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To Ali





My philosophy must be from life.

– Diary of a Philosophy Student, Volume 1






Introduction: Becoming an authentic rebel


I feel within me something tumultuous that frightens me, an intensity that exhausts me. But I accept the great adventure of being me.

– Diary of a Philosophy Student, Volume 2



‘Just be yourself.’ The ‘just’ makes it sound so simple. If it were simple, the instruction wouldn’t be necessary. But as it turns out, it is necessary. We crave authenticity precisely because it is so painfully rare to find and difficult to achieve. In the end, we have to fight to become authentic. This book is meant to assist in the quest.

Authenticity has become a devalued currency, attenuated to the point of meaninglessness. The meaning of ‘Just be yourself’ is anyone’s guess. Leadership literature advises us on how to fake authenticity. It promises to reveal the ‘secrets’ of authenticity, to help us get ahead at work. Oprah Winfrey says if she’d known authenticity was so profitable, she would have done it much sooner. Brené Brown, bestselling author of The Gifts of Imperfection, defines authenticity as ‘the daily practice of letting go of who we think we’re supposed to be and embracing who we are’. Letting go of who we’re supposed to be sounds right, but how do we know who we are? To ensure our lasting happiness, we’re supposed to embrace our true selves. But what is a true self, and do we even have one?

If we’re going to use the word ‘authentic’, it would be helpful to understand what it really means, and if it’s something we can have or something we must do. We might wonder who has access to it, how we can get access to it, and how setting it as a target would affect our lives. Is rapper Lizzo authentic when she loves herself out loud and rejects other people’s beauty standards? Or is authenticity more like the philosopher Angela Davis who bravely speaks out against injustices such as sexism, wars, and prisons as she acts upon her beliefs? Perhaps we zero in on things that seem obviously inauthentic: the incessant lies of politicians, gossipy musings of co-workers and friends, and selfies by Instagram influencers beholden to filters. But if they are inauthentic, what makes them so?

French existential philosopher Simone de Beauvoir pointed to authenticity as a foundational element of the meaning of life. But she meant something very different by the idea than the familiar parade of platitudes about being true to a pure form of yourself. For Beauvoir, there is no concrete you. There is no fixed essence that is a ‘you’, since you are always becoming something other than what you are today. For Beauvoir, ‘existence precedes essence’, meaning that you exist first and then spend the rest of your life creating who you are (your essence).1 There is no ‘true self’ to discover, but only a vibrant self that you create through your choices. In other words, you are a creative nothing.2

To become authentic means to create your own essence. It’s the creation that is vital here. You don’t discover yourself, you make yourself. Authenticity is a way of expressing your freedom: to realise and accept that you are free; to be lucid about what you can and can’t choose about yourself, your situation, and others; and to use your freedom as a tool to shape yourself. Your self is not the product of a chain of impersonal causes and effects. Creating yourself is an art form – the act of intentionally choosing who you become.

Authenticity is a poetic quest, a continuous process of self-creation and self-renewal, with unique rhymes and rhythms, verses and stanzas, muses and missteps. There are no particular rules or prescribed goals to guide you in your style. You have to fashion authenticity for yourself. And it’s how you compose it that matters.

Although authenticity is a poetic quest, it’s not a solo one. Authenticity isn’t something you do, or even could do, on your own for two key reasons. One, there is an ethical dimension to Beauvoir’s understanding of authenticity. We are always in the world with other people, interacting with them, with some awareness of what they want for us and what we want for them. Sometimes others uplift. Sometimes others obstruct. Either way, our lives are inextricably bound with others. And two, we can discover aspects of ourselves in others’ stories, even, and perhaps especially, in the mistakes and delusions. Becoming more aware of ourselves, others, and our possibilities for growth fortifies us along our poetic quests towards authenticity.

Authenticity is about forging our own paths, but it doesn’t mean we get to do whatever we like. For Beauvoir, freedom without responsibility is meaningless. Responsibility means acknowledging that we are interconnected, and that we live situated in a particular time and place. Beauvoir – more so than any other philosopher – is unique in helping us navigate this tension between riding our own freedom and manoeuvring through a world filled with others trying to do the same.

Beauvoir wrote, ‘One’s life has value so long as one attributes value to the life of others, by means of love, friendship, indignation, compassion.’3 Love, friendship, and compassion are fairly standard on people’s lists of important things. But indignation is not. She means indignation against injustices in the world. This is why compassion for others is essential to authenticity and it’s also where rebellion comes in – rebellion against oppression and rebellion for every person’s right to freely create their own lives.

In the lead-up to World War II, Beauvoir tended towards pacifism, but upon seeing the spread and horrors of fascism, she realised the importance of humanism, solidarity, and resistance. She lived through Nazi-occupied Paris. Her life partner, Jean-Paul Sartre, spent nine months as a prisoner of war. Many of her friends mysteriously disappeared. Beauvoir launched a resistance group but later disbanded it because people in other resistance groups started getting arrested and vanishing. In 1939 she wrote, ‘History took hold of me, and never let go thereafter.’4 The ethics of authenticity also never let her go.

Beauvoir captures the ethical dimension of authenticity with the idea of ‘intersubjectivity’, that is, the mutual recognition and respect for one another’s freedom. In one of her most provocative essays, ‘Must We Burn Sade?’, Beauvoir examined the possibilities of intersubjectivity in sexual sadism. The Marquis de Sade was an eighteenth-century libertine who enjoyed violence, sexual cruelty, and performing acts of torture.

