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Abstract
This paper surveys the evolution and diversity of feminist cultural studies, emphasizing the
multiplicity of feminist theories and their engagement with the politics of discourse and
representation. Drawing on foundational typologies and key debates, it explores how feminist
thought has interrogated the production of knowledge, the situatedness of experience, and the
intersectional dynamics of power, identity, and culture. The discussion traces the historical
development of feminist cultural studies from its radical, interdisciplinary origins in the 1960s and
1970s to its institutionalization and transformation in the 2000s. It highlights the methodological
innovations and critical interventions that have shaped the field, including standpoint theory,
discourse analysis, and the critique of patriarchal and neoliberal ideologies in media and popular
culture. Ultimately, the article argues for the continued importance of reflexive, context-sensitive,
and transformative feminist methodologies in understanding and contesting the cultural production
of gendered and intersecting inequalities.
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Feminizmler ve Feminist Kiiltiirel Caligmalar:

Dilin ve Soylemin Politikalarin1 Haritalamak
Ozet
Bu ¢alisma, feminist kiiltiirel ¢alismalarin evrimini ve gesitliligini inceleyerek, feminist kuramlarin
coklugunu ve sdylem ile temsil politikalarina olan ilgisini vurgulamaktadir. Temel tipolojilerden ve
onemli tartismalardan yola ¢ikarak, feminist diistincenin bilgi {iretimini, deneyimin baglamsalligini
ve gli¢, kimlik ve kiiltiiriin kesisimsel dinamiklerini nasil sorguladigini ele almaktadir. Tartisma,
feminist kiiltiirel ¢alismalarin 1960lar ve 1970’lerdeki radikal, disiplinleraras: kokenlerinden
baslayarak, 2000'lerdeki kurumsallasma ve doniisiim siirecine kadar olan tarihsel gelisimini
izlemektedir. Alan1 gekillendiren yontemsel yenilikler ve elestirel miidahaleler arasinda durus
noktast kurami, soylem analizi ve medya ile popiiler kiiltiirdeki ataerkil ve neoliberal ideolojilerin
elestirisi one c¢ikarilmaktadir. Sonug olarak, makale, toplumsal cinsiyete dayali ve kesisen
esitsizliklerin kiiltiirel iiretimini anlamada ve bunlara kars: ¢tkmada, diistintimsel, baglama duyarl

ve doniistiiriicti feminist metodolojilerin devam eden 6nemini ele almaktadir.
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Anahtar sozciikler: feminist kiiltiirel ¢alismalar, soylem, kesisimsellik, temsil, iktidar,

toplumsal cinsiyet, aktivizm, toplumsal cinsiyet esitligi.

INTRODUCTION
efore engaging with feminist cultural criticism and theories, it is important to
acknowledge that feminism does not represent a single, unified approach. Rather, it is
more accurate to refer to “feminisms”, a range of perspectives that emphasize different
concepts and priorities (Abbott et al., 2005). While all feminist perspectives challenge the ways in
which women'’s social roles are constructed as subordinate, they offer diverse explanations of how
political, cultural, and economic institutions contribute to these dynamics. In this survey article, we
aim to map the field of feminist cultural studies in general, with a particular focus on the politics of
discourse and discursive practices from a theoretical perspective. However, before turning to these

specific areas, we must first address the diversity and complexity inherent in feminist thought.

MAIN QUESTIONS OF FEMINIST THEORIES AND METHODS
Mapping the field of feminist theories is complicated due to its vast and continually expanding

literature. To address this complexity, Patricia Lengermann and Gillian Niebrugge (2022) propose a
typology based on six fundamental questions they state that feminist theory has been called to
answer: the descriptive question, “And what about the women?”; the explanatory question, “Why
is all this as it is?”; the exploratory question, “What about the differences among women?”, the
transformative question “How can we change and improve the social world so as to make it a more
just place for all people?”; the analytical question “How —and why —does gender inequality persist
in the modern world?"; and the epistemological question “What is to be understood by the category
‘gender’?” (Lengermann & Niebrugge, 2022, pp. 218-219).

