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U sing B akhtin , Jud ith  B utler, M ary Russo, S tallybrass and W hite, and

o thers, in com bination  w ith various an thropological s tud ies o f lim ina lity  and

carn iva l, the  d isse rta tion  theorizes the uses o f laughter, irony, and the 

gro tesque in the works o f  Zora N eale H urston, A dele W isem an, M argaret 

L aurence, Ju lia  A lvarez, and L ouise Erdrich, expanding the concep t o f

carn ival as a  too l fo r fem in ist w riters and readers.

The texts I  explicate in the fo llow ing chapters work as sites o f  literary 

carn iv a l to rew rite  p a tria rchal hegem ony. They invert, subvert, and attem pt 

to  rev ise  patriarchal “w isdom ” through a literary use o f carn ival. C arn ival is 

in tense ly  po litica l, aim ing alw ays to criticize, and often to overthrow , the 

status quo. H ow ever, carn ival is also alw ays a personal, partic ipatory  event, 

em pow ering those who jo in  in its ruckus. In the chapters that follow  I attem pt 

to  tease out the ways in which the five authors I have chosen to study 

em pow er th e ir  fem in ist readers w ith the ir strong, rebellious sense o f  hum or.

C arn ival hum or w orks subversively  through serious p lay w ith

language, and through serious play with the im ages o f the fem ale body. The

five novelists  I have stud ied  “question  au thority” through th e ir  tex ts, 

h ig h lig h tin g  the absu rd ities  o f  the “au th o rities” by d em onstra ting  the  tw isted  

doub le-th ink  wom en m ust utilize to “be” and to be “rea l” wom en, and through
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a de te rm in ed  fo reg ro u n d in g  and undercu tting  o f  the m asquerade o f  

fem in in ity , the m ask o f the fem inine that wom en w ear in o rder to hold a place 

in  a p a tria rch a l society .
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F o re w a rd

Fem inist H um or and the F ru it Lady

A ll laugh ter is a llied  with the m onstrous. . . Laugh ter breaks up, breaks out, 
sp lashes over. . .it is the m om ent a t w hich the woman crosses a dangerous  
line, the cu ltu ra l dem arca tion  beyond  w hich she w ill f in d  h e r se lf  excluded .

C ixous and  Clem ent — The Newly Born W om an

W hen I was a  teenager in Council B luffs, Iow a in the early 1970’s I was

fascinated by one o f  m any o f our tow n’s “m isfits.” I was a w est-ender, one

o f the poor kids, who rode the bus up to the east side o f town on Saturdays to 

spend  a fternoons s tro lling  up and dow n the streets and through the 

departm en t stores w ith my friends. O ccasionally , though not often, 

because we d idn ’t often  have m oney, we w ould buy a cherry coke at K ings 

Food H osts or a fo rty-five at the record shop next door. W hat I rem em ber 

m ost v iv id ly  from  th is tim e, though, is not my friends or the m usic or the 

taste  o f  the cherry coke. W hat I rem em ber m ost vividly is this woman. I 

looked fo r her, first thing, when I got o ff  the bus on those Saturday

afternoons and all th rough the w eek she stuck in my head.

She sold fruit out o f the back o f a pickup truck outside the Council Bluffs 

Savings B ank on the corner o f  B roadw ay and M ain S treet, ca tty -co rner to 

bus stop. She was probably betw een 60 and 70 years old, though my young 

eyes may have seen her o lder than she was. She was short and th in , w ith, 

it alw ays seem ed to me, a bosom  too large for her fram e and too firm  fo r her 

age. H er cheeks w ere heavily  rouged — big round b lotches o f  cherry -red  

b lushed  over a heavy coating o f foundation  and pasty pow der. She w ore 

fa lse  eyelashes and she painted  on tw o th ick  and sligh tly  askew  eyebrow s. 

H er lips w ere cherry-red , too. She wore her too-black hair pulled  up tigh t
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2
on her head into a knot like the cut tail o f a D oberm an. The dress I 

rem em ber her in m ost v iv id ly  was a pow der-blue dancing  gown w ith an 

em pire  w aist. T he bodice g littered  w ith sequins, the sheer m aterial o f  the 

sk irt flow ed in graceful layers to  the m iddle o f her calves. Thick, bu t high, 

heels w ere in vogue at the tim e. She wore a pair, dyed the sam e pow der 

b lue  as h e r gow n.