Beauvoir saw Sade as an example of someone who was authentic in the sense that he created his own rules, was uninhibited by social mores, and was passionate about writing and sadism. But he wasn’t authentic from an existential perspective because he confused power and freedom. He turned scandal into a duty, ignored social inequality, robbed his victims of their freedom by turning them into passive objects of his desires, and his actions were tyrannical.

The implication of Beauvoir’s thinking here is that egoism such as Sade’s might feel to you as being true to yourself. But this way of living overlooks the interconnectedness of our existences. Authenticity isn’t a selfish, inward-only creation. There’s a moral dimension to authenticity because we coexist with others. Existential freedom entails a responsibility to others because we share the same human condition.

A common objection to existentialism is that if we’re free to choose our values, if becoming authentic is about embracing and exercising our freedom, and if nothing stops us from exploiting others, then what reason is there to act ethically? As Fyodor Dostoyevsky suggested in The Brothers Karamazov, if God is dead – if there is nothing external to guide our actions – then anything goes. Beauvoir wrestled with this conflict and worked hard to build an ethics based on freedom. Her sustained argument against the ‘anything goes’ attitude is one of the reasons that she is unique among the existential philosophers.

Across her work – from her earliest novels to her late autobiographies to her massive philosophical books and many philosophical essays – she sketched the possibility of an authentic life that recognises our relationships to others. After all, authenticity involves courageous honesty with ourselves. Authenticity beckons us to see ourselves with clear eyes. And when we look closely at ourselves, we discover all the ways we depend on others. We discover the ways we enrich one another’s lives, or become obstacles to them and their projects.

So how can you become authentic in Beauvoir’s existential sense? Strive to be a creative rebel with a cause. The cause is freedom itself. To become authentic we must free ourselves from oppression as well as self-imposed chains. We lock ourselves in with patterns of fear, ponchos of anxiety, and the longing to fit in. We put on masks for other people, and we often mask parts of our being from ourselves, parts of ourselves that we’re not entirely comfortable with. Authenticity frees us to remove those masks we use to protect ourselves. It allows us to pursue an open future of our choosing.

When we stand up and put our very being at stake, taking a risk to do what we think is right, we create ourselves – we make ourselves into creative rebels. To take this kind of courageous action – to become these kinds of courageous selves – is exhilarating. But this quest takes effort. We must think twice. Act without automatically accepting other people’s expectations about what we should do. Act with the awareness that we are enmeshed with each other’s lives. Act by taking responsibility for who we become.

I encountered Simone de Beauvoir in the unlikeliest of places. I was sitting in a four-hour evening lecture for my MBA programme, listening to my professor describe the intricacies of corporate governance. As heads began to sag and attention wandered, the pace of the professor’s speech quickened. The pitch of her voice rose as she pivoted into a new subject.

‘At work, how free are you really?’ she asked. My head snapped back to its steadier state. ‘What a strange question,’ I thought. What does freedom have to do with boardroom mechanics? She went on to speak passionately about Simone de Beauvoir, Jean-Paul Sartre, and their defence of freedom, authenticity, and taking responsibility for the choices we make. She talked about how organisations like to create the illusion of freedom, but the only freedom most people have at work is to put up with the given conditions or to quit. We’re expected to think independently – ‘outside the box’, as they say – but doing so is rarely rewarded. Now she had my full attention.

The existentialists advocated creating your own values, she continued, but at work we’re pressured to conform to the values of the company or risk not being a ‘team player’. We’re regulated in the name of organisational culture and hired based on whether we’re deemed to be a ‘good fit’. Regardless of performance, this practice clashes with the existential idea that we’re always becoming and changing – often in unexpected and unpredictable ways. I felt light-headed. I hadn’t had time to eat dinner before class, but it wasn’t that. Something about this lecture was dizzying.

I’d heard of the French existentialists Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre, although I didn’t know much beyond superficial facts. I knew that Beauvoir had energised a wave of feminism with her 1949 book The Second Sex – a radical manifesto that challenged women’s oppression. I knew she was as famous for her personal life as she was for her ideas – for socialising in Parisian jazz clubs and cafés with the intellectual elite and having a scandalous lifelong relationship with Sartre, a philosopher and womaniser.

Beauvoir’s life and philosophy were a far cry from the distressingly clichéd situation I’d found myself in. Professionally, I was accomplished but burnt out, lost. At twenty-seven, I’d built a successful career as an international equity arbitrage trader managing my own portfolio of stocks and currencies. After six years on Wall Street, I had returned to Australia when my H-1B work visa ran out and set up my own desk at home, trading on American and European stock markets from Sydney.

Within a year, I was exhausted from being a financial vampire: up all night, staring at the Bloomberg screens, sucking money from market inconsistencies. The dot-com bubble had burst and computer algorithms tightened spreads, meaning greater risks for fewer rewards. As I saw it, an MBA would be my ticket back to the land of the living and a new career. I didn’t know what I would pivot to. Initially I flirted with journalism, but found myself at a boutique management consulting group for a few years while I started my PhD part-time.

Meanwhile I was in an intellectually and professionally stifling relationship with a person who didn’t understand my ambition. And everywhere I turned I encountered pressure to settle down. People gave me books with titles like The Rules: Time-tested Secrets for Capturing the Heart of Mr Right. It was clear what expectations society had for me, an unmarried woman pushing thirty: find love, get married, have babies, and live happily ever after. I suspected this formula for a happy life was a lie.

