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ABSTUACT 

"Angel of Anarchy, Anqel of Desire: The Work of  Kathy Acker," 

addresses the not ion of t h e  postmodern subject and its hiqhly c o n t e s t e d  

place in  the t v e n t i e t h  century,  in l ight  of  p o s t s t r u c t u r a l i s t  and 

psychoanalytic t h e o r i e s  of n a r r a t i v e ,  s u b j e c t i v i t y  and represer i ta t ion.  

The importance of psychoanalysis  in determininq t h e  development of 

suk~ject. idet-&ity is cxylcrred t y  ttieorist Julia Krhteva. Her study of t h e  

'subject in  p rocess '  dialoqizes t h e  d i s c o u r s e  of b o t h  postmodern and 

ferninist e th i c s ,  makinq xoom f o r  new concep tua l i za t ions  of gender 

iden t i t  y. 

Cha rac t e r  development in t h e  nove ls  of Kathy Acker chal lenges  

traditional v i e v s  of  the Western unif ied subject and its evolu t ion  into a 

discursive s i te  of t h e o r e t i c a l  debate .  The psychoanaly t ic  and 

p o s t s t r u c t u r a l i s t  t h e o r y  of Julia Kr i s t eva  f u r t h e r  refines t h i s  d e b a t e  

which ~ c k e r ' s  novels  Empire of t h e  Senseless and In  Memoriam to Identity 

open up. Kri s t eva l s  notion of t h e  'subject  in  p rocess '  l ends  insight i n t o  

Acker's desire t o  find revolu t ionary  p o t e n t i a l  v i th in  t h e  postmodern 

sub jec t  of h e r  texts. 

Throuqh t h e  vork of both Acker and Kr is teva ,  a nev ethics of the 

subject is offered, pushinq past the frustration and d e s p a i r  often 

encountered in  postmodern f ic t ion  and t heo ry .  
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fnt roduct Ion: 

The Unf ulf U e d  subject  of Postmodernism 

In Modern French Philosophy, Vincent Descombes w r i t  e s t h a t  

"academic reallsm had f a i l ed  t o  t a k e  i n t o  account  the rivalry inheren t  in 

the v e r y  not ion of t h e  s ~ b j e c t ~ ~  (23). This "rivalry" still e x i s t s  in t h e  

tventieth cen tury .  Hov fulfi l led are ve, a s  subjects,  in our  t v e n t i e t h  

c e n t u r y  c u l t u r e ?  Are ve search inq  f o r  a neu s e n s e  of t e l eo log i ca l  

completion? A r e  w e  s t a r ing ,  faceless and pover less ,  i n t o  t h e  chasm of 

nihilism, of Jean Baudril lardls  "simulacra?" A r e  w e  still s t ruqql ing  t o  see 

ourvelves in the riumerous ideritities of the t w e n t i e t h  century c u l t u r a l  

mat rix - t h e  po l i t i ca l ly  correct, the environmentauy f riendly, feminist,  

generat ion-X slacker, technological ly  vise? The d i v e r s i t y  of i d e n t i t  y 

p o s i t i o n s  is overwhebing,  and  t h e  tension s t a n d s  high as ve v a i t  for nev 

t h e o r e t i c a l  t w i s t s  t o  de f ine  o u r  s e n s e  of beinq. A t  the same t i m e ,  c u l t u r e  

assumes an already unders tood  def in i t ion  of its 4postmodernist  state: 

vith its postmodern fashion,  T.V., music, shopping m a l l s ,  videos, and 

postmodern c o f f e e  t o  start y o u r  day. The concept  of postmodernism h a s  

been introduced,  s tudied,  and  packaqed for our  consumption. 

Yet, in t h i s  c o n t e n t i o u s  age, ve are still faced  v i t h  a c u l t u r e  at 

great odds with i t s e l f  and possessinq a profound unfulfillment of 

identit y. In h i s  a r t i c l e ,  "what is a t  Stake in t h i s  Debate on 

P o s  tmodernism,!! Warren Mont ag acknowledqes t h e  radically divergen t  

f o r c e s  which make up t h e  postmodern d e b a t e  on t h e  sub jec t :  "ither t h e  

subject  is master of i t s e l f ,  its own thouqh t s  and a c t i o n s  o r  it h a s  s h p l y  

vanished i n t o  t h e  pu re  s y s t e m a t i c i t y  of t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  p r e sen t "  (Kaplan 

88). There are still d i s t u r b a n c e s  in the manner in vhich ve unfold as 



Irdivlduals and in  t h e  v a y s  in  vhlch ve f orm ethical relations vith others. 

The hope for a dialroctic still p lays  i t s e l f  ou t  in moments of h i s t o r y  - t h e  

unification of Germany, the formation of t h e  United Nations at t h e  end of 

World War Tvo, t h e  movement t o v a r d s  de-seqregation in A m e r i c a .  W e  b e a r  

v i t n e s s  t o  t v o  simultaneous d e s i r e s  - c u l t u r e  is busy v i t h  a postmodern 

d iscourse  of disenfranchisement vhile at t h e  same t i m e  searching  f o r  

some Eoundation f o r  r e l a t ionsh ips  be tveen  self and o the r s .  A s  we go on 

living a n d  u s h g  each other ,  ou r  happy endings beginning over and over  

again in a vicious, r evo lu t iona ry  questioning, t h e  subject of this 

movement expresses i t s e l f  i n  a ccrntinuous t h e a t r e  of per format ive  

ene  rgy. 

In an at tempt  t o  shed  l igh t  upon t h e  c u l t u r a l  fix of t h e  t v e n t i e t h  

centuxy, this t h e s i s  v f f l  examine hov t h e  epistemoloqical quest ioninq of 

t v e n t i e t h  cen tu ry  s u b j e c t i v i t y  concerns i t s e l f  v i t h  t h e  r e l a t ionsh ip  

between t h e o r y  and t h e  postmodern text.Our examination of postmodern 

t h e o r y  v i l l  a t tempt  t o  unders tand  hou v r i t e r s  explore t h e s e  nev v a y s  of 

thinking, and produce innovat ive  models of writinq and c r e a t i n q  Rmeaning." 

The notion of postmodern n a r r a t i v e  is a u s e i u l  t o o l  f o r  v r i t e r s  vho look 

back t o  h i s t o r y  as v e ï l  as f o r v a r d  in  a genera t ion  of limitless fiction.  As 

Vincent Descombes concludes in  h i s  study on modern philosophy, t h e  

s t o r y h a r r a t i v e  of h i s t o r y  never ends (186). Writers shov  that a 

postmodern narrative is a v i t a l  v a y  of understanding t h e  v a r i o u s  exist inq 

t ens ions  vithin ou r  c u l t u r e .  Descombes points  o u t  t v o  v i t a l  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  to b e a r  in mind in cominq t o  terms vi th  t h i s  na r ra t ive :  

has  alvays already bequn, and is alvays the story of a 
previous s t o r y ;  t h e  r e f e r e n t  of n a r r a t i v e  d i s c o u i s e  is never  
t h e  c rude  fact, nor the dumb event,  but other n a r r a t i v e s ,  
o the r  stories, a great mumur of vords preceding, provoking, 
accompanying and f olloving t h e  procession of v a r s ,  f e s t i v a l s ,  
labours, time. 



is riever finished, for in principle the narrator addresses a 
U s t e n e r ,  or  'narra tee:  vho may i n  h i s  t u r n  become t h e  
n a r r a t o r ,  making t h e  n a r r a t i o n  of which he has been t h e  
' n a r r a t e e '  i n t o  t h e  narrated of a f r e s h  n a r r a t i o n  (186). 

Cer ta in ly  modern-day f ic t ion  has seen  a n a r r a t i v e  p lay  upon t h e s e  Unes. 

W e  vi l l  see hov Aioerican v r i t e r ,  Kathy Acker, i n v e s t i q a t e s  t h i s  notion of 

narrative, as h e r  tex ts  txavel alonq a coaplex gradient of 

v o i c e s / n a r r a t i v e s  vhich include vorks such as Nathaniel  ~ a v t h o r n e %  

Scarlet Letter, Erika Jong's Fear of F l y f  ng, Charles Dicken's Great 

E x p e c t a t i o n s  and Antonin Artaud's poetry .  This i nves t iga t ion  hopes t o  

reveal how c e r t a i n  t e x t s  reflect c u l t u r a l  assumptions,  both h i s to r i ca l ly  

and in t h e  present .  New f i c t i o n s  then  display a d e s i r e  t o  f u r t h e r  

challenge t h e s e  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s ,  in a dynamic r eas ses smen t  of our  value 

systems. 

Our vay into t h e  a n a l y s i s  of t h e  text  vill be through the 

philosophical precepts which have  informed Uterary product iv i ty  and have 

lead t o  ou r  postmodern cu l tu re .  The ques t ion  stili remains vhe the r  one 

can  d i s c u s s  postmodernism v i t h o u t  essen t ia l iz inq  it, v i t h o u t  trimming it 

down t o  a f e v  catch p h r a s e s  used  t o  c r i t i q u e  a t e x t .  For t h e  purpose of 

this t h e s i s ,  it vill  be  important  t o  touch  on some of t h e  d e b a t e s  

surrounding the term/movement in  order to more e f f e c t i v e l y  contex tua l ize  

t h e  nev vri t inq.  The purpose of this examination is t o  analyze not ions  of 

subjectivity which p red ica t e  t h e  v r i t i ng  and reading of a t e x t .  In c h a p t e r  

one, 1 wish t o  trace a movement £rom t h e  subject borne of modernism t o  

t h e  p r e s e n t  s e l f -  The movement from modernism to postmodernism includes 

a study of p o s s i b i l l t i e s  f o r  the r e s t r u c t u r i n g  of an ethics f o r  the 

subject, in  p a z t i c u l a r  t h e  female subjec t .  

A s  Chris Weedon s u g g e s t s  in Feminist Pzactice and Poststructuralist 

Theory, l i t e r a t u r e  h a s  long been observed as a pove r fu l  a r t i c u l a t i o n  of 



c u l t u r a l  concerns: 'ln t h i s  p r o c e s s  t h e  r e a d e r  is of fezed  s u b j e c t i v i t y  ..." 
(171). 1 believe t h a t  Acker concerns  h e r s e l f  v i t h  t h e  no t ion  of vhen and 

how ve a r e  t o  a r t i c u l a t e  Our postmodern cu l tu re .  Her novels  involve 

themse lves  in a n  examination of a s u b j e c t  borne o u t  of t h e  unified 

European c u l t u r a l  heritage. H e r  characters find themselves  in an  America 

which is quickly losing hold of its in f luen t i a l  and impressive European 

edif ices ,  r e s u l t i n g  in  a n a r r a t i o n  vhich unfolds in despa i r  and confusion. 

A c k e r  traces t h e  a c t i o n s  and desires of h e r  c h a r a c t e r s  as t h e y  a r e  

t rapped b e t v e e n  r evo lu t iona ry  p o t e n t f a l  and complete e t h i c a l  chaos.  Her 

vork f i t s  in v i t h  a movement in postmodern f ic t ion  vhich e x p r e s s e s  hov 

"our vays of understanding in t h e  W e s t  have been and cont inue  t o  be  

cornplicitous v i t h  our  v a y s  of oppressing. These v r i t e r s  have  l a i d  bare 

t h e  v ic ious  circles of i n t e l l e c t u a l  imperialism and of l iberal and  humanist 

ideoloqyw (Jardine 24). 

The i nc reased  production of feminist  t h e o r y  coincides v i t h  t h e  vide  

reaching p ro l i f e r a t i on  of postmodern t h e o r y  in a manner which has caused 

some t h e o r i s t s  t o  vonder at t h i s  coïncidence: "The f undamental concerns  

v i t h  t h e  p rope r  re la t ionsh ip  b e t v e e n  sex and class, v i t h  unders tanding 

s e x u a l i t y  and v i t h  exploring ferninine c r e a t i v i t y  ai l  t e n d  t o v a r d  t h e  

d e s t r u c t i o n  of androcent r ic  and h e t e r o s e x i s t  regimes, t o w a r d s  a 

chaiienginq of t h e  vo rd  'humanc as applied t o  man's inventions" (Marks  and 

de  Court ivron 23). Nevertheless ,  critics still maintain t h e  importance of 

fu l îy  analyzing f emale specificit y in po l i t  ical, s o c i a l  and c u l t u r a l  

d i scourse .  Rose Bra ido t t i  o b s e r v e s  t h a t  al though t h e s e  c u r r e n t  critical 

t endenc ie s  seem t o  f a ï l  under t h e  same t h e o r e t i c a l  cmbrella, it may be 

more beneflclal t o approach t h e  two concerns  ln a d i a l e c t l c a l  manner, 

r a t h e r  t h a n  t o  have t h e  concerns  of feminism dravn  in under t h e  "g rea t e rN  



disocjurse of the philosophy of man (59). Braidotti asks, "vhy is it that as 

soori as fenriiriists began t h h k i n q  out loud f o r  themselves,  male t h i n k s r s  

took up the 'ferninine' a s  t h e i r  ovn cause?"  (59-60). 

In Chapter Tvo, 1 v f f l  examine Julia Kris teva 's  psychoanalysis  of t h e  

subject vhich 1s developed in her books, Powers of Horror and Desire in 

Language. Her vork on psychoanalysis  der ives  from t h e  t h e o r e t i c a l  

formulations of Lacan and Freud, but evolves p a s t  t h e s e  t h e o r i s t s  in an  

a t t empt  t o  e l e v a t e  the not ion  of t h e  sub jec t  beyond their r igid 

definit ions.  Kr i s teva  d e s i r e s  to create a notion of t h e  s u b j e c t  vhich h a s  

about it a sense of openness  t o  t h e  unaccountable. For o u r  purpose, t h e  

relevance of t h i s  t h e o r y  v i l l  lie in t h e  application of Kris teva 's  notion of 

t h e  'subject in processr t o  Kathy Ackez's texts.  1 v i l i  shov  hov t h i s  

readinq of s u b j e c t i v i t y  can  be traced through A c k e r ' s  texts as she 

attempts t o  d i s t u r b  and t o  p e n e t r a t e  the s t a t u s  quo, t h e  l i n e a r i t y  of 

thouqht, t h e  t r a n s p a r e n c y  of codes,  al1 in an a t t empt  t o  re-open t h e  

quest ion,  %ho are ve?' 

Both Acker and K r i s t e v a  e n t e r  in to  an a n a l y s i s  of  r evo lu t iona ry  

lanquaqe and text. P o s t s t r u c t u r a l i s t  thouqht has nuanced s t r u c t u r a l i s m  

in  its examination of language as  t h e  site for s o c i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  orqan- 

iza t ion  as v e l l  as t h e  s i te  for t h e  cons t ruc t ion  of t h e  sub jec t .  J acques  

Derrida observes t h a t  

"everyday lanquaqen is not  innocent o r  neu t r a l .  It is t h e  
languaqe of Western metaphysics, and it carries v i t h  it not  
only a cons iderab le  number of presuppos i t ions  of ali types, 
but  a l s o  presuppos i t ions  inseparable  from metaphysics, which, 
althouqh ïi t t le a t t e n d e d  to ,  are kno t t ed  into a system. (19) 

To Derrida's a s s e r t i o n ,  v e  add Kristeva's s t u d i e s  in psychoanalys i s  vhich 

use t h e  notion of language in determinhg t h e  subjec t .  Both A c k e r  and 

Kristeva analyze language as a site vhich (per)forms a not ion  of t h e  



f  ernale s u b j e c t  and which is also informed by  v a r i o u s  tensions .  

The study of s u b j e c t  development in  feminis t  theory,  and c e r t a i n l y  

in psychoanalysis ,  s u b v e r t s  staid belief  s a b o u t  languaqe a s  a u n i t a r y  

concept, and t h u s  e f  f e c t s  t h e  not ion of qender dif ference,  a cont r ibu t ing  

f a c t o r  t o  t h e  c u r r e n t  s t r u g q l e  with postmodern ident i ty .  A t  i s s u e  in t h i s  

debate a r e  no t ions  such  as essent ia l ism and iden t i t y .  The e s s e n t i a l i s t  

posi t ion,  t aken  by t h e o r i s t s  such as Helene Cixous and Luce I r igaray ,  

seeks t o  extend legit imacy of vomen as s u b j e c t s  by 'baturaîizing" t h e  

no t ion  of t h e  female sub jec t .  The work of Julia K r i s t e v a  vil1 be compare 

v i t h  t h a t  of Cùcous and I r iga ray  in o rde r  t o  b e t t e r  unders tand the v a y s  

in vhich essen t ia l i sm c r e a t e s  a fixed ident i ty .  A s  Fay Weedon po in t s  o u t  

that "Itlhe p o l i t i c a l  s ignif icance of decenter inq the s u b j e c t  and 

abandoning t h e  belief in  e s s e n t i a l  s u b j e c t i v i t y  is t h a t  it open= up 

subject ivity  t o  changen (33). The  t ens ion  betveen essen t ia l i sm and 

post s t r u c t u r a l i s t  thouqht  is a n  ongoing concern f oz feminist t h e o r i s t s ,  

such as Weedon, vho v i s h  t o  avoid being s v e p t  under  one defininq sys tem 

of thought. Yet, t h e y  a l s o  recoqnize t h e  n e c e s s i t y  of es tab l i sh ing  some 

form of communication/dialogue be tveen  t h e  g e n d e r s  vhich g o e s  beyond a 

pola r iza t ion  of lanquage as is p r e s e n t e d  in feminis t  t h e o r y  such  as t h a t  

of Dale Spender. In c r i t i c iz inq  SpenderVs concept  o f  polarized languaqe 

construct ivism,  Moira Gatens  notes:  

I f  thought  a n d  reality are dependent on  lanquaqe, and  i f  it is 
m e n  vho have produced and con t ro l l ed  language, v i t h  women 
playing t h e  p a r t  of mere consumers, t h e n  hou does  t h e  
ques t ion  of d i s t i n c t  male and female realities arise at au? If 
t h e s e  realities are dependent upon humanly produced 
c l a s s i f i c a t o r y  systems, and in p a t r i a r c h y  this product ion is 
r e s t r i c t e d  t o  men, t hen  women as consumers  of t h i s  languaqe 
should be in  p e r f e c t  agreement with male thought and m a l e -  
c o n s t r u c t e d  r ea l i t y .  (77)  



Thw, vhile feminist thecrrists acknüvledqe a desire tu understand a 

wwaman-centeredn experience,  t h e y  a l s o  recognize t h e  need to analyze and 

cornes t o  terms v i th  the s y s t e m s  of representat ion.  

The c l o s e  of t h e  t v e n t i e t h  century  brings vith it an abundance of 

information about %ho we are:! vith more Unes of inquiry developing 

continuously.  What is increas ing  as v e l l  are vhat A l i c e  J a rd ine  calls 

"spectres of s e p a r a t i ~ m , ~  (57)  vhich l e a v e  us, in academia in particular, 

d i s l o c a t e d  from one another ( v r i t i n q  articles, books e t c .  from 

increas ing ly  smaïler cub ic l e s /o f f i ce sL  Isola ted,  pe r f ec t ing  our 

wholeriess, it tecornes more and more d i f f i cu l t  to conriect vith " the  other." 

And, as A l i c e  Jardine obse rves ,  Kr i s t eva ' s  s t u d i e s  show t h a t  "the o ther"  

is most  o f t e n  t h e  other sex ( 1 1 4 ) .  Although S h o n e  de Beauvoir originany 

made t h i s  connection in The Second Sex, years later  Kri s t eva  brinqs to it 

an invigorating analysis of lanquage and a reconcept  uaï izat ion of 

"thinking voman." Kr is teva ' s  hope f o r  t h e  'subject in p rocess '  can be read 

in part as a desire t o  bridge some of t h e s e  sepa ra t ions .  She tries to 

c o n v e y  a desire to knov t h e  other, and it is i n  t h i s  p r o c e s s  t h a t  we may 

hope to find a cont inua t ion  of t h e  d i s c o u r s e  upon postmodern 

s u b j e c t i v i t y  t h a t  reaches beyond t h e  a tomis t ic  despair of o u r  

information age. 



Chapter One 

S l t u a t i n g  Kathy Acker 

1 am a ç a i n s t  t h e  vord anti because it's a b i t  l i k e  
a t h e i s t ,  as compared to believer. An atheist is 3 u s t  
as much of a religious man as t h e  believer is. 

Marcel Duchamp 

Postmodernism c o n t e s t s  t h e  n o t i o n  of t h e  modern s u b j e c t  b o r n  o u t  

of t h e  r a t i o n a l  and  s c i e n t i f i c  humanis t  e n t e r p r i s e  of t h e  mid f i f t e e n t h  

modern subject is a u t h o r  of her e x i s t e n c e ,  proprietor of 

b o t h  body and mind. The f i f t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  v i t n e s s e s  a s h i f t  i n  f o c u s  from 

the t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  s i g n i f i e r  C h r i s t i a n i t y  t o  t h e  not ion  t h e  s u b  ject. 

Descartes' nov famous dictum, "1 think,  therefore 1 am," c r e a t e s  a s u b j e c t  

which becomes t h e  e p i s t e m o l o q i c a l  l o c u s  and  r e f e r e n c e  point f o r  e t h i c a l  

behav iour ,  c r e a t i n g  a  s p l i t  b e t v e e n  s u b j e c t  (1) and o b j e c t  ( t h e  vor ld ) .  A 

symbolic o r d e r  fixed v i t h i n  "mankind's" mind i n s t e a d  of in t h e  f l e s h  of  

C h r i s t  is born, c r e a t i n q  a base f o r  a u n i v e r s a l  mind c u t  o f f  from its body, 

a r u l i n q  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  w h i c h  qu ick ly  becomes f ixed and homogeneous. 

Knowledge of the world is supplied by c h e  knovledge within c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  

The assurnptlon of a n  existing metaphys ica l  "Truth" o f  humanism is 

one which is r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  v e r y  be ing  of s u b j e c t i v i t y ,  an  e s s e n c e  o f  

being vhich exists  p r i o r  t o  lanquage and t h e  o u t s i d e  vorld.  C e n t r a l  t o  the 

hurnanist p r o j e c t  lies the s e a r c h  for a common e t h i c a l ,  p o l i t i c a l  and  

c u l t u r a l  b a s i s  upon vhich  t o  e s t a b l i s h  "human re la t ions ,"  a basis taking 

t h e  form of r a t i o n a l  human behaviour .  The g r e a t  l i b e r a l  humanist ,  J o h n  

S t u a r t  Mill, states: 

The only p a r t  o f  the c o n d u c t  of anyone  f o r  vhich h e  
is amenable t o  s o c i e t y  is t h a t  vhich c o n c e r n s  
o t h e r s .  In the p a r t  vh ich  merely c o n c e r n s  himself, . 
h i s  independence is, of right, absolute. ovex bimself ,  
o v e r  h i s  ovn body and mind, t h e  individual 1s 



soverelqn. (68-69; my emphasis) 

Thè: hope f o r  humanism vhich is evidenced in t h e  vork  of H i l l  1s t h a t  it v u  

l e a d  t o  an a t t a i n m e n t  of a b s o l u t e  freedom and r i q h t s  f o r  an individuals 

by e l eva t i ng  t h e  r a t i o n a l  s u b j e c t  above ail t h a t  vhich may c o n s p i r e  t o  

influence it unconsciously.  Liberal femin i s t s  vexe involved in  t h e  

foundat ion of a r a t i o n a l  being as veU, in t h a t  t h e y  aspired f o r  vomen t o  

be c r e d i t e d  v i t h  t h e  same r a t i ona l i t y .  F o r  Hary Wolls tonecra f t ,  t h e  

b u r d e n  of proof  lies upon vomen t o  show t h a t  t h e y  are as capab l e  of 

r a t i o n a l  t hough t  and behav iour  as men are. In f a c t ,  she admonishes men 

who believe vomen a r e  "by n a t u r e  v i r t u o u s w  b e c a u s e  "it is a f a r c e  t o  cau  

any being v i r t u o u s  vhose  v i r t u e s  do  not r e s u l t  from t h e  e x e r c i s e  of its 

own reason" (Wol l s tonecra f t  52). Wolls tonecra f t  upholds r e a s o n  as 

i n t e g r a l  t o  the development of v i r t u e  in vomen, j u s t  as M i i l  upholds 

r e a son  as a n e c e s s a r y  component f o r  t h e  freedorn of mankind. I t  is 

assumed that ve are  al1 capab le  of r eason ,  and t h e  e x e r c i s e  of  t h i s  

faculty g i v e s  u s  t r a n s c e n d e n c e  o v e r  "others." 

The humanist  project, f o r  ai l  its good i n t en t i ons ,  l e a d s  t o  a no t ion  

of consciousness vhich, in  its wabso lu ten  r i q h t  and knovledge, u s e s  lan-  

guage as its t r a n s p a r e n t  r e f l e c t i on .  There  is no s i t e  f o r  p o l i t i c a l  o r  

social s t r ugg l e ,  b e c a u s e  humanist  n o t i o n s  r e l y  on a n  unde r s tood  

cer ta ïn ty  of "good and badw human behaviour.  This ideology leaves 

language, t h e  word, dead. Ultimately, ft  leaves human p o t e n t i a l  s t u n t e d  

and  c i rcumscr ibed t o  a p reorda ined  knovledge of onese l f .  Humans are 

s u p e r i o r  and  make t h e  vo r ld  t h e y  l i v e  i n  as t h e  rnind imposes its 

d i s t i n c t i o n s  of  vhat is real and  what is n o t  real upon every th ing .  Every-  

thing o u t s i d e  of this c o n s c i o u s n e s s  is o b j e c t i f i e d  in d i r e c t  r e l a t i o n  t o  

this c e n t r e .  Thus, the s e p a r a t i o n  of Tu from the v o r l d  is insured ,  doing 



vio lence  t o  any sense of embodiment or o t h e r n e s s  - t h e  vorld, t h e  body, 

n a t u r e  and women. I t  follows t h a t  t h e  modern subject of humanism creates 

a concep t  of  clear, a u t h o x i a l  i n t e n t  in Uterary produc t i v i t y ,  one vhich is 

still pe rce ived  a s  a u n i v e r s a l  consc iousness ,  t h e  One vhich r e p r e s e n t s  

a l l  of s o c i e t y .  

I f  ve corne t o  face t h e  s e l f - r e f e r e n t i a l  modern s u b j e c t ,  t h i s  "One," 

we are  p laced  in t h e  r o l e  of its mi r ro r  - v e  are nothinq more t h a n  t h e  f lat  

s u r f a c e  upon vhich t h e  modern subject sees i t s e l f  and t h e  vor ld ,  in  a 

medium vhich is removed £rom c u l t u r a l ,  po l i t i c a l  and social involvement. 

The modern work of a r t  produced by t h i s  s u b j e c t  becomes a n  autonomous 

vork of uni ty ,  one n o t  i n t e g r a t e d  i n t o  t h e  world. The per iod  of modernism 

i n  l i t e r a t u r e  is c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by  texts vhose vo ice s  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  Y o r  

m yself'' self -consc iousness  of humanism, a self -same view of one- 

dimensional  unity. 

