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Abstract: Tove Pettersen explores why Simone de Beauvoir has been neglected as a philosopher, and also why she 
denied calling herself a philosopher. One important reason is, Pettersen argues, the collision between her gendered 
experiences and the male-dominated philosophical tradition. This antagonism compelled her to transcend the 
discipline’s boundaries and developed what later has been viewed as an original philosophy, but it also aliened  her 
from the philosophical mainstream. It propelled some methodological obstacles that shed light on why she was 
excluded from the history of philosophy, and also why she denied being part of this tradition. Studying the 
characteristics of her philosophy may also reveal challenges women still face when doing philosophy, as well as the 
prejudices and methodological obstacles preventing them to gain their rightful place in the history of philosophy.  
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Although Simone de Beauvoir (1908-1986) was renowned as a writer in her lifetime, it was only 

after her death in 1986 and the posthumous publications of her letters and notebooks in the 1990s––

thanks to the research of feminist philosophers and other scholars––the philosophical novelty of her 

thinking was revealed. The reception of Beauvoir as a mere disciple of Jean-Paul Sartre has been 

widespread (Østerberg 2005: 273-278; Lübcke 2003), even feminists have interpreted Beauvoir’s 

philosophy as an adjunct to Sartre’s. It has been claimed that the “framing metaphysics” used in The 

Second Sex (1949) is “laid out by Sartre” (Nye in Bauer 2001, 15), that this work can be understood 

as a “wedding gift [where] she brings a singular confirmation of the validity of Sartrism” (LeDoeuff 

in Bauer 2001, 16), an “application of Sartre’s 'phenomenology of interpersonal relationships'” 

(Raymond in Simons 1999, 185), and that it’s “central claim… presupposes Sartre’s argument that 

‘existence precedes essence” (Kruks in Simons 1999, 185). The fact that Beauvoir herself claimed 

that “Sartre was a philosopher, and me, I am not” (Simons 1999, 9) has indeed added to such an 

understanding of her works.   

 
1 I would like to thank the Center for Gender Research at the University of Oslo where I had the privileged of being a guest researcher when I 
completed this article, and to the participants at the Researcher’s seminar in particular for their very generous and constructive comments and 
suggestions. Many thanks also to Dr Andrea Duranti for helpful comments on an earlier version of this paper, and professor Sigridur Thorgeirsdottir 
for very valuable suggestions. 
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In this article, I want to explore why Beauvoir was neglected as a philosopher for so long, 

and also why she denied calling herself a philosopher. Although there undoubtedly are several 

reasons working in conjunction, here I will concentrate on one in particular. As I see it, it was the 

collision between her gendered experiences and the male-dominated philosophical tradition that 

compelled her to transcend the boundaries of the discipline and carry out what later has been viewed 

as an original philosophy, that also alienated her from the philosophical mainstream. The antagonism 

between male philosophy and female experience propelled some methodological obstacles that might 

shed light both on why she was excluded from the history of philosophy, and also why she publically 

refused to be part of this tradition.  

In order to sustain this argument, I will consider Beauvoir’s reflections on herself as well as 

her thoughts about philosophy as they appear in her diary for the years 1926-27, when she was an 18 

year old philosophy student. Not only does Diary of a Philosophy Student (2006) reveal Beauvoir’s 

strong commitment to philosophy. As her relationship with Sartre started in 1929, Diary also proves 

Beauvoir’s ownership of the most central ideas in her philosophy. I will discuss how many of these 

early ideas matured and later came to serve as part of her overall philosophy, and also how they 

inform her view on traditional philosophy. I shall then draw attention to her comprehension of 

philosophy as well as her novel philosophical method, and ponder how they are possible explanations 

for her own – and other’s – claim of not being a philosopher.  

As a woman, Beauvoir was confined by the dominant philosophical tradition based on male 

experience. However, as she in her works was in no mind to forfeit philosophy nor her gendered 

subjectivity and experience, her only option was to transcend several traditional philosophical 

concepts, definitions and methods which together made it difficult to philosophize from the 

perspective of her own (female) condition. We find in Diary the seeds of Beauvoir’s determination 

to analyze lived experience, and to make philosophy capable of doing so. It is this view that both 

challenged traditional philosophy, and opened up an entire new field; feminist philosophy. 
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Women––Philosophy’s Second Sex  

Beauvoir was attracted to intellectual work early in her life (Beauvoir 1963, 21-22). By 1925, at the 

age of 17, she had decided she wanted to study philosophy at the Sorbonne. Her ambition not only 

defied some of the most entrenched notions of womanhood on which she had been brought up, it was 

also at odds with her family’s expectations. As far as her father was concerned, she was “denying 

her sex” in pursuing a career. “Philosophy”, according to her mother, “mortally corroded the soul” 

(Simons 2006a, 32, 39). In Diary, Beauvoir describes the conflict she also experienced between her 

passion for Jacques Champigneulle––her cousin whom she believed she would marry––and her 

desire to study. The self-sacrifice she thought would be required when married was impossible to 

reconcile with studying and living an autonomous life: “[H]e will simply introduce me to his life, 

but nothing will be changed. As for me, I am gambling all of myself!” (Beauvoir 2006, 135). As to 

philosophy, Jacques “dismisses [it] with a smile”, he sees it as a vain search (Ibid, 247).   

  Regarding women’s capacity for thinking independently, she found few models or support 

in the contemporary films, books and art that interested her. Women were mostly depicted as 

defective men with an inferior capacity for rationality, morality, abstraction and self-control, or as 

goddess-like, self-sacrificing creatures (Klaw 2006, 13-14).2 In philosophy this view of women was 

particularly prominent. An outstanding feature of how the concept of reason is constructed in 

Western philosophy is its intention to transcend whatever is considered “feminine” (Lloyd 1984, 

Held 1993).3 As a woman, Beauvoir belongs to the category of humans described and associated in 

the history of philosophy with the opposite of what it takes to be a philosopher: less rational, more 

emotional, less objective, more subjective etc. By 1926, she already knows that pursing her 

intellectual aspirations will not be without cost. “To feel eighteen years old, to know where happiness 

lies, and to tell yourself that you will probably never attain it; how colorless everything appeared”. 

