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Chapter 20 – Section 3
Western Europe and the United States


Narrator: Forty years after the first publication of The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir’s famous critique of the situation of women. We look at the influence she has had on women worldwide through her life and to work, which included autobiography, fiction, and philosophy. Simone de Beauvoir was born in 1908 to a wealthy bourgeois family above a cafe in the heart of Paris.  

Due to the sudden bankruptcy of her father’s family, the de Beauvoir’s were forced to move to a more modest flat. Money was short and it became obvious that Simone and her sister Helen would eventually have to earn their own living.  Simone was bright and at school it was clear that she had the potential to follow a professional career. A star pupil, Simone won a place at the elite college the Ecole Normale Superieure, where she was to study philosophy in preparation for a teaching career. It was here that she met Jean-Paul Sartre who was to become her lover and lifelong companion. On principle, they decided to remain as free and independent individuals. They would never marry and wouldn’t live together, although they would share every aspect of their lives. By the end of the war, de Beauvoir and Sartre became leaders of a political and philosophical group known as existentialists who came to symbolize for a whole generation the avant garde way of life. Their followers were writers and artists including the charismatic singer Juliette Greco. De Beauvoir’s first book a novel based on a triangular liaison she and Sartre formed with a young woman, examined the problem of jealousy in a free relationship. It was a big success and this enabled her to give up teaching and establish herself as a fulltime writer.  

Kate Millett: I think that in De Beauvoir’s life very much an exemplary life, very much, it’s a life of action and living out for women everywhere and peers and an example to other women, women artists and so forth. It’s a life that taught us a great deal and that’s a very big gift. It is a little more than the books even.

Female Speaker: The opportunities granted to me at the beginning helped me not only to lead a happy life, but to be happy in the life I led. I have been aware of my short comings and my limits, but I have made the best of them. When I was tormented by what was happening in the world, it was the world I wanted to change not the place I had in it.
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