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PRESIDENTIAL ADDRESS

Barbara Herrnstein Smith

1 thank the Board for the honor, and all of you for coming here. I
won’t express my gratitude with a speech, but I’ll take the occasion, as Jim
Sosnoski has suggested, to note a few topics that I think will be or should
be significant for the literary academy in the coming years and so warrant
the attention of the members of the Society for Critical Exchange, either as
such or otherwise.

The first of these topics is the very complex set of issues—historical,
political, empirical, theoretical, practical, and tactical-—that converge on
the current movement for educational reform: that is, the discussion of
falling scores, declining literacies, forgotten legacies, national danger, and
cultural decay. The attribution of various social problems to defects of
educational system-—and the corollary expectation of the solution of such
problems through educational reform—is hardly new, especially in
America, where the elimination of illiteracies of various kinds has long been
held the key to and sign of social progress and national well-being. The
intensity and significance of the current movement, however, should not, I
think, be underestimated. Clearly, when expressions of apocalyptic alarm
issue from such powerful governmental agencies as the Department of
Education and the National Endowment for the Humanities and are
conjoined with scapegoating diagnoses and specific proposals for regressive
measures on a quite massive scale, then we have reason to be concerned
about their consequences for the future of American education—and more
than education.

A number of projects sponsored by the Society for Critical Ex-
change—including GRIP and PRISM—are evidently already focused on
related topics (indicating the prescience as well as boldness with which the
Society has characteristically operated in identifying key issues for debate
and exploration). There is one cluster of issues, however, namely those
relating to popular and mass-mediated culture, that I would be especially
eager to see pursued, both because they operate so crucially in the present
debates over the state of American education and culture and also because
they have been so routinely evaded or mishandled for so long by critical
theorists. What I have in mind are questions about the role of the mass
media in the transrnission (or, as it may be thought, subversion or destruc-
tion) of cultural competency, the psycho-social dynamics of the revulsion
of high~culture critics at the consumption by low—culture publics of
popular art forms, and the history of accounts that link the cultural tastes
of the Other with decay, degeneracy, savagery, and corruption. If we rise
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to the challenge, I think we may yet live to see accounts of the social
dynamics of popular culture that move beyond the narrow categories of
traditional cultural criticism as played out along the axis that runs right to
left from Amold to Adorno.

The second general topic that concerns me is the continuation and
current exacerbation of loose talk on the subject of theory, especially the
tendency to oppose “theory”—in a very vague or clastic sense—to just
about everything: theory versus literature, theory versus criticism, theory
versus history, theory versus politics, and, of course, the font and engine of
all these, theory versus “practice.” As | have detailed elsewhere and will not
repeat here, I think each of these, including the last, is questionable as a
distinction even before it is produced as an opposition; what I wish to
comment on just now, however, is the only faintly amusing intersection of
two forms of anti-theory: one, sophisticated but institutionally vulnerable;
the other, naive but institutionally powerful.

It must be recognized, I think, that, however clse one defines it (and
it can clearly be defined in many different ways), “theory” has become the
label assigned to whatever is most innovative and disruptive in the literary
academy and the humanistic disciplines more generally. It is not surprising,
then, that any campaign mounted under the banner “Against Theory” will
attract hurrahs from a sizable portion of the bystanders, many of whom
will not pause to read the fine print. When the Secretary of Education, the
Under Secretary of Education, and the head of the National Endowment
for the Humanities all declare themselves to be against theory and theory
to be against everything desirable—then, while it may not be reason
enough to be for theory, it’s at least reason to be especially clear about
what one is against when one sings the same battle cry.

Third and finally, because my election to this position was probably
not an altogether ungendered act, I would like to say something about
women and theory. First, I think it is clear that, among the numerous,
heterogeneous projects currently pursued under the label “theory,” none
has been more vigorously disruptive of standard operating procedures than
feminist theory, and none less likely to submit to announcements of its
expiration, irrelevance, or inconsequentiality. I doubt if there is now a
question or practice in the literary academy—or perhaps in any field—that
has not been marked, measured, and transformed by feminist theories
(plural) and, as far as I can see, their intellectual vitality and institutional
authority are increasing every minute.

But feminist theory per se (if it is “per se™able, which I would
seriously question) is not my third topic. What it js is something I file
mentally under the label “theoretical women,” by which I mean not a
particular list of women theorists—though such a list could be compiled if
one put one's mind to it, and had one’s heart in it—but precisely the fact
that, while such a list is possible, it is nevertheless in many places denied or
thought suspect or grotesque. For along with the other questionable
antagonisms that I mentioned earlier (that is, theory versus literature,
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theory versus criticism, theory versus history, etc.), there is another that has
begun to play itself out at just the moment of the mainstreaming of
teminist criticism and theory, this antagonism being, of course, theory
versus women—or, in some of its alternate permutations, women versus
theory, or feminism versus theory, or real women versus theoretical women
and male theory. It is suggested, in other words, that when a woman does
theory, then either what she does is not theory or what she is is not a
woman. And what must be questioned, of course, are the motives and
consequences of that strenuous and, it is implied, inevitable disjunction.

What are the motives, for example, when, within a still
male-dominated literary academy, there is a persistent conflation of
women-doing-theory with feminist theory? And what are the conse-
quences when women’s production of theory or dealing with theory
produced by men is regarded as class-betrayal, self-betrayal, or mental
transvestism? Do those motives not include such familiar ones as the
protection of social dominance and institutional privilege? And do those
consequences not include the continued segregation of women? It seems
to me that what we are seeing here is a repetition of the familiar process
whereby the traces of an historical exclusion (in this case, the exclusion of
women from institutional intellectual activity and significance) are taken
cither as the signs of an underlying incapacity or the badge of a negative
authenticity, the effects of each being, in this case, not only the continued
segregation of women but the reinscription of just those dualisms—mind/
body, thought/feeling, public/private, general /particular, etc.—in the
name of which those historical exclusions have always been justified. The
disjunction and opposition between women and theory are, in my view, a
mistake, both conceptually and tactically, and I look forward to the time—
which I have no doubt will come—when it is generally recognized that
theoretical women are not just theoretical.

Well, these are all topics for future critical exchange. I thank you for
coming.

*Delivered at a convocation of friends, colleagues, and members of
the Society for Critical Exchange held at the MLA convention, San
Francisco, California, December 28, 1987.

Barbara Hermstein Smith
Duke University



FEMINIST POLITICAL STRATEGIES

Dale Bauer

On behalf of SCE I want to thank the participants in the two sessions,
“Feminist Political Strategies” and “Feminism and Other Discourses,” at
the MMLA Convention in Columbus, Ohio (Fall 1987) whose papers are
published here.

This issue of Critical Exchange explores the importance of postmod-
ern theories to feminism and political practice. We would argue for an
investigation of ways of reading not only literary texts, but also theories of
the subject, of high theory, and popular culture, of entertainment, of
judicial decisions. We want to put theory and feminism into dialogue,
hoping that this dialogue will result in reinvestigations of the culture which
surrounds us and inevitably the culture we teach.

In order to encourage such collaborative dialogue, Jim Sosnoski,
Patricia Harkin, and Leroy Searle began the Society for Critical Exchange
in 1976; since then, SCE has sponsored exchanges about Derrida’s and
Jameson’s work, men in feminism, and third world theorizing, among
other issues in cultural studies. What's important about SCE is that it
discusses work in progress and invites its members to participate in its
projects. It also serves as a forum for collaborative exchanges in the
academy.

Perhaps by highlighting the tension between theory and practice, the
central and the marginal, the phallocentric and the eccentric, the authors
here have shown how to continue the dialogue between politics and
reading.

I want to draw from Mary Russo’s “Female Grotesques” (an essay in
Teresa de Lauretis’s Feminist Studies/Critical Studies) in order to explain
the imperative for bringing feminism to the fore both in politics and
discursive communities. Russo claims that women have been punished for
making spectacles of themselves. With respect to political and theoretical
discourse, she writes:

There has been . . . a carnival of theory at the discursive level, in the
poetics of postmodern criticism and feminist writing. It has included
all manner of textual travesty, “mimetic rivalry,” semiotic delinquency,
parody, teasing, posing, flirting, masquerade, seduction, counterse-
duction, tight-rope walking, and verbal aerialisms of all kinds.
Performances of displacement, double displacements, and more have
permeated much feminist writing in our attempts to survive or muscle
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in on the discourses of Lacanian psychoanalysis, deconstruction,
avant—-garde writing, and postmodern visual art (221).

The conjunction of feminist theory and other discourses has led, according
to Russo, to the “acting out” of women’s silenced or marginalized roles in
the academy.

Our goal in this exchange is to “act out” viable intersections between
feminism and interpretive conventions in and outside the academy. There
is no zone or arena which gender does not enter and dispute the territory.
There is no world elsewhere beyond patriarchal language—gendered voices
constitute the interpretive world.

Patriarchal culture is not a monolith; nothing is internalized totally
and irrevocably. We will always have internalized norms from various
cultural contexts and contacts as long as we have interpretive communities,
The Society for Critical Exchange hopes to open up a dialogue about
interventionist strategy, about pedagogical and political moves to counter-
act the normalizing and disciplinary structures of patriarchal culture.

Finally, collaboration, of the sort Devon Hodges and Janice Doane
do, of the sort Joanne Frye calls for as a possible response in teaching the
novel, and of the sort Mary Pinard teaches in her classrooms at Katie Gibbs
is an important strategy. Collaboration makes us collaborationists—
working against a common enemy in the hegemony of patriarchy, a
common enemy whose tactics and methods are strong and must be muted
in order for our voices to be heard. The Society for Critical Exchange
encourages such collaboration. This issue is a beginning,

Dale Bauer
Miami University



FINDING THE HINGE: SUBVERSIVE PEDAGOGY

Mary C. Pinard

The secretary. Does she go to a real college? Does she actually spend
time learning how to type? Make the boss’s coffee? File? Isn’t she the one
with long, slim fingers just made for typing, big hair, no opinions, no voice
from behind her machine?

These are only a few of the questions I hear when I say I teach at a
secretarial school. I continue, explain. No, I am not a typing or shorthand
teacher, nor am I the librarian. I teach an Introduction to Women’s
Literature course in the Liberal Arts Department at Katharine Gibbs
School in Boston. Astonishment. Liberal arts for secretaries? They think?
Read? And literature by women? .

The negative stereotype of the secretary and of her “training™ is
widespread and probably well-deserved. (The use of the term “training”
when referring to secretarial instruction is revealing: it implies the unso-
phisticated nature not only of what a secretary learns but how she learns it;
it's secretarial training, not secretarial education.) What I have discovered
in the two years I have been teaching at the Gibbs school, however, is that
the stereotypes we flippantly assign secretaries and the training they literally
internalize are in place because we need them to be. Who else will file,
type, duplicate, transcribe, delete, alter documents while remaining
cheerful, loyal, stylishly coiffed at the same time? Fawn Hall, Oliver
North’s personal secretary, provides a perfect example of the secretary’s
peculiar position as employee: she’s a key figure in office matters, but
ultimately has no power to exert her own judgments or opinions. And can
we live with ourselves if we hire truly educated, motivated people to do
these less than fulfilling tasks for less than fulfilling wages?

