The Second Sex

Let’s review:
• Neither biology, class, psychology,
or history explain female
subordination.
• Thus, it must be cultural in origin.
• In patriarchal societies, the male is
conceived of as the Self and
female as the Other (defined in
relation to the male).
• In practice, this means males are
defined by the culture in terms of
action and agency. Women are
defined as playing a more passive
role.

• The consequence of this means
that women are less likely to seize
their existential freedom and define
their lives in their own terms.

Let’s review:
• Though women do not lose the
capacity for freedom, they are
conditioned to not seek it.
• Women are excluded from both the
possibility of human solidarity and
the ability to define themselves
against others when they are
defined as objects not as
subjects-- as an inversion of
masculinity rather than as fully
human.
• Because these views are cultural in
origin, the culture must change so
that women are better able to be
defined by their character rather
than their gendered situation.

What is a gender norm?

• A norm is an accepted standard or way of behaving
with which most people agree.
• It derives from the Latin nōrma: originally just a
carpenter’s square. Metaphorically it would become a
rule, a pattern, or precept in the language.
• A collections of norms, then, help to constitute that
which is normal.
• By the same token, examining that which is normal
should help us to infer the norms that underlies this
state of being.

What gender norms underlie this fact?
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What is a myth?

• In ancient Greek, mythos (μῦθος) simply meant “story.”
It did not imply either truth or falsehood, as myth does
for us.

• In a cultural sense, myths are the stories we tell about
ourselves. As such, they resonate because they explain
who we are and how we understand ourselves.
• Thus, they are connected to the ideas of both norms
and that which is normal by reproducing, reinforcing,
and disseminating their precepts.
• A myth resonates in a culture precisely because it
illustrates and interprets underlying “truths” (that
which is normal).

Culture as a Tool of Patriarchy

Culture as a Tool of Patriarchy
• In our culture, if
masculinity is defined as
“the subject,” it is
defined in opposition to
femininity: “the object”
(or Other).

Culture as a Tool of Patriarchy
• The point of view defines
where the power lies: one
is what the other is not.
• This implies opposition
and conflict, and it also
implies a lesser status for
the concept defined in
opposition to the
controlling one.
• It becomes a binary-devolving into that which
is desirable/undesirable.

Culture as a Tool of Patriarchy
• Thus, the culture assigns
acceptable roles for
women in ways that
subjugate them.
• This is literally true in the
sense of masculinity
defined as “activity” and
femininity as “passivity.”

• It is also true in the
broader sense of the way
that one is defined in
terms of the other.

Myth as an Expression of
Culture

Myth as an Expression of Culture

• “Myths” concerns the myth
of the “eternal feminine”
(woman as virgin, woman
as mother, woman as
nature, etc.).
• The big idea is that such
ideas are imposed on
women by patriarchal
culture and that they end up
substituting for the
formation of autonomous
identity.

Myth as an Expression of Culture

• These stories about the
nature of women are a
projection of masculine
desire, since all cultural
narratives are derived from
a masculine point-of-view.
• “Woman” (as a concept) is
what “man” needs her to be
(in order to better
understand himself).

Myth as an Expression of Culture

• However, what “man”
needs “woman” to be is
culturally contingent, and
these contexts are neither
fixed or consistent.
• Thus, “woman” occupies
an ambiguous place in the
culture: essential (for what
she represents), yet
unimportant (for what she
is)-- loved, yet feared.

Myth as an Expression of Culture

Manifestations of the “Eternal
Feminine”
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Nature
Mother
Source of strife
Source of comfort
Object of desire
Temptress
Moral exemplar
Avatar of purity
Avatar of emotion
Etc., etc.

Myth as an Expression of Culture

Manifestations of the “Eternal
Feminine” -- Male point•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Nature
Mother
Source of strife
Source of comfort
Object of desire
Temptress
Moral exemplar
Avatar of purity
Avatar of emotion
Etc., etc.

of-view and
reflection of
male preoccupations
-- Women as
symbols, not
as individuals

-- Inconsistent
and
contradictory
-- Caught
between poles
of fear and
desire

Creation Story One (Genesis 1:23-27)
(God creates both man and woman
on the sixth day of creation)
24 God

said, “Let the earth bring forth every kind of living creature: cattle,
creeping things, and wild beasts of every kind.” And it was so. 25 God made
wild beasts of every kind and cattle of every kind, and all kinds of creeping
things of the earth. And God saw that this was good. 26 And God said, “Let us
make man in our image, after our likeness. They shall rule the fish of the sea,
the birds of the sky, the cattle, the whole earth, and all the creeping things
that creep on earth.” 27 And God created man in His image, in the image of
God He created him; male and female He created them.

