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 Feminism is a range of diverse socio-

political movements, and ideologies 

that aim to define, establish, and 

achieve the political, economic, 

personal, and social equality of the 

sexes. 

 Feminism incorporates the position 

that societies prioritize the male point 

of view, and that women are treated 

unfairly within those societies.  

 Efforts to change that include 

fighting gender stereotypes and 

seeking to establish educational and 

professional opportunities for women 

that are equal to those for men.  

Feminism: Definition and Scope 

Symbol of feminism, 

women and the struggle 

for their rights  



Feminist movements have campaigned and continue to campaign for 

women‘s rights, including the right to vote, to hold public office, to 

work, to earn fair wages, equal pay and eliminate the gender pay 

gap, to own property, to receive education, to enter contracts, to 

have equal rights within marriage, and to have maternity leave. 

Feminists have also worked to ensure access to legal abortions and social 

integration and to protect women and girls from rape, sexual harassment, 

and domestic violence. Changes in dress and acceptable physical 

activity have often been part of feminist movements. 



Modern Western feminist history is conventionally split into three time 

periods, or “waves”, each with slightly different aims based on prior 

progress: (Maggie Humm and Rebecca Walker)  

 First-wave feminism of the 19th and early 20th centuries focused on 

overturning legal inequalities, particularly addressing issues of 

women's suffrage.  

  Second-wave feminism (1960s–1980s) broadened the debate to include 

a wider range of issues: sexuality, family, the workplace, reproductive 

rights, de facto inequalities, and official legal inequalities.  

  Third-wave feminism (1990s–2000s) The third wave saw the 

emergence of new feminist currents and theories, such as 

intersectionality, sex positivity, vegetarian ecofeminism, transfeminism, 

and postmodern feminism.   

  The fourth wave (2012-Present) from around 2012, used social media 

to combat sexual harassment, violence against women and rape 

culture; it is best known for the Me Too movement.  

Waves of Feminist Movements 



Basic Concepts related to Gender Studies 











Gender Role/Gender Stereotyping 
A gender role, also known as a sex role, is a social role encompassing 

a range of behaviors and attitudes that are generally considered 

acceptable, appropriate, or desirable for people based on their 

biological or perceived sex. Gender roles are usually centered on 

conceptions of masculinity and femininity.  







 Écriture féminine, or “women's 

writing”, is a term coined by French 

feminist and literary theorist Hélène 

Cixous in her 1975 essay ―The Laugh of 

the Medusa‖. Cixous aimed to establish a 

genre of literary writing that deviates from 

traditional masculine styles of writing, one 

which examines the relationship between 

the cultural and psychological inscription 

of the female body and female difference 

in language and text. 

 Écriture féminine as a theory foregrounds 

the importance of language for the psychic 

understanding of self. Cixous is searching 

for what Isidore Isou refers to as the 

“hidden signifer” in language which 

expresses the ineffable and what cannot 

be expressed in structuralist language. 



A Brief History of Gender Oppression 
Throughout the history of human 

civilization the voice of women has been 

suppressed by the patriarchal society. 

Patriarchy has a long history and it has 

become a social system in which men 

dominate, exploit, oppress and 

subordinate women. If someone reads the 

ancient history, it becomes clear that 

Patriarchy is an age-old ideology. For 

example, ancient Mesopotamian and 

Greek societies were patriarchal in nature. 

The Epic of Gilgamesh from ancient 

Mesopotamia shows that Gilgamesh, the 

Priest-King of the city of Uruk is a rapist. 

He uses women as objects and slaves to 

quench his lust. A man could divorce his 

wife anytime he wanted, but if a woman 

wanted to divorce her husband against his 

will she would have been made a slave. 

The Venus of Willendorf figure is 

believed to have been carved during 

the European Upper Paleolithic, or 

"Old Stone Age" 



Religious and Philosophical Roots of Patriarchy 



Seldan, Brooker, Widdowson, A Reader’s Guide to Contemporary 

Literary Theory, Page 114.  



Proto-feminism 

 Protofeminism is a philosophical 

tradition that anticipates modern 

feminism in an era when the concept of 

feminism was still unknown.  

 Around 24 centuries ago, Plato, 

according to Elaine Hoffman Baruch, 

―[argued] for the total political and 

sexual equality of women, advocating 

that they be members of his highest 

class, ... those who rule and fight‖. 

