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Le Deuxieme Sexe I
Simone De Beauvoir

Introduction:
A Revolution
in Thought

W h e n  S i m o n e  d e
Beauvoir published Le
Deuxieme Sexe in 1949,
she did not simply add
another title to the canon
of philosophical literature.
She detonated a cultural
and intel lectual  t ime
bomb. The book’s impact
on  f emin i s t  t heo ry ,
existential philosophy, and
the everyday l ives of
women across the globe
remains unparalleled
nearly eighty years later.
B u t  w h a t  m a k e s  L e
D e u x i e m e  S e x e  s o

enduring? At its core, the
work is a masterful fusion
of  phenomeno logy ,
biology, history,  and
literature that seeks to
answer one fundamental
question: what does it
mean to be a woman in a
world structured by men?
This article offers a
comprehensive journey
th rough  Beauvo i r ’ s
groundbreaking analysis,
e x p l o r i n g  i t s  k e y
arguments, its historical
context, and its lasting
relevance. Whether you
are a longtime admirer of
Simone de Beauvoir or a
c u r i o u s  n e w c o m e r ,
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  L e
D e u x i e m e  S e x e  i s
essential to grasping the



foundations of modern
feminist thought.

The Genesis
of a
Masterwork

T o  a p p r e c i a t e  L e
Deuxieme Sexe, one must
first understand the woman
behind the words. Simone
de Beauvoir was a French
existentialist philosopher,
novelist, and intellectual
who lived from 1908 to
1986. A lifelong partner of
Jean-Paul Sartre, she was
deeply  engaged with
existentialism’s central
tenets: freedom, choice,
and the construction of
meaning in an absurd
un ive r se .  However ,
Beauvoir noticed a glaring
blind spot in existentialist
philosophy. While Sartre
wrote about the universal
human condition, Beauvoir
saw that “the human” was
almost always coded as

male. Women, she argued,
had been systematically
e x c l u d e d  f r o m  t h e
category of the “subject.”

Beauvoir began writing Le
Deuxieme Sexe after a
conversation with Sartre
about what it meant to be a
woman. She originally
in tended to  wr i te  an
autobiographical essay, but
the  p ro jec t  qu i ck ly
expanded into a 900-page
tome that drew on biology,
psychoanalysis, historical
materialism, and literary
analysis. The book was
published in two volumes
in France in 1949, and the
English translation, The
Second Sex, followed in
1953. It was immediately
controversial—the Vatican
placed it on the Index of
Forbidden Books, and it
was denounced by both
conservative critics and
s o m e  m a l e  l e f t i s t
intellectuals. Yet it also
sold millions of copies and
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became a foundational text
for second-wave feminism
in the 1960s and 1970s.

Core Thesis:
One Is Not
Born, but
Rather
Becomes, a
Woman

Perhaps the most famous
line from Le Deuxieme
S e x e  i s  B e a u v o i r ’ s
declaration: “On ne naît
p a s  f e m m e  :  o n  l e
devient.” In English: “One
is not born, but rather
becomes, a woman.” This
s i n g l e  s e n t e n c e
e n c a p s u l a t e s  t h e
existentialist heart of the
book. Beauvoir argues that
f e m i n i n i t y  i s  n o t  a
biological destiny but a
social construct. A female
infant is born with certain
biological characteristics,
but the category “woman”

is imposed upon her by
culture, language, and
inst i tut ions.  Society
teaches her to be passive,
n u r t u r i n g ,  a n d
decorative—to be the
“Other” in relation to man,
who remains the absolute
Subject.

Beauvoir draws heavily on
Hegel ’s  master-slave
d i a l e c t i c ,  b u t  s h e
transforms i t .  In  the
Hegelian framework, self-
consciousness requires
recognition from another
consciousness, leading to a
struggle for dominance.
Beauvoir applies this to
g e n d e r :  m e n  h a v e
historically claimed the
position of the Subject,
while women have been
relegated to the position of
the Object, the inessential
Other .  Unl ike  o ther
oppressed groups (such as
w o r k e r s  o r  r a c i a l
minorities), women lack a
collective history, a shared



religion, and a common
geography.  They are
dispersed among men,
b o u n d  t o  t h e m  b y
economic, emotional, and
familial ties. This makes
their liberation uniquely
complex.

Biology Is Not
Destiny

Beauvoir devotes the first
part of Le Deuxieme Sexe
t o  a  m e t i c u l o u s
examination of biological
arguments about female
inferiority. She does not
deny biological differences
b e t w e e n  t h e
s e x e s — w o m e n
menstruate, bear children,
and lactate. However, she
insists that biology gains
meaning only within the
c o n t e x t  o f  a  h u m a n
project. The female body
is not a prison;  i t  is  a
situation. What matters is
how a woman chooses to
l i v e  w i t h  h e r  b o d y .

