Sample Paper
Nietzsche, in On the Genealogy of Morals, explains the creation of the idea of slave morality. At first, there were herds of people. Within these herds, some people were stronger than others and were able to take over the weaker people. The battle between the strong and the weak divided society into two groups of people—“‘the noble, the powerful, the superior, and the high-minded’ and the ‘low, low-minded, and plebeian.’” (class website, Fall 06). The strong, through inheritance of power, were able to rule over many generations. (lecture, Fall 06). Even though the ruling class was not necessarily the strongest—since their power was inherited over generations, not earned—they justified their superior position “by the fact that they were ruling and they were superior” (class website, fFall 06). The idea that the superior, the powerful were better than the weak, the inferior lead to the terms ‘good’ and ‘bad’ acquiring their meanings. In society, the weak and all things associated with this low, poor, plebeian class were deemed ‘bad,’ while the strong and all things associated with this elite, powerful class were deemed ‘good.’ (class website, Fall 06). Soon, the weak begin to resent their situation. Out of this resentment came a creativity to devise a way to get out of their position as inferior and bad. In order to make themselves feel better, they underwent a “‘transvaluation of their values’” (class website, Fall 06). The lower class began to assert that being poor, meek, sick, persecuted, and powerless was ‘good’ and that being rich, powerful, and noble was ‘bad.’ This is Nietzsche’s slave morality. By participating in slave morality and reversing the value system, the weak were able to feel better about their lives that they so desperately resented (lecture, Fall 06). 
While this slave morality was created to make the lower class accept their position in society, there are two main problems inherent in this revision of moral codes. The first is that you can never be truly autonomous and free from the system you are trying to abolish. Nietzsche claims that, “in order to exist, slave morality always first needs a hostile external world; it needs, physiologically speaking, external stimuli in order to act at all—its action is fundamentally reaction” (First Essay, section 10, paragraph 1). In slave morality, there is an inversion of morals so that what was “good” in the old system becomes “bad” in the new, and vice versa. The old, resented system is necessary in order to define the new system of morals. So if, for some reason before the “transvaluation of their values”, the original value system was screened from the lower class’s awareness, there would be no way for them to know what should constitute “good” in the new system (office meeting, 9/27). The poor, inferior class was only able to proclaim that being poor, sick, wretched, and inferior was ‘good’ because the current system, which caused resentment and unhappiness, upheld that these traits were ‘bad.’ Because the definition of one system is reliant upon the other, the old system is never truly abolished, the problematic society is never truly fixed, and the person is never truly liberated (lecture, Fall 06).


Slave morality is also problematic because not only are the ones who create the new value system not autonomous, but they are also inauthentic. Ascetic ideals, deprivation from sex, money, drinking, and excess, were created out of the slave morality (blackboard, Fall 06). To Nietzsche, the ascetic ideal, “indicates a partial physiological inhibition and exhaustion, against which those deepest instincts for living which still remain intact continuously fight on with new methods and innovations” (Nietzsche, Essay III, section 13, paragraph 1)  Thus, the problem of authenticity surfaces because there is a dissonance between what the poor, lower class outwardly asserts that they want (leading ascetic ideals) versus what they inwardly desire (the privileges of the powerful upper class) (lecture, Fall 06). If this were not the case, the transvaluation of values would have never occurred (class website, Fall 06). This dissonance signals inauthenticity because the lower class is not being honest about their true desires, passions, and wants. Steven Crowell, in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, asserts that the lower class, “the so-called autonomous, self-legislating individual is nothing but a herd animal that has trained itself to docility and unfreedom by conforming to the ‘universal’ standards of morality” (Crowell, section 1.2, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/existentialism/). If one of the ways to autonomy is through proclaiming your true wants and acting to get them, then the inauthentic person believing in the slave morality is not truly free.  

