HPEN 4012
The Study of Literature: Text and Theory
SUBJECTIVITY (4) :
Gender, Sexuality, Feminism, Class, Ideological Theory, Otherness, Imagining the Consciousness and the Stories of Others
1. This lecture will introduce some of the ways in which the theory of subjectivity in literary studies draws upon feminism and ideological theory, in the course of which we shall examine concepts of gender, sexuality, class, and Otherness. First we shall look at the subjectivity of sexual identity and sexuality. 

2. Predominantly, literature through history has been written by men. Contemporary literary productivity may not reflect this predominance, but the canon of English literature, from medieval to contemporary, which reflects the evaluative judgement of the critical and scholarly community, is overwhelmingly made up of male authors and this remains the case even though an increasing number of female authors have been admitted into the canon. Until relatively recently that scholarly community was also predominantly male.

3. Although the field of feminist critical theory is characterised by debate and controversy, a basic premise of feminist criticism relates to male dominance in the field of literature. 
a. Phallocentric: privileging the male, and male-centred values, over the female and values associated with the female
b. Patriarchal: reflecting a male-oriented, or male-dominated, cultural and political order and conception of the world.
The reasons are seen variably as historical and material, practical, ideological, psychological and cultural.
4. The founding feminist texts of second-wave feminism were concerned with questions of what sexual difference consists of. 
a. Is gender (femininity / masculinity) biologically determined or a product of culture (nature or nurture)? 
b. Or does it find its origin in the psychological consequences of biological differences? 
c. Is it fixed or mutable? Under what conditions can it change?

5. Simone de Beauvoir, in The Second Sex (1949), analyses the duality of our thought, language, culture, and intellectual inheritance, on the matter of sexual difference. In this arbitrary and unequal binary division: 
a. Man is generally regarded as the Subject, and Woman is the Other; 
b. Man the positive and the neutral term, Woman the negative; 
c. Man the essential, defined with reference to itself, Woman the inessential, defined with reference to Man. The drama of woman lies in this conflict between the fundamental aspiration of every subject (ego) – who always regards the self as the essential – and the compulsions of a situation in which she is the inessential.
6. Shulamith Firestone, in The Dialectic of Sex (1971), argues that cultural systems are determined by sex dualism, and the Self-Other dualism of our thought, language, and culture sprang from the duality of the sexes in nature. In other words, biology – more specifically, procreation – is at the origin of the dualism. 
a. The characteristic and ‘immutable’ facts of the reproductive unit in whatever form of social organisation arise from biological sex difference and nature’s unequal distribution of power. 
b. In Firestone’s thesis this is not the justification of sexual inequality in society that it might have been for defenders of the status quo as ‘natural’. ‘We can no longer justify the maintenance of a discriminatory sex class system on grounds of its origins in nature’, she argues. 
c. The problem becomes political ‘when one realizes that though man is increasingly capable of freeing himself from the biological conditions that created his tyranny over women and children, he has little reason to want to give this tyranny up’.
 
d. Firestone advocates ‘not only the full restoration to women of ownership of their own bodies, but also their (temporary) seizure of control of human fertility […] as well as all the social institutions of child-bearing and child-rearing’. 
e. The result would be the elimination not only of male privilege ‘but of the sex distinction itself: genital differences between human beings would no longer matter culturally’.

7. Within three years of the publication of The Dialectic of Sex, Juliet Mitchell wrote Psychoanalysis and Feminism (1974), which argues that the profundity of gender in human identity may be arbitrary, as Simone de Beauvoir had thought, but it is also in some sense necessary. It is not biology that is irreducible however, but psychology. 
a. At the origin of sex duality is not an unmediated recognition of biological difference as discrimination, but the psychological consequences of the differences between the sexes. 
b. Among these consequences is the Oedipus Complex, tied up as it is with the prohibition on incest. As a result of the demand for exogamy in culture, according to Mitchell: ‘The incest taboo becomes the unconscious content, the basic kinship relationship remains the visible form.’
 Exogamy and the incest taboo are bound up with the exchange of women perceived by anthropologists as widespread in communities and societies, and so the Oedipus Complex is universally applicable to human culture. Capitalist society diminishes the need for the exchange of women, yet the nuclear family maintains the patriarchal ideology implicit in this exchange.

