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Had anyone the prescience, ten years ago, to pose the question of defining a
“feminist” literary criticism, she might have been told, in the wake of Mary
Ellmann’s Thinking About Women,! that it involved exposing the sexual stereotyp-
ing of women in both our literature and our literary criticism and, as well, demon-
strating the inadequacy of established critical schools and methods to deal fairly
or sensitively with works written by women. In broad outline, such a prediction
would have stood well the test of time, and, in fact, EIlmann’s book continues to
be widely read and to point us in useful directions. What could not have been an-
ticipated in 1969, however, was the catalyzing force of an ideology that, for many
of us, helped to bridge the gap between the world as we found it and the world as
we wanted it to be. For those of us who studied literature, a previously unspoken
sense of exclusion from authorship, and a painfully personal distress at discover-
ing whores, bitches, muses, and heroines dead in childbirth where we had once
hoped to discover ourselves, could—for the first time—begin to be understood as
more than “a set of disconnected, unrealized private emotions.”2 With a renewed
courage to make public our otherwise private discontents, what had once been
“felt individually as personal insecurity” came at last to be “viewed collectively
as structural inconsistency”3 within the very disciplines we studied. Following
unflinchingly the full implications of Ellmann’s percipient observations, and em-
boldened by the liberating energy of feminist ideology—in all its various forms
and guises—feminist criticism very quickly moved beyond merely “expos[ing]
sexism in one work of literature after another,”* and promised, instead, that we
might at last “begin to record new choices in a new literary history.”5 So power-
ful was that impulse that we experienced it, along with Adrienne Rich, as much
“more than a chapter in cultural history”: it became, rather, “an act of survival.”®
What was at stake was not so much literature or criticism as such, but the his-
torical, social, and ethical consequences of women’s participation in, or exclusion
from, either enterprise.

The pace of inquiry these last ten years has been fast and furious—especially
after Kate Millett’s 1970 analysis of the sexual politics of literature’ added a note
of urgency to what had earlier been Ellmann’s sardonic anger—while the diversity
of that inquiry easily outstripped all efforts to define feminist literary criticism
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as either a coherent system or a unified set of methodologies. Under its wide
umbrella, everything has been thrown into question: our established canons, our
aesthetic criteria, our interpretive strategies, our reading habits, and, most of all,
ourselves as critics and as teachers. "To delineate its full scope would require noth-
ing less than a book—a book that would be outdated even as it was being com-
posed. For the sake of brevity, therefore, let me attempt only a summary outline.

Perhaps the most obvious success of this new scholarship has been the return
to circulation of previously lost or otherwise ignored works by women writers.
Following fast upon the initial success of the Feminist Press in reissuing gems
such as Rebecca Harding Davis’s 1861 novella, Life in the Iron Mills, and Charlotte
Perkins Gilman’s 1892 “The Yellow Wallpaper,” published in 1972 and 1973,
respectively,® commercial trade and reprint houses vied with one another in the
reprinting of anthologies of lost texts and, in some cases, in the reprinting of
whole series. For those of us in American literature especially, the phenomenon
promised a radical reshaping of our concepts of literary history and, at the very
least, a new chapter in understanding the development of women’s literary tradi-
tions. So commercially successful were these reprintings, and so attuned were
the reprint houses to the political attitudes of the audiences for which they were
offered, that many of us found ourselves wooed to compose critical introductions,
which would find in the pages of nineteenth-century domestic and sentimental
fictions, some signs of either muted rebellions or overt radicalism, in anticipation
of the current wave of “new feminism.” In rereading with our students these
previously lost works, we inevitably raised perplexing questions as to the reasons
for their disappearance from the canons of “major works,” and we worried over
the aesthetic and critical criteria by which they had been accorded diminished
status.

This increased availability of works by women writers led, of course, to an
increased interest in what elements, if any, might comprise some sort of unity
or connection among them. The possibility that women had developed either a
unique, or at least a related tradition of their own, especially intrigued those of us
who specialized in one national literature or another, or in historical periods. Nina
Baym’s recent Woman's Fiction: A Guide to Novels by and about Women in America,
1820-1870° demonstrates the Americanists’ penchant for examining what were
once the “best-sellers” of their day, the ranks of the popular fiction writers,
among which women took a dominant place throughout the nineteenth century,
while the feminist studies of British literature emphasized instead the wealth of
women writers who have been regarded as worthy of canonization. Not so much
building upon one another’s work as clarifying, successively, the parameters of
the questions to be posed, Sydney Janet Kaplan, Ellen Moers, Patricia Meyer
Spacks, and Elaine Showalter, among many others, concentrated their energies
on delineating an internally consistent “body of work” by women that might
stand as a female countertradition. For Kaplan, in 1975, this entailed examining
women writers’ various attempts to portray feminine consciousness and self-
consciousness, not as a psychological category, but as a stylistic or rhetorical de-
vice.!0 That same year, arguing essentially that literature publicizes the private,
Spacks placed her consideration of a “female imagination” within social and his-
torical frames, to conclude that, “for readily discernible historical reasons women
have characteristically concerned themselves with matters more or less peripheral
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to male concerns,” and she attributed to this fact an inevitable difference in the
literary emphases and subject matters of female and male writers.!! The next
year, Moers’s Literary Women: The Great Writers focused on the pathways of literary
influence that linked the English novel in the hands of women.!2 And, finally, in
1977, Showalter took up the matter of a “female literary tradition in the English
novel from the generation of the Brontés to the present day” by arguing that,
because women in general constitute a kind of “subculture within the framework
of a larger society,” the work of women writers, in particular, would thereby dem-
onstrate a unity of “values, conventions, experiences, and behaviors impinging on
each individual” as she found her sources of “self-expression relative to a domi-
nant [and, by implication, male] society.”!3