Lengermann and Niebrugge (2022) classify feminist theories based on their answers to the first
two questions they posed. They provide five general responses to the question “And what about
women,” and then further break down these in terms of the second question: “Why is all this as it
is?” (p. 222). First, in many contexts, women’s positions and experiences differ from those of men in
comparable situations- a perspective emphasized by cultural and existential (or phenomenological)
feminisms, sociological theories, institutional placement, and interactional accomplishments.
Second, these differences often involve systemic inequality, where women occupy less privileged
positions than men; this view is central to liberal feminism. Third, women’s positions must be
understood through direct power relations, where women are actively oppressed by men -
controlled, subordinated, molded, used, and exploited. This perspective underpins radical and
psychoanalytic feminist approaches. Fourth, women’s experiences of difference, inequality, and
oppression vary according to their overall positioning within the stratified structures of societies, or
according to vectors of oppression and privilege such as class, race, ethnicity, sexual preference,
marital status, and global location. This intersectional lens is central to socialist feminism and the
theories of hegemonic masculinity, intersectionality, and postcolonialism. Fifth, as women's position

may not be answered in the construct of 'gender’, the challenges posed by postmodernism and
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neoliberalism must be examined. These challenges and threats, particularly their role in
deconstructing gender and promoting the doctrine of individual achievement, need to be critiqued.
(Lengermann & Niebrugge, 2022, pp. 224-255).

In the typology of Lengermann and Niebrugge, it becomes clear that different feminist
perspectives engage with cultural theory and emerge from varying foundational assumptions.
However, it should be noted that the defining feature of feminist cultural theory lies in its
methodological approach. While early feminist movements such as liberal feminism navigated
within the boundaries of male-dominated knowledge, feminisms gradually began to develop their
own epistemological frameworks (Skeggs, 1995, pp. 1-35). This marked a significant shift from
relying on established male knowledge to generating distinct feminist ways of knowing. As Beverley
Skeggs (1995) argues, the failure to critically examine how knowledge is produced represents a
cultural problem. It reflects a broader pattern of cultural reproduction rooted in the myth that
knowledge comes from nowhere- when, in fact, all knowledge is contextually situated (1995, p.2).
Building on this insight, Sandra Harding (2004) asserts, standpoint theory, which emerged in the 1970s
and 1980s as a feminist critical theory, is “about relations between the production of knowledge and
practices of power” (pp. 1). Similarly, Donna Haraway (2004), while questioning objectivity in
scientific discourse, defines “feminist objectivity” as “situated knowledges” (pp. 86-87):

All Western cultural narratives about objectivity are allegories of the ideologies of the
relations of what we call mind and body, of distance and responsibility, embedded in the
science question in feminism. Feminist objectivity is about limited location and situated
knowledge, not about transcendence and splitting of subject and object. In this way we
might become answerable for what we learn how to see.

In other words, we are accountable for the ways in which we construct and use knowledge,

rather than pretending to be neutral or detached. Since all knowledge is shaped by the specific social,
cultural, and historical contexts of the knower, the concept of situated knowledge challenges the
supposed neutrality of dominant cultural narratives and highlights how power and identity shape
what is accepted as truth. By emphasizing the importance of perspective and context, situated
knowledge encourages a more reflexive and accountable approach to understanding culture,
aligning with feminist cultural studies’ commitment to amplifying marginalized voices and
critically examining how knowledge is produced and valued.

The response to Michel Foucault’s argument that the identity of the speaker is irrelevant to the
production of knowledge —what matters are the rules that permit certain discourses and the effects
that knowledge produces (Foucault, 1991, p. 72) —comes from feminist scholars in a collection of
essays titled Up Against Foucault, edited by Caroline Ramazanoglu (1993). One of such responses is
given by Janet Ransom (1993), who challenges this view by arguing that the identity of the speaker
is crucial, especially for feminist theory. She points out that feminists must confront both shared and
divergent experiences among women, and these complexities cannot be addressed through
theoretical or discursive analysis alone. Instead, they require engagement with the actual varied
experiences of women and the social systems that create inequalities between them. According to
Ransom, feminist theory demands an approach that acknowledges the speaker’s position and

context within discourse (Ransom, 1993, pp. 124-141). In other words, postmodern thinkers are not
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voices from nowhere or neutral voices, and their analyses are not free from their own political
implications. Thus, Ransom’s critique highlights the limitations of Foucault’s framework for
feminist theory and reinforces the need for methodologies that account for both the speaker’s
standpoint and material experiences of those who speak. Feminist research requires approaches that
recognize both the discursive and material dimensions of gender and power. In doing so, feminist

cultural studies have offered an array of theories, perspectives, and methods.

FEMINIST CULTURAL STUDIES

Emerging in the UK in the 1960s and 1970s, cultural studies began as a radical,
interdisciplinary field focused on analyzing culture, power, and identity, often with a strong
political and activist orientation. It challenged traditional academic boundaries and sought to
understand how everyday life, media, and popular culture shape and reflect social inequalities.
According to Ann Balsamo (1991), the beginning of feminist cultural studies can be traced to the
publication of the book Women Take Issue (1978), written by the Women’s Studies Group at the
Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies. During the 1980s, it was followed by the
growing influence of feminist literary criticism and theory, and the use of ethnographic methods to
study subcultures. In the early 1990s, two major directions became prominent: one focused on
positionality, nationalism, and ethnic identity, especially among women of color and postcolonial
scholars; and the other concentrated on feminist engagements with science, technology, and the
body in feminist thought (Balsamo, 1991, p. 51).

