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AbstY'act 

The notion of.\a "Great TY'adition'I in liteY'ature i5 a 
1 

problemati,: paradigm f,:.r femlnist cY'itics,' in part becau~~. 
1 , 

IItradition ll Y'ece-lves support in 
" 

particulaY' IsociocultuY'al 
....... ,"rJ. 

~ =" 

pract_.J. ,:es Whl ch yxc1':lde women. Inheritance, as eluCldated 
-

by Virginia W.:;..:;.l f, is an instantiation of a' patY'ilineal 

tr adi t i .:.n in • .... h1 ch pr.:;.perty as well as educati on are denied 

to women. Furthermore, dichotomiei which structure Western 

metaphysfcs and which det}:!rmine patterns of thlnklng 

(~ivili=ed/savage; man/womanJ constitute woman as absence or 

, " 

discourse -:.f ,:ritics T.S. E~iot and F.R. Ceavis. 

From this perspective, the legitimacy of theories 'of . , 

tradition in w-,tmen's writing-is questioned with reference to 
\ 

; thè woYks of Anglo-Amerlcan feminists whose crit"ical 

discourse 1s inherited fY'(;:.m libera'l humanism. In .:ontr ast, 

rrench feminist theoretic:ians Hélène Cixous and Luce 

Irigaray !ctively de.:onstruct logoc~ntrism and ope)"at~ from 

beyond the bc.undaries ':.f duallsm. Their influence on 
i • 

. Anglo-Americans represents the lIî:ontinental dri ft" of 

feminist critlcism. 
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, Resumé 
• .-

)\ 

J L'idée d'une "Grande trad i t i on .. dans' l-a lit t éY' a t u l'" e 
. ' . 

est un paradigme pl'"oblématlque pour les crdtiques 
, t .... 

- '. 

~émlni~tes; e~ ce en'par~le parce 

{ est suppl:.rtée entre autre pal" dés 

que "l' idée de 'tradi'tion" 

practiques> 

socio-,:ultL.lrelles ,::apprlmant les femmes. Le 'phénomène de 
, , 

lQ1éritage, tel qu'élLlcidé par. V,irginla Woolf, est l'LIn des 

(,;e:mPles lllLlstrant ià trkditic,n patrilinéaire. D'après 

cette tl'"adl,tion non seulement les biens matériels sont-ils 

.i nterdi ts à 1 a femme mai s é9a1 ement l'accès à 1 a 

... 

C1::annai ssance ~t au pOLIV,:ai r s.~nt aLISSl hc.rs de "sa portée. De 

plus les dichotom~es structurant la métaphysique occ~dentale 

il . 
déterminent les modes de penser (civilisé/sauvage; 

o 

homme/fem~~) o~ les termes sont définis à p~rtlr de la 

p~rspecti~~ ~atriarchai~. "1 a femme" est . 
, 

constituée en tant qu' "absence" ou "autre." 
t , ) 

Ces dualitiés 
, 

sont iÂhérentes aux discours cr-itiques de T.S. Eliot et F.r::. 

Leavi's. 
1 

Ainsi nous pouvons questIonner la légItImIté des 
, 0 

théories SLlr la tradition d'écriture féminine mIse en avaT,'lt 

~ar les critiqu~s féministes brittanlques et ~méricaines 

dont le discc,uyS critique s'Inspire de l'humanIsme 

libérale. Cependent les théorIciennes fémInistes françaIses 

comm'è Hélène C-ixous e,t Lu.:e.Irlgaray déconstrulsent le 
> 

o 

'~1-0Qlos" OCCIdental et vont au-delà de:s limites de la pensée 
, , 

duallste. Leur Influence sur les Amérll.:al,nes. représente le 

mouvement continentale ("continental drift") de la critIque 

féminIste. 
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Pref.~ce 

l , 

1 

"Femini sm" ilS on the ane· hand a catch-ward for \Jamen' s 

I~' ~. 
awa",eness of social and \political inequality, and ,on, the' 

Il 

oth.", a"n often obtuse, an,d i.ml;:u!!net",abl e body of, theol'"i es . ., 
beaYing 'no appàu"ent yela[fian ta the "comman r~ader.lI. 

"SimilaYly; thi,s thesis l~ 9 camblnation ~f a.long-standin!!! 

pel" s':'nal l,nter est i n th~ ~statL\~ c,r w~,men l' n a' 50c'i ~ty , 
" , 

regu~ated and d~flned by 'fale InstltLltl',:ons, and recent 

feminist schalarshlp WhlCÀ explores these sentl~ents from a 

t heoyet i ': al, phll asophi cal and 0 ften "1 ogocentr i Cil 

. ,7 
peYspective •. The seeming lncommensurability of the two 

_ Ir , ~ 

ap'proaches is reflected in the unwieldy, title of' the 

thesis. The di scovery clf an ant i quateçi 1 i tt 1 ~ ~ok' in my 

-
father's study brought home, if you wl1l, well-nigh Inbred , -1 

ide'as abOLIt tradition and the inherent phal1acy of reading 
.\ 

and resea(ching in "the fat~leY's Ilbrary. Il The dla1lectics 

of feminism leads me ta propose an alternatIve title,; IIThe 

The sLlccessft.ll completlcln cd this thesls 1S due ln' 

large'fl\EaasLlre t,:. the dedication c,f my thesis advisar, 

~ichael D. By 1 stol. Hls passion far knowledge is surpassed 

only by his ability and wllli~gness to engage hlS students 

in ,current theoyetical discoLirse. He helped llnk the 

metaphoric elements in my anecdotes wlth the "anx~ety cff 

'" 



. -.> ,., 
n fl,uence, Il an'd pl"evented the pa.by from gOl ng down wi th t.~e 

athwatel". 

o , , 

1 would alsci like to thank my co-conspirator, Robert •• Il 

Ba.rsky, wi thout whom th,is thesis would have re'maineà on 

Bob's generosity with his time 

and c.:.m/utel" incl"eased the seriousne •• of thi.s end •• vor •. 
, .. . . . 

_ F~nally, ;hiS WOl"~ is dedicated t,:, my. father, John 

Dunn! a solnetimes poet a,nd patrian:h, fl"om.whom l inhedte,d 

o a love of words, boo~~s and wr i ti ng. 
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Introd~eti on 1. 

Th, Patriarch'. Library 

/'" 

.. 

'My father' 9 1 ibr.ary cont ai ns much, of the tlgr.at .. t 

literature, the so-called "-classics. Il He ha. the works -0-1 

Shâkespeare bound in elaborate end paper. and the Harvard 
, 

classics, a set of books inhèrited.from his fath.r. 

However, not until recently Rid l di~cover a small ~ 

-harde'over, tuckad in the shalvas between .an old Lat}.n 

grammar and a copy of Papys' diary! Perus~ng The Study of 

Words 1 came upon the following in the first chaptarl 

" 
"Thers are few who would not readily acknowledge that mainly 

in worthy books are'prasarved and h~arded the treasur •• of 

wisdom and know~edge which the world has accumulatedf and 

that ehiefly by aid 01 books they are handed down from one 

generation to another" (1). This idea that knowledge, like 

books, is handedo down through the'generations gave me ideas' 
, , 

for researching the notion of "tradition" in litsrature 

while the discovery of the book in my father's library 

concretized or actualized the idea. 

Wri tten by a 'l'3th century Engl ïsh archbi shop, Ri chard 

Chenavix Trench, The Study of Worde was originally a •• ri •• 

of lectures delivered by lts author to students at a 
l.. 

sectarian col~l!ga. What .truck me-about .the book was th. 

.. 

" 
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uncanny relationship between the rhetoric of Treneh' and of 

'lny father and the idea of teaching (one of my father's 

vltat10nS) a~ a di~5emination of spiritual values through 

~ / 

the instruction of language. Trench argues that worda .;J 

contain spiritual truths and that mainly through the 
.-

understanding and correct uaage of words, generations of ' 
" 

people m~intain a link with the paat and with their 

communi ty. With sorne modi fieation 'this notion has found its , 
n 

way into twentieth century lit'erary ~riticism. In "Mass 

Civi1i:::ation and Minority Culture" F. R~ LeaV1S write~ "the 

. 
mOBt important paY't of this 'language' 1s actually â matter 

of the use of words. Without the living subtlety' of the 
...,. ~ ~ 

finest idiom (which is dependent on use) the heritag'e,di~t 

( 168) • Although Leavis places lesa emphaais on the 

'tra.nsmission of spiritual truths through the use of 
, '0 o 

1 anguage, both he and TY'ench have qual i Ued thei r 1 

observations with' slightly elitist judgements. Tyeneh 

refers to "woY'thy" books while Leavis mentions the "1inest" 

i di om. As foY' th'e idea of "tradition" in literature it can 

be regaY'ded as the embodiment of these ideas, whose 

"heritage" ia d~pendent on a partieular use of language, or 

cyitical discouY'se .. 

Continuing with my stories about Y'eseayching in the 

"1ather's library" ca second inciden,t stands out in my 

rnamol"y. This oceurred when a new book was brought i.D.t2. the 

house in,contrast to the discovery of one already theY'e. 

This was at a time when 1 was beginning to read Simone de 

a 
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Beauvoir (The S~cond Sex and the wholly ,af?p\"opriate Memoirs 

of a Dutiful Daughter)- and othe\" books of the "women's lib" 

period. When l b\"ought home The female Eunych and 

acciçSenta1ly 1eft it in the foyer of the houalr <knowing 

.î. 
either the title ol" the famous torso cover would offend my 

father's grave sense of propriety), my wo\"st fQars WB\". 

oconfirmedl he opened the front doo\" and th\"ew it outside. 

Neithe\" of these stories is fictional'. In fact my purpose 

in using them here is to draw attention to the symbolic 

properties of two very reh r persoQal accounts of reading 

and resaarehing in othe "father's library." Wi1:h :franch in 

a 

one hand and Gree~ in t~e othe\", l straddled the 

epistemological divide, partly in my fathe\,,'s lib\"ary and 

part1y in the world of feminist politica. These two 

anecdotes \"epresent a concrete enactment ·::.f the problematics 

-'" \ of feminist researeh, since feminist critics can only . 
le~itimate trad.ition. illagitimately or on the <'"Other l'land, 

risk being marginalized. Thus the dia1ectics of 

inside/outsid~, also formulated in discourse as self/other, 

come into play as depic+'ed by the image of straddling the 

epistemological divid~. femi'nist critics are not ?nly­

outside' the acâ_ic community, but a\"e also m-;rginalized-

'" \ 
because thei\" area of interest - woman - has ~een relegated 

, \ 
to the metaphysical position oJ "oth'er" .in Western hu.manist Q 

discourse: "Woman" has come to represent everything that i5 

nqt pl"esent in discourse, everything that i5 outside G 

standard academic concerns, in short, averything fn a 

. . . 
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dualistic hieyarchy of valuation which is inherently 

negattve .• 

My f~ther greatly influenced my interest in books, 

although our relationship is fraught with creat~ve and \ 

intallectual tension. He received a ela.sical education in 

the humanitiea studying Philosophy, English and History at 

St. Michael's College, University 01 Toronto just before the , 

oùtbreak of the second world war. However, for him 

Bcholarly pu~suit was and still is regarded as a thing , 
b.fitting à "gentleman;" education is the "pursuit of truth ll 

(and '1 quota him). Howaver, the rece1v~d notion of a 

gentl~man and a scholar is dialectally bound to my personal 

beliefs as a faminist and a schol ar. The two anecdotes as 

much as the two authors in quest ion, Germaine Greer and 

Richayd Treneh, illustyata the dialeetic in p,ractice. On 

the ona hand, lb!!! ê:tud:l 2f Words was discoverad by 

accident. According to traditions of influence, which ara 

mod.lled on the notion of inheritanee, the book should have 

gon. from f~ther to son. Tyeneh'. text, in the hands of my 

father, incarnates the transmission of a 'Yeligio-cultural 

haritaga, which presumably was to continue with t~on. " 

However, now the text ts in the wrong hands and is being 

u •• d subversively. At the other extrema, the banish~ent of 

aermaine Greer from the fathey' s 1 ibyar~ bYings.J mind the 

exclusion of women from libyaYias and univeysities.~One is 

reminded of Virg!nia Woolf's aecount in ~ Boom of Ona's Own 

of baing c4ught on t .... gyounds at nOxbridge. Il Having-

" . l 
o 

" 

.. 
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entered exclusively male territory, she observe., :thi* w •• 

the turf, thaYe was the path. Only the rellows and,Scholar. 

are allowed here; the gravel is th~ place for me" (8).' 80th 

Wooi f and Greer wera banished to t"e margins, the "~,.ve~". 

The rilationshi~ bet~een, the lïbrary and the unival"aity is 

in thair function as synecdoch.s for the whole Western 

philosophie tradition, one which has in its'social 

pl"actices, ·systematically rejected or under-rQPl"eB.n~ed 

womens' achievements. The discovery of Trench's text and 

the prohibition of Gree~'s from my father's libl"ary 

symbolizes an aspect of tradition peculi~r to women, the 

patriarc~'s library as a bastion of standard, classical 

textB which rejects the ~emale corpus, the language and law 

of the fathel" as a tradition in whic~ gentlemen scholars 

derive much of their authority fl"om t~e rejection of 

feminist scholars_: In this way the transmission of culture 

can be regarded as violently misogynistic or simply as a 

"natural" unfolding traditions as they should be. That l 

fouhd Trench's text in my father's library (an example 

perhaps of daughterly intervention in the mishandling of the 

• 
canon) for me pel" fect 1 y objec tï fi es an "anxi et y of , 

influence" specl fic to women in arti st~c ol" intellactu.ll 

pUl"suits, notabli those of theil" fathers. 
, 

Archbishop Trench must have appealed to my fathel" in 

part because he writesl-;about language from J:ha perspective F 

of a well-educated Christian theologian. When spaaking of 

language, Trench'. viewB clearly rely on humani.tic 
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assumptlons, not only about the world but, about language 

·i~ •• lf. To a 19th century acholar, language was entirely 

un~o:lamatic,al' a deep and thoyough undsystamUng of the 

rEnglrsh langU~e led one to express clear and uni vocal 
\ 

m.aning~ In this way, a solid training could lead one to 
,/ 

Tyuth. Wh~t CYitlc~now cali log~entrism was to Trench an 

unselfconscious "natural" o~ientation; his P"'il~SOPhY is 

clilBsically log'ocentric, 'but),iS was the liAge "dH' Innocence"l' 

of ~ogocentriam: IIGod gave man language, just as He gave 

hlm rea50n ••• for what' is man's ~ but his reason, coming 

foyth that it may beh~ld itself?" (14). 
, 

the bible (" In, the beginning was the 4nd the Word was 

God"), Trench' 9 quotat:j. on rai terates ~ 
, 

logos oparates às a metaphysical ptesence. Since the logos 

1,. hare a sel f-yaf 1 ect i ng si gni fier, i t .may "behold \ i t~el f: Il 

it is true unto itself. The quest for origin5 and truth in 

A Study of Words therefore, is guaranteed by the 
~ 

•• lf-confirming discourse of Trench's theo-logocentrism, .. 
which implies that meaning is fi~ed, absolute, unchanging • 

~ Vat the assumpti\ons inherent in a discourse in wh,ieh 'meaning 
\ l , 

i. unita~y and noh-c?ntrad~~tory are precisely basad on 

Christian humanist dic~tomies, particularly in a figur-ation -, . 

in which God the father gfv~ man 1 anguage. In this ~ay 
o ~ 1 

Treneh' li text is symptomatic of w~at 1 have come to cali the 

"r.lig~on of trad·~n·r .. in50far a~'fri .• • discours. on words is 
/ fi 

inform.d by 19th century Christian humaQism. 

C~' , . It i5 a eommon,ilaClI of postmodern c1"'iticism too;assert 

~ \ 
./ 
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that Western thought is strueturad on a pattarn of polar 

opposite •• Thus, culture and natur., man And wom.n, mind 
" 

and body, presence and absence -~ the.e dichotomia. 

determine oUr cultural ideology. However, the t.rm. in a 

set of polar opposites do not eo.xi~t ~s indepandant or a. 
opposite in meaning. The first term t~ke. its ma.ning from 

" 

a negation of the other, w~b result. in 
, ;;, 

s4bsumes ~~an, and man values. 1Thus man i9 the signifie..: 

of a'U of humani ty.· To a great extent, what thi s Il 

hierarehieal structure provjdes is a valorization of 

presence, un.ity and identity. Tharefore, while cultural 

values determSne discoursa, thay are always already 
~ 

inseribed in language. 
l , 

As Catherine Bel.ey writas in 

'Çritical Prac,ticer "ideology 
t 

is inseribed in,.ignifyina 

Draetices -- in discoursas" (42). This idea tak •• us b.ck 

to m'-asse(tion that di.courses sueh aB Tranch'. ara ba •• d_ 

on humanistie assumptions, the ~wo cen~ral oneS being unit y 
i 

and identity. - The history of tradition ls a good oxample of 
" 0 

a unifred, singular ideology. 

Accor~ing to the OEO, tradi~ion is commonly under.tood 

to be ,the transmission from generation to genaration of 

beliefs, < rules, customs, it 1s a olong establisnad and ! 

~ ~_ r,~ 
~11~ 

generally aècepted practice or' method' of proeadura. If thi. 

description is read closely, it iB .vident that theré i5 no 

external law acting upon tradition -- it i. simply "çomm9nl~ 

understood ll and "generally acc.pted." It is my contention 

that thi. universal acceptance cao only oç~ur through a 
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discoursa which is self-legitimating. Furthermore, we noté 

that t,iadition is analogous to a genet.ic code, that it, 

p ••••• from one generaticn to the next. In the discourse on 

tradit~n, it ie no coincidence that metaphors of 
l';t 

inh.ritance crop up repeatedly, or indeed that the ideology 

of tradition is derived fram inheritance as an aspect of the 

sociocultural order. To this extant, tradition is not just 

analogous to the transmission of a genetic code, but is also 

cender éoded, or as the geneticists say, sex-linked. J 
Inheritance i5 perhaps the umbrella under which we can 

gY'oup educational" pY' i vi l,eges, propeY'ty ownership and 

religious belief., a saries of cultural values through which 

traditions maintain themselve5 in the sociocultural order. 

