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Abstract

There is a divergence between Woolf’s vision of private physical spaces necessary for
creating art and that of some feminists of color such as Alice Walker, Ortiz Cofer, and Gloria
Anzaldua. Both Woolf and these contemporary scholars agree on the importance of physical
spaces for female artists. However, they disagree on the nature of these spaces. Woolf’s private
physical space is a room with a lock on the door whereas these writers’ room is the kitchen table,
the bus, or the welfare line. Walker and like-minded writers challenge the narrowness of Woolf’s
room because her locked room is a luxury that is only available to white wealthy women. This
thesis seeks to examine the relation between Woolf’s room and that of some feminist scholars of
color and explore if their visions of private physical spaces, allowing for and promoting
women’s creativity, have anything in common. It also aims to resolve the tension between these
two parties’ ideas of physical spaces by investigating how Woolf’s room or an expanded version
of it has been reflected in Willa Cather’s O Pioneers!, Kate Chopin’s The Awakening, Gayl
Jones’s Corregidora, and Alice Walker’s The Color Purple, and provide a possible answer for
Alice Walker’s question about how a poor, slave woman such as Phillis Wheatley who did not

even own herself could write poetry that considered “superior” at her time and today.
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Introduction

Almost a century has passed since Virginia Woolf published her popular work, A Room
of One’s Own; however, it is still considered one of the most influential early feminist works. “A
woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction” is one of Woolf ‘s
most famous feminist arguments. This phrase ignited my curiosity about the topic of women’s
empowerment and creativity and their relation to women’s privacy and private spaces. In addition,
it led to my passion to examine this topic in selected works of two writers that are Woolf’s
contemporaries, Kate Chopin and Willa Cather, and another two writers, both African-American
and writing in the late 20" century, Gayl Jones and Alice Walker. Despite their very different
backgrounds, the novels of these writers share remarkable thematic resonance. It is important to
note that in my thesis, I am mostly concerned with Woolf’s claim about the necessity of having a
room of one’s own as an essential pre-condition for women to liberate their intellects and release
their creativity, and whether this physical space is the only kind of private space that plays a
significant role in promoting women’s creativity.

Woolf genuinely believes that there is a profound connection between people’s access to
solitary, private spaces on one side and creativity on the other, as the former enhances the latter.
Before moving any further in my discussion of this topic, a brief description of Woolf’s vision of
a private space should be given, and a general discussion of 4 Room of One’s Own should be
provided. Tegan Zimmerman characterizes Woolf’s spatial vision as “[a] room of one’s own, a
physical space, a separate area with its own walls or partitions” and remarks that such a room “is
not easily attained by poor women” (37). Zimmerman suggests that privacy and money are two
interrelated concepts in the life of Woolf and her female upper-class counterparts, as money

enables them to pursue the privacy they need. Thus, for these women, rooms are luxurious



private spaces (such as drawing rooms and bedrooms) within private spaces (homes), in which
women attempt to fulfill their needs for privacy. The quality and the quantity of these rooms are
two features that women of less privileged classes might not be able to afford. For instance, poor
women usually live in houses that are constituted of one or two rooms only, and even if some of
those poor women presumably have the ability to afford living in larger houses, the extra rooms
in their houses may not be appropriate for writing because they are not well-prepared with the
basic requirements for writing, including a good lighting system and comfortable furniture. In
other words, according to Woolf, talented female writers need ‘luxurious’ rooms of their own to
create unique pieces of literature and these writers, she assumes, are usually upper or middle-
class women, because the physical private spaces they have to access in their quest for artistry
and creativity cannot be attained by women of other social classes.

It is important to note that even though Woolf and her contemporary women have rooms
assigned to them within the domestic sphere, such as drawing rooms, sitting rooms, nurseries,
and bedrooms, these female-gendered spaces are invaded by other residents of their houses,
including their husbands, children, and servants. Writing about Woolf, Wendy Gan indicates that
Woolf "did have her own bedroom but this was a space whose privacy she had incomplete
control over, subject as it was to intrusions by male members of her family, even infamously at
night when in her bed" (27). Thus, these unlocked rooms neither conform to Woolf’s vision of
private spaces that promote female artists’ creativity nor are they equivalent to those assigned to
men inside or outside the domain of domesticity. Woolf’s ideal room is what she indicates in this
quote: " a room of her own...a quiet room or a soundproof room" (44). Based on that, the ‘room'

must be a locked or uninvaded space within domestic or public domains.



On the other hand, spaces such as study rooms, libraries, universities, and most public
realms were masculine at Woolf’s time, and women were not permitted access to them. Casting
women out of libraries and study rooms prevented them from having the intellectual solitude
necessary for creating art. Feeling rebellious against the way her women were locked out of such
rooms, Woolf says, “how unpleasant it is to be locked out,” and directing her speech to men this
time, “lock up your libraries if you like; but there is no gate, no lock, no bolt that you can set
upon the freedom of my mind” (24). Locking women out of libraries is something that men can
do because of the authority and the power (physical, economic, social, etc.) they have over
women whereas, locking women’s minds is something they cannot do because women’s souls
and minds are not in the hands of men; they are free. In other words, Woolf argues that even
though men have control over women’s bodies and treat them as their properties and
commodities, they do not have control over women’s minds and intellect and will never have.

Because the traditional domestic spheres assigned to women by the patriarchal society of
the 19™ century and the beginning of 20" century were not efficient for women in their quest for
creativity, Woolf encourages female artists to move beyond them. She specifically encourages
women to find new spaces for themselves inside or outside the domain of domesticity or to re-
appropriate the old ones, so they can be empowered to pursue more knowledge as well as
exercise their creativity. Women’s main problem with domestic spaces under patriarchy is that
they are not given the right to decide if they want to communicate with other people or not.
Female gendered spaces like drawing rooms, nurseries, sitting rooms, and bedrooms do not
provide women with the atmosphere needed for writing literature and creating art because they
are frequently interrupted by other people, especially the males in their families and children.

Interrupting women’s physical private spaces “can affect the quality of work the female artist



produces as well as hindering or preventing its execution” (Hite 92). For instance, if a woman
retreats to any of the female-gendered spaces in her house, guests and family members can stop
by at any time, disturbing her solitude, and she would be expected to stop thinking about
whatever she was thinking and get ready to entertain them by initiating a conversation or
participating in an ongoing one.

To recap, Woolf’s typical private spaces or rooms are physical, uninvaded spaces that
provide women with the needed environment for concentration and imagination. However, these
rooms “still offer a connection to the outside world and a degree of sociability,” as Gan states.
She also asserts that private spaces within domesticity should give women the chance to
experience "solitude and company" resembling the way this same sphere allows men to access
this "duality” (22). As it is important for women to have locked rooms of their own that isolate
them from other people physically and mentally, it is also important that women can break this
state of isolation and communicate with others when they are willing to. In some situations,
writers find it urgent to communicate with other people to negotiate an idea, evaluate a concept,
find an answer, look for inspiration, or to merely take a break! Obtaining this type of private
space gives birth to women’s suppressed creativity similarly to the way “men’s luxury and space
give birth to dignity, geniality, and philosophical and theoretical reflection, including reflection
on women” (Zimmerman 39). Thus, depriving women of physical privacy will not open those
many possibilities for them to unleash their creativity.

Woolf indicates that to be able to have a room of one's own, women must have a good
private income. Money is a necessity in the life of women artists, as it allows them to maintain
their material spaces and have control over them. In addition, the freedom of money gives

women the freedom of intellect as well as the courage to express their opinions even if these



opinions are against the mainstream. As Woolf illustrates in her text, "that building, for example,
do I like it 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" (33). She clarifies how
empowering money is for women by explaining how her aunt's money enabled her to become the
brave woman writer she was and opened her eyes to new ways of seeing and saying things.
Woolf's confession reveals a fact about her in the past. She was not courageous enough to
articulate her own opinions when she was completely dependent on men for a living, and just
like any other woman in her situation at that time, any given attempt to annoy men might result
in casting her out of the house and the whole society in addition to cutting off her regular
allowance (if she has any). Thus, money facilitates women's access to privacy and helps fuel
their genius, while poverty hinders both their creativity and intellectual autonomy.