 Italian-French writer Christine de 

Pizan (1364 – c. 1430), the author of 

The Book of the City of Ladies and 

Epistle to the God of Love is cited by 

Simone de Beauvoir as the first woman 

to denounce misogyny and write about 

the relation of the sexes. 

Christine de Pizan presents her 

book to Queen Isabeau of Bavaria 



Mathias Grünewald in 

Isenheim Altarpiece  

The Mona Lisa is a half-length portrait 

painting by the Italian artist Leonardo da 

Vinci. It is considered an archetypal 

masterpiece of the Italian Renaissance 

Representation of Women in Art 



The Birth of Venus, Sandro Botticelli, 1483 - 1485 

The Birth of Venus by Botticelli was unusual for the Early Renaissance, mainly because of the 

way he shunned realism, which was being used by da Vinci and Michelangelo at the time. Venus 

is pictured here as she emerges from the sea in strong contrapposto, sheilding herself with her 

hand and her long hair. Botticelli made her effortlessly beautiful, and admirers flock to her side, 

trying to get a look at her. Compared to previous paintings in the Gothic and Medieval Art, her 

anatomy is more pronounced, and Botticelli obviously had a considerable amount of knowledge 

about the body. 



Young Woman at Her Toilette, Giovanni Bellini, 1515: Young Woman at Her 

Toilette depicts another topless woman gazing into mirror that she is holding. She 

is seated at her bed in front of a window with a rolling landscape outside. There is a 

lot of use of value in this painting, especially within the color green. The woman is 

the focus of the painting. This is another example of how woman are seen as 

vain and self conceited. 



Artemisia Gentileschi, Judith 

Beheading Holofernes, c. 1620 

Artemisia Gentileschi, Judith 

Beheading Holofernes, (c. 1620) 

offers another dramatic scene of 

an ordinary woman 

overpowering a high-ranking 

man. Gentileschi‘s painting is 

muscular: The Biblical Judith and 

her maidservant bear down on their 

victim, the invading Assyrian 

general Holofernes, as Judith saws 

at his neck with a sword. Blood 

spatters in long, ropy arcs, spraying 

Judith‘s chest and neck. 

Holofernes‘s tortured expression 

and copious amounts of blood are 

also present in ‘s earlier version of 

this subject (ca. 1599), from which 

Gentileschi is said to have drawn 

inspiration.  



Caravaggio, Judith Beheading Holofernes ca. 1598–99 



Elisabetta Sirani, Timoclea Killing Her Rapist, 1659. 

Timoclea Killing Her Rapist depicts a popular tale described in 
Plutarch’s biography of Alexander the Great. During Alexander’s 
invasion of Thebes, a captain in his army rapes the titular Timoclea. 
Following the assault, the captain asks where her money is hidden. 
Timoclea leads him to her garden well; as he peers into it, she pushes 
him in, dropping heavy rocks down the well until he dies. The painting 
turns the story on its head, inverting the hierarchy quite literally: the 
rapist is shown upside down and helpless, feet flailing in the air, as she 
stands resolutely above him. 



Jael and Sisera (1620) by Artemisia Gentileschi 



Woman Drawing Water at the 

Cistern, Jean-Siméon Chardin, 

1733 - 1739 

Woman Drawing Water at the 

Cistern is a painting that shows a 

woman pumping water from a 

cistern while being watched by a 

young girl. She looks to be a 

maiden because of her bonnet 

and is dressed in long flowing 

skirts and petticoats. The woman 

is hilighted in this painting by 

being the brightest object in the 

dark room. This piece is used to 

represent how women were 

only good for doing work 

around the house and how 

daughters should learn and 

follow in their footsteps. 



This painting depicts a nightmare incarnate, and the way it holds the girl down 

symbolizes how much a bad dream can weigh down on someone. The girl's hair 

is luscious and curly, and her body almost stretches the length of the canvas, 

making her the obvious focal point of the composition. 

The Nightmare, Henry Fuseli, 1781, From the collection of: Detroit 

Institute of Arts 



Woman with a Parasol - Madame 

Monet and Her Son (1875) by 

Claude Monet is a painting depicting 

a woman holding a parasol walking 

through a field of flowering plants 

with her son. The sky is bright and the 

flowers are blooming. The woman is 

significantly larger than the child, 

making her and her parasol the focal 

point of this piece. This piece 

represents family time spent 

together. Women spend lots of time 

with their children and this 

portrays that well. 

