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	Context-oriented Literary Theories: Feminist Literary Theory  


Introduction
Feminist criticism bases its interpretations on ideas about the nature of females and female experience. Feminist critics claimed that, over the years, men had controlled the most influential interpretive communities. Men decided which conventions made up "literature" and judged the quality of works. Men wrote the literary histories and drew up the lists of "great" works—the literary canon. Because works by and about women were omitted from the canon, women authors were ignored, and women characters misconstrued. 

A. What does the Term “Feminism” Mean?

The word ‘feminism’ is a translation of “féminisme,” which was coined by the French utopian socialist Charles Fourier in 1837. Fourier challenged patriarchy and, although – like most nineteenth-century thinkers – he genuinely thought that differences between men and women would prevent full equality, he argued strongly for freeing women from what he considered the ‘slavery’ of nineteenth-century gender relations. Feminist literary theory draws attention to the gender bias in the creation of literature itself – the ways in which female voices are less prominent in the literary world, or stereotypically associated with certain kinds of writing such as romance or children’s fiction. Feminist literary critics also see literature as an agent for change: not merely reflecting the roles of women but also serving as a powerful tool for socializing women into particular identities, and as a potentially radical space where new identities are encouraged.
A. Historical Evolution of Feminism

1. ‘First-wave’ Feminism (late 18th century–1930s): 
Feminism as we know it today began in Britain in the late eighteenth century with the stirrings of reform in women’s rights, among the many reform movements that arose at that time—aid to the poor, abolition of slavery in the British Empire, labor reforms such as legislation against child labor, and so on. The primary gains of first-wave feminists were the right to vote and the right to practice birth control. Thus, first-wave feminism was mainly concerned with establishing the legal policy that women are human beings and cannot be treated like property. British intellectual Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) was the first major written treatise on feminism; she challenged the prevailing belief that women were naturally inferior to men, arguing instead that their apparent weakness resulted from lack of education and social conditioning. In her essay “A Room of One’s Own,” (1929) Virginia Woolf argues that female creative expression is limited by women’s material circumstances, which frequently deny them the opportunity for either the space or time to explore their creative and intellectual capacities.  
In the United States, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, in Women and Economics (1897), argued that economic prosperity would not be attained in the United States until women were allowed to work. In 1848, Elizabeth Cady Stanton organized the Seneca Convention. At that convention a Declaration of Sentiments was issued, objecting to the lack of womens vote. This affected law-making, ownership of property, legal rights for married women, divorce laws, employment opportunities including the professions of medicine and the law, admission to colleges and universities, and roles in churches. 

The results, however, were not entirely satisfactory. The extension of the franchise did not dramatically increase female participation in political life. Suffrage alone clearly was, and is, not enough to transform the position of women. Feminists of the ‘second wave’ sought to analyze why this should be so and what was to be done.

2. ‘Second-wave’ Feminism (1940s–1990s):
Second-wave feminism sought not only to overturn patriarchal cultural conventions, but to celebrate the unique contributions of women, their distinctiveness, and alternate views of their world. Some pushed what is called cultural feminism, or the idea that a women’s culture would be more positive and nurturing than patriarchy; others aligned themselves behind what is called difference feminism, or the aim not just of equal rights but of establishing women’s difference from men, even their-superiority. In general, when feminism is portrayed in the popular press it is second-wave feminism, especially when it is caricatured as a separatist “man-hating” philosophy.

The second-wave movement included the writings of Simone de Beauvoir, Kate Millett, and Betty Friedan, who examined a female “self” constructed in literature by male authors to embody various male fears and anxieties. They saw literary texts as models and agents of power. In her book The Second Sex (1949), de Beauvoir asked what is woman, and how is she constructed differently from men? Answer: she is constructed differently by men. The thesis that men write about women to find out more about men has had long-lasting implications, especially the idea that man defines the human, not woman.
In The Feminine Mystique (1963) Friedan demystified the dominant image of the happy American suburban housewife and mother. Her book appeared amidst new womens organizations, manifestos, protests, and publications that called for enforcement of equal rights and an end to sex discrimination. An author of essays in Good Housekeeping, Friedan also analyzed reductive images of women in American magazines.

Millett’s Sexual Politics (1970) was the first widely read modern work of feminist literary criticism. Millett’s focus was upon the twin poles of gender as biology and culture. In her analyses of D. H. Lawrence, Norman Mailer, Henry Miller, and Jean Genet she reads literature as a record of male dominance. As a “resisting reader,’ Millett included critiques of capitalism, male power, crude sexuality, and violence against women. She argued that male writers distort women by associating them with (male) deviance. She aptly concludes that the “interior colonization” of women by men is worse than any other kind of discrimination.
3. ‘Third-wave’ Feminism (1990s–the present):
Third-wave feminism began in the early 1990s, challenging the second wave’s essentialist definitions of femininity as a universal female identity while privileging upper-middle-class white women. Influenced by poststructuralism, third-wave feminists expand the interests of feminists—and, as well, center them—in the concerns of women of color, lower-class women, lesbians, transgendered women, “Third World” women, all previously marginalized. Black feminists and Marxist feminists have focussed on the ways in which, respectively, race and class complicate the operation of patriarchy. The theory that examines such significances is called intersectionality. It argues that we cannot think about identity politics by just examining one particular aspect of how a person is identified; we need to consider how each part of their identity is important. ‘Third-wave’ Feminists do not prompt us to think exclusively about the gender politics of a text, but also about how the representation of gender is affected by other elements of identity such as class, sexuality, race and disability.
B. Main Elements of Feminist Thought

