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Feminism is both a political stance and 2 theory that focuses on gend bj
of analysis when reading cultural practices and as a platform tog iir;n:nacsia siajlzm
rights and justice. Feminism's key assumption is that gender roles are rz?dﬂte?-’
mined and the woman is trained to fit into those roles. This means chf ] yhke
«daughter’ or ‘mother’are not natural but sacia/because the woman has to bl;:ot:;ned
to think, talk, act in particular ways that suit the role.

Feminist literary and cultural theory draws a link between

the representation of women in art and
e the real, material conditions in which they live.

Tf we are to distinguish feminism from feminist theory then we would have some-

thing like this:

. Feminism is a stance, a political position.
¢ Feminist theory is the philosophical and analytical approach that employs
this political position to read cultural practices like art or literature.

Feminist theory argues that the representation of women as weak, docile, inno-
cent, seductive or irrational—sentimental is rooted in and influences actual socal
conditions, where she does not have power, is treated as a sex-object or a procreat-
ing machine, has fewer political and financial rights and is abused. Feminism,
therefore, is a world view that refuses to delink art from existing social conditions
and practices. Feminism explores the cultural dimensions of the woman's material
life. Feminist literary—cultural critics assume that cultural texts such as cinema, TV
soap opera, music, painting parallel and duplicate real-life power struggles between
genders. Cultural texts naturalize the oppression of women through their stereo-
typical representation of women as weak/vulnerable, seductress, obstacle, sexual
object or a procreating device. The task of criticism, therefqre, is to reveal the
underlying ideologies within these texts because these ideologies are instrumental

In continuing women’s oppression.

Feminism’s key political and th

eoretical stance is this: The inequalities that
exist between men and women are not natural but social, not pm—qrdajned but
created by men so that they retain power. Religion, the family, education, the a_rts%
knowledge systens are all social and cultural ‘structures tl}at enable the ﬁpe@
teinforcement of this inequality. These structures are effective means of reinforcing

i o Vi
male domination because they do not appearoppressn-fe.'lhe} retain powzlrlze:l?:,i;
with their ability to persuade, the structures convince the woman that s
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i Femihist culiural theory analyses prevalent ¢
represehted in cﬁIfUIjO" fé_rg'hs m(?; hfera’rure, e of women reflect
an approach that focuses on how Spch represEtialgns QI e e
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tructures
o be subordinated. Cultural structur

destined t that seek and attain

- 4 beliefs
viding a system of Lz} ideslosriee 0 3
prg d'nt;.ted )I?eminist theory works to unpack these ideologies of -
e ) ) S PTs NS 27 e 9 '“—.
Sig[t_'af)"ses gender relations: how gender relations are constructed -
an S - = 1 P &3 PR o - . ,_‘U,::}-
Toril Moi is emphatic that feminiee ..}
enced (by both men and Womti-ltl.)-.‘_,____,_-aQ o lid of S Gty
a political project: ‘Feminist criacism .. 1S 2 SpECHic = xa Of political Qiscony,,
- 1 £t «t 'y s - - =y 2
it i ractice committed to the struggle 2Zainst patripe s
critical and theoretical p by 2
sexism’ (1987: 204). e i
1 [~ S 2S Deer - 1
Since the 1990s even this stance of the feminists has been questig ed o
by the “Third World’ (i.e., non-white) women thinkers. The postcolonia £, . .-

r d F = - 1 "‘nimgis
3 2o 2f T € i o - -
suggest that the category ‘women' is itself 2 dominating ideology Decanse i se8g

only white women and their lives as standards. The posteolonial critics haye arued
that women are not homogeneous and that the experiences of 2 woman i, Interjy
Rajasthan or Kenya cannot be compared with that of a white womap banker oy
Wall Street. As we shall see, the “Third World or postcolonial feminism hag refined
feminist theory to account for race as a crucial category in analysing gender,
A timeline for the twentieth-century feminist thought would be as follows

" 1830-1920: First wave—suffragette movement, civil rig

ghts movement
o 1?603: S_e?ond wave—networking of women's groups, deeper engagement
with political debates

