
 

 

 

The Other’s Freedom: 
Existential Vulnerability in the Philosophy of Simone de Beauvoir 

by 

Heather M. Wallace 

Department of Philosophy 
Duke University 

 

Date:_______________________ 
Approved: 

 
___________________________ 

Owen Flanagan, Advisor 
 

___________________________ 
Toril Moi 

 
___________________________ 

Michael Ferejohn 
 

___________________________ 
Nancy Bauer 

 
 

Dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of 
the requirements for the degree of Doctor 

of Philosophy in the Department of 
Philosophy in the Graduate School 

of Duke University 
 

2020 
 

 



 

 

ABSTRACT 

The Other’s Freedom: 
Existential Vulnerability in the Philosophy of Simone de Beauvoir 

by 

Heather M. Wallace 

Department of Philosophy 
Duke University 

 

Date:_______________________ 
Approved: 

 
___________________________ 

Owen Flanagan, Advisor 
 

___________________________ 
Toril Moi 

 
___________________________ 

Michael Ferejohn 
 

___________________________ 
Nancy Bauer 

 

An abstract of a dissertation submitted in partial 
fulfillment of the requirements for the degree 
of Doctor of Philosophy in the Department of 

Philosophy in the Graduate School of 
Duke University 

 
2020 



 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Copyright by 
Heather M. Wallace 

2020 
 



 

 

iv 

Abstract 
In this project, I define existential vulnerability as the idea that the meaning and 

value of our actions depends on other people’s responses to us. We depend upon others 

to make our lives meaningful. Others do this by taking our actions as points of 

departure for their own projects and goals.  I argue that existential vulnerability is a 

foundational concept for understanding Simone de Beauvoir’s philosophy. I show that 

Beauvoir discovers the idea in Pyrrhus and Cineas, her first philosophical essay, further 

uses and refines it in her short book, The Ethics of Ambiguity, and finally puts it to work 

in her most famous text, The Second Sex.  

Across her oeuvre, Simone de Beauvoir develops an ethics that integrates 

freedom and vulnerability. In Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir teaches us that our existential 

vulnerability originates not in our own freedom, but in the freedom of others. This 

vulnerability is painful for us and we desperately try to avoid it, often by minimizing or 

denying the freedom of others. It is also the basis of a responsibility we have towards 

others. Our actions create their situations—the background against which they exercise 

their freedom. In The Ethics of Ambiguity, Beauvoir shows us how we are all both free 

and vulnerable. Her concept of subject/object ambiguity defines our relationship with 

others; each of us is both a transcendently free subject and an object of judgment to 

others. Her ethics demand that we face up to and accept both our own and others’ 
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ambiguity. To value the other’s freedom requires us to accept and choose our own 

vulnerability. Finally, in The Second Sex, Beauvoir shows us that under patriarchy, 

woman is the Absolute Other to man. This famous analysis depends on her existential 

ethics of vulnerability. Women are existentially vulnerable to men because men’s 

judgments create their situation; but men are also still existentially vulnerable to women, 

a fact they try to avoid. Beauvoir’s philosophy criticizes those who try to avoid their 

vulnerability. These critiques are directed at the people in power—at the people who 

seem at first glance to be the least vulnerable.  
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I say that I can do nothing for the other or against him, but that does not release 
me from caring about my relationship with him because whatever I do,  

I exist before him. I am there, and for him… 
The other is free, but free facing this and not that, facing me. 

 

--Simone de Beauvoir, Pyrrhus and Cineas, 126 

 

 

 



 

 

vii 

Contents 

Abstract .......................................................................................................................................... iv	

Acknowledgements ..................................................................................................................... ix	

Introduction ................................................................................................................................... 1	

Chapter 1: Existential Vulnerability in Pyrrhus and Cineas ................................................... 15	

Introduction to Pyrrhus and Cineas .................................................................................. 15	

Vulnerability in Pyrrhus and Cineas ................................................................................. 26	

Chapter 2: Vulnerability and Ethics ......................................................................................... 57	

Criticisms and Objections .................................................................................................... 57	

Vulnerability as an inadequate basis for ethics .............................................................. 58	

Vulnerability as an inadequate reason for action .......................................................... 82	

Objections to existentialism as objections to vulnerability ........................................... 85	

Vulnerability and relationship ............................................................................................ 89	

Chapter 3: Ambiguity in The Ethics of Ambiguity .................................................................. 106	

Ambiguity and The Ethics of Ambiguity ........................................................................ 107	

The Ethics of Ambiguity .................................................................................................... 113	

History ............................................................................................................................... 113	

Overview ........................................................................................................................... 115	

The account of ambiguity ................................................................................................ 119	

Ambiguity as both/and ............................................................................................... 121	

Avoiding ambiguity .................................................................................................... 123	



 

 

viii 

Assuming ambiguity ................................................................................................... 126	

Ambiguity as our relation with the other ................................................................. 129	

Subject/Object Ambiguity ................................................................................................. 130	

Chapter 4: Ambiguity and Ethics ........................................................................................... 137	

A reading of The Ethics of Ambiguity: morality derived from freedom ................. 138	

Freedom in general versus the other’s freedom ...................................................... 138	

Willing oneself free versus willing oneself vulnerable .......................................... 151	

The nature of Beauvoir’s ethics ...................................................................................... 161	

The background and the choice ................................................................................. 161	

The case of subject/object ambiguity ......................................................................... 170	

Ambiguity, vulnerability, and joy ............................................................................. 175	

Chapter 5: Existential Vulnerability and The Second Sex ..................................................... 179	

The Absolute Other: the heart of The Second Sex ......................................................... 180	

The Absolute Other and avoiding vulnerability .......................................................... 185	

Escape and Freedom ........................................................................................................ 198	

Women’s existential vulnerability: barriers to reciprocity ........................................... 203	

Men’s existential vulnerability: reading The Second Sex with Pyrrhus and Cineas 214	

Conclusion .................................................................................................................................. 224	

Works Cited ............................................................................................................................... 232	

Biography ................................................................................................................................... 236	



 

 

ix 

Acknowledgements 
Thank you to Toril Moi and Owen Flanagan, my advisors who supported me 

through the many versions of this project and believed in the value of my ideas long 

before I could articulate them clearly. You gave me a place in the world, to use 

Beauvoir’s words, in advance of my writing rather than just retrospectively.  

Thanks to Toril for your patient and unending writing support and for your 

detailed feedback at every stage. Your philosophical ideas, especially your clear and 

lovely account of ordinary language philosophy, have enriched the way I see and 

experience the world. They have helped me understand myself and my relationship 

with philosophy. Your insight about Beauvoir and her texts sharpened and enlivened 

my own readings of Beauvoir. And your encouragement gave me the strength to face 

the vulnerability, risk, and challenge of writing. It has been an honor and a delight to 

work with you at PAL and learn from your hard-earned wisdom that writing is 

thinking.  

Thanks to Owen for modeling a type of philosophy that blends rigor, clarity, and 

precision with open-mindedness and appreciation for the arts and humanities. I often 

felt that the philosophical tradition pits the two against one another, but your ideas 

affirm both. Thank you for helping me bring more rigorous, critical analysis to the 

moments where I am tempted to run ahead of myself with enthusiasm and sloppy 

thinking.  



 

 

x 

Special thanks to Nancy Bauer, who was crucial in helping me recognize the 

concept of existential vulnerability. Your feedback brought me to see the underlying 

argument that finally connected my readings of Beauvoir’s texts. And your own reading 

of Beauvoir has been especially influential to me, as these pages show.  

Thank you to Michael Ferejohn, whose Plato seminar resulted in the paper that 

was the seed of the ideas that eventually blossomed here. Thank you for preserving the 

fun and delight of philosophy, which was especially alive to me while doing ancient 

philosophy in Greece.  

Thank you to my colleagues in the Elon philosophy department, who revitalized 

my enthusiasm for philosophy during the most difficult, final stretches of completing 

this project. Special thanks to Stephen Bloch-Schulman for your excellence in teaching 

philosophy, and for allowing me to join the department and learn from the best. And to 

Ann Cahill, whose work on vulnerability gave me a head start in restructuring my 

project when my key concept finally emerged.  

Thank you to my first philosophy teachers. Ms. Murray, you showed me that 

philosophical questions can be used to create meaningful community across differences. 

I’ve never found as special a philosophical community as the one you nurtured in our 

class. Forrest Baird, Keith Wyma, and Joshue Orozco, thank you for setting me on this 

path. 



 

 

xi 

I would also like to acknowledge the various thinkers and writers who champion 

vulnerability in non-academic spaces. The work of Brené Brown and Glennon Doyle, 

especially, have a wide reach in helping people, including me, embrace difficulty and 

vulnerability in our day-to-day lives and relationships. And my deepest appreciation 

goes to Simone de Beauvoir herself—even after all these years I still enjoy reading and 

rereading Pyrrhus and Cineas.   

 

Thank you to all the dear ones who have supported me personally in facing the 

tension, risk, and vulnerability of writing. To Lori Ebert—without you I would not have 

completed this project. To Claire and Seth, Carlo and Emily, Kristin, Cherrie, Lauren, 

Andrea, Kelsey, and Kate. You all reminded me through the course of this project that 

my place in the world is found only in small part as a philosopher.   

My heartfelt thank you to my parents, David and Laurie Wallace. You cultivated 

my wonder, which is where philosophy begins, and my faith, which is my source of joy 

and gratitude. You not only taught me to persevere, but you help me to do so, even as 

an adult. In Beauvoir’s terms, you are profoundly necessary for all my successes and so 

very meaningful to me. To my sister Valorie, adventurer, aunt, and wise woman 

extraordinaire. Out of all the others’ freedoms, your judgments of me matter the most to 

me, which in Beauvoir’s terms is a way of saying: you’re precious to me. And thanks to 



 

 

xii 

my Nanners who encouraged me to keep my eye on the prize—your belief in me carried 

me across the finish line. 

Finally, all my thanks and love to my spouse Michael Schultz. Beauvoir tells us 

in Pyrrhus and Cineas, "To live a love is to throw oneself through that love toward new 

goals: a home, a job, a common future” (98). It is an honor and joy to build a common 

future with you. I’m proud of the goals we have achieved, and look forward to the ones 

to come. I could not have done this without your support in every area of life. And to 

my children, Juneau and Vida, who have given me a new role and new place in the 

world as a parent. Beauvoir describes "the touching character of maternal love, properly 

understood” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 123). A parent's ends and goals (at least some of them) 

are to care for her child, but she knows her care is just the launching pad for the child's 

freedom. Beauvoir puts it, "We must know that we never create anything for the other 

except points of departure, and yet we must want them for ourselves as ends"(123). I’m 

very excited to see what you choose to make of yourselves, and your dad and I are 

honored to be points of departure for you. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

1 

Introduction 
Simone de Beauvoir was trained in philosophy. She passed the prestigious 

“agrégation” exam in 1929, which gave her the right to teach philosophy in French 

lycées (high schools). Over the course of her life, she wrote novels, political commentary, 

short stories, memoirs and philosophical essays. Beauvoir began publishing her work in 

1943, and her letters and diaries have continued to be published long after her death in 

1986. The latest installment came out in 2019. Despite her training and her own 

influential philosophical works, Beauvoir thought of herself as a writer rather than a 

philosopher.  

Beauvoir’s philosophy is most remarkable when she takes difficult theoretical 

concepts and uses them to illuminate the concrete, particular world around us. She drew 

many of these concepts from the work of notoriously abstract philosophers, including 

Hegel, Heidegger, and her intellectual and personal partner, Jean-Paul Sartre. She would 

borrow their concepts, give them a twist of her own, and transpose them into the 

contexts of ordinary relationships and personal experiences.  

Her most famous and influential work, The Second Sex (1949), is the pinnacle of 

this philosophical style. For example, in the introduction to The Second Sex she describes 

women’s situation in technical philosophical terms, writing, “Woman’s drama lies in 

this conflict between the fundamental claim of every subject, which always posits itself 

as essential, and the demands of a situation that constitutes her as inessential (The Second 
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Sex, 17). But The Second Sex, even in its introduction, is full of familiar and ordinary 

examples that help us begin to understand what means to be “essential” or “inessential” 

in our real relationships and lived experiences. For instance, Beauvoir notes, “Women—

except in certain abstract gatherings such as conferences—do not use ‘we’; men say 

‘women,’ and women adopt this word to refer to themselves; but they do not posit 

themselves authentically as Subjects” (The Second Sex, 8). Here Beauvoir begins to fill out 

what it looks like to posit oneself as an essential Subject by telling us that such positing 

requires one to think of oneself in a certain way, claiming oneself as a subject, as “I” or 

“we,” in the language one uses about oneself.  Beauvoir notes that women have come to 

see themselves as inessential, thinking of themselves as “women” instead of as “we.” To 

adopt this language is to adopt the perspective of men who think of women as 

“women,” in contrast with “we” men.  

Even in this quick example, we can see one of the central questions of Beauvoir’s 

work, which appears across her fiction, her philosophy, and her memoirs. In her earliest 

philosophical essay she phrases it, “What is my true relationship with the other?” 

(Pyrrhus and Cineas, 126). By “true relationship” she means “the true nature” of our 

relationship to others. In this example from The Second Sex, Beauvoir asks this question 

about the relationships between men and women. Throughout her writing, Beauvoir 

posed the question of our relationship to the other, not primarily in relation to the 

specific, real relationships she was in, but as a philosophical, existential question. What 



 

3 

does it mean for each of us to find ourselves as a unique individual living our lives 

among other individuals? How can we and should we live in light of the presence of 

others? Why does the presence of others matter to us so much? 

 The Second Sex famously takes up this idea of our “true relationship” with the 

other in one context where relationship goes wrong in a certain way. In this work 

Beauvoir coins the idea of the Absolute Other. She argues that men and women do not 

see each other as equal peers, partners in co-creating the world and their own 

circumstances. Instead, both genders have accepted circumstances that reinforce men as 

Absolute Subjects, who are able to freely choose how to live out their own projects and 

goals in the world. And both genders have also likewise construed women as Absolute 

Other, defined in roles and relationships relative to men and in service of men’s projects 

rather than their own. The idea of the Absolute Other builds upon Beauvoir’s 

philosophical training; she uses concepts including master and slave, transcendence and 

immanence, and bad faith and negation in order to make her argument. But Beauvoir’s 

philosophical thinking about the other does not begin with this full-fledged 

philosophical apparatus. 

In her first novel, She Came to Stay [L’Invitée] (1943), Beauvoir’s philosophical 

thinking begins with the threat of the other. She Came to Stay explores the personal and 

artistic relationships of Françoise and Pierre, who invite a young woman, Xaviere, into 

their open relationship. This novel is famously linked with Jean-Paul Sartre’s 



 

4 

philosophical tome, Being and Nothingness, also first published in 1943. Sartre’s work lays 

out a developed philosophical framework, including his theory of consciousness as 

negation and the idea of bad faith. The book is widely seen as the basis for existentialist 

philosophy. Both Beauvoir and Sartre’s works take up themes of the other, freedom, and 

the experience of consciousness. Scholars have debated the influence Beauvoir and 

Sartre had over one another’s ideas, yet the genres and styles of the two books make a 

stark contrast.1  Nonetheless both works portray a hostile encounter between self and 

other. Each individual experiences him or herself as the sovereign locus of 

consciousness—the site of first-personal experience as a unique “I,” in contrast with the 

rest of the world. Other people seem to be objects in the world to us—we do not 

experience their consciousness and point of view. But when we realize that they have 

this point of view, we suddenly experience them as a threat. They too have a claim to be 

sovereign consciousness, and they see us as objects in their world. Both Being and 

Nothingness and She Came to Stay characterize the encounter between consciousnesses as 

a fight to the death, each intent on preserving his or her own identity as subject. To do 

this he must eliminate the other, whose point of view competes with his own idea of 

himself and transforms him into an object. One of the most famous passages of Being and 

Nothingness is Sartre’s description of “The Look,” the threatening gaze of the other that 

                                                        

1 See for example the collection of essays in Daigle, Christine and Jacob Golomb (ed). Beauvoir and Sartre: the 
Riddle of Influence. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2009. 
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makes us into an object. And She Came to Stay ends with murder—a final solution to 

eliminate the threat of the other’s perspective. 

Already in Beauvoir’s next work she moves beyond the idea of the other as a 

threat. The essay Pyrrhus and Cineas, published in 1944, was Beauvoir’s first 

philosophical publication. This text is where she first poses her central question in this 

particular way—“What is my true relationship with the other?” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 

126). Beauvoir’s philosophical writing begins not with the threat, but with our need for 

the other. In the middle of the essay, she vividly describes our craving for others. She 

writes, “As soon as a child has finished a drawing or a page of writing, he runs to show 

them to his parents. He needs their approval as much as candy or toys; the drawing 

requires an eye that looks at it” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 116). The other’s gaze is not a threat 

but a lifeline. We are eager to solicit the judgment of others; we turn to them for 

something we cannot give ourselves. What does the other’s gaze, their judgment, do for 

us? Beauvoir explains, “These disorganized lines must become a boat or a horse for 

someone. So the miracle is accomplished, and [the child] proudly contemplates the 

multicolored paper. From then on there is a boat, a real horse there. By himself, he 

would not have dared to put confidence in those hesitant lines” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 

116). Others’ judgments have a unique power to give our projects reality, through giving 

them a place in the world. Others can make our projects and our lives meaningful by 

taking them as starting points for their own projects and values. In fact, we need 
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others—we require their presence and their response—for the success of our projects 

and the value of our actions. 

Whether other people are a threat or a necessity to us (or both), the other’s 

presence makes a difference. Others’ reactions to us matter. Simone de Beauvoir’s early 

philosophy gives us a substantial, serious account of why this is. She does not reduce 

our true relationship to the other to a “mere” matter of psychological or emotional 

desire and dependence. She does not explain our dependence on others in terms of 

material, economic or social motivations. She gives us a sophisticated intellectual 

framework for thinking through the complexity and importance of other people’s 

judgments about us and our judgments about others. This framework is the basis of her 

original existential morality. Our need for others is the link that Beauvoir uses to move 

from freedom to responsibility.  

 

In this project, I will present Beauvoir’s unique philosophical account of the 

nature of our need for others: we need them to make us meaningful. I’ll show how this 

existential need explains why others pose a threat to us; the need and the threat both 

reveal our fundamental existential vulnerability to others. 

Existential vulnerability is a very specific kind of vulnerability to others. Our 

existential vulnerability means that the meaning and value of our choices, actions, and 

lives depends (at least in part—in large part) on other people’s responses to us. It is not 
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an explicit term in Beauvoir’s work, nor is it discussed at all in the secondary scholarship 

on her work. When vulnerability is studied relative to Beauvoir’s work, especially her 

early philosophy, it is in the context of thinking about her views on violence. 

Vulnerability is understood in terms of bodily vulnerability (see Murphy and Knisely for 

examples of this use of vulnerability). When vulnerability is mentioned relative to The 

Second Sex, it is in the context of erotic vulnerability (for an example of this use of 

vulnerability, see Bergoffen). Yet there are no studies of Beauvoir’s philosophy that take 

vulnerability as the key, central term for understanding her ideas. 

 I will argue that existential vulnerability is a foundational idea for 

understanding Beauvoir’s philosophy. I’ll show that Beauvoir first depicts the idea in 

Pyrrhus and Cineas, further uses and refines it in her short book, The Ethics of Ambiguity, 

and finally puts it to work in The Second Sex. Existential vulnerability is not a corporeal 

or material vulnerability to physical harm or suffering or death (though surely there will 

be interesting relations between existential vulnerability and these). It also isn’t a matter 

of political or economic vulnerability, though existential vulnerability will influence 

these dynamics too. Existential vulnerability comes from our desire to have and make 

valuable lives. Beauvoir argues that we cannot achieve this desire in isolation or purely 

through the value-determining power of our own transcendent freedoms. We depend 

upon others, whom we cannot control or coerce to respond to us in any guaranteed way. 

We are at the mercy of their freedom. While our physical or economic vulnerabilities can 
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become manifest through impersonal forces (a drought, a storm, a war etc.), our 

existential vulnerability is uniquely rooted in the freedom of individual others. Because 

our fellow men (and women) are likewise transcendent freedoms, we are inescapably 

existentially vulnerable to their value-constituting judgments about us. 

The contrast between physical vulnerabilities and existential vulnerabilities 

brings out one of the key features of Beauvoir’s use of the concept. Other types of 

vulnerability seem to suggest we need protection and special consideration: to make up 

for our vulnerability and counteract it. Vulnerability is a weakness that we must 

compensate for. (This type of vulnerability is especially evident in debates in political 

and medical ethics, where there is an emphasis on protecting certain vulnerable 

populations or individuals). But when Beauvoir calls our attention to existential 

vulnerability, she presents it as a good and valuable thing—not merely a weakness, but 

a strength. Her philosophy doesn’t portray existential vulnerability as bad, as needing to 

be remedied (despite the ways it makes us feel uncomfortable and defensive). According 

to Beauvoir, trying to avoid our vulnerability costs us more than our vulnerability itself. 

Existential vulnerability is to be embraced. And the people she calls to embrace it are not 

the same people we think of as vulnerable in the other ways—as physically, 

economically, politically vulnerable. Her criticisms of those who try to avoid 

vulnerability are typically directed at the people in power—at the people who seem at 

first glance to be the least vulnerable.  
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This depiction of existential vulnerability and the critique of those who try to 

avoid it appear consistently across Beauvoir’s key works—beginning in Pyrrhus and 

Cineas, appearing in The Ethics of Ambiguity, and finally illuminating her idea of the 

Absolute Other in The Second Sex. In my readings of these texts, I argue that the idea of 

existential vulnerability is key to understanding Beauvoir’s ethics. For, according to 

Beauvoir, it turns out that others are also existentially vulnerable to us. She uses the 

concept of ambiguity to argue that this vulnerability runs in both directions, from self to 

other and from other to self. Unlike vulnerability, ambiguity has been widely recognized 

as one of Beauvoir’s key concepts. I’ll show how her idea of ambiguity builds on her 

ideas about existential vulnerability to provide a foundation for her existential ethics. 

Beauvoir moves from freedom to vulnerability to ambiguity to responsibility. She moves 

beyond Sartre’s ideas about being responsible for our own choices and goals—she 

shows us how we are responsible for creating the other’s situation. Our vulnerability and 

our responsibility are the consequence of the other’s freedom. 

In my reading of Pyrrhus and Cineas, I define the idea of existential vulnerability, 

a concept unnamed by Beauvoir and her readers but, I argue, the driving force of her 

earliest philosophical essay. In Pyrrhus and Cineas, we find Beauvoir articulating a 

surprising and quite extreme claim that the meaning and value of our lives and actions 

is determined by others (she sometimes puts it starkly: only the responses of others can 

make our lives meaningful). This claim is shocking coming from an existential thinker if 
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we remember that a fundamental idea of existentialism is that only we ourselves, as 

transcendent unconstrained freedoms, have the power (and the responsibility) to 

determine the goals and values of our lives and choices. But Beauvoir turns this idea 

upside down: others have this very power over us in virtue of their freedom. Their 

freedom can do something for us that our freedom cannot; it can give us a place in the 

world and give real value to our lives. In Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir shows us how this 

works and how and why we need others to make us meaningful. Beauvoir also begins to 

lay the foundation for a crucial question: what are the consequences, for us and for 

others, when we refuse to acknowledge the other’s authority about us—when we deny 

the status and value of their freedom?  

In my reading of The Ethics of Ambiguity, I examine how Beauvoir began to 

temper the extreme version of the claim that only others can make us meaningful. She 

moves to reconcile our existential vulnerability to others with our own radical, 

transcendent freedom. In my reading of The Ethics of Ambiguity, I argue that the text 

swings back to a classic existential emphasis on transcendent freedom; it is Beauvoir’s 

attempt to build an ethical system on the basis on freedom and to find constraints for a 

freedom that is by definition unconstrained. I argue that Beauvoir’s attempt to build an 

ethics on the basis of the abstract notion of freedom fails.  

Yet The Ethics of Ambiguity also sketches a secondary and more promising route 

to ethics, a morality built on ambiguity. Ambiguity is Beauvoir’s hallmark concept—the 
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central idea she lands on that can make sense of and affirm both our freedom and our 

existential vulnerability to others. Ambiguity describes our condition as individual 

freedoms in the presence of others’ freedoms. (Ambiguity moves our focus from the 

abstract idea of freedom to the concrete situation of these freedoms). We are always 

caught in an almost unbearable tension that we are sorely tempted to avoid or eliminate: 

the tension of being both subject and object, both free and yet dependent on others. 

While the relationship of freedom and ambiguity is a familiar topic in Beauvoirian 

scholarship, I emphasize the relation of vulnerability and ambiguity—namely our 

existential vulnerability to others as a consequence of their freedom. Beauvoir teaches us 

that we need this vulnerability—we should assume it and even celebrate it, as difficult 

as we find it. On this foundation she builds her existential morality. 

 In the introduction to The Second Sex, Beauvoir tells us at the outset of her 

project, “The perspective we have adopted is one of existentialist morality” (The Second 

Sex, 17).  I approach this well-read text from a new angle—through the lens of existential 

vulnerability. I argue we can understand a new aspect of Beauvoir’s existential morality 

in The Second Sex by noting how existential vulnerability operates in the text. I show how 

The Second Sex has powerful parallels to Pyrrhus and Cineas, connections that have not 

been recognized in other readings of the text.  

First, making others into Absolute Others is a sophisticated way of avoiding 

existential vulnerability (and avoiding vulnerability is a way of avoiding ambiguity, 
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which goes against Beauvoir’s fundamental ethical rule).  In the context of patriarchy 

men attempt to treat women as “docile freedoms” that don’t have the power to make 

men vulnerable. Second, we do in fact have the power to define others as Absolute 

Others and deny them the status of peer to us. This is possible because we create the 

situation for the other, as Pyrrhus and Cineas taught us. But The Second Sex goes beyond 

Pyrrhus and Cineas. It gives us an answer to Pyrrhus and Cineas’s question, what happens 

when we deny others the status as our peers? These consequences were hinted at in 

Pyrrhus and Cineas but finally emerge full-fledged here.  

What happens when we create a situation for others where they are Absolute 

Others? The Second Sex uses concrete examples to show what it means for women to be 

Absolute Others to men under sexism. Men define what it means to be a woman in a 

way women cannot escape. In these impossible situations, women cannot express their 

freedom or succeed in defining themselves freely. They are trapped by men’s judgments 

about them. It seems women are more existentially vulnerable to men.  

Yet Pyrrhus and Cineas directs us to notice the consequences of this situation for 

men, revealing men’s inescapable existential vulnerability. Men’s existential 

vulnerability is the consequence of women’s freedom, even in the cases where men and 

women treat women as docile freedoms instead of true freedoms. Men are still exposed 

to women’s gaze. And women can identify them as people who create and sustain the 

situation where women are Absolute Other (as Beauvoir in fact does in writing The 
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Second Sex.) This means that men are responsible, like it or not, for creating this situation. 

Despite their attempts to avoid their existential vulnerability to women, men constitute 

themselves as people attempting to avoid their vulnerability, thus creating impossible 

(and unethical according to Beauvoir) situations for others. They are the ones Beauvoir’s 

philosophy critiques for avoiding vulnerability. 

Beauvoir’s account of existential vulnerability defines our “true relationship to 

the other” both in a philosophically sophisticated way and in a way that makes sense of 

our ordinary experiences. She teaches us that our vulnerability must be held in tension 

with the other’s vulnerability—just as “one must be capable of maintaining face to face 

these two freedoms that seem to exclude each other: the other’s freedom and mine” 

(Pyrrhus and Cineas, 123). Only in this uneasy equilibrium is reciprocity possible. 

Beauvoir deepens and expands our understanding of our possible relations to the other, 

for this back-and-forth tension looks different in every different particular situation we 

find ourselves in. 

Beauvoir’s philosophy of vulnerability gives us something new. There are 

moments where Sartre for instance recognizes our vulnerability to the other’s gaze. In 

his account of “The Look,” he writes, “What I apprehend immediately when I hear the 

branches crackling behind me is not that there is someone there: it is that I am vulnerable, 

that I have a body which can be hurt, that I occupy a place and that I can not in any case 

escape from the space in which I am without defense—in short that I am seen”  (Being and 
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Nothingness, 347). But Sartre fleshes out the stakes of being seen purely in terms of the 

threat of becoming an object to another. Beauvoir goes on to explore the many specific 

ways we might become an object to another. She shows us that it is not an inherent 

problem for us to be an object to others—this fact makes fulfilling relationships possible. 

But Beauvoir teaches us that the gaze of the other is about so much more than simply 

being an object. Others think we are brave or foolish, arrogant, intelligent, genius, 

irrelevant, etc. The way they respond to us makes us meaningful and valuable (at the 

very least, meaningful to them) or ensures the failure of our projects. Others’ specific 

judgments about us are important and relevant in our day-to-day lives. Their judgments 

affect our lives in more complex ways than by simply making us objects. Others’ 

authority on these other things counts: it matters to us. It drives our choices and actions. 

It creates the world that is the starting condition—the background—for any of our own 

choices. Beauvoir not only explains why the other’s authority matters—she begins to 

sketch what we should do about it and how we should live with others. She teaches us 

how we should live in the presence of others’ freedom. 
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Chapter 1: Existential Vulnerability in Pyrrhus and 
Cineas  

Introduction to Pyrrhus and Cineas 

Pyrrhus and Cineas was published in September 1944, mere weeks after the 

liberation of Paris. Beauvoir wrote the essay over the course of three months in 1943, 

during the Nazi occupation (The Prime of Life, 434). The only complete translation in 

English came out 50 years later, in a 2004 collection of her writings (Bergoffen 

“Introduction” 79). The essay has played a relatively minor role in Beauvoir scholarship.  

Reflecting back on the essay in 1960, Beauvoir herself wrote, “This first essay 

interests me today insofar as it marks a stage in my development” (The Prime of Life, 435).  

Most of the scholarship on Beauvoir has adopted this approach to the text, briefly 

considering it on the way to more thorough analyses of her later writing. Debra 

Bergoffen contrasts its depiction of generosity with Beauvoir’s later emphasis on love 

(Erotic Generosities). Nancy Bauer reads it to show that Beauvoir doesn’t find her 

philosophical voice until The Second Sex (Philosophy and Feminism, 141-158). Kristina Arp 

identifies this essay as the beginnings of Beauvoir’s attempts to develop a new type of 

existential freedom, moral freedom, which Arp finds fully-fledged in The Ethics of 

Ambiguity (Bonds of Freedom).  

Beauvoir finished writing Pyrrhus and Cineas a few months before the publication 

of her first novel, L’Invitée and just after she had drafted her second, The Blood of Others 



 

16 

(The Prime of Life, 434). 2 She describes the leap in her thought between L’Invitée and The 

Blood of Others: “I was not satisfied with the ending of She Came to Stay: murder is not the 

solution to the difficulties engendered by coexistence. Instead of stepping around them I 

wanted to face them squarely. In The Blood of Others and Pyrrhus et Cineas I attempted to 

define our true relationship with other people [autrui]” (The Prime of Life, 479). 3 This shift 

in Beauvoir’s philosophical thinking arose from her lived experience. Beauvoir describes 

this turn as the beginning of a “moral period” in her writing, and the secondary 

literature on Pyrrhus and Cineas often quotes her on this.  

The philosophy that Beauvoir produced in her “moral period” has been read as a 

defense of Sartre’s views (and a bad defense at that.)4 But Beauvoir describes her moral 

period chiefly in personal terms.  The development from L’Invitée to The Blood of Others, 

she notes, reflects her own growth from a sort of selfishness towards solidarity and 

responsibility. Beauvoir describes her natural inclinations before her moral period as 

                                                        

2 In English L’Invitée is titled She Came to Stay. The Blood of Others was written before but published after 
Pyrrhus and Cineas. Beauovir wrote The Blood of Others during the Nazi Occupation but knew it could not be 
published until after the liberation.  
3 Beauvoir ultimately thought that L’Invitée was a better novel that The Blood of Others. She agreed with her 
critics that the characters in The Blood of Others lack depth. Each character represents a moral attitude in a flat 
way, without significant complexity or growth. Yet she acknowledged the strengths of The Blood of Others, 
writing, “it expresses a broader and truer picture of human relationships” than L’Invitée (The Prime of Life, 
431). 
4 Nancy Bauer, in Simone de Beauvoir, Philosophy, and Feminism, gives a good overview of the disagreement 
between Beauvoir scholars about the texts of her moral period. According to Bauer, Michèle Le Doeuff 
dismisses these texts as a waste of Beauvoir’s time defending Sartre instead of pursuing her own ideas, 
which come to fruition in The Second Sex. Debra Bergoffen sees value in the early texts and argues that the 
ideas in them are integral to Beauvoir’s later work. Bauer takes a middle road, reading the texts as relevant 
to Beauvoir’s project in The Second Sex, but as lacking philosophical merit on their own grounds (Philosophy 
and Feminism, 139-140). 
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unreflective “spontaneity” and the pursuit of personal private happiness. Since her early 

childhood, she easily trusted her own wishes and desires. She was attracted to 

philosophical commitments that reinforced this preoccupation with self, including the 

central tenets of existentialism, which emphasize our freedom and our responsibility to 

steer the direction of our lives.5 Beauvoir also tended towards a “mood of indifference 

and abstention,” a feeling that preceded her moral period and continued to overcome 

her periodically throughout her life (The Prime of Life, 435).  

On her twentieth birthday in 1928, Beauvoir asked herself in her diary, “What 

use is it all?” This is the question she returns to in 1943, at the beginning of her moral 

period with Pyrrhus and Cineas. She bases the essay on her diary entry (The Prime of Life, 

433). But writing in 1943, Beauvoir has realized that following one’s own desires was not 

a satisfying answer to “What use is it all?” She explains, “I was drawn to question 

myself concerning my principles and aims, and after some hesitation, I even went to the 

length of composing an essay [Pyrrhus and Cineas] on the problem” (The Prime of Life, 

433).  Beauvoir’s turn to the moral was a response to her historical moment, a 

transformation demanded by the war.6 She puts it simply; “The world became a place of 

chaos” (The Prime of Life, 433) Dedication to one’s own wishes and desires was an 

                                                        

5 L’Invitée expresses a preoccupation with self in almost all its characters, especially Françoise and Xaviere.  
6 The impact of the war on every part of life, and its challenge to French intellectuals, is treated by Beauvoir 
most extensively and sensitively in her acclaimed 1954 novel, The Mandarins. 
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inadequate response to the physical, emotional, and intellectual challenges that the war 

presented.  

So Beauvoir turned to principles and ethics in an effort to help herself make 

sense of her experience. Her moral period reflects her considerable efforts to give herself 

a moral framework that could move a self-oriented individual to make a place for other 

people. She writes, “These truths [of solidarity and responsibility] I learned in a way 

against my natural inclinations. I used words to talk myself into accepting them. I 

turned my powers of persuasion inward and gave myself a regular lesson” (The Prime of 

Life, 433). Beauvoir tried to move herself with her philosophy—with words and 

principles, reasons and arguments.  

Later, reflecting on this period, Beauvoir would come to find the texts of her 

moral period too abstract and moralizing. She’d find that her search for general 

principles was also an inadequate response to the challenges of war. She’d critique the 

project of “reinvent[ing] rules and reasons,” the very project she was engaged in Pyrrhus 

and Cineas and The Ethics of Ambiguity (Force of Circumstance, 68). 7 She puts it memorably, 

“To look for reasons why one should not stamp on a man’s face is to accept stamping on 

it” (Force of Circumstance, 68). To be preoccupied with seeking reasons for action is to be 

caught up in a deceptive view about the situation we find ourselves in. Beauvoir realizes 

                                                        

7 Beauvoir also recognized that her moralizing impulse made for weaker writing, as exemplified by flat 
characters in The Blood of Others and abstract generalization in The Ethics of Ambiguity. She, and her critics 
much preferred her nuanced 1954 novel about the aftermath of the war, The Mandarins. 
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that we will never discover definitive reasons but must act and choose in risk, 

uncertainty, and ambiguity. 

But despite Beauvoir’s criticism, Pyrrhus and Cineas embraces risk, uncertainty, 

and ambiguity over principle. Though the essay drives to a clear moral conclusion, that 

we must work for others’ freedom, it does not offer this conclusion as a binding moral 

principle. It suggests it, as an observation about what we might do given the situation 

we find ourselves in in relation to others.8  Above all, Beauvoir wrote Pyrrhus and Cineas 

to convince and encourage herself, to present “a living affirmative” in the face of 

“sluggish reason, and the void, and everything else” (The Prime of Life, 435). The text—

with its hasty generalizations, undeveloped examples, and all—still reads as a living 

affirmative. If it doesn’t succeed as abstract ethical theory, it may still nudge readers 

(existential or otherwise) from selfishness towards solidarity. 

Pyrrhus and Cineas opens with its eponymous dialogue. Beauvoir puts her worry, 

“What use is at all?” in the mouth of Cineas, an advisor to the 3rd century B.C.E 

militaristic king of Epirus, Pyrrhus (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 141). Pyrrhus is plotting a path of 

conquest from Greece to India, but at each stop, Cineas probes, “And what about after 

that?” Finally Pyrrhus concludes, “After that I will rest.” Then Cineas poses the problem 

                                                        

8 For a reading of Pyrrhus and Cineas that argues that Beauvoir does give an airtight argument for the 
conclusion that we ought to work for others’ freedom, see Jonathan Webber’s Rethinking Existentialism. 
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that Beauvoir will take up in the essay, “Why not rest right away?…Why as far as this? 

Why not further? What’s the use?” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 90).  

Beauvoir recognizes that although we are unable to satisfy such intellectual 

challenges, we must act. This is an unavoidable feature of the human condition. But how 

should we act, given our radical freedom? How can we make our actions and our lives 

meaningful? How should we treat others? What projects should we undertake? 

Beauvoir’s essay engages these questions with a lively and literary philosophical 

style. She layers philosophical ideas with literary, religious, and historical references. 

Jonathan Webber identifies the style of the text as a classical French essay in the tradition 

Montaigne (“Authenticity,” 171). In the first page of the preface Beauvoir mentions: 

novelist Benjamin Constant’s protagonist Adolphe, a stubborn schoolboy, Voltaire’s 

Candide, the architects of the Tower of Babel, a young woman with leaky shoes, and the 

disciples of Christ (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 86-87). Into her mix of images, she blends 

ordinary people: a woman holding back her husband from a fight, a child eager to show 

his drawing to his parents (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 92, 116). Beauvoir piles these images and 

questions upon one another, without outlining an argument or previewing her 

conclusions.  

Pyrrhus and Cineas consists of two parts, each about 25 pages and broken into 

named subheadings.  
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Part I opens with a section called “Candide’s Garden,” in which Beauvoir poses 

the question “What is my garden?” Candide’s conclusion, “We must tend our own 

garden,” she notes, is insufficient advice, for it leaves us with the problem of what 

exactly to tend. What projects make up our gardens, what relationships are included or 

excluded in what we should care about and cultivate? Beauvoir argues that our ties to 

the world are not given in advance by any moral systems or abstract principles. We 

must determine the boundaries of our own gardens through our actions. Our actions 

take place against the backdrop of our pasts and immediately become part of the world 

for others.  

The four middle sections of Part I each consider a possible answer to the question 

“How should we act?” Beauvoir rejects every one. We won’t find guidance for 

meaningful action through narrowing our focus to “The Instant,” as certain Stoic or 

mystic philosophies recommend. Beauvoir critiques these approaches for pursuing a 

fantasy of rest and withdrawal, for futilely suggesting we enclose ourselves in a singular 

moment. Instead, she insists on a human nature that involves constant movement and 

engagement with the world.  

Beauvoir also tells us we won’t find guidance for action by abstracting from 

ourselves to the point of view of “The Infinite,” as Spinoza and Hegel and other grand 

scale philosophies do. Beauvoir challenges the possibility that I, as a concrete individual, 

can truly identify with the universal and eclipse my particularity. She insists that the “I” 
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who asserts things (who even asserts the abstract infinite) is always present, always 

embedded in a singular world with concrete demands. 

“The Instant” and “the Infinite” are two opposing strategies to define the scope 

of our “gardens,” but Beauvoir critiques them both. We can neither renounce our 

gardens entirely, nor make everything in the universe our gardens. Furthermore, we 

won’t discover what we should do by dedicating ourselves to “God’s will,” nor by 

dedicating ourselves to “Humanity” in general, according to Beauvoir’s analyses. The 

abstract ideas of God’s will or the good of humanity are inadequate in the face of our 

concrete choices. Which path is God’s will? What do we choose when humanity is 

revealed to be many individuals all in conflict with one another? None of these 

traditional sources of guidance—philosophy, religion, or moral code— give Pyrrhus 

adequate justification for either conquering or staying home. None of them can define 

the boundaries of our gardens. We are left to do this ourselves.  

In the final section of Part I, Beauvoir insists, “It is Pyrrhus, and not Cineas, who 

is right” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 113). She quips, “After that?’ After that, he’ll see” (113).  

Beauvoir titles this section, “Situation,” a concept that she takes from Sartre’s Being and 

Nothingness and develops for her own purpose throughout her later works. Here she 

discusses the condition we find ourselves in—the perpetual repetition of the dialogue 

between Pyrrhus and Cineas. We must act. We must choose to stay or go in the face of 

knowing that our goals and ends are finite, that we can always ask “And after that?” The 
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human condition includes both the necessity of setting ends and goals as real aims for 

ourselves, and the reality that if we reach them, we must transcend or surpass them, 

taking them as a starting point for a new goal. She concludes, “Man has no other way of 

existing” (112). None of our abstract philosophies, or religious or ethical frameworks, 

relieve Pyrrhus of acting nor answer Cineas definitively. 

Throughout Part I of the essay, Beauvoir sets up some conditions for an 

acceptable answer to her question “What’s the use of it all?” She rejects any 

philosophical frameworks that overlook or attempt to erase our starting point: that we 

are concrete, individual consciousnesses who need to act but are searching for reasons. 