The preservation of language i5 like the continuat~on of 

name and property in the family. As a sign of culture and 

" civility, language is a legacy or heritage passed from one 

genaration to ~he néxt. Trench supplies a vivid and 

concrete example of thi 5 when he says there ls "something" 

in ~he language of the "savage" 

which proclaims his l~nguage ~o be the remains of 

dissipated inheritance, the rags and remnant5 of a 

rob~~hich was a royal one once. The fragments of a 

broken sceptre' are in his hand~, a sceptre wherewith 

onea he held dominion (he, that i5, in his 
, 

progenitors) over large kingdoms of thought, which now 
r , , 

hava escaped wholly from his sway, ~2f: 

Th. sceptre is an accepted symbol in church a~d state of the 

\ .: 
\ 
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divine right, pas.ad fyom:pne g~~ydian of the yul. to th. 
. I\~ 

next. AccoYding to Tyench however, the sceptre also 

repyesents intellectual dominion. Both op.rate within th. 

sociocultuya'l realm, whera a ~radition ,?f traditions giv •• , 

them clouta It is significant that Trench deacyib •• ~h.-
i 

savage as having in his haru:is a "broken" sceptre, not th. 

unified, whole-unto-itself phallic sceptye of the 

patriarchal yule. 

As instances of a particular social practiëa which 
\ 

valorize the masculine, we need only loo~( at certain tllaw." 

which are part of our Western cultuyal inheritance. "The 

-" . 
most obvious example i5 property inheritanca, a ,long 

established custom in which ,both titla and proparty go 

through successive generations fyom father to son. rhe old 

boys' network also holds,sway in business relationships, in 

which the older, establishad partney hands over the business 

to the younger partner, while the business i5 ofteM a family 

one. At anothey level of th"e cultural QYder, in education, 

the mentor-protege relationship is an int.llectual's version 
" , 

of the father and son. Even the pract,i'ce of naming which'" 

critic Toyil Moi ia11s lIan ~nactmen 

knowledge'" gives t'he father's nam~ to 

,(160) • The fami 1 y has funct i oned as a 

tire family 

in cultural 

practices while it has been encoded in cultural discours •• 

In Notes Toward the' Definition 91 Cylture, Eliot includ •• 

the fam!ly ~s a protectorate of culture, genetic purity is 

~alogous to hie sense of tradition -- "there must be groups 
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01 famili.s persiating, from generation to generation, each 

1 n the sam. way of li fe" (48). Thi Si woul d hel p ensure and 

ragulate the continuity of "culture" as'a body of 
\ 

male-dominated practices. 

f"r".?m the notion that a fa,ther-son par~digm is 

inatitutionalized at almost every level of the sociocultural 

order, it is not a great leap to the cano~ in Engl~sh 

literature" which accoYding to critic Harold Bloom in :rb.g, 

éoxiWty of Influence, is a tradition of influence and 

denial, a tradition of Oedipal relations between one (maLe) 

poet and the next. To propose a critique of the discourse 

on tradition or "traditional" criticism( i~ is necessary to 

see that the underlying supports, the ideological foundati~n 

the discourse draws on is itself implicated. Therefore we 

are faced with a methodological paradox; in the weil known 

•• say, USt~ucture, Sign ~nd Play," Jacques Derrida writes: 

it is a question of e~plicitly and systematically 

po.ing thé proble~ of the status of a discourse which 

1 boyyows from a heritage the resources necessary for 

th. deconstruction of that herltàge itself (282). 

To apply Derrida'. idea to feminist discourse, we see that 
1 

the paradox for the feminist critic is contained in 

borrowing critical paradigms from the patriarchal heritage, 

while simultaneously posing a full scale ~ssault on the same 

literary and critical h~ritage. It ls for this reason that , 

f.minist literary scholarship remains bound to the dominant 

analytical discourse, while trying at the same time ta 
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undermine the p.recepts and assumptions of W •• t.rn, 

masculinist Iiterary criticism. 

reminist li~erary criticism prob~ematize., and yet i. 

bound~ to the notion of a "Great tradition~ of writers i~ \ 
U • 

Englisri. As suc~, it ls plagued,by its daught,rIy position, 

struggling to define ita s~parate ~oach from wi~hin th. 

dominant tr~dit~on. This fundamental split betwaen 

self-definitipn and inherited definition marks women's 

literature and n9w describes the feminist critical program • 
~ ~ 

.\ ror exampIe, in addressing the question of a "Great 

Tradition," femin1st literary critic"ism throws into que.tion •. 

-literary criteria wn;le often formulating a separate 

apRroach. Similarly, two by now established approaches to 

feminist criticism are recuperativ~ (finding-a lpst or 

submerged'tTadition) and utopian -- envisionfng a. revision 

to t'he canon. The taak then of: the feminist c:ritic 15 

doubled. At once, she must deconstruct the bedrock of 

dominant culture values on whlch the "Great Tradition" canon 
q 

'rests, while defending and_adv~ncing an alternative 

" methodology. To do 50, she must wri,e Ryt of.a~d writa 

herseit out of an ideological paradox, for at the heart of . ' 

-" 

the matter is the critic's topic and tool -- what Dale 

\ Spender has termed "man-made 1 anguage ... 

In order to be ac:cepted' as "serious" by the critic:al 

establ~shment, feminist critics are forced to undermin. 

their 'own project; they are obliged to supply th. litarary 

world with fresh (i.e. radic:al) id.as enc:oded in dominant 
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culture dis~ourse. ,The ~ontradiction inherent this 

approach is a maddening version of the hermeneutic circle, 

for as women and as speaking suJjects we are aIr ady 

i nscr ibed in di scourse. T'o be anyt~i ng other than sil ent 

means reins~ribing ourgelves according to the values of the 

patriarchy. E~e~ as l'writè, 1 am compli~atingmy sUbject, 

me.ning both ~y self and my language, for the "language of 

imperialism~ has conditioned us to believe we can be masters 

of both. Henee the problem ls how to come to terms with old 
e 

_ (' order interpretations.and orthodox discourse without-

--

\ 
\ 1 

cap1 tul at ing to j ts l ogi c. 

In the process of "recuperation~ and io the process of 
\---.. 

cr.a~ing a tradition of women in literature, Anglo-Americans' 

have radically criticized the male bias of the l~terary 

industry, othe business of reputation, the "canonization" of 

t.xts. How .. ver, i~ ~e-Wr1ting the tradition :in 1it~rature, 
feminist critiques have ironical'ly restored \.Ioman to a 

'/'" 

position of otherness, cy capitulating to the do~inant 

<male) discourse, and therefo~e by working withi~ a sxstem 
, 

in whic~ humani*tic assumptions are embedded. l would like 
• 1 

to examine some of the standard feminist positions' in the 
1 

1 ) 

matter of traditionJ in order to largue that the discourse is 
- \. , 

•••• ntially problemjtical to feminist hermeneutlcs •• Beyond 

a study then of Anglo-American literary theory, l would also 

like to show how French feminists have tbeoretically unbound 
y . 

woman from symbolic systems of representation and have 
1 _ 

produced texts whi~h, tnrough re-readings of 
j 

, -
Q-
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psychoanalytical discourse and·linguistics, offer a ~ore 

o , \ 

politically radical interpretation of language And it. 
11> ' 

relation to "woman. 1I This only barely outline. my project, '. . . ',"'~ 

which must firs~ begin with il claar understanding of the 

domihion of tradïtions in litarature. Tharafore I bagin by 

discussing sorne ear~y 20th century,critics on traditioh • 

. .,. 

, 

o 

" 

\ , 
\ 

\ 

"\ 
\ 

.\ 
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Chapter One: 

Eafly 2Qth cent4ry Theories of Tradition 

In the early twentièth century there was a strong o 

impulse to th,eor.ize tradition, a fact wh~ch suggests that 

tradition was no longer experienced as simpl'y unfolding' 'in a' 

quasi-natural way. The idea· of tradi.tion ~qlds sway in the 
1" 

sociocultu~al order (family, church, state),. Dut when its 

influence wanes, the rèsulting sense of 1055 gr 

disconnection gives r~se to a desire to reiterate its 

importance -- in theory. In this way the motivation to 

theorize notions of "tradition" 15 symptomatic of a 1ack of 

connectedness with living. As family and church communities 
y ~ 

begin to lose authority, the will to theory (whic~ indicates 
, 

a dependence 011' language) takes.over the task of 

transmitting culture. The reasons for this 1 will venture 

ta say are associated with both the Christian hûmanist ethos 

~ pathos of certain literary critics whose opinions shaped 

~ , th. cultural and educative climats of the time. Qf the 

crltics whose work 1 plan to discuss - Leayis and Eliot and 

to a lasser extent, Trench - all were some combination of 

poet, critic, religiou5 thinker and educator. In what way 

then did creative, analytical, theological and academic 

di.courses overlap, for surely there were aIl informing 

ideas of tradition. 1 would locate their similarity in the 

use of a dichotomy between primitive and cultured,' however 

modi Ued or 
., 

veiled (and often it i5 ne~ther). , 
.. 

A number of 
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" 
9ther discursive dualities are modelled on thi. distinct~on 

and their analysis should pl"ovide fol" us an.und.rstand'~ng of 

some of the foundations on which the l"ock of traditi"on has 

been built. 

Clearly Archbishop Trench ralied on a colonial 

imperialist distinc~ion between savage and civilized, 
1 

implying as he did that manners and mOl"als inhera in th. 

English lan~uage. Arnold and Leav~s, the father and son of 

late Victorian and twentie~h century humanist criticism 

privileged the cultured and everything associated with it to 

such an extent that one s~spects them of trying to prop up· 

old values through jingoistic pofemics. __ Did they dismiss 

American culture as vulgar 50 as not to draw attention to 

the "decline of the Bl"itish empire?" Certainly one of the 
t 1 

main reasons for the plethol"a of theories of tradition WëlS 

----the rise of technology. In the writings of both Leavis and , 

Arnold, technology was grouped together with odious Ame~ican 

pseudo-traditions, like the newly emerging mass-media, n6 

doubt because they represented new forms of social 

discourse. In short, culture was being democratized by 
• 

technological advances whereas lt had always and implicitly , 
been pro~uced by and maintained ~y an educated e1ite in 

... ) 
Britain. Until the upsurge of tèchnological production, 

'1. tradition ht~ been a relatlvely uncontested source of 

authority; now it had to prove itself as a "living" force in 

an increasingly mechanical age. • 
Of the three critics 1 will concentYa~. on in th!. 

, 
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first chapter, Leavis, Eliot and Virgin~a Woolf, aIl agree 

that tradition necessitates what Eliot called "the 

historical sense" ("Tradition" 49). AlI three agree that 

the poet must absorb the past and express it to be relevant 
< c, 

in the present. Eliot asserted that the "best" (and "most 

individual parts" of a poet's work are those in which "the 

dead poets, his ancestors, assert their immortality most 

vigorously" ("Tradition" 49). Leavis argued that Jane 
f 

Austen, "':lot onl"y makes tradition for those coming afer, but 

her achievement has for us a retroactiye effect •••• Her work, 

like the work of aIl creative writers, glves a meaning to 

the past" (Great Tradition 5). Woolf's view of the 

"hi stor i cal sense" does not rest so heavi 1 y on the i dea of 

the past as a certifiable measure of excellence as ~oes 
_1 f<- ~ ~ 

Leavi ,,' or El! ot.~ ~ omment s th a t "i f you cons! der a']y 

great figure of the past, like Sappho, lika the Lady 

Murasaki, like'Emily Bronte, you wlii fi~d that she is an 

inheritor as well as an orlginator" (Room 104), WOOl('S 

idea that writers are originators as well as lnherit'ors is 

echoed by Edward Said' s theory of "beginnings" in 

1 iterature. Said pOSlts the notion 'of "adjaC'ency" over one 

of "dynasty" as a figuration of one text's relation to 1 
another <Beginnings). This represents a ladical departure 

from Bloom's theory of influenèe, which Is "dynastie" 

insofar as it operat~s within a psyehohistorical model 

centered on a predetermined canon of male poets. 

To lnvoke the "historical sense" is to relnforce the 

, 
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hegemony of aIl aspects of the patriarchal dispens.tion, 
. 

which at the l-evel of discourse means 10gocentriS'm and 
.... 

"'nary thought patterns, ln short a system of signification 

in which ~.-erything .that is !'other" is also '~woman." To 

,belong to a tradition -in literature ia -to bê automiltically 

respected. Liter!ture which dOjS'not ~elong t6 il tradition, 

that i~ to a literary family, is "illegitimate," it haa no 

e 'f{lther;(s). Therefore 1 would say that Eliot's "historical 
• 

·se,,'se ...... i·5·an abstract way of invoking a patrilineal 
,,~' ... 

ideol·ogy., The production of literary meaning, in this model 
1 

ne~essita~es from one generation, to the next; a coherent, ~ 
-

uni fi ed phi l osophy of "sameness. Il 

Il t . tIf Fina y, a no e on EllO r Leavis and Woolf. Cri tics 

have tended to overemp~asize the social background of each 

of these writer5 as providing an explanation of their world 

consciousness: Eliot as an expatriated American, Leavis as 

tbe son of a working class man, and Woolf as a 

psychologically pla~ed upper-middle class aesthete. //Thi: 
. c;.J - // 

overdetermination of 'vi~w based on sociological-di/ffel"encefi 
- '<.\~' -

15 an approach which l find limited and rsductive. RaI" al y 

-does it offey a new 'I~valuatlon -and there""foye as a 

~ethodology i5 dubi~usly qualified. For the pur poses of 

- this paper, I would prefer to highlight gendey rathey than 

social class as a way of pointing out distinctions jn 

critical discourse. 

'Obviously the gendel" question la an issue in feminist 

inquiYy. However, to date, the bulk of Anglo-American • 

o 
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femtnist literary scholarship linked to ideas of tradition 

~a. 1mitated male-biasad theories of tradition. Elaine 

Showalter's A Literature of Their Own, for example, 

substitutes women writers and their soclal background for 

"canoni zed" ~mal e wr i terse However, as Sandra ,Harding has 
n 

argued in "Why Has the Sex/Gender System Become Visible Only 

Now?" the sex/gender system is an "organic social "variable" 

(312). As such it is not meraly a symptom of social or 

political change but is a "reality" underlying more 

superficial "appearances" in various epistemologies (311). 

According to Harding's formulation of the sex/gender system, 

Showalter's alternative canon is merely an "appearance ll of, 
, 0 

anti-patri~rchal criticism, which does not address the 

underlying "reality." Rather than switching the 
. 

valoriz.tion of gender as Showalter has done (by replicating 

an interpratation of gender in the Western humanist mode), 

Harding suggests the use of gender as a tool for~cultural 
o 

and social analysis. c Hardi~g also believes tha, the 

diacovery of the sex/gender system is attendant on an 

epistemological revolution~ althoûgh within the li~itations 
, 

of her paper she doea not specify how or why. However, if 

gendar is, as Harding says, an lIorganic social variablè" 

thi. impl1as that it crosses national and historical borders 

- and ultimately that it inheres in various ep~~temologies. 
\ ' 

~~.rafore_ it 15 appropriate to ouse gender as à, critical tool 

by ""hich to pry open t~ discourse on tradition. 

o 

a 
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T. S. ELIOT 

In his seminal essay tlTr,\dition and the Individu.l 

Talent," TJ S. Eliot's central concern is the mututill 

dependence of the past and ttle present in the art of 

poetry. He writes that "the historical sense in'{olva. a 

perception, not only of the pastness of the past, but of it. 
o 

prssencell
' (49~. The function of the coexistence of past and 

'" 
~resènt i5 revealed primarily at the level of tradition and , 
the i ndi vi dual. Thus 

the historical sense compels a man to write not marely 

with his own generation in his bones, but with a 
- ' 

feeling that the whole of the literature of Europl" 

f)"om Homer and within it the whole o'f the literat'.lre 

of his own country has a simultaneous existence and 
Cl 

composes a simultaneous order (49). 

Within the body of his essay, Eliot's belief in the 

necessary simultaneity of paSbt and present acts as an 

argument again5t highly personalized 0)" self-indulgent 

poetl"y. He ël)"gues that what makes a poet tradi tional and at 

the same time unique i5 not 'his di fference from his 

predecessors but his similarity to them. Vat Eliot is nct 
o 

advoc~ting blind ·im,;i.tiation of the great w)"ïters. H. 
, 

employs a metaphor of lit,erary ancsstry to make hi. point, 

wr i t i n9 t hat " n ot onl y the best, but the most i ndi vi dua.l 

parts of (the poet' s) work may be those in whi ch the dead 

poets, his ancestors, assert their immortality most 

1 

} 



a 

c 

c 

o 

page-20-

vigoroulIl y" (48). Thr'oughout "Tradi t ion and the Indi vidual 

Ta~"t" the notion that the past should ideally coheye with 

the pr'esent in the production of poetry is articulated in 

order' to suggest 'that-~meaning_ 'cannot be fOl:lnd in isplation.
o 

Po.try, to El iot, can have no uni versai value, no semantic 
. 

signi ficance if it is merely an expression of persoAality, ~ 

or conversely, if it i5 unaware of tr'adition. This idea i5 

rainforced by his assertion that poetic v~lues 5hift .. as 

litarary histt>ry unfolds itself -- the "existing ordey" 

readjusts to per'mit the entrànce of the "new" (50). By 

extension, this implies that liter'ary ~meaning i5 in astate 

- of perpetuaI redefinition. However, this' is mi51eadin~ 
bacause\he r'edefinition i5 of an exi5ting and e~ablished 

definition of poetry, therefore of meaning. The "order" 

does not change, but ig rathey developed or continued. 

The opening paragraph of "Tradition and the Individual 

Talent" in ·which Eliot lays out hlS ideas of what-tradition 

ilS and is not, containg sorne rather contentious statemènts. 