 1980s: Post-feminism—cyberfeminism, ecofeminism and the emergence of
a postcolonial slant to feminist theory

"Women’s studies’ as a discipline began in the
established in other First World nati
on, and built upon,

USA in the late 1960s and was
ons in the 1970s. Women’s studies has focnsed
three key areas in feminist theory:
® Feminist critiques of knowledge (where knowledge is seen as generated
and controlled by men and which excludes women's knowledge),

The recovery of women’s texts, modes of knowing and experiences, and B¢
ree;raluation of existing epistemological, pedagogic and cultural pracic™
. (2

The shift from liberal feminist VIEWS to more socialist and radical views o
gender roles and culture, .

_ Gender Styq
gender studies was encouraged
Posteolonial womers ot
’ mens studies ip Asiz
women's health, legal righss
tribal and the Dalj; wom

seen in the works o
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4 and Africa have fofegmunded 1s{uof B¢

isommc 2buse, wage legislation, the ﬂg}.ﬂ? es, ¥

fSus;:L the czse of India_for example, feminist mnq;_’ ¢
Tharu, Te; iz jana and others, call 3t
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e other crucial factors in gender identities, namely, caste and class, The Dalit
oman as subaltern figure, as opposed to the upper-caste,
Gonal woman, constitutes, correctly, new

Loproach NOwW called ‘Dalit feminism),

With more sophisticated theorizing about gender (the work of R. W. Connell
for example), 2 related development has been masculinity studies (with a fu]l,
journal devoted ta the subject). Sexuality studies now includes lesbian, gay and
bisexual studies (under the aegis of LGBT, or Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual Theory) and
explores the domain of transsexuality and transgender cultures.

‘ upper-class profes-
subjects’in gender studies (and a critical

OPENING MOVES

THE GENDER TURN: MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT
AND THE RIGHTS OF WOMEN

The changing levels of literacy and cheaper publishing with the arrival of printing
in early modern Europe meant that more women read about others’ lives, and
wrote about their own. However, European feminism as #heory might be traced
back to the eighteenth-century writings of Mary Wollstonecraft.

In an age where the labour of men (whether in the field or in literature) was
privileged over that of women, Wollstonecraft provided the first major theoretical
exploration of gender inequality.

In her ﬁi!WlWoﬂsmnecm& rejected the
established view that women are naturally weaker or inferior to men. The unequal
nature of gender relations, she proposed, was because the lack of education kept
the women in a secondary position. Wollstonecraft proposed that women must be
treated as equals because they play a crucial role in society, namely, bringing up
children. Women themselves should strive to become ‘companions’ rather than
mere wives to their husbands. For this change in status and role, women should
acquire an education. Here Wollstonecraft attacks male thinkers like Rousseau
who had argued that women did not need an education. Wollstonecraft astutely
unpacked the stereotype of the woman as a creature of sent‘ime_nt wl.len she argue.d
that the woman prone to excessive emotions abandoned rnhqnahty. It was this
tendency, Wollstonecraft argued, that kept the women sub‘ordmatcd. Inﬁuem.:ed
by the ideas of the European Enlightenment,“’ollstone.c%‘att suggeSt.ed that ratio-
nality angd reason must be given importance over sensibility and.fe.el?ng. .

; Wollst_onecraft noted the significant contribution of th.e ioc1fﬂ121ng Proof:“;t::
© subordination of women. She was one of the first thinkers to propos ;
8nder roles are not natural but social. Thus, the love of finery (jewellery an

:Sl.ﬁon), romance or beauty in women was not natural. The \\-'le;lan. l}as l'}i:.i
.Oq}alliled and trained to believe that these are what make her truly feminine. lha
15,t

i stne i ' 1ally given
¢ characteristics one associates with the feminine inwomen are socially gi .
values so that she fits into the category ot
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e natural to femininity 5q . .
o ‘« <hift—from femininity as - S_S0¢Cig).
the feminine. This shift aft was thus one of al\xs

Wollstonecraft’s major contribution. Wollstonezr by the PiOneerS
who moved away from a biological view of.gen erd Lt Cgf o.ne, Wl_lere she ¢
social norms, values, laws and cultural practices s deman m’[}% ‘mposing ang ,
ommending particular forms of behaviour from womer;. € Woman hyq |, e
choice, in Wollstonecraft’s critique, but to adopt thes.e orms and normg; if
didn’t she would be treated as a freak, a monster or a witch. Thus, the Woman
sented to feminine roles and to her own subordination.

