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General Preface

Among the most important developments in contemporary global cul-
ture is the arrival of Western literary criticism and literary theory in China.
FLTRP is to be congratulated for its imagination and foresight in making
these crucial texts available to teachers and students of literature through-
out China. There is arguably no greater force in producing understand-
ing between peoples than the transmission of literary traditions—the
great heritage of narrative, lyric, and prose forms that give cultures their
distinctive character. Literary criticism and theory stand at the cross-
roads of these transmissions. It is the body of writing that reflects on
what a literature has meant to a culture. It investigates the moral, political,
and experiential dimensions of literary traditions, linking form to content,
literature to history, the sensuous love of literature to analytic

understanding.

The availability of these important texts will greatly help students and
teachers to become acquainted with recent criticism and major critical
theories and movements. I am convinced that the series will make an
important contribution to the literary education of China, ihcreas'mg lit-
eracy in new fields and international understanding at the same time. It
is an extraordinarily timely venture, at a time when comparative literary
study in a global context has become increasingly important for
professionals, and beyond that, for a general readership that seeks a deeper
understanding of literature.

W. J. T. Mitchell

Gaylord Donnelley Distinguished Service Professor
English and Art History

University of Chicago

Editor, Critical Inquiry
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Preface

Women'’s writing and feminism have always been closely
related because ‘women’s writing’ is a critical category — a
product of discourse about the texts women have written —
and not the intention of the writers themselves. Women's
writing is a critical, not an authorial, category. There are
some exceptions (an increasing number) in the late twentieth
century, but it is safe to say that not all female writers are
feminist and this is especially true of pre-nineteenth century
writers. Feminist theory therefore defines the object of study
(women's writing) but the relationship between the two goes
deeper than this. Many texts by women express the same
concerns as feminist theory: the unique experience of
women in history; the notion of female consciousness; the
definitions of gender that limit and oppress; and the cause of
women’s liberation from those restrictions.

In the chapters that follow, I offer a survey of the diversity
of feminist theories together with a selected history of
American women’s writing: my aim is to show how the issues
of feminism have been engaged by women writers — reflected,
supported, challenged - throughout America’s history. The
book then offers an exploration of American women's
writing that focuses upon the synergism that exists between
literary texts and the feminist theories that construct those
texts as ‘women’s writing’. Each chapter deals with one of the
issues or concepts that have engaged both authors and
theorists — Rhetoric, Work, Consciousness, Sexuality, Nature,
Class, and Race - offering an analysis of how that concept has
been used by feminists to theorise the feminine condition.
This analysis is then applied to the reading of key American
women'’s literary texts in order to highlight the conceptual
synergism that exists between feminist theory and literary
praxis. The book introduces, explains and applies each of the
major trends or movements within contemporary feminist

iii



iv  Feminist Theory and Literary Practice

theory: Liberal, Marxist, Psychoanalytic, Radical, Socialist,
Third-World and Eco-feminism, providing an accessible
account of the varieties of American feminist thought within
the context of readings of key American women'’s texts.

In anthologies and introductory monographs, feminist
literary theory is frequently explained in terms of how
theorists deal with the concepts of ‘Woman’ or ‘the
Feminine’. But readers just as often encounter feminism as a
bewildering diversity of theoretical practices, distinguished
each from the other only as ‘isms’. Consequently, many
popular introductions to feminism do not do much to clarify
the confusion experienced when readers attempt to relate
particular schools of feminist thought to the diverse political
agenda of feminism. My intention is to describe as clearly
and succinctly as possible the main principles, practitioners,
and analytic methods of the seven most influential
approaches to contemporary feminism. Each theoretical
model is exemplified in its application to literary study. Each
chapter opens with an analytical survey of theorists working
within a particular field of feminist theory. This theory is
then exemplified by the practical application of the style of
feminist analysis that follows. In each chapter I have selected
well-known texts that occupy a canonical place within the
American women'’s literary tradition as the subject for inter-
pretation and discussion. Thus, the book offers an account
of American women'’s literary history, from the colonial
period to the present, while at the same time introducing the
most influential of contemporary feminist theoretical
practices.

These literary texts have been chosen with care, to include
both well-established texts such as Kate Chopin’s The
Awakening and newly-canonised texts like the writings of
Maxine Hong Kingston and Leslie Marmon Silko. As these
last few names indicate, I have attempted to represent the
diversity of the American women’s literary tradition as it is
read and studied today. Women of colour are represented
extensively both as writers of theory and of literature. It
should be noted that not only is the erosion of traditional
distinctions between these types of discourse exemplified by
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the writers themselves who are discussed in this book but the
breakdown of the clearly defined categories of ‘theory’ versus
‘literature’ emerges as the dominant theme. In the chapter
devoted to radical feminist theories, for example, the key
writers highlighted here — Adrienne Rich and Audre Lorde -
are quite rightly as famous for their incisive contribution to
contemporary theoretical debate as for their imaginative
work in the fields of poetry and prose. In this case, a close
synergism exists between theory and literary practice, where
the theorists are also the literary practitioners. In other
chapters, however, I have deliberately chosen to discuss
literary works that seem indifferent or even hostile towards
the feminist approach I have adopted. For example, I use a
Marxist feminist approach to Charlotte Perkins Gilman'’s The
Yellow Wallpaper, a text that is most frequently discussed in
terms of psychological theoretical paradigms. Similarly, I use
the principles of Socialist feminism to approach Ann Beattie’s
short stories, texts that have been criticised for bearing little
obvious relation to political and social realities. Perhaps most
hostile to contemporary feminist approaches are texts
written in a predominantly ‘pre-feminist’ era, such as the
colonial American seventeenth century. I have chosen to
open my discussions here with the analysis of Mary
Rowlandson’s captivity narrative in order to do two things.
First, these writers in some ways signify the beginnings of
women’s writing in America, and so it is appropriate to start
a book which claims to cover the chronological breadth of
American women’s writing with a consideration of their
work. Secondly, these texts — like the others I have named
above — demonstrate the ways in which literary texts that
appear to be removed from specific feminist principles do in
fact respond powerfully to analysis when approached in
terms of contemporary feminist concerns. These texts maybe
more than others show how the issues of feminism have
been engaged, reflected, supported and challenged by
women writers throughout America’s history.

The structure of the book follows a broadly chronological
pattern, beginning with a chapter on writers of the colonial
period; this is followed by two chapters on nineteenth-



