B _ ijrmp.com
Interdisciplinary Journal of Religious and editor@ijrmp.com

Multicultural Perspectives (IJRMP) Vol.2-No. 3

September 2026
pp. 12-18

ISSN 3052-6000

Economic Freedom and Feminist Awareness in Virginia Woolf’s A Room of
One’s Own

Mainul Islam' ¢ Nurunnahar Akhi?

t Assistant Professor, Department of English, Dhaka International University, Bangladesh
2 |_ecturer, Department of English, City University, Bangladesh

E-mail: moin.cou.sami91@gmail.com ¢ naharakhillcou@gmail.com
DOI: https://doi.org/10.18415/2q8ww082

Abstract

Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own (1929) is an extraordinary feminist text analyzing the
experiments to the achievement of women in arts and literature from societal, economical, and
intellectual perspectives. Equally, the economic independence and private space are essential
elements for the progress of the aptitude of women to express them artistically and intellectually
invented it by her as a common phenomenon of all other contemporary society. The present paper
scrutinizes the connection between economic independence and feminist awareness in A Room of
One’s Own concentrating on Woolf’s discussion of the structures controlled by males which
traditionally deprived women of access to education, property, and cultural production. Within the
framework of the feminist literary analysis, it will be exposed that Woolf inaugurates the link
between material circumstances and the formation of women’s self-independence in her civilization.
It will also be argued that economic freedom and civic consciousness are the necessary precondition
for women’s emancipation and the emergence of feminism.
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Introduction

One of the most famous works in the genre of feminist literary criticism has been Virginia Woolf’s
A Room of One’s Own. Woolf evaluates the structures of patriarchy that prevented women from
receiving an education, owning their own property, and contributing to literature. The exclusion of
women from literary history, in accordance with the view of Woolf, was not due to lack of intellectual
capacity on the part of women; rather, it was due to the oppressive social structure that hindered
women from reaching their artistic and intellectual potential. At the heart of Woolf’s argument is the
famous saying that “a woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction”
(Woolf 4). It has become a cornerstone in feminist theory because it identifies economic independence
as a pre-condition for intellectual freedom. Woolf furthermore added, financial independence is a key
aspect in intellectual development since dependent women, regardless of whether their dependents are
fathers, husbands, or other men, are deprived of the opportunity to get educated, nurture their talents,
and freely express themselves. Financial dependence becomes one of the major tools that help
patriarchy control the lives of women and exclude them from culture. It is also equally important to
discuss the concept of feminist awareness in Woolf’s essay.

The latter implies the knowledge about social, economic, and political inequalities that have
affected women’s lives throughout history and determined their inferior position. Feminist awareness is
important for women as it makes them realize why they were historically denied certain rights and
what was behind such denial. It is only through examination of the unequal economic, social, and
intellectual development that the problem can be properly identified. Her arguments on female authors,
educational obstacles, and social expectations show that inequality of genders is built into the social
structure and not a question of capability. The most vivid example provided by Woolf of patriarchy is
the image of Judith Shakespeare, who can be considered Shakespeare’s sister. In relation to Woolf’s
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view, even if Judith had been as gifted as her brother, she would not have been allowed to receive
proper education, engage in creative writing, or realize her gifts owing to the circumstances created by
her being a woman (Woolf 48-50). This particular literary device used by Woolf helps illustrate the
reality that many talented female authors faced and how society failed to recognize and appreciate the
intellectual abilities of many women. Scholars have identified Virginia Woolf’s book as an important
text that links economic conditions with women’s liberation. Along with Elaine Showalter’s view, her
work is one of those texts that greatly helped in developing feminist literary criticism as it inspired
scholars to explore women’s literary history as well as the sociocultural environment that affected the
works of female writers (Showalter 285).

Similarly, Toril Moi believes that her discussion about freedom and creative freedom has been
inspiring feminist discourse about gender and identity issues (Moi 9). The present study focuses on the
issue of economic independence and feminist awareness in Virginia Woolf’s book 4 Room of One’s
Own. The paper claims that her financial freedom is what helps women attain other kinds of freedoms
like intellectual freedom, creative freedom, and self-awareness. Her discussion about the economic
obstacles faced by women reveals that freedom involves not only economic resources but also a sense
of critical awareness of oppression. Thus, a feminist literary analysis of her arguments shows that she
challenged the traditional order to propose women’s empowerment in the twenty-first century.

Research Objectives
1. To cognize the idea of economic freedom in Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own.

2. To assess the contribution of financial independence towards feminist awareness and female
empowerment.

3. To critically evaluate Woolf’s criticism of patriarchy and her claims regarding their relevancy
to modern feminism.

Research Questions
1. What is Virginia Woolf’s representation of economic freedom in 4 Room of One’s Own?

