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Abstract 
 
Elaine Benes from Seinfeld is a prominent female character that gets little recognition for her 

contribution to female characters within a sitcom. The only written work on her contribution 

within a feminist framework claims she is not a feminist because she behaves in similar ways to 

her male counterparts. This work also uses a framework that is ill-fitted for both the time period 

and the format of the show. The goal of this research is to reframe Elaine as a feminist character 

within the context of the show and its time period using the values of third-wave feminism and 

postmodernism. This process involves analyzing scenes from the show that demonstrate these 

values. Furthermore, the research should prove that this brand of feminism and writing for 

Elaine’s character set a precedent for future female representations in sitcoms. 
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Process Analysis Statement 

 
As a Telecommunications major, analyzing media has always been a passion of mine. I 

have always enjoyed finding ways to tie media back to its culture it originated from. Given the 

opportunity to write an Honors Thesis, I figured now would be the best time to utilize those 

talents and write about a media I am interested in. I have always had a deep appreciation of 

Seinfeld. I would not call myself a “superfan” or anything nearly as close, but the show will 

always remind me of my nightly routine with my mother of watching Seinfeld on NBC followed 

by The Tonight Show with Conan O’Brien. As an early teenager, I felt that this show helped 

shape my sense of humor. 

Some of the topics I stumbled across in my early research that I was interested in writing 

about included how Seinfeld reinvented the use of the sitcom format and how races and ethnic 

groups are represented within the show. I then found a recent article criticizing an essay titled 

“Elaine Benes: Feminist Icon or Just One of the Boys?” by Sarah Worth written for the book 

Seinfeld and Philosophy in 1999. I was surprised that the essay claimed that Elaine was not a 

feminist role model, and that more had not been written on the subject. I have always felt a deep 

connection to Elaine because she was always unapologetically herself while also not being 

written to be a hero. While I appreciate a strong and kind and empowering female character, it 

was a nice change of pace to see the ugly, petty, snarky, and indulgent aspects of being a woman 

represented on screen without her whole personality being limited to those negative qualities. I 

was also intrigued by the article author’s modern take on the topic, though it was purely based on 

opinion and not research. I decided this was the perfect opportunity to analyze the evidence with 

research on my side. 
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Despite feminism being an extremely popular subject, especially in post-#MeToo society, 

I actually found it a little difficult to find a solid framework of feminism to hold Elaine to. I soon 

realized that even though there is a wide acceptance of liberal feminism, definitions can be broad 

and varying. In this sense, Worth’s use of rigid ethical theory to criticize her is valid, but it still 

feels off the mark for modern understandings of feminism and even feminism in the 1990s. It 

also felt wrong to use ethics as a basis for criticism, as the show often toys with ethics as a form 

of social commentary and humor. 

I looked into what brand of feminism was popular in the 1990s and found postmodern 

feminism. Not knowing exactly what postmodern meant, when I read the definition I 

immediately thought of Seinfeld’s humor. Sure enough, I was able to find research that supported 

that notion and everything fell into place. The process was challenging with the lack of research, 

but I was invigorated by making this connection and finding the ways to connect the writing for 

Elaine back to feminist culture in the 1990s. I also learned a great amount about the history of 

feminism and how it led to feminism as we know it today. I did not know that feminism came in 

waves that are interconnected in the core values of feminism. While each wave was still rooted 

in the idea of equal rights for men and women, their approaches and social sentiments towards 

the issue differed. As I consider myself a feminist, I now have an admiration for authors who 

dedicate their work to the subject. I also feel confident in my abilities to analyze media after 

writing this thesis. 
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The Inception of Seinfeld and Elaine Benes 
 

July 5th, 1776: The United States had begun to celebrate the first revolution of their 

nation. In its infant stages, the nation was filled with hope and ambition with its great leaders and 

authors, such as Thomas Jefferson and James Madison. Who would have guessed that 213 years 

later, the nation could grow so sated as to be entirely bewitched by two middle-aged Jewish men 

with a deeply ironic and mundane outlook on where America has ended up? 

Thus began the supremacy of Larry David’s and Jerry Seinfeld’s Seinfeld. Airing on NBC 

in 1989, it was not an immediate hit, but by the end of its 172-episode runtime almost a decade 

later, it was the number one series of the decade. 

“What could captivate audiences for so long?” one may ask. 

“A show about nothing,” David and Seinfeld would respond. 

While the show obviously cannot be just about nothing, defining its plot does not make 

the show sound any more captivating than everyday life. It follows comedian Jerry Seinfeld 

playing a fictionalized version of himself and his interactions with his three friends in 

Manhattan’s Upper West Side in New York City. It is purposefully simple, as it is meant to 

explore the minutiae of everyday life, yet each episode provides its own complexities, usually 

caused by the antics of Jerry’s neurotic friends. George Costanza, the “short, stocky, slow-witted, 

bald man,” has been Jerry’s best friend since junior high school. Cosmo Kramer is Jerry’s hall 

neighbor with ambiguous employment and a penchant for inserting himself into any situation 

uninvited. Lastly, there is Elaine Benes, Jerry’s ex-girlfriend and a current female friend. 

