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In the landscape of 20th-century academic discourse, few works have exerted as profound an influence on the 

study of English literature as Elaine Showalter’s A Literature of Their Own: British Women Novelists from 

Brontë to Lessing. Originally published in 1977 and later expanded in 1999, this seminal text did more than just 

recover forgotten authors; it established a new methodology for understanding the female literary tradition. 

Showalter, a pioneering American literary critic, introduced the concept of gynocritics, a framework that moved

away from analyzing the "images of women" in male-authored texts toward an autonomous study of women as

writers. This article provides an exhaustive technical analysis of Showalter’s theories, her historical periodization,

and the enduring legacy of her work in the field of feminist literary studies.

The Theoretical Framework of Gynocritics

Before the publication of A Literature of Their Own , feminist criticism was largely preoccupied with "the feminist 

critique," which focused on the patriarchal ideologies embedded in the works of male authors. Showalter identified 

a critical gap in this approach: it remained reactive, defining female experience through its relationship to male 

standards. To rectify this, she proposed gynocritics.

Defining Gynocritics

Gynocritics is defined as the study of women as writers—its subjects include the history, styles, themes, genres,

and structures of writing by women; the psychodynamics of female creativity; the trajectory of the female career;

and the evolution and laws of a female literary tradition. Showalter’s primary objective was to map a distinctively

female literary subculture that had been obscured by the monolithic "Great Tradition" of male writers. By focusing

on the female subject, gynocritics seeks to understand the specificity of female experience as it is encoded in

textuality.

The Psychodynamics of Female Authorship

Showalter argues that female authors did not write in a vacuum. Instead, they operated within a double-voiced

discourse, existing simultaneously within the dominant male tradition and their own muted female tradition. This

dual existence created a unique set of tensions and anxieties—often manifesting as a "subculture" that shared

common symbols, linguistic patterns, and narrative strategies. The technical challenge for gynocritics is to decode

these patterns to reveal the underlying socio-political realities of the writers' lives.

Technical Periodization: The Three Phases of Women's Writing

One of the most significant contributions of A Literature of Their Own is Showalter’s structural model of the

evolution of women's literature. She categorizes the history of British women novelists into three distinct phases:

the Feminine, the Feminist, and the Female. This model follows a pattern common to many subcultural movements,

moving from imitation to protest to self-definition.

1. The Feminine Phase (1840–1880)

During the Feminine Phase, women writers sought to emulate the prevailing male standards of literary excellence.



They often internalized the values of the dominant society, leading to a sense of guilt or apology for their creative

ambitions. To avoid the stigma of being "unwomanly," many authors in this era adopted male pseudonyms (e.g.,

Currer Bell for Charlotte Brontë, George Eliot for Mary Ann Evans). Their work frequently emphasized social duty,

domesticity, and the constraints of the female role, while often burying subversive themes beneath a veneer of

conventionality.

2. The Feminist Phase (1880–1920)

The Feminist Phasewas characterized by a shift from internalization to protest. As the movement for women's

suffrage gained momentum, so too did the demand for literary autonomy. Writers in this period used their fiction to

advocate for social and political change, challenging the legal and social restrictions placed upon women. This era

saw the rise of the "New Woman" novel, which addressed issues such as reproductive rights, marriage laws, and

economic independence. The writing became more polemical, often sacrificing aesthetic nuance for political impact.

3. The Female Phase (1920–Present)

Starting around 1920, with the work of Virginia Woolf and Dorothy Richardson, the Female Phaserepresents a

move toward self-discovery and the exploration of a uniquely female consciousness. Writers in this phase moved

beyond imitation and protest, focusing instead on their own experiences and the internal landscapes of the female

psyche. This phase involves a rejection of both the male tradition and the reactionary nature of the feminist phase,

seeking instead a primary identity. It is characterized by experimental forms, stream-of-consciousness techniques,

and a focus on the mundane but essential aspects of women's lives.

Core Comparison Matrix: Showalter’s Developmental Model

The following table provides a side-by-side technical evaluation of the three phases identified by Showalter,

illustrating the shifts in motivation, strategy, and thematic focus.



Feature Feminine Phase 
(1840-1880)

Feminist Phase 
(1880-1920)

Female Phase (1920-
Present)

Primary Objective Imitation of male standards 
and social integration.

Protest against patriarchal 
restrictions and advocacy 
for rights.

Self-discovery and 
exploration of female 
consciousness.

Technical Analysis: From Brontë to Lessing

The subtitle of Showalter’s work, "British Women Novelists from Brontë to Lessing," provides the chronological and

analytical boundaries of her study. By analyzing specific authors, Showalter demonstrates how the female literary

tradition evolved through time.

The Brontë Influence: The Genesis of the Tradition

For Showalter, the Brontës represent a foundational moment in the female tradition. While Charlotte and Emily 

Brontë initially operated within the "Feminine" phase (evidenced by their pseudonyms), their work contained a raw, 

visceral exploration of female longing and anger that disrupted the Victorian ideal of the submissive woman. 

Showalter analyzes Jane Eyre not just as a romance, but as a narrative of a woman's struggle for selfhood in a 

world that denies it. The technical innovation here is the use of the gothic modeto represent the repressed

psychological states of the female protagonist.

George Eliot and the Burden of the 'Intellectual' Woman

George Eliot (Mary Ann Evans) represents a different facet of the Feminine phase. Showalter critiques Eliot for her

tendency to create heroines who sacrifice themselves for the sake of higher social duties, a reflection of Eliot’s own

complex relationship with her status as an intellectual woman in a patriarchal society. However, Eliot’s technical

mastery and her ability to weave complex social webs provided a framework that later women writers would use to

explore broader social systems.

