Psyche, Text, and Society: Critical and Cultural Theory

SEMINAR 8
Sexual/Textual Politics – Feminist Theory and Psychoanalysis
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1. Founding Feminism
The founding feminist texts were concerned with the following:

1) Sexual difference; what does it consist of? What are its origins? Is gender (femininity/masculinity) biologically determined or a product of culture (nature or nurture)?

2) Are sexual differences fixed or mutable? Under what conditions can they change?
Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (1949), on duality:

	Man
	Woman

	Subject
	Other

	The positive and the neutral
	The negative

	The essential, defined with reference to itself
	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.’


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:

1) Predominantly, literature through history has been written by men; moreover the canon of English literature, which reflects the evaluative judgement of the critical and scholarly community, is overwhelmingly made up of male authors.
2) Literature and literary criticism through history have been predominantly phallocentric (privileging the male, and male-centred values, over the female and values associated with the female) and patriarchal (reflecting a male-oriented, or male-dominated, cultural and political order and conception of the world).
3) Reasons for this are seen as historical and material, practical, ideological, psychological and cultural.
2. Feminist and Marxist Critical Theory
In 1960s and 1970s many feminist theorists and critics were interested also in Marxist political and cultural theory, but the interest was not necessarily reciprocated. This materialist emphasis led to important work on the following:
1) The production and consumption of texts

2) The material and practical circumstances enabling authors to write, which were often denied to women
3) The question of whether there is such a thing as (simple as) patriarchal ideology; whether it is as much a part of female consciousness as male, and therefore perhaps not essentially male
4) The question of whether women can be defined as belonging to a class (an underclass?); can they be middle class if they have no power compared with men?

Shulamith Firestone, The Dialectic of Sex (1971; repr. London: Women’s Press, 1979), proposes a new definition of historical materialism with the economic base joined by division of sex in the analysis:
1) ‘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.’ (p. 14)
2) Firestone’s critique of Simone de Beauvoir: Cultural systems are determined by sex dualism; the Self-Other dualism sprang from the duality of the sexes, and biology – procreation – is at the origin of the dualism. This reflects Marxist interest in the material conditions of existence as determining other areas of experience. 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.
3) The Oedipus Complex is an expression of the biological unit of the family, which Firestone equates with the nuclear family.

4) ‘We can no longer justify the maintenance of a discriminatory sex class system on grounds of its origins in nature’. 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’ (p. 18)
5) 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’. 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’ (p. 19).

3. Feminism and Structuralism
From the convergence of feminist and structuralist thought arises the view that the associations of gender are inessential and are constructed in and by language as gendered Binary Oppositions which are not originally attached to the division or difference of the sexes; that is, they are not dependent upon any empirical facts, but are superimposed on that division or difference and provide the means whereby we come to understand it. The material conditions of existence may not be readily apprehensible for they are ‘given to us’ in and through language. Note also that oppositions or dualities tend to privilege one term over the other.
	Male
	Female

	Originality, creativity (producing texts, offspring)
	Secondariness; receptacle for the male issue
OR the ‘blank page’ awaiting inscription by the male

OR ‘textuality’ (an excess of meanings)

	Content
	Empty form/vessel

	Purpose and action
	Passivity and consequence

	Form
	Matter

	Firmness, definition
	Insubstantiality, indeterminacy, changeability, boundlessness

	Logic, reason
	Irrationality, hysteria, intuition

	Art (artistic control)
	Nature, simplicity OR artifice


4. Sexual Difference in Psychoanalysis:

1) In Freud’s writings on the dissolution of the Oedipus Complex, the child wishes to be that which the mother most desires (the phallus), to supplant the father in her exclusive affection. However the threat of the father becomes internalised as the law in the child’s Unconscious, and there constructs the super-ego. By inhibiting the desires that seem to the child to have occasioned this threat (of castration), the male child enters the latency period and adopts the gender and gender-attributions of his father (as a role model rather than a rival for his mother’s affections). This involves in some sense having rather than being the phallus. The female child is attached, like the male child, to the mother in the preoedipal period, but enters the latency period having been ‘seduced’ symbolically by the father and nurturing a desire to produce babies (like her mother) as a compensation for the denial implicit in the Oedipus Complex. The wish to receive the father’s phallus is transformed into the wish to have a child by him. Freud never accepted Jung’s idea of an Elektra Complex because, he argued, the feminine Oedipus complex is not analogous to the male one. He realised that the little girl’s first attachment is regularly to the mother, not the father. He also argued for the predominance of the phallus in both sexes. While the girl also can no longer desire to be the phallus, the little girl does not have the phallus. The feminine is defined as falling short, the difference from the male. The more developed super-ego in men makes them ‘submit’ to the exigencies of life, whereas women are characterised by Freud as less judicious, less rational, and more emotional. 

