
tions," but she would like to see this 
coupled with an understanding of de 
Beauvoir as a woman in a specific time 
and place, and as an inspiration to thou- 
sands of women. 

The methodology of the book is a re- 
reading - a "then and now" movement. 
In this manner, Okely depicts changes in 
feminism over the last twenty-five years, 
and changes in the response to de 
Beauvoir's words. One of her primary 
sources of data is her own 1961 copy of 
the Second Sex. She has examined care- 
fully what she underlined, and in some 
instances, failed to underline then but 
would do so now. Also, she uses notes, 
and letters which she wrote to family and 
friends. In my opinion, the technique 
succeeds well. 

Although I have laid emphasis upon the 
presence of the author in the book, there is 
much else. In the second chapter, "The 
Making of a Pioneer," Okely looks at de 
Beauvoir's childhood, chronicled in her 
Memoirs, as a "rich source for the study of 
gender construction and the making of a 
woman 'pioneer'." The final chapter, 
"The Pioneer in Practice," deals with de 
Beauvoir's relationship with Sartre, and 
her isolation from other women and the 
ensuing political limitations. The book is, 
in fact, part of a series on women pioneers 
that includes Eva Peron, Queen Victoria, 
Eleonora Duse, and a dozen others, some 
already published, some forthcoming. 
Thus the portrayal of de Beauvoir as a 
pioneer in these two chapters is in keeping 
with the theme of the series. 

Okely uses psychoanalytic theory, of- 
fering explanations for de Beauvoir's at- 
titudes and actions, loves and crises. For 
example, she has a long interpretation of 

de Beauvoir's feelings toward Olga, who 
was her pupil and then engaged in an 
intense relationship with Sartre. Accord- 
ing to Okely, Olga "unconsciously repre- 
sented her [de Beauvoir's] younger sister, 
who in turn once threatened a tabooed 
fantasy between the young Simone and 
her father." She makes her argument by 
drawing evidence from the "different 
Oedipal experience of male and female 
infant in being nursed by the female par- 
ent," from de Beauvoir's Memoirs, and 
her autobiographical fiction She Came to 
Stay. I admit that I found it difficult to 
follow Okely's analogies between people 
and relationships from de Beauvoir's 
childhood, into her adulthood, and in her 
fiction. De Beauvoir herself rejected any 
kind of psychoanalytical dimension. 
Consequently, several times I wondered 
how Okely felt as an author writing a 
tribute to her "sister/mother/mentor," 
while employing a perspective at odds 
with de Beauvoir's philosophy. De 
Beauvoir was still alive at the time Okely 
wrote her manuscript and so could have 
read it. 

Okely discusses at some length de 
Beauvoir's relationship with Sartre. The 
issue of how much space to give to Sartre 
is a dicey one. On the one hand, de 
Beauvoir's work has suffered because of 
Sartre's limelight - "her autobiography 
is not read for its own sake, but raided for 
yet more information about her celebrated 
male companion JeanPaul Sartre." On the 
other hand, Okely knows the interest for 
feminists in de Beauvoir's unconven- 
tional relationship with Sartre - one 
which rejected maniage and had room for 
"contingent loves." She deals squarely 
with de Beauvoir's intellectual and emo- 

tional dependence upon Sartre. She as- 
serts that: 

de Beauvoir's example demonstrates 
that women cannot by lone, individual 
endeavor escape the general conditions 
of subordination, material andpsychic. 
De Beauvoir was for the most part free 
of the economic subordination of mar- 
riage, yet other dependencies re- 
mained, despite her denials. 
Judith Okely's book on Simone de 

Beauvoir is a testimony and a tribute. It 
documents a specific class of women at a 
certain epoch - a class of women who 
have played a major role in shaping as- 
pects of today's feminist movement. It is 
a tribute to de Beauvoir because many 
women, Okely included, have modelled 
their lives upon her pronouncements. 
They have rejected marriage, maternity, 
and monogamous relationships. I think 
women of my generation feel sceptical 
about following someone's program for 
living, especially an intellectual 
mentor's. There is real doubt that one 
person can tell us truth, or a way of life. 
The feminist movement which we now 
work within has so many facets - race, 
class, ethnicity, sexual preference. 
Hence, the pluralism makes it impossible 

l that any one person or program could 
encompass the movement. Whether she is 
aware of it or not, the kind of book Okely 
has written is a further indication of her 
experience, and a depiction of her genera- 
tion. I do not think that women of my 
generation would write this kind of book. 
However, through reading the book I have 
gained a measure of respect for de 
Beauvoir, and an understanding of 
Okely's generation of feminists. 

DIFFICULT WOMEN - A 
MEMOIR OF THREE: JEAN 
RHYS, SONIA ORWELL AND 
GERMAINE GREER 

David Plante. London: Futura, 1983. 

B y  Anne Innis Dagg 

This is an obnoxious book. I bought it 
because I wanted to know more about its 
subjects, all connected in some way with 
literature; two have written a number of 
books, while Sonia Orwell was married to 
George Orwell. What I learned was 
mostly negative bits of information which 
would better have been left in archives 
until a definitive biographer decided to 
write the lives of these women, two of 
whom are now dead and cannot complain 
of their treatment here. 

The author, who has written a number of 
other books, apparently decided that his 
friendship with three famous women 
would make good copy for yet another 
work. He spent agreat deal of time with his 
subjectlprey, and they more or less recip- 
rocated with friendship in return. He has 
repaid them by describing their private 
and personal idiosyncracies in detail. 

Plante pursued one of these women re- 
lentlessly, hoping to have some part in an 
autobiography she was unable to write 
herself. He describes her as bizarre-look- 
ing, alcoholic, forgetful and ungenerous. 
One night after they have been drinking to 
excess, he writes about how he helps her to 
the toilet where she becomes stuck and 
urinates in her knickers. 

He invites one of the other women for a 
holiday to his place in Italy, although there 
is little reason to believe, then or later, that 

they enjoy each other's company. He 
notes "It occurred to me that - 'S 

most constant temper was ill-temper." 
Plante watches another feed her cats. 

He describes how she reaches into her re- 
frigeratorand pulls out some testicle @re- 
sumably from a bull). She puts it on a 
chopping block and cuts it into pieces 
with a knife. The cats eat it willingly. 
What symbolism. 

Plante is as obsessed with his own 
behaviour as he is with that of the women. 
He womes that he is a "cunt teaser" 
because a friend has told him he hugs and 
kisses women without delivering any- 
thing further in a sexual way. He wonders 
if women are "difficult" in reaction to 
himself; he suggests that he has made 
them that way by something he has said or 
done. It is easy to believe. 

In keeping with the assertive role he 
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envisions for himself, Plante ends the 
books with a patronizing comparison of 
these three women on a number of topics 
beginning with abortion, alcohol and ani- 
mals: 

under bodies we learn that"Soniadoes 
not like to be touched. When one em- 

braces her, she presents her cheeknear her 
ear and winces a little. She appears to be 
very clean." 

for depression, we learn only about 
, Greer "Germaine, I notice, sighs a lot." 

under jobs and vocabulary, we read 
about Rhys in its entirety "Jean's writing 

is the only work she is capable of. All 
other minor attempts at work fail" and 
"Jean's vocabulary is small." 

This is hate literature at its most preten- 
tious. Avoid it. 
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