MFN SESSIONS

We received abundant positive feedback concerning the S Kalamazoco
aeaasiona organized and aponaored by MFN thias year. Many people
aaked that we print the texta of the aix papera given in the
aeaaion on Feminiat Theory organized by Elizabeth Robertson
(Engliah Dept., Univ. of Colorado, Boulder). So here they are in
order of their appearance at K-zoo!

I. Where Feminiat Theory and the Medieval Text Interasect
E. Jane Burna, Romance Languagea, Univ. of No. Carolina, Chapel
Hill

In anawering Beth’s general queation about the applicability
of feminiat theory to the analyais of medieval texts, I would
like to begin with one of those texts and to explore how it
raisea some of the very iasasues that become the focua of French
feminiat theory aome 800 years later. I begin with a quote from
Chretien de Troyea’s Erec et Enide, taken from Enide’s encounter
with the Comte de Limora. The count arrivea on the acene at the
moment Enide is about to kill heraself with Erec’a sword,
believing wrongly that her companion knight who liea unconacious
at her aide haa been killed in combat. After wresting the aword
from Enide’s hand the count "begins to inquire about the knight"
we are told, asking Enide to explain whether ahe waa his wife or
hia lover, ''aa fame ou a’amie" (v. 4650).,

In inquiring about the terma of thias woman‘’a role via a via
her chivalric mate, the count of Limora is asking for a
definition of femininity. His queation in fact raiasea one of the
moat fundamental iasuea for feminiat criticiam. Becauase in
calling for a definition of Enide’a feminine atatus he seta up a
clear either/or propoasition, invoking the kind of binary logic
that Helene Cixouas and other French feminists following Derrida
believe to be at the heart of phallocentric discourase. In La
Jeune Nee Cixous showa how logocentric ideology ia structured on
binary pairs that correapond to an underlying opposition of
man/woman. She outlinea the following: Activity/Paassivity,
Sun/Moon, Culture/Nature, Day/Night, Father/Mother,
Head/Emotiona, Intelligible/Senaitive, Logos/Pathoa, ashowing how
each of theae seeming either/or propositionsa actually conceals a
hierarchical relation that devaluea the feminine term. Activity
ias validated over paaasivity, Culture over Nature, Head over
Emotiona and so forth. When Limors offers the optionsa of wife or
lover to Enide he posita a choice between two of thease negatively
valued terma, a falae choice between terma that are not in fact
oppoaitea. Whether wife or lover, Enide will be defined in terms
of Erec. Deriving her identity from the male chivalric model, she
becomesa not a wife or lover in her own right but his wife or his
lover, '"aa fame, a‘’amie.”

The count of Limora then provideas a perfect example of the
phallocentric subject who represaes the sexual difference of the
female. Unable to see woman as qualitatively different from
himaelf, he can only imagine her aas quantitatively different, asa
the object of man’a conjugal rule or hia aexual deaire. We should
remember here that Chretien’s text makes explicit the count’s
biaa, atating that in poaing his queation he is inquiring not ao
much about Enide as about Erec, the wounded knight. In asking



about her, the count ia really aasking about him. In thias way
Limors’s question illustrates Irigaray’s contention in Speculum
de 1l’Autre Femme that within the phallocentric aymbolic order
there is no place for symbolizing woman, woman as different from
but socially equal to man. Within what Irigaray calla the 'logic
of the aame' woman can only be aeen aa other- aa the object on
which the maaculine aubject conatructas itaelf. Limoras’a queation
thua takes ua all the way to Kriateva’s controveraial claim that
woman cannot be defined becauase that definition will necessarily
be a social not a natural conatruct ("Woman Can Never Be
Defined," New French Feminisma, ed. Elaine Marks, 1974). Woman
cannot adequately be repreasented in the literary text because she
exiata above and beyond nomenclaturea and ideoclogiea. Kriateva
diatinguiashea here between the bioclogical woman (aex) and the
aocial conatruct of the female (gender). It is in the asocial
atructures of Weatern aociety that the aimple biological
difference between man and woman becomea tranaformed into a
hierarchy privileging the male term of the equation.

For the Middle Agea with ita Ariastotelian and Patriatic
heritage, however, woman was inferior to man in both domains.
Naturally inferior because of her association with the
corporeality of the body through Eve, ahe waa alao socially
inferior through marriage. In many waya Enide exemplifieas this
concept of the doubly inferior wife, she whose body ahould
rightfully come under her huaband’as control and whose apeech
ahould be governed by thoughta from hia head. In thias aystem, as
in the Adam and Eve atory, man ia the firat term, lying outaide
of gender and woman ia inherently gendered as different from man.
What theae atories attempt to hide is how masculinity and
feminity are not produced from a unity in which one easence
precedea and overahadowa the other, but from an originary play of
difference, from a kind of asymmetry that refuses the logic of
either/or.

And thia is precisely what Enide says in her reaponae to
the Count of Limora’s question. When he aaka whether ashe ia
Erec’a fame or amie ahe asaya: "both" ("L’un et 1l’autre"” v. 4651),
meaning neither one nor the other excluaively, or neither one at
all. This woman’a voice in 0Old French literature ia saying in
eaaence that the binary pair male/female, and all its
complementary oppoaitional paira that poasit one term aas a
totality and the other aas ita aupplement, do not hold. We hear in
Enide’s response a clear echo of the French feminiat contention
that one cannot define woman‘’a poaition aa unitary or unified.
That woman, by nature, includes a range of termsa held normally to
be mutally excluasive by patriarchal diascourase. Enide’as ambiguous
reply aignals one of the moat baaic problema of feminiam and one
of ita greatest atrengtha: its inherent and neceassary diversity.
There ia not now and will never be a unitary feminiasm with which
women can identify. But it ia precisely through ita lack of unity
that feminism can moat deeply challenge our social structure and
academic writing.

The problem is how to launch the challenge. And here I
will echo aome useful inaighta offered by Leslie Rabine in a
recent article in iaasue of Feminiast Studiea ("A Feminiat Politics
of Non-Identity," Spring 1988). If deconatruction practicea an
endleaa intellectual diamantling of oppresaive atructurea, it ia
of little practical uae to a woman’a movement which deairea to




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