Existential philosophy came into my life at a moment when I needed to hear about it – when I was hungry to hear about it. With matrimony and fertility – or the glaring absence of both – banging on my door, and with the weight of conformity closing in on me, existentialism, with its talk of freedom, responsibility, and anxiety, was an awakening, or an invitation not to sleepwalk through the rest of my life.

Being existentially conscious, like being yourself, is deceptively difficult in the adult world. I have found Beauvoir’s philosophy to be a deeply compelling way to think about how we should live and love, and about how we can become authentic in meaningful ways, in a world that is constantly tempting us to sell out – for a job, for acceptance by friends, for a social media profile – and to fill our voids with selfies and superficial status symbols.

Beauvoir galvanised me because she was ambitious and spritely and vivacious. She was dazzlingly intelligent but didn’t seem to care, and she was glamorous but didn’t seem to try. She was passionate about philosophy and pushed back against her parents who wanted her to pursue something more sensible like library studies. Beauvoir’s family wasn’t wealthy. Beauvoir didn’t have a dowry and so she had to get a job, but she wanted to work anyway because she didn’t want to be dependent on anyone but herself. She had a lifelong boyfriend (Jean-Paul Sartre) but she loved other people too. And I found her philosophy to be more nuanced than that of her male contemporaries. Beauvoir argued, for example, that context matters. Being a woman means you’re in a different situation than the ones men find themselves in, and that makes a difference to the choices available to you.

I was disillusioned with my life. I felt boxed in by other people’s expectations of me. I wanted to know how Beauvoir saw the world, and how she might see the world if she were in my shoes. I didn’t want to do exactly as she did, but I wanted to try to figure out how she looked at situations, how I too could bring as much awareness as possible to my choices and the meaning of them. I wanted to create myself, but to become fortified by her philiosophising about authentic ways to do so. I thought studying Beauvoir’s ideas could help me find a way out of that boxy feeling. So I embarked on a quest to understand Beauvoir’s philosophy of authenticity, kept on questing, and this book is about what I’ve found so far.

Who was Simone de Beauvoir? Beauvoir was a French philosopher, novelist, and activist. She was born in 1908, grew up in Paris, and studied philosophy at the Sorbonne – at a time when women had only recently been allowed to receive the same education as men. She voraciously read writers such as Karl Marx, Rosa Luxemburg, Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger, Søren Kierkegaard, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel. And she studied alongside fellow students who, like her, became some of the greatest French intellectuals of their era. These people included Jean-Paul Sartre, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and Simone Weil.

Beauvoir was the ninth woman and youngest person to be awarded the agrégation, France’s highly competitive and well-respected teachers’ qualification by examination, from the École Normale Supérieure.5 She has become one of the most famous and widely read philosophers of all time. American playwright and writer Lorraine Hansberry suggested that ‘The Second Sex may very well be the most important work of [the twentieth] century … And the world will never be the same again.’ Sarah Bakewell described The Second Sex as ‘the most transformative existentialist work of all’, and when Beauvoir died, French philosopher Élisabeth Badinter announced, ‘Women, you owe her so much!’6 Beauvoir’s novel The Mandarins won the Prix Goncourt, the most prestigious award in French literature, in 1954.

But Beauvoir resisted the label of ‘philosopher’.7 She was sceptical about joining what she saw as an elitist tradition that required obsessive efforts to create a ‘lunacy known as a “philosophical system”’ – as other philosophers, including Sartre, did.8 She was more interested in living attitudes and practical existential solutions.9 This is one reason why she also wrote novels, a play, and autobiographies.

The Second Sex begins with questioning the definition of a woman.10 The answer, Beauvoir found, was so complicated that she spent almost one thousand pages in historical and philosophical analysis. This massive work took her just over a year. Such industriousness earned her the nickname ‘Castor’, which means ‘beaver’ in French. It’s also a joke about ‘Beauvoir’ sounding to French ears like the English ‘beaver’.11 (It’s unclear if it was also a sexual reference. Beauvoir did not say how she felt about the nickname, but she didn’t seem to have a problem with it.)

As she beavered away on The Second Sex in the 1940s, Beauvoir became acutely aware of the inequalities between the sexes. She realised her luck in being able to pursue an education and a teaching career – although her family struggled to send her to good schools and she studied very hard. She had choices that most women did not because of her intelligence and middle-class whiteness. And Beauvoir was able to capitalise on her privilege. She said: ‘No; far from suffering from my femininity, I have, on the contrary, from the age of twenty on, accumulated the advantages of both sexes’.12

In an interview in the 1970s, Beauvoir talked about how writing The Second Sex transformed her views:


[A working woman such as a secretary] could not sit in a café and read a book without being molested. She was rarely invited to parties for ‘her mind’. She could not establish credit or own property. I could. More importantly still, I tended to scorn the kind of woman who felt incapable, financially or spiritually, to show her independence from men. In effect, I was thinking, without even saying it to myself, ‘if I can, so can they’. In researching and writing The Second Sex I did come to realize that my privileges were the result of my having abdicated, in some crucial respects at least, my womanhood.13



One of the central themes underpinning Beauvoir’s philosophy is that we are thrown into the world and create our being through our choices. If we’re prevented from choosing, then that’s oppression; if we choose to give up our freedom, then that’s a moral failure.14 The Second Sex became a two-volume investigation of how both oppression and women’s acceptance of it have shaped women’s situation as secondary to men, as they most certainly were in terms of opportunities and status when she was writing in the 1940s, and as they often still are today.

