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An example of social norms & unconscious biases detected empirically ���
by clever social science experiments: 
 

•   “Students were taking a single online class with either a male or female instructor. 
In half the cases, …the men used the women’s names and vice versa.” 
–  Students “rated the instructors they believed to be male ���

more highly across the board.  
•  …The same instructor, with all the same 

comments, all the same interactions with the 
class, received higher ratings if he was called 
Paul than if she was called Paula.  

•  And that higher rating even applied to a 
seemingly objective question: ���
Did this teacher return assignments on time?” 

Ø Also see this interactive chart of ���
“Gendered Language in ���
Teacher Reviews” (a meta-analysis ���
of Rate My Professor reviews):���
 bit.ly/2fADMVY 
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de Beauvoir explains that women have historically not been recognized ���
as fellow human beings, but rather as property, servants, or sex objects. 
 

–  “…man represents both the positive & the neutral [state of humankind],”���
(as is indicated by the use of ‘man’ to designate human beings in general)���
“…whereas woman represents only the negative,” i.e., not man. (2) 

•  “Thus humanity is male, and man defines woman         
not in herself, but as relative to him;  
•  she is not regarded as an autonomous being,” but 

rather as somebody’s wife, mother, daughter, etc. (2) 

•  The frequent objectification of women ���
contributes to their treatment as ���
less-than-complete human beings. 

•  “…she appears essentially to the male as                      
a sexual being”– not a rational, sensitive one (2). 

•  Focus is placed on women’s appearance,���
 bodily capacities (like childbearing), ���
& domestic responsibilities ���
– not on their mental characteristics. 
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Contemporary feminists also emphasize ���
that women are often undervalued ���
(or disregarded altogether) as ���
sources of knowledge & authority. 
 

•  Philosopher Miranda Fricker coined ���
the term “testimonial injustice” ���
to capture the harm done to women ���
when their viewpoints and testimonies ���
are not taken seriously. 

–  E.g., when Rep. Tom Price claims ���
that “there’s not one woman” ���
in the U.S. who struggles to pay for ���
prescription birth control, 

–  or when Rep. Todd Akin stated that the female body ���
can “shut down” a pregnancy in instances of “legitimate rape” (?!), 

•  they each were neglecting or directly contradicting claims from women ���
(not to mention empirical data) in order to promote policies that hurt women 
–   (opposing insurance coverage for birth control under ���

government healthcare, and opposing contraceptive options like ���
Plan B (“the morning after pill”) / abortion even for victims of rape). 4	  



All of these factors lead to treatment of women���
not as autonomous subjects and fully-fledged contributors to society,���
but rather as “the Other”. 

 

 “Otherness is a fundamental category of human thought.” (3) 
 

»  All individuals & groups define their identities (as ‘I’ or ‘us’)                         
by contrasting themselves with people or groups                                                    
they determine to be different (‘them’). 

»  Otherness, or alterity, is what we assign to people ���
we confront who seem to be different from us. 

 

•  de Beauvoir writes, “The Other is posed as such            
by the One in defining himself as the One.” (3) 

Ø Womenare posed as ‘the Other’ in human society 
by men when men define themselves ���
as the genuine, true state of humanity. 

•  Similarly, people who declare the US to be ���
a white nation and fear/shun/attack Native Americans, 
immigrants, and refugees are acting from ���
a strong sense of identity in contrast to the ���
purported otherness of non-whites. 
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“Now, what peculiarly sign[ifies] ���
the situation of woman is that  

•  she – a free and autonomous being ���
like all human creatures – nevertheless ���
finds herself living in a world where men ���
compel her to assume the status of the Other.” (8) 

–  She often finds herself mocked, infantilized,���
framed exclusively in terms of men’s desires, ���
only valued for her looks / sex appeal… 
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Relations between the One & the Other can be harmonious & reciprocal, 

Ø …but somehow, “this reciprocity has not been 
recognized between the sexes” (3): 

•  the relationship between men & women has been          
(and still is) not equal, but rather hierarchical. 

 

de Beauvoir asks,  
“[From where] comes this submission in the case of woman?” 

Ø Gender inequality is unusual, because unlike other historically 
subordinated groups (usually racial or religious),“…women are ���
not a minority; …there are as many women as men on earth” 

»  She insists that it is not a consequence of nature. 
•  While there may be differences between the sexes, these can’t 

explain why men & women have not been treated as equals. 
 

»  It is a consequence of social customs                                              
(and hence, a form of structural oppression), 

•  …but it’s so entrenched in human history ���
that  it is often mistaken as a product of intrinsic, ���
natural differences between the sexes. 7	  



Why don’t women rise up to gain equal status? 
 

•  de Beauvoir offers that women are such a large & diverse population           ���
that they cannot band together as easily as other subordinated groups. 
–  Hence, they tend to identify more strongly with their race or           

socioeconomic class than with their gender. 

•  Also, women’s lives are also intertwined with that of men in a way ���
that makes it very difficult for them to challenge the status quo. 
–  “They live dispersed among the males, attached through residence,      

housework, economic condition, and social standing to certain men                   
– fathers or husbands – more firmly than they are to other women.” (4) 

•  Lastly, women cannot isolate themselves from men: separatism won’t work. 

