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WOMEN IN MEN’S SHOES:
‘SHEROES’ IN LITERATURES AND CULTURES OF THE
BRITISH ISLES, THE COMMONWEALTH, AND BEYOND

‘Women in men’s shoes’ – literally and metaphorically speaking – have existed for centuries:
in history, cultural imaginaries, and literary and visual representations. The depiction of
women literally wearing male gear can be traced back to the Renaissance (e.g., Mary Frith,
Ill. 1). Women pursuing ways of life that were culturally assigned to males (e.g., female
explorers, warriors, or rulers) not only highlighted hegemonic gender boundaries and
hierarchies, but also challenged and transgressed them. Arguably, historical women in men’s
shoes have created spaces of friction and contestation, producing new semantic and
conceptual fields; they have often become alluring female heroes – that is, ‘sheroes’ – of
myths, highbrow literature, and popular culture (e.g., Lara Croft, Ill. 2).
Even though some of these ‘women in men’s shoes’ are well-known and have had a long
history, an increasing scholarly interest is only just emerging: Recently, critics have started to
theorize how women appropriate and subvert hegemonic male practices, and how these acts
of appropriation and subversion are represented in literature and art (Böger 2000; Cameron
2009; Garber 1997 [1992]). Since the year 2000 there have been lively debates on ‘sheroes’
(Richards 2004), ‘women explorers’ (Gilmartin 2007), ‘viragos’ (Meek/Lawless 2005),
‘women warriors’ (Capeloa Gil 2005; Mainon/Ursini 2006), or ‘drag kings’ (Schuster 2010).
Both developments suggest that the topics of gender binaries, of norm and deviation, of
gender transgression and subversion, and of hegemonic power relations are as relevant as
ever – especially when it comes to exploring, conceptualizing, and discussing representations
of ‘women in men’s shoes.’
The section organizers invite proposals for papers that (1) provide theoretical contributions
to the discussion of ‘sheroes,’ (2) suggest concepts that allow for a better analysis of
(historical) mediations of sheroes and their political implications, or (3) investigate into
various historical and contemporary literary and cultural emanations of ‘sheroes’ (who both
subvert and reconfirm traditional gender binaries).
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Areas of discussion may include (but are by no means restricted to):


various historical emanations of ‘sheroes,’ their different manifestations as ‘viragos,’
‘female explorers, emperors, fighters …’ and their historical or recent mediations and
implicit evaluations;



diachronic developments in representations of ‘sheroes’ (e.g., the ‘virago’ as an
‘intertextual’ phenomenon; the ‘warrior woman’ as a trans-cultural phenomenon, e.g.
appropriations of the French ‘Joan of Arc myth,’ the Chinese ‘Fa Mulan myth,’ or
representations of ancient Greek viragos, such as Minerva or amazons);



the nature of ‘literary heroism’ and default heroes (can the virago only be defined in
dependence of the vir? Are there any cultural specifics and trans-cultural universals?);



the ‘shero’ across media and between media (e.g., ‘sheroes’ in poetry and drama;
intermedial representations and evaluations of women in men’s shoes; frictions
between images and imaginaries of ‘sheroes’);



intersectional approaches to ‘sheroes’, e.g. gender and (hyper-)sexuality, race,
religion, age, or social status, or queer readings of representations of ‘sheroes’;



female cross-dressing and mechanisms of societal inclusion/exclusion or female crossdressing and in-between spaces of (playful) exploration of liminality;



cross-dressing and provocation, politics, and power; or



historical ‘sheroes’ as well as their cultural (non-)acknowledgement and (non-)
canonization.

Please send your proposals (200-300 words) and a short biographical note (ca. 200
words) to the section organizers by 15 October 2016. Thank you.

Ill. 1: ‘Roaring Girl’ Mary Frith,
a.k.a. Moll Cutpurse (~1584-1659);
frontispiece of The Roaring Girl by
Thomas Middleton & Thomas
Dekker (1611).

Ill. 2: Female explorer and fighter Lara
Croft as depicted in the game “Angel of
Darkness”; © ‘eidos;’
www.zeit.de/online/2009/29/bg-tombraider.
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