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    CHAPTER 1   

    On 17 December 2008, Sarah Waters participated in a photo-shoot for one 
of the UK’s oldest, feminist, charitable organisations, The Fawcett Society, 
of which she is a long-standing supporter. For the photo Waters wore one 
of the Fawcett’s famous t-shirts emblazoned with the iconic declaration 
‘This is what a feminist looks like’. Standing with her hands in her pockets, 
Waters looks relaxed. Despite her casual demeanour, though, her gaze is in 
earnest; this is someone who takes feminism seriously yet someone whose 
feminist dedication is something of a second nature, something habitual, it 
is ‘just an instinctive thing’, as she has put it elsewhere. 1  Posted as part of the 
feminist gallery on Fawcett’s website and associated social media outlets, 
the photo appears alongside Waters’s response to the question, ‘Why are 
you a feminist?’. 2  She comments that ‘feminism is part of a wider struggle 
against all inequalities’ only to then retort, ‘Surely the real question should 
be, not “Why are you a feminist” but “Why aren’t you one?”’ 3  This care-
fully phrased response is important, for it not only registers how  being  a 
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feminist is a fundamental belief and part of Waters’s everyday outlook, 
but signals implicitly her resistance to the idea of feminism as something 
outdated and stigmatised. Together, her photo and response indicate how 
 being  a feminist remains a necessity in a world that repeatedly tries to tell 
us that equality between the sexes is achieved and that feminism is no 
longer relevant. Here, Waters does not confi rm what the terms “femi-
nism” and “feminist” mean to her specifi cally, she only goes as far as evok-
ing a particular political outlook and resists elaborating on its specifi city. 
This collection, devoted to the exploration of contemporary feminism in 
Waters’s writings, will not only testify to the fact that feminism as a politi-
cal movement and a form of literary enquiry is still very much alive but 
will seek to elucidate what Sarah Waters’s feminisms are in textual practice. 

 Waters’s œuvre is characterised by its dedication to an extraordinary 
range of feminist concerns, though until now much academic enquiry 
has either assumed or elided her feminist focus. Patriarchy, female con-
fi nement, madness and misogyny, exploitation, oppression, repression 
and subordination, pornography, abortion, marriage and spinsterhood 
sit alongside her passionate portrayals of female agency, desires, aesthet-
ics, female sexual expression, and, of course, lesbianism, to name but a 
few. She is keen to debunk gendered and sexual stereotypes, highlight the 
way in which class intersects with gender and sexuality to maintain female 
oppression, and demonstrate the structural mechanisms that enable patri-
archy’s stranglehold. Yet while Waters’s feminist textual practice is focused 
on a range of feminist issues, her writing—as this collection shows—does 
not sit comfortably within any singular conception of the terms “feminist” 
or “feminism”. Holistically, Waters’s novels are united by their ‘powerfully 
woman centred’ focus, but her feminist dedication speaks to a plethora 
of perspectives from contemporary feminist theories. 4  The chapters pre-
sented here direct us to the ways in which Waters’s portrayals of women 
and gender comfortably accommodate numerous feminist concerns from 
across the so-called “waves” of feminism: fi rst, second, third (and even 
fourth?) wave feminisms and postfeminisms, as well as literary feminisms 
concurrently. There is no singular blueprint to elucidate Waters’s feminism 
nor do any of her novels articulate any singular feminist narrative or dis-
cursive concern. But at the same time, the readings of her work presented 
by the scholars in this project seek to unravel and evaluate in more detail 
some of the particular feminist issues at stake in her writing. The collec-
tion, then, has a dual focus: the feminisms entwined in Waters’s work and 
the enquiry into the different feminisms themselves. 
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1.1     FEMINIST HISTORIOGRAPHY 
 A renewed interest in women’s history was one important achievement in the 
early years of the Women’s Liberation Movement, something famously cap-
tured by Sheila Rowbotham and others during the infamous Ruskin History 
Workshop in Oxford in 1970. Through her fi ction Waters refl ects this con-
cern. Her writings attend avowedly to women and women’s histories; as she 
herself put it in an interview promoting her most recent novel,  The Paying 
Guests  (2014), ‘I pay attention to women’s history [,] To their secret his-
tory and lives, acknowledging meaning in their domestic lives’. 5  Waters fre-
quently explores the way in which dominant notions of womanhood have, at 
different points in the past, placed narrow parameters upon the way in which 
women experienced their lives. This concern is discernable, for instance, in 
the portrayal of homophobia that prevents Kitty Butler from living openly in 
a passionate relationship with Nancy Astley in  Tipping the Velvet  (1998), in 
the cruel power dynamic that makes Maud Lilly tell her story in  Fingersmith , 
so that we ‘might appreciate the forces that work upon me, making me what 
I am’, 6  and in the ridicule endured by both Kay Langrish in  The Night Watch  
(2006) and Caroline Ayres in  The Little Stranger  (2009). Through these 
fi ctional characters, Waters explores how the personal is political, but she also 
interrogates  precisely what the personal, the political, and their intertwining 
has meant at different points in women’s history. 

