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Becoming a Feminist Writer (1):
Virginia Woolf in Her Early Childhood

Aki Katayama

How did Virginia Woolf become a feminist writer? This paper looks at her
early childhood, especially her first 10 years, and examines the elements
which may have contributed to her writing and feminist consciousness.

Her talent as a storyteller and the sensitivity she presented for moments
were essential for Woolf to become a professional writer. However, those two
were never synthesized when she was a child.

On the one hand, she loved storytelling from a very early age: she made
stories and speeches, narrating them at various occasions to her family
members.

On the other hand, she felt complex feelings from various moments,
especially during her stay at Talland House in St Ives, where she and her
family spent summer months every year, until her mother suddenly died.
There, Woolf had various moments, when, for example, she felt a sense of
unity with the world; when she was sexually abused by her half-brother;
when she experienced “sudden shock,” reaching some new recognition. She
didn’t tell anyone about these experiences at that time, but never forgot
them, and used them when she wrote novels and essays.

Her silence over those experiences may have resulted from the fact that
both of her parents were agnostic, denying mystical experiences such as
revelation. At the same time, Woolf didn't follow Christian teachings, which
allowed her to think beyond the confines of a pious upbringing.

In her early childhood, her impulse of storytelling preceded her feminist
awareness. However, her sexual assault was one of the primary experiences
that led her to become a feminist. She repeatedly used that experience in her
later fiction in much modified ways, and revealed the fact finally in her
memoir, which she wrote at the end of her life. This shows that writing
novels and becoming a feminist were a life-long endeavor, and that those two
were closely related.



