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Abstract 

In this paper, I look to A Room of One’s Own by Virginia Woolf to frame the 

problem of women and fiction which Woolf leaves unsolved. Woolf opines about the 

conditions necessary to create art. She also encourages women to write but prophesizes 

they will be thought monstrous. Three contemporary writers, Jenny Offill, Sheila Heti, 

and Ocean Vuong explore the subjectivity of the writing self in their works, Dept. of 

Speculation, Motherhood, and On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous. The experimental, 

autofictional, and fragmentary literary works of Offill, Heti, and Vuong break with 

conventional structure, form, and language to write their own story, in their own voice. 

Following Woolf’s lead, they subvert and transgress cultural norms to convey their truth. 

The culture that they undermine identifies such transgressors as monstrous in accord with 

Jeffrey Jerome Cohen’s monster theory outlined in “Monster Culture (Seven Theses)” 

which delineates the monster as an embodiment of the culture that creates it. These 

writers and their works transpose the monster from threat to beacon, beckoning others to 

follow their example. The monster never dies but shapeshifts as it is reimagined anew 

relative to culture and world view. The monster is inverted by Offill, Heti and Vuong as 

the very patriarchy that created it as threat. Offill identifies the monster as an artefact of 

the patriarchy, the narcissistic art monster. Heti recognizes the monster as the patriarchal 

construct of woman as mother within the traditional family. Vuong deciphers the monster 

as toxic masculinity. 
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Chapter I. 

Introduction 

Virginia Woolf addresses the “unsolved problems” of “women and fiction” in A 

Room of One’s Own. Contemplating what is meant by women and fiction, and the 

relationship between the two, she ponders: why are women not writing “extraordinary 

literature?” (Particularly puzzling because “every other man, it seemed, was capable of 

song or sonnet”) (41). This leads to consideration of the conditions necessary to create art 

(25). She famously opines a woman needs “money and a room of her own” (4). 

Surmising material conditions met, Woolf encourages the woman writer to be true to her 

“vision” and have the “courage to write exactly what [she] think[s]” (104). Imploring a 

“great lady” to write and “publish something with her name to it,” Woolf posits a caveat, 

such a writer will “risk being thought a monster” (57). 

Why almost a hundred years after Woolf framed the “problem” of “women and 

fiction” are writers still grappling with being women who create fiction? Is the problem 

that, at the intersection of woman and writing, there lurks a monster? 

I consider three contemporary literary works, Dept. of Speculation by Jenny 

Offill, Motherhood by Sheila Heti, and On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous by Ocean 

Vuong, that wrestle with the subjectivity of the writing self through protagonists who are 

somewhat autobiographical. Notably, the narrators are writers whose questions, values, 

and experiences reflect those of their authors. Telling their own stories in their own 

voices necessitates claiming their positions and relevance as subjects by challenging the 

designation of object or other by hierarchal and binarial societal, cultural, and political 
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norms and ideals. They break from conventional sociocultural norms and ideals through 

autofictional, experimental, and fragmentary literary works that likewise break from 

conventional literary genre, form, and structure.   

The experimental writing these authors employ to recount their tales is permeated 

by monsters. In “Monster Culture (Seven Theses),” Cohen describes the monster as an 

embodiment of the culture that creates it. The monster Woolf describes is a construct of 

patriarchal culture warning women not to write. The monster has a propensity to shift 

relative to the culture it embodies. As these contemporary writers take up Woolf’s cause 

of writer and writing, they embrace the monster they have been warned about, inverting it 

from threat to beacon. As writers, they call others to also write their own story outside the 

confines of normative categories. Their works are likewise monstrous, breaking down 

cultural norms through their writings. Their writings apply a feminist perspective to the 

monster who once again shapeshifts, acknowledging the manifestations of 

heteronormative masculinity as monstrous. Jenny Offill’s narrator initially concocts a 

plan to be an “art monster” but comes to realize the art monster, a vestige of the 

patriarchy, is a monster.  Sheila Heti’s character aspires to create a “monster,” a 

“powerful” one through her writing, and in doing so recognizes patriarchal constructs of 

woman as mother and the traditional family as monstrous (1). Ocean Vuong’s protagonist 

inhabits the monster, “not such a terrible thing to be” but through self discovery as a 

writer identifies toxic American masculinity as the monster (13). The infamous monster 

Mary Shelley crafts in Frankenstein is cobbled together from pieces and parts; its creator 

then “collected the instruments” to “infuse a spark” and bring to life a new creation (42). 

Is this same craft imagined and practiced by Offill, Heti, and Vuong? Piecing together 
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fragments, epistles, autobiography, fiction, nonfiction, history, proverbs and more, with 

pen as “instrument,” and stories as “spark,” they fashion new creations. Have they 

engendered monsters?  
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Chapter II. 

Subject 

Others 

The “unsolved problems” of “women and fiction” are problematic for women as 

other as well as women and others who are suppressed and trivialized as writers due to 

their gender, race, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, socioeconomics, and education. 

Other than the predominantly white, educated, privileged male authors primarily 

populating the western canon, their experiences, perspectives and concerns are likewise 

other. Their likenesses are not reflected in the authors of the putatively “great books.” 

There is a deficit of tradition, of lineage, and of representation. Stories told about such 

others through characters created in their likeness may neither represent their beliefs and 

values, nor address their questions and problems. Such characterizations reflect the ideals 

and beliefs of their writers and the societal norms to which they subscribe.  

Language functions as “the discourse of man” explains Hélène Cixous in The 

Laugh of the Medusa with man at the center as subject (887). Men have been the 

spokespeople for humanity; the experience of humanity is expressed as that of “man;” 

humanity is referenced as “mankind.” Language that is biased toward and privileges men 

while marginalizing and not inclusive of women and others pervades cultural, political, 

legal, economic, educational, historic, literary, philosophical, scientific, and all other 

discourses. Masculine generics are used to represent individuals or groups that are 

variable or unknown. Titles for individuals at work, school, and play are gendered: 
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fireman, freshman, snowman. Honorifics for women designate their relation to man: Miss 

or Mrs., single or married. Government, legal and political documents are drafted within 

this masculine discourse. When the United States Constitution was drafted, “man” 

referred to propertied white men. Through language, which pervades everything in life, 

man is prioritized and this is a reflection of the greater rights heteronormative man has 

had throughout history. There is movement toward inclusive, gender-neutral language 

that is not biased, and does not privilege one gender over others, or perpetuate 

stereotypes. Variations in language are always occurring across space and time. Is it 

possible for there to be significant systemic and structural change if the patriarchal 

structure that perpetuates the language remains dominant?  

Women as well as others have been portrayed as object relative to man as subject. 

Those designated as object struggle to inhabit the role of subject which is essential in 

order for writers to narrate their own story in their own voice. These stories are critical 

because they present another story and an additional perspective of a person or people 

that is other than the story told about them; these other stories “save [society] from 

having a single story” which Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie warns of in “The danger of a 

single story” (00:02:44-00:02:46). Man claims the position of subject and relegates 

women to object as he imposes order and categorization upon the world in the form of 

opposites. As writers, those who have been othered grapple with the creation as well as 

reception of their writing. First, they must imagine themselves writers when the books 

they read as children, the books designated literary masterpieces, and the books awarded 

literary prizes have mostly been written by authors who do not resemble them. Then, it is 

necessary for the material conditions to be met — the means and the time to write. 
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Finally, they must marshal the courage to write. Woolf notes, the “indifference of the 

world” is difficult for authors such as Keats and Flaubert to overcome. Yet, it is nothing 

like the “hostility” expressed toward writers other than “men of genius” (Woolf 52). 

Woolf proclaims “Literature is open to everybody…Lock up your libraries if you like; 

but there is no gate, no lock, no bolt, that you can set upon the freedom of my mind” (73-

74). Regardless of the obstacles, she continuously encourages and implores women to 

write.  

Having created a literary work, there remains the obstacle of its reception. Their 

works are less frequently published, less reviewed, less recognized and awarded fewer 

literary prizes (Flood). As history has been written by the victors, literature has been 

authored by the patriarchy. Approaching literature with the critical lenses of feminism, 

postcolonialism, Marxism, deconstruction, gender studies, and cultural studies calls into 

question the exclusivity of the canon, its writers, and their writings, and shines a light on 

patriarchal tropes in which those who are othered — whose gender, sexual orientation, 

race, ethnicity, language, education, privilege, and socioeconomics are other — are 

marginalized, oppressed, and silenced as authors.  

The dismantling of the patriarchy calls for a revision of the great books if not the 

western literary canon to in order for more diverse authorship and literature to be 

represented. Literature from the past has been excavated and revived. Works by women 

and others that were critiqued as scandalous at the time of their publication have been 

reclaimed as important and celebrated because of their themes, feminist and otherwise. 

These books reflect the culture in which they were written, and their reception likewise 

reflects the culture, beliefs, values, and norms. Changed times allow for different lenses 
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to be applied to these works. Where do the books from the past as well as those written 

by current authors belong? They are published by assorted publishers and published in 

various journals, taught in literature classes, and line the shelves of bookstores and 

libraries, but is there a place for them in the canon? Is a revised canon possible? Should 

there be an alternative canon? Is such a canon lesser? And what is the future of the canon 

as well as books taught in school as there is a resurgence in censoring and banning?   

Feminism 

The beginnings of feminism are intertwined with suffrage which was initiated in 

most western countries in the nineteenth century. The fight for voting rights of white 

women, black men, and black women are also woven together and separated throughout 

history at times joining forces and at others going their own ways usually dependent upon 

whether they help or hinder each other’s opportunities. In the United States, the National 

Women’s Suffrage Association’s fight for American women’s right to vote has a history 

of not always including, addressing, or mirroring the diversity of women and their 

manifold challenges, problems, and goals beginning with the exclusion of black women 

from the NWSA for fear it would diminish chances of women suffrage. White privilege 

has often taken center stage with focus on white middle class women and their trials and 

tribulations. The concerns of women of other races, ethnicities, classes, and sexual 

orientations have often been overshadowed. Offshoots of feminism highlight concerns 

not addressed by hegemonic white feminism. Yet, at the heart of the various waves, 

branches, modes and iterations of feminism is the goal to liberate women from the 

oppressive identities and roles assigned to them by traditional patriarchy. Can feminism 

hold together and fight for this cause? 
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Echoing the sentiment of Sojourner Truth in her 1851 speech “Ain’t I a Woman?” 

feminist writers critique the failures of feminism to address the concerns of those who are 

of other races and ethnicities, working class, and LGBTQ+, but these writers do so with 

the goal of expanding feminism not undermining it. They aver that they are feminists and 

believe in the overarching goal of feminism to fight against the marginalization and 

oppression of those othered by patriarchal practices and systems. These writers criticize 

feminism from within, with the goal of adding nuance to and expanding feminism, not 

with the goal of undermining feminism. They do not endeavor to move beyond feminism: 

they do not feel feminism has achieved its goals and is no longer necessary. 

Acknowledging an underlying current throughout the waves and incarnations of 

feminism, Beneath the Waves: Feminism in the Transmodern Era states, “feminism has 

become a constant and growing force for change” (224). Notable feminist writers 

acknowledge feminism, as well as themselves as feminists, as less than perfect. Roxanne 

Gay affirms, “We should disavow the failures of feminism without disavowing its many 

successes and how far we have come” (xiii). Gay labels herself a “bad feminist” because 

she does not fit a narrow definition of feminism. Her discussion calls for a more 

expansive feminism. She uses herself to illustrate many different ways to be a feminist. 

Judith Butler’s aim for feminism is not only for it to expand but evolve. She also 

acknowledges “an embattled and oppositional relation to certain forms of feminism,” but 

avers her work, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, is “part of 

feminism itself” (vii). bell hooks likewise believes feminism has not always been 

inclusive, but, she similarly does not desire to do away with feminism; she imagines 

feminism can be re-appropriated for everybody. Can feminism grow to be more inclusive 
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and persist as a collective encompassing a plurality and multiplicity of individuals who 

have been othered by the western patriarchal system, as well as those who are allies? 

There is a history of the women’s movement fighting for and collaborating with 

others in the battle for civil liberties and equal rights dating back to abolitionism and 

universal suffrage. Believing universal suffrage was undermining black suffrage, activists 

divided. Black men were disenfranchised because of their race, women because of their 

sex and what was thought of as woman’s nature; they were thought not suited to political 

life. In his speech, “Argument Against Women's Suffrage, 1911,” Chairmen of the 

Democratic Caucus, J. B. Sanford, contends:  

The mothers of this country can shape the destinies of the nation by 
keeping in their places and attending to those duties that God Almighty 
intended for them. The kindly, gentle influence of the mother in the home 
and the dignified influence of the teacher in the school will far outweigh 
all the influence of all the mannish female politicians on earth. 

Woman’s place was in the home, not outside it. The political realm was a place for men. 

“Woman does not have to vote to secure her rights. Man will go to any extreme to protect 

and elevate her now. As long as woman is woman and keeps her place she will get more 

protection and more consideration” (Sanford). Women were dependent on men to vote on 

their behalf. Women as separate individuals deserve to have their own social, political, 

and economic equality, rights, and freedom. Does the man in the family or anywhere else 

have the same perspectives and concerns that a woman does? No individual has the same 

perspectives, beliefs, experiences, concerns, and values as another. What if women had 

the vote, not men, men could then agree to be represented by the women in their lives?  

Decades later, Woolf’s narrator in A Room of One’s Own notes “the act was passed that 

gave votes to women” at a similar time that she received an inheritance from her aunt, 

“Of the two—the vote and the money—the money, I own, seemed infinitely the more 
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important” (37). Does money allow women greater independence than voting? It can be 

argued the two are intertwined insofar as many of the rights that allow women to become 

financially independent depend on laws changed directly or indirectly through voting. It 

seems, ultimately, neither money nor the vote have permitted women to escape being 

designated inferior and identified as domestic caretaker, evident in present time in the 

persisting wage gap, unequal distribution of domestic chores, and greater amount of time 

spent on parenting.  

Simone de Beauvoir describes the “problem” of women in The Second Sex, as 

“irritating” because of its persistence. She notes the circumstance of woman is unlike 

others because she lives “dispersed” among men and benefits from man’s privilege 

economically, socially, and politically (46). Beauvoir not only contrasts but also 

compares the plight of women to others. Having amassed an incredible amount of 

research, she was unsure of how to approach her book about woman. Nelson Algren, an 

American writer, suggested she frame the problem analogous to the oppressive 

experience of black Americans (Grossman). Experiences of oppression, subordination 

and marginalization are similar among diverse others because of racism, sexism, 

classicism, ableism, heterosexism, nationalism, and linguistic, religious, and geographical 

discrimination in our social, cultural, economic and political realms (Grant 181).   

Granted, feminism has not always been inclusive, aware and sympathetic to the 

plight of others. White women of means who were more educated often fought for rights 

from what Beauvoir identifies as their “lived situation” in the world (121). Feminist 

writers have brought attention to the exclusionary practices of feminism. As feminism 

strives to be more inclusive of all women, it also endeavors to include as well as be allies 
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with diverse others who are likewise struggling to move beyond the injustices 

perpetuated by patriarchal practices and institutions. Presumably, those who are 

oppressed will have empathy for others who are likewise treated unjustly whether 

because of gender, LGTBQ+ identities, race, religion, socioeconomics, etc. The advocacy 

of feminism has been applied to the injustices of others who have likewise been 

marginalized in the past. Can feminism continue to expand and be an ally to others?  

Underscoring the significance of feminism, not only for females, but all people, 

bell hooks and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie title their works, Feminism is for Everybody 

and We Should All Be Feminists. Countering the idea of feminism as men-hating, Adichie 

contends we must not only raise our daughters to be feminists but our sons as well. 

Highlighting feminism’s poor reputation, she declares herself a “Happy African Feminist 

Who Does Not Hate Men and Who Likes To Wear Lip Gloss and High Heels for Herself 

and Not for Men” (10). Certainly, there are misandrists who identify as feminists just as 

there are men who are misogynistic. Yet, feminist writers advocate for feminism that 

does not vilify all men. bell hooks identifies sexism and oppression as enemies of 

feminism, not men. Feminism opposes inequality and injustice whether individual, 

institutional, or systemic which is perpetuated by male privilege, as well as white 

privilege. It is advantageous to have men on the side of feminism, supporting and 

believing that women and others are not inferior and should have equivalent 

opportunities. Feminism applauds men who support the feminist movement and identify 

as feminist. Cixous describes male writers “who aren’t afraid of femininity,” whose 

writing “break[s] the codes that negate [women]” (885). However, women and other 

minoritized groups do not need men to speak for them, but stand alongside as allies 



 

12 

willing to forfeit the power and privilege granted them. Can feminism evolve so as not to 

stand in opposition to patriarchy, not promote women and others over men, but move 

beyond patriarchy and the binaries of male / female, subject / object, self / other, superior 

/ inferior?  

