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Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness

Elaine Showalter

1. Pluralism and the Feminist Critique

Women have no wilderness in them,
They are provident instead
Content in the tight hot cell of
their hearts
To eat dusty bread.
—Louise BocaNn, “Women”

In a splendidly witty dialogue of 1975, Carolyn Heilbrun and Catharine
Stimpson identified two poles of feminist literary criticism. The first of
these modes, righteous, angry, and admonitory, they compared to the
Old Testament, “looking for the sins and errors of the past.” The second
mode, disinterested and seeking “the grace of imagination,” they com-
pared to the New Testament. Both are necessary, they concluded, for
only the Jeremiahs of ideology can lead us out of the “Egypt of female
servitude” to the promised land of humanism.! Matthew Arnold also
thought that literary critics might perish in the wilderness before they
reached the promised land of disinterestedness; Heilbrun and Stimpson
were neo-Arnoldian as befitted members of the Columbia and Barnard
faculties. But if, in 1981, feminist literary critics are still wandering in the

1. Carolyn G. Heilbrun and Catharine R. Stimpson, “Theories of Feminist Criticism: A
Dialogue,” in Feminist Literary Criticism, ed. Josephine Donovan (Lexington, Ky., 1975), p.
64. I also discuss this distinction in my “Towards a Feminist Poetics,” in Women Writing and
Writing about Women, ed. Mary Jacobus (New York, 1979), pp. 22—41; a number of the ideas
in the first part of the present essay are raised more briefly in the earlier piece.
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wilderness, we are in good company; for, as Geoffrey Hartman tells us,
all criticism is in the wilderness.? Feminist critics may be startled to find
ourselves in this band of theoretical pioneers, since in the American
literary tradition the wilderness has been an exclusively masculine do-
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, I was
persuaded that no theoretical manifesto could adequately account for
the varied methodologies and ideologies which called themselves
feminist reading or writing.> By the next year, Annette Kolodny 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 expressed goals have not been
notably unified. Black critics protest the “massive silence” of feminist
criticism about black and Third-World women writers and call for a black
feminist aesthetic that would deal with both racial and sexual politics.
Marxist feminists wish to focus on class along with gender as a crucial
determinant of literary production.® Literary historians want to uncover
a lost tradition. Critics trained in deconstructionist methodologies wish
to “synthesize a literary criticism that is both textual and feminist.”®
Freudian and Lacanian critics want to theorize about women’s re-
lationship to language and signification.

An early obstacle to constructing a theoretical framework for
feminist criticism was the unwillingness of many women to limit or

2. No women critics are discussed in Hartman’s Criticism in the Wilderness (New Haven,
Conn., 1980), but he does describe a feminine spirit called “the Muse of Criticism”: “more a
governess than a Muse, the stern daughter of books no longer read under trees and in the
fields” (p. 175).

3. See my “Literary Criticism,” Signs 1 (Winter 1975): 435-60.

4. Annette Kolodny, “Literary Criticism,” Signs 2 (Winter 1976): 420.

5. On black criticism, see Barbara Smith, “Towards a Black Feminist Criticism,” Con-
ditions Two 1 (1977): 25, and Mary Helen Washington, “New Lives and New Letters: Black
Women Writers at the End of the Seventies,” College English 43 (January 1981): 1-11. On
Marxist criticism, see the Marxist-Feminist Literature Collective’s “Women’s Writing,”
Ideology and Consciousness 3 (Spring 1978): 27, a collectively written analysis of several
nineteenth-century women’s novels which gives equal weight to gender, class, and literary
production as textual determinants.

6. Margaret Homans, Women Writers and Poetic 1dentity (Princeton, N.J., 1980), p. 10.

Elaine Showalter is professor of English at Rutgers University. The
author of A Literature of Their Own: British Women Novelists from Bronté to
Lessing, she is currently completing The English Malady, a study of mad-
ness, literature, and society in England.
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bound an expressive and dynamic enterprise. The openness of feminist
criticism appealed particularly to Americans who perceived the struc-
turalist, post-structuralist, and deconstructionist debates of the 1970s as
arid and falsely objective, the epitome of a pernicious masculine dis-
course from which many feminists wished to escape. Recalling in 4 Room
of One’s Own how she had been prohibited from entering the university
library, the symbolic sanctuary of the male logos, 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, Adrienne 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 fundamental dialectic.” As Judith Fetterley
declared in her book, The Resisting Reader, feminist criticism has been
characterized by “a resistance to codification and a refusal to have its
parameters 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 by
anxiety about the isolation of feminist criticism from a critical commu-
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 noted the
absence of dialogue and asks whether feminist criticism itself must ac-
cept responsibility:

Feminist critics seem particularly reluctant to define themselves to
the uninitiated. There is a sense in which our sisterhood has be-
come too powerful; as a school, our belief in ourself is so potent
that we decline communication with the networks of power and
respectability we say we want to change.?

7. Donovan, “Afterward: Critical Revision,” Feminist Literary Criticism, p. 74. Judith
Fetterley, The Resisting Reader: A Feminist Approach to American Fiction (Bloomington, Ind.,
1978), p. viii. See my “Towards a Feminist Poetics,” pp. 37-39. The Authority of Experience is
the title of an anthology edited by Lee Edwards and Arlyn Diamond (Ambherst, Mass.,
1977).