It seems odd at the present time that in. 1919, Eliot could 

start off what would become a highly influential and widely 

Y'ead essay by stating that "in English wYiting we seldom 

speak of tyadition, though we occasionally apply its name in 

deploY'ing its absence" (47). At the Ume· of writing this 

Sitatement may not have been dispütabl~et"',sixty yeays 

lat.y, it sounds unrealistic. It leads me to believe that 

the idea of tradition has received most attention in the 

twltnt i eth c entuyy, ,that tra . i ons have been .foygel:$ and 

l 
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/ 
maintained by model"n litel"ary cl"itici9m. Eliot's •• say 

mal"ks an acknowiedged moment in critical discoul"slt, yet it 

is pr"ecisely the lack of cl"itical inquiry into the concept 

of tradition that makes'the essay memorable. This is a 

point to remember because critical discoul"se of the type 

that Eliot and Leavis supply"is what CèiiÏthsl"ine Belssy, would 

calI "common sense cri uch of the 

underlying ~deology to be "obvious" ?r g~ ven 

-
(CrÜical Pl"actice At the same time thel"& i9 \ 

scarcely a mention of ideology, although as Belsey says, 

common sense ideology is in9cl"ibed in discourse. 
" 

In the context of Eliot's essay, the absence of a 

cel"ti fi able tl"adi t i on has another function. It allows him 

to discuss tradition on the basis of ar,l, extl"emely abstract 

definition. The above quotation continues: 

We cannot refer to "the tl"adition" Ol" to ua 

- . 
tl"adition",'at most we employ the adjective in saying 

that the poetl"y of So-and-so~ i s "traditional" Ol" even 

"too tradi ti ohal." Sel dom, pel"haps, does the word 

"\ 

phrase of censul"e (47). appeal" except ln a 

This point - that t Y' ad i t i on t 0 Eliot is an abstl"act ideal -
is wOl"th emphasizing because to detel"mine exactly what 15 

o 

, meant by "tll'adition" it is necessayy to give a close reading 
'C 

to Eliot's essaye F"urthel"more (and this ma~ appear to be a 

digression but it is in fact cl"ucial' to the development 'Of 

my argument), since the concept of tl"adition is rsgarded as 
J 

a, univeysally understood ideal in sarly 20th.century 
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c:Yitic:ism, it has yayely been questioned. Latey 1 will 

discuslI r. R. Leavis; he and Eliot have in common that they 
\. 

both consideY tyadition to be a yesuit of "Yight living" 

(Atter Styange 30). In this respect, neithey of them is 
. 

strictly a literary critic but a cultuyai cYitic' as weIl. 

Certainly the idea of tYadition is yeverenced in 

sociocultural institutions -- the universitYosystem of 
, 

mentoring, inheYitance, naming etc. - but these aye ~ultuyai 

forms or particular instances of tradition is practice" 

Nowhere in "Tyadition and the Indivl~al Talent" is theye 

any evidence of th. c9Q1truction of a'tradition. In After 

Strange Gods El iot writes that trad_ition ,is lia way of 

feeling and acting which chayacteyizes a gyOUP thrQughout 

generc'!ltions" <2'3). When tradition is conceptualized as an 

t 
aspect of a socioculturai oYder in which "Yight living," 

"feeling .and acting" are crltical standards, it must issue 

"" from humanist discourse. 

The titie "Tradition and the lndividual Talent" seems 

to designate a dialectical yelation between the accumulated 

1 i terary "mon~ments" of a cou~ry, a region ~tc. and the 

individual. However, Eliot em~loys a trope io this essay 

(in various forms at least five times) which nayyows or 

focuses the "dial~.ctic" and which reminds us that the 

yelationship between the gast and the pyesent is not ooly a 

material one, i.e. the history of poems, but is also a 

hfstory of mind$. Eliot speaks of the "mind" of a nation or 
~ 

Yac&; out of thi. is born the mind of the payticular poet. 
1. 
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According to Eliot, these two minds are not compAtibla yat 

it is erroneous to formulate their .relationahip.as-

dialectical since, in the end, Eliot says "the mind of 

Europe" i5 "much more important" th'an the "private mind" of 

'i 
the art i st (51). Yet again it is misleading to think of 

private and national minds as conflicting or as dialectical 

because they belong to the sa me ','mi nd. " 

When Eliot speaks of -the "mind of Europe",or the 

"mind:\~~ a'particular country, he says it ~is a mind which 
, Vl , , " 
changes.! •• whi ch abandons nothi ng en (:;.ute, whi ch does not ; l " .. 
supeyannuate either Shakespeare oy'-Homer, or the rock i ., 
drawing of the Magdalenian draghtsmen" (51). This, 1 

suppose is tradition, a " mind, Il the "c,on5ciousness of the 

past," a "develôp.ment" or " re finement." As Eliot would have 

it, the poet's dut Y i5 not to impress his individuality into 

the mold of the historical mind, but to contribute to it. 

He suggest5 therefore, that indlvidual talent i5 not 

subjective and not a product of peysonality. In fact, the 

poet "sul"'renders ll himsel f "t\he' pl"ogress of an al"ti5t is a 
. 

continual self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of 

personality" (53). What the poet"is surrendering is his 
\ 
\ 

"private" mind in" favour of the mind of his country or race, 
1 

to which he can make a 

1 

\ 
valuabl~ contribut~on. The poet' Il 

\ 
to "develop or procure task, Eliot writes, is the 

\ 
consciousness of the past" and.to "develop this 

6 . 
consciousness throughout hie car~er" (52). This eneure • 

. 
\ 

that the literature of a country \or a race, i5 a, body, a 

\ 
1 

\ 
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"living whole" (53) ~nd not a set of discrete, unconnected 

parts. In a later Essay ("The Function of Criticism") Eliot 

raiterates this position saying he thinks of "the literature 

of the worl_d lt or of Europe, or of a count'ry, 

not as a collection of the writings of individuals, 

but as "organic wholes," as systems in relation to 

which, and only in relation to which, individual works 

of literary art, and ~he works of individual artists, 

have theil" significance (24). 

While the emphasis in Eliot's discourse ovel"tly claims to be 

the l"elationship between the past and pl"esent, there are 

certain assumptions which lead out of an ideological 

predilection and whic~ have a less obvious bearing on his 

text. Therefere I~would like te comment on the idea of 
~ 

• "mind" as a formulation for the past and by extension, 

tradi t ion. 

To suggest that Europe or a single. country can be 

characteri~e~ as a mind - disembodied and reified - implies 

that the literary history of the country or continent Is 

seamless, monologic and unitary. Eliot's idea of the 

interrelationship between tradition and individual talent 

reats heavily pn the poet's wOl"k as historically oriented, 

- ' 
not in teyms o.f content, but in terms of the frat~rnal unit y 

of a nation' s literature. No one can write in a" vacuum, 'or , . -

for hi s awn purposes or ta mset hi s OWI1 ends. Al though thi s 

seams to deemphasize the indiyidual, lt does in fact assert 

the aovereignty of the subject, because the poet has no 

1 
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identity without thé pas.t. In this way the poet can 

maintain his indiv~dual integrity provided that he functiona 
-' . 

" accQrding to-the rules, or the unwl"itten code, which ia . 

tradition. 

The poetic discourse·of the past is established, ls 
1 

establiShment, while Eliot al"gue~ that the modern poetic 

discourse must be congruent with the establishment. This ilS 

a conservative view of art, one which takes as its pl"imary 

given, an unpyoblematic history. It is a view which 

privileges eontinuity, unit y, and slmilarity rather than 

discontinuity, disunity or difference. trom a feminist 

perspective, any model of histoyy (in this case, tradition) 

qased on the concept of unit y ls a phallocentric model • 
.. 

Sinee the idea of tradition is based on unit y and continuity 

of thought, it SUPPOl"ts a non-contradictory theory of 

',language. FuY"thermore" "tradition" in Eliot's sense 5eems 
1 
~ 

to sanction lts own assump~ions and monopolize discourss 

partly beeause of its Christian humanist support in the 

sociocul tural realm. It does not recognize ~i fference and 

could therefoye be called gender biased. It i5 a model 

·which' does not negotiate with it,-s 0Pl?osites, but instead 
. 

subsumes them. As such, it is not dialectical. What WB see 

in Eliot is a.pattern of opposites <past/present, 
QI 

tradition/individual) which sub.tends a pat-rilineal and 

logocentie payadigm. Insofar as Eliot's idea of the past 

promotes likeness of vision (best exemplified by his usage 

of "mind") it adheres to a conception 'of literary hi.tory as 

1 

.,. 
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0l~., uni Had, urdnterrupted heritage.' At the sarne time, the 
1 

,1'llindi~idual" ,of Eliot's title fi_ts its theoretica,l hand in 
'1 • 

~;h. glova of a uni formly constructed traditi~n: the IImind 
:1 

~f Europe" 01" the "mind of a single country" operates 
1 

discursi~ely as an external analogy for the unified and 
o 

fully integrated self, usually referred to as "man." A 

modal of this type does" not recognize dl f.ference, as stated 

~ previously 'it-- it is driven by an impulse towards organic 

whol es, syntheses.' In th i s respect i t i s si tuated wi thi n a 

humanist discourse ,by which tbe law of (God) the fathèr 
l , " 

provides what Juli a Krist~va would tel:'"m thé "single tyue and 
, ' 

legislating principle" -- the Logos (About Chinese 21). 

Precisely because Eliot's binary pairs are not dialectic, 

the discourse is not dialogic; it,belongs to and supports a 

monologic and monothei~tic .approa~h to the idea of 

tradi tion. 

Perhaps Eliot is an easy mar~ on the subject of 
1 

mo~othaism, since he consptcuoUsly\upholds a belief in 
, \ , . 

"unit y of religious background" as\an essential aspect of 
i 

trtildition (After Strange 20). In '''\The Function of 
\ 

CYiticism ll he alludes to this and o~her aspe~ts of the 
\ 

hum,ani.t/patriarchal order when he ~p~aks of something --
1. 

external te the art i st 

, " 

to which he owes allegiance, a', devotion to which he 

must surrender and sacyi fic·e hi,m~el f in order to earn 
\ 

and te obtain his unique positi~n. A common 
1 

inheritance a~d a common cause unite aIl artists 
j 
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consciously or unconsciously: it must be Admi,tted that 

the union is mostly unconscious (24;_ 

Allegiance, ~evotion, sacrifice: these W~dS connote th. 

monarchy, Christianity and patriotism, aspects of the 
\ 

sociocultural order in whose practices tradition i5 accorded 

its aut~ority. With these ideas in mind, I will r.turn to 

E1iot's discourse as one predicated on humanist assumptions. 

A discursive trait common to both EIiot and Leavis i. 

t'he use of the individual, mind and even "li fe" as critical 

standards, JS sources of meaning. These categories are 

determlned by humanistic assumptions -- appropriately, about 

hu~ans, 1ife, the world. However, like most assumptions, 
'. 

they are unexamined principles and yet this is one of the 

strong points of humanist discourse it ls a belief system 

in which the tenets are "obvious." Its points of reference 

ara vague and genera1ized. The idea of "1ife" cannot be 

sUbjecte,d to mueh inte-rpretive scrutiny although Leavis and 

E.1iot manage to tag critical imperatives on words 1ike 

lif~.~ In "Second Thoughts About Humanism" Eliot make5 thi. 

cl ear by sayi.ng, 

Humanism, because i t i5 general culture, i. not 

coneerned with philosophie foundations;., it 1s 
'/ 

coneerned 1ess with "1"eason" than with common sensa. 

When it proceeds'to éxact definitions, i t bec omes 

something other than ltself (488). 

Eliot's version of humanism i5 a living social creature 

it proceeds from the Christia,n morality of its 

( 
\ 
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parpatrators. Vet when it exceeds this normative role and 

is defined exactly, humanls~ becomes ideo~og~ or Is seen as 
(, , 

a philosophy. -

It ls slgnificant that Eliot separates "general 

r.:ulture" from any kind of philosophie attitude or discipline 

and similarly, that he isolate. "common sense" from reason. 

Sy. dO,ing 50" El i ot aIl ies -humani sm wi th aIl that is obvious 

or natural and suggests that it represents the universal 

ideal, the etarnal truths of humankind: humanism seeks to 

understand "human nature. Il It does not concern i tsel f wi th 

~arrow or specialized views. Undoubtadly, this accounts for 

the anduring, universalist position by which humanist 

critiques have wi~hstood the vicissitudes of moder.n 
) 

c:ritic:ism. As a non-philosophical, non-ideological 
-. 

mathodology, humanism 'has been refied through discourse. It 

us •• empirical appr~ach to which everyone has access -- the 

lif. of the author, the sex of the author, his religious 

orientation, his views about life etc. 

Clearly Eliot regards humanism as a faet of existence~ 

not as a theoretical set of beliefs. Like Leavis, we see in 

Eliot an effort to make a discussion of judgements and 

opinions. _Moreover~ their j~dgements derive~from notion~_ 

about culture which are presumed to be obvious and 

universally understood and which therafore require no 
, ' 

"st.tament of principles. Il According to Eliot "it is not 

the business of humanism to refute anything. Its __ busi ness 

is to 'Dersuade,1aecording to its unformulable axioms of 

1 

'" 

.... -



: 

o 

.-

o 

page-29-

cul ture and good sense ..... i t op&yates by ta.te, by 

sensibility trained ëy culture" ("Second Thoughts" 488). If 

humani~m d:es not issue trom a theoretical or POlitiC.~l 
program, but instead is informed by human assets like good 

~ense, taste and sensibility, it must neces5ari~y_be 
, 

informed at some'level by cultural standards, as El~ot 

suggests·. Culture, in-this instance, represents cla.s and 

education -- proponets of humanism find their good taste and 

good sense "trained" by culture. It i's a learned, rather· 

than inherent trait. A Marxist comment seems ine,vitable, 

for humanism is produced by cultural discourse -- there can 

be no discourse'without ~?eology. As Raymon~ Williams notes 

in Culture and Society, "culture was made into an entity, a 

positive body of ach~evements and habits, precisely to 

exp'ress a mode of living s~p_erior to that being brought . 
about by the 'progress of civilisation'" (248). This ls 

particularly relevant to-a discussion of Leavis whos~ 

discourse divides itself down these lines, of high culture 

and mass civilization. 

, _ ("~ R. LEAVIS 

In The Great Tradition F. R. Leavis does not discus. 

the canon of writing in English literatuye, but yathey 0 

, 
distusses the ~significant few" (3) who comprise the Ugreat 

tradition." D They are Jane Austen, George Eliotr/f.ienry 

James, Joseph Con~ad and D. H. Lawrence: 
~J 

"the gr.at 
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tradition of the English novel is there" (27). This is a 

highly select minority of Brits and expatriates who set the 
~ 

standard. Lik~ Eliot, Leàvis impllcitly believed that 

"tradition" was an achievement for the minority, not for·.-t~e 

possession of the masses. Moreover, Leavis' adherene:e to a 

minority'as the seat of culturs exte~ds from those who make 

up the "~reat tradition" to those who uphold the tradition 
• 

through standards in l~nguage and through involvement in 

cultural insti.tut,ions, n'otably the University. As Leavis 
, 

develops the relatiohship between culture ahd language, the 

means by which a tradition 1s forged, his departure from 

Eliot's slight'ly disembodied, metaphysical description of 

.. tradition .becomes apparent. 

Leavis is not, o~ty proposing a syllabus for the study 

of English litarature; he is implicitly advocating a 
. .-.::::. 

cr;itlcal~Ci~urse of .authorit,y and discrimination. 

Catherine Belsey writes th.t "what The Great Tradition 

if 
J produc:ed was not simply a canon and a-syllabus but a 

critlcal discourse, and the, assumptions lnscribed in this 

discourse are easily overlooked in'the discussion of its 

asserti ons" (IIRe-Readi ng" 121). In this section on 

Leavis, 1 wilî-focus on the critic:al assumptions contained 

in Leavis' judgements and discuss how these assumptions 
o , 

relate not only to CYlticlsm out also to the canon in 

literature, to education and to culture ln general. 
.r 

In the intr?ductory chapter of the book, Leavis 

defines( the terms ole his "Great Tradition" by eliminating 
. '-/. 

) 

'. 
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authors whom ,he' considers to ba "minor." athers incl~ding 

Mrs. Gaskell, Trollope and Charlotte Yong. ara allow.d th.ir 

historical importance, but this concept ls dis'tinguish.d ,­

from 'i/1\portance in a tradition. Ac,cording to L.avi.' narl'"OW 

conception of greatness, Mrs. Gaskell and Trollop. do not 

01 

belong i~ the same category as Austen and Eliot. What 

elevates a novelist to the height. of gr.at i5 na vital 
" 

qapacity for experience, a kind of reverent openness before 

li fe, and a marked moral intensi ty" ('3). In general, Leavis 

"" arrives at an understanding of the noveli~t b.y examining hi-s 
, -

• 
or her }i fe and social ba~kground (class and religion),' thè 

details of which contribute either to a moral vision or a 
,) 

sét of ideas which inform the actions and psychology of ~ 

cha~acters. These two levels of Interpretation - the 
. 

biographical and the te~t~al - provide access to novelistic 

meaning by sharing the sa me humanist'1'c values. Whether 

discussing the life of the author or the life of a 

character, Leavis ls loo~ing for the same,coherence: the 

credibllity of character, development of morality (that the 

li , b 1 k' characters grow and l~arnJ -- road y spea lng, 

sel f-knowl edge. In -other words, the life experience of the 
d 

individt;1al is thra~n '-con,cern
r 

in Leavisian criticism, and 

these notions ar~ implicitly positive in the hierarchy of 

valuation expyessed in the discourse. Indeed, Batherine 

Belsey points that in The Great Tradi'ion the authorlty of 

the critic takes over from the authority of the novelist. 

'~ 
She says not only that the subjectivity of the critic 
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inhers$ in Leavis' creading of the novelists,but a1so that 
o 

"what 1$ judged ••• it not writing but subjectivity itsel f; 

novels as access to the identities of the novelists" 

.( "Re-Reading" 128). ParticulaY'ly when taken in the context 

of Leavis' comments on modernist writers do the ,concepts of 
c u 

growth, learning and identlty paraI leI the attainment of 

truth as a Western metaphysical Ideal. 

Leavis implicitly associates the a\tainment of truth, 

or self-knowledge, with development of ideas, resulting in a 
, 

fil"m resolution -of "form and content." By applauding the 

successfùl convergence of self-awareness and formaI unit y ln 

the novel, he rejects the discontinuous prose or modernism. 
J 

Ulvsses is a IIdead end,1I a pisce of flag-waving 

anti-humanism," "n example of the "dis'integration" of the 

moral fibre of 11 fe (Great Tyadition 26), Whi le ·Eli ot 

promoted the woyk of new modern writers such as Djuna Barnes 

and Lawrence DUl'l.)"ell, Leavl s, "",rote, o 

the spirlt of what we are offered affects me as being 

• essentially a desire, in Laurentian phyase, to lido 

dl rt Il on li fe •••• 1I0ne must speak for 1 i fe and growth, 

amid all thi s mass of destyuction and disintegration. Il, 
o 

This ls Lawrence, and it, i5 the spirit of all his work 

(26) ~ 

~This qu?tàtion ',perhaps betteer than any other ye'yeals Leavls' 

libersl idealism and humanistic inc1inations~ 

Novelistic form parallels life and gr~wth while Leavis 

suggésts that these aye aspects qf the IIGreat Tradition." 

o 

o 
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Di ckens' novels aYe classics this Leavis Qyants. 