2. How does financial independence play a role in feminist awareness and women’s
empowerment?

3. How does Woolf criticize patriarchy for inhibiting women’s intellectual and creative freedom,
and why are her arguments still relevant to modern feminist theory?

Theoretical Framework

The current research has been inspired by Liberal Feminist Theory and his theory emphasizes
equality, education, economic freedom, and social freedom for women. The Liberal Feminist Theory
became popular as a reaction to the constraints in terms of laws and institutions that were hindering
women from being active in public and intellectual spaces. Different from radical feminism, which
requires social restructuring, liberal feminism aims to attain gender equality over various changes that
ensure that women receive the same access to education, jobs, property, and personal freedom. Liberal
feminism can be viewed as an appropriate lens to discuss Virginia Woolf’s 4 Room of One’s Own.
Woolf’s claims about the significance of financial independence, education, and intellect in a woman’s
life reflect the ideas presented in this theoretical perspective. One of the earliest ideas underlying
liberal feminism was expressed by Mary Wollstonecraft in her book A Vindication of the Rights of
Woman. On the word of Wollstonecraft, women were not inferior to men in any way; rather, it only
seemed so due to the lack of proper education. Wollstonecraft believes that women should receive the
same education as men, so as to develop their intellectual capabilities and gain independence
(Wollstonecraft 21). This idea of education being a key factor in empowering women is strikingly
similar to Woolf’s view of the systematic barring of women from universities and libraries. Unequal
access to education is a crucial hindrance for the intellectual development of women.

Further elaboration on the tenets of liberal feminism came about from the work of John Stuart Mill
entitled The Subjection of Women (1869) that calls for the abolishment of legal and social constraints
placed on women. As stated by Mill, gender inequality is an artificial construct brought about by
oppressive social traditions and laws that hinder the ability of women to freely pursue their dreams
(Mill 1-3). He believes that society can only advance if women were able to take part in economics,
politics, and intellect. Woolf’s desire for financial stability and privacy can be attributed to the fact that
Mill believes women should be provided with such means in order to develop them and benefit society.
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The 20th century brought into the spotlight again the issue of female experience, as demonstrated by
Betty Friedan in her book. In her Feminine Mystique of 1963, Friedan condemns the culture that
defines the role of women in society and denies them any chance of becoming fulfilled individuals
(Friedan 15-17). In line with Friedan, economic and social oppression keeps many women from
realizing their dreams and potential. This is why Friedan’s perspective fits perfectly with Woolf’s idea
that women need independence both materially and intellectually to express them and be free.

The concept of feminism in Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own takes the feminist thought
forward by adding to the liberal feminist thought because the author talks about the link between
economic independence and freedom of imagination. As Woolf states, “A woman must have money
and a room of her own if she is to write fiction” (Woolf 4). It is the focal lens of idea that Woolf
expresses the necessity of having certain conditions for the creation of intellectual and artistic works. In
Woolf’s opinion, economic independence enables women to have freedom of thought, writing, and
creativity, which is achieved through their lack of reliance on the patriarchal regime. Using liberal
feminism theory to analyze A Room of One’s Own will allow this analysis to explore how Woolf
criticizes patriarchy that has for a long time marginalized women over and done with lack of access to
wealth, education, and the arts. The use of the theory will enable this analysis to appreciate Woolf’s
campaign for equal opportunity and her notion that financial independence is central to the
establishment of feminist consciousness. From side to side analysis, Woolf portrays women’s quest for
autonomy and expression, it can be realized that liberal feminism remains relevant today.

Literature Review

Feminist Readings of A Room of One’s Own

There has been an abundance of critique in the area of feminist literature focusing on Virginia
Woolf’s book 4 Room of One’s Own, because of its significance in explaining the connection between
gender, creativity, and social status. The most common understanding is that the work is an important
milestone in the feminist literary critique in terms of criticizing patriarchy and excluding women from
intellectual activity. Woolf’s famous statement about how “a woman must have money and a room of
her own if she is to write fiction” (Woolf 4) has been interpreted multiple times as an allegory of
financial independence and personal freedom. In relation to Elaine Showalter, A Room of One’s Own
signifies “a female literary tradition,” as women’s writing begins to be explored by literary critics
(Showalter 28). In addition, Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar emphasize that Woolf shows the extent to
which women’s writing had been suppressed by institutional mechanisms (Gilbert and Gubar 45).

