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Acts of Defiance: A Look into Literature for Women
Women’s literature as an emerging genre has had trouble in finding the distinguishable criteria by which to definitively judge a work of literature as befitting of the designation.  There are many different aspects or conventions to consider in determining whether a work of literature belongs in this genre (or not), but there is one outstanding and recurring quality among works deemed to fit within this genre.  They can be characterized by a defiant heroine.  

Defiance is an act of resistance, a challenge to authority or tradition.  
There are several different areas where defiance reverberates most – within the established traditions of a culture, which is essentially comprised of an intrinsically connected network of the social, sexual, religious, and educational domains.  Any disturbance in one or more of these areas not only causes a disturbance within that culture but also can be the most effective means by which to change that culture to accommodate a broader range of possible futures.
Writing novels about fictional characters in fictional worlds very much like our own provides the empathy necessary to evoke change because of the readers’ natural affinity for living vicariously through the episodes of the life of another.  Having characters in novels to make the first bold move in defiantly transgressing the boundaries of cultural expectations allows a reader to not only empathize with the characters in the novel but to make actual life decisions based on real life possibilities inspired by the possibilities suggested in a novel.  In short, novels (and stories) inspire people.  It is this type of inspiration which impacts a change within a culture.  And it is the heroines of Women’s literature who inspire in the women and the culture(s) in which they live a movement towards a positive change – positive change being measured by the movement toward liberation, or a greater consistency between one’s own personal choices on how to navigate through this world and the available options offered by that culture or that world in which one lives.

The movement found in Women’s Literature towards a celebration (or at least recognition) of a feminine individuality or agency has felt a gentle push for centuries, but perhaps the strongest and most sustaining push has come from American authors, from American women, in the last century.  And perhaps it is true that Women’s literature in the Victorian period is dominated by English authors, but by those authors who were nonetheless inspired by the romanticized plight of American women and who created works that, in turn, inspired American women, creating a brief sort of symbiotic relationship by proxy of a common language.  But the conversion of women from the domestic and subservient to the independent and autonomous is an American contribution to the condition of women worldwide – the defiant ‘Americanized’ woman.  There are numerous examples across the years, but offering even just a select few will serve to illustrate this reality.

One of the earliest great examples of an American woman author using a character in her novel to transgress the cultural expectations of her world comes from Kate Chopin in The Awakening.  Aptly named for her purpose, Chopin’s novel presents a character who awakens ultimately to the fact that she is living in a world which does not value her beyond her attachment to her husband, and that her desire to experience the world as she chooses to is a threat to the stability of her world.  In the end, she sees her only escape as death.
Francesco Pontuale uses Kate Chopin’s The Awakening to argue that women’s writing has as its center an attempt to allow a woman to reclaim her body through the sharing of the vitality of the sensual feminine experience of the world, as opposed to the predominantly masculine, phallic, discourse found throughout literature (37-8).  I submit that to allow a woman to claim or re-claim her body is to instill in her autonomy and independence and that defiance is the primary tool by which to achieve this goal of autonomy and independence, or agency.

Chopin’s protagonist, Edna Pontellier, defiantly insists that “perhaps it is better to wake up after all, even to suffer, rather than to remain a dupe to illusions all one’s life…I don’t want anything but my own way” (171).  Edna simply wants to make her own choices; she wants her independence.

Edna’s defiance appears early within the novel, in a confrontation with her husband, Leonce:

With a writhing motion she settled herself more securely in the hammock.  She perceived that her will had blazed up, stubborn and resistant.  She could not at that moment have done other than denied and resisted… “Leonce, go to bed,” she said.  “I mean to stay out here,  I don’t wish to go in, and I don’t intend to.  Don’t speak to me like that again; I shall not answer you.” (Chopin 78)
Even as Edna alludes to the possibility of suffering, she remains defiant.  Edna’s adulterous affairs and her moving out of her husband’s house is further evidence of her defiance of her husband and the patriarchal social order in her quest for autonomy and independence. And though defiance is liberating, she learns, it also comes with a price for its practitioner: 
The high price that Edna pays for her fleeting sexual and social liberation was shared by the novel itself when, in 1899, it met with a hostile reception.  Edna’s adultery, the explicit references to her sexuality and the emphasis on her physical desires provoked a conservative backlash that may have led to its being banned by the libraries of St. Louis, the city where Chopin lived at the time…Edna’s struggle to assert an erotic, sexualized subjectivity against the oppressive social and sexual mores of her age and society is paralleled by the text’s struggle against conservative notions of reputability for publication and readership. (Pontuale 38) 
Both Chopin’s and her protagonist’s behavior are defiant in their push toward ‘social (and sexual) liberation’ for women.  Chopin’s novel is a first among many novels which have paved the way for the sexual liberation women enjoy today.