Elaine was not a part of Seinfeld’s premiere that summer in 1989, as she was written in a 

few episodes later at the request of NBC executives to create a female main character to increase 

audience engagement (“Seinfeld: How It Began”). Though she was written in subsequently, 
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Elaine (played by Julia Louis-Dreyfus) is not a character to be sidelined. Though she has a 

friendly exterior, she manages to be sarcastic, selfish, and brutally honest (exemplified by 

George’s character description above, which she coined). Her temper is a catalyst for some of the 

episodes’ central conundrums, involving peculiar boyfriends, bosses, and even strangers. From 

being described as making poor choices in relationships and behaving in an overly reactive 

manner, one could imagine that she could emanate as a caricature of just another dramatic female 

character. However, Elaine proves herself to be well-rounded, being the most gainfully employed 

of the friend group and charming to many. While one of the show’s main focuses is the male 

characters’ difficulties in relating to women, they have no difficulty interacting with Elaine. The 

show's male writers had no predicaments with writing for her either; Elaine was inspired by one 

of David’s ex-girlfriends with whom he had an easy transition into friendship (“Seinfeld: How It 

Began”). 

Like all of the characters on the show, Elaine is a walking conundrum. Her gender, 

however, adds another layer of complexity to her character that to which the male characters 

cannot compare. With an added history of building a woman’s place among men both socially 

and within the media, Elaine should be prized by audiences and academics for providing such 

unusual dimensions despite adversity inaccurately portraying female characters, especially in a 

male-dominated media. 

Written Works on Elaine as a Feminist Character 
 

Though Elaine is a prominent female character from the most popular series of the 1990s, 

academics have not widely ventured into writing about her character. It may be interesting to find 

that there are an exceptional amount of written works about Seinfeld, especially pertaining to its 

philosophy, when it is supposedly “a show about nothing.” One such publication is Seinfeld and 
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Philosophy by William Irwin, a collection of essays pondering theoretical approaches to the 

content of the series. Within this collection is Sarah Worth’s essay “Elaine Benes: Feminist Icon 

or Just One of the Boys?” As the title suggests, Worth examines Elaine’s contributions to the 

world of feminism, or the lack thereof. In order to examine Elaine’s character within the context 

of the style of feminism during Seinfeld’s runtime, this essay provides many opinions to 

springboard off of, as it was originally published right at the end of Seinfeld’s duration. 

Worth defines feminism through liberal feminism, which is essentially allowing equal 

opportunity between men and women. She identifies how Elaine qualifies as a feminist under 

liberal feminism by comparing her to her male counterparts: she has similar or even better 

education and employment, is treated equally under the law, and has self-determination. 

However, she asserts that this is not enough, instead basing Elaine’s level of feminism with how 

well she aligns with feminist ethics. According to Worth, the ethic of care is one of the most 

popular brands of feminist ethics. This brand of ethics maintains that feminine ethics should base 

their ethics on caring, while masculine ethics should base their ethics on justice (Worth 28-30). 

Because Elaine lacks an essential caring quality (though she notes that all cast members 

lack this quality) she is not a feminist. She does not care about her friends, who she is often there 

for but usually fails in some capacity; her romantic partners, as she is a serial dater; or her family, 

who the show rarely mentions. Worth then further claims that Elaine does not have maternal 

ethics, a spin-off of care ethics, as she does not get along well with children. She then persists to 

pick apart Elaine’s dating life as a narcissistic serial dater. Elaine is very similar to Jerry in her 

shallowness (where Worth also claims only dating attractive men is a negative trait, though this 

is a common trait amongst women on television). 
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As the show establishes, Elaine is an openly sexual character. Worth analyzes the 

morality of some of her sexual choices, such as her pickiness to men when her preferred method 

of birth control runs low, or her rekindled sexual relationship with Jerry that goes awry. These 

examples demonstrate her lack of care, but Worth notes that this can just be a choice move to 

write her character within the show's context. However, she still insinuates that adding Elaine in 

as a dose of estrogen was pointless because she does not have enough feminine qualities to 

constitute her to be rewarding. She points out that one of the show’s main qualities is 

commenting on how men and women relate to each other, moreover, the gaps in how they relate 

to each other. Elaine and the men of the group seem to have no problem getting along, again 

reasserting that she is one of the guys, as she has no close female friends because other women 

seem to reject her. Despite all of these traits that qualify Elaine as not being a feminist, Worth 

mentions that she is a better role model than many primetime contemporaries (Worth 30-37). 

From this summary, it is clear that Worth does not claim Elaine Benes to be a true feminist. Her 

claim largely stems from feminist care ethics. In order to better understand Worth’s philosophy, 

one should know the background of Gilligan’s ethics of care and its relevance to feminism. 

Gilligan’s Ethics of Care 
 

Carol Gilligan is a psychologist who worked on the concept of moral development theory 

based on the tests conducted by Lawrence Kohlberg in the 1960s. He used the test as part of his 

model of moral maturity. There were six levels of moral maturity, the sixth he called moral 

sainthood. He derived this concept from the idea that human beings can be self-sacrificing 

themselves for the welfare of others. This level is reserved for those who have given their whole 

lives to the welfare and protection of others. (Worth 29-30) 
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She decided to test the idea that women have a different paradigm of moral maturity than 

men. In general, she did not believe that men were more morally developed. She also argued that 

women have a different moral structure than men. Her goal was to reframe moral complexity to 

explain how women approach a particular issue. Women are also concerned about the people 

involved in a relationship. They think that these responsibilities have specific characteristics and 

should not be taken for granted. In response to Gilligan, Nel Noddings based her approach on the 

principles of care, which are also applicable to other people. The central directive of her 

approach is that one should always act in a way that promotes the well-being of both herself and 

the other person (Worth 30). 

