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Women s Writing: The Power and the Passion 
“Don’t compromise yourself. You are all you’ve got.” 
Janis Joplin 
In the last thirty years we have seen a real emergence, divergence and development of feminist writing. Like any writing we care to label or group together there are elements that are worthy of further academic enquiry. In this essay I will be examining what constitutes the politics aspects of modern women s writing – in other words what is political about women s writing? 
Women s choice, equality and expression have been repressed through various positions of power and distribution of ideas, which have been dominated by men. Cultural institutions such as capitalism, the church and government laid down rules and barriers for women, which they have had to battle against. One of the benefits coming out of this ongoing battle for feminists was the expression of ideas through writing. Through ongoing repression (at any, or all levels) winning any rights for women has been political process formulation and expression of ideas, debating demonstrating, raising public awareness etc. Women have had to an up hill battle to have their writing published due to publishing houses reluctance to take a commercial risk on a new style(s) of writing. Publishers have also had to consider the divergence between academic and literary writing and the fact that Jill average on the street may be more interested in popular fiction than groundbreaking women s writing. According to Toril Moi, Feminist criticism , is a specific kind of political discourse: a critical and theoretical practise committed to the struggle against patriarchy and sexism, not simply a concern for gender in literature (Moi, 1989, p117) and goes on to state, As a political discourse feminist criticism takes its raison d etre from outside of criticism itself. It is a truism, but it still needs to be said that not all books written by women on women writers exemplify anti-patriarchal commitment. (Ibid, p120). As Moi goes on to point out, a good deal of women s writing does not fit into this definition. The often-cited Mills & Boon is the opposite of what feminist women s writing seeks to address the reader with. Male dominance and females swooning, Mills & Boon offers escapist reading if nothing else. But Mills & Boon books remain political in itself, as it still presents a challenge to feminists in their agenda of eliminating patriarchal dominance within society. Although the American-centric feminist theories call for equal access to society, French feminist philosophy believes that language itself is the area of study most worthy of feminine inquiry. It is the very divisiveness of women s writing Anglo, French, Radical, Lesbian, Black etc that in itself women s writing at least at a academic level will seem to remain political. People are also often at odds with a feminist theorum of equality and togetherness yet also an exclusiveness that (like any academic discipline) seems to shun men and women alike. Tom Absher argues in his book Men and the Goddess , To begin to undo the assumptions of patriarchy, men must avail themselves of feminist thought to understand patriarchy s destructive history and its destructive effects in the present. (Absher, 1990, p xiii) and that patriarchy is, a literal subjugation and oppression of women and a figurative but real subjugation and disparagement of the feminine in men. (Ibid). 
Cultural studies has though extended itself towards pulp fiction, soapies 
Elaine Showalter concept of gynocritics woman as writer with woman as the producer of textual meanings, with the history, themes, genres, and structures of literature of women. , highlights the process of reshaping literature – although for equality it sounds rather mono . There are two keys aspects to understand where women s writing has come from; the first is that conquerors have always written history not the vanquished, and the second is that power cannot exist without politics or bias. It is has only been recently that men have ceased to dominated all aspects of society and in doing so controlled means of production (such as publishing houses) and institutions (such as universities) which has allowed women s writing to begin to flourish. Realising that our cultural identity is a social construction elements, women s writing has understood that the actual theories or narratives that they are producing will impact on how both men and women think about how society operates. So access to the circulation of ideas, particularly new ideas has been as remains critical advancing equality between the sexes. 
Women writers came from an entrenched position, mostly shunned from the literary world and also the subject of male writing that give a one dimensional effect, women writers work within a literary tradition which has tended to depict women as passive objects rather than as the active creators or subjects of their own stories . (67-68 Bonner et al). Miles Franklin used the pre-ordained passive role for women in her novella My Brilliant Career (in which the publishers removed the ironic question mark from the title) and how she felt that any women wanting for a career would be exactly that – wanting! At this time women didn t have the vote and rarely owned property or had access to study or careers. Franklin s challenge of men s dominance and the vacuum for career minded women would have been controversial if not political in its time. In more recent times Oxford scholar and author Jeanette Winterson s stated goal was to challenge the existing social and political mores and values by writing both the book and the screenplay Oranges are not the only fruit , 
I know that Oranges challenges the virtue of the home, the power of the 
Church and the supposed normality of heterosexuality. I was always clear 
that it would do. I would rather not have embarked on the project than 
see it toned down in any way. That all this should be the case and that it 
should still have been so overwhelmingly well received cheers me up. 