 It is no coincidence that the period settings of Waters’s fi ctions also 
correlate to the parameters of modern feminist history. Her earliest 
novels— Tipping the Velvet ,  Affi nity  (1999) and  Fingersmith —take place 
in the late nineteenth century, across the period of fi rst-wave feminism 
(in which, as is well known, women focused primarily on the cam-
paign for legal enfranchisement), while the more recent books— The 
Night Watch ,  The Little Stranger  and  The Paying Guests —are situated 
in the nineteen forties and twenties respectively. These are the histori-
cal moments that shaped the advent of the second wave of feminism, 
commonly accepted as 1949, the year in which Simone de Beauvoir’s 
classic work  The Second Sex  was published. That Waters sets her novels 
in and across these formative periods in women’s history directs us to 
her concern for the issues that are at stake in the development and for-
mation of feminism and feminist history. She is a writer acutely aware 
of women’s marginal status in the traditionally patriarchal disciplines 
of history and historiography. Her writings not only challenge such 
marginalisation but contribute to the redefi nition of ‘what counts as 
history worth telling in the fi rst place’. 7  
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 Jerome de Groot has noted how Waters’s academic collaboration with 
Laura Doan marks ‘a key moment in the development of [Waters’s] public 
persona as a historical novelist’. 8  Refl ecting this, Kaye Mitchell acknowl-
edges how Waters’s novels have been:

  crucial in the development of historical fi ction as a genre, contributing to 
its enormous increase in popularity in recent years—on the 2009 Booker 
shortlist on which  The Little Stranger  appeared, for example, every single 
novel could be classifi ed as a ‘historical novel’. 9  

 Mitchell’s observation is important. For Waters, like many other contem-
porary women writers, the genre of historical fi ction enables them and 
their female protagonists ‘a way into history through the back door’. 10  
Sometimes her use of history is strategic and restorative, that is, in her 
feminist project Waters often recuperates lost or elided women’s histories. 
Sometimes her use of history is creative, refl ecting what Jennifer Terry 
describes as ‘deviant historiography’, a ‘method for mapping the com-
plex discursive and textual operation at play in the historical emergence of 
subjects who come to be called lesbians and gay men’. 11  At others times 
it is both of these things simultaneously; she is ‘making up lost time’ as 
she describes it in a collaborative piece with Laura Doan referred to by 
de Groot. 12  But although she is engaged in the creative re-imagining of 
history, this does not amount to the depiction of feminist utopias. To the 
contrary, not only does Waters often take on issues that cause divisions 
between women (such as class and economics) but her fi ctions also articu-
late the persistent challenge that feminist endeavour presents to women. 
Freedom, happiness and the resolution of feminist concerns are rarely 
granted easily to women in Waters’s novels, but hope and the possibility 
of change are often (though not always) found in her trademark ambigu-
ous endings. 13  