 
2For references to such works, see Barbara Klaw, “The Literary and Historical Context of Beauvoir’s Early Writings: 1926-27”, in Beauvoir 2006, 7 
– 28. As to the philosopher who possibly influenced her early philosophy, see Simons (1999, 190 – 209). 
3 Both Lloyd (1984) and Held (1993) trace and analyze how, in the history of philosophy, the feminine has been exluded from influencial 
philosopher’s understanding of reason. Lloyd (1984, 2) puts it this way: "From the beginnings of philosophical thought, femaleness was 
symbolically associated with what Reason supposedly left behind–the dark powers of the earth goddeddes, immersion in unknown forces associated 
with mysteriose female power”.  
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She envisages a future of hard work and solitude (Beauvoir 2006, 71). Despite internalizing some of 

the contemporary religious and cultural images of women,4 with little support from her family, and 

despite the philosophical tradition that in sum doubted women’s ability to do philosophy, in 1927 

Beauvoir passed her exams in Greek, general philosophy and logic. In 1929 she obtained her the 

prestigious agrégation in philosophy “and thus became the youngest philosophy teacher in France 

(Musset 2010).5  

In addition to revealing the conflict between Beauvoir’s ambitions and her surroundings, 

Diary also shows a great confidence in her own reflective and intellectual capacity. She believes in 

her ability to consider and analyze everything exhaustively. Indeed, this capacity she believes to be 

an important and dominating feature of herself, depriving her of spontaneity:  

I believe that this is a tendency that brings me a lot of pain and fatigue, but it is also my 
greatest claim to honor. I do not consider it to be at all indispensable to every being; I imagine 
exquisite natures that would not possess it, but me without it, I would be nothing. (Beauvoir 
2006, 124)   
 

She actually instructs herself  “to have faith in these truths that reflection has revealed to me, and to 

have the morale [courage] to act on consequence” (Ibid. 55). When she comes to write The Second 

Sex, Beauvoir transforms her faith in her own point of view into advice for women who want to 

engage with literature, art and philosophy: have faith in your own voice. Unfortunately, women often 

don’t:  

[W]omen are still astonished and flattered to be accepted into the world of thinking and art, 
a masculine world; the woman watches her manners; she does not dare to irritate, explore, 
explode; she thinks she has to excuse her literary pretensions by her modesty and good taste; 
she relies on the proven values of conformism […]. (Beauvoir 2011, 745)  

 

The consequences of such diffidence can be disastrous. “Crushed by respect for those in authority 

and the weight of erudition, her vision blocked by blinkers, the overly conscientious female student 

kills her critical sense and even her intelligence” (Ibid., 738). The point is that women do not by 

 
4For instance, Beauvoir reveals in Diary her internal struggle to gain control over herself and her life, and suggesting that her sometimes failing 
willpower and nervousness might be rooted in the fact that she is woman (Beauvoir 2006, 72). 
5In France, university education was not equally open to women and men before 1924. Beauvoir took the baccalaurént exams in philosophy and 
mathemathics in 1926, obtained in 1927 the Certificates in History of Philosophy, General Philosophy, Greek, and Logic, and in Ethics, Sociology, 
and Psycology in 1928. She wrote her graduate diplôme on Leibniz, and passed the philosophy agrégation in 1929 (Musset, 2010).  
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nature lack originality, but by nurture the bravery to use it. To achieve great things as an artist, 

Beauvoir writes in Women and Creativity (1966), one must challenge and oppose the world. Few 

women have the courage to do so––and those that do pay a high price (Beauvoir 1987, 29). For 

Beauvoir, originality inheres in the individual’s performance of their experiences and articulation of 

their subjectivity––either within the discipline if possible, or when used to press the discipline’s 

boundaries. In order to be original, one must have something unique to contribute. Uniqueness is 

linked to one’s subjectivity. Hence, by denying one’s subjectivity and experience, one also denies 

the uniqueness necessary to be original. The only option left is to be a follower. One can have an 

“honorable [career] with such methods, but will not accomplish great things” (Beauvoir 2011, 740). 

In The Second Sex, Beauvoir also advises the female philosophy student to resist this “nice girl” 

norm:  

The woman who chooses to reason, to express herself using masculine techniques, will do 
her best to stifle an originality she distrusts; like a female student, she will be assiduous and 
pedantic; she will imitate rigor and vigour. She may become an excellent theoretician and a 
reliable scholar; but she will make herself repudiate everything in her that is ‘different’ 
(Ibid.,745).  

 

Some of Beauvoir’s originality can be explained by the fact that she takes her own experience of 

otherness seriously enough to subject it to philosophical analysis. Instead of denying or ignoring that 

women are perceived as the Other, Beauvoir is reflecting over this fact when she writes her diary. In 

The Second Sex she subjects these reflections to a fully-fledged philosophical analysis, asking not 

only why, but also what it means for women to be the Other.6 

 

The Philosophical Questions 

In Diary, Beauvoir is determined to describe and analyze her moods and emotions as well as her own 

experiences (Beauvoir 2006, 57). Personal and concrete experience must be taken as seriously as any 

abstract theory. Every phenomenon, she says, must be described from several different angles; how 

 
6 Beauvoir is not the only philosopher to make use of a concept of the Other. Hegel, Sartre and Lévinas do too. But unlike most male philosophers, 
Beauvoir has first-hand experience of what it is to be the Other. At the same time, she has the capacity, education and possibility to philosophically 
analyze the experience. Beauvoir is thus situated both inside and outside this category. This is one reason why she can later give us a unique analysis 
of the lived experience of the Other. 
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it was experienced, what caused this particular emotional response, how it might be understood and 

interpreted by others. As an 18-year-old philosophy student she is already committed to this hallmark 

feature of existential philosophy, a feature which later becomes a prominent characteristic of her 

philosophy. In Memoirs she comments on the pleasure she took from studying Kant’s Critique, but 

then she immediately adds: “Yet if it failed to explain the mystery of the universe and of my own 

existence, I really didn’t know what could be the point of philosophy” (Beauvoir 1963, 223).  