At the same time that women writers were being reconsidered and reread,
male writers were similarly subjected to a new feminist scrutiny. The continu-
ing result—to put ten years of difficult analysis into a single sentence—has been
nothing less than an acute attentiveness to the ways in which certain power
relations—usually those in which males wield various forms of influence over
females—are inscribed in the texts (both literary and critical), that we have in-
herited, not merely as subject matter, but as the unquestioned, often unacknowl-
edged given of the culture. Even more important than the new interpretations of
individual texts are the probings into the consequences (for women) of the con-
ventions that inform those texts. For example, in surveying selected nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century British novels which employ what she calls “the
two suitors convention,” Jean E. Kennard sought to understand why and how
the structural demands of the convention, even in the hands of women writers,
inevitably work to imply “the inferiority and necessary subordination of women.”
Her 1978 study, Victims of Convention, points out that the symbolic nature of the
marriage which conventionally concludes such novels “indicates the adjustment
of the protagonist to society’s value, a condition which is equated with her matu-
rity.” Kennard’s concern, however, is with the fact that the structural demands of
the form too often sacrifice precisely those “virtues of independence and individ-
uality,” or, in other words, the very “qualities we have been invited to admire in”
the heroines.'* Kennard appropriately cautions us against drawing from her work
any simplistically reductive thesis about the mimetic relations between art and
life. Yet her approach nonetheless suggests that what is important about a fiction
is not whether it ends in a death or a marriage, but what the symbolic demands
of that particular conventional ending imply about the values and beliefs of the
world that engendered it.

Her work thus participates in a growing emphasis in feminist literary study
on the fact of literature as a social institution, embedded not only within its own
literary traditions, but also within the particular physical and mental artifacts of
the society from which it comes. Adumbrating Millett’s 1970 decision to anchor
her “literary reflections” to a preceding analysis of the historical, social, and
economic contexts of sexual politics,!> more recent work—most notably Lil-
lian Robinson’s—begins with the premise that the process of artistic creation
“consists not of ghostly happenings in the head but of a matching of the states
and processes of symbolic models against the states and processes of the wider
world.”16 The power relations inscribed in the form of conventions within our
literary inheritance, these critics argue, reify the encodings of those same power
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relations in the culture at large. And the critical examination of rhetorical codes
becomes, in their hands, the pursuit of ideological codes, because both embody
either value systems or the dialectic of competition between value systems. More
often than not, these critics also insist upon examining not only the mirroring of
life in art, but also the normative impact of art on life. Addressing herself to the
popular art available to working women, for example, Robinson is interested in
understanding not only “the forms it uses,” but, more importantly, “the myths it
creates, the influence it exerts.” “T'he way art helps people to order, interpret,
mythologize, or dispose of their own experience,” she declares, may be “complex
and often ambiguous, but it is not impossible to define.”1?

Whether its focus be upon the material or the imaginative contexts of literary
invention; single texts or entire canons; the relations between authors, genres,
or historical circumstances; lost authors or well-known names, the variety and
diversity of all feminist literary criticism finally coheres in its stance of almost de-
fensive rereading. What Adrienne Rich had earlier called “re-vision,” that is, “the
act of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an old text from a new
critical direction,”!® took on a more actively self-protective coloration in 1978,
when Judith Fetterley called upon the woman reader to learn to “resist” the sex-
ist designs a text might make upon her—asking her to identify against herself, so
to speak, by manipulating her sympathies on behalf of male heroes, but against
female shrew or bitch characters.!” Underpinning a great deal of this critical
rereading has been the not-unexpected alliance between feminist literary study
and feminist studies in linguistics and language-acquisition. Tillie Olsen’s com-
monsense observation of the danger of “perpetuating—by continued usage—en-
trenched, centuries-old oppressive power realities, early-on incorporated into
language,”2% has been given substantive analysis in the writings of feminists who
study “language as a symbolic system closely tied to a patriarchal social struc-
ture.” Taken together, their work demonstrates “the importance of language in
establishing, reflecting, and maintaining an asymmetrical relationship between
women and men.”?!

To consider what this implies for the fate of women who essay the craft of
language is to ascertain, perhaps for the first time, the real dilemma of the poet
who finds her most cherished private experience “hedged by taboos, mined with
false-namings.”22 It also explains the dilemma of the male reader who, in open-
ing the pages of a woman’s book, finds himself entering a strange and unfamiliar
world of symbolic significance. For if, as Nelly Furman insists, neither language
use nor language acquisition are “gender-neutral,” but are, instead, “imbued with
our sex-inflected cultural values”;23 and if, additionally, reading is a process of
“sorting out the structures of signification,”?* in any text, then male readers who
find themselves outside of and unfamiliar with the symbolic systems that consti-
tute female experience in women’s writings, will necessarily dismiss those sys-
tems as undecipherable, meaningless, or trivial. And male professors will find no
reason to include such works in the canons of “major authors.” At the same time,
women writers, coming into a tradition of literary language and conventional
forms already appropriated, for centuries, to the purposes of male expression, will
be forced virtually to “wrestle” with that language in an effort “to remake it as a
language adequate to our conceptual processes.”?5 To all of this, feminists con-
cerned with the politics of language and style have been acutely attentive. “Lan-
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guage conceals an invincible adversary,” observes French critic Héléne Cixous,
“because it’s the language of men and their grammar.”2¢ But equally insistent, as
in the work of Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, has been the understanding
of the need for @// readers—male and female alike—to learn to penetrate the oth-
erwise unfamiliar universes of symbolic action that comprise women’s writings,
past and present.?’

To have attempted so many difficult questions and to have accomplished so
much—even acknowledging the inevitable false starts, overlapping, and repeti-
tion—in so short a time, should certainly have secured feminist literary criticism
an honored berth on that ongoing intellectual journey which we loosely term, in
academia, “critical analysis.” Instead of being welcomed onto the train, however,
we’ve been forced to negotiate a minefield. The very energy and diversity of our
enterprise have rendered us vulnerable to attack on the grounds that we lack
both definition and coherence; while our particular attentiveness to the ways
in which literature encodes and disseminates cultural value systems calls down
upon us imprecations echoing those heaped upon the Marxist critics of an earlier
generation. If we are scholars dedicated to rediscovering a lost body of writings
by women, then our finds are questioned on aesthetic grounds. And if we are crit-
ics, determined to practice revisionist readings, it is claimed that our focus is too
narrow, and our results are only distortions or, worse still, polemical misreadings.

