Essay 1 – Functions of Conversation in A Room of One’s Own
[bookmark: _GoBack]400 years set Virginia Woolf and Thomas More apart. Except for the language they speak and write in, they seem to be relatable to each other only in terms of differences: sex, cultural and historical conditions, education, upbringing, the themes they approach in their writings. In spite of all that, one finds that both Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own and More’s Utopia engage, very broadly speaking, the reader in a critical conversation about society and the human condition, even if, when looking at the details, each of them has their own particular issues to tackle. Where Woolf is concerned with female literary history and what conditions its existence, More gives an account of a seemingly ideal society, which somehow just exists; if Woolf celebrates an authentic representation of realistic, lived “life”, More looks at “life” from a bird’s eye perspective. They both have an ideal in mind, but its textual realization and perception by the reader differs immensely. Pairing Woolf’s text to More’s (as the yardstick in utopian writing[footnoteRef:31848]) in terms of structure and function, a reading of Room with focus on utopian thought is enabled by a slightly extended employment of the term. Based on its reconceptualization by Ruth Levitas, and on a feminist reinterpretation, this essay suggests how such a reading might be possible. [31848:  Ruth Levitas makes an analysis of the concept of utopia and in terms of primary text, she mentions that “More is frequently represented as a benevolent founding father of the utopian genre” and More’s Utopia is among the “handful of texts as the agreed core of utopias” (Ruth Levitas, The Concept of Utopia (Bern: Peter Lang, 2010), p. 3  and p. 14).] 

The two texts find a tangent point in the use of conversation, which gives them a slightly informal, yet intellectually engaging, tone, allowing for thought of both character and reader to unfold, and light, yet firm, imposing of argument. The sheer presence of conversation, a rather unusual form in non-fictional writing, but with roots in classical dialogue, offers the reader the option of perceiving the text as fictional, an option not lacking in traps and defying expectations. On the other hand, each text can also be read as non-fiction, or as a combination of both fiction and non-fiction. Indeed, for Woolf, this is not an either/or, as she assumes at an aesthetic level little difference between the two: “[t]he principle which controls it [the essay] is simply that it should give pleasure […] It should lay us under a spell with its first word, and we should only wake, refreshed, with its last. In the interval we may pass through the most various experiences of amusement, surprise, interest, indignation”.[footnoteRef:10446] The question which one might ask in this context is, then, apart from what the writer intended with such an ambiguous format, what its effect on the reader is, and what conclusions can be drawn with regard to the apparent subject matter. Decoding Room both as fiction and nonfiction allows for the reader to delve into the mechanics of writing, while the act itself being an interpretation of Woolf’s vision of androgyny: the dichotomy fiction/nonfiction is surpassed and what emerges is a form which resists simplistic definition and is itself a whole. [10446:  Virginia Woolf, ‘The Modern Essay’ in The Common Reader: First Series (San Diego New York London: Harcourt Inc., 1984), pp. 211-222 (p. 211).] 

