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All Men Are Mortal Simone de Beauvoir: A Deep Dive into Mortality,
Freedom, and Feminist Existentialism

When we hear the phrase “all men are mortal,” the first thing that comes to mind is a classic example of a logical
syllogism taught in high school philosophy classes: “All men are mortal; Socrates is a man; therefore Socrates is
mortal.” This simple statement, however, opens the door to profound questions about existence, identity, and the
human condition. One of the most influential thinkers to explore these questions in the context of gender and
freedom is the French philosopher and feminist icon, Simone de Beauvoir. In this article, we’ll examine how the
axiom of mortality intersects with Beauvoir’s existentialist philosophy, her groundbreaking work “The Second Sex,”
and the broader implications for contemporary discussions on gender, ethics, and the inevitable nature of death.

1.The Logical Syllogism Behind “All Men Are Mortal”

At its core, the statement “all men are mortal” is a universal proposition that asserts a property shared by every
member of the category “men.” In formal logic, this proposition is expressed as a universal quantifier: " x (Man(x) !
Mortal(x)). The syllogism that follows is a deductive inference, a chain of reasoning that leads from general
premises to a specific conclusion. The classic example is:

1. All men are mortal.
2. Socrates is a man.
3. Therefore, Socrates is mortal.

While the structure is straightforward, the philosophical weight of the conclusion is immense. The idea that death is
an unavoidable part of being human forces us to confront our temporality, our responsibilities, and the urgency of
authentic living. It is this urgency that Simone /de /Beauvoir harnessed in her existentialist framework.

2. Simone /de /Beauvoir and Existentialism

Simone de Beauvoir (1908-1986) is best known for her feminist masterpiece “The Second Sex,” but she was also a
prolific existentialist philosopher. Her intellectual partnership with Jean Paul Sartre shaped much of mid 20th century
philosophy. Existentialism, in its essence, emphasizes individual freedom, choice, and the inherent absurdity of life.
Beauvoir extended this philosophy to gender, arguing that women are not born but rather become oppressed
through social structures.

Beauvoir’s existentialism is not merely abstract speculation; it is a call to action. She believed that the knowledge of
our mortality—of the finite nature of our existence—should propel us toward authentic choices. The phrase “all men
are mortal” thus becomes a philosophical tool that reminds us of our shared vulnerability and the urgency to live
meaningfully.

3. Mortality in Beauvoir’'s Thought

Mortality is a recurring theme in Beauvoir’s essays and novels. In her novel She Came to the City, the protagonist,
a young woman named Claire, grapples with the fleeting nature of youth and the looming threat of death. Beauvoir
uses mortality as a narrative device to highlight the tension between freedom and the constraints imposed by
society.



In her essay “The Ethics of Ambiguity,” Beauvoir writes, “The human condition is the condition of freedom, but
freedom is always a freedom that is not absolute. It is a freedom that is limited by the fact that we are finite beings.”
Here, the concept of mortality is not a tragic end but a catalyst for ethical living. The finite nature of life forces us to
confront the consequences of our choices, to create meaning, and to resist oppressive structures.

4. Gendered Mortality: How Beauvoir Addresses “All Men Are Mortal” in a Feminist Context

Beauvoir's engagement with the idea that “all men are mortal” goes beyond a simple logical statement; it becomes
a lens through which she examines the gendered experience of mortality. While men’s mortality is often treated as
a universal human condition, women'’s mortality is framed by societal expectations, reproductive roles, and the fear
of being reduced to a “body” rather than an “essence.”

In “The Second Sex,” Beauvoir famously declares, “One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.” This statement
underscores the idea that gender is a social construct that shapes how individuals experience mortality. Women,
according to Beauvoir, are often seen as vessels for reproduction, making their lives and deaths more visible and,
paradoxically, more regulated by cultural narratives.

Beauvoir's feminist critique of mortality examines how the inevitability of death intersects with the societal
expectations placed on women. She argues that women'’s “otherness” is not just a philosophical concept but a lived
reality that shapes their experience of death and dying. By acknowledging that “all men are mortal,” Beauvoir invites
us to consider how mortality is experienced differently across gender lines.

5.The Second Sex: A Milestone in Feminist Existentialism

Published in 1949, The Second Sexis a monumental work that combines rigorous philosophical analysis with
empirical research on women’s lives. The book is divided into two volumes: the first explores the historical and
cultural constructions of womanhood, and the second examines the psychological and existential aspects of gender.