 As Mitchell also notes, the question of Waters’s use of feminism in 
the context of historical fi ction ‘runs through the critical reception of 
[Waters’s] work’ because, as noted, ‘each of her novels engages with issues 
of gender politics in some manner and each evinces a feminist interest in 
women’s lives, bodies, histories and relationships’. 14  Yet because of her 
use of the historical genre, scholarly approaches to her work have, in the 
main, tended to frame her work most prominently in relation to the nine-
teenth century and nineteenth-century feminisms, something understand-
able given the period settings of these works. Thus, while Jeannette King 
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places Waters’s early fi ctions in the context of a ‘wider project, pioneered 
by second wave feminism, of rewriting history from a female perspective, 
and recovering the lives of women who have been excluded or margin-
alised’, she primarily situates the work within a historical context, noting 
the way in which Waters’s fi ctions speak to the broad discourses surround-
ing the “woman question” in the late nineteenth century (as the title of 
Kings’s book indicates). 15  Cora Kaplan, meanwhile, fi nds that  Fingersmith  
articulates a ‘coda’ for an enlightened approach to understanding gender 
politics in the nineteenth century; one that brings to Victorian studies 
the benefi t of hindsight and new insights offered by second-wave femi-
nism, all of which offer greater understandings of women’s history. 16  And, 
although she does not reference fi rst-wave feminism directly, Rosario Arias 
proposes that Waters’s portrayal of female confi nement—in  Affi nity , in 
particular—‘incarnates the nineteenth-century image of the woman who 
lived outside the prescribed normativity, the celibate woman or spinster, 
and the lesbian’. 17  Even readings of gender in Waters’s more recent nov-
els set in the 1940s are, for many scholars, in thrall to the politics of the 
nineteenth-century past. Ann Heilmann, for instance, fi nds that  The Little 
Stranger  plays out ‘a dual historical framework, the Victorians and the 
1940s’ that draws attention to the ways in which the post-war period 
remained haunted by unresolved issues of trauma and class that are at once 
nostalgic but problematised. 18  

 Focus on the historicity of gender at play in Waters’s writings has 
provided invaluable insights into the novels. As Rachel Carroll sees it, 
however, this approach emerges out of a privileging of the novels as ‘his-
torically grounded’, because priority is given to the way in which Waters 
appropriates ‘the sensibilities of late-nineteenth-century literary conven-
tions’. 19  A consequence of this is that an evaluation of her engagement 
with contemporary feminisms or their relevance for the present day is 
often overlooked, and it is signifi cant that in her own academic writing, 
Waters herself has bemoaned the way in which ‘preoccupation with the 
form of the historical novel […] has obstructed analysis of its content’. 20  
At stake is a potential oversight concerning Waters’s signifi cance as a 
contemporary feminist author, for she not only uses the historical form 
to comment on the present  and  modern gender politics but her writ-
ing is actively informed by them. Notably Mark Llewellyn gestures to 
this possibility in his discussion of  Affi nity , where he notes that while 
Waters employs ‘a modern interpretation of gendered Victorian social 
norms which looks backwards for its settings’, the novel also looks to 
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‘the present for its wider implications’. 21  Louisa Yates, however, goes 
further, noting in her evaluation of  Tipping the Velvet  that while Waters 
is attentive to the gendered politics of the past, her use of genre (neo-
Victorianism) appropriates the past as a stage to rehearse gendered and 
sexual concerns and debates of the present. 22  

 That Waters’s feminist textual politics should be informed by con-
temporary feminisms in particular should be no surprise. After all, born 
in the late 1960s, her formative years took place across the years of the 
Women’s Liberation Movement. Although she has said that her child-
hood was ‘nothing memorable’ and focused mainly on watching ‘an 
awful lot of telly, sci-fi , horror and Doctor Who’, 23  Waters grew up in 
the 1970s and the 1980s, a time of “women’s libbers” when ‘feminism 
was a public activity’. 24  Feminism’s public “face” was manifest in and 
across political protests taking place at the time. The original Take Back 
the Night marches, for instance, took place across the early 1970s. The 
antinuclear and antimilitarisation of the women’s Greenham Common 
Peace camp ran from 1981 onwards, and the end of the 1980s saw organ-
ised and widespread resistance to Clause 28 of the Local Government 
Authority Act of 1988 that prohibited authorities from promoting 
homosexuality publicly (to name just a few). Thus, as Victoria Hesford 
notes, feminism in the 1970s and 1980s ‘was part of the everydayness 
of British life’. 25  

 This political climate certainly found expression in Waters’s reading 
habits and later, via her academic writing, something which culminated in 
her doctoral thesis on gender and sexuality in contemporary historical gay 
and lesbian writing. 26  From this, Waters produced a number of research 
articles, all of which are connected by their shared feminist agenda. 27  
These feminist readings and contexts, and the gaps she identifi ed in them, 
inspired her creative writing. Thus Lucie Armitt astutely concludes in her 
chapter in this collection:

  Waters is ahead of us in the games she knows we want to play with her 
works, laying out before us in fi ctional form the pre-existing theoretical 
concepts for which she knows we are searching. After all, it seems hard to 
believe that Waters could have written  Tipping the Velvet  without know-
ing Judith Butler’s  Gender Trouble  (1990); unlikely that she could have 
written  Affi nity  without being familiar with Michel Foucault’s  The History 
of Sexuality  (1984–5); improbable that she could have written  The Little 
Stranger  without reading Terry Castle’s  The Apparitional Lesbian  (1993). 28  
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1.2        CONTEMPORARY FEMINIST CRITICISM 
 Diana Wallace notes that ‘the questions which some of the best [histori-
cal] novelists […] ask about the relationships between gender, power, 
nationality, sexuality, religion and violence are still, sadly, all too relevant’ 
today. 29  Within the body of scholarship devoted to Waters, several scholars 
have been attuned to the ways in which Waters’s writing draws on, and is 
informed by, contemporary feminist theory. But what, specifi cally, has this 
body of work identifi ed so far? 

 Rachel Carroll’s work has provided two persuasive explorations of het-
erosexuality in  Affi nity . Carroll demonstrates that, in  Affi nity , Waters’s 
representation of the trope of “ghosting” speaks to Terry Castle’s famous 
invocation of lesbianism as apparitional. The novel’s portrayal of the fi gure 
of the spinster highlights the way in which unmarried women continue to 
be glossed and misted over in a culture in which, as Adrienne Rich pointed 
out, heterosexuality (as an institution) requires women to comply with 
the expectation of marriage and children. Deviation from such gendered 
“scripts” means that non-normative expressions of female gender leads to 
cultural invisibility. 30  

 In a second discussion of  Affi nity , Carroll also fi nds that Waters’s dis-
placement of heteropatriarchal gender and sexual categories facilitates a 
means of rethinking the historical “origins” of heteronormativity as much 
as queer identities and histories. 31  Although a radically different topic, in 
a discussion of  Fingersmith  in relation to third wave feminism, Nadine 
Muller fi nds that Waters’s third novel similarly enables a rethinking of 
gender relations but this time with regard to mother-daughter relation-
ships and feminist genealogy itself. 32  Noting that matrilineal genealogies 
are a received metaphor in feminist discourse, Muller argues that the com-
plex web of fractured mother–daughter relations in  Fingersmith  refl ect a 
broader discursive debate between second and third feminism, in which 
the infl uence and knowledge of the former both shapes and restricts the 
defi nition of the latter. Although Muller comes to few easy conclusions sur-
rounding this long-standing debate, her contextualisation of  Fingersmith  
as playing out a broader theoretical debate is important in the context of 
the small but growing body of literary criticism on Waters that is informed 
by contemporary feminism. 

 In a different context, elsewhere both Nadine Muller and Claire 
O’Callaghan have examined the politics of pornography at play in 
 Fingersmith . Where Muller sees the novel situated within third-wave 
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 feminist discourses on pornography, O’Callaghan sees the novel as in 
dialogue with, and responsive to, the feminist debates deriving from the 
so-called feminist “sex wars” of the 1980s and 1990s, in which schol-
ars were divided about the nature and function of women’s engagement 
with pornography. 33  Remaining with sexual politics, O’Callaghan has also 
found that the expression of lesbian sexuality in  Tipping the Velvet  cel-
ebrates the valorisation of lesbian sexuality articulated by numerous femi-
nist scholars. 34  

 Away from the specifi cities of gender and sexuality, however, a number 
of scholars have used contemporary feminisms to investigate other themes 
and concerns in Waters’s writings. Adele Jones, for instance, writes that 
 The Night Watch  ‘is concerned with the interplay between identity for-
mation and subjectivity, space and time’. 35  Jones draws on the work of 
feminist geographer, Doreen Massey, and Judith Halberstam, to argue 
that Waters’s representations of both domestic and public places are spaces 
in which the voices of those marginalised characters become articulated, 
and the formations of those spaces are changed by the circulation of the 
non-normative desires expressed by the characters. Although this analy-
sis speaks to the concerns expressed by, for example, O’Callaghan in her 
exploration of domestic space, 36  the discussion in Jones’s article focuses 
on reading Waters through a feminist lens rather than reading feminism 
through Waters’s representations. 