The very vehemence of the outcry, coupled with our total dismissal in some
quarters,?® suggests not our deficiencies, however, but the potential magnitude
of our challenge. For what we are asking be scrutinized are nothing less than
shared cultural assumptions so deeply rooted and so long ingrained that, for the
most part, our critical colleagues have ceased to recognize them as such. In other
words, what is really being bewailed in the claims that we distort texts or threaten
the disappearance of the great Western literary tradition itself2 is not so much
the disappearance of either text or tradition but, instead, the eclipse of that par-
ticular form of the text, and that particular sZape of the canon, which previously
reified male readers’ sense of power and significance in the world. Analogously,
by asking whether, as readers, we ought to be “really satisfied by the marriage
of Dorothea Brooke to Will Ladislaw? of Shirley Keeldar to Louis Moore?” or
whether, as Kennard suggests, we must reckon with the ways in which “the
qualities we have been invited to admire in these heroines [have] been sacrificed
to structural neatness,”0 is to raise difficult and profoundly perplexing questions
about the ethical implications of our otherwise unquestioned aesthetic pleasures.
It is, after all, an imposition of high order to ask the viewer to attend to Ophelia’s
sufferings in a scene where, before, he had always so comfortably kept his eye
fixed firmly on Hamlet. To understand all this, then, as the real nature of the
challenge we have offered and, in consequence, as the motivation for the often
overt hostility we’ve aroused, should help us learn to negotiate the minefield, if
not with grace, then with at least a clearer comprehension of its underlying
patterns.

The ways in which objections to our work are usually posed, of course, serve
to obscure their deeper motivations. But this may, in part, be due to our own
reticence at taking full responsibility for the truly radicalizing premises that lie at
the theoretical core of all we have so far accomplished. It may be time, therefore,
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to redirect discussion, forcing our adversaries to deal with the substantive issues
and pushing ourselves into a clearer articulation of what, in fact, we are about. Up
until now, I fear, we have only piecemeal dealt with the difficulties inherent in
challenging the authority of established canons and then justifying the excellence
of women’s traditions, sometimes in accord with standards to which they have no
intrinsic relation.

At the very point at which we must perforce enter the discourse—that is,
claiming excellence or importance for our “finds”—all discussion has already, we
discover, long ago been closed. “If Kate Chopin were real/ly worth reading,”
an Oxford-trained colleague once assured me, “she’d have lasted—Ilike Shakes-
peare”; and he then proceeded to vote against the English department’s credit-
ing a women’s studies seminar [ was offering in American women writers. The
canon, for him, conferred excellence; Chopin’s exclusion demonstrated only her
lesser worth. As far as he was concerned, I could no more justify giving English
department credit for the study of Chopin than I could dare publicly to question
Shakespeare’s genius. Through hindsight, I’'ve now come to view that discussion
as not only having posed fruitless oppositions, but also as having entirely evaded
the much more profound problem lurking just beneath the surface of our dis-
agreement. That is, that the fact of canonization puts any work beyond questions
of establishing its merit and, instead, invites students to offer only increasingly
more ingenious readings and interpretations, the purpose of which is to validate
the greatness already imputed by canonization.

Had 1 only understood it for what it was then, into this circular and self-
serving set of assumptions I might have interjected some statement of my right
to question why any text is revered and my need to know what it tells us about
“how we live, how we have been living, how we have been led to imagine our-
selves, [and] how our language has trapped as well as liberated us.”3! The very
fact of our critical training within the strictures imposed by an established canon
of major works and authors, however, repeatedly deflects us from such ques-
tions. Instead, we find ourselves endlessly responding to the riposte that the
overwhelmingly male presence among canonical authors was only an accident of
history—and never intentionally sexist—coupled with claims to the “obvious”
aesthetic merit of those canonized texts. It is, as I say, a fruitless exchange, serv-
ing more to obscure than to expose the territory being protected and dragging us,
again and again, through the minefield.

It is my contention that current hostilities might be transformed into a true dia-
logue with our critics if we at last made explicit what appear, to this observer, to
constitute the three crucial propositions to which our special interests inevitably
give rise. They are, moreover, propositions which, if handled with care and intel-
ligence, could breathe new life into now moribund areas of our profession: (1)
Literary history (and with that, the historicity of literature) is a fiction; (2) insofar
as we are taught how to read, what we engage are not texts but paradigms; and,
finally, (3) that since the grounds upon which we assign aesthetic value to texts
are never infallible, unchangeable, or universal, we must reexamine not only our
aesthetics but, as well, the inherent biases and assumptions informing the critical
methods which (in part) shape our aesthetic responses. For the sake of brevity,
I won’t attempt to offer the full arguments for each but, rather, only sufficient
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elaboration to demonstrate what I see as their intrinsic relation to the potential
scope of and present challenge implied by feminist literary study.

1. Literary history (and, with that, the historicity of literature) is a fiction. To begin
with, an established canon functions as a model by which to chart the continu-
ities and discontinuities, as well as the influences upon and the interconnections
between works, genres, and authors. That model we tend to forget, however, is
of our own making. It will take a very different shape, and explain its inclusions
and exclusions in very different ways, if the reigning critical ideology believes
that new literary forms result from some kind of ongoing internal dialectic within
preexisting styles and traditions or if, by contrast, the ideology declares that lit-
erary change is dependent upon societal development and thereby determined
by upheavals in the social and economic organization of the culture at large.32
Indeed, whenever in the previous century of English and American literary schol-
arship one alternative replaced the other, we saw dramatic alterations in canonical
“wisdom.”

