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Life of Western.~ (1992) extends Tompkins's investigation of sentiment to works of 
popular culture by men, examining how Western novels and movies depict masculin
ity. The best biographical source is Tompkins's own A Life in School: What the 
Teacher Learned (1996), which recounts her life from early schooling through her 
time as a professor at Duke University. 

Nancy K. Miller's Getting Personal: Feminist Occasions and Other Autobiographical 
Acts (I 99 1) is a balanced consideration of Tompkins and the turn to personal criti
cism, examining its roots in feminism and autobiography. Olivia Frey's "Beyond Lit
erary Darwinism: Women's Voices and Critical Discourse," in The Intimate Critique: 
Autobiographical Literary Criticism (ed. Diane P. Freedman, Olivia Frey, and Frances 
Murphy Zauhar, 1993), focuses on personal criticism as a form of women's writing 
and sees Tompkins's work as path-breaking; the same anthology collects "Me and My 
Shadow" and offers many perspectives on "intimate critique." "Writing in Concert: 
An Interview with Cathy Davidson, Alice Kaplan, Jane Tompklns, and Marianna Tor
govnick," conducted by Jeffrcy Williams, Minnesota Review, n.s., 41-42 (1994), Is a 
revealing Ilccount of alternative modes of criticism in the words of Tompkins and her 
writing-group colleagues at Duke University. In The Academic Postmodern and the 
Rule of Literature: A Report on Half-Knowledge (1995), David Simpson inciSively 
critiques the trend toward subjective approaches, tracing their genesis to nineteenth
century Romanticism. Charles Altieri's "What Is at Stake in Confessional Criticism," 
in Confessions afthe Critics (ed. H. Aram Veeser, 1996), assesses some of the benefits 
and problems of confessional criticism, arguing that personal details constitute more 
a "clever theoretical gesture" than a distinctive revelation; the anthology also gathers 
criticisms of the personal turn as well as examples of it, including an essay by Tomp
kins. Jeffrey Williams's "The New Belletrism," Style 33 (1999), sees the turn toward 
the personal as part of a larger shift toward more traditional belletristic modes of 
criticism. 

Me and My Shadow 

I wrote this essay in answer to Ellen Messer-Davidow's 'The philosophical 
bases of feminist literary criticism' which appeared in the Fall 1987 issue of 
New Literary History along with several replies, induding a shorter version 
of this one.· As if it weren't distraction enough that my essay depends on 
someone else's, I want, before you've even read it, to defend it from an aCG~
sation. Believing that my reply, which turns its back on theory, constitutefl . 
a return to the 'rhetoric of presence', to an 'earlier, naive, untheoretical fem
inism', someone, whom I'll call the unfriendly reader, complained that I was 
making the 'old patriarchal gesture of representation' whose effect had been 
to marginalize women, thus 'reinforcing the very stereotypes women and 
minorities have fought so-hard to overcome.' I want to reply to this objection 
because I think it is mistaken and because it reproduces exactly the way I 
used to feel about feminist criticism when it first appeared in the late 1960s. 

I wanted nothing to do with it. It was embarrassing to see. women, with 
whom one was necessarily identified, insisting in print on the differences 
between men's and women's experience, focusing obsessively on women 

I. Thi. expanded version or"Me and My Shadow" 
i. token from Gender and Theory: D;"IoII"'" on 
Fent'ni ... ' Criticism, ed. Lindo Kauffmnn (New 
York: Bu.H nIackwell. 1989). which .. Iso include. 

Ellcn Messer-Davidow's essay (the version cited 
below); both originally appeared In New Llu.rary 
History 19 (1987). 
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authors, women characters, women's issues. How pathetic, I thought, to have 
to call attention to yourself in that way. And in such bad taste. It was the 
worst kind of special pleading, an admission of weakness so blatant it made 
me ashamed. What I felt then, and what I think my unfriendly reader feels 
now, is a version of what women who are new to feminism often feel: that 
if we don't call attention to ourselves as women, but just shut up about it 
and do our work. no one will notice the difference and everything will be 
OK. 

Women who adopt this line are, understandably, afraid. Afraid of being 
confused with the weaker sex, the sex that goes around whining and talking 
about itself in an unseemly way, that cal1't or won't do what the big boys do 
('tough it out') and so won't ever be allowed to play in the big boys' games. I 
am sympathetic with this position. Not:, long ago, as organizer of an MLA2 
session entitled 'Professional politics: women and the institution', I urged a 
large roomful of wo~en to 'get theory' because I thought that doing theory 
would admit us to th~ big leagues and enable us at the same time to argue 
a feminist case in th~most unimpeachable terms-those that men had sup
plied. I busily took my own advice, which was good as far as it went. But I 
now see that there ~as been a price for this, at least there has been for me; 
it is the subject of rl"y reply to Ellen. I now tend to think that theory itself, 
at least as it is usually practiced, may be one of the patriarchal gestures 
women and men ought to avoid. 

There are two voices inside me answering, answering to, Ellen's essay. One 
is the voice of a critic who wants to correct a mistake in the essay's view of 
epistemology. The other is the voice of a person who wants to write about 
her feelings (I have wanted to do this for a long time but have felt too embar
rassed). This person feels it is wrong to criticize the essay philosophically, 
and even beside the point: because a critique of the kind the critic has in 
mind only insulates academic discourse further from the issues that make 
feminism matter. That make her matter. The critic, meanwhile, believes such 
feelings, and the attitudes that inform them, are soft-minded, self-indulgent, 
and unprofessional. 