»  “Here is to be found the basic trait of woman:  
•  she is the Other in a totality of which                          

the two components are necessary to one another. 

•  “…[division] of society along the line of sex is impossible. 
(and probably not desirable) 
•   “The bond that unites her to her oppressors ���

is not comparable to any other.” (4) 
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Challenging the status quo isn’t easy, & often seems risky or disadvantageous. 
 

•  “To decline to be the Other, to refuse to be a party to the deal –  
–  this would be for women to renounce all the advantages                          

conferred upon them by their alliance with the superior caste.” (3) 

Ø Some women become complicit in their subordination,                        
because they find that they benefit from present conditions. 

 

 

•  It’s also often easier to follow a route society���
 has already prescribed for one’s gender,                                                 
rather than choosing for oneself. 

–  In other words, there is a “temptation                                                                      
to forgo liberty and become a thing” (3)���
 – to accept objectification                                                                                         
& a narrowly-prescribed social role. 

 

•  But de Beauvoir insists that we shouldn’t give into that temptation. 
–  When we refuse to make choices for ourselves, we are acting in bad faith:���

failing to make use of our freedom and not taking responsibility                   ���
for our own identity. (video: bit.ly/1viGr6Z) 
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de Beauvoir points out a number of���
similarities between gender inequality & racial inequality. 

–  Both genders and races are often segregated into different domains                     
that are meant to be “separate but equal,”  
•  …but de facto are not equal at all. 

•  Both women & racial minorities are: 

–  often forced to ‘stay in their place’ 
•  e.g., the home, motherhood, particular jobs, particular neighborhoods… 

–  often forced into inferior positions, and then told that                                      
they cannot advance because they are inferior. 

 
“As George Bernard Shaw puts it… 

•  “The American white relegates the black                                                               
to the rank of shoeshine boy; ���
…and he concludes from this that the black                                                            
is good for nothing but shining shoes.” (6) 
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de Beauvoir explains: “If a caste is kept in a state of inferiority, ���
no doubt it remains inferior; but liberty can break the circle.”  

–  Let the Negroes vote and they become worthy of having the vote;���
let woman be given responsibilities and she is able to assume them. 

»  The fact is that oppressors cannot be expected                ���
 to make a move of gratuitous generosity;  
•  but at one time the revolt of the oppressed, at another 

time even the very evolution of the privileged caste itself, 
creates new situations” which allow women ���
& other oppressed groups to escape the shackles ���
of narrow social roles. 

“…men have been led…to give partial emancipation to women: ���

it remains only for women to continue their ascent, & the successes ���
they are obtaining are an encouragement for them to do so. 

–  It seems almost certain that sooner or later                                                     
they will arrive at complete economic and social equality, ���
which will bring about an inner metamorphosis.” (12) 
•  Women who have a full array of opportunities afforded to them, ���

and are treated as equals by men, are able to see themselves as equals 
to men instead of passively accepting positions of subordination. 11	  



de Beauvoir wonders, 
•  “…is it enough to change laws, institutions, customs, public opinion, & 

the whole social context, for men and women to become truly equal?  

»  ‘Women will always be women,’ say the skeptics.” (11) 

•  e.g., some people think that women’s biological burdens, 
like child-bearing & hormone-driven mood swings,          
will always prevent them from exercising all the freedom    
that men have. 

Ø de Beauvoir disagrees:  
•  she thinks these things can be overcome by modifying 

social customs like imbalanced parenting duties. 

 

She thinks a gender revolution must not only address:  
 

•  the material conditions that keep women subordinated,  
–  i.e., facts about how resources (like money, jobs, property)                              

are distributed in a society, 

•  …but also the attitudes members of each gender hold���
about each other & their own social roles. 

12	  



Continuing our discussion of feminism,���
Nancy Fraser critiques a recently popular strain ���
of feminism from an intersectional perspective. 
 

•  Recall that intersectionality = the insistence that ���
different types of oppression (on the basis of race, ���
gender, sexual orientation, religion, class, etc.) ���
have overlapping and interacting effects on individual lives. 

–  Fraser is concerned that the feminist projects embodied in the “Lean In” 
movement run counter to the feminist aim of fostering equality: 
•  “… lately I’ve begun to worry that . . . our critique of sexism is now 

supplying the justification for new forms of inequality and exploitation.” 

•  She will argue that “feminism is not simply a matter of���
getting a smattering of individual women into positions of ���
power & privilege within existing social hierarchies.  ���
It is rather about overcoming those hierarchies.  
–  This requires challenging the structural sources of gender domination ���

in capitalist society.” 

•  Fraser will explain how “Lean In” feminism perpetuates classism ���
(disdain for / exploitation of the poor) fostered by capitalist systems. 
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Fraser, like Held and Young, believes that the gendered division of labor ���
is a major contributor to the continued de facto inequality of the sexes. 
 