8. Nina Auerbach, “Feminist Criticism Reviewed,” in Gender and Literary Voice, ed.
Janet Todd (New York, 1980), p. 258.
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But rather than declining communication with these networks, feminist
criticism has indeed spoken directly to them, in their own media: PMLA,
Diacritics, Glyph, Tel Quel, New Literary History, and Critical Inquiry. For the
feminist critic seeking clarification, the proliferation of communiqués
may itself prove confusing.

There are two distinct modes of feminist criticism, and to conflate
them (as most commentators do) is to remain permanently bemused by
their theoretical potentialities. The first mode is ideological; it is con-
cerned with the feminist as reader, and it offers feminist readings of texts
which consider the images and stereotypes of women in literature, the
omissions and misconceptions about women in criticism, and woman-as-
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 take
the work first of all as a clue to how we live, how we have been
living, how we have been led to imagine ourselves, how our lan-
guage has trapped as well as liberated us, how the very act of
naming has been till now a male prerogative, and how we can begin
to see and name—and therefore live—afresh.?

This invigorating encounter with literature, which I will call feminast
reading or the feminist critique, is in essence a mode of interpretation, one
of many which any complex text will accommodate and permit. It is very
difficult to propose theoretical coherence in an activity which by its na-
ture is so eclectic and wide-ranging, although as a critical practice
feminist reading has certainly been very influential. But in the free play
of the interpretive field, the feminist critique can only compete with
alternative readings, all of which have the built-in obsolescence of
Buicks, cast away as newer readings take their place. As Kolodny, the
most sophisticated theorist of feminist interpretation, has conceded:

All the feminist is asserting, then, is her own equivalent right to
liberate new (and perhaps different) significances from these same
texts; and, at the same time, her right to choose which features of a
text she takes as relevant because she is, after all, asking new and
different questions of it. In the process, she claims neither de-
finitiveness nor structural completeness for her different readings
and reading systems, but only their usefulness in recognizing the
particular achievements of woman-as-author and their applicability
in conscientiously decoding woman-as-sign.

Rather than being discouraged by these limited objectives, Kolodny
found them the happy cause of the “playful pluralism” of feminist criti-

9. Adrienne Rich, “When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision,” On Lies, Secrets,
and Silence (New York, 1979), p. 35.
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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 issues involved and presenting brilliant
arguments, Kolodny nonetheless fails to convince me that feminist criti-
cism must altogether abandon its hope “of establishing some basic 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 by
Sandra Gilbert: at its most ambitious, she asserts, feminist criticism
“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 authority.”!!
But in 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 informed.
Nonetheless, 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 I 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. Kolodny, “Dancing through the Minefield: Some Observations on the Theory,
Practice, and Politics of a Feminist Literary Criticism,” Feminist Studies 6 (Spring 1980): 19,
20. The complete theoretical case for a feminist hermeneutics is outlined in Kolodny’s
essays, including “Some Notes on Defining a ‘Feminist Literary Criticism,’ ” Critical Inquiry
2 (Autumn 1975): 75-92; “A Map for Rereading; or, Gender and the Interpretation of
Literary Texts,” New Literary History (1980): 451-67; and “The Theory of Feminist Criti-
cism” (paper delivered at the National Center for the Humanities Conference on Feminist
Criticism, Research Triangle Park, N.C., March 1981).

11. Sandra M. Gilbert, “What Do Feminist Critics Want?; or, A Postcard from the
Volcano,” ADE Bulletin (Winter 1980): 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 tread. According 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 coherent, I do 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 more searchingly what we want to know and how we can find
answers to the questions that come from our experience. I do not think
that feminist criticism can find a usable past in the androcentric critical
tradition. It has more to learn from women’s studies than from English
studies, more to learn from international feminist theory than from
another seminar on the masters. It must find its own subject, 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.

—VIRGINIA WOOLF

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

—HE£LENE Cixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa”

In the past decade, I believe, this process of defining the feminine
has started to take place. Feminist criticism has gradually shifted its
center from revisionary readings to a sustained investigation of litera-
ture by women. The second mode of feminist criticism engendered by
this process is the study of women as writers, and its subjects are the
history, styles, themes, genres, and structures of writing by women; the

12. Christiane Makward, “To Be or Not to Be. . . . A Feminist Speaker,” in The Future
of Difference, ed. Hester Eisenstein and Alice Jardine (Boston, 1980), p. 102. On Lacan, see
Jane Gallop, “The Ladies’ Man,” Diacritics 6 (Winter 1976): 28-34; on 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 female literary
tradition. No English term exists for such a specialized critical discourse,
and so I have invented the term “gynocritics.” Unlike the feminist 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
problem before us. It is 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, I think, was the first academic critic to 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 Women, characterized women’s literary
success as escape from the categories of womanhood; and, according to
Spacks, Kate Millett, in Sexual Politics, “has little interest in woman
imaginative writers.”’® Spacks’ wide-ranging study inaugurated a new
period 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 Own (1977), Nina Baym’s
Woman’s Fiction (1978), Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s The Madwoman in the
Attic (1979), and Margaret Homans’ Women Writers and Poetic Identity
(1980), and in hundreds of essays and papers, women’s writing asserted
itself as the central project of feminist literary study.

