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The Burden of Tradition 
by Jean Kennard 

Women's S t u d i e s , w h i c h a r e r i g h t l y i n ­

t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y , s h a r e a problem w i t h 

a l l i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y s t u d i e s ^ t he r e ­

l a t i o n s h i p o f the t r a d i t i o n a l d i s c i p ­

l i n e s — p a r t i c u l a r l y o f t h e i r methodology 

- - t o t he new c o r e . One o f the major 

d i f f i c u l t i e s as f a r as l i t e r a t u r e i s 

concerned i s the tendency i n i n t e r d i s ­

c i p l i n a r y programs t o t r e a t l i t e r a t u r e 

as h i s t o r i c a l document. I n t e r d i s c i p ­

l i n a r y s t u d i e s are u s u a l l y o r g a n i z e d 

around an a s p e c t o f the human c o n d i t i o n ; 

they were i n f a c t r e b o r n i n the s i x t i e s 

p a r t l y i n response t o s t u d e n t demand f o r 

g r e a t e r r e l e v a n c e , a more o b v i o u s r e l a ­

t i o n s h i p between academic work and 

a c t u a l e x p e r i e n c e . B l a c k S t u d i e s , 

Women's S t u d i e s , Canadian S t u d i e s have 

the human f a c t of b e i n g b l a c k , female 

or Canadian as t h e i r c e n t e r . In these 

programs l i t e r a t u r e t e n d s , t h e r e f o r e , t o 

be seen as m i m e t i c i n the s i m p l e s t way, 

as the d o c u m e n t a t i o n , more o r l e s s ac­

c u r a t e , o f c e r t a i n human e x p e r i e n c e s . 

T h i s i s , o f c o u r s e , p a r t i c u l a r l y t r u e o f 

the n o v e l w i t h i t s s t r o n g r e a l i s t i c 

t r a d i t i on. 

T h i s i s not i n t e n d e d as an o b j e c t i o n t o 

i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y s t u d i e s ; t h e i r new 

approaches have c o n t r i b u t e d t o o much t o 

the s t u d y o f l i t e r a t u r e i n the p a s t few 

y e a r s t o make i t s e n s i b l e t o r e s u r r e c t 

new c r i t i c i s m ' s c r y a g a i n s t l i t e r a t u r e 

as s o c i o l o g y . But I do suggest t h a t 

f e m i n i s t c r i t i c i s m r e c o g n i z e a p o t e n t i a l 

problem: t h a t t he tendency t o t r e a t f i c ­

t i o n as documentation may p r e v e n t our 

d i s t i n g u i s h i n g between s o c i a l and l i t e r ­

a r y c o n v e n t i o n s . I t i s a f a i l u r e t o 

make t h i s d i s t i n c t i o n w hich s e r i o u s l y 

mars Jane Rule's L e s b i a n Images, most o f 

the reviews o f Kate M i l l e t t ' s F l y i n g and, 

to some e x t e n t , E l i z a b e t h Hardwick's 

S e d u c t i o n and B e t r a y a l . F r a n c o i s e Basch 

attempts t o deal d i r e c t l y w i t h the 

problem i n R e l a t i v e C r e a t u r e s . 

T h i s p o i n t can be i l l u s t r a t e d t h r ough a 

d i s c u s s i o n o f a s t r u c t u r a l problem found 

i n many contemporary n o v e l s , one which 

i s o f t e n t r e a t e d as s o c i o l o g i c a l but i s 

more c o r r e c t l y p e r c e i v e d as a r t i s t i c . 

The q u e s t i o n r a i s e d i s t o what e x t e n t 

n o v e l i s t s a r e l i m i t e d by f i c t i o n a l con­

v e n t i o n s o r are f r e e t o i g n o r e t r a d i t i o n 

and c r e a t e new forms. I t asks whether 

some form o f what H a r o l d Bloom has 

c a l l e d " t h e a n x i e t y o f i n f l u e n c e " 

e x i s t s f o r n o v e l i s t s as w e l l as f o r 

p o e t s . In o r d e r t o examine t h i s prob­

lem i t i s n e c e s s a r y f i r s t t o d e f i n e a 

c o n v e n t i o n which was f i r m l y e s t a b l i s h e d 

i n the t r a d i t i o n o f the novel by Jane 

Aus t e n . 

