Week 3: Angela Carter, Virginia Woolf and Simone de Beauvoir
Starter:
The following passage provoked the widest outburst of both indignation and celebration, it is considered the most principally offending and equally inspiring passage from Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own.
The Androgynous Mind
The sight of the two people getting into the taxi and the satisfaction it gave me made me also ask whether there are two sexes in the mind corresponding to the two sexes in the body, and whether they also require to be united in order to get complete satisfaction and happiness? And I went on amateurishly to sketch a plan of the soul so that in each of us two powers preside, one male, one female; and in the man's brain the man predominates over the woman, and in the woman's brain the woman predominates over the man... If one is a man, still the woman part of his brain must have effect; and a woman also must have intercourse with the man in her. Coleridge perhaps meant this when he said that a great mind is androgynous. It is when this fusion takes place that the mind is fully fertilized and uses all its faculties. Perhaps a mind that is purely masculine cannot create, any more than a mind that is purely feminine, I thought. ( A Room of One's Own, 94)
Why do you think this caused the most controversy?
Discussion Questions:
1. Woolf: "a woman must have money and a room of her own" - Woolf argues women must have financial independence from the traditional conventions of marriage and gender roles, particularly in terms of employment, bread winning and women’s labour. How might we connect this to Toyshop? What does this tell us about perceptions of class and artistic production (writing)?

2. Woolf argues that women writers are denied the same respect as male writers. Strong, ever-evolving female protagonists who encounter crises and trauma in the patriarchal domain present interesting challenges to the reader. How can we connect the characters of Melanie and Margaret with Woolf, particularly in contrast to the character of Uncle Philip?

3. Set in the 1960s, The Magic Toyshop looks at female independence and the strength of social convention and expectation, particularly masculine and feminine gendered behaviour. To what extent is Melanie a woman of independent means? What is her situation and how does it compare to Woolf’s thesis?

4. “The sentence that was current at the beginning of the nineteenth century ran something like this perhaps: 'The grandeur of their works was an argument with them, not to stop short, but to proceed. They could have no higher excitement or satisfaction than in the exercise of their art and endless generations of truth and beauty. Success prompted to exertion; and habit facilitates success.' That is a man's sentence: behind it one can see Johnson, Gibbon and the rest. It was a sentence that was unsuitable for a woman's use.”  (A Room of One's Own, 73) This passage is one of the most often quoted, it proposes that there is a definite connection between sexual difference and language, but that its form is historically variable. Is it possible to recognise a difference of linguistic style according to the writer's sex? Can we determine that Carter is female on the basis of stylistic evidence?

5. The sacred and eternal feminine: perpetuation of the myth of the mysterious woman – primal, capricious, often contradictory in thought and behaviour. This myth allows for the dismissal of women, also elevating them to the heights of fantasy, the sacred and eternal feminine. Historically this has been the work of those atop the social and academic hierarchy and in this regard shares some common ground with Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own. How does Carter examine the myth of the "eternal feminine" society perpetuates?

6. How does Carter present and explore the concept of femininity and masculinity?

7. Beauvoir writes: “if today femininity no longer exists, then it never existed” suggesting that femininity and, by extension, masculinity is socially constructed and not a biological certainty. How and why does Carter use expressions of femininity located in myth and fairytale to explore these ideas?

8. How do you respond to de Beauvoir’s thesis: “One is not born, but rather becomes, woman. No biological, psychical or economic destiny defines the figure that the human female takes on in society; it is civilisation as a whole that elaborates this intermediary product between the male and the eunuch that is called feminine”. How can you relate the idea of not being born but becoming a woman to The Magic Toyshop?

9. Beauvoir asserts that because a girl cannot incarnate herself in any part of her own body she is compensated with a doll. “[T]he doll represents the whole body and, on the other hand, it is a passive thing. As such, the little girl will be encouraged to alienate herself in her person as a whole and to consider it as an inert given. While the boy seeks himself in his penis as an autonomous subject, the little girl pampers her doll and dresses her as she dreams of being dressed and pampered; inversely, she thinks of herself as a marvellous doll.” (303-4) How does this correspond to the toys Uncle Philip makes in The Magic Toyshop?

10. Discuss how Carter represents the destructive effects of patriarchy on men and women explored by De Beauvoir, and Woolf. 



