
w i t h Simone de Beauvoir, who has w r i t 
ten of her discovery t h a t her "destiny 
was bound to that of a l l other people; 
freedom, oppression, the happiness and 
misery of men was a matter of intimat e 
concern to me." 

IS THERE A FEMININE 
VOICE IN LITERATURE 

Mariam Waddington 

I don't know i f there i s a character
i s t i c feminine voice i n l i t e r a t u r e but 
there i s a feminine view of l i f e and 
c e r t a i n l y a content t h a t a r i s e s out of 
feminine experience. When i t came to 
e l e c t i n g C o l e t t e t o the French Academy, 
one academician objected saying t h a t 
she had written'about nothing: j u s t 
love. This o b j e c t i o n t e l l s us two 
thi n g s . F i r s t , t h a t the masculine 
ideology which has shaped our world 
has always i n t e r p r e t e d feminine 
psychology according to i t s own mascu
l i n e p r i n c i p l e s and needs. These 
p r i n c i p l e s have c o n s i s t e n t l y under
valued f e e l i n g and overvalued f a c t s . 
Masculine ideology has a l s o confused 
i n t u i t i o n — w h i c h i s nothing more nor 
l e s s than the l o g i c of our complex 
em o t i o n s — w i t h s u p e r s t i t i o n , which 
has always only been a way of p l a c a t i n g 
f e a r . 



Every now and again a great masculine 
t h i n k e r has t r i e d t o l e g i t i m i z e emotion 
and i t s l o g i c . There was John S t u a r t 
M i l l , who, i n h i s essay on poetry, 
d i f f e r e n t i a t e d a s s o c i a t i v e from 
ord i n a r y ways of t h i n k i n g , and l a t e r 
there was A.N. Whitehead who pointed 
out the o r d e r l i n e s s and l o g i c of the 
emotions. And of course there was 
Freud, the founder of the psycho
a n a l y t i c movement, who struggled 
against heavy odds t o l e g i t i m i z e f e e l 
i n g a t unconscious l e v e l s and who suc
ceeded only because he e s t a b l i s h e d i t 
as a science. 

I t i s only i n the l a s t hundred years 
or so t h a t women have begun t o emerge 
from c e n t u r i e s of s i l e n c e and anonymity. 
In one of my poems I described t h i s 
anonymity: 

We were always 
the floor-washers and 
the jam-makers the 
ch i l d - b e a r e r s and 
the l u l l a b y - s i n g e r s , 
yet our namelessness 
was everywhere and 
our names were w r i t t e n 
always i n wind, posted 
only on a i r . 

But I ended i t on a note of hope, say
ing t h a t now 

We are mapping adventures 
by the l i g h t of the fu t u r e 
we are ca r v i n g our names 
i n time's f o r e s t o f stone.(1) 

I f we had not been so brain-washed by 
masculine dominated media f o r so long, 
we would have taken p r i d e i n women's 
w r i t i n g long ago. P u r e l y impression-
i s t i c a l l y , I would say t h a t women i n 
l i t e r a t u r e have been innovat i v e and 
o r i g i n a l i n t h e i r use of language and 
f o r m — f a r beyond men. When allowed t o 
have ideas, they have always had 
tremendous courage and p e r s i s t e n c e i n 
p u t t i n g them i n t o a c t i o n . I t h i n k of 
Wo l l s t o n e c r a f t , of the Brontes, Austen 
and O l i v e Schreiner. I n our time there 
was Gertrude S t e i n — s h e was decades 
ahead, not only i n s t y l e but i n the 
p s y c h o l o g i c a l content of her Three 
L i v e s . And what about V i r g i n i a Woolf? 
Not a l l of us may l i k e her work but 
s u r e l y we must a l l love her books f o r 
d e s c r i b i n g so t r u l y the motions of the 
inner s o u l of women. More r e c e n t l y 
there has been Jean Rhys who d e p i c t s , 
b e t t e r than any other w r i t e r I know, 
the despair of feminine p a s s i v i t y . She 
was neglected f o r t h i r t y - f i v e years 
(and i t was a woman who rediscovered 
her) while Hemingway, a much l e s s e r 
c h r o n i c l e r of des p a i r , was l i o n i z e d 
and taught i n every u n i v e r s i t y on t h i s 
s i d e of the ocean. This i s probably 
because most of our c r i t i c s and t a s t e -
makers were then, and perhaps s t i l l 
are, so emotionally adolescent. Women 
have never been able t o a f f o r d t o r e 
main adolescent because t h e i r b i o 
l o g i c a l s t r u c t u r e and f u n c t i o n — e v e n 
i f they never bear c h i l d r e n — p r e d i s 
poses them to be aware of and s e n s i 
t i v e to the needs of the other, how
ever they choose t o use or deny t h i s 



s e n s i t i v i t y . 

