SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR

Woman as Other

Simone de Beauvoir was born in Paris in 1908 and lived there most
of her life, though her interests and influcnce were worldwide. Having a
devout Catholic mother and an agnostic father who practiced law and
was involved in amateur theater encouraged her to think for herself. She
vowed early to be a writer rather than a wife. True to her plan, Beauvoir
is best known for her feminist fiction and nonfiction and for her lifclong
relationship with the existentialist philosopher and writer Jean-Paul
Sartre. She was twenty when she met Sartre while studying at the Sor-
bonne. The two never married, lived together, or viewed their liaison as
exclusive, but they worked closely together and kept apartments in the
same building until Sartre’s death in 1980. Beauvoir’s several memoirs
chronicle her social and political development; her novels examine exis-
tentialist ideas and sometimes their proponents as well. The Mandarins
(1954), based on her affair with American novelist Nelson Algren, won
the prestigious Prix Goncourt. Beauvoir’s most famous work is the inter-
national bestseller The Second Sex (1952; Le deuxiéme sexe, 1949),
translated from the French by H. M. Parshley, from which “Woman as
Other” is taken. A vigorous and compassionatc champion of antiestab-
lishment causes, Beauvoir died in Paris in 1986.

Although France was scttled by the Parisii in the third century B.C.,
the French celebrated their bicentennial in 1989. Bastille Day, July 14,
marks the date in 1789 when outraged citizens stormed Paris’s notori-
ous Bastille prison and launched the Revolution, which ended nearly a
thousand years of monarchy. King Louis XVI was beheaded by the guil-
lotine in 1793, followed by his queen, the extravagant and unpopular
Marie Antoinette. After a two-year orgy of exccutions and a short-lived
republic, Napoleon Bonaparte ruled as emperor from 1804 to 1815.
After him came a series of republics and the brief Second Empire, cul-
minating in the Fifth Republic, which holds power today. During
World War 11, France was occupied by Germany. Having accumulated
worldwide colonies during the centuries of European expansion, France
withdrew in the 1950s from Indochina, Morocco, and Tunisia, and sub-
sequently from most of its other African territories. France also with-
drew most of its troops in 1966 from the North Atlantic Treaty Organi-
zation (NATO). A founding member of the European Community,
France continues to play a significant political, economic, and cultural
role in Europe and the world.

445



446 Opposite Sexes

What is a woman?

To state the question is, to me, to suggest, at once, a preliminary an-
swer. The fact that Fask it is in itself significant. A man would never get
the notion of writing a book on the peculiar situation of the human
male. But if T wish to define myself, I must first of all sav: “l 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 electri-
cal poles, for man represents both the positive and the neutral, as is in-
dicated by the common use of man to designate human beings in gen-
eral; 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: “You think thus and so because you are a
woman”; but | know that my only defense is to reply: “I think thus and
so because it is true,” thereby removing my subjective self from the ar-
gument. It would be out of the question to reply: “And vou think the
contrary because vou 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 an-
cients there was an absolute vertical with reference to which the
oblique was defined, so there is an absolute human type, the mascu-
line. Woman has ovaries, a uterus; these peculiaritics imprison her in
her subjectivity, 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 apprchends objec-
tively, whercas 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 qualitics,” said Aristotle; “we should regard the
femalc nature as afflicted with a natural defectiveness.” And St. Thomas
for his part pronounced woman to be an “imperfect man,” an “inci-
dental” being. ‘This is symbolized in Genesis where Eve is depicted as
made from what Bossuel called “a supermumerary 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. Michelet
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
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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 essen-
tially 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 op-
posed to the essential. He is the Subject, he is the Absolute — she is the
Other. ‘

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 dual-
ity was not originally attached to the division of the sexcs; it was not de-
pendent upon any empirical facts. It is revealed in such works as that of
Granct on Chinese thought and those of Dumézil on the East Indies
and Rome. The feminine clement 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 aus-
pices, right and left, God and Lucifer. Otherness is a fundamental cate-
gory of human thought.

Thus it is that no group ever sets itself up as the Onc without at once
setting up the Other over against itself. If three travelers chance to oc-
cupy 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 “foreign-
ers”; 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.

Lévi-Strauss, 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, opposi-
tion, and symmetry, whether under definite or vague forms, constitute
not so much phenomena to be explained as fundamental and immedi-
ately given data of social reality.” These phenomena would be incom-
prehensible if in fact human society were simply a Mitsein or fellowship
based on solidarity and friendliness. Things become clear, on the con-
trary, 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.

