VIRGINIA WOOLF

A Room of One’s Own

The English novelist and critic Virginia Woolf (1882-1941)
was the author of two explicitly feminist non-fiction works,
Three Guineas, first published in 1938, explores the connections
between three causes which have appealed to her for a financial
contribution. (The first is a woman’s college building program;
the second, a society that promotes employment of professional
women; the third, a male-directed peace group.) ) i
A Room of One’s Own, excerpted below, was published in
1929. Its arguments are oblique, not polemic?l.. Based on
speeches written by Woolf for delivery at the British women'’s
colleges of Girton and Newnham, this book surpasses any femi-
nist writing since Mary Wollstonecraft in artistry ar}d profun-
dity of emotion. Through her flexible and evocative use of
language, Woolf conveys the longing, frustration and disabling
rage—in all their subtle variations—that are experienced by
every woman and by the female creative writer especially. She
looks ahead to a time—to be brought to realization by the work
of present women and those of the immediate future—when
Shakespeare’s sister might “find it possible to live and write her

poetry.”

But, you may say, we asked you to speak about women and
fiction—what has that got to do with a room of one’s own?
I will try to explain. When you asked me to speak about
women and fiction I sat down on the banks of a river and
began to wonder what the words meant. They might mean
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simply a few remarks about Fanny Burney; a few more
about Jane Austen; a tribute to the Brontés and a sketch of
Haworth Parsonage under snow; some witticisms if possible
about Miss Mitford; a respectful allusion to George Eliot;
a reference to Mrs. Gaskell and one would have done. But
at second sight the words seemed not so simple. The title
women and fiction might mean, and you may have meant it
to mean, women and what they are like; or it might mean
women and the fiction that they write; or it might mean
women and the fiction that is written about them; or it might
mean that somehow all three are inextricably mixed together
and you want me to consider them in that light. But when
I began to consider the subject in this last way, which
seemed the most interesting, I soon saw that it had one fatal
drawback. I should never be able to come to a conclusion.
I should never be able to fulfil what is, I understand, the
first duty of a lecturer—to hand you after an hour’s dis-
course a nugget of pure truth to wrap up between the pages
of your notebooks and keep on the mantelpiece for ever.
AlL I could do was to offer you an opinion upon one minor
point—a woman must have money and a room of her own
if she is to write fiction; and that, as you will see, leaves the
great problem of the true nature of woman and the true
nature of fiction unsolved. I have shirked the duty of coming
to a conclusion upon these two questions—women and fic-
tion remain, so far as I am concerned, unsolved problems.
But in order to make some amends I am going to do what
I can to show you how I arrived at this opinion about the
room and the money. I am going to develop in your pres-
ence as fully and freely as I can the train of thought which
led me to think this. Perhaps if I lay bare the ideas, the
prejudices, that lie behind this statement you will find that
they have some bearing upon women and some upon fiction.
At any rate, when a subject is highly controversial—and
any question about sex is that—one cannot hope to tell
the truth. One can only show how one came to hold what-
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ever opinion one does hold. One can only give one’s audience
the chance of drawing their own conclusions as they ob-
serve the limitations, the prejudices, the idiosyncrasies of
the speaker. Fiction here is likely to contain more truth than
fact. Therefore I propose, making use of all the liberties and
licences of a novelist, to tell you the story of the two days
that preceded my coming here—how, bowed down by the
weight of the subject which you have laid upon my shoul-
ders, I pondered it, and made it work in and out of my
daily life. ...