In a g r e a t many n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 

n o v e l s w i t h d e v e l o p i n g female c h a r a c t e r s , 





the h e r o i n e ' s growth towards m a t u r i t y i s 

measured by a d e f i n i t i o n o f h e r c h a r a c ­

t e r i n terms o f two men: the wrong 

s u i t o r whose q u a l i t i e s she i n i t i a l l y 

s h a r e s and must r e j e c t ; the r i g h t s u i t o r 

who i s an embodiment of t h o s e q u a l i t i e s 

w h ich she l a c k s and must a c q u i r e b e f o r e 

the a u t h o r w i l l c a l l her mature and 

a l l o w her m a r r i a g e . ( l ) What works 

s t r u c t u r a l l y f o r Jane A u s t e n , however, 

works l e s s s a t i s f a c t o r i l y as the concept 

of female m a t u r i t y becomes more modern 

and, i n d e e d , i n s e p a r a b l e from the ideas 

of independence and s e l f - r e l i a n c e . 

W h i l e m a r r i a g e i t s e l f i s not n e c e s s a r i l y 

i n c o m p a t i b l e w i t h a modern d e f i n i t i o n o f 

m a t u r i t y , the n o v e l i s t i c s t r u c t u r e im­

p l i e d by the two s u i t o r s c o n v e n t i o n i s . 

S i n c e i n o r d e r t o reach m a t u r i t y , the 

h e r o i n e must a c c e p t c e r t a i n v a l u e s and 

s i n c e the r e p o s i t o r y o f th o s e v a l u e s i s , 

a c c o r d i n g t o the c o n v e n t i o n , the r i g h t 

s u i t o r , a t the end o f the no v e l she i n ­

v a r i a b l y appears t o have s u b o r d i n a t e d 

her i d e n t i t y t o t h a t o f the h e r o . The 

c o n v e n t i o n t e n d s , t h e r e f o r e , t o imply 

t h a t the good man, who h e l d the v i r t u e s 

f i r s t , i s s u p e r i o r t o the woman who can 

mer e l y be t a u g h t t o emulate him. Matur­

i t y f o r her l i e s i n a p p r o x i m a t i n g the 

male r e a l i t y and i n d e n y i n g r a t h e r than 

i n b r i n g i n g t o f r u i t i o n much o f what 

had e a r l i e r seemed t o be h e r s e l f . Sur­

p r i s i n g l y , few even o f the g r e a t e s t 

n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y n o v e l s a v o i d some 

d i f f i c u l t i e s w i t h t h i s c o n v e n t i o n . I t 

i s a problem t o Jane E y r e , t o M i d d l e -

march, t o The E g o i s t . One o f the few 

n o v e l s t h a t does attempt a d i f f e r e n t 

s t r u c t u r a l s k e l e t o n and d e f i n e s women 

as workers as w e l l as l o v e r s i s George 

G i s s i n g ' s The Odd Women. 

Few n o v e l i s t s , however, have pursued the 

path G i s s i n g i n d i c a t e d and t h i s i s p a r t ­

l y because the e a r l y t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y 

saw some d r a m a t i c changes i n the s u b j e c t 

m a t t e r and t e c h n i q u e s o f f i c t i o n . The 

most e x c i t i n g B r i t i s h n o v e l i s t s o f t h i s 

p e r i o d - - w i t h the e x c e p t i o n o f D.H. 