But the other consciousness, the other ego, sets up a reciprocal
claim. The native traveling abroad is shocked to find himself in turn
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regarded as a “stranger” by the natives of neighboring countrics. As a
matter of fact, wars, festivals, trading, treaties, and contests among
tribes, nations, and classes tend to deprive the concept Other of its ab-
solute sense and to make manifest its relativity; willy-nilly, individuals
and groups are forced to realize the reciprocity of their relations. How is
it, then, that this reciprocity has not been recognized 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
subject will readily volunteer to become the object, the inessential; it is
not the Other who, in defining himself as the Other, establishes the
One. 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 completcly 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 minor-
ity, like the American Negroes or the Jews; there are as many women as
men on earth. Again, the two groups concerned have often been origi-
nally independent; they may have been formerly unaware of each
other’s existence, or perhaps they recognized 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 imperialism 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.

The parallel drawn by Bebel between women and the proletariat is
valid in that neither ever formed a minority or a separate collective unit
of mankind. And instead of a single historical event it is in both cases a
historical development that explains their status as a class and accounts
for the membership of particular individuals in that class. But proletari-
ans have not always existed, whereas there have always been women.
They are women in virtue of their anatomy and physiology. Through-
out history they have always been subordinated to men, and hence their
dependency is not the result of a historical event or a social change — it
was not something that occurred. ‘The reason why otherness in this case
seems to be an absolute is in part that it lacks the contingent or inci-
dental nature of historical facts. A condition brought about at a certain
time can be abolished at some other time, as the Negroes of Haiti and
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others have proved; but it might scem that a natural condition is be-
yond the possibility of change. In truth, however, the nature of things is
no more immutably given, once for all, than is historical reality. If
woman seems to be the inessential which never becomes the essential,
t is because she herself fails to bring about this change. Proletarians say
“We”; Negroes also. Regarding themselves as subjects, they transform
the bourgeois, the whites, into “others.” But women do not say “We,”
except at some congress of feminists or similar formal demonstration;
men say “women,” and women use the same word in referring to them-
selves. They do not authentically assume a subjective attitude. The pro-
letarians have accomplished the revolution in Russia, the Negrocs in
Haiti, the Indochinese are battling for it in Indochina; but the women’s
effort has never been anything more than a symbolic agitation. They
have gained only what men have been willing to grant; they have taken
nothing, they have only received.

The reason for this is that women lack concrete mcans for organizing
themselves into a unit which can stand face to face with the correlative
unit. They have no past, no history, no religion of their own; and they
have no such solidarity of work and interest as that of the prolctariat.
They are not even promiscuously herded together in the way that cre-
ates community feeling among the American Negroes, the ghetto Jews,
the workers of Saint-Denis, or the factory hands of Renault. They live
dispersed among the males, attached through residence, housework,
economic condition, and social standing to certain men — fathers or
husbands — more firmly than they are to other women. If they belong
to the bourgeoisic, they feel solidarity with men of that class, not with
proletarian women; if they are white, their allegiance is to whitc men,
not to Negro women. The proletariat can propose to massacre the rul-
ing class, and a sufficiently fanatical Jew or Negro might dream of get-
ting sole possession of the atomic bomb and making humanity wholly
Jewish or black; but woman cannot even dream of exterminating the
males. The bond that unites her to her oppressors is not comparable to
any other. The division of the sexcs is a biological fact, not an event in
human history. Male and femalc stand opposed within a primordial
Mitsein, and woman has not broken it. The couple is a fundamental
unity with its two halves riveted together, and the cleavage of socicty
along the line of sex is impossible. Here is to be found the basic trait of
woman: She is the Other in a totality of which the two components are
necessary to one another.

One could suppose that this reciprocity might have facilitated the
liberation of woman. When Hercules sat at the feet of Omphale and
helped with her spinning, his desire for her held him captive; but why
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did she fail to gain a lasting power? To revenge herself on Jason, Medea
killed their children; and this grim legend would seem to suggest that
she might have obtained a formidable influence over him through his
love for his offspring. In Lysistrata Aristophancs gaily depicts a band of
women who joined forces to gain social ends through the sexual needs
of their men; but this is only a play. In the legend of the Sabine women,
the latter soon abandoned their plan of remaining sterile to punish their
ravishers. In truth woman has not been socially emancipated through
man’s nced — sexual desire and the desire for offspring — which
makes the male dependent for satisfaction upon the female.

