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aesthete, the literate army officer is our intellectual representative within
the text: like his, our interpretative strategies should be shaken by
Draupadi. As Western readers, lemale and male, we are blind to the
radical difference of Third-World sexual politics. Mahasveta's story, and
Spivak's foreword, remind us that sexual difference 15 no invariant en-
tity. Acknowledging its import in Western texts should be a step toward
fracturing other assumptions about {racial, historical, economic) uni-
formity.

Draupadi's survival is unusually heroic, but as survival it exemplifies
the Maith in women's resiliency evident throughout these essays. Female
characters and female authors alike emerge as ingenious strategisis who
succeed in devising some mode of assertion. Even Maggie Tulliver, an
ohvious exception, here dies in the service of her author's self-discovery,
not as a victim of society. With the exploration of women's ingenuity
comes an unlikely cast of female heroes: Helen of Troy, Petrarch's
Laura, and Freud's Dora, to name a few. The critical focus on sexual
differcnce may increase recognition of unorthodox female creative
strategies. In addition to refining our mythologies of difference, this
moment of feminist inquiry allows new figures to provide a different and

enabling mythology.
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Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness

Elaine Showalter

I. Pluralism and the Feminist € rifique

_‘e‘l_.’:}men have no wilderness in them
hey are provident instead ‘
Content in the tight hot cell of

) their hearts

' eat dusty bread.

—Louise Bocan, “Women™

In_ﬂ splendidly wity dialogue of 1975, ¢
Stimpson identified two poles of !';-n;i,ni
these mades, righteous, angry, :m':.l
Old Testament, “looking for the sins
mode, disimerested a ncl seeking |
Pared to the New Testament,

sarolyn Heilbrun and Catharine
st lillerar}' criticism. The first of
admonitory, they compared 1o the
] and errars of the past.” The second
8 I:ire grace of imagination,” they com.-
5 e : oth are necessary, they conclur or
sm.,'}rlﬂtli:jé.I,E;EH:;;LHR :_;rr:]filﬂl::u;{y can lead us rlmt {JFlhf_‘ ‘?Eg}fpfI::I'f?:*l;l'l:l{;c;
thought thar I':tcrnf:'v (‘T'i::'i "';'i";"-:""’lrkf"il:;:“f”'“;"'I TEI"”“'“' il
I ar) : rish in the wi

:;:i:-f1lf~r1 t_hrs- _pmn}tscd land of disinterestedness: ”E;”frr
vere neo-Arnoldian as hefitred membe
faculties. But if, in 1981, feminist litera

1. Caralyn G, Heillr : i
i 'm};.-m;,,,;:r: ::::;:l;rl .(..Fl.ﬂ'liilil'l;:' R Stimpson, *Thenries of Feaniniss Criticism: A
S i st ed. Josepline i Ky,
P . it Literary ' p Josepline Donovan {1 ey ; =
I f;_‘ Iﬂlzirﬁr uss this distinction in my “Towards a Feminis il':qwl{ 8 o e
L ; A e
= 1hwgrr: i Woarmen, ed, Mary Jacolus (Mew Yoark, 1970 . 22 h:-ill
- : IR -LE N i - .
st part ol the presem essay are mised more I'lll'if”"p
©IRE by the

ness hefore they
un and Stimpson
TS n!’ the Columbia and Barnard
Ty critics are siill wandering in the

i Wanen 1Wtttrmg mraned
2 ammvmher ol ithe idens
N in the earlicr picee,

wiversEy ol Chicaga. 0003 | AR LA 0080 . Al BiglHs e vl

i79




180 Elamne Showalter Feminist Crilicism
wilderness, we are in good company; for, as {%Enfﬁ‘e}-‘ Hartman tells us,
all criticism is in the wilderness.? Feminist critics may h-e startled to ﬁl1d
ourselves in this band of theoretical pioncers, since in the ."‘LHII-IE.‘I'IIZTIII
literary tradition the wildm-ru-.f.; has been an exc]uf_'-wel}-' nlm.wullm_e d_ﬂ:-
main. Yet between feminist ideology and the liberal ideal of dis-
interestedness lies the wilderness of theory, which we too must make our
home. . _
Until very recently, feminist criticism has not had a theoretical basis;
it has been an empirical orphan in the theoretical storm. In 1975, 1 was
persuaded that no theoretical manifesto could ?_Ldequzm?ly account lor
the varied methodologies and ideologies which f:i"t-.‘(]rlhﬂlnﬁfl'-'fﬁ
feminist reading or writing.® By the next year, _A_nn-:-t.ie I\(:Inr‘.n}f had
added her observation that feminist literary criticism appeared “more
like a set of interchangeable strategies than any coherent school or
shared goal orientation.” Since then, the r:)qn‘f'.‘-f:efl gn:llﬁ ]Ewc At 1'I>E£I'I‘|
notably unified. Black critics protest the “ll']:'lﬁﬁl:l-'t'.‘ silence” of rE‘I‘.I'IIHliiIl
criticism about black and Third-World women writers and call fora I:flrlu.ln~
femninist aesthetic that would deal with both racial and sexual pnlmg:.q.
Marxist feminists wish to focus on class along wilil_ gender as a crucial
determinant of literary production.® Literary historians want to uncover
a lost tradition. Critics trained in deconstructionist mclhﬂdulogl?s wvi.'r;
to “synthesize a literary criticism that is both textual and ﬁ:mlr}lﬁl.
Freudian and Lacanian critics want to theorize about women's re-
latiomship to language and signification, _ _ .
An early obstacle to constructing a theoretical Irzlmt*wrl}t'kr l::u.
feminist criticism was the unwillingness of many women to limit m

2, Mo women critics are discussed in Hartman's Criticisg in e i“"“'f“i"{!‘fx‘_iN'E'IW_IT faven,
Conn., 1950, but he does describe a feminine spiit called “the Muse of Criticism™ e a
governess than a Muse, the stern daughter of books no longer read under trees and in the
fields” (p. 175}

3. [:Ei'ce my “Literary Criticism,” Sagos | [Win.ler I‘.-'I".?ﬁ}.' A85-60 ‘

4. Annctte Boledny, “Literary Craticism,” Signs 2 (Winter Iﬂ_‘.‘-’ﬁ}: -1.2H.1 )

& O black criticism, see Barhara Smith, "Towards a H-Im.-k Feminist Cri e
ditions Two 1 {10771: 25, and Mary Helen Washington, “New Lives and Mew Letiers: B :l}
Women Writers a1 the End of the Seventies,” Coffege Englich 4% .[_IPIII"J.:'II'}f 194 |1’J: || I ]
Marxist criticism, see the Marsisi-Fominist Literature (I'.ullfrlu'rlrs Wnr::n!ﬁ ““"."g.ll
Tdeolagy and Conscigusness 3 (Spring 1978) 27, a q-n]]rcl:_n-ch- wrilten ;H'T:I!f.-:ﬁl:‘:. n!l' }.r_fcw:h.ql
nineteenth-century women's novels which gives equal weight o gender, class, and iterary

; 0 al determinants.
procluction as texig . . . .
6. Margaret Homans, Wowen Wiiters and Pactic Identity (Princeton, MLJ., 1980, b 1D

fcism,” Con-
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bound an expressive and dynamic enterprise. The aopenness ol feminist
criticism appealed particularly to Americans who perceived the struc-
turalist, post-structuralist, and deconstructionist debates of the 19705 as
arid and falsely objective, the epitome of a pernicious masculine dis-
course from which many feminists wished 1o escape, Recalling in A Roam
of One’s Ouwn how she had been prohibited from entering the university
library, the symbolic sanctuary of the male fogas, Virginia Woolf wisely
observed that while it is “unpleasant to be locked out . . . it is worse.
perhaps, to be locked in." Advocates of the antitheoretical position
traced their descent from Woolf and from other feminist visionaries,
such as Mary Daly, Advienne Rich, and Marguerite Duras, who had
satirized the sterile narcissism of male scholarship and celebrated wom-
en’s fortunate exclusion from its patriarchal methodolatry, Thus for
some, feminist criticism was an act of resistance to theory, a confronta-
tion with existing canons and Judgments, what Josephine Donovan calls
"a mode of negation within a fundamenial dialectic.” As Judith Fetterley
declared in her book, The Resisting Reader, Teminist criticism has heen
characterized by “a resistance to codification and a refusal to have its
paramelers prematurely set.” I have discussed elsewhere, with consider-
able sympathy, the suspicion of monolithic systems and the rejection of
scientism in literary study that many feminist critics have voiced. While
scientific criticism struggled to purge itself of the subjective, feminist
criticism reasserted the authority of experience.”