Woman with a Parasol - Madame Monet and Her Son (1875) 



Woman Ironing (1887) by Edgar Degas are series of paintings that shows a 

woman ironing a collared shirt on a table. The colors are very muted, 

making the piece look like it takes place in the early morning. There is 

soft light coming in through the windows. This shows that women are 

good for cleaning and doing the chores. 



Stonebreaking Woman is a sculpture of a woman sitting amidst a pile 

of stones, breaking them with a mallet. The woman is looking away 

from the stones as to not get them in her eyes. There is a lot of use of 

texture in this sculpture, making it look life like. This shows that as 

time progressed women were able to do more things that were usually 

considered masculine, like manual labour. 

Stonebreaking Woman, Karl Janssen, 1902 





Woman (Elevation), Gaston Lachaise (American, born France, 1882-1935), 

Modeled 1912–15, cast 1927, From the collection of: The Art Institute of 

Chicago 

Women (Elevation) is a statue of a curvy, naked woman. It is black and the 

woman is standing on the tip of her toes and has her arms raised shoulder 

height. This piece is intended to show that body image now is not the same as it 

was. It was seen as good and healthy to have curves, usually in history showing 

fertility. 



Nude woman reading, Robert Delaunay, (1915), From the collection 

of: National Gallery of Victoria 

Nude Woman Reading is a very colorful drawing of a nude woman, 

with her back turned, reading a book. The colors in this piece are 

magnificent and the use of color on her body really show off how her 

body is shaped. This piece represents that women started to engage 

themselves in various forms of intellectual activities.  



For every fighter a woman worker care for her through the YWCA : United War Work 

Campaign / Adolph T, Treidler, Adolph, 1886-, 1918, Original Source: Library of Virginia 

For Every Fighter a Woman Worker is a piece depicting a woman dressed in 

overalls holding an airplane and a missile. It is very simplistic due to it being a 

poster, and has muted yellows, greens, blues and reds. This was a poster to promote 

that for every man that was a soldier, a woman took over his job while he was gone, 

showing that women were being allowed to work and do ―men‘s‖ (jobs).  jobs. 



Re-thinking of the female 

body as a weapon rather 

than a sexual object comes 

in the form of Action Pants: 

Genital Panic. In 1968, the 

self-named Austrian 

performance artist Valie 

Export.  



Migrant Mother, Nipomo, 

California, Dorothea Lange, 1936; 

printed early 1960's, From the 

collection of: The Nelson-Atkins 

Museum of Art 

This photograph is easily the 

most influential photograph of 

Lange‘s career. The mother looks 

worried for the future, but knows 

she has to be strong for her 

children, who depend on her. She 

supports the pyramidal 

composition, just as she supports 

her family. 



The Soldier and the Peasant Woman, Vilmantas Marcinkevičius, 1994, From the collection 

of: Modern Art Center / Modernaus Meno Centras 

The Soldier and the Peasant Woman is a very colorful, seemingly happy painting. It shows 

a peasant woman trying to sow the field while a soldier is raping her. His machine gun is 

laid to the side on the ground and his pants are around his ankles. There is a large use of 

contrasting and primary colors in this piece, making it seem bright and fun while the subject 

is actually dark. This represents how women in developing countries are treated by militant 

soldiers. They are sexually assaulted and still expected to work long and hard days. 







After selling her home, 

Emmeline Pankhurst, pictured 

in New York City in 1913, 

traveled constantly, giving 

speeches throughout Britain 

and the United States. 



Photograph of 

American women 

replacing men fighting 

in Europe, 1945 

Louise Weiss along 

with other Parisian 

suffragettes in 1935. 

The newspaper 

headline reads ―The 

Frenchwoman Must 

Vote.‖ 







Second Wave Feminism 



Second Wave Feminism 





Third Wave Feminism 



Third Wave Feminism 









 Feminist literary criticism is literary criticism informed by 

feminist theory, or more broadly, by the politics of feminism. 

It uses the principles and ideology of feminism to critique 

the language of literature. This school of thought seeks to 

analyze and describe the ways in which literature portrays the 

narrative of male domination by exploring the economic, social, 

political, and psychological forces embedded within literature.  

