
		
			[image: 1.png]
		


		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			Simone de Beauvoir

			French writer, philosopher and feminist

			
					Born in Paris in 1908

					Died in the same town in 1986

					Notable works:	The Second Sex (1949), philosophical essay

	Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter (1958), memoirs

	The Woman Destroyed (1967), novel




			

			Simone de Beauvoir (1908-1986) was a French novelist, essayist and philosopher from a middle-class, Catholic family. She studied arts and mathematics, then prepared for an exam in Sorbonne where she met Jean-Paul Sartre, who she fell in love with. She became specialized in philosophy in 1929. Her first book, She Came to Stay was published in 1943. The philosopher contributed largely to existentialism and worked with the journal founded by Sartre, Les Temps modernes (Modern Times). She received the Goncourt prize in 1954 for her novel The Mandarins. 

			She is also one of the icons of the feminist movement: she was in favour of abortion and published one of the key books on French feminism: The Second Sex. 

		


		
			Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter

			The life of a nonconformist child

			
					Genre: memoirs

					Reference edition: De Beauvoir, S. (1958) Mémoires d’une jeune fille rangée. Paris: Gallimard.1

					First edition: 1958

					Themes: youth, freedom, education, bourgeoisie, emancipation, identity

			

			Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter is an autobiographical work by Simone de Beauvoir, published in 1958. In it, she recounts her childhood and adolescence with meticulous precision. We can read about the construction of her personality and the rapid evolution of her thoughts. Simone emancipated herself from the middle-class society and Catholicism that surrounded her. She was hungry for freedom and was quickly taken by the desire to shape her own personality, which already indicates her support for existentialism. The work ends when she is around 20 years old, at the time when she is accepted into the very tight circle of the students of the Ecole Normale in Paris. 

			

			
				
					1 All quotations taken from this reference edition have been translated by BrightSummaries.com

				

			

		


		
			Summary

			A privileged upbringing

			Simone’s family pay great attention to her: “My sky was starry with a myriad of kindly eyes” (p. 16). She is a happy little girl, spoilt and sheltered, but she cannot put up with the arbitrary constraints. She tramples on rules, rituals and routine. 

			As a small child, she already knows that she is exceptional and gifted with a unique future. Between third year and sixth form, she is friends with Elizabeth, nicknamed “Zaza”, whose vivacity, intelligence and character charm her: she can no longer imagine life without her friend. When Simone starts at Cours Desir, her first school, her mother teachers her traditionalist morals: a sense of duty, forgetting oneself, austerity, linguistic etiquette and appropriate behaviour. According to her father, a layman worries about his intellectual life: “This unbalance that I devoted myself to questioning does a great deal to explain why I became an intellectual” (p. 57).  

			Forbidden works

			Simone reads an enormous amount and eventually begins writing herself: “Outside of my studies, reading remained a great matter in my life” (p. 93). Her parents, however, ban her from reading certain works that they considered indecent. Nevertheless, she spends her adolescence in secrecy, revelling in the prohibited works with innocent eyes, which would be a determining influence on the path of her existence.

			But adolescence brings other changes in the young girl’s life. In fact, Simone feels her father is disappointed by her appearance as a pubescent young girl: acne ravages her face and she is clumsy. “Thus my relations with my family became much more difficult than before. My sister no longer idolised me unconditionally, my father found me ugly and gave me grief over it, my mother was suspicious of the unidentifiable change that she saw in me” (p. 147), she explains. Simone loses self-confidence. 

			A problematic status

			Nearing adulthood, she begins to fear the monotony of adult life and repeatedly promises herself a different destiny: she will be a writer and remain single. Moreover, she suffers from her status as a woman which prohibits her from accessing the same education as men. Everything that she is taught is nothing more than a purified version of reality. Furthermore, the stupidity of adults at Cours Desir irritates her more and more: she can no longer stand the gushing sermons, solemn ramblings, affectations, trivial statements, customs and traditions. 

			The sectarian teaching that she receives is based on a monolithic and incoherent system that prevents her from thinking for herself. Furthermore, her education is decided between an atheist father and a Christian mother: “Looking at the world through both the verses of the Gospel and the columns of the Matin [morning newspaper], your view gets muddled. I could do nothing else but take refuge, head bowed, in authority” (p. 174). God ends up ceasing to exist for Simone.

			Her cousin Jacques, whom she admires greatly, lends her all formerly prohibited works, and literature then takes the place of religion in her life: for her, books are a bible which she can dive into to find advice and comfort. Barrès (1862-1923), Gide (1869-1951), Valéry (1871-1945) and Claudel (1868-1955), all sickened by the brainwashing they are subjected to, preach sincerity to oneself:

			“Rejecting clichés, common places, they refused with contempt old wisdom, in which they found failures, but they did not try to build another; they preferred to confirm that it is never necessary to be happy with nothing: they glorify uncertainty” (p. 255). 

			She refuses to lead an existence where everything is decided in advance and where every day is the same. A short while later, she signs up to Sainte-Marie and begins a degree, then an aggregation. Garric, one of her teachers, provokes in her a desire be useful to humanity: “My path was clearly drawn: to perfect, enrich and express myself in a work that would help others to live” (p. 251). 

