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ntrodl(l)ittmn Moshfegh's My Year of Rest and Relaxation is a novel that 51glulta.r;e;)usly
essa Mos . utitul,
ith and resists feminist frameworks. The protagonist, an affluent; healtiti, and
engages with and resists 2000s New York, embarks on a quest for

. e : ly
deeply depressed young woman living n €arty < _ o
total oblivll?on through pharmaceutical sleep. While her actions might initially appear to

be a retreat from the world, they can also be understood as an act of radical defia.m.ce
against neoliberal feminism and consumerist self-improvement culture. Fem}mst
discourse has long grappled with the tension between personal aut(?nomy and 50?1etal
expectations of femininity. In this novel, Moshfegh challenges these ideals by crafting a
protagonist whose primary desire is negation—a striking contrast to ‘conterflporary
feminist narratives that emphasize empowerment through self-actualization. This paper
will explore the ways in which My Year of Rest and Relaxation complicates our

understanding of female agency, bodily autonomy, and desire.

Female Agency and the Rejection of Self-Optimization
Traditional feminist narratives often emphasize empowerment through career

success, romantic fulfillment, or self-improvement. The protagonist of My Year of Rest
and Relaxation, however, rejects these paradigms entirely. Her descent into chemically
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(Moshfegh, 46). This ambiguous desire—not quite
_‘,1\' Lﬂ' yet not conventionally life-affirming—illustrates a mode of female resistance
Jefies easy categorization.
;Ih‘ Feminist theorist Simone de Beauvoir famously stated that “one is not born, but
or becomes, a woman” (The Second Sex, 1949). The protagonist’'s rejection of societa)
tmons aligns with this notion by refusing to perform the roles dictated by gender

e

N]l _similarly, Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity (Gender Trouble, 1950)
ﬂog, .sts that femininity is constructed through repeated behaviors rather than inherent
s

ities: The protagonist's refusal to engage in these performances illustrates a radical
or 1gagement from normative gender roles.

dis
Fe“‘ale Desire and the Search for Oblivion
Desire, particularly female desire, has traditionally been framed within the
paries of fulfillment and lack. Women are often depicted as either yearning for romantic
rsexual satisfaction or seeking professional success as a means of self-actualization. The
agonist of My Year of Rest and Relaxation complicates this narrative by expressing a
Je erB not for pleasure or success, but for non-existence. Her use of drugs to achieve
Olonged sleep is not a passive escape but an active pursuit of a state beyond desire
1tself
Pm]osopher Julia Kristeva, in Powers of Horror (1980), explores the concept of abjection,
where individuals reject parts of themselves that society deems unacceptable. The
0tagonist's pursuit of self-erasure echoes this abjection, as she attempts to rid herself
of all social expectations. Her actions also reflect Lauren Berlant's theory of “cruel
pt,mxsm " (Cruel Optimism, 2011), which describes how individuals cling to dreams of
sel-imPpr ovement even when they lead to disappointment. By choosing obliteration over
eif _optimization, the protagonist rejects this form of optimism altogether.

capitalism, Femininity, and Self-Erasure

The novel is set in the early 2000s, a period marked by consumerism, the rise of
clf-help culture, and postfeminist ideals that equate empowerment with consumption.
The protagonist’s best friend, Reva, embodies this ethos, seeking validation through
dieting, romance, and career ambition. In contrast, the protagonist refuses these pursuits,
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