According to government statistics, in 1984 there were 4.9 million
secretaries in the U.S., and some 439,000 new secretarial jobs open up
every year.! The Bureau of Labor Statistics of the U.S. Department of
Labor reported that in 1985 half of working women were in occupations
that were over 70% female; women made up 98% of secretaries, stenogra-
phers and typists.? Katharine Gibbs, which has been in continuous
operation for over seventy-five years, trains over 6000 students each year at
its eleven schools;? alumnae records now show a total of over 65,000
students.* And Katharine Gibbs is not the only secretarial school in this
country.

1 feel strongly that as feminist teachers we cannot ignore this
enormous population of largely female students, nor can we assume they
do not want to be exposed to ideas, issues, some awareness of themselves
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in the workplace. How their particular needs get served is a more difficult
question given how secretarial schools operate. In order to share with you
some of my experiences in the classroom at Katharine Gibbs, I will first
explain the situation there.

In thinking about the Gibbs system, I have found Paulo Freire’s
Pedagogy of the Oppressed very useful. His discussion of the “banking”
concept of teaching fits perfectly the primary training method at Gibbs:

Education thus becomes an act of depositing, in which the students
are the depositories and the teacher is the depositor. Instead of
communicating, the teacher issues communiques and makes deposits
which the students patiently receive, memorize, and repeat.’

This is literally true in the typing classroom where the teacher dictates a
series of single letters, words, sometimes sentences and business letters,
The students hear the letters and words and reproduce them—unproc-
essed, ideally unaltered——through their fingers. In a sense, this Gibbsian
scenario is bleaker than Freire’s banking concept: he says students are
containers, receptacles to be filled by the teacher, “the more completely
the teacher fills the receptacle the better teacher he is. The more meekly
the receptacles permit themselves to be filled, the better students they
are.” In the typing classroom, however, the words never really settle inside
the “receptacles.” They merely pass through briefly. There is no true
expectation for process, no real “investment.”

Freire proposes an alternative to the banking concept in the form of a
problem—posing education which, through dialogue, involves the “con-
stant unveiling of reality” and allows students to “perceive critically the
way they exist in the world with which and in which they find themselves;
they come to see the world not as static reality, but as reality in process, in
transformation.” He goes on to say that a problem~posing process
demythologizes reality and is based on creativity which, in turn, will
stimulate true reflection.®

Ideas of creativity, problem-posing and critical thinking, dialogue and
reality unveiled, are, you must understand, radical in themselves in the
context of Katharine Gibbs. A few facts about the school will explain.
Katharine Ryan Gibbs started her first secretarial school in Providence,
Rhode Island in 1911. It was her idea that success for women in the
business world depended on a combination of superior technical skills and
outstanding personal character.

Her curriculum was to provide not only courses in technical skills, but
the polish that comes with exposure to liberal arts and polite society. She
recruited young women from upper middle class families and taught them
not only typing and shorthand, but finishing school conduct as well. In the
early years of the school, students were never to appear in public without
wearing white gloves and the proper hat. Even today, National Secretaries’
Day is commemorated with high tea at Boston’s Ritz Carlton; the proper
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hat and white gloves are optional, but many Gibbs students wear them for
the occasion.

When Mrs. Gibbs died in 1934, her son became president of the
school until 1968 when it was sold to Macmillan, Inc., who owns it today.
Katharine Gibbs is a proprietary school, the only one of its kind in
Massachusetts that awards a two—year Associates Degree in Applied
Science. Officially, Katharine Gibbs is accredited as a business junior
college. This is significant considering Freire’s banking concept of educa-
tion in the sense that the educational decisions at Gibbs revolve around the
bottom line: profit.

Vestiges of Mrs. Gibbs’ vision remain today. There is a strict dress
code (“This policy requires that students wear only skirts and blouses,
dresses or suits. Slacks are not acceptable. Hosiery should be worn at all
times.”),® male visitation hours, and a regulation in The Directory of
Student Information under the heading “Defiance of Authority” which
states: “Refusal to obey an order issued by the administration, faculty or
staff is a serious offense and will be reported immediately to one of the
deans or the director of the school.”!® The impact of these policies and
regulations on the classroom dynamic is clear: the teacher is recognized as
a complete authority figure not to be addressed out of order and certainly
not to be challenged. The atmosphere can be austere. Students expect—
and in some cases demand—to be told what to do, what to think. There is
little conflict anyway since most of the classes are skills-oriented. The
teacher dictates; the student records. In Freire's terms, these secretarial
students are the oppressed, “those who have adapted to the structure of
domination in which they are immersed.”!!

The curious benefit for me in all this is my position in the Liberal Arts
Department. I have an amazing amount of freedom in the classroom
(considering the situation) because skills courses (like Gregg Shorthand,
Stenoscript, Speed Building and Transcription, Typewriting for Speed,
Accuracy and Production, and Machine Transcription) always take priority
over liberal arts electives (Humanities, Psychology, Women’s Literature,
Drama, etc.). This means no one associated with skills really takes the
elective courses seriously enough to monitor or disapprove them. In
addition, my dean, a feminist herself, has given me more support than I
had imagined possible from someone in her position. As long as I dress
properly, turn in the correct forms, I am left alone. I do, of course, report
to my dean, and she shares her insights and helps me understand the limits
that I cannot change.

There are those, however, that I have managed to modify slightly. For
example, I am not supposed to distribute a syllabus; I asked why, and it
was explained to me that if a student received a syllabus, an expectation
would then be established for a certain amount of work to be covered in a
certain amount of time. If the teacher falls behind or ultimately fails to
deliver, the student could demand her money back. Without a syllabus, the
teacher retains control, and the school protects its investment. For the type
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of course I teach, however, a schedule of assigned readings becomes
essential for students to plan reading time around their other skills courses.
1 do distribute a syllabus. Also, I am not to allow the students to sit where
they wish; a seating chart is preferred. Why? It’s easy to see and mark
absences, and there is no urgency to learn students® names if one has them
all matched to a chart. T have noted that this is inappropriate for my
women’s literature classroom: the structure is less rigid, more open to
discussion where the chairs might be moved into a circle and where
responding to each student using her first name is important. In this
classroom situation, therefore, a seating chart would be unnecessary. I do
not use a seating chart, but I must admit that students tend to sit in
alphabetical order anyway since they must in all their other classes.
Perhaps you can begin to see how my teaching style at Katharine
Gibbs is at least radical and certainly subversive. And the students are as
surprised as anyone that my course is now an option in their curriculum.

LA S 22

The title of my paper is “Finding the Hinge: Subversive Pedagogy.” If
I establish a problem—posing approach in the classroom, then I am at the
outset subverting the typical procedure at Katharine Gibbs. And another
aspect of “typical” at Gibbs is that all my students are female. In fact, in
the history of student enrollment at Katharine Gibbs there have been some
males, but overall less than one percent. This does make a difference in my
classroom, and I have found another book to be useful in understanding
why. The ideas of connected teaching and the teacher as midwife for
female students are discussed in Women’s Ways of Knowing: The Develop-
ment of Self, Voice, and Mind by Mary Field Belenky, Blythe McVicker
Clinchy, Nancy Rule Goldberger, and Jill Mattuck Tarule. In their
research, the authors examined how women learn and then described
different perspectives from which women view reality. They refer to Freire
several times and quote his idea that “banking education anesthetizes . . .
[and] attempts to maintain the submersion of consciousness. . . .”!? From
this they portray an alternative teaching method which they call connected
teaching, then characterizing the teacher in this setting:

Midwife-teachers do not administer anesthesia. They support their
students’ thinking . . . help students deliver their words to the
world, and they use their own knowledge to put the students into
conversation with other voices—past and present—in the culture.!?

The midwife teacher, then, functions in what the authors call a connected
class wherein truth is constructed not through conflict but through
consensus.'* This would seem to suggest an entirely subjective approach,
but the authors caution against “undisciplined subjectivity,” saying that the
role of midwife or connected teacher “carries special responsibility. It does
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not entail power over students; however, it does carry authority, an
authority based not on subordination but on cooperation.”*

These ideas speak directly to my questions regarding the specific needs
of my Gibbs students and it is in this context that I mention them.

As I mentioned before, most classes are skills-oriented so the method
is not open—ended. There are other electives, but most are taught using a
lecture /note taking style, to my mind yet another version of banking
education. In order to reach the students, to stun them out of their
“receptacle” mode, I must begin by making a connection with them. They
must know that I will let them express themselves out loud in class, that I
will listen, and to their amazement, respond. They must know that I take
them seriously and that at least in my class, they may venture opinions, not
only on issues but also on texts that we discuss. This takes time. For this
reason, Gibbs’ long 17-week semesters are necessary. It is easy to take the
liberal arts mentality for granted; we as college teachers assume that most
of our students are what we call “college material.” Gibbs students, like
other vocational students, are not necessarily prepared in the same way. So
for them learning how to verbalize in the classroom can be a painful,
lengthy process, but it is the first step.

I use the phrase “finding the hinge” to describe the connection, the
bridge first between me and my students. Once they feel this connection,
we can move toward discovering hinges between students and the texts we
read and finally the hinge to the world they consciously or unconsciously
plan to enter. Hinges facilitate movement, the action of pivoting, the
possibility of passage. This kind of energy in the Gibbs’ classroom is
unusual but certainly not impossible to attain.

1 usually begin the semester with one to two weeks of open discussion
during which I use a variety of activities. I begin by having the students
interview each other using a series of questions I prepare. In this way I get
a sense of their personal preferences: what they do on weekends, boy-
friends, movies, hometowns, diets, religion, issues around hair, nails and
clothing, birth control. Yes, I might just throw that in, listen to the
shocked silence and wait for the response. By introducing what many at
Gibbs might consider an inappropriate topic for the classroom, I can begin
to find the openings, the chinks in their Gibbs® professional persona, so the
hinges that connect us allow them to think more freely about themselves,
the stories, the discussions. By saying the words “birth control” out loud,
dressed as I am in a suit in the front of the class wearing proper hosiery, I
am letting them know what kind of teacher I am, and that I have brought
reality into the classroom with me despite my “professional” look. I also
ask them to bring in fashion magazines (there is no shortage of these at
Gibbs) and we look at how women and men are represented. We look
closely. I ask them to share their impressions. I suggest we “read” the
advertisements as if they were stories. Once they catch on to the “plot,”
critical thinking becomes 2 kind of game: let’s see who can figure out
what’s really going on in this Guess Jeans ad.
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Early on in the semester, I often distribute an article called “The
Killing of Laura™ by Carolyn Weaver, originally published in Mother Jones
in 1984.1¢ It concerns victimization. The students are shocked by the story
a sister tells about her own sister’s murder by a despondent ex-boyfriend.
They are shocked but intrigued that this story sounds familiar. This sense is
strengthened as classmates are compelled, but more importantly feel safe
enough, to tell their own stories of victimization. I say that victimization is
an issue. I suggest that students think about this issue, bring in news
clippings in which it is a factor, and talk about it among themselves, I say
that during the semester we will discover other issues and how writers deal
with them in fiction.