Feminist writers seem to repeatedly imagine we have almost reached the time 

when feminism achieves its goals and is no longer necessary. Woolf describes progress 

accomplished by women writers, “Men were no longer to her 'the opposing faction'; she 

need not waste her time railing against them” (92). It is her hope that woman can write 

about herself in her own way. In The Second Sex, Beauvoir imagines feminism to have 

nearly achieved its goal, “the quarrel about feminism … is almost over” (3). Yet, 

Beauvoir questions how women can be free when they are situated within the “feminine 

condition” which “posits” them as “other,” “negative,” and “inessential” (Beauvoir 5, 6, 

17)? Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s book, Still Mad: American Women Writers and 

the Feminist Imagination notes “at the turn of the century some thinkers declared the 

second wave over” and there was “much talk then about ‘post-feminism — however, 

feminism and the need for feminism would no more fade away than did the state under 

communism” (36). It is not enough for women to gain ground in men’s world. Rights and 

liberties accomplished for females and others within patriarchal structured society are 

ethereal – slipping away even after decades of precedent and presumed permanence. 

They are achieved within the same old patriarchal world. Beauvoir explains in an 

interview, “It’s a matter not of women taking men’s place in the world, but of their being 

emancipated in such a way as to simultaneously change the world” (Brison 189). Change 

is initiated by asserting one’s subjectivity, altering one’s worldview, sharing one’s values. 
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Irena Ateljevic imagines a “postpatriarchal” worldview (203). It is essential to move 

beyond the patriarchy to a world organized according to an altered worldview. 

Theoretically, such a worldview would likewise be postfeminist in the sense that 

feminism would no longer be necessary. We have not reached such a place. Those who 

promote postfeminism may celebrate individual successes as illustrations of justice. 

However, it is not true that women collectively are no longer oppressed and 

marginalized. Returning to a question writers and activists have raised: for whom does 

feminism fight? This question, at times, seemingly rhetorical, demands feminism stand 

not for a group of women or an individual woman, but women collectively, all who 

identify as women, as well as others. Hopefully, feminism is an upstander and ally for 

those treated unjustly.  

Contemporary feminism, labeled and critiqued as “postfeminist sensibility” by 

Rosalind Gill, “neoliberal feminism” by Catherine Rottenberg, and “popular feminism” 

by Sarah Banet-Weiser is aligned with neoliberalism in emphasis on autonomy, agency, 

and choice. Gill critiques “postfeminist sensibility” from the position of “feminist 

analyst,” (not postfeminist analyst), noting the “paradoxes and contradictions in the 

representation of women” in which successes are celebrated alongside “intense hostile 

scrutiny” and misogyny (4). Kalpana Wilson traces the “complex trajectory from liberal 

to neoliberal feminism” noting neoliberal frameworks “extend and deepen gender 

inequalities” (804). Rottenberg recognizes that neoliberalism functions not only as 

economic policy, but “dominant political rationality” managing the “inner workings of 

the subject” through the “conver[sion]” of “human subjects” to “generic human capital” 

(8). And Benet-Weiser questions how the autonomous neoliberal subject is unaffected by 
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the “boundaries and structures” of “hegemonic power relations” (12). Gill underpins this 

concern, asserting that subjectivity is necessarily tied to “political organisation, social 

relations and cultural practices” (432). Gill, Rottenberg, and Banet-Weiser critique 

feminism that unites with neoliberalism to champion independence, autonomy, and 

agency and to commodify individual success at the expense of collective opportunities 

and justice. I argue that although subjective experience is personal, the subject is not 

siloed, but resides within and is interconnected with social, cultural and political realms, 

not to mention the natural world. Feminism remains important in securing the rights, 

liberties, and opportunities for all women and others; the few cannot be held up as an 

illustration of justice for all. Gay avers, “Some women being empowered does not prove 

patriarchy is dead. It proves that some of us are lucky” (101). In “Contemporary 

Women’s Autofiction as Critique of Postfeminist Discourse,” Yanbing Er describes how 

postfeminist subjectivity resonates with neoliberalism, focusing on the individual as an 

autonomous agent of “relentless self-invention and self-development,” believing herself 

free of the norms of patriarchy but in fact “complicit” with patriarchal constructs through 

the denial of the collective goals of feminism (318). Feminism should applaud individual 

success, but it should not be lauded as evidence of justice. Feminism must stand 

collectively for multiple and diverse individuals who have in common that they have 

been marginalized and oppressed. 

Subjectivity 

Feminist criticism notes, throughout the history of western civilization, women 

are marginalized and disparaged as “the necessary other for the definition of male 

subjectivity” (Onega 69). Susana Onega notes in “The Symbolization of the Female Body 
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in Western Culture from Ancient Greece to the Transmodern Period” how in pre-Socratic 

times, Parmenides establishes an “oppositional model of subjectivity” dividing the 

“cosmos into paired opposites” including man / woman and mind / body (72). Cartesian 

dualism reinforces the supremacy of the intellect over the body, as well as reason over 

emotion; women are linked with the inferior of each binary. Pioneering works of feminist 

writers beginning with Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman 

challenge the proposition that women are “subordinate” beings. Wollstonecraft argues the 

“great difference” between the sexes is a consequence of the “tyranny of men” and 

corresponding “civilization” that “degrades” women and “neglects [their] education” (77, 

89). “I am a woman” Simone de Beauvoir states in The Second Sex and then questions 

why this is the “basic truth” according to which woman defines herself and from which 

all other assertions arise,” while men are under no such obligation; it is in relation to men 

as “subject,” “essential,” “one,” that she is relegated to “object,” “inessential,” “second,” 

and “other” (41). Onega calls for a “redefinition of woman as a subject in her own right” 

(82). It is crucial to extricate oneself from the position of object and assert subjectivity to 

open space for one’s voice and story. 

Eternal Feminine  

Woolf “leaves the great problem of the true nature of woman… unsolved,” 

perhaps indicating there is no “true nature” (4). Trailblazing feminist writers beginning 

with Mary Wollstonecraft and including Simone de Beauvoir, Betty Friedan, and Judith 

Butler oppose what Woolf labels “true nature” and Beauvoir identifies as the “eternal 

feminine.” They argue against the story told about women as naturally less rational and 

more emotional; as well as the corresponding ideal of her as selfless, domestic caretaker; 
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and the analogous binary in which she is not merely different from men, but inferior. 

Feminist writers disagree with essentialism. Wollstonecraft notes any “distinction of sex” 

is “inculcated” by the “false system of education” and civilization which deems women 

“a frivolous sex,” not “rational creatures” (76-78, 85, 118). Beauvoir asserts “One is not 

born, but rather becomes a woman” (267). Friedan rails against the idea of women’s 

nature in The Feminine Mystique. She delineates “the problem that has no name” as the 

agitation and depression of women who are prodded to accept and find fulfillment in 

sexual passivity, male domination, and nurturing maternal love (24, 36-41). Judith Butler 

references Beauvoir’s infamous proclamation as the epigraph to her seminal work, 

Gender Trouble:Feminism and the Subversion of Identity; emphasizing that “one … 

becomes a woman,” Butler denies essentialism in her contention that gender is 

performative. It seems essentialism is dead, anti-essentialism prevails within feminist 

thought. Yet, the confining and defining identity and role of woman under the rule of 

patriarchy lingers.  

Countering the notion of woman as intellectually subordinate and inferior, past 

women writers tell a story other than the single story told about women as incapable of 

any but the most insubstantial reading, writing, and thinking. These writers create 

protagonists in their likeness who are storytellers. “The Yellow Wallpaper,” Little 

Women, and A Room of One’s Own recount stories of women writers that provide an 

alternative representation of women.  

In “The Yellow Wallpaper,” Charlotte Perkins Gilman fictionalizes her 

experience as a woman writer who is prescribed “rest cure” and forbidden to write by her 

physician husband who avers “there is really nothing the matter;” presumably, then, it is 
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her nature to be delicate, fragile, sensitive and emotional; prone to “nervous depression” 

and “hysterical tendenc[ies];” incapable of making her own choices; and too easily 

excited by reading and writing (4). The unnamed protagonist, unable to express herself, 

goes mad. In “Why I Wrote the Yellow Wallpaper,” Gilman describes her work as a 

cautionary tale, “It was not intended to drive people crazy, but to save people from being 

driven crazy.” The protagonist, a reflection of Gilman herself, is not permitted to work; 

Gilman describes how devastating and demoralizing it is to not be able to work at 

writing, work is “the normal life of every human being… in which is joy and growth and 

service” (“Why I Wrote”). A return to writing saves Gilman who “came so near the 

borderline of utter mental ruin that [she] could see over.” Forsaking the prescribed rest 

cure, the author began to “work” again and recovers “some measure of power” (“Why I 

Wrote”).  

Louisa May Alcott creates Jo March, an aspiring writer. She desires (at times) to 

live up to her father’s expectation of the ideal “little woman, and not be rough and wild; 

but do my duty here,” but it is difficult for her to live accordingly (12). She forgoes one 

marriage proposal because she “couldn’t get on without [her] scribbling” (459). Alcott 

herself is a better representation of the woman writer than Jo March who ultimately gives 

up writing when she eventually marries. Was it too much of a leap to have a heroine in 

the year 1868 who chooses not to marry and not to devote herself to husband and home 

but to write? It was unimaginable at that time to be both a writer and a woman, an artist 

and a wife. 

Woolf creates the fictitious Judith Shakespeare who dreams of being a writer. She 

disappoints her father because she cannot live up to his ideal. She runs away to London, 



 

18 

like her brother, to pursue her dream. Devoid of opportunity, destitute, pregnant, Judith 

takes her own life. Woolf notes, “any woman born with a great gift in the sixteenth 

century would certainly have gone crazed, shot herself, or ended her days in some lonely 

cottage outside the village, half witch, half wizard, feared and mocked” (49). Apparently, 

the same fate is not only probable in the sixteenth century but still possible for a woman 

writer at the end of the nineteenth century as evidenced by Charlotte Perkins Gilman.  

Woolf also introduce Mary Carmichael who seems to be a metaphor for women’s 

writing, representing its progression since the eighteenth century. Prior to the eighteenth 

century, there is “no model… to turn about this way and that” (45). Woolf acknowledges 

that women’s writing is advancing, she notes some women now write “as a woman” not 

mimicking men’s style or concerns but writing in their own way about their values (92). 

Predicting a continuation of this trajectory, Woolf postulates in “another hundred years 

… [s]he will be a poet” (93).  

Creative Genius and Caretaker 

Insofar as art takes precedence in the life of the creative genius and caregiving in 

the life of women, there is a clash of priorities for the female artist. Writer as creative 

genius and woman as selfless caregiver are not only patriarchal ideals but are realized 

through binary, hierarchical social constructs. Traditionally, women’s primary role has 

been that of mother, and domestic caretaker of the family, whereas men have not been 

confined or primarily defined as father. Women’s place has been the home; whereas, the 

domain of men has been the studio, office, study, if not the world. The artist, deified as 

creative genius, is freed from familial responsibilities in order to follow his passion, 

realize his talent, and dedicate himself to his vocation. Throughout history, the 
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composers, playwrights, poets, sculptors, and writers who predominantly performed and 

currently adorn the walls and shelves of museums, concert halls, theaters, and libraries 

are primarily men, not women; educated and privileged, not poor or working class; from 

the north, not the south. The artistic genius is not representative of all men, those whose 

homeland and native tongue are not English or European are less represented in the 

western arts canon.  

The lives of mother and artist, as undertaken in the past, as well as the present, 

each require tremendous devotion and much time, and are therefore seemingly mutually 

exclusive. It is no coincidence that the history of women writers intersects with women 

who are childless and (to a lesser degree) women who are unmarried. In the nine plus 

decades since Woolf penned A Room of One’s Own, women have made strides, but gaps 

persist for women’s work both inside and outside the home; the gaps are greater at the 

intersection of gender, race, and class. The irreconcilability of woman and artist persists. 

Er discusses the “enduring marginality of female artistic identity” which Offill and Heti 

address in their writing (317). As writers, they seek inspiration as well as representation. 

Aspiring to write, they wonder if they can be writers and how they can be writers. In Dept 

of Speculation, when the young writer looks to past writers for inspiration and instruction 

on how to live; male writers are her models. Woolf, aware that so few women are writers, 

wonders what conditions are necessary to creating art. She directs herself not to “love,” 

she foresees relationships as her un-doing as a writer; she envisions it impossible to meet 

the demands of both, partner and writer, not to mention parent, partner, and writer. In 

Motherhood, the protagonist’s partner proclaims, “one can either be a great artist and 

mediocre parent or the reverse, but not great at both because both art and parenthood take 
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all of one’s time and attention” (35). Sheila Heti explores the present day tension between 

woman and artist, focusing on the question of motherhood, specifically whether or not to 

become a mother, a subject that has not been widely written about. Notably, the narrator 

as well as Heti herself choose to be childless artists. 

Vocation 

Artistic, creative genius as a vocation occupies a unique place in society similar to 

that of religious calling in terms of privilege. Believed to have a natural gift, the artistic 

genius and spiritual leader are held in awe, excused from other obligations, including 

familial responsibilities. William Shakespeare lived apart from his family for decades 

while crafting sonnets, poems, and plays. Offill recounts the life of the Buddha, he “left 

his wife when his son was two days old. He would never have attained enlightenment if 

he’d stayed, scholars say” (Dept. 138). Traditionally, the artistic and religious vocations 

have mostly been inhabited by men for whom care of the children and home was not 

typically their responsibility.  

When Beauvoir realizes her “intellectual vocation,” she no longer “feel[s] the 

need to have children” (“Interview with Simone de Beauvoir” 00:20:25-00:20:32). Is 

there an imperative to have children, and is it bundled within the patriarchal ideal of 

woman, and is she freed from this because of her vocation? Miles, the partner of the 

protagonist in Motherhood, flips the narrative: one’s vocation does not precede the 

decision to not have children (or not care for one’s children), rather the desire to not have 

children predates one’s vocation. He identifies “places” in society for those who do not 

want children, “nuns and priests, scholars and artists” (35). The idea of a woman not 

wanting to be a mother has been taboo as motherhood has been thought to be the natural 
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vocation of women. Women rarely voiced a desire not to have children. Heti notes, 

“Throughout most of history, women existed to give birth to men and raise them” (158). 

The protagonist of Motherhood decries the consuming question and pressure of 

parenthood which is neither absorbing nor defining for men versus women her age. Is 

motherhood woman’s vocation? Certainly, it is not only the woman recognized as genius 

who is free to dedicate her life to artistic and intellectual pursuits. Within Motherhood, 

one of the female characters professes that it is necessary for a woman to have “a big plan 

or idea” for her life “if she is not going to have children” (51).  

In Dept. of Speculation, Offill depicts the differing expectations for women and 

men, “When God is a father, he is said to be elsewhere. When God is a mother, she is 

said to be everywhere” (56). Traditionally, the male artist likewise lives elsewhere or at 

least spend much of his time out in the world, away from home. This option seems to be 

unavailable for the female artist who, not only in decades past, but, also today, is 

responsible for the majority of the homecare and childcare. The female artist may opt not 

to have children. Or when she becomes a mother, the female writer may find it difficult to 

complete her second novel, as is the case for Offill herself as well as her protagonist.  

It is not only women for whom the life of the writer is difficult, those who are 

uneducated and working class have likewise struggled, “the poor poet has not in these 

days, nor has had for two hundred years, a dog’s chance” (Woolf 106). Those writers 

who are privileged, primarily male and white, as well as educated and middle class have 

throughout history had a greater possibility of dedicating their life to writing. Similar to 

women writers, writers other than those privileged by white masculine heteronormativity 

are not as published, reviewed, or recognized.  



 

22 

As women have gained greater independence and rights, their opportunities to 

write have likewise increased. Moreover, the ease of writing and delivery through 

technology has likewise lessened the barrier to entry for all writers. With this 

democratization of writing, the notion of the writer as creative genius has also 

diminished. 

Storytelling 

Wolf’s protagonist is dismayed by the countless books written about women by 

numerous “gentlemen who specialize in woman and her effect on whatever it may be” 

(30-31). These stories are told about them, not by them. Adichie warns of “The danger of 

a single story” by those who “not” only tell the story of another person, but… make it the 

definitive story of that person” (00:10:00). bell hooks similarly warns of the danger of a 

single story or perspective, “All too often in our society it is assumed that one can know 

all there is to know about black people by merely hearing the life story and opinions of 

one black person” (11). Storytelling is integral to the “human construction of reality,” the 

“development of the individual,” and “cohesion” of social and political groups (Onega 

72). The significance of telling your own story cannot be understated and is essential for 

women and others who have at times been delegitimized and silenced. 
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Chapter III. 

Offill 

The problem of women and fiction that Virginia Woolf frames persists for Jenny 

Offill, who explores the life of a woman writer in her autofictional novel, Dept. of 

Speculation. Subverting the structure, style and language of the lecture in A Room of 

One’s Own, Woolf expresses truths counter to the accepted beliefs about women and 

fiction in her time, offering a roadmap of sorts for women and writing, decipherable not 

only through what she writes but how she writes. Following in Woolf’s footsteps, Offill 

alters the form of the novel, through experimental writing and autofiction, undermining 

the normative structure and language of fiction that is intertwined with patriarchal 

systems of power and knowledge to tell her story in a different voice.  

Offill introduces the “art monster” in Dept. of Speculation which ignites 

discussion in literary circles around art, artists, genius, gender, and selfishness. The art 

monster is an artifact of patriarchy that is a lonely, if not impossible existence that the 

protagonist of Dept. of Speculation fantasizes about in her youth believing it is how to 

become a great writer.  