 Signifi cantly, a number of scholars have also identifi ed some of the cul-
tural politics of lesbian feminism at play in Waters’s writing. Paulina Palmer, 
for instance, views a connection between lesbian feminism and lesbian 
reading and writing practices in Waters’s fi rst four novels. Contextualising 
her approach within postmodern theoretical perspectives and contempo-
rary constructions of the lesbian writer and reader, Palmer emphasises the 
metafi ctional and transhistorical nature of Waters’s writings in an attempt to 
account for why her novels prove so popular to modern audiences. 37  Sonja 
Tiernan, meanwhile, has explored the strategic deployment of lesbian- 
feminist referents in  Tipping the Velvet . 38  More recently, Rachel Wood has 
explored the role of walking practices as a lesbian-feminist trope in  The 
Night Watch  (although notably Wood is hesitant to label such practices 
explicitly as lesbian-feminist and opts for ‘queer’as an umbrella term). 39  

 Waters’s exploration of gender and women’s sexuality has also been dis-
cussed in relation to queer theory, for, as Mitchell points out, one of the 
ways in which the relationship between the past and the present in Waters’s 
writings are regularly attended to is through use of the term ‘queer’. 40  Queer 
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readings of Waters’s writings can be divided into those which focus on gen-
der, with which this collection is concerned, and those that use queer strate-
gies to analyse broader aspects of Waters’s writings. 41  With regards to the 
former, Sarah Gamble, Cheryl Wilson and Mandy Koolen have all provided 
useful readings of the queer narrative strategies deployed in  Tipping the Velvet  
and  Affi nity . Gamble, for instance, has focused on narrative and gender and 
sexual discourse, exploring the meaning of gendered and sexual authenticity 
in  Tipping the Velvet  and other neo-Victorian fi ctions. 42  Wilson and Koolen, 
have investigated, in different ways, how  Tipping the Velvet ’s framework is 
queer in and of itself, and how it connects and yet disconnects with Victorian 
conceptions of sexuality and sexual performance. 43  Wilson and Koolen’s his-
toricist-based readings return to the earlier point of prominence given by 
scholars to historicity in Waters’s writing. They offer interpretations of the 
ways in which Waters queers history, something also found in Emma Parker’s 
assessment of gender and the country house narrative in  The Little Stranger . 44  

 More relevant to the representation of gender as discussed in this col-
lection is, Helen Davies’s consideration of  Tipping the Velvet  and  Affi nity  
in her monograph,  Gender and Ventriloquism in Victorian and Neo-
Victorian Fiction  (2012). Davies argues that Waters’s use of voice (and 
its gendering) attends to the multiplicity of identity politics articulated by 
queer discourse. Davies is keen, however, to move beyond conceptualising 
the subversive in her use of queer theory and instead focuses on the way in 
which Waters’s use of queerness functions as a feminist strategy to articu-
late concerns surrounding passivity and women’s agency. 45  Likewise, in her 
discussion of  The Night Watch , Kaye Mitchell’s reading of the queerness of 
time attends to what Mitchell views as the political effect of the nonlinear 
structure of Waters’s fourth novel. 46  Mitchell argues that the signifi cance 
of Waters’s fourth novel is not simply its articulation of queer (here gay 
and lesbian) experiences in the past via an atypical narrative pattern, but 
also its complication of, and challenge to, dominant conceptions of homo-
sexuality and asynchronicity as backward. Refl ecting this concern for the 
gender political in Waters’s portrayal of time, O’Callaghan echoes some of 
Mitchell’s fi ndings in her reading of domestic space in Waters’s fi rst four 
novels, suggesting that Waters’s queering of domestic space reclaims the 
domestic—typically the realm of the heteronormative—as expressive of 
queer identities and desires. 

 In his evaluation of Waters’s use of the term ‘queer’, Jerome de Groot 
considers the complexity of the term at play in her work at both a thematic 
and discursive level, noting that the author’s use ‘of the word seems a minor 
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wink to the reader’ as it ‘reaches out, explicitly brokering a relationship 
between the historically authentic and the contemporary’. 47  De Groot goes 
on to discuss in detail the different ways in which Waters deploys the term 
and how it is often signifi ed. What he does not make explicit, however, is 
that with regard to gender and sexuality in existent criticism devoted to the 
novel, the discussion of queer theory is rarely problematised. On the one 
hand, as Davies has pointed out, ‘it has become a critical commonplace to 
note the infl uence of Judith Butler’s theories of gender as performance’ in 
Waters’s novels (especially  Tipping the Velvet ). 48  On the other, ‘queer’ is 
often confl ated with, accepted as analogous to, or shorthand for, feminism. 
This is not strictly the case. As Elizabeth Weed has noted, although ‘When 
feminism meets queer theory, no introduction seems necessary’, since both 
theories seek to emancipate gendered and sexual minorities from heteropa-
triarchal oppression, it does not mean that feminism and queer theory are 
easily commensurate’. 49  The theories  do  have many similarities. As Weed 
points out both are connected, ‘directly or indirectly, to political move-
ments outside the academy, in some cases to overlapping movements’. 50  
Both are interdisciplinary modes of enquiry, and both constitute them-
selves in ‘critical relation to a set of hegemonic social and cultural forma-
tions’, 51  assessing how gender and sexuality are controlled and maintained 
according to arrangements in the dominant social order. Both approaches 
also offer theoretically informed solutions as to how heteronormative regu-
lation should be resisted. 