Life for both sexes—and I looked at them [through a
restaurant window- while waiting for my lunch to be served],
shouldering their way along the pavement—is arduous, diffi-
cult, a perpetual struggle. It calls for gigantic courage and
strength. More than anything, perhaps, creatures of illusion
as we are, it calls for confidence in oneself. Without self-
confidence we are as babes in the cradle. And how can we
generate this imponderable quality, which is yet so invalu-
able, most quickly? By thinking that other people are in-
ferior to oneself. By feeling that one has some innate
superiority—it may be wealth, or rank, a straight nose, or
the portrait of a grandfather by Romney—for there is no
end to the pathetic devices of the human imagination—over
other people. Hence 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 na-
ture inferior to himself. It must indeed be one of the chief
sources of his power. . . . Women have served all these cen-
turies as looking glasses possessing the magic and delicious
power of reflecting the figure of man at twice its natural
size. Without that power probably the earth would still be
swamp and jungle. The glories of all our wars would be
unknown. We should still be scratching the outlines of deer
on the remains of mutton bones and bartering flints for
sheepskins or whatever simple ornament took our unsophis-
ticated taste. Supermen and Fingers of Destiny would never
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have existed. The Czar and the Kaiser would never have
worn their crowns or lost them. Whatever may be their use
in civilised societies, mirrors are essential to all violent and
heroic action. That is why Napoleon and Mussolini both
insist so emphatically upon the inferiority of women, for if
they were not inferior, they would cease to enlarge. That
serves to explain in part the necessity that women so often
are to men. And it serves to explain how restless they are
under her criticism; how impossible it is for her to say to
them this book is bad, this picture is feeble, or whatever it
may be, without giving far more pain and rousing far more
anger than a man would do who gave the same criticism.
For if she begins to tell the truth, the figure in the looking-
glass shrinks; his fitness for life is diminished. How is he to
go on giving judgment, civilising natives, making laws, writ-
ing books, dressing up and speechifying at banquets, unless
he can see himself at breakfast and at dinner at least twice
the size he really is? So I reflected, crumbling my bread
and stirring my coffee and now and again looking at the
people in the street. The looking-glass vision is of supreme
importance because it charges the vitality; it stimulates the
nervous system. Take it away and man may die, like the
drug fiend deprived of his cocaine. Under the spell of that
illusion, I thought, looking out of the window, half the peo-
ple on the pavement are striding to work. They put on their
hats and coats in the morning under its agreeable rays. They
start the day confident, braced, believing themselves de-
sired at Miss Smith’s tea party; they say to themselves as
they go into the room, I am the superior of half the people
here, and it is thus that they speak with that self-confidence,
that self-assurance, which have had such profound conse-
quences in public life and lead to such curious notes in the
margin of the private mind.

But these contributions to the dangerous and fascinating
subject of the psychology of the other sex—it is one, I hope,
that you will investigate when you have five hundred a year
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of your own—were interrupted by the necessity of paying
the bill. It came to five shillings and ninepence. I gave the
waiter a ten-shilling note and he went to bring me change.
There was another ten-shilling note in my purse; I noticed
it, because it is a fact that still takes my breath away—the
power of my purse to breed ten-shilling notes automatically.
I open it and there they are. Society gives me chicken and
coffee, bed and lodging, in return for a certain number of
pieces of paper which were left me by an aunt, for no other
reason than that I share her name.

