  Furthermore, this self is not for the self, but is exclusively for 

the Other, a realization that is not grasped through reflection as something to be known, 

but rather through immediate experience. The self feels himself as split by the look of the 

other in that he experiences a split in his being; at once he feels himself as a self for the 

Other, but this self is still part of him.  The task for Sartre here is to distinguish himself 

from Hegel.  For Hegel, the experience of the Other effects an epistemological change in 

being while for Sartre the Other effects an ontological change in the self as one feels 

helplessly and immediately imbued with the feeling of shame or pride.  In the example of 

the keyhole the peeping individual does not simply know his shame; he lives it. 

In agreement with Sartre, Beauvoir understands this notion of being looked at as 

something which every subject lives, but where she begins to move beyond Sartre is her 

argument regarding the particular manner through which this experience of being looked 

at unfolds for women.  For Sartre, this experience of the Other as in control of an aspect 

of my being, my being-for-other, is able to be counterbalanced by my looking back at 

him, namely through my objectifying him through my looking at him.  The look itself is 

immediately imprisoning, and for Sartre, one mode of escape is to stake a claim at being 

a subject by looking back and reducing him to the Other.  One, of course, may choose not 

to look back and instead attempt to associate oneself with the identity as given by the 

other, as a fixed object in his gaze.  In Hegelian, terms we may understand this choice as 

an act of submission, thus likening one who opts not to look back to one who chooses not 
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to risk his life in the life or death struggle.  For Hegel, this figure who submits to the 

authority of the Other is revealed at first as slavish consciousness which will eventually 

represent the figure through which the moral moment of the recognition of freedom 

through externalization will be achieved, while for Sartre this same individual is acting in 

bad faith and as such will necessarily fail to achieve his goal.  For Sartre, the for-itself 

cannot reveal itself as object in that it only has access to itself in relation to an object.  

Therefore, when one tries to appropriate the objectiveness of one’s being, or in other 

words the perspective of the other, one necessarily fails.  Strikingly, if it were possible to 

appropriate the objectiveness of one’s being the need for the other would be in fact 

superfluous.   

On Sartre’s interpretation then the reduction he suggests is not stable, for in 

theory the look may always be returned resulting in a seemingly endless trade-off of 

reductions forever lacking qualitative recognition.  This is also to say that one is always 

at risk of being objectified for the other is a threat, lurking, able to steal my world as well 

as my very being from me.  Thus, while Sartre opposes Hegel’s depiction of the 

encounter with the Other as effecting an epistemological and thus ontological change 

upon self-consciousness, he takes the extreme view that in the master-slave dialectic 

Hegel depicts social existence with others in bad faith (Bauer 2001: 112).  Thus, the 

encounter described becomes for Sartre not something that occurs only once, nor a 

historical event that unfolded between presocial beings.  Rather, for Sartre, every 

relationship that every person has with another will be structured akin to the relationship 

of the master and slave if it is lived in bad faith.   
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Bad faith is defined as a lie to the self that specifically involves an attempt to hide 

from one’s true being as freedom.  The freedom of the human being is discovered in the 

absence of substance which would affix us to those things of which we are conscious. 

But, in escaping thingness, we discover ourselves at risk and feel our notions of self to be 

impermanent or slippery.  This distance for many is insufferable, who thus seek to retreat 

from their true being as freedom in various manners (Gordon 2000).  Some retreat into 

“thinghood,” convincing themselves that they are what they are in a deep and permanent 

sense of identity.  Others, still, deny their existence as “thing” and retreat into pure 

consciousness convincing themselves that they can transcend everything, that they are 

absolute freedom.  Even projects of love are in most cases hopeless in that they are often 

based within attitudes of bad faith.  Take for example Sartre’s description of sadism.  

While sadism in itself is not necessarily a form of bad faith, as one can engage in sadistic 

play, it becomes problematic when one takes this role seriously.  For Sartre and Beauvoir 

the spirit of seriousness is an attitude of bad faith that understands values to be static and 

absolute, as the result of the material conditions of the world, rather than the product of 

the choices of human beings.  The sadist can be playful or he can be in bad faith, but the 

sadist Sartre describes isn’t playing.  What the bad faith sadist wants is to be the only 

viewpoint that functions as a perspective.  This being wants to become the absolute 

viewpoint that constitutes the world and meaning, and wants others to merely confirm his 

perspective.  In love the bad-faith sadist desires the same thing.  When the sadist desires 

the Other to love her it is a desire for the Other to empty oneself of possibility as 

perspective in order to dedicate herself to confirm both the absolute standpoint of the 

sadist and her being as lovable.  In other words what the sadist wants is to be lovable in a 
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permanent sense of identity.  However, there is a considerable problem here.  For the 

sadist to be the only point of view, the Other can exist only as absence, meaning that a 

point of view that is not a point of view cannot constitute the being of the sadist.  In short, 

what the sadists aims for is solipsism, but in a world where others cannot confirm 

projects and recognize others, the desire of the serious sadist falls back upon itself as 

unattainable. 

In addition to the serious sadist there is also the serious masochist who seeks to be 

through being seen by the other.  The serious masochist understands that her 

consciousness as nothingness does not possess the ability to ground her being and thus 

seeks to be through being the object of consciousness. The masochist casts herself 

beneath the look of the sadist in order to attempt to rid herself of the freedom that often 

proves to be the source of her discomfort.  Of course, it may occur that she may be unable 

to find a willing sadist to function as her viewer and thus she must create one.  This 

project is, however, ironic. For in her desire to be an absolute object, to be one with 

herself, to be at the mercy of the sadist by giving up her agency, she ends up revealing 

her freedom (Gordon 2000: 77).    In her attempt to fix the sadist’s gaze—and thus the 

sadist’s freedom—in order to confer upon herself object-like status she manifests herself 

as the one who acts. One of Sartre’s central intentions in his discussion of sadism and 

masochism is to disclose the bad faith entailed in attempting to reify oneself as an 

absolute subject or by contrast an absolute object.  The desires of the sadist and masochist 

inherently fail because, to use Beauvoir’s language, the human being is constituted by 

ambiguity, by being both subject and object at all times.  Yet additionally, and for my 

project especially, this depiction of sadism and masochism reveals that even in order to 
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initiate the projects entailed by sadism and masochism requires intersubjectivity.  The 

serious sadist is (1) unable to act out his sadism and (2) unable to emerge as sadist 

without the existence of others, while the serious masochist in her desire to relinquish 

herself as a point of view reveals that she is the only one who could lie to herself in such 

manner, thus rendering her effort a performative contradiction (Gordon 2000: 78).   If 

both sadism and masochism require another subjectivity, the former in that it requires 

simply the existence of another subjectivity and the latter a subjectivity that seeks other 

subjectivities, then intersubjectivity is the precondition of these forms of bad faith 

(Gordon 2000: 78). Sociality is at the core of human existence and human relations, 

which means that when one attempts to deny the reality of intersubjectivity as the 

precondition for the emergence of consciousness, then one is in bad faith.  Put differently, 

if bad faith is defined as a lie to the self, then to deny sociality is also a self-directed lie 

that denies one’s humanity.   

Beauvoir and Sartre are in agreement on these points.  Most (perhaps all at some 

time or other) human beings, even those defined as women, live in bad faith. Thus, their 

encounters with others are also lived in bad faith, resulting in the unfolding of many of 

their relationships in a manner akin to the drama of the master-slave dialectic.  That said, 

bad faith like all aspects of human reality is lived and takes various forms.  This means 

that women at various points and within distinct relationships live out the master-slave 

dialectic and its consequences in differing manners.  Thus, while a woman may play the 

role of the master within the relationship with her sister, she may function in a role 

similar to the slave with her partner.  But, when it comes to the historical situation of 

woman, between her and man, there has been no fight (Beauvoir 1989: 64). It follows 
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that the master-slave dialectic is not and cannot be interpreted as the sole explanatory 

model for understanding the oppression of women in that women often do not have the 

power to look back at those who look at them through lenses of bad faith.  Moreover, she 

may be in bad faith herself seeking to retreat into facticity or transcendence. If all that 

occurred were conflicts of projects and desires, it would seem that as one carries out 

one’s projects in a world with others like oneself, one would actually fluctuate between 

the different assignments within and without the dialectic, and for Beauvoir, as she 

discusses women in their disparate situations, this is true.  However, the problem 

Beauvoir notices is that women are more frequently cut off from transcendent activity 

whether they appear in the dialectic as master, slave, or not at all.  Yet, this occurrence 

does not result merely from the conflict of consciousnesses, but from the situation of 

woman as it is shared (in the sense that women exist within a shared political and social 

reality of norms and ideas of what it means to be a woman), and the particular situations 

of women as they are separately and individually lived.    

In the section “The Married Woman” in The Second Sex, Beauvoir articulates 

what she herself calls the most concrete application of the dialectic of master and slave 

and what we may from the above analysis begin to understand in light of the project of 

the sadist (Beauvoir 1989).  She asserts it is commonplace to say that in modern families 

(especially those in the United States) woman has reduced man to slavery.
6
  Of course, 

she continues, this is not a new phenomenon, but woman now interferes in aspects of the 

masculine domain, which were previously forbidden to her.  The wife regulates her 

husband’s time and diet, watches over his work and denies him any amusement.  She 

takes charge of his projects, requires him to be successful and wishes to rob him of it by 

                                                           
6
 This is also the thesis of the myth of Pandora.  See Hesiod’s Theogony. 
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taking control because he alone embodies transcendence.  However, the tyranny, she 

exercises over her husband only illuminates her dependence upon him.  “If she seeks to 

bend him to her will, it is because she is alienated in him—that is, her interests as an 

individual lie in him.  She makes a weapon of her weakness; but the fact remains she is 

still weak” (Beauvoir 1989: 481).
7
 It is he who goes out into the world to work, and as he 

transcends himself through his work, she remains bound to the household and its 

repetitious tasks, feeling her only recourse to action, to acting, is through him.  So though 

she may “manage” him and his life, thus appearing as master, he supports her as though 

she were a parasite, and a parasite is no master, for the truth is that without him she 

would be ruined.  The husband within the bourgeois family acts on the world, 

recognizing himself in his alienation from himself, in his work, and is therefore, able to 

identify himself as the nothingness he is.  The wife, by comparison, becomes oppressed 

in oppressing; through using another as mediator to the social, political, and economic 

realm (Beauvoir 1989).       

As wife in this situation, woman appears to be similar to Hegel’s master in this 

analysis, but it must be acknowledged that Beauvoir’s relatively short discussion of 

woman as master follows a rather lengthy treatment of the slavish nature of woman’s 

household duties.   Therefore, her role as “master” is only an aspect of her situation as 

wife.   Furthermore, how woman assumes this role is not entirely clear. Beauvoir asserts 

that man and woman are steeped in and acquire different values:  “She comes out of a 

feminine world in which she has been taught feminine good deportment and a respect for 

                                                           
7
 Margaret Simons for one argues that we can understand this investment of the “wife” in the projects of 

her “husband” in the relationship between Beauvoir and Sartre as well.  Beauvoir on this reading wanted 
Sartre to remain invested in his project in Being and Nothingness—which contained many ideas which are 
hers—in order to give her access to transcendence. 
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feminine values, whereas he has been trained in the principles of male ethics.  It is often 

very hard for them to understand each other, and conflicts soon arise” (Beauvoir 1989: 

461).  Thus, we may speculate the next reasonable step would be for them to enter the life 

or death struggle where both risk their lives and request the other to submit/recognize 

him/her as Absolute Subject.  However, this never happens.  The husband easily 

dominates, even if he is of only mediocre ability, because the values woman learns are 

inherently inferior in that they are associated with her and her manner of “fighting”.  

Woman, even if she tries, does not enter the master-slave dialectic as her learning does 

not constitute culture; and because experience has never held her to strict reasoning she is 

unable to create original positions and conclusions. In short, she lacks the intellectual 

technique necessary for creation and originality because it has never been deemed 

appropriate for her. (Beauvoir 1989).  Thus, she recognizes her husband’s superiority, or 

is often reminded of this fact, and resigns herself to immanence and the duties that 

accompany her position without an official “fight.”   I will return to this point shortly in 

order to emphasize the reciprocity that exists between the master and slave in Hegel’s 

original rendering and the lack thereof found in the relationship between man and 

woman.   

We must, however, be aware of the limits of Beauvoir’s argument regarding 

marriage in that she is explicitly addressing the realities of marriage she encounters in 

mid-20
th

 century bourgeois French society.  For example, many women from Beauvoir’s 

background grew up in a world of servants and which means that the wife, who was often 

well-educated, was not solely responsible for the housework, cooking and caring for any 

children she bore and thus lived a life of leisure.  The anxiety, futility,  and the way in 
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which the wife behaves in relation to her husband is specific to the historical and class 

setting of Beauvoir’s analysis. But, the fact that the wife of Beauvoir’s analysis is 

historical, of course, does not mean that specific points she makes regarding the 

institution of marriage are not true or relevant today.  For example, her depiction of 

marriage as the central goal for women has historically functioned as problematic as an 

ideal for women and the way in which it has failed to protect the autonomy of women. 

Furthermore, her analysis of the wife enables further investigation of the spectrum of the 

situations of women. For even within this broad category woman we recognize that some 

women are situated within privilege owing to the concomitant categories of race, class, 

education, and national privilege which is often experienced at the expense of other 

women.   

Today many families cannot afford to have a wife functioning in this role, which 

means she does often work outside of the home and even where the husband’s income is 

high enough, it is likely his wife is highly educated and chooses to work outside of the 

home which has resulted in a shift to domestic workers as fulfilling the structural role of 

past wives. Even in very poor countries, where we find high unemployment rates among 

men, the reality is that women work, often in low wage jobs, outside of the home.  This 

historical difference, of course, does not negate the issues of the category woman, but it 

shows that the category “wife” may function differently than as posed in Beauvoir’s 

treatment.  The common trends in both Beauvoir’s historical treatment and a more 

broader application including the role of the “wife” today are (1) that all women do not 

achieve liberation through entering the labor force and escaping the traditional role of 

“wife,” and (2) that the work the “wife” does in all these situations often does not count 
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as work because it is done by the “wife.”  This means that in order for work to function as 

liberatory much more is required.  

I would like, here, to note a crucial difference between Beauvoir and Sartre’s 

appropriation of the master-slave dialectic.  This difference within Being and 

Nothingness and The Second Sex is characteristic of their specific projects and concerns 

the extent to which one is able to choose one’s response to the Look of the Other.  For 

Sartre the responsibility for recognizing and thus overcoming attitudes of bad faith is that 

of the individual; the individual has chosen bad faith within his or her project, or perhaps 

as a way to cope with the unbearable condition of being free.  By contrast, Beauvoir 

through looking at the development of the consciousnesses of woman recognizes that 

consciousness cannot choose to discard the contingent aspects of bodily existence, for 

consciousness does not experience its factical aspects as contingent.  This is not to 

suggest that Sartre even in Being and Nothingness does not ground his position in the 

embodiment of subjectivity; embodiment is required to create the notion of perspective 

itself, i.e. a place from which perspective can exist as here.  For Beauvoir in The Second 

Sex, these facticities of embodied existence must not be simply assumed or chosen for 

some groups in that they adhere as social signifiers even if they are not invited to.  One 

cannot shed certain components of embodied existence and therefore must assume them 

as one’s identity.  Thus, the question becomes not if one will assume her factical qualities 

but rather how.  Will she act as a willing participant?  Will she reject this identification 

outright?  Or will they be unreflectively assumed without further thought, as though they 

are necessary rather than contingent?  Whatever her choice regarding how she will 

assume her identity, the important point for Beauvoir is that we do.  It follows from this, 
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namely the idea that one must assume one’s identity, that in the encounter with the Other 

the type of recognition one seeks is not merely the acknowledgment of oneself as mere 

consciousness or subjectivity.
8
 Beauvoir writes:  “Presence in the world vigorously 

implies the positing of a body that is both a thing in the world and a point of view on this 

world: but this body need not possess this or that particular structure” (1989: 24).  Thus, 

recognition itself is not merely a conceptual undertaking, but rather a process that unfolds 

constantly and continuously within concrete situations.  Recognition is conceptually a 

claim that certain perspectives are worthy of “counting” as perspectives and concretely as 

a felt experience within the human world as one engages with other human beings.  It is 

this interplay between the conceived (which are often formulated as given) categories of 

who counts and the experiences of those who do (privileged beings) and do not count 

(those who lack privilege) which reinforces structures of oppression.   

Regarding the specific situation of women, insofar as woman as a concept has 

always been defined in an oppositional manner to man there has existed a hierarchy 

wherein man occupies a higher ranking than woman.  Furthermore, as these concepts 

carry with them specific bodily comportments and norms identifying individual human 

beings within this hierarchy is effortless.  The conceptual realm thus has two important 

lessons at this point.  First, becoming gendered is a social process which is learned not 

innate, and second, as a result of this learning women and men do not encounter one 

another in a reciprocal manner from the outset in that the perspective of woman does not 

count as legitimate.  These two points will serve as a guide in the revealing of 

connections and dissimilarities between the Hegelian slave and Beauvoir’s woman. 

                                                           
8
 Kruks (2012).  
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As I noted in the introduction, a common problem with the standard readings of 

Beauvoir’s use of the master-slave dialectic—both those who read her as arguing woman 

is akin to the slave and those who read her as arguing that women do not enter the 

“fight”—is that they reify a static representation of woman.  A notable exception to these 

problems is found in Lundgren-Gothin’s Sex and Existence (1996).  Following Lundgren-

Gothlin, I argued in my second chapter that the influence of Hegel is mediated by the 

French tradition of Hegelianism, and particularly by the interpretations of Kojève and 

Hyppolite.  Additionally, like Lundgren-Gothlin I argue that while Beauvoir uses the 

master-slave dialectic to explain the origins of oppression, she does not situate man as 

master and woman as slave within the dialectic.  Rather, woman is not granted the 

opportunity to participate in the process of recognition, which further suspends her 

progression in the process toward higher human endeavors.  This means that man can still 

be understood as the essential consciousness in relation to woman, but woman is not akin 

to the slave in relation to him.  As Lundgren-Gothlin writes:  “This makes their [man and 

woman’s] relationship more absolute, and non-dialectical, and it explains why woman is 

the absolute Other” (Lundgren-Gothlin 1996: 72).  This interpretation is supported by 

Beauvoir’s claim: 

To regard woman simply as a slave is a mistake; there were always 

women among the slaves, to be sure, but there have always been free 

woman—that is women of religious and social dignity.  They accepted 

man’s sovereignty and he did not feel menaced by a revolt that could 

make of him in turn the object.  Woman thus seems to be the inessential 

who never goes back to being the essential, to be the absolute Other, 

without reciprocity. (Beauvoir 1989: 160) 
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There is no other relationship with which that of man and woman can be compared.  It is 

unique in that neither as individuals, nor as groups, do men and women confront and 

challenge one another.  Rather, Beauvoir notes, they are a Mitsein within an enclave.   

Where I depart from Lundgren-Gothlin is in her claim that Beauvour’s 

explanation of the origins of oppression are primarily Hegelian and thus idealistic 

(Lundgren-Gothlin 1996).
9
  Men and women do confront one another in concrete 

relations and the threat of physical and sexual violence as well as economic disparity is a 

source of real fear.  Even in Beauvoir’s limited example of bourgeois marriage, the 

problem that arises is the outcome.  Within the example of bourgeois marriage, where we 

can assume to a certain degree that the lessons of patriarchy have succeeded for both man 

and woman, whether a woman challenges her husband directly, or seeks to use her 

“strengths” of silence and submission,
10

 she will lose.  This outcome results from the 

multifaceted nature of woman’s oppression.  First, as a process of meaning giving in what 

can be understood in terms of the spirit of seriousness and second through understanding 

the lack of resources women have had structurally and historically at their disposal.  The 

spirit of seriousness arises through the collapse of the relationship between values and the 

material world.  Objects in this setting lose their possibilities as signifiers and become 

particular values or meaning.  Women become woman and rather than existing as the 

possibility of values that are tied to or with humanity, come to exist only as those ideal 

characteristics that are tied to the idea of women.  Strikingly, this is not merely a case of 

positive conflation for women also become those problems with which they are 

                                                           
9
 As support for her argument that Beauvoir’s explanation of the oppression of women is more idealistic 

than materialistic she refers to an 1985 interview with Beauvoir.  
10

 This second example is notably problematic because Beauvoir later argues that an aspect of the 
situation of women is that it is unique because women are dispersed amongst the men and are unable to 
say “we.”  
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associated.  Thus, it is not that ideas regarding women do not impact the ways in which 

we understand women or treat them, but to argue that the oppression of women is merely 

manifestation of the prejudices we hold about women is to (1) forget that this attitude is 

perpetuated by human beings who in bad faith choose to maintain this attitude and (2) to 

ignore the structural realities of the situations of oppression that women live that are often 

more damaging. The reality is that even if in the aforementioned example the bourgeois 

housewife comes to recognize herself as cut off from her subjectivity, she may not be 

able to imagine herself as existing outside of the identity that has been imposed and 

subsequently undertaken by her or have the economic means to do anything about her 

situation.  Importantly, these are not merely idealistic struggles; rather they are concrete 

and involve questions of economic situations, class, and race as factors.  Of course, 

focusing on the traditional bourgeois woman is limiting in that it is only part of a greater 

problem faced by the majority of women in the world today.  Many more live outside of 

the protection of a family or husband and lack representation insofar as they are located 

outside of those groups who count in terms of class, education, and nationality and thus 

face being used as instruments of sexual gratification in unlawful markets and servants of 

other women and caretakers of children.  This structural and lived threat is important 

within the larger argument regarding the situations of women in that it often occurs that 

the success of a particular group of women within the larger context requires the use of 

the personhood of another group.
11

 

I further distance myself from Lundgren-Gothlin due to her emphasis on the 

biological differences between men and women as the foundation for the lack of a 

concrete struggle for recognition between the sexes.  Lundgren-Gothlin interprets 

                                                           
11

 I will return to discuss this point in greater detail in chapter 6. 
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Beauvoir as relating the difference of reproductive functions of the two sexes, to 

woman’s lack of engagement in the struggle for recognition.  Lundgren-Gothlin writes: 

When Beauvoir uses this struggle to explain the origins of the oppression 

of women she simultaneously foregrounds a fundamental difference 

between the sexes…Females are physically weaker and their role in the 

reproductive process predisposes them not to participate in the struggle for 

recognition. (Lungren-Gothlin 1996: 76) 

 

Lundgren-Gothlin argues Beauvoir distinguishes between one’s animal-like and one’s 

more fully human capacities.  In the lower species of animals, the males and females are 

“enslaved to the species,” in that their highest capacity is fulfilled through the 

reproductive function.  As we progress in the animal kingdom, a conflict between species 

and individual emerges, as the organism is not merely valued in its ability to reproduce, it 

becomes more individualized.  In general, but especially true regarding human beings, 

the male’s more transient role in reproduction affords him independence to a greater 

extent and to integrate reproduction into his individual life.  The reproductive function of 

the female requires her to put aside her individuality for the interest of the species.  Men, 

by contrast experience this conflict between sexual life and personal existence to a much 

lesser degree, and one could argue, perhaps not at all.   

While I agree with Lundgren-Gothlin that the biological differences between the 

sexes are relevant and important within Beauvoir’s argument and especially as we move 

to discuss the reality of sexual and physical violence in the lives of women, I cannot grant 

this as the fundamental foundation of oppression for Beauvoir.  The biology of the 

species did not convince her of the myths; rather it was the myths themselves that drew 

her to biology.
12

  Though biological facts “cannot be denied—in themselves they have no 

                                                           
12

 In Forces of Circumstances, Beauvoir writes of the necessity of investigating the biology and physiology 
of woman to her project in The Second Sex.  She writes, “My study of the myths would be left hanging in 
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significance” (Beauvoir 1989: 66); for “it is not upon physiology that values can be 

based; rather, the facts of biology take on the values that the existent bestows upon them” 

(1989: 68-69).  In fact, Beauvoir’s goal in Part I of Book I is to demonstrate that woman 

has no unalterable destiny or fixed identity.  For Beauvoir, the discussion of biology and 

fundamental sexual difference is only one facet of the origins of oppression of women.  

Though she does argue that women are more enslaved to the species than men, she 

explicitly notes that this situation can be altered through women being able adequately to 

control reproduction (1989: 65).  The problem that remains is even if women are 

provided with means for controlling reproduction there still exist various factors that 

function to oppress them.  For Hegel, and Beauvoir, the continuity between human and 

animal is broken by a critical qualitative phase:  the struggle for recognition and 

productive activity respectively.  For Beauvoir, biological facts take on different values 

according to the economic and social context, thus reproductive control is a necessary 

aspect of women claiming their rights to participate in the distinctively human realm. 

Shannon Mussett’s recent work “Conditions of Servitude: Woman’s Peculiar Role 

in the Master-Slave Dialectic in Beauvoir’s The Second Sex” (2006), opposes Lundgren-

Gothlin’s argument that woman is absent from the master-slave dialectic as results from 

her exclusion from the life and death struggle which precedes it.  Mussett argues, 

contrary to Lundgren-Gothlin, that if we adhere to Hegel’s own description of this phase 

in the dialectic, it is still possible to understand Beauvoir’s woman as a slave, even if she 

is excluded from the struggle for recognition.  “Not only does Beauvoir’s woman fulfill 

all of the necessary requirements of a slavish consciousness,” Mussett writes, “but the 

                                                                                                                                                                             
mid-air if people didn’t know the reality those myths were intended to mask.  I therefore plunged into 
works of physiology and history” (1985: 195). 
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relationship between man and woman is almost a perfection of this Hegelian stage, which 

explains the tenacity of woman’s oppression” (Mussett 2006: 277).  Though Beauvoir 

herself gives some of the strongest objections against the participation of women in the 

master-slave dialectic,
13

 Musset maintains that in two significant senses woman is 

trapped in the master-slave dialectic.  First, Beauvoir’s descriptions of woman as a free 

being trapped as a mediator between man and nature and between man and himself 

correspond with Hegel’s description of the slave who is a mediator for the master in the 

same manner.  Second, although woman does not participate directly in the life or death 

struggle she learns the lesson of absolute negativity, as the slave does, but through a 

different route (Mussett 2006: 278).  Furthermore, as she has learned the lesson of 

absolute negativity, she can be emancipated through labor.  

 The strength of Mussett’s argument lies in her recognition that for Beauvoir 

women experience a unique type of oppression.  The oppression of women has important 

connections to other forms of oppression, racial oppression in that categories of race and 

gender must be overly determined in order to serve the purpose of overcoming the 

understanding of the individual as individual and class oppression in that women, like the 

proletariat or working class occupy a significant majority.  But, her argument regarding 

how this form of oppression appears sans a bodily confrontation seems to be somewhat 

misguided.  For Mussett, a central variance in the oppression of women is that the 

oppressors (men) have been able to enslave them (women) without ever engaging them in 

                                                           
13

 Beauvoir writes, “The worst curse that was laid upon woman was that she should be excluded from 
warlike forays.  For it is not in giving but in risking life that man is raised above the animal” (1989: 64).  
Women, unlike men, who are confined to giving life, do not risk their life, and thus never enter into the 
master–slave dialectic.  Two paragraphs later further indicates that woman for Beauvoir does not enter 
the dialectic as she writes, “Woman is basically an existent who gives Life and does not risk her life; 
between her and there male there has been no combat” (1989: 64). 
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a life-and-death battle.  Therefore, as women do not participate in the life-and-death 

struggle, they travel through this stage of consciousness via a different route than 

depicted by Hegel’s narrative.  Yet, there is something odd here with Mussett’s 

interpretation in that although it alludes to without explicitly stating the role the threat of 

sexual violence plays in structuring men and women’s attitudes she fails to account for 

the reality of sexual violence as it has functioned both historically and contemporarily in 

women’s lives.  Historically, as Beauvoir and others note, most migration was done by 

men because women who participated in such were often kidnapped and forced into de 

facto (mostly sexual) slavery.  Today, we know that one in every six women will be 

sexually assaulted in her lifetime; that 30% of women worldwide have experienced 

sexual and/or physical violence at the hands of an intimate partner and that 90% of 

victims of sexual assault are women.
14

  Additionally, with the current trends in 

migration—what some have termed the feminization of migration—the reality of sex 

trafficking is one that effects women as the result of the overlapping realities of 

unemployment, poverty, gender-based violence, desertion by husband, ethnic conflict, 

lack of education, and corruption.
15

 On a generous reading, it is possible to understand 

Mussett as implying that the enslavement of women by men without a fight is made 

possible through the mere threat.  The fact is, however, that violence against women has 

not been merely been a threat, but a lived situation for many women.  

Where I further find trouble with Mussett’s argument is characterized by the 

following.  Mussett writes: 

                                                           
14

 National Institute of Justice & Centers for Disease Control & Prevention. Prevalence, Incidence and 
Consequences of Violence Against Women Survey. 
15

 Acharya (2010:  19–38). 



107 
 

 
 

I maintain that although her [woman’s] passage through this moment of 

the dialectic is different, the essential lesson is identical.  In other words, 

woman undergoes the same education as the slave—namely, that the 

essence of self-consciousness is pure negativity—without having to enter 

into a life-and-death conflict.  Because Beauvoir has her learning the same 

lesson, it only makes sense that her liberation will emerge, just as it does 

for Hegel’s slave, out of productive labor. (Mussett 2006: 284) 

 

While we may be able to make this argument for some women, and perhaps certain 

groups of women, for Beauvoir there exists a scale of oppression.  For certain women, 

their oppressed situations have penetrated even their ontological freedom, transforming it 

in such a way that one does not even possess recourse to initiate a transcendent project.  

In cases such as these, the possibility of liberation, Beauvoir claims, must come from 

without (Beauvoir 1989: 85).
16

  Though Mussett references Beauvoir’s insight of the 

internalization of oppression, she still maintains that women come to understand 

themselves, or their consciousnesses, as pure negativity through understanding 

themselves as the absolute negative of man’s positive assertion of self.  We must here be 

careful in our analysis for there are many relations to account for beyond merely 

woman’s relation to man in terms of the idea of man and how it frames the idea of 

woman, but also in terms of how men and women meet in concrete existence.  For one, it 

is misleading to pretend that women do not have a profound effect upon other women.  

This may be observed in situations wherein women compete with other women, whether 

it is within the institution of work, in terms of beauty, sport, or love.  In fact, it has been 

noted that women can function as the cruelest critics of other women both in terms of 

across generations and within the same generation and furthermore, women compare 

                                                           
16

 Beauvoir speaks of this scale of oppression in The Ethics of Ambiguity as well.  She notes that for the 
most oppressed on the spectrum, oppression can permeate subjectivity to the extent that consciousness 
itself is rendered to being no more than a passive recording of the oppressive situation.  In “Pyrrhus et 
Cinèas” she makes a similar point.   
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themselves to other women.  The question of course which must be addressed is the 

extent to which women view other women and themselves through the co-opted lens of 

patriarchy. This is not a point I wish to address here, but will return to throughout my 

investigation.  Nevertheless, I argue there is a difference between internalizing Mussett’s 

version of “pure negativity” and a situation of oppression that is so permeating that it 

modifies one’s ontological freedom.  In short, it appears Mussett conflates Beauvoir’s 

notion of internalizing the definition of woman, as identified by man, with the more 

severe and definitively more debilitating occurrence of the internalization of one’s 

oppressed situation.  Thus, while productive work will be able to free a specific subgroup 

of this category we name women, it will not remedy the situation of oppression for 

women who have internalized their oppression and now project their situation as 

desirable.  Productive or creative work
17

 has the potential to free those women amid 

identity conflicts, namely as they are fighting between the two contradictory 

understandings of themselves as subjects and women.  However, for those who have 

moved through this stage and emerged as the feminine, the process of reclaiming 

subjectivity will require more than merely the introduction of free work.  Furthermore, 

the fact that the institution of work has been primarily opened to those women who are 

otherwise more generally situated within privilege reveals the extent to which this 

relationship to freedom through work is a greater reality for some at the expense of 

others. 

 One of the most compelling readings of Beauvoir’s use of the master-slave 

dialectic, I argue may be found in Nancy Bauer’s Simone de Beauvoir, Philosophy, and 

Feminism.  Here, Bauer argues that for Beauvoir the oppression of women relies on a 

                                                           
17

As contrasted with repetitive labor.   
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denial of the ambiguous nature of both men and women, thus implying that the 

relationship between them is more fluid and able to change.  Genuine recognition 

requires one to acknowledge that one is oneself both a subject and an object and that the 

other exists as a subject and object as well.  As follows from this, the true lesson of the 

master-slave dialectic is the failure on the part of both parties to assume their ambiguous 

condition.  When applied to the relationship between man and woman, Beauvoir argues 

that man has previously understood two truths.  First, that objects are unable to grant 

stable recognition in that they are not subjects, and second, that recognition through the 

mediation of another subject like himself is difficult and again unstable.  Beauvoir in The 

Second Sex writes: 

But the human being does not like difficulty.  He is afraid of danger.  He 

aspires, contradictorily, to life and to repose, to existence and being.  He 

well knows that “restlessness of the spirit” is the price of his development, 

that his distance from the object is the price of his presence to himself.  

But he dreams of rest in restlessness and of a plentitude that would be 

opaque but would nevertheless inhabit consciousness. (Beauvoir 1989: 71) 

 

In woman, it appears as though he has found the answer to his problem, for she is both a 

subject and yet able to be controlled.  Beauvoir continues: 

This dream incarnated is precisely woman.  She is the wished-for 

intermediary between nature, which is foreign to man, and the fellow who 

is too identical to him.  She opposes to him neither the enemy of silence 

nor the hard demand of reciprocal recognition.  By a unique privilege she 

is a consciousness; and yet it seems possible to possess her in the flesh.  

Thanks to her there is a means of escaping from the implacable dialectic 

of master and slave that has its source in the reciprocity of liberties. 

(Beauvoir 1989: 72) 

 

For Lundgren-Gothlin, as I have noted, the key point from this passage is Beauvoir’s 

claim that woman does not oppose to man the demand of recognition.  She does not stake 

a claim, is left outside the struggle, and thus relates non-dialectically to man.  As Bauer 
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notes, however, this seems somewhat amiss.  For nowhere does Beauvoir claim that 

women cannot achieve reciprocal recognition with other women; thus there is at least the 

possibility of them staking a claim to the subjective aspect of their being.  What is “hard” 

on Bauer’s analysis is not, contra Lundgren-Gothlin, the mere staking of a claim to 

subjectivity but rather maintaining the dialectical struggle of recognition once recognition 

itself has been achieved.  Recognition, for Beauvoir, is not a moment of historical 

development or even of individual subjective developments that once attained is 

permanent without further struggle.  Relations between individuals must be continually 

navigated and reevaluated, for they are inherently unstable.  In attempting to construct a 

state of permanent stability through the service of woman as mediator we abandon our 

moral positions in that this desire necessitates a denial of the ambiguity of the human 

condition.   

If what Beauvoir teaches us through her appropriation of the master-slave 

dialectic is that man seeks to use woman to serve as that which could provide a false 

sense of permanent stability for man, then we are pointed toward an examination of the 

structures that enable man to reify woman in place for himself.  In simpler terms, what 

Beauvoir’s analysis necessitates is an investigation into the societal structures that have 

been constructed to restrain woman in her role as mediator, as absolute Other, as woman.  

But, this leaves us with some important questions:  (1) If Beauvoir is directing us to 

structures beyond the mere conflict of consciousness in order to account for the 

oppression of women is her appeal to the master-slave dialectic superfluous?  Is there 

perhaps no connection between the slave and woman, and the master and man?   (2) 

Furthermore, how are we to make sense of Beauvoir’s claim that the master-slave 
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dialectic is perhaps more aptly applied to the relationship between man and woman?  To 

answer these questions I will trace Beauvoir’s perspective regarding oppression as it 

developed from her early work “Phyrrus et Cineas” through The Ethics of Ambiguity 

culminating in her mature position regarding the structure of oppression in The Second 

Sex. 

On the Road to a Mature Position Regarding Oppression 

 

 The most telling distinction between Beauvoir’s earlier works and The Second Sex 

regards the notion of becoming.  In “Pyrrhus and Cineas” and in The Ethics of Ambiguity 

becoming is predominantly treated through reference to the freedom of the singular 

individual.  And though this freedom discussed in earlier works is described as 

impossible without intersubjective recognition, there is a noted shift toward an analysis of 

the concrete historical structures which shape becoming in The Second Sex that is lacking 

in previous essays.  Nevertheless, I will show there exist intimations of the robust theory 

of oppression developed in The Second Sex in these earlier texts.
18

 

 To begin let us look at an example in “Phyrrus and Cineas” that demonstrates a 

more abstract rendering of the confrontation of consciousnesses.  This encounter is 

recounted from what we are to believe occurred during Beauvoir’s childhood.  Beauvoir 

writes: 

I remember the shock [scandale] I felt as a thirteen-year-old when a friend 

whom I admired violently contradicted an opinion of my father’s.  She 

judged my father; my father judged her in return.  I could therefore appeal 

to my father against my friend, to my friend against my father.  In this 

going back and forth, the absolute slipped away.  I could no longer rely on 

anyone.  My dismay lasted a long time…[for] I am dealing not with one 

                                                           
18

 This claim runs fairly counter to the scholarly literature on the connections between PC, EA and SS 
(Bauer, 2001) and even to Beauvoir’s attempt to distance herself from her earlier essays which she 
described as “too abstract.” 
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freedom but with several freedoms.  And precisely because they are free 

they do not agree amongst themselves. (Beauvoir 1944: 131) 

 

Here, we find two consciousnesses, both of whom Beauvoir respects, that clash and judge 

one another on the basis of the clash.  Her father stakes his claim and her friend stakes 

hers, and in refusing to back down they look at one another as though they should feel 

shame for not abandoning their principle.  Beauvoir’s father judges her friend’s claim to 

be false, and her friend judges Beauvoir’s father in the same manner; but neither are 

presenting a flat-out falsehood for there is no absolute by which we can judge these 

opinions.  With this slipping away of the absolute it is revealed that one cannot merely 

rely on another based upon faith in their standing as reliable.  We are constantly dealing 

with several freedoms that do not agree and between whom we must choose.  