2) The Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘phallus’ as ‘an image of the male generative organ, symbolising the generative power in nature, venerated in various religious systems’. It is the idea of the phallus as image and icon which is important here, rather than the literal use of the term to refer to a material part of the body, and its significance for psychoanalytic feminist theory is partly due to the significance given to it by Jacques Lacan. 
3) While the phallus is privileged in Lacanian psychoanalysis, it is also a signifier of lack. Remember that Lacan identified in Freud the theorisation of a disturbance of human sexuality, not of a contingent, but of an essential kind – the child assumes a sex role only through a threat of genital privation (castration complex and penis-envy). Moreover this disturbance and lack is repeated upon the child’s accession into language. Lacan says, ‘I identify myself in language, but only by losing myself in it like an object.’
 ‘For Lacan, the subject can only operate within language by constantly repeating that moment of fundamental and irreducible division. The subject is therefore constituted in language as this division or splitting (Freud’s … splitting of the ego).’
 And, as symbol or signifier, the phallus signifies the loss the subject suffers by the division or fragmentation of the signifier, the Symbolic Order of language.
4) Notwithstanding the lack which the phallus signifies, in Lacanian psychoanalysis the phallus is the privileged or transcendental signifier (not a signified) in the Symbolic Order because the child’s accession into language and the Symbolic Order is precipitated by the internalisation of the Law of the Father. The threat of castration is conflated by the child with the threat of punishment for desire of the mother and a wish to supplant the father, and this punishment is thought to be threatened by the father. This combined threat brings about repression of the desire and the threat, and repression or division is associated with accession into language. The repressed repeatedly returns in language, underneath our apparently rational discourse. Therefore the Other of the Symbolic Order must have some relation to the other sex.

5) In Lacanian psychoanalytic discourse, the real relationship of self to other is definitively cancelled in favour of what Lacan calls the relation of subject to Other. The division of the subject in the Symbolic Order, in the desire of the Other (the prototype of which is the Mother), is characterised by the impossibility of any unity of relation with the Other, of any undifferentiated state of self and other such as was experienced in the infant’s original identification with its mother. Unity of relation belongs to the Order of the Imaginary and to the ego’s objectifying identifications. See in this regard Barthes, A Lover’s Discourse, e.g. ‘“In the loving calm of your arms”’, - RB, 104-105; ‘“Adorable!”’, - RB, 18-21; ‘The Tip of the Nose’, - RB, 25-28; ‘Catastrophe’, - RB, 48-49. See also Yeats, ‘Michael Robartes and the Dancer’, ‘Solomon and the Witch’, and ‘Men Improve with the Years’. See also the way in which Prince Hamlet’s ‘realisation’ of his mother’s sexual impropriety, which undermines his idealisation of her through the inhibition of his sexual, Oedipal instincts, and simultaneously reminds him of and reawakens those sexual, Oedipal desires, is projected onto Ophelia whom he spurns. – JR, 97

5. Feminist Critical Theory and Psychoanalysis
1) Juliet Mitchell, Psychoanalysis and Feminism (1974; repr. London: Penguin, 1990)

a) Consciousness-raising groups of the 1960s realised that changing social circumstances and upbringing did not change or alter a child’s gender and gender-attributes. They realised the profundity of gender in human identity – it may be arbitrary, but also in some sense necessary. Such groups did not accept the Marxist-Feminism of Firestone but instead argued that psychology, rather than biology, may be irreducible.
b) 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. 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: ‘The incest taboo becomes the unconscious content, the basic kinship relationship remains the visible form.’ (p. 373) Exogamy and the incest taboo are bound up with the exchange of women perceived by anthropologists as widespread in communities and societies. Capitalist society diminishes the need for the exchange of women, yet the nuclear family maintains the patriarchal ideology implicit in this exchange.
c) According to Mitchell, the Oedipus Complex is universally applicable to human culture (p. 380): The Firestone thesis ‘that it is only the expression of this type of family, apart from reducing it to a banality, is simply inaccurate’ (p. 363).
d) In Psychoanalysis and Feminism, Mitchell draws on Lacanian as well as Freudian psychoanalysis:
i) ‘the self, first gained in its image in a mirror, is in its very creation constituted in a situation of “alienation”’; the subject ‘constitutes himself as the other in the eyes of another for himself’ (pp. 383-84).