T h e  t e x t  desires to laugh a t  itself. - Kr i s t j ana  Gunnars 

Postmodernism and t h e  exper imenta l  nove l  involve  a r i s i n q  u p  

a g a i n s t  t h i s  autonomous s u b j e c t h o r k  of a r t  vhich d i sp l ays  a humanism 

con t ingen t  upon a sp l i t  b e t v e e n  a unif ied c o n s c i o u s n e s s  a n d  

h e t e r o g e n e o u s  f o r c e s .  Postmodern t e x t s  a t t e m p t  t o  q u e s t i o n  t h e  

on to log i ca l  pos i t i on  of the s u b j e c t  as it evolves o u t  of the modernist  

t r a d i t i o n  and  e n t e r s  the playing field of t h e  la te  t w e n t i e t h  cen tu ry .  A s  

w e l l ,  t h e  modernis t  s u b j e c t  and its r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  a r e  ques t i oned  by 

postmodern t h e o r i s t s  and w r i t e r s  concerned v i t h  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

b e t w e e n  t h e  subject and its soc io-po l i t i ca l  l andscape  and vith 

challenging the metaphysical  p ro f  undi ty  of the humanist s ubjec t .  

In Hodern French Philosophy, Vincent Descombes p o i n t s  o u t -  t h e  



iïiiport-ance of the relationship tetween t h e  self and 

i n  p h i l ~ s o p h i c a l  t h o u g h t  by t h e  Hegelian d ia l ec t i c :  

the ather brought on 

Non-dia lec t ica l  thinking vould hold t o  t h e  
oppos l t lon  betveen t h e  ratlonal and the i n a t i o n a l ,  
b u t  a n y  thinking vh ich  aspires t o  be  d i a l e c t i c a l  
must,  b y  de f in i t ion ,  induce  i n  r e a s o n  a movement 
t o v a r d s  vhat is e n t i r e l y  f o r e i g n  t o  it, t o v a r d s  the 
other. (13) 

The Hegelian mode1 of  communication is b a s e d  upon a n  oppos i t ion  which 

is meant  t o  e v e n t u a i ï y  move t o v a r d  meaning and  a r e s o l u t i o n  of t h e  

o p p o s i t i o n  i n  a h igher  truth. Dialectical t h o u g h t  and  a c t i o n  m a r k s  a 

p r o f o u n d  break  v i t h  monological  a u t h o r s h i p  and t h e  formalisrn of t h e  

modern t e x t .  T h e  c o n c e p t  of autborsh ip  as dia loqic  is f u r t h e r  advanced  

by Mikhai l  Bakhtin, v h o s e  work on t h e  d ia log ic  i n t r o d u c e s  a cacophony of 

v o i l e s  and p o e t i c  laughter t o  t h e  no t ion  of a n a r r a t i v e :  

L a u g h t e r  p u r i f i e s  from dogmatisrn, from t h e  
i n t o l e r a n t  and the  p e t r i f i e d ;  it liberates from 
fana t i c i sm a n d  p e d a n t r y ,  from f e a r  and  int imidat ion,  
f rom didact ic ism,  n a ï v e t é  and i l lus ion ,  f rom t h e  
single meaning, t h e  single level, £rom 
s e n t i m e n t a l i t y .  (123) 

The d i a l o g i c a l  thinking a n d  m e t a n a r r a t i v e  ques t ion ing  of 

postmodernism prob lemat i zes  t h e  s i n g u l a r  r e f e r e n t i a l i t y  of e x p e r i e n c e  

in  a move t o v a r d s  a more m u l t i f a r i o u s  vay of approaching s u b j e c t i v i t y .  

A s  Linda Hutcheon sta tes ,  t h e s e  f i c t i o n s  "...offer f i c t i v e  c o r p o r e a l i t y  

i n s t e a d  of  a b s t r a c t i o n s ,  b u t  a t  t h e  same time, t h e y  do t e n d  t o  f r agment  

o r  at leas t  t o  r e n d e r  u n s t a b l e  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  uni f ied  i d e n t i t y  o r  

sub j e c t i v i t y  of c h a x a c t e r "  (9 0). The ïnstability of unif ied i d e n t i t y  

derives f  rom a n  ' lopenness of a u t h o r s h i p  t o  t h e  l i s tener ,"  c r e a t i n g  v h a t  

Bakhtin l a b e l s  "nev f orms o f  s p e e c h  and  meaning" (Bakhtin 1 6 ) .  

In f u r t h e r  q u e s t i o n i n g  t h e  a p p a r e n t  m a s t e r y  of t h e  modern 

subject, postmodern  f i c t i o n s  set up s u b j e c t  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  in p a r o d i e d  



I n s t a n c e s ,  subverthg the closure of f ixed representatlon. The 

t e c h n i q u e  o f  p a s t i c h e  is o f t e n  employed t o  p a r o d y  t h e  a p p a r e n t  

o r i g i n a r y  u n i t y  vhich human c o n s c i o u s n e s s  depends  upon. I d e n t i t y  is 

a n y t h i n g  b u t  o r i g i n a r y  in s u c h  vorks.  Ra the r ,  it is a made-up composi te  

of bits and  pieces, e a c h  d e s t a b i l i z e d  a n d  made q u e s t i o n a b l e  by its 

incomple te  n a t u r e .  In h i s  book, Unconmon Cultures: Popular  C u l t u r e  and 

Post-Modernism, J i m  Collins i d e n t i f i e s  t h i s  l a y e r i n g  as one  of t h e  most  

i m p o r t a n t  d i£  f e r e n c e s  b e t v e e n  postmodernism and modernism: 

"...Ipostmodernists 1 replace "poeticg* s t y ï i z a t i o n  v i t h  a bricolage of 

d i v e r s e  fo rms  of a l r e a d y  v e l l - e s t a b l i s h e d  a e s t h e t i c  d i s c o u r s e s .  This 

process ... r a d i c a l l y  undermines t h e  "pur i ty"  t h a t  defines...the Modernis t  

per iodl '  (75). These  t ex ts  a l s o  i n t r o d u c e  t h a t  vhich c a n n o t  be a c c o u n t e d  

f o r  by  t h e  uni f ied  humanis t  s u b j e c t ,  ranqing  from t h e  unconsc ious  t o  t h e  

a b s u r d ,  t h e r e b y  in t roduc ing  t h e  no t ion  of a spl i t  s u b j e c t .  This is a 

s u b  ject which mus t  n o t  only c o n f r o n t  i t s e l f  as a vhole ,  b u t  a l s o  as a n  

o t h e r .  It mus t  a l s o  s t r u g g l e  v i t h  t h e  v o r l d  vhich s u r r o u n d s  it as t h e r e  

is no e s c a p e  £rom t h a t  vhich  s u r r o u n d s ,  t h a t  vhich c r e e p s  tovards a n d  

i n t o  t h i s  s u b j e c t .  Involvement  v i t h  t h e  v o r l d  marks a t r a n s i t i o n  £rom 

t h e  modern i s t  text t o  a text reminiscent  of th\? s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  

l i t e r a r y  g e n r e  vhich  p roduced  t h e  c a r n i v a l  and d ia lvg ic  v o r k  of Rabela is .  

Bakhtinls  s t u d y  of  Rabe la i s  a n d  c a r n i v a l  l a u g h t e r  comes c l o s e  t o  

d e s c r i b i n g  t h e  s u b v e r s i v e  n a t u r e  of pos tmodern  t e c h n i q u e s .  Fol loving 

Bakht in ,  J u l i a  K r i s t e v a  p inpo in t s  h i s  study of c a r n i v a l  as having 

deve loped  a no t ion  of  a dialoqic ,  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  i n t e r t e x t u a l i t y  (Desire 

80). creathg,  a s  Bakhtin sees it: "Such s p e e c h  forms, l l b e r a t e d  from 

n o m s ,  h i e r a r c h i e s ,  and p r o h i b i t i o n s  of e s t a b l i s h e d  idiom ..." (187-18 8). 

A vornan, especf a l l y  if she bas the m f s f  ortune of knovfng anything. shovld 



corceal it a3 vell as she can. - J a n e  Austen 

With t h e  appea rance  of postmodern f i c t i o n  by women ve encounter a n  

i nc r ea s ing  i n t e r r o g a t i o n  o f  t h e  a p p a r e n t  ungendered n e u t r a l i t y  informing 

the modern s u b j e c t .  This "nev f i c t i onw is t r o u b l e d  by  t h e  supremacy of t h e  

male s u b j e c t ,  and t h e r e f o r e  examines t h e  a s sumpt ions  behind t h e  male 

s u b j e c t  of humanism, t h e  "authorship"  of t h e  modern text, and t h e  

r e s u l t i n g  p o l i t i c a l  impl ica t ions  f o r  t h e  female  s u b j e c t .  N o  l o n g e r  c o n t e n t  

vith t h e  social dramas of Austen ( d e s p i t e  the i r o n i c  p r e s e n t - d a y  

resurgence of her p o p u l a r i t y  in cinema), t h e  female sub ject has travelled 

centuries t o  'rest '  v i t h  u n c e r t a i n t y  in t h e  hands  of con tempora ry  

vriters. With a delicious sense of stalwart impropriety and 

expe rhen t a l i sm ,  v r i t e r s  such as Banana Yoshimoto and Lynn Tillman are 

t e l l i ng  s t o r i e s  meant  t o  t e s t  t h e  limits o f  v h a t  w e  knov, supp lan t ing  who 

w e  are and challenging o u r  given belief in  image and r e p r e s e n t a t i o n .  

A c e r t a i n  understanding of  pos tmodern  t h e o r y ,  t h e n ,  is necessary 

i n  contextualizing t h e  v r i t i n g  of  Kathy Acker, v h o s e  vork is a n  example of 

l a t e  tventieth c e n t u r y  vriting t h a t  experiments vith t h e  nev role of t h e  

female s u b j e c t .  Acker's n o v e l s  can be s e e n  as a c r o s s o v e r  be tween  

c u r r e n t  t h e o r e t i c a l  c o n c e r n s  and f ic t ion .  H e r  s u b j e c t s  are i e f t  t o  f end  

for thernselves  in t h i s  murky b a t t l e f i e l d  of pos tmodern  s u b  j e c t i v i t y ,  as 

A c k e r  t r ies t o  make h e r  vay t h rough  t h e  p layqround  of l i b e r a l  pluralism. 

For t h i s  r eason ,  her n a r r a t i v e s  are an a p p r o p r i a t i o n  and reshapinq of  

many exemplary voices ,  texts, and histories, i n  p a r t i c u l a r  t h o s e  o f  the 

avan t -ga rde  genre- She s tr ives te s t i m u l a t e  t h e  same r e v o l u t i o n a r y  

c o n t e s t a t i o n  as this genre has produced, b u t  in nev vays, usinq both  

and old voices .  For example, in an  attempt t o  convey  a no t ion  of t h e  

a v a n t  -garde p e r t i n e n t  t o  post -modern c u l t u r e ,  A c k e r  examines 'punk. 



and it s r e j e c t i o n  of t r a d i t i o n a l  values. 

Acker is i n t e n t  upon vorkinq her vay throuqh t h e  p r e s e n t  d i s c u r s i v e  

pos i t i on  of t h e  female s u b j e c t  in Western c a p i t a l i s t  soc i e ty .  A s  Linda 

Hutcheon asserts, "[t)o reinsert the subject into the framevork of its 

parole and its s iqnif  ying a c t i v i t i e s  (both consc ious  and unconscious)  

within a n  h i s t o r i c a l  and s o c i a l  c o n t e x t  is t o  beqin ( t o l  f o r c e  a 

r ede f in i t i on  n o t  only of t h e  subject bu t  of h i s t o r y  as vel lw (159). A s  

Acker q u e s t i o n s  t h e  pos i t ion  of the  subject  in postmodern c u l t u r e ,  her 

narrative s t r u c t u r e s  i t s e l f  as a n  experiment vhich examines the 

interplay betveen t h e  world and  t h e  vord, hoping t o  e f f e c t  change- Ir1 this 

ambiguous, messy  in-betveen, vhere v o r l d  and vcrrd, s e l f  a n d  o t h e r  collide, 

Acker takes u p  t h e  s u b j e c t  i d e n t i t y  of c h a r a c t e r s  such a s  t e e n a q e  

ruriaways, t a t t o o  artists, poets ,  girl p i r a t e s ,  and o t h e r  marginal  f i g u r e s .  

The u n c e r t a i n t y  of subject position is vtiere Acker develops t h e  p o t e n t i a l  

for a revolut ic inary  d i s tu rbance  in t h e  everydayness of t h e  vorld.  J u l i a  

Kr i s t eva  says:  "...the calling i n t o  q u e s t i o n  of lanquaqe and of the 

individual, vhich r e p r e s e n t s  a microrevolution,  is somethinq t h a t  a f f e c t s  

the social f a b r i c  and can  p o t e n t i a l l y  challenge. ..the e n t i r e  s o c i a l  

framevork" (Kolocotroni  215). In examining t h e  f r inge  d v e l l e r s  of c u l t u r e ,  

Acker vishes t o  examine t h e  h e t e r o q e n e i t y  of s u b j e c t  pos i t ions .  In 

lookinq a t  he te roqene i ty ,  s h e  q u e s t i o n s  t h e  stasis of s u b j e c t  

transformation vhich, f o r  both  Kristeva and Acker, is a n e c e s s a r y  move 

t owards  change a t  a po l i t i c a l  and cult  üral level .  

Knock hard - l i f  e is deaf ! - M h i  P a r e n t  

Contextuaily,  Acker's v r i t i n q  co inc ides  v i t h  h e r  e a r l i e r  careers as 

a str ipper and performance artist. In t h e  late 60'9, t h e s e  t w o  careers 



describing Acker's performance and rritirig, art cri t ic  Sayre vonders: 'Who 

is t h i s  II'? What d o e s  s h e  v a n t ?  If t h e s e  are fantasies, what kind of 

psyche do t h e y  depict?"  (81). Cer ta in ly  vhen readinq the partially 

autobiographical  Kathy Goes t o  Haït i ,  we sense t h a t  t h e  mot ivat ion f o r  

her f i c t i on  a t  t h i s  time is e x a c t l y  t h e  ques t ion  Who a m  I?". 

While working as a s t r i p p e r  i n  New York during the avant -garde  

scene of t h e  late sixties, Acker also mixed in New York underground 

circles with a vild v a r i e t y  of  arttstic personae  such a s  Andy Warhol and 

John Cage. Acker i d e n t i f i e s  t h e  works of t h e s e  artists as v e U  as t h o s e  of 

WiUiam Burroughs, Georges Bataille and Jean  Genet a s  havinq influenced 

her own vritinq, pr imar i ly  in t h e  use of t h e  body in performance and text. 

Involving t h e  not ion of t h e  body in h e r  vork became, f o r  A c k e r ,  a technique 

of r e v o l t  a g a i n s t  the s t a t u s  quo of t h e  clean, literary produc t iv i ty  of 

t h e  1960's- The per format ive  aspect of poetry and ar t  brings about  a 

s e n s e  of a n  unfùred moti l i ty,  o r  what Sayre calïs, in r e f e r e n c e  t o  Allen 

Ginsberg's p o e t r y  performances, a %rea th  event," vhich sees t h e  

v r i t e r / a r t i s t  locate a becoming in t h e  text/perf ormance. 

Borrowing from h e r  exper ience in performance, Acker brings a 

ma te r i a l i t y  back t o  t h e  frame of t h e  n a r r a t i v e  by playing vith language in 

b o t h  t h e  form and c o n t e n t  of t h e  text.  She draws in h e r  novels, includes 

maps, t a t t o o s ,  and s t r a n g e  hieroqlyphic s i d e b a r s  in a pas t iched  and 

unrecognizable form much like t h a t  of Robert Kroetsch's  long poem, "Seed 

Catalogue." 

For critic Ellen Friedman, 

... Acker, perhaps  more d i r e c t l y  t h a n  many o t h e r  
vow.en v r i t e r s ,  creates t h e  ferninine texts 
hypothesized by Hélene Cixous in e s s a y s  such  as 
l V C a s t  r a t i o n  o r  Decapitation?".,.Like A c k e r ,  Cixous 



feels t h a t  vomen must ovezthrov their education, t h e  
metalanguage of t h e i r  culture, in order tu really 
speak...(39; m y  emphasis)  

Friedman m a k e s  links b e t v e e n  A c k e r  and Cixous* "vr i t inq  t h e  body," a 

spec i f i c a l l y  feminine c r e a t i v e  impulse vhich c a n  be  expressed in a move t o  

s u b v e r t  t h e  phaiiologocentzism of language. Wr i t i nq  t h e  body" is meant t o  

i n t e r r o g a t e  t h e  loqic  of  sameness vhich is set up by the modern s u b j e c t ,  

t h e  male body po l i t i c  which ve see all around us. Both Héléne Cixous and 

Luce  I r i q a r a y  criticize t h e  phallologocentr ism of  psychoana lys i s  f o r  

assurnuig t h e  a priori of t h e  male s u b  ject in ana lys i s .  In extendinq female 

s p e c i f i c i t y  beyond an  economy of t h e  male, u n i v e r s a l  s u b j e c t ,  t h e s e  

t h e o r i s t s ,  vhi le  c e l e b r a t i n g  female d i f fe rence ,  o f t e n  run t h e  r i s k  of 

sounding u top ian  and i dea l i s t i c .  In des i r ing  t o  expand upon t h i s  not ion o f  

"voman," Erigaray i n s i s t s  "voman h a s  sex o rgans  j u s t  about eve ryvhe re "  

(1031, and t h a t  "voman holds t h e  secretw (101). Developinq this secret, 

I r i g a r a y  hopes  f o r  voman t o  " t a c i t l y  go on s t r i k e ,  avo id  men long enouqh 

t o  l e a r n  t o  de fend  t h e i r  desire..." (106). Some American feminis t  t h e o r i s t s  

a l s o  p u r s u e  t h e  not ion of t h e  s p e c i f i c i t y  of t h e  female body and t h e  

absolute  s p l i t  b e t v e e n  male a n d  female experience.  American v r i t e r  and  

critic, Adrisnne Rich, calls f o r  u s  to examine "the miracle paradox of  t h e  

female body and its s p i r i t u a l  and political  meaninqs" t o  create a nev 

language f o r  w omen ( 2 9  0). Experimental  French-Canadian v r i t e r s  Nicole 

B r o s s a r d  and Louky Bersianik 's  v e r s i o n  of l'ecriture ferninine involves  

c r e a t i n g  a p a r a l l e l  vornen's l anguaqe  in l i t e r a t u r e  t h rouqh  play v i t h  

female ero t i c i sm and t h e  French lanquage. Motivating t h e s e  t h e o r i s t s  is 

t h e  d e s i r e  t o  v a l i d a t e  women's exper ience  a f t e r  c e n t u r i e s  of t h e i r  havinq 

been bypassed. 

while Friedman sees Acker's fiction as a s p e c i f i c  v r i t i n g  th rough  t h e  



female body, 1 see her writirrq as an i n t e r r o g a t i o n  of the blnary vhich 

s u c h  a position promotes. Essentiaiisrn - a s u b j e c t i v i t y  yursucd throuqh 

biologism - unders tands  i d e n t i t y  in a fixed, static v a y ,  t h a t  is, as n a t u r e  

proclaims it. 1 vould propose t h a t  a l though Acker v r i t e s  through the body, 

s h e  p u r s u e s  a not ion of a r evo lu t iona ry  s u b j e c t  vhich no t  only c o n s i d e r s  

how it is informed by t h e  biology of t h e  female body, b u t  a l s o  looks a t  t h e  

language and c u l t u r a l  p r a c t i c e s  vhich in sc r ibe  thernselves  upon t h i s  body. 

In doing so,  1 a m  encourages  by t h e o r i s t  G U  Rye v h o  asserts t h a t  is 

qu(sst i~ri?ble vhether fwomen's bodies1 can be d isen tangled  from soc io-  

c u l t u r a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  of themw (103). A c k e r  pursues a not ion of 

ma te r i a l i t y  f o r  women (address ing needs and c a p a b i l i t i e s  vhich der ive  

£rom bioloqical formation), in order  t o  b e t t e r  unde r s t and  hov vomen and 

m e n  cari ex i s t  t o g e t h e r  in new ethical r e l a t i o n s  vithin soc ie ty .  

The w r k  of Acker stands out a g a i n s t  t h a t  of o t h e r  contemporary 

vriters ptimarily in her r igorous  in t e r roga t ion  of  t h e  fernale sub jec t .  The 

t e x t s  of n o v e l i s t s  such as  t ia rgare t  ~ t v o o d ,  f o r  example, do  no t  vork in 

the sanie medium as do Ackervs. Althouqh the vr i t i nq  of Atvood, among 

others such as Marge Piercy, A L i c e  Hunroe and Carol Shields, can be 

ca tegor ized  as beinq equa l ly  involved w i t h  feminist  concerns ,  1 vould 

arque t h a t  this type of l i t e r a t  u re  l a c k s  t h e  r a d i c a l  dismantling and 

examination of t h e  s u b j e c t  a s  v i t n e s s e d  in  postmodern f i c t ions  such  a s  

Acker's. A s  a r e s u l t ,  postmoderri t e x t s  are o f t e n  n o t  only v e r y  d i f f i cu l t  

t o  read, b u t  as G a i 1  S c o t t  finds: "We found o u r s e l v e s  c o n s t a n t l y  

monitoring o u r  lanquage t a  be clear ... 1s t h a t  why 1 r e s e n t  t h e  f i c t i o n a l  

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of Atwood's Elizabeth as an ice-cold broad? My desire 

vould have been t o  have he r  cap tu red  in a p r o c e s s  of becominq ..." (Spaces 

Like Stairs 22). WhUe w e  can  a f t e n  e n t e r  i n t o  a smooth and easy * 



enqagement v i t h  an  Atwood novel, t h e  re la t ionsh ip  be tveen  t h e  r e a d e r  and 

Acker's more s c a b r o u s  texts is a b r u t a l  and bloody love-hate  a f f a i r .  

Acker's texts a r e  n o t  alone in t h e i r  d i f f icul ty .  Novels such as Kris t jana  

Gunnarts The Provler, and G a i 1  Scot t ' s  Hain Brides, employ techniques  vhich 

displace t h e  r e a d e r  f rom h e r  familiar pos i t ion  of "receiver," These nove ls  

emply metana r ra t ive  techniques  which a d d r e s s  t h e  reader ,  boldly 

challenqinq t h e  assumed meaning of t h e  t e x t  t o  h e r  face and hiding 

characters behind a dialectic enqagement vhich o f t e n  misleads and 

confuses. A s  Penelope Engelbrecht tells us: 

Acker l e a p s  from c l a s s i c a l  Lat in  p o e t r y  t o  
Havthornevs R e v .  Dimvit t o  a nev Story of O t o  
outl ining Dickens' Great Expectations pip-pop, and 1 
perce ive  h e r  Don Q u i x o t e  c a s t s  a vaver ing shadov of 
s ordid, pallid postmodern malaise v h e t h e r  f emale or  
male o r  t h e n  o r  nov. Don Quixote as f i r s t  v r i t t e n  by 
Cervan te s  vas, of course, i n i t l a l l y  sequelized by a 
'tplagiarist," a f a c t  that I ' m  s u r e  appea ls  t o  Kathy 
A c k e r ' s  (recyclable/regurqitative) appropr ia t ive  
vision. (31-32) 

I t  is a s  i f  v e  are enqaginq in Freud's game of fort-da, zepulsed and 

horrified, ve d e s p e r a t e l y  v a n t  t o  t h r o v  the book aga ins t  t h e  val l ,  vhi le  

holding on t o  it in f a s c i n a t e d  need. Acker's texts all play v i t h  Freud's 

idea of t h e  Unheimlich, exploitinq t h e  familiar  comfort  of heiWhome. The 

disturbing n e a t n e s s  of h e r  female c h a r a c t e r s  (sometimes v e  can  

a s s o c i a t e  with them, more t h a n  not  ve a r e  mort i f ied by t h e i r  ac t ions) ,  

plays on Freud's a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  t h e  unheimlich n a t u r e  of vomen's bodies, 

in  particular t h a t  of t h e i r  genitals, causes qreat general discomf o r t -  

Freud varns t h a t  

often...male p a t i e n t s  dec l a re  t h a t  t h e y  f e e l  there is 
somethinq uncanny about  t h e  female qeni ta l s .  This 
unheimlich place, hovever, is t h e  entrance t o  t h e  - 

former H e i a  of a U  human beinqs, t O the place vhe re  
everyone  d v e l t  once upon a t h e  and in t h e  
beginning. (Freud 51) 



This  F m  udian iraage ccrrtve y s an ht ertse rapugrtaricy and putrescent 

horribleriess, and this Unheimlich, combined v i t h  unfamiliar n a r r a t i v e  

technique, m a k e s  Acker's novels a challenge to t h e  easy r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of 

the world ve expect t o  see - t h e  self-same v e  seek th rough  our  mind's 

eye.  Acker takes u s  back a f e v  steps and demands of the  reader an 

involvement which quickly becomes painful  and horrifying. We c a n  compare 

her prose  t o  t h e  performance a r t  of Karen Finley, vhich critic C. Carr 

describes as "... obscen i ty  in its p u r e s t  form - neve r  j u s t  a Litany of 

f o u r - l e t t e r  exp l e t i ve s  but an a t t e m p t  t o  express emotions f o r  vhich 

there are perhaps no vords. An attempt t o  approach t h e  unspeakable" 

(121). In fact, the unspeaka l l e  emotions of t h e s e  artists create v h a t  

Carr calls a "rude-gir l  ne tvork"  t h a t  begins t o  provide  for  vomen t h e  kind 

of con t ex t  that t h e  ' 2 r a d i t i o n  of f oul-mouthed v i s i ona r i e s "  - of Céline, 

Genet, and Lenny Bruce - h a s  for men (123). 

The postmodern ' rude - g i r l  netvork' challenges the themat ic  and 

ofteri  moralizinq realism of the early feminist texts of t h e  s e v e n t i e s  

vhich o f t e n  remain v i t h in  t h e  e x i s t e n t  sy s t ems  of r ep re sen t a t i on .  In her 

essay, 'Women's Tirne," J u l i a  Kr i s t eva  sees this e a r l y  f e m l t i i s m  as having 

a sp i zed  t O 
of project 
vomen; t h e  

gain a place in linear t h e  as t h e  the 
and h i s t  o r y  .... The p o l i t i c a l  demands of 
s t r u q g l e s  f o r  equal pay f o r  equal vork, 

f o r  taking pover ùi s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  on a n  equa l  
foot ing v i t h  men; t h e  re jec t ion ,  vhen n e c e s s a r y ,  of 
t h e  a t t r i b u t e s  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  cons idered  ferninine 
o r  materna1 in s o  far as they a r e  deemed 
incompatible vith i n s e r t i o n  in t h a t  h i s t o r y  .- axe 
ail  part of  t h e  logic of identification v i t h  certain 
values...with t h e  l og i ca l  and on to log ica l  v a l u e s  of 
a r a t i o n a ï i t y  dominant in t h e  na t i on - s t a t e .  
('Women's Tirne" 193-1941 

T h e  more traditional texts of this genre vere  an attempt a t  leveliïng t h e  

playirig f i e ld  by inseztinq a voman's exper ience  i n t o  t h e  literary 

landscape, vithout examining that very landscape. Feminist theor i s t s  nov 



n o t e  hov such a p o ~ i t i o n ,  ultimately problematic, t e n d s  t o  overlook t h e  

xemains in t ac t .  

women, Acker's f ic t ions  corne across as excessively violent  and 

pornoqraphic, claiming this sa l ac ious  excess  as t h e i r  throbbing cen t re .  In 

fact, readinq Acker's texts cornes close to the experience of readinq t h e  

s y b a r i t i c  p r o s e  of Georges Bataille, vhose  s t y l e  Susan Suleiman likens to 

a kirid of l i t e r a r y  pornography (118). I n  t h e  early part  of her writing 

c a r e e r ,  Acker's t e x t s  appear  as a mutation in a scene  vhich still expected 

a much l e s s  obscure  and vulgar  p r o s e  s t y l e  from its female v r i t e r s .  For 

Suleiman, Bataille's vork, a s  v e l l  as t h a t  of o t h e r  avant-garde v r i t e r s ,  

general ly  employs a technique of providing vithin i t s e l f  a commentary 

upon t h e  product iv i ty  of excess  v i th in  culture. B y  "duplicating" the same 

l i t e r a r y  techniques, it is a l s o  t h e  in ten t ion  of Acker t o  include such 

commentary upon t h e  r e p r e s s i v e  and hypocri t ical  s t a t e  of a c u l t u r e  

vhich str ives  t o  suqar-coat i t s e l f  in its apparent,  p leas ing  homogeneity. 