Initially, the protagonist looks to literary icons — those she has studied in college 

perhaps, authors of novels and poems whose works are included in the exclusive western 

literary canon — for direction on how to be a writer. She recounts how Nabokov is able 

to focus entirely on his art, freed from caring for his own needs, much less those of 

others: Vera operates his umbrella and licks his stamps (Offill, Dept. 8). Rilke also was 

unencumbered, “always on his way through the world” with “no house … no steady 

lodging or office;” presumably, art received his entire attention (67). Believing the lives 
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of these writers should be emulated in order to be a writer herself, she aspires to be an 

“art monster,” focusing solely on art, “never mundane things” — although “[w]omen 

almost never become art monsters” (8). Are women rarely art monsters because they are 

mostly responsible for the domestic realm and therefore do not have the option of not 

focusing on the mundane? In an effort to not be bogged down with the minutiae of 

domestic life and the caretaking of others, the protagonist self-instructs: “WORK NOT 

LOVE” (7). However, she has a series of relationships and falls in love. She is a wife, 

mother, sister, friend, and teacher. Her life is divided amidst her many relationships, roles 

and obligations; she does not single-mindedly pursue the art of writing. She foreshadows 

her husband’s infidelity when she imagines work as a “sturdier kind of happiness” (7). 

Ultimately, she does not live the art monster life, nor does Offill who jokes she is an art 

monster from “nine to three because that’s basically when [she is] by herself;” she is 

actually incredulous that anyone would truly desire to be an art monster (“Jenny Offill & 

Chris Kraus on Art Monsters, Humour and Feminism” 00:07:44-00:07:50). Balking at the 

choice of either selfless caretaker or selfish artist, the protagonist attempts to chart a 

course as modern woman writer who both has a family and writes, who loves and works, 

who lives amidst the philosophical and trivial.  

The protagonist fashions a monster through writing that is brave and innovative, 

breaks with conventional novel writing, and breaks the norms of traditional life including 

the patriarchal concept of writer as creative genius and woman as caretaker which linger 

in the twenty-first century. Possibly the protagonist comes to realize, “It is useless to go 

to the great men writers for help, however much one may go to them for pleasure” 

(Woolf 75). The monster she crafts through her novel turns the table on patriarchy, 
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identifying the male esteemed as artist and creative genius as a monster. In order to 

fracture the outmoded cultural norms of women and writing, and fashion a story of the 

life of a woman writer, Offill’s experimental writing employs autofiction, fragmentary 

structure, short form, white space, an unidentified narrator, and creative use of language. 

She chronicles the mundane and philosophical moments of life as well as the highs and 

lows of relationships including the calamitous, age-old tale of an affair.  

Autofiction   

Through experimental writing that blurs the bounds of traditional genres, the 

literary works by Woolf and Offill break the form of the lecture and novel to create a new 

means of expression. Experimental writing creates what Friedman and Fuchs identify in 

“Contexts and Continuities: An Introduction to Women's Experimental Fiction in 

English” as an “alternate fictional space … in which the feminine, marginalized in 

traditional fiction and patriarchal culture, can be expressed” (5). The space in which both 

Woolf and Offill’s literary works reside is in the gap between traditional genres, 

structure, and form. A Room of One’s Own undermines the structure of the lecture by 

muddying its waters with fiction and novel writing illustrating there are no unqualified 

protocols for writing. Woolf’s narrator concedes failure in the “first duty of a lecturer,” to 

reach a “conclusion” or posit a “nugget of pure truth,” she will alternatively offer mere 

“opinion” (4-6). Moreover, she will “write as a novelist” for “fiction here is likely to 

contain more truth than fact” (3). A Room of One’s Own thereby calls into question the 

lecture’s modus operandi as a means for truth, and calls into question what truth is and 

where it is to be discovered (4).  
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Following Woolf’s lead, Offill disrupts the novel with autofictional writing that 

comingles the genres of autobiography and fiction, to create a tale in which the lives of 

the author and narrator overlap creating uncertainty as to what is autobiographical fact 

and what is fictionalized narrative. Within the space of experimental writing, Offill crafts 

a portrait of the artist as woman and writer, as well as wife and mother, who not only 

comes-of-age, but is aging, while navigating the tensions between work and home, 

creativity and domesticity, as well as coping with the breakdown of her marriage. In the 

spirit of Woolf and feminist writers, she breaks and blends forms to forge a new means of 

writing. In this sense, it is her experimental, autofictional, fragmentary literary work that 

is the monster, for as Cohen in Monster Theory observes, the monster as “hybrid” and 

“breaker of category” “resist[s] attempts” at “systematic structuration” (vii, 6).  

The term autofiction was coined by Serge Doubrovsky in 1977 as a descriptor for 

his novel, Fils, that blends autobiography and fiction. Literary works whose protagonists 

reflect the author pre-date the initiation of the term. The label is at times applied 

backward to include the works of James Baldwin, James Joyce, Sylvia Plath, Marcel 

Proust, and many others. There is disagreement as to what autofiction is and whose works 

belong to that category. Although the authors themselves may not embrace the 

designation; the works of the following contemporary writers are often identified as 

autofiction: Teju Cole, Rachel Cusk, Sheila Heti, Karl Ove Knausgaard, Ben Lerner, 

Maggie Nelson, Jenny Offill, Sigrid Nunez, and Ocean Vuong. Er observes a “rising 

tide” of autofiction by women that “constitue[s] an act of political dissidence” (320). 

Similar to other “technical critical terminologies:” autofiction evolves “critical[ly] and 

creative[ly] … with different slants, each then building upon the other to push and pull 
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the term in new directions” notes Marjorie Wothington in “The Story of Me” (22). A 

hybrid of sorts, autofiction defies the boundaries of conventional genres and slips the 

bounds of static definition.  

For the purposes of this paper, autofiction will refer to a hybrid of autobiography 

and fiction which consequently is a mingling of fiction and nonfiction wherein the 

protagonist, a fictionalized character reflects, somewhat, the author and their life, but not 

entirely. Uncertainty ensues. What is true, what is imagined? What aspects of the 

character are identical to the author and which are invented? Does such uncertainty call 

into question the reliability of the narrator? Wothington suggests autofiction is anxiety-

provoking in part because of the “impossibility of fully delineating the difference 

between fiction and nonfiction” (2). Schmitt believes autofiction is “flawed” because 

“hybridity is cognitively unrealistic” (15). Alexandra Effe and Arnaud Schmitt note, the 

“certainty” in autofiction is “that there is no certainty” (2). I argue it is the incongruity, 

ambiguity, or breakage of old forms and norms that opens space and makes room for 

women and others to write their own stories in their own words, to break free from the 

patriarchal worldview which positions them as object, and to assert their subjectivity and 

share their worldview. The combining of autobiography and fiction seems impossible 

according to traditional genres and conventional ideas about fiction and nonfiction as 

well as truth and invention. Insofar as fiction and nonfiction are believed binaries, it is 

difficult to reconcile their coexistence within a literary work.   

Yet, what truths do autobiography and memoir purport to convey? The story one 

tells about one’s own life is a subjective tale affected by emotions and recounted from 

imperfect memories rather than objective fact. Autofiction may align with a worldview 
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that calls into question the certainty of the Cartesian Cogito and asserts that truth is not 

always ascertained through facts and reason. Cixous observes, “Nearly the entire history 

of writing is confounded with the history of reason of which it is at once the effect, the 

support, and one of the privileged alibis” (888). Truth is contextualized, perhaps 

indisputable at a particular time and place according to knowledge available at that 

moment, but possibly perceived otherwise at another time. Woolf believes truth is not to 

be found “by consulting the learned and the unprejudiced, who have removed themselves 

above the strife of tongue and the confusion of body and issued the result of their 

reasoning and research in books which are to be found in the British Museum” (25). She 

insinuates that truths about women are discoverable through writing that does not 

embrace the certainty imposed by the authority of the Enlightenment or the worldview of 

the patriarchy, but through women’s writing that reflects their experience, beliefs, 

concerns, problems, perspective, values, and worldview. These are the truths the 

autofictional work of Offill endeavors to communicate.  

Fragments 

Dept. of Speculation breaks the linear structure of the novel into pieces that are 

stitched together like the parts of a monstrous body. The novel is written as a series of 

fragments, absent connections and transitions, an amalgamation of narration, memoir, 

science, philosophy, poetry, aphorisms, personality assessments, and miscellany. Offill 

began to experiment with fragmentary writing, after the birth of her daughter, unable to 

write as she had previously, “afraid [she] was never going to write again” (Winchester 

00:22:23). She was inspired by an author combating writer’s block who began writing in 

the short period of time while in her car at a red traffic light. Offill transferred her writing 
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to index cards and began writing “very small things,” poetry and short blocks of text, in 

the slivers of time she could secret away, intending to collate at a later date (Tuttle). 

Fragments that are not integrated but interjected within a linear narrative interrupt the 

form and disrupt the novel. Rather than disrupted by fragments, Dept. of Speculation is 

composed entirely of fragments. The fragments stand alone and require the reader to 

puzzle over their relevance and relatedness. Notably, one fragment is a student evaluation 

stating “she acts as if writing has no rules” which is applicable not only to the professor-

protagonist but the author as well (Offill, Dept. 45).  

Offill is very intentional about the fragments being similar to one another as “little 

blocks of text” in order to give them equal footing (Winchester 00:22:23). She envisages 

“very sublime moments and very trivial moments” side by side: poetry and philosophy 

alongside the minutiae of domestic life, John Berryman and Buddhism with bath time and 

bedbugs (00:22:23). Offill has the goal of writing a “philosophical novel that was set in 

that often-trivialized realm” of the home and domestic life. (Fries). Writing the 

introduction to a new edition of Mrs. Dalloway, Offill lauds Woolf’s inclusion and 

“radical leveling” of both the “high and low,” noting Woolf’s novel is an illustration of 

what she hoped to accomplish with her second novel. (“A Lifetime”).  

White Space  

Offill describes the fragments she crafts as points of light. She later assembles 

those that intrigue her into a “constellation” of sorts and gathers them into her short novel 

(“Arlington Reads” 00:25:33-00:25:58). As there is empty space between stars, likewise 

the fragments of Dept. of Speculation are intentionally interspersed with blank space. 

This white space provides a place for the reader to gather thoughts, fill gaps, and connect 
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dots. Participation is required as linear narrative is not supplied. Wolfgang Iser identifies 

two poles in the reading process, writing and reading, with the production of meaning 

located in between, requiring “imagination” on the part of the reader for “the task of 

working things out” (280). As a reader, Offill appreciates “openness” in the “carefully 

composed world” of a novel so she may “imagine something too” (“Arlington Reads” 

00:28:30-00:28:38). As a writer, she provides openness for the reader to interpret and 

discover possibilities, and supplies space to speculate and make meaning. 

Counter to Offill’s short novel with fragments surrounded by white space, the 

lengthy book overfilled with words offers less opportunity for the reader to imagine. Such 

lengthy works seem to be written with the notion that the authority of the patriarchy and 

authorial intent are paramount. Offill mocks the author who claims nothing can be cut 

from the 1,000 plus page novel. “Really, nothing, not a single thing” (“Jenny Offill & 

Chris Kraus” 00:38:48-00:38:58)? Contemporary writers including Offill and Heti 

“refuse to indulge in the self-conscious literary maximalism that defined Generation 

Wallace” (Miller and Bailar 150). Fewer words, less chronicling, greater white space, 

bigger gaps, and more space for reader response risk interpretation which may be other 

than that intended by the author. Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar who apply a feminist 

lens to women’s literature in The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the 

Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination appeal to intentional fallacy as they recount a 

story of students sharing their interpretation of poetry with the poet. The poet decries 

their exegesis (16). The students are in turn dismayed at the poet’s reaction. Gilbert and 

Gubar assuage their students, “she does not know anything but her poems know 

everything” (16). The traditional notion of meaning wholly informed by the author is 
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turned upside down if the author either is not to be trusted as Gilbert and Gubar claim 

citing D.H. Lawrence, or is “dead” as Roland Barthes contends. Wothington argues the 

death of the author has been one of the contributing factors to the prevalence of 

autofiction in North American fiction currently (5). The author of autofiction similarly 

upends the idea of author as either creator of fiction or truth-teller of nonfiction. 

Vacillating between fiction and nonfiction, facts and invention suggests the author is 

unreliable. Or are conventional categories untenable? Autofiction, a hybrid, similar to the 

monster described by Cohen defies categorization and “breaks apart bifurcating, 

‘either/or’ syllogistic logic” (7). This new form may be what is necessary to tell truths 

that may not be factual, but are true nonetheless. Truths that, in the words of Emily 

Dickinson, are “slant.” 

Short Form 

Woolf presupposes women write books that are “shorter, more concentrated, than 

those of men… so that they do not need long hours of steady and uninterrupted work” 

because endless hours to devote to art were not available to most women then, in 1929, 

the time when Woolf was writing (77). Therefore, writing by women consisted of piecing 

together bits of text because small fractions of time were what was available. 

“[S]ometimes the short form is the only form if you want to get any writing done at all” 

(Steigman 198). Notable women writers of the past wrote when and where they could 

find the time and room. Anne Bradstreet was one of the first poets of the American 

colonies, improbably finding time to craft poems and prose – that are deeply personal and 

portray mixed feeling about the role of women in colonial America – amidst endless 

chores as a Puritan settler bearing eight children with a husband who as governor was 
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often traveling to other settlements; she stole time to write not from other duties, but from 

sleep. Woolf notes that Jane Austen’s nephew thought it incredulous that she was able to 

compose her novels, “she had no separate study to repair to, and most of the work must 

have been done in the general sitting-room, subject to all kinds of casual interruptions. 

She was careful that her occupation should not be suspected by servants or visitors or any 

persons beyond her own family party” (7). Emily Dickinson’s friends and family 

received lines of poetry in notes and letters. Still, they were astounded at her prolificacy 

when more than 1,800 poems were discovered after her death. Dickinson stole minutes in 

the pantry from domestic and caretaking duties required of a spinster living in her father’s 

home to jot down verses and sacrificed hours of sleep to work late into the night creating 

poems and crafting books of poetry. The productivity of these writers is shocking because 

of the circumstances under which they wrote - a line here, a paragraph there, pieced 

together at a later time, often, when others were not watching.   

But, today, in 2023, women still struggle to find the time to create, “new 

minimalist writers like Cusk, Manguso, Offill and Zambreno note the exigency and 

exhaustion of motherhood on their writing lives” (Steigman 198). The contemporary 

female artist in Dept. of Speculation is a wife and mother saddled with the accompanying 

domestic drivel. Her professional work as a writer includes novel writing, teaching a 

college course, and a side hustle as a ghost writer. There is the ever-present pressure to 

produce, “Tick-tock” reverberates through the novel as the narrator is confronted with her 

unfinished second book. When questioned, the protagonist admits, “There isn’t one.” 

When asked, “Did something happen?” Her succinct explanation: “Yes” (51). This 

exchange causes her to revisit the fantasy of her “art monster plan” wherein she was 
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going to dedicate her life to her work, to her art. “The road not taken” (51). Not adhering 

to her own directive to solely create art, she struggles to find room — time, space, and 

bandwidth — to write. The life of the protagonist reflects Offill’s own life, Offill’s 

second book which is Dept. of Speculation took seven years to complete. She wrote in a 

manner similar to women who did so decades if not more than a century before her — 

jotting down fragments to be assembled into a literary work at a later time.  

Revisiting the protagonist’s self-directive “WORK NOT LOVE,” did she choose 

love instead of work? Is it an either/or choice? Is it not possible to do both? Women have 

been told they can have it all, “bring home the bacon [and] fry it up in a pan … ‘cause 

[she’s] a woman” declares the old Enjoli commercial from 1982, an earworm for women 

who were watching television at that time (00:00:01-00:00:09). Due to the culture of 

overparenting and overworking, many women feel they are falling short, both at home 

and at work. The life of “the wife” illustrates that the roles of artist and mother remain 

difficult to reconcile especially because the work of artist is imagined all-consuming, and 

parenthood, specifically motherhood as dictated by American culture, is similarly 

consuming. What, then, takes priority in the life of a woman writer: love or art, 

relationships or writing? Offill’s book Dept. of Speculation is an illustration of the 

jumbled life of a woman writer; like most lives, it is messy, exhausting, joyful, 

challenging, and heartbreaking at times. Life gets in the way of work and art; but life also 

informs work and art. The fragmentary form of her novel reflects how women write, in 

the past as well as currently, often writing small amounts of text in small amounts of 

time.  

Hostility 
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In addition to having little time to write, the women writers Woolf describes 

received little encouragement, support or acceptance. Woolf notes the “world’s notorious 

indifference” toward the male writer. Yet, the reaction to the female writer is “hostility. . . 

what is the good of your writing” (52)? Writing hardships are relayed through characters 

women authors depict in their books who struggle to realize their dream of writing. Judith 

Shakespeare, Woolf’s imagined, equally-talented sister of William, ran away to London 

in the hope that she would have the opportunity to write. Louisa May Alcott’s Jo March 

no longer writes after marrying. Charlotte Perkin Gilman’s narrator went mad because 

she was forbidden to write. The duties of women as well as the ideal of woman permit 

scant time and minimal support for women writers at the end of the nineteenth and 

beginning of the twentieth centuries.  

