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			A Room of One’s Own

			Virginia Woolf was born in London in 1882, the daughter of the editor and critic Leslie Stephen and Julia Stephen, a philanthropist and model for the Pre-Raphaelites. She suffered a traumatic adolescence after the deaths of her mother, in 1895, and her half sister Stella, in 1897, leaving her subject to breakdowns for the rest of her life. Her father died in 1904, and two years later, her favorite brother, Thoby, died suddenly of typhoid. With her sister, the painter Vanessa Bell, she was drawn into the company of writers and artists such as Lytton Strachey and Roger Fry, later known as the Bloomsbury Group. Among them she met Leonard Woolf, whom she married in 1912, and together they founded the Hogarth Press in 1917, which was to publish the work of T. S. Eliot, E. M. Forster, and Katherine Mansfield, as well as the earliest translations of Freud. Woolf lived an energetic life among friends and family, reviewing and writing, and dividing her time between London and the Sussex Downs. In 1941, fearing another attack of mental illness, she drowned herself in the River Ouse.

			Her first novel, The Voyage Out, appeared in 1915, and she then worked through the transitional Night and Day (1919) to the highly experimental and impressionistic Jacob’s Room (1922). From then on, her fiction became a series of brilliant and extraordinarily varied experiments, each one searching for a fresh way of presenting the relationship between individual lives and the forces of society and history. She was particularly concerned with women’s experience, not only in her novels but also in her essays and her two books of feminist polemic, A Room of One’s Own (1929) and Three Guineas (1938). Her major novels include Mrs. Dalloway (1925); To the Lighthouse (1927); the historical fantasy Orlando (1928), written for Vita Sackville-West; the extraordinary poetic vision of The Waves (1931); the family saga of The Years (1937); and Between the Acts (1941).

			Xochitl Gonzalez is the author of the New York Times bestseller Olga Dies Dreaming and the Reese’s Book Club pick Anita de Monte Laughs Last. She was a finalist for the 2023 Pulitzer Prize for Commentary for her essays in The Atlantic.

			Michèle Barrett is Professor Emerita of Modern Literary and Cultural Theory at Queen Mary University of London. Her books include Virginia Woolf: Women and Writing and Women’s Oppression Today, and she edited Friedrich Engels’s The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State for Penguin Classics.
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			Bibliographical Note
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				Diary: The Diary of Virginia Woolf, 5 vols., ed. Anne Olivier Bell (Hogarth Press, 1977; Penguin Books, 1979).

				WE: A Woman’s Essays: Selected Essays vol. I, ed. Rachel Bowlby (Penguin Books, 1992).

				AROO: A Room of One’s Own, Virginia Woolf (Hogarth Press, 1929).
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			Introduction

			Moving is a fraught process. The physical toil, fiscal expense, and ceaseless logistical considerations combine to make a perfect witches’ brew of stress. But for an author, relocating comes with an added element of psychodrama: What to do with the impossible number of books you’ve come to own? The exact number is irrelevant. As soon as you begin to gather boxes and place your books in them, you realize it is too many. And while others can nonchalantly sort their books into “Give” or “Take” piles while bingeing something on TV, this is no easy task for an author. We’re keenly aware that books are not mere objects, they are pieces of other writers’ souls—some of whom you actually know, and who may come over one day and notice their book missing from your shelf. Determining the destiny of each volume might take days or even weeks.

			Certainly, this was the case for me and my own recent move. The drama I’ve already laid out was further complicated by a category of book I’m ashamed to admit to: those that I own but haven’t yet read. Their legion included recent titles as well as classics, among them Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own. Having only recently read Mrs. Dalloway, I found Room peeking out at me—imploringly—from a narrow gap in one of my bookshelves, day after day, week after week. I’m fairly certain it had been with me for nearly a decade. Would I ever read it? I wondered. Would I pack it and allow it to languish at my new address? Or would this new home be the place where I finally added my own creases to its spine?

			Perhaps the more intriguing question was: Why hadn’t I read it? It wasn’t personal to Woolf; I’d enjoyed several of her novels. It wasn’t anything against feminist texts, many of which sit, well read, on my shelves. The best I could figure was that it seemed so familiar—its thesis so foundational to intersectional feminist thinking—that I never felt the need to. Of course a woman requires personal space and fiscal security in order to create! More than a title, A Room of One’s Own has become shorthand for a woman’s freedom to luxuriate in her own company and ideas. In fact, when my grandmother died and I received a small sum of money from the sale of her home, I recall declaring it the beginning of my “Room of One’s Own” era. I was forty, divorced, and, with the grip of debt finally released, able to give oxygen to my creative thoughts and have the space to allow them to collect into essays and stories.

