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Abstract

This paper examines the evolution of feminist literary criticism from the early 20th century to the
present, tracing major theoretical shifts across first-, second-, and third-wave feminism.
Beginning with Simone de Beauvoir and Virginia Woolf's foundational insights into gender as a
social construct and women'’s creative autonomy, it explores the expansion of feminist critique in
the 1960s and 70s through thinkers like Kate Millett and Elaine Showalter. The study then
transitions to late 20th-century developments, particularly Judith Butler’s poststructuralist notion
of gender performativity and Gayatri Spivak’s postcolonial feminist lens. Using textual and
theoretical references, this paper maps how feminist thought has adapted across generations to
interrogate power, identity, and voice in literature. The work highlights how intersectionality,
postmodernism, and global perspectives have reshaped feminist criticism, making it increasingly
nuanced and inclusive.

Keywords: feminist literary criticism, gender performativity, poststructuralism, intersectionality,
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Introduction

Feminist literary criticism has profoundly transformed the way scholars read, interpret, and
evaluate literature. Originating within the broader feminist movement, it began as a reaction
against the exclusion of women from literary canons and gradually matured into an academic
discipline that interrogates how literature constructs and perpetuates gender roles and hierarchies.
Early foundational voices such as Simone de Beauvoir and Virginia Woolf had an important
impact on the direction of this discourse. In The Second Sex (1949), Beauvoir famously declared,
“One is not born, but rather becomes a woman,” highlighting that femininity is not natural but
socially constructed (Beauvoir 301). Similarly, Woolf, in 4 Room of One’s Own (1929), argued
that a woman needs “money and a room of her own” to write, emphasizing the economic and
social barriers that historically silenced women’s creative expression (Woolf 4).

In the 1970s, second-wave feminism advanced feminist literary criticism further by focusing on
cultural and institutional factors that shape women's representation. Kate Millett’s Sexual
Politics (1970) challenged biological determinism, stating that gender roles are “essentially
cultural” and reinforced by literature (Millett 26). Elaine Showalter introduced the term
"gynocriticism" to study women’s literature from within female literary traditions, rather than
from male-dominated frameworks (Showalter 25). Additionally, Sandra Gilbert and Susan
Gubar’s The Madwoman in the Attic (1979) interpreted 19th-century women’s literature as
encoding rebellion against patriarchal constraints, arguing that the “madwoman” trope
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symbolizes women’s suppressed rage (Gilbert and Gubar 73).

As feminist criticism evolved, it faced internal critique, especially from scholars focusing on
race, class, and colonialism. Chandra Talpade Mohanty, in her essay “Under Western Eyes”
(1988), critiqued Western feminism for assuming a universal female experience and argued that
such assumptions erase the historical and cultural specificities of Third World women (Mohanty
66). Gayatri Spivak further complicated feminist discourse in her essay “Can the Subaltern
Speak?” (1988), asserting that the voices of colonized women are doubly marginalized—by
imperialism and patriarchy—and thus are often unheard even within feminist spaces (Spivak
287).

In the 1990s, poststructuralist approaches like Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble (1990) redefined
feminist criticism. Butler contended that gender is not a stable identity but “a stylized repetition
of acts,” suggesting that gender is performed rather than biologically determined (Butler 33).
This idea revolutionized literary criticism by prompting scholars to analyze texts not only for
representations of women but also for how gender itself is constructed and performed within
narratives.

Today, feminist literary criticism incorporates intersectionality—a term popularized by Kimberlé
Crenshaw—to explore how overlapping systems of oppression shape literary representation.
Contemporary feminist readings consider how race, class, sexuality, ability, and nationality
intersect in literature. For instance, critics often study how writers like Toni Morrison, Arundhati
Roy, and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie navigate complex female identities shaped by these
overlapping forces. Thus, feminist literary criticism continues to evolve, embracing global,
ecological, and queer perspectives to interrogate how literature reflects and reshapes our
understanding of gender and power.

