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ABSTRACT: This paper examines the enduring
relevance of Simone de Beauvoir’s existential
feminist philosophy to contemporary trans and non-
binary rights movements. Beauvoir’s
groundbreaking insight that “one is not born, but
rather becomes, a woman” (Beauvoir, The Second
Sex, 1949/2011, p. 267) challenged the assumption
that gender roles arise naturally from biology. By
revealing how “woman” is socially produced rather
than biologically predetermined, Beauvoir opened a
conceptual space for thinking about gender as fluid,
performative, and historically situated, key ideas
now central to trans and non-binary scholarship and
activism. The paper situates Beauvoir’s theory of
“becoming” within the lived realities of individuals
whose identities fall outside the male/female binary.
It shows how her notion of “the Other” originally
formulated  to explain ~ women’s social
marginalization can be extended to understand the
systemic other of trans and non-binary persons. For
example, Beauvoir writes, “She is defined and
differentiated with reference to man and not he with
reference to her; she is the incidental, the inessential
as opposed to the essential” (ibid., p. 6). This insight,
though framed about women, also resonates with
how non-binary and trans people are often
positioned as “exceptions” against a supposed norm.
In bringing Beauvoir into dialogue with present-day
gender rights movements, the paper argues that her
existential framework can help activists articulate a
rights discourse beyond fixed categories. It also
acknowledges Beauvoir’s historical limitations her
writings predate current understandings of
transgender and non-binary identities and proposes
ways of re-reading her work to include these
perspectives. Ultimately, the paper contends that
moving “beyond binaries,” in Beauvoir’s sense,
strengthens the philosophical foundations for
inclusive policy, legal recognition, and social
acceptance of diverse gender identities.
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I. INTRODUCTION

In every generation, new movements arise
to question what we once thought of as “natural” or
“unchangeable.” Today, one of the loudest and most
urgent debates concerns the lives and rights of
people whose gender identities do not fit neatly into
the male/female box. Transgender and non-binary
communities across the world are pushing for
recognition, legal protection, and the simple dignity
of being understood on their own terms. In this
heated and hopeful moment, it may seem surprising
to turn back to a book published in 1949. Yet
Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex continues to
echo through these struggles. Her famous assertion
that “one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman”
dismantled the idea that gender is a fixed biological
essence and opened a door to thinking about identity
as something lived, constructed, and chosen within
society. This paper, “Beyond Binaries: Beauvoir’s
Relevance for Trans and Non-Binary Rights
Movements,” explores how Beauvoir’s existential
insights can illuminate and strengthen today’s
campaigns for gender diversity. It begins by
revisiting her core concept social construction,
freedom, and “the Other” before bringing them into
conversation with contemporary voices from trans
and non-binary communities. By reading Beauvoir
both critically and creatively, the paper aims to
show not only where her ideas still matter but also
where they must be reinterpreted to address lives
she never imagined. In doing so, it argues for a
richer, more inclusive philosophy of gender that
truly moves beyond binaries.

II. SETTING THE STAGE: GENDER
DEBATES IN THE 21ST CENTURY
We live in a time when what once seemed
settled, “male” vs “female,” “man” vs “woman” is
now in motion. Across societies, there is growing
awareness that gender isn’t just about bodies or
biology, but about identity, experience, recognition,
and law. For trans and non-binary people, this
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means the difference between being seen and being
erased; between rights being granted and being
denied. The debates are everywhere: schools over
which bathrooms kids should use; courts over
definitions of “woman” or “man” in law; hospitals
over whether puberty blockers can be prescribed;
governments over third-gender recognition; public
over whether someone’s sense of gender “counts” as
valid. Particularly striking is the generational shift:
younger people are much more likely than older
generations to say gender identity can differ from
the sex one is assigned at birth. Policies are both
more progressive in some places, legal recognition
for non-binary people, more inclusive anti-
discrimination laws, and more reactionary in others,
with bans on gender-affirming care or push-backs
on trans rights under the argument of protecting
“women’s spaces.” These tensions make this
moment urgent. They show that theory and life are
colliding: legal definitions, social norms, and
individual identities are all contested.

It’s not enough to talk about gender in
abstraction: rights movements are being shaped by
real harms (violence, discrimination, exclusion), by
shifting medical and psychological understandings,
and by global conversations (from South Asia to
Latin America to Europe) about what justice and
dignity look like when gender isn’t forced into two
boxes. In this backdrop, turning to a thinker like
Simone de Beauvoir is not a relic; it’s a way to root
current debates in philosophical tradition, to ask
whether ideas developed in earlier decades can still
help us understand and transform the present.

