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English 11 Honors 
Unit I: Existentialism 

The following text is excerpted from the introduction of Simone de 
Beauvoir’s  1949 book The Second Sex (w/ translation by H M 
Parshley).  In this section the author’s purpose for writing the book is 
made clear.  While reading, consider the possible ways in which de 
Beauvoir is using Existentialist ideas concerning authenticity, essence, 
and freedom and applying them to a completely different field (the 
study of women).  When finished, carefully answer the questions at 
the end.   

**Full credit will be awarded to the student who refers back to specific moments 
in the text as well as previous texts discussed in class. 
 

From The Second Sex (1949) 

... Quite evidently this problem would be without significance if we were to believe that woman's 
destiny is inevitably determined by physiological, psychological, or economic forces. Hence I shall 
discuss first of all the light in which woman is viewed by biology, psychoanalysis, and historical 
materialism. Next I shall try to show exactly how the concept of the 'truly feminine' has been 
fashioned - why woman has been defined as the Other - and what have been the consequences from 
man's point of view. Then from woman's point of view I shall describe the world in which women 
must live; and thus we shall be able to envisage the difficulties in their way as, endeavouring to make 
their escape from the sphere hitherto assigned them, they aspire to full membership in the human 
race. …. 

Introduction  
"Woman as Other" 

FOR a long time I have hesitated to write a book on woman. The subject is irritating, especially to 
women; and it is not new. Enough ink has been spilled in quarrelling over feminism, and perhaps we 
should say no more about it. It is still talked about, however, for the voluminous nonsense uttered 
during the last century seems to have done little to illuminate the problem. After all, is there a 
problem? And if so, what is it? Are there women, really? Most assuredly the theory of the eternal 
feminine still has its adherents who will whisper in your ear: 'Even in Russia women still are women'; 
and other erudite persons - sometimes the very same - say with a sigh: 'Woman is losing her way, 
woman is lost.' One wonders if women still exist, if they will always exist, whether or not it is 
desirable that they should, what place they occupy in this world, what their place should be. 'What 
has become of women?' was asked recently in an ephemeral magazine.  

But first we must ask: what is a woman? 'Tota mulier in utero', says one, 'woman is a womb'. But in 
speaking of certain women, connoisseurs1 declare that they are not women, although they are 
equipped with a uterus like the rest. All agree in recognising the fact that females exist in the human 
species; today as always they make up about one half of humanity. And yet we are told that 
femininity is in danger; we are exhorted to be women, remain women, become women. It would 
appear, then, that every female human being is not necessarily a woman; to be so considered she 
must share in that mysterious and threatened reality known as “femininity.” Is this attribute 

                                                 
1 An expert judge on a particular topic 
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something secreted by the ovaries? Or is it a Platonic2 essence, a product of the philosophic 
imagination? Is a rustling petticoat enough to bring it down to earth? Although some women try 
zealously to incarnate3 this essence, it is hardly patentable.4 It is frequently described in vague and 
dazzling terms that seem to have been borrowed from the vocabulary of the seers, and indeed in the 
times of St Thomas it was considered an essence as certainly defined as the somniferous virtue of the 
poppy.5  