  There are two important themes upon which I would like to concentrate.  The 

first regards the abstract level on which this confrontation occurs.  Beauvoir does not 

provide the exact context of the “fight” rather she is trying to show that as freedoms 

conflict we must choose between them and in choosing between them we choose against 

another.  The second regards Beauvoir’s notion of the “appeal.”  In Beauvoir’s phrasing 

we “appeal” to the other’s freedom in choosing him or her and it is through these appeals, 

or the ability to appeal or call out to the other that I count as a fellow subject.  In other 

words, insofar as Beauvoir may choose to appeal to her father or to her friend in this 

instance she is able to act as confirmation of the other’s subjectivity, but to the detriment 

of the other.  Nevertheless, as there is no explicit context described, the conflict appears 

as that of two disembodied, unsituated consciousnesses, a theme which will eventually be 

rejected in The Second Sex as Beauvoir comes to understand the full formative force of 
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situation, where recognition and denial of recognition for Beauvoir will both conceptually 

and concretely unfold in a mutually reinforcing manner. 

 For further evidence regarding the lack of complexity concerning situation at this 

point in Beauvoir’s work let us look at the following passage.  The passage begins with 

what seems to be an understanding of the power of the situatedness of freedom.  Beauvoir 

writes: 

Of course, violence exists.  A man is freedom and facticity at the same 

time.  He is free, but not with that abstract freedom posed by the Stoics he 

is free in situation.  We must distinguish here, as Descartes suggests, his 

freedom from his power.  His power is finite, and one can increase it or 

restrict it from the outside.  (Beauvoir 1944: 124) 

 

Initially it appears as though we are engaging with a perceptive analysis regarding the 

difference between ontological and concrete freedom, but nowhere does dialectical force 

of the interplay of these two forms of freedom manifest.  Instead, Beauvoir presents a 

startling demarcation between the interior and exterior aspects of the human being.  She 

continues: 

One can throw a man in prison, get him out, cut off his arm, lend him 

wings, but his freedom remains infinite in all cases.  The automobile and 

airplane change nothing about our freedom and the slave’s chains change 

nothing about it either.  He freely lets himself die or gathers his strength to 

live; he freely resigns himself or he revolts; he always surpasses himself.  

Violence can act only upon the facticity of man, upon his exterior.  Even 

when it stops him in his élan toward his goal, violence does not reach him 

in his heart because he was still free in the face of the goal that he 

proposed to himself. (Beauvoir 1944: 124) 

 

Beauvoir’s task here is to emphasize the inherent structure of human consciousness as 

freedom in order to show that at all times we are able to determine how we comport or 

attune ourselves within a situation.  Thus, even the slave is free insofar as he is able to 

choose for himself how he comports himself within his situation of being enslaved.  
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Absent here, however, is a sensitive account of the internalization of oppression that 

occurs in situations completely devoid of concrete freedom.  An understanding which is 

hinted at in her reference to Hegel’s teaching that “interiority is not different from 

exteriority; appearance is itself reality,” as well as in the following passage: 

The sick person who exhausts himself fighting against his sickness, the 

slave against slavery, doesn’t worry about poetry or astronomy or the 

perfection of aviation; they first need health, law, security, the free 

disposition of themselves…I demand for men health, knowledge, well-

being, law, so that their liberty does not consume itself in combatting 

sickness, ignorance, misery. (Beauvoir 1944: 114) 

 

Despite the obvious description of all human beings as inherently free regardless of their 

concrete situations, I think we can read the beginnings of a robust theory that emphasizes 

the responsibility of others in creating a situation wherein freedom may be expressed.  

For if we combine these passages we recognize that “situations” are not merely 

subjective.  The situations I create automatically affect the other simply through their 

becoming open to her, in fact even inviting her judgment as is evident from the first 

passage.  The central idea here is that through acting I have created a situation wherein 

the Other becomes an object in both my eyes and hers.  But, I also become an object for 

the Other through a process of externalization through action; I am my action, to be 

viewed and judged by the Other.  Through acting, I invite the Other’s judgment; I appeal 

to the Other in her subjectivity, as she is for-herself.  Thus, an important difference 

between Sartre and Beauvoir may be drawn.   

As I previously noted, for Sartre the Look of the Other is threatening for those 

unwilling to accept the role of the Other(s) in constituting our shared reality; if I seek to 

hold on to the identity I have constructed for myself, it effects a change in my general 

being as I feel myself being objectified by the definitive gaze of a subject.  The only 
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manner through which I can escape this objectification is to reclaim myself as subject by 

looking back, returning the gaze and capturing him with my subjectivity.  Strikingly, in 

bad faith one appears to function as either subject or object in each moment.  It seems 

that one is never simultaneously subject and object, but instead navigate a world within 

which one finds oneself transitioning constantly between these two aspects of being.  In 

The Second Sex, using the master-slave dialectic and the general process of becoming as 

is presented in the Phenomenology, Beauvoir reworks this early description of subjects 

appealing to one another in their constituting situations through deconstructing the 

supposed explicit demarcations of the boundaries of being.  The human being exists 

every moment as an ambiguous figure, which is not to say that there is not a movement 

back and forth between existing in primarily one mode or the other, but genuine 

humanity is found in the tension of claiming oneself as both subject and object.  

Importantly, Beauvoir’s posting of the ambiguity of the human condition is not merely a 

modification of the ontological description of what it is to be a human being, but is an 

ethical moment.  Beauvoir recognizes that in acting I create and maintain the social 

conditions under which freedom exists.  This entails responsibility, which means that a 

truly genuine being who recognizes the necessity of the appeal must be prepared to fight 

for those conditions that do not condemn human beings within unfree situations.  When 

we hesitate to throw ourselves into the world, when we are fearful of acting, we are 

shunning our responsibility as subjects to foster a world that allows beings to appeal to 

one another as similarly constituted, ambiguous beings. 

This theme of the relationship between the self and other is further developed in 

The Ethics of Ambiguity wherein Beauvoir questions the role of the Other as both the 
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oppressor and foundation of my freedom.  Here, the notion of situation is more 

complicated than what we find in “Phyrrus et Cineas” in that the forces that oppress an 

individual are explicitly the consequences of the projects and choices of the Other.  

Nevertheless, she never abandons the idea that the Other must play the role of oppressor 

necessarily.  Rather, when oppression does occur, something has gone very wrong.  If the 

truth is that I can only obtain freedom, autonomy, and possibility through the Other, then 

why do some seek to eradicate the freedom of others?  Beauvoir’s answer directs us back 

to the oppressor:  the oppressor is often dishonest; he denies his need for the Other as that 

which grounds the possibility of his own freedom.  According to Beauvoir, the oppressor 

sacrifices the human being for the thing in his attempt to justify structures of oppression.  

She writes:  “Often he tries to invoke future realizations; he speaks in the name of the 

future […] Oppression tries to defend itself by its utility.  But […] nothing is useful if it 

is not useful to man; nothing is useful to man if the latter is not in a position to define his 

own ends and values” (Beauvoir 1948: 95).  How can something serve the human being, 

be useful, if all human beings are not free to use it?   

For Beauvoir, my body is not only a historical idea or situation. I find myself both 

as flesh-and-blood, as a physical object that has needs that will go through a process of 

decay and eventually perish, and as embedded within a world that I did not create 

(Beauvoir 1948).  I discover myself as situated with other beings like myself, in a world 

where the objects are endowed with meaning before I enter the scene.  Others who have 

come before created and continue to project social, economic, cultural systems; they have 

created a historical situation that I now endure.  Furthermore, the systems I encounter 

reveal the values that have been projected in this world by conscious human actors.  Each 
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person’s actions project a material impact upon the world and by choosing particular 

actions and projects, I choose to take part in, or aim to revolt against the objects and 

socially constituted values that have been constructed before me and that I now take part 

in constituting.   

Thus when I act, I act upon prior facticity that was created by and through the 

history of human action.  For Beauvoir, this history of action composes present facticity 

such that it becomes what there is to act upon in the present; it facilitates the future.   At 

the same time, through acting I create the facticity or historical situation within which 

both others and I choose further action.  As human consciousness, I am able to imagine 

the world as what it will become, what I want it to become, and I choose to act in an 

effort toward the realization of this depiction.  However, as a factical being, I am 

restrained and constrained by the history of choices others have made, the choices they 

make today, and those I have made in the past and present.  In fact, each action 

contributes to the continuing human world.   There is, then, a concept of temporality 

involved in the ontology of facticity in so far as I make use of the history of human past 

and present, in order to propel my action toward the future.  Freedom, which constitutes 

human consciousness, and facticity, which comprises the historical situation in which 

consciousness finds itself, are connected in a temporal, dynamic relationship. 

Beauvoir uses the example of the child to emphasize the notion of freedom within 

concrete (constrained) conditions.  Beauvoir writes, “The child’s situation is 

characterized by his finding himself cast into a universe which he has not helped to 

establish, which has been fashioned without him, and which appears to him as absolute to 

which he can only submit” (Beauvoir 1948: 35).  But, within this world, the child finds 
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himself allowed to be “happily irresponsible,” he gets to play, and escape the “anguish of 

freedom.”  There are, however, human beings who live their entire lives in such an 

infantile manner, unable to exercise their freedom in a world that has been set up around 

them, without their input.  The fact is, however, it is rare for the childhood world to 

continue truly beyond adolescence, for flaws begin to be revealed within this world.   The 

child begins to discover his subjectivity by questioning what he is told.  Why must he act 

this way?  What would happen, he wonders, if he acted in a different manner?  He 

discovers through this questioning about possibilities his own subjectivity and the 

subjectivities of others. Moreover, as he recognizes himself as a subject like others, he 

discovers that his choices will “weigh upon the earth as much as other men” (Beauvoir 

1948: 39).   

Through adolescence, he learns that he will have to choose and decide.  The child 

finds himself cast into a world that is no longer “ready-made”, and finds himself no 

longer justified.  Adolescence is revealed as a moment of moral choice and he must 

decide his attitude in the face of it (Beauvoir 1948: 40).  There is, however, another 

aspect of the child’s subsequent transition into adolescence and eventually adulthood.  

Beauvoir writes: 

The child does not contain the man he will become.  Yet, it is always on 

the basis of what he has been that a man decides upon what he wants to 

be.  He draws the motivations of his moral attitude from within the 

character which he has given himself and from within the universe which 

is its correlative. (Beauvoir 1948: 40) 

 

There are two points worth emphasizing here:  First, there is an explicit developmental 

process through which the child develops into a man, and second, though the child is 

undergoing a transformation, in that he is coming to recognize his freedom, he remains 
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free only within his situation.  As the child develops he has two aspects from which to 

draw, that which he creates for himself and that which is created external to him.  But, 

these two aspects are not entirely separate, and in fact, the extent to which he experiences 

his power in creating both himself and the world will reflect back upon his subjective 

development itself.  Thus, as he reaches maturation he understands himself as a subject 

worthy of or in need of recognition by other beings like himself.  By contrast, the female 

child and the child born into slavery do not experience their freedom as absolute, but are 

constrained within their situations as female or slave.  Furthermore, economic and social 

circumstances prevent particular individuals from acting upon the world, revealing in turn 

a world that appears to be absolute.  Nevertheless, in all instances there exists a double 

movement of freedom and facticity that act to define one’s situation and the manner 

through which one can utilize one’s freedom which makes oppression not merely a 

constraint upon material conditions, but a structure of the situation.   

With this understanding of the individual as a free consciousness that is shaped by 

the reality of a shared social world, Beauvoir’s central concern is to defend existentialism 

against the charge that it lacks a “principle for making choices” (Beauvoir 1948: 10). In 

short, she seeks to show that a moral conversion toward human freedom will facilitate the 

discovery of “a principle of action whose range will be universal” (1948: 23)—in so far 

as, it will pertain to all human beings in an interdependent way.  This means that for 

Beauvoir the ontology of the human being does not consist of a description of a 

multiplicity of subjects who are separate.  Rather, human beings are at the same time 

bound to one other in that each individual’s action or project forms an aspect of the 

potential base from which all others may act.  Thus, I am responsible for the other in that 
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I participate in the setting up of the world of tomorrow and the other’s possibilities within 

that world. 

Implicit in this depiction of freedom as opened toward the future by other people 

is the idea that it is also vulnerable to their attack.  Interpersonal relationships are not, for 

Beauvoir, assured by the merging of subjectivities into some all-encompassing, pre-

existing substance (God, Humanity, etc.).  Unlike objects, human subjects are not related 

to their freedom as a thing is to its properties; rather, the human being exists her freedom 

as a constant transcendence of properties of self.   It is this perpetual intentionality within 

and toward the world and others that designates “self” and “other”. Thus understood, 

freedom is inherently opened onto other people.  As other-oriented, the human being is 

the only true enemy for other human beings, he is the only one who can oppress others 

and it is for the same reason that he can open the future for others.  This interdependence 

of freedoms explains the possibility of oppression, and as Beauvoir claims, why it is so 

hateful.  Nature does not oppress human beings, and objects, though they may provide 

resistance to fulfilling one’s projects, are not oppressive, only another human being can 

steal the meaning from one’s acts because it belongs to the Other alone to confirm one’s 

existence (Beauvoir 1948: 82).   

As it stands we can recognize a few important themes regarding the structure of 

one’s existence with others that will aid in understanding Beauvoir’s project in The 

Second Sex.  The first is that the human world is created by and through the efforts of 

human beings; nothing is determined a priori or permanently fixed except for the 

necessity of the human being to act and create.  Thus, in situations where we recognize 

oppression we both have the ability to recreate the world in order to abolish oppression 
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and a moral duty to act for the freedom of others. Second, this moral duty that makes 

each of us responsible for all others is a product of the existence of a shared social world 

which constitutes a central aspect of each of our being.  The social world is not merely 

the sum of the parts of all human beings, but rather it is a series of relationships, 

hierarchies, systems of privilege and oppression that affect and wear on each of us 

dependent upon the symbolic place we occupy within the prescribed order.  However, as 

this relationship of the individual to the cultural is not one-sided, we must recognize that 

the oppression that exists within the shared cultural order is a part of each of us as well, 

even if we occupy a space of privilege.  Finally, without The Ethics of Ambiguity as a 

philosophical influence the argument in The Second Sex that woman is analogous to the 

slave may be taken as an exaggeration, especially in that the analogy applies primarily to 

Western middle and upper class women.  If read in line with The Ethics of Ambiguity 

then we understand that the observed material conditions of the situation do not 

illuminate the reality of the situation in its entirety. Rather, we must also consider the 

structure of the situation.
19

  In making this move with Beauvoir we encounter the 

oppressions of mystification. 

Western woman’s fate is similar to the slave’s in that they understand their places 

to be the result of the natural order of things.  Mystification prevents one from being able 

to understand one’s situation as iniquitous in that one is unable to imagine oneself as 

anything beyond the inessential other.  However, in order for mystification to be 

transformed into self-enforcement for specific groups, historical structures and social 

norms must exist in order to reinforce the idea that the oppressed situation must be as it 

is.  The cultural atmosphere is thickly aligned in order to ensure the oppressed cannot see 

                                                           
19

 Bergoffen (1997: 105).  
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that it is human beings who create the oppressive conditions of their lives.  It appears to 

be naturally or divinely given thus oppression remains the order unnamed and accepted.  

This is not to imply that Beauvoir universalizes the notion of mystification; there are 

important material differences between the situations of the mystified slave and the 

mystified middle or upper class woman.  The differing concrete situations of their lives 

mean that they live their experience of mystification differently.  This applies also to 

comparisons made between different subgroups of the group defined as woman, as well 

as between individual women’s situations.  An understanding of the complexity of the 

spectrum of oppression enables Beauvoir to claim that there are even cases in which 

women are complicit in their oppression.  We may even be able to speak of some women 

as accepting or happy within their situations insofar as their material conditions as wife or 

subordinate can be quite favorable in certain aspects.  Thus, it is important that we not 

carry the analogy between the woman and the slave too far.
20

 

Strikingly, in order for a woman to be complicit there must be at least a subtle 

recognition that her situation could be otherwise and that the situation within which she 

finds herself is more desirable than others she can imagine.  If she is economically and 

socially secure, she may find it preferable to live her situation as subordinate especially if 

the other options would leave her much more vulnerable.
21

 In fact she may experience 

her situation as possessing a greater degree of freedom than one in which she is freed 

                                                           
20

 Bergoffen (1997:  107). 
21

 Patricia Hill Collins (2008) in  notes that this understanding of women as associated with the home is 
especially contradictory regarding the history of African-American women.  For though it is true that until 
the middle of the twentieth century most white women left their jobs when they married, African-
American women who married most often did not have this option.  Rather, African-American women 
continued to work outside the home while caring for their own homes and children.  This of course 
complicates the reality of women as oppressed and will be further addressed in Chapter 5; however, for 
now it suffices to note that those women who do work outside of the home do not necessarily experience 
a greater degree of freedom within their individual lives. 
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from playing a secondary role to her husband, father, etc.  This is not to imply that her 

situation is truly desirable, but rather to note that one’s particular felt experience can 

differ from an objective analysis of said situation.  Contrasting this situation of a 

particular class with the example of the Nazi youth from The Ethics of Ambiguity and we 

recognize there are differences regarding whether violence is necessary for liberation and 

whether liberation can be fostered from within through empowerment, education, and 

economic opportunity or needs to be sustained from without.  Regarding the Nazi youth, 

Beauvoir notes that the desirable solution would be re-education, for through education 

their mystification may be revealed to them enabling them to be put in the presence of 

their freedom.  This is, however, a slow process, and the exigency of the reality of the 

Nazi regime and the violence assumed as the Nazi project requires immediate destruction 

of those who oppress and also those who serve them, even if those who serve do so as 

ignorant or mystified accomplices.   

The situation of women is not, in certain regards, as urgent.  Thus, resources such 

as education and the altering of social consciousness are more suitable for the task of 

liberating women than perhaps recourse to violence against men and women who 

encourage, enable and in fact benefit from the oppression of women.  The Second Sex 

itself should be understood as a contributing force to the complex task of revealing the 

mystifications associated with the oppression of women.  Beauvoir achieves this 

unmasking through (1) questioning the difference between sex and gender, and (2) 

revealing the distortions of humanity through the patriarchal process of reifying the 

gender dichotomy of man and woman as a hierarchy of power.  As Bergoffen notes, we 

need The Ethics of Ambiguity in order to understand that patriarchy damages the 
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subjectivity of men and women by trapping each gender in one aspect of what it means to 

truly exist as a human being (Bergoffen 1997).  Woman is confined to objective status 

and is romanticized as the eternal child, while man is confined to striving for existence as 

the absolute subject.  Both projects fail, but result in specific types of human beings 

through the different structuring of the developmental becoming of either man or woman.  

Thus, patriarchy requires a form of purposive misrecognition of those positioned as men 

and women in order to achieve an ideal, yet immoral, coupling of the absolute subject 

and the eternal feminine.  Importantly, then, gendering as a process is neither merely a 

patriarchal process nor in and of itself the cause of the subjugation of women.  Rather, it 

is through complex relation of erroneously setting up as required that the gender 

dichotomy follow from the sex dichotomy and associating of each gender with a specific 

class of abilities and capabilities that are defined from and in order to promote the 

interests of one gender over and against the interests the other.  In short, the problem that 

Beauvoir draws our attention to with her appropriation of Hegel’s master-slave dialectic 

is the extent to which relationships between men and women are saturated in bad faith 

within a shared situation of the bad faith of gendered development.   

Put differently, Beauvoir’s project in The Second Sex is an examination of the 

phenomenology of intentionality wherein true subjectivity is defined as the interplay of 

the ambiguous desires of the intentional structure of consciousness in a world that is 

inherently intersubjective.  In restricting the direction of either movement of 

intentionality we additionally refuse to allow the interplay of immanence and 

transcendence which further reinforces the mistaken notion that human beings exist as 

embodied instances of either immanence or transcendence.  The trick of tyrants, Beauvoir 
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notes, consists in reifying the human being in his factical existence, as an object upon 

which actions are merely carried out.  The tyrant retains only an understanding of himself 

as transcendence and casts all others as existing in pure immanence (Beauvoir 1948).  In 

The Second Sex, this trick of the tyrant requires a specialized form in that the human 

being enclosed in facticity is woman and the central aspect of facticity in which she is 

enclosed is her body.   Furthermore, the reality of the oppression of women is specialized 

in that patriarchy requires women to learn the lesson of objectification in order to 

objectify themselves.  Insofar as it is impossible to annihilate the transcendent aspect of 

any human being’s being, the trick of the patriarchal tyrant is to redirect the transcendent, 

open, generous, and as Bergoffen terms it, erotic intentional moment towards the project 

of being woman.    

Beauvoir’s use of the concept of becoming in order to understand what women 

have historically become does not mean that her study is merely sociopsychological or 

historical; rather it is epistemological and ontological.  Like the subject in The 

Phenomenology of Spirit woman constantly misidentifies the Absolute in much the same 

way in that woman remains lured by an ever-elusive joy in becoming woman.  But this 

joy that is promised to woman is not the authentic joy of spontaneous openness toward 

one’s own free projects.  Rather, in that gendered existence has been given to her as the 

project she will accept and actively engage as her method for fulfillment, she will always 

fail to identify that which can bring her true happiness and connectivity in this world.  

We can understand, however, the difference between Subject and the Feminine in the fact 

that the Subject does not have an identity while the Feminine has an identity with strict 

boundaries demarcated by an outside force, namely the male consciousness (and 
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additionally the feminine consciousness which is formed in order to align with his).  

Beauvoir writes:  “Woman sees herself and chooses for herself not insofar as she exists 

for herself but as man defines her…Her being-for-men is one of the essential factors of 

her existence” (Beauvoir 1989: 15-16).  She is given the perspective of Man as Absolute 

Subject through which she is to understand and comport herself.  In this sense she is 

mystified in a manner akin to the slave and the misrecognition that results in both pairs—

master and man as pure transcendence, slave and woman as pure immanence—is 

comparable.  However, unlike the slave, woman actively reproduces the aspect of her 

being that contributes to her oppression.  The slave, though he is often convinced that his 

situation is natural and understands his situation could be worse, does not actively invest 

in his identity as a slave as does woman.  In accordance with Bauer and Bergoffen, I 

argue that the reification of the gender dichotomy through patriarchy results in the 

asymmetrical misrecognition of an aspect of the humanity of those termed man and 

woman, through encouraging attitudes of bad faith in relationships between gendered 

beings.  This means that part of the oppression of women incurs in their being cut off 

from the movement toward other women.   

In the next chapter, I examine the means employed within patriarchy to separate 

women from other women through requiring that desire itself be contained and oriented 

only towards patriarchal man.   Subjectivity is characterized by excess, thus to ensure that 

women become the self-restrained object-subjects necessitated by patriarchy the 

excessive desires of subjectivity must be eradicated.  I begin chapter four by tracing the 

requirements made of gendered existents in terms of excess.  Using Butler, Rich, and 

Wittig I connect Beauvoir’s characterization of patriarchal woman to contemporary 
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questions regarding the status of desire that falls outside of the straight orientation of 

patriarchy.  Finally, I return to the importance of literature in Beauvoir’s philosophy by 

examining the structure of desire as a learned process of overcoming the desire toward 

other women through the characters of Xavière and Francoise in She Came to Stay. 
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CHAPTER 4 

A SPLIT SELF:  

THE FEMININE, THE SUBJECT AND SEXUAL DESIRE 

 

To be born is both to be born of the world and to be born into the world. The world is 

already constituted, but also never completely constituted; in the first case we are acted 

upon, in the second we are open to an infinite number of possibilities. But this analysis is 

still abstract, for we exist in both ways at once. There is, therefore, never determinism 

and never absolute choice, I am never a thing and never bare consciousness.  

 

—Merleau-Ponty,  

Phenomenology of Perception, p. 453 

 

Western metaphysics has traditionally depicted human consciousness as isolated and 

autonomous, as opposed to and separate from the outside world and all other 

consciousness.  However, through reflecting upon those manners of being-in-the-world 

that fall outside the dominant, hegemonic, white male perspective we find a reality of the 

human being which is undeniably relational.  This is not to claim that the dominant 

perspective is not relational, but rather to begin to distinguish identity as experienced as 

saturated by what one is or is not as compared to those who are able to experience 

themselves as individuated despite also being socially constituted.  As Beauvoir and 

Merleau-Ponty show throughout their work there is no human situation that exists as 

absolute beyond embodied location and interaction.  Moreover, as I have discussed in the 

previous chapter the body is not merely the extension of consciousness; rather it is lived 

as a social, historical and personal reality.  This disrupts the central assumptions of an 

ontology that emphasizes the human as constituted by two separate substances: mind and 

body.  Additionally, the shift toward understanding the body as enmeshed with 

consciousness reveals the vulnerability of the self to the influences of language and 

experience.  On the traditional model consciousness stands at a distance from the world 

through the existence of the body.  Consciousness is understood as free, absolute, and 
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responsible for the attunement of the body within the physical world; the body is mere 

mediator, a structure that wears the comportments of consciousness.  Within this model 

the body is discounted thus precluding the development of a robust account of the ways 

in which particular bodies (white, male, heterosexual, young, able-bodied, and middle-

class) move more freely in the world in comparison to those that are situated outside of 

privilege in terms of specific aspects of social identity.  However, understanding the body 

as indistinct from the perils of consciousness closes the distance between embodied 

subjects revealing the penetrative relation between the self and others.  Beauvoir further 

develops this point by exposing gender difference as fundamentally constitutive of being-

in-the-world not because it has to be, but because it is shaped in order to function this 

way.  In this chapter, I focus on the intentionality of gendered consciousness in terms of 

sexual orientation.  An important aspect of becoming (a) woman in a heteronormative 

social milieu is the process of becoming sexually oriented toward men.  But, that this 

should necessarily occur is unclear.  From Beauvoir we understand that human reality 

and desire are ambiguous, that they do not have to be anything in a deep sense of the 

word in terms of identity and that they become intelligible only within the projects of 

individuals.  Yet, when we examine The Second Sex alongside Beauvoir’s literary texts, 

like She Came to Stay, and her autobiographies we recognize the central role that 

becoming heterosexual plays in the process of becoming (a) woman.   

For Beauvoir development for the boy and the girl is similar initially in that it 

begins with the “natural solipsism of the self” and progressively moves to be a story of 

self-overcoming.  However, this natural solipsism is merely a felt experience of the 
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privileged individual
1
 in that the world of the child is primarily constituted from without 

insofar as the child is given its situation complete with values, meanings, and a defined 

place in its world (Beauvoir 1948).  We all, in fact, begin as being primarily dominated 

by our situation and understand this domination as natural.  It is only through the crisis of 

adolescence wherein we are called to assume our subjectivity that we come to understand 

ourselves as freedom.  The original pleasures of being defined within childhood give way 

to the pleasures of freely projecting ourselves.  These pleasures are ambiguous in that 

they also reveal the anxiety, tension, and bewilderment of existing as freedom, thus 

giving way to the possibility of genuine human existence (Beauvoir 1948).  But, 

Beauvoir notes, this is not the developmental model for approximately half of the human 

population in that progression of consciousness for girls as they move toward 

womanhood is not constituted by freedom, action, and ambiguity.  Rather, the 

development into woman is defined by a rigid demarcation of self influenced by social 

institutions and self-regulation which results in a multiplicity of the same (woman) in 

contrast to subject (individual).  In other words, the creation of the feminine ideal and the 

enforcement of this ideal upon females as they develop has given rise to a world that 

lacks the perspective and influence of women (Beauvoir 1989).   

Contemporary scholars including Judith Butler (2006), Monique Wittig (1992), 

and Adrienne Rich (2003) have taken up this thesis of development in a particular 

manner by arguing that becoming woman requires becoming a heterosexual woman.  

Furthermore they propose that rejecting heterosexuality may be necessary to overcoming 

                                                           
1
 Although the central thesis of my dissertation is an investigation of the formative impact of gender upon 

consciousness it is important to note that the invisibility of external constraints is a privilege afforded to 
those children of the upper and middle classes.  Children born in poverty learn much earlier the impacts 
of the external world upon themselves and their families.  This does not of course eradicate the role 
gender plays, but rather transforms it. 
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the problems associated with womanhood more generally and to creating solidarity and 

community between women.  Until recently, however, this particular argument has been 

understood as missing from Beauvoir’s thought.  In fact, Beauvoir has often been 

criticized for generalizing the existence of lesbians and perhaps even arguing that 

lesbianism is an orientation taken up in bad faith in her chapter on the lesbian in The 

Second Sex.   In this chapter I reject this criticism by showing that Beauvoir’s 

understanding of the development of sexual orientation is similar to that which is 

expressed in the philosophies of Butler, Wittig, and Rich.  I choose these theorists 

specifically because they concentrate upon the overlap of the body and the discursive 

which I argue can be directly traced to Beauvoir’s understanding of the lived body as the 

space within which this interplay of concept and individual is expressed. 

I begin this chapter by looking at the intentionality of consciousness as presented 

by Beauvoir.  Through her theory of intentionality Beauvoir reveals the human being as 

neither a pure receiver of meaning nor an absolute creator of meaning; rather we are 

ambiguous—both subjects and objects that create and bring meaning back into the world.  

This twofold structure of human consciousness enables two distinct, yet equally 

important relationships, with the other and the world wherein I am both able to create 

meaning in the world and the world is able to imprint upon me and shape my projects and 

desires.  Following this discussion of intentionality I will move to an analysis of the role 

that becoming heterosexually oriented occupies in becoming woman.  Using Beauvoir 

and contemporary theorists I will argue that the constraints erected by the dominant 

social order on the sexual orientation of women is one of many that function to impede 

and obscure both the intentions of their desire and their capacities for understanding 
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themselves as desiring beings.   Finally, I move to show how Beauvoir examines this 

notion of feminine desire and how it is corrupted and co-opted through the patriarchal 

requirements of becoming woman in She Came to Stay and then later more explicitly in 

The Second Sex.   

In line with Jennifer McWeeny’s recent article “The Feminist Phenomenology of 

Excess,” I argue Beauvoir, in She Came to Stay, reveals as unsustainable a split that 

occurs within the consciousness of women.  It is important to note that this notion of split 

consciousness is not an authentic acceptance of oneself as being simultaneously both 

subject and object, nor is it one of residence which necessitates an understanding of an 

entity, or two entities, as contained within the bounds of ego, mind, or brain, etc.  Rather, 

in keeping with a phenomenological framework of the embodied subject, this split is 

constituted by the simultaneous development of two modes of being-in-the-world, the 

subject and the feminine, which cannot be sustained within the same being, insofar as 

they are inherently contradictory.  Looking ahead, McWeeny argues that for Beauvoir  

the feminine signifies a relational position in the masculine/feminine dichotomy, where 

(1) the former is deemed more valuable, and (2) the latter is defined as not simply 

different but lacking in comparison to the former.  Furthermore, as the masculine is 

defined as subject this means in relation to the masculine, the feminine is defined as not-

subject, thus rendering it impossible for an embodied consciousness to possess both 

aspects of this dichotomy, subject and feminine.  Nevertheless, as feminine bodies are 

human consciousnesses they still experience themselves as free subjects capable of 

creating projects and transcending themselves through creative engagement.  At some 

indeterminate time, however, these two realities will clash necessitating an abandonment 
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or repression of one of these “selves.”  McWeeny argues that this clash and subsequent 

elimination of one of the “selves” is the central conflict in She Came to Stay as embodied 

through the characters of Francoise and Xavière. 

McWeeny’s argument is remarkable in its attention to the subtleties of Beauvoir’s 

philosophy as it develops through the characters in She Came Stay and additionally for 

the ways in which it can be used to reveal connections between Beauvoir’s literary and 

philosophical texts.  For example, to close this chapter I argue that through coupling 

McWeeney’s insight into She Came to Stay with the requirement that becoming woman 

entails becoming heterosexual as argued by Butler, Rich, and Wittig, we can understand 

this split self in She Came to Stay as being constituted by disparate sexual orientations: 

one directed toward woman and the other toward man.  Through patriarchy the bond of 

women must be broken and reoriented in order to maintain the dominant power structure 

and exploitation of the work done by women.  In necessitating that women adhere to the 

ideal of what it means to be a woman, patriarchy enforces both the acquisition of the 

male gaze as their own as well the turning toward men sexually.  This requirement in 

effect separates the individual woman from her own particular desires and additionally 

separates women from other women thus preventing solidarity between women.    

Intentionality and Femininity 

 

The intentional structure of consciousness for Beauvoir is comprised of two 

moments: one that discloses being and one that recognizes the I that or who discloses 

with the being it is in the process of disclosing (Beauvoir 1948; Bergoffen 1997).  In the 

first moment, one reveals the meanings of being and experiences oneself as the power 

that reveals.  One reaches out into the world in order to disclose and through this 



134 
 

 
 

revelatory process one also understands the intersubjective world as providing the 

foundation for this subjective freedom.  The second moment is one of appropriation, 

wherein one understands the being which is disclosed by the self as belonging to the 

reality of the self.  In other words, one is unable to remain distanced from that which one 

discloses in the original moment and thus moves to identify oneself with the being one 

discloses.  This second moment is one of judgment wherein intentional consciousness 

seeks to transform the world it has disclosed and make it one’s own.  For example, in 

discovering beauty or harmony in the world, one decides the world should be beautiful 

and harmonious and sets up a project through which these judgments can be realized.  In 

doing so, we create standards through which we can judge the beautiful; we erect laws 

and systems of judgment through which we can determine fairness, justice, and harmony.  

We applaud those who are able to transform the rooms in which we live into interiors 

aesthetically designed as well as those who are able to altruistically give of themselves 

for the better of humanity in that it is just and produces harmony.  These two moments 

are intrinsically tied to one another, yet they oppose one another in that the first moment 

demonstrates the freedom, the unboundedness of the human consciousness, while the 

second reveals consciousness as constrained and limited by what is created through the 

process of institutionalizing values (Bergoffen 1997).  Through the power of the second 

moment we imagine we are autonomous, able to author the world through giving it 

meaning, but the experience of the first moment teaches authority is limited insofar as I 

am in relationship with, rather than the absolute master, of the real.  This tension is the 

foundation of what Beauvoir refers to as the ambiguity of the human condition.
2
  

                                                           
2
 Bergoffen (1997) notes that this is the source of Beauvoir’s unique philosophical perspective.  I agree 

with her in that it is this tension that we may trace through all facets of the human world.  I noted and 
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 Bergoffen, for one, notes that central to Beauvoir’s unique reinterpretation of 

intentionality as traced through Husserl, Hegel, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty is her 

enveloping of each intentional moment in a mood.
3
  The first intentional moment follows 

from Husserl and Merleau-Ponty and the mood of this moment for Beauvoir is joyful.  

The second intentional moment echoes Hegel and Sartre and the mood is identified is 

anxious and assertive.  However, despite the similarities we find between Husserl and 

Merleau-Ponty in the first intentional moment, and Hegel and Sartre in the second 

intentionality, there are inherent differences.  For my purposes, I am concerned with the 

affinities and discrepancies between Sartre and Hegel within the second intentional 

moment.  For evidence regarding Beauvoir’s treatment of the differences between Hegel 

and Sartre, Bergoffen suggests we turn to the letters Beauvoir wrote to Sartre in July 

1940.  A superficial investigation reveals Beauvoir is reading Hegel at least three hours a 

day and that within her own view, which she equates with Sartre’s, she finds much in 

common.  However, a further look into the moods expressed by Sartre and Hegel reveals 

a difference which she hopes to overcome.  According to Beauvoir, the situation of the 

human consciousness appears gloomy and despairing in Sartre’s description of the 

intersubjective, shared world, whereas with Hegel there is a joy associated with this 

development.  Nevertheless, despite this marked difference she tells Sartre she recognizes 

truth within both observations and will concern herself with finding their point of 

commonality.
4
   

                                                                                                                                                                             
mimicked this tension regarding Beauvoir’s working through the historical treatment of the concept and 
the particular and will now be discussing the implications of this foundation within the particular 
gendered experience.   
3
 Ibid,  p. 77. 

4
 Beauvoir (1991). 
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 Bergoffen argues The Ethics of Ambiguity is a search to find this point, which is 

never truly found.  If anything, Bergoffen writes, “the contest between Hegel’s joy and 

Sartre’s despair is sharpened.  Once she attends to mood, Beauvoir gives Hegel a place in 

both intentional moments:  the joy of the first, the assertion of the self of the second.  