Yet it now appears that what looked like a theoretical impasse was
actually an evolutionary phase. The ethics of awakening have been suc-
ceeded, at least in the universities, by a second stage characterized hy
anxiety about the isolation of feminist criticism from a critical commui
nity increasingly theoretical in its interests and indifferent to women's
writing. The question of how feminist criticism should define itself with
relation to the new critical theories and theorists has occasioned sharp
debate in Europe and the United States. Nina Auerbach has note the
absence of dialogue and asks whether feminist criticism itself musk ac-
cept responsibility:

Feminisi critics seem particularly reluctant to define themselves to
the uninitiated. There is a sense in which our sisterhood has be-
come oo powerful; as a school, dur beliel in oursell is so potenl
that we decline communication with the networks of power aned
respectability we say we want to change.®

T Donevan, “Adterward: Critical Revision,” Feminiy .r_r'r«r.-rr_y Coritirasam, . 74 Jrwelinh
Fetterley, The Resisting Reader: 4 Feminist Afpravecl fn Auierican Fichon {Blaamington, Tred,
1978). . viii. See my “Towards a Feminia Poetics,” pp. 37-39. The duthority of Fxfwrience is
the title ol an anthology edireed hy Lee Edwards and Arvlen Dizomosd {Aambhersr, Mass,
1977},

R Mina Auerbach, “Feminist Coriticistn Reviewed,” in Cender o Latevary Foice, ral.
[anet Teodkd (New York, 1980, . 258
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But rather than declining communication wi’fh the_.*ve netwnrksl., Fem:zjt
criticism has indeed spoken directly to l.hern, in thelrl own mec!m. .!'F‘M h,
Diacritics, Glyph, Tel Quel, New Literary Hustory, ?nd G:atrml Inquiry. For the
femninist critic seeking clarification, the proliferation of communiques
i v nfusing. )

S "]l't":l{;liep:::e thiz distinfr modes of feminist criticism, and to conflate
them (as most commentators do) is to remain p-cjrrlnanentl}a I)f*.r!'nulsed by
their theoretical potentialities. The first mode is ideological; it 1? con-
cerned with the feminist as reader, and it offers feminist rﬂ:ﬂf:lll‘lgs o ie:lils
which consider the images and stereotypes of women in literature, the
omissions and misconceptions about women in criticism, and w_ﬂ.ma"_?s‘
sign in semiotic systems. This is not all feminist reading can do; it can be
a liberating intellectual act, as Adrienne Rich proposes:

A radical critique of literature, feminist in its impulse, would l_ljke
the work first of all as a clue to !:ow we live, how we have : I‘cn
living, how we have been led to imagine ourselves, how our tani‘
guage has trapped as well as hbcraterl_us, how the very ;?E;: ?"
naming has been till now a male prerogative, m;ld how we can beg
io see and name—and therefore live—afresh.!

This invigorating encounter with literature, whiclh I f.l-.rll? cnll_ feminast
reading or the feminist critique, is in essence a mode of interp elratlmln, nlil-f_'
of many which any complex text will accomfmodate E,m,d perl_nllt.l tisve 3.1
difficult to propose theoretical coherence 1n an activity wll-u_c h by 1.13 na
ture is so eclectic and wide-ranging, allthn-.tgl? as a Clrttic:ﬂ fpm-:t:ce
feminist reading has certainly been very n_ﬂ}uent.ml. But in the free prai.:
of the interpretive field, the feminist critique can Ion!}' compete wit :
alternative readings, all of which have the built-in ubsnlescfnce ;‘;
Buicks, cast away as newer readings take their place. As Koloc ;Fé-t 1e
most sophisticated theorist of feminist interpretation, has conceded:

All the feminist is asserting, then, is her own equ:.vnlent right to
liberate new (and perhaps different) significances F_lcim} L_hcsae sal?:
texts; and, at the same time, her right to choose which features o 2
text she takes as relevant because she is, after all, _askmgrn;:w :151 :
different questions of it. In the process, she claims neit e:l_ e
finitiveness not structural completeness for her different rea 1nigs
and reading systems, but only their usefulness in TEPCII)EI'II;'.PII?% |I he
particular achievements of woman-as-author and their applicability
in conscientiously decoding woman-as-sign.

Rather than being discouraged by these ]‘Imitedlﬂhje(.li\fes, Kolodny
found them the happy cause of the “playful plu ralism

9. Adnenne Rich, “When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision,”
anid Silence (Mew York, 1979), p. 35,

" Lies, Secrets,

s

of leminist criti-
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cal theory, a pluralism which she believes to be “the only critical stance
consistent with the current status of the larger women's movement.""
Her feminist critic dances adroitly through the theoretical minefield.
Keenly aware of the political istues involved and presenting brilliam
arguments, Kolodny nonetheless fails to convince me that feminist crini-
cism must altogether abandon its hope “of establishing some hasic con-
ceptual model.” If we see our critical job as interpretation and re-
interpretation, we must be content with pluralism as our critical stance.
But if we wish to ask questions about the process and the contexts of
writing, if we genuinely wish to define ourselves to the uninitiated, we
cannot rule out the prospect of theoretical consensus at this early stage.
All feminist criticism is in some sense revisionist, questioning the
adequacy of accepted conceptual structures, and indeed most contem-
porary American criticism claims to be revisionist too. The most exciting
and comprehensive case for this “revisionary imperative” is made hy
Sandra Gilbert: at its most ambitious, she asserts, feminist criticisin
“wants to decode and demystify all the disguised questions and answers
that have always shadowed the connections between textuality and sexu-
ality, genre and gender, psychosexual identity and cultural authoriry.”"!
Butin practice, the revisionary feminist critique is redressing a grievance
and is built upon existing models. No one would deny that feminist
criticism has affinities to other contemporary critical practices and
methodologies and that the best work is also the most fully informesd.
Monetheless, the feminist obsession with correcting, modifying, supple-
menting, revising, humanizing, or even attacking male critical theory
keeps us dependent upon it and retards our progress in solving our own
theoretical problems. What 1 mean here by “male critical theory” is a
concept of creativity, literary history, or literary interpretation based
entirely on male experience and put forward as universal. So long as we
look to androcentric models for our most basic principles—even if we
revise them by adding the feminist frame of reference—we are learning
nothing new. And when the process is so one-sided, when male critics
boast of their ignorance of feminist criticism, it is disheartening to find
feminist critics still anxious for approval From the “white Fathers” who
will not listen or reply. Some Feminist critics have taken upon themselves
a revisionism which becomes a kind of homage; they have made Lacan

10, F.ulmlln:.r, "Dancing throngh the Minefield: Some Observations on the Thﬂn-}-,
Practice, and Politics of & Feminist Literary Criticism,” Femirnist Studies 6 (Spring 1980: 19,
20. The complete theoretical case for a feminist hermeneutics is outlined in Koladny's
enays, inchiding “Some Motes on Defining a ‘Feminist Literary Criticism,” * Gritieal fngiiry
2 (Auwimn 1975): 75-92: A Map for Rereading; or, Gender and the Interpretation of
Liverary Texts,” New Literary History (1980): 451-67; and “The Theory of Feminist Criti-
cisma” (paper delivered at the National Center for the Humanities Conference on Feminis
Criticiam, Research Triangle Park, N.C., March 1981).

L Samedva M. Gilbert, "What Do Feminist Critics Want?; or, A Postcard from the
Volownn,” ARE Rulletin (Winter 19807 19
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the ladies’ man of Diacritics and have forced Pierre Macherey into those
dark alleys of the psyche where Engels feared to tr-*.’.:lld. ‘Acct_rrclmg to
Christiane Makward, the problem is even more serious in France than in
the United States: “If neofeminist thought in France seems to have

ground to a halt,” she writes, “it is because it has continued to Feed on the

discourse of the masters.”"* | -
It is time for feminist criticism to decide whether between religion

and revision we can claim any firm theoretical ground of our own. In
calling for a feminist criticism that is genuinely women centered, in-
dependent, and intellectually mhm.—m,"’ [‘1;!:} not mean to endorse the
separatist fantasies of radical feminist visionaries or to exlude from
our critical practice a variety of intellectual tools. But we need to ask
much morte searchingly what we want Lo know E".ld how we can ﬁ_nd
answers to the questions that come from gur experience. [ do not t.‘hlmk
that feminist criticism can find a usable past in the androcentric crunFaI
tradition, It has more to learn from women's studies than from English
studies, more to learn from international feminist theory ll'l.FiIl'l from
another seminar on the masters. It must find its own ﬂulgier.t.l its own
system, its own theory, and its own voice. As Rich writes of Emily Dick-
inson, in her poem “I Am in Danger—Sir—,” we must choose to have the
argument out at last on our own premises.

