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I was held in an enclosed space from which there was no escape, and although it was pleasant in a stifling sort of way, like being tightly wrapped in a blanket, hands immobile at one’s side, I knew it could never be my home.  Days turned into months and then years, and then one morning I got up and everything was a metaphor or a simile or something else entirely.  The sun was not merely shining, but fixing its crazed eye upon me, although the crazed eye then became deranged, and cracked, and then the gold poured out of it, and became… Became……I searched and searched, but there were no words which could transform the sun into something real and finite.  I looked around in a frenzied way, inside my head was  an  unruly crowd pressed together against its will, shoving and poking one another and then finally coming to blows. The more words, the more words.  Blows led to blood which led to something else, and then another thing, and that thing led to another, while the chaos made me think of my mother, who knows why?  Nothing could be expressed fully or fixed in time or space.  I sat down on a bench, feeling my sanity slipping from me, like a….People stared at me, their faces moving as one section of a house on fire.  I had apparently gone insane.  The crowd in my head  turned into letters and words which battled one another until they lost all shape and sense.  Gs became Os and rocks were socks and sticks were bones and it went on and on into infinity.  All I want is for something to be what it is, I cried out, and to be able to capture it!  These were the days before I knew that I was not crazy and that all language is just a cruel representation of repressed Desire….
Psychology and “female” texts
Feminist literary theory has found in psychoanalysis a means for elaborating on differences between the sexes, as well as discovering the processes which produce such differences.  Theoretical foundations can then be laid to argue differences which extend to literary texts, and through exploration of psychoanalytic thought, the production of and influences on these texts can be better understood and the wider cultural implications analyzed.

Generally speaking, the relationship between psychoanalytic theory and literature has undergone many changes throughout the years.  The focus has, for example, been shifted from an analysis of the author’s psychological state to the wider relationship between the author, reader, text and language.  Because psychoanalysis has much to say about the acquisition and use of language, and the ways in which identity is formed, and because psychoanalysis, the “talking cure”, has made use of linguistic material in its diagnoses, it is appropriate to apply some of its findings to literature.  

Jacques Lacan, a French psychoanalyst who developed his particular version of psychoanalysis based on ideas expressed in structuralist linguistics and anthropology, has provoked wide debate in the area of literary analysis and theory.  By expanding Freud’s Oedipal theory as it relates to entry into culture and language acquisition, Lacan deconstructed the traditional views and erected a new set of “guidelines.”  Central to his conception of the human being is the notion that the unconscious, which governs all factors of human existence, is structured like a language.  The two main mechanisms of the unconscious are condensation and displacement, both linguistic phenomena.  Lacan posits the Imaginary and the Symbolic as one of the most fundamental sets of related terms in his formulation.  The Imaginary corresponds to the pre-Oedipal time, during which the child perceives no difference between self and mother, self and world.  There is a totality of identity which admits no fragments, no separation.  The Oedipal crisis represents entrance into the world of the Symbolic, and is contemporaneous with the acquisition of language and the unconscious.  The phallus is equated with, in Lacanian terms, the Law of the Father (or the threat of castration), and also with loss, because it signifies loss of the maternal body.  From this time on, desire for her and the imaginary unity she represents must be repressed.  This primary repression creates an unconscious that could not exist before because, in the Imaginary, there cannot be an unconscious since there is no lack.  In Lacan’s scheme, the unconscious is the product of desire’s structuring by language.  No word can capture the substance because that which has been named has “only apparently been named.”  Desire invests the signifier with meaning, but the meaning is felt only subjectively, not mutually acknowledged.  There is an endless chain of signifiers used by the subject in his pursuit of “real” satisfaction, which Lacan calls “lack.”  In this sense, metonymy is at work.  On a metaphorical level, desire reveals itself in the metaphorical substitutions for surface meaning of the repressed meaning.  The metaphor thus represents the symptom which reveals the repressed desire, just as bodily, physical symptoms are often indicative of unconscious concerns. 
  The act of speaking thus becomes the “representation of repressed desire”. 
  

