
FEMINIST CRITICISM 

The emotional, sexual, and psychological stereotyping of 

females begins when the doctor says, "It's a girl."  

            ~Shirley Chisholm   



What is Feminism? 
The Search for Equality 

 

 

 Feminism refers to the belief in the 

social, political, and economic equality 

of the sexes; that each individual is a 

valuable human being in his or her own 

right, and feminism rejects patriarchy. 

 Feminism is the ideology that believes 

in the equal rights and opportunities for 

women in education, employment, and 

in the cultural and social life.    

 Patriarchy: A system where men are the decision-makers 

and hold positions of power and prestige 

Sex: Biological differences between man and woman 

Gender: The characteristics and behaviors according to 

the social roles of man and woman 



Men 

• Rational 

• Strong 

• Protective 

• Decisive 

• Taking strong action 

• The conscious mind 

 

Women 

• Emotional (irrational) 

• Weak 

• Nurturing 

• Submissive 

• Being passive  

• The unconscious, dreams, 

fantasies 

Traditional Gender Roles 

Traditional gender roles have been used successfully to justify inequities such as 

excluding women from equal access to leadership and decision-making positions, and 

paying men higher wages than women for doing the same job. 



Biological Differences 

 Feminists don’t deny the biological 

differences  between man and 

woman, but they don’t agree that  

these differences make men 

naturally superior to women, more 

intelligent, more logical, more 

courageous, or better leaders.  

 In her most famous quote, “one is 

not born, but rather becomes, a 

woman”1, Simone de Beauvoir 

highlights that being a woman is 

not determined by her biology, 

intelligence or psychology but 

determined by society, their 

fathers or their husbands.  
1Beauvoir, S. D. (1956) The Second Sex. Translated and Edited H. M. Parshley (Ed. & Trans.). London: Jonathan Cape, p. 273. 



Women=Nonsignificant Other 

 Aristotle states, “the male is by nature superior, and the 

female inferior; and the one rules and the other is ruled”.2  

 

 Women have been thought as inferior creatures by not 

only men but also women who are brainwashed to be 

less valuable and strong than men. This humiliating 

perspective towards women has caused them to be 

deprived of their natural rights in education, economics, 

art, science, politics, sport or literature. 

2Aristotle. (1999). Politics. (B. Jowett, Trans.). Kitchener: Batoche Books, p. 9.  



The Fundamental Goal of  

Feminism 

 to change the degrading 

views of women so that 

all women will realize 

they are not a 

‘nonsignificant other’ and 

will realize that each 

woman is a valuable 

person possessing the 

same privileges and 

rights as every man 



Feminist Criticism 

 Feminist criticism examines the ways in which literature (and 

other cultural productions) reinforces (makes stronger) or 

undermines (makes weaker) the economic, political, social, and 

psychological oppression of women. 

 Feminist criticism seeks to raise the consciousness about the 

importance and unique nature of women in literature, and to 

point out how language has been used to marginalize women. 



The Fundamental Goal of  

Feminist Criticism 

Feminist criticism fundamentally aims; 

  

“to increase our understanding of 

women’s experience, both in the past 

and present, and promote our 

appreciation of women’s value in the 

world”3 

3Tyson, L. (2006). Critical Theory Today. New York: Routledge, p. 119. 



First Wave Feminism: Historical Context 

(Late 1700s – Early 1900s) 

 Women were widely considered to be: 

• Intellectually inferior  

• Physically weak 

• Emotional, intuitive, irrational 

• Suited to the roles of wife and mother 

 A woman was expected to marry and to serve her husband. 

 In the traditional marriage vows, women promised to ‘obey’ 

their husbands. 

 Women could not vote. 



First Wave Feminism: Historical Context 

 They were not educated at schools/ universities and could 

only work in manual jobs. 

 A married women’s property and salary were owned by her 

husband. 

 Rape and physical abuse legal within marriage. 

 Divorce available to men but far more difficult for women. 

 Women had no rights to their children if they left a marriage. 

 Abortion was illegal. 



