
Virginia Woolf and A Room of One’s Own: Writing From the Female Perspective 

 “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,” (Woolf 1). That famous line written by Virginia Wolf in her essay A Room of Ones 

Own asks questions of why men, rather than women, had authored a large proportion of the 

greatest works of literature. Writing in 1929, Woolf argued that the future of women’s participa-

tion in art and literature depended on altering deeply entrenched ideas about their capabilities and 

‘suitable’ aspirations. Her essay spoke of education as the key to women’s emancipation. She 

thought education could provide women with a voice they could use to culture, and sought to 

highlight the discrepancies between what men and women can hope to achieve in a patriarchal 

society. The central idea to her essay was that women have not been given the space in which to 

think, read and develop as intellectuals.  

 Prior to the nineteenth century, the demands of the domestic household, the lack of edu-

cation available, and the laws that denied married women ownership of funds or property made it 

virtually impossible for a woman with literary aspirations to write. The creative voice of even the 

most gifted women would have remained mute due to lack of education, support and opportunity. 

This economic, social and political powerlessness on the part of women then also results in cen-

turies of cultural representation that privilege male values over those of women and have con-

versely marginalized the female experience.  

 Woolf illustrates her point by inventing a fictional character: Shakespeare’s sister, Judith. 

In contrast to her brother William, Judith does not have the opportunity to go to school, nor is she 

encouraged in her efforts to read or write, just how women, “in real life… could hardly read, 



could scarcely spell, and was the property of her husband” (Woolf 3). Instead she finds herself 

trapped in a house where she is discouraged from pursuing her creative goals. Predictably, Judith 

never writes down her thoughts — so her ideas go unexpressed, to be lost in history. Woolf’s es-

say suggests that William Shakespeare’s success was not solely the product of his talent; he was 

offered opportunities to explore and expand his creative calling by having the chance to partici-

pate in education and public life, and being able to earn a living as a professional writer. Woolf 

saw all of these factors vital to Shakespeare’s success. Had he been born a woman, he would not 

have had the opportunity to write, and we as a culture would have missed out on a great deal of 

poetry, plays and influence. Judith Shakespeare was created by Woolf as a metaphor — she rep-

resents the displacement of women from literature and the arts, from public life and culture. Ex-

cluded for centuries from participation in public life, and rendered dependent on men for finan-

cial security, women then have historically lacked both the material means and the legal freedom 

to voice their own ideas. The silencing of Judith’s character serves to remind readers of the limi-

tations that society has historically placed on women. 

 Fictional literature prior to Jane Austen seemed to mythologize female characters in a 

manner that bears little relation to reality. The statements of Jane Austen suggest that she was one 

of the first to sympathize with the eighteenth-century feminist revolt against patriarchal defini-

tions of femininity and women's education (Brown 332), or in Woolf’s words “hold fast to one 

thing as they saw it without shrinking,” (Woolf 4). Woolf comes to the conclusion that women 

need time, independence and freedom of thought if they are able to write. The question of the 

role of women is absolutely at the centre of mostly all of Jane Austen’s novels, because it was in 

the 19th century that women started to take on more dominant roles within literature. We have 



major female figures like Charlotte and Emily Brontë, George Eliot and Jane Austen who begin 

arguing the value, independence and depth of women’s lives from a female's perspective.  But 

she thinks about how these female novelists struggled in the face of writing knowing that their 

works would be judged by their critics accordingly in terms of the cultural expectations of their 

gender, thus were never really writing with the kind of freedom and confidence of their own 

identities as female writers. It's only in the 19th century, and in the start of the 20th century that 

Woolf feels that women writers, like Jane Austen, begin to mold a mode of writing that is truly 

expressive of their own experience and their own voice.  

 Today, Woolf’s essay is still studied as a foundational contribution to modern feminist 

thought as she invites us to wonder how many literary greats might have been — if only aspiring 

women writers had been granted the same chances as their male counterparts, or took the same 

risks as Jane Austen. 
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