Master and slave, also, are united by a reciprocal need, in this case
economic, which does not liberate the slave. In the relation of master to
slave the master does not make a point of the need that he has for the
other; he has in his grasp the power of satisfying this need through his
own action; whereas the slave, in his dependent condition, his hope and
fear, is quite conscious of the need he has for his master. Even if the need
is at bottom equally urgent for both, it always works in favor of the oppres-
sor and against the oppressed. That is why the liberation of the working
class, for example, has been slow.

Now, woman has always been man’s dependent, if not his slave; the
two sexes have never shared the world in equality. And even today
woman is heavily handicapped, though her situation is beginning to
change. Alinost nowhere is her legal status the same as man’s, and fre-
quently it is much to her disadvantage. Even when her rights are legally
recognized in the abstract, long-standing custom prevents their full ex-
pression in the mores. In the economic sphere men and women can al-
most be said to make up two castes; other things being equal, the for-
mer hold the better jobs, get higher wages, and have more opportunity
for success than their new competitors. In industry and politics men
have a great many more positions and they monopolize the most impor-
tant posts. In addition to all this, they enjoy a traditional prestige that
the education of children tends in every way to support, for the present
enshrines the past — and in the past all history has been made by men.
At the present time, when women are beginning to take part in the af-
fairs of the world, it is still a world that belongs to men — they have no
doubt of it at all and women have scarcely any. To decline to be the
Other, to refuse to be a party to the deal — this would be for women to
renounce all the advantages conferred upon them by their alliance with
the superior caste. Man-the-sovereign will provide woman-the-liege
with material protection and will undertake the moral justification of
her existence; thus she can evade at once both economic risk and the
metaphysical risk of a liberty in which ends and aims must be contrived
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without assistance. Indeed, along with the ethical urge of each individ-
ual to affirm his subjective existence, there is also the temptation to
forgo liberty and become a thing. This is an inauspicious road, for he
who takes it — passive, lost, ruined — becomes henceforth the creature
of another’s will, frustrated in his transcendence and deprived of every
value. But it is an easy road; on it one avoids the strain involved in un-
dertaking an authentic existence. When man makes of woman the
Other, he may, then, expect her to manifest deep-seated tendencies to-
ward complicity. Thus, woman may fail to lay claim to the status of sub-
ject because she lacks definite resources, because she feels the neces-
sary bond that ties her to man regardless of reciprocity, and because she
is often very well pleased with her role as the Other.

EXPLORATIONS

1. “Woman as Other” was originally published as part of The Second Sex in
1949. Which, if any, of Simone de Beauvoir’s observations about women’s
status have been invalidated since then by political and social changes?
Which of the problems she mentions are live issues in our society today?

2. What emotionally loaded words, phrases, and sentences indicate that Beau-
voir is presenting an argument in “Woman as Other”? Who is her intended
audience? To what extent, and for what reasons, do you think she expects
part or all of her audience to resist the case she is making?

3. What kinds of sources does Beauvoir cite? In what ways would her essay
gain or lose impact if she included quotations from interviews with individ-
ual women and men? In what ways would it gain or lose impact if she cut
all references to outside sources?

CONNECTIONS

1. Which points made by Beauvoir in “Woman as Other” are illustrated in
Nikos Kazantzakis's “The Isle of Aphrodite™ (p. 438)? Give specific refer-
ences from both selections.

2. What evidence in Leslic Marmon Silko’s “Yellow Woman” (p. 419) shows
the narrator perceiving herself as defined by or dependent on men, in the
way Beauvoir describes? What cvidence shows Silko’s narrator holding
views that contradict Beauvoir's?

3. Which comments in Sam Keen's “Man and WOMAN? (p. 403) show men
viewing women as “Other”? Which comments recommend ways to over-
come the problems Beauvair describes?
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ELABORATIONS

1. Beauvoir notes that male glands affect men’s thinking as much as female
glands affect women’s thinking. How do the writers of the epigraphs on
390-396 apply this idea? On the basis of their observations, Beauvoir's, and
Deborah Tannen’s in “How Male and Female Students Use Language Dif-
ferently” (p. 412), write a cause-and-effect essay about the relationship (or
absence of a relationship) between gender and attitudes.

2. “What is a woman?” asks Beauvoir in her opening paragraph. She goes on:
“If I wish to define myself, I must first of all say: 'l am a woman."” Already
she is letting her readers know that her choice of definition as the form for
her inquiry has a political as well as a rhetorical basis, That is, she is not
simply defining woman, as her opening question implics; she is examining
a definition of woman imposed by men. The same tactic can be applied to
any issue in which a preexisting definition is crucial to the argument.
Choose such an issue that interests you — for instance, What is a drug? or
What is military defense? Write a definition essay exploring the issue by ex-
amining the tacit definitions that underlie it.