From Existential Foundations to Literary Autonomy

The publication of Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1949) marked a watershed moment in
feminist intellectual history and laid the foundation for feminist literary criticism. De Beauvoir
challenged essentialist ideas of femininity by stating, “One is not born, but rather becomes a
woman” (Beauvoir 301). This declaration reframed womanhood as a socio-cultural construct
rather than a biological given. She emphasized that societal institutions—from family to religion
to education—instill gender roles so deeply that they are perceived as natural, thereby masking
the power dynamics embedded within them. De Beauvoir’s existentialist philosophy argued that
women's oppression results not from biology but from social structures that define them as the
“Other.” This conceptualization of femininity has profoundly influenced feminist theorists and
literary critics, encouraging them to interrogate how literary texts reinforce or contest such
constructions.

Parallel to de Beauvoir’s philosophical interventions, Virginia Woolf offered a distinctly literary
critique in A Room of One’s Own (1929). Woolf contended that systemic deprivation—
particularly lack of education and financial independence—had long barred women from literary
authorship. She famously argued that “a woman must have money and a room of her own if she
is to write fiction” (Woolf 4). For Woolf, intellectual freedom was predicated on material
stability, a condition historically denied to most women. Through her semi-fictional narrative,
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she exposed how women’s voices were muted in patriarchal literary traditions. Woolf’s imagined
character, Shakespeare’s sister, symbolizes the silenced potential of countless talented women
stifled by societal constraints.

Although Woolf’s insights were groundbreaking, they were not without limitations. Critics like
Toni Zimmerman argue that Woolf’s perspective largely reflects the experiences of privileged,
white, English women and overlooks the compounded oppressions faced by working-class or
colonized women (Zimmerman 35). This critique later formed the basis of intersectional
feminism, which expanded the lens of analysis to consider class, race, and colonialism in the
production and reception of literature.

Second-Wave Feminism: Cultural Construction and Gynocriticism

The 1960s and 70s marked the second wave of feminism, during which literary criticism became
more radical in its interrogation of patriarchal narratives and institutions. Kate Millett’s Sexual
Politics (1970) became a landmark text that dissected the ways in which male-dominated
literature perpetuates gender inequality. Millett wrote, “Sexual politics obtains consent through
the socialization of both sexes to basic patriarchal polities in regard to temperament, role, and
status” (Millett 26). She viewed patriarchy as a political institution and literature as one of its
mechanisms, thereby shifting the critical gaze from content alone to the power dynamics
underlying literary production and reception.

Building on Millett’s groundwork, Elaine Showalter developed the concept of gynocriticism,
which sought to study women’s literature not merely in contrast to men’s but as a distinct
tradition with its own aesthetics, themes, and experiences. In A Literature of Their Own (1977),
Showalter traced the evolution of women’s writing from the “feminine” phase of imitation to the
“feminist” phase of protest and finally to the “female” phase of self-discovery (Showalter 13).
Her methodology sought to uncover patterns and themes in women’s writing that had been
historically overlooked or undervalued.

This period also witnessed a wave of feminist reinterpretations of canonical literature. Sandra
Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s The Madwoman in the Attic (1979) stands out for its psychoanalytic
and symbolic readings of 19th-century women’s novels. They argued that many female
characters who were written as mad, monstrous, or angelic symbolized the split identities
imposed by patriarchal culture. For example, their reading of Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre posits
Bertha Mason, the so-called “madwoman in the attic,” as a symbol of the female author’s rage
against restrictive gender norms (Gilbert and Gubar 85).

However, this phase of feminist criticism faced pushback for its lack of inclusivity. Most of the
scholarship focused on white, middle-class, Anglophone women writers, marginalizing voices
from diverse racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds. This limitation would be addressed in the
decades that followed, as feminist criticism expanded into global and intersectional domains.
Postmodern and Poststructuralist Interventions

The 1990s marked a transformative moment in feminist literary criticism, driven by postmodern
and poststructuralist theoretical paradigms. Foremost among these was Judith Butler, whose
seminal work Gender Trouble (1990) challenged essentialist conceptions of gender. Butler
argued that gender is “a stylized repetition of acts” (140), not a stable, internal truth. According
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to her theory of gender performativity, identity is constructed through reiterated behaviors,
gestures, and cultural rituals. This shifted the focus of feminist literary inquiry from fixed
categories like “woman” to more dynamic questions about how identity is linguistically and
socially produced.

Butler’s assertion—that “gender is not something one is, but something one does”—
revolutionized feminist approaches to literature (Butler 33). Rather than reading texts solely for
female representation, critics now examined how narratives and characters perform gender roles
through speech, posture, dress, and interaction. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy
explains that, for Butler, gender categories are “not merely descriptive, but always normative,
and as such, exclusionary” (Allen). This insight forces a reconsideration of literary characters not
as static types, but as participants in the social production of gender through narrative form and
language.