 Traditionally, feminist literary criticism has sought to examine 

old texts within literary canon through a new lens. Specific 

goals of feminist criticism include both the development and 

discovery female tradition of writing, and rediscovering of old 

texts, while also interpreting symbolism of women‘s writing so 

that it will not be lost or ignored by the male point of view and 

resisting sexism inherent in the majority of mainstream 

literature.  

Feminist literary criticism 



The history of feminist literary criticism is 

extensive, from classic works of 

nineteenth-century women authors such as 

George Eliot and Margaret Fuller to 

cutting-edge theoretical work in women's 

studies and gender studies by "third-wave" 

authors. Before the 1970s—in the first and 

second waves of feminism—feminist 

literary criticism was concerned with 

women's authorship and the 

representation of women's condition 

within the literature; in particular the 

depiction of fictional female characters. In 

addition, feminist literary criticism is 

concerned with the exclusion of women 

from the literary canon, with theorists such 

as Lois Tyson suggesting that this is 

because the views of women authors are 

often not considered to be universal. 



Additionally, feminist criticism has been closely associated 

with the birth and growth of queer studies. Modern feminist 

literary theory seeks to understand both the literary 

portrayals and representation of both women and people in 

the queer community, expanding the role of a variety of 

identities and analysis within feminist literary criticism. 

Feminism and Queer Studies 



A Summary for Feminist Premises 

Critical Theory Today by Luis Tyson, Page: 92 



A Summary for Feminist Premises 

Critical Theory Today by Luis Tyson, Page: 92 



A Vindication of the Rights of Woman: with 

Strictures on Political and Moral Subjects 

(1792), written by the 18th-century British proto-

feminist Mary Wollstonecraft, is one of the 

earliest works of feminist philosophy. In it, 

Wollstonecraft responds to those educational and 

political theorists of the 18th century who did not 

believe women should receive a rational 

education. She argues that women ought to have 

an education commensurate with their position in 

society, claiming that women are essential to the 

nation because they educate its children and 

because they could be "companions" to their 

husbands, rather than mere wives. Instead of 

viewing women as ornaments to society or 

property to be traded in marriage, Wollstonecraft 

maintains that they are human beings deserving of 

the same fundamental rights as men.  

While Wollstonecraft does call for equality 

between the sexes in particular areas of life, such 

as morality, she does not explicitly state that men 

and women are equal.  

Mary Wollstonecraft 

(1759-1797) 

Key Works of Proto- 
Feminism 



Key Works of Proto- 
Feminism 

John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) 

and Helen Taylor, his 

daughter 

The Subjection of Women is an essay by English 

philosopher, political economist and civil 

servant John Stuart Mill published in 1869, with 

ideas he developed jointly with his wife Harriet 

Taylor Mill.  

Mill argues that people should be able to vote to 

defend their own rights and to learn to stand on 

their two feet, morally and intellectually. In 

Mill's time a woman was generally subject to the 

whims of her husband or father due to social 

norms which said women were both physically 

and mentally less able than men and therefore 

needed to be ―taken care of‖. Mill Said:  

“... [T]he legal subordination of one sex to 

another – is wrong in itself, and now one of 

the chief hindrances to human improvement; 

and that it ought to be replaced by a system 

of perfect equality, admitting no power and 

privilege on the one side, nor disability on the 

other.” 



Virginia Woolf 

1882-1941 

 A Room of One's Own is an extended essay 

by Virginia Woolf, first published in 

September 1929. 

 An important feminist text, the essay is noted 

in its argument for both a literal and 

figurative space for women’s writers 

within a literary tradition dominated by 

men. 

 Woolf notes that women have been kept 

from writing because of the constraints they 

face and their relative poverty: ―In the first 

place, to have a room of her own, let alone a 

quiet room or a sound-proof room, was out 

of the question, unless her parents were 

exceptionally rich or very noble, even up to 

the beginning of the nineteenth century‖. 

The essay examines whether women were 

capable of producing, and in fact free to 

produce, work of the quality of William 

Shakespeare, addressing the limitations that 

past and present women writers face.  

First Wave Feminism 

in Literary Criticism  



A Room of One’s Own 



Woolf sums up the stark contrast between how women are idealised in fiction 

written by men, and how patriarchal society has treated them in real life: 

Women have burnt like beacons in all the works of all the poets from the 

beginning of time. Indeed if woman had no existence save in the fiction 

written by men, one would imagine her a person of the utmost 

importance; very various; heroic and mean; splendid and sordid; beautiful 

and hideous in the extreme; as great as a man, some would say greater. 