•  She writes that capitalism “institutionalize[s the] separation ���
of two supposedly distinct kinds of activity: 

–  on the one hand, so-called “productive” labor, ���
historically associated with men and remunerated by wages; 

–  on the other hand, “caring” activities [or “reproductive labor”, ���
(since it involves bearing & raising children, and otherwise supporting families),���
often historically unpaid and still performed mainly by women. 

 

•  “In my view,” Fraser writes, ���
“this gendered, hierarchical division of labor ���
between ‘production’ & ‘reproduction’ ���
is a defining structure of capitalist society ���
and a deep source of the ���
gender asymmetries hard-wired in it. 

Ø  There can be no ‘emancipation of women’ ���
so long as this structure remains intact.” 
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Fraser offers examples of how the gendered division of labor harms women: 
 

•  “…several courts have ruled that employers’ failure to provide pregnancy leave 
does not constitute sex discrimination because it does not deny women ���
a benefit provided to men.  
–  By presupposing the standard of a male worker, ���

these rulings effectively penalize women for being “different.”  

•  …current welfare regulations push mothers of young children into “work.”  
–  By tacitly assuming that child-raising is not work, these regulations effectively 

position recipients as scroungers who are getting something for nothing.  

•  Finally, legal norms that define what counts as self-defense presuppose ���
a typically male socialization, in which one learns to fight back on the spot.  
–  Thus, abused women who wait for an opening to disable their abusers ���

have difficulty claiming self-defense. 

Ø In all these cases, …our institutions & social practices 
operate on the basis of androcentric & sexist norms, 
which prevent women from participating fully in ���
social life, on terms of parity with men.” 
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  What is “Lean In” feminism? 
 

–  This refers to a viewpoint defended by���
Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg in her book Lean In,���
which “is focused on encouraging educated middle-class women ���
to ‘lean in’ and ‘crack the glass ceiling’ ���
– in other words to climb the ‘ corporate ladder.” 

»  The thrust of Sandberg’s argument is that women can succeed 
in typically male-dominated careers & positions by pushing 
harder than their male competitors to be the very best. 

–  Fraser counters that this “is not, and cannot be, ���
a feminism for all women” – because “its beneficiaries ���
can only be women of the professional-managerial class”. 

»  The advice to just “work harder” only helps women who have ���
resources and opportunities needed to get on the corporate 
ladder in the first place (let alone to climb it). 

»  “And [without] structural changes in capitalist society, ���
those women can only benefit by offloading their own care 
work and housework onto low-waged, precarious workers, 
typically racialized and/or immigrant women.” 
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A woman with kids in a demanding full-time career might 
depend upon poorly-paid workers in dead-end jobs to: 
 

•  provide beauty services  
•  care for her children 
•  clean her home 
•  cook her meals 
•  deliver her food 
•  manufacture fashionable clothing ���

in sweatshop conditions 
 

Ø Anyone who rises to the top of the corporate 
world does so by depending upon services 
provided by lower-waged workers ���
who lack upward mobility. 

Ø Fraser thinks we must be mindful ���
of those who are harmed and kept down ���
as a consequence of the pursuit of success 
within a capitalist system. 
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According to Fraser, “mainstream feminism has adopted a thin, ���
market-centered view of equality, which dovetails neatly with ���
the prevailing neoliberal corporate view. 
 

•  (Neoliberalism is a pejorative term for liberalism taken to an extreme: ���
the idea that everyone should succeed on their own merits ���
and not because of identity-based support or government handouts.) 

–  Fraser is saying that Lean In feminism puts too much weight ���
on wages and job titles as metrics for equality, and neglects other facets ���
of equality (like “equal consideration of persons”, as Held suggested) 

•  …it tends to fall into line with an especially predatory, ���
winner-take-all form of capitalism that is fattening investors ���
by cannibalizing the living standards of everyone else.” 

–  In other words, a feminism which encourages women to seize equality ���
within the corporate world fails to challenge, and even strengthens ���
a system which exacerbates material inequalities. 

•  “Increasingly, it is liberal feminist thinking that supplies the charisma, ���
the aura of emancipation, on which neoliberalism draws to legitimate ���
its vast upward redistribution of wealth,” Fraser laments. 
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She recognizes that we’re nowhere near achieving a postcapitalist economic system. 
 

•  “Does this mean limiting efforts to improve conditions for women ���
in the current capitalist system for the sake of a hoped-for revolution? 
–  Not at all! I would recommend a strategy ���

of “nonreformist reform”… 

•  That means conceiving & pursuing reforms���
 that deliver real, present-day results ���
while also opening paths for ���
more radical struggles for deeper, ���
more structural change in the future. 

 

Fraser argues:“…Male domination cannot be ���
overcome short of abolishing capitalism’s ���
deep-seated preference for ���
economic production over social reproduction.  
•  And so I think that radical change is actually ���

a more realistic agenda than “leaning in.”  

•  But I wouldn’t be unhappy to be proven wrong; ���
if a new kind of capitalism can liberate women (and I mean all women) 
without screwing everyone else, I’m for it.”  
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