Beauvoir critiques the way
science and medicine have
historically been used to
j u s t i f y  w o m e n ’ s
s u b o r d i n a t i o n .  F o r
example, the notion that
women are “naturally”
weaker or more emotional
is not a fact of nature but a
social interpretation of
biological data.

The Psychoanalytic
and Historical Myth
of Woman

Beauvoir also takes aim at
p s y c h o a n a l y s i s ,
particularly the Freudian
notion of penis envy. She
a r g u e s  t h a t  F r e u d ’ s
theories are based on a
male-centered view of the
world. The “penis envy”
that Freud observed in his
female patients is not a
biological given but a
symptom of a society that
values masculine attributes
above all else. A girl does
not envy the penis itself;
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she envies the social power
and prestige that the penis
symbolizes. Similarly,
Beauvoir dismantles the
Marxist view that women’s
oppression is merely a
b y p r o d u c t  o f  c l a s s
s t r u c t u r e s .  W h i l e
economic factors are
important, she contends
that the oppression of
women predates capitalism
and runs deeper.

The Myth of
the Eternal
Feminine

A significant portion of Le
Deuxieme Sexe is devoted
t o  u n m a s k i n g  w h a t
Beauvoir calls the “myth
of woman.” Throughout
h i s t o r y ,  m e n  h a v e
projected onto women a
series of contradictory
archetypes: the Virgin and
the Whore, the Mother and
the Witch, the Angel and
the Demon. Woman is

simultaneously idealized
and despised. She is seen
as mysterious, irrational,
and tied to nature—while
man represents reason,
culture, and transcendence.
These  myths  se rve  a
specific purpose: they
allow men to define
themselves as superior
while keeping women in a
subordinate position.
Beauvoir analyzes literary
works by Montherlant, D.
H. Lawrence, Claudel,
Breton, and Stendhal to
show how the male gaze
has shaped the image of
woman.

Beauvoir’s critique is not
that men are naturally evil
oppressors. Rather, she
sees the myth as a trap that
ensnares  both sexes .
Women internalize these
myths and come to see
themselves through the
eyes of men. They become
complicit in their own
subordination because the



al ternat ive—authent ic
f r e e d o m — c a n  b e
terrifying. To be a free
subject means taking
responsibility for one’s
existence, facing the
anxiety of choice, and
risking failure. The myth
of the Eternal Feminine
offers a comfortable
escape:  a  woman can
define herself as merely a
wife, mother, or lover,
avoiding the burden of
transcendence.

The Situation
of Women:
From
Childhood to
Old Age

The second volume of Le
Deuxieme Sexe  i s  a
d e t a i l e d ,  a l m o s t
ethnographic study of
women’s lived experience.
Beauvoir traces the “cycle
of  female  l i fe”  from

i n f a n c y  t h r o u g h
adolescence, marriage,
motherhood, and old age.
She describes how girls are
socialized into passivity.
While boys are encouraged
to explore, climb, fight,
and assert themselves, girls
are told to be pret ty ,
obedient, and sweet. A
boy’s Oedipus complex
leads him to identify with
his father and strive for
mastery; a girl, on the
other hand, is pushed
toward  a  dependen t
relationship with a man.

Marriage and
Motherhood as Traps

Beauvoir is famously
critical of traditional
marriage. In her view,
marriage has historically
turned women into objects
of exchange. A wife is
expected to serve her
husband’s needs, manage
the household, and provide
emotional support—all
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while being economically
dependent. Marriage, she
writes, “almost always
destroys woman.” The
wife loses her individual
identity and becomes
defined by her role. Even
m o t h e r h o o d ,  o f t e n
romanticized as a woman’s
highest calling, is subject
to harsh scrutiny. Beauvoir
acknowledges that bearing
and raising children can be
a profound experience, but
only if a woman chooses it
freely. When motherhood
is imposed as a duty, it
becomes  a  source  of
resentment and frustration.

Beauvoir does not offer a
simplistic solution. She
does  no t  say  tha t  a l l
women should  avoid
marriage or children.
Rather, she argues that
women must be given the
same opportunities for
education, work, and self-
development as men. Only
w h e n  a  w o m a n  h a s

financial independence and
a  s e n s e  o f  h e r  o w n
projects can she enter
relationships as an equal
partner.

The Lesbian Option
and Female
Friendship

I n  a  r e m a r k a b l y
progressive section for its
time, Beauvoir discusses
lesbianism as a valid and
a u t h e n t i c  m o d e  o f
existence. She rejects the
psychoanalytic view that
lesbianism is a neurosis or
a  f a i l u re  t o  ach ieve
“normal” femininity.
Instead, she sees it as a
choice that some women
m a k e  t o  a v o i d  t h e
domination inherent in
heterosexual relationships.
Similarly, she celebrates
female friendship as a rare
space of genuine equality
and mutual recognition,
though she notes that
society often discourages



deep  bonds  be tween
women because  they
threaten male control.

