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ABSTRACT 

Discourse of Resistance explores the representation of 

the mad woman in Nineteenth Century literary texts by such 

authors as Charles Dickens, Thomas Hardy, Henry James, and 

in modern Freudian psychoanalysis. Generally, in those 

representations, the figure of the mad woman appears as the 

outsider to a representational system which fails in 

representing her: her madness reveals the limits of the 

logical systems that govern representation; her language 

shows the failure of the censor; and her body mocks the 

codes of medicine and hygiene. In Henry James' The Turn of 

the Screw, Charles Dickens' Little Dorrit, and Thomas 

Hardy's Tess of the d'Urbervilles, Hysteria appears as a 

textual space which marks both the representational system's 

attempt at containing the female subject and her resistance 

to it. The Anorexia essay extends the scope of the study by 

analyzing the limits of the psychoanalytic repr8sentation of 

the women who suffer from this disease. In effect, each 

specific case studied reveals the representational systems' 

attempt to repression and containment, an attempt which only 

succeeds to a certain extent. 
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CHAPTER 1 

PROLOGOMENON: HYSTERIA 

AND THE POLICE 

In The Subjection of Women, John Stuart Mill explores 

the difficulty inherent to the project of writing a text 

about women in a society where female subjectivity is not 

given the opportunity to develop. For Mill, it is 

impossible to write about women because their position in 

victorian culture seriously hinders them. Their potential 

for intellectual growth, for instance, is unknown because 

they were never sufficiently educated. To write about 

women's intellect, then, is to imagine what they might be if 

better education is made available to them; it is a matter 

of conjecture. Mill goes on to argue that the position of 

victorian women implies that they form an underprivileged 

class of their own. He analyzes the exploitation of this 

class in terms of the power system to which it is subjected: 

The possessors of power have facilities in their 
case, greater than in any other, to prevent any 
uprising against it. Everyone of the subjects 
lives under the very eye of one of the masters-in 
closer intimacy with him than with any of her 
fellow subjects; and no means of combining against 
him, no power of even locally overmastering him, 
and, on the other hand, with the strongest motives 
for seeking his favor and avoiding to give him 
offence. In struggles for political emancipation, 
everybody knows how often its champions are bought 
off by bribes, or daunted by terrors. In the case 
of women, each individual of the subject-class is 
in a chronic state of bribery and intimidation 
combined. (233) 
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In this passage, Mill associates the domestic sphere with 

the more public political arena. Men, "the possessors of 

power," use the "intimacy" common to the family in order to 

keep women subjected to them. specifically, women are not 

given the chance to "uprise" since they are deprived of 

their independence and the sense of privacy crucial for 

subjectivity to develop through living with one of their 

oppressors. Mill next describes the position of the 

victorian women in the household in terms reminiscent of the 

Hegelian master-slave dialectic: 

Men' do not want solely the obedience of women, 
they want their sentiments. All men, except the 
most brutish, desire to have, in the woman most 
nearly connected with them, not a forced slave but 
a willing one. They have therefore put everything 
in practice to enslave their minds. (234) 

What is involved in those family politics is the desire of 

the master to be recognized in the willful sUbjection of his 

slave. However, in distinction from Hegel's concept, middle 

class women were not allowed to find themselves through 

labor. Mill even refers to such methods as "bribery and 

intimidation," commonly used to quell political uprisings in 

the colonies during the Victorian era, in order to describe 

the means through which women were confined to the domestic 

sphere. 

In the passage quoted above, Mill insists that the 

subordination of the woman is enhanced by the fact that she 

lives "under the very eye" of her masters. This argument is 
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now often accepted in describing the position of the female 

subject in both Victorian society and the Victorian novel. 

According to Michel Foucault in Discipline and Punish, there 

occurs a major shift in the power structure in Europe during 

the Nineteenth Century, as culture moved from relying on 

punishment to a system of regulation. This change appears 

through a new inscription of the relation between the gaze 

of the master and the spectacle it views. In the earlier 

structure, "power was what was seen, what was shown, and 

what was fundamental. Those on whom it was exercised could 

remain in the shade" (215). In this system, power consists 

of what is seen, heard and felt as present. That which is 

subjected to the exercise of power, on the other hand, is 

concealed. For instance, the image of the monarch or the 

army often impressed a feeling of terror upon those who 

viewed it. The Power manifested in the image was there to 

be used, and the viewer realized that by merely looking at 

it. At a later stage, however, visibility implied 

subjection: Power is now felt even if its presence is not 

seen, while "at the same time imposing on those whom it 

subjects a principle of compulsory visibility" (217). In 

other words, to be visible increasingly meant to be 

subjected to the pressure of discipline. Rather than being 

punished physically (although this threat never fully 

disappeared), power is now exercised, for instance, through 

the construction of norms which the subject is expected to 



conform to. Once she fails, she is deprived of the 

privileges which come with conformity. Her visibility is 

what allows for her incorporation into the social system. 

It is possible that this new power structure was 

originally developed for the domestic sphere and then 

projected to other spaces. It can be argued that the 

original spectacle was that of the female subject, who 

usually shares the same dwelling with those who are always 
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viewing her. Books dealing with how the woman should behave 

in the home certainly proliferate in victorian England. In 

one of them, The Women of England, Sarah Ellis insists that 

if the woman fails in fulfilling her domestic duties, that 

failure will harm those around her: 

The nature of the domestic circumstances of the 
women of England is such as to invest their 
characters with the threefold recommendation of 
promptitude in action, energy in thought and 
benevolence of feeling. With all the 
responsibility of family comfort and social 
enjoyment resting upon them, they are kept alive 
to the necessity of making their own personal 
exertions conducive to the great end of promoting 
the happiness of those around them. They cannot 
sink into supineness or suffer any of their daily 
duties to be neglected, but some beloved member of 
the household is made to feel the consequences. 
(9) 

The key word here is "duty." The main purpose of books like 

Ellis' is to remind the female subject of the duties created 

by the self-sacrificial role imposed upon her. After all, 

her "great end" is to "promote" the pleasure of those around 

her; and if she fails, then they will suffer. She is, in 

other words, subjected to a gaze which expects from her to 
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please the members of her patriarchal family in silence. In 

the following passage, Laura Mulvey analyzes the power 

structure implied in this scenario of looking and being 

looked at from a gendered perspective. As she says, when 

describing the representation of women in film: 

In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure 
in looking has been split between the active/male 
and the passive/female. The determining male gaze 
projects its phantasy on to the female figure 
which is styled accordingly. In their traditional 
exhibitionistic role women are simultaneously 
looked at and displayed, with their appearance 
coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that 
they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness. 
(62) 

The common exhibitionism of the female subject, her coding 

as what is seen, automatically puts the male in a counter, 

less visible and all-seeing position. Clearly, this 

scenario, as common to the Victorian age as to our own, is a 

sign of her social deprivation. simply, the one who is 

looked at occupies a more passive visual position, since it 

is she who is assessed by the gaze. In the final analysis, 

within the terms of Foucault's argument, the visibility of 

the woman shows that she is given less than an equal share 

of power. 

The arguments developed by Foucault and Mulvey have 

played an important role in shaping our thinking about the 

victorian novel. For instance, in The Novel and the Police, 

D. A. Miller argues that the nineteenth-century novel 

reflects the ideology associated with the figure of the 
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police, a metaphor which for Miller carries, among other 

meanings, the connotations of a social force all-seeing but 

unseen. In this reading, the novel challenges this 

apparatus only in order to reassert it the more forcefully 

at the ending. Miller says, 

the novel shows disciplinary power to inhere in 
the very resistance to it. At a microscopic 
level, the demonstration is carried in the very 
attempt of the protagonist to break away from the 
social control that thereby reclaims him. (32) 

It is in the very act of resistance, then, that power is 

inscribed. Miller goes on to suggest that the form of 

novelistic discourse in the nineteenth century, its reliance 

on details and its attempts at realism, shows the novel to 

be complicit with the police because it tries to capture its 

subject in discourse, creating a profile of her. As an 

example of this strategy, Miller refers to Zola's Nana; he 

here argues that Nana, while seeming to deny the police's 

authority by depicting the lives of a number of prostitutes, 

nonetheless reinforces domination through the realism of its 

style: 

What is Nana but an extended mise-en-carte of a 
prostitute: an elaborate researched "examination" 
sustained at the highest level by the latest 
scientific notions of pathology and the lowest by 
the numerous "fiches" on which data is 
accumulated? In a larger social dimension, and 
with a similar prophylactic intention, Zola wants 
to register the Parisian fille no less than the 
police. Nana is the title of a file, referring 
both to the prostitute who resists the record and 
to the novel whose representational practice has 
already overcome this resistance. (27) 

For Miller, in effect, the very form of the realistic novel 



suggests that the story has become a "police File." While 

Miller notes that the heroine resists her appropriation by 

novelistic discourse, he insists that this resistance is 

already overcome. 
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Discourse of Resistance challenges this interpretation 

of the novel. As my reading of texts written by 

nineteenth-century authors as Thomas Hardy, Charles Dickens, 

and Henry James will show, the literary text does resist the 

social codes which comes with a disciplinary social order. 

Generally, literary texts tend to expose the fictionality of 

the notion of the disinterestedness of the law; they show 

that legal systems represent the needs of certain groups of 

people at the expense of others. At moments, the resistance 

to the police is direct. In Dickens' novel Little Dorrit, 

for instance, the ultimate symbol of the law is challenged 

when the prison of the Marshelsea becomes a place where 

debts need not be paid, a haven from the very law which the 

prison is supposed to reinforce. Here the prison becomes a 

space where one of capitalism's laws (that debts should be 

paid back, with interest) ceases to function. In other 

cases, the law which the police represents is shown to be 

unjust. Even if the police win at the notorious ending of 

Thomas Hardy's text Tess of the d'Urbervilles when the 

heroine is killed, the fact remains that the novel justifies 

Tess' murder of Alec, hence exposing the unjust codes of the 

law. In Henry James's novella The Turn of the Screw, the 
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idea of the novel being some kind of a police file is 

challenged from the outset when the heroine is left unnamed, 

without the title necessary for ideology to interpellate 

her. Actually, in the case of James' novella, even the act 

of murder is concealed through references to various 

nineteenth century codes-the combined effect of which makes 

it difficult to describe the heroine simply as a murderess. 

Those novels, then, threaten the regulatory system of 

discipline through such strategies as the withholding of 

important information, the usage of metaphors which can be 

interpreted in different ways, and sometimes through 

depicting the ideological nature of the law itself. 

While the gaze, as Foucault and Miller rightly note, 

exerts a tremendous amount of pressure over what it sees, 

it is not invincible. In certain cases, the spectacle 

provokes and controls what is being seen, and even addresses 

the gaze and mocks its haughty sense of mastery over what it 

sees. Jacques Lacan, for instance, refers to anamorphosis, 

the ambiguous painting style which was often used by artists 

during the Renaissance. When analyzing a painting that 

utilizes this style, Holbein's "the Ambassadors," Lacan 

shows that the painting threatens the viewer's clarity of 

vision. The anamorphosis apparent in Holbein's painting, 

"makes visible for us the subject as annihilated in the form 

of castration •.•• It reflects our own nothingness in the 

figure of the deathhead" (Four Fundamental concepts 85). 



Lacan here clearly shows that the spectacle can challenge 

the gaze to which it is apparently subjected. The gaze is 

even "castrated" when it realizes its inability to master 

the seen object. Literary language uses this ambiguity as 

well. Henry James views his novella the Turn of the Screw 

as "a piece of ingenuity, of cold artistic calculation, an 

amussette to catch those not easily caught" (Qtd. Felman 

130). Literary language, here, forms a trap for the gaze. 

As Shoshana Felman states: 

The reader who tries to take hold of the text can 
only find himself taken in by it. As a 
performative, literary language tells the very 
narrative-or tale- of reading, as precisely the 
story of the subversion of the reader. (226) 
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In other words, the novel provokes the gaze only in order to 

expose its limitations. The literary text performs an 

allegory of its own anamorphic unreadability. What is 

involved in the production of such texts as the ones I will 

be focusing on is an implicit defiance to the social gaze, a 

denial of the possibility of a single interpretation on 

which disciplinary systems rely. 

Much of the anamorphic effect of those victorian texts 

appears through the hysteria of the heroines. Hysteria, the 

widespread disease among nineteenth century middle class 

women, for authors as James, Hardy and Dickens, comes to 

symbolize the subject's resistance to the social codes of an 

increasingly disciplinary society; hence the proliferation 

of such figures in nineteenth century novels and the 
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identification of many readers with them. The very 

ambiguity of the figure of the hysteric, and the linguistic 

chaos which appears in the texts dealing with her, shows the 

failure of a monolithic meaning which seeks to define the 

subject in its own terms. The nineteenth century medical 

system, itself the ultimate embodiment of discipline, was 

challenged by the figure of the hysteric. In his 1866 text, 

On the Curability of certain forms of insanity, Epilepsy, 

Catalepsy and Hysteria in females, a physician describes the 

controversy which the figure of the hysteric generated at 

the time in terms reminiscent of anamorphosis: 

Although I believe that all the complaints of an 
hysterical patient are more or less exaggerated, 
my experience differs from that of Dr. Handfield 
Jones, who believes that such patients are not 
'bona fida anxious to get well.' In his view he 
is supported by Dr Prout, who considers that 'the 
whole energy of the patient's mind are bent on 
deception;' and by Dr. Watson, who says that 'the 
deceptive appearances displayed in the bodily 
functions and feelings find their counterpart in 
the mental.' I am confident that I have met with 
many instances in which the nerve power has become 
so weakened that the patient, without having 
organic disease, really feels all the symptoms 
she describes, and is only too anxious to be 
cured. (Brown 12) 

Victorian physicians lament the ambiguity of the hysteric's 

symptoms. Many, like Dr. Handfield, complain that she might 

not even wish to be cured, that her illness, like the Turn 

of the Screw, is a per formative "trap" meant to capture the 

gaze of the doctor/police not easily caught. The ambiguity 

here is caused by deception, a rhetorical performance which 
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reveals one thing all the better to conceal another. This 

deceptiveness is the main strategy through which the 

hysteric shows her resistance. To be sure, in such cases 

the body of the hysteric certainly suffers because she 

believes to a certain extent in her illness; yet no 

resistance to discipline can occur without self-sacrifice. 

The hysteric's agony shows the extent to which her 

resistance is punished by a disciplinary society. This 

agony, physical and real, is one way through which the woman 

shows her unhappiness in the social order which enslaves 

her, to use Mill's metaphor. 

The same controversy over the meaning of the hysteric's 

symptoms continues to the present time. In The Newly Born 

Woman, we find two brilliant feminists arguing whether 

hysteria is a sign of the woman's guilt or of her attempt to 

find outlets for it. Actually, the very structure of the 

book, divided as it is into two main sections, the first 

dealing with confinement and the second with escape, shows 

that the anamorphic effect of hysteria continues to 

challenge social thinkers. Probably, this choice for the 

book's structure is unfortunate because it polarizes the 

figure of the hysteric and reduces her ambiguity into an 

either/or structure. In the last section of the book, when 

the two authors enter into an exchange over the meaning of 

hysteria, the polaristic logic becomes clear: 

cixous: The hysteric is not just someone who has her 
words cut off, someone for whom the body 
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speaks. It all starts with her anguish as it 
relates to the immensity of her desire
therefore from her demanding equality. I see 
her saying "I want everything." In what she 
projects as a demand for totality, for 
strength, for certainty, she makes demands of 
the others in a manner that is intolerable to 
them and that prevents their functioning as 
they function. 

Clement: That is certainly why it is also a 
containment. Yes- a metaphor of the 
impossible, of the ideal and dreamed of 
totality, yes, but when you say 'that bursts 
the family to pieces', no. It mimics, it 
metaphorizes destruction, but the family 
reconstitutes itself around it. (155) 

The same debate which appears about hysteria in the 

nineteenth century appears today, then, though in a 

different form. with the modern need to see transgression 

everywhere, the two thinkers wonder whether the hysteric did 

effectively transgress or was eventually contained. For 

Cixous, the transgression is real because the hysteric 

reminds patriarchy that it may function only through the 

repression of women's desires. For Clement, on the other 

hand, the hysteric disrupts the family; she creates trouble 

but only to the extent of further unifying the patriarchal 

family. Either way, what is clear is that it is the 

anamorphic aspect of the spectacle of hysteria which makes 

her case controversial. 

It might not be strategic to view hysteria in the terms 

of containment and/or transgression, however. After all, 

those terms do reflect the ideology of the police's gaze, 

which views things precisely in those terms. As my reading 
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of anorexia shows, what the hysteric is concerned with is 

the need for a private space, a locus away from the gaze so 

that she might find herself again. She is certainly 

repressed and self destructive, but in a capitalistic 

culture which puts everything into circulation and deprives 

the individual of a private space away from what belongs to 

its economy, such self-destruction is the price one pays for 

a private, inner space. In an important book dealing with 

the Victorian novel, Repression in victorian fiction, John 

Kucich argues that this inner space allows the subject to 

withdraw, specifically, from the intrusions of the gaze of 

the police: 

The various tropes of self sacrifice in nineteenth 
century fiction tend to slide away from symbolic 
connection to collective life and toward the 
isolation of self-disruptive libido within the 
closed integrity of a repressed self. When 
interpersonal experience is imagined only in terms 
of romantic union, too, novelists use repression 
to absorb the ecstasies of self negation wholly 
into the terrain of interiority, and prevent such 
experiences from ever being shared experiences. 
(19) 

I would argue that hysteria is depicted in nineteenth 

century fiction as such an attempt to distance the self from 

the ideologies of an increasingly disciplinary social order. 

In the lives of many women who suffer from anorexia today as 

well, the same attempt to create this distance, so vital for 

the birth of a new female subjectivity, occurs. 
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Kucich's study generally stresses that the repression 

he speaks of is linguistic; in other words, the repressed 

individual is escaping from the domain of language. Kucich 

suggests that what is withheld from the discursive is 

secretive, concealed, unsaid. Discourse of Resistance, 

however, indicates the contrary. The private space which 

the hysteric constructs, her "symptoms," do show the attempt 

to carry a dialogue with social ideologies; however, those 

discourses are ambiguous, appearing through body language 

and hallucinations. This ambiguity is a weapon since, as we 

have seen, without it, the gaze of the police and the 

physician would incorporate the hysteric right back to the 

social order. 

The strategic ambiguity inherent in the language of the 

literary texts dealing with hysteria makes it difficult to 

accept the idea of the novel as a rhetorical site for the 

articulation of a single discursive ideology. It is more 

probable that those novels reflect both the law and the 

resistance of the hysteric to it. The contradictions 

apparent to the narrative voice in Tess are a case in point. 

The very fact that those remarks have stirred a controversy, 

which began even prior to the publication of the novel in a 

completed form, shows that the text's language is not 

monolithic. The processes of writing, censorship, and 

revision of the text indicate that Hardy was actually in 

trouble with the law. It is even possible that the act of 
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writing a novel, in itself, threatens the notion of identity 

on which the law relies. As Jacques Derrida has taught us, 

the act of writing questions the notion of presence so 

crucial to the construction of male subjectivity in western 

civilization. In the Little Dorrit chapter, I analyze the 

writing processes of such authors as Flaubert and Dickens in 

order to show that writing can be seen as a transgressive 

act, as far as the law is concerned. It is transgressive 

precisely because it attempts to create the very space which 

the hysteric needs in order to distance herself from social 

authority. In other words, the text which depicts the 

hysteric can itself be seen as a hysterical symptom and the 

scene of writing such a text the scene of hysteria. 

When depicted in literary texts, hysteria appears as 

the unreadable. The traditional reading methods of 

semiotics, the institutionalized systems of interpretation, 

are revealed in this case to be inadequate. Actually, 

semiotics mainly reinforces social ideologies, appearing as 

another one of the interpretative methods of the police 

which the hysteric seeks to challenge. In an influential 

essay, Paul de Man points out to this fact and stresses that 

using rhetoric might allow for a better understanding of the 

ambiguity that appears in the texts dealing with hysteria. 

As he points out, it is the nature of literary language to 

leave a residue or excess which escapes the codes of 

interpretation: 



Literature cannot merely be perceived as a 
definite unit of referential meaning that can be 
decoded without leaving a residue. The code is 
unusually conspicuous, complex, and enigmatic. 
("Semiology and Rhetoric" 225) 

The following pages explore the relation between those 

residues and patriarchal culture. specifically, I rely on 

Paul de Man's theories of figuration in order to explicate 

the complex metaphors which the literary texts that deal 

with hysteria use in order to challenge patriarchy. De 

Man's theory is useful because, unlike semiotics or the 
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psychoanalytic concepts of hysteria, is less judgmental. To 

read hysteria as a rhetorical performance in this manner 

allows what the hysteric is trying to say to be heard with 

less ideological intervention. I also rely on the theories 

of expression developed by such thinkers as Julia Kristeva 

and Luce Irigary because those theories allows for an 

identification with the hysteric so that her story can be 

told from her own perspective. 