At this point, I begin choosing the stories I want to use on the
syllabus. I have used a number of texts but have found three that seem to
work for my students and for reasons that are not entirely literary. Students
object if the texts are too big or too expensive; once I used Gilbert and
Gubar’s Norton Anthology of Literature by Women, and a student com-
plained that the pages were so thin and her nails so long that she had
difficulty turning the pages (to hearken back to those negative stere-
otypes). I now use Susan Cahill’s anthologies Women and Fiction, Women
and Fiction 2, and New Women and New Fiction. Together they offer a
wide variety of short stories by women beginning with Kate Chopin and
Edith Wharton and including Jayne Anne Phillips and Lorrie Moore.
(Although this term I'm experimenting a little: I still used two of Cahill’s
anthologies but added Margaret Atwood’s Lady Oracle and a Gothic
Romance. I discovered that many of my students read romance novels and
I thought a critical reading of just one might be useful.) We generally do a
short story during every 50-minute class period.

Typically, I might begin with Kate Chopin’s “The Story of An Hour.”
It’s popular with the students because it’s short (three pages), the plot is
straightforward, the writing style is accessible, and there is a surprise
ending. My students are pleased with the fact that the story is simple (they
think) albeit “old-fashioned,” to use their term. No big words and a
surprise ending, like O. Henry. I use this story to relax them, to allow
them to feel in control. I also offer comments on figurative levels in the
story they may not have noted: paying attention to what the main charac-
ter does and when, noting that her name changes in the course of the
story, discussing the fact that there are several ways to “read” the story. We
move on to Colette’s “The Secret Woman,” which they usually hate. They
complain that they cannot understand the words. We talk about a writer’s
style in this story and how mood is developed. The same is true for Woolf's
“The New Dress.” We discuss the technique of stream of consciousness.
They like that and the fact that they, too, like Woolf’s main character
Mabel Waring, have let their thoughts wander, have felt embarrassed, ugly,
useless and unfulfilled. They are surprised to feel these things, especially in
a story by someone who has been dead so long,.

All this time the hinges are creaking into place. Attached doors are
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swinging a bit more easily and there is even exchange in the class. I give a
daily quiz on the reading (otherwise, no one would read any of them—too
much typing homework, they say) and by the fourth and fifth weeks,
students are talking about characters, plot, style when I walk into the
room.

Class differences are the topic of discussion in “The Garden Party” by
Katherine Mansfield. For the first time for many of the students, there is a
brief recognition that not everyone in the room will go to the Bahamas for
Christmas or be able to share photos of the Debutante Ball. When we get
to “To Room Nineteen” by Doris Lessing, the class is relaxed. Students
are beginning to tell stories about their families as they get to know the
fictional families of the stories. I encourage students to focus on their
mothers in connection with Lessing’s story. The main character is Susan
Rawlings, a woman who even with the perfect marriage and perfect
children cannot apprehend her “enemy™: irritation, restlessness, emptiness.
Nothing fulfills her, nothing sustains her. Finally she kills herself in room
nineteen of a dingy flat. Initially students blurt out, “She’s crazy! My
mother would never do that!” The fact that they blurt is reason enough to
celebrate. But we discuss Lessing’s character, her motivations in the story.
For some, another hinge develops here, one that leads to dialogue between
mother and daughter. I suggest they have their mothers read the story, and
the next week in class I ask them to share their mothers’ responses.

Sister Irene, a young college professor in Joyce Carol Oates’ “In the
Region of Ice,” is a popular character with my students. Most of them are
Catholic and have attended parochial schools, so the character of a nun
inspires stories about their school experiences. It allows me the chance to
pose questions, then, about religion. How does Sister Irene’s religion
affect her teaching? Her relationships with students? Does religion belong
in school? Why bother! What makes women become nuns? All of this
connects to the story, but also hinges to my students’ lives. Tangents are
welcome; in fact, as the term progresses, they occur more and more often.

Perhaps the most controversial story we read is Julie Hayden’s
“Day-Old Baby Rats.” The style is fragmented, the plot unclear. The point
of view is that of a young woman, clearly obsessed by something that has
happened to her. It is full of images that at first seem disconnected, but
with each reading become the composite of a woman in despair over her
abortion. The students come to class declaring that they have no idea what
the story is about. None. Then they all pass the quiz. I say, “How is this
possible that you don’t understand any of it and then get 100% on the
quiz?” They look down at their desks. “I say you know more than you let
on. What is this story about?” A brave student begins with, “Well, I'm not
sure but I just got this feeling that it . . . now I know this will sound stupid
but is it about, like, an abortion?” Others turn toward her, look shocked,
not that she has understood the story but that she has said the word
“abortion” out loud. I say, “Yes, I think you’re on the right track. What
makes you feel it’s about an abortion?” Then we’re off. I ask her to point
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to passages—we read them closely. I explain that every image in the story
refers to or evokes a fetus, birth, or death. I explain the abortion procedure
hinged, as it must be, to the story, thereby partly solving the puzzle of
Hayden’s images while clarifying a procedure most have only learned to
ignore. This puts into place yet another hinge between myself and the
students: who is she, they think, that she knows this stuff Can’t she get
fired for talking like this? Does she do them herself? Has she had some?
This may very well lead to a discussion of abortion. There are also hinges
developing between students themselves. Some barriers to talking about
this subject are broken down just by virtue of the fact there was a class
discussion about it—but again, in relation to a story.

Essentially, the teacher’s challenge in this situation is to (1) make rich,
challenging, textual choices. It is not necessary to choose overtly liberal or
radical texts, but at the very least those in which stylistic complexities as
well as content and characterization hold potential for dialogue; and (2) to
help students discover the hinge between themselves and the teacher;
themselves and the text; themselves and their reality. I have found this to
be incredibly successful at Gibbs. Students at least react, often process a
variety of stories and the issues they raise. We do not do sophisticated
literary criticism, nor do we explore literary history per se. Eventually,
however, I will propose a course in which these areas will be studied.
Currently, the semester allows us as a class to read over thiry-five stories
and by allowing the students to talk, to ask, to respond we encounter a
variety of topics: motherhood in Natalia Ginzburg’s “The Mother,”
childbirth and Catholicism in Doris Betts® “Still Life With Fruit,” irony
and sisterhood in the women’s movement in Fay Weldon’s “Alopecia,”
child abuse in Sallie Bingham’s “Fear,” black culture in Alice Walker’s
“Everyday Use,” mother/daughter relationships in “I Stand Here
Ironing™ by Tillie Olsen and in “Home” by Jayne Anne Phillips, war in
“The Gifts of War” by Margaret Drabble, the young woman writer in
“How to Become a Writer” by Lorrie Moore, to mention a few.

By the end of the term, I ask my students to write their own stories. 1
do not allow research papers of any kind, but they are encouraged to read
about topics that they plan to incorporate into their stories. Each student
writes a story, a series of poems, or lyrics for a song. For many, it is the first
time they have ever made something, at least something creative. I give
everyone the option of typing their story so that I can xerox it and
distribute copies to the class. The last week of the term is reserved for
sharing stories, some anonymously, others read aloud by me or by the
writer. It seems to be an empowering experience for the student, and most
are pleased and proud of the products. I hope to secure a small part of the
education budget for printing costs so that I can collect some of my
students’ stories in a book for distribution to the entire student body.

P. K. Page, a Canadian poet who hersclf worked as a secretary, has
written a number of poems in which she portrays the experience of office
workers, in particular women. The first two stanzas of her poem “Typists”
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are appropriate to my discussion and are as follows:

They without message, having read
the running words on their machines,
know every letter as a stamp
cutting the stencils of their ears.
Deep in their hands, like pianists,
all longing gropes and moves, is trapped
behind the tensile gloves of skin.

Or blind, sit with their faces locked
away from work. Their varied eyes
are stiff as everlasting flowers.
While fingers on a different plane
perform the automatic act
as questions grope along the dark
and twisting corridors of brain.}’

It is this trapped longing and the questions that “grope along the dark/
and twisting corridors of brain” that I have found in the hands and fingers
and minds of my students. They do not expect to be so transparent—that’s
what the secretarial “uniform” behind the machine is for. They often
resent that 1 have seen beyond the dress code, beyond that machine and
taken seriously what I find there.

Is it feasible to subvert secretarial training? Is it fair? I would ask, is it
fair not to? When I walk to my classroom through the halls at Gibbs and
close the door on the roar of hundreds of typewriters, carriages slamming,
it is easy to forget there are people making those machines work and that
the students who sit in front of me for fifty minutes of problem-posing
dialogue will again leave my class and take their places at typewriters. The
space between the woman and the machine, however, at least initially, is
wide. We as educators must resist easy stereotypes that serve to distance us
from these women, We must learn from each other as Freire states:

Through dialogue, the teacher—of-the-students and the
student-of-the~teacher cease to exist and a new term emerges:
teacher-student with student-teachers. The teacher is no longer the
one-who-teaches, but one who is himself taught in dialogue with
students, who in turn while being taught also teach. They become
jointly responsible for a process in which all grow.!®

Can we see and maintain the hinge between ourselves and the
population of secretaries? It is there, and they are waiting.

Mary C. Pinard
Emerson College
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THE BABY M CASE: A RISKY BUSINESS

Janice Doane and Devon Hodges

When Judge Harvey Sorkow handed down his decision on the Baby
M. Case, he announced that his primary concern was the best interests of
the child. Yet, to some feminists, his rhetoric about the child’s interest
seemed to disguise a prejudice for upholding paternal rights at the expense
of maternal rights. The good father was rewarded and the bad mother
punished. Should Baby M have gone to Mary Beth Whitehead? Such a
question assumes what we do not have—real alternatives. Though William
Stern and Mary Beth Whitehead were represented as polar opposites in a
three-month long courtroom drama, those representations both uphold—
one as the bad example, the other as the good—traditional notions of the
family. In this family the mother is a natural carctaker, the father is a kindly
provider, and the child is the object of a selfless attention (presumably like
the judge’s). The judge’s decision to reward the Sterns as an example of
this idealized family was in tension with, but finally triumphant over, more
complicated issues, as is demonstrated by the wording of his ruling: “The
value and interests underlying the creation of family are the same by
whatever means obtained.™ Eager for a resolution that preserves tradi-
tional notions of the family, the judge ruled that the means—in this case,
surrogacy—justified the end, securing a “good” family for Baby M. We
propose to suspend our desire for an either/or resolution in order to look
at the way representations of the Whiteheads and the Sterns relied upon a
network of oppositions that support familial ideology and made one
solution almost unthinkable—joint custody. Such scrutiny, we hope, will
acknowledge the centrality of familial issues to feminist theory while
challenging a conservative backlash that seeks to affirm the traditional
family and the mother’s “natural” place within it.

Last spring, The Washington Post ran an article about what was called
the “women’s movement’s response to the Baby M case.” According to
Nora Ephron, who helped draft the statement, it was written “broadly to
encompass diverse views and avoid taking sides on the current trial.” She
explained that while many feminists objected to the allegations by experts
that Mary Beth Whitehead was “unfit,” “I know that some of the people
who signed it think the baby should go to the Sterns and some think she
should go to Mrs. Whitehead and some have no idea.” When members of
the New Jersey state chapter of N.O.W. met to discuss surrogate mother-
hood, feelings “ranged the gamut.™ In her Ms. article on the case, Mary
Gordon best sums up this sense of division and contradiction most
feminists have felt: “For months I have thought about this case, these
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people, and this child. Every woman I know seems obsessed by it. I keep
changing my mind . . . . Every road I turn down opens up 10 paths
overgrown with thorns and dark, engulfing brush.”™ Why this tangle,
unusual even though feminists have always engaged in contentious debates
with each other?

