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Sartre, Beauvoir, and the
Race/Gender Analogy

A Case for Black Feminist Philosophy

Kathryn T. Gines

The discipline of philosophy leaves much to be desired when it comes to black 
feminism. Although white feminism (especially French feminism in the conti-
nental tradition) is making strides, this is often to the exclusion or marginaliza-
tion of women of color. Similarly black male philosophers and scholars have left 
their imprint on continental philosophy (for example, in the critical philosophy 
of race), but often to the exclusion of the woman question. Considered from 
another perspective, continental philosophy has been a resource for feminist 
philosophy and the critical philosophy of race, but perhaps less so for what 
we might call a “critical” philosophy of black feminism. Although the few 
black women philosophers who work in the areas of feminist philosophy and 
critical philosophy of race (and some black men) are beginning to bring black 
feminism into the philosophy canon, we still do not have a fully developed 
black feminist philosophy.1

In the chapter that follows, I demonstrate the need for black feminism 
in philosophy (and for a black feminist philosophy), by looking at specifi c 
cases of its absence. I begin by critically examining the conspicuous lack of 
a black feminist account of the intersectionality of race and gender in what I 
call the “race/gender analogy.” Toward that end, I am especially interested in 
the shortcomings of this analogy in general as well as the usage of this analogy 
in Jean-Paul Sartre’s The Respectful Prostitute (1946) and Simone de Beauvoir’s 
The Second Sex (1949) in particular. The chapter continues by highlighting the 
infl uences of Richard Wright on these two prominent continental philosophers. 
While Wright offers Sartre and Beauvoir insights into racial oppression, still 
missing from their accounts is a black feminist analysis of the interlocking 
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36 Convergences

systems of racial and gender oppression. The remaining portion of the chapter 
underscores the development of black feminist theory in the United States and 
the ways in which black feminism fi lls this void by confronting both sexism and 
racism. Concentrating on the scholarship of Anna Julia Cooper (with mention 
of other philosophical black feminist thinkers and texts), I call for the expansion 
of the philosophy canon to include these scholars in an effort to help pave the 
way for a black feminist philosophy.

The Race/Gender Analogy

Simply stated, the race/gender analogy is the use of racial oppression as an anal-
ogy for gender oppression. One shortcoming of the analogy is that it usually 
emphasizes black men and white women while ignoring the situation of women 
of color. Like this analogy, historically, white feminism has often ignored the ways 
in which black women experience sexist oppression differently because of the 
added burden of racism. Take, for example, the 1848 Seneca Falls Convention 
that signaled the emergence of the fi rst wave women’s movement in the United 
States. Among the mostly white and female suffragist attendees there were not 
any black women on record. It seems that Frederick Douglass was the only black 
person present, and his name is included on the “Roll of Honor containing all the 
signatures to the Declaration of Sentiments set forth by the First Women’s Right’s 
Convention held at Seneca Falls, New York July 19–20, 1848.”2 Key organizers 
of the convention included Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott, two white 
women who “felt a striking similarity between themselves as white women, and 
black slaves, a common theme in early white feminist discourse.”3

But the loose usage of institutionalized and racialized slavery and antiblack
racism as an analogy for other forms of oppression proves to be problematic. The 
race/gender analogy often codes race as black man and gender as white woman, 
neglecting the situation of women of color. Another shortcoming of the analogy 
is that it is frequently exploited to support members of groups and their causes 
even when those groups are often themselves participating in or complicit with 
some form of antiblack racism. For instance, although prominent black leaders 
such as Sojourner Truth, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, and Frederick Douglass were active 
in the women’s movement and active in seeking women’s suffrage, this and other 
movements for women’s liberation have historically limited their focus to liberat-
ing white women while ignoring the oppression of women of color (who suffer 
from both racial and gender oppression), or people of color more generally. 

Angela Davis examines racism in the women’s suffrage movement in 
“Woman Suffrage at the Turn of the Century: The Rising Infl uence of Racism,” 
where she begins with some confl icts between Ida B. Wells-Barnett and Susan 
B. Anthony. According to Davis, “Wells’ admiration for Anthony’s individual 
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37Sartre, Beauvoir, and the Race/Gender Analogy

stance against racism was undeniable . . . But she unhesitatingly criticized her 
white sister for failing to make her personal fi ght against racism a public issue 
of the suffrage movement.”4 Davis also notes that Anthony “pushed [Frederick] 
Douglass aside for the sake of recruiting white Southern women into the move-
ment for woman suffrage,” and “she refused to support the efforts of several 
Black women who wanted to form a branch of the suffrage association.”5 In 
her analysis Davis is drawing from Ida B. Wells-Barnett’s autobiography Crusade 
for Justice: The Auto-Biography of Ida B. Wells and from Up from the Pedestal: 
Selected Writings in the History of American Feminism.6

The pushing aside of Douglass is signifi cant in part because Douglass was 
an advocate and activist for women’s suffrage. The North Star was among the 
few newspapers to advertise the Seneca Falls Convention, and he interceded at 
the convention on the resolution on women’s suffrage so that it would pass. 
He also wrote “The Rights of Women” in the North Star (July 28, 1828), in 
which he discusses the convention and argues for equal political rights for men 
and women. By 1869 Douglass and white feminists would disagree about the 
order of priorities regarding race and gender (Douglass prioritizing the former 
and white feminists the latter). In spite of these confl icts, his commitments 
to women’s suffrage and rights are still expressed in two 1888 speeches “Give 
Women Fair Play” and “I Am a Radical Woman Suffrage Man.”7