This is of arguably enormous consequence for subjectivity, because our parents, siblings, long-term sexual partners, and children are likely, if not inevitably, the people in relation to whom we identify ourselves, because we recognise ourselves in them, them in ourselves.
8. The idea of a patriarchal ideology, that is, one which reflects or maintains a male-oriented, or male-dominated, cultural and political order and conception of the world, arises out of the analysis of the role of ideology in Marxist analysis of social relations. 
9. ‘Ideology’ tends to be used to denote ‘ideas’, ‘attitudes’, or ‘assumptions’. However it can be said to underpin the ideas and attitudes which someone (or a group) will articulate if asked a question such as, ‘What is the purpose of the monarchy?’ or ‘Can society be altered by laws?’ Assumptions like these go together to form a sense of reality, and the assumptions may be largely unconscious. A sense of reality for an individual suggests the way things really are, that is, the way they are naturally. Values and attitudes, then, come to be experienced as natural.
10. A Classical Marxist definition of ideology is as a set of thoughts and representations that conceal the subject’s alienation from the products of her/his labour in a context in which the capitalist class owns the means of production. 
a. Ideology can be thought of as a set of representations which encourages the subject to accept the material conditions of her/his existence and the class structure as ‘natural’ or inevitable. 
b. The dominance of this ideology is referred to as hegemony. 
c. This definition may be expanded to provide for the occurrence of conflict, perhaps between residual, emergent and dominant ideologies, and to account for the concealment of other kinds of contradiction of self and social order.

11. As Jonathan Dollimore explains, ‘ideology’ has been an important concept in the analysis of culture, with serious implications for human identity, experience, and autonomy:
According to Marx, men and women make their own history but not in conditions of their own choosing. Perhaps the most significant divergence within cultural analysis is that between those who concentrate on culture as this making of history, and those who concentrate on the unchosen conditions which constrain and inform the process of making. The former allows much to human agency, and tends to privilege human experience; the latter concentrates on the formative power of social and ideological structures which are both prior to experience and in some sense determining of it, and so opens up the whole question of autonomy.

12. Shulamith Firestone was among many feminist theorists and critics in 1960s and 1970s who were interested in Marxist political and cultural theory. 
a. According to Firestone: ‘There is a whole sexual substratum of the historical dialectic that Engels at times dimly perceives, but because he can see sexuality only through an economic filter, reducing everything to that, he is unable to evaluate it in its own right.’
 
b. Her Dialectic of Sex proposes a new definition of historical materialism with the economic base joined by division of sex in the analysis.
13. Also of considerable significance in the development of the idea that a range of social and material practices embody ideology was Louis Althusser’s reinterpretation of Marx’s classical model of society as infrastructure (economic base) and superstructure (ideology, the arts, and the political and legal apparatuses).
 
a. Althusser concurs in Marx’s view which endows the base with an index of effectivity, the determination in the last instance of what happens in the upper floors by what happens in the economic base. 
b. But Althusser develops the metaphorical entailments of Marx’s model, extending state power beyond the familiar ground of political practice and the Repressive State Apparatuses (RSA’s), which include the police and legal systems, to other private and public material practices. 
c. Althusser thereby extends the analysis of the reproduction or renewal of the conditions and means of production to the ideological construction of the subject through Ideological State Apparatuses (ISA’s), which include education and culture. 
d. It is the ISA’s that are the site of class struggle: it is in the forms and under the forms of ideological subjection that provision is made for the reproduction of the skills of labour power, and it is by the dissemination of the ruling ideology through the ISA of the schools that the security of the reproduction of the relations of production is achieved.
14. It is tempting to see the identity of an individual within society as conceived along the same lines as the structural theory of linguistics conceives of signification within a language system. 
a. In other words, identity is an effect of the difference between positions in the societal system. These differences are between, for example, occupations, familial relations, sexual relations, classes or relations of service, employment, ownership, deference, and so on. 
b. But if ideology is a set of thoughts and representations that conceal the subject’s alienation from the products of her/his labour in a context in which the capitalist class owns the means of production; if it is a set of representations which encourages the subject to accept the material conditions of her/his existence and the class structure as ‘natural’ or inevitable, then identification with one’s place in societal structures must by implication be contested.

15. The role of ideology is to conceal the contradictions in the signifying systems and discursive practices of a culture in order to preserve the economic base of society, and to offer the subject an imaginary, compelling sense of reality in which crucial contradictions of self and social order appear resolved. Ideology in this sense is a lived relation to the real but it is also imaginary. There is a sense in which ideology is both a real and an imaginary relation to the world - real in that it is the way in which people really live their relationship to the social relations which govern their conditions of existence (a materialist view), but imaginary in that it discourages a full understanding of these conditions of existence and the ways in which people are socially constituted within them (a cognitive view).

16. But how does ideology effect this sense of reality? In Althusser’s analysis of the ideological construction of the subject through Ideological State Apparatuses (ISA’s), the effectiveness and universality of ideology is said to lie in the imaginary nature of humans’ relation to the real conditions of existence, of which ideology is a representation. 
a. To understand the imaginary character of this relation, in his essay ‘Freud and Lacan’, Althusser explores Lacan’s theory of the Mirror Stage of narcissistic identification as the prototype or early stage of the ideological construction of the subject. 
b. In the Mirror Stage, ‘the human individual fixes himself upon an image that alienates him from himself, that is to be found the energy and the form in which the organisations of the passions that he will call his ego has its origin’.