My aunt, Mary Beton, I must tell you, died by a fall from
her horse when she was riding out to take the air in Bom-
bay. The news of my legacy reached me one night about
the same time that the act was passed that gave votes to
women. A solicitor’s letter fell into the post-box and when
I opened it I found that she had left me five hundred pounds
a year for ever. Of the two—the vote and the money—the
money, I own, seemed infinitely the more important. Before
that I had made my living by cadging odd jobs from news-
papers, by reporting a donkey show here or a wedding there;
I had earned a few pounds by addressing envelopes, reading
to old ladies, making artificial flowers, teaching the alphabet
to small children in a kindergarten. Such were the chief
occupations that were open to women before 1918. I need
not, I am afraid, describe in any detail the hardness of the
work, for you know perhaps women who have done it; nor
the difficulty of living on the money when it was earned, for
you may have tried. But what still remains with me as a
worse infliction than either was the poison of fear and bit-
terness which those days bred in me. To begin with, always
to be doing work that one did not wish to do, and to do it
like a slave, flattering and fawning, not always necessarily
perhaps, but it seemed necessary and the stakes were too
great to run risks; and then the thought of that one gift
which it was death to hide—a small one but dear to the
possessor—perishing and with it myself, my soul—all this
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became like a rust eating away the bloom of the spring, de-
stroying the tree at its heart. However, as I say, my aunt
died; and whenever 1 change a ten-shilling note a little of
that rust and corrosion is rubbed off; fear and bitterness go.
Indeed, I thought, slipping the silver into my purse, it is
remarkable, remembering the bitterness of those days, what
a change of temper a fixed income will bring about. No
force in the world can take from me my five hundred
pounds. Food, house and clothing are mine for ever. There-
fore not merely do effort and labour cease, but also hatred
and bitterness. I need not hate any man; he cannot hurt me.
I need not flatter any man; he has nothing to give me. So
imperceptibly I found myself adopting a new attitude to-
ward the other half of the human race. It was absurd to
blame any class or any sex, as a whole. Great bodies of
people are never responsible for what they do. They are
driven by instincts which are not within their control. They
too, the patriarchs, the professors, had endless difficulties,
terrible drawbacks to contend with. Their education had
been in some ways as faulty as my own. It had bred in them
defects as great. True, they had money and power, but only
at the cost of harbouring in their breasts an eagle, a vulture,
for ever tearing the liver out and plucking at the lungs—
the instinct for possession, the rage for acquisition which
drives them to desire other people’s fields and goods per-
petually; to make frontiers and flags; battleships and poison
gas; to offer up their own lives and their children’s lives.
Walk through the Admiralty Arch (I had reached that
monument), or any other avenue given up to trophies and
cannon, and reflect upon the kind of glory celebrated there.
Or watch in the spring sunshine the stockbroker and the
great barrister going indoors to make money and more
money and more money when it is a fact that five hundred
pounds a year will keep one alive in the sunshine. These
are unpleasant instincts to harbour, I reflected. They are
bred of the conditions of life; of the lack of civilisation, I
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thought, looking at the statue of the Duke of Cambridge,
and in particular at the feathers in his cocked hat, with a
fixity that they have scarcely ever received before. And, as
I realised these drawbacks, by degrees fear and bitterness
modified themselves into pity and toleration; and then in a
year or two, pity and toleration went, and the greatest re-
lease of all came, which is freedom to think of things in
themselves. That building, for example, do I like it or not?
Is that picture beautiful or not? Is that in my opinion a good
book or a bad? Indeed my aunt’s legacy unveiled the sky
to me, and substituted for the large and imposing figure of
a gentleman, which Milton recommended for my perpetual
adoration, a view of the open sky.

So thinking, so speculating, I found my way back to my
house by the river. Lamps were being lit and an indescrib-
able change had come over London since the morning
hour. ... :

It was disappointing not to have brought back in the eve-
ning some important statement, some authentic fact. Women
are poorer than men because—this or that. Perhaps now it
would be better to give up seeking for the truth, and re-
ceiving on one’s head an avalanche of opinion hot as lava,
discoloured as dish-water. It would be better to draw the
curtains; to shut out distractions; to light the lamp; to nar-
row the enquiry and to ask the historian, who records not
opinions but facts, to describe under what conditions women
lived, not throughout the ages, but in England, say in the
_ time of Elizabeth.

For it is a perennial puzzle why no woman wrote a word
of that extraordinary literature when every other man, it
seemed, was capable of song or sonnet. What were the con-
ditions in which women lived, I asked myself; for fiction,
imaginative work that is, is not dropped like a pebble upon
the ground, as science may be; fiction is like a spider’s web,
attached ever so lightly perhaps, but still attached to life
at all four corners. Often the attachment is scarcely per-
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ceptible; Shakespeare’s plays, for instance, seem to hang
there complete by themselves. But when the web is pulled
askew, hooked up at the edge, torn in the middle, one re-
members that these webs are not spun in midair by incor-
poreal creatures, but are the work of suffering human be-
ings, and are attached to grossly material things, like health
and money and the houses we live in. . . .

