
  

  

458 A CRITICAL HISTORY

Feminist Criticism 

     and Jane Eyre 

WHAT IS FEMINIST CRITICISM? 

Feminist criticism comes in many forms, and feminist critics have a 
variety of goals. Some have been interested in rediscovering the works of 
women writers overlooked by a masculine-dominated culture. Others 
have revisited books by male authors and reviewed them from a 
woman's point of view to understand how they both reflect and shape 
the attitudes that have held women back. A number of contemporary 
feminists have turned to topics as various as women in postcolonial so-
cieties, women's autobiographical writings, lesbians and literature, 
womanliness as masquerade, and the role of film and other popular 
media in the construction of the feminine gender. 

Until a few years ago, however, feminist thought tended to be 
classified not according to topic but, rather, according to country of 
origin. This practice reflected the fact that, during the 1970s and early 
1980s, French, American, and British feminists wrote from somewhat 
different perspectives. 

French feminists tended to focus their attention on language, ana-
lyzing the ways in which meaning is produced. They concluded that 
language as we commonly think of it is a decidedly male realm. Drawing 

on the ideas of the psychoanalytic philosopher Jacques Lacan, they 
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reminded us that language is a realm of public discourse. A child enters 
the linguistic realm just as it comes to grasp its separateness from its 
mother, just about the time that boys identify with their father, the 
family representative of culture. The language learned reflects a binary 
logic that opposes such terms as active/passive, masculine/feminine, 
sun/moon, father/mother, head/heart, son/daughter, intelligent/ 
sensitive, brother/sister, form/matter, phallus/vagina, reason/emotion. 
Because this logic tends to group with masculinity such qualities as light, 
thought, and activity, French feminists said that the structure of language 
is phaUocentric: it privileges the phallus and, more generally, masculinity 
by associating them with things and values more appreciated by the 
(masculine-dominated) culture. Moreover, French feminists 
suggested, "masculine desire dominates speech and posits woman as an 
idealized fantasy-fulfillment for the incurable emotional lack caused by 
separation from the mother" (Jones, "Inscribing," 83). French feminists 
associated language with separation from the mother. Its 
distinctions, they argued, represent the world from the male point of 
view. Language systematically forces women to choose: either they can 
imagine and represent themselves as men imagine and represent them (in 
which case they may speak, but will speak as men) or they can choose 
"silence," becoming in the process "the invisible and unheard sex" 
(Jones, "Inscribing" 83). 

But some influential French feminists maintained that language 
only seems to give women such a narrow range of choices. There is an-
other possibility, namely, that women can develop a feminine language. In 
various ways, early French feminists such as Annie Leclerc, Xaviere 
Gauthier, and Marguerite Duras suggested that there is something 
that may be called I'ecriture feminine: women's writing. More re-
cently, Julia Kristeva has said that feminine language is "semiotic," not 
"symbolic." Rather than rigidly opposing and ranking elements of reality, 
rather than symbolizing one thing but not another in terms of a third, 
feminine language is rhythmic and unifying. If from the male 
perspective it seems fluid to the point of being chaotic, that is a fault of 
the male perspective. 

According to Kristeva, feminine language is derived from the pre-
oedipal period of fusion between mother and child. Associated with 
the maternal, feminine language is not only a threat to culture, which is 
patriarchal, but also a medium through which women may be creative 
in new ways. But Kristeva paired her central, liberating claim — that 
truly feminist innovation in all fields requires an understanding of the 
relation between maternity and feminine creation — with a warn- 
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ing. A feminist language that refuses to participate in "masculine" dis-
course, that places its nature entirely in a feminine, semiotic discourse, 
risks being politically marginalized by men. That is to say, it risks being 
relegated to the outskirts (pun intended) of what is considered socially 
and politically significant. 

Kristeva, who associated feminine writing with the female body, was 
joined in her views by other leading French feminists. Heiene Cixous, 
for instance, also posited an essential connection between the woman's 
body, whose sexual pleasure has been repressed and denied expression, 
and women's writing. "Write your self. Your body must be heard," 
Cixous urged; once they learn to write their bodies, women will not only 
realize their sexuality but enter history and move toward a future based 
on a "feminine" economy of giving rather than the "masculine" economy 
of hoarding (Cixous 880). For Luce Irigaray, women's sexual pleasure 
(jouissance) cannot be expressed by the dominant, ordered, "logical," 
masculine language. Irigaray explored the connection between women's 
sexuality and women's language through the following analogy: as 
women's jouissance is more multiple than men's unitary, phallic pleasure 
("woman has sex organs just about everywhere"), so "feminine" 
language is more diffusive than its "masculine" counterpart. ("That is 
undoubtedly the reason . . . her language . . . goes off in all directions 
and . . .  he is unable to discern the coherence," Irigaray writes [This Sex 
101-103].) 