2. Defining the Feminine: Gynocritics and the Woman’s Text

A woman's writing is always feminine; it cannot help being
feminine: at its best it is most feminine; the only difficulty lies in

defining what we mean by feminine.
—Vircinia WoolF

It is impossible to define a feminine practice of writing, and thisisan
impossibility that will remain, for this practice will never be
theorized, enclosed, encoded—which doesn’t mean that it doesn't

exist. )
—Heévkne Cixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa

In the past decade, I believe, this process af defining the I':;minintje
has started to take place, Feminist criticism has grar%uall_y Sl'llﬂe_d its
center from revisionary readings to a sustained investigation of litera-
ture by women. The second mode of feminist criticism engendered by
this p;m:cs:s is the study of women as wrilers, n"d.i.l"' subjects are the
history, styles, themes, genres, and structures of writing by women; the

12, Christiane Makward, “To Be or Not o Be. .. A Feminist Speaker,” in The Fuitire
af Difference, ed. Hester Eisenstein aned Alice Jardine {Boston, 180y, po 102, On |-i't'i‘lh5;"f-‘
Jane Gallop, “The Lacies’ Man,” Diacratics G {Winter l_’!'r.?ﬁ]:l.ﬁﬂ—f‘»'i: an Macherey, see the
Marxist-Feminist Literature Collective's “Women's Writing.
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psychodynamics of female creativity; the trajectory of the individual or
collective female career; and the evolution and laws of a femzle literary
tradition. No English term exists for such a specialized critical discourse,
:tlnr.l so I have invented the term “gynocritics.” Unlike the feminisi cri-
tique, gynocritics offers many theoretical opportunities. To see women's
writing as our primary subject forces us to make the leap to a new
conceptual vantage point and to redefine the nature of the theoretical
]}I'u:r_h_lcm before us. Itis no longer the ideological dilemma of reconciling
revisionary pluralisms but the essential question of difference. How can
we constitute women as a distinct literary group? What is the difference of
women's writing? -

Patricia Meyer Spacks, T think, was the first academic critic 1o notice
this shift from an androcentric to a gynocentric feminist criticism. In The
Female Imagination (1975), she pointed out that few feminist theorists had
concerned themselves with women's writing. Simone de Beauvoir's
treatment of women writers in The Second Sex “always SUggests an a priori
tendency to take them less seriously than their masculine counterparts’;
Mary Ellmann, in Thinking about Wamen, characterized women's literary
sticcess as escape [rom the categories of womanhood: and, ace ording 1o
?:PFICI'{S, !{ale Millett, in Sexual Politics, “has little interest in woman
imaginative writers."'* Spacks’ wide-ranging study inaugurated a new
|'.H'_‘I'!ﬂ(| of feminist literary history and criticism which asked, again and
again, how women's writing had been different, how womanhood itself
shaped women's creative expression. In such books as Ellen Moers' Liter-
ary Women (1976), my own A Literature of Their Ouwn (1977), Nina Baym's
Waoman's Fiction (1978), Gilbert and Susan Gubar's The Madwoman in the
Attie (1979), and Margaret Homans' Waomen Writers and Postic Tdenisty
(1980}, and in hundreds of essays and papers, women's w riting asserted
1lm:lf mbthe central project of feminist literary study. -

N !’hls shift in emphasis has also taken place in European feminist
eniticism. To date, most commentary on French feminist critical dis-
course has stressed its fundamental dissimilarity from the empirical
:’im-:r_wnn orientation, its unfamiliar intellectual grounding in linguistics,
Marxism, neo-Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis, and Derridean
III‘.'((]:H-?IHI(‘IH}IJ. Despite these differences, however, the new French
fcmu?um‘ls have much in common with radical American feminist
theories in terms of intellectual affiliations and rhetorical energies. The
concept of feriture féminine, the inscription of the female body and female
difference in language and text, is a significant theoretical formulation
in French feminist criticism, although it describes a Utopian possibility
rther than a literary practice. Hélene Cixous, one of the leading advo-
cates of éeriture féminine, has admitted that, with only a few exceptions,
“there has not yet been any writing that inscribes femininity,” and Nancy

18, Pairicia Meyer Spacks, The Female fmagination (New York, 1975, pp. 19, 52,
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Miller explains that écriture féminine “privileges a textuality of the avant-
garde, a literary production of the late twentieth century, and it is there-
fore fundamentally a hope, if not a blueprint, for the future.
Nonetheless, the concept of écriture féminine provides a way of talking
about women's writing which reasserts the value of the feminine and
identifies the theoretical project of feminist criticism as the analysis of
difference. In recent years, the translations of important work by Julia
Kristeva, Cixous, and Luce Irigaray and the excellent collection New
French Feminisms have made French criticism much more accessible to
American feminist scholars.'®

English feminist criticism, which incorporates French [eminist and
Marxist theory but is more traditionally oriented to textual interpreta-
tion, is also moving toward a focus on women’s writl ng.'" The emphasis
in each country falls somewhat differently: English feminist criticism,
essentially Marxist, stresses oppression; French feminist criticism,
essentially psychoanalytic, stresses repression; American feminist criti-
cism, essentially textual, stresses expression. All, however, have become
gynocentric, All are struggling to find a terminology that can rescue the
feminine from its stercotypical associations with inferiority.

Defining the unique difference of women's writing, as Woolf and
Cixous have warned, must present a slippery and demanding task. Is
difference a matter of style? Genre? Experience? Or is it produced by the
reading process, as some textual critics would maintain? Spacks calls the
difference of women's writing a “delicate divergency,” testifying to the
subtle and elusive nature of the feminine practice of writing. Yet the
delicate divergency of the woman’s text challenges us to respond with
equal delicacy and precision to the small but crucial deviations, the
cumulative weightings of experience and exclusion, that have marked
the history of women's writing, Before we can chart this history, we must
uncover it, patiently and scrupulously; our theories must be firmly
grounded in reading and research. But we have the opportunity,
through gynocritics, to learn something solid, enduring, and real about
the relation of women to literary culture.

Theoaries of women's writing presently make use of four models of
difference: hiological, linguistic, psychoanalytic, and cultural. Each isan

14. Hélene Cixous, "The Laugh of the Medusa,” tans. Keith and Paula Cohen, Signs
1 (Summer 1976): 878 Naney K. Miller, “Fmphasis Added: Plos and Flausibilities in Wom-
en's Fiction,” PALA 96 { January 1981): 7.

15, For an overview, see Dommna C. Stanton,
Franco-American Dis-Connection,” in Future af Difference,
and Isahelle de Courtivion, eds., New French Feminizms (Amherst,
references to Near Fremch Feminisms, abbreviated NFF, will Terealier [y
translator's pame parenthetically in the text,

1A, Two major works are the manifesto of the Marxisi-Feminist Literature Collective,
“Women's Writing,” and the papers from the Oxford University lectures on women and
lierature, Women Writing and Writing abamt Wenen, ed. Jacobus.

“Language and Revolution: The
pp. 7387, and Elaine Marks
Mass., 1979); all Turber
included with

- - ——a—
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elfor i i iti '
S tto (1c1|—|m? and differentiate the qualities of the woman writer and |
WO T :
an's text; each model also represents a school of gynocenitic

feminist criticism with its own Favorite texts, styles, and methods. They
;:;—"rhp]hl;l are roughly sequential in that each J'1rlcnlpr}]';|lr‘s the n::i
1im-{.:,rz-|“|:1m" IEI'}’ now to sort out the various terminologies and assinp-

ese four models of difference and evaluate their usefulness.

3. Women's Writing and Woman’s Body

More body, hence more writihg.
—Cixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa”

Urgaln.n: or biological criticism is the most extreme statement ol
gender difference, of a text indelibly marked by the body: I—m.-nf i
II:XII:LIFI|I!].-'. liinlf:git__-:ll criticism is also one of the maost ijr;yll.in:-"f:n:
[:L Elii;:ﬁ.:w:-?;? :cal Fm'rtmlmiu:m ol feminist 1’_:rilir.iSIl1. Simply Inr in-
T Ihmriﬂ‘ D.i_ :; Izet;:nl to 1!1.13 crude essentialism, the phallic and
Sy et ;Ed I » that GFPIFSSE:CI women in the past. Victorian
e nf s [E-.]dit-w“l?e'“ s physiological lunflinns diverted about
T A thetr creative energy from brain activity, Victorian
anthropologists believed that the frontal lobes of the male brain were

heavier
: anrd more dc‘:fefnped than female lobes and thus that women
were inferior in intelligence.

hile feminist criticism rejects the attribution of literal biological

;::::;::;?;}fs?.::q ;}Tt}rjmm‘ Sel‘m:l to hnve_ :m-.elplterl the metaphorical im-
e ale Jlf{‘r}glc-ﬂ difference in writing. In The Madwoman in

Attic, for example, Gilbert and Gubar structure their analysis of wom-
ens writing around metaphors of literary paternity. “In ‘ 'Iatr'hr ] TI
western culture,” they maintain, . . . the text’s aulhlnr is np‘fﬂt;m‘:'l:
:::;;:]glc(r;;l;; :I:T!;:if:;remur, T'n nes_thetir.l I'.lit[ri?lrf_lh whose pen is an inﬁr;-.;_
b i ,eq w‘!:nwf:‘r ilu? .}"5 penis.” Lacking phallic authority, they
B dirrf_\rge];r:e' “I?-la-ln s writing is pml"mm_fll}' m;lrlkml by the anxieties
e ' e I}?.],-I;m:l metaphorical penis, from what organ

ales generate textsy

» p!.i:;:::i : :;i:z:::'a:_ql.ms:lon Gilbert and Guba v offer no reply; but it
e .I“]Fw.l[ mn IInlmrr 1 [eminist 1.]1enr'c1 ical discourse. Those critics
s éc.jé;-qtzltf prfn.rfrst the fundamental analogy might reply
B hias fofina ;vi:-l:ﬂ'fls rom the brain or ll]lzll the word-processor of
il : ~_| 5 l.'.ﬂmpﬂt’l_‘_ti.}' coded microchips, its inputs and
2 + 1s & metaphorical womb. The metaphor of literary paternity, as

uerbach has pointed out in her review of The Madwoman, ign.m-es":r;l.1

17, Giller - ; in i
: o {Ilf:rn n“T: Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the
N LT Loewtary Litera [ i M
¥ Ty I aginatian (New Haven, Conn., 1979), PP [

i LY. LMy it h vall Turther
5 to this work will hereafter be included parenthetically in the wext,
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188 FElaine Showalte ;
. ESIVE melnphm—ical equa- k man and other male poets, had very different connotations for Dick-
imele d, for me, even move Oppres
equally timeless and,

tion between literary creativity an:d childh_i rrh R (;.-E.rtilcll!ﬂ-:r:l .:fé:f:wil ';‘:f t
literary materiity predominated n lh('_ mgluicellul ]|1J-I:"._,1Eh Al
turies; the process of literary crealion 15 analogically | gy sl
to gestation, labor, and delivery than it is to mTemE:;“ o it
Thackeray's plan for Henry Esmond, for mmm1p € ek 1?; :‘w i
vially remarked, “You have 1_'|.L‘m'd, 1 slupp_-n.*a?, L m;ﬁ ;:_-t';r\ [.he lgp Sy
twenty parts, and unless he is wrong in his ime, expect:

inson and her successors, who associated nakedness with the objectified
or sexually exploited female nude and who chose instead protective
images of the armored self ?*

