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(QUESTIONS

1. Sartre’s philosophy was attacked from both the left and the right. What
did his critics say about his work?

What does Sartre mean when he says that existence precedes essence?

Sartre believes that there is no God. How does this affect his worldview?

What is Sartre’s view of individual responsibility?

A B S TOR ¥

Sartre’s philosophy has been characterized as extremely pessimistic. Would
you agree? How might his personal experiences have affected his views?

The Second Sex

(1949)

imone de Beauvoir (1908-86) grew up in Paris and was educated in private

Catholic schools. She took a degree in philosophy from the Sorbonne and
taught philosophy at a number of evening colleges during the early part of
her career. At this time she met Jean-Paul Sartre; they began a lifelong associ-
ation, though both rejected marriage as a bourgeois institution. In the 1930s
de Beauvoir took up writing as a full-time occupation, alternating between
existential novels and academic treatises. She was particularly adept at por-
traying the complexities of personal relationships in a world without fixed val-
ues and beliefs. She also edited the magazine Modern Times, an influential
intellectual journal.

The Second Sex examines the condition of modern women through a study of
the subjugation of women throughout history. It is a bitter and incisive account
and quickly became a seminal work in the developing women’s liberation move-
ment. It was widely translated; the first American edition appeared in 1953.

In a sense her whole existence is waiting, since
she is confined in the limbo of immanence and
_~nntingence, and since her justification is always
' the hands of others. She awaits the homage,
the approval of men, she awaits love, she awaits

the gratitude and praise of her husband or her
lover. She awaits her support, which comes from
man; whether she keeps the checkbook or mere-
ly gets a weekly or monthly allowance from her
husband, it is necessary for him to have drawn
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his pay or obtained that raise if she is to be able
to pay the grocer or buy a new dress. She waits
for man to put in an appearance, since her eco-
nomic dependence places ber at his disposal;
she is only one element in masculine life while
man is her whole existence. The husband has
his occupations outside the home, and the wife
has to put up with his absence all day long; the
lover—passionate as he may be—is the one who
decides on their meetings and separations in
accordance with his obligations. In bed, she
awaits the male’s desire, she awaits—sometimes
anxiously—her own pleasure.

All she can do is arrive later at the ren-
dezvous her lover has set, not be ready at the
time designated by her husband; in that way she
asserts the importance of her own occupations,
she insists on her independence; and for the
moment she becomes the essential subject to
whose will the other passively submits. But these
are timid attempts at revenge; however persis-
tent she may be in keeping men waiting, she will
never compensate for the interminable hours
she has spent in watching and hoping, in await-
ing the good pleasure of the male.

Woman is bound in a general way to contest
foot by foot the rule of man, though recognizing
his over-all supremacy and worshipping his
idols. Hence that famous “contrariness” for
which she has often been reproached. Having
no independent domain, she cannot oppose
positive truths and values of her own to those
asserted and upheld by males; she can only deny
them. Her negation is more or less thoroughgo-
ing, according to the way respect and resent-
ment are proportioned in her nature. But in fact
she knows all the faults in the masculine system,
and she has no hesitation in exposing them. . ..

It is understandable, in this perspective, that
woman takes exception to masculine logic. Not
only is it inapplicable to her experience, but in
his hands, as she knows, masculine reasoning
becomes an underhand form of force; men’s
undebatable pronouncements are intended to

confuse her. The intention is to put her in a
dilemma: either you agree or you do not. Out of
respect for the whole system of accepted princi-
ples she should agree; if she refuses, she rejects
the entire system. But she cannot venture to go
so far; she lacks the means to reconstruct society
in different form. Still, she does not accept it as
it is. Halfway between revolt and slavery, she
resigns herself reluctantly to masculine authori-
ty. On each occasion he has to force her to
accept the consequences of her halfhearted
yielding. Man pursues that chimera, a compan-
ion half slave, half free: in yielding to him, he
would have her yield to the convincingness of an
argument, but she knows that he has himself
chosen the premises on which his rigorous
deductions depend. As long as she avoids ques-
tioning them, he will easily reduce her to
silence; nevertheless he will not convince her,
for she senses his arbitrariness. And so, annoyed,
he will accuse her of being obstinate and illogi-
cal; but she refuses to play the game because she
knows the dice are loaded.