Beauvoir applies her ability to scrutinize and analyze not only to theories, literature and art, 

but also to her own situation, emotions, observations and reactions. Writing a diary is her adolescent 

way of self-reflection, while the use of her own experience later becomes a basis for philosophical 

reflection, for instance in She Came to Stay (1943), The Second Sex and On Aging (1970). It has 

since become a characteristic feature of much contemporary feminist philosophy as well; women’s 

experiences are subjected to a philosophical inquiry.  

Beauvoir’s Diary also contains her reflections on the conflict between self and others, and 

between autonomy and having close relationships (particularly with Jacques). This can be read as 

anticipating one of the main issues in her philosophy, the relationship between free and autonomous 

persons. The Diary also touches on her thoughts about love and commitment. As already mentioned, 

the adolescent Beauvoir struggles to balance the conventional image of women’s love as self-

sacrificing with her strong desire to study and determine her own life’s path: “I would willingly 

consent to all sacrifice for a being I loved, but I would not want to exist only through him […]” 

(Beauvoir 2006, 77). In addition to the conflict between interdependence and independence, Diary 

also seems to anticipate her later thoughts on how this conflict can be solved through an authentic, 

as opposed to inauthentic, love. She wants a love, she writes in Diary, which “[…] is not a 

subordination, and [which] leaves the one who loves the care of seeking his own directions, of 

leading an independent, individual life” (Beauvoir 2006, 76). She has, she explains, a powerful urge 

to “be herself”, not what others want her to be, but she is also desperately longing for a kindred spirit 

(Ibid. 92). What she wishes for is a relationship that brings her love while allowing her to continue 
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with philosophy. But living “through” another person would be impossible. “I have to have a goal to 

attain, a task to fulfill. I will never be able to be satisfied with what satisfies him or out of 

complacence I will deceive myself, and preferring his esteem and affection to my own I will 

internally scorn myself––I will perhaps hold this against him” (Ibid. 134). 

The pursuit of a freely chosen goal is a major topic of Beauvoir’s philosophy, and in The 

Second Sex she says women who forfeit their own goals for the sake of a husband are guilty of 

inauthentic love. Authentic love must be “founded on mutual recognition of two liberties” (Beauvoir 

2011, 520). In order to achieve such a relationship, it is mandatory for a woman to learn what Henrik 

Ibsen’s Nora in the play The Doll’s House (1879) finally learned, namely “that before being able to 

be a wife and a mother, she has to become a person”, Beauvoir writes (Ibid.).7 

It is tempting also to read many of Beauvoir’s reflections in Diary on how important it is to 

assume responsibility for defining our own goals if our lives are to have any meaning as prefiguring 

central premises in the moral philosophy she published approximately 15 years later.8 Her focus on 

having, or not having, a freely chosen aim in life also contains the seeds of her philosophy on 

transcendence and immanence. Furthermore, her fear of deceiving herself in Diary might pre-echo 

what she terms “mystification” in The Ethics of Ambiguity (1976, 98) and “bad faith” later on in The 

Second Sex (2011, 15). Women who believe it is sufficient to live through their husbands or children 

are suffering from “bad faith”. It should be mentioned that with the publication of The Ethics of 

Ambiguity, Beauvoir is the only one of her contemporaries who published an existentialist ethics, in 

which she proves the critics wrong; an existential ethics is possible (Pettersen 2015). 

In Diary, she aspires total honesty and sincerity in her analyses and in her life. She is 

preoccupied with the split she experiences between her inner life, and the external world. She has 

two selves, she points out, and there is a conflict between “a soul who would like to be and who must 

resign itself to appearing […]” (Beauvoir 2006, 84). Beauvoir seems to be defining in her diary a 

 
7 This is Ibsen’s words: “HELMER: Before all else, you are a wife and a mother. NORA: I don't believe that any longer. I believe that before all else 
I am a reasonable human being, just as you are--or, at all events, that I must try and become one.” 
8 For an elaboration on Beauvoir’s concept of freedom and the necessity of creating meaning in our own lives, see Pettersen 2015, 69-91.  
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posture she later terms “authenticity”. She rejects the tendency to act and think in certain ways just 

because others do, i.e., what she later describes as living an inauthentic life (Ibid. 104).  

I must walk directly and energetically in my own direction. Live according to me, not 
according to others. I am myself. I am wrong, in determining my acts, not to act directly 
according to myself, to worry about the values established by others that are legitimate for 
them and not for me. (Ibid. 255)  

 

Beauvoir’s Philosophical Methods  

In addition to the fact that many of the issues Beauvoir addresses in her diary are comparable to key 

philosophical ideas we find in her later works, she also seems to anticipate her preferred philosophical 

methods as a young philosophy student. Retrospectively, we can see that the approach she follows in 

Diary and develops more thoroughly later, basically involves first a description of the phenomenon as 

it appears or is experienced by her, followed by an analysis of the described phenomenon.9 In her 

analysis she uses both the theories of others and (in later years) her own analytical concepts and 

theories. Central is her phenomenological-existentialist framework with its emphasize on freedom, 

ambiguity, and authenticity. Finally, with her analysis as the foundation, she draws conclusions about 

human existence, about being in the world and about interaction (Holvek 1995, 73). The approach she 

calls for in Diary will loom large in later works: In The Second Sex and Old Age she describes what it 

means to be a “woman” and an “elderly” from a variety of viewpoints; how it is experienced, how it 

can be explained from the perspective of biology, psychology, historic-materialism, cultures, etc. and 

finally how it can be evaluated: Women are the Other (Beauvoir 2011), old people are “dehumanized” 

and treated “as outcast” (Beauvoir 1972, 8, 16). Her descriptions and approaches, we may add, are not 

only phenomenological, they are also interdisciplinary, and her conclusions are normative and founded 

in her existentialist ethics.  