This shift in emphasis has also taken place in European feminist
criticism. To date, most commentary on French feminist critical dis-
course has stressed its fundamental dissimilarity from the empirical
American orientation, its unfamiliar intellectual grounding in linguistics,
Marxism, neo-Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis, and Derridean
deconstruction. Despite these differences, however, the new French
feminisms have much in common with radical American feminist
theories in terms of intellectual affiliations and rhetorical energies. The
concept of écriture 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
rather than a literary practice. Hélene Cixous, one of the leading advo-
cates of écriture féminine, has admitted that, with only a few exceptions,
“there has not yet been any writing that inscribes femininity,” and Nancy

13. Patricia Meyer Spacks, The Female Imagination (New York, 1975), pp. 19, 32.
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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.”!4
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 feminist and
Marxist theory but is more traditionally oriented to textual interpreta-
tion, is also moving toward a focus on women’s writing.'® 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 stereotypical 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.

Theories of women’s writing presently make use of four models of
difference: biological, linguistic, psychoanalytic, and cultural. Each is an

14. Hélene Cixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa,” trans. Keith and Paula Cohen, Signs
1 (Summer 1976): 878. Nancy K. Miller, “Emphasis Added: Plots and Plausibilities in Wom-
en’s Fiction,” PMLA 96 (January 1981): 37.

15. For an overview, see Domna C. Stanton, “Language and Revolution: The
Franco-American Dis-Connection,” in Future of Difference, pp. 73-87, and Elaine Marks
and Isabelle de Courtivron, eds., New French Feminisms (Amherst, Mass., 1979); all further
references to New French Feminisms, abbreviated NFF, will hereafter be included with
translator’s name parenthetically in the text.

16. Two major works are the manifesto of the Marxist-Feminist Literature Collective,
“Women’s Writing,” and the papers from the Oxford University lectures on women and
literature, Women Writing and Writing about Women, ed. Jacobus.
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effort to define and differentiate the qualities of the woman writer and
the woman’s text; each model also represents a school of gynocentric
feminist criticism with its own favorite texts, styles, and methods. They
overlap but are roughly sequential in that each incorporates the one
before. I shall try now to sort out the various terminologies and assump-
tions of these four models of difference and evaluate their usefulness.

3. Women’s Writing and Woman’s Body

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

Organic or biological criticism is the most extreme statement of
gender difference, of a text indelibly marked by the body: anatomy is
textuality. Biological criticism is also one of the most sibylline and
perplexing theoretical formulations of feminist criticism. Simply to in-
voke anatomy risks a return to the crude essentialism, the phallic and
ovarian theories of art, that oppressed women in the past. Victorian
physicians believed that women’s physiological functions diverted about
twenty percent of their creative energy from brain activity. Victorian
anthropologists believed that the frontal lobes of the male brain were
heavier and more developed than female lobes and thus that women
were inferior in intelligence.

While feminist criticism rejects the attribution of literal biological
inferiority, some theorists seem to have accepted the metaphorical im-
plications of female biological difference in writing. In The Madwoman in
the Attic, for example, Gilbert and Gubar structure their analysis of wom-
en’s writing around metaphors of literary paternity. “In patriarchal
western culture,” they maintain, “. . . the text’s author is a father, a
progenitor, a procreator, an aesthetic patriarch whose pen is an instru-
ment of generative power like his penis.” Lacking phallic authority, they
go on to suggest, women’s writing is profoundly marked by the anxieties
of this difference: “If the pen is a metaphorical penis, from what organ
can females generate texts?”'?

To this rhetorical question Gilbert and Gubar offer no reply; but it
is a serious question of much feminist theoretical discourse. Those critics
who, like myself, would protest the fundamental analogy might reply
that women generate texts from the brain or that the word-processor of
the near future, with its compactly coded microchips, its inputs and
outputs, is a metaphorical womb. The metaphor of literary paternity, as
Auerbach has pointed out in her review of The Madwoman, ignores “an

17. Gilbert and Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the
Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination (New Haven, Conn., 1979), pp. 6, 7; all further
references to this work will hereafter be included parenthetically in the text.



188 Elaine Showalter Feminist Criticism

equally timeless and, for me, even more oppressive metaphorical equa-
tion between literary creativity and childbirth.”*® Certainly metaphors of
literary maternity predominated in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies; the process of literary creation is analogically much more similar
to gestation, labor, and delivery than it is to insemination. Describing
Thackeray’s plan for Henry Esmond, for example, Douglas Jerrold jo-
vially remarked, “You have heard, I suppose, that Thackeray is big with
twenty parts, and unless he is wrong in his time, expects the first install-
ment at Christmas.”'® (If to write is metaphorically to give birth, from
what organ can males generate texts?)

Some radical feminist critics, primarily in France but also in the
United States, insist that we must read these metaphors as more than
playful; that we must seriously rethink and redefine biological differ-
entiation and its relation to women’s unity. They argue that “women’s
writing proceeds from the body, that our sexual differentiation is also
our source.”?® In Of Woman Born, Rich explains her belief that

female biology . . . has far more radical implications than we have
yet come to appreciate. Patriarchal thought has limited female
biology to its own narrow specifications. The feminist vision has
recoiled from female biology for these reasons; it will, I believe,
come to view our physicality as a resource rather than a destiny. In
order to live a fully human life, we require not only control of our
bodies . . . we must touch the unity and resonance of our physical-
ity, the corporeal ground of our intelligence.?!