(Winterson, 1990,p xvii,) 
This type of approach in women s writing is summarised by Anne Cranny-Francis, feminist writers must engage with, and contradict, traditional narrative patterning in order to construct texts capable of articulating their marginalized, oppositional positioning. (Cranny-Francis, p15, 1990), women s writing then has prescribed ways of engaging the reader and in doing so does in a political way. So does this type of summary regarding feminist writing dictate or reflect the type of writing that some women writers are producing? I believe in the case of Winterson, the answer would be yes, in reading the narrative of Oranges and by the author s own admittance she engages and contradicts traditional narrative by constructing a story about other than heterosexual love and values. Conversely I do not believe author Sally Morgan took this approach to her producing My Place . Morgan has an Aboriginal heritage, and is a woman of which she could be regarded as belonging to a marginalised group. Morgan achieved an uplifting story which questions society through My Place and did so speaking about her family s experiences, which were contrary to (particularly the current Prime Minister) how Australia remembers. Morgan has satisfied Cranny-Francis s theorem but did so on her on terms and not necessarily from reading feminist literary theory. But as Moi points out feminists can in a sense afford to be tolerantly puristic in their choice of literary methods and theories, precisely because any approach that can be successfully appropriated to their political end must be welcome. (Moi, 1989, p118) which offers up a binary way to view all texts, including feminist writing. Virginia Woolfe perhaps summed up women s writing best in her novel A Room of One s Own , if one is a woman, one is often surprised by a sudden splitting off of counciousness, say in walking down Whitehall, when from being the natural inheritor of that civilisation, she becomes on the contrary outside of it, alien and critical. (Woolfe, 1929, p?). 
In truth the essence of why women s writing could be considered political (could we consider why men s writing isn t political?) is that we return to the first premise of feminism it is the struggle against patriarchal dominance, dominance in the form of power and power equating to the ability to be wilfully political. So academic writing seeks to address areas such as anthropology, sociology, and cultural studies literature and can be done so from a feminist critique. At another level we can analyse written work fiction and non-fiction and using a feminist discourse and apply a critique to anything from Women s Day magazine to workshop car manual. Speaking of the Women s Day and other magazines of its ilk, is written for and by women yet espouses a world different to that of a more pure feminist theory. In fact, you could argue that women s magazines seem to only encourage a real women s issue that of image of self and the epidemic of having to look thin, often at the detriment of the women s health. So realistically (and efforts have been made) feminists should be storming the doors of women s magazines, which reinforce harmful and influential articles, because the wider women s audience will not be reading eclectic academic publications. On a different level prose fiction (and to a lesser extent screenplays) has and does have the ability to reshape how we as society think about women and their role within society. Women now have the ability to write about issues they perceive are important to women. There is obviously a large enough market demand for the widespread publications of feminist-centric writing, but the question that remains is are they reaching even the wider womens audience? As Lizbeth Goodman notes, images of women formed and rewarded by the dominant culture are saleable commodities (Goodman, 1992, p85), and perhaps forgetting the male reader for the moment is the demand and supply of non-feminist books written by women (say Jackie Collins) a reflection of a dominating patriarchal society or simply a reflection of the tastes and views held by women readers? I believe there exists a wide platform of academic enquiry into this area alone, otherwise we must ask, given the changes the women s movement have made, what degree of patriarchy will remain? 
There have been other benefits such as the internet as a platform to put across other alternative feminist thought. The most interesting site I came across was http://www.alysabeth.com/ which promotes feminists who are strippers. The author of the page Beth is using this page to promote the fact that women can be strippers and feminists, and that stripping should be regarded as a legitimate and accepted practise for women. Thus she is engaging a duality through this viewpoint; disagreeing with feminist thought that pornography is exploitative for women and engaging with the world at large it is okay for women to do this. So could this type of political writing be an emergence of different writing that Elizabeth Fraser poses to us, the question must be faced whether we look to a future in which there is a common set of ethical conceptions, applicable indifferently to men and to women, or a future in which ethical differences (along sexual and other social lines) might flourish. (Fraser, 1995, p273), will we see a waning of feminism or a flourishing? I would posit that feminist writing still has great leaps and bounds go and has now has a solid basis for advancement. Recent texts by women have helped to change the very fabric of society, and it is through women s influence in universities and in literature that has helped to put forward an alternative to a patriarchal society. It has put forward that women have played a larger part in society such as Kate Greenville s alternative Australian history Joan Makes History in which stories such as Captain Cook discovering Australia or the Kelly gang getting a photo taken, is from a women s perspective. And it has been particularly so through authors such as Virginia Woolfe who through her ponderings of women s role in society, left an enormous literary legacy, particularly for women writers. Women s writing will remain political for the near future as through literature they seek to engage and dress there role and indentity within society. 
Anthony Longhurst 
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