One reason this case is so confusing is that any position one takes
seems to be implicated in its opposite, making it impossible to choose a
side simply on the basis of traditional political alignments. Mary Gordon
tries to find a grounds for her opinion by opposing herself to a traditional
foe to ferinists, the Vatican: “I have moved in the direction of supporting
[the judge’s decision] by the Vatican’s opposition to it. I have always felt it
a safe position that whatever position the Vatican takes on the sexuality of
women I’'m in a good place on the other side.” But there is no “safe
position,” no “good place.” Gordon argues for acknowledging men’s
need to nurture, and for severing concepts of motherhood from biology
and nature, certainly feminist political goals. She also turns from the Pope
to another patriarch, the judge, implicitly accepting his reliance upon
confused experts who all pontificate upon what a fit mother should be. But
those in strong sympathy with Mary Beth Whitehead accept an uneasy
alliance with the Vatican and with arguments about women’s nature.
Indeed, it scems that some feminists themselves are pontificating about
women’s nature in pregnancy. Assuming that a biological connection to
the fetus automatically engenders an emotional one, Marilyn French insists
that: “The woman who spends nine months in intense emotional interac-
tion with the foetus has the right to say whether she wants that child or
not and whether she changes her mind.”” Marilyn French makes the
argument “from nature,” while Mary Gordon’s position is argued from
“nurture.” Neither side of this age~old debate challenges male perogatives.
Avoiding essentialism only aligns Mary Gordon, who argues so eloquently
for men’s need to nurture (this may be based upon instinct she says), with
a judge who argues in favor of men’s driving need to procreate. We are
back to nature. However, arguing on behalf of women’s biology places
women within a separate sphere ideology promulgated by men to keep
women in their place. Other suggested solutions to the case appealed not
to biology but to economic justice, to fears that a woman’s right to control
her own body will be forsaken by women in desperate need of money.
What’s problematic here is that many surrogates argue that they want to be
surrogate mothers, to earn money by using their bodies in this way. So
who is being more controlling? The rich that seem to exploit them or the
liberals who want to protect them from their chosen occupation?

Women’s right to control their own bodies was the right most often
mentioned in feminist discussions of the case, but discussion of this right
also confused rather than clarified issues.® Ferninist critics feared that
surrogacy would turn women into breeding machines, and make them risk
their health and life for another low paying job (one that contractually
controls what women can do during a pregnancy). But the Sterns’
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attorney, Gary Skoloff, and the judge, Harvey Sorkow, also insisted upon
women’s rights to control their own bodies. Skoloff said that Mary Beth
Whitehead was just exercising her rights to control her own body when she
signed the contract to be a surrogate mother. The judge said it would be
patronizing to women if he said Mary Beth Whitehead was not making a
rational choice about her own body when she signed the contract. Yet the
judge’s decision made Betty Friedan sputter: “It is a terrifying denial of
what should be basic rights for women, an utter denial of the personhood
of women—the complete dehumanization of women. It is an important
human rights case.”

Mary Beth herself was less concerned about her right to control her
own body than about her parental rights. These almost inalienable rights
of parents to their biological children became narrowed to maternal rights
by some commentators on the case. As Maggie Gallagher argued in an
article in The National Review, nine months of pregnancy should give
women a “right to your children.”!® In his ruling, the judge used an
argument about biological rights to support parental rights for
non-biological parents: “It must be reasoned that if one has a right to
reproduce coitally, one has the right to reproduce non—coitally.”'! The
child’s rights were not forgotten, either. According to the Vatican, “every
child has the right to be conceived, carried in the womb, brought into the
world and brought up by his own parents.”? Contracts insure rights too,
namely, the right of privacy, the right of individuals to make a deal.

Rights discourse has long been a basic way to agitate for social
change. As Denise Riley has written: “. . . the uncertain speech of the
philosophy of ‘rights’ is the chief inherited discourse—whatever its
deficiencies—for the framing of any demands for social reform or revolu-
tion.”? Yet, in the 1980’s, rights discourse has increasingly been appropri-
ated for conservative ends (the “right” to life, the “right” to work, for
example). The Baby M Case exemplifies the chaos that results when
everyone claims “rights.” How does one decide which “right” should be
honored when each right is supposedly basic to the individual who claims
it? Furthermore, in some instances the same right, the right to control
one’s body, for example—is asserted by different individuals for different
ends. The assertion of rights by feminist interpreters of the case cannot be
an effective form of political intervention.

Instead, it seems more useful to notice that what we have here is a
discourse, the discourse of “rights,” that prompts us to focus on individu-
als and their property. As Paul Hirst remarks, “Rights are expressions of
the attributes of subjects and are possessive. Secondly, all rights are
modelled upon ownership” (initially the inalienable ownership of one’s
own body).}* In this case, such a focus privileges men (the paradigmatic
individuals) with property (the sign of their power). William Stern is a
stable individual with property; Mary Beth Whitehead lacks both propriety
and property. These characterizations are a product of a system of repre-
sentation that is built on a set of familiar oppositions: male vs. female, self
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vs. other, truth vs. lies. No one will ever know what William Stern and
Mary Beth Whitehead are “really” like. What we have instead are represen-
tations of Stern and Whitehead that fit into predictably arranged slots.

In this system of representation, William Stern operates as the mirror
for men in power. The experts called in to evaluate Stern and Whitchead
found Stern as “thoughtful and sensitive™ as they found themselves to be.
The judge extended these claims. In his decision he pointed to the Sterns’
excellent educations and their ability to cope with crisis (i.e. to spend lots
of money on detectives and lawyers, not to mention babies). When one
“expert” visited their home, he found the Sterns cooing and laughing on
the floor with Baby M, who played happily with a briefcase.!® These are
our kind of people, our kind of family.

As several commentators have remarked, the Sterns’ self-
representation, reinforced by the judge and their lawyer, was never
questioned but seemed obvious and selfevident. Against their confident
representation of the “same,” Mary Beth Whitehead was consistently
represented as the “other.” Far from being a coherent individual she
supposedly suffered from a “mixed personality disorder.” Though not all
the experts could agree on this diagnosis, its very name sounds ominously
threatening to the unity and consistency so apparently vital to one’s ability
to create a stable self and environment. Gary N. Skoloff, the Sterns’ lawyer,
stated that his goal was “to create a perception of Whitehead as a ‘liar.’”!6
Lacking in truthfulness, she was also deemed to be emotional, narcissistic,
immature, preoccupied with grooming, manipulative. Her lack of propriety
and property meant that she couldn’t measure up as a proper bourgeois
individual, and in a sad way Whitchead was on some level aware of this.
She was willing to settle for less than the Sterns (she would have granted
them visitation rights); she struggled to attain the semblance of middle
class respectability by taking on a house she could not afford and furniture
that one expert noted “*was better than the Sterns’”!7; she paid back
welfare money she had received. The judge didn’t care if his representation
of Whitehead was inconsistent because Whitehead became a repository for
inconsistency. As Ellen Goodman pointed out, the judge’s decision relies
upon seeing Whitehead as rational and competent enough to have signed
the contract, but hyper-emotional and incompetent as a mother.'®

And to be scrutinized as a mother guaranteed that Whitehead would
be the victim of a classical double bind created by centuries of advice to
mothers. Told they should be devoted to their children, mothers following
this advice are then said to be “overidentified” and “too enmeshed” in
their children’s needs. This symbiotic bond, at once desired and deni-
grated, guarantees that a mother, if she is good, will never fully be herself,
an autonomous individual. Whitehead was simultaneously represented as
the devoted, good mother who selected her children’s clothes, styled their
hair, and had “an almost myopic” view that being the biological mother
“enables her to understand her children better than anyone else™;!® and as
the bad “homicidal” and “suicidal” mother.



22 JANICE DOANE/DEVON HODGES

As either, she could not win. This contradictory portrait of her came
to us via the testimony of influential experts who played into the hands of
the Sterns’ lawyer, Gary Skoloff. One of SkolofP’s partners managed to get
the experts to reverse their previous decision that Whitehead’s visitation
rights should be preserved in the best interests of the child. Indeed, Skoloff
successfully created Whitehead not only as a bad mother, but as a danger-
ous one. As The New York Times commented, “. . . Skoloff has so rou-
tinely raised { Whitehead’s characterization as “suicidal™ and “homicidal™]
in motions, court filings, and his questioning that it is easy to lose sight of
the fact that few of the mental health experts who have testified agreed
with it.”2? Skoloff knew exactly what representations were necessary to win
the case. Harold J. Cassidy, Whitehead’s chief counsel, never saw the
necessity to critique these representations, especially SkolofP's favorite
terms for Whitehead, “homicidal” and “suicidal.” Instead, Cassidy rested
his case on Whitehead’s emotional bond to the child (the very bond that
so put her propriety into question) and insisted on avoiding “mudslinging”
the Sterns in order to preserve Whitehead’s “dignity.”

Women take note: hire lawyers who understand that femininity is
deeply bound up with an oppressive system of representation. Whitehead’s
predicament demonstrates the double bind created for women identified as
“mothers.” As mother, she was judged on the basis of a position that
requires a lack of autonomy and individuality. Good mothers are “selfless.”
But because autonomy and selfhood are so valued in American society, she
is then accused of losing the boundaries between herself and her children.
Further, as a “woman,” predictably enough, she was represented as the
“other,” as less than a full subject because she lacks propriety. Moreover,
the shifting and clashing images of Whitehead promoted by both her
supporters and her detractors make it impossible to sustain consistent
sympathy for her as an individual. The very incoherence of her representa-
tion shatters the mirror of identification. Even feminists who claimed she
was a victim have had to concede that she is not passive in all of this; she
perjured herself on the stand, threatened to kill herself and the baby. Was
she simply desperate? We will never know; she remains the other.

If Whitehead knew she was lacking as a proper individual, Elizabeth
Stern knew that as a proper woman she was lacking a family. She remarked
that Mary Beth Whitehead was like a “sister” during the course of the
pregnancy,! and this remark points to a desire to naturalize the relation-
ship between the two of them, to make Stern in some way biologically
attached to the process. This remark also covers up Whitehead’s lack of
cooperation—she refused to tell the Sterns the baby’s sex after amniocen-
tesis—and Dr. Stern’s coerciveness. Whitehead said she felt that Stern was
“trying to take over {her] life.”?? As the journalist who recorded Stern’s
remark about sisterhood commented, “There was never a more unlikely
pair—the quiet, self-contained pediatrician and the housewife who had
dropped out of high school at 16 to marry a 22-year old she met in the
lunchconette where she worked.”?? Stern and Whitehead are represented
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as opposites: the cool and self-contained woman vs. the hysteric, the
professional woman vs. the housewife, the non-mother vs. the mother.
One begins to feel that the last opposition, in fact, contains all of the
others, and so the polarization protects Stern from being scrutinized on
the basis of her maternal capacity.