Feminist criticism which itself tries 1o be biological, to write from the
critic’s body, has been intimate, confessional, often innovative in style
and Torm. Rachel Blau DuPlessis’ “Washing Blood," the imtroduction 1o a
special issue of Feminist Studies on the subject of motherhood, proceeds,

- ————a W

i ey ive birth, from b inn short lvrical anhs rail g . HRCE R R
Cohristmas.”1® (IF to write is metaphorically to give bit |||::|10|l lyrical paragraphs, to dFchf)e her own experience in adopting a
ment at Christm: = e texts?) 5 child, to recount her dreams and nightmares, and to meditate upan the
- s genera 5 : i RN AR : .
what organ can ’““I_C' B ¢ critics, primarily in France but also in the 5 healing unification of body and mind based not only on the lived ex-
1 Inist CrrLics : ; { . I S T . .
Some radical fem N metaphors as more than ! periences of motherhood as a social institution . . . but also on a biologiceal
- ed States, insist that we must read Lhe : s SR
Unitec . deline biological ditler- i

playful; that we must seriously rel_ljmk flnd'_llq;_ e Wt
entiation and its relation to womens unity. . mr ”?r e

itd roceeds From the body, that our sexua’ dillcvenys - )
ilbion P )f Woman Forn, Rich explains her beliel that

power speaking through us."** Such criticism makes itsell defiantly vul-
; nerable, virtually bares its throat/to the knife, since our professional
taboos against self-revelation are so sirong. When it succeeds, however, it
achieves the power and the dignity of art. lis existence is an implicit

. D ia : : ‘ . sl
our source,”" In{ rebuke to women critics who continue to write, according to Rich, “from

female biolo has far more radical implications than wF h:l*;E b mmcwIllere outside their female bodies.” In comparison to this flowing
L [qg}':. IFI:I'CI:iEl{E Patriarchal thought has limited E""I“ i confessional criticism, the tight-lipped Olympian intelligence of such
Bt come & a0  specifications. The feminist vision ha texts as Elizabeth Hardwick's Seduction and Betrayal or Susan Sontag's
piclogy 10 115 WL DATTO per I is: it will, I believe, |} i Metapl id and strained

¥ - 10lo ot these reasons, ' : g ness as Metaphor can seem arid and strained.
recoiled from female _|:rll:l_ gy a destiny. In ] Forbow . . i . . .
come lo view our physicality as a resource rather l:rnmmrni {Jl?ll}l"' ' Yetin its obsessions with the “corporeal ground of our intelligence,”

: . ot o P . 4B E H - . s A

order to live a fully human life, we I"Egm“«' e 1"{ : sl feminist biocriticism can also become cruelly prescriptive. There is a
hadies we must touch the unity and resonance ot 0 Py /

sense in which the exhibition of bloody wounds becomes an initiation
ritual quite separate and disconnected from critical insight. And as the
editors of the journal Questions féministes point out, “itis . . . dangerous to
place the body at the center of a search for female identity. . . . The
themes of otherness and of the Body merge together, because the most
visible difference between men and women, and the only one we know

H ' E4 )
i e - intelligence.
ity, the corporeal ground of our g

Feminist criticism written in the hlnlnf_’;l(xﬂi }';_E.‘IISEEC::.'«'E EE:T?:?
stresses the importance of the hody as a S?HTLEJ:“,;;{LF“ “j:'l.“ncn i
triker, for example, argues that contemporary Ame .thm mep e
use a franker, more pervasive anatomical 1magery the

Lterparts and that this insistent bady language refuses the :pun}::
C?l'l péem_e that comes at the price of denying lh_c flesh. In a : =
“'nnf::snewﬂ.y on Whitman and Dickinson, Terence Diggory r.!;imﬂiﬂ:l::al_
T:Il::m.igl 1{.;_i;edness. s0 potent a poetic symbol of authenticity o

At ] - 19AD): 506,
hach, review of Modwotiar, V?rmm_?.u Stuelies 23 {Smnmcll. R s
:?i ‘It:::;;:: Jerrobd, quoted in Kathleen Tillotson, J"L‘lll?alfﬁt‘ﬂlrf‘lf:l:lf;:f:i:.: ”rminil '
i‘:lﬁi] v 39 n. James Joyce imagined the creatar as femd -." rj L WAL PS.
*;:Srbm of Iglletl:u ion: see Richard Ellmann, fammes Joyee: A Bigrefiy {14 .
e
20, Caralyn Burke, L
“ Gipns 3 (Summer 1978} 8al. _
h """2- b .S,#;I:..'h., (l:};j Woman Borm: .Wr.n’n'l:l‘rﬁmwf a3 E.u_'lfirrn-:rn-.ﬂ1
62. Biaferminist criticism has been influential in othe Ll, e
such Iy Chicago and Lucy Lippard, have suggesies that o e
ik i vaginal iconography of centralized focus, curved ines, : b
b '-‘1}'::_:"::‘ (‘l::f: I1ﬁ|u1;:mi From the Center: Feaninpist Essays on Wamen's Al (MNe .
sepsuous forms, J :

1976).

i » W ‘5 Mo
“Report from Paris: Women's Wroiting and the Women's M
vl Trstitudion (Mew York, 197 "_}-_ "
isciplines as well- e.g., ar Crities,
compelied

for sure to be permanent . . . is indeed the difference in body. This
difference has been used as a pretext to ‘justify’ full power of one sex over
the other” (trans. Yvonne Rochette-Ozzello, NFF, p. 218). The study of
biological imagery in women's writing is useful and important as long as
we understand that factors other than anatomy are involved in it. Ideas
about the body are fundamental to understanding how women con-
ceptualize their situation in society; but there can be no expression of the
body which is unmediated by linguistic, social, and literary struc-
tures. The difference of woman's literary practice, therefore, must be

22 See Alicia Ostriker, "Body Language: Imagery of the Body in Women's Poetry,”
In The State of the Language, ¢, Leonard Michaels and Christopher Ricks (Rerkeley, 1980),
P 247-63, andd Terence Diggory, " Armoured Women, Naked Men: Dickinson, Whitman,
and Their Successors,” in Shakesfeare’s Sisters: Feminiy Eoays on Women Poets, ed, Gillsert
and Cubar (Moomingion, Ind., 1979), P 135-50. .

2%, Rachel Blag DhePlessis, “Washing Blood,” Feminist Stadies 4 { June 1978): 10, The
entire iwie is an imporiant document of Teminist criticism.
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sought (in Miller’s words) in “the body of her writing and not the writing
of her body.”**

4 Women's Writing and Women's Language

The women say, the language you speak ]mism?sl }’I)I?I:;I g&nn‘ﬁ_

tongue palate lips: They say, the 'i:mgung;: y?u speak i:;cr::;l S;eapk Y
e killing y say, the language y :

words that are killing you. They say anguage )

made up of signs that rightly speaking designate what men have

appropriated. —Monigue WITTIG, Les CGuérillives

Linguistic and textual theories of women's wriung_:n}sﬂk -TNI]EILI?: r::_::l
and women use language differently; “_rhelher sex 1’.:1E| anc-.: ins
guage use can be theorized in terms of biology, socia n.am:m, 01 y;rhcthgt:
whether women can create new languaﬁes ofdl:flrni:v;dan; e

5 eading, and writing are all gen arked. an,
;‘i:'z:lt;:jﬁ'néeﬂrilii feminist critics have all drawn attention t::-f :!:E !:r:icé-
sophical, linguistic, and practical problems of Rosnen 5 use 0 ‘ing ED:
and the debate over language :Z..;‘[mﬁ of the 1.:mmw ?::tll-':_r':.;gha.:gﬂz ”[hggﬂi}-

iti and writers have the attack on ; :

;I:;;c;;riﬁtt:guagc,“ a language sometimes criticized as serl._}st,_:‘»ﬂtrzei:ir;les
as abstract, But the problem goes well beyond rEl'nrrri:IIst e ni'ri ; ;h:m.g;:
language of its sexist aspects. As Nelly Furman exp 31115, e
the medium of language that we define and catcgm.l:r.le a:rjenl. e
ference and similarity, which in turn Iallow us to comprehen t ?c11lotll_
around us. Male-centered categorizations predominate in ﬂt!njerﬁ S
glish and subtly shape our understanding and |JE1‘*_:_'EP[H::I‘[ s: reali ?,-,“w;a
is why attention is increasingly directed to the mhezemﬂzﬁq;;::ls:;aing
aﬁpecis for women of a mnlc—conslructe:d language sysu_}r;;. oL
to Carolyn Burke, the language system 15 at the center of Frenc

theory:

The central issue in much recent women's wmmIg‘ln Franc?qml l:;
find and use an appropriate female language. ;]n;gluage_w.de =
place to begin: a prrise de eonscience must be followed by a f,rre].ﬂ.de i
parole, . . . In this view, the very forms of the dc:-mllr_uant_g 4
discourse show the mark of the dominant masculine 1~mqh§‘{:sl
Hence, when a woman writes or speaks herself into existence, !