The following three chapters explore Thomas Hardy's Tess 

of the d'Urbervilles, Charles Dickens' Little Dorrit, and 

Henry James' The Turn of the Screw, in the following terms 

the problematic connection between the law and the 

hysterics' desire is explored in Chapter TWO, Julia 

Kristeva's concept of the writing process as a form of 

abjection is used in Chapter Three; and the idea of the 

hysterical symptom as a rhetorical performance is utilized 

in Chapter Four. The fifth chapter shows that all of those 
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modalities are functioning in the construction of a modern 

form of hysteria, Anorexia Nervosa. 

John stuart Mill concludes The Subjection of Women with 

a reminder about the negative effects of repression to the 

whole of civilization: 

When we consider the positive evil caused to the 
disqualified half of the human race by their 
disqualification-first in the loss of the most 
inspiring and elevating kind of personal 
enjoyment, and next in the weariness, 
disappointment, and profound dissatisfaction with 
life, which are so often the sUbstitute for it, 
one feels that among all the lessons which men 
require for carrying on the struggle against the 
inevitable imperfections of their lot on earth, 
there is no lesson which they more need, than not 
to add to the evils which nature inflicts, by 
their jealous and prejudiced restrictions on one 
another. (243) 

Mill rightly notes that the disqualification of women shows 

the extent to which cultural ideologies, often as 

represented by the figure of the police, have restrained 

more than half of the human race. However, those 

restrictions have never been totally effective. with each 

act of tyranny, a performance that indicates resistance 

occurs. It is the figure who resists, and what she is 

trying to say, that will be the focus of the following 

pages. 
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CHAPTER 2 

READING THE SYMPTOM: THOMAS HARDY'S TESS OF 

THE D'URBERVILLES 

The story a Woman Tells 

In an important passage in Tess of the d'Urbervilles, 

Thomas Hardy's narrator seemingly laments the repression to 

which female narratives are subjected in victorian society. 

Such a repression, the narrator implies, appears in the 

difficulty a woman encounters when she seeks to tell her 

story to an unsympathetic audience; 

Yes, there was the pain of it. This question of a 
woman telling her story--the heaviest of crosses 
to herself--seemed but amusement to others. It 
was as if people should laugh at martyrdom. (152) 

The passage indicates that the conventions of storytelling, 

with their emphasis on certain features and attributes which 

female characters should possess, make it difficult for a 

woman to tell her story. A story which does not acknowledge 

the gender stereotypes to which listeners and readers are 

accustomed merely amuses them. To such an audience, the 

woman's story seems unrealistic or irrelevant because it 

does not conform to the norms of storytelling. On the 

other hand, for an author as sensitive as Hardy, the 

realization that the tragic experiences of many women will 

merely amuse an audience, that those narratives are, in 
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effect, unsayable, is painful ("yes, there was the pain of 

it"). In attempting to tell a woman's story in Tess, Hardy 

creates a narrator who compromises and follows some of the 

conventions of gender common to popular fiction, even at the 

expense of the woman involved. For instance, in the passage 

quoted above, while Hardy's narrator states that the sexual 

ideology of the Victorian age encodes gender norms in a 

manner that ensures the repression of female narrative, his 

writing participates in the very suppression he denounces. 

The narrative a woman tells, after all, is imprisoned by its 

own guilt, trammelled in the religious idiom of a "heavy 

cross" and "martyrdom." In effect, Hardy's narrator 

conjures up the very discourse which he seeks to refute. 

While the passage aspires for the expression of a female 

narrative, it nonetheless borrows and utilizes some of the 

religious metaphors which have participated in the 

suppression of such a narrative. The dash in the passage 

marks its division between two incompatible viewpoints, 

showing the compromise which the narrator had to accept in 

order to make the story of the woman appealing to victorian 

audiences. 

The contradictions apparent in this passage are by no 

means atypical. The narrative voice in Tess is notorious 

for its omissions and contradictory statements. Instead of 

offering the reader a clear set of directives for how to 

read the novel and evaluate the story of its heroine from a 
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distance, the metalanguage of this text participates in its 

actions, requiring another commentary to explicate its own 

complicity with what it seemingly denounces. In the 

following passage, Ellen Rooney accurately sums up the 

controversy which the contradictory statements of the 

narrator of Tess generated and lists some proposed solutions 

to them: 

Hardy's representation of contrasting and opposing 
figures, his apparent self contradictions and 
allusions have long been the topic of critical 
commentary. The multiple and often incompatible 
perspectives in the novel have been interpreted as 
signs of Hardy's rejection of all dogma and moral 
absolutism, as the scars of revisions and 
deletions demanded by his publishers, and as part 
of a general, epistemological effort to undermine 
the whole notion of explanation. (88) 

Instead of our seeking to reconcile the narrator's 

"incompatible perspectives" as many of Hardy's critics have 

attempted, it is possible for us to view them as indications 

of the impossibility of establishing a coherent textual 

metalanguage on gender politics. For, if the metalanguage 

of a narrative seeks to "interpellate" a heroine into 

following its own conduct codes, the coherence of the 

narrative will be threatened when that heroine constructs 

and assesses her story on her own terms. This tension 

between narrative voice and the speech act of female 

storytelling troubled Hardy, but he was never able to 

resolve it fully in his texts. As one of his heroines once 

said, "It is hard for a woman to define her feelings in a 

language which is chiefly made by men to express theirs" 
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(Far From the Madding Crowd 405). In other words, what is 

involved in the telling of the woman's story is nothing less 

than the desire to define her subjectivity in terms of her 

own feelings, an attempt which the biased codes of narrative 

resist ("it is hard for a woman"). In the case of Tess, 

narrative ideology denies the heroine many of the advantages 

which can be obtained from the act of narration. In effect, 

the story a woman tells shows the "scars of revision and 

deletions" demanded, not merely by the publishers, but by a 

social system which resists the telling of such a story. 

As Hardy's text articulates both society's views and 

the female voice which resists those views by insisting on 

telling its story, his text becomes more threatening. If a 

narrative is overly determined by a-~ingle social voice, it 

becomes merely a safe propagandistic site for the 

articulation of the values which that voice represents. 

Such narratives justify the ideologies of gender domination 

by making them appear as the most "natural," the most 

"desirable" for "the good of the majority," and even as the 

only alternative. In the process of constructing those 

ideological texts, other voices and options suffer 

systematic repression. In an important essay, Deborah 

Linderman argues that ideology often overdetermines what a 

text incorporates and what it leaves out. 

Textual overdetermination has an ideological 
value, since it ensures the appearance of 
continuity to discontinuous textual segments and 
thus blocks, or seems to, the infiltration of 



extratextual, alien, nonappropriatable meanings 
that reveal because of their very 
"inappropriateness" (a) the seams of textualizing 
processes and (b) risky, dangerous, or repressed 
ideations not aesthetically bindable. (143) 

As Linderman rightly notes, the text's ability to carry a 

single ideological signification seemingly effaces the 

systems of selection, classification, and repression to 

which the writing was subjected in the process of its 

construction. Through this effacement, the text appeases 
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the male reader's sense of anxiety over the gender conflicts 

that appear during the time of its construction. In the 

case of Tess, the processes of textualization force Hardy's 

narrator to double the woman's story with another 

ideological discourse which carries the proscriptions and 

sanctions of Victorian sexist ideologies. This novel is not 

overdetermined by a single ideological voice, then: it shows 

at least two irreconcilable ones. Jakob Lothe concludes his 

study of the narrative voice in Hardy with a recognition of 

this irreconcilability: 

There is an intriguing sense in which the 
narrative inconsistencies in the novel confirm, 
rather than suppress, the contradictions and 
unresolved problems associated with the aspects of 
life Tess portrays. (143) 

I would argue that those "narrative inconsistencies" result 

from the compromise which Hardy was forced to accept in 

order to allow Tess' story to be told. As I will 

demonstrate, the censorship to which Tess was subjected in 



28 

1892 parallels the resistance to Tess' story inside Hardy's 

text insofar as the repressive codes in both instances 

reflect a similar ideology. It is the codes of this 

ideology which both Hardy and his heroine are forced to 

negotiate with; and the eventual compromise is the source of 

many of the "unresolved problems" in Tess. 

The Text as a Symptom 

Recently, some feminist critics have denied the 

significance of the body in female narratives. For those 

theorists, defining female subjectivity through what happens 

to the woman's body is a form of essentialism, since it 

might reduce her to a silent image or spectacle. The woman 

then needs to distance herself from her body when she tells 

her story; her text should shOW, instead, impregnable 

mastery. As Lisa Jardine argues in "The Politics of 

Impenetrability": 

Discourse of the body reinforces all that has been 
oppressively said about woman as body. And, in 
fact, compared with occasional temporary 
invisibilities of the female body in institutional 
polemic, it restabilizes them. (52) 

While Jardine's fear of the reduction of the female subject 

to her bodily attributes, and the numerous stereotypes 

attached to them, is justifiable, what she offers instead--

invisibility--is not much of an alternative. Like Jardine, 

Hardy's heroine once thought that if she was less visible 
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her problems would be resolved. After being bothered by the 

flirtatious remarks of a number of passers-by, Tess decides 

to cover her face and even cuts her eyebrows. Instead of 

compliments, however, sarcastic remarks are now heaved upon 

her (230). In other words, invisibility is impossible 

insofar as one possesses a body which will always be 

subjected to one discourse or another. As Teresa de 

Lauretis reminds us, the body is "the very site of material 

inscription of the ideological; that is to say, the ground 

where socio-political determinations take hold and are 

realized" (14). Our stories delineate in part our response 

to what patriarchy says about our bodies. Through the 

telling of how they were appropriated in, through, and by 

discourse, we might one day be able to find them and even to 

claim them back. 

During the nineteenth century, gender ideologies often 

denied women the right to have a body. At that time, female 

sexuality was commonly inscribed as a disease from which the 

woman should be cured. In The History of Sexuality, Michel 

Foucault argues that what is involved in this "hysterization 

of women's bodies" is the projection onto women of all that 

is frightening or repulsive about the physical body (104). 

The anonymous author of an important essay published in 1850 

sums up the argument: 

In men, sexual desire is inherent and spontaneous. 
In the other sex, that desire is dormant, if 
not-non-existent, till excited by undue 
familiarity, almost always till excited by actual 



intercourse. Women whose position and education 
have protected them from exciting causes 
constantly pass through life without ever being 
cognizant with the promptings of the senses. 
Happy for them that it is so. We don't mean to 
say that uneasiness may not be felt, that health 
may not sometimes suffer, but there is no 
consciousness of the cause. ("On Prostitution" 
12) 
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At first, the passage constructs a polarity between the male 

subject, whose sexuality is "inherent," and the woman, whose 

desires are supposedly almost "non-existent". Yet the 

author goes on to point out that women are not immune to the 

"promptings of the senses". Rather, their desires are 

expressed indirectly, through such signs as "uneasiness," 

or even the deterioration of health. Deployed thus across 

the body, female sexuality becomes a rhetorical system which 

the Victorian physician should interpret: literally, the 

passage constructs female desires as the symptom of a 

disease. Martin Heideggar's definition of the symptom in 

the medical sciences stresses this rhetoricity: 

When one speaks of the symptom of a disease, one 
has in mind certain occurrences in the body which 
show themselves and which, in showing themselves, 
indicate something which does not show itself. 
The emergence of such occurrences goes together 
with the presence of disturbances which do not 
show themselves. Thus the appearance of something 
does not mean showing itself; it means rather the 
announcing itself by something which does not show 
itself, but which announces itself through 
something which does show itself. In the case of 
the symptom, appearing is a not showing itself. 
52) 
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For Heidegger, the symptom is a sign, and, as such, requires 

a reader aware of the ambiguity of language. The presence 

of a concealed element here is hinted at, but not blatantly 

stated. Formulated as a symptom in victorian thought, the 

female body also suffers from certain "disturbances!' ~V'hich 

indicate the presence of sexual passion. The fear of female 

sexuality which appears in this rhetorical construction of 

it is the cause of the censorship to which texts such as 

Tess were subjected. Like her body which the physician 

seeks to cure, the woman's story suffers from "disturbances" 

which the censor tries to alleviate. 

The rhetorical system of concealment and revelation 

apparent in this definition of female sexuality obsessed the 

Victorian censor of books. Many texts which sought to 

indicate the presence of the element which "does not show 

itself" were censored and repressed. In response, many 

thinkers at the time sought to analyze this duplicitous 

rhetoric and to utilize it in their writings. For instance, 

both sigmund Freud and Thomas Hardy write about the presence 

of what cannot be stated by a culture in its texts. Both 

authors conceptualize writing as a compromise which results 

from a conflict between two forces, the first societal and 

repressive and the second subjective and only partially 

repressed. Moreover, these two authors developed their 

theories about writing after trying to come to terms with 

female sexuality. Freud, after all, started his work by 
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analyzing the symptoms of hysteria, while Hardy struggled 

with the construction of female characters in many of his 

novels. Through those experiences, both understood the 

indirect methods by which female sexuality is articulated in 

a repressive patriarchal social system and saw writing also 

as such an expression. For instance, it is evident from the 

following passage in The Interpretation of Dreams that Freud 

did note a number of similarities between sexual repression, 

writing, and social censorship: 

According to the strength and sensitiveness of the 
censorship he (i.e., the writer) finds himself 
compelled either merely to refrain from certain 
forms of attack or to speak in allusions in place 
of direct references, or he must conceal his 
objectionable pronouncements beneath some 
apparently innocent disguise. (303) 

For Freud, repression does not efface the repressed element 

completely, since it does succeed in expressing itself, 

though in a distorted form. By analogy, censorship does not 

totally silence the writer who, nonetheless, manages to 

express his message through a number of rhetorical 

strategies which enunciate the censored indi~ectly, again in 

a displaced form. In the "Preface to the Fifth and Later 

Editions" of Tess, Hardy similarly argues that such a 

conflict between a repressing force and the repressed is a 

common feature in the formation of many narratives. For 

him, within the context of a repressive social order, most 

narratives 



lay down a story on the lines of tacit opinions, 
instead of making it to square with the merely 
vocal formulae of society. (1) 
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While "tacit" means expressed indirectly, a "vocal formulae" 

refers obviously to precise and conventional expression. 

Hardy here insists that many narratives follow the "lines of 

tacit opinion," expressing indirectly what cannot be 

blatantly stated. Like Freud in his conception of the 

symptom, Hardy conceives of writing as a process through 

which the censored is expressed. 

Whether it results from repression or censorship, what 

the repressed element of the symptom/text consists of, to a 

large extent, is femininity. The subtitle of Hardy's novel, 

"A Pure Woman," points to this fact since, in itself, the 

signifier "pure" carries the connotations of exclusivity, of 

the censorship of what is deemed "impure." Moreover, that 

this signifier is used as an adjective to describe a woman 

suggests that what is at stake in Tess is the exclusion of 

certain "impure" segments of female narrative. Elements 

such as the pulsations of the drives which traverse the 

body, explosive desires that disfigure the logos, and the 

threat of hysterical passions to narrative stability are, to 

a certain extent, repressed and censored prior to the text's 

acceptance for publication. For example, in the original 

depiction of Tess' relationship with Alec, she is coded as a 

desiring being. Even after Alec bothers her with his 

courtship "she involuntarily smiled in his face like a 
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child." with the revision, the depiction of Tess' smile is 

effaced from the narrative, thus showing the threat of 

bodily expression to narrative ideology. Similarly, in the 

original description of Tess' murder of Alec, the violence 

is depicted vividly: "He has been stabbed. The carving 

knife is sticking upon his heart." In the revision, on the 

other hand, we are only told that Alec was "hurt with the 

carving knife." Such examples of censorship show that what 

has to be censored includes the passionate desires of the 

feminine element in the text, desires which show violent 

resistance to the victorian norms of gender. 

The attempts to repress the feminine, however, are 

seldom totally effective. As Freud demonstrates in The 

Interpretation of Dreams, the repressed element (or the 

desire which generates the dream) does appear at its 

surface, though in a distorted form. In the case of Tess, 

the displacements and distortions characteristic of the 

expression of the feminine in the symptom appear in the 

process of the text's publication. It is well known that 

when Hardy sought to serialize Tess, two important journals, 

Murray's Magazine and Macmillan, declined to print it 

because of its "improper explicitness" in dealing with the 

issue of feminine sexuality (Gregor 15). Hardy eventually 

was forced to compromise, modifying his narrative, 

mollifying its sexual excess. However, instead of 

destroying the suppressed components of the narrative, he 
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slightly modified them and thus allowed for their resurgence 

in a distorted form outside the boundaries of the serialized 

text properly entitled Tess of the d'Urbervilles. As he 

suggests in The Life, referring to himself as a "he:" 

He adopted a plan till then, it is believed, 
unprecedented in the annals of fiction. This was 
not to offer the novel intact to the third editor 
on his list, but to send it up with some chapters 
or parts of chapters cut out, and instead of 
destroying them to publish them, or much of them, 
elsewhere, if practicable, as episodic adventures. 
("Selections" 110) 

While the censored, serialized version of Tess was being 

published in The Graphic, its suppressed segments appeared 

elsewhere. The baptism scene, for example, which was 

suppressed for its attack on the Christian beliefs of the 

age, appeared independently in The Fortnightly Review 

under the ironic title: "The Midnight Baptism: A Study in 

Christianity." The chapters which dealt with Tess' 

violation were also published, in The National Observer, 

under the title "Saturday Night in Arcady." The repressed 

signified of femininity resurges, but is literally 

dislocated, reappearing in another place, under a new 

rubric. 

The final, 1902 version of Tess shows both the 

processes of repression of the woman's story and its return. 

In an interesting episode in the narrative, Tess is asked to 

leave her home town so that the "city might retain its 

purity" (123). Centripetal forces within the novel, as 
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well, try to purify it by the exile of the heroine's body 

from its pages. In the following passage, J. Hillis Miller 

lists a number of the important repressed scenes from the 

narrative and rightly insists that this repression shows the 

work of a force inherent to the novel. 

The effacement of the actual moment of Tess' loss 
of virginity, its vanishing from the text of the 
finished novel, is significant and functional. It 
is matched by the similar failure to describe 
directly all the crucial acts of violence which 
echo Tess' violation before and after its 
occurrence: the killing of the horse, the murder 
of Alec, the execution of Tess. Such events exist 
in the novel in displaced form, like the gigantic 
ace of hearts on the ceiling which is the sign 
that Alec has been murdered. ("Repetition as 
Immanent Design" 110-111) 

Displacement is the form of the compromise which Hardy had 

to accept in order to get his text published. Hence, many 

important scenes which pertain to what is specifically a 

woman's story (such as the scene of her "violation", or her 

eventual murder of the violator) are not vividly described 

in the narrative. Yet, while such events are not depicted, 

their presence is nonetheless felt. As Heidegger might say, 

the presence of the concealed element in the symptom is 

indicated here, and fatally: the ace of hearts which Hillis 

Miller refers to still connotes the murder of Alec, and the 

presence of this sign was enough to anger a Victorian 

"gentleman with a family of daughters who thought the blood 

stain on the ceiling indecent" (Hardy, "Selections From the 

Life," 113). Generally, even the early reviewers of the 

serialized novel stress that it is such indirect references 
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to the body which make the text disturbing. Referring to 

the description of Tess' "fullness of growth" and 

"luxuriousness of aspect," the reader for the Saturday 

Review states that "it is these side suggestions which 

render Mr. Hardy's story so very disagreeable, and Tess is 

full of them." (19) Here it becomes clear that what 

threatens the victorian male reader is the novel's 

implications. As a matter of fact, the most damaging review 

which the text received stresses Hardy's duplicity in 

disguising the sexual (or "diseased") woman as a pure one: 

Tess was not a pure woman. Pure women do not, 
save in novels, drop into the arms of men they do 
not love. The whole story is a pretty kettle of 
fish for pure people to eat, and yet it is not 
exactly what debauched readers may crave. Hardy 
is no Zola revelling in filth; he is reserved and 
clean in his treatment of the subject. still it 
is possible that this method is more damaging to 
the moral fiber of young readers than the open 
French method. The French novelist treats virtue 
with a sneer; Mr. Hardy offers Tess as the model 
of a pure woman. (The Independent 13) 

What this reader of Tess objects to is Hardy's refusal to 

use the more blatant "French method" in the telling of the 

story of his heroine. Yet, as the passage indicates, 

direct expression was not effective during this period 

because "French" authors are easy to detect and label as 

"revelling in filth." When Hardy compromises and labels 

Tess a "Pure" woman, his heroine becomes both more and less 

threatening. For, while it cannot be denied that the 

labeling of Tess as "pure" does reduce her subjectivity to a 
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gender stereotype, the model of the pure woman, so vital for 

"the moral fiber of young readers," is also being challenged 

indirectly. The fact that Hardy keeps all of the passages 

which those critics object to in the final version of the 

novel shows that displacement continues, in his view, to be 

the method through which female sexuality is expressed. 

