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Abstract 

Contemporary Western feminist scholarship fails to explore the backdrop to the 

naturalization of feminine subjugation.  By analyzing the structures, histories, and 

theories of gender relations, this study dislocates femininity from its ascribed Otherness 

and, in doing so, demonstrates how empowered femininities have been overlooked or 

rendered invisible within gender studies.  Femme, as the failure or refusal to approximate 

the patriarchal norms of femininity, serves as the conceptual anchor of this study and is 

used to examine how femmephobic sentiments are constructed and perpetuated in 

contemporary Western feminist theory.  In part, this perpetuation is achieved through the 

pedagogical and theoretical exclusions from the texts chosen for gender studies courses, 

revealing a normative feminist body constructed through the privileging of identities and 

expressions.  Privileging of identities is demonstrated through the designation of literary 

space and in an overview of dominant theories, such as how the feminine subject is 

maintained as the object of critique and as not able to be “properly” feminist. This 

assessment of gender studies course texts reveals a limited understanding of femme and 

femininity that maintains these identities as white, middle-class, normatively bodied, and 

without agency.  Feminist theory demonstrates an embedded normative feminist subject, 

one marked by whiteness and body privileges.  By deconstructing the privileging of 

theories of the normative feminist subject, this study argues that gender studies has 

replicated feminist histories in which the politics and concerns of the white socially 

privileged subject are the first to be addressed.  While white femininity is present in hir 

Otherness and in critiques of hir femininity, the racially marked femme does not exist, 

even in absence.  The femme—as a queer potentiality—offers a way of thinking and re-
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thinking through the limitations of contemporary Western feminist theory and the 

paradoxical preoccupations with the absented femme. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

To me feminism is not simply a struggle to end male chauvinism or a 
movement to ensure that women will have equal rights with men; it is a 
commitment to eradicating the ideology of domination that permeates 
Western culture on various levels.  

(hooks 1981) 
 
Despite the advancements of mainstream feminist politics, the feminized remains 

subordinated.  While traditional sexism is largely met with social disapproval, the 

devaluation of femininity receives social approval and/or remains undetected.  There has 

been little academic attention paid to the “naturalized” subordination of femininity, which 

contributes to a striking pervasiveness of feminine devaluation1, or femmephobia.  Due to 

its ability to masquerade as other forms of oppression, as well as the cultural tendency 

toward its naturalization, feminine devaluation has largely remained undetected.  This 

elusiveness has allowed femmephobia to evade being labelled a form of oppression 

within dominant feminist theories.  Even within feminist movements, anti-feminine 

rhetoric can be found among “first-wave” feminists who saw femininity as a social 

construct that obscured women’s true abilities (Bryson 16).  Second-wave feminists re-

iterated anti-feminine sentiments by theorizing femininity as a form of “interior 

colonization” lacking dignity or self-respect (Millett 25), and feminine people were 

                                                        
1 Throughout this thesis the term femme devaluing refers to a femme or femme-identified 

person who is devalued. 
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“feminine parasites” (Greer 22), “man-made,” and “mutants” (Daly xi).  The discourse of 

feminine devaluation has come to inform “third-wave” (or contemporary Western) 

feminist theorists, including Naomi Wolf, who relates femininity to a “German 

instrument of torture, the Iron Maiden: a coffin euphemistically painted with a smiling 

young woman on the outside and metal spikes on the inside” (Wolf 17). 

Despite a great deal of focus on the deconstruction of femininity, there has yet to 

be a significant scholarly contribution on the various ways that femininity can be 

understood, and there is a lack of specific attention given to queer femme or queerly 

racialized femininities.  The number of individuals who have commented and written on 

feminine devaluation, femme, and queer femininities through non-academic mediums 

speaks to the relevance and significance of these issues to the lived experiences of many 

people.  I hope to contribute to feminist theoretical literature by using a scholarly and 

empirical lens from which to interrogate the topics of feminine devaluation, femme, and 

queer femininities within contemporary Western feminist theory.  The goal of my work is 

to provide the theoretical and empirical groundwork necessary for feminist theorists, 

researchers, and educators to incorporate an analysis of feminine 

devaluation/femmephobia into their studies of oppression.  

There is room for improvement in both femme and feminist scholarship to explore 

the Western backdrop to the naturalization of the subjugation of femininity.  For 

example, the relations of masculinity and femininity embedded in histories of conquest, 

domination, colonialism and imperialism and how these continue to inform current 
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discourses surrounding femininity remain chiefly under-examined.  Both femme theory2 

and contemporary Western feminist theory have insufficiently situated the subjugation of 

femininity in the context of colonialism that permits the naturalization of feminine 

domination.   

My project situates this analysis in a colonial framework in which Western 

thought and colonial legacies continue to haunt contemporary Western feminist literature 

and through which these abjections are sanctioned.  Furthermore, my project aims to shift 

the colonial reification that continues to embed itself in contemporary Western feminist 

theory, for although one may not “create institutions” of domination, one may be 

un/consciously participating in institutional maintenance by perpetuating their existence 

through inadvertent or internalized support (Moraga and Anzaldúa 230).  Using femme 

literature and theoretical texts produced by self-identifying people of colour to 

conceptualize feminine “othering,”3 the following project provides a critique of 

contemporary Western feminist thought for its subjugation, dismissal, elision, 

devaluation, abjection, and systematic exclusion of femininity.  

This thesis provides an overview of how femmephobic sentiments have been 

carried through to contemporary Western feminist theory, as demonstrated by the 
                                                        
2 Femme theory refers to feminist, queer, or social theories that recognize the multiplicity 

and potential subversiveness of femininity.  It is a lens through which to analyze social 

phenomena while keeping femme and alternate ways of understanding femininity central. 
3 Throughout this thesis the term femme devaluing refers to a femme and or femme-

identified person who is othered. 
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pedagogical exclusions from the texts chosen for feminist anthologies, which construct a 

particular normative feminist body/identity through the privileging of certain identities 

and expressions.  By examining gender studies course texts and looking at which theories 

are validated through selection processes, this thesis will demonstrate how these 

privileged voices reify feminine subjugation both in theoretical implication and in the 

construction/delineation of who occupies the feminist body.  This research generates both 

social and discourse analyses by first examining what bodies and expressions are 

constructed as the “normative feminist body” through the structural privileging of 

particular texts over others in course readers/feminist readers.  Secondly, I critique the 

thematic overview as represented by gender studies course texts and outline the ways in 

which it reproduces colonial frameworks that work to elide fem(me)ininity, a term I use 

to address the multiplicities of femininity, described in Chapter 3.  

Chapter 1: The purpose of this chapter is to re/conceptualize femme identity and 

femmephobia as terms applicable to diversely positioned bodies and experienced across 

lines of difference.  This chapter establishes femme as femininity dislocated from, and 

not requiring, a female body/identity.  It is important to conceptualize femme in order to 

critique contemporary Western feminist theory for such elisions and name it as 

femmephobic.  I begin by locating myself in relation to my research project and by 

outlining how my identities inform my work.  Femmephobia is foregrounded in this 

chapter by theorizing that which femme has the potential to resist.  I also use this chapter 

to conceptualize femmephobia as antagonism, prejudice, or discrimination directed 



 

 

 

5 

against, first, someone perceived to identify, embody, or express femininely and, second, 

toward people/objects gendered femininely.  

Chapter 2: This chapter draws on contemporary Western femme literature and 

writing by self-identifying people of colour to generate methodologies to critique 

contemporary Western feminist theory.  I use authors such as Cherrie L. Moraga and 

Gloria E. Anzaldúa to contextualize and elaborate on previous femme-inist research by 

exposing Western colonial frameworks through which the naturalization of feminine 

devaluation occurs.  Furthermore, this chapter makes use of femme theory to develop the 

premises upon which my critique rests and to delineate how I have engaged 

methodologically and conceptually with contemporary Western feminist theory.  After 

the re-conceptualization of femme/phobia in Chapter 1, Chapter 2 introduces 

methodological tools inclusive of feminine diversity and necessary to unpack embedded 

femmephobia within research and theory.  These concepts include research receptivity 

and fem(me)ininity.  

Chapter Three: In this section I examine how misogynistic sentiments are 

perpetuated in contemporary Western feminist theory through pedagogical exclusions 

from the texts chosen for gender studies courses, which construct a particular normative 

feminist body/identity through the privileging of identities and expressions.  Literature 

used to teach undergraduate gender studies courses in Canada in 2010-2011 was collected 

for this analysis.  Chapter 3 demonstrates the feminist legacy of feminine abjection, in 

terms of theory, by examining feminist theory readers, looking at which theories are 



 

 

 

6 

validated through selection processes and how these privileged voices reify feminine 

subjugation both in theoretical implication and in the construction/delineation of who 

occupies the feminist body.  The chapter generates both social and discourse analyses by 

examining what bodies and expressions are constructed as the “normative feminist body” 

through the structural privileging of particular texts over others in course readers/feminist 

readers.  I critique the content of the theory in the readers and outline the ways in which it 

reproduces colonial frameworks that elide fem(me)ininity.  This section reveals the ways 

in which femme—a figure of femininity who is not easily situated within a two-sexed 

system—is both an impossible feminist subject and a site of critique.  Using a queerly 

racialized lens and the absented femme as analytical anchors, I reveal a feminist theory 

that cannot bear nonwhite femme-ininity.   

The cultural devaluation of femininity, not simply in terms of misogyny and 

sexism, but also as committed against those perceived to embody femininity, is a key 

component overlooked when theorizing systems of oppression.  Devaluation of the 

feminine has translatability across sexes, races, abilities, and classes.  Theoretical 

endeavours aimed at dismantling systems of domination have under-estimated the 

pervasiveness of feminine devaluation.  Femmephobia’s ability to compound and 

intersect with identities, subsequently informing lived experiences of marginalization, 

needs to be accounted for when theorizing oppression and in using intersectional 

analyses.  My proposed research aims to satisfy this requirement.  
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Chapter 2 

(Re)Conceptualizing Femme/Phobia 

In order to analyze gender studies course texts as upholding femmephobic 

systems of thought, it is imperative to conceptualize precisely what the terms “femme” 

and “femmephobia” mean and how I am using them.  To ensure the transparency of my 

relationship with femme theory, I begin this chapter by situating myself within the 

context of my research.  Following my personal narrative into femme identity, I provide 

an overview of dominant conceptualizations of femme, which are individually 

deconstructed in order to re-conceptualize an inclusive definition of femme.  Finally, I 

end the chapter by theorizing various types of femmephobia and the purposes they serve. 

Double Consciousness 

While my interest in femme identity and femininity is academic/theoretical, it is 

also highly personal: I express high-femininity and identify as a crip, queer, white femme 

of Jewish descent.  High-femme can be understood in several ways; I use this term to 

categorize exaggerated femininity that deliberately calls into question essentialist 

connections between femininity and female-bodies, exposes the performativity of gender, 

and dismantles the arbitrary connection between sex and gender.  Similarly, my crip 

identity is a political invocation of dis/ability, which acknowledges the fluidity and 

relativity of disability, and how this perceived limitation is a product of social institutions 

that fail to accommodate diversity and the temporality of the able-bodied.  Moreover, crip 
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follows the same logic as queer in that both queer and crip are deviations from the 

celebrated norm and, as such, provide critiques of normalcy and compulsory identities. 

My grandmother recently disclosed her knowledge of our Jewish lineage, an 

aspect of our heritage kept secret in our family since the middle of the nineteenth century.  

Fearing further anti-Semitic persecution, the maternal side of my family changed their 

name from Lieberman to Lyons and swore to keep our Jewish origins secret.  As 

described by Joan Nestle, I am “named for a ghost” (1987, 13-14).  On her deathbed, my 

Great Aunt Zelda revealed our Jewish background to her son.  Shortly thereafter, my 

grandmother confirmed Zelda’s confession.  My mother and I have begun learning how 

many of our family traditions are rooted in Jewish culture, which my grandmother 

refused to abandon.  Although the relationship between Judaism and whiteness is 

complex in ways that merit more discussion than can be given in this thesis, to omit this 

discussion would be to perpetuate this history of silence. 

I navigate this white-supremacist world with white-privilege.  I am a crip, queer, 

white femme of Jewish descent whose family, culture, and community was absorbed into 

anti-Semitic secrecy.  I am profoundly aware of the intricate dynamics of passing and the 

often hidden complexities of identity.  I have spent my life passing as white, while 

ethnically Jewish.  Although I remain cognizant of how this white identity has afforded 

me privilege and the potential survival of my family, my whiteness has also allowed for a 

loss of community, identity, and family.  “I am of the people who have no memories of 

other lands beneath their feet other than the cement slabs of the city street” (Nestle 13-
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14).  This dislocation from history is a form of violence.  While I recognize the privilege 

of my white skin within a white supremacist world, I cannot overlook the ways in which 

my white skin has denied me community and culture.  “I hear no echoes when I say my 

name … I am only here with a shallow pool of time around my toes” (Nestle 13-14).  

Within a white-supremacist world, whiteness is “raceless” and white skin does not 

require further ancestral investigation.  It is precisely this privileging of whiteness that led 

my family to deny this aspect of our heritage.  My white skin and the white-supremacist 

system that affords me privilege is simultaneously the reason I have been dislocated from 

my history.  The privileging of whiteness is the reason why my ancestors needed to 

abandon our Jewishness—I am marked by that which maintained the subordination of my 

family. 

Feelings of inauthenticity haunt borderlands4: my disability is questioned as I do 

not fit particular moulds of what a disabled body should resemble; my sexuality is 

disqualified as I do not approximate a butch norm; finally, I am an inauthentic Jew, too 

disconnected from my history or tradition to become part of my community.  Passing and 

failing course through my veins.  This is the farce of labelling: my body is coded in 

certain ways that do not align with my disability, sexuality, or the Jewish part of my 

identity that I am only now discovering.  My femininity has erased my sexuality and kept 

me invisible within my queer community.  My disability is invisible and lends privilege 

within an able-bodied world.  My white skin has allowed me to overlook my Jewish 

                                                        
4 Emotional space created by the existence of unnatural boundaries (Anzaldúa 1987). 
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heritage.  I perpetually straddle the privilege and oppression of all of these doubly 

conscious identities that were never meant to survive histories of violence, persecution, 

and marginalization.  

How can I be true to the seeming contradictions of my identity without 

abandoning aspects of myself?  Dorothy Allison (1993) speaks to her own personal 

struggle of abandoning aspects of herself in an attempt to be a “good feminist” and 

cautions against the many dangers of abandoning any part of one’s reality in the hope of a 

better world.  This need for identity fluidity and complex, overlapping identities has 

remained central throughout my analysis as a means of paying tribute to double-

consciousness and the sensitivity of deeper realities that exist within borderlands and 

border dwellers.5 

Femme-inist Genealogies: Subjugated Knowledges 

The narrative fuelling my investment and inquisition into femme politics began at 

an early age.  My mother and grandmother, who were my primary caregivers, both 

played an intricate role in the development of my feminist identity.  Despite my mother’s 

efforts to raise me gender-neutrally, I oriented toward femininity.  Because of my hyper-

feminine expression (now reconfigured as high-femme) in my teenage years, I was 

consistently heterosexualized; an identity I never claimed as my own.  I found solace 

                                                        
5 One who moves and exists between multiple cultures, genders, identities, etc. (Anzaldúa 

1987). 
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with sassy, queer cis men who did not interrogate my gender expression or 

heterosexualize me but rather celebrated femininity, which I found empowering.  During 

this period, I struggled to navigate out of the cultural imperative that relegates femininity 

to the purpose of enticing men/masculine subjects.  

Femininity has always been my primary identity.  Bombarded with dominant 

conceptualizations of femininity from media, peers, and social discourse, I struggled to 

understand what was different about my femininity compared to other cis gender 

feminine women.  Why did I not sexually orient towards (cis) men, for whom society 

constantly tells me I perform this gender?  Facing this feminine heterosexualization from 

both queer and straight spaces (except my entourage of queer men) continues to 

contribute to my personal struggle, and navigating exclusions of femininity has proven to 

be a constant process of self-negotiation. 

Initially, I rejected the category of “queer” and adopted “lesbian” to describe the 

ways in which I sexually orient.  I resisted queer because of the struggle I endured to 

come into a lesbian identity; resisting compulsory heterosexualization (Rich 1986) that I 

attributed to my hyper-feminine expression.  At the time, I believed that the political 

invocation of queer as an identity, and the consequent commitment to dismantling 

dichotomous systems of sex, gender, and sexuality, was an ineffective strategy for cis 

high-femmes.  When I identify as queer, I am not read in the same way as those whose 

gender expressions are culturally intelligible as queer and whose mannerisms or gender 

expressions signal queer social cues.  When I identify as queer, I am thought to be 
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confused, experimenting, having had bad experiences with cis men, or to have adopted a 

queer identity strictly to entice cis men.  Reactions to my invocation of queer identity 

again heterosexualize me.  Moreover, at some points in my life the term “queer” did not 

resist masculine right of access over feminine bodies to the same extent as lesbian 

identity.  Consequently, I believed my gender expression to compound with the ways in 

which I sexually orient to refuse the naturalization of feminine availability to (cis) men.  

For example, it is typically assumed that femininity signifies heterosexual availability.  

By presenting femininely while sexually orienting in non-heterosexual ways, these 

intersecting identities challenge masculine right of access over femininity.   

I recognize that my ability to resist masculinity’s right of access over femininity 

and to occupy marginality as a means of resisting compulsory feminine 

heterosexualization can be attributed to my white privilege.  For example, my 

experiences of feminine devaluation (femmephobia) and slut shaming are filtered by my 

white skin, my class, and often (but not exclusively) by my intelligibility as cis gender.  

This social location has undoubtedly worked to appease, absolve, and minimize my 

personal experiences of femmephobia, felt much more harshly by others. 

My journey through identities has led me to refuse to identify sexually and to 

reject the heteronormative practice of identifying one’s sexuality, despite the constant 

heterosexualization I continue to encounter.  This failure to identify is remarkably queer.  

Furthermore, queer’s ability to disengage binary structures of sex, gender, and sexuality 

is reflective of my femme politics.  Femme is queer.  Femme queers conceptions of 
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queer, and can abolish and/or reform structures that place femininity within essentialist 

systems of heterosexual congruencies.  It is through this process of reflexivity that I have 

come into my research.  

Unpacking Dominant Conceptions of Femme 

Drawing largely on Adrienne Rich’s (1986) article “Compulsory Heterosexuality 

and Lesbian Existence” as a foundational text about binary systems and limitations, the 

following section outlines and addresses dominant understandings of femme identities.  

After unpacking each conceptualization of femme, I build on the theoretical oversights to 

develop a new understanding of femme identities.  Historically, femme identity has been 

understood predominantly as referring to a feminine cis gender lesbian who is exclusively 

attracted to butch presenting or identified lesbians (Kennedy and Davis 237).  Frequently 

this femme is thought to identify exclusively as a “bottom”—or the “receptive” sexual 

partner of the butch.  This historical perspective has, to a great extent, come to inform 

present-day understandings.  Theoretically and experientially, this conceptualization of 

femme works to define femme in relation to butch—ze6 is only understood to be queer 

while holding the hand of a masculine subject.  Aside from working to silence femmes 

through “Butch/Femme” dichotomies and masculine privileging, this definition proves 

itself ideologically constraining, theoretically problematic, and ultimately insufficient.  

To begin problematizing the understanding of femme as a feminine lesbian one 

must identity the ways in which the term “lesbian” is dependent on stably sexed bodies.  
                                                        
6 To honour the multiplicity of femme, I have chosen to use gender inclusive pronouns. 
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Stably sexed bodies are those that are dichotomously male or female.  In order for one to 

be a “lesbian,” one needs to be “normatively” sexed as female and attracted to other 

normatively sexed (female) bodies.  Queer theory, Trans-theory, and narratives of 

intersex peoples demonstrate the multiple ways that boundaries of sex and gender are 

fluid.  For example, the “underlying conceptual framework” of the sexual object choices 

in “hetero/homo” categories is problematized by trans gender embodiments and the 

presence of queer bodies, “ambiguous” genitalia and fluid identities (Stryker and Whittle 

7-8).  The very foundation of dominant sexuality categories (the hetero/homo binary) 

necessitates dichotomously sexed male/female bodies.  Moreover, these categories “lose 

coherence to the precise extent that the sex of the object is called into question, 

particularly in relation to the object’s gender” (Stryker and Whittle 7-8).   

Femme should not be defined by employing categories used to marginalize, 

systemically exclude and other the subject—whether these categories are based on sex, 

gender, or sexuality.  To do so would be to support the very systems my work aims to 

disengage.  Therefore, the category of “lesbian,” resting on these unstable sex categories, 

complicates the meaning of femme.  By examining the instability of dichotomous sex 

categories and, by extension, sexuality, the previously conceived boundaries of femme 

begin to collapse and disengage. 

Retracting stable sex categories from this definition of femme may contribute to 

understanding that femme is a designation of queer femininity.  This warrants the 

question: Does femme necessarily identify as queer?  Queer can act as an umbrella term 
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to encompass gender, sexual, and sex identities that stray from, or cannot be articulated 

through, normative heterosexual congruencies.  I use the term heterosexual congruencies 

to define intersections of sexuality, sex, and gender that align in culturally acceptable or 

intelligible ways: for instance, a masculine, male-bodied, cis man who sexually orients 

toward women.  One could argue that femme defined as an exclusively queer identity 

would be to position categories of queer and heterosexual in opposition, thereby creating 

a queer/heterosexual binary and reproducing dichotomous thought.  There is very little 

difference between a hetero/homo binary and a queer/straight binary; the latter is just 

another dichotomy that has been used to oppress marginalized people, which I therefore 

cannot make use of to define femme.  Additionally, juxtaposition between binary 

categories of sexual classification detracts from the fluidity and expansiveness of queer, 

as well as femme.   

Femme has also been described as an expression of, or identification with, radical, 

rebellious, and subversive femininity.  While this definition begins to demonstrate the 

expansiveness of femme, it still prompts the question: is someone who expresses what 

might be understood as “traditional” femininity excluded from identifying as femme?  

What exactly is traditional femininity?  Julia Serano introduced the term subversivism, 

which she defines as:  

The practice of extolling certain gender and sexual expressions and 
identities, simply because they are unconventional or nonconforming 
[and] creating a reciprocal category of people whose gender and sexual 
identities and expressions are by default inherently conservative, even 
hegemonic. (346)  
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Definitions of femme need to account for the diversity of feminine expression—not at the 

expense or exclusion of another form of femininity, whether perceived as subversive or 

traditional.  

Considering this, is it sufficient to argue that femme can be defined as someone 

who expresses femininely?  What does it mean to express femininely?  Are expressions 

of femininity and masculinity mutually exclusive?  Must one draw from one specific 

gendered category?  Does failure to ascribe exclusively to a conceptually polarized 

category by selecting attributes or expressions from its conceived counterpart, 

masculinity, undermine one’s ability to identify as femme?  Can a masculine-identified 

person not express femininely or even as femme?  Femme needs to be inclusive of 

masculine-identified people who express femininely and people who do not, cannot, or 

refuse to have bodily or gender identifications within binary systems. 

(Re)Conceptualizing Femme 

Numerous conceptualizations of femininity have been dismissive and 

deconstructive, viewing femininity as serving the main purpose of enticing masculine 

attention, positioning it as “frivolous, artificial and contrived” (Serano 339).  These 

analyses undermine the subversive potential of femininity, revoking the agency of 

purposefully feminine people and rendering them passive (read: powerless), cultural 

dupes.  There are multiple identities, expressions, and bodies that work to destabilize 

“patriarchal femininity” as a tool of oppression.  Audre Lorde said that “the master’s 

tools will never dismantle the master’s house” (Lorde, Sister Outside: Essays and 
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Speeches 112), but femme identities would suggest otherwise—assuming, of course, they 

are the master’s tools.  Femininity has been theorized as being used solely as a patriarchal 

tool of oppression, but femininity can be taken out of the hands of the oppressor and used 

to subvert the very system it is thought to uphold.  Troubling Judith Butler’s heterosexual 

matrix (Butler 23) by straddling cultural dichotomies, fem(me)ininely identified people 

cannot be pegged or limited to categories of sex or sexualities. 

I argue that the terms femme identity and femmephobia are applicable to diversely 

positioned bodies and are experienced across lines of difference.  To this end, I 

conceptualize femme as femininity dislocated from—and not necessitating—a female 

body or identity.  Femme is a form of disidentification (Muñoz 1999) and living in the 

borderlands (Harris and Crocker 1997).  Femmephobia operates to dichotomize and 

normatively police bodies whose use of femininity blurs boundaries of sex, gender, and 

sexuality, and to shame bodies that make use of feminine signifiers.  Femme is mercurial, 

the trappings of femininity reworked, represented, and (re)claimed as one’s own (Rose 

Camilleri 13)—a type of “dispossessed,” rogue femininity (Coyote and Sharman 205).  

Femme is femininity embodied by those who are culturally denied “proper womanhood,” 

whose feminine expressions are culturally “unauthorized,” and who refuse to and/or do 

not approximate the ideal norm of what patriarchal femininity constitutes (read: 

heterosexual, cis gender female, white, altruistic, self-sacrificing, remaining in the 

domestic sphere, silent, able/normative-bodied, upper-class, virtuous—a gender 
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culturally projected onto a vacant, unclaimed, unassuming, female body, as opposed to 

arising out of self-actualization).  

When femmes reclaim agency through the deliberate choice to present femininely, 

they are denied the cultural ideal of womanhood as one who forgoes agency and 

relinquishes the power of self-determination.  Patriarchal femininity is understood as an 

expression of femininity done for another.  One facet of patriarchal femininity is 

essentialized femininity, which is thought to arise as a result of one’s sex assigned at birth 

and by virtue of their anatomy alone—in other words, a biological determinist view of 

gender.  Embodiment or expression of femininity out of an act of agency or through self-

actualized choice is a direct affront to patriarchal femininity, which necessitates 

selflessness and a denial of self-expression.  Femmes are those whose femininity is 

deliberate, chosen, and not born out of a culturally imperative assignment of sex/gender 

binaries.  Femininely expressing folks who refuse to shame their bodies, their minds, and 

their hearts exemplify femme.  Femme is a “failed femininity”: the failure or refusal to 

approximate the patriarchal feminine norm of white cis gender, able-bodied virtuosity.  It 

is an enactment in addition to an identity.  

Culturally Authorized Femininity 

Constraints of feminine embodiments are apparent along diversely positioned 

identities.  Those denied and excluded from culturally authorized femininity include non-

queer cis gender men, non-normative and dis/abled bodies, bodies of colour, queer cis 

gender men, trans men, trans women and cis gender queer women.  Denials of feminine 
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expressions are amplified when compounded by racial and bodily minoritizing 

differences.  Narrow boundaries constrain notions of acceptable femininity; even 

“normatively” identified persons, sexualities, and bodies can be targeted for perceived 

“misuse” of femininity.  For instance, the Madonna/Whore complex holds women and, 

by extension, femininity to impossible dichotomized standards.  One cannot 

simultaneously occupy both “Madonna” and “Whore” categories—though this is the 

cultural expectation of those gendered femininely.  There are social repercussions for the 

perceived adherence to exclusively Madonna or Whore categories.  While hyper-

femininity is still largely condemned, devalued, and vilified, even when performed by cis 

gender non-queer white women, it is simultaneously expected.  Therefore, the culturally 

authorized form of femininity is restricted to a white Victorian version of “woman,” who 

can simultaneously approximate both categories of Madonna and Whore.  Femmephobia 

works to reserve and retain femininity for the purpose of signifying this idealistic 

archetype of womanhood. 

The polarities of the Madonna/Whore complex are somewhat mimicked in the 

politics of women’s bodies.  While, for some, advocating for the rights of feminine-

identified people to reveal their body is merely consenting to the oppressor’s standards of 

feminine bodily comportment, the opposing side receives similar critiques.  Illustrating 

what is often interpreted as the “Madonna” side of this polarity, Katherine Bullock 

describes practices such as veiling and the hijab as being understood in three main ways:  

as a signifier of a fundamentalist Muslim terrorist; as a symbol of oppressed womanhood 
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in need of Western saving; and, finally, rooted in the “belief that one’s body is one’s own 

private concern” (Bullock 184). 