The issues at the axes of race and gender are raised again at one of the 
subsequent meetings to the 1848 Seneca Falls Convention (held in 1851 in 
Akron, Ohio) by the “Ain’t I a Woman?” remarks attributed to Sojourner Truth. 
While there is now some controversy surrounding the commentary, it remains 
signifi cant because it asserts that the category “woman” is not monolithic.8

Furthermore it underscores how the use of the general term woman often really 
means white women in particular, excluding black women and ignoring our 
intersectionality. Throughout the commentary, the question is asked repeatedly 
and rhetorically, “Ain’t I a Woman?” even as it is noted that black women 
are never helped into carriages like white women, and black women labor as 
intensely and are beaten as violently as black men. In a later speech (1867) 
Truth complicates the notion of race versus gender rights and states, “There is a 
great stir about colored men getting their rights, but no word about the colored 
women; and if colored men get their rights, and not colored women get theirs, 
there will be a bad time about it.”9 Another implication of this claim, though 
it is not explicitly stated, is that if white women get their rights and not black 
women (and black men), then there would also “be a bad time about it.”

The debate about black men’s versus women’s rights (again, both sides 
ignoring black women’s rights and reinforcing the implicit whiteness of wom-
en’s rights) was reignited in the recent (2008) historic democratic primaries in 
which Senators Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton emerged as the front-runners. 
White feminist icon Gloria Steinem wrote a controversial op-ed piece in the New 
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38 Convergences

York Times titled “Women Are Never Forerunners.”10 Steinem begins by claiming 
that if Senator (now President) Obama were a black (biracial) woman, he would 
not be where he is today, inferring that this is evidence that sexism is more 
pernicious than racism. But it does not seem to occur to Steinem that if Hillary 
Clinton were a black (biracial) woman, she also would not likely be where she is 
today. In other words, Clinton is as much (if not more so) a benefi ciary of her 
whiteness as Obama is of his maleness. While Steinem acknowledges, “The caste 
systems of sex and race are interdependent and can only be uprooted together,” 
her remarks throughout the piece do not refl ect this understanding. 

Like other white feminists before her, Steinem privileges gender oppres-
sion above other forms of oppression and declares, “Gender is probably the most 
restricting force in American life, whether the question is who must be in the 
kitchen or who could be in the White House?” She questions, “Why is the sex 
barrier not taken as seriously as the racial one?” and replies, “[B]ecause sexism 
is still confused with nature as racism once was.” When Steinem asserts, “Black 
men were given the vote a half-century before women of any race were allowed 
to mark a ballot, and generally have ascended to positions of power, from the 
military to the boardroom, before any women,” she does not mention the white 
terrorist violence that prevented both black men and black women from exercis-
ing their right to vote and other political rights even after they attained them 
legally. Steinem also neglects to acknowledge how white women have benefi ted 
from, and have often consciously chosen, white supremacist patriarchy at the 
expense of both gender and racial equality and liberation. 

All of this does not mean that comparisons between systems of racial 
oppression and systems of gender oppression are altogether unfruitful.11 The 
comparison may point to interesting common ground between black men and 
white women. It has been said that while black women experience double 
damnation (i.e., two “strikes” against us because of race and gender), black men 
and white women each have one strike: the former, his race, and the latter, 
her gender. Of course this is a grossly oversimplifi ed understanding of race and 
gender that still ignores other intersecting aspects of identities (including nation-
ality, ethnicity, culture, class, sexual orientation, religion, etc.). Nonetheless, this 
idea of a common ground between white women and black men looms in the 
background of the race/gender analogy as Sartre and Beauvoir use it.

Sartre, Wright, and The Respectful Prostitute

Prominent continental philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre’s The Respectful Prostitute
(La Putain respectueuse) was presented for the fi rst time on November 8, 1946, 
in Paris at the Theatre Antoine.12 The play was inspired by the Scottsboro 
case of the 1930s in which nine black males (ranging in age between twelve 
and twenty) were accused and convicted of raping two white women.13 Eight 
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39Sartre, Beauvoir, and the Race/Gender Analogy

of the nine were sentenced to the death penalty. The accusations came in the 
aftermath of a fi ght between several black males and a gang of white males on 
a freight train in Alabama. The white males fi led a complaint with the sheriff 
in Scottsboro, Alabama, that resulted in the arrest of the nine black males and 
the discovery of two white females (ages seventeen and nineteen, both thought 
to be prostitutes), all of whom were taken to Scottsboro. According to James 
Sellman, “Although the women initially denied that any assault had taken place, 
under the pressure of a lynch mob that fi lled the streets that evening and after 
repeated goading by a local prosecutor, they conceded that they had been raped 
by the black youths.”14 After the initial convictions, the Communist Party of 
the United States of America (CPUSA) and the party’s International Labor 
Defense (ILD) assisted the Scottsboro nine and appealed their convictions and 
death penalties to the U.S. Supreme Court.15