Hardy criticized the fiction of realism after he 

realized that representation inevitably distorts the 

realities which it seeks to represent. After reflecting on 

the processes of repression and censorship to which the 

story of his heroine was subjected, Hardy acknowledges that 

works of art inevitably distort and displace the feminine 

which they seek to represent: 

Art is disproportioning (i.e., distorting, 
throwing out of proportion) of realities which, if 
merely copied, might possibly be observed, but 
would more probably be overlooked; hence, realism 
is not art. ("Selections from the Life" 123) 

Art consists in so depicting the common events of 
life so as to bring out the features which 
illustrates the author's idiosyncratic mode of 
regard. ("Selections from the Life" 134) 

For Hardy, an artistic representation is not "realistic" 

because authors cannot represent such realities as female 

sexuality without "distorting" them. Literary 

representations and the authors who write them are not 

immune to ideologies. Even if the author's vision is 

"idiosyncratic" from the perspective of the dominant 

discourse, he still can never express that vision without 
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"throwing out of proportion" what he claims to faithfully 

represent. In the case of Tess, as we shall see, the body 

and speech of the heroine become symptoms of the ideological 

conflicts which the text, for various reasons, is not 

allowed to resolve. In particular, Hardy's text shows the 

fate of a female subject who is caught in those 

sexual/textual contradictions to be a tragic one. 

Femininity as a Symptom 

The construction of a subject in a text cannot be 

separated from the cultural gender laws which determine that 

text's signification. Those codes, while existing outside 

the text's boundaries, nonetheless exert a tremendous 

influence over it. In the case of Hardy's text, the 

processes of censorship which Tess underwent definitely 

influences the three main subjects of the novel: Tess, 

Angel and Alec. Generally, the revisions of Tess transform 

the two male protagonists, both of whom become either 

sexually possessive or overtly idealistic, with Tess 

silently reflecting those exaggerated tendencies. As an 

effect of the censorship, Tess' subjectivity is split into 

two different stereotypes, the "pure" woman and the "fallen" 

one. In an important essay, Freud argues that those two 

inscriptions of the feminine often appear together in cases 

of male neurosis: 



The whole sphere of love in such people remains 
divided in the two directions personified in art 
as sacred and profane (or animal) love. Where 
they love they do not desire and where they desire 
they do not love. They seek objects which they do 
not need to love in order to keep their sexuality 
away from the objects they love. ("On the 
Universal" 122) 
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Freud goes on to suggest that the polarization of sexuality 

in this manner belongs strictly to the sphere of male 

fantasies. Hence, the transformation of sexuality in Tess 

into either the "sacred" or the "profane" shows that the 

feminine has been transformed into a symptom of male fantasy 

in the text after its censorship. In effect, the purpose of 

the censorship has been to silence Tess as a complex female 

subject. As we will see, both Alec and Angel will use 

language in order to limit Tess' subjectivity to either one 

of the two modalities Freud lists. Yet, in accordance with 

the laws of the return of the repressed characteristic of 

the symptom, Tess' sexuality appears in a number of scenes 

in the novel, and its resurgence problematizes the polarity 

which the social order sets up, showing that the systems of 

censorship and repression do not fully fulfill their 

functions. 

In her relationship with Alec, Tess finds herself being 

constantly defined as a sexual object. Early on in the 

narrative, Alec describes Tess more than once as "my 

beauty"; such terms of endearment, in effect, inscribe 

beauty as a commodity which can be possessed. Moreover, 
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this coding of femininity deprives Tess of linguistic 

articulation because, after he reduces her to a spectacle, 

Alec never listens to what she says. The dialogue which 

occurs between Tess and Alec after he has violated her shows 

a linguistic struggle between two subjects: 

'I wish that I had never been born, there or anywhere! ' 
Tess said. 

'Pooh! Well, if you didn't wish to come to Tantridge 
why did you come?" 
'I didn't understand your meaning till it 
was too late!' 

'That's what every woman says.' 
'How can you dare to use such words? •• did it never 
strike you that what every woman says some women may 
feel!' (62) 

In this dialogue, Alec seeks to define Tess while she tries 

to escape from his definitions. Alec, at first, assumes the 

role of interrogator ("why did you come?"), and the purpose 

of his interrogation is to exert from Tess an admission that 

she has participated in his violation of her. Her response 

("I didn't understand"), while coding her as a passive and 

ignorant subject who misunderstood the desires of her 

interlocutor, nonetheless negates the accusatior.s of her 

complicity with Alec. His consequent insulting remark 

("That's what every woman says") defines Tess as just 

another seduced and fallen woman whose story resembles that 

of the rest. In this instance, Alec clearly refuses to 

listen to what Tess is saying and she, in effect, is forced 

to remind him that her words, too, are independently 

meaningful. In such dialogues, it becomes clear that Tess' 
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language consists, to a large extent, of her attempts to 

negate the gender stereotypes imposed upon her. 

Alec's attempts to define Tess as a "fallen" woman 

extend beyond linguistics, assuming often a more corporeal 

form. Various intimate, so-called "love acts" such as 

kissing, touching, and intercourse are coded in Tess as acts 

of appropriation. In the following passage, a kiss is 

depicted as a declaration of possession. 

Tess sat still, and d'Urberville gave her the kiss 
of mastery. No sooner had he done so then she 
flushed with shame, took out her handkerchief, and 
wiped the spot on her cheek that had been touched 
by his lips. (45) 

Hardy uses the metaphor of writing here in order to show 

that this kiss represents a claim of ownership. The "kiss 

of mastery" is described, after all, as an imprint on Tess' 

flesh, an act of branding. Her resistance, in turn, appears 

when she tries to erase the traces of that kiss from her 

skin. The sexual act between Tess and Alec similarly 

includes a power structure of mastery and subordination: 

Why it was that upon this beautiful feminine 
tissue, sensitive as gossamer, and practically 
blank as snow as yet, there should have been 
traced such a coarse pattern as it was doomed to 
receive; why so often the coarse appropriates the 
finer thus, the wrong man the women, •.. many 
thousand years of analytical philosophy have 
failed to explain to our sense of order. (63) 

Hardy's narrator uses the metaphor of writing again in order 

to show the intimate connection between sex and power in the 

narrative. After all, the page on which the author writes 
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is described as a "blank" space which he may utilize in 

order to achieve his own objectives. When the female 

subject is coded as such a sheet, she is clearly depicted as 

a passive victim. 

The coding of sex in Tess as an act in which the male 

subject subordinates the female shows one of the social 

realities of sexuality in patriarchal communities. The 

feminist thinker Andrea Dworkin is one of the few critics 

who dare , with graphic directness, to expose the semiotics 

of sex in male-dominated societies. 

Sex is defined in action only by what the male 
does with his penis. In practice, the sexual act 
is an act of possession, simultaneously an act of 
ownership, taking, force; it is conquering; it 
represents in intimacy power over and against, 
body to body, person to thing. The woman is acted 
oni the man acts and through action expresses 
sexual power, the power of masculinity. (23) 

As Dworkin rightly suggests, sexual acts are often acts of 

"ownership." In Tess, they are acts of violation, showing a 

struggle between two SUbjects: on the one hand, the male who 

uses his sexuality to enhance his power and dominance over 

the female, and, on the other, that female who resists the 

male's attempts to dominate her. Hardy accurately uses the 

term "appropriates" in order to stress that what Alec did to 

Tess was an act of power, not pleasure. 

While Alec sees in Tess merely the object to possess 

sexually, Angel views her as an ideal of purity. Angel 

accepts, after all, the traditional definition of femininity 
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which his mother articulates: "Since she is chaste and pure, 

she would be good enough for me" (220). This image of Tess' 

purity enhances her desirability, since it reduces her to an 

acceptable stereotype, effacing her passionate and 

unpredictable nature. After all, according to the codes of 

victorian ideology, the pure is what sexual passion can 

never contaminate. william Acton has already asserted, in 

1862, the anesthetizing of female sexuality, leaving 

feminine purity in its place: 

There can be no doubt that sexual feeling in the 
female is in abeyance, ..• and even if roused is 
very moderate when compared with that of the 
male .•. The best mothers, wives, and managers of 
the households, know little or nothing of sexual 
indulgences: love of home, children, duties, are 
the only passions they feel. (124) 

Acton makes this claim in order to assuage the male 

subject's horror of femininity. His paragraph, hence, 

concludes with an advice to nervous young men: "No feeble 

young man need, therefore, be deterred from marrying by an 

exaggerated notion of the duties required from him. The 

married woman has no wish to be treated on the footing of a 

mistress" (102). similarly, in purifying Tess, Angel, 

acting like the feeble young man Acton speaks of, seeks to 

lessen his fear of her sexuality. More than once in the 

text, the narrator insists that 

Clare's love was doubtless ethereal to a fault, 
imaginative to impracticability. with those 
natures, corporeal presence is sometimes less 
appealing than corporeal absence, the latter 



creating an ideal presence that conveniently drops 
the defects of the real. (205) 

Because Clare's love is "ethereal", he fails to understand 
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Tess as an embodied being. By transforming her corporeality 

into an "ideal presence", Angel denies Tess' sexuality, 

reduces her to an acceptable stereotype, and thereby 

transforms her into a symptom. 

An important rhetorical dynamic which Angel uses in 

order to purify Tess is condensation, a process through 

which signifiers, borrowed from the past mythologies of the 

West, are superimposed over Tess. Angel uses this process, 

mainly, in order to see in Tess the "ideal presence" which 

he seeks. As the narrator points out, through this 

rhetoric, Tess assumes for Angel the status of a "whole sex 

condensed into a one typical form" (111), and the typicality 

is caused by the limitations on subjectivity which the 

rhetorical process creates. For instance, in the following 

passage, Angel superimposes on Tess the names of Greek 

Goddesses: 

He called her Artemis, Demeter, and other fanciful 
names ••.• 'Call me Tess', she would say askance. 
(111) 

The image of the Greek Goddess elevates Tess to a level 

beyond that of common humanity. She therefore reminds Angel 

of her name, since it at least shows her as a human subject. 

Later, after she insists on her subjectivity by telling 

Angel her story, he disassociates Tess from herself: "The 
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woman I have been loving is not you" (192). Tess for him is 

a superimposition of two figures into one another, the pure 

woman and the fallen one: 

You were one person, now you are another. 
My God! How can forgiveness meet such a 
grotesque prestidigitation as that? (191) 

For Angel, Tess turns into a symptom, a "grotesque 

prestidigitation" of the pure woman she might have been. 

Here the male's resistance to female subjectivity and to her 

story is painfully apparent. Finally, towards the end of 

the novel, Angel so disfeatures Tess by condensation that 

the reader hardly recognizes her: 

He had seen the virtual Faustian in the literal 
Cornelia, a spiritual Lucretia in a corporeal 
Phryne; He had thought of the woman set in the 
midst as the one deserving to be stoned; and of 
the wife of Uriah being made a queen. (306) 

This passage "teems with figures in various stages of 

disfiguration, as each figure takes shape with the 

disfigurement of the proceeding one." (Ellmann, Poetics of 

Impersonality 25). Such disfeaturing occurs when the 

signifiers of masculine ideology are projected onto the 

female subject. Tess' subjectivity as a desiring being, 

again, is denied through this process. 

While the use of such stereotypes as the "pure" and 

"fallen" woman appeases the male subject's fear of the 

encounter with sexual difference, they suffocate the woman 

to whom they are applied. In her essay "Castration or 

Decapitation," Helene cixous aptly uses the metaphor of 



decapitation to describe the effects of the projection of 

masculine fears onto the woman's story: 

If man operates under the threat of castration, if 
masculinity is culturally ordered by the 
castration complex, it might be said that the 
backlash, the return, on women of this castration 
is its displacement as decapitation, as loss of 
her head. (144) 
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For Cixous, decapitation is the socially sanctioned form of 

punishment set for the woman who dares to resist the demands 

which the male castration complex imposes upon her. 

Specifically, such a woman will be threatened with the loss 

of her tongue and with various forms of social degradation. 

In Tess, for instance, when Angel in his sleep proclaims the 

heroine dead, the narrative hints that a repression so 

severe that it can only be represented through the ritual of 

premature burial will be the fate of the woman who 

challenges social codes. Similarly, when Tess returns to 

Alec as a kept mistress, the text shows the degradation of 

her sexuality, depicting it as commodity. In this context, 

it is important to remember that such representations of 

femininity are strictly masculine in nature. As Freud's 

analysis of male neurosis at the late nineteenth century 

indicates, the purification of women as Tess was necessary 

because, as female subjects, they were potentially capable 

of maternal feelings. The degradation of the fallen woman, 

on the other hand, serves to distance her from the maternal 

elements, and such distancing is necessary for "feeble young 

men" since it releases them from the psychological pressures 
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associated with the taboo against incest. Serving to 

appease the male subject's fear of castration, gender 

stereotypes are reasserted in the text through the speech 

acts of characters as Angel and Alec. Here, the text 

indicates that the oppression of women in patriarchy occurs 

through the manipulation of language. 

In a recent article, Kristin Brady argues that, even if 

Hardy's narrator appears to challenge some of the norms of 

gender in the nineteenth Century, in reality he accepts and 

even reinforces them. Brady insists that 

The narrator, even as he constructs his women in 
opposition to the standard norm of woman as the 
weaker vessels, reverts all the more strongly to 
that same cultural imperative. He ultimately 
submits to the oppressive codes which he has set 
out to challenge. (90) 

For Brady, what transforms Tess to a symptom is not the 

demand of the castration complex cixous speaks of, but 

Hardy's narrator. Yet it is precisely this narrator who 

challenges the polarity which the text is forced to accept 

after its censorship. The narrative voice in Tess implies 

that the expression of female sexuality in a representation 

automatically challenges the polarities on which that 

representation is established in the first place. In other 

words, in the case of Tess, it is at moments when the female 

subject does not fit into the male categories that her 

repressed subjectivity appears. In the following 



passage, Tess' sexuality is expressed during a moment 

between sleep and wakefulness: 

Her face was flushed with sleep, and her eyelids 
hung heavy upon their pupils. The brim-fullness 
of her nature breathed from her. It was a moment 
when a woman's soul is more incarnate than at any 
other time; when the most spiritual beauty 
bespeaks itself flesh; and sex takes the outside 
place of the presentation. (143) 

In this passage, Tess' femininity "breathes from her," 

49 

incarnating itself and supplanting the "outside place of the 

presentation." The very distinctive features of the 

individual, her "presentation," is supplanted by the 

rhythmical impulses of her body. Moreover, the conservative 

polarity which consists of "spiritual beauty" and "flesh" is 

mentioned here only in order to be negated, since Tess 

embodies in the flesh the "most spiritual beauty." In such 

passages, the threat of the expression of femininity to the 

norms which the narrative, following the values of the 

social order, is forced to accept, is clearly apparent. 

In a famous passage, "the garden scene," Tess' 

subjectivity emerges into the narrative again. Here, 

Hardy's narrator echoes the Garden of Eden passages in the 

Book of Genesis; yet, as we might expect, he willfully 

creates a misprision, turning the heavenly garden into an 

earthly one with "offensive smells": 

The outskirts of the garden in which Tess found 
herself had been left uncultivated for some years, 
and was now damp and rank with juicy grass which 
sent up mists of pollen at a touch; and with tall 
blooming weeds emitting offensive smells. She 



went stealthily as a cat through the profusion of 
growth, crushing snails that were underfoot, 
staining her hands with thistle milk and 
slugslime, and rubbing off upon her naked arms 
sticky blights which, though snow white at the 
apple tree trunks, made madder stains on her 
skin; she thus drew quite near to Claire, still 
unobserved by him. Tess was conscious of neither 
time nor space. Exultation came without any 
determination of hers, she undulated upon the thin 
notes of the second hand harp, and harmonies 
passed like breezes through her. (104) 

According to Irving Howe, the passage is established on an 

antithesis between the white color of Tess' dress, 
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associating her with "chastity and virginity", and the "red 

stains" suggesting "passion and blood" (28). Here the male 

critic sees Tess virtually as the men in her world see her. 

Rather than a polarity of colors, however, the passage 

inscribes sexuality as a melange in which each element 

impresses itself upon the rest, creating a general, nebulous 

"profusion of growth." What is crucial in the passage is 

less the colors than the music. For music allows for the 

effacement of the masculine polaristic logic which often 

dominates in Tess. In the imbrication metaphors, when 

"harmonies pass like breezes through Tess", or \'ihen her arms 

are "stained with sticky blights," each element binds itself 

into the others, seeking support in their togetherness and 

disrupting any clear taxonomy of separate meanings. In 

another late Victorian context, Walter Pater praises music 

precisely because it resists moral and logical 

appropriation: 



All art constantly aspires to the conditions of 
music. For while in all other kinds of art it is 
possible to distinguish the matter from the form, 
it is the constant effort of art to obliterate it. 
(86) 
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In Hardy's narrative, too, the distinction between form and 

content is effaced in the moment of exultation. Not only 

does Tess undulate upon the sounds of a harp, but so does 

the narrative succeed in creating its own setting for a 

dance in the garden. As the heroine succeeds in escaping 

the repression of her sexuality through the rhythm of dance, 

so does the narrative escape the domination of a masculine 

language haunting it. Closer to music than to systematized 

thought, feminine sexuality appears in Tess at those moments 

when the subject, escaping the demands of the social order, 

is merged with the natural elements surrounding it. 

The threat of the expression of feminine sexuality 

to narrative ideology in Tess appears in its clearest form 

in the scene when the heroine murders Alec. In this 

instance, Tess' madness (the symptom) expresses an 

unresolved conflict enunciated in distorted speech and 

disfigurement. The narrative insists on Tess' madness right 

before the murder, since, as Angel puts it, she suffers from 

a "delirium during which her mind had lost its balance, 

plunging her into the abyss" (419). That this abyss engulfs 

Tess is clearly indicated when the narrator disfigures her 

features and words, damaging his credibility in the process. 



In the following passage, Tess' face, body, and language 

somatize her agony: 

Her lips were bleeding from the clench of her 
teeth upon them, and the long lashes of her closed 
eyes stuck in wet tugs to her cheeks. (315) 
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Paradoxically, the narrator disfigures the same features of 

Tess which he praised earlier. Each old metaphor used to 

describe her is now twisted and disfigured by the new one. 

Tess' "flower like mouth" (76) now "bleeds," while her 

"large tender eyes," "neither black nor blue nor gray nor 

violet" (77), are "stuck in wet tugs." Language itself, in 

this episode, is disfigured, turning into a "one syllable 

continuously repeated in a low note of moaning: "000" (315). 

Hardy's heroine now ceases to speak coherently, somatizing 

her pain onto her body, transforming language itself into a 

site of rhythmical agony. 

I would argue that the "000," while signifying nothing 

in male language, expresses eloquently the paradoxes 

involved in the act of female storytelling. Like one of the 

meaningless letters of the alphabet, this moaning sound 

articulates the agony of the one silenced by the many--

without whom she cannot exist, but in whose company she 

suffers. Because the meaninglessness and singularity of 

this signifier may express the passions which the 

combinations of words into narratives negate, it kills--and 

acts of killing are meaningful. While it cannot be denied 

that the murder of Alec does not change social hierarchies, 



it is a mistake to see it as devoid of signification as 

well. To the contrary, this murder allows for the 
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expression of the feminine passions which were repressed too 

often in the novel; and if these passions are violent, their 

violence is predicated upon a prior, socially sanctioned, 

form of violence to which both Hardy's text and heroine are 

subjected. Actually, one may argue that, by killing Alec, 

Hardy himself expressed his protest against the social order 

which does not allow the woman's story to be told. 