Wearing the hijab can be understood as a form of rebellion in ways that subvert 

the preconceived notion of rebellion.  The hijab rebels “against Western culture’s 

emphasis on physical beauty of women” and has been called “one of the most 

fundamental aspects of female empowerment” (Bullock 185).  Within the patriarchal 

feminine archetype, the feminine subject’s worth is derived from attractiveness and her 

ability to make herself an object within the proper mould.  The hijab is a type of feminine 

expression that rejects femininity’s sole purpose as rendering oneself a visual object and 

thus can be understood as a femme enactment. 

Both sides of the contradictory “cover versus expose” politics and debates about 

the feminine body receive criticism for supporting participation in one’s own oppression.  

This double bind speaks to the tight constrains around femininity itself: too exposed, too 

covered, too sexual, too prudish, to fat, too thin, and so on.  The reclamation and 

empowerment of femininity needs to be approached in ways that reflect the contradictory 

context of the feminine body and the pervasiveness of femmephobia: at various levels, 

through multiple means and approaches and, ultimately, in ways that promote the 

empowerment of feminine subjectivity. 

The aim of this project is not to “save” or “liberate” femininity—it is already 

liberated for those who find it empowering.  The purpose of this project is to bring the 

multiplicity of femininities into focus and to highlight those expressions that do not fall 
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into the one-dimensional, essentialist femininity that has been used to subordinate those 

born female-bodied.  For example, researchers found in a preliminary study that femme-

identified individuals reported higher self-esteem than those who did not identify as 

femme (Hoskin and Blair 109).  This finding is in contrast with the dominant 

understanding of feminine expressions as rooted in low self-esteem.  Heterosexually 

identified femmes expressed significantly higher levels of what could be construed as 

internalized femmephobia, when compared to lesbians and queers.  The researchers 

believe that this internalized femmephobia could hinge on essentialist femininity.  While 

lesbians and queer-identified participants described femme as a form of self-

actualization, empowerment and coming into one’s identity, heterosexually identified 

femmes were more likely to express essentialist femininity in their open-ended comments 

(Hoskin and Blair 109).  This form of femininity attributes femininity to their female 

body and, as such, revokes the element of “choice” in one’s feminine expressions.  

Therefore, femme theory offers a new way of thinking through expressions or enactments 

of femininity.  For example, femme theory’s differentiation between sex, gender identity, 

and gender expression creates a space within which one can exercise the agency to adopt 

or reject the preferential gender(s), as opposed to one’s gender identity and expression 

arising solely as a result of one’s assigned sex at birth.  

New Theoretical Approaches to Femininity: Femme Ambiguity 

Theoretically, feminine expressions are rarely understood as anything other than 

normative or conformist.  Femininity expressed by trans women has been misunderstood 
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and theorized as compliant/complacent with traditional sexism (Raymond 1994).  When 

expressed by masculine identities, femininity is often understood in a derogatory way 

(i.e., “sissy,” “pussy,” “fag,” etc.).  While masculine-presenting cis women can claim 

androgyny and gender-queer identities, the same is not typically applicable for feminine 

presenting women (cis or trans).  This begins to illustrate a policing of gender specifically 

targeting feminine expressions. 

Contrary to these dominant understandings, high-femme expressions can be 

intelligible as queer and readable as non-cis.  From my experience, cis-policing of my 

high-femme expressions is frequently rooted in transphobic methods of gender policing.  

While I remain mindful of the ways in which I am socially constituted through my 

intersecting privileges and marginal identities, my high-femme identity has come to 

compromise and undermine my ability to pass as cis gender.  While I recognize the 

privilege in being able to move between and “put on” high-femme expressions, my 

ability to occupy locations of marginality, and my access to spaces from a location of 

privilege, my high-femme expressions are complicated by specifically transphobic forms 

of gender policing.   

The term “cis-policing” can be used to describe gender policing of those whose 

gender and sexes align in culturally acceptable ways (i.e. feminine female, masculine 

male—whether cis or trans), yet are seen to transgress “normal,” acceptable boundaries 

because they are perceived to perform their gender to an excessive or campy degree.  For 

example, while my body and my gender align in ways that are deemed culturally 
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acceptable, my high-femme gender expression is frequently policed within both 

heterosexual and queer communities.  This type of policing generally takes the form of 

street harassment and transphobic slurs such “drag queen,” “tranny,” “she-male,” “he-

she” and so on.  These slurs mark my body and my gender as failed femininity and call 

attention to the complexities of social interaction. 

Stigmatization of  “excessive” expressions of gender, specifically those deemed 

feminine, has notable racialized and classist implications.  For example, “eccentric” 

expressions of femininity transgress typical confines of gender and begin to be perceived 

as entering the masculine realm.  From my experience, it is the moment of ambiguity 

when someone finds my gender expression unintelligible and consequently asks me if I 

am a “real girl” that seems to justify unwanted physical sexual intrusions.  Those who do 

not conform to gender norms are dehumanized and are not perceived as requiring the 

same level of boundary and bodily respect as those who are intelligible as “properly” 

gendered subjects.  Arguably, it is this moment of ambiguity that justifies unauthorized 

physical intrusions and is predicated on the compounding objectification and 

dehumanization of femmephobia (feminine availability) and transphobia.  In a similar 

way, racist and classist ideologies commonly work to dehumanize racially minoritized 

and/or those marked by class inequalities.   

Material Realities and Feminine Consumption 

Theorizing femininity as empowering is not to overlook the material realities of 

the corporate management of women’s bodies.  The maintenance of patriarchy and 
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capitalism hinges on the survival and retention of femininity as a patriarchal tool.  This is 

achieved in two key ways: feminized labour and the consumption of women’s bodies.  

Gendered structures and unequal power relations, which relegate femininity to the private 

sphere and masculinity to the public sphere, are essential to ensure unpaid feminized 

labour (emotional work, childrearing, domestic work, etc.).  The work supplied through 

femmephobic labour structures is central to the “mutually supportive systems” of 

patriarchy and capitalism (Hennessy and Ingraham 312). 

Consumer culture relies on the image of the ideal feminine to generate profit.  The 

management of women’s bodies through practices and consumerist engagements deemed 

feminine “promises” to take women one step closer to this ideal: younger, thinner, whiter, 

larger breasts, heterosexually desirable, and so on.  Advertisements rely on a feminine 

image that is impossible for most to approximate.  Women’s inability to attain this ideal 

and the precise failure to fulfil the advertisement’s “promise” creates a cycle of 

consumerism.  The retention of the ideal feminine is necessary for advertisers who rely 

on it as a model of what one “ought” to aspire to be and look like.  Without the 

constructed image of the desirable feminine norm, there would be little foothold in selling 

consumers products they do not need.  Femme erodes this archetypal figure by using 

feminine signifiers to celebrate what advertisements set up as undesirable and, in so 

doing, reclaims femininity. 

Capitalist emphasis on the body and materiality maintain the feminine ideal as an 

object.  In many ways, femme enactments reject the objectification of the body.  One way 
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is by wearing the hijab, which is a powerful resistance to the male gaze and capitalist 

commodification of the body (Bullock 183).  Elaborating on the previous section, which 

outlines the femme potentiality of the hijab as an expression often understood through the 

“Madonna” paradigm, the hijab can also be understood as a rejection of consumer 

culture’s pressure to display oneself as a visual object.  Using interviews with young 

Muslim women to strengthen her argument, Bullock refutes critiques of the hijab that 

depict it as a “dress that smothers femininity, renders women sex objects, and denies 

them choice” (Bullock 183).  These interviews describe a re-claiming of the hijab, 

“reinterpreting it in light of its original purpose—to give back to women ultimate control 

of their own bodies” (Bullock 184).  Freedom was described as a release from the 

constant attention derived from the physical self, a means of taking control over the ways 

other people view the body, and a freedom from the “bondage of the swinging pendulum 

of the fashion industry and other institutions that exploit females” (Bullock 184).  This 

rejection and release from consumer culture challenges the ideal feminine in ways that 

the current state of Western capitalist culture cannot make profitable.  By rejecting the 

reduction of femininity to the body, the hijab obscures the ideal feminine within Western 

consumer culture.  It is this feminine ideal which functions as a sort of hegemony by 

reframing feminine expressions and coercing the subject into consumerist participation.  

Without this ideal, the system of consumption ceases to function as effectively.   
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Femme and Compulsory Able-Bodiedness 

I have always remained cognizant of how certain class and racial privileges allow 

for the engagement in particular forms of femininity.  Yet the ways in which femininity 

intersects with multiple locations remains under-recognized.  For example, my 

consumerist engagement with femininity in the form of cosmetics is informed by my 

dis/ability and cannot accurately be understood without looking at this integral 

intersection of my identity.  However, as femininity itself is rarely looked at critically in 

this way, the use of cosmetics is frequently overlooked.  Legally blind since the age of 

three, my eyes have been a source of discomfort, both socially and physically.  I have 

come to use makeup to highlight and celebrate my eyes and to adorn them, as opposed to 

“shaming” them.  In this way, I draw attention to my eyes as a means of generating 

conversation to destabilize compulsory able-bodiedness. 

Compulsory able-bodiedness can be understood as a system which, in a sense, 

“produces disability” by reproducing the able body as the norm (McRuer 31).  Because 

this system depends on “disabled existence that can never quite be contained, able-bodied 

... hegemony is always in danger of collapse” (McRuer 31).  By adorning that which is 

culturally shamed, I attempt to destabilize compulsory able-bodiedness and demonstrate 

the fluidity of dis/ability, working to dissolve its boundaries, which, in turn, dissolves 

systems of compulsory able-bodiedness (McRuer 34).  The blurring of these boundaries 

exposes the similarities between binary conceptions of bodily difference and, as such, 

serves as a threat to systems of power and oppression (Moraga and Anzaldúa 30).  The 
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ways in which my ability and my gender expression fuse together demonstrate the 

breadth of the intersectional approach I take in my research and the depth to which I am 

personally invested in acknowledging differences, overlapping identities, and 

compounding (social and physical) locations.  These distinctions inform my experience, 

research, and knowledge formation and interpretation.  

Keeping the system of compulsory able-bodiedness in mind, it is interesting to 

consider how femme identity might compound and be informed by ableism and crip 

identity.  Bodily differences often render persons with dis/abilities intelligible and 

readable as void of self-actualization; as asexual, bereft of gender expression, often 

infantilized and denied “adulthood.”  As with many theorizations of disability, this 

discussion can be extended to aging bodies.  For folks who are perceived as undesirable 

as a result of their aging, or variously abled or formed body, and those for whom gender 

expression is already “disavowed” and dispossessed, femme identity/enactment is a 

radical invocation of femininity. 

Femme as Resistance 

Intersecting with multiple identities, femme can be used as a tool of resistance and 

subversion.  By hijacking cultural signifiers of adornment and using them to celebrate 

that which is culturally shamed—queer, fat, dis/abled, variant, poor, racially minoritized 

bodies—femme resists bodily normativity; ableism that works to desexualize and 

degender variant bodies; white, upper-class, ableist, racialized hierarchies of beauty; and 

perceptions of dis/abled queer, non-normative bodies.  Through the choice to present, 
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celebrate, or express femininely, femme is resistance against cultural misogyny that 

devalues women and, by association, femininity.  The active expression of femininity 

(wrongfully, but predominantly, understood as a female signifier) in a society that “hates 

women,” specifically by those who are denied the use of femininity, can be a resistance 

against social and historical disdain for women.  This is perfectly articulated by the artist 

Iggy Pop who said, “I’m not ashamed to dress ‘like a woman’ because I don’t think it’s 

shameful to be a woman” (Pop 2013). 

Femme has the ability to resist the erasure of bodies of colour  (though with the 

risk of hyper-visibility and subsequent vulnerability).  Femme has the potential to resist 

and challenge social cues that claim to signify and conflate sex, gender, sexuality, and 

availability, and that continue to maintain femininity as “consent.”  Femme is a resistance 

to a culture of rape that deems the feminine subject an object for masculine desire, to be 

taken at will.  For example, through hir self-actualization, femme resists the discourse 

that feminine expressions are for the purpose of enticing another.  By fraying boundaries 

of gender and sexuality, femme interrogates the heterosexual matrix, systems of sex, 

gender, and sexuality, and patriarchal privileging of masculinity, and femme can dislodge 

racist, sexist, homophobic, fatphobic, misogynistic, transphobic, masculinist, and ableist 

structures of oppression.  

The Black femme faces both invisibility and hyper-visibility; Ze is simultaneously 

present, yet largely remains invisible or unauthenticated as femme.  As a result of the 

Black femme subject’s invisible presence, when ze appears, hir self-actualized feminine 
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expressions challenge histories that construct femininity as belonging solely to white cis 

gender women, who maintain a Victorian model of womanhood.  Moreover, when 

revealed, the Black femme resists femininity as white and, through hir reclamation, 

resists the histories that have used femininity against hir.  Femininities of colour are 

gender expressions that ought not to have survived masculinist histories of genocide.  Hir 

presence symbolizes perseverance, strength, and the power of femme enactments to 

challenge systems of oppression. 

Femmephobia 

Femmephobia is typically understood as prejudice(s) toward femme-identified 

persons.  In alignment with my broadened conceptualization of femme, I also intend to 

broaden the concept of femmephobia to reflect the expansiveness of femme.  In other 

words, femmephobia should encompass and be accountable to femmes and femme 

enactments, whether an individual identifies femininely, androgynously or variantly, or 

rejects identification altogether.  I argue that femmephobia is prejudice, discrimination, or 

antagonism directed against someone who is perceived to identify, embody, or express 

femininely, and toward people/objects gendered femininely.  

By arguing femmephobia as a phenomenon traceable in experiences across 

sex/gender/sexual difference, it is not my aim to homogenize and unify experiences but 

rather to demonstrate the extent to which lives are affected by femmephobia.  It is my 

goal to illustrate the reach of femmephobic oppression.  Moreover, it is not my intent to 

demonstrate that all of these experiences of oppression are inherently the same because I 
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have connected them to femmephobia, nor is it my intention to call similarities into focus, 

to place experiences hierarchically, or to belittle them.  My goal is to develop an 

understanding of femmephobia as an intersection of oppression that is compounded by 

racism, colonialism, classism, transphobia, homophobia, ableism, fatphobia, and sexism. 

The rationale for considering femmephobia within an intersectional approach is that the 

cultural degradation of femininity is experienced uniquely along diversely positioned 

bodies.  

For example, a self-identifying butch who is queer-bashed may be targeted 

because, though initially read as masculine, she retains female signifiers, which are 

associated with femininity.  Additionally, a readably queer body who in some way 

expresses, embodies or is perceived as embodying femininity, which is culturally 

conflated with femaleness, may be targeted in a way that can be understood as an act of 

femmephobia.  Such hate and violence could be understood, among other things, as a 

revolt against unsanctioned femininity—readable femininity on and by bodies that do not 

uphold a patriarchal, white model of Victorian womanhood, as previously outlined.  

Moreover, sexuality itself is not visible or readable; it is the signifiers that are assumed to 

indicate or signify particular sexualities that make the subject a target for violence.  In 

some cases, I argue that homophobic bashings are rooted in femmephobia and 

transphobia.  

The policing of Black femininities also exemplifies femmephobia.  Black women 

and femininities face a triple burden.  By virtue of their sex, Black women represent the 
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temptations of the flesh and the moral downfall of white men.  By virtue of hir race, the 

Black femme is seen as intrinsically animalistic and undeserving of privacy or respect.  

Finally, the historical legacies of slavery have made it so that the Black femme is treated 

not only as an animal, but also as a commodity, an object, and as property (Bordo 9-11).  

This triple burden has contributed to a culture in which the Black femme is never 

perceived as raped, because ze is not perceived as having personal space, modesty, or 

reserve (Bordo 9).  The construction of Black femininities is primarily at odds with the 

patriarchal model of femininity, which necessitates whiteness, modesty, and reserve. 

While Black femininities are often targets for violent enactments of “feminization” as a 

means of punishing perceived racialized gender transgressions (Keeling 109), the form of 

policing is toward an ideal of whiteness, which the Black subject can never fully attain.  

Within a racialized system of gender, Black feminine expressions are inherently “failed,” 

unauthorized, and subject to discipline and punishment.   

Moreover, expressions, signifiers, or embodiments of femininity are culturally 

understood as a justification for degradation.  I argue that when culturally unsanctioned 

bodies are read through this lens, femmephobia compounds various intersections of 

identity and multiple oppressors.  Femmephobia is a cultural phenomenon that devalues 

femininity, as well as perceived expressions of femininity, across lines of difference.  

Femmephobia: Upholding Systems of Oppression 

Femmephobia has the potential to serve and uphold all that femme resists: racism, 

colonialism, sexism, classism, transphobia, homophobia, heterosexism, fatphobia, the 
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heterosexual matrix, and structures that devalue particular qualities in people.  Femme is 

femininity with agency.  Femmephobia overlooks the potential agency of femininity and, 

in doing so, reinstates femininity as a tool of patriarchy and justifies its use for the 

degradation, subjugation, and devaluation of femininely read bodies.  Femmephobia turns 

an act of subversion into an act of subservience.  By reproducing femmephobic 

sentiments, one undermines femme resistance and reifies structures of oppression over 

bodies and over all that is perceived to be feminine.  

Femmephobia seeks to (re)claim “misused” femininity, as expressed by those 

who veer from culturally authorized versions or patriarchal femininity, with the outcome 

of maintaining the sanctity of a white ideal womanhood, with femininity as its signifier. 

Femmephobia uses forms of policing to retract femininity for the purpose of retaining 

cultural signifiers of white female-bodiedness, submission, and heterosexual availability.  

By defining particular expressions of gender as unsanctioned, femmephobia limits gender 

expression to that which is authorized..  Moreover, unsanctioned feminine embodiments 

do not meet cultural ideals of womanhood and the archetype of ideal femininity as pure, 

white, virtuous, self-sacrificing, sexually chaste, and altruistic, and are subsequently 

denied as culturally sanctioned femininity.   

Forms of Femmephobia 

Like other forms of oppression, femmephobia has come to take on various forms.  

I have devised four primary ways in which femmephobia manifests: structural/covert; 

misogynistic/overt; femme-mystification; and pious.  Despite the implications of 
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segregated categorical forms of femmephobia, they typically overlap with one another 

and are compounded with other intersections of oppression.  Each form relies heavily on 

gender policing, whether consciously or subconsciously, institutionally or theoretically.  

Internalized femmephobia can manifest in any category and can result in self-imposed 

limits on what is expected of oneself, how one expects to be treated by others, and the 

resultant acceptance of the mistreatment on the basis of feminine devaluation.  The 

internalization of femmephobia results from the deliberate conditioning and erosion of 

the individual by the surrounding femmephobic society, until one has adopted, absorbed, 

and naturalized feminine devaluation. 

Covert Femmephobia 

Covert femmephobia manifests structurally and ideologically.  Structural covert 

femmephobia is embedded into daily lives: through language, work, ideology, discourse, 

and gendering.  For example, the words “emasculated” and “effeminate” connote a 

hierarchical placing of masculinity above femininity, whereby masculinity descends into 

the realm of femininity with implications for one’s power, dignity, sense of self, and 

social standing.  Notably, there is no equivalent masculinized concept.  Other examples 

include “girly drinks” (feminized because they are weaker or sweeter); the butch/femme 

dichotomy, which works to other femmes by defining femme in relation to butch or 

masculinity; slut/whore as an insult (when not a re-appropriation), because there is no 

equivalent masculinely gendered term; and femininely gendered land, employment, traits, 
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and objects.  In these examples, there is more value granted to those gendered as 

masculine. 

The structural covert form of femmephobia is also evidenced in discourses such 

as someone “looking gay,” specifically directed at femininely perceived queer cis women 

and masculinely perceived queer cis men.  This specific discourse works to maintain 

femininity as a signifier of sexual availability and masculine right of access over 

femininity.  Other discourses include thinking an individual is confused about their 

“identity,” questioning one’s sense of self, and conceiving an individual as less genuine 

as a result of perceived feminine expressions.  Such discourses reify particular forms of 

femininity as authorized.  Femininities existing outside of this ideal face gender policing 

and scrutiny. 

Overt Femmephobia 

Overt femmephobia is typically rooted in legacies of misogyny.  Overt 

femmephobia is that which displays overt contempt and devaluation strictly on the basis 

of perceived femininity, femme identity, or what is femininely gendered.  This type of 

femmephobia can act as a type of policing but arises overtly as a result of one’s perceived 

feminine gender/femininity.  It is manifest in misogynist sentiments such as the ridicule, 

belittlement, or trivialization of, or condescension toward feminine enactments and is 

often used as justification for sexual violence and harassment.  For example, a femme-

identified lesbian in a queer bar who is physically assaulted and told to “go back to her 

own bar” would be considered to have experienced overt femmephobia. 
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Femme Mystification 

The femme mystification form of femmephobia mystifies femme identity and 

femininity by dehumanizing feminized bodies and rendering the feminine subject a 

cultural dupe.  It is a type of gender policing that operates by dislocating femininity from 

humanness.  Further, this process of mystification attempts to simultaneously naturalize 

(by presenting femininity as innately tied to specific identities/bodies) and artificialize 

femininity as opposed to treating it as chosen—which works to revoke feminine agency.  

In a similar vein as trans-mystification, which Serano describes as emphasizing the 

“artificiality of transsexuality [which creates a] false impression that … assigned genders 

are natural [while] identified and lived genders are not” (Serano 187), femme-

mystification operates to emphasize feminine artificiality, thereby creating the reciprocal 

effect of masculine naturalization.   

By artificially constructing femininity, femininely identified people are reducible 

to objects, or regarded as subhuman.  It is this revoking of agency that makes possible the 

reinstatement of femininity as a patriarchal tool, because it works to erase particular 

feminine embodiments by upholding masculine as natural and feminine as a construct.  

The person performing femininity is thought of as having been duped into thinking their 

performance is “natural” or has arisen out of some cultural default.  Perceivably feminine 

people are thus mystified, objectified, and dehumanized.   

Finally, femme mystification operates by giving the appearance that femme-

identified folks are mythical, which elides queer femininity and dismisses it as a gender 



 

 

 

36 

performance done for another, functioning as another means to maintain patriarchal 

femininity by revoking self-actualization.  For example, posing the question “how much” 

or commenting that a “scantily clad” feminine person “looks cheap” could be considered 

femme mystification.  Such discourses assume revealing clothing to render the subject a 

commodity to be purchased.  Commodification easily translates to objectification and, 

thus, the process of femme mystification. 

Pious Femmephobia 

Shaming the feminine person or enactment through positioning the femmephobic 

offender as morally superior or intellectually enlightened is the means by which pious 

femmephobia is carried out.  “Second-wave” feminists exemplified pious femmephobia 

through their extensive vilification of feminine engagements (Daly 1979; Greer 1970; 

Millett 1977).  For example, second-wave theorists made the argument that individuals 

consent to their own oppression by expressing femininely (Millet 25).  In pious 

femmephobia, issues that arise out of femmephobia or relate to femininity are dismissed 

as “superficial,” morally or intellectually defective issues. 

“Slut shaming” is also exemplary of pious femmephobia, arising out of the self-

professed moral superiority of the perpetrator.  Other examples include, but are not 

limited to, understandings of hyper-femininity as “without dignity” or “self-respect,” 

inviting of sexual assault (or “asking for it”), victim blaming, and makeovers that include 

the gentrification of “appropriate” feminine expressions.  Questions raised over the abuse 

endured by Rihanna at the hands of Chris Brown illustrate pious femmephobia.  For 
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example, several questions circulated within popular culture and social media with 

regards to Rihanna’s lyrics, sexuality/sexual demeanour and clothing (Whiteley 2012), 

and how any number of these “failed feminine” attributes may have been a “cause” for 

Brown’s abuse.  

While there are many factors involved, and many overlapping types of 

femmephobia, social media is rampant with pious femmephobia in particular.  Take, for 

instance, Amanda Todd, Rehtaeh Parsons, Megan Meier, or Rachel Ehmke.  Meier and 

Ehmke took their own life at the age of 13 as a result of the social policing of what 

femme theory might call transgressions against patriarchal femininity: Meier was bullied 

for being fat and called a slut; Ehmke was called a prostitute and a slut (Hodge).  

Canadian teenager Todd took her life at the age of 15 as a result of an older man 

persuading her to show her breasts and subsequent harassment and slut-shaming by her 

peers (Hodge).  Parsons, a 15-year-old girl, committed suicide after a gang rape in which 

one of her rapists took a picture, which was circulated amongst her peers, who continued 

to harass her.  Prior to her death, Parsons experienced severe slut-shaming and victim-

blaming (Brodsky 2013).  

Pious femmephobia works to create an unequal power relation between the victim 

and the perpetrator, whereby the internalization and naturalization of oppression becomes 

expected; expected by society, the victim, and/or the perpetrator.  In other words, “if 

you’re a ‘slut’ you’re expected to feel dirty, guilty, inferior, damaged, and not worthy of 

respect or love” (Hodge).  These tragedies have several commonalties: perceived 
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transgressions against patriarchal femininity in a culture of rape.  To merely call such 

phenomena bullying, sexism, or misogyny is to overlook a specific type of gender 

policing committed against femininity and perceived deviations from patriarchal 

femininity. 

Resisting Femmephobia 

Promoting free expressions of femininity and femme visibility can result in the 

resistance toward femmephobia.  This can be achieved by recognizing acts of femininity 

as powerful, rebellious, and potentially subversive.  To disengage femmephobic 

sentiments feminists, social theorists, and anti-oppression workers and allies need to not 

only question gender codes and the structures they serve but also name them.  We need to 

question our assumptions and the assumptions made by others about feminine persons, 

enactments, presentations, expressions, and identities: Where did they come from?  What 

do they reproduce?  To challenge femmephobia, feminists and queer communities need 

to start calling out narratives of separation: “butch-up,” “be a man,” “you’re such a girl,” 

and the various cultural idioms that denote feminine subordination.  We need to allow 

expressions and acts of femininity to move freely across lines of difference and not 

contain them by way of sex, gender, race, ability, class, or bodily difference.  We need to 

decouple sex, gender, and femininity as a signifier of masculine right of access.  Finally, 

we must realize that femininity is no more of a construct than masculinity.  

The pervasiveness of femmephobia can lead to difficulties identifying it, because 

it is typically compound by other forms of oppression.  Femmephobia is also difficult to 
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resist as it masquerades as justifiable grounds on which to devalue or oppress another, an 

ideology that remains largely unquestioned.  Intersections such as racism, transphobia, 

colonialism, homophobia, ableism and classism, operate alongside other systems of 

oppression, such as femmephobia.  They do not function in isolation but rather are 

“dependent on one another for foundation” (Yamato 22).  As Gloria Yamato explains: 

“Racism is supported and reinforced by classism, which is given a foothold and a boost 

by adultism, which also feeds sexism, which is validated by heterosexism, and so it goes 

on” (22).  All forms of oppression are facets of the same system, working to mutually 

reinforce and uphold one another.  In the support of a specific facet, one lends a hand to 

the validation of the entire matrix of oppression.  To fight against one facet, it is 

necessary to interrogate interlocking systems of oppression in their entirety.  Challenging 

binary-oppositional frameworks and positing interconnectivity can achieve such an 

interrogation.  No single individual or oppressor operates in an isolated category; 

identities are overlapping and subject to change.  The interlocking nature of oppression, 

therefore, underscores the necessity to view femmephobia within a holistic framework of 

multiple sources of oppression. 
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Chapter 3 

Critical Approaches to Decolonizing Western Feminism 

The following chapter begins by situating this project’s methodologies in relation 

to my personal experience.  This chapter details the analytical frameworks grounded in 

femme literature and works by self-identifying women of colour that I have used to 

anchor my analysis of contemporary Western feminist theory.  I developed my analytical 

frameworks through a literary overview of the contemporary North American femme 

literature.  I used literary works by self-identifying women of colour to elaborate on 

contemporary femme literature and to conceptualize phenomena of embedded 

frameworks of oppression.  Based on these literary and conceptual overviews I developed 

key methodological tools to ensure research inclusivity of the femme subject. 

While I draw on contemporary femme theorists for this overview, it is not with 

the intent to overlook the passionate and lived literary works by authors such as Joan 

Nestle who laid the groundwork for contemporary femme theorists.  For the most part, 

Nestle’s work focuses on sexuality, butch/femme relations, and lesbian herstory.  Rather 

than theorizing femme in terms of butch/femme sexuality, this project looks at femme as 

separate from butch and as a gender expression that cannot be disentangled from 

sexuality, race, class, or ability.  Nonetheless, the present work remains cognizant of the 

history of struggle of marginalized bodies, so beautifully articulated within Nestle’s 

work.  My writing exclusively of femme identity is not meant to deny or criticize the 
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existence of butch/femme relations, for Nestle reminds us how historical wounds are 

made deeper by continuing to judge the acceptability of sexual styles.  I write these pages 

keeping in mind the qualities of the world Nestle fought to create (Nestle 1987). 