Lawrence--were not i n t e r e s t e d i n w r i t i n g 

the k i n d of a p p r e n t i c e s h i p n o v e l I have 

mentioned. R e a l i t y no l o n g e r seemed so 

f i x e d , so a s c e r t a i n a b l e , and t h e r e f o r e 

m a t u r i t y c o u l d h a r d l y l i e i n p e r c e i v i n g 

i t . The s u b j e c t i v i t y o f the i n d i v i d u a l 

v i s i o n was t o many t h e o n l y c e r t a i n t y 

and the d r a m a t i z a t i o n o f t h i s r e q u i r e d 

t e c h n i q u e s which would convey t h e 

a c t i v i t y o f the mind i t s e l f . The n o v e l s 

of V i r g i n i a W o o l f , t h e n , p r o v i d e no so­

l u t i o n t o the s t r u c t u r a l problems r a i s e d 

by the n o v e l s o f C h a r l o t t e B r o n t e or o f 

George E l i o t because t h e y aim t o do 

something q u i t e d i f f e r e n t . L i l y B r i s ­

c o e , f o r example, may d e v e l o p d u r i n g the 

a c t i o n o f To the L i g h t h o u s e , but her 

growth i s not the k i n d o f s o c i e t a l ma­

t u r i n g w hich Dorothea Brooke undergoes. 

Now, i n the s e v e n t i e s , t h e s i t u a t i o n o f 

women i n s o c i e t y i s once a g a i n a t o p i c 

of major concern and n o v e l s d e a l i n g w i t h 

the m a t u r i n g of a c e n t r a l female c h a r a c ­

t e r a r e a p p e a r i n g w i t h a f r e q u e n c y un­

known s i n c e the n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y . 

With the renewal o f t h i s i n t e r e s t has 

come a r e b i r t h o f the two s u i t o r s con-



v e n t i o n , u p d a t e d , of c o u r s e , i n modern 

d r e s s , but the same c o n v e n t i o n nonethe­

l e s s . The f o r m u l a of the contemporary 

v e r s i o n of the two s u i t o r s c o n v e n t i o n 

i s b a s i c a l l y t h a t of a much e a r l i e r 

n o v e l , D.H. Lawrence's Lady C h a t t e r l e y ' s 

Lover (1928): a woman le a v e s her hus­

band, who, as the r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f the 

dead, t r a d i t i o n a l l i f e , i s the wrong 

s u i t o r , and t a k e s a l o v e r , the embodi­

ment o f freedom and o f s e x u a 1 / s p i r i t u a 1 

r e b i r t h , and t h e r e f o r e the r i g h t s u i t o r . 

I t i s the f o r m u l a s u g g e s t e d i n an 1899 

American n o v e l , Kate Chopin's The 

Awakening, now e n j o y i n g a r e v i v a l of 

p o p u l a r i t y p r e c i s e l y because i t i s so 

l i k e a n o v e l o f the n i n e t e e n s e v e n t i e s . 

In s p i t e of the r a i s e d c o n s c i o u s n e s s 

about the s i t u a t i o n o f women, a g r e a t 

number o f female n o v e l i s t s seem as 

t r a p p e d i n the two s u i t o r s c o n v e n t i o n 

as t h e i r a n c e s t o r s . And, s u r p r i s i n g l y , 

one must i n c l u d e among them the v e r y 

w r i t e r s who a r e c o n s i d e r e d most aware 

o f and most s e n s i t i v e t o the i s s u e o f 

woman's p o s i t i o n i n contemporary so­

c i e t y : D o r i s L e s s i n g , J o y c e C a r o l 

O a t e s , E r i c a J o n g . I do not mean to 

suggest t h a t t h e s e n o v e l i s t s a r e p a r t of 

a movement; l i k e C h a r l o t t e B r o n t e and 

George E l i o t b e f o r e them, they have ex­

p r e s s e d t h e i r d e s i r e t o be thought of 

as w r i t e r s r a t h e r than as women w r i t e r s . 

But s i m p l y because they have h e l p e d t o 

change the contemporary c o n s c i o u s n e s s 

about women, they might be e x p e c t e d t o 

f i n d new f i c t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e s t o ex­

p r e s s t h e i r i ns i g h t s . 

In 1973 each of t h e s e w r i t e r s p u b l i s h e d 

a n o v e l . J o y c e C a r o l O a t e s ' Do With Me 

What You W i l l i s an e x c e l l e n t example 

of the problems w i t h the contemporary 

v e r s i o n o f the two s u i t o r s c o n v e n t i o n . 