			The futility of being

			Simone has feelings for Jacques, but she begins to think that nothing is possible between two worrisome, anxious and pessimistic people. She notes an irreconcilable clash:

			“Enjoying pretty things is enough for him; he accepts luxury and an easy life, he likes happiness. Me, I need an all-consuming life. I need to act, to work hard, to achieve; I need a goal to reach, difficulties to overcome, a work to complete. I am not made for luxury. I could never be satisfied with what satisfies him” (p. 285).

			She reproaches him for accepting his middle-class status. In reality, Jacques does not like traditional values, but he sees marriage as the solution to his worries. He basically wants to adapt to bourgeoisie and not renounce it. This is what he ends up doing some years later, by marrying Odile. 

			Alongside her studies, Simone teaches literature to young apprentices at Équipes Sociales, but the experience disappoints her. She realises the futility of being: “I am not needed, people are not needed, because being is not needed” (p. 298). Simone passes, from one hour to the next, from dejection to pride, from the idea that nothing is worth doing to the conviction that she has things to say and that she will say them: 

			“Oh! Gloomy awakenings, life without desire or love, everything already spent and so quickly, terrifying boredom. It cannot last! What do I want? What can I do? Nothing and nothing. My book? Vanity. Philosophy? I am full of it. Love? Too tired. But I am 20 years old, I want to live!” (p. 345). 

			Finding her way

			The young girl becomes friends with Jean Pradelle (otherwise known as Merleau-Ponty, French philosopher, 1908-1961), a student who came after her in the general philosophy certification. But while Jacques was too pessimistic, Pradelle reveals himself to be too optimistic. Neither one nor the other suits Simone: “I am so sure that he does not exist, he who would truly be everything, understand everything, profoundly be my brother and equal” (p. 323). She now ignores him, but her wish ends up coming true when, later, she meets Jean-Paul Sartre (French philosopher and writer, 1905-198). 

			Simone also meets Herbaud, a friend of Sartre and of Nizan (French writer, 1905-1940). He hates all religion and she sees him as someone to guide her into taking charge of her life.

			“He was not narrow-minded, nor a bookworm, nor a barfly; he proved through his example that you can build yourself, outside of old-fashioned frameworks, a proud, joyous and rational life: which is exactly what I wanted” (p. 414).

			The double

			Zaza and Pradelle are in love with one another, but Zaza’s mother intervenes because in their family, marriages must be arranged. A short time later, the young girl dies of a severe fever brought on by the oppression of her family and middle-class social conventions. As for Jacques, he marries Odile unenthusiastically, and becomes a lazy, lying husband as well as a womaniser and a drunkard. He succumbs to alcohol and dies at the age of 46, tortured by his middle-class status, incapable of either adapting or escaping. 

			Simone, Sartre, Nizan and Herbaud meet up often and go out a lot. They rid themselves of any middle-class characteristics. They are all accepted into the Sorbonne, except Herbaud who fails and leaves Paris. Sartre and Simone become inseparable, and she sees all the time that she does not spend with him as wasted time: “Sartre responded to the wish of my 15-year-old self: he was the double I was searching for, fuelling all my obsessions” (p. 454). 

		


		
			Character study

			Simone de Beauvoir

			From a young age, she argues, reasons, analyses and stands out due to her intelligence. Simone is a child who is avid to discover everything and to take over the world. She is small, and already distinguishes herself through her emotional outbursts about emancipation. She ends up freely choosing to conform to the model of the dutiful daughter, who perfectly follows middle-class guidelines, by showing great religious enthusiasm and obedience. Her submission to the decreed rules, however, is only apparent. While she has always wanted to please and be happy, and wants to be appreciated and legitimised by others, Beauvoir also wants to live for herself and not through others. She sways between her desire for independence and autonomy, and wanting to be justified by others. 

			The impoverishment of her family, who take her to live in a dismal and cramped house, and her being a difficult age drive Simone to question the social conventions and morals of the people surrounding her. She hates family palavers that leave no place for independence and free will, and refuses to suffocate in conformity. She also abhors the bigotry and foolishness of the adults at Cours Desir. Isolated, she feels that nobody can understand her nor help her. Simone loses her faith in God, whose presumed existence involves too many inconsistencies. Her creative spirit makes her different. She is tenacious and makes a decision to write very early on, and continues with it despite failures. She lusts after the destiny of a writer

			
		

OEBPS/Images/BS-promo-newformat-2016.png
a
[d
2
<
z
<
X
o
0
(]

Shed new light
on your favorite books with

Bright

=Summaries.com

www.brightsummaries.com





OEBPS/Images/1.png
Bright

=Summaries.com

Memoirs

of a Dutiful
Daughter

BY SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR





OEBPS/Images/9782806279750_title.png
BOOK ANALYSIS

Written by Natacha Cerf
Translated by Emma Lunt

Memoirs
of a Dutiful
Daughter

BY SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR

Bright

=Summaries.com