Why, in contemporary time, is “the wife,” a published author and literature 

professor, dissembling about writing? Under the cover of yoga class, she is stealing away 

to a country road to clandestinely scribble “in tiny cramped handwriting on a grocery 

list,” (Offill, Dept. 161). This is reminiscent of Emily Dickinson furtively scrawling lines 

of poetry on flaps of envelopes, chocolate wrappers, and newspaper nearly 150 years 

earlier (Chiasson). As the narration of Dept. of Speculation alters from first to third 

person, the narrator shifts from “I” to “the wife,” from subject to object, from self to 

other. The protagonist’s changed point of view reflects an altered subjectivity; she seems 

to be losing her sense of self and her confidence; she is no longer the subject of her tale, 

but the object. The transformation may mirror the wife’s inner doubts and reflect her 

feeling of loss of power and loss of agency in her own life. Has she metamorphosed from 
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writer with a side gig as ghost writer to ghost writer — writer who cannot be seen writing 

because she no longer sees herself as writer?  

Women writers of the past had to battle the hostility of the world toward their 

writing. Women of the present are not free and clear of such sentiments although they are 

less pervasive and less overt. Then as now, she must also fight against self-skepticism. 

The woman writer is monstrous because as Cohen observes she refuses to remain in the 

“classincatory ‘order of things’” which categorizes woman as domestic caretaker and 

writer as male creative genius (6). Rather, she is a hybrid of these categories and as such 

“threatens to smash distinctions” (6). Women writers of the past break cultural norms and 

writing form to begin to create a lineage of writing which provides women with the 

opportunity to see themselves as writer regardless of the hostility and indifference of the 

world.  

Narrator 

The protagonist of A Room of One’s Own who speaks in the first person is 

uncertainly or indefinitely named, “Mary Beton, Mary Seton, Mary Carmichael or by any 

name you please — it is not a matter of any importance” (6). Why is a woman’s name not 

a matter of importance? Is the narrator not definitively named because women writers are 

unimportant? Or is the narrator unnamed because she is not any one woman but 

representative of women generally, or all women writers?  

The protagonist of Dept. of Speculation is unnamed. Initially, she narrates from 

the first person as “I,” the subject of her own tale. Significantly, there is a change in 

narration, a “POV switch” to third person that the narrator instructs the reader to “note” 

(131). The protagonist is then referred to as “the wife,” ironically, as her husband has an 
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affair and her marriage is disintegrating. She wonders if there is a word for not wife. Heti 

similarly wonders how she will be referred to if she is not a mother. If woman chooses a 

life other than the traditional life of wife and mother, is she defined by absence?   

Monster 

Taking up Woolf’s problematic of woman and writing in Dept of Speculation, 

Offill’s young impressionable protagonist desires to be a monster — an art monster. The 

art monster and the monster Woolf warns of are divergent iterations of the monster. The 

art monster is an artifact of the patriarchy, the male literary genius whose needs are 

catered to by others in order for him to focus on himself and his work, such a creature is 

more rare in contemporary times, but not obsolete. The protagonist initially intends to 

imitate the life of the art monster who is derived from male artists of the past in the hope 

that she will write great literature herself. The monster to which Woolf alludes is a threat 

issued by patriarchal culture, warning women not to deviate from their prescribed roles. 

Writers whose literary works fracture and subvert genre and form to fashion innovative 

writing as a means to tell their story in their voice transpose the monster from threat to 

beacon. The protagonist does not live the life of an art monster. Instead, she turns the 

table on patriarchal culture and identifies patriarchal ideals of male power and traditional 

familial roles as monstrous.     

The monster invoked by Woolf and the art monster introduced by Offill manifest 

the cultures in which they subsist. The monster, as examined by Cohen in Monster 

Theory is “pure culture” and as such embodies the culture that generates it and is also a 

means of understanding that culture (vii). Specific to a particular time and place, the 

monster is a “mode of cultural discourse” that “reveals” and “warns” of the societal 
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norms that function as “boundaries” and are central to “deviance construction and 

identity formation” (vii).  

The monster to which Woolf alludes is a threat issued by patriarchal society that 

reflects the culture of the time in which she writes and about which she writes. The 

monster prowls at the periphery where women and fiction collide, demarcating the 

acceptable from the deviant, warning of the danger of defiance, cautioning women not to 

write, not to step outside the traditional role of wife, mother, sister, aunt, homemaker, 

caretaker. A transposed sentry of the patriarchy, the monster is conjured not to keep 

women and others out, but in — in their place — within the hierarchical order and binary 

oppositions of the patriarchal structure of power, knowledge, and language. Those 

monstrous others who do not heed the societal, cultural, and/or political warnings and 

“touch pen, brush or pencil” to paper not only “risk attack by some monstrous border 

patrol” but may become monsters themselves (Gilman, “Why I Wrote” 271; Cohen 12). 

The feminist writer who slips beyond the borders of cultural normativity 

celebrates the monstrous identity patriarchy assigns her. “[I]n the midst of that purely 

patriarchal society,” the woman writer who takes up the feminist cause and does not 

“alter” her “clear vision in deference to external authority” is branded monstrous (Woolf 

73). Flaunting her defiance, she no longer permits societal norms to confine and define 

her. She transposes the monster from threat to beacon. As beacon, these monstrous 

women writers “warn” and “reveal,” not of the dangers of transgression, but the hazards 

of marginalization, oppression and silence. Her monstrosity is not an aberration, but 

bravery. Such writers are like lighthouses beckoning others to also write, to find their 

voice, to share their story (Vuong 13). Feminist writers embody and celebrate the 
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monster. At the hands of Cixous, Medusa the mythical, monstrous creation of antiquity 

— who is assaulted, tortured, adorned with venomous hair, beheaded and utilized as a 

shield from evil — is “not deadly” and threatening, but “beautiful” and beckoning (885). 

Through “The Laugh of the Medusa,” Cixous summons and commands women: “Write! 

Writing is for you” (876). 

The protagonist in Dept. of Speculation is a young impressionable writer yearning 

to write. Due to a dearth of women writers in the western canon, she looks to male 

writers of great literary works as a model for how to be a writer. The art monster is 

gleaned from the lives of these writers who focus solely on art. Yet, they do so at the 

expense of all else. She dreams of dedicating herself wholly to her craft — all work, no 

love. Because the struggle to write can be a challenge under the best of circumstances, it 

is imaginable that the life of the art monster with its single pursuit is appealing at times, 

certainly less complicated. However, such an existence is ultimately isolating and 

unrealistic. The protagonist does not live this fantasy of her youth but finds herself 

married with a child and a web of relationships and obligations. This is the life of the 

modern woman as writer in present times. Reflecting the culture in which she lives, she 

spins the monster from threat issued by the patriarchy to vestige of the patriarchy. 

Through a feminist lens, the creative genius who thinks himself extraordinary and 

believes his art exceptional, who focuses solely on himself and his work, who does not 

partake in familial or societal responsibilities is a monster - an art monster. 
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Chapter IV. 

Heti 

The protagonist in Sheila Heti’s novel intends “to create a powerful monster,” a 

work of art bigger than she is, more powerful, with a coherent worldview, that will 

outlast her — that monster is her book, Motherhood (1-2). The novel takes up Woolf’s 

problematic of women and fiction through a protagonist grappling with how to live her 

life as woman and artist. Woolf imagines women taking up novel-writing because the 

“novel alone was young enough to be soft in her hands,” whereas “older forms of 

literature were hardened and set by the time she became a writer” (77). The novel is 

malleable in the hands of Heti who experiments with the shape and form of the novel, 

altering it by writing an autofictional work which jumbles the genres of fiction and 

memoir. Through Heti’s writing, the ensuing uncertainty of autofiction unfolds as 

unreliability and playfulness. The reader wonders in what ways the unnamed narrator and 

her life bear a resemblance to Heti and hers. Markedly, both are women writers 

consumed by the question of motherhood. Through the narrator, Heti explores the 

question of whether to become a mother and whether the life of the mother and artist are 

compatible. She looks to the women in her family, her mother and grandmother, as 

models of how to work and live. The monster Heti concocts deconstructs the patriarchal 

ideals of woman as mother and the traditional family. 

Autofiction 

The intermixing of fiction and autobiography in autofiction introduces an element 

of uncertainty to the novel which Heti capitalizes on with the novel’s structure, 
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fragmentary form, and stream of consciousness. The structure of Motherhood is 

subversive in its enigmatic organization as well as section titles. The sectioning of the 

book as well as chapter titles are inconsistent and therefore not always easy to make 

sense of. This form draws attention to the style which is not plot driven but stream of 

consciousness. The intense interiority of Heti’s writing, the deep exploration of her 

thoughts and feelings, reads at times like a journal. The fragmentary structure of the book 

is also reminiscent of diary entries. The idea of women’s writing as a journal or diary is 

off putting to Offill who is leery of the autofiction label applied to her writing and that of 

other women for this very reason; she fears it will disparage and belittle women’s writing 

as mere diary entries echoing a long held view of female work as inferior and trivial 

(Scutts). Is it the label that denigrates these works or the way people read the works 

because of the label? Heti likewise does not categorize her novel, Motherhood, as 

autofiction, but “just call[s] it fiction,” contending, “All writers use their lives” (Int: 

Free). Men presumably draw from their lives as well. Why is it that women’s literature 

seems to be more harshly criticized when it is personal or autobiographical? Is this 

criticism, literary and otherwise, an illustration of the policing of women and their bodies 

by masculine normativity? Female confessional literature by women writers including 

Sylvia Plath, Anne Sexton and Adrienne Rich was also harshly criticized. Er believes the 

autofictional writing of Offill and Heti revives the sentiment of the confessional writing 

of earlier feminists that the “‘personal is political.’” These works “constitute an act of 

political dissidence” insofar as such writing does not only focus on the interiority of the 

self but also addresses the collective oppression of women through the “wider political 

reflection on the immense difficulty of reconciling the roles of woman and artist” (320-
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1). Similar to Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One Own, Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women, 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wallpaper,” and Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar, the 

autofictional novels, Dept. of Speculation and Motherhood, explore the subjectivity of the 

self as woman writer and the difficulties that persist of reconciling woman and writer. 

Autofiction escapes the criticism heaped on women’s autobiographical and confessional 

writing by fictionalizing the account and therefore focusing on the self-presented and 

truths conveyed versus scrutiny of the author’s individual personal life.  

Narrator 

Woolf imagines the novel as a “creation owning a certain looking-glass likeness 

to life, though of course with simplifications and distortions innumerable” (70). Heti’s 

autofictional work underscores this “looking-glass” quality through the protagonist she 

creates in her likeness: The unnamed narrator that Heti refers to as the “Sheila character” 

is a writer of similar age, living with her boyfriend, her mother is a physician, and her 

father is the primary parent (“Sheila Heti and her mother” 00:02:46-00:02:48). Most 

significantly, Heti and her protagonist are exploring the same consuming “problem,” or, 

rather, “question:” “Should I have a child”? Heti expounds, “I wouldn’t have written the 

book if I did not have that real question inside me” (00:02:04-00:02:12). The question of 

whether or not to have a child is intertwined with her life as writer for Heti as well as her 

narrator. Intending to continue creating art, the writer wonders if and how she will be 

able to do so as a mother.  

The narrator of Motherhood is unnamed, as is the narrator of Dept. of 

Speculation; and the narrator of A Room of One’s Own is indefinitely named and not 

clearly identified. Nameless characters allow the reader to more readily identify with the 
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character as there is greater freedom to imagine. A character who is less defined is more 

open to projection. Namelessness may align with the experimental writing of both Offill 

and Heti who string together fragments not only leaving room for the imagination but 

requiring creative thinking to work at connecting the dots. Namelessness is equivalent to 

white space. There is an aura of uncertainty around the unnamed character whose identity 

is not completely known; could they disappear? Namelessness reflects how one moves 

through the world, uncertain of one’s name, one’s place, somewhat unmoored, at risk of 

becoming untethered.  

The narrator of autofiction operates as an “autofictional avatar” according to 

Arnaud Schmitt, and thereby provides an author with the “opportunity… to enter a 

fictional world while retaining” some features of oneself (15). In this sense, autofiction is 

prime for exploring topics relevant to women from the writer’s own perspective as well 

as perspectives other than her own. Additionally, an author can relay a personal narrative 

through a protagonist unbeknownst to the reader whether any or all of the thoughts, 

emotions and experience are those of the author. Alexander Effe and Arnaud Schmitt 

note that the writer can “operate under a veil of secrecy” and “retain a certain level of 

privacy” (1). This is relevant to women writers as the past has shown the intense level of 

scrutiny that their works engender. Additionally, the author can include experiences and 

perspectives other than their own and in this way the work may more readily speak to 

collective beliefs and values.  

Playful 

Woolf hints that something will be askew in her lecture by beginning with “But.” 

Heti likewise sets the tone immediately in her book, Motherhood, by tempering the 
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seriousness of her inquiry with coin flipping. Before the title page of the book, a “NOTE” 

introduces I Ching, a coin flipping technique that the protagonist employs as she probes 

life’s questions, adding an intriguing and perhaps perplexing element to her autofictional 

book. Effe and Schmitt describe autofiction as “playfully serious,” insofar as it 

“employ[s] playful narrative structures in the representation of very serious topics” (1, 

11). The coin flipping that is interspersed throughout the book is explained in a “NOTE” 

that precedes the title page describing an ancient “divination system,” I Ching, used for 

more than three thousand years by Confucius as well as kings “in times of war” for 

“help” with “life problems.” This seemingly prestigious technique is also “used” by 

“regular people” (Heti NOTE preceding title page). After describing the I Ching text as 

“poetic, dense, highly symbolic and intricately systemic, profoundly philosophical, [and] 

cosmological in its sweep,” Heti immediately undercuts the technique as “notoriously 

arcane” and then proclaims the practice she will use is “something different” (Heti NOTE 

preceding title page). Her writing at one moment imbues gravitas, and in the next 

dismisses the practice adding uncertainty as to the value of this technique which aligns 

with the uncertainty of humor, satire, irony, playfulness, and autofiction.   

The subsequent page displays a “A FURTHER NOTE” asserting “all results from 

the flipping of coins result from the actual flipping of coins.” What is the point of 

assuring the reader that coin flips actually occurred? The notes seem to raise doubt as to 

what is true and what is not, highlighting the precariousness of autofiction as a vehicle for 

fact and, possibly, suggesting the unreliability of the narrator.  

Moreover, is Heti proposing the “life problem” explored in Motherhood, the 

question of how to live and whether to have a child, will be or should be decided by 
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flipping coins? Perhaps the idea that solutions to life’s problems can be discovered, or at 

least explored, in a manner alternative to reasoning is beneficial. The insertion of the 

practice throughout the book causes the reader to contemplate the significance of not only 

the practice, but also the questions and responses. The protagonist does not blindly agree 

with and follow the answers provided by the coins. She re-formulates questions when she 

receives troubling responses. At one point, she states, “I don’t think so” when she 

believes the yes or no answer is incorrect (Heti 8). The coin flips produce completely 

random responses that are sometimes factual and sometimes satisfy the writer, and, at 

other times, are not and do not.  

Eventually, the protagonist recognizes and feels “bad” for “projecting… the 

wisdom of the universe” onto the coins (Heti 77). She believes coin flipping is “useful” 

for “interrupting her habits of thought” and making her “brain… more flexible” (77). 

Flexibility may be a life lesson the book is imparting. A more flexible brain is 

presumably less rigid, more open-minded, capable of looking at things from alternate 

perspectives, and imagining myriad possibilities. Correspondingly, the topic of how to 

live and whether or not to become a mother may be easier to contemplate with coin tosses 

thrown in as a reminder that how one lives one’s life is somewhat random, it could just as 

easily be lived another way. 

Verboten 

Heti does not shy away from subject matter that is not commonly written about. 

She dedicates her book to ruminations about motherhood because she cannot stop 

thinking and talking about it. Overlapping her discussion of motherhood are other 

“women’s issues” including menstruation, female emotions, depression, contraception, 
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abortion which are “usually repressed and suppressed in public discourse” as pointed out 

by Janet Grace Sayers and Deborah Jones (94). These subjects are identified as taboo 

implying they are shameful, or alternatively as trivial implying they are insignificant. 

Either way, women and discussion of their bodies are “stigmatized and silenced;” such 

silencing is “a sign of violence” toward women who are then not permitted to discuss 

certain emotional and physical experiences (108). Moreover, these verboten subjects 

reflect “the difficulty for women to write themselves” because the “environment” is 

“culturally hostile” (Effe and Schmitt 6). In literature, Charlotte Perkins Gilman portrays 

this silencing through the unnamed narrator in “The Yellow Wallpaper” who is not 

permitted to write and express her emotions or explore her depression following 

childbirth. This silencing drove her mad.  

Motherhood as a choice was scarcely discussed or written about until recently; 

however, the past decade has seen a number of books on the topic. Previously, having a 

baby was believed to be woman’s purpose; choosing not to become a mother was 

unimaginable and therefore was not examined. As women begin to more freely write 

about the question of whether or not to become a mother, in reaction, possibly, women’s 

reproductive rights are being further restricted, most notable, the overturning of Roe v. 

Wade.   