B ut this w eird get-up,(w eird, to me, because she was “o ld ,” and the old 

w om en I knew  never dressed  like that, and because she w as, after all,

se lling  fru it from  the back o f a pick-up, not going to  a ball), w asn’t the

w hole o f w hat stuck with me through the week. W hat got to me was that 

she w as happy! She laughed! S tanding there, all by herse lf in fron t o f her

fru it truck , she laughed. N ot m aniacally , though; she d id n ’t cackle  like the

w itches o f  the fairy  tales. She laughed heartily , and although it struck me 

as strange, it sounded like healthy laughter. She was alw ays sm iling and 

w aving  at people. Two th ings about her laughter bo thered me then. F irst 

o f  a ll, there  w eren’t very m any wom en I could  think o f in my life who 

laughed  m uch. M y m other, my grandm others, my aunts, my teachers, my 

fr ie n d s’ m others m ostly  frow ned and w ere preoccupied , too busy with too 

m any k ids, too  m uch housew ork, and w orries about too little m oney to 

laugh. A ny w om an laughing was “d iffe ren t.” Secondly , there was a

co n trad ic tio n  fo r  me betw een her appearance and h e r laughter. She was

all d ressed  up and ready to  w altz, w aiting fo r custom ers at the open tailgate  

o f  th a t beat-up , b lack  p ickup  w ith bu ilt up w ooden railings, behind her

cra tes  o f  fru it, a lw ays app les and oranges, som etim es plum s o r g rapefru its,

p iled  carefu lly  on the truck bed. A wom an who looked like she did, who 

lived like she m ust have o ff the m eager profits o f selling  that fruit,
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shou ld /m ust be crazy , abandoned , lonely, accord ing  to my m idd le-c lass, 

sexist, ageist sensib ilities , and yet, here she was, sm iling , ta lk ing , enjoying 

life. As I look back at it, I realize that this was my first experience with the 

carn ivalesque and my education  and experience h adn ’t p repared  me fo r it 

at all.

Since then, I ’ve grown a  lot. I ’ve read a lot. My image o f this woman 

has gone through various stages o f  exegesis. In my early  fem inist stage I 

was enraged at w hat patriarchy had forced her to  do to h e rse lf  in the name 

of beauty. A little  la ter I was angry with her for her com plicity  w ith the 

patriarchy. W hy, I asked m yself, hadn’t  she been strong enough to cast o ff 

those garm ents, that m ake-up, and don overalls? S till la ter, rem em bering  

her laugh ter, I was p leased  w ith her strength , her ab ility  to m aintain  her 

own sense o f style in the face o f the jeers and slurs I knew people slung  at 

her. Then, as I took up M arxist-Fem inism , I saw her case as com plicated  by 

issues o f  class. She w as, in effec t, cross-dressing, crossing  the boundaries 

betw een the p ro le ta ria t and the bourgeoisie with her clo th ing . A s I read 

and th ough t abou t m ateria lis t fem inism  I perceived  th a t h er p red icam en t 

was b rought on her by standard ized  im ages o f beauty in a consum er based 

w orld. I recognized her recognizing  herse lf as a com m odity , d ressing  

herself up, as she dressed up her fruit, for sale. W hen I turned to  B akhtin  I

cam e to  a new understanding  o f  the anom aly she has alw ays p resen ted  me. 

She w as, and she was pow erful as, an em bodim ent o f the grotesque.

In his introduction to R abelais and His W orld, B akhtin  explains tha t the 

concept o f  the grotesque is based on the perception  and developm ent o f 

con trad ic tions, the sam e kinds o f  contrad ictions this wom an stirred  in me. 

He w rites o f the
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fam ous K erch te rraco tta  co llec tion  [w here] we find figurines o f 
senile  p regnant hags. M oreover, the old hags are laughing. This is 
a typical and very strongly expressed grotesque. It is am bivalent. It 
is p regnant death , a death th a t gives b irth . There is nothing 
com pleted, nothing calm  and stable in the bodies o f  these old hags. 
They com bine a  senile, decaying and deform ed flesh  w ith the  flesh  
o f new life, conceived but as yet unform ed. . . .Contrary to modern 
canons, the gro tesque body is not separated from  the rest o f the 
world. It is not a closed, com pleted unit; it is unfinished, outgrow s 
itself, transgresses its ow n lim its. . . . The body discloses its essence 
as a princip le  o f grow th which exceeds its own lim its only in 
co p u la tion , p regnancy , ch ildb irth , the th roes o f d eath , ea tin g , 
d rink ing , or defecation . This is the ever unfin ished , ever c rea ting  
body, the link  in the chain o f genetic developm ent, or m ore 
co rrec tly  speak ing , two links shown at the  po in t w here they en te r 
into each other. (25-26)