First Wave Feminism: Getting Started 

 Reform movements that 

united with the Seneca 

Falls Convention in 1848 

 

 Led by Elizabeth Cady 

Stanton, Lucretia Mott, and 

others 

 

 Main focus was the right to 

vote  

 

Lucretia Mott 

(1793-1880)  

 

Elizabeth Cady 

Stanton (1815-1902) 

 

Seneca Falls is a place (called hamlet which means a community smaller than village) in New York. 



The Seneca Falls Convention (1848) 

The Declaration of Sentiments 

 The Declaration of 

Sentiments was based on 

the Declaration of 

Independence.   

 

 It placed the responsibility 

on women to take action 

to protect themselves for 

the future. 

Sentiment means opinion. 



First Wave Feminism:  

“New Woman” and The Vote 

 ‘New Woman’: early 

20th century image of 

woman as self-reliant 

and engaged with the 

world. 

 In 1920, the 19th 

Amendment is passed, 

granting women the 

right to vote. 



Influential 

Women of 

First Wave 

Feminism  

 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton 
(1815-1902) 
 

 
Kate Chopin (1850-1904) 

 
Susan Brownell Anthony 
(1820-1906) 
 

 
Sojourner Truth  
(1797-1883) 
   

Karen Horney (1885-1952) 
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Mary Wollstonecraft 

(1759-1797) 

Mary Wollstonecraft was an English 

writer who defended women’s rights in 

her writings.  

One of the earliest feminist writings is 

Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the 

Rights of Women, in which she 

depicted women as an oppressed 

class regardless of social hierarchy.  

She criticizes stereotypes of women 

as emotional and instinctive. 

Wollstonecraft believed that women 

should enjoy social, legal, and 

intellectual equality with men. 



“Women are told from their 

infancy, and taught by the 

example of their mothers, that a 

little knowledge of human 

weakness, justly termed cunning, 

softness or temper, outward 

obedience, and a scrupulous 

attention to a puerile kind of 

propriety, will obtain for them the 

protection of man; and should 

they be beautiful, everything else 

is needless, for, at least, twenty 

years of their lives.”4  

A Vindication of  the Rights of Women (1792) 

4 Wollstonecraft, M. (1999). A Vindication of the Rights of Women. New York: Oxford University Press, p. 84. 



Virginia Woolf 

(1882-1941) 

Virginia Woolf was a British author 

who is considered to be one of the 

foremost figures of feminism in the 

twentieth century.  

She wrote A Room of One’s Own, a 

text that depicts female oppression.  

A Room of One’s Own is Woolf’s 

comprehensive answer to the 

‘woman problem’: the accusation of 

female inferiority in the arts and 

elsewhere.  



“A woman must have money and 

a room of her own if she is to 

write fiction.”5 

“Women have served all these 

centuries as looking-glasses 

possessing the magic and 

delicious power of reflecting the 

figure of a man at twice its 

natural size.”6 

A Room of One’s Own (1929) 

5Woolf, V. (1977). A Room of One’s Own. London: Grafton, p. 7. 
6Woolf, V. (1977). A Room of One’s Own. London: Grafton, p. 41. 



Second-Wave Feminism: Historical Context 

(1960s – 1980s) 

 Woman could attend school and university 

 Women did not receive equal pay for the 

same work 

 It was easier to gain a divorce but socially 

frown upon 

 Rape and physically abuse within marriage 

were illegal but husbands were rarely 

convicted 

 Abortion was still illegal 

 Women’s body were objectified in 

advertising 



Second Wave Feminism 
 

 The Second Wave Feminism which came as a response 
to the experiences of women after World War II is 
typically seen as starting in the 1960s and continuing 
into the 1990s. 

 

 It was particularly connected to other social movements 
occurring at the time, such as the anti-Vietnam 
protests and the civil rights movement.  

 

 It dealt with inequality of laws and pioneered by Betty 
Friedan. 