General principles and reasons that could apply to anyone will lack the specificity to tell 

me what my garden should be. Beauvoir’s phenomenological approach involves 

beginning with the “I” of my experience. She recognizes that a practical search for 

reasons for action is not a matter of settling an abstract question, but is a matter of giving 

me tools for making the actual choices I will go on to make. 

Part II of the essay turns from philosophical reflections on the nature of action to 

the core questions that preoccupy Beauvoir across her oeuvre: What is our relationship 

to the other (and the Other)?  

 Beauvoir describes Part II of Pyrrhus and Cineas as her attempt “to find some 

positive basis for morality”  (The Prime of Life, 434). Given her existential commitments, 

she grounds this project in the idea of freedom. Can she work her way from the premise 
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of our transcendent freedom to establish “existential morals with a material content”? 

(The Prime of Life, 435) 

In her 1960 reflections about Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir affirms her desire to 

take on this project, even if she criticizes some of the ways she went about it (The Prime of 

Life, 435). Beauvoir emphasizes the central role of freedom in the essay, providing a 

reading of the text that both clarifies and expands what she was doing in Pyrrhus and 

Cineas.  Beauvoir’s reading describes her aim to explore the limitations of freedom—to 

show that though we are all free, the expressions of our freedom can be limited by our 

situations. She articulates her project to “establish an order of precedence among various 

situations” (The Prime of Life, 435). She elaborates, “Some can attain to only a small part 

of these opportunities that are available to mankind at large, and all their striving does 

no more than bring them near the platform from which their luckier rivals are 

departing…An activity is good when you aim to conquer these positions of privilege, 

both for yourself and for others: to set freedom free” (434). This reading sounds more 

like Beauvoir’s later ideas from The Ethics of Ambiguity. In these reflections, she doesn’t 

revisit her depiction of our relationship to others. But our relationships with others are 

the crux of the essay, as much as or more as the nature of freedom is. (In The Ethics of 

Ambiguity, Beauvoir cites Pyrrhus and Cineas as the text where she explores the 

relationship of others’ freedoms to our own freedom (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 71).) 
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The subsections of Part II all focus on our relation to others, in contrast with Part 

I, which takes more abstract philosophical ideas for its section titles. Part II begins with 

“Others,” Beauvoir’s key turn in the essay. She wonders, can other people give us 

something that these abstract philosophies cannot? Can they provide justification and 

reasons for acting where other answers failed to do so? Pyrrhus and Cineas answers yes, 

with many qualifications and caveats.  

The section “Devotion” warns us against the temptation to find meaning through 

others. We can attempt to renounce our freedom in the face of theirs or plow over their 

freedom with ours. There are many toxic forms of devotion that involve wrongly 

avoiding our responsibility or failing to recognize the responsibility of others.  In 

contrast, a “lucid generosity” should guide our actions towards others, an attitude 

necessary to properly recognize both others and ourselves as freely acting subjects 

(Pyrrhus and Cineas, 124). Beauvoir briefly discusses violence, echoing a section in Part I, 

which resonated with her post-war readers. Sometimes violence is inevitable, yet 

violence does not reach others in the heart of their freedom, acting only on their 

“exterior” (their facticity) (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 124). Beauvoir accepts the inevitability of 

violence, and seems to minimize its harm; it doesn’t touch the other’s freedom. But she 

also confronts the natural objection to this view. Does our conduct toward the other 

matter at all then? Beauvoir’s essay gives a resounding yes. We are responsible for 

creating others’ situations with our actions.  
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In the next section, called “Communication,” Beauvoir takes up this puzzle: my 

actions affect others, but in “what way do [these effects] concern me? What is my true 

relationship with the other?” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 126). With many literary examples and 

references to Kant, Sartre, and Hegel, Beauvoir sketches a view of how we depend on 

others: we need their freedom. We can only appeal to others (not coerce or force their 

reactions), yet we need others to freely respond to our appeals. My projects and aims 

depend on other people taking them up and carrying them into the future.  

Finally, in “Action,” the last section before her conclusion, Beauvoir gives a 

sketch of an existential morality. In order for me to express my freedom through 

projects, to “achieve being,” I need the other. She explains, “I will therefore struggle so 

that free men will give my actions and my words their necessary place” (Pyrrhus and 

Cineas, 136). This struggle includes making sure that two conditions are met: “I must be 

allowed to appeal” and “I must have before me men who are free for me, who can 

respond to my appeal” (Pyrrhus and Cineas 136, 137). If both of these conditions are met, 

I can undertake meaningful projects and ends (even though every end and project will 

always have to be transcended by a new project once it is reached, à la Pyrrhus and 

Cineas’s opening conversation).  

Vulnerability in Pyrrhus and Cineas 

Beauvoir’s project to give material content to existential ethics takes a surprising 

route. Debra Bergoffen notes this in her introduction to the English edition, writing  
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“The argument from finitude to separateness to conflict seems pretty straightforward. 

The argument from finitude to separateness to solidarity seems counterintuitive” 

(“Introduction,” 83). Beauvoir makes this latter argument, giving reasons for solidarity 

to the person who finds herself a separate, finite individual.  

Yet Bergoffen’s progression misses the key moment in the sequence. Beauvoir’s 

Pyrrhus and Cineas presents us with another stop: from finitude to separateness to 

vulnerability to conflict, and from finitude to separateness to vulnerability to solidarity. 

Vulnerability is not an explicit concept in the essay and is rarely mentioned in secondary 

readings of the text. Yet vulnerability is the underlying idea, the unstated step that is 

critical for Beauvoir’s philosophical project to build a morality on the basis of 

transcendent freedom.9  

Pyrrhus and Cineas shows us that our true relationship with others is defined by a 

specific vulnerability to them, one that I will call “existential vulnerability.” The essay 

describes our situation before others as dependent on them for the very meaning of our 

actions and lives. Our existential responsibilities, to act and to choose, are set in the 

context of a profound and painful vulnerability to others. For our actions and projects 

and lives to become meaningful, we need others to take us up, to use us as “point of 

                                                        

9 Lisa Knisely and Ann Murphy consider the connections between vulnerability and violence in Beauvoir’s 
early philosophical texts. Neither provides a detailed reading of Pyrrhus and Cineas to see what conceptions 
of vulnerability are operating in the essay. I discuss their arguments in my “Criticisms and Objections” 
section in the next chapter.  
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departure” for their own actions. And yet we cannot control, or coerce, or guarantee 

their responses. Despite our need for them, we can only appeal to their freedom.  

This situation is bad news and good news. The other’s freedom always leaves 

open the possibility of failure (and the need for conflict or violence). We face uncertainty 

and risk when we act and appeal to others. There is a real danger for us in being 

vulnerable before others. We have many coping mechanisms for trying to avoid this 

danger, from trying to cut all our ties with others to adopting patronizing views about 

the other, to reduce their power over us. And yet, our vulnerability also makes 

relationship, solidarity, and friendship possible (as well as erotic love, but that comes 

out more in Beauvoir’s later texts, especially The Second Sex).  In Beauvoir’s argument in 

Pyrrhus and Cineas, our need for our vulnerability leads to two particular responsibilities 

towards the other: first, to ensure the other has the material conditions they need to 

exercise their freedom and second, to recognize the authority of the other’s freedom by 

making them a peer to us. Pyrrhus and Cineas sketches out what it means to have these 

responsibilities towards the other and what it looks like if we refuse them. But the essay 

leaves many major questions about our vulnerability and our responsibility to the other 

unanswered. 

In the coming section I will first lay out the existential framework behind 

Beauvoir’s account of our profound dependence on the other. Her existential 

commitments to freedom, transcendence, and contingency lead directly to her account of 
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our true relationship with the other. Then I’ll describe the features of our particular 

existential vulnerability to others as Beauvoir presents it in Pyrrhus and Cineas.  We need 

the freedom of others, even though that freedom makes us painfully vulnerable to them.  

Beauvoir goes on to argue that we should choose to be vulnerable before others. She 

shows us that when we do choose to be vulnerable, we recognize the authority of the 

other and we make them a peer to us. 

My analysis of vulnerability in Pyrrhus and Cineas reveals a new significance to 

this early essay. Admittedly, Beauvoir’s account of our dependence on others is sketchy 

and incomplete. It leaves us with questions and objections about whether this is an 

adequate moral view and about the potentially frightening implications of giving others 

this much power over us. I address some of these objections in the next chapter. But I go 

on to show, in the rest of the project, the importance of Beauvoir’s account of 

vulnerability in Pyrrhus and Cineas. Beauvoir has planted the idea that it is a moral 

imperative to recognize and accept our vulnerability to others. She also begins to 

address the questions: What happens when we deny (instead of choose) our 

vulnerability to others? What are the consequences of not making others into our peers?  

These questions are the foundation of Beauvoir’s later philosophical thought, 

leading directly to The Second Sex.  Her concept of ambiguity (especially subject/object 

ambiguity) captures and expresses her account of our vulnerability as necessary and 

welcome, even as it is dangerous and painful.  And her account of our vulnerability to 



 

30 

others leads to her powerful analysis in The Second Sex of why it is wrong (both 

epistemically and ethically) to make others into Absolute Others. Pyrrhus and Cineas 

foreshadows this analysis. It is the first place where Beauvoir considers the question of 

how we are vulnerable to others even when we refuse to recognize them as our peers. It 

is the first place that she emphasizes our power to give or deny others this standing.  

In Pyrrhus and Cineas Beauvoir argues that we need others to make our lives 

meaningful. What does this claim mean? On what basis does she hold it, and in what 

ways does it express our vulnerability? Understanding Beauvoir’s claim requires 

recognizing the framework of her existentialist perspective.  

Beauvoir uses a number of phrases to express the idea I’ve called “being 

meaningful.” They are all related to her central topic: what reasons do we have for 

acting? Sometimes she describes having reasons as being justified or having 

justification.10 (I’ll call this “having definitive reasons.” This phrase captures the type of 

reasons we’re looking for—the kind that can withstand Cineas’ questioning). Sometimes 

Beauvoir uses “founded” (the French “fondée”).11 Often she puts it as a question of  

                                                        

10 She writes, “Only the other can create a need for what we give him; every appeal and every demand 
comes from his freedom. In order for the object that I founded to appear as a good, the other must make it 
into his own good, and then I would be justified for having created it” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 129). Nancy 
Bauer notes that Beauvoir does not get very clear on the concept of justification, which while central to 
Pyrrhus and Cineas is not thoroughly developed (Philosophy and Feminism, 144). Bauer reads Pyrrhus and 
Cineas as consistent with Sartre’s view on the point that it is “impossible to justify myself once and for all” 
(144). Though I agree that there is no final and complete justification, I read Pyrrhus and Cineas to claim that 
there is an objective justification for our actions that we can get from others. 
11 She writes, “What is his is what he founds by his free project, and not what is founded by others based on 
him” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 111). The English translation of Pyrrhus and Cineas uses “founded” for the French 
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“being necessary,” as in “We need others in order for our existence to be founded and 

necessary " (129). For our action (or our being or our existence) to be necessary is the 

opposite of it being futile. What could make Pyrrhus’ conquering be a worthwhile 

project versus a futile waste of energy? What justifies his choice?   

The force of “necessity” is what we long for in the face of contingency.  The 

desire for reasons and meaning is part of our existential, phenomenological experience 

according to Beauvoir: we’re uncomfortable with contingency and squirm at the 

possibility that we are gratuitous. She writes, “As soon as we are thrown into the world, 

we immediately wish to escape from the contingence and gratuitousness of pure 

presence” (129). Beauvoir wrote Pyrrhus and Cineas shortly after the 1943 publication of 

Sartre’s Being and Nothingness, where he was concerned in a very abstract way with 

necessity and contingency. Beauvoir picks up on these terms, but she ultimately uses 

them in a less technical sense. She speaks for us and our human worries: we’re looking 

for a shield against Cineas’ undermining questions. We want a firm foundation that 

won’t keep collapsing underneath us when poked with skeptical questions. The idea of  

                                                        

 

“fondée.” This may be a case of a ‘false friend’ translation, where a better English word would be 
“grounded.” (Thanks to Toril Moi for this observation). “Grounded” follows the philosophical tradition of 
looking for grounding foundations of knowledge and reasons to believe. This use is closely connected to the 
idea of justification. I do like one aspect of the word choice “founded” though: it echoes a human action of 
creation, to found. Beauvoir does ultimately argue that it is human choice and creation that grounds our 
reasons for acting.  
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necessity invokes a certain kind of force and strength. It is an answer to a psychological 

need. 

But according to existentialism, our existence is not necessary in any 

fundamental, preordained way.12 There is no lack or void in the world waiting for us to 

come and fill it, no “ready-made” reason or justification that we must do or become one 

thing rather than another. Beauvoir specifically cites Sartre’s Being and Nothingness on 

this point: there aren’t voids or lack in the world without the presence of man (Pyrrhus 

and Cineas, 107, 128). Part I of Pyrrhus and Cineas considers and rejects traditional “ready-

made” justifications, including God’s will and abstract ethical principles like furthering 

humanity or seeking fulfillment in the present moment. So from an existentialist 

framework, we desire necessity and yet we lack it. 

I must be careful in adopting Beauvoir’s language of “necessity.” She and Sartre 

craft existentialism as a philosophy of contingency.  Much of their work denies 

necessity, in the sense of logical or metaphysical necessity. They emphatically deny that 

human lives are necessary in any such way—our freedom opposes necessity. Their 

philosophies are about learning to face our contingency and decide to make meaningful 

lives in spite of it. Still, Beauvoir persists in using language of necessity. When she 

describes others’ ability to “necessitate” us, she always is discussing a relative necessity. 

                                                        

12 This idea is related to the familiar existential motto, “Existence precedes essence,” though that phrase 
dates to Sartre’s 1945 lecture, “Existentialism is a humanism” (adapted and published in 1946). To have an 
essence would provide definitive reasons for action: I philosophize because of my nature as a rational 
animal, I worship because my nature is to glorify God and enjoy him forever, etc. 
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We become necessary to them, necessary for their projects and goals. This is enough to 

soothe our discomfort with the fact that we discover ourselves to be contingent or 

gratuitous. But it does not make us metaphysically necessary.   

Beauvoir relies on two additional existential premises to build up to her ideas 

about our dependence on others.  First, humans (and only humans) have the power to 

“necessitate,” and second, we can’t necessitate ourselves. I’ll discuss these premises one 

by one. They both depend on the existential idea of transcendence. 

 Only free, transcendent individuals have the capacity to necessitate, in light of 

their unique capacity to set goals and ends. It is only in the context of freely chosen 

projects that things become necessary (relatively necessary). Beauvoir uses a few simple 

examples to make this point: “Now that it exists, the airplane responds to a need, but it 

is a need that it created by existing, or more exactly, that men freely created based on its 

existence" (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 129). It becomes necessary to us in light of the ways we 

need it. Or, she asks, how can one imagine philosophy without Kant? (128) Kant 

becomes necessary in retrospect, due to the human projects that followed him, taking 

him up as inspiration or foil. Again, Beauvoir’s account of necessity isn’t metaphysically 

deep or mysterious: it is the everyday relative necessity that comes about when we need 

things—needs that are defined by the goals and ends that we freely set. According to 

existentialism, nothing requires me to choose any particular end/goal over another. My 
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goals are freely chosen by me. The necessity comes relative to the goals that are chosen.13 

I need Beauvoir’s Pyrrhus and Cineas in order to write this essay; I need cat food in order 

to keep my pets alive; I need a sibling in order to be a sister. Beauvoir pushes these 

examples of necessitating to a new conclusion: I need the other to give my actions 

meaning. 

If the other takes up my projects, my actions, and my existence as points of 

departure for their own projects and aim, my actions or my existence become necessary 

to them. I cannot give my own projects this status. Beauvoir has several remarks that 

express this latter claim. She suggests, “A man alone in the world would be paralyzed 

by the manifest vision of the vanity of all his goals. He would undoubtedly not be able 

to stand living” (115). She adds, “No one is satisfied with such solitude for his entire 

life” (116). In perhaps the most poignant image, Beauvoir writes, “In order for our 

appeals not to be lost in the void…I cannot walk toward the future alone. I would lose 

myself in a desert where none of my steps would matter” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 137). 

                                                        

13 Beauvoir’s final answer to Cineas, in the conclusion section of Pyrrhus and Cineas, emphasizes that our 
reasons are always relative to a project. Cineas’ questions will always have sting; Beauvoir recognizes, 
“Reflection reveals to me…that every project leaves room for a new question” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 139). We 
must undertake our projects in the face of these questions, and it is only from within the perspective of these 
projects that we can assess for value. She writes, “The words ‘utility,’ ‘progress,’ and ‘fear’ have meaning 
only in a world where the project has made points of view and ends appear. They presuppose this project 
and cannot be applied to it” (Pyrrhus and Cineas 141). Projects create value, and yet we choose our projects 
freely, without a framework or perspective wherein they are necessary. If we are lucky, the other can give 
them this dimension retroactively. This is our lot: she puts it, “We never escape from that human condition” 
(Pyrrhus and Cineas 141).  
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Beauvoir doesn’t explain or argue for her claim that we cannot necessitate 

ourselves, but this claim depends on the existential idea of transcendence. Each of us 

experiences our own consciousness as completely free. In every new moment, we can 

recommit to our past projects or change direction to something else. Each of our choices 

can induce a sense of vertigo in us: “I chose X a moment ago, but I’m free to choose 

something else now. Why stick with X?” We must act from the condition of constant 

recommitment, an exercise of our freedom. We’ll never be able to eliminate this 

reflective distance from our past choices and actions. Beauvoir puts it rather abstractly, 

“Man…can always transcend anew the object in which his transcendence is engaged” 

(Pyrrhus and Cineas, 115). This means that we see our own actions as contingent and can’t 

give them the dimension of necessity. In other words, we can always see that we chose 

and that we could have chosen otherwise. (We can try to avoid seeing this by denying 

our freedom, which is to be in bad faith. These attempts are doomed to fail.) 

I can summarize the argument we find implicit in Pyrrhus and Cineas: 

1. We want our lives and actions to be necessary. 

2. Our lives and actions aren’t necessary in any fundamental, preordained way. 

3. The only way to become necessary is for a transcending freedom to need us. 

4. And we can’t make ourselves necessary.  

From these four premises, Beauvoir concludes, “The other's freedom alone is 

capable of necessitating my being" (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 129). Beauvoir uses a memorable 
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phrase; others can “clothe” me with necessity (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 129). The necessity 

they give me may only be relative necessity, a necessity that is compatible with my 

contingency. But others can indeed truly make me valuable by taking me as necessary to 

them; this is an answer to my desire to be necessary and meaningful. 

Beauvoir’s four starting premises are classically existential. Value and meaning 

only comes from the human freedom to set goals and make choices.  Lacks, voids, and 

negations only arise from the transcendent nature of consciousness. The phenomenology 

of contingency is painful and difficult for us to face. 

The conclusion Beauvoir draws from these premises is novel. We can become 

necessary in virtue of being a point of departure for others’ actions and projects. At one 

point Beauvoir puts it, “I need [the other’s] freedom to be available to use and conserve 

me in surpassing me” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 137). It is by being ‘used’ by others that I am 

conserved—that my action escapes falling into a void and being futile. I am never 

inevitable, but I may become invaluable. Only concrete others—no philosophy, nor God, 

nor humanity in the abstract, nor even me myself—can give my actions and my 

existence this dimension of necessity. Only a free other can give me a place in the world.  

Beauvoir’s argument is valid if we connect a few dots for her. The third premise 

is the crucial premise: the only way to become necessary is for a transcending freedom to 

need us. We can add the straightforward premise that I am a transcending freedom—

this should follow from self-reflection, the method of phenomenological investigation 
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that Sartre and Beauvoir adopt. But Beauvoir, with premise four—“I can’t necessitate 

myself”—rules out the possibility that it is my own transcendent freedom that could 

make me necessary. So I must look to other transcendent freedoms to achieve necessity.  

 To make the argument airtight, we should add an additional implied premise, 

that there are other transcendent freedoms besides myself. (This premise could lead to 

another interesting topic of investigation: are humans the only transcending freedoms? 

Perhaps the others that are mentioned in Beauvoir’s conclusion could include animal or 

artificial minds.14 I’ll set this consideration aside and confine my discussion to human 

others.) If only a transcendent freedom can make me necessary, and I—a transcendent 

freedom—cannot, only other transcendent freedoms can necessitation me. We are led 

validly to the conclusion: the other's freedom alone is capable of necessitating my being.  

Premises one and two, that we want our lives and actions to be necessary but our 

lives and actions aren’t necessary in any fundamental, preordained way, are helpful but 

not essential here. Premise two contributes to supporting premise three; our lives and 

actions aren’t necessary in advance, so we need another route to becoming necessary (if 

it is possible to become necessary). And premise one will have a more active role in 

Beauvoir’s overarching argument that we should work for the other’s freedom. If we 

want our lives and actions to be necessary, and only others can make us necessary, then 

                                                        

14 For an interesting discussion of animal minds and phenomenology see Simon James’ 2009 article, 
“Phenomenology and the Problem of Animal Minds.” 
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we need to ensure there are free others who can do this for us. We must work for their 

freedom.  

To object to this argument, we could challenge the underlying idea of necessity. 

Should relative necessity be considered necessity? Or, someone might worry whether 

we can use “necessity” and “meaningfulness” interchangeably. Could we run this 

argument with “meaningfulness” substituted for necessity throughout? These inquiries 

could lead us to try and develop a philosophical account of value and meaning, which 

would face the same challenges that confront any attempt to give a philosophical 

account. Can we give a definition (or necessary and sufficient conditions) for value and 

meaningfulness? Beauvoir doesn’t undertake this project. She seems content to work 

with our intuitive, first-pass understanding of necessity and meaningfulness. She 

doesn’t promise us anything philosophically mysterious: some deep necessity that 

requires theory to explain it. She describes something entirely ordinary: the way we 

build our projects upon the starting points available to us. Those starting points become 

significant by being taken up for the sake of other projects.   

With this argument, Beauvoir has led us to the heart of our vulnerability. 

Needing the freedom of others makes us vulnerable to the other: we are dependent on 

them for something as fundamental as the meaning of our existence. If we could find 

our meaning (our essence, our necessity) in philosophical perspectives (from religion, or 

rationality, etc.), we would be protected from the fickle opinions of others. Beauvoir’s 
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claim is surprising from an existentialist thinker—a school of philosophy we typically 

associate with the idea that the meaning of our lives is entirely up to us. Beauvoir 

sounds traditionally existentialist when she argues that we can’t find our meaning in 

any given systems. But she also insists that we can’t determine the meaning of lives 

independently and alone. She insists instead that we are at the mercy of human others. 

Their responses to us contribute to constituting the meaning of our actions just as much 

as our own intentions and aims do, and sometimes their judgments come in conflict with 

the ways we tried to constitute ourselves.  

Beauvoir’s view leaves us exposed in frightening ways. In our contemporary 

world of social media, for example, this view takes on an even more shocking 

dimension: we’re more exposed and public than ever before. Others can express their 

fandom or their outrage in comment sections, and with votes and likes. How do we 

navigate others’ brutal and divided responses to our actions? Does Beauvoir’s view 

mean that “trolls” or any viewers or audiences literally determine our value?  

Beauvoir’s examples are simplistic relative to this comparison to social media, 

but she does acknowledge the stakes, the risk of failure, and the sense of danger that 

accompanies this view of radical vulnerability. She writes, “Our being realizes itself only 

by choosing to be in danger in the world, in danger before the foreign and divided 

freedoms that take hold of it” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 133). The great danger we face is the 

danger of failure. The danger of failure is tied up with the danger of others’ freedom. In 
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a passing, symbolic example from Part I of the essay, Beauvoir explains what this failure 

looks like: “I build a house for the men of tomorrow; perhaps they will shelter 

themselves there, but it could also get in the way of their future constructions. Maybe 

they will put up with it; maybe they will demolish it; maybe they will live in it, and it 

will collapse upon them” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 109).  This example shows the gap 

between my goals and projects and the others’ judgment about them. I think it is worthy 

to “build a house for the future,” but nothing guarantees that the people of the future 

feel grateful, or found their own projects in continuity with mine. And I find myself 

helpless to ensure my success—it is up to the other. At another point, Beauvoir describes 

the real possibilities of failure, “For me it would be a bitter failure if my action were 

perpetuated by becoming useful to my adversaries” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 133) Beauvoir 

emphasizes the other’s role in determining the value of my action: “My action is for the 

other only what he himself makes of it. How then would I know in advance what I do?” 

(109).  

The other’s freedom is dangerous because it is beyond our control. We cannot 

force a particular reaction or response out of them (or if we do, via coercion, etc., they no 

longer act from their freedom and no longer have the power to make us meaningful. 

Only free others can do this). Beauvoir is clear about our limits regarding the other: we 

can only appeal to their freedom. She describes the tension between our struggles to be 

taken up by others and the limits of our efforts. She writes, “How does one resort to 
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struggle here since these men must freely grant me their approval? Of course, wanting 

to obtain a spontaneous love or admiration by violence is absurd. One laughs at Nero, 

who wanted to seduce by force” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 136). Our great vulnerability to 

others consists of depending on them and yet being helpless to determine (or guarantee) 

their responses. Beauvoir summarizes, “I can only appeal to the other’s freedom, not 

constrain it” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 136).  That appeal is the moment of risk and 

uncertainty. It is a moment of need, which exposes the impossibility of self-sufficiency 

and our excruciating vulnerability. Beauvoir emphasizes the danger, “We depend on the 

other’s freedom; he can forget, ignore, or use us for ends that are not our own” (Pyrrhus 

and Cineas, 139). 

Our vulnerability to the other is exacerbated by the fact that failure is inevitable, 

according to Beauvoir. We don’t face a singular other, but a plural others. Others’ 

freedoms are more threatening than a single freedom: others will disagree with one 

another. Beauvoir uses a personal example to show our dilemma when faced with 

multiple freedoms. She recounts her shock when she realized at thirteen that her dear 

friend and her father disagreed (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 131).15  She lost her sense of an 

absolute judgment. She realized that she was faced with the question “Whom should I 

care about pleasing?” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 131) Beauvoir summarizes, “I am dealing not 

                                                        

15 This quick reference in Pyrrhus and Cineas is expanded in her first autobiography, Memoirs of a Dutiful 
Daughter. Her friend is Zaza. See Memoirs pgs. 91-96, 132-133. 
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with one freedom but with several freedoms. And precisely because they are free, they 

do not agree among themselves” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 131).   Others will disagree in the 

ways they give value to our actions and choices. Which of their responses count the 

most?  

 

This question leads to the fascinating but messy heart of Beauvoir’s account of 

our vulnerability to others. I need my vulnerability to others, despite the risk of failure 

and the anguish that this vulnerability involves. But Beauvoir introduces an important 

caveat to this vulnerability: we must choose it. We can choose “to be in danger in the 

world” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 133). We have some control of the ways that we are exposed 

to others—some choice about who we appeal to and who we make into our peers (and 

who we deny this standing to). We don’t have to accept the responses of trolls as 

definitive or constituting. The responses of others count when I give them value by 

making them count to me.  (Beauvoir will eventually come to ask in The Second Sex, what 

happens to me and the other when I don’t choose to make their responses salient? But 

here she is concerned with why I must make (at least some) others count in this way.) 

First this choice to be vulnerable involves not killing the others we are faced 

with. Bergoffen identified the sequence from finitude to separateness to conflict as 

“straightforward” (“Introduction,” 83). It’s even more straightforward to move from 
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vulnerability to conflict.16 Vulnerability is painful and dangerous for us: we can 

minimize it by eliminating the other. Beauvoir’s first novel L’Invitée embraces this option 

with its memorable finale of murder as a response to the freedom of another. Seeing the 

other as a threat (and trying to eliminating the threat by eliminating the other) is a 

crucial stage of Hegel’s master-slave dialectic, which deeply influenced both Sartre and 

Beauvoir’s work.17 Sartre also recognizes our excruciating vulnerability, but his response 

is almost exclusively to find ways to overcome this vulnerability by refusing to be object 

to the other and making them object to us instead.18 Pyrrhus and Cineas is Beauvoir’s first 

text to explore other possible reactions to our vulnerability (and to experiment with 

giving us reasons to take these other options in place of violence). Murder is an 

inadequate reaction to our vulnerability according to Beauvoir’s criticisms.  

Choosing to permit our vulnerability to others involves more than not killing 

them though. There is a material aspect to this responsibility. I need others who have 

“health, knowledge, well-being, and leisure… so that their freedom is not consumed in 

                                                        

16 Ann Murphy in “Violence is not an evil” and Lisa Knisely in “Oppression, Normative Violence, and 
Vulnerability” criticize Judith Butler’s account of vulnerability for overlooking the fact that vulnerability can 
lead to conflict and violence as easily as it can lead to a nonviolent ethics. Both authors use Beauvoir’s 
attitude to violence in her early philosophical texts to provide this analysis of Butler. I discuss their 
arguments in more detail in my “Criticisms and Objections” section. 
17 The best and most thorough reading of how Sartre and Beauvoir each uniquely adapt Hegel’s master-
slave dialectic is found in Nancy Bauer’s 2001 Simone de Beauvoir, Philosophy, and Feminism. Bauer shows that 
Sartre is stuck seeing the other as threat, while Beauvoir accepts Hegel’s progression to recognition—
acknowledging that we gain something positive by being an object to others (see Bauer chapters 4 and 5 and 
my discussion here in Chapter 5). 
18 For a clear and detailed reading of how Sartre’s account of shame has its roots in bodily vulnerability, see 
Luna Dolezal’s “Shame, Vulnerability, and Belonging.” Bauer’s Philosophy and Feminism, Philosophy, and 
Feminism argues that Sartre’s defining response to the other is to make them an object (chapter 4). 
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fighting sickness, ignorance, and misery” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 137). If I want to be faced 

with others that have the ability to necessitate me, I must ensure they have the basic 

conditions of freedom including health, education, and minimal financial and material 

security.  This passing quote is about the furthest extent that Beauvoir develops the 

“material content” of her existential morality.  This responsibility we have towards 

others is quite limited and conditional: for one, I only need some peers, so the people I 

hold this responsibility towards could be quite a small group amongst the crowd of 

humanity. And of course, as Kristina Arp notes, this is a very selfish morality: centered 

around my needs rather than an altruistic concern with the needs of others (Bonds of 

Freedom, 26).19 Beauvoir’s autobiographical reflections about her motivations in her 

moral period explain this selfish emphasis. She was trying to convince a self-centered 

person to recognize her relations to others, which is just how the essay reads. Though 

Beauvoir’s account is limited in its scope, she shows us how our need to achieve our 

own being requires a minimal concern for the freedom of others.  

But there is another interesting, less tangible aspect of my responsibility towards 

others, according to Beauvoir: I must recognize others as peers to me, accepting my 

vulnerability to them. Others can’t give me a place in the world unless I give them a 

place. At one point, Beauvoir summarizes, “In order for men to be able to give me a 

                                                        

19 Arp especially criticizes Beauvoir’s objection to violence  “not because it harms the victims, but because it 
harms the perpetrator” (Bonds of Freedom, 26). 
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place in the world, I must first make a world spring up around me where men have their 

place; I must love, want, and do” (135). To give others the status as our peers, we must 

do two things. We must act, and we must appeal.  

First, we must undertake our own projects and ends. Without our presence and 

action, the other clearly can’t make us necessary. Beauvoir puts it, “Others can only 

clothe with a necessary dimension what I do in order to make myself be; I must do 

something first” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 129-130). Part of giving others a place is done 

automatically when we take any action. We act in a social world, and our actions create 

situations and new points of departure for others, even if these situations are just side 

effects of what we intend and choose. Beauvoir is adamant that our actions always affect 

others. In a passing critique, she dismisses the views that try to abstract our projects and 

goals away from an interpersonal context. She writes,  “Some theories such as those 

about art for art’s sake are wrong to imagine that a poem or a painting is an inhuman 

and self-sufficient thing. It is an object made by man, for man” (136). Throughout 

Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir insists that this public aspect of our actions is as central to 

defining the value of our actions as any of our intentions or aims. (Though I may claim 

that my art is self-sufficient, I’m in bad faith—I wouldn’t make art if I didn’t think there 

would ever possibly be an audience, according to Beauvoir. Beauvoir always focuses on 

the “by man, for man” dimensions of our actions and views). Another of Beauvoir’s 

examples emphasizes the public aspect of my action, showing us that we can’t constitute 
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the meaning of our own actions all by ourselves. Beauvoir writes, "There are even 

behaviors that contradict the ends that they claim to aim for: by establishing institutions 

that allow a sort of equilibrium in the midst of misery, the charitable lady tends to 

perpetuate the misery that she want to alleviate. In order to know what is mine, I must 

know what I am really doing" (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 95). The charitable lady sets up her 

own end: I am doing good by providing for basic needs for the poor. But Beauvoir 

recognizes that the woman is not actually doing what she thinks she is doing. Rather 

than alleviating misery, she is providing just enough for the poor to prevent their 

resistance to the systematic forces that create and sustain poverty. One recurring theme 

in Pyrrhus and Cineas is that any time we take action we participate in a world when 

others have a place and are affected. Our actions always are points of departures for 

others, so just by acting I give others a place.20 But simply taking action is not sufficient 

to give others a place from which they can make us necessary and meaningful. I must 

give others a status as my peer by appealing to them. 

Whether or not I like it or choose it, my actions are before others; but it takes 

more than that to make others into my peer or neighbors. And Beauvoir is clear that I 

                                                        

20 Nancy Bauer reads Pyrrhus and Cineas with a slightly different emphasis. Bauer highlights the moments 
where Beauvoir seems to say that we wouldn’t act if it weren’t for others, and that the presence of others 
keeps us acting (versus resting, as Cineas suggest). Bauer puts it, “the responses of others are positively 
necessary for me to keep acting” (Philosophy and Feminism, 148). I have given a reading of Pyrrhus and Cineas 
where the other determines the value and meaning of my actions after I’ve acted, in contrast with my 
awareness of the other’s potential responses shaping what I choose to do. I discuss this distinction more in 
my “Criticims and Objections” section. 



 

47 

need others to have this additional standing. In several places in Pyrrhus and Cineas, she 

explains that the other cannot clothe me with necessity unless I make them my peer or 

neighbor. For instance, she writes, “I can concretely appeal only to the men who exist for 

me and they exist for me only if I have created ties with them, or if I have made them 

into my neighbors” (135).  And later she adds, “In order for our appeals not be lost in the 

void, there must be men ready to hear me close by, and these men must be my peers” 

(137). In both of these quotes, Beauvoir links the idea of appealing to others to 

recognizing them as peers or neighbors. To appeal to the other is the opposite of to force 

or coerce. Nancy Bauer describes the idea of appealing in Pyrrhus and Cineas as a call or 

invitation (Philosophy and Feminism, 149). Beauvoir puts it most clearly when she writes, 

“Respect for the other’s freedom is not an abstract rule. It is the first condition of my 

successful effort, I can only appeal to the other’s freedom, not constrain it” (Pyrrhus and 

Cineas, 136).   

In her description of appealing to the other’s freedom Beauvoir emphasizes our 

vulnerability. She continues.  “I can invent the most urgent appeals, try my best to 

charm [the other] but [the other] will remain free to respond to those appeals or not, no 

matter what I do” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 136). Our vulnerability corresponds to the other’s 

authority. No matter what I do, the other remains free. When I acknowledge their 

freedom by appealing, I accept and choose my vulnerability to them. This is what it 

means to make the other my neighbor and peer: I give them space and status as another 
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transcending freedom. Through my appeal (my action) I create a tie between them and 

me. I value them, and acknowledge the power of their freedom to constitute the value 

and meaningfulness of my action. For Beauvoir it is worthwhile to choose this 

vulnerability. This is the only path to the necessity we desire; “it is the first condition of 

my successful effort” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 136). Bauer emphasizes that by focusing on the 

idea of an appeal, Beauvoir (in contrast to Sartre) has a positive view of the other’s 

freedom (Philosophy and Feminism, 149). Our action is an invitation for the other to 

respond, as risky as that can be for us. 

So far, this is a very abstract look at “giving others a place” and making them 

into peers or neighbors. Beauvoir’s idea gets more fleshed out in her myriad examples of 

our sophisticated attempts to avoid making others into our peers or neighbors. It turns 

out murder is not the only way for us to avoid our vulnerability to others, to avoid our 

situation as needing to appeal to others. We have many strategies to avoid our 

existential vulnerability to the other’s freedom. And though we must choose to make 

others our peer or neighbor, this choice is not arbitrary or unconstrained. Through these 

various examples, Beauvoir makes the central ethical claim of the essay: we ought to 

give others the standing as our peers or neighbors (somehow, this “ought” is weightier 

and more complex than her quick gestures at our obligation to work for the material 

conditions of freedom for others). We ought to choose our vulnerability. 
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There are two strategies to avoid our vulnerability that involve denying the other 

the status as peer or neighbor. Both strategies center around our choice of who to make 

peer or neighbor and who to exclude, and both strategies involve our attitudes towards 

the other’s freedom. 

The first strategy is to appeal to a limited group of others: others that we are 

confident will approve of us but that we don’t particularly esteem because of this 

predictability. Beauvoir warns, “looking for just any approval is another one of the 

weaknesses of vanity” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 130). In appealing to these “just anybody” 

others, we minimize the value and power of their freedom. We may get them to see us 

as meaningful, but we can’t respect the value of this because we don’t respect the value 

of their freedom. Beauvoir describes it in existential terms,  “Truly, in order for the other 

to posses this power of making the object that I founded necessary, I must not be able to 

transcend him in turn. As soon as the other appears to me as limited or finite, the place 

that he creates for me on earth is as contingent and useless as himself” (Pyrrhus and 

Cineas, 130). I fail to make the other my peer if I see him as contingent and useless, rather 

than as transcending and free to disapprove of me. Beauvoir mentions that we can 

develop this attitude—of dismissing the value of their freedom-- towards people who 

are too close and intimate to us. Their esteem matters less to us because we see it as a 

given fact, not as the expression of the other’s freedom (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 130). These 

others can’t necessitate me when my view of them strips them of the power to make me 
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meaningful (or not). These others aren’t meaningful to me, so how could what they 

value be meaningful? 

Another way to avoid our vulnerability to others’ freedom is to try to deny 

worthy others the status as our peers. This is a tempting strategy when we are insecure 

about their response to us. (But in fact, this insecurity is one mark that we do see them as 

free and see their freedom as valuable, in contrast with the “just anyone” others). 

Beauvoir describes this common strategy, “It would be convenient to be able to use 

contempt as a weapon” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 134). She imagines a child or young man 

who is admired by those in his everyday sphere and content to accept their approval 

and not risk confronting “a foreign judgment face to face” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 134).  

Beauvoir observes, “In order to run no risk [he] disarms the rest of the world’s opinions 

in advance [through contempt]” (Pyrrhus and Cineas 134). Contempt for others is a 

strategy we can use to avoid the risk and danger of our existential vulnerability. But it is 

an inadequate strategy. We close out the possibility of the other making us meaningful. 

Beauvoir warns, “If I want to be courageous, skillful, and intelligent, I cannot scorn the 

courage, skill, or intelligence in the other” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 135). With contempt, I 

refuse to make the other my peer, refusing to recognize and value the power of the 

other’s freedom.  

So whom should we make our peer according to Beauvoir? She recognizes that 

we need not give this status to anyone and everyone. There will be people who we are 
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indifferent to and who are indifferent to us. In a somewhat flimsy example, Beauvoir 

remarks, “If, for example, it is a question of appreciating a poem, a banker is not 

competent, and the banker would smile at the poet’s advice” (133-134). While we can 

certainly imagine that there might be poet-bankers or banker-poets who could be peers, 

the example makes the point. Some others are not the appropriate peers that we should 

appeal to. What we need is someone who can use and conserve our project as a point of 

departure for their project. Beauvoir puts it clearly, “The other’s freedom can do 

something for me only if my own goals can, in turn, serve as its point of departure” 

(Pyrrhus and Cineas, 137) Beauvoir has another few quick examples to illustrate this idea. 

The sick man or the slave can’t further the project of “the improvement of aviation” for 

example (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 137). They are too consumed by their material needs. In 

contrast, a scholar appeals to peers who have “a degree of knowledge equal to his own” 

(Pyrrhus and Cineas, 137). He wants his work to become the basis for other scholarly 

work.  

Beauvoir explains, it is through the project that I choose “that I define myself and 

the public to whom my appeal is addressed” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 134). The content of 

my project determines the audience I need to appeal to. This leads to a third strategy for 

avoiding our vulnerability to others: we can avoid failure by redefining our project and 

our aims. Beauvoir describes this temptation: a man “defends himself with repudiation. 

He wanted to be an athlete; he fails, so he begins to scorn athletes and sports…but in 
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thus renouncing his project, he betrays himself” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 134). To repudiate 

my project because of the risk of failure is bad faith (Beauvoir cites the idea of bad faith 

explicitly here).  She explains, “bad faith carries doubt and uneasiness along with it” 

(Pyrrhus and Cineas, 134). This strategy is an inauthentic way of dealing with my 

vulnerability. In contrast,  “If sports are truly my project, I still prefer being an 

unsuccessful athlete rather than being an honored obese man” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 134). 

(Again, like in the poet/banker example, Beauvoir’s example here creates a false 

dichotomy between being an athlete and being obese.) Different kinds of projects will 

invite different sets of peers. Beauvoir notes, the architect appeals to “a long posterity” 

while the actor and dancer “appeal only to their contemporaries” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 

135). (This particular example may be outdated with the possibility of film preserving 

the art of acting and dancing for future audiences). 