These beings exist separately but not apart. One writes for professional 
journals, the other in diaries, late at night. One uses words like 'context' and 
'intelligibility', likes to win arguments, see her name in print, and give grad
uate students hardheaded advice. The other has hardly ever been heard from. 
She had a short story published once in a university literary magazine, but 
her works exist chiefly in notebooks and manila folders labelled 'Journal' and 
'Private'. This person talks on the telephone a lot to her friends, has seen 
psychiatrists, likes cappuccino, worries about the state of her soul. Her father 
is ill right now, and one of her friends recently committed suicide. 

The dichotomy drawn here is false-and not false. I mean in reality there's 
no split. It's the same person who feels and who discourses about episte
mology. The problem is that you can't t~lk about your private life in the 
course of doing your professional work. You have to pretend that epistemol
ogy, or whatever you're writing about, has nothing to do with your life, that 

2. The Modern Language Association, the main 
professional organization for literary scholars and 
critics in North Americai at its annual conventions, 

papers are presented at hundreds of "sessions," 
Tompklns's panel was organized in 1980. 
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it's more exalted, more important, because it (supposedly) transcends the 
merely personal. \Vell. I'm tired of the conventions that keep discussions of 
epistemology, or James Joyce,3 segregated from meditations on what is hap
pening outside my window or inside my heart. The public-private dichotomy, 
which is to say. the public-private hierarchy, is a founding condition offemale 
oppression. I say to hell with it. The reason I feel embarrassed at my own 
attempts to speak personally in a professional context is that I have been 
conditioned to feel that ",'ay. That's all there is to it. 

I think people are scared to talk about themselves, that they haven't got 
the guts to do it. I think readers want to know about each other. Sometimes, 
when a writer introduces some personal bit of story into an essay, I can hardly 
contain my pleasure. I love writers who write about their own experience. I 
feel I'm being nourished by them. that I'm being allowed to enter into a 
personal relationship with them. That I can match my own experience up 
,dth theirs, feel cousin to them. and say, yes, that's how it is. 

\Vhen he casts his leaves forth upon the wind [said Hawthorne], the 
author addresses. not the many who will fling aside his volume, or never 
take it up, but the few who will understand him .... As if the printed 
book, thrown at large on the wide world, were certain to find out the 
divided segment of the writer's own nature, and complete his circle of 
existence by bringing him into communion with it .... And so as 
thoughts are frozen and utterance, benumbed unless the speaker stand 
in some true relation with this audience-it may be pardonable to imag
ine that a friend, a kind and apprehensive, though not the closest friend, 
is listening to our talk. 4 

Hawthorne's sensitivity to the relationship that writing implies is rare in 
academic prose, even when the subject would seem to make awareness of 
the reader inevitable. Alison Jaggar5 gave a lecture recently that crystallized 
the problem. Western epistemology, she argued, is shaped by the belief that 
emotion should be excluded from the process of attaining knowledge. 
Because women in our culture are not simply encouraged but required to be 
the bearers of emotion, which men are culturally conditioned to repress, an 
epistemology which excludes emotions from the process of attaining knowl
edge radically undercuts women's epistemic authority. The idea that the c.gn
,·entions defining legitimate sources of knowledge overlapped with the 
conventions defining appropriate gender behavior (male) came to me as a 
blinding insight. I saw that I had been socialized from birth to feel and act 
in ways that automatically excluded me from participating in the culture's 
most valued activities. No wonder I felt so uncomfortable in the postures 
academic prose forced me to assume; it was like wearing men's jeans. 

Ellen Messer-Davidow's essay participates-as Jaggar's lecture and my 
precis of it did-in the conventions of Western rationalism. It adopts the 
impersonal, technical vocabulary of the epistemic ideology it seeks to dislo
cate. The political problem posed by my need to reply to the essay is this: to 

.~. I rish modernist writer (J 882- I 94 I). much of 
whos" fiction Is considered difficult. 
4. "athanlel Hawthorne [ I 804-18641. "The Cus
tom House." 71.1' Scar/et Lelter. in The Scar/et Let
t,..- and O,her Tales of the Purit", ... "d. Harry Levin 
!Boston: Houghton Mlfflin. 1960), pp. 5-6 

[Tompkins's notel. Some of the author's notes 
have been edited. 
5. American feminist philosopher (b. 1942); the 
lecture was published as "Love and Knowledge: 
Emotion in Feminist Epistemology," Inquiry 32 
(J 989). 
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adhere to the conventions is to uphold a ITlale standard of rationality that 
ITlilitates against wOITlen's being recognized as culturally legitiITlate sources 
of knowledge. To break with the convention is to risk not being heard at all. 

This is how i would reply to Ellen's essay if I were to do it in the profes
sionally sanctioned way. 

The essay provides feITlinist critics with an overarching fraITlework for think
ing about what they do, both in relation to ITlainstreaITl criticiSITl and in 
relation to feITlinist work in other fields. It allows the reader to see wOITlen's 
studies as a whole, furnishing useful categories for organizing a confusing 
and ITliscellaneous array of ITlaterials. It also provides excellent sUITlITlaries 
of a wide variety of books and essays that readers ITlight not otherwise 
encounter. The enterprise is carried out without pointed attacks on other 
theorists, without creating a cUITlbersoITle new vocabulary, without exhibi
tionistic displays of intellect or esoteric learning. Its practical aiITl-to define 
a field within which debate can take place-is fulfilled by New Literary His
tory's decision to publish it, and to do so in a forITlat which includes replies. 

(Very nice, Jane. You sound so reasonable and generous. But, as anybody 
can tell, this is just the obligatory pat on the back before the stab in the 
entrails) . 