Beauvoir’s most revolutionary idea is also her most well-known: ‘One is not born, but rather becomes, woman.’15 The meaning of this sentence has been debated ever since the book was first published, but mostly it is taken to mean that although sex is biological, gender is socially and culturally constructed – although Beauvoir didn’t specifically use the term ‘gender’ in The Second Sex.16 In Beauvoir’s view, you become a woman as a result of the social pressures to be and act in particular ways. These social pressures include the ways you are brought up, the expectations of people in your social circles, and even internalised pressures to conform with a stereotype. The forces are enough to inculcate you into certain ways of behaving, being, and even looking.

However, the biological fact of having a womb does not mean that a woman’s primary role in society is to be a domestic worker and a man’s primary role is to be a breadwinner. Beauvoir argued that such flawed logic – which overemphasises the biological and reduces women to babymakers – has been used to keep women socially and culturally (and, by extension, financially) subordinate to men.

Another interpretation of the sentence ‘One is not born, but rather becomes, woman’ is that we are not made into women, but we have the potential to make ourselves into women. Beauvoir’s concern in The Second Sex was with both dimensions: understanding how external forces pressure us into conforming to traditional concepts of women, and the freedom we have to create ourselves. The Second Sex concludes with an urgent call to action for women to challenge their oppression, to embrace their freedom, and to live authentically by pursuing self-chosen projects and careers.

Beauvoir became famous for redefining a woman’s role – not just theoretically, but in the way she seized this attitude in her everyday life. She grew up as a dutiful Catholic daughter and dreamed of becoming a nun. But she did not stick long with Catholicism. Beauvoir abandoned the conventional trajectory expected of a woman, such as getting married and having children. Yet she was so in tune with the experiences of other women that she was able to share ideas about choosing either conventional or alternative life paths and living them authentically, in freedom and power, not by default or lack of other options.

Beauvoir published The Second Sex in 1949, when French women had only just won the right to vote (in 1944). France lagged significantly behind universal suffrage in New Zealand (1893 – the first nation to allow it), the United States (1920), and the United Kingdom (1928). During World War II, out of necessity, women had occupied many roles traditionally assigned to men. The battle for the right to vote started well before the war, but after it, feminists resumed the battle to demand greater equality in the workplace and at home.

The disruption of World War II created opportunities to form solidarities to challenge traditional conceptions of women’s places in society. And a new wave of feminism emerged in Europe, North America, and elsewhere, ushering in far greater access to education, to birth control through contraception, and later, to no-fault divorce than had been available before the war. These and other rights were crucial for women to be able to take control of their own destinies.

In 1975 Beauvoir said that she was pleased that her work had resonated with so many women and activists – including feminist icons Betty Friedan, Gloria Steinem, and Kate Millett. Beauvoir didn’t start a feminist movement, but philosopher Julia Kristeva credits Beauvoir with clarifying, crystallising, and accelerating the feminist revolution of the mid-twentieth century better than anyone else.17 Beauvoir’s work mobilised people to fight for the right for women to control their bodies, to access professional and political worlds, and to transform bonds between the sexes.

Beauvoir’s time was very different from ours in many ways. She lived through two world wars, and she lived without Wi-Fi, social media, and streaming television. But one of the reasons Beauvoir’s thinking remains timely is that she was writing at an exceptionally bleak and politically tumultuous period. We still face uncertainties about life, not only politically, but also existentially: the abyss of a world with no clear meaning haunts many of us. Neatly packaged recipes, whether delivered by religion, family, society, or our leaders, remain highly suspect. Often it seems like we’re sliding into a post-truth realm. We need to think critically about our lives, and Beauvoir can help us do this. I have written this book to disclose what we can learn from Simone de Beauvoir’s philosophy to help us see our lives with lucidity and live authentically.

In existentialism, and particularly Beauvoir’s existentialism, there are no strict rules. The existentialists couldn’t even agree on a definition of their philosophy. Existentialism is better characterised by themes such as personal experience, freedom, authenticity, responsibility, individuality, anxiety, death, passionate engagement, concrete action, and figuring out the meaning of life for ourselves.

Existentialism rose to prominence in the 1940s with the work of not only Beauvoir and Sartre, but also Karl Jaspers, Gabriel Marcel, Martin Heidegger, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Albert Camus, and others. One of the reasons existentialism became popular was because they acknowledged the importance of individual freedom, collective responsibility, and the absurdity of a world in which the barbarity of war is possible.

With a series of essays and lectures as the Nazis withdrew from France at the end of World War II, Beauvoir and Sartre launched what she called an ‘existentialist offensive’.18 Turning to Beauvoir, I’m mounting a new chapter in the existentialist offensive against superficial self-help and quick-fix promises. I don’t prescribe rules, nor do I guarantee results. Instead, I provide a starting point to help reveal and understand the tyrannies of other people’s demands on us and the chains we impose on ourselves, in the name of love, duty, or any other strings of excuses we offer up to avoid responsibility for our freedom.

An existential way of thinking is not a life hack. It isn’t a prescription for winning at life. It’s not an armchair philosophy. Existentialism is about recognising that it is up to each individual to create her own meaning and values in life, by engaging in the world, by pushing back against oppressions that threaten to limit our possibilities, and by getting out there and doing things – not just contemplating what you might do. A strong part of Beauvoir’s message is that other people are a condition of our existence. And if we value freedom for ourselves, we must value it for other people. It’s self-deception to think otherwise.