A perfect example of the relation of our projects to the selection of the others we 

must appeal to can be found in Isak Dinesen’s 1958 short story, “Babette’s Feast,” 

appearing in her collection Anecdotes of Destiny (Dinesen is the penname of Karen 

Blixen). The story brings together a remarkable French woman, Babette, exiled from 

Paris in 1871, and a pair of elderly, religious, ascetic Norwegian sisters. The sisters take 

in Babette as their cook and housekeeper in Norway. Babette had fled Paris after the 

short-lived socialist government, The Paris Commune, fell. Babette’s husband and son 

died in the conflict, and she had nothing left in France.   
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Unknown to the sisters, Babette was “the greatest culinary genius of the age” in 

Paris, a premier chef at the Café Anglais famed for her signature dish “Cailles en 

Sarcophage” (“Babette,” 50). When Babette wins the French lottery from her new home 

in Norway, she extravagantly imports French ingredients and prepares an exquisite 

meal worthy of the most exclusive palates in Paris. She serves this feast to the sisters and 

other humble religious disciples, who are celebrating the 100th anniversary of the 

founder of their sect, the sisters’ father. The disciples truly have no idea the riches they 

consume, and they even try to honor the asceticism and values of their sect by ignoring 

the food entirely. Nonetheless, the magic of the feast, and the top-notch wine, elevates 

their celebration and their communion in lovely and holy ways.  There is only one 

person at the feast, Swedish General Loewenhielm, who can recognize and appreciate 

the extraordinary cuisine. The reader of the story sees, through his eyes, the grace that 

comes to the disciples even without their knowledge. 

When the sisters discover that Babette has spent her entire fortune on the meal, 

they are stunned and even horrified. They expected her to use her money to return to 

Paris. But Babette tells them, “What will I do in Paris? They have all gone. I have lost 

them all, Mesdames” (“Babette,” 56). The sisters think she is speaking of her family, but 

Babette instead lists a number of dukes, generals, princes, and princesses. The sisters are 

bewildered, asking, “But all those people whom you have mentioned…You yourself 
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fought against them…The General you named had your husband and son shot! How 

can you grieve over them?” (“Babette,” 58).  

Babette’s answer perfectly expresses the complexity of the need to appeal to 

others and our need for our projects to be points of departure for certain others. Babette 

agrees, “Those people whom I named, Mesdames, were evil and cruel. They let the 

people of Paris starve; they oppressed and wronged the poor. Thanks be to God, I stood 

upon a barricade; I loaded the gun for my menfolk!” But despite being her political 

enemies, Babette still holds these very people in particular esteem. She explains, “Those 

people belonged to me, they were mine. They had been brought up and trained with 

greater expense than you, my little ladies, could ever imagine or believe, to understand 

what a great artist I am…. When I did my very best, I could make them perfectly happy” 

(“Babette, 58-59). Babette’s skill and artistry as a chef were most meaningful and 

valuable to the people who could appreciate what she did. Her project as a chef required 

her to appeal to a particular set of others, people who were in other aspects her enemy. 

Despite this, they were also her peers, in Beauvoir’s sense. The sisters recognize that 

they cannot play this role for Babette. In a gesture that Beauvoir, herself an atheist, 

would not find sufficient, one sister tells Babette, in the closing lines of the story: in 

Paradise, “you will enchant the angels!”(“Babette,” 59) They recognize that Babette’s 

extraordinary project needs others to take it up, but they cannot be those others. With 

love and goodwill, they hope that Babette will again find such an audience among the 
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angels. Beauvoir, according to her account in Pyrrhus and Cineas, would instead accept 

the possibility that Babette’s project will fail by failing to be taken up and appreciated 

and used by others. Without others, Babette’s project would be gratuitous and futile. 

(Though of course, on the contrary, the “moral” of the story actually emphasizes the 

beauty of gratuitousness, not its futility. Gratuitousness characterizes grace and art. In 

this way, the story is an antidote entirely to Beauvoir’s worries about futility.) 

But in another way, the story perfectly encapsulates the view of Pyrrhus and 

Cineas, that we need appropriate others to appeal to. For some of Babette’s projects, in 

her political efforts and her work for justice, the Parisian aristocrats are her enemies. But 

for her identity as a great artist, these people are necessary. As Beauvoir puts it, “My 

action must define the public to which I propose it” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 135), and 

Babette’s artistry demands aristocratic taste. The story doesn’t position Babette as 

vulnerable to the judgments of the generals and dukes, despite her political defeat and 

grief at losing her family to their hands. She in fact seems to hold a certain power over 

them through her prodigious talent. Yet the story highlights her particular need for the 

aristocrats.21 The Norwegian disciples receive grace but they are unable to give Babette a 

place.  

                                                        

21 This story also challenges Beauvoir’s view and provides a clear objection to the idea that we must 
recognize the other as peer to us in order for them to necessitate us. We could imagine that Babette does not 
recognize the authority of the aristocrats’ taste, and yet they remain qualified to take up her project for their 
own ends. They might make her necessary to their projects, despite her not recognizing or valuing this. I 
think Beauvoir’s answer to this objection must be that this would not be sufficient to satisfy Babette’s 
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This need for others is the type of vulnerability to others that Beauvoir centers in 

Pyrrhus and Cineas. We need others for our projects and our actions to become valuable.  

Those others need to be our peers, freely recognized by us as qualified to judge our 

efforts and found their own projects that use our actions as points of departure. To deny 

them as peers would be to sabotage the success and demands of my project. Beauvoir 

tells us: others “exist as allies or as enemies according to whether my project agrees with 

theirs or contradicts it” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 135). For Babette, the aristocrats are both 

allies and enemies relative to her distinct projects.  

Our existential vulnerability originates in our need for the other’s freedom, a 

freedom that poses a danger to us. And this vulnerability leads to certain responsibilities 

toward the other. In the next chapter, I will turn to the question of how existential 

vulnerability can (or cannot) be a foundation for ethics. 

                                                        

 

longing for necessity: Pyrrhus and Cineas is trying to explore whether Babette can find a reason to act. If she 
doesn’t value being necessary for other’s projects, she does not gain a definitive reason to act. She might 
actually become necessary to others, but this won’t satisfy what she wants and needs unless she values the 
other and being necessary to those others. 
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Chapter 2: Vulnerability and Ethics 

Criticisms and Objections 

My analysis of vulnerability in Pyrrhus and Cineas identifies the central moral 

claims that Beauvoir makes in the essay: we ought to choose our vulnerability and 

recognize the authority of (certain) others as our peers. These claims are somewhat 

surprising and quite limited as the material content of an existential ethics. Accepting 

our vulnerability to others does not require kindness, love, or peace, and it does not 

preclude violence (in some cases it even prescribes violence).  Instead, being vulnerable 

simply demands a certain respect for others’ freedom, a respect that requires us to not 

attempt to eliminate our vulnerability to them.  

This view of vulnerability raises pressing questions and issues. Why should we 

think the other has this level of authority over us, to determine the value of our action 

and lives? Which others, in what ways? Does our relationship with the other boil down 

to respecting their freedom, or are there other possibilities for relationship unconsidered 

by Beauvoir? Beauvoir’s account of our particular vulnerability to others fails to provide 

a fully fleshed-out existential morality. It also fails to adequately answer the question 

her essay poses: why act? Yet, her view of vulnerability in this essay is crucial to the 

development of her later philosophy. 

In this chapter, I will consider objections to Beauvoir’s view by comparing and 

contrasting my reading of Pyrrhus and Cineas with others’ readings of the text. I’ll argue 
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that the moral claims in Pyrrhus and Cineas fail to provide a sufficient existential ethics in 

a number of ways: the claims are hypothetical and limited in scope; they treat other as 

instrumental means to our ends; vulnerability is an inadequate foundational ethical 

concept; and Beauvoir’s views are too abstract and general. I’ll then argue that 

Beauvoir’s account of vulnerability also fails to answer the question it is intended to 

answer: why act? Beauvoir’s answer to the question “why act?” is weaker and less 

detailed than her analysis of vulnerability. Finally, I will address objections to Beauvoir’s 

view that are based on a rejection of the existential framework she uses to argue for her 

points. I’ll argue that her view uniquely and persuasively identifies a central set of 

philosophical questions, which makes her account of vulnerability valuable even if one 

rejects her existential premises. 

Vulnerability as an inadequate basis for ethics 

Beauvoir’s account of our vulnerability to others is an insufficient moral theory 

in a number of ways.  First and most simply, it is minimal in scope.  

In my reading of Pyrrhus and Cineas, I present Beauvoir’s conclusion—that we 

should value the freedom of others—as limited and hypothetical, not universal and 

categorical. This reading directly disagrees with one of the recent and most 

comprehensive analyses of Pyrrhus and Cineas. In Jonathan Webber’s 2018 book, 

Rethinking Existentialism, Webber devotes a chapter to his interpretation of Pyrrhus and 

Cineas. He argues that the text provides a sound argument for the categorical imperative 
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that we ought to treat human agency as objectively valuable. Webber calls this “the 

imperative of authenticity,” which he sums up as “the requirement that we all value the 

basic structure [i.e. human agency] of human existence” (“Authenticity, 177).  

Webber presents an interesting and nuanced reconstruction of an argument he 

attributes to Pyrrhus and Cineas, which begins with the premise “1. Some ends are 

valuable” (176). He claims that, according to Beauvoir, this premise is evident to us 

through the very structure of our experience; we always treat some ends as valuable 

(through our actions.) Thus, some ends are valuable. Webber works his way through 

other numbered premises to end with number 10, his conclusion, “Human agency is 

objectively valuable” (177).22  I’ll only sketch the highlights of Webber’s argument here, 

though it is interesting enough to deserve a more detailed treatment. Webber argues that 

if some ends are valuable to pursue, then “an achieved end is valuable” (this is premise 

6) (“Authenticity, 177). He claims that an achieved end is valuable because it is a 

potential means for other ends. And if potential means are valuable, “the capacity to use 

                                                        

22 Immediately after the conclusion “Human agency is objectively valuable,” Webber’s numbered statement 
10, he sums up the argument, “From the fact that we do treat our own ends as valuable, then, Beauvoir has 
argued to the conclusion that we ought to treat human existence, or human agency, as objectively valuable” 
(“Authenticity,” 177). There is a crucial missing step between the conclusion of the argument and Webber’s 
summary: how do we get from “human agency is objectively valuable” to “we ought to treat human agency 
as objectively valuable?” This looks like Webber is making the classic is-to-ought fallacy. Webber must 
justify this step through clarifying his and/or Beauvoir’s view about value, the very topic of the chapter and 
one of the central ideas of existentialism. Is something valuable if we don’t value it? Is there something like 
‘objective value’ without at least some free individual choosing to value it? Webber’s argument does base 
his idea of objective value on subjective value: he argues that human agency is valuable on the basis that we 
treat our own ends as valuable. But most pressingly: If there is objective value, why must we treat 
something with objective value as valuable? 
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the achieved end as a means is itself valuable” (177). The capacity to use an achieved 

end as a means for another end is human agency, or freedom. And the value of human 

agency, according to what Webber has argued, does not require anyone to pursue 

human agency as an end. So human agency is valuable objectively, even if no one 

subjectively values it. 

Webber specifically emphasizes that this argument produces a categorical 

imperative (one we should obey in all circumstances for its own sake). I will challenge 

Webber’s interpretation, and argue that, at best, Beauvoir’s ethical claim on us is 

hypothetical. Her conclusion that we should value other’s freedoms depends on our 

motivations and desires.  

Webber acknowledges that his reconstructed argument can be stated as a 

conditional:  “If you are an agent that pursues ends and treats them as valuable, then 

you ought to treat this kind of agency (whether in your own person or in anyone else) as 

objectively valuable” (“Authenticity,” 180). Webber explains that this conditional does 

not express a hypothetical imperative because its antecedent is not optional. He argues 

that the antecedent picks out the sorts of beings that the categorical imperative applies 

to. In other words, in selecting what our goals and ends will be, we do not have the 

freedom to choose whether or not we are agents that pursue ends and treat them as 

valuable. We are condemned to act and choose. Webber continues, “For those subject to 

the [antecedent]…the imperative is categorical” (180). And all humans are subject to the 
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antecedent, according to Webber. Being subject to this antecedent doesn’t depend on any 

particular values that we set for ourselves. 

In contrast with Webber, I’d articulate the central moral conditional of Pyrrhus 

and Cineas as:  “If you want to be necessary to the world and others, you must recognize 

others as your free peers. Respect human agency as much as you can or as much is 

necessary for the success of your project.” Though I’ve preferred different terms 

throughout, I can re-phrase my conditional into Webber’s terms: “If you want to be 

(become) valuable, you must value the agency/freedom of (some) others.” I’m sliding a 

bit on whether the following terms are interchangeable: recognizing the freedom of 

others, respecting the freedom of others, and valuing human agency. Webber does not 

flesh out what valuing human agency means as a moral view; he mentions that it 

includes not killing others, and not coercing, subordinating, or suppressing them 

(“Authenticity,” 178). I agree that all these actions would fail to value others’ freedom, 

and they would also prevent the other’s freedom from being useful to oneself—so for 

the purposes of discussing Webber’s analysis, I’m happy to let the phrases “respect,” 

“recognize,” and “value” work interchangeably.23  

There are a number of key differences between my and Webber’s conditionals. 

Mine is definitely hypothetical: respecting others’ freedom depends on the extent to 

                                                        

23 At one point in his introduction of Beauvoir’s argument, Webber does distinguish between “recognize” 
and “value” when he contrast Sartre’s views with Beauvoir’s.  (“Authenticity,” 169-170). Webber argues that 
Beauvoir, unlike Sartre, provides grounds for a categorical and not hypothetical imperative to value others’ 
agency. Here I argue that Beauvoir’s view is also hypothetical. 
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which we value being valued by others. The first key difference between our 

conditionals is the drastic contrast between the antecedents.  While Webber’s antecedent 

applies to beings that value things, mine applies to beings that want to be valuable. I 

identify Pyrrhus and Cineas’s crucial starting premise as: we want to be necessary. This 

translates easily into Webber’s terms as: we want to be valuable. Wanting to be valuable 

is not an antecedent that obviously picks out all creatures with human agency. Though 

Beauvoir seems to depict humans as generally sharing this urge to be valuable, I don’t 

think her claims are strong enough to preclude the possibility that some human might 

not value being valuable. If I am right about this, the moral center of the essay is 

hypothetical: if someone does not value being valuable, they have no need to value the 

freedom of others.24  

My version of the antecedent accounts better for Beauvoir’s clear recognition that 

we can’t make ourselves valuable. We can’t properly and sufficiently value our ends in a 

way that guarantees that those ends continue to feel valuable to us. (I’ve discussed this 

in the terms: we can’t necessitate ourselves). My version of the antecedent takes Cineas’ 

opening challenge more seriously: Why conquer and not rest right away, if you’ll just 

rest after that? Because of our capacity for reflection, we can always sense that the value 

                                                        

24 In her reading of Pyrrhus and Cineas, Debra Bergoffen discusses, in Webber’s terms, “the structure of 
human experience.” She describes it as “the inevitability of human transcendence and its attendant desires” 
(Erotic Generosities, 47). I think there may be a case to make that desiring to be valuable (or necessary) is an 
attendant desire to our transcendence, but I am not making that case here. That case might support 
Webber’s interpretation of Beauvoir’s central moral claim as categorical, though with a very different 
starting premise. 
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we give our own ends is “arbitrary and unjustified,” to use Webber’s phrase 

(“Authenticity,” 176). This undermining capacity propels our search for external 

justification and meaning. 

Webber suggests that Cineas’ questions make our goals seem absurd, but don’t 

actually make them absurd and lack value (“Authenticity,” 176).  I disagree. Cineas’ 

questions and reflections reveal our transcendent nature; the questions do succeed at 

undermining the value of our ends.25 We can’t make our ends valuable in a way that 

prevents this undermining. That’s why we need others to make our ends valuable: we 

cannot. (Note: we still have to choose to act in the face of not being valuable (yet) and in 

the face of our own undermining reflections. That’s the risk expressed in the cliché idea 

that you can’t succeed if you don’t try. But success (and in this case value) is not 

guaranteed in advance of the acting or trying). Webber, in the explanation of his third 

premise of his argument seems to say that an end is valuable, not because we value it, 

but because “adding it to the world would be valuable” (“Authenticity,” 177). He argues 

that adding an achieved end to the world is valuable because it is a potential means for 

other ends (my own or other people’s other ends).  

                                                        

25 Debra Bergoffen also notes the connection between Cineas’s protests and our capacity for reflection. She 
writes, “As Descartes used the experience of doubting to establish the certainty of consciousness, Beauvoir 
uses the experience of futility to establish the inevitability of human transcendence and its attendant 
desires” (Erotic Generosities, 47). Our inevitable experiences of futility reveal the structure of our experience 
as transcending consciousness. 
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This is the point of the most drastic disagreement between Webber’s and my 

interpretations of Beauvoir. Webber thinks our ends have value as potential points of 

departure; I persist in reading Beauvoir as claiming that our ends must become actual 

points of departure to become valuable. Beauvoir states this most explicitly in her Part I 

section about whether “Humanity” in general can give me justification for acting. She 

depicts our individual relationship to all of humanity; she writes, “Often the young man 

agonizes: how to integrate oneself into this plentitude [of humanity]? No drop of water 

is lacking from the sea. Before his birth, humanity was exactly as full; it will remain as 

full if he dies. He can neither diminish nor increase it any more than a point can increase 

the length of a line” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 107). Adding a potential point of departure to 

the world though my action is meaningless. Every possible action becomes a new 

potential point of departure—that does not give me any reason to value the particular 

end I choose or to hope for particular responses from others. Beauvoir continues, “On 

the contrary, it seems to [that young man] that no corner of the world was reserved for 

him: he is everywhere too much. And indeed, his place was not marked ahead of time as 

an absence” (Pyrrhus and Cineas 107). If adding something to the world is somehow 

valuable in general, this value is not nearly enough to help me stay committed to 

valuing the particular end I do value. In a few sentences that almost seemed designed to 

refute Webber, Beauvoir writes, “I do not content myself with the idea that [another 

person] will always go somewhere. Without me, he would have also been somewhere. I 
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want it to be my project that he prolongs” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 138-9). In contrast with the 

idea of creating potential points of departure, Beauvoir clearly states the need for my 

project to be an actual point of departure. She puts it, “In order for the object that I 

founded to appear as a good, the other must make it into his own good, and then I 

would be justified in having created it” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 129). We truly need the 

other in order to become valuable; it is this hypothetical need that establishes the moral 

conclusion we ought to value the freedom of others.  

Though Webber’s argument is fascinating and deserves even more attention than 

I’ve given it, I’ve argued that it misrepresents the ideas in Pyrrhus and Cineas in 

fundamental ways. Webber thinks Beauvoir’s conclusion is categorical, which would 

give her existential ethics a more universal scope and put it in contention with Kant’s 

deontology (as Webber explicitly argues). While I appreciate the philosophical move to 

take Beauvoir as seriously as the most esteemed moral philosophers, I think it’s clear her 

view in Pyrrhus and Cineas is hypothetical. Yet even if one agrees with Webber instead of 

me about the antecedent of the moral conditional, there is also a limitation to the moral 

scope of Beauvoir’s claim in the consequent of the conditionals. 

Webber argues, that according to Beauvoir, we ought to value human freedom in 

all cases. He puts it, “The imperative of authenticity requires that we do not treat as 

valuable any ends that conflict with the value we ought to place on human agency 

(“Authenticity,” 172). This idea, though an important moral idea in its own right, is not 
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expressed in Pyrrhus and Cineas. At every turn in Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir 

emphasizes our inevitable failures. She recognizes that in some cases, we absolutely will 

(and perhaps must) treat ends as valuable that conflict with the value we place on 

human agency. In perhaps the shortest articulation of this dilemma, she writes, “The 

respect of the human person in general cannot suffice to guide us because we are 

dealing with separate and opposed individuals. The human person is complete both in 

the victim and the executioner; should we let the victim perish or kill the executioner?” 

(Pyrrhus and Cineas, 127). It is freedom and agency itself that guarantees we will have to 

choose ends that conflict with someone’s freedom. Freedom and agency ensure that “a 

man cannot enter into solidarity with all the others, because they do not all choose the 

same goals since their choices are free…One will always work for certain men against 

others” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 108).  

But perhaps working against others does not imply that we don’t value human 

agency? Perhaps failing at solidarity is not to fail to value the freedom of others? At this 

point, I am inclined to join Beauvoir in challenging the usefulness of a general principle. 

What good does the principle “value human agency” do when I am faced with a moral 

dilemma? Whose agency do I choose when it is mine versus another’s or two others’ 
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agency in conflict? Beauvoir is sensitive to this problem even in Pyrrhus and Cineas, 

where she admits she is still in search of principles and reasons.26 

Webber cites two pages in Pyrrhus and Cineas to support his claim that we ought 

not to choose ends that conflict with valuing human agency, but he does not give any 

quotes or specifics from the essay.27 The selection he cites is a crucial passage from the 

“Action” section of Part II of the essay, the final section before the conclusion. There are 

perhaps two key quotes that express his interpretation. Beauvoir writes, “We respect 

equally in all beings the free effort to transcend oneself toward being. What one scorns 

are the resignations of freedom” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 137). And later in the passage she 

muses, “Even if I oppress one man, all of humanity appears in him as a pure thing to 

me. If a man is an ant that can be unscrupulously crushed, all men taken together are but 

an anthill” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 138).28 Beauvoir does seem to suggest that freedom is the 

highest value, and that every instance of “crushing” another’s freedom goes against this 

                                                        

26 Ann Murphy also recognizes the limitation of general moral principles in her essay that deals with 
Pyrrhus and Cineas. She writes, “Beauvoir claimed that an abstract moralism that favors categorical 
benevolence is doomed to fail” (“Not an Evil,” 33). Murphy attributes this failure to the inevitable conflict 
between free individuals, as I also do here. 
27 Debra Bergoffen also reads Beauvoir as opposing any project that conflicts with human freedom. 
Bergoffen also does not cite a specific quote from Pyrrhus and Cineas, but her reading clearly agrees with 
Webber’s on this point. She writes, “Any project that reject these conditions [the conditions of appeal, like 
the health, education, and stability of the other] or which in its execution would negate them must, Beauvoir 
says, be opposed” (Erotic Generosities, 53). 
28 This quote about humanity as an anthill has an interesting context that supports my claim that Beauvoir’s 
moral view is hypothetical. In a footnote in the English version of Pyrrhus and Cineas, the editor notes that 
Beauvoir uses the imagery of the anthill in a 1941 entry in her war diary. The editor translates: “To make 
yourself an ant among ants or a free consciousness face by other consciousness. Metaphysical solidarity is 
for me, who used to be a solipsist, a new discovery. I cannot be mind and consciousness among ants” 
(Pyrrhus and Cineas, 149 n108). Beauvoir’s reasoning goes: in order for me to be free and conscious, so must 
others. This claim is still relative to one’s own own needs and desires, rather than categorical. 
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value. While I agree with the interpretation that Beauvoir’s central moral value is 

freedom, I must point out the ways that she recognizes our ends will certainly conflict 

with this value. If we look at the context of this quote, we see a broader picture: we 

ought to value human agency but we can’t. We are condemned to failure. She sums it 

up, “The man to whom I do violence is not my peer, and I need men to be my peers. The 

resort to violence arouses correspondingly less regret in cases where it seemed less 

possible to appeal to the freedom of the man to whom violence has been done” (Pyrrhus 

and Cineas, 138). I should refrain from violence as far as possible, but that is only so far 

and not further.  

Beauvoir does take violence seriously in this passage, noting, “One cannot, 

therefore, lightheartedly accept resorting to force. It is the mark of a failure that nothing 

can offset” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 138). The failure of violence is profound, but the point 

stands: I may be justified in choosing ends that conflict with human agency.29 In her 

most extreme articulation, Beauvoir seems to suggest that there are not any ends that 

don’t escape the need for violence. She writes, “We are condemned to failure because we 

are condemned to violence” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 138). Surely this isn’t true for many of 

our possible ends: we typically don’t need violence to get a top-50 billboard hit or 

                                                        

29 In her more thorough discussion of violence in Beauvoir’s early philosophy, Ann Murphy notes, 
“Beauvoir’s early writings suggest that an ontology of ambiguity forbids appeal to the abstract universal in 
the domain of ethics; instead, it demands that one negotiate the legitimacy of violence in response to 
singular circumstances” (“Not an Evil,” 38). Murphy’s observation that Beauvoir might accept the 
legitimacy of violence agrees with my reading here over Webber’s. 
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discover a breakthrough cancer treatment. Violence only becomes necessary when 

someone tries to stop me from using my freedom and attempting my project. Webber 

might say that this specific use of violence is still an example of valuing human 

agency—my own. But Beauvoir is precisely interested in the fact that valuing human 

agency, even if my own in self-defense, requires destroying other’s human agency. The 

interesting case would be whether Beauvoir tolerates choosing ends and projects that 

require violence when the violence is not necessary to preserve my freedom and agency.  

It seems like she would have to say these cases of violence might be justified, since she 

writes, “The resort to violence arouses correspondingly less regret in cases where it 

seemed less possible to appeal to the freedom of the man to whom violence has been 

done” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 138). The crux of the matter is whether in these cases that it 

being “less possible to appeal” means we are prevented from making an appeal at all, or 

whether it being “less possible to appeal” means that we are less likely to be able to 

appeal successfully. Our projects’ successes depend on successful appeal—but may we 

pursue our project by using violence when our appeals fail?  

Beauvoir does warn against using violence against all the people who might turn 

down our appeal. If we were to do this, we’d eliminate the possibility of having peers 

entirely, and we must have peers. We must tolerate failed appeals. For we must have 

free others facing us who can necessitate us, failed appeals and all. Using violence 

guarantees our failure to appeal to others (it is a failure to appeal to others). But 
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Beauvoir does not prohibit violence in the pursuit of our projects and successful 

appeals—it is the inevitable cost of our human condition as free. 

The fact that we may be selective about whose freedom we value is another 

major limit of Beauvoir’s view as an ethical theory, as we’ve seen. We only need certain 

other peers—not everyone needs to be a peer to us. As long as we don’t use violence (or 

even contempt) against everyone, we can preserve the freedom of others enough to 

make ourselves meaningful. Beauvoir puts it, “But if I did violence to all men, I would 

be alone in the world and lost” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 138). This is a very narrow scope for 

a moral claim; Beauvoir has given us a weak existential ethics. It leaves us with 

troubling questions, like which others’ freedom should we value? 

 Beauvoir’s strongest warning against this partial moral coverage comes in her 

final sentence of the paragraph: “However, no success will ever erase the absolute 

outrage of each singular failure” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 139). Violence is guaranteed failure, 

while appeal includes both the risk of failure and the possibility of success. Some 

successes come at the cost of other failures—each failure is an “outrage.” Yet Beauvoir 

accepts that these failures are an inevitable feature of a world where many free 

individuals are exercising their freedom. We ought not value the freedom of everyone 

(as in, protect it with our actions), because we can’t. 

In my analysis of Webber’s view I have momentarily strayed from the concept of 

vulnerability. Yet the key differences in my reading and Webber’s reflect the central 
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place I give vulnerability. My reading of Beauvoir’s moral claim as hypothetical comes 

down to the idea: we should value human freedom because of our vulnerability to 

others—we need them. If we don’t value what they can do for us, then we are not 

obligated to work for and protect and acknowledge their freedom. And my reading also 

emphasizes our vulnerability in insisting that our ends must be actual points of 

departure for others. Webber’s reading suggests that our ends have a general value as a 

potential means for other ends, no matter what ends we have chosen. In contrast, we are 

more vulnerable and more exposed to failure if our ends can only become valuable 

when they become actual points of departure for other projects. 

Webber’s reading of Pyrrhus and Cineas, while generous in its interpretation of 

Beauvoir’s arguments, is a relatively unique reading of the essay. Most of the other 

substantive readings interpret Beauvoir’s moral perspective as hypothetical and limited. 

Kristina Arp recognizes explicitly, “In Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir concludes in the end 

that violence is bad not because it harms the victims, but because it harms the 

perpetrator” (Bonds of Freedom, 26). Arp accepts the hypothetical nature of Beauvoir’s 

ethics, but doesn’t see this as a devastating problem. Arp recognizes, “Beauvoir says 

only that the person who wants to justify his or her life must want moral freedom. This 

leaves the question open: why seek to justify one’s life?” (Bonds of Freedom, 92). Arp 

notes that Beauvoir gives no final argument that one must justify their lives; everyone is 

free not to, even in cases where that goes against their self-interest and meeting their 



 

72 

own needs. Arp observes that Beauvoir gives some reasons to pursue an ethical life, but 

no binding argument. But Arp explains why this is not a problem for Beauvoir; “In this 

regard her ethics is no more deficient than is any other ethics. There is no philosophical 

argument that can decisively convince people to be moral” (Bonds of Freedom, 95). 

While Arp recognizes and accepts Beauvoir’s hypothetical reasoning, Debra 

Bergoffen criticizes the instrumental foundation of Beauvoir’s morality. Bergoffen 

challenges the central role of the project in Beauvoir’s moral perspective, arguing that 

we treat others as a means when we use them to ensure the success of our projects. 

Bergoffen explicitly highlights the hypothetical, contingent aspect of Beauvoir’s 

moral claim, writing, “Once I understand that my project is inherently contingent and 

can therefore only be sustained if you pick it up as yours, you become important to me” 

(Erotic Generosities, 51). Your value to me depends on me wanting to advance my 

projects. Bergoffen recognizes that in Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir overwhelmingly 

characterizes our relationship with the other via our action and projects. Bergoffen puts 

it, “It is through the project that I am linked to/with others and it is though these others 

that I, as my project, am linked to the future” (52). But Bergoffen contrasts the driving 

force of the project with the passage in which Beauvoir recommends acting with a “lucid 

generosity” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 124). Beauvoir’s short discussion on generosity strikes a 

different note than her other moral claims that are based on the idea of our action as 

project. This turn to generosity, “provides an alternative to the paradigm of the 
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project…[and] it shows that the other’s transcending freedom creates a moral impasse 

only when/if I see it in terms of my project and try to capture it for my ends” (Erotic 

Generosities, 61). The difference between relating to others via our projects and relating 

to others via generosity is a matter of to what degree we treat the other as instrumental 

to our ends. Bergoffen explains, “The distinctive mark of generosity is that the other no 

longer appears to me as a freedom to be harnessed for my goals and I no longer 

experience my freedom as teleologically conditioned” (62). Generosity breaks us from 

the hypothetical and instrumental account of morality that the emphasis on the project 

entails.30 

Bergoffen’s book Erotic Generosities goes on to identify the strains of Beauvoir’s 

work that highlight generosity, joy, and love, sometimes in seeming contradiction with 

her more dominant themes (of action or transcendence for instance). Bergoffen uses the 

concept of the erotic to capture this “muted voice” of Beauvoir’s, which Bergoffen finds 

especially appealing and freeing. Centering the idea of the erotic, of intimacy, and joy 

leads Bergoffen’s analysis towards the idea of vulnerability in many places.  Indeed, 

Bergoffen’s later analyses, especially of The Second Sex, mention vulnerability on 

occasion.31 Yet Bergoffen never takes vulnerability as her central concept, and does not 

                                                        

30 Bergoffen here, like Webber, seems to take a Kantian morality as an ideal morality: we want a morality 
that is applies across all situations (is categorical) and one that treats moral actions non-instrumentally (non-
teleologically). It is not clear that Beauvoir would value these features in a moral theory, so we wouldn’t 
expect her approach to instantiate them. Thanks to Owen Flanagan for this observation. 
31 Of erotic relationship, Bergoffen writes, “It is the place where I am called upon to risk my vulnerability 
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discuss our vulnerability to the other in terms of their ability to constitute the meaning 

of our actions and lives. 

In Bergoffen’s analysis of Pyrrhus and Cineas, she does not mention vulnerability. 

But she notes, a morality of generosity is similar to the morality of the project in the way 

it centers the idea of the appeal. Bergoffen notes, “[Generosity] returns to [the ethics of 

the project] insofar as its refusal to impose itself on the freedom of the other provides a 

model for the appeal” (Erotic Generosities, 64). To appeal to other, we refrain from 

imposing upon their freedom. We act, and recognize that their response is beyond our 

control. Keeping this idea of appeal central means that our vulnerability stays central, 

even if we leave behind the project-oriented aspect of Beauvoir’s analysis, as Bergoffen 

suggests. Our actions and intentions towards others only carry us so far—we are still at 

the mercy of others’ free judgments and responses, even if we don’t approach others for 

their instrumental value to our projects. 

Bergoffen’s analysis identifies the key weakness of Beauvoir’s moral claims in 

Pyrrhus and Cineas—as instrumental and hypothetical—but Bergoffen also provides a 

stronger way forward for Beauvoir’s moral ideas. How should we position ourselves 

relative to others’ freedom when we’re not motivated by needing their freedom to make 

                                                        

 

before you and take up your vulnerability in my flesh” (Erotic Generosities, 181). In a passage arguing that 
Beauvoir’s ethic of the erotic is liberating and not patriarchal, Bergoffen explains, “Beauvoir’s ideas of the 
erotic is linked to her ideas of risk, the gift, reciprocity, and mutual vulnerability” (Erotic Generosities, 191). 
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us meaningful or for the success of our projects? I’ll return to this question in my final 

analysis in this chapter, when I look at how Beauvoir begins to answer the question 

“What happens if we deny others the standing as peers to us?” in several examples from 

Pyrrhus and Cineas. Bergoffen’s reading of Pyrrhus and Cineas shows us how Beauvoir’s 

approach to morality through the project is limited and inadequate. 

A third approach to criticize Beauvoir’s existential ethics takes up the concept of 

vulnerability explicitly. This critique does not arise primarily from Beauvoir scholarship, 

but from engaging the ongoing conversations in feminist philosophy about vulnerability 

and ethics. Two scholars in particular, Ann Murphy and Lisa Knisely, connect these 

discussions about vulnerability as an ethical concept to Beauvoir’s early philosophical 

texts. They use Beauvoir’s early philosophy to argue that recognizing our vulnerability 

is not a sufficient foundation for an ethics of nonviolence. 

Ann Murphy, in her 2011 essay “Violence is Not an Evil,” is interested in Pyrrhus 

and Cineas and Beauvoir’s 1948 essay “An Eye for an Eye” for the ways they take up “the 

relation between corporeal vulnerability, violence, and ethics” (29). Murphy argues that 

these texts are marked by a preoccupation with violence and vulnerability, far ahead of 

the time that these themes became central to feminist philosophy (30). She also argues 

that Beauvoir’s “conception of the body as the site of both aggression and vulnerability” 

characterizes her shift from ontology to ethics (30). Murphy sees these themes united in 

Beauvoir’s concept of ambiguity (which I will take up in the next chapter). Murphy 
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reads Pyrrhus and Cineas most closely for Beauvoir’s views on violence, rather than for 

Beauvoir’s view on vulnerability (32-33). When Murphy turns to vulnerability, she takes 

up Judith Butler’s 2004 question “What politics might be implied by staying with the 

thought of corporeal vulnerability itself?”  (“Not an Evil,” 33). Murphy uses Beauvoir’s 

philosophy to discuss the ongoing question in feminist philosophy of how we might 

move from the phenomenology of vulnerability to “an ethics that respects the 

vulnerability of others” (35). Murphy argues that Beauvoir teaches us that the experience 

of vulnerability and violence are deeply linked; Murphy challenges the idea that there is 

a clear path from the concept of vulnerability to a substantive ethics. She puts it 

concisely, “Violence and vulnerability are false antitheses” (41). 

Murphy uses Beauvoir’s philosophy to challenge the move from vulnerability to 

responsibility. Murphy argues that Beauvoir shows us that “There is little in the 

acknowledgment of our vulnerability, or the vulnerability of others, that necessarily 

prescribes responsibilities” (36). She summarizes her interpretation of Beauvoir:  “in 

Beauvoir’s account, there is no definitive notion of responsibility that seamlessly flows 

from the acknowledgment of one’s availability to others” (36). Murphy uses Beauvoir to 

critique the work of Judith Butler and Kelly Oliver, where these thinkers argue for 

ethical positions on the basis of our experience of vulnerability. If Murphy’s use of 

Beauvoir is right, then there are general objections to the suitability of using 

vulnerability as the foundational concept in an ethical theory. According to Murphy’s 
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criticism, our experience of vulnerability isn’t enough to ground a full ethical theory. I 

won’t provide my own detailed analysis of whether the concept of vulnerability can 

ground a complete ethical theory—but I will simply point out that both Murphy (and 

Lisa Knisely, who I discuss shortly) give credible and convincing objections to this 

project.  

Yet nonetheless, my reading of Beauvoir and of vulnerability in Pyrrhus and 

Cineas diverges from Murphy’s on key points. While I agree that for Beauvoir 

vulnerability and violence are inextricably linked, I disagree that there is not a clear path 

from vulnerability to responsibility in Beauvoir’s work. This is because Murphy focuses 

on bodily, “corporeal,” vulnerability (“Not an Evil,” 29). As I have shown in my reading 

of Pyrrhus and Cineas, our responsibilities towards others come from our existential 

vulnerability to others—others have an authoritative role in constituting the meaning of 

our actions and existence. The dominant idea of vulnerability in feminist philosophy 

(and perhaps also in bioethics) seems to be that of bodily vulnerability.32 Murphy comes 

                                                        

32 For instance Martha Fineman’s understanding of vulnerability emphasizes our physical bodies and the 
limitations of control. She writes, “Vulnerability initially should be understood as arising from our 
embodiment, which carries with it the ever-present possibility of harm, injury, and misfortune from mildly 
adverse to catastrophically devastating events, whether accidental, intentional, or otherwise…. 
Understanding vulnerability begins with the realization that many such events are ultimately beyond 
human control” (“The Vulnerable Subject,” 6-7). Or see Luna Dolezal’s “Shame, Vulnerability, and 
Belonging.” She writes, “Our bodies have physical drives that challenge our rationality, they can get sick, be 
harmed and will ultimately perish and die. The body symbolizes our vulnerability, neediness, physical 
desire and ultimately the lack of control we have over our own mortality” (432). A rare exception to the 
emphasis on bodily vulnerability is Ann Cahill’s “Disclosing an Experience of Sexual Assault” (10-1). Cahill 
contrasts “vulnerability-as-fragility” with “vulnerability as openness-to-others,” a conception of 
vulnerability that is much closer to Beauvoir’s ideas in Pyrrhus and Cineas. Cahill argues that Judith Butler’s 
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close to articulating another kind of vulnerability—she recognizes that being embodied 

is the condition that makes us “available to others.” But in Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir 

is concerned with our particular availability to others’ authoritative, constitutive 

judgments about our value, not primarily with our availability to bodily harm.  

In my reading of Pyrrhus and Cineas, I focused on Beauvoir’s account of our 

vulnerability to others as the roots of certain responsibilities that we have: our 

responsibility to recognize others as peers. This is a very narrow (and perhaps flawed) 

way of moving from vulnerability to ethics, but a far more specific one that the general 

question of whether we can build an ethical theory wholesale on the idea of 

vulnerability. I argue there is a clear path from our existential vulnerability to others to 

our responsibility to recognize them as peers (via our hypothetical need for them). 

Lisa Knisely, in her 2012 article “Oppression, Normative Violence, and 

Vulnerability” similarly uses Beauvoir’s early philosophy, her concept of ambiguity, and 

her acceptance of violence to argue against Judith Butler’s ethics of nonviolence. Knisely, 

like Murphy, argues that our responses to the experience of vulnerability are not 

preordained or necessary—we might choose violence as often as we choose nonviolence. 

Knisely challenges the contemporary turn of feminist philosophy to vulnerability, while 

                                                        

 

famous work on vulnerability often takes up and criticizes the idea of vulnerability as “vulnerability-as-
fragility.” 
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arguing that Beauvoir helps us return to the value of freedom in feminist thought 

(“Oppression,” 146). Knisely praises Beauvoir’s serious emphasis on the context of our 

freedom—including a nuanced analysis of how oppression limits freedom and possibly 

justifies violence. Knisely argues for three points: 1. That Butler’s theorization of 

vulnerability shares a lot with Beauvoir’s idea of ambiguity: both emphasize 

intersubjectivity and interdependence (despite Butler’s critiques and disavowal of 

Beauvoir). 2. Beauvoir is more sensitive to the “limitations of oppression” than Butler, 

which can explain Beauvoir’s acceptance of violence where Butler rejects it in favor of 

nonviolence. And 3. We can productively bring Beauvoir’s perspective to Butler’s idea of 

“normative violence-- the violence of norms themselves” (147-148).  

Knisely, like Murphy and Butler, emphasizes our vulnerability as bodily 

vulnerability, revealed through violence. She writes, “Violence powerfully exposes our 

capacity to be acted upon by others in a way that reveals our selves not to be 

autonomous or sovereign but constantly in relation to, and dependent on, those others” 

(151). Here she emphasizes our vulnerability as being dependent on others, and this 

vulnerability is rooted in others’ ability to act on us. This at first glance seems similar to 

the type of dependence I’ve discussed in Pyrrhus and Cineas.  Yet Knisely discusses a 

type of vulnerability that is revealed by violence against us; the type of vulnerability I 

identify in Pyrrhus and Cineas is revealed by us using violence against others. This 

distinction explains Kristina’s Arp worry that in Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir is 
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preoccupied about the effect of using violence on its perpetrators and not its victims. In 

Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir explicitly emphasizes the ways we are not vulnerable to 

violence—violence cannot touch our inner freedom though it can interfere with our 

outer power (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 124, 138). But Beauvoir notes, our turn to using violence 

exposes our vulnerability: our need to be taken up by the other. When we turn to 

violence we try to protect ourselves against this vulnerability and yet we sabotage our 

ability to get what we need from the other—their free response to our appeal.33 

Knisely, like Murphy, criticizes Butler’s move from vulnerability to nonviolence 

by discussing Beauvoir’s idea of ambiguity and her views on violence. Again, this 

criticism of building ethics on our experience of vulnerability stands, but it is distinct 

from my interest in Beauvoir’s account of our particular existential vulnerability to 

others and the responsibility it entails to make them our peers.  