In Balsamo’s periodization, feminist cultural studies is understood to have first emerged in
the 1960s in England, shaped by the development of British socialist feminism. The Women Take Issue
collection highlights two important aspects of cultural formation: first, it offers a descriptive account
of what it means to engage in feminist intellectual work; second, it critiques the systematic exclusion
of both feminist perspectives and the category of “women” from the theoretical frameworks and
research priorities of the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) at the time
(p.53). The CCCS Women’s Studies Group in the 1970s brought together women from diverse
backgrounds—those researching feminine culture, theorizing subjectivity and gender, committed
activists, and others who simply found the group welcoming. It served as a bridge for the new social
movements and identity politics of the late 1960s and 1970s into the CCCS, contrasting with more
traditional groups focused on social class (Brunsdon, 2005). It served as a bridge for the new social
movements and identity politics of the late 1960s and 1970s into the CCCS, contrasting with more
traditional groups focused on social class. Whereas traditional Marxist and labor-history analyses
centered primarily on the public sphere of the workplace, trade unionism, and economic
exploitation, the Women's Studies Group argued this perspective was incomplete. They expanded
the scope of political inquiry to include the private sphere, analyzing the family, unpaid domestic
labor, and sexuality as crucial sites of power and oppression under patriarchy. By championing the
idea that "the personal is political," they validated experiences previously dismissed as individual
problems—from the division of household chores to cultural representations of women —as matters

of systemic political importance. This new approach insisted that a working-class woman's
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experience was fundamentally different from a man's, as she was shaped not just by class but also
by gender, thus challenging the primacy of class analysis. As Brunsdon highlights, the group moved
quickly to give these ideas an institutional home and a powerful voice, forming in October 1974 and
becoming the core of the journal collective that published Women Take Issue in 1978 (p. 281).

However, as Balsamo notes, two shortcomings were notable in these studies: a lack of
sustained analysis of race and racism, and the tendency to reproduce nationalist or imperialist biases
within feminist identities. Despite these blind spots, the Women Take Issue collection played a pivotal
role in the development of feminist cultural studies. It provided a model that incorporated broader
cultural and subcultural analysis, drawing attention to the importance of everyday life and the
domestic sphere in reproducing power relations. Furthermore, this contributed to developing an
understanding that social relations and power distribution at any given historical moment should
be analyzed through the intersecting lenses of gender, sexuality, and class. In other words, by
focusing on women’s subordinated status in relation to both class and gender, the collection
explored their structural position in the production and reproduction of material life, the political
and ideological interpretations of this condition, and the lived experiences of women within such
frameworks. It also highlighted how subjectivity is socially constructed and expressed through
everyday practices (Balsamo, 1991, p. 53).

Michelle Meagher (2007) asserts that feminist cultural studies encompass a range of scholarly
efforts dedicated to foregrounding women’s cultural experiences, supporting further investigation
into how women interact with cultural contexts, and drawing on these experiences to develop new
cultural theories. This expansive field exists at the crossroads of women’s studies and cultural
studies, both of which are deeply connected to the pursuit of political transformation (p. 272). Sarah
Franklin et al. (1991) point out that “[b]Joth women’s studies and cultural studies have a strong link
with radical politics outside the academy in common, having their academic agenda informed by,
or linked to, the feminist movement and left politics respectively (p. 171). While they discuss the
similarities and dissimilarities between feminisms and cultural studies, they also refer to the
divergences and influences between the two. With the rise of poststructuralist “tendencies” cultural
processes started to be analyzed as texts. This approach enabled feminists to build a bridge between
literary analysis and social sciences. As Franklin et al. explain:

The ability, for example, to locate the production, criticism and consumption of
literary texts in the context of the non-literary ‘texts” of patriarchal social relations opened
up an obvious space for more politicized ‘readings’ of both the literary canon and what
had been excluded from it. Likewise, the emphasis on how meanings are ‘encoded” into
practices of cultural production and consumption opened up a whole range of radical re-
readings of traditional subjects in both the humanities and the social sciences” (p. 180,
emphases in original).