Lacanian theory continues to assert that an entry into language and the Symbolic order means accepting the phallus as privileged signification, a representation of the Law of the Father, which, as a consequence, causes female displacement.  In her paper, “Language and Gender”, Cora Kaplan says the following about the phallus’ significant position in relation to language:

The phallus as a signifier has a central, crucial position in language, for if language embodies the patriarchal law of the culture, its basic meanings refer to the recurring process by which sexual difference and subjectivity are acquired…Thus the little girl’s access to the Symbolic, i.e., to language and its laws, is always negative and/or mediated by intro-subjective relation to a third term, for it is characterized by an identification with lack. 

Because all human society and culture is determined by the Symbolic order, and by the phallus as the sign of Lack, the subject either accepts this order or remains in the Imaginary, which can also be equated with the psychotic. 
  

In Lacanian theory, the Oedipal Father, the “primal father with absolute phallic power”, becomes the Name or Law of the Father.  By focusing on the patronym, which inscribes social identity in the patriarchal order, naming under patriarchy, he inserts the analysis of family structure into a wider social and linguistic order.  The principle of the Logos (the counterpart of Chaos, represented by woman) is thus privileged as the formulator of meaning.  Lacan argues that everyone is marked by the name of the Father and that we have taken it into our psyches with the acquisition of language, within familial and social relations. 

The result is that women are denied linguistic “weight” in culture.  Whereas male discourse determines the validity of ideas and concepts, woman’s discourse is marginal to the magisterial discourse.  This social order, the Law, and the way it perpetuates itself as patriarchal discourse, provides a means for female readers to understand “the political in the personal”. 
  And because discourse is a living impulse, as Bakhtin has argued, there are no “neutral” words and forms.  Each word “tastes of the context and contexts in which it has lived its socially charged life; all words and forms are populated by intentions”. 
  In patriarchy, the intent is to perpetuate that discourse and to force woman to choose a language, to choose a position for herself within it.  Either she enters the Symbolic world and remains a valued member of society, or she is thrust into a closed environment, cut off from “socio-ideological becoming”. 
  Or, as Bulgarian linguist and psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva has put it, woman has two choices:  “mother-identification, which will intensify the pre-Oedipal components of the woman’s psyche and render her marginal to the Symbolic order, or father-identification, which will create a woman who will derive her identity from the same symbolic order.” 
  It is therefore critical that a text be analyzed with intention in mind, providing as it does the psychological and social situation of the word in life:

To study the word as such, ignoring the impulse that reaches out beyond it, is just as senseless as to study psychological experience outside the context of that real life toward which it was directed and by which it is determined. 

The Pre-Oedipal World and Female Identity

A closer examination of the pre-Oedipal components of female identity and their influence on female text production is now in order.  Nancy Chodorow’s exhaustive work on identity formation in girls and boys provides one framework in which to analyze maternal influences on literary texts.  Her theory can be summarized in this way:  a boy defines himself first as a male in a negative manner; that is, by differentiating himself from his first caretaker, usually the mother.  He is, in simple terms, “not Mother.”  As he moves beyond this initial sense of unity with the mother and adopts the role of the father, through the dynamics of the Oedipus complex, he seals his separation from the mother and comes to perceive himself as independent, autonomous, transcendent, and valued by family and society.

So far, Chodorow’s view of male identity formation corresponds to those of the majority of her male predecessors in the field. However, in the area of female identity formation, Chodorow differs from her male counterparts, asserting that a girl first experiences her gender in a positive manner, in becoming like the mother, with whom she has merged symbiotically as an infant.  Then she must develop in such a way as to be able to recreate pleasurably this same symbiosis when she becomes a mother.  Consequently, women “develop capacities for nurturance, dependence, and empathy more easily than men do and are less threatened by these qualities.” 
  