Subjugated Methodologies 

I have always felt empowered by my feminine expressions but have experienced 

life in a culture that not only invalidates but also subordinates this decision.  Despite 

these struggles, I have continued to study in a discipline that I feel largely dismisses and 

deconstructs this expression of my strength and renders any feminine subversive potential 

oppressive.  It is this juxtaposition between contemporary Western feminist theory and 

my own conceptions of femininity, navigating queer and dominant spaces and being read 

as normative (straight, able-bodied) while inhabiting a queer body, which has come to 

inform my methodological approach—research based on fluid, heavily contextualized, 

unstable identities.  Furthermore, I approach this research as an outsider as well as an 

insider, a complicated relationship I speak to in this chapter.  Despite identifying as a 

queer crip femme, I am also cis gender, middle-class, and white.  I am aware that I will 

be giving voice to an identity that has been historically silenced through butch/femme 

dichotomies, masculine privileging, and subsequent feminine othering (as indicated by 

many femme theorists); I am also aware of my racial, class, and cis gender privilege in 

writing on issues that include trans people and racialized folks across class divides.  I 

remain acutely aware of how my positionality and subsequent privilege holds the 

potential to (inadvertently and unintentionally) silence others. 
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Methodologically, my location has come to inform the ways in which I 

understand and interpret femininity.  I have not experienced femininity as a solely 

oppressive, patriarchal practice enforced upon me.  Furthermore, my personal narrative 

serves to develop complexity in my understanding of relations between locations 

(herising 128).  Failure to locate the context and history of my inquiry into femme 

politics would be to symbolically dismiss “the varied accounts of (O)ther as political and 

social agents” (herising 135).  Moreover, to neglect my own narrative would be a 

methodological shortcoming, in that I would not be practising research receptivity, a 

methodological approach I introduce in the following paragraphs. 

By situating myself in relation to the subject(s) of my research, I can provide 

“strategies for counter-narratives and oppositional politics” (herising 135).  I also write 

reflexively as a means of demonstrating my accountability to the communities I research.  

However, my reflexivity is not “sheer observation” (herising 135) of my location but, 

rather, a mindful reflection of the privilege I hold in the extent to which I can fluidly 

move between queer and dominant spaces, my cis gender, racial and class privilege, and 

my invisible dis/ability.  My personal investment in femininity and femme politics speaks 

to the depths of commitment I have to this area of research while remaining mindful of 

the power occupied through the intersections of various identities.  It is “focusing on and 

interrogating the development of positionality [that] permits [me] to explore the ways in 

which [my] shifting subjectivities relate to and are complicit with hegemonic power and 

knowledges” (herising 147).  Moreover, by examining my politics of location in relation 
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to the subject(s) of my research I aim to develop research that is accountable to my 

inquiry, and “ultimately to the voices of the margin” (herising 134). 

Conceptual Methodology: Western Frameworks 

This section uses contemporary North American femme literature and work by 

women of colour to generate and conceptualize feminine othering and to illustrate the 

conceptual methodologies I have used to critique contemporary feminist thought for its 

subjugation and elision of femininity.  My methodological approach situates this analysis 

in a colonial framework whereby Western thought continues to haunt feminist literature 

and which sanctions this abjection.  I begin by speaking to scholarly work that has 

enabled me to situate my own methodological approach. 

The following paragraphs refer to Western frameworks and traditions of Western 

thought.  By this, I mean the Western perspective that the world can be understood in 

binary oppositional terms (Muzaffar).  The “bifocaled” vision of the world leads to the 

hierarchical ranking of these binaries and the subsequent subjugation of anything 

considered to be the Other (Muzaffar).  In order to ensure “its position at the top of the 

bifocaled ladder,” the side deemed “more worthy” requires constant maintenance through 

assertions/affirmations as such and will seek to devalue/erase that deemed “less worthy” 

(Muzaffar).  The division between “good” and “bad” remains in the hands of those in 

power, whose social locations limit their judgments and perceptions (Muzaffar).  

Therefore, the power remains in the hands of the powerful, whose ideological constraints 

work to subjugate those who are conceptually othered (Muzaffar).  The delegitimizing 
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and erasing powers of binary systems work to deny and silence the voices on the margins 

(Muzaffar).  In Western thought’s devaluation of all that is Other, the knowledges of the 

Other are lost (Muzaffar).  The devaluation of the Other underpinning Western 

frameworks is evidenced in feminist, femme, and queer theory, whose literature 

continues to replicate Western frameworks, demonstrating “the power of writing to 

reinforce and maintain a style of discourse” (Smith 36).  The process of colonization 

fosters dualistic thinking; beginning with an “initial fascination with the exotic, extending 

to professional investigators; denial of subjectivity and lack of access to the dominant 

discourse; followed by a species of rehabilitation” (Stone 229).  More explicitly, a 

commonality between colonized cultures and marginalized groups is “their placement in 

relation to a dominant culture that impinges on them and seeks to define and silence 

them” (Ochoa 222). 

My use of the term “colonialism” is in reference to the ways in which “antithetical 

pairs advanced by colonial discourse do not allow for a record of alternative thinking,” as 

a key distinction between the colonizer and the colonized lies in the ability to speak with 

agency (Ochoa 221).  This is distinct from the subject, who is the silenced subaltern 

(Ochoa 221).  Moreover, “postcolonial hegemony” replicates many of the same 

organizing strategies employed by any hegemony, “including the subordination of 

various social groups to the interests and ideals of a dominant group, a group that then 

propagates a discourse that might be based on new, but still powerful and potentially 

totalizing, binary oppositions” (Ochoa 223). 
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Situating my Methodological Approach: A Literary Review 

In her work Whipping Girl: A Transsexual Woman on the Scapegoating of 

Femininity, Julia Serano distinguishes her book from what she calls the “archetypical” 

accounts of transsexual experiences: autobiography with political/historical accounts and 

personal essays.  Serano notes that the title highlights the universal demeaning of the 

feminine subject, by mere virtue of their femininity (5).  It is not until femininity itself is 

empowered that any form of gender equity can be achieved, an argument strongly 

resonating with my own theoretical approach to femininity (Serano 6).  Serano theorizes 

the treatment of transsexual women as not simply a result of transphobia but a 

multifaceted oppression rooted in misogyny and feminine devaluation.  Here, Serano 

coins the concept of “effemimania,” which she understands as the stigmatization of 

“male” expressions of femininity or entrances into the “feminine realm.”  According to 

Serano, and as I have previously noted, there is no equivalent phenomenon for female 

expressions of masculinity or entrances into the “masculine realm.”  Serano explains this 

phenomenon as caused by the hegemonic hierarchical placing of masculinity above 

femininity, whereby the policing of femininity is allowable.  She argues that most anti-

trans sentiments that she has endured would be “better described as misogyny” (Serano 

3).  Moreover, while to “openly discriminate against someone for being female,” may 

generally be considered prejudiced, discrimination against perceived femininity is rarely 

detected, as it is “fair game” (Serano 5). 
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According to Serano, expressions of masculinity are not policed to the same 

extent because this is considered a “promotion” (Serano 4).  Conversely, the choice to 

express oneself in a culturally less valued way (femininely) is a “demotion” (Serano 4).  I 

am critical of Serano’s argument, as the idea of “promotion” relies heavily on the 

assumption of “passing” and that bodies are equally capable of passing.  The ability to 

“pass” may be possible for some, yet not for others.  Equally, the assumed desire to pass 

is not universal among trans persons.  Furthermore, Serano’s argument is problematic in 

that it has the ability to downplay gender policing experienced by trans men and by 

women who express themselves as masculine. 

Overall, Serano’s book is said to target laypeople (Serano 7) for whom I argue 

receiving these messages may be problematic and alarming, suggesting that a hierarchy 

of oppressive experiences exist among trans women and trans men.  While I do find 

Serano’s concept of effemimania useful, I believe it should be broadened to apply across 

a larger spectrum of sexed and gendered subjects.  For instance, I do not agree that 

effemimania is limited to particularly sexed/gendered bodies, as Serano seems to suggest, 

but that it is a phenomenon evidenced by the policing of trans men, cis gender men, trans 

women, cis gender women, and queer bodies, and compounded by racism, ableism, and 

classism, regardless of the ways in which one orients sexually.  In this way, Serano’s 

analysis lacks intersectional depth, such as racial awareness.  This is not to homogenize 

experiences, for the effects of effemimania compound with an array of identity factors.  I 

argue that this phenomenon is not limited to particular bodies, nor should it be 
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understood in hierarchical terms as “femininely” identified people experiencing it worse 

than masculinely identified people.  Finally, I am hesitant to draw on Serano’s concept of 

effemimania as it derives from the word “effeminate,” whose problematic connotations I 

have previously outlined.  For this reason, I believe that femmephobia serves as a more 

accountable term to encompass what Serano calls “effemimania.”  

Serano largely treats masculinity/femininity and male/female as mutually 

exclusive.  For example, she often overlooks the fact that masculinely identified people 

express femininity and vice versa.  Moreover, people who predominantly express 

themselves femininely may not exclusively express in such a way.  I agree that a 

misogynistic society in which feminine devaluation compounds with transphobia affects 

the experience of transphobia.  This it is not to say that trans men (or trans masculine-

identified folks) are spared oppression. 

Serano critiques queer and feminist theory for reflecting a dominant culture of cis 

sexual/gender people speaking on behalf of, and therefore silencing, trans people.  She 

argues that because transsexuals make up a relatively small percentage of the population 

and have “little to no power or voice in these fields, non-transsexual depictions regularly 

stand in for or trump the perspectives and experiences of actual transsexuals” (Serano 8).  

Notably, depictions of trans people are often “sensationalizing, sexualizing, and/or 

outright hostile” (Serano 8).  Cis gender accounts of trans people can also serve to force 

transsexuals to describe themselves and their experiences through non-trans terminology, 

which works to reinstate cis-hegemony (Serano 8). 
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Serano introduces concepts such as gender entitlement, subversivism, trans-

mystification, and trans-objectification in her work.  Serano critiques cis gender/sexual 

theorists for trans-mystification, which she describes as allowing oneself to become so 

caught up in the perceived Otherness of sex change that one overlooks the reality of 

transsexuality as “very real, tangible, and often mundane” for those who experience it 

firsthand (186).  By emphasizing the sex change and perceived “constructivity” of 

transsexuality, trans-mystification can work to position transsexuality as “artificial,” 

thereby creating the “false impression that [trans people’s] assigned genders are ‘natural’ 

and [their] identified and lived genders are not” (Serano 187).  Next, Serano critiques cis 

gender theorists for trans-objectification, which occurs when cis gender theorists become 

fixated on the perceived discrepancies that exist between a trans person’s “physical sex 

and identified gender” (Serano 188).  By fixating on particular aspects of trans people’s 

identities, cis gender people reduce the trans person to the “status of a thing” and it is this 

objectification that enables cis gender people to “condemn, fetishize, ridicule, demonize, 

fetishize, ridicule, criticize, and [exploit trans people] without guilt or remorse” (186).  I 

have made use of these concepts to ensure I do not replicate cissexuals’ projection of 

“assumptions about gender onto [trans people]” (188). 

Serano is critical of queer and feminist theorists for subversivism, which she 

defines as “the practice of extolling certain gender and sexual expressions and identities, 

simply because they are unconventional or nonconforming, [and] creating a reciprocal 

category of people whose gender and sexual identities and expressions are by default 
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inherently conservative, even hegemonic” (346).  For example, Serano argues that queer 

communities and gender theorists have created a new gender binary, polarized as “good” 

(read: subversive) and “bad” (read: conservative) (349).  In this vein, Serano refers to 

gender entitlement as “the privileging of one’s own perceptions, interpretations, and 

evaluations of other people’s genders over the way those people understand themselves” 

(359).  As I will outline in my critique of Del LaGrace Volcano and Ulrika Dahl, even 

within femme theory, both subversivism and gender entitlement are apparent.  I find the 

concepts of gender entitlement and subversivism to be very useful for the conceptual 

methodology of my research.  These concepts lie at the core of my analysis and critique 

of contemporary Western feminist theory; they also influence my close readings of 

femme and feminist literature.   

Like most theorists of femme identity, the works in Femmes of Power: Exploding 

Queer Femininities, edited by Del LaGrace Volcano and Ulrika Dahl, attempt to reject 

any stable definition of “femme” and, as such, reify the very queer nature of femme 

identity.  Furthermore, in their refusing to create “one master theory of queer femininity” 

or a “restrictive predetermined,” “exclusionary” formula, the authors perform an act of 

“resistance and solidarity” (Volcano and Dahl 20).  Methodologically, Volcano and Dahl 

use narratives of self-identified femmes to demonstrate the multiplicity of femme, 

subsequently giving voice to a gender identity historically silenced and spoken for.  

Moreover, Volcano and Dahl seek the liberation of femininity from those who have 

historically used it as a “justification to oppress and violate others” (18).  Volcano and 
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Dahl’s work seeks to celebrate femme as a “radical expression of queerness” (18).  The 

authors theorize femininity as existing in a heterosexist world within which femininity is 

understood to be “the ultimate available object for universal consumption and contempt” 

(Volcano and Dahl 18).  The patterned devaluation of femininity is evidenced by 

dominant structures such as capitalism, which underpays and undervalues labour coded 

femininely, as well as within feminist and queer theory, where “femme has not been 

[made] central” (Volcano and Dahl 20). 

While I agree with the objective of Volcano and Dahl’s work—to liberate 

femininity and expose femininity as a radical gender expression—I am critical of how the 

discourse of liberating femininity can replicate problematic histories.  For instance, why 

are Volcano and Dahl positioning themselves as having the tools for feminine 

emancipation?  What is it about their feminine gender (and perhaps how it intersects with 

class, race, or education) that privileges them in this way and positions their feminine 

expressions above others, enabling them to emancipate femininity?  I question whether 

Volcano and Dahl position themselves in what Serano might describe as a gender-

entitled, subversivist way.  What tools do Volcano and Dahl offer to liberate femininity 

from oppressive structures, and how do they envision liberated femininity?  According to 

their methodology, the authors endeavour to liberate femininity by demonstrating the 

multiple expressions of femme and to celebrate femme as a radical expression of 

femininity.  I argue that this is insufficient; by focusing on femininity, as opposed to the 

structures working to elide and devalue femininity, which my project aims to do, the 
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status quo remains intact.  Moreover, instead of focusing on the justification and 

validation of femininity through previously defined structures, I propose the “liberation 

of femininity” to be attained in a way that examines and exposes the structures that 

position it as subordinate and relegate it to the margins.  My project aims to reconfigure 

contemporary Western feminist theory and pedagogies to include femme identities, 

which can therefore analyze social phenomena in ways that address femmephobia. 

In Volcano and Dahl’s work, femme has come to be understood as a “queer and 

feminist figuration” (25).  Femmes do not fully reject dominant ideology but, rather, 

“play with” and “queer” dominant structures through a “strategic act of disidentification” 

(Volcano and Dahl 26).  By straddling bifurcated systems of sex/gender/sexual 

classification, femmes neither assimilate into dominant structures of sex/gender/sexuality 

nor strictly oppose them.  Volcano and Dahl theorize femme to “transform a cultural 

logic from within, always laboring to enact permanent structural change” (26). 

While I find much value in their work, I am critical of Volcano and Dahl for 

expressly positioning femme identity as reformist.  The dichotomy between reformist and 

abolitionist remains unchallenged and risks positioning femme identity as less radically 

subversive and therefore adhering to/reproducing traditional notions of conservative 

femininity.  This is not to argue that conservative/traditional femininity is less powerful 

or legitimate, and subsequently to fall into Serano’s concept of subversivism, but rather 

to suggest that by upholding this ideology, the multiple ranges of feminine expression are 

restricted.  Volcano and Dahl inadvertently delineate parameters around the perceived 
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subversive potential of femininity.  I would argue that femininity has both the power to 

reform and the power to abolish.  In blurring boundaries and breaking confinements until 

the sexual classificatory system is eroded, and also in the way that the Black femme’s 

appearance calls out normative whiteness, femme offers multiple ways to challenge 

systems of oppression—both abolitionist and reformist. 

Volcano and Dahl express a “longing for queer sisterhood” (22).  Arguably, 

invocations of “sisterhood” work to homogenize differences among queer and femme 

identities.  “Sisterhood,” as elicited by Volcano and Dahl, assumes “shared” experiences 

on the basis of gender.  In her work Feminism Across Borders, Chandra Mohanty 

deconstructs notions of “sisterhood,” arguing that this “cannot be assumed on the basis of 

gender; it must be forged in concrete historical and political practice and analysis” (24) 

for “beyond sisterhood there [is] still racism, colonialism, and imperialism” (36).  The 

term “sisterhood” produces assumptions about femme-identified people as a homogenous 

group whose experiences, interests, goals, and politics are all unanimous, leading to 

exclusionary and oppressive outcomes for femme-identified people who “do not and 

cannot speak from a location of white, Western, middle-class [cis gender] privilege” 

(Mohanty 111).  By overlooking difference and/or assuming commonality in experience, 

Volcano and Dahl’s “queer sisterhood” results in the reinstated normative privileged 

bodies and the erasure of power differences (Mohanty 116).  This oversight works to 

flatten power differences between oppressor and oppressed, and the reality that one can 

simultaneously be both within particular contexts.  Furthermore, the homogenization of 
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femininity ultimately undermines the methodology and mission of Volcano and Dahl’s 

book, a book that aims to demonstrate the multiplicity of queer femininities and to 

“explode” the confines of stable femme identities. 

There is room for criticism of Volcano and Dahl’s invocation of “femme 

science,” which Lisa Duggan and Kathleen McHugh define as “a future where femininity 

as we know it (normal, ego-less, tolerant of, and therefore complicit with, deception) will 

have been completely superseded” (Volcano and Dahl 26).  By advocating for the 

“complete” supersession of a specific expression of femininity, Volcano and Dahl’s 

methodological approach demonstrates a Western framework that celebrates the 

subjugation of femininity.  In fact, what I have framed as feminine supersession is 

claimed as their “contribution” (Volcano and Dahl 26).  Moreover, as noted in my 

introduction, feminism is a “commitment to eradicating the ideology of domination that 

permeates western culture” (hooks, “Ain’t I A Woman?: Black Women and Feminism” 

194).  The advocation of feminine subjugation is arguably counter-feminist, as it 

perpetuates systems of domination that not only subordinate, but also fundamentally 

eradicate, the subject.  The mission of feminine supersession evokes colonial strategies 

whereby the erasure and eradication of those deemed subordinate through processes of 

othering is justified.  Such a mission is reflective of a system of exploitation, which gives 

the dominant centre power to define “Others” and to “marginalize those who do not 

reflect the ideals of the revolution” (Ochoa 223).  In their attempt to revise and subvert 

what they interpret as a “troubling” form of femininity, Volcano and Dahl may 
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“inadvertently support what [they seek] to oppose” and exemplify how binary terms can 

“continue to lock individuals and groups into a system that perpetuates the stereotypes 

created by colonial thinking and its resultant discourse” (Ochoa 224). 

Brazen Femme: Queering Femininity, edited by Chloe Brushwood Rose and 

Anna Camilleri, explores the difficulties of “(re)making femininity to fit” one’s “own 

frame” (14).  Brushwood Rose and Camilleri’s methodological approach to femme 

identity does not seek a “singular definition of femme” nor to “locate femme in one 

place, in one time, or in one tidy package” (Brushwood Rose and Camilleri 12).  The 

authors conceptualize “femme” as that which cannot be “pinned down” or 

“domesticated” for “she” is “mercurial” (Brushwood Rose and Camilleri 11-12).  They 

claim to offer a collection of work that demonstrates “multiple exposures of femme 

experience” and reflects voices both “contradictory and in chorus” (12).  Femme cannot 

be reduced or “tied to a biological sex” (Brushwood Rose and Camilleri 12).  They 

describe femme as “femininity gone wrong-bitch, slut, nag, whore, cougar, dyke, or 

brazen hussy ... the trappings of femininity gone awry, gone to town, [and] gone to the 

dogs” (Brushwood Rose and Camilleri 13).  This description of femme is useful, but I am 

critical of the necessarily subversive subjects used to categorize femme.  The authors’ 

description renders invisible femmes who are conservative or traditional.  In this way, 

Brushwood Rose and Camilleri privilege conceptually radical and subversive subjects as 

the identities that most deserve to be celebrated and acknowledged within their 

anthology. 



 

 

 

55 

I will make use of Brushwood Rose and Camilleri’s nuanced, dynamic conception 

of “femme”; one that is complicated by “maleness, by racist queers and racism, by 

transsexuality, by the politics of fat, by class, by age, and by institutionalization” 

(Brushwood Rose and Camilleri 13).  However, though many contemporary femme 

theorists, including Brushwood Rose and Camilleri, describe femme as not being limited 

to a particularly sexed body, they use feminine pronouns when referring to femme 

subjects.  I am critical of their choice of gendered pronouns as I believe that, ultimately, it 

undermines the definition of femme they seek to outline—one that is complicated, 

namely, by “maleness,” masculine and queer embodied persons.  The use of feminine 

pronouns to speak to femme-identified subjects is exclusive and limiting to femme 

identity, demonstrating an internalized privileging of a specific femme-subject.  It is for 

this reason that I have chosen to reject not only femininely gendered pronouns but also 

gender-inclusive pronouns (such as s/he).  Gendered pronouns reflect dichotomous 

identities and limit the inclusion of subjects who are situated outside of these constraints.  

Furthermore, I have chosen to use gender-neutral pronouns, such as ze and zer, to reflect 

the ambiguities and complexities of gender identity.  Using gender-neutral pronouns also 

accounts for those who choose to reject dichotomously constructed genders, and for those 

whose bodies do not and who may not wish to adhere to strict binary gendered bodies. 

Brushwood Rose and Camilleri are also highly critical of femme’s linguistic and 

ideological ascription to butch.  They theorize this dichotomization as working to other 

the category of femme.  This othering occurs because of the dichotomous ways in which 
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relations between femme and butch are constructed.  Femme is othered because of the 

bifocaled interpretation of “butch/femme,” compounded by the Western privileging of 

the masculine.  Masculinity is the cultural centre, which therefore relegates femininity to 

the margins.  That which is defined in relation is the conceptual Other.  However, in the 

anthology Femme: Feminists, Lesbians and Bad Girls, femme theorists Laura Harris and 

Elizabeth Crocker reify this dualistic framework, illustrating how Western thought 

continues to haunt much of their text.  For example, linguistically, Harris and Crocker 

frequently refer to relations between femmes and butches as “butch-femme” (5). 

A lot of the existing literature does not speak to femme as an identity in and of 

itself, but rather as one in relation to butch.  One example is the discussion of how femme 

varies in comparison to butch in public and queer spaces, using butch and femme 

experiences contrastingly.  Though slight, these discourses still intrinsically tie femme to 

butch and recreate a dichotomous understanding of these relations, positioning femme 

and butch as opposing, exclusive categories.  I found this framework evident in a number 

of femme literary works, even when the scholars were critical of this othering 

relationship.  It is not the pairing of butch and femme that I criticize, nor the 

lived/material realities of relations between butches and femmes.  Rather, I am critical of 

the inherent hierarchy and the dichotomous understandings.  I am by no means critiquing 

the relationships between femmes and butches for “replicating binary frameworks.”  I 

am, however, critical of the bifocaled vision through which this relationship is read; are 

they really, in fact, that binary?  The dichotomous reading of femme and butch assumes 
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mutually exclusive categories of passivity/activity (which is nuanced in contemporary 

North American femme theory), top/bottom, and masculinity/femininity.  To what extent 

is this dichotomous interpretation the effect of being made intelligible through Western 

thought?  In what ways might lived experiences blur these binaries?  This dichotomous 

framework through which femme is made intelligible illustrates how Western bifurcated 

thought pervades contemporary Western feminist theory and how feminist theory can 

work to uphold oppressive, dichotomous pairings.  

Similar to other methodological approaches deployed by previous femme 

scholars, Laura Harris and Elizabeth Crocker’s anthology consists of personal narratives 

of femme-identified people, interviews, and historical accounts.  Not unlike other 

contemporary femme literature, Harris and Crocker celebrate the radical and subversive 

potential of femme identities.  In a contribution to Harris and Crocker’s anthology 

entitled “Passing Loqueria,” Gaby Sandoval uses Gloria E. Anzaldúa’s concept of 

borderlands to describe herself as living “on borders and in margins,” between “shifting 

and multiple” identities (Sandoval 171).  The mercuriality of Sandoval’s subjectivity 

stems from her Mexican identity, while not perceived as a woman of colour because of 

her light skin, traversing the US-Mexico border, and navigating queer borders as a 

femme.  Drawing comparisons between “mixed race” identities and femme identities, 

Sandoval links feelings of “never quite fitting in, but always passing” and the negotiation 

of shifting identities to these specific racialized and gendered identities (Sandoval 171).  I 

am critical of how, by stating that femme never quite fits in but is always passing, one 
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assumes femme to be cis gender.  Aside from cis-normative implications, Sandoval’s 

argument also reifies the homogenous conceptualization of femme as necessarily a cis 

gender woman.  Therefore, Sandoval’s statement flattens the multiple identities situated 

within femme. 

Sandoval compares femme to a border site, as it is “never static” (Sandoval 173).  

Border identities can be understood as “any place where two or more cultures meet ... to 

define the places that are safe and unsafe, to distinguish us from them” (Sandoval 171).  

Moreover, borderland spaces are difficult to describe and to document as they are in a 

perpetual state of redefinition (Sandoval 171).  Femmes, essentially, work to blur the line 

of demarcation, widening and fraying boundaries, until “us and them become 

progressively harder to categorize” (Sandoval 171). 

Border identities that Sandoval marks as femme also require that femme is 

constantly understood in reference to what Ze is not (Harris and Crocker 172).  The 

constant gravitation to define femme in relation to butch replicates binary frameworks—

zir queer identity depending on the perceived gender of the person whose hand ze holds.  

Sandoval speaks to the privilege specifically allotted to “femme-identified lesbians” and 

contextualizes this privilege depending on location: queer communities versus the public 

domain.  She writes that she “cannot get rid of those privileges society lends [her]; 

however, [she does] hold [herself] accountable for the ways in which [she manipulates] 

them” (Sandoval 173).  For example, she explains that although femme identity reduces 
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the perceived “deviance” of queer desire, femme can manipulate, subvert, and exploit 

these normative structures of sexuality and gender (Sandoval 174). 

Subsequently, Sandoval’s dismissal of femme identities beyond cis gender 

women renders her analysis flat.  To name a few challenges to Sandoval’s point, I would 

argue that femme identities do not reduce perceived “deviance” of queer desire when 

exhibited by cis gender men or trans women, or when complicated by racism.  

Additionally, “excessive” feminine expressions are not spared the judgment of deviance 

within a culture of rape.  Moreover, as with most queer identities, I am unconvinced that 

“passing” as that with which you dis-identify is a form of privilege.  In my experience, it 

can be very oppressive to be continuously mis-sexualized.  Reflexively, however, I am 

aware of how this form of passing is tangled up with both privilege and oppression. 

Though I find Sandoval’s theorization of femme identities intriguing, it is not 

without problems.  Drawing parallels between experiences of gendered and racial 

oppression works to delegitimize material realities of homophobia and racism.  Notably, 

she writes from personal experience.  The problem of drawing such parallels is the 

problem of whiteness and theoretical tendencies to establish a white norm: racialization is 

gendered and gender is racialized.  To draw parallels or comparisons is to assume a 

normative gender or racial identity.  To theorize femme as comparable to “mestiza-

consciousness” can work to assume that femme is not already informed by race and 

assumes a white identity, subsequently reinstating whiteness as neutral/raceless.  I am not 

necessarily critical of Sandoval’s intersecting analysis but what white feminists might 
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uncritically maintain by evoking her methodology.  Experiences are not mutually 

exclusive and oppressors can compound to create specific experiences, but to compare 

oppression is to trivialize lived experiences, reinstate normative powers, and overlook 

interlocking systems of oppression.  