Woman does not entertain the positive
belief that the truth is something other than men
claim; she recognizes, rather, that there is not
any fixed truth. It is not only the changing
nature of life that makes her suspicious of the
principle of constant identity, nor is it the magic
phenomena with which she is surrounded that
destroy the notion of causality. It is at the heart
of the masculine world itself, it is in herself as
belonging to this world that she comes upon the
ambiguity of all principle, of all value, of every-
thing that exists. She knows that masculine
morality, as it concerns her, is a vast hoax. Man
pompously thunders forth his code of virtue and
honor; but in secret he invites her to disobey it,
and he even counts on this disobedience; with-
out it, all that splendid facade behind which he
takes cover would collapse. . ..

Woman has the same faults because she is a vic-
tim of the same paternalistic oppression; she has
the same cynicism because she sees man from
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top to toe, as a valet sees his master. But it is
clear that none of woman’s traits manifest an
originally perverted essence or will: they reflect
a situation. “There is dissimulation everywhere
under a coercive regime,” says Fourier. “Prohibi-
tion and contraband are inseparable in love as
in trade.” And men know that woman’s faults
indicate her situation so well that,. anxious to
maintain the hierarchy of sexes, they encourage
in their companions the very traits that merit
their contempt. No doubt the husband or lover
is irritated by the faults of the particular woman
he lives with, and yet when they extoll the
charms of femininity in general, they believe it
to be inseparable from its defects. If woman is
not faithless, futile, cowardly, indolent, she loses
her seductiveness. . ..

Not accepting logical principles and moral
imperatives, skeptical about the laws of nature,
woman lacks the sense of the universal; to her
the world seems a confused conglomeration of
special cases. This explains why she believes
more readily in the tittletattle of a neighbor
than in a scientific explanation. No doubt she
respects the printed book, but she respectfully
skims the pages of type without getting at the
meaning; on the contrary, the anecdote told by
some unknown in a waiting line or drawing-
room at once takes on an overwhelming author-
ity. Within her sphere all is magic; outside, all is
mystery. She is unfamiliar with the criterion of
plausibility; only immediate experience carries
conviction—her own experience, or that of oth-
ers if stated emphatically enough. As for her
own self, she feels she is a special case because
she is isolated in her home and hence does not
come into active contact with ‘other women; she
is always expecting that destiny and men will
make an exception in her favor. She believes in
her intuitions much more firmly than in univer-
sally valid reasoning; she readily admits that they
come from God or from some vague world-
spirit; regarding some misfortune or accident
she calmly thinks: “That will not happen to me.”

French novelist and feminist Simone de Beauvoir
(1908-86) participated in demonstrations for
women's issues such as family planning. Her arm-
band advocates the free use of abortion and contracep-
tion for birth control.

Regarding benefits, on the other hand, she
imagines that “an exception will be made in my
case”. she rather expects special favors, The
storekeeper will give her a discount, the police-
man will let her through without a pass; she has
been taught to overestimate the value of her
smile, and no one has told her that all women
smile, It is not that she thinks herself more
extraordinary than her neighbor: she does not
make the comparison. And for the same reason
experience rarely shows her how wrong she is:
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she meets with one failure after another, but she
does not sum them up in a valid conclusion.

This shows why women do not succeed in
building up a solid counter-universe whence
they can challenge the males; now and then they
rail at men in general, they tell what happens in
the bedroom or at childbirth, they exchange
horoscopes and beauty secrets, But they lack the
conviction necessary to build this grievance-
world their resentment calls for; their attitude
toward man is too ambivalent. Doubtless he is a
child, a necessitous and vulnerable body, he is a
simpleton, a bothersome drone, a mean tyrant,
a vain egotist; but he is also the liberating hero,
the divinity who bestows values. His desire is
gross appetite, his embrace a degrading duty; yet
his fire and virile force seem like demiurgic
power. When a woman says ecstatically: “He isa
man!” she evokes at-once the sexual vigor and
the social effectiveness of the man she admires.
In both he displays the same creative superiority;
she does not conceive of his being a great artist,
a great man of business, a general, a Ieader, with-
out being a potent lover, and thus his social suc-
cesses always have a sexual attractiveness;
inversely, she is quick to see genius in the man
who sadsfies her desires, ...

