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Introduction
Motherhood and the challenges it poses to a truly authentic life were left mostly
unexplored by prominent existentialist thinkers. Simone de Beauvoir, however,
dedicated her magnum opus, The Second Sex, to the lived realities of women.
Her thoughts on motherhood are heavily debated. She is popularly interpreted
as viewing motherhood as a limitation on the freedom she found essential to a
meaningful life.
Purpose:
The purpose of this project is to explore Simone de Beauvoir’s stance on
motherhood and situate motherhood more positively in existential thought
Research Questions:
Under Simone de Beauvoir’s framework of transcendence and immanence, is it
possible to live a truly authentic life as a mother?
What must change to support transcendent motherhood?

Materials and Methods
In order to analyze Simone de Beauvoir’s stance on motherhood, I reviewed:
• Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, specifically the section “The Mother”
• Simone de Beauvoir's memoirs:
• Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter
• A Very Easy Death (surrounding her mother’s death)
• Simone de Beauvoir’s fiction depicting mothers:
• The Woman Destroyed
• Interviews with Simone de Beauvoir
• Interpretations of Simone de Beauvoir’s work listed above
• Other interpretations and descriptions of motherhood, both contemporary
and during Simone de Beauvoir’s time
• Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution by
Adrienne Rich
• Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center by bell hooks
• Women’s Time by Julia Kristeva
Using these sources, I determined the challenges to transcendent motherhood
Simone de Beauvoir identified, her contribution to Western discourse
surrounding of motherhood, and possible solutions.
It is important to note that Simone de Beauvoir wrote from a very privileged
position, making her views of motherhood at times one-dimensional

Results
After examining both Simone de Beauvoir’s work and
common interpretations, I found that:
• Simone de Beauvoir did not believe that it was
impossible to be both a mother and transcendent –
just very difficult
• In The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir does not
reject motherhood, but instead:
• Presents motherhood in all of its
complexity
• Creates a discursive space to discuss
motherhood
• Demystifies masculinist ideas of the
mother/child relationship
• Simone de Beauvoir identifies the conditions in
which motherhood exists as the real challenge to
motherhood and transcendence, especially:
• Isolation of mothers
• Myths and misconceptions
surrounding the maternal
• Lack of a prominent role in economic,
political, and social life
• Self-identification only in one’s role as
a mother

Conclusions
Conclusion:
Using Simone de Beauvoir’s framework of transcendence and
immanence, it is currently possible to be both a mother and
transcendent, just very difficult. Four primary things must change
in order to support this:
1. Myths of the ever-loving, ever-reassuring maternal must
continue to be challenged
2. Women must be given a space to discuss their feelings and
experiences in motherhood without fear of alienation and
continue to add complexity to traditional Western discourse
3. The responsibility of child-rearing must be more evenly
spread, which can be accomplished through:
• Free childcare
• Paid paternal leave
4. Mothers must be allowed as much space in the economic,
political, and social sphere as fathers in order to lead rich
outer lives
Significance:
Women, and mothers especially, have been left out of popular
existentialist thought since its roots in the 20th century. A more
positive interpretation of Simone de Beauvoir’s stance on
motherhood brings mothers back into the discussion and allows
room to support their transcendence
Limitations:
A closer look on the role of human relationships in authenticity in
existentialist thought could provide more depth to the search for
existentialist meaning in motherhood
Suggestions for Future Research:
The Second Sex views the condition of women through a primarily
white, educated lens. While many white, middle-class women of
de Beauvoir’s time felt trapped by motherhood, single mothers or
women in lower-income families often expressed a desire to play
a more active role in their children’s lives. In future research, I
would like to take a more intersectional look at transcendent
motherhood.
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