APPROACHES, THEORIES AND POLITICS
Michéle Barrett emphasizes the importance of cultural politics in feminist thought,

highlighting that they center on “struggles over meaning” (1982, p. 37, emphasis in original). In a
similar vein, Lana Rakow (2006) by citing the works of Gilman (1911) and Hale (1914), demonstrates

how early contributions by women scholars have been excluded from the academic canon on
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popular culture, a field in which creativity has traditionally been framed as a male domain (p. 201).
Drawing on these works, Rakow argues that they raise important questions regarding women’s
opportunities for creativity and how these opportunities have evolved over time, the ways in which
women’s creative efforts have been evaluated, the mechanisms by which women have been silenced,
and how women have constructed meaning in their lives through the myths and activities assigned
to them by men, and how men have often defined their own identities at the expense of women. In
this context, she contends that feminism “is a challenge to the very power relations that have
determined the ground over which the discussion can be waged” (Rakow, 2006, pp. 202). She further
explains that although contemporary feminist scholars have adopted a range of perspectives in their
analyses of popular culture, two central assumptions commonly underpin their work. First, they
posit that women’s engagement with popular culture is fundamentally different from that of men.
Scholars have noted that women have frequently occupied pivotal roles as consumers of specific
popular culture products, have often been prominent subjects within popular culture for audiences
of all genders, and, in certain historical contexts, have also contributed as influential creators and
producers. Second, feminists maintain that a critical understanding of how popular culture
functions for women, as well as within patriarchal frameworks, is vital. Such understanding is seen
crucial for women to assert control over their identities and to effect change in both cultural
narratives and social structures.

Rakow (2006) classifies feminist approaches to popular culture into four interconnected yet
distinct categories: The Images and Representations Approach critically analyzes how women are
portrayed in popular culture, questioning not only the types of images presented but also who
creates them, whose interests they serve, and how these representations shape broader societal
understanding of women, often highlighting the stark disconnection between media portrayals and
women's actual lived experiences. Complementing this critical lens, the Recovery and Reappraisal
Approach shifts focus on reclaiming women's historical agency by recovering and valuing women's
creative expression throughout history, seeking to rediscover women's stories, self-representations,
and cultural contributions that have been systematically neglected or devalued within male-
dominated narratives. The Reception and Experience Approach challenges traditional assumptions
about passive media consumption by emphasizing the audience's active role, examining how
women engage with, interpret, and find meaning in cultural products, demonstrating that even
seemingly conventional media like romance novels or soap operas can offer moments of autonomy,
identification, and subtle resistance to patriarchal structures. Finally, the Cultural Theory Approach
provides a broader theoretical framework that explores how culture itself is produced and
structured around gendered power dynamics, engaging in ongoing debates about whether women's
marginalization is best addressed through integration into a unified, androgynous culture or
through the transformation and reclamation of women's separate cultural sphere, while consistently
critiquing patriarchy's pervasive influence and emphasizing the fundamental need for women's
autonomous cultural expression (2006, pp. 202-211).

The overlapping theme underlying the approaches summarized above is that “[f]eminism, as

a critique of existing social relations, assumes that change is not only desirable but necessary”
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(Rakow, 2006, p. 202). Consequently, women’s engagement with popular culture, and thus, culture
needs to be seen through the lens of various perspectives. Instead of positioning women as only
passive receivers of cultural products or focusing on women’s stereotypical representation in media
and popular culture from male perspectives, Rakow outlines the feminist approaches to popular
culture that emphasize women’s experiences as both producers and active consumers of culture.

In this context, popular culture is a contested space where dominant and subordinate groups
negotiate over meaning (Hall, 2019, p. 357-359), in which the symbolic and real relationships
between men and women, in all areas of everyday life, are constantly defined, produced, and
reproduced (Milestone & Meyer, 2016). Despite its role in reinforcing social and cultural structures
particularly patriarchy, popular culture long remained on the periphery of academic inquiry.
Cultural critics paid limited attention to how popular culture, often described as an ideological
mechanism that captures, governs, and directs individuals, is perceived through a female lens. In
evaluations of popular culture produced by and for women, the roles of women as producers,
subjects, and consumers were frequently overlooked or reduced to passive, objectified figures. The
stereotypical images of women in such media have reinforced traditional gender roles, particularly
the socialization of women into domestic identities such as housewives and mothers.

Sarah Gamble (2001) argues that “[iln common usage the stereotype can be seen as an
ideological discursive strategy which demarcates an us/ them binarity which functions to reinforce
the dominant discourse” (p. 306). She continues discussing how patriarchy, for instance, uses
stereotypes to define women’s roles and traits as fundamentally different—and inferior—to men’s,
while elevating masculinity. The ideal woman is often depicted as a nurturing wife, mother, or
muse, shaped by the male gaze, whereas female sexuality is portrayed as dangerous and
uncontrollable. Patriarchy establishes fixed, repeatable notions of femininity and encourages
women to internalize these images. In this way, stereotyping becomes a key mechanism through
which patriarchal ideology shapes and limits women’s identities.

