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Simone de Beauvoir

• Writer

• Feminist

• Intellectual

• Philosopher

• What is philosophy? 

• Why should we do it?

• Does being a woman 
make a difference to 
being a philosopher? 
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Early Years: Family

• Mother: Françoise de 
Beauvoir

• Father: Georges Bertrand 
de Beauvoir

• Sister: Hélène de 
Beauvoir

• ‘The wife is what the 
husband makes of her: it’s 
up to him to make her 
someone’ (Memoirs)



Family

‘He was contemptuous of 
successes which are obtained at 
the expense of hard work and 
effort: according to him, if you 
were ‘born’ to be someone, you 
automatically possessed all the 
essential qualities – wit, talent, 
charm and good breeding’

- Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter



‘I wanted to invent my life’

https://youtu.be/SFRTl_9CbFU?t=1174

1959 interview by Radio-Canada (never aired)

https://youtu.be/SFRTl_9CbFU?t=1174


‘to train for a profession was a sign of defeat’

• Catholic Schooling
• Baccalaureate exams in 

mathematics and philosophy
• Mathematics at the Institut 

Catholique de Paris and 
literature/languages at the 
Institut Sainte-Marie

• Philosophy at the Sorbonne with 
a diplôme d'études supérieures on 
the concept in Leibniz (9th woman 
to complete)

• Audited courses at the École 
Normale Supérieure in 
preparation for the agrégation in 
philosophy (qualification to teach 
at lycées). At 21 youngest woman 
ever to pass—placed narrowly 2nd

to Sartre on his second try.



Friends

• Jean-Paul Sartre

• Maurice Merleau-
Ponty (“Pradelle”)

• A growing 
dissatisfaction with 
the academic 
philosophy they had 
been taught



Existentialism: Beginnings

• 1932-3 over Apricot 
Cocktails at Bec-de-Gaz

• Beauvoir and Sartre hear 
from Raymond Aron of 
developments in 
phenomenology in 
Germany (Husserl and 
Heidegger)

• Sartre leaves for Berlin to 
study phenomenology  

• Recounted in Sarah 
Bakewell’s At the 
Existentialist Café



Early Thinkers and Influences

• Hegel

• Kierkegaard

• Nietzsche

• Husserl

• Heidegger



Back to the Phenomena

• What is experience like 
for us?

• What are things?

• What are moods?

• What are our relations 
with others like?



Contingency

• We always find ourselves in particular concrete 
situations, with particular habits, features, etc.: 
Immanence (Ethics of Ambiguity, 1947) 

• We can’t escape such situations, but we shouldn’t 
passively accept them. 

• We have a transcendent aspect as well—we can 
thrown in question whatever we find ourselves with. 

• Transcendence: our ability to reflect, and our 
conceptual detachment from our situation.

• ‘there can be an “ought to be” only for a being 
who…questions himself within his being, a being who 
is distant from himself…’ (EoA) 



Existence Precedes Essence

• Our own being as human is forever in 
question, never defined in advance.



• `. . . once more I would be shut up in that world which I 
had spent years trying to get away from, in which 
everything, without any possibility of mistake, has its 
own name, its set place and its agreed function, in 
which hate and love, good and evil are as crudely 
differentiated as black and white, in which from the 
start everything is classified, catalogued, fixed and 
formulated, and irrevocably judged; that world with 
the sharp edges, its bare outlines starkly illuminated by 
an implacable flat light that is never once touched by 
the shadow of a doubt.’ 

- Memoirs



Radical Choice

• There are deep ambiguities in being human: in 
having to choose in particular concrete situations, 
but not being able to appeal to the situation or 
transcendent ethics to determine our choice. 

• We can get a feeling of unease, anxiety, Angst, 
from this vertigo, but we mustn’t run from it.

• If we choose something else (God, State, the 
Other) as the ‘foreign absolute’, the ground of our 
existence, this is to fail ethically. 



Philosophy without God

• Unlike for Kierkegaard and Heidegger, faith can’t 
help us. 

• ‘By renouncing to seek the guarantee of his 
existence outside himself, he also refused to 
believe in the unconditioned values that would 
rear up across his freedom like things’ (EoA).

• Instead, we need to accept the absurd and 
ambiguous nature of our existence and still 
choose. 



Authenticity

• We should acknowledge the ambiguities required 
for our lives, and our role in its making. 

• We need to care about and affirm all aspects of 
our existence—especially needs, demands and 
desires that are in conflict with one another—and 
accept that compromise is inevitable. 

• ‘We intend to draw the strength to live and 
reasons for acting from knowing the authentic 
conditions of our life’ (EoA)



We live in the in-between

• `Ambiguity is not an obstacle to, but the very 
foundation for, an ethical life’ (Weiss)

• ‘He is not allowed to exist without tending 
toward that being which he will never be [god]. 
But it is possible for him to want this tension even 
with its inherent failure. His being is lack of being, 
but this lack has a way of being that is precisely 
existence’ (EoA)

• ‘in his vain attempt to be god, man makes himself 
exist as man’ (EoA) 



https://youtu.be/SFRTl_9CbFU?t=115

https://youtu.be/SFRTl_9CbFU?t=115


Pyrrhus and Cinéas (1944)

• Pyrrhus was asked by his 
friend Cinéas what his plans 
were after conquering his 
next empire. Cinéas' 
questions ("and then 
what?") only stop when 
Pyrrhus admits that after 
the last conquest, he will 
rest. Cinéas asks, “why not 
rest now?”

• What is the point of our 
goals and striving? How can 
we live consistent with our 
humanity?