But conceptualism6 has lost ground. The biological and social sciences no longer admit the existence 
of unchangeably fixed entities that determine given characteristics, such as those ascribed to woman, 
the Jew, or the Negro. Science regards any characteristic as a reaction dependent in part upon a 
situation. If today femininity no longer exists, then it never existed. But does the word woman, then, 
have no specific content? This is stoutly affirmed by those who hold to the philosophy of the 
enlightenment, of rationalism, of nominalism;7 women, to them, are merely the human beings 
arbitrarily designated by the word woman. Many American women particularly are prepared to think 
that there is no longer any place for woman as such; if a backward individual still takes herself for a 
woman, her friends advise her to be psychoanalysed and thus get rid of this obsession. In regard to [a 
book], Modern Woman: The Lost Sex, which in other respects has its irritating features, Dorothy Parker 
has written: 'I cannot be just to books which treat of woman as woman . . . My idea is that all of us, 
men as well as women, should be regarded as human beings.' But nominalism is a rather inadequate 
doctrine, and the antifeminists have had no trouble in showing that women simply are not men. 
Surely woman is, like man, a human being; but such a declaration is abstract. The fact is that every 
concrete human being is always a singular, separate individual. To decline to accept such notions as 
the eternal feminine, the black soul, the Jewish character, is not to deny that Jews, Negroes, women 
exist today - this denial does not represent a liberation for those concerned, but rather a flight from 
reality. Some years ago a well-known woman writer refused to permit her portrait to appear in a 
series of photographs especially devoted to women writers; she wished to be counted among the 
men. But in order to gain this privilege she made use of her husband's influence! Women who assert 
that they are men lay claim none the less to masculine consideration and respect. I recall also a young 
Trotskyite8 standing on a platform at a boisterous meeting and getting ready to use her fists, in spite 
of her evident fragility. She was denying her feminine weakness; but it was for love of a militant male 
whose equal she wished to be. The attitude of defiance of many American women proves that they 
are haunted by a sense of their femininity. In truth, to go for a walk with one's eyes open is enough 
to demonstrate that humanity is divided into two classes of individuals whose clothes, faces, bodies, 
smiles, gaits, interests, and occupations are manifestly different. Perhaps these differences are 
superficial, perhaps they are destined to disappear. What is certain is that they do most obviously 
exist.  

If her functioning as a female is not enough to define woman, if we decline also to explain her 
through 'the eternal feminine', and if nevertheless we admit, provisionally, that women do exist, then 
we must face the question "what is a woman"?  

                                                 
2 Having to do with the ancient Greek philosopher Plato.  For the purposes of this class, all we need to 
understand here is that de Beauvoir is asking if being “feminine” is a result of something taking the form of 
something else that came before and also happened to be known as “feminine.”  
3 Try really hard to embody or represent 
4 Within an already established body of law 
5 de Beauvoir uses “seer” here in the Judeo-Christian sense: a prophet.  She’s arguing against a reading of St. 
Thomas Aquinas, a 13th century Priest and philosopher who claimed that human beings share the same 
essence, and that the essence of woman comes from that of a man.  This has been disputed by several scholars.   
6 A theory that universal truths or beliefs can exist, though only in the minds of people 
7 The idea that universal truths or beliefs are just names without any corresponding connection to the real 
world. 
8 A follower of Leon Trotsky, a Russian revolutionary.  Generally, this term is used to define a person who 
believes that socialism must be established through the continual promotion of revolutionary activities  

http://www.firstthings.com/article/2009/03/003-what-aquinas-never-said-about-women-38
http://www.firstthings.com/article/2007/01/what-aquinas-really-said-about-women-24
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To state the question is, to me, to suggest, at once, a preliminary answer. The fact that I ask it is in 
itself significant. A man would never set out to write a book on the peculiar situation of the human 
male. But if I wish to define myself, I must first of all say: 'I am a woman'; on this truth must be 
based all further discussion. A man never begins by presenting himself as an individual of a certain 
sex; it goes without saying that he is a man. The terms masculine and feminine are used symmetrically 
only as a matter of form, as on legal papers. In actuality the relation of the two sexes is not quite like 
that of two electrical poles, for man represents both the positive and the neutral, as is indicated by 
the common use of man to designate human beings in general; whereas woman represents only the 
negative, defined by limiting criteria, without reciprocity. In the midst of an abstract discussion it is 
vexing to hear a man say: To think thus and so because you are a woman'; but I know that my only 
defense is to reply: 'I think thus and so because it is true,' thereby removing my subjective9 self from 
the argument. It would be out of the question to reply: 'And you think the contrary because you are a 
man', for it is understood that the fact of being a man is no peculiarity. A man is in the right in being 
a man; it is the woman who is in the wrong. It amounts to this: just as for the ancients there was an 
absolute vertical with reference to which the oblique was defined, so there is an absolute human type, 
the masculine. Woman has ovaries, a uterus: these peculiarities imprison her in her subjectivity,10 
circumscribe her within the limits of her own nature. It is often said that she thinks with her glands. 
Man superbly ignores the fact that his anatomy also includes glands, such as the testicles, and that 
they secrete hormones. He thinks of his body as a direct and normal connection with the world, 
which he believes he apprehends objectively, whereas he regards the body of woman as a hindrance, 
a prison, weighed down by everything peculiar to it. 'The female is a female by virtue of a certain lack 
of qualities,' said Aristotle;11 'we should regard the female nature as afflicted with a natural 
defectiveness.' And St Thomas for his part pronounced woman to be an 'imperfect man', an 
'incidental' being. This is symbolised in Genesis where Eve is depicted as made from what Bossuet12 
called 'a supernumerary bone' of Adam.  