Many feminists have raised objections to Gilligan’s and Noddings’ establishment of an 

ethics of care. The most substantial of these objections is the fear of the maintenance of ethics to 

“essentialize” a caring relationship. In short, their main worry is that relationships formed based 

on care will be linked to womanhood, thus reinforcing gender-based stereotypes, such as the idea 

of women being more caring than men. Though women may be more socially, culturally, 

biologically, or communally predisposed to be more loving, it may cause further negative 

implications politically and ethically to place the burden of care on women by making this 

generalization (Tong and Williams). From creating an innate connection of womanhood with 

caring, does this mean that because women can care, they should always care, even at a 

detriment to themselves? 

Sandra Lee Bartky is a feminist critic of this ethic, as she clarifies in her book Femininity 

and Domination. Her perspective is that women’s activities in the “caring” world devalue her in 

the man's eye, as their role is “building men’s egos and binding men’s wounds” (31). When they 

place themselves in a caring position, they are then required always to be the designated party to 
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handle men’s emotional dilemmas, rendering them the “emotional underclass.” (Tong and 

Williams). Antiquated sitcoms reflected this idea, emphasizing the woman’s care, whether it be 

dynamic management or household duties. Mother characters exemplified this sentiment, such as 

Donna Stone from The Donna Reed Show offering advice, or Samantha from Bewitched always 

providing care. Even in one episode, one of Donna’s friends challenges her to leave the house for 

the day to see if her family can survive without her care (“Alex Runs the House”). This example 

would not be a problem if not for the fact that their efforts were often undermined or utterly 

unappreciated by the husband. Men naturally expected women to provide this care but not 

reward them for it— instead, household men downgraded the women not to speak or take up as 

much space as the men (their efforts to give advice often being referred to as “meddling in ones’ 

business”). To be fair, these early sitcoms do not employ the democratic ethic Gilligan also 

emphasizes to cultivate care, as caring and receiving should be going both ways. These old 

shows instead exploit feminine patterns of expression. 

While Bartky uses work and familial examples, one can see how Elaine’s character might 

have had a drawback if she fell into this role among her friend group. As Worth says, “One might 

expect that Elaine, as the late feminine addition to the cast, would have some consistent, caring, 

feminine influence, but Elaine’s estrogen does not bring much compassion to the show.” (30-31). 

For many sitcoms, the one to two female side characters usually take on the role of being the 

caring ones that the others run to help with their problems. Within the Seinfeld friend group, 

instead of the male members running to Elaine for every instance they need relationship advice, 

they usually vent to whomever they see next (though the men may be ill-advised not to take the 

lady’s advice first in some cases). The same is true for Elaine: she also feels free to dump her 

emotional baggage onto her dearest friend regardless of gender. There is never a feeling of 
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imbalance, a need for Elaine to suppress her emotions nor claim her other friends’ problems if 

she does not need to. 

Moreover, Elaine can care about helping her friends solve their issues, and in many cases, 

it does cause a detriment to herself. In other instances, she may forgo the help because she is, at 

heart, selfish. This may be an issue if every character in the show did not behave in the same 

way, yet this is the show's premise. Suppose every other character acted completely 

narcissistically and got away with it, and she was the only woman who behaved on the complete 

opposite side of the spectrum. What would the show say about a woman’s place in society? 

Beyond making other claims that implicate that Elaine is not a feminist because she is not 

interested in being a mother, she also flip-flops on whether or not she wants to marry. She is 

simultaneously selective and nonselective on whom she wants to date. Is it fair to base a 

character’s feminist alignment on these categories that are mainly a vehicle for comedic 

situations in a show meant for comedy? While Worth equates Elaine’s narcissism and inability to 

make up her mind in her romantic life to not having enough of a caring ethic, it does create more 

opportunities for the females to laugh along with her. Louis-Dreyfus once said in an interview for 

New York Magazine: 

This revolving door of dates is very helpful in the comedy department. If the show were 

real, I do not think it would be that funny. If Elaine were sitting around, really concerned 

because she wants to have kids, she would like to have a stable life – then it is time to 

turn the channel: What have they got on CBS? (Smith). 

Beyond this, how can one base their expectation of feminism on a character’s ethic to 

care on a show where no one is entirely ethical? Furthermore, is there still a way to prove that a 
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character can be feminist on a non-ethical display? The next section will discuss the comedic 

context of the show and how this translates into feminism. 

Seinfeld and Postmodernism 
 

Fans of Seinfeld know that its humor is propagated by situations rife with irony, paradox, 

and coincidence. Fans love the show’s writing for its ingenious ways of weaving plot devices to 

create humorous moments, as well as the fact that the show broke many conventions of 

mainstream sitcoms at the time. Audiences can see this with the relationship of Jerry and Elaine, 

whom Larry David refused to let have a relationship flourish. There is no room for growth in this 

show, as was made by the famous “no hugging, no learning” rule set forth by the writers 

(“Seinfeld: How It Began”). Where other shows displayed character arcs and opportunities for 

reconciliation at the end of each episode, Seinfeld offered none. The lack of sentimentality drives 

the performance, as half of it is made of shallow conflicts by stubborn people that snowball into 

even more significant problems, often involving and sullying the lives of others with much 

kinder dispositions. This show offers no pathos— characters and audiences alike are never made 

to care about any of the characters. For example, death is not a pivotal moment that changes the 

emotional path of a character’s life in George and the late Susan. Her death was used as a 

punchline; furthermore, to underline George’s uncaringness. The audience never cared for Susan 

either, as the show always highlighted her annoying attributes. Dark topics like these are often 

made satirical in Seinfeld. 

This sentiment of Seinfeld is what ties it to the postmodernist movement. Along with The 

Simpsons, critics deemed these two shows to be the first postmodern shows (Zurawik). 

