
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Identity can not be found or fabricated but emerges from within when one has the courage to let go.

-Doug Cooper

Literature has always been one of the best lenses in picturing life and world at large. With its multifaceted genres of prose, poetry, drama, fiction, non-fiction, biography, autobiography, essays, travelogues it brings out various reflections of the different trends of social realities prevailing in the society. In other words weaving fictional element on the realistic platform, literature transcends cultural boundaries and the stereotypes, portraying the true image of the human existence in terms of civilization, socio-cultural ethos, tradition, myth, relationship both interpersonal and intrapersonal with the touch of human sensibility and emotion. In the words of Grace Daphne in Consciousness, Literature and the Arts (2007), “Literature is part of the self-referral quest of the human being to express consciousness”(8). Deviating from the conventional research based methods of numbers and percentages the narratives provide experiences of people and lives in close quarters. The exigencies, struggles and changes manifested within the characters in the stories go parallel with the readers who see the paradigm of their self-identity in a large scale and try to draw remedies to their wounded lives. Literature thus, embeds the consciousness that has a greater flexibility in the context of life and society more than any sociological or anthropological approaches could do. Rushdie, while analyzing this consciousness, has remarked:

Literature is an interim report from the consciousness of the artist ... Literature is made at the frontier between the self and the world, and in the act of creation that frontier softens, becomes permeable, and allows the world to flow into the artist and the artist to flow into the world.(Daphne 427)

Though both men and women writers have succeeded in presenting the true facets of existence in their writings, the women writers have excelled in transcending the fetters of the society and mirroring the real ‘self’ in a more appealing tone. In the words of Virginia Woolf in Women and Fiction (1979):

If, then, one should try to sum up the character of women’s fiction at the present moment, one would say that it is courageous; it is sincere, it keeps closely to what women feel ... It does not insist upon its femininity. But at the same time, a woman's book is not written as a man would write it. (Woolf 11)

The focal point on women's writing has illuminated an inundated convention of women's creativity. An effervescent interest in a 'female literary tradition' is element of the second phase of feminist literary criticism, which began in the nineteen seventies and has ‘gradually shifted its centre from revisionary readings to a sustained investigation of literature by women’. The former stage of feminist study was concerned with woman as reader. Elaine Showalter recognizes it 'the feminist critique' of male texts and explains that it’s ‘subjects include the images and stereotypes of women in literature’. Feminist criticism in its first phase began by rereading literature written by both men and women writers in order to reveal the misinterpretation of women in the canon of classic literature. This criticism was inspired and influenced by Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1949), Mary Ellman’s Thinking About Women (1968) and Kate Millet’s Sexual Politics (1970). Women’s writings offer a thorough understanding from within. Rosalind Miles in The Female Form: Women Writers and the Conquest of the novel (1987) opines:

The task of interpretation of women’s experience cannot be left to male writers alone, however sympathetic they may be. The female perspective, expressed through women’s writing of all kinds, is more than a valuable corrective to an all-male view of the universe. For women readers it is a lifeline. (Miles X)

The second phase which Showalter (Feminist Criticism in the wilderness, Modern Criticism and Theory: A Reader, 1988) calls 'gynocritics' sees this as a protest phase, where women authors revolutionized the established patriarchal thoughts. The writers made efforts to see the sights of woman’s place in terms of vocation, class and the family. This phase is characterized by the claim for autonomy on the part of women. It lays emphasis thus:

... the study of women as writers and its subjects are the history, style, themes, genres and structures of writing by women, the psychodynamics of female creativity; the trajectory of the individual or collective female career and the evolution and laws of a female literary tradition. (Showalter 335)

The female phase is featured by the woman writer’s quest for individual voice and identity as opposed to the identity forced by patriarchy. With a versatile tone of styles, forms and experience women writers explore every aspect specific to their lives as women. Pam Morris has expressed in Literature and Feminism: An Introduction (1993) his views upon “the special pleasure of recognition” that women readers experience while confronting “their own emotions, circumstances, frustrations and desires shared, named and shaped into literary form...”(60) In the opinion of Morris, this recognition provides: 

many women, some for the first time, a sense that their own existence was meaningful, that their suffering was imposed and unnecessary, and a belief in women’s collective strength to resist and remake their own lives.(60, emphasis added)

