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Introduction

You may write me down in history
With your bitter, twisted lies
You may trod me in the very dirt
But still, like dust, I’ll rise.

Maya Angelou: I’ll Rise

Deviant Women: Socio -Cultural Perspectives
This collection of articles is about women who deviate from socially constructed 
norms of femininity. It is about actual or fictional women who, in their narrative 
portrayals, shake up their contemporary social order through their acts and life 
choices. The contributors to this volume show the insistence of these women, 
portrayed in sources from different times and cultures, to claim visibility and 
recognition in contexts where ‘woman’ denotes marginalisation and otherness. 
Thus, it is also about the production of knowledge beyond established and often 
male norms.

This volume embraces a revisionist project in that the contributions included 
in it produce (re)readings of narratives of femininities that highlight women’s 
strategies for navigating the world by way of subtle negotiation or violent refusal 
to conform to social requirements. The authors of this volume trace the cultural 
and societal backgrounds of how women become defined as deviant through 
discussions of gender, power, ideology, context and tradition. In their chapters, 
they (re)construct both readings of seemingly conformist femininity as narra-
tives of deviance and break down existing, often well -established and influential 
narratives of deviant femininity. Thus, the contributions provide readers with a 
glimpse into a number of cultural and social practices and spheres where women 
have been and still are rendered deviant. In this process, they flag out intelli-
gence, courage and persistence as parts of the female construction of identity.

In patriarchal societies, women who deviate from their culturally and 
situationally ascribed gender norms are almost invariably depicted in terms of 
negativity. They are accused of behaving in an unfeminine way, mimicking or 
attempting to control male behaviour, as well as labelled violent and aggressive. 
This kind of failure – or refusal – to conform to the culturally ascribed norms of 
femininity not only highlights the norm itself and reveals its centrality in society, 
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but also lifts into visibility the trespassing woman as a special case. The sexual 
voracity and moral corruption often associated with the deviant woman are in-
terpreted as subversive efforts to question the status quo.

Since a great majority of the evidence of troublesome women has been and is 
filtered through male viewpoints, women tend to be spoken of instead of speak-
ing for themselves. For this reason, the cultural fascination with female deviance, 
can, in the same breath, reflect not only the male preoccupation with concepts of 
power, hierarchies, hegemony and control, as well as the insecurities underlying 
these concepts; it can also be interpreted as a recognition of female power. As 
Alicia Gaspar de Alba (2014: 33) notes on the representation of deviant women, 
or what she terms the ‘“bad woman” stereotype’, it ‘is not an objet d’art created by 
an artist, but an artifice of patriarchy created to oppress women and at the same 
time promote the interests of men’.

This will to define women as the ‘other’, as well as label those who refuse to 
follow a culturally ascribed norm, has produced a substantial body of primary 
sources, both material and textual, to elaborate (on) women’s deviance: archives 
and inscriptions as well as art, music and literature contain disapproving depic-
tions of women who abandon the pervasive norms of femininity. In narratives 
that have set the paradigm for the western conceptualisation of femininity, such 
as the Biblical stories of Eve, Delilah and Herodia, deviant women are depicted 
as harbingers of destruction, not only for the heroic male protagonists of the 
stories but the whole of mankind. In Roman literature, the scheming, sexually 
aggressive and uncontrollable woman is often used as a negative paradigm to il-
lustrate the corruption of society. Tacitus, among others, used Messalina’s sexual 
voracity to illuminate the corruption and decay of the Roman Empire rather 
than accurately representing historical womanhood in Rome. Consequently, 
the idea of women’s behaviour and deviation from societal norms has become 
a common device for representations of social decay in both ancient and con-
temporary portrayals. The hegemonic, shrewish behaviour and perceived lack 
of chastity in women are (re)presented as symptomatic of, or interrelated to this 
societal corruption.

The strong tradition of negative portrayals of deviant women in patriarchy, 
alternately called wicked or unruly shrews or madwomen, was addressed by the 
early second wave feminist critics, who in the 1960s started to produce stud-
ies that analysed the association of women with evil, the non -normative or the 
other from a feminist perspective. Rather than associating these women with 
lack, original sin or inherent evil, these studies pay attention to the social con-
structions of femininity in society and representation, and interpret the negative 
female paradigms as a consequence of the binary patriarchal order. Simone de 
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Beauvoir in Le Deuxième Sexe (1949) and Hélène Cixous in Le Rire de la Meduse 
(1975) traced the oppression of women back to Graeco -Roman antiquity, spe-
cifically the classical Greek literature, performance and oral tradition, as a way 
for phallocentric societies to control women. Cixous argued that by project-
ing the Greek myths of Medusa and Abyss, even comic portrayals of mythical 
women -monsters in the past was a means to cast them away and to alienate 
them from civic processes. Further, in their now classic studies, feminist literary 
critics Mary Ellman (1970/1968) and Kate Millet (1977/1969) engage in resist-
ing readings of male -authored representations of women, a practice that has be-
come known as feminist re -vision, with the aim of revealing the ways in which 
misrepresentations of women in texts authored by men produce and maintain 
male hegemony.