Postmodernism is a criticism of the way things have already been done (in a “modernist” way— 

think of all Western progress in the nineteenth and twentieth century) and that they will not 
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continue to progress or be logical. Postmodernists believe that there are no new ideas, and one 

should re-evaluate old ways of thinking that are widely believed to be correct. 

Self-consciousness, self-referentiality, moral relativism, pluralism, and irreverence are the 

hallmarks of postmodernism (Aylesworth). 

Despite its darkness and uncaringness, there is still a connection through a shared 

experience, and many find comfort within the realism of the foursome’s relationship. The group 

is made of grown adults who indulge in the narcissism and selfishness most people are tempted 

by, which strikes a relatable chord in the viewer. The show is also self-aware and self-referential; 

again, one of the hallmarks of postmodernism. The writers make light that this is a show by 

incorporating the arc of Jerry and George creating the show Jerry within the show, directly 

mimicking Jerry and Larry David’s creation of Seinfeld. They talk about the show they are 

writing as a “show about nothing,” showing no absolute pretentiousness when writing the script. 

The show is honest with its viewers; it gives an ironic view of many mundane topics and 

questions society's attention to some morality. It is cold and uncaring but a warm and inviting 

change of pace from the contrived formula of primetime television. 

So what does this have to do with Elaine? As stated earlier, this thesis aims to investigate 

whether Elaine’s character is an accurate representation of a feminist within the context of her 

time, the medium that presents her, and feminist theory. Elaine is a character within the timespan 

of postmodernism and is a character in a comedy show that capitalizes off her postmodern 

sensibilities, which does include negative traits. Her capacity for uncaringness creates many 

comedic situations and is a postmodernist critique of many outdated patriarchal views. In this 

show, character choices subvert normal expectations for the genre, and that subversion highlights 

expectation. Many of these subversions are what Worth criticizes Elaine’s character for in her 
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essay. Societal expectation dictates that Elaine should be dazzled by children and try to get along 

with them because she is a woman. Nevertheless, instead of being disheartened that she cannot 

seem to care for a child, she is even further insulted by being compared to its looks. Elaine 

should be doting on her men and constantly caring for them, and yet, she affords them the same 

superficiality that Jerry affords to his female counterparts and dumps them on a whim. One could 

harrow through these gripes as a commentary on what women should expect out of relationships 

than men. 

Postmodern/Third-Wave Feminism 
 

According to Bonnie Dow in Prime Time Feminism: Television, Media Culture, and The 

Women’s Movement Since 1970, one should use “textual strategies-genre, plot, character 

development, narrative structure with the congruence of discourses, produced by and about 

feminism, in the period during which they were produced and originally received” when 

analyzing feminism within media (xvi). Thus far in the essay, Seinfeld’s genre, plot, character 

development, and narrative structure have been developed but not applied to the brand of 

feminism popularized during its time of airing. It is also important to note that from the strategies 

provided, the genre is the most beneficial aspect, especially that of a sitcom, according to Lauren 

Rabinovitz in her article “Sitcoms and Single Moms: Representations of Feminism.” Within it, 

she states that sitcom is the “preferred fictional site for a ‘feminist’ subject position.” Like strides 

made in past sitcoms of different eras of feminism, such as I Love Lucy and The Mary Tyler 

Moore Show, Seinfeld also did work to bring in some beliefs from the 1990s. 

What differs between feminist inclusion in shows that predate the 1990s is the waves of 

feminism they represent. Most early feminist icon roles were developed during the second wave 

of feminism, which was the wave of feminism that reinvigorated women’s rights in the second 
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half of the twentieth century. This wave of feminism erupted from the 1960s to the 1970s. It 

began to taper off in the 1980s, as conservative views started to rise and people widely believed 

that women had gained all the rights they had needed. Though conceived in the feminist lull, 

Gilligan’s ethics of care in 1986 prescribe to second-wave ideals. It was not until the early 1990s 

that the third wave was formed, thus ushering new female characters in opposition to previous 

ideas of feminism (Burkett and Brunell). 

When discussing feminism, especially in media critique, one must be clear about what 

they mean by using their chosen lens. As Amanda Lotz states, “Conversations about both 

third-wave feminism and post-feminism remain difficult due to the lack of shared understanding 

of what the terms delineate so that the terms are largely useless unless the user first states his or 

her definition” (106). Therefore, the goal of this section is to differentiate terms and attempt to 

extract critical components to use for analysis. 

Second-wave feminism spread across the Western world starting in the early 1960s. Betty 

Friedan coined the term “second-wave feminism” in The Feminine Mystique. The creation of the 

second wave implies a first wave, though it was not called that at the time. This wave focused on 

voting and legal troubles with gender equality such as property rights (Burkett and Brunell). 

Second-wave feminism was an addition to advancing women’s rights more in the social sphere. 

It fought for equality in terms of sexuality, family, the workplace, and reproductive rights, 

focusing on critiquing patriarchal institutions. This wave ended in the 1980s with the beginning 

of the feminist sex wars, an intra-feminist debate on the morality of pornography and BDSM 

(bondage, discipline, sadism, and masochism). This disagreement caused a split within feminism 

(Burkett and Brunell). 
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Enter third-wave feminism, also called postmodern feminism. This wave of feminism 

embraces differences amongst feminists. They have similar goals to their previous model, but 

they reject the essentialist narratives of being a female in modern society of times past. They 

believe that defining one feminine experience as the universal undermines individual 

experiences. This idea goes against the notion of feminism in the first place— feminists are just 

creating a new norm that replaces the models popularized by masculine images (Burkett and 

Brunell). 