Autonomy and independence are more difficult to attain, since female sense of self is so intimately bound to and defined in terms of social relationships.  Ego and body boundaries remain in flux and there are significant issues of fusion and merger of the self with others throughout the female life.  Children learn various roles in society and ways of group identification which contribute to identity and concept of self.  The options for men, however, are more varied than for women, whose two main roles remain that of wife and mother.  Being a wife and mother is, at the same time, an occupational role as well as one denoting personal relationships.  Thus the roles become confused and merged with female infantile identifications with the mother, since being female assumes emulation of the mother and her traits; specifically, passivity and nurturance. Additionally, in Chodorow’s view, the social roles for females are more fixed and less varied than men’s, and unlike the male identity crisis, the female counterpart might occur in a different manner, or not at all.  As Judith Gardiner points out, it follows that the issues of identity and self-concept play such a major role and present so many problems for women that many female texts reflect this dissonance.

Julia Kristeva has also focused on the significance of the maternal and pre-Oedipal in the constitution of subjectivity.  Kristeva is known for her distinction between the “semiotic” and the “symbolic.”  The semiotic element, she posits, is the bodily drive as it is discharged in signification, associated with rhythms, tones, and movements.  It is also associated with the maternal body, the first source of rhythms, tones, and movements, since we “have all resided in that body.”
  The symbolic is associated with the grammar and structure of signification.  Signification requires both these elements, and communication cannot exist without a combination of both..  Kristeva differs with Freud and Lacan by emphasizing the maternal function and its importance for one’s access to culture and language, and argues that there are no adequate discourses of maternity available to Western culture:  one is faced either with “religion, which makes the mother sacred, or science, which reduces the mother to nature”. 
  In one of her essays, “A New Type of Intellectual: the Dissident”, Kristeva suggests that “real female innovation will only come about when maternity, female creation, and the link between them are better understood.” 

Because the maternal, pre-Oedipal phase of identity formation, or the semiotic, is linked to the mother, and the symbolic is dominated by the Law of the Father, a little girl, in Lacanian theory, must choose either to identify with the mother or to raise herself to the “symbolic stature of the father.”  In the first instance, pre-Oedipal phases are intensified.  If her identification is with the father, the “access she gains to the symbolic dominance will censor the pre-Oedipal phase and wipe out the last traces of dependence on the body of the mother.”
  Though many women choose identification with the Oedipal world, there are ineradicable and powerful traces of the pre-Oedipal in many female texts; i.e. extensive use of stream of consciousness, a technique which duplicates an oceanic feeling, the merging of identities, the interior monologue, a shifting of subject and object.  As French theorist Helene Cixous has put it, the voice in each woman, that which she responds to, is not only her own, but “springs from the deepest layers of her psyche:  her own speech becomes the echo of the primeval song she once heard, the voice the incarnation of the ‘first voice of love which all women preserve alive…in each woman sings the first nameless love’.”  This voice, this melody, is the mother’s voice, the omnipresent and omnipotent figure dominating the fantasies of the pre-Oedipal baby.  Since the semiotic is closely connected to the unconscious and “expresses itself as the organization of instinctual drives through the resources of rhythm, intonation, gesture, and melody”,
 it is also reminiscent of the maternal rhythms and the world before gender differentiation.  And so the function of the female “I” in many female texts signals the existence of a divided self, a consciousness endemic to many women.  This merging between subject and object, a feeling of “we”, as opposed to “I”, is then reflected in the text.  The divided voices “evoke divided selves: the rational and the passionate, the active and the suffering, the conscious life and the dream life, animus and anima, analyst and analysand.”
  

While male texts more often exhibit fragmented characters, those by women, due to the pre-Oedipal forces which are less repressed in the female psyche, introduce characters with fluid, less fixed, identities, and themes of androgyny, permeable ego boundaries and pre-Oedipal structures shaping women’s relationships.  Some feminist critics explain the particular closeness of female writes to their fictional creations using the psychoanalytic theory discussed here:  “The self creates itself in the experience of creating art.”
  Because female identities often depend on the identification with  the mother and the recreation of the maternal, it follows that, in this sense, the “hero is the mother’s daughter” in female texts, as Gardiner has theorized.

