
 

 

Episode 2: Mobile Femininity 
 

“By looking away she put herself even more on display to me”: Undoing Masculine Vision in 

Alice Thompson’s Justine (1996) 

Caleb Sivyer (Univeristy of the West of England) 

 

Alice Thompson’s Justine (1996) subversively plays with patriarchally-scripted gender roles and, 

in particular, stages for the purpose of critique the asymmetrical model of gendered looking 

outlined by Laura Mulvey in the 1970s. The novel’s unnamed male narrator and protagonist is 

presented as the embodiment of the male gaze, obsessively surrounding himself with what he 

sees as objects of timeless beauty, in particular idealised images of femininity, as well as 

indulging in various acts of scopophilia such as voyeurism and objectification. However, his 

position as male sovereign spectator is disrupted when he meets a woman who initially appears 

to embody the qualities of his ideal model of femininity but who turns out to be self-consciously 

performing such a role in order to entrap and then punish him for his role in patriarchal violence. 

Taking inspiration from the writings of the Marquis de Sade, in particular his twin novels about 

femininity, Justine and Juliette, as well as Angela Carter’s analysis of the work of de Sade in The 

Sadeian Woman (1979), Thompson’s narrative presents her male protagonist with a beguiling 

and deceptive woman who performs both the virtuous yet masochistic martyr role of Justine and 

the vicious and active Juliette, yet separating them into fictional twin sisters. My paper will 

explore some of the key scenes in the narrative in order to unpack how Thompson plays with 

ideas about gender performativity in relation to gendered ways of seeing, in particular analysing 

how the text employs tropes and images from both Gothic and Modernist traditions in order to 

highlight or problematize the relationship between gender and the visual. I will also look at some 

of the intertextual relations of the narrative, in particular its dialogue with Charlotte Perkins 

Gilman’s ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’, as well as the already-mentioned works of de Sade and 

Carter. 

 

 

Caleb Sivyer 

Caleb Sivyer is Senior Lecturer at the University of the West of England, Bristol, where he 

teaches on a range of foundation year and undergraduate modules, and on topics including 

twentieth-century literature, fairy tale and myth, political and cultural theory, and film studies. 

He holds a PhD in English Literature from Cardiff University, with a thesis that analysed the 

politics of gender and the visual in selected works by Virginia Woolf and Angela Carter. His 

research interests include twentieth-century literature, contemporary women’s writing, gender 

and sexuality, film studies, literary and cultural theory, myth and fairy tale, and philosophy. He 

has published a number of articles and book chapters on Angela Carter, as well as articles on 

other writers, including J.G. Ballard and Alison Bechdel. He is the co-founder (along with Marie 

Mulvey-Roberts and Charlotte Crofts) of the Angela Carter Society and he runs a website 

devoted to the life and works of Angela Carter (www.angelacarteronline.com) which has a 

thriving online community. 

 



 

 

 

Complicating the Female Gaze: Representations of Older Femininities in late 20 th Century Indian 

Fiction by Women 

Devika Karnard (Cardiff University) 

 

This paper proposes to look at divergent, and even dichotomous, representations of femininity 

in Indian fiction by female writers. It is interested in the tropes of older or more traditional 

femininities employed in texts against which a younger, more modern femininity is 

foregrounded, and in defining the functions of villainy (i.e. disidentification) and nostalgia (i.e. 

identification) that this older femininity plays for the younger woman protagonist in these texts. 

The paper is interested in injecting a complex intersectional perspective into the reading of 

fiction written ostensibly by, for and about Indian women, which helps to acknowledge the 

multiplicity of women’s affiliations with systems of class, caste, relig ion, and their location within 

patriarchal family systems as factors which lead to the necessary disintegration of the category 

of ‘woman’. Through a psychoanalytic reading of mother-daughter relationships in two Indian 

texts, namely The Dark Holds No Terrors (1980) by Shashi Deshpande and The Thousand 

Faces of Night (1992) by Githa Hariharan, this paper will attempt to establish the idea of a 

daughter-centric female gaze aimed at the mother, whom the protagonist both attempts to 

distance herself from, and finds herself preoccupied with. This presentation of complicated 

mother-daughter relationships in the context of late 20th C India allows itself to be read into a 

larger national tussle between the ‘old’ and the ‘new’, vested most easily in the signifier of the 

‘woman’ and in competing ideas of femininity, as well as a contemporaneous rupture in Indian 

‘feminist ideas of sisterhood, women’s pacifism, [and] false consciousness’ that assumed the 

integrity of the category of ‘woman’ across their disparate locations in deeply embedded 

patriarchal formations. This paper thus attempts to complicate the idea of the male/female 

gaze by interrogating the ways in which women’s own perceptions of femininity betray fractures 

within our definitions of the ‘female’. 