Like  Bataille, A c k e r  displays a sense of a l iena ted  avareness, a 

f creignness  and suspicion of t otal i tar ianism reminiscent of a v a n t  - 

gardism. For Bataille: 

[hlomogeneity s iqn i f i e s  ... t h e  commensurabilit y of 
elements and t h e  avareness of t h i s  
commensurability: human re l a t ions  are s u s t a i n e d  by 
a reduct ion t o  fixed r u l e s  based on t h e  
consc iousness  of t h e  poss ib le  ident i ty  of 
delineable pe r sons  and s i tua t ions ;  in principle, ail 
violence is excluded £rom t h i s  cour se  of exis tence.  
(wPsycholoqical" 137-138) 

Batai l le  laments t h e  repress ion  of he te rogene i ty  f o r  the sake of what he  



cal15 "the development of a serviîe humari species, fit only for  t h e  

fabr ica t ion ,  r a t i o n a l  consumption, and c o n s e r v a t i o n  of  p roduc t s"  ("Use  

Valuew 97). A t  t h e  sanie time, Bataille celebrates the i n t e l l e c t u a l  p r o c e s s  

which is able t o  p roduce  "of its ovn acco rd  its ovn v a s t e  p roduc t s ,  t h u s  

l i be r a t i ng  in a d i s o r d e r e d  vay t h e  h e t e r o q e n e o u s  excrementa l  elementw 

(ibid.). 

Acker's ovn uncont ro i l ed  Ube ra t i on  of the '%eteroqeneous ,  

excrementa l  e lementw creates a text vhich r e v e r b e x a t e s  v i t h  d i s g u s t  and 

disi l lusionment at c u l t u r e ' s  g rand  spectacle of illusory p r o s p e r i t y .  She 

uses unequivocal  forms of v iolence  t o  criticize t h e  a p p a r e n t  no t i ons  of 

social freedom sarict ioried by liberal hurnariisrn, much ir. t h e  same way Dada 

a r t i s t  Marcel Duchamp combined ready-made, e v e r y d a y  objects in obscure 

and a b s u r d  c o l l a g e s  t o  cha l lenge  t h e  a p p a r e n t  u n i t y  of s t a t u s  quo  qood 

taste. Similarly, t h e  ready-made, i n s t a n t  g r a t i f i c a t i o n  of pornoqraphic 

i n t e r e s t s  is recombined, r e a s s e s s e d  and s e r v e d  up in a problematic 

manner t h a t  is meant t o  c a u s e  a moment of pause ,  of thouqht ,  and, f o r  

Acker ,  of r e v o l u t i o n a r y  anqer .  

The people axe becoming a Knovir. and Judicious People, A£ fliction hath made them 
vise, nov Oppression maketh vise men mad. - W i l l i a m  Walvyn 

It is in t h i s  p o e t i c  a n g e r  and  hope t h a t  Acker's t e x t s  t o u c h  qround 

t h e o r e t i c a l l y  v i t h  t h o s c  of J u l i a  Kris teva .  The  h i s t o r y  of p o e t i c  t e x t  

( t h e  avant-garde) ,  is t h e  g e n r e  vhich K r i s t e v a  f o c u s e s  on in her 

examination of  a r e v o l u t i o n a r y  t ex t .  As w e  h a v e  s een ,  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n  is 

important tc t h e  unders tand ing  of Acker's search for  a postmodern 

subject. Acker credits vriters  such  as Genet, Ar taud-and  Rimbaud v i t h  

presenting "the human h e a r t  naked so that o u r  vor ld ,  fo r  a second, 

explodes i n t o  flames" (Acke r ,  "A Fev Notesw 31). B o t h  Acker and   rist te va 



work t h e i r  vay th rouqh the avant-garde t r a d i t i o n  of questioninq and 

despair ,  brinqing t o  it t h e i r  ovn cornmitment t o  s o c i a l  and c u l t u r a l  

engaqement. Acker d o e s  s o  in t h e  convict ion t h a t  "lbly using each  o ther ,  

each o the r ' s  texts, ve keep on living, imagining, making, fucking and v e  

f ight  t h i s  s o c i e t y  of dea th"  (ibid.). 

A postmodernism f o r  Acker vould include t h e  "fight," a r a d i c a l  

rethinking of t h e  siqnif  i ca t ion  process ,  of c u l t u r a l  enqaqement and of 

t h e  sys tem created o u t  of t h e  h i s t o r y  of philosophical thouqht,  a system 

vhich h a s  c r e a t e d  "womann as a masculine object of d i scourse .  A 

postmodernism f o r  Acker a l s o  includes t h e  d e s i r e  t o  mark t h e  d e b a t e  

about discourse with a n  ethical  concern f o r  our  f u t u r e .  For  Acker, t h i s  

involves a movement th rouqh postmodern despa i r  and nothinqness,  vhich 

w e  s e e  evolving from her earlier vo rks  primarily concerned v i t h  vomen 

(Blood and Guts in High School, Kathy Goes to H a i t i ) ,  t o  concerns  for 

hopeful  and c r e a t i v e  r e l a t i o n s  between al1 humans (Empire of the 

The des tab i l iza t ion  of "grand n a r r a t i v e s "  vhich postmodern 

d i scour se  po in ts  t o v a r d s ,  leads t o  a problematization of foundat iona l  

ethics. Discourse is becoming increasingly localized and r e l a t i v e ,  leaving 

u s  w i t h  an  unaccountable feeling of e t h i c a l  chaos. In the in t roduc t ion  t o  

his book, The  Postmodern Scene, Arthur  Kroker asks: 

For vho can  speak v i t h  confidence of t h e  f u t u r e  of 
a postmodern scene  vhen vhat is t r u l y  fasc ina t ing  
is t h e  t h r i l l  of c a t a s t r o p h e ,  and vhere  vha t  
d r i v e s  onvard economy, po l i t i cs ,  cu l ture ,  sex, and 
even ea t ing  is no t  t h e  vin t o  accumulation o r  t h e  
s e a r c h  f o r  l o s t  coherencies ,  bu t  j u s t  t h e  oppos i te  - t h e  e c s t a t i c  implosion of postmodern c u l t u r e  
i n t o  excess, v a s t e  and disaccumulation. (il 

Althouqh Kxoker is fascinated by t h e  Y h r U  of c a t a s t r o p h - e t  and 

"hplosion of postmodern culture," t h i s  scene a l s o  desc r ibes  a n  ho r r i f i c  



Such a crazed s u b j e c t  of  o u r  information-overload culture is s e e n  in Don 

DeLino's novel, White Noise. D e L i l l o  p r e s e n t s  a vorld f i l l ed  v i t h  

ove rvheh inq ,  meaninqless no i s e  in vhich it becomes impossible to assert 

a s u b j e c t i v i t y  o r  r e l a t i o n s  vith o t h e r s .  There seems t o  be v e r y  l i t t ï e  

s tand ing  be tveen  this non-foundat ional  s u b j e c t i v i t y  and t h e  t h r e a t  of 

fascism, such  as v e  see r e c r e a t i n g  'human na tu re '  accordinq t o  its 

sh i f t i nq  needs in George OrveU's seminal novel, 1 9 8 4 .  

There  seems t o  be l i t t le  reason t o  behave one vay rather tharr 

ano the r ,  compounding ou r  d i f f i c u l t i e s  in  a t tempt inq t o  establish a 

postmodern e th ics .  While postmodern texts serve as s basis for t h e  

i nves t i ga t i on  of an  etkics of t h e  s u b j e c t  - hov v e  r e a d  o u r s e l v e s  in 

t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  c u l t u r e ,  what modes of production a n d  a c t i v i t y  inform 

Our s u b j e c t i v i t i e s ,  and how ve e s t a b l i s h  r e l a t i o n s  v i t h  o t h e r s  - a t  the 

same time v e  fear t h e  brain r u s h  which s e n d s  u s  hurtlirrq t o v a r d s  a 

'Baudrillardian end of the millennium simulacra. '  In h i s  s t u d y  of 

postrnodernism and the avan t -garde  text, Henry Sayre makes a n  a s t u t e  

assessrnent of t h i s  "postmodern bind," pointing o u t  t h a t  ve seem t o  be left 

hanging in a pos i t ion  of extreme tension be tveen  modernism and  

postmodernism: 

There are, then,  t v o  separate poe t i c s  of t h e  
p r e s e n t  - a largely modernis t  one vhich sees in 
t h e  "present," in t h e  immediacy of experience, 
something l i k e  an a u t h e n t i c  wvholeness,u a sense 
of uni ty  a n d  completion t h a t  is t h e  "endw of art, 
and another, postmodern one which def ines t h e  
p r e s e n t  as perpetuaiïy and inev i tab ly  in media res 
as p a r t  of a n  ongoing process, inev i tab ly  
f ragmentaxy, incomplete, and rnultiplicitous. This 
vould be a s t r a i g h t f o r v a r d  enough s i t ua t i on ,  
except t h a t  f o r  s o  many t h e  recogni t ion of t h e  
lat ter  in no vay mitigates their nostalgia for t h e  
former. It is as if ,  having l o s t  formalism, w e  
necessarily long  f o r  its returr i ,  as i f ,  having lost 



t h e  p r e s e n t  - or ,  r a t h e r ,  t h e  ful lness  of presence  - ve are somehov ernbarrassed t o  admit it. (175) 

A v h i t e  s p i d e r  rose £rom a black mesh; there were people vho loved..-differently. 
- H.D. 

T h i s  v a s t  landscape of pain and uql iness  is, in its p u r e s t  forai, a 

search for love  - a d i f f e r e n t  e th i c s .  Acker holds up t h e  r e l a t ionsh ip  

betveen Charles  Baudelaire and Jeanne  Duval as a mode1 of this kind of  

change. As Duval's face is t a k e n  over by smallpox, Baudelaire's l o v e  foz 

her increases, For Acker t h i s  is "...uqliness [vhichl changes th rough  vorse  

ugl iness ,  even  des t ruc t ion ,  i n t o  lovewt (''A Fev Notestw 32). Acker's t e x t s  

become ugl ier  and uglier as s h e  p r o g r e s s e s  throuqh these c r u e l  s t o r i e s .  

Yet in t h i s  vor ld  vhich is replete v i t h  every form of horrendous violence 

imaginable, t h e r e  is still a c a r e f u l  p o e t i c  q e s t u r e  signallinq f o r  

something else. Acker's use of lanquaqe t r i q g e r s  a dec la ra t ion  of love  as 

described by B a r t h e s  in  A Lover's Discourse: 

Languaqe is a skin: 1 rub  my lanquage aga ins t  t h e  
o ther .  It is as i f  1 h a d  vords  i n s t e a d  of fingers, o r  
finqers a t  the t i p  of rny vords .  Hy lanquage 
trembles vi th  des i r e .  The emotion d e r i v e s  from a 
double contact :  on t h e  one hand, a vhole a c t i v i t  y 
of d i scour se  d i s c r e e t l y ,  i nd i r ec t ly  f ocuses upon. a 
single siqnif ied, vhich is mI d e s i r e  you," and 
r e l e a s e s ,  nourishes,  ramif ies  it t o  t h e  point of 
explosion (lanquage exper iences  orgasm upon 
touchinq i t s s l f ) ;  on t h e  o t h e r  hand, 1 envrap  t h e  
o t h e r  in my vords ,  1 caress, brush against ,  talk up 
t h i s  contac t ,  1 extend myself t o  make t h e  
commentary t o  vhich 1 submit t h e  r e l a t ion  endure. 
(73) 

Acker's love for lanquage and its p o t e n t i a l  is obvious, H e r  desire 

f o r  the other and a need t o  c r e a t e  a r e l a t ionsh ip  vith it p laces  t h e  

notion of postmodern cynicism and nihilism on trial, She calls lt a "search 

for centres:" "1 think t h e  o t h e r  choice  is? o t h e r  t han  d e s t r u c t i o n  and 

nihilism, s k e  tells us, "to find vhat your  value is ... People are search ing  



for their ceriters...and in this searcti - ttiat's vheri someorie starts  being 

i n t e r e s t i n g ,  and s t o p s  being Uke jellon (Juno and V a l e  181). This is a 

t o r t u r o u s ,  creepinq re-thinkinq and ges tu r ing  of t h e  vord in s e a r c h  of a 

caut ionaxy  warninq before v e  submit to Krokerls vis ion of a c u l t u r a l  

nothinqness and isola t ion.  

We s e n s e  in A c k e r ' s  l i t e r a r y  s t r u q g l e  a criticism a g a i n s t  t h e  quick 

fix " i s m s t l  of t h i s  c u l t u r e  and t h e  n ih i l i s t i c  impulse vhich t a k e s  o v e r  much 

of postmodern criticisrn, leading, in t h e  end, t o  t h e  decryinq of 

metaphysics a l toge the t .  In Positions, Derrida declares that ul t imate ly  

even  he does not bel ieve t h a t  w e  v i l l  be able t o  completely escape 

metaphysics (17). In an interview with  Edith Kurzveil, Julia Kristeva 

cautions American p o s t s t r u c t u r a l i s t s  vho t o o  quickly treat t h e  no t ions  

of h i s t  o r y  and e th i c s  as Enlightenrnent deadvood: 

We assume t h a t  there alvays is a sort of d i a l ec t i c  
be tveen  t h e  metaphysical  p o s t u l a t e s  and 
something else, and t h i s  d i a l ec t i c  enab le s  u s  t o  
consider  such fields as ethics and history. In 
America, t h e  so-ca i led  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s t s  think 
that, because  ethics and h i s t o r y  belong t o  
metaphysics and because  metaphysics is c r i t i c i zed  
by Heidegger o r  h i s  French fo l lovers ,  e t h i c s  and 
h i s t o r y  no longer  ex i s t .  (Kurzveil 1 4  8) 

The commitment t o  change is t h e  site upon which ~ c k e r ' s  

postmodernism can be l o c a t e d  - t h e  commitment t o  find a postmodern 

sub  ject ivi ty vhich practices a dialectic upon t h e  seam, this scar vhich is 

identity. Exploring this t ens ion  is t h e  h e a r t  of her pro ject. Although 

El len  Friedman sees Acker's s e a r c h  as turning up "nothing," it vould be 

u n f a i r  to even suggest  a comparison be tveen  her vork of Refusal a n d  

Kroker's pess imist ic  NO, o r  t h e  slow brain-fade of DeLillo's White Noise. 



Chapter Tvo 

A Haunt ing J o u I s s ~ C ~ :  Sïiding int O Ju l i a  Krist eva's 
Semiotic Playing Field 

But Plato, you make us shit;  and so do you, Socrates, 
E p i c t e t e s ,  Epjcurus; and you, Kant, and you, Descartes, 
t 00. 

Artaud 

Encroach: to intrude gradually, stealthily, insidiously 
Looni: to seem ominously close, t o  donilnate or overhang 

The t h e o r y  of meaning nov s t a n d s  at a 
crossroad: e i t h e r  it w i l l  remain a n  a t tempt  a t  
f ormalizînq meaning-systems by i n c r e a s h g  
sophistication of t h e  loqico-mathematical t o o l s  
which enable it t o  formulate models on t h e  bas i s  of 
a conception (a l ready r a t h e r  dated) of meaning as 
the a c t  of trariscendental ego, c u t  off from its body, 
its unconscious and a l s o  its his tory ;  o r  e l s e  it v i l l  
a t t u n e  i t s e l f  t o  t h e  theory of t h e  speakinq sub jec t  
as a dlvided subject (conscious/unconscious) and g o  
on t o  a t tempt  t o  spec i fy  t h e  types of operat ion 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of t h e  t v o  s i d e s  of t h i s  split ,  
thtreby exposing them t o  t h o s e  forces extraneous 
t o  t h e  loqic of t h e  sys temat i c  ... (wSystemw 28) 

Julia Kristevals seminal analysis of l inguis t ic  systems and t h e i r  

zelationship t o  l i t e r a t u r e  and ar t  is a re-energized re-assessment  of 

s t ruc tu ra l i sm and f ormalism, deriving f rom h e r  belief t h a t  wColur 

philosophies of languaqe, embodiments of t h e  Idea, a r e  nothing more than 

t h e  thouqhts of a rchiv is t s ,  a rchaeolo5is t s ,  and necrophiliacs" 

(Revolution 13). Vieving lanquage as a closed-of f, unified en t i ty ,  as t h e  

lovers of the old and t h e  dead do, creates a subject vhich pos i t ions  

itself vis d v i s  t h i s  perceived s t a t l c  reallt y.  rist te va i n v e s t l q a t e s  a 

new d ia lec t i ca l  system - one vhich s u b v e r t s  t h e  monologisn of t h e  

c u r r e n t  system, but vhich at t h e  same t h e  vorks t o  support  the Law. 



She criticizes t h e  l i ngu i s t i c  systen for having @@ethical foundat ions  

Ivhichl belong t o  t h e  past ..." (Desire 24). K ~ i s t e v a ' s  nev slqnifybg 

system goes beyond the established sys t em of language t o  incorporate 

the play, pleasure and desire vhich Kr i s t eva  sees as missing in t h e  

s t r u c t u r a l  approach t O languaqe. 

A21 true language is incomprehensible. - Artaud 

In Revolution i n  Poetic Language, Kr i s t eva  attacks the €ormalista 

vhich underlies the s t r u c t u r a l i s t  notion of language and t h e  subject, 

ins i s t inq  that 

t h i s  thinking po in t s  t o  a t r u t h ,  namely, t h a t  t h e  kind 
of a c t i v i t y  encouraqed and privileged by 
( c a p i t a î i s t )  society represses the process 
pervadinq t h e  body and t h e  sub jec t ,  and t h a t  ve 
must t h e r e f o r e  break o u t  of o u r  i n t e r p e r s o n a l  and 
i n t e r s o c i a l  experience i f  ve are t o  gain access t o  
what is r e p r e s s e d  in the social mechanism: the 
genera t ing  of significance.  (13) 

Ir1 t h e  late 1960'8, Kr i s t eva  took  p a r t  in t h e  Tel Quel group  whose 

concerns included e-xploring t h e  emergence of pos t s t ruc tu ra l i sm,  avant- 

garde writinq and po l i t i ca l  left ism. During t h i s  time, she took p a r t  in  a 

movement vhich mediated critics such as Bakhtin t o  t h e  West- A t  t h e  time 

of Tel Quel and t h e  newly developing d i scuss ions  concerning t h e  sub jec t ,  

Kr i s teva  began looking a t  t h e  s u b j e c t  of s t ruc tu ra l l sm.  Her t h e o r y  began 

concent ra t ing  on t h e  need nto 'dynamizer t h e  s t r u c t u r e  by taking i n t o  . 
consideration the speaking sub ject and its unconscious experience on the 

one hand, and on t h e  o ther ,  t h e  p r e s s u r e s  of o t h e r  s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e s n  ("My 

Wemory's Hyperbolem 225). Taking t h e  pos i t i on  of the subiect in 

p o s t s t r u c t u r a l  thought  i n t o  account, Kr i s t eva  vorks t ova rds -  a new 

system of s ign i f ica t ion  vhich s h i f t s  t h e  focus from a unified, static 

m b j e c t  or ~ t r u c t u r e ,  t o  orbe which is replete v i t h  m u l t i f a r i o u s  drives, 



ir~troduclng a desirous body and its processes to t h e  c o n c e p t  of t h e  

sub ject. 

K r i s t e v a  c r i t i c i z e s  t h e  t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  s u b j e c t  of phenomenology 

for n o t  ventur ing o u t s i d e  of t h e  con ta ined  function of  t h e  symbolic. A s  a 

r e s u l t ,  she devo te s  h e r  s t u d i e s  In psychoanalysis  t O the re-development 

of t h e  "generating of significance," vhich shakes  t h e  s u b j e c t  l o o s e  from 

its f i ~ e d  pos i t ion  in Enlightenment philosophy. She d i s c o v e r s  t h a t  The 

process of signification 1s more t h a n  just a language," maintainhg that it 

also exhib i t s  Yal complex a r r a y  of nonl inguis t ic  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  Ivhichl 

f oster  the v e r y  practice of lanquaqe: dr ive ,  sensa t ion ,  prelanquage, 

rhythm, melody, and s o  on" (Guberman 268). She appl ies  t h e  vork of ~ r e u d  

and h i s  t h e o r i e s  of drives and s e x u a l i t y  t o  t h e  Enlightenment project ,  

t h e r e b y  opening t o  language a d i s c u s s i o n  of t h e  subject and  its 

development. Kris teva picks up on t h e  psychoanalyt ic  no t ion  of soc i a l ,  

cultural and familial inf luences  upon t h e  subject, which Freud o u t l i n e s  i n  

his not ion  of human s e x u a l  development during t h e  Oedipal complex. 

Does the mirror stage appear ou t  of novhere3- Kr i s t eva  

Kr i s t eva l s  purpose is t o  e s t a b l i s h  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  of  a n  a n t e r i o r  

function t o  t h e  post-Oedipal posi t ioning of t h e  sub jec t .  F o r  her,  t h e  

*des i r e  in languageC is t r a c e a b l e  t h rough  t h i s  function, vhich s h e  caUs 

the 'semiotic,' and, for the purpose of t h i s  t he s i s ,  is the key t o  t h e  

kunfulfi3hent '  of the postmodern subject. It is a d e s i r e  inscribing 

language t O grou,  t o  move toward  flux, change and a c o n t i n u a l  becoming, 

caused by a semiotic "d i s t inc t ive  mark,  trace, index, t h e  premonitory sign, 

t h e  proof,  engraved mark, imprint - in  s h o r t ,  a distinctiveness admitt inq of 

a n  unce r t a in  and indeterminate  articulation.,." (Desire 133). This d i r e c t i o n  



în psychoanalyt ic  thought,  vith its focus on t h e  unconscious, b reaks  v i t h  

t h e  the rapeu t i c ,  @'curingM n a t u r e  of ego ana lys i s  which s t r i v e s  t o  

recreate f o r  t h e  p a t i e n t  a sense of vholeness and unity. 

Acknovledging a deb t  t o  both Freud and Lacan, Kr i s t eva  offers  a 

rereadinq of t h e i r  s t u d i e s  in psychoanalysis  in o r d e r  to e laboza te  upon 

their 'speaking subject' f o r  t h e  purpose of c r e a t i n q  her ' subject  in 

process.' In introducinq t h e  semiotic and its d r i v e s  to t h e  signifying 

sub ject, s h e  t r a n s f o r m s  Lacan's notion of t h e  signifybg p r a c t i c e  of 

languaqe in  order t o  pursue a subject derfved n o t  only of t h e  symbolic 

but of something o t h e r  vhich escapes meaninq. Lacan i d e n t i f i e s  lanquage 

a s  beinq e s s e n t i a l  to the symbolic s t age ,  vhich is responsible  f o r  t h e  

es tabl ishment  of t h e  s o c i a l  f unct ion and t h e  realm of sigriif ication,  and 

ttius responsible  for psychic and material subject format ion. This 

funct ion sys t ema t i ca l ly  creates t h e  language p r o c e s s e s  vhich c o n s t i t u t e  

t h e  s t r u c t u r e  of s o c i e t y  and the individual, as identity predicat ion 

becomes t h e  primary funct ion of t h e  Symbolic. 

Kristeva qualifies t h e  notion of the progress ion  i n t o  language and 

the symbolic o r d e r  and t h e  l inquis t  ic communit ies, vhi le  challenqing t h e  

notion t h a t  t h i s  func t ion  is responsible  f o r  c r e a t i n g  a de te rmina te  

sub ject and community. In expos i to ry  detail, Kristeva analyzes Lacan's 

theory of t h e  symbolic in o r d e r  to uncover t h e  vay in vhich t h e  apparen t  

homogeneity of t h i s  stage creates an  ident i f ica t ion  v i t h  a s e n s e  of 

aut onomy vhich wseems'' complete, providing an  i i l u s o r y  idea of kaving lef t  

the fragmented s e l f  behind. According to Lacan, the child enters the  

mirror stage a t  s ix  t o  e igh teen  aionths, a t  which point  it recognizes its 

autonomous s e l f  o v e r  t h e  ob j5c t  in t h e  mirror. Suddenly, this acquis i t ion 

of t h e  I/eye is f i l l ed  v i t h  symbolic importance. While t h e  pre-Oedipal 



stage, th6 haginary, is a stage of undif ferentiated unifkat lm vi th  t h e  

rnlother ,  t h e  symbolîc cteates a spUt b e t v e e n  t h e  m/other and t h e  child 

causing t h e  chi ld  t o  see for itself. Also important  is t h e  assumption of a 

s p e c i f i c  c o r p o r e a l i t y  by t h e  child. The chi ld  v i l l  iden t i fy  v i t h  either t h e  

body of t h e  mother o r  father as it moves into t h e  symbolic and a s sumes  a 

position vis  d v is  t h e  phal lus ,  

Because she follovs human development through t h e  psychoana lys i s  

of Freud and Lacan, K r i s t e v a  is o f t e n  c r i t i c i z e d  by f emin i s t  t h e o r i s t s  vho 

be l ieve  she has f a l l e n  prey t o  the phallic structure of the Oedipal 

cornplex which, as t h e  child stxuggles t o  become a signifyinq s e l f ,  aims t o  

secure t h e  other (voman) in s ign i f i ca t ion .  This  criticism o f t e n  i nvo lve s  a 

misreading of phal lus  a s  penis - as inherent ly ,  biologically male. Lacan 

himse l f  e q u a t e s  ' the phal l ic  terni" not only v i t h  'the pure  and simple 

erection," but also  v i t h  %he p u r e  and simple r a i s e d  s t o n e  tandl t h e  human 

body as erected" (Borch-Jacobsen 216). 

A s  Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen p o i n t s  out in Lacant The Absolute Naster, 

Ytlhe erection of t h e  phallic s t a t u e  p r o p e r l y  belonqs t o  man, as homo 

erectus" (216). Natu rauy ,  in c o n t r a s t ,  t h e  female sexual orqan, in  its 

hidden folds cannot claim s u c h  upr iqh tness ,  and fu r thennore ,  b e c a u s e  

languaye i d e n t i f i e s  v h a t  it sees best, t h e  phallus as penis has become 

ovex-signified as t h e  ruling order. But, most siqnif icantly,  ve c a n  th ink 

of t h e  term phal l ic  as it applies to bankind,' that is t o  Say, in its 

dominance over a l l  things. T h i s  a u t h o r i t y / c o n t r o l  in its absolute  form, as 

v e ï ï  as t h e  l u r e  of t h e  ideal ,  un i f i ed  image, is vhat cance rns  Kr i s t eva .  