Sartre incorporates many elements from the Scottsboro case into his play: 
the fi ght, the white female prostitute who insists that she has not been raped 
until she is coerced into signing a false statement, and the lynch mob in the 
streets. What immediately strikes me about this play is the way in which situ-
ations of the black man and the white woman are presented as overlapping or 
intertwined. For example, Fred (a white male) says to the white prostitute Lizzie, 
“You are the devil. The nigger is a devil, too.”16 Later Lizzie sees similarities 
between herself and the Negro (the unnamed black character in the play accused 
of raping her). On one occasion, in response to the Negro’s claim that he can’t 
shoot white folks because “they’re white folks” she states, “Jesus, you’re like me! 
You’re a sucker too.”17 On another occasion Lizzie says to the Negro, “Well, 
look at us now! Aren’t we alone in the world? Like two orphans.”18

Also striking is the way that Sartre is able to capture American capitalism, 
antiblack racism, anti-Semitism, anti-Communist sentiments, and white male 
patriarchy in a play with only one act and two scenes. The senator describes 
Thomas to Lizzie as “a hundred percent American . . . a fi rm bulwark against 
Communists, the labor unions and the Jews.”19 In his appeal to Lizzie to sign 
the statement that she had been raped by the Negro, Fred proclaims, “We have 
made this country, and its history is ours. . . . Are you going to kill the whole 
United States?”20 It will suffi ce to say that the play was not well received by 
many Americans who saw it as anti-American. In his own defense against crit-
ics, Sartre asserts, “I am not anti-American. I don’t even know what the word 
means. I am anti-racist because I do know what racism means.”21 Appealing to 
his track record for writing against oppression, Sartre adds, “The writer can-
not accomplish much in this world. He can only say what he has seen. I have 
attacked anti-Semitism. Today in this play I attack racism. Tomorrow I shall 
devote an issue of my magazine to attacking colonialism.”22

One reason that Sartre can identify racism is that he was in contact with 
and/or had relationships with black intellectuals (e.g., Richard Wright, Aimé 
Césaire, Frantz Fanon, and Leopold Senghor), all of whom experienced racism 
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40 Convergences

fi rsthand. Sartre and Beauvoir cite Wright in their own publications and fea-
tured Wright’s work in several volumes of Les Temps Modernes. In addition to 
writing the introductory note that appears with Sartre’s play in Art and Action,
Wright also wrote a very detailed response to a manuscript version of the play. 
After reading the play in French with his French instructor, Wright responded, 
“The characters are well-drawn and the overall atmosphere in the USA is very 
well caught. There are, of course, several minor mistakes which are natural when 
a Frenchman tries to depict the US scene, but they are minor.”23 Some of the 
details that Wright has in mind include the Negro (whom Wright refers to as 
Sidney, though the character is nameless in the fi nished version of the play) 
going to Lizzie’s home. Wright explains that “this simply would not happen in 
the United States” (i.e., a black man accused of raping a white woman would 
not go to the white woman’s home).24 In addition to recommending more 
development of the original characters, adding in several new characters, and 
altering the manner in which events unfold, Wright also emphasized the fact 
that segregation signs should be clear throughout the script. He states, “It is 
absolutely necessary that it is indicated that the toilets are sexually separated 
and that they are marked: FOR WHITE WOMEN, FOR WHITE MEN, 
FOR COLORED MEN, FOR COLORED WOMEN, etc. In fact, this fact 
ought to be observed in the whole script, in the railroad station and other 
public places.”25

Although Sartre did not take up most of Wright’s suggestions (if he had 
it would have resulted in an entirely new play), Wright is still very positive 
about the fi nished product. In an interview with Michel Gordey in 1947, when 
asked what French literary expression struck him most, he replies that he is 
most interested in The Respectful Prostitute because, “[Sartre] seems to perceive 
deeply the realities of my country. This acute perception is felt in his play to 
such a point that, in my opinion, many American writers could use it as an 
example of the treatment of American realities. . . . Better than any writer who 
dealt with the [Scottsboro] case, Sartre has been able to pinpoint the crux 
of the situation.”26 In his introduction to the play in Art and Action, Wright 
describes it as “a calculated challenge to those who feel that America is a fi nished 
democracy . . . [I]t deals with a reality which is all-too-familiar to the citizens 
of a nation living under the banner of White Supremacy.”27

Other Infl uences: Beauvoir, Sartre, and Wright

Although it is frequently suggested (at times by Simone de Beauvoir herself ) 
that Beauvoir followed Sartre’s philosophical lead, scholars have attempted to 
prove that the opposite was the case. For example, in Simone de Beauvoir and 
Jean-Paul Sartre: The Remaking of a Twentieth-Century Legend (1994), Kate and 
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41Sartre, Beauvoir, and the Race/Gender Analogy

Edward Fullbrook analyze Sartre’s War Diaries and Beauvoir’s Letters to Sartre
to make the case: “It is now utterly clear to us that Beauvoir was the driving 
intellectual power in the joint development of the couple’s most infl uential 
ideas. The story of their partnership has been told backwards. Our detailed work 
on the genesis of She Came to Stay shows, incontrovertibly we believe, that the 
major ideas behind Being and Nothingness were fully worked out by Beauvoir 
and adopted by Sartre before he even began his famous study.”28