 

 

Devika Karnad 

Devika Karnad is a final year PhD student in English Literature at Cardiff University. She 

completed her Bachelor of Arts in English from St. Xavier's College, Mumbai and her Master of 

Arts in English from Mumbai University. Her research interests are in Indian women's writing, 

literary representations of women and feminism, and the relationship of the text to its political, 

cultural and religious contexts. These interests form the core of her PhD project, which is a 

study of the representation of peripheral female characters (particularly mother figures) and 

alternative women’s agencies in Indian women’s writing since the 1980s, in the context of 

Hindu fundamentalism and (economic) neoliberalism.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Rodeo Clowns, Cowgirls and Farm Women – A Poetic Response to Horse Girl Femininity  

Christina Thatcher (Cardiff Metropolitan University) 

 

I grew up on a horse farm in eastern Pennsylvania. There I watched my mother, and women like 

her, challenge the traditional expectations of femininity through their daily work. The grit and 

physical strength required of barn hands, horse trainers, and rodeo riders, were at odds with the 

traditional expectations placed on women to be quiet, pretty, clean and obedient. These poems 

are beginning to examine what femininity means in the context of the barn and the female 

equestrians’ life. They attempt to investigate the intersection between female strength and 

vulnerability; the challenges faced by cowgirls in cowboy spaces; and the concept of the 

‘feminine’ horse girl. This work also considers how horses themselves might act as metaphors 

for female domesticity and wildness. The poems are drawn from my poetry-collection-in-

progress, Breaking a Mare, which won a Literature Wales Writers’ Bursary in 2018.  
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Dr Christina Thatcher is a Creative Writing Lecturer at Cardiff Metropolitan University. She 

keeps busy off campus as Poetry Editor for The Cardiff Review, a tutor for The Poetry School, a 

member of the Literature Wales Management Board and as a freelance workshop facilitator 

across the UK. Her poetry and short stories have featured in over 50 publications including The 

London Magazine, North American Review, Planet Magazine, The Interpreter’s House and 

more. She has published two poetry collections with Parthian Books: More than you were 

(2017) and How to Carry Fire (2020). To learn more about Christina’s work please visit her 

website: christinathatcher.com or follow her on Twitter @writetoempower. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Would You Like a Cup of Tea?: Shirley Jackson's Disquieting Femininities 

Joan Passey (University of Bristol) 

 

This paper considers the complex and confrontational femininities presented in Shirley 

Jackson's body of largely forgotten work. Jackson is cited as an inspiration for authors including 

Stephen King and Neil Gaiman, and while her work has inspired the Netflix series The Haunting 

of Hill House, and her short story 'The Lottery' is taught in schools across the US, her work has 

largely fallen out of popularity. One potential explanation for this marginalisation of her work - 

which was popular and profitable in the mid-twentieth century - is that her narratives centre on 

disquieting, confrontational, and uncomfortable depictions of femininity. Jackson's femininities, 

often situated in domestic spaces, aggressively defy the idealised post-war all-American 

domestic housewife, and instead present the complicated femininities of mothers, girls, 

students, sisters, murderesses, elderly women, mentally unwell women, and vicious, 

manipulative women. Jackson consciously toys with the idealised, consumer-orientated 

femininity of the 1950s and 1960s, and domestic archetypes are embroiled into her narratives of 

disruption. Women poison their families with sugar, use their sexualities to destroy men's 

careers and homes, and overbearing mothers come to articulate anxieties surrounding race and 

discrimination in the twentieth century. This paper demonstrates how Jackson's work both 

embraces and rejects stereotypical images surrounding domestic femininity to create uncanny 

images of radical, resistant women. 
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Joan Passey is a Teaching Associate at the University of Bristol and Assistant Reviews Editor 
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