Feminist criticism written in the biological perspective generally
stresses the importance of the body as a source of imagery. Alicia Os-
triker, for example, argues that contemporary American women poets
use a franker, more pervasive anatomical imagery than their male
counterparts and that this insistent body language refuses the spurious
transcendence that comes at the price of denying the flesh. In a fas-
cinating essay on Whitman and Dickinson, Terence Diggory shows that
physical nakedness, so potent a poetic symbol of authenticity for Whit-

18. Auerbach, review of Madwoman, Victorian Studies 23 (Summer 1980): 506.

19. Douglas Jerrold, quoted in Kathleen Tillotson, Novels of the Eighteen-Forties (Lon-
don, 1961), p. 39 n. James Joyce imagined the creator as female and literary creation as a
process of gestation; see Richard Ellmann, James Joyce: A Biography (London, 1959), pp.
306-8.

20. Carolyn Burke, “Report from Paris: Women’s Writing and the Women’s Move-
ment,” Signs 3 (Summer 1978): 851.

21. Rich, Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution (New York, 1977), p.
62. Biofeminist criticism has been influential in other disciplines as well: e.g., art critics,
such as Judy Chicago and Lucy Lippard, have suggested that women artists are compelled
to use a uterine or vaginal iconography of centralized focus, curved lines, and tactile or
sensuous forms. See Lippard, From the Center: Feminist Essays on Women’s Art (New York,

1976).
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man and other male poets, had very different connotations for Dick-
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.2?

Feminist criticism which itself tries to be biological, to write from the
critic’s body, has been intimate, confessional, often innovative in style
and form. Rachel Blau DuPlessis’ “Washing Blood,” the introduction to a
special issue of Feminist Studies on the subject of motherhood, proceeds,
in short lyrical paragraphs, to describe her own experience in adopting a
child, to recount her dreams and nightmares, and to meditate upon the
“healing unification of body and mind based not only on the lived ex-
periences of motherhood as a social institution . . . but also on a biological
power speaking through us.”?? Such criticism makes itself defiantly vul-
nerable, virtually bares its throat to the knife, since our professional
taboos against self-revelation are so strong. When it succeeds, however, it
achieves the power and the dignity of art. Its existence is an implicit
rebuke to women critics who continue to write, according to Rich, “from
somewhere outside their female bodies.” In comparison to this flowing
confessional criticism, the tight-lipped Olympian intelligence of such
texts as Elizabeth Hardwick’s Seduction and Betrayal or Susan Sontag’s
Illness as Metaphor can seem arid and strained.

Yet in its obsessions with the “corporeal ground of our intelligence,”
feminist biocriticism can also become cruelly prescriptive. There is a
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
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, ed. Leonard Michaels and Christopher Ricks (Berkeley, 1980),
pp. 247-63, and Terence Diggory, “Armoured Women, Naked Men: Dickinson, Whitman,
and Their Successors,” in Shakespeare’s Sisters: Feminist Essays on Women Poets, ed. Gilbert
and Gubar (Bloomington, Ind., 1979), pp. 135-50.

23. Rachel Blau DuPlessis, “Washing Blood,” Feminist Studies 4 (June 1978): 10. The
entire issue is an important document of feminist 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 poisons your glottis
tongue palate lips. They say, the language you speak is made up of
words that are killing you. They say, the language you speak is
made up of signs that rightly speaking designate what men have
appropriated.

—MoNIQUE WITTIG, Les Guérilleres

Linguistic and textual theories of women’s writing ask whether men
and women use language differently; whether sex differences in lan-
guage use can be theorized in terms of biology, socialization, or culture;
whether women can create new languages of their own; and whether
speaking, reading, and writing are all gender marked. American,
French, and British feminist critics have all drawn attention to the philo-
sophical, linguistic, and practical problems of women’s use of language,
and the debate over language is one of the most exciting areas in gyno-
critics. Poets and writers have led the attack on what Rich calls “the op-
pressor’s language,” a language sometimes criticized as sexist, sometimes
as abstract. But the problem goes well beyond reformist efforts to purge
language of its sexist aspects. As Nelly Furman explains, “It is through
the medium of language that we define and categorize areas of dif-
ference and similarity, which in turn allow us to comprehend the world
around us. Male-centered categorizations predominate in American En-
glish and subtly shape our understanding and perception of reality; this
is why attention is increasingly directed to the inherently oppressive
aspects for women of a male-constructed language system.”?> According
to Carolyn Burke, the language system is at the center of French feminist
theory:

The central issue in much recent women’s writing in France is to
find and use an appropriate female language. Language is the
place to begin: a prise de conscience must be followed by a prise de la
parole. . . . In this view, the very forms of the dominant mode of
discourse show the mark of the dominant masculine ideology.
Hence, when a woman writes or speaks herself into existence, she is

24. Miller, “Women’s Autobiography in France: For a Dialectics of Identification,” in
Women and Language in Literature and Society, ed. Sally McConnell-Ginet, Ruth Borker, and
Nelly Furman (New York, 1980), p. 271.

25. Furman, “The Study of Women and Language: Comment on Vol. 3, No. 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 Parole 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. 179). Chantal Chawaf, in an essay on “La
chair linguistique,” connects biofeminism and linguism in the view that
women’s language and a genuinely feminine practice of writing will
articulate the body:

In order to reconnect the book with the body 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 is intellectual and
theoretical, that works inside the academy, are faced with what seems like
an impossible paradox, as Xaviere 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
disrupt” (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 “ceaselessly to deconstruct it: to write what
cannot be written,” and according to Shoshana Felman, “the challenge
facing the woman today is nothing less than to ‘reinvent’ language, . . . to
speak not only against, but outside of the specular phallogocentric
structure, to establish a discourse the status of which would no longer be
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 of 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 feminine.