While Wollstonecraft was radical in secking education as a means of ‘improy.
ing’the women’s position in society, she was hesitant to upset the gender hierarchje,
Wollstonecraft, for instance, believed that men did have superior Virtues,
‘Education’, as Wollstonecraft saw it, was about ‘improvement’. But she did not
see it as a means of overturning hierarchies of power. Thus, she believed that edu-
cation should instill a love for the domestic life. In effect, then, Wollstonecraft was
proposing a clear distinction between genders.

on-

MARGARET FULLER, X\/OMEN'S EDUCATION AND REFORM
In the USA Margaret Fullcr’sr;\c‘g{it':ric':lnjﬁ1 and writings, especially her Woman in the
Nineteenth Century (1845), can be seen as a parallel origin for Western feminism
(ﬁBng with Wollstonecraft’s). Like Wollstonecraft, Fuller believed that education
was the means of emancipation for women. Education, employment and political
rights were Fuller’s key planks, and she championed these throughout her life.
Unlike Wollstonecraft, Fuller, however, did not support specific gender-roles. She
believed that women need not be confined to the domestic me no
feminine’ roles (she was herself a distinguished editor and journalist).

Fuller was also a radical thinker in that she questioned the categories of
gender. There cannot be 2 completely ‘masculine’ male, just as there is no truly
feminine’ female; each contains a bit of the other, argued Fuller. In the late twen-
tieth-century criticism the concept of androgyny and the transcendence of gender
would become a major theoretical move, but it was Fuller who first propOUnded it
(influenced, no doubt, by mysticism, but no Jess powerful for that).

Fuller extended her concerns with gender roles and unequal power relations
to classes (and. here she differs from Wollstonecraft). She supported prison reform
(and was particularly keen on ensuring proper conditions for women prisone’

and was one of the first to seek g solidarity between African Americans 4
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s o Oney O 1 (1929) and Three Guineas (1938), Woolf explored gender rela-
:1 “One of the first writers to develop a woman-centric notion of reading and
st \'1\‘1\.\‘\\“‘“ argued that the patriarchal education systems and rc,uhﬂg_llrac—
foes prevent women n‘.\dcn from reading as women. "\C\ are constantly trained
<ad from the men's point of view. Aesthetics, values, lltcr.\r) merits and tradi-
son &re adopted by male literary authors and critics within the patriarchal
_irutons (such as the university or publishing). These aesthetics, values and
-:-r'.t\ we then touted and pmmotcd as universal even though they are clearly
aale-centerad. The women are also trained to 1dopt these aesthetics, values and
merits as universal. The effect is that the woman's experience does not ever inform
e reading. Womenss texts, when available, are rejected by the male critics as
minor or domestic without any virtue. Women readers, following in and trained
within the male-defined forms of reading, agree with this assessment. As a result,
Woolf notes, women's texts do not survive except as the poor cousins of the male
suthored texts.

Woolt also argued that authorship itself is gendered. The language available to
the woman is patriarchal and inherently sexist. But the woman author, having no

other language at her command, is forced to use this sexist language, a language

:.*1;: oes not capture the woman's experience. Diction, realism, linearity, order—

literary modes that have been promoted as ‘true’ aesthetics, are all

male-generated. Works by women that do not possess these qualities are rejected.

T us, for a woman author to be accepted, she must per force use these same quali-
in her writing.