Woolf acknowledges the challenge of women to write “in the midst of that purely 

patriarchal society … to hold fast to the thing as they saw it without shrinking … and 

write as women write” (62-63). Writing as women write not only involves tackling 

verboten subjects but topics relevant to women’s lives. These topics have been judged 

unimportant, ordinary, trivial, insignificant. Woolf notes, masculine concerns are 
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‘important’” whereas feminine are “‘trivial;’” “these values are inevitably transferred 

from life to fiction …This is an important book, the critic assumes, because it deals with 

war. This is an insignificant book because it deals with the feelings of women in a 

drawing-room” (62). Sayers and Jones observe feminist and post structural writers who 

create “reflexive linguistic strategies to ‘talk back to power’ and disrupt masculine 

discourses” (106). Insofar as “feminine text” challenges “phallocratic ideology,” it 

“cannot fail to be… subversive” (Cixous 888). Heti’s writing about whether or not to 

become a mother is subversive to traditional patriarchy in its challenge of the role of 

woman as mother and its undermining of the traditional family. Additionally, her writing 

about the menstrual cycle and its effect on the physical and emotional life of women is 

similarly unorthodox. 

The Pen 

Woolf’s narrator purports to be seeking the truth about women and fiction but 

discloses “[o]ne cannot hope to tell the truth” about the “highly controversial” subject of 

sex (4-5). Rather, what she uncovers is “an avalanche of opinion hot as lava, discolored 

as dish-water” (41). “If truth is not to be found” in the numerous books written by men 

about women, “where” Woolf’s protagonist queries “picking up a notebook and a pencil, 

is truth” (22)? Is she indicating truths about women and fiction are discoverable when 

women take up the pen?  

Within Madwoman in the Attic, Gilbert and Gubar wonder, “Is a pen a 

metaphorical penis” (3)? Their response: yes, “in patriarchal Western culture, the text’s 

author is a father… whose pen is an instrument of generative power like his penis” (6). 

Freud believed women experience penis envy, imagining they have been castrated. If the 
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penis as the writer’s pen is the source of creativity, woman (who has no penis) and writer 

are incompatible supporting the historical marginalization of women as intellectually 

inferior and incapable of creating great literary works. In Penis Envy and Other Bad 

Feelings, theorist Mari Ruti wields a pen as a “mini-penis,” a “portable phallus” to 

project authority because “there’s no denying that our society still equates power with the 

penis.” Feminists argue the male organ is not the sole source of creativity. Women are 

not lacking the capacity to write; rather the opportunity, room, money, time, and 

language to create have been lacking. Beauvoir observes “It is not the inferiority of 

women that has caused their historical insignificance: it is rather their historical 

insignificance that has doomed them to inferiority” (151). Cixous posits women have 

been led to believe writing is “too high, too great for you, it's reserved for the great-that 

is, for ‘great men’” (876). She however urges women to write, “let no one hold you back, 

let nothing stop you” (877). Then, “with what organ can females generate texts” (Gilbert 

and Gubar 7)? Cixous suggests women write with “white ink” which flows as “mother’s 

milk,” indicating it is possible for texts to have a mother instead of a father (883). 

Alternatively, rather than castrated, woman is feared as potential castrator, with 

the ability to emasculate men; the penis is swallowed up in her vagina or lost to vagina 

dentata, perhaps in response to masculine sexual entitlement. She thereby disempowers 

men and empowers herself, as though power is a zero-sum game. For this reason, she is 

feared, monsterized. And it is necessary to keep her in line, in her place.  

Has the inferiority of women been promulgated to ensure the superiority of men 

as Woolf suggests? “Women have served all these centuries as looking-glasses 

possessing the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure of man at twice its 
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natural size” (Woolf 31). Women’s inferiority is essential to man’s superiority. “How is 

he to go on giving judgement, civilizing natives, making laws, writing books, dressing up 

and speechifying at banquets, unless he can see himself at breakfast and at dinner at least 

twice the size he really is” (36)? Woman has not only been consigned the role of 

homemaker and caretaker; it has been enshrined as an ideal to keep her in her place, in 

order that she not take up any of his space. Woolf outlines how mothering numerous 

children has prevented women from writing. The narrator of Motherhood similarly 

bemoans that motherhood “seemed like a huge conspiracy to keep women in their thirties 

— when you finally have some brains and some skills and experience – from doing 

anything useful with them at all” (90). This may ring somewhat true but the implication 

that parenting is not useful is jarring. The book also states, “One person’s life is not a 

political or general statement about how all lives would be. Other lives should be able to 

exist alongside our own without any threat or judgment at all” (134). Heti’s stream of 

consciousness writing is very personal, subjective and introspective, presenting many 

thoughts and feelings that at times, seem unfiltered and, at others, contradictory.  

Embodied 

As Beauvoir observes in The Second Sex, woman first identifies as woman; it is 

always a starting point for her, in contrast to man who “never begins by positing himself 

as an individual of a certain sex” (39). Believing he represents humanity, he perceives 

himself the standard by which all others are identified as other. He is never other. Insofar 

as female identity is wrapped up with her sex, woman necessarily experiences the world 

embodied. Moreover, she is portrayed as emotional and sensitive versus rational, an 

attribute of the heart and body, not the head and reasoning. Counter to the feminine, the 
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masculine is associated with reason, intellect, authority, and expertise. Woolf describes 

the myriad books written by male “[p]rofessors, schoolmasters, sociologists, clergymen, 

novelists, essayists, journalists,” about “woman and her effect on whatever it may be—

politics, children, wages, morality;” these men have “no qualification save that they were 

not women” (24). Society, as structured by white men, provides him with advantages and 

opportunities in the form of masculine privilege and white privilege. Beauvoir similarly 

notes scarcity of experience never stopped men from sharing their thoughts. Posited as 

expert and authority, men have a platform not available to others, and, for the white male 

writer, literary recognition and publishing opportunities greater than others. Judging by 

the plethora of books authored, it seems to be a designation from which he does not 

shrink.  

At the beginning of The Second Sex, Beauvoir wonders, “But first, what is 

woman? ‘Tota mulier in utero: she is a womb,’ some say” (36).  Throughout history, 

women’s body has been especially important as a vessel of life for bearing children. In 

Motherhood, the narrator addresses the “implication” that woman is a means, “not an end 

in herself” (158). She is a “passageway through which a man might come, then manifest 

himself in the world however he likes, without anyone doubting his right” (158-59). She 

desires to be “an end-in-[her]self,” not merely a means to someone else’s end (158).  

The narrator addresses her Jewish heritage in relation to the decision of whether 

to have children; “Jewish women are expected to repopulate from the losses of the 

Holocaust” (Heti 162). Is this another understanding of woman as “passageway,” a means 

to more Jewish babies? Through stream of consciousness writing, the reader is privy to 

the thoughts running through the writer’s mind as she imagines, in contrast to 
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repopulation, a protest in which there are no children for a hundred years, “no more 

aggressors, no more victims” (162). The writing exhibits the ironic nature of autofiction 

which may “employ humour and irony to engage with very serious subject matter, 

including human rights violations linked to historical and collective as well as personal 

trauma” (Effe and Schmitt 1). The idea of a protest in which humanity, or maybe it would 

only be women, refuse to have children initially seems ridiculous. Yet is it worth 

considering? Why is there an imperative to have children when there is such evil in the 

world? Irony, satire, humor, stream of consciousness writing, and coin flipping imbue an 

element of “non-serious-”ness and uncertainty that encourage thinking that is more 

creative and expansive and impel the reader to explore other possibilities that are outside 

conventional realms.  

Woman is well aware of her self as embodied as her body cycles through 

menstruation monthly which is accompanied by a host of emotional, hormonal, and 

physical impacts. For decades, her body prepares for a baby every month. Beauvoir 

believes “biological data are of extreme importance: they play an all-important role and 

are an essential element of woman’s situation” (110-11). Heti does not gloss over the 

menstrual cycle and its centrality to the life of a woman but emphasizes it through 

chapter titles named after its phases. Beauvoir describes the impact of menstruation on 

woman, “This is when she feels most acutely that her body is an alienated opaque thing; 

it is the prey of a stubborn and foreign life that makes and unmakes a crib in her every 

month; every month a child is prepared to be born and is aborted in the flow of the 

crimson tide; woman is her body as man is his, but her body is something other than her” 

(106). Heti explores the effect of the menstrual cycle on the life of the narrator, not only 
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the physical effects, but the hormonal and emotional as well. There are alterations in the 

female body throughout her monthly menstrual cycle and its effects are a constant 

reminder to woman of her body.   

For women the question of whether or not to have children impacts her physically 

in a way it does not affect men. Pregnancy is a tremendous physical change for a woman. 

Following pregnancy, it takes a woman’s body months to recover, not to mention 

breastfeeding. Traditionally, and continuing into the present, women take on greater 

responsibility than men for the care and well-being of children. The protagonist laments 

that the question of parenthood is neither consuming nor defining for men versus women 

her age. For her, “whether to have children or not” is the “biggest decision one can make” 

(Heti 29).  

Women have fought for the right to decide for themselves when and if they 

become mothers. Woolf describes women in the past who frequently had a dozen or so 

children and had no hope of finding the time or space to write. Prior to reproductive 

rights, the lives of many women were consumed with motherhood — pregnancy, 

childbirth, childcare. Following the publication of The Second Sex, Beauvoir played a 

larger role in feminist activism and reproductive justice, helping to write “The Manifesto 

of the 343” demanding contraception and safe legal abortion for women in France 

(McHugh). The protagonist in Heti’s book uses contraception, takes the morning after 

pill, and has an abortion as means to prevent and end unintended pregnancy in order to 

determine when and whether she becomes a mother. Because women have choice 

regarding reproduction, they can pursue their interests and plan for their future, not 

fearful that their lives will be upended by an unwanted or mistimed pregnancy. 
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Heti’s Motherhood presents the possibility of a woman choosing not to be a 

mother and the many questions and considerations that go into such an unconventional 

choice. The protagonist notes, “There is a kind of sadness in not wanting the things that 

give so many other people their life’s meaning. There can be sadness at not living out a 

more universal story” (23). She describes the loneliness of such a nontraditional choice. 

The decision of a male not to become a parent is not as nearly scrutinized or criticized. 

He is not a means to an end; he is the standard by which others are defined; he is primary, 

essential, and one (Beauvoir). The male considers himself first whereas the woman is 

expected to consider others first. Heti’s protagonist imagines making decisions about her 

life as an individual.  

Lineage 

Within A Room of One’s Own, the narrator contemplates how “unpleasant it is to 

be locked out … how it is worse perhaps to be locked in; and, thinking of the safety and 

prosperity of the one sex and of the poverty and insecurity of the other and of the effect 

of tradition and of the lack of tradition upon the mind of a writer” – she becomes 

overwhelmed and quits her contemplations for the day (24). There seem to be advantages 

and disadvantages to both the writer whose lineage makes up the western canon and the 

writer who has little to no lineage. Harold Bloom identifies an “anxiety of influence” as a 

consequence of an existing canon of substantial literary predecessors. Women authors are 

rare within the western canon because in the past women were precluded from writing 

and also because women’s writing has not always been valued. Gilbert and Gubar 

propose an alternate “anxiety of authorship” as the experience of female writers, also 

applicable to others not predominantly featured in the western literary canon, due to the 
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dearth of predecessors that bear a likeness to them. There seems to be anxiety for all 

writers. Yet, the point of entry is easier for white men because literary works as well as 

the very language in which they are written is structured by the patriarchy and privileges 

educated male writers of European descent.   

As the protagonist deliberates about what life she will choose for herself, she 

looks to the life of her mother and grandmother for help to determine her life’s journey 

for “We think back through our mothers if we are women” (Woolf 75). They are the first 

role models for a girl’s own life. Markedly, the expectation is that girls will become 

mothers. The mother of both Heti and her character are physicians who primarily work, 

and whose husbands assume the majority of the child raising and household duties. Her 

mother lived away from the family in an apartment during her medical school residency 

when the protagonist was a child. She believed nothing more “glamorous” or “romantic” 

than her mother’s “room” (Heti 74). Contemplating her mothers’ opportunities, 

independence, fulfillment, and happiness led Heti to desire a room of her own: literally, a 

room, a physical space of her own to work, and, metaphorically, the room, the time in her 

life to work. She wished for her own room, with “colored pens and books,” where she 

could work hard, and no one would “bother” her (40, 74). After high school, the 

protagonist rents a “little room” of her own with space for a desk, practicing her mother’s 

example of “hard work,” eager to “start [her] life and write” (39-40).  

Seeking representation, women discover a scarcity throughout western literary 

history. Woolf brought attention to the problem of woman and writing through her 

opinion that a room of one's own was necessary to the creation of art. As a girl, Heti 

knew the type of room she craved — one of her own — to read, to write, to work. A 
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room is not only critical in the sense of space to actually work but one must have room in 

her life to write — time to write as well as bandwidth. Women’s time has traditionally 

been consumed with the home and children. Woolf protests, “literature is impoverished 

beyond our counting by the doors that have been shut upon women” who have been 

“married against their will, kept in one room, and to one occupation” (82). That 

occupation is caregiver — taking care of children, family and home. Beauvoir wrote 

about the oppressive “female vocation,” the limiting existence of the girl “who grasps 

herself as a woman” in the world (359). Can woman step outside the sociocultural 

framework that necessitates she define herself as a woman? Femininity is not inherent but 

a construct of society. Beauvoir is famous for her observation “One is not born, but rather 

becomes, a woman” which Judith Butler’s references in her assertion that gender is 

performative. Heti speculates, “Maybe I have to think about myself less as a woman with 

this woman’s special task, and more as an individual with her own special task — not put 

woman before my individuality” (25). For it is not just a room of one’s own that Woolf 

advocates, but a room with “a lock on the door,” the lock represents “the power to think 

for oneself” (105). It is the responsibility of the individual, who in existential terms is 

uniquely situated in the world, to determine her own life.  

As a young girl, the narrator in Motherhood did not have a “real longing” to be a 

mother (41). Her own mother modeled hard work, “That is what a mother does: she sits 

in her room and works hard” (40). Her mother’s life of work appeals to her; the narrator 

works as a writer and relishes the freedom she has to write. As a girl, she “made up a 

story: that a woman who works or cares deeply about her work can’t also be a loving and 

attentive mother” (247). As an adult, she understands she imagined this dichotomy. But 
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she also believes motherhood will take away from her work of writing. She is explaining 

to her partner’s daughter that she and her partner are “probably” not going to have a 

child, when “the most honest words pushed themselves from my lips: I wanted to be free” 

(129). She believes she will be less free to write if she is a mother.   

Returning to lineage, the protagonist looks back to her mother and grandmother 

for representation of how to live and takes away the message not of mothering but work. 

She chooses to live her life for her mother, not a child. Art “is eternity backwards” 

whereas “children are eternity forwards” (120). Her sense of time is toward her ancestors. 

Perhaps, she imagines the woman who works and creates disrupts the “deep lineage of 

women not being seen as ends” (158). Perhaps, the artist can be seen as an end in herself. 

Monster 

The protagonist of Motherhood desires to create a “powerful monster” that is 

“concrete,” knows “more,” and has a “world view” (1-2). According to Cohen’s Monster 

Theory, the monster as shapeshifter transforms and functions differently relative to the 

culture that creates it. Within the patriarchal worldview of Woolf’s time, the monster is a 

threat to those who step outside cultural normativity. It is threatened that those who do so 

will be thought monstrous. Writers such as Heti have engaged the monster identity, using 

their works to further undermine the patriarchal culture that threatens them. Her book in 

turn reflects the monster back onto white, masculine heteronormative culture as 

monstrous for its agenda that subordinates women through the ideal of woman as mother 

and member of the traditional family whose values diminish women’s possibilities and 

opportunities. The feminist worldview Heti puts forward in her book that explores 

possible ways of living her life counters the patriarchal world view that pressures her as 
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woman to fulfill the prescribed role of mother. The monsters they each embody are 

divergent.  

The architects of the patriarchal world view lay a grid atop the world that orders 

and categorizes, prescribes roles and bestows identities, appeals to reasoning and 

certainty of which they are the purveyors, and grants privilege and power of which they 

are the wielders. The monster skulks at the limits that this world view embodies, 

corralling all to stay within the confines society has constructed, threatening those that 

imagine other possibilities. The purpose of the monster is “to domesticate (and therefore 

disempower)” which is achieved through the ideal of woman as mother within a 

traditional family (Cohen viii). Woolf traces woman as subject and writer through British 

history and literature noting, “under the rule of patriarchy,” woman is deemed inferior, 

her role prescribed (33). The woman who dares abscond and live a life other than that of 

caretaker, homemaker, and mother is threatened and portrayed as monster.  

Motherhood looks at the world through a feminist lens and explores the 

possibilities as well as challenges of creating a life and a worldview other than the 

entrenched patriarchal worldview. Heti’s book is rebellious and monstrous in its 

presentation of a woman exercising her choice of whether or not to be a mother. In the 

world delineated in Motherhood, women are free to not only speak about their lives and 

their bodies, but free to choose how to live. The protagonist is attempting to live her life 

not constrained by patriarchal ideals and societal norms.  

From the vantage point within the confines of patriarchal culture, writers who 

question, challenge and subvert sociocultural norms threaten the status quo of masculine 

normativity. From a feminist lens, the overlapping author and protagonist of Motherhood, 
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are heroes, breaking through boundaries to live outside the patriarchal territory in an 

effort to craft one’s own world view. Cohen describes such writers as “an embodiment of 

difference, a breaker of category, and a resistant Other” (x). The book also answers the 

call of feminist tomes such as The Second Sex for women to stand against the constructs 

that identify them as second, inessential, and other. Is it possible to be entirely free? 