This is not to state that creating a feminine-dominated truth was not valuable in the past. 
 
When women did not have the outlets to share their experiences, the concept of sharing 

experiences in consciousness-raising groups was far more radical. Through these groups, they 

formulated that their problems were a result of their oppression. They found patterns in their 

oppressions that centered the male’s needs above their own, such as taking care of housework for 

them, putting the male at the center for sexual pleasure, and accepting domestic violence. 

Creating an archetype is what started the movement in the first place (Snyder 184). 
 

Gilligan’s ethics of care seems to fit this brand of feminism. She developed the model in 

response to a male-centered view of valuing ethics. While it may be true that women tend to base 

their ethics on care, the third wave would work to tear apart the notion that a female must behave 

in this norm to be considered a good woman and a good feminist. In an era where women are 

freer to share their experiences through more advanced media, feminism made room for different 

narratives of what it means to be a woman and a feminist. Speaking on what it means to be a 

feminist in a world where feminism has already been established, Barbara Findlen states, “We 

are the first generation for whom feminism has been entwined in the fabric of our lives; it is 

natural that many of us are feminists… This country has not heard enough from young feminists. 
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We’re here, and we have a lot to say about our ideas and hopes and struggles and our place 

within feminism” (6-7, 9). 

With the diversification of representation in different forms of media, Worth plays into 

one of the traits of third-wave feminism, which focuses on a cultural critique of feminism rather 

than feminist politics. While early feminists had larger issues to tackle, feminists of the late 

20th-century focus on the minutiae of being a female and how they are represented, such as 

representations in hip-hop music, beauty culture, and female pop icons (AKA, Elaine Benes). 

(Snyder 178). Not to say that feminist critique did not already exist in the second wave, but there 

is a much broader and complex discussion of these issues. 

Similarly, with the second wave, the third wave continues discussing female sexuality 

and relations to men. However, the second wave tends to solve male-dominated narratives in 

sexuality and expectations of beauty by altogether rejecting them. To play into societal norms of 

sexuality and beauty is to play into male-dominated norms, undermining the whole movement. 

Third-wave feminism, instead, sets out to allow women to interact with men as equals while 

reclaiming their sexual desires and femininity. Instead of rejecting the norms, they broaden and 

reframe (Snyder 179). To Worth, Elaine may be “one of the boys” by being as equally open 

about her desires as the main characters, but maybe one of the boys can be a proper 

characterization in the eyes of the third wave. 

Since this wave is labeled as postmodern feminism, what exactly does it have to do with 

postmodernism? Leslie Heywood in The Women’s Movement Today: An Encyclopedia of 

Third-Wave Feminism states: 
 

In its emphasis on destabilizing fixed definitions of gender and rejection of unitary 

notions of ‘woman’ and ‘feminism,’ third-wave feminism is informed and shaped by 
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postmodern theory and other anti-foundationalist discourse such as postcolonialism and 

poststructuralism… Third-wave feminist ideas about identity embrace notions of 

contradiction, diversity, and ambiguity. (257-258) 

The third wave being defined as postmodern does not mean that it is its active mode of 

applying postmodern thought to feminism; instead, it is more of a reaction to existing in a 

postmodern society. It does not implement postmodern theory to feminism but instead is more of 

a natural movement in feminism where every other grand narrative is called into question. As 

defined before, postmodernism believes that there are no new ideas and that instead, people 

should re-evaluate the old ones. The third wave questions the values of the second wave. It is 

also clear that the third wave does naturally employ some of the hallmarks of postmodern theory, 

such as moral relativism and pluralism, to broaden the definition of feminism. These attributes 

highlight individual experiences and believe that conflicting states of being a woman and playing 

into male-dominated norms can coexist. It is irreverent and self-conscious in its understanding 

that women may be undermining their past principles but still labeling themselves as feminists 

(Snyder 187). 

This is why postmodern/third-wave feminism would be a better fit to examine Elaine 

under rather than a broad definition of liberal feminism tied in with Gilligan’s ethics of care. Not 

only does it better fit the social time frame Seinfeld aired in, but it also ties in with the comedic 

sensibilities of the show. Elaine can be broadly defined as a feminist by her social stature and 

how she interacts with men. Still, it is in the ways she is paradoxical that she highlights how 

being a feminist in the modern world undermines her wants that may play into the 

male-dominated norms. 
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Elaine Under the Postmodern Feminist Lens 

As Worth notes, Elaine plays into general liberal feminism by being a well-established 

working woman who is also intelligent. Elaine is far from the first to be this type of character in 

a sitcom. It would be remiss not to mention the characters that set a precedent to Elaine’s 

character traits that also tied into the second wave of feminism. The early heroines from the 

1960s to the 1980s were of the “working women” variety. These women tied into the rising trend 

of women gaining equal rights in the workplace. The media tried to spread a more positive 

message about women working— think shows like The Mary Tyler Moore Show or Murphy 

Brown (Morin and Kramer 254). (Seinfeld pays homage to the Murphy Brown show in Elaine’s 

character in “The Keys,” where Jerry and George stumble upon a script project Elaine wrote for 

Murphy Brown). Elaine and the two heroines of these series differ in that instead of the 

management of her work life and personal life being central to the show’s plot, Elaine has a 

successful career that does not bleed into her personal life. As the previous section stated, 

third-wave feminists are already thrust into a world where a working woman is accepted. Thus, 

not as much of the show dedicates its time displaying the difficulties of a woman transitioning 

into the working world. In these older series, the personal sphere of their lives was at odds with 

their working lives. In most cases, their careers served as a refuge from the pitfalls of their 

private lives. Instead of the women’s sacrifices surrounding the good of their family, as 

demonstrated in earlier sitcoms, their sacrifices were made to the detriment of the people's 

personal lives to maintain a career (Morin and Kramer 264). 

