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WOMEN’S OPPRESSION REFLECTED IN PAULO COELHO’S  

“THE SPY” NOVEL (2016): A FEMINIST PERSPECTIVE 

 

ABSTRAK 

Penelitian ini bertujuan untuk menganalisis penindasan wanita dalam novel The Spy 

karya Paulo Coelho dengan menggunakan perspektif feminisme. Penelitian ini 

membahas penggambaran penindasan wanita, mengidentifikasi indikator penindasan 

wanita, dan menunjukkan alasan penulis membahas isu penindasan wanita dalam 

karyanya. Penelitian ini merupakan penelitian deskriptif kualitatif. Sumber data yang 

digunakan dalam penelitian ini terbagi dalam dua kategori: data primer dan data 

sekunder. Data primer penelitian ini adalah novel yang berjudul The Spy karya Paulo 

Coelho yang terdiri dari 208 halaman dan diterbitkan pada tahun 2016. Data 

sekunder penelitian ini adalah website, jurnal, kamus, buku, artikel dan sumber lain 

yang berkaitan dengan penelitian ini. Hasil dari penelitian ini dapat disimpulkan 

dalam beberapa aspek. Pertama, penindasan wanita dalam novel digambarkan 

berdasarkan empat prinsip dasar perspektif feminis yaitu: posisi wanita, hak wanita, 

peran wanita dan partisipasi wanita. Kedua, terdapat lima indikator penindasan 

wanita yang ditemukan dalam novel yaitu: menjadi korban seksual, mengalami 

kekerasan rumah tangga, ketidakberdayaan, mengalami pelecehan seksual, dan 

menjadi korban fitnah di masa perang. Ketiga, alasan penulis membahas 

permasalahan tentang penindasan wanita adalah karena dia juga pernah mengalami 

penindasan dalam hidupnya. Dia juga ingin menunjukkan kepada pembaca salah satu 

kasus orang-orang tidak bersalah seperti Mata Hari yang mendapat ketidakadilan dan 

penindasan pada saat perang dunia.  

 

Kata Kunci: Penindasan Wanita, The Spy, Perspektif Feminisme 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

This study aims to analyze women’s oppression in Paulo Coelho's The Spy novel by 

using a feminist perspective. This study discusses the depiction of women’s 

oppression, identifies the indicator of women’s oppression, and shows the reason 

why the author addressed the issue of women’s oppression in his work. This study is 

qualitative descriptive research. The data source used in this study is divided into two 

categories: primary data source and secondary data source. The primary data source 

is a novel entitled The Spy by Paulo Coelho which consists of 208 pages and 

published in 2016. The secondary data source of this study are websites, journals, 

dictionaries, books, articles and other sources related to this study. The result of this 

study can be concluded in some aspects. First, women’s oppression in the novel is 

depicted through four basic principles of feminist perspective namely: women's 

position, women's right, women's role and women's participation. Second, there are 

five indicators of women’s oppression found in the novel those are: being a sexual 

victim, experiencing domestic violence, powerlessness, experiencing sexual 

harassment, and being a victim of slander in wartime. Third, the reason why the 

author addressed the issue of women’s oppression is because he ever subjected of 
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oppression in his life. He also wants to show the readers one of the cases of innocent 

people like Mata Hari who gets inequity and oppression during world war. 

Keyword: Women’s Oppression, The Spy, Feminist Perspective 

1. INTRODUCTION

Women’s oppression is one of the issues which occurs for centuries without 

any concrete solution to solve it yet. Women’s oppression becomes one of serious 

problems which still occur in present days. Many stories about oppression toward 

women are still found in society so it can prove that oppression of women still do 

exist even be widespread. 

According to Merriam-Webster the definition oppression is the power of 

authority which unjust or cruel. In other words, oppression means treating people 

in a cruel and unfair way. Another definition is from Deutsch (2006:10), 

“oppression is repeated experience, widespread, and systemic injustice, for 

example slavery, apartheid, lack of a right to vote nor violent.” 

In case of oppression done by men’s domination, feminism becomes a 

weapon to reach the equality of right between men and women. According to 

Kaur (2016:1107), “feminism is a movement which asks for equality and right for 

men and women in social, economic and cultural fields”. Fakih (1996: 78) stated 

that feminism is not a rebellion movement against men, the fight against social 

institutions as well as women's rebellion to deny the nature or religious 

provisions, but feminism is a movement that strives for the realization of social 

justice by making efforts to eliminate gender discrimination. 