Dorothy Allison’s Bastard Out of Carolina has encountered similar resistance in its author’s defiant push toward an awareness of sexual abuse, due to its highly controversial sexual and abusive content.  Though Allison’s protagonist doesn’t have the concern of adhering to the rigid gender norms of Chopin’s upper-class woman, the unconscionable and monstrous abuse Bone suffers is jarring to many readers who are either a ‘dupe to illusions’ or are looking for a pleasant vicarious escape from their own lives. Furthermore, since it is a semiautobiographical novel, the author herself, as J. Brooks Bouson points out, “takes decided risks in describing her shameful white trash origins and her experiences of physical and sexual abuse, including the risk of being re-shamed in a mass-media, talk-show culture that often ruthlessly exposes and shamelessly sensationalizes the stories of victim-survivors” (101-2).  Allison defies the sensational for the gritty, and ‘pushes the envelope’ for autobiographical women writers.
The violent abuse through which her protagonist, Bone, suffers not only earns Bone a place in the roughneck Boatwright family in which she is raised; it awakens in her a spirit of defiance. For much of the novel, Bone is a very young and helpless victim of abuse; her defiance, aside from childish outbursts, exists primarily in her imagination.  J. Brooks Bouson, in his essay “You Nothing But Trash,” submits that “at times Bone defends herself against painful feelings of helplessness and exposure through her defiant shamelessness, her expressions of rage, and her enactment of an attack-other script in which she actively humiliates her humiliators” (104).  Bouson is referring to Bone’s masturbation fantasies, in which she is defiant of her Daddy Glen and triumphant over him and his abuse. Bone recalls that “it was only in my fantasies…that I was able to defy Daddy Glen…I was triumphant, important… There was no heroism possible in the real beatings” (Allison 113).  In the end, however, Bone’s defiance surfaces and rages in her final confrontation with her Daddy Glen which eventually results in his threatening to kill her and his brutally beating and raping her (282-6).  Her defiance is in her survival.  And in sharing her story.
Following sexuality as an avenue for defiance, motherhood also presents an opportunity for a woman to assert herself against this socially prescribed role.  Bone’s mother, Annie, certainly defies this reader’s expectations when she abandons her daughter Bone for her abuser, though it doesn’t earn her much empathy (or sympathy).  And as it is presumed (because the novel is semiautobiographical of its author, a lesbian activist) that Bone rejects motherhood altogether for a sexual preference for women, like her Aunt Raylene, another of the novel’s strong and defiant women.