This poststructuralist turn was deeply indebted to the works of Michel Foucault and Jacques
Derrida. Foucault’s concept of discourse, power, and surveillance—articulated in texts like The
History of Sexuality—encouraged feminist critics to examine how literary forms regulate and
construct knowledge about bodies and sexuality (Foucault 92). Drawing from Derrida, critics
also began to deconstruct binary oppositions (such as male/female, rational/emotional) that
structure traditional narratives. This helped expose how language itself participates in patriarchal
ideologies.

In literary practice, poststructuralist feminism emphasized the instability of meaning, identity,
and authorship. Angela Carter’s The Bloody Chamber (1979), for example, reworks classic fairy
tales to subvert gender norms and expose how femininity is a cultural fabrication. Similarly,
Jeanette Winterson’s Written on the Body (1992) offers a gender-ambiguous narrator, thereby
illustrating Butler’s thesis that gender identity is unstable and performative. These texts,
frequently analyzed in feminist poststructuralist discourse, reject coherent, fixed identities in
favor of fluid, contested selves.

Moreover, Butler critiques feminism’s reliance on a unified category of “woman” as politically
limiting. She writes, “The identity of the feminist subject ought not to be the foundation of
feminist politics” (Butler x). By this, she means that feminism should not assume a universal
female experience, as doing so marginalizes queer, trans, and nonbinary voices. This insight has
had profound implications: it has opened up feminist literary criticism to include queer theory,
trans studies, and other intersectional frameworks.

Postmodern feminist critics like Donna Haraway also contributed to this discursive expansion.
Haraway’s A Cyborg Manifesto (1991) rejected essentialist feminist narratives, advocating
instead for hybrid identities that transcend traditional binaries. She states, “I would rather be a
cyborg than a goddess,” suggesting that embracing complexity and technological hybridity is
more liberating than returning to mythic femininity (Haraway 181). In literary analysis, this
approach has led critics to valorize speculative fiction, post-apocalyptic narratives, and hybrid
genres as productive sites for feminist resistance.

In summary, postmodern and poststructuralist interventions reshaped feminist literary criticism
by questioning fixed categories of identity and revealing how literature participates in the
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performative production of gender. Critics no longer ask simply whether women are fairly
represented, but how texts enact or disrupt norms of sex, sexuality, and power through their very
form, language, and structure.

Postcolonial and Intersectional Feminism

The integration of postcolonial theory into feminist literary criticism marked a pivotal moment in
expanding the discipline’s global relevance and inclusivity. Central to this development is
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s landmark essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1988), which
critiques the limitations of Western intellectual discourse in representing marginalized voices,
particularly those of women from the Global South. Spivak argues that the “subaltern,” a term
borrowed from Antonio Gramsci to denote the socially and politically oppressed, is doubly
silenced when gender intersects with colonial history. As she states, colonized women are caught
“between patriarchy and imperialism,” a dual structure that renders their voices inaccessible and
agency obscured (Spivak 287). Her critical intervention suggests that both Western feminist
scholars and indigenous patriarchal systems contribute to the erasure of subaltern women’s
subjectivity.

Spivak's provocative question—can the subaltern speak?—is not just rhetorical; it exposes the
epistemological violence involved in speaking for or about the other. In literary criticism, this
perspective has urged scholars to interrogate not only how female characters are depicted in
postcolonial texts, but also who gets to narrate, interpret, and validate their stories. For example,
in texts like Tsitsi Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions or Mahasweta Devi’s Draupadi, feminist
critics explore how women challenge or internalize the ideologies of both colonial rule and local
patriarchal traditions.

Similarly, Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s essay “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and
Colonial Discourses” (1988) critiques how mainstream feminist discourse often universalizes
the category of “woman” without accounting for historical and cultural specificity. Mohanty
warns against a homogenizing tendency within Western feminism that constructs “Third World
women” as a singular, monolithic group defined by oppression. She writes, “What seems to
constitute women of the third world as a group is their shared oppression. This focus, however,
tends to overlook the heterogeneity of their lived experiences” (Mohanty 72). According to
Mohanty, such a viewpoint “discursively colonizes” the diverse material realities of non-Western
women (66), reducing them to passive victims instead of complex historical agents.