H ere was my old w om an, not pregnant, o f  course, but w ith her fru it on

disp lay  behind  her, hag -like  and laughing , em bodying  life  and death ,

youth  and age, fru itfu ln ess  and barrenness, beau ty  and beast, tru th  and

lies — all o f  it. She is a hag — as M ary Daly redefines the word. In her

there is the pow er to destroy and to rebuild, she is chaos, she is forever. I

know  her now. I understand  her laughter.

B ut then I was em barrassed by her. She was, in the words my m other

taught me, “m aking a spectacle out o f  herself.” I w ouldn’t have had 

occasion to know this phrase, o f course, if  I hadn ’t seen o ther wom en 

m aking spectacles o f them selves, if  I hadn’t had my m other there to po in t

out to me what this entailed  and to warn me against doing it m yself. M ary

Russo learned this sam e lesson from her m other. She w rites, that “m aking 

a spectacle out o f oneself seem ed a specifically  fem inine danger. The 

danger was o f an exposure. . . . [it] had to do with a  kind o f inadvertency 

and loss o f b o u ndaries.”

[T]he possessors o f large, aging, and dim pled thighs d isplayed at the 
public beach, o f  overly  roughed cheeks, o f  a voice shrill in laughter, 
o r o f  a slid ing bra  strap — a loose, dingy bra  strap especially  -  w ere
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5
at once caught out by fate and blam ew orthy. It was my im pression 
tha t these  wom en had done som ething w rong, had stepped, as it 
were, in to  the lim elight out o f turn — too young or too old, too early 
or too late — and yet anyone, any w o m a n  , could make a spectacle out 
o f he rse lf  if  she was not careful. (213)

One sure way fo r a woman to make a spectacle o f  h erse lf is fo r her to laugh

or to tell a jo k e , and yet a woman m aking a spectacle out o f  herself is not

funny. W e w ere taught to look at her aslant, to try not to look at her at all.

W hen we w ere little  we w ere hustled  out of room s w here wom en were

m aking spectac les out o f them selves, as if  it was som ething “d irty ,”

som ething too shocking fo r kids to see. S till, for me, anyw ay, a woman

m aking a spectacle o f h erse lf was aw fully com pelling. E specially , as in the

case o f  the fru it lady, i f  she d id  it consciously and consistently .

A w om an laughing, especially  a woman laughing by herse lf o r a woman

laughing w ith o ther w om en, is alm ost alw ays m aking a spectacle out o f

herse lf. O ne popu lar defin ition  o f the d istinc tion  betw een com edy and

tragedy is tha t “The w orld is a com edy to those who think, a tragedy to those

w ho fee l.” W om en laughing are suspect in our cu ltu re  because wom en

lau g h in g  m eans w om en th in k in g ,  w om en reco g n iz in g  in co n g ru itie s ,

w om en reb e llin g , w hereas, the role wom en have been assigned  in our

society is tha t o f feeling. It is true in our culture, that not only women

laugh ing , bu t a lso  wom en th ink ing  — w om en p ro fesso rs; w om en sc ien tists ;

w om en ju s tic e s ; wom en senators; wom en, like A nita H ill fo r exam ple, who

think about and act on the ir supposed “ righ ts” as c itizens — are often

view ed as m aking spectacles o f  them selves by those w ho support the status

quo. In p a tr ia rc h y ’s construction  o f  w om en, laugh ter, unless i t ’s laugh ter

directed  at them selves in the presence of men, is taboo fo r wom en. M ary

Daly has said tha t “the cliche, “She lacks a sense o f hum or” — applied by
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m en to every  th reaten ing  wom an — is one basic “e lec trode” em bedded ju s t 

deeply  enough into the fearfu l foreground o f w om en’s psyches to be able 

to con d u c t fem ale energy ag a in st the S e lf w hile rem ain ing  d isg u ised ” 

(G y n /E co lo g y , 19).