			Still, I’m not sure I procured the book with the intention of actually reading it. Owning it was a gesture of solidarity—book as totem to an undeniable feminist truth. And by that metric, the matter of whether it should move to my new home, my new “room,” was settled. But what finally got me to read it—to engage with Woolf’s wit and prose and mind, directly—was being asked to write this essay for the Penguin Classics edition. The invitation was both compelling, since I could hold my head up high with one fewer unread tome on my shelf, and provocative. I wasn’t reading it just to satisfy my curiosity, but also to process what the totemic words of its title might offer to a contemporary audience.

			In 1928, universal suffrage was passed in England—just a few months before Woolf delivered the two lectures that would become this book, to students at Cambridge’s only two colleges that educated women at the time. This ruling extended the right to vote to women over twenty-one years old, without regard to property ownership—the same qualifications as for men. (American women weren’t doing much better, having gotten the right to vote only in 1920.) For what it’s worth, Woolf deemed the right to vote less valuable than financial independence—and in that regard, too, women’s prospects were far more limited than women today can easily conceptualize. Outside of an inheritance or a marriage, there were few ways we could build wealth for ourselves. And now here I was—but a few generations later—a single woman, born not into affluence or elevated social standing, packing my books off to my own property, purchased with money earned from the outrageous act of writing fiction. Woolf’s prerequisites for women to create works of literary genius might still hold true, but, surely, we’ve come a long way in terms of their attainability.

			In fact, if the contents of my book boxes could be taken as evidence, since Woolf’s essay was rediscovered in the early 1970s by second-wave feminists, we—women writers—have been putting her directive to good use. The bulk of the fiction that I treasured enough to schlep from house to house consisted of novels and stories and poems written by women. That’s not just personal preference, it is also reflected in the marketplace. In 2023, more than half of titles published were by women. Of course, Woolf was concerned with women producing not just fiction but also works of genius. And while that’s subjective, I would argue, having packed up my Natalie Diaz and Margot Livesey and Jesmyn Ward and Samantha Hunt, that female genius in contemporary letters is alive and thriving. So what could be gained—by myself or any other reader—by engaging with Woolf’s already thoroughly absorbed lessons?

			Here I must admit something horrible: I have lied. It’s not something I usually do—except, of course, when writing fiction. (But, as Woolf writes, “Fiction must stick to facts.”) I could have gone back and edited out my lie, but I think it’s more important to fess up to it and take account of why I did so. I claimed earlier that I held nothing personal against Woolf. This is untrue. I’ve long held an aversion to Woolf the person, unvarnished by her fiction. A prejudice, really, based not on her as much as on what she has come to represent.

			Today, I proudly wear the mantle of “feminist author,” but my journey to embracing my inner feminist was a reluctant one. When I first encountered the moniker, as it was packaged to me in college, it seemed to offer little to me—a working-class Latina suddenly plopped on an Ivy League campus. Going to school and working multiple jobs, I was preoccupied with economic survival and combatting the stigma of affirmative action around our nascent minority populus. It was the ’90s, and the focus of our campus “Women’s Center” seemed, to me, superficial: eschewing bras and makeup and organizing Take Back the Night events. “Feminism,” as I experienced it then, was less a political framework for equity than a rebellious identity for privileged women. And Woolf was one of their patron saints.

			Truth be told, Woolf was a brilliant forebear for their cause. Like many of my classmates, she was a well-educated white woman from an affluent family. Her rebellion—living in a bohemian enclave and self-publishing radical fiction—was an inspiration. And her frustrations—with the limits on women’s roles, sexuality, and freedoms—were, in many cases, my classmates’ frustrations. These just didn’t feel, at the time, like my frustrations. It was only in the ensuing years that, faced with misogyny in the real world, I embraced feminism. But I still did not embrace Woolf. Instead, I turned to Cherríe Moraga and bell hooks and Ana Castillo and Alice Walker—writers and thinkers who clearly understood the challenges of being a woman and living at the intersection of economic, racial, and social circumstances, each pressing on you in different ways.