Sartre, however, remains confined to the second moment of intentionality” (Bergoffen 

1997: 78).  As Bergoffen notes, this distancing from Sartre becomes apparent early in The 

Ethics of Ambiguity as Beauvoir recalls Sartre’s analysis of the human being as a useless 

passion.  For Sartre, consciousness traps itself in bad faith, in the project to be God.  As 

incomplete, the fundamental drive of human consciousness is the movement to be one 

with itself.  However, it does not merely want to be what it is, but to be additionally the 

cause of what it is.  For Sartre, this is a refusal or denial to accept the freedom which 

results from the inherent structure of consciousness.  Strikingly, Beauvoir assigns two 

desires to consciousness rather than following Sartre in assigning one.  As she examines 

the relationship between the intentionality of consciousness and bad faith she argues 

contrary to Sartre that consciousness desires not only to be what it is, but to disclose what 

it is to itself.  Beauvoir writes: 

It is not in vain that man nullifies being.  Thanks to him being is disclosed 

and he desires this disclosure.  There is an original type of attachment to 

being which is not the relationship “wanting to be” but rather the 

relationship “wanting to disclose being.”  Now there is not failure but 

success…[in] that man in his vain attempt to be God makes himself exist 

as man…It is not possible for him to exist without tending towards this 

being which he will never be.  But it is possible for his to want this tension 

even with the failure it brings. (Beauvoir 1948: 12-13) 

 

In this passage which describes consciousness as disclosure, Beauvoir highlights two 

forms of attunement and moments of intentionality with the first being constituted by a 

joy in the act of disclosure itself and the second constituted by a desire to be that which it 
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has disclosed.  This second desire will never succeed, but it is also necessary.  The 

importance nevertheless is finding a way to live this inevitable failure through 

discovering the joy of the first intentionality.  In line with Sartre, consciousness remains 

defined as a lack for Beauvoir, but this lack does not need to exist as a degradation of 

one’s relationship with oneself.  Rather, desire as founded upon the lack is primarily and 

joyfully attached to being.  The anxiety regarding the injury of the second moment is 

merely derivative, for although in desiring the object which is disclosed through the act 

of disclosing is quintessential bad faith, desiring the active process of disclosure itself 

enables consciousness to experience joyfully its own freedom and spontaneity(Bergoffen 

1997: 79-80).   Thus, Beauvoir is not simply reinforcing Sartre’s position that bad faith, 

i.e. the desire to be, pervades consciousness.  Rather, she defies it by reevaluating 

intentionality as fissured into two moments and recognizing that within the first 

intentional moment there exists no desire to be.  This means that human life may be lived 

differently if we turn toward a preferring of the first moment over that of the second.  

Again this does not imply we will be able to abandon the second moment wherein the 

project to be lies waiting to ensnare us, but it provides us with an avenue through which 

we can open ourselves to the complexities of human desire.  

 “With this unique description of intentionality,” Bergoffen notes, “Beauvoir 

transforms consciousness from an epistemological activity to a site of contesting moods 

and desires” (Bergoffen 1997: 99).  Through establishing the human being as neither a 

pure receiver of meaning nor an absolute creator of meaning, she reveals us as ambiguous 

and brings meaning back into the world.  The twofold structure of human consciousness 

enables two distinct, yet equally important relationships, with the other and the world.  
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Bergoffen reads the original relationship, namely the mode of disclosure and mood of 

joy, as situating us in an ethical relationship through the ability of letting be.  The second 

moment is political in that it situates us in the mode of judgment and the mood of 

decision; it is the moment of active engagement through which value is cast as a creative 

component in the world.  For Beauvoir we must embrace both aspects of the 

intentionality of consciousness through recognizing the limits these moments reveal as 

well as the responsibility we have for ourselves, the other, and the shared world.  

 The problem regarding the extent to which this first moment of joy can be realize 

for women is revealed as we move to The Second Sex.  Though all human beings are 

faced with the same task of becoming subject, we are not all provided with the same tools 

for achieving this goal.  Women through the process of becoming ‘woman’ are cut off 

from the first intentional moment that enables one to reveal the meanings of being while 

experiencing oneself as the power which reveals.  Within this moment one should be able 

to reach out into the world in order to disclose and discover the intersubjective world as 

providing the foundation for this subjective freedom.  This restriction is dialectically 

reinforced through two important foundations.  The first involves the restrictions placed 

upon women through the process of becoming woman as they move through childhood, 

young adulthood, and so on.  To become a woman is to engage in enforced forgetting of 

the joy of existence in order to serve the interest, joy, and freedom of those permitted to 

engage in the revelatory power of this moment.  The second involves a lack of 

recognition within the public sphere. Women do not view beings like themselves engaged 

in this joyous expedition, and hence they are unable to imagine this as a possibility for 

themselves.  One cannot become what one does not see as a possibility and as there are 
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markedly fewer instances of women occupying roles of power, independence, and 

autonomy it becomes more difficult for them to engage in endeavors which would place 

them in these roles. 

 Thus, with the first intentional moment seemingly out of reach,
5
 left for women is 

the ability to be absorbed within a project in the second of appropriation.  However, 

without the first moment to provide the space for an authentic or free understanding of 

the process of project and identity formation one is unable to appropriate that which one 

discloses for oneself in the original moment and must rather move to identify oneself 

with the being that is disclosed for oneself rather than by.  This second moment is still 

one of judgment wherein intentional consciousness seeks to transform that world that has 

been disclosed for it and make it one’s own.  But, if woman has been unable to 

participate in the formation of value for herself and in the world (as her situation is in 

patriarchy) her only option is to become that which she has been given.  As always for 

Beauvoir the way in which this unfolds within the concrete lives of women is going to 

depend upon the specificities of women’s lives.  Beauvoir writes: 

Thus woman may fail to lay claim to the status of subject because she 

lacks definite resources, because she feels the necessary bond that ties her 

to man regardless of reciprocity, and because she is often very well 

pleased with her role as Other.  (Beauvoir 1989: 63) 

 

Beauvoir here attributes women’s status as the inessential to three sources: (1) the 

decisively impaired economic situation of women, (2) the forfeiture of reciprocity for the 

bond with men, and (3) as the result of bad faith or because she recognizes that the most 

assured path of success is through assuming herself as inessential (Beauvoir 1989).  As 

                                                           
5
 Again, the extent to which this plays out in the lives of individual women will vary, but what is important 

Beauvoir is that the joy of subjectivity for women is read through the interpretive lens of the second 
moment. 
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Bergoffen notes, the first and third sources are well documented throughout The Second 

Sex, but the second is hardly analyzed (Bergoffen 1997).
6
  Nevertheless, these restrictive 

realities represent the manners through which a patriarchal process of gender 

identification necessitates women take up being ‘woman’ as their project.  In an 

important sense, it is her only option to attain economic, social, and political worth.  The 

way through which this learned appreciation of the myth of femininity proceeds is 

substantial in its requirement that women abandon their exuberance for life themselves 

and refocus their energy and desires on the values of man.  Thus, the central component 

of becoming woman for Beauvoir entails the subverting of one’s own desires and projects 

in order to accord with the male perspective.  In rejecting her own desires, woman comes 

into line with the dominant power structure and thus avoids becoming a problem.  

Women learn to fall in line in that they are shamed, suffer economic and social 

disadvantage, and barred further access to participation in the public sphere through the 

mediation of man if they fail or refuse to do so.   

 This is important when we move to think about the being which we name woman 

insofar as what she discloses is not her being as freedom, but rather the preference to be 

the feminine.  Woman comes into the world desiring to discover meaning in the world 

and finds herself to be merely another object amid other objects (Beauvoir 1989).
7
  As 

she recognizes herself as an object she turns to others in order to gain liberation through 

their attention or gaze, yet this fails to bring her to true recognizant status in that she 

relies on achieving being through denying herself as subject.  At every turn she fails to 

                                                           
6
 For Bergoffen this is an aspect of Beauvoir’s muted voice. 

7
 Fanon (1967) makes a similar claim in “The Fact of Blackness” (properly translated: “The Lived-Reality of 

the Black”) regarding how the person of color comes to find himself a mere object in the midst of other 
objects even as he feels himself as a subject/as spirit.. 
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gain knowledge regarding the potential of her subjective freedom and rather finds herself 

cemented in the gaze of the other further detaching her from displays of power and 

authority.  In short, she remains separate from the first form of intentionality which is 

creative and free, and finds her only path for economic and social success is through 

appropriating meaning that has been created for her.  This meaning, however, does not 

constitute her best interest in that meaning given from the outside, by the oppressor will 

always seek to maintain the current power structure.  In the next section I will examine 

the notion of gender as expressing a specific hierarchy of power in order to show that 

gender is not connected to sex, but is rather enforced to maintain the status quo. 

 

Problems Regarding the Sex/Gender Distinction 

 

As has been previously noted, Beauvoir is one of the first philosophers to 

critically engage with the ways in which becoming gendered is a disruptive process for 

those who happen to be sexed female.  Beginning at birth, women learn what it means to 

be female through repeated exposure to a variety of overt and subtle lessons.  Images of 

what it means to be a woman communicated through the media, our families, friends and 

teachers, as well as the language that we use.  Additionally, as women have been 

historically marginalized from positions of influence and power they have learned that 

what it means to be woman is to lack presence within central social institutions.  Thus, in 

order to understand the process of becoming woman we must examine the barriers which 

trap women as merely woman thus preventing her from engaging in the first moment of 

intentionality in the process of becoming and identity formation.  For as she is taught to 

construct her identity in line with the images of women that she sees and in that the 

women she sees often lack substantial and meaningful participation in powerful social 
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institutions which create meaning, she remains reified as gendered and unable to express 

the subjective aspect of her humanity.  In this section I will examine Beauvoir’s 

description of becoming woman as it relates to and informs contemporary feminist 

analyses of the compulsion toward becoming woman with the secondary intention of 

reinforcing the extent to which she must turn away from a Hegelian description of the 

becoming of self-consciousness in order to provide an accurate description of this process 

for women.  Again, one of my central purposes in this analysis is to show that the 

expression of this learned constraint of gender will differ in accordance with the privilege 

which each individual woman either possesses or lacks.  Nevertheless, as an aspect of the 

collective cultural consciousness gendered existence impacts women in systematic and 

predictable manners through setting a series of developmental “traps” along the way of 

becoming. 

The distinction between sex and gender has been well articulated throughout the 

history of feminist thought.  Sex has paradigmatically represented the biological aspect of 

the species (like chromosomes, sex organs, hormones or other physical features having to 

do with reproduction), whereas gender has been understood as a thoroughly human 

notion which develops through the socialization of the human subject (like social role, 

position, behavior or identity).  Put differently, “male” and “female” are used as sex 

terms, while “man” and “woman” and “masculine” and “feminine” are used as terms for 

signifying gender.  Thus, one may be born male or female, but one only becomes, 

through developing within the social order, (a) woman.  While the central motivation for 

depicting this sex/gender distinction was a Hegelian phenomenological move, an 

additional advantage to the sex/gender distinction is its ability to counter biological 
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determinism that sought to use biological facts to explain behavioral and psychological 

differences between women and men.  In recent years, however, this sex/gender 

distinction has been met with substantial criticism from some feminists.  For one, the 

centrality of the reliance on genital configuration and reproductive ability in defining the 

sex of an individual has been challenged.  This revelation has invariably cast doubt on the 

biological as that which defines one’s sex and resulted in a rethinking of both sex and 

gender as social constructions.  Prior to this criticism the assumption was that sexual 

differences are constituted by fixed elements, while gender differences are fluid and 

result from social mediations that dictate how women and men should behave.  Thus, on 

this model, women are oppressed because they have to be women.  

Nevertheless, if gender is merely the culture interpretation of sexed bodies, then it 

is not necessary that gender follow from sex in any, one way.  However, gender has (until 

more recent criticisms) tended to coalesce with the binary model of sex.  If gender is 

merely the cultural meaning of sex, then we should recognize a discontinuity between 

sexed bodies and socially constructed gendered bodies (Butler 2006).  Through the 

critical work of feminist and queer studies scholars, we are beginning to recognize that 

gender has been constrained by this binary model’s role within the nexus of the notion of 

identity.  But, to merely extend the possibilities for gender is to ignore the deeper 

question regarding why appearing as gendered or as a specific gender functions as 

oppressive.  For being gendered can function as oppressive only insofar as it exists within 

a previously given power hierarchy, thus making gender not merely a cultural construct 

of expression of human identity, but rather an observable mark of powerlessness.  For 

Beauvoir gender is constructed through the production of the cultural order, but this 
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process is not merely an external formative process.  Rather, there is a subject who 

appropriates said gender and who is in theory able to take on a gender other than the one 

she does.  Accordingly, one becomes a specific gender not out of necessity bound to the 

sex which one is, but rather as a result of the cultural compulsion upon the subject to do 

so.   

This follows from Beauvoir’s understanding of the body as a situation, rather than 

a passive substance that wears the quality of specified gender.  However, if the body is a 

situation as Beauvoir argues, then there is no connection to the body that has not already 

been interpreted by and through recourse to cultural meanings.  Thus, making sex itself 

unable to serve as a prediscursive faculty (Butler 2006).  Put differently, Beauvoir is one 

of the first theorists to reveal through her understanding of the body as situation that sex 

has been gender all along.  Thus, one of the central questions of The Sexed Sex may be 

understood as an inquiry regarding the possibility that females must become women, 

whereby the concept ‘woman’ refers to the direct connection between sex and gender?  If 

sex and gender are related by necessity, then what secures the compulsion to move 

toward a manner of being that has long been associated with a position of subordination?  

Do perhaps social constraints necessitate they be women if they are sexed female, else 

they lose their social worth?   

Judith Butler, Monique Wittig, and Adrienne Rich problematize the compulsion 

toward becoming woman through revealing that this movement is constituted primarily 

through assuming the heterosexual desire.  For in assuming this desire that has been 
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imparted to them, women effectively choose
8
 a role that places them on the periphery of 

human existence.  The movement toward heterosexuality is one of the productions of 

“nature” which seeks to reify women in their associations as feminine beings rather than 

human beings thus making heterosexuality itself a “beachhead of male dominance.”  The 

presentation of sex and gender codification in binary terms enables heterosexuality to be 

reproduced simply as a movement toward one’s opposite in order to overcome the 

experience of lack.  However, in questioning this binary oppositional model of 

sex/gender Butler, Wittig, and Rich are not merely criticizing the model, but our 

understanding of the structure of intentional desire itself.  

Rich, for one, argues that insofar as heterosexuality is presumed the sexual 

preference of most women, either implicitly or explicitly we will continue to reproduce a 

hierarchical order of gendered existence and desire more generally (2003).  Thus, Rich’s 

central task is to question how woman’s desire has been prescriptively and perfectly 

molded to be oriented toward fulfillment through the presence or coupling with the male 

body.  It is shocking to Rich that this questioning of compulsory heterosexuality and 

refusal to recognize lesbian experience as legitimate is suspiciously absent from the 

mainstay of feminist culture and commentary.  For even within the rare texts that 

conclude heterosexuality is not a preference for women, in that it functions in order to 

fragment the erotic and the emotional in a way that women find destructive, their books 

participate in mandating it. This absence she reads as further indication of the strength of 

the compulsory heterosexual order.  Rich writes: 

                                                           
8
 This notion of “choice” and what it means to act as an autonomous subject with the capacity for 

“choosing” will be problematized throughout this chapter, but for now I use the term in a commonplace 
manner. 
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This assumption of female heterosexuality seems to me in itself 

remarkable: it is an enormous assumption to have glided so silently into 

the foundations of our thought. The extension of this assumption is the 

frequently heard assertion that in a world of genuine equality, where men 

are nonoppressive and nurturing, everyone would be bisexual. Such a 

notion blurs and sentimentalizes the actualities within which women have 

experienced sexuality; it is a liberal leap across the tasks and struggles of 

here and now, the continuing process of sexual definition which will 

generate its own possibilities and choices. (Rich 2003: 13)
9
  

 

For Rich, heterosexuality for women is remarkable even if ordinary in that women are the 

earliest sources of care and nurture for children of both sexes; thus the question which 

needs to be addressed is how is female desire ripped or redirected from its original 

directedness toward women?  This question is, of course, more of a series of questions 

regarding a process of becoming for women, namely a becoming of heterosexual.  The 

conventional argument proceeds by suggesting that this transmutation of original desire 

of women toward women results from the need of species survival and the process of 

impregnation itself.  But, Rich argues the tie between species survival and the 

heteronormative emotional/erotic structure of relationships is both unnecessary and a 

form of violence. Akin to the rejection of the claim “anatomy is destiny,” Rich denies the 

biological foundation for the necessity of heterosexuality.  Human beings create meaning 

apart from and beyond that which they have been biologically given and the structure of 

the familial unit need not follow the stricture of heterosexual attachment.  Rather, societal 

forces and forcers have intervened to maintain this semblance of necessity by detaching 

the erotic and emotional energies of women from themselves, other women, and women 

identified values in order to maintain power over women.  These forcers, Rich continues, 

range from literal physical enslavement to the disguising and distorting of possible 

                                                           
9
 Rich (2003: 11–48). 
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options for women.  Thus, compulsoriness of heterosexuality needs to be studied as a 

political reality similar to the issue of motherhood. 

The physical and psychological violence Rich notes as examples of the measures 

inflicted upon women in order to keep women within a male sexual paradigm are 

familiar—forcing male sexuality upon them, the confining of women physically and 

preventing of their moving, the use of women in male transactions, the denying them of 

education—but it is Rich’s understanding of the effect of the male gaze upon women that 

reveals a deep connection with Beauvoir.   

Serving as a precursor to Foucault’s analysis of the imposition of self-regulative 

practices upon the self by society, Beauvoir argues (some) women function as their own 

oppressors through identifying with the oppressive male gaze.  Though self-regulation is 

necessary for a functioning ethical order, it is often co-opted in order to serve the interests 

of one group over and against another.  For Beauvoir, women align themselves not with 

the interests and goals of other women, but with the men with whom they identify 

(Beauvoir 1989).  But, the question remains how do they come to identify with those who 

benefit from their subordination?  All things being equal, it would seem as though the 

appropriate response would be to cast off that and those who bind them.  That they do not 

act to do so indicates that we are not encountering a process of mere externality, but 

rather an internalization of the values of the colonizer, as well as the carrying out of the 

colonization of one’s self and other women.  In a similar vein, Rich defines male 

identification as “the act whereby women place men above women, including 

themselves, in credibility, status and importance in most situations, regardless of the 

comparative quality the women may bring to the situation…Interaction with women is 
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seen as a lesser form of relating on every level” (Rich 2003: 21).  Again we can refer to 

Foucault’s description of the Panoptican as applicable to the colonizing practices of the 

male figure over and against the female.  Identification with the male gaze serves to 

locate bodies in space through distributing individuals in hierarchical relations within a 

channel of power, definition of roles, and worth of gendered functioning.  However, this 

cannot be understood as merely an external restraint for the ultimate goal is for this 

schema to distribute throughout the social body, resulting in what Foucault refers to as a 

living in the panoptic machine.  Foucault writes:  “We are neither in the amphitheater, 

nor on the stage, but in the panoptic machine, invested by its effects of power, which we 

bring to ourselves since we are part of its mechanism” (Foucault 1975: 217).   Women, 

through identifying with men closest to them (their husbands, brothers, fathers, and sons) 

often take up the role of the oppressor in relation to themselves and other women (their 

friends, daughters, sisters, and so on) in failing to question the origin(s) of their self-

identification.  The result of this process is an oppressed consciousness which identifies 

with the oppressor to such an extent that oppression is reinforced through self-regulation. 

A further implication of self-regulation as Foucault and Butler note is that one who self-

imposes, in this case gendered prescriptions, also acts as the regulator of behavior of 

those other beings she identifies like her, namely other women.   

Nevertheless, as Beauvoir shows repeatedly in The Second Sex the origins of this 

oppressive hierarchy are difficult to trace.  Beauvoir and others who seek to relieve the 

oppressed state of this figure named ‘woman’ point to the association of the body with 

destiny, the cultural myths that surround her, and the power structures (compulsive 

heterosexuality, economic and political orders) which function to subordinate women for 
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the benefit of men.  Alone, however, not one of these can function to keep women 

oppressed for this long, which points us to the complicated situation of oppression 

(Beauvoir 1989). For Rich, whatever the origins of the oppression of women, the 

enforcement of heterosexuality upon women has served as the central means of assuring 

men access to women physically, economically, and emotionally.  One of the means of 

enforcement, of which there are many, is the making invisible the lesbian possibility for 

the individual woman.  This lie, Rich notes, keeps numberless women psychologically 

trapped as they try to fit their minds, spirits, and sexualities into a prescribed 

comportment in that they are unable look beyond the parameters of the normal (Rich 

2003). The drive toward other women may appear fragmented at times, but the structures 

designed to keep the lesbian possibility in line continually function to repress it again and 

again. 

 Thus, being a woman is in an important sense constituted by directing one’s 

desire or sexuality toward the correct other body, namely toward the man.  Beauvoir’s 

analysis of the Lesbian in The Second Sex illuminates and corresponds with much of 

Rich’s thesis and there should be no doubt that, even if it is dated, it is still worthwhile to 

consider.
10

  As Meryl Altman notes, lesbian feminists’ criticisms of Beauvoir’s lesbian 

chapter since the 1970s for various reasons, including that is contains stereotypes, seem 

to rest upon biologistic explanations and problematic authorities, and the use of the 

definite article before “lesbian” (la lesbienne/the lesbian).  In addition, her apparent 

                                                           
10

 I tend to agree with the sentiment expressed by Meryl Altman (207: 66–91) regarding this notion of the 
datedness of Beauvoir’s position toward aspects of the existences of women such as is evident in her 
treatment of the Lesbian, the Girl, the Married Woman, etc.  Altman writes, “It is worth reading Beauvoir; 
for she is less wrong about many things than has generally been supposed; and that reading The Second 
Sex with attention to time, both the time of its writing and the different times of its readings helps us 
better understand what she meant and figure out what we can still use.” 
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failure to reject the notion of “inversion”—that same-sex love is constituted by a desire to 

“be” the opposite gender—reveal that her essentializing tendencies.  I am sensitive to 

these concerns and agree with Altman, however, as we read The Second Sex it is helpful 

to keep the fundamental structure of Beauvoir’s argument in mind which thus enables us 

to contextualize her purpose and relieve these charges of their damning effect.  Generally, 

the volume entitled “Facts and Myths” serves to dislocate any naturalized understanding 

of femininity as essential to what it means to be woman, as well as reveal the disabling 

myth of woman as “Other” to man.  The second volume entitled “Lived Experience” 

concentrates on the development or life cycle of women within present structures of 

society.  Beauvoir is describing “woman” as she is, but her notion of “is” is not the deep 

meaning of identity.  There is nothing in this description of what women are like today 

that necessitates for women what they will be in the future.   

That women must learn to be heterosexual is a central point in “Lived 

Experience” and Beauvoir moves through a substantial index of all those things that can 

“go wrong” for girls and women as they move through adolescence, puberty, first sexual 

encounters, etc.  Her argument is not, however, that there is something wrong with 

women, or that women are loathsome, but rather that the becoming of “patriarchal 

femininity,” as Moi refers to it, is a disruptive process; in a sense, the process of 

becoming a woman is deformative.  It is work and it is a process and it is not the mere 

result of a biological inclination toward reproduction.  That being said, we should 

understand Beauvoir as being unable to maintain the position that sexual orientation is 

itself a product of biology.  In other words, as women are not born naturally oriented 

toward men, lesbians are not born naturally oriented toward other women.  Rather, both 
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orientations are formative, developmental processes, products of an ambiguous process of 

external shaping and individual choice within the possibilities presented to each 

“woman.”   

The language used thus far raises an important point of contention within 

Beauvoir’s work, namely, if to be a woman is the process of becoming “patriarchal 

femininity,” then are lesbians woman?  It seems quite obvious to state that they are, but in 

claiming this are we merely reproducing the gender binary as sex?  Judith Butler in 

Gender Trouble proposes that “women achieve stability and coherence only in the 

context of the heterosexual matrix” (Butler 2006: 10). Thus, the stable binary opposition 

of woman and man is preserved through a material system by which ideology is created 

and maintained via institutions of power (marriage, pornography, organized religion, 

laws), a system which serves the reproductive aims of, what Wittig calls, ‘compulsory 

heterosexuality.’  Within this matrix, there is little room for deviation, and which leads 

Wittig to famously claim that lesbians are not in fact women (Wittig: 1992).  In saying 

that lesbians are not women, Wittig suggests that there is no room for homosexuality 

within a heteronormative framework. The category of the lesbian then is problematized 

insofar as it does not fit into either category—that of ‘woman.’, or that of ‘man.’  More 

specifically Wittig argues that the notion of ‘woman’ makes sense only within a 

heterosexual system wherein women are related socially, politically, and economically to 

men.  

Strikingly, Beauvoir’s argument regarding the social construction of women is 

furthered by her analysis of lesbians.  Like ‘woman,’ ‘the lesbian’ seems to be a socially 

constructed notion as well.  Moreover, Beauvoir’s argument clears the intellectual 
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foreground for Wittig’s later argument that lesbians, although cultural artifacts in a 

manner akin to women, are defined through their ability to escape heterosexuality’s 

insistence on the conflation of gender and sexuality.  Thus, for Wittig, lesbianism is for 

women the most authentic mode of being for women in that it removes them from their 

being as women.  Beauvoir’s argument regarding the status of the lesbian may be read as 

a weak claim for such in that those who choose lesbianism authentically do in an 

important manner escape the problematic heteronormative power structure.  Love 

between women is characterized by contemplation rather than appropriation; recreation 

rather than separation, where “there is neither fight nor victory nor defeat each one is 

both subject and object, sovereign and slave in exact reciprocity; this duality is 

complicity” (Beauvoir 1989: 429).  Contrary to traditional descriptions of the turn toward 

lesbianism as resulting from a process of inversion or narcissism, Beauvoir argues there 

is never one determining factor that can account for the existence of all lesbians, but the 

reality nevertheless is that some women are.  This “choice” is not destiny; it is made 

within a complex web of relations, yet expresses one’s general attitude to existence 

(Beauvoir 1989).  

However, for Beauvoir, lesbians often repeat the problematic patriarchal power 

structure that tends to dominate heterosexual relationships.  Having a relationship with a 

woman or sleeping with another woman as a woman is not necessarily a healthier mode 

of being in relationship.  Being sexually oriented toward women does not mean that one 

loves or appreciates women as subjects; it does not in fact guarantee anything.  The 

problematic “masculine” and “feminine” behaviors can be reproduced within a lesbian 

relationship.  For one, roles are learned; thus women can act out the role of the dominant 
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man in relationships with other women.  Additionally, the feminine role is often carried 

into lesbian relationships with the difference being that instead of a woman occupying the 

passive role with a man, she is passive with a woman.  Lesbianism can be, and is at times, 

lived in bad faith which means it is not an immediate or universal cure for escaping the 

trappings of the patriarchal ordering of relationships.  Nevertheless, what is revealed 

again through the multiple ways in which lesbianism can be live is the relation between 

the objective, oppressive history which women have experienced and the meaning we as 

freedom, as women who live through the situation bestow upon this history.   

Beauvoir shows us that individual identity-conflict can function as the motor 

force of vital structural change and in doing so transforms the Hegelian dialectic.  In 

other words, these conflicts of consciousnesses are not simply waged at a cultural level; 

rather, individual women experience this conflict between what it means to a be 

subject—that spontaneous upsurge of freedom and transcendence—and the role they are 

supposed to play as (a) woman.  For unlike the Hegelian subject, women do not receive 

certainty of self through reflecting themselves in the world.  Thus, they seek other modes 

or methods through which to feel as presence within the world.  Additionally troubling is 

the effect this has upon the way women view one another and the goals of feminism more 

generally.  For insofar as woman cannot achieve certainty of self through making a mark 

on the world, other women are able to view her externalized form as an image through 

the lens of the distorted male perspective.  

Reading Beauvoir’s emphasis on the formative process of becoming gendered as 

dependent upon institutions that exist outside and apart from individual women allows us 

to understand her depiction of the subject as decidedly uncharacteristic of the existential 
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approach that elevates the autonomous thinking, choosing subject as primary.  This is not 

to imply that she abandons the notion of the power of the individual to give meaning to 

her situation, but rather in The Second Sex she begins to reveal the extent to which this 

process of meaning giving itself is related to a cultural system of norms and prescribed 

behaviors based upon one’s group identity.  For women, these two aspects of their being 

give rise to conflict as they try to navigate between what Beauvoir refers to as their 

autonomous existences and their “being objects.”  One such example Beauvoir notes is 

the requirement of women to be pleasing and to act for others, especially men, rather than 

themselves.
11

  Woman is taught that to be woman she must try to please, which requires 

that she make herself an object achieved only through renouncing her autonomy 

(Beauvoir 1989: 295).  She does not gain value through increasing her talents, skills, and 

intelligence—her worth—but through modeling herself on the dreams of men (Beauvoir 

1989: 347).  This behavior, however, is thoroughly learned.  When she is young and 

inexperienced, Beauvoir notes, she is often unaware of this requirement.  Thus, 

sometimes girls/young women act as aggressively as boys/young men by challenging 

them, trying to conquer them and acting with a proud frankness.  But, this attitude is 

almost always doomed to fail in that in order to achieve her place in the world as woman 

she must learn that to please she must give in to them.   

                                                           
11

 Even within lesbian orientation we can recognize that women who are sexually oriented toward women 
can take up the gaze of the male resulting in the objectification of the women they seek as sexual objects.  
Beauvoir notes in her section on lesbianism that there are lesbians that do seek to be like men in terms of 
sexual domination (1989).  I do not interpret this as a general statement.  In other words, I do not take 
Beauvoir to be claiming that lesbians are trying to be like men, rather Beauvoir’s tacit claim is that within 
patriarchal sexist orders it does often occur that even women who are sexually oriented toward women 
can learn to hate women thus resulting not in a freeing of desire in relationships with women but a 
repetition of the same hierarchy of man (and those who seek to appropriate women as men do) over 
woman. 
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To what she is giving in specifically is a question which must be addressed, of 

course, but a further problem arises regarding the extent to which ‘she’ as a coherent self 

is able to ‘give in.’   For if she has never been granted the right or ability to develop a 

strong sense of self, does she possess the power to ‘give in’ or submit?  Furthermore, if 

‘she’ is not an acting, choosing subject does she have the capacity to overcome her 

situation without the assistance of external institutions that function as liberating? If the 

statement “One is not born but rather becomes a woman” applies to the developmental 

restrictions placed upon girl children to ensure they are barred from the freedom of 

adolescent revolt, then it is assured that adult women will remain mystified.  In other 

words, woman becomes the inessential other because she, like the girl child, is mystified 

and insofar as she is mystified she remains trapped in the position of a child.  Giving in, 

in a certain sense, does not possess the authoritative force in this situation as the woman 

who gives in has failed to develop a subjectivity she opts to give up.  Rather she has been 

shaped since birth to recognize that objectification is her reality as a woman and her 

womanhood is nothing apart from the production and reproduction of the gender 

requirements imposed upon her throughout her life. 

Butler, following Beauvoir as well as Nietzsche and Foucault, challenges the 

legitimacy of the notion of the subject as interiorly formed arguing instead for the idiom 

of performativity.  Butler argues that the gendered body as performative lacks a coherent 

ontological status in that its reality is nothing other than the variety of constitutive acts.  

Nevertheless, the myth of the subject is maintained through the language of identity and 

self-referral, political necessities tied to ownership and responsibility and even through 

disciplines such as philosophy which tends to elevate irrationally the power of the 
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subject.  The result is a collective hallucination regarding the power of the self as 

absolutely transformative and definitive in creating the self.  Today we may recognize 

this commitment to the myth of the self in that an entire industry has been dedicated to 

the elusive engagement of “self-help.”  The problem with this notion of self-help is not 

that we are unable to help ourselves, though the extent to which we can is a conversation 

we should more readily engage, but rather lies in the required supposition that one can 

transform oneself through merely uprooting one’s original attunement or attitude within 

the world and replacing it with a newly developed one.  We err in this regard in that one’s 

being in the world cannot be perfectly outlined and then excised with the end goal being 

that of replacement.  Rather, the human being is relational which means that an inherent 

aspect of one’s being exists outside of the limits of what we typically refer to as oneself.  

One cannot through choice alone transform the entire series of relations that constitute 

the self, but must engage in a questioning of the foundations of social relations that create 

one’s understanding of one’s relation to oneself.  This becomes especially difficult as we 

move to explain women’s understandings of themselves and the means through which 

they can successfully remove themselves from the oppressive constraints of gender 

performance. 

Butler refuses to fix the body as primary, as antecedent to discourse; though the 

body is normally posited as prior, she notes, we cannot have any access to the body 

except through discourse.  Thus, to connect Beauvoir and Butler, in learning to “be a 

woman,” the young girl imitates the gestures and actions of women whom she has 

encountered through imagery and concrete experience and is taught to understand said 

gestures as expressing an essential femininity “within.”  This process simultaneously 
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reinforces the idea of gender identity as the expression of a natural essence or structural 

law and the existence of a distinct subject upon which this process is formatively 

mapped.   

Butler's critique reveals the disciplinary powers that prescribe and regulate 

behavior by subverting the idea that gender identity is the product of structural law or a 

natural essence.  But, does Butler fail to account for the inherent power of the thickness 

of the felt experience of the coherency of the embodied subject by privileging the 

discursive?  Although Butler privileges language and discursive practices as responsible 

for producing bodies that are meaningful within given cultural discourse, this does not 

imply that the body can be reduced to discourse.  Rather, the body is excessive insofar as 

it goes beyond given discourse through shattering and recreating the same norms that 

constrain it.  Like Beauvoir, Butler rejects forms of idealism that reduce all matter to 

signs as well as versions of materialism that separate substance as something existing 

apart from meaning.  Idealism, for Beauvoir and Butler, ignores the thickness of the body 

as that which embodies discursive possibilities and develops sedimentary habits and 

shapes concretely.  Materialism dismisses, however, the fact that matter acquires meaning 

only through discourse itself.  In effect, neither account for the materiality of signs 

themselves.  Thus, for Butler, the body can never serve as an ontological foundation 

(Stone 2005: 11).  

The body, for Butler is unable to ground a theory of gender. Individuals may feel 

their gender to be an internal reality or a fact, but for Butler gender is merely a 

phenomenon that is produced and reproduced constantly and consistently. We are, for 

Butler, originally genderless and it is through the performative production of effects that 
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we become gendered.  Nevertheless, Butler is not merely dismissing the body; she rejects 

any theory which begins with ontology of the body.  A body, in that it is both dependent 

upon others and subject to violation by another, by others ,represents a vulnerability of 

self, a vulnerability which ties us to the other.  Thus, it is through the reality of the body 

that we find a primary connection to the social realm.   

Butler’s work is especially pertinent to my study in that it is possible to read her 

as a Hegelian and through the lens of existential thought.  Both Butler’s dissertation and 

first book focus upon Hegel and the Hegelian themes of reflection and desire are 

prominent throughout her writings.  From the beginning of her engagement with 

Hegelian philosophy Butler has rejected the traditional post-foundational reading of 

Hegel which posits his systematic development of humanity as a closed system moving 

toward a determined end.  Furthermore, she argues Hegel’s emphasis upon the structure 

of desire is not intended as the presumed scheme of desire overcoming the body, but 

reveals that desire is permanent as results from its lasting attachment to the body.  Desire 

does not aid in the transcendence of the body, rather it is always embodied (Butler 1987: 

43, 54-57).  The structure of desire and the vulnerability of human beings exist 

concomitantly in that embodied consciousness is available to be viewed, judged, defined, 

and confirmed by others.  Without the body, the desire for confirmation by the other 

would not exist; it is because we are embodied and vulnerable that the structure of desire 

exists.  

One is also able to read Butler through the lens of existentialist thought. This 

move seems especially relevant in that Butler appeals to Beauvoir’s theory of gender 

through troubling it and eventually expanding upon it through focusing upon the manner 
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in which gender is produced, rather than given, and reproduced within the individual 

life.
12

 And while Butler toys early on with Beauvoir’s version of existentialism, she 

repeatedly insists that neither Beauvoir nor Sartre can ever overcome the Cartesian 

mind/body dualism (Butler 1998: 17).  However, Butler’s argument in this regard, at least 

from the perspective I have developed, seems to be misguided.  This is not to claim that 

Butler’s argument is incorrect, for Butler’s philosophical maturation has moved toward 

the denial of the elusive ‘I’ of subjectivity and Sartre and Beauvoir do maintain a 

philosophically robust notion of the subject.  But, one, to read Butler’s development as an 

outright rejection of the tradition to which Sartre and Beauvoir belong is to deny that the 

existentialism of these theorists forms an essential foundation of poststructuralism and 

postmodernism.  Through the work of Beauvoir, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty we discover 

the thickness of the body, the external world, and intersubjective experience which is 

fundamentally a disempowerment of the subject.  And, two, even as this strong notion of 

the ‘I’ is slowly being revealed as illusory, this is not to say that the force of one’s own 

understanding of the mineness of one’s existence does not serve as functionally 

formative.  As Judith Butler writes, ‘‘for a concrete description of lived experience, it 

seems crucial to ask whose sexuality and whose bodies are being described, for 

‘sexuality’ and ‘bodies’ remain abstractions without first being situated in concrete social 

and cultural contexts” (Butler 2006: xx). Even if Butler is using the notion of body as a 

mere place holder for that which is truly formative of the illusion of cohesive identity, 

there must still be substance, i.e. a body, which has been identified as gendered.  