If  it has been im possible fo r women to have a sense o f hum or, for 

w om en to be funny, then w hat is it that w om en have been doing tha t has 

caused  them , enab led  them , to laugh through the cen tu ries, as N ancy 

W alker, fo r one, has recently  docum ented  tha t they have indeed been 

doing? L aughing , o f course, but covertly . R ecently , women have begun to

pub lica lly  (re)c la im  the ir sense o f hum or. This has en tailed , over the 

course  o f  the last tw enty years or so, the necessity  o f  (re)defin ing  the 

concep t o f hum or fo r w om en and developing  a ph ilosophy o f  w om en’s 

hum or — esp ec ia lly  o f fem in ist hum or.

H ow  does fem in ist hum or function  in a patriarchal cu ltu re? W ho 

laughs at fem inist hum or? W ho doesn’t? W hy? I will attem pt to answ er 

these questions in w hat follow s. In C hapter One I exam ine trad itional 

d e fin itions and uses o f hum or and con trast them  w ith  fem in ist hum or and 

the too ls o f fem in ist hum orists -- irony and carnival. C hapters Two 

d iscusses the responsib ilities  o f  fem in ist readers tow ard the tex ts  they read 

and posits  tha t fem in ist hum or can be b est apprecia ted  by those readers 

who com e to the  tex t w illing ly , ready to accep t the revolution  fem inist 

hum orists p ropose in the ir tex ts. C hapters Three through Seven are 

read ings o f the fem in ist hum or in the novels o f five con tem porary  N orth 

A m erican w om en w riters -  Z ora N eale H urston , A dele  W isem an, M argare t 

L aurence, Ju lia  A lvarez, and Louise E rdrich  — detailing  how they put irony 

and carn ival to  use to  produce fem inist hum or in th e ir  texts.
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C hapter One
F em in ist H um or at W ork: Irony, Carnival, and the M asquerade

Section One -- T radtional Comedy and Hum or

In com edies peop le  end by accepting the social gam es they had  
ea rlie r  scorned; acknow ledgm ent rein forces socia l ru les o f  th is w orld  a n d  
co u n se ls  accep ta n ce  f o r  others.

Susan L Carlson  “Com ic Textures and Fem ale C om m unities" (210)

T rad itio n a l com edy, especia lly  stage com edy, is inheren tly  socially  

co n serv a tiv e . In the beg inn ing  som eone challenges the ex is tin g  status 

quo, c rea tin g  social d iso rd e r through eccen tric  behaviors tha t dev ia te  from  

presum ably  reasonab le  values like  com m on sense, good natu re , f lex ib ility , 

m oderation  and to lerance. T his deviation from the norm al is sharply  

rid icu led  by o ther characters because it th reatens to destroy  revered  social 

s tru c tu re s  lik e  p a tria rch a l fam ilies and he te ro sex u al, m onogam ous 

m arriages, m ale dom inated social system s, etc. In the course o f the 

com edy , th is in trac tab le  and unreasonab le  charac ter (o r ch a rac te rs) is 

e ith e r e lim inated , or, m ore usually , brought back into the fold and, at the 

end o f alm ost any com edy, order is restored, “the life flow is ordinarily  

sym bolized  in a  w edding, a dance, or a banquet celebrating  the harm ony 

and reconcilia tion  o f  opposing forces. These social cerem onies allow  us to 

see tha t good sense w ins the day and that hum anity endures in the v ital, 

the  flex ib le  and the reasonab le” (B arranger, 26)

In addition to  this upsetting and reestablishing o f the status quo, Susan 

L. C arlson claim s tha t “m ost com edy exposes, w ith varying degrees of 

boldness, sexual double standards. C om edy’s central role reversals are, in

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



9
fact, based on stereo types tha t resu lt from  double standards: i.e ., wom en

gain contro l and men lose it, because these are laughable inversions o f 

norm al ro le s .” T hese inversions, she continues, “endow  m ost com ic 

hero ines w ith [a] m em orable  free-w heeling  pow er to c ritic ize  and belittle  

an unfair w orld” (210). H ow ever witty a woman may be in the m iddle o f a 

trad itional com edy, though, how ever loudly  and often  she m ay laugh, she 

w ill a lm ost alw ays find  h erse lf silenced and “h itched-up” to a m an by the 

end. C arlson explains that the re-estab lishm ent o f  the status quo at the end 

o f a com edy, its easy answ ers to w om en’s problem s, is deceptive and 

dangerous; com ic co n v en tio n s in and o f  them selves p ressu re  ch arac ters  

into a lim ited  num ber o f  roles. The role o f traditional com edy, then, is to 

keep people in th e ir  p laces, to  dem onstrate the value o f  accepting  the way 

things are. I t’s goal as a social tool is not to prom ote change, but to 

m aintain  the sta tus quo.