26. Burke, “Report from Paris,” p. 844.

27. Jacobus, “The Difference of View,” in Women’s Writing and Writing about Women,
pp- 12-13. Shoshana Felman, “Women and Madness: The Critical Phallacy,” Diacritics 5
(Winter 1975): 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 Goddess, 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 underground,
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 of “women’s
languages” among American Indians, Africans, and Asians (the dif-
ferences in linguistic structure they reported were usually superficial).
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, more 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; indeed, 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 “psychologically immediate,” 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 to
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 stay 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 unifying 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-

28. On women’s language, see Sarah B. Pomeroy, Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves:
Women in Classical Antiquity (New York, 1976), p. 24; McConnell-Ginet, “Linguistics and the
Feminist Challenge,” in Women and Language, p. 14; and Ioan M. Lewis, Ecstatic Religion
(1971), cited in Shirley Ardener, ed., Perceiving Women (New York, 1977), p. 50.

29. Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York, 1973), pp. 241-42.
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programmed to develop structurally different linguistic systems.” Fur-
thermore, the many specific differences in male and female speech,
intonation, and language use that have been identified cannot be ex-
plained in terms of “two separate sex-specific languages” but need to be
considered instead in terms of styles, strategies, and contexts of linguistic
performance.?® Efforts at quantitative analysis of language in texts by
men or women, such as Mary Hiatt’s computerized study of contempo-
rary fiction, The Way Women Write (1977), can easily be attacked for
treating words apart from their meanings and purposes. At a higher
level, analyses which look for “feminine style” in the repetition of stylistic
devices, image patterns, and syntax in women’s writing tend to confuse
innate forms with the overdetermined results of literary choice. Lan-
guage and style are never raw and instinctual but are always the prod-
ucts of innumerable factors, of genre, tradition, memory, and context.

The appropriate task for feminist criticism, I believe, is to con-
centrate on women’s access to language, on the available lexical range
from which words can be selected, on the ideological and cultural de-
terminants of expression. The problem is not that language is insuffi-
cient to express women’s consciousness but that women have been de-
nied the full resources of language and have been forced into silence,
euphemism, or circumlocution. In a series of drafts for a lecture on
women’s writing (drafts which she discarded or suppressed), Woolf
protested against the censorship which cut off female access to language.
Comparing herself to Joyce, Woolf noted the differences between their
verbal territories: “Now men are shocked if a woman says what she feels
(as Joyce does). Yet literature which is always pulling down blinds is not
literature. All that we have ought to be expressed—mind and body—a
process of incredible difficulty and danger.”!

“All that we have ought to be expressed—mind and body.” Rather
than wishing to limit women’s linguistic range, we must fight to open and
extend it. The holes in discourse, the blanks and gaps and silences, are
not the spaces where female consciousness reveals itself but the blinds of
a “prison-house of language.” Women’s literature is still haunted by the
ghosts of repressed language, and until we have exorcised those ghosts,
it ought not to be in language that we base our theory of difference.

5. Women’s Writing and Woman’s Psyche

Psychoanalytically oriented feminist criticism locates the difference
of women’s writing in the author’s psyche and in the relation of gender
to the creative process. It incorporates the biological and linguistic mod-
els of gender difference in a theory of the female psyche or self, shaped

30. McConnell-Ginet, “Linguistics and the Feminist Challenge,” pp. 13, 16.

31. Woolf, “Speech, Manuscript Notes,” The Pargiters, ed. Mitchell A. Leaska (Lon-
don, 1978), p. 164.
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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
model requires constant revision to make it gynocentric. In one gro-
tesque early example of Freudian reductivism, Theodor Reik suggested
that women have fewer writing blocks than men because their bodies are
constructed to facilitate release: “Writing, as Freud told us at the end of
his life, is connected with urinating, which physiologically is easier for a
woman—they have a wider bladder.”3? 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
Symbolic, i.e., to language and its laws, is always negative and/or
mediated by intro-subjective relation to a third term, for it is
characterized by an identification with lack.33

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 powerful 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 definition 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

32. Quoted in Erika Freeman, Insights: Conversations with Theodor Reik (Englewood
Cliffs, N.J., 1971), p. 166. Reik goes on, “But what the hell, writing! The great task of a
woman is to bring a child into the world.”

33. Cora Kaplan, “Language and Gender” (unpublished paper, University of Sussex,
1977, p. 3).
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her own gender as “a painful obstacle or even a debilitating inadequacy.”
The nineteenth-century woman writer inscribed her own sickness, her
madness, her anorexia, her agoraphobia, and her paralysis in her texts;
and although Gilbert and Gubar are dealing specifically with the
nineteenth century, the range of their allusion and quotation suggests a
more general thesis:

Thus the loneliness of the female artist, her feelings of alienation
from male predecessors coupled with her need for sisterly pre-
cursors and successors, her urgent sense of her need for a female
audience together with her fear of the antagonism of male readers,
her culturally conditioned timidity about self-dramatization, her
dread of the patriarchal authority of art, her anxiety about the
impropriety of female invention—all these phenomena of “in-
feriorization” mark the woman writer’s struggle for artistic self-
definition and differentiate her efforts at self-creation from those
of her male counterpart. [Madwoman, p. 50]