Beauvoir has been criticised for looking at the world through white, middle-class glasses. It’s true that she failed to meaningfully address some issues, especially racism, and so we do need to turn to the wisdom of other thinkers to address these gaps. We should incorporate a deeper analysis of racism that includes structural racism and considerations of intersectionality – by listening to bell hooks, Audre Lorde, Gayatri Spivak, and others who speak from personal experience to reveal the power dynamics of society. Yet Beauvoir did much to reveal the structural patterns of oppression and freedom. She was deeply concerned about material inequalities, which is why she focused on issues including sexism, ageism, and classism.

We live in a world broken by racial and economic inequality, the coronavirus pandemic, climate change, and increasingly intense natural disasters, in which we need to rethink our interconnectedness and our attitudes towards ourselves and one another. Beauvoir provides some ways to think about our situation in this messed-up world, where so much is damaged and awful and where it can be hard to see the beauty of our lives. Many people are fighting injustices and pushing for change, but many are struggling, mired in ambiguity and insecurity, at loose ends for what to do, whether and what to change, and how best to take action.

Beauvoir’s existentialism enables us to forge ourselves into responsible beings who are capable of transforming our shared world for the better. Some of the powerful cognitive tools she gives us, as we shall see, include learning what we can and can’t control, selecting and dedicating ourselves to future-oriented goals, taking others into account when we make decisions, and being honest with ourselves about life’s tensions and ambiguities.

This book isn’t a Twelve Rules for Authenticity, step-by-step manual.19 It is an introduction to the philosophy underpinning authenticity and an exploration of how the art of authentic living has enriched the lives of real women. I’ll share examples of some of the successes and failures that Beauvoir, other women, and I have experienced in striving towards authenticity.20 As you will discover in this book, mine is undoubtedly a faltering quest towards authenticity. But my quest continues, and it is guided by Beauvoir’s thinking above all others – except, most importantly, my own. To be true to Beauvoir’s insights we must create our own authentic life, not adopt hers.

I’m writing this book because Beauvoir’s thinking about authenticity changed my life for the better. I think Beauvoir’s philosophy can change your life too – or you can change your own life if you take its central message to heart. Beauvoir’s philosophy can help us understand the challenges of living, as well as the need to keep making choices about ourselves and what we value. We can learn by taking heed of her philosophy, and by extending it to meet the particular demands of life today.

‘It isn’t easy to be sincere,’ one of Beauvoir’s characters reflects in her novel The Mandarins. This captures something of the difficulty of ‘just being yourself’. How do we express ourselves, convey the flavour of life’s moments and attitudes, interpret the swirling of stories of our lives intertwined with friends, enemies, and lovers – and do so authentically?

This book is about these tensions – between how we create ourselves, how other people influence how we create ourselves, how we influence other people creating themselves – and how we might collectively recreate the world to orient ourselves towards authenticity. The structure of this book is partly inspired by The Second Sex, which addresses facts and myths about being a woman and some particular lived experiences.

Part I of this book discusses some of the central aspects of being human: existential perspectives on what we can and can’t control, some of the ways femininity is configured and regulated, and how adolescence is a process of revealing the power of human choices to shape the world.

Part II explores how tensions between ourselves, others, and our world play out in some specific human situations. We create ourselves in relationships with friends and lovers through intersubjectivity and reciprocity. Marriage and parenthood burden many people with the weight of tradition and others’ demands, but we can, through our choices, start to reshape our world so that these life choices do not crush our freedom. The process of ageing calls for us not to give up on creating ourselves, and to create a world that neutralises discriminatory gazes. Death shapes our lives in profound ways because it provides the urgency to create meaning.

Part III focuses on choosing projects: how to evaluate which projects will support us in our creative journeys towards authentic living and which are likely to lead us astray. Narcissism (self-importance), mysticism (self-denial), and the pursuit of happiness can be distracting, but rebellious projects are the key to freeing ourselves and others from self-sabotage and oppression so that we’re free to shape our lives and our world in authentic ways.

When I refer to something – such as relationships, living, or happiness – as ‘authentic’, what I mean is authentically meaningful. I’m talking about whether the way of being, doing, choosing, acting, relating, or becoming, is infused with authenticity, that is, with authentic intentions; intentions that aren’t selfish choices, but which acknowledge the person who is making them and the situation they are in.

This book isn’t a comprehensive overview of Beauvoir’s philosophy. I have been selective, concentrating on themes and strategies that I see as particularly relevant to our lives today. This book draws on both Beauvoir’s ideas and her life – not only because at times her very existence was an act of rebellion, but also because she described her life and reflected on her situations philosophically. She prompts us to do the same. She shared astounding levels of intimate details in her letters, diaries, memoirs, and elsewhere. All these aspects of her public persona can help us to understand her thinking.

As a philosopher, I’ve been trained to avoid looking at how thinkers lived; it shouldn’t matter who a philosopher was or how they behaved, only that they arrived at the correct conclusion in an argument. What is supposed to matter is only their ideas, and the arguments and the evidence they give to support their conclusions. If we’re talking about something abstract like the philosophy of mathematics, the person writing about it is not so relevant. Does it make a difference to Gottlob Frege’s philosophy of mathematics, for instance, that he was an anti-Semite? Probably not.

However, when we’re talking about the human condition, these things matter a great deal, and it seems worthwhile committing this ‘biographical fallacy’. Of course, telling you how you might live is different from living a life yourself. But Beauvoir’s choices and actions – her successes and her failures – are both fascinating and enlightening about what it meant for her to become authentic. She continually struggled against other people’s conceptions about how she was supposed to live and act, and she recommends this struggle to us, too. Looking at her life can help us anticipate some of the challenges we might face.