 The purpose of feminism is to make about change in society in order to 

provide equal opportunities between men and women and also to prevent 

discrimination or even oppression based on gender. After feminist movement, 

there are many studies of science increase the topic of women including literary 

studies.  

Literary study can be said as imitation of human life. In literature, there is a 

range of issues, including the issues of women. The Spy novel is one of the 

results of the literary work which describes the portrayal of women’s oppression. 



3 

The Spy is a novel written by Paulo Coelho. It tells an interesting story about 

a woman who got some unfair acts from social environment especially from 

men. The main character is Margaretha Zelle, but her popular name is Mata 

Hari. When she was 16 years old, she raped by the principal of her school. It was 

a horrible experience that she ever had. The experience has changed her life. In 

order to escape the oppressive surroundings her, she married with a Dutch 

officer, Rudolf.  

After getting married, her life changed bitter. Her husband is jealous and 

possessive person. Her husband treated her badly. She is beat, raped, forced, 

abused, burden by her husband. He treats her like a whore. She gets 

impossibility of running away and returning home, and the loneliness that came 

from being forced to spend months indoor. One day, everything has changed. 

She makes a decision to go away from her husband to Paris. In Paris, she 

becomes a famous oriental dancer. She just wants to be herself and being free. 

She approaches the richest and powerful men at that era to fulfill her needs. 

Unfortunately, she is set up and trapped by the men she deals with. She becomes 

a victim of brewing world war. She is accused as spy for German and 

condemned to death. In that era, the world is dominated by men. Everything is a 

trap for women in those days. 

There are three reasons why the researcher is interested to analyze this 

novel. The first, this novel tells about woman who is independent, never give up, 

optimist, strong, and brave. The characterization of Mata Hari is difficult to be 

found in other women. The second, The Spy is novel created based on true story, 

the setting of this story takes place in several countries such as Netherland, 

Indonesia, German, and France. The setting of time happens when the World 

War I. It means this novel is interesting and challenging to read because it can 

increase the reader’s knowledge about history especially about woman in that 

era. The third reason is, the author tells the story from the first person point of 

view. This novel also used some diction from France language. 
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2. METHOD

Type of this study is descriptive qualitative research. The object of the study 

is The Spy novel written by Paulo Coelho. There are two data source used in this 

study: primary data source and secondary data source. The primary data source 

is the novel itself The Spy written by Paulo Coelho. The secondary data are taken 

from websites, journals, dictionary, articles, book of literature and other sources 

which relate to this research. The method of data collection is library research 

and internet research. In analyzing the data, the researcher conducted several 

steps to analyze the data as follows: 1) reading and re-reading Paulo Coelho’s 

The Spy, 2) notifying any sentences and discourses related to women’s 

oppression by making a simple notes, 3) analyzing the data based on the 

theoretical framework to evaluate the data, 4) extracting the data to create an 

interpretation, 5) making conclusion of the result. In order to make the data 

truthfulness, researcher uses investigator triangulation. 

3. FINDING AND DISCUSSION

3.1 Depiction of Women’s Oppression

3.1.1 Women’s Position 

The Spy seems to show that women’s position is still 

subordinated. First, women’s position showed in The Spy is woman as 

a slave to husband. She almost has no freedom to do her own desire. 

She must obey all of his commands, but she is not allowed to go 

anywhere by him. So, several months of her life in Indonesia are just 

spent at home in order to manage the housework, take care of her 

children and fulfill the husband's sex desire. Mata Hari also often gets 

violent treatment from the husband during the marriage. Second, The 

Spy novel shows if a woman wants to get better life, she has to give 

sex to man as the payment of man’s kindness. It is because most of 

important fields at that era are controlled by men. Mata Hari has to 

pay by sex because she gets chance to perform in a private museum 

and wear expensive clothes of powerful man at that era. She must pay 

the kindness by sex even just for asking help to get a job. 
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3.1.2 Women’s Right 

In The Spy novel, woman still does not have the proper right. 

In social aspect, Mata Hari does not have a chance and right to interact 

with another person. She always stays at home to take care of her 

daughter. She does not have the right to meet and cheat or chat with 

other people. She feels fettered with the condition. In law aspect, Mata 

Hari does not get equal treatment in the eye of law. She accused of 

espionage and condemned to death. She was a victim, a space goat for 

Captain Ladoux, who used her in his own internal battle with his 

fellow colleagues to take over the general management of the 

counterespionage service. There is no any concrete evidence in 

writing which proved to incriminate her. It means she accused as a 

potential suspect just because of prosecutor’s opinion. 