A fourth and final objection to Beauvoir’s attempt to provide an existential ethics 

is the level of generality and abstractness that is still present in her analysis in Pyrrhus 

and Cineas. This was her own later criticism of the text and one that is echoed widely in 

scholarly readings of the essay. Nancy Bauer’s reading of Pyrrhus and Cineas is notable 

for challenging the clarity of Beauvoir’s moral vision in the essay. Bauer writes, “What 

does it mean to say that I must “assume” my acts, acts that I create for the Other, a new 

                                                        

33 Yet another quote from Pyrrhus and Cineas emphasizes this point: “[Through violence] we never reach 
anything but the facticity of others. But precisely in choosing to act on that facticity, we give up taking the 
other for a freedom, and we restrict, accordingly, the possibilities of expanding our being” (Pyrrhus and 
Cineas, 138) 
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“situation” as they “fall into the world”? Again, Beauvoir’s unbridled use of 

existentialist or existentialist-sounding jargon…does nothing to clarify her thought” 

(Philosophy and Feminism, 146). Beauvoir has not given us many concrete cases in Pyrrhus 

and Cineas. Though she has given lots of examples, they rush by without sustained 

analysis or detail. Bauer questions whether Beauvoir has presented a developed and 

coherent philosophy in Pyrrhus and Cineas, capable of having a real material content—a 

real ethical claim on us. Bauer continues, “And yet Beauvoir seems unable to say 

anywhere in the book what this “assuming” is actually supposed to look like…What 

would this “taking responsibility” look like, exactly? These are important questions and 

it is an important fact about Pyrrhus et Cineas that it doesn’t appear to have the resources 

to answer them” (148). Bauer argues that Beauvoir does have these resources by the time 

she gets to The Second Sex.  

In Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir has not given us enough detail to see how her 

claims will work out in concrete cases. She’s sketched a view, but philosophers will 

likely have an easy time of generating counterexamples, cases where her philosophical 

claims look false. For instance, we could return to the case of Babette to challenge 

Beauvoir’s claim that gratuitousness is unsatisfying to us.  

I acknowledge the problems with this level of generality, yet I am still fascinated 

by the unique view of vulnerability Beauvoir lays out in Pyrrhus and Cineas. My strategy 

for working with Beauvoir’s view will be to try to understand and test the view on 
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concrete examples (rather than generate the most problematic counterexamples). I’ll do 

this in the second half of this chapter, selecting a few examples that appear in Pyrrhus 

and Cineas. 

But first, I’ll turn to another set of objections to Beauvoir’s view: her account of 

our vulnerability to others does not answer the title question of Pyrrhus and Cineas, 

“Why act?”  

Vulnerability as an inadequate reason for action 

In this section I’ll consider the objection that Beauvoir’s account of vulnerability 

does not answer her central question “Why act?” Of course, this objection will not stop 

us from examining and appreciating her account of vulnerability—it just notes that 

Beauvoir is doing something substantively different in Pyrrhus and Cineas than she 

claimed to be doing.  Bergoffen is happy to make this concession. She writes, “For 

Beauvoir the question Why act? is a screen. Her real interest is in another question: How 

should I act?” (Erotic Generosities, 61). In contrast, Nancy Bauer tries to make sense of 

Beauvoir’s depiction of our relationship with the other as the answer to the question 

“Why act?” Bauer explores how the other’s presence might motivate my action, “how 

the Others’ response to me…influences my choice of what to do” (Simone de Beauvoir, 

147). 

Bauer takes Beauvoir’s framing of the essay seriously, and she tries to reconcile 

Beauvoir’s discussion of our relationship with the other to the original question “Why 
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act?” Bauer’s interpretation is clear when she writes,  “What I decide to do, how I find 

and cultivate my garden, is necessarily conditioned by how the Other responds to me” 

(147). And again she notes, “The other’s presence in my life…[is] a spur to my course of 

action” (148). In these moments Bauer seems to emphasize that the other’s presence 

influences how I act. That we often choose our actions with an awareness of how others 

might respond seems obvious -- but this doesn’t address Beauvoir’s question “Why act 

at all?” But as Bauer wraps up her discussion, she seems to say that, according to 

Beauvoir, other people are the reason we act at all. Bauer writes,  “As long as there are 

other people on the earth, I cannot and will not rest. For the Beauvoir of Pyrrhus et 

Cineas, I think, morality consists in “assuming” this fact for oneself” (148).  

Though I agree that we imagine others responses and choose our actions with 

awareness of them, I disagree that Beauvoir suggests that the presence of others is why 

we act rather than rest. Others are not the reason we act at all—they are the reason we 

have specific reasons to act. As long as there are others, we have the possibility that our 

actions can become meaningful rather than futile. Others don’t psychologically compel 

us to act, but rather they ground our hope that our actions can count, that we might 

come to have a place in the world.  

In contrast, Beauvoir’s actual answer to the question “why act?” is: we have no 

choice but to act.  Bergoffen (Erotic Generosities, 48), Webber (“Authenticity,” 172), and I 

all recognize Beauvoir’s claim that what we are is acting things. No matter how futile 
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everything feels, we will act because that is our condition. Beauvoir accepts that we will 

always be subject to the feeling of futility (because of the nature of reflection), but she 

insists that this is just one mood, that no more determines how we will choose to act 

than any other mood or vantage point (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 140).  This answer—we are 

condemned to act—does absolutely nothing to answer the question “how should we 

act?” Beauvoir’s answer to that second question is: it depends on what you want and 

value. And she shows us, if we value being valuable, we will discover an answer to the 

question of how to act: appeal to others—acknowledge their freedom by choosing our 

vulnerability. 

There is perhaps evidence of a secondary answer in Pyrrhus and Cineas to the 

question: “why act at all?” In places Beauvoir implies something beyond the fact that we 

don’t have choice. If, like Bauer, I try to bring this question and my reading of 

Beauvoir’s central claims together, I perhaps discover another answer to the question:  

we act because we want to have a place and be meaningful. This desire in us is revealed 

by the threat of Cineas’s questions. We find Cineas’ questions dismaying and we can’t 

manage to brush them off carelessly. Our typical response to his questions is not: “So 

what if I rest later? I am happy and confident to conquer now.” Beauvoir recognizes 

that, when we take the long view like Cineas, we suddenly aren’t happy to conquer 

anymore: that long view makes us feel futile and brings to light our desire to be justified 
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and founded, to have a place in the world. And her essay insists, if we want that, we 

need others.  

The objections I’ve considered so far challenge Beauvoir on her own terms: she 

tried to give the material content of ethics and a set of reasons for acting, but her account 

of our existential vulnerability to others doesn’t achieve this. To conclude my discussion 

of objections to her view of vulnerability, I want to consider direct objections that her 

account of our existential vulnerability is wrong.  

Objections to existentialism as objections to vulnerability 

One way to object to Beauvoir’s view of vulnerability is to object to the 

existentialist framework that the view is built upon. And another way to object to the 

view is to challenge its central claim that others give us meaning: we might wonder if 

her view overemphasizes the power that the other has over us. Surely we don’t depend 

on them in this extreme way.  

I’m not sure that I can save Beauvoir’s conclusions for those challengers that 

entirely reject the existential framework she relies on. If someone rejects the existential 

account of value entering the world only through the choices and actions of 

transcending freedoms, they may think we are valuable in spite of the judgments of 

others. Or they may challenge the existential premise that we long for necessity and 

justification. Even if they accept this longing, they may object to the view that we 

depend on others to give meaning to us. 
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For those that reject the existential foundations of the view, I could pose 

Beauvoir’s central questions in slightly different terms. Instead of thinking about her 

view of vulnerability as an answer to the questions “Why act, and how should I act?” I’d 

frame her view as an answer to the question “How do the judgments of others matter?” 

Even if we reject her characterization of the psychology and ontology of human beings, 

we should pause to take seriously her answer to the latter question: others’ judgments 

materially, deeply, incontrovertibly matter. They actually constitute us and the world 

around us. They bring new realities into being—realities that shape the possibilities of 

our future actions in limiting or freeing ways. Others have an epistemic authority about 

us that we cannot replicate in the first-person.  

This account of our vulnerability is dramatic enough to make us uncomfortable. 

Should we really accept a view that puts us at the mercy of others in this way? If we are 

truly so vulnerable to others, no wonder there is a turn to murder and conflict in so 

many existential texts. What are the philosophical alternatives to this view? What 

accounts might we give that say the judgments of others aren’t authoritative about us? 

Perhaps we think that the judgments of others only count insofar as they track an 

epistemic accuracy; they matter only when and because people are right about us. This 

interpretation tracks truth more than relational authority. Beauvoir teaches us the ways 

this view is wrong; the judgments of others create our situations even when they are 
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wrong about us. Beauvoir takes the power of their judgments seriously in a way that 

captures our real experiences facing free others. 

The question “How do others’ judgments matter?” intersects with questions in 

other philosophical disciplines, particularly epistemology and philosophy of mind. 

What is the relationship of first-, second-, and third-person points of view? Are there 

any areas where one of them has a particular privilege or authority? How do we 

reconcile competing judgments from different perspectives—like that of the charitable 

lady who thinks she is alleviating misery when she is really sustaining a system of 

inequality? 

Beauvoir’s view of our profound existential dependence on others speaks to 

these questions. She works to reconcile her commitment to both our self-determining 

freedom and the seriousness with which she is forced to take others’ judgments. In fact, 

Beauvoir seems most interested in the questions that come after we’ve established this 

dependence on others. She spends more time on these questions than on defending the 

idea that we do depend on others this way.  Her philosophy and literature goes on to 

ask: If we are at the mercy of others like this, then what? How can we (and how should 

we) live with others?  

These philosophical questions are worth our time and energy, even if we are 

skeptical of the extremeness of Beauvoir’s view. Beauvoir successfully presents us with a 

set of questions about our relationship to the other that though difficult, can’t be ignored 
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or dismissed. Her work in Pyrrhus and Cineas doesn’t so much give a moral framework 

as identify an area of moral problems about the others’ authority over us. With our eye 

on the area, we can start to fill in some details, or at least recognize that we have to 

grapple with these questions (of our own versus others’ authority about us) for every 

particular case we are faced with. There might not be principles to guide us across cases, 

but when we fail to grapple with these dynamics we do fail to do justice to the demands 

of the cases.  

Beauvoir’s view of our dependence on others continues to resonate in our 

contemporary divided world. Everywhere we run up against the competing judgments 

of others. We have to deal with them as part of our facticity.  Even if we find them 

ungrounded or unjustified, they create our situations like it or not. Whose judgments are 

privileged? Whose should be privileged? What are the effects of acknowledging or 

dismissing the judgments of others? What capacities make others qualified to make 

these judgments (and what traits might disqualify their authority)? When are we 

obligated to recognize their judgments as authoritative and when are we justified in 

dismissing them? 

Pyrrhus and Cineas presents us with an account of our existential vulnerability to 

others, but this account raises lots of new questions that Pyrrhus and Cineas doesn’t 

answer. Yet we can see the significance of Beauvoir’s s later texts in new ways when we 

read them as iterations of grappling with these same questions. And these readings give 
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us surprising results. Beauvoir is preoccupied with how our vulnerability to others plays 

out in relationships where we are not peers—where one party has power and the other 

lacks it—where one party’s judgments of the other seem more definitive than vice versa. 

It turns out her existential vulnerability typically runs contrary to bodily vulnerability—

she is curious about the vulnerability of the person in power to the one who is not. In the 

final section of this essay, I’ll take a look at the examples from Pyrrhus and Cineas that 

speak to this question. What are the consequences of denying the others the status as our 

peers? How are we vulnerable to them in these cases? 

Vulnerability and relationship 

Pyrrhus and Cineas is a remarkable text for its depiction of our relationship to 

others: it insists both that we are and need to be vulnerable to others, and yet we have a 

specific power (and responsibility) to make them our peers or deny them this status.  In 

Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir has planted the seeds of the idea that it is a moral 

imperative to recognize and accept our vulnerability to others (in certain circumstances). 

She also begins to address the questions: What happens when we deny (instead of 

choose) our vulnerability to others? What are the consequences of not making others into 

our peers?  

Beauvoir argues that we ought to value others’ freedom; she explicitly bases this 

argument on our desire to become valuable and necessary. In the preceding section, I 

have shown the weaknesses of this approach. In this section I’ll argue that Beauvoir 
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makes more headway showing us why we ought to value others’ freedom when she 

explores what happens when we do not.  Even if we do not take existential vulnerability 

as the cornerstone of a fully-fledged ethical theory, it gives us a framework for 

understanding the possible choices we have in relation to others. We can choose to 

create ties to them and recognize their freedom or we can deny their freedom. Either 

way we create their situations. And either way we constitute ourselves. 

These questions about the consequences of not making others our peers have 

interesting and important answers; Beauvoir almost exclusively addresses these 

questions to people who are in positions of power and privilege over others. It is 

surprising that she does not focus on the ways that people are vulnerable to others who 

have more power and privilege than them—this is the more obvious way of thinking 

about vulnerability. Throughout Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir actually dismisses and 

minimizes the vulnerability of people who are not in power, rather emphasizing their 

power and responsibility as completely free in spite of obstacles and limitations.  

For instance, Beauvoir insists, following Sartre (as Nancy Bauer observes) that 

the person in prison and the slave preserve their freedom to choose even in these most 

restricted circumstances (Bauer, Philosophy and Feminism, 145). Beauvoir writes, “The 

slave who obeys chooses to obey, and his choice must be renewed at every moment” 

(Pyrrhus and Cineas, 118). And in a later passage she continues, “One can throw a man in 

prison, get him out, cut off his arm, lend him wings, but his freedom remains infinite in 
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all cases. The automobile and the airplane change nothing about our freedom, and the 

slave’s chains change nothing about it either” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 124). Bauer, Bergoffen, 

and Arp all observe that in these cases Beauvoir distinguishes between power and 

freedom—while power is limited, freedom is always infinite. This distinction sets 

Beauvoir up for her later analysis of oppression, which don’t follow Sartre’s framework 

but challenge it. But for my purposes when focusing on vulnerability, it is notable that 

Beauvoir doesn’t depict the slave and prisoner as vulnerable. Instead in Pyrrhus and 

Cineas, Beauvoir focuses on the ways that people in positions of power and privilege are 

nonetheless vulnerable to others who have fewer advantages. We can see this emphasis 

by looking closely at several examples from Pyrrhus and Cineas.  

Beauvoir begins the first section of Pyrrhus and Cineas, “Candide’s Garden,” with 

a quick example that has autobiographical roots. Before Beauvoir gives any analysis of 

our vulnerability in the essay, she characterizes us as powerful, emphasizing a particular 

power we have in relation to others, to make them matter to us.  

Beauvoir introduces the example: “I knew a child who cried because his 

concierge’s son had died. His parents let him cry, and then they got annoyed. ‘After all, 

that little boy was not your brother.’ The child dried his tears” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 92).  

We learn that this example in drawn from Beauvoir’s life in the first volume of her 

memoir, Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter (published in 1958, long after Beauvoir’s moral 

period and after she has already used the example in both her philosophy and fiction). 
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In her memoir Beauvoir describes the death of the baby of her childhood maid Louise 

(Dutiful Daughter, 131). When Beauvoir was a teenager, she went with her mother to visit 

Louise in her one-room garret apartment, at the top of a house on the sixth floor. Shortly 

after her visit, Louise’s baby died. Beauvoir writes, “I cried for hours; it was the first 

time I had known misfortune at first hand” (Dutiful Daughter, 131). In her description of 

the event, Beauvoir does not mention her parents’ reaction to her grief for the baby. She 

does emphasize the contrast between her class and Louise’s and her newfound 

awareness of what class difference means. Beauvoir explains, “’It’s not right!’ I told 

myself. I wasn’t only thinking of the dead child but also of that [dismal] sixth-floor 

landing” (Dutiful Daughter, 131). This experience was one of her rare exposures to the 

destitution and hardships of a life of poverty, in contrast with her own petite bourgeoisie 

upbringing. 

Beauvoir also uses the example of the death of the concierge’s child (rather than 

the maid’s child) in her fiction, in her novel The Blood of Others (which was written 

shortly before but published after Pyrrhus and Cineas). In the first several pages of the 

novel, the death of the concierge’s child is introduced as a flashback of the main 

character Jean. He reflects, “I was eight years old when, for the first time I came face to 

face with the original evil” (The Blood of Others, 10). That original evil is death, and in the 

novel Jean will deal with the deaths of others many more times, in closer and closer 

relationships. Jean is eight in his flashback, younger than Beauvoir when she grieved for 
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Louise’s baby.34 In The Blood of Others, Beauvoir emphasizes the reaction of Jean’s parents 

to his grief. His father becomes impatient with his tears at dinner, urging Jean to get 

over it and finish his soup (11). Jean’s grief is more complicated than the grief Beauvoir 

describes in her memoir. In his grief, Jean acutely feels his separation from others. He is 

consumed by “the sin of smiling whilst Louise was weeping, the sin of shedding my 

own tears and not hers. The sin of being another being” (The Blood of Others, 10).  

In contrast, in Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir uses the example of this grief to 

explore our power to create ties between us and others, between us and the world. 

Beauvoir adds a new layer of analysis to the example, providing her commentary about 

the parents’ criticism of the child’s grief.  She writes, “But this was a dangerous thing to 

teach. Useless to cry over a little boy who is a stranger: so be it. But why cry over one’s 

brother?” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 92). In this text, Beauvoir uses the child’s grief to ask, Who 

and what matters? What is my garden? Who should I cry over and why? Why my 

brother and not this baby? 

In these few lines, Beauvoir shifts the focus of her essay from “Why act?” to 

“What matters?” Beauvoir’s answer in Pyrrhus and Cineas to the latter question is purely 

existential: what matters is up to us. There are not given answers for who to care about 

and who to cry over. She explains, “There exists no ready-made attachment between the 

                                                        

34 I determined Beauvoir’s rough age when Louise’s baby died based on the preceding and following 
chapters of Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter. The baby died after Beauvoir’s family downsized, after she had 
developed her friendship with Zaza (91-97). 
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world and me” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 92). She elaborates, referring back to Pyrrhus’s 

project of conquering, “What does India matter? And what does Epirus matter? Why 

call this oil, this woman, these children mine…No ties exists between them and me. Mr. 

Camus’s Stranger thinks like this” (Pyrrhus and Cineas 92). Meursault, Camus’s 

protagonist in The Stranger, experiences himself as lacking the ties to the world and thus 

floating through life indifferently. But Beauvoir uses the example of the concierge’s son 

to highlight our power to overcome indifference: it is our actions over time that 

constitute things and people as important to us.  

Our unique power towards the other consists in creating ties with them where 

they are not given. Beauvoir explains, “Only I can create the tie that unites me to the 

other. I create it from the fact that I am not a thing, but a project of self towards the 

other, as transcendence” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 93). Though no ties are given, our actions 

and choices can establish them. Towards the end of the section, Beauvoir comes back to 

the example of the concierge’s son.  She writes, “’That little boy is not my brother.’ But if 

I cry over him, he is no longer a stranger to me. It’s my tears that decide” (93).  

Beauvoir recognizes that our actions, our tears, are not chosen in a vacuum. They 

follow our values, values that may be revealed to us in various circumstances but that 

build on our past actions and choices. She notes, “The Chinese are my brothers from the 

moment I cry over their hardships, but one does not cry over the Chinese as he pleases. 

If I have never worried about Babylon, I cannot suddenly choose to be interested in the 
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latest theories about the location of Babylon” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 94). I create ties over 

time through the ways that I am engaged in various projects, through the ways I 

constitute myself as connected in certain ways to the world.35 There are no given systems 

to insist that I create ties in any certain way to any certain others. 

Though this example comes before Beauvoir begins to depict our existential 

vulnerability, our vulnerability is still evident just below the surface. Our power to 

create ties with others makes us vulnerable in new ways. When we determine that 

something matters (or matters to us), we put ourselves in a position where we risk our 

own pain and disappointment. We open ourselves up to grief and loss. Beauvoir does 

not explicitly attempt to argue that we ought to make others matter, to open ourselves 

up in this way. But she does consider and reject the possibility that we could deny all 

ties to others. We must act, and our actions are public, available to the other. She insists, 

“Each man decides on the place he occupies in the world, but he must occupy one. He 

can never withdraw from it” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 100). Our actions make the other 

matter or not, even if we don’t address others directly by appealing to their freedom. 

Our tie to the other—to make them matter to us—is not exactly the same as the 

peer relationship that I’ve focused on so far, where we appeal to others as our peers to 

take up our projects and use them for their own projects. The peer relationship is just 

                                                        

35 Webber has an excellent chapter on the idea of “sedimentation” in Beauvoir’s work, the way our 
commitments are formed and unformed over time, rather than through brute instantaneous choice 
(“Sedimentation and the Origins of Cultural Values”). 
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one way of making others matter to us (for the sake of our projects and our desires for 

definitive reasons to act). But there are other ways of making others matter too, as the 

example of the concierge’s son shows us. This example transcends the “project 

framework” of relating to the other, that instrumental framework that Bergoffen 

criticizes. But the example of the concierge’s son preserves and expands our idea of what 

our power is relative to the other. We can make them a peer (or refuse them this status), 

we can make them matter in general to us, or refuse these ties. We can recognize their 

freedom (and our attendant vulnerability) or we can dismiss their responses to us by 

denying the value of their freedom. Pyrrhus and Cineas is absolutely clear that our true 

relationship with the other involves creating ties to them or denying them these ties. 

In this same section of Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir juxtaposes the grief over the 

child’s death with a surprising counterpart: the disciples questioning Christ, who is my 

neighbor? (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 93) Beauvoir compares this question to the one raised by 

the grieving child, “Who should I cry over? Who should I care about?” Christ does not 

give a list of who is one’s neighbor or not. In Christ’s parable, the Good Samaritan 

makes an injured man, abandoned on the side of the road, into his neighbor when he 

helps him. The holy men—a priest and a Levite—pass by without helping.  The injured 

man becomes the neighbor of the Good Samaritan though the Samaritan’s action. The 

child makes the concierge’s son his brother through his tears. We have the power to 
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create these ties. And whether we choose to create these ties or not, our choice sets up 

the background situation for the other. 

But Beauvoir emphasizes in the Good Samaritan example that the Samaritan also 

makes himself a neighbor through his actions. He constitutes himself as a neighbor to the 

injured man.  Beauvoir puts it, “one makes the other a neighbor by making oneself his 

neighbor [se faisant] through an act” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 93). With this observation, 

Beauvoir presents us with another version of our existential vulnerability.  The other’s 

presence forces us to make ourselves in relation to them. The Levite and the priest, who 

pass by without making the wounded man their neighbor, are constituted by his 

presence as people who do not stop. They may be only trying to constitute themselves as 

people relative to their project—being on the way to work, maintaining ritual purity, 

etc.—but the wounded man’s presence changes their situation and the meaning of their 

choices in ways they cannot control or prevent. Once again, the other determines the 

value of their actions. 

When I appeal to another person with my action, making them my peer or 

neighbor, I’m looking to be constituted by them in line with the way I’m trying to 

constitute myself. Even if the other is an enemy, I want them to constitute me as their 

enemy.36 This appeal can fail. The other can constitute me against my wishes.  When I 

                                                        

36 Beauvoir writes, “There are blames and hatreds that I joyfully accept. The revolutionary who combats the 
conservative’s project wishes to appear as a hostile force to him…If we struggle against a project we choose 
to appear as an obstacle before it” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 133). Being peer, being other, is a relationship that can 
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deny the other standing as a peer of neighbor, I am (often) trying to prevent them from 

constituting me. But I can’t take this power away from them. I can’t eliminate my 

vulnerability to their presence and their judgment. 

In these moments where Beauvoir strays from her central questions of finding 

reasons for action, she gives us a more powerful characterization of our true relationship 

with others. We have the power and freedom to make them or deny them standing as 

our peer or neighbor, to create or refuse ties to them. If we do create ties with them, we 

make ourselves vulnerable: they matter to us, and their judgments and presence matter 

to us. But if we deny them these ties, and refuse to make them matter to us, they still 

occupy a position of power and authority towards us. Their presence and judgments still 

contribute to constituting us.  

Both the example of the concierge’s son and the Good Samaritan highlight the 

vulnerability of one who has power and privilege to another person who doesn’t. 

Beauvoir notes the class difference between herself and her maid in her memoirs—we 

may wonder if Jean or Beauvoir’s father dismissed the child’s grief on this basis. Yet the 

                                                        

 

and often will involve struggle, failure, conflict, and difficulty. Sometimes I want this conflict; I want to be 
an obstacle to other’s projects and goals as I pursue my own contrary or competing aims. Dostoyevsky’s 
Notes from Underground gives a perfect example of this. The Underground Man fumes and furies at an 
official for a perceived slight against him. But the official has no idea who the Underground Man is or that 
his actions impacted him in any way. The Underground Man desperately wants to be recognized as a 
person, and as an enemy, by the official, and spends weeks plotting ways to be noticed by him. Without the 
official’s recognition, the Underground Man can’t constitute himself as the official’s enemy. 
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example still shows us that we can create ties across this difference, and these ties 

increase our vulnerability to others. After the lesson of the Good Samaritan, we can also 

see that the refusal to create ties (on the part of the parents or the child) also constitutes 

the person doing the refusal, through that person’s actions or lack of actions in response 

to the baby’s death. The Good Samaritan, though less powerful and prestigious than the 

priest and the Levite in the context of the parable, shows us how all three travelers are 

vulnerable to the wounded man, someone who at first glance is far more vulnerable 

than them. Though the wounded man is physically and perhaps emotionally vulnerable, 

the travelers along the road are existentially vulnerable to him. His presence, his 

existence as a fellow free person, determines the meaning of their actions.  

Beauvoir gives us two related reasons for this persistent existential vulnerability. 

Our actions always create the situations of others, and others always retain their 

freedom and power as transcendent consciousness.  

If Sartre insists we are condemned to be free, Beauvoir in Pyrrhus and Cineas 

insists we are condemned to be seen. She puts it, "I say that I can do nothing for the 

other or against him [because he is free no matter what], but that does not release me 

from caring about my relationship with him because whatever I do, I exist before him. I 

am there, and for him" (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 126). I am always creating the situation of the 

other, and this situation is something founded by my subjectivity and my free choices. 

The other cannot choose or control what I do, and yet they find themselves having to 



 

100 

face a situation that is shaped by my choices. This is the background for their choice and 

an outcome I am responsible for creating. Furthermore, I constitute the other with my 

actions towards them. I can make the other into my peer or neighbor, appealing to their 

freedom as subject and creating ties with them. I give them the status as peer when I 

care about and recognize their free responses, and acknowledge the ways that they 

constitute me. Or I can prevent them from being a peer or neighbor to me.  

 Beauvoir has two examples that show us exactly how we are always constituting 

ourselves through the ways we create situations for others. First, she imagines a 

comfortable, wealthy person taking refuge in the thought: the poor man is as free as I 

am. Yet she insists, the poor man's freedom does not override the role I play in the 

situation. I should face up to the fact that when I do not help him, "I am the very face of 

[his] misery" (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 126). Even if I don’t face up to this fact, don’t 

acknowledge my presence to him, I still play this part and make myself part of his 

misery. In fact, "The fate that weighs on the other is always us" (126). Beauvoir argues 

that I am responsible towards the others because my presence weighs on the other, 

despite the fact that the other’s response has constituting power for me. (Beauvoir does 

not argue here that the wealthy man should help the poor man. She is making the point 

that whatever he chooses, to help or not, his actions weigh on the other. He cannot 

prevent his actions from being points of departure for others). My actions make it one 

particular situation, and not another, that that the other faces. Beauvoir summarizes, 
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“What concerns me is the other's situation as something founded by me. One must not 

believe that I could elude the responsibility for that situation on the pretext that the 

other is free. That is his business, not mine. I am responsible for what I can do, for what I 

am doing" (126).   

 Beauvoir also gives us the example of the ‘scrupulous Christian’ (Pyrrhus and 

Cineas, 125). The sincere and scrupulous Christian knows that he can never bring about 

another person's salvation (which is a matter of the freedom and subjectivity of the 

other). And additionally, if he sins and harms another, he knows that outcome must be 

part of the will of God (as nothing can prevent the will of God from transpiring). And 

yet this Christian knows that he is still responsible for creating the other’s situation. For 

no matter what outcome comes about for others as the result of his action (will of God 

and all), he is held responsible before God for his action. Beauvoir thinks that the 

scrupulous Christian has mastered this tension: he knows he is only ever an instrument 

of God's will for others, and yet he is ultimately responsible for his conduct (Pyrrhus and 

Cineas, 125).  

 Beauvoir does not share the theology of the scrupulous Christian, and indeed she 

thinks it is not possible to “be in situation with” God (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 105-106). Yet 

for her, this Christian is an exemplar of how to accept responsibility for existing before 

others. The Christian has succeeded in “assuming” his own action in the face of this 

tension: of being responsible for an act that also has status as being the will of God. The 



 

102 

parallel tension for everyone is slightly different: it is to be responsible for an act, the 

meaning of which is constituted by the other’s response. But “what I can do…what I am 

doing” is creating the situation for others, however they respond. And though I may try 

to avoid this responsibility, every one of my actions is still in the world, creating the 

world, and before others. This is a type of vulnerability, of being available and visible to 

the other’s judgment. This vulnerability remains even in the cases where I don’t create 

ties to the other, don’t make them my peer or neighbor--don’t make them matter to me.  

 Again, note that Beauvoir emphasizes the vulnerability of a wealthy person to a 

poor person, of a person of faith to the person they sin against. She presents us with 

cases where a person with less bodily or material vulnerability is still existentially 

vulnerable to a person with less status. 

 Finally, Beauvoir gives the most extreme examples of refusing to make others 

our peers or neighbors. These are cases where we are in situation with others, but we 

refuse to acknowledge them as other freedoms.37 She lists a number of people who try to 

treat others as mere objects. She considers the “decadent Romans” judging others to be 

barbarians, the Virginia planters dismissing the slaves, and white women who don’t see 

the humanity of “Indo-Chinese” servant boys (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 132). In these extreme 

cases, the master does not create nor acknowledge ties to the other.  The master denies 

                                                        

37 Thanks to Toril Moi for this distinction between being in situation and giving our acknowledgment. Moi 
shows how acknowledgement is a key value in Beauvoir’s novel, The Mandarins, in “Acknowledging the 
Other: Reading, Writing, and Living in The Mandarins.”  
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the others’ standing as peer or neighbor, in order to diminish the reality of being 

vulnerable before them. Beauvoir describes the temptation to make this move: “the most 

convenient solution [to the constant possibility of failure—our vulnerability!] would be 

to challenge the judgments that bother me by considering the men who pass them as 

simple objects, denying their freedom” (132). These masters do successfully prevent the 

slave from having status as peers; but in these cases, the masters’ actions still create the 

situations of the slaves and they constitute themselves (the masters) as people creating 

barriers to reciprocity with others. Though the masters don’t accept the slaves into their 

community of people whose judgments matter—and they are successful at denying 

them this standing—they don’t strip the slave of all power.  For no matter “whatever I 

do, I exist before [the other]. I am there, and for him” (126).  

 Nancy Bauer gives an important analysis of this example in Pyrrhus and Cineas in 

relation to Sartre’s idea of “The Look” and what it means to be an object to another’s 

gaze. Bauer reads Pyrrhus and Cineas in light of Beauvoir’s idea of subject/object 

ambiguity. I’ll discuss Bauer’s reading of Pyrrhus and Cineas more in-depth in my next 

chapter, where I’ll take up Beauvoir’s idea of ambiguity. For now I’ll note that Bauer 

explains Beauvoir’s analysis of this example: Beauvoir argues that the master, in using 

language to speak to the slave, recognizes that he is an object to the slave’s look.  

 From the slave’s perspective, “[the master] is a tyrant who is cruel or timid, 

resolute, or hesitant” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 133). The master’s response to the slave’s 
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judgments undermines his attempts to refuse the status of peer to the slave. If the master 

tries to dismiss these judgments, he simultaneously recognizes the slave’s capacity to 

make them—the slave’s status as subject and not pure object. Beauvoir observes, “the 

slave’s freedom is recognized by the very defense the master puts up” (Pyrrhus and 

Cineas, 133). Though I’m bracketing a discussion of what it means to be subject and 

object, I can make an important observation: Beauvoir’s emphasis on defense and on 

danger is all directed at the position of the master—it is not the slave in danger, it is the 

master who is vulnerable. Though the master tries with varying levels of success to deny 

acknowledgment to the slave, the master does not escape the danger he is in.  

Beauvoir summarizes her lesson from these examples: “If we want to disregard 

these dangerous freedoms, we must turn away from men. But then our being draws 

back and loses itself. Our being realizes itself only by choosing to be in danger in the 

world, in danger before the foreign and divided freedoms that take hold of it” (Pyrrhus 

and Cineas, 133). 

We ought to choose to be vulnerable before others in order to realize our beings 

and our projects. But even if we don’t choose this vulnerability by making the other our 

peer, we are in existential danger relative to the other. The other’s presence and 

judgment affect and limit the ways we can constitute ourselves. By not recognizing the 

other as a peer, we may prevent them from giving us reasons for action (those reasons 

being: to become valuable or necessary). But if we refuse to recognize the other as peer, 
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we don’t erase the other’s authority and power to constitute us in their judgments.  We 

don’t eliminate our existential vulnerability. 

Others are free and we are in situation with them, whether or not we 

acknowledge them. In Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir shows us 1. We have the power to 

deny others the status as peers (and that this matters and has consequences), but 2. This 

does not succeed in eliminating our vulnerability to them.  Our attempts to escape this 

vulnerability are futile and simply result in bad faith.  

My reading of Pyrrhus and Cineas, defining our existential vulnerability to others, 

lays out the foundation for two novel analyses. First, it sets us up to understand 

Beauvoir’ concept of the ambiguity of the human condition and how the notion of 

ambiguity can provide ethical guidance. The next two chapters lay out the relationships 

between vulnerability, ambiguity, and ethics. Second, understanding existential 

vulnerability in Pyrrhus and Cineas allows us to see how The Second Sex returns to the 

question of the consequences of our attempts to avoid our vulnerability. I’ll examine 

these consequences in chapter five.  
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Chapter 3: Ambiguity in The Ethics of Ambiguity 
 
This privilege, which he alone possesses, of being a sovereign and unique 
subject amidst a universe of objects, is what he shares with all his fellow-
men. –The Ethics of Ambiguity, 7. 
 

Simone de Beauvoir’s early philosophy is marked by an emphasis on our 

vulnerability, but vulnerability is not the hallmark concept of her work. The concept that 

spans from her earliest writing to her latest is ambiguity. Beauvoir consistently returns to 

the theme of the ambiguity of the human condition, a condition we cannot escape but 

struggle to bear. Sometimes Beauvoir depicts our ambiguity as the tension between our 

freedom and our powerlessness, sometimes as tension between the past and future, 

sometimes as the tension between being an individual and yet being just one among 

many people. Always, our ambiguity involves a particular kind of tension, one we are 

tempted to eliminate or escape by prioritizing one aspect of our condition over another. 

We can use our philosophical commitments or our ordinary behaviors to attempt to 

eliminate the tension. For Beauvoir, these escape attempts all result in being in bad 

faith—being in some kind of denial about our condition, a denial that is unsustainable 

since the tension is fundamental and inescapable.  

 In this chapter I will lay out Beauvoir’s idea of subject/object ambiguity. 

I’ll use the opening passage of The Ethics of Ambiguity to show how the concept of 

ambiguity works as an ethical concept for Beauvoir. In these pages Beauvoir finally 

articulates the important conclusion she reached through her arguments in Pyrrhus and 
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Cineas: our true relationship with the other is defined by subject/object ambiguity.  

Subject/object ambiguity is Beauvoir’s original way of balancing both our freedom and 

our vulnerability to others. 

In my next chapter I will show how Beauvoir’s idea of ambiguity provides a 

foundation for her ethical framework. I’ll look at two later sections in The Ethics of 

Ambiguity to distinguish between an ethics built on freedom and one built on ambiguity 

(which includes our vulnerability). Beauvoir’s philosophy in the Ethics abandons her 

serious focus from Pyrrhus and Cineas on the significance of the freedom of others. In the 

Ethics, Beauvoir tries to argue that we should work for the freedom of others—but she 

launches this argument by considering freedom in the abstract (rather than focusing on 

the other’s freedom and its consequences for us). Beauvoir claims that working for the 

freedom of others is the only way to assume our own freedom, but she does not explain 

or support this claim clearly. I’ll show that she has a better approach available to her: to 

argue that we can’t will the freedom of others without willing our own vulnerability.  

Ambiguity and The Ethics of Ambiguity 

Beauvoir scholars identify ambiguity as one of her cornerstone concepts. Debra 

Bergoffen calls ambiguity “the driving force in Beauvoir’s thought” (Erotic Generosities, 

4). We might think, then, that Beauvoir’s 1947 book The Ethics of Ambiguity is the key 

source of Beauvoir’s ideas on ambiguity, but things aren’t so straightforward. Bergoffen 

identifies Beauvoir’s ambiguity as a resistance to Cartesian dualism, a way to 
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acknowledge and prioritize the human body and the way it shapes our experience (4). 

But Bergoffen reads The Ethics of Ambiguity without dwelling on Beauvoir’s concept of 

ambiguity at all. Bergoffen instead sees the insight of the text in terms of Beauvoir’s 

ideas about intentionality and mood, freedom and recognition, and the ethical situation 

(Erotic Generosities, 75-100).  

Sonia Kruks, in the first book-length treatment of Beauvoir’s politics, Simone de 

Beauvoir and the Politics of Ambiguity also identifies ambiguity as fundamental to 

Beauvoir. Kruks describes how ambiguity characterizes the nature of the human 

condition, according to Beauvoir. She writes, "To be human, says Beauvoir, is not to 

discover that one is essentially mind, or reason, or rational will. It is to discover, rather, 

that one is a strange and ambiguous existent" (The Politics of Ambiguity, 27). Kruks 

explains what it is to be an ambiguous existent, as being "a corporeal being whose 

actions are ‘free’ insofar as they are not strictly determined and yet who is always 

already shaped and constrained by what one is and by the world in which one finds 

oneself bodily situated" (27).  Kruks focuses on the ambiguity of being both free and 

constrained. Like Bergoffen she highlights the importance of the body for Beauvoir. 

Kruks’ account of Beauvoir’s idea of ambiguity draws from various moments across 

Beauvoir’s oeuvre, including from Pyrrhus and Cineas, The Ethics of Ambiguity, and The 

Second Sex (33-52). Kruks spends the most time on The Second Sex as she lays out 

Beauvoir’s ideas about ambiguity. Then Kruks looks to Beauvoir’s other texts to explore 
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her political commitments, including America Day by Day and The Coming of Age. 

Nancy Bauer focuses on yet another aspect of ambiguity in her 2001 analysis of 

the differences between the ways Sartre and Beauvoir take up Hegel’s master-slave 

dialectic. Bauer argues that Beauvoir adopts Hegel’s idea of ambiguity—that we can be 

both a sovereign experiencing subject and yet be an object to others’ gazes 

simultaneously (Philosophy and Feminism, 149-150). Bauer contrasts this with Sartre’s 

famous idea of The Look. Sartre depicts an endless struggle for each of us to be the 

sovereign gaze, to resist being the object to another individual. Beauvoir accepts and 

even insists that we are both at once.  Bauer traces Beauvoir’s idea of subject/object 

ambiguity to Pyrrhus and Cineas, and I’ll return to her reading of Pyrrhus and Cineas later 

in this chapter.  Bauer’s reading of The Ethics of Ambiguity continues her analysis of 

Beauvoir’s use of Hegel (Philosophy and Feminism, 161-163). Bauer observes that Beauvoir 

adopts her key term in this text: “In the Ethics Beauvoir marks the idea that human 

beings are never exclusively subjects or objects by the use of the term ‘ambiguity’” (161). 

But Bauer relies as much or more on Pyrrhus and Cineas and comparative analysis of 

Beauvoir and Sartre or Hegel to articulate the importance of subject/object ambiguity for 

Beauvoir. From The Ethics of Ambiguity, Bauer highlights Beauvoir’s weak imitation of a 

Hegelian dialectic, critiquing Beauvoir’s series of moral types (163-165).  Bauer sees the 

main significance of the Ethics as the ways Beauvoir begins to trace the “conditions and 

limits of oppression” on our freedom (168). 
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Penelope Deutscher gives another distinct interpretation of ambiguity in her 2008 

book that analyzes Beauvoir’s use and adaption of philosophical concepts across her 

oeuvre. Deutscher argues that Beauvoir’s ideas are ambiguous. Following Maurice 

Blanchot, Deutscher suggests that talking about “ambiguity” might require being 

ambiguous and countenancing multiple meanings. Deutscher is not worried that this is 

a charge of contradiction or vagueness against Beauvoir. Rather Deutscher suggests that 

using multiple meanings ambiguously might explain—in constructive ways—why there 

are tensions and seeming contradictions within Beauvoir's early versus later work. 

Deutscher terms this move "auto-resisting," arguing that Beauvoir's oeuvre presents or 

defends a view and then, across her other works, questions or undermines that very 

view (Ambiguity, Conversion, Resistance, 52). Deutscher’s analysis of Beauvoir’s idea of 

ambiguity draws from The Ethics of Ambiguity but quotes most heavily from The Second 

Sex (41-46). 

Deutscher’s analysis of Beauvoir’s idea of ambiguity stands out in a field of 

scholarship that otherwise mostly agrees that Beauvoir’s claims about ambiguity are 

intended to provide a systematic account of the human condition. Deutscher argues that 

Beauvoir’s inconsistency characterizes and ultimately strengthens her work as she 

develops an original way of using philosophical concepts.  I am not inclined to read 

Beauvoir as literary in this way—as capitalizing on the literary technique of ambiguity to 

make a philosophical point beyond what is explicitly stated and claimed in her text. I 
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instead follow Kruks and others in thinking that Beauvoir is more straightforwardly 

philosophical about ambiguity; she intends to be clear, unambiguous, and bold in her 

claims that we are ambiguous. 