These writers still reside in society, in the midst of bias, stereotypes, and discrimination. 

To be truly free the patriarchal structure and the accompanying worldview must be 

dismantled. Heti takes up the task assigned by Cixous in The Laugh of the Medusa to 

“break up the ‘truth,’” and “shatter the framework of institutions” in order for women to 

“write her self” (888, 875). Heti’s autofictional work breaks the conventional form of the 

novel into a hybrid of fiction and nonfiction, and fractures the traditional structure of the 

novel with the interiority and subjectivity of stream of consciousness writing, thereby 

interjecting uncertainty and unreliability. She also introduces uncertainty about the norms 

that pressure woman and others to live a certain way. These writers further the cause of 

feminism, which is not linear.   

Does the protagonist in Motherhood live the art monster life introduced in Dept. 

of Speculation? The art monster chooses art over everything including love — always. 

Heti is choosing not to be a mother, her work as a writer definitely affects her decision.  

Heti does not choose art over love. She describes the necessity of having relationships in 

her life, a “person needs only one figure of understanding in order to not feel they are a 

random, spinning particle in the universe, without destiny or care” (“Sheila Heti on Susan 

Roxborough”).  But, it may be argued she chooses art over motherhood. 
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Chapter V. 

Vuong 

Vuong’s On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous applies Virginia Woolf’s “unsolved 

problem” of women and fiction to others. Vuong recounts the story of Little Dog whose 

identity — ethnicity, native tongue, sexual identity, socio-economics — is other. White 

western heteropatriarchy maintains boundaries and status through a hierarchy that labels 

and demeans those who fall outside of normative masculinity as feminine, lesser, and 

other. Those marked effeminate including men of Asian descent and queer men but 

perhaps especially Asian queer men such as Vuong and Little Dog are alien to and 

alienated by what Cixous labels “parental-conjugal phallocentrism” and what Cohen 

delineates as the “Christian society” that is “dedicated to becoming homogenous and 

monolithic” (Cixous 876; Cohen 8). Feminized and othered, Little Dog resembles Vuong 

in many respects but especially as a writer struggling to find his voice and make sense of 

his story. 

 In order to write, the protagonist must first become literate in the English 

language, then assert himself as subject, not object, as seen, not invisible, and find a 

means of writing that conveys his truth. The epistolary, fragmentary and autofictional 

form disrupts, fractures, and breaks the novel into pieces that are cobbled together with 

an alternative structure and innovative use of language. Through writing, Little Dog 

reimagines his story and his family’s history as not born from war, but beauty; not 

defined by victimhood, but agency; not monsters because of violence and sexual identity, 

but as “lighthouse” (Vuong 13). Resignifying “monster” through its etymology as “a 

hybrid signal, a lighthouse: both shelter and warning at once” allows Little Dog to 
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imagine monster as “not such a terrible thing to be” (13). I argue Vuong’s book, On 

Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous, is a monster itself as defined by Little Dog: a hybrid 

story, part fiction and part nonfiction, acting as a literary mirror for those who are other, 

warning of life’s hardships, but also lighting the way to a safe haven. 

Other 

On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous is a coming-of-age story of otherness and 

invisibility experienced by a boy who is Vietnamese-American and gay. In American 

patriarchal culture, white male masculinity is the norm according to which feminized 

identities are other and inferior. Counter to men’s masculinity, power, and tough-

mindedness, women are othered because of their femininity, vulnerability, and 

sensitivity; and Asian men are feminized, if not desexualized, and grouped with women 

as feminine and other. The pan-ethnic labels Asian and Asian-American are applied 

uniformly to diverse people from various Asian countries and communities whose 

distinct ethnic heritages, languages and traditions are not discerned; rather, they are 

grouped together and judged lesser and insignificant because of their non-white skin, 

non-native tongue, and non-American culture. Vuong as well as Little Dog is 

Vietnamese-American, the grandchild of an American soldier who fought in Vietnam 

during the war; he immigrated to an American city in which few people take an interest 

in his ethnicity but rather disregard or persecute him. Additionally, those whose sexual 

orientation does not conform to heterosexuality face discrimination, harassment and 

hostility. As a child, when Little Dog expresses his identity through play such as dress up 

and coloring, he is a victim of violence at the hands of his classmates and neighbors for 

displaying behavior that is not masculine. He learns from a young age to hide his sexual 
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identity as many queer children do. Little Dog is doubly feminized, marginalized, and 

othered because he is not white and not heterosexual.  

The language, racial, and cultural barriers in the lives of Little Dog, his mother, 

and grandmother undermine the belief in America as a land of opportunity and mobility. 

They are walled off from fully participating in their community because they are other; 

they are ignored and imagined invisible; when seen, they are often mistreated. Little Dog 

observes, “The cruelest walls are made of glass” (Vuong 24). Erected to keep others 

inside or outside, walls as borders or boundaries provide protection from those who are 

not native, who look differently, and do not speak the language proficiently. Although 

invisible, glass walls act as a barrier nonetheless. They are “cruelest” because not seen, 

they are, therefore, not acknowledged. If visible, it is possible to call attention, to 

question, to petition for protection from the implications of the wall, and the mistreatment 

it engenders. Glass walls like glass ceilings are crafted by a society that fears, hates, or 

imagines itself superior to those deemed other, those judged undesirable, inferior, and 

possibly dangerous. Little Dog has “the urge to break through the pane and leap out the 

window” not only to escape, but to shatter the glass that is a barrier to belonging (24).  

The glass wall through which Little Dog sees the world subverts the mirror and 

window metaphor used in literacy to strengthen identity and multiculturalism. The library 

stacks he loses himself in are filled with books “by dead people, most of whom never 

dreamed a face like [his] floating over their sentences” (Vuong 15). These books operate 

as windows for Little Dog, giving him a glimpse into lives unlike his own. He is also 

surrounded by classmates who live lives other than his. Alternatively, the books in his 

school library do not act as mirrors: the authors and characters do not reflect his color, 
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culture, or history. There are no books to assure him of his value. Moreover, his 

classmates are not open to the diversity of others. Rather, they bully him, demanding he 

speak as they do and spray paint “FAG4LIFE” on his front door (180). Attempting to 

disappear, Little Dog becomes adept at hiding and becoming invisible — hoping to be 

overlooked and left alone.  

Home is not always a safe place. Little Dog’s mother, Hong, is harassed, othered, 

and abused both in Vietnam and America, and in turn abuses Little Dog who reports, 

“parents suffering from PTSD are more likely to hit their children” (Vuong 13). The 

lingering and spiraling effects of trauma and abuse circle back; victims become 

aggressors. A “product of the war,” Hong’s “auburn tinted hair” and skin color too light 

for her native land portray her visible outsider-ness which discloses her heritage – her 

mother slept with the enemy (61). The offspring of “just another American john - 

faceless, nameless, less,” Hong is treated as “less:” her hair cut from her head because it 

is not dark, buffalo excrement thrown on her skin to darken it (55, 61). Then, in America, 

because of her Asian identity, she is treated as less. Her new homeland is a place she will 

never be at home because she does not speak the language and struggles to communicate. 

Hong may “look the part,” but her speech does not correspond. “One does not pass in 

America, it seems, without English” (52). Abuse pervades Hong’s home life as well; 

from her husband, Hong suffered “countless backhands” (115). She in turn strikes Little 

Dog who at one point runs away to be found by his grandmother who explains, “‘Your 

mom. She not normal okay? She pain. She hurt. But she want you, she need us… She 

love you, Little Dog. But she sick. Sick like me. In the brains.’” (122). Days after such an 

incident, unprompted, Hong proclaims, “‘I’m not a monster. I’m a mother’” (13). Little 
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Dog affirms to her that she is “not a monster,” but to himself admits he “lied,” she is 

both, a mother and a monster (13-14). Hong belongs nowhere, she has been terrorized, 

and she is traumatized which compound her otherness (122).  

The story of Little Dog’s grandmother, Lan, also, is not one of belonging but 

otherness. Nameless, referred to as “Seven,” “the order in which she came into the 

world,” her family arranges a marriage when she is in her teens (Vuong 39). At 

seventeen, with her baby in her arms, she escapes the abusive marriage, but is not 

welcome back home, “‘a girl who leaves her husband is the rot of a harvest’” (39). 

Homeless, she does “what any mother would do,” finds a “way to eat,” as a “sex worker” 

during the war (39, 46). Decades later, when narrating this story to Little Dog, she sobs in 

an aside to her mother: “‘I never wanted to, Ma. I wanted to go home with you’” (47). A 

girl herself when the war began, she is implicated as “a traitor and a whore” because of 

the “whiteness” emanating from the “yellow body” of her second daughter, Hong (42, 

61). The decades of violence and trauma have resulted in “wildness” and “schizophrenia” 

which increase her isolation and otherness (16). 

Living amidst the uncertainty, intensity, and terror of war, the Vietnamese 

villagers including Lan and Hong become other in their own homeland. Lan pleads “no 

bang bang,” shouting over gunfire and explosions (Vuong 42). American soldiers wield 

M-16s and demand “weaponized permission” from the Vietnamese people to walk the 

road in their village to homes they have lived in for decades (37). Having survived the 

war, Lan with her daughter Hong and Hong with her son Little Dog can no longer survive 

in Vietnam; the ravaged country is no longer habitable or hospitable. They are repeatedly 

displaced, first within their war-torn homeland, then, refugees in the Philippines, and 
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finally immigrants to America. But violence is not left behind; it adversely pervades their 

emotional and psychological lives in the form of mental illness and domestic abuse. The 

“dire” life Lan, Hong, and Little Dog escape in Vietnam is not supplanted by the 

“American dream” (21). 

Aware at a young age that he is queer, Little Dog attempts to communicate his 

queerness to his mother at age six, wanting her to know him. Lacking the language, he 

believes if he “stare[s] hard enough” he can “transmit his thoughts into [her] head” 

(Vuong 229). When she has “no idea,” he begins “crying in rage” (229). It will take him 

more than a decade to find the words to tell her the truth (130). During this time, Little 

Dog encounters heterosexism and is denigrated and stigmatized because of his sexual 

minority identity which he suppresses like many young gay children.  

Little Dog is attracted to beautiful, happy vibrant colors that American culture 

equates with femininity. As a young student, he shades the cow on his worksheet “purple, 

orange, red, auburn, magenta, pewter, fuchsia, glittered grey and lime green” (Vuong 

227). Perhaps he already knows that everything is not black or white and believes you 

can color outside the lines. His male school teacher, representing the culture of Hartford 

at the time, if not the patriarchy, trembles in anger at the six year old who rebels against 

authority by shading the cow in bright cheerful hues, not as instructed. His teacher 

crushes his rainbow cow which Little Dog stealthily retrieves from the garbage and takes 

home, symbolizing the rainbow identity he is prohibited from expressing.  

Little Dog learns “how dangerous a color can be” (Vuong 134). He learns that the 

beautiful things he is attracted to are off limits for a boy. Knocked off his pink bike, the 

paint scraped from its frame by neighborhood boys, he then rides the bike inside, along 
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the halls of the tenement building “so the kids on the block wouldn’t beat [him] up for 

loving a pink thing” (146). Wishing to look, not like his father, but his mother, he dons 

his mother’s dress and is seen wearing it by classmates who then label him “freak, fairy, 

fag” which he later learns are iterations of monster. Having mastered the language of 

toxic masculinity, these boys police the behavior of Little Dog, denigrate his feminine 

proclivities, and reinforce heteronormativity (14). It will be nearly a decade before he is 

“not afraid” and wears a dress again (140). In the meantime, the boy who is feminized 

because he is Vietnamese and further feminized because he is queer learns to disappear, 

to hide, to duck, to cower, and not draw attention to himself.  

Not only outside his family but inside as well, he is a victim of violence and 

aggressions because he is not conventionally masculine. His mother mimics the bullies 

on the school bus who slap Little Dog demanding he obediently speak English like a 

“good little bitch” (25). Listening to his account of the incident, she slaps him, urging 

him to “find a way” to “be a real boy and be strong” (26). The following morning and for 

many mornings afterward, she pours him glass upon glass of “‘American milk’” so he 

can grow “big and strong,” not remain feminine, small, and weak. Both Little Dog and 

his mother are “hoping the whiteness vanishing into [him] would make more of a yellow 

boy” (27). From inside and outside his home, the message conveyed is that masculine, 

white, and American are superior.  

At seventeen, he comes out to his mother, still struggling with language around 

his sexual identity. In the Vietnamese language, prior to French occupation, there was no 

word for “queer bodies,” “they were seen alike all bodies, fleshed and of one source” 

(Vuong 130). Introduced by the French, the word for queer is an “epithet for criminals” 
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(130). Not wanting to characterize himself as such, he states, “I don’t like girls” (130). 

His mother first denies his truth, then is scared for him, and finally wonders how this 

happened, “When did this all start? I gave birth to a healthy, normal boy. I know that.” 

(131). Similarly, Trevor’s dad is in denial and disbelief about his son’s identity, claiming, 

“I made you fine, Trev. I know I did” (143). The message that it is not acceptable or 

desirable to be gay is prolific. The boys’ parents attempt to deny their sons’ sexual 

identity, then claim, as parents, they are not responsible for their boys’ queerness. 

Less masculine, less powerful, weaker, smaller, Little Dog’s name alone suggests 

he is diminutive, not virile. It is a name bequeathed to him by his grandmother. The 

tradition in her village is to name the smallest and weakest “after the most despicable 

thing” because then evil spirits who seek beautiful healthy children will pass by (18). He 

contemplates his name as a shield: “To love something, then, is to name it after 

something so worthless it might be left untouched” (18). This is a strategy of those who 

are fearful, vulnerable, and powerless which is the story of Little Dog and his family in 

their native land of Vietnam as well as their new American home. 

Immigrants, Vietnamese, nonnative speakers, uneducated, poor, mentally ill, and 

gay, Little Dog and his family are othered by the American world in which they live, 

work, and go to school. Through the narration of their lives and their experiences, Little 

Dog illustrates that he, his mother, his grandmother are each more than an/other, 

nameless, barely-visible immigrant working at a low wage job, hardly speaking the 

English language, and narrowly surviving. 

Language  
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Language is essential to understanding, formulating ideas, and making sense of 

the world. Because his mother and grandmother do not seem to have the capacity to learn 

the English language of their adopted homeland, the responsibility to navigate the 

family’s world falls to Little Dog. Through language, he makes sense of his life 

experience and that of his family which he puts into writing in a letter to his mother that 

is the book, On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous.  

Referencing Roland Barthes, “No object is in constant relationship with 

pleasure… For the writer, however, it is the mother tongue,” Little Dog queries, “What if 

the tongue is… itself a void” (Vuong 31)? For Little Dog and his family “to speak in 

[their] mother tongue is to speak only partially in Vietnamese, but entirely in war” (32). 

His lineage is not traced through a mother tongue, mother land, native country, or 

ancestral home but a “vernacular of silence” (225). From parents and grandparents who 

are uneducated and unable to read and write, within a culture that silences and demeans 

him, Little Dog learns to read and write, not in his mother tongue, the language into 

which he was born, but in an adopted language.  

“The limits of my language mean the limits of my world” observes Ludwig 

Wittgenstein (74). Hong’s limited language skills are affected by her limited community 

and have the effect of limited comprehension. Sassaure notes that language is not simply 

a “name-giving system,” but a “social system” created through convention and within 

community, and is critical to formulating ideas, value, and meaning (825). Hong’s entire 

life before immigrating to America was lived in war and its aftermath, a life of brutality, 

squalor and estrangement. She received no formal education beyond the age of five when 

her “schoolhouse collapse[d] after an American napalm raid” (Vuong 31). Her “mother 
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tongue” is “stunted” (31). In her new homeland, her life is one of hardship where she gets 

by as a nail technician and factory worker with a handful of words, hand motions, and 

body movements. Because a better life is imagined once “jaws soften around English 

syllables,” Little Dog mimics the instruction of his ESL teacher with his mother as 

student (80). However, the altered roles as well as “embarrassment of failure” cause 

Hong to proclaim “‘I don’t need to read...I can see – it’s gotten me this far hasn’t it’” (5)? 

Hong seems to have neither the opportunity in terms of time, money, and energy nor the 

capacity after living through so much violence to learn the English language. English 

words slip through her traumatized mind like water. She “possess[es] fewer than the 

coins [she] saved” (29). She reports it is “too late” for her to learn to read. Alienated in 

her native land, an outsider in her adopted homeland, with elementary language skills in 

one, and close to none in the other, to what extent and how effectively is Hong able to 

understand or make meaning? 

Upon immigrating to America, Little Dog and his family do not know the 

language; therefore, their capacity to communicate their needs and understand their new 

life is limited. Little Dog can and must “find a way” (Vuong 26). He must take on the 

responsibility of “official interpreter” because Hong does not “have the English to help” 

(26). Helplessly, he stands by, while Hong, with gesticulations and animal sounds, 

struggling to convey “oxtail” to grocers who laugh at her performance, is unable, on a 

cold wintry day, to purchase the ingredients necessary to cook bún bò huế, comfort food 

for her family. Little Dog vows to never again be “wordless” (30). Word by word, 

sentence by sentence, book by book, he learns, not simply names, but grammar, syntax, 
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and the linguistic system. Little Dog’s world expands as he not only learns the language 

of his adopted homeland, but also shares the world of an American boy.  