Woolf and Liberal Feminism

Woolf’s feminism has been classified as that of a liberal feminist. It focuses on equal rights,
education, and provision of the means of sustenance. The idea expressed by Woolf that women must
earn to be able to think intellectually is a concern that a liberal feminist is more interested in. Woolf’s
approach to gender issues does not suggest any revolutionary changes in the present social systems.
Rather, she focuses on making sure that women are included in all opportunities afforded in the
existing social setup. As Toril Moi said, Woolf is a feminist thinker of female subjectivity whose ideas
defy essentialism in favor of intellectual freedom and self-expression (Moi 9). Under this
interpretation, Woolf can be viewed as a liberal feminist thinker, because of her focus on freedom and
equality of women. She places a lot of importance on education, possession of property and creativity,
which can be traced back to ideas of thinkers such as Mary Wollstonecraft and John Stuart Mill.

Economic Freedom in Feminist Theory

One aspect of freedom that has been discussed in feminist discourse is that of economic
independence as an issue affecting women’s ability to gain access to education, the right to work, and
the right to own property. Economic independence as a prerequisite to female empowerment and self-
reliance has been emphasized by both feminist economists and literary theorists who assert that
material conditions have an effect on women’s agency. As Betty Friedan puts it, economic dependence
prevents women from pursuing intellectual and professional goals and keeps them bound to
housewifery (Friedan 15). In keeping with liberal feminism, the same principle applies since a lack of
income and institutional framework does not allow women to participate in intellectual culture.
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Previous Scholarly Studies

A substantial number of research works have been done analyzing 4 Room of One’s Own in light
of different theoretical approaches: historical, feminist and others. Early feminist criticism paid much
attention to Woolf’s uncovering of women’s literary history and criticism of male exclusion from the
sphere of education and publishing. Modern research works have added a new dimension of analysis,
discussing Woolf’s narrative techniques by which she constructs feminist discourses. The latter point is
important when it comes to the relevance of the ideas presented in Woolf’s essay to the present-day
discourse on gender studies. In particular, Marcus refers to the work as to an example of a “critical
intervention into the politics of authorship” (Marcus 62). Moreover, Smith coined that, financial
independence advocated by Woolf is crucial when discussing gender problems in education and
working environment today (Smith 118). The combined efforts of these analyses show clearly that
Woolf’s essay remains a vital piece of literature within feminist discourse. However, as many scholars
have tended to analyze the innovative power of Woolf’s writing and her feminist ideas, very few works
have been done on the connection between economic independence and feminism. This paper will
bridge the gap by analyzing the role played by economic independence in influencing women’s
consciousness of their full potential.

Methodology

The current paper focuses on the application of qualitative research that is based on the textual
analysis of Virginia Woolf’s 4 Room of One’s Own. Close reading will be utilized to analyze how
Virginia Woolf conveys economic freedom and feminist awareness medium of such topics as money,
education, intellectual freedom, and women’s omission in literary history (Woolf 4-67). Woolf’s essay
serves as the main primary resource for the present study, while Showalter and Moi are considered the
most influential feminist critics whose ideas will be used as the basis for theoretical interpretation. The
research will be performed through a thematic analysis based on economic freedom, feminist
awareness, and female creativity. In general, the research is descriptive and interpretive.

Result & Discussion:

Economic Freedom as a Foundation of Women’s Freedom

In her novel 4 Room of One’s Own, Virginia Woolf portrays money as more than just an actual
need, and it also stands as a significant symbol of liberation and mental freedom. As per Virginia
Woolf, financial freedom can be taken as the state of being where one gets freedom to think, express
themselves and exist without having to rely on patriarchal oppression all the time. The idea of “five
hundred pounds a year” serves to show how financial freedom makes it possible for people to enjoy
their artistic liberties (Woolf 27). Virginia Woolf believes that financial dependence makes women
intellectually dependent and thus unable to use their minds for creative thinking and expression. On the
contrary, women who have money get freedom to escape from social limitations and achieve mental
liberation and freedom. The importance of money, in this case, is that it makes it easier for women to
develop feminist consciousness.

Inheritance and Financial Security

It should be noted that Woolf places special stress on the role of inheritance as the key factor
leading to prosperity of women. Traditionally, women had no chance to own property, which resulted
in their inability to engage in intellectual activities. Woolf points out that only those women, who could
afford writing thanks to inheritance or financial stability, managed to create literary works (Woolf 36—
38). Consequently, inheritance emerges as an important structural factor that gives people access to
education, leisure and creativity. By referring to history, Woolf notes that men traditionally had the
opportunity to enjoy their family heritage, while women did not receive the right to own property due
to the patriarchal traditions (Woolf 41). Hence, inequality turns out to be systemic rather than personal.
Therefore, one should admit that inheritance becomes an example of the system of gender inequality
discussed by Woolf.

