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THE MACAT LIBRARY

The Macat Library is a series of unique academic explorations of seminal works in the humanities and social sciences – books and papers that have had a significant and widely recognised impact on their disciplines. It has been created to serve as much more than just a summary of what lies between the covers of a great book. It illuminates and explores the influences on, ideas of, and impact of that book. Our goal is to offer a learning resource that encourages critical thinking and fosters a better, deeper understanding of important ideas.

Each publication is divided into three Sections: Influences, Ideas, and Impact. Each Section has four Modules. These explore every important facet of the work, and the responses to it.

This Section-Module structure makes a Macat Library book easy to use, but it has another important feature. Because each Macat book is written to the same format, it is possible (and encouraged!) to crossreference multiple Macat books along the same lines of inquiry or research. This allows the reader to open up interesting interdisciplinary pathways.

To further aid your reading, lists of glossary terms and people mentioned are included at the end of this book (these are indicated by an asterisk [*] throughout) – as well as a list of works cited.

Macat has worked with the University of Cambridge to identify the elements of critical thinking and understand the ways in which six different skills combine to enable effective thinking.

Three allow us to fully understand a problem; three more give us the tools to solve it. Together, these six skills make up the
PACIER model of critical thinking. They are:

ANALYSIS – understanding how an argument is built

EVALUATION – exploring the strengths and weaknesses of an argument

INTERPRETATION – understanding issues of meaning

CREATIVE THINKING – coming up with new ideas and fresh connections

PROBLEM-SOLVING – producing strong solutions

REASONING – creating strong arguments

To find out more, visit WWW.MACAT.COM.


CRITICAL THINKING AND THE SECOND SEX

Primary critical thinking skill: ANALYSIS

Secondary critical thinking skill: REASONING

Simone de Beauvoir’s 1949 book The Second Sex is a masterpiece of feminist criticism and philosophy. An incendiary take on the place of women in post–war French society, it helped define major trends in feminist thought for the rest of the 20th century, and its influence is still felt today.

The book’s success owes much to de Beauvoir’s brilliant writing style and passion, but both are rooted in the clarity of her critical thinking skills. She builds a strong argument against the silent assumptions that continually demoted (and still demote) women to “second place” in a society dominated by men. De Beauvoir also demonstrates the central skills of reasoning at their best: presenting a persuasive case, organising her thoughts, and supporting her conclusions.

Above all though, The Second Sex is a masterclass in analysis. Treating the structures of contemporary society and culture as a series of arguments that tend continuously to demote women, de Beauvoir is able to isolate and describe the implicit assumptions that underpin male domination. Her demolition of these assumptions provides the crucial ammunition for her argument that women are in no way the “second” sex, but are in every way the equal of men.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR OF THE ORIGINAL WORK

Born in Paris in 1908, Simone de Beauvoir was a gifted scholar whose radical ideas and scandalous love life shocked France and the wider world. She was at the forefront of twentieth-century existentialism—the philosophy that replaced God with personal choice. De Beauvoir was a prolific and high profile writer of philosophy, fiction, and autobiography until her death in 1986. The Second Sex, her essential book about what it means to be a woman, inspired the feminist movement.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR OF THE ANALYSIS

Dr Rachele Dini studied at Cambridge, King’s College London and University College London. Much of her current work focuses on the representation of production and consumption in modern and contemporary Anglo-American fiction. She has taught at Cambridge and for the Foundation for International Education, and is now Lecturer in English at the University of Roehampton. Her first monograph, Consumerism, Waste and Re-use in Twentieth-century Fiction: Legacies of the Avant-Garde, was published by Palgrave Macmillan in 2016.

ABOUT MACAT

GREAT WORKS FOR CRITICAL THINKING

Macat is focused on making the ideas of the world’s great thinkers accessible and comprehensible to everybody, everywhere, in ways that promote the development of enhanced critical thinking skills.

It works with leading academics from the world’s top universities to produce new analyses that focus on the ideas and the impact of the most influential works ever written across a wide variety of academic disciplines. Each of the works that sit at the heart of its growing library is an enduring example of great thinking. But by setting them in context – and looking at the influences that shaped their authors, as well as the responses they provoked – Macat encourages readers to look at these classics and game–changers with fresh eyes. Readers learn to think, engage and challenge their ideas, rather than simply accepting them.


‘Macat offers an amazing first-of-its-kind tool for interdisciplinary learning and research. Its focus on works that transformed their disciplines and its rigorous approach, drawing on the world’s leading experts and educational institutions, opens up a world-class education to anyone.’

Andreas Schleicher, Director for Education and Skills, Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

‘Macat is taking on some of the major challenges in university education … They have drawn together a strong team of active academics who are producing teaching materials that are novel in the breadth of their approach.’

Prof Lord Broers, former Vice-Chancellor of the University of Cambridge

‘The Macat vision is exceptionally exciting. It focuses upon new modes of learning which analyse and explain seminal texts which have profoundly influenced world thinking and so social and economic development. It promotes the kind of critical thinking which is essential for any society and economy. This is the learning of the future.’