Woolf was, however, careful to ensure that she was not privileging the female
way of thinking. Her idea of the androgynous creative mind (first elaborated in 4
Room of One’s O’"n), and perhaps one ot "Ther most controversial ideas, was an

mempt to go beyond the male/female binary. Woolt argued, building on the psy-

c.‘ologzc‘.l theories of Carl Jung, that

Ij-

\

» each of us two powers  preside, one male, one femalelgnd in the man’s brain the
1an p rcdonnnare~ over the woman, and in the woman’s brain- the woman predoml-

es over the man, The normal and comfortable state of bemg is that when thc two
Gve in harmony together, spiritually co-operating .. . (2006:102)

-a;.;

v
el

The best artists, believed Woolf, were always : ination of the man and the

Woman, or ‘man-womanly, and_woman-= panly’,as she termed it (103). In her

“*—
no' el Or!aml’(f’)‘i oolf would explore this androgynous state where man
&'lcr woman as mind swudx p].lu.b in the same body. Later French feminists such

S ——————— .

as Hélene C Cmous and I auce Irigaray (scc bclow) woul'm;o build on this notion ¢  of

- L S

‘mdru;'\ nv
After Woolf and the rise of the Women’s Movement in the 1960s we have
what is now termed Second Wave of icmuuam Before we explore the arguments
and % o +ed to study | |
nd approaches within second-wave feminism we need to study how gender and

sexuality have been analysed within contemporary cultural theory. Contemporary
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3 W riti f patriarchy i
cocial constructivist views of gcndcr owe much to critiques oI p hy in the
SC « DARREA

mmonc de Beauvoir. TS bas ed on E)U‘S'*eﬂ:"’b—( gde

COMRe ' = {ded
SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR AND EXISTENTIAL FEMINISM

De Beauvoir's status as a feminist has always been open to fiebate.”{he reason ligg
Hot in her own work but in the contexts in which the work c1rc:}11ated. De BCaUYoir
was writing in the late 1940s, and her views were then truly r adlcat1‘. %ut'zy th? time
she began to be popular in the English-speaking world, many of the ideas in her
work were common currency and hence did not attract attention as I&dlCE?.l at all.
De Beauvoir argued in her most famous work, Tbe Second Sex (PthS}Eiig
French in 1949; English translation, 1984), that men are able to myst.lfy women,
This mystification and stereotyping, she argued, was m'strumental In creating
patriarchy. She argued that women, in turn, accepted this stereotype, and were
thus instruments of their own oppression. She further argued that women were
always the negative of the men, where man was the ideal, the norm and the woman
the deviant or the Other, who sought perfection by trying to be as much like the
Mmeasurcd by the standard of men and found ‘inferior’,
This is the process of Othering where women will always be seen, not as indepen-
dent or unique but as a variation and flawed version of the Male. Men and Women
are, therefore, constantly engaged in this Subject—Other relation where the Man
is the Subject and the Woman the Other. It is based on this myth of the woman

as inferior Other that gender inequalities are perpetuated in society.

De Beauvoir’s major insight was that there is no ‘essence’ of a woman, a
woman is constructed as such by men a iety. As she puts it: ‘One is not born a

woman but becomes one’ (1984: 267). De Beauvoir's main thesis is that biological

sex and social gender are not accidental: Patriarchy makes use of sexual difference
S0 as to maintain an inequality between men and women. It (
that, biologically speaking,
ralizes inequality as a pre-o
that while sexual differenc
injustice and inequality,
De Beauvoir proposed that wo

patriarchy) argues
women are unequal to men—an argument that natu-
rdained condition of biology itself. De Beauvoir argues
e is real and unalterable, it cannot be the grounds for

Torerarl A men must take charge of their own choice.
nstead of being the negative, inferior Other, they must become Subjects in their

own ng;lt. They need not be restricted by or to the roles and identities fostered or
1mpo;e on them b.Y patriarchy. As a true existentialist de Beauvoir was arguing 2
case for women being responsible for themselves— 2 process that might require
some socialization among women.