Another innova t i v e American w r i t e r I 
r e c e n t l y discovered i s Jane Bowles; 
she has a humor and i n d i v i d u a l i t y t h a t 
could have come only from a woman. She 
a l s o i s much neglected. Djuna Barnes, 
another innova t i v e w r i t e r , enjoys only 
an underground r e p u t a t i o n to t h i s day 
and she might not have even t h a t token 
r e c o g n i t i o n except that a man—T.S. 
E l i o t — p r a i s e d her. Anais Nin 
stru g g l e d f o r years to achieve recog
n i t i o n f o r her novels and d i a r i e s and 
had to wait u n t i l she was past s i x t y 
t o r e c e i v e a t t e n t i o n . Even then i t 
was p a t r o n i z i n g and q u a l i f i e d — i t was 
c a l l e d good "feminine w r i t i n g " — w h e n 
i t was r e a l l y good human w r i t i n g . 

As w i t h a l l m i n o r i t i e s women w r i t e r s 
have always had t o be be t t e r and to 
achieve more than men i n order t o 
re c e i v e the same r e c o g n i t i o n . U n t i l 
we have more c r i t i c s and p u b l i s h e r s 
who are women and who have not been 
shaped by the p r i n c i p l e s of masculine 
ideology, no one w i l l n o t i c e t h a t 
women's w r i t i n g i s i n f i n i t e l y f r e e r 
from convention than men's. No one 
w i l l p o i n t out that men have always 
feared and denied women's in n o v a t i v e -
ness. They do t h i s l a r g e l y through 
the most p r i m i t i v e of c r i t i c a l t o o l s — 
the p r i n c i p l e of e x c l u s i o n . They 
simply do not n o t i c e , d i s c u s s , study 
or feature on t e l e v i s i o n programmes . 
w r i t e r s l i k e Jean Rhys, Jane Bowles, 
Djuna Barnes and Nin among the o l d e r 
w r i t e r s . They o f t e n sneer at V i r g i n i a 
Woolf. 

Among younger w r i t e r s they p r a i s e and 
n o t i c e only those who, l i k e E r i c a Jong, 
i m i t a t e men w r i t e r s and conform to the 
masculine ideology about women. We 
must never f o r g e t t h a t the f i r s t f r e e 
dom men have always been w i l l i n g t o 
grant women i s a specious k i n d of sex
u a l freedom which i s no freedom at a l l 
unless i t i s matched by the freedom 
t o t h i n k and t o create according to 
her own i n d i v i d u a l experience. By 
ne c e s s i t y t h i s i s the feminine ex
perience and the voi c e t h a t a r t i c u l a t e s 
i t i s a feminine v o i c e . 

1. "Women" i n Miriam Waddington, The P r i c e oE Gold (Oxford: T o r o n t o , 1976). 

Beth Harvor 

I t was very hard f o r me t o make a l i s t 
of women w r i t e r s I admire; the l i s t 
could go on f o r the whole length of 
time a l l o t t e d to me on t h i s panel. So 
I l i m i t e d myself t o twelve (with a 
re s e r v a t i o n here and t h e r e ) : Jane 
Austen; C h a r l o t t e Bronte; the auto
b i o g r a p h i c a l w r i t i n g of C o l e t t e ; the 
e a r l y and middle Doris Lessing; Simone 
de Beauvoir (not f o r most of her f i c 
t i o n but f o r one q u i e t b r i l l i a n t 
n o v e l l a , The Woman Destroyed); the 
e a r l y Margaret Laurence; almost a l l of 
A l i c e Munro; Isak Dinesen's Out of 
A f r i c a ; the short s t o r i e s and some of 
the novels of the l a t e great E n g l i s h 
w r i t e r , E l i z a b e t h Taylor; the novels 


