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Abstract

As one of the foremost modernist writers of the twentieth century,
Virginia Woolf ( 1882-1941) pushes forward the development of literary
modernism through her innovative fictional techniques, and represents the
history of her time, including wars, feminist movements, homosexual
phenomenon, and the decline of the British Empire, in her modernist works.
However, some critics argue that modernist writers, for example Virginia
Woolf, focus solely on the form of writing, and neglect the historical and
political contexts. Her husband Leonard Woolf, her nephew Quentin Bell,
Benedict Nicolson, the son of her close friend Vita Sackville-West as well as
her researchers F. R. Leavis, David Daiches and Jean Guiguet, hold similar
views and regard her as an ahistorical writer.

Virginia Woolf’s novels seem to be detached from history. However, they
are not only rooted in historical factuality of modernity but also adopted to
narrate history.  Virginia Woolfs immense interest in history and
historiography developed at an early age, when she had opportunities to
voraciously read history books written by Edward Gibbon, Thomas Macaulay,
Thomas Carlyle and Water Scott in her father’s library. Virginia Woolf studied
at the Ladies’ Department of King’ s College London from 1897 to 1901,
during which she enrolled in history courses. From 1905 to 1907, she taught
history at Morley College. In 1921, she had plans to write a historical
disquisition. In 1928, she exclaimed that history was the most fantastic
concoction of the human brain. Her life-long commitment to the writing of
*Common History Book™ was conceived in 1940. In practice, she wrote some
essays, such as “Unwritten History”, “The Historian and ¢ The Gibbon’ ™,

and a short story “The Journal of Mistress Joan Martyn”, to express her view
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of history and historiography. Her view of history and historiography is
revealed in her novels, in which marginalized individuals and groups are
featured as the subjects of history, and the impact of historical forces on their
daily lives is indicated.

Virginia Woolf argues that history and literature are intricately
interwoven, and that history is accessible only through literary texts. Her view
of history and historiography transcended the dominant thinking of her time.
For this reason, she has been regarded as a forerunner of the New Historicism
which developed in the 1980s. Virginia Woolf places her novels in the
historical contexts of her family, society, and the British Empire of her time.
Through her works, the power relations between the authority and the
marginalized are exposed, and the history of the marginalized individuals and
groups, which include women, the lower class, homosexuals, and the
colonized, is reconstructed. Virginia Woolf” s novels provide not only a
historical narration of the disasters brought about by modernity but also nudge
Westerners to wake up from the nightmare of history.

This book, excluding the introduction and conclusion, consists of four
chapters.

The introduction is a review on the most influential achievements of
Woolf studies. Since her first novel The Voyage Out was published in 1915,
Woolf studies abroad have mainly focused on philosophy, psychology,
feminism, modernism, postmodernism,  politics,  historicism,  post-
colonialism, anthropology, ethics and textual annotation. Woolf studies in
China focus on form and subject, theory of fiction, feminist criticism,
postmodern criticism, comparative criticism, ecocriticism, etc. However,
studies on Virginia Woolf and her works from the perspective of the New
Historicism received less attention. This might be atiributed to the biased
views of Virginia Woolf” s family members, close friends and researchers who
argue that Woolf and other modernist writers attach great importance to
modernist writing techniques rather than history and politics. Although some

Woolf researchers studied the historical contexts in her modernist works after
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the publication of her diary entries, letters, biographies, and essays, they
failed to explore the following questions systematically: What is Virginia
Woolf" s view of history and historiography? Which historical events did she
experience? How did the history she experienced influence her modernist
creation? Did her novels truly reflect historical factuality? How did she
incorporate historical factuality in her novels? What are her strategies of
historiography in her novels? What is the political intention of her
historiography? What is her tendency towards the New Historicism? This book
aims to explore the questions mentioned above through the study of Virginia
Woolf* s historiography in her novels and the relationship between history in
her real life and that in her works. The scope of the research mainly covers
Virginia Woolf* s three novels, To the Lighthouse, Mrs. Dalloway, and The
Years, as well as some of her essays, short stories, letters, diary entries,
biographies, autobiographies, manuscripts, and archival documents. This
book adopts the New Historicism as the primary research methodology. Two
assumptions of the New Historicism — the relation between literature and
history, as well as the power relations, are applied to guide the writing of this
book.