Education and Economic Power

Woolf emphasizes the importance of education in economic freedom, emphasizing that having
knowledge is imperative to liberate women. At the same time, she admits that education means nothing
without money. In spite of the fact that women can access educational establishments, their poverty
prevents them from taking full advantage of the opportunity to learn (Woolf 45). It is worth noting that
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the lack of education is not the only obstacle that prevents women from becoming intellectually
powerful and achieving something great. Economic discrimination against women was also very
common, which is shown by Woolf in her fictional example with Judith Shakespeare, a highly talented
woman who had no right to be educated or earn some money because of her gender status (Woolf 48—
50). As such, education is simultaneously an instrument of liberation and one of exclusion. Education,
coupled with economic independence, allows women to create a voice for themselves and contribute
towards the creation of culture. However, without finances, education can neither be obtained nor have
any impact on women’s status in society.

Women’s Exclusion from Wealth and Property

One of the key aspects of Woolf’s essay is the way women have been deprived of their access to
money and property. Patriarchal legal systems have never allowed women to inherit property or own
and control their land independently. Woolf again emphasized, this phenomenon has contributed
greatly to the lack of opportunities for women in terms of both intellectual and social development due
to economic dependence and a limited amount of leisure time (Woolf 52). She points to the
institutionalized oppression of women which involves keeping them at home while providing men with
money and political power. This phenomenon is another important reason why women have not found
their place in literature. They have no property or sources of money which are crucial for any
intellectual work (Woolf 54).

The economic exclusion becomes the source of the cultural problem because it contributes to the
perpetuation of discourses on the dependence and inferiority of women. This work by Woolf shows
that economic conditions play an essential role in shaping the cultural discourse, deciding which people
get the opportunity to have their voices represented via literature. Thus, this excerpt highlights that
economic independence plays a crucial role in Woolf’s conception of freedom for women expressed in
her book, 4 Room of One’s Own. Such aspects as money, inheritance, education, and possession of
property become interrelated factors affecting the possibility of participation in intellectual and creative
activity. Consistent with Woolf, it becomes necessary to obtain feminist awareness of oppression when
women realize material reasons behind their situation and begin to see their freedom away from
patriarchal society (Woolf 56-57).

Feminist Awareness and Female Creativity

In her novel 4 Room of One’s Own, Virginia Woolf employs the symbolism of “the room” to
indicate the presence of an intellectual private space and the ability to think freely and independently. It
is important to note that the room is a sign of the protected environment in which a woman will be able
to engage in her own thinking activities and to be free from all kinds of interference. In fact, the author,
without a room, women cannot have any thoughts or create anything valuable (Woolf 52). At that, the
room symbolizes the phenomenon of women’s feminist awareness, which consists of understanding by
women of the factors that influence their thinking and hinder its development. Thus, the room appears
to be a symbol of psychological freedom of women who should feel free emotionally and creatively.
Hence, apart from material, women should have an intellectual space as well.

Intellectual Freedom and Self-Expression

Intimately tied up with Woolf’s notions of intellectual freedom is the freedom to speak out without
any inhibitions regarding censorship, repression, or subjugation. Women, according to Woolf, have
been prevented from expressing themselves freely due to their economic and social dependence upon
men (Woolf 34-36). In other words, it is the social and economic subjugation that dictated the themes
and style of women’s writing. The notion of intellectual freedom comes to women when they obtain
economic independence and learn how to think freely without being controlled by anything else. Such
freedom leads to a new kind of self-expression, which means that women learn to tell about their
experiences, feelings, and thoughts in their own way. As feminist consciousness grows stronger,
women realize that their silence is artificial.

Judith Shakespeare and Lost Female Genius

Perhaps the most vivid example of patriarchal restriction discussed by Woolf is the invented
character of Judith Shakespeare. According to the author, Judith Shakespeare was William
Shakespeare’s sister who had the same talent and genius as him, but she was not given a chance
because of being female (Woolf 48-50). While William could get an education and realize his talents,
Judith lived in the house performing traditional household chores without having any opportunities to
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learn and develop her. The story about Judith Shakespeare serves as a reminder that throughout history
there were many intelligent women whose talent did not have a chance to flourish because of social
oppression. Woolf wants to show that genius has nothing to do with sex. On the contrary, it depends on
how many opportunities one has. Thus, lack of prominent women in the history of literature does not
mean anything. These women were not given an opportunity to become geniuses. Awareness of
women is important for feminism owing to realizing the oppression in the past, one can challenge
current patriarchal structures.