T'his suggests, then, that our sense of a “literary history” and, by extension, our
confidence in a “historical” canon, is rooted not so much in any definitive under-
standing of the past, as it is in our need to call up and utilize the past on behalf of
a better understanding of the present. Thus, to paraphrase David Couzens Hoy,
it becomes “necessary to point out that the understanding of art and literature is
such an essential aspect of the present’s self-understanding that this self-under-
standing conditions what even gets taken” as comprising that artistic and literary
past. To quote Hoy fully, “this continual reinterpretation of the past goes hand in
hand with the continual reinterpretation by the present of itself.”33 In our own
time, uncertain as to which, if any, model truly accounts for our canonical choices
or accurately explains literary history, and pressured further by the feminists’ call
for some justification of the criteria by which women’s writings were largely ex-
cluded from both that canon and history, we suffer what Harold Bloom has called
“a remarkable dimming” of “our mutual sense of canonical standards.”3*

Into this apparent impasse, feminist literary theorists implicitly introduce the
observation that our choices and evaluations of current literature have the effect
either of solidifying or of reshaping our sense of the past. The authority of any
established canon, after all, is reified by our perception that current work seems
to grow, almost inevitably, out of it (even in opposition or rebellion) and is called
into question when what we read appears to have little or no relation to what
we recognize as coming before. So, were the larger critical community to begin
to seriously attend to the recent outpouring of fine literature by women, this
would surely be accompanied by a concomitant researching of the past, by liter-
ary historians, in order to account for the present phenomenon. In that process,
literary history would itself be altered: works by seventeenth-, eighteenth-, or
nineteenth-century women, to which we had not previously attended, might be
given new importance as “precursors” or as prior influences upon present-day
authors; while selected male writers might also be granted new prominence as
figures whom the women today, or even yesterday, needed to reject. | am arguing,
in other words, that the choices we make in the present inevitably alter our sense
of the past that led to them.

Related to this is the feminist challenge to that patently mendacious critical
fallacy that we read the “classics” in order to reconstruct the past “the way it
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really was,” and that we read Shakespeare and Milton in order to apprehend the
meanings that they intended. Short of time machines or miraculous resurrec-
tions, there is simply no way to know, precisely or surely, what “really was,” what
Homer intended when he sang, or Milton when he dictated. Critics more acute
than I have already pointed up the impossibility of grounding a reading in the
imputation of authorial intention because the further removed the author is from
us, so too must be her or his systems of knowledge and belief, points of view, and
structures of vision (artistic and otherwise).3> (I omit here the difficulty of finally
either proving or disproving the imputation of intentionality because, inescap-
ably, the only appropriate authority is unavailable: deceased.) What we have
really come to mean when we speak of competence in reading historical texts,
therefore, is the ability to recognize literary conventions which have survived
through time—so as to remain operational in the mind of the reader—and, where
these are lacking, the ability to translate (or perhaps transform?) the text’s ciphers
into more current and recognizable shapes. But we never really reconstruct the
past in its own terms. What we gain when we read the “classics,” then, is neither
Homer’s Greece nor George Eliot’s England as #ey #new it but, rather, an approxi-
mation of an already fictively imputed past made available, through our interpre-
tive strategies, for present concerns. Only by understanding this can we put to
rest that recurrent delusion that the “continuing relevance” of the classics serves
as “testimony to perennial features of human experience.”3¢ The only “peren-
nial feature” to which our ability to read and reread texts written in previous
centuries testifies is our inventiveness—in the sense that all of literary history is
a fiction which we daily re-create as we reread it. What distinguishes feminists in
this regard is their desire to alter and extend what we take as historically relevant
from out of that vast storehouse of our literary inheritance and, further, feminists’
recognition of the storehouse for what it really is: a resource for remodeling our
literary history, past, present, and future.

2. Insofar as we are taught how to read, what we engage are not texts but paradigms.
To pursue the logical consequences of the first proposition leads, however un-
comfortably, to the conclusion that we appropriate meaning from a text according
to what we need (or desire) or, in other words, according to the critical assump-
tions or predispositions (conscious or not) that we bring to it. And we appropriate
different meanings, or report different gleanings, at different times—even from
the same text—according to our changed assumptions, circumstances, and re-
quirements. This, in essence, constitutes the heart of the second proposition. For
insofar as literature is itself a social institution, so, too, reading is a highly social-
ized—or learned—activity. What makes it so exciting, of course, is that it can be
constantly relearned and refined, so as to provide either an individual or an entire
reading community, over time, with infinite variations of the same text. It can
provide that, but, I must add, too often it does not. Frequently our reading habits
become fixed, so that each successive reading experience functions, in effect,
normatively, with one particular kind of novel stylizing our expectations of those
to follow, the stylistic devices of any favorite author (or group of authors) alerting
us to the presence or absence of those devices in the works of others, and so on.
“Once one has read his first poem,” Murray Krieger has observed, “he turns to
his second and to the others that will follow thereafter with an increasing series
of preconceptions about the sort of activity in which he is indulging. In matters of



DANCING THROUGH THE MINEFIELD 29
T

literary experience, as in other experiences,” Krieger concludes, “one is a virgin
but once.”3?

