
Gender Representation in Literature – Study Notes

1. Why It Matters

Cultural Mirror: Literature reflects and shapes societal ideas about gender roles, identities,

and power relations.

Historical Insight: Changes in representation reveal shifts in social attitudes, legal rights,

and feminist movements.

Critical Tool: Analyzing gender helps readers uncover bias, challenge stereotypes, and

appreciate diverse voices.

2. Key Concepts & Terminology

Term Definition Example in Literature

Gender

Socially constructed roles, behaviors,

and identities associated with “male”

and “female.”

Jane Eyre (Brontë) – Jane’s

struggle against Victorian gender

expectations.

Sex
Biological differences (chromosomes,

anatomy).

Often conflated with gender in

older texts.

Patriarchy
Social system where men hold primary

power.

The Great Gatsby – male

dominance in business and social

spheres.

Matriarchy
Society in which women hold dominant

positions.

The Left Hand of Darkness (Le

Guin) – a culture where gender is

fluid.

Gender Binary
The classification of gender into two

distinct, opposite forms.

Many 19th?century novels

enforce binary roles.

Non?binary /

Gender?fluid

Identities that do not fit strictly into

“male” or “female.”

Middlesex (Eugene?O’Neill) –

intersex protagonist.

Intersectionality
Overlapping systems of oppression

(gender, race, class, sexuality).

Beloved (Morrison) – Black

women’s experience of gender

and racism.
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Term Definition Example in Literature

Feminist Literary

Criticism

Approaches that examine how texts

reinforce or resist patriarchal ideologies.

Close reading of The Handmaid’s

Tale (Atwood).

Masculinity Studies
Analyses of male identities,

expectations, and performance.

The Catcher in the Rye –

Holden’s crisis of masculine

authenticity.

Queer Theory
Explores non?normative sexualities and

gender expressions in texts.

Orlando (Woolf) – gender fluidity

across centuries.

3. Historical Overview

Period Dominant Gender Portrayals Notable Shifts

Classical

(Greek/Roman)

Women as domestic, men as public

actors; occasional heroic women (e.g.,

Athena).

Early mythic subversions (e.g.,

Medea).

Medieval
Chivalric ideals for men; women as

virtuous, passive, or temptresses.

Female saints and mystics (e.g.,

Hildegard).

Renaissance &

Enlightenment

“Ideal” woman as obedient, beautiful;

male author?protagonist dominates.

Emergence of women writers

(Aphra?Behn, Mary?

Wollstonecraft).

19th?Century

(Victorian)

Strict binary roles; “angel in the house”

vs. “fallen woman.”

Gothic & realist novels begin to

question norms (e.g.,

Middlemarch).

Early 20th?Century

Modernist experimentation; women

gaining agency but often confined to

domestic crises.

First-wave feminism influences

texts (e.g., The Awakening).

Mid?20th?Century
Post?war masculinity crises; emergence

of feminist voices.

Beat, existential, and feminist

literature (e.g., The Bell Jar).

Late 20th?Century
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