But this is woman in fiction. In fact, as Professor Trevelyan points out, 

she was locked up, beaten and flung about the room. A very queer, 

composite being thus emerges. Imaginatively she is of the highest 

importance; practically she is completely insignificant. She pervades 

poetry from cover to cover; she is all but absent from history. She 

dominates the lives of kings and conquerors in fiction; in fact she was the 

slave of any boy whose parents forced a ring upon her finger. Some of the 

most inspired words and profound thoughts in literature fall from her lips; 

in real life she could hardly read; scarcely spell; and was the property of 

her husband. 

Virginia Woolf on Patriarchal Society 



Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-
Paul Sartre in Beijing, 1955 

 Simone de Beauvoir (1908 – 1986) was 

a French writer, intellectual, 

existentialist philosopher, political 

activist, feminist and social theorist. 

Though she did not consider herself a 

philosopher, she had a significant 

influence on both feminist existentialism 

and feminist theory. 

 De Beauvoir wrote novels, essays, 

biographies, autobiography and 

monographs on philosophy, politics, and 

social issues. She was known for her 1949 

treatise The Second Sex, a detailed 

analysis of women‘s oppression and a 

foundational tract of contemporary 

feminism; and for her novels, including 

She Came to Stay and The Mandarins. 

She was also known for her open, lifelong 

relationship with French philosopher 

Jean-Paul Sartre. 



Simone de Beauvoir 

Seldan, Brooker and Widdowson in A Reader’s Guide to Literary 

Theory 120  



Seldan, Brooker and Widdowson in A Reader’s Guide to Literary 

Theory 120  



Seldan, Brooker and Widdowson in A Reader’s Guide to Literary 

Theory 120  







Second Wave Feminism in Literary Criticism  

Betty Friedan  (1921 –2006) was an 

American feminist writer and activist. 

A leading figure in the women's 

movement in the United States, her 

1963 book The Feminine Mystique is 

often credited with sparking the second 

wave of American feminism in the 20th 

century. In 1966, Friedan co-founded 

and was elected the first president of the 

National Organization for Women 

(NOW), which aimed to bring women 

―into the mainstream of American 

society now [in] fully equal partnership 

with men‖. Betty Friedan 



Seldan, Brooker and Widdowson in A Reader’s Guide to Literary 

Theory 120  



Seldan, Brooker and Widdowson in A Reader’s Guide to Literary Theory 120  



Some feminists have broken completely with biologism by associating 

the ‗female‘ with those processes which tend to undermine the authority 

of ‗male‘ discourse. Whatever encourages or initiates a free play of 

meanings and prevents ‗closure‘ is regarded as ‗female‘. Female 

sexuality is revolutionary, subversive, heterogeneous and ‗open‘ in that it 

refuses to define female sexuality: if there is a female principle, it is 

simply to remain outside the male definition of the female.  



Seldan, Brooker and Widdowson in A Reader’s Guide to Literary Theory 122  



Millett argues that ―sex has a 

frequently neglected political aspect‖ 

and goes on to discuss the role that 

patriarchy plays in sexual relations, 

looking especially at the works of D. 

H. Lawrence, Henry Miller, and 

Norman Mailer. Millett argues that 

these authors view and discuss sex in 

a patriarchal and sexist way. In 

contrast, she applauds the more 

nuanced gender politics of 

homosexual writer Jean Genet. Other 

writers discussed at length include 

Sigmund Freud, George Meredith, 

John Ruskin, and John Stuart Mill.  



The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist 

Revolution (1970) is a book by the radical feminist 

Shulamith Firestone. Written over a few months when 

Firestone was 25, it has been described as a classic of 

feminist thought.  

Firestone argues that the ―sexual class system‖ predates 

and runs deeper than any other form of oppression, and 

that the eradication of sexism will require a radical 

reordering of society: ―The first women are fleeing the 

massacre, and, shaking and tottering, are beginning to 

find each other. ... This is painful: no matter how many 

levels of consciousness one reaches, the problem 

always goes deeper. It is everywhere. ... feminists have 

to question, not just all of Western culture, but the 

organization of culture itself, and further, even the 

very organization of nature”. 

The goal of the feminist revolution, she wrote, must 

be "not just the elimination of male privilege but of 

the sex distinction itself" so that genital differences 

no longer have cultural significance. 