These critiques introduced a powerful shift in feminist literary studies. They emphasized that any
meaningful analysis must be intersectional—attuned not only to gender, but also to race, class,
caste, nationality, religion, and colonial history. Intersectionality, a concept popularized by
Kimberlé Crenshaw in the late 1980s, reinforced this approach by showing how multiple forms
of oppression interact and compound. Crenshaw's legal work underscored that the experiences of
Black women, for example, could not be fully understood through frameworks focusing solely
on race or gender in isolation (Crenshaw 1245).

In the context of literary criticism, intersectionality challenges scholars to examine how texts
represent overlapping identities and systems of power. For example, in Toni Morrison’s Beloved,
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the protagonist Sethe is shaped not only by her gender but also by the racial and historical trauma
of slavery. Similarly, in Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things, issues of caste, colonialism,
and gender intersect in the lives of its female characters, illustrating the layered oppressions that
define their existence.

Furthermore, contemporary feminist theorists have extended intersectional analysis to
transnational and diasporic literature. Writers like Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, Jhumpa Labhiri,
and Bapsi Sidhwa depict women negotiating identities shaped by migration, religion, and
globalization. These narratives resist simplistic readings and demand nuanced interpretations that
acknowledge multiplicity and contradiction.

Ultimately, postcolonial and intersectional feminism has broadened the scope of feminist literary
criticism by destabilizing universal categories and insisting on contextual specificity. It has
reshaped the discipline to reflect a more inclusive, pluralistic, and globally aware understanding
of gendered experience in literature.

Contemporary Feminism and Literary Studies

Contemporary feminist literary criticism has evolved into a richly pluralistic and
interdisciplinary field, incorporating frameworks such as intersectionality, ecocriticism, queer
theory, disability studies, and global feminism. Rather than adhering to a singular feminist lens,
scholars now recognize the necessity of attending to multiple, overlapping axes of identity and
power. This intellectual diversity stems from a sustained effort to move beyond the limitations of
earlier waves of feminism, which were often critiqued for privileging white, Western, and
heteronormative perspectives.

One of the most influential voices in this expansive turn is bell hooks, whose work consistently
emphasizes the interconnectedness of race, gender, class, and imperialism. In Feminist Theory:
From Margin to Center (1984), hooks introduced the powerful phrase “imperialist white-
supremacist capitalist patriarchy,” a term that captures the systemic entanglement of multiple
oppressive forces (hooks 15). Her work urges feminist scholars and activists to resist reductionist
analyses and instead embrace intersectionality as an analytical tool. As she writes, feminism
must be “committed to eradicating the ideology of domination that permeates Western culture on
various levels—sex, race, and class” (hooks 36). This insight has significantly shaped how
scholars analyze literary texts, prompting them to investigate how intersecting hierarchies
operate at both thematic and structural levels.

In the realm of literary studies, this expanded framework has allowed for deeper engagement
with diverse bodies of literature. Toni Morrison’s novels are frequently cited as exemplars of
intersectional feminist writing. Her characters—especially women—navigate histories of racial
trauma, gendered violence, and socio-economic marginalization. For instance, in Beloved (1987),
the protagonist Sethe is shaped by her experiences of slavery, motherhood, and trauma. Scholars
such as Barbara Christian and Hortense Spillers have praised Morrison for representing African
American womanhood as both embodied and historical, revealing how memory and identity are
shaped by systems of oppression (Christian 68; Spillers 80).
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Similarly, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s works, including Half of a Yellow Sun (2006) and We
Should All Be Feminists (2014), offer narratives rooted in postcolonial Nigerian contexts while
addressing broader feminist concerns. Adichie’s characters often confront the challenges of
navigating patriarchal norms within the legacies of colonialism and globalization. Her insistence
that “we should all be feminists” (Adichie 9) underscores the universality of gender inequality
while simultaneously insisting on cultural specificity. Scholars like Sarah Chiumbu argue that
Adichie’s fiction exemplifies “global Black feminism,” in which African feminist perspectives
are articulated without being subsumed under Western paradigms (Chiumbu 22).