Howevel", his genius was that of a "gl"eat entertainel"" (1'9), 

a talent which detl"acts fl"om pl"ofundity or seriousness.of 

moral purpose ln the novel. Of DIckens, Leavis writes, 

l can think of only one of his books in which his 

distinctive creative genius is controlled throughout 

to a uni fying ando ol"gani;;ing signi fieance, and that i5 

Hard Times, which seems, because of lts unusualness 

and compal"a~ively small scale, to have escaped 

l"ecognitlon fol" the gl"eat th4':'it- is (19). 

û At the sarne t 1 me, by wr i t i ng that "there i s no organi c 

o 

pl"inciplegdetermining, infol"ming, and contl"olling into a 
~ 

vital whole" (25) the dispal"ate~voices and allusuons in 

Ulysses, Leavis expells all modernist wl"iters from the 

"gr eat tl"adition" on the grounds that they "do dil"t H on life 

and therefore on the standal"ds of tradition. 

We have seen in Eliot the notlon of tradition as an 

ideali:ed, wholly unlfied pasto Similal"ly, Leavis concelves 

of the novel, as the emblem of tl"adit1on, as an organic 

whole which is mil"l"ored,by the lives of the characters and 

novelists~ As a convention of the novel, unit y, cornments 

Said, 

lS rnaintained by a series of geneological connection: 

aut~or-text, beginning-middle-end, text~meaning, 

l"eader-interpretation and so on. Underneath all these 
o 

is the imagery of succession, of paternlty, of 

1 
hi eraychy (162). 

, ' o 
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The criterion therefore, of the idea of tradition and of 

"living" traditions are the sarne -- unit y, identity and 

similarity. Indeed because these various traditions 

infiltrate every strata of the socio~ultural order, they 

come te l"epresent "cul ture" the "po!iii1;i ve body of 

achievements and habits" as Williams-:terme~ it. 

In lleavis' °criticism, the cultural and the literary 

tend te converge. As he says, "a study of tradition in 

literature involves a great deal more than the literary" 

("Idea" 1'3). In his discussions df the state of education 

" , and ,the state of standards in criticism, what emerges is a 

sense. of cultural values in crisis. Vet he speaks also of a 

"p.:)sitive cultural tradition" which can be drawn upon ol" 
t 

indeed revived with liberal education ("Idea" 18). f 

Particularly in the essays of Education and the University, 

Leavis draws a Ilnk between an education in the humanities 

and the dissemination of posltive values in the cultural 

life of the community. However, the tenets of this 

"positive cultural tradition," are latent in cultural 

i nst i t-ut i c.ns 

Leavi s, li ke 

and .:ritiil' discourses to the extent that 

Eliot on the subject of humanlsm, does not fee1 

compelled to define it. Leavis is concerned instead with 

"picking up a continuity; carrying on and fostering the 

essen~ial life of a time-honoured ànd powerful institution, 

in this ,concrete historieal England" (IIIdea" 19), 
"-

in this sense, can best be understood as thi 
~ 

soci~lizing funetion of "tradition" by whieh groups of 
\ 
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people occupylng a partjcular s~cial status in a cert~in 

time and place decide by tacit concensus the "ciitical 

standards that distinguish "art" from "low brow culture. Il A 

study of tradltion therefore is the highest endeavor of a 

llterary humanist; it " carr ies .,onu a tradition of study 

which is, according to Leavls, best exemplified by the 

liberal education programme he hoped to encourage in British ( 

uni ver SI ti es. 

In his editorials for Scrutiny and in Education and 

the University Leavis presents a continuing argument on 

standards in culture. Essentially, his argument can be 

divided between "high"ohumanism and "low1l technocratic 

philistinism. o Although he attempts to avoid intellectual 

snobbery, his discourse is often prickly and defensive as if 

he were aware of"the shortcomings of his arguments. On the 

one hand he rejects the notion of "high brow ll culture and 

dissociates himself from its implicit cond~5cension. On the 

other hand, he feared the rising influx of vulgar, popular 

culture which he associated with mass production and 
o 

technology. Positioned between the two,ùLeavis makes a 

pitch for the moral and social purpose of art. His audience 

,could be culled from all classes; an Al"noldian "remnant," 
. 

they transcended the habits and limitations of class and 

represented the "common reader. Il Although Leavis him5el f 

does no~ make the distinctIon between IIhlgh" humanism and 

"low" technocratlc philistinlsm, the duality i5 implicit i~ 

his discussions of the univel"~ity (as the Institution which 

" 
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emblematizes tradition), and what he calis 

"technologico-Benthamite civilization" <English Literature 

24). ,The latter he regards as a pernicious influence, not 

necessarily American though best represented by popular 

texts which America produced --movies, broadcasting, pulp 

oovels and advertising. These new social discourses 

encouraged the "standardi::ation" or Jllevelling down ll
- of 

culture with their "Book Society values," (IIWhat's Wrong" 

143). In turn the mass marketing of these new values 

dissolved the effectiveness of an educated nucleus of 

"scrutineers" through whom humanist criticism had maintained 

the' standards of IItradition. Il 

In rejecting these new discourses, Leavis implies.that , 

"Great Tradition" literature represents the best mankind can 

aspire to, since accordiog to his assumptions, great 
a • 

literature promotes human I:once~ns. Eliot, Pound, Joyce and 

Woolf he felt were "beyond the reach of the vast majority of 

those who consider themselves educated" (IIMass Civilization" 

164); they were an avant-garde minority who subverted the 

select few of the IIgreat tradition. 1I The overridin~ factor 

about modernist writing is its dialogic quality; Joyce and 

Woolf especially threw into question the ~in~le voiced 

narrator of the novel. Using maMy.voices (or the discourse 

of the splintered self), their writing chalienged not only 

the status quo but also the classical humanist assumptions 

of the text -- the mo~~i epiphany, the sovereignty of the , 

subject, the seamless unit y of classical narrative, the sex 

'. , -, 

-
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of the author. According to Leavis' underlying i~eology, 

these wor~~s Y'epY'esent an anti-humanist faction. 

FUY'theY'more, and in opposition to Bloom's·"anxiety of 

influence," Edward Said cites Joyce ,and Yeats among other 

modern writers whose work makes reference "by adjacency, not 

sequentiallyor dynastically" (10). This is to say that 

modern wor ks aY'e assoc i ated synchroni call y, rather than j 
diachronically, w~ich radlcally undermines the whole concep 

of "tradition,." However, the remark about the modeY'ns being 

"beyond the reach" of the educated implies that a 'classical 

education trains one to thin~ dynasti~ally, ~hat is, along 

the lines of unit y, coheY'ence of subject,- life, living, in , 
~ 

short humani sm. 

VIRGINIA WOOLF 

It has'been established that F. R. Leavis is 

paradigmatic of authoY'itarian criticism, in which subjective 

judgements are Y'epresented as common knowledge. The at,lthor:. 
1 

is ~he single definitive source of tY'uth in the novel and 

the critic's judgement as to the Experience of the authoY' 

determines his or heY' status as majoY' or minor in the 

canon. In A Room of One's Own, Virginia Woolf essentially 

argues that the construction of a tY'adition in literature is 

contingent on its relationship to cultural institutions --

the university, property laws, inheritance etc. According 

to one's membership or access to these institutions, one i5 

, 
" 
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accQrded rights andQPrivileges such as education, ~oney and 

lei.ure. The creation of. literatuY's and of traditions, in , -

literature is ultimately a product of money and a room of 

- one' S own. "Intellectual freedom" Woolf writes Il is 

dependent on material things" (103). 

A Boom has been labelled lia kind of feminine-

Declaration of Independence" (Muller 34) as well as a 

"Marxist-feminlst theory of llterary' criticlsm ll (Marcus 

"Liberty," 6(}). Bo~h .:omments correctly imply that Woolf's 

text is a g~nder-based political argument which brings 

economic and cultural facts into a harsh light -- i.e. the 

light of women and their production of literature. The , 

'_ -argument is radical or was, at the time of its publication, 

whtle the discursive approach is even more radical, 

particularly when v~ewed from a postmodern hermeneutic. 

The two above quotations illustrate by constrast the 

critical attempt to "feminize u theory. The flrst; by 

Herbert Muller comes from a 1937, text and in its entirety, 

the quotation reveals how sociobiologicai determinism has 

found its way into the litera~y wor~d. It uses gender 

(masculine, feminine) to comment on identity (male, 

famala). Muller not only relies on the conventional 

connotations of the fèminine to demote Woolf, he also, in . -

Leavisian style, associates Mrs. Woolf with Mrs. Dalloway 

and other of her characters.- The "pen~lty of her culture 

,and refinement" he says, is ult1.mately that she cannot write 

of any "big emotion, any violent c,onflict, any profound or 
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tumultuous experience" (34). ' Muller calls A BoOm a 

"weII-mannered plea ll for the r:ights and freedoin of women 

(34) • 
, , 

Mrs. Woolf now has a room of her own. But what does 

she Cio in 'it? She sits and embr'oiders. She does 
l 

water colors in pastel shades. She,plays minor chor'ds 

with the soft pedal down: In short, her rbom might as 

weIl be the drawing-room of a parsonage, and she 

serving tea to the ladies of the parish. Essentially, 

she,writes like that busy housewife, mother and 

soft-eyed model of Victorian womanhood, Mrs. Elizqbeth 

Cleghorn Gaskell (34). 

Muller's idea of the feminine is derived from its difference 

from masculine -- pastel colors and embroidery as opposed te 

the .more robust "yed beef and port wine" WhlCh men pref,er 
-

(34) • In this respect, fémlnine is defined as difference 

~ masculine and ~herefore cooperates in a dualistic 

hierarchy of value. Muller suggests that because women 

write of feminine experience (which is Ilwistful, fragile, 

filmy, dainty") they "seldom pr'oduce more than minor 
.J 

c,lassics" (36). Major classi'cs, o~ the other hand, gr'apple 
, 

with "large issues or' ultimate meanings" (36). 
- ~ 

The other' quotation, from Jane Marcus clearly states 

that Woolf~s-text is a feminist one -- in WhlCh meaning 

stems from a conception of difference in and of itself, or 
1 

difference from that which is already different. The 

cultural connotations e:ttached to "feminine" and "feminist" 
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are exceedingly important ln an examinatio~ o~ Woolf's 

texte In her mo~e o~ discourse, which she was ,deliberately 

attempting'~o foreground by using'irony and parody, Woolf 
. 

undermi nes the si ngl e and uni tary voi ce of the author. In 
- ... -

playing with the notion of "voice," in calling attention 

overtly to the unreliability of the speaking sour~e and by 

not identifying herself with any of the personas, Woolf 

.:( ( cha'llengeS the authoritative VOlce of the author and calls 

~ in~o question the notion of the single and sovereign 

subject. This is part of her strategy and part of our 

interpretive strategy in dlscussing A Room. ~owever, ~s 

previously mentioned, Woolf also polemically manifests the 

view frl::.m "ou tside" -- outside privilege, outside the 

un'i'versity, yet within the patriarchy. 

Although an~. tenti~n to steer cle~r of sociological 

and biographlcal a guments has already been madei the notion 
;.0 

of the family romance is one in which gender as an "organic 

soci'al variable" becomes apparent. In the. case of Virginla 

Woolf, the lives and careers of her male relatives cannot be' 

overlooked in a discussion of the classic Brltish univérsity 

) education, slnee, for example, Woolf's brothers were 

educated at Cambridge while she and her sister had tutors at 

home. There is no intention here of lamenting the Inherent 

sexism of this unfortunate cireumstànee, nor of exploiting 

the notion of inequitable education to Woolf's apvantage. 

Rather~ as Jane Mareus states in her analysts of A Room, 

"Woolf always looks at the writer in historical context, at 

[ 
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the conditions of women's lives" ("Liberty" 60) .nd we, too 

should look at the cbncrete surroundings of Woolf's lif. in 

arder to assess the ideological underpinni~gs of A Boom. 

In "Liberty, Sorority, MisogynyU Marcus supplies ~n 

extreme1y thorough aeeount of the Stephen men and their 

cirele who were, she says "shaped by institutions, Cambridge 

Univetsity and the secret society, the A~ostles, which 

affirmed their being as the 'intellectual aristocracy' of , 
• J 

Engl and" (60). Al though Wool f' s text i 5 not an open 

condemnation of the elitist, misogynistic and imperialist 

baslS Qf these institutions, clearly her narrative of "women 

and fiction" is informed by sorne first hand experience with 

the profession and the institutional machinery behind it. 

She does attempt to formally and literarily overthrow a 

"tradit~n" in whi.:h her family partieipated. Her father, 

compi l er of the Dictio~Y/'-:Jf Natio~al BiograRhy, was . 
~ ~ 

responsible for r~cording the lives of great Englishmen. 

" -
Leslie Stephen along with most of Woolf's other male 

relatives, judges, politicians, poets and professors had 
, -

a monopoly on the means,by w~ch culture was produced 

they we~e the law, the father, the university, the 

language. Her male relatives represented the patriarchy at 
~ 

its(fullest and most far reaching. As critic Beverly Ann 

Schlack writes, "the family, ls the state, society and 

culture in miniature" (52-53). In A Rtpm,'Woolf d.clares 

that no one could fail to see that 
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England is under th~ rule of the patriarchy. Nobody 

in theï r sense~oul d fai 1 to det~ct. the dominance of 

the professor. His was the power and the money ~nd 

the influence. He was the proprietor of the pa~er and 

its editor and sub-editor. He was the Foreign 

Secretary and the Judge (34). 

Under the rule of the patriarchy, Englishwomen like Woolf 

could hardly escape being defined by the standard erected by' 

the mas~uline superstructure. What she attempted then was 

to outline women's entrance into culture. She had a 

personal stake - some would'say an axe to grind'- in ~he 

a~alysis of culture, especially as it hinged on education. 

Aware.of the familial, institutional, (deological and 

historlcal interconnections lnforming the notion of 

tradttion, Woolf a~gued not for their abolition but for 

women' $ time, women' s~ money, women',s room to move in the 

cul ture. 

The first chapter of A Room is essentially a treatise 

on t'he economi c factors invol ved in the founding"l and funding 

of a u,niversity: Woolf reveals afdeep and, clear 
• 0 

understanding of the_way in which a patriarchal institution, 

represented by the twin powers of Oxford and Cambridg, 

embodied in Woolf's fictional "0xbridge,1I mainta~ns its 

monetary influence over the centuries. It does so by 

educating men of the upp,er middle class, and ,who, through 

education, gain aCceS5 to the higher leve~s of the social 

strata and then in their wealth endow the university whtch 

\ 

r 
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led them to higher societal ranks. Wool f writes, 

An unending stream of gold and silver ••• must have , 

flowed into this court per!'tuall Y to keep ,the ston •• ' 

coming and the masons wÔrking.' ••• But it was then the 

agé of faith, and money was poured liberally to set 
~ 

these stone~ on a deep foundation •••• And when the age 
rfo 

of faith was over and the age of reason had come, 

still thè same flow of gold and silver went on; 

fellowships were founded; lectureships endowed; only 

the gold an\d si 1 ver fl owed now, not- from the coffers 
(::.. 

of the kin~~ but from the chests of merchants and 

manufacturers, Ifrom the purses of men who had_made, 

say, a fortune from lndustry, and returned~ in their 
~ 

wills, a bounteous share of it to endow more chairs, 

more lectureships, more fellowships Jn the university 

where they had l~arnt their cralt (11). 

By lis~ing t~e documents which legitimate the ownership of 

property ~land grants, ~ith~s and wills), Woolf cogently 

details an aspect of the p~triarchal dispensation which WB 

can term the law of succession. Woolf describes the 

founding and funding of the ùrilversity as one which unfolds 
;. 

in a "nature-like" manner, -that is through endowment by 

generations of men. Her prose reflects the sense that the 

pro~ess is ~oth, even and uninterrupted. Moreov;r, in one 

short passage, she manages to mention most aspects of the 

law of succession -- the-right of king or queen to the 

throne, the professor-student relationship, property 

\ 
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own.~ship laws. The law of succession therefore is not only 

written into the 'law books but is also encoded in 
, 

.ociocultu~al patterns. The exclusive old boy's network 

operat_~s by allowing the discrim~nating few to teach and 

.train younger men so that the standards and values 

disseminated gradually become accepted'as the norme In this 

1 way the normative order sustains itself tn~ough processes of 
li 

acculturation and educati.::.n. Since the sociocultural order 

is dominated by male-empowered institutions, it can function 

as a self-perpetuating entity -- hence, the illusion of it 

un fol di ng .lI nature-l i ke. Il 

Woolf makes her rèader aware that tradition is an 

ideological constr~-t.and that it is given shape and 

credence in material ways, through the accumulation of 

property, titles and wealth. Moreover, this law of 

succession is a cultural form to which only one half of the 

population, by rights, has access~ She argues that wome~ 

not only had no means by which to accumulate capital and 

t!r~ no separate store of resources on~hich to draw, but 
. 

also, that until The Married Women's Property Acts, a woman's . 

property'belonged to he", husband. Woolf writ'es that it is 

pointiess 
( 

to ask what might have happened ~f Mrs. Se~on and ner 

mother and her mother before her had amassed great 

wealth and laid it under the foundations of college 

# "nd library, because, in the first place to ,earn money 

was imposslble for them, and in the second; had it' 
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been po~sible, the law denied them tne right te 

possess what money 't7hey earned •••• Eve':')' penny 18.rn, 

they might have said, will be taken from me 
",-

disposed of~according to my husband's wi~dom 

perhaps to found a scholarship'or to endow a 

• 
fellowship in- Balliol or Kings, so that to aarn mon.y, 

1 1 • 

even if l could earn money, is not a matter that 

interests me very"gre~~ly (23). 

As critics ~ichèle Barrett and Jane Marcus have argued, • 

Woolf's ldeas on women and fiction took into account the 

material conditidns of a particular historical perlod (cf. 

Intro~uction; "Sorority"). Barrett writes that Woolf 

"argued that the wri t~r was. the product of her or hi s 
" 

historical circumstances, and that material conditions were 

of crucial importance" (12).- In the previous passage ftom tl' 

B.QQ.m., Wool f narrates Jthe story of women' s- economic 

oppression, connecting.it repressive marital l~ws. She 

compells the reader to recogniz~ that economlC oppression 

excludes women from the privilege of knowledge -- that 

havi~g control of the money and the schools also means 

havingjcontrol of the language. Althpugh fictionaliz~d, 

Woolf's account of being barred from the library at 

"0xbridge" (which ha9 actual historical" and social 
1 

1 

precedents) emblemetizes the exclusion of women from the 

sourc~s of kno!!>w~edge -- "ladies are only admitte~' the 

libra'ry if accompanied by a F"ellow of the C,ollege or 

furn~shed with a letter of introduction" ( .. 9). Anothar. 
1 /'" , 

\ .' 
\.. 