Thus humanity is male and man defines woman not in herself but as relative to him; she is not 
regarded as an autonomous being. Michelet13 writes: 'Woman, the relative being . . .' And Benda is 
most positive in his Rapport d'Uriel: 'The body of man makes sense in itself quite apart from that of 
woman, whereas the latter seems wanting in significance by itself . . . Man can think of himself 
without woman. She cannot think of herself without man.' And she is simply what man decrees; thus 
she is called 'the sex', by which is meant that she appears essentially to the male as a sexual being. For 
him she is sex - absolute sex, no less She is defined and differentiated with reference to man and not 
he with reference to her; she is the incidental, the inessential as opposed to the essential. He is the 
Subject, he is the Absolute - she is the Other.14  

The category of the Other is as primordial as consciousness itself. In the most primitive societies, in 
the most ancient mythologies, one finds the expression of a duality - that of the Self and the Other. 
This duality was not originally attached to the division of the sexes; it was not dependent upon any 
empirical facts. It is revealed in such works as that of Granet on Chinese thought and those of 
Dumezil on the East Indies and Rome.15 The feminine element was at first no more involved in such 
pairs as Varuna-Mitra, Uranus-Zeus, Sun-Moon, and Day-Night than it was in the contrasts between 
Good and Evil, lucky and unlucky auspices, right and left, God and Lucifer. Otherness is a 
fundamental category of human thought.  

                                                 
9 “subjective” self here means de beauvior’s sense of self that is a product of the culture in which she exists, i.e. 
she understands herself to be a “woman” by the society around her 
10 Again, subjectivity here means a sense of self that is a product of the culture in which one develops 
11 Ancient Greek philosopher, student of Plato, all-around big deal 
12 Famous 17th century French Bishop and theologian  
13 Jules Michelet, a 19th century French historian and famous public speaker 
14 This is extremely important.  One of de Beauvoir’s biggest achievements in The Second Sex is the argument of 
woman as the Other (note the capital “O”).  Continue reading and see if you can figure out what she means. 
15 I have no idea who these people are… 
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Thus it is that no group ever sets itself up as the One without at once setting up the Other over 
against itself. If three travelers chance to occupy the same compartment, that is enough to make 
vaguely hostile 'others' out of all the rest of the passengers on the train. In small-town eyes all 
persons not belonging to the village are 'strangers' and suspect; to the native of a country all who 
inhabit other countries are 'foreigners'; Jews are 'different' for the anti-Semite, Negroes are 'inferior' 
for American racists, aborigines are 'natives' for colonists, proletarians are the 'lower class' for the 
privileged.  

Levi-Strauss,16 at the end of a profound work on the various forms of primitive societies, reaches the 
following conclusion: 'Passage from the state of Nature to the state of Culture is marked by man's 
ability to view biological relations as a series of contrasts; duality, alternation, opposition, and 
symmetry, whether under definite or vague forms, constitute not so much phenomena to be 
explained as fundamental and immediately given data of social reality.' These phenomena would be 
incomprehensible if in fact human society were simply a Mitsein17 or fellowship based on solidarity 
and friendliness. Things become dear, on the contrary, if, following Hegel,18 we find in consciousness 
itself a fundamental hostility towards 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.  