; 2 T
i Franee: For a Dialectics of Telemuification,” n

i o ) b [I-Ginet, Ruth Borker, and

Wasmen and Language in Literature syl Soctely, ed, Sally McConne
y an (New York, 1980}, p. 271. .
Ncll{i:ml-'r:nmtn, *The Study of Women and Language: Comment on Val. 3, Mo. 3, Signs

4 (Autumn 1978} 182.
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forced to speak in something like a foreign tongue, a language with
which she may be personally uncomfortable

Many French feminists advocate a revolutionary linguism, an oral break
from the dictatorship of patriarchal speech. Annie Leclerc, in Parofe de
femme, calls on women “to invent a language that is not oppressive, a
language that does not leave speechless but that loosens the tongue”
{trans, Courtivron, NFF, p. 17%). Chantal Chawaf, in an essay on "la
chair linguistique,” connects biofeminism and linguism in the view that
women's language and a genuinely feminine practive ol writing will
articulate the body:

In order to reconnect the book with the hady and with pleasure, we
must disintellectualize writing. . . . And this language, as it devel-
ops, will not degenerate and dry up, will not go back to the fleshless
academicism, the stereotypical and servile discourses that we reject.
. . . Feminine language must, by its very nature, work on life
passionately, scientifically, poetically, politically in order to make it
invulnerable. [Trans. Rochette-Ozzello, NFF, pp. 177-78]

But scholars who want a women’s language that s intellectual and
theoretical, that works inside the academy, are faced with what seems like
an impossible paradox, as Xaviéere Gauthier has lamented: "As long as
women remain silent, they will be outside the historical process. But, if
they begin to speak and write as men do, they will enter history subdued
and alienated; it is a history that, logically speaking, their speech should
(lisrupl" (trans. Marilyn A. August, NFF, pp. 162-63). What we need,
Mary Jacobus has proposed, is a women’s writing that works within
"male” discourse but works "ceas&iessiy to deconstruct itz to write what
cannol be written,” and according to Shoshana Felman, “the challenge
facing the woman today is nothing less than to ‘reinvent’ language, . . . 1o
speak not only against, but outside of the specular phallogocentric
structure, to establish a discourse the status of which would no longer he
defined by the phallacy of masculine meaning.™®*

Beyond rhetoric, what can linguistic, historical, and anthropological
research tell us about the prospects for a women's language? First ol all,
the concept of a women's language is not original with feminist criticism;
it is very ancient and appears frequently in folklore and myth. In such
myths, the essence of women's language is its secrecy; what is really being
described is the male fantasy of the enigmatic nature of the Teminine,

26, Burke, "Report from Paris,” p. 844
% j'.1nﬂr||s. “The DilTerence of View,” in Wamen's Writing and Weiting almuwt Waomer,

P 12-13, Shoshana Felman, “Women and Madness: The Critical Phallacy,” Diaerities §
(Wihmer 19763 10
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Herodotus, for example, reported that the Amazons were able linguists
who easily mastered the languages of their male antagonists, although
men could never learn the women's tongue. In The White Gaddess, Robert
Graves romantically argues that a women's language existed in a ma-
triarchal stage of prehistory; after a great battle of the sexes, the ma-
triarchy was overthrown and the women's language went u nderground,
to survive in the mysterious cults of Eleusis and Corinth and the witch
covens of Western Europe. Travelers and missionaries in the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries brought back accounts ol “women's
among American Indians, Africans, and Asians (the dif-

languages”
re they reported were usually superficial).

ferences in linguistic structu
There is some ethnographic evidence that in certain cultures women

have evolved a private form of communication out of their need to resist

the silence imposed upon them in public life. In ecstatic religions, for

example, women, maore frequently than men, speak in tongues, a

phenomenon attributed by anthropologists to their relative inarticulate-

ness in formal religious discourse. But such ritualized and unintelligible

female “languages” are scarcely cause for rejoicing; incleed, it was be-

cause witches were suspected of esoteric knowledge and possessed

speech that they were burned *®

From a political perspective, there are interesting parallels between
the feminist problem of a women's language and the recurring “lan-
guage issue” in the general history of decolonization. After a revolution,
a new state must decide which language to make official: the language
that is “psycheologically im mediate,” that allows “the kind of force that
speaking one's mother tongue permits”; or the language that “is an
avenue to the wider community of modern culture,” a community o
whose movements of thought only “foreign” languages can give access."
The language issue in feminist criticism has emerged, in a sense, after
our revolution, and it reveals the tensions in the women's movement
between those who would siay outside the academic establishments and
the institutions of criticism and those who would enter and even conquer
them.

The advocacy of a women's language is thus a political gesture that
also carries tremendous emotional force. But despite its unilying appeal,
the concept of a women's language is riddled with difficulties. Unlike
Welsh, Breton, Swahili, or Amharic, that is, languages of minority or
colonized groups, there is no mother tongue, no genderlect spoken by
the female population in a society, which differs significantly from the
dominant language. English and American linguists agree that “there is

absolutely no evidence that would suggest the sexes are pre-
98, O women's language, sce Sarah B, Pomesny, Godieses, Whares, Wines, and Slaves:
Wt e Classical Antigualy (Now York, 1976), p. 24 McConnell-Ginet, “Linguistics and the
Fominist Challenge,” in Wames and Language, 7 {4 anet Toan M. Lewis, Eestatic Religan
{1971}, dited in Shirley Ardencr, ed., Percoiving Wamen iMew York, 1977), p. 50.
9g. Cliffard Geeriz, The Futerprelation of Cralireres (Mew York, 19730 pp. 241 42,

s
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— B
ﬁlcE:;::Lrjlﬁ:emrr::?}w-alfp %t[r ch:-]l'lmuy different linguistic systems.” Fur-
intonation, and I;anL;}.I;:-c:_.':g ,;]rfftifil:eesl 5 "?Hl]E H:]d female speech,
plained in terms of * R L entified cannot he ex-
considered instead int;:::;Ti! :IIE] ffx—s.pe.;.r!i, languages” but need to he
performance.™ Efforts at qus y'es, strategles, and contexts of linguistic
P S e R :;q‘h-:l;il:l‘]?lt‘““'wc nn;t!]r'mslnl language in texts by
rary fiction, The Wa m}m ¥ wl:?fus El}Lﬂl‘rlJ[eTlZ{‘d study of contenpo-
treating words a an}lfl ﬂ: Vrte (1977), can easily be attacked for
i }]l]ﬂl}.'ﬁ,esl‘“-h}i-::h jm,::: rllr_:u meanings n!wi purposes. At a higher
devices, image patterns, a m| eminine style” in the repetition of stylistic
innate forms with t.hc- :-r:.':;riz}:::-:::I:::dwm"e;:‘ﬂ Hil'rili'i”g iend 1o enfhine
Lage ; st . e T ned results of lierary choice. Lan-
ﬁ(:tssql'qilr]u::n::ii:;é;; rll_i_slxz_:l mwranr] IIISIII]('t.llEﬂ but are ;.h{-;.}-_; the pros ;

‘The HPPT'ﬂprf:ueftc«.q:si'“ Fm{.ﬂ‘. ”“d_“_'”,"' memory, and context,
centrate on women's acc or leminist criticism, [ believe, is to con-
from which words éw;lcﬁm l;“ ~Im]glmg?’ on the available lexical range
MELT i T;TF';ii e '}El ected, on Il_llr: ideological and cultural de-

e, pm% L‘};ﬁ-ciifl. . m._pmhlc-m is not that language is insuffi-
nied the full rfl-snu rrrsl I::f"-lf-”m.mm"mq but that women have heen de

cuphemism, or citcarl anguage and have been forced into silence.

women's wlr'ilin 'fd.r i Ocu:lfm' o4 SETies of drafts for a lecture on
ptateac S f,;{htn is W m:,h sh[e discarded or suppressed), Wooll

Coripating Tlt:rlseifu:z?::ﬁ“m}:.rp wh.u_-ll cut ofl female access to language

vcrh“' [frt'itﬂl'ies‘ “Nﬂ;w r}nce' I'N}I[ H(]lﬁd I[Ilr_‘ r“n—frﬂrll.'f!i I'FE'IWEEI'I ']":j v

ias Joyes deen). Vitl o ave shocked [Euswoman cays tiliet ehe fecls

Bierinice. AL thit e h;-.l:m wlmrh is always pulling down blinds is not

process of incredible difl ought to be expressed—mind and body—a

A e houley e dangsr:! )

At w

R b H“:?:E;:?gh} l;:: be expressed—mind and body.” Rather

extend it. The holes in |]-Er.15 Inguistic range, we must fight to open anc

ok ihe apaccs whﬂ_;: I;i.{ ls;{.nurse,llhe blanks and gaps and silences, are

a “prison-house oF Iaﬂgl:: sz’{.::“mm.]ﬂ.ﬁ revaals }.' sell but the blinds of

ghosts of repressed ];mﬁtlfgl;. -‘mﬂd“:::ils :::3;111':1? o e

it ought not to be in language th i el ok

at we base our theory of difference.