In Beauvoir and the Second Sex: Feminism, Race, and the Origins of Exis-
tentialism (1999), Margaret Simons problematizes the traditional view of Beau-
voir as a mere follower (and companion) of Sartre. Simons explains: “From 
the standpoint of feminist theory, a most serious aspect of this sexist view of 
Beauvoir’s relationship to Sartre is the discounting of Beauvoir as an original 
thinker and a refusal to acknowledge, analyze, and critically study her work as 
social theory and social philosophy. This view fails to recognize the originality 
of Beauvoir’s insights and is thus unable to appreciate her considerable infl u-
ence on Sartre’s development of a social philosophy of existentialism, and on 
contemporary feminist theorists as well.”29

Simons points out that Beauvoir’s 1927 diary gives an account of her 
“struggle against despair and the temptation of self-deception, which anticipates 
her later concept of ‘Bad Faith’ ” along with “the opposition of the self and the 
other,” both major themes in The Second Sex and Being and Nothingness.30 These 
claims that Beauvoir was not only a philosopher in her own right, but also 
that she infl uenced Sartre’s philosophical development, are signifi cant. While 
Sartre is readily embraced within the continental philosophy tradition, Beau-
voir is still relatively marginalized or relegated to feminist philosophy antholo-
gies and readers. In addition to being an infl uence on Sartre, Simons argues 
that Beauvoir also had signifi cant infl uences on her work, especially her use of 
racial oppression as an analogy for gender oppression in The Second Sex. Two 
particular infl uences on this aspect of Beauvoir’s scholarship include European 
theorist Gunnar Myrdal and again, Richard Wright. 

In Anti-Semite and Jew Sartre correctly attributes the claim that America 
does not have a Negro problem but rather a white problem to Wright. Gunnar 
Myrdal also takes this position in An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem 
and Modern Democracy (1944). Simons outlines Myrdal’s infl uence on Beauvoir’s 
Second Sex and concludes: “Myrdal can thus be seen as infl uencing Beauvoir’s 
theoretical framework in The Second Sex in four ways: by encouraging the use 
of an analogy with racism, providing a model for the encyclopedic scope of 
The Second Sex, introducing the concept of caste as a substitute for the bio-
logical category of race, and grounding her understanding of social construc-
tionism in science and in the African American intellectual tradition.”31 Not 
only was An American Dilemma infl uential on Beauvoir’s work, but it is also 
frequently referenced by Sartre in “Revolutionary Violence” (from Notebooks for 
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42 Convergences

an Ethics), where he offers an analysis of oppression, racism, and slavery in the 
United States. While Simons thinks that Wright probably introduced Beauvoir 
to Myrdal’s work, biographer Deirdre Bair points out that Beauvoir received a 
copy of the text from Nelson Algren in 1947. It is likely that Sartre had access 
to this text (along with What the Negro Wants edited by Rayford Logan, which 
Sartre also references) through Beauvoir.32

Concerning Richard Wright, Simons reveals that “Wright’s infl uence on 
Simone de Beauvoir’s philosophy, [consisted of ] . . . providing her with a theory 
of racial oppression and liberation that she utilized as a model in constructing the 
theoretical foundations for radical feminism in The Second Sex.”33 Simons later 
adds, “Wright, as the intellectual heir of W. E. B. Du Bois, introduces Beauvoir 
to the concept of the ‘double-consciousness’ of blacks under racism, which serves 
as a model for Beauvoir’s concept of woman as the Other in The Second Sex.
Wright’s phenomenological descriptions of black experience of oppression provide 
a methodological alternative to both Myrdal’s objectifying social science meth-
odology and the economic reductionism of Marxist orthodoxy.”34 But Simons is 
also clear about the shortcomings of the race/gender analogy and explains that 
“separating racism and sexism as distinct, though analogous, categories can be 
problematic, denying the experience of African American women, for instance, 
for whom the effects of racism and sexism are often inseparable.”35

What I appreciate most about Simons’ analysis is her thorough research, 
clear arguments, and emphasis on Wright’s philosophical contributions and 
impact. She indicates that “Wright’s philosophical infl uence on Beauvoir’s theory 
of oppression is in their shared concept of the oppressed Other, and their focus 
on the importance of social relations and recognition in the formation of the 
self.”36 And she adds, “The second area of Wright’s philosophical infl uence on 
Beauvoir is a subjectivist, phenomenological approach to the study of oppres-
sion . . . describing the lived experience of American racism from the standpoint 
of the oppressed. Wright provided a phenomenology of racial oppression to 
challenge the claims by segregationists that blacks are happy and contented 
with their naturally inferior place in society, much as Beauvoir, in the second 
volume of The Second Sex (entitled Lived Experience), relies on a phenomeno-
logical description of women’s experience to challenge the oppressive stereotypes 
of popular myths and Freaudian psychology.”37

We need not depend on Simons’ examination of Wright and Beauvoir 
to see Wright’s impact on her work. Beauvoir, who had read much of Wright’s 
literature, would make multiple references to Wright in The Second Sex. For 
example, comparing the plight of the American Negro with the plight facing 
(white) women, Beauvoir cites Wright at the end of the second book of The
Second Sex: “In Black Boy Richard Wright has shown how the ambitions of a 
young American Negro are blocked from the start and what a struggle he had 
merely to be posed for whites. Negroes coming to France from Africa also fi nd 
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43Sartre, Beauvoir, and the Race/Gender Analogy

diffi culties—with themselves as well as around them—similar to those confront-
ing women.”38 Here Beauvoir is not only comparing the ways in which the 
ambitions of black (men) and (white) women are discouraged and/or denied, 
but she is also bringing our attention to the internal struggles within oppressed 
groups including women and Africans in France.

