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History of 20th-Century Women Writings 

 

The 20th century marked a transformative period for women’s 

writing. Across continents, women gained greater access to 

education, publishing opportunities, and public life. As social, 

political, and economic conditions shifted—through world wars, 

suffrage movements, decolonization, and feminist waves—women 

writers used literature to question traditional roles, explore 

identity, and redefine narrative forms. 

There was a dramatic increase in the breadth and depth of 

female writers' work over the twentieth century. Women started to 

question the male-dominated canon when they acquired 

increased access to the literary world through the suffrage 

movement, feminist activism, and women's education. New 

avenues for women to share their stories and challenge long-

held assumptions emerged as a result of societal shifts brought 

about by industrialization, the two wars, and changing gender 

roles. 

Some writers, like Virginia Woolf, fought for women's right to free 

thought and economic equality, while others, like Simone de 

Beauvoir, questioned the social construction of femininity. Toni 

Morrison and other American writers broadened the literary 

canon beyond gender to include discussions of race, identity, 

and historical injustice. 

Identity, independence, the home, sexuality, resistance to 

patriarchy, and the quest for self-hood are recurring topics in 

the writings of women throughout this time. Additionally, it 

mirrors the exploration of storytelling approaches, particularly 
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in the modernist and postmodernist eras. Women writers from all 

over the world had made their literary mark by century's 

conclusion, and their voices were heard all across the world. 

Therefore, the 20th century is significant because it was at this 

time that women's writing emerged as a major voice in literary 

criticism, changing the trajectory of modern literature in both 

substance and style. 

In the 20th century, women's writing changed literature by 

questioning old stories and giving new ideas about gender, 

identity, and power. It changed from being on the outside to 

becoming quite important in global literary studies. The century 

not only saw the rise of powerful female writers, but it also 

changed how literature could talk about personal and social 

issues.  

Contextual Background   

At the start of the century, a lot of women still wrote while facing 

social restrictions and gender intolerance. But movements like 

women's suffrage and later feminist action made room for 

women's voices in writing. The two World Wars had a huge 

impact on women's roles in society, changing themes of 

independence, trauma, and societal transformation.  

 

By the middle of the century, second-wave feminism had pushed 

writers to write on things like patriarchy, sexuality, motherhood, 

and professional identity even more. 

 

Major Themes in 20th Century Women’s Writing 
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Identity and Selfhood  

Writers looked into what it was like to be a woman and what it 

meant to be an individual. 

a) Virginia Woolf contended in A Room of One’s Own that 

women require financial autonomy and personal space to 

produce literature. 

b) In The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir looked at how 

culture produces the idea of "woman."  

c) Domestic Life and Gender Roles 

Numerous works scrutinized marriage, childbirth, and 

captivity within home environments. • Kate Chopin's The 

Awakening had an effect on later feminist literature, even 

though she wrote it at the turn of the century.  

Race, Class, and Colonialism  

Women writers from different backgrounds wrote about how 

different forms of oppression affect each other.  

Toni Morrison wrote books like Beloved that showed what it was 

like to be African American.  

Chinua Achebe, although not a woman, significantly impacted 

postcolonial discourse that affected numerous female writers 

worldwide.  

 Psychological and Experimental writings 

Modernist methods, including stream of consciousness, became 

important. Dorothy Richardson was the first to use this style in 

her Pilgrimage series.  

 

3. Literary Movements and Contributions  
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• Modernism: Women writers, like Woolf, tried new ways of telling 

stories and exploring their own thoughts. 

• Realism and Social Criticism: Writers wrote about the everyday 

problems women face.  

• Postcolonial Literature: Women from Africa, Asia, and the 

Caribbean spoke up against cultural and gender issues. 

 • Feminist Literature: Talked about structural inequity and 

women's freedom. 

 