This lack of scrutiny seems odd, since Stern was anxious for the status
of mother and adamant about not giving Whitchead visiting rights. As she
put it, I don’t want to be known as the stepmother.” She also claimed
that she was already the “psychological mother.” But if she had been held
up to standards of maternal fitness, she, like any other woman, would have
been found wanting. She lied on her form to the fertility center, she
manipulated Mary Beth Whitehead, her lack of sympathy suggests egocen-
trism and narcissism. Who is going to babysit while the Sterns go to work?
(Perhaps they could hire Mary Beth Whitehead.) What we are trying to
suggest here is not that Dr. Stern is a bad person (indeed her attempt to
protect her health—she has a mild case of multiple sclerosis—by not
getting pregnant seems more than reasonable) or a potentially bad mother,
but that her image could have been constructed in the same way as Mary
Beth Whitehead’s was. It is the very absence of concern about Stern’s
“fitness” as a mother that is so interesting. Elizabeth Stern’s lack of
visibility points out that a central issue in the case was not actual relation-
ships between mothers and children but instead the ideological power of a
very limited notion of what families are. This notion emphasizes the family,
not as a historically and ideologically constructed institution, but as a
timeless, harmonious, private sphere. This view of the family does not
necessarily correspond to empirical reality.

In the “Baby M Case” a powerful metaphorics of the idealized family
is weirdly at odds with the facts of the case: surrogacy, custody battles,
arguments about parental fitness are signs of the family as a site of tensions
that reflect cultural change. Elizabeth Stern’s assertion of sisterhood with
Mary Beth Whitehead deploys the language of family relationships to
negotiate in acceptable terms her own anxiety and self-interest. Testimony
during the trial also deployed a metaphorics of the idealized family to cover
a real callousness toward the family. Despite all the talk about the necessity
for a stable family environment, neither the Sterns nor the judge cared
about the Whitehead family. The judge disallowed evidence about
Whitehead’s bond with her child; Whitchead’s parents’ bond with their
granddaughter; and about the Whitehead children’s suffering as a resuit of
the brutal abduction of their sister. Indeed, Whitehead’s effort to show this
suffering by displaying a note written by her daughter Tuesday to her baby
sister was called “manipulative” by her detractors and a “desperate” action
by her supporters. The judge helped enhance a middle-class notion of the
family and what it provides for the child by contrasting it with the instabil-
ity of the Whitehead family, and his decision cxacerbated that instability, at
the very least in its effect on the Whitchead children. Though the judge, as
some feminists have pointed out, was supporting the idea of paternal
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genealogy—William Stern “needs” an heir—there is more at stake than the
perpctuation of genes. What really matters is the perpetuation of an
ideology of familialism. The incongruity between the rhetoric about the
family and the issues of the case both highlights the artificiality of this
ideology and demonstrates its continuing vitality as a shaper of our desires
for happiness.

The proper family that Judge Sorkow is defending is nuclear, and
above all else, economically self-sufficient so that it seems separate from
the state and society. The Sterns, Sorkow said in his decision, lead “pri-
vate” lives and in this shelter Baby M will live “free from the public eye.”?4
Within this private space, a husband and wife have children who are seen as
possessions of their parents, as the case of Baby M makes very obvious,
These children should become individuals who are competent, secure, and
stable, If the children have problems, the fault lies in the parents or in the
children, not in the world at large. The home, a warm and separate haven,
is not involved in larger social conditions, so the mother, whose domain
this is, takes the blame if the child has problems and, typically, the father is
blamed if the family is not economically self-sufficient. Yet, in the face of
recent social changes contradictions have emerged. For many middle class
families, economic viability is possible only if the mother works. If the
mother works, the traditional division of labor is challenged. Either she is
pulled apart by her attempts to fulfill both her traditional role in the home
and her new role in the work force, or more and more money is essential
to maintain the privacy and harmony of the family sphere, by hiring, for
example, babysitters and housekeepers.

Mary Beth Whitehead showed that her own family was sustained by
kinship bonds, but such bonds no longer make a family. Her family failed
the ideological litmus test for the proper family—self-sufficiency—because
it had economic problems. Richard Whitehead was not a stable provider.
The family had to move often, and Mary Beth Whitehead left her husband
for a time and worked herself. She worked as a dancer in a bar owned by
her sister and later, reconciled to her husband, became a surrogate mother.
In different ways both these jobs exploit her sexuality. In the logic of
traditional representations of women, mothers don’t “use” their sex,
floozies do. Elizabeth Stern’s “good” job—as a physician who takes care of
children—obviously does not as readily work against her role as a mother,
and moreover, provides more money to maintain the proper family’s
respectability. Increasingly, to attain the ideological idea of the family,
money is required.

But those who sympathized with the Sterns are not simply reflecting
narrow class interests. The Whiteheads also strove to attain the attractive
ideal of the family. As Michele Barrett and Mary McIntosh point out in
their book The Anti~Social Family, “Familialism is not a ruling—class or
patriarchal ideology repressively foisted on an unwilling population. . ..
We see investment in the family as an casily comprehended, indeed highly
rational, choice, given the material and idcological privilege accorded to it
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in our society.”? What makes the family so appealing, Barrett and
MclIntosh go on to say, are its claims to meet the needs for emotional
security not easily met elsewhere; to provide the most supportive and
rewarding means of having and raising children; and to be a natural given,
biclogically determined. The family “of desire and myth,” they conclude,
“has an orderly division of labour between husband and wife, and a firm
but kindly style with the children that will be good for them in the long
run. It appears in child—care manuals, in advertisements for cars and
insurance policies, in the formal and the ‘hidden’ curricula of schools, in
the catalogues of Mothercare and the brochures of travel agents.”2% And
so, given the immense appeal as well as the rationality of this construction
at our particular historical moment, Barrett and McIntosh remind us that
there is no “outside” to appeal to. It is not, for instance, possible to see
Whitehead as standing by with a good alternative to the family, since she
herself was trying hard, but failing to “measure up” to this overpowering
ideology. But neither is it possible wholcheartedly to endorse the judge’s
decision on this basis, for to do so would be either to preserve deep
cynicism about the possibility for change or unthinkingly to endorse
familialism even as unendurable contradictions emerge, especially for
women as they try to maintain an ideological fairy tale.

It might seem that one way to avoid this double bind would be to
appeal to the sanctity of the contract between the Sterns and Mary Beth
Whitchead. If the contract is valid, then the issues of maternal propriety
and the child’s best interests seem irrelevant. As Harold Edgar, Professor at
the Columbia University Law School, remarked, if the contract is viable,
“then why make Baby M’s interests of primary consideration? If the
contract was central to the case, the judge’s attack on Mrs. Whitehead was
entirely gratuitous.”?” Edgar is wrong to assert that the contract can be
separated from attacks on Mary Beth Whitchead as an individual. The
judge’s attack on Mary Beth Whitehead, so essential to preserving tradi-
tional notions of the good family, is intimately bound up with a defense of
the bourgeois individual. The traditional family creates this individual, and
contract law protects his rights. The ideology of contract and the ideology
of familialism both define and defend the idea of the bourgeois individual.

Peter Gabel and Jay M. Feinman demonstrate how contract law
protects notions of the bourgeois individual in their essay “Contract Law
as Ideology.” As they put it, the idea of the “freedom of contract”
participates in a fantasy (particularly persistent among the right-wing) that
we are all “free and equal individuals, ready to take whatever action serves
our respective sclf-interest.”?® Courts upholding contracts without
considering issues of fairness protect this ideological image:

This imagery, drawn . . . from the exigencies of competitive exchange,
[serves] to deny the oppressive character of the market and the lack of
real personal liberty experienced by people in their private and work

lives. Most important, it [serves] to deny that there [is] a system at all
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that [is] coercively shaping and constricting the social world, because
the imagery [makes) it appear that this world [is] simply the perpetual
realization of an infinite number of free choices made by an infinite
number of voluntary actors.?*

As feminists have pointed out, surrogate mothers are not making “free”
choices.

Discussing surrogate motherhood, Andrea Dworkin writes that:

arguments as to the social and moral appropriateness of this new kind
of sale simply reiterate the view of female will found in discussion of
prostitution. . . . If a woman wants to sell the use of her womb in an
explicit commercial transaction, what right has the state to deny her
this proper exercise of femininity in the marketplace? Again, the state
has constructed the social, economic, and political situation in which
the sale of some sexual or reproductive capacity is necessary to the
survival of women; and yet the selling is seen to be an act of individual
will—the only kind of assertion of individual will in women that is
vigorously defended as a matter of course by most of those who
pontificate on female freedom.®

Yet the Sterns are not free either. Their desires are generated in the same
marketplace as Mary Beth Whitehead’s. They do not sell themselves, but
they do sign a contract that validates the notion that children are property.
The Sterns, two people deeply committed to challenging professional
careers, still feel the cultural imperative to “have” a child. The present
“infertility crisis” may be a symptom of the power of familial ideclogy and
the marketplace to shape our sense of individual worth and identity.

Appeals to contract law, then, do not take us beyond the tangle of this
case; there are safe, or pure, positions. Feminists have sensed for some time
the difficulty of placing themselves on one side of the debate between
nature and nurture, or between individual rights and the social order, or
even between men and women. The tangle of the Baby M case dramatizes
the breakdown of oppositions that have long worked against women not
simply by restricting women’s lives but by masking economical and social
conditions that make us long for the nostalgic ideal of the family.?! What
was at stake in the trial was the good family. The very rigidity of the
judge’s position—upholding the contract, depriving Whitehead of all
parental rights—symbolically functions to preserve a threatened ideology
of familialism. (And the ruling cannot work: on appeal, Whitehead was
immediately granted visitation rights and Baby M will hardly grow up
sheltered from the public eye.) Despite the judge’s desire for closure, the
case of Baby M remains unresolved.

Have we opted for theoretical correctness—exposing a system of
representation, deconstructing a series of false oppositions—rather than
entering into the fray on onc side or another, safe ground or not? Feminist
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theory is not opposed to feminist practice. A feminist deconstructive ruling
might look like this:

“Both parties in this case have taken an unusual risk, though one
party, the Sterns, felt contractually insured from it, and this unusual risk
has called for an unusual decision, one that will not make either party
particularly happy and that others will see as intolerable or unthinkable.
For three months I have listened as lawyers and experts have woven a web
of representations that repeats dully familiar ideas of masculinity and
femininity, nature and nurture. I am particularly dismayed by the testi-
mony of experts on mothering, and I refuse to render a decision further
encouraging this claptrap that unmistakably attempts to contain and
denigrate women. From my own experience as a parent, I can tell you that
it is impossible (and unnecessary) to be this idealized good mother.
Elizabeth and William Stern will suffer as many anxieties as less affluent
parents like Richard and Mary Beth Whitchead, and that’s because no
parents ever measure up to the standards of familial ideology. I am not
going to consider each of your claims to this child or which of you is to
blame for the present state of affairs because I empathize with all of you,
not simply as individuals, but as individuals caught up in a system that
none of us can completely master but all of us hope to change.

“Since legal disputes mark moments of instability in interpretation,
this is the perfect moment for change. Both parties have demonstrated a
barbaric possessiveness and anxiety to get their way, but I will award joint
custody to Stern and Whitehead. A joint custody decision will serve to
acknowledge the facts of the case—both parties are forever stuck with each
other—and to encourage cooperation and the cessation of hostility in the
best interests of the child. People might fear that joint custody will create a
confusing situation and an unstable environment for the child, but let me
remind you that Baby M, who has been shuttled back and forth between
both sets of parents for a year and has known no other sort of life, appears
to be thriving—she is, according to all who have observed her, bright,
happy, and healthy. If one family truly believes that this decision will
confuse Baby M, then in the best interests of the child I recommend that
they give the child to the other parents. It has been argued that joint
custody should not be mandated when the parents do not have the same
standard of living. This argument seems specious because child care
providers for affluent parents almost always have both a different standard
of living and different values from their employers; this economic reality
does not seem to damage children.