Women’s intellects, talents, and creativity were ignored for many different reasons and
men’s fear of women’s entrance into the competition of writing is one of them. Discussing this
issue, Woolf speculates in A Room of One’s Own what would have happened to Shakespeare’s
gifted sister and her talent if he had had one. She says, “it would have been impossible,
completely and entirely, for any woman to have written the plays of Shakespeare in the age of
Shakespeare.” She elaborates,

Any woman born with a great gift in the sixteenth century would certainly have gone

crazed, shot herself, or ended her days in some lonely cottage outside the village.... For it

needs little skill in psychology to be sure that a highly gifted girl who had tried to use her
gift for poetry would have been so thwarted and hindered by other people.... she must

have lost her health and sanity to a certainty. (41)

From Woolf’s perspective, preventing women from having rooms of their own where they can

enjoy the luxury of privacy without interruptions, denying their access to education resembling



that of men, and neglecting their artistic gifts are some of the reasons why there were not so
many women writers and poets before the twentieth century.

For many decades, men also believed that women were not qualified to write good pieces
of literature, as writing in genres other than letters was beyond their intellectual abilities. Women
are quite capable of producing literature that can compete with that of men, Woolf argues, if
gifted women were given the privacy they needed and the sophisticated education they were
dreaming about. These are two social factors that Woolf describes as "propitious to the act of
creation"(43). She also believes that women's negative emotions such as “anger,” "hate," "fear,"
"resentment,” and "bitterness," result from the society's unjust suppression of their talents; this is
what makes some of their works sentimental and unreasonable. Thus, Woolf encourages angry
female writers to use these feelings as catalysts for their creativity by channeling them
constructively and positively to produce excellent pieces of art and literature.

Despite the fact that Woolf was addressing a particular audience (female college students
likely to be 20™ century middle- or upper-class women, her previous argument) “a woman must
have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction,” has evoked a wide range of
ambivalent responses among feminist scholars and critics of all ethnicities, races, and social
classes. Woolf’s argument in 4 Room of One’s Own has not been very problematic for white
writers such as Jane Marcus, who designates Woolf “the mother of all feminists™ (xiii). In the
case of female writers of different races and social classes, on the other hand, Woolf’s
intellectual freedom and feminist insights are considered an inspiration whereas her race and
class-related attitudes are rejected.

A good number of leading feminist scholars and authors of color have responded to

Woolf’s belief and paralleled her argument that “A woman must have money and a room of her



own if she is to write fiction” in their works, including Alice Walker, Gloria Anzaldua, and Ortiz
Cofer. However, these writers have revised her ideas to match their own real-life conditions as
well as those of their mothers, daughters, and whole female communities.

In “In Search of Our Mother’s Gardens,” for example, Alice Walker extends Woolf’s
assumption of the significant role that material conditions play in releasing women’s creativity,
though she objects to Woolf’s vision of rooms as necessarily luxurious physical spaces “with
key(s) and lock(s).” To support her point of view, Walker tells the story of Phillis Wheatley, a
black woman poet whose intellect and creativity was considered “superior” by the 18" century
white society. Her master and his family, the Wheatley family, gave her a very good education
that was not available to most women at her time regardless of their race, and they provided her
with the needed support for writing when they noticed her literary creativity. However, the great
gift of Phillis Wheatley was ignored by her society, including publishers, because of her race and
her less privileged class (the Wheatley family freed her after she published her book, Poems on
Subjects Religious and Moral). Wheatley died at the age of 31 due to some health issues as well
as poverty; she had to work even when she was very sick and could do nothing about her low
pay, which helped her to support and provide for two babies.

By telling Phillis Wheatley’s story, Walker challenges Woolf’s theory, asking how a
slave woman such as Wheatley who “owned not even herself” could write great poems (Walker
404). However, Walker is not completely against Woolf’s argument that stresses the importance
of privacy for women, especially for women writers, as can be elicited from her biography as
well as her writings. Showing how Woolf’s feminist works of criticism have been an inspiration
to her, Walker quotes a paragraph from her text, A Room of One’s Own, making some insertions

so that Woolf’s quote matches the situation of Wheatley, who for Walker is a woman who



symbolizes all black female artists whose tough life conditions have obstructed their creativity
and liberation:
Virginia Woolf wrote further, speaking of course not of our Phillis, that "any woman
born with a great gift in the sixteenth century [insert "eighteenth century," insert "black
woman," insert "born or made a slave™] would certainly have gone crazed, shot herself, or
ended her days in some, lonely cottage outside the village, half witch, half wizard [insert
"Saint"], feared and mocked at. For it needs little skill and psychology to be sure that a
highly gifted girl who had tried to use her gift for poetry would have been so thwarted
and hindered by contrary instincts [add "chains, guns, the lash, the ownership of one's
body by someone else, submission to an alien religion™] that she must have lost her health
and sanity to a certainty. (404)
Ortiz Cofer supports Walker’s assumption that women’s rooms should not be only envisioned as
ideal or luxurious physical spaces resembling those utilized by upper-class women artists during
the twentieth century and portrayed in their fiction. In her book Woman in Front of the Sun: On
Becoming a Writer, Cofer confirms that “the true artist will use her creativity to find a way,
to carve the time, to claim a kitchen table, a library carrel, if a room of her own is not possible.
She will use subterfuge if necessary, write poems in her recipe book, give up sleeping time or
social time, and write” (85). Both Walker and Cofer argue that having a (physical, locked) room
of one’s own is not an essential condition for releasing women’s creativity and artistic power;
talented women can still be artists and creative without owning private physical spaces of their
own.
Gloria Anzaldua is one of the feminist scholars of color who seems to be irritated by the
whole idea of women writers needing rooms of their own. In her letter, “Speaking in Tongues: A
Letter to 3rd World Women Writers,” she stresses:
Forget the room of one’s own - write in the kitchen, lock yourself up in the bathroom.
Write on the bus or on the welfare line, on the job or during meals, between sleeping and
waking. | write while sitting on the john. No long stretches at the typewriter unless you’re
wealthy or have a patron - you may not even own a typewriter. While you wash the floor

or clothes listen to the words chanting in your body. When you’re depressed, angry, hurt,
when compassion and love possess you. When you cannot help but write. (17).



Again, Anzaldua, another woman writer of color, challenges Woolf’s vision of a room and
argues that women do not necessarily need rooms of their own to write professionally; they can
write anywhere in domestic or public spheres, as long as they are uninterrupted and have the
urge and the impulse to write.

Sandra Cisneros has been also inspired by Woolf’s feminist argument, but she
reevaluates it in her novel The House on Mango Street. She specifically enlarges Woolf’s vision
of a room to embrace Esperanza, a gifted working-class writer, as a member of the literary
tradition of women. Esperanza, who lives with her family in a poor area and a modest house,
never had a space of her own to do any autonomous activities such as relaxing, contemplating,
imagining, or writing. However, her talent can find its way to the world through the small space
of the neighborhood in which Esperanza and her friends make their adventures. This small place
allows her to recognize her power of observing the small details of everyday life around her and
using them in her stories.

In short, Alice Walker, Ortiz Cofer, Gloria Anzaldua, and Sandra Cisneros are all
examples of contemporary feminist critics and writers who, similar to Woolf, believe in the
importance of private spaces for women to be creative, though they challenge the narrowness of
Woolf’s luxurious rooms, as these rooms only open their doors to white wealthy women and lock
out poor women and women of color. These writers believe that Woolf’s rooms should be
expanded to embrace new types of residents that are women of all ethnicities, races and social
classes as well as encompass new domestic and public places such as kitchens, dining tables,
buses, streets, etc.

In fact, this act of enlarging Woolf’s notion of private spaces should not be problematic

for Woolf herself because in her essay, A Room of One’s Own, she encourages women to design



new spaces for themselves that differ from those specified for men. She imagines women in
spaces that are totally new to them at her time. For instance, she portrays two girls, Chloe and
Olivia, in a laboratory, a scientific space that is located within the public sphere. By doing that,
Woolf indicates that she has already moved beyond the traditional domestic sphere in her
imagination and encourages younger generations of women to move beyond it in reality. Lastly,
the action of expanding the boundaries of women’s spaces involves renewal to some degree,
which as | assume might also apply to the residents of those spaces. It does not necessarily mean
replacing them but rather welcoming more residents to the private domain of women’s creativity,
which reminds, to some extent, of bell hook’s space of marginality that I will be discussing later
in this introduction.