Seldan, Brooker and Widdowson in A Reader’s Guide to Literary Theory 123  



Seldan, Brooker and Widdowson in A Reader’s Guide to Literary Theory 124  





Seldan, Brooker and Widdowson in A Reader’s Guide to Literary Theory 124  



 In The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State, published in 1884, 

inspired by and based on notes by Karl Marx to Lewis H. Morgan's 1877 book 

Ancient Society, Friedrich Engels writes about the earliest origin of the family 

structure, social hierarchy, and the concept of male wealth, drawing from both 

ancient and contemporary study. He concludes that women originally had a 

higher social status, equal consideration in labor, and particularly, only 

females were sure to share a family name. A woman pursuing monogamy, or 

even paired marriage, however, was socially unacceptable, so monogamy and 

paired marriage were a cultural desire of women. As the earliest males did not 

even share the family name, Engels says, they did not know for sure who their 

children were or benefit from inheritance. 

 When agriculture first became abundant and the abundance was 

considered male wealth, as it was sourced from the male work 

environment away from the home, a deeper wish for male lineage and 

inheritance was founded. To achieve that wish, women were not only granted 

their long-sought monogamy but forced into it as part of domestic servitude, 

while males pursued a hushed culture of "hetaerism". Engels describes this 

situation as coincidental to the beginnings of forced servitude as a dominant 

feature of society, leading eventually to a European culture of class 

oppression, where the children of the poor were expected to be servants of 

the rich. 



M.A.R Habib’s History of Literary Criticism and Theory 693  









Seldan, Brooker and Widdowson in A Reader’s Guide to Literary Theory 124  



 French post-structuralist feminism takes post-structuralism and combines it with 

feminist views and looks to see if a literary work has successfully used the 

process of mimesis on the image of the female. If successful, then a new image 

of a woman has been created by a woman for a woman, therefore it is not a 

biased opinion created by men. Along with Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva, 

Hélène Cixous is considered one of the mothers of post-structuralist 

feminist theory. Since the 1990s, these three together with Bracha Ettinger 

have considerably influenced French feminism and feminist psychoanalysis. 

 Écriture féminine literally means women’s writing. It is a philosophy that 

promotes women's experiences and feelings to the point that it strengthens the 

work. It is a strain of feminist literary theory that originated in France in the 

1970s. Hélène Cixous first uses this term in her essay, The Laugh of the Medusa 

in which she asserts: 

Woman must write her self: must write about women and bring women 

to writing, from which they have been driven away as violently as from 

their bodies. Écriture féminine places experience before language, 

and privileges the anti-linear, cyclical writing so often frowned 

upon by patriarchal society.  

French Poststructuralist Feminism 









 Julia Kristeva (1941-Present) is a 

Bulgarian-French philosopher, literary 

critic, semiotician, psychoanalyst, feminist, 

and, most recently, novelist, who has lived 

in France since the mid-1960s. She is now a 

professor emeritus at the University Paris 

Diderot. The author of more than 30 books, 

including Powers of Horror, Tales of Love, 

Black Sun: Depression and Melancholia, 

Proust and the Sense of Time, and the trilogy 

Female Genius.  

 Her sizeable body of work includes books 

and essays which address intertextuality, the 

semiotic, and abjection, in the fields of 

linguistics, literary theory and criticism, 

psychoanalysis, biography and 

autobiography, political and cultural analysis, 

art and art history. She is prominent in 

structuralist and poststructuralist thought. Julia Kristeva 



One of Kristeva‘s most important contributions is that signification is composed 

of two elements, the symbolic and the semiotic. As explained by Augustine 

Perumalil, Kristeva‘s semiotic is closely related to the infantile pre-Oedipal. 

The semiotic is a realm associated with the musical, the poetic, the rhythmic, 

and that which lacks structure and meaning. It is closely tied to the "feminine", 

and represents the undifferentiated state of the pre-Mirror Stage infant.  

Upon entering the Mirror Stage, the child learns to distinguish between self and 

other, and enters the realm of shared cultural meaning, known as the symbolic. 

In Desire in Language (1980), Kristeva describes the symbolic as the space in 

which the development of language allows the child to become a ―speaking 

subject‖, and to develop a sense of identity separate from the mother. This 

process of separation is known as abjection, whereby the child must reject and 

move away from the mother in order to enter into the world of language, 

culture, meaning, and the social. This realm of language is called the symbolic 

and is contrasted with the semiotic in that it is associated with the masculine, 

the law, and structure. Kristeva departs from Lacan in the idea that even 

after entering the symbolic, the subject continues to oscillate between the 

semiotic and the symbolic.  