The ambiguity of woman’s feelings toward man
is found again in her general attitude toward
herself and the world. The domain in which she
is confined is surrounded by the masculine uni-
verse, but it is haunted by obscure forces of
which men are themselves the playthings; if she
allies herself with these magical forces, she will
come to power in her turn. Society enslaves
Nature; but Nature dominates it. The Spirit
flames out beyond Life; but it ceases to burn
when life no longer supports it. Woman is justi-
fied by this equivocation in finding more verity
in a garden than in a city, in a malady than in an
idea, in a birth than in a revolution; she endeav-
ors to reestablish that reign of the earth, of the
Mother, in order to become again the essential

in face of the inessential. But as she, also, is an
existent having transcendence, she can give
value to that domain where she is confined only
by transfiguring it: she lends it a transcendent
dimension. Man lives in a consistent universe
that is 4 reality conceivable in thought. Woman is
at grips with a magical reality that defies thought,
and she escapes from it through thoughts with-
out real content. Instead of taking up her exis-
tence, she contemplates in the clouds the pure
Idea of her destiny; instead of acting, she sets up
her own image in the realm of imagination: that
is, instead of reasoning, she dreams. Hence the
fact that while being “physical,” she is also artifi-
cial, and while being earthy, she makes herself
etherial. Her life is passed in washing pots and

pans, and it is a glittering novel; man’s vassal,

she thinks she is his idol; carnally humiliated,
she is all for Love. Because she is condemned to
know only the factual contingence of life, she
makes herself priestess of the Ideal.

This ambivalence is evident in the way
woman regards her body. It is a burden: worn
away in service to the species, bleeding each
month, proliferating passively, it is not for her a

‘pure instrument for getting a grip on the world

but an opaque physical presence; it is no certain
source of pleasure and it creates lacerating
pains; it contains menaces: woman feels endan-
gered by her “insides.” It is a “hysteric” body, on
account of the close connection of the endo-
crine secretions with the nervous and sympa-
thetic systems that control the muscles and the
viscera. Her body displays reactions for which
the woman denies responsibility; in sobs, vomit-
ing, convulsions, it escapes her control, it be-
trays her; it is her most intimate verity, but itis a
shameful verity that she keeps hidden. And yet it
is also her glorious double; she is dazzled in
beholding it in the mirror; it is promised happi-
ness, work of art, living statue; she shapes it,
adorns it, puts it on show. When she smiles at
herself in the glass, she forgets her carnal con-
tingence; in the embrace of love, in maternity,
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her image is destroyed. But often, as she muses
on herself, she is astonished to be at one and the
same time that heroine and that flesh.

Nature similarly presents a double face to
her, supplying the soup kettle and stimulating
mystical effusions. When she became a house-
keeper and a mother, woman renounced her
free roaming of field and wood, she preferred
the quiet cultivation of her kitchen garden, she
tamed the flowers and put them in vases; yet she
is still entranced with moonlight and sunset. In
the terrestrial fauna and flora she sees food and
ornament before all; but in them a sap circulates
which is nobility and magic. Life is not merely
immanence and repetition: it has also a dazzling
face of light; in flowery meadows it is revealed as
Beauty. Attuned to nature by the fertility of her
womb, woman is also swept by its animating
breeze, which is spirit. And to the extent that
she remains unsatisfied and, like the young girl,

feels unfulfilled and unlimited, her soul, too,

will be lost to sight down roads stretching end-
lessly on, toward unbounded horizons. Enslaved
as she is to her husband, her children, her
home, it is ecstasy to find herself alone, sover-
eign on the hillsides; she is no longer mother,
wife, housekeeper, but a human being; she con-
templates the passive world, and she remembers
that she is wholly a conscious being, an irre-
ducible free individual. Before the mystery of
water and the leap of summits, the male’s
supremacy fades away. Walking through the
heather, dipping her hand in the stream, she is
living not for others, but for herself. Any woman
who has preserved her independence through
all her servitudes will ardently love her own free-
dom in Nature, Others will find there only pre-
texts for refined raptures; and they will hesitate
at twilight between the danger of catching cold
and an ecstasy of the soul.

(QQUESTIONS

1. How do women traditionally struggle against male domination? What are

their tactcs?

2. Why are women “illogical” or “obstinate”?

3. De Beauvoir implies that men and women think differently. How? Do
you think she is correct, or is she only reinforcing an old stereotype?

4. Women have ambiguous feelings toward men, de Beauvoir says. Is this a
positive or a negative thing, in her view?

5. Judging from de Beauvoir’s work, has the status of women changed
much from the days of Mrs, Beeton?







