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ABSTRACT 

For more than a quarter of a century, the male gaze, 

the notion that the image of woman has been fashioned to 

meet the erotic needs of males in a phallocentric society, 

has been debated in feminist theory. Though born in 

feminist psychoanalytic film theory, it has grown beyond 

these bounds and is frequently questioned in the broader 

contexts of feminist and mainstream debates in all the arts 

that have a visual and/or literary component. 

In this work, the author argues that the gaze is not 

male, in that it is not in the natural provenance of any 

one biological sex. The gaze is, instead, a product of 

culture. Working from the assumption that that which is 

cultural is accidental, the author claims that the 

presumptive male gaze belongs to neither biological sex. 

To support this claim, the author explicates the work 

of Laura Mulvey, the originator of the notion of the male 

gaze in feminist debate, by re-visiting two of her primary 

influences, Sigmund Freud and Jacques Lacan. The author 

separates these two strains and focuses solely on the work 

of Lacan, then concludes that, because the sex of an 

individual is a consequence of nature and gender is a 
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consequence of culture, and the gaze, in this model, is a 

cultural construct, that the gaze cannot be linked to a 

specific biological designation. 

This theoretical model is, then, applied to the task 

of film and dramatic script analysis and dramatic 

performance. Interpreted works include His Girl Friday, 

directed by Howard Hawks, Of Human Bondage, directed by 

John Cromwell, and three incarnations of The Miracle 

Worker, the film, directed by Arthur Penn, a reader's 

script of the teleplay, and the stage script, all three 

written by William Gibson. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Laura Mulvey's "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema," 

written in 1973 and first published in 1975,^ has had a 

profound effect on psychoanalytic feminist theory in the 

filmic, visual, literary and theatrical arts. It was in 

this essay that Mulvey first articulated her concept of the 

male gaze"—the notion that the image of the female in film 

has been fashioned to meet the erotic needs of males in a 

phallocentric society. Even now, at the beginning of the 

twenty-first century, this notion has remained and become a 

part of the psychoanalytic feminist vocabulary. 

Transcending the traditional lines of academic and artistic 

disciplines, it has been adopted and adapted by many 

psychoanalytic feminist theorists, critics and 

practitioners working in all the arts that have a visual 

and/or literary component. Though in this work I am most 

interested in reforming Mulvey's notion of the gaze and 

gender, and how this revised theory may be adopted by 

feminists in theatre and film, I hope others will consider 

the views presented here and determine whether or not they 

can be adapted to suit other arts as well. 

This revision, I believe, is necessary. Though 

Mulvey's work has been unparalleled in its effects on 

feminist psychoanalytic theory in the arts, there are some 

flaws in her reasoning, which have led to confusion in the 

field and left feminist psychoanalytic theory vulnerable 

when faced with negative criticism. My aim is not to 

dismiss Mulvey's work; instead my intention is to revision 

feminist psychoanalytic theory in such a way that it will 
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hold a more defensible position in a world of competing 

theories and theorists. 

As a springboard into this revision, I respond to what 

I consider to be one of the strongest, most damaging 

critiques of Mulvey's theory: Noel Carroll's "The Image of 

Women in Film: A Defense of a Paradigm."^ I have chosen 

this article for several reasons: Carroll is an 

aesthetician of high repute; his article has been reprinted 

numerous times; and the arguments he makes in regards to 

Mulvey's essay are strong. Criticizing Mulvey's essay, 

Carroll purports to discredit feminist psychoanalytic film 

theory wholesale, claiming: (1) Psychoanalytic criticism 

is based on theory which has gone relatively undefended and 

remains shaky in its scientific and epistemological 

credentials; (2) When used as a critical tool, it is unable 

to accommodate the variety of the Hollywood film canon; and 

(3) Its use leads to false generalizations concerning the 

ways in which females and males appear on the screen. 