II1. INSIDE BEAUVOIR’S MIND:
RETHINKING GENDER

When Simone de Beauvoir sat down to
write The Second Sex in post-war Paris, she was not
trying to coin slogans; she was wrestling with a
question that felt at once intimate and philosophical:
what does it mean to be a woman? In 1949, most
people took for granted that the answer was
biological, a matter of anatomy and destiny.
Beauvoir’s genius was to see that this “natural”
answer was, in fact, a social and historical
construction. She opened her book with a radical
reversal: “One is not born, but rather becomes, a
woman”, a sentence that has since become a rallying
cry (Beauvoir, The Second Sex, 1949/2011, p. 267).
With this line she told her readers that femininity is
not an essence but a process, a set of expectations
imposed by society and internalized by individuals.

Inside Beauvoir’s mind, gender was never
a simple label; it was a project. She used the tools of
existentialism, freedom, and choice to explain how

individuals are born into conditions they did not
choose but must nonetheless navigate. Her concept
of “becoming” was not meant as a single moment of
transformation but as a lifelong negotiation between
what society demands and what a person can make
of herself. This is why, more than seventy years
later, her book still speaks to those whose identities
break open the binary categories of male and female.
For trans and non-binary people, the idea that
gender is lived and constructed, rather than simply
assigned, resonates with their own experiences of
self-definition and struggle for recognition.

Beauvoir also laid the groundwork for
thinking about power and exclusion. By showing
that “woman” had been cast as “the Other” in a
male-defined world, she exposed the mechanics of
marginalization and the myths that support it. This
insight gives contemporary readers a conceptual
map for understanding why societies resist gender
diversity and how those labelled “different” are kept
at the margins. Her text is not a perfect template she
wrote before the language of “trans” or “non-binary”
existed but it offers a starting point, a kind of
philosophical compass, for anyone trying to
navigate today’s complex gender landscape.

IV. OTHERNESS AND EXCLUSION

Think about a mirror: you look into it and
expect to see yourself, but what if that mirror has
already decided what “you” should look like? This
is the kind of distortion Simone de Beauvoir
describes when she talks about women as “the
Other.” The “Other” isn’t just someone different;
the Other is defined in relation to the one who holds
the power the Subject (in Beauvoir’s case, man) and
is judged, marginalized, and even made invisible for
not being that Subject. She writes: “She is defined
and differentiated with reference to man and not he
with reference to her; she is the incidental, the
inessential as opposed to the essential. He is the
Subject, he is the Absolute, she is the Other.”
Marxists Internet Archive+1 In simple terms: men
occupy the default position, the standard, the norm;
women are constructed as deviations, second class,
dependent. Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy+1
Bringing this into exclusion and marginalization
today. Because someone is Other, they often don’t
get to define their own identity or claim subject-
hood. They are “made” to fit into a box that is
defined by someone else. With trans and non-binary
people, this same pattern appears: the dominant
culture or institutions often expect them to conform
to “male = subject / female = other,” or refuse to
acknowledge them outside those binaries. Exclusion
shows up in social life: healthcare systems that don’t
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understand non-binary pronouns or transitions;
school and workplace rules assuming only two
genders; legal documents forcing “male / female.”
These are modern forms of saying, “you don’t
belong in the category we’ve made the standard.”
Micro-instances too: the “Which bathroom?”
question, for instance. The question is a small social
test; passing means you are seen (by others) as
“normal” enough; failing means exclusion. Being
Other means you are often excluded from voice and
visibility. If you’re not seen as normal (or part of the
standard), your claims, your experiences, your pain
can be dismissed or ignored. It also means structural
exclusion, fewer rights, fewer protections, less
recognition legally, socially and culturally. It’s not
just about being excluded from a conversation; it’s
exclusion from healthcare, education, safe spaces,
jobs. An interesting twist Beauvoir points out is that
sometimes those who are made Other end up
accepting that role, consciously or unconsciously.
They adapt, internalize norms, not always because
they agree with them, but because power is
imbalanced and resistance is risky. Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy+1 For trans and non-
binary people, that complicity could look like
suppressing parts of identity, changing behaviour to
avoid being Other, or not asking for rights because it
feels too unsafe or too much work. Beauvoir’s
theory gives us tools: we can understand how
“Otherness” operates, and we can trace how gender
binaries are enforced. It lets us critique institutions
and daily life. Also, there’s strength in naming
Otherness. Once you see it, you can challenge it.
Trans and non-binary activism often does exactly
that: saying “I exist, not as an Other, but as subject,
as valid, as human.”