One of the proposed solutions for eradicating sexism is to reject the current value system and act in opposition to it. Simone de Beauvoir never references Nietzsche nor slave morality in The Second Sex. However, because Nietzsche is the forerunner of existentialism, and de Beauvoir writes from an existentialist point-of-view, I draw parallels between slave morality and this proposed solution to sexism to help understand why de Beauvoir would disagree with acting in reaction. During the time Simone de Beauvoir was writing The Second Sex, the current value system pressured women to shave their legs, wear dresses, know how to cook, clean, and sew, and to become mothers and wives. Society deemed these behaviors as “good” and opposite behaviors—not shaving, wearing pants, refusing to do domestic chores, and not have children—as “bad.” If women were to react to this system by doing the opposite, they would be acting in a way similar to slave morality. There is an inversion of morals so that the “good” behaviors of the current system become “bad” in the new value system and vice versa. If acting in direct opposition to the current value system of women’s roles is a type of slave morality, then the problems central to slave morality are the same as those inherent in acting in direct opposition.


In the introduction to The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir stresses that woman is the “Other” because “man defines woman not in herself but as relative to him; she is not regarded as an autonomous being” (de Beauvoir, xxii). It is not that men must subsist in order for women to physically be present, but rather that because the notion of a “woman” is defined in relation to men, then the idea of men has to exist in order for a woman to exist as a woman (office meeting,7/28).  If autonomy means being liberated from outside forces, people, or rules in order to define yourself or your actions, and if women are not autonomous as long as they have to define themselves in relation to men, then I infer from de Beauvoir’s previous quote that women are also not autonomous if they have to define their actions in relation to the current system of norms they wish to reject. If my interpretation of de Beauvoir is correct, by replacing the term “man” for “the old system” and the term “woman” for “the new system”, then the quote above could read, ‘the old system defines the new system not in itself but as relative to the old; the new is not regarded as an autonomous system’.

From this interpretation, one reason that de Beauvoir disagreed with acting in direct opposition to the current moral system in order to reject sexism is that the woman is unable to become autonomous and free from the system. The current system must exist in order for women to know how to act in opposition to it. Take for example the teenager who dresses in gothic style— long black hair, dark make-up, clunky boots, and long, heavy, black attire. Some of these teenagers may claim that they dress this way because they do not want to conform to society’s standards that the polished look of blonde hair, fitted, bright clothing, and a slim body is what constitutes beauty. Instead, they want to be an individual and dress how they desire. The problem with this scenario, and that of slave morality or the rebel teen discussed in class, is that for the gothic teens to know how to dress in order to rebel against societal standards, these very standards of beauty are required. The teenagers are holding these rules in place by needing them to decide how to act. Consequently, they will never get rid of these rules and are thus, binded to them forever. 

Simone de Beauvoir, and existentialism, places a great emphasis on the idea of authenticity. In existentialism, one leads an authentic life if she act in a way that she chooses as her own, a way in which “apart form its social sanction,” one commits herself (Crowell, section 2.3, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/existentialism/) Conversely, one leads an inauthentic life if he “allow [his] life story to be dictated by the world” (Crowell, section 2.3, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/existentialism/ ) One who is inauthentic does not act according to their own true desires, passions, and wants. This inauthenticity is found in the women who solely act in reaction to the current value system for women’s roles. Because they want to stray as far from the oppressive system as they can, they do not set up a new system based on the woman’s individual desires and passions. Instead, they only set up a system that is in stark contrast to the one already in place.  De Beauvoir finds fault in this action. To her, woman, 

finds difficulty in reconciling the heritage of her past with the interests of her future. Sometimes she abjures her femininity, she hesitates between chastity, homosexuality, and aggressive virago attitude; she dresses badly or wears male attire; and in this case the wastes much time in defiance, play-acting, angry fuming (de Beauvoir, 698).
This reacting in reaction is useless to de Beauvoir. Doing manly things is an act of “defiance” not liberation. The problem still remains that she is “still not free to do as she pleases in shaping the concept of femininity” (de Beauvoir, 682). Since de Beauvoir thinks that a way to autonomy is through authenticity, then the answer is not acting in opposition to norms. Maybe by acting authentically, she means to act according to free choice. It is the ability to express and perform your true desires, passions, and wants that makes a woman liberated. There may be women who genuinely love to do both “feminine” and “masculine” activities. If a woman wants to wear pants and cook her husband a four-course meal everyday, she is not conforming to society. Her reasons behind her actions are of true sincerity, not just an action in reaction. 