Beauvoir's analysis of the “Other” concept, derived from Hegelian dialectics, is pivotal. She argues that society
defines women as the “Other” in relation to men, thereby limiting their freedom. This dynamic is particularly relevant
when considering the universal truth that “all men are mortal.” The mortality of the “Other” is often hidden or
trivialized, whereas the mortality of the “subject” is foregrounded.

By integrating the idea of mortality into her feminist critique, Beauvoir challenges readers to confront the fact that all
human beings—regardless of gender—are finite. However, the ways in which society acknowledges or denies this
finitude differ, creating a moral imperative for feminist activism.

6. Ethics and Responsibility in Beauvoir’s View of Mortality

Beauvoir’s existentialist ethics revolve around the concept of responsibility. She posits that because we are free, we
must take responsibility for our choices. The knowledge that “all men are mortal” amplifies this responsibility
because it reminds us that our time is limited. The finite nature of life forces us to make ethical decisions that reflect
our authentic selves.

In her essay “The Ethics of Ambiguity,” Beauvoir argues that freedom is not an absolute right but a responsibility to
create meaning in a world that is inherently absurd. She writes, “The fact that we are finite forces us to choose; the
fact that we are not predetermined by God or nature forces us to be responsible for those choices.” This
perspective aligns with the existentialist view that mortality is a catalyst for ethical living.

Beauvoir’s ethical framework also emphasizes solidarity. She believes that recognizing our shared mortality should
foster empathy and collective action. In the context of gender, this solidarity becomes a call to dismantle oppressive
structures that limit women’s freedom.



7.The Role of Death in Freedom and Authenticity

For Beauvoir, death is not merely an endpoint but a defining element of freedom. The knowledge that life is finite
heightens the stakes of our decisions, encouraging us to live authentically. She writes in “The Ethics of Ambiguity”
that “the knowledge of death gives the world its meaning.” This statement underscores the paradox that while death
is the ultimate limit, it is also what gives life its urgency.

In practical terms, this means that individuals must confront their mortality to achieve authenticity. The fear of death
can either paralyze or motivate. Beauvoir encourages embracing mortality as a source of empowerment, not
despair. By doing so, one can resist the “bad faith” of living according to others’ expectations and instead pursue a
life that reflects one’s true values.

8. Contemporary Relevance: How Beauvoir’s Ideas Inform Today’s Discussions on Gender and
Mortality

Simone /de /Beauvoir’s insights remain profoundly relevant in contemporary debates on gender, identity, and mortality.
The COVID 19 pandemic, for example, has forced society to confront mortality in an unprecedented way. Women'’s
roles in caregiving and frontline healthcare have highlighted the gendered dimensions of mortality and the need for
feminist solidarity.

In the digital age, the concept of “digital immortality"—the idea that our online presence can outlast our physical
bodies—has become a new arena for existential questions. Beauvoir's emphasis on authentic living challenges us
to consider whether our digital selves truly reflect our authentic selves or merely echo societal expectations.

Moreover, the feminist movement’s focus on reproductive rights, gender-based violence, and intersectional
oppression can be framed through Beauvoir's lens of mortality. Recognizing that all human beings are finite, the
movement calls for policies that protect women's bodily autonomy and ensure that their mortality is not
disproportionately regulated by patriarchal structures.

9. Practical Applications: How Individuals Can Use Beauvoir’s Ideas to Live Authentically

» Reflect on Your Finite Time: Acknowledge that your life is limited. Use this awareness to prioritize what truly
matters to you, rather than chasing societal approval.

¢ Challenge Societal Expectations: Identify the roles society has imposed on you—especially if they are
gendered—and evaluate whether they align with your authentic desires.

e Cultivate Empathy: Understand that everyone faces mortality. Use this shared experience to build solidarity
and support, especially with marginalized groups.

« Take Responsibility: Accept that your choices shape your life. Embrace the freedom to create meaning, even
in the face of uncertainty.

¢ Engage in Feminist Action: Support policies and initiatives that address gender-based oppression and
promote bodily autonomy.

10. Conclusion: Embracing Mortality as a Path to Freedom

Simone /de /Beauvoir’s philosophical legacy invites us to confront the universal truth that “all men are mortal” not as a
fatalistic statement but as a profound reminder of our shared humanity. Her existentialist approach to mortality
encourages authenticity, responsibility, and solidarity. By recognizing the finite nature of life, we can make choices
that reflect our true selves and challenge oppressive structures that limit freedom—especially for women.

In a world where mortality is increasingly visible, whether through pandemics,
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