Why is Beauvoir so important? The philosophical canon is filled with voices of men, who write with certain sets of assumptions, prejudices, and lenses. Women who have not been allowed the same education, who were born into lives of oppression, or into other underprivileged situations, have different perspectives and experiences to philosophise from. Many women have more options today than in Beauvoir’s era – especially white western women, of which I am one – and yet we still face challenges that men do not.

In 2021, as I’m writing this, the Equal Rights Amendment in the United States – guaranteeing equal legal rights regardless of sex – has not been fully ratified. Also in 2021, Texas banned most abortions after about six weeks of pregnancy, before most women even know they’re pregnant. The United States Supreme Court has, at the time of writing this, left the decision in place. Author bell hooks wrote that, ‘So many words of love offered us by great men fail us when we come face to face with reality’.21 Given our less-than-ideal reality, women need to push back more than ever. I hope the examples I offer in this book will encourage people to do just that.

One of Beauvoir’s several autobiographical books opens with the question: Why am I me and not one of billions of other possibilities? She finds it astonishing that she should be in this particular life. ‘If I had not been born no question would have arisen: I have to take the fact that I do exist as my starting point’.22 The comment ‘I am not myself today’ is a throwaway one. But we can also do a double take and deconstruct it seriously. It raises real issues, like what, how, or why we are who we are, and what we should do about it once we find out.

Jean-Paul Sartre once said that he was not himself authentic but pointed the way for others. Likewise, I don’t claim to have achieved authenticity. But from the moment that Beauvoir’s existential philosophy fissured the assumptions about the life I was living, I have attempted to become me in authentic ways. I have (mostly) made choices for myself, rather than letting them be made for me. I don’t always know when decisions I make are authentic or not – sometimes it only becomes clear after I’ve leapt into a choice. And I make plenty of mistakes.

But authentic living isn’t judged by whether you are successful or not. Authenticity flowers in making intentions and in following through with actions. Authenticity is a process of boldly embracing our freedom, resolutely striding into life, and creating our essence and the world around us. When we create ourselves authentically, we affirm freedom for ourselves and others. We create a world worth living in.

But authentic living is also about directing yourself towards an ideal that can never be achieved. It’s always ongoing. It is a never-quite-there-yet way of being. Authenticity is a receding goal, like snow that liquidates as soon as it caresses your skin. And if you think you have achieved authenticity, it’s certain you have not. Authenticity is not like a certification you can hang on your wall. Authenticity is an adventure, not an end point in itself.

So why bother chasing such an elusive goal? Because not striving for authenticity is tantamount to metaphysical malnutrition. Because not striving for authenticity starves the part of our being that reaches beyond our given situation. For Beauvoir, the quest for authenticity is the difference between being and non-being. If you don’t strive to create yourself, you risk becoming a passive object that the world and society act on without your consent.23

Existentialism is not a set of practices, but a language to think through life’s challenges. It is not a philosophy to subscribe to, but a platform of knowledge and understanding from which we each must leap.24 Where we leap to is up to each of us to decide for ourselves. Beauvoir’s existentialism is demanding. It’s not therapy and it might not bring relief or comfort, but it might just help us become more attuned to living purposefully, thoughtfully, and with vitality. Authenticity won’t guarantee our happiness, but we’re guaranteed to miss out on authenticity if we aren’t willing to pursue this courageous path. And I have come to believe that true happiness cannot be achieved through any other means.
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Part I



FORMATIVE YEARS




Existential Infrastructure


As soon as we accept a human perspective, defining the body starting from existence, biology becomes an abstract science.

– The Second Sex



After the United States presidential election in 2016, I overheard a woman say, ‘I’m glad a man won. Women are just too emotional to be president.’ This is one example of the persistent myths about women’s capabilities: that having a woman’s brain and hormones means that you’re prone to hysteria and incapable of taking on senior roles in most public and private realms, or that people in senior roles should not behave like women (whatever that means).1 Beauvoir wrote extensively about myths – what she often refers to as ‘mystifications’ – about women. Mystifications are false ideas about who we are and what we’re supposed to be. Mystifications are a problem because they are illusions that get in the way of authenticity.

One of these mystifications is the assumption that people have inbuilt essences that define them in an absolutist way – for example, that women are emotional and men are rational, which enables men to be better presidents and leaders than women.2 The assumptions we make about being human can add up and ossify into rigid and oppressive structures. It’s important for us to understand our situations so we can consider what’s determined by our environment and what’s within our control. You may have heard of the Serenity Prayer: ‘God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the difference.’ Beauvoir was an atheist and didn’t subscribe to the Serenity Prayer, but she did attempt to untangle facts about the human condition from myths. And distinguishing between things we can’t control and things we can is incredibly tricky because webs of assumptions, biases, and prejudices get tangled up with the facts about what it is to be human.

Modern science is exploring and sometimes unravelling some of these complexities, such as between free will and determinism. There is some evidence to suggest that although there are parts of our being that are determined, we seem to be able to override our impulses, and perhaps even train our brain to create new pathways.3 Even if some of our brain is determined, what’s interesting from an existential perspective is our window of freedom.

Making mistakes about what we can and can’t control leads to all kinds of problems, such as warped images of ourselves and others, which limit our possibilities. In order to create better and clearer opportunities to shape our own futures and essences, we need to expose the mystifications and how they operate. We can only live authentically if we are accurate about what we can and can’t control and then pursue our lives with as much awareness as possible. Unfortunately, patriarchal culture constantly seeks to subvert a woman’s capacity to live authentically.4 Fortunately, patriarchal culture does not wholly prevent authenticity either because our lived experiences are not completely defined by our situations.