E l e n a Howe, b l o n d e , e x q u i s i t e l y b e a u t i ­

f u l but t o t a l l y p a s s i v e , i s s y m b o l i c 

o f the t r a d i t i o n a l woman. Her awakening 

i s e x p r e s s e d i n terms o f her r e j e c t i o n 

of husband, M a r v i n Howe, f o r l o v e r J a c k 

M o r r i s s e y . In s p i t e of r a i s i n g i n t e r ­

e s t i n g t h e m a t i c q u e s t i o n s about the 

v i a b i l i t y o f law and of a r g u i n g f o r a 

concept o f u n i v e r s a l l o v e i n M e r e d i t h 

Dawe, Oates d e f i n e s her h e r o i n e ' s ma­

t u r i t y as an awakening to a r a t h e r 

l i m i t e d s e x u a l l o v e . She asks us t o 

a c c e p t the e n d i n g as a t r i u m p h f o r 

E l e n a . She w a i t s f o r J a c k o u t s i d e h i s 

apartment b u i l d i n g ; he comes down to 

j o i n h e r . "They s m i l e d as i f s e e i n g 

each o t h e r f o r the f i r s t t i m e , " w r i t e s 

J o y c e C a r o l O a t e s , "a l o o k between them 

of pure k i n s h i p , o f t r i u m p h . " ( 2 ) There 

i s no q u e s t i o n i n g o f the v a l i d i t y o f 

t h i s r e s o l u t i o n ; t h e drums r o l l as they 

do f o r L a d i s l a w and Dorothea B r o o k e . 

Yet i t i s hard f o r the r e a d e r t o b e l i e v e 

t h a t E l e n a has a r i s e n from her p a s s i v i t y 

t o adopt a v i t a l new s e l f because the 

s t r u c t u r e so c l e a r l y i m p l i e s t h a t she 

has merely s u b s t i t u t e d J a c k f o r M a r v i n , 

who had o r i g i n a l l y taken o v e r from Daddy. 

D o r i s L e s s i n g ' s The Summer B e f o r e the 

Dark r e f l e c t s a g r e a t e r awareness of the 

problems w i t h the c o n v e n t i o n but p r o ­

v i d e s no s o l u t i o n t o them. The f i r s t 

h a l f o f the n o v e l i s s i m i l a r i n s t r u c ­

t u r e t o Do Wi t h Me What You W i l l , a l -



though the h e r o i n e s a r e v e r y d i f f e r e n t . , 

K ate Brown, E n g l i s h , f o r t y - f i v e y e a r s 

o l d , has been m a r r i e d t o M i c h a e l Brown, 

the wrong s u i t o r , f o r t w e n t y - f i v e y e a r s . 

She i s f u l l y aware o f her own d i s s a t i s ­

f a c t i o n s and what they mean. She l a c k s 

c h o i c e ; she i s f o r c e d t o f i t . h e r s e l f t o 

c e r t a i n r o l e s : suburban h o u s e w i f e , 

mother; she d e s c r i b e s h e r s e l f as "a 

doormat," "a c r i p p l e . " One summer, 

l o o k i n g back on her l i f e , she d e c i d e s 

she has a c q u i r e d not v i r t u e s but a form 

o f d e m e n t i a . 

In an attempt t o f i n d the " r e a l " K a t e , 

she t a k e s a j o b which does not p r o v i d e 

the answer. The r e a l K a t e , s y m b o l i c a l l y 

r e p r e s e n t e d i n her dreams as a s i c k 

s e a l t h a t must be c a r r i e d to s a f e t y , 

s t i l l u n f u l f i l l e d . The j o b d o e s , how­

e v e r , p r o v i d e J e f f r e y M e r t o n , a t h i r t y 

two y e a r o l d American who i s a p p a r e n t l y 

t o be t h e r i g h t s u i t o r . He o f f e r s Kate 

a chance of freedom through s e x u a l ex 

p r e s s i o n , as J a c k o f f e r e d i t t o E l e n a . 