Symbolic and Semiotic 



The Concept Abjection 



For Kristeva, such language came from a pre-Oedipal state, from the 

realm of the “semiotic,” prior to the process of cultural gender 

formation. She was aware, however, that reliance solely on this 

―maternal‖ language would entail the risk of political marginalization. 















The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-

Century Literary Imagination is a 1979 book by Sandra Gilbert and 

Susan Gubar, in which they examine Victorian literature from a feminist 

perspective. 



Third-wave Feminist Literary Criticism   

Judith Butler 

(1956-Present) 

 Judith Pamela Butler (1956-Present) is 

an American philosopher and gender 

theorist whose work has influenced 

political philosophy, ethics, and the fields 

of third-wave feminist, queer, and 

literary theory. 

 Butler is best known for her books 

Gender Trouble: Feminism and the 

Subversion of Identity (1990) and Bodies 

That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of 

Sex (1993), in which she challenges 

conventional notions of gender and 

develops her theory of gender 

performativity.  



In the essay “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution” (1988), Judith 

Butler proposes that gender is performative. Butler argues that gender is best 

perceived as performative, which suggests that it has a social audience. It 

also suggests that performances of woman are compelled and enforced by 

historical social practice. During historical conventions and people's repetitive 

practice of citation, materialization, iteration, and sedimentation to become 

norms, and who do not follow the norms would be punished.  
 





 Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of 

Identity (1990) is a book by the philosopher Judith 

Butler, in which the author argues that gender is a 

kind of improvised performance. The work is 

influential in feminism, women's studies, and 

lesbian and gay studies, and has also enjoyed 

widespread popularity outside of traditional 

academic circles.  

 Butler criticizes one of the central assumptions of 

feminist theory: that there exists an identity and a 

subject that requires representation in politics and 

language. For Butler, "women" and "woman" are 

categories complicated by factors such as class, 

ethnicity, and sexuality. Moreover, the universality 

presumed by these terms parallels the assumed 

universality of the patriarchy, and erases the 

particularity of oppression in distinct times and 

places. Butler thus eschews identity politics in favor 

of a new, coalitional feminism that critiques the basis 

of identity and gender. 

 



 Butler questions the notion that "the body" itself is a natural entity that 

"admits no genealogy", a usual given without explanation: ―How are the 

contours of the body clearly marked as the taken-for-granted ground or 

surface upon which gender signification are inscribed, a mere facticity 

devoid of value, prior to significance?” (129). Building on the thinking of 

the anthropologist Mary Douglas, outlined in her Purity and Danger (1966), 

Butler claims that the boundaries of the body have been drawn to instate 

certain taboos about limits and possibilities of exchange.  

 Thus the hegemonic and homophobic press has read the pollution of the 

body that AIDS brings about as corresponding to the pollution of the 

homosexual's sexual activity, in particular his crossing the forbidden bodily 

boundary of the perineum. In other words, Butler's claim is that "the body is 

itself a consequence of taboos that render that body discrete by virtue of its 

stable boundaries" (133). Butler proposes the practice of drag as a way to 

destabilize the exteriority/interiority binary, finally to poke fun at the 

notion that there is an "original" gender, and to demonstrate playfully 

to the audience, through an exaggeration, that all gender is in fact 

scripted, rehearsed, and performed. 

Body as a Space for Performance 



Cross-dressing elements of performance traditions are widespread cultural phenomena. 

In England, actors in Shakespearean plays, and all Elizabethan theatre, were all male; 

female parts were played by young men in drag. Shakespeare used the conventions to 

enrich the gender confusions of As You Like It, and Ben Jonson manipulated the same 

conventions in Epicœne, or The Silent Woman (1609). The plot device of the film 

Shakespeare in Love (1998) turns upon this Elizabethan convention. During the reign of 

Charles II the rules were relaxed to allow women to play female roles on the London 

stage, reflecting the French fashion, and the convention of men routinely playing female 

roles consequently disappeared. However, in current-day British pantomime, the 

Pantomime dame is a traditional role played by a man., while the Principal boy, such as 

Prince Charming or Dick Whittington, is played by a girl. 