Witches and bitches, or deviant women as we call them in this volume, largely 
vanished from the literary scene in the context of second wave feminism toward 
the end of the 1960s and beginning of the 1970s because of the effort by femi-
nist authors to eliminate ‘false stereotypes’ and create positive ‘role models’ for 
women (Aguiar, 2001: 2). This effort to banish, in particular, the conventional 
stereotyping of women in fiction as monstrous and demonic in turn resulted in 
a literature that, as Sarah Appleton Aguiar astutely notes, ‘may seem equally as 
biased in its promotion of female nobility’ (2001: 3). The gradual re -emergence 
of fresh variants of the bitch in contemporary fiction toward the end of the twen-
tieth century, such as Toni Morrison’s eponymous character in Sula (1973) and 
Ginny in Jane Smiley’s A Thousand Acres (1991), on the other hand, represents 
protagonists who are, as Aguiar suggests, less one -dimensional.

When the recognition of women as agents of narrative production as well 
as in representation began to emerge in feminist scholarship during the 1970s 
and 1980s, critical attention was turned to cultural depictions of women who 
made things happen. Mythology, epic and different forms of folklore have cer-
tainly always displayed the ability of female heroines to scheme against others 
(women or their patriarchs), exercise power behind the scenes, use their sexu-
ality and manipulate their surroundings (Gilgamesh, Kalevala, Icelandic Sagas, 
Homeric Epic, to name but some examples). In literature as well as in popular 
representation, an increase of strong agentive and often violent female protago-
nists, brought about by the rise of second wave feminism, was evidenced from 
the 1970s onwards. This was followed by a boom of scholarly work on the strong 
and agentive woman (see Aguiar, 2001; McCaughey and King, 2001; Schubart, 
2007), whose femininity is reiterated in terms of ambiguity – ‘borrowing’ from 
masculinity – within the regulative framework of gender which Judith Butler 
(1990) termed the ‘heterosexual matrix’.



12 Tiina Mäntymäki, Marinella Rodi -Risberg, Anna Foka

Beyond first and second wave theoretical approaches, feminist theory proves 
to be a powerful tool for a stark socio -cultural analysis of depictions of trans-
gressive women at any given time and context (Zajko and Leonard, 2006). 
Against this backdrop, the present volume explores how portrayals of women 
who deviate from the acknowledged norms of femininity have influenced the 
development of feminist thought, and correspondingly how narratives of female 
deviance can be interpreted within a feminist framework. Thus, Deviant Women: 
Cultural, Linguistic and Literary Approaches to Narratives of Femininity, by offer-
ing a multidisciplinary approach to reading deviance in texts in which women 
occupy central positions, aims to make a significant contribution to gender and 
women’s studies. The volume does not simply attempt a universalising gesture 
of subsuming all (exceptional) women under the category of ‘deviant’ women; 
rather it aims to demonstrate that the women represented in the material ana-
lysed in its chapters have been constructed as deviant due to normalisation by 
dominant patriarchal forces.

Towards a Definition of Deviance
Deviance as a sociological concept was introduced in the 1950s and remains 
a vigorous hermeneutic tool. Sociologist Stuart Henry (2009, 2–3) emphasises 
both the social and the processual dynamic of deviance, and defines it as a so-
cial process characterised by contextual, cultural, social and historical factors in 
relation to either psychological, behavioural or physical normality. Through this 
process, an individual or a group of people become defined as radically different, 
or as outsiders (Becker 1973: 8, 10).

Social processes always involve groups of people, and as Henry (2009: 4) points 
out, deviance is not a characteristic of an individual; no one can be deviant as 
such. Being defined in terms of deviance requires a collective recognition of ‘an 
identified difference that the members of a society regard as morally offensive or 
threatening’. Deviance, thus, always requires a certain understanding of norms 
and a collective idea of what counts as their violation (Henry 2009: 4, 5,  10). 
Moreover, deviance embodies the idea of negativity as produced through a di-
vergence from norms: deviance is not mere difference but a radical difference in 
relation to the norms that are experienced as vital enough from the collective’s 
point of view to induce deviance.

