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Abstract

Contemporary literature has significantly altered the representation of women by moving beyond
plots that define them only through domesticity, romance, victimhood, or moral respectability. This
paper examines how gendered identity and resistance are represented in Margaret Atwood’s The
Handmaid’s Tale, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Purple Hibiscus, Han Kang’s The Vegetarian, and
Bernardine Evaristo’s Girl, Woman, Other. Using feminist literary criticism, gender performativity,
intersectionality, postcolonial feminism, and feminist narratology, the study argues that these texts
rewrite women’s experiences at both thematic and formal levels. They expose how patriarchal power
operates through family, religion, race, class, sexuality, language, reproductive control, and the
regulation of the body. At the same time, they present resistance as plural and context-dependent
rather than as one dramatic act of liberation. Resistance may take the form of speech, silence, bodily
refusal, memory, art, migration, testimony, or collective solidarity. The analysis further shows that
narrative authority is central to feminist resistance: women who were historically observed and
interpreted become narrators, witnesses, and producers of knowledge. Nevertheless, these novels
avoid presenting resistance as simple or uniformly successful. Their protagonists remain vulnerable,
divided, and socially constrained. By preserving this complexity, the texts challenge both patriarchal
stereotypes and simplified narratives of empowerment.

Keywords: gender, identity, resistance, contemporary literature, feminism, intersectionality,
narrative voice

1. Introduction

Gender is not only a personal characteristic; it is also a social system that influences whose voice is
trusted, whose body is controlled, and whose experiences are treated as culturally important. For long
periods, influential literary traditions positioned women as objects of male desire, obedient daughters,
self-sacrificing mothers, silent victims, or moral rewards within a male protagonist’s development.

Feminist critics questioned the assumptions of the literary canon and examined how narrative
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conventions made women secondary, unknowable, or symbolically useful rather than fully human
subjects (Gilbert & Gubar, 1979; Showalter, 1981).

Contemporary women-centred fiction does more than replace a male hero with a female one.
It examines the institutions and languages through which gendered identity is produced. Simone de
Beauvoir’s foundational argument that woman is historically made into the social “Other” remains
useful because it identifies femininity as a position created within unequal relations rather than an
unchanging biological destiny (de Beauvoir, 2011). Later theorists have complicated this position by
demonstrating that gender intersects with race, class, sexuality, religion, nationality, and colonial
history. Women therefore do not experience oppression or resistance in identical ways.

This paper analyses four novels from different cultural and historical contexts: Atwood’s The
Handmaid’s Tale, Adichie’s Purple Hibiscus, Han’s The Vegetarian, and Evaristo’s Girl, Woman,
Other. The central argument is that contemporary literature rewrites women’s experiences in two
connected ways. First, it exposes how gendered power is normalized through everyday institutions
and relationships. Second, it transforms narrative authority by allowing women to interpret,
remember, and contest the identities imposed upon them. Resistance in these works is not always

public, heroic, or successful. It is often fragmented, relational, bodily, and morally complicated.

1.1 Research Aim and Method

The aim of this paper is to compare how the four novels construct female identity and represent
resistance to patriarchal power. The study uses qualitative close reading, paying attention to
characterization, narrative perspective, symbolism, setting, and formal structure. The analysis is
informed by feminist literary criticism, intersectionality, postcolonial feminism, and feminist
narratology. Rather than claiming that the novels represent all women, the paper treats each text as a
culturally situated account of how particular women negotiate power. This approach follows
Mohanty’s (1984) warning against reducing women, especially women outside the West, to one

homogeneous and powerless category.

2. Theoretical Framework

A feminist analysis of contemporary literature must distinguish between biological difference and the
social production of gender while also recognizing that this distinction is never entirely simple. Butler
(1990) argues that gender is repeatedly produced through socially regulated acts, gestures, speech,
clothing, and bodily conduct. Literature can reveal this process by showing how characters learn to

perform acceptable femininity and what happens when they refuse.
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Intersectionality provides a second essential framework. Crenshaw (1989, 1991) demonstrates
that gender cannot be separated from race and other structures of inequality. A woman may be
disadvantaged not through sexism alone but through a specific interaction of sexism, racism, class
inequality, migration status, or institutional exclusion. Collins (2000) similarly emphasizes that
marginalized women generate knowledge from social positions that dominant institutions often
dismiss. These perspectives are especially relevant to Evaristo’s representation of Black British
women and Adichie’s depiction of gender within postcolonial Nigeria.