Pre-Oedipal influences also explain, asserts Claudia Hermann, why and how women use space and time, metaphor and metonymy differently than men. “Women seldom treat time as a positive element in their works, a dimension that enriches vision by adding another complexity and a fact or truth.”
  “Time our torture”, as Simone Weil has said in reference to women, as time is harder on women than on men.  “Man’s love is for her body, and in age, she has nothing left.”  Because women are more intimately bound to cyclical events than men, time for them is not related to social, but to intimate life.  The masculine system has “placed upon women the task of material continuity – of daily life and the species – while men assume the function of discontinuity, discovery, change in all its forms; in essence, the superior, differentiating function.”  Such a perspective necessitates the recuperation of this complementary lost function, and woman must “provide another division of time and space, fragmenting them into moments and places that are not linked together…so that each is a sort of innovation in reference to its temporal or geographical context.”
  This orientation is also reflected in the structure of texts, and especially, women’s writings.

Nancy Chodorow takes a diametrically opposed view, as she explicates in “Gender, Relation, and Difference in Psychoanalytic Perspective”. 
  Some women’s movements have argued in the past for a degendering of society, as though gender differences are simply acquired, in order that male dominance be eliminated.  Others support the essentialist position that male/female difference is innate and urge not the degendering of society, but its appropriation by women, whose virtues – nurturing, mothering, diffuse sexuality - are superior and unavailable to men.  Still others propose that these virtues are a result of women’s development or social location and can, given the necessary conditions, be acquired by men.  And last, some feminists who argue for degendering hold that women need to develop “male” traits, such as independence, assertiveness, and autonomy, if, indeed, these are acquired traits. 

Chodorow’s position is a non-essentialist one, and gender, she argues, is not “absolute, abstract, or irreducible; it does not involve an essence of gender”. 
  Gender differences, in her view, are socially and psychologically created and situated solely within a relational construct.  And these differences play an important role in the way women write and relate to their characters and the culture in which they live.

A biography is considered complete if it merely accounts for six or seven selves, whereas a person may well have as many as a thousand.

Virginia Woolf


All the above is just theory unless the reader is able to apply it to actual texts and evaluate the influence the unconscious, identity formation, and the Law of the Father exert on writings by women.  The works of Virginia Woolf, who is considered one of the inventors of the modernist novel, are characterized by themes of androgyny, permeable ego and gender boundaries, lack of traditional structure, stream of consciousness, and what she considers the unreliability of memory; that is, the continual blending of fact and fiction to create a sense of self.  As Woolf has said, and in this she agrees with Cixous and Kristeva: “we think back through our mothers if we are women”.  And as a result, the tension between the semiotic and the symbolic is omnipresent in her writing.  She admits that “what I write today I should not write in a year’s time”.
  Her relationship to an event, a word, a feeling is conditioned by her perspective at each discrete moment.  And perspectives and truths change, as do the signifiers used to express them.  Thus she agonizes over the possibility that there exist within her a wide range of truths and Selves which are equally valid, i.e. the pre-Oedipal self, as well as the woman who has accepted the Law of the Father, a theme addressed in, for example, "The Voyage Out”, where she enters the consciousness of one person, which leads us thereafter to dozens of others, dozens of truths, identities, and meanings.   As such, her writing exemplifies, as post modernist theorist Linda Hutcheon posits, “the definition of historiographic metafiction….a narrative offered as another of the discourses by which we construct our versions of reality….casting doubt on the very possibility of any guaranteed meaning, however studied in discourse.” 
  And this is the very issue with which Derrida was concerned in his attempts to interrogate assumptions of Western thought by challenging the “privileged” discourses and centers of meaning, and replacing them with others in an infinite displacement which makes “meaning” as such obsolete. 

Not only was Woolf preoccupied with locating and expressing her Selves, but the genders thereof.  Her novel, Orlando, is such an exploration, presenting as it does her belief that though men and women are different sexes, there is in everyone a vacillation from one sex to another, and that gender is often represented by something as simple as clothing, or the way one is nurtured – a la Chodorow - which changes one’s view of the world and also how one is viewed by the world.  Gender differences, she argues, influence not only behavior but something more fundamental.  What is good about Orlando, Woolf feels, is that she has captured the qualities of both male and female; in other words, she has succeeding in fusing the maternal and the Law of the Father without becoming alienated from either. 