If  we move away from stage comedy to hum or more generally, we find 

tha t in cu rren t lite ra tu re , m uch the sam e defin ition  o f  the function  o f  

hum or is being offered . F or exam ple, a recent and thorough socio log ical 

study o f  hum or by M ichael M ulkay, On Humor: Its N ature and  Its P lace in

M odern  S o c ie ty , posits that one ‘“ paradox o f the hum orous’ m ode [is] that, 

a lth o u g h  sem an tica lly  hum or invo lves co n fro n ta tio n  w ith  and subv ersio n  

o f a  dom inant pattern , it is used m ost effectively  fo r serious purposes 

m ainly in struc tu red  s itua tions w here it w orks to m ain tain  tha t p a tte rn ”

(177). Just as traditional com edy shows us chaos in order to help us 

appreciate  order, both standard ized  (as in jokes) and spontaneous (as in 

conversa tio n ) hum or subverts the dom inant pa tterns o f our d isco u rse , only 

to re in fo rce  the reasonab leness o f  those patterns.
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Early in his work, M ulkay severs hum orous discourse from  serious

d iscourse and claim s that in serious d iscourse ind iv iduals posit a  unified

real world in order to cope with daily life. B ecause this unified real w orld

is a fic tion , ind iv iduals m ust constan tly  deal w ith d isruptions or

“d iscrepan t fo rm u la tio n s” that give them  pause, tha t cause a rift in the ir

perception o f  a  unified real w orld. By using a set o f  in terpretive practices

that take fo r  g ran ted  that the d iscrepan t fo rm ula tions “canno t o rig ina te  in

‘the world itse lf ,’ b u t m ust arise out o f hum an failure to observe or report

th a t w orld accu ra te ly ,” ind iv iduals are able to “co n stan tly  reaffirm  the

underly ing  ex istence  o f  a un itary  w orld” and to “ re in fo rce  [their] re liance

on a unitary form  o f serious d iscourse” (24). He continues:

Thus, when a speaker’s or w riter’s claim s are taken to g ive rise to 
paradox , th is is v irtually  never regarded  as fo llow ing  from  the 
paradoxical ch aracter o f the w orld, b u t from  som e fau lt in 
reasoning . Paradox is routinely  used in serious d iscourse , along with 
am b ig u ity  and incon sis ten cy , as su ffic ien t g rounds fo r q u es tio n in g  
or re jecting  the assertions to which it is attributed. In this way, 
d iscourse  is constantly  corrected  and revised to m ake it appear to 
em body and d isplay one m eaning requ ired  by  the basic  assum ptions 
o f serious discourse. (25)

This line o f  reasoning  leads him  to conclude that “ if  we w ere to relinquish

th e  assum ption  that we are able correctly  to fo rm ulate  the  pattern  of

events around us, if  we w ere to abandon ourselves to the recognition  that

o th er co n trad ic to ry  fo rm ula tions are equally  v iab le , it m ight ap p ear tha t

we w ould be perm anently  confused and utterly  unable to ac t” (221).

M ulkay claim s that hum or is generated from  the “top dow n” and that

th is, too, w orks to m aintain the system . In a  study o f  hum or conducted

am ong the s ta ff m em bers o f  a m ental hospital it was found that sen io r s taff

laughed at o r made jokes at the expense o f ju n io r staff, ju n io r s ta ff laughed

at or made jokes at the expense o f them selves or o ther ju n io r staff, and
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anc illa ry  sta ff, the low est positions in the h ierarchy, and all fem ale, only 

laughed at the jokes o f others and never attem pted to create any hum or of 

th e ir  own. In this way, claim s M ulkay, hum or kept everybody in line.

W hat is operating  here, o f course, is m ore than the hum orous discourse. It 

is also obvious that there is an econom ic discourse at work. One doesn’t 

m ake jo k es at the expense o f  the person who w rites your paycheck and 

con tro ls  your econom ic fu ture. T hus, in conjunction w ith o ther m odes of 

d isco u rse , hum or w orks to keep everybody function ing  in th e ir  “p ro p er” 

ro le  w ithou t having to resort to to ta lita rian -like  m odes o f  behavior 

m odification. The “chain o f hum or” is a subtle way for people to 

determ ine , and rem ain in, the ir place in the world.