While a similar sentiment is reflected in successors even later than Seinfeld, such as Sex 

and the City and Ally McBeal, Seinfeld was never the case. Elaine’s awkwardness that puts her in 

trouble expands across her personal and professional life, and there is never a struggle of 

balancing between the two. Any sense to the two bleeding together, as Seinfeld would, is dealt 
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with in a postmodernist way. In older shows, for example, The Mary Tyler Moore Show, Mary’s 

boyfriend Joe’s issues with Mary’s incongruity with traditional roles is a detriment to her life—

which damages the quality of her work (Morin and Kramer 263). In “The Sniffing Accountant,” 

Elaine deals with the fallout of her relationship that she self-sabotaged with Jake, whose book 

she is publishing with her company under Mr. Lipmann. She does so for a very dumb reason—

he did not use an exclamation point in an important message. She exacts revenge by replacing all 

of the periods in his manuscript with exclamation points, which ended in a very uncomfortable 

meeting. The apparent differences between these two examples demonstrate the differences of 

being a working woman between two different ages—where one comedy has to work on 

spreading the message of acceptance of breaking non-traditional roles; the other affords the 

luxury to be selfish. 

While selfishness is deeply rooted in the humor of Seinfeld, it is interesting to note how it 

takes form in Elaine’s life in comparison to women’s roles in past sitcoms. Worth makes this a 

detriment to Elaine’s feminism, but research shows that giving Elaine the room for selfishness on 

the same level as the men in the show is a feminist move for the period of the show. Like 

postmodernism and postmodern feminism, Seinfeld’s role was not to break down doors and 

create new norms—instead, it is to turn old ones on their heads. There was no room for 

preaching on the show, so the best route for commentary was to make a mockery out of common 

concepts. Where old shows dealt with the dynamics of women being disadvantaged at work due 

to sexism and the belief that men were superior to women, Elaine’s problems at work are usually 

caused by her moronic and childish behavior. It is also interesting to note that this dynamic also 

bleeds into Elaine’s personal life, as her problems are partly caused by her moronic male friends 

and romantic partners. 
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Elaine does not have to worry about losing her job based on her gender, but rather, the 

insanity of her bosses at odds with her selfishness. This is especially true with J. Peterman, 

whom she admires but also finds insane, as she discovers his beautiful way with words on paper 

translates into a very pretentious and dense pattern of speech and thought in conversation. The 

concept of suppressing female feelings to accommodate the male emotionally is played within 

the episode “The English Patient” when Elaine has to conceal her hatred for the movie The 

English Patient not to hurt J. Peterman’s feelings. Once Elaine discloses her disgust, he fires her. 

In response, she offers to take him to Tunisia, where the movie was filmed. One can even argue 

that she uses her ethics of care to appease J. Peterman, but again, it is more for her gain than 

empathy for her boss. This is a far cry from shows of the past, where, for example, Mary 

Richards has to report sexual harassment in her workplace (Brooks). While dealing with crazy 

bosses is a theme both Elaine and George (at least, when he is employed) have to deal with, her 

femininity and disadvantages are not lost on Elaine. In “The Big Salad,” on her quest to find a 

rare mechanical pencil for her boss, Mr. Pitt, she receives unsolicited advances from the clerk at 

the store. He guilts her into going on a date with him by telling her about the great lengths he 

went through to get the pencil for her. Instead of standing up for herself, she attempts to avoid 

the situation by giving him Jerry’s number, and when that fails, she views the date as an 

inconvenience she will just have to muster through to advance her career. 

With all of this said, Elaine does take some stances in the feminist rights department. 
 
However, in her Seinfeld-ian ways, her efforts do not usually result in something to be learned. In 

“The Pilot,” Jerry points out that Monk’s coffee shop only hires waitresses with big breasts. 

Elaine applies to test this theory, and when she does not get hired upon sight despite her listing 

her extensive experience, she files a report with the Equal Employment Opportunity office. 
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When disclosing her theory to the male workers there, they seem interested in seeing the 

big-breasted women. When she sees them in the restaurant later, she would call them out for 

their behavior; the owner states that these women are his daughters. Despite all of her efforts, 

there was nothing to be gained. 

This is not the case for the episode “The Couch,” where Elaine stages a boycott at 

Poppie’s when he tells her that he is pro-life. Other women followed her out of the restaurant in 

her proclamation. Nevertheless, when Jerry asks her about her boyfriend’s stance on the issue, 

Elaine has to reflect. During the confrontation, when her boyfriend discloses that he is also 

pro-life, Elaine must make a sacrifice despite being insanely attracted to him physically and 

emotionally. At first, she is in denial that he could even take his stance because “He is just so 

good looking.” 

It is clear from these examples that instead of making sacrifices in her career, which 

earlier sitcoms demonstrated, Elaine makes sacrifices for the sake of the movement’s principles 

aligning with her own. In “The Soul Mate,” Elaine encourages her boyfriend Kevin to get a 

vasectomy because she is gung-ho about not having children. While this is valid, it backfires on 

her when she realizes too late that she might have changed her mind— after Kevin already got it. 

Her decision to randomly cut her hair short equates her indecisiveness towards her physical looks 

to the big decision of having kids. While this episode was significant when it aired because it 

normalized vasectomies, it does not clarify whether getting one is positive or negative. The main 

reason Elaine is so positive about it is because it fulfills her selfish wants. However, just the fact 

that Elaine could be allowed to be selfish about it was progressive, as most other portrayals of 

the use of vasectomies were to control the number of kids between married couples (Home 
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Improvement put out an episode using this scenario the same year as the airing of “The Soul 

Mate). 