Furthermore, while Beauvoir and Butler may disagree on the power of the subject, 
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 Beauvoir’s distinction between sex and gender functions as Butler’s point of departure even as she 
“troubles” it in Gender Trouble. 
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Beauvoir reveals within The Second Sex explicit examples of women acting as though 

they understand themselves as subjects and this is important.  Often times they fail and 

are met with counterforces that seek to re-subordinate them, but this reveals the inherent 

power of subjectivity felt by every human being.  The strength of Beauvoir’s work, on 

my reading, is that even as she struggles to find the truth of the subject she consistently 

emphasizes the power of the set of (unfixed and thus alterable) conventions, norms and 

ideals that create the cultural world in which the subject arises into self-consciousness.   

 A further gift of Beauvoir’s philosophical approach which was discussed in 

Chapter 2 is her ability to set fiction as a component of said cultural horizon.  This move 

enables not only the working through of complex ontological relationships in a more 

concrete, albeit fictional realm, but additionally allows women in particular to see 

examples of women that may not yet exist as valued in the world.  Put differently, if 

women can become only what they see, then fiction may provide a picture of women they 

can become prior to their public existence.  For this reason, I will close this chapter with 

a discussion of Francoise and Xavière in She Came to Stay. 

 

The Elimination of Excess and Lesbian Desire in She Came to Stay 

 

Beauvoir’s first novel has traditionally been analyzed in terms of its 

phenomenological contributions and has led contemporary philosophers to read Beauvoir 

in critical relation to such phenomenologists as Husserl, Merleau-Ponty, Sartre, Levinas 

and Heidegger.  Recently, feminist theory has witnessed the prodigious emergence of the 

sub-field “feminist phenomenology” which builds a phenomenology of lived experience 

through considering the impact of gender upon the subject’s experiences of reality, 
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embodiment, subjectivity, and consciousness and one’s descriptions of them.
13

  The 

Second Sex is often read as belonging to the feminist phenomenological tradition, but 

even more She Came to Stay is understood as a text of primary importance to the 

development of French phenomenology in that it was written prior to other essential 

works of this tradition.
14

  Edward and Kate Fullbrook (1994) consider the text ‘‘by far the 

most influential of Beauvoir’s works’’ and argue that the impact of its arguments and 

ideas profoundly and immediately shape the ground of continental philosophy.  Beauvoir 

does not refer to her work as engaging in feminist phenomenology, but contemporary 

feminists have reread her as occupying a central formative role in this sub-field.  Of these 

contemporary feminists Jennifer McWeeny’s recent analysis reveals an original and 

novel approach to understanding two of the main character in She Came to Stay:  

Francoise and Xavière. 

McWeeny in “The feminist phenomenology of excess: Ontological multiplicity, 

auto-jealousy, and suicide in Beauvoir’s L’Invitée” (2012) specifies three original 

contributions of her reading of She Came to Stay.  The first is her inclusion of the two 

chapters excised from the published copy of She Came to Stay.  These two chapters 

center upon Francoise’s childhood and recount the beginning of the friendship between 

Francoise and Elisabeth.  As McWeeny notes, these chapters are thought to have been 

expunged in that they depict a female-centered sexuality that takes the form of 

masturbation and self-love.  The inclusion of these chapters as central to the underlying 

theory and presentation of the denial of female-oriented desire allows feminists to clearly 
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 See Young (1980); Butler (1989, 2003); Bergoffen (1997); Heinamaa (2003a); Oksala (2004, 2006); 
McWeeny (2012). 
14

 Both Sartre and Merleau-Ponty read drafts of She Came to Stay prior to the publications of their own 
monumental contributions. 
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delineate the specific feminine reality of desire that is eventually destroyed by the 

restrictions of heteronormativity.  Second, McWeeny follows Beauvoir in her assertion 

that the phenomenological worth of literature and philosophy do not necessarily belong to 

different genres.  Philosophy can be furthered through literature and literary analysis can 

be quite philosophical, but more than this, when these two mediums work together the 

author is able to express an “original grasping of metaphysical reality.”  As I described in 

Chapter 2, literature and philosophy for Beauvoir possess different ontological 

commitments and existentialists in particular often turn to literature as a medium of 

expression in order to prevent contradicting or contesting themselves.  The novel enables 

the author to give expression to the temporal and subjective singularity of reality.  

Finally, and most importantly, McWeeny does not expect the self to be unitary, especially 

as it exists within the context of sexist oppression.  With this third commitment 

McWeeny reveals a reading that requires us to understand the novel’s main protagonists, 

Francoise and Xavière, as one woman with multiple, at times contradictory and excessive 

selves.  This reading contrasts with the classic interpretation of Francoise and Xavière as 

two individuals who fight for the right to self-definition and for male partners, Pierre and 

Gerbert.  In approaching the text in this manner McWeeny reveals She Came to Stay as a 

description of the painful relationship that a woman has to her own self.  I agree with 

McWeeny’s interpretation and argue in this section that her reading of She Came to Stay 

aligns with the more mature phenomenological philosophy that develops in The Second 

Sex.  However, I go beyond McWeeney’s argument in that I argue we can understand this 

notion of the split self as being constituted by disparate, and in patriarchy, competing 

sexual orientations: one directed toward woman and the other toward man.  In that 
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patriarchy out of necessity breaks the bond of women and reorients it in order to maintain 

the dominant power structure, Francoise, the self that has become woman, must 

overthrow Xavière, the excessive sexuality that represents a free, non-specific erotic 

desire.  In necessitating that women adhere to the ideal of what it means to be a woman, 

patriarchy enforces both the acquisition of the male gaze as their own as well the turning 

toward men sexually.  This requirement in effect separates the individual woman from 

her desires and additionally separates women from other women thus preventing the free 

association of solidarity between women. 

Interpretations that emphasize the phenomenological importance of She Came to 

Stay tend to empty the philosophical notions put forth in this text of their feminist 

inheritance.
15

  And while her critical refiguring of the Cartesian relationship between 

mind and body, and her attempt to study the impact of this shift upon the individual’s 

relationship to herself, the other and the world situates Beauvoir as a phenomenologist 

amid the likes of Husserl and Merleau-Ponty, Beauvoir imparts to the phenomenological 

viewpoint two important additions.  The first is her attention to the gendered structures of 

human existence including the way the body is lived as gendered and how this both guide 

and is reinforced by processes of gendering through identity and experience.  The second 

contribution Beauvoir makes to phenomenology is her rejection of the unitary self.  This 

is not to imply that Beauvoir rejects the notion of the subject as incoherent and illusory, 

but rather she recognizes through studying gendered existence the limiting constraints of 

the sediments of experience, consciousness, and other beings like oneself.  These limits 

impact both the extent to which one can freely comport oneself toward one’s own 

projected desires but also function to form the desires toward which one is comported.  
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 See Merleau-Ponty (1958); Fullbrook and Fullbrook (1994); and Simons (1995). 
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This means that the process of becoming gendered is not simply a development imprinted 

upon human beings.  Rather, the world and the individual are co-constituted by 

gendering, where gendering is understood as a process of configuring the world through 

creating a series of relations that open and obstruct certain possibilities for human beings 

that are identified as gendered.   

Through Beauvoir’s description of a woman’s consciousness, which is presented 

as neither unitary nor immediately evident to itself, she is able to call into question the 

damages incurred within sexist and oppressive systems.  She Came to Stay is unique in 

that it enables the reader to view what it means to be woman from a phenomenological 

perspective.  This text reveals the evolution of womanhood by depicting the world as it 

appears to the individual consciousness and the ways in which this world creates a 

(seemingly) necessary mode of comportment for woman.  As previously noted, the 

characters Francoise and Xavière are traditionally read as occupying two separate 

consciousnesses, but following McWeeny I argue that in reading them as occupying 

multiple perspectives of a single embodiment we see that consciousness not only 

experiences itself as being gendered, but also comes to understand itself as excessive 

through experiencing its own self-relation (McWeeny 2012: 48). These multiple selves 

simultaneously seek to unite and destroy one another; they are both attracted toward 

unification and repelled by the presence of the other.  The existence of simultaneous and 

contradictory movements lead McWeeny to label the defining features of the 

consciousness depicted in She Came to Stay as ‘ontological multiplicity’ and ‘auto-

jealousy,’ where ‘ontological multiplicity’ refers to Beauvoir’s rejection of a singular, 

cohesive self and ‘auto-jealousy’ reflects an understanding of the competing and 
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contradictory desires or selves that develop as a result of the process of becoming 

woman.  What is lost in many commentaries and interpretations of She Came to Stay is 

that this text is an exploration of a woman’s consciousness.  Additionally, through 

McWeeny’s interpretation the focus of this text is shifted from an analysis regarding the 

meeting of self and other to an analysis of a gendered self who experiences herself in 

excess.  For my own purposes this rethinking of She Came to Stay serves two explicit 

purposes:  First, it transforms the way in which we think about the role of the Hegelian 

dialect in Beauvoir’s philosophy and serves to reinforce the perspective I have been 

building throughout this dissertation, namely that we need to look beyond the master-

slave dialectic to understand the influence of Hegel’s philosophy on Beauvoir.  With this 

novel reading of She Came to Stay we recognize that the confrontation of Francoise and 

Xaviere is not as straight-forward as perhaps traditionally supposed.  Rather than being a 

meeting of self and other, we learn that on the individual level one experiences a meeting 

of selves that struggle and compete for dominant control over the self.  Furthermore, we 

learn through Beauvoir’s example of Francoise that woman is unable to overcome 

through synthesis this meeting of selves, but rather must overthrow or expunge that 

which does not fall in line. This leads me to my second point, namely that part of what 

Francoise must overthrow in order to become (a good) woman is her queer desire.  Thus, 

on my interpretation Xaviere as a character is functioning on two levels:
16

 first, she 

represents one of the selves competing for dominance in terms of affective desire, and 

second, she represents that excessive, free form of erotic desire that has not yet been 

confined or determined by heteronormativity.  In the end, Francoise must extinguish this 
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 For McWeeny (2012), these two levels are going to function as an aspect of Francoise, one of which 
must eventually be exterminated in order for Francoise to be (a) woman. 
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aspect of herself, which includes desire that exceeds heterosexual desire, in order to 

maintain her womanness. 

As Mcweeny notes, Francoise and Xavière each express a different kind of lived, 

bodily, experience that results from disparate epistemic attitudes regarding the aspects of 

reality which are to count the most: concepts for Francoise and sensations for Xavière. 

Moreover, the differences between Francoise and Xavière manifest in terms of how they 

relate to their own bodies.  Francoise relates to her body as matter described, while 

Xaviere relates to her body as flesh experienced, or a difference that Merleau-Ponty terms 

between ‘‘the objective body’’ and ‘‘the phenomenal body.”  The objective body is 

known through abstract categories of comprehension is thus interchangeable with other 

bodies that conform to said categories.  Yet, there is also the body as one lives it—as a 

point of sensation and intentionality; as the locus of mineness in the world.  For 

Beauvoir, the varied manners through which human beings relate to their bodies is an 

aspect of the ambiguity of human reality more generally and early in the published 

version of She Came to Stay these attitudes are both clearly expressed as constituting 

Francoise’s self.  Nevertheless, these modalities of embodiment are often set in conflict, 

especially for women, and the despair Francoise suffers throughout the text derives from 

the allure of both positions.    

Throughout the unpublished and published chapters Francoise struggles to 

maintain a balance between these two relationships to the body, but in order to become a 

woman she must abandon the “phenomenal body” (Merleau-Ponty1958). The reader 

meets Francoise as a woman in the published first chapter and the moment when 

Francoise became a woman is not explicit within the unpublished material.  This is, 
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however, to be expected in that there is not a singular moment in which this 

transformation occurs; it is a process and certain defining characteristics regarding 

Francoise own development into woman reappear later in She Came to Stay and 

additionally in The Second Sex.   Francoise as a young girl was able to balance these two 

selves, the defined self and the excessive self, by keeping the excessive self private.  

Francoise is the self that is defined; she is a “good girl”; she has parents and is studious.  

However, there is an unnamed, mysterious self that shares reality with the self that is 

defined as Francoise.  Francoise experiences this aspect of herself when she is truly alone 

and is able to indulge in sensation and exist beyond the rigid demarcations of what 

constitute Francoise (McWeeny 2012).  Additionally, for Francoise there are physical 

locations that represent these two selves:  the unnamed self being most readily revealed in 

her provincial visits and Francoise returning whence upon arriving back in Paris.  

Importantly, Francoise as young girl associates her understanding of her true self with the 

excessive self, and describes herself as “playing at being herself” when she returns to 

Paris.  Equally important, these experiences of having a self that fits with dominant 

norms and one that is excessive are cast within a series of typical feminine adolescence 

happenings such as the transformations associated with puberty, her discovery of 

masturbation and the requirement that she abandon it, her mother’s reminders regarding 

appropriate behavior around males, and so on that condition her to abandon her excessive 

self.   

As previously mentioned, there is not a single moment that marks the absolute 

turn toward womanhood, rather it is conditioned through a series of events and 

institutional norms that make it detrimental for one as a woman to choose the excessive 
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self.  Thus, the path to womanhood is not always direct, and moreover it is not 

biologically necessary, as evidenced by Elisabeth, that one become woman, but is set up 

as socially necessary.  Elisabeth, Francoise’s childhood friend, represents a pull toward 

the excessive self for Francoise and foreshadows Francoise’s eventual relationship with 

Xavière who also represents excess.  Elisabeth as a young girl is described as an 

unkempt, passionate, loud, Nietzsche-reading, non-conformist in a sea of “tissue-paper 

women.”  Francoise is intrigued by Elisabeth’s originality in that it arouses a nostalgia in 

her for her own original, true self she experienced as a young girl.  However, as 

Francoise moves toward adulthood she finds herself being steered by her mother, 

teachers and other peers to reject Elisabeth and that part of herself that connects to 

Elisabeth’s dominant mode of being.  Francoise is taught through this process that she 

cannot both be respected and make her own decisions as a woman in society.  She must 

choose.   

This situation which Francoise and women more generally find themselves in 

reveals the existence of an entire group of unsatisfied and multiple consciousnesses 

divided against themselves (McWeeny 2012: 45).  This results in a battle within the self, 

wherein every attempt toward transcendence is negated by the aspect of the self that has 

been taught to despise excess and transcendence.  Notably, this is not the situation for 

man.  Man’s development is to a larger extent linear and is perhaps represented more 

precisely on the individual level by the Hegelian progression of consciousness.  This is 

not, of course, to claim that men do not experience multiple selves that conflict, but rather 

to note that the conflict that does occur does not require privileged men to make of 
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themselves objects in order to obtain social recognition.
17

  The reader meets Francoise in 

the published chapters as a figure already become woman and there are several signs of 

such that manifest themselves in her choices.  For one, she has chosen to live and pursue 

a career in Paris—the place we learn from the unpublished chapters where she is 

“Francoise.”  Second, her work as a playwright is both exercise of the intellect over the 

pleasures of sensation and requires a sort of playing at being, rather than actually being.  

Third, Francoise has not experienced the pleasures of being along with her true self for 

eight years, for during this time she has pursued a romantic relationship with Pierre who 

while being a source of comfort and identity for Francoise, is also fairly absent.
18

  Even 

in the first chapter as Francoise begins to feel the presence of her free self amid the 

emptiness of the theatre and then again in the solitude of the square where she begins to 

feel her defined self slipping away, she quickly negates the presence of her excessive self 

in order to become just a woman again.  The implication, of course, is that although 

Francoise has abandoned her free self, it has not been annihilated.  Furthermore, the 

sadness, the emptiness she feels amid her “cloudless happiness” is surmountable if she is 

able to reclaim the freedom of herself that becoming ‘woman’ or ‘Francoise’ has 

rendered impossible.  In other words, theoretically this free, unnamed, undefined self still 

exists; however, the extent to which it can be reclaimed becomes the central problematic 

of She Came to Stay. 

                                                           
17

 There are connections between women and men who experience oppression in many different forms in 
regard to this notion of ontological multiplicity.  However, in order to maintain my central analysis of the 
function of gendering on consciousness I will be comparing the feminine consciousness with the 
historically privileged perspective (white, male, heterosexual, able-bodied, middle-class, young).   
18

 We can contrast Pierre and the relationship between Pierre and Francoise, with Gerbert who is in 
contrast to Pierre both warm and present. 
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Thus, suddenly and almost miraculously enters Xavière sitting in a café with 

Francoise watching a belly dancer.  Xavière is a young woman yet to abandon herself to 

the constraints of true womanhood.  Francoise invites her to live in Paris in order to save 

her from the provincial and traditional role of wife and mother her uncle has planned for 

her.  As McWeeny notes, it is easy to read this as a genuine and straightforward attempt 

to help and mentor Xavière on her transition from adolescence to adulthood, but a more 

sensitive reading recognize Xavière as the incarnation of Francoise’s unnamed self that 

has long been suppressed.  Evidence for this second and more controversial reading 

include: (1) it lends credibility to the gesture Francoise makes to sponsor Xavière’s stay 

in Paris, (2) it provides the opportunity to see the transformation to womanhood that is 

lacking in regards to Francoise’s own development, and (3) Francoise and Xavière have a 

shared desire to keep Xavière safe from womanhood.  Additionally, there are notable 

characteristics that Xavière and Francoise’s unnamed self share such as a quality of 

unknowability, an origin in the provincial regions, self-centered-ness, a preference for 

sensation over the intellect, and a lack of concern for social norms that lend support to 

this reading (McWeeny 2012: 46).
 
 Furthermore, Xavière read as an incarnation of 

Francoise’s unnamed self enables the theoretical expansion (1) desire generally speaking 

and (2) desire as it is reoriented in the feminine character.  In what follows, I will be 

particularly concerned with the second including the ways in which the reorientation of 

desire for the feminine includes a prohibition of a sexual bond with other women. 

As I have shown throughout this chapter a central aspect of the transformation to 

womanhood involves a suppression of the bond with other women, especially the erotic 

bond.  Included in this requirement is a ban on excess, as well as the replacement of one’s 



171 
 

 
 

own preference for the self with the desire for the heterosexual bond.  As Francoise 

represents consciousness become woman, she manifests the rejection of feminine 

directed desire.  Interestingly, this rejection takes two forms for women:  the rejection of 

desire oriented toward other women and desire intentioned toward themselves.  In both 

instances, women must learn to move toward the male in terms of orientation of desire 

and orientation of perspective.  In She Came to Stay the attempt to save Xavière from the 

colonization of consciousness that occurs within sexist societies awakens in Francoise a 

series a long negated feelings and thus results in a series of conflicts of which I will 

discuss two. 

The first conflict unfolds through the cultivation of Francoise’s increasingly close 

friendship with Xavière, or in other words her unnamed self.  The deeper her relationship 

with Xavière becomes, the greater the risk that she will recognize that she had not been 

herself for all these years and has as such become nothing at all.  Xavière is, therefore, a 

real and present threat to Francoise, yet, Francoise represents a threat to Xavière as well.  

Francoise has repeatedly repressed and excised her unnamed self throughout her life as 

well as those who have represented or embodied this aspect of self for Francoise.  

Additionally, there are advantages to being Francoise the woman that Xavière lacks 

including the ability to compromise, to care for the needs of others, to submit to being 

understood and accessible.  Xavière is excessive and unwomanly, but she is also 

misunderstood, lonely, and detached.  Thus, Xavière and Francoise are in an important 

sense separated, and as conflict arises within this single consciousness choice always 

necessitates the sacrifice of one of the selves.   
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One form in which this conflict manifests is in terms of the requirement of 

normative heterosexuality upon this divided consciousness.  Francoise through her 

relationship with Pierre demonstrates she has learned the lesson of heteronormativity and 

even though there exists the intention that their relationship of two become three, the 

intimacy involved in the sexual act seems only to want for development between Pierre 

and Xavière.  Thus, to move beyond the focus of McWeeny’s argument, Pierre embodies 

the lesson of heteronormativity and is the self-named tamer or shaper of independent 

women.  Read accordingly, the subsequent struggles that ensue between Pierre and 

Xavière provide an account of the resistance of the female to subordinating her own 

desire to that of the male.  Signs of this resistance to the heterosexual couple and thus 

womanhood include Xavière’s resistance to be intimate with Pierre and her eventual 

preference for Gerbert, as well as the violent outbursts to which Xavière is prone.  Two 

scenes are worth mentioning.  The first occurs in a Spanish café where in revelatory 

fashion, Xavière performs a disconcerting act of sado-masochism. In a Spanish café, 

watching a woman in costume dance, with Pierre, Francoise, and Paula, a friend of 

Francoise’s, she burns herself with her lit cigarette:   

Francoise could not help taking a surreptitious glance at Xavière:  she 

gave a start of amazement.  Xavière was no longer watching, her head was 

lowered.  In her right hand she held a half-smoked cigarette which she was 

slowly moving toward her left hand.  Francoise barely suppressed a 

scream.  The girl was pressing the lighted end against her skin, a bitter 

smile curling her lips.  It was an intimate, solitary smile, like that of a half-

wit; the voluptuous, tortured smile of a woman possessed of some secret 

pleasure.  The sight of it was almost unbearable, it concealed something 

horrible. (Beauvoir 1943: 283-284) 

 

No one speaks, and no one stops her.  Xavière blows on the skin surrounding her wound, 

and then reassumes her task as she “once more pressed the glowing end of her cigarette 
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against the open wound” (Beauvoir 1943: 284).  Francoise again recognizes something 

“dangerous” and “unapproachable” in Xavière’s behavior:  “Something was there that 

hungrily hugged itself, that unquestionably existed for its own sake” (Beauvoir 1943: 

284).  Paula, the farthest removed from the precarious drama of the relationship between 

Pierre, Francoise, and Xavière, finally grabs Xavière’s arm to impede additional 

destruction.  This rebellion is unusual and indicative as action in and of itself, but of 

further significance are Xavière’s repeated assertions that these acts do not injure her.  “It 

doesn’t hurt,” states Xavière.  “I assure you I don’t feel it at all.  It’s a voluptuous 

feeling” she reiterates (Beauvoir 1943: 284).  In this act, Xavière revolts against not only 

herself, but against the situation she has been given, and her reality as woman.  Altman 

(2007) argues that in Beauvoir’s young child-woman characters one recognizes the 

difficulty of heterosexual sexual initiation.  Like any other habituated attitude, skill, 

practice, or routine, development as the patriarchal feminine must be learned, and as 

Beauvoir notes, this is not a natural process; it could be otherwise if the structures within 

which woman develops in society are altered.  Pierre is pursuing Xavière to sleep with 

him and desire only him, in this stretch of the novel, and this frightens her.  The 

implication is thick, for if Xavière can reject sexual penetration she can further reject the 

overcoming and usurpation of her own freedom by the male perspective (McWeeny 

2012).
19

  

                                                           
19

 McWeeny writes: “Given the character of Francoise’s ontological multiplicity, we can say that the sexual 
difference at play in auto-jealousy is … the difference between one who is definitively gendered as 
woman and one who precedes or exceeds that gender—between being marked ‘F’ or ‘X.’ This is not to say 
that Xavière exceeds all genders though; Francoise’s experiences of being a girl and being a female 
adolescent are still gendered experiences (‘‘X’’ is a marker for the female chromosome after all)” 
(2012:50). 
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The second scene involves an explicit threat of suicide by Xavière and occurs 

immediately following Xavière’s intimate encounter with Gerbert.  For Xavière, the 

reality of becoming woman has taken explicit form.  She is on that path to becoming that 

which she despises for to be a woman is to lose the ability to “do what one wants” and to 

be excessive.  The note Xavière leaves for Pierre and Francoise reads: “I am so disgusted 

with myself—I should have jumped out of the window—but I haven’t the courage. Don’t 

forgive me. Tomorrow morning you should kill me yourself if I’ve been too cowardly to 

do it.”  Xavière’s contempt for womanhood is expressed throughout the text in her hatred 

of the dancer’s big hips and round belly, her disgust at attempts of social acceptability, 

her selfish preference for her own needs and moods as well as her fervent defense of the 

transsexual who lives in her hotel.  The shame, self-loathing and desire for absolute 

negation Xavière feels is consistent and further implies the pain and conflict that entails 

in becoming woman in a sexist society. 

The conflict between Xavière and Francoise leads to a further conflict between 

Francoise and Pierre which has always existed but has long been submerged by 

Francoise.  The avoidance of conflict has long been maintained from Francoise’s feigning 

that she and Pierre occupy one shared perspective.  Remarkably, even amid the bodily 

infidelity that transpires within Francoise and Pierre’s relationship, they maintain an 

epistemological fidelity.  They tell one another everything, including Pierre’s sexual 

conquests.  From Francoise’s perspective this co-constitution provides a safety of self in 

that she is able to confirm her existence.  Yet, this understanding slowly begins to 

dissipate through the presence (or revival) of Xavière (or Francoise’s unnamed self).  The 

presence of Xavière produces marked anxiety in Francoise which manifests explicitly in 
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dire illness.  Nevertheless, the symbolic meaning reverberates; Francoise is coming to 

terms with the fact that the perspective she and Pierre share has never been one of equal 

constitution.  Rather, she has abandoned an aspect of herself, and perhaps the most 

important, definitive aspect of free subjectivity, in order to take on Pierre’s perspective.  

The consciousness that has been fully confirmed has never been Francoise’s, but has 

always been Pierre’s.  There has been no fight, no conflict, for Francoise has been 

carefully and meticulously conditioned to occupy this position through becoming woman. 

Francoise’s free self seeps through and reminds her that it need not be this way, 

but nevertheless to choose herself would be to lose the privileges gained through being 

‘woman’.  Either way Francoise chooses, the text reveals that the heterosexual 

relationship between Pierre and Francoise cannot be sustained if Francoise brings to it her 

own active subjective aspect.  Thus, as McWeeny adeptly notes, in taking Francoise’s 

ontological multiplicity seriously we as readers must understand Beauvoir’s descriptions 

of Xavière’s encounters with Pierre as appearance of Francoise’s unnamed self beginning 

to take action (2012: 66).
 
 Xavière, as a constituent part of Francoise, is ultimately 

responsible for dividing Francoise and Pierre because this self reveals life as exceeding 

language, defined categories of meaning, and the social customs of the heterosexual 

couple.   

Rereading the struggles present within the couple, Francoise and Pierre, points us 

forward to contemporary analyses of the constraints of heterosexuality for women as 

something greater than sexual orientation for it is also an abandonment of self.  

Accordingly, sexual orientation for women concerns more than with whom one sleeps, 

but is primarily a question regarding the extent to which one is able to experience the 
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freedom of all aspects of self.  The constraints of heteronormativity are not, however, the 

result of individual heterosexual relationships, but proceed from the underlying hierarchy 

of gender I discussed earlier.  Francoise has been thrown into a world that is already 

constituted by a sexist power structure.  Her development into woman, though not 

necessary in terms of biology or naturalism, has come to be through the subtle shaping 

during childhood and adolescence, through her tacit recognition of the social privilege 

she gains through being part of a heterosexual couple, and the safety she secures through 

sharing Pierre’s perspective rather than being responsible for the creation and 

maintenance of her own.  There is a thickness to Francoise’s situation as woman that 

relies both upon her individual history and the general pattern of the social intuitions into 

which she was born that serve to determine the landscape within which she may choose.  

This notion of constraint similarly applies to the fatal choice Francoise makes at the close 

of the text.   

Though feminist scholars do not agree regarding the meaning of Francoise’s 

decision to kill Xavière the dominant readings tend toward one of the following positions.  

The first group, including Fallaize (1989) and Simons (1995), read Francoise’s act as 

triumphant. With this act, they argue, Francoise finally claims her own right to 

subjectivity through ridding her world of an impetuous, selfish and demanding 

competitor.  The second group, including Moi (1990) and McPherson, read the murder of 

Xavière as an excision of those aspects of femininity that must be overcome such as 

excess emotion, selfishness, bodily immanence, and repressed unconscious desire.  Both 

readings view the violent demise as an, albeit dark, accomplishment for Francoise in that 

she has asserted her right to self-determination and existence.  However, if we understand 
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Xavière as constituting an aspect of Francoise, the affirmative charm of the act vanishes 

in that Francoise is not winning anything for herself, but is rather denying an aspect of 

herself.   

 Accordingly, if Xavière is read as an aspect of Francoise, then Xavière must be 

suppressed in order to preserve the heterosexual union as well as the womanhood that 

Francoise has achieved. She has to kill (or re-suppress) her in order to excise her own 

excessiveness, which is beginning to arise again, or else risk the humiliation of not falling 

in line with the dictates of womanhood including most importantly the dictates of 

heterosexuality.  In preserving this, does Francoise really win?  And furthermore, it 

seems quite evident that she fails to save Xavière from the process of becoming woman, 

for unless Xavière will never become woman, which then negates the original purpose of 

the intent of Francoise, she fails to save her (herself) insofar as she fails to let her to 

continue to exist as an aspect of herself.  Nevertheless, this is not to imply that the two 

selves never attempt to coexist (McWeeny 2012). 

Throughout the strained encounters between Xavière and Francoise there is an 

underlying desire for unification.  This desire is perhaps most evident in a scene wherein 

Francoise and Xavière envision themselves growing old together and picking out sweets.  

In this moment all division fades and they find themselves merely enjoying one another’s 

company in the mundaneness of choosing delectable candies.  This moment is bittersweet 

for the reader when juxtaposed with the conflicts that comprise the everyday interactions 

of the two. The reader knows this moment will never transpire; there is no happy union in 

the future for Francoise.  The happy union that is possible, yet unrealized, within She 

Came to Stay is, however, impossible within a social order plagued by sexism.  Women 
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remain split from themselves and as a result from other women.  For as they are unable to 

relate to the multiplicity of selves that constitute the woman-self, as they must necessarily 

repress that part of them that exceeds the boundaries of the notion of woman, they are cut 

off from desire that is oriented toward other women.   

When read in this manner, She Came to Stay appears as a singular investigation of 

a feminine consciousness, which will serve as a partial foundation for the philosophical 

investigation of what it is to be woman in The Second Sex.  Specifically, we can 

recognize connections between the developmental model displayed in the initially 

unpublished chapters of She Came to Stay and that which is presented in the section 

entitled “The Formative Years” in Book II of The Second Sex.  In She Came to Stay the 

restrictions of femininity undermine Francoise’s ability to connect to that aspect of 

herself that is free and excessive.  In The Second Sex Beauvoir will refer to this 

undermining characteristic of femininity to equal a form of mutilation (1989: 421).
 
 In a 

world that does not signify the differences between bodies there would not be this 

problem, however, as we do and historically have, we must consider how biology and 

culture interact.  Through Beauvoir’s philosophy we learn that fault lies not in merely the 

social construction of gender, but additionally through its being tied up with or reflected 

back upon the body.  Gender relies upon identification of being one way or another; of 

displaying the characteristics of being male or female and though this display or 

reproduction of gender may not alter one’s biological sex characteristics it does affect 

one’s relation to one’s own body as sexed, as well as the bodies of others determined to 

be like or unlike one’s own.   
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Even if problematic, the distinction between sex and gender is substantial in that it 

has functioned as revelatory and has enabled feminists to move past the idea that anatomy 

determines one’s existence.  If the female sex is not necessarily linked to the passivity of 

the feminine gender then it seems possible that one may be born female, but identify with 

the masculine, thus enabling the female to transcend or cast off the supposed weakness 

associated with being female.  This move, however, brings with it significant problems in 

that it attempts to maintain an artificial distance between sex and gender.  Even if the 

process of becoming gendered oppresses women, it is not the mere existence of gender 

which is oppressive.  Rather, the false dichotomy of sex, of female and male, which is 

understood as hierarchical grounds gender oppression insofar as it is read as immediately 

identifiable.  For even if one assumes the masculine gender identity as a female, one is 

still identified as female and relegated to inferior status.  Thus strikingly, the liberation of 

the second sex will not be accomplished through the blending of gender lines in that the 

notion of inferiority itself is linked with sex.  Beauvoir, for one, recognized this, but she 

also sought to question what it is that women want or should want to achieve in their 

liberation movement(s).  The necessary change to be made is not simply an eradication of 

gender terms.  Rather greater understandings of how gender requires certain 

comportments of and attitudes toward the body will, and in fact has proven to, enable a 

process of consciousness-raising and solidarity between women. 
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CHAPTER 5:   

CO-OPTED DESIRE AS A SHARED FOUNDATION FOR THE GROUP WOMAN 

 

My purpose thus far has been to trace the ways in which Beauvoir’s argument regarding 

the development of desire for women engages with Hegelian philosophical resources.  

Beauvoir through problematizing the co-opted access to desire and knowledge has 

reached to the social roots of the oppression of women thereby providing the foundation 

for many if not all subsequent feminist endeavors of the last half of the 20
th

 century.  Her 

method reveals her as a philosopher, rather than a prophet, and her continued assertion of 

the possibility of reconciliation over retribution reinforces the idea that social 

constrictions and inequality can be overcome through effort and care.  Furthermore, and 

comprising the focus of this chapter, Beauvoir’s work provides a non-essentializing 

framework for the grounding of the category woman that relies upon understanding the 

manner through which desire is co-opted within an uneven and gendered power structure.   

In this chapter, relying in part upon the resources and analysis I have provided in 

earlier chapters, I argue that Beauvoir’s rejection of essentialism does not entail the 

dissolution of the category woman.  As I noted in the introduction, there exists concern 

within the feminist movement regarding the extent to which political solidarity and action 

can be achieved without the existence of a coherent group ‘woman’.  Women are very 

different and their individual situations vary greatly in terms of race, ethnicity, class, 

sexual orientation, education, abilities and age.  Moreover, the criticism that feminism 

has traditionally addressed the issues that confront women situated as privileged 

otherwise confront is a legitimate concern.  The question becomes how may we solidify a 

concept of woman that is broad enough to be able to address the many and varied 

situations of women, without it being so encompassing that it loses its significance?  I 
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maintain that through Beauvoir’s insightful analysis regarding the cognitive process of 

emotion and identity formation we are able to understand women as being constituted by 

individuals whose beliefs about and experiences of desire have been saturated by external 

forces.  In other words, for Beauvoir women are those human beings who share a broad 

situation of womanhood in a sexist social order.  This includes becoming heterosexual as 

was discussed in the previous chapter, but it additionally incorporates adopting the male 

gaze in terms of how women see themselves and others, a policing of their bodies, the 

threat of sexual and physical violence, a devaluing of the roles women have traditionally 

occupied, and a lack of options from which they may choose more generally when 

compared to the men who occupy their same social group.  The aforementioned limited 

options for women—based in the fact that they are women—force every woman to face 

choices regarding the self that often put selfhood in discord with the dominant social 

order.
1
  As recourse, they are taught, and subsequently learn, to repress their 

understanding of themselves as desiring agents per se and instead offered fulfillment as a 

complete idea rather than a self-fashioned project.
2
  

The problems with the idea or ideal of ‘woman’ have been well documented 

throughout feminist theory and will sound familiar to many.  Therefore, it is not my 

intention to restate the issues that arise from requiring that women make themselves into 

idealized objects for the consumption, use, and support of men.  Rather, I intend to 

concentrate on the process of experiencing oneself as a desiring agent and how the 

                                                           
1
 See Lewis Gordon (2000: Chapter 4):  “What does it mean to be a problem?” for the inspiration of this 

argument. 
2
 I am using this notion of ‘self-fashioned’ rather loosely and commonly.  This chapter will in part be 

dedicated to unpacking this notion of choice and creation within the framework of cultural dictates and I 
do not mean to begin (as I hope it is clear by now) by asserting that individuals have access to some sort 
of absolute freedom of constitution. 
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process is shaped by one’s understanding of oneself within the shared cultural space.  As 

Beauvoir shows through her treatment of the many ways in which women live their 

situations as married, as mothers, as independent women, and so on, women move in and 

out of this understanding of themselves as a non-desiring ideal. In those moments 

wherein they experience themselves as free subjects capable of constituting their own 

projects they are conditioned to experience feelings of guilt, fear, and disassociation with 

identity thus propagating an abandonment of  this understanding of self as freedom and a 

movement back toward safe, objective like status.   

From this analysis I will move to suggest, following Iris Marion Young (1994), 

that we understand gender as a social series rather than an essential category of human 

reality.  This does not mean that I (or others) who ascribe to a version of the social 

constructivist position intend to deny the existence of biological difference between 

sexes, but rather I argue that biology must be expressed within a world.  Additionally, as 

I have shown throughout this dissertation, gender is relational in that it expresses both 

symbolically and concretely a specific power relation that creates a dialectically 

reinforced hierarchy.  However, it does not function in this manner universally insofar as 

the power relations between the sexes is constituted and reinforced in ways that are 

particular to the culture in which one finds said relation.  In understanding gender as a 

social series we are able to see the manifold manners in which gender affects women at 

varying times, in varying degrees, and depending upon the cultural realities that impact 

gender understandings in said cultures.  Included in this is the ability to be able to 

understand the ways in which identity as woman is not merely as woman but also 

includes, in an inherently inseparable manner, other aspects of one’s identity.  My hope 
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in identifying this is also to be able to move away from a feminism that identifies the 

initial perspective as that of white, middle/upper class, and heterosexually oriented and 

then moves to begin to account for difference, i.e. blackness, queerness, poor, third-

world, disabled, toward an understanding of feminisms often devoted to specific causes 

of equality based upon the specific situations of women, but all fighting to ignite the 

causes and effects of the oppression of women. 

