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What we’ll cover today

■ Introduction to Simone de Beauvoir

■ Freedom and our responsibility to others in 

Pyrrhus & Cineas

■ Existentialist ethics, freedom and bad faith in 

The Ethics of Ambiguity

■ Feminism, freedom and passivity in The Second 

Sex



‘I wish that every human life might 

be pure transparent freedom.’



‘One is not born, 

but rather 

becomes, 

a woman’.



Simone de Beauvoir
(1908-1986)

■ Existentialist, Feminist, writer, novelist, 
journalist, activist and lifelong Parisian

■ Major works include the novels She Came to Stay (1943)
and the Mandarins (1954); Ethics of Ambiguity (1947) and 
The Second Sex (1949)

■ Youngest person to pass the aggregation in philosophy

■ Long-term open relationship with Sartre

■ Philosophy, politics and novels all share an exploration and 
commitment to individual freedom, through our relations 
with others





Prolific and varied writer

Novels: She Came to Stay (1943); The Blood of Others
(1945); All Men are Mortal (1946); The Mandarins; The 
Woman Destroyed (1967); When Things of the Spirit 
Come First (1979)

A play: Who Shall Die? (1945)

Travel: America Day by Day (1954); The Long March 
(1957)

Book-length essays including The Coming of Age (on 
growing old) (1970); Pyrrhus & Cineas (1944); Ethics of 
Ambiguity; The Second Sex

Journalism and memoir: inc. a four-volume 
autobiography (1958-72); A Farewell to Sartre (1981)





Freedom and ethical responsibility 

■ Like Camus and Sartre, Beauvoir’s 

philosophy is fundamentally concerned 

with freedom

■ But she also explores its ethical and 

political responsibilities and 

commitments to others

■ This begins in her first philosophical 

essay, Pyrrhus and Cineas (1944), 

written in war-torn France

■ It comes to argue for individual freedom 

through our projects and bonds with 

others, key themes in her later work



Pyrrhus and Cineas

■ King Pyrrhus and his advisor 

discuss his plans. 

■ After each empire the king claims 

he plans to conquer, Cineas asks: 

what will you do after?

■ Eventually the king says he will 

rest, once his plans are achieved

■ Cineas replies: why not rest right 

away?

Who do you think is the wisest?



Pyrrhus and Cineas

■ Traditionally Cineas is considered to be the wiser 

of the two, as he asks why go to the trouble of all 

this war when the end result is rest anyway…

■ The pursuit of glory is folly

■ But Beauvoir disagrees. 

■ Pyrrhus is more authentic, because he recognises 

that human existence is defined by a constant 

reaching out for goals, of choosing projects for 

ourselves

■ Pyrrhus fails in his imagination, she thinks: at the 

end he will not rest, but seek after something else



Man is project

■ Take a look at the first excerpt. After reading 

through in pairs, discuss:

Do you agree with Beauvoir’s account of human 

freedom as a continual series of projects?



Ethical responsibility to others

■ Faced with a crushing, meaningless reality, 

Beauvoir calls on us to create bonds with others of 

ethical action…

■ ‘Man is project’: we realise our freedom through 

our projects…

■ Projects that express our freedom and encourage 

the freedom of our fellow humans

■ This vision of freedom she calls transcendence, 

the movement towards an open future and 

indeterminate possibilities – not the present





The Ethics of Ambiguity

■ Beauvoir explores these themes in more depth in 

the Ethics of Ambiguity (1947), a major statement 

of existentialist ethics

■ Turn to the excerpt and below and in pairs discuss

What is the ‘fundamental ambiguity’ at the heart of 

the human condition?



Tragic ambiguity

■ We are torn between what we sense as our 

individual freedom, our choices and projects, and 

the weight of the world against us

■ The task of an existentialist ethics is to face up to 

this ambiguity and not deny it

■ Philosophers like Hegel, Marx and Kant avoid 

confronting this by abandoning individual freedom 

to universal values, e.g. Truth, ‘absolute subject’

■ This involves the sacrifice of countless individuals 

in the pursuit of perfection, for future over present

■ Only philosophies that value individual freedom, in 

all its forms, can ethical





Happy childhood

■ For Beauvoir, freedom is situated

■ We develop as children with lives dependent on 

others, born into the ‘serious world’ of ready-made 

values and established authorities

■ We develop our freedom in our imagination, 

creating meaning and value, but are spared 

responsibility for the worlds we bring into being

■ Childhood is a privileged existence, carrying the 

joys but not anxieties of freedom

■ From adolescence to adulthood, our experiences 

call upon us to take responsibility and reject the 

mystified, serious world… but can we?