In the next chapters, | will examine the significance of the different forms of private
spaces for women to be creative in literature, whether these spaces are Virginia Woolf’s physical
rooms, enlarged versions of those, or even newly invented ones. Before moving any further in
my discussion, it is important for the purpose of this dissertation to first give a good overview of
both ‘privacy’ and ‘space’ as concepts and social practices. As similar to many other outdated
concepts, the meanings and the connotations of these two concepts have significantly evolved
since Woolf’s time. What Woolf and her contemporaries refer to as a space in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries differs than what people call a space in the middle of the twentieth
and after. Moreover, what Woolf has perceived as private or the only form(s) of privacy over the
span of her life might have been considered a narrow conceptualization for people who came
later. Answering the following questions in particular will help readers to comprehend my
overall discussion and analysis of the four chosen texts: What does privacy mean? What does

space mean? What are the different types of both of them? How have people’s understanding of
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privacy and of the right to privacy, and their sense of spatiality changed since the 19" century
and before?
Privacy

People’s conception of “privacy’ has changed over the centuries. In the 18" century, the
whole concept of privacy was newly introduced to the conservative British society. Psychic
(mental) privacy was the only kind of privacy that was available for people who lived then, and it
appeared in some of their writings. Patricia Spacks in Privacy: Concealing the Eighteenth-
Century Self points out that privacy in its simplest version, the psychological one, was yet a
controversial subject at that time. It was believed to threaten the society’s order and morality
because it could lead to the increase of unaccepted social behaviors such as disloyalty and
hypocrisy. Disloyalty happens when people feel more secure and confident to imagine
objections, within the hidden spaces of their minds, to social and religious authorities, whereas
hypocrisy occurs when people pretend to be individuals whom they are not. Disloyalty and
hypocrisy are both practiced when individuals are certain that their ideas are inaccessible and
their actions are not detected. Social hypocrisy in particular had already started to prevail in 18™
century-British society and by pretending to be the people authorities want them to be, 18"
century men and women escape the restrictive social conventions they tire of.

Even though mental privacy, the only form of privacy available to people at that time, has
been considered a forbidden thing, women who lived in Woolf's time or one century before her
recognized its great necessity for their well-being. They did not mind limiting themselves to its
simplest versions even if confined to "the mental interlude stolen between chores™ or the
inaccessible thoughts they develop through their private reading (Gan 161). Psychological

privacy provided these women with the chance to think of something other than their
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responsibilities toward their families and society and not to be accused of being irresponsible
mothers or wives. Besides, this form of privacy allowed the 18"-19" century women to have a
covert space in which they could release their real feelings and affections, as hiding them was a
part of the females' social training. In the remote space of their minds, women who have no
control over their bodies, as they were considered the property of their fathers and husbands,
have absolute control over their thoughts and opinions in a way that does not necessarily
conform to prevailing ones.

The idea of physical privacy, or as I also refer to it in this project, ‘solitude,” was not very
popular among people, especially women, before the 19th century. At that time, "few writers in
letters, diaries, autobiographies, or fiction concern themselves significantly with the subject [of
physical privacy]. Perhaps they assume the impossibility of [it]; perhaps they feel no need for it;
perhaps they consider it a matter too trivial for discussion” (Spacks 7). Based on that argument,
the significance of having physical privacy on the well-being of individuals and societies was not
understood yet except in a few conditions. We can, therefore, assume that the positive correlation
between physical privacy and creativity that Woolf emphasizes in her essay was not also
conceived or taken seriously, as it was a new idea to many people at her time.

Even though Woolf in 4 Room of One’s Own indicates how it is almost impossible for
women to produce unique pieces of literature accessing psychological privacy only, she admits
that only a few women throughout history were able to do it. Jane Austen was one of these
women. Like other women who lived in the 18" century, Austen had not had access to an
uninvaded private room of her own. She had to write her novels in "the general sitting-room"
that was "subject to all kinds of casual interruptions,” and Woolf wonders: how could she do it?

(56). Austen must have used some strategies that enabled her to indulge in her innermost
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thoughts while being accompanied by other people. She could have pretended to be following
the conversations around her while her mind was plotting new novels and composing dialogues
between the fictional characters for her next work. Woolf speculates that Austen would have
been able to release more complex forms of genius such as writing poetry if she were given a
"locked" room of her own. In Woolf's opinion, it is "easier to write prose and fiction [in a
frequently interrupted place] than to write poetry or a play, as [l]ess concentration is required"
(56). Even though Austen could practice her talent of writing literature in the general sitting
room relying on psychological privacy only, other women with potential creativity could not.

New cultural circumstances led to the emergence of new forms of privacy (Eric Berendt,
2017). By the end of the 19" century and the beginning of the 20" century, some cultural and
social circumstances, including people's increased awareness of their rights as individuals and
their sense of self-hood, urged them to look for more sufficient forms of privacy; the mere
reliance on the psychological version of it no longer serves their ends. In the case of women,
utilizing physical privacy, especially outside the boundaries of domestic spheres, was not very
common in that era. However, the debate about women's right to access this type of privacy
started to appear, explicitly or implicitly, in the writings of female writers, and Woolf was one of
these writers. Women'’s first attempts to create better, more efficient spaces for themselves
started with adjusting their material private spaces located in the domain of domesticity; they
inhabited new spaces within this sphere or re-appropriated the old ones. For instance, they began
with making “explorations of the garden" or retreating into "the study" or any other room in the
house after installing "a lock on the door [that is only] controlled by the woman"(Gan 105).

A few decades later, as men became more consumed by their responsibilities outside the

house and migrated further from home, women had the opportunity to enter the public sphere
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and hold different roles there. Elaborating on the situation of one particular American
community, the community of Deerfield, Massachusetts, Deborah Rotman indicates that men’s
migration to distant agricultural lands and moving to work in places that are away from their
households in their quest for better economic status gave women the chance to enter the public
sphere. This shift in women’s social and economic position empowered them, enabling them to
demand more of their rights in voting, education, inheritance, employment and other rights that
were exclusive to men, including their right to privacy (49).

As we have seen, people’s understanding and practice of privacy have changed over the
years. It started as a simple, forbidden psychological state and evolved into a combination of
psychological and physical forms that were a privilege only available to social and religious
authorities in the 18" century. At the end of the 18" century and through the nineteenth century,
male artists noticed the positive role privacy plays in promoting creativity, and they were able to
claim both of its known forms at that time, psychological and physical privacy. In the case of
women, they were not able to have their right to the physical form of privacy that Woolf, in her
essay, encourages women to have until the twentieth century due to their position in the social
hierarchy. Women were first able to claim their private spaces inside the domestic sphere and
were not officially able to access them in the public sphere, in places such as libraries,
universities, and job sites, until the end of the twentieth century.

What does privacy really mean?

In the previous overview of privacy, we can notice that the meaning of ‘privacy’ has been
inconsistent; it has sometimes referred to the psychological reserve while other times to the
material, physical retreat, and this inconsistency can be confusing. Giving a good definition of

this term will hopefully solve this resulted confusion and will help in basing our later analysis of

14



the four chosen texts, Kate Chopin’s The Awakening, Willa Cather’s O’ Pioneers, Gayl Jones’s
Corregidora, and Alice Walker’s The Color Purple, on a more solid theoretical foundation as
well as precisely examining the meanings and the forms of privacy that appeared in each text and
writer’s autobiography.

It is important to note that privacy as a term is very vague; it means different things for
different people in different eras. Providing a definition that is universally agreed upon is
impossible, although several scholars have attempted to (Moore & Kemp 58). Thus, for the
purpose of this paper, | will stick to the definition of Alan Westin, a law professor specialized in
privacy issues, as it fits into my overall argument and upcoming analysis of the female
characters’ (states of) privacy in the four chosen texts. Westin defines privacy as "the voluntary
and temporary withdrawal of a person from the general society through physical or
psychological means, either in a state of solitude or small-group intimacy or, when among larger
groups, in a condition of anonymity or reserve™ (Westin 7). In this definition, Westin outlines
four different states of privacy: solitude, intimacy, anonymity, and reserve by which people
choose to distance themselves physically and psychologically from others to prevent unwanted
intrusion. Eight years later, a social psychologist named Irwin Altman developed a privacy
regulation theory that has many characteristics in common with Westin’s theory. Altman defines
privacy as “a selective control of access to the self or to one’s group” (18). In this definition,
Altman argues that people need to regulate their privacy by having an ideal level of social
interaction with others. This level of social interaction is subjective; what is considered ideal for
an individual in one situation might not be the same for another in that situation. Grounding her
argument on Westin’s theory—Dbut it is also applicable to Altman’s theory—Lisa Austin argues

that:
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[the] full definition of privacy tries to put together the idea of privacy as a claim with the
idea of privacy as a state and relate it to the need for seeking a balance between too much
and too little privacy through the “adjustment process...the individual interest in privacy
involves seeking the right balance between too much and too little. This shifts attention to
individual choice in seeking that balance, rather than having it imposed, and is the reason
why so many definitions of privacy build on some aspect of control, choice, or consent.”

