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	Context-oriented Literary Theories: Feminist Literary Theory  


Introduction
Feminist or gender criticism, according to Kelly Griffith (2002), 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. Historical Evolution of Feminism

1. ‘First-wave’ Feminism

The ‘first wave’ of feminism (roughly 1830–1930) was similar to other nineteenth-century political campaigns, such as Catholic emancipation or anti-slavery, in which women had been active. These early feminist philosophical arguments were translated into political movements that focused on property and divorce rights, and equality in voting rights. The results, however, were not entirely satisfactory. The extension of the franchise did not dramatically increase female participation in political life. Women also remained worse off than men, especially in wages and job opportunities. 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
A radically new development occurred in the 1960s and 1970s, the so-called ‘second wave’ of feminism, inspired by such writers as Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1953), Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963), Kate Millet’s Sexual Politics (1970) and, most famously, Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch (1970). It shifted the entire debate from what might be generally considered political to the psychological, social, cultural and anthropological fields. Some second-wave feminists argued for greater inclusion of women on the grounds of female moral superiority. Women were especially endowed with sympathy, emotion and a culture of co-operation as a consequence of their experience of motherhood. Men were seen as being tough, competitive and emotionally limited. Human history was a struggle between these conflicting male and female virtues between and within people. Feminists involved in the peace movement, for example, argued that the potential for destruction is now so great that it is vital that the female side of humanity gains more influence in politics and society to avoid nuclear war and environmental destruction.
3. ‘Third-wave’ Feminism
The move to feminisms is associated with where feminism is today – in a third wave that began in the 1990s and continues to the present. This latest feminist movement has opened itself to the need to acknowledge the varying ways in which gender discrimination relates to other forms of social oppression, and this has had an impact on the use of feminism in literary criticism. 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’
A crucial principle is the distinction between ‘sex’ and ‘gender’. Sex is a biological fact; the key difference between men and women is women’s ability to have children. Men have physical power and aggressive tendencies, the biological function of which is to protect their women and children. Most societies have placed a major emphasis on male physical power. 

For most feminists (but not all) these biological distinctions were of very minor significance. What was significant was gender. This is a social construct; a cultural phenomenon that assigned different roles to women and a whole apparatus of imposed behaviour patterns, expectations, thoughts, aspirations and even dreams. It is not ‘biological’ or ‘natural’ that women should take the bulk of childcare responsibilities; this has occurred as a result of social and cultural developments that should be changed to the benefit of women and, most feminists believe, men.

Sexism is an ideology of oppression of one gender over another that promotes the idea that ‘genderised’, socialised relations between men and women are natural and biological, and unable to be changed. There are sexist women but most sexism in society is male and directed towards the subjugation and exploitation (sexual or economic) of women. It is an ideology of ‘imperialism’ of men over women and reflects the power relations between men and women in society, with men having control over most forms of power.

2. Patriarchy
This can be perceived as the mainspring of feminism. Men and women have gender roles in society, but women have their role imposed on them by men. Consciously and unconsciously, in virtually all cultures and all times, women have been imprisoned within this imposed world. This patriarchy (‘rule by men’) permeates all aspects of society, public and private, as well as language and intellectual discourse. It thus remains the most profound of all tyrannies, the most ancient of all hierarchies. The root of oppression rests in men’s superior strength and greater brutality, together with the female terror of being raped and the patriarchal ideologies that enslave minds. One of the most important ideological props of patriarchy is religion. Most religions allot a predominant role to male gods. Most known societies are matriarchal (‘ruled by women’) in neither their social structures nor their theology. Nevertheless, Judaism, Christianity and Islam are particularly singled out for opprobrium by feminists as being religions that place women in a role subordinate to men in both theology and society. Patriarchy is thus a social construct, not a natural condition. Women’s movements therefore seek liberation from patriarchy by various means ranging from specific political campaigns, such as demand for liberal abortion laws, to ‘consciousness-raising’ by debate, discussion and publications, or simply ‘living the future’ – adopting a ‘liberated’ lifestyle and related values and sharing these with the ‘sisterhood’.

3. Public and Private Spheres
The first challenge was the conventional distinction between public and private spheres of social life. Most, but not all, political writers had focused almost exclusively on the public realm of government, law, economics, the state, and had more or less assumed that the relationship between men and women (especially the married relationship) was essentially a private matter, outside the scope of politics.
Feminists boldly asserted that there was no such public–private distinction and that the most intimate dimensions of such relationships had profound political consequences. Moreover, the politically powerful public sphere, dominated by men, impacted on the politically weak private sphere, still dominated by men but within which the lives of women were confined.

If women were to be truly equal with men then there would need to be female emancipation within both the private sphere and the public sphere. Perhaps men or the state should have a greater role in child-rearing, releasing women for a greater role in the public sphere. Perhaps there should be a ‘wage’ for the work done by women in the private sphere. Whatever the answer, there is agreement among feminists that such divisions are not ‘natural’ or ‘biological’ in origin, but social, and as such can be reformed by social and political change.

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.
C. Goals of Feminist Literary Criticism 

Feminists believe that literature is a patriarchal institution which reflects the world view of man and contains unfair stereotypical representations of women. They usually protest against the ways in which they are represented. For instance, women presented as one of four basic character types:

· The caring mother figure

· The obedient daughter

· The acceptable romantic partner (the wife)

· The mad, bad, temptress (the mistress)

These four roles reinforce the idea that women should be passive and obey orders. The positive characters, the mother and daughter, are meek and mild while the independent and strong mistress figure is seen as dangerous and wrong.

The goal of feminism, therefore, is to change these devaluating views so as women realize they are not the “significant other” and understand that they have given privileges and rights as every man. Based on this general umbrella there are also specific goals of feminists which can be summarized in the following six points:

· Developing and uncovering a female tradition of writing

· Interpreting symbolism of women’s writings so that it will not be lost or ignored by male perspectives

· Rediscovering old texts of female writers

· Analyzing women writers and their writings from female perspective

· Resisting gender stereotyping in literature

· Increasing awareness of the sexual politics of language and style 

D. Frequented Asked Questions
1. How is the relationship between men and women portrayed? 

2. What are the power relationships between men and women (or characters assuming male/female roles)? 

3. How are male and female roles defined? 

4. What constitutes masculinity and femininity? 

5. How do characters embody these traits? 

6. Do characters take on traits from opposite genders? How so? How does this change others’ reactions to them? 

7. What does the work reveal about the operations (economically, politically, socially, or psychologically) of patriarchy? 

8. What role does the work play in terms of women's literary history and literary tradition?
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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