 

Subject 

In A Room of One's Own, Woolf wonders “What conditions are necessary for the 

creation of works of art?” (22). Correspondingly, in On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous, 

Vuong explores the circumstances under which Little Dog comes to be an artist. Vuong 

as author and Little Dog as subject explore the subjectivity of the self as writer in the 

bildungsroman that is a portrait of the artist as an immigrant, Vietnamese-American 

queer. 

As woman is slated into the inferior halves of the binaries of subject / object, one / 

other, essential / inessential, superior / inferior, those who are gay, poor, uneducated, and 

immigrant, are similarly cataloged in lesser categories. The patriarchal system that 

structures language, education, culture, politics, and economics defines, confines and 

objectifies not only women but all who are other. It is essential to claim oneself as 

subject, not in opposition to object but other than object. In order for one who is other to 

assert subjectivity that is other than that structured through patriarchal constructs it is 

essential to move beyond the binarial system of patriarchy with the goal of moving 

beyond patriarchy itself.  

Little Dog as somewhat of a mouthpiece for Vuong explains how first reading 

saved him and then writing rescued him, allowing him to take the fragments of his life 

and construct a story of the self. Roxanne Gay likewise counts salvation among one of 

the reasons she reads (145). It is possible to lose yourself in the stories of others, even 
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when those others are not like you, imagining another life, empathizing with the 

hardships of others opens one’s world. Gay credits reading and writing with pulling her 

out of the “darkest experiences” in life (145). Reading and writing are opportunities Little 

Dog, as well as Vuong, procure within a family never presented with such possibilities. 

He recognizes his mother’s sacrifice, “reading is a privilege you made possible for me 

with what you lost” (Vuong 240). Not so much what she lost but what she never had; his 

Vietnamese-American mother born during the Vietnam War neither reads nor writes in 

the language of either her birth place or her adopted homeland. She is alienated and 

abused in the land of her birth, overlooked and subordinated in the land she immigrates 

to. Through his writing, she is neither erased nor simply a monster. Her life is 

complicated and difficult. Little Dog dreams of another life for her in which she has “a 

room full of books with parents who will read you bedtime stories in a country not 

touched by war. Maybe then, in that life and in this future, you’ll find this book and 

you’ll know what happened to us” (240). Her story continues through Little Dog, through 

the story he tells of their lives, the selves he presents.  

Woolf is dismayed about all the books written by men about women and writes as 

a woman and encourages other women to do so in order to take control of the narrative. 

Through writing, Vuong likewise has the opportunity to take control of the narrative told 

about him. Rather than an object of someone else’s story, as subject, he tells the story he 

wants to tell. Re-telling the story of all the injustices suffered by his family during the 

Vietnam War, he recognizes his family’s agency. Previously believing they were “born 

from war - [he] was wrong”; Lan “gifted” herself a new name, “claim[ing] herself 

beautiful,” and from that beauty “a daughter was born, and from that daughter a son… 
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born from beauty” (Vuong 231). Little Dog re-conceptualizes his family’s origin story. 

Has the self as writer who presents a reimagined subjectivity and an alternate world view 

crafted through a literary work that breaks language and form and then stitches the 

fragments together as a new creation fashioned a monster? Has Vuong like Heti crafted a 

powerful monster with an alternate worldview?  

Visible 

It is through his relationship with another that Little Dog is seen. He is socialized 

in a world that makes no place for him and does not see him. As a child, he is “forgotten” 

by his teacher (Vuong 96). He is instructed by his own mother not to “draw attention” to 

himself for he is “already Vietnamese” (220) and must be “invisible in order to be safe” 

(96). When noticed, he is harassed because of his skin and “rare features” (24). He is 

doubly marginalized and tortured as “yellow” and “fag.”  Drawn to beautiful objects and 

feminine expression, he is hyper visible rather than invisible as he wears a dress and rides 

a pink bike (135). When seen as not American enough or not masculine enough, he is 

targeted and policed by boys who have “mastered the dialect” and toxic masculinity “of 

damaged American fathers” (24). 

Not wishing to be noticed by others, aware of the danger of being seen, Little Dog 

becomes adept at disappearing, even hiding from his own likeness. He either cannot or 

does not want to see who he is. He aspires to be the sun for the very reason he tells 

Trevor it “must suck:” “you never see yourself,” he elaborates, “you don’t even know if 

you’re ugly or not… you can only see what you do… not who you are” (Vuong 99-100). 

It is when he is seen and desired by another that Little Dog does see himself. 

Unintentionally glimpsing himself in the mirror, he “stay[s],” held by his own likeness, 
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“stunned” to find himself “beautiful” (107). His identity is altered from unseen to 

beautiful because another wants him. Desired by a “white” boy, the world he feels “only 

half way inside of” opens up (96). Having “been lost all this time,” he has been “sought 

and found” (107). Conversely, he has “sought and found” an American boy which fulfills 

his desire not simply to be with a boy but to be an American boy. With Trevor, there is 

“space” for Little Dog inside a world he had not previously inhabited as yellow, unseen 

and gay, living on the other side of the river, in tenements.  

Woolf describes an illusion in which those designated “inferior” act as a “magic” 

“looking glass” magnifying those believing themselves superior (36). This magical 

illusion that derives from women also arises from those categorized as other and similarly 

deemed “inferior;” they magically enlarge those who believe themselves superior (36). 

The working poor in Vuong’s book lower and deface themselves as lesser and 

subservient with the word “sorry,” thereby elevating those who look down upon them, or 

past them altogether (91-94). Hong, scarcely seen, labors in factories and nail salons 

repeatedly muttering “sorry.” Similarly, the undocumented migrants and seasonal 

workers laboring in the fields alongside Little Dog are not seen or known. Intending to 

work these jobs temporarily, until better opportunities become available, they mostly 

remain in the salons, factories, and fields where “dreams become the calcified knowledge 

of what it means to be awake in American bones… aching, toxic, underpaid,” as well as 

uninsured, unappreciated, and unknown (80-1). The unseen working poor in America 

struggle to be barely visible, murmuring “sorry,” in order to receive a tip, to scrape by, to 

continue working, and barely make a living. Vuong’s account of their work, their lives, 

their struggles and dreams keeps them from being erased.   
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Writing  

Woolf notes, the writer “has every right” to “tamper” with the structure and form 

of writing if the writer does so “not for the sake of breaking, but for the sake of creating” 

(80). Vuong breaks the novel into fragments not to destroy, but to create. For new writing 

to break from the old, it is critical “to shatter the framework of institutions, to blow up the 

law, to break up the truth” (Cixous 888). Little Dog deconstructs the language of the 

western patriarchy that privileges masculine writing in order to generate new 

“beginnings” “hammered out of a language not yet [his] own,” a language he learns, then 

distorts, and choreographs to convey his truth (Vuong 222). Perhaps learning to read and 

write in an ESL program at school rather than born into and raised with a language allows 

a writer to use language innovatively and more easily find one’s voice and speak one’s 

truth. Little Dog believes it is not necessary for creative writing to be a “language of 

destruction,” it is possible for it to be a language of “regeneration” (179). On Earth We’re 

Briefly Gorgeous is a tale of re-imagining, reappropriating, and regeneration. 

Regeneration emerges from destruction.  

Epistolary 

The epistolary framing device provides supplemental perspective and insight and 

alternatively creates an ancillary level of uncertainty, in addition to that generated by 

autofiction. In “‘Thrusting the Private into the Public Sphere’: North African Women's 

Writing Identities in the Epistolary Form,” Ghazala Begum Essop claims the “epistolary 

form effects some form of resistance to ideological and literary enforcements” (105). 

Vuong puts the epistolary form to use to interject, interrupt, and fragment the novel thus 

resisting conventional novelistic form in order that he, as author and other, can piece it 



 

73 

back together in an innovative manner to tell his story, one that is other than those he 

read in school. Vuong dedicates the book, “For my mother” apprising the reader of its 

intention as a letter to his own mother; written in epistolary form, beginning “Dear Ma,” 

the novel is simultaneously a letter from Little Dog to his mother Hong. He does not start 

with “because” — it is not his goal to explain himself or his family, or to justify who they 

are or how they live (3). Rather, his writing breaks free from “ideological and literary 

enforcements” in order for Little Dog to “break free” from stories told about him and his 

family (4). Through writing he has the opportunity to be the author of his story.  

The epistolary form is similarly employed by Mary Shelley as she recounts the 

story of Victor Frankenstein through letters Robert Walton writes to his sister. Shelley 

uses the epistolary form as a means of relating his story from multiple perspectives as the 

story vacillates between the voices of Walton, Frankenstein, and the monster. The 

epistolary structure allows for interruptions in the narrative which Vuong likewise 

exploits, at times, narrating the story directly and, at others, assuming distance as he 

addresses his mother. These interruptions are external to the narrative and are 

communicated directly. “What matters” the narrator writes to his mother, “is that all of it, 

even if I didn’t know it then, brought me here, to this page, to tell you everything…” 

(15). He is explaining to his mother how he came to be a writer.  

The aside continues to state that he is telling his mother “everything” she’ll 

“never know;” because Hong is not literate, “the very impossibility of your reading this is 

all that makes my telling it possible” (Vuong 113). Hong is incapable of reading the letter 

her son pens to “reach” her, “each word [he] puts down is one word further from where” 

she is (3). His direct messages to his mother as asides disclose interiority but also 
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highlight uncertainty and raise questions. Can he not translate the book into Vietnamese 

and read it to her? Little Dog wrote the book in English because the Vietnamese language 

he learned from his mother is “one whose “diction and syntax reach only the second 

grade level” (31). She cannot understand the book in English, which is her second 

language, a language in which she has even less comprehension (31). It is through 

language that one makes sense of the world. With limited language capacity, does Hong 

likewise have limited understanding? Saussure asserts in Course in General Linguistics 

that language is a “social system… of signs that express ideas” that are not “pre-existing” 

but come into being through language (825, 830). Therefore, being a part of the 

community and knowing the language are critical to formulating ideas, as well as 

determining or creating sense, value and meaning of the world in which one lives. 

Through language, Little Dog belongs to a community that Hong never will and has a 

level of comprehension that she never will.  

He imagines questioning his mother, “What’s your theory — about anything?” 

(Vuong 32). Little Dog knows she would “laugh, covering your mouth, a gesture 

common among the girls in your childhood village, one you’ve kept all your life, even 

with your naturally straight teeth. You’d say no, theories are for people with too much 

time and not enough determination” (32). Through her determination, her hard work, 

laboring in salons and factories, she gave to him a better life in which he has the privilege 

of reading, writing, imagining and understanding and perhaps crafting, if not a theory, a 

hypothesis.  

The asides, then, may not primarily be messages to his mother but another means 

to communicate a different perspective. “It could be in writing you here, I am writing to 
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everyone – for how can there be a private space if there is no safe space” (33)? The 

epistolary structure allows Little Dog to share the thoughts and feelings about the story he 

is re-counting, to offer commentary within the book, outside of the narrative. 

Fragmentary 

Little Dog learns the English language, the language of those who marginalize, 

ostracize, and other him; he then plays with it, breaks it, and makes it his own in order to 

tell his tale which begins with invisibility and ends in beauty. The traditional form of the 

novel is disrupted by the fragmentary structure which includes vignettes, memories, 

lyrical lines resembling poetry, images of running buffalo, and accounts of the migratory 

patterns of monarch butterflies. Similar to Offill’s fragmentary work, it requires the 

reader to imagine how the parts fit together, to pull at the threads running through the 

work, and weave them into a tapestry. Vuong pulls the fragments together to create a self, 

a writer. Wothington differentiates between autobiography which “retraces a life,” and 

autofiction which “presents a self” (9). From the gathered fragments, a voice, a story, a 

self emerges.  

Yet, he does not pretend that the tale of a mixed race family estranged and 

displaced is a fairy tale, nor is it a completed story structured with beginning, middle and 

end. Rather, it is a life story in progress, a coming-of-age story he tells his mother, 

explaining who he has become and how she contributed. He picks through the pieces of 

their family history and his personal history, “I’m not telling you a story so much as a 

shipwreck—the pieces floating, finally legible” (190). Through these pieces, these 

fragments, he makes sense of who he is. His story saves him, saves them; and, through it, 

they are seen.  
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The story of the self is pieced together through fragments that do not line up in the 

form of a traditional novel. The plot feels more spiral than linear, more disjointed than 

orderly as the narrative circles and bounces between recollections of violence and 

tenderness. Fragments include memories that begin with “the time” and continue with 

abusive incidents: “with your fists,” “with the remote control,” with “a jug [of milk] 

bursting on my shoulder,” “with the kitchen knife” (Vuong 5-9). But, interspersed are 

moments of togetherness, caretaking and love: fancy chocolates at the mall, riding the 

rollercoaster, splurging on a birthday (7-9). Ricocheting between disparate experiences of 

abuse and love paints an unsettling picture of Little Dog’s relationship with his mother 

and his life experiences. Imagery and themes wind through the fragments. The “man-

made storm” that explodes in the skies and on the ground in Vietnam morphs into the 

“storm of mother” who hits and throws objects at Little Dog and then transitions to the 

“storm” of violent sex with Trevor (37, 101, 118). The beautiful lyrical writing discloses 

a complex story of raw, heartrending experiences. Through writing, Little Dog, and one 

could argue Vuong as well, piece multifarious fragments together to chart the journey 

from invisible boy to writer. 

Part of Little Dog’s journey is taking ownership of his family’s origin story and 

re-framing it, not as one of war, but beauty. Beginning with his nameless grandmother 

naming herself and her daughter after flowers, beauty is a thread running through the 

vignettes of the novel. Repeatedly awestruck, Hong gestures to “a bird, a flower, a pair of 

lace curtains,” unable to remember the English word for beauty or the names of these 

varied beautiful things, she exclaims “đẹp quá” (Vuong 29). Without words, relying on 

images, Hong seeks and finds a hummingbird feeder in an effort to attract beauty to her 
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backyard. “What a terrible life,” observes Little Dog of the hummingbird “to have to 

move so fast just to stay in one place” (64). Attributable to his mother as well who is one 

of many faceless immigrants who toil endlessly to merely survive, bent over, performing 

back breaking labor and ingesting toxic fumes in the service of beauty for others. Hong’s 

hands, no longer beautiful, “ruined,” “hideous,” “callused and blistered,” are worked to 

the bone to paint those of others shiny, colorful, and lovely (79). The beautiful country of 

Hong’s birth is marred by war, soldiers, guns, and violence; her world, mind and body 

likewise marred, Nonetheless, through the hardships, she is at times in awe of beauty.  

His mother’s appreciation of beauty is passed on to Little Dog who 

acknowledges, “It was beauty, I learned, that we risked ourselves for” (Vuong 208). 

Flouting the rules of heteronormative culture, no longer repressing his desires, risking 

being seen for who he is, he takes a chance with Trevor and finds himself beautiful for 

the first time. Emerging from the shadows, no longer invisible but seen, Little Dog 

writes, not within the confines of the male-dominated normalizing culture, but from the 

“nonexclusive” space outlined by Cixous where “beauty will no longer be forbidden” 

(876).  

Autofiction  

Struggling to differentiate between truth and illusion, Woolf conjectures “Fiction 

must stick to facts, and the truer the facts the better the fiction—so we are told” (15-16). 

The addition of “so we are told” leads to conjecture as to what she believes the 

relationship between “fiction,” “facts,” “truth,” and “lies” is (4). Within her lecture, she 

informs us she takes the liberties and licenses of a novelist. As an autofictional novel, On 

Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous, is likewise interrogated as to whether it is, and what parts 
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are, fiction, fact, truth, or lie. The book is a second telling of stories originally shared 

through poetry in Vuong’s first book, Night Sky with Exit Wounds. Desiring to relay the 

stories in a different form, Vuong wrote an autofictional account chronicling a life 

resembling his own. An intermixing of nonfiction and fiction, a hybrid of autobiography 

and storytelling, it presents truths that are not entirely autobiographical. Fictionalizing 

difficult experiences may make them easier to write about. Moreover, Little Dog notes 

the actual act of writing inevitably “mar[s],” “changes,” and “embellish[es]” (85). 

Questioned about the veracity versus invention of his autofiction, Vuong explains, “For 

me, as a poet, I was always beginning with truth” (Pineda). He further explains, he 

“start[s] with truth and end[s] with art” (“Ocean Vuong Wrote” 00:01:32-00:01:36). One 

is reminded of Emily Dickinson's poem, “I died for beauty, but was scarce,” in which 

truth and beauty are “One,” “Brethren,” “Kinsmen” (lines 7-9). Yet is art always 

beautiful? Is truth always beautiful? And, who gets to determine who or what is 

beautiful? Or true. 