Feminist narratology connects social power to literary form. Lanser (1992) argues that
narrative voice is also a form of authority: to tell a story is to claim the right to define events and
interpret experience. Accordingly, a woman’s first-person narration, a fragmented testimony, or a
collective voice can resist traditions in which women are described from outside. Hall’s (1996)
account of identity as an ongoing process rather than a completed essence also supports this analysis.
The female subject in contemporary fiction is not simply discovered beneath oppression; she is

continuously produced through memory, conflict, relationships, and acts of self-description.

3. Voice, Religion, and Domestic Power in Purple Hibiscus

In Purple Hibiscus, Adichie (2003) represents patriarchy through the contradiction between Eugene
Achike’s public reputation and his private conduct. Eugene is admired as a wealthy businessman,
generous Catholic, and courageous critic of political corruption. Inside the home, however, he
controls his wife and children through rigid schedules, religious fear, emotional manipulation, and
physical violence. Patriarchal authority does not appear only as openly traditional male dominance;
it may operate through education, wealth, Christianity, and the language of moral discipline.

Kambili’s silence is the novel’s most important sign of this control. She has learned that
speaking incorrectly may lead to punishment, disappointment, or violence. Consequently, she reads
facial expressions and pauses more easily than she expresses her own needs. Her limited speech is
not evidence of a naturally passive personality. It is a learned survival practice. By narrating the story
through Kambili’s consciousness, Adichie reveals how violence reshapes language from within. The
reader recognizes abuse before Kambili can fully name it, which creates a painful distance between
experience and understanding.

Aunty Ifeoma’s household offers an alternative social space. It is financially insecure but
intellectually and emotionally alive. Debate, laughter, disagreement, and affection are permitted.
Ifeoma is not represented as free from social pressure, yet she models a form of female authority

based on education and dialogue rather than fear. Her home allows Kambili to experiment with

Copyright@ijaer.org Page 873



IJAER/ July-August 2025/Volume-14/Issue-4 ISSN: 2278-9677

speech, friendship, desire, and a less punitive religious identity. This development supports hooks’s
(2000) view that resistance to sexism requires changes in relationships and everyday practices, not
only formal declarations of equality.

The purple hibiscus symbolizes this experimental freedom. It is unusual, cultivated, and
capable of growth, suggesting that new forms of identity require conditions in which they can be
sustained. Kambili does not become a conventionally heroic rebel. Her resistance appears through
gradual changes in speech, perception, and emotional loyalty. Most importantly, the formerly silenced
daughter becomes the narrator of the family’s history. Her narrative undermines Eugene’s public

authority by preserving the truth of what occurred within the home.

4. The Body and Refusal in The Vegetarian

Han’s The Vegetarian presents the female body as a contested space. Yeong-hye’s decision
to stop eating meat seems private, but her husband and family interpret it as a rejection of her
obligations as a wife and daughter (Han, 2016). Their reaction demonstrates that food, appearance,
sexuality, and obedience are connected to social expectations of femininity. Her husband does not
initially ask what her decision means to her. He judges it according to the inconvenience,
embarrassment, and loss of control it creates for him.

The novel’s narrative structure intensifies this problem. Yeong-hye is the central figure, but
the major sections are narrated through the perspectives of her husband, brother-in-law, and sister.
She is repeatedly observed, desired, diagnosed, and managed. Her direct inner voice appears mainly
through brief, disturbing dream fragments. This formal absence makes the reader experience the
violence of interpretation: Yeong-hye is constantly explained by others, while her own explanation
remains incomplete. Feminist narratology helps clarify why this matters. Narrative access is
distributed unequally, reproducing the social denial of Yeong-hye’s authority over her body and story
(Lanser, 1992).