• Lilith is the legendary first wife of Adam
(fills the gap caused by the
inconsistency in the two creation
stories)
• Unambiguous references in Dead Sea
Scrolls (Songs of the Sage-- ca. late 1st
century BCE) and the Babylonian Talmud
(Gemara-- ca. 300-400 CE) and a possible
reference in Isaiah 34:13:
Wildcats shall meet hyenas,
Goat-demons shall greet each other;
There too the lilith shall repose
And find herself a resting place.

though this could refer to līlīṯu, a
common Near Eastern female demon
(from which the name Lilith is thought
to derive)

Lilith by John Collier (1887)

• Name is related to a broadly used
Semitic root for “night” and probably is
best translated as “female night demon”
• Created at the same time as Adam and
from the same clay
• Lilith left Adam after she refused to be
subservient to him (claimed they were
equal since they were fashioned at the
same time)
• Associated with lust, and some
traditions have her leading men astray;
etiological myth of coupling with men at
night to explain nocturnal emissions
• Also broadly associated with witchcraft
• In the Vulgate (5th century CE) the
reference in Isaiah 34:13 is translated as
Lamia-- a Greco-Roman vampiric spirit
who stole children and ate their flesh

Lilith by John Collier (1887)

Manifestations of the
“Eternal Feminine”
•Nature?
•Mother?
•Source of strife?
•Source of comfort?
•Object of desire?
•Temptress?
•Moral exemplar?
•Avatar of purity?
•Avatar of emotion?
•Etc., etc.
Lilith by John Collier (1887)

“Woman” as Type

“Woman” as Type
• The figure of woman is
ambiguous in its
connotations
(simultaneously attractive
and dangerous)
• Identification with Nature
(especially through
fertility function-women’s role as vessel of
procreation)

“Woman” as Type
• Nature is both the source
of man (signifying
creative potential, life
giving sustenance, and
ultimate extinction) and
something to be
overcome (signifying that
which is irrational,
unformed, and
dangerous)

“Woman” as Type
• This ambivalence is
captured in male anxiety
about sexuality: motherhood is celebrated, but
both female sexuality and
that associated with it is
polluting (e.g., menses
• These moral norms about
gender are policed by
tradition and taboo

Adam and Eve by Hans Holbein the Younger (1517)

Creation Story Two (Genesis 2:1-7, 15-25)
(God creates man-- and later woman-after creation is complete)
1 The

heaven and the earth were finished, and all their array. 2 On the seventh
day God finished the work that He had been doing, and He ceased on the
seventh day from all the work that He had done. 3 And God blessed the
seventh day and declared it holy, because on it God ceased from all the work
of creation that He had done. 4 Such is the story of heaven and earth when
they were created. When the Lord God made earth and heaven-- 5 when no
shrub of the field was yet on earth and no grasses of the field had yet
sprouted, because the Lord God had not sent rain upon the earth and there
was no man to till the soil, 6 but a flow would well up from the ground and
water the whole surface of the earth-- 7 the Lord God formed man from the
dust of the earth. He blew into his nostrils the breath of life, and man became
a living being. [...]
15 The

Lord God took the man and placed him in the garden of Eden, to till it
and tend it. 16 And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, “Of every tree
of the garden you are free to eat; 17 but as for the tree of knowledge of good
and bad, you must not eat of it; for as soon as you eat of it, you shall die.”

Creation Story Two (Genesis 2:1-7, 15-25)
(God creates man-- and later woman-after creation is complete)
18 The

Lord God said, “It is not good for man to be alone; I will make a fitting
helper for him.” 19 And the Lord God formed out of the earth all the wild
beasts and all the birds of the sky, and brought them to the man to see what
he would call them; and whatever the man called each living creature, that
would be its name. 20 And the man gave names to all the cattle and to the
birds of the sky and to all the wild beasts; but for Adam no fitting helper was
found. 21 So the Lord God cast a deep sleep upon the man; and, while he
slept, He took one of his ribs and closed up the flesh at that spot. 22 And the
Lord God fashioned the rib that He had taken from the man into a woman;
and He brought her to the man. 23 Then the man said,

“This one at last
Is bone of my bones
And flesh of my flesh.
This one shall be called Woman,
For from man was she taken.”
24 Hence

a man leaves his father and mother and clings to his wife, so that
they become one flesh.

