effect political change. Whereasa deconatruction avoida taking a
"yea or no" poaition in a conacioua attempt to avoid being
coopted by the ayatem of phallocentric logic that it critiques,
the woman’sa movement muat articulate clear '"yea or no'" poaitiona.
While it ia neceassary for feminiata to take these poaitions, we
can acknowledge that none of them ias fully true or correct. We
can perhapsa beat asee them as working poaitiona, necesaary but
incomplete. The queationa at their base are often binary and
neither anawer ia satiasfactory.

But here the deconatructive paradigm applies as Rabine
auggeata. For aa deconatructioniats know all too well, every
challenge to logocentriam is incomplete, because it exiatas, can
only exiat, in the language of logocentriam. And thias ia the
feminiat dilemma or challenge too. How to act within a
metaphyaical logic of patriarchy in order to diamantle it. The
trick according to Kriateva ia to avoid identifying with the
patriarchal power atructure that we think we are demyastifying and
fighting. Or aa Jane Gallop haa cautioned: we muat try to resiast
the deaire to encompass difference, to 'get it all together,’”™ to
erase women in an attempt to define, represent or theorize woman
(""Annie Leclerc Writing a Letter with Vermeer,” in The Poetics of

Gender, ed. Nancy K. Miller, 1987).
Probably the moat difficult aapect of the task before ua is
that it requires moving from the well-known terrain of binary

logic to the leasa-comfortable realm of the unknown. Or as
Kriateva has aaid, we’re moving from a patriarchal society to
“who knowa what?" Medieval feminista, eapecially readers of the

adventure atory, ahould feel right at home with thia journey into
the unknown, into the impreviasible of what is atill to come.
Except that in thia inatance the subject of the adventure will
not be the knight, but the feminiat critic launching out on her
own aventure.

II. Deasire in Language: Theory, Feminiam, and Medieval Texts
Geraldine Heng, Engliah Dept., Cornell Univ.

Let me begin by telling two atoriea which will help to focua
my particular intereat in our aseaaion today.

In December of ‘86, I gave a paper at the MLA in New York,
in a apecial aseaaion on feminiam and medieval literature. One of
my atrategiea at the time involved reading a feminine preasence in
maaculine-centred romance by wilfully acrutinizing everything the
text did not say, while ignoring everything the text did in fact
highlight, and locating my reading in what the marxiat Pierre
Macherey calls "the unconacioua of the work", and what poat-
Lacaniana refer to aimply as "the textual unconacioua.” After
the aesaion, a very nice woman came up to me, and in the course
of conversation asked a queation that was obviousaly much on her
mind, and which thereafter shadowed my own for many montha.

“"When you read," she aaked quietly, "how can you know you are
really reading the unconacious of a text?"” I answered at length,
but waas unable to asatiafy either of ua. Sixteen montha later, I
can atill aee her in my mind walking away, disappointed at not
having come to any certainty as to where the dividing line wasa
between the conacioua and the unconsciousa text, and between the



text and itas reader. Her deasire for certainty, and clear
knowledge-- for a rule that might be applied and followed through
in all inatancea-- haunted me, perhaps because it spoke,
uncannily, for me aas well; and it became increasingly vital to
negotiate the pitfalla of the gqueation.

The aecond example arises from the occaaion of our aesaion
itaself. When Beth firat wrote with an invitation to ait on thisa
panel, ahe voiced her concern-- an honeat and important concern--
that the aeaaion should "bring medieval acholars
together...rather than set them againat one another." 1In a
recent letter, ahe mentioned once more how disturbed she felt at
the "diviaion among feminiast acholars", and repeated her desire
that we try to "reconcile our different pointa of view...in order
to put together an outline of feminiast theory that would be mosat
uaeful to the appreciation of medieval and renaiaasance worka."
At the very leasat,”" ashe asaid hopefully, "I would like ua to be
able to articulate how a feminiat approach to such early works
differa from feminiat approachea to later worka." Expreaased like
thia, I recogniaed a aimilar drift in aome of my own hopea, and
poaitiona with which I at leaat partly identified, in however
tentative or contingent a fashion. Three thinga would therefore
aeem to be deaired by ua, organiased aomewhat like thia: one, an
end to our diviaion and contentiouanesa as feminiata; two, a body
of feminiat theory apecifically applicable to early literatures;
and three, a differentiation between how we read earlier and
later forma of literature.