“I also hereby serve notice that contracts such 2as these should involve
equal risks to each party. At present the surrogate mother takes all the
risks; henceforward no man shall have the contractual right to tell a woman
what she may or may not eat and drink, whether she should or should not
have amniocentesis or an abortion. The genetic mother should be awarded
a grace period, as she is in adoption cases, to decide if she wants to
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relinquish parental rights; in present surrogate arrangements we have come
perilously close to baby selling. I hope that the increased risks in this new
arrangement will hurt the business of such rapacious entrepeneurs as Noel
Keane, owner of the infertility center employed by Sterns, but—a judge
can’t control everything. The law does not determine economic and social
forces; rather, its rhetoric usually helps legitimate them.”

Is this decision irrelevant utopian fantasy, or worse yet, old—fashioned
liberalism? It is fantasy: the judge’s ruling supported traditional familialism.
Beneath the nurturing father, William Stern, we have the paternal authority
who retains his privileges of ownership that do not necessarily entail the
obligation of child care. As Senator Albert Gore remarked about the
ruling, “What’s really being transferred here is Mary Beth Whitehead’s
right to rear the child. And the person it’s being transferred to is not the
husband, not the father, but the father’s wife.”® In her book, Mothers
on Trial, Phyllis Chesler argues against the practice of joint custody,
saying that it represents the liberal hope to be generous to everyone.

Yet, she doesn’t theorize her own insistence that the mother is the
child’s natural guardian. In her view, women are being robbed of their
domain in custody cases, but this is also the domain they are often eager
to escape.

Surrogate motherhood, which simply involves artificial insemination,
is not a new technology. What is new is that feminist theory has put into
question an automatic deferral to the rights of the father or the mother.
Joint custody is not so much a liberal position that is generous to both
parents but a risky solution that asks both parties to assume responsibilities,
to acknowledge that children are not simply possessions of either one
party or the other. We are not suggesting that joint custody be the
resolution for all disputed surrogacy cases; but in this case the ruling of
joint custody highlights the risk involved in surrogacy contracts and
acknowledges the complexity of family relations that are hidden by the
ideology of familialism.?? Rather than having to resort forever to joint
custody in the case of dispute over surrogacy, we would hope to sce
some legislation that would make the risk to all parties more obvious and
equal. Those whose money makes them comfortable with the dominant
ideology of the family cannot protect themselves with that money; neither
can those feminists who celebrate women’s separate sphere be protected
from the oppressiveness of the system their celebration works to support.
The Baby M case provides an opportunity for feminists to study familial-
ism, an oppressive system of representation. The trial—obviously about
artificial families—makes us notice how the rhetoric of familialism
attempts to create the family and the subjects who constitute it as
privileged, natural unitices. It is through the family and the identities
which it presupposes that the subordination of women is secured in
contemporary socicty. Feminist theory can begin to move outside
familialism not by taking sides—for or against, nature or nurture—but by
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deconstructing these polarities, a risky business.

Janice Doane, St. Mary’s College
Devon Hodges, George Mason University
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BABY M: PARENTAL PRIVILEGE
{Response to “The Baby M Case: A Risky Business”
by Janice Doane and Devon Hodges)

Susan Jaret McKinstry

In their paper, Doane and Hodges discuss the major questions in the
Baby M case: individual rights, legal rights, and familial rights. Clearly all
of these rights are in conflict with one another. The case represents a
“discourse of rights” indeed. And this case is apparently only the begin-
ning: additional surrogate custody cases have been started in the United
States and Europe, and the questions only proliferate with the cases.
Doane and Hodges note that Judge Sorkow’s ruling in the Baby M case
upheld the model of the “idealized family,” one that, as most of us
recognize, does not exist. Chances are that the powerful model will
continue to rule the future decisions even though, as Doane and Hodges
recognize, “in the Baby M case, a powerful metaphorics of the idealized
family is weirdly at odds with the facts of the case: surrogacy, custody
battles, arguments about parental fitness are signs of the family as a site of
tensions that reflect cultural change.” The court case serves to illustrate a
remarkable—and dangerous—aspect of the tension in such a traditional
and seductive model due to the social changes in the family and in the
males and females who comprise it,

The issues Doane and Hodges raise—dealing with the “fit” mother,
the “provider” father, the child as object—are frighteningly present in the
case. But I think there is a larger question about the cause for the complex-
ity of these cases—the reason it is so hard to decide the rights and wrongs
involved. These issues could be explored as a means of deconstructing the
oppositions that the social system and the judge’s ruling try to uphold. For
if the case were decided on the basis of the model of the idealized family,
there have been some odd changes in the roles required for men and
women in that family model. As Doane and Hodges note, “A central issue
in the case was not actual relationships between mothers and children but
instead the ideological power of a very limited notion of what families are.”
Traditionally that ideology demands the fixed male provider/female
caretaker roles, with child as object of devotion. The complexity comes in
because the notion of familiality is changing, as they imply. It is not so
simple for males or females any longer.

The Whiteheads tried unsuccessfully to follow the traditional model of
the nuclear family. Mary Beth Whitehead is clearly the devoted caretaker—
but too devoted (“overinvested”). Her husband is clearly the family
provider—but a mediocre provider, The Stern family, however, does not
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imitate this traditional mode! of the ideal family. The caretaker role, in the
Stern family, is erased. Elizabeth Stern, whose career as a pediatrician
evidently proved her ability to mother the baby, was remarkably absent
from the debate as both “mother™ and “caretaker,” although her health
concern caused the Sterns to meet Mary Beth Whitchead in the first place.
Stern claimed Whitehead as a “sister” and herself as a “psychological
mother,” and she has now legally adopted Baby M. Yet her role was not
central to the judge’s considerations, and an important question is why one
woman’s mothering should decide the case, another woman’s be unessen-
tial to the case.

The answer lies initially in the direction that Doane and Hodges
point. The case questions the rules for the idealized family and argues that
the roles are not gender specific, but money specific. More precisely, the
caretaker role and the provider role have been linked in a unique way that
erases the differentiated roles for men and women in parenting. In the
judge’s vision, William Stern can provide everything for the baby. He is
clearly the provider, with a good and stable income, but he is also the
emotional support. This goes even beyond Doane and Hodges’ claim that
the case uses the “rhetoric of familialism” in order “to create the family
and the subjects who constitute it as privileged, natural unities.” What has
happened, I think, is that Judge Sorkow and the media turned the case
into a male against female battle in which there was a seeming backlash
against feminist efforts to widen the roles of women: if women have been
trying in the past years to do it all, to be career women and mothers and
providers, then Sorkow essentially said that William Stern could do it all.
That when he weighed Mary Beth Whitchead against William Stern, Stem
won precisely because he could fulfill both the male and female roles—and
Whitehead failed at both. (Her brief career as a dancer highlights this
reading, as does her use of her body as childproducer for money—she
cannot separate her femaleness from her other roles, and thus she is
indeed, for Sorkow, a poor provider, a poor model, a poor mother.)

Hence the question is not finally one of paternal rights over maternal
rights, the value of sperm over egg and uterus. The issue becomes,
apparently, one of economic privilege over fertility. (Nicely ironic that the
term for Mary Beth Whitehead’s problem was “overinvestment”—she
cannot spend wisely, either money or emotion.) Surrogating unites two
sorts of privileges—money and fertility. A telling comment by a surrogate
mother-to-be in a MacNeil-Lehrer debate on the subject was that of the
eight women participating in the debate, those who were mothers (also,
interestingly, financially and educationally privileged) were against
surrogating; those for it either suffered from infertility or understood its
pain and were surrogate mothers themselves. With one out of seven
American couples infertile, fertility is indeed a privilege. Hence emotions
run high; this is not precisely a legal situation, nor solely a moral one.

Yet in the current system, as Doane and Hodges note, women lose.
To use one’s body for pay is always a bad investment—as prostitute or
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surrogate—because the risks are high, the rewards uncertain. Doane and
Hodges’ desire to equalize the risks for the man and woman in the
contract overlooks the essential physical difference: men produce billions of
sperm throughout 2 long reproductive life with no danger to themselves;
women produce only a limited number of children during a relatively short
reproductive life, and at great risk to their health—including the possibility
of death. How do we measure the worth of such a risk? Apparently, at
$1.50 per hour—a price the buyers argue is generous for women who need
the money and find childbearing a tolerable occupation. Yet their eco-
nomic need dooms them to the same sort of loss as Mary Beth Whitehead
suffered—selling their bodies, they sell their rights to reconsider their
bargain. On the other hand, Stern’s ability to buy the sort of life the judge
deems best is his reward—the specific caretaker, the precise situation, is less
important than the opportunities for investment that Stern’s income
provides.

Let me go beyond Doane and Hodges for a moment. Their analysis of
the complexity of the case is excellent (and the similar cases being debated
are caught in the same quagmires). But really there was never much
question about the outcome. The media was behind Stern from the start.
Feminists have long understood the power of naming—as terms like Ms.
indicate—and this case reasserts it. The loaded nature of the terms
“mother” and “father,” in fact, is the central issue. Calling Mary Beth
Whitehead the “surrogate mother,” for example—an inaccurate term, since
she is the biological mother—and calling Stern the father, or the “natural
father,” the media showed their belief in the rightness of his claims. More
tellingly, Stern called the baby Melissa, and she was known throughout the
case as Baby M. Since the Whiteheads called her Sara, they had lost the
case before it even began, for Stern had the power of naming her.
Whitehead’s maternal pleas—her desperation, her tears, her weeping older
daughter—were scen as proof of her inability to mother wisely and well.
The overemotional mother—played too convincingly by Whitehead—lost.
The rational Law of the Father—incamated in Stern and Sorkow—won.
Katha Pollitt comments on an ironically parallel case where “a man who
provided a woman friend with sperm, no strings attached, changed his
mind when the child was born and sued for visitation rights. He won.
Curiously, no one suggested that the decision stigmatized all his sex as
hyperemotional dirty—dealers” (The Nation, May 23 1987, 686).

What has happened is that women are being asked to be both
emotional mothers and rational adults at the same time that they are being
put into a totally irrational system that demands the wrong response at the
wrong time. When she signs a contract, a surrogate mother~to-be is
indeed capable of being rational, but the system asks that she predict the
emotional future. When she experiences that emotional future, and
perhaps changes her mind, she is reminded of her rational past and,
indeed, reminded that she “promised not to fall in love with her child”
(Pollitt 688). Certainly the process of conceiving a surrogate child in the
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laboratory is about as rational as any act of conception could be. The love,
here, is for the act of childbearing (not childrearing), the gift of life, the
altruistic desire to give a childless couple the joy of a child. (Or perhaps it
is love of money, though most surrogates claim that is not the primary
reason for the job—and considering the low pay, it does seem an unlikely
motivaton.} The mother initially has no intention of mothering the child.

But the hypothetical child and the real child can feel quite different to
the people involved—partly because of what Noel Keane, the self-styled
“father of surrogating” who arranged the Sterns’ contract (as well as 155
others, with 180 pending), calls “the constitutional right to procre-
ate”(1)—certainly another debated “right.” The social pressure to be a
parent is intense; at the same time, both men and women are pressured to
have careers, not jobs—and often parenting is delayed for too long. Hence
surrogating, which tries to create a new symbiotic relationship from the
privileges of money and fertility.