In her ‘The Modern Essay’, published 7 years before Room, Woolf reads a collection of essays from the Victorian era and, by the judgement she is passing on one or the other of the texts, one can gather her admiration for the essayists who root facts in the soil of fictional writing. The balance she keeps between the two is quite precarious, since on the one hand she is condemning “literal truth-telling" and gratuitous embellishments, yet on the other hand she believes that “truth will give [the essay] authority” and it is left to the “craftsman’s fingers” to grasp the reader’s interest. In addition to the balance between fact and fiction, Woolf is also interested in a change which a handful of essayists promoted, namely the presence of the writer himself in the text, to the effect that the reader finds themselves “familiarly addressed by a voice which seemed to belong to a man no larger than themselves”.[footnoteRef:11744] Coming from such a voice, the essay is then not a hand-over of an objective truth, but becomes a conversation between writer and reader, where the reader is encouraged to think critically and to see not that what is begin spoken is the truth, but what truth is hidden in “the limitations, the prejudices, the idiosyncrasies of the speaker”.[footnoteRef:22418] At this point the essay would perhaps become Woolf’s ideal, “a trance which is […] an intensification of life – a basking, with every faculty alert, in the sun of pleasure”.[footnoteRef:5964] Contemplating Room and its subject matter with these perspectives in mind, it is arguable that for Woolf essay writing cannot be separated from the representation of life. Reading the newspaper, having dinner, taking a walk, engaging in conversation are themes which are so domestic and mundane, yet which are used as the grounds for sketching a first history of women’s writing, subjective and fallible as it was later[footnoteRef:13989] criticized to be. Yet as it might seem, perhaps this was also what Woolf wanted for posterity: for readers to actively engage with her text, not take it as a “nugget of pure truth”. These two anchors around which Woolf organizes her text and the impossibility to discern “the truth” seem to descend from Utopia itself, since, as discussed in a later paragraph, More’s text is also an ambiguous mixture of fiction and nonfiction and the author writes himself in the text. [11744:  Virginia Woolf, ‘The Modern Essay’, p. 217.]  [22418:  Virginia Woolf, A Room of One's Own (New York and Burlingame: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1929), p.4.]  [5964:  Woolf, Room, p. 212.]  [13989:  Rosenman gives an overview of how Room was perceived in feminist studies starting with the 1970s. Ellen Rosenman, A Room of One's Own: Women Writers and the Politics of Creativity (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1995), p. 103-116.] 

Reading Room not as an essay, but as a fictional text, has already been suggested in secondary criticism, by authors such as Rosenman[footnoteRef:3096] or Wall. Wall, in particular, appears to make a hard distinction between what is narrative (Mary Beton’s train of thought) and what is factual argument (the reason why there is no tradition of female writing). She frames the structure of Woolf’s text as being in three layers - the outer shell of Woolf the essayist giving a lecture in 1928, the narrative of Mary Beton in chapters 1 and 2 about her argument regarding “the way in which women have been disadvantaged through their lack of access to education and through the misogynistic attitudes”[footnoteRef:2717] together with the fictional response of Mary Carmichael in chapter 6, and the very inner core of chapters 3,4 and 5 which “rather conform to Woolf’s description in the first paragraph about what she imagines her audience to expect”.[footnoteRef:30181] Wall observes that the essay takes contradictory positions regarding “anger”: Mary Beton first argues that anger and emotion is something women writers have to distance themselves from in order to create, while in chapter 6 she makes a case for the “unity of the mind” and distancing from one’s own sex. This tension, Wall continues, creates an “unresolved dialogue between the contradictions inherent in her text and her task […] It allows her to pursue truth while affirming its problematic status”.[footnoteRef:3870] [3096:  Rosenman asserts that “instead of alternating fiction and history in separate chapters it integrates them in a complex narrative strategy” (Rosenman, Women Writers, p. 95).]  [2717:  Kathleen Wall, ‘Frame Narratives and Unresolved Contradictions in A Room of One's Own’, Journal of Narrative Theory, vol.29, iss. 2 (1999), pp.184-207 (p.185).]  [30181:  Wall, ‘Frame Narratives’, p. 189.]  [3870:  ibid., p.191.] 