Kr i s t eva ' s  a n a l y s i s  picks up on t h e  fact t h a t  t t ie  ma t e rna1  func t ion  

is repressed in Lacan's n a r r a t i v e  of  t h e  mirror  s t age .  Accordinq t o  both  

Lacan and Freud, t h e  child's f e a r  of c a s t r a t i o n  acts as a rite of passage 



in which t h e  child completely rejects al1 iden t i f ica t ion  vith the mother, 

t h u s  creating a conception of woman as 'lack of' and man as ' p resence  

of.' Along vith t h i s  image of voman as lack cornes a p r o l i f e r a t i o n  of 

images vhich link voman vith lack of a o r a l i t y ,  subs tance ,  i n t e q r i t y  and 

physical  and i n t e l l e c t u a l  s t r e n g t h ,  t o  name but  a f e u  examples. Thus, 

Lacan  develops the symbolic in a manner vhich videns t h e  gap b e t v e e n  the 

male and f emale, a process which ends  up privileqing male subject 

ident if icat ion. 

So g l i s t e r ' d  t h e  d i r e  Snake, and into f raud / &d Eve our credulous Mother, to the 
Tree / O f  prohibition, root of  al1 our voe-.. - Milton 

For an example of this phall ic order of iden t i f ica t ion  ve m a y  turn t o  

John Milton's "Paradise Lost," a poem/vorld v i thou t  a mother, vhere 

syrnbolic reasoning is made up of the  'voice of One' - God, t h e  Father. As 

E v e  i d e n t i f i e s  herself for  t h e  f i r s t  t h e  in a pool of vater, her  r e sponse  

is t o  prefer her image to t h a t  of  Adam, who beckons t o  her. In tu rn inq  back 

t o  h e r  ovn image, she is cailed upon by the commanding Father: "Return 

fair Eve ,  / Whom f l i ' s t  t h o u ?  vhom t h o u  flL'st, of hùa t h o u  a r t w  (IV, 481-2). 

She yields t o  t h e  voice of ' the ~aw' and exclaims "frorn t h a t  t h e  see / 

Hou beauty is exceUVd by manly grace / And visdom, vhich alone is truly 

fairn UV, 489  -90). She is i n s t r u c t e d  by Divine Lav t o  follov Adam, to 

fo r sake  h e r  ovn image and  l i v e  forever in a n  Oedipal vorld of the Father ' s  

making - t h e  f i r s t  'castratedr mother. Contemporary critical t h e o r y  has 

witnessed a decons t ruc t ion  of t h i s  archetype. In The Pleasure of t h e  T e x t ,  

Roland Barthes varns u s  of rnythifying the Oedipal n a r r a t i v e :  

if  it is t r u e  that every n a r r a t i v e ,  e v e r y  unveiling of the t r u t h  is a 
s tag ing  of t h e  (absent ,  hidden or hypos ta t ized)  f a t h e r  - vhich vould 
emlain t h e  s o l i d a r i t y  of n a r r a t i v e  forms, of family s t r u c t u r e s ,  and 
of prohibit ions of nudity,  al l  collected in o u r  culture in t h e  myth 
of Noah's sons coverinq his nakedness. ( 4 )  



And, as we see in Nicole SteUonls delightful poem, " E v ~ , ~  t h e  eterrial 

anguish  of post- lapsarian l i f e  is a hellish experience of u n f u l f U e n t ,  

vhere t h e  mother (voman), is given t h e  s h o r t  end of t h e  s t i c k  in t h e  old 

farniliar tr iangle:  

When 1 bit into t h a t  s v e e t  apple 
1 knev vhat 1 vas doing. 
1 vasnet  t r icked by no snake. 
Adam kept pulling t h e  "That vas my ribw sh i t  
1 v a s  throuqh v i t h  it. 
So 1 found an out. 
Anythinq had t o  be b e t t e r  
Than pruning bushes and strokinq 
TVO enormous eqos. 
"The absence of God is hell," H e  said. 
I didn't ask t h e  little prick t o  join me, 
But he did, 
Nov it is. (1-14) 

The r ia r ra tor  in this poem, t h e  subject,  is f o r e v e r  f r u s t r a t e d ,  

damned t o  a l v a y s  a l ready exist in t h e  fal len s t a t e .  W e  are always positing 

our desires £rom t h i s  s t a t e ,  v e  alvays deffne ourse lves  accordinq t o  t h e  

m o m e n t  tefore  the apple is b i t t e n  into - idyllic identification. In a move 

of absolute abrogation, Edenic vomb-like s ecu r i t y  is yanked avay by the 

religious l a w  of t h e  Father, coverinq up t h e  nakedness of t h e  flesh. It is 

in  t h e  expressive act of biting in to  t he  apple t h a t  Eve displays vha t  

Hegel cal ls  t h e  "e ternal  irony of community," because she v i l l  always 

remain an unfulfilled subjec t ,  in amused discord v i t h  soc i a l  s tandards .  

Stripped and naked unti l  t h i s  moment of t ransgress ion ,  de s i r e  and shame, 

lust and prohibition collide in "Paradise LostfW an example of t h e  mythified 

Oedipal t r iangle  vhich e f f ec t i ve ly  s t r i p s  woman f o r e v e r  a f t e r  of her 

bioloqical body. 

The poet is there...f orbidding any '1" to doze off... - Kristeva . 

The  eye looking i n to  t h e  mirror sees an '1' vhich p r e s e n t s  i t s e l f  a s  



a visual image of t he  unified body, a complete package, the  %ounded 1" 

according to Kristeva.  In t h i s  identif ication,  Kr is teva  sees t h e  symbolic 

as t h e  "inevitable a t t r i b u t e  of meaninq, sign, and t h e  signified ob ject f o r  

t h e  consc iousness  of Husserl's t r anscenden ta l  eqon (Desire 1 3  4). Although 

Lacan p r e s e n t s  a unified sub jec t  of t h e  symbolic, Kristeva propounds 

t h a t  " f t  lhe v a r  is never  ove r  and t h e  poe t  [eyel, s h a l l  continue 

indef i r i i tely t O measure hinise M... agains t  t h e  mirror  imagen (Desire 13 3). 

For Lacan, as Borch-Jacobsen points  out, T h e  human sub jec t  has no 

i n t e r i o r i t y ,  no i n t e r i o r  in vhich t o  s t o r e  o r  Save for hinrself t h e  s o -  

calied unconscious r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  ... he is always a l r eady  p ro jec t ed  

outside,  i n t o  the openness of a public space" (149). Thus, ve  have t h e  

ident i f ica t ion  v i t h  v h a t  ve sec - t h e  penis, and v h a t  v e  do not  - t h e  

vaqina. To this abso lu te  ex te r io r i ty ,  Kr is teva  in t roduces  h e r  analysis of 

the semiotic function which exists in  "e i ther  a negat ive  or  su rp lus  

r e l a t ionsh ip  t o  itw (Desire 133). Pre-verbal  experience of t h e  child's 

r e l a t ionsh ip  t o  t h e  mother's body and its rhythms vi l1  c r a s h  f o r v a r d  i n t o  

the symbolic as "lm lemories of bodily contac t ,  warmth, and nourishment" 

(Desfre 2 81) t o  t h e  point a t  vhich " w e  must xeckon v i t h  t h e  mother's 

desire  ..." (Desire 282). A f t e r  t h e  bizth, "i t lhe imprint of an a rcha ic  moment, 

the t h re sho ld  of space, t h e  "choral' as primitive s t ab i l i t y  absorbing 

a n a c l i t  ic fac i l i t a t ion ,  produces  laughterw (Desfre 28 3). For Kristeva,  t h e  

conf ron ta t ion  be tveen  t h e  semiotic and t h e  symbolic is unendinq, f o r  "it 

is w i t h i r i  o u r  'adult' d i scour se  t h a t  t h e s e  p o t e n t i a l  uteanings and 

topological l a t e n c i e s  are a t  vorkn (Desire 291). Signification vff l  become a 

struggle (the wound) upon t h e  boundary be tveen  t h e  two poles. When t h e  

symbolic t r ies  t o  pass  over it vil1 be challenqed by the  violence of the  

çemiotic ( t h e  biological) and vice versa.  



with this 8hift of fwua in meaning from atzucturaUsm t o  a 

signifying p r o c e s s  vhich she  calls 'signi fiance,' Kr i s t eva  directs her 

ana lys i s  t o  t h e  e labora t ion  upon v h a t  s h e  terms "subject  in processw,  a 

s u b j e c t  vhich exists vi thin  t h e  r e a h  of t h e  Law, b u t  vil1 a l v a y s  remain in 

a s tate  of flux, on t r i a l ,  because  of a n  o the rnes s ,  a n  unaccountable 

excess, vhich hovers  c l o s e  by, t h r ea t en ing  iden t i ty .  The sub jec t  vi l l  

c r e a t e  a n  i d e n t i t y  based on t h e  logic  of the lanquaqe systems,  but c a n  

oscillate vi ldly  t o v a r d s  t h e  di f fezence vhich cornes of re jecting t h e  Law: 

1 s h a l l  cal1 signif  ying p r a c t i c e  t h e  es tabl ishment  and 
t h e  countervai l ing of a s iqn system. Establishinq a siqn 
sys tem calls f o r  t h e  i d e n t i t y  of a speakinq sub jec t  
within a s o c i a l  framevork, vhich he recognizes  as  a basis 
f o r  t h a t  ident i ty .  Countervail inq t h e  s iqn system is 
done by having t h e  s u b j e c t  underqo a n  unset t l inq,  
quest ionable  process ;  t h i s  ind i rec t ly  chal lenges  t h e  
s o c i a l  framevork v i t h  which h e  had prev ious ly  
identified, and it t h u s  coincides  v i t h  t i m e s  of abrupt 
changes, renewal, o r  revolu t ion  in soc ie ty .  (Desire 18) 

The i n t e r rup t ion  by t h e  semiot ic  of  the normative d i scou r se  

creates "abrupt changes" in the c z e a t i o n  of t h e  sub jec t .  It c o n s t i t u t e s  

t h e  pleasure of t h e  a u t o e r o t i c  body, the mother's cleaved,  d e s i r o u s  body, 

an anarchic,  semiotic, t r a n s g r e s s i v e  q u a l i t  y vhich provides the 

d e s t r u c t i o n  of t h e  notion of t h e  modernist  s u b j e c t  as fixed and un i ta ry ,  

vhile ins i s t ing  upon an  embodied s u b j e c t  vhich is fu l ly  involved in h i s t o r y  

and c u l t u r e .  Kr i s teva  aims t o  d e c e n t e r  t h e  homoqeneity of t h e  s u b j e c t  

and  e l a b o r a t e  t h e  process of a speaking s u b j e c t  vhich w i l l  be fo rced  t o  

" t a l l y  vith its homogeneity ..," (Desire 135). The given r ea son  and un i ty  of 

t h e  humanist subject wiU be t o m  apart by the uneasy ambiguities 

developed i n  Kr i s tevafs  psychoanalyt ic  theory. 

F i r s t  let's make a poem, vi th  blood,,, - Artaud 

For Kris teva,  the repressed d r i v e s  of t h e  semiotic are  a r t i c u l a t e d  



throuqh a poe t i c  srbl imat ion vithin l i t e r a t u r e ,  in o rde r  Y t  Io e luc ida t e  

t h e  h t r i n s i c  connection b e t v e e n  l i t e r a t u r e  and [ t o  break1 up s o c i a l  

concord: because  it u t t e r s  incest, p o e t i c  lanquage is linked v i t h  'evil'..." 

(Desire 137). This  p o e t i c  func t ion  is displayed by avant-garde texts, 

whose v r i t e r s  are examples of 'subjects i n  process.' For Kr is teva ,  t h e  

work of Artaud, Mallarmé and CPline  f o r  example, cornes up against t h e  

sign-s ystem t e x t  of t radit ionalism, chaïïenging t h e  t e l eo loq ica l  q u a i i t y  

and s t r u c t u r e  of t h e  v r i t t e n  vord. The poe t i c  lanquage of t h e s e  texts 

provides a mater ia l iza t ion  of t h e  semiot ic  because it 

p o s t u l a t e l s  l t h e  hetezogeneity of biological ope r a t i o n s  
in  respect of signifyinq opera t ions ,  and 1st udies  1 t h e  
d i a l ec t i c s  of t h e  former ... ( i t i  infrùrge[si t h e  coile in t h e  
d i r ec t ion  of a l îov ing  t h e  s u b j e c t  t o  get  pleasure from 
it, renev it, even  endanqer it ...("SystenW 3 0 )  

The r evo lu t iona ry  a s p e c t  of t h i s  p o e t i c  voice charges  a h e a d  i n t o  t h e  

appa ren t  l l n e a r i t y  of textual h i s to ry ,  c r e a t l n g  a text vhere "the s t r u g g l e  

b e t v e e n  symbolic a u t h o r i t y  and t h e  dr ive-based cal1 from a n  a rcha ic  

mother is a l v a y s  p r e s e n t  and is a t  t h e  v e r y  h e a r t  of t h e  c r e a t i v e  

process" (Boucquey îlî). 

Rather  than f o c u s  upon t h e  unif icat ion of sub  j e c t i v i t  y th rough 

smooth, k / o t h e r l e s s '  a n a l y s i s  of the Symbolic, Kris teva c o n c o n t r a t e s  on 

borderline cases such  as t h a t  of Artaud, vhich "cons t i t u t e  p: opi t ious  

qround for a sublimatinq discourse.. .rather than a scientific Ir 

ra t iona l i s t  onew ( P o w e r s  7 ) .  In Artaud's experience of p o e t i c  madness t h e  

electroshock which is adminis tered t o  him cannot  harness  hic  c ' r ives  - 
th rouqhout  his life he becomes more and more delir ious.  K r i s t e  r a  d e s i r e s  

t o  "lay bare, under t h e  cunninq, o r d e r l y  s u r f a c e  of civilizations, the 

nur tur inq  h o r r o r  t h a t  t h e y  attend t o  pushing as ide  by purifyinq, 

systematizing,  and thinking..." (Povers 210). She maintains t h a t  it is in  art 



and 'titerature that the ethlcs of trar~sqression is best displayed. In h e r  

article, "Women and S o c i e t y  in L i t e r a t u r e ,  or  Reading Kri s t eva  and 

Proust," Carol  Hastrange10 %ove credits Kr i s t eva  v i t h  havinq e s t ab l i shed  

a "delicate balance...betveen f orm and content, between linguistic and 

s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e s ,  and  t h e  v i t a l  bridge that she u s e s  t o  connect  t h e  t v o  

can be seen a s  one o f  t h e  g r e a t  s t r e n q t h s  of h e r  approachw (264) .  This 

crisis points  t o the "double bindn of ident i ty .  In D e s i r e  in  Language, 

Kris teva  explores  a subject vhich exists on t h e  borders ,  t aken  t o  task by 

t h e  unaccountable, contaminant d e s i z e  of t h e  semiot ic  function. In Julia 

Kristeva, Jonathan Lechte  stresses t h a t  Kr i s t eva  s t r i v e s  ?or a kind of 

kquilibrium' b e t v e e n  t h e  semiot ic  and the symbolic, whereby n[mleaninq 

and non-meaninq corne t o  exïst side by sideet (209). 1 think equilibrium can 

be replaced v i t h  t e n s i o n  and Kris teva 's  ovn te-, 'a6bivalence.' Because 

s h e  is not concerned with an  a b s o l u t e  ndenaturinqn of t h e  "other  loqic," 

"lt lhe term dambivalence' l ends  i t s e l f  perfectlyw t O the not ion of a 

"coexistence...of khe double of l i ved  experience' ... and ' lived experience' 

itself ..." (Desire 89). Artaud, t h e  border l ine  s u b  ject, is unable t o  reconci le  

"the double ofw and "the l i ved  experience of Ufen  t h a t  pushes  him f u r t h e r  

and further i n t o  a state  of psychosis ,  Because t h e  danger of t h i s  

psychosis always looms near ,  Kr i s t eva  recommends t h a t  

Eoln t h e  b a s i s  of t h i s  fact...one must t r y  n o t  t o  
deny t h e s e  two a s p e c t s  of Unquis t ic  
communication, the master ing aspect and t h e  
aspect t h a t  is more of the body and of t h e  
impulses, b u t  t o  t r y  ... t o  find a proper a r t i c u l a t i o n  
of t h o s e  t v o  impulses. (Baruch 117)  

The tens ion  between t h e s e  t v o  impulses is n e c e s s a r y  in o r d e r  t o  

e s t a b l i s h  a s u b j e c t  in p r o c e s s  vhich e x i s t s  b e t v e e n  extremes and resists 

containment v i th in  the t r app ings  of complementari ty o r  opposition. 

A s  Davne McCance po in t s  out in Posts, to l o c a t e  a clean bi furca t ion  



between t h e  semiot ic  and t h e  symbolic Ys to m i s s  t h e  ambivalence of 

Krist evags signifying s u b j e c t ,  its undecidable p r o c e s s  betveen s e m i o t i c  

and synrbolic ..." (97). In fac t ,  c l ean  lines and s c i s s i o n s  are abandoned f o r  

r a i s e d  and i n d e t e m i n a t e ,  scarred s u r f a c e s .  The sub jec t  in p r o c e s s  

wavers somevhere around t h i s  uneven s u r f a c e ,  somevhere b e t v e e n  a r t  and 

ethics, b e t v e e n  l i f e  and death. McCance's c a r e f u l  explorat ion of 

Kristeva's ambivalence and s ign i f ica t ion  reminds u s  of t h e  challenge vhich 

Kristeva s e t s  be fo re  the 'dissident '  of postmodern theory:  "[ t lorn 

betveen being t h e  guardian of t h e  lav and t h a t  ins tance  vhich d i savovs  

t h e  lav,  hasngt philosophy turned avay from thought?" ("Nev Typen 3 0 0 ) .  

McCance's reminder/remainder traces u s  back t o  Kristeva's ovn 

cont irtuous reminders of t h e  hazy ambiguit ies and ind is t inc t ions  en tv ined  

i n  her project, ail leading tovards a re-examination of 'thouqht:' In t h e  

subject in process ve e n c o u n t e r  a "psychic s t r u c t u r e  much c l o s e r  t o  vhat 

is s e e n  nov as b ~ r d e r b e . . . ~  (Baruch 120). "It is poe t ic  language t h a t  

avakens our attention to this undecidable c h a r a c t e r  ..." (Desire 135). 
For t h i s  reason,  it is n o t  unsurpr is ïng t h a t ,  vhen feminist  

theorists d i s c u s s  French f e m i n i s m ,  t h e y  o f t e n  d i s r eqa rd  Kr i s t eva  or too 

easily c a t e q o r i z e  h e r  work alongside that of Cixous and Irigaray. 

American ferninists Elaine Marks and Isabelle de Courtivron, in t h e i r  

introduction t o  N e v  French Feminisms, remark t h a t  t h e s e  "French 

feminists" "a t t ack  vhere it h u r t s  most. They poke fun a t  t h e  male 

erect ion, t h e  male preoccupation v i t h  q e t t i n g  it up, keepinq it up, and t h e  

ways in which t h e  life and death of the  penis are p ro j ec t ed  i n t o  o t h e r  

aspects of culture..." (36). Y e t  Kristeva's theory vaEies in subtle deqrees 

f rom that of other "French ferninists". Upon close reading one realizes 

t h a t  a t h e o r e t i c a l  concern for thouqht  and care is voven th roughout  he r  



w cirk, f olded ui to  the seaahs of al l  her argurerits. 

~f men could see us as ve really are, they vould  be a little amazed-- 
Charlotte Bront8 

He l i f t  s t h e  Lid,  t h e r e  needs no more, 
H e  smelt it all t h e  T h e  before. 
A s  f rom vithin Pandora's Box, 
When Epimetheus opmd t h e  Locks, 
A sudden universal  Crew 
O f  humane E v i l s  upvards flev- (Svif t  81-86) 

wumane evi ls"  is Svift 's  poet ic  vay of saying the  feculent s t ench  

of s h i t .  T h i s  def ilement f i o a t s  upvards, outwards, encircling t h e  n a r r a t o r  

who is confronted by h i s  ovn revulsion and horror.  Imagine h is  repulsion 

as kie looks down at h i s  lover's excremental left-ovexs,  she vho is t h e  

most beautiful ,  the most undefiled of vomen. Suddenly faced vi th  the 

t reacherous ,  in terna1 rnessiness of this beaut i fu l  body, t h i s  voman is no 

longer t h e  same ab jec t  of de s i r e  fo r  t h e  na r ra to r .  Her function has 

become hazy and blurred. Inside-out, t h e  loqic of their relat ionship is 

turned on its head and Strephon runs  £rom t h e  room. 

Svift exhibits wonderf ul fecundit y in his  poetic analysis of t h e  

r e l a t  ionship betveen the  lover  and his beloved's scummy, unkempt boudoir, 

t h e  'nest of love.' The importance of the quotat ion from t h e  poem lies 

both in its sca to logica l  element and in t h e  horror  f e l t  by Strephon as h e  

encounters  this f oulness. "Excrement and its equivalents (decay, 

infection, disease, corpse, etc.) stand f o r  t h e  danger t o  ident i ty  t h a t  

cornes from vithout:  t h e  ego t h r ea t ened  by the non-eqo, soc ie ty  

t h r e a t e n e d  by its outside, l i f e  by death" (Povers 7 1). In Povers of Horror, 

Kristeva analyzes the reaction of abjection such as've v i tne s s  in 

Strephon, a reac t ion  t h a t  a t t o s t s  t o  t h e  despera te  hold on ozder vhich 

the symbolic function provides. Once aqain ve are reminded of the tenuous  



ambiguity of  subject boundaries.  

Strephon's  l o v e r  h a s  neqlected t o  pezform t h e  normal r i t u a b  vhich 

vould spare him t h i s  r e a c t i o n  of revulsion.  These r i t u a l s  are meant t o  

purify and c leanse ,  so as t o  keep ab jec t ion  a t  bay and bodily func t ions  

c l e a r l y  and spec i f  i caUy c lass i f ied .  In t h i s  case, t h e r e  is actual ,  

loathsome r e s i d u a l  evidence of t h e  i n e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of t h e  r i tua l ,  a trace 

of t h e  ab jec t .  There is n o t  only t h e  revealinq commode and its d e t r i t u s ,  

but a l s o  t h e  remnants of h e r  cosmetics, an incurs ion of items vhich 

o t h e r v i s e  produce a n  hazmonious and a e s t h e t i c a l l y  pleasing balance vhen  

on the face.  Strephon is h o r r i f i e d  a t  havinq t o  f a c e  t h i s  mess vhich is 

creephg its vay i n to  h i s  domain of o rdez ly  images and sensa t ions .  H i s  - .- 
mood quickly s h i f t s  f rom romantic and indulgent t O a n q r y  and disappointed,  

marking S v i f t l s  i ron ic  t o n e  t o v a r d s  man and h i s  p a s t o r a l  not ions  of woman. 

Bodily f lu ids  f o r c e  us t O recognize bodies as s l a shed  open, gushing 

f or th ,  uncontained, contaminatinq. Unable t o  reconc i le  t h e  animality of 

man with  his s p i r i t u a l  side, t h e  subjec t  exper iences  c x i s i s  a s  he is t h r o v n  

into the world of t h e  'If and t h e  'not-1.' T h e  ab jec t ed  excrement lies 

hoverinq somevhere b e t v e e n  Strephon and his lover ,  causing extreme 

urieasiness. In an astute, humorous asses smen t  of t h e s e  human 

teridencies, v r i t e r  J a n e t  Frame reminds us of t h i s  double-edqed 

uneas iness  (bath r id icu lous  and se r ious )  in her novel, The  Edge of the 

Alphabet: "Man is t h e  only s p e c i e s  fo r  vhom t h e  d i s p o s a l  of waste is a 

burden, a t a s k  o f t e n  il1 judged, cos t ly ,  criminal  - espec ia l ly  vhen he 

leaxns t o  include himself, living and dead, in the lïst of v a s t e  products'l  

(3). The excremental  remindex/remainder that v e  are aU mortal, t o o  s o o n  

t o  be laid down into t h e  e a r t h  again, is one vhich mankind a b j e c t s  o v e r  and  

over. Artaud  d i sp l ays  a perverse p l e a s u r e  in playing v i t h  t h e  notion of  



death in his poetry, always feellr~q himself nto be the hideous corridor of 

a n  impossible revu ls ionw (185). A blight on supreme human consciousness ,  

d e a t h  d i s t u r b s  o u r  hold on immortality. It c e r t a i n l y  d i s t u r b e s  Anais Nin, 

f o r ,  in  imaqining k i ss inq  Artaud, s h e  v r i t e s  in her diary ,  Y loved his 

madness. 1 looked a t  h i s  mouth, vith t h e  edqes  darkened by laudanum, a 

mouth 1 did n o t  v a n t  t o  kiss .  To be  k i s sed  by Artaud vas t o  be dravn  

t owards dea th ,  t o w a r d s  i n s a n i t y  ..." (229).  Artaud's  gaping mouth is a n  open 

vound defigurinq i den t i t y ,  it is t h e  l ove r ' s  unpaïnted, hagqard face from 

vhich Strephon reco i l s .  

What St rephon  exper iences  is a momentary unbalance, a hazy self- 

i n secu r i t y ,  a l f n a r c i s s i s t i c  crisisnt c a u s e d  by confront inq t h e  ab jec t .  The 

s t a b l e  narcissism, t h e  "1 am," is t h r o v n  i n t  O c a t a c l y s t  ic exorbitance.  

Eventual ly  his narc i ss i sm VU aga in  se t  in, as, ( in Kr i s teva ' s  vords )  "...a 

reqressiori to a p o s i t i o n  se t  back from the o the r ,  a r e t u r n  t o  a self- 

contemplative,  c o n s e r v a t i v e ,  s e l f  -suf f i c i en t  havenw ( P o v e r s  14). The ego  

becomes t h e  c e n t r e  again, t h e  

agency  of  language s ince  it is t h e  "crovn" of rhythmic 
t h r u s t ,  l imiting s t r u c t u r e ,  paternal lav abrading rhythm, 
d e s t r o y i n q  it t o  a large degree ,  b u t  a l s o  bringinq it t o  
l iqht ,  o u t  of its e a r t h y  revo lu t ions ,  t O enunc ia te  
it s e l f  ... (Desire 2 9 1 

Kristeva s t a t e s  t h a t  t h e  pos i t ing  of  t h i s  c e n t r e  is v h e r e  qr is bound 

t o  t h e  suri!' and v h e r e  ' so la r  m a s t e r y  c u t s  off rhythm!' (ibid.). 