Drag Show 







Third-wave Feminist Movements 
 Intersectionality is a theoretical framework for 

understanding how aspects of one‘s social and 

political identities (gender, race, class, sexuality, 

ability, etc.) might combine to create unique modes 

of discrimination. It aims to broaden the agenda of 

the first waves of feminism, which largely focused 

on the experiences of white, middle-class women. 

The broad agenda means that intersectionality is 

used to find combinations of injustices that are felt 

by members of society.  

 For example, a black woman might face 

discrimination from a company that is not distinctly 

due to her race (because the company does not 

discriminate against black men) nor her gender 

(because the company does not discriminate 

against white women), but by a unique 

combination of the two. Intersectional feminism 

aims to separate itself from white feminism by 

acknowledging the fact that all women have different 

experiences and identities. 

Intersectional 

Feminism 



Susie Bright, a writer and 

activist, one of the first 

persons to be referred to 

as a sex-positive feminist. 

 Sex-positive feminism is a movement that 

began in the early 1980s centering on the idea 

that sexual freedom is an essential component 

of women's freedom. Some feminists became 

involved in the sex-positive feminist 

movement in response to efforts by anti-

pornography feminists to put pornography 

at the center of a feminist explanation of 

women's oppression. 

 They oppose legal or social efforts to control 

sexual activities between consenting adults, 

whether they are initiated by the government, 

other feminists, opponents of feminism, or any 

other institution. They embrace sexual minority 

groups, endorsing the value of coalition-

building with marginalized groups.  

Sex-positive feminism 



Eco-Feminism 







 Transfeminism, also written trans feminism, has been defined by scholar 

and activist Emi Koyama as "a movement by and for trans women who 

view their liberation to be intrinsically linked to the liberation of all women 

and beyond." Koyama notes that it "is also open to other queers, intersex 

people, trans men, non-trans women, non-trans men and others who are 

sympathetic toward needs of trans women and consider their alliance with trans 

women to be essential for their own liberation. 

 According to Emi Koyama, there are two "primary principles of 

transfeminism‖: First, Koyama states that all people should not only be allowed 

to live their own lives in whichever way they choose and define themselves 

however they feel is right, but should also be respected by society for their 

individuality and uniqueness. Included is the right to individualized gender 

expression without the fear of retaliation. Koyama's second principle states that 

each individual has every right, and is the only one to have the right, to possess 

complete control over their own bodies. There shall be no form of authority - 

political, medical, religious, or otherwise - that can override a person's decisions 

regarding their bodies and their wellbeing, and their autonomy is fully in the 

hands of that sole individual. 

Transfeminism 



Feminist Literary Criticism of Three Novels Prescribed in your 

Syllabus 







Pride and Prejudice is a romantic novel of manners written by Jane 

Austen in 1813. The novel follows the character development of 

Elizabeth Bennet, the dynamic protagonist of the book who learns 

about the repercussions of hasty judgments and comes to appreciate 

the difference between superficial goodness and actual goodness. 

Its humour lies in its honest depiction of manners, education, 

marriage, and money during the Regency era in Great Britain. 

Mr Bennet of Longbourn estate has five daughters, but his 

property is entailed and can only be passed to a male heir. His 

wife also lacks an inheritance, so his family will be destitute 

upon his death. Thus it is imperative that at least one of the girls 

marry well to support the others, which is a motivation that drives 

the plot. The novel revolves around the importance of marrying 

for love, not for money or social prestige, despite the communal 

pressure to make a wealthy match. 

Pride and Prejudice 





The novel is a first-person narrative from the perspective of the 

title character (1847). The novel‘s setting is somewhere in the north 

of England, late in the reign of George III (1760–1820). It goes 

through five distinct stages: Jane's childhood at Gateshead Hall, 

where she is emotionally and physically abused by her aunt and 

cousins; her education at Lowood School, where she gains friends and 

role models but suffers privations and oppression; her time as 

governess at Thornfield Hall, where she falls in love with her 

mysterious employer, Edward Fairfax Rochester; her time in the 

Moor House, during which her earnest but cold clergyman cousin, St. 

John Rivers, proposes to her; and ultimately her reunion with, and 

marriage to, her beloved Rochester. Throughout these sections, the 

novel provides perspectives on a number of important social issues 

and ideas, many of which are critical of the status quo. 

Jane Eyre 
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Evolution of Feminist Thought: Thkinking 
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