Cixous's and Irigaray's emphasis on feminine writing as an expression 
of the female body drew criticism from other French feminists. Many 
argued that an emphasis on the body either reduces "the feminine" to a 
biological essence or elevates it in a way that shifts the valuation of 
masculine and feminine but retains the binary categories. For Christine 
Faure, Irigaray's celebration of women's difference failed to address the 
issue of masculine dominance, and a Marxist-feminist. Catherine 
Clement, warned that "poetic" descriptions of what constitutes the 
feminine will not challenge that dominance in the realm of production. 
The boys will still make the toys, and decide who gets to use them. In 
her effort to redefine women as political rather than as sexual beings, 
Monique Wittig called for the abolition of the sexual categories that 
Cixous and Irigaray retained and revalued as they celebrated women's 
writing. 

American feminist critics of the 1970s and early 1980s shared with 
French critics both an interest in and a cautious distrust of the concept of 
feminine writing. Annette Kolodny, for instance, worried that the 
"richness and variety of women's writing" will be missed if we see in it 



  

  

only its "feminine mode" or "style" ("Some Notes" 78). And yet 
Kolodny herself proceeded, in the same essay, to point out that women 
have had their own style, which includes reflexive constructions ("she 
found herself crying") and particular, recurring themes (clothing and 
self-fashioning are mentioned by Kolodny; other American feminists 
have focused on madness, disease, and the demonic). 

Interested as they became in the "French" subject of feminine style, 
American feminist critics began by analyzing literary texts rather than 
philosophizing abstractly about language. Many reviewed the great 
works by male writers, embarking on a revisionist rereading of literary 
tradition. These critics examined the portrayals of women characters, 
exposing the patriarchal ideology implicit in such works and showing 
how clearly this tradition of systematic masculine dominance is inscribed 
in our literary tradition. Kate Millett, Carolyn Heilbrun, and Judith 
Fetterley, among many others, created this model for American 
feminist criticism, a model that Elaine Showalter came to call "the 
feminist critique" of "male-constructed literary history" ("Poetics" 
128). 

Meanwhile another group of critics including Sandra Gilbert, 
Susan Gubar, Patricia Meyer Spacks, and Showalter herself created a 
somewhat different model. Whereas feminists writing "feminist cri-
tique" analyzed works by men, practitioners of what Showalter used to 
refer to as "gynocriticism" studied the writings of those women who, 
against all odds, produced what she calls "a literature of their own." In 
The Female Imagination (1975), Spacks examined the female literary 
tradition to find out how great women writers across the ages have 
felt, perceived themselves, and imagined reality. Gilbert and Gubar, in 
The Madwoman in the Attic (1979), concerned themselves with well-
known women writers of the nineteenth century, but they too found 
that general concerns, images, and themes recur, because the authors 
that they wrote about lived "in a culture whose fundamental defini-
tions of literary authority" were "both overtly and covertly patriarchal" 
(45-16). 

If one of the purposes of gynocriticism was to (re)study well-
known women authors, another was to rediscover women's history and 
culture, particularly women's communities that nurtured female 
creativity. Still another related purpose was to discover neglected or 
forgotten women writers and thus to forge an alternative literary tradition, 
a canon that better represents the female perspective by better 
representing the literary works that have been written by women. 
Showalter, in A Literature of Their Own (1977), admirably began to 

fulfill this purpose, providing a remarkably comprehensive overview of 
women's writing through three of its phases. She defined these as the 
"Feminine, Feminist, and Female" phases, phases during which women 
first imitated a masculine tradition (1840-80), then protested against its 
standards and values (1880-1920), and finally advocated their own 
autonomous, female perspective (1920 to the present). 

With the recovery of a body of women's texts, attention returned to 
a question raised in 1978 by Lillian Robinson: Shouldn't feminist 
criticism need to formulate a theory of its own practice? Won't reliance on 
theoretical assumptions, categories, and strategies developed by men 
and associated with nonfeminist schools of thought prevent feminism 
from being accepted as equivalent to these other critical discourses? 
Not all American feminists came to believe that a special or unifying 
theory of feminist practice was urgently needed; Showalter's historical 
approach to women's culture allowed a feminist critic to use theories 
based on nonfeminist disciplines. Kolodny advocated a "playful 
pluralism" that encompasses a variety of critical schools and methods. 
But Jane Marcus and others responded that if feminists adopt too wide a 
range of approaches, they may relax the tensions between feminists and the 
educational establishment necessary for political activism. 

