
 

 

Episode 1: Early Twentieth Century Challenges to Femininity 
 

‘Ladies there is no neutral position for us to assume’: Femininity and Performative Acts in 

Gertrude Stein’s Ladies Voices, Counting her Dresses, and White Wines.  

Rebekka Jolley (Liverpool Hope University) 

 

Gertrude Stein’s opera The Mother of Us All (1946) is based on the life of Susan B. Anthony a 

social reformer and part of the women’s suffrage movement. The character of Susan B. Anthony 

states ‘‘Ladies there is no neutral position for us to assume’ (p.70). The politically charged line 

refers to the role of the female no longer being impartial, instead women are to have their own 

views. It has long been debated whether the modernist author, poet, playwright and art collector 

Gertrude Stein may or may not be a feminist. However, she has long played with the female 

figure and femininity have featured heavily in most of her works, especially the critically 

neglected early plays. This paper aims to explore how Gertrude Stein plays with the notion of 

femininity and its performative acts within her early plays: Ladies Voices (1916), Counting her 

Dresses (1917), and White Wines (1913).  The plays explore the performative acts which 

construct the feminine identity. Stein uses techniques such as meta-theatre and non-linearity to 

alert the audience to the performative and feminine acts that occur in the plays. The fragmented 

dialogue within these pieces plays with the notion of femininity, including discussions that 

revolve around clothing and female domestic acts such as sewing and cooking. The paper’s 

format would be a performative paper, in which the lines from the plays that are being analysed 

will be acted and the performance then forms part of the discussion and analysis. With special 

thanks to actors Cathryn Murray and Allison Bumsted.   

 

 

Rebekka Jolley 

Rebekka Jolley is an interdisciplinary practice as research PhD candidate studying the subjects 

of English Literature and Drama at Liverpool Hope University. She specialises in Gertrude Stein 

and her early plays (1913–1919) analysing how techniques Stein uses within her theatrical 

works translate into the performance space. Rebekka is a lecturer at Liverpool Hope University 

and St Helens College. You can find her on twitter @rebekkajolley.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

She Wears the Trousers: A Historiographical Analysis of Women Wearing Trousers from 1900-

1949.  

Ellye Van Grieken (Institution) 

 

“Heaven save me from these strident, efficient young Amazons in men’s clothing”. This quote is 

taken from a novel written in 1937, it is proclaimed by the character Richard, commenting on his 

‘sweetheart’, Constance, that she isn’t “feminine...dependant and fragile” enough for his 

affections. This encapsulates the threat that trousers for women represented, the loss of 

femininity and the threat of independence and loss of male control. The adoption of trousers, a 

traditionally male garment, became a controversial issue and was met with considerable 

resistance. Descriptions of women in trousers ranged from words such as “shocking”, 

“immodest”, “disgusting” and “unattractive”. Yet at the same time represented exciting 

possibilities, they could be “attractive”, “fashionable”, “modern” and “practical”. Trousers for 

women certainly divided opinion and stimulated debate with implications reaching beyond 

fashion, trousers came to embody the power struggle between the sexes. The phrase ‘she 

wears the trousers in that house’ illustrates how entrenched the notion of trousers as a symbol 

of masculinity is. In that phrase, trousers embody the notion of control and power. Even today, 

the column inches devoted to the discussion of Hilary Clinton’s ‘pantsuit’ demonstrates that 

there is still a level of discomfort with women wearing ‘the trousers’. The shift that took women 

from ‘feminine’ to ‘masculine’ forms of attire is an important one in history and something that 

still bears relevance today.  

 

 

Ellye Van Grieken 

Ellye Van Grieken is a London based researcher and content creator with a keen focus on 

making academic research accessible beyond the academic sphere. She has recently graduated 

from the Royal College of Art in History of Design. Ellye’s interests lie in identity and performing 

identity with a particular focus on the body. Her latest research interrogated issues of the body 

on display through the representation of mermaids in the 19 thcentury. Ellye is currently acting as 

editor at the Research Collective for Decolonising Fashion which looks to approach clothing 

systems around the world through cross-cultural forums and diverse perspectives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Defying the Gaze: Women’s Clandestine Prison Photography in the Irish Civil War  

Jessica McIvor (University of Southampton) 

 

In a prison in 1923, Irish Republican activist Siobhan de Paor smuggled in a small, Kodak 

camera after being granted day release for the funeral of a close friend. At the urging of her 

fellow prisoners, de Paor took a series of photographs of the women inmates. These 

photographs, which serve as our only visual record of these women’s imprisonment for political 

activism and subterfuge during the Irish Civil War, would only be made public in 1969 in a 

memoir article penned by the de Paor sisters shortly before their death. At the same time as 

these illicit images were being shot, prison authorities attempted to take photographs of the 

women prisoners for use in propaganda. These efforts were defied by the collective, organised 

effort of the prisoners who distracted photographers and ruined shots. In doing so, these 

women asserted their agency to remain unseen and resisted against being made visible by the 

male, institutional gaze.  

The role of photography in constructing and reinforcing normative ideologies of gender is well 

known, as is the impact of the male gaze in determining how women are looked at and 

photographed. Yet, photography also offers a way to challenge this through women’s own 

photographs and the re-circulation of previously ‘invisible’ images. However, as Patricia Hayes 

has discussed, when discussing this recovery of visibility there is a need to question the 

patriarchal power dynamics behind how women are made visible and further to this, to 

disentangle uncritical notions of empowerment and visibility. The agency of women’s choices to 

be seen or unseen must be foregrounded in our discussions of feminine visibility. Through 

examining de Paor’s clandestine prison photography in tandem with the resistance against the 

propaganda photographs, I will demonstrate the complexities of women’s visibility and the need 

to centre agency in our work. 

 

 

Jessica McIvor  

Jessica McIvor is a final year PhD student at the University of Southampton and the University 

of Bristol. She is funded by the AHRC South West Wales Doctoral Training Partnership. Her 

interdisciplinary research focuses on a comparative study of the role of photography in 

constructing and combatting erasure of women’s militancy in twentieth-century Ireland and 

Spain. Her work discusses the complexities of public visibility, critiques discourses of 

exceptionalism and unproblematised recovery, and addresses the need for a sustainable, 

empowering visibility that challenges systematic disempowerment and neglect. 

 

 