1 
1 . , 
i !:l-I ,: ... .:-..... , 

~ 
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intended meanlQ9 of this quotation has been 

critic Susan Hardy Aiken: 

sug~ested by 

) 
/ 

Like the library, the canon might weIl be read as a 

y.lnd of metatext, a synecdoche of the Western acad~mic 

tradition. That traditiSn, in 1ts turn, frequently 

operates as a synecdoche for what is called 

"civilization. Il ••• like Western patriarchal culture, 
, -

the 11brary and the llterary canon have historically 

functioned as paternal edifices ••• (289). 

Woolf demonstrates that the University, Wh1Ch Leavis 

proudl y calI ed the "recognlZed symbol s of cul tural 

traditic.n," 15 a symbol of isexist society ("Idee" 16). 

"Ladies" .:annot bè adm1tted without a "fellow." Thus the 

Univers1ty ·functions by way of fraternal exclusiveness or 

In the same-sex bonding, which is lnforMe~ by misogyny. 

second chaptel" of A Room, W'::.ol f lin:~s male power and 

aggres~ion as played out in wal" with'the putative 

inferiol"ity of women\ ln d01ng sa, she denounces the 

English imperialist campaign as thoroughly aS,she did the 

university system. ïhe simillarity between war and 

frate~nity 15 found in her asssrtlon that power is.based on 

anger directed towards women; fram th1S anger cornes a 

feeling of superiority. Graphically depicting the vl01ence 

of this anger, Woolf deScr1bes the ~uthor of The Mental. 

Mor~l and Physical Inferiority of the remale Sex 

laboul"ing und~r sorne emotion that made him jab hi~ pen 

on the paper as 1f he wer~ killing some noxious insect 
t 

• 

, , ' 
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j'} l' 
as he wrote, Dut ~ven \IIhen he had ki Il ed i t that d"i d 

not satisfy him; he must go on Killing it~ and 'ven 

sCI , s9me ca~ fot anger and irY'itation remained (30. 

Jane MaY'cus wY'ites tha~ 'such "Victorian violence against-

women" was institutionali;t~ed 'in "fY'aternal organizations 
1 

like the CambY'idge Apostles" (IILi~erty" 69). While the 

Apostles represent the philosophical and academic wing of 

patY'larchal violence 'against women, sorne of their members 

were active in the political life pf England. Woolf's 

grandfather, James Stephen was Permanent Under Seeretary for 

the Colonies, and responsible for imper1alism under seven 

changes of government; Woolf's unele ritzjames Stephen 

':Odl fied Engl1 sh -and Indian law and was a, judge whi le her 

father, Lesli e Stephen, supeyvi sed the compi 1 ation of the 

D~8, a political who's who of Englishmen (see Marcus 

"Llberty, Il 69-70). Iyonically, Riehayd Tyeneh, author of 

The Study of Words lS listed in the DNB and was himself one 

of the Cambridge Apostles. Treneh was ind1yeetly lnvolved 
1 

in the project of colonization, insofay as he uses yeports 

from missionaries in Africa in the 19th centuY'y to provide 

examples for his belief in eultuY'al yelativlsm. The 

"savages" weye spirltually impoveY'ished since they had no 

word for "God" but had many woyds foy aboytion and 

patrlCide, among other atyoeities (Treneh 20-21). Here 

again we see the inseparability of language ,from paty~a.rr,:hai 

1nst,itutions like chureh and state. It is not inslgnifit.:<ilnt 

for example, that the twel ve Apostles at Cambr idge who met 
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to debate phi losophir.:al issues, called themsel ves after the 

followeys of Chr i st. 

As Woolf broadens the scope of the inferior-superior 
o / 

dichotomy, she suggests that it has been central to the 

success of mi 1 i tary r.:ampaigns. Woman 15 a "mi rror" and 

mirY'ors, she wrltes, are "essential to all violënt and 
1 

hero::1Î e ac t i on Il (36). 

Women have served aU these centur i es as 

l'Joking-glasses possessing the magic and delicious 

p~wer of reflecting the figuY'e of man at twice its 

natuY'al Slze. Wit~out that power ••• the glories"of aIl 

our wars would be unknown (35). 

Essentially, Woolf argues that the relation of colonialism 

and imperialism to sexual oPPY'ession is direct: sexual 
~ , 

oppression lS absorbed intô the discourse 'of man/woman, 

self/other, or as with Treneh, civilized/savage. 
~--

Henee, the enormous importance to a patriarch who has 

to conquer, who has te. rule, of feel ing, th~t great 

numbers of people, hal f the human Y'ace indeed, aY'e ~ 

nature, inferior" to himself. It must 1ndeed be one of 

the chief sources of his power (Room 35, emphasis 

added) • 

fJ It i Si interesting to note that Woolf does nôt promote. the 

healing of the division between man and woman, but instead 
o < 

offers"the idea of androgyny as a solution. Although it 

seems obvious from her argument that male- dominance of women 
t? 

cYllates mi sogyny, thi sis not to say .,that grant i ng equal i ty 
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would create olS. better state of affairs. What.tthis would 

create is another version of humanism, in which women, "by 

nature ll are still inferlor te men. Thùs, m1.sogyny 1s an 

extreme aspect of patriarchal tyranny whereas humanism is 

s1mply a veiled or more covert attack on women. 

Although Woolf~s argument in the first half of A Rgom 

covers the misogynistic and 'hegemonic Impulse behind the 

academy, the professions and the milltary, her critique 

~ltimately dissects binary patterns of thought, which have 

been naturalized through the LIse of language. Mor eover, in 

arguing that the "great mind is androgynous" Woolf ... 
" - , "\ 

undermined one of the central concepts of Western humanism 

-- the notIon of the unitary sel f, single ln gender, wholly 

..... -
autonomous and commonly called "man. Il .. This is a concept 

!# 

Woolf actively challenged in Orland9 in which the shifting 

sex of the main character suggests that conventional ideas 

of sexuality (normalcy, heterosexuality and monogamy) are 

socially constructed -- that is, more learned than natural. 

By the same token, the term 'l'mankind" loses legitimacy in 

Woolf's writing since "man" assumes that we can locne an 

innate human nature, outside of and separate from 

sociocultural constraints., Woal f problematizes the unity'of 

the Self not only figuratively in Orlando but ~lso 

\ explicitly in A Room. In' the Woolfian "mind" andr.ogyny 

results directly fr,:,m a disunified Self. In A Room, the 

narrator ' s i aenti ty 1 S met aphys1 c a11 y probl emat 1 zed: "t l' i s 

on1y a convenient term' for some~ody who has no real 
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being ll (6)~ 

The novel Orlando could be called a theory of 

tradition. In the feminist counterpart to the canon ol 
-

writing in English literat~re <The Norton Anthology of 

~omen), the authors write in the introduction to Woolf that 

Orlando i$ a 

parodie: biography of a four-hundred-year-old character, 

who changes from male to female in the la~e 

seventeenth century and whôse fantastic, 

centuries-long development represents ••• the evolution 

of English Ilterature from the Renaissance to the 

twent i_eth ,century (Gi 1 bert and Gubar '1343). 

Just as Orlando, the character, h~s an/other side (man or 

woman), s~ Orlando calls into question the discourse of the 

unified self (the haro), the organic unit y of the novel and 

wibh it, the greatest teleology, Truth. At the beginning of 

A Room, ~oolf ironically plays with the lltirst dut y of the 

lecturer -- to hand you after an hour's discourse a nugget 

of ~ure truth" (S). Finally, she suggests, there is no 

truth', particl.l~arly not on the topic of -wom~n and fiction. 

r,urthermore, truth is an illusory product of the logoc~ntric 

system of thought and this is exactly what Woolf is actively 

undoing. The first line of Orlando ("he ••• for there could 

be no doubt about hl s sex ••• ") parodi es the absol ute 

c'ertainty with whi..:h language describes sex (9)j..--
.~ 

Ultimately, Woolf suggests that we "think back through 

our mother,. l' which implies an awareness of contlnui ty wi th 

t. 
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the past and entails ~ histoYically dynamic, long teym foym 

of sol i day i ty (B.QQ.m. 7~). How~vey t he vast payt _of A R09m 

demonstrates exactly why and how this female solidayity has 

been prevented. In contyast, solidaYity has been available 

to men, in secret societies and in sociocultuyal pyactices 

.'such as inh~Yitance and education. This implies that 

"traditlon" in literature has been constructe.d on the 

of the phallus the origlnal soverelgn entity, 

mOd) 
non-contradictoyy and unambiguous, like the Self of man 

which it represents. The phallic structure of the tyadition 
, "-

has erec~ed ltself, and its discourse, on its sexual other. 

Woolf images the letter " l Il as a phall us, , "honest and 

loglcal; as hard as a nut, and polished for centuries by 

good teaching" (95). In the shadow of the letter "l'' is a 

woman; the Self is male defined while the "other" therefore 

is constituted as woman. 
" 

When the Leavislan "mind" enacts a silent -duel (dual) 

with the bod)" <its logi.:al c,jorelative), it actively 

suppyesses woman and assigns to her the role of othey. It 

erects itself on solid male ground ("polished for centurles 

by good teachingr), and in doing 50, underscoyes its 

f':lundation in Cart-esian though17. In rejecting the dichotomy 

between masculine and femlnine, Woolf challenges the notion 

of identlty; ~y decentering the Self, she implicitly rejects 

the yealist demand for "unity, simplicity and 

communicabi 1 i ty" (Lyotard 75), as well as the noveli stic 

reqùirement for a single hero, searching for th~ truth of 
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himse1-f. One critic writes (wrongly, l suggest) that Woolf, 

in A Room, 
J 

,/ , 
present, the argument of the essay through two modes 

j , 
of discouyse: ••• the II s tory" ••• ramb1ing, digressive, 

1 ' 

associative •••• the second mode of discourse is that of' 

the formal rhetorical argument itself: clear and 

orde)'"ed ••• (Jones 229). 

Oft'el"ing the dual mode of discourse as the .:ritical response 

tc. Woel f's idea of andr.::.gyny, the author of this quotation 

resorts t,::. a binary pattern which genera1ly relegates women 

to the side of negativity, be it in a model of androgynyor 

nota On the othe)'" hand, critic To)'"i1 Moi asserts that Woolf 

practices a "deconstructive" f~rm of writing --.lIone that 

engages and thereby e:l,poses the duplicitious nature of 

discou)'"se" ('3). Avant-gard~ in its ~ay, ~Woolf's' project can 

now be called "post-mode)'"n" in that it subjects established 
.. 

~ codes of di sc ou)'" se to what Jean-Prançois Lyotard calls the 

"severe reexami nat ion whi ch post-moderni ty lmposes on the 

thoug~t of the Enlightenment, on the ldea of a unitary end 

of hi stOl" y an d 0 f a sub j ec t Il ( 73) • Wool f' s novel Or 1 ando, 

while n'ot exactly a "severe reexamination" of these ideas, 

is an embodiment of them. Orlando lives for over two 
~ 0 

centul"ies during which tlme his/hel" stl"angeness 'Of union 

with Self a~d othel" pl"esents a challenge ~o the normative 

subject. In this way Woolf mocks the Cartesian subject and' 

tl"ansgl"esses all nOl"mative YuU:~s of subjectivlty and life-

histol"y. 



--~---, 

0 ~ 

o 

-----------page=S3~ -

Chapter Two: 

Ane l o-Amer i 0:: an remi ni st Li terary Cri t i S i lm 
o 

In Nort h Amer i 0:: a, femi ni st li t erary cri tic i sm came of 

age as part of the Women's Liberation movement which itself 
o 

was initiated,_ along with other "minority" rights groups, in 

the, 1'360' s. Vet ev en before Kent State and the students 

l , 

rlôts in Parls in May '1'368, pioneering works such as Betty 

rriedan's The F'eminine Mystique (1963) demonstrated wlth 

--&;i most sc i ent i fi c exact i tude t he di sa f fect lon 0 f Amer i can 

women wlth thelr yole in soo::iety, payticularly in the 

i nst l tut ll~n ':1 f mal' y i age. It c ouI d be argued that women' 5 

l 
llb was overshadowed by the civil rights movement and the 

Vietnam war; women's demands, in retrosp~ct, seem vague ,or 

perhaps confused with the sq-called sexual revolution. 

Change in general, or at least the improvement of the Yole 

of women in s,;:,clety was rsquired. Because feminist litarary , 

crlticism was the academic payt of this widaspread change, 

it adopted a similar set of pYindples, studying the social 

and pol i tical hi story of women and i ts af fact on 

1 itarature. "F'aminist criticismll was lia new litarary 

analYS1S based on the tenets of the American women's 
1 

movement Il (Oc1novan 1). With the publication of ,Kata 

Millett's ground-breaking Sexu~l Politics in 1971, the 

effort to denounce stereotypes of women in 1 i teratuYElt by men 
, 

was under way. The pattern of inquiry in these examples 15 
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based on actual or perceived oppres~n of women in society 

and on the depiction of women in literature. The domination 

of men over women is considered to extend from fictional 

,representation to the canon of works and to the.syllabus in 

university courses, which ~an be read as analogQus systems 

of oppression, in which women are excluded or silenced. 

Mar ci a Landy in her essay "The Si 1 ent Woman: Towar ds a 

reminist Critique" emphaslzes the concatenation of hlstory, 

socialization ,and exclusion from education, which, as 

constitutive of the normative order have determinated 

woman's place in Ilterature. She concludes the following 

passage by sugges~lng'that this state of affairs is 

reflected in critical language: 

Even within the novel t~adition, one must examine why 

for the most part, although women have been novelists, 

,the majority of signif~cant novels have baen written 

by male writers. In part, this situation can be 

attl"ibuted te the male guardians of "the great 

tradition," perpetuated in critical studies and in 

university curricula ••• and we automatically accept 

s-tandards of literary excellence on the basis of 

pre-existing social bias, in terms of legitimating the 

traditional social order and its values (21)-
1\,. 

-
The predominance of male writers on university course 

syl(abi and,the predominance of male scholars in tenured 

positions ,0r senior academic positions in the univel"sities, 

have assisted, ~t is claimed, in producing a 'gender biased .. 
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standard of criticism. 

From.this brief overview the point emerges that 

Anglo-American feminist literary scholarship concerns ttsalf 

with the overlap between the social and literary valuation 

of women. Indeed, because femin1st criticism in America 

grew I.lp with anti-Vietnam and civil .l"ights mairches, it haB 

had and continues to have a strong political impetus. 

Feminism itself eventually beèame a political 1deologyof 

its own, with branches -- Marxist-feminist, lesbian-feminist 

etc. However, unlike other Ideologies whose tenets are 
.. . 

based on theoretical writings (~arxism), feminism lS an 

ldeology wlth roots in actual, personal experience, a notion 
, 

whi ch was popul al" i :::ed by the adage IIthe pel" 5·:.nal i s 

political. 1I Throughout the highly empirical 1970's and into 
J 

the more sophisticated 1980's, feminist cr1tlcs have often 

cited exa~ples culled from their classroom teach1ng, their 

personal experiences, their students' responses to 

1 i terature, thei 1" exper ien~e ~ curr'iculum meetings with 

, 
The empirical tendancy of ~nglo-American feminism 1S 

carried through in topics of research. The area of feminist 
\1. 

criticism known as "images of women" was the earliest'-form 

of cl"iti,cism, and accordi41g to Cheri Register, also IIwelL 

defined and frequently practiced" ("Americlan F'eminist" 2), 

'See ~tYiCia M~yer Spacks, The F'emale Imagination; Susan 
Hardy ~iJ.am, "Women and the Question of Canonlcity;" Sandra 
M. 13i bert, "What Do Feminist Critics Want?" 29-45 and 
Carol1yn G. Heilbrun; "8ringing the Spirit Back to English 
Studies" 21-28. The 1 atter two are found in The New [emiai st 
Criticism. 

/ 
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Insplred by Mary Ellman's Thlnklng About Women and Sexual 

Politics, images of women criticism initiated the feminist 

response to the male" dominated literarr world. Therefore, 
.... 

it is characteri:ed ~y analysis of images and stereotypes of 
-

women ln literature by men and to a lesser extent by t~e 
, 

categories of criticism employed by male reviewers of texts 

by women. (A good example of the latter i5 the review of 

Woolf by Herbert Muller on page 39 in Chapter 1). Henry 
C-

Miller, D. H. Lawrence and others have been reevaluated (see 

Millett) as particularly mlsogynlstic in thelr supposedly 

liberal attitudes towards sexuallty, (read women). 

Kowever, the empha5is ln images of women criticism has 

been on the " ac'thorlty of experience" as Diamond and 

Edwards' volume is tltled. As opposed to being silenced or 

subsumed by the Lmi ver saI exper l ence of " man ki nd," images of 

women cr~ti~ism sought to give voiee to the speclfic 

experience clf women.. The implication ln this type of 
"\ 

crit1cism 15 that the 1amale character5 in li~erature by man 

ware not realistic, falling into broad classifications of 

virgin and whore and so ,on (see Don~van 3-8). Accordlng to 

images of wome~ critics, these stereotypes did not 

accur atel y portr ay the lives of re,al women and therefore 

falsified the experience of women. Stating that "female 
o 

l"eaders need litel"al"y models to emLllate" Cheri Register 

underlined what Toril Moi calls the "deep realist blas of 

Anglo-American feminist criticlsm" ("American Fe~inist" 20; 

47). Examples abound. In an essay~entitled t'Eve am~ng the 
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Indians,1I Dawn Landey descyibes salient childhood mamor! •• o in great datail befoye commenting, 

Ten years after l left Arizona, 1 bagan graduate 
1 

s;udies in Ameyican literatuye and, not surprisingly, 

my interest focused upon literatuye of the 

wilderness. Repaatedly, however, l could find no 

place fol" myself and 'f,;:.y my pleasure ln the wilderness 

in the tyaditi,;:.nally yecon:led images of womsn on the 

fyontier (1'35). 