Her vegetarianism develops into a broader refusal of violence, consumption, and human
domination. However, the novel does not present bodily refusal as an uncomplicated path to freedom.
Yeong-hye’s desire to become plant-like rejects the social world, but it also moves toward self-
erasure. Her brother-in-law’s artistic fascination appears to recognize her difference, yet he also turns
her body into an object of aesthetic and sexual possession. The text therefore distinguishes between
looking at a woman and recognizing her autonomy.

In-hye, Yeong-hye’s sister, provides a critical comparison. She has performed the roles of

responsible daughter, wife, mother, and worker, but gradually realizes that socially approved
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normality has required the suppression of her own exhaustion and anger. Yeong-hye’s apparent
abnormality exposes the damage hidden inside obedience. The novel consequently reverses the terms
of judgment: the resistant woman is labelled ill, while the violence of family and gender discipline is
treated as ordinary. Resistance here is powerful as exposure, but it remains tragically difficult to

transform into a sustainable life.

5. Memory, Reproductive Control, and Testimony in The Handmaid’s Tale

The Handmaid’s Tale represents a state that organizes women according to reproductive and domestic
functions. In Gilead, clothing, names, ritual, surveillance, and controlled literacy visibly enforce
gender hierarchy (Atwood, 1985). Offred’s assigned name indicates possession, while the
Handmaids’ red clothing reduces individual identity to a reproductive category. The regime presents
these arrangements as natural and religiously justified, demonstrating how political power can turn
selective interpretations of tradition into institutional control.

Gilead also divides women into Wives, Handmaids, Marthas, Aunts, and other ranks. This
classification prevents solidarity by giving some women limited authority over others. Aunt Lydia is
particularly important because she shows that patriarchal institutions may recruit women as enforcers.
Atwood’s analysis therefore avoids the simplistic claim that gender oppression is maintained only
through direct conflict between men and women.

Offred’s most persistent form of resistance is memory. She remembers her former name,
child, partner, employment, friendships, and freedom to read. These memories preserve an identity
that exceeds Gilead’s official categories. Yet the remembered past was not completely equal.
Women’s rights were vulnerable partly because earlier forms of sexism had become familiar and
politically underestimated. The novel therefore warns that authoritarian gender control may emerge
through gradual normalization rather than one sudden transformation.

Her narration is fragmented, uncertain, and sometimes self-correcting. Offred imagines
alternative versions of events and acknowledges what she cannot know. This instability is not a
narrative weakness. It reflects the conditions of testimony under surveillance and trauma. By telling
the story, she creates a record that the regime did not authorize. The later “Historical Notes,” in which
male scholars discuss her account with academic distance and humour, complicate this achievement.
Her voice survives, but it can still be trivialized by institutions of interpretation. The novel thus argues

that justice requires not only the recovery of women’s testimony but also ethical practices of listening.
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6. Intersectional Identity and Collective Voice in Girl, Woman, Other

Girl, Woman, Other broadens feminist representation through twelve interconnected lives, most of
them Black British women from different generations (Evaristo, 2019). The novel rejects the idea that
one heroine can represent a universal female experience. Its characters differ in age, class, sexuality,
occupation, education, family history, and relationship to feminism. Their differences are not
secondary details; they shape how each character experiences opportunity, discrimination, intimacy,
and belonging.

Amma’s movement from radical theatre to institutional recognition raises questions about
whether entry into elite cultural spaces represents success, compromise, or both. Carole’s professional
achievement does not eliminate the racial and class tensions that structure her relationships.
Dominique’s search for freedom leads into an abusive partnership, showing that apparently
progressive identities do not automatically prevent domination. Morgan’s non-binary identity
unsettles fixed assumptions about the category “woman.” These stories embody Crenshaw’s (1991)
argument that social identities are formed at intersecting structures of power rather than along one
isolated axis.