. The difficulty with the essay froITl a philosophical, as opposed to a prac
tical, point of view is that the theory it offers as a basis for future work steITlS 
from a confused notion of what an epistemology is. The author says: 'An 
epist~mology ... consists of assumptions that knowers make about the enti
ties and processes in a domain of study, the relations. that obtain among 
them, and the proper methods for investigating them.'6 I want to quarrel with 
this definition. Epistemology, strictly speaking, is a theory about the origins 
and nature of knowledge. As such, it is a set of ideas explicitly held and 
consciously elaborated, and thus belongs to the practice of a sub-category of 
philosophy called epistemology. The fact that there is a branch of philosophy 
given over to the study of what knowledge is and how it is acquired is impor
tant, because it means that such theories are generated· not in relation to 
this' or that 'domain of study' but in relation to one another: that is, within 
the context of already existing epistemological theories. They are rarely based 
·upon a study of the practices of investigators within a particular field . 

. An epistemology does not consist of 'assumptions that knowers make' in 
a particular field; it is a theory about how knowledge is acquired which makes 
~ense, chiefly, in relation to other such theories. What Messer-Davidow 
offers as the 'epistemology' of traditional literary critics is not their episte
mology, if in fact they have one, but her description of what she aSSUITles 
their assumptions are, a description which mayor may not be correct. More
over, if literary critics should indeed elaborate a theory of how they got their 

- beliefs, that theory would have no privileged position in relation to their 
actual assumptions. It would siITlply be another theory. This distinction
between actual assumptions and an observer's description of them (even 
when one is observing one's own practice)-is crucial because it points to 
an all-important fact about the relation of epistemology to what really gets 
done in a given domain of study, namely this: that epistemology, a theory 

6. Me •• er·DRvldow, "PhilolophlcaJ Bases," p. 87 [Tompkln", note]. 
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about how one gets one's knowledge, in no way determines the particular 
knowledge that one has. 

This. fact is important because Messer-Davidow assumes that if we change 
our eplstemo]?gy, our practice as critics will change, too. Specifically, she 
wants us to gIVe up the subject-object theory, in which 'knowledge is an 
abstract representation of objective existence,' for a theory which says that 
what counts as knowledge is a function of situation and perspective. She 
believes that it foUows from this latter theory that knowledge will become 
more equitable, more self-aware, and more humane. 

I disagree. Knowing that my knowledge is perspectival, language-based, 
culturally constructed, or what have you, does not change in the slightest 
the things I believe to be true. All that it changes is what I think about how 
we get knowledge. The insight that my ideas are all products of the situation 
I occupy in the world applies to all of my ideas equally (including the idea 
that knowledge is culturally based); and to all of everybody else's ideas as 
well. So where does this get us? Right back to where we were before, mainly. 
I sti1l believe what I believe and, if you differ with me, think that you are 
wrong. If I want to change your mind I still have to persuade you that I am 
right by using evidence, reasons, chains of inference, citations of authority, 
analogies, illustrations, and so on. Believing that what I believe comes from 
my being in a particular cultural framework does not change my relation to 
my beliefs. I still believe them just as much as if I thought they came from 
God, or the laws of nature, or my autonomous self. 

Here endeth the epistle. 

But while I think Ellen is wrong in thinking that a change of epistemology 
can mean a change in the kinds of things we think, I am in sympathy with 
the ends she has in view. This sympathy prompts me to say that my profes
sionally correct reply is not on target. Because the target, the goal, rather, is 
not to be fighting over these questions, trying to beat the other person down. 
(What the goal is, it is harder to say.) Intellectual debate, if it were in the 
right spirit, would be wonderful. But I don't know how to be in the right 
spirit, exactly, can't make points without sounding rather superior and smug. 
Most of all, I don't know how to enter the debate without leaving everyt,W,ng 
else behind-the birds outside my window, my grief over Janice, just myself 
as a person sitting here in stockinged feet, a little bit chilly because the 
windows are open, and thinking about going to the bathroom. But not going 
yet. 

I find that when I try to write in my 'other' voice, I am immediately critical 
of it. It wobbles, vacillates back and forth, is neither this nor that. The voice 
in which I write about epistemology is familiar, I know how it ought to sound. 
This voice, though, I hardly know. I don't even know if it has anything to 
say. But if I never write in it, it never will. So I have to try. (That is why, you 
see, this doesn't sound too good. It isn't a practiced performance, it hasn't 
got a surface. I'm asking you to bear with me while I try, hoping that this, 
what I write, will express something you yourself have felt or will help you 
find a part of yourself that you would like to express.) 

The thing I want to say is that I've been hiding a part of myself for a long 
time. I've known it was there but I couldn't listen because there was rio place 
for this person in literary criticism. The criticism I wouid like to write would 
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always take off from personal experience. Would always be in some way a 
chronicle of my hours and days. Would speak in a voice which can talk about 
everything, would reach out to a reader like me and touch me where I want 
to be touched. Susan Griffin's voice in 'The way of all ideology'.? I want to 
speak in what Ursula LeGuin,8 at the Bryn Mawr College commencement 
in 1986, called the 'mother tongue'. This is LeGuin speaking: 

The dialect of the father tongue that you and I learned best in college 
... only lectures ... Many believe this dialect-the expository and par
ticularly scientific discourse-is the highest form of language, the true 
language, of which an other uses of words are primitive vestiges ... And 
it is indeed a High Language .... Newton's Principia was written in it in 
Latin ... and Kant wrote German in it, and Marx, Darwin, Freud, Boas, 
Foucault,9 all the great scientists and social thinkers wrote it. It is the 
language of thought that seeks objectivity . 

. . . The essential gesture of the father tongue is not reasoning, but 
distancing-m~king a gap, a space, between the subject or self and the 
object or othe~ .... Everywhere now everybody speaks [this] language in 
laboratories ana government buildings and headquarters and offices of 
business ... the father tongue is spoken from above. It goes one way. 
No answer is expected, or heard . 