This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, edited by 

Cherrie Moraga and Gloria E. Anzaldúa, explores the “prejudice and denial of differences 

within the feminist movement.”  In this anthology, Audre Lorde addresses a letter to 

Mary Daly asking whether Daly actually read her words or whether she “merely 

[fingered] through them for quotations which [Daly] thought might valuably support an 

already-conceived idea concerning some old and distorted connection between [them]” 

(Lorde, “An Open Letter to Mary Daly” 103).  Echoing the sentiments of this letter, I 

question whether feminist literature continues to replicate this instance whereby the 

knowledge and “work of women of color [is] ghettoized by white [women] dealing only 

out of a patriarchal western-European frame of reference” (Lorde, “An Open Letter to 

Mary Daly” 103).  This letter illustrates how, historically, feminist thought has replicated 

oppressive frameworks as a means to legitimate the voices of bodies occupying relative 

privilege.  This is apparent in Lorde’s critique of authors such as Mary Daly, as well as in 

the subjugation of femininity in contemporary feminist thought, as demonstrated in 

Chapter 4.  Replication of oppressive frameworks is an act of dominant positionality and 

is thus largely counter-productive toward feminist endeavours. 
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Anzaldúa’s methodological approach is that although one may not create 

oppressive structures or institutions, one may inadvertently/(un)consciously perpetuate 

their existence through “inadvertent support” (Anzaldúa, “La Prieta” 230).  I have made 

use of Moraga and Anzaldúa’s methodological approach as represented throughout their 

anthology, in my deconstruction of dominant frameworks embedded in gender studies 

course textbooks.  Their methodologies effectively demonstrate how contemporary 

Western feminist theory reproduces Western frameworks by maintaining the 

marginalization of specific bodies for the advantage of those in higher positions of 

privilege/power.  Feminists’ use of Western frameworks is evident through the relegation 

of queer, racialized and/or dis/abled bodies to the periphery within their writing. 

Developing Methodologies: Conceptualizing Theoretical Engagements 

My conceptualization of femme/phobia, considered alongside the contributions of 

contemporary North American femme theorists included in my literature review, has 

informed a nuanced understanding of femme/queer femininities from which to develop 

my analysis of contemporary Western feminist theory and pedagogies.  By drawing on 

methodologies employed by Moraga and Anzaldúa that expose Western colonial 

frameworks within which the naturalization of femininity occurs, I have analyzed the 

representation of femininity in feminist thought as demonstrated in gender studies course 

texts.  I have made use of femme theory generated by contemporary femme scholars to 

develop my critique and to demonstrate how I have engaged methodologically and 

conceptually with contemporary Western feminist theory.  The main premises on which I 
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base my critique of contemporary Western feminist theory are: a) that ossified 

dichotomies of butch/femme are problematic and work to other femmes through defining 

them in relation; b) that fem(me)ininity is a valid gender expression; and, c) that 

fem(me)ininity does not necessitate specific sexed bodies/identities or sexualities.  I have 

approached this research through a queerly racialized lens, which exposes the normative 

white subject embedded within queer and feminist theory. 

Gestating Fem(me)ininity 

I have used of the concept of fem(me)ininity in my critique of contemporary 

Western feminist theory.  Although this concept is rooted in femme theory/politics and 

emerged from femme identity, it is not limited to the category of femme but rather 

extends across multiple expressions of femininity.  From femme theory, fem(me)ininity 

recognizes the validity of feminine gender expression, its potential to subvert and 

radicalize queerness, heteronormativity, and binary systems of gender, sex, and sexuality.  

Femme has the ability to deploy femininity as a tool to disengage structural frameworks, 

both dominant and queer.  Moreover, femme identities can reject masculine rights of 

access over that deemed feminine.  Femme identity has the potential to both abolish and 

reform oppressive structures.  Femininity has been theorized as being devalued across 

queer, feminist, and dominant cultures.  I argue that this phenomenon is not limited to 

femme-identified people but spans across bodily, identity, and locational differences.  I 

have chosen to adopt the term fem(me)ininity as a means of reflecting the multiplicity 

and mercuriality that truly can encompass femme. 
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My use of the term fem(me)ininity is multifaceted.  I use this term as it situates 

the self (“me”) in a gender expression conceptualized as performed for another.  The 

second aspect of this term is that it is inclusive of both femme-identified people and 

people who express themselves femininely.  Fem(me)ininity can be an adjective to 

describe femme enactments and subjects.  It is the recognition of the dynamic, self-

expressive, and contextualized relationship between femininity and self.  This concept 

avoids Serano’s subversivism and avoids pitting “radical” femme expressions by queer 

bodies against “traditional” notions of femininity expressed by non-queer/cis people. 

The concept of fem(me)ininity will also help to strengthen Serano’s analysis of 

effemimania, Serano’s analysis largely treats masculinity and femininity as mutually 

exclusive.  I am critical of the ways such analyses can lead the reader to assume that 

masculinely identified people do not express femininely, and vice versa.  As linked to my 

working definition of fem(me)ininity, binary conceptualizations of gender, such as those 

upheld by creating mutually exclusive categories, overlook the complexity of queer 

identities, fundamentally working to flatten analysis and serving as a theoretical 

shortcoming.  Fe(me)ininity is a holistic approach to theorizing femininity as an 

integration and weaving of multiplicity that maps the travels of feminine expressions.  In 

this way, my research exemplifies Moraga and Anzaldúa’s methodological approach and 

works against the inadvertent/unconscious maintenance of institutions through 

inadvertent support by rejecting bifurcated thought or categories that claim to contain.  I 

have made marginalities the centre of my analysis, woven/integrated into as opposed to 
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relegated to the peripheries of my work.  By making use of the concept of 

fem(me)ininity, my research has been conducted in a way that does not reproduce 

systemic structures that work to naturalize feminine devaluation embedded in histories of 

Western thought, colonialism, and imperialism. 

Similar to Fairn herising’s concept of thresholds, fem(me)ininity is not about the 

arrival to “any fixed ground” but about existences that are in constant flux, “always 

shifting,” to which our “relationships to and with” vary—“some [invoke] momentary 

familiarity and comfort, others may be fraught with ambiguity, discomfort and danger” 

(herising 128).  What is most salient about the concepts of thresholds and fem(me)ininity 

is the possibility they produce by enabling our “letting go of destinies and expectations 

[and] by learning to live with and through uncertainties” (herising 128).  Furthermore, 

fem(me)ininity is conceivable as a borderland identity in that, like “mestiza 

consciousness,” fem(me)ininity “recognizes the dualistic thinking and binary opposites 

fostered by dominant discourses” (Ochoa 225).  I do not draw this comparison to 

demonstrate similarities between gendered and racial experiences but rather as a way of 

showcasing concepts that use “the ambiguity of the border land [as] an empowering 

space” where troubling binaries can be interrogated (Ochoa 225). 

A reoccurring concern is that the broad, conceptual use of fem(me)ininity will 

homogenize experiences.  By arguing femmephobia as a phenomenon traceable in 

experiences across sex/gender/sexual difference, it is my aim to demonstrate the extent to 

which femmephobia affects lives.  I aim to overcome this concern by speaking to the 
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differences that encompass and have facilitated the development of this term.  Although 

fem(me)ininity appears to be a master category, it should instead be understood as a 

nuanced, problematized temporary container of meaning, whose boundaries are 

permeable and from which meaning is constantly overflowing.  Feminist scholarship 

regularly uses categories in highly nuanced ways; for instance, Trinh T. Minh-ha states 

that, “despite our desperate, eternal attempt to separate, contain, and mend, categories 

always leak” (Minh-ha 160).  Fem(me)ininity does not attempt to mend, separate, or 

contain categories.  Conversely, fem(me)ininity marks a branching out of identities, 

beginning with femme.  The conceptualization of femme in Chapter 2 illustrates this 

process of branching out.  This concept endeavours to demonstrate the terrain of 

fem(me)ininity and allow it to map across identities rather than contain it in monolithic, 

bound terms.  Fem(me)ininity and fem(me)inist research are explorations without the 

“mandate of conquest” (Morrison 1992). 

It is not my intention to supersede a form of feminine expression.  Through this 

mapping, branching out, reaching across, and traversing both boundaries and borders, I 

will resist positing categories as “good” or “bad.”  Fem(me)ininity has enabled me to 

avoid Serano’s conceptual trap of gender entitlement and subversivism.  Furthermore, by 

conceptualizing fem(me)ininity as a terrain, as opposed to a traditional category/identity, 

I aim to avoid reproducing Western frameworks of identity categories based on binary 

imperatives.  By this I am referring to the ways in which Western thought insists on 

dualistic pairings and “either/or” categories: good/bad, white/Black, hetero/homo, 
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male/female, masculine/feminine, madonna/whore, Us/Them, nature/nurture, 

civilized/barbaric.  The mapping of identity also rejects mutually exclusive butch/femme 

dichotomies by acknowledging expressions of fem(me)ininity across identities including, 

but not limited to, butch.  Mapping identities also has the potential to reject “us/them” 

categories as well as to resist internal gender hierarchies.  The instability of 

fem(me)ininity creates an environment in which it is impossible to define one in relation 

to another.  By destabilizing femininity through the use of fem(me)ininity, I have resisted 

a singular definition of femme or feminine expression and simultaneously rejected the 

intelligibility of femme/femininity in relation to what ze is not.  Fem(me)ininity is (a 

subject in) a process, which does not resolve to an essence.  Therefore, fem(me)ininity as 

a process is a way this category refuses to homogenize.  

Research Receptivity: Femme Theory and the Politics of Accountability 

Accountability is an imperative aspect of feminist research.  Accountability is a 

socially responsible means of conducting research, which continually requires researchers 

to question their “relationship between investigation and the needs and rights of people” 

(Benmayor 159).  Accountability necessitates a reflexive situation of the self in order to 

assess the level of commitment and investment on behalf of the researcher for the 

research area (Collins 265).  Most importantly, accountability requires that the researcher 

questions for whom is the research undergone: “How is it conducted?” and “Whose voice 

is privileged?” (Benmayor 159).  Moreover, accountability facilitates a relationship 

between “scholarship and community empowerment, thus shifting the traditional locus of 
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power and voice in research away from an exclusively academic base” (Benmayor 159).  

It is a “philosophy that investigation should be structured in ways that privilege 

reciprocity and mutual “returns” among community members and researchers” 

(Benmayor 160).  Accountability is a call to “shift, change, or disinherit some of our 

ideals, practices, methods and interpretations if we want to sustain politically ethical 

relationships with marginal communities” (herising 139). 

An important aspect of remaining accountable in one’s research is generating a 

“return to community” through establishing a “relationship of reciprocity” (Benmayor 

165).  Definitions that “restrict” community to “geographic location or national 

homogeneity” are largely insufficient (Benmayor 165).  For the purpose of this research, 

community refers to “collective formations of individuals tied together through common 

bonds of interests and solidarity” (Benmayor 165).  This definition of community speaks 

to the dynamic fluidity of fem(me)ininity, rather than traditional conceptualizations of 

community, which are descriptively static in characteristics.  To return to community, it 

is necessary to draw on “testimonial accounts” (Benmayor 167).  Because this research 

focuses on a critique of contemporary Western feminist theory, with the intent of offering 

a nuanced approach to theorizing fem(me)ininity, I have ensured that fem(me)inine 

narratives/testimonies are accounted for by generating my premises from femme theory, 

which is primarily grounded in femme narratives and histories.  By situating my premises 

in contemporary femme theory—largely grounded in narrative—I aim to place 

“community rather than the individual at the centre” (Benmayor 168).  
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As a means of remaining accountable to fem(me)ininely identified people, I have 

employed a methodological approach grounded in femme theory, which I call research 

receptivity.  Contemporary North American femme theorists have engaged in discussions 

of femme’s potential to reconceptualize power dynamics, primarily in relationships.  

Historical depictions of femme appear conducive to traditional “feminine/women’s 

roles,” namely sexually passive and bottom-identified.  However, “femmes with a bottom 

identification can renegotiate the dynamics of passivity/activity so that their feminine 

position is one of receiving pleasure rather than of being receptive solely for someone 

else’s pleasure” (Harris and Crocker 4).  What is culturally intelligible as passivity is in 

actuality an enactment of sexual assertion and activity: the fem(me)inine subject allows 

zer partner to control zer pleasure, “but this control and the pleasure are exactly what the 

femme has demanded” (Harris and Crocker 4).  In this way, femme assertions play “with 

the idea of power but are not disempowered by this play” (Harris and Crocker 4).  

Through this power play, femmes have the ability to provide a “model that negotiates 

rather than ignores power differentials” (Harris and Crocker 4).  Femme-bottom sexuality 

provides another example of how fem(me)ininity subverts dichotomous understandings 

permeating Western thought—specifically relating to power dynamics of domination and 

submission. 

It is interesting to consider the ways in which femme’s challenging of passivity 

complicates theoretical works by French theorist Luce Irigaray (1985).  In This Sex which 

is Not One, Irigaray distinguishes between clitoral activity, which she genders 
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masculinely, and penetration, which she genders femininely (23).  Irigaray further 

pacifies the act of vaginal penetration as “vaginal passivity,” whose value largely linked 

to the ability to “lodge” and “massage” the male organ (23).  While Irigaray discusses 

how female sex organs complicate notions of passivity and activity in and of 

themselves—her genitals are formed in such a way that the “two lips are in continuous 

contact” and so “she touches herself in and of herself without any need for mediation, and 

before there is any way to distinguish activity from passivity” (24)—penetrative vaginal 

sex is nevertheless relegated to the realm of passivity.  

Moreover, within vaginally penetrative sex, the “woman” is reduced to a prop of a 

man’s fantasy and, while she may find pleasure in this role, this pleasure is called 

“masochistic prostitution of her body to a desire that is not her own,” leaving her in a 

state of dependency on men (25).  Irigaray writes: 

Not knowing what she wants, ready for anything, even asking for more, so 
long as he will “take” her as his “object” when he seeks his own pleasure.  
Thus she will not say what she herself wants; moreover, she does not 
know, or no longer knows, what she wants. (25) 
 

Within this sexual economy, which is explicitly heteronormative, the woman is used as 

something to gain pleasure.  It is through the satiation of a man’s pleasure that her 

pleasure is gained.  Thus, a woman’s sexual gratification is deemed a pleasure that is not 

her own.  Moreover, according to Irigaray, women’s pleasure lies in the pleasure of 

looking, rather than touching (26).  Participation in the visual is to be looked at, not to 

look (26). 
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Traditional butch/femme relations complicate Irigaray’s theory of sexual passivity 

on many fronts.  Firstly, traditional femme bottoms challenge the notion of vaginal 

passivity by actively pursuing sexual gratification.  While Irigaray is concerned that 

women do not know what they want and will not say what they need, the femme bottom 

asserts hir sexuality—whether actively or passively (Nestle 1987).  It is this role and, in 

part, being a “sight” for hir butch partner, that is mutually pleasurable.  Within traditional 

sexual economies between femmes and butches, looking relations cannot be so easily 

reduced to the viewer as the active sexual subject and the viewed as the object of the 

viewer’s sexual gratification or “prop.”  Whereas Irigaray understands these looking 

relations as an environment in which women become dependent on men, the looking 

relations between femmes and butches are described as mutually satisfying (Nestle 1987).  

In contrast, according to Irigaray’s theory, it is through the top’s (read male’s) 

satisfaction that the bottom’s (read female’s) pleasure is achieved.  I argue that within 

traditional sexual relations between femmes and butches, it is through the bottom’s 

sexual satisfaction that the top’s sexual pleasure is gained.  Femme/butch sexual 

economy reverses notions of passivity, looking relations, sexual pleasure, and 

gratification.  Within this economy, it is the “passive” subject whose orgasms remain 

central. 

In a similar vein, Black femmes expose and subvert the ways in which hegemonic 

conceptualizations of femininity posit this gender expression as white (Keeling 131).  

The whitewashing of femininity has made it difficult to conceive of a Black feminine 
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subject or even recognize the appearance of the Black femme subject (Keeling 131).  In 

their appearance, the Black femme forces “hegemonic common senses to make space and 

time for something new” (Keeling 131), offering new ways of conceiving femininity, 

while subverting and exposing the assumed “normal.”  Black fem(me)inine subjects 

threaten to “rip open” white supremacist congruencies that mark femininity as white, 

revealing “alternative organizations of life hidden therein” (Keeling 149).  By forcing the 

viewer to rethink femininity as white, the Black femme “haunts current attempts to make 

critical sense of the world along lines delineated according to race, gender and/or 

sexuality” (Keeling 2).  The presence of Black femininity nuances ways of thinking in 

multiple ways.  The Black feminine subject is “often invisible (but nonetheless present)” 

so when Ze becomes visible, hir appearance “stops us, offers us time in which we can 

work to perceive something different or differently” (Keeling 2).  

Drawing on femme theory’s nuanced understanding of receptivity/passivity, 

Harris and Crocker argue that problems arising in the world are a result of the “hard 

thrust-read bomb, read, gun, read attack-only in that mode of action does anything 

happen” (154).  They propose solutions grounded in the “receptive ways” of problem 

solving (Harris and Crocker 154).  Based on their critique of masculinist methodologies 

and consideration of the “political power of femme receptivity,” I propose research 

receptivity—a methodology that remains accountable through strategic, political 

enactments of fem(me)inism (Harris and Crocker 154). 
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Research receptivity requires consistent flexibility to a community’s needs and is 

accountable to the representational outcome of one’s work.  It is the researcher actively 

engaging in counter-dominance as a means of dismantling power relations of 

researcher/researched, allowing them to become passive and malleable to communal 

needs and to recognize the power in shifting these relations.  Research receptivity is 

informed by traditionally conceptualized femme-bottoms who shift power plays of 

passivity by actively pursuing a state of receptive submission.  Receptive research 

requires constant negotiation of the self and reflexivity.  Moreover, accountable research 

requires “the researcher [to] not simply turn [hir] gaze critically and reflexively inward 

but rather to engage in critically reflective process that speak to multiple power relations” 

(herising 133).  I argue that this can be achieved through research receptivity and 

femme’s nuancing, challenging, and exposure of power dynamics. 

Research receptivity is grounded in femme theory, whose methodologies are 

primarily informed by testimony, femme history, and narratives of femme-identified 

people.  Therefore, drawing on femme theory to critique contemporary Western feminist 

theory as represented by gender studies course textbooks is one methodological approach 

enabling me to remain accountable in my research.  Research receptivity is a 

methodological approach that privileges “dynamics of reciprocity in which researchers 

and community members collaborate to strengthen collective returns to community” 

(Benmayor 173).  The dynamics of research receptivity play with power in a way that 

essentially blurs the line between researcher and research area, providing a new way of 
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conceptualizing power that obliterates traditional notions of power while exposing 

previous assumptions and embedded systems of normalcy.  The instability of 

fem(me)ininity also creates a research relationship whereby no definite inside or outside 

positioning can be grounded.  The categorization of subjects into Insider/Outsider 

necessitates bound, dichotomous identities.  Fem(me)ininity, and the ways this term 

travels rather than contains, makes such distinctions impossible.  However, a researcher 

who practices receptivity recognizes the power investment that is wielded in such 

positions (herising 133).  Research receptivity is a practice through which “the varying 

plexus and intersecting trajectories of power, authority, identity, difference, subjectivity, 

agency, dissent, resistance and suspicion” can be redistributed, reconfigured, and 

reconceptualized (herising 133).  These trajectories of power are mediated by differences 

that include race, class, and variously abled-bodied.  

Research receptivity is a fem(me)inist practice and grounded in the 

conceptualization of fem(me)ininity and the exposure of normative frameworks by the 

absented presence of the Black femme.  Research receptivity is informed by 

fem(me)ininity in that, similar to herising’s concept of ex-centric research, the 

fem(me)inist researcher engaged in receptive research stands in “defiance of dominant 

sites of privilege, and [is] critically engaged in divesting [themselves] of their centred 

locations, interests, and agendas” (herising 143).  Like an ex-centric researcher, research 

receptivity is “drawn to standing outside of the centre, embracing the borderlands of 

various worlds” because, being informed by fem(me)ininity, they “do not belong to any 
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world” (herising 143).  My conceptualization of fem(me)ininity complicates the notion of 

insider/outsider dichotomies, allowing for a more fluid, receptive relationship between 

researcher and research area.  Situated on a borderland, research receptivity allows the 

researcher to find “comfort in ambiguity and contradiction” (herising 145), requiring a 

cognizant reflection of power dynamics.  The ability to shift assumed naturalized 

categories, ways of thinking, and perceptions is an integral part of research receptivity 

and is informed by the “invisible” presence of the Black femme subject as well as 

femme-bottom sexualities. 
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Chapter 4 

The Fem(me)inist Subject 

Introduction 

After contacting twelve gender/women’s studies programs across Canada 

requesting syllabi for undergraduate feminist theory/thought courses for the 2010-2011 

academic year, I compiled a list of useable literature such as anthologies and readers used 

to represent feminist theory/thought in academic settings across Canada during this 

timeframe.  Those that were not useable included courseware and reading kits, which I 

was not able to reproduce.  The list of feminist theory anthologies is as follows: 

1. Chris Weedon, Feminist Practice and Poststructuralist Theory. 1997. 
2. Rosemary Hennessy and Chrys Ingraham, Materialist Feminism: A Reader in 

Class, Difference and Women’s Lives. 1997. 
3. Valerie Bryson, Feminist Political Theory: An Introduction, 2nd edition. 2003. 
4. Rose Weitz, ed. The Politics of Women’s Bodies: Sexuality, Appearance and 

Behavior. 2010. 
5. Viviane Namaste. Sex Change. Social Change. 2005. 
6. Althea Prince and Susan Silva-Wayne, eds., Feminisms and Womanisms: A 

Women’s Studies Reader. 2004. 
7. Jessica Yee, ed. Feminism FOR REAL: Deconstructing the Academic Industrial 

Complex of Feminism. 2011. 
8. Georgia Warnke, Debating Sex and Gender. 2011. 
9. B. A. Crow and L. Gotell, Open Boundaries: A Canadian Women’s Studies 

Reader. 2004.   
 

I contacted twelve programs, nine of which responded.  This provided me with a 

sample of nine feminist theory anthologies for my cursory review.  I devised a list of 

“flag words” to note the sections pertinent to how femininity is taken up within feminist 

thought.  These words were: body, perform, feminine, masculine, embody, femme and 
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butch.  This methodological approach enabled me to engage critically with specific 

conversations and to conduct a close reading of the chosen literature.  After conducting a 

cursory review of the nine anthologies using the data collected from the flag words (see 

Appendix A), I was able to narrow my sample down to six anthologies.  Anthologies 

whose cursory review did not provide substantial data for my analysis did not move 

forward in my research process.  For example, anthologies were included when the 

cursory data indicated the following: 

- Frequent references to both masculinity and femininity. 

- High references to femininity, no references to femme, but references to butch. 

- Thought provoking literary space divided between femme and butch. 

- No references to femininity, several references to masculinity, and a few 

references to femme. 

Anthologies whose cursory data had insufficient references to masculinity and/or 

femininity and/or did not mention femme or butch were not included.  The following 

anthologies were selected for analysis: 

1. Rosemary Hennessy and Chrys Ingraham, Materialist Feminism: A Reader in 
Class, Difference and Women’s Lives. 

2. Rose Weitz, ed.  The Politics of Women’s Bodies.  Sexuality, Appearance and 
Behavior. 

3. Viviane Namaste.  Sex Change. Social Change. 
4. Althea Prince and Susan Silva-Wayne, eds., Feminisms and Womanisms: A 

Women’s Studies Reader.   
5. Georgia Warnke, Debating Sex and Gender. 
6. B. A.  Crow and L.  Gotell, Open Boundaries: A Canadian Women’s Studies 

Reader. 
 

Using my cursory data, I proceeded to conduct close readings of the six relevant 
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anthologies using the following investigative questions:  

- How nuanced are theoretical understandings of femininity?  

- Is the feminine body racialized?  

- Is the disabled body feminized?  

- Is femininity theorized as empowering?  

- Is femme discussed as an identity separate from conversations surrounding 

butch?  

- What is the frequency of femininity versus masculinity?  

- What guides these conversations?  

- Are these conversations primarily deconstructing femininity?  

- How much space is devoted to femininity and femme versus masculinity and 

butch, and of what nature is this space?  

I am cognizant that my methodological approach of pairing femme and femininity 

as categories polarized from butch and masculinity may appear to contradict my 

conceptual framing of femme.  However, I am looking for these constructs within 

feminist theory—how they are upheld, dismantled, or discussed—and as such, I need to 

make use of such dichotomous frameworks to guide my methodological paradigm. 

The purpose of this research is to look at complete literary works that “represent” 

feminist theory, as demonstrated by their use in undergraduate gender studies courses, to 

generate how the body and gender are theorized and taken up.  Specifically, I am 

interested in what kind of environments these discussions create in relation to 
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fem(me)ininity and the fem(me)inine subject.  While I reviewed nine anthologies, I have 

largely relied on Althea Prince and Susan Silva Wayne, B. A. Crow and L. Gotell, and 

Rose Weitz, which are the largest texts (509 pages, 407, and 352 pages, respectively).  As 

Prince and Silva Wayne’s text was the largest, totalling 509 pages, it generated a larger 

body of data and, as such, accounts for a large number of the thematic examples.  These 

readers are not indicative of all readers, but they speak to the general themes of the theory 

anthologies I reviewed.  The limitation of this approach is that I do not have a full 

representation of feminist theory, as I was not able to acquire data from each course, and 

I did not find some anthologies useful in providing data.  While my sample is not all 

encompassing, the omission of femme and femininity from the selected anthologies 

speaks to the general environment in which these identities are invisible—the omission 

itself speaks to the privileging of identities through literary space.   

Feminist theorists have taken up femininity for decades.  Femininity is often 

conceived as the “root” of women’s subordination and as an inherently oppressive 

practice enforced by men, onto women, as a means of maintaining women’s heterosexual 

appeal.  While compiling my data of how femininity is theorized within gender studies 

course texts, the differences between racially unmarked femininity (constituted by 

dominant theories) and racially marked femininity (liminal references) became clear.  By 

the terms “racially marked” and “racially unmarked,” I am referring to the slippage of 

queer and feminist theory into whiteness as the norm.  By leaving dominant theories 

“unmarked” by racial identities, feminist theory has largely fallen into a trap of normative 



 

 

 

79 

whiteness.  The pattern of “unmarked” categories of identity, be they by race, sexuality, 

or sex, is one that produces conditions not only for compulsory heterosexuality but also 

for a two-sexed system that is perpetually informed by a white, middle-class, cis gender 

heterosexual, and able-bodied woman.  Moreover, the failure to account for racial 

intersections of gendered expressions and identity assumes a white normative subject 

and, operating within a white supremacist settler society, upholds culturally embedded 

normative whiteness.  This phenomenon is traceable within dominant Western feminist 

theories of femininity and, as such, makes feminist theory a project about whiteness.  The 

following overview of feminist theory, as it is represented by undergraduate course 

material, demonstrates how feminists are femmephobic in their critique of femininity as 

they produce the fem(me)inine subject as inherently subordinate.  Teleologically, the bias 

against multiple gender comportments informs and reifies the patriarchal and masculinist 

footings that prop up feminist theory.   

The anthologies collected represent “current feminist scholarship” as 

disseminated at recognized Canadian institutions.  Subsequent references to a general 

body of feminist theory will be specifically referring to the data collected from these 

sources.  While I maintain that the fem(me)inine subject does not necessitate particularly 

sexed bodies, connections between female bodies, woman-identification, and femininity 

are maintained through this body of literature in a way that makes femininity and 

femaleness synonymous.  I reflect this language to illustrate my point in the following 

pages.   
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The next section outlines dominant theorizations of femininity within gender 

studies course texts, which I have categorized as racially “unmarked” and inherently 

white.  Following this overview, I will provide insights into some of the ways empowered 

fem(me)ininity exists within these texts, demonstrating that the disempowering of 

femininity is a colonial project.  This section closes by showcasing examples of femme 

within feminist theory and the historical presence of femmephobia.  In so doing, the 

discussion reveals literary space for femme within feminist theory.  However, by 

overlooking and failing to name femme, the texts demonstrate the privileging of 

particular normative feminist subjects. 

