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ELAINE SHOWALTER: “Towards a Feminist Poetics” 

From: Twentieth-Century Literary Theory: A Reader 
edited by K. M. Newton 
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READING GUIDE 
 

 
The Traditions of Feminist Criticism: Introduction 

 
FIRST WAVE FEMINISM: Men's Treatment of Women 
In this early stage of feminist criticism, critics consider male novelists' 
demeaning treatment or marginalisation of female characters. First wave 
feminist criticism includes books like Marry Ellman's Thinking About 
Women (1968) Kate Millet's Sexual Politics (1969), and Germaine Greer's The 
Female Eunuch (1970). An example of first wave feminist literary analysis 
would be a critique of William Shakespeare's Taming of the Shrew for 
Petruchio's abuse of Katherina. 

 
SECOND WAVE FEMINISM: Gynocriticism 
Elaine Showalter pioneered gynocriticism with her book A Literature of Their 
Own (1977). Gynocriticism involves three major aspects. The first is the 
examination of female writers and their place in literary history. The second is 
the consideration of the treatment of female characters in books by both male 
and female writers. The third and most important aspect of gynocriticism is the 
discovery and exploration of a canon of literature written by women; 
gynocriticism seeks to appropriate a female literary tradition. In Showalter's A 
Literature of Their Own, she proposes three phases of women's writing, also 
mentioned in the essay “Towards a Feminist Poetics”   
The Madwoman Thesis 
Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar's The Madwoman in the Attic (1979), the 
eponymous madwoman is Bertha Jenkins of Charlotte Brontë's Jane Eyre, 
Rochester's mad wife is hidden away in the attic of Thornfield Hall. Gilbert and 
Gubar's thesis suggests that because society forbade women from expressing 
themselves through creative outlets, their creative powers were channelled into 
psychologically self-destructive behaviour and subversive actions. Another 
example of the madwoman thesis is Charlotte Perkins Gilman's 1892 short story 
‘The Yellow Wallpaper’. 
French Feminism 
French Feminism, led by critics such as Julia Kristeva, Hélène Cixous, and Luce 
Irigaray, relies heavily on Freudian psychology and the theory of penis envy. 
French feminists postulate the existence of a separate language belonging to 
women that consists of loose, digressive sentences written without use of the 
ego. 
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THIRD WAVE FEMINISM responds to the “category of women” debates of the 
late 1980s and early 1990s that began with a critique of the second- wave contention 
that women share something in common as women: a common gender identity and set 
of experiences. Much of its impetus derives from the writings of women of colour. 
Naomi Wolf’s Fire with Fire(1993) in many way fits the third wave mould 
particularly in her dismissal of ‘victim feminism’-where women are supposedly 
encouraged to see themselves rendered passive by oppression within a second 
wave formulation. 

 

 

TOWARDS A FEMINIST POETICS 

 
One of the most influential essay by the American critic Elaine Showalter, “Towards 
a Feminist Poetics” calls for a separate and autonomous model of literary theory by 
rejecting the inevitability of male models and theories and recalling women’s literary 
tradition to the present. 

 
She divides feminist criticism into two distinct modes: 

 
1. Woman as reader — “woman as the consumer of male-produced literature, and with 

the way in which the hypothesis of a female reader changes our apprehension of a 
given text, awakening us to the significance of its sexual codes.” 
 
It is also called the feminist critique which is “a historically grounded inquiry which 
probes the ideological assumptions of literary phenomena.”  
 
Its subjects are:  images and stereotypes of women in literature, the omissions and 
misconceptions about women in criticism, and the fissures in male-constructed 
literary history.  
 
It is concerned with the exploitation and manipulation of the female audience, 
especially in popular culture and film; and 
 
The analysis of ‘woman-as-sign in semiotic systems’.  
 
[Note: Woman-as-sign is a semiotic construct developed by feminist scholars trying 
to explain the ways in which women's status in patriarchal society is understood, 
communicated, and acted on through institutional practices. Film scholar Laura 
Mulvey's (1975) application of psychoanalysis to film theory was foundational to the 
construct's development. Mulvey argued that woman stands in patriarchal culture “as 
signifier for the male other” within a symbolic system in which men are permitted to 
live out their fantasies of domination both linguistically and through images they 
create (7). Feminist anthropologist Elizabeth Cowie (1978) coined the term “woman 
as sign” on the basis of her work with Claude Lévi-Strauss on kinship systems that 
featured the exchange of women (e.g., a bride leaves her father's house to live in her 
husband's house). Woman's status in such systems, she said, is economic but also that 
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of a sign, which conveys an understanding of subordination and enables her to be 
exchanged physically among men”]  

                                                              From: Carolyn M Byerly “Woman as Sign” (2008) 
 
 
 

2. Woman as writer — Woman as the producer of textual meaning, with the history, 
themes, genres and structures of literature by women.  
 
Its subjects are:  psychodynamics of female creativity; linguistics and the problem 
of a female language; the trajectory of the individual or collective female literary 
career; literary history; and studies of particular writers and works.  
 
No term exists in English for such a specialised discourse, and so she adapts the 
French term la gynocritique: ‘gynocritics’. 
 
[Note: Psychodynamic Feminism has its philosophical roots in the second and third 
waves of feminism in the United States and in psychoanalysis. It seeks to articulate 
the unique experiences of an individual while at the same time contextualizing those 
experiences within a socio-political, cultural, and economic framework. Not simply a 
treatment for women, it has evolved since its inception in the late 1960s as a 
theoretical and clinical approach that addresses sexism, heterosexism, ableism, 
racism, classism, and other injustices based on power differentials.]  

                                          From: The SAGE Encyclopaedia of Psychology and Gender 
 
 
 

 
ASSIGNMENT 

 
Read the essay carefully to answer the following questions: 
 

1. What are the problems of feminist critique? 
 

2. What is ‘the program of gynocritics’?  
 

3. Showalter’s believes in reconstructing women’s literary tradition to 
see how their work was “different and special” and to rediscover the 
works of women writers whose works have been obscured by time 
and to establish the continuity of female tradition. How does she 
classify the different  phases of women’s literary tradition? 

 
4. What is the task of feminist critics? 

 
 
 
 

 