I will begin by describing and defending the cognitivist view of emotion and 

identity formation by contrasting it with the classic view.  The cognitive view of emotion 

is necessary for Beauvoir’s social constructivist thesis, but it is not sufficient in terms of 

reinforcing said constructions in terms of the emotions associated with gender identity.  

In order to arrive at Beauvoir’s thesis regarding the status of gender identity and the 

emotional reaction and comportment to said identity I will argue that human cognition in 

terms of reaction and comportment to gender identification is socially shaped.  As I 

argued in Chapter 4, a central component of what it means to be woman is to comply 

with the requirements of heteronormativity.  This norm is reinforced further through an 

associative process that shapes women to understand themselves and to feel pleasure, 

happiness, and accomplishment through maintaining the heterosexual couple and fear, 

shame, and disgust when they fail.  Thus, as I will draw out further by looking at 

emotions more generally and then at the emotional attachment to gender identity, our 

emotional lives and assessments of these lives are shaped by the reality of developing 

within a heteronormative landscape.  This view explicitly contrasts with an understanding 

of emotions, gender identity and sexual orientation as innate and lacking in any 

appearance of cognitive interpretation of the world. 
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Following this defense I will move to apply the cognitive analysis of emotion and 

identity to the social category woman.  Following Iris Marion Young (1994) and her 

interpretation of Sartre’s characterization of the differing forms of social groups in 

Critique of Dialectical Reason (1976) I argue that understanding the group woman as a 

serial group is politically advantageous and it is one of the understandings of woman as a 

concept and unit that is suggested yet unnamed in The Second Sex.  The strength of 

Young’s interpretation lies in her attention to the historical and concrete issues that face 

women and necessitate their coming together as women.  But, understanding the concept 

woman as merely connoting a serial group neglects the importance of embodiment as is 

advanced by not only Beauvoir, but Sartre whom Young uses directly in her analysis.  

Often we reject or overlook the body and the way in which it both influences and displays 

how we as individuals are understood as subjects by ourselves and others.  More 

specifically, as philosophers we are hesitant to ground any source of being in something 

historically connected to justifications for oppression.  Yet, in neglecting the body we fail 

to give a full and accurate account of what it means to be human.  Moreover, this neglect 

leaves us ill-equipped to address contemporary forms of oppression of women that center 

upon the body, such as is famously outlined by Naomi Wolf in The Beauty Myth (1990) 

and Abra Chernik in The Body Politic (1995). Analyses such as these counter the idea of 

woman as posed as the negative to man’s positive and neutral by showing that the 

problem is not a lack of content for the category “woman” but the presence of 

overdetermined and contradictory content.  Where to be healthy as a woman, i.e. thin, is 

to be sick; and to be beautiful is to submit to a set of behaviors that repackage the 

enslavement of women to an idea that is presented as objective and universal.  Thus, to 
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supplement Young’s understanding of woman as a concept representative of a serial 

group we need to add Beauvoir’s idea of body-in-situation (Kruks 2012).  This will 

enable us to avoid the trappings of the conceptual level and enable the consideration of 

difference not merely from the perspective of difference from the perspective of the most 

privileged, but difference as appears meaningful because of the social world in which 

women already exist.  

Emotion and Identity: An Existential Constructivist Perspective 

 

Beauvoir’s presentation of the development of identity is shaped by and 

concomitantly reinforced by the cognitive view of emotion and identity—the view that 

subjective perceptions and beliefs regarding oneself and one’s experiences shape one’s 

attunement within said situations.  However, the cognitive view is not sufficient for the 

social-construction thesis of the type Beauvoir puts forth.  In order to arrive at Beauvoir’s 

developmental thesis regarding gender we must add to the cognitive view the idea that 

human cognition regarding identity is socially constituted.  It is not enough to claim that 

one’s own beliefs and projects create and maintain the emotional field in which one’s 

identity develops; rather we must additionally look to the shared social realm in order to 

delineate more adequately the individual’s personal environment.  The need to 

supplement reveals perhaps a limit of the cognitive perspective, especially as it is 

transformed into therapeutic form.  For in remaining at the level of individual beliefs and 

the personal environment that is constructed from these beliefs, cognitive approaches to 

therapy often fail to reach the deeper foundations of both personal and cultural 

destructive and oppressive elements.  Furthermore, the explicit goal of cognitive therapy 

to replace “irrational” thoughts and behaviors with “rational” patterns brings with it a 
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hierarchy of “rational” over “irrational” which through feminist and Africana studies has 

proven to be a manifestation of the maintenance of historically privileged perspectives 

over and against the silenced and marginalized minority populations.   

The limits to the cognitive view as merely a personal or individuated domain are 

similar to those that arise in considering the possibility of a private language or personal 

morality.  Nevertheless, it will be helpful to investigate the role of the subject in 

constituting an aspect of the process of identity and emotion formation.  Even if a purely 

subjective cognitive account cannot exist in that we come into a social world that is 

already conditioned by possibilities, an examination of the role the subject plays within 

this social world is necessary.  The cognitive view most certainly provides us with some 

of the resources necessary to understand the power of subjective constitution.  As I will 

show in this section, the cognitive view of emotions and identity aligns with the 

existential understanding of creating projects and playing at being that are present in 

Beauvoir and Sartre’s philosophies.  Where the cognitive approach perhaps falls short is 

in its lack of concern for the social factors that constrain, ground, and more generally 

shape the mood of the personal environment.  Nevertheless, as I will show in the second 

half of this chapter, the cognitive view provides the foundation for an understanding of 

reality as interpretive rather than innate and further founds the contemporary movements 

associated with identity politics.  I will begin, however, with the cognitive and existential 

views regarding emotions and subsequently will argue that the central theses presented by 

each are largely the same.  These proposed similarities will become expressly clear 

through contrast with the traditional view of emotions.   
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The cognitive view is often contrasted with the view that understands emotions 

and identity formation as innate or natural.  On this classic view, emotions—such as 

grief, anger, anxiety, love and hope—do not require cognitive interpretation of the world.  

Rather, like currents of the sea, emotions are automatic forces that rise and fall within the 

individual in an obtuse and uncontrollable manner.  Ancient poets for instance have 

referred to the emotions as a sort of insanity that moves individuals to do things that they 

may have not, had they not been under the control of said emotion:  “Love is a kind of 

madness,” wrote Sappho.  Thus, emotions are physiologically disruptive and function to 

paralyze or negate reason; they are dangerous and must be combatted through the 

cultivation of reason which unlike emotion is the product of learned attunement.  

Strikingly, though this view recognizes that reason and knowledge are pursuits that must 

be constituted as desirable on the individual and cultural level in order to create a world 

wherein this struggle for reason is meaningful and good.  No such link was established 

between an individual’s emotional reaction to and assessment of an object or event and 

that individual’s beliefs regarding said object or event and is opposed to evidence that 

suggests that emotional comportment is learned.  Except for those who have traceable 

neurological or biological impediments, all experience similar emotions in comparable 

ranges and in analogous situations the existence of emotions must be innate.
3
  Even our 

contemporary speech is steeped in metaphors describing the passivity of the self to the 

                                                           
3
 One such applicable example is perhaps a superficial understanding of the classic five stages of grief that 

human individuals experience when confronted with substantial, meaningful loss.  This process, the 
adversary may claim, is evidence that the experience of grief and the process by which the mourning and 
recovery unfolds is an automatic reaction to the experience of loss.  Nevertheless, the social-constructivist 
who ascribes to a cognitivist view of emotions may respond that without the individual’s decided 
attachment to that which has been lost the response of grief will be unlikely to arise.  This is, of course, 
leaving aside more complicated cases wherein the individual grieves for the loss of humanity as 
represented in said individual, or experiences grief for not feeling grief at such loss. 
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powers of emotions:  “falling” in love; “overcome” by desire; “overwhelmed” with grief.  

Nevertheless, while this traditional view of emotions as innate has maintained influence 

in contemporary yet dwindling behaviorist circles in psychology and in popular culture 

and talk regarding the emotions, it has for the most part been rejected by both Eastern and 

Western philosophical traditions in favor of some form of what we may broadly call the 

cognitive view.  

Sartre’s essay “A Sketch for a Theory on Emotions” (1939) represents one of the 

earlier breaks with this classic psychophysiological perspective and is structured as a 

criticism of the two most renowned theories of emotions of the early 20
th

 century put 

forth respectively by William James (1884) and Sigmund Freud (1900).  James provided 

a scientific description of the aforementioned popular manners of describing emotions; 

they are in effect, according to James, physiological disturbances with epiphenomenal 

sensations experienced through consciousness.  Freud similarly described these 

sensations in terms of various pressures and their outlets: filling up (cathexis) and 

discharge (catharsis), channeling (sublimation), and bottling up (repression).
4
 James and 

Freud understood emotions as disruptive pressures that in their most extreme or urgent 

forms erupted and manifested in behavior in their more temperate forms.  Emotions, then, 

were often described as irrational, embarrassing, counter to our best (rational) interests, 

and beyond our control.  We cannot control their arising, and faced with their 

appearances, our best defense is through attempting to control them.   

In contrast to James and Freud, Sartre argues that emotions are conscious acts 

(Sartre 1939; 1943).  They are purposive and provide a clue into the way in which the 

individual seeks to constitute her world.  Moreover, as they are under our control, we 

                                                           
4
 Robert C. Solomon (2006:  2). 
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must accept responsibility for them and move past the tradition that denies individual 

control over emotional reaction and behavior. Far from being mysterious currents that 

ebb and wane without any connection to the individual or world, emotions are 

purposefully intended “magical interpretations of the world” (Sartre 1939). In the 

introduction to this text, Sartre argues that the central theme to his approach to the 

emotions is an understanding of the fact that we must look and question the individual 

consciousness for what gives value to the responses is that it is someone’s consciousness 

that provides value.  This contrasts with the typical “methods of the psychologist” in 

which knowledge of particular emotions is added from without, failing to take emotions 

into context of the broader idea of the life.  The psychologist, according to Sartre, takes 

note of the objective physiological facts of human behavior and perhaps even studies 

through introspection specific states of consciousness.  Lacking, however, from the 

psychologist’s method is the positing of the activity of consciousness as meaning giving 

activity.  For in appreciating consciousness in this manner, one cannot derive meaning for 

the human being from without.  Rather, emotions are clues to the deeply felt desires, 

projects, and fears and moreover reveal the inherent power and freedom of human 

consciousness to constitute reality from the within.  Here an example will prove to be 

helpful. 

Sartre provides in his Sketch several examples of the interpretive power of 

emotions, but the most well-known is his interpretation of the classic fable “The Fox and 

the Grapes” which functions as the primary metaphor for explaining Sartre’s 

phenomenology of emotional life (1939).  According to the famous fable, a hungry fox 

wanders upon a vineyard and spies some luscious grapes that he must have.  He reaches 
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out for the grapes, but they are out of reach.  He jumps for the grapes, but still they 

remain out of reach.  No matter how hard he tries, he is unable to meet his goal.  

Eventually he resigns himself to this, but not before he defames his once beholden prize.  

In Aesop’s version, the fox claims that although he once thought the grapes to be ripe and 

thus desirable, on second look they appear quite green and are obviously sour.  In La 

Fontaine’s version not only does the fox disparage the grapes themselves, but also anyone 

else “with less discriminating taste who still desires them and can perhaps reach them.”  

It is of course worth pointing out, as Estler (1983) and McLendon (2013) do, that that 

interpretation does not hold universally for it does occur that people desire something 

simply because they cannot have it.  However, Sartre’s interpretation of emotions as 

interpretive and contextualized within the subjective project will account for this 

phenomenon as well in a way that other theories cannot.   

But returning to the central question, why does the fox deceive himself through 

naming the grapes as sour and denigrating those who may be capable of attaining them?  

Perhaps generalizing the question seems to be: Why do people scorn what they cannot 

have?  It has been suggested that this is a problem of cognitive dissonance, namely the 

psychological disquiet that one experiences when holding inconsistent beliefs (Estler 

1983).  However, the problem with interpreting the fox’s attitude as a problem of 

cognitive dissonance is that there is not a contraction of desire within this example, but an 

explicit distortion of the desired object (McLendon 2013). The fox is not struggling to rid 

himself of an exaggerated misinterpretation that does not accord with reality, rather he is 

trying to change reality itself not merely his desire.  Additionally, these distortions inspire 

rejection and self-affirmation, not resignation and an exaggerated sense of weakness.   



191 
 

 
 

Sartre’s interpretation does not suffer the same problems in that he argues that the 

fox in this story, and human beings more generally, both resist and manipulate the 

external world in order avoid the frustration that results from the limits of the world on 

individual consciousness.  There is a clash between free consciousness that sets up 

projects for itself and the external world that limits these projects.  The world is at times 

unfriendly even to the most meticulous plans. There will arise a time within each 

individual’s life that the project one has constructed is unable to be realized as a result of 

these external constraints.  When this occurs, namely when all other means through 

which one’s project can be completed are exhausted, emotions serve as a type of “last 

resort” to saving oneself from the psychological weight of failure or disappointment 

which can have further detrimental effects on one’s sense of self.  The inability to realize 

or fulfill a plan does not simply negate it; it still occupies a space within the individual’s 

consciousness even as said person recognizes the impossibility of said project becoming 

manifest.   

Emotional manipulations function to rectify this situation by transforming one’s 

orientation toward the world itself.  It seems obvious that emotions are unable to 

physically alter the world; if we pulled the grapes down from the vine and tested them for 

their sourness we would be able to gauge the truth of their sourness to some extent.
5
  

However, they enable one to redirect one’s orientation to the object of one’s desire or to 

understand the world in a different manner in order to overcome the experience of 

frustrated desire.  When one is unable to handle the situation at hand, the use of emotions 

                                                           
5
 Of course, the fox whose desire was frustrated would not serve as an impartial judge and perhaps others 

who either do not like grapes or like all versions of grapes, sour or sweet, as well would be unable to fulfill 
this requirement.  But, even so I, following Sartre and Beauvoir, argue there is an active and personal 
cognitive interpretive structure to individual lived reality that is constructed by the individual based upon 
a series of projects, goals, and understandings of self and world to which one commits.  
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presents one with a way to transcend the situation; thus emotions themselves have 

meaning and far from being mere movements or arising within the individual they point 

us to an understanding of the goals and broader context of an individual life.  In other 

words, if I react in a typically understood emotional manner, it is because I care about the 

desire that has been interrupted.  That being said, emotions are for Sartre are often a form 

of deception, instrumental tools or even at times instances of bad faith, and are thus 

problematic and to perhaps be eschewed. Beauvoir agrees with Sartre that emotions do 

not merely arise independently and affectively.  But she adds to Sartre’s original 

depiction that emotions are ambiguous.  They are often instruments utilized within the 

projects of individuals and reveal the bad faith present in human projects.  However, the 

emotions, like identity generally and gender identity specifically, exist within situation.  

Emotions exist in the imaginative realm which enables them to serve as sustaining 

influences within and through a creative cognitive process that constructs a more 

adequately supported system of attitudes and beliefs regarding the world and self.  Thus, 

Sartre’s use of the fable delineated above is not merely to reveal the unique and particular 

behavior of the fox, but rather to define a general theory regarding the existence and 

purpose of emotions as meaningful.  This meaning, however, can only be derived through 

a more intensive study of a life.  Sartre’s description of existential psychoanalysis 

represents one such method through which such an understanding may be derived (Sartre 

1943).  In existential psychoanalysis, the for-itself will be delivered back to itself, 

recapturing an explicit awareness of itself and its projects, which will allow it to engage 

in authentic relationships with itself and others.  Furthermore, undergoing this process 

enables being-for-itself to come to terms with its failed human condition, or alternatively 
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articulated, its impossible goal to be God.  As I continue, I will first describe how Sartre’s 

formulation of existential psychoanalysis is an explicit critique on Freud’s variety of 

psychoanalysis.  The second task will be an explication of the three levels involved in the 

radical conversion from the spirit of seriousness to authentic existence. Finally, I will 

return to Sartre’s ambition that prompts him to include this section in a text devoted to 

the instances of “bad faith” of the human subject. 

 The first criticism Sartre launches at Freud concerns the existence of the 

unconscious.  Unlike Freud, Sartre views the positing of an unconscious to be by 

definition paradoxical.  For Sartre, consciousness is completely translucent; therefore, in 

order to tell a lie to oneself, one must both know the truth, and then suppress, or hide, this 

truth from oneself.  This act does not involve an unconscious force, but rather a choice, 

namely that of the individual to lie to herself wherein she is both the liar and the lied to, 

engaging in an attempt to deceive oneself.  Yet, as for there to be an unconscious, which 

acts upon one’s consciousness, this aspect of the self would have to be other than self, but 

this notion for Sartre is absurd.  

Sartre applies this exact critique to the Freudian notions of repression and 

resistance.  The “censor” that is present and chooses what in fact to repress in repression 

is incoherent, for in order to censor something a judgment must be made regarding that 

which is to be subsequently censored.  This implies that the censor is aware of what it is 

censoring.  For how could it make the decision to repress something that may be harmful 

to one’s mental state without being fully aware of that which it is in fact repressing?  

Similarly, the assumption that a patient resists the further questioning of the analyst 

because of the dangerous nature of the question also implies discernment on the part of 
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the patient about the nature of this danger.  As in the case of lying to oneself, one is both 

the actor and the one acted upon in each of these examples, signifying the incoherence of 

a theory of unconscious activity, and thus rendering Freud’s psychoanalytic theory, that 

relies upon the forces of the unconscious, void of any authority.   

 Sartre’s second major criticism concerns Freud’s psychoanalytic theory in its 

entirety and provides an entry into the complexity of Sartre’s own existential version of 

psychoanalysis.  He argues that Freud’s theory reduces the activities of complex 

individuals to a few unsophisticated drives that inevitably fall short in their attempt to 

illuminate or capture some sort of notion about a particular being-for-itself.  In 

comparison, existential psychoanalysis incorporates three levels that not only clarify a 

life, but also provides the subject with the opportunity for radical conversion in light of 

these discoveries.  Unlike Freudian psychoanalysis, existential psychoanalysis does not 

appropriate, or reduce, the being of the for-itself in order to transform it into an object of 

study, but instead takes the for-itself as for-itself.   

  At the most basic level of existential analysis the empirical facts about one’s 

existence are present.  This stage of self-knowledge involves a description of an 

individual that provides objective information similar to that which could be gathered by 

any outsider whose intention it is to study that individual.  Aspects of the self, such as 

where one works, lives, what one likes to eat for breakfast, and so on are included in this 

level.   

The second level entails an organizing of these empirical facts relative to an 

original choice.  This choice is not deliberate, but once illuminated it casts a certain light 

upon the details of one’s life.  Original choice is a fundamental way of taking up one’s 
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existence that is not determined and does not determine the future, but is, nevertheless, 

hard to change.  For clarification, Sartre provides the example of an individual hiking 

with his friends.  After several hours, the man begins to feel fatigued, then pained, until 

he reaches the point where he can no longer resist.  At this time, he throws his backpack 

on the side of the path and allows himself to fall down with it.  His friends may reproach 

him, saying he could have continued, but he knows that to take another step would be a 

little death.  Who is right, Sartre asks?  There is no doubt that the hiker could have done 

differently, but this is misstated. The question rightly asserted is:  “could [he] have done 

otherwise without perceptibly modifying the organic totality of the projects which [he 

is]... In other words:  [he] could have done otherwise.  But at what price?” (Sartre 1943: 

585).  There is a certain manner in which the hiker lives his fatigue that makes sense in 

terms of his original choice.  Of course he could modify this original choice, but the 

effort intimated in this task is severe and would involve a “radical transformation of his 

being-in-the-world” (Sartre 1943: 585). 

 Sartre refers to the third, and ultimate, level of revelation in existential 

psychoanalysis as one’s “project of being” which rests on an a priori description of being-

for-itself; a depiction which articulates the human being’s fundamental “desire to be.” 

This level reveals the true goal of human action and pursuit, namely, to be at once being-

for-itself and being-in-itself; to be both the cause of one’s being and actually be what one 

is.  In other words, to be God is the aim of all human striving, but it is an endeavor that 

always and necessarily fails.  It is at this point, however, (through the realization of one’s 

fundamental ambition as impossible) that one is able to recognize one’s own freedom 

and, subsequently, choose that freedom as a goal in itself.  A being that wills itself and its 
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contingent projects as freedom, in the name of freedom, exhibits the true nature of being-

for-itself, for in doing this being-for-self recognizes that it is both what it is and what it is 

not.  Undergoing existential psychoanalysis releases being-for-itself from the spirit of 

seriousness, relieving the weight of an impossible goal, enabling an authentic existence in 

which freedom respects freedom. 

 The last point I would like to make regards Sartre’s motivation for devoting a 

section to existential psychoanalysis within a work that is explicitly concerned with the 

inauthentic existence of being-for-itself.  Human reality, Sartre says, “identifies and 

defines itself by the ends which it pursues,” therefore, the indispensable task revolves 

around a study and classification of these ends (Sartre 1943: 712).  Being-for-itself has 

veiled from itself its own true ends through bad faith, and needs a vehicle through which 

for-itself can be delivered back to itself without suffering a reduction in which the self 

disappears.  Existential psychoanalysis seeks to rediscover the purely individual and 

unique impulse “under the partial and incomplete aspects of the subject, the veritable 

concreteness which can be only the totality of his impulse toward being, his original 

relation to himself, to the world, and to the Other, in the unity of internal relations and of 

a fundamental project” (Sartre 1943: 719).  Unlike Freudian psychoanalysis, and other 

versions of psychoanalysis, Sartre does not estrange the individual from himself, but 

intends a discovery of the individual person in his initial constitutive project.  Being-for-

itself is admitted as a totality, implying that it cannot be reconstructed through a 

summation or organization of empirical facts.  Contrary to this, Sartre claims, that in each 

tendency, or particularity, the individual, at each moment and through every action, fully 

expresses himself.  To understand these particularities, one must come to recognize one’s 
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original choice toward being within one’s fundamental project of being.  However, these 

aspects, or levels of self-knowledge are not disguised somewhere within some 

unconscious or noumenal realm, they emanate from one’s empirical choices.  “There is 

not first a single desire of being, then a thousand particular feelings” (Sartre 1943: 722).  

The fundamental desire of the human being manifests itself in empirical expressions 

causing “human reality to appear to us as manifested by a particular man, by a specific 

person” (Sartre 1943: 723).   

 In summary, it is the notion of lack that requires the human being to seek being 

through their fundamental projects.  However, through an examination of the 

particularities of an individual by way of one’s original choice and empirical facts one 

can come to understand one’s own approach toward being.  Through this revealing, one 

has the possibility to recognize one’s own inauthentic attunement toward one’s own 

being, allowing for the liberation of the truth of being-for-itself.  Thus, within this book 

devoted to the examination of the inauthentic existence of being-for-itself one finds the 

possibility for salvation through the process of existential psychoanalysis and with it, the 

hope for a future of authentic, ethical existence towards oneself and others, and perhaps, 

all others toward all others. 

Note this depiction of emotions as deriving coherency only through initiating an 

expansion of the understanding of the individual makes irrelevant the typical criticisms 

lodged at Sartre’s theory.  One such criticism include Murdoch’s claim that Sartre’s 

theory is too narrow and as such is unable to account for a broad range of moods, 

including those that are indeterminate and aesthetic and religious emotions that are not, 

according to Murdoch (1953), coping mechanisms.  Furthermore, many of the emotions 
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we experience have less to do with frustration and more to do with social bonding, 

sexuality, and competition.  A second criticism of Sartre’s theory concerns the inherent 

negativity or cynicism that appears to be built in.  Solomon, for one, claims that Sartre’s 

theory of the emotions abandons the possibility for a range of positive emotions that often 

compel individuals to act from love, friendship, generosity, and care (Solomon 2006).  If 

in positive instances of expressions of love we cannot derive a source of frustrated desire 

which motivates love, then Sartre’s theory fails, so the argument goes. 

These criticisms, however, fail to appreciate the complexity of the theory in which 

the sketch of the emotions is presented.  Murdoch, Solomon, and McLendon fail to 

recognize that the existence of positive emotions that compel human beings to be 

generous, loving, and kind is no less an investment in a constituted project than are the 

more negative emotional attunements.
6
  If I abhor suffering it is perhaps because I have 

come to understand its impact upon others through seeing them suffer, or on the other 

hand I myself may have suffered and thus make it my project to engage in ending the 

suffering of others.  Either way, and of course there are many other possibilities through 

which I could have come to this recognition, I am kind and generous because it has been 

understood by me to be a necessary aspect of my projected goal of alleviating suffering in 

the world.  Returning to the sour grapes example we may make a similar connection.  

Emotions are not merely magical interpretations or manipulations; rather they express 

values that make sense only within a project that is mine.  This means that the grapes that 

                                                           
6
 McLendon, for one, writes: “He [Sartre] never explains why frustrated desires require the mind to shift 

consciousness and annihilate its former orientation toward the world” (2013: 253). However, McLendon 
fails to recognize that Sartre’s theory of the emotions was meant to further elucidate the constituting 
force of the project in the lives of the individuals who choose them.  Far from not explaining it, it seems 
that in order to maintain a project which one has invested mental energy, time, intellect, physical labor, 
or in short self, one must manipulate the world in order to protect either the project or one’s self from 
despair from time to time. 
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are interpreted as sour may be interpreted as sour by two different persons for two very 

different reasons.  For example, if I make it my mantra to disengage with those events or 

occurrences which I cannot change, then perhaps I back off and move along.  Another 

individual may react in a manner akin to the fox, rejecting the grapes simply because he 

cannot at this time obtain the grapes.  Perhaps, as his close friend walking beside him in 

the vineyard I recognize this as patterned behavior: travel he cannot afford is deemed as 

frivolous; romantic interests that reject him are deemed not good enough; career moves 

he fails to make are described as unproductive.  In other words, and in direct reference to 

the contemporary cognitive understanding of emotions, the way people construe events 

affects how they feel and behave. Cognition, emotion, behavior, and events in the world 

reciprocally determine one another.  Additionally, construal of the situation is active and 

ongoing, not static; one’s perspective and understanding of the field of possibilities gives 

meaning to events in relation to goals or values and creates the individual’s personal 

environment. 

Furthermore, for Sartre, there is an added complication concerning human 

commitment to a notion of deep and permanent identity.  The frustration one experiences 

in situations wherein one is unable to fulfill one’s desire is not simply regarding 

frustrated desire in and of itself per se.  As I have already noted, this “frustration” must 

be contextualized within a personal project, but additionally we must understand the 

emotional response to be the result of a conflicted sense regarding the reality of identity.  

For Sartre, human individuals overinvest in the identities through which and by which 

they understand themselves.  Such investment in identity is psychological purposive in 

that it enables one to (attempt to) hide from oneself the true power and responsibility of 
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subjective existence.  In Sartre’s words the notion of identity enables the for-itself to try 

to understand itself as “being what it is” rather than being the that being lacks 

coincidence (Sartre 1943).  There is a safety in objectiveness, in permanence, in being 

what one has to be.  Thus, human beings seek to erect for themselves a sense of this 

desired permanence through the construction of identity.  Emotions can, at times, 

function to reinforce one’s sense of identity.  If I, for example, understand myself or 

identify myself as charitable then every time I give of myself I reinforce my identity as 

charitable.  For one, in defense of Sartre, we should recognize that this is a positive 

emotion categorized perhaps under love or care.  More importantly, however, this 

inclusion of self-identity in his theory of emotions provides a complexity that is not 

present within the traditional view and will eventually allow us to move to consider the 

social effect on the construction of identity and emotion.  For now, it benefits us to note 

that the reality of the role of identity within Sartre’s theory of the emotions informs our 

understanding of those emotions that are often identified as negative.  As we move to 

consider the influence of culture on the experience of emotion, we will see that it is not 

simply individual choice or project that determines how one relates to and experiences 

emotion.  Rather, one’s emotions are framed by the social setting that functions to shape 

understanding regarding the appropriateness of certain forms of emotion as well as the 

expression of those emotions.  

This is what a phenomenology of emotions will provide and it is important to 

distinguish this from what we may typically refer to as a psychology of the emotions.  

Using Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology as a foundation Sartre seeks to go 

beyond the psychic and beyond even the human beings situation within the world, and 
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rather to the very source of the relation between the source of the human being, the 

world, and the psychic. The phenomenologist seeks “to describe and fix by concepts 

precisely the essences which preside as the transcendental field unrolls” (Sartre 1943: 

11).  Within such, the emotions are understood as essential structures that reveal an 

organized form of human existence and thus are indispensable to the task of 

understanding consciousness.   

The success of Sartre’s analysis, which McLendon overlooks, is that unlike 

Husserl, Sartre does not separate consciousness from the world entirely.  For even though 

he advocates a putting of the world in parentheses in order to study the transcendental 

essence of emotion he recognizes that the true reality of emotions as an organizational 

component of human consciousness necessitates that this separation is merely a 

methodological tool and not a reflection of the true relationship between consciousness 

and the world.
7
  Evidence for this may be seen in the following paragraphs of Sartre’s 

Sketch (1939) wherein he expands upon the views of another phenomenologist, 

Heidegger.  To Husserl’s transcendental method, Heidegger add the need to assume a 

human characteristic of reality (Dasein).  Incorporated in this view of the human 

meaning-giving capacity is the idea that being human means being responsible for one’s 

emotion which contrasts with the traditional view of human beings as receptacles of these 

emotions.  This includes for Heidegger and Sartre, at least two levels of analysis and 

meaning giving, (1) the individual level, which we have already moved through in quite 

some detail, and (2) the cultural level, which I will expound upon in the following section 

                                                           
7
 See Transcendence of the Ego and Nausea for further evidence of the rejection of Husserl’s attempt to 

separate consciousness from the world and study it as something in and of itself.  The idea of the epoché 
is useful as a tool for Sartre to begin the process of philosophical examination, but it should not be 
confused with a true depiction of the integrated understanding of subject and world. 
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using the philosophies of Martha Nussbaum (1999) and Beauvoir.  The purpose of the 

following will be twofold.  First, I will seek to show that there is more custom and culture 

in nature than is typically assumed by revealing the constructivist aspect of emotions and 

identity formation.  Using this first argument as a foundation, I will then show that 

culture affects not only theoretical approaches to explaining desire, but additionally the 

experience of desire itself and one’s ability to experience oneself as a desiring agent. 

Understanding the Social Form of Emotions and Identity 

 

The above analysis regarding the extent to which perceptions, beliefs and the 

existential notion of project contribute to emotions does not on its own reveal that there 

exists cultural variation within emotional life.  Additionally, it does not prove in any 

meaningful manner that emotions are socially constructed.
8
  What the above does reveal 

is that emotional recourse is learned, rather than innate and that theoretically emotions 

may be altered through changing the beliefs and projects upon which they lie. Moreover, 

the existential and cognitive perspectives challenge the dichotomy of inner/outer 

ontology that persists within modern cultures generally, which erects a distinction 

between thoughts, beliefs, and feelings that are “inside” and understood or experienced as 

interpretation-free and objects that exist “outside” and are thus subject to perception, 

categorization, and evaluation. Following the Hegelian tradition, Charles Taylor in 

Sources of Self (1989) views this bifurcation as false and deceptive.  He defends this 

criticism by arguing that one’s subjective appropriation of the “inside” which seems as 

though it has to be what/how it is, is at least partly contingent on that which is 

                                                           
8
 This is not meant to be a criticism of Sartre in that I read the intention of his project in Sketch to focus on 

revealing the extent to which most people live in bad faith regarding even their emotions, reactions, and 
attunements to the world.  The emotions function to reinforce the world and our understandings of 
ourselves in the way we want them to be. 
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traditionally understood as “outside” (Taylor 1989). Taylor then defines personal identity 

in relation to these horizons: “My identity is defined by the commitments and 

identifications which provide the frame or horizon within which I can try to determine 

from case to case what is good, or valuable, or what ought to be done, or what I endorse 

or oppose. In other words, it is the horizon within which I am capable of taking a stand” 

(Taylor 1989: 27).  Even the philosopher who often stands as the representative of 

rationality is the product of his or her time, Hegel adeptly reminds us.  It is within this 

criticism of the proceduralist approach to morality and politics that I argue we should 

situate Beauvoir’s understanding of group identity and the constraint upon selfhood that 

identity establishes for oppressed groups.  The proceduralist view, in other words, avoids 

the problem of cultural difference by portraying reason as having only formal rather than 

substantive content, but as Taylor notes the proceduralists are only fooling themselves.   

Taylor writes: 

To be a full human agent, a self in the ordinary meaning, is to exist in a 

space defined by distinctions of worth. A self is a being for whom certain 

questions of categoric value have arisen, and received at least partial 

answers. Perhaps these have been given authoritatively by the culture 

more than they have been elaborated in the deliberation of the person 

concerned, but they are his in the sense that they are incorporated into his 

self‐understanding, in some degree and fashion. My claim is that this is 

not just a contingent fact about human agents, but is essential to what we 

would understand and recognize as full, normal, human agency (Taylor 

1989: 3). 

 

Rationality and moral agency require a framework of substantive commitments in 

the form of qualitative discriminations, and “stepping outside these limits would 

be tantamount to stepping outside what we would recognize as integral, that is, 

undamaged human personhood” (Taylor 1989: 27).  In this section I will expand 

upon Taylor’s influential work on identity as it applies to the formation of 
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individuation within culture.  A central point of my work will include an 

understanding of that which is defined as deviant or other within a culture is part 

of said cultural order as a negation of the given.   

To begin, however, it is important to note that although I am arguing that culture 

provides a framework of possibilities for the development of emotions and identity on the 

level of the individual, I am not arguing against the idea that there may be some beliefs 

that can be understood as perhaps necessary within the lives of beings engaging with an 

uncertain world.  Such beliefs may include fear of death, avoidance of pain and suffering, 

grief at the death of loved ones, and happiness regarding their presence and well-being.
9
  

Nevertheless, within this shared framework of need and emotional life there exists space 

for cultural difference (Nussbaum 1999: 259).
10

  Scholars have typically agreed on four 

prominent forms of variation which account for empirical differences in terms of 

emotions across cultures.  In this section, I will describe the central tenet of each form of 

variation by using explicit examples that will appear familiar to many versed in theory of 

cultural difference.  However, I will move beyond these categories as they are 

traditionally used in arguments for the existence of cultural difference regarding emotions 

by noting that there are gendered roles specified within each category.  My assessment 

does not conflict with the originally specified intentions of delineating these forms of 

variation and in fact further supports the idea that individual cultures themselves are 

spaces of vast diversity.  My intention in drawing these connections will lead me to argue 

                                                           
9
 For example, the experience of fear is plausibly universal within not only human beings, but as Martha 

Nussbaum suggests, all “higher animals.”  Fear functions to alert one that one’s projects are threatened, 
which is useful to any mortal living being concerned with remaining alive, but also enables human beings 
to react in order to evade or avoid the collapse or destruction of their projects (Nussbaum 1999). 
10

 The categories I discuss are the same Nussbaum uses in her analysis of care and love across cultures.   I, 
however, am using these categories to discuss gender identity formation more generally. 
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that there is a connection between the forms of variation in emotion and gender identity 

in terms of development and function at the social level.  As a disclaimer I should note 

that my intention is not to study the manifestation or construction of any particular 

emotion within or across various cultural boundaries.  Rather, I intend to use the general 

understandings regarding the structure of emotions and identity that are implied by more 

individuated studies in order to discuss the development of gender identity.  The four 

prominent categories of cultural variation are as follows: 

(1) The rules for emotional expression vary according to each society. Each society 

instructs its citizens on the proper expression of emotions and the behaviors that 

accompany said emotions.  This category also includes display rules which 

regulate how, when, and where one expresses or withholds an emotion.  Some 

examples of difference include mourning and funerary rituals as well as displays 

of affection.  As Nussbaum notes, the public wailings and tearing at hair and 

clothing that occurred during the funerals of the Ancient Greeks would disturb the 

sensibilities of those of contemporary Euro-American societies.  Similarly, the 

openness with which university students greet and manifest affection for one 

another by kissing on the cheek and hugging would be deemed inappropriate 

within societies with strictly regulated gendered interactions.  

Across gender boundaries the rules for expression of emotion vary as well within 

each culture.  For example, in North American societies studies have found that 

women are not, as is typically assumed, more emotional than men.  What does 

differ is the extent to which it is appropriate for men and women to express their 

emotions.  But, even here there are discrepancies regarding which emotions are 
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appropriate for expression by women and men, which leads us to the second 

category. 