The four chapters respectively study Virginia Woolf* s view of history and
historiography, the historical factuality in her real world, the historiography in
her novels, and the political intention of her historiography.

The first chapter studies some of her novels, short stories, essays,
letters, diary entries, biographies, and archival documents to explore Virginia
Woolf" s view of history and historiography.

According to Virginia Woolf, history is not only the past but also the
story narrated about the past. She views history as a wonderful and
unbelievable thing, as it integrates the past and the present in man” s mind.
She also views history as a combination of fact and fiction because fact
provides solid historical events, and fiction allows historians to write history
with their imagination and explain it according to their understanding. She

argues that the obscure, including females, rather than great dignitaries
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should be the subjects of history. Memoirs, biographies, autobiographies and
letters about the daily lives of the obscure may enable readers to discover
other histories that are suppressed by official history. In her view, the daily
lives of the obscure should be considered as the prime sites of history, which
is a clear objection against the traditional view that other historians hold.
Furthermore, Virginia Woolf shows a disbelief in historical progress, thinking
that history is meaningless and seeing civilization as a thin crust over the
inevitable regression to the primitive. Finally, she implies in her works that
history, as a partially narrated story, shows the historian’ s political intention
and acts as a prime site and battlefield in the struggle for power.

According to The American Heritage Dictionary, historiography refers to
“the principles or methodology of historical research”, “the writing of history”
and “historical literature”. Virginia Woolf mocks traditional historiography for
its fascination with heroes, and argues that more attention should be given to
the daily lives of the obscure. In one of her diary entries, she claims that
history must be completely rewritten. In A Room of One’ s Own, she urges
students of famous colleges to rewrite history with a focus on the obscure, for
example women. Her political intention in doing so is to openly criticize the
family patriarchy prevalent in her time, social conventions and Brtish
imperialism.

The second chapter of this book concentrates on historical factuality in
Virginia Woolf s real world. Virginia Woolf argues in A Room of One’ s Own
that fiction is like a spider’ s web, attached ever so slightly, but still attached to
life at all four corners. The life at all four corners refers to the real world in
which changes are occurring around her. Based on Virginia Woolf” s diary
entries, biographies, autobiographies, letters, and some archival documents
about her college education experience collected from King’ s College London’ s
Archive, this chapter excavates her family history, social history and national
history in the real world.

Virginia Woolf” s modernist works are inseparable from her family
history. She is ambivalent concerning her attitude toward her father Leslie

IV -
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Stephen throughout her life. On the one hand, she loved him for his
encouragement, which had increased her interest in reading. She also loved
him for his role as a tutor in history, literature, biography, as well as his
cultivation of her intellect which led Woolf to become an independent thinker.
Besides, she loved him for having sent her sister, Vanessa, and herself to
receive a college education at the Ladies” Department of King’ s College
London. On the other hand, she hated her father for his role as a patriarch of
Victorian times, and criticized him as a family tyrant. Modeled on her father,
she created Mr. Ramsay in To the Lighthouse to criticize the patriarchal
culture in Victorian times. Virginia Woolf’ s mother Julia Stephen played a
pivotal role in her life and writing. She was seen as a beautiful Madonna in
her husband” s eyes, a benevolent mother in her children’ s eyes and a
professional nurse in her patients’ eyes. Modeled on her mother, Virginia
Woolf created Mrs. Ramsay in To the Lighthouse to represent women’ s
position in Victorian households. Virginia Woolf” s siblings also influenced
her artistic creation and provided models for her works.