In som e ways M ulkay’s work is very contradictory. On the one hand, he 

claim s that “the hum orous mode, as we know it is essentially  a m arginal

d iscourse  o f w ithdraw al and m ultiplicity  . . .  In our every day world hum or

is a form  o f  play rather than an engagem ent w ith the practical realities o f  

life” (218). On the o ther hand, he claim s that hum or is a  very serious m ode 

o f  d iscourse that allow s us to recognize that m ultiple w orlds exist, w ithout 

th rea ten ing  the unified real w orld we need to establish to get on w ith life.

In th is sense, according to M ulkay, hum or is cathartic. It allows us all to 

p lay w ith the notion o f the chaos around us, w ithout subm itting to it. He 

e x p la in s  th a t

H um or occurs because m undane, serious d iscourse sim ply cannot 
cope w ith its own in terpretative m ultiplicity. . . . hum or is 
sa tisfac to ry  in a m ore substantive, and a more socio logically  
s ig n ifican t way: nam ely, in the sense that the in terp reta tive
openness o f hum or seem s m ore accurately to reflect or reproduce or 
a llow  for the m ultiple realities o f the social world. In this im portant 
respect, hum or seem s to b e . superior to ordinary, serious discourse, 
which is prem ised on an im plicit denial o f that fact that we live in a
w orld o f  m ultiple m eanings and m ultiple realities. It seem s,
therefore, that the serious m ode is seriously defective. . . . our
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language use and our culture are pervaded by a form  o f language- 
use that requires us all, . . .  to assert our own privileged access to 
rea lity , w hilst p lacing us in a social w orld w here that p riv ilege m ust, 
to vary ing  degrees be constan tly  challenged and underm ined. (214,
219, 221, italics mine)

H e com es close here to agreeing w ith M ary D ouglas, w hose views he

dispu tes earlie r in his work. A ccording to M ulkay’s sum m ary o f  her work,

D ouglas does not argue, as he does, fo r a cathartic explanation o f jok ing , in

w hich the status quo is reinforced. R ather, she

s tresses  th a t hum orous u tte rances necessarily  invo lve  a 
con fron ta tion  w ith the dom inan t social pattern . Jok ing , she 
suggests, is an activity  that is generated  by the social structure, but
w hich challenges and d isrup ts th a t structure  by g iv ing  voice to  its 
inconsistencies and irra tionalities. . . . hum or d isorganizes. It 
destroys h ierarchy  and order. Jok ing  does not affirm  dom inant
values, but denigrates and devalues them . In the course o f hum orous 
d iscourse , the accepted patterns o f social life are show n to have no 
necessity . (153-54, quoted in M ulkay)

A t this point he goes on to ask the m ost wonderful question  and provides me

w ith a segue into a discussion o f fem inist hum or. W hat if the hum orous

m ode w ere the dom inant mode? T he serious mode? “In th is new w orld, the

c rite r ia  o f  sem antic adequacy w ould be rad ically  d ifferen t. In particu lar,

genuine c la im s about the nature o f the w orld w ould not be acceptable

un less they  generated  inconsistency , incongru ity  or paradox , or in som e

w ay revealed or acknow ledged the m ultip lic ity  o f  the w orld. M oreover, a

m ode o f hum orous discourse w ould still exist. It would occur, for exam ple,

w hen peop le  inadverten tly  or consciously  im plied  tha t som e event or

action  had a  unitary m eaning” (221). If  the hum orous m ode w ere the

d om inan t m ode the W estern patriarchal world w ould look very m uch like it

does through a post m odern lense, and through a fem inist one.
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Section Tw o — The M asquerade:

S e lf and O ther in W om en’s W riting

A lch em ica l w o m a n ’s m agica l ab ility  to ex tra c t so c ia lly  d erang ing  
poisons fro m  assorted  trifles is, indeed, the ob ject o f  my quest — a poison  
n o t dependen t upon the arcane tex ts  derived  fro m  the p h ilo so p h e r ’s stone, 
b u t m ade fro m  abrading  these texts and  w edding them  to the ir  p o p u lis t 
o th e r s .