When exploring topics such as gendered experiences, meaning-making, representation, power
dynamics, or social relationships, it is useful to consider these inquiries across multiple
interconnected analytical levels. Disagreements over knowledge often stem from analyses being
conducted at different levels, or across multiple levels simultaneously (Ramazanoglu & Holland,
2002, p. 153). Given the complexity and sensitivity of how gender and power intersect, it is important
to clarify which levels are being explored in a given study and how they relate to one another.
Analytical levels can vary; for instance, one might choose to analyze gender and power relations
through the lens of language and discourse or through the institutional structures that regulate
gendered behavior.

Studying gender at the level of language involves analyzing ideas, beliefs, norms, discourses
through which culture is reproduced, and power is exercised. cultural reproduction, along with their
impacts. This level is essential to understand how relations of power and gendered experiences are
shaped. Feminist scholars have long argued that notions of masculinity and femininity — like those
surrounding race or class- are socially constructed and can be challenged. These constructs shape

how people perceive reality and navigate their world. Postmodern theory has been especially
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influential in demonstrating how gender is created through specific discourses and representations,
with gendered identities and subjectivities being constantly formed, contested, reshaped, and
fragmented. At this discursive level, individuals may exercise agency by accepting, resisting, or
challenging constructions of gendered identity, an interaction that can lead to either empowerment
or disempowerment.

Language, thus, plays a crucial role in linking knowledge and experience, as it shapes how
identities, subjectivities, and lived experiences are constructed, understood, and reinterpreted.
Nevertheless, language alone does not fully explain how gender and power operate. Drawing on
Foucault, Patti Lather (1991) notes that language is particularly influential in generating categories—
such as those used to classify gender—but reality is multifaceted and cannot be entirely reduced to
language. As Caroline Ramazanoglu and Janet Holland similarly argue, there is a fundamental
distinction between viewing gender and power as entirely constructed through language and
recognizing that language is only one component within a broader, multi-layered framework (2002,
p- 153).

CONTEXTS OF FEMINIST CULTURAL CRITICISM

According to Balsamo (1991), feminist literary criticism provides a framework that paves the
way for feminist theories. Within this framework, writing is not viewed as a purely individual act;
rather, literature is understood as a cultural product shaped by its historical and ideological context.
This perspective insists that art is inherently political and cannot be detached from broader political
realities. Both feminist literary criticism and feminist cultural studies are deeply concerned with the
discursive construction of identity, subjectivity, and the politics of representation. In this context,
literary analysis is situated within the broader domain of cultural studies, where texts serve merely
as tools for exploring wider social, political, and cultural issues. Feminist scholars shift the focus
toward structures, institutions, and power relations. The struggle with the canon—seen as a rigid
set of norms and exclusions—is fundamentally a critique of the politics of representation and the
power relations that govern knowledge production. This struggle extends beyond literary and
cinematic representation to encompass university curricula, social activism, and global economic
dynamics, among many other things. In this way, feminist cultural studies represents an effort to
transform representational practices both within academia and in broader sociopolitical contexts.
Consequently, feminist cultural studies are closely tied to the analytical framework of contemporary
feminist social and political theories (Balsamo, 1991, p. 56).

Since the 1980s, however, the work of feminist critics such as Tania Modleski (1986, 1991),
Janice Radway (1991), and Ien Ang (1985, 1996) has prompted a shift in the analysis of popular
culture. These scholars challenged the exclusion of women as both subjects and objects of research
and critically examined representations in media. Their work revealed that women’s gender
identities are not monolithic but vary significantly depending on intersecting factors such as age,
education, ethnicity, race, and class.

In the 1990s, critiques led by Black feminist and postcolonial scholars focused on two main

concerns. First, they challenged the assumption that there is a general consensus among feminists
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regarding the appropriate political aims of critical feminist studies. Second, they highlighted the
difficulty of addressing complex systems of oppression shaped by gender, class, and race within a
fundamentally racist social structure. Hazel Carby (1982, 2005), for example, argued that the issue is
not simply about recognizing the presence of Black woman within feminist discourse, but about
redefining the core assumptions of mainstream feminist thought to reflect how race, class, and
gender intersect, and to recognize racism as a fundamental part of white women'’s relationships with
women of color (p. 212). Carby’s critique is fundamentally directed at the discourse of “white”
feminism, which often seeks to construct a universal “we” that ultimately excludes the diverse
experiences and cultural realities of non-white women. The demand for an intersectional analysis,
initially directed at feminism's own internal power structures, naturally expanded into a broader
critique of how power operates within other seemingly objective discourses—like science, medicine,
and technology —which were similarly seen as constructing knowledge that marginalizes women
and people of color.

