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AIMS

· To introduce students to a series of texts which explore and subvert normative gender roles.

· To develop students’ understanding of feminist and gender-based critiques.

LEARNING OUTCOMES

By the end of this module students should be able to:

· demonstrate a coherent and detailed knowledge of some significant twentieth-century texts by women writers;

· demonstrate a solid, detailed understanding of a range of gender-based critiques;

· deconstruct the relation of readerly pleasure to aesthetic convention in the module texts.

CONTENT

Context and Rationale:

It may safely be said, that the literature now extant in [English] is of far greater value than all the literature which three hundred years ago was extant in all the languages of the world together. […] What the Greek and Latin were to the contemporaries of More and Ascham, our tongue is to the people of India. The literature of England is now more valuable than that of classical antiquity. 

-  Thomas Macaulay, ‘Minute on Indian Education’, 1835

If one is a woman one is often surprised by a sudden splitting off of consciousness, say in walking down Whitehall, when from being the natural inheritor of that civilization, she becomes, on the contrary, outside of it, alien and critical.  

[…]  

Coleridge certainly did not mean, when he said that a great mind is androgynous, that it is a mind that has any special sympathy with women; a mind that takes up their cause or devotes itself to their interpretation. Perhaps the androgynous mind is less apt to make these distinctions than the single-sexed mind. He meant, perhaps, that the androgynous mind is resonant and porous; that it transmits emotion without impediment; that it is naturally creative, incandescent and undivided. In fact one goes back to Shakespeare's mind as the type of the androgynous, of the man-womanly mind, though it would be impossible to say what Shakespeare thought of women. And if it be true that it is one of the tokens of the fully developed mind that it does not think specially or separately of sex, how much harder it is to attain that condition now than ever before. 

- Virginia Woolf, A Room of One's Own, 1928 (http://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/w/woolf/virginia/w91r/ )

I have no reason to suspect that my own university education was particularly biased or limited. On the contrary it appears to have been fairly representative. Yet in the guise of presenting me with an overview of the literary heritage of the English-speaking world, my education provided me with a grossly inaccurate and distorted view of the history of letters. For my introduction to the ‘greats’ was (with the exception of the famous five women novelists) an introduction to the great men. … along with other graduates of ‘Eng. Lit.’ departments I left university with the well-cultivated impression that men had created the novel and that there were no women novelists (or none of note) before Jane Austen. […] what contrary evidence was available? No matter where I looked around me, I encountered almost exclusively the publications of men. Like Virginia Woolf in the British Museum (A Room of One’s Own, 1928).

- Dale Spender (1986), ‘Women and Literary History’, The Feminist Reader: Essays in Gender and the Politics of Literary Criticism, ed Catherine Belsey and Jane Moore, (London: Macmillan, 1989)

As you are all extremely well aware, the establishment of the literary canon - the mechanism by which the works that were to be  read, discussed and commented on, was decided - has never been value free. Despite masquerading as ‘the best’, what Macauley called ‘The literature of England’ has clearly always been framed within wider social structures and has, as neatly pointed out by Dale Spender, propagated the values of the dominant group of society: white men with money. If the recent history of literature has been marked by an increasing contestation of these values from that of the minority writer or the world writer of English and a corresponding re-evaluation of past literary texts the source of such contestation can be seen in early writings by women. Woolf’s account of ‘walking down Whitehall’ demonstrated how, excluded from the elite education, business opportunities and military exploits of the male writer, women had different relations to the nation state - and produced different accounts of human life. (The enormous significance of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, for example, is increasingly recognised - with the monster interpreted variously as woman, the working class, the excluded subaltern; the text as horror; proto science fiction; multi-voiced psychoanalytic exploration.)  

The twentieth century saw an unprecedented increase in the quantity and variety of women’s writing, one accompanied by the emergence of rich feminist critiques, first of the male-dominated literary canon’s reinforcement of cultural norms, and then of the strategies of resistance seen within contemporary and historical women’s texts. Subsections of these critiques emerged, typically focusing on ‘women and ethnicity’ or ‘women and sexuality’- only to struggle with the problems posed by essentialising ‘Black women’ or lesbianism outside of history or culture. One response to this problem was to develop psychoanalytic readings while another stressed a culturally materialist analysis: both sought to reinsert context into the debate. 

Many of the tenets of feminist critique have now entered the mainstream and been extended into other areas of resistant reading where questions of gender are central: examples of these areas could include queer theory, postcolonial studies and men’s writing. 

This module seeks to introduce students to some of this huge body of gender-focused work.  This year’s module is based on a study of women modernist writers as consciously challenging, for the first time, many of the tenets of the past. It sits usefully with its sister module in Modernism, enabling a richer understanding of the Modernist movements of the early twentieth century. 

Argument:

For women modernists trying to ‘make it new’, Ezra Pound’s famous words had a particular, gendered, ring. Modernist women writes struggled with the Victorian idealisation of the ‘angel of the house’ which relegated women to the private sphere, locking them within a narrative of (heterosexual) romantic love. Unless we recognise that for modernist women writing was a highly gendered practice we cannot fully appreciate their radical experiments – nor can we understand the writings of their male peers. 

Some feminist critics have identified a twentieth century female literary project, describing it as 'female modernism', or even 'Sapphic modernism'; others have reconsidered the relations of elite modernist text to a mass, mechanised context through the lens of gender. Fascinating critiques such as Lyn Pykett’s Engendering fictions, or Diana Wallace’s Sisters and Rivals in British Women's Fiction 1914-1939, change our perception of both period and product.

Starting with a consideration of Woolf's demand for different plots in A Room of One's Own, the focus of this module is on early twentieth-century revisions of the romance plot which dominated nineteenth-century women's writing and continued to inform perceptions of women's role in society. Particular attention will be paid to the internalisation of inherited narratives in the construction of a personal identity and to the impact of Freud on the narratives of an unstable self – influencing Woolf’s meditation on Coleridge’s idea of the ‘androgynous mind’ above. 

I have added Atwood’s marvellous and marvellously prescient novel The Handmaid’s Tale as a dystopian coda to the module – and as a warning. We are looking at patterns that shift and change around key areas. The role of the women, their access to education and economic authority serves as a model for all other inequalities that are certainly still in evidence across the globe. When we accept that reality has no basis save in convention and that convention not only changes but changes in a comprehensible way when under certain kinds of pressure then the narratives explored in literature become far more than entertainment but a means (to return to our modernist forebears) of understanding a fearful political reality. 