. . . The mother tongue, spoken or written, expects an answer. It is 
conversation, a word the root of which means 'turning together.' The 
mother tongue is language not as mere communication, but as relation, 
relationship. It connects ... Its power is not in dividing but in binding 
... We all know it by heart. John have you got your umbrella I think it's 
going to rain. Can you come play with me? If I told you once I told you 
a hundred times .... 0 what am I going to do? ... Pass the soy sauce 
please. Oh, shit ... You look like what the cat dragged in .... I 

Much of what I'm saying elaborates or circles around these quotes from 
LeGuin. I find that having released myself from the duty to say things I'm 
not interested in, in a language I resist, I feel free to entertain other people's 
voices. Quoting them becomes a pleasure of appreciation rather than the 
obligatory giving of credit, because when I write in a voice that is notstrug
gling to be heard through the screen of a forced language, I no longer feel 
that it is not I who am speaking, and so, there is more room for what others 
have said. 

One sentence in Ellen's essay stuck out for me the first time I read it and 
the second and the third: 'In time we can build a synchronous account of 
our subject matters as we glissade among them and turn upon ourselves.'z 

7. ''The Way of All Ideology." in M"de from the 
Enrt": An A"tJ.oloBYo/WrI,ings (New York: Harper 
and Row, 1982). pp. 161-82 [Tompklns's note]. 
Griffin (b. 1943). American feminist poet. essayist. 
and critic. 
8. American science fiction writer (b. 1929). 
9. LeGuin names major Western thinkers, In 
roughly chronological order: Sir Isaac Newton 
(1642-1727), mathematician and physicist, whose 
Prindpia Math"m"tica (1687) expounded the the
ory of gravitation; IMMANUEL KANT (1724-1804), 
German Idealist philosopher; KARL MARK (1818-
1883), German social. political. and economic the-

orist; Charles Darwin (1809-1882). English nat
uralist and originator of the theory of evolution; 
SIGMUND FREUD (1856-1939), Austrian founder 
of psychoanalysis; Franz Boas (1858-1942). 
German-bom American anthropolOgist; and 
MICHEL FOUCAULT (1926-1984), French philoso-
pher and historian of Ideas. . 
J. Ursula LeGuln, "The Mother Tongue," Bryn 
Mawr Alumnae Bullelin. summer 1986. pp. 3-4 
[Tompklns's note]. 
2. Messer-Davidow. "Pi:lilosophlcal Ba.e .... p. 79 
[Tompkln.'s note]. 
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\Vhat attracted me to the sentence was the 'glissade'. Fluidity, flexibility, 
versatility. mobility. Moving from one thing to another without embarrass
ment. It is a tenet of feminist rhetoric that the personal is political, but who 
in the academy acts on this where language is concerned? We all speak the 
father tongue, which is impersonal, while decrying the fathers' ideas. All of 
what I have written so far is in a kind of watered-down expository prose. Not 
much imagery. No description of concrete things. Only that one word, 'glis
sade'. 

Like black swallows swooping and gliding 
in a flurry of entangled loops and curves ... 3 

Two lines of a poem I memorized in high school are what the word 'glissade' 
called to mind. Turning upon ourselves. Turning. weaving, bending, unbend
ing, moving in loops and curves. 

I don't believe we can ever turn upon ourselves in the sense ElIen intends. 
You can't get behind the thing that casts the shadow. You cast the shadow. 
As soon as you turn. the shadow falls in another place. It is still your shadow. 
You have not got 'behind' yourself. That is why self-consciousness is not the 
way to make ourselves better than we are. 

Just me and my shadow. walkin' down the avenue. 
It is a beautiful day here in North Carolina. The first day that is both cool 

and sunny all summer. After a terrible summer, first drought, then heat
wave, then torrential rain. trees down, flooding. Now, finally, beautiful 
weather. A tree outside my window just brushed by red, with one fully red 
leaf. (This is what I want you to see. A person sitting in stockinged feet 
looking out of her window-a floor to ceiling rectangle filled with green, with 
one red leaf. The season poised. sunny and chill, ready to rush down the 
incline into autumn. But perfect, and still. Not going yet.) 

My response to this essay is not a response to something ElIen Messer
Davidow has written; it is a response to something within myself. As I read 
the opening pages I feel myself being squeezed into a straitjacket; I wriggle. 
I will not go in. As I read the list 'subject matters, methods of reasoning. and 
epistemology', the words will not go down. They belong to a debate whose 
susurrus hardly reaches my ears. 

The liberation ElIen promises from the straitjacket of a subject-objectepis
temology is one I experienced some time ago. Mine didn't take the form she 
outlines. but it was close enough. I discovered, or thought I discovered, that 
the post-structuralist way of understanding language and knowledge enabled 
me to say what I wanted about the world. It enabled me to do this because 
it pointed out that the world I knew was a construct of ways of thinking 
about it. and as such. had no privileged claim on the truth. Truth in fact 
would always be just such a construction, and so, one could offer another, 
competing. description and so help to change the world that was. 

The catch was that anything I might say or imagine was itself the product 
of an already existing discourse. Not something '1' had made up but a way of 
constructing things I had absorbed from the intellectual surround. Post
structuralism's proposition about the constructed nature of things held good, 
but that did not mean that the world could be changed by an act of will. For, 

.~. From "The Skaters," by tht· American poet John Gould Fletcher (1886-1950). 
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as we are looking at this or that phenomenon and re-seeing it, re-thinking 
it, the rest of the world, that part of it from which we do the seeing, is still 
there, in place, real, irrefragable as a whole, and making visible what we see, 
though changed by it, too. 