• A more anthropomorphized
conception of God (less a priest
than a sort of divine potter). God
has a personality in this version.
• Adam is the masculine form of “red
clay,” and, in Hebrew, he is referred
to with the definite article in the
Genesis story, the Adam).
• Eden denotes fertility in Hebrew.

Adam and Eve by Lucas
Cranach the Elder (1528)

• Compare to Edinu, a Sumerian
paradise created by the goddess
Ninhursag. Her lover Enki was
entrusted to tending the garden, but
after he ate of a forbidden plant
from the garden, Ninhursag is
enraged, causing Enki to fall ill and
resulting in a pain in his ribs.
Ninhursag eventually relents in her
anger and creates another goddess
to cure him, Ninti (“Lady of the
Rib”).

“Myths”
“Man seeks the Other in woman as Nature
and as his peer. But Nature inspires
ambivalent feelings in man, as has been
seen. He exploits it, but it crushes him; he
is born from and he dies in it; it is the
source of his being and the kingdom he
bends to his will; it is a material envelope
in which the soul is held prisoner, and it is
the supreme reality; it is contingency and
Idea, finitude and totality; it is that which
opposes Spirit and himself. Both ally and
enemy, it appears as the dark chaos from
which life springs forth, as this very life,
and as the beyond it reaches for: woman
embodies nature as Mother, Spouse, and
Idea; these figures are sometimes
confounded and sometimes in opposition,
and each has a double face” (5-6).

• Lilith is ungovernable.
• Eve is subservient: conceived as a
companion and helper; created
from man; and later, women leave
the household of one man for
another.

• Lilith connotes Nature explicitly
(through her unbridled and
dangerous sexuality).
• Eve connotes the taming of Nature
(helpmate in the tending of God’s
fertile garden).
• Lilith is a sexual temptress-promiscuous and insatiable. Her
sexuality is lustful (unproductive)
and active (and therefore
dangerous).

Adam and Eve by Lucas
Cranach the Elder (1528)

• Eve is the mother of mankind. Her
sexuality is procreative
(productive) and passive (and
therefore praiseworthy).

The Fall from Grace (Genesis 3:1-24)
1 Now

the serpent was the shrewdest of all the wild beasts that the Lord God
had made. He said to the woman, “Did God really say: You shall not eat of
any tree of the garden?” 2 The woman replied to the serpent, “We may eat of
the fruit of the other trees of the garden. 3 It is only about fruit of the tree in
the middle of the garden that God said: ‘You shall not eat of it or touch it, lest
you die.’” 4 And the serpent said to the woman, “You are not going to die,
5 but God knows that as soon as you eat of it your eyes will be opened and
you will be like divine beings who know good and bad.” 6 When the woman
saw that the tree was good for eating and a delight to the eyes, and that the
tree was desirable as a source of wisdom, she took of its fruit and ate. She
also gave some to her husband, and he ate. 7 Then the eyes of both of them
were opened and they perceived that they were naked; and they sewed
together fig leaves and made themselves loincloths.

The Fall from Grace (Genesis 3:1-24)
8 They

heard the sound of the Lord God moving about in the garden at the
breezy time of day; and the man and his wife hid from the Lord God among
the trees of the garden. 9 The Lord God called out to the man and said to him,
“Where are you?” 10 He replied, “I heard the sound of You in the garden, and I
was afraid because I was naked, so I hid.” 11 Then He asked, “Who told you
that you were naked? Did you eat of the tree from which I had forbidden you
to eat?” 12 The man said, “The woman You put at my side-- she gave me of
the tree, and I ate.” 13 And the Lord God said to the woman, “What is this you
have done!” The woman replied, “The serpent duped me, and I ate.” 14 Then
the Lord God said to the serpent,

The Fall from Grace (Genesis 3:1-24)
“Because you did this,
More cursed shall you be
Than all cattle
And all the wild beasts:
On your belly shall you crawl
And dirt shall you eat
All the days of your life.
15 I

will put enmity
Between you and the woman,
And between your offspring and hers;
They shall strike at your head,
And you shall strike at their heel.”
16 And

to the woman He said,
“I will make most severe
Your pangs in childbearing;
In pain shall you bear children.
Yet your urge shall be for your husband,
And he shall rule over you.”

The Fall from Grace (Genesis 3:1-24)
17 To

Adam He said, “Because you did as your wife said and ate of the tree
about which I commanded you, ‘You shall not eat of it,’
Cursed be the ground because of you;
By toil shall you eat of it
All the days of your life:
18 Thorns

and thistles shall it sprout for you.
But your food shall be the grasses of the field;
19 By

the sweat of your brow
Shall you get bread to eat,
Until you return to the ground-For from it you were taken.
For dust you are,
And to dust you shall return.”