(2) Normative judgments regarding an entire emotion type vary according to each 

society.  For example, the Utku (an Inuit tribe) strongly regard anger as a weak 

emotion appropriate only of small children.  Older children and adults are held to 

strict emotional standards that prohibit the display of anger and in fact punish, 

through shaming and corporeal punishment in older children and socially 

ostracizing adults.  The Utku admit that it is difficult, if not impossible to 

eliminate the attachments that often give rise to anger, and thus they do not expect 

the unconditional elimination of anger.  However, the Utku recognize that they 

have control over the manifestation of anger and thus understand the displaying of 

anger as revealing that one lacks mastery of self.  Effectively, this understanding 

of anger is similar to that of the Stoics historically and perhaps Buddhists both 

today and in the past.  We can, of course, contrast the Utku’s understanding of the 

display of anger as pernicious and thus to be rejected with societies that require an 

outward expression of anger at the experience of slights or damages.  In the Rome 

of Seneca’s time, to truly possess the coveted trait of masculinity a man out of 

necessity was required to outwardly avenge any perceived slight to himself or his 

property.  To not respond with forceful anger was to reveal oneself as soft and 

unmanly.  Across gendered experience we may recognize a similar pattern: 

namely, for girls/women and boys/men there are expressions of emotions that are 

both encouraged and forbidden.  In patriarchal societies, for example, 

girls/women are often more restricted in their expressions of anger than boys, 
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while freer (perhaps) to express sadness and disappointment.  Historically, this 

difference regarding the degree of appropriate anger has been grounded in an 

understanding of natural difference between girls/women and boys/men, but as 

we begin to understand that there exist entire cultures that reject anger entirely 

and others that elevate anger to the highest display of honor we must admit there 

is more to the expression of emotion than merely sexual difference.  The deeming 

of expressions of anger as “unladylike” or as an emotion that a “real” woman 

would not experience shape our understandings and comportments of ourselves 

within a society that erects and reinforces these normative judgments regarding 

emotions. 

(3) The taxonomy of emotions as they are experienced varies.  Namely, the 

experience(s) of emotions themselves differ across culture, such that the emotion 

itself is not the same.  Regarding anger we can say it is not the same emotion 

experienced between two different groups that judge anger and its expression 

differently.  Using the same examples mentioned above:  the anger experienced 

by the Utku is not the same emotion that is experienced by the Roman and 

similarly the anger experienced by women who are taught that it is not womanly 

to experience and/or reveal anger is a very different emotion then the experience 

of anger within the situation of a man.  In fact, as Martha Nussbaum notes, groups 

that elevate the existence of a specific emotion often require taxonomies that take 

into account numerous varieties and nuances within said emotion (Nussbaum 

1999).  Language plays an important role in classifying and understanding these 

experiences as well. Sukhodolsky (1995), for one, notes that in Russian language 
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Zlost refers to the subjective experience of anger that is unjustified according to 

social rules and thus evaluated negatively, while Gnev denotes a socially 

appropriate state of anger, that is experienced when fighting for one's nation or 

fighting for one's rights. Generally, Gnev is more intense than Zlost yet does not 

quite equate with the English notion of rage, while Zlost does not really refer to 

the milder word annoyance in English. These examples show that different 

cultural backgrounds construct anger experiences differently. Furthermore, using 

the example of the rules regulating anger for men and women we find that the 

experience of anger as well as the experiencing of oneself as angry differs across 

gendered experience.  Men, in that they are expected to use anger to reveal, in 

certain instances, outrage at being slighted are more apt to experience themselves 

positively through their anger. Women, by comparison and generalizing across 

cultures for now, are more likely to experience their anger in a negative manner in 

that they learn anger and its associated display to be an excessive and thus 

inappropriate for women.  Looking back to Sartre and his understanding of the 

embodied notion of shame, we can understand that through shifting the 

parameters in which shame is experienced by men and women the experience of 

anger and anger as an emotion itself are essentially different. 

(4) Emotions are connected throughout an individual’s history.  Objects we 

experience as hated or loved are not simply experienced in this manner within the 

present.  Rather, there is a history of past experiences that shape and influence the 

ways in which we encounter objects in the present: negative experiences, thus 

often give rise to fear, anger, or anxiety, whereas positive experiences that are 
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reencountered are met with joy and love.  Feminisms through many voices, 

including Beauvoir’s, have revealed to us the capacity early forms of gender 

shaping have upon how we choose as adults.  For example, Beauvoir in her 

chapter “The Young Girl” (1989)  notes that the lessons the young girl learns are 

preparatory for her transition into woman; there is a continuity in this associative 

formation that is meant to transcend the present into the future and this process is 

achieved only through the structure of emotions and identity themselves.  

Specifically, those behaviors that are traditionally encouraged in the young girl 

tend to be prohibitive, quiet, voided of excess, especially in regard to her own 

body.  These behaviors throughout her maturation are habitually reinforced 

through the associating of positive assessment and judgment when she achieves 

said behaviors.  For example, when she is selfless as a child, putting others before 

herself, she is applauded and congratulated thus creating a trace memory or 

history of association between self-sacrifice and the joy experienced through the 

attention of others regarding this behavior.  Thus, when we find the role model of 

the self-sacrificial wife and mother reproduced and difficult to overcome in more 

contemporary times we should not be surprised.  Gender shaping requires an 

extensive narrative to reinforce artificial ideas that are often contradicted through 

one’s experience of oneself as subject.  To ensure a deep and enduring 

commitment to oneself as gendered the behaviors that align or conform to one’s 

assigned gender must continuously be enforced and reinforced while 

simultaneously dispelling the traces of gendered behaviors defined as 

contradictory or opposing.  This implies a direct connection between one’s past 
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emotional feels with certain behaviors as they fall within or without the 

designated identity that is first assigned and then taken up as one’s own.  

Furthermore, certain memories are experienced as more frequent than others in 

that there are a greater number of cultural triggers erected in order to solidify the 

necessity that is gender display (Nussbaum 1999). 

 

Putting this all together we recognize the difference that exists across cultures and 

genders regarding the display of certain emotions, which further functions to impart 

personal and cultural understandings concerning identity within the individual life.  

However, to further reveal the extent to which emotional reinforcements play a role in the 

formation of individual identities we must compound these four forms of variation with 

the existential understanding of emotions.  

For one, this combining of Sartre’s existential perspective with a sensitivity to 

cultural difference enables us to begin to theorize regarding the complexity of emotional 

life and the extent to which shaping occurs on both the individual and cultural levels.  

And two, we are able to see how the projection of cultural ideals through emotional 

reinforcement results in the development of gender difference in terms of display and 

identity.  We are left I believe, with such an analysis, properly where Beauvoir takes up 

the complexity of the situation of woman in The Second Sex.  This is not to claim that this 

complex understanding of the relationship between cultural and individual projects is not 

present in her other philosophical and literary texts (The Ethics of Ambiguity, The Blood 

of Others, and All Men are Mortal to name a few).  But rather, this recognition that 

defining elements of the human situation, love for one, cannot be understood without 

being juxtaposed with that of other human attitudes: taking, catching, eating, doing, 
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undergoing, and so on (Beauvoir 1989: 59).
 
  Remaining on the topic of human love and 

sexual desire for a moment I think we can recognize in Beauvoir’s analysis the beginning 

of a taking seriously the idea of a life as a coherent whole.  If women are limited in their 

sexuality, this limit is shaped by and manifests itself as limited or nonexistent not merely 

through a linear or straightforward requirement upon the individual female body.  Rather, 

sexuality is limited through a collective understanding of what it means to be woman not 

merely in terms of sexuality, but also in terms of her speech, eating habits, her dress, her 

symbolic moral character, and so on.  For example, learning to temper excess in terms of 

speech teaches woman to disengage with her freedom, with herself, more generally, thus 

imposing behavior first at the culture level and then secondly through the self a restriction 

upon other manifestations of human activity like sexuality.  In her chapter on 

psychoanalysis in The Second Sex Beauvoir writes: 

We will pose the problem of feminine destiny quite differently:  we will 

situate woman in a world of values and we lend her behavior a dimension 

of freedom.  We think she has to choose between the affirmation of her 

transcendence and her alienation as object; she is not the plaything of 

contradictory drives; she devises solutions that have an ethical hierarchy 

among them. (Beauvoir 1989: 59) 

 

This excerpt is important for at least two reasons within my own analysis:  For one, it 

shows that there is a web of meaning that grounds the situation of woman; she is not 

merely a locus of contradictory drives which produces erratic and irrational behavior.  

Rather there exist requirements at the cultural level reinforced by normative 

assessments/beliefs, which are taken up as part of a larger project to be or conform to the 

idea of woman.  Thus, even her perceived irrationality can be explained within a larger 

cultural order that casts her as the Other of rationality, requires that she must play this 

role in order to be a “good” or “real” woman and then chastises her for doing so.  
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Secondly, and no less important, Beauvoir retains the space for individual women as 

subjects even within their oppressed or mystified situations.  This conforming to the 

overlying cultural requirements of “good” or “real” woman-ness functions as a 

framework to woman’s understanding of herself, but that does not mean that every 

woman is unable to understand the true meaning, limitations, or purpose of said 

framework.  Within this framework women derive solutions, meaning, and projects for 

themselves; they weigh the privileges they gain through conformity against those they 

gain through the rejection of said standards and construct through a hierarchy of their 

own values, which is the product again of the interaction of the cultural and the 

individual, meaning in their lives.
11

   

Nevertheless, Beauvoir is clear that the idea of femininity is not shaped by the 

freedom of the individual and this constitutes a central aspect of the conflict that 

characterizes particularly the situation of the emancipated women.  Thus, even the 

emancipated woman is not really emancipated in that the social constructs of femininity 

invade and contort her ability to determine for herself her identity and projects.  

Simplifying the schema, it seems as though woman can either choose to conform to the 

requirements of femininity or reject them.  But, in rejecting conformity she negates 

possibilities for herself in that society has already incorporated sexual values into its 

                                                           
11

 Of course, Beauvoir recognizes that there are women immobilized by oppression and thus unable to 
determine even these aspects of their existence, but even within oppression the structures of human 
consciousness that found emotion, identity and project cast coherency on a life.  The incoherency and 
mere production and reproduction of meaning that is often described through the mediation of 
postmodern and postcolonial thought does in fact describe the situation of those who are the most 
oppressed.  Nevertheless, as Beauvoir shows this is not the situation of all women, and specifically it does 
not appear to be the situation of the notion of woman she treats in The Second Sex.  Whether we should 
criticize Beauvoir regarding this point is not an issue I wish to take up at this point.  I think it is enough to 
draw attention to the fact that Beauvoir does not, and perhaps does not intend to, speak for the situation 
of all women in this text.  The careful structuring of her descriptions and analyses in The Second Sex, 
however, leaves ample space for those who do not experience choice in any of the manners as described 
in the text. 
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system and in rejecting her femininity she devalues herself not only sexually but also 

socially.  In ignoring social convention, she becomes a rebel, thus delineating herself as 

an outlier, as deviant.  This then becomes her situation, and one that removes her from 

the privileges she gains from conformity.  Beauvoir recognizes that rejecting conformity 

requires a different project and perhaps even a more difficult project socially and 

psychologically.  And for those women who have not set it up as their project to be part 

of the counterculture; women who have no desire to shock or to devalue themselves 

socially, they have to live their conditions as women (Beauvoir 1989: 724).
 
 Hence, for 

women a central constituting element of their situations is the extent to which they reject 

or comply with the social requirements of womanhood.  As was treated in the last 

chapter, woman is placed in a precarious relationship to her gender identity.  The 

emancipated woman, as Beauvoir refers to her, “refuses to confine herself to her role as 

female because she does not want to mutilate herself; but it would also be mutilation to 

repudiate her sex” (Beauvoir 1989: 723).  In order to be complete, like man, woman must 

be able to be free to understand herself as sexed, but if this being sexed is mutilation of 

self then she is left without true options.  Contrast this with the reality for man, whose 

projects align with his being subject.  To be man is to be subject, thus for him there is no 

such conflict and gender for him retains its invisibility.  

Whether woman frames her life within the framework of accepting femininity or 

rejecting it she finds herself trapped.  Even that aspect of human life, work, which often 

aids in the overcoming of immanence for women is burdened by the traditional 

constraints of femininity.  For in rejecting certain aspects of femininity, woman is 

working within an environment that (1) upholds the values of femininity for women, and 
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(2) values the contributions/presence of men over women.  In terms of cognitive 

construction of emotion and identity, both affect the way she feels about herself and her 

work, which further provides meaning in terms of the goals and values she creates.  She 

has been judged to be inferior and even if she fights against it, it is present there in the 

world and is often internalized producing what Beauvoir and others name as an 

inferiority complex.  This belief regarding her own inferiority in turn guides her behavior 

and defines whether events are stressful of challenging.   

Beauvoir notes specifically behavior that is quite applicable within our own world 

today, namely that fourteen-year-old girls believed that boys are better because they find 

it easier to work (Beauvoir 1989).  Today, things are not so different despite both 

supposed and real advancements made for women and girls.  For example, studies have 

shown that boys receive more active classroom instruction in both quality and quantity; 

that girls grades are more determined by their ability to conform with gender 

socialization such as following rules, being quite, and conforming to school norms; even 

though women are the majority of college students today, especially in two-year colleges, 

majors and careers are hypersegregated and in those that have a more equitable gender 

numbers, the highest positions in these fields are overwhelmingly held by men (Zittleman 

and Sadker 2012). Furthermore, attitudes that parents and educators take toward girls 

during their education affects the extent to which girls are able to achieve.  Again, the 

quality and quantity of time given to instruction for girls plays a role in their perceptions 

regarding their importance in the classroom and as contributors.  Additionally, however, 

it has been found that values regarding girls and science/mathematics and the roles of 

women more generally remain relatively and perhaps surprisingly traditional.  For 
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example, over one-third of students in 3
rd

-12
th

 grades report that the most important thing 

girls can do is get married and have children.  Another study by the Society of Women 

Engineers found that 75% of American girls have no interest in pursuing careers in 

science, technology or mathematics.  The most typical reason given for disinterest is the 

perception of these subjects as “cold, impersonal, and with little clear application to their 

lives/society.”  Further investigation has found that their perceptions are correlated with 

the reinforcement of traditional gendered emphasis we put on science, math and 

technology parents buying more math and science for their boys than their girls and 

spending more time on these activities with their sons.  Through emphasizing science and 

mathematics for boys, girls learn the message that math and science are not disciplines 

for them and thus their interest and hence capabilities decrease in said areas. This reveals 

that beliefs and values are not as straight-forwardly based on capacities themselves but 

rather are actively construed through the meaning girls give to certain disciplines. The 

girl is convinced she has lower capacities, which is not merely the result of her own 

personal beliefs, projects, and choices.  Nevertheless, through investigating through 

introspection the inner life of individual girls regarding education we are undoubtedly 

able to recognize that the impact of culture on values across genders influences the 

decisions and beliefs of the individual.   

 In short, individual women’s identities are developed and reinforced through the 

cultural order in a manner akin to the way in which emotions are encouraged and 

discouraged within disparate cultures and across gender lines.  Nevertheless, within many 

cultural orders there remains space for difference and deviance in regard to both 

emotional display behaviors as well as in terms of projects and identity formation.  Thus, 
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as is especially important for Beauvoir, the individual within the cognitive approach to 

emotion and identity still plays an active role even as she is framed or externally 

constituted by her gender.  However, here we must recognize a classic problem 

concerning the interplay between essences and particulars that I first introduced in 

Chapter 2.  Namely, if the individual is primary for Beauvoir to the extent that each 

human being, except again those submerged in the severest of oppressive states, is able to 

create meaning for herself through the construction of projects, then how are women 

connected as a group?  Put differently, if the cognitive and existential approaches to 

emotion and identity understand the individual as the ultimate source of meaning, then 

how do we understand notion woman?  Do existentialism and cognitivism necessitate a 

giving up of the term woman as meaningful?  For it seems that what it means to be a 

woman spans not only the various cultural boundaries that exist, but also must be able to 

contain the countless differences among women within individual cultures.  But, are these 

differences simply too large and numerous for an understanding of woman?  In the next 

section I argue that we should reintegrate our understanding of the sex/gender dichotomy 

in order to provide a more accurate depiction of the function of embodiment in the 

framing of identity and emotions.  There will be two specific moves through which I will 

progress in order to show the connection between sex/gender as a special aspect of the 

framing of experience for women especially.  The first will be an argument for the appeal 

to Beauvoir’s notion of the body-in-situation and the second will be an argument for the 

understanding of women as a specific kind of serial group, one whose definition is 

historically overdetermined and connected explicitly to the body.   Understanding the 
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notion of woman as a serial identity has many advantages including most importantly the 

fact that it is inclusive rather than exclusive.   

The Category Woman as Objective, Not Absolute 

 

Within the history of philosophy the notion of identity has played an important 

and precarious role.  Many philosophers claim that the notion of identity presumes 

sameness and thus inherently excludes difference in that identity truly connotes haecceity 

or unique, intrinsic essence. For example, for Leibniz, on whom Simone de Beauvoir 

wrote her graduate thesis, argues that the concept of identity involves a challenge, posed 

famously as follows: (1) to share an identity is to share every property, but (2) two 

entities that share every property cannot be individuated.  As follows, separate entities 

will never have a true relationship of identity, in that individuation or separateness 

negates the possibility of them sharing the same space‐time coordinates.  Nevertheless, 

the idea of identity as indiscernibility does not seem to be the common understanding of 

identity used when discussing relation to and within social groups for even though we 

often talk about national, gender, and ethnic identity we assume there are differences 

between individuals who share group identity.  In fact, we often, perhaps always, share in 

many group identities.  Identity in this sense is understood through social and historical 

context and is emptied of the classic Aristotelian notion of a stable and inherent feature.  

For example, Sartre in his distinction between the plausibility of the “us” versus the “we” 

argues that individuals could come to share an identity through being subjected to a 

certain kind of treatment.  There are rather mundane examples such as the classroom 

wherein perhaps a professor springs a pop quiz on his students and they understand 

themselves as being subjected to an unjustified or at the very least surprising task.  They 
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are united not through a specific ethnic, gender, or political identity but rather through 

objectification as group by the professor.  Another common approach, especially for 

ethnic and religious identities, is to use ancestry as the measure of identity, for example, 

the idea that all those with Jewish relatives are Jews. But again this aspect of 

identification does not lead to predictability in terms of other traits including political 

affiliation or religious belief.  Even if we add the requirement of self‐identification to the 

standard in order to exclude those with Jewish relatives feel a relation to other Jews, there 

will still be numerous displays and interpretations of what Jewish identity means. As 

such, the usual worry that identity necessitates ahistorical essentialism or even perfect 

coincidence relies on a conflation of meanings and standards that are context based.   

There are many ways in which one can frame this question regarding what it 

means to ask what is woman.  For example, the metaphysical question of gender concerns 

whether gender is a natural kind, a group that shares a common essence, whether it is an 

objective type, constituted by a unity without an underlying essence, or whether it should 

be understood as neither.  At the same time, one may ascribe to a realist view regarding 

gender, understanding it as a kind or a type, or one may ascribe to a skeptical view, 

arguing we simply cannot know what kind gender is, or one may hold a nominalist view, 

maintaining that the basis of either kinds or types is entirely nonobjective.  In this section 

I will argue that for Beauvoir gender is an objective type, by showing that there exists 

some nonrandom or nonarbitrary basis for its unity.  Of course, scholars who argue for 

understanding gender as an objective type exist on a spectrum, with some arguing that 

gender is a weak unity and others arguing for a more robust unity.  An example of a weak 

unity may be the collection of things on my bedroom bureau which includes presently a 
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vase, lamp, two pictures of my family, bobby pins, perfume, three books, pens, tissues, 

and a jewelry box.  These items share very little with one another except for the fact that 

they occupy a shared temporal location.  Other unities have a stronger unity than this, 

such as blue things or birds.  Nevertheless, all of these are named objective in that they 

all have a unifying factor that is independent of us, where independence refers to outside 

of mere linguistically conceptualized entities.  These are not, however, what Beauvoir 

referred to as “ready-made values”—absolute, eternal, and unchanging, existing prior to 

the projects of human beings.  But, even if Beauvoir rejects absolute values, this does not 

mean that she must reject the existence of objective values that arise in the world. 

As follows, the debate about what sort of being the notion woman denotes is not 

merely a question of type, but also concerns the strength of the unity.  But, first, it is 

important to note why we need a working definition of women, for it seems, at least at 

times, that women constitute a group more diverse as the unity of things on my bureau.  

Women, it seems, share little in common: they span the boundaries of race, ethnicity, 

class, education, sexual orientation, age, ability, political affiliation, and even perhaps 

gender identification.  As this is the situation of women, is it beneficial to retain the word 

woman, or should it be abandoned as meaningful in terms of group identity outside of 

other identities?   In other words, should we stop talking about woman (the making of 

woman, the development of woman, the existence of woman) and begin discussing the 

existence of women?  Politically there are at least three central reasons feminists list for 

the necessity of a working definition of woman as a concept: (1) In order to uphold a 

point of view outside of liberal individualism.  Individualist ideology obscures the 

oppression of all groups by denying the existence of groups in reality and if we do not 
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conceptualize women as a group, it becomes impossible to articulate oppression as a 

systematic, structured, and institutional structure. (2) Denying this social collectivity 

reinforces the privilege of those who benefit from keeping women divided.  (3) If we 

cannot conceptualize women as a group, feminist politics seems to lose any meaning.  

Without a definition of women, what is feminism?  Yet, is political necessity enough to 

show that women constitute a coherent group?  Is there a conception of women as a 

group prior to the self-formation of self-conscious feminist politics that articulates a 

certain set of relations and/or positions that motivate the particular politics of feminism?  

I will argue there is through using Beauvoir’s conception of the body-in-situation through 

the mediation of Moi (1999), Young (1994), and Bauer (2001).  In approaching the 

concept of woman in this manner, I will not be arguing against Butler’s (2006) 

understanding of gender as primary to sex per se, but rather offering context regarding 

what I understand Butler’s purpose to be.  By providing this context I hope to reveal that 

part of intent of different feminisms is to combat the multifaceted and multilayered 

situation of oppression of women.  This is not to imply that we should abandon the term 

woman or the notion of feminism as objective, but rather that in order the cultural 

framework that positions women as subordinate we must combat the traditional 

understandings of woman as ultimately sexed beings.  Butler does this through showing 

that sex derives meaning only through the creation and recreation of gendered categories 

that become more meaningful than bodies themselves.  I think she is correct in positing 

this, but it does not account fully for the understanding on the individual level of 

embodiment.  For this, we need to look a bit deeper, though part of its constitution will 

reference the systems of meaning revealed through Butler’s analyses. 
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In the late 18
th

 century and early 19
th

 century science had emerged as an 

invaluable tool for providing explanations concerning the natural and social world.  

Included in this was the grounding of empirically observed social differences and 

divisions in a framework that purported to account for these differences scientifically and 

thus objectively, neutrally, and universally.  Yet, missing from these social descriptions 

was an account of how previously constructed beliefs and understandings of specific 

groups impacts the ways in which we approach, categorize, and understand certain 

groups prior to the initiation of scientific inquiry.  In short, the social distinctions 

observed, studied, and categorized by social scientists and biologists ignore the extent to 

which social distinctions are already given as enmeshed in evaluative judgments 

regarding the specific groups they intended to study.  Unaware of these cultural and 

symbolic judgments that affect individual practitioners and infect disciplines, social 

distinctions such as race, gender, and sexual orientation as grounded in science took on 

the appearance of being innate or natural.   

These categories, as it has been well-documented, had to perform heavy work in 

order to serve as the foundation for the social exclusion of those groups that have been 

historically marginalized.  As a result, the descriptive identities of these groups developed 

as more robust than those group identities that fostered social inclusion and privilege.  

For example, the categories of woman and black had to be descriptively rich, and 

specifically rich in naturalistic terms, in order to ground these social divisions in nature, 

while the categories of white and male could be descriptively thin insofar as the social 

exclusionary purposes of these categories was unnecessary.  Consequently, as these 

categorical social descriptions were much thinner for those possessing the privileged 
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characteristics of whiteness or maleness, those individuals within these groups are less 

likely to be identified with these characteristics and easily able to, (1) choose for 

themselves other aspects of identity such as French or lawyer or vegan, and (2) associate 

themselves with this act of choosing or the achievement itself.  Thus, although nature was 

understood as determining all of us, some individuals are more determined than others. 

As Linda Alcoff notes in her influential text Visible Identities: Race, Gender and 

the Self (2006) the debate over essentialism is mainly obsolete with most agreeing the 

anti-essentialists won the debate.  This is not to imply that all in the essentialist camp 

have altered their views, but rather to note the impetus has shifted for these individuals. 

They must that their views are not what has traditionally been attacked as essentialist.  To 

be fair, however, the conventional terms used by each side within the debate have been 

revealed as misleadingly homogenized.  The essentialists for their part have been accused 

of attempting to present an ahistorical and homogenized account of the concept woman, 

while the anti-essentialists are responsible for homogenizing essentialism itself.  

Essentialism has many forms, but the accusation of essentialism or essentializing 

tendency has meaning associated with oppression and antiquated justifications of 

hierarchies restricting the space in which theorists can begin to discuss essentialism as a 

doctrine of essences apart from metaphysical grounds.  Essentialism can be reconciled 

with nominalism and even historicism, a theoretical reality that is often times overlooked 

by anti-essentialists. This is not to imply that the substance of the claims made by anti-

essentialists regarding the problems entailed through metaphysics of essences, but rather 

that their application of these claims to all forms of essentialism and all essentialists has 

created an understanding of the essentialism that is a bit misleading.  And if anti-
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essentialists have been quick to label all forms of essentialism as illegitimate, they have 

also been historically prone to rejecting the body in that it has often served as a 

foundation for the grounding of inherent differences between the sexes. 

  But, again the true problem may be the presenting of a false dichotomy between 

the mere body and anti-essentialism. For one, feminism it seems must embrace the body 

in that historically the position of the feminine has been degraded through the devaluation 

of the body itself and in abandoning the body we repeat this degradation.  In fact, it is this 

move to reduce embodied experience and reproduce the world as it is, that leaves 

feminism itself at an impasse.  Recently, some feminists have argued that attending to the 

body does not lead to essentialism if we conceptualize it following Beauvoir as a “body‐

in‐situation”—namely, as a body that is lived and whose meanings are contingent and 

fluid (see Bauer 2001; Moi 1999; Kruks 2001[2012]).  It is with this awareness of the 

necessity and influence of the body on which I too will ground my own argument 

regarding how we should understand women as a group. Understanding the body in this 

way returns the body back to women, but in some respects it can be categorized as a form 

of essentialism that is struggling to prove it is not essentialist. Thus, even though anti-

essentialism has triumphed the mere threat of essentialism haunts feminist theory and 

functions to frame the foundation of theoretical acceptability (Alcoff 2006: 161).
 

  As I previously noted, part of the difficulty is merely rhetorical, a conflating of 

meaning by the opposing side in order to create a misleading association of any appeal to 

the body as being linked automatically to the oppressive history of essentialism.  That 

said, there are genuine worries regarding appeals to the body in situation that must be 

addressed in order to be inclusive.  For one, there is the concern that women unable to 
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possibly conceive a child will be left out of what it means to be a woman, including those 

who are sexed female and yet infertile, as well as transgendered women.    

Nevertheless, in an attempt to move beyond the shadow of essentialism and the 

oppression that results from appeals to essential characteristics, in many respects essence 

as embodied stands as a middle ground between the materialist and poststructuralist 

essentializing tendencies.  The materialist is often criticized by the poststructuralist for 

relying on the biological body as a stable and tangible reality that exists prior to the 

discursive in defining the behavior of the sexes.  The result is that much feminist 

discourse, though not all, tends to avoid the resources of theories of embodiment fearing 

this connection to biological essentialism.  However, this avoidance of embodiment 

creates several problems as feminists move to argue against practices which oppress this 

group referred to as women within contemporary societies.  First, as Elizabeth Grosz 

(1994) and Helen Fielding (2005) point out, feminist campaigns having to do with the 

feminine body (those against sexual harassment and rape and for the right to abortion) 

frequently argue it is the duty of society to preserve for women subjects the right to their 

object-like bodies, thus leaving the problematic Cartesian dualism intact.  However, the 

poststructuralist challenge to this dualism does not leave us in a better position.  The 

poststructuralist position shifts the understanding of the feminine essence from the body 

to language, but in doing so, reduces experience to its discursive production leaving us 

without a sound foundation upon which to ground experience itself.  Furthermore, in 

trying to move beyond biological essentialism, poststructuralism has in fact merely 

moved toward another form of essentialism, namely a linguistic essentialism.  This model 

implies that women and men come into existence through productive human social or 
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cultural activity.  Put differently, men and women are mind-dependent in that they 

ontologically depend on social beliefs, conventions and practices without which they 

would cease to exist.  But, if this is true, then we should be able to alter the social 

conditions upon which gender depends leaving us with a society of individuals we may 

still refer to as “men” and “women,” but whom no longer carry the social baggage of 

gender.   

Fielding argues that in pulling away from the body as a sight which carries 

women’s interpretations of their lived realities we omit part of what it is in fact to exist as 

a women.  Though she is not arguing against the idea that language, the discursive, and 

the social shape the realities of what it is to live as women, she claims that by only 

considering experience from the perspective of language we fail to discover those aspects 

of embodied existence that exceed language. This is not to simplify or reify the 

distinction between materialism and poststructuralism for not all materialist feminists 

concentrate upon the materiality of embodiment as directly connected to the substance of 

the body.  Guillaumin (1995), for one, focuses on the materiality of power relations 

which upon closer look draws her closer to the philosophies of Wittig and Butler.  

Guillaumin argues it is the coupling of the historical hierarchy of power relations 

between the genders and the ideology of nature that reduce women to material objects.  In 

her argument Guillaumin appeals directly to the relationship between the situation of 

class and gender oppression in that both forms of oppression rely on commodification, 

fetishism, and the reification of naturalism. With this she is appealing to Shulamith 

Firestone’s Marxist analysis in The Dialectics of Sex (1970), but she parts with Firestone 

regarding Engel’s idea that sexed identity is natural rather than an ideological upshot 
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from the instantiation of private property.  For Engel’s and Firestone, the biological 

division of reproduction is a concrete division upon which a hierarchy of meaning is cast.  

Sexed identity is thus natural and this natural difference becomes a problem only when it 

is maliciously co-opted to solidify power for one group over others. Guillaumin, 

however, unwavering in her anti-naturalism, argues that sex, like gender, is always a 

social category.
12

  To Beauvoir’s explicit question regarding whether sex may have been 

gender all along through appeal to dogmatic all-encompassing perspectives that lend 

themselves to the reifying of the dichotomy of the sexes (Biological, Psychoanalytic, and 

Historical Materialism) Guillaumin answers “Yes.”  In the “Introduction” to The Second 

Sex Beauvoir famously asks if women still exist, if they will always exist, and whether or 

not it is desirable that they exist implying for the lengthy analysis to follow that ‘woman’ 

as a concept may only have being as a second order category such as that of president or 

prime minister.  However, even in our denial of the type of being associated with being 

women, in our collective pretending that this category is natural, there often comes a 

moment of awakening when the subjects who happen to be women experience 

themselves as being gendered as part of a social hierarchy rather than a natural one.  

Women learn that even if they do not define or restrict themselves as merely woman the 

other does.     

Patriarchal ideologies since early modern times have used naturalistic 

determinism to secure women in their subordination while simultaneously maintaining a 

                                                           
12

 Guillanmin’s central focus is not identity as is mine but rather an analysis of the appropriation of the 
unpaid labor of women.  The strength of her argument is that it is inclusive in that it highlights the ways in 
which not only wives and mothers are exploited, but additionally the ways in which unmarried and 
celibate women often serve in positions of care adequate compensation if compensated at all.  Thus, her 
rejection of naturalism is based in its ability to hide and even provide justification for this social 
exploitation of female labor (1995). 
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tacit and at times unequivocal contempt for all things associated with nature.  The natural 

realm, in that it is both dangerous and inferior, must thus be overcome by the superior 

human disciplines of science and mathematics.  The problem for women is that through 

grounding sexual difference in nature and hating nature itself, woman symbolically came 

to stand for nature (more than man) and was pushed further from the realm of true human 

being.  As follows, part of the challenge for feminism in order to distance woman from 

nature was to strategically overcome this traditional association.  This was Firestone’s 

strategy, and some have argued through pointing to the distinction made in The Second 

Sex between immanence and transcendence that it was Beauvoir’s as well.  I think this 

distinction is exaggerated in terms of Beauvoir’s commitments.  For one, Beauvoir 

recognizes that nature cannot be absolutely transcended; what is able to be transcended is 

that which has been falsely or misleadingly erected as natural, but the natural world, as 

well as the concrete social situation in which each is born, functions as frameworks 

concretely impacting our development, identity—in short, ourselves.  All that comes into 

the world is subject to change and decay, including the human being, and the belief of 

complete transcendence from these processes is a mere indulgence of the mind.   

Accordingly for Beauvoir, a true understanding of the precarious position of the human 

being requires the inclusion of the body.  Moreover, as Beauvoir notes, the problem is not 

the body itself, but rather the attempt of biological determinism to reduce everything 

within human experience to a fixed or immutable biology. 

The typical reaction to the history of biological determinism is an appeal to a form 

of social construction so robust that it eliminates the body altogether from theoretical 

consideration.  The result is a substituting of the determination of biology for the limitless 
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realm of social determination which in its most extreme version abandons the claim “that 

at least some things and some types have objective boundaries.”  Most of Butler’s critics 

read her as abandoning the aforementioned claim and often condemn the shaky logic 

upon which this rejection is founded.  Haslanger, a feminist philosopher perhaps most 

well-known for her plan to bring together feminism and metaphysics (2000), argues that 

Butler relies on a purposeful ignoring of a crucial scope distinction that enables her to 

move from the likely true claim that our acts of reference depend upon often 

“problematic background presuppositions” to the likely false denial of the claim that “at 

least some things and some kinds have objective boundaries” (Haslanger 2000: 121).  

Concerning her own project of uniting seemingly antagonistic subgroups, Haslanger has, 

it seems, provided a grounding that can perhaps initiate the space for a common dialogue.  

She argues that through retaining the first claim feminists are able to investigate the 

shaky science upon which the justification for the subjugation of women has been 

maintained as well as politically address the contradictions present in our ideological and 

democratic commitments and the oppression of women without giving up the belief that 

there exist some extradiscursive objects.  Nevertheless, it seems quite obvious that 

Haslanger fails to engage with the most pejorative of Butler’s arguments; namely the fact 

that even if objective facts and boundaries do exist we have no means of accessing them 

especially as it concerns those social groups that have been subject to a protracted history 

of oppression.  The remainder of Haslanger’s argument regarding the extent to which 

feminism can serve as a critical viewpoint to the androcentrism of metaphysics and 

facilitate a movement towards contextualizing metaphysics within history, though 

reasonable, really only tells us about the discourse of gender.  However, for Haslanger, 
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there is something real to which gender connects, ontologically superior it seems to the 

realness of social concepts and it is upon this albeit somewhat hidden foundation of 

Haslanger’s argument that many feminists reject.  For Haslanger, by contrast, though 

critical of the lack of reflexivity present in most metaphysical traditions, argues that 

metaphysics has the potential to be open enough to incorporate the ways in which 

political and social meanings affect the ways in which we approach and appropriate the 

world. 

Thus, Butler’s inclination to distance feminism and gender studies from 

metaphysics is necessary in that what radically separates Butler from metaphysicians 

more generally is a claim regarding the ability for human beings to effectively bracket the 

social world in order to reach the heart of being.  It is obvious, to Butler and others, that 

even if there is a substance that underlies womanhood, the word ‘woman’ does not 

function to point to that object.  Nevertheless, philosophically and politically, this debate 

does not necessarily bring us any closer to understanding how we should consider the 

woman as an operative force of identity.  For even if we reject the ability to acquire truth 

regarding the substance of sex and gender through turning towards a performative 

understanding of gender, are we not simply erecting another definition of woman that 

turns out to be inclusive of those who repeat gender codes and exclusive to those who 

reject them?  I would argue that this is part of Butler’s agenda, namely to show that 

access to the realm of metaphysics is impossible (thus we must discuss gender in terms of 

its social meaning), but also to reveal that in acquiring meaning through the 

creation/recreation of human beings (acts), that it is mutable.  She points to the fact that 

what we need to engage in is consciousness-raising, in order to change individual’s 
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symbolic systems of reference through dialogue and cultural inclusion.  In other words, 

woman will function to be representative of an oppressed situation only so long as we 

retain the traditional association of woman with weakness, with secondary status and 

force women to conform to these meanings.  Thus, change regarding the situations of 

women can occur only through (1) the recognition that women have in fact been 

oppressed through diverse means, and (2) the organizing of women and men to fight 

these problems.  The concrete achievements of women socially, economically, and 

politically will not function as an imperative in that without the accompanying change in 

the social fabric regarding how we comprehend what it means to be a (good/true) woman 

these accomplishments will be viewed as outliers or exceptional rather than indicative of 

what women as multiple can achieve.   