Another race/gender comparison is made earlier in her analysis when 
Beauvoir cites Wright again and explains:

It is a strange experience for an individual who feels himself to be 
an autonomous and transcendent subject, an absolute, to discover 
inferiority in himself as a fi xed and preordained essence: it is a 
strange experience for whoever regards himself as the One to be 
revealed to himself as otherness, alterity. . . . This situation is not 
unique. The American Negroes know it, being partially integrated 
in a civilization that nevertheless regards them as constituting an 
inferior caste; what Bigger Thomas, in Richard Wright’s Native Son,
feels with bitterness at the dawn of his life is this defi nitive inferior-
ity, this accursed alterity, which is written in the color of his skin: 
he sees airplanes fl ying by and he knows that because he is black 
the sky is forbidden to him. Because she is a woman, the little 
girl knows that she is forbidden the sea and the polar regions, a 
thousand adventures, a thousand joys: she was born on the wrong 
side of the line. There is a great difference: the Negroes submit 
with a feeling of revolt, no privileges compensating for their hard 
lot, whereas woman is offered inducements to complicity.39

What is signifi cant about this analysis is not just the comparison Beauvoir makes 
between the Negro (man) and the (white) woman, but also the fact that she 
highlights “a great difference,” namely, the privilege and complicity of (white) 
women. With this note, Beauvoir anticipates criticisms of white feminism and 
white female privilege by later black feminists such as Audre Lorde, who declares 
that “the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house. . . . And this 
fact is only threatening to those women who still defi ne the master’s house as 
their only source of support. . . . The failure of academic feminists to recognize 
difference as a crucial strength is a failure to reach beyond the fi rst patriarchal 
lesson.”40 Unfortunately, while Beauvoir and Sartre do recognize problems of 
white privilege, neither of them explicitly engages black women intellectuals or 
a black feminist analysis in the texts here discussed. Consequently, their usage of 
the race/gender analogy results in the erasure of black women who experience 
both racial and gender oppression. 

Sartre and Beauvoir (along with Wright, and even Myrdal) would have 
been able to offer a richer analysis of racial and gender oppression if they had 
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44 Convergences

taken black feminist theory into account. Rather than framing racial oppression 
as exclusively male or gender oppression as primarily white, a black feminist 
analysis would have introduced the drawbacks and advantages of race and gender 
intersectionality into their philosophical frameworks. Thus, a black feminist anal-
ysis would have provided a space for black women (and other women of color) 
alongside the black men and white women situated within these frameworks.

Black Feminism and Intersectionality

Lacking from Sartre’s and Beauvoir’s accounts here are two among many of the 
staple issues that black feminism has addressed from its inception, namely, the 
ways in which black women are, in the words of Anna Julia Cooper, “confronted 
by both a woman question and a race problem, and [are] as yet an unknown 
or unacknowledged factor of both.”41 Cooper’s collection of essays and speeches 
in A Voice from the South by a Black Woman of the South, published in 1892, 
has been identifi ed as the fi rst book-length black feminist text.42 It transcends 
the limitations of the race/gender analogy previously outlined. Like other black 
feminist scholarship spanning from the nineteenth and into the twenty-fi rst 
century, Cooper is quite critical of the sexism of black and white men as well 
as the racism of white men and women. 

Analyzing, confronting, and overcoming these dual-operating systems of 
oppression are important, even central, to a black feminist project. And while 
the multifaceted oppression against black women is often analyzed as a hin-
drance, it is less frequently studied from the perspective of the peculiar posi-
tion in which it places us, giving us a particular standpoint from which we 
can observe, judge, and experience the world. Standpoint theory or standpoint 
epistemology has gained popularity among contemporary feminist theorists, but 
Cooper asserted over a century ago that woman’s experience, particularly black 
woman’s experience, places her in a unique position to have a distinctive voice, 
infl uence, and contribution to make to the race, to America, and to the world at 
large. Given Cooper’s emphasis on the importance of her own voice and black 
women’s voices, I quote her at length in the following section in an attempt 
to honor and accurately represent this voice.