The Fall from Grace (Genesis 3:1-24)
20 The

man named his wife Eve, because she was the mother of all the living.
21 And the Lord God made garments of skins for Adam and his wife, and
clothed them.
22 And

the Lord God said, “Now that the man has become like one of us,
knowing good and bad, what if he should stretch out his hand and take also
from the tree of life and eat, and live forever!” 23 So the Lord God banished
him from the garden of Eden, to till the soil from which he was taken. 24 He
drove the man out, and stationed east of the garden of Eden the cherubim
and the fiery ever-turning sword, to guard the way to the tree of life.

• The tradition of the snake as the Devil
is extra-biblical and is largely an
identification that dates to Christian
and medieval Jewish folklore (there is
no concept of the Devil in the Tanakh;
Satan means “accuser” or
“adversary”– as in a legal proceeding;
and references to the Satan in the
Hebrew Bible-- most famously in Job-refer to one of God’s council of divine
beings that acts on God’s behalf)

Adam and Eve,
workshop of Giovanni
della Robbia (1515)

• The original sin can also be read in
sexual terms: the snake is both a
phallic symbol and general fertility
symbol in Near Eastern mythology;
Eve is seduced by the serpent; the
knowledge (good and bad) that Adam
and Eve are granted from eating the
fruit (itself connoting fertility) is
expressed in terms of knowledge of
nakedness; in the creation itself, Adam
and Eve become “one flesh” (2:24)

• As a symbol Eve connotes the full
range of the male anxiety about Nature
and fertility (mother and temptress).
• Eve is the means by which man sins,
the agent of his fall and death itself.
• The story functions as a metaphor for
the loss of innocence-- the recognition
of the difference between good and
evil being the origin of moral choice
and free will (a spiritual adulthood).

• The myth is also etiological (why
snakes are hated; why women endure
discomfort as a consequence of their
biology; why women must submit to
men; why men must toil and die).

Adam and Eve,
workshop of Giovanni
della Robbia (1515)

• The protagonist, however, is male;
Adam is ultimately culpable for the
transgression. Adam is the Subject
and Eve the Object of the story; God
commands Adam, and Adam makes
the moral choice to disobey.

“Myths”
“Man’s revolt against his carnal condition is more
general; he considers himself a fallen god: his
curse is to have fallen from a luminous and
orderly heaven into the chaotic obscurity of the
mother’s womb. He desires to see himself in this
fire, this active and pure breath, and it is woman
who imprisons him in the mud of the earth. He
would like himself to be as necessary as pure
Idea, as One, All, absolute Spirit; and he finds
himself enclosed in a limited body, in a place and
time he did not choose, to which he was not
called, useless, awkward, absurd. His very being
is carnal contingence to which he is subjected in
his isolation, in his unjustifiable gratuitousness. It
also dooms him to death” (7).

“Woman” as Type
Woman as Nature
• Chaos
• Inspiration
• Obstacle to overcome
(tame)
• Freedom (from constraint)
• Emotion (opposed to
rationality of civilization)
• Source of peace
• Source of horror (danger)

Woman as a Force of
Nature:
The Manic Pixie
Dream Girl

“Too many guys think I'm a
concept, or I complete them, or
I'm gonna make them alive. But
I'm just a fucked-up girl who's
lookin’ for my own peace of
mind; don't assign me yours.”

• In subsequent years, Nathan
Rabin has written how he
wishes he had never coined the
term “Manic Pixie Dream Girl”
at all.
• Part of the reason for this is
that the term has been applied
to any quirky female character,
when his point was only about
characters who lack interiority
and motivation (existing as plot
device to develop the character
arc of male protagonists).

Clementine from Eternal
Sunshine of the Spotless Mind

“Woman” as Type
• Woman is imagined in
opposition to man-- the
subject of man’s
endeavors (the Other).
• The active role is left for
man (woman exists as
either an aid or a trial to
be overcome, not as a
subject in her own right).

“Woman” as Type
• Women are individual, but
“Woman” (as a type) is
mythological. It
summarizes women as a
whole (the “eternal
feminine”).

• Such categories are
conceived as natural and
immutable. This is
inconsistent with seizing
one’s existential freedom.

Culture as a Tool of Patriarchy
• Cultural narratives
conceive of woman in
terms of man, reserving
for “Woman” roles that
reflect men’s projects
and goals.
• Action defines us-- not
pre-determined
categories of being.
When culture defines our
roles, it interferes with
becoming who we are.