De Beauvoir thus offers feminism two key ideas: (i) the social construction of

gender. where women accept their men-ordained roles a5 women and (ii) the
necessity for women to take responsibility and choose for themselves. thfl
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lmd.m helped launch second-wave feminism. De Beauvoir’s major
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Jiference, but roles that are then seen as ‘natural’ and timeless.

SEX AND GENDER

as to shift the focus from a biological substrate to the man/woman
o a social one. She located gender as a social category rather than a merely
ological on¢, arguing that women are socially conditioned, trained and pre-
<0 as to assume the role of ‘women’. In this de Beauvoir was one of the first
ts to turn to a social constructionist argument of gender where social con-
oning, contexts and structures create specific roles based on the biological

Sex and gender do not mean the same thing within feminist studies. The first
moves in making this distinction were made in second-wave feminist thinking.
These moves also marked a shift from the biology-based arguments about male

and female to a more social-centered one.

/THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF GENDER

Feminist cultural theory calls for distinguishing between sex and gender. As we
have seen in the previous section, the French feminist philosopher Simone de
Beauvoir was an early proponent of the social constructionist view of sex and

gender.

Sex is biological, and includes anatomy and physiology. ‘The reproductive
systems of men and women are biological, but they are invested with particular
meanings through a social process. Take a simple biological fact: Women are bio-
logically capable of bearing children. This is not a disputable statement. Now take

the values associated with the biological act of child-bearing:
¢ Motherhood becomes a symbol of the true ‘female’,

e It becomes the central role for women to perform (no woman is complete

unless she bears children),
* Nurturing a child is the woman’s ‘natural’ job.

" Feminists argue that none of these three is biological: They are social values attrib-
uted to biological acts. This means that the woman’s biology and biological functions

P ———— TR f e s N TR . T T P A
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Sex is bnolog:col but the values and meanings associated with the i
female and male body are socially ascribed. Gender is this system of

"@ mosculme refer io ihe socml values ossugned to these

values and meanings. If sex and biology s nature, then gender is about 1
the social and, Therefore, culture. ‘Female’ and ‘male’ refer to the bio-
logical (onoiom|ccl and physiological) characteristics, wh|le 'feminine

P eren s bR B
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are evaluated, determined and gmvcrncd not mcrcly as biology but from, the
social values attributed to them. This attribution of values is what CONSLtteg
render. |

£¢ m.;]lms\ sex it biological,gender is social. In Gayle Rnh.in'u \’an:(‘n: ‘f'ﬂcx ‘is,‘ sex, bu
what counts as sex is ... culturally determined and obtained (u‘tul m‘( tlover ang
Kaplan, 2000: xxv). The key phrases here '.u?cl in de BF:mvmr are ‘counts’ ang|
‘becomes’ respectively, and refer to the evaluation and :}SSIgt]cd to p.’ll‘thll.lilr sexes
and the civilizing/socializing processes that make the ft:fnalc A woman, Giender i
a system of roles and values assigned to the biological traits and .functmns. In other
words, gender is a social construction, a process whereby meanings are allotted t,,
the acts like birth, sex (as in sexual intercourse), homosexuality and nurture,
Feminist theory argues that gender is an ideology because

e it naturalizes what is a social performance (the woman’s role),

¢ it naturalizes inequality between the sexes by proposing that the biologicyl
differences are the determining factors rather than economic, social or
educational ones, and

® it proposes and reinforces the difference in social performances (men's
roles, women's roles) as natural, pre-ordained and unalterable.

The woman is made to accept the idea that she is made or born to be a mother, a
device for procreation and nurture. The lower wages of the woman are justified by
suggesting that the woman is weaker and less efficient. Woman’s writing is rejected
on the grounds that it deals only with the less important issues like the home.
What we see in each of these cases is that the social differences are masked in
favour of the biological difference. The economic and political inequalities-in the
society are ignored because the biological categories and differences are invoked.

The feminist attempt has been to try and end this biological determinism in

with men'(1986: 8),

However, one maj i

Jor problem with this not; i

. : 10n ial : >
and category is that it sees gender al e s T e

i B
offer the individual a choice in the matter of gender because society assigns it t0

gender, according to the
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