Dominant Themes: Racially “Unmarked” Femininity 

The Feminine Mystique7 

Though recently celebrating its 50th “birthday,” The Feminine Mystique is still 

widely taught in academic settings and excerpts are common in gender studies course 

textbooks.  The Feminine Mystique offers one of the primary theories of femininity and 

the analytical underpinning of many femmephobic arguments.  The “feminine mystique,” 

as theorized within gender studies course textbooks, encourages women to ignore the 

question of their identity and claims to be able to answer questions of identity through 

heteronormative roles: “Who am I?” can be answered in relation to one’s husband.  
                                                        
7 In order to demonstrate the academic environment facilitated by the texts chosen to 

teach undergraduate feminist theory courses I have decided to summarize course material 

as presented in the text rather than citing its source.   
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Notably, a similar practice is apparent within queer communities and within feminist 

theory, whereby a “femme,” in the more commonly understood sense, is only understood 

in relation to the assumed butch in their life.  The femme does not pursue this relational 

identity; rather, it is a reflection of a conceptual framework enforced upon queer 

identities in order to render them culturally intelligible.  Femme theorists such as 

Brushwood Rose and Camilleri (2002) and Harris and Crocker (1997) are largely critical 

of conceptual frameworks of “butch/femme.” 

In the 1950s and 1960s, it became apparent that women—and housewives in 

particular—were unhappy, despite the material comfort of marriage, children, and the 

happiness promised by the fulfilment of these gendered roles (Friedan, The Feminine 

Mystique 1963).  The “feminine mystique” is the idea that normative gender roles 

naturally fulfil women and they ought to achieve happiness through these means alone.  

According to Friedan, during this period the images promoted in American culture 

depicted women in polarized ways: the happy housewife and the neurotic (unhappy) 

careerist.  Fear and uncertainty during the Second World War caused Americans to 

reinforce and uphold the idealized family structure.  It is interesting to note how 

American wartime propaganda used the feminine ideal.  As previously articulated, 

without the image of ideal femininity, which femme functions to obscure, the strength 

with which these norms are promoted would diminish.   

Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique theorizes femininity as conformity, and 

specifically as conforming to heteronormative roles.  Accordingly, femininity is the 
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explanation given for the cessation of education among high school girls (Friedan, “The 

Crisis in Woman’s Identity” 69).  The “curve of feminine adjustment” and the “new 

dimensions of feminine conformity” begin to impact the aspirations of high school girls 

as heteronormatively feminized gender roles begin to pressure them into the role of 

mothers and wives as opposed to seeking an education and career on their own (Friedan, 

“The Crisis in Woman’s Identity” 69).  This shift is reduced to feminine conformity and 

tangled up with notions of “losing oneself” (Friedan, “The Crisis in Woman’s Identity” 

71).  According to Friedan, the feminine mystique causes a lack of a self.  This is a 

femininity that is at odds with the self-actualization of femme identity.  She suggests the 

feminine mystique traps women at the basic, physiological level, according to Abraham 

Maslow’s hierarchy of need.  Maslow’s hierarchy of need is a psychological theory of 

human motivation that posits that one level of needs must be met before an individual can 

be motivated to pursue higher levels within the hierarchy (Maslow, “A Theory of Human 

Motivation” 1943).  Within Maslow’s hierarchy, the most basic of needs are considered 

biological and physiological needs such as air, food, shelter, and sex.  The hierarchy 

progresses to the highest level, self-actualization, in which individuals realize their 

personal potential, and have a sense of self-fulfillment and the freedom to seek personal 

growth.  According to Hoskin and Blair, many femmes describe closeting their femme 

expressions by attempting to dress more masculinely (109).  This closeting typically 

follows a subsequent “coming-out femme” in which participants described feelings of 
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self-actualization (109).  The self-actualized femme identity is in direct contrast to the 

patriarchal femininity of the feminine mystique.  

The Feminine Mystique is critical of the “compulsory” heteronormative gendered 

roles that take women away from education and careers, and keep them “in the home”: 

babies, husbands, and housework (Friedan, “The Crisis in Woman’s Identity” 71).  The 

Feminine Mystique has been criticized for its remarkably white-centric theory, an 

oversight that demonstrates the reoccurring normative white subject within feminist 

theory.  There are many ways in which The Feminine Mystique is predominantly 

applicable to white women, especially during the time of its conception.  The Feminine 

Mystique arises out of the angst of postwar suburban wives and mothers.  Whereas white 

women fought for the right to work outside the home, few women of colour were 

afforded the privilege of working within the home.  Furthermore, this theory is noted as 

being most relevant to the “problems of the white well-educated suburban homemakers” 

(Steinem 91).   

Infantilization and Femininity 

A conceptual theme evidenced in gender studies course texts is that of femininity 

as inherently infantilizing.  Femininity is described as “smooth, rounded, hairless … soft, 

unmuscled—the look of the very young,” a “characteristic of the weak, of the 

vulnerable,” and bearing “eunuch traits” (Sontag 277).  Feminine “behaviour” is 

described as “childish, immature,” and “weak” (Sontag 281).  Gender studies course texts 

often include the argument that femininity is synonymous with infantilization.   
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As previously discussed, a concern of many feminist theorists is the stunting of 

women’s growth that is “perpetuated by The Feminine Mystique” (Friedan, “The Crisis in 

Woman’s Identity” 71-72).  Gender studies texts suggest that Victorian culture, 

specifically Victorian models of femininity and womanhood, are at the root of this 

phenomenon, disallowing women the ability to “accept or gratify their basic needs” or to 

“grow and fulfill their potentialities as human beings,” over and above that defined by 

their assumed sexual role (Friedan, “The Crisis in Woman’s Identity” 71-72).  The 

problem with femmephobic theories such as those put forth by The Feminine Mystique is 

that they overlook the fact that femininity itself is not the oppressor, so they fail to 

question or locate the actual root of oppressive phenomena.  Such theories work to 

diffuse possibilities of naming by taking focus away from patriarchal systems of 

oppression and focusing on the assumed tools used to enact such oppression. 

Similar to the “youth serum” discovered by biologists, which keeps young 

caterpillars in the larval state, femininity is equated with a youth serum that prevents 

women from “achieving the maturity of which they are capable” (Friedan, “The Crisis in 

Woman’s Identity” 71-72).  Women are described within gender studies course textbooks 

as being “fed” femininity—similar to an infant being fed—“by magazines, television, 

movies and books” (Friedan, “The Crisis in Woman’s Identity” 71-72).  Rather than 

allowing the fem(me)inine subject (which largely remains a racially unmarked “woman”) 

the agency to choose her gender expressions, the gender studies theorization of feminine 
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expressions conjures up images of women being forcibly fed that which keeps them in 

the “state of sexual larvae” (Friedan, “The Crisis in Woman’s Identity” 71-72). 

Femininity is axiomatically white in the feminist theories I am analyzing as 

femmephobic.  Within gender studies course texts, feminine subjectivity is a source of 

criticism; the racially unmarked, white femme is invisible and absented, while the femme 

of colour does not even exist in absence.  The following paragraphs will explore the ways 

in which feminist theory has contributed to an environment of femmephobia through 

femme mystification: the dehumanization of feminized bodies and the rendering of the 

feminine subject as a cultural dupe. 

The reoccurring mis-identification and reproduction of cultural conflations of 

feminization and infantilization within gender studies course texts is specifically 

evidenced in discussions of sports/athletics.  For instance, Judith Lorber explains that 

female sports teams are marked “in ways that symbolically feminize and trivialize 

them—the men’s team is called Tigers, the women’s Kittens” (Lorber 18).  Because 

women’s teams are reduced to “Kittens,” they are thought of as feminized, marking the 

confusion within feminist theory of feminization and infantilization.  Why is it more 

feminine to be thought of, or reduced to, a larva or stunted form of an adult? 

Uncritically conceptualizing femininity in this way has several outcomes.  

Primarily, I am concerned with the ways in which re-producing understandings of 

femininity as inherently infantilized and immature maintains the sub-human (or at least 

not fully human) treatment of feminine persons.  Moreover, I am critical of the ways in 



 

 

 

86 

which the conceptualizations can lead to objectification.  The following excerpt by Betty 

Friedan, used in gender studies courses, demonstrates how the conceptualization of 

femininity as inherently infantilizing/immature can lead to the theoretical conclusion that 

fem(me)inine subjects are not “fully human”: 

In a sense that goes beyond any one woman’s life, I think this is the crisis 
of women growing up—a turning point from an immaturity that has been 
called femininity to full human identity.  I think women had to suffer this 
crisis of identity, which began a hundred years ago, and have to suffer it 
still today, simply to become fully human. (Friedan, “The Crisis in 
Woman’s Identity” 73) 

 
The above excerpt illustrates femme mystification.  The step after objectification 

of a particular trait or a categorization of persons is dehumanization and violence.  

Objectification leads to the cultural permissibility of violent enactments.  The conceptual 

reduction of persons to sub-human has a history of violence, oppression, and genocide.  

For instance, the term “untermensch” used in the Second World War directly translates to 

“sub-human.”  Untermensch was used to describe inferior people and to justify violence 

against said people.  In order for the oppressor to “justify their privileges” the oppressed 

are conceptualized as a “lower order of civilization or are less than fully human,” 

“deprived of their ordinary human dignity” (Sontag 281). 

The image of femininity as larval can be unpacked through Julia Kristeva’s notion 

of the “abject” and Barbara Creed’s theorization of the “Monstrous-Feminine.”  The 

construction of femininity as larval functions as a sort of abjection whereby femininity is 

depicted as something so vile that it cannot be considered human, forcing the subject to 



 

 

 

87 

distinguish themselves from that which is abjected: femininity (Kristeva 2).  In this sense, 

the abjection of femininity in gender studies textbooks functions to form a “subject” 

embedded within contemporary feminist theory.  Elaborating on the process of abjection, 

Creed analyzes the depiction of feminine monsters to illustrate the ways in which 

femininity is both feared and abjected.  According to Creed, this monstrous depiction can 

be traced back to the historical construction of women as “biological freaks whose bodies 

represent a fearful and threatening form of sexuality” (6).   

By upholding the infantilization of femininity as inherently larval, contemporary 

Western feminist theory as represented by gender studies course texts contributes to a 

culture and environment of violence against feminine subjects.  The argument that these 

feminist analyses uphold femme mystification is not to conflate white-supremacist 

ideological systems and material colonial practices of violence against subordinated 

subjects.  Be it physical, sexual, emotional, or otherwise, violence is differential and 

uneven.  Rape culture is informed by histories of racism and is experienced differently 

and across social divides. 

Aging Femininity 

An interesting conceptual theme that arises out of gender studies course texts is 

femininity in relation to the aging body.  According to Susan Sontag, aging means “a 

humiliating process of gradual sexual disqualification” (Sontag 272).  Sontag discusses 

the various experiences of aging and specifically notes differences between social classes, 

as “poor people look older much earlier in their lives than do rich people” (Sontag 272).  
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Gender studies course textbooks note the “values of femininity” as factors contributing to 

the constant scrutiny to look younger.  Femininity is theorized to make an anti-aging 

culture specifically harmful for “women” in a way that leaves men unaffected (Sontag 

275).  For example, it is considered weak and “unmanly” for a man to lie about his age 

whereas women are thought to be behaving in accordance with acceptable standards of 

femininity (Sontag 282). 

Not only does the argument of gendered age deception reiterate that femininity is 

immature, it also overlooks both the intricacies of femmephobia in an anti-aging culture 

and the use of femmephobia to maintain and police hegemonic masculinity.  

Femmephobia retains femininity as a signifier of female hetero/sexual availability and the 

Victorian model of womanhood.  This framing of aging is notably only applicable to 

hetero, cis-sexual couplings.  I argue that this oversight once again demonstrates a 

particular normative body embedded within contemporary Western feminist theory.  For 

instance, feminized men are devalued as they age similar to hetero cis women, while 

butch women are conversely valued as “daddies.”  The devaluation of aging bodies 

specifically targets perceived feminine subjects while honouring masculine subjects as 

“daddies” or as “distinguished.”  The threat of becoming “unmanly” itself demonstrates 

how the fear of the feminine is used to police masculine gender expressions, thereby 

upholding hegemonic masculinity. 

The aging body, much like the disabled body, is one whose sexuality and gender 

expression is revoked.  With age, the feminine subject increasingly fails to approximate 



 

 

 

89 

patriarchal femininity.  Patriarchal femininity is reserved for able-bodied youth.  On the 

one hand, the aging femme is scorned for continuing to express femininely.  On the other, 

ze is demeaned for not attempting to approximate a youthful, feminine norm and faces 

further invisibility.  Ironically, in the moment where ze is scorned for continuing to 

engage in such “trivial” expressions, where ze is looked upon with pity, the aging femme 

“appears.”  Within patriarchal femininity, feminine subjects are to fade gracefully and 

silently into the background, make themselves invisible, and accept the disposability of 

femininity within the current power structure.  In its youth, patriarchal femininity is to be 

seen, not heard; in its old age, it is to become entirely non-existent.  By creating space in 

a masculine privileging world where aging femininity refuses to be erased, the aging 

femme celebrates that which is culturally shamed, denied, and invisibilized.  Moreover, 

in a system that continuously and progressively devalues femininity with age, the aging 

femme serves as a revolt against idealistic youth. 

The Narcissistic Feminine Subject 

In many gender studies course texts, femininity is theorized as narcissistic, as a 

kind of theatre, “with its appropriate costumes, decor, lighting, and stylized gestures” 

(Sontag 275).  It is “theatre” that, from an early age, teaches young girls to “mutilate” 

themselves by the “extent of the stress put on presenting themselves as physically 

attractive objects” (Sontag 275).  According to gender studies course texts, the 

demonstration of narcissism through feminine practices is considered a “normal” 

expression of women (Sontag 276).  The continued depiction of femininity as inherently 
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narcissistic suggests that not engaging in narcissism is to be unfeminine (Sontag 275).  

Sontag writes: 

The display of narcissism goes on all the time.  It is expected that women 
will disappear several times in an evening—at a restaurant, at a party, 
during a theater intermission, in the course of a social visit—simply to 
check their appearance, to see that nothing has gone wrong with their 
make-up and hair styling, to make sure that their clothes are not spotted or 
too wrinkled or not hanging properly.  It is even acceptable to perform this 
activity in public.  At the table in a restaurant, over coffee, a woman opens 
a compact mirror and touches up her make-up and hair without 
embarrassment in front of her husband or her friends. (Sontag 275)  

 

The excerpt above, from a gender studies course text, demonstrates all four types 

of femmephobia: structural/covert, overt, femme mystification, and pious.  The first, 

structural/covert femmephobia, assumes women-identified subjects strictly adhere to 

feminine practices, reinstating the fem(me)inine subject as female-bodied and necessarily 

assumed to have a husband/heterosexual.  The next form of femmephobia embedded in 

this excerpt is pious femmephobia.  The authors state that women’s concern over their 

appearance is not simply geared to arousing desire in men; “it also aims at fabricating a 

certain image by which, as a more indirect way of arousing desire, women state their 

value” (Sontag 275).  This discussion of feminine practices, and feminized bodies and 

expressions leaves no cognitive space for self-actualization and renders feminine values 

intrinsically superficial, and as such can be considered piously femmephobic.  Such an 

outcome is at the core of femmephobia: a form of gender policing that maintains 

femininity for the purpose of signifying white cis femininity as sexually heterosexually 

available.  Finally, curious judgment of the assumed “vain” practices perfectly 
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exemplifies pious femmephobia.  The fem(me)inine subject is scorned for engaging in 

feminine practices a) in public and b) without shame or embarrassment.  The 

underpinning message is that the fem(me)inine subject ought to feel embarrassed and/or 

ashamed.  This discussion further suggests a moral judgment that the subject ought to be 

shamed into keeping such vain practices “out of sight,” out of the public sphere, thereby 

theoretically relegating feminine practices to the private sphere.  Though unclear, this 

may begin to enter the realm of overt femmephobia.   

Extending from the theoretical rendering of feminine expressions as narcissistic, 

those who engage in feminine practices in ways that might be thought of as excessive 

(and subsequently narcissistic) are described in gender studies course texts as a “kind of 

moral idiot” (Sontag 275).  While the insult of “moral idiocy” stands on its own as overt 

femmephobia, a historical investigation of the origins of this phrase demonstrates some 

very problematic ableist language embedded within gender studies course texts.  The 

term “moral idiot” has roots in the term “imbecile” which was a medical category to 

describe people with moderate to severe “mental retardation” (Fernald 1919; Duncan and 

Millard 1866).  The term was used to describe the “weak” and “weak-minded” but more 

specifically (Sternberg 2000) led to the practices of criminal eugenics as a means of 

preventing “feeble-minded” people from reproducing (Rafter 1998; Tredgold 1921) and 

was used to rule in favour of forced sterilization (Lombardo 2008).  Language is a 

powerful tool, and is often used as a weapon.  The overt femmephobia and contempt for 

the fem(me)inine subject demonstrates oppressive frameworks rooted in gender studies 
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course texts.  Such frameworks arise from histories of colonization, racism, ableism, and 

homophobia.  Moreover, reductions of the feminine subject reveal the Western 

paradigms, systems of oppression, and normative subject through which feminist theory 

was conceived. 

Conceptual Frameworks and Feminine Othering 

On numerous occasions, the theorization of femininity in gender studies course 

textbooks works to maintain feminine Otherness by defining femininity in relation to 

masculinity and maintaining masculinity as the central (and desirable) subject.  The 

masculine subject is described as strong, competitive, not caring about physical looks, 

autonomous, and having self-control and competency.  Their body is described as strong 

and able to defend/protect the weak feminine Other.  According to these texts, 

masculinity “awards” its subject with the initiative role in courtship: “[masculinity] 

chooses; [femininity is] chosen” (Sontag 282).  Conversely, the feminine subject is 

invented through clothes, which are described as “signs that testify to the very effort of 

girls to look attractive, to their commitment to please” (Sontag 276).  The feminine 

subject is incompetent, helpless, passive, non-competitive, and “nice” (Sontag 271).  To 

be feminine is to be “preoccupied with one’s physical appearance” and to look physically 

weak/frail and in subsequent need of protection, as feminine bodies serve no “practical 

use” (Sontag 277).  Operating within these polarized gender categories, by upholding 

masculinity as central/powerful and breaking down that which is defined in relation, 
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gender studies course texts contribute to the cognitive allocation of feminine as inherently 

subordinate.   

Femininity as Male Defined 

In a similar vein to feminine othering, femininity is frequently conceptualized in 

gender studies course texts as “male defined” or “performed” for a central masculine 

subject, which thereby reduces the feminine Other to an object.  Femininity is often 

described as a “male standard” or a “male-defined role” (Martindale 361-363).  In this 

conceptualization, lesbianism is situated in juxtaposition to a feminine woman 

(Martindale 362-363), which works to maintain femininity as a signifier for heterosexual 

availability and male/masculine right of access over the feminine, and erases the presence 

of femininely queer women.  Sandra Lee Bartky’s work exemplifies this 

conceptualization.  She writes: 

In the regime of institutionalized heterosexuality, woman must make 
herself “object and prey” for the man: it is for him that these eyes are 
limpid pools, this cheek baby-smooth (de Beauvoir 1968, 642).  In 
contemporary patriarchal culture, a panoptical male connoisseur resides 
within the consciousness of most women: they stand perpetually before his 
gaze and under his judgment.  Woman lives her body as seen by another, 
by an anonymous patriarchal Other.  We are often told that “women dress 
for other women.”  There is some truth in this: who but someone engaged 
in a project similar to my own can appreciate the panache with which I 
bring it off?  But women know for whom this game is played: they know 
that a pretty young woman is likelier to become a flight attendant than a 
plain one, and that a well-preserved older woman has a better chance of 
holding onto her husband than one who has “let herself go.”  Here it might 
be objected that performance for another in no way signals the inferiority 
of the performer to the one for whom the performance is intended: the 
actor, for example, depends on his audience but is in no way inferior to it; 
he is not demeaned by his dependency.  While femininity is surely 
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something enacted, the analogy to theatre breaks down in a number of 
ways.  First, as I argued earlier, the self- determination we think of as 
requisite to an artistic career is lacking here: femininity as spectacle is 
something in which virtually every woman is required to participate. 
(Bartky 86) 

 

According to the above excerpt, it is the feminine subject who renders themselves 

an object and, more pressingly, an object for the masculine subject.  The gender 

expression of the feminine subject is thought to be a result of an internalized male gaze 

and subsequent false consciousness.  Janet Lee describes the feminine subject as 

accommodating male or masculine needs through their own “bodily objectification” and 

marking themselves as “[an object] of male desire” (Lee 107).  Conceptualized as 

performed for a masculine subject, femininity becomes a signifier of that which lacks 

self-determination.  The feminine subject can “consciously seek power” through 

conforming to feminine norms, again reflecting the deceptive /deceived binary (Weitz 

214).  This power is defined in gender studies course texts as the “ability to obtain 

desired goals through controlling or influencing others” (Weitz 215).  It is delegated by a 

masculine subject. 

Feminine expressions are theorized as manipulations toward career betterment 

(Bartky 86).  At the same time, it is suggested that women who have the same objective 

of career advancement strategically “defeminize” their appearance by adopting a 

“professional hairstyle”(Weitz 226).  Yet, despite the potential for the “woman” to be 

taken more seriously through their “defeminization,” they also run the “risk” of 

desexualization and the “loss of desired male attention” (Weitz 226).  As Weitz writes, 
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“after all, just because a woman wants a professional job doesn’t mean she doesn’t want a 

boyfriend or husband” (Weitz 226).  This theory reduces femininity to a tool of 

deception, and renders femininity synonymous with heterosexual availability.  In 

addition, as I demonstrate in the coming pages, this analysis of femininity overlooks 

intersections of race and, in so doing, maintains a white normative feminist subject.   

Gender studies course texts conceptualize femininity as a tool to preserve 

youthfulness, and as a means of “keeping” a husband, as if the feminine subject’s worth 

is reducible to hir gender presentation.  Femininity is considered a game within dominant 

ideologies and feminist theory.  Such a notion may play into the “prey” and “predator” 

sexism that leads to victim blaming and rape culture.  Feminine subjects are considered at 

“risk” for “unwanted male sexual attraction” (Weitz 226).  Because femininity is 

conceived as being performed for a masculine subject, feminine subjects are often 

blamed for their own victimization.  Not only do these conceptualizations of femininity 

detract from the self-actualization and determination of the feminine subject, they also 

reinforce dominant ideologies of rape culture.   

Compulsory Heterosexuality: The Conflation of Sexuality and Gender  

There are many gender studies works that conflate differences between sexuality, 

sex, and gender expression.  This conflation is particularly evident in the theory of 

compulsory heterosexuality and assumptions about feminine sexual availability to men.  

Theorizations of femininity exclusively equated with heterosexual white women 

exemplify feminist theory’s conflation of sexuality and gender differences.  The 
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designation of sex at birth continues with the adoption of the “appropriate” gender and 

the development of “corresponding heterosexual desires” (Warnke 64).  What does this 

mean for femme-identified lesbians?  Where is the cognitive space for queer sexualities 

for those whose birth-assigned sex meets socially aligned gender?  With all the multiple 

ways in which queer sexualities and genders fluctuate, why is this connection continually 

re-affirmed in gender studies course texts?  Gender does not have a bearing on sexuality.  

Yet femininity, regardless of who expresses it, is rendered an object of masculine desire 

by both gender studies course texts and dominant culture. 

Compulsory heterosexuality can be understood as the “ideology and social 

practice that pushes ‘properly gendered’ women and men into couples and makes them 

believe” it is a free choice (Martindale 359).  According to the course texts analyzed in 

this study, compulsory heterosexuality is a structure that “instills forms of self-control 

that reflect genders and [sets] up distinct sexes as the foundation of those genders” 

(Warnke 65).  Compulsory heterosexuality not only requires the distinguishability 

between “homosexual” and “heterosexual” desires, it also “defines the two terms of one 

another” (Warnke 66).  That is to say, one category only exists insofar as it is 

“distinguished, or bounded off” from the Other (Warnke 66).  Moreover, as an institution, 

compulsory heterosexuality “requires and regulates gender as a binary relation in which 

[a] masculine [term] is differentiated from a feminine term, and this differentiation is 

accomplished through the practices of heterosexual desire” (Warnke 64).  If compulsory 

heterosexuality requires this distinction, then femmes can serve as a direct challenge to 
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this system.  It is said that to become “gendered is to learn the proper way to be a woman 

in relation to a man, or feminine in relation to the masculine” (Ingraham 288).  The 

measure of one’s femininity is linked to one’s “ability to attract and hold a man” (Silvera 

184).  These theories rely on femininity as a signifier of sexual availability for masculine 

persons, specifically men. 

Another conflation of sexuality and gender prevalent in gender studies course 

texts occurs during discussions of “Butch/Femme” couplings.  Without fail, the only 

discussions of “femme” within feminist theory operate within the binary of 

“butch/femme,” re-establishing femme’s otherness in being defined through hir assumed 

butch partner, phallocentrism, and some problematic references to “parodies.”  Femme-

identified feminists such as Brushwood Rose and Camilleri have been critical of the 

constant reproduction of the “butch/femme” dyad.  As previously mentioned, by 

exclusively referring to femme through “butch/femme,” ze is only defined in relation to a 

masculine subject. 

Although discussions of “butch/femme” were few in the texts under analysis, 

many were notable.  The “butch-femme couple,” as it is frequently referred to in these 

texts, is understood as a playful inhabiting of the “camp space of irony and wit” (Warnke 

68).  This coupling is described as a “resistance performance” that subverts 

heteronormativity (Crow and Gotell 348).  The texts refer to the work of Judith Butler, 

who refers to butch/femme relations as a form of “resignification” because, at first 

glance, they appear to be mimicking stereotypical gender relations (cited in Warnke 66).  
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However, butch and femme couplings are critiqued for merely copying heterosexual 

relations, and their performances are deemed “unsatisfactory enough in their heterosexual 

guise” (Warnke 66). 

Within gender studies course texts, the “butch” within the “butch/femme” 

coupling is said to be the “lesbian woman who proudly displays the possession of the 

penis, while the femme takes on the compensatory masquerade of womanliness” and 

“plays to a butch” (Warnke 67).  In addition to the problem of defining femme in relation 

to butch rather than as an identity or a gender in itself, the conceptualization of 

“butch/femme” as a heterosexual parody conflates sexuality and gender, upholds 

feminine availability to the masculine and maintains dominant femmephobic perceptions 

of the femme.  Firstly, the conflation of sexuality and gender is reproduced because of the 

perceived “heterosexuality” embedded within “butch/femme” pairings.  What is 

heterosexual about this?  It is assumed that male-bodied persons who express masculinely 

orient toward female-bodied persons who express femininely; and vice versa.  The basis 

of this theory, however, is an essentialist idea that masculinity equals maleness, 

femininity equals femaleness, and that sex/gender that reads as socially acceptable will in 

turn produce heterosexualities.  There are numerous gender/sex/sexuality formations that 

challenge assumed heterosexual congruencies.  Finally, within gender studies course 

texts, femme is only conceptualized as a form of resistance when paired with butch.  

While it is assumed that a butch can resist gender norms through their gender 
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presentation alone, for femmes it is their coupling—and that alone—that is seen as 

resistance. 

Deception: The Mask of Femininity 

The feminine subject is theorized in gender studies course texts in two distinctly 

polarized ways: deceptive and deceived/duped.  They suggest that no matter how much 

“a man may care about his appearance, that caring can never acquire the same 

desperateness it often does for women” (Sontag 279).  Men’s use of cosmetics or other 

feminized products/interests is not thought of as a “disguise,” as it is assumed that men 

do not feel the need to “disguise” themselves (Sontag 279).  Conversely, women’s use of 

feminized products/interests is noted as inherently deceptive (Sontag 279) and often 

referred to as a woman’s “mask” (Sontag 282).  Makeup is thought of as a “disguise” 

(Bartky 85) and women are said to have merely grown accustomed to the protection “of 

their masks, their smiles, [and] their endearing lies” (Sontag 282).  The author notes that 

the feminine subject would be more “vulnerable” without the protection of their mask 

(Sontag 282).  Conversely, the authors argue that by “protecting themselves as women, 

they betray themselves as adults” (Sontag 282).  By once again infantilizing femininity 

through femme mystification, the theories of feminine deception contribute to the 

objectification and ornamenting of that which is feminized.  As previously noted, an 

environment of objectification encourages de-humanization and violence. 