5. Women's Writing and Woman'’s Psyche

- Psychoanalyti i ini
¥ Iytically oriented feminist criticism locates the difference

ol women's writing i

: ng in the author's p i
to the creative process, It o e e
els of gender

uihor’ . ol gende
el ilinlt.n; porates the I:.nmluglr:.'al and linguistic maod-
e 14 theory of the female psyche or sell, shaped
My MeConnell-Giner, “Linguisi o

M. Wl "Speech, M [
don, 197, p. 164,

ics and the Fe minist Challes x ¥ 1 [§
: - . 1
Ii]' Jotes,” fﬂ‘r r e B, PP I [ 16.
' argers, ed. M Ilt'l'l'l."“ Al Leaska 1’1 ANME-
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by the body, by the development of language, and by sex-role socializa-
tion. Here too there are many difficulties to overcome,; the Freudian
to make it gynocentric. In one gro-
Theodaor Reik suggested
hecause their bodies are

model requires constant revision
tesque early example of Freudian reductivism,
that women have fewer writing blocks than men
constructed to facilitate release: “Writing, as Freud told us at the end of
his life, is connected with urinating, which physiologically is easier fora
woman—they have a wider bladder.”™ Generally, however,
psychoanalytic criticism has focused not on the capacious bladder (could
this be the organ from which females generate texts?) but on the absent
phallus. Penis envy, the castration complex, and the Oedipal phase have
become the Freudian coordinates defining women's relationship to lan-
guage, fantasy, and culture. Currently the French psychoanalytic school
dominated by Lacan has extended castration into a total metaphor for
female literary and linguistic disadvantage. Lacan theorizes that the ac-
quisition of language and the entry into its symbolic order occurs at the
Oedipal phase in which the child accepts his or her gender identity. This
stage requires an acceptance of the phallus as a privileged signification
and a consequent female displacement, as Cora Kaplan has explained:

The phallus as a signifier has a central, crucial position in language,
for if language embodies the patriarchal law of the culture, its basic
meanings refer to the recurring process by which sexual difference
and subjectivity are acquired. . . . Thus the little girl's access to the
S}rm!mlic, ie., io language and its laws, is always negative ;Im:l.lrur
mediated by intro-subjective relation to a third term, for it is
characterized by an identification with lack.

In psychoanalytic terms, “lack” has traditionally been associated
with the Feminine, although Lac(k)anian critics can now make their
statements linguistically. Many feminists believe that psychoanalysis
could become a powerlul tool for literary criticism, and recently there
has been a renewed interest in Freudian theory. But feminist criticism
based in Freudian or post-Freudian psychoanalysis must continually
struggle with the problem of feminine disadvantage and lack. In The
Madwoman in the Attic, Gilbert and Gubar carry out a feminist revision of
Harold Bloom's Oedipal model of literary history as a conflict between
fathers and sons and accept the essential psychoanalytic defi nition of the
woman artist as displaced, disinherited, and excluded. In their view, the
nature and “difference” of women's writing lies in its troubled and even
tormented relationship to female identity; the woman writer experiences

Connersations uath Theador Retk (Erglewnad

32. Quoted in Erika Freeman, Trsights:
yat the hell, writing] The great task of a

Cliffs, N.J., 1971}, p. 166, Reik goes on, “Hut wl
woman is ta bring a child into the workd.”

33, Cora Kaplan, “Language and Gender” {
1977, p. 3h

unpublished paper, University of Sussex,

B p————— g . . g &
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'!]]"i]r::li: i;::ﬁ:iz n::l!'flll'l ful nlwsmclle or even a debilitating inadequacy "
he Musicenh oo y woman writer inscribed her own sickness, her

» her anorexia, her agoraphobia, and her paralysis in her texis:
and although Gilbert and Gubar are dealing spcriﬁ{'zlull- withﬂtcl”
nineteenth century, the range of their allusion and qllt)l‘TTinll} sugge I-P
more general thesis: ‘ e

;[I::::: :::Iim;fréwss ol the female :u:tisL, her feelings of alienation
Sk .|| rdecessors l:t.)ilpied with her need for sisterly pre-
'mcii:(}*ns‘?:l:( su;:ce_ssqrs, her urgent sense of her need for a lemale
Ler _ ;.{. o;;,rei_ her with her fear of the antagonism of male reaclers,
dl.ﬂzlu‘:;_lr;;]é} pf—i}[n!j“"im?d Luln:ldlly about sell-dramatization, her
dre: . atrarchal authority of art S anxiety ; | -
impropriety of female invention—all |hf;-‘v:‘]{‘;‘.r}:t::::‘;:il;'tnhmfl'r “!_ht
I"erlulr'n;nn:m" mark the woman writer's struggle for -nr‘iﬁr:'} :;:-1
rlc_*ﬁmimn and differentiate her efforts ai scllx'-rrn:;"utinn‘r'- ks IS{ s
ol her male counterpart. [Madwoman, p. 5) o o e

II.] " 1. = - 11 3
i E 1.1|;)rl17|5|5_ Added, M|II:=::j takes another approach to the prob-
F.-gud'gm'gd w;t];_ in |]}".S}'Chﬂﬂllﬂ|}-'[l(‘. criticism. Her strategy is to expand
s view of temale creativity and t R S
o show how criticism of w !
i hﬁs‘ : i : SISTN O waommien s
o rreql[lﬂ:”'} been upl’au because it has been hased in Freudian
I ions, In lus essay “The Relation of the Poet to Davidvesming®
(1908), Freud maintained that thé unsatisfied d . niﬁ =
: ; : satished dreams and desives of
women are chieflly erotic; tl : i ot
{ . 53 these are the desires that shape ]
i ; . ! E ; at shape the plors of
_m‘e ni‘sﬂl?ctmlé. In contrast, the dominant fantasies behind men!‘q plois
p]“;H Fi;a:,r i };’:] ambitious as well as erotic. Miller shows how women's
pont te I'E'“ granted or denied credibility in terms of their con-
SET 1} o this phall?n;ntnc model and that a gynocentric reading re-
|'T11n.1 : !“IEZSMH egoistic/ambitious lantasy in women's writing as well as
cn's, 3 i Fa
- m"nsmi c:men b; novels which are centrally concerned with [antasies
ol E . ¢ love belong to the category disdained by George Elint and
wm“,,:::g s women writers as "silly novels”; the smaller numhber of
o 5 m['r'-:ells wlluln:h inscribe a fantasy of power imagine a world for
outside of love, a world, h i
; . , however i i
b ever, made impossible by social
There i i
Wi -ﬂuh::-s HI.S“ been some interesting feminist literary criticism
i h.i 5 Erllﬂl??ﬂ ln] Freu;Ilan psychoanalytic theory: Annis Prau's
i Slary of lemale archetypes, Barh i ! i S
L 5, ara Rigney's [ iz
of the divided : p . Eney s Laingian study
> self in women's R !
S ction, and Ann D las' Eri i
e : wor . nuglas’ Eriksonian
s iw;;[mnﬂ spachn nineteenth-century women's writing.™ And for
past tew years, critics have been thinking about the possibilities of a

M. ose it Prate T .
Joan t F:::;‘:t';; !:’ “;:- .1 he Mew Feminist Griticisims,” in Bryond Intelfeciual Sexitm. oo
O, i!i?m- Hr‘lt| .l‘ltl:’:\ [:::HE:??FTL “a-*l.;.-hmﬂ Rigney, Madness and Sexunl Politics I'-"'-Ihlt'nﬁ.

' L a5, r5. Si : P "
New England Quarterly A5 ( June 1972). iﬁg?:lll:tTﬂl and the Sensilility of the Inner Space,”
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new feminist psychoanalysis that does not revise Freud but instead em-
phasizes the development and construction of gender identities.