Women’s Writing and Cultural Authority

In addition, Woolf discusses the topic of women’s literary writing as well as their involvement in
the formation of cultural power structures. Woolf suggests that literature in the past has been
dominated by men, thus shaping the nature of literary traditions and their values (Woolf 63). Women
who emerge in history are marginalized and assessed in terms of their creative capacity and ability to
express themselves. Nevertheless, Woolf looks into the possibility of women building their literary
traditions and escaping the control of the patriarchal system. To be able to achieve this, women must be
economically independent; in addition, they must form a distinctive voice of feminism, based on their
experiences. When women are allowed to study and earn money, they can start producing culture.

In other words, feminist awareness entails the realization of the impact of literature as a means for
creating cultural hegemony. Woolf believes that women can create literary works and thus recreate the
literary canon as well as reevaluate the entire set of cultural values. In such a way, she demonstrates
how feminist awareness plays a crucial role in feminist literary empowerment. In such a way, Woolf
proves that feminist awareness and creativity of women are closely connected in her literary work, A
Room of One’s Own. The excessive usage of symbols, emphasis on the importance of intellectual
freedom, depiction of Judith Shakespeare and the issue of women’s writing, Woolf manages to
formulate the idea of female empowerment which presupposes a combination of economic
independence and intellectual freedom. Thus, Woolf proves that creativity is a socially constructed
phenomenon which is determined by various social factors including freedom, available sources, etc.
(Woolf 65-67).

Conclusion

The present study has analyzed 4 Room of One’s Own by Virginia Woolf in the context of Liberal
Feminist Theory. It has been revealed that Virginia Woolf always connects women’s creativity and
knowledge to their material conditions and particularly the possession of money and privacy (Woolf 4,
52). It has been proved throughout the chapters of the novel that financial independence is not only
essential from a practical viewpoint but also a fundamental basis for self-expression, intellectual
growth, and engagement in culture. In addition, the author’s criticism of patriarchal traditions that had
long kept women out of education, land ownership, and literature has been addressed. Consuming the
example of Judith Shakespeare and the general history of oppression of women, Woolf reveals how the
structures have been working against female intellectuals all this time, depriving women of
opportunities to realize their intellectual abilities (Woolf 48-50). Therefore, feminist awareness can be
seen as the understanding of such structural impediments and acknowledgment of the necessity for
freedom.

Implications for Feminist Studies

The research outcomes can be considered valuable contributions to feminist literary criticism since
they help affirm the importance of material aspects when discussing women’s intellectual activities.
The works of Woolf prove that, in addition to cultural oppression, feminist theories should take into
account economic aspects limiting women’s ability to act independently. Liberal feminism is an
adequate theoretical perspective for analyzing Woolf’s writings; in particular, its focus on the
availability of educational and economic opportunities to all individuals helps better understand
Woolf’s message. Finally, the analysis presented shows that Woolf’s thoughts continue being highly
relevant in modern feminist studies. By advocating financial independence as a precondition for
creative freedom, she emphasizes the practical aspect of women’s liberation.

Contemporary Relevance

The views of Woolf continue to be valid even today when discussing issues such as equality
between men and women in the context of education, employment, and creative work. Even if much
progress has been made in the area of women’s rights, the economic disparities persist and determine
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whether or not people will have more opportunities either in education or in professional life. In many
countries across the globe, women encounter various challenges that restrict their financial
independence and mental independence. The notion of “having A room of one’s own” is used by Woolf
metaphorically to describe the importance of having a safe place where women can create and produce
things independently. In the modern society, the metaphorical meaning can also be associated with
technologies (Woolf 65).

Recommendations for Future Research

Forthcoming researchers might extend this paper by analyzing Woolf’s views in conjunction with
other feminist approaches like radical feminism, Marxist feminism, or intersectional feminism. The
comparison of Woolf’s theories with other female writers, especially outside Western countries, will
allow making more accurate conclusions about the influence of economic freedoms on the feminist
consciousness of women from various countries. Further studies should be conducted to examine
contemporary female writers and creators in order to estimate to what extent Woolf’s concept of
achieving independence and freedom of thinking is implemented today. It will be interesting to see
how much Woolf’s ideas are relevant to modern conditions of literary activity and academic
discussion, considering the development of Internet resources where women can express themselves
freely. A Room of One’s Own is an important contribution to the literature on feminist theory since it
proves the link between economic and intellectual freedom of women. The theory that females need
economic and intellectual security becomes relevant in current feminist and literary discussions
uncovering the roots of oppression, Woolf contributes greatly to the fight against gender discrimination
(Woolf 4, 67).
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