Woolf’s pursuit of what she calls “truth” several times in the text is indeed problematic itself, not least because of the way she frames it. An ironical stance can be detected, which draws a question mark over the nature of “truth” itself, a gesture also characteristic of Utopia. The first occasion she mentions the “truth” is in the first paragraph of the text: “I should never be able to fulfil what is, I understand, the first duty of a lecturer – to hand you […] a nugget of pure truth to […] keep on the mantelpiece for ever”.[footnoteRef:4459] From the way the sentence is framed one could understand that Woolf the lecturer does not in fact acknowledge the existence of what she is supposed to hand her audience, and mocks even the high praise that, what is otherwise considered to be, the “pure truth” is held in. The same syntactic construction is reiterated in Mary Beton‘s speech in chapter 2: “The student by my side […] was, I felt sure, extracting pure nuggets of the essential ore every ten minutes or so”.[footnoteRef:25183] Mary Beton does continue to search for the reason as to why there is no tradition of female writing, but Woolf the essayist provides a key for reading Mary’s pursuits, when declaring that she would give her audience the train of thought which led her to her conclusion, yet at the same time “what I am about to describe has no existence”[footnoteRef:7215] - she can only tell her truth by way of a lie, very much like More tells his truth by way of Utopia, the “no place” which might or might not be a “good place”. Moreover, Rosenman suggests that the way Woolf chooses to frame her truth is put in opposition to a pretense at “historical” truth which men champion, but which she mocks: “the narrator reduces history to a misogynist joke, repeated over and over”.[footnoteRef:20051] The entire text, therefore, seems to be built as a metaphorical conversation and territorial negotiation between truth and lie, essay and fiction, author and character. Moreover, Woolf writes that “in an essay [learning] must be so fused by the magic of writing that not a fact juts out, not a dogma tears the surface of the texture”.[footnoteRef:25052] The facts must as if unseen and unnoticed flow from the text, but if that is so, the border between fact and text is buried within writing itself, impossible to discern. The impossibility of finding a stable vantage point from which to contemplate “women and fiction” is perhaps the vantage point itself.  [4459:  Woolf, Room, p.4-5.]  [25183:  ibid., p.28.]  [7215:  ibid., p.4.]  [20051:  Rosenman, Women Writers, p. 98.]  [25052:  Woolf, ‘The Modern Essay’, p. 212.] 

Room is arguably the first attempt[footnoteRef:15106] at sketching a coherent history of women’s writing, and Woolf is aware of the fact that such a history could not have emerged in void – if men held the position of power in the field of literary writing, it is them with whom the field must be renegotiated. Arguably she conducts the negotiation in terms of an intertextual dialogue, with her own text being a re-writing and critique of the overarching reach of literature written by men. Martinez Alfaro traces the roots of intertextuality to Plato and shows that the concept was redefined and reinterpreted through the ages, but the word as we know it did not even exist until Kristeva forged it in the 1960s.[footnoteRef:1598] It is therefore less likely that Woolf was attempting to weave an entire web of cultural and historical references (not consciously, in any case) but it is reasonable to assume that she was aware of the value of consciously bringing the presence of past authors into her text by direct reference to their works. Fox makes the case that Woolf’s intention was to show that male writers had predecessors to draw from, while women writers did not, being thus excluded from the larger scheme: “[s]he found this evidence, these examples, in literature written by men, to which she alludes throughout A Room”.[footnoteRef:7466] Fox traces textual evidence going back to works from Tennyson and Milton, among others, and suggests that Wolf makes these allusions to point out that “it is useless to go to the great men writers for help”,[footnoteRef:7978] to an ironical effect, that is. [15106:  Rosenman, Women Writers, p. 103.]  [1598:  Maria Jesus Martinez Alfaro, ‘Intertextuality: Origins and Development of the Concept’, Atlantis, vol.18, no.1/2 (1996), pp.268-285.]  [7466:  Alice Fox, ‘Literary Allusion as Feminist Criticism in A Room of One's Own’, Philological Quarterly, vol.63, iss. 2 (1984), pp.145-162, p. 146.]  [7978:  Fox, ‘Literary Allusion’, p. 153.] 