The most dramatic and promising new work in feminist
alysis looks at the pre-Oedipal phase and at the process of
tion. Naney Chodorow's The Reprraduction of
and the Sociology of Gender (1978) has had an
enormous influence on women's studies. Chodorow revises traditional
psychoanalytic concepts of differentiation, the process by which the child
comes to perceive the sell as separate and to develop ego and body
boundaries. Since differentiation takes place in relation to the mother

(the primary caretaker), attitudes toward the mother “emerge in the

earliest differentiation of the self”; “the mother, who is a woman, be-

comes and remains for children of both genders the other, or object.""
The child develops core gender identity concomitantly with differentia-
tion, but the process is not the same for boys and girls. A boy must learn
his gender identity negatively as being not-female, and this difference
requires continual reinforcement. In contrast, a girl's core gender iden-
tity is positive and built upon sameness, continuity, and identification
with the mother. Women's difficulties with feminine identity come alter
the Oedipal phase, in which male power and cultural hegemony give sex
differences a transformed value. Chodorow's work suggests that shared
parenting, the involvement of men as primary caretakers of children,
will have a profound effect on our sense of sex difference, gender iden-
tity, and sexual preference.
But what is the significance of
criticism? One thematic carry-over
mother-daughter configuration as a sour
Elizabeth Abel's bold investigation of female friendship in contemporary
women's novels uses Chodorow’s theory to show how not only the re-
lationships of women characters but also the relationship of women writ-
ers to each other are determined by the psychodynamics of female
bonding. Abel too confronts Bloom’s paradigm of literary history, but
unlike Gilbert and Gubar she sees a “triadic female pattern” in which the
Oedipal relation to the male tradition is balanced by the woman writer’s
pre-Oedipal relation to the female tradition. “As the dynamics of female
friendship differ from those of male,” Abel concludes, “the dynamics of
female literary influence also diverge and deserve a theory of influence
attuned to female psychology and to women's dual position in literary

history.”?
35. Nancy Chodorow, "Gender,

psychoan
psychose xual differentia

Mothering: Psychoanalysis

feminist psychoanalysis for literary
has been a critical interest in the
ce of female creativity.”®

Relation, and Difference in Psychoanalytic Perspec-
tive.” in Future of Difference, p. 11. See also Chodorow et al., “On The Reproduction of
Mathering: A Methodalogical Debate,” Signs 6 (Spring 1981): 482-514.

36. See, e, The Lost Tradition: Mothers and Daughiers in Literature, ed. Cathiy M. Davi-
son and E. M. Broner (New York, 1980 this work is more engaged with myths ansd images
of matrilineage than with redefining female identity,

97, Elizabeth Abel, “(E)Merging Ildentities: The Dynamics o
Contemporary Fiction by Women,” Signs 6 (Spring 1981): 434
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{Mew York, 1981); all further references to this book, alibreviated MEF,
included parenthetically in the text.
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methods of communication” unifying nineteenth-century female ex-
perience, a culture nonetheless with significant variants by class and
ethnic group (MFP, pp- 52, 54),

Some feminist historians have accepted the model of separate
spheres and have seen the movement from woman's sphere to women's
culture to women's-rights activism as the consecutive stages of an evolu-
tionary political process. Others see a more complex and perpetual

negotiation taking place between women's culture and the general cul-
ture. As Lerner has argued:

It is important to understand that “woman's culture” is not and
should not be seen as a subculture. It is hardly possible for the
majority to live in a subculture. . . . Women live their social exis-
tence within the general culture and, whenever they are confined
by patriarchal restraint or segregation into separateness (which
always has subordination as its purpase), they transform this re-
straint into complementarity (asserting the importance of woman's
function, even its “superiority”) and redefine it. Thus, women live a
duality—as members of the general culture and as partakers of
women's culture, [MFP, p. 52]

Lerner’s views are similar to those of some cultural anthropologists,
A particularly stimulating analysis of female culture has heen carried out
by two Oxford anthropologists, Shirley and FEdwin Ardener. The A r-
deners have tried to outline a model of women's culture which is new
historically limited and o provide a terminology for its characteristics.
Two essays by Edwin Ardener, “Belief and the Problem of Women”
(1972) and “The ‘Problem’ Revisited” (1975), suggest that' women con-
stitute a muted group, the boundaries of whose culture and reality over-
lap, but are not wholly contained by, the dominant (male) groufr. A maodel
of the cultural situation of women is crucial to understanding both how
they are perceived by the dominant group and how they perceive them-
selves and others. Both historians and anthropologists emphasize the
incompleteness of androcentric models of history and culture and the
inadequacy of such models for the analysis of female experience. In the
past, female experience which could not be accommodated hy an-
drocentric models was treated as deviant or simply ignored. Observation
from an exterior point of view could never be the same as comprehen-
sion from within. Ardener's model also has many connections to and
implications for current feminist literary theory, since the concepts af
perception, silence, and silencing are so central to discussions of wom-
en’s participation in literary culture.

1. See, eg., Tillie Olsen, Silences {New York, 1978); Sheila Rowlotham, W 's
Conscromwmmess, Man's Warld (Harmondswarth, 1976), pp- 31-37; and Marcia Landy, "The

Silent Wanan: Towards a Feminist Critique,” in Avthority of Experience (0. 7 ahove), pp.
1627,
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By the term “muted,” Ardener suggests problems lml.h ﬂfllailfglrmge
and of power. Both muted ‘and dominant grgu[mlgr_?n]eulat{; d}z .::i :;.:::
ordering ideas of social reality at the uncosCious ew_: , bu i
groups contral the forms or structures mrwhlch F‘_‘_"]S;'.“}USI;ES' s =l
articulated. Thus muted groups must mediate their beliefs t woug Lhi‘;
allowable forms of dominant structures. Anather way of }:lumt ngrdm:
would be to say that all language is the language nf.tim :‘.ulmn:_s]m vothc“.
and women, if they speak at all, must speak through it. ;";-. G
Ardener asks, “does the symbolic weight c_nt" that other mass o };er:n .
express itself 2 In his view, women's beliefs ﬁnci expressu;n t ulon g-
ritual and art, expressions which can be deciphered by lF |JE- eth ﬂ]‘i
rapher, either female or male, who is willing to mfuchnlhc effort to pe
ceive beyond the screens of the df}m:_ﬂ'&nt structure. T D g

Let us now look at Ardener's diagram of the relationship o

dominant and the muted grotup:

Unlike the Victorian model of com p|?menlur}- spheres, r:jrr%a]zn}r:r;
groups are represented by intersecting r:lrrcles. Much of rn]le:_ el 'c::m
falls within the houndaries of dominant circle X; there is also a Ll_-:'mhr

of ¥ which 13 outside the dominant !‘:oundm'}' fn.d thr:n::{m;ft {in lf;
dener’s terminology) “wild.” We can think ﬂf_lhc wild x",n;;:. o "t\fi’:lilﬁ‘fﬂ;-
culture spatially, experientially, or metaphysically. En:pmm y it stang -.|,i g
an area which is literally nn-mnn‘a-lulnd. a I.jla,m forbidden to me::-, “ﬁah .
corresponds to the zone in X which |suff limits to vr-innu:_n. I:,'.-tp_cll ienf ».m-::
it stands for the aspects of the I‘er.l'la..le life-style wlmfh are nulﬁ:_( e ﬂl ; i
unlike those of men; again, there 15 a cnrrespﬂl_ulmg ZONE O ’IIIRIE fl_'J

perience alien to women. But if we think of the wﬂlfl zone metap 1}-'_S|(.:i }I'i
or in terms of consciousness, it has no corresponding male space sitice ai
of male consciousness is within the circle of the r]m.mnunt sll'ilLll:Jlflr lﬁf'l.f
thus accessible to or structured by language. Iln this ser.nse,_the lel C Ils
always imaginary; from Lhe‘ male point of view, :t rJ.'J_:iI'_.r_.*sln;:‘yl':r “]i.: '::3
projection of the unconscious. In terms of cu uu,ui.ml rof qi.;
women know what the male crescent is like, even if they ‘.M.e ne;e.r. o
it, because it becomes the subject of legend (like the wilderness). But me

do not know what is in the wild,

40, Edwin Ardener, “Belief and the Problem of Women,” in Perceiving Wamen {n. 2
above), po 3
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For some feminist critics, the wild zone. or “female space,” must be
the address of a genuinely women-centered criticism, theory, and art,
whose shared project is to bring into being the symbolic weight of female
consciousness, to make the invisible visible, to make the silent speak.
French feminist critics would like to make the wild zone the theoretical
base of women's difference. In their texts, the wild zone becomes the
place lor the revolutionary women's language, the language of every-
thing that is repressed, and for the revolutionary women's writing in
“white ink.” It is the Dark Continent in which Cixous' laughing Medusa
and Wittig's guérillires reside. Through voluntary entry into the wild
zone, other feminist critics tell us, a woman can write her way ont of the
“cramped confines of patriarchal space.™! The images of this journey
are now Familiar in feminist quest fictions and in essays about them. The
writer/heroine, often guided by another woman, travels to the “mother
country” of liberated desire and female authenticity; crossing to the
other side of the mirror, like Alice in Wonderland, is often a symbol of
the passage.