Values

• ‘the passion to which man has acquiesced finds 
no external justification. No appeal coming from 
the outside, no objective necessity permits it to 
be considered useful. It has no reason to will 
itself. But that does not mean that it cannot 
justify itself, give itself reasons to be that it does 
not have’ (EoA)

• ‘Human existence makes value spring up in the 
world, and the undertaking in which it will be 
engaged can be judged according to these values’ 
(EoA)



Values

• ‘A man alone in the world would be paralyzed 
by…the vanity of all of his goals. But man is not 
alone in the world’ (P&C)

• ‘My values will find a home in the world only if 
others embrace them; only if I persuade others to 
make my values theirs. Though I can neither act 
for another nor directly influence their freedom, I 
must, Beauvoir argues, accept responsibility for 
the fact that my actions produce the conditions 
within which the other acts’ (Bergoffen)



Existentialism

https://youtu.be/SFRTl_9CbFU?t=266

https://youtu.be/SFRTl_9CbFU?t=266


?



Beauvoir the Feminist

• Beauvoir didn’t see herself as a 
feminist. 

• ‘I certainly didn’t regret being a 
woman; on the contrary it 
afforded me great satisfaction. 
My upbringing had convinced me 
of my sex’s intellectual inferiority, 
a fact admitted by many 
women…This handicap gave my 
successes a prestige far in excess 
of that accorded to successful 
male students: I felt it was 
something exception even to do 
so well as they did’ (Memoirs)

• But she had wanted to write 
about her lived experiences.

• Her existentialism gave her the 
tools for doing so. 



Le Deuxième Sexe (1949)

• An examination of the 
lived condition of being 
a woman, including 
biology, mythology, and 
cultural upbringing from 
girlhood.  

• ‘One is not born, but 
rather becomes, a 
woman’



Upbringing

• Differences between how 
men and women behave 
aren’t ‘essential’. They’re 
developed through 
upbringing.

• ‘Myths’ of femininity. 
• Social forces serve to 

make women inward-
looking, passive, self-
doubting and over-eager 
to please. 

• They are taught to treat 
themselves as objects: 
‘she makes herself object’



The subject who is object

• Women are required to 
reflect the male’s 
subjectivity back at him. 

• Objects of sexual 
desirability

• Women adopt point of view 
of what they take to be the 
subject, and see themselves 
as objects. ‘alienated 
perspective’

• Women not just secondary 
in status, but not even able 
to be subjects to the fullest 
degree. 



Recovering subjectivity

• Women are caught in a 
continual struggle, of 
being subjects who 
identify with their 
immanence and not their 
transcendence. 

• Embracing their 
possibilities for 
transcendence can be 
extremely difficult, given 
their historical and social 
situation. 



Le Deuxième Sexe (1949)

• Polemical and 
scandalous reception in 
France.

• 22,000 copies in first 
weeks. 



• Helped inspire second 
wave feminism: Betty 
Friedan's The Feminine 
Mystique (1963), Kate 
Millett's Sexual Politics 
(1969), and Germaine 
Greer's The Female 
Eunuch (1970).

• English translation (1953) 
by zoologist professor 
Howard M. Parshley. 
Abridged and 
philosophical vocabulary 
cut.





• New translation (2011) 
by Constance Borde and 
Sheila Malovany-
Chevallier



https://youtu.be/SFRTl_9CbFU?t=840

https://youtu.be/SFRTl_9CbFU?t=840


Beauvoir and Sartre

• Never married. Originally a 2 year 
`contract’, extended to life. Not a 
sexual relationship after the 
1930’s.

• Permitted to sleep with others, 
but had to tell the other (they 
didn’t always). To each other they 
were ‘essential’, others ‘accidents’. 

• Seems to have been Sartre’s idea, 
but to have suited Beauvoir well 
enough. Described as a mutual 
pact. 

• ‘I thought it was terribly awkward 
that married couples should be 
inseparably bound by material 
cares; the only link between two 
people who loved one another 
should be love’ (Memoirs)



She Came to Stay (1943)

• Her and Sartre’s 
relationships with a former 
student Olga Kosakiewicz.

• In real life, the triangle 
became a pentagram, 
before dissolving. 

• Also a philosophical 
exploration of living with 
others: phenomena of 
control, observation, 
jealousy and desire. 

• Bianca Lamblin’s A 
Disgraceful Affair



Beauvoir and Sartre

• Philosophically, an 
extremely successful 
partnership

• Lived separately, but 
met daily to write 
and talk

• Lasted 1929-1980

• Beauvoir died 14 
April 1986



• Philosophy: not a purely 
introspective game, a way 
of getting yourself caught 
up in problems. 



• Philosophy is a liberating, and joy, a way of freeing 
yourself from your contingent situation, and finding a 
more fulfilling way to be yourself. 

•Acknowledging that this won’t be straightforwardly 
achieved, and will never go to completion. 

• Particular groups face 
particularly difficulties—they’re 
not  seen as the rational ones 
tasked with transcending. 

• People more caught in the 
contradictions of human life can 
become better placed to explore 
the human condition. 



Further Reading

• Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter; The Prime of Life; Old Age
• A Very Easy Death; Adieux: A Farewell to Sartre
• The Second Sex 
• The Ethics of Ambiguity; Pyrrus and Cinéas
• She Came to Stay, The Mandarins 

• Simone de Beauvoir: The Making of an Intellectual Woman, 
Toril Moi

• Simone de Beauvoir, Lisa Appignanesi
• At The Existentialist Café, Sarah Bakewell
• Tête-à-Tête: Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre, Hazel 

Rowley



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4ORER0Vy
EZ4

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4ORER0VyEZ4