What i s more, Kate f i n d s i n J e f f r e y a 

d e f i n i t i o n o f her own c h o i c e . He, t o o , 
i s t o r n between c o n v e n t i o n a l r e s p o n s i ­

b i l i t y and freedom; i n h i s case betwoi n 

a law c a r e e r i n New York and a l i f e of 

c o n t i n u e d w andering i n Europe. She 

chooses an a f f a i r w i t h J e f f r e y and a 

v a c a t i o n i n S p a i n but a l l she acquire-, 

from him i s a s t r a n g e i l l n e s s w hich 

l e a v e s h i m i n S p a i n and b r i n g s Kate 

back to London. 

L e s s i n g i s a p p a r e n t l y not c o n t e n t to 

make a young l o v e r the s o l u t i o n t o the 

problems o f a f o r t y - f i v e y e a r o l d woman. 

For a w h i l e Kate s h a r e s the apartment 

of a young g i r l i n London. Once a g a i n 

she f a l l s i n t o the r o l e of mother but 

the g i r l has no d e s i r e t o p l a y d a u g h t e r . 

I t Kate l e a r n s a n y t h i n g h e r e , i t i s not 

easy t o see what. Yet at t h i s p o i n t 

L e s s i n g asks us t o b e l i e v e t h a t Kate has 

grown, has changed. She r e t u r n s t o h e r 

o l d suburban s t r e e t , t h i n n e r , her h a i r 

no l o n g e r dyed, and the n e i g h b o r s do not 

r e c o g n i z e h e r . The s e a l in her dream 

lias r e c o v e r e d , a s i g n , one s u p p o s e s , 

of Kate
 1

s m a t u r i ng. 

But what has brought about t h i s matur­

a t i o n ? Has J e f f r e y changed her or 

not"? L e s s i n g ' s answer i s not c l e a r . 

The a m b i g u i t y of J e f f r e y ' s p o s i t i o n 

g i v e s r i s e t o a g r e a t e r s t r u c t u r a l 

d i f f i c u l t y . L e s s i n g may have r e j e c t e d 

l l i e contemporary v e r s i o n o f the two 

s u i t o r s c o n v e n t i o n as d i s h o n e s t , but 

where i s she to go w i t h t h i s n o v e l ? 

She has d e f i n e d Kate's e x p e r i e n c e up t o 

t h i s p o i n t through her r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

w i t h two men and a g i r l . But what now? 

What is Kate t o do w i t h t h i s freedom 

she has s u p p o s e d l y gained? L e s s i n g 

a p p a r e n t l y has no o t h e r answer than t o 

r e t u r n her n e a t l y t o husband M i c h a e l . 

Kate and D o r i s L e s s i n g a r e , i t seems, 

c e r t a i n t h a t she w i l l not succumb to 

the o l d s u b m i s s i v e ways but i t i s hard 

to agree w i t h them. It i s even h a r d e r 

to a ccept t h i s s u p p o s e d l y s i g n i f i c a n t 

s p i r i t u a l growth as s u f f i c i e n t l y ex­

p r e s s e d i n a change o f h a i r s t y l e : 

"She was s a y i n g no: no, no, no, no: a 



s t a t e m e n t w h i c h would be c o n c e n t r a t e d 

i n h e r h a i r . " ( 3 ) Y e t L e s s i n g does not 

seem t o r e c o g n i z e the t r i v i a l i t y o f t h i s 

image, shows no awareness o f the i r o n y 

i n v o l v e d i n e x p r e s s i n g Kate's new l i f e 

t h rough something s y m b o l i c o f the im­

p r i s o n i n g d o m e s t i c i t y o f the o l d . I t 

i s n o t , a f t e r a l l , s e t t i n g one's h a i r 

i n a c c e p t a b l e suburban f a s h i o n t h a t i s 

the t r a p but c o n c e n t r a t i n g one's ener­

g i e s on h a i r a t a l l . The Summer B e f o r e 

the Dark, t h e n , i s f i n a l l y a c o n f u s e d 

s t a t e m e n t , c o n f u s e d , i n p a r t at l e a s t , 

because L e s s i n g has no a l t e r n a t i v e y e t 

to some form of the two s u i t o r s conven­

t i o n . 