This little lecture pretends to something I no longer want to claim. The 
pretense is in the tone and level of the language, not in what it says about 
post-structuralism. The claim, being made by the language is analogous to 
what Barthes4 calls the reality effect of historical writing, whose real message 
is not that this or that happened but that reality exists. So the claim of this 
language I've been using (and am using right now) lies in its implicit deifi
cation of the speaker. Let's call it the 'authority effect'. I cannot describe the 
pretense except to talk about what it ignores: the human frailty of the 
speaker, his body, his emotions, his history; the moment of intercourse with 
the reader-acknowledgment of the other person's presence, feelings, needs. 
This 'authoritative' language speaks as though the other person weren't there. 
Or perhaps ' more accurately, it doesn't bother to imagine who, as Hawthorne 
said, is listening to our talk. 

How can we speak personally to one another and yet not be self-centered,? 
How can we be part of the great world and yet remain loyal to ourselves'? 

It seems to me that I am trying to write out of my experience without 
acknowledging any discontinuity between this and the subject matter of the 
profession I work in. And at the same time find that I no longer want to write 
about that subject matter, as it appears in Ellen's essay. I am, on the one 
hand, demanding a c'onnection between literary theory and my own life, and 
asserting, on the other, that there is no connection. 

But here, is a connection . .I learned what epistemology I know from my 
husband. 5 I think of it as more his game than mine. It's a game I enjoy playing 
but which I no longer need or want to play. I want·to deciare my indepen
dence of it, of him. (Part of what is going on here has to do with a need I 
have'to make sure I'm not being absorbed in someone else's personality.) 
What I am breaking away from is both my conformity to the conventions of 
a male professional practice and my intellectual dep'endence on my husband. 
How can I talk about such things in public'? How can I not. 

Looking for something to read this morning, I took three books down from 
my literary theory shelf, in order to prove a point. The first book was Felix 
Guattari's Molecular Revolution.6 I find it difficult to read, and therefore have 
read very little of it, but according to a student who is'a disciple of Deleuze7 

.and Guattari, 'molecular revolution' has to do with getting away from ide
ology and enacting revolution' within daily life. It is specific, not pro
grammed-that is, it does not have a 'method', nor, 'steps'" and is neither 
psychoanalytic nor marxist, although its discourse seems shaped by those 
discourses, antithetically. From ,this kind of revolution, said I to myself, dis
ingenuously, one would expect some recognition of the personal. A revolu
tion that started with daily life would have to begin, or at least would have 

4, ROLAND BAnl'HEs (191 5-1980), French writer 
and critic. , ' 
5. The well-known reader-response theorist STAN
LF.Y FISH (b. 1938). 
6. Ft!lIx Guattari. Molecular Revolution: Psychialr), 
and Politics, tran •. Rosemary Sheed (New York: 
Penguin. 1984) (Tompkin.'. note). GUATrAnl 

(1930-1992), French poststructuralistpsychlatrist 
Bnd philosopher. .. 
7. G1LLF.S DELEUZE (1925-1995), French post
structuralist philosopher and coauthor of several 
books with GUattari, most notably Anli-Oedi".,.: 
Capitalis". and Schhophrenla (1972). 
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sometimes to reside, at home. So I open at a section entitled 'Towards a new 
vocabulary', looking for something in the mother tongue, and this is what I 
find: 

The distinction I am proposing between machine and structure is based 
solely on the way we use the words; we may consider that we are merely 
dealing with a 'written device' of the kind one has to invent for dealing 
with a mathematical problem, or with an axiom that may have to be 
reconsidered at a particular stage of development, or again with the kind 
of machine we shall be talking about here. 

I want therefore to make it clear that I am putting into parentheses 
the fact that, in reality, a machine is inseparable from its structural 
articulations and conversely, that each contingent structure is domi
nated (and this is what I want to demonstrate) by a system of machines, 
or at the very least by one logic machine.A 

At this point, I start to skip, reading only the first sentence of each paragraph. 

'We may say of structure that it positions its elements ... ' 
'The agent of action, whose definition here does not extend beyond 

this principle of reciprocal determination ... ' 
'The machine, on the other hand remains essentially remote ... ' 
'The history of technology is dated ... '. 
'Yesterday's machine, today's and tomorrow's, are not related in their 

structural determinations ... ' 

I find this language incredibly alienating. In fact, the paragraph after the 
one I stopped at begins: 'The individual's relation to the machine has been 
described by sociologists following Friedmann9 as one of fundamental alien
ation.' I will return to this essay some day and read it. I sense that it will 
have something interesting to say. But the effort is too great now. What 
strikes me now is the incredibly distancing effect of this language. It is totally 
abstract and impersonal. Though the author uses the first person ('The dis
tinction I am proposing', 'I want therefore to make it clear'), it quickly 
became clear to me that he had no interest whatsoever in the personal, or 
in concrete situations as I understand them-a specific person, at a specific 
machine, somewhere in time and space, with something on his/hel"'f'ilind, 
real noises, smells, aches and pains. He has no interest in his own experience 
of machines, or in explaining why he is writing about them, what they mean 
to him personally. I take down the next book: Poetry and Repression by HaroJd 
Bloom.' 

This book should contain some reference to the self, to the author's self, 
to ourselves, to how"peopJe feel, to how the author feels, since its subject is 
psychological: repression. I open the book at page I and read: 

Jacques Derrida2 asks a central question in his essay on 'Freud and the 
Scene of Writing': 'What is a text, and what must the psyche be if it can 
be represented by a text?' My narrow concern with poetry prompts the 

R. GuuUnri, Molecular Revolu'i"", p. ) I I (Tomp
killS'S noteJ. 
9. George. Friedmann (1902-1977), French soci
ologist. 
I. Ameri('an literary critic (h. 1930; scc ahove). 

author of Poetry and Repre .. don: Revi.ion from 
Bla1te 10 Stevem (New Haven: Yule University 
Pre •• , 1976). 
2. French philosopher. pmponent of deconslrllc
tion (b. 193(); see above). 
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contrary question: 'What is a psyche, and what must a text be if it can 
be represented by a psyche?' Both Derrida's question and my own require 
exploration of three terms: 'psyche,' 'text,' 'represented.' 