I agree with de Beauvoir that acting in reaction to unwanted norms is not the way towards women’s liberation. Feminist propose that in order to “reject” societal social structures, women should act in opposition to the current value system. However, if “rejecting” means refusal to recognize, grant, or accept (www.dictionary.com), and if rejecting the system means to do the opposite, but doing the opposite necessitates the old system, then the old system is not being rejected (and ultimately abolished) at all. The opposite holds true. It is being recognized, required, and reinforced. So doing the opposite is not a clear means to achieving the end of “rejecting” societal norms. 

But is, as de Beauvoir suggests, complete freedom of choice the answer to the problem of sexism? I think that it is a step in the process, but is not the solution. The problem with complete freedom of choice is that it does not provide limitations. In class, one student brought up the idea that if freedom of choice was the solution, then an older man should be able to marry a very young woman (which is against the law now). So where is the distinction between freedom of choice and breaking the law? Some may suggest that the difference is drawn when one’s individual freedoms of choice negatively affect someone else’s. But this does not explain why society condemns actions such as drug use, self-mutilation, or suicide, which are inflicted on the individual by the individual. To these problems, I have no answers.

But say society was to agree on where the division between freedom of choice and breaking the law presides. Is this enough? Simone de Beauvoir dedicates an entire chapter in The Second Sex analyzing the roots of sexism through myths, dreams, and fears (de Beauvoir, IX). She talks of the Creation story where Eve is created from Adam’s rib and is therefore dependant and defined by him (class notes, fall 06); menstruation was seen as a curse because it caused crops and gardens to die, meat and milk to spoil, and wine to turn to vinegar (de Beauvoir, 149); some cultures thought it was bad to be a virgin because a serpent would bite off the man’s sexual organs who first had sex with the virgin woman (de Beauvoir, 152); the Tibetans did not want a virgin wife because if she was still a virgin, she “had not already aroused masculine desires” (de Beauvoir, 152); in marriage, the wife was deemed the property of the man (class notes, Fall 06). Many of these myths have followed women throughout generations, continuing to foster stereotypes and discrimination of women in society. As a consequence, women have not been given opportunities and resources to freely act on their choices, desires, and wants. For example, if a woman wants to become President, she has the freedom of choice to desire the position and to go actively campaign, but because of discrimination and stereotypes of the broader society--that judge women as emotional and unable to lead a nation--she will not be seen as a plausible candidate. Her ability is based on her sex (and all of the negative connotations associated with women), not on her personal characteristics, achievements, or experiences. 

I believe that if society could forget these ingrained myths about women, eradicate discrimination, and remove stereotypes, then women could be given full opportunities and resources to become who they desire. From an existentialist prospective, women would then be authentic and able to pick and choose, without limitation, what qualities and actions are essential to them (class notes, Fall 06). 
In light of this view, some may say that because of the biological and physiological differences between the sexes, undoing discrimination and stereotypes and thus, giving more opportunities, will not result in the eradication of sexism. Simone de Beauvoir does recognize the biological and psychological difference between man and woman:

Woman is weaker than man; she has less muscular strength, fewer red blood corpuscles, less lung capacity; she runs more slowly, can lift less heavy weights, can compete with man in hardly nay sport…To all this weakness must be added the instability, the lack of control, and the fragility…these are the facts (de Beauvoir, 34).

Because of these differences, some may feel that the only way to stop sexism is to have men and women be the same physiologically and biologically. However, like de Beauvoir, I believe that “[w]oman, like man, is her body; but her body is something other than herself” (de Beauvoir, 29). It is not through the body, but instead through values, actions, and desires, that one evaluates themselves (de Beauvoir, 36). It is the fact that a woman truly enjoys singing, likes the color red, or plays basketball, that defines who she is, not the fact that she has certain hormones, reproductive organs, or body structure.  The biological differences are not enough to explain why women are in the subordinate position. If it were, then how would you account for queens who rule over nations, women who are successful doctors, athletes, or attorneys, women who do not bear children, single mothers who both raise and support their families independently? Many questions have to be answered before knowing how, or if, there is a way for women to find liberation from the constraints of sexism.