In The remale Ima!Jination, Patricia Meyer Spacks 

liberally makes use of the comments and experiences of her 

.... 1 students both to provide concrete examples for theori'es and 

+ to query aloud. "But women learning the power of art 
l, 

inevitably wonde~' about love. ls the cost-of achievement 

, the loss of relationshlp?" (318). Spacks assumes that most 

female literayy figures are unsatisfactory because they do 
~ 

not provide the young women who registered for university 

courses on women's fiction with viable alternatives to the 

conventional depiction of' women. Spacks would no doubt 

agree with C.heY'l RegisteY' who yemarked that "a htel"ary work 

should provide role-models" and should "instill a positive 

sense of female identity" (",American reminist" 2~? 

Discussing the charactel" of Gwendolen Harleth in Daniel 

De'Y'onda, Spac ks assumes a di rect correspondence between 

l"eader and character; she expects the novel to teach the 

student something about her own life. 

o 
o 
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To study the situati·on of women as recorded in 

literature is to open one's eyes to pa1nful truths; 
'. 

and to what advantage after allt my students keep 

asking, this seeing? •• Women rarely f~el it possible 

to control their destinies; they are often correct. 

Gwendolen ends 'by accepting a straitened lif~; girls 

fearing they must do the same wonder about the 

advant~ge of knowlng I1fe's narrowness (56). 

l have chosen to f~cus briefly on images of wOmen 

criti.:ism in order to introd':lce jeminist disco~rse as 
a 

pyacticed in later c:ritical works. Feminist literary 

critici5m i5 pyimarily political in motivation; this was
l 

establis~,ed by. its roots in political events of the 1960'5. 

For this reason the one claim that unites feminist criticism 

~ in aIl its pluralism is~the insistence on the importance of 
e 

historical, soaiologlcal and cultural yeasons for women's 

oppyessi on. F"urthermore, since femlni sm i s a branch of 

cYit,}cism lU~e any other (Marxist, Freudian, 

liberal-humanist), it maintains a separate view, a dlstinct 
'V 

vocabulary, and a sepayate set of ideals. A "yeaction 

agairi'st the stric1; formalism in vogue in midcentury" as 

Cheri Register says, feminist criticism has stressed that no 

critical stance is objective or value-free ("Review Essay" 

271) • In the, essay "F'emal e Cy i tlci sm," Annette Barnes 

clai'ms there are no "independent standards" and no 

\ 
"impartial criteria" to which we can refer., "which would 

allow us to evaluate the claims of correctness or ~uth-::ma~e 

\ 
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~~ 'a rreudian cYitic, a May xi st critic, a feminist critic" 
1 

(3) • , Theyefoye, any claim to objectivity, univeysality oy 

truth in critlcal disco4rse is misleading and 
, 
1 -

au-çhor i tar l an. This is simply to say that the critic's view 

~s informed by political, soc"ial and historical factorS' and 
1 

:hence that by stating one's b~limitations, the 

Ifeminist critic admits the monopoly on truth or univel'"sality 
1 

1 is impossible. 

':the fundamental assumptions of any feminist crltic to pat~", 

(44) • 

That said, it is necessary now to further comment on 

images of'women criticism, whichi .it must be granted was a 

necessary and vital p~rt of the feminist crltical pl'"oject. 
, 

However, there are problems inheyent in an approach to 
o ' 

literatuye based oM empirical data. riy~tly! to connect 

literatuy,e t-o life experience ~nd attempt to lqok for a 
r; 

direct coyrespondence automatically assumes a notion of , 

reality which ts singular and,veyifiable. It also suggests 

that liteyatuye sho~ld provide an authentic reproduction of 

_~ this reality, ,-which is a highly pY'escY'iptive·oY'der. '* In one 

1 > 

sens.; images of women criticism is Leavisian, èince il 

Y'elies on th~uthoY"s expeYience of Jif~ as told in 

fictional accounts. Sec on d 1 y, th i Si ~ yp e 0 f c y i tic i ~~, 
d. 

partlyjbecause lt seeks to yeevaluate and legitimate,the 
, 

feminine, opeY'ates on a eonventional, binaY'Y level. Spacks' 

_ The remale Imaglnation is paradigmati,: 01 this terydenqi. 
J ~ 

Although she yeviews the stereotypie position of womeQ both 

;. 
/ 

•• 
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ln s~r.:iety and in (ictlon, and tmplies it is damaging for. a " 

young woman's sense of self, she does not set about to offer 

alternatives, but, raj:her states that "the orthodox' female 
1 

vocation of c",\l"ing for 'others'I the orthodpx fem~le posture 

~f dep~ndency, conta,nooohidder PO~Slb,lit'es for exercis~ng 

control 10 (317:>. _ Spacks aeceptls the elassie ~~ssoelatlons of 

masculine and feminine, placi~g the feminine ln a separat~ 
l' 

but equal power structure. Yet thlS is slmply the inverse 

gender blas of the male guardlans of the ~cademy, asslgning 

t .:. w.::.men an essent i al i st l ntell ec t. T,hi s succeeds only in 
, , 

reduclng women to partlclpants in a patrlarchal hierarchy, 

ln whieh "feminine charm can l combat masculine forcefulness," 
1 

as Spacks writes of Mary Ell~an~s powers of' rhetoric (26). 
1 

Finally, the exaggeratled emphasis, on rea"ding personal 

correspondences lnto lmages of women in literature is 
o ) 

decldedly anti-critlc~l. In comparlson to most of the later 

femlnist literary criticism, 'texts such as The Female 

Imaglnatlon and The Authority'of Experience exhlbit a lack' 

of theor~tical insight. However, images of women c~iticism, 

al t~ough now superceded by li ts s~ sters pract i ces, was 

important as the first form .::.f feminist criticism. 
, 
\ ' 

Part 1 ~ 

Ideas of Tradftlon in Anglo-American 
) 

Feminist Literary Critic~sm 

ln the "'te 1970's feminist literary critlcs depayted 
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from "i mages of women" Cl" i t lei sm and coll act i val y embar ked 

on a more "woman-centered" project or Ugynocri tique" as 

Elalne Showalter has tarmed lt. Since images of women 

I:r i t i 1: i sm i s ,,'mal ef~ntered,,, focusi ng on mal e author ed 

texts, it emPhasl=~d woman_as reader, whereas gynocritlque .. 
emphasized wClman as writer (flToway.ds" 1:28), Düring this . 
perlod, three texts ln parti~ular axpounded IIwoman-centered" 

theories and at least two of them have been enshrined in the 

o 

femlnlst critlcal canon. These two, Showalter's ~ 

LlteratLlre l':)f Theil" Own (1'377), and the enl:'yclopaedic ~ 

~adwoman ln the Attic (1979) by Sandra Gilbert and Susan 

Gubar both propo~e theeries of tradition in writing by 

women. Theil" critical differences will be dlscussed 

separately in thlS chaptero, while at this pl,int is it 

lmpbrtant te establish the similarity of vie~ between ~ 

Llterature of Theil" Own, Madwoman and the third text, Ellen 

Moers' Li terary WClmen ~ 1976'). 

The critical stance common te ail three texts is the 

notl r:Jn that a t.raditir:J':' of women's wri...t;.!"ng is subcultural, 
" 

which lS to say that mest women's writing up to and often 

including the 20th century was produced under conditions of ~ 

constraln~t. EII en Moers remarks that "te 'be a wolflan wri ter 
/ 

lonQ meant, may still mean, belonging te a literaty movement 

apart from but hardly subordlnate to the mainstream: !iln 

un,dercurrent p, rapid and power fui" (42). Showalter concurs, 

q'uotrn'g thi s passage from Moers, adding that the 

development of a,female literary tradition is "similar to 



J 

page-62-

the development of any literary subculture" (A Literaturé 

10-11). While Gilbert and Gubar dOnnot explicitly address 

the ideâ of a women's tradition as subcultural, thjir entire 

worv. corresponds themati.:ally: the "most succe~ul women 

writers" they assert, "have created submerged meanings, 

meanings hidden within or behind ~he more accessible, 

'public' content of their works" (Madwoman 72). By this, 

Gilbert and Gubar implyithat women wrlters were aware of 

their non~dominant position ln literary traditions, and that 
/ - . 
this awareness is evidenced in covert or subversIve levels 

of meaning, even within conventional forms such as the 

novel. AlI critics ~entioned here lmpli~itly relativize a 

tradition .~f women writers; Showalter observes that it is-

import'"art to see the female literary trad;i.tion in 1Îbroad 

terms ••• relative to a domlnant society" (lU. 

The title of Showalter's text (A Literature of Their 

Own) Is .:.ne of the sign~ls towards a woman-centered 
<J 

perspective. AlI three texts lmplicitl~ affirm the -

tradition of women as separate, _,~~ar~te from the "great 

h-adition" and its aestheti.: criteria. It is this 
• 

consciousness of sex differenc~ and categorical denial of 
. . 

value-free scholarship which glve5 a·tradit~on of women's 

wr i t i ng i t saut hor i t y. How this notion is theorized in ~ 

Literature Of Their Own and in The Madwoman in the Attic i5 

the ne~~ issue to be discussed. 

Since the canon in literature is defined by a 
l 

collection of "great" or major novelists, the binary 
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imperative under which "tradition" opel"ates suggests there 

ls also a heritage of lesser known or minor noveli~ts -- th. 

subcultural tradition. The works of minor novalists have 

~een suppressed because of repeated instantiations of a 

patriarchal 'aesthetlc. Showalter's concern is with the 

minor noveIlst~t whom, she alleges comprise a 
--' 

gender-speci fle Ilterary tradition -- "the lost continent of 
; 

the female tradition ll (10). Her argument is based on a 

perceptlon of women's literary history as dlseontlnuous: it 

is full of gaps and holes because o~ the bias towards the 

"great" women writers -- Austen, Eliot, the Brontes and 
f), 

Woolf. T,:, cc'unter this imbalance, Showalter conc~rates ,:.n 

the "minor" writers, sLlggesting that an understandlng of 

them and their c,;:.nditic'ns provides a more a-çc:urate pl,:ture 

c,f the develc.pment and continulty of,women's writlng. Sln':e 

the miner writers, she maintains, were "the links in the 

chaln that bc.und one generation to the next Il, (7) only a . 
, 

study of them from a sociological perspectlve w11l afford a 

comprehensive women'$ li~erary history. 

Showalter practices recuperative criticlsm; her effort 

to reclaim a tradition of lost ';)1" forgotten women writers i5 

politicai in the best feminist sense. Like feminists in 

other areas of research (anthropology, medicine, ~lstory), 
} 

Sh.;)walter's a,pproach is lnterdl.scipllnary, foeusing on the 

connection betwèen women and their culture or society. In 

this sense lt 15 lnformed by the actual oppresslon of women 
, 

throughout history, and hence by the effort of the Women~s 

). 
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Liberatlon mOVemeF'\t to seek social r.ihange., Thus, Showalter 
1 
establishes a lineage of women's writlng by thQroughly 

d or. umen tin 9 Il the rel a t i on sh i p s b et ween wr i ~ el" s ' 1 ives an d 

the changes ln legal, economic, and sOcial status of women" 

(7). To this end, Showalter produces evidence of the 

,material r.onditions of life pal'"ticularly in l'9th ,century 

England~_ Discussing Victorian sexual mores, family life, 

marrlage and income, Showalter holds that these limited .. 
women in the profession of writing. 

At the risk of disgui~ing Showalter ln 

ISOCi~list-femlnist garb, it must be stated that her research 

~ was impelled by questions of a sociosexual nature. 

l have needed to ask why women began to wrlte for 

money and how they negotiated the ar.tivity of wri~in~ 

within their familles. What was their professional 
f 

self-image? How was their work received, and what 

effects did criticism have upon them? What were their 

experiences as women, and how were these reflected in 

thei 1" books? '( 13), 
',' 

If the idea of women writsrs as a subcu!ture is ~nalogous to 

women as a class,'then Showalter touches on the socialist 

tenet of class. However, the subjective ele~ent stressed in 
... 0 

~o the above qLlotation ls tefrtng: Showalter is concerned, 

from an empiricist position with a womàn's biography and how 

• women wrltérs' lives changed through the course of history. 

This accounts for" Showalter's consistent attention to . 
women's "trad1tional" preoccupations and' 1"01 es and how these 

,\ 

.. 

,1 
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ho ..... assisted in shaping women's literary history, that is, 

wlth considerable pain and effort. Although she call~ the 

"domestication of the pyofession" foyexample, a "tl"ap." 

~85) nonetheless most payts of hel" text engage stel"eotypical 

female conceyns. This 1S an essential payt of her thesis, 

since it is precisely these-concerns that aye found in 

wom.n's writing of the period she describes and it is 

precisely the fictionalizatlc,n of these concerns th; 

marginal1:ed the works. 

On the grounds of equity, yecuperative feminist 

criticism encourages the vlsibility of a female tradition. 

Vet at the sam~ t1me and by the same terms, it risks 

relegating women WYlters to the gender ghetto. Furthermoye, 
~ 

there is a sense in whic~ Showalter's deliberate forging of 

a specifically female tradition is just that -- a {orgery. 

She has manufactured an imItation from a woman's 

perspective, and although the supporting features of her . 

tradition spec~fic to women <childbirth, motherhood, 

enfranchisement, "pil7l money" etc.), the cyitir:al categoYies 

she employs are identir:al to those of patriarchal critics~ 

She ar,gues that 'Nomen have been "uni fied by values, 

convent ions, exper i encres and ~haVi oy s i mpingi rîg I~n 

oindividual" (11), which is sr:ar~elY distinct -- as a 

(;ritical strategy -- from the Chl"istian-humanist 

each 

impel"ia11st-expanion1st values which unlfled'proponents of 

cultutal tradition like Eliot and Trench.-

My main objection to Showalter's approach is that like 

\ \ 
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images of women crlticism, it rests solidly on the notion of 

life experience and to this extent it participates in 

liberal humanist principles. Critic Nelly Furman elaborates 

on this idea in' her es say "The Politics of Language." 

(a)n unfo~tunate consequence of the critics' efforts 

towards a separate, but equa~ly val id, literary 

tradition is that they leave unquestion~d sorne of the 

prejudices which create the authority of tradition ln 

the first -place. Among those notions which remain 

, un.:hall enged ar e the assumed "unl versaI i ty Il of human 

experience and the ureflection" of experience in 

liteYary representation •• :.many feminist critics 

embrace the learning ~mparted by tradlt'ional hLun~~lsm 
) 

and consequently take for granted that, as human , 

beings, we aIl share basic universal values, and that 

although women's and men's experience of the world may 

be different, we have a common view of experience, a 

collective understanding of language and literature 

-- in short, that we share an unquestioned "commen 

sense" (63). 1 
Showalter's gynocentric r~cuperative method is linear; in 

subst i tut i ng a t r adi t i on of women
J 
'for the "great tr adi tion" 

sh~ lends credence to its humani~t principles. The critical 

equatlon between experience and fictional representation lS 

reafist, while the entire' notion of a women's traditiori as 

subcultural situates it wlthin the very cultural paradigms 

which suppressed women's writing in the first place • 
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F"'urthermCtre S.'owalter cCtnstructs what Louise Marcil-L-acoste 

WCtuid term a "downstream" version of c:ritic:al analysis, 

insofar as it draws upon the notion of traditiqn ,C"an 

already glven fOl"m of l"'ationallty"), nct analy::ing the 

concept itself but advancing her critique by vlrtue of the 

cultural power of traditlon (124-6). Although Showalter's 

lnquiry of women and social life has been one of the most 

important areas of research for feminist criticlsm, it 

remalns b,:.und t,:;. the dominant ':ritical paradfgm -- of male 

cul ture as the nOl"m. As phi l ,:,sophers Sandra Hardl·ng and 

(w)ithin the theories, concepts, methods and goals of 

lnqulry we lnherlted from the dominant dlscourses we 

have generë';ed an impressive collection of "facts" 
10 

ab,:.ut women and t hei r. Il ves ..... but these d,:;. not, and 

cannc.t, add up tc' more than a partial ~d distorted 

understanding of the patterns of women's lives (ix). 

Harding and Hlnti~~a's assertion that femlnist inheritance 

from the dominant dis~04rse results in distortion'is . . 
emphasi::ed by Mareil-Lacoste. In he!" essay "The 

Tr ~ vi al i,:: at i c,n, 0 f the Not i cln of Equal i ty, If Marc i l-Lae ost e 
," 

ls,:.lat~ë5i. t~ree eplstemological categories (historiC:ity, 
) -

> 

materiality, yal~es) by whi~h feminist inquiry gives the 
~A .. , , 

" t 

il'1usi-on of "annoU(lcing new forms of rati onal ity" (26). Of 
", ~ '" 

the three, only materiallty is self-explanatory. The other 

two àre mo~e complex, ~ut ~ssentially Mareil-Lacoste largues 

that 'the use of historiCiV and values fmplies that OUY 

7 
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estaplished ways 9f thinking are val id. Applying these-

_ ep~~t~mological categorles to Showalter we see that her text 

is, to a great 'extent, a repetitlon of domlnant paradigms. 

Thus, a society of women, a " s isterhood" of influence, a 

notion wh~ch Showalter repeatedly emphasizes, is only 

relative to the inherited tradition, and as such remains the 

gender relative of thè IIbrotherhood. Il Here we refer to 
t 

"priestesses ll rather than Apostles (A Literature 183). 

Oddly enough, Showalter herself supplles cr~tlcism of her 

Il Sc' l,::ong as we loc,k to andrc1centl'':lc models 

f,::or ,:our most baSic princip'les -- even if we reVlse them by 

adding the femlnist frame of reference -- we are learning - . 
nd,thing net' ("Feminist Criti,:ism ll 183). 

Sh,:)wal ter shar es wi th the author s of The Mad' .... oman in 

the Attl': an implied' confidence in'the notlon of separate 

.f~male ~oices expresslng in literature common social 

concerna. Showalter speaks with almost mystlcal reverence 
. ~ 

c,f the "indlst.inct but persistent impression of a uni fying . 
vctÏce -in women's literatu;e ll (A Literature 5). Similarly, 

Gilbert and Gl.lbar remark ,::on the "o;oherence of theme and 

imagerY ••• ln works of writers who weye often geo 

historically and psycholc,gically distant from each other Il , \ ~ 

<Madwgman x1) .• Although Gilb and GUbay's work invo,lves 

• transhistorical and al studies, they~h~ve 

located unLty among the àuthor in voices of concealment. 