(58)

There are two important points emerge here. First, people need to be able to balance between
having too much privacy, so they do not get into a state of complete isolation, and too little
privacy, so that they will always be available to others and to have the right to decide the amount
of that balance. Second, people need to choose to be in a certain state of privacy and to be
conscious about their privacy. “Beatte Rossler has noted that the individual who falls into a
crevice is alone and inaccessible, but few would say that she enjoys privacy” (qtd. in Austin 58).
Such woman is forced into a state of permanent isolation that she is unable to break. Imposed
privacy imprisons people and restricts their abilities, including their creative ones; thus, it is not
the type that Woolf advocates in her essay.

To provide a better explanation and interpretation for Westin’s definition, I will apply it
to Woolf’s essay, so we can practically examine and better grasp his notion of ‘privacy.’ First of
all, privacy in Woolf’s essay, 4 Room of One’s Own, has meant women’s physical retreat in a
locked room. In my previous discussion of Woolf’s essay, I briefly elaborated on her ideal room
and the presumed role this kind of uninterrupted, solo retreat plays in enhancing female artists’
creativity and artistry. As stated earlier, the most significant feature of Woolf’s room is that it
enables women to claim privacy by having the right to decide whether or not they want to break

their solitude and communicate with other people. It is also a state that women intentionally

choose to experience to boost their personal and artistic growth.
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Second, privacy in Woolf’s essay also means the personal, psychological space that
emerges in the author’s furious speech directed at men for the way they treated women in the
past and cast them out of masculine spaces: "how unpleasant it is to be locked out, lock up your
libraries if you like; but there is no gate, no lock, no bolt that you can set upon the freedom of my
mind" (24). In this quote, Woolf argues that men have authority over women embodied in their
physical, social, and financial power that enable them to lock women out of their material spaces.
However, this same authority will not allow them to lock up the gates of women's minds,
obstructing their intellectuality. In other words, she asserts that private physical spaces in
domestic or public realms can be controlled by males, as they are usually located in men’s
properties or are under their authority, whereas the private psychological ones exist in women's
minds and souls and are owned and accessed by them only. Psychological privacy allows women
to create a free space for themselves where they can wander, liberating their ideas, expressing
their genuine feelings, and discovering their suppressed creativity away from strict social
expectations and demanding familial responsibilities. Even though this kind of privacy is crucial
for female artists, Woolf believes that women’s sole dependence on it is only partly beneficial
and not enough in their quest for successful literary and artistic achievements.

Third, the word ‘privacy' also refers to the metaphorical literary space that women as a
collective group created for themselves in the field of literary writing. This intimate, women’s
literary space is a private sphere that shuts men out; it is created by women, for women.
Women's literary writings were treated as inferior and were mostly not read by men in the past.
In her essay, Woolf says, "the world did not say to her as it said to them, write if you choose; it
makes no difference to me. The world said with a guffaw, Write? What's the good of your

writing?" (44). Hence the need for a supportive space where women writers encourage each
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other, read for each other, guide each other, think together as one group, and pour out the extract
of their experiences to light the path for their incoming sisters and daughters, aiming to create a
literary tradition for all female writers.

Women's Intimate Relationships as A Form of Privacy.

As Westin's definition suggests, privacy, whether in a theoretical or a pragmatic frame, is
not only restricted to solitude but also includes their state of intimacy in small or large groups.
Women's intimate relationships are not necessarily sexual ones, as they can include relations
such as women's sisterhood and connectedness as well as mother-daughter relationships. For
most women, these intimate relationships play a huge role in promoting women's creativity,
empowering their personalities, and enhancing their autonomy. In the privacy of their meetings
and conversations, women work hand-in-hand to make a positive change in their lives and the
lives of successive female generations. For instance, one of the examples that will be discussed
in depth later is Mademoiselle Reisz’s close friendship relation to Edna in Kate Chopin’s novel
The Awakening, and how their connection empowers Edna and her music and critique foster her
creative talent of painting.

As mentioned, the mother-daughter relationship is the other type of intimate relationship
that enhances females' creativity that | touch upon in this project. The word ‘mothers' can be
looked at in two different ways, as literal or literary, to refer to biological or non-biological role-
model mothers respectively. In A Room of One's Own, Woolf states that as women "we think
back through our mothers™ (64). Woolf's statement can be applied to both versions of mothering.
Women mostly learn from the life experiences of their mothers; they try to avoid what they
perceive as mistakes and feel committed to whatever they believe is right. For example, women

who grow up seeing their mothers controlled and oppressed by their fathers may reject the
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institution of marriage if they are given the chance to do so. They might prefer to remain single
to avoid going through those same experiences. In contrast, women who admire certain aspects
of their mothers' lives and personalities may attempt to imitate them, hoping for similar
outcomes.

Woolf's mother was a writer, and she must have been inspired by her mother's attempts to
write and to publish. However, she died when Woolf was only thirteen years old of age. Woolf's
mother, Julia Stephen, wrote a book. "It is not a long book or a great book, but it was published,"
as Katherine Dalsimer indicates in her article, “Virginia Woolf: Thinking Back Through Our
Mothers.” Another example of writers who have been impacted by their mothers and
grandmothers is Kate Chopin. Chopin's widowed mother and grandmothers mothered her mind,;
she was influenced by their logical and liberated way of thinking. Unlike other women in her
society, Kate Chopin and her mothers were open-minded, progressive, and ahead of their time.
An example of that is Kate’s bold thematic choices in her literary works; they were very
controversial for her conventional society. Even though Chopin did not start her writing career
until a few years after her mother's death, Chopin's biography reveals how her mother was her
only close friend, and was always available whenever she needed her.

The crucial role that mothers play in promoting their daughters' creativity and success has
been emphasized also by Alice Walker and Gayl Jones. These two women are an example of
outstanding African American writers who have stated explicitly in many of their interviews or
works, or both, how their talent of writing had been inspired, directly or indirectly, by their artist
mothers. Their mothers lived uneasy lives and went through tough circumstances, but found a
way to exercise their creativity, and from their daughters’ perspectives, their mothers’ success

gave them no excuse to fail.
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Literary mothers also play a significant role in fostering other women’s creativity. In this
private space of female literary writing, the souls of the artist foremothers facilitate growing the
creativity of their daughters. Dalsimer points out that "Woolf's early writings show her "thinking
back through [her] mothers" not only for precedent and for inspiration but also for negative
examples, models of how not to live one's life" (2). Woolf's writing ideas and literary style were
guided and influenced by literary foremothers such as the Bronté sisters, George Eliot, and Jane
Austen. She adhered to what she liked and considered an ideal part of female writers' tradition of
writing, and she avoided what she disliked and considered a flaw in the female literary tradition.
In A Room of One's Own, Woolf also points out that "masterpieces are not single and solitary
births; they are the outcome of many years of thinking in common, of thinking by the body of the
people, so that the experience of the mass is behind the single voice" (55). Therefore, Woolf also
reaches out to her literary daughters, encouraging them to collaborate to invent a writing
tradition for women that competes with that of men in terms of quality and to create literary
themes that reflect their situation in the society and their needs as individuals.

In that text, she gives an example of a fictional female writer named Mary Carmichael
who all represents female literary heirs. Carmichael’s work, Life’s Adventure, is not as good as
the works of her literary mothers such as Jane Austen: “First she broke the sentence; now she has
broken the sequence. Very well, she has every right to do both these things if she does them not
for the sake of breaking, but for the sake of creating” (55). However, this young writer is creative
because she attempts to invent new writing tradition for women that differs from that of men. In
her work, Carmichael also touches upon new topics relating to women’s life that have never been

addressed in the writings of male geniuses. She depicts two women, Chloe and Olivia, in a love
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relationship, presenting the bold literary theme of love relationships between women before the
middle of the 20" century when male-female love relationships are the only kind discussed.
The Relationship between Physical and Psychological Privacy

There is a noticeable correlation between physical and psychological privacy, and
investigating the nature of the relationship between them can be beneficial. As there is no
universal definition for ‘privacy,' there is also no agreement on what type of bond exists between
them. In Privacy: Concealing the Eighteenth-Century Self, Spacks writes about The Wanderer,
Frances Burney’s novel: "Presumably recognizing that physical privacy for well-bred women
was hardly conceivable, she explores instead the degree to which perfect social conformity, the
triumphant practice of good manners, can provide its psychological equivalent”(98). Even
though Spacks in this quote discusses a text written in the 18" century, she brings together the
two states of privacy, the physical and the psychological, in her analysis, and treats them as
equal. If the former was unavailable for any reason, the latter can substitute for it. She suggests
that the heroine who was deprived of accessing overt withdrawal from social and familial
demands, would have been able to make a hidden, psychological withdrawal from them. She
could retreat to her inner mind and keep her thoughts private at the same time as she practiced, in
an automatic way, her domestic social training as a host, a mother, and/or a wife. Talking about
18th-century women elsewhere in her book, she says, "these women cultivated interior privacy
partly because largely deprived of its physical equivalent™ (218). Clearly for her, physical and
psychological privacy are equal.

In Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and The Politics of
Empowerment, Patricia Collins says:

But change can also occur in the private, personal space of an individual woman's

consciousness. Equally fundamental, this type of change is also personally empowering.

21



Any individual Black woman who is forced to remain "motionless on the outside,” can
develop the "inside" of a changed consciousness as a sphere of freedom. Becoming
personally empowered through self-knowledge, even within conditions that severely limit

one's ability to act, is essential. (118).

Writing about and for Black women, Collins draws our attention to the important role the covert
privacy of the mind, "a woman's consciousness," and its equivalent, the overt privacy of the
body, play in empowering women as well as liberating their thinking and bodies from the racist
and sexist oppression of both White society and Black patriarchy. Like Spacks, Collins argues
that if Black women's access to privacy is prohibited and their exercise of freedom suppressed,
they can still be empowered and make positive change in their lives by exploiting their private
psychic sphere that no one but themselves can have control over.

In contrary, and based on Woolf's text, A Room of One's Own, the relation between
physical and psychological privacy is that the former improves the quality and enhances the
performance of the latter, which creates the best environment for cultivating women's creativity.
Woolf's text suggests that these two forms of privacy are connected, but not equal; psychic
privacy always accompanies physical one and is a part of it whereas physical privacy does not
necessarily accompany the psychic one, nor is it a part of it.

To recap, even though Woolf’s notion of privacy and private spaces is mainly restricted
to the physical state of it, other different states of privacy such as the psychological and
metaphorical ones also appear in her article. Physical, psychological, and metaphorical states of
privacy all play an important role in promoting women’s creativity, and their level of importance
varies from one person (writer) to another and from one situation to another. It is important to
mention that in my discussion of these states of privacy or private spaces and how they enhance

the creative side of the female characters’ personalities in each text, I do not follow a particular

fixed order. | always begin my discussion with the states of privacy that | perceive as most
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relevant, logical, and influential in the case of each female character, as each one of them is set
in different life circumstances and distinct conditions and the kind of privacy that seems salient
in one context might not be in another one.

In O’ Pioneers, for instance, | begin my analysis of the different spaces influencing
Alexandra positively with the intimate private space she shares with her father. It is the first
space and one of the most crucial ones that empower her as a young and mature female pioneer
in a very conventional society, and it brings out the creative side of her personality that manifests
itself in her unique skills for managing the family’s business and cultivating the land. Further,
according to Westin’s definition of privacy, as I have said, privacy not only refers to an
individual’s state of solitude, but also to feelings of intimacy with another person or within small
or large groups. Having provided a useful definition of ‘privacy’ and discussed some of its
distinct forms, 1 will briefly review some theories of space in the next section, and I will end with
my own definition for the term ‘private spaces’ and what it means in this project.

Space According to Lefebvre, Soja, and hooks

My discussion of space and spatiality relies heavily on Edward W. Soja’s book,
Thirdspace: Journey to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined Places. In this text, Soja
examines the work of a number of remarkable scholars and critics who have notably contributed
to the field of social, cultural, and geographical spatiality. In his introduction, he states explicitly
that the main purpose of his book is to encourage his readers to expand the scope of their old
ways of thinking about space and spatiality particularly the geographical one and perceive it in a
broader, more creative way.
Interestingly, there is a cause-effect relationship links Soja and Woolf’s discussion of space.

While Soja encourages people to reconsider or expand their old ways of thinking about space in
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his book, Thirdspace: Journey to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined Places, Woolf in
her text, 4 Room of One’s Own, encourages women, in particular, to reappropriate their old
spaces located in the domain of domesticity and create new ones for themselves outside it. In
order for women, especially of later generations, to execute Woolf’s advice in altering their
traditional spaces or become more creative in forging new ones for themselves, they should be
informed of the updated broader ways of perceiving space, such as the ones Soja laid out in his
book.

Soja begins his text as well as his “intellectual journeys of discovery” with what he called
an “alternative reading” of Henri Lefebvre’s most influential book The Production of Space.
Lefebvre’s book, as Soja claims, is “arguably the most important book ever written about the
social and historical significance of human spatiality and the particular powers of the spatial
imagination”(8). He is, as well, the first scholar to introduce the idea of space as a social
production and “argue forcefully for linking historicality, sociality, and spatiality in a
strategically balanced and transdisciplinary ‘triple dialectic’ (6). Thus, understanding Lefebvre’s
notion of space and in particular his ‘triple dialectic’ is essential in reviewing space literature.
Summarizing and demonstrating Lefebvre’s ‘triple dialectic,” Jen Gieseking, William Mangold,
Cindi Katz, Setha Low, and Susan Saegert in The People, Place, and Space Reader write:

Lefebvre theorized a tripartite production of space that exists in dialectical tension:

spatial practice, representations of space, and representational space. Spatial

practice describes the cohesive patterns and places of social activity. It can be perceived

in the everyday acts of buying, playing, traveling, and laboring, as much as in the

everyday spaces of the home, office, school, and streets. Representations of space are
how space is conceived by engineers, cartographers, architects, and bankers through
plans, designs, drawings, and maps. It is a system of signs and codes that are used to
organize and direct spatial relations. Representational spaces are those spaces that the
imagination seeks to change and appropriate. Usually dominated by the other modes of

spatial production, these are clandestine and underground spaces lived by artists and
others who seek to describe alternative spaces. (285).

24



Thus, if we are to apply Lefebvre’s ‘triple dialectic’ to Woolf’s bourgeois room or scientific
laboratory, two private spaces she pointed to in her essay, we will probably place them under the
category of ‘representations of space.” Because even though these two spaces are supposed to be
real physical sites that have their geographical dimensions, they were conceptualized sites in the
case of Woolf’s and her contemporary women writers, as they had never attended them or been a
part of their reality. Both Woolf’s envisioned room and scientific laboratory were examples of
spaces that middle class women attempt to reappropriate or create for themselves in their
endeavor to move beyond traditional spaces that hinder their creativity.

Lefebvre’s social theory of space represented in his ‘triple dialectic’ has been adopted
widely over the last century among scholars from different fields, as Soja indicates. However,
they mostly tended to think of space as either a ‘Firstspace’ perspective—a term Soja uses for
spatial practice—that is mainly based on real and perceived material forms of it or ‘Secondspace’
perspective — Soja’s term for Lefebvre’s representations of space—that is built on conceiving
space in cognitive, imagined forms. What Lefebvre refers to as ‘representational space’ or ‘lived
space;’ on the other hand, has been usually comprehended as a “combination” of ‘Firstspace’
perspective represented in its real perceived structures or ‘Secondspace’ perspective represented
in its imagined, conceptualized forms (Soja 10).

At the end of the 1960s, new, creative modes of thinking about space have arose.
Improving Lefebvre's spatial triad that involves thinking of social space as one of these three
perspectives Firstspace, Secondspace, and lived space, Soja introduces the concept of spatial
trialectics. It is “a product of a ‘thirding’ of the spatial imagination, the creation of another mode
of thinking about space that draws upon the material and mental spaces of the traditional dualism

but extends well beyond them in scope, substance, and meaning.” Lefebvre's perspective of
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representational space—what Soja identifies as lived space—is characterized by its lack of
dogma; hence, Soja comes up with this creative term in an attempt to introduce people to a
broader and more extended- but firmer and more stable- way of thinking about space that
encompasses both real and imagined forms of space and more (11). It is important to note that
there is no fixed definition for Soja’s Thirdspace since it is “a purposefully tentative and flexible
term that attempts to capture what is actually a constantly shifting and changing milieu of ideas,
events, appearances, and meanings” (Soja 2). Based on that assumption, Thirdspace, as a
concept, is open to varied interpretations and applications, which is a notion I built on and
utilized when I fashioned my own definition of the term ‘private spaces.’

Soja’s Thirdspace, in short, can be perceived as real either because it is a site that has
geographical dimensions and can be located on the map, or it can simply indicate a space that
feels real to us because of “our actual experiences of space and place” (spatial imagination).
Thirdspace is also a space that we conceptualize and imagine due to our previous experiences,
whether these experiences are real, lived ones or conceived through the things we read or hear
about. An example of this space is the space that is represented through art, including painting
and literature. Lastly, Thirdspace can be both real and imagined and more/also and the words
more/also in particular can mean varied things for different people, as Soja suggests. One
possible interpretation of them is that Thirdspace is the space we assign a meaning and emotions
to, and they change continually based on our lived experiences. The words more/also will always
remain open for further exploration.

