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Dissertation Abstract – Ovid’s Rapes in fourth-wave feminism
Taking as a springboard the words of Amy Richlin, “reading should be socially responsible”, I intend to undertake an exploration of the rape episodes described in Ovid’s works, the Metamorphoses, Fasti and the Ars Amatoria in the context of what we may call ‘fourth-wave feminism’. There is still work that can be done in rereading Ovid in the context of the push for new understandings around affirmative consent, considering the episodes in the Ars Amatoria in which the narrator advocates the idea that a woman’s no actually means yes. Fourth-wave feminism is also concerned with the notion of toxic masculinity and understanding the harm done to women and men alike by the patriarchy. Men are stereotypically thought of as unable to control themselves, as shown in the various cases of men inflamed by their lust in Ovid’s narratives, and always looking for sex, so that male victims of sexual assault are not taken seriously. This may be part of the reason why the episode of Hermaphroditus’s assault by Salmacis has not been explored to its fullest extent in terms of the implications for Hermaphroditus as a victim, where scholarship has dealt extensively with the female victims of assault. 
In this vein, I will examine in closer detail the Hermaphroditus episode in the Metamorphoses at 4.275-388. At present much scholarship has been concerned with the differences between the Salmacis inscription and Ovid’s rendition of the episode, or with Vitruvius’s account of the same, in The Ten Books on Architecture. I will explore why Ovid’s version emphasises the emasculation of Hermaphroditus and his becoming a ‘bisexed’ being as opposed to the conflicting versions where Hermaphroditus is already born with male and female features. 
This episode will be compared with the other rape episodes, for example comparing the setting of the episode playing into the stereotypes that usually surround an imminent male on female rape and examining how Ovid subverts the reader’s expectations to underline how the nymph Salmacis is acting in a traditionally masculine manner when she assaults Hermaphroditus. This highlights the dangers of women leaving the sphere of the feminine and the emasculating effect this has on men, still seen in modern times in the stereotype of the overbearing wife and downtrodden husband.
Earlier readings of Ovid emphasised the style of the narrative over the content until the rise of feminist scholarship took the time to examine what effect reading the rapes would have on female readers. With the growing awareness of the importance of consent following the #MeToo movement, continuing to reread Ovid in the ever-changing feminist landscape can have huge benefits for future students of such texts as it can provide a ‘safe space’ for readers to challenge their preconceptions around rape and rape culture with a text that is distanced from their immediate context, as well as challenging the underlying assumptions that underpin modern stereotypes of masculine vs feminine.
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