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    Virginia Woolf was one of the most important modernist authors of the 20th century and a pioneer in the use of many experimental prose devices. She was part of the Bloomsbury group, an artistic and literary group of intellectuals and bohemians who shared ideas about philosophy and the arts and rejected traditional habits. Woolf was also a prominent women’s rights advocate and the founder of the Hogarth Press, through which she published most of her works.


    During her literary career, her prose continuously evolved towards more experimental storytelling and narrative devices. For instance, she was a trailblazer in the use of the stream of consciousness technique (a literary device that strives to capture the multitude of thoughts that pass through a character’s mind as part of a non-linear narrative).


    Her life and work were affected by her sporadic mental breakdowns: she was institutionalised and attempted suicide on multiple occasions during her lifetime. At the age of 59, having fallen into another bout of depression and feeling anxious about the onset of World WarII, she drowned herself in the river Ouse, near Monk’s House, her home in Sussex (United Kingdom).
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    A Room of One’s Own is an essay by Virginia Woolf that critically examines the place that women occupy in literature and considers what is needed for women to become writers. It is based on two lectures given by Woolf at Newnham College and Girton College (women’s colleges at the University of Cambridge) in 1928. The essay’s main thesis is that a woman will need “money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction” (p.29). With this statement, Woolf expresses the need for women to achieve economic independence in order to produce cultural works.


    This essay established Woolf as a women’s rights advocate and provided theoretical foundations for the women’s rights movement at a very early stage. Her message was revolutionary at the time, and her essay was rediscovered in the 1960s as a key piece of writing that thoroughly examines women’s access to culture and provides the foundation for subsequent feminist theory.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE THESIS STATEMENT: MONEY AND A ROOM


    At the beginning of the text, Woolf chooses a first-person point of view to deliver her thesis: women can only become writers by gaining economic independence. She then explains that she is going to drop this personal perspective in favour of a new fictitious and unnamed narrator. Furthermore, she declares that it is her goal to explain the train of thought that led her to reach that conclusion.


    A VISIT TO ‘OXBRIDGE’


    The narrator visits ‘Oxbridge’ (a fictitious university that blends the universities of Cambridge and Oxford, the two most exclusive educational institutions in the UK). She is sitting by a river, deep in thought, when she is interrupted by a beadle (a university official/worker) who tells her that she cannot be there. When she tries to visit the library, she learns it is also forbidden for her to do so unless she is accompanied by a man. She then goes on a walk and reflects on the economic power of those studying and working at Oxbridge. She decides to go have luncheon in the dining room, where a big banquet is served and profound conversations take place. In the evening, she has dinner at Fenham, which symbolises the new (at the time) women’s colleges. There, dinner is less copious. Afterwards, she meets her friend Mary Seton and discusses the difficulties that women’s colleges have faced when looking for funding and political support, in contrast to men’s colleges.


    THE BRITISH MUSEUM: MEN’S OPINIONS ON WOMEN


    The next day, the narrator visits the British Museum to ponder which conditions are necessary for the creation of art (and thus literature). Looking through the catalogue in the British Museum’s library, she finds that there are many books written by men about women. She is surprised to see how pejorative men’s opinions about women are. She proposes that men are not confident enough in their positions of power and that it is only through their derogatory words towards women that they seem to reassure themselves of their own superiority.


    She explains that she has been given a yearly inheritance of £500 by her deceased aunt (a large enough sum for anyone at the time to live reasonably comfortably), enabling her to be economically independent. This, for her, was more important than being allowed the right to vote in elections that same year. Returning home, she also reflects on domestic labour and how it has been deprived of its value, and how the small jobs typically do not allow women to be economically independent or fulfilled.


    A LOOK AT HISTORY: THE LIVES OF THE UNKNOWN WOMEN


    The narrator reads Professor Trevelyan’s (1876-1962) History of England and finds out that wife-beating was common and widely accepted in around 1470. She then reflects on the image of women in literature: women are much talked about in the works of poets and writers. This is contrasted with a reality where women have effectively been the property of their husbands, left uneducated and in no position to earn an income. She also finds that there is no information in history books about what the life of the common woman was like, and exhorts her audience to investigate and write about it.


    She moves on to imagine the life of Judith Shakespeare (a fictional name for William Shakespeare’s sister). Woolf describes her as a woman with the same talent and penchant for literature as her brother, but who encounters many obstacles that prevent her from writing. Frustrated and discouraged, she finally commits suicide. Woolf claims that many women in the past, had they been educated and encouraged, would have been novelists or poets.