3.1.3 Women’s Role 

In The Spy novel, there are some roles of women represented 

by Mata Hari. First, she is a daughter who gets opportunity to attend a 

private school, study dance, and take riding lesson. She is an obedient 

daughter who follows what her parents’ wants for getting the finest 

education. Second, she is a wife of Dutch officer, Rudolf. Her duties 

are to manage the housework such as to clean the house, cook in 

pantry, make the house tidy and obey her husband orders. She is just a 

servant in the house and also sex slave for her husband. Another Mata 

Hari role is as mother who gives birth to a daughter and a son, takes 

care of children, and arise the children. Beside as daughter, wife, and 

mother, Mata Hari also as a career woman who earns money to fulfill 

her needs after she divorced with her husband by working as classical 

dancer in Paris. She becomes a famous classical dancer who gets 

fantastic payment at that time. 

3.1.4 Women’s Participation 

The Spy novel also shows that women have limitation of 

participation opportunity in getting or applying job. In this novel, 
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women can get a job as a dancer or an entertainer easily. It is because 

the profession shows the body shape of woman that aim to entertain 

and attract to men. A dancer who can show something extreme and 

interesting would get great payment. Mata Hari participated by 

performing her classical dance at charity ball to raise funds for 

wounded Russian soldiers. Women in The Spy novel still become 

sexual objectification in many public places. They just have chance of 

participation in work place in order to be entertainer for men. Their 

opportunities are fewer than men to participate in other fields beside 

entertainment field. 

3.2 Indicators of Women’s Oppression 

3.2.1 Being Sexual Victim 

Moving to another school in another city, Leiden, Mata Hari 

hopes getting the finest education and to be a kindergarten teacher as 

her parents hope. In fact, in her new school, she gets bad experience 

from her school principal. She was raped by her school principal 

when she was sixteen years old. 

3.2.2 Experiencing Abusive Marriage 

Mata Hari decides to get married with an officer in the Dutch 

army of Scottish descent, Rudolf MacLeod, who is stationed in 

Indonesia. After getting married, Mata Hari thinks her life will change 

better and she can forget all of her bad experience in the school 

before. In fact, her nightmare apparently must be repeated again. Mata 

Hari’s husband is a distant person who always treats her violently. 

3.2.3 Powerlessness 

After Mata Hari was raped by the school principal, she did not 

know whom she should complain about what already happened with. 

She faces the risk which being expelled from school or sent back 

home. So, she forced to not to tell anyone. She does not have power to 

complain it all. Another powerlessness is from her husband. Her 

husband treats her badly. She was beaten, raped, forced, abused, 
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burden by him. Mata Hari could not run away from her husband. She 

forced to spend months in home to take care her daughter. Mata Hari 

has no power to fight her husband who treats her violently. 

3.2.4 Experiencing Sexual Harassment 

Mr. Guimet allows Mata Hari to perform her classical dance in 

his private museum and also allows her to wear his expensive clothes. 

Unfortunately, she gets sexual harassment from Mr. Guimet because 

she must repay his kindness with sex. Mata Hari also gets sexual 

harassment from Picasso who is an artist of growing fame and 

important. He asks her to pose, talks about her beauty and invites her 

to go to one place for holidays. But, Mata Hari has known what the 

purpose of him. The invitation means he wants her in his bed. 

3.2.5 Being the Victim of Slander in Wartime 

Mata Hari was accused of espionage by head of 

counterespionage, Captain Ladoux. All the accusation is slander to 

drop her because she never gives anything such information about 

France to German. Then, she arrested because of the accusation in the 

hotel. On February 13, 1917, she was in jailed. After she accused as 

the potential suspect, she gets death punishment. In Paris, she 

condemned to death on October 15, 1917. 

