Critical and Cultural Theory

ASSESSED SEMINAR 
According to Feminist critical theories, what is the significance of Nathaniel’s differing treatment of Olympia and Clara in E.T.A Hoffmann’s “The Sandman”.
EH = Hoffmann, E.T.A., ‘The Sandman, The Elementary Spirit (Two Mysterious Tales) translated by John Oxenford, German Classics series, (New York: Mondial, 2008)
JK = Kristeva, Julia, ‘Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection (European Perspectives)’ Columbia University Press; Reprinted Ed edition, (May 1984)
JB = Butler, Judith, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory”, Theatre Journal, Vol. 40, No. 4 (Dec., 1988), pp. 519-531
Clara’s representation in the text
There are several lines in which Clara is shown to not be expected to have the insight and thought that she has, demonstrating the patriarchal social attitudes that excluded women from literature at the time of this being written.
‘Indeed, one could not believe that the mind which often peers out of those bright, smiling, childish eyes, like a sweet charming dream, could define with such intelligence, in such a professor-like manner.’ – EH p.16.

‘I suppose you read her logical lectures, that she may learn to divide and sift every thing acutely.’ – EH p.16.
And as the following quotes show above, even reference the fact that he believes she could only form and communicate the idea of Coppelius being a figment of Nathaniel’s imagination with the assistance of her brother Lothaire.

‘Clara had the vivid fancy of a cheerful, unembarrassed child, a deep, tender, feminine disposition, an acute, clever understanding. The misty dreams had but a chance with her, since, though she did not talk – as indeed talking would have been altogether repugnant to her tacit nature, her bright glance and firm ironical smile would say to them: “Good friends, how can you imagine that I shall take your fleeting shadowy images for real forms with life and motion?” On this account Clara was censured by many as cold, unfeeling and prosaic;’ – EH p.20-21
With her demeanour being repeatedly linked to that of a child’s, this quotation also tells us that her forked tongue and unimpressed remarks devalue her and lead to her being disparaged as a cold, boring person.
“Thou inanimate, accursed automaton!” – EH p.25
In a striking piece of foreshadowing, Clara is called an automaton by Nathaniel, having her humanity denied through insult after she says what he does not want to hear and demands that he destroy his gloomy work. 

Judith Butler on gender performativity
‘In this sense, gender is in no way a stable identity or locus of agency from which various acts proceede; rather, it is an identity tenuously constituted in time - an identity instituted through a stylized repetition of acts.’ – JB p.519
A link to gender performativity can be established here as, in speaking in a rude and dull manner that betrays the preconceived notions of her through her aesthetic beauty and feminine demeanour.

Olympia has been psychoanalytically analysed by Ernst Jentsch as being an element of the Uncanny in the narrative, though Freud disputes this and argues that the theme of losing one’s eyes and of Coppelius himself is what symbolises the Uncanny.
Kristeva on Abjection/Uncanny
‘It is death infecting life. Abject. It is something rejected from which one does not part, from which one does not protect oneself as from an object. Imaginary uncanniness and real threat, it beckons to us and ends up engulfing us.’ – JK p.04
Olympia’s reveal as an automaton acts as an example of Abjection wherein Nathaniel’s grasp of what is real and what is not fades with dire consequences. Olympia can be seen as the Lacanian Other also – or at least the objet petit a of the Other, a being onto which Nathaniel’s desire for the unknown is projected.
De Saussure’s theory of binary opposition in language can combine Feminist thought and Structuralism also when mapped onto the genders, with male taking privilege over the female. This train of thought dictates that males are the subjects of the world whilst women are the objects or the other and are thus acted upon. Olympia’s blankness typifies this perfectly.
The effect Olympia had on the town
‘Many lovers, to be quite convinced that they weren’t enamoured of wooden dolls, would request their mistress to sing and dance a little out of time, to embroider and knit, and play with their lap-dogs, while listening to reading etc.; and, above all, not to listen merely, but also sometimes to talk, in such a manner as presupposed actual thought and feeling.’ – EH P.39
Through the chaos that follows Olympia’s reveal as an automaton, other lovers actually encourage their lovers to do what Clara used to do, the very things that drove Nathaniel away, and these can be seen as female empowerment now that they are being encouraged to talk and think instead of just listen.
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