V. BECOMING BEYOND BINARIES

One of Simone de Beauvoir’s most quoted
lines from The Second Sex is, “One is not born, but
rather becomes, a woman” (p. 267). When she wrote
that in 1949 she was challenging a world that saw
“woman” as a biological destiny. She wanted to
show that gender was something lived, learned, and
imposed rather than something fixed in the body.
For many decades this sentence has been used
mainly to explain women’s oppression under
patriarchy. But if we read it again today, with our
eyes open to the lives of transgender and non-binary
people, it starts to look like a radical invitation: we
are not born into any predetermined gender at all,
we are always becoming.

This notion of “becoming” resonates
strongly with trans experiences of transition, self-
realization, and self-determination. A trans woman’s

life story, for example, can be understood not as a
“switch” from one category to another but as a long
process of becoming herself in the face of societal
resistance. Non-binary people complicate the picture
even further: they may never want to “arrive” at
either male or female, but instead live their identities
as open-ended, fluid, or situational. Beauvoir gives
us a language for this, because in her existentialism
becoming is never finished. It’s a project, a freedom,
a constant negotiation between self and world. At
the same time, Beauvoir’s framework also
illuminates the obstacles. “Becoming” happens
inside a society full of myths, expectations, and
punishments. The stories told about what counts as a
“real” man or a “real” woman act like guardrails;
stepping outside of them often means facing
discrimination, violence, or invisibility. This is
exactly what the data on employment, health and
public attitudes show for trans and non-binary
communities. Linking those statistics with
Beauvoir’s theory makes it clear that “becoming
beyond binaries” isn’t just a private psychological
journey, it’s also a political and social struggle.
Thinking this way transforms Beauvoir’s old
sentence from a slogan about women into a
universal question: if all of us are in a process of
becoming, then why should our rights, our
healthcare, or our legal recognition be tied to fixed
boxes? “Becoming beyond binaries” invites a vision
of gender freedom where people aren’t forced to “fit”
but supported to live their unfolding selves. This is
where Beauvoir’s existential ethics, with its
emphasis on freedom and responsibility, can still
guide us.

VI. RE-IMAGINING BEAUVOIR FOR
TODAY’S GENDER SPECTRUM

When Simone de Beauvoir wrote The
Second Sex she was naming and analyzing a very
specific oppression: the way women in mid-
twentieth-century Europe were cast as “the Other”
in relation to men. She did not have the language or
the visibility of transgender, non-binary or gender-
fluid lives that we have today. This does not make
her work irrelevant; it simply means we have to read
it with new eyes. Re-imagining Beauvoir is less
about forcing her words to fit a new context and
more about asking what her core concepts, freedom,
becoming, otherness, might look like once we step
outside a strict male/female frame. One place to start
is her existential ethics. Beauvoir believed that
humans are condemned to freedom: we are always
making ourselves through choices, but we do so
within social conditions we did not create. This
insight travels well to the lives of trans and non-
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binary people, who are making real choices about
self-definition but within institutions, laws and
norms that often deny them recognition. Seen this
way, “gender freedom” is not just an individual right
but a collective ethical task, society must create
conditions in which everyone can exercise their
freedom without fear or coercion. Another way to
re-imagine Beauvoir is to flip her notion of “the
Other.” Instead of assuming there is one dominant
subject (man) and one marginalized other (woman),
we can think of a shifting field of power where
multiple identities are centred or pushed to the
margins in different contexts. This lets us use
Beauvoir’s critical tools without freezing them into
a binary model. Scholars like Judith Butler and
Susan Stryker have already started this conversation,
blending Beauvoir’s existentialism with
performative theory and trans studies to show how
gender norms are produced and resisted.

Finally, re-imagining Beauvoir also means listening
to voices she never heard. Contemporary trans and
non-binary writers, whether in academic texts,
activist blogs or personal narratives, offer lived
evidence of how gender is negotiated beyond the
binary. Bringing those testimonies into dialogue
with Beauvoir’s philosophy can produce something
genuinely new: a framework that honors her legacy
but speaks to today’s plural realities.
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