Exemplifying structural/covert femmephobia, conventional attractiveness attained 

through feminized practices is thought of as a means to acquire “male attention” or to the 
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benefit of one’s career (Weitz 219).  This is exemplified in gender studies course texts’ 

addressing of women athletes’ gender presentation and, more specifically, the 

manipulation of the female athlete’s gender expression to the benefit of their career 

(Weitz 219).  Rose Weitz writes: 

Even women who are uninterested in male attention may find that meeting 
norms for conventional attractiveness works to their benefit.  For example, 
Erica, a young lesbian, explained that her long hair allows her to pass as 
heterosexual and thus has helped her get and keep jobs (in the same way 
that using makeup benefited the lesbians interviewed by Dellinger and 
Williams [1997]).  Similarly, and regardless of sexual orientation, female 
athletes often wear their hair long, curled, and dyed blonde as part of a 
“feminine apologetic” that enhances their attractiveness to men and 
protects them from being stigmatized as lesbian. (Weitz 219) 

 

While I do not doubt that a feminine gender expression diffuses claims of 

“lesbianism” in the public eye as dominant ideologies still assume a connection between 

gender expression and sexuality, I take issue with the idea that femininity is inherently 

deceptive and is performed for another person.  Why, for example, can a female athlete 

not be a lesbian and not also express femininely?  Why does femininity seem to 

undermine her sexuality and, notably, the public perception of her athletic abilities?  

Furthermore, this analysis leaves no room for the possibility of queer femininity—

femininity is rendered exclusively as deception and as signalling female-bodied 

heterosexual availability. 

Cultural Dupery 

Although femininity is constructed as inherently deceptive, feminine subjects are 

simultaneously thought of as being “duped” into practices and expressions of 
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femininity— complacent in their own subordination.  Within this body of literature, 

debates exist regarding the development of a model that “incorporates social pressures 

and agency” as opposed to the dualistic approach that oversimplifies “free will” and 

“false consciousness” perspectives (Gagné and McGaughey 193).  In the “freely chosen” 

paradigm, the feminine subject’s choice is still theorized as that which is constructed 

under the oppressive standards of men’s interests (Gagné and McGaughey 194).  Since 

women who “choose” to engage in feminine practices do so according to standards that 

are “constructed by men and serve men’s interests,” it is concluded that “women are 

culturally coerced” into feminized beauty practices (Gagné and McGaughey 194).  They 

may make the choice, but it is not in circumstances of their own choosing—an analysis 

that effectively minimizes the potential agency of feminine subjects.  Either side of this 

argument renders the feminine subject a passive, cultural dupe and reproduces both 

femme mystification and pious femmephobia.  As previously discussed, however, this is 

not to overlook the material realities of corporate management of women’s bodies.  

Femme theory offers ways of thinking through consumerism and feminine engagements 

while remaining cognizant of those who challenge systems of consumption. 

Feminine Disciplinary Practices 

A prominent discussion that weaves throughout gender studies course texts is 

femininity as a disciplinary practice.  Early feminist “interrogations” of feminized beauty 

practices conceptualized the “female body as a socially shaped and colonized territory, 

contained and controlled by dominant ideologies that were imposed externally by men” 
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(Crow and Gotell 282).  While this early theorization of femininity is critiqued, it is 

mostly critiqued for ignoring how femininity is not only externally imposed but 

“sustained through women’s self-surveillance” and discipline, leaving no room for self-

actualized feminine expressions (Crow and Gotell 282).   

In an analysis heavily rooted in Foucauldian theory, femininity has been theorized 

as a form of self-discipline, patriarchal discipline, and related to the Panopticon effect.  

Self-regulation through disciplinary feminine rituals is described as being learned, 

specifically, by a “girl” through “her” peers and adults who demonstrate proper 

behaviour, appearance, and body control (Rice 323).  In theory, through these disciplines, 

the feminine subject is conditioned to be fearful of becoming less feminine (Wendell 

336).  Men are said not to fear “becoming women” (Wendell 336).  Exposing yet another 

normative subject within feminist theory, I argue that the perpetual subordination of 

femininity is experienced beyond the white cis gender, heterosexual female experience.  

Moreover, cissexist theorization of the body re-affirms the normative feminist subject, as 

it overlooks the multiple ways that gender is chosen, some overthrowing masculine 

socialization to express a feminine gender.  In sum, disciplines of femininity are 

theorized in gender studies course texts as being enforced by external and internal forces 

(Wendell 335).  Such reductions assume that feminine subjects are not challenging 

systems at other locations—again, assuming a white, hetero/cis feminine subject. 

Drawing from the work of Michel Foucault, normative systems produce “docile 

bodies” (Wendell 334-335).  The docile body can be understood as one who does not 
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challenge, go against, or subvert dominant structures of normativity.  In this paradigm, 

the assumed disciplinary practices of femininity are attributable to a “far larger discipline, 

an oppressive and inegalitarian system of sexual subordination” (Foucault, qtd. in 

Wendell 336 and Hartley 250).  It is this system, feminist texts argue, that aims to turn 

“women [read: the feminine subject] into the docile and compliant companions of men” 

(Wendell 336), and to produce an “inferiorized body” (Hartley 250); a process compared 

to armies turning recruited subjects into soldiers (Wendell 336; Bartky 89). 

The Panopticon is a “modern prison design in which a single prison guard, out of 

sight of the prisoners, would staff a central guard tower” (Bartky 76).  As the guard is not 

visible to the prisoners, they are never able to tell whether they are being watched, 

resulting in the internalization of the guard’s ever-watchful gaze, subsequent self-

policing, and a prisoner who “would never dare to revolt” (Bartky 76).  Gender studies 

texts often apply the idea of the Panopticon to femininity as a form of instilling 

patriarchal obedience (Bartky 76).  Femininity is perceived to be a disciplinary power 

that is increasingly dispersed, anonymous with invisible powers, and simultaneously 

“invested in everyone and in no one in particular” (Wendell 334-335).  Femininity is 

something that “women” are trained to fit into, as opposed to femininity being 

reconfigured to reflect the subject (Weitz 2).  Sandra Bartky applies Foucault’s theories 

to female bodies, describing that “women” internalize male expectations and self-impose 

“disciplines of femininity” (Bartky 76-77).  According to Bartky these practices keep 

“women smaller, weaker, less powerful, and constantly struggling with shame when they 
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cannot meet impossible appearance goals” (Bartky 76-77).  Therefore, these disciplines 

(i.e. femininity) not only “reflect women’s subordination to men’s expectations,” but also 

reinforce it (Bartky 76-77). 

Femininity as Natural/Unnatural 

Among many other cultural dichotomies through which femininity is made 

culturally intelligible, the “natural/unnatural” binary is evidenced within gender studies 

course texts.  Discussions of natural/unnatural have been used to uphold masculinity as 

“natural” and femininity as “unnatural,” otherwise known as femme mystification.  This 

conceptual relegation has worked to promote objectification and subsequently to justify 

violence perpetrated against feminine subjects.  Femininity is typically described as 

synthetic or a mask, whereas masculinity is described in strong, desirable terms.  

Furthering the naturalization of masculinity, Sontag theorizes that standards for 

masculine attractiveness “conform to what is possible or natural” for most men (Sontag  

278).  Not only does this statement solidify the problematic definition of masculinity as 

natural and femininity as unnatural, it is explicitly cissexist.  The standards for the 

feminine subject’s appearance are said to “go against nature” and they are under heavy 

social pressure to look a certain way, which “men” are not (Sontag 278).  While physical 

signifiers gendered masculinely, such as “a beard, a mustache, longer or shorter hair,” are 

thought of as “supplied by nature,” they are not considered “disguises” as are femininely 

gendered physical signifiers (Sontag 276).  For example, a woman (i.e., feminine subject) 

does not treat her face naturally—her face is the “canvas upon which she paints a revised, 
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corrected portrait of herself” (Sontag 276).  This painting is understood as indicative of 

how “she asks to be treated by others, especially men” (Sontag 276).  The feminized face 

establishes its subject as an “object.”  Once again, the construction of femininity within 

feminist theory demonstrates the reification of femme mystification and ideologies said 

to contribute to a culture of rape. 

Feminine Constraint 

Time and again, femininity is described in these texts as a form of constraint.  For 

example, Louise H. Forsyth’s work renounces feminine practices as forms of liberation, 

personal freedom or fulfillment, questioning why “girls and women not only buy into 

them for themselves but enforce them daily on others” (Forsyth 12).  She explains that 

this is an example of women mistaking their “bondage for freedom,” an explanation 

which a femme analysis would suggest upholds both femme mystification and pious 

femmephobia (Forsyth 12).  The adornment of bodies in ways that signify femininity are 

described as making “girls movements smaller, leading girls to take up less space with 

their bodies and disallowing some types of movements” (Martin 35).  It is further 

suggested that, in general, femininely gendered movements, gestures, and postures must 

exhibit constriction, grace, and modesty (Bartky 82-83).  The feminine subject is 

“trained” to stand with their “stomach pulled in, shoulders slightly back and chest out” 

(Bartky 82-83).  This posture is described as done for a masculine subject’s gaze yet, 

whereas if this description of comportment were used to describe a masculine subject, it 

would depict a stance of pride and strength. 
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Feminine subjects are said to “subject” themselves to the “additional constraint of 

high-heeled shoes,” which throws the body “forward and off balance: the struggle to walk 

under these conditions shortens [their] stride still more” (Bartky 82).  While these 

arguments have validity, they also overlook several aspects of femininity’s ability to take 

up space.  For instance, femininity often takes up more visual space through adornment 

than masculinity, and while heels can impede one’s movement they also require a 

tremendous amount of strength and balance and make the subject taller, allowing them to 

take up more space.  It is conceivable that, operating in a Western framework within 

which the privileging of masculinity is naturalized, there is limited cognitive space to 

perceive femininity in this way. 

The ideal feminine body is small: “[she] is taught early to contain herself” and to 

“take up as little space as possible” (Hartley 246-247).  Gender studies course texts 

equate femininity with invisibility.  In contrast, “men” (i.e., masculine subjects) are under 

“no size restrictions” and are encouraged to “take up as much space as they can get away 

with” (Hartley 247).  Even if this is limited to men, it certainly is not applicable to all 

men: the bodies of trans, dis/abled, men of colour and queer men face heavy policing to 

adhere to specific body sizes, types, and the spaces they may occupy.  This re-inscription 

of the normative “man” as cis gender and heterosexual reveals how feminist theorizations 

of gendered bodies are largely limited to those operating within dominant cultural 

binaries.   
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Traditional Role: Passivity 

The gender studies texts analyzed in this study suggest that women are 

encouraged to be “utterly passive/uncritical/dependent (i.e. “feminine)” and have been 

singled out as “prime targets of pacification/feminization” (Ehrenreich 69).  The 

connection between femininity and passivity/subordination is repetitiously reaffirmed; 

however, the many people’s lives and gender expressions do not reflect this naturalized 

equation of femininity with passivity.  Passive, uncritical, and dependent are not 

interchangeable with femininity. 

Not only is femininity deemed passive, but also passivity itself is generally 

feminized.  The possibility for femininity to be used to subvert oppressive systems is 

briefly raised in a discussion about how the “subterfuge allows us to maintain a passive, 

“feminine” stance while secretly rebelling” (Steinem 101).  However, the cognitive space 

within which an empowered femininity can exist is quickly shot down as a “gigantic 

waste of inventiveness and time” (Steinem 101).  Bartky echoes this sentiment, stating 

that the rebellion is “put down every time a woman picks up her eyebrow tweezers or 

embarks upon a new diet” (Bartky 95).  The theme of passivity within dominant theories 

of femininity upholds pious femmephobia. 

Racially Un/marked Masculinities: 

The following will outline how gender studies course texts construct masculinity 

and will compare this to constructions of unmarked femininity.  Some discussions of 

racially unmarked masculinity include the naturalization of masculinity, a stark contrast 
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to the femme mystification upheld through theories of femininity’s (de)construction.  

Notably, theoretical engagements with masculinity are lacking in this body of feminist 

theory.  Deconstruction of gender found in these texts relied most heavily on critiques of 

femininity. 

In addition to being used to define its conceptual Other, the feminine, masculinity 

is described as a “trait of dominance, persistence, energy, libido and focused attention,” 

“confidence, competitiveness, tenacity, strength,” “sexual drive” (Warnke 24), 

“aggression, physicality, competitive spirit,” and “athletic skill as masculine attributes 

necessary for achieving true manliness” (Cahn 287).  Control over “women’s bodies and 

sexuality” is another focus in the construction of masculinity (Pascoe 327).  This is a 

dichotomy that is perpetuated and maintained by both dominant culture and feminist 

theory. 

Gender studies course texts take a largely deconstructive approach to femininity 

and theoretical engagements largely pertain to its social construction.  Conversely, many 

discussions within feminist theory naturalize masculinity, maintaining masculinist 

privileging and the objectification and dehumanization of femininity.  One example is the 

rather frequent dismissal of the effects of masculine ideals on masculinely identified 

persons, e.g. “men get off scot-free” (Barky 94).  The effects of masculine ideals on 

MOC (masculine of centre) people are apparent when their masculinity—or perceived 

femininity—is policed and when the masculine subject does not meet masculine ideals.  

Men, as women, are not a homogenous group and this cissexist homogenization 
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overlooks the multiple embodiments of manhood and masculine embodiments.  Most 

certainly, men are affected by gender norms; to suggest otherwise is to deny the existence 

of non-normative masculine subjects. 

Alongside various other dichotomous expectations imposed on femininity and, by 

association, women, is their being simultaneously perceived as consumers and 

consumable.  Such discourses unfairly blame or victimize women and femininities for 

perpetuating capitalist systems.  While masculinities can also rely on a certain level of 

engagement with consumerism, masculine genders are disproportionately targeted when 

their grooming or consumerism is done in such a way that becomes feminized.  Notably, 

race and class intersect with how feminine consumerist engagement is perceived.  

Intersecting locations play a role in mediating whether the feminine person is perceived 

as consumer or consumable—fat, thin, of colour, white, able-bodied, class, queer, cis, and 

trans all mediate this interpretation.  Furthermore, the feminization of consumerism (be 

they the consumed or the consumer) demonstrates another facet of the naturalization of 

masculinity.  Masculinity is assumed not to require beauty rituals, costumes, or other 

consumer goods to “perform” masculinity, which is far from the truth.  The practices of 

masculinity are simply so naturalized that they have become invisible.  The constructed 

superiority of masculinity over femininity demonstrates the embedded privileging of 

masculinity within gender studies texts.  This is exemplified by the descriptions of 

masculine signifiers and the naturalization of masculinity itself. 
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Racially Marked Femininity 

Dominant theorizations of femininity in these texts illustrate a racially unmarked 

subject.  The following will summarize the various ways in which femininity can, 

alternatively, be conceived as empowering—demonstrating that a femmephobic white-

privileging perspective is embedded in dominant feminist theories.  The only examples of 

femininity as empowering were those that were racially marked by people of colour.  The 

dominant theories do not discuss race and thus leave the “unmarked” feminine subject to 

be assumed white, effectively naturalizing the white subject and embedding the privilege 

of whiteness in feminist theory.  Moreover, when racially minoritized femininities are not 

exemplifying the ways in which femininity can be differently conceptualized, they 

demonstrate the impacts of white hegemony on constructing femininity as oppressive.  

An examination of racially marked femininities makes clear how femininity becomes a 

source of oppression in the hands of the colonizer. 

Bringing empowered femininity to the forefronts illustrates the invisibility of 

racially marked femininity within dominant feminist theories.  Not only does this 

maintain a normative feminist subject, femininity as white, but also it works to keep the 

racially marked femme subject invisible.  Though invisible, when ze becomes present, 

the racially marked femme challenges hetero-racialized systems of gender, race, and 

sexuality that maintain femininity as white and heterosexually available to a masculine 

subject.  Moreover, by claiming a gender expression that has been historically and 

contemporarily withheld from certain subjects by virtue of racial identity, bodily 
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difference, or social location, the re/clamation of femininity in itself acts as a nuancing of 

powers.  Racially marked femininities literally “rip open” dominant assumptions of 

femininity (Keeling 144) and, specifically, those embedded within feminist theory.  For 

example, in order to recognize racially marked fem(me)ininities, the “official and 

hegemonic constructions of race, sexuality and gender must be called into question in 

ways that might dislodge the racist, sexist, and homophobic conceptions of the world,” 

and dispel the current state of these constructs that work to “maintain consent” (Keeling 

144). 

Several theorists cited in gender studies course texts have noted that femininity is 

constructed in a way that refers only to white women (Warnke 78).  The overview of 

dominant theories of femininity demonstrates that this is the case.  Despite its 

expansiveness and multiplicity, feminism has largely created its own counter-culture.  

Indeed, there exist many sub-cultures within feminism, yet a dominant normative 

feminist subject within gender studies course texts is undeniable.  According to Nourbese 

Philip, “culture is the central mechanism through which whiteness is asserted” (Dua 65).  

This is attained through the promotion of particular “cultural images,” “stories” and 

“narratives,” and the subsequent division of normalized groups and “Others” (Dua 65).  

Many images of the “Other” depict racialized femininities: “The dutiful Asian or Islamic 

wife and daughter, the happy and grateful female immigrant worker, the sexually 

available First Nation woman, the controlling Black mother, the unassimilated immigrant 

woman unable to adequately socialize her children, the ignorant and oppressed third 
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world woman” (Dua 65).  Indeed, these racialized femininities have been impeded by a 

white feminine ideal, and can be located more specifically in “imperial regimes of 

power—as the racialization of colonized women legitimated colonial and capitalist 

domination” (Dua 65).   

How might systems of racialized femininity and histories of colonization inform 

feminist theory?  How does the perpetual theorization of femininity as the cultural Other 

and as the inherent oppressor impact the lives of those whose femininity faces double-

marginalization through colonial legacies of racialization?  Third-wave feminist theory is 

known for emphasizing the “need for greater acceptance of complexities, ambiguities and 

multiple locations, and highlight the dangers of reduction into dichotomous thinking” 

(Pinterics 78).  Femininity is chiefly under-examined and disempowered even when 

gender binaries are interrogated.  As evidenced by gender studies course texts, the 

acceptance of multiplicities and ambiguities has not been extended to fem(me)ininity.  

Femininity has largely been reduced to a “non-identity”—that which is unclaimed, as it is 

not thought of as an act of agency.  Femininity has yet to be allotted the same recognition 

as non-femininely-expressing people.  Non-binary identities are explored, but the side of 

the continuum that might be described as feminine remains the territory of the assumedly 

oppressed Other.  While many third-wave thinkers criticize the second wave for its 

homogenization and essentializing of “woman” and “sisterhood (Pinterics 78), third-wave 

thinkers continue to participate in the homogenization, essentialization and white-

washing of femininity.  Many critical writers cited in gender studies course texts, such as 
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Enakshi Dua, Sherene Razack, bell hooks, and Himani Bannerji, are concerned about 

feminist theories of “sameness,” including femininity, and how they impact the 

experiences of women of colour in relation to gender (Pinterics 78).  The many 

differences existing within a single identity category raises the question of “whether a 

universal experience” of gender exists (Pinterics 78).  If not, how can femininity be 

theorized in such monolithically oppressive ways? 

European Womanhood 

While the above section demonstrated the invisible presence of racially marked, 

empowered femininity, the following will discuss some of the ways in which femininity 

is constructed as inferior at the hands of the colonizer and through white supremacy, 

demonstrating how femmephobia is an issue of whiteness and a process of decolonizing.  

European constructs of femininity and the subsequent colonization of Native femininities 

maintain femmephobic standards of femininity by upholding the white, feminine ideal as 

absolute.  The femmephobic hypersexualization of Native women has made it “nearly 

impossible for Native men to cherish” Native femininities, having grown up in a world 

within which dark-skinned femininity is rendered invisible or reduced to a sexual, yet 

disposable, object (Anderson 234).  The invisibility of dark-skinned femininities is 

evidenced as well as reproduced within central feminist theories that speak to an 

unmarked femininity.  Moreover, the sexualization of the “colonial subject drew upon the 

contradictory Victorian construction of the feminine as both uncontrolled and 

passionless” (Hennessy and Mohan 203).  Referring to my previously defined “femme,” I 
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argue that the agency, passion, sexuality, and subjectivity of Native femininities 

differentiate them from patriarchal femininity. 

During colonization, the British division of gender roles created “two faces of the 

feminine” (Hennessy and Mohan 203).  Western hegemony and monopoly over 

femininities maintains whiteness as central and signifying the “good” woman while the 

colonized subject is constructed as “bad” and is kept marginal (Hennessy and Mohan 

205).  These constructions have been used to justify both emotional and physical 

violence, as exemplified by the Julia Stoner murder-rape case.  Stoner’s case “enacts a 

complementary trajectory of violence against the ‘bad’ western feminine subject who 

claims social agency in the form of control or property” (Hennessy and Mohan 205).  The 

assumed rights over feminine bodies, particularly those that are racially marked, speak to 

the femmephobic phenomena underlying violent enactments. 

Moreover, complexly gendered and racialized violence that can be understood as 

a form of femmephobia is rooted in colonial practices of dehumanization through the 

archetype of the “squaw” (Rosenberg 234).  Sherene Razack argues that one “cannot 

move ahead with analytic models and political platforms that obscure the complexities of 

gendered violence” (Rosenberg 234).  Intersections such as fem(me)ininity deepen our 

analyses of gender and gendered violence, allowing us to develop strategies of resistance 

(Rosenberg 234). 
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Body Image: Femmephobia and Racist Beauty Ideals  

As a result of the theoretical work on “body image” and focusing on gender (Rice 

325), femininity has fallen under feminist scrutiny and is singled out as contributing to 

the rise in body image problems.  Many discussions have explored the effects of Western 

ideals of beauty on women’s self-image, but how do they affect women of colour, whose 

experiences are compounded by racialization?  The strong arm of Western conceptions of 

beauty create a hierarchy in which “women are ranked strictly according” to their 

proximity to the ideal (Rice 325).  Western beauty systems rank and classify women by 

way of proximity to the normative beauty ideals and through the separation of “those who 

merit visibility and personhood from those who are condemned to invisibility and 

dehumanization” (Rice 325).  Women of colour are, consequently, taught that their skin 

colour and physical features are undesirable, and that any attempts at femininity will be 

perceived as failed—white beauty standards of patriarchal femininity prevent women of 

colour from ever attaining “ideal womanhood” or “proper femininity,” strongly 

connecting to theorizations of femmephobia. 

Feminine beauty is theorized as a hegemonic heterosexist ideal and a white 

standard (Gagné and McGaughey 203-204).  As a result of cultural pressures for women 

of colour to conform to mainstream or “integrationist beauty standards,” many feel 

caught between “two different ideals: the dominant, white ideal, and the ideals of their 

culture of origin” (Rice 326).  While some women aspire to the dominant ideals, others 

reject them through the embracing of the traditional ideals of their culture, creating a 
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“new oppositional standard” (Rice 326).  By providing a diverse theorization of 

femininity that veers from the oppressive white model, feminist theorists would be able to 

open the door to the exploration of various femininities as beautiful and powerful, and 

explode the white confines of feminine ideality.  This can only be attained through the 

expansion of what it means to be feminine and by veering from the monolithic white 

version of “femininity” embedded in dominant understandings of feminist theory.  By 

leaving out the possibility for an empowered feminine subject, who in feminist theory is 

racialized, gender studies course texts have reinforced the normative white feminist. 

Although adopting a more “masculine” haircut serves to make white women 

appear more “professional,” as earlier discussed, this may not hold true for women of 

colour, who are required to approximate the white feminine norm (Rice 325-326).  Black 

women are not granted the same leeway in feminine expression as are white women.  For 

example, while white women “often choose new hairstyles that highlight professionalism 

and downplay femininity” (Weitz 223), the compounding racialized femmephobia and 

fear of Black masculinity that targets Black women limits this as an option.  Studies show 

that women who approximate “western ideals earn significantly higher wages than those 

who do not” (Rice 325-326).  In fact, it is suggested that white-dominated institutions 

produce an environment in which conformity to a white ideal is often necessary to “get 

and keep a job” (Rice 325-326).  Femmephobia is not merely theoretical rhetoric; the 

compounding effects of femmephobia and racialization serve to reproduce economic 

disparities and inequalities along racial divides. 
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Racialized Feminine Constructs 

Sojourner Truth spoke of the ways in which “womanhood” had been denied to 

Black women (Carby 112).  While womanhood may be extended to Black women more 

than it was in Truth’s time, Black women and Black feminine subjects are simultaneously 

denied femininity and required to be feminine.  The Black feminine subject faces 

repercussions for their femininity and the white ideal that denounces their femininity as 

“failed.”  Feminist scholars of colour such as bell hooks have noted white supremacy’s 

enabling of “white feminist authors to make no reference to racial identity in their books 

about women that are actually about white women” (Carby 118).  Subsequently, this 

compels women of colour to write on their own behalf: there are women (assumed white, 

hetero/cis and normative), and then there are Black women, queer women, Asian women, 

and so on.  This secures the normative subject as white, straight, able-bodied, and 

normatively privileged.  The privileging and securing of the normative subject is 

evidenced in dominant theorizations of femininity: “feminine” is secured as white, 

compelling Black women, Asian women, fat women, and queer women to write of their 

“different” and “non-normative” femininities, most of which are only oppressive through 

the maintenance of the very normative subject secured within feminist theory: the 

colonizer’s ideals.  The forces that enable the privileging of the normative subject are 

racism (Carby 118), ableism, heterosexism, and cissexism—they each grant the 

appearance of privileged identities’ experiences to be universally representative. 
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The juxtaposition of racially marked and unmarked femininities within gender 

studies course texts speaks to the ways in which the Black femme haunts previous 

feminist projects “insofar as these have been predicated on the construction of a 

collective that is or might become recognizable according to particular characteristics 

assumed to be common to the collective” (Keeling 144).  As previously described, 

though the Black femme is largely invisible, when ze appears, the Black femme reveals 

how the common representation of a homogenous category of woman, feminine and 

lesbian is reflective of privileged identities and dominant views (Keeling 144).  The 

overview of dominant themes within feminist theory reveals a racial gap between those 

marked and unmarked, leaving white femininity to represent expressions of femininity as 

a whole.  By looking at how marked and “unmarked” femininities diverge within gender 

studies textbooks, the Black femme is made visible, urging feminist projects to recognize 

alternative potentialities (Keeling 144).  Furthermore, while slippage into a normative 

whiteness has greatly allowed for dominant feminist theories’ deconstruction and 

policing of femininity, the policing of femininities of colour echoes historical relations of 

white rule.  Policing the sexuality and gender expression of women of colour, whose 

sexuality has been taken from them and rendered as something white men can take at 

will, is very much anti-feminist. 

As explained by Patricia Hills Collins, whose writings are included in gender 

studies course textbooks, within Western constructs Black femininities are assembled 

around two main binaries: the mammie and the jezebel.  The “jezebel” archetype is 
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described as “controlling,” a “bitch,” “aggressive, loud, rude and pushy” (Hill Collins 

146).  This stereotype is increasingly “applied to poor and/or working-class Black 

women,” and is a reworking of the “image of the mule chattel slavery” (Hill Collins 146).  

For example, while the “mule” is seen as “stubborn (passive aggressive) and needed 

prodding and supervision, the bitch is confrontational and actively aggressive” (Hill 

Collins 146).  The image of the jezebel, or the “bitch,” is designed to “put women in their 

place” (Hill Collins 146).  The jezebel/mammie dichotomy is one of the ways Western 

bifurcated femininities work to turn the powerful into the powerless. 

Similar to the jezebel, the representation of Black women as the “bitch” (or the 

failed feminine) within pop culture is “designed to defeminize and demonize them” (Hill 

Collins 146).  According to gender studies course textbooks, the reclamation of “Bitch” 

differentiates “bitch” (with a small b) from “Bitch” (with a capital) (Hill Collins 146), the 

latter referring to and celebrating Black women who are “super tough” and “super-

strong” (Hill Collins 146).  The former invokes a “historical understanding of Black 

women’s assumed promiscuity” and often draws upon “American sexual scripts of Black 

women’s wildness” (Hill Collins 147).  While many feminine persons reclaim the image 

of the “bitch,” a femme perspective would argue that this image still bears weight on the 

history and cultural context of the “failed feminine.”  As many examples will show, 

femininity is frequently used to justify oppression, and whether it is defeminization or 

hyper-feminization, the central theme is a polarity of the feminine and subsequent failure.  

The only culturally acceptable form of femininity is the ideal white patriarchal model in 
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which a woman can simultaneously occupy two conflicting ideals—be both Madonna 

and Whore. 

In contrast with the constructions of Black femininities, according to gender 

studies course texts, the feminine Asian subject faces the challenge of dismantling several 

racist mythologies with regards to their femininity and assumed passivity (Carby 113).  