 However, while feminism and queer theory ‘share commonalities and 
affi liations’, they are also, as Weed notes, ‘something of an unmatched 
pair’. 52  For many scholars, feminism is in opposition to queer theory when 
it comes to matters of gender and sexuality because feminism’s and queer’s 
‘modes of reference, their priorities and call for action’ are antagonistic: 
queer theory’s interest in discursive construction and linguistics is typically 
contrasted with feminism’s interest in the structural analysis of concepts 
such as patriarchy and capitalism. 53  Queer’s exploration of the decon-
struction and the fl uidity of identities is distinct from feminism’s focus on 
the materiality of the body and how the female body is violated through 
violence. 54  Moreover, queer focuses on ‘local’ and individualised ‘sites 
of performative transgression’ while feminisms engage a broader, global 
struggle concerning women’s participation in ‘state, political and economic 
arenas’. 55  

 Returning to existing scholarship on Waters, the tension between femi-
nisms and queer theories is one that O’Callaghan has explored extensively 
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elsewhere by tracing the way in which the recurrent trope of pearls in 
Waters’s novels often speaks to both feminist and queer theoretical sig-
nifi cations. In this collection, two chapters extend critical analysis of the 
dual presence of feminism and queer theory in Waters’s writing; Kathryn 
Simpson takes up this line of enquiry by exploring the queer/feminist 
overlap in Waters’s  Affi nity  through the frame of Virginia Woolf’s clas-
sic gender-bending novel,  Orlando  (1928); and Louisa Yates pursues 
this avenue through an exploration of parallels between recent feminist/
queer activism and expressions of sexual resistance in Waters’s novels. It is 
Waters’s skill as a novelist that her writings can offer such rich, compelling 
and sophisticated modes of gendered enquiry.  

1.3     WATERS AND A TRADITION OF WOMEN’S WRITING 
 Waters is well aware of her own position within—and in relation to—a 
tradition of women writers, something which Armitt, Simpson, Natasha 
Alden and Jessica Gildersleeve attend to in this collection. Waters has 
credited the work of numerous women authors as infl uencing her work, 
including Charlotte Brontë, Elizabeth Taylor and Iris Murdoch among 
others. 56  She has also noted numerous women writers of lesbian novels as 
inspiration and infl uence, notably Sylvia Townsend Warner, Mary Renault, 
Ellen Galford and Isabel Miller among the most well-known. Reviewers, 
too, have drawn parallels to other women writers. In her famous review 
of  Tipping the Velvet , Mel Steele gleefully compared Waters’s writing to 
that of Jeanette Winterson. 57  Yet Waters herself has been quick to indicate 
that one of the differences between her work and Winterson’s centres 
around their different approaches to the stability of the categories of sex 
and gender, something Winterson rescinds as part of a ‘modernist tradi-
tion, which I don’t feel part of’, and which Waters retains with her empha-
sis on women, their lives and histories. 58  Philip Hensher, like Gina Wisker 
here, also situates Waters within a tradition of female Gothic and female 
middlebrow authors of the mid-twentieth century. Hensher views Waters 
as making ‘a great link between the secrecy of queer sexualities and the 
secrets and revelations of the Gothic tradition. I think she's a big femi-
nine novelist in the large-scale English ensemble tradition of Rosamund 
Lehmann [and] Elizabeth Bowen.’ 59  Wisker, in this collection, draws 
parallels between Waters and Charlotte Brontë, Susan Hill and Daphne 
Du Maurier, while in a very different essay, Gildersleeve reads an affi nity 
between Waters’s neo-forties novels and the writing of Elizabeth Bowen. 
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 But there other celebrated feminist writers who are also clearly infl uen-
tial for Waters, the most notable being Angela Carter. In an interview with 
Abigail Dennis in 2008, Waters says of Carter that what she:

  loved about her was that she was very literary, in the sense that she was very 
aware of the canon and literary tradition, and was a very ambitious writer 
herself, with this wonderful linguistic kind of verve. But she was also a femi-
nist, utterly feminist, and was using all her literary stuff to push an explicitly 
feminist agenda. 60  