Cooper introduces Voice with the short but powerful opening statement 
“Our Raison d’Être” where she explains that while the voice of the Negro (man) 
of the South has been but a muffl ed chord, “the one mute and voiceless note 
has been the sadly expectant Black woman.”43 Using the analogy of a court-
room trial about “the race problem,” Cooper explains that the plaintiff ’s and 
defendant’s attorneys: “have analyzed and dissected, theorized and synthesized 
with sublime ignorance or pathetic misapprehension of counsel from the black 
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45Sartre, Beauvoir, and the Race/Gender Analogy

client. One important witness has not yet been heard from. The summing up 
of evidence deposed, and the charge to the jury have been made—but no word 
from the Black Woman.”44 Cooper underscores how the black (male) client, 
the muffl ed voice, has at least been consulted, even if only with “ignorance” 
and “misapprehension.” But the “one important witness,” that is, the “Black 
Woman,” has been rendered mute or voiceless. She asserts that the white man 
cannot speak for black men’s experiences and furthermore that black men can-
not speak in place of black women.45 In “Womanhood: A Vital Element in the 
Regeneration and Progress of a Race” (1886), Cooper made the now famous 
declaration, “Only the BLACK WOMAN can say ‘when and where I enter, 
in the quiet, undisputed dignity of my womanhood, without violence and 
without suing or special patronage, then and there the whole Negro race enters 
with me.’ ”46

Critiquing the gender politics of black men, Cooper states, “As far as my 
experience goes the average man of our race is less frequently ready to admit 
the actual need among the sturdier forces of the world for women’s help or 
infl uence.”47 The point here is that black men were not suffi ciently supportive of 
the struggles of black women, and furthermore, black men did not acknowledge 
the numerous contributions that black women made toward the progress of the 
race. And in “The Higher Education of Women” (1890–1891) Cooper admits, 
“It seems hardly a gracious thing to say, but it strikes me as true, that while 
our men seem thoroughly abreast of the times in almost every other subject, 
when they strike the woman question they drop back into sixteenth century 
logic.”48 Cooper is claiming that while black men were aware of issues such as 
racial uplift, they largely ignored the problems specifi c to black women, that 
is, the other “half ” of the race that they were supposedly uplifting.

Just as she is critical of black men for their sexism, Cooper is equally 
critical of white women’s racism, particularly the racism expressed by white 
women’s organizations that claimed to be tackling the oppression of all women. 
She challenges the tendency in the (white) woman’s movement to fi ght for 
(white) women’s rights at the expense of, or instead of, others’ rights. Taking 
a strong stand against all forms of oppression in “Woman Versus the Indian” 
(1891–1892) she declares: “Woman should not even by inference, or for the 
sake of argument, seem to disparage what is weak. For woman’s cause is the 
cause of the weak; and when all the weak shall have received their due consid-
eration, then woman will have her ‘rights,’ and the Indian will have his rights, 
and the Negro will have his rights, and all the strong will have learned at last 
to deal justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly.49 It is noteworthy that Coo-
per rejects exclusionary reasoning (by inference or by argument) stating, “All 
prejudices, whether of race, sect, or sex, class pride, and caste distinctions are 
the belittling inheritance and badge of snobs and prigs.”50 Cooper’s disdain for 
such thinking is thoroughly communicated. She adds, “The philosophic mind 
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46 Convergences

sees that its own ‘rights’ are the rights of humanity.”51 Cooper is denouncing 
oppression against all persons, “The white woman does not need to sue the 
Indian, or the Negro, or any other race or class who have been crushed under 
the iron heel of Anglo Saxon power and selfi shness.”52 For Cooper, it is neces-
sary to reject and speak out against various forms of oppression. She petitions: 
“It is not the intelligent woman versus the ignorant woman; nor the white 
woman versus the black, the brown, and the red—it is not even the cause of 
woman versus man . . . [W]oman’s strongest vindication for speaking is that the 
world needs to hear her voice . . . when race, color, sex, condition, are realized 
to be accidents, not the substance of life . . . then woman’s lesson is taught and 
woman’s lesson is won—not the white woman not the black woman nor the 
red woman, but the cause of every man or woman who has writhed silently 
under a mighty wrong.”53 She pleads the cause of every man and woman who is 
wronged, rejecting oppression against the ignorant, various races, and women.

Cooper’s intellectual legacy is shared by other nineteenth- and early twen-
tieth-century black women thinkers and activists such as Maria W. Stewart, 
frequently cited as the fi rst black woman to speak publicly about women’s 
issues, or more specifi cally, black women’s issues in the United States; Sojourner 
Truth, abolitionist and women’s rights advocate; Ida B. Wells-Barnett, crusader 
against lynching (even while being harshly criticized by black men for being 
too much on the front lines), who offered insights into the political, racial, 
and gendered implications of lynching in America; and Mary Church Ter-
rell, founder and president of the National Association of Colored Women 
who often emphasized the strides made by black women in diffi cult circum-
stances—to name a few. 

Almost a century would pass before the crux of Cooper’s analysis; spe-
cifi cally, a theoretically nuanced articulation of black women’s intersectionality 
would be taken up again and be more fully developed in transformational 
book-length texts. Beverly Guy-Sheftall notes that 1970 marked a reemergence 
of (manuscript-length) black feminist writings with the publication of Toni 
Cade Bambara’s Black Woman: An Anthology, Shirley Chisolm’s Unbought and 
Unbossed, and Toni Morrison’s Bluest Eye.54 The foundation that Cooper and 
others laid would continue to be built upon by classic black feminist texts, 
including anthologies such as All of the Women Are White, All of the Blacks Are 
Men, But Some of Us Are Brave: Black Women’s Studies (1982) edited by Gloria 
Hull, Patricia Bell Scott, and Barbara Smith, as well as Guy-Sheftall’s collection 
of black women’s scholarship that spans over one and a half centuries Words of 
Fire: An Anthology of African American Feminist Thought (1995). 