Contemporary feminism also engages with environmental and ecological concerns, giving rise to
ecofeminism, a movement that links the exploitation of women and nature. Writers like
Margaret Atwood have explored themes of ecological collapse, reproductive control, and
gendered violence in dystopian narratives such as The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) and Oryx and
Crake (2003). Critics such as Greta Gaard have noted that ecofeminist literature emphasizes the
need for sustainable, relational ethics that challenge both patriarchy and environmental
degradation (Gaard 118).

Furthermore, queer feminist theory has expanded the boundaries of gender and sexuality in
literary analysis. Influenced by Judith Butler’s ideas of performativity, queer feminist criticism
destabilizes normative assumptions about identity and desire. For example, Alison Bechdel’s
graphic memoir Fun Home (2006) has been analyzed for its subversion of linear narrative and its
portrayal of non-binary gender expressions. The queer turn in feminist criticism has allowed for
more inclusive and fluid understandings of character, voice, and textual form.

Lastly, transnational feminism has gained momentum by foregrounding how globalization,
diaspora, and migration shape gendered experiences. Scholars such as Inderpal Grewal and
Caren Kaplan argue that feminist literary studies must account for the “scattered hegemonies”
(Grewal and Kaplan 14) that affect women’s lives differently across geopolitical spaces. This
approach resists both Western universalism and cultural essentialism, promoting a model of
feminism that is relational, localized, and politically attuned.

In sum, contemporary feminist literary criticism is not a monolithic or static enterprise but a
dynamic, evolving field. It continues to challenge the boundaries of literary canons, interpretive
methods, and identity categories. By embracing a multiplicity of perspectives and
methodologies, today’s feminist criticism reaffirms its commitment to justice, inclusivity, and
critical innovation in reading and interpreting literature.

Conclusion

Feminist literary theory has experienced a remarkable evolution since its inception, progressing
from a call for the inclusion of women writers into the literary canon to a robust,
interdisciplinary critique of power, identity, and representation in literature. Initially, theorists
like Simone de Beauvoir and Virginia Woolf laid the foundation by interrogating how gender is
socially constructed and how material and intellectual limitations shape women's creative
potential. Beauvoir’s existentialist framing of womanhood as a societal construct (Beauvoir 301)
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and Woolf’s advocacy for economic and spatial autonomy in 4 Room of One’s Own (Woolf 4)
offered powerful starting points for understanding gender in literature.

The second wave of feminism advanced these concerns by focusing on the cultural and political
dimensions of patriarchy. Figures like Kate Millett and Elaine Showalter shifted literary criticism
towards an analysis of how texts uphold or contest gender norms. Millett’s concept of “sexual
politics” (Millett 26) and Showalter’s development of gynocriticism (Showalter 25) emphasized
the need for critical frameworks grounded in women's lived experiences and literary traditions.
As feminist theory intersected with poststructuralism, Judith Butler’s theory of gender
performativity transformed how identity itself is conceptualized in literary texts. Her claim that
gender is “a stylized repetition of acts” (Butler 140) recast literature as a performative space
where identities are enacted and destabilized. Simultaneously, postcolonial and intersectional
critiques—particularly from Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Chandra Talpade Mohanty—
exposed how Western feminism often silences or misrepresents non-Western women. Spivak’s
assertion that the “subaltern as female is even more deeply in shadow” (Spivak 287) underscored
the urgency of addressing colonial and patriarchal dual oppressions.

Contemporary feminist criticism has embraced an even wider range of methodologies and
theoretical influences. bell hooks' concept of the “imperialist white-supremacist capitalist
patriarchy” (hooks 15) has become a touchstone in understanding how intersecting structures of
domination shape both literature and society. Today’s feminist scholars explore literature
through lenses including ecocriticism, queer theory, disability studies, and transnational
feminism, analyzing how texts engage with global systems of inequality and resistance. Works
by authors such as Toni Morrison, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, and Margaret Atwood are now
essential to feminist literary inquiry, offering narratives that reflect the complex realities of
gendered life across cultures, histories, and environments.

In conclusion, feminist literary criticism continues to be a dynamic, evolving field that
interrogates not only who gets to speak in literature, but how, why, and under what constraints. It
questions the production and dissemination of knowledge, challenges entrenched systems of
power, and reimagines literary spaces as sites of resistance, negotiation, and transformation. As it
adapts to emerging discourses and global contexts, feminist literary theory remains vital to
understanding literature’s role in both perpetuating and contesting gendered power.
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