 Both writers share an awareness of a tradition of women’s writing that 
is informed by feminist literary theory. In 1972, during the Women’s 
Liberation Movement, Adrienne Rich wrote of re-vision as, ‘the act of 
looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an old text from a 
new critical direction’. 61  Rich claimed that this feminist textual practice 
was ‘more than just another moment in cultural history, but would dis-
tinguish itself rather as an act of survival for women’.  62  For both Waters 
and Carter, an emphasis on women’s drive to self-knowledge more ‘than 
a search for identity’ lies at the heart of their feminist literary agendas. 63   

1.4     THE CHAPTERS 
 A fuller understanding of Waters’s engagement with contemporary fem-
inisms requires an exploration of her work from different perspectives: 
situating her work within a tradition of feminist women’s writing; con-
textualising her novels as in dialogue with the concerns of previous (and 
particular) feminist moments and theories, especially those of the second 
wave (a period we have noted coincided with Waters’s childhood and sub-
sequent academic development); and exploring how her work speaks to 
current and/or ongoing feminist movements and concerns in the twenty- 
fi rst century. It is for this reason that the essays in this volume are split 
across these three broad areas, and together they provide a sustained 
analysis of Waters’s engagement with contemporary feminist literary, cul-
tural and political theory. This split broadly follows the wave metaphor 
within which feminisms are usually placed, though we acknowledge that 
this organising structure does, in some ways, elide the ongoing nature of 
feminist activism and enquiry. 

 The fi rst section of the collection, entitled ‘Feminist Foremothers’, 
focuses on literary feminisms and the feminist intertextual relationships 
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and strategies at play in Waters’s writing. The second essay by Lucie Armitt 
opens with an important discussion of Waters’s novels in relation to the 
feminist literary strategies articulated by Susan Gubar in her 1981 essay 
‘“The Blank Page” and the Issues of Female Creativity’, and, later, Gubar’s 
pioneering literary criticism produced with Sandra Gilbert. For Armitt, 
the orientation of Waters’s writing is avowedly second wave in its impulse. 
Armitt argues that through the narrative connections between storytelling 
and women’s bodies, Waters’s novels bridge the (often)  negative conno-
tations of female creativity associated with the second wave of feminism 
(in the sense that creativity is often linked with women’s suffering) and 
a newer, more emboldened appraisal of the power of that creativity to 
be read as feminist. Armitt also contends that the ways in which Waters 
is situated—and situates herself—in a tradition of women’s writing  and  
literary criticism (evaluated by Gilbert and Gubar), suggests that Waters’s 
self-conscious awareness of the feminist strategies identifi ed by these bas-
tions of feminist literary criticism are tropes and signifi ers that she herself 
carries forward in her fi ction. 

 The next two essays, by Kathryn Simpson and Natasha Alden, address 
the different ways in which Waters’s work is in dialogue with, and respon-
sive to, the writings of Virginia Woolf, often considered one of literary 
feminism’s modern founders. For Simpson, the intertextual relationship 
between Woolf’s 1929 novel,  Orlando , and Waters’s  Affi nity , offers new 
insights into feminist understandings of lesbian desire. Simpson argues that 
both novels not only trouble heteronormative constructions of women’s 
sexual identities in the past but reductive perceptions of non-normative 
female sexuality in the present. Woolf and Waters, Simpson argues, share a 
penchant for subtly articulating the damaging effects of homophobia and 
the repressive effects of Victorian ideals of femininity and gender norms. 
But, through their unique tales of lesbian passion,  Orlando  and  Affi nity  
are united in their shared utility of queer conceptions of female same- 
sex desire as a feminist strategy to explore the intersection of agency and 
sexuality. For Simpson, this parallel creates an important dialectic between 
Woolf and Waters as feminist women writers. 

 Building on Simpson’s discussion of the relationship between Woolf 
and Waters, Natasha Alden takes up a similar concern from a different 
perspective by exploring the ways in which Waters uses notions of the 
past in her narratives of lesbian passion. Alden traces a discernible trajec-
tory in Waters’s feminist writings that move from an early preoccupation 
with queer discourses to more overt feminist politics in her latter works. 


