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Although anyone who has read A Room of One’s Own would confirm that “poised 

white women writing about writing and money” is not a new literary genre, it 

would seem that the genre is undergoing a particular reenergisation at present. 

From around the mid-2010s a zeitgeist shift has been occurring in which it is now 

stylish and cool to talk about late capitalism and neoliberalism, especially if you 

are a white woman. A lot of this has to do with the ironically stylized 

aestheticization of feminist and critical theory academic rhetoric by non-male 

social media producers on platforms like Instagram and Twitter. Such a mode 

finds its way to dating apps like Tinder and Hinge as users attempt to attract like-

minded suitors with twenty characters or less under a selfie. This social media-

generated anti-neoliberal feminist aesthetic is something that is being 

increasingly theorised in feminist and autotheory studies by the likes of Lauren 

Fournier and Yanbing Er.  

 

In a related sphere, the late 2010s have seen an increase in the publication rate 

and popularity of autobiographical non-fiction texts about feminism and 

capitalism written by women. This has coincided with a renewed academic 

interest in autobiographical forms of literary theory. In a recent special issue on 

autotheory for Arizona Quarterly, Robyn Wiegman warns that we must “resist the 

lure to position [Maggie Nelson’s] The Argonauts as [autofiction’s] north star.” 

However, while the diversity of the range of texts that can be theorised through 

an autotheoretical lens is basically infinite, it is widely acknowledged that the 

popularity and reach of The Argonauts (2015) has been formative in this genre 

reenergisation.  
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Nelson is a highly educated, queer white woman living in New York City. Ours is 

an age in which the limitations associated with theorising purely from a white 

feminist perspective are increasingly recognised. In The Argonauts, Nelson is not 

just writing about white womanhood, but about queer family-making, and this 

discursively authenticates and legitimizes her use of autobiographical narration 

within the current political climate.  

 

The market for texts in the genre of “anti-neoliberal feminist autotheory” 

continues to grow. As such, it has been my observation that if white feminist critics 

do not discursively centre their queerness, they instead increasingly respond to 

the current climate by attaching their theorizing to the theorizing of capital, of 

existing in late capitalism, of trying to justify creative output within neoliberal 

institutions.  

 

In 2020, two texts in particular have been published that I read as emblematic of 

the genre I have been identifying. They are American non-fiction writer Eula Biss’ 

Having and Being Had (2020) and Australian cultural critic Ellena Savage’s 

Blueberries (2020). Biss and Savage are both white women working in academia, 

whose books set out to contemplate the imbrication of the feminist para-academic 

writer within the double-bind of late capitalism at large, and within the neoliberal 

institutional logic of the university system in particular.  

 

Within the realm of contemporary white women’s autotheory, citational chains 

emerge. We can observe that a similar group of writers and theorists are called on 

again and again in recent anti-neoliberal feminist autotheoretical attempts to 

metabolize the current moment. Favourites often include (in no particular order): 

Eve Sedgwick, D. W. Winnicott, Melanie Klein, Michel Foucault, Claudia Rankine, 

Chris Kraus, and Karl Marx. Biss and Savage intersperse their daily observances 

with quotations from an often shared cadre of writers, including Virginia Woolf, 

Gertrude Stein, and Maggie Nelson. Biss’ book is praised by Nelson on its back 

cover, and in Biss’ acknowledgments section, we can see that Nelson is thanked 

for giving “a good, tough critique of the first draft.” In the Australian edition of Biss’ 

book, Savage is also quoted offering words of adulation on the back cover. In light 
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of such citational circularity, might it be that autotheory’s utility as a radical 

feminist genre is flattened by the shared citational reliances of its authors? 

 

Further, what rhetorical styles develop in tandem with this citational 

synchronicity? Biss and Savage both write in the first person, and repeatedly list 

the mundane expenses and economic realities that constitute their daily 

experience and their ability to write. Both have experienced periods of 

unemployment, and of precarity in the gig economy of academic contract work. 

However, both Biss and Savage now have books published about their economic 

precarity, and are both self-avowedly slowly climbing up the socio-economic 

ladder, Biss buying property and Savage investing in some of the material 

accoutrements of a middle class lifestyle.  

 

Both Biss and Savage are fastidious about repeatedly calling out their own 

privilege; their books ere each modulated by caveats to this effect. When Biss tells 

a neighbour that she is reading a book to try and learn about capitalism, and that 

neighbour then gets offended on behalf of her financial analyst husband, Biss 

ambivalently contemplates their relative positions:  

 

Her husband, she tells me, is a financial analyst. I wonder if he’s any 

more deeply invested in capitalism than I am. Both of us live in the same 

affluent area, and both of us have children gliding across the ice under the 

same protective dome.   

 

Similarly, in Blueberries, Savage considers the introduction of gender neutral 

toilets at the “very expensive writers’ workshop” she is attending. She writes,  

 

… and I understand better now that although I have no money, I am 

thinking about the toilets at a very expensive liberal arts college and this 

stands in for something, it stands in for a kind of class mobility that I have 

because maybe my race is my class now, or my class is the class of my peers, 

and part of me is proud to say that some of my friends now are borderline 

famous. 
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What we can notice here is a kind of rhetorical flatness utilized by both Biss and 

Savage when commentating on their own privileged positions in relation to the 

economic subject matter they consider in their writing. Biss and Savage write 

about money with a kind of self-aware ambivalence, which is not necessarily 

disingenuous but is perhaps more symptomatic of the kind of cultural criticism 

that both authors have found is palatable for a white woman in the present 

moment to publish. Unlike ironic, anti-neoliberal feminist social media content, 

however, neither Biss nor Savage is laughing at her own systemic entrapment. 

Rather, she is noting her place in it, describing it, laying it out. She dislikes 

capitalism, but what else is there to do with that information that write it in a book 

or put it in her Tinder bio?  
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