 In addition to Kruks, Karen Vintges and Kristin Oganowski have notable 

readings of Beauvoir that emphasize the clear systematic role of ambiguity. Vintges asks, 

"Is Beauvoir really ambiguous on this point [sometimes endorsing Sartre's and 

sometimes Merleau-Ponty's view of man], or did she adhere to a systematic theory on 

man in which he appears as an ambiguous creature?" (Philosophy as Passion, 56). Through 

her reading of The Ethics of Ambiguity, Vintges gives Beauvoir credit for developing a 

coherent view from the tensions between other views. Oganowski rejects the possibility 

that Beauvoir’s ideas themselves are ambiguous; instead she defends the understanding 

of ambiguity as a substantive claim about human nature. She writes, in her analysis of 

The Ethics of Ambiguity, "Beauvoir portrays the ambiguity of the human situation as an 

ontological fact about the way that human beings experience themselves in relation to 

others. This fact is something that humans think and feel: we are confronted with this 

ambiguity, and the tensions emerging from this confrontation are irreconcilable" 

(Centralizing Ambiguity, 32). These scholars agree on the point that Beauvoir 

characterizes human experience as fundamentally ambiguous.  

Other notable discussions of Beauvoir’s concept of ambiguity include: Stacy 

Keltner’s short 2006 essay "Beauvoir's Idea of Ambiguity,” Lori Marso’s 2017 book 
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Freedoms in the Encounter, and the essays on ambiguity, vulnerability, and violence by 

Knisely and Murphy (which I discussed in the last chapter.) Keltner gives a brief account 

of the notion of ambiguity, emphasizing that it contrasts with both a) a logic of 

“either/or” which she attributes to Western philosophy, and b) a logic of synthesis, à la 

Hegel. Keltner argues that ambiguity preserves a tension of opposition and both, a 

conclusion I will agree with in my reading of the Ethics in this chapter (though I don’t 

address her characterizations of Western philosophy and Hegel.)  Marso uses the notion 

of ambiguity, along with situation, to forefront another idea: that of the encounter, the 

meetings of embodied freedoms. Marso shows how encounters are crucial to Beauvoir’s 

work across her philosophy and fiction by putting Beauvoir in conversation with diverse 

other thinkers. Marso’s book takes up all sorts of discussions I do not: from colonialism, 

to sadism, to the Bechdel test. But my analysis of ambiguity and vulnerability is very 

much in the sprit of Marso’s emphasis on the encounter, taking the meeting of self and 

other as the key to reading Beauvoir. 

Ambiguity is a crucial concept for Beauvoir’s philosophy, but there isn’t a clear 

concise account of it in Beauvoir’s writing. I’ve briefly presented a selection of 

scholarship on Beauvoir’s idea of ambiguity. These selections show a variety of ways of 

understanding Beauvoir’s idea of ambiguity, and they draw from a range of Beauvoir’s 

texts for their interpretations. The scholars who do narrow down to a primary passage 

from Beauvoir on ambiguity rely on the few opening pages of The Ethics of Ambiguity, 
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which I will turn to shortly. But most readings of the Ethics don’t dwell on the concept, 

instead focusing on other contributions of the text. My reading of the Ethics will explain 

this disconnect.  

I agree that ambiguity is Beauvoir’s fundamental concept. Like many other 

scholars, I think the main features of ambiguity are most clearly articulated at the 

beginning of the Ethics (though the rest of the text moves in other directions). I will 

begin with a close reading of these opening pages that identifies the key features of the 

concept of ambiguity and the work Beauvoir needs it to do.  Then with that reading in 

hand, I will look at the ways Beauvoir’s idea of subject/object ambiguity builds on and 

corrects the account of existential vulnerability I presented from Pyrrhus and Cineas. I’ll 

use Nancy Bauer’s account of subject/object ambiguity to argue that The Ethics of 

Ambiguity neglects subject/object ambiguity where Pyrrhus and Cineas insists on it. I’ll 

show that subject/object ambiguity is the best orienting concept for Beauvoir’s ethics, 

superior to both freedom and vulnerability—it balances both. 

The Ethics of Ambiguity 

History 

The Ethics of Ambiguity was published as a book in 1947, based on two long 

essays that were previously published in Les Temps modernes (the journal that Beauvoir 

and Sartre founded and where they served on the editorial board) (Bauer, Philosophy and 

Feminism, 159-160). The book was a continuation, and perhaps culmination, of 
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Beauvoir's moral period, of her attempts to build an ethical framework from within the 

philosophical commitments of existentialism. 

 It is the most widely read of Beauvoir’s texts from this period, routinely 

discussed and mentioned in scholarship that prioritizes other of Beauvoir’s texts. It was 

one of the earliest translated to English, with an edition immediately put out in 1948—

whereas it took 50 years for a translation of Pyrrhus and Cineas to come out in English.  

(Beauvoir’s other essays in Les Temps modernes from this period are also translated in the 

2004 English volume with Pyrrhus and Cineas.) There are even a few select book length 

discussion of The Ethics of Ambiguity, most notably Kristina Arp’s 2001 Bonds of Freedom: 

Simone de Beauvoir’s Existential Ethics. (Arp’s book only briefly takes up the notion of 

ambiguity; she primarily focuses on Beauvoir’s understanding of freedom in the Ethics, 

defining a difference between ontological freedom and moral freedom. I’ll discuss Arp’s 

reading in the next chapter. ) 

Nonetheless The Ethics of Ambiguity is a deeply flawed text. The text is ultimately 

too vague and imprecise in its attempts to lay out an abstract, systematic philosophy. Its 

moral typologies don’t come to life with the vividness of the concrete examples Beauvoir 

provides later in her philosophical work. The text has earned major critiques—and some 

outright dismissals-- from Beauvoir herself, and from Beauvoirian scholars.38  

                                                        

38 See Beauvoir’s Force of Circumstance (67) and Bauer (Simone de Beauvoir 138, 140, 157-158).   
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Despite these criticisms, The Ethics of Ambiguity is worth our attention for two 

reasons. The first is Beauvoir’s reason; she identifies the Ethics, along with Pyrrhus and 

Cineas, as the starting point for the interpretation of her life’s work (Bauer, Philosophy and 

Feminism, 159). The second is my reason: the Ethics articulates Beauvoir’s idea of 

subject/object ambiguity—and this idea is the thread that reaches from Pyrrhus and 

Cineas to The Second Sex and beyond, which ties together her unique understanding of 

vulnerability and freedom.  

Overview  

The Ethics of Ambiguity is more than three times longer that Pyrrhus and Cineas, 

running to about 150 pages. It is broken into three sections. The first section, “Ambiguity 

and Freedom,” and the second, “Personal Freedom and Others,” are each about 30 pages 

long, while the third section, “The Positive Aspect of Ambiguity” is closer to 90 pages 

and has subsections of its own.  

The first section of the Ethics parallels its title perfectly; it first offers a discussion 

of ambiguity, then of freedom. I’ll spend the most time on this section in my reading of 

the Ethics. The first four pages lay out Beauvoir’s idea of ambiguity. The next 25 pages 

give a technical account of freedom as transcendence and lack of being. Beauvoir makes 

a distinction between “being free” and “willing our freedom.” To will ourselves free is 

to will ourselves moral, she claims. This section discusses ideas from Hegel, Sartre, and 

Marx. Beauvoir tries to give a foundation for her project that integrates all these 



 

116 

philosophies. She characterizes the moral life as wanting “freedom itself absolutely and 

above everything else” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 24). 

The second section of the Ethics explores different ways that we can fail to will 

ourselves free. It begins with an important discussion of childhood and the ways our 

freedom unfolds over time. As children we do not will ourselves free but take the world 

as it is given to us. Our actions don’t bear much weight—they do not bear the adult 

responsibility of shaping the world.  When we graduate from childhood we begin to 

recognize that the values that surround us are created and sustained by man—they are 

not ready-made and given as objective, authoritative, or definitive. We can respond to 

this realization in many ways that evade both our responsibility to assume our own 

freedom and our responsibility to create the world and its values. Beauvoir lists and 

analyzes these varieties of evasion as a series of types. The types progress through 

stages: the serious man, the nihilist, the adventurer, the passionate man, and finally the 

person of genuine freedom. I will discuss these types briefly in my analysis in the next 

chapter. The person of genuine freedom wants to increase the freedom of others in 

addition to doing his own projects (through which he asserts his own freedom.) 

The third part of the Ethics explores different scenarios of human life and  

considers how they interact with the expression of freedom. In “The Aesthetic Attitude” 

Beauvoir argues that a life of contemplation does not count as willing oneself free, which 

must be done through positive action. In “Freedom and Liberation” Beauvoir examines 
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the nature of oppression. This section is perhaps the most significant from the book, and 

the one that is read as a radical departure from Sartre and a prequel to Beauvoir’s 

analysis in The Second Sex. Beauvoir recognizes that there are limitations to the 

expression of our freedom that are imposed from the outside; not every case of not 

willing our freedom is a case of bad faith. Certain circumstances do make it impossible 

to will our freedom.  

 In the third section of Part III, “The Antinomies of Action,” Beauvoir returns to 

the question she raised in Pyrrhus and Cineas of whether there is justified violence. 

Following her analysis of oppression, she finds that there are cases of justified violence, 

where violence is necessary to liberate people even though it always involves the 

eradication of the oppressor’s liberty. Then Beauvoir turns to the question of how we 

can act when we don’t have guarantees about the future, in her fourth section, “The 

Present and the Future.” Finally Beauvoir ends Part III with a section called 

“Ambiguity.” In this section, Beauvoir characterizes her ethical theory as giving a 

method for making ethical decisions. She claims that her ethics don’t tell us the content 

of what an ethical decision will be. This will vary according to the particular 

circumstances. Instead she gives a method for decision-making. She puts it, “The precept 

will be to treat the other (to the extent that he is the only one concerned, which is the 

moment that we are considering at present) as a freedom so that his end may be 

freedom; in using this conducting-wire one will have to incur the risk, in each case, of 



 

118 

inventing an original solution” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 142). Beauvoir emphasizes this 

risk and the ever-present possibility of failure. Even with a guiding precept, our choice 

may have different effects than we intend. Beauvoir acknowledges that this precept is 

limited when it comes to the concrete ethical dilemmas we face. She notes, “When it is a 

question of choosing among freedoms, how shall we decide? Let us repeat, one can only 

indicate a method here” (145).  

I think this final section is one of the strongest in the Ethics, where Beauvoir 

reminds us of the nature of our ethical decision-making—that it always plunges us in 

the thick of tension and uncertainty, that our ambiguity means that no decision is final 

but is always another starting point. Beauvoir reminds us that being human is a constant 

struggle of defining and redefining, doing our best and making the particular decisions 

that confront us, without ever reaching a place of rest and finality. In this section 

Beauvoir breaks away from some of the complex metaphysics she introduces earlier in 

the book. Instead she gives us more concrete examples, depicting the difference between 

our abstract ethical theorizing and the actual ethical choices we will have to make. In a 

particularly poignant observation she writes, “The example of the unknown person who 

throws himself into the Seine and whom I hesitate whether or not to fish out is quite 

abstract; in the absence of a concrete bond with this desperate person my choice will 

never be anything but a contingent facticity” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 137). She describes 

our decision-making in the abstract as “a contingent facticity”—a choice that lacks a 
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definitive, compelling justification. But she notes that our actual decisions are made in 

the context of the bonds we do have with others—and those bonds give us reasons to 

act. She continues, “If I find myself in a position to do violence to a child, or to a 

melancholic, sick, or distraught person the reason is that I also find myself charged with 

his upbringing, his happiness, and his health: I am a parent, a teacher, a nurse, a doctor, 

or a friend… the more seriously I accept my responsibilities, the more justified [my 

decision] is” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 137).  Only when we have created ties to others do 

we have responsibilities towards them. 

Though I appreciate this final section of the Ethics, I will not dwell on it my 

analysis of Beauvoir’s argument. In this chapter I will be concerned with the opening 

passages of the Ethics, where Beauvoir articulates the clearest account of ambiguity. 

The account of ambiguity 

In the first two paragraphs of The Ethics of Ambiguity Beauvoir sketches the key 

features of her idea of ambiguity, though she does not provide a succinct definition of the 

term. There are three tasks that the concept of ambiguity accomplishes for Beauvoir. 

First, ambiguity is a “both/and” affirmation of an irreducible tension that defines the 

human condition. Second, the concept corrects our overwhelming urge to avoid and 

escape this tension—and Beauvoir shows us that we have many strategies to attempt 

this flight. Third, ambiguity provides the basis for Beauvoir’s central ethical claim: we 

should embrace rather attempt to avoid our ambiguity. 
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The Ethics of Ambiguity opens with three quotes, from Montaigne and the Latin 

poets, linking our death to the moment of birth: “The continuous work of our life is to 

build death;” “The hour that gives us life begins to take it away;” “As we are born we 

die” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 7). Through these quotes Beauvoir emphasizes that we 

don’t just die, we know we are going to die. We are conscious of our impending death, 

unlike animal and plant, Beauvoir says. But we die just as they do, and we can’t escape 

this. Though we can’t escape death, our knowledge of it introduces a paradox into the 

human condition. We are a part of the world, and we are also conscious of it (The Ethics 

of Ambiguity, 7). This consciousness makes our condition different than that of all the 

things that die without awareness of it. We gain a type of freedom—not the freedom not 

to die, but perhaps a freedom to give death a meaning beyond simply the end of our 

existence.39 In this passage, Beauvoir does not elaborate on our understanding of our 

death or the freeing nature of our transcending consciousness. But she embeds that 

consciousness in a world in which it both has surpassing power and faces profound 

limitations. She has arrived at the idea of our ambiguity.  

                                                        

39 Beauvoir adapted this beginning of her book from her 1946 essay  “Introduction to an Ethics of 
Ambiguity.” In Gail Weiss’s 2004 introduction to this shorter, earlier version, Weiss elaborates on how we 
gain a measure of freedom through the distance of reflection. She writes, “Beauvoir observes, it is our very 
ability to distance ourselves conceptually from the immediacy of our situation that reveals to us how 
inescapably tied to our situation we are. What reflection promises, then, is not an escape from our situation 
but rather a new perspective on it, a perspective that transforms the situation in the process” 
(“Introduction,” 282). 
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The next lines of the first paragraph and into the second paragraph lay out the 

features of the ambiguity of the human condition. Beauvoir writes:  

 …[Man] asserts himself as a pure internality against which no 
external power can take hold, and he also experiences himself 
as a thing crushed by the dark weight of other things40 ...  

 This privilege, which he alone possesses, of being a sovereign 
and unique subject amidst a universe of objects, is what he 
shares with all his fellow-men. In turn an object for others, he 
is nothing more than an individual in the collectivity on 
which he depends. 

  As long as there have been men and they have lived, 
they have all felt this tragic ambiguity of their condition, but 
as long as there have been philosophers and they have 
thought, most of them have tried to mask it.  (The Ethics of 
Ambiguity, 7)  

 

Ambiguity as both/and 

Ambiguity is characterized in this passage as an inescapable tension that 

describes the human condition. Beauvoir uses ambiguity to explore the many ways that 

we are irreducibly both/and. We are both pure internality and also a thing crushed by 

other things. We are both sovereign, unique subject and just one among many. This 

passage emphasizes the ambiguity of being both subject and object at once. There are 

also other varieties of ambiguity that appear across Beauvoir’s philosophy, including 

solitude/connection, freedom/ servitude, and life/death. Beauvoir uses the concept of 
                                                        

40 In this long quote, I omitted two sentences about time: about man being situated at a single moment 
between the past and the future. They read, “At every moment [man] can grasp the non-temporal truth of 
his existence. But between the past which no longer is and the future which is not yet, this moment when he 
exists is nothing” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 7) I will not address time in my readings of Beauvoir's texts, 
though she has discussions of ambiguity and time in The Ethics of Ambiguity and Pyrrhus and Cineas. Stacy 
Keltner also discusses time and historicity in her essay on ambiguity (“Ambiguity,”202-203). Kristina Arp 
identifies time as a crucial aspect of the Ethics, in terms of our relationship to the future. I discuss Arp’s view 
in more detail in chapter four. 
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ambiguity to affirm both parts of these dyads, and each of these dyads generates an 

internal tension.  

For instance, this passage begins with the experience of a single individual. Each 

person experiences herself as “pure internality,” as “being a sovereign and unique 

subject.” This internal life feels powerful and beyond the reach of external forces, and 

yet each of us also experiences our vulnerability, as “a thing crushed by the dark weight 

of other things.” (This quote does not express Beauvoir’s specific account of our 

existential vulnerability to others, but a very broad sense of vulnerability, comparable to 

Merriam-Webster’s “capable of being physically or emotionally wounded.”) 

These two descriptions of our experience seem in direct contradiction. Which is 

it? Are we defined by inner subjectivity that is always free and transcending, or are we at 

the mercy of what we can’t control?  Are we each a sovereign subject, or are we (merely) 

one among many? Beauvoir answers: both. The tension that these pairs produce is the 

essential quality. The tension can’t be reduced or eliminated with more precise clarity, 

with conceptual analysis, or with sophisticated philosophical theory. Each dyad is 

generated and preserved by the facts of our condition—facts that should be exceedingly 

obvious to us according to existential philosophy. We are undeniably each first-personal 

conscious subjects, and yet we are undeniably part of an impersonal world that affects 

us in ways completely beyond our control or consent. And while these two facts are not 

in literal contradiction, they are competing characterizations of our nature.  
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In the face of this tension, Beauvoir says: we are both. As Beauvoir puts it, 

“neither of the two wipes out the other” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 9) Neither part of these 

dyads is fundamental and the other derivative. They co-exist and are even co-extended. 

They can both be part of the very same experience. We can be both at once, and yet being 

both can feel tragic and difficult. This is our ambiguity. 

Avoiding ambiguity 

Beauvoir’s insistence on “both” uncovers the crucial feature of our ambiguity: we 

try to avoid it at all costs. She opens the second paragraph of the Ethics, “As long as 

there have been men and they have lived, they have all felt this tragic ambiguity of their 

condition, but as long as there have been philosophers and they have thought, most of 

them have tried to mask it” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 7). Here, Beauvoir begins to map the 

possibilities of the ways we attempt to flee from our ambiguity. She starts to catalogue 

some of the philosophical responses to ambiguity that try to relieve or discharge tension. 

Beauvoir claims that many philosophies attempt to reduce one aspect of ambiguity to 

the other, to merge the two, or to establish a hierarchy between them. Beauvoir talks 

about this movement of avoidance with a series of vivid verbs: reduce, reabsorb, merge, 

deny, mask, eliminate, escape (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 7-9). Beauvoir characterizes our 

urge to avoid tension in a way that mirrors her earlier depiction, in Pyrrhus and Cineas, of 

the ways we flee gratuitousness. On her account, this urge to flee is a fundamental part 

of the way we experience the world and our place in it. Beauvoir insists on “both;” and 
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she must insist, because of our strong tendency to flee the tension that “both” produces. 

Beauvoir suggests the urge to flee our ambiguity is expressed in our preeminent 

ethical theories.  She critiques ethical views that try to 'eliminate' ambiguity  “by making 

oneself pure inwardness or pure externality, by escaping from the sensible world or by 

being engulfed in it, by yielding to eternity or enclosing oneself in the pure moment. " 

(The Ethics of Ambiguity, 7-8).   These attempts at flight echo Beauvoir’s analysis in 

Pyrrhus and Cineas where she portrays the Stoic and the wise man’s philosophies as 

attempts to escape the sensible world (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 95, 100). Or when she 

imagines what it is to yield to eternity—to lose a sense of oneself, caught up in the 

perspective from infinity where I am just one among so many people who exist. 

(Beauvoir compares this to the vertigo we might experience when we think of the 

particular needle we hold as just one of millions of needles in the universe (Pyrrhus and 

Cineas, 101).) In both Pyrrhus and Cineas and The Ethics of Ambiguity Beauvoir recognizes 

our urge to flee and yet rejects the possibility of flight. 

Sonia Kruks highlights this very moment in The Ethics of Ambiguity when she 

connects the attempt to escape ambiguity to the idea of bad faith. She writes, in her 

discussion of The Ethics of Ambiguity, "Many attempt to deny their ambiguity by making 

themselves either ‘pure interiority or pure exteriority;’ by either ‘escaping from the 

sensible world or engulfing [themselves] in it’ (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 8). However, 

escape is not possible, and both tactics involve the self-deluding, ‘bad faith’ attempt to 
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flee from that which makes us human." (33) Toril Moi also made this connection 

between ambiguity and bad faith when she observed, "In order to escape from the 

tension and anguish of this ambiguity we may all be tempted to take refuge in bad faith" 

(Intellectual Woman, 175). Both Kruks and Moi explain that our temptation to flee leads 

us directly to bad faith. 

Already by this point in her oeuvre, Beauvoir has transformed the ideas she has 

borrowed from Sartre. Beauvoir adopts his idea of bad faith and defines it more broadly, 

in terms of ambiguity rather than in terms of freedom. Moi’s discussion of bad faith is a 

good brief summary of Sartre’s famous notion, which appears in the second chapter of 

Part I of Being and Nothingness (Sartre, 86-118). In sum, for Sartre, bad faith is trying to 

escape from a human condition that we cannot avoid: our freedom.  Sartre identifies the 

human condition with transcendence, showing that as human beings, we must act 

through our projects in the world. We are in bad faith when we attempt to avoid our 

freedom and the responsibility to choose.  Having this responsibility causes anxiety and 

anguish, but ultimately, as Moi puts it, “to pretend not to choose is as much a choice as 

any other” (Intellectual Woman, 125). We act inauthentically when we flee the difficulty of 

choice and responsibility. 

For Beauvoir, the idea of ambiguity takes the place that Sartre gives freedom as 

the essential characteristic of human experience. But she does retain his emphasis on the 

powerful force of our temptations to avoid tension wherever possible. In this way, 
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Beauvoir also preserves the sense of normative force that accompanies the idea of bad 

faith. We should accept that we find ourselves in this human condition (as free or 

ambiguous), since we can’t get ourselves out of this condition. Though we might 

successfully mitigate our anguish in some cases of our self-deception, we don’t succeed 

in relieving ourselves of our freedom or ambiguity. So we ought to act from the 

knowledge that this is our condition. Ambiguity becomes the focus of Beauvoir’s ethics: 

you should not avoid ambiguity.  

To accept and embrace our condition is better than to deny and avoid it. For 

Beauvoir, in her later texts, reciprocity becomes the key moral term, in place of Sartre’s 

authenticity.41 While authenticity is accepting and acting from our freedom, reciprocity 

comes from accepting and acting from our ambiguity.  

Assuming ambiguity 

Beauvoir first expresses the idea of assuming our ambiguity in these opening 

pages of the Ethics. She has begun to show us the many attempts we make to escape our 

ambiguity, and she goes on to show us that those attempts always fail. Referring back to 

the many ‘doctrines’ that we invoke to in order to escape tension, Beauvoir writes, 

“Their attempt to lie to us is in vain. Cowardice doesn’t pay. Those reasonable 

metaphysics, those consoling ethics with which they would like to entice us only 
                                                        

41 Toril Moi identifies reciprocity as the “incarnation of the highest human value” for Beauvoir in Simone de 
Beauvoir: The Making of an Intellectual Woman (308n44). Moi’s more recent work explores another key value, 
“acknowledgement” in Beauvoir’s novel The Mandarins (“Acknowledging the Other”). 
 



 

127 

accentuate the disorder from which we suffer” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 8). Beauvoir goes 

on to suggest that the people of her historical moment are particularly sensitive to the 

ways that these metaphysics and ethics don’t succeed in creating meaning out of 

disorder.  She uses the example of the atomic bomb. The bomb both represents man’s 

incredible achievement and man’s utter insignificance at once—no philosophy can either 

capture or defuse the difficulty of this painful and true tension. Beauvoir boldly claims 

that people are not satisfied with the “lies” of philosophy, but she does not elaborate or 

explain exactly how the theories ultimately ‘accentuate’ our ambiguity even as they try 

to eliminate it. We might suspect it has to do with the instability of bad faith. As she put 

in Pyrrhus and Cineas, “bad faith carries doubt and uneasiness along with it” (Pyrrhus and 

Cineas, 134). 

Yet Beauvoir does vividly describe the futility of trying to escaping ambiguity, 

writing, “In spite of so many stubborn lies, at every moment, at every opportunity, the 

truth come to light, the truth of life and death, of my solitude and my bond with the 

world, of my freedom and servitude, of the insignificance and the sovereign importance 

of each man and all men” (9).  Each of these dyads describes the human condition, 

though each creates a difficult tension for us. The truth comes to light through the 

continual presence of the tension—each time we think we might have escaped it, it 

reveals itself again. 
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Beauvoir’s project to construct an existentialist ethics begins here, with 

embracing these tensions of the human condition rather than trying to avoid them. She 

continues, “Since we do not succeed in fleeing it, let us therefore try to look the truth in 

the face. Let us try to assume our fundamental ambiguity. It is in the knowledge of the 

genuine conditions of our life that we must draw our strength to live and our reason for 

acting” (9). This is an ethical exhortation that Beauvoir provides from within her 

existential framework; the claim falls short of status as a full-fledged binding principle. 

But it is clear that Beauvoir means for us to see that it is better to assume than avoid our 

ambiguity. Still, this guidance does not point us to the usual content of moral rules, 

along the lines of the golden rule or the categorical imperative. It doesn’t require us to be 

kind or honest or selfless. However we act, Beauvoir seems to say, we should do it with 

recognition (and not denial) of our ambiguity. She does not say any more in these first 

pages of The Ethics of Ambiguity about what such an ‘assumption’ means or what it looks 

like. Like in Pyrrhus and Cineas, rather than giving an account of what assuming 

ambiguity looks like, Beauvoir focuses on what failures to do so look like.  

Yet, as she focuses on our failures to assume our ambiguity throughout rest of 

the Ethics, Beauvoir leaves behind the most important ideas she introduces in these first 

pages, the idea that she landed on but didn’t state yet in Pyrrhus and Cineas: ambiguity 

defines our relationship with the other. 
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Ambiguity as our relation with the other 

I skipped a crucial sentence in my analysis so far from that opening passage of 

The Ethics of Ambiguity. First, Beauvoir gave us an instance of a both/and description of 

the human condition, as both pure internality and thing crushed. Then the passage turns 

from the experience of the individual to the fact of others. The double experience, of 

being both pure untouchable internality and yet painfully vulnerable, seems radically 

unique to oneself and one’s own experience. Beauvoir describes it as seeming like a 

“privilege, which [one] alone possesses” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 7).  But she 

emphasizes, this experience is also something completely shared. We each occupy the 

same space of this tension. The subjectivity of others is what makes one a “thing,” in the 

sense of being an external object “amidst a universe of objects,” for other people's gazes. 

This is a fundamental way that each individual “depends” on the collectivity of other 

people; she is available to their view, their judgments and reactions. Assessment and 

determination of one's life is not purely one's own business (as existentialism can seem 

to claim with its emphasis on freedom and lack of essence).  Other people also determine 

what and how one is (on the basis of their freedom). The other’s freedom is the 

foundation of our existential vulnerability, as Pyrrhus and Cineas showed. And the 

concept of subject/object ambiguity encompasses our existential vulnerability. 

This specific ambiguity, of being both subject and object, is a particularly special 

“genuine condition of our lives,” and to accept/assume this condition should be 
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considered the true basis of Beauvoir’s ethics. (I’ll consider what it means to accept this 

condition more in detail in the next chapter.) We are in situation with the other, and the 

other is free. What does it mean to recognize and acknowledge this? What does it mean 

to choose our actions in light of this fact? What are the consequences of choosing our 

actions in denial of this fact? With these questions, Beauvoir’s ethics gets off the ground. 

 In the next section I will clarify what subject/object ambiguity is and how it is 

related to existential vulnerability, then in the following chapter I will consider how it 

can be the basis of an ethics.  

Subject/Object Ambiguity 

The clearest discussion of subject/object ambiguity in Beauvoir’s thinking is in 

Nancy Bauer’s book Simone de Beauvoir, Philosophy, and Feminism. Bauer argues that 

Beauvoir finds a unique and important way of doing philosophy that allows her to write 

The Second Sex. Beauvoir develops this philosophical method by using her own personal 

experience as a woman and finding a new way of appropriating and adapting the 

philosophical tradition to make sense of her experience.  Bauer gives an argument for 

this interpretation of Beauvoir by looking in detail at the way that Beauvoir uses and 

adapts Hegelian ideas, particularly the famous master-slave dialectic. Bauer contrasts 

Beauvoir’s use of Hegel with Sartre’s use of Hegel, in order to show both how Beauvoir 

is philosophically original and how Beauvoir’s methods are philosophically original. 
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The driving argument of Bauer’s book is that The Second Sex marks a breakthrough in 

doing philosophy, and its method has lessons for the fields of philosophy and feminism.  

Bauer begins examining Beauvoir’s work with Pyrrhus and Cineas and The Ethics 

of Ambiguity, with the aim of showing how these are incomplete and inadequate works 

due to the constraints of Beauvoir’s philosophical method. Bauer argues that in these 

texts, Beauvoir has not found her voice as it later emerges so powerfully in The Second 

Sex (Philosophy and Feminism, 140). These texts have some important continuity with the 

ideas in The Second Sex, but Bauer thinks “the early works are marked by a certain 

vagueness, an imprecision of thought that disqualifies them…from serious independent 

philosophical consideration” (Philosophy and Feminism, 140). Nonetheless, Bauer traces 

the idea of subject/object ambiguity in Beauvoir’s work to its roots in Pyrrhus and Cineas. 

 I did not discuss Bauer’s reading of Pyrrhus and Cineas in the last chapter because 

Pyrrhus and Cineas does not explicitly take up the idea of ambiguity.  The term ambiguity 

occurs once in the essay, not about the human condition but about the nature of our 

projects. Beauvoir writes, “The notion of end is ambiguous since every end is a point of 

departure at the same time. But this does not prevent it from being seen as an end” 

(Pyrrhus and Cineas, 99). Interestingly this instance of ambiguity does do the same major 

work of her later concept; it affirms a “both/and” against our urge to simplify—it guides 

us to accept the tension of our actions being both ends and points of departures at once. 

Beauvoir elaborates, “This very ambiguity seems to authorize the irony of the humorist” 
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(Pyrrhus and Cineas, 99) The humorist plays on this doubleness to make our actions seem 

absurd. The humorist notes, we climb the mountain to ski back down it—our first goal is 

in contradiction with our second. Yet the humorist’s perspective is too simplistic, 

because of the ambiguity of our actions. Our first goal, while still preserving its value as 

a goal to be achieved, is also the point of departure for our next goal. This latter doesn’t 

negate the former. Our actions are always both ends and points of departure.  

This moment about ambiguity from Pyrrhus and Cineas is interesting, but not a 

sufficient basis for a full-fledged account of what ambiguity is for Beauvoir. Yet though 

Pyrrhus and Cineas is not explicit about ambiguity, Bauer is justified in seeing the idea 

there. Bauer presents a strong argument that Pyrrhus and Cineas shows us that we can be 

subject and object simultaneously.  

Before she turns to Pyrrhus and Cineas for evidence, Bauer explains what 

subject/object ambiguity is and how Beauvoir adapts the idea from Hegel. Bauer traces 

the idea of subject/object ambiguity to Hegel’s famous master-slave dialectic. I couldn’t 

begin to do a sufficient reading of Hegel, or even a complete reading of Bauer’s 

interpretation of Hegel, within the scope of my project here—but I don’t need to in order 

to recognize the importance of Bauer’s conclusion. Bauer identifies a precise moment 

from the middle of Hegel’s dialectic. Hegel imagines a confrontation between two 

individuals, each conscious, each trying to exert his will on the world he finds himself 

in. Bauer picks up on the moment after an initial conflict, where one individual, the 
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master, seems to have established himself as a pure and absolute subject conforming the 

world to his will, while the other individual, the slave appears to have become a pure 

object, an instrument used by the master. Bauer notes that Hegel, and Beauvoir 

following Hegel, recognizes that “this appearance is deceptive; both the master/man and 

the slave/woman are properly seen as, simultaneously, both subjects and objects. And 

for both, coming to recognize and accept oneself in one’s ambiguity is the necessary 

precondition of the moral life” (Philosophy and Feminism, 81). Despite the phrasing of this 

quote, Bauer actually goes on to show us that in The Second Sex, Beauvoir does not place 

man and the woman as parallel to Hegel’s master and slave. The man and woman never 

reach recognition (rather the woman is Absolute Other), so Hegel’s dialectic is modified 

and transformed for a new kind of analysis by Beauvoir. Here I am not concerned with 

gender but rather the fact that Beauvoir does indeed adapt from Hegel an 

understanding of ambiguity: all conscious individuals are both subject and object. For 

Hegel, this dialectic leads to recognition—each individual sees both himself and the 

other as subjects. Bauer spends three chapters outlining, first, the source of this idea in 

Hegel; second, the way that Sartre rejects ambiguity and sees being subject and being 

object as incompatible; and third, the way that Beauvoir adopts this idea and transforms 

it.  

Bauer’s finds the idea of subject/object ambiguity in Pyrrhus and Cineas in the 

notion of the appeal. When we appeal to others, we recognize them as free subjects and 



 

134 

acknowledge ourselves as objects to them. We recognize the ways that our free choices 

shape their situations and are available to their judgments (Philosophy and Feminism, 149). 

Bauer notes the ways that Pyrrhus and Cineas emphasizes being object to others, and she 

identifies this as one of Beauvoir’s innovations beyond Sartre’s ideas. Beauvoir begins 

from the same starting point as Sartre, with our nature as transcending freedoms, as 

subjects that experience the world around us as objects to us. But Bauer shows us, 

through the notion of the appeal, that Beauvoir adapts Hegel’s idea of ambiguity and 

departs from Sartre. Bauer puts it, “Insofar as what I do becomes an object of the Other’s 

judgment, it in fact is an invitation, a call, not just generally to the Other but specifically 

to her as she is ‘for-herself.’ In this way, to act is both to treat the Other as an object and 

to issue an appeal to her as a subject” (Philosophy and Feminism, 150). Bauer also 

recognizes the parallel implication: when I treat the Other as both object and subject 

through my action, I also “force myself on the world as both a subject—an actor—and an 

object” (150). Bauer’s analysis of Pyrrhus and Cineas is brief, but it identifies the same 

focus from the essay that I emphasize in my reading: the effect of the other’s freedom. 

The other makes me object, and I appeal to the other by recognizing that I am object to 

their subjectivity. I developed this idea further in the last chapter to show Beauvoir’s 

account of our existential vulnerability; Bauer notes how this idea is paired with the idea 

of freedom for Beauvoir, leading to the idea of subject/object ambiguity. 
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Bauer’s work is crucial for situating Beauvoir in the philosophical tradition and 

for taking Beauvoir’s contributions seriously as original philosophy. Bauer identifies the 

significance of Beauvoir adopting the idea of ambiguity: Beauvoir is “unable to accept 

the sorts of splits that characterize both Descartes’ and Sartre’s most memorable works” 

(Philosophy and Feminism, 81). Though Bauer doesn’t cite the opening sentences of The 

Ethics of Ambiguity as an articulation of subject/object ambiguity, Bauer’s analysis shows 

us the depth behind these sentences: “This privilege, which he alone possesses, of being 

a sovereign and unique subject amidst a universe of objects, is what he shares with all 

his fellow-men. In turn an object for others, he is nothing more than an individual in the 

collectivity on which he depends” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 7). The idea of subject/object 

ambiguity invokes an important philosophical heritage.   

Though I may be at risk of putting too much weight on this single moment in 

Beauvoir’s text, I think this passage from the Ethics can bear it: though these sentences 

should be read in the shadow of Hegel, they set up a distinctly Beauvoirian way of using 

the concept of subject/object ambiguity. Beauvoir does not give a genealogical analysis 

of our subject/object ambiguity like Hegel, explaining its source in a single individual in 

an encounter with the other, moving through conflict eventually to achieve recognition. 

Instead, Beauvoir is interested in the consequences of our subject/object ambiguity. How 

do we live in light of this fact? Her version of its genesis is much simpler than Hegel’s; 

the existence of the other is sufficient to make us ambiguous. It’s not clear than any 
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encounter or conflict is necessary at all. Merely the presence of others as fellow-men (the 

French “semblables,” creatures of the same kind) is enough to make us ambiguous. It is 

self-evident to us that we are subjects, with a way of being that is distinct from the 

existence of mere objects around us. And we share this type of being with others, with 

our fellow-men. This means that the fact of others is enough to also make us objects, due 

to the other’s parallel existence as subject, as freedoms, as consciousnesses. The fact of 

our ambiguity is the starting condition for any of our actions. Whatever encounters we 

have with the other arise from this condition: this is the nature of our true relationship 

with others. 

Beauvoir is interested in what follows from our subject/object ambiguity, more 

than in what generates it or how we know the other is a subject (a question that both 

Hegel and Sartre address at length). Given that this is our condition, what can we say 

about any of our particular behaviors and choices? What choices take into account our 

subject/object ambiguity and what choices are attempts to avoid or deny its significance? 

In the next chapter I will show how subject/object ambiguity can work as a foundation 

for moral life and for ethics. 
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Chapter 4: Ambiguity and Ethics 
The opening of The Ethics of Ambiguity moves beyond the project of Pyrrhus and 

Cineas, where Beauvoir seems to try to make our vulnerability to others the primary 

basis of an ethics.  But the rest of the text of The Ethics of Ambiguity, perhaps surprisingly, 

does not actually present an ethics primarily based on subject/object ambiguity. Rather 

the book overemphasizes freedom in general, leaving behind Pyrrhus and Cineas’ 

important focus on the freedom of others. The Ethics of Ambiguity does not follow 

through with the project it promises with its title.  

In this chapter I will first give a close reading of two sections from The Ethics of 

Ambiguity, to show how the text overemphasizes freedom at the cost of ambiguity. 

Beauvoir attempts to argue that in order to will our own freedom, we must will others’ 

freedom. What she really shows us is that to will others’ freedom, we must will our own 

vulnerability. 

Then, I will consider more generally how ambiguity could function as a defining 

ethical concept. Toril Moi shows us how Beauvoir understands the relation between 

background conditions and our free actions. Moi uses Beauvoir’s perspective on the 

body as a situation to explain this relationship. Background conditions don’t determine 

what we choose, but they do contribute to determining the effects of what we choose.  I 

argue that this idea is a model for Beauvoir’s ethics. It explains what Beauvoir means 

when she tells us to assume our ambiguity (or our freedom): we must recognize and not 



 

138 

deny the background conditions of our choices. Subject/object ambiguity is one of the 

most important background conditions for Beauvoir’s ethics. 

A reading of The Ethics of Ambiguity: morality derived from freedom 

Freedom in general versus the other’s freedom 

I have stated that Beauvoir’s fundamental ethical claim is “Assume your 

ambiguity,” and I have direct evidence for this. After all, at the beginning of The Ethics of 

Ambiguity, Beauvoir explicitly states, “Let us try to assume our fundamental ambiguity. 

It is in the knowledge of the genuine conditions of our life that we must draw our 

strength to live and our reason for acting” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 9). But we might 

wonder, how is assuming ambiguity different than assuming freedom? I’ll argue that 

these are distinct requirements, but that Beauvoir herself conflated them in The Ethics of 

Ambiguity. When we tease them apart, we see the originality and importance of the claim 

“Assume your ambiguity.” This claim integrates two separate gestures: assuming your 

freedom and assuming your vulnerability. Assuming your freedom simply does not 

require you to acknowledge the freedom of others, as Beauvoir attempts to argue in The 

Ethics of Ambiguity. It is the necessity of assuming our vulnerability that ultimately 

requires us to acknowledge the freedom of others. The difference is exposed by the 

contrast between the moments where Beauvoir dwells on the general nature of freedom 

and the moments where Beauvoir considers the specific implications of the other 

person’s freedom. 
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Freedom is the foundation of existentialism, and freedom poses the central 

problem for existential ethics: if we are radically free to create our own meanings and 

values, what could constrain us at all or require us to relate to others in any particular 

way, much less a moral way? Beauvoir’s explicit project is to answer this question, 

which she poses: “If man is free to define for himself the conditions of a life which is 

valid in his own eyes, can he not choose whatever he likes and act however he likes?” 

(The Ethics of Ambiguity, 15). 

Over and over Beauvoir tells us that she is developing an existential ethics on the 

basis of freedom. And in The Ethics of Ambiguity, Beauvoir focuses on various arguments 

about the general nature of freedom. Within five pages of the beginning of the book, 

Beauvoir has shifted from defining the idea of ambiguity to presenting a technical 

discussion of the nature of freedom. She claims that freedom is a prerequisite for ethics 

at all. Beauvoir describes existentialism as being within the tradition of ethical theories 

(like Kant’s, Fichte’s and Hegel’s) that insist, “the source of all values resides in the 

freedom of man” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 17). But she suggests, existentialism gives a 

different picture of human freedom than these other theories. They focus on the 

impersonal, universal man (as a free being) and try to derive morality from his situation. 

Existentialism doesn’t imagine a universal free individual, but recognizes the mass of 

free individuals as  “the plurality of concrete, particular men” (17).  So the project of 

morality is slightly different for an existential ethics. Beauvoir claims that existentialism 
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uniquely recognizes the separation between men where other theories efface this 

separation. So the question for existentialism is, “How could men, originally separated, 

get together?” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 18). At this moment Beauvoir wavers between 

two possible projects: trying to derive the content of ethics from the nature of freedom in 

general, or asking what ethics is possible in a world full of many free individuals. 