Difference always refers to the ideology, system or narrative in relation to 
which the difference is produced. Thus, deviance should be assessed as deeply 
embedded in its socio -cultural context. The representations of people written 
about in this volume who seek a position outside the dominant ideology are 
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bound to be deeply marked by this ideology. As subversion is only imaginable as 
a negation of social norms, even outsiders will carry the marks of these norms 
that she rejects. Her attempts to challenge or totally abandon the system are, in 
the words of Stephen Greenblatt (1980: 209, 9), ‘exposed as unwitting tributes to 
that social construction of identity against which they struggle’ and lead to the 
deviant as being ‘constructed as a distorted image of [the] authority’ she rebels 
against.

Defined by what is regarded as normal, the deviant appears as the other in 
relation to the norm of ‘socially normal’. However, this model is by no means 
straightforward and requires further clarification, because the relation between 
deviant other and norm(al) appears to be more complex than simple binary po-
larities. The other arises as part of the self -rationalisation by the ruling (or more 
accurately, hegemonic) class, which constructs this category as the repository for 
qualities that are the inverse of those ideal(s) it ascribes to itself. The norm is thus 
the fruit of social convention and ordering, while the other is a by -product of so-
cial spacing – a leftover. The otherness of the other and the security of the social 
space (also, therefore, the security of its own identity) are intimately related and 
support one another (Bauman 1993: 237).

Norms of sexuality and sexual behaviour have the tendency to arouse hectic 
debates in patriarchal societies. These norms, although not monolithic, always 
address the basic questions regarding the range of ‘normal’ sexuality, acceptable 
sexual practices and the borders between appropriate, deplorable and prohib-
ited sexuality. As Alicia Gaspar de Alba (2014: 161) puts it: ‘Sex empowers the 
body, sex is agency, the enactment of desire, and in patriarchy, the only ones 
permitted to enact their desires are men; women’s sexuality has to be scrutinized, 
proscribed, protected, or punished at all times’. The ‘problem’ of female sexual-
ity has been – and remains – the topic of countless narratives, as illustrated by 
Bram Dijkstra in his well -known work Idols of Perversity (1986), in which he 
traces widespread misogynist representations of women in nineteenth century 
European culture, all circling around the mystery of women and ‘deviant’ sexual-
ity. The representations analysed by Dijkstra are telling examples of knowledge 
production about women by men: they systematically link evil with female sexu-
ality and show that women narrativised as sexually alluring, as well as women 
who choose to embrace culturally deviant sexuality, risk being condemned, mar-
ginalised and rendered other.

When it comes to gendered concepts of what is norm(al) and what is other, 
there are further implications. Normal and conventional femininity in culturally 
and chronologically remote societies, as discussed in some of the contributions 
to this volume, is a multi -layered issue that goes beyond conventional white 
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femininity and normative heterosexuality. These contributions are not simply 
limited to exploring the representations of white European heterosexual women, 
but also involve women of colour as well as women of other sexualities in their 
respective contexts (see, in this present volume, Karkulehto and Leppihalme; 
Porter; Rodi -Risberg; Wang).

Although negativity, as incorporated in pronounced difference, resides at the 
heart of the definition of deviance, this kind of divergence from normative be-
haviour may, despite the denial, marginalisation or abandonment it denotes, also 
prove empowering from the perspective of individual identities. It is precisely 
this kind of narrative, in which marginalisation and repression turned resistance 
function as places for the deviant women to dwell on their pronounced differ-
ence, that this volume analyses and produces. The authors of the contributions 
to this edited collection offer ways of bringing together a number of approaches 
to narratives of women living and acting against the grain.

Narrative as a Conceptual Starting Point/Perspective
Narrative is one of the important conceptual tools in this volume. When ana-
lysing the narrative of the deviant woman, it is important to understand the 
cultural role of narrative. Through narrative, we organise reality. Therefore, 
narratives play important roles in the structuring of reality as well as the con-
struction of identities and representations (see Currie, 1998). Gender can be 
seen as a narrative that aims at coherence; thus, it is, following French cul-
tural critic Jean -François Lyotard (2004/1979), one of the Grand Narratives, 
which realises the narrative of gender difference as defined by the hegemonic 
ideology. Lyotard also emphasises fragmentation as one of the characteristics 
of postmodern society, which, in regard to gender, means the emergence of 
different, constantly renewing mini -narratives about gender and desire, as de-
scribed, for example, by Judith Butler in Gender Trouble (1990) and Bodies that 
Matter (1993).