Through his journey of exploration and crystallization of Thirdspace, Soja examines the
writings of a number of contemporary scholars and the notable feminist cultural critic and

theorist bell hooks is one of them. bell hooks has been remarkably influenced by Lefebvre’s
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social theory of space and has already taken the pathway to the Thirdspace that she refers to in
her writings as the chosen marginality. Just like Soja and other critics, hooks “advances” and

% cc

“reconceptualizes” Lefebvre’s ‘lived space’ “through creative inquiries into the connected
spatialities of race, class, and gender” (Soja 12). Since hooks lived experience of discrimination
is different than that of black men who have the privilege of gender and white women who have
the privilege of race according to the hierarchies of race, gender, and class, she forges a space for
herself and other black women in her community as well as people of less privileged groups that
she describes as a space of “radical openness” (hooks 206).

The idea of hooks’ space of marginality is that those same ‘lived spaces of
representation’ that have been used by the hegemonic power once as a site of oppression are
“reconstructed” and “recomposed” by the counter-hegemonic power, represented by hooks and
her fellows, as “potentially nurturing places of resistance, real-and- imagined, material-and-
metaphorical meeting grounds for struggles over all forms of oppression, wherever they are
found” (12). It is an open and free space where people of less privileged groups feel empowered
and nurtured to resist the hegemony of other groups of social, political, and economic power.
Yet, it does not exclude people and critics from other groups of society, it rather invites them to
come together to exchange ideas and opinions. In these real and imagined spaces of marginality,
people have the right to be different and diverse, and their “issues of race, class, and gender can
be addressed simultaneously without privileging one over the other” (Soja 5). In hooks’ space of
marginality differences are celebrated and considered a force of strength and brilliance that
opens wider possibilities for them to be creative and make a positive change. Making a positive
change, or as hooks calls it “the process of re-vision,” is “difficult yet necessary” (hooks 149).

Even though hooks’ space of marginality seems very promising, it is not always safe since it iS a
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strategic site that groups of less power exploit for resistance against oppressive, dominating ones
to promote their sense of subjectivity.

There is an apparent difference between the marginality people choose for themselves as
a central site for articulating their subjectivity and announcing their resistance and the one that is
forced on them and determined by the hegemonic groups, as hooks indicates (Soja 98). Chosen
marginality, which hooks advocates, usually empowers and boosts one’s creativity whereas
forced marginality hinders it and restrains it. A good example of the difference between these
two types of marginality appears in Alice Walker’s text, The Color Purple. Being marginalized
and forced to live in an oppressive environment most of her life, Celie has grown up as a
powerless and helpless child and young woman. However, after she establishes a strong
sisterhood relationship with both Sofia and Shug, she learns how to shift her mentality and to
look at this same repressing environment as well as other metaphorical and non-metaphorical
spaces around her as sites for resistance, radical possibility, and empowerment. When she
consciously takes the decision to stay in her husband’s house with the intention of taking it as an
initial strategic site for resisting oppression and making a positive change, her voice is finally
heard, and her life conditions start to improve.

As this section shows, scholars have distinct ideas and perspectives about ‘space.’
Lefebvre thinks of space as one of the following three terms of his triple dialectic: spatial
practice, representations of space, and representational space (lived space). Soja, on the other
hand, thinks of Third space as real and imagined spaces and more. Lastly, hooks thinks of her
space of marginality as mainly a site of resistance and making a positive change. The spaces |

discuss in this dissertation and refer to also as ‘private spaces’ are sometimes a part of Lefebvre’s
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previously discussed triple dialectic. They seem, at other times, to be more on the side of Soja’s
Third space or bell hooks’ space of marginality.

Being influenced by the previously reviewed literature of ‘space’ as well as Westin’s
definition of ‘privacy,’ I have fashioned a definition that is customized to suit the meaning of
‘private spaces’ [ am trying to communicate in my analysis of the four contemporary texts. Thus,
‘private spaces’ in this project are: physical, psychological, or metaphorical, real and imagined
sites that are empowering, nurturing, healing, supporting, liberating for women. These are spaces
in which they have the chance to resist their oppression, sustain their subjectivity, express their
creativity, and explore their potential as human beings in a state of solitude or small- or large-
group intimacy. These sites can be conventional or newly invented.

As this definition indicates, these private spaces are unique sites that enable women to
improve their lives and the lives of other women and express their real identities and suppressed
talents. My notion of private spaces in this project, as I perceive it, is broader than Lefebvre’s
space as well as hooks’ one, as the former mostly thinks of space as either real or imagined
whereas the latter seems to be more on the metaphoric side of space and is mainly found to
confront racial and masculine hegemony and make promising changes in the life of oppressed
people. My idea of space and private spaces is also narrower than Soja’s one, as his space is open
and encompasses all other spaces while the ‘private spaces’ | discuss here are (modified) for
women and their needs only.

Lastly, before moving to the next section, one more idea need to be highlighted. A
common pattern arises when the female literary characters in the four analyzed texts take

advantage of their private spaces and start their journeys toward personal and artistic growth.
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Each protagonist gets first empowered and then has her creativity unleashed. A strong correlation
between empowerment and creativity manifests in the case of each female character in each text.
Research Questions and Methodology

As the early section of this thesis reveals, there is a divergence between Woolf’s ideal
room necessary for creating art and those of many contemporary feminist critics such as Walker,
Cofer, and Anzaldua. However, it seems that very few scholars have offered a way to mediate
between Woolf’s vision of a private space and those of the other contemporary scholars when
they suggest a reconstruction of her room. Also, almost no scholar has directly answered Alice
Walker’s question: if having a space of one’s own is a fundamental condition for unleashing
women’s creativity and power, then how were poor or slave women able to exercise creativity at
all? Further, even though many scholars have sought to investigate how Woolf’s original theory
has been reflected in modernist literary works, very few people have examined how Woolf’s
enlarged vision of a private space are reflected in the works | am discussing in this dissertation.
The tension between Woolf’s vision of ideal rooms promoting female artists’ creativity and those
of other women writers has motivated me to investigate how ‘private spaces’ have been
perceived by some women writers from different eras, races, and classes; under what conditions
they wrote; and how is the idea that a woman must have a room in which to practice her art
portrayed in their literature? The debate about the relationship between private spaces and
women’s creativity encouraged me to study how significant it is for fictional female figures to
have spaces of their own in order to be empowered and creative, and hopefully to provide a
direct answer to Walker’s neglected question by analyzing and comparing four novels by four

different female authors.
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This thesis seeks to examine the following research questions: What is the relation
between Woolf’s room with a lock on the door and Cofer’s or Anzaldua’s “room” which is
actually the kitchen table or the bus or the welfare line? Are they contradicting her, saying a
physical room with a door you can lock is not necessary? Even if they are disagreeing with her,
do Woolf and her critics have anything in common in their views? How has Woolf’s room, or an
expanded vision of private spaces, been reflected in Kate Chopin’s The Awakening, Willa
Cather’s O’ Pioneers, Gayl Jones’s Corregidora, and Alice Walker’s The Color Purpl? What
does this literature say about how significant it is for women to have rooms of their own or
private spaces in order to be empowered and creative?

For the purposes of this research, | chose to discuss these novels because they have many
themes in common: women’s empowerment, gender inequality, the gendered division of labor,
patriarchy and women’s oppression. In addition, the female protagonists in these works are all
empowered female artists. Moreover, for all the female characters, Alexandra (O’ Pioneers),
Ursa (Corregidora), Edna (The Awakening), and Celie (The Color Purple), access to varied types
of private spaces at different points in their lives plays a significant role in strengthening their
personalities and releasing the artist within them. The previous research questions will be
answered by examining the four indicated literary texts from a feminist perspective. | will
attempt a close reading of the female characters’ ways of utilizing their private spaces as a
condition for boosting their real, powerful and creative personalities.

