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Women Making Modernism stands as a corrective to the consistent tension 
between feminist studies and modernist studies. Since the “relationship 
between modernism and modernity was elementally shaped by women, 
feminists, and feminist women,” it stands to reason, as Urmila Seshagiri 
reminds us, that “feminist method[s] should be as indispensable to the 
study of modernism as women were to the movement’s multiple strands.”1 
And yet despite waves of feminism in the academy, this is not the case. 
Rather, feminism remains ancillary even in the expanded arena of new 
modernist studies.2

 This volume makes the case for feminism’s necessity in modernist stud-
ies, arguing that without an integrated feminist approach our modernism 
is irresponsible at best and dishonest at worst. And the contributors in-
cluded here take as their cue the renewed fervor around feminist inquiry in 
literary studies in the academy—exemplified by the new feminist literary 
studies journal, Feminist Modernist Studies (FMS), launched in 2018—and 
beyond. We, like Madelyn Detloff in her essay for the inaugural double 
issue of FMS, “write from a space of distress.”3 As feminists, our distress 
is “the result of contextual, cultural, temporal, and geographic positional-
ity,” reading, teaching, and writing in an environment that feels all too 
familiar.4 According to Detloff, feminists perceive this familiarity as be-
ing in the “Sisyphe position”: confronting the “unfortunately repetitive, 
seemingly unwinnable task . . . of rolling a giant boulder . . . up a hill so 
that it does not careen down and crush the things one values” (36). The 
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boulder represents patriarchy’s innumerable exclusionary hierarchies and 
their attendant constraints and oppressions, and feminist modernists find 
themselves once again struggling to keep them at bay. (Arguably, this la-
bor never ceases but rather ebbs and flows in intensity and urgency.) And 
because there is no one way to push the boulder up the hill, readers of this 
collection will not find one singular argument about the state or fate of 
feminist modernist studies nor one singular method for succeeding once 
and for all to secure the boulder atop the hill.
 Rather, collectively we assert the value of amplifying the reality of wom-
en’s contributions to modernism by exploring a myriad of women writers 
through a diverse set of approaches. Along the way, many of our authors 
engage in self-reflection, taking into account their personal histories, so-
cial locations, and anxieties, thus bridging the arbitrary division, long en-
forced by patriarchal postures of intellectualism, between the academic 
and affective self. Thus, the Sisyphe position is “generative,” embodying a 
willfulness that, as Sara Ahmed explains, “involves persistence in the face 
of being brought down.”5 Consequently, the essays in this volume are 
intended as sources of generation, encouraging scholars and teachers to 
stretch their critical feminist imaginations toward discovery and possibil-
ity, revision and reinvention.6