The show’s writers loved Elaine's use of birth control for comedic bits, highlighting her 

selfishness but unconsciously promoting the message that women should have sexual rights. The 

flippant way in which she describes misplacing her birth control, heightened by the fact that she 

is unknowingly disclosing it to Jerry’s virgin girlfriend, is both a reflection of Elaine’s 

camaraderie in sharing liberal birth sentiments with other women and the social acceptance of it 

in that point in time. 

I was talking to this guy, you know, and I just happened to throw my purse on the sofa. 

And my diaphragm goes flying out. So I just froze, you know, ahh! Staring at my 

diaphragm. You know, it's just lying there. So then, this woman, the one who sold me this 

hair thing, she grabbed it before the guy noticed, so. I mean, big deal, right? So I carry 

around my diaphragm, who doesn't? Yeah, like it's a big, big secret that women carry 

around their diaphragms. You never know when you're going to need it, right? (“The 

Virgin”). 

Her use of birth control is also used in the iconic episode “The Sponge,” where her 

favorite form of birth control’s absence in stores leads her to be more selective in her choice in 

men, guiding her to decide whether or not they are “spongeworthy.” The burden of using birth 

control makes her as particular as her male friends or even less so. While Jerry and George dump 

girls left and right for minute aspects like “man hands,” Elaine has to think about a man's overall 

quality to allow the use of her body. When he pleads his case to her, he states, “We’ve gone out 

several times, we obviously have a good rapport. I own a very profitable electronics distributing 

firm. I eat well. I exercise. Blood tests—immaculate. And if I can speak frankly, I’m actually 
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quite good at it.” She further bargains with better hygiene, which most partners would already 

expect, to allow him to sleep with her. 

Elaine does even more to demand equality in the bedroom. Beyond putting herself on the 

same level as the men in another famous episode— “The Contest”— she enters a contest with 

her male friends to see who can last the longest without masturbating. At first, Elaine was not let 

in the competition, as her friends did not believe women masturbated the same amount as men; 

they raised her stakes, only for her to be the second to lose. She expects the same level of 

performance from them as she would do in return with her partners. In “The Rye,” Elaine dumps 

her boyfriend when he refuses to return fellatio. In “The Mango,” Elaine delightedly reveals that 

Jerry never made her orgasm and that she faked her moans. This irks him so much that he begs 

her for a retry. She only lets him because she knows that the tension in unknowing will cause a 

rift in their relationship. (This episode functions as a remedy for “The Deal,” the least 

Seinfeld-like episode involving the rekindling of Jerry and Elaine’s relationship that results in 

them both hugging and learning.) 

While Worth argues that some of these examples demonstrate Elaine’s lack of care, 

rendering her un-feminist, they show a sense of respect for herself. They even reflect 

second-wave sentiments of decentralizing male desires and promoting female reproductive rights 

(which Worth oddly states that Elaine’s rejection of motherhood is also not feminist). On top of 

this, Elaine’s employment of this behavior demonstrates employing her “girliness,” a new 

element of feminism introduced to the third wave. Also referred to as “girl power,” it is the 

sentiment that women should reclaim some feminine parts of themselves that may be at odds 

with their empowerment— in essence, they are reclaiming the negative traits used against them 

(Snyder 179). While Worth argues that the writers use Elaine as “one of the boys,” there are 
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many instances beyond the ones mentioned above where Elaine employs her feminine traits for 

her gain, which is also the focus of girl power. She even uses femininity to help her male friends 

out, such as in “The Revenge” and “The Shoes,” where her male friends use her to flirt with 

other men for their gain. Elaine takes pleasure in being allowed to sexualize herself for fun. After 

they pull off the stunt in “The Shoes,” Elaine takes such pride in sexualizing herself that she 

suggests to Jerry and George that they should write a similar plotline involving her character’s 

cleavage in Jerry. 

Upon reading these many examples, one may notice instances where Elaine contradicts 

herself and can be wrong amongst some of her triumphs. It would be a stretch to say Elaine is the 

same type of role model as Murphy Brown. However, for a more modern take on a feminist 

character, Elaine is a more natural fit. (Especially amongst her primetime feminist peers such as 

Roseanne, who almost has a superpower in how much she can handle holding down a job and a 

family.) The main takeaway from third-wave feminism is that there is no right way to be a 

woman or a feminist. While some may see this stance as flakey, it substantiates the humanization 

of women and gaining a more realistic perspective on a woman’s experience. It allows for more 

fully-fleshed out characters such as Elaine, who are allowed to be selfish, flawed, and 

contradictory while still being viewed as a mainly positive character. 

Just like all women, Elaine is multidimensional. In one episode that Larry David was 

apprehensive about making, “The Little Kicks,” Elaine displays her complete lack of grace while 

dancing at an office party, which George refers to as a “full-body dry heave set to music.” David 

was worried that audiences were not ready for that type of female physical humor, and it would 

ruin Louis-Dreyfus’s career (“Seinfeld: How It Began). Elaine was not the first inelegant woman 

to hit the small screen. There was Ann Marie from That Girl, who was a cute klutz, or Chrissy 
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Snow from Three’s Company, who was a dumb blonde. However, their lack of grace was the 

whole embodiment of their character, whereas Elaine’s is just a dimension that is forgotten about 

until writers play it up for a funny scene (Morin and Kramer). While Elaine could be intelligent, 

attractive, successful, and ungraceful, other clumsy female roles were sideline characters 

portrayed as ditzy or childlike. Not a feminist ideal. She is small in stature but is not afraid to 

take up space both verbally and physically, as she pushes and yells as she pleases. She can be 

sexual to her romantic partners and entirely neutral for her male friends. She can be bossy, but 

bossy is not her primary characterization and does not detract from her character. 