ii) But ‘Narcissus never constituted himself as subject’, because: ‘The subject is constituted as the opposition between presence and absence, its foundation is dependent upon the discovery of difference.’ (p. 386) See in this relation ‘The Absent One’, - RB, 13-17. See particularly 5 and 6.
iii) Why is sexual difference so important in the constitution of the subject? For Mitchell, the answer lies in the Oedipus Complex and in the intervention of the symbolic father with the law (threat of castration as punishment) to break the duality of the relation of the child to the mother, to frustrate the child’s desire to remain joined to the mother when her absence or loss is unbearable.

iv) So sexual politics connects with the Unconscious: ‘A primary aspect of the law is that we live according to our sexed identity, our ever imperfect “masculinity” or “femininity”.’ (p. 403)

v) According to Mitchell, girls/women want to produce babies as a compensation for the denial implicit in the Oedipus Complex: ‘Any biological urge to do so is buried beneath the cultural demand that makes the way this wish is acquired coincident with human society itself. The technological conquest of the biological distinction between the sexes that Firestone and others recommend is redundant; in this instance, biology is no longer relevant.’ (p. 408)
2) But to what extent are the psychological consequences of the Oedipus Complex biologically or culturally determined? Freud argues that women suffer shame, a remembrance of loss, which is based in the perceived inequality between the male and female generative organs, a perceived ‘lack’. But is this response based on an interpretation, a representation, rather than the thing-in-itself?
5. Post-Structuralist Feminism and Psychoanalysis
1) In Lacanian psychoanalysis, because the phallus is the privileged or transcendental signifier in the Symbolic Order, the Other of the Symbolic Order is in some sense feminine. The nature of words and women’s negative relation to the Symbolic in this account provides an explanation perhaps of women’s historic exclusion from the origin or creation of literary works. Susan Rubin Suleiman writes: ‘It is the erection – if one may put it that way – of the phallus to the status of transcendental signifier that enabled Lacan to theorize the exclusion of women from the symbolic, that is, from the Law of the father and from language. Furthermore, Irigaray argues, it is the phallus – or rather its physical counterpart, the penis – posited as the single standard for the measure of sexual pleasure that has rendered Freudian-Lacanian theory incapable of recognizing, much less accounting for, the real existence and the specific nature of feminine sexuality and feminine pleasure.’ (‘(Re)Writing the Body: The Politics and Poetics of Female Eroticism’, in The Female Body in Western Culture, ed. by Suleiman (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1986), pp. 7-29 (p. 12))
2) Consequent upon this analysis two post-structuralist feminist responses have arisen to the psychoanalytic account of the assumption of sexual identity. Both of these responses are more critical of psychoanalysis than is Juliet Mitchell. The first is to examine the concept of “lack” in psychoanalytic theory; the second is to discover the Mother’s story. Both of these are outlined in the points following.
3) Examining the concept of “lack” in psychoanalytic theory, it may be possible to deconstruct the anchoring of psychoanalytic phenomena in vision – the little boy’s sight of the female genitalia and little girl’s sight of the penis which supposedly lead to the Castration Complex, which itself leads to or dissolves the Oedipus Complex and sends the subject on an endless process of deferral in the signifying chain of language. The process is tied to vision, but vision may be constructed rather than given. Castration is an interpretation or a representation of what is seen, and this representation (rather than biological fact) is what constructs ‘difference’.