In the following pages, I argue that, though Carroll 

does, to a degree, discredit psychoanalytic theory as it 

was conceived by Mulvey in her original article, his essay 

does not damage the whole of psychoanalytic theory. One 

cannot debunk an entire avenue of intellectual pursuit by 

attacking one polemical essay written in that field. No 

matter how well known or how pervasive its tenets have 

become, Mulvey's article cannot be equated with the whole 

of feminist psychoanalytic film theory or its potential for 

film or theatre. It is the potential of feminist 

psychoanalytic criticism in theatre with which I am most 

concerned. 



If feminist psychoanalytic criticism in film or 

theatre is to maintain (or regain) its respectability and 

grow into its potential, Carroll's criticisms need to be 

addressed. If his claims that feminist psychoanalytic film 

theory is so narrow that it cannot accommodate the variety 

of the Hollywood canon and is so broad that it improperly 

generalizes the ways in which males and females appear on 

the screen, this would truly devastate past work done in 

feminist psychoanalytic film theory, and strongly imply 

that projects designed under the feminist psychoanalytic 

r-jbric should, as Carroll suggests, be abandoned. 

This abandonment, however, would be premature. Though 

Carroll's arguments are strong, they are not unassailable. 

In the first place, it is my contention that Carroll's 

argument, in general, is of the straw-figure variety, in 

that his suggested abandonment of psychoanalytic theory is 

based solely on his criticism of Mulvey's article. Carroll 

explains his selectivity as follows: 

At present, as already indicated, it appears fair to 
say that the most active area in feminist film studies 
is psychoanalytic in orientation. Moreover, there are 
subtle differences and debates between the major, 
feminist-psychoanalytic film critics. As a result, it 
is impossible in a paper of this scale to chart all 
the positions that might be correctly identified as 
feminist-psychoanalytic film criticism, nor could one 
hope to develop objections to every variation in the 
field. Consequently, in this section of my paper, 
selectivity has been unavoidable. Specifically, in 
developing my objections to psychoanalytic-feminism in 
contemporary film studies, I shall focus on Laura 
Mulvey's seminal essay ^Visual Pleasure and Narrative 
Cinema.'^ 

This leaves Carroll in the unenviable position of 

questioning a large body of work by focusing on one essay-
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Carroll does, however, offer a justification of his choice, 

saying: 

I have chosen this paper for several reasons. First, 
it can lay claim to being the inaugural polemic of 
feminist, psychoanalytic film criticism. Second, it 
is widely reprinted and widely taught. If someone 
knows just one essay of the psychoanalytic school, it 
is likely to be this one. And, even though many 
feminist film critics have registered objections to it 
and have tried to qualify or expand it, it remains 
perhaps the major introductory text to the field.'' 

It should, however, go without saying that just 

because a work is the first in its field, the most widely 

read and the most widely taught, that it is not necessarily 

the best article of its kind, nor should it necessarily be 

construed as representing the entire body of work in a 

school or discipline. As Carroll says, feminist 

psychoanalytic film theory was already in a state of growth 

(others were qualifying and expanding it) at the time he 

wrote his article. It would seem, then, that taking 

Mulvey's essay as the sole target of his critique of 

psychoanalytic theory is, at best, misguided. 

Mulvey, herself, was aware of the shortcomings of her 

work. In her introduction to Visual and Other Pleasures, 

she says of her early essays, including "Visual Pleasure:" 

"[They] were not originally intended to last. I often 

sacrificed well-balanced argument, research and refinements 

of style to the immediate interests of the formative 

context of the moment [. . . ] . "̂  Of "Visual Pleasure," 

specifically, she says that it was written "[. . .] 

polemically and without regard for context or nuances of 

argument."^ Again, it would seem that if one wanted to 

criticize feminist psychoanalytic film theory, as a whole, 
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then Mulvey's article would not be the most effective 

target to choose. 

Mulvey's essay, however, as both she and Carroll point 

out, does have flaws. First, there are semantic errors in 

Mulvey's work, which have subsequently led to confusion in 

the discipline. She fails to make clear distinctions among 

the terms "male," "man" and "masculine," all of which, in 

her original work, seem to refer to the biological male. 