What of the solutions? As Doane and Hodges rightly point out, there
is no easy way to resolve the conflicting “rights” and desires of all parties.
Their wish to equalize the legal and emotional risks for the mother and the
father (seller and buyer?) through more flexible contracts is appropriate,
though several laws being considered attempt to move in the opposite
direction by making the contracts more enforceable. Contract law is
extended to cover the sale of the child as the object of exchange between
two people who may, as in this case, finally hate one another but both
claim rights—genetic, parental, legal. As Pollitt notes, Stern “wanted a
perfect baby with his genes and a medically vetted mother who would get
out of his life forever immediately after giving birth. That’s a tall order, and
one no other class of father-—natural, step-, adoptive—even claims to be
entitled to. Why should the law bend itself into a pretzel to gratify it?”
(688).

A good question, and one with which I would like to end. This case
highlights a central problem for feminist scholarship: how to combine
theory and practice. The academy looked with some scorn upon early,
experientially-based feminist courses. When feminist theory entered the
academy, it seemed the perfect answer. But the problem is still compli-
cated, for part of feminism is based on personal and cultural experience,
and to remove that entircly takes away the basis of the theory (rather like
teaching Black Studies with no recognition of the legal and political battles
that required its creation). The larger question here is how to balance the
conflicting needs of experiential and theoretical fields. The Baby M case
forces us to ask where our sympathies should lie in a case that decides
between economic and maternal rights, between theory and practice.
Theoretically easy. Unfortunately, Mary Beth Whitehead does not provide
a model of female unity; rather, she emphasizes the divisions between
women. That helped her lose the case. Indeed, the statement that proble-
matized the issues and, perhaps, destroyed her emotional argument was
the phone conversation in which she threatened to kill the baby and
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herself. It is indeed difficult for me to understand a woman claiming that
she will kill her child rather than let someone else have it—but it is also not
easy for me to hear myself sometimes saying things to my two-year—old
that I thought only terrible mothers said, and still try to believe in my
abilities as a mother. In other words, desperation does make us say things
we do not really mean. As Hodges and Doane recognize, the model of the
ideal family demands an obedience to its laws even in their contradictions:
“this symbiotic bond” of motherhood, “at once desired and denigrated,
guarantees that a mother, if she is good, will never fully be herself, an
autonomous individual” (my emphasis-——the word marks out the power of
the model: “And when she was bad, she was horrid.”). Whitchead’s
statement cut both ways—showed her irrationality, on the one hand, and
her lack of “real” (ideal) maternal fecling on the other—and she lost
almost everyone’s sympathies. She became a dangerous symbol of the
excesses of maternity—a woman out of control—while Stern was able to
show emotion and keep his head—even responding rationally and gently
to Whitehead’s threat.

So why should the law turn itself into a pretzel? Precisely because
there is no easy answer; because the issues here—rights, roles, and rules—
are increasingly twisted as we try to redefine the family without falling back
into the old rational /irrational model, or simple economic answers to
highly emotional issues, The financial and educational environment in the
Stern home certainly helped them win the case, but essentially I think that
Stern’s ability to be both emotional and rational—“female™ and “male”—
won the case in a system that increasingly rewards the male ability to be
both things at once.

Perhaps Doane and Hodges’ solution—joint custody-—is theoretically
apt. But I think it is rather like sawing Solomon’s disputed child in half
forever. Too many children of fighting parents are indeed split in two by
the parents’ hatred and competition. Baby M—Melissa Stemn, I should
say—should not pay a price for that as well as for the oddity of her
conception. Again, the problem is one of the conflict between theory and
practice. There is no just solution here; economics won out in this case,
and I think often will, but to create a system for that child whereby the
struggle must go on forever—or until she can escape at 18—is too harsh a
punishment of the person we want to protect. Solomon’s model is useful
here: both parents felt they were doing the right thing in wanting Baby M,
and social forces decreed that Stern’s money made the thing right. But
Judge Sorkow was no Solomon; he did not have the perfect situation in
which the more loving parent could give up the child, and he certainly did
not have the option of threatening to kill her himself if the Sterns and
Whitcheads did not come to some responsible decision themselves.

I think this case—and the others coming up—represents the scariest
possible breakdown of the ideal family model. Because Stern could fulfill
all of the baby’s needs and be both provider and carctaker, his wife became
inessential, as did the baby’s mother. The father was deemed primary in
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every sense of the term—as namer, provider, caretaker, owner. The
question is not simply law, or rights, or love. The question is one of roles,
although in the legal system financial privilege—again and again—is
established as the right to all rights. If the media had not been able to
highlight the differences between Whitehead and Stern, and turn this into
a battle of the sexes in which Stern had all the male and female powers,
and Whitehead only the female weaknesses, the case would not trouble us
so much. But this “unholy alliance,” as one editorial called it, of “the law
and technology™ is also a confrontation with our most complicated feelings
about maternity and paternity as responsibilities, and not “rights” of
ownership and power. Forcing us to evaluate the privileges of money and
fertility, the case is only part of a larger debate about the limits—and
options—of maleness and femaleness and, perhaps, humanness.

Susan Jaret McKinstry
Carleton College

THE POLITICS OF READING: FEMINISM, THE NOVEL,
AND THE COERCIONS OF “TRUTH”

Joanne 8. Prye

“Trying to decide whether Libya is a feminist issue is gibberish that
belongs in 2 women’s poli. sci. course, if it belongs anywhere.” I quote a
student evaluation from a seminar on Virginia Woolf in the spring of 1986,
the spring in which the President of the United States decided to bomb
Libya in retaliation against that “madman,” Muammar el-Qaddafi. On the
day of the bombing, the seminar was working with Three Guineas, had
spent much of the semester exploring Woolf’s resistance to truth claims,
and was prepared, I thought, to talk in very immediate terms about the
intertwining of truth claims, patriarchal political power, and the uses of
force by political figures that Woolf clsewhere labels “bullies.” The
discussion had the liveliness of immediate urgency: most of the students
were extremely concerned about the implications of the bombing and were
engaged in the effort to link the semester’s “literary” understandings to the
more obviously “relevant” international politics of the moment.

But the student whose evaluation I’ve quoted was visibly distressed,
though silent. Disposed toward a version of literary studies that still
predominates in American education—that “high culture in America is
assumed to be above politics” and that the “mission of the humanities is...
to represent noninterference in the affairs of the everyday world”?—this
particular student saw only “gibberish” where the other students saw
connections. He wished to remain in the “purity” of verbal sophistication
while I felt the urgency of relating literature to politics, language to
power.?

The seminar was not, in fact, “trying to decide whether Libya is a
feminist issue,” but this interpretation of the discussion is not irrelevant,
For in seeking the connections between text and event, language and
power, gender and war, we inevitably raised questions of “truth,” of the
“right” feminist response; and with those questions we risked
re-embracing values we were criticizing: not only the problem of “us vs.
them” and the coercive claims of our own “truth™—as if single and
unified—but also the problem of seeing women as somehow uniquely
peace-loving, the preserve of special human values in a violent and hostile
world of patriarchal bullying such as we had witnessed from both Reagan
and Qaddafi.* As we correlated the use of force with patriarchal construc-
tions of masculinity, we were, in effect, claiming that the bombing of Libya
was a feminist issue. In seeking connections, we could not avoid becoming
implicated in the apparent processes of truth-seeking. We could not avoid
entanglement in the currently available political and linguistic construc-
tions of human experience, premised on dualism, hierarchy, dominance.

The terrain of feminist analysis is, indced, a mine-field, a wilderness,®
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surrounded not only by patriarchal culture but also by the paradoxes and
contradictions of its own thought. Answering the question, “What is
feminism?”, historian Nancy Cott asserts, “Feminism is nothing if not
paradoxical,” and goes on to identify the situational basis for the paradoxes
of feminism: “It aims for individual freedoms by mobilizing sex solidarity.
It acknowledges diversity among women while positing that women
recognize their unity. It requires gender consciousness for its basis, yet calls
for the elimination of prescribed gender roles.” Toril Moi identifies the
same problem in the terms of linguistic analysis when she speaks of “a
central paradox of feminism: given that there is no space outside patriarchy
from which women can speak, how do we explain the existence of a
feminist, anti—patriarchal discourse at ali?”” Feminism is inherently
paradoxical in both the situational constructions of social scientists and the
linguistic constructions of literary critics—precisely because it is grounded
in a commitment to “women” as a category of analysis at the same time
that it disputes the weight of meaning borne by that very category,
precisely because it can only be spoken through the languages and values
of a patriarchal culture. .

No wonder, then, that deconstruction has a strong appeal to many
feminist thinkers: the linguistic subversion of all dualisms offers an
apparent escape from internal contradictions, and the rejection of logocen-
trism seems to escape the coercions of “truth” that ground patriarchal
oppression of women and other claims to political certainty. But dangers
lurk even here. For in deconstructing categories of meaning, we decon-
struct not only patriarchal definitions of womanhood and “truth” but also
the very categories of our own analysis—*“women” and “feminism” and
“oppression.”™ In doing so, we relinquish the claims to understanding our
own gendered experience in the world as we live in it. We relinquish the
possibility that literature can have meaning for women’s lives—beyond
linguistic disruption—and we relinquish the possibility that literary study
might fruitfully relate feminism to such political crises as the bombing of
Libya.

In the year and a half since that bombing, the American political
context has become even more visibly fraught with the dangers of patriar-
chal /patriotic certainty, the coercions of presumed truth: American “right”
to intervene in Nicaragua is defended by military notions of honor,

manhood, and nation; and the Iran~-Contra hearings repeatedly underlined-

the very real relationships among “certainty,” power, patriotism, and
masculinity—the very notions that Woolf so powerfully links to fascism in
Three Guincas. At the same time, the hearings have reminded us of the
equally real dangers of relinquishing the links between language and
experience, of relinquishing distinctions between truth and falsehood?? the
lies that surround governmental action in both Central America and the
Middle East have real consequences, and the distinction between truth and
falsehood is critical to any attempt to disentangle the dangers of secret
governmental action, as it is to any attempt to falsify patriarchal construc-
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tions of both masculinity and femininity,

In the same year and a half since Reagan bombed Libya, my own
urgency to link language and power, literature and politics, has increased,
as has my own understanding of the complexities of doing so. My urgency
is framed by the recognitions of feminist analysis—that disciplinary
divisions are often arbitrary and politically conservative, that both literature
and politics have marginalized women and women’s experiences, that
patriarchal power is entangled with positivist notions of “truth” and with
representational assumptions about language. I have not, however, reached
a straightforward response to these recognitions. For when pursued, they
lead inevitably back to paradox: feminist literary criticism requires that we
claim the “truths” of women’s experience without re-embracing the
structures of gender we are criticizing. It requires that we resist complicity
with the languages and “truths” of patriarchal thought, even as we actively
politicize literature and the study of literature.

My commitment in this paper, then, is to re—examine these difficulties
through responding to a recurrent question in my own work: why do we
do feminist literary criticism? Why study or teach literature at all?!® My
tentative answer, which I want to explore in my remaining space, evolves
from the essentially paradoxical nature of feminist analysis to a claim for
the distinctive contribution of the novel to feminist thought processes.!* In
my view, the novel suggests a particular kind of understanding that can
help us through these contradictions by facilitating a feminist epistemology
and hence feminist political strategies as well.