 

The “new social movement” dedicated to raising 
consciousness about 

 sexism and patriarchy 

 

 legalizing abortion and birth control 

 

 attaining equal rights in political and economic realms 

 

 and gaining sexual liberation 

Second Wave Feminism 



Second Wave Feminism 

Women achieved  
 

 abortion rights 

 reproductive freedom 

 other women’s health issues 

 integration in the workplace and into the political arena 

 equal funding 



Most important incidents 

 1966-the foundation of 

National Organization for 

Women (NOW) 

 1969-The American 

radical organization 

Redstockings organized 

 1977- The Canadian 

Human Rights Act  

 1980- the beginning of 

Second Wave in Turkey 

and Israel 



Influential women of  

second wave feminism 

Betty Freidan  

(1921-1960) 

The Feminine 

Mystique  

(1963) 



Simone De Beauvoir 

Simone De Beauvoir was a 

pioneering feminist, who wrote 

“The Second Sex”, in terms of 

women being perceived as the 

‘Other’ within a patriarchal 

society. This notion of the Woman 

as the ‘Other’ was a myth 

immortalized by men as woman 

had the ability to get pregnant, 

lactate, and menstruate, and is 

generally an invalid excuse to 

deem woman as a lesser being, 

or ‘second sex’.  



“Two separate beings, in 

different circumstances, face 

to face in freedom and seeking 

justification of their existence 

through one another, will 

always live an adventure full of 

risk and promise.”7 

7Beauvoir, S. D. (1956). The Second Sex. (H. M. Parshley, Ed. & Trans.). London: Jonathan Cape, p. 255. 



Third Wave Feminism: Historical Context 

(Early 1990s – present) 

 Women seem to be more 

equal to men. 

 

 Women are no longer 

obligated to marry or have 

children, and marriage is 

more equal. 

 

 The legal system is better at 

protecting women’s right.  



Third Wave Feminism 

 Third wave feminism was a continuation and response 
to the perceive failures of the second wave. 

 

 The movement that called as young feminist 
emphasizing collective action to effect changes and 
embrace the diversity represented by various 
feminisms.  

 

 They focused on a multicultural emphasis and tried to 
address problems stemming from sexism, racism, 
social class, inequality and homophobia.  



Third Wave Feminism 

 Third wave feminism seeks to challenge or avoid 

what it seems the second wave's ‘essentialist’ 

definitions of femininity, which often assumed a 

universal female identity and over-emphasized the 

experiences of upper-middle-class white women. 

 

 Third wave feminists such as Elle Green often focus 

on ‘micro-politics’, and challenge the second wave's 

paradigm as to what is, or is not, good for women.  



Most important incidents 

 1994- The Gender Equity in 
Education Act became law in 
the U.S. 

 1994- The Violence Against 
Women Act became law in the 
U.S. 

 1995-The Fourth World 
Conference on women was 
held in China. 

 2007- The Gender Equality 
Duty of the Equality Act in the 
United Kingdom 

 2008- Norway requires all 
companies to have at least 
40% women on their boards.  



Influential women of third wave feminism 

Naomi 

Wolf 

(1962- ) 



Rebecca Walker 

Becoming the Third "I am not a post-feminism feminist.  

I am the third wave." 

When Rebecca Walker, 
daughter of author Alice 
Walker and godchild of activist 
Gloria Steinem, published an 
article in Ms. entitled "I Am 
The Third Wave," it drew a 
surprising response. Young 
women from all over the 
country wrote letters informing 
the magazine of the activist 
work they were quietly 
engaged in and encouraging 
older feminists and leaders of 
the women’s movement not to 
write them off.   



“One may be nice on the 

outside but on the inside 

isn’t pretty”  

― Rebecca Walker, To 

Be Real: Telling the 

Truth and Changing 

the Face of Feminism 



Types of Feminism 



Radical Feminism 

 Arose within the second wave in the 1960s. 

 Focused on the theory of patriarchy as a system of 

power. 

 Paid particular attention to oppression based on sex 

and female bodily disadvantage. 



Liberal Feminism 

 Aims to achieve equal legal, political, and social rights 

for women. 

 Aims to bring women equality into all public institution 

and to extend the creation of knowledge so that 

women’s issues can no longer be ignored. 



 Focuses upon both the public and private spheres of a 

woman’s life. 