For most readers, this is a fairly unconscious process, and not unnaturally, what
we are taught to read well and with pleasure, when we are young, predisposes
us to certain specific kinds of adult reading tastes. For the professional literary
critic, the process may be no different, but it is at least more conscious. Graduate
schools, at their best, are training grounds for competing interpretive paradigms
or reading techniques: affective stylistics, structuralism, and semiotic analysis, to
name only a few of the more recent entries. The delight we learn to take in the
mastery of these interpretive strategies is then often mistakenly construed as
our delight in reading specific texts, especially in the case of works that would
otherwise be unavailable or even offensive to us. In my own graduate career, for
example, with superb teachers to guide me, I learned to take great pleasure in
Paradise Lost, even though as both a Jew and a feminist, [ can subscribe neither
to its theology nor to its hierarchy of sexual valuation. If, within its own terms (as
I have been taught to understand them), the text manipulates my sensibilities
and moves me to pleasure—as I will affirm it does—then, at least in part, that
must be because, in spite of my real-world alienation from many of its basic
tenets, [ have been able to enter that text through interpretive strategies which
allow me to displace less comfortable observations with others to which I have
been taught pleasurably to attend. Though some of my teachers may have called
this process “learning to read the text properly,” I have now come to see it as
learning to effectively manipulate the critical strategies which they taught me so
well. Knowing, for example, the poem’s debt to epic conventions, I am able to
discover in it echoes and reworkings of both lines and situations from Virgil and
Homer; placing it within the ongoing Christian debate between Good and Evil, I
comprehend both the philosophic and the stylistic significance of Satan’s ornate
rhetoric as compared to God’s majestic simplicity in Book III. But, in each case,
an interpretive model, already assumed, had guided my discovery of the evidence
for it.38

When we consider the implications of these observations for the processes
of canon formation and for the assignment of aesthetic value, we find ourselves
locked in a chicken-and-egg dilemma, unable easily to distinguish as primary the
importance of w/ar we read as opposed to sow we have learned to read it. For,
simply put, we read well, and with pleasure, what we already know how to read;
and what we know how to read is to a large extent dependent upon what we have
already read (works from which we’ve developed our expectations and learned
our interpretive strategies). What we then choose to read—and, by extension,
teach and thereby “canonize”—usually follows upon our previous reading. Radi-
cal breaks are tiring, demanding, uncomfortable, and sometimes wholly beyond
our comprehension.

Though the argument is not usually couched in precisely these terms, a
considerable segment of the most recent feminist rereadings of women writ-
ers allows the conclusion that, where those authors have dropped out of sight,
the reason may be due not to any lack of merit in the work but, instead, to an
incapacity of predominantly male readers to properly interpret and appreciate
women’s texts—due, in large part, to a lack of prior acquaintance. The fictions
which women compose about the worlds they inhabit may owe a debt to prior,
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influential works by other women or, simply enough, to the daily experience
of the writer herself or, more usually, to some combination of the two. The
reader coming upon such fiction, with knowledge of neither its informing literary
traditions nor its real-world contexts, will thereby find himself hard-pressed,
though he may recognize the words on the page, to competently decipher its
intended meanings. And this is what makes the recent studies by Spacks, Moers,
Showalter, Gilbert and Gubar, and others so crucial. For, by attempting to delin-
eate the connections and interrelations that make for a female literary tradition,
they provide us invaluable aids for recognizing and understanding the unique
literary traditions and sex-related contexts out of which women write.

The (usually male) reader who, both by experience and by reading, has never
made acquaintance with those contexts—historically, the lying-in room, the
parlor, the nursery, the kitchen, the laundry, and so on—will necessarily lack the
capacity to fully interpret the dialogue or action embedded therein; for, as every
good novelist knows, the meaning of any character’s action or statement is ines-
capably a function of the specific situation in which it is embedded.?* Virginia
Woolf therefore quite properly anticipated the male reader’s disposition to write
off what he could not understand, abandoning women’s writings as offering “not
merely a difference of view, but a view that is weak, or trivial, or sentimental be-
cause it differs from his own.” In her 1929 essay on “Women and Fiction,” Woolf
grappled most obviously with the ways in which male writers and male subject
matter had already preempted the language of literature. Yet she was also tacitly
commenting on the problem of (male) audience and conventional reading expec-
tations when she speculated that the woman writer might well “find that she is
perpetually wishing to alter the established values [in literature]—to make seri-
ous what appears insignificant to a man, and trivial what is to him important.”4
“The ‘competence’ necessary for understanding [a] literary message . . . depends
upon a great number of codices,” after all; as Cesare Segre has pointed out, to be
competent, a reader must either share or at least be familiar with, “in addition to
the code language . . . the codes of custom, of society, and of conceptions of the
world”# (what Woolf meant by “values™). Males ignorant of women’s “values” or
conceptions of the world will necessarily, thereby, be poor readers of works that in
any sense recapitulate their codes.

T'he problem is further exacerbated when the language of the literary text is
largely dependent upon figuration. For it can be argued, as Ted Cohen has shown,
that while “in general, and with some obvious qualifications . . . all literal use of
language is accessible to all whose language it is . . . figurative use can be inac-
cessible to all but those who share information about one another’s knowledge,
beliefs, intentions, and attitudes.”# There was nothing fortuitous, for example, in
Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s decision to situate the progressive mental breakdown
and increasing incapacity of the protagonist of “The Yellow Wallpaper” in an up-
stairs room that had once served as a nursery (with barred windows, no less). But
the reader unacquainted with the ways in which women traditionally inhabited a
household might not have taken the initial description of the setting as semanti-
cally relevant; and the progressive infantilization of the adult protagonist would
thereby lose some of its symbolic implications. Analogously, the contemporary
poet who declares, along with Adrienne Rich, the need for “a whole new poetry
beginning here” is acknowledging that the materials available for symbolization
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and figuration from women’s contexts will necessarily differ from those that men
have traditionally utilized:

Vision begins to happen in such a life

as if a woman quietly walked away

from the argument and jargon in a room

and sitting down in the kitchen, began turning in her lap
bits of yarn, calico and velvet scraps,

pulling the tenets of a life together
with no mere will to mastery,

only care for the many-lived, unending
forms in which she finds herself.+

What, then, is the fate of the woman writer whose competent reading commu-
nity is composed only of members of her own sex? And what, then, the response
of the male critic who, on first looking into Virginia Woolf or Doris Lessing, finds
all of the interpretive strategies at his command inadequate to a full and pleasur-
able deciphering of their pages? Historically, the result has been the diminished
status of women’s products and their consequent absence from major canons.
Nowadays, however, by pointing out that the act of “interpreting language is no
more sexually neutral than language use or the language system itself,” feminist
students of language, like Nelly Furman, help us better understand the crucial
linkage between our gender and our interpretive, or reading, strategies. Insisting
upon “the contribution of the . . . reader [in] the active attribution of significance
to formal signifiers,”# Furman and others promise to shake us all—female and
male alike—out of our canonized and conventional aesthetic assumptions.