E r i c a Jong's Fear o f F l y i n g i s not the 

b e s t o f t h e s e t h r e e n o v e l s but i t i s 

perhaps the most i n t e r e s t i n g i n terms 

o f t h i s d i s c u s s i o n because Jong i s so 

o b v i o u s l y aware o f the c o n v e n t i o n w i t h ­

i n w h i c h she i s w r i t i n g . I s a d o r a Wing, 

the h e r o i n e , s t a r t s where Kate Brown 

does. She i s m a r r i e d t o B e n n e t t Wing, 

a C h i n e s e p s y c h i a t r i s t , and i s b o r e d . 

L i k e Kate Brown, she u n d e r s t a n d s her 

d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n and blames i t as much on 

the i n s t i t u t i o n of m a r r i a g e i t s e l f and 

i t s f a i l u r e t o f u l f i l l the e x p e c t a t i o n s 

o f a modern American female as upon the 

s p e c i f i c f a u l t s o f her husband. I s a d o r a 

wants to d i s c o v e r i f she " i s s t i l l whole 

a f t e r so many y e a r s o f b e i n g h a l f o f 

something ( l i k e the back l e g s o f a h o r s e 

o u t f i t on the v a u d e v i l l e s t a g e ) . " ( 4 ) 

A t a p s y c h i a t r i c c o n v e n t i o n i n V i e n n a 

she meets A d r i a n Good l o v e , a tweedy 

E n g l i s h p s y c h i a t r i s t , and l u s t s a f t e r 

h im. in s p i t e o f the f r e q u e n t l y noted 

f e m i n i s t r e v e r s a l i n t h i s n o v e l w h i c h 

makes the man a sex o b j e c t , Jong i s 

n e v e r t h e l e s s w o r k i n g , s t r u c t u r a l l y , 

w i t h i n a v e r y o l d c o n v e n t i o n . And she 

knows i t . A d r i a n , the r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f 

freedom, i s u n d e r c u t from the b e g i n n i n g . 

H i s e x i s t e n t i a l i s m , w h i c h he d e f i n e s as 

n ever t a l k i n g about the f u t u r e , has been 

l e a r n e d i n a one week's c r a s h c o u r s e 

w i t h a French p r o s t i t u t e . He o f f e r s 

I s a d o r a freedom--an unplanned c a r t r i p 

around E u r o p e — b u t she r e g r e s s e s t o 

a d o l e s c e n c e and p r a c t i c e s w r i t i n g h e r 

new name on s c r a p s o f paper: Mrs. 

A d r i a n G o o d l o v e . She l e a v e s B e n n e t t and 

runs o f f w i t h A d r i a n . "What e l s e c o u l d 

I do?" E r i c a Jong remarks s e l f ­

c o n s c i o u s l y through I s a d o r a , " I had 

p a i n t e d m y s e l f i n t o a c o r n e r . I had 

w r i t t e n m y s e l f i n t o t h i s hackneyed 

p l o t . " (p.173) 

Fear o f F l y i n g seems s e t t o become a 

parody o f the contemporary two s u i t o r s 

c o n v e n t i o n a t t h i s moment b u t , u n f o r ­

t u n a t e l y , i t s l i p s back i n t o a mere 

i l l u s t r a t i o n of i t . E r i c a Jong has 

r e a l i z e d the a b s u r d i t y o f b e i n g g i v e n 

freedom by the new l o v e r but she has no­

where to go now w i t h her n o v e l . The 

t r i p w i t h A d r i a n i s a d i s a s t e r and so i s 

the p l o t from t h i s p o i n t on. The n e x t 

s e v e r a l c h a p t e r s c o n s i s t of I s a d o r a ' s 

d e s c r i p t i o n o f her e a r l i e r r e l a t i o n ­

s h i p s w i t h men. The book d e g e n e r a t e s 

i n t o a s e r i e s o f s h o r t s t o r i e s , none o f 

them e s s e n t i a l t o the p l o t o r a s i g ­

n i f i c a n t comment on the p r e s e n t a c t i o n . 