Virginia Woolf and the 'Androgynous' Mind

Showalter’s relationship with Virginia Woolf is complex and has been a subject of much debate in feminist circles. 

While acknowledging Woolf as a central figure in the "Female" phase, Showalter famously critiqued Woolf's 

concept of androgyny. Showalter argued that Woolf's push for a gender-neutral artistic mind was a form of

escapism—a way to avoid the painful realities of female experience. From a technical standpoint, Showalter views

Woolf's stream-of-consciousness as an attempt to capture a specifically female perception of time and space, even

if she disagreed with Woolf's theoretical conclusions.

Doris Lessing and the Modern Synthesis

Bringing the analysis into the mid-20th century, Showalter looks at Doris Lessing as a writer who bridged the gap 

between the political and the psychological. In The Golden Notebook, Lessing explores the fragmentation of the

female experience—as a writer, a mother, a political activist, and a lover. This text serves as a culmination of the

Female phase’s drive toward holistic self-representation, utilizing a complex, non-linear structure to mirror the

fragmented reality of modern life.

Practical Implementation: A Field Guide for Gynocritic Analysis

For researchers and students of literature, applying Showalter’s gynocritic framework requires a systematic

approach to text analysis. The following steps outline a technical workflow for performing a gynocritic reading of a



text:

1.  Archival Recovery: Identify if the author or the work has been marginalized or forgotten by the traditional 

canon. Research the author’s biography to understand the socio-economic constraints they faced.

2.  Phase Identification: Determine which of Showalter’s three phases the work most closely aligns with. Is it 

imitative, protest-oriented, or focused on self-definition?

3.  Structural Analysis: Examine the narrative structure. Does it follow a traditional patriarchal trajectory (e.g., the 

marriage plot), or does it innovate with fragmented or cyclical structures?

4.  Thematic Decoding: Look for recurring motifs that Showalter identifies as common in female writing: the 

"madwoman in the attic," the secret diary, the domestic space as both a sanctuary and a prison, and the 

exploration of female friendship.

5.  Language and Imagery: Analyze the use of metaphor and imagery. Is there a specific "female" language 

being used? For example, are domestic metaphors used to describe complex philosophical or psychological states?

Case Studies and Operational Challenges

Despite its pioneering status, A Literature of Their Ownhas faced several critical challenges and "failure modes"

in its application. Understanding these is essential for a balanced technical perspective.

The Challenge of Intersectionality

One of the primary criticisms of Showalter’s work is its focus on white, middle-class British women. Later critics,

such as those from Black feminist and post-colonial traditions, argued that the "Female" phase as defined by

Showalter did not account for the experiences of women who faced multiple intersections of oppression (race,

class, and gender). In modern practice, gynocritics must be expanded to include these intersectional perspectives

to remain relevant.

The Essentialism Debate

Some critics have argued that Showalter’s focus on a "female tradition" risks biological essentialism—the idea

that women have an inherent, unchanging nature that dictates their writing. Showalter countered this by

emphasizing that the commonalities in women's writing were the result of shared social and historical conditions,

not biological destiny. However, navigating this line remains a technical challenge for feminist theorists.

Operationalizing the Transition Phases

In practice, many writers do not fit neatly into a single phase. For example, Elizabeth Gaskell’s work often blends 

Feminine domesticity with Feminist social protest. The solution is to view the phases as overlapping spectrums 

rather than rigid categories. When analyzing a text, a researcher should look for transitional markersthat indicate

a shift between phases.

The Methodological Impact of the 1999 Revised Edition

In 1999, Showalter published a revised edition of A Literature of Their Own , which included a new introduction 

titled "Twenty Years on: A Literature of Their Own Revisited." This update addressed many of the earlier criticisms 

and reflected on the explosion of feminist scholarship that her work helped catalyze. The revision emphasized the 

evolutionary natureof feminist theory itself, acknowledging that the mapping of a female tradition is an ongoing

project rather than a static achievement.

Key Technical Updates in the 1999 Revision:

•  Integration of Global Perspectives: Acknowledgment of the need to look beyond the British tradition.



•  Technological Shifts: Discussion of how digital archives and the internet have facilitated the recovery of 

forgotten women writers.

•  Refinement of Gynocritics: A more nuanced definition of the relationship between the writer’s life and the text, 

moving away from purely biographical readings toward a more sophisticated textual analysis.

The enduring power of Showalter’s work lies in its ability to provide a coherent framework for a vast and diverse

body of literature. By identifying a "literature of their own," Showalter gave female writers a history and a future. Her

work ensures that the study of the novel is not just a study of "great men," but a comprehensive exploration of the

human experience as shaped by gender, culture, and the persistent drive for self-expression. The three-phase

model remains a vital tool for understanding how marginalized groups move toward cultural autonomy, and

gynocritics continues to serve as a foundational methodology for literary scholars worldwide.

As we move further into the 21st century, the principles laid out by Showalter continue to inform new areas of study,

including ecofeminism, digital humanities, and queer theory. The technical groundwork she laid in 1977 provided

the essential scaffolding upon which contemporary feminist literary studies are built. Whether one agrees with her

specific categorizations or not, the necessity of viewing women's writing as a distinct and self-sustaining tradition is

now a fundamental tenet of academic literary analysis.
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