Ideology plays an important role in the formation of these narratives. Accord-
ing to Louis Althusser (1971), literature (and representation in general) is a central 
ideological apparatus which repeats and rewrites cultural narratives, promoting 
the present hegemonic ideology and inviting – or ‘interpellating’ – individuals to 
adapt to the subject positions offered to them within the constraints of this ideol-
ogy. In this way, literature repeats and rewrites the narrative of gender through 
representation. This mechanism is not only typical of literature but of all textual 
representation: all narratives of deviant women are part of the cultural narrative 
of femininity and gender in general.
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Perhaps the simplest description of narrative is that it is ‘a story or ordered 
sequential account of events’ (Barker, 2004: 131). A narrative is never innocent 
in the sense that the ordered sequential account of events is always an inaccurate 
depiction of reality, mediated to the reader through more or less conscious nar-
rative choices. In a literary narrative, ‘reality’ appears to the reader either met-
aphorically (Ricoeur, 1986) or as a metacode (White, 1980), and the narrated 
events and identities are constructed through language within certain cultural, 
temporal and generic confines. This means that a textual representation is a pro-
cess of meaning creation constructed through presentation, and, in this process, 
ideologies, cultural practices and values are generated, analysed and reproduced 
(Hall, 2003; Dyer, 2002).

When it comes to deviant women, one of the most important discursive 
constructs to maintain definitions of gender is the heterosexual matrix (Butler, 
1990: 151). It is constructed on dualistic principles regarding the body, gender 
identity and desire. A constant production of gender as uncontradictory within 
this regulative framework is central for the maintenance of the status quo. A 
woman who deviates from the norms of femininity reiterates femininity against 
the grain and thereby questions the gender order, according to which women are 
nurturing, emotional, compliant and passive. The deviant, agentive woman who 
does things to promote her own aims produces a subversive narrative from the 
point of view of the gender order.

The concept of narrative has to do with how the status of ‘text’ is understood. 
As Mikhail Bakhtin (1984/1929) and others have pointed out, texts are by no 
means stable entities but rather multi -voiced and layered constructions that 
allow for an unlimited number of readings. The chapters in this volume analyse 
texts that have been narrativised by novelists, journalists, historians and film-
makers. Through their readings of these texts, the authors of the chapters of this 
volume produce new narratives of female deviance and add their contributions 
to the body of stories of women which may draw on stereotypical images of the 
victim, femme fatale or witch, but which in their readings become multi -layered, 
ambiguous and subversive.

Past Scholarship, Contents and Purpose of the Volume
As pointed out above, gendered deviance is context -based in the sense that what 
is defined as deviant femininity is subjective; it varies from time to time and from 
place to place across different sociocultural contexts. This means that what is 
considered deviant at a specific time and place may not be so in another. Think-
ing historically about deviance opens it up to a critical engagement also with its 
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current state in different fields and disciplines, some of which are cultural, liter-
ary and linguistic. Cultural studies is an extensive area of scholarship and in its 
widest definition can be regarded to comprise the study of all social and cultural 
practices as well the analysis of different forms of cultural expression. Research 
into women who deviate from the norm within cultural studies has, over the 
years, taken countless forms. Rather than making this book yet another collec-
tion of essays on women who deviate from norms, an effort was made to bring 
together research on the representation of deviant women from different fields 
and disciplines. The main aim of the present volume is to open up a dialogue 
with current feminist discussions on the subject in a wider context.

The last couple of decades have witnessed an increase in studies on devi-
ant women also outside the context of sociology. New scholarship has explored 
questions of feminine deviance from several angles and in a variety of contexts. 
For instance, recent work on the relationship between media and deviance, a 
topic that has long been explored by scholars, suggests that media representa-
tions, including news accounts and Internet sites, forcefully perpetuate powerful 
social constructions of deviance in such categories as class, gender, race, (dis)
ability and sexual orientation. These, in turn, have real cultural, political and 
social effects for the individuals who are thus labelled with deviance or other-
ness (Hart, 2007). Recent research also suggests that not only are deviant (and 
criminal) women linguistically constructed as other in written, spoken and visu-
al representations; their image is also employed to communicate the disgust felt 
by society toward women who deviate from its expected gender norms, specifi-
cally in terms of sexuality and violence (see Mayr and Machin, 2012). Literary 
scholarship appearing in the beginning of the twentyfirst century demonstrates 
the relevance of feminist interpretations of the representations of transgressive 
women in film, literature, female activist practices and works of art and how 
these analyses often intersect with postcolonial and racial issues and sometimes 
even ecological concerns (see e.g. McCaughey and King, 2001; Schubart, 2007; 
Federico, 2009; Bahun -Radunović, and Rajan, 2011; Gaspar de Alba, 2014). 
Many studies tend to focus on a specific chronology, trope, historical situation 
or even a particular writer (see e.g., Terry and Urla, 1995; Kittredge, 2003; Peris 
Fuentes, 2003; Gregoriu, 2009; Horlacher, Glomb and Heiler 2010).