			In fact, I’ll take my admission a step further: I resented Woolf. It was irrational, I admit. But, looking back at my early adulthood, I could not help reflecting on the many times that I set aside my interests as a woman in favor of my interests as a person of color because I was made to feel they could not coexist; and on all the times that doing so caused me, and other women like me, personal harm. I blamed much of this on the exclusionary, privileged, white lens that, until recently, dominated feminist argument and discourse. And onto poor Virginia Woolf I placed all this emotional baggage.

			But then, finally, I cracked open the book. And, page by page, what had once been to me nothing but a totem to feminist history became what I should have realized it was: a piece of another woman’s soul. In one afternoon, Woolf became known to me, and all my years of blind grievance melted away with each paragraph. Her honesty and fire and rage at the limitations put on women’s minds dissolved all the distance between us. Because they were my fire and rage. Her words—encountered directly, without the layers of feminist signifiers that she has been freighted with—spoke to a part of me in a way that rendered us immediate intimates.

			Oh, to spend an afternoon in thrall to her brilliant, incandescent mind. Woolf makes an impossibly elegant argument about the myriad ways that women’s voices have been silenced, suppressed, and otherwise forgotten. And she’s a beguiling polemicist, shifting easily between allegory and assertions. With every page, I found myself becoming increasingly familiar with her, as if we were old friends or classmates, separated by nothing but a few lifetimes.

			There were points where I resoundingly agreed with her, cheering her on from my reading chair, inspired by her brilliance. And when there were points where I found her take to be limited by the blind spots of her era and experience, I found myself muttering, “Oh, Ginny, your privilege is really showing.” (In our new bosom friendship, I call her “Ginny.”) But, much as when I disagree with a friend, it was without animus. Because it was obvious that, though Woolf and I began our journeys toward feminism from very different starts, we had arrived at the same position: Women must liberate ourselves from any and all encumberment put upon us because of our gender.

			And while I overwhelmingly agreed with Ginny’s arguments, I found myself interpreting them through the lens of my past experiences and our present moment: as a single, childless Latina, born poor, then highly educated—at significant emotional and economic sacrifice—now able to earn a comfortable living through our shared profession; living as I am in a country where, on the one hand, I can cast a presidential ballot for a woman for the second time in my life, but, on the other, my citizenship is still less than that of my male compatriots. I felt myself both encouraged by all that has changed and enraged by all that has frustratingly remained the same between Ginny’s lifetime and mine.

			In the realm of the trivial, there is still the disheartening, seemingly perennial issue of the legitimacy of what men and women write about. A man’s fictions—novels, stories, plays, films—are still often concerned with matters of sport or disaster or battle. And a woman’s are still often concerned with domestic matters. “This is an important book, the critic assumes, because it deals with war,” Woolf wrote. “This is an insignificant book because it deals with the feelings of women in a drawing-room.” The dismissal of women’s storytelling persists to this day, not just in literature but also across entertainment and the arts.

			A full century later, we are still asking ourselves Woolf’s far more important question of why women are poorer than men. While Woolf was disappointed not to have found “some important statement, some authentic fact” to explain this, we now have concrete data. There is, for one, the gender pay gap: White women are paid only 83 percent of men’s wages; Black women and Latinas only 69.8 percent and 64 percent, respectively. Women also must spend more: Twenty states continue to tax women’s sanitary products, and there is the pernicious “Pink Tax,” with goods and services being priced higher simply because they are marketed to women. Yet for all our awareness of why women are poorer than men, the systemic circumstances persist. The media reports on it and legislation is proposed, but the will to change seems never to be strong enough.

			As for why, it’s here that Woolf offers what is perhaps her most evergreen truth of all: that a patriarchal society depends upon a belief in—and reinforcement of—other people’s inadequacy. “Hence,” she writes, “the enormous importance to a patriarch who has to conquer, who has to rule, of feeling that great numbers of people, half the human race indeed, are by nature inferior to himself. It must indeed be one of the chief sources of his power.” Reading this, I wanted to say, “That’s right, Ginny! You tell ’em,” and I found myself nodding so vigorously I nearly strained my neck.

			Of course, Woolf barely hides the elitist nature of her concerns. She is addressing what would have been her peer group: other upper-class women whose families were so bold as to allow them to be educated. And her goal for them is that they have conditions that allow them not merely to write, but to write “works of genius.” Despite the snobbery of this, I still felt that, if seated across from me today, Woolf—who had drawn so early the links between the economic control of women and the control of our minds, who had clearly understood the complications of gender—would embrace the kind of intersectional feminism that centers feminist discourse in the present moment.