Richard Cho describes archival autofiction which presents an “imagined record” 

rooted in real sociohistorical trauma. On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous can be 

categorized as archival autofiction as it provides an account of a family traumatized and 

uprooted by the Vietnam War and its fallout. Cho asserts these “imagined records have 

the power to authenticate the past as a legitimate record can” (270). The autofictional 

story Vuong presents not only authenticates the past but narrates the past as a story which 

is a powerful medium. He discovers “how far a story could take him” (121). Adichie 

reminds us “Stories matter. Many stories matter. Stories have been used to dispossess and 

to malign, but stories can also be used to empower and to humanize. Stories can break the 
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dignity of a people, but stories can also repair that broken dignity” (00:17:24-00:17:44) 

The goal of archival autofiction is not primarily to entertain but “to record, to preserve, to 

educate, and, possibly, to increase awareness of social justice” (272). On Earth We’re 

Briefly Gorgeous is a beautifully written story of surviving and ultimately thriving which 

meets many of the goals Cho assigns to archival autofiction. Richard Cho notes that the 

“archival record” presented in autofiction “invariably centers around the search for self or 

truth” (273). Vuong’s narrative delineates Little Dog’s personal history, his family 

history as well as the history of the Vietnam War and its aftermath through one boy’s 

attempt to trace his trajectory to writer.  

Monster 

Humanity is “heart, body and brain all mixed together, and not contained in 

separate compartments” according to Woolf who as a woman is aware of her body, for 

her gender is the primary basis for her identity (19). The Artistolean divide manifests as a 

nonequivalent dualism of mind and body in which the superior Cartesian cogito as reason 

is identified as male and the body with its messy emotions, desires and sentiments is 

feminine. The separation of the mind from the body which was accomplished by western 

male philosophers whose gender, ethnicity and race were given as the norm, a foregone 

assumption that did not necessitate delineation, and according to which others are 

deemed other. The identity of others are necessarily embodied identities because it is 

through their bodies that they are identified and defined. Woman initially thinks of, and 

explains herself, according to her gender and therefore is continuously aware of her body 

(Beauvoir 39). Little Dog is similarly othered according to his embodied identities of 

Asian American and queer, identities other than those comprising American masculinity.  
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For Little Dog, his body is problematic. The color of his skin is “yellow” and 

“dark,” not white. His body is small, not big and strong. His sexual identity and the 

corresponding desires of his body are troublesome in a culture that reveres masculinity 

and heteronormativity. Because of his identities, he is not only marginalized and 

oppressed, but policed and threatened.  

Monsters stand at the border of permissible behavior menacing those who deviate. 

The deviants are distinguished as monsters themselves. The monster is necessarily 

embodied, because it is identified according to difference, alterity, and otherness which 

are grounded in physical being. Cohen notes, “From the classical period into the 

twentieth century, race has been almost as powerful a catalyst to the creation of monsters 

as culture, gender, and sexuality” (10). 

Early in On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous, Little Dog proclaims a monster is “not 

such a terrible thing to be” (13). These are his thoughts in reaction to his mother’s 

statement, unprompted, “I’m not a monster. I’m a mother” (13). Little Dog’s mother 

loves and abuses him. Little Dog agrees with his mother, but admits he “lied;” he truly 

believes “You’re a mother, Ma. You’re also a monster” (13-14). He reconciles these two 

purportedly discordant identities through the etymology of monster as “divine messenger 

of catastrophe” (13). It can be argued that Little Dog’s mother, Hong, and grandmother, 

Lan, are messengers relaying the catastrophe of war of which they are collateral damage. 

He offers consolation, “a monster is not such a terrible thing to be” (13). For he likewise 

is identified as a monster for being queer. Little Dog and his mother are both monsters 

“which is why” he tells her, “I can’t turn away from you” (13). He does not turn away but 

writes in an effort to make sense of their lives. He crafts the book, On Earth We’re 
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Briefly Gorgeous, which is a message of catastrophe — the catastrophe of war, violence 

and abuse, the catastrophe of American masculine toxicity, and the catastrophe of drug 

marketing and addiction. 

Rules 

All too aware of the rules of society Little Dog is repeatedly and alternatively 

invisible and targeted by a society that has narrow definitions of permissible identities 

and behavior. Upon emigrating from Vietnam and arriving in America, Little Dog and his 

family are immediately aware of the cultural norms most obvious to them, the “rules of 

color.” Then, when finally seen and desired by another, Little Dog imagines through 

“sex” they will “breach new ground” and “as long as the world did not see [them], its 

rules did not apply” (Vuong 120). But he was “wrong. The rules, they were already inside 

[them]” (120). In order to be and express himself, he must not simply break the rules but 

break out of the culture that believes such rules. “Remember: The rules, like streets, can 

only take you to known places” (192). As a writer, he breaks literary rules in order to 

break free from societal rules and travel to places unknown and unimaginable for a 

Vietnamese-American queer boy whose image was never reflected in the authors or 

characters in the books of his youth.  

Toxic American Masculinity 

As his Vietnamese-American mother alternately chastises and encourages Little 

Dog to be more American, more white and more masculine, Trevor, the boy with whom 

he has a relationship, similarly reproaches Little Dog for a being a “fag,” apparently 

denying his own identity (Vuong 150). Partaking in the risky masculine behaviors that 
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American boys are glorified for, Trevor drives a truck too fast and shoots guns. He is a 

“hunter,” “carnivore,” and “redneck,” “not a pansy,” “or fairy” (155). He has been 

“raised in the fabric and muscle of American masculinity” and being gay does not fit 

(203). Trevor trembles, uttering, “I don’t wanna … Please tell me I am not … I am not a 

faggot” (155). After Little Dog and Trevor have sex, Trevor cries “skillfully in the dark. 

The way boys do” (115). Incredulous, hopeful, he questions Little Dog, “‘You think 

you’ll be really gay, like, forever? … ‘I think me . . . I’ll be good in a few years, you 

know’” (188)? He is not good in a few years, he is dead, from all the weed, coke, heroin, 

and fentanyl. Because he is gay, Trevor oversteps the narrow range of behavior permitted 

by toxic American masculinity. Little Dog observes, “to be an American boy, and then an 

American boy with a gun, is to move from one end of a cage to another” (116). American 

masculinity is a failure in which no one thrives. 

Agency 

Writing grants Little Dog agency — “the rare agency to stop… in order to keep 

going” (Vuong 118). There is an image on television of buffalo who “run single file, off a 

cliff” (179). Lan questions why? And Little Dog “made something up on the spot: “They 

don’t mean to, Grandma. They’re just following their family” (179). Trevor has also seen 

the buffaloes. He does not think they have a choice, “It’s just the law of nature” (237). 

Little Dog clarifies, “they’re just following their loved ones, like their family’s just going 

forward and they go with them?” Trevor responds, “Like a family. A fucked family” 

(237). Believing he has no choice, unable to live within the confines of American 

masculinity and heteronormativity, Trevor goes off the cliff. Little Dog learns, “You 
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don’t have to be like the buffaloes. You can stop” (182). You can stop abiding by the 

rules and norms of western patriarchy that make no room. 
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Chapter VI. 

Conclusion 

In A Room of One’s Own, the lecturer tasked with delivering a lecture on women 

and fiction admits she will “never be able to come to a conclusion” (4). Woolf’s narrator 

does not offer a solution to the problem of women and fiction but does opine as to the 

conditions necessary to create art. Writers need room, literally and metaphorically – the 

time, space, and means – to write. The problem of women and fiction or the challenge of 

writer and writing continues to be a struggle for writers today — how does the writer who 

has other identities, roles, and responsibilities juggle writing with life’s other activities 

and have the time, focus, and bandwidth for writing? Additionally, how can the writer tell 

their story and convey their truth?  

Perhaps Woolf’s narrator does not deliver a “nugget of pure truth … to keep … 

for ever” because there is no Platonic ideal, template, or formula for how to be an artist 

and how to create art — which seems essential as art is a creative act (4). Yet, there is 

precedent. The great writers of the western canon are traditionally white, educated, 

privileged men whose literary works are enshrined as great books, lining library shelves, 

and studied in schools. These writers identify as “subject,” “essential,” “one,” and 

degrade others as object, inferior, other (Beauvoir 41). Endowing themselves as expert 

and authority for decades if not centuries, they construct social, cultural, political, 

educational, and economic systems that privilege them and marginalize, oppress, and 

subordinate others. Othered by this inherited system, Offill, Heti and Vuong craft 

innovative literary works that break from the form, structure, and language of the 
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traditional novel in order to convey their own stories and truths counter to those told 

about them.  

Shapeshifter  

As shapeshifter, the monster is continuously reinvented and reimagined in 

literature, operating in different ways with divergent purpose. In framing the problem of 

women and fiction, Woolf introduces a first iteration of the monster who functions as a 

threat issued by patriarchal society, warning those who deviate from cultural norms that 

they will be thought monstrous. The second iteration is the reappropriated monster that 

celebrates those who deviate as beacon put forward by Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own 

and other feminist literary works. The third iteration transposes the monster in the literary 

works, Dept. of Speculation, Motherhood, and On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous as the 

very system that perpetuates it as threat — the patriarchal structure. Offill, Heti, and 

Vuong reclaim the monster and put it to new purposes — their own. This iteration of the 

monster presents differently in each work. The art monster delineated in Dept. of 

Speculation is the antiquated ideal of male creative artist as genius. The monster 

highlighted in Motherhood is the outmoded ideal of woman as mother within the 

traditional family. Lurking behind cultural normativity, the monster wreaking havoc in 

On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous is revealed as the toxicity of American. 

Risk Being Thought Monstrous 

Woolf imagines a “great lady” who will have the courage not only to write, but 

also the courage to “risk being thought a monster” (57). In this warning or perhaps 

revelation Woolf imparts, the monster may operate as threat or beacon relative to one’s 
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perspective, position, and worldview. The monster as threat is fashioned within 

normative, patriarchal culture and stands at the border, whereas the monster as beacon 

breaches the boundaries of normative patriarchal culture and calls from beyond. 

Monster as Threat 

The monster as threat skulks along the borders of cultural normativity warning 

those who dare deviate beyond the confines of acceptable behavior of the peril that awaits 

— they will be thought monstrous. This threatening monster is contrived to maintain the 

hierarchical patriarchal structure that sustains white, masculine, heteronormative 

privilege. This monster is gatekeeper, keeping others within their confined and defined 

space. Offill, Heti, and Vuong risk being thought monstrous by the patriarchal, white, 

male heteronormative culture that they subvert and criticize. Patriarchal culture believes 

the writers who undermine these norms are threatening and therefore, monsterizes them 

in an effort to neutralize the damage they may inflict.  

Monster as Beacon 

The monster as beacon escapes the narrow confines of normative identity and 

acceptable behavior beckoning others to follow. Signaling and lighting the way, this 

reimagined monster who breaks free of the bounds of patriarchy is celebrated by 

feminism as monster-hero. The writers threatened with monstrosity embody, as brave and 

powerful, the very monstrousness that threatens patriarchal culture. Protagonists, who 

resemble the writers as other and dissident, endeavor not only to break free from but 

break apart the tenets of normative patriarchal culture in an effort to reclaim their 

identities and to narrate their own stories that are other than the stories told about them.    
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Monster as Masculine Ideals and Toxicity  

The monster is reappropriated in the works of Offill, Heti and Vuong. Within 

Dept. of Speculation, the monster is reframed as the idol of the literary canon, the male 

creative genius, an undesirable and lonely creature. The narrator of Motherhood reclaims 

the monster not for herself but for her book in the sense of beacon, aiming to create a 

literary work that will espouse a world view that more easily reconciles woman and 

writer. The book inverts the monster as patriarchal normative culture that confines 

women to limiting roles and identities which venerate woman as mother and celebrate the 

traditional family. Vuong resignifies the monster that Little Dog and his mother inhabit 

according to its etymology; first, as “lighthouse” calling to others similarly tormented 

within white, masculine, heteronormative culture and offering representation within 

literature; and secondly as “divine messenger of catastrophe” foretelling of the dangers of 

toxic American masculinity.  

Art Monster 

The art monster that Jenny Offill’s protagonist initially aspires to be in Dept. of 

Speculation is a relic of the patriarchal past. With comparatively few women writers in 

the western canon to emulate, the young writer turns to male writers whose work she 

admires as illustrations of how to be a writer. Her take away is to work, not love. She 

intends not to marry in an effort to focus solely on art and avoid the mundane, domestic 

responsibilities that accompany marriage and mothering. Ultimately, the art monster life 

is a lonely existence and not one the writer chooses. The protagonist has a series of 

relationships, then marries, and has a child, all the while, she is a writer: writing 

professor, ghost writer, and fiction writer. But, she struggles to complete her second 
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novel amidst the chaos of her life as wife and mother, juggling multiple responsibilities 

and relationships, as well as the infidelity of her husband. However, she does illustrate 

that it is possible to be mother, spouse, sister, friend, and writer. Her story undermines 

the outdated ideals of woman as selfless caretaker and writer as male, creative genius. 

Moreover, her relationships, responsibilities, roles and identities inform her writing, 

affecting and influencing the structure of her novel as well as subject matter. Offill’s tale 

of modern woman as writer dismantles the antiquated patriarchal artifact of male creative 

genius through the reappropriation of monster as male creative genius. Her book is 

evidence that there is more than one way to be an artist.  

Powerful Monster  

From the beginning of her novel, Heti yearns to create a “powerful monster” that 

is concrete and enduring, and knows more than she knows, and “has a world view;” she 

“never [had] enough time” or discipline “to put together a world view” (1-2). The 

monster she creates is her literary work, Motherhood, which explores the questions of 

motherhood. The exploration itself challenges the patriarchal ideal of woman as wife, 

mother, homemaker, caretaker and the corresponding ideal of the traditional family. 

Many women do not consider the question of motherhood — whether or not to be a 

mother. Rather, motherhood is an assumption by women raised in a culture where it is 

assumed they will be mothers. Heti examines the unbalanced identities and roles of 

women, in contrast to men, at home and work that persist through present time. Heti’s 

protagonist looks to her lineage, exploring the lives of her mother and grandmother, not 

for representation of how to be a mother, but for illustrations of how to work. She works 
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hard at being a writer, exploring countless perspectives, opinions, thoughts, and ideas 

about how to live her life as woman and writer outside the stranglehold of patriarchy. 

Toxic Monster 

The monster is initially inhabited not only by Vuong’s protagonist, Little Dog, but 

also by his mother, Hong. The world has made a monster of her — a child of the Vietnam 

War, daughter of an unknown American soldier, tormented for her Vietnamese-American 

identity, abused as a child by her peers, as an adult by her husband, rootless in Vietnam, 

displaced in America, belonging nowhere, alienated because she is uneducated and 

illiterate, working incessantly in toxic environments to barely make ends meet, suffering 

from PTSD, and an abuser of her son. Little Dog identifies her as monster and mother, 

seemingly irreconcilable identities. He does not turn away from her because he is also 

identified as monster: “freak, fairy, fag” are iterations of monster. Monsterized because 

of his race and sexual identity, he turns to its etymology to transpose monster to 

lighthouse and harbinger of catastrophe. The monster functions as a lighthouse that 

guides others across the boundary of normative culture to safety and as an omen relating 

the peril of toxic masculinity. The story of Trevor is a cautionary tale about toxic 

masculinity: rejected by his father, he is unable to accept his gay identity, and self-

medicates, ultimately struggling with addiction, and dying of an overdose.  

Book as Monster 

As the monster of Frankenstein is stitched together from pieces and parts, the 

literary works of Offill, Heti and Vuong are similarly pieced together from fragments. 

The books themselves function as reappropriated monsters insofar as they fracture the 
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conventional novel, break with orthodox form and style, and deconstruct stories others 

tell about them. With experimental form, fragmentary structure, and creative use of 

language, they craft an autofictional novel to convey truths and tell the story of a self. As 

the writers of these books risk being thought monstrous, the books do as well, by the 

hierarchical patriarchal literary tradition they disrupt.  

Feminist writers embrace the monster designation and re-imagine it as 

representative of courage, power and creativity. Additionally, the monster as beacon 

signals and lights the way for others to discover a refuge within these literary works and 

representation in which they see themselves reflected. These books may encourage others 

to break from traditional beliefs and identities to tell the story of their own life in their 

own voice.  

Story 

Who gets to tell whose story? Woolf’s protagonist recounts countless stories and 

truths men proffer about women in the books, great and otherwise, on the shelves of the 

library to which she is not permitted access. “That a famous library has been cursed by a 

woman is a matter of complete indifference to a famous library” (8). For decades if not 

centuries, man after man has authored tales about others, believing he possesses the 

authority, expertise, and power to do so. The language in which he speaks and writes, the 

canon which he created to showcase his literary work, and the history he wrote of his 

exploits empower and privilege him as do the systems and structures he put in place.  

Offill, Heti and Vuong attempt to break from and break down this patriarchal 

structure through autofictional writing, experimental form, and creative language in order 

to disclose a self, a story, and truths other than those previously told. Autofiction allows 
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these writers to craft a protagonist, recount experiences, and share questions, beliefs, and 

concerns that bear a resemblance to the author and their life. These narratives offer 

alternative stories that challenge the “single story” told about them   

Can a writer tell another’s story? While narrating one’s own story, the stories of 

others whose lives are intertwined are inevitably disclosed. None of us lives in a vacuum 

or bubble. Some sketches are more fully delineated than others. The stories of the 

protagonists of these three books are interwoven with snippets of those of family, friends, 

“the almost astronaut,” the kindergarten teacher, and other writers. The protagonist 

narrates the stories of others through their own story. Can the stories others tell disclose 

truths you cannot see or choose not to tell about yourself? The question of who can tell 

whose story is being discussed and debated in literary circles currently. “How [stories] 

are told, who tells them, when they're told, how many stories are told, are really 

dependent on power” (Adichie). The greatest danger is the single story told about a 

person or people.  
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