In a paper delivered at the Modern Language Association 

conference in 1983, Monique Wittig explores the influence of 

patriarchal ideology on the lives and stories of women 

today. As she states: 

These discourses oppress us in the sense that they 
prevent us from speaking unless we speak in their 
own terms. Everything which puts them into 
question is at once disregarded. These discourses 
deny us the very possibility of creating our own 
categories. But their most ferocious action is 
the unrelenting tyranny that they exert upon our 
physical and mental selves. When we use the 
overgeneralizing term ideology to designate all 
the discourses of the dominating group, we forget 
the material (physical) violence that they 
directly do to the oppressed. I would like to 
insist on the material oppression of individuals 
by discourse. (Qtd. in de Laurites 24) 

Tess tells the story of a woman who was violated by the 

power of the discourses Wittig speaks of. As we have seen, 

victorian gender ideologies split the heroine's subjectivity 

into different stereotypes, conceive of her sexuality as a 

disease, and do not allow her to tell her story on her own 
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terms. Moreover, this dominating ideology does not appear 

within Hardy's novel only, but determines its production 

from the publisher's office and its reception through the 

reviewer's column. While those discourses transform Hardy's 

heroine to a symptom, her repressed and feared subjectivity, 

nonetheless, finds expression for itself at certain moments, 

for example, in the garden scene. In such instances, truly, 

there occurs a subversion of the Western heritage, a radical 

expression of what Western culture suppresses. As we have 

seen, the woman's story which the social order cannot 

tolerate is told in Hardy's novel, and in three forms: 

first, as a desire which is not necessarily subservient, an 

other desire, more threatening because it erupts into and 

disrupts the polaristic laws of male logic; second, as the 

return of a repressed sUbjectivity which seeks immersion 

with, rather than difference and separation from, other 

forms of being; and finally as a writing effect which 

appears in the very processes of revision and pUblication 

Tess underwent. All of those forms of expression show 

resistance to, as well as enforcements of, the cultural 

gender systems of Victorian England. While we may assume 

that we are now beyond those sexual codes, we may find, 

still, in narratives, films, and in our own worlds, some of 

the same Victorian ethics, still making it impossible for 

women to tell their stories if they do not fit into our own 

stereotypes. It is against those stereotypes, and the 



neurotic male fantasies underlying them, that we must 

continue to struggle, just as feminine resistance has, so 

that western culture may become a more habitable place for 

both genders. 
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CHAPTER 3 

DICKENS' ABJECTION: 

READING LITTLE DORRIT 

Authorship, Patriarchy, and the Mother 

A problematic metaphor which equates literary 

authorship with patriarchal authority often appears in 

critical debates dealing with the role which the author 

plays in the construction of his texts. In such debates, it 

is assumed that the author possesses a certain amount of 

authority and control over his texts similar to that which 

fathers exert over the household in patriarchal societies. 

In orientalism, Edward Said explores this connection: 

Authority suggests ... a constellation of linked 
meanings: not only, as the OEd tells us, a power 
to enforce obedience,' or 'a derived or delegated 
power,' or 'a power to influence action,' or 'a 
person whose opinion is accepted'; not only those, 
but a connection as well with author, that is, a 
person who originates or gives existence to 
something, begetter, beginner, father, or 
ancestor, a person also who sets forth written 
statements. (83) 

Those various meanings clearly relate the author to the 

structure of a patriarchal household: as a father is 

supposed to "enforce obedience" over his wife and children, 

so is the author expected to control the proliferations of 

characters and events in his fiction. As a father is 
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supposed to "influence" the behavior of his offspring, so is 

the author supposed to influence the writings of other 

authors. 

Yet the theory which associates the author with the 

control characteristic of patriarchal authority fails to 

account for the experiences of selflessness, splitting, and 

(feminine) diffusion which male authors often associate with 

writing. Two important nineteenth century authors, a 

British poet, John Keats, and a French novelist, Gustave 

Flaubert, experienced and commented on this sense of 

selflessness which both of them felt when they wrote some of 

their best works. As a matter of fact, both associate this 

forfeiture of the self with authorship as such. In 1816, 

John Keats writes that 

The poetic character ..• has no self. It is 
everything and nothing. It has no character; a 
poet is the most unpoetical of anything in 
existence; because he has no identity. Not one 
word I ever utter can be taken for granted as an 
opinion growing out of my identical nature. The 
identity of everyone begins to press upon me. 
(135 ) 

For Keats, the author "has no identity" when he writes. He 

merely experiences a sense of diffusion, a radical loss of 

the boundaries which separate the self from others. As a 

subject, the male author does not possess an "identical 

nature", but appears in his writings as a confluence of 

diverse semiotic elements. When reflecting on his identity 

as an author during the time when Madame Bovary was written, 



Gustave Flaubert similarly refers to a strange sense of 

splitting he experienced: 

It is a delicious thing to write, to be no longer 
your self but to move in an entire universe of 
your own creating. Today, for instance, man and 
woman, lover and beloved, I rode in a forest on an 
autumn afternoon under the yellow leaves, and I 
was also the horse, the leaves, the winds, the 
words my characters spoke, even the red sun that 
made them half shut their eyes. (323) 
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For Flaubert, the pleasure of authorship consists of such a 

splitting: the "I am" of the author here dissolves into the 

numerous personas he writes about. Such statements by 

important (male) authors as Keats and Flaubert problematize 

the traditional association often made between authorship 

and patriarchal authority because it shows the author to be 

subjected to various processes over which he has no control. 

This radically sUbjective dimension in the lives of many 

authors, and which, clearly, influences their writings, is 

what the ideological construction of the author as father 

cannot fully account for. 

When patriarchal ideology suppresses this loss of 

selfhood, it appropriates to itself the process through 

which many works of art were written. When the author 

claims to be a father, in other words, the role of the 

feminine (i.e., loss of self, diffusion, etc.) in the 

process of artistic creation is denied, and a radical 

portion of the author's experiences is suppressed. In 

response, a feminist critic can argue that the process of 
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writing creates, as one of its secondary effects, the 

author, and moreover, that this process destabilizes 

patriarchal authority, pointing to the figure of the mother 

instead. In her influential text Powers of Horror: An Essay 

on Abjection, Julia Kristeva defines writing in such terms 

and insists that the author should be viewed as a subject in 

the process/on the trial of writing. For Kristeva, the 

"normal" subject in a patriarchal society establishes its 

identity only after she/he has successfully identified with 

the father and distanced himself/herself from an original 

symbiosis with the mother. On the other hand, the process 

of writing shows a regression to such a symbiosis. As 

Kristeva states, the abject is what 

disturbs identity, system, order. What does not 
respect borders, positions, rules. The in
between, the ambiguous, the composite. (9) 

As abjection reiterates and seeks to "throw off" the 

original symbiosis with the mother, it threatens the 

boundaries which a subject sets in order to separate 

himself/herself from others. Kristev;l offers writing as an 

example of abjection because the former exhibits, as we have 

seen, a division/splitting of the subject. Writing, when 

viewed as an instance of abjection, articulates the primal 

fear of the "not yet a place": 

Any practice of ... writing is a language of fear. 
The one who tries to utter this 'not yet a place,' 
this no ground, can obviously do so backwards, 
starting from an overmastery of the linguistic and 
rhetorical codes. But in the last analysis, he 



refers to fear, a terrifying, abject referent. 
The writer is permanently confronted with such a 
language. (38) 

Kristeva's conception of the author clearly differs from 

that which encodes him as a father. Rather than authority 
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and influence, the author is subjected to the horror of the 

"not yet a place," a horror which relates him to the mother. 

The locus of writing articulates the fears and struggles 

through which the subject achieves independence, showing a 

child's attempt to separate itself from what it cherishes 

the most. 

I will argue that the important Victorian novelist 

Charles Dickens experienced the processes of abjection 

during the time when he wrote Little Dorrit and that certain 

features of abjection (i.e., the weakening of patriarchal 

authority, the liminal status of the split subject, the 

resurgence of the mother) dominate his narrative. An 

important traumatic childhood experience in the life of this 

author, the Marshalsea prison experience, appears in Little 

Dorrit as a liminal site (the debtors' prison) which, 

collapsing its boundaries, permeates the narrative, 

effecting its trophology, economy and characters. As we 

shall see, the experience of the prison destabilizes the 

authority of Dickens the novelist, showing him to be 

subjected to the same process of abjection through which his 

characters are constructed. Eventually, this process will 
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lead us to the figure of an angry and wounded mother who 

haunts Dickens' novel. 

Duality and Absence 

Many of the themes Little Dorrit explores, such as the 

theme of the collapse of patriarchy, or the questions of 

debt and the Marshalsea, are prefigured in a certain 

sequence of episodes which occurred in Dickens' childhood. 

Those episodes not only weakened Dickens' sense of his 

father's authority, but produced in young Charles a sense of 

alienation from his family. Dickens' father, John Dickens, 

was arrested for debt and taken to the debtor's prison on 

the 20th of February, 1824, when Charles was twelve. The 

parents then decided that Charles should go to work for a 

cousin who manufactured boot blacking (Wilson 54). In those 

days, Dickens felt insecurity and the need for a parent's 

protection. As he puts it in a famous letter: 

It is wonderful to me how I could have been so 
easily cast away at such an age. It is so 
wonderful to me that, even after my descent into 
the poor little drudge I had been since we came to 
London, no one had compassion enough for me, a 
child of singular abilities, quick, eager, 
delicate, and soon hurt, bodily or mentally. My 
father and mother were quite satisfied. They could 
hardly have been more so, if I had been twenty 
years of age, distinguished at a grammar school, 
and going to Cambridge. (Qtd. Adrian 54) 

The key term here is "cast away". Throughout his life, 

Dickens felt that he was abandoned by his father. Moreover, 
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his letter stresses that the father's weakness effects his 

ability to function as a literary artist, since he is, also, 

deprived of the education he needed. Dickens, hence, 

experiences abjection (i.e., the necessity of separation yet 

the longing for the mother too) by feeling that he was 

abandoned by his family after the Marshalsea experience-the 

Marshalsea becoming, as it were, a womb from which he needed 

to separate himself continuously. 

While some of the critics of Dickens have already 

suggested that Little Dorrit is, to a certain extent, an 

autobiographical novel, written mainly in response to 

Dickens' early traumatic experience, it is also important to 

notice Dickens' attempt to create a distance between his 

private experience with the Marshalsea and his fiction. 

Edmund Wilson claims that the 

work of Dickens' whole career was an attempt to 
digest those early shocks and hardships, to 
explain them to himself, to justify himself in 
relation to them, to give an intelligible and 
tolerable picture of a world in which such things 
could occur. (8) 

Although Wilson's comment is partially accurate, since the 

effect of Dickens' traumatic childhood experiences on his 

writing is immense, it is reductive to infer that Dickens' 

"whole career" consists of an attempt to "digest" and 

"justify" a single experience. such a model assumes a 

correspondence between word and event, ignoring the medium 

of writing. Rather than "digestion", Dickens' writing shows 
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the subject's expulsion from the "normal" patriarchal social 

systeln, articulating a regression to moments when the 

distinctions between "subject" and "object", "author" and 

"text", are blurred. As we shall see, in the theatrics of 

his scene of writing, Dickens will construct a number of 

identities, conflating, in the construction of each, his 

identity with theirs. This process reveals the intimate 

connection between writing and abjection for Dickens. 

Dickens' daughter, Mamie Dickens, describes the 

theatrics of her father's scene of writing in terms which 

make it difficult to distinguish Dickens' personality from 

that of his characters: 

My father wrote busily and rapidly at his desk, 
when he suddenly jumped from his chair and rushed 
to a mirror which hung near, and in which I could 
see the reflection of some extraordinary facial 
contortions which he was making. He returned 
rapidly to his desk, wrote furiously for a few 
moments, and then went again to the mirror. The 
facial pantomime was resumed, and ••. he began 
talking rapidly in a low voice. Ceasing this 
soon, however, he returned once more to his desk, 
where he remained silently writing until luncheon 
time. (54) 

In the scene of writing, the identity of the author 

dissolves into a number of assumed personas. Dickens 

migrates from one identity to the next, forging faces and 

voices as some of his characters assume new names. The 

identity of the author appears, paradoxically, as an 

instantaneous self-negation which allows the doubles to 

appear and fade. As Andre Green points out: 



The writer is caught between the double and the 
absent; the double that he is, as a writer who 
produces another image of himself, exists in 
another world; and he is absent, he who emerges 
from silence and returns to silence. His absence 
is as essential to the constitution of his work as 
is his duality. (288) 

Somewhere, between duality and absence, silence and 

articulation, writing and the mirror, the identity of the 
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author flickers and fades. Such an author is abject because 

of his liminality and diffusion: the writing scene shows the 

attempts at separation, the quest for a locus from which 

independence may be asserted, but also a dissolution into 

others. 

Throughout his life, Dickens kept the experience of the 

Marshelsea a secret; yet, paradoxically, he returns to it in 

novel after novel. This strange gesture of concealment and 

indirect revelation becomes, possibly, his signature as a 

writer. In other words, Dicken's secret, as manifested in 

his scene of writing, becomes the modality through which his 

characters acquire subjectivity as well. In his essay on 

secrets in David Copperfield, D. A. Miller explores the 

problematic connection between subjectivity and secrecy in 

that novel. As he suggests, in many of Dicken's novels, 

keeping a secret, and creating narratives to conceal it, is 

a common gesture which might be even equated with the 

Dickensian subject. In the following passage, Miller 

speculates on the reasons behind the construction of the 

subject as enigma in Dickens' novels: 



It is obvious that the need to 'keep secret' takes 
precedence over whatever social exigencies exist 
for keeping one or another secret in particular. 
In a world where the explicit exposure of the 
subject would manifest how thoroughly he has been 
inscribed within a socially given totality, 
secrecy would be the spiritual exercise by which 
the subject is allowed to conceive of himself as a 
resistance; a friction in the smooth functioning 
of the social order, a margin to which its far 
reaching discourse does not reach. (207) 

The secret, then, is both a sign of the subject's 

construction by social discourse and of its resistance to 

that discourse. In a sense, it allows for subjectivity 

65 

while simultaneously effacing it. Yet there is more to the 

secret than Miller states. For, within such narratives as 

Little Dorrit, as well as in the life of its author, the 

secret creates desire for a confession or a revelation of 

past events, as well as constructing a discourse to delay 

the moment of that confession. This paradox of the secret 

Roland Barthes explicates in ~ in his references to the 

"Hermeneutic Code": 

The problem is to maintain the enigma in the 
initial void of its answer; whereas the sentences 
quicken the story's "unfolding" and cannot help 
but move the story along, the hermeneutic code 
performs an opposite action; it must set up delays 
in the flow of the discourse; its structure is 
essentially reactive, since it opposes the 
ineluctable advance of language with an organized 
set of stoppages; between question and answer 
there is a whole dilatory area whose emblem might 
be named 'reticence,' the rhetorical figure which 
interrupts the sentence, suspends it, turns it 
aside. (75) 
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Barthes is saying that a secret does, in a sense, resist a 

narrative's need for closure. In other words, the secret, 

like abjection, reveals the limitations of social tolerance. 

The subject of the secret is reticent; he does not confess, 

but conceals. Is not this description that of Charles 

Dickens both as individual and literary author? 

Because the experience of the Marshalsea problematizes 

Dickens' relationship with his father, it may be read as an 

instance of abjection. As we have seen, this experience 

destabilizes the identity of Dickens, continuously coercing 

him to seek separation from a liminal site. The effects of 

the Marshelsea experience on Dickens might be termed 

"secretion," in the sense that it points both to a secret 

and to a childhood scar which continues to secrete it. Maud 

Ellman explicates this connection between artistic creation 

and the scars of the symbiotic relation to the mother in 

artistic creation: 

The scar is not a secret, but a principle of 
structure: punctuation. Because it is a living 
scar, it constantly resurges and reiterates 
itself. And the significance of the text is 
lodged in the very blanks and repetitions that 
mark and mask its cicatrix. For the scar belongs 
not only to the subject, but to the text itself, 
which both suffers and reenacts the mutilation by 
which identity reconstitutes itself. (192) 

It is only through the compulsive repetition of the moment 

of separation that literary identity is reconstituted, then. 

This repetition appears in the process of writing itself as 

well as in what is written. For the characters in a 
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literary text are constituted in the same writing process 

through which the literary author marks, masks, and secretes 

his own experience of abjection. I shall, in the next two 

sections, explore the effects of the resurgence of this scar 

in Little Dorrit: first, the destabilization of the 

patriarchal social order in the novel, and, second, the 

splitting and diffusion of many of Dickens' characters and 

their regression to moments of early symbiosis with the 

mother. Taken together, those effects will show the 

significant influence which the mother, as a liminal site, 

plays in the construction of a literary text and in the life 

of its author. 

The Threat of Liminality in Little Dorrit 

Dickens' sense of abjection appears in one of the central 

symbols of Little Dorrit: the Marshalsea prison. This 

symbol, because it effects Dickens' life as well as his 

novel, occupies a liminal space between the two. Dickens 

seems to underscore this liminality since, as he describes 

the prison in the preface to Little Dorrit, it is both there 

and not there. Dickens describes his visit to what once was 

the Marshalsea this way: 

I found the outer front courtyard, often mentioned 
in the story, metamorphosed into a shop, and I 
then almost gave up every brick of the jail for 
lost. Wandering, however, down a certain adjacent 
'Angel court, leading to Bermondsey,' I came to 
'Marshalsea place' the houses in which I 



recognized not only the great block of the former 
prison, but the rooms that arose in my mind's eye 
when I became little Dorrit's biographer. 

Whosoever goes into Marshalsea place, turning out 
of Angel court, leading to Bermondsey, will find 
his feet on the very paving stones of the extinct 
Marshalsea jail; will see its narrow yard to the 
right and to the left, very little altered if at 
all, except that the walls were lowered when the 
place got free; will look upon the rooms in which 
the debtors lived and will stand among the 
crowding ghosts of many miserable years. (3) 
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The prison, as the "Preface to the First Edition" describes 

it, is both there and not there. Formally, it is not there, 

"extinct". Yet its walls and stones are still present: the 

"crowding ghosts of many miserable years", Dickens states, 

still haunt this no place, making it neither what it is 

today, nor what it used to be. Moreover, Bermondsey--the 

neighborhood amidst which the prison stands--is according to 

Dickens, one of "the filthiest, the most extraordinary, of 

the many localities that are hidden in London (Oliver Twist 

161). The degree to which this area was unknown in London 

at the time is emphasized by a meeting of the Marylebone 

vestry in 1850, where Sir Peter Laurie, a former lord Mayor, 

referred to a recent speech which the bishop of London had 

made when chairing the first meeting of the Metropolitan 

sanitary association, at which Dickens himself had been the 

principal speaker. "The Bishop of London," said Sir Peter, 

"in his simplicity, thought there really was such a 

place ... whereas it turned out that it only existed in a work 

of fiction written by Charles Dickens" (Qtd. Flint 162). 
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Actually, Bermonsdey is known as one of the filthiest and 

most poverty stricken neighborhoods in England. Hence the 

irony of the mayor's ignorance of its existence. Because of 

its association with disease, poverty, and crime, 

Bermonsdsey is certainly a liminal cultural space, like the 

prison which stands in its midst. 

within Little Dorrit, too, the debtors' prison appears 

as a liminal site which oversteps its proper boundaries, 

engulfing the prisoner and the free character alike. 

Dickens uses the metaphor of pollution to encode the threats 

of this liminality in the narrative, the metaphor being, 

actually, an apt one considering the disease which is 

associated with that part of London. A marshalsea is 

described, hence, as a "captive with the jail rot upon him, 

and the impurity of the prison worn into the grain of his 

soul" (231). This impurity pollutes the narrative in its 

entirety. As James Brown in Dickens: Novelist in the Market 

Place states 

The prison imagery permeates every social world in 
the novel. It cannot be escaped from. (211) 

What Brown is saying is that the prison has collapsed its 

proper boundaries, becoming "a border that has encroached 

upon everything" (Kristeva 7). Even those who are rich, 

for example, are tainted with the pollution of the debtors' 

prison. In the following passage, Amy Dorrit compares the 

genteel society of the Anglo Italians to a prison: 



It appeared on the whole to little Dorrit that 
this same society in which they lived greatly 
resembled a superior sort of Marshalsea. (565) 

Similarly, as J. Hillis Miller suggests, the houses of the 

rich are as oppressive as a prison: the dwellings of such 

characters as Mrs. Clennam, Casby, Miss Wade, and the 
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Barnacles are all as "stuffed and closed" as a prison (227). 