In “Emphasis Added,” Miller takes another approach to the prob-
lem of negativity in psychoanalytic criticism. Her strategy is to expand
Freud’s view of female creativity and to show how criticism of women’s
texts has frequently been unfair because it has been based in Freudian
expectations. In his essay “The Relation of the Poet to Daydreaming”
(1908), Freud maintained that the unsatisfied dreams and desires of
women are chiefly erotic; these are the desires that shape the plots of
women’s fiction. In contrast, the dominant fantasies behind men’s plots
are egoistic and ambitious as well as erotic. Miller shows how women’s
plots have been granted or denied credibility in terms of their con-
formity to this phallocentric model and that a gynocentric reading re-
veals a repressed egoistic/ambitious fantasy in women’s writing as well as
in men’s. Women’s novels which are centrally concerned with fantasies
of romantic love belong to the category disdained by George Eliot and
other serious women writers as “silly novels”; the smaller number of
women’s novels which inscribe a fantasy of power imagine a world for
women outside of love, a world, however, made impossible by social
boundaries.

There has also been some interesting feminist literary criticism
based on alternatives to Freudian psychoanalytic theory: Annis Pratt’s
Jungian history of female archetypes, Barbara Rigney’s Laingian study
of the divided self in women’s fiction, and Ann Douglas’ Eriksonian
analysis of inner space in nineteenth-century women’s writing.3* And for
the past few years, critics have been thinking about the possibilities of a

34. See Annis Pratt, “The New Feminist Criticisms,” in Beyond Intellectual Sexism, ed.
Joan I. Roberts (New York, 1976); Barbara Rigney, Madness and Sexual Politics (Athens,
Ohio, 1979); and Ann Douglas, “Mrs. Sigourney and the Sensibility of the Inner Space,”
New England Quarterly 45 (June 1972): 163-81.
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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
psychoanalysis looks at the pre-Oedipal phase and at the process of
psychosexual differentiation. Nancy Chodorow’s The Reproduction of
Mothering: Psychoanalysis 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 self 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 after
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 feminist psychoanalysis for literary
criticism? One thematic carry-over has been a critical interest in the
mother-daughter configuration as a source of female creativity.?®
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.”37

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

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

37. Elizabeth Abel, “(E)Merging Identities: The Dynamics of Female Friendship in
Contemporary Fiction by Women,” Signs 6 (Spring 1981): 434.
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Like Gilbert, Gubar, and Miller, Abel brings together women’s texts
from a variety of national literatures, choosing to emphasize “the con-
stancy of certain emotional dynamics depicted in diverse cultural situa-
tions.” Yet the privileging of gender implies not only the constancy but
also the immutability of these dynamics. Although psychoanalytically
based models of feminist criticism can now offer us remarkable and
persuasive readings of individual texts and can highlight extraordinary
similarities between women writing in a variety of cultural circum-
stances, they cannot explain historical change, ethnic difference, or the
shaping force of generic and economic factors. To consider these issues,
we must go beyond psychoanalysis to a more flexible and comprehensive
model of women’s writing which places it in the maximum context of
culture.

6. Women’s Writing and Women’s Culture

I consider women’s literature as a specific category, not because of
biology, but because it is, in a sense, the literature of the colonized.
—CHRISTIANE RoCHEFORT, “The Privilege of Consciousness”

A theory based on a model of women’s culture can provide, I be-
lieve, a more complete and satisfying way to talk about the specificity and
difference of women’s writing than theories based in biology, linguistics,
or psychoanalysis. Indeed, a theory of culture incorporates ideas about
woman’s body, language, and psyche but interprets them in relation to
the social contexts in which they occur. The ways in which women con-
ceptualize their bodies and their sexual and reproductive functions are
intricately linked to their cultural environments. The female psyche can
be studied as the product or construction of cultural forces. Language,
too, comes back into the picture, as we consider the social dimensions
and determinants of language use, the shaping of linguistic behavior by
cultural ideals. A cultural theory acknowledges that there are important
differences between women as writers: class, race, nationality, and his-
tory are literary determinants as significant as gender. Nonetheless,
women’s culture forms a collective experience within the cultural whole,
an experience that binds women writers to each other over time and
space. It is in the emphasis on the binding force of women’s culture that
this approach differs from Marxist theories of cultural hegemony.

Hypotheses of women’s culture have been developed over the last
decade primarily by anthropologists, sociologists, and social historians in
order to get away from masculine systems, hierarchies, and values and to
get at the primary and self-defined nature of female cultural experience.
In the field of women’s history, the concept of women’s culture is still
controversial, although there is agreement on its significance as a
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theoretical formulation. Gerda Lerner explains the importance of ex-
amining women’s experience in its own terms:

Women have been left out of history not because of the evil con-
spiracies of men in general or male historians in particular, but
because we have considered history only in male-centered terms.
We have missed women and their activities, because we have asked
questions of history which are inappropriate to women. To rectify
this, and to light up areas of historical darkness we must, for a time,
focus on a woman-centered inquiry, considering the possibility of the
existence of a female culture within the general culture shared by
men and women. History must include an account of the female
experience over time and should include the development of
feminist consciousness as an essential aspect of women’s past. This
is the primary task of women’s history. The central question it
raises is: What would history be like if it were seen through the eyes
of women and ordered by values they define?38