F i n a l l y , a f t e r A d r i a n nas l e f t — the man 

w i t h the unplanned f u t u r e t u r n s o u t t o 

have an u n b r e a k a b l e commitment t o meet 

h i s e x - w i f e f o r a v a c a t i o n - - I s a d o r a r e ­

t u r n s t o the h o t e l i n London where she 

b e l i e v e s h e r husband i s s t a y i n g . She 

goes t o h i s room t o w a i t f o r him. T h i s 

i s The Summer B e f o r e the Dark once a g a i n ; 

but E r i c a Jong s t r u g g l e s o v e r t l y w i t h 

the s t r u c t u r a l p r o b l e m . She even en­

t i t l e s t h i s c h a p t e r "A 1 9 t h - c e n t u r y 

E n d i n g . " She t r i e s t o s u g g e s t the end­

ing i s open but knows i t i s n o t . I s a ­

d o r a s a y s , " I t was not c l e a r how i t 

would en d . In n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y n o v e l s , 

they get m a r r i e d . In t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y 

n o v e l s they g e t d i v o r c e d . Can you have 

an e n d i n g i n which they do n e i t h e r ? I 

laughed a t m y s e l f f o r b e i n g so l i t e r a r y . 

' L i f e has no p l o t
1

 i s one o f my f a v o u r ­

i t e l i n e s . " ( p . 311) 

But n o v e l s o f c o u r s e do have p l o t s and, 

when the h e r o i n e ' s development has been 

d e s c r i b e d e n t i r e l y i n terms of "them," 

then the e n d i n g r e q u i r e s t h a t " t h e y " do 

s o m e t h i n g . As I s a d o r a i s washing her 

h a i r , B e n n e t t w a l k s i n . The two s u i t o r s 

c o n v e n t i o n has f o r c e d an e n d i n g . E r i c a 

Jong's awareness o f the f a l s i t y o f the 

s e v e n t i e s a d a p t a t i o n , w h i c h would have 

l e f t I s a d o r a w i t h A d r i a n , has o n l y 

d r i v e n h e r back to the n i n e t e e n t h -

c e n t u r y v e r s i o n . 

What a r e the problems f o r such n o v e l i s t s 

as O a t e s , L e s s i n g and Jong? Is i t pos­

s i b l e t h a t t h e y r e a l l y b e l i e v e women's 

l i v e s a r e d e f i n e d e n t i r e l y through t h e i r 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s t o men? That seems u n l i k e ­

l y . T h e i r own e x i s t e n c e as w r i t e r s s u r e ­

l y d e n i e s the i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h e i r 

n o v e l s ' s t r u c t u r e s . "Why," asks Norma 

Rosen i n a r e c e n t New York Times a r t i c l e , 

has no contemporary female n o v e l i s t 

" c r e a t e d a c h a r a c t e r whose i n n e r l i f e 

a pproached a n y t h i n g l i k e the scope o r the 

range of p o s s i b i l i t y o f the c r e a t o r ' s 

own?"(5) 

Is i t , t h e n , t h a t they cannot y e t see 

o t h e r p o s s i b i l i t i e s f o r the n o v e l , t h a t 

they a r e indeed v i c t i m s o f l i t e r a r y con­

v e n t i o n ? T h i s seems more p r o b a b l e , and 

i s s u p p o r t e d by the f a c t t h a t the f e ­

male poets of the s e v e n t i e s have d e v e l ­

oped new s t y l e s w h i l e the n o v e l i s t s have 

n o t . T h i s s i m p l y c o u l d not have been 

the case i f the problem was s o c i o l o g i c a l 

r a t h e r than l i t e r a r y . A d r i e n n e R i c h ' s 

a r t i c l e , "When We Dead A w a k e n , " ( 6 ) d i s -

c u s s e s h e r a r t i s t i c development from the 

p o i n t when she r e a l i z e d t h a t her s t y l e 

had been c r e a t e d by the f o r m a l i s m of 

such modern male poets as Auden, 

S t e v e n s , MacNeice t o her a c c e p t a n c e of 

the need t o d e s c r i b e h e r own e x p e r i e n c e s 

d i r e c t l y i n her poems. The i d e n t i f i ­

a b l e s t y l e of the new f e m i n i s t poets 

has i n v o l v e d , as R i c h s a y s , a b r e a k i n g 

w i t h the f o r m a l i s m of modern p o e t r y 

w hich demanded a non-female u n i v e r s a l i t y . 

