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Literature with Kristin and Trevor
Digging Deeper into the  Feminist Theory


What is the Feminist Theory?
Feminist literary theory helps us look at literature in a different light.  It applies the philosophies and perspectives of feminism to the literature we read.  There are many different kinds of feminist literary theory.  Some theorists examine the language and symbols that are used and how that language and use of symbols is “gendered.”  Others remind us that men and women write differently and analyze how the gender of the author effects how literature is written.  Many feminist critics look at how the characters, especially the female characters, are portrayed and ask us to consider how the portrayal of female characters “reinforces or undermines” sexual stereotypes (Lynn, 1998).  Feminist literary theory also suggests that the gender of the reader often affects our response to a text.  For example, feminist critics may claim that certain male writers address their readers as if they were all men and exclude the female reader.

Like feminism itself, feminist literary theory asks us to consider the relationships between men, women and power and their roles in society.  Much feminist literary theory reminds us than the relationship between men and women in society is often unequal and reflects a particular patriarchal philosophy.  Those unequal relationships may appear in a variety of ways in the production of literature and within literary texts.  Feminist theorists invite us to pay particular attention to the patterns of thought, behavior, values, and power in those relationships.

Feminist literary critics remind us that literary values, conventions, and even the production of literature have themselves been historically shaped by men.  They invite us to consider writings by women, both new and forgotten, and also ask us to consider viewing familiar literature through a feminist lens.

How do we use the feminist Theory?

We apply the feminist theory by closely examining the portrayal of characters, both female and male, the language of the text, the attitude of the author, and the relationship between characters. 

Classwork

Part A:  A Concrete Poem

Interpret the following concrete poem in two different ways – one from a traditional perspective and one from a feminist perspective:

Part B:  The Giving Tree by Shel Silverstein

Listen to Kristin read The Giving Tree, one of her favorite children’s books.  While listening, think about the portrayal of characters, the relationship between characters, and the language of the text.  After listening, use the Feminist Theory and write a 5-sentence summary of the story.


Part C:  “On the Subway”

Read the poem “on the Subway” again.  Answer the 5 theory questions on the handout.

Part D:  Before Reading The Problem That Has No Name by Betty Freidan

Before reading the excerpt from The Problem That Has No Name by Betty Freidan, please answer the questions below.  Be thorough.

1. Do you consider yourself a feminist? Why or why not? 

2. How do you define the term feminist? 

3. Out of all of the following issues, which three (3) are most important to you? Explain why those you noted are important to you. 

• Equal opportunity in education 

• Equal opportunity in employment 

• Equal pay 

• Abortion

• Sexual freedom 

• Violence against women (rape, domestic abuse, etc.) 

• Maternity leave 

• Childcare 

4. Has the feminist movement made life in the United States better? Why or why not?

Part E:  After Reading The Problem That Has No Name by Betty Freidan

After reading the excerpt from The Problem That Has No Name by Betty Freidan, please answer the questions below.  Be thorough.

1.  According to Betty Freidan, how were women pressured into accepting the role of "housewife" in the post-World War II years?

2.  What is the "problem that has no name"?  What caused the problem?

4.  What does the last paragraph mean?

Part F:  “Mrs. Brown” from the novel The Hours by Michael Cunningham

Read “Mrs. Brown” and answer the following questions.  Be thorough.

1.  What time period do you picture this taking place?  Why?  Give an example from the text as evidence.

2.  Rewrite the two sentences that contain vocabulary words.   (They are circled.)

3.  How does this story connect with The Problem That Has No Name?

4.  How does this story connect to the theme of otherness?

5.  Re-read the last paragraph (from the two marked starts to the end).  Do you believe her?  Why or why not?
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