While this increased preoccupation with female deviance obviously bespeaks 
a contemporary cultural concern about narratives of femininity performed 
against the grain, a critical scrutiny of female deviance is always of great impor-
tance. The reasons are not only related to the constant change of cultures and 
societies and the emergence of new deviances produced by this change; they 
are also related to the wider issues of power and femininity. As long as women 
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remain social and cultural underdogs and targets of misogynist practices, both 
textual and other, narratives of women doing things differently deserve to be 
constructed and analysed by feminist scholars as political statements that high-
light the practices of othering. Deviant women occupy places of resistance and 
thus go against the status quo, and this is a feminist project in which the present 
volume also engages.

This collection seeks to present accessible views of key themes and issues in a 
range of allied fields. Written by prominent scholars as well as younger academ-
ics in what we hope is a representative variety of disciplines, this book provides 
an introduction to some of the issues that arise in different fields of investigation 
and serves as a state -of -the -art summary of thought on cross -cultural perspec-
tives on the topic. Each chapter is written to be of interest to scholars in various 
disciplines while advancing the argument within the author’s own specialty.

The contributors to this volume read and reconstruct narratives of female de-
viance using different methodological approaches in a variety of written genres 
from different times and places. Thus, this collection presents a comprehensive 
overview of female deviance by gathering cultural, literary and sociolinguistic 
approaches under the same umbrella, and illuminates the ways in which the con-
cept of female deviance is represented, appropriated, re -inscribed and refigured 
in a wide range of texts across time, cultures and genres. Such a choice of variety 
shows that representations of deviance accommodate meaning -making spaces 
and possibilities for resistance in different historical, socio -cultural and literary 
contexts.

The three analytical approaches to deviant women mentioned in the title of 
this volume – cultural, linguistic and literary – are naturally not monolithic, and 
neither are they related as absolute theoretical or methodological categories. In-
stead, despite the different epithets and different academic labels we attach to 
each of them, they continue to overlap and intertwine. What counts as cultural 
can hardly be distinguished from literary, since literature is inherently one of the 
areas in which cultural meaning is produced, and this production takes place – 
needless to say – through language. Thus, language resides right at the centre of 
cultural meaning production since, as scholars from different fields have pointed 
out, ‘[t]he forms of language in use are a part of, as well as a consequence of, 
social process … the linguistic forms of speech and writing express the social 
circumstances in which language occurs’ (Fowler et al., 1979: 29). Because of the 
fundamental position of language in the mediation of what we conceptualise as 
reality – as well as what we immediately recognise as representation due to the 
concreteness of the medium, such as literature, history writing, image or film – 
we can say that language is the point where culture and literature come together. 
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In this volume, the dialogical relationships between culture, literature and lan-
guage are highlighted when charting the narratives of women who go against 
the grain. The overall idea of femininity as linked to deviance guides the reader 
through different times and contexts to discover the mechanisms that underlie 
the cultural construction of what could be the narrative of the deviant woman.

Reconstructing Narratives of Female Deviance
This volume, comprising ten individual contributions divided into three sec-
tions, is representative of a contemporary cultural involvement with narratives 
of female deviance and is the outcome of an international collaboration that 
aims to elucidate the subject of deviant women. We asked individual contribu-
tors to discuss the linguistic, narrative and cultural aspects of gendered deviance 
that could potentially reflect, subvert or shape our knowledge of female social 
identities. The result was an in -depth thematic examination of the relationship 
between femininity and deviance spanning a variety of historical and cultural 
contexts. Primary materials run from Early Byzantium to contemporaneity and 
the case studies cover feminine deviance in several different social contexts. The 
contributors explore the issue in Byzantine historiography, Chinese seventeenth -
century and contemporary Canadian and Finnish literature, Arctic travel writ-
ing, contemporary film, today’s media and British and Irish vernacular songs, 
from such perspectives as feminist, gender, psychoanalytic and trauma theories, 
as well as critical discourse analyses. Building upon the social aspects and am-
biguous interpretations of gendered deviance, the individual contributions are 
located within a broader interdisciplinary spectrum and adopt a comparative 
approach as they trace the difficulties women have faced and still continue to 
face when they deviate from coercive social and cultural mores. Within this va-
riety of textual manifestations of deviance, a number of themes have emerged 
corresponding to the sections into which the chapters here have been grouped: 
Deviance: Historical and Cultural Perspectives; Contemporaneity, Deviance, 
Subjectivity and Violence; and finally Deviance and/as (In)visibility.