Though, in later writings, Mulvey draws a distinction 

between male or man and mascaline,^ this is not the case in 

"Visual Pleasure," where the reader is left with the 

impression that biological males, on screen and in t.he 

audience, are always active in the filmic experience and 

biological females, on scree.", and in the audience, are 

always passive. This is, as I will argue, problematic. 

The semantic confusion, however, is not the only flaw 

in Mulvey's argument; instead the semantic confusion seems 

to proceed from a deeper, more fundamental cause--the 

conflation of the Freudian a.̂ .atomically dependent 

psychoanalytic model and the linguistic one presented by 

Lacan. Though the two men use common terminology and Lacan 

claims to offer a new interpretation of Freud's work, there 

is really very little overlap between the two models as 

regards gender formation. For Freud, gender is based in 

anatomy, and for Lacan, individuals are gendered through 

enculturation. 

The Freudian and Lacanian models, therefore, have less 

in common than many psychoanalytic theorists in film and 

theatre believe, and the conflation of these two models has 

led to much confusion, not only in the field of film, but 

in the theatrical disciplines, as well. It is also this 
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conflation that allows Carroll to rightly make his claims 

against Mulvey. 

Purpose of Work 

The purpose of this work is to give feminist theatre 

practitioners a more solid psychoanalytic base from which 

to work. Film plays a large role here because feminist 

psychoanalytic performance theory had its beginnings in 

film and has been more fully presented in this discipline 

than in theatre. In most cases, when psychoanalytic theory 

is invoked in theatre, there is a heavy reliance on film 

theory for support. If there are flaws in psychoanalytic 

film theory, then those flaws typically remain in its 

transfer to theatre. 

As Carroll and others claim, there are problems in 

some psychoanalytic film theories. This is especially true 

for those theories that conflate the Freudian and Lacanian 

models. The Freudian model, as I will argue, often brings 

unwarranted claims of necessity as regards gender and 

spectatorship, whereas in the Lacanian model, gender and 

spectatorship emerge as being culturally contingent. If 

gender can, indeed, be seen as being contingent, this 

offers much hope to feminists in both theatre and film. If 

something does not necessarily have to be the way it is, it 

can be changed. 

In an effort to create change, I argue, in the 

following pages, that gender is contingent, especially as 

it relates to spectator positions and the supposedly male 

gaze. Initially, I weed out the Freudian elements, which I 

believe have caused confusion in feminist psychoanalytic 

film and theatre criticism, and create a base that is 
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Lacanian in nature. This, I believe, will strengthen 

feminist psychoanalytic theory and criticism in the realm 

of discourse and open new avenues for theoretical and 

practical pursuit in theatre, which can then be transferred 

back to film. 

Following this revisioning of theory, I apply it to 

the task of film analysis. This initial application to 

film is necessary. In the first place, as stated above, 

the theory was born and debated most extensively in film, 

and in the second place, it gives the reader an opportuni'cy 

to compare the readings presented here with products 

reproduced on videocassette. In theatre, this is difficult 

because theatre is an ephemeral art. A performance is a 

one-time experience. Whether or not the play is repeated 

in a run, the product is never exactly the same from night 

to night. No two audiences ever see the same exact 

product. This makes analysis of performance among a 

geographically diverse population impossible. 

It is possible, however, to apply the rehabilitated 

theory to a play script (a static object), to analyze that 

script with an eye to performance and, finally, to suggest 

how the analysis may be brought to fruition in performance. 

This I do in Chapter VI. 

In the end, I hope I will have strengthened feminist 

psychoanalytic theory in both theatre and film, and created 

a two-way flow of theory. That is, I hope what I do in the 

realm of theatre will be transferable back to film and, 

possibly, the other arts, as well. 



Definitions 

Because many of the terms used in psychoanalytic 

theory are specific to the field and because some of the 

concepts they describe seem contrary to common sense or 

common usage, several need to be explained in advance. For 

example, the reader in the field is immediately presented 

with three terms which often seem to overlap and can be 

confusing. These are: "semiotic," "psychosemiotic" and 

"psychoanalytic." 