Let me begin by identifying what 1 see as the needs of a feminist
epistemology as they are shaped by the paradoxes of feminism. In general,
we can only reach new knowledge about gender if we use “women” as a
category of analysis while we continue to complicate and alter that
category. We thus need to speak of “women” as a potential unity while
striving to take into account the multiplicity of women’s lives. We need to
claim and value distinctive understandings grounded in women’s experi-
ence even though that experience is only available to us as framed by
patriarchal institutions, patriarchal ideology, patriarchal language. We need
to gather information about women’s lives without reinforcing the current
limitations on those lives. We need to try to define—as does a recent
contribution to feminist epistemology—“women’s ways of knowing”
without, in effect, essentializing “woman” within those patriarchal con-
structs.!?

These, then, are the potential contradictions that frame an emerging
feminist epistemology and suggest its primary criteria. Consider, first, the
initial criterion of feminist epistemology that knowledge should be
grounded experientially—that our claims to understanding should emerge
from our lives and that subjective experience is an essential component of
knowledge: “within feminist theoretical production, experience, the living
participating ‘I,” is seen as a dimension that must be included in an
adequate analysis.™? All knowledge claims must thus be examined against
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our own experiences and against the subjective experiences of people’s
complex lives. This correlates with the recurrent feminist principle that
“the personal is political,” as well as with the understanding that we need
to make visible the previously invisible experiences of women. But it also
makes difficult the task of generalizing, which has been traditionally served
by quantitative methods. For each woman’s experience varies not only
according to broad variables, such as race and class and sexual preference,
but also according to minor differences which may or may not skew the
interpretation that seeks general understanding through complex contextu-
alized information. When we look at each woman’s experience, we have
difficulty discerning exactly what in that experience derives from gender,
and we have further difficulty reaching an understanding of the category
“women” beyond its current construction within patriarchal thought.
Inevitably, the women in Women’s Ways of Knowing, for example,
“know” the way they do in part because they have been marginalized; their
experience can only be constructed in patriarchal terms.!* And yet new
perspectives on women’s experience are our best source of understanding
gender in alternative ways. An experiential base, framed by contradiction,
remains a central component of feminist epistemology.

A second primary concern in feminist epistemology is similarly framed
by contradiction: the rejection of dualistic categories in both methods and
definitions of knowledge. As the knower becomes intertwined with the
known—a necessary effect of genuine experiential knowledge—the
subject/object dualism that underpins Western science is shown to be
inappropriate and damaging to the process of gaining knowledge, particu-
larly about women’s experiences.!® Further dualisms also become inappro-
priate within the attempts at experiential understanding and constructed
knowledge, as, for example, in the recognition that the public/private
distinction is premised on categories inappropriate to women’s lives or that
the nature/culture distinction has been damaging to our understanding of
women’s contributions to social knowledge.!¢ In short, an examination of
women's distinctive experiences suggests that the dualistic categories of
Western thought are both insufficient for understanding women’s lives and
damaging to the possibilities for cultural change.!” At the same time,
however, a feminist epistemology requires ways to validate the denigrated
category of each of these dualistic pairs—to value the subjective, the
private, the natural world—while simultaneously supporting women’s
legitimate participation in “objective” claims, in the public world and the
shaping of culture. To reject dualisms is to risk reaffirming the currently
dominant term in patriarchal patterns of thought by suppressing the
“feminine” term of each duality. And yet to reject dualistic thought is to
open most fully the possibility for resisting gender hierarchies and is thus a
second vital component of a feminist epistemology.

Finally, feminist epistemologies redefine the very nature of knowledge
as distinct from traditional empiricism and Enlightenment reason: knowl-
edge is not a truth to be arrived at-—and can never be given the coercive
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force of patriarchal “Truth”—but is instead a working hypothesis, a
construction, to be tested through intersubjective agreements and always
to be held open to the possibility of new understandings. It is, in short,
process rather than product, intersubjective understanding rather than
Truth.!® This view of knowledge again opens the danger of imposition by
those who do make truth claims—by the bullying of patriarchal politics
and the coercions of patriarchal “Truth”—so that feminist claims appear
vulnerable to the powers of the status quo. Similarly, to explore the
association of womanhood with non-truth, as a way to deconstruct truth
claims, is to risk a renewed denigration of women as false.’® And yet to
claim “Truth” ourselves in the same terms as those of patriarchal discourse
is to recapitulate false hierarchies, to submerge the complexity of under-
standing that is essential to feminist thought and to cultural change—
essential, again, to a feminist epistemology.

These general understandings have much in common with postmod-
ernist thought: indeed, many of the feminist epistemologies draw directly
on such thinkers as Derrida, Rorty, and Lacan. And the connections
specifically to deconstructionism are also evident in the rejection of
dualisms and the instability of “truth” as a category. But the overt
commitments to social change and to experiential understanding suggest
important differences and point me toward the claims I wish to make for
literature’s contributions, particularly through the novel, to feminist
episternology and thence to feminist political strategies.?® An understand-
ing of novelistic discourse gives us, I think, one response to Sandra
Harding’s suggestion that “we should try to fashion conceptual schemes
that are more alert to the complex and often beneficial ways in which the
modemist world is falling apart.” 2! It gives us one possible way to value
the instabilities of the modern world— destabilized notions of Truth and
Power and Self—without relinquishing the need for feminist knowledge of
our own gendered experience.

This, then, suggests the potential value of literary understanding for
feminist thought: literature, by virtue of its self-conscious textuality, is
particularly able to embrace apparent contradictions, to explore unstable
concepts, to refrain from an enforced univocal understanding of human
experience. This capacity is especially evident in the novel with its “poly-
phonic” form, its capacity to embrace many different voices and set
opposing views in interaction with each other.2? As an example, consider a
novel like To the Lighthouse with its rich explorations of gender and its
resistance to a linear outcome: the “person-ideas™? of its three central
characters—Mrs. Ramsay, Mr. Ramsay, and Lily—are all actualized as
world-views in a particular context, a gendered context; but none is
exclusively validated. Rather, each is explored in relation to its experiential
base, granted its experiential validity, and set in interaction with the others.
By the end of the novel, then, readers have explored the complexities and
contradictions of current gender constructions without being led to a
univocal “truth,” which would in fact be impossible. Instead, the novel has
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helped to destabilize categories as it has explored contradictions and set
them in dialogue, rather than suppressing them in search of a single-voiced
and coercive “truth.”

As literary form, the novel, in other words, has the distinctive capacity
to embrace contradictions and thus to explore feminist understandings
without becoming trapped with a falsifying knowledge construct. Not
coincidentally, its ways of doing so are remnarkably similar to the other
requirements suggested by an emergent feminist epistemology. The
experiential basis of knowledge, which I suggested was a first requisite for
feminist epistemology, is also a first impetus for novelistic understanding.
Novels by women are especially crucial here as they voice experiences that
have been previously unvoiced, make public what the authors may have
hitherto conceived as purely private experiences.2* They are particularly
able to do so because the novel as form makes no initial claim to general-
ity, to the proclamation of public truths, and can thus voice individual
perception and provide the contextual basis for that perception. Each
perception—each “truth”—is experientially grounded and is entered into
the novel’s public discourse as a function of its particular context. Thus
when Charles Tansley mutters, “Women can’t paint, women can’t
write,"?¥ we understand the assertion in its situational specificity—a
function of Tansley’s participation in patriarchal ideology as well as his own
personal insecurity. When Lily Briscoe then assimilates and resists this
patriarchal “truth,” we experience her experiential understanding, her
internal dialogue between the urgency of creation and the negations of her
culture. The novelistic form itself, premised on the exploration of concrete
human experience and the multiplicity of experiences, again enables
Woolfs complex exploration of gender.

Through its distinctive linguistic capacities, then, the novel can elude
the potential conservatism of representation without relinquishing the
values of the experiential. The poststructuralists’ rejection of experience—
as in Jane Gallop’s statement that the “politics of experience is inevitably a
conservative politics for it cannot help but conserve traditional ideological
constructs which are not recognized as such but are taken for the
‘real’26—reflects, at best, a partial understanding, which fails to take into
account the necessarily paradoxical nature of feminist thought. Experience
is inevitably framed by prevalent ideological constructs, but it can also be
contextualized in such a way that those constructs are recognized. This, in
fact, is precisely the gift of novelistic discourse in its dialogical capacity to
explore contradictions and to set multiple perspectives in interaction.

Furthermore, this experiential basis also suggests ways to resist the
false dualisms of Western thought. As feminist epistemologists have
argued, the knowledge that derives from experience refutes the subject/
object dualism. Similarly, the contextualized understanding that is evident
in novels reveals the centrality of the perceiver to the perceived, precisely
because the object world can only be presented to us as part of a con-
structed version of “reality.”?” This is the case in all novels but is doubly so
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in novels that are structured through character consciousness, as are many
twentieth-century novels. Woolf makes this philosophical concern overt in
To the Lighthouse when she writes of Mr. Ramsay’s inquiry into “subject
and object and the nature of reality,”?® but its most potent presence
derives from the complexity of “reality” as seen through many different
perspectives: the lighthouse is not “simply one thing” but many things,?®
and Mrs. Ramsay herself is protean and multiple because we understand
her simultaneously through the perceptions of others and through her
manifest subjectivity.

This same process of deriving knowledge from an interaction between
subject and object, knower and known, yields an understanding of the
intertwined categories of other apparent dualisms. As the perceiver is
central to interpretive understanding in the novel, public and private are
shown to be linguistically intertwined in novelistic discourse by the
pervasive interactions between private perceptions and social meanings.
The understanding that language is an intertwining of public and private is
integral to novelistic form, but Woolf again makes this understanding
explicit, as in Mrs. Ramsay’s inability to escape the culture’s cliche “We are
in the hands of the Lord” even in her most private moment.?® Similarly,
other dualisms—most notably the male /female “dualism” itself—can be
disrupted by self—conscious linguistic constructions that are integral to
novelistic capacity and by the dialogical possibilities that derive from the
presence of many kinds of social languages within one text.3!

Finally, the novel as form suggests a definition of knowledge that is
also congruent with the requirements of a feminist epistemology, for it is
premised on a concern for ways of processing reality, for human knowl-
edge as a construct. In their explorations of experiential understanding, as
in the integral interactions between perceiver and perceived, novels explore
hypotheses rather than offering truths; they raise questions rather than
proposing answers.*? Even when an authoritative narrator makes general
assertions—as, for example, George Eliot does in her assessments of
human character or the particular destinies of her protagonists—the
experiential basis of these understandings and the integral presence of
multiple perspectives contextualize the claims to truth and suggests that
alternative understandings are possible. The knowledge to be derived is not
the knowledge of the assertions themselves but the knowledge of how such
generalizations are formed as hypotheses—the knowledge that knowledge
itself is a construct and subject to further inquiry.??

What [ have suggested, of course, are only some very general qualities
of novelistic discourse~—and no doubt each of us can think of many novels
that seem to confirm patriarchal “truths” rather than to participate in a
feminist epistemology. My claim, however, is not that every novel accom-
plishes alternative understandings but rather that the form of the novel has
distinctive capacities for helping to shape alternative understandings. These
capacities are not fully actualized in all novels; indeed, they are actively
suppressed in many specific novels. But they are capacities of particular












































































