Here k7heïe t h e  Mother eats her Sons., - Kr i s t eva  

The a b j e c t  c o n f r o n t s  us, on t h e  other hand, and t h i s  t h e  
within o u r  persona1  archeoloqy,  v i t h  o u r  e a r l i e s t  
a t t e m p t s  t o  release t h e  hold of materna1 entity even 
b e f o r e  ex-istinq o u t s i d e  of her. ..It is a violent ,  c lumsy  
breakinq away, with t h e  c o n s t a n t  risk of fallinq b=ck 
under t h e  svay of  a pover as secu r ing  as it is s t i f l ing.  
(Povers 13) 

Within o u r  pe r sona1  archeology t h e  a b j e c t  is t h e  earliest 



subl imated o b j e c t  and  a p p e a r s  "only v i t h i n  t h e  qaps o f  secondary 

repressionn (Povers 12). There  is a r e p r e s s i o n  even  be fo re  t h e  mi r ro r  

stage, p r i o r  t o  the divis ion o f  subject  from objec t ,  In Povers of Horror, 

K r i s t e v a  e n t i t l e s  t h e  s e c t i o n  devo t ed  t o  unravell inq t h e  placement of 

a b j e c t i o n  "Before t h e  Beginninq,w v h e r e  the subject  is "alvays a l r e a d y  

haun ted  by t h e  Other, t o  divide, re ject, r epea t .  Without one division,  one 

s e p a r a t i o n ,  one s u b j e c t / o b j e c t  having been c o n s t i t u t e d  (not  ye t ,  or  no 

longer y e t ) "  (Povers 12). B y  i n s i s t i n q  upon ab j ec t i on  as  prior t o  t h e  

m i r r o r  s t a g e ,  Kr i s t eva  is ab l e  t o  c o n c e n t r a t e  on t h e  r e l a t i onsh ip  b e t v e e n  

t h e  a b j e c t  and the maternal ,  bringinq o u t  t h e  complex r e l a t i onsh ip  

between t h e  v r i t e r h p e a k e r  and mother  in p o e t i c  languaqe. The 

c o n f r o n t a t i o n  v i t h  t h e  a b j e c t e d  m/other causes fear, "a fluid haze, a n  

e lus ive  clamminessw (Povers 6). Ear l i e r ,  in Desire i n  Language, s h e  h a s  

a l r e a d y  i n s i s t e d  t h a t  lYnlo lanquage can  sinq un le s s  it c o n f r o n t s  t h e  

PhaUic Motherl' (Desire 1 9  1). 

The r e l a t i onsh ip  b e t v e e n  t h e  m/other and t h e  s u b j e c t / w r i t e r / a r t i s t  

is one based upon t h e  a b j e c t e d  pos i t i on  of t h e  m/other, " th is  other of t h e  

l i n g u i s t i c  and/or s o c i a l  contractw (Desire 30).  A s  stated e a r l i e r ,  t h e  

m a t e r n a l  a u t h o r i t y  of  t h e  PhaUic mother  r e p r e s e n t s  a d i s t u rbance  t o  t h e  

Symbolic in  h e r  semiot ic  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  child and the r equ l a t i on  by  

t h e  mother  of t h e  child's body. Here, ab j ec t i on  is n e c e s s a r y  because  of 

t h e  t h r e a t  of t h e  mother 's  gapinq sex, which is s e e n  as  always r e a d y  to 

re  -eriqulf t h e  child i n t o  a n  i n d i s t i n c t  vorld.  

The raw,  dissolving ges ture , . ,  - Artaud  

Cél ine  vri tes :  T o u  know, in Scriptures, it is v r i t t e n :  qn t h e  

beqinning vas the Word.' No! In t h e  beqinning vas emotion. The word came 



aftervarils ~ C J  replace ernotim as the trot replaced the gallopm (Kristeva 

u s  back, th rough rage, t o  a place vhich escapes naming, 'confrontinq t h e  

P h a l l i c  Mother t o  sinq.' Ironicaily,  many critics maintain t h a t  it is in t h e  

res~irrecticin of the role of the mother t h a t  Kristeva b e t r a y s  her 

idealism tovard the fernale role: What is most damaging t o  Kris teva 's  

theory  £rom a feminist  point of viev-is h e r  r e v i v a l  of t h e  sen t imenta l  

ideal of materna1 devot ion  t o  tame t h e  s i n i s t e r  f o r c e s  of d e s t r u c t i o n  ..." 
(Meyers 151). Rather ,  far from a sen t imenta l  ideal of motherhood, Kr i s teva  

s e e s  t h e  poet  as  beinq fo rced  t o  experience a nightmarish h o r r o r  vhich 

they must subiimate in  t h e i r  writing. T o r t u r e d  by t h e  abject, Artuad 

con£ ides 

A niqhtmare n e v e r  is a n  accident,  b u t  an e v i l  f a s t e n e d  on 
to u s  by a whore, by t h e  mouth of a ghoul  of a vhore vho 
finds u s  too r i ch  with l i fe ,  and so creates by very  exact 
slurps some i n t e r f e r e n c e s  in  o u r  thouqht ,  some 
c a t a s t r o p h i c  vo ids  i n  t h e  passage of t h e  b r e a t h  of o u r  
s leep ing  body, which be l ieves  itself free from care. 
(Artaud 109) 

From this s i t e  of abhor rence  and h o r r o r  is c r e a t e d  a n a r r a t i v e  

which c l e a r s  t h e  vay f o r  nev voices ,  nev d i s r u p t i v e  d e s i r o u s  bodies: 

On c l o s e  inspect ion,  al1 l i t e r a t u r e  is probably a ve r s ion  
of t h e  apoca lypse  that seems to m e  roo ted ,  no matter 
vhat its s o c i o - h i s t o r i c a l  condi t ions  might be, on the 
fragile borde r  (border l ine  cases) vhere i d e n t i t i e s  
( sub jec t /ob jec t ,  etc.) do  no t  e x i s t  o r  only barely so - 
double, fuzzy, heteroqeneous ,  animal, metamorphosed, 
altered, abjec t .  (Fovers 2 0 7 )  

Certainly Céline ' s  beqinninq of emotion is n o t  t o  be mistaken as a n  

idealized aesthetic of Romantic beginnings. The text is h o r r o r  laughing 

fl-ighteningly in  t h e  face of Romanticism. In Kris teva ' s  a n a l y s i s  w e  see 

hov in beinq connec ted  t o  the anguish of bi r th ,  Céline's prose is a 

dehiscence, burst open and pourinq f o r t h  in loathsome aqony. In 



c o n f r o n t h g  t h e  Phal l ic  Hother,  Cbline can be s e e n  as r e s ign ing  t h e  

l i t e r a r y  o b j e c t  and underminhg h i s  ovn a u t h o r i a l  pos i t i on  in  t h e  v r i t i n q  

o u t  of t h i s  pos i t i on  of aqony. This  is t h e  in t roduc t ion  o f  crime i n t o  art, 

t h e  abject problematizinq t h e  normat ive  posi t ion of modern i s t  au thorsh ip .  

W e  h ave  a deLirious l o v e  a f f a i r  v i t h  the b r u t a l i t y  of Céline's vork. 

In J o u r n e y  to t h e  End of the Night, ve v i t n e s s  a b i z a r r e  d i s p l a y  of 

p e r f  o rmat ive  c r u e l t y  and  l oa th some  propens i t i e s .  In one s e c t i o n  of t h e  

novel ,  he  writes f r ank ly  a b o u t  beinq taken on a t o u r  of  t v e n t y - s i x  

c o r p s e s  by t h e  same younq voman v i t h  vhom he h a s  just s h a r e d  a s e x u a l  

e n c o u n t e  K. With unfai l inq candour ,  he  recommends a f t e r w a r d s ,  "[sluch 

moments axe  n o t  t o  b e  missed. They p u t  your e y e s  o u t  of jo in t ,  but it's 

v o r t h  it" ( 3 3 3 ) .  The c l o s e n e s s  of t h e  sex, durinq vhich h e  "vriggled round 

h e r  be l l y  l i k e  a l ove  worm" (33 21, t o  t h e  co rpse s ,  vhich are desc r ibed  in  a 

v a y  t h a t  b r inqs  t o  mind t h e  worm-invaded mess of decayed  f l e sh ,  l e a v e s  

one f ee l i ng  ill at ease. K r i s t e v a  p o i n t s  ou t  t h a t  t h i s  "black ï augh t e rn  

u n c o v e r s  n o t  meaninq b u t  ' 'the f a l t e r i n g  of t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  consc iousnes sn  

(Desire 145). The aesthetic style of Celine's v r i t i nq  is a semio t i c  v iolence  

which is channei led  t h r o u g h  sublime ar t  i n to  lanquaqe vhich v e  can  

approach ( just  ba re ly )  - t h e  meet ing of apocalypt ic  horror with t h e  

symbolic word. 

In Reading Kristeva, Kel ly  Oliver v r i t e s  t h a t  MEhluman l i f e ,  human 

s o c i e t y ,  is founded on t h e  a b j e c t  s e p a r a t i o n  of one body from a n o t h e r  a t  

birthw (57). From t k i s  cornes t h e  "body proper," c l o s e d  o f f  a n d  autonomous 

to others. Because  t h e  a b j e c t ,  the t h r e a t  of m/other, can c u t  a c r o s s  a n y  

system, t h e  symbolic, in its d e s i r e  t o  maintain t h e  sys tem,  e n f o r c e s  its 

borders t h r o u q h  ritual. The messy body, t h e  b lurr inq of  m/other  and child, 

o p p o s e s  t h e  idea l i zed  Wes te rn  c o n s t r u c t  of t h e  body, a c o n s t r u c t  vhich 



Kristeva Identi f ies  as arlshq largtly f ro i  the symbolic order. She 

s tud ies  t h e  Bible in o rde r  t o  elaborate upon extreme reliqious 

prohibitions in a s o c i e t y  formed upon t h e  c l a s s i f i ca t ion  and demarcation 

of the body. Kr is teva  outlines var ious  rites of defilement vhich 

"iilustrate the boundary betveen semiotic authority and symbolic law" 

(Powers  73). The symbolic a s s e r t s  i t s e l f  throuqh r i t u a l  to keep maternal  

a u t h o r i t y  at bay: 

B y  means of t h e  symbolic ins t i tu t ion  of ritual, that is t o  Say, 
by means of a system of r i t u a l  exclusions, t h e  

p a r t  ial-ob j e c t  consequently becomes scr ip t ion  - a n  
inscription of limits, an emphasis n o t  placed on t h e  
(paterna11 Law but  on (maternal) Authority throuqh the very  siqnif  yinq 
order. ( P o v e x s  73) 

The r i t u a l  i n d i c i t e s  a n  avareness of the permeability of boundaries, 

provoking t h e  symbolic t o  j e t t i son  t h e  ab jec t  £rom t h e  system in a 

pro tec t ive  measure aqains t  its looming presence. 

Mother, Why d i d  You g i v e  m e  t h i s  Hole... - G a i 1  S c o t t  

A s  Kel ly  Oliver points  ou t  in Reading Kristeva, critics o f t e n  t a k e  

some of Kristeva's  work out of context  t o  provide arguments f o r  her 

apparent essent ial ism of the female body, in p a r t i c u l a r  t h e  maternal body 

( 4 8 1. Andrea Nye c r i t i c i z e s  Kris teva f o r  endorsinq " r ightes t  candidates  

against  t h e  socialistsw and essentializinq t h e  female body through a 

"materna1 semiotics" (213). A s  he r  argument aga ins t  these "maternal 

semiotics'' evolves,  Nye calls for a n  l'exposure of t h e  symbolic form of t h e  

philosophy of man," fo r  a nev  direct ion in feminist thouqht (217). Oddly 

enough this seems to be exact ly  vha t  Kristeva's  vork points tovard - a 
theory vhich  v i l l  call t h e  existing symbolic order i n t o  ques t ion .  

The crit icism of essent ia l iza t ion  seems odd a f t e r  re f lec t ion  upon 



K r i s t e v a l s  large oeuvre, vhich, as 1 have already noted,  calls for 

shapesh i f t i ng  and r e l i ance  upon ambivalence. Althouqh K r i s t e v a  invokes 

no t i ons  of ' the ferninine' in h e r  de sc r ip t i on  of the semiotic,  she is 

critical of s t r i c t l y  assiqninq t h e  r o l e  of semio t ic  t o  'vomen' and t h e  

symbolic t o  'menF. She  b e l i e v e s  

i f  one assigns to vomen t h a t  phase  alone,  this in fact 
amounts t o  ma in t a inhg  vomen in a p o s i t i o n  of  
i n f e r i o r i t y ,  and, in any  case, of marginali ty,  t o  
r e se rv ing  f o r  them t h e  lace of t h e  childish,  of t h e  
unsayable, o r  of t h e  hys t e r i c .  (Baruch 117) 

A t  t h e  same time, s h e  is leery of vomen adoptinq the lanquaqe of  t h e  

F a t h e r  to gain recogni t ion because "this  a t t i t u d e  can be  accompanied by 

the d e n i a l  of two thinqs:  on t h e  one hand, of t h e  q u e s t i o n  of pover ,  and on 

t h e  other, of the p a r t i c u l a r i t y  of womenw (ibid.). In fact, her essay, 

"Womenps The," is a v o n d e r f u l  examination of how s h e  valks a c a r e f u l  l i ne  

b e t v e e n  t h e  l i b e r a l  feminism of t h e  e a r l y  s e v e n t i e s ,  and  t h e  r a d i c a l  

f e m i n i s m  of t h e  e igh t i e s ,  

Furthermore,  Kx i s t evaps  vork  o f t e n  c r i t i c i z e s  bo th  the symbolic 

r e i f i c a t i o n  of motherhood (the Virqin Mary) ,  as a func t ion  vhich is used  t o  

de sc r ibe  t h e  e s s e n c e  of 'voman,' and t h e  c u l t u r a l  danger  of  ab j ec t i nq  a U  

'vomen' as such,  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  a b j e c t i o n  of t h e  Phallic 

Mother: "A woman is trapped within t h e  f r o n t i e r s  of h e r  body and even  of 

her s p e c i e s ,  and consequen t ly  alvays f e e l s  exiled both  b y  the g e n e r a l  

clichés that make up a common consensus  a n d  by t h e  very povers of 

genera l iza t ion  i n t r i n s i c  t o  lanquage" (Desire 296) .  In  t h i s  Kr i s t eva  beqins 

a d e c o n s t r u c t i o n  of  t h e  b ina ry  be tveen  male and  female, pointinq o u t  that 

'vornan' cannot r e s i d e  v i t h i n  the 'unnameable' r o l e  in  'vhich philosophy 

ha3 pfaced Lier. She does admit t o  a certain excess in the ferninine element, 

a female spec i f i c i ty ,  bu t  there is also alvays the Lav. The s p l i t  subject 



of t h e  euther points to t h e  ambivalence betveen these t v o  poles and 

"mate rn i ty  [becomesl a br idge  be tveen  s i n q u l a r i t y  and  ethics...at once the 

g u a r a n t e e  and  a t h r e a t  t o  its s t a b i l i t y w  (Desire 2 9 7 ) .  The materna1  body 

r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  g e n e r a t i o n  of cul tura l  s u b j e c t l v i t y  vhich is t h r e a t e n e d  

by  o t h e r n e s s  and d i f f e r e n c e :  

[ i l t  is p robab ly  n e c e s s a r y  t o  be a voman (u l t imate  
g u a r a n t e e  of s o c i a l i t y  beyond t h e  wreckage of the 
paternal symbolic function,  as v e l i  as t h e  inexhaus t ib le  
g e n e r a t o r  of its reneva l ,  of its expansion) n o t  t o  
renounce t h e o r e t i c a l  r e a s o n  but t o  compel it t o  
i n c r e a s e  its pover by giving it an  object beyond its 
Limits. (Desire 1 4  6) 

Kristeva's i n v e s t i g a t i o n  into t h e  notion of 'voman' uncovers t h e  

obscure  r e l a t i onsh ip  be tween  t h e  moral, t h e  c o r p o r e a l ,  and t h e  feminine, 

t h e  outcome of which is a biologizat ion of t h e  d i s c o u r s e  of e t h i c s .  This  

ethics which s h e  l a b e l s  'herethics, '  is maintained b y  "an ins t inc tua l  

drive" which " r e f e r s  back t o  a n  i n s t i n c t u a l  body," one vhich v i l l  cause 

languaqe and f l e s h  t O co l l i de  in  new, unpred ic tab le  e t h i c a l  cons ide  rat i ons  

(Desire 146). Suddenly, t h e  s u b j e c t  must take i n t o  a c c o u n t  t h e  body and 

its i n s t i n c t u a l  d r i v e s ,  often s e e n  a s  'ferninine.' A s  an examination of t h i s  

drive unaccountabi l i ty ,  vriter Laurie  Weeks, in her s h o r t  s t o r y ,  "Svallov," 

has h e r  n a r r a t o r  c o n f e s s ï n g  t o  t h e  confus ion b e t v e e n  word and body: 

1 o f t e n  s a i d  thinqs 1 n e i t h e r  in tended n o r  f e l t ,  as if  
words c o n g r e g a t e d  in m y  mouth, f o r e ign  p a r t i c l e s ,  t o  
svim f o r t h  and engulf m e  in  a s t i c k y  m u r k  ... 1 had bequn t o  
qet vords  mixed up vith food; i f  it came ins ide  m y  mouth, 
a thinq seemed t o  have t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  change m e  in 
unpred ic tab le  v a y s .  (36)  

For Kris teva ,  t h e r e  is something in t h e  t r a n s g r e s s i o n  v i th in  t h e  

avan t -ga rde  t e x t  vhich s h e  f e e l s  cornes c l o s e  t o  siqnifying 'voman,' "a 

c o n t e s t  against t h e  Sun s u p p o r t e d  by a feminine figure ...IV (Desire 30). The 

c o n t e s t  a q a i n s t  t h e  Sun vou ld  à l s o  include t h e  reigninq umbrella of 



humanism and  its reigninq s u b j e c t  - t h e  voice  and  body of men as t h e  

re igning norm f o r  e t h i c s .  About h e r  ovn vork, K r i s t e v a  bel ieves :  

[wlhat  makes m y  vork  t h e  vork  of a voman is t h a t  1 pay 
c l o s e  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  element of a v a n t  -garde pract ice  
t h a t  e radicates i d e n t i t y  (includinq s e x u a l  iden t i ty ) ,  and 
1 t r y  t o  fo rmu la t e  a t h e o r e t i c a l  rebuttal  t o  t h e  
me taphys i ca l  t h e o r i e s  t h a t  c e n s u r e  v h a t  1 j u s t  l a b e l ï e d  
"a voman." (Psych e t  Po 9 8) 

She m a k e s  her voxk a n  e x e r c i s e  in p u t t i n q  t hough t  i n t o  beinq, as  i f  s h e  

were the f o r e i g n e r  in  exile, in o r d e r  t o  recreate, to push limits, t o  t a p  

i n t o  this exces s ,  t o  re-engage in  h i s t o r i c a l l y  and  s o c i a l l y  p e r t i n e n t  

e t h i c a l  discourse: 

If it 1s t r u e  that t h e  sudden s u r g e  of vomen and ch i ld r en  
in d i s c o u r s e  p o s e s  insoluble  q u e s t i o n s  f o r  Reason and  
Right, it is because t h i s  s u r q e  is a l s o  y e t  a n o t h e r  
symptom of t h e  Death of Man ..., [Tihrouqh t h e  e f f o r t s  o f  
t hougk t  in  lanquage, o r  p r e c i s e l y  t h rough  t h e  e x c e s s e s  
in  language v h o s e  v e r y  mul t i tude  is t h e  only s iqn  o f  life, 
one can attempt t o  brinq about multiple s u b l a t i o n s  of  
t h e  unnameable, t h e  un rep re sen t ab l e ,  the void. This is 
t h e  real c u t t i n g  edqe of d i s s idence ,  ("Nev Typen 300) 

The r e l a t i o n s h i p  vhich s h e  d r a v s  b e t v e e n  t h e  avan t -ga rde  t e x t  and 

'voman' is, f o r  Kr i s t eva ,  a move avay from t h e  nihilism of some a v a n t -  

garde v r i t i n q  and t owards  a s o c i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  engagement. While t h e r e  

is a con t inuous  t h r e a t  from t h e  d r ive s ,  her vork  calls f o r  a means by 

which t h e s e  impulses c a n  be t a k e n  t o  task. It is a connect ion b e t v e e n  

s emio t i c  n e g a t i v i t y  and e t h i c a l  imperative, in a vorld vhich h a s  been 

c r a c k e d  open and throvn i n t o  crisis. 

The t r a i l i n g  h o r r o r  and  haz ines s  of  a b j e c t i o n  takes t h e  f o c u s  avay 

£rom meaning and s t r u c t u r e ,  and opens up a h e t e r o g e n e i t y  v i t h in  meaninq. 

This examination of p o s t s t r u c t u r a l i s m  by K r i s t e v a  is meant t o  

lbreakl  f r e e  £rom v h a t  could prope r ly  be terrned 
identif icatory thinking. I d e n t i f i c a t o r y  thinkinq accepts 
t h e  unity of mari reduced t o  his consc iousnes s  and s o  



enjoys dissectirig hunan practices l n t o  psycholoqical or 
soc ioh i s tor i ca l  c a t e q o r i e s  t h a t  closer analysis reveals 
t o  be recapi tu la t ions  of t h e  Aristotel ian c a t e g o r i e s  
and t h e  theo log ica l  virtues...(Guberman 2 59) 

By f ocusing on excesses...ve made passion into t h e  vnexpressed side of normalcy. - Kristeva 

The abject t a k e s  u s  beyond finite s tructures ,  as  Kristeva reminds 

us  of t h e  unfulfiiied and b i furcated  subject  of postmodernism, vavering 

somewhere, nevsr fully assimilated by a rigorous, unqusstioned e t h i c a l  

system. The s h i f t  in emphasis f rom full meaniriq in sub ject iden t i ty  to the  

exploration of  a material  remainder, causes a moment of pause  and vonder. 

The c r i s i s  of  threatened  ident i ty ,  our incompleteness in t h e  face o f  the  

other, forces a reassessment  of this e th i ca l  system. Kristeva a l v a y s  

reminds us that ve must beqin v i t h  t h e  subject ,  and her call for  

'opemess'  to khought' is intended t o  avaken us t o  the de l i ca t e  t ens ion  

betveen  the postmodern subjec t  and the w orld it l i v e s  in. 



chapter Three 

Trash Bodies 

when ve cmteinplate a creatiorr niade hy a wunian 
v r i t e r ,  v e  fa i l  t o  see hov dramatically exceptional 
s h e  is. 

K r i s t e v a  

I would rather take  t h e  idea by the  throa t ,  hold it 
like this, and look it in the eyes u n t i l  it dies or 1 die 
myself from its pu t r i d  breath. 

L a u r e  

T h e  un-smooth, rav substance of Kathy A c k e r ' s  f i c t i o n s  diuplays  the 

t r a n s s r e s s i v e  qualities of Kr i s t eva ' s  semiotic ,  its p r o t r u s i o n s  unfolding 

wi th in  t h e  rhythm of a pulsing n a r r a t i v e  of desire. Dis tu rbed  by this 

desire, Acker's work a s s a u l t s  the xeader with c r u d e  and b e a u t i f u l  images, 

p o e t i c  q e s t u r e s  and inescapab le  noise meant t o  chal lenge the no t ion  of  

i dy l l i c  harmony. The s h e e r  f o r c e  of t h i s  p a s s i o n a t e  unveilinq of t h e  

s emio t i c  t a k e s  t h e  form of an i n t e r n a 1  vu lva ic  explora t ion .  This is n o t  a 

p l ea su rab l e ,  s o f t - t i s s u e d  joyr ide  thouqh - it is a prima1 a n d  f r iqh ten inq  

s e a r c h  f o r  a new s u b j e c t .  1, the reader, d e s i r e  t o  a b j e c t  t h i s  wri t ing,  

b e c a u s e  it both r e p u l s e s  and f a s c i n a t e s  me at t h e  sarne t h e .  Reading 

Acker î s  l ike  havinq you r  mother  force c o d  l i v e r  o i l  down y o u r  t h r o a t  - 
somehow you know it is qood f o r  you ( o r  is it?), y e t  it t a s t e s ,  s m e l l s  and  

f e e l s  r evo l t ing .  Much of t h e  nev  exper imenta l  f i c t ion  by  women is 

beq inn inq  to evo lve  in  t h e  same way, "You can ' t  have  t h e  moon, sucke r "  

(2171, Y? y3 t h e  narrator of Sappkiire's poern, "Arneric.siri Dreams," d ispel l inq  

riutioris of e a v y  readfng. K r i s t e v a  t e l l s  u s  t h a t  "lwlomen still have  a 

grest d e a l  to t each  u s  a b o u t  the h a t r e d  underlyinq. , . l~ve. . .~ (Boucquey 

112,. 

A c k e r  displays  a desire t o  cha l l enge  the notion of t h e  modern 



aubject. she creates a buest,! a fernale heroic voyage, vhich 

i n t e r r o g a t e s  the no t ion  of a g iven  i den t i t y ,  much l ike  Kristeva's s u b j e c t  

in  p r o c e s s  does.  W e  a r e  al1 fami l i a r  with t v e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  m a l e  h e r o i c  

archetypes such  as ~eminqvay's Henry in A Farewell to A m s  and  Kerouac 's  

Sa1 i n  O n  t h e  Road. In h e r  d e s i r e  t o  upset t h e  p e d e s t a l  upon which t h e  

t r a d i t i o n a l  male h e r o  rests, s h e  c r e a t e s  a s u b j e c t  which s h i f t s  l e v e l s ,  

con t i nua l i y  t e s t i n g  l o c a t e d n e s s .  The texts are littered v i t h  female 

s u b  j e c t s  vho express material f lu id i ty ,  change and a h e t e r o q e n e i t  y of 

i den t i t y .  In her article d i s c u s s i n g  Acker's vork, Martïna Sciol ino f i nds  

Acker's c h a r a c t e r s  t o  be  "in a c o n s t a n t  s t a t e  of metamorphosis" (6 4).  

In denying any a u t h o r i t a t i v e  voice,  A c k e r ' s  texts l ack  a monologic 

f o c u s .  T h e  ambivalence o f  t h e  v r i t e r ' s  a u t h o r s h i p  f u n c t i o n s  t o  i n f i n i t e ï y  

disperse meaning. K r i s t e v a  b e l i e v e s  t h i s  ambivalence f u n c t i o n s  a s  a move 

away £rom t h e  invard s u b j e c t i v i t y  of  the "I," and t o v a r d  a pos i t ion ing  of 

that "1" in  the vorld.  There,  Y i l t  is t h e  v r i t e r  who 'speaks,' b u t  a 

fo r e ign  d i s c o u r s e  is c o n s t a n t l y  p r e s e n t  in t h e  speech  t h a t  it d i s t o r t s "  

(Desire 73). Acker's texts se t  this pos i t i on  of c r e a t i v e  ambivalence 

against t h e  univocal  a u t h o r s h i p  in  a move t o v a r d  "narration...as a 

dialogue between t h e  subject of narration ... and t h e  addressee... t h e  o t h e r "  

(Desire 74) .  She i n c o r p o r a t e s  a s e l f - r e f l e x i v i t y  which is found in much of 

our fin-de-siécle l i t e r a t u r e ,  and v e  s e e  it in  t h e  media v i t h  programs 

s u c h  as  "The Simpsons." A c k e r ' s  rampant and excessive pornoqraph ic  

narratives s;re meant t o  leave t h e  reader v i t h  t h e  same s e n s e  of critical 

contemplat ion as Homer Simpson's unbelievably a v f u l  p a r e n t i n g  s k i U s  do. 

L i k e  Homer Simpson, A c k e r ' s  s u b j e c t s  become victims .of l a t e - t w e n t i e t h -  

c e n t u r y  Mennipean satire.  