The n o v e l i s t s , however, have f a c e d d i f ­

f e r e n t p r o b l e m s . In s p i t e o f the modern 

e x p e r i m e n t s of such n o v e l i s t s as J o y c e , 

the n o v e l has always s u s t a i n e d some s o r t 

o f r e a l i s t i c t r a d i t i o n , has seen i t s 

b a s i c f u n c t i o n as more c l o s e l y r e l a t e d 

t o s o c i a l e x p e r i e n c e . For t h i s r e a s o n , 



w i t h the renewed i n t e r e s t i n a s o c i a l 

i s s u e which f i c t i o n seemed a d m i r a b l y 

s u i t e d t o d i s c u s s , i t i s u n d e r s t a n d a b l e 

t h a t contemporary n o v e l i s t s s h o u l d r e ­

t u r n t o the forms o f an e a r l i e r s t r o n g 

t r a d i t i o n o f r e a l i s t i c f i c t i o n . I t 

seems more p r o b a b l e t h a t D o r i s L e s s i n g 

has been i n f l u e n c e d by George E l i o t , f o r 

example, than t h a t A d r i e n n e R i c h s h o u l d 

be a f f e c t e d by E l i z a b e t h B a r r e t t Brown­

i n g . 

Only g r a d u a l l y , i f a t a l l , a r e contemp­

o r a r y female n o v e l i s t s becoming aware 

t h a t i n r e t u r n i n g t o a n i n e t e e n t h -

c e n t u r y c o n c e r n , they have a l s o r e v i v e d 

a n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y c o n v e n t i o n . The 

two s u i t o r s c o n v e n t i o n may have been 

e s t a b l i s h e d and s u s t a i n e d t o a l a r g e 

e x t e n t by women w r i t e r s but i t i s , o f 

c o u r s e , p a t r i a c h a l i n n a t u r e . I t s 

s t r u c t u r e i m p l i e s the i n f e r i o r i t y and 

n e c e s s a r y s u b o r d i n a t i o n o f women. The 

women who used i t , even w h i l e s t r u g ­

g l i n g t o e x p r e s s f e m i n i s t views w i t h i n 

i t , were w r i t i n g f o r male judges and 

o f t e n under assumed male names. 

Contemporary n o v e l i s t s have y e t t o de­

v i s e a s a t i s f a c t o r y f i c t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e 

i n w h i c h the h e r o i n e ' s development i s 

not e x p r e s s e d e n t i r e l y through h e r r e ­

l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h men. Few even have 

attempted t o . D o r i s L e s s i n g s t r u g g l e s 

towards i t i n The Summer B e f o r e the 

Dark; Margaret Laurence's The D i v i n e r s 

examines the woman's s i t u a t i o n w i t h i n a 

m y t h i c framework, though once a g a i n the 

h e r o i n e undergoes an a d a p t a t i o n o f the 

two s u i t o r s c o n v e n t i o n . Perhaps the 

most i n t e r e s t i n g e x p e r i m e n t to date i s 

G a i l Godwin's The Odd Women whi c h i s as 

concerned w i t h i t s h e r o i n e ' s e x p e r i e n c e s 

as a c o l l e g e t e a c h e r as w i t h her a f f a i r 

w i t h her m a r r i e d l o v e r . Indeed, Godwin 

t a k e s as her s u b j e c t the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between l o v e and p e r s o n a l independence. 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t h a t i n d o i n g so she 

adapted G i s s i n g ' s t i t l e and used a l ­

l u s i o n s t o The Odd Women th r o u g h o u t the 

n o v e l . As f a r as I know, she i s the 

f i r s t t o r e c o g n i z e the importance o f the 

path G i s s i n g opened up i n I898, a path 

w h i c h few o t h e r s have y e t seen f i t t o 

f o l l o w . 
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