Parallel to the ironical position she takes towards men’s literary figures, Woolf turns to her fictional narrator Mary Beton and has her construct a quasi-continuous trace of women’s writing, starting with an imaginary sister of Shakespeare, Judith – a sixteenth century woman would-be-writer, the work of whom, had it existed, “would have gone unsigned”.[footnoteRef:8376] The dotted line, starting with the fictional musings of a fictional character, continues with the historical characters of Lady Winchilsea, Margaret Cavendish and Aphra Behn as predecessors of the 19th century women writers Jane Austen, the Brontes and George Eliot. Woolf’s history takes again a fictional turn when reaching the present of Mary Carmichael, a contemporary of Mary Beton. She is the impersonator of a parallel present moment, a reimagining of how the present would have looked like if the mothers of women would have left them money and society would not have been disapproving of them writing. This “present” state of women’s fiction is, yet again fictionally, assessed through the writing of an imaginary representative with money and time on her hands, who writes “as a woman, but as a woman who has forgotten that she is a woman”.[footnoteRef:7017] The parallel dotted structure continues tentatively forward into the future, to the hope that “[Mary Carmichael] will be a poet [...] in another hundred years’ time”.[footnoteRef:15112] Fox shows that the names of the three Marys (each with a role to play in the construction of this structure) are drawn from a sixteenth-century ballad, which includes a murdered Mary Hamilton as well, and whom Fox suggests Woolf alludes to in her writing of Judith Shakespeare.[footnoteRef:17345] As the Maries of the ballad are “sibling selves” and the Marys of Room are the cornerstones of tracing, uncovering and creating a women’s literary history, so must women writers stand together in a community of creativity and writing, “so that the experience of the mass is behind the single voice”,[footnoteRef:27923] Woolf seems to say. Intertextual conversation becomes thus more than a skeletal structure for Woolf to build her argument on – it becomes the tool which gains women writers equal footing on the literary field and the balancing weight to the materiality of the room and the five hundred pounds necessary for the creative condition. [8376:  Woolf, Room, p. 52.]  [7017:  ibid., p.96.]  [15112:  ibid., p.98.]  [17345:  Fox, ‘Literary Allusion’, p. 155-156.]  [27923:  Woolf, Room, p. 69.] 

Conversation does not occur only metaphorically in the text, but more conventional instances of it can also be identified. Bimberg notices that the narrator’s[footnoteRef:13951] ideas develop as she interacts with her surroundings: “place and time and atmosphere are conducive to the author's thinking as demonstrated throughout the essay”.[footnoteRef:11528] At the same time, she continues, the coincidences which give rise to the ideas are carefully orchestrated: “[s]he had already determined her ideas when she construed with great mastership the fictitious 'inevitable' steps which gave rise to them”.[footnoteRef:4343]  [13951:  Bimberg seems to use the narrator’s and Woolf the essayist's persona interchangeably over the course of her essay: “The essay thus displays a seeming spontaneity and haphazardness in the narrator's coming to hold certain opinions. Actually, Woolf's ideas are the result of a carefully constructed arbitrariness and thoughtful impressionism” (Christiane Bimberg, ‘The Poetics of Conversation in A Room of One's Own’, Connotations, vol.11.1 (2001/02), pp.1-28, p.9). I find however that this puts the reader in a position which Woolf the essayist warned of at the beginning of Room: “what I am about to describe has no existence” (Woolf, Room, p.4). When reading Room as fiction, author and character live separate lives. It is only when reading it as non-fiction that we see the character being maneuvered by the author.
]  [11528:  Bimberg, ‘The Poetics of Conversation’, p. 6.]  [4343:  ibid., p. 9.] 