The question of whether feminism weakens or fortifies itself by 
emphasizing its separateness — and by developing unity through sepa-
rateness — was one of several areas of debate within American feminism 
during the 1970s and early 1980s. Another area of disagreement touched 
on earlier, between feminists who stress universal feminine attributes (the 
feminine imagination, feminine writing) and those who focus on the 
political conditions experienced by certain groups of women at certain 
times in history, paralleled a larger distinction between American 
feminist critics and their British counterparts. 

While it gradually became customary to refer to an Anglo-American 
tradition of feminist criticism, British feminists tended to distinguish 
themselves from what they saw as an American overemphasis on texts 
linking women across boundaries and decades and an underemphasis on 
popular art and culture. They regarded their own critical practice as more 
political than that of North American feminists, whom they sometimes 
faulted for being uninterested in historical detail. They joined such 
American critics as Myra Jehlen in suggesting that a continuing 
preoccupation with women writers may bring about the dangerous 
result of placing women's texts outside the history that conditions them. 

British feminists felt that the American opposition to male stereo- 
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types that denigrate women often leads to counterstereotypes of feminine 
virtue that ignore real differences of race, class, and culture among 
women. In addition, they argued that American celebrations of 
individual heroines falsely suggest that powerful individuals may be 
immune to repressive conditions and may even imply that any individual 
can go through life unconditioned by the culture and ideology in which 
she or he lives. 

Similarly, the American endeavor to recover women's history — 
for example, by emphasizing that women developed their own strategies 
to gain power within their sphere — was seen by British feminists like 
Judith Newton and Deborah Rosenfelt as an endeavor that "mystifies" 
male oppression, disguising it as something that has created for women a 
special world of opportunities. More important from the British 
standpoint, the universalizing and "essentializing" tendencies in both 
American practice and French theory disguise women's oppression by 
highlighting sexual difference, suggesting that a dominant system is 
impervious to political change. By contrast, British feminist theory 
emphasized an engagement with historical process in order to promote 
social change. 

By now the French, American, and British approaches have so 
thoroughly critiqued, influenced, and assimilated one another that the 
work of most Western practitioners is no longer easily identifiable 
along national boundary lines. Instead, it tends to be characterized ac-
cording to whether the category of woman is the major focus in the 
exploration of gender and gender oppression or, alternatively, whether 
the interest in sexual difference encompasses an interest in other differ-
ences that also define identity. The latter paradigm encompasses the 
work of feminists of color, Third World (preferably called postcolo-
nial) feminists, and lesbian feminists, many of whom have asked 
whether the universal category of woman constructed by certain 
French and North American predecessors is appropriate to describe 
women in minority groups or non-Western cultures. 

These feminists stress that, while all women are female, they are 
something else as well (such as African-American, lesbian, Muslim 
Pakistani). This "something else" is precisely what makes them, their 
problems, and their goals different from those of other women. As 
Armit Wilson has pointed out, Asian women living in Britain are ex-
pected by their families and communities to preserve Asian cultural 
traditions; thus, the expression of personal identity through clothing 
involves a much more serious infraction of cultural rules than it does 

for a Western woman. Gloria Anzaldua has spoken personally and elo-
quently about the experience of many women on the margins of Euro-
centric North American culture. "I am a border woman," she writes in 
Borderlands: La Frontera = The New Mestiza (1987). "I grew up be-
tween two cultures, the Mexican (with a heavy Indian influence) and 
the Anglo. . . . Living on the borders and in margins, keeping intact 
one's shifting and multiple identity and integrity is like trying to swim in 
a new element, an 'alien' element" (i). 

Instead of being divisive and isolating, this evolution of feminism 
into feminisms has fostered a more inclusive, global perspective. The 
era of recovering women's texts — especially texts by white Western 
women — has been succeeded by a new era in which the goal is to re-
cover entire cultures of women. Two important figures of this new era 
are Trinh T. Minh-ha and Gayatri Spivak. Spivak, in works such as In 
Other Worlds: Essays in Cultural Politics (1987) and Outside in the 
Teaching Machine (1993), has shown how political independence 
(generally looked upon by metropolitan Westerners as a simple and 
beneficial historical and political reversal) has complex implications for 
"subaltern" or subproletarian women. 

The understanding of woman not as a single, deterministic category 
but rather as the nexus of diverse experiences has led some white, 
Western, "majority" feminists like Jane Tompkins and Nancy K. Miller to 
advocate and practice "personal" or "autobiographical" criticism. Once 
reluctant to inject themselves into their analyses for fear of being labeled 
idiosyncratic, impressionistic, and subjective by men, some feminists 
are now openly skeptical of the claims to reason, logic, and objectivity 
that have been made in the past by male critics. With the advent of 
more personal feminist critical styles has come a powerful new interest 
in women's autobiographical writings. 