The Path to
Liberation:
Work,
Intellectual
Life, and
Solidarity

Beauvoir was not merely a
d i a g n o s t i c i a n ;  s h e
p r o p o s e d  a  r o a d  t o
freedom. She believed that
economic independence
through meaningful work
is the first step toward
liberation. When a woman
has a career and earns her
own living, she gains a
foothold in the world of
transcendence. She can
define herself through her
accomplishments rather
t h a n  t h r o u g h  h e r
relationships. However,
Beauvoir is careful to note
that work alone is not

enough. The structures of
work themselves are often
male-dominated and
patriarchal. A woman may
succeed in a man’s world
o n l y  b y  a d o p t i n g
masculine values.

True  l ibera t ion ,  for
Beauvoir ,  requires  a
complete transformation
of society—including a
revaluation of domestic
labor, shared responsibility
for childcare, and the
dismantling of the gender
binary.  She cal l s  for
“concrete” solidarity
among women. She also
stresses the importance of
intellectual life: women
must become the subjects
of their own knowledge,
writing their own history
and philosophy. This is
why Le Deuxieme Sexe
itself is such a radical
act—Beauvoir claims the
authority to analyze and
n a m e  t h e  f e m a l e
condition, a task that had
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previously been left to
men.

Criticisms and
Controversies

No work of such ambition
escapes criticism. Some
later feminists, especially
those from Black and
postcolonial traditions,
have pointed out that
Beauvoir’s analysis is
largely centered on the
experiences of white,
middle-class, European
women. She does not fully
address the ways that race,
class, and colonialism
intersect with gender.
Beauvoir’s portrayal of the
f e m a l e  b o d y  a s  a
“situation” has also been
challenged by scholars
w h o  a r g u e  t h a t  s h e
sometimes falls into a
subtle contempt for bodily
functions like pregnancy
a n d  m e n s t r u a t i o n .
A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  h e r

existentialist emphasis on
individual choice has been
s e e n  a s  o v e r l y
optimistic—can a woman
rea l l y  “ choose”  he r
freedom in a world of
systemic oppression?

Nevertheless, Beauvoir’s
w o r k  r e m a i n s  a
cornerstone. Later feminist
theorists like Judith Butler,
Luce Irigaray, and bell
hooks  bui l t  upon (or
rebelled against)  her
framework. The very fact
t h a t  w e  c a n  d e b a t e
Beauvoir’s blind spots is a
t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e
intel lectual space Le
Deuxieme Sexe opened
up.

Legacy and
Modern
Relevance

Why should we read Le
Deuxieme Sexe today?
The landscape of gender



has shifted dramatically
since 1949. We have seen
legal victories for women’s
r i g h t s ,  t h e  r i s e  o f
intersectional feminism,
and the emergence of trans
and non-binary identities.
Yet many of Beauvoir’s
observat ions  remain
painfully relevant. The
wage gap persists; women
still do the majority of
unpaid care work; media
continues to bombard
women with impossible
standards of beauty. The
#MeToo movement echoes
Beauvoir’s analysis of how
women are treated as
objects under the male
gaze. The debate over
abortion and reproductive
rights shows that women’s
bodies are still subject to
external control.

Beauvoir’s existentialist
framework offers a
p o w e r f u l  t o o l  f o r
unders tanding these
ongoing struggles. She

teaches us that gender is
not a fixed essence but a
project we continually
enact. She reminds us that
freedom is not a gift but a
conquest—and that the
p e r s o n a l  i s  i n d e e d
political. Le Deuxieme
Sexe is not a dusty old
b o o k ;  i t  i s  a  l i v i n g
document that challenges
each new generation to
think critically about the
meanings we assign to sex
and gender.

Conclusion:
The
Unfinished
Project

Simone de Beauvoir’s Le
Deuxieme Sexe was never
meant to be the final word
on women’s liberation. It
was an opening gambit, a
c a l l  t o  a r m s ,  a
philosophical foundation
upon which others could
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build. As Beauvoir herself
w r o t e  i n  t h e  b o o k ’ s
concluding pages: “It is not
a question of knowing
whether the loss of his
transcendence will be
more or less painful for
man than the loss of his
virility: it is a question of

knowing whether it is
possible for a woman to be
at once a complete human
being and a woman.” The
question remains open. But
thanks to Beauvoir, we
now have the conceptual
tools to ask it clearly, to
refuse easy answers, and to
keep striving for