'Psyche' is ultimately from the Indo-European root ... 

-and I stop reading. 
The subject of poetry and repression will involve the asking and answering 

of questions about 'a text'-a generalized, non-particular object that has been 
the subject of endless discussion for the past twenty years-and about an 
equally disembodied 'psyche' in relation to the thing called 'a text'-not, to 
my mind, or rather in view of my c!;esires, a very promising relation in which 
to consider it. Answering these questions, moreover, will 'require' (on whose 
part, I wonder?) the 'exploration' of 'three terms'. Before we get to the things 
themselves-psyches, texts-we shall have to spend a lot of time looking at 
them as words. With the beginning of the next paragraph, we get down to 
the etymology of 'psyche'. With my agenda, I get off the bus here. 

But first I look t~rough the book. Bloom is arguing against canonical read
ings (of some very fanonical poems) and for readings that are not exactly 
personal, but in wJ;uch the drama of a self is constantly being played out on 
a cosmic stage-ldts of references to God, kingdom, Paradise, the fall, the 
eternal-a biblical stage on which, apparently, only men are players (God, 
Freud, Christ, Nietzsche,3 and the poets). It is a drama that, although I can 
see how gripping Bloom can make it, will pall for me because it isn't my 
drama. . 

Book number three, Michel Foucault's History ojSexuality, is more prom
ising. Section One is entitled 'We "other Victorians" '. So Foucault is 
acknowledging his and our implication in the object of the study. This book 
will in some. way be about 'ourselves', which is what I want. It begins: 

For a long time, the story goes, we suppo.rted a Victorian regime, and 
we continue to be dominated by it even today. Thus the image of the 
imperial prude is emblazoned. on our restrained, mute, and hypocritical 
sexuality.4 

Who, exactly, are 'we'? Foucault is using the convention in which the 
author establishes common ground with his reader by using the first person 
plural-a presumptuous, though usually successful, move. Presumptuous 
because it presumes that we are really like him, and successful because, 
especially when an author is famous, and even when he isn't, 'our' instinct 
(I criticize the practice and engage in it too) is to want to cooperate, to be 
included in the circle the author is drawing so cosily around 'us'. It is 
chummy, this 'we'. It feels good, for a little while, until it starts to feel coer
cive, until 'we' are subscribing to things that 'I' don't believe. 

There is no specific reference to the author's self, no attempt to specify 
himself. It continues: 

At the beginning of the seventeenth century ... 

3. FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE (I844-1900), German 
philosopher. 
4. Michel Foucault, The History of S/!;XU4l/ty, vol. 

I, An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New 
York: Vintage, 1978), p. 3 [Tompkins'. note}. 
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I know now where we are going. \\le are going to history. 'At the beginning 
of the seventeenth centurv a certain frankness was still common, it would 
seem.' Generalizations ab~ut the past, though pleasantly qualified ('a certain 
frankness'. 'it would seem'), are nevertheless disappointingly magisterial. 
Things continue in a generalizing vein-'It was a time of direct gestures, 
shameless discourse, and open transgressions.' It's not so much that I don't 
belie\'e him as that I am uncomfortable with the level or the mode of dis
course. It is everything that. I thought, Foucault was trying to get away from, 
in TIle Archaeology of Knowledge. s The primacy of the subject as the point 
of \'iew from which history could be written, the bland assumption of author
ity. the taking over of time. of substance. of event, the imperialism of descrip
tion from a unified perspective. Even though the subject matter interests 
mc-sex. hypocrisy. whether or not our view of Victorianism and of ourselves 
in relation to it is correct-I am not eager to read on. The point of view is 
discouraging. It will march along giving orders, barking out commands. I'm 
not willing to go along for the march. not even on Foucault's say-so (I am, 
or have been, an extravagant admirer of his). 

So I turn to 'my' books. To the women's section of my shelves. I take down. 
unerringly, an anthology called TIle Powers of Desire edited by Christine 
Stansell. Ann Snitow, and Sharon Thompson. I turn, almost as unerringly. 
to an essay by Jessica Benjamin entitled 'Master and slave: the fantasy of 
erotic domination', and begin to read: 

This essay is concerned with the violence of erotic domination. It is 
about the strange union of rationality and violence that is made in the 
secret heart of our culture and sometimes enacted in the body. This 
union has inspired some of the holiest imagery of religious transcen
dence and now comes to light at the porno newsstands, where women 
are regularly depicted in the bonds of love. But the slave of love is not 
always a woman, not always a heterosexual; the fantasy of erotic domi
nation permeates all sexual imagery in our culture. 6 

I am completely hooked. I am going to read this essay from beginning to 
end and proceed to do so. It gets better, much better, as it goes along. In 
fact. it gets so good, I find myself putting it down and straying from it because 
the subject is so close to home, and therefore so threatening, that I neeel· 
relief from it, little breathers. before I can go on. I underline vigorously and 
often. Think of people I should give it to to read (my husband, this colleague, 
that colleague). 

But wait a minute. There is no personal reference here. The author deals, 
like Foucault. in generalities. In even bigger ones than his: hers aren't limited 
to the seventeenth century or the Victorian era. She generalizes about reli
gion, rationality. violence. \Vhy am I not turned off by this as I was in Fou
cault's case? Why don't I reject this as a grand drama in the style of Bloom? 
\\'hy don't I bridle at the abstractions as I did when reading Guattari? Well? 