An ‘existential infrastructure’, as Beauvoir calls it, can help us to expose common mystifications and make sense of our situations.5 Beauvoir describes the nature of human existence as both freedom and facticity. ‘Freedom’ is a movement towards being, but also a never-attaining, open-ended way of existing. ‘Facticity’ is the given – or unchosen – facts of our lives, including our parents, the bodies and brains we’re born with, other people, and where we exist in relation to others.

Beauvoir teaches us that we are our facticity (bodies and situations) but we are also transcendence (our goals and intentions). We live free lives by transcending our facticity: holding ourselves in question, making definitive choices, striving towards our goals, and concretely engaging ourselves in the world. This is the foundation of the existential idea that ‘existence precedes essence’, which means that we are cast into the world and then each of us must figure out who we will become.

Yet we all are born into different situations with different bodies. We grow up in different environments. We are socialised in different ways. Ethical problems arise when we are cut off – or we cut ourselves off – from our freedom, such that we become mired in our facticity. Being stuck in our facticity is what Beauvoir calls ‘immanence’. Exercising our freedom is transcendence. (And by transcendence, I mean transcendence of facticity.)

To live authentically, we must transcend our facticity into the future, freely pursuing self-chosen goals, or what Beauvoir often refers to as ‘projects’. Human existence involves us spontaneously projecting ourselves into the world. We set up goals in our life, and we project ourselves towards them. Projects are activities that bring coherence, meaning, and justification to our lives. Any activity can count as a project – a career, a passion, a hobby, a home, a social or creative work – but to be authentic, these activities need to reflect our own choices and support collective freedom.

The opposite of authenticity is inauthenticity, sometimes called ‘bad faith’, which (in an existential sense, as opposed to a legal one) means to deny one’s own or others’ freedom. People in bad faith may wish their life were otherwise but do nothing about it, fail to confront the truth of their lives and situations, or deny their responsibility for their actions.6

Beauvoir’s collection of short interwoven stories When Things of the Spirit Come First sketches a series of case studies in bad faith. The character Chantal presents a glittering and glamorous image of herself to others, which is entirely fake. Bad faith exists in her failure to confront the truth of her life and her lies to try to manipulate how others see her. Her inner monologue and diary reveal the chasm between her private and public lives.7

Bad faith isn’t only about misrepresenting oneself to others, but also annihilating oneself for others. Another character, Marcelle, dreams of surrendering herself to great love. Her bad faith reveals itself in her obsession with being a dutiful and supportive wife at all costs and transforming her passivity and tolerance of bad sex into false virtues: ‘She took every one of Denis’s piercing thrusts with passionate submission, and to make his possession of her the more complete she let her consciousness glide away into the night.’8

It’s also bad faith to deny responsibility for our lives, such as when we believe that our choices and the consequences of our actions don’t matter. Denis makes commitments, like marrying Marcelle, but promises don’t bind him. He believes that things just happen to us, we have no real choices in our lives, and all we can do is submit blindly to fate.

The characters in When Things of the Spirit Come First show that, as Beauvoir wrote in The Second Sex, ‘Inauthenticity does not pay’.9 Marcelle cowers in her abusive relationship with Denis. Denis flounders in despair and depression. The story closes with Marguerite, Marcelle’s sister, grieving that Marcelle and Chantal ‘will die without ever having known or loved anything real’.10 By contrast, when we face the world authentically – welcoming our freedom, seizing responsibility for our choices, refusing to annihilate ourselves before delusions and false idols – the world reveals exhilarating possibilities.

One way to think about Beauvoir’s existential infrastructure – facticity, transcendence, freedom, and bad faith – is as follows: facticity is being born into an English-speaking family, while transcendence is choosing to study French. Though you will never be a native French speaker – because you can’t change the fact of where you were born – you can transcend beyond your English-speaking facticity. You might diminish your own freedom, through bad faith, if you were to discount your own ability to learn French on the basis of throwaway excuses such as being ‘too old’ or ‘not smart enough’. Or you can exercise your freedom towards becoming fluent in French. When you learn a language, you create yourself as a bilingual person: a person who is reaching towards being bilingual. If you are forbidden to learn or are told you’re not capable, or if basic resources to learn (such as library books and the internet) are denied to you, then the ways you can exercise your freedom shrink.

One might argue that it’s bad faith to suggest that there are external limitations on our freedom. But to ignore limitations entirely is like a scene in a horror movie where a torturer chops off a captive’s feet and then says they are free to go. It’s the same with meritocracy and white privilege: working hard doesn’t always lead to success for many people because of systemic racist obstacles.

If you don’t have the power to act on your freedom, then it’s a shallow notion of freedom. You have to be free from oppression in order to be free to reach for authenticity. This means that it is bad faith not to acknowledge the structures that prevent people from exercising their freedom. Beauvoir’s philosophy is so powerful because she recognises that human existence is a complicated mix of tensions between freedom and facticity. We can’t control our facticity, but to be free is to be able to control our lives by transcending the situations that we’re thrown into.

People don’t arrive in the world tabula rasa, with absolute freedom. While we have to create our essence from scratch and invent our lives as we would compose a poem, we’re not writing on a blank sheet of paper suspended in a vacuum. The world we are born into contains a moiling mass of human history and on top of it is heavy-duty societal and cultural architecture. These structures form the background of our creations and frame our movements towards authenticity.