The first part of the book, ‘Deviance: Historical and Cultural Perspectives’, 
investigates historically and culturally central narratives of mythical women who 
often occupy a place in our collective consciousness as emblems of female devi-
ance and examines collective depictions of deviant women across cultures and 
times to discuss their contradicting nature. These chapters, in their re -visions of 
the narratives of Empress Theodora, the Pandora myth and literary representa-
tions of Spirits and Fox -Women in Chinese folklore, inevitably deal with the pro-
duction of narrativised knowledge about femininity despite the different source 



 Introduction 19

materials. Historical narratives may be argued to differ from literary narratives 
through their ways of relating to reality. However, both stories produced through 
the scientific method as well as purely fictional stories are regulated by cultural 
and temporal confines by a writing agent. This is precisely the common denomi-
nator between the three chapters in this part: how is a myth – a cultural narrative 
of femininity – constructed through processes of writing by different agents.

In the opening chapter, ‘Beyond Deviant: Theodora as the Other in Byzantine 
Imperial Historiography’, Anna Foka offers readers a historical perspective on 
what can usefully be called an emblematic, strong woman as she investigates 
the portrayal of Empress Theodora (427–458 CE). The chapter focuses on the 
depiction of Theodora in Procopius’ Secret History as a sexually deviant young 
performer and her actions of cruelty and violence in her political and social ca-
reer as Empress. Immense sexuality and cruelty in her contemporary context 
was constructed as different modalities of the same example of deviance. The 
author shows how in Secret History the paradigm of Theodora can be read as 
both making coercive social, political and religious power structures visible, as 
well as disenfranchising femininity in early Byzantium.

In the second chapter, ‘Ghosts and Spirits as the objet a in Pu Songling’s 
Strange Tales from Make -Do Studio’, Wang Lei explores the female ghosts and 
spirits in Pu Songling’s Tales through the lens of the volatility of the Lacanian 
objet a: that which is lost forever as the subject enters the Symbolic, but which 
repeatedly returns in different forms as the subject’s desire for wholeness. Wang’s 
Lacanian reading reveals that unlike Chinese women, vulnerable to male exploi-
tation, these courageous supernatural beings deviate from the prevailing norms 
of femininity of their specific cultural context. Yet, paradoxically, they can also 
be identified with these norms as they convey the fragility of human life in a 
sexist, patriarchal society. Ultimately, however, Wang upsets traditional notions 
of female deviance as productive of evil as she suggests that these ghosts and 
spirits – evocative of the objet a – in the stories display a healing function in 
their return to the world by offering meaning to the male characters, the scholars 
who suffer as a result of an oppressive civil examination system in seventeenth 
century feudal China.

Sanna Karkulehto and Ilmari Leppihalme’s ‘Deviant Will to Knowledge: The 
Pandora Myth and Its Feminist Revisions’, serves as a link between the first and 
second parts of the volume as it blends historical and cultural deviance with more 
contemporary representations of women who deviate from prevailing cultural 
and societal norms through an exploration of Laura Mulvey’s and Finnish author 
Ritva Ruotsalainen’s feminist involvements with the classical Pandora myth in 
psychoanalytic theory and the contemporary novel Pandora (1996), respectively. 
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According to these revisionist texts, the Pandora myth is a misogynistic cau-
tionary tale which bespeaks Western gendered and hierarchised philosophical, 
psychological and epistemological constructs of the female will to knowledge 
as deviant because of their potential to subvert ‘the power of men as producers, 
masters and keepers of knowledge’. Drawing on Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s concept 
of the ‘epistemology of the closet’, Karkulehto and Leppihalme suggest that in the 
revisions, Pandora’s famous box has been deployed as ‘a complex epistemological 
metaphor and a fetishized signifier’ of same -sex desires, and gender and sexual 
difference through the following themes: the will to knowledge, concealment 
and revelation, surfaces and secrets. In this way, they argue, Mulvey’s and Ruot-
salainen’s revisionist texts not only illuminate the way in which the feminine 
will to knowledge largely has come to be seen as deviant in Eurocentric societies 
and cultures, the texts also re -interpret the Pandora myth ‘as an epistemological 
metaphor of feminist and lesbian thought’, that is, of women’s will to knowledge 
and their desire for another woman’s, and their own, body.