1. Sex, gender and ‘sexism’
Patriarchy is based on sexism, which is the belief that women are innately (that is, by nature) inferior to men: less intelligent, less rational, less courageous, and so forth. Thus, the terms patriarchal and sexist are more or less synonymous, although the term sexist is usually considered insulting while, at least for patriarchal men and women, the term patriarchal is not. In order to oppose sexism, many feminist thinkers differentiate between our sex, which is our biological makeup as female or male (for example, our sex organs and body chemistry), and our gender, which is our cultural programming as feminine or masculine (for example, our behaving as “sweet little things” or “macho-men”). Feminism argues that while we may be born female or male, we are not born feminine or masculine. Rather, it is society that decides which behaviors are considered feminine, and therefore appropriate only to females, and which behaviors are considered masculine, and therefore appropriate only to males.
2. Patriarchy
A patriarchy is any society in which men hold all or most of the power. Usually, a patriarchy gives men power by promoting traditional gender roles. Patriarchal men and women believe that anyone who violates traditional gender roles is in some way unnatural, unhealthy, or even immoral. For example, in the United States, the patriarchal belief that assertiveness in a woman is unattractive, even unnatural, makes it difficult for many Americans to feel comfortable with women in leadership roles of any kind—from a woman taking charge of the White House to a woman asking a man out on the first date.
3. Feminine, Feminist, and Female

In her book A Literature of Their Own, Elaine Showalter proposed three phases of women writing: 

a) Feminine Phase: women writers try to follow the rules made by male writers, try to avoid debating and questioning women's place in the literature, and try to write as men by using male pseudonyms. 

b) Feminist Phase: women writers begin criticizing women's treatment in society and literature, and the oppression of women in society is the main theme of gender criticism in their works.

c) Female Phase: women writers begin moving from merely providing the woman's perspective to having confidence in their work and assuming that whatever they have written is valid and doesn't need aggressive arguments and support to prove its authenticity.
4. L’écriture Feminine

One influential term coined by the feminist critic Hélène Cixous is écriture feminine (female writing), which has become a central way of considering women’s creativity. In an attempt to find a style of writing that is truly feminine, some women have decided to write about their bodies or involve their bodies in their texts as a way of writing something that no man ever could. Themes of childbirth, rape, mothering are all specifically female themes. The theme of being trapped or incarcerated is often also associated with feminist reading representing how women are ‘trapped’ in a certain gender role.
5. Sexual Politics
Sexual politics refers to the ways in which power relations between genders are structured, maintained, and challenged through sexuality, social norms, institutions, and cultural representations. Sexual politics is the system of power by which one gender—historically men—dominates, controls, or regulates another—historically women—through social, cultural, and sexual norms.
6. Objectification

For feminist critics, objectification refers to the process by which women are treated as objects rather than as full human subjects, especially in patriarchal societies and cultural representations. It is the reduction of a woman to her body, appearance, or sexual function, denying her agency, individuality, and subjectivity. Key Aspects of Objectification are loss of agency (passive), sexual objectification (A woman’s value is linked primarily to her sexual attractiveness), fragmentation of the body (focus on specific body parts), Instrumentality (their usefulness is prioritized over their humanity), and silencing of voice (Women’s thoughts, desires, and perspectives are ignored or marginalized).
D. Frequently Asked Questions
Here are five key questions which can act as a base when analysing literature through a feminist lens:

1. What is the social and cultural context that the text was written in? How has this influenced the author's attitude toward women?
2. Is the author, and/or narrator, male or female?

3. What are the roles of the female characters in the text? Are they minor, secondary, or main characters?
4. How are women characterised in the text? Do you notice any stereotypes?
5. Does the author use feminine or masculine imagery in the text? If they do, why have they used this imagery?
Conclusion
Third-wave feminism faces a challenge from what has become referred to as post-feminism: a movement that suggests we no longer need to focus on female inequality. Critics of post-feminism, however, draw attention to its essentially Western focus, an ethnocentrism (centring on one particular ethnic experience) which neglects the powerful inequalities still experienced, not only by women in the developing world but also by ethnic minorities within the developed world. At the same time, there are calls for a fourth-wave feminism from some campaigners, distinct from the third wave in its focus on social media and globalization. For literary critics, these debates mean that gender continues to be a rich source of discussion, as what we read is surely part of the changing sense of gender relations across the world.[image: image1.png]
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