Each one of these female characters has a different kind of artistry. In O Pioneers,
Alexandra is an artist in the way she succeeds in manging the farm and increasing its
productivity and transforming the wild prairies into beautiful gardens. She is visionary, creative,

and imaginative, which are traits that artists have and she uses her land as a medium to express
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her art. In The Awakening, Edna is a talented painter; however, her creativity not only shows in
her attempt to express herself through the art of painting, but it also appears in the quest to find
her real, unconventional identity and to live as an untraditional woman in a very traditional
society, and the opportunity to experience musical sublimity that not every fond listener to music
can have. In The Color Purple, Celie’s artistry manifests in her ability to design perfect pants of
different sizes and models. As a creative and a talented pant designer, Celie spends a lot of time
dreaming about and imagining the designs she plans on making. Her pants are unique not only in
the way they are customized to fit people’s bodies, but also their personalities. Lastly, in
Corregidora, Ursa is a blues singer who creatively uses her music as a space for healing and
documenting the history of abuse that she and her female ancestors have gone through from a
new perspective, a perspective of powerful women.

This introduction presented an overall demonstration of the scope of the dissertation
where | briefly illustrated the main ideas and discussed at length 4 Room of One’s Own as well
as some of the works that responded to that essay. In addition, this section reviewed some
literature about ‘privacy’ and ‘space’ and provided definitions of these important terms. In each
of the next four chapters, | provide a brief discussion of what the authors of the novels have said
about what women require in order to write or create art, and what they or their biographers have
said about their own access to private spaces in which to produce their own work, followed by an
in-depth analysis of the authors’ texts. It is important to note that even though in this project |
explore private spaces in both the lives of the authors and their female fictional characters, | am
mainly more concerned with investigating these spaces in the lives of the latter: how the varied
forms of private spaces appear in the literary texts, and how they have been exploited by the

main female characters and used as boosters for their creativity. The conclusion attempts to
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answer Walker’s question: if having a space of one’s own is a fundamental condition for
unleashing women’s creativity and power, then how were poor or slave women able to exercise
creativity at all? How could a slave woman such as Phillis Wheatley, who “owned not even
herself,” write great poems? In addition, it discusses the significance of expanding Woolf’s

vision of private spaces and the implications of this expansion for all female artists.
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Private Spaces and Alexandra's Pioneering Spirit in O Pioneers!

The idea of utilizing private spaces to enhance women'’s creativity is of great importance
in the life of the writer Willa Cather as well as that of her fictional character, Alexandra, in the
novel O Pioneers!. To unleash and release their own creativities, Cather and Alexandra exploited
varied kinds of private spaces that were available to them and compatible with their life
situations and needs. The metaphorical space of emotionally supportive people and the physical
space of retreating to the prairies of Nebraska are examples of two kinds of private spaces that
positively influence both Cather’s and Alexandra’s creativity. This chapter will start with an
attempt to investigate the main private spaces that Cather could exploit or create for herself
during her life to enable her to develop her talent of creative literary writing. A close reading of
Cather’s biography tells us how physical spaces such as the open prairies of Nebraska and locked
rooms and attics as well as supportive spaces like strong friendships all helped Cather to grow as
an individual and artist. After examining the private spaces necessary for creating art in the life
of Cather, the argument will shift to examining those same private spaces as well as different
ones in the life of the female protagonist in O Pioneers!. As this chapter will reveal, private
spaces such as the emotionally supportive spaces of Alexandra’s relationship with her father and
Carl, and her unique bond with her land, as well as the physical and psychological space of
Alexandra’s solitude on her land have all helped her to thrive and prosper as an artist and female
pioneer.

Alexandra is perceived and referred to as an artist in many places in this chapter, and it is
important to explain why I see her as an artist and what her medium is before moving further.
Alexandra is thought of as an artist because she is visionary, creative, and imaginative, which are

traits that artists have. She uses her land as a medium to express her art. Her artistry manifests in
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the way she daydreams about the projects she conducts in her farm, has the courage to
experiment with new ideas, challenges her society and herself, succeeds in manging the farm and
increasing its productivity, and transforms the wild prairies into beautiful gardens. The varied
private spaces that will be discussed later in this chapter allow her to envision the future, new
ways to make the land productive and beautiful and enable her to release these aspects of her
artistry.

Privacy and Willa Cather’s Creativity

Throughout Willa Cather’s life, various private spaces played a significant role in
boosting her creativity, whether those spaces were physical, locked rooms that conformed to
Virginia Woolf’s vision of private spaces or more open, untraditional ones in accordance with
the vision of the contemporary feminist scholars discussed in the first chapter. Other emotional,
supportive, and inspiring private spaces, such as the space of her intimate relationships with a
number of female friends and the space of her literary collaboration with other female writers
such as Sarah Orne Jewett, also played a role in supporting her writing creativity.

The Nebraska prairie is the first kind of space that influenced Cather’s creative
imagination. The Cather family moved to Nebraska when Willa, their oldest daughter, was only
nine years old. Adapting to the wild land and the new life was not easy for the family and it was
hardest for Willa and her mother. She felt as if the open prairie of Nebraska was threatening to
her defined personality, causing her to lose herself in its vastness; she first perceived it as a “kind
of erasure of personality” (Woodress 36). In this new place and among its population, she no
longer knew who she really was and what she truly wanted.

A few months later, however, this same land Cather had initially feared and hated had

become a source of liberation and inspiration for her. Indulging in solo activities in this place
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such as walking or wandering across the boundless land gave her the chance to enjoy
uninterrupted physical and mental privacy in which her real feelings and ideas about life and
people started to form. Besides, her long sitting on the plains contemplating the crops, the
harvest, the farms, and the surrounding neighborhood supplied her with countless precious
memories and with the writing material for several of her best novels: O Pioneers!, My Antonia,
and The Song of the Lark. She describes this feeling in O Pioneers!:
There are few scenes more gratifying than a spring plowing in that country, where the furrows of
a single field often lie a mile in length, and the brown earth, with such a strong, clean smell, and
such a power of growth and fertility in it, yields itself eagerly to the plow; rolls away from the
shear, not even dimming the brightness of the metal, with a soft, deep sigh of happiness. The
wheat cutting sometimes goes on all night as well as all day, and in good seasons there are
scarcely men and horses enough to do the harvesting. The grain is so heavy that it bends toward
the blade and cuts like velvet. (25).
As this passage shows, Cather has turned her early memories of the Nebraska prairies into vivid
images in O Pioneers! The nature of Nebraska and its landscapes, the people and their hard work
in the wild land, and the fields and their crops are all elaborately described in that work. Perhaps
Cather’s solitary existence in this open space inspired her creativity more than locked rooms
could have. The new land worked as a private space for Cather because her days there, especially
early ones, were always lonely. In one of her interviews, Cather describes the prairie of Nebraska
and her early days there:

this country was mostly wild pasture and as naked as the back of your hand. | was little

and homesick and lonely, and my mother was homesick, and nobody paid any attention

to us. So, the country and | had it out together and by the end of the first autumn, that

shaggy grass country had gripped me with a passion | have never been able to shake.
(Cather 32)

In this quote, Cather highlights the fact that she was “lonely,” which means that she had no
company, no close friends to talk to or spend time with, particularly during the first autumn
season her family and she were there. Pairing the word “lonely” with the word “homesick” gives

the impression that this kind of loneliness and imposed privacy has been unwelcome. However,
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Cather learned to enjoy and appreciate them when she established a strong relationship with the
land and noticed their positive effect on her creative mind.

In contrast to the open space of Nebraska, closed physical spaces such as locked rooms
and attics also played a crucial role in nourishing Cather’s creativity. As Willa, the oldest child
and daughter in the Cather family, got older and her need for privacy increased, the family set
aside a new space for her in their house in Red Cloud: “an ell-shaped gable wing of the main
attic was partitioned off to give her a private room” (Woodress 47). Cather was quite fond of her
new space and to make it more convenient and luxurious, earned her own money to plaster the
walls and get a pretty wallpaper. This attic in Red Cloud was the first locked place that Cather
had had in her life, and it instantly became her own retreat: the place where she spent long hours
reading, studying, and writing undisturbed. From that moment on, Cather’s appreciation for
privacy had manifested.

Cather’s desire for privacy grew throughout her college years and beyond. She
established her career as a writer in college. Studying for college and writing for magazines as a
freelancer demanded a considerable amount of solitude, dedication, and concentration, which
would not have been possible if she had not had a space of her own. A few years after her
graduation, Cather was invited by her friend Isabelle to live with the McClung family. Cather
shared a bedroom that overlooked the beautiful garden with Isabelle, but “for her writing an attic
sewing room was transformed into a study where Cather, far from the bustle on the lower floors,
could enjoy the solitude on which creativity thrives” (Gerber 40). Having a luxurious, isolated
space to work in allowed Cather to devote herself to her writing and to carve her way as a
professional writer. By working consistently at least five days a week, Cather started to feel more

satisfied with her work, which meant that her hard work in her retreat in the attic had paid off.
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Among other physical locked rooms, the attics were some of Cather’s favorites; she was
“fond” of them (Homestead 435). Because the attics are located on a separate floor, the top floor,
they are quiet, isolated, and sometimes large. Their features allow artists to indulge in the
creative act undisturbed by family members, guests, or maids. Like other lockable rooms, attics
prevent communication with other people- to some extent- when it is unwelcome; they also
allow it when it is needed, as artists, including writers, sometimes need to break their solitude in
a quest for inspiration, rest, etc. Furthermore, attics fit into Woolf’s vision of new private spaces,
as these spaces are untraditional and were not commonly assigned to women in the 19th century.