			Early in the lectures, Woolf introduces us to the character of Mary, a fictitious student at a women’s college. We encounter her idling by a river on the men’s campus, where she is struck with an “exciting” and “important” idea and rushes off to write it down. When she is scolded by a beadle for being somewhere that a woman should not be and loses her thought, I found myself cursing the beadle, mourning the lost idea. And I wanted to speak to Woolf not of gender, but of Toni Morrison’s lecture lamenting racism’s role in productivity: “The function, the very serious function of racism…is distraction. It keeps you from doing your work. It keeps you explaining, over and over again, your reason for being.”

			As I read of Mary being shamed and turned away from the university library for being a woman, I wanted to remind Woolf about the entire period in America of Jim Crow. Tell her of reading tests given to Latinas to block them from the voting booth. Share with her all the other institutionalized methods of shaming and othering that have arisen since her time on Earth. All in the name of preserving power for a few. Woolf’s Mary has a succulent lunch at a men’s college, only to return to her poorly financed women’s college for a paltry supper. “One cannot think well, love well, sleep well, if one has not dined well,” Woolf writes. I wanted to tell Ginny then about my life during the recession years, when my phone rang more frequently from debt collectors than from friends, and I was surviving more than I was creatively thriving. And so I found myself on Mary’s journey, becoming vexed for her, but seeing in her fictional existence parallel challenges to women today—not just the upper class and highly educated but the socioeconomically and racially marginalized as well.

			There are, of course, parts of the lectures where, had we been at lunch or chatting over tea, I’d have felt the need to stop Woolf and tell her that she needed to get a grip. Her belief about where genius can be found is frustratingly limited to women akin to her in birth and station. There is no reason to mourn the lost potential of Shakespeare’s sister more than that of Woolf’s housekeeper. Who was Ginny to presume that there was not a brilliant novel brewing inside her housekeeper about the inner life of a woman tasked with serving a slightly spoiled, enigmatic, bohemian novelist?

			I would probably also make sure to—lovingly—point out to Woolf that perhaps, from her place of privilege, she has overestimated the coddling required for a woman to produce a work of genius. Ginny, you see, hates to work. Her fictional Mary, living comfortably on her £500 a year—the equivalent today of nearly US$40,000!—need not do anything to earn that sum except sit in her locked room and think. Before the inheritance, Mary needed to earn money teaching kindergarten or addressing envelopes or reading to old ladies. The work forced her to live on a budget, which she disliked, but worse “was the poison of fear and bitterness which those days bred in me…. always to be doing work that one did not wish to do, and to do it like a slave.” I would probably have rolled my eyes at Ginny and relayed to her that inheritances don’t grow on trees, and that many women writers have been quite productive while working. I would have told her how I wrote much of my first novel while commuting to Hunter College to work as a fundraiser. Should she have been so catty as to ask me if what I produced would qualify as genius (and I believe she would have been; she strikes me as capable of throwing daggers of shade), I would have been ready with other examples: how Ada Limón wrote three poetry collections while working in the marketing department of Condé Nast, or how Toni Morrison wrote Beloved while sitting in traffic commuting to her job at Random House. I might debate with her whether working actually helps the writer/artist to access a different kind of truth about women in her fiction.

			In fact, if I could, I might press Ginny to consider an additional requirement for freeing a woman’s mind: time. Because in a capitalistic society, women may be able to obtain money and, with it, gain access to a room with a door and a lock, but this does not mean they will have the time to spend there. Since Woolf’s era, time has become perhaps the rarest commodity of all for women. There’s the time required to earn the money, but there are other things, too. We are still often running households, even when we have a partner. We are still primary caregivers for our children. We are often the ones tasked with eldercare. We have more freedom than Woolf ever had, but freedom—as she imagined it—to while away by a river and have a thought go out like a fishing line to catch onto something real? Well, when that happens, it is still as elusive and magical as it was when she gave these lectures.

			I encourage you to take some of that precious time and spend it with this timeless book. Learn from my mistakes and do not let this volume sit on your shelves unread. Make this beautiful Penguin Classics edition not just a totem to your values, or a lovely marker of how far we all have come. It is so much more: It is an active, breathing rallying cry. It is an enduring font for dialogue, discussion, and debate. And it holds in its pages the soul of a woman who demanded, and inspires us to demand, our full liberation.

			Xochitl Gonzalez
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