A s  with Céline, A c k e r ' s  t ex t s  find i n sc r ip t i on  in a d e f i a n c e  of 



t r a d i t i o n a l  and normative ï i terary standards. For  Acker, wCl l i t e r a tu r e  is 

t h a t  which denounces and s l a s h e s  apart t h e  r ep r e s s ing  machine a t  the  

level of the signif ied" (Empire 12). She is unconcerned v i t h  literature as  a 

sacred and untouchable t r ad i t ion .  T h l s  is obvious ln t h e  way s h e  

shamelessly p l ag i a r i z e s  classical n a r r a t i v e s  and t u r n s  them i n t o  sexual 

peepshows and  r i t u a l i s t i c  sites of b i z a r r e  carnage,  as  traces of t h e  p a s t  

scattered th rouqh  t h e  text. She g i v e s  t h e  past %ev meaning vh i l e  

r e t a in ing  t h e  meaning it a l r e a d y  hadw (Desire 73). Such stylistic parody 

d i s p l a c e s  t r a d i t i o n a l  e x p e c t a t i o n s  and  b razen ly  reveals c o n s t r u c t i o n s  of 

discourse which s y s t e m a t i z e  and c a t e g o r i z e  meaninq and lanquage.  The 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of human c o n s c i o u s n e s s  as fixed and d e t e r m i n a t e  is 

parodled by s u b i e c t  p o s i t i o n s  vhich are n o t  only un fhed ,  but also 

s i t u a t e d  o u t s i d e  t h e  normat ive  a r c h e t y p a l  posi t ion.  Although t h e  text 

r e l i e s  upon parody  and o t h e r  t h e o r e t i c a l  techniques ,  it is a l s o  f i l l e d  with 

the unknovn and t h e  u n r e p r e s e n t a b l e ,  carrying u s  f o r v a r d  i n t o  a n  

inchoa te  n a r r a t i v e  t e r r a i n ,  which fills t h e  s u b j e c t  and t h e  r e a d e r  with a 

s e n s e  of q u e s t .  With this double  l aye r i nq  of s t y l i s t i c  t e c h n i q u e s  and t h e  

un rep re sen t ab l e ,  t h e  "meanings" o f  t h e  text become b lu r red .  F u r t h e r ,  a 

c o n s t a n t  and prodigious  ons l augh t  of expletlves h a s  the effect of making 

this type of language seem a lmos t  "normal," caus ing  u s  t o  q u e s t i o n  what is 

p r o p e r  and what is not .  Both A c k e r  and Céline examine "what lies at t h e  

turning poin t  of s o c i a l  and  a s o c i a l "  (Povers 35). Alço like Céline, Acker 

i g n o r e s  the standard no t ion  of  c r q a ~ i c  u n i t y  v i th in  a text, ca l l ing  the 

"beginninq" and t h e  primacy of t h e  Word i n t o  ques t ion .  Emotion is, for both  

Celine and Acker, a 'mes sage  which t r a v e l s  from t h e  i nv i s i b l e  t o  v i s i b l e  

world," c r e a t i n g  texts  vhich act as  " m e s s e n q e r k l  Cwhichl would lead t o  

r evo lu t i onw ( P u s s y  10). Followinq t h e  nonl inear  and d i s  j o in t ed  n a r r a t i v e s  



t~ecomes emot-ionalïy conf usinq, an abject t r i p  of desire for  meaning, behg,  

and language. 

Abhor, a n  aptly named c h a r a c t e r  in Empire of the Senseless, s t a t e s  

a t  t h e  beqinning of the novel t h a t  " [ r l eason  vhich a l v a y s  homogenizes a n d  

reduces, r e p r e s s e s  and unifies phenomena o r  a c t u a l i t y  i n t o  v h a t  c a n  be 

p e r c e i v e d  and  s o  con t ro l l ed"  ( 1 2 ) .  In a t t a c k i n g  r e a s o n ,  A c k e r ' s  texts  a b  

t o  s u b v e r t  t h e  power of t h e  symbolic o r d e r ,  v h i l e  calling f o r  a new 

s u b j e c t ,  c r e a t e d  in p a r t  £rom desire: "Every p o s i t i o n  of d e s i r e ,  no matter 

hou  srnail, is c a p a b l e  of  p u t t ï n g  t o  q u e s t i o n  t h e  e s t a b l i s h e d  o r d e r  of a 

society,.." (Blood and Guts 125). K r i s t e v a  a s s e r t s  t h a t  " [ t lhe  dimension of  

desire, a p p e a r i n g  f o r  t h e  first t ime in  t h e  c i t a d e l  of i n t e r p r e t i v e  v i i l ,  

s t e a l s  t h e  p la t form £rom t h e  S t o i c  s a g e  ... and confers...a t r ans fo rminq  

pover to t h e s e  nev, unpred ic tab le  s iqni fy inq  effects ...?' (wPsychoanalys is"  

306-307) .  Beyond t h e  riqid s u b j e c t  sits t h e  s u b j e c t  of d e s i r e ,  a new, 

"knowing s u b j e c t  [vhichl  is a l s o  a desiring s u b j e c t ,  and  t h e  p a t h s  of 

desixe e n s n a r l  t h e  paths of knowledqett (ibid. 307). In f u r t h e r  q u e s t i o n h g  

t h i s  un fu l f i l l ed  s u b j e c t ,  Acker plays v i t h  her reader's p a t i e n c e  and s e n s e  

of s e x u a l  'morality. '  In each t e e ,  s h e  o f f e r s  a n a r r a t i v e  f r a u g h t  v i t h  

p e r v e r s i t y  and  sexual g l u t t o n y ,  n o t  only on behal f  of t h e  c h a r a c t e r s ,  b u t  

o f t e n  in t h e  a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l  i n c l u s i o n s  within t h e  text. T h e  

sadomasochistic n a r r a t i v e  s e r v e s  as a dark c o r r e l a t i v e  t o  s p i r i t u a l  

t ranscendence .  

The "heroic" voyages of Acker 's nomads a r e  f i l l e d  with t echno loq ica l ,  

c u l t u r a l  and polit ical  chaos and vonder,  Each n o v e l  begins with a n  escape 

f rom t h e  complex oedipal t r i a n g l e .  In her very ear ly  novels, such  as Blood 

and Guts  in Nigh School, s h e  d r o p s  h e r  characteirs d i r e c t l y  i n t o  a mess of  

e rod ing  human r e l a t i o n s ,  a postmodern cultural h o r r o r .  T h e s e  e a r l y  novels 



and s h o r t  s t o r i e s  display a n  immediate and intense a n g e r  th rough  t h e  

n a r r a t i o n s  of betrayed, orphaned and  unwanted c h a r a c t e r s .  W e  s e n s e  

~ c k e r ' s  desire to reach t h e  immediacy vhich s h e  s o  admires in t h e  texts 

of Burroughs  and Genet. 

In her later novels ,  of vhich 1 v i l l  be looking a t  Empire of the  

Senseless and In Memoriam to I dentity, she i n t r o d u c e s  c h a r a c t e r s  capab le  

of t h e  same type of s e n s e l e s s  and d e s t r u c t i v e  v iolence  and delirium as 

that seen in h e r  ear l ier  vork. Y e t ,  ve  begin t o  s u s p e c t  t h a t  something 

else also m o t i v a t e s  t h e s e  subjects, perhaps a desire for p e r s o n a l  and 

social revo lu t ion .  The ends of s u c h  r evo lu t i on  are always l e f t  open for 

ques t ion ing ,  but ve s e n s e  t h a t  Acker is sea rch ing  f o r  a new cornmitment 

£rom h e r  c h a r a c t e r s .  Although she blows apart any remaining no t i ons  of a 

p a s t o r a l  world, her s u b j e c t s  d i s p l a y  a s u b t l e  yearning,  pe rhaps  a hunger  

t o  c a p t u r e  a momentary g l h p s e  of t h i s  archaic vorld. The novels ,  

part ic uf ar ly  Empire of the Senseless, c o n t a i n  a n  o f t  e n  crit i c a l l y  

over looked  hopefu lness  and  c r i t i q u e  of nihilism. 

S p i t  in al1 the mirrors which control me - Acker 



1 warula k e e  Anarchy - The Sex P i s t o l s  

Empire of the Senseless is t h e  unbelievable tale of ~ W O  s u b j e c t s ,  

Abhor and Thivai, vho  set off ,  sometimes s e p a r a t e l y ,  o t h e r  t imes  

t o g e t h e r ,  t o  s e e k  a s e n s e  of r e a l i t y  f o r  themse lves  in a v o r l d  vhich is 

f i l l ed  with crime, cap i ta l i sm and horr i fying nihilism. Empire of the 

Senseless is a n  a p p r o p r i a t e  t i t le  f o r  a vork which seeks to u p s e t  t h e  

senses, t o  q u e s t i o n  t h e  sens ib le .  Both Thivai and Abhor corne from v e r y  

unromantic, s e n s e l e s s  'beqinningst - a breakdovn of t h e  Western famfly 

which is taken  o u t  on t h e  bodies  of t h e  children in acts of 'unspeakable'  

sexual and physical violence.  Thivaits f i r s t  memory is of wanting t o  k i l l  

and Abhor's is of f ee l i ng  pain: 

[Daddyl t a u g h t  m e  a final t r i c k .  H e  showed m e  hov to i n s e r t a  
razor b lade  i n t o  m y  v r i s t  j u s t  f o r  fun. Not f o r  a n y  reason. 
Thus, 1 l e a r n e d  hov t o  approach and unde r s t and  n a t u r e ,  hov t o  
make g a r g a n t u a n  red flovers, like roses, blooming, d r o p s  of 
blood, s o  f u U  and  drippinq t h e  e a r t h  under them, m y  body, 
shook for h o u r s  a f t e r v a r d s .  (9 )  

For Acker's c h a r a c t e r s ,  t h e  exper ience of "living amonq n e r v e s '  

(Empire 9 )  cornes f i r s t  and, in its primacy, is t h e  most important  t h r u s t  in  

t h e  book. Painfully, t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  learn v h a t  1 v ï î l  call Schmerz-Love, t h e  

anguished, nerve-racking l o v e  v i t h  which the symbolic vrecks t h e  body. 

Schmerzen e f f e c t s  n o t  only  t h e  physical body, but s h a t t e r s  t h e  nerves, as 

is ùnplied i n  t h e  German languaqe. Abhor t e l l s  u s  "[hie f o r c e d  m e  t o  Live 

among nerves sharper t h a n  r a z o r  blades,  t o  have no certainties" ( E m p i r e  

9 ) .  This is a life similar t o  Kr i s teva ' s  'experiencinq-of -limits.' Acker 

uses t h e  bodies of h e r  s u b j e c t s  to r e p r e s e n t  t h e  u n c e r t a i n t i e s  of  t h i s  

nerve-rackinq e x i s t e n c e  f o r  t h e  t v e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  subject: - 

Let% Say v e  divide %ensa t ionW into:  pain and  p l ea su re .  
Everyone t h inks  t h e y  unders tand  why you vould  vant p l e a s u r e ,  
but n o t  pain  ... b u t  pain c a n  be interesti ng.... In c e r t a i n  tribes, 



rites of  p a s s a g e  (when you qo from one stage t o  another) 
involve a great deal of  pain,..There% a q u o t e  from Nietzsche: 
"That vhich d o e s  n o t  k i l l  you, viïl  only  make you grov." (Juno 
and V a l e  1 8  0) 

Through a m e t a  f i c t i o n a l  technique,  Acker pos i t i ons  herself in  t h e  

novel,  claiming h e r  s t a k e  in t h e  voyage as v e L  The  goa l  of Abhor and 

Thivai's voyage is t o  d i s cove r  "[vlho is [Kathy]," since YKathyl  doesn ' t  

mean anything y e t w  (Empire 34) .  Acker's v r i t i n g  represents "a journey,  

during t h e  niqht,  t h e  end of which keeps receding ... .And t h e  more [she 1 

s t r a y s ,  the more Ishel  is savedw (Povers 8 ) .  

The voyaqe which t h e  modern p r imi t ives  of  Empire of the Senseless 

are on involves  divinq i n t o  t h e  a b j e c t  which t a k e s  over t h e i r  bodies ,  in a 

muvernerit t o w a r d s  a sys tem of s i gn i f i c a t i on  which is dr iven  by d e s i r e .  

Acker is exploxinq t h e  no t ion  of t aboo ,  t h e  a b j e c t  beiriq conduc t ed  upon 

t h e  s i t e  of t h e  body. She s e t s  u p  t h e  realm of t h e  t a b o o  a g a i n s t  v h a t  

El izabeth  Grosz has c l a s s i f i e d  as t h e  " h i s t o r i c a l  privi leging of  t h e  pu re ly  

conceptual o r  menta l  over t h e  c o ~ p o r e a l ' ~  (187). In playinq v i t h  t h e  body, 

makinq it t h e  c e n t r e  ( t h r u s t ) ,  of h e r  n a r r a t i v e ,  Acker q u e s t i o n s  t h e  

predominance of  an's' mind as  t h e  subject of ep i s temolog ica l  ana ly s i s :  

A l 1  t h e  a ccep t ed  forms of educa t i on  i n  t h i s  coun t ry ,  r a t h e r  
t h a n  teaching t h e  ch i ld  t o  k n o v  vho s h e  is, o r  t o  knov, d i c t a t e  
t o  t h e  child vho s h e  is. They o b f u s c a t e  any act of  knovledge. 
Since t h e s e  e d u c a t o r s  train t h e  mind r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  body, v e  
can s t a r t  v i t h  t h e  phys i ca l  body, t h e  place of s h i t t i n g ,  
e a t i ng ,  etc., t o  break throuqh our opinions o r  f a l s e  educa t ion .  
( A n g r y  Women 165-1661 

T h e  b ina ry  b e t v e e n  r e a s o n  and t h e  body is problematized by  Acker i n  

her a t t a c k  upon lanquage th rough  explorinq its c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  and  

ambivalences. Acker's d e s i r e  is t o  examine why t h e  body is s a c r i f i c e d  

t h e o r e t i c a i i y ,  creatively and p o l i t i c a l l y  for the sake of reason. "A Few 

Notes  on Tvo of M y  Books;' a n  article in vhich Acker d i s c u s s e s  h e r  work, 

f i n d s  her convinced t h a t  *'[dJualisms s u c h  as qood/evi l  are n o t  real and 



orily renllty worksn (36). ~t the sare t u e ,  lest ve think she  is trying t o  

create a master n a r r a t i v e  of  r e a l i t y  for us, she encourages  us in Empire: 

"use f i c t ion ,  f o r  t h e  sake of  surv iva l ,  ail of o u r  survivaln (134). It is a t  

t h e  s i t e  of languaqe t h a t  Acker attacks t h e  absence  of  t h e  body' and t h e  

gap  it l e a v e s ,  believing t h a t  "laln a l t e r a t i o n  of language r a t h e r  t h a n  of 

material, usua l ly  changes  m a t  erial conditions..." (Don Quixote 2 7 1. F o r  

Acker, lanquage is n o t  a c lean,  abstract s t r u c t u r e  because  it is 

s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  f o r c e s  vhich are in con t inua l  a g i t a t i o n  in t h e  d e p t h s  of 

our bodies, tvistinq lanquaqe into rav f lesh.  A c k e r ' s  use of t h e  body 

cornes c l o s e  t O t h e  medieval  concep t  of t h e  body vhich Bakhtin s a y s  

"p re sen t  [ S I  a c o n t r a d i c t o r y  and double-faced fu l l ne s s  of l i fe"  (6 2 ) -  The 

lack of s i ngu la r i t y  in  dealing v i t h  # the  bodyP b l u r s  t h e  l i m i t s  b e t v e e n  t h e  

body and t h e  world/word. The symbolic distances t h e  s u b j e c t  from t h e  body 

while t h e  semiotic pushes f o r  a h e t e r o g e n e i t y  which acknowledges t h e  

p re sence  of t h e  body's de s i r e ,  vhich is neve r  s a t i s f i e d .  

The d r i v e s  of t h e  body push Acker ' s  modern-day primit ives  t o  embaxk 

on a v o y a g e  of p lay  and a s e a r c h  f o r  revolution: 

Those of u s  vho don% v a n t  t o  s p l i t  t h e  m i n d  and t h e  body go  
through ways t h a t  are cons idered  abnormal, and play is 
definitely an area vhere you can  i n v e s t i g a t e  c e r t a i n  t h inqs  
w i t h  some realm of s a f e t y  ... But it's a dangerous s e a r c h ,  
obviously, b e c a u s e  there a r e n ' t  many quidelines ... r e a l l y  it's 
a i l  abou t  t h i s  search. (Juno and V a l e  n A c k e r w  181-182) 

In Empire ,  "the searchf '  invo lves  a n  explorat ion of o t h e r  lands and peoples.  

For  A c k e r ,  t h e  t a t t o o  r e p r e s e n t s  a n  a l i en  s ign i f ica t ion  vhich s w i m s  upon 

t h e  f lesh ,  changing a n d  s h i f t i n g  meaninqs v i t h  each t w i s t  and t u r n  of t h e  

body. An un rep re sen t ab l e  d e s i r e  is inscr ibed upon t h e s e  bodies by  the 

c h a r a c t e r s  - a s t r u q q l e  a q a i n s t  t h e  symbolic insc r ip t ion  enforced  upon 

t h e  body- The r i t u a l s  vhich Thivai a n d  Abhor submit t h e i r  bodies t o  are a 

throvback t o  mys te r ious  c u l t u r a l  p r a c t i c e s ,  'outs ide  of language,' t o  a 



world vhich stands in opposi t ion t o  Western civi î iza t ion.  In an  issue of 

Re/Search d e v o t e d  to t h e  examination of t h e  modern primitive, e d i t o r s  V. 

V a l e  and  Andrea Juno  explain t h e  desire t o  c o n f r o n t  t h e  r e p r e s s e d  

t h rouqh  t h e  material defi lement o f  t h e  body: 

Amidst a n  a lmos t  u n i v e r s a l  f e e l i ng  o f  power l e s snes s  t o  
"change t h e  world," individuals  are chanqing v h a t  t h e y  d o  
have  power over:  their ovn bodies. T h a t  shadovy zone 
be tween  t h e  phys ica l  and t h e  psych ic  is beinq probed f o r  
wha t eve r  ins iqh t  and f reedoms m a y  be reclaimed. By giving 
v i s u a l  body exp re s s ion  t o  unknovn d e s i r e s  and l a t e n t  
o b s e s s i o n s  vel l inq up £rom v i th in ,  individuals  c a n  p rovoke  
change - hoveve r  inexplicable - in t h e  e x t e r n a l  vorld of t h e  
soc ia l ,  b e s i d e s  f r ee inq  up a creative part of themse1ves.-. 
( 4 )  

Ta t too ing  is a postmodern act Mbued v i t h  a serise of o u t l a v e d  

i d e n t i t y  and t h e  murlcy undervor ld  of t h e  criminal. Acker's c h a r a c t e r s  v i n  

become t a t t o o e d  o u t l a w s  and c u l t u r a l  dev i an t s .  Acker informs u s  that 

Yiln  decaden t  phase s ,  t h e  t a t t o o  becarne a s s o c i a t e d  with t h e  c r imina l  - 
literally t h e  o u t l a v  - and t h e  p o v e r  of the t a t t o o  became i n t e r t v i n e d  

with t h e  p o v e r  of t h o s e  vho c h o s e  t o  l i v e  beyond t h e  norms of s o c i e t y "  

The underground criminal  element is a func t i on  of u l t  imat e pr iv i l ege  

for Acker: "The realm of the o u t l a v  h a s  become redefined:  t oday ,  t h e  v i l d  

p l a c e s  vhich e x c i t e  t h e  most  profound t h i n k e r s  are conceptual .  F l e s h  un to  

flesh" (ibid.). Through t h e i r  journey, Abhor and  Thivai  recognize t h e  need  

t o  think, t o  remain i n s ide  t h e  syrnbolic, vh i le  admitt inq t h e  f o r c e s  o f  t h e  

d r i v e s  vhich c a u s e  change v i th in  thouqht ,  For A c k e r ,  t h e  o u t l a v  embodies 

t h e  t e n s i o n  b e t v e e n  'conceptual  thinking' and ' f l e sh  unt O flesh.' 

Among t h e  r i t u a l s  A c k e r ' s  c h a r a c t e x s  underqo on t h e i r  voyage, 

s c a r i f i c a t i o n  is one which pushes  them close t o  t h e  point  of death, t h u s  

brinsing them f a c e  t o  f a c e  v i t h  t h e  h o r r o r  o f  t h e  a b j e c t  c o r p s e .  The 

r i t u a l  of s c a r i f i c a t i o n  f o r c e s  t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t  t O rea l i ze  t h e  corpse a s  



part sf hirri/herself, as the abject from which ve, t h r ~ u q h  cultural taboo, 

t r y  t o  run. The corpse represents that vhich v e  a b j e c t  in o r d e r  t o  e x i s t  

in a n  ordered,  civil ized soc ie ty .  Abhor, o f t e n  t h e  voyeur ,  watches Aqone, a 

sa i lo r ,  consider ing t h e  p l ay  of knife upon his f lesh:  

Agone couldn't see hi s  ovn death. H e  was stili t o o  younq, Y e t  
he sensed  it v a s  there, h i s  main i n t e r e s t  in living. I t  vas his ,  
t h e  only point ,  ob jec t  and sub jec t ,  purpose  and beinq. It vasn ' t  
s o  much the hidden knife, It was t h a t  the k r i i f e  v a s  the 
t a t t o o e r ' s  being, as if he  vas holduiq it f u l l y  in h i s  r ight  hand. 
By recoqnizinq it, Agone v a s  aqreeing t o  ailow t h e  unallovable. 
(Empire 1 3 4 )  

In aqony, Agone enters a f in-de-siècle conve r sa t ion  vith death,  the  

apocalypse of his person,  "his main ir.terest in living." Suddenly, in 

confront ing his corpse, something both part of him and y e t  other ,  he 

t r a n s c e n d s  t h e  boundar ies  of t h e  symbolic/rel igious o r d e r  which def ines  

skin a s  off  - U n i t ,  sacred ,  In f a c t ,  many of t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  in Acker's 

f i c t i ons  resemble t h e  valking dead, o r  a t  least c a u s e  u s  t o  vonder hov 

they can still be alive a f t e r  a l l  t h e i r  su f f e r ings ,  K r i s t e v a  suggests that 

"the co rpse ,  s e e n  vi thout  God and o u t s i d e  of science,  is t h e  utmost  of 

abject ion.  I t  is d e a t h  in fec t inq  l i f ew  (Powers 4). The l a v  of t h e  F a t h e r  

s t a t e s  "you shaU not make any  gashes in your  f l e s h  f o r  t h e  dead o r  

t a t t o o  a n y  marks upon youVt (Levi t icus  19.28). The t a t t o o e d  and s c a r r e d  

body is a b r u t a l  stymieing of a e s t h e t i c  logic. The c l e a n  body maintains 

i t s e l f  th rouqh t h e  ab jec t ion  of a n  o t h e r n e s s  £rom its surface. A l 1  else is 

given t a b o o  s t a t u s .  Facing one's ovn dea th ,  t h a t  pu re  ma te r i a l i t y  and 

" t h e  most sickening of w a s t e s w  (Powers 3), poin ts  the s u b j e c t  tovards its 

ovn f in i tude ,  its ovn  inev i t ab le  decay. The s u b j e c t  becomes " the re fo re  

he te rogeneous ,  pure  and impure, and  as such  a l v a y s  Po ten t i a l ly  

Both Abhor and Thivai, p o r t r a y e d  as toyinq v i th  many sh i f t ing  s e x u a l  



i den t i t i e s ,  p r e s e n t  sub j e c t i v i t i e s  vhich are sexualiy destabi l ized.  They 

begin t h e i r  voyage t o  find a ' c o n s t r u c t ~  o r  'code: f o r  being vhich 

include s venturinq be yond 'normalp sexua l  relat ionships. Ult b a t  e l y  t h e y  

f ind  themselves  in France, v h e r e  they subject themselves  to inexplicable 

b o u t s  of masochist ic behaviour.  In his article, "Postface:  Masochism and 

Polysexuality," François Peraldi iden t i f ies  a masochist  as being able t o  

desubjec t i f  y his /her  body (167). This 'desubjectif ication'  (a crisis in 

iden t i ty ) ,  b l u r s  the l i nes  betveen what a r e  unders tood as normal and 

abnormal sexual prac t i ce s ,  The masochist's d e s i r e s  t h r e a t e n  t h e  notion of 

stabilized, proc rea t ive  relations, turninq God's vor ld  upside d o m .  

The delirium of t h e  masochis ts ,  t h e  vil l inqness t o  succumb t o  a 

feral sexua l  humility, o r  an Copenness: a t tes ts  t o  a de l i r i ous  dwel l ing in 

t h e  ab j ec t  vhich to rmen t s  t h e  bo rde r s  of normal sexual behaviour. This 

masochism l ikens itself t o  t h e  suffering and h o r r o r  vhich Kr is teva  

iden t i f i e s  as a d i s tu rbance  t o  normative discourse .  Abhor and Thivai 

display "[sluffeririq as t h e  p lace  of t h e  subjec t  .... A n  incandescent ,  

unbearable limit between in s ide  and outside,  ego  a n d  o the r "  (Pouers 140). 

The sub jec t  s imul taneously  exper iences  a seeking of onese l f  and a losing 

of oneself .  

In Serniotext(e): Polysexuali ty,  Terence C. Sel lers  d e t a i l s  t h e  

relationship between masochism and de filement a c t s  s u c h  as urolagnia and 

scatoloqy.  The masochist longs f o r  a space where h e  c a n  create f o r  

e l a b o r a t e  i den t i f i ca t ions  v i th  lov l ines s  and s e l f -  
ef facement.. ..He attains t h i s  end, and becomes u t t e r l y  
disgustinq,  vhen he  professes h i s  ambition and a t t r a c t i o n  t o  
be as one v i t h  t h e  f e c e s  and urine of the super ior .  These 
subs tances ,  unequivocany reqarded as horrid,  a r e  revered  
and sought a f t e r  by t he  masochist as t h e  soiirce of .his true 
iden t i ty ,  ( 6 3 )  



Kristeva also  has, in various writings, made allusion to t h e  notion t h a t  

d b j e c t  l o v l i n e s s  and animal i ty  are connected t h r o u q h  abject ion.  She 

v r i t e s  t h a t  "[ t lhe a b j e c t  c o n f r o n t s  us, on t h e  one hand, v i t h  those fragile 

states  where m a n  s t r a y s  on t h e  t e r r i t o r i e s  of a n i m a l w  (Pouers 12). She 

o f t e n  uses t h e  term ''human animal," t h e r e b y  aUuding t o  t h e  material 

animality v i th in  humans, a pu rpose fu l  veer inq  avay from t h e  t h e o r e t i c a l  

dominance of t h e  s p i r i t u a l .  The q u o t e  by Swift in Chapte r  Two d i sp l ays  

S t  rephonls  dif f i c u l t y  in perce iv ing  C e l i a  as human-animal p r e c i s e l y  

because he is u s e d  t o  vieving h e r  as t h e  diqnified woman of c u l t u r e ,  and, 

a s  Kr i s t eva  has shovn, culture demands t h a t  W l h e  body must bear no 

trace of its d e b t  t o  n a t u r e  ..." ( P o w e r s  102). Animality, in Empire, p o i n t s  t o  

a nev  vay of informing s u b j e c t i v i t y ,  where s e l f - su f f i c i ency  is tested. For  

Acker, i d e n t i t y  is t i e d  t o  language which is, in t u r n ,  t i e d  t o  t h e  body- The 

serises and excess beyond lanquage provide  a reneved r e l a t i onsh ip  

b e t v e e n  the s u b j e c t  and c u l t u r e .  It speaks of t h e  s e x u a l  r a p a c i o u s n e s s  

of h e r  c h a r a c t e r s  and t h e i r  i nab i i i t y  t o  d i sengage  themse lves  £rom t h e  

perverse behaviour  vhich h a s  them in its hold. 