My aubject today, as you might gueass from thease examples, is
deaire-- in particular, what is at atake when we voice or do not
voice our desire. As feminists we are familiar with the ways in
which traditional critical reception masters a text and produces
a tradition which excludea or marginalizes ua-- through the
pretence, say, that texts permit only a narrow range of possaible
readinga, which are then by definition the only legitimate ways
in which they may be read. By eliding over ita own deaire, a
non-feminiat reading ia able to maaquerade as politically
neutral-- that ia to aay, unmotivated by any hierarchy of values,
implicit ideological commitmenta, or asaumptiona about power. To
outwit thia particular attempt at maatery-- this manipulation of
the text which hideas what is at atake in the act of manipulation-
- feminiata often make explicit the politica of their own
reading, even aa they proceed to identify the politics of the
texta and critica they read. A common feminiat position ias that
all readinga are political, whether they claim to be ao or not,
whether or not they are conaciocua of the politica they
demonatrate.

Invoked in thias premiase that I have coded aa feminiat isas
thua already a certain admission: namely, that both the text and
the reader participate in the determination of meaning. That isa
to asay, texta do not coerce and force only particular readings
upon & reader; neither are they endlessy re-readable. Readers in
turn cannot pretend to a transcendant position of objectivity in
confronting a text, but must accept responaibility for the
choices they make in the courase of reading. There are
resiatanceas and sedimentationa within a reader; each meetsa the
deaire of the other in a proceaas that can only be deascribed aa
endleasly dialogical-- or, in the vocabulary of paychoanalyais,
tranaferential.



In this drama of reading, then, no certainty is poaaible for
where ia the line to be firmly drawn between what is in a text,
and what ia in the reader? Each ia mutually implicated in the
other; and the extent and character of that mutual implication
ashiftas from moment to moment within every reading compact. Nor,
aa one comea to realize, ia maatery finally poaaible: for there
ia that within a text, and within a reader, which ias blind to
itself. Along with what a text intenda to asay, comea that which
it did not intend, and of which it ia not even aware; similarly,
the diacourae of every reader ia equally traveraed by ita own
blindneases.

The attraction of poatatructuraliat and paychoanalytic forms
of feminiat theory for me lies in part in this frank admisaion of
the utter imposaibility of mastery and certainty, an admiassion
which turna back the impetua of our desire for both. Such kinds
of feminiam do not aseek to replace, wholeaale, male maatery with
female maatery of the text and the critical tradition, but to
quesation the boundaries by which inclusiona and excluaiona are
atabilized, and the disseminations of power necesassarily
entrenched with each and every laying-down of a boundary. The
willingneas of such feminiast readings to admit that they can
themaelves ever only be partial and provisional in nature, in the
end re-doublea, for me, their political force.

. But it ia always eaaier to detect and explore the deasire of
the other, in all ita political ramificationa, than to examine
the implicationa of our own. What ia meant, for inatance, by our
deasire to evolve a homogenousa body of feminiast theory directed to
addresaing medieval or renaiassance texta? And what ia at atake
when we attempt to draw a line between groups of texts,
deaignating one kind as different, in easence, from another, and
aak for separate conaiderationa in reading each kind? Might we
not suapect, firatly, in our wiah to develop a body of theory for
application to medieval literature, a deaire that the theory
ahould maater the literature? That is to say, we would group
ouraelvea alongaide the poaition of a superior, theoretical
knowledge- manipulating that knowledge to explain, clarify,
illuminate, inform and re-arrange subordinate textual knowledges.
Conversasely, in our demand that theory be appropriate to medieval
literature may be senaed a current in the oppoasite direction:

the deaire to submit theory to the authority and jurisdiction of
the medieval text, which would then determine and direct its
uasagea. Thua asubject to inapection and correction by medieval
literature, an appropriate form of theory would easily become
appropriable, and finally, be appropriated by the very literature
with which it ia supposed to enter into discourse, its potential
for apeaking in a different voice amothered and aubsumed at the
outaet. Finally, in our requeat for a clear aseparation between
feminiat approachea to earlier texta, and feminiast approaches to
later onea, may aimilarly be diacerned the politica of an
intereated deaire-- our desire to privilege and protect our own
apecialiam by conatructing a barrier to keep us in, and keep
othera out, and thua aecure the fleeting illusion of a fictive
maatery over literary property.

It atanda to reason then-- not, perhaps, the reason of
common aenase, but the reason of an un-common asense-- that we
cannot afford to rule out any kind of feminist readings, on any
texta, of any period, aas inappropriate or illegitimate. To



exclude aome kinda of feminism ia to risk your own aubjection to
the exclusionary principle by others, including anti-feminists;
and to endanger the multiplicity and heterogeneity that feminiam-
- written in the plural-- offera. Thias is not, of course, to
deny or minimize the preaence of genuine conflict and atruggle
within feminist-inflected theory-- for feminiam ia, if anything,
a theory of atruggle-- or to endorae contradiction over
conciliation. It doea, however, ask that each feminiat reading
be conaidered in ita own terma, againat a background of ita own
logic and asaumptiona; and that we apeak acroass our differencesa
while mutually reaspecting difference itaself. For it ia in the
very proliferation of multiplicity, heterogeneity and difference
that our defense againat our own tendency toward maatery or
hegemony liea: in our diviaion, perhapsa, in our atrength.

III. Feminiam and Medieval Studies
Wendy Clein, The Univeraity of Connecticut, Hartford

Feminiam has helped ua to underatand that no approach to a
text ia free of theory or ideology. Thia inaight is particularly
relevant to acholara of the medieval period. More than atudenta
of other perioda we have appealed to hiastory aa an eacape from
ideological contamination. But aa a cultural conatruct, hiatory
cannot avoid being enmeahed in the moment of ita makers and itsa
making. May we then abandon hiatory and claim the Wife of Bath
aa a fourteenth century feminiast or the female myatic aa the
narcisaiatic woman? I think we should be more cautiousa.
Feminiata muat reaiat remaking the Middle Ages in our image, for
the maaculine tendenciea to appropriate and apecularize have
already yielded falaely monolithic veraiona of the paat. At the
aame time, the Middle Agea needa to be reviasioned by feminiats.
Patriarchal culture, still viewed by aome aa the Weatern
tradition, cannot be allowed to account for all of culture.
Women’a texta and the feminine aubtexta to be found in much
medieval writing challenge the cultural hegemony of great men and
great booka.

How can feminiata beat approach the Middle Agea? Feminiat
theoriea offer a wide range of critical practicea. One of the
benefita of the exploaive growth of theoretical feminist
diacourase in the eightiea ia that it enablea us to apeak with an
intellectual aself-conaciocuanesa that waa not available to the
pioneera in our diaciplinea. But one danger of theoretical
debate ia that it becomea a atruggle for power. I think
feminista need to reaiat replicating the "Oedipal™"™ atrugglea for
power that characterize patriarchy. When we promote a particular
theory, we need to guard againat the tendency to ailence the
oppoaition. That is what appears to be happening in the debate
between '"Anglo-American" and '"Continental' practice. In response
to the criticiam of American '"gynocritica" as eaasentialiat or
empiriciast, we hear the charge that feminiats who adopt the
inaighta of Marx, Derrida, or Lacan build on foundationa that are
“"irretrievably Misogyniat' (Baym 45).

Why muat we asearch for some totalizing and aingle theory of
feminiam? For feminiats atudying the Middle Agea, I would
propose inatead a critical practice in which no method is
irretrievable and none haa the final aay. It doea not diaturb me