Yet Dickens extends the scope of the prison until it 

permeates civilized society in its entirety. In the 

following passage, references to disease, pollution, and the 

collapse of boundaries between the Marshalsea and the city 

of London exemplify the threats of liminality: 

It was a sunday evening, gloomy, close and stale. 
Maddening church bells of all degrees of 
dissonance, sharp and flat, cracked and clear, 
fast and slow, made the brick and mortar echo 
hideously. Melancholy streets in a penitential 
garb of soot steeped the souls of the people who 
were condemned to look at them out of windows, in 
dire despondency. In every thoroughfare, up 
almost every alley, and down almost every turning 
some doleful bell was jerking, tolling, throbbing, 
as if the plague were in the city and the dead 
carts were going round. Miles of closed wells and 
pits of houses, where the inhabitants gasped for 
air, stretched far away towards every point of the 
compass. Through the heart of the town a deadly 
sewer ebbed and flowed, in the place of a fine 
fresh river .•. Arthur sat in the same place as the 
day died, looking at the houses opposite, and 
thinking, if the disembodied spirits of former 
inhabitants are conscious of them, how they must 
pity themselves for their old places of 
imprisonment. (22-23) 

This scene embodies pollution: waste and disease permeate 

everything. Soot covers the city's walls, a "deadly sewer 

ebbs" at its heart, and the sounds of the church bells 
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foreshadow a "plague." It is such images which turn London 

to a place of "imprisonment." Probably, they in reality 

describe Bermondsey. In an essay published at the Morning 

Chronicle in 1849, Henry Mayhew details how the inhabitants 

of this neighborhood are forced to rely on the polluted 

waters of Dickens' "deadly sewer" for sustenance. 

In this wretched place we were taken to a house 
where an infant lay dead of the cholera. We asked 
if they really did drink of the water? The answer 
was, 'They were obliged to drink the ditch.' But 
have you spoken to your land lord? 'Yes sir, and 
he promised he will do it, but we know him better 
than to believe him.' Out of these wretches 
health, comfort, and even lives, small capitalists 
reap a petty independence. (171) 

Such narratives remind Dickens of his own experience of 

abjection. Yet his function, as a literary author, is to 

bring them to the light so that the situation of their 

inhabitants may be altered. In the process of this 

purification ritual, Dickens confronts and challenges a 

number of the "small capitalists" who find comfort through 

the misery of others. However, due to his own childhood 

experiences, for Dickens, those men are depicted as indebted 

fathers. 

The pollution of the debtors' prison threatens the 

patriarchal family in Little Dorrit, then. Many of the 

fathers in this novel are ridiculed, and their authority 

undermined, through their association with the Marshalsea 

prison. In the case of Mr. Dorrit, the Name of the Father 

itself is forfeited w~en he is taken to the Marshalsea: 



A man so broken as to be the father of the 
Marshalsea could be no father to his children. 
(68) 

The name of Mr. Dorrit, literally, disappears from the 

passage and, in its stead, the metaphor of the "father of 

the Marshalsea" taunts his decrepitude as an indebted 
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father. Similarly, the richest and most respected father of 

the narrative, Mr. Merdle, is depicted as a prisoner: 

He took himself into custody by the wrists, and 
backed himself among the ottomans and chairs and 
tables, as if he were his own police officer, 
saying to himself, 'Now, none of that! Come. I've 
got you and you go quietly along with me.' (585) 

References to "custody" and to "police officers" relate Mr. 

Merdle to the prisoners of the Marshalsea. Finally, 

Christopher Casby, the landlord who exploits the tenants of 

Bleeding Heart Lane through assuming the image of a 

benevolent father, is exposed and ridiculed when Panckes 

cuts off his locks. The prison, hence, threatens the 

patriarchal order by impugning some of the fathers in the 

novel. 

The pollution of debt, moreover, extends beyond the 

domain of the father, influencing the daughter as well. The 

narrative hints that, in certain instances, the daughter may 

function as an object for barter, for the repayment of 

debts, through prostitution, for instance. The fear that 

prostitution may pollute the patriarchal family structure is 

implied in two ins·tances relating to Amy Dorrit. First, in 



a night when Amy was not able to return to the Marshalsea, 

she encounters a prostitute who takes Amy to be a child: 

'Poor thing!' says the woman. 'Have you no 
feeling, that you keep her out in the cruel 
streets at such a time as this? Have you no eyes, 
that you don't see how delicate and slender she 
is ••• kiss a poor lost creature, dear,' she said, 
bending her face, 'and tell me where she's taking 
you.' Little Dorrit turned toward her. 

'Why, my God!' she said, recoiling, 'You're a 
woman! ' 

'Don't mind that!' said little Dorrit, clasping 
one of her hands that had suddenly released her. 
'I am not afraid of you.' 'then you had better 
be ..• go home to your father], and be afraid of me. 
I never should have touched you, but I thought 
that you were a child.' (166) 

The crucial element in this scene is the fear of touching. 

It is as though prostitution, like the "prison rot", 
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pollutes those who come into contact with it. Dickens once 

wrote a letter entitled "An Appeal to Fallen Women." In 

this text, he characteristically defines the position of the 

prostitute as a prisoner in the social order. Actually, the 

inscription of the prostitute in Dickens' letter resembles 

her representation in Little Dorrit: 

Think for a moment what your present situation is. 
Think how impossible it is that it can ever be 
better if you continue to live as you have lived, 
and how certain it is that it must be worse. You 
know what the str~ets are; you know how cruel the 
companions you find there are; you know the vices 
practiced there, and to what wretched consequences 
they bring you, even while you are young. Shunned 
by decent people, marked out from all other kinds 
of women as you walk alone, avoided by the very 
children, hunted by the police, imprisoned, and 
only set free to be imprisoned, over and over 
again. ( 98) 
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Dickens shows the position of the prostitute to be a liminal 

one in the victorian social order. She is "marked out" from 

other women, her dwelling is the prison or the street, and 

even the children avoid her. Only an other individual who 

occupies a liminal position, like Dickens or his heroine 

Amy, can address the prostitute and understand her position. 

When Dickens allows Amy to touch the prostitute, he clearly 

shows the liminality of the positions of both women. 

When the unnamed prostitute asks Amy to go to her 

father, the assumption being made was that the patriarchal 

system will protect the daughter from prostitution. Yet, in 

an important scene, Mr. Dorrit induces his daughter to lure 

the turnkey's son on, since he pays generous "testimonials" 

to the "father of the Marshalsea". That the possibility of 

prostitution is implied in this instance appears in the 

narrative's description of Mr. Dorrit immediately 

afterwards: 

Thus, now boasting, now despairing, in either fit 
a captive with the jail rot upon him, and the 
impurity of the prison worn into the grain of his 
soul, he revealed his degenerate state to his 
affectionate child. (217) 

The pollution of prostitution, of the body used for barter, 

does appear in the narrative. It influences, moreover, the 

relationship between a father and a daughter, and, hence, 

defiles the patriarchal family system itself. 

As a liminal space, the prison threatens the 

patriarchal social order as the narrative codes it. As we 
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have seen, the prison not only impugns the integrity of many 

of the fathers in the novel; it also problematizes the 

relationships between fathers and daughters as well (by 

implying that the daughter may be used as an object for 

barter between men, for instance). Just as the debtors' 

prison weakened Dickens' sense of his father's authority, so 

does it undermine the patriarchal social system of his 

novel. 

The Maternal Fantasy 

Infiltrating the text's economy and family structure, 

the debtors' prison eventually becomes a fantasy of 

symbiosis with which many characters struggle in Little 

Dorrit. In the following passage, for instance, the 

Marshalsea becomes a protective womb, a no place where debts 

need not be repaid: 

We are quiet here: we don't get badgered here; 
there's no knocker here, sir, to be hammered at by 
creditors and bring a man's heart into his mouth. 
Nobody comes here to ask if a man's at horne, and 
to say he'll stand out till he is. Nobody writes 
threatening letters about money to this place. It 
is freedom, sir, it's freedom! ••. Elsewhere, people 
are restless, worried, hurried about, anxious 
respecting one thing, anxious respecting 
another ••• We have done all that .•• and what have 
we found? Peace. (59) 

The narrative, in such passages, transforms the debtors' 

prison to a fantasy to which many characters are subjected. 

since the debtors' prison is associated with the 

destabilization of patriarchal authority, it is possible 
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that this fantasy expresses a wish to regress to the moments 

of early childhood when the child was living in a symbiosis 

with the mother. For Julia Kristeva, the weakening of the 

Father often leads to a resurgence of the mother, this 

resurgence being one of the main features of revived 

abjection: 

The paternal agency alone, to the extent that it 
introduces the symbolic dimension between subject 
(child) and object (mother), can generate a strict 
object relation (44) 

If it is a jettisoned object, it is so from the 
mother. It absorbs within itself all the 
experiences of the non-objectal that accompany the 
mother speaking being, hence, all abjects. (73) 

For Kristeva, it is through the intervention of the paternal 

agency that the child first distinguishes between itself, as 

an "I," and the others it comes in contact with, the 

"thous." In such narratives as Little Dorrit, where the 

paternal agency is destabilized, the semantic distinction 

between subject and object, I and other, is blurred, hence 

allowing for the phenomenon of the abject returning. 

Mr. Dorrit's favorite method of discoursing with others 

is the IOU, a form of writing which has no basis in reality 

because, being a resident of the Marshelsea already, he 

never pays back. This form of communication shows the 

destabalization of his subjectivity. In an important 

episode in Ulysses, Joyce explicates this connection 

between identity and economy. Stephen once borrows fifteen 

pounds from A. E .• , a friend. Some months later, he wonders 
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whether he should pay him back. His stream of consciousness 

suggests that he shouldn't, since he firmly assumes that 

subjectivity, like the chemistry of the human body, changes 

from one day to the next. Eventually, however, he admits: 

"A. E. I. o. U." Joyce punctuates the passage probably in 

order to stress that the separation between the self and its 

others can only occur through the recognition of one's debts 

to them. Only then does the "I" successfully differentiate 

itself from its others. The fathers in Little Dorrit never 

quite succeed in paying their debts, hence losing the social 

authority which comes with fathership. For instance, after 

Mr. Merdle's suicide, he leaves a letter admitting his acts 

of "forgery and robbery." Mr. Dorrit, having himself become 

finally a rich man, nonetheless renounces that new identity, 

returning in his mind to being the poor prisoner he once 

was: "They were in the jail again, and Amy tended him, and 

he had constant need of her" (645). This failure on 

patriarchy's part does effect the sons and daughters 

depicted in the novel. When the paternal agency is 

destabilized, the semantic distinction between subject and 

object, I and Other, is blurred, hence allowing for the 

phenomenon of the returning abject which both Arthur and Amy 

experience. 

According to Rupert Rooparaine, "of all the characters 

in this novel, Clennam is the only one who constantly 

orients his life backwards into the past" (63). Arthur, 
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indeed, seems to be fixated on the events of his childhood, 

often regressing to its hardships and frustrations. Mostly, 

however, he is obsessed with his father's unremitted debts. 

When referring to his desire to make amends for his father's 

grievances, he tells his mother that 

Time and change do not wear it out. 
was with my father. Remember, I saw 
with the pencil in his failing hand, 
write some word for you to read, and 
could give no shape. (46) 

Remember, I 
him last, 
trying to 
to which he 

Arthur, in this speech, reveals that his awareness of his 

father's unremitted debt is almost an obsession: "time and 

change do not wear it out". Later on, in a stream of 

thought in which the conscious and the unconscious converge 

into one another, Arthur will accuse his mother, similarly, 

of having committed an act of injustice: 

In that long imprisonment, and in her long 
confinement to her room, did his mother find a 
balance to be struck? 'I admit that I was 
accessory to that man's captivity. I have 
suffered for it in kind. He has decayed in his 
prison, I in mine. I have paid the penalty.' (35) 

I would argue that this passage exhibits the connection 

between the Marshalsea fantasy and the desire for a 

symbiosis with the mother. It is obvious, first of all, 

that Arthur identifies with his mother and assumes that 

mother's first person pronoun. Assuming the pronouns of the 

other confirms the threat of that Other to the subject's 

identity. Moreover, the explicit references to debt ("a 

balance to be struck") and to the prison points to the 
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effect of the Marshalsea fantasy on such characters as 

Arthur. He is, in effect, neither himself nor his mother, 

neither in prison nor outside it, but he exists somewhere 

between these extremes: in the no-place of abjection. 

Living in this no-place destabilizes identity, reduces 

the subject, in certain instances, to a nobody, a 

punctuation, a rhythm without reason. Here are two examples 

of such instances: 

Mr. Arthur Clennam sat in the coffee house on 
Ludgate Hall, counting one of the neighboring 
bells, making sentences and burdens of songs out 
of it in spite of himself ••• Its sounds had revived 
a long train of miserable Sundays, and the 
procession wouldn't stop with the bells, but 
continued to march on. (29) 

He had heard fragments of tunes and songs, in the 
warm wind, which he knew had no existence. Now 
that he began to doze in exhaustion, he heard them 
again and voices seemed to address him, and he 
answered, and started. (621). 

In the first instance, the rhythmical sounds of the bells 

fascinate Arthur, shroud and carry him away beyond the 

things he sees and the voices he hears. He dissolves as the 

procession of past experiences revive. In the second 

passage, when Arthur is imprisoned in the Marshalsea, he 

hears "voices" and hallucinates the words of the Other. In 

such moments, there are no traces of his normal 

subjectivity. He simply fades to rhythm, regresses to 

moments of non-differentiation. 

Like Arthur, Amy Dorrit is obsessed with imprisonment 

and debt. In one of her letters to Arthur, Amy 



nostalgically recollects her days in the Marshalsea: 

Do you know that since the change in our fortune, 
though I appear to myself to have dreamed more 
than before, I have always dreamed of myself as 
very young indeed. I have often dreamed of 
myself as back there, seeing faces in the yard 
little known, and which I should have thought I 
had quite forgotten, but, as often as not, I have 
been aboard here, yet always as that little 
child. I have over and over again dreamed of 
taking my place at dinner .•• , dressed up in the 
mourning of my poor mother, which I wore when I 
was eight years old. (528) 
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The nostalgic style of the passage and the references to the 

"faces in the yard little known" all insinuate the influence 

of the prison fantasy on the characters in Dickens' novel. 

When Amy states, "I have been here, yet always as that 

little gir,l", she exhibits the desire to regress to moments 

of non-differentiation in early childhood. In other words, 

her "I," as a speaker, is undercut, as the awkward 

punctuation of the passage shows. She is both in Italy and 

in the debtors' prison, in the undefinable locus of 

abjection. The sad recollection of the mother's death and 

the desire to be dressed up in the black clothes of 

mourning, moreover, clearly demonstrates Amy's obsession 

with the figure of the mother. 

When Amy and Arthur meet, their discourse often 

reflects their inability to have a stable and unified 

identity in language. Oftentimes, they assume, in their 

speeches, the voice of a persona which both recognize to be 

fictional. From the beginning, Dickens has stressed their 
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deficiency when he named Arthur "nobody" and described Amy 

as "little Dorrit", depriving her of her name while naming 

his novel. Both Amy and Arthur actually try to rely on the 

name and authority of the weak and bankrupt father, though 

ineffectively, in their speeches. When Arthur helps Tip 

economically, Amy tries to thank him in an indirect manner: 

'And what I am going to tell you, sir, is that I 
am not to know whose generosity released him. If 
I knew him, and I might, I would tell him that he 
can never, never know how I feel his goodness, and 
how my father would feel it. And if I knew him, 
and I might- but I don't know him and I must not-
I would tell him that I shall never any more lie 
down to sleep without having preyed to heaven to 
bless him and reward him.' (161) 

This passage is remarkable for its indirect method of 

expression. The secret that Arthur has helped her brother 

Amy already knows, and he is aware of her knowledge. Yet 

Amy expresses her feelings for Arthur indirectly 

nonetheless, as both assume the benefactor to be unknown. 

Moreover, Amy further displaces her own feelings for Arthur 

by referring to her father's gratitude for the release of 

his son. Later, when Amy becomes rich, Arthur similarly 

addresses her through a conditional "if" which denies 

knowledge of what it knows: 

If, in the bygone days when this used to be your 
home and when this was your dress, I had 
understood myself better and had read the secrets 
of my own breast more distinctly; if, through my 
reserve and self-mistrust, I had discerned a light 
that I see now more brightly when it has passed 
away, and my weak footsteps can never overtake it; 
If I had then known, and told you that I loved and 
honored you, not as the poor child I used to call 



you, but as a woman whose true hand would raise me 
high above myself, and make me a far better and 
happier man; I might have met your noble offer of 
your fortune, dearest girl, with other words than 
these, and still have blushed to touch it.' 

He took her in his arms, as if she had been his 
daughter. (58) 

In this speech, Arthur apparently rejects Amy's offer for 
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financial assistance. Yet, when he embraces her "as if she 

had been his daughter", he accepts her help as her father 

has done before him. In other words, he assumes the status 

of an inadequate and indebted father, an identity which 

further reveals his lack. Amy also regresses to the role of 

the dutiful daughter. Both are, then, unable to separate 

themselves from the sense of patriarchal failure. 

It is possible that the prison fantasy (which relates 

such diverse narrative elements as the motif of debt and the 

destabilization of patriarchal authority) is produced by the 

actions of the most important mother figure in Dickens' 

novel, Mrs. Clennam. As Lionel Trilling suggests, "At the 

very center of the novel is Mrs. Clennam" (371). It is she, 

after all, who destabilizes patriarchal authority when, 

after she discovers that her husband has impregnated another 

woman with a child, brings up that child in order to execute 

vengeance on her husband. Also, it is she who initiates the 

economy of debt by withholding a legacy belonging rightfully 

to the Dorrit's, causing Mr. Dorrit's long imprisonment in 

the Marshalsea. Those diverse forms of protest and 

resistance to the patriarchal order are all condensed in the 
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form of the signifier: "D.N.F." While "D.N.F." refers to Mr. 

Clennam's desire to make amends for his adultery, to Mrs. 

Clennam, "do not forget" refers to a voice: 

It spoke to me like a voice from an angry cloud. 
Do not forget the deadly sin, do not forget the 
appointed discovery, do not forget the appointed 
suffering. I did not forget. Was it my fault 
that I remembered (773) 

The "D.N.F." is a signifier of the breach of patriarchal 

law, a breach that relates the economy of debt to the main 

characters' (and perhaps the author's) inability to forget 

the Marshalsea. As Mrs. Clennam remembers, so will 

characters as Amy and Arthur lose the ability to forget, 

continuously regressing to the moment of appointed 

"discovery" and "suffering". 

The author of Little Dorrit, similarly, was unable to 

forget his own traumatic childhood experience with the 

Marshalsea. The experience was a wound that constantly 

reopened, effecting the writing process of Dickens as well 

as the themes he wrote about. In his epitaph, Dickens 

compares his life to the opening of a wound: 

Of the loved, revered, and honored head, thou 
canst not turn one hair to thy dreadful purposes, 
nor make one feature odious. strike! Shadow, 
strike! and see his good deeds spring from the 
wound, to sow the world with life immortal. (Qtd. 
Mammie Dickens, 28) 

Among the "good deeds" which result from the opening of a 

never-to-be-closed childish wound, Dickens wrote Little 

Dorrit. While this brilliant work gave its author "life 
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immortal", it also showed how the experiences of childhood 

can haunt the psyche forever. In the following letter, 

Dickens laments his inability to forget his traumatic past: 

I must entreat you to pause for an instant, and go 
back to what you know of my childish days, and to 
ask yourself whether it is natural that something 
of the character formed in me then, and lost under 
happier circumstances, should reappear in the last 
five years. The never to be forgotten misery of 
that old time, bred a certain sensitiveness in a 
certain ill clad and ill fed boy, that I have 
found come back in this later time. (Qtd. in 
Mackenzie, 49) 

The wounds of the past reopen. As Dickens points out, the 

"character" (or identity) "formed" (or constructed) in 

"childish days" "comes back" in "later time," bringing with 

it "forgotten misery" (on the wounds of childhood). 

"D.N.F.:" like his characters, Dickens, too, returns, in 

Little Dorrit, to the Marshalsea, to the moment when 

symbiosis is shattered by division and the threat of 

independence. The same processes of abjection constructs 

the identity of this author and his characters, conflating 

the two, making it impossible to distinguish one from the 

other. 