Pontuale, referring back to The Awakening, notes that “motherhood is a central issue for Edna, who struggles against the social conventions of an age that regards it as the primary role through which a woman defines herself” (39). For Edna Pontellier, motherhood was “a responsibility which she had blindly assumed and for which Fate had not fitted her” (Chopin 63).  Edna herself says that “I would give up the unessential; I would give my money, I would give my life for my children; but I wouldn’t give myself” (97).  Edna doesn’t value her life as highly as her self – her agency, her ability to act according to her own desires.
In this respect, Ivy Rowe, in Lee Smith’s epistolary novel Fair and Tender Ladies, bears striking similarities to Edna Pontellier’s character.  Ivy Rowe, too, has extramarital affairs in a defiant spirit to assert her own sexuality and in a refusal to be identified as a wife and mother, but instead as a woman with her own agenda.  Her earliest affair left her pregnant and “ruint” (Smith 114); and her last affair caused her lengthy absence from home which contributed to the death of her daughter (239).  Ivy Rowe does not abandon her children permanently in death as Edna Pontellier does, but like Edna, Ivy abandons her children at length to pursue a sexual desire – defiant of the consequences and without regret.  In her letter addressed to Silvaney, Ivy confesses that “I would have stayed with him until I starved to death and died, I reckon, living on love…however long it lasted, whatever the cost” (237).  It cost Ivy a child and the confidence of her husband, but she remained defiant and determined to pursue her own desires, regardless of the expectations of the people around her.  Lee Smith writes Ivy’s character in defiance of her readers’ expectations of a woman in Ivy’s position.  In an interview with Lee Smith, Virginia Smith points out that “not idealizing or censoring [Ivy] was a gutsy step to take in writing a first-person woman’s narrative” (791).  Smith agrees, and Ivy remains defiant to the end.  Ivy confesses to her defiance in a letter written to Silvaney, “And now I am old… and my soul is as wild as ever! I am glad of it too” (270).  In introducing Ivy Rowe to the world, Smith’s novel, too, celebrates and contributes to the independent spirit and sexual liberation that women more freely enjoy today. 
Though a woman’s asserting her sexual appetite is often a defiant move, defiance is asserted in still other ways.  Education has been the means by which many women have defiantly overcome an oppressive possible future for a more agreeable one.  Sara Smolinsky, in Anzia Yezierska’s Bread Givers, provides perhaps the best example of a defiant young heroine to use education as an avenue to defy the traditional role her parents had expected her to follow, and rather to make a conscious endeavour to become an independent ‘Americanized’ woman.
Sara has a difficult time becoming the American woman that she wants to be; she encounters resistance from multiple fronts – not only from the patriarchal society of early twentieth-century America but also from the religious and cultural heritage to which her father so vehemently adheres, as Gay Wilentz notes in his essay, “Cultural Mediation and the Immigrant’s Daughter: Anzia Yezierska’s Bread Givers.  
Counterpoised in this novel are the duty of the wives and daughters to support the family and their acceptance of the secondary status consigned to them.  The duty of the daughters also includes marrying men who have been successful materially or remaining at home to work if no suitor rich enough appears… Against this rigid system…Sara revolts.  (35)
Sara’s defiance exists on many levels.  She does not want to be, as Edna Pontellier has said, a ‘dupe to illusions,’ but wants to be a “person” (Yezierska 21).   Sara discovers at an early age what it means to be a ‘person,’ as one who earns her own way.  And in becoming a ‘person,’ she becomes an American – and American woman.  As Berel Bernstein defiantly suggests to Sara’s father, Reb, “In America everybody got to earn his living first” (48).  Sara realizes by watching her father ruin her sisters’ lives that she wants no part of that life.  She wants to make her own living.  She feels a hopeful sense of that possibility in being an American.  When she decides to leave home, she explodes in defiance to her father.  She says “Thank God, I’m living in America! You made the lives of the other children! I’m going to make my own life! … My will is stronger than yours.  I’m going to live my own life.  Nobody can stop me.  I’m not from the old country.  I’m American!” (Yezierska 138).  In revolting against her father’s ‘rigid (old world) system’ to become ‘American,’ Sara’s defiance leads her to seek an education, where she encounters further resistance as an outsider and a woman, but (defiantly) perseveres and succeeds.  
Dr. Christie Launius, in her essay “The Three R’s: Reading (W)riting and Romance in Class Mobility Narratives” sees Sara’s desire for education and Americanization as an extension of the desire for ‘class mobility.’  Furthermore, Launius states, “[Sara’s] reasons for seeking class mobility through education are tied to [her] gender position; more specifically, to a rejection of the limitations placed on [her life]” (144).  Absolutely, Sara wants to break free from the impositions of her father’s ‘Old World’ beliefs; but, whether it is from a desire for class mobility or a desire to live a better life that Sara’s drive for education stems, at its core is simply a desire for autonomy and independence – to be a ‘person.’
In asserting herself as an independent American woman, Sara remains defiant to the cultural and religious traditions of her father’s ‘Old World.’ This is evident in her refusal to ‘rent,’ or tear, her garments at her mother’s funeral (Yezierska 255) and in her dating Hugo, a man of her own choosing (279).  Sara’s romance with Hugo is defiant because it does not follow tradition in that he was chosen for her by her father but rather is a product of Sara asserting herself, ‘making her own life.’  
The ending of the novel offers an ambiguous reconciliation between Sara and her father.  Wilentz notes that “through [her] mediation, she finds a way to be true both to her culture and the American ideal of independence” (35).  Sara wins her battles; she graduates from college and secures a home and job – she becomes educated and independent.  She was certainly seeking (and achieves) ‘class mobility’ through her education, but it was her defiance that allowed her to do so.