At this point in the Ethics, she veers towards the latter idea. Beauvoir articulates 

the problem of ethics as the question of what connects these various individual 

freedoms. She notes that an ethics of ambiguity will embrace the possibility “that 

separate existents can, at the same time, be bound to each other, that their individual 

freedoms can forge laws valid for all” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 18). Here Beauvoir is 

addressing criticisms of existentialism—criticisms that accuse it of denying that there is 

anything that could bind the individual freedoms.42 These criticisms make intuitive 

sense: emphasizing our radical freedom often involves rejecting the conventional 

sources that purport to explain our bond, whether through rationality, human nature, 

common humanity etc. If we lose all those, what could be the possible source of a bond 

with others? 

Beauvoir explains that her ethical project, an ethics of ambiguity, will explore 

how separate individuals can be bound. This is a key place where we see the divergence 

                                                        

42 Bauer notes this moment as a place that Beauvoir is stymied by her allegiance to Sartre, and Bauer 
explains that it is his views that overemphasis our separateness (Philosophy and Feminism, 162). 
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between Pyrrhus and Cineas and the Ethics. In Pyrrhus and Cineas Beauvoir argued that 

there are not bonds between us and the other except for the ones we freely create with 

our actions. Here in the Ethics she seems to be claiming that there are bonds of some 

kind between us and others beyond ones we might choose to create. She leaves open the 

possibility that we can forge laws valid for all (perhaps on the basis of this bond, 

whatever it is).  

The Ethics of Ambiguity is a challenging text, and I’m not sure whether Beauvoir 

would say that she accomplishes the project of identifying valid laws for all by the end 

of the book. I think it’s possible that she might say that the book is not intended to do 

this—rather that this is the actual task of communities of individuals, and whether they 

accomplish it or not is a contingent matter. Whatever her intention, I agree with most of 

her readers that she doesn’t give us these laws in the course of her arguments in the 

Ethics. 

Note that here Beauvoir mentions that other people are free individuals, and she 

hints, like in Pyrrhus and Cineas that a collection of multiple freedoms will lead to 

conflict, not to obvious universal principles of unity. This moment is unique in The Ethics 

of Ambiguity.  After this moment in the text, Beauvoir turns away from her focus on a 

collective of free individuals and towards the singular situation of one free individual. 

She does not return to the project she suggests here: the problem of how many free 

individuals could agree on laws for all. It’s interesting to imagine the political 
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philosophy she could have developed from this starting point—but this is not the project 

that The Ethics of Ambiguity ultimately pursues. 

Rather, the rest of the next two sections of the Ethics launch into a detailed 

analysis of the various possibilities for how one individual can relate to their own 

freedom. In returning to the situation of the individual, Beauvoir shifts back to 

considering the nature of freedom in general. She takes the individual as a case study for 

the possibilities of freedom in general, ignoring the distinct—and more productive—

path of considering the implications of encounters between all the individual freedoms. 

In her general analysis of freedom, Beauvoir distinguishes between simply being 

free (which we all are) and willing oneself free. To will oneself free is “one and the same 

decision” to will oneself moral, according to The Ethics of Ambiguity (24). And willing 

oneself free will entail that we value others’ freedoms, Beauvoir claims.  

 Beauvoir begins by describing the nature of our freedom as transcendence. We 

lack essence (we are negation), but we long for essence. We want to have being, but 

pursuing “being” requires us to inaccurately deny our nature as transcendence. Then  

Beauvoir turns to the feature of freedom that I have been emphasizing; she writes, 

“Freedom is the source from which all significations and all values spring. It is the 

original condition of all justification of existence” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 24). In this 

quote Beauvoir reiterates that all meaning and value derives from freedom. But there is 

an important distinction between how Beauvoir states this here and what she explained 
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in Pyrrhus and Cineas. In Pyrrhus and Cineas, she argued that we can’t give justification to 

ourselves, that only other people’s freedoms can give it to us. Here in the Ethics she does 

not distinguish between my freedom and others’ freedom. She is talking about freedom 

in general, in the abstract. In the Ethics she tries to give us an argument that moves from 

the nature of freedom in general to the conclusion that we ought to value freedom. 

 Beauvoir continues, “The man who seeks to justify his life must want freedom 

itself absolutely and above everything else” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 24). 43 This is a key 

move in her analysis, and the precise place where it starts falling apart. She has moved 

from the claim, “only freedom can justify existence,” to the conclusion, “we should want 

freedom absolutely.” In this passage, all attention to the individual actors—to oneself as 

freedom versus others as freedom--has dropped out. 

 We are left with some questions: What is it to want freedom itself? Is this 

different than willing my own freedom? Is it different than valuing the freedom of 

others? And why exactly must someone who wants to justify his life want this? Beauvoir 

tries to develop and support this claim, but frankly, I don’t follow her reasoning. She 

goes on, “At the same time that it requires the realization of concrete ends, of particular 

                                                        

43 Arp identifies this passage as a place where Beauvoir seems to imply that freedom is an ultimate value. 
Arp challenges this reading, interpreting Beauvoir’s conclusion differently: “It is not that we should make 
freedom our ultimate value; it is that we should will ourselves free” (Bonds of Freedom, 90). Arp does, like 
me, identify this passage as dense and “not easy to follow.” Arp’s attempts to make sense of Beauvoir’s core 
argument are much stronger than Beauvoir’s.  
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projects, [freedom] requires itself universally” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 24). The question 

for readers of the Ethics is how and why freedom requires itself universally.  

 Beauvoir’s explanation is dense and difficult. She continues, “Freedom…appears 

as a cause of itself. It is necessarily summoned up by the values which it sets up and 

through which it sets itself up. It cannot establish a denial of itself, for in denying itself, 

it would deny the possibility of any foundation. To will oneself moral and to will oneself 

free are one and the same decision” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 24). I understand that 

Beauvoir is claiming that when we use our freedom to create values, we are somehow 

also expressing the value of freedom. She is claiming that if we deny the value of 

freedom, we are in some sort of contradiction or bad faith—for we are using our 

freedom to deny it. I just don’t exactly follow her argument. For one, its conclusion is 

unclear at this point—at most she has shown us that we should will our own freedom, 

but she hasn’t shown us why we should try to increase the freedom of others. She hasn’t 

even mentioned the freedom of others.  

 Beauvoir also hasn’t made clear what we should do in any given situation to will 

ourselves free.  She’s missing any analysis of why we shouldn’t murder someone else or 

do exactly what we want. It’s clear she intends the answer to these challenges to be “in 

the name of freedom,” but it’s not clear why in the name of freedom we shouldn’t do 

what we want. Beauvoir’s stated position can be summarized: “the nature of freedom 

requires me to want and choose freedom. I can fail to do this in many ways, but to 
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embrace it is the nature of a moral life.” Yet Beauvoir hasn’t given an argument for this 

position in the Ethics. 

 Jonathan Webber attempts to supply Beauvoir with the argument she’s lacking 

here. He too recognizes that The Ethics of Ambiguity does not provide the argument she 

claims it does (“Authenticity,” 170). Webber presents a possible argument from the 

nature of freedom for the conclusion that we ought to value freedom and we ought not 

to choose ends and projects that conflict with our own and others’ freedoms 

(“Authenticity,” 178). Webber’s argument is based on moving from: 1. the value of some 

ends to 2. the value of achieved ends to 3. the value of achieved ends as potential means 

for new ends to 4. the value of our capacity to use achieved ends as potential means. 

Human agency, freedom, is the key capacity that is thus objectively valuable. Webber 

points to Pyrrhus and Cineas as the source of the argument he reconstructs on Beauvoir’s 

behalf. 

 In chapter two, I argued that Webber’s reconstructed argument is a weak reading 

of Pyrrhus and Cineas, in part because Beauvoir accepts conflict and violence in many 

situations rather than prohibiting it. Nonetheless, the merit of Webber’s argument is that 

it patches a hole in The Ethics of Ambiguity (whether or not it does justice to Pyrrhus and 

Cineas). Webber extends the project Beauvoir’s began in The Ethics of Ambiguity; he starts 

with the nature of freedom itself and ends with an ethical requirement to value freedom.  

Others’ freedoms don’t have a role in Webber’s argument at all. He only discusses 
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freedom in general as a capacity we all have, following Beauvoir’s lead in The Ethics of 

Ambiguity (“Authenticity,” 176-177). 

 In contrast with Webber’s and my readings, Kristina Arp does find in The Ethics 

an argument for Beauvoir’s central claim, “To will oneself free is also to will others free” 

(The Ethics of Ambiguity, 73). Arp’s argument depends on a distinction between 

ontological freedom and moral freedom. We all find ourselves inescapably free; this is 

the traditional existential understanding of freedom and what Arp calls, “ontological 

freedom.” Arp notes that while we all have this freedom, we do not all will our freedom. 

This latter exercise is what Arp calls, “moral freedom.” Moral freedom, Arp says, “is 

possible because there are two different ways that one can respond to the fact of one’s 

ontological freedom” (Bonds of Freedom, 55).  Arp explains, “One can persist in the vain 

desire to be and not will oneself free. Or one can will oneself free by accepting one’s 

freedom and actively making oneself a lack of being. If a person chooses the latter option 

then he or she achieves moral freedom” (55). I am skeptical about the distinction 

between ontological and moral freedom, though it is one Beauvoir herself uses (with 

slightly different terms: natural versus ethical freedom). The basis of my doubt is that I 

don’t see why “moral freedom” is a type of freedom. I agree that it seems that accepting 

one’s freedom—willing it—is in fact the moral response to ontological freedom. (I’d 

argue that it is the moral response because it is the accurate response. I explain more 

how morality and accuracy are correlated for Beauvoir in the second half of this 
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chapter). But I don’t follow why making the moral response to accept your ontological 

freedom should be seen as a new “level of freedom,” to use Arp’s terms. 

 Arp uses the idea of moral freedom to explain Beauvoir’s key move; Beauvoir not 

only requires us to will our own freedom in order to achieve moral freedom—Beauvoir 

also requires us to will the others’ freedom. Arp turns to Beauvoir’s idea of “disclosure” 

and Beauvoir’s emphasis on the future to make the connection between willing one’s 

own freedom and willing others.  

 Arp uses Beauvoir’s idea of disclosure to explain Beauvoir’s claim, “The 

existence of others as a freedom defines my situation and is even the condition of my 

own freedom” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 91). How can others’ freedoms be the condition 

of my freedom? Arp argues that freedom always discloses, or unveils, the world (even in 

the cases where we don’t will our own freedom but are in denial). And the world that is 

unveiled “testifies to the presence of other freedoms” (Bonds of Freedom, 67).  We live in a 

human world, “penetrated with human meaning” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 74; quoted in 

Bonds of Freedom, 66). The human world exists because of other freedoms. So, Arp 

concludes, “the existence of other human subjects is the condition of this freedom [that 

discloses the world]” (Bonds of Freedom, 66). Bu Arp notes the difference between things 

being a certain way and us accepting that they are this way. Arp suggests that to achieve 

moral freedom, we must first accept and will the disclosure of being. Arp’s analysis is on 

the level of ontological freedom: we disclose being, and to an extent the presence of 
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others, just by being ontologically free. Arp’s analysis at this point, at the most, shows us 

that we should accept that others’ freedoms shaped the world that our freedom 

experiences at its background condition. She has not tried to show why this leads to a 

responsibility to will the others freedom.  

 Arp takes on this latter task by focusing on the role of the future in Beauvoir’s 

thinking. Arp asks, “Why in order for me to will myself free in this way must I also will 

others free?” (Bonds of Freedom, 69). Arp answers, “only the future gives meaning to my 

present actions” (Bonds of Freedom, 70). When we take purposeful action, we look ahead 

to an indeterminate future, trying to shape that future with our current action. It is only 

in the future that we will be able to evaluate whether we achieved these purposes or 

failed. To act morally I must affirm and accept that the future is crucial to my projects; I 

must stay committed to my goals across time. Arp notes that Beauvoir has sketched a 

paradox, “only the future can give meaning to my action, but the future does not yet 

exist” (The Bonds of Freedom, 71). It is by introducing others that Beauvoir resolves this 

paradox; other people “open the future for me” (71). Arp puts it, “The meaning that is 

bestowed by the future on my actions comes from other free subjects who in concert 

with or in opposition to me create the future through their projects and plans” (71). I 

can’t create a future all by myself. Arp elaborates, “a future is always being sketched out 

in the plans and projects of interacting human being and the meaning of my present 

action is drawn from this future” (72). Arp argues that we must work together with 



 

149 

concrete others in order for our lives to have meaning. Arp reaches the crux of her 

explanation, “One cannot attain moral freedom unless one is engaged with other 

humans who seek moral freedom as well—with others who seek to fulfill their existence 

as a lack of being by throwing themselves into the future by means of their plans and 

projects thereby giving meaning to their acts and mine”(72-73).  So in order to achieve 

moral freedom, I must make sure there are free others alongside me. In summary: to 

achieve moral freedom is to “will oneself free by accepting one’s freedom and actively 

making oneself a lack of being” (Bonds of Freedom, 55). According to Arp’s argument, 

actively making oneself a lack of being requires throwing ourselves into the future. 

Throwing ourselves into the future requires working with others to create that future. 

Working with others requires there to be others who are also engaged in achieving their 

moral freedom. And to ensure that there are such others requires me to will the freedom 

of others. 

 In my account of existential vulnerability, I have not taken up the question of the 

future as Arp does, though Arp’s analysis of the role of the future is compatible with my 

analysis of vulnerability. Where our readings converge is in our emphasis on the source 

of the meaning of our lives: it comes through free others. I have specifically called this 

idea existential vulnerability. While I think Arp has identified the core of Beauvoir’s 

thinking—our dependence on others—I don’t see what we gain by using the term 

“moral freedom.”  
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 One problem with the term is the difficulty characterizing any specific activity or 

end as “actively willing oneself free”. What positive goal or activity could this possibly 

define? Not denying our ontological freedom, while essential for moral action and good 

faith, does not lay out a positive goal for us to pursue. Rather we still must select our 

goals, ends, and projects, and in pursuit of them, not deny our ontological freedom. This 

seems distinct from actively pursuing our lack of being. To take, ‘will our own freedom’ 

as a goal does not give us guidance for what we should do, it only limits a few options 

as what we should not do.  

 Beauvoir and Arp both do suggest, though, that we should make “willing others’ 

freedom and working for their liberation” one of our goals. They both convincingly 

show this is because the other makes us meaningful. But neither Beauvoir nor Arp have 

successfully shown that we should take others’ freedom as an end because of our own 

(moral) freedom. The concept of existential vulnerability makes more sense of what is 

going on in Beauvoir’s requirement that we will others’ free. To will ourselves 

vulnerable is a distinct move from willing ourselves free, despite what Beauvoir says. 

 In the Ethics, Beauvoir abandons the serious consideration she gave in Pyrrhus 

and Cineas to the consequences of the other’s freedom. In the Ethics, the other’s freedom 

is most frequently depicted as an object of my choices—will I increase it, decrease it, 

ignore it, etc.? Beauvoir rarely treats the other’s freedom as a determining or limiting 

factor for the meaning of my choices, as a background for my action. Explicitly in the 
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Ethics, Beauvoir tries to argue that I need to acknowledge others’ freedom in order for 

myself to be truly free and moral. Not only does she fail to give us a coherent argument 

for this claim, but she skips the step that she makes explicit in Pyrrhus and Cineas:  I need 

to acknowledge the other’s freedom because they are free—because of the nature of their 

freedom and my vulnerability (not because of the nature of my freedom). 

Willing oneself free versus willing oneself vulnerable 

 We can see this difference in action in the second section of The Ethics of 

Ambiguity. Beauvoir continues to develop her account of morality through a focus on the 

abstract nature of freedom (as seen through the lens of a single individual). The freedom 

of others is only mentioned very late in the section. In this second section of the Ethics, 

Beauvoir sketches a progression of types of individuals. Each type represents one 

possible way that a person could fail to will themselves free. (We only begin to get a 

sense of what it is to will oneself free through the depictions of these failures to do so). 

Each type is a variety of bad faith.  This is the section of Beauvoir’s analysis that led me 

earlier to claim that Beauvoir gives us more details about failing to assume our freedom 

and ambiguity, rather than fleshing out what it means to positively assume freedom or 

ambiguity. Through Beauvoir’s analysis of these types we come to see the crucial 

distinction between willing oneself free, willing others free, and willing oneself 

vulnerable. Beauvoir claims that we can’t will ourselves free without willing others free. 

I argue that in fact, willing ourselves free is compatible with failing to will others free. 
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Instead, to will others free requires us to will ourselves vulnerable, or to assume our 

vulnerability. 

 When we graduate from childhood and realize that the values of the world that 

surround us are not given and ready-made, we may have many different reactions, most 

of which count as bad faith. The first possible reaction is that of the “sub-man.”  

 The sub-man refuses to will himself free; he would rather be like the rocks and 

trees, forgetting himself (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 43). This retreat is motivated by fear of 

an uncertain future and a fear of the failures that may come from engaging in his own 

projects. Instead of willing his own freedom, the sub-man takes refuge in the given 

projects and values of the serious world. Beauvoir describes the failings of this type, “he 

realizes himself in the world as a blind uncontrolled force which anybody can get 

control of” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 44). He is not devoted to any particular values, but 

he adopts any that cross his path in order to relieve himself of his freedom. Though she 

mentions the possibility of being used by others for various causes, Beauvoir doesn’t 

seriously discuss the freedom of others here. She criticizes the way the sub-man 

positions himself as lacking responsibility and the way he is unwilling to commit to his 

projects and beliefs. Living as a sub-man is a bad way to live according to Beauvoir’s 

ethics, but nothing in the profile of the sub-man gives us a reason to value the freedom 

of others, to will them free.  
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 The sub-man adopts an unstable attitude towards his own freedom, as all 

attitudes in bad faith are. The sub-man type thus gives way to another type, the serious 

man. The serious man also tries to “annihilate his subjectivity,” but the serious man 

devotes himself to specific values entirely, effacing his freedom to the cause of these 

values (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 46). The serious man abandons the responsibility of his 

freedom, acting as if the values of the world are necessary and permanent instead of 

created by the choices of people. The serious man is also an unstable attitude to assume. 

In every moment the serious man freely gives himself to the values he endorses while at 

the same time denying that it is freedom that makes this move possible for him. 

Beauvoir notes the danger that a serious man can impose on others; the serious man can 

become a fanatic on behalf of his values (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 49). The whole world 

threatens his commitment to the idea that the values he endorses are given and eternal. 

So the serious man can become consumed with worry and the need to defend values 

that shouldn’t (by his lights) need defense (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 51). With this 

analysis, Beauvoir briefly notes that the serious man’s actions can have consequences for 

others: “he ignores the value of the subjectivity and freedom of others” (The Ethics of 

Ambiguity, 49). But her critique of the serious man is based primarily on his failure to 

assume his own freedom. While she objects to the serious man’s actions on the basis of 

failing to value the other’s freedom, she doesn’t give any positive reason that we should 

value the other’s freedom. 
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 If the serious man ever sees his values collapse, he has a crisis; he is moved to a 

position of nihilism. He decides to be nothing (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 52). In some ways 

this attitude is similar to the sub-man, but Beauvoir describes it as a reaction to having 

tried to put oneself at in the world and failing (rather than a choice of caution to 

avoiding putting oneself out in the world at all). The nihilist realizes that he will never 

be able to achieve his desire for being, so he gives up. He doesn’t positively will his lack 

of being, his freedom; he simply tries to negate himself. But Beauvoir says, short of 

suicide, he fails. He exists and has a positive aspect to his being that he futilely tries to 

negate.  

 In a very brief moment, Beauvoir invokes others as an explanation for the failure 

of the nihilist. She writes, “If he wills himself to be nothing, all mankind must also be 

annihilated; otherwise[,] by means of the presence of this world that the Other reveals[,] 

he meets himself as a presence in the world” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 55). Kristina Arp 

makes better sense of this awkward translation. Arp explains, “the existence of human 

beings reflects back to him his own existence. Others disclose him as a presence to the 

world, that is, as another subject, which frustrates his desire to be nothing even more” 

(Bonds of Freedom, 59). Beauvoir uses the presence of the other to show why nihilism is 

not a tenable use of freedom. The nihilist cannot negate himself and deny his positive 

presence as long as the other’s presence reminds him of his own existence. To truly 

negate himself, he’d have to eliminate the other (eliminate this reminder). Beauvoir 
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mentions the other to expose the nihilist’s bad faith, but she does not attempt to make 

any connection to the idea that we ought to value or recognize the other’s freedom. She 

still is only concerned with our failures to assume our own freedom. Beauvoir concludes 

her analysis of the nihilist: “The fundamental fault of the nihilist is that, challenging all 

given values, he does not find, beyond their ruin, the importance of that universal, 

absolute end which freedom itself is” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 58).  Again, Beauvoir 

claims that freedom in general is an absolute end without explaining why.  

 From here, Beauvoir sketches a type that is a variation on nihilism: the 

adventurer. The adventurer has more passion and zest and interest in life, though he 

sees, like the nihilist, that there is no justification for any of our life choices and projects. 

The adventurer just throws himself into activity nonetheless. Beauvoir puts is “He likes 

action for its own sake. He finds joy in spreading through the world a freedom which 

remains indifferent to its content” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 58). The adventurer comes 

very close to expressing the ethical attitude according to Beauvoir. He doesn’t make the 

mistake of thinking his projects will be justified from the outside (like the sub-man and 

the serious man). The adventurer is willing to make choices and pursue projects without 

believing his goals are valuable for reasons beyond his selection of them. Beauvoir notes, 

“If existentialism were solipsistic, as is generally claimed, it would have to regard the 

adventurer as its perfect hero” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 59).  



 

156 

 The next section of Beauvoir’s analysis is key. She makes a distinction between 

the adventurer and the genuinely free man, on the basis of how they treat others’ 

freedom. The adventurer disregards others, while the genuinely free man helps to free 

others.   

 The adventurer doesn’t care about others’ freedom. Beauvoir explains, “he thinks 

he can assert his own existence without taking into account that of others” (The Ethics of 

Ambiguity, 61). Beauvoir elaborates with a few examples, “The fate of Italy mattered very 

little to the Italian condottiere; the massacres of the Indians meant nothing to Pizarro; 

Don Juan was unaffected by Elvira’s tears” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 61). Why should 

others matter to the adventurer? Why shouldn’t he do whatever he wants?  

 Beauvoir answers: the adventurer has not willed himself free if he disregards 

others. She claims “to will oneself free is also to will others free” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 

73). According to Beauvoir the adventurer is not “conscious of the real requirements of 

his own freedom” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 60). Otherwise he would realize, “the 

freedom of other men must be respected and they must be helped to free themselves” 

(The Ethics of Ambiguity, 60). In contrast, the genuinely free man knows the requirements 

of his own freedom, that to be truly free his freedom must “extend itself by means of the 

freedom of others” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 60). In this passage, Beauvoir leaves these 

points woefully undefended. Why does our own freedom need to extend itself via the 

freedom of others in order to truly be willed? What is the exact relationship between 
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willing oneself free and willing others free? Beauvoir doesn’t provide an answer to these 

questions.  

 Beauvoir’s analysis of the difference between the adventurer and the genuinely 

free man is shallow and confusing. She claims that the adventurer’s freedom is 

incomplete without showing us why or how. The adventurer fails to recognize other’s 

freedoms, but why does that mean that he is not genuinely free? 

 Beauvoir could have made a much clearer distinction between the adventurer 

and the genuinely free man by giving up her conviction that the adventurer’s freedom is 

incomplete. She has a much stronger argument available to her—an argument that 

doesn’t depend on freedom but on vulnerability. I’ll show that the adventurer and the 

genuinely free man both will themselves free equally. What the genuinely free man does 

that the adventurer doesn’t is assume his ambiguity—his vulnerability to the freedom of 

others.  

The first inkling of this analysis comes when Beauvoir begins to criticize the 

adventurer. She describes his attitude towards others, “He will treat them like 

instruments; he will destroy them if they get in his way” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 61). 

This attitude from the adventurer sounds perfectly compatible the way that Beauvoir 

characterizes freedom in Pyrrhus and Cineas. She writes, “To be free is to throw oneself 

into the world without weighing the consequences or the stakes; it is to define any stake 
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or any step oneself” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 134). This is the exact attitude of the adventurer. 

Now is the moment for existential ethics—why shouldn’t we do this? 

 It is not his freedom, or freedom in general, that prevents the adventurer from 

treating others like instruments; it is his vulnerability (it is the freedom of others). 

Beauvoir explains, “But meanwhile [the adventurer] appears as an enemy in the eyes of 

others” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 61). Here Beauvoir makes her key turn; she finally 

introduces others. In the page before, Beauvoir reminded us, “Every undertaking 

unfolds in a human world and affects men” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 60). Here Beauvoir 

seems to go back to her basic idea of subject/object ambiguity; we are in situation with 

the other. All projects happen in the sight of others.  

 The problem for the adventurer is not that the genuine expression of his own 

freedom needs the freedom of others—it is that the value of his project needs the 

freedom of others. Beauvoir claims that on some level he knows this. He writes books 

about himself, trying to justify his own projects because, “When he dies, the adventurer 

will be surrendering his whole life into the hands of men; the only meaning it will have 

will be the one they confer upon it” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 63). The adventurer is 

vulnerable to the gaze and judgment of the other—because the other is free, he is object 

to them.  

 My argument here is that Beauvoir has not shown us that the adventurer fails to 

assume his freedom when he tramples the freedom of others. He should not trample the 
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freedom of others because of his vulnerability. He can and does assume his freedom as 

an adventurer—but he does not assume his ambiguity. He does not accept that others 

(in calling him an enemy or tyrant) will define the meaning and value of his project. 

Despite what Beauvoir says, fully assuming his freedom can be done without 

acknowledging the freedom of others. But fully assuming his freedom doesn’t mitigate 

or remove the power of the others’ freedom.  

 It is interesting to note that Beauvoir’s analysis here once again focuses on the 

vulnerability of a person in power. Beauvoir says that the adventurer, in his 

commitment to his own projects at the expense of others’ freedoms, “carries the seed” of 

the tyrant or dictator within himself (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 62). In pursuit of his own 

projects, the adventurer will go to the lengths of oppressing others if he has the 

opportunity to do so. But others will still have the ultimate vantage point of judging a 

tyrant or dictator as a tyrant or dictator. If an adventurer does not want this outcome, 

then he must will the freedom of others, as Beauvoir says that the genuinely free man 

does. The important distinction that I am making is that willing the freedom of others is 

not willing oneself free, as Beauvoir states. Willing the freedom of others is rather 

willing and accepting oneself as object and vulnerable to them. This is the difference 

between an ethics of ambiguity and an ethics of freedom.  

 In this moment of analysis—in considering how the adventurer or tyrant appears 

to others (whether or not he acknowledges their freedom)—Beauvoir, without saying so, 



 

160 

gives us a parallel analysis to the one from Pyrrhus and Cineas. She gives an ethics of 

ambiguity. But she moves on quickly, back to the unsuccessful project of basing this 

same conclusion of the nature of freedom in the abstract. She tries to say that being free 

“impl[ies] the bond of each men with all others” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 70). But 

Beauvoir doesn’t explain this bond, and she doesn’t grant our freedom the power to 

create or deny the bond, as she does in Pyrrhus and Cineas. She does state that for our 

free projects to succeed, we need free others to extend them—to give them life beyond 

the value our own freedoms can give them. Beauvoir cites Pyrrhus and Cineas as the place 

where she argued for this.  

 In the conclusion of this section of the Ethics, Beauvoir once again conflates an 

ethics of ambiguity and an ethics of freedom. She directly addresses the criticisms of 

existentialism, which claim that its emphasis on freedom leads to solipsism. She notes, 

“According to this interpretation, as widespread as it is erroneous, the individual, 

knowing himself and choosing himself as the creator of his own values, would seek to 

impose them on others. The result would be a conflict of opposed wills enclosed in their 

solitude” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 72). Beauvoir is right that her philosophical 

framework offers an argument against this perspective. Her alternative claim is that 

“man can find a justification of his own existence only in the existence of other men. 

[Furthermore,] he needs a justification; there is no escaping it” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 

72). Beauvoir says that this latter claim (which she argues for much better in Pyrrhus and 
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Cineas than the Ethics) rests on the nature of freedom itself and is required if we properly 

understand what it is to will ourselves free. She is wrong about this. Though she does 

argue for this claim, she argues for it on the basis of the others’ freedom (not our own) 

and our vulnerability to others.  

 In the Ethics of Ambiguity, Beauvoir tries to limit the expression of our freedom in 

a way she hasn’t earned. In Pyrrhus and Cineas she granted freedom its freedom, without 

trying to provide an obligation to create a bond with others. In the Ethics she tries to 

limit freedom unsuccessfully on its own terms. The limits that she does successfully 

introduce to our actions are based on the fact that even in our freedom we’re vulnerable 

to others. This critique doesn’t come based on the general nature of freedom. It comes 

from the way our freedom is always paired with our vulnerability to others. 

The nature of Beauvoir’s ethics 

The background and the choice 

What kind of ethics is it possible to build on the foundation of “assume your 

ambiguity”? What kind of ‘ought’ is at work in Beauvoir’s exhortation? Beauvoir doesn’t 

answer this question head-on in any of the works from her moral period, which is a 

point of her work that comes under criticism. But we can see how she could answer this 

question retrospectively, following Toril Moi’s analysis of the introduction to The Second 

Sex. Moi has a pair of essays “What is a woman?” and “I am a woman” that give us the 
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concepts we need in order to see how “Assume your ambiguity” is a foundation for 

ethics. 

 Moi defines the idea of a “situation” for Beauvoir, and argues that Beauvoir 

shows us how the body itself is a situation (it’s not just in a situation). Moi shows that 

for Beauvoir our choices and actions take place against a background of given 

conditions. I’ll present Moi’s insights here and argue that Beauvoir’s ethics amount to 

the requirement to acknowledge both the background of given conditions and the choice 

we make in this context. The force of Beauvoir’s “ought” has an epistemic force of being 

accurate about what is: we ought to recognize what our true condition is and what our 

true relationship with others is.  

Beauvoir’s picture of choosing to act against a background of conditions is made 

most literal in one sentence from her introduction to The Second Sex. Toril Moi calls our 

attention to this sentence in her essay “I am a woman.”  Beauvoir writes, "But if I want to 

define myself, I must first of all declare: 'I am a woman'; this truth is the background of 

from which all further claims will stand out” (The Second Sex, TM translation).44 Moi 

exegetes this image from The Second Sex in light of Beauvoir's verb "stand out.” Moi 

argues that the verb, “s’enlever” in French, refers to the sculptural technique of bas-relief 

(“I am a woman,” 193). In bas-relief  (or “low-relief”) sculpture, an image projects out 

                                                        

44 I have used Moi’s translation of this sentence, as it appears in “I am a Woman” (191). The 2011 English 
edition of The Second Sex reads, “If I want to define myself, I first have to say, “I am a woman”; all other 
assertionswill arise from this basic truth” (The Second Sex, 5).  
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from surface. It’s typically part of a wall or sculpture, incorporating a background plane 

and raised figures. Moi provides us with this concrete image to explain Beauvoir’s more 

abstract claim. “I am a woman” is a background surface, and (as a woman) whatever in 

the infinite realm of sculptural possibilities I sculpt, it is against this background. Of 

course, the rest of The Second Sex takes up the question of what exactly this background 

means. Do I have power to alter the background? What limitations does the background 

set upon my options? Being a woman is only one among innumerable background 

conditions for our actions. My interest here is in how Beauvoir tells us in general how 

we relate to the background. 

A succinct and clear exemplar of Beauvoir’s attitude to the background can be 

found in Moi’s other essay, “What is a woman?” Moi’s essays argues that Beauvoir’s 

views in The Second Sex provide a way forward between a rock and a hard place in 

contemporary sex and gender theories. In short, Beauvoir has a philosophical 

framework that allows her to affirm both that the body matters and yet that biology does 

not determine essence. Beauvoir can do this by understanding the proper place of the 

background: it is both a critical component of the final sculpture and yet the choice of 

what to sculpt is not determined by the background. Moi lays this out in her explanation 

of Beauvoir’s claim from The Second Sex that the body is a situation. 

For Beauvoir and Sartre, 'situation' is a technical existential term. It characterizes 

the relationship between our experience and the world: how our transcendent freedom 
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shapes the world and gives it value, and how the brute ‘givens’ of the world limit (or 

don’t) our transcending freedom. This relationship is revealed through the 

phenomenological reflection of a single individual upon its own experience. Ursula Tidd 

summarizes situation as "the lived synthesis of the subject's freedom and facticity" (52).   

Beauvoir and Sartre used “situation” in distinct ways, and getting clear on its 

specific force is crucial for understanding Beauvoir’s position. The precise relationship 

between our freedom and our embodiment is characterized differently in various 

interpretations of Sartre and Beauvoir.  

In Philosophy as Passion Karen Vintges contrasts Beauvoir's idea of situation with 

Sartre’s, though she ultimately makes a mistake in the way she characterizes situation 

for Beauvoir.  Vintges argues that Sartre prioritizes freedom over situation—pure 

transcendence over situated freedom. Then Vintges suggests that Beauvoir reverses this 

hierarchy. Yet Vintges misses the crucial insight—which is that situation insists on a 

pluralism (like ambiguity does) of a 'both' without a hierarchy. In her analysis of The 

Ethics of Ambiguity, Vintges writes,  "Man is both positiveness and negativity, a positive 

unity of body and consciousness and pour-soi, i.e., a negating consciousness" (60). 

Vintges recognize that this 'both,' the positive unity of body and consciousness, is 

captured in Beauvoir's idea of situation. Though Beauvoir may be aligned with Sartre in 

thinking that consciousness is characterized by its capacity for negation (and continual 

escape of essence), Beauvoir emphasizes that each consciousness is set (or situated) in 
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the context of a body in the world. Vintges suggests Beauvoir prioritizes the situated 

being. Vintges writes, for Beauvoir, "the incarnate, i.e., situated human being appears as 

a higher phase, above the pure pour-soi being" (60). Here Vintges argues there is a 

hierarchy between incarnate and pour-soi being for both Sartre and Beauvoir. She 

continues, "If the emphasis in Sartre's existentialist philosophy lay on the fact that man is 

a pour-soi and has to achieve himself as absolute freedom, Beauvoir considered life as 

situated being as the decisive characteristic and the actual task of man" (60).  Vintges 

argues that Beauvoir, like Sartre includes a structural ordering in her idea of situation. 

Vintges explains, "Man's pour-soi nature and his situatedness are not merely set 

alongside each other, but are placed by Beauvoir in a very specific—hierarchical—order" 

(60).  I ultimately agree with Vintges' conclusion that the concepts of 'ambiguity' and 

'situation' allow Beauvoir, in contrast with Sartre, to make sense of love, friendship, and 

ordinary human life from an existentialist perspective. But Vintges leads us astray in 

understanding situation.   

Vintges’ mistake is in setting up Beauvoir's idea of situation as hierarchical, with 

the inverse of Sartre's pour-soi emphasis. Situation is a sister concept to ambiguity. It 

already captures the unity of pour-soi transcendence and embodied context, and it 

affirms them both. Situation can't be set in hierarchy with pour-soi consciousness 

because it already includes it. The idea of situation does absolutely correct Sartre's 

overemphasis on transcendent, negating consciousness. But not because it exalts the 
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body's context alone, or as more fundamental than transcendence. In other words, 

'situation' does not reverse or re-order the relation between pour-soi transcendence and 

embodiment. The idea of 'situation' is the mechanism for understanding how both work 

together. Human beings are both—free consciousness in embodied situation. These two 

constraints are ever in conversation (and sometimes in conflict) and both remain. To set 

them in any hierarchy is just what Beauvoir avoids by using the concepts of 'situation' 

and 'ambiguity.'  Situation, like ambiguity, amplifies and preserves tension. Suggesting a 

hierarchy is a way to try to reduce or eliminate the tension a priori. We have to go on a 

case-by-case basis. The tension must remain.  

 Toril Moi, in contrast, preserves the sense of ‘both’ in her explanation of 

situation; she also shows us the precise relationship of embodied situation and freedom 

for Beauvoir. Their interconnectedness is evident when we examine just how we make 

meaning and value as freedoms in the midst of the world.  

 Moi gives a brief but clear introduction to the idea of ‘situation,’ and the ways it 

differs for Sartre and Beauvoir. She writes,  “For Sartre, a situation is a structural 

relationship between our projects (our freedom) and the world (which includes our 

bodies)” (65). Moi directs us to the other key existential concepts that undergird the idea 

of situation, most importantly ‘freedom.’ (I covered this ground in my analysis of 

Pyrrhus and Cineas as well when I discussed how only freedom can create value—can 

create necessity.) To summarize: as transcending consciousnesses we set our own ends 
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and pursue our own projects. There are not externally provided values or goals for us; 

we must each choose our own. These projects then orient us in a world of facticities; our 

goals determine the value of the world we encounter. Depending on the project we 

undertake, we will find that some features of the world (and ourselves) facilitate us 

reaching our goals, and some features are obstacles to us reaching our goals.  

 Moi describes Sartre’s well-known (and relatively accessible) example of the crag  

(Being and Nothingness, 620). The values and features of the crag vary relative to my goal, 

whether I decide to climb it (and it is thus easy or difficult to scale) or to paint it (and it 

is thus picturesque or badly lit).  Moi explains that each of us (the climber and the 

painter) is in a different situation. Our situations are the synthesis of freedom and 

facticity; each of our freedoms combines with the facticities of the crag in different ways. 

The crag is not a situation itself until our projects come along and construe it. These 

interactions of freedom and facticity reveal the ‘structural relationship’ between the two. 

Moi sums up the essential point: “We are always in a situation, but the situation is 

always part of us” (65). World and experience are always joined; there is neither one 

without the other.  

Moi also points us to the defining characteristic of ‘situation’ for Beauvoir, 

hinting at the way that Beauvoir adjusts Sartre’s concept. Moi writes, “For Beauvoir, our 

freedom is not absolute but situated” (66). Our projects are influenced and shaped by 

our backgrounds and our lived experiences (they are not ‘out of the blue’ of pure 
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freedom with no prior experiences). Beauvoir is especially attuned to the ways the 

individual finds herself always in situation, unable to identify more essentially with 

freedom or facticity. Beauvoir shares Sartre's commitment to freedom and facticity as the 

situation of the individual consciousness. But she ultimately ties freedom and facticity 

closer to one another than Sartre does, without introducing a hierarchy or preferring one 

over the other.  

Moi takes all this theory about situation to make sense of Beauvoir’s claim that 

the body is a situation. Moi doesn’t mince terms: she criticizes the readers of Beauvoir 

that have read Beauvoir as endorsing a biological determinism (“What is a woman?” 60). 

Moi argues persuasively that Beauvoir flat-out rejects biological determinism (70). And 

yet, Moi asks, “How can Beauvoir maintain both that biology is extremely important to 

women’s situation and that it is not destiny?” (62).  

The answer is in the relationship of the sculpture and the backdrop. Moi insists 

that according to Beauvoir, “There are innumerable different ways of living with one’s 

bodily potential as a woman” (66). This is because the composition of the sculpture 

depends on both the background and what we sculpt upon it. Moi articulates this in this 

discussion as: “The body encompasses both the objective and subjective aspects of our 

experience…the body is our perspective on the world” (68). And though Moi rejects the 

views that body determines the form of the final sculpture, Moi also highlights the way 

the background indisputably affects the sculpture. Moi writes,  “The body matters to 
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Simone de Beauvoir. If I have to negotiate the world in a crippled body or sick body I 

am not going to have the same experience of the world or of myself as if I had a healthy 

or particularly athletic body. Nor will the world react to me in the way it would if I had 

a different body” (68). The body makes a difference without being deterministic.  

I present Moi’s analysis here of the body as situation to make a new argument 

about the type of ethical claim Beauvoir makes. (Later I’ll also consider this analysis in 

discussing The Second Sex.) Beauvoir’s fundamental ethical claim, “[You ought to] 

assume your ambiguity,” has the force of an epistemic “ought.” Beauvoir’s idea that the 

body is a situation is a nuanced and sophisticated claim about our human condition. It is 

a claim about what is the case. Her repeated call for us to accept and assume this 

condition is made on the basis of valuing accuracy. It has the form: you should act with 

awareness of the given conditions and how they constrain the meaning of your 

actions—because they do (whether or not you acknowledge them.)  

Note that Moi’s argument explains in depth the idea that the body is a situation. 

Moi does not go on to develop and consider the subsequent claim that we ought to 

recognize and accept that the body is a situation. But Moi’s analysis does make it clear to 

us that Beauvoir would reject attitudes and choices that proceed upon the idea that the 

body determines our destinies. And equally, Beauvoir would reject attitudes and choices 

that act as if the body doesn’t matter to our destinies. Beauvoir would tell us that we 
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ought to accept that the body is a situation. Her approach to subject/object ambiguity 

runs parallel to this analysis and generates her ethics. 

The case of subject/object ambiguity 

Subject/object ambiguity, as shown in the Ethics, defines our fundamental 

relation to others: they are fellow-men—fellow transcendent freedoms—that can take us 

as objects to them. Under this description, no ethical claims or values have yet been 

invoked. The value that gets layered onto this is relatively simple: don’t deny your own 

or others’ ambiguity (since you are in fact both ambiguous). Subject/object ambiguity is 

one of the background conditions for our actions; one of the crucial features that makes a 

difference to the meaning of our actions. Recognizing and accepting this truth is the 

foundation for moral life. Beauvoir’s existential morality takes an interesting approach 

to ethics. Her ethics are not derived from the nature of what is good or right. They have 

the flavor of a realism or pragmatism—recommending a course of action on the basis of 

accepting what is. Beauvoir’s moral philosophy confronts us: this is your situation 

whether you like it or not, whether you admit it or not. She seems to encourage us: in 

the name of accuracy, you ought to admit that this is your condition and accept it. 

You’re sculpting against the background no matter what. Beauvoir occasionally adds in 

other motivations to accept our condition, beyond epistemic ones. As we saw in Pyrrhus 

and Cineas, she tried out the strategy of saying: in the name of achieving what you want 

(i.e. meaning and necessity or the success of your project), you ought to admit that this is 
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your condition. By making a parallel to the idea of background and action, I’m arguing 

that the foundation of moral life, for Beauvoir, consists in not trying to flee the 

implications of the given conditions that precede our actions.  

So what are the implications of positing subject/object ambiguity as our given 

condition? To assume our ambiguity encompasses more complex guidelines than an 

ethics based only on assuming freedom. To assume our own freedom requires us not to 

deny our own freedom. In discussing Arp’s views earlier I challenged whether there is 

an opposite action: to actively pursue our freedom. I suggested that actively pursuing 

our freedom is a guideline for how to pursue other ends, not an end itself. This analysis 

applies here too. There is not a positive activity, to assume our vulnerability. Rather, to 

assume our vulnerability requires us, as we pursue other ends, not to: 1. deny that we 

are objects to the other or 2. deny that the other is free. These two are inextricably 

intertwined: if we deny one we deny the other.  Additionally assuming our vulnerability 

requires us not to: 3. deny that the other is an object to us or 4. deny our own freedom. 

These two are also inextricably intertwined.  

 Both of these moral approaches, to assume freedom or ambiguity, provide quite 

minimal ethical content. They do not tell us what positive projects to undertake; they 

merely rule out a few certain projects. In the beginning of The Ethics of Ambiguity 

Beauvoir articulated the central challenge to an ethics of freedom: what actions are 

permitted and possible while still acknowledging our freedom? Assuming our freedom 
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seems like a minimal limit that will not be able give us a substantial morality. We can 

still choose to be narcissistic or to use others for our purposes. We can select any ends 

we wish to pursue with our actions, just as long as we do not pretend those ends were 

set for us by an external source.  

Beauvoir, when she puts subject/object ambiguity front and center, gives us a 

new version of the problem. She’s replaced freedom with a more limiting condition of 

ambiguity. We see that ambiguity provides a more strict ethical foundation than 

freedom: it adds several restrictions in addition to assume your freedom, including the 

other three I’ve numbered above. But we must still ask, what kinds of behaviors are 

consistent with assuming our subject/object ambiguity?  

 The short answer is: any behaviors we choose, as long as we don’t pretend that 

others don’t exist, that they don’t matter, or that they are not free. If we accept others’ 

presence and authority, we can still do whatever we like, including tyrannical behavior. 

Subject/object ambiguity does not rule out conflict or opposing others’ projects. In fact, 

opposing others’ projects is a way to recognize their freedom as the source of their goals 

and actions. 

 With this description of an ethics of ambiguity, I am suggesting that Beauvoir 

has a much more limited morality than Webber or Arp attribute to her. There are no 

requirements in an ethics of ambiguity to create bonds with other, nor to work for 

others’ freedom in all situations. Subject/object ambiguity does not imply any inherent 
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bond or solidarity with others. It consists of a much more minimal claim; we’re in 

situation with them. Others are present to us and we are present to them.  

As we saw, The Ethics of Ambiguity raised the question of what kind of bond we 

have with others—but it did not give a satisfying answer this question. In contrast 

Pyrrhus and Cineas directly took up this question of what kind of bond we have with 

others, though it took some interpretive work to tease out Beauvoir’s answer. Beauvoir 

showed us, there is no given bond between us and the other. We can choose to create 

these bonds through our actions; we can choose to give others the status of peer to us 

and risk the success of our projects before them. To create bonds with the other, if we 

choose to do so, we can do through appeal, through recognizing that we are objects to 

others’ freedoms and thus that they have an authority to determine the meaning and 

value of our projects and our choices. But this is only one option of how to live out our 

subject/object ambiguity.  

In Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir does not argue that we are obligated to make 

others our peers—subject/object ambiguity does not lead to this strong of an ethical 

requirement. We can likewise freely choose not to value their judgments (and thus deny 

them the status as peers). We are perfectly free to choose not to create a bond. Beauvoir 

tries to persuade us to make others peers (for the sake of our projects), but she doesn’t 

present this as a categorical imperative, as I showed. What we learn from Beauvoir’s 

analysis though, is what happens when we don’t make other our peers. To assume our 
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ambiguity, our vulnerability, we must still recognize their freedom, that they have an 

authoritative perspective about us.  

We can return to a previous example to make this idea clearer, the case of The 

Good Samaritan from Pyrrhus and Cineas. The injured man on the road makes the Priest 

and Levite into people who pass him by. Perhaps the Priest and Levite think the 

meaning of their choice to continue on their way is to preserve purity, to be on time to 

their destination, etc. Yet the presence of the injured man makes the meaning of their 

choice into an action that lacks mercy. The crux of an ethics of subject/object ambiguity 

emerges in what the Priest or Levite do next. If the Priest or the Levite were to try and 

deny the effect of the presence of the injured man’s freedom, they would be in bad faith. 

This attitude would be not be exposed by the action itself—they could still choose to 

pass by, accepting the way the presence of the injured man gives new meaning to their 

action, and they would be cleared by Beauvoir’s ethics. In this case they would have 

recognized and dealt with their vulnerability to the presence of the other, choosing 

knowingly to cast themselves as callous (and Beauvoir’s ethics so far has not given a 

reason why they should stop to help instead). The Priest and the Levite would only 

enter bad faith if they tried to justify their choice in a way that obscured or denied the 

freedom of the other—if they denied that their action lacked mercy and claimed that it 

was simply a journey along the road without implications for others. If the Priest or 

Levite took on this position, then they would be failing to assume their ambiguity by 
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failing to assume their existential vulnerability—failing to acknowledge the conditions 

that another person’s freedom and presence creates for their own free choices. 

This may seem like a permissive and unsatisfactory account of ethics: it adds 

such little ethical content to the original “assumer your freedom.” In the next chapter, I 

will show just how powerful an ethics of ambiguity can be, by looking at its application 

in The Second Sex. But first I must take a few pages to highlight the beauty of an ethics of 

ambiguity. Beauvoir’s philosophy is suffused with optimism and joy to match the risk 

and pain she insists we face head on.   

Ambiguity, vulnerability, and joy 

Subject/object ambiguity has another lesson for us. While it corrects the attempts 

of The Ethics of Ambiguity to build an ethics solely focused on freedom, it also counter-

balances Pyrrhus and Cineas’s emphasis on vulnerability. As long as we live and remain 

free, we have recourse against our vulnerability and exposure to the other. We are 

always still free to sculpt a new image against this background. Nancy Bauer is right to 

see both our status as objects to others and our status as free expressed and endorsed in 

Pyrrhus and Cineas.  

This perspective is illustrated in a quick image towards the end of Pyrrhus and 

Cineas. Beauvoir writes, “Our freedoms support each other like the stones in an arch, but 

an arch that no pillars support” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 140). There is a back and forth 

between our freedoms. The other can always respond freely to my actions, but I remain 
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free to choose my response in turn. In a moment earlier in the essay, Beauvoir puts it, 

“However we have a recourse against these freedoms, not stupid blindness but struggle, 

because we can in turn transcend the action by which they transcend us” (Pyrrhus and 

Cineas, 133). We are vulnerable to them; but subject/object ambiguity insists that we also 

still are free. These aspects of our condition create a tension, and this tension is never 

resolved.  

This sense of perpetual motion leads us to Beauvoir’s secondary use of the idea 

of ambiguity. In both Pyrrhus and Cineas and the Ethics, Beauvoir describes our condition 

as a constant back-and-forth; a constant leapfrogging from one goal met to yet another 

moment of departure. Beauvoir insists that there is no resting place for us, no state that 

protects us from our nature to pursue new goals or ends. There is no final word we can 

give ourselves or receive from others that justifies any of projects once and for all.  

Beauvoir characterizes the human condition as the continual continuation of 

conversation. We always face the risk of appealing to others, the opportunity to respond 

to them, and the infinitely renewing possibility to try again. This can be tiresome but is 

also the source of our joy. We must live with our own vulnerability and recognize that 

others are vulnerable to us in this way—that our judgments are constitutive of them.  

From subject/object ambiguity comes the possibility of friendship, solidarity, 

romantic love, and generosity. They are hard won, and the road towards them is full of 

failure and risk. But they are also worth the costs. The condition of their possibility is 
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our ambiguity. We must be ambiguous and assume our ambiguity—both our freedom 

and our vulnerability—to achieve them. 

Penelope Deutscher lays out the logic of ambiguity, risk, and reward quite nicely 

in her analysis of ambiguity.45 She notes that in Beauvoir's earliest work and throughout 

her oeuvre, she identifies friendship, love, and generosity as humanity's highest 

achievements (Ambiguity, 46). They are profoundly difficult achievements, and the way 

towards them is through willing (wanting, accepting) our ambiguity. Instead of fleeing 

and trying to escape either facticity or transcendence, we can open our eyes and accept 

that we are both subject and object (41). This is not perfectly achievable, and yet aiming 

for it is the only way to get any reciprocity. Assuming our ambiguity does not solve our 

problems—it means we are in a very fragile, tentative position. We depend on others, 

and we might fail to be taken up and received by them. But through this scary path, a 

different kind of relationship with the other is possible. In fact, it is the possibility of 

failure that also makes these good things possible: "The other offers me not just the 

threat of destabilization of my world, but also the promise of newness, enrichment, 

foreignness, surprise, the gift of the unexpected" (45). 

                                                        

45 Deutscher's book is about Beauvoir's use of several key concepts, including ambiguity, alterity, and 
reciprocity. Deutscher’s project is to trace these concepts in Beauvoir’s oeuvre and examine the ways that 
Beauvoir transforms these concepts when she borrows them from other philosophers. I disagree profoundly 
with many of Deutscher’s arguments about Beauvoir’s use of ambiguity (see the opening section of chapter 
three). But I think Deutscher is especially insightful on the ways fulfilling relationships depend on our 
ambiguity. 
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As Deutscher observes, "desiring, rather than struggling against our ambiguity" 

(41) opens up a new way of being in the world.  The problem of others’ freedom for us is 

the very same thing that makes wonderful things possible. For Beauvoir, others are 

certainly a challenge to us, but that is not all they are. Situation, ambiguity, and 

reciprocity are the very conditions of our joyful and fulfilling relationships. Beauvoir’s 

writing highlights both the difficulty and the reward of being vulnerable before others. 

Her arguments remind us: my lover makes me beloved and my mother makes me 

known. The philosopher who responds to me makes my thoughts necessary to what 

follows. Without me, they wouldn't have done what they did. Without them, everything 

I do is futile. The other is a threat and a gift. Being vulnerable to the other’s freedom is a 

curse and a blessing.  
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Chapter 5: Existential Vulnerability and The Second Sex 
In the introduction to The Second Sex, Beauvoir tells us at the outset of her project, 

“The perspective we have adopted is one of existentialist morality” (The Second Sex, 17).  

I approach this well-read text from a new angle—through the lens of existential 

vulnerability. We can understand a new aspect of Beauvoir’s ethics in The Second Sex by 

noting how existential vulnerability operates in the text. The Second Sex has powerful 

parallels to Pyrrhus and Cineas, connections that have not been recognized in other 

readings of the text.  

First, making others into Absolute Others is a sophisticated way of avoiding 

existential vulnerability (and avoiding vulnerability is a way of avoiding ambiguity, 

which goes against Beauvoir’s fundamental ethical rule).  Men attempt to treat women 

as “docile freedoms” that don’t have the power to make men vulnerable.  

Second, we do in fact have the power to define others as Absolute Others and 

deny them the status of peer to us. This is possible because we create the situation for 

the other, as Pyrrhus and Cineas taught us. But The Second Sex goes beyond Pyrrhus and 

Cineas. It gives us an answer to Pyrrhus and Cineas’s question, what happens when we 

deny others the status as our peers? These consequences were hinted at in Pyrrhus and 

Cineas but finally emerge full-fledged here.  

What happens when we create a situation for others where they are Absolute 

Others? The Second Sex uses concrete examples to show what it means for women to be 
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Absolute Others to men under patriarchy. Men define what it means to be a woman in a 

way women cannot escape. In these impossible situations, women cannot express their 

freedom or succeed in defining themselves freely. They are trapped by men’s judgments 

about them. It seems women are more existentially vulnerable to men.  

Yet Beauvoir also shows us the consequences for men of this situation, revealing 

men’s inescapable existential vulnerability. Men’s existential vulnerability is the 

consequence of women’s freedom, even in the cases where men and women treat 

women as docile freedoms instead of true freedoms. Men are still exposed to women’s 

gaze. And women can identify them as people who create and sustain the situation 

where women are Absolute Others (as Beauvoir in fact does in writing The Second Sex.) 

This means that men are responsible, like it or not, for creating this situation. Despite 

their attempts to avoid their existential vulnerability to women, men ultimately end up 

constituting themselves as people attempting to avoid their vulnerability and people 

creating impossible (and unethical according to Beauvoir) situations for others. They are 

the ones that Beauvoir’s philosophy urges to assume their vulnerability. 

The Absolute Other: the heart of The Second Sex 

The central philosophical claim of The Second Sex appears three pages into the 

introduction: “He is the Subject; he is the Absolute. She is the Other [l’Autre]” (The 

Second Sex, 6). Beauvoir describes a certain unequal and asymmetrical relationship 

between men and women that comes about under patriarchy. Beauvoir goes on to argue 
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that not only are women Others to men, they are Absolute Others, trapped in this 

asymmetry with no hope of reciprocity. The rest of The Second Sex, Beauvoir’s 1949 two-

volume work, goes on to explain this dynamic, provide evidence for it, and critique it. 

Beauvoir draws from philosophy, anthropology, biology, history, literature, economics, 

history, and her own personal experience to make her case. 

Man is Subject; woman is Other. What does this mean? Beauvoir cites Levinas in 

a footnote on this sentence, and she also draws from Hegel to characterize an archetypal 

relationship between conscious individuals. Each individual sorts the world first into 

Self and Other, and second, into Us and Others. First, conscious individuals approach 

each other with a sense of being the unique self, a status that differentiates me from 

everyone else, the others. Beauvoir explains, “The category of the Other is as original as 

consciousness itself” (6). We experience the phenomenon of Self and Other at the 

individual level, and we also experience a contrast between Us and Others at the group 

level. We draw distinctions between our “in-groups,” those who are peers and fellow 

people to us, and others, those who are foreign to and different from us. To set up an 

opposition between ourselves and others seems to be a universal tendency of human 

beings. Beauvoir attributes this impulse to “primitive societies,” “ancient mythologies,” 

and current societies alike (especially those that are anti-Semitic and racist against black 

people) (The Second Sex, 6). 
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 Though Beauvoir’s contemporary examples introduce power inequalities and 

characterize marginalized groups as particularly other, she notes that in many cases, the 

duality of self and other is reciprocal and symmetrical. Beauvoir mentions an example of 

a traveler, accustomed to thinking of himself as a local and thinking of visitors as 

foreigners. When he travels, he realizes (with a bit of surprise and even shame) that he is 

other to others. The idea of self and other is relative to each point of view. And often we 

are forced to confront the ways we are seen as other by others (The Second Sex, 7). 

Beauvoir’s central thesis in The Second Sex is that the dynamics between men and 

women lack this symmetrical reciprocity and relativity. (For Beauvoir this thesis has a 

particular scope: she means that it applies in general, in most societies, including hers, as 

a contingent fact—it is not an essential, inevitable or built-in dynamic, but a way things 

have come to be under patriarchy).  With reciprocity, each party would see itself as self 

but also realize that the other party also thinks of itself as self; this reciprocity 

characterizes our relationships with lowercase “o” others. In contrast, Beauvoir argues, 

both women and men have accepted that men are the ultimate Subject or Self, and 

women are capital “O” Other.  

To begin to understand this claim, we can back up a page in the introduction. 

The claim that woman is the Other comes at the end of a paragraph where Beauvoir 

describes an asymmetry between the genders. She notes that though man and woman, 

male and female, seem like basic symmetrical opposites, like positive and negative, this 
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is purely formal (as on identification paperwork or in comparison to other dualities like 

day/night) (5). In practice, under patriarchy, men stand for the positive and the neutral, 

while women are the negative—defined in relationship to men according to how they 

are different than men. Men are not defined in relation to women, but as human beings. 

The idea of men is so interchangeable with the idea of human being that it seems 

unsexed, while women seem to be the specification of sex itself. Woman is a particular 

distinction of a type of human being, not interchangeable with the category itself. 

Beauvoir sums, “Humanity is male, and man defines woman, not in herself, but in 

relation to himself” (6).  

(Beauvoir arrives at this remarkable insight from the fact that she has found 

herself beginning, “I am a woman,” at the outset of her attempt to write an 

autobiography. She argues that a man does not have to begin with the assertion “I am a 

man” or examine how that fact is a precondition for his narrative (The Second Sex, 5).) 

The asymmetry between men and women, according to Beauvoir, currently is so 

ingrained that women take the place of the Absolute Other (instead of as a reciprocal 

other) to men. I’ll turn to Beauvoir’s chapters on Myth in the next section to explore the 

implications of being Absolute Other, denied the status of peer and unable to achieve 

recognition or reciprocity. Being Absolute Other is about far more than the ways that 

men and women have different opportunities, options, economic and political statuses, 

etc. (though it certainly depends upon and reinforces these things). It is about more than 
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the ways men and women face categorically different situations (in terms of childhood 

experiences, career choices, roles in society, etc.) Being Absolute Other—as I will read it, 

through the lens of existential vulnerability—is about the meaning and value of being a 

man versus being a woman. It is about who determines the meaning and value of each 

gender’s situation and choices. 

The Second Sex builds its analysis around the notion of the Absolute Other. What 

does it mean to be the Absolute Other? In what ways are women Absolute Other to 

men? Why and how has this relationship between the genders come about? At what 

moments in history has it been especially pronounced, and were there times and places 

where it did not dominate? What tools and strategies have men and women used to 

sustain the dynamic of Absolute Subject/Absolute Other as the status quo? In what ways 

do both men and women benefit from this arrangement? And how has this dynamic 

limited the opportunities and possibilities for women to live out their choices in the 

world? 

I cannot provide a tour of the fascinating, compelling, sometimes flawed, but 

often insightful answers that Beauvoir gives to these questions over the course of The 

Second Sex. Scholarly and casual readers have found much of worth (and much worthy 

of criticism) in the text in the 70 years since its publication. In this chapter, I will 

highlight only a few brief moments from The Second Sex, moments that bear the mark of 

existential vulnerability. These moments amplify and reflect the themes of Pyrrhus and 
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Cineas—that we avoid vulnerability, that doing so creates a situation for others, and that 

we must face the fact that we ourselves are defined by the ways we create situations for 

the other (because the other’s freedom so defines us). The Second Sex takes us a step 

further—it shows us examples where we create situations for others that limit their 

freedom. When we look at these examples through the lens of Pyrrhus and Cineas, we see 

a new way that Beauvoir’s framework of existential ethics operates: while some people 

need to assume their freedom, the people in power must assume their vulnerability. 

The Absolute Other and avoiding vulnerability 

Beginning in the introduction to The Second Sex, Beauvoir tracks how both men 

and women profit from women being Absolute Other to men instead of reciprocal 

equals. There are certainly costs to this dynamic (especially for women, but also for 

men), which Beauvoir will not hesitate to identify. But she begins by naming some of the 

ways that men and women benefit from this arrangement.  

Women are often complicit in positioning themselves as Absolute Other. This 

situation not only lessens their economic risk—they can look to men for material 

protection—but it also protects them from metaphysical risk. As Beauvoir puts it, “she 

eludes the metaphysical risk of a freedom that must invent its goals without help” (The 

Second Sex, 10). Setting one’s own goals and projects leads to “the anguish and stress of 

authentically assumed existence,” which women can avoid through their “allegiance 

with the superior caste” (The Second Sex, 10). By accepting men’s definition of her, 
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women can avoid the burden of freely defining herself. She tries to avoid her freedom; 

Beauvoir will enjoin her to assume it instead. 

Beauvoir notes that men profit economically and politically from women being 

Absolute Other. But they too benefit in “more subtle ways from women’s alterity” (The 

Second Sex, 13). Beauvoir describes the psychological benefit of being able to think of 

themselves as superior to a whole group of people. She notes, “no one is more arrogant 

toward women, more aggressive or more disdainful, than a man anxious about his own 

virility” (The Second Sex, 13).  

But it is only a later passage, in the Myths section of Volume I, that Beauvoir 

makes most clear another key benefit that men gain by women being Absolute Other. 

Men can use this arrangement to try and avoid their existential vulnerability. As 

Beauvoir showed us through her idea that our ambiguity is inescapable, any strategy to 

avoid vulnerability can only succeed imperfectly and temporarily. But having women 

positioned in the role of Absolute Other is a surprising stable and effective technique. It 

is a profoundly powerful way for men to avoid their vulnerability—so powerful that 

Beauvoir seems to imply that avoiding vulnerability is a fundamental motivation for 

men to make women Absolute Other. The beginning of the Myths section shows us 

exactly how this strategy works. 

 



 

187 

In Volume I, Part III, “Myths,” Beauvoir turns from her discussions of gender in 

history to consider the cultural stories and icons, the symbolism and the values that 

surround the idea of Woman. Beauvoir draws from across cultures and literatures to 

begin to identify the many values and roles that have been attributed to women in 

human societies. Several pages into the section, she has already collected a variety of the 

archetypal, contradictory conceptions of what it means to be a woman. She lists, “She is 

an idol, a servant, source of life, power of darkness; she is the elementary silence of 

truth, she is artifice, gossip, and lies; she is the medicine woman and witch; she is man’s 

prey; she is his downfall, she is everything he is not and wants to have, his negation and 

his raison d’être” (The Second Sex, 162). In the first of her three chapters on myths, 

Beauvoir identifies and explains these and other myths about women, drawing from 

various cultures and historical contexts. In the second chapter, she gives five literary 

analyses where she tracks how these meanings show up in the works of certain writers. 

And finally, in her very brief third chapter, she considers the relationship of these 

idealized myths about Woman to the real, concrete women who inevitably fail to 

embody or confirm these ideals. This section closes Volume I of The Second Sex. 

 Beauvoir’s opening to the first chapter on Myth establishes her turn from history 

to myth, from her focus on concrete situations to the meanings we make out of them. 

She begins,  “History has shown that men have always held all the concrete powers” 

(The Second Sex, 159). She then moves from considering the material benefits that men 
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gain from this power to other, less tangible, benefits they also accrue. She explains, “This 

condition served males’ economic interests; but it also suited their ontological and moral 

ambitions [prétentions]” (The Second Sex, 159). 

In defining these ontological and moral ambitions, Beauvoir launches an abstract 

philosophical discussion, drawing on Hegel’s master-slave dialectic and on her own 

existential framework. She continues, immediately after this opening, “Once the subject 

attempts to assert himself, the Other, who limits and denies him, is nonetheless 

necessary for him: he attains himself only through the reality that he is not” (The Second 

Sex, 159). The rest of this long paragraph explicitly names the master and slave from 

Hegel, citing their conflict and their path through conflict to recognition.46  Beauvoir 

mentions the driving motivation of each to be recognized as the essential consciousness 

by the other, and she recognizes the difficult achievement, at the finale of the dialectic, of 

“each one positing both itself and the other as object and as subject in a reciprocal 

movement” (The Second Sex, 159).47  In this opening line and in the rest of the paragraph, 

Beauvoir also incorporates existential ideas into her analysis, focusing on consciousness 

as transcendence, which must “accomplish the truth of being” through projects. She 

reiterates the idea that man (each consciousness individual) creates and defines himself 

                                                        

46 Beauvoir’s French terms are “l’esclave,” “le maître,” and “reconnaissance” (Le deuxième sexe v. I, 238).  
47 Nancy Bauer rightly notes that adding in “object” here is one of the ways Beauvoir alters Hegel. While 
Hegel focuses on each subject positing both itself and the other as subject, Beauvoir adds the layer of each 
subjects also positing both itself and the other as object. (Bauer, Philosophy and Feminism, 186). I discuss this 
idea more at length in my discussion of ambiguity in my third chapter.  
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from the “reality that he is not,” a shorthand phrase for the philosophical claim that he is 

transcendence without essence (The Second Sex, 159). 

This passage from The Second Sex appears in Beauvoirian scholarship primarily in 

discussions of how Beauvoir adapts (and also rejects and transforms) Hegel’s dialectic. (I 

will briefly consider Nancy Bauer’s reading of this passage in the following section). Yet 

this passage is also a key moment to read in light of Beauvoir’s own earlier philosophy. 

This section of The Second Sex raises Beauvoir’s continual preoccupation, which saturates 

her work from Pyrrhus and Cineas on through, with how the other is “nonetheless 

necessary [nécessaire] to [the subject.]” Beauvoir’s claim that the Other is necessary to us 

should direct us back to Pyrrhus and Cineas, the text she herself cites as the place she 

explains our need for the other (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 71). And as I showed in my 

reading of Pyrrhus and Cineas, this is the text where Beauvoir taught us that we need the 

other to make our projects and our lives meaningful. This specific idea does not take 

center stage in these later texts, yet it surfaces over and over again throughout them. 

 The parallels from this passage in The Second Sex and Pyrrhus and Cineas become 

especially evident as this opening paragraph winds down. The paragraph ends on a 

note that is familiar from her earlier work: the danger and the risk of the endeavor to 

define oneself through one’s actions.48 Its final sentence reads “Unable to accomplish 

                                                        

48 Of course this idea is also familiar from Sartre’s work, as Nancy Bauer observes (Bauer, Philosophy and 
Feminism, 187). But I am content to trace it to Beauvoir’s earlier work, for it is there that Beauvoir is more 
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himself [s’accomplir] in solitude, man is ceaselessly in jeopardy [danger] in his relations 

with his peers [ses semblables]: his life is a difficult enterprise whose success [la réussite] is 

never assured” (160). The next paragraph, where Beauvoir returns to the subject of 

gender, continues this theme. It opens, “He does not like difficulty; he is afraid of danger 

[danger]” (160). 

I must make a note about the French term Beauvoir uses here, “s’accomplir.”49 In 

the 2011 translation of The Second Sex, which I have quoted from here, “s’accomplir” is 

translated “to accomplish himself.” The dictionary definition of “s’accomplir” is slightly 

different: “to be fulfilled” (Harper Collins). The 1953 translation of The Second Sex uses 

this latter translation, rendering the full sentence: “And so, quite unable to fulfill himself 

in solitude, man is incessantly in danger in his relations with his fellows” (The Second 

Sex, trans. Parshley, 160). Another option for the translation might be “flourish,” if we 

want to invoke Aristotle. It is without the reflexive pronoun “se-,” that “accomplir” is 

defined as “to carry out, achieve, or accomplish”(Harper Collins).  

The phrase “accomplish himself” isn’t used in English, though I will continue to 

use the official translation throughout my discussion. The phrase “to be fulfilled” hints 

                                                        

 

concrete and convincing than Sartre about what exact kind of jeopardy we are in in our relations with 
others. 
49 Thanks to Toril Moi for noting that “s’accomplir” should be translated “to be fulfilled. Moi first noted the 
problems with this translation in “The Adulteress Wife.” London Review of Books, , v32 n03, February 11, 
2010. 
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at the possibility that there was a requirement or condition to satisfy, but we should 

understand Beauvoir’s idea of fulfillment in line with her existentialist commitments. 

There are no ready-made requirements or conditions for us to satisfy with our lives; 

there are no given purposes for us to fulfill. Beauvoir emphasizes that we create, or 

make, or accomplish our being. What are we unable to do in solitude, according to 

Beauvoir’s philosophy? To constitute ourselves and our projects—to make ourselves as 

we will.  

This moment in The Second Sex refers us back to Beauvoir’s ideas in Pyrrhus and 

Cineas in several ways. First, Beauvoir repeats her claim that man is “unable to 

accomplish himself [fulfill himself] in solitude” (The Second Sex, 160) This claim shows 

up across her works, but is argued for most explicitly in Pyrrhus and Cineas. This earliest 

text is the key place where she explains that without others, our projects fall into the 

void. Despite our power as transcendent, value-creating freedoms, we can’t accomplish 

ourselves purely through the expression of our freedom. We need the other to take us 

up and determine our value to them.  

This dependence on others leads directly to the particular “jeopardy in his 

relationships with his peers” that every person faces (The Second Sex, 160). This is not just 

any jeopardy. We can fail at our projects in innumerable ways, for reasons as diverse as 

bad health to natural and political disasters to bad luck. But at this moment in The Second 

Sex, Beauvoir narrows in again on the particular failures we face because we are exposed 
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and vulnerable to others: they may judge our projects, our choices, and our lives to have 

different meanings than the ones we try to give them. In Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir 

accounts for this existential vulnerability in terms of the others’ freedom. Others are free 

to respond to us, and their freedom is experienced by us as danger. And, as Beauvoir 

reiterates here in The Second Sex, “He does not like difficulty; he is afraid of danger” 

(160). Each of us is afraid of the danger of our existential vulnerability—that others will 

not take us up and give us the place in the world we are attempting to make for 

ourselves. 

With the next move in her analysis, we can see how The Second Sex operates 

elegantly and profoundly against the background of Beauvoir’s earlier work. In Pyrrhus 

and Cineas and The Ethics of Ambiguity, Beauvoir notes our intense urge to avoid this 

danger and risk. We have many techniques available to us to try to minimize the power 

of the others’ freedom, from using contempt for others in day-to-day life (Pyrrhus and 

Cineas, 134) to adopting abstract philosophical views about the relationship of mind and 

body (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 7-8).  The Second Sex presents us with another new strategy 

for avoiding this risk: treating others as Absolute Others.50 

                                                        

50 We may wonder if it is enough to treat others as Absolute Others. It seems they must also believe it about 
themselves for this strategy to be stable. Beauvoir certainly recognizes the degree to which both women and 
men believe that women are Absolute Others, a belief that has roots in the cultural meanings that both 
genders are exposed to from their earliest childhood. In the rest of this chapter though, I will look more in 
detail at an example where making the other into an Absolute Other succeeds at limiting their freedom 
whether or not they believe it about themselves. There are cases where even if a woman tried to express her 
freedom, she could not escape the meaning men have attributed to her. 
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The second paragraph in the Myths chapter continues by noting man’s dream to 

accomplish himself finally, once and for all.51 In existential terms, we long “to be” 

(instead of to always be becoming-- to find ourselves transcending what we have 

become over and over again and required to start anew). This desire echoes the urge to 

find ultimate, final justification for our action that Beauvoir identifies in us in Pyrrhus 

and Cineas and The Ethics of Ambiguity. Now in The Second Sex, Beauvoir has landed on 

perhaps the most powerful strategy that man has to attempt to procure this impossible 

victory for himself. He can use woman as the Absolute Other. He can treat her as a 

“docile freedom” that has just enough freedom to confirm him and his project but not 

enough freedom to pose a risk to him (The Second Sex, 161).  

In the key lines, Beauvoir writes, “This embodied dream is, precisely, woman; 

she is the perfect intermediary between nature that is foreign to man and the peer 

[semblable] who is too identical to him. She pits neither the hostile silence of nature nor 

the hard demand of a reciprocal recognition against him” (The Second Sex, 160).  

To be Absolute Other is to be given this impossible “have your cake and eat it too” 

status. Woman is neither nature nor peer to man.  She is given a role that grants her the 

aspect of each one that is most beneficial to men, yet at the same time denies her the 

                                                        

51 In her reading of this passage, Nancy Bauer specifically identifies the risk and danger that Beauvoir 
emphasizes as the difficulty of ceaseless struggle.  Bauer notes that part of Beauvoir’s analysis identifies our 
longing for rest, for the constant struggle for self to be resolved in peace and a meaning that is final “once 
and for all” (Philosophy and Feminism, 189-190). 
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authority that would make men existentially vulnerable to her. This sleight of hand is a 

matter of how men and women only half-recognize her freedom. 

 First, woman is not like nature is to man because of her freedom, her 

consciousness. Here Beauvoir puts it, woman doesn’t pit “the hostile silence [le silence 

ennemi] of nature” against him (The Second Sex, 160). Why is the silence of nature hostile? 

We might expect nature to be silent, to not have a voice, without attributing hostility to 

it. In the paragraph before, Beauvoir notes, “[Nature] cannot satisfy him” (159).  When 

man encounters nature, it is either a passive obstacle to his projects or he uses it and 

destroys it for his own purpose. Beauvoir continues, “In both cases, he remains alone; he 

is alone when touching a stone, alone when digesting a piece of fruit” (159). Here 

Beauvoir mentions why nature is silent to us, why it isn’t other to us—it isn’t conscious. 

But we must turn to Pyrrhus and Cineas to explain why being alone is a threat to us: 

nature cannot respond freely to us, and this means that nature is unable therefore to give 

us value and meaningfulness. In Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir imagines a world with just 

self and nature—with no free others. She writes, “A man who survives alone on earth 

after a worldwide cataclysm must strive, like Ezekiel, to resuscitate humanity, or he will 

have nothing left to do but die” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 135). In other words, nature cannot 

give us the thing that we essentially need in order to live and act and take on projects. So 

faced only with nature, and without free others, man is left adrift, unable to make a 
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place in the world for himself. Beauvoir goes as far as to say, in this circumstance, we 

would no longer “be able to stand living” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 115). 

This is where women come in as Absolute Other. Unlike nature, a woman does 

have consciousness. Man is present before her, and sees the distinction between her and 

nature—perhaps because she speaks, and she is not silent like nature. Man also speaks 

to her. (Several of Beauvoir’s works, including Pyrrhus and Cineas, associate using 

language with being free and human. In Pyrrhus and Cineas she puts it, “One speaks only 

to men. Language is an appeal to the other’s freedom since the sign is only a sign 

through a consciousness that grasps it again” (133)). So woman, unlike nature, has 

transcendence, and thus can clothe man with the value and meaningfulness he desires.  

But, as Pyrrhus and Cineas, insisted, real freedom in others is always a threat. 

Here in The Second Sex, Beauvoir falls back on Hegel’s framework, where the others’ 

freedom is a threat: it claims to be sovereign in competition with the claim my own 

freedom makes to sovereignty.52 But Pyrrhus and Cineas was more expansive and specific 

about the nature of the threat that the other’s freedom poses to us. Others’ freedom is a 

reality which demands that we appeal to them instead of coerce them. Others’ freedom 

promises us continual uncertainty with no guarantees for how the other will react. And 

others’ freedom, expressed through their reactions and judgments of us, gives our lives 

                                                        

52 Beauvoir writes in the opening paragraph of this section, “But the foreign freedom, which confirms my 
freedom, also enters in to conflict with it; this is the tragedy of the unhappy consciousness; each 
consciousness seeks to posit itself alone as sovereign subject. Each one tries to accomplish itself by reducing 
the other to slavery” (The Second Sex, 159). 
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value. (This particular risk and uncertainty reveals the upside of nature—no matter 

what material threat it may present us with, it can’t threaten or challenge us in this way, 

regarding the meaning and value of our lives).  

The threat we face from others’ freedom is the idea Beauvoir picks up again here 

in The Second Sex when she describes “the hard demand [la dure exigence] of reciprocal 

recognition” (160). As Nancy Bauer showed, and as we saw in The Ethics of Ambiguity, 

reciprocal recognition and assuming our ambiguity requires us to see ourselves as object 

to the other. This is the foundation of our existential vulnerability. The others’ freedom 

has a certain authority over us—we need their freedom and yet we can’t control it. But 

by making woman the Absolute Other, men find an alternative to this threat. Beauvoir 

phrases it in an interesting way: woman is not “the peer [semblable] who is too identical 

[trop identique] to him” (160).  

Here, in discussing what it means to be too identical, Beauvoir uses the French 

word “semblable,” which has a literal meaning of being of the same kind, alike, or similar.  

It is often translated “fellow creature” or “fellow human being.” In this passage from The 

Second Sex, semblable is translated as “peer,” but it is the same word she uses in the 

opening passage of The Ethics of Ambiguity where it is translated “fellow-men” (7). In The 

Ethics of Ambiguity what our “fellow-men” share with us is the “privilege…of being a 

sovereign and unique subject amidst a universe of objects” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, 7). 

To be identical to man is to be ambiguous just like he is. (We see that Beauvoir’s use of 
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“identical” has nothing to do with identity politics.) It is to be free and transcendent just 

as he is, and thus to hold the powers that accompany freedom. And it involves also 

being object to the other’s freedom, just like he is (but as we will shortly see, this is the 

part he does not recognize about himself when he does not recognize the freedom of the 

other). 

But in The Second Sex Beauvoir tells us that somehow women, by being Absolute 

Other to men, are seen as having just enough authority to confirm men in their projects 

(unlike nature), while not enough authority to make men existentially vulnerable (unlike 

peers). Various moments throughout this Myths chapter reinforce and reiterate this 

analysis.  The next several paragraphs pause to note what a benefit this is for men. 

Beauvoir writes, “And therein lies the marvelous hope that man has often placed in 

woman: he hopes to accomplish himself [fulfill himself] as being through carnally 

possessing a being while [being confirmed] in his freedom by a docile freedom [une 

liberté docile]” (161).53  Man wants a shortcut to accomplish himself, by having woman 

as a companion that can confirm his being without threatening it. Again focusing on this 

specific benefit that men desire from women, Beauvoir explains, “Woman embodies 

                                                        

53 I altered the 2011 translation a bit in this quote, replacing the phrase “making confirmed in his freedom” 
with “being confirmed in his freedom.” The first phrase does not make sense of the sentence. Thanks to 
Toril Moi for help with this translation. (Moi identified this sentence as an example of poor translation in her 
article: “The Adulteress Wife.” London Review of Books, v32 n03, February 11, 2010.) The French original 
reads,  “Et c’est là le merveilleux espoir que souvent l’homme a mis dans la femme : il espère s’accomplir 
comme être en possédant charnellement un être, tout en se faisant confirmer dans sa liberté par une liberté 
docile” (Le deuxième sexe v. I, 240).  
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positively the lack the existent carries in his heart, and man hopes to realize himself by 

finding himself through her” (161). She returns to this point 50 pages later in the 

concluding paragraph of the chapter. Beauvoir summarizes the multiplicity of meanings 

that Woman takes on for men through myths. In the midst of this list she notes, “as his 

servant and companion, man expects her also to be his public and his judge, to confirm 

him in his being [qu’elle le confirme dans son être]” (213). Again there are echoes to Pyrrhus 

and Cineas, where Beauvoir discusses our need for a public—for others who can receive 

and take up our actions.54 Throughout The Second Sex Beauvoir is explicit and clear that 

even as Absolute Other, women retains the power in men’s eyes to “confirm their 

being.” The problem is that this power typically only belongs to transcendent freedom, 

and being Absolute Other does not fully allow for freedom.  

Escape and Freedom 

Nancy Bauer analyses this passage in her reading of The Second Sex in her 2001 

book, Simone de Beauvoir, Philosophy, and Feminism. Bauer address a debate that was 

being held between Beauvoirian scholars: how does Beauvoir use Hegel’s master-slave 

dialectic in her analysis of the Absolute Other? It is clear that Beauvoir explicitly uses his 

terms, but scholars at the time disagreed about whether the Subject/Absolute Other 

relationship between men and women should be understood as parallel to the master-

                                                        

54 For example, in Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir writes, it is through the project that I choose “that I define 
myself and the public to whom my appeal is addressed” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 134). 



 

199 

slave relationship. Bauer persuasively argues that Beauvoir understands the 

Subject/Absolute Other relationship as a breakdown of the master-slave dialectic.  While 

the master-slave relationship eventually leads to a resolution in recognition, the 

Subject/Absolute Other never attains reciprocity or recognition.  

Bauer’s analysis of this passage serves different purposes than my reading here, 

but Bauer identifies the two moves that I find crucial in this selection: the impossibility 

of escape and the significance of women being freedoms. 

Bauer notes two aspects about the way women can provide an escape for men. 

One escape is an escape from the dialectic in general. Bauer emphasizes the moments 

where Beauvoir contrasts the Subject/Absolute Other relationship with the master/slave 

relationship. Bauer observes for instance, that the slave risks his life in relation to the 

master by laying a claim to recognition from the master. And Bauer reads Beauvoir as 

implying that woman does not similarly risk her own life to demand recognition from 

men (Philosophy and Feminism, 193).  Bauer argues, “what goes on between Hegel’s 

master and slave is very different—from the start--from what goes on between Beauvoir 

man and woman” (193). Yet on Bauer’s reading, to escape from the dialectic involves an 

escape from risk and confrontation. Our readings agree that a main benefit for men of 

woman being Absolute Other is an escape from risk.  

When Bauer considers this line from The Second Sex, “thanks to her, there is a 

way to escape the inexorable dialectic,” Bauer narrows in on the word that is translated 
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in the updated 2011 edition of The Second Sex as “inexorable.” Bauer uses the translation 

available when she wrote, in this case a more literal translation, which calls it the 

“implacable dialectic [l’implacable dialectique]” (The Second Sex, trans. Parshley, 160). This 

phrase is significant, Bauer shows us, because it demonstrates another way Beauvoir 

reinterprets Hegel’s dialectic for her purposes. Bauer shows us how Beauvoir interprets 

the struggle between consciousnesses as an “incessant struggle” (Philosophy and 

Feminism, 189). This ceaseless, constant effort is what Bauer identifies as the “hard 

demand” that we all—men and women—wish to escape. Bauer notes the various 

moments from this passage that emphasize a desire for rest and for stasis, “in which 

recognition has been achieved once and for all” (Philosophy and Feminism, 189). Bauer 

argues that what men want from women is permanent recognition without ceaseless 

struggle, a fantasy that is impossible to achieve. Men realize that permanent recognition 

will never come from peers (Bauer puts it, “from human beings” (190).) So this desire for 

“rest in restlessness” is what men attempt to have satiated by woman as intermediary. 

Woman is unlike Nature (or as Bauer puts it, “things”) by being able to give recognition 

at all. And she is unlike a peer by being able to give it permanently, once and for all 

(Philosophy and Feminism, 189). 

