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Feminist Literary History & Joyce:
in four snapshots

• Precursors: Mary Wollstonecraft’s (Vindication of the Rights of Women) & 
Mary Shelley  (late c18 – early c19) and  the feminist gothic

• First Wave Feminism 1880-1920
• Crop of pre-feminist women writers to build on… 
• The male feminist litératteurs – Ibsen, G B Shaw, Thomas Hardy (& others).
• Virginia Woolf & JJ – class and Irishness, and imitation. Rebecca West (great review of 

first half of U). Mary Colum (positive review, but Molly with ‘the mind of a gorilla’).

• Second Wave Feminism (1970s- till Gender studies, 1990s)
• Gynocritics (UK and US): A parallel canon & reclamation of lost works. A substantial 

body of feminist works. Cancellations, but not of JJ.
• French Literary Theory: Hélène Cixous and  Julia Kristeva – women writing the body; 

broader analysis of gender, power & feminisms. 

• Women Rise Up: JJ Symposium, Provincetown, June 1984, and Bonnie Kime 
Scott & Karen Lawrence; an interaction with Marilyn French in 1982. 



Gender-blind (male) Critics on Molly  (Herring, MFS, ’69)

• Morse and Steinberg: ‘the bitterest and deadliest thing Joyce ever wrote’; ‘the very 
centre of paralysis’.

• Hugh Kenner: ‘Her “Yes” is the “Yes” of authority… over the animal kingdom of the 
dead’.

• S.L.Goldberg: her ‘emotional falsity’.
• Darcy O’Brien: ‘a thirty-shilling whore’.
• Harry Levin: ‘repulsive’.
• Steinberg takes her 17 infidelities (Bloom in Ithaca) as truth.
• Robert M. Adams: ‘a woman as conceived by a man trained to think the flesh 

naturally dirty…a slut, a sloven, a voracious sexual animal as conceived by one of 
those medieval minds to whom the female can never be anything but a saccum 
stercoris [bag of dung]…deliberately obscene.’



An notable exception – the medic, Carl Jung

• ‘The forty pages of non stop run in the end is a string of veritable 
psychological peaches. I suppose the devil’s grandmother knows 
so much about the real psychology of a woman. I didn’t.’ 



Boston Globe 17 June 1983



Boston Globe 
cont. p.31



The article: women’s demands

‘the country’s best-known 
feminists, led by Bonnie Scott … 
demanded a greater voice in the 
decisions of the Joyce industry.’

‘Few had expected feminism to 
become a major issue.’

‘our letter asks for a more 
representative administration’ 

(featured women keynotes; few 
women’s participants at JJF 

Board & running conferences)

Fritz Senn, described as friendly 
to the demands: ‘[JJ studies] 

evolved to the point that other 
voices must be heard…younger 

voices must be heard’.

Senn admits JJ industry had been 
colonized by men.

Demeaning, jocular tone: 
‘Meanwhile among the stitchery 
of female issues, there is at least 

a silver lining: “Norman Mailer 
was invited this year. Suppose 
he’d made it?” ’[an organizer, 
snide allusion to Kate Millett]



Outcomes of Uprising: a seachange

• Women’s letter of demands taken to Board by Morris Beja.
• Rules reformed: Board elected, not appointed; US domination 

ended and a wider global and gender representation achieved. 
• Karen Lawrence (subsequent stellar career as Joycean and Pres. 

of Huntingdon Library) became Beja’s deputy and President of IJJF. 
Several women succeeded her.

• Bonnie Kime Scott was first woman to run a Joyce conference.
• More featured women speakers.



Lead, kindly fowl! They always did: ask 
the ages. What bird has done yesterday 
man may do next year, be it fly, be it 
moult, be it hatch, be it agreement in the 
nest….

No, assuredly, they are not justified 
those gloompourers who grouse that 
letters have never been quite their old 
selves again since that weird weekday 
in bleak Janiveer ….when to the shock 
of both, Biddy Doran looked at 
literature.

(Finnegans Wake, 112:9-28)
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