A New Era of Comedic Female Characters 
 

Almost at the turn of the century, feminists questioned the role of feminism in 

entertainment media, amalgamating to the June 29, 1998 cover of Time magazine titled “Is 

Feminism Dead?” On the cover, they line up Susan B. Anthony, Betty Friedan, and Gloria 

Steinem in black and white, followed by Ally McBeal in full color. Like Elaine Benes, Ally 

existed in conjunction with some older premonitions of feminism and had dimensions to her— 

she was neurotic but successful and used her girliness to get her way in the workplace. This 

cover seems to implicate that the popularity of this character is ushering in the death of 

feminism. Still, feminists like Dow would argue that McBeal is just another reinforcement of 

what it means to be a modern feminist. It may take some adjusting to, but the contemporary 

feminist aims their focus at the day-to-day, such as lifestyle and attitude, rather than significant 

movements. Similar sentiments have been reflected in this essay but not widely noted during 

Seinfeld’s runtime, ending as this magazine cover was published, in application to Elaine’s 

character. Nevertheless, it is plain to see that Elaine’s character has affected feminists, general 

viewers, and people in the entertainment industry from the type of characters that have emerged. 
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As noted with Ally McBeal, multidimensional female characters took flight immediately 

soon after Seinfeld. Seinfeld’s primetime sister Friends, premiering five years after Seinfeld’s 

first premiere, produced Monica Gellar. While she is no Elaine Benes, as she employs more care 

(as do the rest of the women, as the show does not use postmodern humor), she has many traits 

that coexist but do not wholly define her character. Monica is quite the powerhouse when it 

comes to dominating her male friends, but it exists in conjunction with her presenting feminine 

nature (Crane). 

The reminiscence to Elaine and her character traits often boils down to subgenre/comedy 

style. Shows with similar postmodern tendencies, such as Arrested Development and It’s Always 

Sunny in Philadelphia, have their selfish female archetypes in Lindsay Bluth and Dee Reynolds. 

Dee’s character was added in for the same reasons as Elaine and progressed similarly as Elaine’s 

did— instead of being the voice of reason in the boys’ antics, they raised her character to be part 

of the shenanigans (“It’s Always Sunny”). The examples of Ally McBeal and Sex and the City 

employ the girlie career woman aspect. Broad City was inspired by women embracing their 

childishness and using humor in their inability to grow. The main takeaway is that these women 

can play up their negative traits for laughs and not feel like a caricature but a relatable 

representation of the feminine experience. 

Western culture is currently the fourth wave of feminism, whose principal identifiers 

separate from the last wave are internet tools and greater emphasis on intersectionality (Burkett 

and Brunell). Intersectionality, defined as how different identities within one person affect their 

overall oppressions and privileges, began in the third wave, as was the reasoning for highlighting 

the differences in experiences for women. One of Elaine’s faults as being a representation of a 

third-wave feminist is that she does not embody many intersectional attributes for a feminist to 
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examine. She represents most of the features that third-wave feminists criticized second-wave 

feminism for universalizing: an upper-middle-class, straight, white woman (Burkett and Brunell). 

However, for being the first of her kind, it is to be expected that she would be presented as the 

least threatening to general audiences to gain acceptance for her negative qualities. The fourth 

wave of feminism has also called for more feminine influence in the entertainment industry, 

calling for an influx of female creators. Nevertheless, another fault of Elaine’s character—in a 

sense, Worth was correct in the analysis that Elaine was one of the guys because men wrote her. 

With more female writers, even more well-rounded female experiences are expressed by the 

people who experience them. 

Streaming services have also helped diversity in female characters by allowing audiences 

a plethora of options. It is more acceptable to gamble on niche characters because audiences are 

smaller but more specific. There is no longer a compulsion to pander to the masses. This means 

more female characters written for female audiences. With the rise of female creations comes the 

breeding of new representations of the dimensions of being a woman—such as the 

“antiheroine,” the “female gaze,” and expressions of intersectionality (Blake). Fleabag became a 

smash hit, and now being a miserable woman can still be cool. Insecure highlights all of the 

hilarious complexities of being Black while also being a woman. This is not to say that these 

characters would not exist without Elaine, as it is likely they came directly from the experiences 

of the female writers. However, Elaine opened mass audiences up to the hilarious, 

multidimensional female character. 

Conclusion 
 

Like Seinfeld was an introduction to postmodernist humor to the masses, Elaine’s 

character provided an introduction to postmodern feminist sensibilities to the masses. Some 
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cultural critics might not have been ready for an unapologetic and humorously critical 

representations of femininity, such as embracing a multitude of identities within oneself, 

forgoing societal expectations to care and instead deciding to behave selfishly, and willingness to 

embody male-centric tendencies while still clinging to one’s feminist laurels. Postmodern 

feminism played a vital role in teaching women to embrace their differences, and that includes 

differences within themselves. There is plenty of evidence to prove that Elaine engages in 

contradictory behavior, but this also serves as a realistic representation of how the average 

woman engages in feminism. In a modern society that embraces diversity, this could not be more 

true. Current representations of the female experience would not exist if there was not a woman 

along the way to teach them that each could be the “queen of her own castle.” 
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