17. Catherine Belsey, Critical Practice: the Mirror Stage ‘necessitates a splitting between the I which is perceived and the I which does the perceiving’. 
a. Moreover, ‘[t]he entry into language necessitates a secondary division which  reinforces the first, a split between the I of discourse, the subject of the énoncé, and the I who speaks, the subject of the enunciation’. 
b. According to Belsey: ‘There is thus a contradiction between the conscious self, the self which appears in its own discourse, and the self which is only partly represented there, the self which speaks. The unconscious comes into being in the gap which is formed by this division.’
 
c. The Unconscious ‘constantly reveals the “failure” of identity’, not as a passing blip in the process of socialisation, but rather as ‘something endlessly repeated and relived moment by moment throughout our individual histories’.
 
d. Althusser identifies ideology with the Unconscious, or as largely unconscious. 
18. Ideology and the Unconscious underlie rational, social, inter-subjective discourse from which they are excluded, but they work to turn that discourse to the narcissistic self-interest of the individual or the social group/class. They impose the imaginary narcissism onto the Symbolic Order of language. 
a. Perhaps we can say that ideology, which is imaginary, works unconsciously through the ways we perceive (‘see and experience’) as much as the ways we consciously think. 
b. Ideology can be seen as a set of pre-conscious image concepts in which men and women see and experience, before they think about, their place within a given social formation. 
c. Ideology results in a powerful internalisation of false belief which keeps the subject in awe and unaware of the contradictions of her/his life, place in society, and discourse, in which s/he is not fully present.

19. So what is the value of literature, of literary texts in relation to patriarchy and ideology? 
a. According to Terry Eagleton: ‘Discourses, sign systems and signifying practices of all kinds […] produce effects, shape forms of consciousness and unconsciousness, which are closely related to the maintenance or transformation of our existing systems of power.’
 
b. Literary texts themselves, however, constitute a productive ideological practice that transforms the raw materials they take up, producing a new ideological ensemble that was not there before.
c. Literary texts can be described as having ‘ideological contradictions’ in their ‘political unconscious’.
 There is, related to this, the split consciousness of the narrator. The more a text lets us know about this and the more clearly we can see its historical material, social context, in and out of which it produces the ‘I’, the ego, the subject, the more valuable it is.
d. Furthermore, since the process of identification is always incomplete, the subject ‘a site of contradiction, thrown into crisis by alterations in language and in the social formation’, then the subject is capable of change. As Belsey argues, ‘in the fact that the subject is a process lies the possibility of transformation.
 
e. By what, though, are we to be transformed if not by others? By the stories of others? This is why the intradiegetic narrator of Tomorrow in the Battle Think on Me, claims that telling one’s story is a generous act, a gift. It offers the opportunity of transformation to others, as well as providing a vicarious identity for the narrator in relation to their narratee.
20. The variety of ways in which literary texts provide for us an encounter with otherness. 
a. Through the inventiveness and creativity of literature we are encouraged to think differently. 
b. We are moved and encouraged by literature to see from another’s point of view – that of the author, the narrator, through focalisation, that of a character. 
c. Literature consists of debate and dialogue. 
d. There are cultural and historical differences between ourselves and what we encounter through reading literary texts. 
e. The stories of others transform us, provide for us different subject-positions, provided that we engage with them imaginatively, intellectually, emotionally.

� Shulamith Firestone, The Dialectic of Sex (London: Women’s Press, 1979), p. 18.


� Firestone, p. 19.


� Juliet Mitchell wrote Psychoanalysis and Feminism (London: Penguin, 1990), p. 373.


� Jonathan Dollimore & Alan Sinfield, eds, Political Shakespeare: Essays in Cultural Materialism, 2nd edn (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1994), p. 3.


� Firestone, p. 14.


� Althusser, Louis, ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes Towards and Investigation)’ (January-April 1969), in Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Monthly Review Press; London: NLB, 1971), pp. 121-73.


� Jacques Lacan, ‘Aggressivity in Psychoanalysis’, Theoretical report presented to the 11th Congrès des Psychanalystes de langue française, Brussels, mid-May 1948, in Écrits, pp. 8-29 (p. 19).


� Catherine Belsey, Critical Practice, New Accents series (London: Methuen, 1980; repr. Routledge, 1992), pp. 64-65.


� James Donald, ‘On the Threshold: Psychoanalysis and Cultural Studies’, in Psychoanalysis and Cultural Theory: Thresholds (Basingstoke & London: Macmillan/ICA, 1991), p. 4.


� Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983; reprinted several times), p. 210.


� Dollimore & Sinfield, Political Shakespeare, p. 14.


� Belsey, pp. 64-65.





PAGE  
8