Some of the seminal single-authored black feminist texts include bell hooks’ 
Ain’t I a Woman: Black Women and Feminism (1981) and Feminist Theory from 
Margin to Center (1984); Angela Davis’ Woman, Race, and Class (1983); Alice 
Walker’s In Search of Our Mother’s Gardens (1983); Audre Lorde’s Sister Outsider: 
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47Sartre, Beauvoir, and the Race/Gender Analogy

Essays and Speeches by Audre Lorde (1984); Paula Giddings’ When and Where I 
Enter: The Impact of Black Women on Race and Sex in America (1984); Hazel 
Carby’s Reconstruction Womanhood: The Emergence of the Afro-American Woman 
Novelist (1987); and Patricia Hill Collins’ Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, 
Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment (1990). All of these texts and 
many others that have been published in the last twenty years offer insights and 
resources that should be drawn upon in the expansion of the philosophy canon 
and the development of a black feminist philosophy. Black feminism in general, 
and the development of black feminist philosophy in particular, would help to 
foster a more inclusive and pluralistic continental philosophy.

Conclusion: Toward a Black Feminist Philosophy

It is clear that black male intellectuals have been infl uential in the develop-
ment of what we now call the “continental philosophy” tradition, for example, 
in the cases of Sartre and Beauvoir outlined in this chapter. It is also the case 
that other philosophy traditions including African American/Africana philoso-
phy and the critical philosophy of race have made hedge way in expanding 
the philosophy canon by emphasizing the philosophical insights of black male 
intellectuals whether or not these intellectuals’ academic training have been in 
philosophy. In 1903 Thomas Nelson Baker55 became the fi rst African Ameri-
can to earn a Ph.D. in philosophy (Yale University), and in 1918 Alain Locke 
earned a Ph.D. in philosophy (Harvard University). But examples of frequently 
cited philosophical thinkers who did not earn doctorates in philosophy include 
Frederick Douglass, Alexander Crummell, Martin Delaney, Edward Blyden, W. 
E. B. Du Bois, Richard Wright, Ralph Ellison, Frantz Fanon, and C. L. R. 
James. Including these thinkers in the philosophy canon shows that we are 
slowly (and at times reluctantly) making strides in this discipline that are vitally 
important for its survival and progress. 

The fi rst African American woman to earn a Ph.D. in philosophy was 
Joyce Mitchell Cook (Yale University).56 But black women philosophers and 
other black women intellectuals with philosophical insights have not yet been 
fully embraced and brought into the philosophy canon, continental or ana-
lytic, like their black male intellectual counterparts. Like African American 
philosophy and the critical philosophy of race, the development of a black 
feminist philosophy can draw from several sources both within and beyond 
traditional disciplinary boundaries of philosophy. Anna Julia Cooper is slowly 
being brought into the canon through the work of philosophers such as Joy 
James, Kathryn Gines, Anika Mann, Lewis Gordon, and Ronald Sundstrom. 
Contemporary black feminists such as Audre Lorde, bell hooks, and Patricia 
Hill Collins are also gradually trickling in. Furthermore, as the numbers of 
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48 Convergences

black women and others entering the discipline of philosophy (and interested in 
contributing to building black feminist philosophy) begin to write and publish 
in this area, progress will continue to be made. It is hoped that this chapter 
along with the others collected in this anthology turn this trickling of progress 
into a fl ood.

Notes

 1. A few of the black women philosophers who have worked on black femi-
nism that I have in mind here are more senior philosophers such as Angela Davis 
(Women, Race, and Class) and Joy James (Transcending the Talented Tenth) along with 
recently emerging philosophers such as Donna Marcano, Anika Mann, and Kathryn 
Gines, each of whom is a contributor to this anthology. Editors James A. Montmarquet 
and William Hardy published Refl ections: An Anthology of African American Philosophy 
(California: Wadsworth, 2000) with the section “Feminism, Womanism, and Gender 
Relations.” Tommy Lott’s anthology African American Philosophy: Selected Readings (New 
Jersey: Prentice Hall, 2002), features an essay by Anna Julia Cooper under the head-
ing “Assimilation and Social Uplift” and one from Angela Davis under the heading 
“Rebellion and Radical Thought.” The section “Contemporary Black Feminist Thought” 
includes essays from Patricia Hill Collins, bell hooks, Kimberlé Crenshaw, and Audre 
Lorde. Additionally, Lott includes a section titled “Black Women Writers on Rape,” with 
contributions from Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Alice Walker, Valerie Smith, and Joy James. 
Lewis Gordon’s Introduction to Africana Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2008) includes the section “Anna Julia Cooper and the Problem of Value” in the 
chapter “Three Pillars of African-American Philosophy.” He also includes the section 
“Black Feminist and Womanist Thought” in the chapter “Africana Philosophical Move-
ment in the United States and Britain.” Also, Maria del Guadalupe Davidson (trained 
in rhetoric) and George Yancy have edited a forthcoming collection of essays that offers 
philosophical readings of bell hooks’ scholarship.

 2. Beverly Guy-Sheftall, Words of Fire: An Anthology of African American Femi-
nist Thought (New York: New, 1995), 4. For a digital image of the “Roll of Honor,” 
see the American Treasures of the Library of Congress online at http://www.loc.gov/
exhibits/treasures/images/vc006195.jpg. Also available is a digital image of an article 
published on the convention in the North Star at http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/treasures/
images/vc006197.jpg. 

