Friday 27 April 2001. Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own (1929)

In Abrams: feminist criticism (88-94)

I.  Introduction. Why are we reading this book?
We have just finished reading Freud’s Civilization & Its Discontents, which purported to be (and is) an account of the ways that that human psyche is constructed by the pressures of society.  Woolf’s text could not have been written without a deep understanding of Freud’s theories.  But Woolf has also spotted a fissure in Freud’s theory which is probably also visible to most of you: when Freud says he is thinking about human beings he is almost always thinking about men.  When he comments specifically on women, he conveys an attitude very like that of Milton in Paradise Lost: women are fundamentally inferior to men, and their libidinal psychologies are organized entirely by their roles as caretakers:

“Women represent the interests of the family and of sexual life.  The work of civilization has become increasingly the business of men, it confronts them with ever more difficult tasks and compels them to carry out instinctual sublimations of which women are little capable. [59]

As we know, “sublimation” in Freud’s theory is the source of art.  Why does Freud assume that women are incapable of it?  Because sublimation is the highest form of substitutive satisfaction for unfulfilled sexual wishes, and women achieve fulfillment of their sexual wishes by bearing children.  Freud does not go very far into this subject in Civilization & Its Discontents, where he is quite evidently uninterested in the question of women’s roles.  But Virginia Woolf is interested in them, and offers us a systematic analysis of the woman question by beginning not with Freud’s insights but those of Marx.  As Woolf puts it at the opening of A Room of One’s Own, to understand women as contributors to “the work of civilization” you have to begin   with the question, Why are women poor? 

II. A word about Virginia Stephen Woolf , 1882 -1941.

Virginia Stephen Woolf was born 1882 into an eminent Victorian family, very like the large family headed by Mr. & Mrs. Ramsey in the novel To the Lighthouse.  Her mother was a great beauty, her father a self-absorbed man of letters. The child who was to become Virginia Woolf was educated at home by governesses and tutors, while her brothers were sent to boarding school and then to Oxford or Cambridge: the normal pattern in an upper-middle-class English family.


 Virginia's mother died when she was 13. Beginning at the time of her mother's death and throughout her life, Virginia Woolf had "nervous breakdowns" or onsets of madness: periods of dissociation, hallucination, self-starvation. (It is speculated that her madness was in part a reaction to traumatizing sexual abuse she suffered from one of her half-brothers during puberty, after her mother died.)  At age 59, when Woolf felt that she was entering another cycle of depression and breakdown, she committed suicide by drowning. 


Despite her lifelong struggle with mental illness, Woolf became an immensely productive writer.  At age 30 she married Leonard Woolf, a Jewish intellectual and Socialist who had been a colonial administrator.  Together they founded the Hogarth Press in 1917, and as I have been pointing out for the last couple of weeks, published some of the most influential avant garde intellectual work of the time: among them the works of Freud, T.S. Eliot, Katherine Mansfield, Maxim Gorky and Virginia Woolf.

By the time she wrote A ROOM in 1927, Virginia Woolf was an established journalist and had published six novels.  When asked to deliver the lectures on which ROOM is based, Woolf had just finished what she knew to be a masterpiece, the novel we will be discussing next week: To the Lighthouse, a work of startling formal originality that deals with a new subject in literature: the conflict women experience between traditional roles in the family, and the vocation of an artist.

Another observation about Woolf's life: though she was very devoted to her husband Leonard, Woolf's primary erotic attachments were to women; in her day, the term for such a woman was “sapphist,” after the poet Sappho.  Woolf’s own life, and that of her female lovers, illustrates the point that Freud asserts in Civilization and Its Discontents: while civilization decrees that “there shall be a single kind of sexual life for everyone” [60] the lives of artists often show us another truth: that beneath the heterosexual arrangements most people make lies a sea of desires that are not boundaried by convention.  Art disrupts conventions; and many artists lead unconventional lives that challenge the inhibitions imposed on them by civilization. In Virginia Woolf’s circle of friends—labeled the Bloomsbury group, because of the part of London in which they lived-- conventional sexual morality was flouted on principle.  You should watch for this attitude while reading To the Lighthouse. 