Specifically, this critique manifested in a key area of interest for many American feminists: the
power/knowledge dynamics embedded in scientific and medical discourse and expressed through
technological systems and practices. According to Balsamo (1991) feminist concerns by the end of
1980s centered on three main points: 1) the idea that science is culturally determined discourse that
constructs a specific worldview; 2) the understanding that scientific knowledge is socially
constructed, and that scientific practices and institutions are shaped by broader social relations; and
3) the recognition that contemporary science, technology, and related institutional logics -such as
medicine- are complex, globalized and highly decentralized (p. 63). These issues highlighted the
necessity for diverse feminist projects aimed at engaging with, critiquing, and resisting the
structures of power and knowledge. Such projects not only have focused on increasing women’s
participation in science and technology but also have critically examined the authority these systems
claim over defining “reality”.

One landmark contribution to this area is Donna Haraway’s “A Cyborg Manifesto” (1985,
1991), which offers a detailed critique of the global technoscientific landscape from a socialist,
materialist feminist perspective. She asserts that “[t]he Other is simultaneously produced and
located outside the more real in the twin discourses of life and human sciences, of natural science
and humanism. This is the creation of difference that plagues 'Western' knowledge; it is the
patriarchal voice in the production of discourse that can name only by subordinating within
legitimate lineages” (1991, pp. 79-80, emphases in original). In Haraway’s cyborg cosmology,
identity - feminist or otherwise- is fragmented, hybrid, relational, and always in flux. Thus, feminist
cultural studies should focus on producing critiques that reflect the fluid and evolving nature of
identity, as feminist intervention, engagement, and reconstruction target specific domains (Balsamo,
1991, p. 64).

Feminist criticism more broadly examines the socially constructed roles attributed to women
and men, exploring how these roles shape literary texts while employing gender as a central
analytical framework—an aspect often neglected by earlier literary approaches. Feminist scholars

have argued that the narratives found in Greco-Roman myths are male-centered structures that
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mirror the male psyche. In contrast, earlier women-centered mythologies are believed to have
offered more empowering representations. For example, Virginia Woolf reinterpreted the myths
and symbolism of Isis to challenge patriarchal norms and envision alternative forms of female
identity (Humm, 1994, pp. 59-61). Building on Simone de Beauvoir’s concept of “woman as Other,”
French feminist theorists such as Julia Kristeva, Hélene Cixous, and Luce Irigaray have explored
binary oppositions like man/woman and mind/nature within dominant literary traditions. These
French feminists aim to create new, affirming portrayals of femininity through écriture féminine-a
mode of writing that expresses women’s unique experiences and perspectives (Humm, 1994, pp.
23,93-94).

In the 2000s, feminist scholars such as Angela McRobbie, Sara Ahmed, Rosalind Gill, among
others, continued to analyze language, power, and representations that shape social realities, each
offering unique perspectives on how discursive practices construct and challenge gendered,
racialized, and sexualized identities. In The Cultural Politics of Emotion (2004), Ahmed explores how
emotions circulate within discursive frameworks, creating what she calls "affective economies." She
argues that emotions are not individual but are shaped by cultural discourses that attach feelings to
specific bodies and identities. She explores, “how emotions work to shape the ‘surfaces” of collective
bodies” (Ahmed, 2004, p. 1). Later, in On Being Included (2012), Ahmed critiques institutional
diversity discourses, arguing that they often serve as performative gestures that reproduce existing
power structures. She emphasizes that diversity becomes a form of institutional speech that allows
organizations to appear inclusive while maintaining existing exclusions. In that sense, diversity
becomes “a form of hospitality” (2012, p. 43) and “a form of public relations” (2012, p. 34), masking
power differentials under the guise of openness.

Rosalind Gill’s (2007) work focuses on the discursive construction of gender in media and
popular culture. She identifies recurring themes in postfeminist discourse, such as the emphasis on
individualism, choice, and empowerment. She critiques how these discourses often mask structural
inequalities by framing them as personal failures. Gill claims that postfeminist discourse operates
through a sensibility that emphasizes self-surveillance and self-discipline, aligning femininity with
neoliberal values (Gill, 2007). Similarly, Angela McRobbie (2009) also emphasizes how discursive
practices in media and culture perpetuate neoliberal ideologies while masking structural
inequalities. In The Aftermath of Feminism (2009), McRobbie introduces the concept of "double
entanglement,” where feminist ideas are simultaneously incorporated and undermined within
popular culture. She argues that postfeminist discourse uses feminist language to suggest that
gender equality has been achieved, thereby negating the need for further feminist critique.
McRobbie accentuates that postfeminist discourse works to undo feminism by presenting it as both
taken into account and no longer necessary. Collectively, throughout the 2000s, these feminist
scholars analyzing culture and the discursive practices within cultural products emphasized that,
whether or not itis labeled as a backlash, patriarchal and neoliberal ideologies introduced new forms

of femininity that ultimately served the dominant discourse.
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METHODOLOGIES AND METHODS