This intersection of racism and femmephobia casts the feminine Asian subject as weak, 

passive, a subject who “would not dare lift a finger in their defense,” who tip-toes around 

hoping they will not be noticed or that they will not stand out or cause trouble (Carby 

113).  The perpetuation of femininity as inherently passive, weak, and silent, 

compounded by racial stereotypes of Asian people—even the masculine Asian subject is 

often feminized—works to magnify and compound the disempowerment of Asian people. 

Resistance and Rebellion 

Negotiating one’s femininity can compromise other aspects of one’s identities.  

The constant critique and subordination of femininity within dominant feminist theories 

disregards the multiple ways in which femininity intersects with the racially marked 

subject.  For example, South Asian women’s femininity is frequently linked to the degree 

of “allegiance to an ethnic collectivity” (Handa 171).  Notions of appropriate femininity 

are mainly understood as being dictated and maintained by white or Western standards.  

According to theorists such as Amita Handa, whose work is included in gender studies 

course texts, transgressions of femininity within South Asian communities are thought to 

be transgressing and breaking ethnic allegiances.  From this South Asian perspective, 
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transgressions of femininity can be labelled “white” or “Western” (Handa 171).  

Therefore, for South Asian feminists, challenging femininity can elicit cognitive 

dissonance between ethnic identity, gender expression, and politics.  In order to strike 

homeostasis, the subject must denounce either ethnic identity or feminist politics, or 

change feminist theory. 

Femininity, specifically that which pertains to notions of women’s sexuality, 

marks the “boundaries of cultural and ethnic identity, preservation and authenticity” 

(Handa 172).  Certain notions of “womanhood, tradition and culture,” were used by both 

“British colonialists and Indian nationalists to forge a distinction between East and West” 

during struggles for national independence under British rule (Handa 172).  The 

femininity associated with cultural and ethnic identity is thought to be the “memory of all 

that is seen to be good from premodern times” (Handa 172).  As exemplified by South 

Asian women in Canada, what might be considered a feminine adornment, such as a nose 

piercing, can signify and reclaim ethnic/racial identity, specifically a link to South Asian 

heritage (Handa 174).  In the dawn of modern India, the absence of nose-piercings often 

distinguished a middle-class, educated “modern femininity from a traditional one” 

(Handa 174).  In a modern Canadian context, this feminine accessory can be used as an 

act of rebellion and (cultural) assertion, and a way of “marking difference” by 

acknowledging and reclaiming differences that stray from a culture of whiteness (Handa 

174).  This traditional feminine signifier is used to mark a space of difference from a 

whitewashed society.  In fact, particular femininities were defined as “Indian” while 
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others were thought of as “un-Indian” (Handa 174).  Within Colonial India, femininity 

was also used and inseparable from “politics of cultural authenticity, preservation and 

identity itself” (Handa 176).  Therefore, femininity was used to symbolize distinction and 

differentiation from the Western woman and the Western world (Handa 176).   

Re-Conceptualizing The Feminine 

There are multiple ways to conceive of the feminine.  The following examples 

taken from gender studies course texts demonstrate the contradictory invisible presence 

of alternative ways of thinking through femininity.  One conceptualization of the 

“feminine” that diverges from the racially unmarked, white subject embedded within 

feminist conceptions of femininity is Hindu Prakriti (Nanda 377).  The Prakriti, otherwise 

known as Shiva’s “feminine principle,” is defined as “an ontological continuity between 

society and nature” which “excludes possibilities of exploitation and domination” and 

which brings women and nature together “not in passivity but in creativity and in the 

maintenance of life” (Nanda 377).  According to Prakriti, ecological crises are a result of 

the symbolic death of Prakriti (Nanda 377).  This understanding of Prakriti demonstrates 

one of the multiple ways that femininity can be understood and reveals the ways in which 

feminist theory has taken the assumed passivity of patriarchal femininity to be universal.  

There are many implications for the monolithic understanding of femininity that go 

beyond that which is critiqued within feminist theory, from spiritual, religious, to 

environmental. 
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Within some indigenous cultural contexts, there is a terrible price for cutting off 

one’s “feminine roots,” such as the severing of the motherline (O’Reilly 212).  Severing 

of the motherline refers to the loss of authenticity and authority of one’s womanhood 

(O’Reilly 212).  In order to be reclaimed, one must “reconnect to the motherline” and to 

their feminine roots (O’Reilly 212).  The motherline grounds “daughter in a gender, a 

family, and a feminine history,” allowing them to derive strength from their sense of 

femininity (O’Reilly 212).  What may now be discredited and trivialized as “gossip and 

old wives tales” were once forms of “female oral tradition,” which reunited mothers and 

daughters, reconnecting them to the motherline and establishing gynocentric bonds 

needed to effect change in the “larger patriarchal culture” (O’Reilly 212).  Notably, 

although matrilineal structures are noted in some gender studies texts there is no 

discussion of the implications of matrilineality in terms of femme, empowered 

femininity, and alternative ways of conceiving the femme. 

According to gender studies course textbooks, both Western and indigenous 

frameworks equate Native with the land (Anderson 230).  The context of “control, 

conquest, possession and exploitation” of the earth is mirrored toward Native women 

(Anderson 230).  Initially, Native femininities symbolized the “exotic, powerful, 

dangerous and beautiful,” as well as “American Liberty and European virtue” (Anderson 

230).  Native femininities were thought of as powerful.  In order for the land to become 

“more accessible,” European colonizers needed to adjust this understanding of Native 

femininity, as it was equated with their perceptions of the land (Anderson 230).  Both the 
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land and Native women (femininities) needed to be disempowered and made more 

accessible and “within the grasp of the white man” (Anderson 230). 

Colonial perceptions shifted to render land and Native women as “open for 

consumption” and usable for the “colonizer’s pleasure and profit” (Anderson 230).  In 

addition, Native women refused to comply with colonizers, leading to them becoming the 

symbol of “troublesome colonies” and to the subsequent emergence of the “squaw” 

(Anderson 231).  The “squaw” image was used to police indigenous women’s failure to 

comply with the colonizer, which lent a hand to the construction of Native women as 

society’s “beasts of burden” and demonstrated “the superiority of European womanhood 

and femininity” (Anderson 231).  Subsequently, this construction worked to replace 

Native femininities with European femininities (Anderson 231).  This racially marked 

dichotomization of femininities is created through the implementation of Western 

frameworks and renders Native femininity oppressive.  The “squaw” is the “failed 

feminine” counterpart of the “Indian Princess.”  The Indian Princess began to be 

measured by her proximity to whiteness and white ideals.  While she might never be able 

fully to appropriate the ideal feminine, her image upholds white supremacists’ ordering 

and functions to subordinate Native women by virtue of their likelier proximity to the 

“squaw.”  Moreover, according to gender studies course texts, while the “(Indian) 

princess held erotic appeal for the covetous imperial male wishing to claim the ‘new’ 

territory, the squaw drudge justified the conquest of an uncivilized terrain” (Anderson 

231).  From a queerly racialized femme perspective, the use of perceived “failed 
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femininities” to justify violence, degradation, and conquest is the history and modern 

reality of the Western world.  Moreover, histories of Indigenous femininities once again 

illustrate how the bifurcation of femininities turns the powerful into the powerless. 

Femme in Feminist theory 

While collecting the data needed to provide an overview of the current 

theorizations of femininity within feminist literature, I noticed several instances where 

there was space for femme theory and almost a limitation of the language to describe 

phenomena that could be identified as femme or femmephobic.  The following section 

begins by looking at the openings and limitations within gender studies course texts.  By 

showcasing these instances, this section demonstrates the need for femme theory within 

the textbooks.  In an almost crude, unidentified form, the literature reveals the struggles 

within feminist theory to name a phenomenon.  This failure to name femme or 

femmephobia additionally indicates a privileging of a white non-femme feminist subject.  

For example, there are ample opportunities for femme to be taken up, but femme has not 

been made a priority, nor has it been considered a forefront subject of discussion. 

Feminine Rearticulations: A Glitch in the System 

The struggle to name and honour femme within feminism is curious—what 

history influences this oversight?  This section examines the types of texts and concepts 

that provide an opening to theorize femme.  I envision feminist theory making room for 

femme within the intricacies of intersectional analyses—the queer bodies whose multiple 

oppressors often homogenize into one palatable and manageable oppressor within 
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dominant culture.  This space can be found within many feminist theories; feminists 

simply need to begin looking.  Indeed, within a masculinist heteropatriarchy, the femme 

is not invisible: chances are that one is not looking.  Femme theory offers a new 

perspective on social phenomena and oppression that opens a space within feminist 

theory where the existence of an empowered fem(me)inine subject is possible.  This 

space also allows for the identification of femmephobic facets of oppression that are 

currently overlooked.  This section looks at the various theoretical spaces that struggle to 

name particular occurrences or seemingly dance around naming phenomena as 

femmephobic or even as femme.  These theoretical spaces include interpellation, queer 

bodies, and sex work. 

Heterosexual gender congruencies require stylized, identifiable gender signifiers 

in order to make the heterosexually congruent subject (non-trans, non-queer) culturally 

intelligible and to reproduce heterosexual/homosexual categorical containments.  Drag 

artists are described as “muddling” the differences between sexes/genders, invading the 

carefully cleared space of “normal” humans and subsequently indicating that any set of 

authorizations is “open to rearticulation” (Warnke 68).  It is in the performance of gender 

in “explicitly vamped up ways” that drag “undercuts and redirects” gender norms while 

simultaneously appealing to them (Warnke 68). 

While drag queens are referred to in this discussion, there are conceptual 

limitations to femininity’s perceivable resistance and further limitations on whose 

femininities can be understood as a rearticulation.  Although femmes have diverse and 
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expansive feminine expressions, some express in a campy fashion, describing their 

expression as “drag,” regardless of their sex.  This is a clear instance where femme could 

contribute to current theories in complex and nuanced ways, yet the limitations of current 

theories maintain femme invisibility and monolithic, femmephobic articulations of 

femme. 

As previously discussed, in the moment that the Black femme subject becomes 

visible, ze offers up new ways of conceiving femininity (Keeling 2).  Anchoring the 

analysis of drag within a queerly racialized paradigm, the Black femme also functions as 

a form of disidentification by resisting dominant ideologies of femininity as white but 

also by embodying “a disempowered politics or positionality that has been rendered 

unthinkable by the dominant culture” (Muñoz 31).  Resultantly, this queerly racialized 

femme perspective of drag locates alternate space for queers of colour.  Femme is a form 

of reclaimed femininity with agency.  Black femme subjectivity calls normative 

whiteness into question and, in so doing, reclaims agency as a way to authorize identity 

formations.  Queered drag of the white femme and the unrealized queered non-white 

fem(me)ininity are primarily sites through which feminism plays itself out on, yet cannot 

bear to fold into, this feminist project. 

To illustrate his concept of interpellation, Louis Althusser (1971) gives the 

example of a policeman hailing a subject who then turns around “in the direction of the 

hailing and, by so doing, accepts its terms” (Warnke 70).  Through this acceptance, the 

subject identifies themselves as “what the authority calls” them (Warnke 70).  However, 
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this hailing comes with the possibility of mis-recognition, allowing for a “slip of identity 

and the possibility of resignification” (Warnke 71).  The rejection of the reduction to the 

particular identity authoritative powers assign us can be considered a moment of 

resistance (Warnke 71). 

These theoretical examples speak to the ways femme identities can resignify and 

rearticulate systems of heterosexual congruencies.  Additionally, femme throws a wrench 

in the heterosexual matrix through hir capabilities to employ gendered signifiers to 

indicate something conflicting with perceived heterosexual congruencies and masculine 

right of access over hir body.  Ze is a glitch in the system, eroding systems of meaning 

until gender, sexuality, and sex are arbitrary and unsignifiable. 

Challenging systems of hegemonic heterosexual congruencies, femmes have the 

ability to call the “order of things” into question and consider “how and why [such 

systems are] constructed and naturalized,” potentially leading the viewer to ask how these 

orders are embedded in “complex economic, social and cultural relations,” helping to re-

imagine the possibilities of naturalized orderings (McRuer 2).  Moreover, the system of 

compulsory heterosexuality depends on a queer existence that is contained, i.e. the 

hetero/homo binary.  In failing to adhere to the hetero/homo binary through the fluidity of 

sexes and genders, femmes threaten to expose queer existences that can never quite be 

contained within cultural binaries, illustrating how heterosexuality’s hegemony is always 

in danger of collapse (McRuer 31).  Non-normative bodies, whose existence cannot be 

securely placed in polarized categories, expose the permeability of said boundaries 
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(Shildrick 224).  As demonstrated by queer theory, “it is precisely the introduction of 

normalcy into the system that introduces compulsion” (McRuer 7).  Therefore, by 

upholding normalcy through the erasing of queer identities that cannot be situated within 

normative constraints of femininity, feminism, queerness, or whiteness, the dominant 

theories of femininity have worked to promote compulsory heterosexual congruencies 

and maintain white centricity. 

Queer Bodies: Fatness and Dis/ability 

Queer bodies refer to what Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa describe as “the 

queer groups, the people that don’t belong anywhere, not in the dominant world nor 

completely within [their] own respective cultures”—in short, those who are not 

comfortably situated within the confines of normalcy, the “marked,” “strange” and 

“abnormal” (Moraga and Anzaldúa 2001: 222).  These bodies “do not fit, and because 

[they] do not fit [they] are a threat” (Moraga and Anzaldúa 233).  Other theorists have 

used the terms “rejected body” and “negative body” in reference to “those aspects of 

bodily life (such as illness, disability, weakness, and dying), bodily appearance (usually 

deviations from the cultural ideals of the body), and bodily experience (including most 

forms of bodily suffering) that are feared, ignored, despised, and/or rejected in a society 

and its culture” (Wendell 333).  The presence of queer bodies serves as a reminder of that 

which the dominant subject seeks to forget, avoid, and ignore (Wendell 337). 

The following section looks specifically at queer bodies (non-normative, fat, 

variously abled) and how related theories apply to and have been re-negotiated by queer-
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bodied femmes, for example, resistance to body ideals associated with patriarchal 

conceptualizations of femininity and resistance to space afforded to the feminine subject.  

This section will also look at challenges to normative femininity and the potential that 

lies in culturally perceived “genderless” identities of the “non-normative” body that 

asserts feminine expressions. 

Many fat-activists have adopted “fabulous” feminine empowerment to resist the 

oppressive construction of fatphobic “female body ideals” (Prince and Silva-Wayne xx).  

As a result of increasing importance and cultural idealization of the body, those who 

cannot meet these ideals and “those whose bodies are out of control, become devalued 

people because of their devalued bodies” (Wendell 337).  Feminine subjects who do not 

“maintain rigid control over the boundaries of their bodies, allowing them to grow, to 

become large and ‘unfeminine,’ are treated with derision in our society, and that derision 

is tied inextricably to the personal freedom” of feminine subjects (Hartley 248).  As a 

result of the perceived failure to maintain “rigid control” over their feminine body, the fat 

subject is perceived as having let themselves go—connoting a loosening of restraints 

(Hartley 248).  The feminine ideal is that of confinement.  Fat on the feminine subject 

resists the restraints associated with this ideal and celebrates fatness, feminine 

multiplicity, and the empowered femme subject.  Because the fat body does not adhere to 

the feminine ideal, fat feminine subjects are perceived as “violating socially prescribed 

sexual roles,” which threatens existing power structures (Hartley 248-249). 
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As with other deviations from socially prescribed norms, “fat has become a moral 

issue,” casting the fat subject as “sloppy, careless, lazy, and self-indulgent” (Hartley 

249).  By their presence alone, the fat feminine subject violates “primal norms of 

misogynist society that deny nurturance, space, power and visibility” to feminine subjects 

(Hartley 249).  As previously defined, patriarchal femininity requires altruism and self-

sacrifice.  The fat feminine subject is perceived as self-indulgent, which is in conflict 

with patriarchal standards of femininity.  Moreover, the fat feminine subject revolts 

against the sexist division of space whereby the masculine subject is afforded more space.  

This is one of many manifestations of femme and intersections of identities that erode 

socially prescribed femininity. 

The fat feminine subject is often denied their gender expressions or sexualities 

and is “stereotypically viewed as unfeminine, in flight from sexuality, antisocial, out of 

control, hostile, aggressive” (Hartley 248-249).  If anorexia can be conceptualized as an 

extreme act of “self-denial and repression of desire,” the fat subject is conversely 

conceptualized as an “extreme” capitulation to desire (Hartley 249).  Both extremes are 

theorized as a “rejection of the body as an object of the male gaze” (Hartley 252).  

Whether fat or muscle, the size of the feminine subject is that which is “feared as a 

transgression against femininity” (Dworkin 307).  The fat feminine subject is 

simultaneously denied sexual agency and gender expression while being targeted for the 

perceived lack of control over desires. 
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The second theme relating to queer bodies within feminist literature whose 

presence opens possibilities for femme-inist discussions is the disabled body.  According 

to Susan Wendell, the “revaluing of disabled bodies” can act as a form of resistance 

(Crow and Gotell 283).  Many femmes understand feminine adornments as just that, a 

celebration of their subjectivity, a revaluing of their identities, and a resistance to 

femmephobic standards of femininity that work to limit and contain expressions of 

femininity.  However, many dominant feminist theories limit and contain feminine 

expressions by reiterating masculinity as desirable and assumedly powerful traits.  

Theorists such as Wendell are critical of the “exclusionary implications of celebrating 

strength and bodily control as a means of contesting dominant constructions of 

femininity” (Crow and Gotell 283).  Moreover, by celebrating typically masculinized 

traits such as strength and bodily control as a means of deconstructing the feminine, 

feminist body ideals “reinforce the devaluation of disability” (Crow and Gotell 283). 

Margrit Shildrick explains the threat of “non-normative bodies” as “anxiety of an 

inherent fluidity” generated by the “unpredictability of a body that does not behave as 

[one’s] own” (227).  Shildrick writes, “it is as though [one’s] own self-control is at stake, 

as though [one’s] own ability to draw boundaries of distinction between self and other ... 

is put in permanent doubt” (227).  The “Subject” is therefore threatened by the “Other” 

whose presence poses a symbolic endangerment by serving as a reminder of the “putative 

failure of [the Subject’s] own boundaries of distinction and separation” (Shildrick 232).  

Femmes and queer bodies threaten and expose the insecurity and vulnerability of 
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conventions of normativity.  Normativity’s hold on “order, control, and self-

determination is fragile and uncertain” and is maintained by strategies that uphold 

boundary structures (Shildrick 231).   

Sex Work and Gender Policing 

Largely drawing on the work of Viviane Namaste, this section develops femmes’ 

relation to sex work and sex work’s historical relationship to trans and queer identities.  It 

is my intention to flesh out the unnamed femmephobic phenomena specifically targeting 

trans and queer sex workers.  Namaste’s work speaks to the historical underpinning of 

sex work for transsexual communities.  This history has largely led to the 

“criminalization of transsexual lives” and Namaste argues that it is only through this 

historical perspective that one can truly understand trans-specific social phenomena 

(Namaste 26).  In a similar vein, Nestle argues that both sex workers and queers are “a 

society’s dirty joke” and that to suggest a history, “not as a map of pathology but as a 

record of a people, is to challenge sacrosanct boundaries” (Nestle 1987, 158). 

Initially, Namaste notes that it appears as though there has been significant 

cultural progress in terms of trans-acceptance, however the ongoing criminalization of 

sex work is indicative that this may not be the case (Namaste 26).  The surveillance, 

harassment and arrest of sex workers by the police is magnified for transsexual sex 

workers who are “regularly stopped by the police and required to produce identification,” 

despite the lack of police authority to make such demands (Namaste 26).  Regardless, a 

transsexual woman’s refusal can result in hir arrest and over-night jailing (Namaste 26).  
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Sex workers often live under the threat that, at an officer’s whim, ze may lose their 

homes and be “charged with keeping a common bawdy house if they do more than one 

client there” (Namaste 26).  Trans sex workers are also regularly refused social and 

health care services including emergency shelter (Namaste 27).  It is this continuous 

criminalization that Namaste argues creates the “conditions in which [sex workers] 

live”(Namaste 27). 

Namaste points out the prominence of trans sex workers among those accounted 

for by the Transgender Day of Remembrance memorial, each victim’s life taken while 

working (Namaste 92).  While the memorial website suggests they were killed because of 

“anti transgender hatred and prejudice,” Namaste argues that there is more to these hate 

crimes than transphobia (Namaste 92).  For instance, Grayce Baxter is described as a 

“completely passable” and “postoperative” transsexual woman sex worker, killed by a 

client who was not aware of Baxter’s transsexuality (Namaste 92).   

Targets of trans-sexual murders are not only disproportionately sex workers; they 

are also “nearly 100 percent male-to-females” (Namaste 92-93).  To Namaste, this 

indicates that these acts of violence are not solely due to transphobia, but also are a 

compounded form of “gendered” violence (Namaste 92-93).  This important and “crucial 

aspect is completely erased when people frame the issue as one of violence against 

transgender people” (Namaste 92-93).  Namaste argues that it is not an issue of “violence 

against [transgender] people” but an issue of violence against transsexual women and 

against male-to-female transvestites who are mostly [sex workers]” (Namaste 92-93).  
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Namaste facilitates the discussion of a specific form of gendered violence and opens 

cognitive space for the identification of femmephobic violence.  Conceivably, this form 

of violence could be interpreted as a revolt against culturally unsanctioned femininity—

expressed by trans women or by sex workers.  Theoretically, it could be a form of 

policing bodies whose femininity does not comply with patriarchal feminine ideals of the 

virtuous and the virginal, and those assigned female at birth. 

Work by Joan Nestle helps to flesh out the historical connection between sex 

workers, queers, and gender policing, as well as to develop this femme analysis further.  

The pathologization of sex work and queer sexuality, often in ways that are inseparable, 

speak to their commonalities.  Both have been constructed as sexually deviant, which in 

itself challenges the patriarchal femininity that necessitates heterosexual virtuosity.  

Nestle discusses the “primacy of dress codes,” which run throughout the history of sex 

work (1987, 161).  Throughout the centuries, she writes, sex workers were required to be 

“socially marked” as a means of differentiating them from the “domesticated woman” or 

a “true woman” (Nestle 1987, 161).  For example, in classical Greek times, sex workers 

were required to wear flowered or striped robes (Nestle 1987 161).  Roman law also 

prescribed the dress of sex workers as a means of distinguishing them from “honest 

women” (Nestle 1987, 161).  Even at the turn of the century, discourse surrounding sex 

workers described them as “unnatural women, creatures who had no connection to wives 

and mothers, much as lesbians were called, years later” (Nestle 1987, 161).  Both queer 

women and sex workers symbolize “lost womanhood and lost womanhood is open to the 
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direct control of the state” (Nestle 1987, 175).  The challenge to patriarchal models of 

femininity and the repercussions thereof remain under-examined.  The “failed feminine” 

subject not only faces repercussions by way of socialization and interaction, oftentimes 

they fall under control of the state for such transgressions. 

Historical Presence of Femmephobia 

Over the course of this project, the question of the ontological origins of 

femmephobia continually beckons.  From where does it come?  What has produced this 

pervasive and largely unidentified system of oppression, and what has kept it invisible?  

What are the historical contexts of femmephobia?  Without identifying the systems and 

potential historical contexts, attempts to dismantle systems of oppression can feel almost 

phantasmic.  Drawing from the same body of feminist literature in gender studies course 

materials, the following section evidences the historical presence and potential roots of 

femmephobia.  The examples below provide more of a catalogue than an examination.  

They are historical instances described in gender studies course textbooks that give a 

space to imagine what else can be said and how social phenomena can be conceived 

differently through the lens of femme theory.  Each example illustrates areas in feminist 

theory to develop further research and merits more discussion than is within the scope of 

this project.  This overview once again illustrates the ability for femme theory to exist 

and feminist theory’s oversight in providing a nuanced representation of the feminist 

body.   
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Feminine Worship 

According to the gender studies course textbooks, there is ample evidence to 

suggest the ancient worshipping of femininity.  One example is the unearthing of artifacts 

from “ancient societies on the European continent” (Feinberg 230).  Thousands of 

artefacts, dating back as early as 25,000 B.C., prove that ancient European societies 

worshipped goddesses and not gods (Feinberg 230).  While the “feminine” and the 

femme are not necessarily female-bodied, the image of the “goddess” can be considered a 

feminine symbol of strength.  When did this change?  When did femininity become a 

symbol of inferiority and weakness?  Looking at medieval fantasy heroines, we can see 

that somewhere between ancient and medieval times, worshipping of the feminine began 

to shift. 

While there is space for women to become heroic or “exceptional” within 

medieval fantasy writing, it is only through the differentiation of their feminized 

counterpart: the oppressed “rule” (Tolmie 146).  Moreover, it is only by overthrowing 

that which is perceived femininely and approximating a masculine norm that the heroine 

has become exceptional.  There are many examples that illustrate the privileging of 

masculinity within heroism: Elian, Alanna, Paksennarion, Tarma, Aerin, and Harimad all 

cross-dress and take up arms (Tolmie 148-149).  In order to overthrow the ordinary, they 

must become extraordinary and, operating within patriarchal culture, models of 

extraordinary chiefly are masculine-centric.  One begins to ask, is the medieval heroine 

measured on the basis of her ability to adopt masculinity? 
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Although it is arguable that practices of cross-dressing, self-castration and bodily 

mutilation, which are used to reduce signifiers of femininity, are a means of survival for 

the medieval heroine, the necessity of masculine adoption by heroines reproduces 

environments in which alternative forms of feminine power remain unimaginable.  We do 

not have cognitive space for models of heroic femininity to exist: the young boy does not 

grow up to overthrow expectations of hegemonic masculinity through cross-dressing and 

self-castration.  Indeed, these narratives do not exist within fantasy because it would be to 

fantasize the perceived powerless.   

Body Histories: Medieval Writing, One Sex Model, and Menses 

Medieval writing is described within gender studies course textbooks as 

employing “any means [possible] to devalue women” (Warnke 34).  A few examples 

include the “one-sex model” that allowed authoritative powers to “call women inverted 

and defective,” and the two-sex model, which justified the privileging of the male body 

(Warnke 34).  As masculinity continues to define femininity through femininity’s 

Otherness or perceived masculine “failure,” one might wonder “just how far we have 

traveled from a one-sex model and to what extent men remain the measure of all things 

human” (Warnke 34).  Employing a femme theorist perspective, perhaps the disdain for 

women within medieval writing and the extension of “women signifiers” has facilitated 

an environment in which femmephobic systems of oppression could take root. 

In many ways, taboos surrounding menstruation are embedded in femmephobic 

patterns of thought and are reminiscent of medieval writings on the female body.  For 
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example, mythology and “images of disgust” over menstruation discussed in gender 

studies course texts are so “deeply internalized into the psyche” that they are theorized to 

facilitate an environment in which menstruating women are encouraged to hate their 

bodies and men to “hate things they recognize as feminine in themselves” (Lee 104).  

From a femme perspective, even bodily inscriptions of menarche can be attributed to 

femmephobia, for the ideology of the proper acceptable femininity does not include 

odours or leaky bodies. 

Colonization and European Ideologies 

Colonial endeavours enforced many oppressive systems upon colonized 

populations.  To maintain colonial orders, it was necessary not only to enforce but also to 

naturalize oppressive ideologies and systems of hierarchical power.  Some of the 

inegalitarian systems necessary to attain hegemonic power included gender division and 

subsequent feminine subordination.  For example, one of the gender studies course texts 

states, “when early European observers refrained from equating berdaches with 

homosexuals, they sometimes insisted that they were simply sissies—men who had 

shown cowardice on the field of battle and were consequently condemned by their peers 

to live as women” (Warnke 45).  This influenced the treatment of transgender persons, 

practices of “transvestism,” two-spirited people, and many queer variations.  Moreover, 

feminist theory’s embedded whiteness, as demonstrated by the overview of feminist 

literature, fits the colonial logic of the white bourgeois femme in need of protection by 

brute aggressive masculinity that include torturing, murdering, and destroying Others. 
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Enlightenment and Dualistic Western Thought 

With the onset of Enlightenment came the introduction of bifurcated thought 

patterns, so heavily engrained in Western thought (Kirk 348).  The gender studies course 

texts say that the European Enlightenment tradition is “fundamentally dualistic and 

constructs hierarchical relationships between polarized concepts such as the mind and 

body, matter and spirit, and reason and spirituality, which are also basic oppositional 

categories of contemporary western thought” (Kirk 348).  Many issues surrounding 

femmephobia are the result of the dichotomous systems embedded in Western thought 

and imposed on colonized peoples.  For example, from a femme theory perspective, the 

definition of femininity in relation to masculinity reduces femininity to an inherently 

“failed” version of masculinity.  This dichotomy is present in femmephobia that polices 

whose body is permissible to express femininely, which functions to maintain dualistic 

sex binaries.  Finally, the policing of femme-identified lesbians reflects the need to 

maintain identifiably dichotomous “hetero/homo” categories. 