The second part, ‘Contemporaneity, Deviance, Subjectivity and Violence’, ex-
amines contemporary narratives of female deviance with a specific focus on vio-
lence and identity, sometimes in terms of deviance as a psychological process in 
which the dialectics of inside and outside, the mind and materiality, are treated as 
productive of female resistance. In the texts under consideration here, the female 
psyche contributes to the construction of narratives of femininity by exemplify-
ing the psychological process of becoming as resistance. Tiina Mäntymäki’s and 
Marinella Rodi -Risberg’s engagements with representations of femininity and 
violence demonstrate a contemporary involvement with female characters who 
are not bound by their culture’s patriarchal assumptions and cross conventional 
borders of femininity in different genres. Both contributors envision a form of 
identity in relation to trauma and violence in terms of psychological strategies of 
coping for these fictional characters. Caroline Enberg’s critical discourse analysis 
of the media construction of the subjectivity of an alleged child killer shows a 
similar concern with envisaging a view of female agency and accountability for 
female offenders outside of patriarchal structures, which perpetuate notions of 
women as victims of outer circumstances.

In her ‘Carnivalesque Masquerade: Lisbeth Salander and Her Trickster Agen-
cy’, Tiina Mäntymäki treats Salander, the female protagonist of the three Swed-
ish films based on Stieg Larsson’s Millennium trilogy, as an archetypal trickster 
character and discusses her violations of cultural boundaries with the help of 
Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of the carnivalesque. Defined in terms of deviance and 
marginalisation, tricksters typically emerge as critics of established social norms: 
Salander’s highly personally motivated acts, rising from her traumatic childhood 
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and her experiences of male violence, are expanded into political statements that 
shake the foundations of those institutions responsible for maintaining that vio-
lence. The masquerade employed by Salander as her most central critical tool is, 
in this chapter, regarded as a space that allows for freedom beyond the highly 
regulative constraints of patriarchal social structures.

In ‘Trauma and Contextual Factors in Ann -Marie MacDonald’s Fall on Your 
Knees: Incest, Race and Gendered Subjectivities’, Marinella Rodi -Risberg calls 
attention to the difficult and complex psychological processes, experienced by 
the traumatised protagonists in Ann -Marie MacDonald’s Fall on Your Knees 
(1996), of reconsidering traumatic experiences and reformulating subjectivities 
in relation to prevailing social orders. Rodi -Risberg argues that this process both 
reveals and challenges those social and cultural norms of gender, race and sexu-
ality, according to which the characters are considered bad or deviant. Drawing 
on Michelle Balaev’s notion of reading trauma in dialogue with contextual fac-
tors, Rodi -Risberg’s exploration of trauma in Fall on Your Knees also intersects 
with ecocritical studies in its focus on cultural identity and psychological trauma 
in connection with context -based experiences or the function of place. Conse-
quently, the interdisciplinary nature of this volume is also reflected within Rodi -
Risberg’s analysis itself.

Both Mäntymäki and Rodi -Risberg assess representations of female char-
acters who undergo violent acts and try to survive them by reconsidering 
definitions of good and bad/evil and thus re -explore the process of reformulat-
ing subjectivities in terms of deviance as resistance. Caroline Enberg’s ‘“Baby 
Killer!” – Media Constructions of a Culturally Congruent Identity for Casey  
Anthony as Mother and Female Offender’ examines female deviance with a clear 
focus on subjectivity in a context of contemporary media discourses about the al-
leged child killer Casey Anthony which constructs her in dichotomous terms: the 
‘good’ mother/woman/girl and the bad/mad offender. Enberg clearly indicates 
that by simultaneously emphasising the deviance of her acts and upholding the 
framework of these culturally normative assumptions, the online news accounts 
of Anthony’s maternal subjectivity deprive her of agency as well as accountability.