Semiotics is a theoretical discipline developed by 

Charles Sanders Peirce in the nineteenth century and deals 

with signs and symbols, especially as they function 

(artificially or naturally) in the syntactics, semantics 

and pragmatics of language. It is, most simply, the study 

of signs. 

Psychosemiotics is the marriage between semiotics and 

psychoanalytic theory, as the latter is generally 

understood as being the theories of Freud and those who 

have revised and qualified his ideas. Strictly speaking, 

the work of Lacan is psychosemiotic, in that he interprets 

the works of Freud in light of post-Freudian developments 

in linguistic theory. 

Despite this fact, Lacan is usually discussed in many 

major texts under the term "psychoanalytic." This raises a 

problem. When Lacan's theories are categorized as 

psychoanalytic, readers quite often fail to make the 

necessary distinctions between his project and Freud's. 

The danger of conflation must always be kept at bay. 

This being said, however, I have chosen, here, to use 

the term psychoanalytic when referring to Lacanian theory. 

I made this decision because the primary texts with which I 
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am working designate it as such and, in the end, it was 

simpler to follow Mulvey and Carroll's lead and use their 

language. 

There are also gender terms in this work that can 

become confusing. These terms are "female," "male," 

"woman," "man," "feminine" and "masculine." Though the 

reasons for these designations will be more fully explained 

in Chapter II, here it is important that they be understood 

on at least a superficial level. As I am using them, the 

terms "male" and "female" are biological designations. 

Roughly speaking, a male is a person born with a penis and 

a female is a person born without one. "Masculine" and 

"feminine" are cultural terms imposed on two terms of a 

structural relationship. This structural relationship can 

be expressed as a +/- dichotomy. The plus sign stands for 

the primary term of the dichotomy and the minus sign stands 

for its opposite. In Lacanian theory, the term "masculine" 

replaces the plus sign and the term "feminine" replaces the 

minus sign. The -»-/- relationship is, as we will discover, 

necessary- but the names given to them (masculine and 

feminine) are contingent, based on beliefs held in a 

patriarchal society, where that which is considered 

masculine is privileged and that which is considered 

feminine is, at best, secondary. On the structural level, 

though, these terms simply describe polar opposites. 

The terms "man" and "woman" are cultural constructs. 

A man is a person who takes on the characteristics deemed 

masculine in his society and a woman is a person who takes 

on the characteristics deemed feminine in her society. 

These terms, instead of being related to the anatomy of an 

individual, are related to the structural positions 

9 



described above. They are, then, contingent. It is not 

merely that a female can, for example "think like man" or 

that a male can "cry like a woman"; instead, when a woman 

"thinks like a man" she is in the position of "man," in 

that she has taken on masculine characteristics. The male 

who "cries like a woman" is in the position of woman. 

These designations, then, are fluid, as males and females 

can and do slip across gender lines as needed. Thus, we 

can speak of the female/man and the male/woman. 

The cultural milieu in which these terms acquire 

meaning is the patriarchy. This term is a slippery one. On 

the one hand, we can point to certain institutions in our 

society and reasonably claim that they are patriarchal in 

nature. Thar is, they were created by males, are 

controlled by males and, for the most part, work to the 

advantage of males. With males in control, these 

institutions can also be seen to favor males over females. 

For example, our government, the Roman Catholic Church and 

large corporations are highly visible patriarchal 

institutions. Even when females are included in these 

systems, they can be seen as working under the control of 

males or, at least, within a masculine system. Mary 

Devereaux, in describing cinema, explains how the presence 

of females does not change the nature of an institution: 

It means that despite the presence of women directors 
and screenwriters, the institutions of film-making 
remain largely populated by men. Not all films have 
male authors, but whoever makes movies must work 
nonetheless within a system owned and operated by men. 
At the level of film-maker, then, men do not always do 
the looking, but they generally control who does.^ 
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What Devereaux says about the cinema holds true for 

other institutions, as well. Though there are Senators, 

female Representatives and female CEOs, they all work 

within systems that are ultimately controlled by males. It 

is not difficult, then, to point at patriarchal 

institutions in our culture. 