Bad faith

■ Beauvoir lists personality characteristics of adults 

who avoid taking this responsibility. Do you agree 

with her characterisation?

■ The sub-man: rejects his freedom through boredom 

and laziness, submits to authority

■ The Serious man: subordinates his freedom to 

absolute, unconditioned values, be it power, fame, 

military glory, etc.

■ The nihilist: disappointed with his seriousness, he 

turns on himself, denying life’s meaningfulness

■ The adventurer: throws himself into life, choosing 

action for its own sake – but only caring for their own 

projects and freedom, not others



Responsibility to others

■ In both Pyrrhus and Ethics of Ambiguity Beauvoir 

argues for freedom as our responsibility to others 

who also seek freedom

■ But unlike Sartre, this involves accepting that 

freedom is situated. There are instances where it 

isn’t possible for some to become ‘free’, for 

instance oppressed women and minorities

■ Effectively our freedom cannot be realised on our 

own, and to abstain from helping others is to make 

a choice, ignoring the ethical call of the other

■ Take a look at the excerpt – are you persuaded?



The Second Sex (1949)

■ Major feminist work, one of the first

philosophical accounts of femininity

■ Quickly put on Vatican’s Index

■ Begins with the question 

‘what is woman?’

■ In two parts explores ‘facts and 

myths’ and ‘lived experience’

■ ‘it is not women's inferiority that has determined 

their historical insignificance: it is their historical 

insignificance that has doomed them to inferiority’



The Second Sex

■ Take a look at the excerpt from the 

Introduction and discuss in pairs:

What is Beauvoir setting out to criticise?

Are her targets still timely?



Woman as Other

■ ‘Man is defined as a human being and woman as 

a female – whenever she behaves as a human 

being she is said to imitate the male.’

■ Traditional scientific, philosophical and political 

ideas about femininity have produced an ideology 

of women’s ‘natural’ difference and inferiority 

■ ‘Man’ is presented as the absolute, neutral human 

type, whereas Woman is always the ‘Other’

■ Myths of the ‘eternal feminine’ – passionate, 

submissive, in tune with nature and emotions, 

passive, docile, etc. – subjugate women



Becoming a woman

■ ‘One is not born but becomes woman’

■ Beauvoir is one of the first to distinguish 

between sex/gender

■ Femininity is embodied, trained, enacted –

Judith Butler will expand on this ‘performativity’ 

in Gender Trouble

■ Female passivity and alienation are instilled 

from a young age



Becoming a woman

■ Instead of transcending and becoming free through 

work and creativity… 

■ Women are socially trained to fit roles like that of 

the wife, mother and prostitute, compelled to find 

meaning in a monotonous, passive existence

■ She also gives three female types of bad faith, in 

which freedom is submerged into an object:

■ The Narcissist – herself, objectified

The Woman in Love – her beloved

The Mystic – God, or the absolute



Is freedom possible?

■ Take a look at the last excerpt now, on the relation 

between men and women

■ Again, read, think, then discuss in pairs…

What is the problem between men and women?

What kind of vision of emancipation does Beauvoir 

have in mind?

Are you convinced by what you’ve read?



Equal but different

■ The Second Sex discusses the subjugated role of 

women throughout history, addressing 

menstruation, birth control and abortion, topics 

that were taboo (abortion illegal til late 1960s)

■ Emancipation required universal childcare, equal 

education, contraception, and legal abortion for 

women, but above all…

■ Economic freedom and independence from men

■ In this way both women and men will be freed from 

their repressed roles, and begin to recognise each 

other as free and other, and through this, realise 

their freedom together



Rounding up

■ Are you convinced by Beauvoir’s 

existentialist ethics, and its call for 

ethical responsibility?

■ Do women continue to be restricted 

by patriarchal gender roles that limit 

and stunt their freedom?

■ What does her concept of bad faith 

and authenticity tell us about the 

kinds of meanings human beings 

make about their lives – or avoid 

making?



Next week…

■ We turn to Hannah Arendt, our 
final philosopher

■ We’ll focus on her writings on 
totalitarianism, Eichmann and the 
‘banality of evil’, and her work The 
Human Condition

■ Take a look at a good introduction 
to her ideas on Moodle, an 
interview titled “What remains?”

■ Any questions, do email me 
Dan.taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk

mailto:Dan.taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk

