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THINKING WITH SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR... AND BEYOND

PENSANDO COM SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR... E PARA ALEM DE

Christine DaigleEI
ABSTRACT

In my article, | address what | perceive to be B®eats fundamental
preoccupation, namely ethics. Her ethical thinkimggrounded in ontological
and phenomenological considerations that allow her think through
interpersonal relations. Because this is what driver philosophy, | consider
her fundamental preoccupation to be ethical. Tloblpm of alterity is one that
Beauvoir seeks to address in her work. Discussig | engage with the
qguestion of its origin and the problem of influenbetween Sartre and
Beauvoir. This leads me to an analysis of how Beaiuackles the problem of
alterity in She Came to Staivly claim is that the novel does not offer a thyeor
of alterity and that only seeds of such a theory tr be found therein.
Nonetheless, Beauvoir's thinking in the novel wakiential on Sartre. But it
can also be argued that the influence remains nazap
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RESUMO

Em meu artigo remeto ao que percebo ser a precdopampdamental de
Beauvoir, a ética. Seu pensamento ético esta fuentaho em consideracdes
ontolégicas e fenomenoldgicas que lhe permitem genss relacbes
interpessoais. Uma vez que € isso que impulsioadilsofia, considero que
sua preocupacao fundamental € ética. O problenateléddade é um dos que
Beauvoir busca abordar em sua obra. Discutindg tsstm da questdo da sua
origem e do problema da influéncia com relagéo rré&Sa Beauvoir. Isso me
leva a uma analise de como Beauvoir aborda o prablda alteridade e
Convidada Minha posicdo € que o romance ndo apresenta aoria tda
alteridade, mas sementes de tal teoria encontrameg® No entanto, o
pensamento de Beauvoir, apresentado nesse ronexaceeu influéncia sobre
Sartre. Mas também se pode argumentar que a iofu@mtre ambos seja
reciproca.
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An examination of the themes pursued in Beauvaiurgings shows that the
underlying fundamental preoccupation in her wosk®thical. She is concerned with the
nature of interpersonal relations and the flourighof human beings as individuals and as
beings with-others—as intersubjective beings. Whige fundamental concern is ethical,
she is not concerned with coming up with ethicaspriptions as such. In fact, she warns
us against this iThe Ethics of Ambiguityfoward the conclusion of the book she writes:
"It will be said that these considerations remauntey abstract. What must be done
practically? Which action is good? Which is bad?a6& such a question is also to fall into
a naive abstraction. [...] Ethics does not furnistipes any more than do science and art.
One can merely propose methodsdowever, while she is not concerned with devising
ethical rules of conduct and guidelines for ethidatision-making, she is concerned with
the more fundamental question of how to live auticaly as ambiguous beings. Her
ethical thinking is grounded in ontological and pbeenological considerations that allow
her to think through interpersonal relations. Beeathis is what drives her philosophy, |
consider her fundamental preoccupation to be dthica

It was because of the attention she paid to etlgigastions that | first turned to her
writings? Looking for the key to Sartre's ethics, a key tisadifficult to unearth in his
writings, | looked to Beauvoir for that missing keg presentation of the ethics missing in
Sartre's work. This is a mistake that many Sargdasve made, including Thomas C.
Anderson an influential Sartrean scholahe problem is that SartreBeing and

Nothingness a phenomenological-ontological inquiry, paints daunting portrait of

! de Beauvoir, Simond&he Ethics of AmbiguityTranslated by Bernard Frechtman. New York: Cit&tess,
1976, p. 134.

2 A little bit of autobiography is in order to comtealize my approach to Beauvoir's works. Whenrgtfi
encountered Beauvoir as an undergraduate stud#etdid | know that | would end up spending soamnu
time researching her philosophy. | was enrolleé iGreat Books program and we were reading excefpts
The Second Sekwalked away from class convinced by my profeskat she was not much of a feminist but
that this book was still an interesting assessménie situation of women in the 1940s. For my geetd
work, | turned to the existentialist philosophidsFoiedrich Nietzsche and Jean-Paul Sartre andtspéew
years exploring the similarities between them. Beawbecame a part of this inquiry as she providedwith
invaluable information on Sartre's development tiglo her series of autobiographies. Sartre's letterser
were also a source of potential information on whatwas reading when. As part of my inquiry, | was
examining the convergences between Nietzsche'sSante's ethics. But then the problem arose: what i
Sartre's ethics? That is how Beauvoir entered fayaljain and this time for good as a philosopher.

% In particular see the following two bookShe Foundation and Structure of Sartrean Ethicawrence,
Kansas: University of Kansas Press, 1979 Bram Authenticity to Integral Humanity: Sartre'sr&ti Two
Ethics Chicago: Open Court Press, 1993.
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interpersonal relations. The being for-others ef itidividual is alienating and the Other is
posited as one who steals the world from me, one ndids a truth about me to which |
have no access, one who objectifies me. "The essaicthe relations between
consciousnesses is not thiitsein it is conflict.” The reader oBeing and Nothingness
left with one of two impressions, or possibly boif):since the essence of our relation to
others is conflictual, no ethics is possible ob2yause the essence of our relation to others
is conflictual, it is imperative to devise an ethithat will regulate those relations. Sartre
believes that it is important to think about etharsd in fact concludes his treatise by
promising that the ethical considerations he browghin the concluding pages would be
addressed in a future work. While he did fill teotebooks with notes for an ethics, the
promise was never fulfilled. Sartre's struggle wathics are documented in tNetebooks
for an Ethics published posthumously in 1984 and containing ofiéhe ten notebooks.
Two sets of notes from the 1950s, the "Rome Lestuaed the "Notes for Cornell,” also
give us some insight into his ethical thinking. Hewer, all these efforts leave important
guestions unanswered and leave some tensions sfastdrily addressed. An example is
the notion of the conversion to the Other. Reatjzime bind in which he has put himself in
Being and Nothingnessartre proposes in tidotebooks for an Ethicthat despite the
ontological truth of the conflictual relation withe Other, one must convert to the Other.
One must—and the implication is that one can—cdrneethe other, that is, wilfully reach
out to the Other and engage in caring relationsraer to become authentic. However,
there is no explanation as to how such a leap ssiple. And in fact, it is not possible on
the basis of the ontology presented Being and NothingnessiVhile it may not be
necessary to reject it wholesale, important remsioeed to be made to Sartre's ontological
positions for them to cohere with his proposaltheNotebooksThe necessary correctives
can be found in Beauvoir.

Beauvoir's understanding of the human being asdmneshtally ambiguous allows
for the possibility of the conversion to the Othbat Sartre was looking to establish.
Because she understands that we are ambiguoussbemggged in ambiguous relations,
that is our relations are both conflictual and hamious, she sees a possibility for

individuals to relate to others in a positive fashiThis is the piece that is missing from

* Sartre, Jean-PauBeing and Nothingness: An Essay in Phenomenolo@io&blogy Translated by Hazel E.
Barnes, revised edition, London and New York: Redgle, 2003, p. 451.

Sapere Aude — Belo Horizonte, v.3 - n.6, p.96-106 — 2° sem.208SN: 2177-6342 08



99

Christine Daigle

Sartre and this explains why Sartreans turn to Baador help. But when they do and
claim that Beauvoir is exposing Sartre's ethic®ymrhus and Cinéasnd The Ethics of
Ambiguity they are mistaken. She is exposing her own etrasgd on an ontological and
phenomenological understanding of the human thatlase to Sartre but essentially
different?

Scholars working on Beauvoir's thought very ofterd fthemselves in a position
where they have to address the philosophical cglatiith Sartre. This is in many ways
inevitable® Beauvoir and Sartre share some ontological positidcknowledging this does
not diminish what she or he is doing and achievitgfact, given the type of relation they
had—quite a complex and intricate one—it is quitaaeivable that they had discussions
and shared ideas, each theorizing them in theirwasnand in light of their own individual
preoccupations and other ideas which they did hatesor agree on. Understanding their
relation in this way opens the door to the possybithat many ideas were initially
Beauvoir's and that Sartre theorized them befoeedsth and vice versa. To go as far as to

say that he had no philosophical ideas and that weze all hers, as the Fullbrooks have

® Part of the reasons why Sartreans may be mistiakétis way may have to do with Beauvoir's own misi
that she was not a philosopher and that Sartreanasilosopher, effectively denying that she had aag
influence on him. Margaret A. Simons' relentlessrikwon the question of influence and editorial work
bringing to light the philosophical development Béauvoir from her youth onwards has illuminateds thi
influence. Of particular interest are the intervsewith Beauvoir reproduced Beauvoir and the Second Sex:
Feminism, Race, and the Origins of Existentialistanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 1999. On the questif
influence, see the volume | co-edited with Jacollofb, Beauvoir and Sartre: The Riddle of Influence
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2009.

® Following the paper | presented at the Simone e@uBoir Society meeting in Eugene, Oregon, in 2011,
had an interesting exchange with Peg Simons omthiser. She was lamenting the fact that we weeblen

to deal with Beauvoir in her own terms. For hee tharadigm shift she was seeing (or anticipatirig?)
Beauvoir studies entailed that we had to stop emist referencing Sartre while talking about Bedtso
philosophy and comparing her to him. Simons' wasrynderstandable given all the work she has done t
pull Beauvoir out from under Sartre's shadow (se®ipus note). | am very thankful to her for theleange
we had and the many challenges she has put forteame. What follows in this paper is an attempt at
answering Simons' concern(s).

" Debra Bergoffen makes an excellent point aboustithiher recension of Penelope Deutscher's reaak, b
The Philosophy of Simone de Beauvoir. Ambiguitynv€wsion, ResistanceCambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2008. She applauds Deutschealysas of the web of influences (including Sarttieat
operated on Beauvoir's thinking. Bergoffen says tth&s important to acknowledge that Beauvqirst like
any other philosophemwas influenced by an array of thinkers and thamnfthere she was able to elaborate
her own philosophy. She also applauds Deutschetigue of Beauvoir, underlying that the critiquees$ not
lead to a dismissal of Beauvoir. If we are indeesydmd sorting out the question of influence and
demonstrating that Beauvoir was a philosopher imoke right, we have a duty to proceed to thisqui¢ as
we would with other philosophers. See Bergoffe@sension:philoSOPHIA. A Journal of Continental
Feminism volume 1.2, pp. 251-256.
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argued’ is too extreme just as it is too extreme to say Beauvoir was Sartre's clone, as
many commentators on Sartre and continental plplogdave claimed. That she had
philosophical ideas, was interested in philoso@nd in fact effaced herself in favor of
Sartre has all been demonstrated.

What has triggered a lot of interest with rega@she question of who originated
the philosophical ideas is the exploration of theesiion of other consciousnessesSime
Came To StayThis was a problem she had been puzzled by aedested in for many
years, as the early diaries show. The novel regoreund Francoise's discovery of the
dynamic between consciousnesses as Xaviere emeli$ehand disrupts the unity she had
built between herself and Pierre. Xaviere is thienalting Other; she is the opaque
consciousness that sees Frangoise and holds tilsoagbut her to which she is denied
access. Francoise is confronted to this very alyuphis amounts to her discovery of her
intersubjective being, namely her ambiguous beiitg-athers. Arguably, she fails to
handle the discovery of this facet of her beingeithe novel closes on the murder of
Xaviere by Francoise. She cannot stand this alieg&ther.