  However, in Diary this approach is not portrayed as a deliberately chosen philosophical 

method, but rather a strong inclination to examine her experiences and observations in this way. Every 

phenomenon, she says, must be described from several different angles; how it was experienced, what 

 
9Phenomenology, writes Karen Vintgnes (1995, 47) restore the childlike approach to the world in adults by allowing for transcending the distinction 
between the subjectivity and the objectivity, for taking one’s own presence in the world seriously. Beauvoir, it appears, never lost this approach. 
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caused a particular emotional response, how it might be understood and interpreted by others. She 

explains how “nothing ever sleeps in me”, “everything remains present for me, on a sentimental order, 

as well as on the intellectual order” (Beauvoir 2006, 124). She wants to “exhaust everything, to consider 

everything from all angles” (Ibid.). In Diary she instructs herself to keep a daily journal “with precise 

descriptions of what I have done, seen, thought”––while also spending time studying the work of others 

(Ibid. 275). Observing and analyzing emotions, moods and behavior from different perspective as they 

are displayed in different contexts is something she continues to do also in her later novels, including 

She Came to Stay, The Second Sex, The Mandarins (1954) and A Very Easy Death (1965).  

When she meets conflicting viewpoints and claims, she finds reasonable points in most 

perspectives and arguments. But she refuses to privilege one perspective over another; she refuses to 

reconcile or reduce one to the other. Neither reality nor theory allow for simplistic solutions. In Diary, 

as in her mature work, she aspires to preserve the complexity and ambiguity she experiences in her 

own life. Acknowledging the ambiguity of human existence actually becomes an important 

ontological as well as methodological point of departure for her existentialist ethics. Beauvoir begins 

the Ethics of Ambiguity by depicting the apparently paradoxical ambivalence of human existence and 

its implications for philosophy. “As long as there have been men who live, they have all experienced 

this tragic ambiguity of their condition, but as long as there have been philosophers who think, most 

of them have tried to mask it” (Beauvoir 2004, 290). For Beauvoir, existentialism is the only 

philosophical tradition that truly acknowledges the complexity of human existence (Ibid. 291), and 

she seems to have been in agreement with this existentialist premise by as early as 1926-27. Indeed, 

when existence is understood as ambiguous, it is difficult to see how a firm and pre-established 

principle could tell the whole truth about reality, let alone provide an all-inclusive guide for people’s 

actions.  

  Beauvoir’s Diary also demonstrates her nascent disbelief in universal principles, in a uniform 

method and an exhaustive truth. These insights would later become a cornerstone of her existentialist 

ethics. “No law can be imposed from the outside onto any of us. Those who depend on exterior 
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principles are ‘barbarians’”, Beauvoir writes in Diary (2006, 255), prefiguring her later portrayal of 

“the sub-man” in The Ethics of Ambiguity (1976, 42). In this book she also explores the danger that 

follows devoting oneself to an external principle, a religion, or another human being, instead of taking 

responsibility for one’s own choices.  

Beauvoir’s dismissal of universal principles does not only result from the fear that individuals 

will inflict harm and forfeit their own judgments and responsibilities in order to follow a principle. 

Additionally, it is linked to her epistemic position, namely that the production of knowledge is situated. 

Universal principles, with the intention of speaking on behalf of everyone are deceptive. Or, as she 

writes in Pyrrhus and Cineas (1944), “One cannot have a point of view other than [one’s] own” 

(Beauvoir 2004, 112). However, her rejection of universalism does not entail full-fledged relativism. 

Even if one only can speak on behalf of oneself, general aspects can be extracted from one’s own 

experiences. Let me enlarge:  

  For Beauvoir, individuals can both be uniquely and similarly situated. There are, for instance, 

no gender essences allowing one to universalize about all women (or all men). In addition, individual 

women (and men) live very different lives. However, having a female body and being situated in 

cultures were women are perceived as the Other, gives many women some shared experiences qua 

women. The experiences articulated, analyzed and evaluated in The Second Sex, which so many 

readers could relate to, are exactly of such a character. With this epistemological standpoint, 

Beauvoir challenges what traditionally is taken as universal without becoming a relativist. She 

develops a way between the claim that her theories are valid for everybody and valid for nobody but 

herself. Her analysis of her own lived experience might be valid for some; those similarly situated.10 

Consequently, Beauvoir’s philosophy challenges the traditional methodology of philosophy, 

theorizing from an alleged objective, contextless and universally valid perspective. But the 

apparently universal explanations and analyzes of philosophy are incapable of capturing her life. The 

traditional voice of philosophy is the voice of men. This is indeed a paradox; the voice of philosophy, 

 
10 Or, phrased differently, she indirectly argues that all universal claims are relative in the sense that they are relative to a time, place, culture, etc. 
However, this does not undermine the claims as such, it only confines the scope of it's validity.  



 

 

11 

11 

which aspires to talk and think on behalf of humankind, is inadequate when it comes to analyzing 

the female condition. Beauvoir’s “One cannot have a point of view other than [one’s] own” (Beauvoir 

2004, 112) disputes “the point of view from nowhere”, and denies the representativeness of 

mainstream philosophy. By asking the critical question who speaks on behalf of whom, it is tempting 

to suggest that she anticipates not only feminist philosophy, but also is open to philosophy of color, 

queer and postcolonial theory.  

The voice of philosophy, aspiring to talk and think on behalf of humankind, falls short in the 

analysis of women’s situation due to its male bias. For female philosophers, one way out is to ignore 

the existence of a female condition, or claim that gendered reality can be transcended. Beauvoir’s 

Diary reveals that neither are viable solutions in her opinion; she will neither consign her gendered 

experiences to oblivion, nor judge them as insignificant to her philosophizing. “Clearly, no woman 

can claim without bad faith to be situated beyond her sex”, she writes in The Second Sex (2011,4), but 

the determination to find a way out of this predicament is revealed already in Diary where she is 

convinced that “pure analysis is foolishness” (Beauvoir 2006, 67). But having experienced the 

“joyouse astonishment in noting that […] the abstract formulas of philosophy begin to live when they 

are clarified by quotes that resituate them in the current of individual consciousness” (Ibid. 66). 