3. Since the grounds upon which we assign aesthetic value ro texts are never infallible,
unchangeable, or universal, we must reexamine not only our aesthetics but, as well, the
inherent biases and assumptions informing the critical methods which (in part) shape our
aesthetic responses. 1 am, on the one hand, arguing that men will be better read-
ers, or appreciators, of women’s books when they have read more of them (as
women have always been taught to become astute readers of men’s texts). On the
other hand, it will be noted, the emphasis of my remarks shifts the act of critical
judgment from assigning aesthetic valuations to texts and directs it, instead, to
ascertaining the adequacy of any interpretive paradigm to a full reading of both
female and male writing. My third proposition—and, I admit, perhaps the most
controversial—thus calls into question that recurrent tendency in criticism to
establish norms for the evaluation of literary works when we might better serve
the cause of literature by developing standards for evaluating the adequacy of our
critical methods.*> This does not mean that I wish to discard aesthetic valuation.
The choice, as I see it, is not between retaining or discarding aesthetic values;
rather, the choice is between having some awareness of what constitutes (at least
in part) the bases of our aesthetic responses and going without such an awareness.
For it is my view that insofar as aesthetic responsiveness continues to be an inte-
gral aspect of our human response system—in part spontaneous, in part learned
and educated—we will inevitably develop theories to help explain, formalize, or
even initiate those responses.

In challenging the adequacy of received critical opinion or the imputed excellence
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of established canons, feminist literary critics are essentially seeking to discover
how aesthetic value is assigned in the first place, where it resides (in the text or
in the reader), and, most importantly, what validity may really be claimed by our
aesthetic “judgments.” What ends do those judgments serve, the feminist asks;
and what conceptions of the world or ideological stances do they (even if unwit-
tingly) help to perpetuate? In so doing, she points out, among other things, that
any response labeled “aesthetic” may as easily designate some immediately ex-
perienced moment or event as it may designate a species of nostalgia, a yearning
for the components of a simpler past, when the world seemed known or at least
understandable. Thus the value accorded an opera or a Shakespeare play may well
reside in the viewer’s immediate viewing pleasure, or it may reside in the play’s
nostalgic evocation of a once-comprehensible and ordered world. At the same
time, the feminist confronts, for example, the reader who simply cannot entertain
the possibility that women’s worlds are symbolically rich, the reader who, like the
male characters in Susan Glaspell’s 1917 short story, “A Jury of Her Peers,” has
already assumed the innate “insignificance of kitchen things.”#¢ Such a reader, she
knows, will prove himself unable to assign significance to fictions that attend to
“kitchen things” and will, instead, judge such fictions as trivial and as aesthetically
wanting. For her to take useful issue with such a reader, she must make clear that
what appears to be a dispute about aesthetic merit is, in reality, a dispute about
the contexts of judgment; and what is at issue, then, is the adequacy of the prior as-
sumptions and reading habits brought to bear on the text. To put it bluntly: we
have had enough pronouncements of aesthetic valuation for a time; it is now our
task to evaluate the imputed norms and normative reading patterns that, in part,
led to those pronouncements.

By and large, I think I’ve made my point. Only to clarify it do I add this coda:
when feminists turn their attention to the works of male authors which have
traditionally been accorded high aesthetic value and, where warranted, follow
Olsen’s advice that we assert our “right to say: this is surface, this falsifies reality,
this degrades,”#” such statements do not necessarily mean that we will end up
with a diminished canon. To question the source of the aesthetic pleasures we’ve
gained from reading Spenser, Shakespeare, Milton, and so on, does not imply
that we must deny those pleasures. It means only that aesthetic response is once
more invested with epistemological, ethical, and moral concerns. It means, in
other words, that readings of Paradise Lost which analyze its complex hierarchal
structures but fail to note the implications of gender within that hierarchy; or
which insist upon the inherent (or even inspired) perfection of Milton’s figurative
language but fail to note the consequences, for Eve, of her specifically gender-
marked weakness, which, like the flowers to which she attends, requires “prop-
ping up”; or which concentrate on the poem’s thematic reworking of classical
notions of martial and epic prowess into Christian (moral) heroism but fail to note
that Eve is stylistically edited out of that process—all such readings, however
useful, will no longer be deemed wholly adequate. 'T'he pleasures we had earlier
learned to take in the poem will not be diminished thereby, but they will become
part of an altered reading attentiveness.

These three propositions I believe to be at the theoretical core of most current
feminist literary criticism, whether acknowledged as such or not. If I am correct
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in this, then that criticism represents more than a profoundly skeptical stance
toward all other preexisting and contemporaneous schools and methods, and
more than an impassioned demand that the variety and variability of women’s
literary expression be taken into full account, rather than written off as caprice
and exception, the irregularity in an otherwise regular design. It represents that
locus in literary study where, in unceasing effort, female self-consciousness turns
in upon itself, attempting to grasp the deepest conditions of its own unique and
multiplicitous realities, in the hope, eventually, of altering the very forms through
which the culture perceives, expresses, and knows itself. For, if what the larger
women’s movement looks for in the future is a transformation of the structures of
primarily male power which now order our society, then the feminist literary critic
demands that we understand the ways in which those structures have been—and
continue to be—reified by our literature and by our literary criticism. Thus, along
with other “radical” critics and critical schools, though our focus remains the
power of the word to both structure and mirror human experience, our overriding
commitment is to a radical alteration—an improvement, we hope—in the nature
of that experience.