For a young woman to pursue her education today hardly seems defiant or out of the ordinary, which is a testament to the effectiveness of the defiance asserted by countless women like Sara Smolinsky (and her author) in the decades leading up to the present.  This becomes evident in Josefina López’s work, which is the most recent work, in terms of setting.
López’s play, Real Women Have Curves, presents Ana, a defiant young heroine coming to terms with her own body as unique and separate from any established societal archetype for how a woman should present herself.  As well, Ana sees an opportunity at gaining an education as an avenue to defy her mother’s plans for her and to gain her independence.
Ana’s mother, Carmen, nags Ana about her weight and about her appearance. Carmen fears that Ana is not going to be able to enjoy the life that she has had because she will not attract a man or be a good, submissive wife and mother.  Carmen chastises her daughter after Ana takes her clothes off to relieve herself from the heat:


Carmen: Ana, aren’t you embarrassed?


Ana: Why? You already think I’m fat.
Carmen: You know, Ana, you’re not bad looking.  If you lost 20 pounds you would be very beautiful.

Ana: Story of my life…Go ahead.  Pick on me.

Carmen: Why don’t you lose weight? Last time you lost weight you were so thin and beautifuller.

Ana: I like myself.  Why should I?

Pancha: Dona Carmen, Ana is very pretty.  She looks good the way she is.

Ana: Thank you, Pancha.

Carmen: It’s because she’s young.  At this age young girls should try to make themselves as attractive as possible.

Ana: Why? Why not always? You’re overweight too.

Carmen: But I’m already married.

Ana: Is that it? Make myself attractive so that I can catch a man?

Estela: (sarcastically) Ana, listen to them, learn now, “or you’ll end up like Estela.”

Ana: Ama, I do want to lose weight.  But part of me doesn’t because my weight says to everyone, “Fuck you!” 
(López 58)

Ana’s “Fuck you!” is incontrovertibly defiant.  Yet, Carmen reiterates her sentiments about her two daughters, Ana and Estela, not being thin and beautiful or submissive enough to have already married and begun to have children.  “What I should be is a grandmother by now, but the way you and Estela are going, I won’t be for a long time” (López 65).  Ana is not moved by her mother’s guilt-trip.  Ana’s defiance extends not only to her mother, but the entire society in which she lives and from which her mother’s traditional views stem.  Dr. Christie Launius in her essay, “Real Women Have Curves: A Feminist Narrative of Upward Mobility” discusses Ana’s struggle to overcome oppressions associated with women like herself and, like Sara Smolinsky, achieve ‘class mobility.’  “Ana self-identifies as a feminist, and her desire to achieve class mobility via education is inextricably tied to her critiques and rejection of the traditional gender norms and roles for women in both mainstream, Anglo culture and in her Mexican-American working-class community” (16).  Ana knows that her views and her desire for an education are contrary to her mother, her co-workers, and a great many more women of that culture, yet she remains defiant in her struggle to be herself and to achieve her goal to become educated and independent.  Ana is further defiant to the idea that she must maintain a body image inconsistent with her own ideas of herself.  She doesn’t seek outside approval to be proud of herself.  
Ana’s short monologue at the close of the play confirms that she is successful in her endeavours to become educated and to maintain her own ideal self-image, yet includes an ironic cathartic reflection:
I was only glad to know that because I was educated, I wasn’t going to end up like them.  I was going to be better than them.  And I wanted to show them how much smarter and liberated I was.  I was going to teach them about the women’s liberation movement, about sexual liberation and all the things a so-called educated American woman knows.  But in their subtle ways they taught me about resistance. (López 69, my emphasis)

Resistance, or defiance, in women comes in many forms.  Whether it comes from a desire to satisfy a sexual, social, or intellectual appetite, a woman’s desire to assert her independence and agency in defiance of traditionally expected feminine roles is at the core of literature written for women.  In acts of defiance, these women have asserted their freedom and independence in a spirit which is uniquely American.  The novels discussed here are also, in themselves, acts of defiance.  The authors of all of these novels have used their craft in defiance of their cultural prescriptions for traditional feminine roles and feminine writing, thus ‘pushing the envelope’ for women for generations to come.  
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