Beauvoir argued that one of the primary features of our social and cultural architecture is the mystification that women are the second sex. Women are defined in relationship to men, who are defined as the universal. Men have assumed the essential role (Subject) while women have taken on the inessential role (Other).11 ‘Other’ is capitalised when a person’s subjectivity is denied, when they are treated as an Other only and not a subject also.

In Beauvoir’s view, this process of ‘othering’ – of defining people in relation to and in contrast with others – is profoundly human. Othering has always happened and continues to happen, among people of different origins, races, religions, abilities, classes, ages, and sexual preferences, for example. The effects are much more drastic for people who experience othering on multiple dimensions. The question Beauvoir puts forth in The Second Sex is: Why are women so often men’s Other? Why have women submitted to men so reliably? Why have the relations between the sexes so consistently failed to be equal? How have men oppressed women so effectively?12

Humans are both subjects for themselves and objects for others. For Beauvoir, as for Sartre, humans are being-for-themselves, while objects such as rocks are being-in-themselves. The key difference is that a human is conscious, that is, a human being is a transcending consciousness who can question themselves and overcome their facticity. A rock is not. We come to recognise our being-for-others when we realise that we are objects for other people. We are not self-conscious around a rock but we are with another person. Ideally, we might achieve being-with-others, that is, solidarity and friendship.

There is a tension for each of us between being-for-ourselves and being-for-others: defining ourselves as we wish and realising others judge us as well. Focusing too much on being-for-yourself is self-centred and other people will very likely find you intolerable. Focusing too much on being-for-others at the expense of being-for-yourself turns you into a doormat, and you risk losing yourself.

Oppression reduces people to being-in-themselves, like the rock, and denies their claim to being-for-themselves. Oppression downgrades people to objects, denies their subjectivity, and excludes them from being-with-others in reciprocal ways. Women have been Other to men, not only economically because they were dependent on men, but also existentially, and this dynamic has generally worked in men’s favour.

As a person asserts themselves in the world to understand their being, they come up against obstacles: against a subway that’s running late, against other people trying to squeeze into the train carriage in rush hour, or against their own needs and desires such as hunger and free Wi-Fi. Objects in the world can either be abstract and remain foreign to me, such as the delayed train, or they can be objects that passively submit, such as a juicy peach that I can possess, consume, and destroy. When we treat Others as objects, we contradict their experience as another free consciousness with a robust being-for-themselves.

There are two key implications to Beauvoir’s philosophy here. One, when we oppress another, we treat them as an object to be possessed, consumed, or destroyed, instead of treating them as an authentic subjectivity in themselves. And two, interactions with objects like peaches don’t give me any deep understandings about myself. To begin to understand ourselves, we need other people. Only other freedoms, other subjectivities, can disclose aspects of our being that we can’t see on our own.

Jean-Paul Sartre suggested this dynamic, this pull away from being-for-oneself and towards being-for-others, meant that ‘hell is … other people!’13 Beauvoir recognised that others can just as easily be friendly as hostile, depending on how each person approaches an encounter. To relate authentically to another is to be friendly because it calls for reciprocal acknowledgment of others as subjects, transcending the desire to possess and control one another, continually overcoming the compulsion to make ourselves the centre of our own universes, and treating each other with respect and generosity. Authentic relationships, for Beauvoir, are the best things humans can achieve.14 The risk is that we never know if another person will reciprocate in a relationship, romantic or platonic. While we can’t choose whether other people will cast us as Other, we can choose how we treat other people.

The mystification of the ‘eternal feminine’ is one way that some have tried to solve the tension between being-for-themselves and being-for-others and to avoid the risk and vulnerability of authentic relationships. The eternal feminine is an idealised image of women as essentially being-for-others: unthreatening, generous, companionable, saintly, and subservient. Beauvoir noted that the Virgin Mary is the pinnacle of the eternal feminine.15

When Beauvoir wrote that one becomes a woman, she meant that it’s mostly civilisation that habituates women to conform to the mystification of the eternal feminine. ‘Habituates’ is the right word: women learn how to live within the expectations of their roles, and they are constantly tutored in the expectations of the eternal feminine. Women’s subservience is written into the deepest cultural scripts that continue to dictate modern behaviour.

Creation myths in many Christian, Jewish, and Islamic traditions play to the mystification of the eternal feminine. Genesis 2 asserts Eve was created for Adam, designed to be his submissive companion. Adam came first and, as such, his presence in the world was primary and Eve was secondary. Mystifications such as these set a precedent that men are the standard of the world, the universal humankind, the creators, while women are handy, nice-to-have sidekicks. In existential terms, Adam is the essential being while Eve is the inessential. She is his complement, a subservient (but untrustworthy) Other created from him and for him.

For Beauvoir, one of the main ways the mystification of the eternal feminine frustrates relationships between the sexes is that men want women to be Other. Men attempt to constrain women’s facticity – so that women are secondary to men’s primacy – to the point of enslavement. Still, there’s no way that women’s transcendence can be fully bridled, which frustrates men who want to control women.16 These conflicts come about because men want what isn’t theirs (women’s freedom). Such delusions go some way to explaining why men have been so obsessed with controlling women’s bodies and stifling women’s voices.

Beauvoir challenged reductive and restrictive mystifications such as the ideal of the eternal feminine and was punished for not conforming. Upon publication of The Second Sex, when Beauvoir was forty-one years old, she received a deluge of praise and hate. Beauvoir had written openly about women’s experiences, including detailed discussions of taboo topics such
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