What distinguishes our work from those similarly oriented “social conscious-
ness” critiques, it is said, is its lack of systematic coherence. Pitted against, for
example, psychoanalytic or Marxist readings, which owe a decisive share of their
persuasiveness to their apparent internal consistency as a system, the aggregate
of feminist literary criticism appears woefully deficient in system, and painfully
lacking in program. It is, in fact, from all quarters, the most telling defect alleged
against us, the most explosive threat in the minefield. And my own earlier ob-
servation that, as of 1976, feminist literary criticism appeared “more like a set of
interchangeable strategies than any coherent school or shared goal orientation,”
has been taken by some as an indictment, by others as a statement of impatience.
Neither was intended. I felt then, as I do now, that this would “prove both its
strength and its weakness,”#® in the sense that the apparent disarray would
leave us vulnerable to the kind of objection I've just alluded to; while the fact
of our diversity would finally place us securely where, all along, we should have
been: camped out, on the far side of the minefield, with the other pluralists and
pluralisms.

In our heart of hearts, of course, most critics are really structuralists (whether
or not they accept the label) because what we are seeking are patterns (or struc-
tures) that can order and explain the otherwise inchoate; thus, we invent, or
believe we discover, relational patternings in the texts we read which promise
transcendence from difficulty and perplexity to clarity and coherence. But, as I've
tried to argue in these pages, to the imputed “truth” or “accuracy” of these find-
ings, the feminist must oppose the painfully obvious truism that what is attended
to in a literary work, and hence what is reported about it, is often determined
not so much by the work itself as by the critical technique or aesthetic criteria
through which it is filtered or, rather, read and decoded. All the feminist is as-
serting, then, is her own equivalent right to liberate new (and perhaps different)
significances from these same texts; and, at the same time, her right to choose
which features of a text she takes as relevant because she is, after all, asking new
and different questions of it. In the process, she claims neither definitiveness nor
structural completeness for her different readings and reading systems, but only
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their usefulness in recognizing the particular achievements of woman-as-author
and their applicability in conscientiously decoding woman-as-sign.

"That these alternate foci of critical attentiveness will render alternate readings
or interpretations of the same text—even among feminists—should be no cause
for alarm. Such developments illustrate only the pluralist contention that, “in ap-
proaching a text of any complexity . . . the reader must choose to emphasize cer-
tain aspects which seem to him crucial” and that, “in fact, the variety of readings
which we have for many works is a function of the selection of crucial aspects
made by the variety of readers.” Robert Scholes, from whom I’ve been quoting,
goes so far as to assert that “there is no single ‘right’ reading for any complex lit-
erary work,” and, following the Russian formalist school, he observes that “we do
not speak of readings that are simply true or false, but of readings that are more or
less rich, strategies that are more or less appropriate.”#® Because those who share
the term “feminist” nonetheless practice a diversity of critical strategies, leading,
in some cases, to quite different readings, we must acknowledge among ourselves
that sister critics, “having chosen to tell a different story, may in their interpreta-
tion identify different aspects of the meanings conveyed by the same passage.”>0

Adopting a “pluralist” label does not mean, however, that we cease to disagree;
it means only that we entertain the possibility that different readings, even of the
same text, may be differently useful, even illuminating, within different contexts
of inquiry. It means, in effect, that we enter a dialectical process of examining,
testing, even trying out the contexts—be they prior critical assumptions or ex-
plicitly stated ideological stances (or some combination of the two)—that led to
the disparate readings. Not all will be equally acceptable to every one of us, of
course, and even those prior assumptions or ideologies that are acceptable may
call for further refinement and/or clarification. But, at the very least, because we
will have grappled with the assumptions that led to it, we will be better able to ar-
ticulate @/y we find a particular reading or interpretation adequate or inadequate.
This kind of dialectical process, moreover, not only makes us more fully aware
of what criticism is, and how it functions; it also gives us access to its future pos-
sibilities, making us conscious, as R. P. Blackmur put it, “of what we have done,”
“of what can be done next, or done again,”>! or, [ would add, of what can be done
differently. To put it still another way: just because we will no longer tolerate the
specifically sexist omissions and oversights of earlier critical schools and methods
does not mean that, in their stead, we must establish our own “party line.”

In my view, our purpose is not and should not be the formulation of any single
reading method or potentially procrustean set of critical procedures nor, even
less, the generation of prescriptive categories for some dreamed-of nonsexist lit-
erary canon.”? Instead, as I see it, our task is to initiate nothing less than a playful
pluralism responsive to the possibilities of multiple critical schools and methods,
but captive of none, recognizing that the many tools needed for our analysis will
necessarily be largely inherited and only partly of our own making. Only by em-
ploying a plurality of methods will we protect ourselves from the temptation of so
oversimplifying any text—and especially those particularly offensive to us—that
we render ourselves unresponsive to what Scholes has called “its various systems
of meaning and their interaction.”>3 Any text we deem worthy of our critical at-
tention is usually, after all, a locus of many and varied kinds of (personal, themat-
ic, stylistic, structural, rhetorical, etc.) relationships. So, whether we tend to treat



DANCING THROUGH THE MINEFIELD 35
T

a text as a mimesis, in which words are taken to be re-creating or representing vi-
able worlds; or whether we prefer to treat a text as a kind of equation of commu-
nication, in which decipherable messages are passed from writers to readers; and
whether we locate meaning as inherent in the text, the act of reading, or in some
collaboration between reader and text—whatever our predilection, let us not
generate from it a straitjacket that limits the scope of possible analysis. Rather,
let us generate an ongoing dialogue of competing potential possibilities—among
feminists and, as well, between feminist and nonfeminist critics.