A$ distinct from Showalt text, The Madwoman in the 
.... .:.-r 

Attic supplies close readings of images-of confinement, 
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metaphors 'of illness and th"emes of escape in 19th century 

women's writing. Tlwough detailed argumentation, .Gilbert 

and Gubar demonstrate that women of this period define 

them'selves as II pr isoners .:.f their own gender" and thus that 

Il dl'" amat 1:: at ions 0 f i mpr l sc.nment and esc ape ••• r ept esent a 

uniquely female tradition ll (85). 

Jane Austen, Mary Shelley, Charlotte Bronte, George Eliot 

and Emily Dicklnson, the two critics attempt to positlvely 

revaluate th~ recurrent pattern of imprisonment. Thei r text 

provldes a tradition of formal complaint, as lt were, ln 

~hich women authors rebelled against the confinement of 

literary labels and tastes. "The most successful women 
.' 

writers" they clalm, lI o ften seem to have channeled their 

femaie concerns inte secret el'" at Ieast obscure corners" 

l72). Consequently, Gilbert and Gubar focus thelr attention 

.:.n subtexts, arguing that submerged, "hidden" or IIsecret" 

meanings .;:.ft~ of anger or malc.;:.ntent are visible below the 

surface meanlng of the text. 

Although the femaie authors in question O~~y "seem 

to capitulate to literary standards (notice most if ~ot all 
'" 

of them are syllabus material), Gilbert an~ Gubar, in an . 

extremely petsuasive passage refer to their works as 

II palimpsestic," works whose "surface designs conceai or 

--less accessible (and less socially 

ptable) levels of r;neaning" (73). In this way, Gilbert 

and argue, women writers rejected stereotypes 

"inherited trom male ~iteYature ••• the paYadigmat~c 
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polarlties of angel and monster "(76). However, these 

stereotype~ were not simply replaced with more positive (and 

realistic) models but were deconstructed and reconstructed. 
) 

In accordanee with the goal of revisionary feminist poetics, 
~ # u 

Gilbert'and Gubar dramatieally conelude that this strategy 
, 

assigns to women writers a separate literary autonomy. In 

one of the most powerful extracts of Madwoman, the authors 

state: "Thus these authors managed the dlfficult task of 

a.:hieving trLte female literary authority by simultaneously 

.:onforming to and Siubvertlng patriarchal literary standa.rds" 

(73). This Insight has afferded the cri tics a route te 

often brilliant and sustalned literary analysis. It impl ies 
1 

that 19th century women writers were aware of their position 

as second class Ilterary citi=ens and that behind the 

n.::.velistic exteri.:.r they ,were actually feminists. 

Part One of Madwoman ~"Toward a ~eminlst Poetics") 

contains three excel)ent and often incisive theoretical 

essays, c.ne cln the " metaphor of, 1 i terary paterni ty" and 

another on "the an:dety of authorship. Il Gilbert and Gubar 

approach the topic of literary paternity ~y asking - in'the 

- firs.t ~sentence of the text - lIis a pen a metaphorical , . 
penis?" (3). They answer affirmatively Cafter a fash~on) 

.and continue by demonstrating that authorship is loaded with ~ 

maséuline metaphysical ard reproductive connotations - "the 

writer, ~fathers' hlS text Just as God fathered the world" 

(4)~ In turn, they make th~ analogy that male authored 

texte embody the controlling cultural paradigms of the 
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patriarchal order in which they were produced. "In 

patrlarchal Western culture ••• the text's author is a father, . 
a progenitor, a procreator, an aesthetic pat/farch whose pen 

19 an Instrument c,f generative power like his penis" (6). 

How the~ do women l~n)gender texts~ To what e~tent does the 

patrlarchy affect this process? Since, as Gilbert and Gubar 

note, "both the patriarchy and its texts subordinate and 

imprison women" l13) by idealizing them as angels or by 

projecting onto them a male dread of fem1nlnlty lmonsters), 

women authors had to escape the confinement of textual 
o 

• 
stereotypes. They propose therefore, that wh1le women 

writers see their reflection in the dual constructs of angel 

and monster (Snow White vs. Bertha Mason), the pallmpsestic 

aspect of the works belies a hidden purpose. The woman 

writer has "an invincIble sense of her own autonomy, her own 
1 

interiority" which reverses and hence valuat~s for the 

better the image of women (16). Through this process women 

writers could speak (write) as self-conceived indlv1duals, 

from voices of autonomy and authority. 

It is from the switch to se11=de{inltion (as opposed 

to inherited patriarchal definitions) that Gilbert and Gubar 
. -

derive a subsequent 1déa - that of the "anxiety of 

authorship.1I This situates 19th centurY'women writers in a 

quasi-Bloomian model of literary inher1tance. _Gilbett and 
l , 

Gubar qualify the use of a model they admit lS "intensely" 

and "e 'l,clllslvely" male (47) by advising that Blootn's theoyy 

is "not a recommendation for but an analysis of patriarchal 

(-

\. 
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poetlcs" (48). Gilbert and Gubar's pOlnt ~rtu-re from 

Bloom's, theory is in regarding a woman author's precursors 

as male, but unliv.e the male poet, she i5 not involved in a 

process of affirmation or denial of the achievements of her 

predecessors. Rather, women authors are engaged in 

psychohistorical warfare with fathers who-determine her 

place - in society, in literary history and in poetics. 
'\ 

What she lnherited from male precursors was a patriarchally 

defined identity. Hel" battle "is not against her (male) 

precursor's reading of the world but against his reading of 

Thus Uthe anxiety of authorship" is produced as 

a result of the confllct between the woman writer's 

inherited sense of identii;y and her owno"invincible" sense . 
....... i, 

of autonomy. Essentially then what Gilbert and Gub3r argue" 

ie that because a women wrlters lack a history Of same sex 
, 

models, their anxiety is not tran~historical and Oedipal; 

thei,r an:dety results precisely because they have no . 

in fl uences. 

The images of concealment mentioned earlier indicate 

one way thi s "anxi et y of authorship" mani fests. Gilbert and 

Gubar trace the origins of'this phenomenon to the 

sociali=atlon of women. Socially conditioned to femininity, , 

women were plagued by feelings bf '''self-doubt, inadeq~acy 

and inferiority" (60), and_ often resorte<;l to wha-t Gilbert 

and ,Gubar cali "male transvestism" - writing under a 
( 

pseudonym. But the formaI method of disguise -- the 

1 

speci fic imagel"y', of concealment -- results f.rom -the 

,1 
1 

) 
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nineteenth century ~oman's confinement to'the house. tO-bed 

and to household activltles. touple~ with their stereotypie 

depicti~n {n literature, women'wr~ters found themselves with 

no v1able voice of protest. 

- Llter~lly cc.nfiAed to -the house, figl.lratively confined 

to a singled, -"place," encfosed in parlors and en~~s~d ~ 

in texts, impl"isoned in kitchens and ensh\"ined in 

stan=::"as, women artlsts natui"ally found themselves 
":> 

describing dark intel"iors ••• (84). 

Q.:.casi.::onally the dark interl.:.rs d~sc\"lQed in fl.:tion by 

WQmen lS a metaphor fQr the inner sel f,- often sick .01" - ." 
.' 

mentally i Il. "Infection in the sentence breeds" -- the 

subt i tl e to G11 bert . a'nd .,,~ar' s chaptel" connotes the actual 

"sQcial confinement .nd.physical ~estriction which presented 

WQmen w~~ters with a situation in which to fictionalize 
, ' 

th~ir resentment. 

The madwoman, according to Gilbert and Gubar 
, 

represents the "authol'" s double" -- she personfies- the 

author' s "anxi et y and rage" (78). 
~ 

No longer. an aspec;t" 0 f 
," 

( 

the gothic novel, the madwoman in this theofetlcal 

'f.::ormulat.,10n expresses the socially un9-ccrptable anger of the 

q , • ,:onfined woman. Again", 1t. lS im.port~nt ,to remember ~hat 

,- ~ duplici-ty on th~ part of the author is central to Gilbert 

and 13ubàr's idea "o'f "anxiety of authorship. Il Therefor~e, the 
• c 

./ 

recuperative methodology stresses the dual formaI -propertles , . 

-" the convent'i onal and the subvey si ve. 
" 

example, are c;onsidered "greats" wi thin the convention 

1 

_ 1 r 

.' 

" 
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of the novel, th~~r wory.s are aiso charged with anger and .. 
" female consplracy. As Gilbert and Gubar put lt, "even) when 

~hey do not overtly critlcl:e patrlarchal ~n~tltutions or 
\ 
1 ~ 

conventlons ••. these wrlters almost obsesslvely create 

ct~aracters wh,:. enact thelr own, .:overt authorial anger" 

(77) • ThIS lmplles that nlneteenth century women authors 

e~perlenced themselves as powerless within the context of' ~ 

patrlarchal s,:.ciety and s':' aggress1vely .(obsesslvely) 

lnverted thelr 1mposed soc1al sllence, comlng up wlth 
~ 

, 
seml .... bi,:\graphlcal "madwomen." If we follow Gllbert and 

(JLlbar t,:, thelr Ipgi,:al ,:on.:lusion, we find( that thlS. 

devlation from the "norm" generates an authority pecullar to 

women. 

The proposaI that a separate authority for ~omen 
. 

e~1sts by means of covert act10n 1S, to my mind, 

contradict9ry, and here we arrive at a ~rit1cism of the 

theoretlcal foundation of Gilbert and G~bar's text. Broadly 
, " 

spea~1ng, the notion of aLlthorlal transcendence and \ts 

fc,rmal equivalent - an ':)l'Iganic tex,t whose narratIve d~tiny 

and unitary vision parallel the Self - are, as repeate ly , - - . 
\ 

sta-bed, functions ,:,f a Western humanlst ldeal. Gilbert\ and-

\G:lbar, by 0 ffer 1 ng author-center~d 'cr 1 t 1. C 1 sm, ï mp~,i c i t ~ ~ 
condc,ne the ideas of the Western humani st "tradl hoh Il 

although a~ feminists~they 'attempt to stress woman's Jf _ 

• 
difference from this tradition • '~!§.eparate" and "authori t y " 

spall p. contradict10o in t"êrms; the former belongs to the 

feminist project whil~ the latter should n~, according to 
t 

T 
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the Anglc.':"American iem1.nist r-eje . ..:tion of patriarchal 

authorltarianlsm. Wh'at Gilbert and Gubar have failed te 

a.:ç':'Llnt f.:'r i 5 that "woman Il occup l es a subordi nata pl aCEi, 

not' .just ln tradl.t,l.:.ns c.f literature, but aiso 1.n a 

prevcul1ng epistemc.l.:.gtl,c.:4, Prl"'adigm. "Woman" iOs 
() '\"~' 

always/already constituted ln Western phi losophlcal 

o .'-. 

paradigms as everyt~llng that 15 " o tner." Therefore a 

separate,cat~gory oi .:rit~cism and a separate traditlon fo::.r 

w.:ome!'1 ln 11terature meY'ely reinscrl.bes the status of women 

ln Il. terature as man' s c.ther and relnstates the primordial 

auth.::.rity of the " great tradition. Il 

The fo110wing examples point up Gllbert and Gubar's . 

pr.:.bl emat 1': rel a,t ion t 0 the patr l aro:;ha1-humanl st cr i t 1. C i s.m 

they c1alm ta re~ise. Fïrst off, the notion that women 

auth.:.rs i.:.rm a subo::u1ture places women in a comparative 

p.:osition te the dominant traditlon, implying that male 

aLlth.:.Y's <r'epresent a nc.rm~ by the standards'Qi which even the 

trad1.tl.:on .:.f women aLlth.::ors lS judged. G1.lbert and Gubar, 

al.:.ng with Showalter and Moers, aIl work within the 0 

epls.tem.:ol.:o,g1.cal pàradigm Whl.:h 'Sltutates women oPPoslti~nal1y 

to male culture. p.egret,tab1y it has been the t1"end in 

Angl o-,Amer 1. can .:r 1. t i ': i sm t,:o 1. nsi st cm and even, gl or i f Y 

worpen's posit!on as separate',and other. 
~ 

In the se.:ond place, orl.-glnal insights in Madwoman a1"e. 

supe1"ceded ':'1" made inaffectual by o1"thodo,x .critica1 

stances. The figu1"e of the "double" - potentially rieh with 

interpretive meaning - i5 overshado~ed by the eonflation of 
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author and character ln the text. Simi'larly, recuperatlng 

the madwoman from novels WhlCh_ masquerade as patrlarchally 

condoned texts is a duplicltous strategy. It suggest s that 

the madwoman repr~sents the' wom~n author's power te speak 

within the normatlve order. In an article on women and 

madness, Shoshana Felman c.bserves that madness and reason 

are dichetomous parallels of woman and man. She asks then, 

"h.:.w can woman b,e_ th.:.ught about outside of the 
-

MasCLlllne/F"eminlne framework, other than as oppc.sed t.:;. man, 
~~ 

wlthout belng sub6rdlnated to a pri m.;:,rdi al mascullne modela 

How can madness, in a similar way, be conceived outside ·of. 
" 

its dichc.tomous oppc.sition to sanity, wlthout being 

subJugated to yeasc.n'?" (4). F'elman's first q~testion heye is 

crucial since feminlsts must now, make it their cbncel"n to 

, rethin~~ tne femlnine -fr.:.m a position other ,tnan the binary 

one. .It is this' which restricts the power of feminist 

discourse-and'which r~stricts the requ~r~d epistemological 

r evol ut i c.n. 'One of the major deflclencies .;:,f 13ilbert and 
( 

Gubar's work lS that it aspires t·;:, .:rltical exc;ellence - and 

is accepted as such .:.. because lt .:;.perate~ wlthin the 

dO,mi nant cr i tic i al di sc c.urse. 

In relatlc.n to thlS last pcdnt, we cc.me to my final 

criticitsm of Madwoman, whid't, c'oncerns 13ilbert'and Gubar's 

,_ adaptatic,n of tt,e "anxi et y .:.f 'infl~ence." Prlmarily l 
.~ 

disagree with Gilbert and Gubar's assertion that BJoom's 

model i s "not a recommendat'i on for but an an!!1 ysi s of 

patr 1 archal p"Oet i cs. \1 In claiming this~ the feminist 

C' 

" 

1 
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critics lmply that Bloc.m's crltical language is neutral" and 
o 

thereby absolve themselves of the responsibillty to 

interr.:.gate the extent to which ~llS discourse can be 

.:c.nstltLlti·ve .:.f patrlarchai ideology. On the cc.ntrary, l 
o 

wc.uld argLle t-hat BIoom's mc.del il a recommendation for 

patrlarchal poetics Slnce both his subject matter (the 

poets) and his -Q....,n critical anxiety (the F"reudian) are 

establl.shed gLlarantors .:rf patrl.archal Il.:an.:on-hre.'' Other 

crltics have vOlced ~imilar reser~ations. Cherl Register 

as~:s: "Can there be an "authentlc, aut.:onc.mous femala 
'. 

aesthetics as lç.ng as the primary influences are male-'" 

("Review Ess~y" 274). Similarly, Showalter ln her 

.:omprehenslve essay "F"eminist 'Critl':lsm in the Wilderness" 

n.;:.tes that whlle the aims .:of femlnlst ':ritlcism are 

ambitl':'LlS, "in pra.:tice, the revislonary feminist· croitlque 

is redressing a grievance anq is built upon e,xisting models" 

( 183) • A case in po~t ohere is not just 131lbert and Iç:,ubar's 

revisi.;:.n of BIoom;s anxl·ety, but aiso Ellen Moers' chapter 

"W.:.men's Llterary Tradltions and the Individual Talent." 

. 
Using tbe Eliotic formula, Moers argues that women writers 

, 
we~e-influenced by reading other women writers. Thus, 

, 
Ge.::rrge Eliot's Adam Bede "seems to hover belo...., th,e surfa,:e 

\. . 
• ;:.f Emma" (49) while "Dic~inson' s use of M"rs. Browning is a 

case of trad'i:t;ion ln the best T. S. Eliot sense" (60). 

Ho....,ever revisionary feml~lst crlticism, by participating in 

p~ternal models does not contribute te the feminist 

theoretical proJect. By redressing and foraing traditions 
;~ 

.. 
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~rltiC. disc~ssed • 
ln thlS chaptel'" 

merely transposed male concelved l~~erar'l values bnto text_s 
'" 

by women. This is not meant to completely devalue the 

entire corpus of revislonary criticism Slnce lt was a 

crucial ~hase in the development of Anglo-American lit~rary 

crlticism. While lt provided for feminist critics an 

awareness of the achlevem nts of women writers, it also 

provided an awareness of he limItations of this approach. 

" 
The limltations of evislonary criticism are ~nherent 

critics oppose binary thought 
. 

without succumbing to 1tS 10glC? In the past, challenging 

the sovereignty of dualiJm has meant, in-part, simply 

assigning new c.:.nnotatlO~S t.::r, or r.epr:=>ducing "the cc.uple." 
• • 

As a re~ult, the fundam~ tal duallty which continues to 

determine our way of thi1king reenters disc~r~lve 

cir.:ulatlon I.\ntc.uched: 1h~ dialectic of sex. In thlS way, 

the same limitlng OppOSl ions of Western metaphysics 

(nature/c~lture, body/ml d, masculine/feminine) ~hich 

produced the need for fe inist thin~ing in the first place, 

are the same ideological dialectics which conflne 

Anglo-Amer1can feminist riticism'to elther/or logic. In 

-
submitti~g to this appos tlon, it remains reactional'"y. 

l, 

Heavily influenced by French feminist and 

deconstruct10nists whose work ,toc.k academics by storm arol.lnd 

1~80, current feminist t eory has turned towards th~ 

question of the inscr1pti~n of woman in language and how to 

theori:e outside the dOL~ble Imperative of 

1 

1 

f. 

':-. .... , 
, -



, 
masculine/feffilnlne. In the next chaptel", 1 wi 11 explore the 

o "continental dl"l ft" of feminist theory, or French theories .' 
~hlchrhave had ~ tremendous lmpact on the American feminlst 

critlcal pl"oJect. 

o 

o '. 

,,\ 
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Chapt er 3: 

The Cont i nental Dr i ft· 

F~r the past two chapteys l have been wor~ang t.::.wards 

an ana~ysis of feminist discourse 1tself, because women have , 

n.:.t only been subjugated historically and socially, but have 

been inscribed as a s1gn of the negatlve in language. The 

quest i cln therefclye, h,:'w ':an femlni-sts theorize an inten~el y 

patriarchal sl:heme 11ke "traditlcln" without lendlng cyedence 

tl:J' the values whi ch emp.:Jwer tradl tl on ln the soc,iocul tural 

ft \ ~ 

6rder7 This can be answered Cthough not .conclusively) by 

e~;aminlng more speci fi.:ally how "woman" functic.ns as ,an 
\ 

element in theoretlcal discourse. 