Bauer’s interpretation of man’s desire for escape fits the passage well and does 

justice to Beauvoir’s longstanding philosophical ideas. To long for rest, to dream of 

achieving being in finality, is an urge that Beauvoir considers and highlights in many of 
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her texts, including The Ethics of Ambiguity and Pyrrhus and Cineas. In Pyrrhus and Cineas, 

it is represented by the ceaseless questioning of Cineas, “And then what?” Beauvoir is 

clear that the question never stops coming; we can never answer it finally.  

But if we read this moment of longing for escape against the background of 

Pyrrhus and Cineas, we will note another thing that men hope to escape from. They are 

not only longing for a permanent end to their struggle to be recognized as a Subject. 

They also are trying to avoid being taken as an object to women. This is a subtle but 

important distinction, one that exposes the nature of their bad faith. They want to be 

seen as a subject without being an object—an impossible hope. 

In the paragraph that follows Beauvoir’s description of women as intermediary, 

she specifically describes the threat that men avoid with this arrangement. When men 

treat women as fulfilling this special intermediary role, he treats her as though “[she] 

accepted man’s sovereignty, and he did not feel threatened by a revolt that could 

transform him in turn into an object” (The Second Sex, 160). To be an object is precisely to 

be existentially vulnerable to another freedom, and freedom is the power a woman lacks 

relative to men in the arrangement of Subject/Absolute Other. He avoids the real risk of 

existential vulnerability to her. When women are Absolute Other, they cannot make men 

the object, since man is Absolute Subject and she is always only Other.  

Bauer’s analysis continues by showing us why we cannot achieve the ceaseless 

rest we long for. Her analysis also works to identify why men cannot in fact escape 



 

202 

being objects to women. Bauer notes recognition must be “the product of deliberate 

action on the part of a free and conscious being” (Philosophy and Feminism, 190). Only 

free being are capable of giving us what we need—whether that is recognition as a 

Subject, or meaningfulness as an object to another.  

Bauer observes that women can’t actually play the role of the intermediary in this 

way. They only seem to be, they can only serve as, intermediaries. Men and women who 

accept this view of women are deluding themselves in bad faith (Philosophy and 

Feminism, 190). Bauer is clear, that if man thinks he has received permanent recognition, 

he is operating under an illusion, for “as a free, conscious being, she in fact cannot by 

definition do [this]” (Philosophy and Feminism, 190). It is freedom, consciousness as 

transcendence, that undermines a final permanent recognition. For every look, every 

judgment or response from another freedom, can be transcended, either by one’s own 

consciousness, or in the next moment, by the other’s consciousness.  

And women are likewise not docile freedoms, for there is no such thing. If she is 

free, she can take men as objects of her consciousness. So man’s attempt to make her 

Absolute Other will not buy him the respite from vulnerability he craves. Nonetheless 

his efforts to do this do succeed in limiting her freedom; she remains existentially 

vulnerable to him. 
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Women’s existential vulnerability: barriers to reciprocity 

Beauvoir shows us that making women the Absolute Other is a powerful 

strategy for men to attempt to avoid their existential vulnerability in the context of 

patriarchy. Avoiding their vulnerability is a compelling motivation for men to sustain 

the sexist status quo, where they can look to women for recognition without threat. In 

this way, The Second Sex builds on Pyrrhus and Cineas and The Ethics of Ambiguity—

extending the taxonomy of ways that people can try to avoid their vulnerability. (These 

texts also catalogue the ways that people can try to avoid their freedom—but I’m 

interested in vulnerability here). Yet The Second Sex goes beyond these early texts by 

exploring in detail the consequences of this evasion, for both women and men. Beauvoir 

shifts the project, from identifying men’s attempts to escape their vulnerability to 

tracking the effects of their doing so. 

 First, we see that men’s attempt to avoid their existential vulnerability 

emphasizes and amplifies women’s existential vulnerability. Men have largely 

determined the meaning and value of what it means to be a woman, and the way they 

have defined it limits the way that women can express their freedom; this is a 

manifestation of patriarchy. By treating women as docile freedoms, they prevent women 

from successfully defining the meaning of what it means to be a woman for themselves. 

Women experience these men-given definitions as obstacles to the goals they set for 

themselves. 



 

204 

Beauvoir stresses that men define the meaning of being a woman more than 

women do, beginning in the introduction to The Second Sex. She writes, “Humanity is 

male, and man defines woman, not in herself, but in relation to himself; she is not 

considered an autonomous being” (5).  Already in these early passages, Beauvoir notes 

that men have defined women and that the way men define women is not in terms of 

freedom and autonomy. Later in this paragraph Beauvoir writes, “She is nothing other 

than what man decides” (The Second Sex, 6).  In these opening passages, Beauvoir is not 

merely worried about the economic, political, and historical inequalities between men 

and women. She also explains these inequalities, at least partially, in terms of this more 

fundamental inequality—an asymmetry between whose definitions and judgments 

count. Crucially, we must notice that the definitions Beauvoir is concerned with are 

about value and meaning. The definitions men have given are not the matter of an 

impartial or objective observation of the features and general traits of women. They are 

laden with value judgments about the meaning of being a woman. Beauvoir recognizes 

that many debates about what a woman is are filled with a concern that “femininity is in 

jeopardy.” She continues, “we are urged, ‘Be women, stay women, become women’” 

(The Second Sex, 3). The fact that this type of urging is required indicates that meaning 

and value is what is at stake—not mere description. The underlying message has the 

form: being a woman means you ought to be a certain way (feminine, etc., depending on 

which definitions we are considering). 
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 The theme of men’s power to define women also becomes explicit in the Myths 

section of volume I, shortly after the passages explaining how women is an 

intermediary, between nature and peer. Beauvoir writes, “Women have not created the 

virile myth that would reflect their projects; they have neither religion nor poetry that 

belongs to them alone: they still dream through men’s dreams. They worship the gods 

made by males” (The Second Sex, 152). Beauvoir gives a few examples of heroic figures 

whose adventures and stories afford women at best a secondary role; she lists Hercules, 

Prometheus, and Parsifal. The myths around these heroes reflect the destinies and 

projects men want for themselves, but don’t reflect women’s voices and projects. There 

is no religion or poetry authored by women about their own projects that attains the 

cultural and religious significance of these stories. Beauvoir notes that even when men 

are depicted or considered relative to women, this does not parallel the way women’s 

secondary roles have been represented—as definitive and defining.  Beauvoir explains, 

“There are stylized images of man as he is in his relations with woman: father, seducer, 

husband, the jealous one, the good son, the bad son; but men are the ones who have 

established them, and they have not attained the dignity of myth; they are barely more 

than clichés, while woman is exclusively defined in her relation to man” (The Second Sex, 

162). Beauvoir observes that the culturally dominant meaning of being a woman is to be 

secondary and relative to men. She argues that this meaning has been crafted by men in 

the interests of men; women are not the ones that generated these meanings. 
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Beauvoir articulates her clearest statement about the central importance of 

meaning in the conclusion to The Second Sex. She puts it explicitly, “Woman is the victim 

of no mysterious fate; the singularities that make her different derive their importance 

from the meaning [la signification] applied to them; they can be overcome as soon as they 

are grasped from new perspectives” (762-763). Beauvoir claims throughout The Second 

Sex—in its beginning, middle, and end—that the meanings applied to being a woman 

have not come from women. She suggests that a new relationship, a reciprocal 

relationship, between men and women will require a reworking of the meaning of what 

it is to be a woman. The new meanings of being a woman should be generated by both 

men and women—in back and forth conversation—in action and response, where both 

men and women’s actions and responses matter. 

But what are these meanings that men have given women? Why do men’s 

definitions count more? And how do these definitions limit the freedom of women? 

Reading The Second Sex alongside Pyrrhus and Cineas allows us to answer these 

questions.  

As Beauvoir shows in the Myths section, there are competing and conflicting 

definitions of being a woman—for instance, “…she is the carnal embodiment of all 

moral values and their opposites, from good to bad; she is the stuff of action and its 

obstacle…” (The Second Sex, 213). This multiplicity and inconsistency is a problem in 

itself, for how can any one woman be all these opposing things? Beauvoir notes that it is 
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difficult to say anything about women “because she is All.” And precisely in being 

“All,” she is Other to man’s One. He is One, as the essential subject. Beauvoir concludes 

chapter one of the Myths section, “Being all, she is never exactly this that she should be” 

(The Second Sex, 213). Beauvoir identifies the difficulty that any individual women faces 

even if she undertakes her own independent project. That project must be pursued 

against a backdrop of attributed meanings that severely limit her own power to 

determine the value of her project.  

I won’t take up the various contradictory definitions Beauvoir considers in the 

Myths chapter.  I will focus specifically on several definitions that deny women’s 

essence as freedom. Beauvoir makes freedom central to her own definition of what a 

woman is (if we can think of her presenting a definition at all.) In the introduction to The 

Second Sex she writes, “But what singularly defines the situation of woman is that being, 

like all humans, an autonomous freedom, she discovers and chooses herself in a world 

where men force her to assume herself as Other” (The Second Sex, 17). This statement 

reflects Beauvoir’s existential perspective. She identifies women as autonomous 

freedoms, just like all humans—all consciousnesses. But in addition, at the moment of 

Beauvoir’s writing in a patriarchal society, women are distinguished by being 

autonomous freedoms forced to cope with being made Other. This is their situation, and 

being made Other is the background condition for women’s choices and projects. 
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Comparing some concrete examples from The Second Sex and Pyrrhus and Cineas show 

just how this analysis works. 

In the introduction to The Second Sex, Beauvoir shares a short anecdote that is 

drawn from her own experience. She writes, "I used to get annoyed in abstract 

discussions to hear men tell me: 'You think such and such a thing because you're a 

woman.' But I know my only defense is to answer, 'I think it because it is true,' thereby 

eliminating my subjectivity..." (5) Beauvoir describes her sense of acute annoyance in 

response to a colleague’s assessment of her views. She finds herself fighting to escape 

another person's explanation of her actions and thoughts: you do it because you are a 

woman. The man in this conversation attributes a certain meaning to being a woman.  

Beauvoir explains, “He grasps his body as a direct and normal link with the world that 

he believes he apprehends in all objectivity, whereas he considers woman’s body an 

obstacle, a prison, burdened by everything that particularizes it” (The Second Sex, 5). 

Note that the man is the one offering the judgment; his is the perspective that is taken as 

authoritative. He makes a value judgment about women’s bodies and thought. In his 

estimation, all her particularities—her hormones, her biology—are obstacles to 

understanding the truth and grasping abstract universals.55 So he judges her comment in 

abstract conversation as having its source in her particularity rather than in her freedom.  

                                                        

55 Toril Moi reads this passage with an emphasis on men and women’s asymmetrical access to the universal 
(“I am a woman” 205, 237).  
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There are several important things to note about this example. The woman in this 

conversation is existentially vulnerable to the man; he determines the value and 

meaning of her opinion. Pyrrhus and Cineas showed us how this works: his judgment of 

her--his response to her opinion—creates her situation. His judgment is the background 

condition that any reply of her own must answer to. He takes up her action, her 

comment, and gives it a place in the world—as evidence of her limitations and 

prejudices.  Pyrrhus and Cineas describes the situation in this way: “Fate is the fixed face 

that the freedom of all the others turns toward each of us” (126). The woman’s “fate” 

here is the man’s judgment. His judgment becomes a fixed face for her, an element of the 

given situation.  

The crucial feature of this example is that the man’s definition of the woman 

short-circuits her freedom. He does not recognize her thought and action as the product 

of her free choice, as the act of a transcendent freedom. He attributes her opinion to her 

facticity, to her existence as a woman. And in doing so, his judgment denies her any 

acknowledgement as a peer, as a fellow creature who is essentially free (and who can 

thus also see him as an object to her).  

By denying her freedom, he creates a situation that makes it impossible for her to 

respond to him as a freedom. Beauvoir recognizes this in her analysis of the example. 
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She explains, “I know my only defense is to answer, ‘I think it because it is true,’ thereby 

eliminating my subjectivity; it was out of the question to answer, “And you think the 

contrary because you are a man” (The Second Sex, 5). The problem for Beauvoir is that 

anything she says in reply could be subject to the same accusation, “You think that 

because you are a woman,” and folded into that very frustrating explanatory 

framework. She cannot take the second route—to claim that he thinks the contrary 

because he is a man—because to do this, she would be taking him as an object. And she 

could only take him as an object (and make him existentially vulnerable) if she is a 

freedom, which he refuses to recognize.  

In the first possible reply—“I think that because it is true”—she does not attempt 

to assert herself as a freedom. She appeals to an outside metric, truth. But this move still 

doesn’t demand the man recognize her as peer. He could come to agree with her opinion 

without giving up his diagnosis that the way she came to that true belief is via her 

womanhood versus via her free judgment. Because she is a woman, everything she says 

will be something said by a woman. She can’t escape being a woman, so she can’t escape 

his judgment that her opinion is the result of being a woman.  

She also cannot offer an alternative definition of being a woman, one that gives a 

different meaning and that does recognize her freedom. This is because only free 

consciousnesses can give meaning and value to the world, and her status as a freedom is 

precisely what is in question with the man’s assessment of her. She could only 
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contribute to meaning-making in her capacity as free, but she is not recognized as a 

freedom with the authority to do this. The man could always reiterate, no matter what 

she says, that she thinks that because she is a woman. 

This example is an extreme case of an asymmetrical relationship. The man has all 

the authority (grounded in his freedom) to judge the value of being a woman, while the 

woman lacks all this authority, precisely because her womanhood is defined outside of 

her freedom. (Yet Beauvoir does not give us any second acts in this conversation—she 

doesn’t tell us whether the man goes on to double down on dismissing her perspective 

for the same justification or whether he adjusts his view to her reply). In this 

conversation, it seems that the woman is wholly defined by a man with no options to 

challenge that definition. But this extreme case is instructive. It is a case where the 

woman cannot attain the status of being peer, of being a fellow human being, because of 

his definition of her. Reciprocity is impossible, no matter how hard she tries to assert 

herself as a free subject. The man has a successful strategy to deny her this status; he 

truly possesses the power, as Pyrrhus and Cineas showed us, to prevent her from being a 

peer—to make her Absolute Other with no hope of reciprocity. 

This example as it appears in The Second Sex doesn’t tell us about the man’s 

motivations. We don’t have explicit evidence in the example to assess whether he is 

trying to avoid his vulnerability. We can make this connection though, if we compare 

this example to a related one from Pyrrhus and Cineas.  
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In the “Devotion” section of Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir describes a generous 

person. To truly be generous is to recognize the other’s freedom and appeal to them. It is 

to recognize that one’s own action is a “point of departure” for the other’s freedom. In 

an act of generosity, a person does not try to control the other’s response to their action 

(they loosen their grip on the hope that the other will make them meaningful in a certain 

way—e.g. will build a new project on theirs etc.) But a generous person might hope that 

the other at least recognizes their action as a free action, “not to be confused with a pure 

facticity without foundation”(Pyrrhus and Cineas, 123). Beauvoir illustrates what it looks 

like to see another’s action as a pure facticity. She describes a recipient’s response: “The 

ingrate often refuses such gratitude. He does not like to admit to himself that he was 

viewed as an object by a foreign freedom; he only wants to believe in his freedom alone” 

(123). The ungrateful person's driving motivation is to see himself as ultimately free and 

ultimately subject.56 He resists thinking of himself as object to another. He avoids his 

vulnerability before the other.  

Beauvoir lists several strategies that the ungrateful person can use in an attempt 

to deny his vulnerability as an object. She observes, “He tries his best to not think of his 

benefactor, or he claims to see only a mechanical force in him. He explains: the 

benefactor acted out of vanity, out of a sense of importance. If [the benefactor's] decision 

                                                        

56 Debra Bergoffen identifies this moment as an instance of bad faith. She describes it, “In refusing the gift, I 
refuse the otherness of the other and myself” (Erotic Generosities, 63). It is easier to turn a gift into an 
economic exchange than admit our vulnerability before the other. 
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appears to be subject to a psychological determinism, it is not longer anything but a 

simple fact among others” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 123). Each of these strategies aims to 

emphasize the benefactor as an object rather than a free subject. The recipient may try to 

avoid thinking of the benefactor at all. When he does think of him, he attributes the 

benefactor's generosity to “mechanical force” instead of free action. Psychological 

determinism allows the ungrateful person to ignore and deny the other's free 

subjectivity. These excuses turn the benefactor into “a simple fact among others.” The 

recipient reduces the benefactor's action to a sequence of inevitable cause and effect. The 

benefactor's behavior is a flat fact among other facticities instead of the action of a free 

subject. 

Each of these strategies works insofar as the ungrateful person does have the 

power to determine the meaning of the benefactor’s actions. The ungrateful person can 

very well dismiss the benefactor’s action as unimportant and meaningless. In this 

example it is clear that the ungrateful person’s motivation to do so is to avoid his 

vulnerability to the other—he doesn’t want to face the fact that he was the object of 

another’s action. 

The ungrateful person’s use of psychological determinism is parallel to the man’s 

use of “because you are a woman.” Both views deny the other’s freedom. And holding 

these views creates a situation for the other where no matter what they do, they cannot 

be recognized as free. Pyrrhus and Cineas affirms this power we have, to make other’s 
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responses less valuable by refusing to value and recognize their freedom. The other is 

truly existentially vulnerable to us and our judgments about their value. And this 

strategy seems to us to mitigate our existential vulnerability to the other.  

Or, at least, so we are tempted to think.  

Men’s existential vulnerability: reading The Second Sex with 
Pyrrhus and Cineas 

Here is where Beauvoir’s analysis from Pyrrhus and Cineas can be imported into 

The Second Sex with powerful results. In Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir turns from the 

example of the ungrateful recipient to critique a person who overemphasizes the other’s 

freedom as an excuse for avoiding responsibility. She argues that we are nonetheless still 

responsible for creating the other’s situation, even though they are likewise free and 

responsible for creating meaning themselves. In contrast, The Second Sex has given us a 

situation that is parallel to the case of the ungrateful recipient, where denying the other’s 

freedom can be used as a strategy to avoid our vulnerability. Beauvoir’s analysis of how 

we are responsible for creating the other’s situation also applies to these cases of 

avoiding vulnerability. She shows us that we try to avoid our responsibility by avoiding 

our vulnerability just as frequently as we try to avoid responsibility by avoiding our 

freedom. And just like we fail to avoid our freedom and its attendant responsibility, we 

can’t succeed in avoiding our vulnerability and its attendant responsibility. 

In the key passage of Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir explains the nature of the 

responsibility that accompanies our vulnerability. She writes, “What concerns me is the 
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other’s situation, as something founded by me… I am the facticity of his situation… The 

fate that weighs on the other is always us” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 126). This reminder is 

addressed to the person who overemphasizes the other’s freedom. This person uses the 

other’s freedom (and the fact of his own existential vulnerability) as an excuse. He 

recognizes, “Through [the other] our worlds and our gestures received a meaning. He 

freely decided their meaning” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 125).  But he uses this fact as 

justification for not caring about how his own actions create the situation for the other. 

This person thinks, because I can’t control the reaction and response of the other—

because I cannot control what meaning they make of me—it doesn’t matter what I do. 

Beauvoir challenges this perspective, writing, “What concerns me is the other’s 

situation, as something founded by me. One must not believe that I could elude the 

responsibility for that situation on the pretext that the other is free. That is his business, 

not mine. I am responsible for what I can do, for what I am doing”  (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 

126). This responsibility is not simply the responsibility of choosing what projects and 

goals to value in my own life—it is also the responsibility of recognizing that my actions 

are public and create the background conditions for other’s actions. 

Beauvoir presents this critique in the first-person, using both singular “I” and 

plural “we/our”. Her first person perspective from this section of Pyrrhus and Cineas tells 

us a tremendous amount about her preoccupations and commitments. Beauvoir does 

not provide her analysis for the person who faces the constraining starting condition; 
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her advice and philosophy is not directed at the woman who has to figure out how to 

live out her freedom against the limiting backdrop of the man’s judgments. Beauvoir 

uses “I” and “we” for the person who is the one creating the other’s situation. This 

perspective maps onto the man’s position in the conversation from The Second Sex.  

Though in other places Beauvoir reminds us that the woman has responsibility to 

posit herself as Subject, this passage from Pyrrhus and Cineas lays another responsibility 

with the person creating a limiting situation for others. This passage helps us 

understand what the man in abstract conversation is actually doing when he makes the 

judgment he does about the woman’s opinion. He does not ultimately avoid his 

vulnerability, nor does he embrace and assume it. He does not appeal to the woman’s 

freedom in the way he would have to in order to have his freedom and project taken up 

and given a place by her. By minimizing her freedom he ensures that she cannot play 

this role for him. What he does instead is to constitute himself as someone denying and 

limiting the freedom of others. He does have the power to limit the expression of the 

other’s freedom, but in using this power, he defines himself as much as he defines the 

other.  

 A clear example of how we can be defined and constituted by our attempts to 

avoid existential vulnerability is found in the 1946 novel, All the King’s Men, by Robert 

Penn Warren. Cass Mastern, the great uncle of the novel’s narrator, had an affair in the 

1850s with Annabelle Trice, the wife of his good friend Duncan. After some time, 
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Duncan Trice dies, in what appears to be a gun accident. But Annabelle discovers the 

truth, that he ended his own life after discovering her affair. Her “waiting maid”, an 

enslaved woman named Phebe, discovers Duncan’s wedding ring, left under his pillow, 

when she is making the bed. Phebe presents the ring to Annabelle. This is enough to 

indicate to Annabelle that her husband knew of her affair—he had never removed his 

ring until his intentional death. But Annabelle has a powerful reaction to this discovery; 

she is most distraught because Phebe knows as well.  

 Annabelle meets Cass, her lover, at night in the summerhouse in her garden. She 

tells him of Phebe’s discovery. Cass describes Annabelle as she spoke: her bosom 

“heaved and palpitated with a new wildness.” Annabelle whispers, “She knows—and 

she looks at me—she will always look at me.” Then she wails, “She will tell. All of them 

will know. All of them in the house will look at me and know” (All the King’s Men, 175). 

Annabelle is haunted by the fact that the slaves will see her and judge her, will give her 

a place defined by her betrayal and unfaithfulness. She tells Cass “in a voice [he] didn’t 

recognize for its hardness,” “I will not abide it, I will not abide it!” (175). Annabelle 

leaves town with Phebe for a few days, travelling some distance, and sells Phebe to a 

slave trader.  

Though Annabelle has all the material power, and Phebe is materially vulnerable 

to her whims and choices, Annabelle is existentially vulnerable to Phebe.  Annabelle 

can’t bear to be seen and judged by her, so she tries to avoid her vulnerability by 
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eliminating Phebe (we are reminded of Beauvoir’s first themes of murder). But of course, 

Annabelle cannot escape her past choices, nor can she escape being given a place by 

other; not only has she constituted herself as an unfaithful spouse, she has now also 

become defined by her cruelty and cowardice.57 Cass recognizes this in her, and in 

horror realizes that his own actions in part led to this, and all the passion of the affair 

evaporates. He is appalled and attempts to locate Phebe to buy her and free her 

(unsuccessfully).  

In trying to avoid her existential vulnerability, Annabelle becomes defined by her 

attempts to do so. Whatever her projects were, of love and passion (or anything else she 

might have done), they do not override or undo what she has really done: attempted to 

avoid her vulnerability through particularly cruel methods of trying to escape the 

other’s freedom. Annabelle’s reaction to Phebe ultimately emphasizes the slave’s 

existential freedom—her power to make meaning through her judgments of the world.58  

Annabelle’s response to Phebe is predicted and explained by the philosophy of 

both Beauvoir and Sartre. As we saw in Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir cites Sartre in her 

                                                        

57 Of course, Annabelle and all the other slaveholders were defined by holding slaves all along, well before 
the incident of the affair. Yet being defined as a slaveholder was clearly not troubling to them; they justified 
slavery to themselves despite the meaning that slave gave it. In the case of her affair, Annabelle is disturbed 
by Phebe’s judgment, and this distress recognizes Phebe’s authority to take her as an object and judge her. 
58 Nonetheless, Phebe is lacking in material freedom and power in her enslavement, and nothing can 
substitute for literal liberation. The slaveholders accept their existential vulnerability in regard to being 
slaveholders—they are unbothered by being defined as such by others, including slaves. This is one reason 
Beauvoir recognizes there is justified violence. Assuming vulnerability will not require slaveholders to free 
slaves; they merely must acknowledge that the slaves’ judgments define them. So Beauvoir, in her early 
philosophical texts, recognizes that violence on the part of the slave may be necessary and is certainly 
justified. 
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analysis of the situation of a slave: “He feels the look of the slave. As soon as he is 

looked at, he is the one who is the object” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 133). But, we saw in 

chapter one, Beauvoir’s analysis takes a novel turn. She notes that the slaveholder tries 

to dismiss the slave’s judgment, thinking, “Those are [just] the thoughts of a slave.” Yet 

Beauvoir notes, through these efforts, “the slave’s freedom is recognized by the very 

defense that the master puts up” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 133). And Beauvoir tells us what 

the slave sees: “[The slaveholder] is a tyrant who is cruel or timid, resolute or hesitant” 

(133). Beauvoir emphasizes how the slaveholder is defined in his flight from 

vulnerability. Her philosophy doesn’t conclude with the observation that the look of 

others is in conflict and competition with our ideas about ourselves; she insists that the 

look of others is authoritative. Others see us in spite of our attempts to flee vulnerability 

by denying their freedom. This is the moment in Pyrrhus and Cineas when she writes, 

“Our being realizes itself only by choosing to be in danger in the world, in danger before 

the foreign and divided freedoms that take hold of it” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 133). 

There are two ethical requirements in Beauvoir’s existential philosophy: assume 

your freedom and assume your vulnerability. Both of these are encompassed (and 

derive from) her more general exhortation, assume your ambiguity. But for people 

positioned in the world in different ways—with more and less power, with more and 

less options—these two aspects apply to different degrees. Under patriarchy, women 

simply are existentially vulnerable to men. This reality is obvious to women, and creates 
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a limiting situation they must cope with. It is not clear how we could direct women to 

assume their existential vulnerability in this context; that vulnerability is forced on them. 

(In other contexts and relationships women are as guilty as anyone of trying to avoid 

their vulnerability, as in the case of Annabelle Trice). Women’s task is not to escape their 

vulnerability, but to counter-balance it with the claims of their freedom. Beauvoir 

distinguishes the difference, identifying the middle ground between being enclosed by 

another’s freedom and escaping another’s freedom. In the conclusion of The Second Sex, 

Beauvoir writes, “To emancipate woman is to refuse to enclose her in the relations she 

sustains with man, but not to deny [those relations]; while she posits herself for herself, 

she will nonetheless continue to exist for him as well: recognizing each other as subject, 

each will remain an other for the other” (766).  Here we see Beauvoir articulating her 

overall moral framework in The Second Sex as based on ambiguity; each is both subject 

and object. But women’s role in women’s emancipation is to posit herself for herself, an 

act of freedom. Positing herself as freedom will not prevent her from being object and 

(lowercase “o”) other to men. She couldn’t stop this and shouldn’t want to. 

Men’s role in women’s emancipation is not the same. It is through the lens of 

existential vulnerability that we can articulate what men’s task is. Beauvoir was not 

working explicitly with the idea of existential vulnerability in The Second Sex; if she were 

she might have made a special call to men to assume their vulnerability, to acknowledge 

the power of the other’s freedom in regard to them. (This is the same call she makes 



 

221 

implicitly to the Priest and Levite in Pyrrhus and Cineas, to the tyrant in The Ethics of 

Ambiguity—to anyone in power who has taken it upon themselves to assign meaning to 

the other). The Second Sex directs men to give up their idea of women as docile 

freedoms—to recognize them as peers and fellow freedoms. (Beauvoir acknowledges 

that there are certain advantages lost by making this change, though she argues that 

there are also real gains.59) But the path for how men can do this only becomes clear 

through the lens of existential vulnerability. Men must acknowledge and accept their 

existential vulnerability to women—that they are likewise constituted by women’s 

judgments. Though The Second Sex doesn’t indicate in its text how to do this or what it 

looks like, Beauvoir’s project as a whole, the existence of the book itself, offers a first 

step.  

What options are available for a freedom that is relegated to the status of Other, 

which cannot escape being seen in terms of its particularity rather than its 

transcendence, which cannot achieve the status of peer?  Beauvoir demonstrates one 

such move; she posits her freedom by taking men as objects.  

A 2019 book review of Beauvoir’s work in The New York Review of Books narrows 

in on just this aspect of The Second Sex. Elaine Blair, the author of the review, wonders, 

“Had men ever been subject to such cool scrutiny by a female author?” Blair observes, 

                                                        

59 In the conclusion of The Second Sex, Beauvoir writes of men: “Few of them really wish in their hearts to see 
women accomplish themselves; those who scorn woman do not see what they would have to gain, and 
those who cherish her see too well what they have to lose” (764). 
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“[The Second Sex] has made men visible. The very existence of the book confirms it. Men, 

no less than women, are potential objects of intellectual investigation, scientific scrutiny, 

psychological speculation. They’re sitting ducks. The Second Sex was, among many other 

things, an unprecedented foray into the objectification of men.” Blair offers this insight 

in response to the criticism (from Camus) that Beauvoir has made “a laughing-stock of 

the French male.” Blair notes that Beauvoir did not write of men derisively (unlike 

Woolf for example), but simply took them as objects of her observation. 

Blair does not note, though, that Beauvoir’s own philosophy teaches us that 

being object to others is not a bad thing. If men do not like the portrait a woman makes 

of them, the more productive course of action is to choose their own actions in response 

to this judgment, rather than dismiss the freedom and authority of women. For many of 

us, a moral life will require recognizing the other’s insights about us—even when we 

find those insights disappointing or embarrassing. We must assume our vulnerability, 

with the confidence that doing so does not negate the power of our freedom. Beauvoir 

has shown us, we are ambiguous. And in The Second Sex, she gestures at the ways that 

our responsibility to assume our vulnerability is not equally distributed among 

everyone.  

 

This dimension of Beauvoir’s ethics—the call to assume existential 

vulnerability—is striking in its contemporary relevance. It reaches far beyond her 
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original context analyzing gender. Beauvoir’s philosophy teaches a lesson for anyone in 

our society with privilege and power: you must reckon with the meaning that others 

freely make of you. Though you may not be especially vulnerable in bodily and other 

material ways, you will always be—like everyone else—existentially vulnerable to 

others. They will have the power give or deny you a place the world, a longing Beauvoir 

suggests is as crucial to human beings as safety and comfort is. And others will retain 

this power whether or not we make them our peers by recognizing and valuing their 

freedom and authority. To give them the status as peer is risky and anguishing—they 

may not take us up in the ways we’d like, they may not assign meaning to our lives and 

actions in the ways we desire. (They may identify us as arrogant or racist or oblivious or 

irrelevant). But to deny others the status as peer may be worse; this course of action 

ensures that we define ourselves as one limiting others. For most of us this is not the 

way we want to be defined, and conflicts with our primary motivations and projects, 

whatever they are. Beauvoir tries to persuade us that the former risk is preferable to the 

latter certainty.  

In Sartre’s famous analysis of “The Look”, he writes, “We are dealing with my 

being as it is written in and by the Other’s freedom” (Being and Nothingness, 351). 

Beauvoir teaches us how to deal with this being—not to fight to escape or deny it, but to 

acknowledge it. Only then can we decide freely what to do next. 
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Conclusion 
In chapter one, I introduced Pyrrhus and Cineas, Beauvoir’s first philosophical 

essay, published in 1943 after the liberation of Paris from the Nazis. This text was the 

beginning of what Beauvoir called her “moral period,” during which she attempted to 

build an ethics from an existentialist perspective. Pyrrhus and Cineas teaches us that we 

are existentially vulnerable: we depend on others’ responses to us to make us 

meaningful and give us a place in the world. Beauvoir uses her existential framework to 

show us how we are dependent on others. 1. We long for our lives and actions to be 

meaningful or “necessary.” 2. Yet our lives and actions aren’t necessary in any 

fundamental, preordained way. 3. The only way to become necessary is for a 

transcending freedom to need us. 4. And we can’t make ourselves necessary. Beauvoir 

shows us that only the other can give us the place in the world we long for.  

Because we depend on others in this way, we are vulnerable to them. We cannot 

control or coerce their responses. Others are necessary to us for the success of our 

projects, but we cannot guarantee their reactions. We can attempt to escape our 

vulnerability by minimizing the other’s freedom through contempt. We can also 

renounce our projects and goals in an attempt to avoid the painful possibility of failure. 

Or, we can accept and choose our vulnerability instead of trying to avoid it; this is 

necessary in order to become meaningful to others.  To choose our vulnerability we 

must ensure there are free others present and qualified to respond to us. We also must 
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undertake our own projects and act, recognizing that our actions are public before others 

shaping their situations. Finally, we must recognize the other as free by appealing to 

them, using invitation rather than coercion to solicit their responses. 

In chapter two, I considered whether this account of existential vulnerability 

could provide a satisfactory foundation for ethics. Jonathan Webber argues that Pyrrhus 

and Cineas presents a good argument for the conclusion that we should always value 

others’ freedom. I challenged Webber’s interpretation of Pyrrhus and Cineas for 

overlooking the sting of our existential vulnerability and our real risk of failure. But if 

we take these into account, we get a much weaker ethics: one that suggests we must 

acknowledge and value only some others’ freedoms, so that they can make us 

meaningful.  I briefly considered Debra Bergoffen’s objection to Beauvoir’s morality 

because it orients us to the other for instrumental purposes—for the sake of the success 

of our projects.  

I also considered several other challenges to Beauvoir’s ethics, each of which 

reveals another aspect of Beauvoir’s account of vulnerability. Ann Murphy and Lisa 

Knisely use Beauvoir’s views on violence to object to the feminist project of building an 

ethical system on vulnerability; but their readings also reveal the important difference 

between bodily vulnerability and existential vulnerability. Existential vulnerability calls 

our attention to the vulnerability of those who enact violence, rather than to the 

vulnerability of those who are the victims of violence. And while the experience of 
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bodily vulnerability does not clearly lead to any responsibilities, existential vulnerability 

does lead to certain responsibilities towards the other (though these responsibilities are 

limited and not enough to build an entire ethical framework on).  

Existential vulnerability not only fails to be an adequate foundation for ethics; it 

also fails to answer Beauvoir’s original question in Pyrrhus and Cineas, “Why act?” 

Existential vulnerability gives us some direction on how to act, but it doesn’t answer the 

challenge of whether someone should act at all rather than stay home and rest. 

Though Beauvoir’s concept of existential vulnerability does not ground a fully-

fledged ethical theory, nor answer “Why act?,” it does reveal the features of our true 

relationships with others. In the last section of chapter two, I returned to several 

examples of Pyrrhus and Cineas to highlight the implications of our existential 

vulnerability. We are free to choose whether or not to create ties to the other. But 

whether or not we do, two things are true: we always create the situation for the other, 

and we constitute ourselves through that choice. The examples of the Good Samaritan, 

the scrupulous Christian, and the tyrant show us how this works. These examples set up 

the framework of my analysis of The Second Sex. 

In chapters three and four, I turned to Beauvoir’s longer and more well known 

work on morality, The Ethics of Ambiguity. In my reading of this text I distinguished 

between an ethics based on ambiguity (the idea we are both subject and object at once) 
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and an ethics based on the abstract notion of freedom. Beauvoir’s concept of ambiguity 

ties together freedom and existential vulnerability.  

In chapter three, I presented Beauvoir’s account of ambiguity as it is expressed in 

the first several pages of The Ethics of Ambiguity. First, ambiguity is a “both/and” 

affirmation of various irreducible tensions that define the human condition. Second, the 

concept corrects our overwhelming urge to avoid and escape this tension—and Beauvoir 

shows us that we have many strategies to attempt this flight. Third, ambiguity provides 

the basis for Beauvoir’s central ethical claim: we should embrace rather than attempt to 

avoid our ambiguity. Drawing on Nancy Bauer’s analysis of subject/object ambiguity, I 

argued that in the Ethics Beauvoir has moved beyond her position in Pyrrhus and Cineas 

to finally define the true nature of our relationship with others. We are fellow-men, 

“semblables,” with others; we are each both a transcendent subject and an object to one 

another. It is the other’s freedom, not our own, that is the basis of our existential 

vulnerability. 

In chapter four, I gave a close reading of two sections of The Ethics of Ambiguity to 

show how the Ethics simultaneously continues and abandons Pyrrhus and Cineas’ 

emphasis on our existential vulnerability. Beauvoir explicitly claims that her ethics are 

based on freedom, and she insists that we can’t will ourselves free without willing 

others free. But she does not give us a clear account of this claim or explain why 

expressing our freedom requires the freedom of others. I argued that the Ethics actually 
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shows us something else: that we can’t will others free without willing ourselves 

vulnerable. Beauvoir’s characterizations of two types, the adventurer and the genuinely 

free man, highlight this difference.  

In the second half of chapter four, I considered more generally how subject/object 

ambiguity can work as a foundation for ethics. I used Toril Moi’s reading of the 

introduction to The Second Sex to explain Beauvoir’s concept of “situation.” Our actions 

and choices always take place against various background conditions. These 

background conditions do not determine what we “sculpt” against them, but they do 

contribute to and limit our possibilities for expressing our freedom. I argued that this 

image represents the nature of Beauvoir’s ethics, which takes the form, “Don’t try to 

deny the background conditions from which your choices are made.” Subject/object 

ambiguity is one central background condition for all of us; we are all both free and 

existentially vulnerable. Assuming our freedom, as both Sartre and Beauvoir 

recommend, is not enough; we must also assume our vulnerability.  

Assuming our vulnerability gives us slightly more ethical guidance than 

assuming our freedom. It requires us to minimally recognize the other’s freedom. 

Though we are not required to make the other into a peer, we must recognize their 

authority to take us as object. It doesn’t mean we will not be in conflict and opposition 

with others—to be in conflict is to recognize their freedom. Assuming our vulnerability 

simply means that we should not deny or explain away the fact of the other’s freedom. 
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In chapter five, I turned to Beauvoir’s most famous text, The Second Sex, to show 

how Beauvoir finally puts the concept of existential vulnerability to work. The central 

idea of the text is that women are Absolute Others to men; they are prevented from 

being in reciprocal relationships with men and are defined in relation to men rather than 

on their own terms. Beauvoir shows us that making women into Absolute Others is one 

way for men to try to avoid their existential vulnerability. Men treat women as docile 

freedoms that can make men meaningful (unlike nature) but cannot threaten them by 

making them vulnerable (like peers or “semblables”). In various moments of analysis 

from The Second Sex, we can see the consequences of this avoidance tactic—for both men 

and women. Under patriarchy, women are existentially vulnerable to the meaning and 

value that men assign them. Men’s judgments (and sexist cultural myths) are the 

background for women’s choices.  This background can make it impossible for women 

to live out her freedom in a way that will be acknowledged and recognized as free by 

men.  

In the latter half of chapter five, I placed several examples from Pyrrhus and 

Cineas and The Second Sex side by side to show the significance of men’s existential 

vulnerability. When men do create these situations for women under patriarchy, men 

constitute themselves as someone minimizing the freedom of others (what Beauvoir 

occasionally calls a “tyrant”). Despite their attempts to avoid vulnerability, men cannot 

successfully remove themselves from women’s gaze—for instance, Beauvoir’s 
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observations and judgments in writing The Second Sex reveal what they are “really 

doing” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 95). 

This analysis does not only apply to gender relations under patriarchy. A person 

with privilege has more power than another person to determine the meaning and value 

of that person’s situation and actions. Yet the person in power is still existentially 

vulnerable to the freedom of the other. Beauvoir’s ethics require a person with privilege 

to grapple with the meaning that others freely make of them. Beauvoir’s ethics don’t 

require any particular choice from the person in power; they are free to continue a 

project that does not work for the freedom of others. But the person with power should 

recognize that they are constituted by the other’s judgments nonetheless. There is no 

escape from being seen by others.  

If Beauvoir is right—if it is true that only others can make us meaningful—then 

our world seems profoundly tragic. Those who are overlooked, who are ostracized, 

neglected, and forgotten are lost to the void of meaninglessness. Even more people fail 

at the projects they undertake. Not to mention the possibility that others can give 

meanings to a situation that constrain our options to act. There is no loving creator to 

look and care and respond where other human beings don’t. So many lives and projects 

pass into nothingness. They are tracks in the desert rather than stones in the buildings of 

cities where people live. Beauvoir’s optimism about the possibility of fulfilling 

relationships with others has a bleak underside; she doesn’t and can’t soften the blow for 
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us of what failure means. Meaninglessness looms for us, just as it does in other 

existentialist views that don’t recognize this way we depend on others.  

On the other hand, our responsibilities are correspondingly profound. We are 

not just responsible for choosing our projects and our actions—we are responsible for 

making others meaningful. Our responses to others matter and make a difference. 

Without us, they cannot succeed. Our responses to others matter in the ordinary way 

they matter under whatever philosophical view we adopt; our responses make a 

difference to the situation that others face. But Beauvoir characterizes those responses as 

having an additional layer of significance. We actually give or deny others a place in the 

world. And our choice of how we do so contributes to defining who we are.  

Pyrrhus and Cineas teaches us that, “Each man decides the place he occupies in 

the world, but he must occupy one. He can never withdraw from it” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 

100). Being forced to take a place in the world is different than being forced to act 

(though according to Beauvoir, both describe our human condition). To take a place in 

the world is be present to the world and others.  Beauvoir insists, “A man finds his place 

on earth only by becoming a given object for other men” (Pyrrhus and Cineas, 108). This 

vulnerability is excruciating and wonderful. Beauvoir’s philosophy shows us that our 

painful vulnerability to others is paired with a solemn power in regard to them. Both of 

these traits—our vulnerability and our responsibility—originate in the other’s freedom. 
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