In A Room of One's Own, she writes about memories latent and untapped and feels "the pressure of dumbness, the accumulation of unrecorded life" piled up from "all these infinitely obscure lives" that have yet to be represented. The climax of A Room of One's Own consists of a "fascinating and masterly biography" of Shakespeare's imaginary sister, who was consigned by her gender to an empty and unfulfilling life, though her genius was on a par with her brother’s.  Thus the recurring theme in Virginia Woolf's feminist writing:  how women’s lives have been lived and how they might become different in the absence of  patriarchal discrimination and censorship. 

In the late 1930s, as she began to write her autobiography, she says: "I have been thinking about Censors. How visionary figures admonish us."  Although she believes all writers are intimidated by such figures - again, the magisterial discourse - women are most affected and have therefore been prevented from providing a true representation of their stories.

And as perhaps can be expected, one of the most persistent criticisms of Woolf is that her work lacked order and “important” themes, as well as the proper structure (Logos privileged over Chaos), and that she, therefore, “wrote about nothing at all”.  
  

I write for myself and strangers.  The strangers, dear Readers, are an afterthought.

Gertrude Stein

Although Woolf suffered her fair share of abuse by the traditionalists for her style, structure and thematics, Gertrude Stein was the target of much greater invective.  Woolf was perhaps obscure or abstruse, but Stein’s writings were to many “the babblings of the insane.”  So why did she infuriate so many people for so many reasons?  Confronted with an excerpt from her iconoclastic “Tender Buttons”:  “A box is made sometimes and them to see to see to it neatly and to have the holes stopped up makes it necessary to use paper”,  the typical reader might well consider Stein’s writings babbling.  As Stein herself has said,  the difference was that one could continue reading her, but not the babblings of the insane, and that, “after all, the insane are frequently normal in everything except their own phase of insanity.”
  

It might be useful to deconstruct her writing into its discrete parts to discover why it provokes such extreme reaction.  First, her prose is intentionally repetitious, words are either left out or placed where they apparently do not belong, punctuation is either inaccurate or omitted entirely, and her goal seems to be to render her writing inaccessible to the reader.  Asked why she didn’t write as she talked, Stein replied:  “Oh, but I do.  After all, it’s learning how to read it.”
  And this is the crux of the matter.  The magisterial discourse privileges Logos over Chaos, and requires those who accept the Law of the Father to follow the rules of civilization, which requires a system presided over by this discourse.  Refusal to submit leads to exclusion from Culture, return to Nature, loss of linguistic weight, psychological isolation, even madness.  But if, as Kristeva says, the only motivation for entering the social is based on fear, i.e. paternal threats of castration, why aren’t more of us psychotic?  Why leave the safe haven?  Stein appears to have adopted Kristeva’s thoughts on the matter, choosing to acknowledge the importance of the maternal function in the development of subjectivity and in culture.
  And for Stein, the maternal is characterized by her use of language to “create rhythms, cadences, sensuous music”, the music of the pre-Oedipal, maternal world.  When read aloud, her writing creates a hypnotic effect and through the repetition of certain sounds, a meaning separate from the words and phrases emerges.  She therefore succeeds in achieving coherence through incoherence.  She refuses the Law of the Father, choosing instead to privilege all the antitheses of it:  the maternal, the chaotic, the anarchistic, the natural and unstructured, and the iconoclastic.  

Perhaps Stein herself says it best: “One may, and Gertrude Stein did, write as if every instant of writing were complete in itself, as if in the act of writing something were continuously coming true and completing itself, not as if it were leading to something, or only coming there to go to make up something else, or to pave the way for something else not yet arrived.”


This constant “becoming” is one of the essential elements of female texts, as well as the way female writers relate psychologically to the characters they have created, the way those characters respond to the culture into which they have been placed by the cultural requirements of gender, and the manner in which the limitations placed on gender are transcended in the text.  Women must discover their difference and their own culture but must, at the same time, refuse to forfeit that part of culture men have deemed “male” when it is, in fact, human.  And although there are obvious differences based on class, race, and sexual orientation, feminist criticism must not lose sight of the fact that there does exist a communality of experience among women, and that it will be reflected through their art. 
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