The trend ln 1980's Ameyican feminism emphasizes 

theory, in large part due to the influence of femirÙsm ftom 
1 

France, wheye, as ~lice Jardine tells us, "feminlst 

• 
(11 ter ary) cr i t ie 1 sm, as such, does not yeall y exi st as a 

( 

'0 0 genre" (IIGynesis" 55). The introduction of French feminism 

(i n t r ansl at 11:,n) t c. Amer i can audi enc es begpn, youghl y, wi th 

the pub11catic.n .::.f Hélène Cixous' "The Laugh of the Me"dusa" 
e ). 

in Slgns in 1'376 • ., Sions an'd Diacriti.:s are b6th largel~ 

responsible for disseminating French theories ~o American 

academics. These t~o publications, along with New trench 

F,minisms - an entire: anth,o,logy and respectable 

iross-section qf writings - represent the importa~ion of n.w 
1 

ideas to Ame~can'feminist criticism. The most prominent 
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figures to emerge forom this "continental drift" are Cixol.\s, 

LLlce Irigaray and Julia 'Kl"lsteva. Usirrg Ilnguistic, 
,) 

psychoanalytlc and deconstructive modele, each thaoretician 

has contributed te new lmaginings or theerles'of the 

femlnine. Ci~:OLlS' fOCLlS has been "écriture féminlne" or 

"wrl tlng the body," the theor'y of which pOSlts the female 

unconsclous as a styli:ed body politic. Irlgaray's 

formulati,:,n c,f woman as the slte of repression ln discOlll"Se 

• lS lin~!'ed but qissimi,la/. In "This Sex WhlCh Is Not 
\ 

One, " 

Irlgaray uses the lips .:,f the labi~ as a model for 

multi~licltous and plural discourse, as the amblguous 
, 

meaning of her title denotes - this sex which is neither one 

nor tw,::o; this sex which is nl::ot 9. se)';. FKristeva's bellef in' 

language as inherently probl~matlcal impinges on the 
, ~ 

theoreti':a.l inscrlption of wl:lmen as subjects. Two related 

... 
pOlnts' t.~eref,:ore should be held ln reserve untll taken up 

\ 

later,. The fir~t ,is the n,:otion of subjectivlty, which in 

.<ristevan semiotics, departs radi'cally from the 
1 

trans~endental signified ':or Cartesd.an speaking sub,ject. The 

same h.::olds trLle in the works 91' Gixous an~ IY'»igaray" l~ 
. 

~hich the subJect (Self) has been decentered, demystlfled 

and' de.:qnst ru,:ted. Secondl y, bec,ause I<r 1 steva t akes 

lànguage a prlori to be problematical", it follows that 

language cannet be monologlcal and consequently that the 
- -~ , 

.::overdetermina'hon of meaning (as uni vocal or absolute) ili . 

reduct 1 ve • 
• 

, .. 
The notion of dl fferanc~">.or D.erridlan deferral 

has suggested that language i5 an endles5 free pl~y,of 
, ' 

\ 
\ 



c' 
page-82-

slg~ifier$ and thus that meaning cannot be accurately 

construed a~ fixed, absolute or closed. Meaning, llke 

weman, lS elsewhere. 

81u~tly put, each 6f the theor1es put ~orth by Cixous, 

Ir1garay and ~rlsteva are dis~lnctive and cannot be grouped 

under a single rubric. However, if one can trace a 
o 

slmilarity ln them it i~ an expllcit attack on Western 

metaphysics, on the overp~lvileged role of identity an~ 

presence in the Cartes1an ego. A parallel attack i5 made on 

logocentrism which Elaine Mar~s regarda ~s a "a slgn of 

n,:.stalgia ••• a 10ng1ng for a coherent ,=enter," and 

phallologocentrism -- WhlCh situates man as the locus of 
.-

si ngl e, Lmi fi ed, n,;)n-cc,ntradl ct,;)r y meanl ng ("Women and 

Literature" 841). The c'harge'which has motivated thlS 

}itack sees w,:.man as that which is net represented -- whid\ 

6~elsewhere, ot~1er, IImad" '~r sllenced. ,"Woman" has been 

/ 
repressed by the dominanc'e of male llbidtinal o economy; more / -

spel:lfic'ally woman's desire has b,een re~ressed. It is for 

this reason that i::Ii fferance ,- di fference ~ def~rral 

c1ccupi es a centr al pl aè e in French femi ni s't tho~ght. 

At this point 1 should make it clear that this 

diSCl.tSSlon will not CO~der the emtire oëuvre of c>any single 

feminist, 'nor even a representative sampling of the lot. My 

intention ,is'not ~o provide a comprehensive overview of 

French theories of the feminine. <That can al 50 be found 

els&whsrs).i My concern 1s narrowed to a few ideas 

JoSse Ann Rosallnd Jones, "Inscriblng Feminlnity: French 
Theories' of the Feminine" ln Making A Di fference', 80-112; 
Toril ~l'S last three chapters in Sexual/Textual Politics; 
and New French Femlnlsms' for a sampling of varlOUS French 
feminist writing. 
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speciflc to this argument as a ~hole -- to concepts of 
1 

ldentity, unit y and reseml::llance'on which the ç:!iscouyse of 
1 

tradition is bUllt. 

Partly because of the French procllvlty to thaori=e, 

Am~rlcan femlnlsts have become critlcal and self-conscious 

1:1 f thei r empl 1" 1 C al met hodoll:lgy. 

~ome Fr~nch women regard the pr~gmatlc empiric~sm of 

Amerlcan femlnlst crltlclsm as fundamentally doomed. 

They clalm that our critlcal enterprise alms for 

r-equality wit~lln the L6gos, fl::.r an equal, share clf 

existing symbolic systems and thus that it e~sentially 

reconfirms the dominant phallologocentrlc order 

<Stantcln 78). 

This point was argued, though perhaps not 50 concisely, in 

" '-"'--~ChaPter 1"wo. - However tCI cl:lntinue, French feminists attempt 

t~ actlvely e~plode the power the logos' exerts, some even to . 
embl:ldY,that sl.\bversil::.n (e.g'. Ci~,;ous' discontinuous éCY'iture 

o 

féminine).' However, Anglo-Americans,have ~lso been critical 

of the som.times Impenetrable Lacanian, Freudian and 

r~ldlan theories which inform the French proJect, argu1ng 

"that eminist investment ln m~le-centered theories i5 an 

lndi'ça~ an anti-feminist will to theory. Despite this 

fact, French femlnist theories have martaged to Infiltrate 
~~ ___ "~' 4 r. 

Anglo-Amerlcan feminlsm. Alice Jar~ine in particular has 

devoted her research to'contemporary figurations of the . , -

feminine as influenced by, the French. More~ver The Fyture 
\ 1 

0_ 
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of Difference i5 an anthology wh05e borrowlhg from the 

~rench 15 expllcit and extremely well-informed. 

The most fundamental agreement amongst French 

feminists resldes in their bellet that ~woman» has been 1 

, 

repressed not only by patrlarchal institutlons, but als~ and 

more importantly, in Wes~ern theoretical d~scourse. This 1 

see as t~1e main distlncti.:.n between Anglo-AmerlGan and 
~ 

French feminism. Whereas femlnist Ilterary crlticism ln 
.. 

Ame~ica has revlsed the canon, rewritten Ilterary history, 

and recuperated women's wrltlng, Moers, Showalter and 

Gilbert and Gub~r have done 50 simply by inserting woman 

into a dominant critlcal paradigm. In contrast theories 

~ -lssuing from ~rance suggest that women's oppressIon exists 
1 

at the level of a binary stru~ture which determines our 

patterns' of thinking. In "Sorties" Cixous argues that 

,philosophi~al discou~se is Qrganized according to a , 

dualistic metaphor w~ich a~cribes to women ~he role of 

passivity. The typeset of various dichotomies slde by side 

at the begin~ing of her essay, graPhiC~{lY illustrates this 

pattern. Cixous suggests that if "woman" is writte~ into 
) 

history and dis~eurse, the phallologoc~ntric regime woufd 

lose ~h~ power base on which it has erectéd its authority. 

IIWhat would happen te logecentr:ism, to the great 
... 

philosophical system~, te -the o\der of the world in general 
\ 

0:: rumb 1 e? Il (." Sor t 1 es Il (5). 

if the rock upon which they founded this church should ;\ 
Domna C. Stantc.n, in r~ferl,"in~·to Cixoùs, l'rigaY'ay and 

\ 
\ 

\ 

\ 
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~risteva notes that 

women's oppression, or more precisely, our reprei9~9n, 

does not mere1y exist in the concrete organization of 

It l s 

-embedded "ln the very subtle foundatlons of the Logos, 

~ 
ln the subtle linguistic and 10gical procesies through 

which meaning Itself lS produced (73). 
-

In the pr~face t~ New ~rench Feminlsms, Marks and de 

C.:.urtivro:.n observe that fI.:.n1y c.ne se:.. has been represented" 

• 
ln Western theoretlçal disc':'L.lrSe; IIthe projecticm of male 

libidinal e,:c'Ilomy ln aIl patriarchal systems - language, 

capitalism, soci~llsm, monothelsm --has been total; women 
, '1 'i, 

. have been aosent Il (~i i ) • In 'response to this wldely 

levelled ch.:.rge, feminists;uCh a.s Ci-,;ous .:lnd 

a~tempted to WYl t e "woman" ~~ nto' di scouyse. 

Irigary have 

The writlngs of both Cixous ~nd Irigar~ are not 

-
Ilmited te. an attack on phallologocentrism; both have 

, 
written in a discourse of the feminine located not between 

the binary, but outside of it. ReJecting phallologocentric 

unit y, idljmtity and resemblance, both w'omen have produced 

theories which take the form of their own philosophy. 
, 

Irigaray, while not as linguistically gymnastlcal as Cixous~ 
., 

uses a strategy involving puns, mimicry and back to back 

c.:.mparison of the master narratlves to rob t'hem of their 

C~xous' écriture féminine IS an attempt to 
, 

~nscribe the feminine unconSCLOUS -- phantastically, 

creatively, explosively, erotlcally. Her manifesta "The 
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Laugh of the Medusa 11 \Jegl ns: / 

Woman must write her' self: must wrIte about women and 

bring women to writlng, from which they have,been 

driven away as violently as from their bodies -- for 

the same reasons, by the .ame law, with the same fatal 

goal~ Woman must put herself into the text - as lnto. 

'the"wol"ld and ln,to history 

(875.>. 

by hel" own movement 

As Cixous Inscribes the femInine, it is polymorphous and 
o 

undifferentlated. Si(llilarrly, Il"lgal"ay POSltS f~minine\ ; , 
. 

language and meaning as outside the binary imperative. The 

two lipe which ~peak together represent a model of o 

multiplld.ty and flL\idity. The-lips .::of the vulva Irigaray , 

presents as an ironical altern~tive te the authority ~f 
_ 0 1 )'1 

" 

signification represented by the phallus. 

Be~1ind these theories is the belief that woman's , 

jouissance 01" sexual pleasure, cannot be understood or even 

situated wit~lln a m'ascl.lline se~;ual ec.::onomy. Cixeus writes 

that "yo~ can't talk about â female sexuality, uniform, 

homogenec,us, .:rassifi-able into codes", ("Tbe- Laugh" 876),"and 

hence that the symbol ic and imaginary realms. are 0Ren to' 

many meanings. rOI" her part, Irigary .:lalms that woman's 

/)' di f fuse, a~to~roti~ pleasure cannot be reduced te an ,econc·my 1 
of the same precisel~ because it is nct dependent on "the 

couple. " - J) 
(W)oman has se:>-- organs jLlst about everYWh~,:"e': -She 

experiences pleasure almost everywhere. Even without 
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speaking 0' the h~steri=atlon of her entire body, one 

" 
can say that the geography of h~r pleasure is much 

more div~rsified, more multiple in its diffef~nces, 

mor e cc.mpl e:t., mc.re SL.~bt 1 e, that l s l mag l ned - ln an 
, . 

imagrnary centered a bit too much on one and the sams 

~ "T~llS Sex" 103). 

rf symbolic systems of representation c~nsistently reduce 
\. 

, 1 

women to a philosophy of on~ and the same, the radical 

the.:ories .:.f C1V,C'L.IS and Irigar~:r - t~1~ir re-1~agining oflthe 

fefale body - propose a way of thinklng outslde the . 
.. 

parameters of masçuiine/femini~e. As lt relates to 
" , 
sUbjectivity, this formulation of female sexuality&throws 

1 

im1lt? questlon t~e unified Self. 
\ ' 

dl fferen.:e ln l'tsel f: "'She' is indefinitely other in 

Woman eonstitutes 

\ hersel fil" as ~rigaray puts lt ()'This Sex" 1(3), or elsewhere' 
) . , 

"she i 5 nei ther .:one nor t'NO" ,( 101). , 
,,' 

In this 'Nay, woman's , -, 
,.' 

Subjept~.'y·rty .:annot be. ':Qloni=ed, civili=ed or homogefili=ed 
o • , 

by the masculine hegemonic impulse ~o conq~er and divide. .. " . 
Sinee these theories. eategorically rejeet the binary 

'en,:losures of Western metaphys.ics, they are nct entangled ir.! 

the either/or 10gic 'of Anglo~American crltl~ism, which can 
~. 

.:ml~ b.e consldered fy':om a humani,s,t!.§ p.:.int .:.1 v!.'ew~ Rather" 
• f( ... ~ "11 • 

Cixous and Irigar~y can pe 'seen as operating within. a 

still-ev~lving plurality of elliptical mepning. 

POlitiial committment l~heYes in their discourse slpéœ it 

'uTdercyts conventional Western notlons of duali~tle 
l' , 

" 1 1 
h~erar,hies wh~eh model the ldealized coherent Self on tha 

1 

1 

1 ) 
- ., ,- I­

I 

• 
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phallus.\ One Anglo-Amerlcan feminlst critic wr.ites 

convlncingly tha~ 

(t.l.:) put disc'::)Llrse int.:) question is to rejec~_ the 
... 

e~istlng c.rdeor. It is to enc.unee, in êffect, the 

Identlty princIple, the porln Iples of _ unit y and, 
r 8 

resel1,lblance WhlCh alfaw for th~ eonstltuti.!:,p of 
\ 

phall 0;: entr l C sod et y .••• l t mean'~ l ayi ng cl ai m to an' 

abs.:.lute differen.:e, pC1sited not within t~~e norms but 
? , 

agalnst and oLltside the norms (Féral '31). 
- 1 

Ci~.OLlS' proje.:t in parti.:ular is socially critical; it '-

r equi r e;s, n.:.th l ng shc.rt .:.f .:c.mpl et e soc 1 al change. 

, One would think that' given this revolutionary 
1 

epîstem.:.l.:.gy Americans wOLlld embrace the French theories • 

.. Howevel", b.:.th J.:.sette Fé~al anë Ann RI::)sali~d Jones hav, 

qualified their dlS~us,sions .::)f French feminlsm with rnor 

criticisms. Jones objects to the biological essent~allsm of 

Cixous' theory of écriture fémInine, claiming that "it , 
revel"se~ the values assigned tc. each side of the polal"ity" 

t 
but ••• Stlll leaves man 'as the determining referent ll (:369), 

In,keeping with the Anglo-Amel"ican predilection otor 

concrete,.materialist theories, Jones says that what 

AmerlcânS' can acquire from F'rench feminist theory is "the 

-crJ,tique '.:.f phallocentrism in aIl the material and 

idec.logical f.:.rms it has taken" (374). Féral does not seem 

convinc,ed that the French' feminist pl"oject i s as 

revolutionary as its clai.ms would have us believe. She 

writes that,- , 
. , 
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rr~nce, under.the influenc~ of contemporary 

phll.jsphlCal 'and psychoanalytie trends, puts an 

excessive emphasls on theoLi.zing ••• privileged 
'f" 

ob jects. Less lnten~ .:.n theorizing, Amerlean artists 
.. 

\ and cultural activ1sts have, however, achieved a~ ,\ 
\ 

\ -
\much,· l f net more (93)., 

( Even T~ll Moi, whosé essays on Kristeva, C1XOUS and 

Irigara~ are among the best published, never whole heartedly 
\ 1 t 

endcrses \1heir theories w~thc.ut v.~:ing some ,:oncern .for 

their appl cablilty. Llk:e J,::.nes, she objects tc. C1XOUS' 

r.eturning'j the femal e b.:.dy to i ts essential biology and te. 
\ 
\ , 

ei '~ous' "-1 a.c k, .:. f refer enee to rec ogni ;:abl e soc i al 
-~-, -

structures" ,( \:::6) . ./ 

In 

pCli nt tl::' 

there is 

thal'le has 

feml ni sts 

\ 

spite'\ of 
\ 

.... 
these ob.)e.:tions, re.:ent pùbH.catic,ns· 

'-' ' 

the fa~t that ih Anglo-Americ-an femi ni st cr i hei sm 
\ < 

~Oday l~SS emphasis on theories of tradition than 

been in 'he past. Thl s dc.es not i mpl y that rrench 

\c;lave had diree'P influence on Anglo-American 
1 

critlcism, nor ,that t eir radical theories have embarrassed 

U1e Americans intlj a r -definltlon of their pro,ject. 50 

long as feminrst critici m remains bound to dominant social 

and epistemological paradi ms, by de'firlition ~t will be in a 

state of crisis. However, a theoretical feminism as opposed 

~ to an emplrical feminlsm has greater cogency as praxis, but 

this can only come about in relation to a new political , 
" ' .. ~ 

constituency. T~1eoretlcal feminis'fI) 1S more promising in v 
, .. '- \~ , 

" " l,ight of a coherent political and soc'i.al agency, which· would 

f 
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asslst in bringing new communitias of thought to th~ 
~, ,. 

foragrc.unc;:l. 
f' 

- - --------

it lS not enough for feminist critics to ravise the syllabus 

':0'1" the canc.n, whi ch, as syna.: doches of "tr.."dl t i on Il r ei n for ce 

the idaa ·of t~la academy as patriarchal territory. Yet 
fo , • 

femlnlst crItiques WhlCh propose à naw a~istemology as part 

'of a new pC.lltical and sCII:ial c~rllier ,:cll.\ld alter the status 

0' "tr adi t l'.::ons" and the Uni versi ty_ 
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