Women writers belong to the arena which Showalter recognizes as a ‘female subculture’, which is ‘a thriving and positive entity’, and part of a characteristically female tradition of creative writing. She has further said: 

Women writings are not, then, inside and outside of the male tradition; they are inside two traditions simultaneously, ‘undercurrents’, Ellen Moer’s metaphor of the mainstream. (Showalter 348)

The women writings having its collective nature give a clear voice, visibility and validity to women’s experience and their predicament. The recovering, rediscovering women writers and their lost texts were the stepping stones to feminist research in a period when their existence was felt to the minimum. This helped in the continuity of women’s literary productivity and also filled the gaps which were earlier periods of silence in women’s writings. Sree Rashmi Talwar in Women’s Space, The Mosaic World of Margaret Drabble and Nayantara Sahgal (1997) gives a clear explanation:

Janet Radcliffe Richards puts forward an idea similar to Friedan’s, in The Sceptical Feminist (1980) wherein she warns the feminists that their ‘radical impulse to reject patriarchy’ would only trap them in a path which would take them away from the goal they themselves want to achieve....The Western feminist movement has thus been the generator of a worldwide struggle that has made women visible and offered her a freedom to choose, in the path of self-direction and determination which is in alignment with others, rather than the competition against them.(Talwar 4)

There is a requirement for a canon of Women’s writing for specifically this cause: A woman’s transcript will propose an alternative representation of the conditions, needs, psychology of the woman. As Pramod K. Nayar observes in Contemporary Literary and Cultural Theory: From Culturalism to Ecocriticism (2010): 

The woman’s experience is not articulated by women authors-if it is, these texts are often dismissed as possessing little or no literary value. The feminist project has been to reclaim a woman’s tradition of writing where alternative world views and values are depicted, different aesthetics are deployed, where the woman’s experience is not reduced to the way men think it should be and, in some cases, offering new possibilities for society itself. (Nayar 95) 

Women writers have taken upon themselves the great task of crusade against women predicaments unveiling the trials and tribulations in a callous and conservative patriarchal domination. They have tried to portray the evils and maladies of the society that ruin the physical and emotional spheres of women lives. Their writings are the mirrors of the sufferings and persecutions that women miserably experience under the wall of patriarchal system-a place where women find less scope and opportunity and sometimes nil to be to their true self.

Women’s identity seems to be deliberately put to various hardships and humiliations and she is not free to express herself. Since times literature has become an indispensable medium in delineating the interpretation of women experiences which cannot be left to male writers alone. Writings from a female perspective by women writers seem to be more authentic with the depth of understanding the feelings:

It is important to see the female literary tradition in...relation to the wider evolution of women’s self-awareness and to the ways in which any minority group finds its directions of self-expression relatives to the dominant society.(Showalter 11)

Feminism has its core objective of challenging the patriarchal whirlpools, deconstructing the vital dissertations, decoding the role of gender as a managing standard of understanding and relating forms of feminine enunciation to changing peripheral conditions and associations. The core point to the entire squabble is what Pouline de la Barre once put forward: “All that has been written about women by men should be suspect, for the men are at once judge and party to the lawsuits.” (Qtd. in Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex 1949, op.cit) It tries to probe into the social injustice that leads to structural inequality of women. Feminist Literary Theory observes an essential stability between text and world interpreted within societal and cultural creation. Realism is fore grounded as ‘textualised’. Shoshana Felman in Rereading Feminity (1981) has observed: 

Man alone has thus the privilege of proper meaning of literal identity; femininity as a signifier, cannot signify itself, it is but a metaphor, a figurative substitute; it can but refer to man, to the phallus, as its proper meaning, as it is signified. The rhetorical hierarch station of every opposition between the sexes is then such that women’s difference is suppressed, being totally subsumed by the reference of the feminine; to masculine identity. (19-44)
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