The answer is, I see the abstractions as concrete and the issues as personal. 
They are already personal for me without being personalized because they 

5. An influential 1969 book. 
6. Jessica Benjamin, "Master and Slave: The Fan
tasy of Erotic Domination," in TI,e Powers of 
De,h'''' The Politics of Se.~'URlit), ed. Ann Snitow, 

Chrlstine Stansell, and Sharon Thompson (New 
York: Monthly Review Press, 1983),p. 281 [Tomp
Idn.'s note]. Benjamin (b. 1946), American 
psychoanalyst. 
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concern things I've been thinking about for some time, struggling with, trying 
to figure out for myself. I don't need the author to identify her own involve
ment, I don't n.eed her to concretize, because these things are already per
sonal and concrete for me. The erotic is already eroticized. 

Probably, when Guattari picks up.an article whose first sentence has the 
words 'machine'; 'structure', and 'determination', he cathects7 it immediately. 
Great stuff. Juicy, terrific. The same would go for Bloom on encountering 
multiple references to Nietzsche, representation, God the father, and the 
Sublime.8 But isn't erotic domination, as a subject, surer to arouse strong 
feeling than systems of machines or the psyche that can be represented as a 
text'? Clearly, the answer depends on the readership. The people at the con
venience store whei'e I stop to get gas and buy milk would find all these 
passages equally baffling. Though they might have uneasy stirrings when they 
read Jessica Benjamin. 'Erotic domination', especially when coupled with 
'porno newsstands', does call some feelings into play almost no matter who 
you are in this culture. 

But I will concede the point. What is personal is completely a function of 
what is perceived as personal. And what is perceived as personal by men, or 
rather, what is gripping, significant, 'juicy', is different from what is felt to 
be that way by women. For what we are really talking about is not the per
sonal as such, what we are talking about is what is important, answers one's 
needs, strikes one as immediately interesting. For women, the personal is 
such a category. 

in literary criticism, we .have moved from the New Criticism, which was 
anti-personal and declared the personal off-limits at every turn;.......the inten
tional fallacy, the affective fallacy9-to structuralism, which does away with 
the self altogether-at least as something unique and important to con
sider-to deconstruction, which subsumes everything in language and makes 
the self non-self-consistent, ungiaspable, a floating signifier, and finally to 
new historicism which re-institutes the discourse of the object-'In the 
seventeenth century'-with occasional side glances at how the author's 
'situated ness' affects his writing. 

The female subject par excellence, which is her self and her experiences, 
has once more been elided by literary criticism. 

The question is, why did this happen'? One might have imagined a different 
outcome. The 1960s paves the way for a new personalism in literary dis
course by opening literary discussion up to politics, to psychology, to the 

.'reader',.to the effects of style. What happened to deflect criticism into the 
impersonal labyrinths of 'language', 'discourse', 'system', 'network', and now, 
with Guattari, 'machine',? 

I met Ellen Messer-Davidow last summer at the School of Criticism and 
Theory' where she was the undoubted leader of the women who were there. 

7. Attaches to; fmm the piychoanalytlc term 
" .. !/wm, the attachment of psychic energy to an 
Idea or persorl. 
8. A category of aesthetics especially prominent 
among th" Romantics. 
9. These are "fallacies," the New Critics WILLlAM 
K. WIMSATT JR. AND MONROE C. BEARDSI.EVargue 
in es.ays with these titles (1946, 1949; see abovel, 

tiecaule the author's Intention and the affective 
response of the audience are Irrelevant to Interpre
tation. 
1. A prestigious yearly summer program In the 
United States at which leading theorists give sem
Inars for doctoral students and faculty; Tompklns 
refers to the 1985 program. 
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She organized them, led them (I might as well say us, since, although 1 was 
on the faculty as a visiting lecturer, she led me, too). At the end of the 
summer we put on a symposium, a kind of teach-in on feminist criticism and 
theory, of which none was being offered that summer. I thought it really 
worked. Some people, eager to advertise their intellectual superiority, mur
mured disappointment at the 'level' of discussion (code for, 'my mind is finer 
and more rigorous than yours'). One person who spoke out at the closing 
session said he felt bulldozed: a more honest and useful response. The point 
is that Ellen's leadership affected the experience of everyone at the School 
that summer. What she offered was not an intellectual perforrrtance calcu
lated to draw attention to the quality of her mind, but a sustained effort of 
practical courage that changed the situation we were in. I think that the kind 
of thing Ellen did should be included in our concept of criticism: analysis 
that is not an end in itself but pressure brought to bear on a situation. 

Now it's time to talk about something that's central to everything I've been 
saying so far, although it doesn't show, as we used to say about the slips we 
used to wear. If I had to bet on it I would say that EIIen Messer-Davidow 
was motivated last summer, and probably in her essay, by anger (forgive me, 
EIIen, if I am wrong), anger at her, our, exclusion from what was being 
studied at the School, our exclusion from the discourse of 'Western man'. I 
interpret her behavior this way because anger is what fuels my engagement 
with feminist issues; an absolute fury that has never even been tapped, rel
atively speaking. It's time to talk about this now, because it's so central, at 
least for me. I hate men for the way they treat women, and pretending that 
women aren't there is one of the ways I hate most. 

Last night I saw a movie called Gunfight at the OK COTTal,z starring Burt 
Lancaster and Kirk Douglas. The movie is patently about the love
relationship between the characters these men play-Wyatt Earp and Doe 
HoIIiday. The women in the movie are merely pawns that serve in various 
ways to reflect the characters of the men, and to advance the story of their 
relationship to one another. There is a particularly humiliating part, played 
by Jo Van Fleet, the part of Doc HolIiday's mistress-Kate Fisher-whom 
he treats abominably (everybody in the movie acknowledges this, it's not just 
me saying so). This woman is degraded over and over again. She is a whore, 
she is a drunkard, she is a clinging woman, she betrays the life of Wyat£Earp 
in order to get Doc Holliday back, she is no longer young (perhaps this is her 
chief sin). And her words are always in vain, they are chaff, less than nothing, 
another sign of her degradation. 