But the other consciousness, the other ego, sets up a reciprocal claim. The native travelling abroad is 
shocked to find himself in turn regarded as a 'stranger' by the natives of neighbouring countries. As a 
matter of fact, wars, festivals, trading, treaties, and contests among tribes, nations, and classes tend to 
deprive the concept Other of its absolute sense and to make manifest its relativity;19 willy-nilly, 
individuals and groups are forced to realize the reciprocity of their relations. How is it, then, that this 
reciprocity has not been recognised between the sexes, that one of the contrasting terms is set up as 
the sole essential, denying any relativity in regard to its correlative and defining the latter as pure 
otherness? Why is it that women do not dispute male sovereignty? No subject20 will readily volunteer 
to become the object, the inessential; it is not the Other who, in defining himself as the Other, 
establishes the One.21 The Other is posed as such by the One in defining himself as the One. But if 
the Other is not to regain the status of being the One, he must be submissive enough to accept this 
alien point of view. Whence comes this submission in the case of woman?  

There are, to be sure, other cases in which a certain category has been able to dominate another 
completely for a time. Very often this privilege depends upon inequality of numbers - the majority 
imposes its rule upon the minority or persecutes it. But women are not a minority, like the American 
Negroes or the Jews; there are as many women as men on earth. Again, the two groups concerned 
have often been originally independent; they may have been formerly unaware of each other's 
existence, or perhaps they recognised each other's autonomy. But a historical event has resulted in 
the subjugation of the weaker by the stronger. The scattering of the Jews, the introduction of slavery 
into America, the conquests of imperialism22 are examples in point. In these cases the oppressed 
retained at least the memory of former days; they possessed in common a past, a tradition, 
sometimes a religion or a culture.  

                                                 
16 Claude Levi-Strauss (not the blue jeans guy…).  He is understood as the father of modern anthropology. 
17 This is a German word originally coined by another philosopher (Martin Heidegger), which basically means 
“being with others” or, more simply, companionship. 
18 Late 18th, early 19th century German philosopher, of whose work Heidegger was a detractor 
19 Basically, when you go to a foreign country and you see cultural events that locals take part in, it becomes 
painfully clear to you that you are not a part of that culture.  You become an Other, and therefore Other-ness is 
a relative term that can be applied to anyone.  It is not an idea that is inherent in any group of people. 
20 A person who is in search of an identity 
21 The author uses “the One” as the figure who defines the Other.  Essentially, she’s arguing that just because a 
woman understands herself as subservient to someone else (a man), this doesn’t mean that her subservience 
defines the man.  The man still has the power to define himself.   
22 Where one country imposes its way of life on another 
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…These questions are not new, and they have often been answered. But the very fact that woman is 
the Other tends to cast suspicion upon all the justifications that men have ever been able to provide 
for it. These have all too evidently been dictated by men's interest.  
 

RESPONSE QUESTIONS: 
Compose a carefully worded response to each of the following questions.  When finished, submit 
your responses to turnitin.com. 

1. What exactly does de Beauvoir mean when she asks “do women still exist?” on pg 1? 
2. On pg 2, when the author says “If today femininity no longer exists, then it never existed,” 

what does she mean?  If this is true, who stands to be affected by this kind of thinking?  In 
other words, what is at stake here? 

3. Paraphrase de Beauvoir’s passage from the bottom of page 2: “To decline to accept such 
notions as the eternal feminine, the black soul, the Jewish character, is not to deny that Jews, 
Negroes, women exist today - this denial does not represent a liberation for those 
concerned, but rather a flight from reality.” 

4. What does the author mean when she says on the top of pg 3, “The attitude of defiance of 
many American women proves that they are haunted by a sense of their femininity”? 

5. By the end, de Beauvoir argues that women aught to understand their position in society 
differently, taking into consideration their role as the Other.  Given that this book was 
written over 70 years ago, and in a country half a world away, do you feel that these issues 
are still relevant today?  Or, could we, as American readers, look to female cultural leaders 
and ignore this book, understanding it as a relic of a past that no longer matters? Explain. 