CHAPTER 4 

HYSTERIA AND THE RHETORIC OF DEFACEMENT: 

READING HENRY JAMES' 

THE TURN OF THE SCREW 

Textual Hysteria 

In an important scene in the Turn of the Screw, Henry 

James' unnamed narrator sees the ghost of her predecessor: 

Seated at my own table in the clear noon light I 
saw a person ... who had applied herself to the 
considerable effort of a letter to her sweetheart. 
Then it was, in the very act of announcing itself, 
that her identity flared up in a change of 
posture. She rose ••• with an indescribable grand 
melancholy of indifference and detachment, and 
stood there as my vile predecessor. Dishonored 
and tragic, she was all before me, dark as 
midnight in her black dress, her haggard beauty 
and unutterable woe. (62) 

In this passage, the governess tells the reader about her 

own "unutterable woe," even though her telling is indirect 
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and ambiguous. James's heroine, who has been thinking about 

corresponding with her employer concerning the problems she 

is having with the children at Bly, sees in the action of 

the ghost of Miss Jessel writing a letter to her sweetheart 

an image of what she wishes she can do. However, since the 

Master had insisted that she take care of the children 

independently, without consulting him, writing the letter 

might indicate her failure at fulfilling her duties. She 
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has already promised not to write. In this double bind, 

the governess imagines Miss Jessel as doing just what she is 

not allowed to do. The act of writing is described 

therefore, as requiring an "effort," and the writer 

"dishonored and tragic." The reference to the 

"unutterable" further shows the extent to which what can not 

be written determines this hallucinatory scene of writing. 

In effect, the governess creates Miss Jessel in order to 

give shape to what she cannot say, expressing her protest 

against the master's law through the mute "change of 

posture" which articulates female desire in hysteria. 

The politics involved in the critical debate on James' 

novella reinforce the unutterability characteristic of the 

hysterical symptoms depicted in The Turn of the Screw. The 

Freudian readers of the governess' text always stress her 

hysteria, yet commonly fail to analyze what she is trying to 

say through it. One early Freudian critic, Edmund Wilson, 

suggests that "the governess who is made to tell the story 

is neurotic, and the ghosts are not real ghosts but her 

hallucinations" ("The Ambiguity of" 7). Wilson goes on to 

claim that the governess is another one of those self 

deceiving "Anglo-Saxon spinsters" whom James supposedly 

loved to write about (11). Another reader, seeking actually 

to stress the governess' "heroism," still fulminates: "fiend 

she is, but a sick woman too" (Cargell 154). Such labeling 

of character, its definition into preset categories of 
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pathology, while understandably common in psychoanalysis, 

leads to misunderstanding. Especially in a problematic text 

like The Turn of the Screw, the politics of interpretation 

work to deprive the woman of her "indifference and 

detachment," enmeshing her in a polemic which makes of her 

story a case history, silencing her all the more. As 

Shoshana Felman rightly notes, Edmund Wilson's early 

psychoanalytic reading of the tale generated a political 

debate between competing cultural value systems, with each 

individual critic trying to assert the validity of his or 

her own assumptions by applying them to the story: 

For or against Wilson, affirming or denying the 
reality of the ghosts, the critical 
interpretations have fallen into ~wo camps: the 
psychoanalytic camp, which sees the governess as a 
clinical neurotic deceived by her own fantasies 
and destructive of her charges; and the 
metaphysical, religious, or moral camp, which sees 
the governess as a sane and moral savior. (170) 

Clearly, this debate polarizes James' governess into two 

stereotypes: She is either the "moral savior" or the 

"neurotic." The critics of both camps, in their battle for 

the "truth," hysterize all the more the woman whom they seek 

to understand, making of her story the symptom of their 

assumptions: First, The focus of the arguments of one side 

on the issue of religion and morality further screens the 

meaning of the governess' hysteria. On the other hand, in 

the case of psychoanalytic criticism, the insight given 

about the story of the governess can only be proven by 
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stressing the extent to which she fits the label "hysteric." 

Meanwhile, the reasons for this hysteria and what its 

symptoms can tell us about the patriarchal society which 

generated them is left out of the debate. 

Unlike some of his critics, Henry James believed that 

the hysteric has a story to tell. After all, he was 

personally acquainted with hysteria because he nursed his 

ill sister, Alice James, during some of her nervous 

breakdowns. When he read her diary, James was "immensely 

impressed with the thing as a revelation of a moral picture. 

It is heroic in its individuality, its independence-its face 

to face with the universe for and by itself" (Letters 215). 

The independence of thought James notes in Alice's writing 

is common among the women who suffer from hysteria to the 

extent that the illness itself may well be an exaggerated 

expression of it. In the diary James praises, the 

hysterical symptom certainly appears as the female subject's 

rhetorical protest against restrictions which are imposed 

on her by the value system of her patriarchal community. 

For instance, in a famous passage, Alice refers to a moment 

when her anger flares up at the town library, obviously a 

place from which many women were--and continue to be--too 

often excluded: 

As I used to set immovable reading in the library 
with waves of violent inclination suddenly 
invading my muscles taking one of their myriad 
forms such as throwing myself out of the window or 
knocking off the head of the benignant pater as he 
sat writing at his table, it used to seem to me 



that the only difference between me and the insane 
was that I had not only the horror and suffering 
of insanity but the duties of doctor, nurse and 
straight jacket imposed upon me too. (29) 

What triggers Alice's hysteria in this instance is not a 

single patriarchal "pater," but the 90ntrast she perceives 

between her social position and his. While the pater can 

peacefully write at his table, she is made to embody many 

cultural contradictions which make writing a more arduous, 

if not impossible, task. For the hysteric carries within 

her both the interiorized values of her environment, 
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represented h9re as the duties imposed by a doctor, and her 

own desire for escape from those duties as well. Each one 

of those two tendencies works against the other in Alice's 

writing. On the one hand, the "insane" desire for 

liberation clearly manifests itself: the images of the 

pater and the doctor, the two representatives of the 

"duties" which patriarchy imposes on women, are violently 

defaced when Alice associates both with the "straight 

jacket." Yet, on the other hand, the cause of Alice's 

anger is unexplained; she does not offer the objective 

correlative necessary to justify her violent feelings. In 

effect, the social values she interiorized--her sense of 

"duty"--make a full separation from the patriarchy she 

denounces impossible. Her thoughts about suicide reveal 

this paradoxical self-repudiation which counterbalances the 

expression of her resistance. 
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In her section of The Newly Born Woman, Catherine 

Clement argues that hysteria fails as a discourse of 

resistance because of the self-repudiating gestures that 

characterize much of the writings of the women ~'ho suffer 

from this disease. For Clement, the hysteric's failure in 

separating herself from patriarchy's value systems inscribes 

her as a conservative political force that reinforces those 

values. As she suggests, the hysteric's speech 

Introduces dissension, but it doesn't explode 
anything at all; it doesn't disperse the bourgeois 
family which holds together only in the 
possibility or the reality of is own disturbance, 
always reclosed, always reclosable. It is when 
there is a crossing over to the symbolic act that 
it doesn't close up again. (24) 

Because the hysteric's writing is not a "symbolic act" which 

liberates, hysteria becomes for Clement a centripetal force 

which unifies the patriarchal family. While it is possible 

to make such an argument, it is equally important to 

remember that the writings of women like Alice James 

articulate a message which other cultural discourses, 

including the debate on The Turn of The Screw, too often 

repress. After all, while Alice's writing may reveal her 

helplessness, it also negates the structure which creates 

and reinforces social meanings and value systems when she 

refuses to punctuate her words. This gesture is a form of 

"symbolic action" because it is punctuation which gives 

writing the ability to carry meaning. What this refusal to 

punctuate addresses, deals with, and responds to is 
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obviously not a real pater/father, but the symbolic 

structures which allow such figures to occupy a position of 

privilege and authority in the first place. The textual 

hysteria which appears in Alice's vlriting can be seen then 

as a rhetorical strategy which seeks to disfigure the logic 

and signifying modalities of the social order. In The Turn 

of the Screw, James writes as a hysteric, assumes her voice, 

in order to similarly reveal the hidden structures that 

underlie and reinforce the unequal distribution of power in 

patriarchy. While, in the prologue, he explores the methods 

through which the female subject interiorizes the values of 

her society, in the governess' narrative he rhetorically 

defaces those values. 

Seduction, Circulation, and the 

Law of the Father 

The prologue which the reader of James' novella 

encounters before reading the Governess' tale serves the 

ideological function of framing her narration. Whereas, in 

a traditional literary form as the Fable, such framing 

occurs through the assertion of the moral at the end, in the 

Turn of the Screw, the tale's moral is stated before the 

story of the woman begins. As the unnamed narrator puts it: 

"the moral of which was the seduction exercised by the 

splendid young man. She succumbed to it" (6). The seducer 
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is here described as"splendid," while the governess is 

referred to as a "she," an Every Woman the effect of whose 

seduction her narrative will surely tell. In Speculum of 

the other Woman, Luce Irigaray argues that such a seduction 

commonly occurs in the moment of every woman's introduction 

into language in a male dominated society. As it happens, 

this seduction which occurs prior to the events depicted in 

the story of the woman nonetheless exerts a tremendous 

influence over them. The linguistic system to which the 

female subject is seduced in this context becomes nothing 

less than a law which 

reduces to the state of fantasy the little girl's 
desire, a desire barely articulate, silent 
perhaps, or expressed in signs and body language, 
a desire that must be seduced to the discourse and 
law of the father. (54) 

As Irigaray's "must" indicates, this seduction is 

patriarchy's imperative because it ensures that the desires 

of the female subject will conform to and confirm the social 

norm. In effect, the daughter is seduced into a discourse 

where the "law of the father" is the main term of reference 

in relation to which female subjectivity itself is defined. 

In James' novella, the seduction into this law not only 

denies the governess the medium necessary for the expression 

of her desire but also introduces her to a social system 

where she becomes an object to be exchanged between men. 

The seduction depicted in the prologue reinforces the 

traditional polarity which gives the male subject the 
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authority commonly associated with the figure of the father 

in patriarchy, while inscribing the female as the passive 

and innocent daughter. These are, after all, the cornmon 

stereotypes of gender and James' heroine is manipulated into 

accepting them from the outset. In the prologue, the 

unnamed Master skillfully writes a theatrical scenario in 

which he plays the role of the seducer, with the governess 

inscribed as the victim of his seduction. The setting of 

this drama, for instance, suggests the Master's economic 

power and class superiority. After all, the governess is 

merely "the youngest of several daughters of a poor parson": 

the Master, on the other hand, lives in "a big house filled 

with the spoils of travel and the trophies of the chase" 

(6). Because the Master's mansion is cluttered with the 

trophies "of the chase" probably won by previous conquests, 

the governess finds his dwelling "vast and imposing." His 

theatrical presence, too, lures her gaze: "she figured him 

as rich- saw him all in a glow of high fashion, of good 

looks, of charming ways with women" (6). This charm the 

Master uses to induce the governess to do what he wishes her 

to. That the prologue asserts the polarity which associates 

women with passivity appears in the outcome of the 

seduction: 

When, for a moment, disburdened, delighted, he 
held her hand, thanking her for the sacrifice, she 
already felt rewarded. (6) 
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The Master is "disburdened," while the governess is 

persuaded to make a "sacrifice." The seduction, in effect, 

transforms the "daughter" to a sacrificial victim from the 

beginning. 

The role of the governess is sacrificial because of the 

aphasia it imposes upon her. The stated aim of the Master's 

seduction is to make her do his bidding silently; he 

blatantly insists on blocking all communication and 

correspondence between the two of them. His law says 

that she should never trouble him but never, 
never: neither appeal nor complain nor write 
about anything; only meet all questions herself, 
receive the money from his solicitor, take the 
whole thing over and leave him alone. She 
promised to do this. (6) 

Through the seduction, the Master induces the governess to 

accept this law, a law which overdetermines her future 

hysteria by denying her the ability to express her thoughts. 

One of James' critics, Alexander Jones, easily dismisses the 

significance of the governess' single encounter with the 

Master: "The governess had no painful memory of her 

employer; to the contrary, she thought him charming" (312). 

This argument fails because it is the very charm of the 

Master which actually makes the memory of the interview 

painful to the governess in James' text. The Master's 

law/seduction forces her distance from the very person to 

whose charm she succumbed. This charm screens the 

seduction, seducing critics like Alexander Jones into 
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underestimating its significance. Because of it, the 

governess wishes throughout the novel to speak to the Master 

again. In various passages, we see her desire precisely 

what the Master's law forbids her: his attention and care. 

For instance, early in the narrative she hopes that he would 

appear at the turn of a path and would stand 
before me and smile and approve. I only asked 
that he would know; and the only way to be sure 
that he knew would be to see it, and the kind 
light of it, on his handsome face. (15) 

The governess seeks the presence and acknowledgement of the 

Master because his law forbids her, precisely, from 

communicating with him. That law, in effect, silences her, 

and the "charm" conceals manipulation and an edict demanding 

complete submission. 

The seduction depicted in the prologue ultimately 

transforms the woman involved to an object or sign to be 

circulated between men. within the narrative of the 

governess, there is an enigmatic reference to this system of 

exchange. Here, The governess is talking with Mrs. Grose 

about the Master and her predecessor: the references, 

however, carry double meanings, implying more than what is 

blatantly stated: 

'What was the lady who was here before?' 

'The last governess? She was also pretty and 
young-almost as young and almost as pretty, Miss, 
as you are. ' 

'Ah then I hope that her youth and her beauty 
helped her!' I recollect throwing off. 'He seems 
to like us young and pretty!' 



'Oh, he did,' Mrs. Grose assented: 'it was the way 
he liked everyone!' 

She had no sooner spoken indeed than she caught 
herself up. 'I mean that's his way,the master's. 
I was struck. 'But of whom did you speak first? 
'She looked blank, but she colored. 'Why, of him. ' 

'Of the master?' 

'Of who else?' (186) 

In the beginning of this dialogue, it is implied that for 
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the master the governess and Miss Jessel are substitutable. 

Since both are young and pretty, one of them can stand for 

and occupy the place of the other. However, soon 

afterwards, the two speakers confuse the master with his 

servant because both men are described as liking the same 

type of woman. This confusion implies that the earlier and 

by now dead Miss Jessel herself was exchanged between the 

Master and quint, the former man leaving her at the mercy of 

the latter. Miss Jessel eventually was impregnated by 

Quint, and, while the cause of her death is untold, it is 

probable that she killed herself. Then, she is substituted 

by the present governess. It is this exchange of women 

between men which is hinted at when Douglas and the narrator 

mock Miss Jessel's death as being caused by "too much 

respectability" (3). Moreover, another symbolic exchange 

occurs in the prologue. The governess, as Douglas informs 

the narrator, was not desirous of making her story known: 

"She had never told anyone" (2). It is Douglas who actually 
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decides, after years of silence, to give her manuscript to 

the narrator. The latter finally tells the story to the 

reader from a copy which he made of her text. Both the 

governess and Miss Jessel are exchanged between men, then; 

and their stories are told after their deaths, without their 

consent. 

While the seduction and circulation of women depicted 

in the prologue causes the governess' insanity, the symptoms 

of her pathology allow for the expression of her protest. 

As the feminist critic Paula Cohen indicates, in The Turn of 

the Screw, hysteria reveals the woman's resistance, but in 

an indirect and paradoxical manner: 

The governess, the presumed source of domestic 
order, wrecks havoc in the domestic space and ends 
up driving one child from the house and destroying 
the other. This paradox forces us to reevaluate 
the female role to which the governess so 
exaggeratedly conforms and see it as the breeding 
ground for a pathological imagination, an 
imagination which arises in order to fulfill the 
requirements created by the role and fulfill needs 
which the role denies. (81) 

Cohen puts the term "pathological" within quotation marks in 

order to stress that the governess' role, the rules which 

she follows so faithfully, overdetermines and prompts her 

pathology. Yet, by pathologically exaggerating her deferral 

to the letter of the law, the governess fulfills "needs" 

which the law "denies." For Cohen, in other words, the 

pathology of James' governess allows her to escape from the 

gender stereotypes which are asserted in the prologue. Yet 
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there is more to James' novella than Cohen states: 

Throughout her text, the governess continuously seeks a 

method of transgressing the law of silence imposed upon her 

through the master's seduction, while still appearing to 

follow its terms. For example, when the governess imagines 

Peter Quint wearing the Master's clothes, she, in effect, 

rhetorically constructs a displaced image of the Master and 

communicates with it. The fact that this communication 

manifests itself silently in the form of body gestures does 

not make it less dialogic. As we will see, the governess 

subjects the figure of the Master to a process of rhetorical 

disfiguration which clearly expresses her anger against him. 

Similarly, the law of silence is maintained and broken with 

Miles through such a displacement. After all, the governess 

cannot talk with Miles about what the ghosts connote. This 

displacement of the signifier of silence from one position 

to another in the narrative chain, from the Master to Quint 

and Miles, suggests that the latter two figures represent 

the former one for the governess. If we follow the 

itinerary of those displacements, we will see that the 

governess' rhetoric not merely disfigures the image of the 

Master but, more importantly, decodes some of the methods 

through which mastery itself is established and maintained 

in a patriarchal society at large. Actually, the governess' 

displacement of one male figure for another is itself a 

defacement of male mastery, since she is mimicking the 
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system through which one woman sUbstitutes another in 

patriarchy. 

The Superstructure of Mastery 

While the seduction of James' governess deprives her of 

the ability to articulate her feelings to the Master, she 

nonetheless communicates with him through a process of 

rhetorical figuration. Her hysteria partially consists of 

the creation of a figure of the Master in the phantom of 

Peter Quint. In "Autobiography as Defacement," Paul de Man 

defines the trope of such figuration, prosopopoeia, as 

The fiction of an apostrophe to an absent, 
deceased, or voiceless entity, which posits the 
possibility of the latter's reply and confers 
upon it the power of speech. Voice assumes mouth, 
eye, and finally face, a chain that is manifest in 
the etymology of the trope's name, prosopon 
poein, to confer a mask or face. ("Autobiography 
as Defacement" 926) 

This trope allows James' governess to give a face and a name 

to the absent authoritative figure who violated her and to 

carry a dialogue with him. In this strange inner debate, 

she expresses her objections to the social order and to her 

oppressors. Those utterances, however, are silent, 

appearing in the form of visual delusions and ambiguous body 

gestures because the original subject to whom she addresses 

herself is absent. As Paul de Man further notes, it is a 

common characteristic of prosopopoeia to speak silently: 



To the extent that language is figure (or 
metaphor, or prosopopoeia) it is, indeed, not the 
thing itself but the representation, the picture 
of the thing, and, as such, it is silent, mute as 
pictures are mute. (930) 

The muteness of the addressed figure stems from the fact 
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that it represents an absent entity which, nonetheless, can 

be brought forth into a ghastly linguistic presence. In 

James' novella, the governess utilizes this process, 

creating a prosopopoeia of the absent master in the form of 

the ghost of Peter Quint in order to express her resentment 

to him. 

Recent psychoanalytic studies of the figure of the 

phantom confirm this reading. Psychoanalysts are now 

beginning to realize that ghosts are products and 

representations of the interdict which reduces women's 

desires to gaps and silences in patriarchal narratives. 

When analyzing the figure of the phantom in the hysteric's 

narrative, Nicolas Abraham argues that "the phantom is meant 

to objectify the gaps which the concealment of some part of 

a loved one's private life produced in us" (75). The figure 

of the ghost, in other words, refers to the socially 

unsayable. Abraham goes on: 

What haunts are not the dead, but the gaps 
left within us by the secrets of others. (75) 

The words which the phantom uses to carry out its 
return do not refer to a source of speech in the 
parent. Instead, they point to a gap, that is, to 
the unsayable. (78) 
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The image of the phantom haunts precisely because it 

juxtaposes the law of the Father, with its secrets about its 

crimes of domination, alongside and against the feminine 

desire which seeks to transgress it by expressing itself. 

In such cases, clearly, the narrative law which uses the 

father as its term of reference is destabilized when that 

father is transformed into a ghost whose semiotic function 

is to articulate the t'unsayable" which he is supposed, 

through seduction, to repress. In The Turn of the Screw, 

the silence of. the ghost of Peter Quint reiterates the 

silence of the Master, and the battle between him and the 

governess (enacted likewise in silence, appearing in body 

language) is her battle with the rhetoric of mastery. 

The hysteric's symptoms often assume the form of a 

narrative which depicts a feminine attempt to question and 

resist the laws and positions of patriarchy's seduction. In 

those narratives there occurs, at first, a moment of insight 

into the nature of the patriarchal Master (whom the hysteric 

previously cherished) and then a feeling of revulsion 

against the social order which that Master represents. For 

example, when James' governess hallucinates the figure of 

Peter Quint standing, dressed up in the Master's coat, at 

the top of the tower, to her he becomes no mere Master, but 

a prosopopoeia of mastery itself. At first, the governess 

assumes that the figure confronting her is the master, but 

she soon recognizes her mistake: 



This figure produced in me two distinct gasps of 
emotions which were the shock of my first and my 
second surprise. My second was a violent 
perception of the mistake of my first; the man who 
met my eyes was not the person I had precipitately 
supposed. We were too far apart to call to each 
other, but there was a moment at which, at 
shorter range, some challenge between us, breaking 
the hush, would have been the right result of our 
straight mutual stare (17) 

I would argue that this scene repeats and reverses the 

patriarchal structure depicted in the episode of the 
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governess' seduction by the Master. In both instances, the 

drama is played out between two actors, one of whom 

represents the Master (both through his clothing and his 

high position). Moreover, the fact that the governess 

stresses the "unnatural hush" separating the two actors 

suggests the reiteration of the signifier of silence here. 