Beauvoir is determined to find a voice of her own. As to the philosophical work involved in doing so, 

these are her words: “I feel capable of carrying it out successfully”.   

 

Philosophy, Literature and Art 

In Diary Beauvoir also portrays the tension she experienced between emotion and reason manifested 

as a dual attraction to philosophy and literature. This split is later explicitly elaborated on in her essay 

“Literature and metaphysics” (1946). In Diary, where she is determined to scrutinize both 

philosophical theories and the art of writing, she becomes aware of the distance separating her 

compelling emotions, and her cool, analytical intellect. She finds a void between the inexpressible 

and personal on the one hand, and the clear and precise yet impersonal on the other (Beauvoir 2006, 
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59). She is stunned by the differences between what is intellectually known and what is felt (Ibid. 

62). Beauvoir does not doubt her analytical capacity or ability to frame rational arguments. But 

neither does she distrust her experiences and emotions. And it is exactly analyzing and clarifying 

ordinary experiences and emotions that Beauvoir sees as one of the main purposes of philosophy: 

“[T]o intervene in a region of the self that likes to remain obscure and unconscious” (Ibid. 59–67; 

Holveck 1995, 71).  

  The question is how to articulate and analyze these complex lived experiences in the precise 

and clear language of philosophy. Since she found traditional philosophy notably lacking when it 

came to addressing her own real life experiences, Beauvoir turned to literature and art. What 

fascinates her about art is almost the opposite of what attracts her to philosophy. While philosophy 

explains matters intellectually and ascribing to itself universal value, art suggests through feelings of 

affinity, highlighting the individual. Art appeals by non-verbal means to subjective and individual 

emotions; It “awakens an echo in me”, she writes (2006, 66).  

It appears as if Beauvoir sees literature as a middle way between art and philosophy, emotion 

and reason, and between the inner, inarticulated echo of recognition and the universal, insensitive 

persuasion of philosophy. Literature can articulate the non-verbal, visualized expressions of the 

artists, and at the same time make “the abstract formulas of philosophy begin to live when they are 

clarified by quotes that resituate them in the current of individual consciousness” (Ibid.). The strength 

of philosophy, as Beauvoir sees it, is that it possesses the tools to conceptualize individual 

experiences in an abstract and universally accessible way. It goes “straight to essentials” to the 

“general significance of things rather than their singularities” (Beauvoir 1963, 158). Nevertheless, 

philosophical discussions “remain in [a] vacuum”. Philosophy makes her feel like she is witnessing 

logical constructions, something she takes to be the opposite of being in touch with real life.  

The point of expressing oneself, be it through art, literature or philosophy, is, she appears to 

be saying, to conquer solitude and loneliness, to show that “others have felt like you” (Beauvoir 

2006, 64). Within the bounds of traditional philosophy, she is unable to express her own experiences. 
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Still, she needs the tools of philosophy to analyze and grasp the universal aspects of her lived 

experiences. But she also needs literature in order to articulate them fully.11  

Already in her first publication She Came to Stay Beauvoir intended to overcome 

inadequacies of orthodox philosophical analysis: She Came to Stay is a philosophical novel were 

Beauvoir uses both abstract philosophical theories and literary means. In this debut novel, Beauvoir 

draws on her own lived and felt experiences, and her analysis of these experiences is performed in 

what she in Diary described as “the clear and precise language of philosophy”. Moreover, the 

philosophical questions she ponders are crucial to existential philosophy and ethics. These are 

questions about the possible relations between free consciousnesses, about whether or not there are 

limits to what one must accept from others in the name of freedom, and about self-deception and the 

distinction between subject and object. The tension between reason and emotion is indeed an 

important topic; what ought one to do when emotions run counter to rational and well-argued ideals? 

She Came to Stay also reveals the reciprocity Beauvoir believes exist between life and philosophy.  

  One could of course point out that Beauvoir was not unique among philosophers in 

addressing lived experience. Augustine, Descartes and Kierkegaard are examples of philosophers 

whose personal experience informs their philosophy. Beauvoir nevertheless takes yet another step 

beyond mainstream philosophy. It is not the worries of privileged and sovereign men she analyses, 

but the lives of ordinary and embodied women. Analyzing new topics, such as housework, pregnancy 

and sexuality in The Second Sex, not only bring new questions into the discipline, they challenge the 

very nature of philosophy because they are linked and associated with the supposed opposites of 

rationality, such as emotions, the body, private and personal attachments. In addition, and unlike 

Augustine, Descartes and Kierkegaard who also includes personal experiences, Beauvoir is 

confronted with an additional problem when addressing these issues. She wants to philosophize over 

questions that have no tradition, concepts or acceptance in traditional philosophy. For Beauvoir’s 

 
11 In The Prime of Life (1960), written 34 years after Diary, she confirms this need for literature in order to be able to 
express what she wanted, which was “to communicate the element of originality in my own experience. In order to do 
this successfully I knew it was literature towards which I must orientate myself” (Beauvoir 1962, 221). 
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purpose, there are no ready-made or adequate philosophical concepts or models for analyzing the 

experience of motherhood, housework, abortion or lesbianism. Ordinary language carries unwanted 

and gendered connotations: “Emotions”, “the private” and “dependency” are at odd with the rational, 

independent and autonomous (male) agent as depicted in traditional philosophy. In other words, there 

is a huge conceptual gap between the topics she wants to address and traditional philosophy. This is 

one reason why she needs to lean towards literature.12  

 The reception of She Came to Stay––and other work––illustrates some of challenges faced 

by women philosophers: Beauvoir submitted the manuscript to Gallimard in 1941; most of it was 

written before Sartre began working on Being and Nothingness. Still, until the mid-’90s She Came 

to Stay continued to be read as Beauvoir’s application of Sartre’s philosophical ideas (Fullbrooks in 