The difficulty of what I describe does not escape me. The very idea of plural-
ism seems to threaten a kind of chaos for the future of literary inquiry while, at
the same time, it seems to deny the hope of establishing some basic conceptual
model which can organize all data—the hope which always begins any analyti-
cal exercise. My effort here, however, has been to demonstrate the essential
delusions that inform such objections: If literary inquiry has historically escaped
chaos by establishing canons, then it has only substituted one mode of arbitrary
action for another—and, in this case, at the expense of half the population. And if
feminists openly acknowledge ourselves as pluralists, then we do not give up the
search for patterns of opposition and connection—probably the basis of thinking
itself; what we give up is simply the arrogance of claiming that our work is either
exhaustive or definitive. (It is, after all, the identical arrogance we are asking our
nonfeminist colleagues to abandon.) If this kind of pluralism appears to threaten
both the present coherence of and the inherited aesthetic criteria for a canon of
“greats,” then, as I have earlier argued, it is precisely that threat which, alone,
can free us from the prejudices, the strictures, and the blind spots of the past. In
feminist hands, [ would add, it is less a threat than a promise.

What unites and repeatedly invigorates feminist literary criticism, then, is nei-
ther dogma nor method but, as I have indicated earlier, an acute and impassioned
attentiveness to the ways in which primarily male structures of power are inscribed
(or encoded) within our literary inheritance; the consequences of that encoding
for women—as characters, as readers, and as writers; and, with that, a shared
analytic concern for the implications of that encoding not only for a better under-
standing of the past, but also for an improved reordering of the present and future
as well. If that concern identifies feminist literary criticism as one of the many aca-
demic arms of the larger women’s movement, then that a#fentiveness, within the
halls of academe, poses no less a challenge for change, generating, as it does, the
three propositions explored here. The critical pluralism that inevitably follows
upon those three propositions, however, bears little resemblance to what Robin-
son has called “the greatest bourgeois theme of all, the myth of pluralism, with
its consequent rejection of ideological commitment as ‘too simple’ to embrace
the (necessarily complex) truth.”>* Only ideological commitment could have got-
ten us to enter the minefield, putting in jeopardy our careers and our livelihood.
Only the power of ideology to transform our conceptual worlds, and the inspira-
tion of that ideology to liberate long-suppressed energies and emotions, can ac-
count for our willingness to take on critical tasks that, in an earlier decade, would
have been “abandoned in despair or apathy.”5> The fact of differences among us
proves only that, despite our shared commitments, we have nonetheless refused
to shy away from complexity, preferring rather to openly disagree than to give up
either intellectual honesty or hard-won insights.
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Finally, I would argue, pluralism informs feminist literary inquiry not simply
as a description of what already exists but, more importantly, as the only critical
stance consistent with the current status of the larger women’s movement. Seg-
mented and variously focused, the different women’s organizations neither
espouse any single system of analysis nor, as a result, express any wholly shared,
consistently articulated ideology. 'The ensuing loss in effective organization and
political clout is a serious one, but it has not been paralyzing; in spite of our dif-
ferences, we have united to @c in areas of clear mutual concern (the push for the
Equal Rights Amendment is probably the most obvious example). The trade-off,
as | see it, has made possible an ongoing and educative dialectic of analysis and
proferred solutions, protecting us thereby from the inviting traps of reductionism
and dogma. And so long as this dialogue remains active, both our politics and our
criticism will be free of dogma—but never, I hope, of feminist ideology, in all its
variety. For, “whatever else ideologies may be—projections of unacknowledged
fears, disguises for ulterior motives, phatic expressions of group solidarity” (and
the women’s movement, to date, has certainly been all of these, and more)—
whatever ideologies express, they are, as Geertz astutely observes, “most distinc-
tively, maps of problematic social reality and matrices for the creation of collective
conscience.” And despite the fact that “ideological advocates . . . tend as much to
obscure as to clarify the true nature of the problems involved,” as Geertz notes,
“they at least call attention to their existence and, by polarizing issues, make con-
tinued neglect more difficult. Without Marxist attack, there would have been no
labor reform; without Black Nationalists, no deliberate speed.”5¢ Without Seneca
Falls, I would add, no enfranchisement of women, and without “consciousness
raising,” no feminist literary criticism nor, even less, women’s studies.

Ideology, however, only truly manifests its power by ordering the sum of our
actions.” If feminist criticism calls anything into question, it must be that dog-
eared myth of intellectual neutrality. For, what I take to be the underlying spirit,
or message, of any consciously ideologically premised criticism—that is, that
ideas are important because they determine the ways we live, or want to live, in
the world—is vitiated by confining those ideas to the study, the classroom, or the
pages of our books. To write chapters decrying the sexual stereotyping of women
in our literature, while closing our eyes to the sexual harassment of our women
students and colleagues; to display Katharine Hepburn and Rosalind Russell in
our courses on “T’he Image of the Independent Career Woman in Film,” while
managing not to notice the paucity of female administrators on our own campus;
to study the women who helped make universal enfranchisement a political reali-
ty, while keeping silent about our activist colleagues who are denied promotion or
tenure; to include segments on “Women in the Labor Movement” in our Ameri-
can studies or women’s studies courses, while remaining willfully ignorant of the
department secretary fired for her efforts to organize a clerical workers’ union;
to glory in the delusions of “merit,” “privilege,” and “status” which accompany
campus life in order to insulate ourselves from the millions of women who labor
in poverty—all this is not merely hypocritical; it destroys both the spirit and the
meaning of what we are about. It puts us, however unwittingly, in the service of
those who laid the minefield in the first place. In my view, it is a fine thing for
many of us, individually, to have traversed the minefield; but that happy circum-
stance will only prove of lasting importance if, together, we expose it for what it is
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(the male fear of sharing power and significance with women) and deactivate its
components, so that others, after us, may literally dance through the minefield.

NOTES

“Dancing Through the Minefield” was the winner of the 1979 Florence Howe Es-
say Contest, which is sponsored by the Women’s Caucus of the Modern Language
Association.

Some sections of this essay were composed during the time made available to me by a
grant from the Rockefeller Foundation, for which I am most grateful.
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