Yet in the narrative of hysteria, the positions of 

seducer/seduced, the two imperatives of gender construction 

in patriarchy, are reversed. Instead of a Master to whose 

charm the woman blindly succumbs, there now appears a 

"straight mutual stare" and even a challenge is mentioned. 

As the hysteric gazes back at her seducer, she recognizes 

one of the hidden secrets of patriarchy. The "charming" 

patriarchal male turns out to be visibly a repressive 

figure, a Master who seeks to torment women and to induce 

them to submission. Terry Heller rightly says that James' 

heroine 



Must submit to quint's gaze ••• which judges her 
without apparent sympathy, which challenges with 
increasing resistance her confidence. (150) 
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The prosopopoeia of the Master, while perhaps a hysteric's 

delusion, still reflects a reality which many women 

experience in patriarchy. The gaze of a Master-cold, 

scrutinizing, judging, challenging, always reminding the 

female subject of the passive role to which she must succumb 

in patriarchy-embodies that reality without concealment. 

After her first encounter with Peter Quint, James' 

heroine realizes that the Master is not what he appeared to 

be at first to her innocent gaze. Hence, in her second 

encounter with Quint, she takes up the gauntlet (glove) and 

seeks the ghost, but he eludes her (21). She describes the 

third encounter as being "as human and as hideous as a real 

interview" (41) in order to stress that it is a repetition 

and a revision of the original "interview" with the Master 

(6). The governess now "strains" toward a "Mutual" meeting 

of eye, "disfiguring" that "tall, active, erect" and 

masterly figure into the bent "hunch" of a "low wretch" who 

scuttles into the "black bend of a descending stair well" 

(47). In those images, surely, the polarities of the social 

order are twisted as the Master's double drops down the 

social ladder. Christine Brooke-Rose rightly notes that 

Quint appears first on a tower (up), then at a 
ground floor window (level), then on the stairs 
(down). (162) 
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In each act of this pantomime, he silently descends further. 

Through the rhetoric of prosopopoeia, the governess 

expresses the objections of many women to patriarchy's laws. 

Yet prosopopoeia serves another function in this novel: a 

political one. In general terms, this trope allows for the 

creation and maintenance of political power. Governments 

and other social institutions often rely on this trope in 

order to give to their authority an image and a face which 

justifies the power structure of a given community. The 

French thinker Pascal, for instance, notes that the 

political institutions seeking to impress their subjects 

with respect and fear often use various signs, which, 

through their combined effects, create a seemingly natural 

and authoritative face, a personification of mastery which 

the citizens learn to accept: 

The custom of seeing kings accompanied by guards, 
drums, officers, and all those things that bend 
the social machine toward respect and terror, 
causes their face to imprint on their subjects 
respect and terror even when they appear by 
themselves, because one does not separate in 
thought their person from the retinues with which 
they are ordinarily seen. And the world, which 
does not know that the effect comes from the 
custom, thinks that it comes from a natural force: 
and from that comes these words: 'The character 
of divinity is imprinted in his face'. (Qtd. in 
Marin, Portrait 145 ) 

What the passage stresses is that the "respectable" and 

"terrifying" image of authority is created by a gathering of 

semiotic signs and a "face" resulting from them. In her 

narrative, James' governess recognizes one of those semiotic 
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signs which allow for the mastery of one gender over 

another: the gentleman's hat. 

Although Quint is staged in the Master's waistcoat, the 

governess stages him without his hat. In removing the 

master's hat, she unveils one of the symbols of male power. 

Quint, hatless, is merely an intruder: "Tall, active, 

erect .•• but never, no never! a gentleman" (24). The 

governess realizes now that male domination is often 

established on, and screened by, the image of the gentleman, 

an image which is supported by such semiotic elements as the 

hat. Hence, when Mrs Grose inquires about the features of 

the figure that the governess saw, she replies: 

'I've been dying to tell you. But he's like 
nobody. ' 
'Nobody?' She echoed. 
'He has no hat.' (23) 

The Governess sarcastically calls Quint a "nobody" because 

"he has no hat." The hat, more than a clothing item, proves 

to be another prosopopoeia, "giving a face to what is devoid 

of it", to use Paul de Man's phrase ("Epistemology of 

Metaphor" 25). The cultural critics who explore the 

psychosociology of clothes also realize that the hat, as a 

symbol, can enhance male domination: 

In the 19th century, it is possible to analyze 
the rise and fall of feminine emancipation from 
the height of men's hats. (Laver 121) 

Epochs of extreme male domination have coincided 
with high hats for men. (Hansen 222) 
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For the governess, the act of putting on a hat turns man to 

a Master. Through her hysteria, she realizes that it is not 

the man who makes the hat, but ironically, the hat which 

makes the man and fashions the gentleman. Consequently, she 

restages the Master as a tiny figure standing on the top of 

that tower of mastery: the gentleman's hat. 

The hysteric's use of prosopopoeia resembles that of 

the literary author's to a certain extent. In an important 

letter, James compares his role as the author of The Turn of 

The Screw to that of a painter: 

It is the intention so primarily, with me, always, 
of the artist, the painter, that is what I most, 
myself, feel in it-and the lesson, the 
idea-ever-conveyed is only the one that deeply 
lurks in any vision prompted by life. And as 
regards a presentation of things so fantastic as 
in that wanton little tale, I blush to see real 
substance read into them-I mean for the generosity 
of the reader. But, of coarse, where there is 
life, there's truth. ("That Wanton Little Tale" 
110) 

James here suggests that the function of the author is to 

paint, to give a face to, his "vision" of life. This image 

which the artist creates the reader then interprets, giving 

color to it and to the artist's face. The hysteric uses 

prosopopeia in a similar fashion; but, unlike the literary 

author who keeps a certain distance from his creation ("that 

wanton little tale"), the hysteric is too involved with the 

image she creates. For her, the painting serves the vital 

function of breaching the stipulated silence imposed upon 

women by the social order. Moreover, through the process of 
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creating patriarchal faces and defacing them, the daughter 

comes to understand certain concealed aspects of social 

reality; she decodes some of the symbols on which male 

control (i.e., "mastery") over the female is established. 

Whereas prospopopeia was traditionally deemed merely an 

issue of interest to the rhetorician, beyond the domain of 

socio-political systems, hysteria teaches us otherwise. The 

hysteric, the seduced girl, uses this trope to express her 

protest against the patriarchal social order which allowed 

her violation to occur and repressed her attempts to 

denounce it. 

The Sounds of Music 

In the governess' relationship with Miles, meanwhile, 

the signifier of enforced silence appears in the form of a 

metaphor borrowed, mainly, from the world of nineteenth 

century opera. This metaphor is apt since, in many 19th 

century opera productions, the female voice is allowed to 

resonate in the opera house only in order to be silenced at 

the end, thus creating an effective tonal closure which 

pleases the aesthetic sense of the male audience. The 

harmonic promiscuity of the female voice leads, in other 

words, to her silence and annihilation. As Catherine 

Clement argues, in a world where the sounds of music are 

coded as masculine, the female voice is trapped: 



That is what catches them [operatic heroines] in a 
social system that is unable to tolerate their 
presence for fear of repudiating itself. Always, 
by some means or other, they cross over a . 
vigorous, invisible line, the line that makes them 
intolerable, so they will have to be punished. 
They struggle for a long time, in the labyrinth of 
plots, stories, myths, leading them to the supreme 
outcome, where everyone knew they would have to 
end up. (Opera 44) 
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The harmonic modulations of the female voice are foredoomed 

since the role assigned her inscribes her situation as one 

where, after breaking a law, she will be punished. In the 

case of the governess, as we have seen, the "invisible line" 

which women should not cross was already drawn in the 

prologue, and, in fact, she describes the law of silence 

which that line represents with musical metaphors. As she 

states when describing her discourse with Miles: 

Who would ever absolve me, who would even consent 
that I should go unhung, if, by the faintest 
tremor of an overture, I were the first to 
introduce into our perfect discourse an element so 
dire? (47) 

The governess' discourse with Miles is perfect only when she 

does not articulate her feelings. She is silenced to the 

extent that the sound of the "faintest tremor of an 

overture" expressing her thoughts might have fatal 

consequences. The sounds of music, then, refer back to the 

original interdict of the Master in James' novella. 

While A. E. Sheppard rightly realizes the governess' 

ambivalence toward music, she fails to analyze the causes of 

that ambivalence. As she points out, for the governess, the 
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piano is "an instrument and emblem of childish corruption." 

(59) Yet the governess' attitude toward the piano does not 

stem from her puritan background solely. Rather, she is 

also aware of the seductive power of music. Early on in the 

narrative, the governess is enchanted by the theatrical and 

musical skills of the children: 

We lived in the cloud of music and affection and 
success and private theatricals. The musical 
sense in each of the children was of the quickest, 
but the elder in special had a marvelous knack of 
catching and repeating. (39) 

Yet, in this proliferation of harmony, the governess detects 

a "false note" (83). She realizes, in other words, that 

"young master" Miles is using music in order to attempt a 

seduction similar to that of the Master. In the following 

passage, Miles uses his piano playing skill in order to 

influence the governess' judgement: 

He sat down at the old piano and played as he had 
never played, ... at the end of a time that under 
his influence I had ceased to measure I started up 
with a strange sense of having literally slept at 
my post. (66) 

Miles here uses his musical skill to lure the governess to 

"sleep" so that Flora may escape. His music, like the 

Master's charm, merely screens the manipulation involved. 

The conclusion of this episode exposes the rhetoric of music 

for what it really is. Here, Miles responds to the 

Governess' inquiries about Flora's hiding place: 

He played on a minute before answering, and then 
could only say, 'Why, my dear, how do I know?' 



breaking, moreover, into a happy laugh which, 
immediately after, as if it were a vocal 
accompaniment, broke into incoherent extravagant 
song. (66) 
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The sounds of harmony include a note of musical mockery that 

disclaims knowledge of what it actually knows. 

The violence of rhetoric depicted in the narrative of 

the governess eventually leads to an act of rhetorical 

violence, the murder of Miles. This murder is rhetorical 

because it is established on-and is the inevitable outcome 

of- the system of linguistic disfiguration which occurs 

throughout The Turn of The Screw. The governess did not 

wish to kill Miles; what she was actually denouncing is the 

patriarchal power system which he came to represent. As 

that system was established on the exchange of one woman for 

another, so does the governess now fatally substitute the 

master with a representative. For Miles is not described as 

"the young master" without reason. Early on in the 

narrative, he stages a nocturnal escapade in order to show 

the governess that he can do as he pleases. Later on, he 

induces her to write a letter to the Master and purloins 

that letter, thus symbolically occupying that Master's 

position as the letter's addressee. Finally, he demands 

that the governess must "release" him, seeking, like the 

Master, to stop the discourse between the two of them. 

Because of this doubling between the Master and Miles, it is 

possible to see the last chapter of James' novella as the 
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governess' eloquent response to the Master's seduction in 

the prologue. 

In the beginning of the final act of this drama, the 

governess and Miles circle about "like fighters not daring 

to close" in a battle for mastery (81). Soon, the presence 

of the Master's prosopopoeia intervenes, functioning as a 

guardian to the prison cell of patriarchy: 

Peter Quint had come into view like a sentinel 
before a prison .•. I knew that, close to the glass 
and glaring in through it, he offered once more 
to the room his white face of damnation. (81) 

The gaze of the Master's phantom "damns" the governess by 

reminding her of the law of silence to which she has 

submitted. Yet, within the confinement of that law, the 

governess expresses her anger again through the medium of 

body words. Early on, the governess has posed as a 

protective screen/enclosure for Miles. To her he was 

a little [prince] for whom everything •.• would 
have to be fenced about and ordered and arranged. 
(15) • 

I was a screen ..• I was to stand before him (22). 

Instead of allowing for a repetition of the original 

seduction, instead of allowing Miles to leave, the governess 

tightens this enclosure silently about him, without 

breaching the Master's stipulation. In effect, she pays lip 

service to the roles set for her while simultaneously making 

a mockery of them. As the law of the Master stifled the 
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governess at the beginning of the text, so does she stifle 

the representative of that law for her at its ending. 

The repetition of the word "recover" more than once in 

the last chapter reveals the governess' awareness of the 

fact that rhetorical ambiguity is the female subject's last 

resort in a society which victimizes her. While she at 

first uses this word to express her desire to help Miles, 

she then refers to it to connote her attempts at regaining 

her self back. At first, she states that "The grasp with 

which I recovered him [Miles] might have been that of 

catching him at his fall," even though she sets the drama to 

ensure that Miles will never be "recovered" (87), that the 

Master's representative will be dead. Instead, the 

governess now recovers herself: "No woman so overwhelmed 

ever in so short a time recovered her command of the act" 

(87). This, then, is the act of self-recovery, the point of 

no return where the hysteric finally crosses over the 

"invisible line" patriarchy sets forth for its women. And 

it is an act of re-covering or concealment as well, since it 

is expressed through body language, shifting from 

subservience to patriarchy's laws to their subversion, but 

not verbally. Some of James' more conservative critics 

argued that the governess is "the guardian whose function is 

to ward off evil" (Heilman 215), and in spite of the murder 

she committed. Such critical assessments demonstrate that 
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the ambiguity of the hysteric's expression is effective in 

transforming one's traditional enemies into one's defenders. 

In Alice Doesn't, Teresa de Lauretis points out that 

The story of femininity ..• [has] a single answer, 
one and the same meaning, one term of reference 
and address, man, Oedipus, the human male person. 
And so her story, like any other story, is a 
question of his desire. (158) 

What de Lauretis is saying is that the desire of the woman 

is repressed in most narratives because they reflect the 

vision and values of the male subject. In such a narrative, 

the female figure appears heavily coded, reflecting numerous 

imposed social curses and discourses. As we have seen in 

the case of Henry James' The Turn of the Screw, the 

repressive Oedipal law is stated in the prologue, 

predetermining the term of reference in the woman's story 

before it begins. On the other hand, the symptoms of 

hysteria indicate the woman's resistance to the demands of 

this masculine representational system. While this 

expression of resistance is ambiguous, it nonetheless 

exposes and rhetorically disfigures the semiotic codes on 

which the so called gender norms of patriarchal narratives 

are founded. Generally, what the governess' hysteria 

indicates is that the notion of male mastery is established 

on such signs as clothing (i.e., the hat), riches (i.e., the 

Master's mansion), and music. By using such elements, the 

male subject seduces the female into doing his bidding. As 

the hysteric's symptom defaces those foundations on which 
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social authority is established, it reveals the presence of 

a feminine desire that secretly functions in many 

narratives. It is a desire which questions the inequity of 

power structures, disfigures the ragged systems of 

signification, and potentially seeks change and liberation. 



CHAPTER 5 

READING BEYOND SEMIOTICS: 

A FEMINIST ACCOUNT OF ANOREXIA NERVOSA 

The Pitfalls Of Semiotics 
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Many modern theorists are involved in the project of 

relating psychoanalysis to semiotics. Such theorists often 

assume that Freud's "discovery has as many implications for 

semiotics, or the study of signification, as it does for 

psychoanalysis, or the study of the subject. Indeed, ..• Freud 

shows the two disciplines to be virtually synonymous" 

(Silverman 54). While it is important to study semiotics in 

order to understand what the analysand is saying, it is 

equally important to be aware of the risks of considering 

those two disciplines to be "synonymous". It is possible, 

for instance, that the reliance on semiotics may subdue some 

of the more radical implications of what psychoanalysis 

discovered about subjectivity and gender. Because it often 

relies on the polaristic logic of the "plus" and the 

"minus", semiotics can be used to support the psychoanalytic 

theories which associate women with lack and passivity. As 

the following statement shows, semiotics may be used to 

prove that women are inarticulate, unable to express their 

feelings as gendered beings: 



There is no woman but excluded by the nature of 
things which is the nature of words, and it has to 
be said that if there is one thing about which 
women themselves are complaining at the moment, 
it's well and truly that, it's just that they 
don't know what they are saying, which is all the 
difference between them and me. ("God and the 
Jouissance" 199) 

Jacques Lacan justifies this claim about women's 
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inarticulateness with a direct reference to the "nature of 

words". Women are silent, supposedly, because it is 

language which "excludes" them. Moreover, it is the "nature 

of things" that, even when women talk, they will not "know 

what they are saying". References to semiotics give some 

credibility to such claims. When a discourse finds evidence 

for its claims in another field of knowledge, it becomes 

more persuasive, almost convincing. While semiotics cannot, 

by itself, prove Lacan's thesis about women's 

inarticulateness, the rhetorical strategy which refers to 

semiotics to support such a thesis, nonetheless, works, and 

it fools people. It is important, therefore, to be aware of 

the pitfalls of semiotics, especially when what is at stake 

is the question of gender. 

Beyond a certain point, the polaristic logic of 

semiotics suppresses what the female analysand is often 

desperately trying to say to her psychoanalyst. What Lacan 

terms "the nature of words" may consist of the so called 

"gender norms," those lines which many psychoanalysts seek 

to teach their patients never to cross. In America today, 
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the women who dare cross those invisible lines are often 

banished and isolated from their peers. Then they are taken 

to the psychoanalyst who, armed with semiotics, seeks to 

exorcise the ghosts of "abnormality". Did not Freud once 

compare psychoanalysis to the medieval Inquisition? "Why do 

the confessions extorted by torture have so much similarity 

to my patient's narratives during psychological treatment?" 

(Qtd. in Clement 12). What distinguishes psychoanalysis 

from the Medieval Inquisition is the analyst's ability to 

listen to the nuances of the patient's language, to read, in 

her muffled syntax, what she is trying to say, and to 

discover, through the rhetorical shifts of her discourse, 

the causes of her agony. In short, rather than saying, with 

Lacan, that women are excluded from language from the 

outset, one should try to hear and analyze what they are 

actually trying to say about themselves and the culture they 

live in. 

I will argue that, when read rhetorically, anorexia 

nervosa, the modern female epidemic in America and Western 

Europe, may be viewed as a defacement of gender norms; 

anorexia is a response to, and may even be caused by, those 

lines which patriarchal culture induces women not to cross. 

The rhetorical defacement in anorexia appears both in the 

anorexic's words and in her body language. At both levels, 

there occurs a de coding of the gender fictions we live by. 

Such de coding, while common in mental illness, 
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problematizes the question of reading to the psychoanalyst, 

involving him in what Mary Jacobus, echoing Freud, 

ironically calls "an unnecessary maze of sign reading" 

(299). It is, however, necessary to read and analyze this 

maze of signs. It may turn out that it is not the anorexic 

who is excluded from language, but semiotics which does not 

yet know how to read the maze of signs she produces. 

The Disintegration Of Borders 

Anorexia usually occurs whenever a daughter, seeking to 

separate herself from her parents, fails in this attempt. 