Now Doe HolIiday is a similarly degraded character. He used to be a den
tist and is now a ga'!lbler, who lives to get other people's money away from 
them; he is a drunk, and he abuses the woman who loves him. But his 
weaknesses, in the perspective of the movie, are glamorous. He is irresistible, 
charming, seductive, handsome, witty, commanding; it's no wonder Wyatt 
Earp falls for him, who wouldn't? The degradation doesn't stick to Kirk Doug
las; it is all absorbed by his female counterpart, the 'slut',}o Van Fleet. We 
are embarrassed every time she appears on the screen, because every time, 
she is humiliated further. 

What enrages me is the way women are used as extensions of men, mirrors 

2. Di,- Juhn Sturge. (1957). 
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of men, devices for showing men off, devices for helping men get what they 
want. They are never there in their own right, or rarely. The world of the 
Western contains no women. 

Sometimes I think the world contains no women. 
Why am I so angry'? 
My anger is partly the result of having been an only child who caved in to 

authority very early on. As a result I've built up a huge storehouse of hatred 
and resentment against people in authority over me (mostly male). Hatred 
and resentment and attraction. 

Why should poor men be made the object of this old pent-up anger'? (Old 
anger is the best anger, the meanest, the truest, the most intense. Old anger 
is pure because it's been dislocated from its source for so long, has had the 
chance to ferment, to feed on itself for so many years, so that it is nothing 
but anger. All cause, all relation to the outside world, long since sloughed 
off, withered aw~y. The rage I feel inside me now is the distillation offorty-six 
years. It has had a long time to simmer, to harden, to become adamantine, 
a black slab th~ glows in the dark.) 

Are all femin~ts fueled by such rage'? Is the molten lava of millennia of 
hatred boiling pelow the surface of every essay, every book, every syllabus, 
every newsletter, every little magazine'? I imagine that I can open the front 
of my stomach like a door, reach in, and pluck from memory the rooted 
sorrow, pull it out, root and branch. But where, or rather, who, would I be 
then'? I am ,attached to this rage. It is a source of identity for me. It is a 
motivator, an explainer, ajustifier, a no-need-to-say-more greeter at the door. 
If I were to eradicate this anger somehow, what would I do'? Volunteer work 
all day long'? 

A therapist once suggested to me that I blamed on sexism a lot of stuff 
that really had to do with my own childhood. Her view was basically the one 
articulated in Alice Miller's The Drama of the Gifted Child, in which the 
good child has been made to develop a false self by parents who cathect the 
child narcissistically, My therapist meant that if I worked out some of my 
problems-as she understood them, on a psychological level-my feminist 
rage would subside. 

Maybe it would, but that wouldn't touch the issue of female oppression. 
Here is what Miller says about this: 

Political action can be fed by the unconscious anger of children who 
have been ... misused, imprisoned, exploited, cramped, and drilled ... 
If, however, disillusionment and the resultant mourning can be lived 
through ... , then social and political disengagement do not usually fol
low, but the patient's actions are freed from the compulsion to repeat. 3 

According to Miller's theory, the critical voice inside me, the voice I 
noticed butting in, belittling, doubting, being wise, is 'the contemptuous 
introject'. The introjection of authorities who manipulated me, without nec
essarily meaning to. I think that if you can come to terms with your 'con
temptuous introjects', learn to forgive and understand them, your anger will 
go away. 

3. Alice Miller, The Dram .. of the Gifted Child (New York: Basic Books, 1983), p. 101 [Tompkins's note]. 
Miller (b. 1923), Swiss psychoanalyst. 
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But if you're not angry. can you still act'? Will you still care enough to write 
the letters, make the phone calls, attend the meetings'? You need to find 
another center within yourself from which to act. A center of outgoing, out
flcl\\ing, giving feelings. Love instead of anger. I'm embarrassed to say words 
like these beca'use I've been taught they are mushy and sentimental and 
smack of cheap popular psychology. I've been taught to look down on people 
who read M. Sc'ott Peck and Leo Buscagiia and Harold Kushner,4 because 
they're people who haven't very much education, and because they're mostly 
women. Or if not women. then people who take responsibility for learning 
how to deal with their feelings, who take responsibility for marriages that are 
going bad, for children who are in trouble, for friends who need help, for 
themselves. The disdain for popular psychology and for words like 'love' and 
'giving' is part of the police action that a~ademic intellectuals wage cease
lessly against feeling, against women, agai~st what is personal. The ridiculing 
of the 'touchy-feely', of the 'Mickey 1V!0use', of the sentimental (often asso
ciated with teaching that takes students' concerns into account), belongs to 
the tradition Alison Jaggar rightly chara~terized as founding knowledge in 
the denial of emotion. It is looking down on women, with whom feelings are 
associated, and on the activities with which women are identified: mother, 
nurse, teacher, social worker, volunteer. 

So for a while I can't talk about epistemology. I can't deal with the phil
osophical bases of feminist literary criticisms. I can't strap myself psychically 
into an apparatus that will produce the right gestures when I begin to move. 
I have to deal with the trashing of emotiorl, and with my anger against it. 

This one time I've taken off the stndtjacket, and it feels s'o good. 

1987,1989 

4. Authors of popular self-help books, the best known of which are (respectively) The Road Less TrtIVeled 
i 1979), Lovi,,& EACh Other () 984), and IVlte" Bad Thitlss HAppen '0 Good People () 98), 
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