 In order to generate a more feminist—and by extension, more hon-
est and responsible—modernist studies, we eschew the “hermeneutics of 
suspicion,” a phrase coined by Paul Ricoeur, which has come to represent 
a practice of textual engagement that positions the reader as an adversary 
to the text. Like a detective or a secret agent, the suspicious reader is 
always seeking to uncover hidden ideologies, reveal implicit biases, and 
disrupt the placid surfaces of the unassuming novel, poem, or short story. 
This approach is deeply indebted to high theory and its impact on the 
academy through the late twentieth- and early twenty-first century. Not 
only shaping the way we read and the scholarship we produce, the herme-
neutics of suspicion has dominated the way we think of the profession, 
so much so, that, for many, becoming a scholar means becoming appro-
priately suspicious. This is unsurprising since suspicious academics are the 
“serious” and “rigorous” scholars whose work, as Jack Halberstam notes, 
is applauded and privileged in professional arenas ranging from confer-
ence roundtables and department colloquiums to search committees and 
editorial boards.7 Halberstam challenges the dominance of suspicion and 
its attendant power: “Indeed terms like serious and rigorous tend to be 
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code words . . . for disciplinary correctness; they signal a form of training 
and learning that confirms what is already known according to approved 
methods of knowing, but they do not allow for visionary insights or flights 
of fancy” (6). In Rita Felski’s words, this “critical mood” “shortchange[s] 
the significance of art by focusing on the ‘de’ prefix (its power to demys-
tify, destabilize, denaturalize) at the expense of the ‘re’ prefix: its ability 
to recontextualize, reconfigure, or recharge perception.”8 Not only do we 
shortchange the significance of art and literature but also we shortchange 
ourselves as scholars, confirming “what is already known” at the cost of 
visionary insights.
 This volume strives for an approach that is motivated by discovery, 
empathy, and excitement. It responds to Felski’s challenge in The Lim-
its of Critique to “revitalize and reimagine” interpretation and follows in 
the footsteps of feminist literary scholarship that has, as Felski explains, 
“cranked up the level of positive affect and literary enthusiasm” by “re-
claiming the work of women writers, attending to overlooked genres, 
forms, and themes, triggering waves of excitement, recognition, and curi-
osity” (10, 29). Considering that feminists “were among the first critics to 
emphasize the affective dimensions of interpretation, to talk about reading 
as an embedded practice, to conceive of literature as a means of creative 
self-fashioning,” it only seems right that we turn to feminism to “revitalize 
and reimagine” modernist studies (29).
 In so doing, the essays in this volume are not as interested in what 
secrets scholars can reveal hidden in the texts we read or what counter-
ideologies authors have smuggled into their work—the orientation of a 
suspicious approach. Rather, the essays in this volume are eager to explore 
modernist women writers and their work in order to imagine a fresh ap-
proach to modernism—the orientation of openness. Instead of excavating, 
defamiliarizing, and disrupting, the scholars included here intend to open, 
offer, and amplify.9 Moreover, the authors in this volume are committed 
to scholarly introspection: the orientation of openness through which they 
approach their examination of modernist women writers is also at play in 
their reflection on our collective feminist project, illustrating the political 
tensions that infuse our reading postures and writing processes.
 With its power to revitalize and reimagine, feminism as a mode of 
reading might be akin to what Halberstam characterizes as low theory. 
Aiding us in the creation of “a grammar of possibility,” low theory is 
not just a “mode of accessibility” but also a kind of “theoretical model 
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that . . . refuses to confirm the hierarchies of knowing that maintain the 
high in high theory.”10 Leveraging feminism to reinvigorate modernist 
studies, this volume is careful to avoid the hierarchies of knowledge that 
have traditionally dominated modernist studies, such as canonicity and 
iconicity. The structural trap of iconicity has been a long-held approach 
for feminist scholars seeking to pave a way for women authors in a male-
dominated modernism. When faced with a canon of male icons, feminist 
modernist scholars have tended to create female icons that vie for the 
critical attention historically bestowed upon their male counterparts and, 
ideally, that secure a place in the male-dominated modernist canon. Not 
a surprising approach, since, as Seshagiri explains, “the process of canon-
formation—and deformation, and reformation—constitutes the simplest 
and yet most complex act in feminist scholarship about modernism.”11 
Although perhaps a necessary strategy when the reigning accounts of 
modernism overlooked women’s contribution almost completely, the sig-
nificant presence of female icons within modernist studies currently begs 
feminist thinkers to stretch their imaginative muscles.12 The continued 
reliance on the icon as a scholarly strategy only reproduces an exclusive 
view of the field, a view in which icons loom large, either shining their 
literary light on other, lesser-known modernists who, in their association 
with an icon, come into view, or casting their shadows over the messier, 
more complicated networks of contestation and affiliation obscuring a 
more robust—and arguably, more feminist—vision of modernism.13

 Examining the gender politics of the modernist canon demonstrates 
the ways that iconicity has narrowed the field of modernist women writ-
ers. Virginia Woolf and Gertrude Stein, the first women writers whose 
work was considered canonical, have been championed by feminist schol-
ars who diligently fought for their inclusion in the histories, anthologies, 
and companion literature that supports the teaching of modernism. From 
their inclusion in graduate seminars to the monographs that appear each 
year, their iconicity in the academy is unquestionable. Woolf, unlike most 
of her male counterparts, has even secured a place in popular culture, 
thanks to feminist scholars and common readers alike. Although certainly 
a victory over male-dominated modernism, Woolf ’s and Stein’s icon status 
is not necessarily a victory over canonicity. In fact, their unassailable place 
in the modernist canon only reinforces the ideology of canon formation, 
an ideology dependent upon exclusion and hierarchy that, ultimately, lim-
its our view of and restricts our access to modernist literature and culture.