 Argues that liberation can only be achieved by ending both 

the economic and cultural sources of women's oppression. 

 Reject radical feminism’s main claim that patriarchy is the only 

or primary source of oppression of women. 

 Assert that women are unable to be free due to their financial 

dependence on males in society. 



 Relation to Other Fields 

A. Feminist criticism and language 

 Feminists argue that women have to create their own language 

since the existed language in literature is dominated by ‘male 

language’. 

B. Feminist criticism and psychoanalysis 

 In Freud’s point of view, the feminine is not something simply 

‘given and natural’.  

 Sexual difference and gender are different notions. 

Psychoanalytical feminists believe that gender inequality comes 

from early childhood experiences, which lead men to believe 

themselves to be masculine, and women to believe 

themselves feminine. 



Feminism – today in media 

 Feminists have made a good deal of progress 

in demolishing stereotype.  

 The struggle has moved away from the 

attribution of low-value qualities towards the 

visual presentation of the body.   

 In an influential book The Beauty Myth, Naomi 

Wolf  (1991) argued that images of ultra thin 

supermodels and the perfect bodies glamorised 

by advertising, fashion and the media in 

general are indications of a patriarchal attack 

on women’s bodies.   

 Women’s bodies and sexuality have become 

commodities and the consequences of this are 

mental and physical illness, starvation diets and 

eating disorders.  



How to apply 

Look for female stereotypes; 

 How are the females in the piece characterized?  

 What role do women play in the piece? Are there 

dominant women? Submissive women? Do women 

play a major or minor role? 

  What attitudes are expressed by male and female 

characters about women?  

 How do male characters talk to and about female 

characters? How do females talk with males? 



It may be appropriate to examine the author, 

genre, and subject matter of the piece;  

 What are or were the author's ideals on the female 

situation? Is the author's position impacted by the 

author's history? Was or is it impacted by the history 

of the time?  

 What sort of language does the writer use?  

 

How to apply 



Frankenstein 

 Written by the 21-year-old, Mary 

Shelley. 

 Belongs to the 19th Century 

Gothic literary form. The author 

writes using modern techniques.  

  It is one of the first science 

fiction novels.  

 The first edition was published 

anonymously in London in 1818.  

 Shelley's name appears on the 

second edition, published in 

France in 1823. 



Frankenstein: Period 

 In the 19th century, Genevan culture where the novel 
was written, men were seen as intellectuals and 
innovators and women were seen as emotional. 

 Woman was conditioned to think she needed a man's 
help. 

 Men are part of the public sector and women the 
domestic.   

 In the novel no women speak directly.  

 The book has three basic narrators: Robert Walton, 
Victor Frankenstein, and Frankenstein's monster. 



Frankenstein: Author’s Life 

 Mary Shelley was the daughter of, Mary 
Wollstonecraft, a strong activist in the feminist 
movement. 

 Mary Wollstonecraft died from childbirth complications 
after the delivery of Mary.  

 The relationships in the novel directly relate to 
Shelley's experiences. Her emotions about her 
mother's death, her own birth, childhood, marriage, 
miscarriage, children, and the summer of 1816 when 
she wrote the novel are all represented in the book. 

 Frankenstein was born out of Shelley's natural fears. 



Frankenstein: Female Characters 

(role of nurse and caretakers) 

 Caroline is Victor's loving mother, fulfills the role of 
mother at home. 

 Elizabeth is Victor's companion and arranged wife. 
She waited for years for the love of Victor. She 
continued to fulfil the role of mother after Caroline. 

 For example, when Justine becomes seriously ill, 
Caroline assumes the role of nurse and caretaker. 

 It shows the mother's duty to be primary caretaker of 
her children, not the father. 



Frankenstein: Negative Outlook 

of Women 

 After nursing, Justine back to health and Caroline 
dies.  

 Shows us society's insignificant outlook of women, 
after Caroline's duty is done, she is discarded and 
looses her life. 

 Women fill the role of scapegoats. They are  blamed 
for things that go wrong. 

 For example, when Justine is put on trial for the 
murder of William. She is not defended and is quickly 
and wrongfully executed.  