Simons 2006b, 42-43). As to her philosophical method in this and other works, it was in fact used 

against her; rather than being an authentic philosopher she was perceived as writer in need of ideas 

which one believed, Sartre generously provided her with. The paradox here is that by thoroughly 

engaging with the (male) history of philosophy––usually understood as a necessary but not sufficient 

token of being a philosopher––one risks accusations of non-originality, of siphoning one’s ideas 

from others. But if one deviates too much from the tradition and is too original, one risks 

philosophical exclusion.13 When Beauvoir was entering into dialogue with male philosophers it was 

understood as a sign of philosophical subordination, while the unique path she developed was 

regarded as not being of any philosophical interests. Quite frankly, as a philosopher, she was damned 

if she did, and damned if she didn’t. 

 

 

 

 
12Looking to another discipline in order to conceptualize––or re-conceptualize––is nevertheless not uncommon: 
Aristotle looked to biology, Plato and Descartes borrowed models and concepts from mathematics, Kierkegaard from 
theology, and Hume from what today is psychology. Which discipline is relevant depends on the topic. In analyzing 
lived experience Beauvoir is interested in literary methods, and in literary descriptions of lived experiences as a source 
for her phenomenological analysis. 
13 Obviously, Beauvoir relates to and engages with Sartre’s philosophy––as she does with Bergson’s, Descartes’, Husserl’s, Hegel’s, Kant’s and 
Merleau-Ponty’s philosophies.  
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The “lunacy known as 'philosophical system'” 

In The Prime of Life, written approximately 35 years after Diary, Beauvoir is still at pains to distance 

herself from traditional philosophy; she actually characterizes philosophy the “lunacy known as 

‘philosophical system’”. In the same passage, she also makes clear that she does not regard herself 

as a philosopher. As in Diary, she acknowledges her unique ability to “grasp philosophical doctrines” 

and “the ease which [she] penetrated to the heart of a text”. In this, she is Sartre’s superior, she says 

in The Prime of Life. But this ability, is the result of her “lack of originality” she continues. She had 

no ideas of her own, she explains, and therefore she found it so easy to understand others’. Sartre, on 

the other hand, was so filled with his own original thoughts that “he found great difficulty in 

jettisoning his own viewpoint and unreservedly adopting anyone else’s” (Beauvoir 1962, 221–221). 

Beauvoir repeats this view several times, for instance in an interview with Margaret Simons and 

Jessica Benjamin in 1979:  

[…Sartre was a philosopher, and me, I am not; and I never really wanted to be a philosopher. 
I like philosophy very much, but I have not constructed a philosophical work. I constructed 
a literary work. I was interested in novels, in memoirs, in essays such as The Second Sex. 
But this is not philosophy. (Simmons 199, 9)     

  

Readers of The Prime of Life and of her interviews have frequently––and not surprisingly––noticed 

and discussed Beauvoir’s disavowal of her own philosophical ambitions, talent and achievements, 

placing herself beneath Sartre in importance (Simons 1990, 1999; Fullbrook and Fullbrook 1995, 

Bauer 2001; Daigle 2015). In particular, after the publication of Diary, where Beauvoir’s 

philosophical aspirations and ideas are revealed, Beauvoir’s denial of her philosophical achievements 

is baffling. However, there is much more at stake in these passages than Beauvoir putting herself in 

the shadow of Sartre. Nor are her statements merely a reflection of “the great difficulty women 

confront in accurately evaluating their own work, especially within an antifeminist context or 

discipline” (Simons 1990, 2). Read in light of her reflections on philosophy in Diary, it is possible 

to glean other aspects from these passages. Her tone of voice in The Prime of Life is, I suggest, not 

humble with regard to Sartre. Rather, it is sarcastic and critical toward a traditional way of doing 
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philosophy––an approach applied also by Sartre. What Beauvoir here distances herself from is an 

entire tradition within philosophy, namely the abstract system building––which Sartre according to 

her participates in, and also the narrow definition of philosophy that follows from it: “I am not a 

philosopher in the sense that I am a creator of a system […]” she claims (Simons 1999, 93). But not 

only does she distance herself from it. In these passages she also––once again––takes a stand against 

this type of philosophy as it is out of touch with lived experience. Instead of admitting its linkage 

with reality and subjectivity, these abstract systems are presented as being built on universal truths 

established by one’s favorite philosophical ancestors––along with one’s own brilliant corrections of 

their mistakes. Moreover, by terming it “lunacy” she ridicules it. Her depiction of its outcome is not 

exactly one of admiration either. She wants to know “how certain individuals are capable of getting 

results from that conscious venture into lunacy known as a ‘philosophical system’, from which they 

derive that obsessional attitude which endows their tentative patterns with universal insight and 

applicability” (Beauvoir 1962, 221). In The Prime of Life and in the interviews, as in Diary, Beauvoir 

clearly demonstrates her disdain for philosophers who simply engage with the ideas of others. 

“Expounding other people’s beliefs, developing, judging, collating, and criticizing them––no, I failed 

to see the attraction of this”. She is “wondering how anyone could bear to be someone else’s follower, 

or disciple” (Ibid.). Beauvoir did not want to be one of those philosophers who, as Holvek puts it, 

“spent too much time on nothing” (1995, 69).  