Keeping in mind the nature of the interaction between the narrator and her surroundings, there are two observations to be made, each shedding a different nuance in the double key of fiction and non-fiction. On the one hand, the text employs the free indirect discourse (FID), the formal Modernist way of unfolding thought (either as logical “daisy-chain” or as bouncing off objects from the character environment) and the mode of representation which projects the reader directly into the mind of character. On the other hand, since the author Woolf is in control, she can put in the mouth of Mary Beton thoughts which perhaps she herself harbors.[footnoteRef:32000] For instance, after browsing through a newspaper found in a restaurant, the narrator refines her theory of how “[w]omen 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”.[footnoteRef:19501] The text does not seem, at this point, to ask the reader to choose between essay and narrative, offering instead the way of multitude. In “proper” fiction FID is used to offer a realistic illusion of how the character "converses” with the world, but here the method gains another dimension: Mary Beton goes about her day and her research, while at the same time the reader is offered ideas which appear as if flowing out of her mind, unmediated and unprocessed. Furthermore, the contradictions referred to in a previous paragraph are also part of the illusion, for a fallible, humane, character is more susceptible to get under the reader’s skin and thus perhaps, the “factual” opinions of Woolf the essayist can reach the reader in an even more subtle manner. [32000:  Alsop analyses what she calls the “poiesis” of fictional conversation in order to suggest that by reading fictional dialogue beyond its mimetic function leads to “the reframing of dialogue as authorial rather than exclusively or even primarily characterological” (Elizabeth Alsop, Making Conversation in Modernist Fiction (Columbus: The Ohio State University Press, 2019), p.6). Room can certainly be regarded as a manifesto for female writing but unpicking its fictional layers one could refine the argument, even if the conclusion would be similar. ]  [19501:  Woolf, Room, p.35.] 

The Modernist mind of character flows in and out of the situation, in and out of context, and the scene in chapter 1 where Mary Beton and Mary Seton converse over dinner in the room of the latter could offer another fictional shell, in addition to the layers suggested by Wall. The context changes brusquely, within a single paragraph, from the dining hall of the college to Mary Seton’s room, as narrated by Mary Beton: “The meal was over […] And was it for a guest […] to say “The dinner was not good” or to say (we were now, Mary Seton and I, in her sitting room), “Could we not have dined up here alone?””.[footnoteRef:12097] This scene could then be read as containing the narrative occurrences up to this point, implying that Woolf the essayist is not giving the account of Mary Beton and her wanderings within Fernham college, but Woolf the essayist is giving the account of Mary Beton giving the account of her wanderings within Fernham college to Mary Seton. This additional framing of the “factual” argument further distances the reader from it and seems only to reiterate Woolf’s belief that “facts are a very inferior form of fiction”.[footnoteRef:26549] The said “factual” argument is revealed during the conversation between the two Marys, as it continues by way of FID, in the direction of the reason as to why women’s colleges do not have the same material and educational benefits as men’s colleges do. In Utopia More uses a similar, however more complex, strategy, of enclosing his factual argument (both sides of it) in a dialogue constructed on several layers, as shown in a later paragraph. [12097:  ibid., p. 18.]  [26549:  Virginia Woolf, ‘How Should One Read a Book’ in Virginia Woolf Complete Works (East Sussex: Delphi Publishing Ltd, 2020), Delphi Classics epub.] 

If the character’s surroundings “speak” to her in a rather single-sided conversation, there is another sense of this type of dialogue, where the character imaginarily converses with an absence. In Room the absence is doubly indicated – by anonymity and by inexistence, understood historically, literally, and in a literary sense. In the first instance Mary Beton imagines the life of anonymous women, who physically exist, but there is nothing known about them. Their memory fails when asking about factual occurrences in their lives, there are no written biographies left behind, and fiction cannot capture their lives faithfully: “what were you doing on the fifth of April 1868 […] she would look vague and say she could remember nothing […] No biography or history has a word to say about it. And the novels, without meaning to, inevitably lie”.[footnoteRef:7856] There are only a few paragraphs where Mary Beton shows an interest in “these infinitely obscure lives”, but she sees their worth for the writing of fiction surpassing that of “the hundred and fiftieth life of Napoleon or seventieth study of Keats”.[footnoteRef:6836] Woolf herself indeed held an interest both in the anonymity of passers-by and in the recording and recovery of the lives of forgotten women. Her interest expands in the writing of essays rooted in historical reality, and, as with Room, fictionalizing is used to the effect of both representation of “life”, Woolf’s elusive goal in writing, and a feminist political agenda. The essay “Miss Ormerod”, for instance, is a fictionalized account of Eleanor Anne Ormerod, English entomologist, the function of which is both an “uncover [of] a narrative of oppression”,[footnoteRef:15294] as Atkinson argues, as well as a realistic peek into the life of a 19th century ambitious woman. [7856:  Woolf, Room, p.93.]  [6836:  Woolf, Room, p.93-94.]  [15294:  Juliette Atkinson, Victorian Biography Reconsidered (Oxford New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), p. 257.] 