Thus, t h e  masochis t i c  a d v e n t u r e s  of bo th  Thivai  and Abhor t h r e a t e n  

t o  d e s t r o y  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  v i t h  t h e i r  s h e e r  phys ica l i ty ,  varninq u s  that 

language must admit t h e  body. A s  w e l l ,  Acker seems t o  be a t  t h e  mercy of 

t h e i r  s u f i e r i n g  just as t h e  r e a d e r  is. Along vith Acker, ve are meant t o  

endure each nev s u f f e r i n q  as it unfolds in  t h i s  a b j e c t  and f r a g i l e  

''na rrat ive web." 

INIot u n t i l  t h e  adven t  of t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  "abject" 
l i t e r a t u r e  ( the  s o r t  t h a t  t a k e s  up where apocalypse  and 
carnival l e f t  o f f )  did one reaLize t h a t  th'e n a r r a t i v e  veb  is a 
th in  film c o n s t a n t l y  t h r e a t e n e d  v i t h  burs t ing.  For, vhen 
n a r r a t e d  i d e n t i t y  is unbearable,  vhen t h e  boundary betveen 
s u b j e c t  and o b j e c t  is shaken, and vhen even  t h e  limit b e t v e e n  
ins ide  and o u t s i d e  becomes uncer ta in ,  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  is v h a t  is 
chal lenqed f i r s t .  (Powers 140-1411 



Accordiriq t o  Kr i s t eva ,  t h i s  threatened n a r r a t i v e  leads t o  a 

"crying-out  theme," one which is a l s o  s e e n  in ~ c k e r ' s  vork, as s h e  t o o  

seems t o  be paùlfuily y e t  h e l p l e s s l y  troubled by "the shoot ing  s h a r p n e s s  

of Iherl su£ feririg...[and] v u  look for a s t o r y ,  a ver is imi l i tude ,  a mythw 

( P o w e r s  145). T h i s  is a crisis r i s e n  t o  the surface, a subject damaged and 

wrecked (ibid.). Aqain w e  are reminded of t h i s  nerve-racking Schmerz, vhere 

f o r  Kr i s t eva ,  "sense  t o p p l e s  o v e r  into  t h e  s e n s e s ,  t h e  'intimate' i n t o  

'nerves.'  Beinq a s  ill-being" (Fowers 140 ) .  In a s e n s e l e s s  empire, t h e  

i n t i m a t e  side of abjection is suffering. Through suf feruig ,  Acker's 

c h a r a c t e r s  c o n f r o n t  t h e  conta inment  of  t h e i r  bod i e s  v i t h in  t h e  ho r r i b l e  

fascism vhich underlies t h e  pove r  s t r u c t u r e s  of A m e r i c a .  

A s  e x p r e s s i o n s  of ab j ec t i on ,  Abhor and Thivai  push a g a i n s t  t h e  

borders which are rneant t o  i r ~ s t i l  a n  "unshakeable adherence  t o  

Proh ib i t ion  and Laww ( r e p r e s e n t e d  in Empire by t h e  CiAl, and f iaunt  

themselves a g a i n s t  t h e  c o n s t r a i n t s  of  nReliqion, Morality, LavfU vhich a r e  

"Iolbviously a lways  a r b i t r a r y ,  more o r  less; unfailinqly oppress ive ,  

ra ther  more t h a n  less; l a b o r i o u s l y  prevai l ing,  more and more s o n  (Povers 

16). The no t ion  of p o l i t i c a l  hegemony vhich Acker v o r k s  a g a i n s t  is 

summarized v e î l  by Dick Hebdiqe in Subculture:  The Neaning of S t y l e :  

The term heqemony refers t o  a s i t u a t i o n  in vhich a p rov i s iona l  
a l l i ance  of c e r t a i n  s o c i a l  qroups can e x e r t  ' t o t a l  s o c i a l  
a u t h o r i t y r  over o t h e r  s u b o r d i n a t e  g roups ,  n o t  simply by 
coe rc ion  o r  by t h e  d i r e c t  imposit ion of ruling ideas, b u t  by 
'winninq and shapinq consent so t h a t  t h e  p o v e r  of t h e  
dominant classes appears b o t h  l e g i t i m a t e  and  na tu r a l r .  (15- 
161 

A c k e r  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  i n f i l t r a t i o n  o f  t h e  CIA as a sp ide r  n e t v o r ~  of 

power a n d  control vhich h a s  its harids in e v e r y t h i n g  '£rom government 

o rgan iza t ion  t o  s t reet  d r u g  dealinq. A c k e r  f u r n i s h e s  a critique of 

commodity culture, with t h e  descript ion of American capitalism and the 



pervasiveness of t h e  GIA at the heart of it. The GIA sets up its 

strongholds Ybly means of t h e  symbolic institution of r i t ua l ,  that is t o  

say,  by means of a system of r i t u a l  e x c ï u s i o n ~ . . . ~  (Povers 73). J e t t i s o n h g  

t h e  crackheads,  p r o s t i t u t e s  and sexua l  deviant  s outs ide,  t h e  qovernment 

keeps defilement at am's length.  Yet, we can barely turn away from this 

abject America, t h i s  "death-in-lifen (My  Mother 215). America is an  

underground of trash peoples  and t r a s h  bodies: "Ibleinq god le s s  t h i s  

trash had only i t s e l f  to t u r n  t o w  (Empire 75). In a s o c i e t y  vhich is driven 

by consumption, each of A c k e r ' s  novels  shows h e r  becominq increasingly 

obsessed v i t h  t h e  d e t r i t u s  and remainder of cu l tu re ' s  c a s t - a v a y s .  A c k e r  

forces u s  t o  conf ron t  t h e  o t h e r  as w e  a r e  fo rced  t o  fol lov Thivai on a 

junkie l s  hunt f o r  drugs, l i k e  Renton in Trainspotting, vho takes a dive i n t o  

a hor r id ly  f i l t hy  t o i l e t  f o r  h i s  l a s t  fix of heroine. The  r i t u a l  a q a i n s t  

abjection breaks dovn and the strorighold slips, a s  a t r a c e ,  a track mark, 

follows u s  through ou r  reading p a t t e r n s .  

Acker's disdain f o r  American heqemonic pover is matched only by  h e r  

obvious angez at German fascism. In fact, all forms of fascism are  

ca tegor ized  as Nazism, from t h e  fa ther /powerhead of t h e  nuc lear  family t o  

t h e  CU4 vho c o n t r o l  t e s t i n g  of "despised groupsn in Empire. Acker shows 

how fascism creates lobotomized people, and how domination and c o n t r o l  

easi ly c r e e p  i n t o  such a society. With Empire, A c k e r  t r i e s  t o  re-mobilize 

her s u b j e c t s  into t h ~ u q h t  and r e v o l u t i o n  in  t h e  face of these pene t r a t ing  

forces. 

I w o u l d  ra tber  be dead than a girl. - A c k e r  

The p u r s u i t  of a myth is conducted by Abhor, in he r  running t o  and 

runn inq  f rom the suf fering and horror ,  throuqh a p o s t  -apocalyptic Paris. 



~ b h o r  1s on a painful voyage avay from stasis, a voyage vhich d i s t u r b s  

t h e  notion of t h e  fixed l o c a t e d n e s s  of female s u b j e c t s ,  and t h e i r  p lace  in 

t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  domest ic  t r i ang le .  She becomes Kr i s teva ' s  s u b j e c t  in 

process, t h e  ndev isor  of t e r r i t o r i e s ,  lanquages ,  works...[shel n e v e r  s t o p s  

demarcating [he r l  un ive r se  .... A tireless bui lder  ..." (Povers 8). In c r e a t i n g  a 

mobile 'desir ing 1,' Acker d i s t u r b s  t h i s  commodity c u l t u r e  in vhich stasis 

robs  it s s u b j e c t  s of t h e i r  r evo lu t i ona ry  p o t  ential. 

P a r t  r obo t  and p a r t  human, Abhor must s t r u q g l e  v i t h  t h e  no t ion  of 

"human." An odd i ty  in a vorld of humans, she v e r y  quickly learns t h e  

impossibi l i ty of e a s y  i den t i f i c a t i on  with t h e  myths/models by  which s h e  is 

surrounded.  In t h i s  way, Abhor r e p r e s e n t s  most  of Acker ' s  female 

sub j ec t s ,  cast  i n t o  a vo r ld  f i l i ed  vith images of vomen vhich are produced 

by media -sa tu ra ted  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  - v e r y  s p e c i f i c  images accompanied 

by speci f  ic po les  of ident i f ica t ion.  

Abhor's s e a r c h  f o r  s e x u a l  fulfilment is important .  Her p a r t  r o b o t  

state func t ions  t o  q u e s t i o n  t h e  inheren t  p l e a s u r e  of 'voman.' "There is 

p l ea su re  only in freedorn," A c k e r  tells u s  in e a c h  novel. For  Abhor, t h i s  

would t h e n  include freedom from pre sc r ibed  p l ea su re s .  P a r t  human and 

part  cons t ruc t i on .  Abhor t e s t s  t h e  boundaries t o  see v h e r e  t h e y  blur on 

fier body, somevhere be tveen  being human-made and voman-born. A c k e r  

leaves t h e s e  b o r d e r s  d e l i b e r a t e l y  unclar i f ied ,  seemingly as a signal of 

her own discornfort in dealinq v i t h  a de f in i t i ve  concept  of t h e  fernale body. 

A s  Carolene Bynum s u g g e s t s  in her article, 'Why All the F c s s  About t h e  

Body?," "there is no clear set of s t r u c t u r e s ,  behaviours ,  events, objects,  

experiences,  words, and moments t o  which t h e  body c t k r e n t l y  r e f e r s "  (5). 

A c k e r  seems painful îy  aware  of t h e  'crisis' of t h e  body and t h e  

t r e a c h e r o u s  ambiquit ies  a t  hand in its d i scuss ion ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  terms 



of t h e  hyper-advancement of our techno-aqe. 

Y e t ,  Acker does make  it clear t h a t  Abhoras part robot  s t a t e  is n o t  

an  extension of ra t iona l ,  technological  o r  hegemonic cont ro l .  Althouqh it 

is never  clear vho 'mader her,  s h e  d e s p e r a t e l y  runs  from being used  as a 

machine, o r  £rom having her body incorpora ted  i n t o  any man-made 

ins t i t u t ions .  Abhor's s t a t e  is stiil a challenge t o  t h e  technological, 

c a p i t a l i s t i c  fix of our  cu l tu re ,  because she  does  n o t  e x i s t  a s  a sc i en t i f i c  

t e s t amen t  t O t h e  i n t e r e s t s  of orqanized %alet technological  

advancement. In f ac t ,  s h e  is f a r  less motivated by her mechanical impulses 

thar i  z h e  is by her animallstlc desires.  Ircrriically, Abhor stands in 

opposit ion t o  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  organized view of c y b e r n e t i c  c o n t r o l  vhich 

in  is descr ibed  by Jeremy Campbell in h i s  book, Grammatical Man. Campbell 

desc r ibes  t r a d i t i o n a l  cybe rne t i c s  as designed t o  combat i l lness  

[whichl is entropie, irregular, an  e r r o r  in t h e  living system, 
vhile healing is cybernet ic ,  r e s to r inq  the body t o  its original  
s t a t e ,  co r rec t ing  t h e  e r r o r .  Natural  s e l e c t i o n  is a l s o  
cybernet ic ,  disallowinq g e n e t i c  mutations which deviate f rom 
the n o m  in undesirable  vays. ( 2 3 )  

The i rony  remains t h a t  Abhor is f a r  £rom 'healedF o r  'corrected. '  

In fact, d e s p i t e  h e r  robo t i c  state, she is fi l thy,  d i s e a s e d  and highly 

undesirable. m e s s  and e n t r o p y  coilide in overlappinq t r o p e s  which 

connect a c r o s s  h e r  body. Abhor, t h e  f a c e  of a b j e c t  A m e r i c a ,  is aligned 

with the scum on t h e  s t r e e t s .  She desc r ibes  a f a n t a s y  in vhich s h e  finds 

he r se l f  screaming a s  she  and t h e  homeless are surrounded and a t t a c k e d  

by rats, a symbol vhich A c k e r  u s e s  t o  r e p r e s e n t  qovernment officiais in 

almost every novel.  In M y  Mother: Demonology, a b j e c t  America is a t  t h e  

mercy of llRat/Bush," vhose  f o l l o v e r s  play a game to See  vhose bans VU 

be b i t t e n  through f i r s t ,  a n a s t y  S&M game Acker uses t o  descr ibe  

Hepublican policy m a k e r s  vho put A m e r i c a  t o  s l eep  with varm, honeyed 



cl ich&s vh i l e  abjected millions s u f f e r .  The rats bite th rouqh  t h e  flesh of  

h e r  s u b j e c t s ,  leavinq them paralyzed in t h e i r  scummy ex is tence ,  much as  

they vould b i t e  th rough  Winstonls eyeballs v e r e  he n o t  t o  c a v e  in to 

O'Brien's qovernment s anc t ioned  t o r t u r e  in  1 9 8 4 .  

A c k e r  is one amonq a f e v  con temporary  v r i t e r s  vho develop a 

cornparison between t h e  image of ins id ious  vermin and government 

cor rup t ion .  In Sarah  Schulman's Rat Bohemia, t h e  n a r r a t o r  describes t h e  

impossible t a s k  of keeping ra t  i n f e s t a t i o n  a t  bay. The n a r r a t o r  v a t c h e s  

t h e  decl ine  of urban l i v e s  alongside t h e  rapid i n c r e a s e  of ra t /qovernment  

i n f i l t r a t i o n  and con t ro l .  She laments  t h a t  

Islometime in t h e  1980s 1 started t o  s e e  them scamperinq 
r e q u l a r l y  in t h e  playgrounds of C e n t r a l  Park. Reagan had j u s t  
become p r e s i d e n t  and 1 held him d i r e c t l y  responsible .  R a t  
i n f e s t a t i o n  f e l t  l ike something t h e  U.S. government should  
r e a l l y  have been able t o  handle. ( 5 )  

Abkiox, t h e  de j e c t  and s o c i a l  contaminant ,  reminds u s  of a n  

experiment gone ho r r ib ly  vrong. She is t h e  ab(v1hored love  of h e r  F a t h e r  

and  a nat ion,  in vhich t housands  s u f f e r  because of c o r p o r a t e  and 

government g reed ,  th rough  advancement in 'Wlood and change1' ( 6 ) .  The 

cïean, an-American i d e n t i t y  p r e y s  heav i ly  on t h e  mind of Abhor in  her 

messy s t a t e  of pe r tu rbance .  Yet, thouqh s h e  is a t  odds v i t h  h e r  ovn 

i d e n t i t y  in  t h e  f a c e  of t h i s  American myth, Abhor s e e s  t h e  dupl ic i ty  of t h e  

hegemony which vo rks  t o  keep her in such  a pos i t ion  of subserv ience .  She 

is t h e  s h a p e s h i f t e r ,  t h e  liminal figure a b l e  t o  ques t i on  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  

between appea rance  and r e a l i t y ,  a b l e  t o  po in t  o u t  t h a t ,  vhi le  Daddy v a s  

secretly rapinq her, al1 he "cared a b o u t  vas v h a t  s o c i e t y  thouqht  about 

him" ( 1 4 ) -  N a r c i s s i s t i c  America, t h e  f a c e  of h e r  fathe'r,  shudde r s  a t  t h e  

m e s u  Abhor is making of th ings .  ~eanwhi le ,  there is a whole different set 

of  standards in p lace  f o r  what is happeninq behind c lo sed  doors .  



Three things are I ~ ~ a t i a M e :  the desert, the grave and a vorran's vulva. - 
M u s u  say inq  

It is th rouqh  t h e  Schmerz and t h e  voundedness of  Abhor's body t h a t  

Acker r e a l l y  exp lores  t h e  revolutionary p o t e n t i a l  of t h e  poetic text. 

Abhor tells u s  t h a t  "[al man's pover r e s i d e s  in his prick. That's v h a t  they,  

whoever t h e y  is, Say. Hou t h e  fuck  shou ld  1 know? 1 ain't a man..Jf it's t r u e  

t h a t  a man's p r i c k  is fris s t r e n g t h ,  v h a t  and vhere is my pover?" (127). A t  

t h e  very beginning of Empire, h e r  body is i n i t i a t e d  i n t o  t h i s  man's world by 

her f a t h e r .  W e  a r e  mor t i f i ed  a t  vitnessïng the  s c a b r o u s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

vhich unfolds  b e t v e e n  them as t h i s  l a rge r - than- l i f e  f a t h e r  i n s c r i b e s  

r e a l i t y  upon t h e  body of  his daugh t e r - l ove r  th rouqh  rape and  i n c e s t .  Her 

development as a s u b j e c t  relies upon hov s h e  is v ieved  t h r o u q h  the gaze 

of t h e  phal l ic  eye ,  as a sexual a n d  emotional  possess ion .  This makes h e r  

f e e l  de s t royed :  "1 v a n t e d  t o  k m  myself j u s t  as  m y  mother  had  k i l l e d  

herself.  This is m y  madnessw (19). Abhor is both  vife  t o ,  and d a u q h t e r  of, 

t h e  f a t h e r .  H e  even g i v e s  h e r  t h e  name of h e r  mother and, in i n s t a n c e s ,  

she is f o r c e d  i n t o  mothering him. Abhorrent  t o  him, Abhor still f u n c t i o n s  in  

this t r i p a r t i t e  vay, in service t o  t h e  Father, vho is e l e v a t e d  t o  a n  

a p o t h e o t i c  level in t h i s  world. Abhor "ac tua l i zes  t h e  t h r e e f o l d  

metamorphosis  of a voman in the t i g h t e s t  parenthood s t r x t u r e ' '  (Tales 

2431, beinq f e t i s h i z e d  by t h e  mono the i s t i c  symbolic order i n t o  t h e  r o l e  of 

powerless llother.r' 

In most of h e r  nove l s ,  Acker se ts  f o r t h  t h e  r o l e  of t h e  p r o s t i t u t o  

a s  a privileged outlaw of society. The vhore (Ab/vhore) is a useful 

c h a r a c t e r  for exploring female s e x u a l i t y  because  h i s to r i ca l l -y  t h e  v h o r e  

h a s  had access t o  greater freedoms t h a n  o t h e r  vornen. The p r o s t i t u t e s  in  

these nove l s  a r e  in a s e n s e  r e v o l u t i o n a r y ,  then. They an leave t h e i r  



"ovners," and  in Pussy, K i n g  of the Pirates, vho re  "Ow even burns dovn a U  

of a n c i e n t  Alexandria, l e av ing  it s ancient, c o r r u p t  c i v i l i z a t i on  in ruins. 

W e  c a n  r e a d  t h i s  as t h e  u n r e p r e s e n t a b l e  (vhore )  breaking free f r o m  the 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  of t h e  symbolic, a neces sary  s t e p ,  according t o  

Kristeva, t o v a r d s  d i s t  urbing t h e  f e t i s h i z e d  no t ion  of voman. The 

p r o s t i t u t e ,  able t o  express joy  in sex, s i d e - s t e p s  t h e  r o l e  of vife and 

mother,  shaking t h e  oed ipa l  t r i a n g l e  a t  t h e  r o o t s ,  like t h e  v h o r e A e s b i a n  

c h a r a c t e r  in Atwood's Handmaid's Tale, t h e  outlawed outlaw, 

unc lass i f i ab le ,  n o t  f i t t i n q  in, To further push t h e  vho reCs  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  

and d i s en f r anch i s ed  s t a t u s ,  A c k e r  sets up a connect ion b e t v e e n  v h o r e s  

and avant-garde p o e t s  s u c h  as J a n e y  and Genet in Blood and Guts,  Medea 

and Rimbaud in  I n  Memoriam t o  Identity, and O and Ar t aud  in Pussy, King of 

the  Pirates, 

F o r  Acker, t h e  voundedness  and 'ill-being' of womenls bod ies  is a 

sign of  t h e  hand of God, "God t h e  t y r a n t w  (Pussy 201, God t h e  F a t h e r .  The 

mono the i s t i c  v io lence  done t O t h e  M a g e  of t h e  female body creates a n  

idea l i zed  Virqin s u b j e c t ,  which K r i s t e v a  l a b e l s  c a r b o n  copy  of t h e  

ma te rna1  r e c e p t a c l e w  (Tales 2431, sexless and c losed-off .  The m u t i l a t e d  

and v i o l a t e d  bod ies  of A c k e r ' s  texts c o n t r a s t  s h a r p l y  with t h e  c l e a n  

bod ies  of  t h e  saints which t h e  girls in  h e r  f i c t i o n s  are q e n e r a l î y  t a u q h t  

t o  respect and emulate, In Memoriam to Identity has Medea informing u s  

that ' l Ialccording t o  t h e  p r i e s t  he re ,  s a i n t s  are people  vho c a n  cope v i t h  

anything" (8  8). The l'alcoholic,w "syphilicw and wdespot icw p r i e s t s  in Acker's 

nove l s  preach b u t  provide  n o  p r o t e c t i o n  o r  s a l v a t i o n  from t h e  h o r r o r s  

vhich s u r r o u n d  t h e  female subject*  In Empire, God is ' i ne f f ec t i ve  but 

con t ro l l ing .  Abhor calls him "Sickpiqw a n d  "Turdshit" (301, challenqinq t h e  

saintly, s p i r i t u a l  incorporeity upheld b e f o r e  vomen, while t h e y  remain 



burileneCi vith a body vhich 1s violated physically and sexually. Acker 

i d e n t i f i e s  re l ig ion as exaserbatinq t h e  mindbody  problem, b e c a u s e  in t h e  

N a m e  of t h e  Father it o f f e r s  s a lva t i on .  In In  Memoriam, Nedea cornplains 

t h a t  r e l i g i o u s  idealism causes "the body [ t o  open1 l i k e  a r o s e  i n t o  voundw 

( 8 8 ) .  Hedea exposes the vays in which t h e  religious proh ib i t ions  p l a c e d  

upon womants body p r e v e n t  h e r  £rom t app ing  i n t o  h e r  s a c r i f i c e d  s e x u a l i t y .  

I n  a n  u n t i t l e d  poem by Laure  (Collette Laure Lucienne Peignot,  Batai l le 's  

lover),  t h e  n a r r a t o r  s p i t s  in  t h e  f a c e  o f  t h i s  r e l i q ious  monolith vhich 

helps c o n t r o l  and l a b e l  t h e  female body: 

Archanqel  o r  v h o r e  
1 don't mind 
A i l  t h e  xo les  
are  lent t o  m e  
The l i f e  n e v e r  recoqnized (1-5) 

A c k e r  examines all t h e  roles which are l e n t  t o  women t h r o u g h  Abhor 

who is f i r s t l y  h e r  f a t h e r ' s  v h o r e  and then t h e  v h o r e  of o t h e r  men vho 

pass t h r o u q h  her life. Reminescent of t r a d i t i o n a l  t r i b a l  r i gh t s ,  she is 

passed down £rom f a t h e r  onvards .  Then in h e r  d e s p e r a t i o n  and madness,  

s h e  r u n s  £rom t h e  house of h e r  f a t h e r  t o  something of h e r  ovn making - a 

recurring t r o p e  f o r  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  female v r i t e r s .  In Sapphire ' s  poem, 

"poern f o r  jennifer,  marla, t awana  and me," t h e  n a r r a t o r  desires " t o  u s e  

i h e r l  bones  as s p e a r s t t  t o  

let t h e m  impale our k i ï i e r s  
and gouge o u t  t h e i r  eyeba î l s .  
and when t h e  l and  bleeds clean of them,  
use my bones t o  bui ld  a house  
... a h o u s e  where m y  father 
canno t  corne, unless 
h e  cornes f o r  f o r q i v e n e s s .  
( 1 9 4 ,  198-201 ,  203-2061 

Acker places a t a t t o o  of  two knotted whips on Abhorts 5 a c k  -- one 

p u l l s  her back into h e r  father's house  whi le  t h e  o t h e r  s h e  desires to use 

against h e r  o p p r e s s o r s .  This is t h e  double  bind, t o  have  the l ove / con t ro l  



of  t h e  F a t h e r  k n o t t e d  t i g h t l y  t o q e t h e r  v i t h  an unfulfilled desire t o  

escape him a n d  r e - c o n s t r u c t  o n e s e l f .  Abhot t e l l s  u s  t h a t  t h i s  double  bind 

m a k e s  h e r  f e e l  "inhuman b e c a u s e  1 a m  in  t h e  act of b r e v i n g  m y  ovn blood" 

(511, while "mernories of past e v e n t s  h a v e  and are  shapuig  m e "  ( 5 2 ) .  The 

k n o t t e d  whip a l s o  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  t o r t u r e  vhich hex body e n d u r e s .  Through 

pain  Abhor q u e s t i o n s  I'what is t h i s  body?," t h i s  13 The k n o t t e d  f a t h e r ' s  

Schmerz-Love binds h e r  a s  s h e  cries o v e r  and o v e r  "[t lhe o n l y  t h i n s  I 

d e s i r e  is innocence" ( 4 8 ) .  

When Abhor beg ins  t o  desire of h e r  ovn accord ,  s h e  performs an  

obvious t r a n s g r e s s i o n  of t h e  f i r s t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  which l a u n c h e s  t h e  book. 

Acker wishes  t o  displace  t h e  h o n o r a r y  p o s i t i o n  which t h e  f a t h e r  ho lds  in  

t h e  life of t h e  d a u g h t e z  by g iv inq u s  a s u b j e c t  vho, having found only  

unendinq unfulf i l iment  i n  t h i s  v o r l d  o f  t h e  F a t h e r ,  h a s  r e c r e a t e d  h e r s e l f  

t hrouqh this s e x u a l  voyage.  Aqa ins t  this dominant d i s c o u r s e  of 

p o s s e s s i o n  s c r a t c h e s  the s low r a z o r  burn  of Abhor's desire, t h a t  vhich  

- rows  i n t o  a power of d i s c o u r s e  of h e r  ovn, a d e s i r e  t o  name h e r s e l f .  

