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Reading Women’s Writing 
 

 

Dates Tuesdays 21, 28 April and 5, 12, 19 and 26 May 

Times 18.00-20.00  

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre  

Level All levels; please note this course requires some advance reading  

Class size Maximum 16 participants  

 
 

Course description 

This course will offer an opportunity to read a selection of women’s literature as a way to remember 

when and how women took to writing literary texts, and to ask what women write about and why. 

Discussions of feminist literary traditions and texts will be embedded within questions of class, 

sexuality, race and geographical location. This intersectional method will open up the ways in which 

feminist literary theory today emerges from a series of collaborations and conflicts between 'western', 

'multicultural', 'third world' and ‘transnational’ feminisms. We will also address the question of 

feminism’s engagement with cultural and social theory to examine the intersections of academic and 

popular, intellectual and activist dimensions of feminist literary theory. 

As we will see, the demarcation between 'literary' and 'theoretical' texts has always been unstable 

within feminism and the course sets up a dialogue between the two categories. Key ‘literary’ texts will 

be used as touchstones for our debates and discussions throughout the course. 

 

 
Week One 

Introduction: What is Feminist Literary Theory?  

This introductory session will provide an overview of the course’s key themes, texts and weekly plan. 

This will be followed by a visit to our exhibition, Unfinished Business: The Fight for Women’s Rights. 

 

Week Two  

Feminist Literary Theory and its Others 

This week’s readings will inaugurate our discussion of feminist literary theory with the question of 

literary hauntings and inheritance. We will read Jean Rhys novel Wide Sargasso Sea (1966), a novel 

that is typically read as a critical response to Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre (1847). Rhys’s narrative 

moves between Jamaica and England and reprises Bertha Mason’s role (‘the madwoman in the attic’) 

from a postcolonial perspective.  
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Week Three 

Playing in the Dark 

This week’s discussion will centre around Toni Morrison’s short story ‘Recitatif’, set during the civil 

rights movement in the US. By consciously withholding information about the race of the central 

women protagonists, the text requires readers to draw upon their own recognition of race as a 

signifier of identity. 

 

Week Four 

Bodies of Value 

This week we will read and discuss the Bengali writer Mahasweta Devi’s short story “Draupadi”. The 

title character is a tribal woman who is a bonded sex-slave in independent India. The story offers a 

powerful allegory of the degraded place of women within the nation even as the nation itself is 

revered as Mother India. 

 

Week Five  

Social Reproduction  

This week’s reading focuses on Leila Slimani’s novel Lullaby (2016). Set in contemporary Paris, the 

novel provides a searing portrait of the politics of care in late capitalism. Often read as a 

‘psychological thriller’, the novel weaves in questions of class, gender and desire, into its concerns 

with plot and character. 

 

Week Six 

Reading Transnationally 

 

We will conclude the course by reading Monica Ali’s Brick Lane (2000).  Set in London at the 

beginning of the twenty-first century, the novel provides a critical portrait of Bangladeshi immigrants 

in the east End, and raises critical issues about the predicament of migrant women in contemporary 

Britain. We will pair a discussion of the novel by re-visiting related parts of our exhibition, Unfinished 

Business: The Fight for Women’s Rights.  

 
 

Tutor(s) 

This course is led by Dr. Rashmi Varma. She is Reader in the Department of English and Comparative 

Literary Studies at the University of Warwick. She is the author of The Postcolonial City and its 

Subjects (2011) and co-editor of Marxism and Postcolonial Theory: Critical Engagements with Benita 

Parry (2018). She is a founding editorial collective member of the journal Feminist Dissent and has 

published numerous essays on postcolonial and feminist theory, activism and literature. 

 
 

Required Reading 

 

Week One - none required 

Week Two 

Required: Jean Rhys, Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) 
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Suggested: Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, "A Dialogue of Self and Soul: Plain Jane's Progress". 
In The Madwoman in the Attic (Yale University Press, 1979).  

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Three Women’s Texts and A Critique of Imperialism” Critical Inquiry, 

Vol. 12, No. 1, "Race," Writing, and Difference (Autumn, 1985), pp. 243-261.  

 

Week Three 

Required: Toni Morrison, “Recitatif” in Confirmation: An Anthology of African American Women, 

edited by Amiri Baraka and Amina Baraka (1983) 

Suggested: Elizabeth Abel, “Black Writing, White Reading: Race and the Politics of Feminist 

Interpretation”. Critical Inquiry Vol. 19, No. 3 (Spring, 1993), pp. 470-498. 

Mae Henderson, "Speaking in Tongues: Dialogics and Dialectics and The Black Woman Writer's 

Literary Tradition". In Changing Our Own Words, edited by Cheryl Wall (Rutgers University Press, 

1989).  

 

Week Four 

Required: Mahasweta Devi, "Draupadi". In Imaginary Maps edited by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 

(Routdledge, 1995) 

Suggested: Nira Yuval‐Davis, Gender and nation. In Ethnic and Racial Studies, 16:4, 621-632 (1993). 

 

Week Five 

Required: Leila Slimani, Lullaby (2016) 

Suggested: Lauren Berlant, “Cruel Optimism: On Marx, Loss, and the Senses,” New Formations 

63(Winter [2007–08]):33–51. 

Nancy Fraser, "Crisis of Care? On the Social-Reproductive Contradictions of Contemporary 

Capitalism", In Tithi Bhattacharya, ed. Social Reproduction Theory: Remapping Class, Centring 

Oppression. Pluto Press, 2018. 

 

Week Six 

Required: Monica Ali, Brick Lane (2000) 

 

 
 

Previous skills, knowledge or experience 

None required. A willingness to participate in group discussion, and to undertake the required reading 

for each session, will help you get the most from this course. 

 

Facilities and refreshments 

Please gather outside the Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre, located on the lower ground floor of 

the British Library, from 5.45pm. Tea and coffee will be served on arrival. The course will begin 

promptly at 6pm. 

 
 