This literary exploration of the problem of oth@nsciousnesses is very interesting.
While it exposes some of Beauvoir's ontologicalidfg] it does not commit her to an
ethical position on the nature of the interpersoakitions she describes, successful ones or
failed ones. The way she exposed the problem shitatsshe was interested in it and not
that she had a theory about it. She may have hagbthe time, or an early formulation of
one, butShe Came to Stayg a literary text and not a clear indication ahaory. It is true
that there is no sharp distinction between litemt@and metaphysics for Beauvoir. In the
essay "Literature and Metaphysics" she explainsahevel can be philosophical and help
unveil concepts and orient our thinking about treerd thus eventually formulate a theory.
Novelistic writing is a method of philosophizingatifares better than systematic writing as
we find it in treatises because it allows one - Wréer and the reader - to capture the
concrete and lived aspects of concepts and thedrlesrefore, the literary nature of her

exploration of the problem of other consciousnes®es not entail the absence of a theory

8 See theiSex and Philosophy: Rethinking de Beauvoir and&attondon and New York: Continuum, 2008.

° Again, see Margaret A. Simons' works as well agBaand GolombBeauvoir and Sartre: The Riddle of
Influence
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of alterity inShe Came to Stajly claim, however, is not that it is absent. RatH claim
that there are seeds of a theory of alterity inrtbeel but that it is not complete and that it
is also somewhat problematic and inconsistent.

In the novel, the "claint® is made that Xaviére's insertion in the relatiemzen
Pierre and Francoise is the upsurge of the OthrefFfancoise. She posits it as a challenge
to her understanding of herself as a unique coosoess. However, Francoise is already
engaged in a relation with an Other: Pierre. Sorétad problem that Francoise is facing is
not, as she claimed, that she suddenly is facddamtOther which unveils to her that she is
not unique, rather the problem she is facing i$ this Other, Xaviere, resists Francgoise's
desire to merge. What differentiates her relatiath Wierre from that with Xaviére is that
she has a feeling of being one with Pierre. Xagepeesence disrupts this harmonious
symbiosis. Francoise's relation with Xaviére isftiotual. This is why this relation to an
Other is difficult and ultimately unbearable foraRgoise. So what Beauvoir is in fact
theorizing, or rather exploring, in the novel ig tiee problem of other consciousness and
how it shatters solipsism, but rather the diffeneatys one can relate to an Other, namely
the ambiguity inherent in any relation with others.

She Came to Sta a literary/philosophical exploration of the plem of the
existence of other consciousnesses. But if it ibpbphical, we may ask what its argument
is, or rather, what "claims" are being made or esgd. Its main claim is that human
consciousness is a being with-others and thatpetsonal relations are fundamentally
ambiguous. This argument entails a critique ofpsidim. Francoise is a solipsist in that she
fancies that she is a unique consciousness. Cdattowith her own bad faith, i.e.
conceiving of herself as a lone consciousness, faleto deal with it and to recognize
herself as the being with-others that seieBecause of that, she murders Xaviere. The
murder is not an indication that Francoise is avlaied consciousness but rather an
indication that she fails to conceive of herselfaakeing with-others, namely she,bad
faith, conceives of herself as isolated and wants tamemsolated. This plot exemplifies

Beauvoir's interest in ethical questions especidillying the war as it unearthed issues of

19 To refer to it as a "claim" is actually overstatiit. There are no "claims" as such in the novéleré are
suggestions, allusions, explorations, which aresabse of their literary form, necessarily tentatifer
Beauvoir, however, this does not disqualify thenplaigosophical tools of inquiry. Philosophical tking that
constrains itself to argumentative reasoning iessarily limited and fails to address concrete ggpee.
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violence and its possibility. Frangoise's failurelder murder is an illustration that people
will engage in violent and unethical acts when tfalyto recognize their own being-with-
otherness. This is why Beauvoir then arguesPinrhus and CinéasThe Ethics of
Ambiguity and The Second Sexhat individuals have to recognize their own
intersubjectivity and the fact that we are interted with others. It becomes the great
ethical imperative of Beauvoir's thought.

