
Witches of Erica Jong: Subverting the
Feminine Mystique and Challenging Gender
Norms
Erica Jong, the renowned American novelist, poet, and essayist, has
significantly contributed to feminist literature and the exploration of female
sexuality. Her seminal novel, The Fear of Flying (1973),became an instant
bestseller and a defining text of the second wave of feminism. Jong's
subsequent works have continued to explore themes of gender identity,
sexual liberation, and the challenges faced by women in a patriarchal
society.

One of the most striking aspects of Jong's writing is her creation of powerful
and unconventional female characters who defy traditional gender roles
and expectations. These characters, often referred to as witches, embody
Jong's feminist vision of women who are independent, sexually liberated,
and unafraid to challenge societal norms.
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The Witch as a Feminist Symbol

In the context of Jong's writing, the term "witch" takes on a multifaceted
meaning. It is both a literal reference to women who practice witchcraft and
a metaphorical representation of the power, knowledge, and independence
that women have historically been denied. Witches, in Jong's universe, are
women who refuse to conform to the expectations of society and who
embrace their own sexuality and desire.

Jong's witches are often portrayed as outsiders and rebels, challenging the
status quo and questioning the established order. They are often
misunderstood and feared by others, but they remain defiant in their pursuit
of self-determination. Through these characters, Jong explores the
challenges and complexities of female identity in a world that often seeks to
define and control women.

Subverting the Feminine Mystique

One of the key ways in which Jong's witches subvert the feminine mystique
is through their rejection of traditional gender roles. The feminine mystique,
as described by feminist writer Betty Friedan, was a prevalent cultural ideal
in the 1950s and 1960s that emphasized the role of women as wives,
mothers, and homemakers. Jong's witches, however, reject this narrow
definition of womanhood and embrace a wider range of possibilities for
female expression.

In The Fear of Flying, the protagonist Isadora Wing is a young woman who
is struggling to reconcile her desire for sexual freedom with the
expectations placed upon her as a wife and mother. Isadora's journey of
self-discovery challenges the assumption that women must choose
between their personal fulfillment and their domestic responsibilities.



Challenging Gender Norms

Jong's witches not only reject traditional gender roles but also actively
challenge gender norms. They question the power dynamics between men
and women, and they refuse to accept the limitations imposed upon them
based on their sex. Through their actions and beliefs, Jong's witches
expose the arbitrary and oppressive nature of gender stereotypes.

In her novel How to Save Your Own Life (1977),Jong creates the character
of Claudia Hersh, a successful businesswoman who defies the
expectations of her male colleagues. Claudia is unapologetically ambitious
and assertive, and she refuses to be marginalized or underestimated.
Through Claudia, Jong challenges the notion that women are less capable
or less deserving of success in traditionally male-dominated fields.

Redefining Female Sexuality

Another significant aspect of Jong's witches is their redefinition of female
sexuality. In a society that has historically suppressed and controlled
female desire, Jong's witches embrace their sexuality as a source of power
and self-expression. They reject the idea that women's sexuality should be
confined to the realm of reproduction or male pleasure.

In Fanny: Being the True History of the Adventures of Fanny Hackabout-
Jones (1980),Jong tells the story of a 17th-century pirate who defies social
conventions and lives according to her own desires. Fanny is a sexually
liberated woman who refuses to be defined by her relationships with men.
Through Fanny, Jong explores the historical and cultural constraints placed
upon female sexuality and the ways in which women have resisted these
constraints.



Erica Jong's witches are powerful and multifaceted characters who embody
the feminist ideals of independence, sexual liberation, and the rejection of
traditional gender roles. Through her exploration of these characters, Jong
challenges the feminine mystique, subverts gender norms, and redefines
female sexuality.

Jong's witches continue to inspire and resonate with readers today, as they
represent the ongoing struggle for gender equality and the empowerment
of women. They are a testament to Jong's feminist vision and her enduring
influence on feminist thought and literature.
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