In defining female culture, historians distinguish between the roles,
activities, tastes, and behaviors prescribed and considered appropriate
for women and those activities, behaviors, and functions actually gener-
ated out of women’s lives. In the late-eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies, the term “woman’s sphere” expressed the Victorian and Jackso-
nian vision of separate roles for men and women, with little or no over-
lap and with women subordinate. If we were to diagram it, the Victorian
model would look like this:

Women

Woman’s sphere was defined and maintained by men, but women fre-
quently internalized its precepts in the American “cult of true wom-
anhood” and the English “feminine ideal.” Women’s culture, however,
redefines women’s “activities and goals from a woman-centered point of
view. . . . The term implies an assertion of equality and an awareness of
sisterhood, the communality of women.” Women’s culture refers to “the
broad-based communality of values, institutions, relationships, and

38. Gerda Lerner, “The Challenge of Women’s History,” The Majority Finds Its Past
(New York, 1981); all further references to this book, abbreviated MFP, will hereafter be
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 purpose), 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 been carried out
by two Oxford anthropologists, Shirley and Edwin Ardener. The Ar-
deners have tried to outline a model of women’s culture which is not
historically limited and to 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) group. A model
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 by 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 of
perception, silence, and silencing are so central to discussions of wom-
en’s participation in literary culture.3®

39. See, e.g., Tillie Olsen, Silences (New York, 1978); Sheila Rowbotham, Woman’s
Consciousness, Man’s World (Harmondsworth, 1976), pp. 31-37; and Marcia Landy, “The
Silent Woman: Towards a Feminist Critique,” in Authority of Experience (n. 7 above), pp.
16-27.
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By the term “muted,” Ardener suggests problems both of language
and of power. Both muted and dominant groups generate beliefs or
ordering ideas of social reality at the unconscious level, but dominant
groups control the forms or structures in which consciousness can be
articulated. Thus muted groups must mediate their beliefs through the
allowable forms of dominant structures. Another way of putting this
would be to say that all language is the language of the dominant order,
and women, if they speak at all, must speak through it. How then,
Ardener asks, “does the symbolic weight of that other mass of persons
express itself?” In his view, women’s beliefs find expression through
ritual and art, expressions which can be deciphered by the ethnog-
rapher, either female or male, who is willing to make the effort to per-
ceive beyond the screens of the dominant structure.*®

Let us now look at Ardener’s diagram of the relationship of the
dominant and the muted group:

Unlike the Victorian model of complementary spheres, Ardener’s
groups are represented by intersecting circles. Much of muted circle Y
falls within the boundaries of dominant circle X; there is also a crescent
of Y which is outside the dominant boundary and therefore (in Ar-
dener’s terminology) “wild.” We can think of the “wild zone” of women’s
culture spatially, experientially, or metaphysically. Spatially it stands for
an area which is literally no-man’s-land, a place forbidden to men, which
corresponds to the zone in X which is off limits to women. Experientially
it stands for the aspects of the female life-style which are outside of and
unlike those of men; again, there is a corresponding zone of male ex-
perience alien to women. But if we think of the wild zone metaphysically,
or in terms of consciousness, it has no corresponding male space since all
of male consciousness is within the circle of the dominant structure and
thus accessible to or structured by language. In this sense, the “wild” is
always imaginary; from the male point of view, it may simply be the
projection of the unconscious. In terms of cultural anthropology,
women know what the male crescent is like, even if they have never seen
it, because it becomes the subject of legend (like the wilderness). But men
do not know what is in the wild.

40. Edwin Ardener, “Belief and the Problem of Women,” in Perceiving Women (n. 28
above), p. 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 for 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 guérilleres reside. Through voluntary entry into the wild
zone, other feminist critics tell us, a woman can write her way out 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/Ecology 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 take a
recent example, Joanna Russ’ Whileaway. A few 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 media,
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 criticism 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 embodies the social,
literary, and cultural heritages of both the muted and the dominant.*?

41. Mari McCarty, “Possessing Female Space: ‘The Tender Shoot,” ” Women’s Studies 8
(1981): 368.
42. Susan Lanser and Evelyn Torton Beck, “[Why] Are There No Great Women
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And insofar 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 outside 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 fluid
imagery of interacting 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 goes on to explain, an aggressive feminist criticism 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.”*3

The difference of women’s writing, then, can only be understood 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
structures. 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 black 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 been obliged to share.”**
Thus the first task of a gynocentric criticism must be to plot the precise
cultural 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, relations

Critics? And What Difference Does It Make?” in The Prism of Sex: Essays in the Sociology of
Knowledge, ed. Beck and Julia A. Sherman (Madison, Wis., 1979), p. 86.

43. Myra Jehlen, “Archimedes and the Paradox of Feminist Criticism,” Signs 6 (Au-
tumn 1981): 582.

44. Smith, “Black Feminist Criticism,” p. 32. See also Gloria T. Hull, “Afro-American
Women Poets: A Bio-Critical Survey,” in Shakespeare’s Sisters, pp. 165-82, and Marks,
“Lesbian Intertextuality,” in Homosexualities and French Literature, ed. Marks and George
Stambolian (Ithaca, N.Y., 1979).
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of author and audience, relations of high to popular art, and hierarchies
of genre.