Virginia Woolf* s narration of social issues in her works is associated with
the social movements she participated in. As a moderate feminist, Virginia
Woolf in her real world not only participated in feminist movements advocated
by the Women’ s Co-operative Guild ( WCG), the People’ s Suffrage
Federation ( PSF), the National Union of Women's Suffrage Societies
(NUWSS), the London and National Society for Women’s Service
{ L&NSWS) and the Women’s Employment Federation ( WEF) , but also wrote
some essays, such as A Room of One’ s Own, Three Guineas, “A Woman’s
College from Outside”, to support feminist movements directly. Besides,
Virginia Woolf is regarded as a well — known lesbian writer in the twentieth
century with her lesbianism inseparable from her feminism. She had many
lesbian lovers, including Vita Sackville — West, Ottoline Morrel, and Ethel
Smyth. Along with most of them, Virginia Woolf publically protested against
government censorship of Radclyffe Hall’ s The Well of Loneliness on grounds

of its lesbian subject matter. Finally, class conflict was central in both her
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real world and her fictional world, and she showed her ambivalent class
consciousness — a sense of guilt about her own class, and a reluctance to see
its collapse. In her real world, she sympathized with the General Strike,
joined the Fabian Society and a few other working class societies, taught the
working class at Morley College, and wrote some works, such as “A Letter to
a Young Poet”, “The Leaning Tower” and Three Guineas, to address class
issues.

As a writer of the interwar period, Virginia Woolf witnessed the decline
of the British Empire, mainly caused by colonial independence and the twe
World Wars. The story of the British Empire inevitably became central in
both her real world and fictional world. The association of Virginia Woolf* s
family background with colonization provided writing material for her novels
about the British Empire. As one of the important historical events in Virginia
Woolf” s times, colonial independence threatened the British Empire, and this
was reflected in her works. In addition, the two World Wars killed a few of
her family members and close friends, destroyed two of her houses in London,
and aggravated her mental disorder. She wrote not only some essays, such as
Three Guineas and “Thoughts on Peace in an Air Raid” as an open criticism
against wars, but also some novels to represent the impact of wars on the daily
lives of individuals and human civilization.

The historical changes Virginia Woolf experienced in terms of family,
society and the British Empire were respectively transformed into To the
Lighthouse, Mrs. Dalloway and The Years. The historical changes in her real
world provided her novels with a solid foundation which enabled her to
integrate historical factuality and artistic fictionality.

The third chapter of this book focuses on the historiography in Virginia
Woolf” s novels, with an aim to systematically explore how Virginia Woolf
integrates the historical contexts in her real world with the textual contexts in
her fictional world. Her family history, social history and history of the British
Empire were reflected in To the Lighthouse, Mrs. Dalloway, and The Years,

respectively.
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Virginia Woolf's To the Lighthouse is generally regarded as an elegy for
her family history. In this novel, her family members are transformed into
Mr. Ramsay, Mrs. Ramsay and their children. Besides, Virginia Woolf
shows tangled feelings about Victorian marriage and family lives, as well as
her criticism against Victorian patriarchal system. To the Lighthouse shows not
only her eriticism of patriarchal family history in Victorian times, but also her
aesthetic achievement of integrating the factual absence of her family members
in the real world and their fictional presence in her artistic world.

Virginia Woolf stated provocatively that her intention of writing Mrs.
Dalloway was to eriticize the social system, and to show how it worked at its
most intense. Thus, Mrs. Dalloway is regarded as a social novel that involves
feminist movements, homosexual phenomenon and class conflict. The story of
Clarissa represents the feminist movements, the stories of Sally Seton and
Clarissa, Elizabeth and Miss Kilman show the acceptance of the homosexual
phenomenon, and the story of Septimus and William Bradshaw shows the
class conflict in her time.

The Years, a modernist version of her historical novel, represents the
history of imperial crisis that Virginia Woolf witnessed. In this novel, the
history of three generations of the Pargiter family ranging from 1880 to 1930s
reflects the imperial crisis mainly caused by colonial independence and the
two World Wars. The Years reflects the shifting relation between the British
Empire and its colonies, such as India, Ireland and parts of Africa, and
showcases its author’ s writing techniques of representing the history of
colonial independence. Besides, through Virginia Woolf” s charactenstic way
of writing. the threat of the two World Wars to the British Empire is
represented by highlighting the impact of the German air raids on the daily
lives of the obscure rather than the deeds of great men.

The fourth chapter of this book deals with Virginia Woolf” s political
intention of historiography. Instead of recording history as traditional
historians did, Virginia Woolf adopted various modernist strategies of

historiography to allude to her political intention in order to stave off cultural
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taboos and government censorship in her time, thus setting her apart from
traditional historians. The history of the “Other” suppressed by cultural taboos
and censorship is revealed in Virginia Woolf* s novels, and so are the power
relations of subversion and containment throughout her depictions of family,
society and empire.