Rt Hon Charles Clarke, former UK Secretary of State for Education

‘The Macat analyses provide immediate access to the critical conversation surrounding the books that have shaped their respective discipline, which will make them an invaluable resource to all of those, students and teachers, working in the field.’

Professor William Tronzo, University of California at San Diego


WAYS IN TO THE TEXT

KEY POINTS

•  Simone de Beauvoir was a radical French philosopher and writer.

•  The Second Sex was an analysis of why women have always had less power and freedom than men.

•  De Beauvoir drew on different disciplines to argue that women have been oppressed throughout history, and her book helped to set the feminist* movement in motion.

Who was Simone de Beauvoir?

Simone de Beauvoir was a radical French philosopher, writer, and political activist whose groundbreaking work tackled the underdog status of women and inspired the feminist movement.

Born in 1908, de Beauvoir grew up in a middle-class Parisian family and was a gifted scholar. Her father was a lawyer who encouraged his daughter to study, while her mother was a devout Roman Catholic.* At convent school de Beauvoir considered becoming a nun, but later came to be an atheist and remained one for the rest of her life.

In 1929 she earned a degree in philosophy* at the Paris Sorbonne—also known as Paris University. De Beauvoir was one of only a handful of female graduates. When she was 21 she met the philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre* at the renowned École Normale Supérieure and they were lovers and friends until his death in 1980. De Beauvoir became a secondary school teacher but was suspended from teaching after a scandal involving accusations that she and Sartre had seduced one of her female students in 1939.

De Beauvoir published her first novel, She Came to Stay (based on the scandal), in 1943, and her first philosophical essay, Pyrrhus and Cinéas, in 1944. Next came The Ethics of Ambiguity (1947) and The Second Sex (1949). Her semi-autobiographical novel The Mandarins followed in 1954.1

In 1972 de Beauvoir declared herself a feminist, revising her previous stance that a socialist* revolution would be enough to emancipate* women.2 She died of pneumonia in 1986 and is buried beside Sartre in the cemetery of Montparnasse in Paris.

What Does The Second Sex Say?

De Beauvoir’s book tackles women’s social status from the beginning of civilization to the modern day. Her central argument is that women have been forced to take a secondary role to men since the earliest times, and that the whole human condition is viewed in male terms and is described in language that excludes women.

De Beauvoir makes her case using three frames of reference. The first is historical materialism,* which addresses the influence of social and economic conditions and class on shaping history. De Beauvoir also employs existentialism*—the philosophy that emphasizes personal freedom and choice in a world where there is no God or other higher power. Then she brings psychoanalysis* to bear in examining the underlying (known as “subconscious”) causes of human behavior.

De Beauvoir’s historical materialist investigation shows how women have been trapped into dependence on men in every area of their lives, ensuring they have no real power in culture or society. She highlights how society treated women as legal minors, very like children. This frustrated their ability to take part in public life on an equal footing with men. For these reasons, women are largely absent from the great stories of history. Men have always been granted greater economic, political, and social power, so they have also had more influence on cultural and historical events.3

Viewing the female lot through an existentialist lens, de Beauvoir argues that femininity is constructed. By this she means that a person’s nature depends on outside forces. This is the complete opposite of the traditional philosophical view that human nature is fixed at birth. As an existentialist, de Beauvoir argues that human beings are not born with any particular values and create an identity only as a result of their circumstances. The Second Sex famously states that no one is born a woman, but rather becomes one through how she is raised and treated by society.

Throughout history, de Beauvoir argues, women have been cast as the “Other.”* This is a philosopher’s term for that which is separate or distinct from the human self. De Beauvoir argues that society views women as the “Other,” because they are viewed only in relation to men. They are treated as objects of desire for men, as mothers to their future heirs, or as the ones who look after everyone else. Denying women their own subjectivity (the right to view themselves as individuals) with their own perspective is dehumanizing* and leaves them powerless.

Psychoanalysis is used in The Second Sex to expose the contradictions and untruths in myths* about femininity that are to be found throughout art, literature, religion, and popular culture. De Beauvoir argues that cultural understandings of femininity have no basis in fact. Instead they are rooted in male fear and male desire. They express men’s longing to possess, own, and achieve in the world. Women’s sole purpose in society is to satisfy such male longings. The female role in these myths is passive. Without men pursuing them, seducing them, or making them their wives, women have no reason to exist.

Why Does The Second Sex Matter?

The Second Sex is a milestone in the study of women’s experience in society and is regarded by some as marking the birth of feminism. De Beauvoir’s resounding achievement was to show the full extent of the sexism* at work in modern society. Her broad vision and use of critical tools from several disciplines were put to work methodically in making her case across all areas of literature, culture, and scholarship.

De Beauvoir tackled head on the accepted, centuries-old beliefs about women’s place in the home and the function of marriage. She questioned the very idea of femininity. The book stirred up a storm of controversy in the conservative France of 1949, and de Beauvoir was criticized and ridiculed both for her ideas and her private life. However, The Second Sex set decades of debate in motion about patriarchical* (male-centered) attitudes that endures to this day.

It is also true that to a twenty-first century reader, many of de Beauvoir’s theories may seem to be stating the obvious.
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