In the second instance of conversation with an absence, Mary Beton imagines the physical presence, implied solely by lines of dialogue, of Mary Carmichael: “All that you will have to explore, I said to Mary Carmichael, holding your torch firm in your hand”.[footnoteRef:21430] She is, from Mary Beton’s perspective, her contemporary, to whom the recording and exploration of obscure lives is entrusted, and on the shoulders of whom continuation of the tradition which the imaginary Judith Shakespeare started, is left.  By giving these unknown women a fictional life (in addition to other unconventional, at the time, topics she touches upon) Mary Carmichael would serve as a milestone in a parallel, feminine, space of ideal fiction where women’s writing would be developed for the next “hundred years’ time”. In this way, Woolf the essayist briefly looks into a future of writing, an act which closes an entire narrative course which, in its play on fiction and non-fiction and multi-faceted use of dialogue, could well be described as utopian.  [21430:  Woolf, Room, p.93.] 

Turning now to More’s Utopia: analyzing the same aspects as for Woolf’s text could help draw a parallel between them – different as they might be, at least two tangent points can be identified. The first question to ask is whether Utopia should be read as fiction, non-fiction, or both. Similar to Woolf’s text, the answer is intimately linked to how More intended his text to be perceived – as satire or as honest proposal of a social reform. Davis suggests that More’s book is a fictional construction, in the 16th century Renaissance sense of the word: “[r]hetoric, the art of persuasion, became the central intellectual tool in the Renaissance because the goal of intellectual discourse became conceived as the moving of people to virtuous action”.[footnoteRef:32] In More’s perception, Davis continues, fiction was not idle imagination of parallel worlds, but “hypothesis or exploration, an image in words of what might be true or should be true. What was important was that it take up ideals and somehow test them, as hypothesis is tested, in its action”.[footnoteRef:16326] This way of perceiving the text turns it into a “critical utopia”,[footnoteRef:9684] and asks the reader for active participation in deciphering or creating meaning. However, this reading seems to go directly against what the text itself instructs the reader to do: “I do not deny that if I had decided to write about the commonwealth and a story such as this had occurred to me, I would not have shrunk from a ﬁctional presentation which would make the truth slip more pleasantly into the mind like medicine smeared with honey”.[footnoteRef:24359] More the narrator himself literally tells us that his narration is “true”, while at the same admitting that a fictional form encapsulates truth better than any narration claiming its “truthfulness” could do. Reading the text as fiction, this is revealed to be a game of complicity between More and the reader who can take a hint. [32:  Walter R. Davis, ‘Thomas More's "Utopia" as Fiction’, The Centennial Review, vol.23, no.3 (Summer 1980), pp.249-268, p. 251.]  [16326:  Davis, ‘Thomas More's "Utopia" as Fiction’, p. 253.]  [9684:  See Footnote 42 for discussion of the term.]  [24359:  Thomas More, Utopia, trans. by Clarence H. Miller (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2014), p. 138.] 