4) Jacqueline Rose’s essay, ‘Sexuality in the Reading of Shakespeare: Hamlet and Measure for Measure’, examines the literary-critical and psychoanalytic association of lack (or excess) with femininity: ‘In this essay, rather than apply psychoanalysis to literature [as Marie Bonaparte and Ernest Jones did], as if psychoanalysis were a method to be mapped onto the literary text, I will try to show how psychoanalytic and literary criticism share with the literature they address a terrain of language, fantasy and sexuality – a terrain in which the woman occupies a crucial, but difficult, place. In both these plays [Hamlet and Measure for Measure], the central woman character finds herself accused – Gertrude in Hamlet of too much sexuality, Isabella in Measure for Measure of not enough. In both cases, the same notion of excess or deficiency has appeared in the critical commentaries on the plays.’ JR, 95.
5) Essentialist feminist Hélène Cixous has argued that the woman is “lacking” in respect of the phallus, and therefore in respect of castration (anxiety); therefore what psychoanalysis signals as marking woman is that she lacks lack: ‘Too bad for them if they fall apart upon discovering that women aren’t men, or that the mother doesn’t have one. But isn’t this fear convenient for them? Wouldn’t the worst be, isn’t the worst, in truth, that women aren’t castrated’ (‘The Laugh of the Medusa’). Essentialist feminism argues in favour of self-sufficiency, but might the problem with this self-sufficiency be that without the experience of a lack we might not be compelled to speak (see Yeats, ‘Words’). The concerns of essentialist feminists are with specifically female experience and sexuality, and its repression in culture. They are also concerned to posit a Symbolic Order based wholly on female morphology (names of body parts). However essentialism has also been criticised, for if the biological distinctions between what we consider to be male and female are so inscribed with cultural discourses of sexual difference, then it may be difficult to defend a position which, apparently, attributes a (female) sexuality specifically to the female of the species.
6) In another re-examination of the psychoanalytic concept of “lack”, the philosopher Judith Butler resists essentialist feminism but criticises Lacan for tying the (symbolic) phallus to the penis while denying their identity. Her theory retains the symbolic value of the phallus; however, she uses the notion of the deferral and transferability of the signifier to apply also to the phallus which therefore ceases to be a transcendental signifier. She then claims the phallus for a symbol in lesbian erotic practice (the dildo?): the ‘lesbian phallus’. This is a parody of Lacan but it is also a serious critique for there is arguably no reason for the penis to be the necessary physical counterpart of the phallus. There is no reason to accept the psychoanalytic view of who has or does not have the phallus.
7) The second post-structuralist feminist responses to have arisen to the psychoanalytic account of the assumption of sexual identity, concerns the conspicuous failure of psychoanalysis to ‘develop a story of the mother as other than the object of the infant’s desire or the matrix from which he or she develops an infant subjectivity’ – JG, 135, 137. In psychoanalysis the mother is invariably seen as the (M)other of the dyad, and is analysed from the perspective of the child-subject. See ‘Blue Coat and Yellow Vest’, - RB, 127-28. See particularly 3. Note also how closed the character of Gertrude is in Hamlet; how her complicity in the murder of Hamlet’s father is uncertain, and how her character as we see it becomes for Hamlet the ground for fantasies quite incongruent with it: ‘her frailty unleashes for Hamlet, and for Shakespeare, fantasies of maternal malevolence, of maternal spoiling, that are compelling exactly as they are out of proportion to the character we know, exactly as they seem therefore to reiterate infantile fears and desires rather than an adult apprehension of the mother as a separate person’ – JA, 15-16. According to Adelman, ‘it is a mark of the play’s investment in Hamlet’s fantasies that, even here [in the closet scene (Act III Scene 4)], we are not allowed to see her as a separate person’ – JA, 34. One consequence of this failure has been the assumption in psychoanalysis that the mother resists the child’s differentiation. The character of Gertrude has been read as threatening to identities which are a precondition of normal adult psychic and sexual life, as though she prevents Hamlet from developing into an adult. – JR, 100. Some feminists have argued that on the contrary mothers actively encourage the intervention of the father to break the dyad.

8) One highly significant result of post-structuralist feminist (criticism of) psychoanalysis has been the establishment of a view that gender (and therefore also sexuality) is not the rightful property of (biological) sex. Meanwhile post-structuralist histories of sexual difference and New-Historicist literary criticism have also observed how the relationship between gender and (biological) sex has changed over different historical periods. Next week we shall turn our attention to New Historicism.
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