By the time Cather’s career as a writer had prospered, her choices for privacy and
solitude went beyond what they had before; her quest for them became more inventive to support
her artistic creativity. To illustrate, when Cather sought inspiration or new creative ideas, she did
not restrict herself to physical rooms with walls and locks on the doors such as sewing rooms,
attics, and studies. Rather, she would walk long distances, ride horses, sail on boats, and explore
deserts and other new places. “Travel became an integral part of Cather’s creative cycle”
(Homestead 411). Her attempts usually succeeded, and she returned from these trips “with such a
head full of stories that she was dreaming about them” (Woodress 11). Even though Willa Cather
and Virginia Woolf lived in the same era, Cather’s idea of the private spaces necessary for
creating art seems to have been more progressive than Woolf’s. Cather does agree with Woolf on
the importance of having a space of one’s own as a condition and pre-condition for creating art.
She also seems to believe that as long as the spaces are inspiring, nurturing for one’s creativity,
and not interrupting the process of producing art, regardless of whether they are locked rooms or

open spaces, they fall under the category of the private spaces necessary for creating art.
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The older and more mature Cather grew as a writer, the more “obsessed with privacy”
she became (Woodress 141). Staying away from interruption or distraction is one important
component of any individual’s privacy. When she was working on her novels and stories, any
interruption of her work was unwelcome, even if that interruption was a call from her employer
or a fan. Constant disturbance holds her back from progressing and weakens her ability to
connect with her creative self. In one of her letters to her friend Elizabeth Sergeant, a writer
whom she met when she was working at McClure’s magazine, Cather indicated that “she would
like to nail up her front door and have done with it” (Woodress 255). Cather eventually had to
withdraw from social events as much as she could because her professional career as a writer
needed dedication, and according to Philip Gerber, “dedication is equated with loneliness, but
such loneliness is the freedom to follow one’s star undistracted” (137). Even though Cather was
a woman that many people at her time would die to befriend, she chose to sacrifice a great deal
of her social life to her art.

Physical and mental privacy are not the sole forms of privacy and private spaces that
helped to boost Cather’s literary creativity; metaphorical ones such as emotional, supportive
private spaces represented in her intimate relationships with a number of dear female friends also
did so. Female figures such as the Bohemian, Swedish, and German immigrant women in her
Nebraska neighborhood, as well as some female friends such as Isabelle, Edith Lewis, and her
mentor, writer Sarah Orne Jewett, had either supported or influenced her positively at some point
in her life. The intimacy between Cather and each one of these women created a unique
supportive space that helped to strengthen her intellectual abilities and spark her writing

creativity in many ways.
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As a curious little child, Cather was drawn to the richness of the immigrant women’s
cultures and experiences. This turned her into a sharp observer and a thoughtful person, as she
“[threw] herself heart and soul into the fight these people were making to master the language, to
subdue the soil, to hold their land, and to get on in the world” (Woodress 37). Cather’s
experience of growing up in that multi-cultural place and her close observation of the immigrant
women'’s life struggles allowed her little active mind to absorb all the related details that
appeared years later as characters, places, and events in her creative works. Elaborating on her
relationship with these immigrant women and its effect on her, Cather in one of her interviews
says:

| particularly liked the old women; they understood my homesickness and were kind to

me . . .. these old women on the farms were the first people who ever gave me the real

feeling of an older world across the sea.... I have never found any intellectual excitement
any more intense than | used to feel when I spent a morning with one of these old women
at her baking or butter-making.... I always felt . . . as if I had actually got inside another

person's skin." (Woodress 38).

As Cather indicated, these women not only opened her eyes to new worlds and cultures
unfamiliar to her but also showed a deep understanding of her struggle to cope with her new life
in a new place. They welcomed her in their houses and immersed her in their generous feelings
of trust and love. Perhaps these immigrant women noticed her creative intelligence that showed
up through her apparent curiosity, and that is why they shared their cultural arts with her in the
first place.

Other women such as Cather’s friends Isabelle McClung and Edith Lewis also played a
part in Cather’s success as a creative writer. The intimate friendships that Cather shared with
these two women functioned as a space of emotional and social support. Isabelle and her family

welcomed Cather at their house and gave her an isolated physical space, the attic, to work in for

free. Their generosity relieved Cather from worrying about saving money and domestic tasks
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such as cleaning and cooking; it enabled her to devote herself to her career as a teacher (at that
time) and her craft as a writer. Even though there is no direct evidence to support the following
claim, Isabelle must have believed in Cather’s ability and creativity as a writer and that is why
she chose to support her and give her the chance to pursue her own dream.

Years later, Cather moved out of the McClung family’s house and lived with another
supportive friend, Edith Lewis. Lewis was not a mere friend of Cather, but also a partner in her
work. Even though many scholars indicate that Lewis worked as a copy editor for Cather, some
believe that her role was more influential than that, as she has been thought to have a significant
impact on “Cather’s creative process” (Homestead 409). They went on many trips together,
escaping the crowd of New York city into more isolated places to give Cather the solitude she
needed in order to unleash her creativity. Cather usually did “the initial drafting and typing”
while Cather and Lewis both did the “editing typescripts and reading page proofs.” At other
times Cather became an “observer and hanger on” while Lewis did the other tasks (Homestead
411). This collaborative space that Cather shared privately with her friend, Lewis, helped to
boost her writing creativity and resulted in a number of excellent literary pieces such as The
Professor’s House and Death Comes for The Archbishop.

Lastly, Cather’s friendship with the well-known writer Sarah Orne Jewett impacted her as
a writer significantly. By befriending Sarah Orne Jewett, “Cather experienced something akin to
a conversion into female creativity-that is, into conceiving of art as collaborative” (Rosowski
133). As there were not many female writers in Cather’s time, Cather longed for a professional
mentor to read her work and to constructively critique it from a female point of view, another
female writer who was well acquainted with the writing struggles that female writers encounter.

Cather’s collaboration with Jewett constitutes a collaborative literary space resembling the one
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that Woolf encouraged in her book 4 Room of One’s Own. It is the kind of space that promotes
women’s creativity and helps establish a unique writing tradition for female writers.

When Woolf emphasizes female artists’ need for solitude in uninvaded physical spaces,
exemplified primarily in locked rooms, as a condition and pre-condition for enhancing creativity
and promoting the process of creating art, she only talks about having one person in each locked
room. On the other hand, when she discusses metaphorical literary spaces as another space
promoting women’s creativity in another place in this same text, she specifically talks about
collaborative efforts; she says, "masterpieces are not single and solitary births; they are the
outcome of many years of thinking in common, of thinking by the body of the people, so that the
experience of the mass is behind the single voice" (55). In this quote, Woolf invites all women
writers to enter into a collaborative literary space and work together to create a writing tradition
for generations to come of female writers.

According to Westin’s definition of privacy, this metaphorical literary space is still a
private space even though it can host a lot of people because -as I indicated earlier- for him,
privacy can be achieved “in a state of solitude or small-group intimacy or...among larger
groups” (Westin 7). This collaborative literary space is a space that is created by and for women,
in which they share intellectual and emotional intimacy or enter into private conversations.
Woolf seems to agree with Westin’s definition that privacy is not restricted to solitude, but also
can be a state of intimacy in small or large groups when she suggested that both spaces, the
physical and the metaphorical, are private.

The existence of many female figures in Cather’s life was necessary for her growth as a
writer and an artist. Each one of these women supported Cather in her own way. The old

immigrant women provoked Cather’s imagination and triggered her curiosity for exploring
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unknown worlds. Isabelle provided her with emotional support and offered her a convenient and
luxurious writing space for free. Lewis was a travel and a home mate as well as a collaborator in
Cather’s creative process of writing. Lastly, Sarah Orne Jewett was the literary mentor and critic
that Cather felt desperate for.

The Cather family experience of moving to the open space of the Nebraska prairies
provided Willa with a new kind of physical and psychological privacy that she had not been used
to. The solitary setting of the plains and her long, distant contemplation of the farmers working
in the fields, c