 3. Guy-Sheftall, Words of Fire, 4.
 4. Angela Davis, Women, Race, and Class (New York: Vintage Books, 1981), 

111.
 5. Ibid., 111. Davis later asks, “How could Susan B. Anthony claim to believe 

in human rights and political equality and at the same time counsel the members of 
her organization to remain silent on the issue of racism?” (121).

 6. Crusade for Justice: The Auto-Biography of Ida B. Wells, ed. Alfreda M. Duster 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970). Up from the Pedestal: Selected Writings in 
the History of American Feminism, ed. Aileen Kraditor (Chicago: Quadrangle, 1968).
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7. Both speeches are available in Traps: African American Men on Gender and Sexu-
ality, ed. Rudolph Bird and Beverly Guy-Sheftall (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2001). 
Douglass had already been a major advocate of women’s rights decades prior to giving 
these addresses where he goes beyond the issue of political rights and asserts that women 
have both the ability and the agency to articulate their own cause, their problems, and the 
best way for those problems to be remedied. Furthermore, Douglass expresses the need for 
black men to shut up and take a back seat on these points because women are the most 
qualifi ed to address women’s issues. By this Douglass is not asserting that men should not 
be involved in providing any assistance they can in women’s progress, rather, he is arguing 
that men are not to determine what women’s issues are and how they are to be addressed. 
The white woman’s suffrage movement becomes more silent about racism and violence 
against blacks in the 1890s at the very moment when such violence is escalating.

 8. For more on the controversy see Neil Painter’s “Sojourner Truth in Life and 
Memory: Writing the Biography of an American Exotic,” in Gender and History 2 (1990): 
3–19. See also Painter’s full biography of Truth, Sojourner Truth: A Life, a Symbol (New 
York: Norton, 1997).

 9. Sojourner Truth, “When Woman Gets Her Rights Man Will Be Right,” in 
Words of Fire, 37.

10. See Gloria Steinem, “Women Are Never Front-Runners,” New York Times,
January 8, 2008.

11. In fact, a comparison of racial and gender oppression, or more specifi cally 
an examination of how the two forms of oppression reinforce one another is very pro-
ductive. A recent example of the insights that come from seeing racism and sexism as 
reinforcing one another is provided in Contract and Domination by Carole Pateman and 
Charles Mills (New York: Polity, 2007).

12. Jean-Paul Sartre, No Exit and Three Other Plays (New York: Vintage Inter-
national, 1989), 244.

13. See David Aretha, The Trial of the Scottsboro Boys (Greensboro, NC: Reyn-
olds, 2007), and Dan Carter, Scottsboro: A Tragedy of the American South (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 1979).

14. James Sellman, “Scottsboro Case,” in Africana: The Encyclopedia of the African 
and African American Experience, ed. Anthony Appiah and Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (New 
York: Basic Civitas Books, 1999).

15. Darlene Clark Hine, The African American Odyssey (New Jersey: Pearson 
Prentice Hall, 2006), 479.

16. Art and Action, Tenth Anniversary Issue, Twice a Year-1938–1948, A Book of 
Literature, the Arts, and Civil Liberties (New York: Twice a Year Press, 1948), 34.

17. Ibid., 58.
18. Ibid., 61.
19. Ibid., 48.
20. Ibid., 64.
21. Ibid., 17.
22. Ibid.
23. See Michele Fabre, “Reactions to the Script of La Putain Respectuese,” in 

Richard Wright: Books and Writers (Jackson and London: University Press of Mississippi, 
1990), 238.
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Collins, 1994), 3.
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32. Deirdre Bair, Simone de Beauvoir: A Biography (New York: Summit Books, 
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34. Ibid., 176.
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I. Les Faits et Les Mythes, II. L’Expe’rience Ve’cue, 1949.

39. Ibid., 298. The notion that the girl is born on the “wrong side of the line” 
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40. Audre Lorde, “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House,” 
in Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches by Audre Lorde, (Freedom, CA: Crossing, 1984), 
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hooks, Ain’t I a Woman: Black Women and Feminism (Boston: South End, 1981), and 
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Cooper’s scholarship (including A Voice from the South and other writings), see Vivian 
M. May, Anna Julia Cooper, Visionary Black Feminist: A Critical Introduction (2007). See 
also a review of May’s book by Kathryn T. Gines in SIGNS 34, no. 2 (2008).

43. Anna Julia Cooper, “Raison d’Etre,” in A Voice from the South (1892), reprint-
ed by eds. Charles Lamert and Esme Bhan, The Voice of Anna Julia Cooper (Lanham, 
MD: Rowman and Littlefi eld, 1998), 51. 
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Progress of the Race,” in A Voice from the South (1892), reprinted and ed. Charles 

Convergences : Black Feminism and Continental Philosophy, edited by Maria del Guadalupe Davidson, et al., State University of New York
         Press, 2010. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/csumb/detail.action?docID=3407149.
Created from csumb on 2019-03-30 11:38:47.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

0.
 S

ta
te

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f N
ew

 Y
or

k 
P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



51Sartre, Beauvoir, and the Race/Gender Analogy
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