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Women and Self: Fictions of Jean Rhys, 
Barbara Pym, Anita Brookner 

In the twentie th centuty, gynofiction 
has emerged as a powerful sub-genre 
o f fiction and has acqu ired a special 
s ig nificance thro ugh exploratio n of 
new dimensio ns of the vitality, the 
changing role and status of women. 
This global phenomenon is reflected 
primarily" in fiction , which serves as 
the authe ntic mirror of socio-cultural 
rea lity. Rajni Wa lia's book \.\'!'omen 
a n d Self o ffe rs a n inves tiga tive, 
informative and perceptive study o f 
three con te mpora ry wome n 
novelists-j ean Rhys, Barbara Pym 
and Anita Brookner, who have found 
re la ti ve ly less c ritica l a tte nti o n . 
Thro ugh an exhaustive analysis of the 
thematic patte rn in the ir novels, one 
co mmo n concern in the m is 
identi fied , i.e. lo ne ly women 's tragic 
li fe-the solita•y life of married women 
in j ea n Rhys, the ageing spinsters in 
Barbara Pym and Anita Brookner. The 
autho r has minute ly ana lysed the 
va rious respo nses of these novelists 
to the pro b le m o f the ir wome n 
c ha rac te rs the unre qu ite d love, 
disappointment and loneliness . While 
l{hys t reats th is theme w ith tragic 
intensity, Pym with comic resignation, 
13rookne r uses tragicomic mode. One 
distinguis hing aspect that separates 
them from thei r p redecessors is their 
lack of senti menta li ty and self-p ity. 
Des pite the presence of fe minist 
consciousness in the ir works , Rajni 
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Walia is justified in not regarding the ir 
works as feminist fiction. 

This scholarly study begins with a 
cogent account of theory of women's 
fiction inte rlaced with a his torical 
perspective. Each of the next three 
chapters is devored to the analysis o f 
the nove ls of Rhys, Pym and 
Brookner. The discussion o n each 
novelist is centred on her major novel, 
v iz. Wide Sa 1g a sso Sea ( Rh ys), 
Excellent Women (Pym), Hote l d uLac 
(Brookner). A synoptic view o f their 
other works is also provided. The 
main focus is on the self-ana lysis as it 
manifes ts in these works 

' cha racte rised by se lf-mocke ry in 
Rhys, satiric undercurrent in Pym and 
iro nic to ne in Brookne r. Wo me n 
characte rs and their presentation have 
been classified with co mmendable 
critical acumen and discre tion . Rhys 
uses s trea m of consc io usness 
technique for delv ing into the 
thoughts and feelings o f her he roines . 
Rhysian women re present archetypal 
fe min ine conscio usness; she seeks 
happiness th roug h love and 
protectio n from me n. Pym 's women 
characte rs are creatively engaged with 
life: they are victio ns o f unrequited 
love yet re tain a healthy interest in life. 
Anita Brookner re-examines the given 
ass um p tio ns abo u t women. She 
d issects the inne r landscapes of her 
characters. He r q uest is for an 

appropriate model of womanhood. 
Her principa l merit is iden tified in her 
technical finesse. 

Rajni Walia's book is an 
appreciable critical study. It offers a 
highly organised discussion of both 
the themes and the techniques- style, 
tone, point of view and texture of the 
works . The lite rary texts are closely 
examined in terms o f the emergence 
of self in women characters and the 
process o f empowerment w ithin 
the m, through self-knowledge. Th e 
process o f the renewal of the female 
self through assertion of the self, 
through fruitfu l e ngagements and 
tlu·ough introspection in order to meet 
the challenge o f margina lisation of 
women in patriarchal society reveals 
bow women 's writing can he! p in 
transforming the existing social and 
cu ltura l structures. The study 
concludes w ith th e suggestion 
implied in the novels that 
empowerment o f women is possible 
through the preservation of their 
autonomy and in tegrity . 

Rajni Walia 's book is a ve1y useful 
contribution to the critical study of 
gynofiction. It is written in a readable 
style and largely free from critical 
ja rgons. 
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