P atricia  Yeager, “P reP ostm odern ism : A cadem ic Fem inism  and the
K itchen  S ink" (17).

W om en are in a perfect position to explore the m ultivocality  and the 

m u ltip lic ity  o f the hum orous w orld because th e ir  own “I” (from  w hose 

po in t o f  view  m onological, un ivocally  v isioned texts are constructed) is 

m issing; it  has been co-opted  by patriarchy. This is a  notion w e’ve lived 

w ith at least since Freud — wom en are m ale w anna-be’s; lacking a penis 

they lack a se lf  and they have babies in order to create the ir own 

p en is /se lf  through g iv ing  birth  to sons. Lacan signifies wom en as a

“ lack .” W om en exist only in that they reflect back to men an O ther that, as 

n o t-m ale , confirm s the m asculine self.

If  wom an, the fem inine, is “m issing” as a voice in our culture, where 

can we begin to find her, to hear her speaking? How can she create 

fem in ist hum or when the “fem in ine” doesn ’t exist? H ow  can she asse rt an 

“I” to speak? W ho is speaking w hen she does? A nne H errm ann addresses 

this issue in D ialog ic  a n d  D ifference: “A n /O ther W oman in V irg in ia  W o o lf

a n d  C hrista  W olf."  One simply m ust begin to speak — “I . . .” So that, even 

t h o u g h

[t]he fem ale sub ject is doubly  sp lit because w hen it appropria tes the 
firs t-p erso n  pronoun , it vac illa tes  betw een  a sub jec t p osition  w hich 
is m asculine and the function o f the fem inine w hich is tha t o f 
object[, a]t the sam e tim e, the first-person  pronoun is the least stable 
o f all lingu istic  sign ifie rs , since its referen t changes w ith every  
u tterance; every person who says “I” refers to a person w ith a 
d ifferen t name. By m asking gender it obscures the fact that any 
subject speaks from  a position  m arked by sexual d ifference; by
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m asquerad ing  as genderless it em bodies the possib ility  o f d isrup ting  
d iffe ren ce  by e lim in a tin g  g en d e r a lto g e th e r.

In o ther w ords, a wom an using an “I” is in a sense creating  the fiction o f a

fem in ine presence. C reating  th is presence in language is the firs t step  in

creating  it in the world. One m ust begin som ew here, and accord ing  to

M onique W ittig , there is no better way to begin than to ju s t begin. Judith

B utler sum m arizes W ittig ’s argum ent as follow s: ‘‘The task  fo r wom en . . .  is

to assum e the position  o f  the au thorita tive speaking sub jec t — w hich is in

som e sense th e ir  o n to log ica lly  grounded  “rig h t” — and to overth row  both

the category o f  sex and the system  o f com pulsory heterosexuality  that is its

orig in . L anguage fo r W ittig  is a set o f acts, repeated over tim e tha t produce

rea lity -e ffec ts , tha t are even tually  m isperceived  as “fac ts” (115). B u tle r

c o n t i n u e s :

R ely ing  on the assum ption  tha t all speaking p resupposes and 
im p lic itly  invokes the  en tire ty  o f  language, W ittig  describes the 
speaking subject as one who, in the act o f saying “I,”
“reap p ro p ria tes  language as a w hole, p reced ing  from  o n ese lf a lone , 
w ith the pow er to  use all language.” This absolute grounding o f  the 
speak ing  “I ” assum es g o d-like  d im ensions w ith in  W ittig ’s d iscussion . 
This priv ilege  to speak “ I” estab lishes a sovereign self, a cen te r o f  
abso lu te  p len itude  and pow er; speak ing  estab lishes “ the suprem e act 
o f  su b jec tiv ity .” This com ing in to  subjectiv ity  is the effective 
overthrow  o f sex and, hence, the fem inine: ‘no w om an can say I
w ithout being  fo r h e rse lf  a to ta l sub ject — that is, ungendered, 
u n iv e rsa l, w h o le .” (117)