  Beauvoir’s comments on philosophy in The Prime of Life and in the interviews from 1979 

and 1985 are remarkably consistent with her earliest views on philosophy written in 1926-7. In Diary, 

The Prime of Life and the interviews she takes a well-defined position towards the traditional 

endeavor of establishing an exhaustive philosophical theory, capable of revealing the entire truth, or 

being universally applicable.14 At no point in her life does she seem to have wanted to do philosophy 

 
14  One might object that this type of philosophy was pretty much over after Hegel´s last attempt at the creation of an 
encompassing philosophical system, i.e. by 1830. However, this tendency can still be found in moral philosophy (i.e. 
deontology and utilitarianism as universal systems of right and wrong), and political philosophy (i.e. Rawls’ Theory of 
Justice and Nussbaum’s list of capabilities; both intended to be universal). 
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this way. She has no confidence in a philosophy that is isolated from real life; those who engage in 

this activity become “obsessed”, and they mistake their own provisional patterns as universal.15 

  Philosophy as ‘system building’ does not stay in contact with concrete, individual 

experience––exactly what Beauvoir wants to philosophize over. This is obviously one reason why 

she never was attracted to the systematic and “pure” philosophy. Another reason might be that since 

philosophical system building mostly consists of confronting and puzzling together abstract ideas, 

and stripping phenomena of their sensuous and ambiguous dimensions, the type of originality 

Beauvoir encourages in The Second Sex and Women and Creativity is not required. Beauvoir 

repeatedly claims that original contributions spring from one’s unique experience. When 

philosophers engage with ideas that are completely out of touch with their own life, few of them are 

anything but disciples. Such philosophers are most likely doing what she warns her students against–

–killing their critical sense and even their intelligence (Beauvoir 2011, 738). In The Prime of Life, 

she implies that this is the kind of philosopher she never was––precisely what she seemed to earlier 

promise herself in Diary. She does not say it is impossible to be an original philosophical system 

builder, but “in this field a genuinely creative talent is so rare” (1962, 211).16 Her own creative talent, 

in her view, lies in literature because it gives her space to voice lived experience.  

  When Beauvoir is evaluating her own work on the basis of the discipline’s norms, they 

diverge sharply from the established standards. For Beauvoir, who has criticized these norms during 

her entire life, this is a good thing. Being out of sync with the restrictive tenets of traditional 

philosophy shows she has been true to the commitment she made and the critique she fashioned as a 

young woman in her journal. She was never a follower; she did not stifle her own creativity, 

 
15 This is an idea conveyed in The Ethics of Ambiguity in her description of the “serious man”, a potentially fanatic 
person who “mask[s] the movement by which he gives [values] to himself, like the mythomaniac who while reading a 
love-letter pretends to forget that she has sent it to herself” (Beauvoir 1976, 47). 
16Sartre is one of the few to possess originality in this field, she claims. Beauvoir is here referring to Sartre’s Being 
and Nothingness. However, scholars have demonstrated that it is very likely that Sartre based this work on Beauvoir’s 
She Came to Stay, and some claim that it is the original source of Sartre’s philosophical system (Fullbrook&Fullbrook 
1995).  
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subjectivity or critical thinking. By saying that she is not a philosopher, she positions herself where 

she wants to be: outside the philosophical establishment.17 

  When Beauvoir retrospectively depicts herself primarily as a writer and Sartre a philosopher 

(Simons 1999, 11), it is not, I suggest, because she values his works more than her own, nor because 

she wants him to be the First and subject herself to a position as the Other in their relationship. Nor 

is it because she holds traditional philosophy in higher regard than literature, or because she 

“disqualifies herself from the ranks of philosophers” (Daigle 2015,18). Such explanations, focusing 

on Beauvoir’s lack of philosophical self-esteem or her interpersonal relationships are not only 

countered by the reading of her Diary. Additionally, they also contribute to reducing enduring 

obstacles faced by many female philosophers––past and present––to an individual and isolated 

problem. Consequently, such explanations fail to account for systematic mechanisms excluding 

many women from the discipline of philosophy. In retrospective, it should be evident that the main 

reason Beauvoir was neglected as a philosopher for so long and denied calling herself a philosopher, 

was not simply a “personal problem”. It was a structural problem.  

  Beauvoir did not want to be termed a philosopher based on how philosophy was measured 

by the traditional standards of philosophy as institution. However, not wanting to be a philosophical 

system-builder does not entail that she does not want to be a philosopher at all, or must present only 

incoherent and fragmented thoughts. Nor is she alone in having difficulties with the mold of 

traditional philosophy. Several influential 20th century philosophers, such as Heidegger, Nietzsche, 

Wittgenstein and Arendt kept a distance to philosophy, and challenged the discipline. In hindsight, 

this contributed also to their originality. However, none of these “outsiders” were critical of 

philosophy because of its exclusion of women and the feminine. It is from the perspective of her 

contemporary patriarchal philosophical discourse Beauvoir’s work fell outside the boundaries.18  

 
17One might object that even if what has been said so far might hold true for The Second Sex and She Came to Stay, it is not correct with regard to 
Pyrrhus and Cineas and The Ethics of Ambiguity. These texts are more traditional in style and form than The Second Sex and She Came to Stay. But 
these works too challenge traditional moral philosophy in profound ways, though it is impossible to discuss this further for reasons of space.  
18 It might be argued that no matter how critical Heidegger, Nietzsche, Wittgenstein and Arendt were towards traditional philosophy, non of them 
explicitly contributed to challenge the patriarchal aspects of philosophy. This holds true even if feminist philosophers later have found their works 
valuable exactly in this respect.  
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  Perhaps it is only in retrospect, with feminist philosophy established, that we can fully grasp 

the novelty of Beauvoir’s philosophy as well as understand the reception and fierce resistance against 

her, and many other female philosophers’ work. Feminist philosophers have exposed the male bias 

of traditional philosophy with regard to topics and methods. They have de-masked the gender bias 

inherent in the philosophical concepts and categories, in ontology, epistemology and the history of 

philosophy and revealed how this has contributed to the exclusion of women (Lloyd 1984, Held 

1993, O’Neill 1998). New methodological models and conceptual tools have been developed by 

feminist philosophers in order to grasp the mechanisms at play with regard to women in philosophy. 