It is here where we can begin to draw everything together regarding what it means 

to constitute a situation through emotions, identity, cultural requirements and individual 

(potential) projects.    For if the way in which I apprehend my situation dictates how I 

experience it, in terms of identity, emotions, and the projects I understand to be possible 

for me and my experience is shaped by cultural restraints placed upon me in terms of the 

gender by which I am identified, then the objectivity of woman lies in the framework of 

possibilities.  Understanding the objectivity of the notion woman in such a manner 

enables feminists to avoid the typical obstacles encountered in the philosophical and 

political uses of gender identity.  For one, my approach rejects the practice of the 

categorical separation of sex from gender.  This tendency, though commendable in its 

intention to create space for the transgender community as well as unable or participate in 

those aspects of human reality often associated with woman such as pregnancy, manifests 
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a neglect of female embodiment.  Elevating discourse as given reality rests on two 

misguided assumptions first revealed by Beauvoir in her investigation regarding whether 

sex has not been gender all along.  The first unfounded premise is that sex exhausts the 

facticity of the body which results in an elimination of sex from the analysis of gender.  

The second mistaken premise is that sex lacks effect on the exercises of gender, which as 

Alcoff pertinently notes is counterintuitive given that gender consistently manifests 

through the body (Alcoff 2006: 122).
 
  Similarly Toril Moi in What is a Woman? claims 

the sex/gender division creates an artificial separation between the physical and cultural 

body by reifying sex outside of history eradicating an understanding of socialized and 

historical body (Moi 1999: 30).
 
 Moi, like Bauer, argues for a return to understanding the 

body as a complex locus of meaning through the use of Beauvoir’s understanding of the 

body as a body-in-situation.  Understanding of the notion of woman as connected to 

body-in-situation enables us to let go of the problematic sex/gender distinction without 

requiring all women to be interchangeable.  Furthermore, through this approach we can 

retain the importance of sexual difference without reducing the body merely to sexual 

difference.  The body, rather, is understood as an entity subject to natural law and human 

constructed systems of meaning including qualitative evaluative arrangements, systems 

of privilege, and the possibilities for choice in situation.     

The threat of determinism, Moi continues, does not require that we build an 

impermeable wall between embodied sex and cultural manifestations of gender.  For 

understanding gender as body-in-situation allows us to avoid biological determinism 

while retaining the importance of the body for all human beings.  Specifically, Beauvoir’s 

approach begins with a dialectical account of facticity and transcendence which 
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inevitably leaves room for difference across and within cultures.  Following Hegel’s 

conception of essence, where the “possible and the actual are in a dialectical relation” 

(Marcuse 1941: 150), Beauvoir recognizes that sex/gender both functions as a meaning 

giver to individual lives and is malleable as human communities move toward the 

future.
13

  In more contemporary analyses, this move necessitates a clarifying of the term 

group itself.  Young (1994), for one, argues for replacing the idea of women as a group 

with the notion that women form a series where seriality designates a certain level of 

social existence and relations with others, but this social structure serves as a 

prereflective background to action.
14

  “Woman,” Young argues, “is the name of a 

structural relation to material objects as they have been produced and organized by prior 

history…Women are the individuals who are positioned as feminine by the activities 

surrounding those structures and objects” (Young 1994: 217). She continues by citing 

specific practico-inert structures that construct gender and which will be well-known to 

most. First, the female body is not simply the product of the mere physical constructs that 

differentiate a female body from that of a male body, but how this object (the female 

body) has been inscribed by past practices.  Second, is the practice of enforced 

heterosexuality, which serializes women as objects of exchange and appropriation by 

men. Other examples include, but are not limited to, pronouns, verbal and visual 

representations, artifacts (clothes, make-up, tools, etc.) and sexual divisions of tasks and 

activities.  Individual women move and act in relation to these practico-inert objects and 

                                                           
13

 This leads Marcuse (1941: 152) to assert that according to Hegel “a new social system is really possible 
if the conditions are present for it in the old.”. 
14

 While Young [[Year?  And add to bibliography…]]] indicates Sartre’s analysis of group reality in Critique 
of Dialectical Reasoning Volume II serves as the foundation of her argument, it seems quite evident that 
the material of the argument derives from Beauvoir and Sartre may be providing primarily the designating 
term.   
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structures that position them as women.  These practico-inert objects create the milieu of 

gendered, serialized existence that enables and/or constrains action, yet they do not define 

or determine it.  Each woman still pursues her own ends, but each woman must relate to 

these structures that are generated, and in doing so takes up an attitude toward or in 

response to them.  “The serialized existence of being gendered is precisely the obverse of 

mutual recognition and positive identification of oneself as in a group.  ‘I am a woman’ at 

this level is an anonymous fact that does not define me in my active individuality” 

(Young 1994: 220).  At the same time gender as seriality also does not leave out or distort 

the experiences of some individuals by making an identity claim about what it means to 

be a woman.  Again, we cannot separate the gender part of one’s identity from the race 

part, the class part, the sexual orientation part, and so on.  Each person’s identity is 

unique; it is not simply a mixture of qualities, and though no woman’s identity will 

escape the markings of gender, how gender marks her specific to her. 

Oppression happens to individuals, but not individually. Those who belong to 

certain groups outside of the dominant power structure can be oppressed as a result of 

their group membership or perceived group membership, but there is a difference 

between oppression which occurs at the group level and suffering which is 

individualized.  Beauvoir leaves space for both of these understandings and furthermore 

provides a foundation for the multiple investigations of the ways in which the physical 

realities of the body cannot be detangled from the cultural meanings scripted upon it.  

Within this dialectical process of the creation of meaning there is space for difference, 

but too often without representations of difference we are left to reproduce meanings 

which have already been given.  This includes the ways in which we view women’s 
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bodies, their appropriate roles, their behavior, and appearance.  This framework is not 

something one can merely reject, for as I have shown, in rejecting or reacting to it one’s 

meaning is still set up in relation to it.  It is a part of those in an objective manner even in 

shunning its prescriptions.  Thus, what Beauvoir gives us is not only an existential, 

descriptive account regarding what it means to be women, but also a rethinking of what 

constitutes social justice for women and perhaps other historically oppressed social 

groups.  Social justice from this perspective means not only giving women and persons of 

color access to that which was historically unavailable (voting rights, education, 

employment, etc.; those things that have historically been understood as desirable) but 

also rethinking and changing existing social beliefs regarding what is itself desirable.   

Beauvoir’s strength and relevance is revealed throughout her novels and auto-

biographies where she allows the reader to observe reality as it is lived from the 

individual perspective, but does not assert an individualist ideology which ultimately 

poses liberation as a move to understand and treat persons as unique and separate 

individuals.  Rather, she reveals that the power of situation functions to externally 

constitute possibility for the individual and internally reinforce and dissuade certain 

associations and actions based upon one’s experience of oneself in the broader context.  

In other words, focusing on individuals as merely individuals is to ignore the power 

structures that have influenced the shared situation in which groups often find themselves 

as well as the understanding that these groups have of themselves.  That being said, 

Beauvoir leaves space for those who share a group identity, whether it is womanhood, 

Jewish heritage, working class, to experience their situations in differing manners.  Being 

a member of a group does not immediately cast a specific and static understanding of the 
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world and one’s own position within the world.  Rather, it is based upon other aspects of 

identity which often times overlap with that aspect that identifies one within a specific 

group, as well one’s appraisal of the effect that being part of these many groups has upon 

one’s projects, possibilities, and freedom.  Understanding social groups as being serially 

constituted accounts for many of the manners in which race, class, gender, sexual 

orientation, ability, cohere in consistency amid difference.  However, I will argue there is 

a specificity acquired when inferiority is worn on the body and thus immediately 

recognizable by both the self and the other.  In part, this will be a defense of the body or 

of consciousness as embodied; but it will also be constituted by the recognition that the 

myths that surround what it means to be a woman present womanhood as unescapable for 

those sexed female. “The Other looks at me and as such he holds the secret of my being, 

he knows what I am. Thus the profound meaning of my being is outside of me, 

imprisoned in an absence. The Other has the advantage over me” (Sartre 1943).  This is of 

course the reality of identity and existence for all human beings aware of the existence 

and threat of the other, but it is specifically relevant and in fact damaging for those who 

are identified through the lens of historically overdetermined identities.  Even if this is a 

structuring that results from the bad faith of individuals involved, it functions to harm 

those whose being is overdetermined from the outside.    

My point in this will be two-fold:  First, in keeping with the Hegelian themes 

present within Beauvoir’s oeuvre I argue that the lack of sufficient representation of 

women within the political, social and religious power spheres is not unexpected in that 

we create an order which shapes women to experience themselves as lacking desire to 

participate in these spheres.  Through complicated and overlapping processes of shaming, 
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shaping and co-opting, women learn that to be successful as a woman is in part to 

extinguish not only the excessive aspect of desire, but an understanding of themselves as 

desiring beings more generally.  In such settings “some women” signifies representation, 

which is not sufficient in quantitative and qualitative terms.  This is a similar problem in 

terms of race, where simply one is at times treated as too many, thus pointing again to the 

lack of sufficient representation.  Second, I intend to defend Beauvoir from critics that 

seek to discredit her by claiming that she speaks only for a specific sub-group of women.  

As her foundations are non-essentializing it seems dishonest to expect her to reveal an 

all-encompassing analysis of the situation of women globally.  In fact, this move is 

inherently at odds with her focus on the situations in which individual women find 

themselves within particular cultures.  Furthermore, I find it implausible to read Beauvoir 

as arguing that even within a shared cultural framework that women find themselves in 

an exact replicable situation of oppression.  Cultures are not monolithic structures that 

constrain their members in universal manners, for even internally we find room for 

difference and maneuvering.  Thus, in arguing for the reality of social construction 

Beauvoir and responsible social constructivists everywhere leave room for difference, 

playfulness, rule-bending, exchange, and even change both within individual cultures and 

between those that bump up against one another. 
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CHAPTER 6: 

THE RESPONSIBILITY OF PRIVILEGE: 

INVESTIGATING THE CONNECTIONS BETWEEN RACE AND GENDER 

 

I have argued throughout this study that individual identity and freedom are conditioned 

by the possibility for intersubjective recognition and development of a project within an 

ambiguous relationship between the self, others, and the elusive social world.  

Additionally, I have sought to show that the actualization of one’s personal identity 

depends upon the space provided for this development.  Following from this we must 

understand individual freedom as socially mediated by others and unable to be grounded 

without the existence of the others who are both free themselves and desire the freedom 

of others.  Yet, as we have seen, desire is ambiguous.  To desire another’s freedom is not 

the same as respecting it, though respect for freedom as ambiguous may be a condition 

for the desiring of another’s freedom.  And it may not be the same as appreciating it or 

celebrating it.  Furthermore, circumstances may arise wherein ethically we should not 

desire the freedom of others, such as in the case of those who engage in oppressing 

others.  But, even this desire to deny the freedom of some (the oppressors) in order to 

liberate others (the oppressed) is not as straightforward as it may appear. Nevertheless, 

throughout history this foundation for the possibility of freedom has often been lacking 

and more so for some groups than others.  I have sought to examine the differences 

regarding the possibilities for the development of subjectivity as they have tended 

historically and generally to unfold for those beings identified as man and woman 

through using the resources Beauvoir develops in The Second Sex as well as through 

looking at the varied feminist approaches that follow from her work.  Beauvoir shows 

through her analysis of the situations of women that Hegel’s Phenomenology represents 
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neither the developmental process of the individual woman, nor that of a community that 

includes women.  If women are not reflected in society and Spirit is the collection of 

relations within an individual culture and between cultures, then women are left to exist 

as merely that which is other than culture—non-reflected, non-related, and present only 

as absence.
1 In this chapter, I move from looking at the development of consciousness of 

the oppressed to that of the oppressor in order to question the role that the individual 

plays in constituting her attitude towards her situation as privileged.   

Similar to the spectrum of oppression where we find for Beauvoir a range 

spanning from the most dehumanizing forms of objectification to awareness and 

complicity in oppression, there exists a spectrum of privilege. This spectrum of privilege 

manifests itself through a variety of attitudes that one may assume towards one’s 

privilege such as indifference, denial, and guilt, as well as capacities for expression of 

social power.  Additionally, there exists the possibility for individuals to be situated in 

privilege regarding one aspect of their identity but to be simultaneously situated as 

oppressed or outside of privilege in another.  Furthermore, there seems to often be a 

distinction made between those who actively engage in the oppression of others and those 

who passively enable orders of oppression to subsist.  While it is of course true that there 

is a difference for these two groups in terms of the means used to solidify the oppression 

of others, in order to maintain one’s privilege, the attitude or choice involved is perhaps 

not so different. Both choose—whether it is racism, sexism, classism, etc. in passive or 

active form—in order to advance their own interests.  Thus, as both choose, both are 

                                                           
1
 This is not to imply that all women are excluded in the same manner or that some women do not 

possess racial or class privilege that enables reflection in terms these identities.  Rather, I intend with this 
claim to note that there exist epistemic effects within the consciousness of individual women and the 
collective whole regarding the status of women. 
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responsible for the order of oppression that remains through their choosing not to contest 

their own privilege. 

But, that there are some that desire to contest their privilege is quite evident.  The 

question is how may one contest one’s own privilege?  This question is personal for 

many, including me, and requires a method for practical implementation.  For in 

understanding power and privilege and being committed to social justice, how does one 

move forward if one’s existence itself as privileged is at the expense of others?  But, it is 

additionally a pressing philosophical question in that it reveals something about privilege 

itself, namely that in being able to question one’s privilege and to act in order to contest 

one’s privilege one reveals oneself as privileged. A related question of course, is how can 

we use privilege to create the possibilities for the transformation of privileged 

consciousnesses that span the spectrum of awareness, including lack of awareness, 

regarding their own privilege? And who both intentionally and unintentionally function 

as oppressors?  In order to begin to answer these questions I suggest we look to two 

analyses within the existential tradition:  Sonia Kruks in a chapter of her book Simone de 

Beauvoir and the Politics of Ambiguity (2012) entitled “Confronting Privilege” and 

Lewis Gordon’s argument in Bad Faith and Antiblack Racism (1995) in a chapter entitled 

“Racialism, Racism, Racialists, and Racists.” 

Kruks argues there is an inherent problem in the shift from a structural analysis to 

that of personal responsibility in the dialogue regarding overcoming sexism and racism.  

A “politics of self-transformation” as she so aptly names it fails to address the deeply 

pernicious causes and effects of institutionalized racism and sexism, and thus does not 

serve those who seek to transform orders of oppression in the ways they may originally 
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suppose.  Kruks’ analysis concentrates on the inability of the self to freely constitute and 

radically change itself in that it is already situated or embodied.  Kruks does not, of 

course, reject consciousness-raising as useless, but rather seeks to reorient the 

conversation through moving it away from requiring persons who find themselves 

oriented within a situation of privilege to “work on themselves.”  This project, for Kruks, 

while helpful in contesting privilege and helping to shift social norms does not eradicate 

problematic systems of privilege and power.   

While Gordon throughout his influential text uses theorists such as Fanon in order 

to explore the meaning of racism from the perspective of the oppressed, his focus on the 

bad faith of the racist in the argument that I examine elucidates a further aspect of the 

commitments and attitudes of the oppressor.  In refusing to excuse the racism of the 

individual in favor of locating racism at the structural level, he requires that we look at 

the constitution of institutions themselves.  For although the institutionalizing of racism 

functions on the one hand to further the interests of those who happen to be white both 

materially and psychically at the expense of those who happen to be of color, it is 

maintained by the deliberate action and inaction of individuals. Furthermore, he forces us 

to look through the eyes of hatred, revealing that this hate is not the result of irrationality 

or distorted rationality, but rather purposive investment in a project and identity.  

Concepts cannot and do not act to oppress, kill, or further the interests of any individual 

or group, rather people do.  Thus, as Gordon aptly notes, “It is people’s attack on racism 

that may loosen the logic of racialism” (Gordon 1995: 91). 

To be clear, my intention is not to set any of these scholars—Kruks and Gordon 

specifically—up against one another, but rather to reveal the ways in which appeals to the 
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existentialist tradition have enabled a complex discussion regarding the spectrum of 

power, privilege, disadvantage and oppression. In fact, I argue that both of these positions 

when combined provide what may prove to be an even more effective way to (1) 

understand the attitudes of those who benefit from racism and sexism, and (2) to 

successfully contest one’s situation as privileged. 

Looking forward, through building upon the arguments of Kruks and Gordon I 

argue that Beauvoir serves as a great example through both her political and ethical texts 

and biographical testimony.  Her political/ethical texts draw our attention to the spectrum 

of relationships to privilege while her biographical testimony regarding what it means to 

come to understand oneself as existing in a situation of privilege—specifically in her case 

as French—to the detriment of others—the Algerians—reveals the struggle involved in 

contesting one’s privilege as well as the inherent ambiguity of any intention.  At the same 

time, through her work we recognize that we will inevitably fail if the only way in which 

we attempt to approach the issues of racism, sexism, and nationalism is on an abstract 

level.  In allowing the conversation to reside on the structural level we nullify 

responsibility of racism and sexism on the level of the individual.  This is not, of course, 

to claim that aims to restructure institutions that affect the daily lives of individuals 

should be abandoned, but rather to note that without attitudinal changes on the level of 

individuals regarding race and gender, these attempts at structural change will collapse 

back into nothingness.  To show the interconnectedness of these levels, I will be using 

concrete examples of gender privilege and race privilege that function to reveal the 

human actors that make decisions that maintain racial and gender inequalities.  
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To begin I will discuss the definition of privilege I am working with in this chapter.  I 

will then move to a brief summary of Beauvoir’s analysis of the oppressor, including her 

indictment of those who do not contest their privilege and thus enable oppressive orders 

to continue.  Finally, I will look at the two arguments by contemporary scholars working 

in the existential tradition in order to begin to understand how those who are situated 

within privilege may contest their privilege and contribute to the eradication of 

oppression. 

Privilege:  What Is It, Who Has It, and What Does It Mean for Those Who Don’t 

 

As Michel Foucault suggested––and Judith Butler extensively elaborated––power 

is the condition of the formation of subjectivity and the direction of desire. 
2
 Oppression, 

as Lewis Gordon has described it, may be understood as an imposition of power and as a 

function of the limited options offered to the members of a specific group (2000).  A 

discussion of the forming effect of power could further elucidate the understanding of the 

relationship between orientation and subjectivity in terms of both those who possess 

privilege and those who do not.  Yet, it is not exactly clear how to define power even if 

we can point to examples or experiences that display inequalities of power and privilege.  

What’s more is that when we turn to discuss power we are more inclined to speak about 

the effects of power, which does not necessarily lead to an understanding of what power 

actually is (Gordon 2000: 86).
 
  And while we often focus on the lack of power of those 

                                                           
2
 My preference for Foucault and Butler’s definition of power lies in that they both analyze the extent to 

which power involves both constraint and enablement.  Power is not merely something which I can use to 
oppress the other, but it is additionally the foundation of action.  Furthermore, although Beauvoir asserts 
the significance of individual agency to a greater extent than Foucault and Butler, there are strong 
connections between Beauvoir’s analysis of the ubiquity of relations of oppression and Foucault’s 
understanding of power as a network or web in which all exist and are produced.  However, as Sonia 
Kruks notes in Simone de Beauvoir and the Politics of Ambiguity Beauvoir surpasses Foucault in her 
examination of the different qualities of such networks of power, asking as she goes whom benefits from 
these relations of power. 
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who fall outside of the realm of privilege, it is necessary to provide an account of the 

impact of hierarchies of privilege upon those possessing power.  As I have shown in this 

study, lack of power and privilege to define the self outside of a given group identity 

prevents one from developing connection to individuated and active desire.  Within this 

situation desire is often co-opted by the dominant group and functions to uphold the 

projects of those with power rather than being directed in a positive sense for the self.  

Analyses such as these are relatively common, but what often is lacking is a 

complementary investigation that seeks to reveal the impacts of this relationship upon 

those with privilege and those who actively engage in oppressing the other.  This is not to 

suggest that all who are oriented as privileged as a result of group identity consciously 

desire the oppression of others.  But intentionally or not, justification for oppressive 

orders are scripted and reproduced within the rhetoric of privilege which often aims to 

deny the true structure of privilege through emphasizing supposed achievements of self.   

Specifically, I reject the commonsense understanding of privilege as something 

that one either possesses or lacks in that it is overly simplistic and reinforces the linear 

idea that the lack of privilege is merely adversity that can be overcome through hard 

work, persistence, intelligence and so forth.  Furthermore, such an understanding of 

privilege lends itself to positions within political liberalism that seek solutions to social 

problems and differences through veiling privilege.  Rather, I will argue that we should 

understand privilege as a relationship of orientation that is repeated within a world that is 

already given.  Privilege is an endowed advantage to the members of one group through 

the oppression of the members in another group.  This means that at least some privileges 

should be understood as inherently scarce and that the advantaged and disadvantaged 
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exist in a structural relationship to privilege itself wherein one group’s benefits are denied 

to the other group and often come at the expense of this group. In other words, for some 

to have privilege, others must (1) not have privilege and (2) exist as the oppressed 

foundation upon which this privilege for the other can be constructed.  Additionally, 

privilege is not constituted merely by wealth or material advantages for its beneficiaries. 

Rather it also confers on the privileged high social status and recognition, at the cost of 

those whose identities are collectively scorned.  Finally, privilege enables one to 

understand oneself as and have others understand one as an individual, rather than a 

token success for one’s group or a failure as to be expected from one’s group 

identification.   There is of course a problem here.  The political objective of this last 

aspect of privilege has as its aim a post-privileged world in which everyone is understood 

as an individual. But if this is possible then individuation is in fact independent of 

privilege, thus problematizing the relationship I have drawn attention to here.  I think, 

however, this contradiction is not self-defeating, but rather reveals further the ways in 

which cultural rhetoric and myths can disrupt and obscure the reality of the human 

condition.  Every individual is a particular existence.  But racism, sexism, classism, 

ageism, and so on function to create and maintain the alienation of the individual from 

herself as individuated.  A different way to understand this is to admit that there exist 

privileges that should be morally benign, such as respect or being able to shop in one’s 

favorite department store without unwarranted attention and harassment from security, 

that become attached to privileged social identities within a greater cultural context that 

should be human rights.  Privilege in this sense is not the elevating of a socially 

determined elite group above societal norms, but rather the systematic exclusion of 
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specific groups from rights that should apply for all human beings.  The problem then lies 

not in the fact that some possess such privilege, but that the non-privileged are being 

deprived of them.
3
  Importantly though for my study in this chapter is the role of the 

individual in relation to his or her own privilege.  For while on an individual level one 

cannot create or recreate the institutions and rhetoric that functions to situate a specific 

social group in privilege at the expense of another, this chapter questions the extent to 

which privilege is in fact chosen or unchosen by those who exist within situations of 

privilege.   

Using Beauvoir to understand Privilege and Social Power as a Spectrum 

 

In 1955 Simone de Beauvoir published a collection of essays entitled Privilèges, 

which was centrally concerned with the masking of ruling-class privilege through the 

dominant thought of the time.  It is not easy to justify oppression, for in doing so one 

must circumvent the ways in which oppressed consciousness manifests itself as human.  

In short, such rationalizations require profuse self-deception that Beauvoir and Sartre 

refer to as “bad faith.”  In “Right-Wing Thought Today,” an essay in this text, Beauvoir 

aims to unveil the contradictions present within the dominant ideas of the cultural order 

that function to obscure privilege within the social order.  For it is through this 

obfuscation itself that the privileged are able to deny their privilege outright or to claim 

that it is justified.  As Sonia Kruks notes, this phenomenon Beauvoir describes is best 

described today as “willful ignorance” which is not simply an isolated lie that we tell 

ourselves but rather one that relies on a systematic ignoring of the oppression of others 

and the direct role one plays in that oppression.  A contemporary example may be the 

                                                           
3
 See Michael J. Monahan (2014: 73 –83) for an analysis of whether (1) continued use of the word 

privilege in oppression and liberation studies often obscures more than it illuminates and thus (2) we 
should perhaps abandon the rhetoric of privilege in some cases (though not all).   



246 
 

 
 

willful ignorance of the consumers in the U.S. who benefit from cheap goods through the 

exploitation of laborers abroad.  Those who possess first-world privilege may 

purposefully avoid considering the fact that goods could not remain at the relatively low 

prices they do in the U.S. if the workers who make them are paid a minimum wage such 

as is required for U.S. workers.
4
  Those who continue to participate in this system (and in 

terms of affordability must) push this contradiction in values out of view in order to 

retain the benefit of cheap goods.  But this is hard work, for the voices of the oppressed 

arise in many contexts and situations continuously presenting evidence that the choice is 

between cheap goods or human well-being. Those possessing first-world privilege 

encounter images of the oppressed, hear personal testimony from the oppressed 

themselves, and come face to face with the logical necessity of what is required for 

profits to be ensured. Thus, even within cultures which have bred an attitude of 

disposability toward material goods and perhaps (certain) people themselves, one is 

confronted with the reality that it is people who are affected by our buying choices and all 

that comes with this.  In other words, the possessors of first world privilege are 

confronted with the reality of their choice wherein deciding for cheap goods is a choice 

against other human beings.  What follows is that for this contradiction to stand in 

political orders committed to the values of equality, opportunity, and the pursuit of 

happiness there must exist deep theoretical resources that enable one to justify to oneself 

this oppressive schema.   

                                                           
4
 In using this as an example I intend begin to draw attention to the way in which we in bad faith seek to 

maintain our understanding of ourselves as moral, yet benefit from the explicit suffering and oppression 
of others.  It must, of course, be noted that there is a difference in terms of responsibility of those who 
benefit from cheap goods who must purchase cheap goods out of necessity because they too are victims 
of the economic order and those who have power within the system itself.  For even if the United States 
has a required minimum wage that must be paid to workers, this is not to say that (1) it is a living wage 
and (2) that there are not professions—service and sales specifically—that fall outside of these. 
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The theoretical resources that allow one to justify said oppression and 

marginalization of others, however, do not exist merely at the individual level; they are 

not simply lies one tells to oneself, but are rather collective hallucinations around which 

all are oriented.  This is not to diminish the strength of the collective hallucination by 

naming it such, but rather to display it as a creation that functions to uphold the power of 

some while denying power to others based upon over-determined rhetoric.  As follows, 

power then becomes not the property of the individual, but rather exists only insofar as 

the group which is endowed with said power is able to maintain its advantage.  Thus, it 

seems that a central ambition for liberation movements should be to unmask the rhetoric 

that enables willful ignorance in order to force the privileged to face the injustices upon 

which their privilege is constructed.  Of course some may refuse to look or seek recourse 

in their privilege as justified historically, culturally, or naturally.  Others still may justify 

oppression and acting in order to secure privilege and power if it furthers one’s own 

projects.  The central concern of this chapter is not with those who deny the existence of 

or problems of hierarchies of power, but rather with how those who possess privilege can 

fight against the oppressive order that has granted them privilege.  But, it will serve our 

purposes here to first look at the way in which privilege masks itself in being conferred at 

birth through given social script. 

In The Second Sex Beauvoir begins to articulate her ideas about privilege, and in 

this text specifically sex privilege, as resulting from social designations acquired at birth.  

The designation of sex to individuals at birth functions to confer a situation of privilege 

on some and exclusion on others based upon anatomical interpretation.  The young girl, 

as Beauvoir describes her, discovers her femininity as a ready-made value or “destiny” 
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imposed upon her that she must subsequently develop in terms of or in relation to 

(Beauvoir 1989: 312).  But, this being-in-relation-to in terms of the system of sex 

privilege is not a phenomenon for only those understood as female, but is also so for men.  

In other words, in the same manner that woman’s inferior status is socially writ, so too is 

the socially privileged status of man.
5
  Furthermore, if women cannot shed unequivocally 

their inferior status within a sexist social order, neither can men shed their privileged 

status even if they desire to do so.  Men cannot prevent themselves from being men and 

are, as Beauvoir notes, “guilty in spite of [themselves] and oppressed by this fault [they] 

did not [themselves] commit” (Beauvoir 1989: 759).  This situation can be contrasted 

with other forms of social hierarchies that have clearer possibilities of choice in terms of 

removing oneself from one’s role in the oppression of others.  For example, one can exit 

more easily one’s position as a corporate executive or a colonial administrator if it is 

revealed that the actions required are immoral, but one cannot shed one’s existence so 

easily as French or white.  I point to these examples not to reify a strict boundary between 

those aspects of self that we can easily adopt and discard and those that we are in a sense 

“stuck” with, but rather to note that they occupy different points on a spectrum.  

Additionally, these aspects that are more difficult to reject are typically acquired at birth 

and thus become integral to one’s sense of self as one develops.  The contrary situation, 

as many prominent feminists of color have shown, is that the many ascriptions that must 

be negotiated in for example the woman of color’s life result in a more “mobile” sense of 

                                                           
5
 It is important to note again that this is of course a simplified account of the relations of social 

ascriptions of men and women at this point and that there exists much difference in terms of privilege as 
we begin to expand our analysis to include further systems of power in privilege such as race, class, sexual 
orientation, global status, and so on.  In other words, privileges overlap, meaning that one could lack 
privilege in terms of sex/gender privilege, but have privilege through being white and of the upper or 
middle classes.   
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self.
6
  From an existential perspective this notion of a “mobile” sense of self may be 

understood in a positive sense in that it does not reify identity as a permanent structure.  

However, if this alienation from a deep sense or understanding of self is dislodged and 

never able to return to the self, then this indicates a lack of intrinsic control over one’s 

construction of self.  Without control over self as identified and individualized, the 

resulting forces of determination are extrinsic and often function through the lens of 

generalized prejudice with systems of oppression.  Additionally, it reinforces for those 

who are marginalized and have a mobile sense of self that they lack control within their 

lives.  This is of course not to claim that there has not existed a history of achievement 

amid populations with mobile senses of self.  To claim this would be overly simplistic 

and amount again to a systematic ignoring of the histories of marginalized individuals.  

Rather, my point is that it may be the case that these lived ascriptions of privilege enables 

the development of a more stable sense of self for the privileged which reinforces the 

myth of self-achievement itself.   

Nevertheless, this does not relieve from responsibility those who benefit from 

hierarchies of privilege, for in being complicit with the system one is condoning the 

actions of the system.  This is of course not to imply that those who benefit from said 

hierarchy of privilege created said system, but through inaction, by allowing the system 

to continue one is maintaining or perhaps even recreating the system as a concrete 

manifestation of value.  In The Ethics of Ambiguity (1948), Beauvoir argues that to act for 

someone is always to act against another.  In choosing to fight oppression we act against 

the oppressor, which means that even if our intention is to relieve the suffering of one 

group we may have to add to the suffering of another.  Fighting oppression is not merely 

                                                           
6
 See Anzaldùa (1987); Sandoval (1991); Lugones (2003).   
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an abstract exercise; rather it is a concrete engagement of human against human. And 

while we may not set as our intention a project of violence, to uphold the claim that 

violence is never the answer is to ignore the violence used in creating and maintaining the 

situation of the oppressed.  To emphasize her point, Beauvoir points to the situation of 

the Nazi youth.  It would, perhaps, be best to reeducate the Nazi youth and no one 

enthusiastically proposes the use of violence against the youth who know not yet the 

gravity of their association.  Nevertheless, they are accomplices of oppression and must 

be understood as such.    

Beauvoir’s indictment, however, is not limited to those who actively engage in 

oppressing others.  Rather she extends this condemnation to those individuals who do not 

explicitly serve as oppressors, but do not fight to relieve situations of oppression.  

Inaction does not redeem us; we implicitly consent to the order of oppression in our 

refusal to act, for in choosing not to choose we are allowing the values of the oppressor to 

continue.  In not acting against oppression, we oppress.  Let us consider two examples 

that will enable us to begin to reveal the spectrum itself and to understand that 

approaches to liberation and equality will require flexibility and specificity to truly 

address this difference.  First, consider the differences encountered in attempting to lease 

or buy a residential property within a racist system between the couple that happens to be 

white and a couple that happens to be black with the same income level, credit score, and 

availability of references.  The couple that happens to be white that is granted access to 

said property, and likely other properties more generally, may not themselves hold anti-

black racist beliefs but they do in fact benefit from the racist system.  Attending merely to 

access to housing at this point, the couple that happens to be white benefits in at least the 
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following manners: through having greater access to properties (including number of 

properties and neighborhoods); by being less likely to be misled or lied to by their leasing 

agent/realtor, in if seeking to buy a property they are more likely to have access to lower 

interest rates; in that they do not have to worry that their neighbors will judge them based 

upon their race; and more generally their de facto rights will align with their legal rights.  

Thus, while it is illegal to deny access to housing based upon race, these represent more 

subtle ways in which access can be denied to certain groups.   

 We can also look at the way gender privilege functions in the institution of work 

in order to further reveal this spectrum of privilege.  For though it is illegal to 

discriminate in the workplace on the basis of gender, the fact that the dominant cultural 

norms are imbued with sexism and function to institutionalize problematic gender norms 

creates a hierarchy that benefits men at the expense of women in the realm of work.
7
  

Again, attending merely to work at this point, one that happens to be a man benefits in 

work in at least the following manners: through having odds skewed in his favor when 

competing for jobs against women simply by being a man (the more prestigious the job, 

the larger the odds are skewed); if he fails in his job or career it will not be seen as 

connected to the capabilities of his sex more generally; if he is not promoted, it will not 

be because of his sex; he is far less likely to be sexually harassed; employers do not 

consider whether or not he will have children one day as a factor to his hiring, promoting, 

job performance, etc.; and in subjective measurements of job performance he will be 

                                                           
7
 With this example I am leaving out the broader concern of what counts as work.  For it has been 

importantly noted that women have provided the possibility of the institution of work for men through 
being caregiving.  That caregiving is distinguished from breadwinning, that it is not quantified in terms of 
GDP or contribution to the family unit is a further problem.  However, in order to simplify the discussion I 
am in this example focusing on how women v. men fare generally in what has traditionally been 
considered the institution of work. 
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judged as performing better than his female counterparts.  Thus, again, though it is illegal 

to discriminate on the basis of gender in the workplace, gender norms impact the way 

women and men are understood within the workplace in terms of how it is appropriate to 

address them, how their performances are evaluated, as well as how women who have 

children are treated in comparison men who do the same.  Across racial lines the reality 

of gender impact is further intensified in that women of color are statistically more likely 

to be to be segregated in low wage jobs and are sexually harassed in higher numbers.  

But, the impact of low wage work is not confined to merely the fact that it is low wage, 

rather the lack of power women have in these jobs as well as the benefits that are entailed 

with higher wage work, including access to healthcare, childcare, and advancement in 

their field, restrict the capacity for these women to express themselves through what may 

be defined as choice.   

 Through these examples we are forced to recognize that privilege is not merely 

wealth or material advantage for those who possess it, but is the ability for one to be 

recognized as an individual through not being defined primarily as raced or gendered.  

The couple who happened to be white derives racial privilege in an anti-black racist 

system which amounts to being judged or evaluated not as raced but as individuals 

seeking housing.  By contrast, the couple who happens to be black is not recognized as a 

couple seeking housing, but rather as a black couple seeking housing.  This in effect 

strips them of their subjectivity and reifies them in that which blackness represents in a 

racist order.  But, it has further effects on their lives as well in that housing is linked to 

education, transportation and employment, requiring us to understand that housing 

discrimination is linked to disparities in education, transportation and employment.  A 
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similar phenomenon is at work when we look at the privilege men enjoy in the workplace 

simply for being men.  A man in his career can falter or succeed without his gender being 

called into question; he can choose parenthood or not, and opt to be as involved as he 

wants, without his manhood being called into question and without it affecting the way in 

which others view him at work.  As an individual he will be understood to succeed or 

fail; he will be paid the respect and recognition that entails in performing well and will 

not be seen as indication of the general incapability of his race or gender in failing.  All 

this has been well-covered; it has been revealed as a problem or perhaps more accurately 

as resulting from the overlap of many problematic attitudes, inadequate solutions, and a 

tendency on the part of the privileged to either ignore their own privilege or to admit that 

others lack privilege, but deny that their responsibility within said system requires that 

they give up some of their privilege.  The possibility for this attitude to exist among the 

privilege requires both a thick and overdetermined account of the oppressed, but 

additionally the mythic elevation of the ability of one to create one’s own privileged 

situation.  In short, privilege is not merely something which one possesses, nor is it mere 

material advantage, rather it is a way of being able to be recognized as an individual.  

Privilege entails being able to move within the world with ease and it means not standing 

in one’s particularity as representative of the whole.  Moreover, privilege guarantees that 

one has presence at the economic, political, and cultural level ensuring that one’s 

interests are considered thus further reifying the interests of the privileged at the expense 

of the oppressed. 
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In Search for a Way to Move Beyond Privilege 

 

It may be the case that the couple that happens to be white in the first example may 

feel shame and/or guilt over their privileged access; and that the man in the second may 

experience shame when receiving his promotion.  For even though these parties have not 

directly acted in order to gain at the expense of others and are thus not directly culpable, 

they are implicated in a racist and sexist social order that preferentially rewards them.   