Speaking the unspeakable is one of Virginia Woolf® s narrative strategies
to represent historical events and movements, such as the two World Wars,
feminist movements, homosexual phenomenon, class conflict and colonial
independence. The victims of wars, feminists, homosexuals, the lower class
and the colonized are treated as the suppressed in official history. Discourses
concerning feminism, homosexuality and wars were regarded as cultural
taboos and were not allowed to be spoken of in public in Virginia Woolf’ s
time. Virginia Woolf did not break cultural taboos directly. Instead, she
skillfully adopted various writing techniques, such as textual space,
suggestive words, metaphor, and fictionality, to suggest these cultural taboos.
In addition, Virginia Woolf sensed that censorship, both in its visible and less
visible forms, were frequently used by authorities to suppress the voices of the
“Other”. She adopted the narrative strategies, especially fictionality and
blank spaces, to suggest the censored discourses, such as the topics on the
homosexuality, particularly as a protest against the censorship of Radelyffe
Hall’ s The Well of Loneliness on its homosexual subject matter.

Virginia Woolf's To the Lighthouse, her family elegy, shows the
subversion and containment of family patriarchy in Victorian times. In To the
Lighthouse, Mrs. Ramsay, her children, and Lily Briscoe represent the
subversives, who challenge the patriarchal system and conventions in
Victorian times. Their subversion, however, is contained by the patriarchal
forces represented by Mr. Ramsay, Charles Tansley, William Bankes and
Paul Rayley. Not only do the power relations in To the Lighthouse represent
the Victorian household politics, but they also represent Woolf” s criticism
against family patriarchy in Victorian times.

In the social novel Mrs. Dalloway, Virginia Woolf shows the subversion
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and containment of social conventions. Besides the record of the historical
events pertaining to feminist movements, homosexual phenomenon, and class
conflict, which subvert authoritative social conventions in her time, Virginia
Woolf also records how authorities adopt medical discourses, emigration
project, nationalism, patriotism, as well as judicial power, to contain the
subversion. This echoes her provocative criticism of the social system by
showing how it works at its most intense.

In her modernist historical novel The Years, Virginia Woolf shows
subversion and containment of British imperialism. The individual’ s history
and the national history are inextricably intertwined in The Years. The
association of three generations of the Pargiter family with the colonies of the
British Empire represents how British imperialism is subverted by its colonial
independence. British imperialism is also subverted by the two World Wars,
which not only claimed millions of British lives but also weakened the leading
position of the British Empire in international relations. Besides, this novel
not only illustrates how British imperialism adopts both hard power and soft
power to contain the subversion of colonial independence, but also uncovers
how the British Empire uses two effective strategies, militarism and
nationalism, to contain the subversion of the two World Wars.

The conclusion summarizes the arguments and findings of this book. As a
forerunner of the New Historicism, Virginia Woolf deconstructs the traditional
historical paradigms, advocates subjective history, fragmented history and
cyclical history, and argues that the obscure, rather than heroes favored by
official history, should be valued as the subjects of history. She incorporates
her family history, social history and imperial history into her novels, and
studies the impact of history on the lives of the individuals and social forces
that determine historical trends. In her novels, Virginia Woolf shows the
history of the “Other™ suppressed by official history, and represents how the
“Other” subverts the dominance of authorities and how authorities adopt
various strategies to contain this subversion.

Virginia Woolf argues that history is subjective, fragmented, cycled, but

« X -



A Study on Virginia Woolf’s View of History

this does not mean she holds a nihilistic and skeptical view of history. In
fact, her novels highlight the history of the unvoiced *“Other” suppressed by
family patriarchal culture, social conventions and the British Empire, and
show the power relations between the suppressed and the authority. History
and historiography in her modernist works not only helps her contemporary
readers understand the historical dilemma of modernity, but also provides
them with a possible solution to the threats of war. Therefore, Virginia Woolf
deserves to be regarded as a forerunner of the New Historicism and a

modernist writer with political consciousness.

Key Words: Virginia Woolf; historical factuality;  historiography;

subversion; containment
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