From the outset, feminist cultural studies have been multidisciplinary, multicultural, and
inherently transgressive. Therefore, defining feminist cultural studies merely as interdisciplinary
fails to capture the distinctive diversity within cultural studies. Until the late 1980s, the literature
reflects a wide range of political perspectives including those of women of color, womanists, Marxist
feminists, diasporic and exiled women as well as postcolonial, and gender studies and draws upon
on a variety of intellectual traditions such as poststructuralism, psychoanalysis, sociology,
philosophy, medicine, anthropology, film studies, literary studies, performance studies, and
education. Given this richness of sources and methodologies, it has been argued that feminist
cultural studies should no longer be simply considered interdisciplinary or even multidisciplinary,
but rather post-disciplinary (Balsamo, 1991, p. 50).

Thus, mapping the theoretical diversity of feminist theories also raises the question of which
methodologies, research methods, and techniques are employed in feminist scholarly work—
especially within feminist cultural theories—to describe, explain, explore, and analyze socio-cultural
phenomena within the contexts in which all knowledge is situated. From this perspective, before
discussing the constitutive elements of feminist cultural theories and studies, it is essential to
emphasize that “[f]leminists methodologies are (...) engaged as counter-narratives to dominant
traditional models of research and science, as well as through foregrounding the experiential and
embodied nature of doing research” (Harcourt et al. 2022, p. 4). Harcourt et al. (2022) point out that
their work—and, we believe, much feminist research—goes beyond merely critiquing traditional
research methods. Instead, they demonstrate how feminist methodologies can recognize that
knowledge is embedded in bodies, emotions, communities, and lived experiences. By sharing stories
and making visible the negotiation of multiple identities, positionalities, ethics, and the complexities
of everyday research, feminist research shows that knowledge is not detached or neutral but
intimately linked to experience and subjectivity. The knowledge that feminist researchers produce
is shaped by our lives, cultures, communities, and feminisms.

As feminist scholarship aims to understand, analyze, and transform existing social
formations—that is, the intertwined relationships among social, political, economic, historical,
ideological, and cultural phenomena—there is a tendency to engage more frequently in qualitative
research methods, since these approaches allow for a deeper exploration of lived experiences, power
dynamics, and the complexities of identity and social structures that quantitative methods might
overlook. Qualitative methods are seen as better suited to capturing the nuanced, context-
dependent, and often marginalized perspectives that feminist research seeks to highlight, such as
textual analysis, ethnography, audience studies, and memory studies (Skeggs, 1995, p.3), participant
observation, in-depth interviews, and focus groups are particularly valued as primary tools for
conveying experiences (van Zoonen, 2006, p. 135). Discourse analysis, in particular, occupies a
distinctive place within feminist research from the late 1980’s on, with variety of focal points from
how “dominant discourses define women” as dependent on men to how male violence is “a primary
method of controlling women’s behavior and, therefore, discursive representations among many
(Humm, 2003, p. 67 and the references therein). As Campbell and Wasco (2000) observe,”[t]he
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writings that define feminist research are dense, span multiple disciplines, are highly philosophical,
inherently political, and as with all specialized discourses, full of jargon” (p. 774). This
methodological complexity and interdisciplinary richness, as these scholars demonstrate, reflects
feminist scholarship's commitment to challenging traditional academic boundaries while
developing research approaches that can adequately address the multifaceted nature of gendered

power relations and women's experiences.

WHAT HAPPENED TO ‘FEMINIST” CULTURAL STUDIES

As demonstrated above, the "glory days" of feminist cultural studies appear to have gradually
waned by the mid-2000s. However, it is not only feminist cultural studies, but cultural studies as a
“project” in general lost its impetus. As Rodman (2015) states that “[cJultural studies promised —or,
if you were on the other side of the fence, threatened —to radically transform the ways in which
people approached scholarship, cultural criticism, and political action (p. viii). He argues that
cultural studies has an important role in striving toward ambitious, idealistic goals. However, he
suggests that in recent decades, the field has been sidetracked by its own justified critical pessimism
about current realities, allowing this outlook to eclipse its capacity to imagine and pursue more
hopeful, transformative possibilities (xi).