The anorexic assumes that by drastically reducing her own 

intake of food, she will tame the influence of her parents 

on her. By such a reduction, she creates a distance between 

herself and the food her parents proffer, establishes for 

herself a space beyond their desires, or so she thinks. Yet, 

by reducing her intake of food drastically, she grows 

weaker, more dependent on the very family members form whom 

she urgently needs to distance herself. In Powers of Horror, 

Julia Kristeva notes this disintegration of borders in 

anorexia. The term "abjection," which Kristeva uses in 

characterizing anorexia, among other illnesses, refers to 

the collapse of distances between self and Other, subject 

and object. As the anorexic's attempt to separate herself 

from her parents fails, she comes to occupy a more 
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ambiguous, less clearly marked, locus, neither within, nor 

without, but in between, opposites: 

Food loathing is perhaps the most elementary form 
of abjection. Along with sight clouding dizziness, 
nausea makes me balk at that milk cream, separates 
me from the mother and father who proffer it. 'I' 
want none of that element, sign of their desire, 
'I' do not want to listen, 'I' do not assimilate 
it, 'I' expel it. But, since the food is not an 
other for me, who am only in their desire, 'I' 
expel myself, 'I' spit myself out, 'I' abject 
myself with the same motion through which 'I' 
seek to establish myself. That detail, ••• that 
trifle turns me inside out, guts sprawling; it is 
thus that they see that 'I' am in the process of 
becoming an Other at the expense of my own death. 
During the course in which 'I' become, 'I' give 
birth to myself amidst the violence of sobs, of 
vomit. Mute protest of the symptom, shuttering 
violence of a convulsion that, to be sure, is 
inscribed in a symbolic system, but in which, 
without being able to become integrated to answer 
to it, it reacts, it abreacts. It abjects. (3) 

Kristeva's interpretation brilliantly captures the paradoxes 

of anorexia as a "mute protest". As she points out, food in 

eating disorders is a "sign of their desires," the desires 

of the parents. By trying to untangle herself from the web 

of the desires of her family members, the anorexic seeks to 

become an Other, that is, to be independent. However, 

because the parents have appropriated the daughter's life, 

which exists, now, "only in their desire," her attempt 

fails. Kristeva puts the "I" in quotation marks in order to 

stress the collapse of borders between the anorexic and her 

parents. Such a disintegration of boundaries characterizes 

anorexia. The barriers separating commonly accepted gender 

polarities, such as to have/to lack, for instance, collapse 
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in this illness. For the word "anorexia" literally means to 

lack appetite, that is, to lack hunger, to lack the sense of 

lack of food. As Helene cixous suggests, paradoxically, 

femininity too is defined as the lack of lack in the annals 

of psychoanalysis: 

What psychoanalysis points to in defining woman 
is that she lacks lack. Curious to put it in so 
contradictory, so extremely paradoxical, a manner. 
To say she lacks lack is also, after all, to say 
she doesn't miss lack, since she doesn't miss the 
lack of lack. Yes, they say, but the point is she 
lacks the lack, lack of the phallus. And so, 
supposedly, she misses the great lack, so that 
without man she would be indefinite, undefinable, 
nonsexed, unable to recognize herself outside the 
symbolic. ("castration or Decapitation" 683) 

Anorexia converges with "normal" femininity as defined by 

psychoanalysis, since both are instances of the "lack of 

lack". Yet anorexia also defaces that definition. For, 

whereas femininity is defined as lack, the anorexia asserts 

that she is not lacking. She insists that she is not hungry, 

in spite of her continual starvation; or again, she attempts 

to defer her maturation indefinitely, losing weight until 

her menstrual cycle stops. The currently accepted criteria 

for diagnosing anorexia, published by J.P. Freighener and 

his associates, manifests, as a common feature among many of 

its elements, the desire to subvert the definition of 

femininity as a lack: 

1. Onset prior to age 25. 
2. Lack of appetite accompanied by loss of at least 

25 percent of original body weight. 
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3. A distorted, implacable attitude toward eating 
food, or weight, that overrides hunger, 
admonitions, reassurances, and threats; for 
example, (a) denial of illness with a failure to 
recognize nutritional needs, (b) apparent 
enjoyment in losing weight with overt 
manifestations that refusing food is a pleasurable 
indulgence, (c) a desired body image of extreme 
thinness with overt evidence that it is rewarding 
to the patient to achieve and maintain this state, 
and (d) universal handling or hoarding of food. 

4. At least two of the following: (a) Lungo (soft, 
fine hair), (b) periods of over activity, (c) 
episodes of bulimia (binge eating), (d) vomiting 
(may be self induced), and (e) amenorrhea. 

5. No known medical illness which may account for the 
weight loss. (Qtd. Bell 5) 

What is common among many of these elements is the desire to 

overstep bodily lack. The anorexic, for example, overrides 

her hunger and "nutritional needs." Moreover, she enjoys 

refusing food, considering it a "pleasurable indulgence II and 

even denies that she is ill. 

The association of femininity with lack creates a 

definite distance between the (male) psychoanalyst and his 

(female) patient. As a IIsubject supposed to know" all about 

the female lack which the patient fails to recognize, the 

psychoanalyst, through this dubious knowledge, may establish 

for himself a position of mastery over the patient, thus 

creating an invisible line separating the two. This 

invisible line separating the psychoanalyst from the 

anorexic is exploded in one of Catherine Clement's 

metaphors, when, reflecting on Lacan's relationship to his 

students, she compares him to an anorexic: 



He was suffocated by love, like a child so stuffed 
with food by its mother that it becomes anorexic 
to the verge of starvation as a way of 
demonstrating to its mother that it wants to be 
hungry. Nearly eighty, Lacan hungered after being 
hungry. (Lives and Legends 9) 
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It is in the life of the great psychoanalyst, and not in 

what he tells us about women, that we find an allegory for 

the processes at work in anorexia. For, like a child whose 

space is invaded by a mother who expresses her love through 

feeding, Lacan suffers the intrusions of students who invade 

his space and corrupt his teaching. Lacan's response to his 

students, moreover, resembles that of the anorexic to her 

parents. Both reject those who invade their space and suffer 

the consequences of that rejection. As the anorexic 

devastates her body in order to express her need for 

independence, so does Lacan close his own school in 1980. In 

another context, when seeking to justify closing that 

school, Lacan points out that one gains autonomy often at 

the expense of one's own death: 

The Other is missing. That strikes me as funny 
too. I'm holding on, though, which dazzles y~u, 
but that's not why I'm doing it ••.• lf I ever do 
leave you, tell yourselves that it is in order to 
be Other at last. (Qtd. Clement, Lives and Legends 
10) 

As the anorexic holds on, sustaining herself by the food 

which she does not eat so that she may become an Other, so 

does Lacan wait for the moment when he will become an Other. 
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Both realize that one may suffer and even die in order to be 

an Other, in order to gain autonomy. 

Both within the family and in psychoanalytic theory, 

then, the anorexic does not occupy a specific locus. She 

exists, instead, in the collapse of limit between self and 

Other, subject and object, psychoanalysis and femininity. It 

is to this no place, where the psychoanalyst converges with 

the patient and life converses with death, that she asks us 

to follow her. Here, the sight of her body reveals 

irreconcilable societal curses and discourses, while her 

language turns out to consist of purloined letters, 

conflating the sender and the receiver. As we shall see, in 

both of those forms of expression, she exists not within a 

properly marked locus, but as a defacement of what 

patriarchal culture deems to be "proper" for women. 

The Spectacle of Agony And Defiance 

In her section of The Newly Born Woman, Catherine 

Clement suggests that women often attempt to inscribe what 

they are not allowed to say onto their bodies. In such 

instances, the female body is turned into a site of anguish 

and defiance, a spectacle: 

These women, to escape the misfortune of their 
economic and familial exploitation, chose to 
suffer spectacularly, before an audience of men: 
It is an attack of spectacle, a crisis of 
suffering. And the attack is also a festival, a 
story of seduction. (10) 
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The rhetoric of the body as spectacle or theater is 

exemplified in anorexia. For the long and slender body of 

the anorexic enunciates, simultaneously, an exhibitionistic 

joy and the agony of starvation. Those two factors, in spite 

(or because) of their irreconcilability, produce the body 

theater. Angelyn Spignesi sums up the findings of the 

psychological research on the spectacle in anorexia: 

Researchers continually refer to her exhibitionism 
and mirror gazing. She longs to show others her 
skeletal frame as well as to stare at the mirror 
at her reflection. Most psychoanalysts interpret 
this as child like narcissism or egocentrism. (20) 

It is an error to suggest that the anorexic merely 

identifies with her mirror reflection. Coupled with the 

narcissistic display of the body, there is a sense of 

alienation and estrangement from that body. After all, what 

the anorexic exhibits is not a site of feminine abundance, 

but a "skeletal frame", the sight of a woman whose distrust 

of the body reaches the extreme of starving it. 

It is possible to think of the anorexic spectacle as a 

defacement of a socially endorsed prosopopeia of male 

perfection. This prosopopeia, manifesting itself in diverse 

forms in the anorexic spectacle, may well be one of its 

causes. J. Hillis Miller offers an apt definition of 

prosopopeia: 

Prosopopeia: the word comes from the Greek 
prosopon, mask or face, and poein, make, confer. 
The trope of prosopopeia uses language to ascribe 
a voice or a face to the absent, the inanimate, or 
the dead. Prosopopeia is a trope of address •••• By 



speaking to what has no life, face, or voice, it 
invokes an answer and presupposes the possibility 
that what is addressed may answer back. 
("prosopopeia" 188) 

Because this trope "confers" a "face," it may give a 
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grotesque shape to the equally grotesque "gender norms" of 

this patriarchal culture. Anorexics complain bitterly of 

those norms, which, for them, assume the shape of a 

"dictator who dominates me," or "a ghost who surrounds me," 

or "the little man who objects when I eat." The 

prosopopeia of the "little man" is the embodiment of the 

laws which a masculine culture superimposes over the female 

individual. In The Tongue Snatcher, Claudine Hermann 

analyses the force this image of the "little man" acquires 

over many women: 

In the immense totality of culture, woman appears 
to have been placed between parenthesis, emerging 
unexpectedly in connection with other things, 
traversing texts like a shadow, to be eliminated 
as quickly as possible so that one may go on, 
without wasting time, to more important matters. 
Thus, the woman who wants to become educated is 
forced to let a little man grow inside her, who in 
order to understand what he hears or sees must 
completely forget his origin. (6) 

The little man bodies forth the masculine ideals to which a 

female must learn to conform in order to survive in a 

patriarchal culture. He is a dominating internalized version 

of all the laws she abides by. Yet, as J. Hillis Miller's 

definition of prosopopeia suggests, this trope "invokes an 

answer" and allows for dialogue. The anorexic spectacle may 
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be considered as a female's answer to, her defacement of, 

the patriarchal face. This answer savagely exposes the fear 

and distrust of women which gender norms screen. 

One of the cultural contradictions which the anorexic 

spectacle exposes is that whereas, biologically, femininity 

results from the accumulation of a certain amount of fat 

necessary for menstruation, in the imaginary order of our 

civilization, femininity is equated with slimness. As Noelle 

Caskey argues: 

The accumulation of body fat in certain areas of 
the body is a precondition for menarche. until a 
critical body weight is reached, menstruation will 
not begin, and menstruation may be suppressed by 
once again bringing body weight below the critical 
point. From sexual maturation to the end of life, 
weight, but its relation to female hormones, is 
essentially resistant to the conscious wishes of 
its owner. (169) 

Whereas, biologically, a certain amount of fat is necessary 

for femininity to be reached, culture forms the female 

consciousness to make her resist that fat and, 

metoynmically, the femininity it connotes. This conflict 

between the biology of the female and her gender role 

expectations creates in many women a sense of discomfort 

with, and alienation from, their bodies, a discomfort merely 

exaggerated in anorexia. For example, researchers often 

refer to American women's "obesophobia," the bizarre 

preoccupation with overweight which commences before puberty 

and intensifies in adolescence and adulthood. This phobia, 

appearing in such forms as the continuous concern with 
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weight and dieting, generates a "hallucinated" body image. 

As Roland Barthes notes: 

When you are in the frame of mind to diet, you end 
up hallucinating your body. By that I mean that if 
you take in ten grams of sugar, which absolutely 
cannot make you get materially fatter-in any case 
not for twenty four or forty eight hours-well, 
within the next hour you "feel" your body getting 
fat. (33) 

Because our culture stresses the ideal of slimness, many 

women are forced to live continuously with such a 

hallucinated body image. In a survey conducted by Glamour 

magazine, "when asked to choose among potential sources of 

happiness, the Glamour respondents chose weight loss over 

success at work or in interpersonal relations" (Brumberg 

26). By equating desirability with the image of the slim 

female, culture inscribes to the woman what she should look 

like, turns her body to a representational form she must 

struggle with, and forces her to change herself so that she 

may fit into that ideal. As Helene cixous puts it: 

Hold still, we're going to do your portrait, so 
that you may begin to look like it right away. 
(319) 

The cultural norm of slimness, hence, produces an image, a 

"portrait", which is then superimposed on the female 

subject. Yet, while seemingly complicitous with the ideal 

of female slimness, the anorexic exaggerates it till it 

collapses. For, by flaunting to the world her ability to be 

slim to the extent of forfeiting feminine desire, does not 

anorexia exhibit and deface the association of femininity 
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and slimness in the culture at large? Anorexia, ironically, 

shows the gender norm of slimness, itself, to exhibit our 

culture's general discomfort with femininity. 

As the anorexic spectacle defaces the norms culture 

inscribes as feminine, it also marks the overvaluation of 

the male over the female at the base of those norms. For, by 

renouncing many of the attributes of femininity, the 

anorexic achieves an ambiguous, male like shape. According 

to Spignesi, anorexics are asexual: 

Her asexual appearance has captured the medical 
imagination as did her asexual appetite. We have 
to look twice when she appears. Female without 
curves, female with long hair? She steps outside 
of each Gender. (15) 

Granted, the anorexic spectacle does retain a dangerous 

sexual ambiguity, since the anorexic seemingly does step out 

of the polarity masculine/feminine. Yet, the fantasy 

underlying the spectacle seems to be a desire to achieve 

certain masculine attributes. Anorexics feel that being a 

female in our culture is an "unjust disadvantage," depriving 

the subject of many options and choices (Bruch 55). It is 

this culturally produced sense of hopelessness and 

discomfort with femininity which drives many women to 

renounce their sexual attributes. 

The fantasy of being masculine, moreover, demonstrates 

the strength of the homoeroticism which the masculine gender 

norms screen, a strength manifested in the anorexic's desire 

to be a "male with long hair", "without curves." In The 



Obsession: Reflections on the Tyranny of Slenderness, Kim 

Charmin explores the homoerotic fantasy underlying her 

desire for slimness: 

I reverted to a fantasy about my body's 
transformation from this state of imperfection to 
a consummate loveliness, the flesh trimmed away, 
stomach flat, thighs like those of the adolescent 
runner on the back slopes of the fire trail, a boy 
of fifteen or sixteen, running along there in a 
pair of red trunks, gleaming with sweat and suntan 
oil, his muscles stretching and relaxing, as if 
he'd been sent out there to model for me a vision 
of everything I was not and could never be. I 
don't know how many times this fantasy of 
transformation had occupied me before, but this 
time it ended with a sudden eruption of awareness, 
for I had observed the fact that the emotions 
which prompted it were a bitter contempt for the 
feminine nature of my own body. The sense of 
fullness and swelling, of curves and softness, the 
awareness of plentitude and abundance which filled 
me with disgust and alarm, were actually the 
qualities of a woman's body. (20) 

The prosopopeia of the eroticized male body invades the 

female consciousness, produces in her a sense of "disgust 

and alarm" at her "imperfection", and induces her to lose 

weight so that she may achieve a shape similar to the one 
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she witnessed. The homoerotic gender norm states: If you are 

not endowed with the right members and attributes, then 

devastate your body to look as though you are "endowed." 

The anorexic spectacle shows, hence, the valorization of the 

attributes of masculinity over all else in a patriarchal 

culture. That many "normal" women wish to display very slim 

figures point to the strength of such homoerotic fantasies 

in our culture at large. 
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The anorexic spectacle may be viewed as a defacement of 

a male prosopopeia. A patriarchal culture, typically, 

produces many images to model for woman a vision of what 

they should be like: Kim Charmin's "adolescent runner," 

Helene cixous' "portrait," Claudine Hermann's "little man" 

are some examples. All create for each woman an "anti 

narcissism", making her hate herself for lacking what she 

does not need in the first place (Cixous 310). In anorexia, 

we see a defacement of such mirages: the obesophobia of many 

American women, for instance, or the homoeroticism which the 

masculine gender norms screen, are exaggerated in the 

anorexic spectacle until they collapse. Moreover, the 

anorexic disfigures the perfected male image, itself, into a 

strange and undefinable shape: male with long hair? female 

without curves? It is this ambiguity of the spectacle which 

scars the polaristic logic of the norms of gender. 

The Purloined Voice 

As the spectacle of the anorexic defaces the gender 

norms of our culture, so does her speech. The speech of 

anorexics is notoriously duplicitous, as they tend to 

manipulate others by seeming to accept their arguments. As 

Helda Bruch states, 

While dutifully and compliantly agreeing, 
anorexics cherish the secret knowledge that things 
as they are discussed are not so. Throughout 
childhood, they have been double tracking, 



agreeing with what is demanded of them but 
secretly disavowing it with the thought 'I know 
better.' (25) 

According to Bruch, this duplicity can be traced to the 

anorexic's childhood, since the parents usually enforce 
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politeness and respect to elders over the household, forcing 

the daughter to keep her thoughts unexpressed. 

Yet patriarchy's suppression of the daughter's voice 

does not totally deprive the anorexic of a medium of 

expression. What occurs in anorexia, actually, is a theft of 

the Other's speech, an act of tongue snatching by which the 

anorexic expresses her own ideas. In the anorexic's 

relationship to her family and others, there occurs a 

strange kind of communication: 

Each one seems to know and express what the other 
feels and truly means, at the same time 
disqualifying what the Other has said. I have 
called this style of communication a confusion of 
pronouns because one never knows in whose name 
anyone is speaking. (183) 

While seemingly compliant with the Other's discourse, the 

anorexic "disqualifies" and defaces it, depriving it of its 

origin and meaning. She migrates among the identities of 

others, establishing herself, momentarily, in the locus of 

her interlocutor. Nameless, identityless, without a proper 

place, we do not know in whose name, whose "I am", she is 

addressing us. 

The anorexic's verbal kleptomania forces us to redefine 

our conceptions of voice. Unlike most western philosophers 
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who, according to Derrida, associates voice with presence 

and identity, the anorexic knows that her voice is haunted 

by the ghost of others, by numerous originless voices never 

to be exorcised. The confusion of pronouns in anorexia 

occurs when the anorexic assumes the voice of an Other and 

reflects to the speaker what he seeks to hear. In the 

following passage, an anorexic identifies voice with 

mirroring: 

I was sitting with these three people when I felt 
a terrible fragmentation of myself. There wasn't a 
person inside at all. I tried with whoever I was 
to reflect the image they had of me. There were 
three different people, I had to be a different 
person to each, and I had to balance that. 
(Bruch 49) 

In this instance, identity is noted for its absence ("there 

wasn't a person inside at all"). Voice, rather than bodying 

forth the presence of any interiority, merely mirrors to 

others "The image they had of me". The "I," itself, 

recognizing its status as a shifter, laments its secondary 

nature and dependence on the interlocutor. Anorexia teaches 

us that voice, and the identity it is supposed to reflect, 

are, themselves, signifiers which can only be understood in 

terms of other signifiers. 

The parodic voice of the anorexic is able to deface as 

it reflects and modify as it imitates, subverting the law it 

seems to obey. Referring to the patriarchal text of the 

English language par excellence, Milton's Paradise Lost, an 
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anorexic identifies her anorexia with hell, insisting that 

anorexia is a defacement of patriarchal heaven: 

They intended to make it their city, but it is a 
parody of heaven. they have lost heaven and want 
to rebuild it. They don't mean to create a parody; 
they want to get away from suffering, not to 
create a locus. They create a city which 
materially is beautiful; of rich ores and jewels 
and craftsmanship and yet which is an absurd and 
tragic grotesque. Similarly, I wanted to avoid 
anxiety, emptiness, suffering, disconnectedness. 
Anorexia isn't an attempt to make yourself suffer. 
It is an attempt to recapture Eden by revealing 
it. (Bruch 49) 

Norma's metaphor consists of two signifiers, heaven and 

hell, and the latter, as she points out in her interesting 

interpretation, is a parody of the former. For Norma, hell 

is not a "locus", but a parody of one. Similarly, both as 

spectacle and voice, anorexia is a defacement of many 

culturally endorsed signifiers. 

In an important lecture, "The Way of Masks," Levi-

Strauss argues that a "mask is not primarily what it 

represents, but what it transforms"; in other words, each 

mask is a defacement of a prior mask (92). I have argued 

that anorexia, too, can be read as a defacement of other 

signifiers. I have sought to map forth the effects of this 

defacement in the anorexic's body and speech. Traditional 

readings of anorexia immediately judge the anorexic, condemn 

her, put her behind patriarchal bars. For instance, a number 

of psychoanalysts, armed with the polaristic logic of 

semiotics, claim that the anorexic displays the fear of 
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"oral impregnation". On the contrary, anorexia is a 

response to the misogyny of such discourses. The logic of 

semiotics cannot interpret either anorexia or femininity 

and, hence, the semiotician often dismisses both with a 

sneer ("they don't know what they are saying"), or reduces 

them to an "unnecessary maze of sign[s]." It is urgent 

today, as we listen to the speakers of the Congress debate 

what we once thought to be an inalienable right, as we see 

more violence enacted against women in the workplace, as we 

feel the force of regressive tendencies in our country, to 

read the signs in the maze of our lives. One needs always to 

read and, like the anorexic, to deface the myths, fictions, 

and prospopeias of the little men which a patriarchal 

culture produces in order to drive its women insane. 
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