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The Fictional Woman 

Readers Notes 

By Tara Moss 

Book Summary: 

In her tenth book and first work of non-fiction, Tara 

Moss blends memoir and social analysis to examine 

the common fictions about women. She traces key 

moments in her life – from small-town tomboy in 

Canada, to international fashion model in the 90s, to 

bestselling author taking a polygraph test in 2002 to 

prove she writes her own work – and weaves her 

own experiences into a broader look at everyday 

sexism and issues surrounding the 

underrepresentation of women, modern motherhood 

and bodily autonomy, sexual violence, body 

image, and the portrayal of women in politics, 

entertainment, advertising and the media. 

Deeply personal and revealing, this is more than just 

Tara Moss’s own story. At once insightful, 

challenging and entertaining, she asks how we can 

change the old fictions, one woman at a time. 

Key Learning Areas 

Social justice, public ethics and the 

objectification of women,  

 
Appropriate Ages: 15+ 
 

 

ISBN: 9781460751206 RRP 19.99 

eBook:  9781460700587 

Notes by: Rachel Ford 
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1. “The Fictional Woman” is part social commentary, part memoir, part auto biography. What 

did you expect going into the book as a reader? Were your expectations met, exceeded, not 

met? 

 

2. Tara discusses many personal and highly emotional experiences from her life including her 

marriages, childbirth, death, miscarriage and sexual assault. How do these examples from 

Tara’s life enhance or detract from the social commentary? Which of these was the most 

emotive and/or important to you? How do you think Australia currently handles the 

narrative on this issue? What could be done to open the narrative more?  

 

3. Social commentary is often seen as dry and can be read like a lecture rather than an 

interaction and conversation. Does ‘The Fictional Woman” lecture the reader? As a reader, 

how does Tara’s voice come across to you?  

 

4. After reading the text, take a quick survey of the media for a week or even a day. Look at 

the photos of women, the headlines that appear next to the stories about women and the 

categories in which stories about women appear (news, business, lifestyle, sport etc). 

Additionally, take note of any categories in which women do not appear. After completing 

the survey, discuss what you noticed, what stuck out at you, what took you by surprise and 

what you weren’t surprised by.  

 

5. Statistics and observations are used as part of Tara’s commentary on society and women. 

What statistics caused you the greatest surprise? Why? What statistics stood out to you the 

most? Why?  

 

6. If this text explores the “fictional” woman, then who is the “non-fictional” woman? 

 

7. The concept of “real” women and what it means to be a woman is a prevalent them 

throughout “The Fictional Woman”. Discuss what you think it means to be a “real” woman 

or a “real” man today. Has this changed from your parent’s generation or your grandparent’s 

generation? If so, how?  

 

8. Our concepts of men and women are influenced by what we hear and see as we grow up, 

but also by what we see and hear as adults. Reflect on what your favourite book or movie 

was as a child and what your favourite book or movie is as an adult.  

 

9. When discussing the birth of her child, Tara tells of the “horror stories” and advice she 

receives, which is often unsolicited and inevitable causes fear. List and then discuss the 

different unsolicited advice you have received over the years. Was it helpful? Did the advice 

generate hope or fear? Why do you think people give unsolicited advice?  

 

10. A “real” man campaign showing men in their underwear next to male models in the same 

underwear began in 2014. In light of the commentary and analysis Tara presents in her book, 

do you think this campaign will be a positive one for men? 
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11. Tara recounts seeing a man and woman dancing flamenco and the powerful, beautiful 

and emotional experiences of this dance for both the dancers and the audience. How do you 

think this same dance would be received in Australia? Why do you think ‘traditional’ 

stereotypes of the roles of men and women continue to prevail in Australia? What can be 

done to change these?  

 

 

12. Tara was the first author to take a polygraph (lie detector) test in 2002 to prove she was 

the author of her own work. How did you react to this information when you read it in the 

text? What stereotypes have you had to disprove in your own life?  

 

13. Of the eighteen chapters in the text, which one appealed to you the most? Why? Which 

one was the most intriguing? Why? Which one was the most thought provoking? Why?  

 

14. There are many references to what makes a feminist, and myths debunked about what a 

feminist can and cannot do (for example the quote from Germaine Greer on page 164). After 

reading the text, has your opinion on what a feminist is changed? How would you define a 

feminist? 

 

15. ‘I suppose I could have reached that stage earlier, without all the loss and trauma, but 

frankly I doubt it. Every experience adds another piece to the puzzle. I wouldn’t give a single 

piece back’ (pp. 272 – 273). Do you agree with Tara’s perspective on loss and trauma? How 

does this statement reflect your own life and experiences?  

 

16. ‘I do not miss my youth. I would not return to it if I could. I look forward, instead, to new 

stages of opportunity and strength.’ (p. 283). Why do you think Tara makes this statement? 

Do you agree with her? Do you miss your youth, look forward to the future or do experience 

a combination of both?  

 

17. After reading the text, what are your hopes for future generations in regards to the 

visibility of women, the concept of ‘real’ women and what it is like to be a ‘fictional’ woman?  

 

18. If you had to pick ten adjectives to describe yourself and paint on your face, what would 

they be? 

 

19. If your best friend had to pick ten adjectives to describe you and paint on your face what 

would they be?  
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Reviews 

 Jane Gilmore, The Guardian 

The journalist and human rights advocate blended memoir with social analysis in 

a way that struck a chord with women all over Australia [with an] accessible and 

intelligent discussion of women’s place in the world. 

 Taranaki Daily NewsNew Zealand 

An 'important book on the female experience...The Fictional Woman is a 21st 

century must-read for all women and their men and should be a text for all 

gender studies programmes.' 

 Dr Clare Wright, The Age 

Moss is a serious thinker...Apart from general consciousness-raising, this book 

will deservedly become required reading on school curricula for Media and 

Cultural Studies. Moss’ skill is in once more marshalling the evidence and 

communicating it in a way that is accessible, warm, open, lucid and passionate. 

 - Rae McGregor, Radio New Zealand 

...a strongly written book, and really, really worth reading. 

 Catherine Keenan, ABC The Drum 

A nimbly argued, statistic-laden exploration of the various labels we give women 

and the impact this has on their lives. 

 Caroline Baum, journalist and broadcaster 

This book, part memoir, part manifesto, catapults [Moss] into the frontline as a 

public commentator who demands serious attention. She is a welcome addition 

to any conversation about social justice, public ethics and the objectification of 

women, about which she knows a great deal. 
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 Jane Gilmour, King's Tribune 

A blend of memoir, robust research, informed discussion and optimistic hope for 

change. Eminently accessible without ever condescending or dumbing down, it’s 

also a discussion about the gender based power structures, both historic and 

current, that limit the opportunities available to men and women. 

 John Purcell, Booktopia 

Well written, clearly argued, informative, powerful and thought provoking. 

Forget everything you thought you knew about Tara Moss, with The Fictional 

Woman Tara sets the record straight and takes her place as one of our 

generations great commentators. 

 

 
 

Speaking out by Tara Moss 
ISBN 9781460751336 RRP 22.99 