For feminist cultural studies, the early signals of the “fall” began in the early 1990s when the
institutionalization of both feminism and cultural studies within academia led to its fragmentation
and loss of radical edge. Franklin, Lury, and Stacey (1991) argue that feminist cultural studies
became increasingly absorbed into mainstream academic structures, which diluted its critical and
political potential. Similarly, McRobbie (2009) critiques the depoliticization of feminist cultural
studies, arguing that its focus shifted from activism to academic discourse. She accentuates that
feminisms had largely retreated from its earlier engagement with social movements, becoming more
concerned with theoretical debates than with practical change. On the other hand, popular cultural
texts from the 2000s—such as Bridget Jones’ Diary, Ally McBeal, and Sex and the City—celebrate the
conventions of traditional girlhood. These women and the cultural narratives, according to
McRobbie, “have taken feminism into account and implicitly or explicitly ask the question, ‘what
now?’” (2009, p. 21). She argues the rejection of feminism is compensated by new forms of freedom
and agency, made possible through a post-feminist gender settlement she terms the “new sexual
contract.” The conditions of this “new deal for young women” involve occupying visible and agentic
roles by participating in education, employment, and consumer culture; abandoning critiques of
patriarchy and relinquishing political identities; and engaging in practices that are “both progressive
but also consummately and reassuringly feminine” (McRobbie, 2009, p. 57). Unlike previous gender
regimes that dictated what women should not do, the new sexual contract functions through a
“constant stream of incitements and enticements,” promoting capacity, success, attainment,
enjoyment, entitlement, and social mobility (McRobbie, 2009, p. 57).

In her response to what happened to “cultural studies”, Ien Ang asserts that “the world
operates through the intricate entanglements of active meaning-making and power relations; that

‘culture” is an ongoing social process through which whole ways of life are constructed and
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reconstructed; that we can only understand ‘what’s going on’ by analyzing practices in their
complex contexts, and so on” (Ang, 2020, p. 286). She indicates that an increasing number of scholars
are now engaging with issues like climate change and the environmental crisis as important arenas
of social struggle. However, this body of work is often not recognized as belonging to cultural
studies; rather, it is typically classified under newer fields such as “science and technology studies’
or ‘environmental humanities” (2020, p. 288). According to Ang, while it is debatable how much
cultural studies as a discipline can truly keep up with the times, it is clear that many important
works in the humanities and social sciences today utilize insights from cultural studies to engage
with new arenas of social struggle—even if they do not explicitly identify as cultural studies. In this
sense, cultural studies often function as an invisible or underlying influence. Ang (2020) highlights
the fact that with the retirement of the first generation of cultural studies scholars—those most
connected to the field’s origins and identity —newer scholars often approach cultural studies with
less emotional attachment, viewing it more pragmatically. Nearly fifty years since its beginnings in
Birmingham and elsewhere, the world has changed dramatically. If conjunctural analysis is central
to cultural studies, then today’s pressing issues differ greatly from those that shaped the field’s
theories and methods in the late twentieth century. While race, gender, sexuality, and, to a lesser
extent, class once defined the main arenas of cultural struggle —focusing on identity, representation,
and popular culture-these concerns remain important, but today’s context has shifted and demand
new critical tools and perspectives (2020, p. 288). In this light, feminist cultural studies is still relevant

whether as a discipline, a set of methodologies or as a “project”.

CONCLUSION: FROM DISCOURSE TO ACTION—RECLAIMING THE

TRANSFORMATIVE POWER OF FEMINIST CULTURAL STUDIES

In conclusion, the trajectory of feminist cultural studies reveals both its transformative
potential and the challenges it has faced over time. While the field emerged as a radical,
interdisciplinary project committed to critiquing and reshaping dominant cultural narratives, its
institutionalization within academia has sometimes diluted its political edge and critical ambitions.
Nevertheless, feminist cultural studies have made enduring contributions by foregrounding the
situatedness of knowledge, the complexity of identity, and the interplay of power, discourse, and
representation. Its engagement with intersectionality, poststructuralism, and the politics of
everyday life has expanded the horizons of cultural analysis and challenged the exclusions of
mainstream scholarship.

Despite shifts in academic and cultural contexts, the core insights of feminist cultural studies—
its commitment to amplifying marginalized voices, interrogating structures of power, and
envisioning social transformation—remain vital.

However, to address contemporary challenges and maintain its relevance, the fluid
interactions between women’s movements and the political action that once energized feminist
cultural studies need to be reinvigorated. Reconnecting theory with activism and fostering dynamic
exchanges between scholarship and social movements will be essential for the field to reclaim its

critical and transformative edge. As new arenas of struggle emerge, from environmental crises to
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evolving forms of media and technology, the reflexive and critical methodologies developed within
feminist cultural studies continue to offer valuable tools for understanding and contesting the
ongoing production of gendered and intersecting inequalities in contemporary society. Ultimately,
the promise of the field lies in its ability to bridge scholarship and activism, to amplify marginalized
voices, and to challenge the narratives that sustain inequality. In doing so, feminist cultural studies
remind us that cultural critique is most powerful when it moves in step with collective action and
the ongoing pursuit of justice—where every word, story, and representation becomes a potential

site of transformation.
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