Sandra Bartky (2002), for one, describes this as an experience of “emotional guilt” and 

notes that we may engage in self-blame when confronted with the privilege we possess in 

being white or a man.  This shame can be internalized and can color our world making 

everything appear poisoned with racism and sexism.  We may also, in our care and 

concern with social inequality, question the extent to which our actions from a position of 

privilege do less to combat racism and sexism than to reproduce or further instantiate 

these systems of privilege.  For example, it has been called to the attention of white 

feminists that in their intention to combat sexism, they have often left out the voices of 

women who do not share their racial privilege. Most frequently, so these narratives go, 

the white (or wealthy, or well-educated, or heterosexual) woman in possession of 

privilege is ignorant of the fact and thus simply takes the benefits she enjoys as 

something that all enjoy. She is, of course, also oblivious to the ways in which she 

reproduces racist (or other) stereotypes and as a result she objectifies women who do not 

possess the same privilege. As privilege tends to be invisible to the privileged the 

solution for combatting it is cast originally as an epistemological project.  In other words, 

the necessary, if not sufficient, condition, for overcoming privilege must be to reveal its 

existence to those that possess it. At this point in the argument a strange analytical shift 
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occurs wherein the focus moves from a structural analysis of privilege to a presumption 

of privilege as the possession of an autonomous self, that is understood as possessing 

neo-Kantian qualities of reason and will (Kruks 2012: 183).  Kruks writes:  

 

This self is also then conceived as one that should be held individually 

accountable for what it does with its privilege. The analysis of privilege 

tends to become not only intensely individualistic but also frequently 

moralistic. Where feminists’ own privilege is the issue, the discourse on 

privilege generally shifts away from structural (and poststructural) 

analysis, “inward” toward a discourse of personal self-discovery, 

confession, and guilt, and thence to the moral imperative to engage in a 

project of self-transformation through, as is often said, “working on 

oneself (Kruks 2012: 184). 

 

We may recognize this in more contemporary times when the outrage expressed 

regarding racism is often directed at those who expose themselves through racist speech.  

Rarely, however, do such moments move the conversation toward questioning a culture 

of racist practices and policies that affect many more people than the words of an 

individual.  Rather, the indictment remains on the level of the individual, and for Kruks, 

this shaming on the individual level is more often than not unproductive.  When one 

engages in “self-shame,” and is thus motivated to “work on oneself” one directs energy 

and intention towards a manifestation of the hierarchy of privilege rather than combatting 

the roots of privilege itself.  The same is true in cases where we impose shame on those 

who have revealed themselves as racist or sexist through their language. We concentrate 

more on the judgment of racist or sexist itself rather than encouraging a productive 

dialogue about oppression more generally.  But, in concentrating on judging the 

perpetrator of racism as “racist” we question in the same week, or even same news 

program, the racism of an individual without indicting the racism within the broader 

culture.  Some specific current examples may be the historic overturning of the central 
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core of the Voting Rights Act of 1965 and blows to Affirmative Action policies in 

universities.  Focusing on the former, transforming our own prejudices or indicting 

another regarding his, seems at the very least unproductive and at most a way in which 

we can systematically allow racism and sexism to continue while pretending to fight it 

through the token examples of exposing the racist and/or sexist.  Kruks’s argument is 

compelling, especially within a framework that understands I am not in any deep and 

meaningful way the absolute constitutor of myself, it downplays the impact one can have 

through bringing into full focus the privilege one enjoys at the expense of others.  

Perhaps even it is necessary for those who experience say racial privilege to begin to 

view the world as poisoned by racism, (1) in that it is, and (2) in that it enables the 

expansion of one’s moral horizon and perspective to begin to see (even if one can never 

experience) the hatred of racism.  I will move to discuss this in greater detail below, but 

first will situate Kruks’s argument within Beauvoir’s thought. 

To understand Kruks’s argument we should revisit to two key postulates that 

frame Beauvoir’s approach to privilege.   First, Beauvoir argues that because human 

beings are only selves “in situation” individual actions are once constrained and free.  

One upshot of this relationship for Kruks is that I am not absolutely free to reject or 

choose racism and sexism. I am born into a world and a specific situation that is already 

constituted by the existence of certain prejudices and orders of power.  Second, Beauvoir 

claims human action as situated is always ambiguous in terms of its practical and moral 

import. What we do always is constituted by multiple meanings and consequences, and 

often outcomes that with good intentions we do not necessarily desire. Beauvoir’s 

analyses of the privileges of class, sex, education, and nationality serve Kruks well in her 
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argument in that they work between robust notions of autonomous self and durable forms 

of social constructivism.  It is through mimicking Beauvoir’s focus on the spectrum of 

freedom and determinism that Kruks is able to argue against the possibility for radical 

self-transformation.   

For example, as Beauvoir shows in The Second Sex gender privilege is ascribed 

from birth.  But, this privilege or lack of privilege is not merely anatomical, it is the 

product of the situation into which one is born and subsequently raised.  There are, 

however, different ways to assume one’s preordained situation, one can try to reject it in 

various forms, one can accept it for the benefits it confers, or one can reluctantly submit 

to it.  But, even the manner of becoming woman is itself affected for the individual by 

many aspects that are both out of her control and in her control.  These include social 

institutions, practices, attitudes and discourses, as well as the goals and projects she sets 

up for herself within this situation.  Thus, self-formation always occurs within restraints, 

some more detrimental to the prospect of choice than others.  If this is true, it follows that 

overcoming subordination, whether gender, race, or other, will never occur merely 

through individual effort in that it is socially assigned and not the product of self-

fashioning. 

Rather, for Kruks we should seek to eradicate racism and sexism through using 

our positions of privilege to fight against such hierarchies of privilege.  Focusing on the 

self, on this view, is not merely logically problematic within an understanding of the self 

as socially constituted, but it is also unproductive.  Beauvoir tells us through her 

autobiographical writings that she herself experienced intense personal guilt when 

confronted with the reality of what was being perpetrated against the Other (the 
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Algerians) in her name (as French) and that her recognition of her own complicity in this 

immoral order was overwhelming.  However, Beauvoir was only able to break from this 

inactivity through directly throwing herself into the struggle against the oppression that 

was being furthered in the name of the French.  For Kruks we should use Beauvoir’s own 

approach to contesting privilege through deploying said privilege as a model to both 

overcome the immobilizing guilt one may experience in being confronted with one’s 

privilege as well as to relieve the oppression of others.  

A central strength of Kruks’s argument is that it takes the notions of situation and 

ambiguity seriously and consistently.  For if we follow Beauvoir in her multiple analyses 

of the ways in which social structures impact the development of individuals then we 

cannot accept a depiction of a self that suddenly through awareness becomes capable of 

absolute choice and radical self-transformation.   

However, there are perhaps further things to consider.  First, in omitting a politics 

of self-transformation I do not see how one could deploy one’s situation of privilege to 

combat racism and/or sexism.  It seems one would have to choose to want to dispel one’s 

attitudes of bad faith regarding one’s own situation and the situation of the other in order 

to in fact deploy one’s privilege for the express purposes of contesting privilege.  And 

while Kruks’ argument is geared toward those who already recognize their privilege, it 

seems that recognizing privilege requires a working on the self in order to prevent against 

repeating racial or gendered microaggressions normalized by the dominant social 

structure that also privileges them. Additionally, it seems possible that if one does not 

work on one’s own attitude that has been situated within privilege, then one could 

continue to maintain one’s situation of privilege by fighting against oppression in spheres 
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that are less likely to affect one’s own situation.  Finally, if we do not advocate for 

consciousness-raising or working on oneself to question one’s own indifference then we 

may shift the foundation of oppression primarily to the structural level and thus allow 

those individuals who perpetuate racism and sexism to evade responsibility. 

Let us refer again to the example of work.  One of the contemporary central 

feminist concerns regarding the institution of work is expanding the possibilities for 

women to reach the highest positions within their given fields.  Women, we note, now 

occupy positions in every estimable field; they are doctors, politicians, university faculty 

members, corporate executives, and so on.  Nevertheless, when we examine those who 

occupy the top positions in these fields we find that these individuals still tend to be men.  

The reality of this discrepancy even within the 21st century is the result of a complicated 

network of beliefs and attitudes regarding women in the workplace not only in terms of 

how men perceive women, but also in terms of how women perceive themselves as 

individuals and the progression of their gender.  Tajfel and Turner (1986), using the 

framework of social identity theory, look to the perceived threat by women as a group 

within the institution of work and argue that women will work harder to achieve group 

level success when the perceived threat regarding the advancement of women is high, or 

in other words, when it is most apparent that a gender gap exists.  Yet, when the threat to 

women in the workplace is perceived as low, women tend to focus on individual success.  

Two factors specifically contribute to the appearance of gender equality in work and 

often function to hinder the upward mobility of women in comparison to men and in the 

long term stalls progression in the workplace: (1) the advancement of token women 

within individual fields (i.e., the fact that we can point to individual examples of women 
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CEOs, even though statistically we know that only 3% of all CEOs are women), and (2) 

looking at the current situation of women in the workplace through the lens of the past.  

Through the existence of token women in positions of power it becomes possible to 

ignore the institutionalized sexist attitudes that make it more difficult for women to 

achieve success in the workplace and in effect easier for men who compete with women.  

Regarding the former, we can point to these success stories and claim that any woman 

can overcome the barriers of sexism if she works hard enough and believes in herself 

enough.  The latter asks women to remember they could have it much worse; to be happy 

with what they have been allowed to achieve in the workplace; to feel privileged they 

have been given this much.  On a deeper level, the former reifies the myth of personal 

achievement in order to ignore the barriers for women that frame the reality of work itself 

while the latter reinforces the notion for women that they are working within borrowed 

privilege and that access to the realm of work and the economic, financial, and social 

privilege that accompanies it can be easily revoked.  In short, Tajfel and Turner reveal 

that our beliefs, not only those that the privileged hold, but also those that those who lack 

privilege hold, are often shaped by relative perceptions.  And while this is important to 

note in regard to the continued barriers women face in the workplace, we must also draw 

attention to the way in which the conversation regarding women and work often features 

those women who possess privilege other than gender privilege; privilege which 

effectively enables them to be present in the dialogue itself.  In other words, when 

framing the concerns women face in concrete existence the idea of woman often stands 

for the most privileged on the spectrum, unless accompanied by further qualifiers such as 

black, Asian-pacific, low-wage, disabled, lesbian, transgendered, etc.   
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Adrienne Rich provides one such analysis of unintentional oppressive forces that 

exist within seemingly progressive movements such as feminist movements.  Unlike 

some feminists, the strengths of Rich’s argument lie in her critique of the rhetoric of color 

blindness coupled with her acknowledgment that the “whiteness” of white women is 

different from the “whiteness” of white men. This allows her to eventually argue that 

white women do not benefit from antiblack racism in the same manner that white men do, 

which is often true, but as we will see it does not function to absolve white women of 

responsibility in the way she supposes. Furthermore, there is a danger in this form of 

argument in that it can be read as co-opting the perspectives of those who have suffered 

within antiblack racist institutional orders, perhaps even violently at the hands of white 

women.  Nevertheless, Rich criticizes those who think white women benefit from racism 

as deluded and even understands instances of white women’s racism as an outlet, albeit 

misdirected outlet, for the disquiet and resentment of their own powerlessness. Given that 

white women were disenfranchised as well during the period of slavery in for example 

the United States in the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries, it becomes more accurate to describe 

slavery as an institution of patriarchy than one of white supremacy.  To blame white 

women for the crimes of white men is to impede in the bridging together white and 

nonwhite women. For Rich the protection that white women receive from patriarchy is 

only apparent, not true protection of freedom, in that it degrades women by treating them 

as helpless and relegating them to a situation of perpetual childhood.  In other words, 

white women do not benefit within this order and their true interests lie in forging 

alliances with other women, not through being the accomplices of men. Strikingly 

though, this seems to imply that white women were unable to grasp their true interests. 
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And while there is most certainly some truth regarding the ways in which dominant social 

orders and rhetoric can function to distort one’s understanding of one’s interests, it seems 

dishonest to cast those who are oriented as privileged in terms of race and class. 

There is a problem here quite reminiscent of Gordon’s criticism of K. Anthony 

Appiah’s assessment of racism and the racist.  In Bad Faith and Antiblack Racism, 

Gordon’s analysis of bodies within situations of antiblack racism begins with a 

phenomenological understanding of the body as constituted by three ways of being seen:  

as embodied consciousness that sees, as a body that is seen, and as an awareness of the 

body being seen by Others (Gordon 1995).  All human beings exist within these ways, 

but through attitudes of bad faith the primacy of one form often takes precedent.  For 

example I may seek to escape the body by positing myself as mere intellect; or I may 

posit myself as fully determined or constituted and thus seek to escape my responsibility 

as a subject that constitutes.  Antiblack racism is also, for Gordon, a form of bad faith in 

that it posits Black bodies as absence and White bodies as present.  The issue here is that 

all bodies are constantly in relation to both presence and absence, thus in treating one set 

of bodies as categorically absent one fails to understand the structures of the human 

condition for both oneself and the Other.  Or as Gordon so aptly describes it in Fanon 

and the Crisis of European Man, “To be seen in a racist way is an ironic way of not being 

seen through being seen.  It is to be seen with overdetermined anonymity, which amounts 

in effect to invisibility” (1995: 58).  One is present as a Black body, but not as an 

individual consciousness, which means that one’s presence is constituted by presence of 

an idea of blackness (which is really a lack of whiteness) rather than the concrete 

particularity of a subject.  Moreover, an order that privileges whiteness to the detriment 
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of blackness, instantiates a racial ethos of whiteness which means that lacking whiteness 

means lacking credibility.  It is not the choice of the person who happens to be black to 

automatically be discredited for not being white, but it is the choice of those who happen 

to be white to fail to question why whiteness should automatically represent credibility.   

Gordon’s introduction of bad faith within the analysis of racism enables us to 

recognize that racism is not merely furthered through its being institutionalized (though 

this of course plays a part), but through the bad faith of individuals.  For this reason 

Gordon is acutely critical of theorists from Michel Foucault and Judith Butler, to K. 

Anthony Appiah in that their analyses enable the evasion of responsibility on the 

individual level.  These theorists, among others, concentrate upon the social setting as 

producing racists through instantiating the normativity of racial prejudice.  But, through 

focusing on an ideological investment in a representative rather than interrogating the 

norm, these theorists erase the distinction between normal and normativity.  Gordon by 

contrast, along with Fanon argues that the racist in a racist society is “normal” thus 

revealing the contradiction present within societies that erect racist norms that people in 

choosing to adhere to these norms become normal.
8
  If, however, the problem lies at the 

social level, then indicting individuals who are the mere placeholders upon which these 

attitudes are reproduced seems misguided.  But, we are left then at an impasse.  If I 

cannot indict individuals for racism, then perhaps I should indict the social whole 

wherein I find racism expressed.  Yet, what is this social milieu?  And how would I go 

about blaming it if not through holding responsible the individuals who constitute it?   

                                                           
8
 This quite evidently becomes a problem for those who happen to black in an antiblack racist order or for 

women in an antiwoman dominant order in that if it is “normal” to be racist and/or sexist in these settings 
then the person who happens to be black and the woman routinely conflict with the dominant order if 
they choose themselves over holding “normal” attitudes.  In these situations, “selfhood” is put in conflict 
with “humanhood.” 
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Appiah, for one, proposes the problem of racism on the level of the individual to be an 

issue of systematically distorted rationality where the racist fails to recognize the 

humanity of the individual understood as not occupying the same racial category. It 

follows, since these prejudices are not subject to rational control, and racial prejudice as a 

prejudice may degrade an individual’s ability to act autonomously, we may not be able to 

hold individuals who exhibit such morally responsible for their prejudices.  The problem 

is a logical failing, not necessarily a moral one.  But, what about those who are shown the 

logical error that racism entails?  If we suppose that the racist by no fault of his own has 

acquired racial prejudices and thus explain to him the fault with his supposition that those 

like him are superior to those who differ across racial boundaries and he still doesn’t 

change his attitude, is he to blame?  Appiah doesn’t seem to think so, rather he deems 

these individuals sick, as psychopathological.  But, if this were true then it seems racism 

would be quite rare.  Furthermore, if overcoming racism or sexism requires merely a 

demonstration of flawed logic, then it should suffice to explain how the oppression of any 

individual or group limits knowledge, achievement, and progress for all.  Put differently, 

oppression of any group limits the extent to which we are able to achieve the goals of 

inquiry, especially those foundational questions we find in the discipline of philosophy, 

in that it imposes purposeful disorder within the social order which individuals must in 

effect comb through in efforts to reveal truth.  Furthermore, in terms of numbers the 

realities of oppression create a social order wherein fewer people are able to pursue truth 

itself.  As follows it seems that all, even those who benefit from systems of inequality and 

hierarchies of privilege, should invest actively in the relieving of the oppression of others.  

That this does not occur is quite evident, which means that the existence of racism and 
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sexism does not result from a failure to reason well, but is purposive.  For Gordon, 

Appiah misses the point regarding racism in that racism is not merely a failure to respect 

the dignity of an idea, but a hating of a group in the flesh.  Furthermore, the racist is not 

merely a product of her environment, nor is the sexist merely a product of his.  In relying 

on arguments such as these we empty of autonomy those who have the most autonomy.  

In other words, Gordon’s criticism of Appiah is that his argument leads to an 

understanding of racists as not choosing racism; and I argue this point should be 

considered in all discussions of the responsibility of those situated in privilege.   

Rich like Appiah treats oppression as irrational, locating the nucleus of irrationality in 

patriarchy rather than white supremacy. For both the failure of those who maintain 

patriarchy and institutionalized racism is a failure in terms of reason guiding recognition.  

Within this logic, we need to merely reveal the humanity of women and nonwhite 

individuals for in that we recognize ourselves (and those whom we deem like ourselves) 

as deserving of human dignity we will move to do the same for these marginalized 

groups as well.  But, this misses the point regarding racism in that racism is not merely a 

failure to respect the dignity of an idea, but a hating of a group in the flesh.  Again, the 

racist is not merely a product of her environment, nor is the sexist merely a product of 

his, even though they are normal within the context of the dominant cultural order.  

However, in relying on arguments such as these we empty of autonomy those who have 

the most autonomy.  

Take for example Rich’s argument about the social category of whiteness and 

how it functions differently across gender lines.  Rich’s analysis suggests that the 

“whiteness” of white women is not in any sense the same as the “whiteness” of white 
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men. Patriarchy, Rich argues, robs women of their autonomy in that it co-opts their 

understanding of themselves and the world through imposing upon them the world as 

constituted by and through the male gaze.  Put differently, white women’s interests are 

mediated through white men, in effect separating from the possibility of participating in 

gendered solidarity.  The detrimental impact of patriarchy in terms of its separating 

women from one another has long been articulated by women, including Rich. And while 

I am not arguing that this does not occur, the problem with Rich’s elevating of gender 

oppression over and above racial oppression is that it privileges the epistemic position of 

white women in terms of the oppression of all women.  It speaks as though the central 

oppressive force in the lives of all women is the existence of a hierarchy that expresses 

the idea that men count more than women.  But, this is to ignore the concrete situations of 

women for whom gendered existence is (1) not the most apparently invasive reality, and 

(2) the fact that we cannot separate the existence of women as gendered from other 

aspects of their identities including race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, age, class, religion, 

and so forth.   

Furthermore, Rich’s argument reifies the idea that we have to be rational in order 

to be responsible.  Fully expressed, the idea seems to be this:  As white women are not 

truly autonomous (i.e., capable of rationally choosing and acting for themselves), they 

cannot be held responsible for their actions because they lack moral autonomy.  But, I 

think we should extend a question Gordon poses to Appiah’s characterization of the 

stubborn racist to the white women featured in Rich’s argument: Why not refer to a white 

woman who refuses to acknowledge the racial privilege she experiences at the expense of 

other women as one who opts for a specific affective self-understanding in order to hide 
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from this fact that she is concurrently ignorant and aware? (Gordon 1995: 78).  For as 

Gordon notes, analyses such as Appiah’s of the stubborn racist and Rich’s regarding the 

racism of white women under patriarchy are steeped in psychological assumptions that 

require causal responses to questions regarding what causes the racist—whether man or 

woman—to have racist beliefs? (Gordon 1995: 74).  The focus in each of these cases is 

on the incapacity of the racist.  White women in Rich’s analysis are not fully responsible 

for their actions that harm women across racial boundaries because they are constrained 

by their situations under patriarchy, which means that even their attitudes regarding 

women who happen to be of color may not even be under their control. But, this seems to 

me to deny the existence of agency for many individuals who certainly are situated in 

situations of privilege and are able to both be aware of this and to choose indifference or 

complicity regarding racist institutions and institutional attitudes that uphold their 

privilege as white. 

Both Kruks and Gordon advocate direct action in combatting oppression, while 

Rich calls attention to the spectrum of privilege and how categories such as “whiteness” 

can differ according to other social variables like gender, class, etc.  It is Gordon, 

however, who reveals the necessity of simultaneously confronting bad faith on the level 

of the individual that is the source of racism and sexism while fighting against the 

structural manifestations of racism and sexism that privilege some at the expense of 

others.  The problem with focusing on the structural impacts of racism or sexism without 

questioning and working on one’s own racist and sexist attitudes is that it makes possible 

at least the following situations:  (1) that I may struggle against social structures that 

maintain hierarchies of privilege and oppression while still maintaining a hatred for 
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women or persons who happen to be black; (2) that I may deploy my privilege to fight 

against racism and sexism that exists in areas that do not affect me, thus giving the 

appearance of contesting my privilege without giving up any of the actual benefits that 

privilege affords me.   And while we should understand that one’s situation, including 

one’s situation of privilege, has the possibility to shape one’s sense of self so thoroughly 

that a threat to this sense of self functions to destroy one’s self-esteem and capacity for 

choice, we should not confuse this collapse of identity with the collapsing upon oneself 

amid one’s lack of options that occurs within situations of oppression.  Moreover, 

arguing that individuals do have the capacity to choose within the situation they have 

been shaped by does not mean that individuals have the capacity for absolute choice.  The 

problem is that while working on oneself is not itself sufficient to contest one’s privileged 

situation and combat oppressive orders that privilege some at the expense of others, it is 

necessary for it to occur.  For without recourse to working on the self all attempts that 

seek to construct lasting equality and freedom will collapse back into nothingness.  Put 

differently, what we learn from Beauvoir is that it is the foundation of the attitudes of 

individuals shaped by and through responses to the social world that either enables the 

continuation of oppression or allows for the possibilities of freedom.   

Let us return yet again to the example of work and consider Angela Davis’ 

analysis in Women, Race, Class (1981) of the inability and unwillingness of privileged 

white, middle-class women to see beyond their own situations of inequality.  Davis notes 

that white women—and even white feminists—have historically been reluctant to 

acknowledge the struggles of household workers partly due to their rarely being involved 

in the Sisyphean task of domestic service. However, this convenient omission of 
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household workers' problems from the discussions of feminists past and present has often 

functioned as a veiled justification (even perhaps today on the part of affluent women) of 

their own exploitative treatment of their maids.  As a specific example of this, Davis 

points to an article entitled “A Nine-hour Day for Domestic Servants” which featured a 

conversation of the anonymous author with a feminist friend who wishes her to support 

the cause for requiring employers to provided seating for women clerks.  The clerks, the 

feminist argues, must stand on their feet for 10 hours at a time which causes them 

physical and mental discomfort.  And while neither Davis, the anonymous author, nor I 

seek to imply it is not a meaningful endeavor to make workers’ rights a priority, the 

hypocrisy very quickly comes to the fore.  To the feminist, the author poses the following 

question:  “How long is your maid on her feet every day?”  A conversation pursues 

revealing the apparent disregard the feminist has for her own maid’s working conditions, 

including of course, the amount of time she is given the opportunity to sit during her 

daily work.  If this feminist was truly unaware of the absurdity entailed in fighting for the 

rights of middle class white women in the workplace while simultaneously forcing her 

own employee to endure the same (if not worse) conditions, then this conversation should 

have motivated not only a change in her own behavior but equal motivation to fight for 

the rights of all maids to have the same access to chairs.  Davis writes: 

 

This feminist activist was perpetrating the very oppression she protested. 

Yet her contradictory behavior and her inordinate insensitivity are not 

without explanation, for people who work as servants are generally 

viewed as less than human beings. Inherent in the dynamic of the master-

servant (or mistress-maid) relationship, said the philosopher Hegel, is the 

constant striving to annihilate the consciousness of the servant. The clerk 

referred to in the conversation was a wage laborer—a human being 

possessing at least a modicum of independence from her employer and her 

work. The servant, on the other hand, labored solely for the purpose of 
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satisfying her mistress' needs. Probably viewing her servant as a mere 

extension of herself, the feminist could hardly be conscious of her own 

active role as an oppressor. (Davis 1981: 103) 

 

For Davis, the mistress is unaware of her role as an oppressor because her understanding 

of her maid is that she is a maid. And even more powerful, this understanding of her as a 

maid is tied directly to the fact that, in this case, her maid is black.  The mistress engages 

in bad faith in supposing that the maid’s entire being is defined by being a maid, rather 

than a being who projects herself in the same manner she does.  By understanding her 

maid as an extension of herself, she sets up her own projects as the projects of her maid 

and pretends that these are in fact chosen by the maid.  Moreover, it seems obvious that 

the mistress Davis describes is capable of the development of sentiment and care 

regarding those who perhaps are not situated as privileged in the same manner that she is, 

thus she is not a sociopath incapable of empathy toward the other.  Yet, she doesn’t 

identify her maid as deserving of this care in the same manner as the clerk.  An 

understanding of the spectrum of privilege and power complicates both our 

understanding of ourselves in terms of identity and our understanding of responsibility 

and social justice.  But, it additionally calls into question the morality of our motives as 

feminists with specific situations of privilege.  For example, is the fight for the abolition 

of the infamous glass ceiling immoral or at the very least racist/classist in that it perhaps 

fails to fight for women who engage in all forms of work including low-wage work, 

domestic work, and sex work?  It seems as though it may be if that is the only cause to 

which one is devoted in that it functions to further one’s privilege at the expense of 

others.  Often white women understand oppression; they recognize the way in which 

being women has functioned at times as a hardship, but even as they fight for gender 
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equality they fear giving up their race privilege and thus are really fighting for white 

women to be equal to white men.  But, to maintain this attitude is to remain in bad faith 

which constitutes a moral failing, not merely a rational one.   

This is not, of course, to claim that fighting against the glass ceiling is immoral, 

but rather to note that being situated in privilege requires that one do more than this.  

Davis’s example plainly shows that there exist individuals who seek to fight for greater 

recognition for the historically marginalized, but even in this fight there often seems to be 

a problematic association of counting those for whom one should fight as those one 

includes as being like them.  In other words, I identify you to be like me, meaning I could 

be you and I should fight for rights or inclusion that I would want, need, deserve as being 

possibly you.  The woman in Davis’s anecdote sees those women for whom she petitions 

and lobbies as like her, as human, while she does not grant her housekeeper the same in 

that her housekeeper is not like her.  Her housekeeper is a woman, but in this example the 

reifying of her housekeeper in her non-whiteness keeps the woman from identifying her 

as like her even as they are both women.  The housekeeper is seen as a mere extension of 

herself, while the women clerks are recognized as autonomous and deserving of the same 

consideration that the woman herself enjoys.  Again, my argument is not to deny the 

ways in which institutionalized racism and classism shape the individual’s possibilities, 

but the woman in Davis’s example, because she is situated in privilege, is afforded 

greater options amid which to exercise choice including her choice to view her 

housekeeper as either a human being or not. 
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Conclusion 

 

I would like to close with two points.  The first regards where we must go once 

we recognize ourselves as existing in situations of privilege.  As I have shown privilege is 

neither designated at the individual level nor absolute for those who exist as members of 

said group, but responsibility is.  I may not be able to shed my gender or my racial 

identity, but I can choose what I do within that situation.  With the possibility of choice 

comes responsibility and to deny this is to be morally culpable for the harm that is 

perpetrated for one’s group at the expense of others.  Second, there are limits that we 

must respect even when using our privilege to combat oppression and injustice.  As 

privileged one can serve as a necessary ally in the fight for equality, but this does not 

grant one the right to assume the fight as one’s own.  For in doing so, one further robs the 

group one intends to fight for of autonomy which they have previously been denied.  

Beauvoir shows us this through her own reaction to her discovery of her complicity 

regarding her privilege of being French, and more than that, a French intellectual.  

Specifically, I draw on this example because it enables us to understand the complexity 

of privilege and why we often cling to our identities even if what is being practiced in 

that name is shameful.  Beauvoir was born French and steeped in French culture through 

developing within it.  Furthermore, following the German Occupation of WWII the 

French sought to reclaim and reaffirm the positivity of their identity, solidarity, and 

activity.  And even within the context of the war, France stood as the antithesis of the 

inhumaneness of the Nazis.  Yet, less than a decade later France would represent brutality 

and the French would function as oppressors in the context of the Algerian Revolution.  

Thus, Beauvoir noticed that as French and as a prominent member of French society she 
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was responsible for the actions being carried out in the name of the French, in her name, 

if she remained complicit.  But, Beauvoir did not remain complicit; rather she used her 

privileged situation to serve as political intervention.  The means through which she 

accomplished this, however, were unique to her as a writer.  She was not, as she notes in 

her autobiographies, a clandestine activist.  In fact, there was a time in her life when she 

rejected this form of underground activism as valuable.  Yet, even as her support of the 

use of underground movements changed, her understanding of herself as effective in such 

a role did not.   

Explicitly, it was through Beauvoir’s partnering with Gisèle Halimi in the case of the 

Djamila Boupacha that she found the means through which her privilege could serve as a 

source of resistance.  Briefly, Djamila Boupacha was a young FLN member who after 

being arrested by the French military for allegedly planting a bomb in a café in Algiers, 

was repeatedly tortured and raped by her captors.  Boupacha eventually confessed to a 

crime only after being raped with a bottle.  This confession was ultimately recanted.  

Halimi’s central goals were to have Boupacha’s case moved to France, where she 

believed it would be more fairly judged when submitted to the general French public, and 

to render her acquitted in that the only evidence against her in the case was her coerced 

confession.  Halimi also convinced Boupacha to file countercharges against her unknown 

captors for her illegal confinement, torture, and rape.  In order to accomplish this, Halimi 

knew she must mount a public campaign in order to sway opinion both governmental and 

general in favor of Boupacha.  Here Beauvoir’s privilege as a prominent French writer 

and intellectual would prove to be indisputably useful.  When Halimi reached out to 

Beauvoir to write about the case, Beauvoir promptly agreed.  Beauvoir’s privilege 
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entailed access to major national publications including Le Monde, which would 

eventually publish her transcription of Boupacha’s account on June 3, 1960.   

By Beauvoir’s own account, her article was simply a summary of Boupacha’s account 

(Beauvoir 1964: 222).  Beauvoir’s privilege as a prominent intellectual figure functioned 

as mediation to the retelling of the account; her privilege cast credibility on the case for 

Boupacha for a population that generally identified with the French military over the 

Algerian revolutionaries.  She forced the French people to confront the issues of torture 

and rape within situations of war and the contradiction this poses within their 

understanding of themselves as just and good.  In her closing paragraphs she clearly 

delineates the ethical issue at hand and accuses all who do not respond or act to pressure 

their government as direct accomplices in the rape and torture of Algerians like 

Boupacha.  She writes:  “it is France as a whole that would be betrayed; it is each one of 

us, it’s me, it’s you. For whether we have chosen those who rule us willingly, or submit 

to them grudgingly, willy-nilly we find we are their accomplices” (Beauvoir 1962: 223).  

As Kruks, aptly notes the strength of this appeal is Beauvoir’s identifying of herself as an 

accomplice as well (Kruks 2012).  She casts herself in the same situation as her fellow 

French citizens, but presses them to confront the situation and what it means for their 

identity as French.  If they want to maintain an understanding of themselves as just and 

moral, then hiding from the truth regarding what is being perpetrated in their name is not 

going to work.  As a former accomplice she shows them the way out of bad faith through 

joining her in collective action.
9
 

                                                           
9
 The self-referential quality of the type of appeal that Beauvoir used in order to move her fellow French 

citizens to thought and action is perhaps problematic in that it casts the problem as being at least in part 
the degradation of the good of France.   
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Beauvoir’s political activity did not end with this; rather she was a central player 

in the formation of the Committee for Djamila Boupacha and even went to talk to the 

Minister of Justice in order to directly state the case for moving Boupacha’s case from 

Algeria to France.  In 1962, Boupacha was moved to France and was awaiting trial.  

Halimi again requested Beauvoir’s help; this time in writing a preface to Halimi’s book 

entitled Djamila Boupacha which further revealed the extent of Boupacha’s torture as 

well as the inherent problems in the French legal system.  Though Beauvoir only penned 

the preface she agreed to serve as co-author in order to “share responsibility” with 

Halimi.  Again, Beauvoir’s privilege would serve their cause well through opening doors, 

garnering a larger audience and public appeal, and protecting Halimi, a lawyer, for being 

indicted by the court herself.   

Here I will turn to my second point, and again use Beauvoir’s actions within the 

framework of the Boupacha case to show that we must limit the use of privilege in order 

to not impose further upon the autonomy of the group we intend to support.  The 

Boupacha case for Beauvoir was not merely an opportunity to help a young woman who 

had clearly been victimized by French soldiers, but it was a chance to further generally 

her anti-colonial argument and specifically argue for granting full independence for 

Algeria.  Arguing for independence for Algeria, however, required respecting the 

autonomy of the leadership of the Algerian liberation movement.  Once Boupacha’s trial 

was over and she was released from jail, the FLN demanded her return to Algeria.  

Boupacha, however, was hesitant to return and requested asylum in France to continue 

her education there.  Halimi reached out to Beauvoir once again asking her to intervene in 

Boupacha’s request to remain in France, but to Halimi’s surprise Beauvoir refused.  As 
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Halimi recounts in her autobiography, Beauvoir argued that it was not their right to 

intervene for Boupacha against the FLN.  As they were French, they had the right and 

responsibility to do so against their own governmental institutions, but they had no such 

right to do so against an independence movement of another country.  For to argue for the 

independence of a group, whether it be a nation, a marginalized group within a nation, or 

a group that spans national boundaries, one must be careful to not set up one’s own 

perspective as an outsider as that which said group should follow.  Boupacha was a 

member of the FLN, thus for Beauvoir they had the right to demand she return.  

Boupacha surely had a right to refuse and others within the FLN movement had the right 

to intervene on behalf of Boupacha against their leadership, but Beauvoir did not.  

Responsibility here is also guided by situation and Beauvoir, as not Algerian, felt as 

though she had no right to use her privilege to cast doubt upon the FLN’s capacity to self-

govern their own members. 

From Beauvoir’s actions I think we can learn an important lesson regarding 

privilege and how to act from an understanding of good faith once we have determined 

we will use our situation of privilege in order to fight against injustice.  This applies not 

only to international conflicts, or colonial situations, but additionally to those conflicts 

that subjugate one or more social groups for the benefit of another.  For example, if white 

women follow Beauvoir’s example and use their racial privilege to fight against the 

subjugation of women of color in the United States then this would require that they 

intervene within arenas of white privilege to fight for space for those who have been 

excluded.  White women can of course overstep their responsibility to fight for groups 

whom they are not members and in doing so they co-opt the autonomy of that group 
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whom they purport to support.  But, this is not support; this is a further form of 

colonization that does not respect the freedom of the members of said group.  Rather it 

functions as an expression of disdain; as an attempt to straighten up by the framework of 

privilege—in this case whiteness—how these women should constitute their projects.  

The same may be said regarding gender.  Men, in seeking to alleviate the oppression of 

women, should intervene in spaces of concentrated male privilege in order to force other 

men to confront their bad faith and to motivate changes regarding how women are treated 

within dominant institutions.  It is not his right to speak on behalf of women regarding 

how oppression has been experienced for them, nor is it his right to co-opt spaces 

reserved for women to express this and fight for themselves as a way forward.  Truly 

having recognition within the cultural realm means having recognition within the 

situation in which they exist today; not as the ideal that they one day may become once 

the shackles of oppression have been truly cast off.  For what can this truly really even 

mean within an understanding of the human collective as becoming only what it enables 

itself to become?  Oppressed groups once lost to the world, in becoming present must be 

given their own opportunities to be autonomous and self-determining; to will their own 

will, both on a collective and individual level.  Beauvoir throughout her work, even when 

she describes herself as too abstract, shows us this.  She shows us how often we reject our 

own capacities for freedom, and how even more readily are we ready to reject those of 

others.  Moreover, she shows us the tension between freedom and situation which 

requires that we rethink not only the extent to which we freely constitute our own 

projects and identities, but also how we may responsibly fight against the oppression of 

others. 
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  This is, however, important beyond the effects upon the marginalized groups 

themselves, though as I hope I have shown throughout this dissertation it is most 

important because of the dehumanizing effects of oppression upon the marginalized and 

oppressed. For a world lacking the participation of all and in fact encouraging the 

maintained subordination of some groups for the benefit of others is not a world 

dedicated to the freedom and possibility of the human individual and certainly not of 

humanity as a whole.  Especially within disciplines that seek to elucidate the being of the 

human being, the social world, and even the physical world, the historical and present 

day absence of entire social groups, this order should not and cannot stand.  Through 

revealing the ways in which situations of oppression are lived in their varied 

manifestations we can come to understand the hidden effects these forms of oppression 

have on the collective social consciousness and the knowledge produced therein.  Thus, 

the benefits in revealing the hidden epistemic effects of oppression are not exclusively for 

those existing within the parameters of oppression.  Rather, all who are committed to 

pursuing truth in and of itself should be concerned with the opening of freedom for those 

who have been historically marginalized.  Strikingly, it is through understanding the far-

reaching effects oppression has upon the greater cultural sphere and the pursuit of 

knowledge itself we begin to challenge the dominant understanding of the individual as 

merely a self-contained, personal entity.   
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