This imperative is at work in seed form 8he Came to Stdgp the exploration of
the conflictual relation between Francoise and Xavbut also in the experience Frangoise
has of her more positive relation with Pierre.He beginning of the novel, she understands
her relation with Pierre to be one of harmoniousisipsis. She does not quite posit herself
as a unigue consciousness but as lost in the umgosciousness that they, Pierre with
Francoise, form. This is problematic because, asuar will delineate later in other
works, one cannot surrender one's own subjectanity freedom. Even if Francoise does
willingly surrender, it nonetheless remains protdéimas the chapter on the woman in love
in The Second Sedemonstrates. Francoise is most often thoughsdha incarnation of
the free and powerful independent woman. But Iktghe in fact stands closer to Paula in
The MandarinsBoth Francgoise and Paula may be criticized femig themselves in their
relationships with men. In so doing, they lose gfpthemselves as the free ambiguous
beings they in fact are. Francoise discovers tbss lonce Pierre pulls away from her
through his fascination with Xaviere. Once a memtfethe harmonious unity parts ways
from it, what is left for Frangoise? Nothing, sirgtee only conceived of herself in terms of
her unity with Pierre. With this, the novel is ingilly arguing that in order to flourish as a
human being, one must not live by oneself or laseself in a relation with an other. One
must nurture both one's own free individuality ame's being with-others. This is lived
ambiguity, as Beauvoir will later explain The Ethics of Ambiguity

The claim has been made that Sartre's theory dDther inBeing and Nothingness
was entirely taken from Beauvoir's first novel.v&i what | have said above, | do not wish
to deny that Sartre picked up on the problem whdewas reading the manuscript&tie
Came to Stawhen on leave in the early months of 1940. Heiddted pick up on the
problem presented by Beauvoir and admitted to ftisnVar Diaries but his theorizing of

the problem is entirely his own. He did not steahBvoir's ideas because the ideas on the
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being for-others are his and they are differeninfi®eauvoir's who conceives of our being
with-others not as conflictual but as ambiguous.aiVBartre takes from the novel is the
conflictual relation between Francoise and Xavidteappeals to his own theoretical
inclinations. However, he does not take what appéarbe the more positive relation
between Francoise and Pierre into considerationdoes he take into consideration the
ambiguity of interpersonal relations that Beauvbhirstrates. Beauvoir's position is richer
and allows for the elaboration of an ethics.

At the same time that Sartre is finalizing his tlyeon being for-others and relations
with others as conflictual, Beauvoir is already ramkledging the shortcomings of
solipsism, viz. being in bad faith about one's dvaing with-others, and indicates that it
can only lead to conflict, violence, and, in Frasets case, murder. Beauvoir moves
toward a theorization of the being with-othersPyrrhus and Cinéasind the works that
follow. Interestingly, Sartre comes to recognizeattiis views lead to violence and
oppressive relations between individuals and they &are an ethical dead-end. This is why
he tries to work out an ethics of authenticity teatails a conversion to the Other in the
NotebooksHe has to go back to Beauvoir in order to wordut. It is Beauvoir's emphasis
on being with-others that is operative in this work?

If Beauvoir is able to flesh out her notion of agumus being with-others, it is
thanks to her different appreciation of situationd aembodiment. Sonia Kruks has
demonstrated very convincingly that Beauvoir's usi@ading of situation lead her to adopt
a view of freedom that was much more ambiguous tlaat Sartre could conceive in the
context ofBeing and Nothingne<3 Kruks aptly titled her essay "Teaching Sartre Abou

1 1n an other essay, | have argued that it is thaokser different reception and appropriation ofjeleand
Heidegger that Beauvoir is more successful in wtdading interpersonal relations and moving beyied
strictly conflictual with her ambiguous being witthers. See my “The Ethics of AuthenticityReading
Sartre Jonathan Webber (ed.), London: Routledge, 204.0114.

12 Interestingly then, Sartre did the same as ther Bartreans | referred to earlier: he went to Bemufor
help devising his own ethical thinking. But thigats for him major revisions to some of his viewamely
revisions to the being for-others. However, as Vehadicated in my essay "The Ethics of Authenyitit
revising some of his notions froBeing and Nothingnesoes not entail rejecting the whole ontologysilt i
possible that he saw the possibility to do thisegithat Beauvoir shared some ontological positam yet
was able to work out an ethics when he was not.