For example, the reception of Beauvoir’s work can now be understood as a case of what Miranda 

Fricker terms “testimonial injustice”, i.e. where someone is discredited as a “knower” based on 

prejudices directed towards someone’s social identify, such as being a women (Fricker 2007, 54). 

Moreover, the lacuna in traditional philosophy’s epistemic recourses, rendering women’s lived 

experience incomprehensible for traditional philosophical analyzes, might be understood as an 

example of “hermeneutical injustice”. This epistemic defect aspired Beauvoir towards transgressing 

traditional philosophy. Both phenomenon, i.e. testimonial and hermeneutic injustice, cause ethical 

as well as epistemic harm. In a context where rationality is strongly linked to being considered a 

human, one is degraded and humiliated qua human being by such testimonial discredit (Ibid. 44). 

The entire epistemic system is damaged, as the disregard and exclusion of women’s experiences 

obstructs the circulation of critical ideas and limits the freedom of expression.  

  Karen Warren compares the traditional philosophical canon with a house; the foundation and 

framework are given. Some variations with regard to the interior are possible, but the house itself 

cannot be given another shape, form or location. Therefore, new questions, topics and methods 

presented by feminist philosophers are hard to integrate. Often they challenge the construction of the 

house, and are therefore left “outside” (Warren 2009, 1–26). Beauvoir’s philosophy, especially The 

Second Sex, poses a definite challenge to the foundation, framework and location of the traditional 
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“house of philosophy”. This may be one important reason why she has been neglected so long, and 

why it were feminist philosophers who “(re)discovered” her work as philosophy. 

Feminist philosophy gives us the tools to explain why Beauvoir created an innovative 

philosophy, and also why her work was not considered philosophy––by herself or others. It has 

enabled us to reinterpret the works of Beauvoir––and other female philosophers of the past. One can 

now re-categorize female thinkers and their works, and reveal the structures that expelled them from 

the discipline (Gardner 2004).19 Whether or not Beauvoir today would consider herself a feminist 

philosopher, we can only speculate.   

  

Philosophy Out of Bounds 

What are––in retrospect––the characteristics of Beauvoir’s form of philosophy? To sum up, 

philosophy, according to Beauvoir, is not limited to constructing an exhaustive abstract system out 

of touch with real life, based on interpretations, critiques and confrontations with the ideas of one’s 

philosophical ancestors. It is not primarily to compose theories in competition with other theories 

concerned with accessing or determining the “truth”. Fitting life’s puzzles into coherent systems is 

not impossible, but Beauvoir reminds us that the resulting structures are inauthentic nonetheless. 

Lived experience is fractured and ambiguous; life is not unequivocal, coherent and consistent as 

traditional philosophers often present it. Philosophers create the structures, coherence, connections, 

similarities and differences, features manifesting the particular theorist’s view on the matter––not 

the universal truth. 

  For Beauvoir philosophy is first and foremost to scrutinize selected and ambiguous 

fragments of life, i.e., to intellectually grasp, articulate and critically analyze lived experience. In 

order to do this, she confronts philosophical ideas with reality and experience rather than other ideas 

(Beauvoir 1960, 221). Such philosophical analysis may “conquer solitude and loneliness, to show 

 
19A parallel can be drawn here: some words, categories and distinctions have to be “invented” to be able to classify phenomena. Before feminists 
conceptualized “sexual harassment”, “double day” “ad feminam”, the terms weren’t there to label certain phenomena. But once conceptualized, 
many women felt their experience could be articulated, and could see that others shared their experiences. That was when one could start to theorize 
about them. 



 

 

21 

21 

that “others have felt like you”, as well as de-masking dominant narratives upholding the status quo. 

This, in turn, may lead to action and changes. By revealing the dominant myths about women, men, 

love, old age and so on, Beauvoir demonstrates what the job of the philosopher is; “to re-describe 

how things are in a way that competes with the status-quo story and leave us craving social justice” 

(Bauer 2015, 16). Beauvoir’s resistance to “grand narratives” is one hallmark of her philosophy, and 

can be read as anticipating not only feminist philosophy, but also post-structuralists’ and 

postmodernists’ criticism toward traditional philosophy. 

  Beauvoir’s commitment to philosophize on lived experience, and not to reduce or mask the 

complexity and ambiguity of the human condition, also caused her to cross some established 

boundaries. She famously declared that there is no strict border between life and philosophy; every 

human act is a philosophical choice (Beauvoir 2004, 217-18). She also saw the strict distinction 

between literature and philosophy as essentially false, and used literary forms and techniques as part 

of her philosophical method. In her moral philosophy she challenged the division between ethics and 

morals, and ethics and politics (Pettersen 2007, 2014). Transcending established demarcations within 

and between disciplines is another feature of Beauvoir’s philosophy.    

  When traditional philosophy proved inadequate to Beauvoir’s purpose, she developed her 

own approach, characterized by combining philosophical inquiry with the ability to bring the abstract 

to life by using literature as well as women’s experiences. Using the experiences of ordinary women 

as examples and counter-examples capable of demonstrating points of general philosophical 

interests, and not merely being anecdotes, deeply challenges a tradition where only men have been 

recognized as valid representations of what is human. Beauvoir’s philosophy is furthermore marked 

by the combination of what appear to be opposites: the abstract and the concrete, emotion and reason, 

the universal and the particular, the objective and subjective. By transcending traditional binary logic 

and including ambiguity, she is anticipating contemporary feminist philosophy’s attempt to develop 

anti-dichotomous concepts and models (Pettersen 2008, 2010). Most importantly, Beauvoir lifts 

women’s experiences out of the private domain, acknowledging them and making them intellectually 
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accessible, capable of demolishing conventional ideas and philosophical models that for millennia 

contributed to the deprivation of women’s freedom. Far from rejecting philosophy, she transformed 

the discipline from within and contributed substantially to its development. Studying the 

characteristics of her philosophy also reveals the challenges women face when doing philosophy, as 

well as the prejudices and methodological obstacles preventing them to gain their rightful place in 

the history of philosophy. 
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