Here am I asking why women did not write poetry in
the Elizabethan age, and I am not sure how they were edu-
cated; whether they were taught to write; whether they had
sitting-rooms to themselves; how many women had children
before they were twenty-one; what, in short, they did from
eight in the morning till eight at night. They had no money
evidently; according to [the historian] Professor Trevelyan
they were married whether they liked it or not before they
were out of the nursery, at fifteen or sixteen very likely. It
would have been extremely odd, even upon this showing,
had one of them suddenly written the plays of Shakespeare,
I concluded, and I thought of that old gentleman, who is
dead now, but was a bishop, I think, who declared that it was
impossible for any woman, past, present, or to come, to
have the genius of Shakespeare. He wrote to the papers
about it. He also told a lady who applied to him for infor-
mation that cats do not as a matter of fact go to heaven,
though they have, he added, souls of a sort. How much
thinking those old gentlemen used to save one! How the
borders of ignorance shrank back at their approach! Cats
do not go to heaven. Women cannot write the plays of
Shakespeare. ‘

Be that as it way, I could not help thinking, as I looked
at the works of Shakespeare on the shelf, that the bishop.
was right at least in this; it would have been impossible,
completely and entirely, for any woman to have written the
plays of Shakespeare in the age of Shakespeare. Let me
imagine, since facts are so hard to come by, what would
have happened had Shakespeare had a wonderfully gifted
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sister, called Judith, let us say. Shakespeare himself went,
very probably—his mother was an heiress—to the grammar
school, where he may have learnt Latin—Ovid, Virgil and
Horace—and the elements of grammar and logic. He was,
it is well known, a wild boy who poached rabbits, perhaps
shot a deer, and had, rather sooner than he should have
done, to marry a woman in the neighbourhood, who bore
him a child rather quicker than was right. That escapade
sent him to seek his fortune in London. He had, it seemed,
a taste for the theatre; he began by holding horses at the
stage door. Very soon he got work in the theatre, became
a successful actor, and lived at the hub of the universe,
meeting everybody, knowing everybody, practising his art
on the boards, exercising his wits in the streets, and even
getting access to the palace of the queen. Meanwhile his
extraordinarily gifted sister, let us suppose, remained at
home. She was as adventurous, as imaginative, as agog to
see the world as he was. But she was not sent to school. She
had no chance of learning grammar and logic, let alone of
reading Horace and Virgil. She picked up a book now and
then, one of her brother’s perhaps, and read a few pages.
But then her parents came in and told her to mend the
stockings or mind the stew and not moon about with books
and papers. They would have spoken sharply but kindly,
for they were substantial people who knew the conditions
of life for a woman and loved their daughter—indeed, more
likely than not she was the apple of her father’s eye. Perhaps
she scribbled some pages up in an apple loft on the sly, but
was careful to hide them or set fire to them. Soon, however,
before she was out of her teens, she was to be betrothed to
the son of a neighbouring wool-stapler. She cried out that
marriage was hateful to her, and for that she was severely
beaten by her father. Then he ceased to scold her. He begged
her instead not to hurt him, not to shame him in this mat-
ter of her marriage. He would give her a chain of beads or
a fine petticoat, he said; and there were tears in his eyes.
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How could she disobey him? How could she break his
heart? The force of her own gift alone drove her to it. She
made up a small parcel of her belongings, let herself down
by a rope one summer’s night and took the road to London.
She was not seventeen. The birds that sang in the hedge
were not more musical than she was. She had the quickest
fancy, a gift like her brother’s, for the tune of words. Like
him, she had a taste for the theatre. She stood at the stage
door; she wanted to act, she said. Men laughed in her face.
The manager—a fat, loose-lipped man—guffawed. He bel-
lowed something about poodles dancing and women acting
—no woman, he said, could possibly be an actress. He
hinted—you can imagine what. She could get no training
in her craft. Could she even seek her dinner in a tavern or
roam the streets at midnight? Yet her genius was for fiction
and lusted to feed abundantly upon the lives of men and
women and the study of their ways. At last—for she was
very young, oddly like Shakespeare the poet in her face,
with the same grey eyes and rounded brows—at last Nick
Greene the actor-manager took pity on her; she found her-
self with child by that gentleman and so—who shall mea-
sure the heat and violence of the poet’s heart when caught
and tangled in a woman’s body?—Xkilled herself one win-
ter’s night and lies buried at some cross-roads where the
omnibuses now stop outside the Elephant and Castle.