13 See Kruks, Sonia, "Simone de Beauvoir: Teachinty&About Freedom," in Aronson, Ronald and Adrian
van den Hoven (eds$artre Alive Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1991. dvpus version in French
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Freedom." Beauvoir's assessment of interpersotetiaes rests on the appreciation that
individuals are situated beings. We are being$@world, which entails that our freedom
is situated, thus constrained to a degree by thecéfof circumstances.” We are free
individuals but our freedom is not absolute: it Sguated, embedded in the world,
intertwined with that of others with whom we araays in relation. This understanding of
freedom as situated is also connected to her vaewsmbodiment. In other essays, | have
shown how Beauvoir's approach to the body as ambgand to consciousness as
necessarily and always embodied represents an wamrent over Sartre's instrumental
views of the body and of consciousness as ultimatehscendentt: The overarching point
that is made in these essays is that because Beawrweives of the human being as
ambiguous and because this ambiguity is manifoticamries through to our relations with
the world and with others, she is in a better teeoal position to address the ethical
problems related to interpersonal relations. Shetgrying to superimpose an omnipotent
absolutely free consciousness on the world and gathan relations with equally
omnipotent and absolutely free individuals. Ratlsfie sees that the interpersonal realm
will always be permeated with tensions as individuznnot conceive of themselves as
self-enclosed and self-sufficient. These tensitiasyever, are both positive and negative
and one must learn to dwell in one's own ambigityis is the ideal of authenticity for
Beauvoir™

Although | will not proceed to argue this héfd,think it can be demonstrated that
Sartre's later philosophy of the 1950s and onwardleeply informed by Beauvoir's

philosophy. Sartre does move toward an understgrafithe human being as situated and

was published irLes Temps modernes November 1989 as “Simone de Beauvoir entre SattiMerleau-
Ponty" where Kruks was mis-identified as Sonia Iral

14 See my “Where Influence Fails: Embodiment in Bedugnd Sartre”Beauvoir and Sartre: The Riddle of
Influence C. Daigle and J. Golomb (eds.). Bloomington: &mdi University Press, 2009, pp. 30-48. See also
the following article, co-authored with Christini@ndry, "An Analysis of Sartre's and Beauvoir's Wéon
Transcendence. Exploring Intersubjective RelatipRaenExSpring/Summer 2013.

5 For more on this see my “The Ethics of AuthenyititSee also my “Beauvoir philosophe: pour une
phénoménologie de I'ambiguité(Re)découvrir 'oeuvre de Simone de Beauvoir. Mauxieme sexa La
Cérémonie des adieux. J. Kristeva, P. Fautriek, Fort and A. Strasser (eds.). Paris: Le Bord'eku, 2008,
pp. 149-157, as well as my “The Ambiguous EthicsSohone de BeauvoirExistentialist Thinkers and
Ethics C. Daigle (ed.). Kingston and Montreal: McGill/€en’s University Press, 2006, pp. 120-141.

% Doing so would require an in-depth and detaileclymis of Sartre's writings beyonBeing and
Nothingnessnd theNotebooks for an EthicThe gesture will have to suffice for now.
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caught up in the socio-historical web of events.il&/imcorporating the idea that freedom
is situated and thus constrained, he reduces teeara scope of absolute freedom to a
great degree. The individual that is part of seaied fused groupde( groupe en fusignin

the Critique of Dialectical Reasohas very little to do with the free individual @sscribed

in Being and Nothingness think Beauvoir's influence is at work in theoawion of
Sartre's thinking. But | think it can also be argukat the influence remains reciprocal as
they continue to engage in those conversationse shatings, and develop ideas together
and separately. Sartre spent his career thinkitiy Beauvoir, and beyond.

As scholars, we should take this as an example et wo do with Beauvoir's
philosophy and writings in general. Scholars temdewvere the authors they study and their
works. But if we are to be philosophers like Bedagwwse ought to be irreverent. The works
we receive must resonate and we have a duty to ttedee works and use them as a
springboard for our own thinking and for our owrti@e. Beauvoir is appealing to our
freedom so that we may undertake to act and ch#mgevorld. She is not looking for
docile disciples but for free individuals who withink with her and, most importantly,

carry on and think beyond her. We owe it to herepond in this fashion.
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