Shari Benstock, who has written personal criticism in her book 
Textualizing the Feminine (1991), was one of the first feminists to 
argue that traditional autobiography is a gendered, "masculinist" genre. 
Its established conventions, feminists have recently pointed out, call for a 
life-plot that turns on action, triumph through conflict, intellectual self-
discovery, and often public renown. The body, reproduction, children, 
and intimate interpersonal relationships are generally well in the 
background and often absent. Arguing that the lived experiences of 
women and men differ — women's lives, for instance, are often 
characterized by interruption and deferral — Leigh Gilmore has 
developed a theory of women's self-representation in her book Auto-
biographies: A Feminist Theory of Self-Representation (1994). 
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Autobiographies and personal criticism are only two of a number 
of recent developments in contemporary feminist criticism. Others al-
luded to in the first paragraph of this introduction — lesbian studies, 
performance or "'masquerade" theory, and studies of the role played 
by film and various other "technologies" in shaping gender today — 
overlap with contemporary gender criticism, whose practitioners inves-
tigate categories of gender (masculinity as well as femininity) and sexuality 
(gay male sexuality as well as lesbianism) insofar as they inform not 
only the writing of literary texts but also the ways in which they are 
read. In speaking of the overlap between feminist and gender criticism, 
however, it is important to be clear about one thing: gender criticism 
began as feminist criticism; it could never have developed as it has 
without the precedents set by feminist theorists. When Simone de 
Beauvoir proclaimed, in The Second Sex (1949), that "one is not born a 
woman, one becomes one" (301), she helped make possible a panoply of 
investigations into the ways in which we all are engendered, whether 
as women or men, not only by literary texts but also through a host of 
other discourses and practices. 

In the essay that follows, Sandra Gilbert begins by focusing on the 
imprisoning "red-room" in which the child Jane Eyre considers 
whether to escape the Reed family house "through flight" or "through 
starvation." This choice, Gilbert argues, occurs throughout Jane Eyre 
and was not uncommon for heroines of nineteenth-century literature by 
women. Such heroines, however, also faced "a third, even more 
terrifying alternative: escape through madness." It is to this alternative 
that the child Jane Eyre momentarily succumbs. 

Although Jane's madness proves to be temporary, the rage that 
fuels it is not. "Jane's difficulties," Gilbert argues, arise from her "con-
stitutional ire"; her quest for equality and selfhood requires and, in 
turn, makes possible the gradual moderation of an incendiary rage. 
Jane's ire comes under control as her relationship with Mr. Rochester 
progresses into one of equality, as she discovers "his need for her so-
lace, strength, and parity." That equality, however, is" threatened by 
Rochester's superior "sexual knowledge" and, of course, by Bertha, 
the "literal impediment to his marriage with Jane"; these threats cause 
Jane "to reexperience the dangerous sense of doubleness that began in 
the red-room." 

Bertha, Gilbert claims, is "Jane's truest and darkest double: the 
angry aspect of the orphan child, the ferocious secret self Jane has 

been trying to repress ever since her days in Gateshead." Gilbert even 
refers to Bertha as Jane's "criminal self" and repeatedly links the mad-
woman with Jane's female rage. Bertha, of course, eventually sets fire 
to Thornfield Hall, destroying herself in the process and causing 
Rochester to be injured. Jane has by that time fled Thornfield, wan-
dered starving for several days, and stumbled upon her "true family" at 
Marsh End. Radical as they are, these changes prove propitious, freeing 
Jane from the "raging specter of Bertha" and from the "self-pitying 
specter of the orphan child" — in short, from her past. She comes to 
attain the equality with Rochester upon which her eventual marriage is 
founded. 

Gilbert's essay is considered a feminist classic, one that convinc-
ingly represents and validates the rage felt by women in a masculinist 
culture. It may be seen as an example of what used to be called gyno-
criticism, but is far more than a feminist account of literature by and 
about women. Gilbert draws upon and shows the relevance of fairy 
tales that reflect and reinforce patriarchal values. She also explains 
Jane's experiences — and rage — in terms of the class-based economic 
and social roles and positions that constrained Victorian women, 
specifically mentioning the "angel in the house" role (exemplified by 
Miss Temple and Helen Burns) and the position of governess (which 
made a young woman less than a family member but more than a ser-
vant). In short, Gilbert elucidates the broad cultural milieu in which a 
young woman like Jane Eyre would have lived, in which the young 
woman Charlotte Bronte did live — and wrote Jane Eyre. 

Ross C Murfin 
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