Many forms of American radical feminism also romantically assert
that women are closer to nature, to the environment, to a matriarchal
principle at once biological and ecological, Mary Daly's Gyn/Ecolagy and
Margaret Atwood's novel Surfacing are texts which create this feminist
mythology. In English and American literature, women writers have
often imagined Amazon Utopias, cities or countries situated in the wild
zone or on its border: Elizabeth Gaskell's gentle Cranford is probably an
Amazon Utopia; so is Charlotte Perkins Gilman's Herland or, to 1ake a
recent example, Joanna Russ’ Whileaway. A Tew years ago, the feminist
publishing house Daughters, Inc. tried to create a business version of the
Amazon Utopia; as Lois Gould reported in the New York Times Magazine
(2 January 1977), “They believe they are building the working models
for the critical next stage of feminism: full independence from the con-
trol and influence of "male-dominated” institutions—the news neria,
the health, education, and legal systems, the art, theater, and literary
worlds, the banks,”

These fantasies of an idyllic enclave represent a phenomenon which
feminist criticisim must recognize in the history of women's writing., But
we must also understand that there can be no writing or criticism totally
outside of the dominant structure: no publication is fully independent
from the economic and political pressures of the male-dominated soci-
ety. The concept of a woman's text in the wild zone is a playFul abstrac-
tion: in the reality to which we must address ourselves as critics, women's
writing is a “double-voiced discourse” that always embaodies the social,
literary, and cultural heritages of both the muted and the dominant 2

A1, Mari McCarty, "Tassessing Female Space: “The Tender Shoat T Wamens Stirdies A
(1981} a6R,

A2, Susan Lamser and Evelyn Toron Beck, "[Why] Are There Mo Coreat Winen
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And insolar as most feminist critics are also women writing, this precari-
ous heritage is one we share; every step that feminist criticism takes
toward defining women's writing is a step toward self-understanding as
well: every account of a female literary culture and a female literary
tradition has parallel significance for our own place in critical history and
critical tradition.

Women writing are not, then, inside and putside of the male tradition;
they are inside two traditions simultaneously, “undercurrents,” in Ellen
Moers' metaphor, of the mainstream. To mix metaphors again, the liter-
ary estate of women, as Myra Jehlen says, “suggests . . . a more Muid
imagery of interacti ng juxtapositions, the point of which would be to
represent not so much the territory, as its defining borders. Indeed, the
female territory might well be envisioned as one long border, and inde-
pendence for women, not as a separate country, but as open access to the
sea.” As Jehlen goeson to explain, an aggressive Feminist eriticism must
poise itself on this border and must see women's writing in its changing
historical and cultural relation to that other body of texts identified by
feminist criticism not simply as literature but as “men's writing.”™

The difference of women's writing, then, can only be understond in
terms of this complex and historically grounded cultural relation. An
important aspect of Ardener’s model is that there are muted groups
other than women; a dominant structure may determine many muted
srructures. A black American woman poet, for example, would have her
literary identity formed by the dominant (white male) tradition, by a
muted women's culture, and by a muted hlack culture. She would be
affected by both sexual and racial politics in a combination unique to her
case; at the same time, as Barbara Smith points out, she shares an ex-

perience specific to her group: “Black women writers constitute an
identifiable literary tradition . . . thematically, stylistically, aesthetically,
and conceptually, Black women writers manifest common approaches to
the act of creating literature as a direct result of the specific political,
social, and economic experience they have heen obliged to share.™
Thus the first task of a gynocentric criticism must be to plot the precise
cuttural locus of female literary identity and to describe the forces that
intersect an individual woman writer’s cultural field. A gynocentric criti-
cism would also situate women writers with respect to the variables of

literary culture, such as modes of production and distribution, relat 10ms

Critics? And What Difference Does It Make?” in The Prism of Sex: Exigs in the Seetalogy of
Kumoledge, vil. Beck and Julia A Sherman {Madison, Wis, 1979, p. Af.
45, Myra Jehlen, “Avchimedes and the Paradox of Fomintst Criticism,’
umn 1981} 582,
44, Smith. “Black Feminist Criticism,” p. 32, See also Gloria T, Hull, * A lro- Aanerican
A Bio-Critical Survey,” in Shakespirare's Sasters, pp 165-A2 il Marks,
in Honraserualities and French Literature, el Marks and George
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more subtle and supple accounts of influence, not just to explain worn-
en's writing but also to understand how men’s writing has resisted the
acknowledgment of female precursors.

We must first go beyond the assumption that women writers either
imitate their male predecessors or revise them and that this simple
dualism is adequate to describe the influences on the woman’s text. I A
Richards once commented that the influence of G. E. Moore had had an
enormous negative impact on his work: “I feel like an obverse of him,
Where there’s a hole in him, there’s a bulge in me.”*® Too often women's
place in literary tradition is translated into the crude topography of hole
and bulge, with Milton, Byron, or Emerson the bulging bogeys on one
side and women’s literature from Aphra Behn to Adrienne Rich a
pocked moon surface of revisionary lacunae on the ather. One of the
great advantages of the women’s-culture model is that it shows how the
femnale tradition can be a positive source of strength and solidarity as well
as a negative source of powerlessness; it can generate its own experiences
and symbols which are not simply the obverse of the male tradition.

How can a cultural model of women's writing help us to read a
woman’s text? One implication of this model is that women’s fiction can
be read as a double-voiced discourse, containing a “dominant” and a
“muted” story, what Gilbert and Gubar call a “palimpsest.” I have de-
scribed it elsewhere as an object/field problem in which we must keep
two alternative oscillating texts simultaneously in view: “In the purest
feminist literary criticism we are . . . presented witha radical alteration of
our vision, a demand that we see meaning in what has previously been
empty space. The orthodox plot recedes, and another plot, hitherto
submerged in the anonymity of the background, stands out in bold relief
like a thumbprint.” Miller too sees "another text” in women's fction,
“more or less muted from novel to novel” but “always there to be read.”"

49, 1. A. Richards, quoted i John Paul Russo, A Study in Influence: The Moore-
Richards Paradigm,” Critical Inguiry 5 (Summer 1979): 687,

5. Showalter, “Literary Griticism,” p. 435; Miller, "Emphasis Added,” p. 47. To 1ake
ane example, whereas fane Eyre had always been read in relation o an implied dominan”
hctional and social mode and had thus been perceived as awee. feminist readings fore-
ground its muted symbolic strategies and explore its credibility and coherence in its own
terms. Femninist critics revise views like those of Richard Chase, who describes Rochester as
castrated thus implying that Jane's neurosis is penis envy, and G. Armour Craig, wln sees
the navel as Jane’s siruggle for superiority, 1o see Jane insiead as healthy within her awn
system, that is, a women's society. See Chase, “The Brontés; ar, Myth Domest icated,” aie
Eyre (New York, 1971}, pp. 462-71: G. Armour Craig, “The Unperetic Compromise: (n
e Relation between Private Vision and Social Order in Nineteenth-Century English
Fiction,” in Self and Saciery, ed. Mark Schorer (New York, 1956), pp. 30-41; Nancy Pell,
“Resistance, Rebellion, and Marriage: The Foonomics ::I'_fam- Foyre,” Mineteenth Cenlury
Fictian 31 (March 1977): 397-420; Helene Moglen, Charlotte Bronte: The Self Coneetved (New
York, 19770 Rich, "Jane Eyre: The Temptations of 2 Maotherless Woman,” M5, Ociober
1975; and Maurianne Adams, “Jane Eyre: Woman's Estate,” in Autharity of Exfrevienee, pp.
1 37-55.
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Another interpretive strategy for, feminist criticism might be the
cnn_temunl analysis that the cultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz calls
“thick description.” Geertz calls for descriptions that seek to understand
the meaning of cultural phenomena and products by “sorti ng m;l the
structures of signification . . . and determining their social ground and
import."* A genuinely “thick” description of women's writing would
insist upon gender and upon a female literary tradition among the mul-
tiple strata that make up the force of meaning in a text. No description
we must concede, could ever be thick enough to account for all the
factors that go into the work of art. But we could work toward [‘0111|)|E'.l£'-
ness, even as an unattainable ideal, .
In suggesting that a cultural model of women's writing has consid-
erable usefulness for the enterprise of feminist criticism, [ don’t mea ;1 Lo
replace psychoanalysis with cultural anthropology as the answer ;o all
our theoretical problems or to enthrone Ardener and Geertz as the m:-w
white I':_ﬂ.hers in place of Freud, Lacan, and Bloom. No theory hnv;.ll'ver
suggestive, can be a substitute for the close and extensive kllé-:s-ledgé of
women’s texts which constitutes our essential subject. Cultural an-
tly'upology and social history can perhaps offer us a terminology and a
diagram of women's cultural situation. But feminist critics must use th](‘i
concept in relation to what women actually write, not in }’Elﬂlin;'l to 1
theoretical, political, metaphoric, or visionary ideal of what w ;
ought to write. e
I'began by recalling that a few years ago feminist critics thought we
were on a pilgrimage to the promised land in which gender would lose
its power, in which all texts would be sexless and equal, like angels But
the more precisely we understand the specificity of women's h‘l'iiir.lé not
asa transient by-product of sexism but as a fundamental and continuall
dclcr!mnmg reality, the more clearly we realize that we have t‘ltr'li’-;}—l
perceived our destination. We may never reach the promised land at all:
for ?m-ilwn feminist critics see our task as the study of women's writi nf '-.x--;
realize that the land promised to us is not the serenely Llﬁdiff"fl'ernlﬁaltﬂl

llll'lk'(‘lﬁ.itl]'l}- ﬂl lexts hl" thf I F-',
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51 Geertr, Duterprotation of Cultures, p, 9,