“Witch-phobia”: The Salem Witch Trials 

Femme theory can offer a new perspective on various historical contexts, as 

previously shown.  When conceptualized through femme-inist perspectives, “witch-

phobia” and the Salem Witch Hunts, as presented in the gender studies course texts, can 

be approached in interesting ways.  A femme theory perspective identifies several 

femmephobic ideologies that played a role in the “witchcraft hysteria in early modern 

Europe and Colonial America” (Weitz 4-5).  According to gender studies course 
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textbooks, the Salem Witch Hunts were informed by Protestants and Catholics who 

“assumed that women were less intelligent than men, more driven by sexual passions, 

and hence more susceptible to the Devil’s blandishments” (Weitz 4-5).  By shifting 

conceptual frameworks to reflect femme politics, the policing of femininity by way of 

“witch-phobia” becomes increasingly apparent.  The Salem Witch Hunts have been 

called one of the “cruellest extermination programs in Western history” (Sontag 279) and 

demonstrate the extreme of what femme theory would understand as the Western fear of 

the feminine.   

Civil War and Black Femininities 

According to the gender studies course texts analyzed for this study, both “law 

and contemporary scientific writings” often describe Black women as “animals, rather 

than humans” (Weitz 5).  This construction of Black femininity has worked to uphold 

racist ideologies that deny the Black femme agency and autonomy, and construct hir 

body as inherently un/rapable.  During colonial American, as slavery rendered Black 

women property and dispossessed them of citizenship, Black women were “completely 

subjected to their white masters” (Weitz 5).  This subjection typically resulted in the rape 

of Black women, “both as a form of “entertainment” for white men and as a way of 

breeding more slaves” (Weitz 5).  Black women’s vulnerability to rape continued long 

after the end of slavery (Weitz 5). 

From a queerly racialized femme perspective, the construction of Black 

femininity is femmephobic in its historical context and modern manifestations.  For 
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example, the perception of Black femininity as animalistic and in need of civilization and 

the goal of conquest are heavily rooted in colonization and are experienced by many 

women/femmes of colour.  This construction of Black femininity was used “before and 

after the Civil War” not only to explain but also to justify the rape of Black women; their 

perceived “animalistic hypersexuality” was used to “blame them for their own rapes” 

(Weitz 5).  A femme theory perspective demonstrates how these racialized feminine 

constructions work to maintain patriarchal femininity as ideal, to uphold white 

supremacy, and to naturalize femmephobic oppression.  While non-white femmes seem 

to be granted this agency within gender studies course texts, it comes with suspicion that 

requires controlling through white supremacist frameworks.  As previously outlined, the 

construction of the Black femme as animalistic has been used to justify hir status as 

property and hir rapability, once again illustrating the ways in which oppressive 

femininity is constructed by the colonizer.  Black empowered femininity is that which 

ought not to have survived its history of violence (Keeling 2).  The moment Black femme 

becomes visible ze reclaims the femininity of colonized people and “mocks European” 

constructs of this gender expression (Hobson 95). 

Historical Justifications for Gender Inequality 

Finally, gender studies course texts show an ever-present historical theme of 

gender used to justify inequality.  While these were initially (but not entirely) rooted in 

the subject’s identity as a woman, femme theory argues that this oppressor has shifted.  

Oppressors are social viruses, constantly mutating, trying to remain naturalized and, 
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subsequently, unidentified.  Traditional sexism has been identified, but femme theory 

demonstrates that gendered forms of oppression, which target feminine people, remain 

rampant, naturalized, and unquestioned.  The current state of Western thought 

distinguishes women and men as so completely different as to seem almost like “two 

species” (Lorber 14).   

For hundreds of years the body has been “mapped inside and out,” and while our 

understanding of the body has changed the body has not (Lorber 14).  “What has changed 

are the justifications for gender inequality” (Lorber 14).  Aristotle theorized “the female” 

as a “misbegotten man,” “a monstrosity,” “less than fully formed and literally half baked” 

(Weitz 4).  Similar sentiments are echoed by feminist theorists such as Germaine Greer 

and Mary Daly who, instead of perpetuating oppression by virtue of sex, did so by virtue 

of gender, deeming the feminine subject a “feminine parasite” (Greer 22), “man-made,” 

and “mutants” (Daly xi).  While Daly separates herself from what she considers 

“masculine values,” she distinguishes her transphobic privileging of “real femaleness 

over false femininity,” extolling what she considers “real” females, while condemning 

those engaged in feminine expressions (Hollows 14).  According to Daly, femininity is a 

self-denying mask imposed by patriarchy (Hollows 15).  Daly further distinguishes the 

“real female” from the man-made woman, who she describes as “a mutant of her own 

kind,” calling the feminine feminists “pseudofeminists,” “plastic feminists,” and 

“reformist roboticized tokens,” whose goal is to “double-cross their sisters” (Hollows 

15). 
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Conclusion 

A reoccurring theoretical underpinning within queer literature is the slippage into 

a white norm facilitated by a racially unmarked analytical anchor.  By overviewing 

literature used to teach undergraduate feminist theory courses in Canada between 2010 

and 2011, I was able to expose another instance in which the white masculine subject is 

not only embedded but privileged as the norm.  Femme can disrupt and dislodge two-

sexed systems because ze is not comfortably situated within these confines.  Using a 

queerly racialized femme perspective, this analysis of gender studies course textbooks 

demonstrates feminist theory’s wedding to patriarchal frameworks and tendency to erase 

femme identities, both of which prop up compulsory heterosexuality.   

Moreover, the reinforcement of femininity as a signifier employed by white 

women marks the non-white femme as an impossibility.  The impossibility of both non-

white expressions of femininity and femininity as a source of empowerment fuels the 

question of violence and continues to haunt the peripheries of feminist theory.  Though 

often invisible in their appearance, femmes of colour challenge the assumed normative 

subject within dominant culture and feminist theory.  Ze is an identity that ought not to 

have survived histories of racist femmephobia, and one the white powers of normativity 

would like to erase.  When ze appears, hir self-actualized fem(me)inine expression is a 

revolt against discourses and histories of white rule.  Femmes expose dominant culture’s 

naturalized identity formations and the embedded normative subjectivity within gender 

studies course texts.   
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The invisible presence of femmes of colour is evidenced in the textbooks used to 

teach undergraduate feminist theory courses.  While racially informed and empowered 

femininity is present within feminist theory, it is relegated to the margins of these 

discussions.  After separating dominant themes from marginalized themes, the contrast 

between racially marked and unmarked femininities demonstrates the invisible presence 

of femmes of colour.  This presence works to reveal normative whiteness and colonial 

frameworks, whereby spaces for alternate ways of thinking are erased (Ochoa 221).  The 

theoretical gaps between racially marked and unmarked femininity, revealed through 

queerly racialized femme perspectives, open up new ways to think through and re-

conceptualize feminist politics. 
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion: Definition of Feminism  

As stated within the gender studies course textbooks, feminism is a politics of 

change through the “redistribution of power” and “challenging the status quo” (Sacks 

116).  Though feminist endeavours are divergent in their approaches, they share the 

commonality of dismantling and analyzing systems of oppression (Crow and Gotell 5).  

bell hooks defines feminism as “not simply a struggle to end male chauvinism or a 

movement to ensure that women will have equal rights with men [but] a commitment to 

eradicating the ideology of domination that permeates Western culture on various levels” 

(hooks, “Ain’t I A Woman: Black Women and Feminism” 194).  Using hooks’ definition 

as a guideline, it becomes clear that it is a feminist duty to take up femme and 

femmephobic related issues.  The failure to do so illustrates the privileging of certain 

bodies.  “Femininity” is given a disproportionate amount of literary space in relation to 

“masculinity,” but this space is devoted to the deconstruction and re-subordination of 

femininity.  Moreover, the course texts outline plurality, multiplicity, and for “no one 

choice [to be] presented as the norm” (Wendell 363) as goals of feminism.  This is at 

odds with the embedded normative subject within feminist theory, who promotes a non-

queer body, whiteness, and masculinity.  Ironically, feminist theory has criticized what it 

calls “malestream” for “justifying and rationalizing oppression and in privileging the 

masculine over the feminine” (Crow and Gotell 39) yet dominant theories of femininity 

revolve around its subjugation.  Where are the empowered fem(me)ininities?  After all, 
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feminism calls “women to love womanness” and “men to resist dehumanizing concepts 

of masculinity” (hooks, “Feminism: A Transformational Politic” 114). 

According to Butler, whose work is used in gender studies courses, norms 

“compromise moral principles that direct our aspirations for social justice and social 

change” (Warnke 71-72).  Adopting a femme perspective, might the perpetual feminine 

deconstruction function as a norm within feminist theory?  The summary of dominant 

feminist theories demonstrates the priorities of feminist duties, as dispersed at an 

academic level.  Are feminist duties in direct conflict with how feminist theory has 

disfranchised the feminine?  Norms function in two senses: “as both normative and 

normalizing, in terms of an opposition between community and exclusion,” binding 

individuals together and conversely, enforcing exclusions (Warnke 71).  How can the 

perpetually othered feminine subject form bonds while navigating a culture in which ze is 

taught to hate themself and other feminine subjects, and experiences internalized 

femmephobia?  Ze is left with a disjointed community.  Ze does not fit any norm and, as 

such, faces perpetual exclusion. 

According to Michel Pecheux, individuals interact with dominant discourse in 

three primary ways.  The first interaction he names is “identification,” which produces “a 

‘good subject’ who subscribes to the values of any ruling power” (qtd. in Ochoa 226).  

Pecheux also names “counter identification,” which he explains as producing a “bad 

subject” who “rejects dominant discourse by reinscribing an antithetical, but still binary 

relationship between dominant and non dominant forces—a process” that can work to 
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perpetuate dualistic thinking “implicated in colonialism” (qtd. in Ochoa 226).  Finally, 

Peucheux describes the option he calls “disidentification,” which offers a “non binary 

means of negotiation the relationship between dominant discourse and individual 

subjectivity, wherein the individual takes up a non-subjective position” (qtd. in Ochoa 

226).  Arguably, fem(me)ininity is a form of disidentification that transforms the “process 

of cultural subjectivity through a rearrangement of ideological formations,” whereby 

“possible subject positions are no longer based on an either/or, good/bad” relationship 

with “the discourse of a postcolonial society” (Ochoa 226).  Requiring a “massive 

uprooting of dualistic thinking on both individual and community levels,” fem(me)ininity 

is a reconceptualization of femininity that can alter the “way we see ourselves, and the 

way we behave” (Ochoa 226).  For example, through disidentification, fem(me)ininity 

introduces “ambiguous interpretations” of dichotomous pairings in an “empowering act 

of self-definition” (Ochoa 227-228). 

As evidenced in much of the contemporary North American feminist literature 

used to teach gender studies courses, feminist scholars largely fail to explore the Western 

backdrop to the naturalization of the subjugation of femininity.  In an examination of 

current gender studies course texts used in Canada, I found that the white-centricity of 

queer and feminist theory mediates the theorizing of femme/queer femininities and has 

subsequently left under-examined the relations of masculinity and femininity embedded 

in histories of conquest, domination, colonialism, and imperialism.  Gender studies 

course texts have largely failed to situate the subjugation of femininity in the context of 
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Western imperialism, which permits the naturalization of feminine domination.  As 

argued in Chapter 3, this framework is evident within contemporary Western feminist 

theory.  Such frameworks are a theoretical shortcoming, have great implications for the 

abjection of femininities, and further perpetuate hegemonic systems of domination, the 

same systems currently serving not only to allow, but also to naturalize feminine 

devaluation. 

Julia Serano notes that until femininity can be dissociated from the “inferior 

meanings that plague it—weakness, helplessness, fragility, passivity, frivolity, and 

artificiality—those meanings will continue to haunt every person who is female and/or 

feminine” (Serano 341).  Through the deployment of fem(me)ininity and the 

reconceptualization of femme, it becomes apparent that the cultural meanings Serano 

outlines can affect a broader range of subjects, for even masculinely identified people do 

not express exclusively in this way.   

Feminine subjugation continues to haunt dominant North American feminist 

theories.  By exploring the structures, histories, and theories of fem(me)inine relations, I 

have begun the process of dislocation of the fem(me)inine from its ascribed otherness.  

Contemporary North American feminist theories and pedagogies need to begin to 

implement a femme perspective, thereby eroding the previously established normative 

white, masculine feminist subject.  In so doing, feminist theorists can begin examining 

how dominant theories have (un)consciously elided fem(me)ininity through the 

(un)intentional maintenance of colonial discourses and Western thought.  This study 
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demonstrates the ways in which contemporary North American feminist theory has 

maintained femininity as white, replicating a history in which the politics and concerns of 

the white privileged subject are the first to be addressed.  This assessment of gender 

studies course texts reveals a limited understanding of femme and femininity that 

maintains these identities as white, middle-class, normatively-bodied, and without 

agency.  In so doing, feminist theory demonstrates an embedded normative feminist 

subject, one marked by whiteness and body privileges.   

Within gender studies course texts, the feminine subject is the object of critique 

and not able to be “properly” feminist.  While white femininity is present in hir otherness 

and critiques of hir femininity, the racially marked femme does not exist even in absence.  

The paradox of femme as a figure who is not easily contained within two-sexed systems 

and who reveals normative whiteness demonstrates how feminist theory’s approach to 

femme is wedded to patriarchal analytics and white supremacy, and that feminist 

(mis)understandings and erasure of the femme props up compulsory heterosexuality.  

Through applying a colonial lens perspective, it becomes possible to understand how the 

racially marked femme has been overlooked or rendered invisible within gender studies 

at present.  In the current state of gender studies, the racially marked femme is an 

impossibility, leaving the question of violence to haunt the absented presence of the 

femme.  The femme—as a queer potentiality—opens up new ways to think about 

feminist politics.  This project offers a way of thinking and re-thinking through the 
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limitations of contemporary Western feminist theory and the paradoxical preoccupations 

with the absented femme. 
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Appendix A 

Flag Words: Data Collected from Gender Studies Course Texts 

1. University: Waterloo 
 
Course: Women’s Studies 302: Thinking Through Gender: Feminist Perspectives 
Text: Warnke, Georgina. Debating Sex and Gender. New York: Oxford UP, 2011. Print. 
 
FLAG WORD: Page Number 
 
BODY: 2, 7, 9, 14, 17, 24, 25, 29, 30, 31, 32-35, 37, 38, 39, 42, 44, 52, 54, 57, 59, 62, 

64, 67, 73, 89, 90, 103, 105, 118, 119 
 
PERFORM(ATIVITY): Chapter 3, vii, 2, 13, 16, 22, 23, 31, 32, 39, 40, 42, 45, 46, 51, 

52, 53- 56, 58-60, 63, 64- 69, 71-73, 75, 76 
 
FEMININ(E/ITY): 1, 2, 5, 11, 13, 14, 15, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 27, 42, 44, 45, 48, 51, 52, 

53, 54, 55, 57, 61, 62, 64, 66, 67, 78, 84, 87, 94, 97, 107, 118 
 
MASCULIN(E/ITY): 1, 2, 13, 15, 16, 17-21, 24, 26, 27, 33, 38, 42, 44, 45, 47, 48, 51, 

52, 62, 64, 66, 67, 84, 94, 115, 118 
 
EMBOD(Y/MENT): 59, 104 
 
FEMME: 66, 67, 68 
 
BUTCH: 66, 67, 68 
 
2. University: Queen’s 
 
Course: GNDS 311: Feminist Thought 
Text: Yee, Jessica, ed. Feminism FOR REAL: Deconstructing the Academic Industrial 
Complex of Feminism. Ottawa: Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, 2011. Print. 
 
FLAG WORD: Page Number 
 
BODY: 12, 24, 49, 50, 51, 57, 58, 59, 63, 72, 73, 74, 85, 89, 100, 127, 128, 129, 131, 

132, 174, 176 
 
PERFORM(ATIVITY): 28 
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FEMININ(E/ITY): 54, 81, 174 
 
MASCULIN(E/ITY): 49, 54, 57, 72, 81 
 
EMBOD(Y/MENT): 24, 29, 31, 54, 72 
 
FEMME: N/A 
 
BUTCH: N/A 
 
 
3. University: University of British Columbia 
 
Course: WMST 100(001): Feminist Perspectives on Local to Global Issues  
Text: Prince, Althea, and Susan Silva-Wayne, ed. Feminisms and Womanisms: A 

Women’s Studies Reader. Toronto: Women’s Press, 2004. Print. 
 
FLAG WORD: Page Number 
 
BODY: XX, XXi, 5, 35, 50, 56, 60, 61, 64, 76, 77, 103, 115, 116, 117, 137, 172, 175, 

176, 185, 197, 198, 203, 212, 215, 217, 230, 247, 248, 249, 252, 253, 254, 257, 260, 
263, 271, 275, 276, 277, 279, 285, 286, 293, 324, 325, 326, 330, 339, 403, 413, 414, 
419, 469, 471, 473, 474, 475, 476, 497, 516, 530, 538 

 
PERFORM(ATIVITY): 63, 76, 133, 136, 138, 173, 174, 252, 265, 272, 275, 293, 308, 

311, 318, 321, 322, 324, 325, 327, 328, 329, 330, 336, 349, 375, 417, 419, 420, 423, 
424, 425, 428, 452, 467, 474, 483, 485, 529  

 
FEMININ(E/ITY): 59, 60, 61, 62, 63, 64, 67, 68, 69, 71, 72, 73, 80, 81, 90, 91, 101, 

134, 137, 138, 171, 172, 174, 175, 176, 184, 197, 201, 208, 212, 223, 225, 231, 232, 
234, 256, 257, 271, 275, 276, 277, 281, 282, 284, 324, 394, 425, 515 

 
MASCULIN(E/ITY): 6, 61, 63, 90, 114, 124, 134, 135, 137, 138, 175, 208, 225, 271, 

276, 277, 282, 351, 378, 416, 471, 475, 477, 526, 537 
 
EMBOD(Y/MENT): 126, 175, 230, 259, 287, 293, 370, 385, 399, 401, 416, 475, 476, 

478, 516, 522 
 
FEMME: N/A 
 
BUTCH: 136 
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4. University: Trent 
 
Course: WMST 2040Y: Feminist Theories  
Text: Bryson, Valerie. Feminist Political Theory, An Introduction. 2nd ed. New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2003. Print. 
 
FLAG WORD: Page Number 
 
BODY: 4, 19, 35, 36, 44, 51, 60, 81, 98, 108, 133, 134, 157, 159, 161, 165, 175, 179, 

184, 186, 189, 233, 237,  
 
PERFORM(ATIVITY): 17, 18, 23, 47, 48, 61, 87, 90, 92, 98, 100, 137, 176, 177,  
 
FEMININ(E/ITY): 9, 16, 39, 71, 103, 129, 131, 132, 134, 135, 136, 140, 141, 142, 143, 

152, 159, 164, 165, 173, 186, 198, 206, 207, 225, 239, 240, 251  
 
MASCULIN(E/ITY): 132, 165, 178, 235, 238, 239, 248, 249 
 
EMBOD(Y/MENT): 9, 98, 155, 156, 159, 173, 186, 187, 198, 215, 219 
  
FEMME: N/A 
 
BUTCH: N/A 
 
5. University: Concordia 
 
Course: WSDB 480/4: Feminist Thought II  
Text: Weedon, Chris. Feminist Practice and Poststructuralist Theory. 2nd ed. Oxford: 

Blackwell, 1997. Print. 
 
FLAG WORD: Page Number 
 
BODY: 15, 51, 54, 61, 62, 63, 65, 74, 76, 80, 92, 96, 105, 108, 109, 115-119, 123, 129, 

175 
 
PERFORM(ATIVITY): 57 
 
FEMININ(E/ITY): ix, 2, 4, 5-7, 9-11, 16, 18, 22, 23, 25, 26, 35, 36, 37, 39, 42, 43, 44, 

46, 47, 48, 49, 50, 52, 54, 55, 57, 59, 60, 61, 62, 63, 64, 65, 66, 67, 68, 69, 70, 73, 
74, 76, 77, 78, 79, 80, 82, 83, 84, 86, 87, 89, 90, 92, 93, 94, 95, 96, 97, 98, 100, 101, 
102, 105-107, 121, 122, 123, 126, 130, 131, 132, 133, 139, 143, 144, 146-150, 152, 
153, 160-163, 165-167, 173-175 
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MASCULIN(E/ITY): 3, 4, 6, 7, 9, 16, 22, 25, 26, 35, 42, 44, 46, 47, 48-50, 54, 55, 57, 
59-61, 63-68, 73, 74, 76, 78, 82, 86, 87, 89, 94, 95, 96, 97, 100, 102, 123, 126, 143, 
144, 146, 148, 160, 162, 163, 168 

 
EMBOD(Y/MENT): 40, 108, 110, 173 
 
FEMME: N/A 
 
BUTCH: N/A 
 
6. University: Acadia 
 
Course: WGST 3023: Feminist Theory 
Text: Hennessy, Rosemary, and Chrys Ingraham, ed. Materialist Feminism: A Reader in 

Class, Difference and Women’s Lives. New York: Routledge, 1997. Print. 
 
FLAG WORD: Page Number 
 
BODY: 1, 5, 18, 43, 56, 61, 71, 77, 95, 97, 117, 118, 119, 178, 186, 188, 193, 198, 200, 

202, 203, 204, 234, 254, 255, 256, 286, 294, 295, 298, 299, 310, 311, 312, 314, 317, 
336, 341, 342, 348, 357, 387, 398 

 
PERFORM(ATIVITY): 2, 22, 34, 50, 51, 66, 75. 101, 119, 122, 123, 130, 143, 144, 

154, 166, 188, 206, 229, 242, 245, 246, 289, 294, 309, 329, 341, 398, 400, 401 
 
FEMININ(E/ITY): 9, 46, 48, 59, 69, 79, 92, 99, 110, 112, 113, 117, 178, 187, 192, 193, 

194, 199, 202, 203, 204, 205, 227, 228, 229, 265, 268, 281, 288, 312, 317, 321, 365, 
368, 374, 377, 390 

 
MASCULIN(E/ITY): 35, 46, 79, 92, 178, 190, 194, 227, 228, 229, 265, 268, 281, 288, 

309, 310, 318, 360, 383, 400 
 
EMBOD(Y/MENT): 85, 94, 109, 115, 127, 242, 247, 251, 299, 310, 313, 320, 370 
 
FEMME: 192 
 
BUTCH: 228  
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

167 

7. University: Athabasca 
 
Course: WGST 401: Contemporary Feminist Theory 
Text: Crow, B. A. & L. Gotell, Open Boundaries: A Canadian Women’s Studies Reader. 

2nd ed. Toronto: Prentice Hall, 2004. Print. 
 
FLAG WORD: Page Number 
 
BODY: vii, viii, 12, 39, 42, 48, 49, 50, 51, 52, 53, 55, 59, 61, 63, 67, 77, 81, 103, 234, 

235, 248, 249, 261, 268, 269, 271, 273, 274, 279, 281, 282, 283, 285, 295, 296, 298, 
299, 302, 303, 305, 308, 320, 321, 322, 323, 324, 325, 326- 329, 333-338, 339-343, 
348, 354, 355, 363, 369, 370, 374, 376, 377, 381, 383, 384, 385, 386, 388 

 
PERFORM: 4, 8, 35, 79, 90, 91, 92, 96, 166, 172, 181, 182, 184, 202, 218, 275, 280, 

283, 284, 285, 286, 289, 333, 335, 339, 348, 351, 353, 355, 377, 382, 383, 384, 385  
 
FEMININ(E/ITY): vii, viii, 8, 39, 47, 50, 62, 65, 78, 167, 271, 279, 282, 283, 323, 326, 

334, 335, 336, 337, 339, 340, 342, 343, 348, 359, 361, 362, 381, 382, 383, 385, 386  
 
MASCULIN(E/ITY): 5, 8, 29, 39, 47, 65, 97, 98, 130, 141, 167, 205, 234, 270, 271, 

272, 348, 359, 383, 385, 386 
 
EMBOD(Y/MENT): vii, 48, 90, 120, 135, 136, 282, 334, 352, 385 
 
FEMME: 80, 348, 355, 385  
 
BUTCH: 80, 47, 348, 355 
 
8. University: Lakehead 
 
Course: WMST 5101: Theory and Method in Women’s Studies 
Text: Weitz, Rose, ed. The Politics of Women’s Bodies: Sexuality, Appearance and 

Behavior. 3rd ed. New York: Oxford UP, 2010. Print. 
 
FLAG WORD: Page Number 
 
BODY: x, xi, xii, xiii, 1, 3, 4, 18, 19, 22, 27, 28, 29, 30, 33, 35, 36, 37, 38, 41, 42, 43, 47, 

69, 71, 72, 73, 77, 78, 79, 80, 81, 82, 83, 84-96, 99, 101, 102, 103, 104, 106, 107, 
108, 109, 110, 111, 112, 116, 117, 121, 123, 124-132, 135, 137, 143, 148, 149, 158 
-160, 178, 179, 180, 181, 182, 184, 185, 186, 187, 188, 193, 196, 197, 198, 199, 
200, 201, 202, 203, 204-209, 214, 215, 220, 224, 225, 229, 233-235, 238-242, 245-
252, 256-265, 268-280, 283, 301, 304, 307, 309, 311, 312, 313, 314, 349, 350 
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PERFORM: 5, 7, 10, 14, 17, 19, 20, 27, 28, 58, 68, 69, 71, 75, 81, 83, 86, 147, 152, 157, 
159, 160, 173, 203, 215, 228, 251, 273, 276, 281, 304, 305, 312, 314, 315, 318, 319 

 
FEMININ(E/ITY): 2, 13, 18, 19, 27, 31, 33, 35, 40, 73, 76, 77, 79, 81, 82, 83, 85, 86, 

87, 88, 89, 90, 91, 92, 93, 94, 95, 96, 104, 107, 108, 112, 116, 133, 135, 143, 145, 
146, 150, 153, 157, 159, 160, 163, 165, 166, 170, 173, 180, 181, 185, 186, 193, 194, 
195, 197, 203, 204, 205, 206, 207, 210, 218, 219, 220, 222, 223, 224, 226, 228, 232, 
246, 247, 248, 249, 250, 251. 252, 270, 278, 286, 288, 290, 291, 292, 294, 295, 296, 
297, 301, 303, 304, 305, 306, 307, 308, 309, 310, 311, 313, 314, 315, 318, 319, 322, 
323 

 
MASCULIN(E/ITY): 13, 16, 17, 18, 19, 27, 29, 31, 35, 46, 64, 73, 79, 82, 91, 92, 113, 

145, 146, 186, 247, 252, 286, 287, 289, 291, 292, 293, 294, 295, 296, 297, 303, 305, 
306, 307, 309, 310, 314, 315, 318, 319, 320, 321, 322, 323, 324, 326, 327, 329 

  
EMBOD(Y/MENT): 11, 27, 29, 73, 79, 92, 93, 95, 103, 125, 126, 127, 128, 129, 135, 

139, 158, 159, 177, 182, 193, 195, 196, 197, 198, 199, 200, 202, 203, 205, 210, 211, 
240, 252, 225, 265, 269, 270, 276, 277, 278, 303, 304, 315, 330 

 
FEMME: 228  
 
BUTCH: 216, 284, 292 
 
9. University: Lakehead 
 
Course: WMST 3213FA: Gender, Body and Sexuality 
Text: Namaste, Viviane. Sex Change. Social Change. Toronto: Women’s Press, 2005.  
 
FLAG WORD: Page Number 
 
BODY: 5, 16, 17, 25, 26, 52, 92, 101 
 
PERFORM: 1, 16, 24, 44, 53, 55, 92 
 
FEMININ(E/ITY): N/A 
 
MASCULIN(E/ITY): 19, 41, 43, 53, 96 
 
EMBOD(Y/MENT): 7, 29, 77 
FEMME: 18, 21, 90 
 
BUTCH: 18, 19, 20, 21, 41, 89, 90 