Insofar as our concepts of literary periodization are based on men’s
writing, women’s writing must be forcibly assimilated to an irrelevant
grid; we discuss a Renaissance which is not a renaissance for women, a
Romantic period in which women played very little part, a modernism
with which women conflict. At the same time, the ongoing history of
women’s writing has been suppressed, leaving large and mysterious gaps
in accounts of the development of genre. Gynocentric criticism is already
well on the way to providing us with another perspective on literary
history. Margaret Anne Doody, for example, suggests that “the period
between the death of Richardson and the appearance of the novels of
Scott and Austen” which has “been regarded as a dead period, a dull
blank” is in fact the period in which late eighteenth-century women
writers were developing “the paradigm for women’s fiction of the
nineteenth century—something hardly less than the paradigm of the
nineteenth-century novel itself.”*> There has also been a feminist re-
habilitation of the female gothic, a mutation of a popular genre once
believed marginal but now seen as part of the great tradition of the
novel.*¢ In American literature, the pioneering work of Ann Douglas,
Nina Baym, and Jane Tompkins, among others, has given us a new view
of the power of women’s fiction to feminize nineteenth-century Ameri-
can culture.*” And feminist critics have made us aware that Woolf be-
longed to a tradition other than modernism and that this tradition sur-
faces in her work precisely in those places where criticism has hitherto
found obscurities, evasions, implausibilities, and imperfections.*®

Our current theories of literary influence also need to be tested in
terms of women’s writing. If a man’s text, as Bloom and Edward Said
have maintained, is fathered, then a woman’s text is not only mothered
but parented; it confronts both paternal and maternal precursors and
must deal with the problems and advantages of both lines of inheritance.
Woolf says in 4 Room of One’s Own that “a woman writing thinks back
through her mothers.” But a woman writing unavoidably thinks
back through her fathers as well; only male writers can forget or mute
half of their parentage. The dominant culture need not consider the
muted, except to rail against “the woman’s part” in itself. Thus we need

45. Margaret Anne Doody, “George Eliot and the Eighteenth-Century Novel,”
Nineteenth Century Fiction 35 (December 1980): 267-68.

46. See, e.g., Judith Wilt, Ghosts of the Gothic: Austen, Eliot, and Lawrence (Princeton,
N.J., 1980).

47. See Douglas, The Feminization of American Culture (New York, 1977); Nina Baym,
Woman’s Fiction: A Guide to Novels by and about Women in America, 1820-1870 (Ithaca, N.Y.,
1978); and Jane Tompkins, “Sentimental Power: Uncle Tom’s Cabin and the Politics of
Literary History,” Glyph 8 (1981): 79-102.

48. See, e.g., the analysis of Woolf in Gilbert, “Costumes of the Mind: Transvestism as
Metaphor in Modern Literature,” Critical Inquiry 7 (Winter 1980): 391-417.
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more subtle and supple accounts of influence, not just to explain wom-
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 other. One of the
great advantages of the women’s-culture model is that it shows how the
female 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 with a 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 fiction,
“more or less muted from novel to novel” but “always there to be read.”*®

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

50. Showalter, “Literary Criticism,” p. 435; Miller, “Emphasis Added,” p. 47. To take
one example, whereas Jane Eyre had always been read in relation to an implied “dominant”
fictional and social mode and had thus been perceived as flawed, feminist readings fore-
ground its muted symbolic strategies and explore its credibility and coherence in its own
terms. Feminist 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, who sees
the novel as Jane’s struggle for superiority, to see Jane instead as healthy within her own
system, that is, a women’s society. See Chase, “The Brontés; or, Myth Domesticated,” Jane
Eyre (New York, 1971), pp. 462-71; G. Armour Craig, “The Unpoetic Compromise: On
the Relation between Private Vision and Social Order in Nineteenth-Century English
Fiction,” in Self and Society, ed. Mark Schorer (New York, 1956), pp. 30—41; Nancy Pell,
“Resistance, Rebellion, and Marriage: The Economics of Jane Eyre,” Nineteenth Century
Fiction 31 (March 1977): 397—420; Helene Moglen, Charlotte Bronté: The Self Conceived (New
York, 1977); Rich, “Jane Eyre: The Temptations of a Motherless Woman,” MS, October
1973; and Maurianne Adams, “Jane Eyre: Woman’s Estate,” in Authority of Experience, pp.
137-59.
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Another interpretive strategy for feminist criticism might be the
contextual 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 “sorting out 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 complete-
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, I don’t mean to
replace psychoanalysis with cultural anthropology as the answer to all
our theoretical problems or to enthrone Ardener and Geertz as the new
white fathers in place of Freud, Lacan, and Bloom. No theory, however
suggestive, can be a substitute for the close and extensive knowledge of
women’s texts which constitutes our essential subject. Cultural an-
thropology and social history can perhaps offer us a terminology and a
diagram of women’s cultural situation. But feminist critics must use this
concept in relation to what women actually write, not in relation to a
theoretical, political, metaphoric, or visionary ideal of what women
ought to write.

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 writing not
as a transient by-product of sexism but as a fundamental and continually
determining reality, the more clearly we realize that we have mis-
perceived our destination. We may never reach the promised land at all;
for when feminist critics see our task as the study of women’s writing, we
realize that the land promised to us is not the serenely undifferentiated
universality of texts but the tumultuous and intriguing wilderness of
difference itself.

51. Geertz, Interpretation of Cultures, p. 9.
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