A ccording to B utler, “W ittig  argues that ‘it is quite possible fo r a work of

lite ra tu re  to operate  as a w ar m achine, “even a perfect w ar m ach ine .’ The

main strategy o f  this w ar is fo r wom en, lesbians, gay men -- all o f  whom

have been particu la rized  th rough  iden tifica tio n  w ith ‘se x ’ — to p reem pt

the position  o f the speaking subject and its invocation o f the universal

po in t o f  view ” (119).
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1 5
In addition to the pow er o f the fem inine “I” in constructing the 

p resence  o f  the absent fem inine in the real w orld, enabling  wom en to 

p a rtic ip a te  in c rea tin g  “a lte rn a tiv e  m em ories” and po ssib ilitie s  fo r action , 

the very fic tiona lity  o f  tha t fem inine “ I” has a  subversive pow er o f its own 

in its essence as m asquerade. M ary A nne D oane, in “Film  and the 

M asquerade: T heoriz ing  the Fem ale Specta to r,” posits tha t wom en who

flau n t th e ir  fem in in ity , m ay be co n sc iously  “ fo reg round ing  the 

M asquerade .” In o ther w ords, recognizing that the role o f the fem inine is 

a construc t o f a pa triarchal society, wom en may choose to  gain pow er by 

ac ting  out the charade o f  fem in in ity  as fully as possible.

By ca lling  atten tion  to the com plete “otherness” that they are, women 

are em pow ered. In one sense this is true, B u tler observes, because as 

“Lacan clearly  suggests . . . pow er is w ielded by th[e] fem inine position of 

n o t-h av in g , th a t the m ascu line  su b jec t who “h as” the P hallus requ ires this 

O ther to confirm  and hence, to be the Phallus in its “ex tended” sense” (44).

In m asquerade  the  w om an “m im ics an au then tic  — genu ine  w om anliness, 

b u t then , au thentic  w om anliness is such a m im icry, is the m asquerade; . . . 

to  be a w om an is to d issim ulate  a fundam ental m asculin ity , fem ininity  is 

th a t d iss im u la tion” (H eath , 47). As M ary Russo notes in “Fem ale Grotesques: 

C arn iv a l and T h eo ry ,” d e libera te ly  assum ed and foregrounded  fem in in ity  

as a m ask, fo r a  m an, is a take-it-or-leave-it proposition; for a wom an, a 

sim ila r flau n tin g  o f the fem in ine is a ta k e -it-a n d -lea v e -it possib ility . To 

put on fem in in ity  w ith a vengeance suggests the pow er o f taking it o f f ’

(2 2 4 )

T he pow er o f m aking conscious or being conscious o f the m asquerade of 

fem in in ity  com es from  recogn iz ing  tha t “ (w jom anliness is a m ask which
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can be w orn or rem oved. The m asquerade’s resistance to patriarchal 

position ing  w ould therefo re  lie in its den ial o f the p roduction  o f  fem inin ity  

as c loseness, as p resence-to -itse lf, as, p recisely , im ag istic” (D oane, 281). 

A cco rd ing  to A nne H errm ann, defin ing  “ fem in in ity  as ‘im ag is tic ’ equates 

the im age w ith the fem inine, w hile the m asquerade allow s fo r d istance 

from  the im age by unm asking the fem inine as fictive. B ehind the im age 

lies ano ther im age, bu t this tim e, a  se lf-reflective  one w hich reveals itse lf  

as m ask. Through this distancing, the fem ale view er [o f her own se lf  and 

o f  o ther fem in ine selves] d estab ilizes the im age and thereby  defam ilia rizes 

trad itio n a l form s o f iconography” (29-30). By fo reg round ing  the 

fic tiveness o f  her role, wom an can gain a d istance from  it fo r h erse lf and 

use it in h e r w ork to underm ine the patriarchy  by “ tra in ing” o ther 

view ers to see its fictiveness, also.

A wom an m asquerading as a woman is perform ing a subversive act.

F irst o f a ll, by recognizing the m asquerade she m ust be beginning to 

(re )estab lish  her e lem ental se lf, the se lf  th a t ex isted  before  its construction  

by patriarchy , and secondly , the pow er o f  her parody m ust be unsettling  in 

the w orld around her. And, here I can’t help but be rem inded o f the fru it 

lady I began with. The pow er o f  her presence in my life all these years 

m ay have been in her parodying, w hether consciously  or not, the roles our 

society  dem ands wom en learn in th e ir  youth — o f the desire  for the 

rom ance o f going to balls in beautiful dresses on the arm s o f  princes, o f the 

need to rem ain fo rever young, o f  the patriarchal w orld ’s m andate that 

w om en d isgu ise  them selves w ith cosm etics and reshape th e ir  bodies w ith 

restric tive and/or padded clo th ing in order to “look” like a wom an. She is
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