Evaristo’s style supports this intersectional vision. The novel uses flowing lines, limited
punctuation, multiple perspectives, and connections that become visible across separate life stories.
This form weakens the boundary between individual and collective experience. It also creates a
communal narrative authority similar to the forms discussed by Lanser (1992). Instead, meaning
emerges through comparison, disagreement, and unexpected connection.

The novel also rewrites British national identity. Black women are not represented as outsiders
who recently entered a complete national story. Their work, migration, art, parenting, education,
activism, and memory are part of the making of Britain itself. Collins’s (2000) emphasis on
marginalized women as producers of knowledge is relevant here: the characters do not merely suffer
history; they interpret and create it. Resistance is therefore collective without being harmonious.
Solidarity must be built through listening and self-criticism because women can reproduce class

prejudice, racism, generational conflict, and exclusion even while resisting sexism.

7. Comparative Discussion

The four novels demonstrate that patriarchal power works through different but connected
mechanisms. In Purple Hibiscus, the family and religion discipline speech. In The Vegetarian,

domestic expectations and medicalized judgment regulate the body. In The Handmaid’s Tale, the
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state institutionalizes reproductive control and restricted literacy. In Girl, Woman, Other, inequality
operates through intersecting structures of gender, race, class, sexuality, and cultural belonging. These
differences confirm Mohanty’s (1984) argument that women’s oppression cannot be explained
through a single universal model.

The texts also present resistance through several modes. Kambili’s developing voice shows
resistance as speech and reinterpretation. Yeong-hye’s refusal makes the body a site of protest,
although her resistance approaches self-destruction. Offred uses memory and testimony to preserve a
prohibited self. Evaristo’s characters create artistic, professional, sexual, familial, and political forms
of belonging. In each case, identity is not a fixed essence waiting to be recovered. As Hall (1996)
suggests, it is produced through history, difference, and representation.

A major shared feature is the rejection of the heroic model of liberation. The protagonists do
not simply defeat oppression through individual courage. Kambili needs alternative relationships and
spaces of care. Yeong-hye’s refusal cannot protect her from exploitation. Offred survives partly
through compromise and uncertainty. Evaristo’s characters remain contradictory even when
politically aware. This complexity prevents women from being idealized as pure victims or flawless
rebels.

Speech can create testimony, but silence may also be a survival strategy or bodily refusal. At
the same time, silence can be imposed by fear, exclusion, or narrative mediation. The ethical question
is therefore not whether a woman speaks loudly, but whether she has meaningful control over how
her experience is represented. Butler’s (1990) theory of gender performativity helps explain why even
small refusals matter: when socially required acts are interrupted, the apparent naturalness of gender
roles becomes visible.

Finally, these novels show that resistance requires both individual and collective dimensions.
hooks (2000) describes feminism as a movement against sexism and oppression rather than as the
advancement of a few individual women. The selected works support this wider understanding. They
suggest that rewriting women’s experiences is not merely a matter of adding strong female characters.
It requires transforming the narrative, social, and political structures that determine what strength,

freedom, and even womanhood are allowed to mean.

8. Conclusion

Contemporary literature rewrites women’s experiences by challenging both the social construction of
gender and the literary forms that have historically limited female subjectivity. The Handmaid’s Tale,

Purple Hibiscus, The Vegetarian, and Girl, Woman, Other expose how identity is shaped through
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family, religion, race, class, sexuality, language, memory, bodily discipline, and state power. Their
women are neither naturally submissive nor automatically liberated. They are historically situated
subjects who negotiate unequal conditions through speech, silence, refusal, testimony, creativity, and
solidarity.

The most important transformation occurs in narrative authority. Women who might once
have appeared only as symbols, victims, wives, daughters, or objects of observation become
interpreters of their own worlds. Even when their voices are fragmented or mediated, the texts make
that limitation visible and politically meaningful.

By refusing a universal image of womanhood, these novels also deepen feminist analysis.
They show that gender cannot be separated from racial, economic, cultural, sexual, and national
identities. Rewriting women’s experiences consequently requires attention to difference as well as
solidarity.
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