3.3 Coelho’s Reason Why Women’s Oppression Addressed in The Spy 

The reason why the author, Paulo Coelho, addressed the issue of 

women’s oppression in the novel is because Coelho also ever subjected of 

oppression in his life. He knows experiencing oppression is not an easy 

thing to be faced but Mata Hari could overcome all her problems at that 

time. Coelho wants to reveal the case of innocent person such Mata hari 

who got inequities and oppression during World War I to the readers. He 

wants to inform all his reader in the world about how a woman who had 

been abused till she was twenty years old could overcome all her problem at 

that time and become who she became. He also wants the reader can take 

some lessons from the story of Mata Hari. 
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3.4 Discussion 

Based on the problem statement, researcher found some aspects. First, 

through feminist perspective, researcher tries to explain how women’s 

oppression in the novel is seen from feminism side. In The Spy, the position of 

woman is inferior to men. Women’s position in The Spy is as a slave to husband. 

In the novel also shows if a woman wants to get the better life, they have to give 

sex to men as the payment even just for getting a job or asking help. It is because 

most important occupations are controlled by men. 

The right of women in The Spy novel is also not equal to men. Women do 

not get the proper right. In social aspect of the novel, Mata Hari does not have a 

chance and right to interact with another person. In law aspect, woman in The 

Spy novel does not get the equal treatment. She does not get the equality of right 

in law. She accused of espionage without any concrete evidence then 

condemned to death. 

The women’s role in The Spy novel belongs to traditional role such as 

daughter, wife, and mother. As a daughter, she gets opportunity to attend a 

private school, study dance, and take riding lesson. She is an obedient daughter 

who follows what her parents’ wants for getting the finest education. As a wife, 

she manages the housework and satisfies her husband. As a mother, she takes 

care of children at home. Beside as daughter, wife, and mother, she is also as 

career woman who earns money for herself after she divorced with her husband 

by working as classical dancer. 

The women’s participation in The Spy novel is fewer than men. They have 

limitation of participation opportunity. Women have limitation opportunity in 

getting or applying job. In this novel, women can get a job such a dancer or an 

entertainer easily. It is because the profession shows the shape of body which 

aim to entertain and attract to men. 

Second, the researcher wants to mention the kinds of oppression that happen 

in the novel. There are five indicators of women’s oppression depicted in the 

novel: being sexual victim, experiencing abusive marriage, powerlessness, 

experiencing sexual harassment, and being the victim of slander in wartime. 
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Those can be a proof that women’s oppression in the novel is well depicted. 

Because of those, the author, Paulo Coelho, has the reason why he writes the 

novel which women as the main character who being oppressed. Coelho ever 

subjected of oppression. So, he knows well how Mata Hari’s feeling. 

4 CONCLUSION 

After analyzing The Spy novel in previous chapter, researcher concludes 

some points of the research based on previous chapter. Firstly, the issue of 

women’s oppression in The Spy novel is depicted based on the four principles of 

feminist perspective as follows: women’s position, women’s right, women’s 

role, women’s participation. Women’s position in The Spy novel is still 

subordinated. It could be proven by some events happen in the novel as follows: 

Mata Hari treated by her husband violently and Mata Hari has to give sex for 

asking help. Women’s right in The Spy novel still do not have the proper right. 

They do not have the equal opportunities to express their idea, desire, need in 

social life and law. Women’s role in The Spy novel is not only as a daughter, 

wife, and mother, but also as career woman who works to fulfill her needs. 

Women’s participation in The Spy novel is fewer especially in applying job. 

They can easily participate in workplace that relate to something entertain such 

as dancer. 

Secondly, the researcher found that there are five indicators of women’s 

oppression in The Spy novel as follows: being sexual victim, experiencing 

domestic violence, powerlessness, experiencing sexual harassment and being 

victim of slander in wartime. Being sexual victim refers to the experience of 

being raped by school principal. Experiencing domestic violence refers to the 

experience of getting some cruel treatment from husband during marriage. 

Powerlessness refers to the struggle to face many injustices in life but there is 

not power to fight it. Experiencing sexual harassment refers to the experience in 

getting some sexual harassments from men. The last, being victim of slander in 

wartime refers to the injustice of the government in wartime that makes someone 

who is right but it looks wrong. 
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This novel is written by Paulo Coelho. He is known as a writer who creates 

his works based on his life experience. He ever became subject of oppression. 

So, he is interested in learning many cases of many innocent people who 

condemned to death in World War I like Mata Hari who gets many oppressions 

in her life. 

The researcher suggests for the next researcher who interested in analyzing 

this novel to analyze Mata Hari’s desire to reach her dream by using individual 

psychological theory. This research can be used as the references to enhance the 

knowledge about theory of literature especially about feminist perspective in 

order to give better comprehension in learning literature. 
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