BRIEF Outline of Women’s Literature

(20th Century only)

By 1890s, NEW WOMAN literature appeared: inversion of love-marriage plot and exposure of MISOGYNY and XENOPHOBIA inherent in British middle-class values.

1. Rebecca West (Irish)

2. Vita Sackville West 

3. Virginia Woolf

4. Radclyffe Hall

    American writers:

1. Charlotte Perkins Gilman

2. Susan Glaspell

3. Ellen Glasgow

4. Willa Cather

5. Kay Boyle

Novel of psychological development came into prominence, replacing novel of manners.


--stream-of-consciousness


--free indirect discourse


--interior monologue

1. Dorothy Richardson

2. May Sinclair

3. Jean Rhys

4. Gertrude Stein

5. Djuna Barnes

6. Zora Neale Hurston

7. H.D.

8. Kate Chopin

   “Traditionalists”—did not break with standard narrative forms by employing new narrative techniques:

1. Edith Wharton

2. Elizabeth Bowen

3. Willa Cather

4. Katherine Anne Porter

5. Katherine Mansfield

6. Zona Gale

7. Meridel Le Sueur

8. Margaret Sanger

At beginning of 20th century, women modernists were beginning to write both political journalism and cultural commentary.  For these women, journalism was primary means of bringing them into the public eye, earning readership, and allowing them to address social and political issues that might otherwise have gone unreported. 

Women’s movement goals also furthered through salon culture, esp. in Paris, where meetings in private homes to play music, read poetry, and discuss philosophy and politics had for centuries placed women in prominent roles.  

Literary experimentation began first in poetry in years prior to WWI.  (rejection of heavy rhythms, formal rhyme schemes, patriotic/sentimental subjects, lyric emotionalism , abstractions).  They embraced free verse (H.D., Stein, Mina Loy).  


Imagism: one form of new poetry

1. Lorine Niedecker

2. Amy Lowell

Emily Dickinson’s poems published (1914)

World War I Poetry:

1. May Sinclair

2. Amy Lowell

3. Lola Ridge

4. Edna St. Vincent Millay

Women writers sought refuge in the past and in myth.  Ancient poetic forms and subject matter inspired women poets and challenged their translation skills.

1. Natalie Clifford Barney

2. Renee Vivien

3. H.D.

4. Marianne Moore

5. Edith Sitwell

Harlem Renaissance (1910-1920s)

1. Alice Dunbar Nelson

2. Georgia Douglas Johnson

3. Zora Neale Hurston

4. Angelina Weld Grimke

5. Nancy Cunard

6. Arna Bontemps

7. Jessie Redmon Fauset

8. Anne Spencer

9. Nella Larsen

10. Julia Peterkin

Feminist writing of the 2nd half of 20th century reflects changing roles of women in society and challenges women faced in achieving goals of equality, social justice, and self-determination.

End of WWII in 1945 brought enormous changes in public and private life in Great Britain and U.S.  

1. Stein

2. Boyle

3. The Diary of Anne Frank
4. Hannah Arendt

1950s were rich period of literary production for American women.  

1. Anais Nin

2. Marianne Moore

3. Adrienne Rich

4. Edna St. Vincent Millay

5. Louise Bogan

6. Gwendolyn Brooks

7. Mary McCarthy

8. Flannery O’Connor

9. Dorothy Day

10. Jane Bowles

11. Dorothy Parker

Postwar years were characterized by general blindness of white majority to terrible racial tensions that divided U.S.

1. Lorraine Hansberry

2. Gwendolyn Brooks

3. June Jordan

4. Lucille Clifton

5. Sonia Sanchez

6. Nikki Giovanni

7. Maya Angelou

Feminist activism on both sides of the Atlantic brought women into the political process and created agendas.  

1. Betty Friedan

2. Germaine Greer

3. Kate Millett

4. Erica Jong

5. Marilyn French

6. Adrienne Rich

7. Joyce Carol Oates

8. Caryl Churchill

9. Tillie Olsen

10. Martha Gellhorn

11. Kay Boyle

12. Denise Levertov

13. Mary McCarthy

14. Lillian Hellman

15. Rachel Carson

16. Muriel Rukeyser

17. Annie Dillard

Confessional and autobiographical forms of writing have continued to be popular since 1950s.

1. Sylvia Plath

2. Anne Sexton

3. Marge Piercy

4. Louise Gluck

5. Virginia Woolf’s diary and letters published

6. Joan Didion

7. Rita Mae Brown

8. Jeanette Winterson

9. Audre Lorde

10. Janice Williamson

In the 21st century, the memoir is vying with the novel in popularity among female and male readers.  It has become a significantly important genre for academics.  

Literary tradition that examines place and local mores has long history in American writing.  Genre flourished in prewar and postwar period of 40s and 50s.

1. Anne Tyler

2. Eudora Welty

3. Flannery O’Connor

4. Carson McCullers

5. Jane Smiley

6. Mary Karr

7. Barbara Pym

8. Margaret Drabble

Britain’s legacy of imperialism and colonialism inspired works by women writing in English in former colonies of South Africa, India, Pakistan, and the Caribbean.  

1. Doris Lessing

2. Nadine Gordimer

3. Anita Desai

4. Ruth Prawer Jhabvala

5. Arundhati Roy

Immigrant experiences have provided central theme for American fiction and memoir.

1. Maxine Hong Kingston

2. Amy Tan

3. Leslie Marmon Silko

4. Louise Erdrich

5. Sandra Cisneros

6. Edwige Danticat

7. Jamaica Kincaid

8. Paulette Williams (Ntozake Shange)

African American writers crafted works that marked boundaries between races, focusing intently on experience of black women as doubly oppressed minorities.  

1. Alice Walker

2. Toni Morrison

3. Rita Dove

Revising the traditional “and-they-lived-happily-ever-after” endings of romances became form of feminist activism, way of changing cultural plot.

1. Gail Godwin

2. A.S. Byatt

3. Iris Murdoch

4. Anita Brookner

5. Jean Rhys

6. Fay Weldon

7. Margaret Atwood

8. Angela Carter

We have a greater diversity of women writing now than in any period.  They differ in class, ethnicity, race, age, and cultural and linguistic backgrounds.  More educated than their precursors, they also have the advantage of drawing on the works of a rich tradition of male and female writers.  These women are transforming, reinterpreting, and blending traditional and nontraditional literary forms in highly inventive ways.  Unencumbered by restrictions on subject matter and form, women have claimed every genre and every subject as their own.  Women no longer expend energy trying to stake a place for themselves in literary traditions because they are already there.    