Frankenstein: Women as Weak 

Creatures 

 “When my father entered the chamber. He entered 
the like a protecting spirit to the poor girl, who 
committed herself to his care”.8 

 After Caroline's father dies, she cannot care for 
herself, and Victors father comes along and takes 
care of her then they got married. 

 She is here portrayed as weak, crying and left a 
beggar after the death of her beloved father. She is 
not capable of getting a job or doing much work 
because she is a woman, and therefore, she has little 
or no education. 

8Shelley, M. (2013). Frankenstein. (H. M. Parshley, Ed. & Trans.). İstanbul: Sis Publishing, p. 26. 



Frankenstein: Marriage 

 “And when, on the morrow, she presented Elizabeth to 
me as her promised gift, I, with childish seriousness 
interpreted her words literally and looked upon 
Elizabeth as mine, mine to protect, love, and cherish”.9  

 Victor explains how as a child, he is promised 
Elizabeth. She has no say in if she want to be 
promised to him.  

 Both Elizabeth and Caroline are left to make little 
choices about their marriage. They were both poor 
girls, that married a rich man, and became dependent 
on them and not taking care of themselves.  

9Shelley, M. (2013). Frankenstein. (H. M. Parshley, Ed. & Trans.). İstanbul: Sis Publishing, p. 30. 



Frankenstein: Passive Women 

 

 Play no roles that directly influence the plot of the 

novel. 

 All responsible to care for their children and 

husband, cooking, cleaning, and doing chores. 

 Suffers calmly and then expires. 

 None of them can really attempt to delay their own 

deaths even Frankenstein’s aborted female 

monster. 

 



Frankenstein: Attitudes Towards 

Female Characters 

 When Henry gets killed, sympathy is really felt 

toward Victor, because he has just lost his lifetime 

friend.  

 When Elizabeth is murdered, the reader finds it 

hard to connect with what Frankenstein is feeling.  

 Elizabeth (and the other main female characters 

Justine and Caroline) are there to reflect the men 

characters. 



 Professor Smith states in her essay that “women 

function not in their own right but rather as signals of 

men’s relations with other men”.10 

 This is especially clear when the monster kills 

Elizabeth on their wedding night. The monster gets 

angry with Victor, so instead of hurting him, he kills his 

wife. Elizabeth is used as a sort of ruler to measure 

the relationship between Victor and his monster. 

10Smith, Johanna M. "'Cooped Up': Feminine Domesticity in Frankenstein.'' Frankenstein. Ed. Smith. Boston: St.      

  Martin's, 1992, p. 283. 



 “In Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, the author characterizes 

each woman as passive, disposable and serving a 

utilitarian function. Female characters like Safie, 

Elizabeth, Justine, Margaret and Agatha provide nothing 

more but a channel of action for the male characters in the 

novel. Events and actions happen to them, usually for the 

sake of teaching a male character a lesson or sparking an 

emotion within him. Each of Shelley’s women serves a 

very specific purpose in Frankenstein”.11 

11Haddad, S. S. (2010). “Women as the Submissive Sex  in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein”. Inquiries Journal, 2(1), p. 1. Retrieved from       

   http://www.inquiriesjournal.com/articles/139/women-as-the-submissive-sex-in-mary-shelleys-frankenstein 

Why did Shelly use passive  

female characters in Frankenstein? 



 The moments when the creation is presented as a 
birth and Victor Frankenstein as a suffering mother. 

 “It was on a dreary night of November, that I beheld 
the accomplishment of my toils . . . It was already one 
in the morning; the rain pattered dismally against the 
panes, and my candle was nearly burnt out, when, by 
the glimmer of the half-extinguished light, I saw the 
dull yellow eye of the creature open; it breathed hard, 
and a convulsive motion agitated its limbs. How can I 
describe my emotions at this catastrophe, or how 
delineate the wretch whom with such infinite pains 
and care I had endeavoured to form?”12 

12Shelley, M. (2013). Frankenstein. (H. M. Parshley, Ed. & Trans.). İstanbul: Sis Publishing, p. 54 