The contributions in Part III, ‘Deviance and/as (In)visibility’, deal with devi-
ance as a political strategy of empowerment and visibility through the represen-
tation of insubordinate women with a cause. Theoretically and materially, they 
trace women’s social and historical situations and highlight their activity and 
power in constructing identities beyond the norm by questioning the prevailing 
social and political discourses of femininity. This last part offers both histori-
cal and contemporary perspectives on the construction of women’s agency and 
voice, or a lack thereof. Similar in theoretical approach to Enberg’s contribution 
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in Part II, Maj -Britt Höglund, the first contributor in the third part of this volume, 
explores the phenomenon of deviant women in a context of media representa-
tion in terms of discursive exclusion in the Nordic magazine of an international 
service organisation. While Höglund examines the lack of agency and voice in 
her material, Anka Ryall discusses a male ‘misrepresention’ of a woman natural 
scientist in fiction. Gerald Porter as well as Róisín Ní Ghallóglaigh and Sandra 
Joyce explore female empowerment and resistance in occupational and tradi-
tional song, respectively.

Maj -Britt Höglund’s ‘The Absent Female Rotarian in Finland: A Critical Dis-
course Analysis of Rotary Norden’ assesses the construction of women members 
of Rotary in the Finnish section of the official Rotary magazine for Nordic 
members. By analysing 17 issues of the magazine from January 2011 to May 
2013, Höglund notes that these women have limited opportunity to construct 
themselves in the magazine’s multimodal discourse. Through a gendered dis-
course of ‘brotherhood’ in headlines, text and images, women members are ren-
dered discursively invisible in the majority of Finnish texts in the magazine, and 
consequently constructed as deviant.

Anka Ryall’s ‘A Deviant in the Arctic’, for its part, examines the conflicting 
representations of the young Norwegian geologist Brit Hofseth, who travelled 
alone in the summer of 1939 on an Arctic expedition to Greenland to do inde-
pendent fieldwork. As Ryall shows, while Hofseth’s male fellow geologists – who 
commemorated her after her early death at 24 – depict her as a professional 
pioneer in the field of polar science, Norwegian author Nils Johan Rud portrays 
her in his roman à clef Drivende Grenser (Drifting Borders) (1941) as the protago-
nist Norunn, a ‘man -eating’ temptress. Hofseth clearly transgressed the norms 
of femininity of her contemporary cultural context by going on this expedition, 
and in exploring Rud’s representation of her female deviance, Ryall suggests that 
the novel may provide a key to some of the past attitudes toward a woman’s in-
congruous role in the mid -twentieth century male -dominated world of polar 
exploration which have held sway until recent times.

Also our penultimate chapter, Gerald Porter’s ‘“Foremost in Violence and Fe-
rocity”: Women Singing at Work in Britain’, explores the representation of female 
deviance in relation to traditional gender roles, albeit in vernacular song culture. 
Porter’s discussion decentres many previous studies on the occupational song 
by elucidating women’s practice of singing in groups and taking on the role of 
men’s traditional occupations. More specifically, Porter focuses on songs origi-
nating in the Grunwick dispute in London (1976–1978) by women working at 
the film processing plant who fought for occupational rights. The group leading 
the strike included Indians from East Africa, ‘“the other of the other” in terms of 
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labour discourse’, illustrating that women’s deviant acts, by deconstructing nor-
mative binaries, can make ‘the invisible visible’, as it were.

Finally, in the volume’s closing chapter, Róisín Ní Ghallóglaigh and Sandra 
Joyce focus on another form of resistance in a context of (in)visibility; ‘“Thresh-
ing in the Haggard to Her Heart’s Delight”: Women and Erotic Expression in 
Irish Traditional Song’ analyses the expression of taboo subjects through the use 
of symbols and metaphors in Irish traditional song as reflective of social and 
cultural norms. By exploring such themes as sexuality and women’s social posi-
tion in the songs An tSeanbhean Bhocht [The Poor Old Woman] and An Staicín 
Eorna [The Little Stack of Barley], and also by drawing on their own experi-
ences as performing traditional singers, Ní Ghallóglaigh and Joyce argue that 
attitudes toward deviance are represented not only through the texts of the songs 
but also through the social and historical contexts in which these songs can be 
performed.

Taken together, the contributions in this book – while different in scope and 
approach – suggest that female deviance is perhaps at heart a powerful symbol 
of resistance that challenges, negotiates and reconstructs traditional notions of 
femininity, gender and sexuality in dominant literary and cultural narratives. To 
borrow a word from Maya Angelou’s text in the epigraph of this book, the dif-
ferent women represented in the material analysed here ‘rise’ against oppressive 
constructions of femininity. It is our hope that by bringing together the essays 
in this collection, the volume as a whole will contribute in a productive way 
to – and will be an important multiperspectival intervention in – current femi-
nist discussions on the subject of deviant women in different cognate fields and 
subfields in an international context.
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