Thus, Abhor, a s  t h e  b o u n d a r y  be tween  t h e  r e s p e c t a b l e  and  t h e  

unspeakable ,  s e a r c h e s  f o r  a n  i d e n t i t y  in t h e  confus ing a b y s s  of  fernale 

s exua l i t y .  In  a n  article d i s c u s s i n g  K r i s t e v a ' s  a b j e c t ,  E l i z a b e t h  Grosz 

identifies t h e  expulsion of the a b j e c t  as " the  unspoken h o l e  i n t o  which 

t h e  subject may fallw (87) .  Female s e x u a l i t y  is seen a s  t h a t  'unspoken 

hole', t h e  a b j e c t e d  "unknovn" which c u l t u r e  keeps  a t  bay. In t h e  n o v e l  

fferoine, which deals v i t h  f inding one's w a y  o u t  of this abyss, G a i 1  S c o t t ' s  

narrator a n q u i s h e s  a t  h e r  a b j e c t e d  pos i t ion :  "O mother  why did  you g i v e  

m e  t h i s  hole?" (31).  Leadinq a life vhich  seems to echo t h i s  d e s p e r a t e  

plea, Abhor r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  madness of a voman whose c r e a t i v i t y  and 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y  d e s i r e  is s t r u q q l i n g  t O f ree i t s e l f  £rom t h e  t o t a l i z i n g  



~~~~~~~i of 'wonian? as la&. For psychoanalysis, the lack represents a hole 

which may always r e t u r n  t o  hold the aan/chfid victh,  d e t e r r i n g  h i s  

p r o g r e s s  t o v a r d  synibolization. The c o n s t a n t  lament, "O mother vhy did you 

g i v e  m e  t h i s  hole?," is a reminder/remainder of the patrilinear o r d e r  of  

pos se s s ion .  It is a l s o  t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  desire t o  reclaim the p o t e n t i a l  

n e q a t i v i t y  which is reflected by this posi t ion .  

Abhor r uns  £rom the f a t h e r  t o  Paris v h e r e  s h e  aligns h e r s e l f  with 

the Alqerians and t h e i r  r evo lu t i on .  She dives i n t o  t h e  vo r ld  of voodoo and 

illicit c a r n i v a l  l augh t e r .  Most of Acker's quest is dr iven b y  an  wunofficiaïf '  

c a rn iva l  logic, t h a t  of fantasy, t h e  g r o t e s q u e  and t h e  s e c u l a r ,  o f fe rù lq  

a n  e x t r a - l i n q u i s t i c  p o t e n t i a l  t o  t h e  vor ld /vord .  Acker d e s c r i b e s  the 

Alser ian  r evo lu t i on  a s  a n  upside-dovn vorld,  one  guided by vha t  Bakhtin 

calls " the  pecu l i a r  l oq i c  of t h e  Linside-outf..,of t h e  ' t u rnabout  '..." (11). 
Abhor's description of  t h e  Aluer ians  br ings  t o  mind a n  image of g r o t e s q u e  

carn iva l  p a r t i c i p a n t s  vhose  b l o a t e d  bodies  have ingested the e n t i r e  

c o r p u s  of h i sh  c u l t u r e  and, in t h e i r  heavy and i r r e p r e s s i b l e  state, 

r e g u r q i t a t e d  it in fits and b u r s t s  of invers ion,  recornbination, mockery 

and unqodly degradat ion.  

Poubt t h a t  s k i m s  t h e  surface of everything. T h i s  is not nih i l i sm.  This is a 
sort of skep t ic i s rn .  - L a u r e  

Ab/whored by s o c i e t y ' s  s t a n d a r d s ,  Abhor is most cornfortable i n  t h e  

Company of sailors a n d  m o t o r c y c l i s t s  in a n  effort to assert  her: i d e n t i t y  

beyond t h e  normal e x p e c t a t i o n s -  She r e p r e s e n t s  a challenge t o  t h e  

d e c l a r a t i o n  made by Senator George H. Williams of Oregon in  1866: 'When 

t h e  women of t h i s  c o u n t r y  corne t o  be s a i l o r  and s o l d i e r s  ... vhen t h e y  l ove  

t h e  t r e a c h e r y  and  türmoil  of  p o l i t i c s  ... t h e n  it w i l l  b e  t i m e  t o  talk abou t  



making t h e  vomen voters" (Tannahi l l  388). Women may very vel l  n o v  h a v e  

t h e  v o t e ,  b u t  f o r  Acker there is stLll a higher level of p o l i t i c a l  and soc ia l  

involvement  and s e m i o t i c  n e g a t i v i t y  required of vomen. In Empire, she 

makes t h i s  o b v i o u s  t h r o u q h  ~ b h o r ' s  a s s o c i a t i o n  v i t h  t h e  c r imina l  e l e m e n t ,  

in  a n a t i o n  whose *'qovernments are r i g h t - v i n g  and the r igh t -v inq  owns 

values and meaninqs ..." (73). 
The Alge r i an  r e v o l u t i o n  is momentar i ly  s u c c e s s f u l ,  b u t  Acker has 

t h e  CIA qu ick ly  t a k e  o v e r  Paris t o  r e s t o r e  order and  c o n t r o l .  Th iva i  and 

Abhor react d i f f e r e n t l y  t o  the take-over o f  P a r i s .  Abhor still d e s i r e s ,  

vith a "blazing v i l 1  t o  l ive:  t o  live anew" (173). Thiva i  remains victim o f  a 

systern of pessirnism and  c l o s u r e .  From the v e r y  beginnins,  Abhor h a s  been 

informed t h a t  d e a t h  is h e r  c o d e  ( 5 2 ) ,  and  t h e  v o r l d  a r o u n d  her is in fo rmed  

by t h e  same nihilism. Only ha l fway  t h r o u q h  the voyaqe, s h e  a l ready b e g i n s  

to realize ''1 had  had  enough of somethingw (81), enouqh of t h i s  n i h i l i s t i c  

c o u r s e .  Shaken by the I 'unbearable d e s p a i r  of be ing  human," s h e  is s t u n n e d  

by t h e  t a k e - o v e r  o f  P a r i s  a f t e r  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n ,  y e t ,  in  t h e  end she is 

still l e f t  w i th  t h e  undeniable  d e s i r e  t o  c o n t i n u e  being. Acker 's  

h o p e f u l n e s ç  a t  t h e  conc lus ion  o f  Empire, p o i n t s  to K r i s t e v a ' s  c o n c e p t  of 

t h e  z e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  a vomanls n e g a t i v i t y  a n d  ethics. R a t h e r  t h a n  a 

Nie tz schean  fury, K r i s t e v a  asserts, vomen c a n  work t o w a r d  a n  e t h i c s  

which embodies  t h e  n e g a t i v i t y  which v e  s e e  i n  Abhor's  voyaqe.  

A f t e r  the r e v o l u t i o n ,  Abhor e x i s t s  as a n  e x i l e  in  P a r i s .  She is a t  

odds v i t h  this p o s t - r e v o l u t i o n a r y  c i t y  because t h e  CIA h a s  CO-op ted  t h e  

r e v o l u t i o n  i n t o  its system. Thiva i  is r e v e a l i n q l y  t o l d  by a bus inessman  

that, "[a lny r e v o l u t i o n ,  r i g h t  -wing l e f t  -wing n i h i l i s t ,  it doesn ' t  matter a 

damri, i u  qood f o r  business" ( 1 8 2 ) .  B y  t h e  end of  Empire, Thivai  seems t o  

have s l i q p e d  back i n t  O t h i s  commodity culture, v h i l e  Abhor alwa ys  



remembers that Ye kfie lis 1 a permanent condition" (6 3). Acker's rcojcct ion 

of c lo s i i r e  s i g n a l s  t h e  f a i l u r c  of an a r c h e t y p a l ,  triumphant hero 's  r e t u r n  

home t o  people.? Rather, s h e  v i l l  a l v a y s  be at c r o s s - p u r p o s e s  with 

c u l t u r e  ( t h e  coiled vhip), t h e  unfulf  i l l e d  s ub j ec t  damned f o r e v e r  t O 

voyage t h e  myth of a h e r o l s  q u e s t .  

Ciften my sou1 v i l1  yearn for a f uck v i t h  f l e sh .  - Verlaine & Rimbaud 

A "blazinq v u  to l iveV1 gu ides  Acker's l a t e s t  n o v e l i s t i c  exper iments  

even  more s o  t h a n  in  Empire. I n  Memoriam to Identity s a y s  a f u r t h e r  

qoodbye t o  many of t h e  b i n a r i e s  vhich d r o v e  much of her e a r l i e r  f i c t i on .  

L i k e  Abhorls e x i s t e n c e ,  t h e  l ife of Rimbaud, vhich is î o o s e l y  b a s e d  on t h a t  

of t h e  poe t ,  is n o t  as black and v h i t e  as  that of he r  e a r l i e r  c h a r a c t e r s ,  

such  a s  J aney ' s  i n  Blood and Guts. In choosinq a homosexual s u b j e c t  f o r  

this ne-& p r o j e c t ,  A c k e r  f u r t h r r  complicates the normative sys tem,  vhile 

a t  t h e  same b e s t o v i n g  on t h i s  s u b j e c t  a p i t i a b l e  d e s i r e  t o  be accep ted .  

The  a b j e c t  is a pe rve r s ion ,  and in t h i s  t e x t  w e  encoun te r  many types 

of p e r v e r s i o n s  in  t h e  form of a  g r a n d  farevell  t o  t h e  c u l t u r a l  

p e r v a s i v e n e s s  of  h e t e r o s e x u a l i t y .  In his essay, "Becoming-Woman," Felix 

G u a t a r r i  s ta tes  t h a t  "homosexuali ty is no longer  a moral  m a t t e r ,  b u t  a 

m a t t e r  of p e r v e r s i o n w  (86). In h e r  i n v e s t i q a t i o n  of pe rve r s ion ,  A c k e r  

exp lores  what Kristeva calls "a c r o s s i n g  o v e r  of t h e  dichotomous 

c a t e g o r i e s  of Pure and Impure, Prohib i t ion  a n d  Sin ,  Morali ty and 

Immorality" (Pove ï s  1 6 ) .  The s u b j e c t  is made uneasy  by a d i s t u r b a n c e  of  

the sys t em and t h e  i n a b i l i t y  t o  f ind c o m f o r t  in a 'moralr space. I n  this 

space of crisis, t h e  text and  t h e  s u b j e c t  become "im';?licated in t h e  

i n t e r s p a c e  t h a t  c h a r a c t e  r i z e s  perversion ..." (ibid.). 

T h e  p e r v e r s i o n  b e t v e e n  t h e  p o e t s  Rimbaud and Verlaine is t r a c e d  



t h r o u q h o u t  Acker's account of their l ives and the abject criininality of 

t h e i z  homosexual i ty .  For Guattari, hornosexual i ty  is a subversive system 

vh ich  t r a n s g r e s s e s  t h e  law of n o r m a t i v e  h e t e r o s e x u a l i t y  (86) .  Acker 

a i l o w s  t h e  t o r t u r o u s  unfolding o f  the game of t u g  of  v a r  b e t v e e n  V e r l a i n e  

and b o t h  of  h i s  l o v e r s  ( h i s  v i f e  and Rimbaud) t o  r e p r e s e n t  a n  examina t ion  

of t h e  b o r d e r l i n e  s u b j e c t  c a u g h t  b e t v e e n  s o c i a l  and  b i o l o g i c a l  demands. 

A t  one  po in t ,  i n  t h e  extremes of  h i s  del i r ium, Ver l a ine  s h o o t s  Rimbaud in 

t h e  v r i s t  i n  h i s  f r u s t r a t i o n  a t  s o c i e t y l s  e x p e c t a t i o n s  of h h  a n d  t h e  

p e r v e r s i o n  vhich Rimbaud symbolizes t o  him. Rimbaud, a l s o  d e l i r i o u s  a t  the 

p r o s p e c t  of such c r i m i n a l i t y  in  t h e  f a c e  o f  early t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  mora l  

p r o h i b i t i o n s ,  announces  t h a t  " [mlenta l  v a r  is c o n s t a n t 1 '  (95). H e  is 

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  bound by  h i s  e r o t i c  desires and t h r e a t e n e d  by them ( t h e  

k n o t t e d  whip). 

The memoriam unfolds i n  t w o  vays in t h i s  book. It is a d e h i s c e n c e  

which s p l i t s  open t o  mourn a l o s t ,  u n i f i e d  i d e n t i t y ,  a g u a r a n t e e  of a 

stable ( h e t e r o s e x u a l ) ,  e x i s t e n c e  (vhich Rimbaud l o n g s  f o r  d e s p e r a t e l y ) ,  

a n d  a t  t h e  same t i m e  it is a c o n t i n u a l ,  hover ing ,  o f t e n  p a i n s t r i c k e n  

u n c e r t a i n t y  p rey ing  upon the s u b j e c t .  The memoriam is a c o n s t a n t  m e n t a l  

w a r  paying t r i b u t e  to t h e  series of s p l i t t i n g s  (crises), which b o t h  

Kris teva a n d  Acker b e l i e v e  t h e  s u b j e c t  undergoes i n  l i fe  ( b i r t h ,  

separation, d e a t h ) .  

Also i n t e r e s t e d  in  s p l i t t i n g s ,  G u a t a r r i  i d e n t i f i e s  t v o  p o l e s  of 

o p p o s i t i o n  along which a l l  sexual a c t i v i t y  can be l o c a t e d  a s  t h e  homo- 

hetero oppos i t ions .  H e  t h e n  def ines  a n  i n t e r m e d i a r y  ro le ,  t h a t  of 

'becoming-voman,' which he s e e s  a s  "a po in t  of  ref er 'ence, a n d  e v e n t  u a l l y  

a s  a screen f o r  o t h e r  types of becominq ... becoming-wornan c a n  play this 

i n t e r m e d i a r y  r o l e ,  a r o l e  of mediator vis-à-v is  o t h e x  s e x e d  becomings" 



( 8 7 ) .  '~ecorning- vonad is not  a simple bond betveen male and female, b u t  

a c r i s i s  of t h e  t v o  poles,  a messy c ros s -ove r .  In agony a t  h i s  con fused  

and pa infu l  l oca t ednes s  in t h e  hated Oedipal conf iqurat ion,  Riinbaud 

exclaims: "1 knov v h a t  h e l l  most women live throuqhw (95). A l 1  t h e  v o r l d  is 

c o n s t r u c t e d  accordinq t o  a neat l i t t le  t r i a n g l e  in vhich t h e  ' in termediary  

role,' in its ambiquity, is t h r u s t  as ide .  This in te rmedia ry  pos i t ion  is one 

vhich Kristeva a l s o  upholds f o r  t h e  f u t u r e  of t h e  sub j ec t :  "1 a l s o  th ink 

men can find analoqous o b j e c t s  of knowledqe through t h e i r  b i s e x u a l i t y  ..." 
(Jardine and Menke 133). Fur thermore ,  she warns t h a t  it is 

epistemologically as v e l l  a s  polit i c a l l y  danqerous  t O "zeqionalize c u l t u r e  

ancl c o n s i d e r  one a s p e c t  a s  female, a n o t h e r  as male," because "in t h a t  vay, 

w e  c a s t r a t e  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  polyvalence of sub j ec t s "  (ibid.). 

D e r  Menschheit ganzer Jammer faBt mich an. - A c k e r  

In a d e s i r e  f o r  normalcy, t o  be p a r t  of t h i s  komplaining mankind,? 

Rimbaud's search f o r  t h e  woxld of t h e  F a t h e r  in I n  tfemoriam t a k e s  up most  

of t h e  early na r r a t i ve .  In many ways it recalls Abhor's s e a r c h  f o r  

someone/somethinq of comfor t  va lue  in t h e  vor ld  of i n - s u i t e d  f a t h e r s .  

Rimbaud's search is doomed t o  disappointment, because  it is a s e a r c h  

based  upon utopian idealisms, a hope f o r  a c u r e  for  h i s  ' a b n c r m a l ï c i e s ~  

throuuh a n  iden t i f i ca t ion  v i t h  t h e  Father. This p o i n t s  t o  K r i s t e v a l s  

delicat e tension between ps  ychoçis  and ultra -rat  ionalism, vhich w i l l  play 

i tself  o u t  on t h e  body of Rimbaud t o  qreat phys ica l  and psycholoqical  

extremes. His search f o r  symbolic realism sends  him th rouqhout  occupied 

France, which, a t  t h e  same t h e ,  h e  is sur rounded  a n d ' s t i f l e d  by. Once 

again, Acker holds u p  t h e  myth of t h e  supreme Aryan race as a fo remos t  

h i s t o r i c a l  force of homogenization, that which Rimbaud be l i eves  he  should  



emulate.  The infiltration of a clean race of beautiful  and briiiiant people, 

t f a t h e r - f i q u r e ~ , '  is c o n t r a s t e d  s h a r p l y  with t h e  way Rimbaud feels about 

his ovn abjected self/body and coun t ry .  H e  d e c l a r e s  t o  himself, wCilf 

t h e r e f s  one fucking cannon l e f t  in t h e s e  ru in s  of rampar t s ,  bombard u s  

v i t h  s h i t ,  Our ovn s h i t  .... Mein Herr Genera l -  myth" (91-92)- The qreat 

Aryan  myth of human supremacy m a k e s  Rimbaud f e e l  l ike  a slave t o  t h e  

Gerrnans, who make h h  realize, in their suprerne cleanliness, h o v  a b j e c t e d  

and f i l t h y  he  'really' is. H e  becomes obsessed with their transcendenta l  

br i l l i ance ,  v h i l e  his sexual actions become baser v i t h  each self- 

condemnation. H e  knovs " l u s t  has damned [himl" and t h a t  t h e  o b s e s s i o n  v i t h  

l u s t  h a s  "become [h i s l  bra in"  (92). 

While he  idea l i zes / ido l izes  t h e  unif ied  subject  of t h e  f a t h e r  ( t h e  

Aryan), h e  is con fused  by t h e  pain h e  is forced t o  endure  a t  the hands  of 

t h i s  'master.' The unfu l f i l l ed  desire of t h e s e  s u b j e c t s  c o n t r a s t s  

p o i q n a n t l y  with t h e  c r u e l t y  of t h e  L a w  of t h e  F a t h e r  and its hol lov  

promise of comfor t  and l ove .  Rimbaud exper iences  t h e  d e s p e r a t e  S c h m e r z -  

Love f o r  a unified, n u r t u r i n g  Vaterland, the Phallus. *'CLlove h a s  e q u a l l e d  

pain" (31), realizes Thivai i n  Empire. The n a r r a t i v e  shows hov  this love 

sets the subjects up and d e s t r o y s  them at t h e  same t h e ,  just like al l  of 

Germany a f t e r  H i t l e r  w a s  done 'karinq fo r f1  h i s  people. 

Rimbaud's Gerrnan t e a c h e r ,  F a t h e r  Fist, c a u s e s  him the mos t  i n t e n s e  

Schmerz-Love of  ail. This  "love" echoes t h e  t v i s t e d  l o v e  f o r  Biq B r o t h e r  

which O ' B r i e n  t e a c h e s  Winston in 1984. Throuqh Room 1 0 1 ,  which c o n t a i n s  

t h e  worst thing i n  the world, Winston is u t t e r l y  d e s t r o y e d  i n t o  lovinq B i g  

R r o t h e x .  In the same way, F a t h e r  Fist bel ieves  Rimbaud %ust be spread 

open. His heazt must show. H e  must t e  open and available t o  my hands.  T h e  

child wants above a l l  t o  be d e s t r o y e d "  (14). Throuqh c o n t r o l ,  t h e  



Conclusion 

Women can do something right nov by pz~senting nev thoughts. - Kr i s t eva  

In tandem v i t h  t h e  struggle towards a postmodern ethic i s  the most 

r e c e n t  vo rk  of Acker, Pussy, King of the Pirates, vhich serves as  a 

'conclusion' and a 'beginninqc t o  t h i s  concern.  K t  s e r v e s  as a fictional 

i n t e r r o g a t i o n  of Kris teva 's  '%hird v a v e  of feminism," a n  upside-dovn, 

!ri& -girl' tieteroglossia of  Rober t  Louis Stevenson's  Treasure Island, 

where e t h i c s  is based less upon a mozal i ty  t h a n  upon a s e a r c h  for 

o t  herriess,  beyond Abhor's quick anger and o v e r a l l  i s o l a t  ion. 

This t h i r d  v a v e  is a f i t t i n g  conclus ion t o  this t h e s i s  and a 

'beginningT t o  t h e  ques t i on  of a feminis t  ethics. The ferale subjects of 

Pussy, King of the Pirates, are as r e v o l u t i o n a r y  as f emin i s t s  of t h e  e a r l y  

70's and 80 's ,  but in their o u t l a v  e t h i c  t h e y  a l s o  s t x i v e  f o r  '%ornethhg 

beyond demands," a v a r e  of the need  t o  reconnec t  v i t h  t h e  vorld, as 

K r i s t e v a  a l s o  u r g e s  f o r  o u r  fu tu re :  "These mutations,  t h e s e  revo îu t ions ,  

con t a in  as many de l igh ts  as dramas...But a l s o  somethinq beyond demands, 

with t h e i r  exp los iveness  i n t e g r a t e d  i n t o  t h e  fabric of time, of e th i c s "  

(S t an ton  221). 

The  tas). of examining a postmodern s u b j e c t i v i t y  and e t h i c s  is stiïï 

burdened by t h e  ques t i on  of d i f f e r e n c e  and  t h e  evolving concern fo r  what 

critic Rober t  S t o ï y  calls " c a t e q o r i e s  of se l f -unders tanding"  t h a t  are 

"al ien t o  the inquirinq mindl' ( S t o r e y  47) .  And, a s  w e  have examined, 

Kristeva and Acker both make c a r e f u l  r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  chal lenqed and 

chanqing s t a t u s  of t h e  subject  and its re l a t i onsh ip  t o  t h e  world. A s  David 

F i she r  a r t i c u l a t e s  in wKris teva l s  Chora and t h e  Subject of Postmodern 



E t h i ~ s , ~  the  sense of enbodhent vhich Kristeva s t r i v e s  for  is one borne 

o u t  of di f ference:  "The problem is ... d i s c e r n h g  hov embodied subjects  of 

d e s i r e  emerge from complex f i e lds  of d i f fe rence  and hov t h i s  dif f e r ence  

shapes  e t h i c s  as a signifyinq p rac t i cem (193). Thus, like t h e  outlaw girls 

of Pussy, t h e  t h i r d  vave of feminism tries t O achieve a t r i c k y  balance in 

regard t o  t h e  quest ion of dif ference.  The search for meaninq vhich s t U  

maîntains its rnultlpUcit y is s u r e l y  t h e  postmodern double bînd vs now 

face  - t h e  acceptance of dif ference,  of t h e  s t ranqer ,  whilst establ ishinq 

a foundation of e th i ca l  re la t ionsh ips  amonqst t h e s e  d i f f e r e n t  sub jects, 

somewhere between tyranny  and anarchy. The psychoanalytic criticism 

which we have encountered i n  t h e  s t u d y  of t h e  ab jec t  and t h e  o thez  

within, fu rn i shes  t h e  p ro j ec t  of a d i scour se  of e t h i c s  v i t h  t h e  t o o l s  t o  

approach o t h e r n e s s  in the vorld. In @@My Wemory's Hyperbole," Kr i s teva  

states th& "[al 'we' is aUve ordy If it is riever t h e  same" (The Fernale 

Autograph 220).  In f i t t inq  recognit ion of t h i s  di£ ference,  we can  deliqht in 

being i n t  roduced by Penelope Enqelbrecht t O "John Doe'sw pe r sona l  

hermerieutic approach t o  Acker's texts: 

A s  ( sub jec t ive)  i n t e r p r e t e r s  of t ex t s ,  w e  rely on each o t h e r  
and on our mutual knovledqe, as vell  a s  on context..,What if 1 
v e r e  no t  Pen Enqelbrecht, b u t  were La r ry  M c C a f  fery, o r  John 
Doe? John Doe vould (probably) not  seek some indication of 
parody, not in h i s  h e a r t  of hearts. John Doe takes Kathy Acker 
a t  face value. Kathy Acker tells John Doe v h a t  he alxeady 
"knows." (39) 

We have seen t h a t  t h e  t a s k  of defininq dif ference t a k e s  shape in 

Acker's oeuvre,  althouqh i n  a more horr i fying and b r u t a ï l y  unwelcome 

creat ior i  of s u b  j ec t iv i t i e s  t han  is manageable in one s i t t i nq .  In his Border 

Crossirq article en t i t l ed  "Carnival Love," Dennis Cooley q u o t e s  Margaret 

A t w  ood teUrtg  E U  Maridel that to speak of "f reaksm vould be offensive 



riearness to our ovn bodiesw (iLid.). N o t  only are we disturbed by Acker's 

g l u t t o n o u s  inclusion of outlav and ca rn iva l e sque  freaks, ve are a î s o  ïeft  

uncomforted by A c k e r  he r se l f .  There is something "freak-likew a b o u t  t h i s  

woman. Compactly t w i s t e d  with muscles, h e r  body is also Uttered v i t h  

piercirigs and va r ious  t a t t o o s .  In t e l l ec tua l ly ,  she is quick t o  criticize 

t h e  l i t e r a r y  canon and academia, althouqh she t e a c h e s  a t  a u n i v e r s i t y  and 

writes q u i t e  chailenging and  diff icult  novels .  A t  t h e  same t h e ,  s h e  is a 

performance artist and vas a t  one t h e  a s t r i p p e r ,  She is a s t r a n g e  

hybxid c r e a t u r e  vho plays upon the c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  and t e n s i o n s  i n  h e r  

person. Over the c o u r s e  of t h i s  s tudy ,  K r i s t e v a p s  sub jec t  i n  p r o c e s s  h a s  

evolved iri t h e  same rnanrier, iri "rio r e s o l u t i o n  of corttrauts, orily ari 

experience of t h e  c o n t r a s t s I 1  (Fisher 104). L i k e  William S. Burroughs' 

meldinq of p o e t r y  t o g e t h e r  v i t h  t h e  fusion jazz experimentalist  g roup  

"Material," t h e s e  s u b  jects s t r u g q l e  t o v a r d / v i t h  a  cont inua l  remakinq of 

"vhat  they know" (vho t h e y  a r e ) .  

Perhaps  Acker's s t i n t  as a s t r i p p e r ,  along w i t h  h e r  i n t e r a c t i o n  with 

t h e  underbelly of 42nd S t r e e t  in  Nev York's punk 70's, informed h e r  

uprisinq aqainst the modernist  displacement of t h e  poe t ic  vord from t h e  

world. Acker's work, and indeed h e r  life, s e r v e  as a valuable way of 

understandinq Kr is teva ' s  work on t h e  subject, which is "beyond 

f o ~ g e t f u l n e s s ' ~  (Fisher 104). A n  e t h i c a l  vorking throuqh, s ta tes  Fisher, is 

t h e  v e r y  impulse vhich w i l l  d r ive  t h e  no t ion  of t h e  subject beyond its 

Y i m i t  s of p r e s e n t  discussion" (ibid.). And so ,  beyond f orgetfulness of 4 2nd 

street and even of "master narrat ives ,"  everything becomes abundant ly  

plaqiarized, t h e  morals of t h e  "original'! vo rk  bastardized by a v r i t e r  

w h o s e  l i t e r a r y  ethical impera t ives  obviously  include her involvernent in  

both t h e  vorld of t h e  present  and the p a s t .  



The discorf ort felt in reading Kristeva's poet ic  and analytic texts 

iz matched beauti fuï ly  by the unease felt in readinq Acker's debauched and 

pass ionate  narratives .  Reading them vith the desire of making sense of 

t h e  t w o  toqether,  becomes a monstrous undertaking - an unfulfilled, 

unending project,  resulting perhaps in an arrogant, overly-optimistic 

application of  theory t o  text, which vould make Acker, vho is skept ica l  of 

criticism upon her work, cackle with distaste. And perhaps "John Doe's" 

readirig of Acker is t h e  correct  one. Beyond t h e  c r i t i c a l  application of 

Kristeva to Acker remains my "originalw reaction t O her  work.  In my ovn 

'inemcrry's hyperbole," 1 remember thinkinq t h a t  if t h e  l i t e z a r y  canon had an 

a s s h o l e ,  Acker's t e x t u a l  finger of m a d ~ e s s  and hopeful illusion vould 

certainly b e  up it, re lent l e s s  in h e r  creative l i tany  of perilous and 

skir~ckirig tioirror combiried w i t h  an abundarit and glorious ab l l i t y  for kiope 

and optimism. 
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