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ENG 4U1
Feminist Criticism 


Feminists argue that in the West the past has been dominated by men—whether they be the politicians in power or the historians recording it all—Western literature reflects a masculine bias, and consequently, represents an inaccurate and harmful image of women. In order to fix this image and create a balanced canon, works by females and works about females should be added and judged on a different, feminine scale.


The social movement of feminism found its approach to literature in the 1960s. Of course, women had already been writing and publishing for centuries, but the 1960s saw the rise of a literary theory. Until then, the works of female writers (or works about females) were examined by the same standards as those by male writers (and about men). Women were thought to be less intelligent (at least in part because they were generally less formally educated than men); it was not until the feminist movement was well under way that readers began examining old texts to reevaluate their portrayals of women and writing new works to fit the “modern woman.” 


The feminist approach is based on finding suggestions of misogyny (negative attitudes about women) within pieces of literature and exposing them. They have even dissected many words in Western languages that are believed to be rooted in masculinity.
Three main areas of study/points of criticism:

1. differences between men and women

2. women in power or power relationships between men and women

3. the female experience

1. Differences between men and women


The basic assumption is that gender determines everything, includ​ing values and language. The literary canon (reading list) must be expanded to include the study of those genres in which women “traditionally” write: journals, diaries, and personal letters, and take note of the differences in the topics or issues about which men and women write and the perspectives from which they write about them.

2. Women in power or power relationships between men and women


Feminist theory evaluates the patriarchal impulses to attack the social, economic, and political standing of women. It explores whether women have any ‘real’ power and, if so, what type it is. Feminist theorists assume that society has not treated all of its constituencies with equality, and literature is a means by which inequities can be identified, protested, and possibly rectified (e.g. the division of labor and economics between men and women)

3. The female experience


On the most basic level, women experience different things in life than men do. A feminist theorist examines what aspects of feminine life are included in the work; the point of view through which the events are told (e.g., is it male or female?) They pay close attention to how the narrator, male or female, treats the events (e.g., are they depicted with sensi​tivity, harshness, etc.).


Feminists reject any view of female personality in contrast to male personal​ity. They believe that the female personality is a separate entity from the male personality, and if judged by the same measures, is judged incorrectly. The female personality can stand independent of the male personality, and vice versa. 


Though traditionally women have been portrayed as depen​dent on men for everything, the fact is that men are dependent on women for the most basic necessity in the world—birthing children. A male’s relationship to his mother has always been portrayed as a very strong bond (whether in the Freudian theory of the Oedipal complex or modern phrases such as “Mama’s boy”).


Finally, a feminist theorist might explore the concept that men and women are both incomplete with​out each other (women cannot conceive without men, etc.) not of feminine “incompleteness” alone (Adam’s rib, Freudian theories on sexuality, etc.).

Essential questions for a feminist reading:

1. What stereotypes of women are present? Are female characters over​simplified? Weak? Foolish? Excessively naive?

2. Do the female characters play major or minor roles in the action of the work? Are they supportive or independent? Powerless or strong? Subservient or in control?

3. If the female characters have any power, what kind is it? Political? Economic? Social? Psychological? Sexual? (and if sexual, is the power exercised according to sexist rules?)
4. How do the characters of one gender interact with the characters of the other gender? 
5. Is the work, in general, sympathetic to female characters? Too sym​pathetic?

6.  What are the predominant images? Are they images usually associ​ated with women? Why or why not?

7. Overall, do you think that the female characters are believable (based on women you know)? For that matter, do you think that the male characters are believable