The second tangent point to Room is the dialogue, Utopia being more straightforwardly dialogic in its form than Room. Hythloday’s presentation of the Utopian society makes up half of an entire conversation which takes place between Thomas More the character, Hythloday and Peter Giles the character (to a lesser extent) and could even be seen as just a pretext for subtle rhetoric in the larger context of the book. Bevington suggests that the two sides of the debate which make up Book I are two sides of More the writer himself: “[w]hat we hear in Utopia is the dispassionate voice of the author, laying before the world his view of the facts and of the philosophical basis for a decision”.[footnoteRef:28196] The description of the Utopian society is an argument for Hythloday’s support of radical communism, while More the character is more moderate in his opinions and has a realistic perception of Hythloday’s story: “I readily confess that in the Utopian commonwealth are very many features which in our societies I would wish rather than expect to see”.[footnoteRef:16322] [28196:  David Bevington, ‘The Dialogue in "Utopia": Two Sides to the Question’, Studies in Philology, vol.58, no.3 (Jul. 1961), pp.496-509, p.508.]  [16322:  More, Utopia, p. 135.] 

While Woolf’s text can hardly be characterized as “conventional” utopian writing, certain aspects of it, which I have tried to put forward by means of the textual conversation, arguably point to an embodiment of “critical utopia”, as Ferns calls one branch of utopian writing: “[e]ven if the utopian societies described may seem to embody a static ideal, rather than an active principle, they are nevertheless situated in a narrative context that holds that ideal up to critical inspection as one of a range of utopian possibilities”.[footnoteRef:24963] Now, Woolf clearly does not follow the traditional “recipe” of the utopian text – there is no traveler coming from a physical, yet unreachable land where women’s literary history would be as prized as the men’s, she does not idealize a commonwealth supportive of women’s pursuit of creative activities, there is no coherent narrative description of how creative activity might reflect in the daily routine. Woolf does however, describe certain material conditions - a “static ideal” - which are, in her view, necessary in order for women to be able to write: Mary Beton happens to inherit the necessary 500 a year and manages to rent a room of her own - in the good tradition of utopian writing, there is no suggestion given as to how a woman of the working class, for instance, might stumble upon such luck. These conditions, however, are intermingled with the workings of fact and fiction, which encourage critical examination on the part of the reader. [24963:  Christopher Ferns, Narrating Utopia (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1999), p.9.] 

The fictional layer reflected in all aspects of the literary conversation, while encouraging wishful thinking, foregrounds also that in order to progress in her literary pursuit, woman must be able to imagine a different life for herself. Levitas identifies a direction of utopian writing, which is underpinned not by the unrealistic hope in a better world, but by the conscious desire to move society in order for the creative condition to improved: “[t]he essential element in utopia is not hope, but desire – the desire for a better way of being. It involves the imagining of a state of being in which the problems which actually confront us are removed or resolved, often, but not necessarily, through the imagining of a state of the world in which the scarcity gap is closed or the ‘collective problem’ solved”.[footnoteRef:24636] Woolf resorts to fiction to imagine a “better way of being”, but the form of her fiction is directed towards the critical reader, who is her partner of conversation in tracing the history of women’s writing. In the three Marys’ intertextual dialogue with literary ancestors, Mary Beton’s one-sided dialogue with her surroundings or a removed Mary Carmichael, Woolf the lecturer seems to construct a parallel island of fiction, cut off from the world not geographically, but mentally, opening the door to what it could mean to be a woman writer, in the 1920s or a hundred years later. [24636:  Levitas, The Concept of Utopia, p. 221.] 

Considering the 400 years which stand between More and Woolf, the contemporary reader has the advantage of being able to look at their texts precisely through the lens of time distance and build on the way they changed over the course of time and were changed by countless readers and readings. Woolf did clearly not write in the tradition of utopian fiction, but in her writing she pushed towards overall social improvement by encouraging women to write and showing them that women did write. Similarly, stating that More’s intention was to praise the Utopian society as a perfect model is an oversimplification, which does not consider satirical nuances and the influence of classical dialogue, which More echoed in his text. They are both striving to create a better society, but what becomes clear when reading them in parallel is that there is and there can be no single definition of it.