I have designed this very brief account of Virginia Woolf's personal history to highlight certain details relevant to the way her feminism developed.  She was a passionate Socialist and Pacifist; yet very little in either of these social movements addressed itself to the problem of inequalities specific to gender. To name the most important: Woolf came from an upper middle class family with many privileges, yet had no formal education.  It was not thought necessary to give daughters a university education-- it might spoil them for womanly pursuits. Second, Woolf's family life had two centers of power, one overt and patriarchal, one covert and sexual.  Her father Leslie Stephen was a very tyrannical parent who required extreme attentions to his routines and his comforts; after his wife's death his daughters were literally his servants—like John Milton’s daughters, as Professor Evans may have told you-- and at least one of them was expected to remain so as long as he lived.  This type of family organization was still acceptable, was still the norm, in Woolf's day and class. The covert sexual approaches her half-brother made to her were not exactly acceptable but they reflected the norms of Victorian patriarchy that put women very much at the disposal of men and also oppressed both sexes by favoring sexual repression.  Incest as a sexual outlet was quite possibly made more attractive to men by the alternatives in Victorian society: marriage (to pure sexless virgins) on the one hand, consort with (probably diseased) prostitutes on the other. 


However, by the time Woolf wrote ROOM she was 45 years old and she had already come to the very important point of view that--to use the phrase coined by American feminists in the 1970s--the personal is political.  She was ready to bring over into lecture form the feminist insights that underlay her fiction, in a way that would bring together the personal and the political in an overt and unmistakable call for social change.

III. Lecture  Points

A. An outline of AROO as a "feminist analysis"

B. “Literary thinking” in  AROO

A. An outline of AROO as a "feminist analysis"

The term "room" in the title can be seen as a richly-elaborated polyvalent trope in the essay, signifying in sequence the public realm, the private realm, and finally the Mind itself.  Here is a brief overview of the essay’s structure:

Chapters One & Two deal with institutional--that is "public"--rooms and the terms of admission to them. 



In Ch 1, the University as a system perpetuating class/gender privilege.  This chapter analyses the ways male privilege mediates relations between the sexes; one subtext of this chapter is famous Freud's theory of the castration complex (penis envy) as foundational to feminine psychology. ["Some Psychical Consequences of the Anatomical Differences Between the Sexes," 1925]  Woolf embeds the theory of penis envy in her musing on the “subconscious…emotional” [p.11] impact of the Manx cat, crossing her field of vision at the end of the luncheon party at the men’s college at Oxbridge.  “It is strange what a difference a tail makes…” [p.13]


In Ch. 2, the "public" space is the British Library, in which the narrator encounters overwhelming exhibits of sexism in the knowledge base. This chapter shows that when gender is salient, thinkers become anxious/angry--that the so-called "objectivity" of the thinking man conceals an anxiety about privilege that is expressed in aggression.  The thinking woman in the text responds to sexist assumptions “unconsciously” with “unprofitable” rage  [p. 31].  “How explain the anger [toward women] of the [male ] professors?” [p. 32] She applies s a “Freudian theory” [p. 31], and speculates, “when the professor insisted a little too emphatically upon the inferiority of women , he was concerned not with their inferiority but with his own superiority.…a jewel to him of the rarest price.” [p. 34]  Women, she concludes, “have served all these centuries as looking-glasses possessing the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure of man at twice its natural size.”[p.35]

Chapters Three & Four deal with domestic--that is "private"-- rooms.


 The Home is analyzed as place of economic and psychological socialization: the basis of women's failure to produce works of genius.  In these chapters, Woolf surveys the history of women's struggle as writers, and forecasts a "revolution" in the development of a women's tradition.

Chapters Five and Six deal with “roomy” ideas: ideals of social transformation.


Ch. 5. gives us the lab where "Chloe liked Olivia...perhaps for the first time in literature." [87]  Chloe and Olivia work together; they have initiated the process of "thinking in common" which Woolf sees as fundamental to the further development of a women's tradition in the knowledge base.  Moreover, if they "like" each other enough it may be that their personal bond may deepen in a way utterly indifferent to mediation by patriarchal privileges.  This chapter is the site of Woolf's ringing prophecy about women's creativity: "if Chloe likes Olivia and Mary Carmichael knows how to express it she will light a torch in that vast chamber where nobody has yet been."[88]

And Ch. 6 gives us, finally, the revolutionary space of the renovated, unified soul: the Mind conceived of as androgynous.  “The great mind is androgynous," Woolf says, a "fusion of masculine and feminine powers."  To illustrate, Woolf gives us the charming metaphor of the androgynous mind as a taxicab into which a man and woman climb and drive away up the street. 