    Later, browsing through a bookshelf, she mentions a few women writers, including Aphra Behn (the first woman to earn her living as a writer, 1640-1689), and considers how, from the mid-18th century onwards, middle-class women started writing, thus sparking a revolution. She mentions Jane Austen (1775-1817), George Eliot (1819-1880), Emily Brontë (1818-1848) and Charlotte Brontë (1816-1855), who all found fame for their literary talents. However, she criticises the fact that, when these women wrote, they were troubled by their status as women: some felt constrained and some others angry at their position in society.


    WOMEN FINDING THEIR VOICE AND THE ANDROGYNOUS MIND


    The narrator now considers female writers who are her contemporaries, focusing on Mary Carmichael (a fictional woman) and her novel Life’s Adventures. The narrator finds that Carmichael has been able to forget about her own sex in her writing, which she considers positive. She sees her as a model for other women writers in the future, whose talents will be developed from there.


    Back at her home the next day, the narrator looks through her window and sees a man and a woman jumping into a taxi. She reflects on the relationship between the sexes in 1928 and how men’s superiority has been challenged by the suffragist movement. She moves on to claim that the best minds are neither male nor female but androgynous, and that this will be a trend in the future.


    CONCLUSION


    Woolf reappears as the narrator. She confirms her thesis: material things like a room and money are necessary for women to create works of literature. To close her speech, she exhorts her listeners to write in the name of the women of the past who could not.

  


  
    CONTEXT


    Woolf wrote A Room of One’s Own during the interwar period. This was a time of rapid social change, and her essay represented a very progressive point of view in terms of gender relations and women’s rights.


    THE ROOTS OF FEMINISM


    When Woolf wrote A Room of One’s Own, women in Britain were going through a revolution.


    Some of the causes of this change can be found before 1928. Although since the Industrial Revolution more and more women had started working outside their homes, it was only during World WarI that they had entered the workforce in significant numbers, to make up for those men going to the front. When the war ended and men could return to their jobs, some women were already emancipated and demanded to be economically independent. This new protest movement of young women grew along with the suffragist movement, which had been lobbying for women to gain the right to vote since the second half of the 19th century.


    In fact, Woolf gives a historical perspective of the women’s movement in A Room of One’s Own. She cites several achievements from the years before 1928: the first women’s colleges were opened in 1866; from 1880, women could possess property; and in 1918, female property owners who were over 30 years old gained the vote. The same year that A Room of One’s Own was published, the right to vote was extended to women over 21 years old, with no property qualification.


    In terms of schooling, basic education for women had only been made compulsory in the 1870s. However, women were generally kept out of higher education. In fact, although both Girton and Newnham colleges provided education for women, they did not offer official degrees, but “titular degrees” instead. Woolf herself never went to university, although she was home schooled like her sister and did have extensive access to her father’s library, from which she educated herself.


    Woolf’s essay was thus published at a time when women’s rights were a popular topic (among both their defenders and their critics). Her work was one of the first pieces of feminist criticism ever written. A Room of One’s Own thus became a founding piece of feminist thought in Britain, along with A Vindication of the Rights of Women by Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797) and George Eliot’s Silly Novels by Lady Novelists.


    In 1928, Woolf also published Orlando: A Biography, a novel which also dealt with gender issues, with its protagonist switching from male to female through a 400-year span.


    THE PRE-WAR PERIOD: A CHANGING SOCIETY


    When Woolf published her essay, lifestyles and mindsets were quickly changing in Britain. After a devastating war, people were looking forward to leaving the past behind. Tradition was frowned upon by a part of society, and many people were striving for economic and political progress. It was a revolutionary time in many respects: Communism had emerged as a major political force, Albert Einstein (1879-1955) and other contemporaries were transforming scientific and philosophic ideas, and art was dominated by the avant-garde.


    New ideas and socio-political experimentation were everywhere, and from this fertile environment a new type of literature also emerged. Virginia Woolf and some contemporary writers like James Joyce (1882-1941) and T.S. Elliot (1888 - 1965) were searching for new methods to create a new art, as part of the modernist movement.


    A Room of One’s Own is an essay, but it comprises many formal experiments that resemble the stream of consciousness technique (a narrative device where the character’s thoughts are presented in a non-linear way, often found in modernist fiction). Woolf’s decision to not adhere to a single narrator is also part of these formal experiments.


    Furthermore, Woolf’s ideas on women’s rights were advanced at the time, but her claim that the minds of the future would be androgynous was revolutionary. The same month she delivered her lectures at Girton and Newnham, Woolf published her novel Orlando: A Biography, whose protagonist switches from male to female.
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