That, more or less, is how the story would run, I think,
if a woman in Shakespeare’s day had had Shakespeare’s
genius. But for my part, I agree with the deceased bishop,
if such he was—it is unthinkable that any woman in Shake-
speare’s day should have had Shakespeare’s genius. For
genius like Shakespeare’s is not born among labouring, un-
educated, servile people. It was not born in England among
the Saxons and the Britons. It is not born today among the
working classes. How, then, could it have been born among
women whose work began, according to Professor Trevel-
yan, almost before they were out of the nursery, who were
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forced to it by their parents and held to it by all the power
of law and custom . . .?

Next I think that you may object that in all this I have
made too much of the importance of material things. Even
allowing a generous margin for symbolism, that five hun-
dred a year stands for the power to contemplate, that a lock
on the door means the power to think for oneself, still you
may say that the mind should rise above such things; and
that great poets have often been poor men. Let me then
quote to you the words of your own Professor of Literature,
who knows better than I do what goes to the making of a
poet. Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch writes: . . . . “The poor poet
has not in these days, nor has had for two hundred years,
a dog’s chance . . . a poor child in England has little more
hope than had the son of an Athenian slave to be emanci-
pated into that intellectual freedom of which great writings
are born.” That is it. Intellectual freedom depends upon
material things. Poetry depends upon intellectual freedom.
And women have always been poor, not for two hundred
years merely, but from the beginning of time. Women have
had less intellectual freedom than the sons of Athenian
slaves. Women, then, have not had a dog’s chance of writ-
ing poetry. That is why I have laid so much stress on money
and a room of one’s own. . . .

I told you in the course of this paper that Shakespeare
had a sister; but do not look for her in Sir Sidney Lee’s life
of the poet. She died young—alas, she never wrote a word.
She lies buried where the omnibuses now stop, opposite the
Elephant and Castle. Now my belief is that this poet who
never wrote a word and was buried at the crossroads still
lives. She lives in you and in me, and in many other women
who are not here tonight, for they are washing up the dishes
and putting the children to bed. But she lives; for great
poets do not die; they are continuing presences; they need
only the opportunity to walk among us in the flesh. This
opportunity, as I think, it is now coming within your power
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to give her. For my belief is that if we live another century
or so—I am talking of the common life which is the real life
and not of the little separate lives which we live as indi-
viduals—and have five hundred a year each of us and rooms
of our own; if we have the habit of freedom and the cour-
age to write exactly what we think; if we escape a little
from the common sitting-room and see human beings not
always in their relation to each other but in relation to
reality; and the sky, too, and the trees or whatever it may
be in themselves; if we look past Milton’s bogey, for no
human being should shut out the view; if we face the fact,
for it is a fact, that there is no arm to cling to, but that we
go alone and that our relation is to the world of reality and
not only to the world of men and women, then the oppor-
tunity will come and the dead poet who was Shakespeare’s
sister will put on the body which she has so often laid down.
Drawing her life from the lives of the unknown who were
her fore-runners, as her brother did before her, she will be
born. As for her coming without that preparation, without
that effort on our part, without that determination that when
she is born again she shall find it possible to live and write
her poetry, that we cannot expect, for that would be im-
possible. But I maintain that she would come if we worked
for her, and that so to work, even in poverty and obscurity,
is worth while. '