So, to summarize: I read in the narrative of ROOM a thoroughgoing analysis of the sex-gender system, which has absorbed the thinking of Marx and Freud and found both wanting.  However, the analysis is conducted in the course of telling a story; to find the analysis we have to be prepared to follow the narrator's train of thought as she bumps up against the contradictions in her efforts to fill the position of the Universal “He”--the narrator's normal position in Western Culture.

B. “Literary thinking” in  AROO]: "fiction here is likely to contain more truth than fact" [p.4]

LET’S GO BACK TO THE PASSAGE ON THE LUNCHEON PARTY, AND READ THE FLOW OF DISPLACEMENTS AND SUBSTITUTIONS IN IT:

READ pp 10-11

Note the use of  narrative rather than argument as a vehicle for analysis

--Woolf ‘s critique of Marx: p.10. The luncheon party as a microcosm of the workings of the class system, as theorized by Mark: the scene is an illustration of what Marx labeled the “superstructure” of ideology, in which the ruling class expresses its sense of “natural” entitlement to the benefits of the hierarchy they occupy at the top.  The University system consolidates the class system; note the way Woolf builds in faintly jarring references to the servants here.  But Marx doesn't theorize what Woolf is building into this narrative: the contrast between the luxuries reserved for men and the frugality that characterizes the women's dinner just a few pages further on.  Woolf is preparing us for a question Marx didn't ask in quite this way: why are women poor?

--Woolf’s critique of Freud is introduced in the next paragraph with the trope of the Manx cat.  When gender becomes salient mood changes “by some fluke of the subconscious intelligence.”  How is this about Freudian theory?: "tail" = phallus (covers genitals; stands for Norm) [Freud's theory of penis envy: 1) anatomy is destiny; 2) the womb is the woman's definitive organ; her psychosexual adjustment to heterosexuality (at the oedipal phase, ages 3-5) requires that she abandon envy for the penis (the Father's sexual power over the Mother's desire) and accept the compensation specific to females: that she can have a baby.]


Woolf's association here offers a feminist critique of Freud: the Manx cat will be viewed as "mutilated" only if you regard it from the position of the "Isle of Man" so to speak.  From another point of view its simply a different  kind of cat, requiring a different conceptual labeling or theory.  

Woolf also introduces here what I will call one of the essay’s two master tropes: the "lamp in the spine" (elsewhere figured as a torch): the mind is an embodied mind; & a sense of privilege & physical well-being tends to make us believe that our ideas are probably true. “Lamp in the spine” developed as a “master trope”—a way of conducting the argument in metaphors— pp. 11,18,39,41; 56,98; becomes torch pp. 80-84.

   5. Let’s look at Woolf as a storyteller: (p.4) "fiction here is likely to contain more truth than fact"-- why?


--Flow of thought in first-person storytelling integrates thinking with feeling: Woolf is able to represent a woman's mind bumping up against patriarchy and getting mad (consciously); but also bumping up against patriarchy on an unconscious level and being deflected into defenses-- the metaphors she writes shows us the unconscious displacing and condensing repressed material into symbols, swerving away from forbidden thoughts and converting them into riddles or dream-like associations.


--Overall tone of  "playfulness" and irony, what might be called the mannerisms of her style, as a conscious mode of her art.  She is attempting to tell a group of young women some very unpalatable and distressing things about the social world they are about to enter.  She wants to give them the benefit of her political insights (which lead to anxiety and anger) at the same time she wants to encourage and empower them.  So she works in a style of exposition that plays down anger and personalizes the problems: you can take them or leave them.  The style in the book is a strategy, a "voice" that's why she warns us out the outset not to confuse the "I" in the book with Virginia Woolf, its author.

--Nonetheless, the storytelling is gendered in this passage.  Yes: by paying attention to the kinds of “women’s work” that lies hidden in the creation of the meal: the narrator has a cook’s expertise; and a cook is imagined as an agent, rather than remaining invisible in the text [p.10].
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