Introduction: Making a Feminist Modernist Studies   ·   5

 Our approach in this volume is to offer alternative ways of reading 
and models of scholarship that challenge the exclusion and hierarchy of 
canonicity. Inspired by Caroline Levine’s work, Forms: Whole, Rhythm, Hi-
erarchy, Network, which “makes a case for expanding our usual definition 
of form in literary studies to include patterns of sociopolitical experience,” 
we think of modernist women writers and thinkers in terms of arrange-
ments rather than in hierarchies (2). Levine’s approach, which draws both 
on Karl Marx and Michel Foucault, asks us not to separate the sociopo-
litical from the literary. While many thinkers and writers have attempted 
such a fusion,14 what distinguishes Levine’s work is its persistent refusal to 
set one group of conditions or thoughts against another, thus troubling 
the reign of perhaps the most dominant form, the binary.15

 Rather, Levine gathers populations of various pieces—be they objects, 
political conditions, writers, literary texts, or abstract concepts—and then 
reads the gathering closely. For example, the gathering could be door-
knobs, diamonds, and a Victorian novel, or the formation of bodies into 
compliant masses and the configuration of a historical moment into a 
revolution. She does not ask what diamonds or doorknobs tell us about 
the traditionally viewed historical moment, but instead investigates what 
interesting abstract and concrete realities are rendered visible when this 
particular collection is gathered together. Each constituent element, of 
course, invites its own close reading, but for Levine, the most generous 
and productive analysis is born from the links among the elements, reveal-
ing new alignments and, consequently, new forms. Reading these forms 
closely helps us escape the tired tyrannies of exclusion and hierarchy—re-
stricted by binary structures—and imagine new, fertile configurations and 
groupings.
 Reading the configurations and groups is so productive, argues Levine, 
because forms have affordances: each form contains certain constraints 
and allows for particular possibilities, and when they affiliate the con-
straints and possibilities shift and change. Thus, we can ask, “what po-
tentialities lie latent—though not always obvious—in aesthetic and social 
arrangements?”16 For example, gender, when used as a hierarchy, ranks and 
excludes. As in traditional modernist studies, writing by men has been 
privileged and writing by women subordinated, often to the extent of 
exclusion, or worse, erasure. However, what if gender is understood not as 
a binary with an embedded hierarchy, but as a whole? As a whole, gender 
becomes a container culling together and giving form to texts that, and 
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writers who, might otherwise be perceived as unassociated and underval-
ued. When leveraged as a whole, gender creates a new sociopolitical arena, 
a constellation of women writers. In contrast to the canon, gender as a 
whole shapes without ranking, setting parameters that enable an alterna-
tive view of modernism, one in which networks emerge as a relevant form, 
connecting and affiliating outside the valuing imperative traditionally as-
sociated with gender when employed as a hierarchical binary.
 Not only can something like gender be a form but also it can be some-
thing like a network, that would seem, at first blush, to favor formless-
ness over form. However, an interdisciplinary approach to network theory 
has begun to show “how these connective configurations follow knowable 
rules and patterns” (6, 7).17 Although we do not pursue particular exam-
ples of networks as rigorously as Levine does in her book, we do take seri-
ously the sociopolitical reality of “the overlapping of multiple networks” 
in our investigation of women modernists in order to reposition women 
writers as more than just contributors to, but as makers of modernism (115). 
To understand women writers as constitutive of modernism is to perceive 
them and their work as integral to the networks of modernist production: 
more than mothers or muses, auxiliary or ancillary, modernist women 
writers are nodes in the network of modernism, conduits and creators. In 
this volume, we explore the way in which women modernists cultivated, 
sustained, challenged, and revised their roles in the literary and cultural 
networks that scholars such as Wesley Beal argue are part of the material 
reality of the modernist experience.18

 Caroline Levine’s thinking motivates the essays in this volume because 
it compels us to imagine how we can bring together a clutch of writers, 
objects, and alliances—rather than separating them into binary categories 
such as inside and outside, high modernism and middlebrow, history and 
literature—and to ask how ordering, patterning, and shaping creates are-
nas that can simultaneously coexist, contradict, and complement. Rather 
than employing gender as a hierarchy of division, for example, as tradi-
tional modernist studies has done for so long, and instead of employing 
canonicity as a whole, creating insiders and outsiders, the scholars in this 
volume seek to imagine various networks that constitute modernist studies, 
networks that often interrupt, sometimes assist, and occasionally super-
sede the established patterns of order that have given shape to modernism 
through the academically endorsed institution of modernist studies. This 


