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PREFACE

Virginia Woolf, in her A Room of One’s Oron , pointed to
the fact that in the past women were admired and celebrated in
literary works but not in real life. To support her argument
she created a fiction of Shakespeare’s sister, who, though as
gifted as her brother, could not have lived as a genius. Woolf
called her Judith and said that no one could “measure the heat
and violence of the poet’s heart when caught and tangled in a
woman’s body”. Judith’s story was meant to show that “Any
woman born with a- great gift in the 16th century would
certainly have gone crazed, shot herself, or ended her days in
some lonely cottage outside the village, half witch, half
wizard, feared and mocked by all. ”

It seems that there were exceptions to Woolf’s conclusion
about women in the 16th century Britain. For instance, there
was Queen Elizabeth, not only a monarch but also a gifted
writer and a thinker in a sense. But the Queen was a queen and
Woolf was talking about common British women in general.
Furthermore, what Woolf said about British women applies
well enough to women elsewhere in the world, including
China. The fictional Shakespeare’s sister reminds us of Su
Xiaomei, the younger sister of the Chinese poet Su Shih (1036-
1101) in the Song dynasty. There have been quite a number of
short stories in China about this gifted lady whose intelligence
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outwitted talented men, including her poet husband. As one of
the stories goes, Su Shih recognized his younger sister’s gift
and once said to her that “if you were a man, you could have
accomplished more than your brother.” Yet, unfortunately,
this gifted younger sister of Su Shih’s, like Shakespeare’s
sister, has been only a fiction. In real life, Su Shih did have a
sister, an elder one, whose life after marriage was far from
being happy, very much the kind of life the fictional Judith
might have lived if she had obeyed her father. Su Xiaomei
serves fittingly as a Chinese example to support Woolf’s
assertion that women were generally admired in literary
writings but not in actual life. In old China, as in old Britain,
gifted women were not really regarded as normal since “lack of
talent” was unabashedly counted as a virtue for a woman,
Woolf’s fiction of Shakespeare’s sister has far-reaching
universal implications.

Woolf was one of the few who have greatly influenced the
cause of women’s emancipation. Women, in the West and in
the East, have suffered much. The history of British women
trying to have a voice of their own is long but for most of the
time not very successful. In the 19 century, women writers,
such as Bronté sisters and George Eliot, wrote about the true
state of women, Woolf, like her immediate predecessors;
cared about the fate of women. Being a woman thinker and a
thinker for women, she looked at women’s issues both as a
woman and not only as a woman. Her attention and sensibility
toward women was marked by a broad vision very rare among
women of her time.

Hence it is quite natural that her legacy should have
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attracted great attention from other parts of the world. In
China, research on Woolf has been increasingly hot and
fruitful. The present book, by Dr Lii Hongling, is among the
few that offer fresh insights into Woolf studies. A novelist and
literay critic, Woolf saw the danger of unbridied anger among
women and sought to balance emotion and reason. Liu
Hongling in her book analyses why Woolf stresses resistance
to anger in women’s writing and tries to define what Woolf
means by “women’s sentence” and “androgyny”. Lii argues
that to Woolf, reason and feeling are mutually dependent and
what one needs is reasoned emotion. She emphasizes the fact
that Woolf’s conception was much ahead of her own time and
is still of great significance today. Lii’s own research, I should
say, is also very helpful, both as an academic work in Woolf
studies and as a woman's voice among Chinese women in their
efforts towards emancipation,

Judith and Su Xiaomei are fictional characters. The author
of this book and the woman her book discusses are not. The
world is making progress and things are much better today.
Women, as gifted as Judith and Su Xiaomei, have more chance
to succeed. Li has been working steadily in her research and it
is sincerely hoped that she will make more and greater
contributions in her field, not just as a woman academic, but

as an academic.

Liu Naiyin

East China Normal University
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ABSTRACT

The renowned British woman writer and critic Virginia
Woolf (1882-—1941) developed her conception of women’s
writing in early 1900s, which covers a range of basic issues
concerning women writing’s meaning, significance, style,
developing trend as well as the issue whether it has its own
discourse. With respect to this, modern critics more often
than not focus on Woolf’s identity as a feminist, trying to
locate her and her conception by studying her experience or
fiction writings. Indeed, their studies have contributed to the
knowledge of the social and historical origins of Woolf’s
thinking and have revealed its social significance. However,
there are still conspicuous deficiencies regarding the theoretical
exploration of the essential features of her thinking about
literature. Often, their criticism is overpowered by biographic
elements, or too much involved in a unilateral gender-based
perspective.  Therefore, a proper understanding and
illustration of Wool{’s thinking upon literature is still an
urgent and critical issue in need of study.

The present book assumes that, if we study from the
perspective of emotion/reason, in light of feminism,
psychoanalysis, narratology, and if we put more attention on

her essays, diaries, as well as on her fiction, we can possibly
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delve into the rich connotations and essence of her conception
in a historical context, It is argued that the issue of emotion/
reason is the core of Woolf’s writings and theoretical thinking
about women’s writing. Either in the argumentation about
truth or about tradition, either in the exploration of writing
subjects or styles, the issue of emotion/reason is a consistent
concern, which develops into a theoretic conception of
reasoned emotion for art,

The book begins with an exploration of Woolf’s
understanding of emotion. Woolf’s discard of anger, which is
also a form of emotion, does not mean that she denies the
literary presentation of emotion in the broad sense. On the one
hand, Woolf concerns herself with emotion revealed in
women'’s writing, and on the other, she stresses reason from
different perspectives. She holds that the writer should take an
integral attitude, adhere to the human element, write in a
state of anonymous freedom, and treat tradition dialectically.
Generally speaking, reason is conceptualized as “integrity” and
her devotion to reason in writing embodies an artist’s
particular rational contemplation on artistic creation.

It is further argued that emotion and reason are
interdependent in Woolf’s conception, which, in reality,
demands that the writer should acquire an understanding of
reasoned emotion in art so that eternality can be achieved.
With a particular look at Woolf’s idea of recollection and
concentration, the book examines her view of poetic spirit,

and of impersonality as the ideal means to effect good writing.
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In light of Woolf’s theoretical thinking about reasoned
emotion, the two most controversial concepts “ woman’s
sentence” and “androgyny” are then brought into focus and
explored for their implication of emotion/reason. With the two
concepts, Woolf calls for the consciousness of reasoned
emotion in women writers. For her, since future women'’s
writing will be characterized with a poetic spirit, women
writers should try to work beyond as well as work at gender
consciousness, so that they can fully exert their creativity and
achieve the perfect union of emotion and reason to endow their
writing with perpetual energy. In view of this, her idea of
reasoned emotion should be of particular significance to those
women writers keen on expressing personal emotions,

Based on a holistic study of literature, Woolf shows her
stance as a conscious female writer by her theoretical thinking.
Especially concerned with the issue of gender consciousness in
writing, she acknowledges gender difference and advocates a
dynamic treatment of it. She doesn’t put emotion and reason in
an absolute opposite dualistic relation. Marked by a pluralistic
thinking paradigm, her literary conception is revealing for
today’s construction of literary theory as well as for women’s

writing.
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