The more difficult concept to understand is The 

Patriarchy, that bogeyman to which feminists point and find 

nothing at the end of their fingertips. The patriarchy is 

invisible. It can be seen in such instances as those 

described above, but it is not completely present in any of 

them. That is, one cannot point to The Roman Catholic 

Church and claim: "That is The Patriarchy." It is only 

one manifestation of something that is larger and more 

pervasive. The patriarchy I describe in Chapter II, 

therefore, is not a physical entity. Instead it is 

something that is unseen (possibly absent) which controls 

the way things are, prescribes the ways things ought to be 

and orders the culture in which we live. For now, it is 

enough to know that I will argue that the patriarchy cannot 

be located in any one institution, sex, gender or person. 

This is what makes the patriarchy slippery and a difficult 

target to attack for feminists who want social change. 

The term "feminism" is also tricky because it does not 

describe one particular set of beliefs. The standing joke 

in feminist criticism is that there are as many feminisms 

as there are feminists. The list of feminist positions 

can, indeed, be daunting. Marxist Feminism, Radical 

Feminism, Psychoanalytic Feminism, Socialist Feminism, 

Existential Feminism, Lesbian Feminism and Post-Modern 

Feminism, are only a tithing of the position available. 
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For convenience sake, the various types of feminism are 

usually grouped under three umbrella headings—Liberal, 

Essential (sometimes called Cultural or Radical) and 

Materialist. These designations, however, do not have 

sharp boundaries. None is distinct. Liberal Feminism is, 

perhaps, the type of feminism with which most people are 

familiar. Liberal Feminists tend to minimize the 

differences between males and females, and work for the 

success of females in the current system. Acting on the 

assumption that all humans are equal and valuable. Liberal 

Feminists have fought for such things as equal pay for 

equal work, admission of females into traditionally male-

dominated fields and equal justice under law. 

In the arts. Liberal Feminists have worked on such 

projects as identifying and cataloguing images of females 

in film, the visual arts, theatre and literature, and 

assessing how these images reflect and/or promote sexism in 

our culture. Liberal Feminists have also sought out past 

artistic works done by females and fought for their 

inclusion in the canon. In addition, there is an on-going 

attempt to ensure that work done by females is presented in 

mainstream galleries, theaters, concert halls and so on. 

Though great strides have been and are being made 

under the auspices of Liberal Feminism, it has been found 

wanting by other feminists. In general, critics say. 

Liberal Feminism works under the assumption that there is a 

universal norm, a "way things are" or a "way things ought 

to be." This supposedly universal norm, say critics, is 

flawed because males, over the centuries, have had the 

right to determine what is considered universal, normal and 

good, according to male wants and needs. The purported 
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human ideal is then, in actuality, a masculine ideal, and 

critics contend that, under the liberal banner, females are 

forced to accept masculine as normal and good and reject 

that which has been called feminine as substandard. 

The first response against Liberal Feminism came from 

Essentialist Feminists. Unlike Liberals, who attempt to 

minimize the differences between males and females, 

Essentialists stress the differences between males and 

females (often glorifying or valorizing, to varying 

degrees, attributes traditionally believed to be feminine). 

In its most radical form, feminists working under this 

umbrella favor separate female cultural systems. 

Again, certain females received benefits from the 

theories and activities of Essentialists. The differences 

between women and men were identified, and characteristics 

or traits deemed feminine, which had previously been 

accorded a second-class or sub-standard status, were 

elevated. Mothering, for example, which Essentialists felt 

had been ghettoized by Liberals, was reinstated as an 

important social contribution. 

In the arts, the female body became the focal point as 

feminist sculptors, directors, actors, architects and 

writers attempted to create a feminine iconography or 

discover a feminine aesthetic based on the female body. 

The idea was to instill pride and reverence for self in 

females as women. 

This position draws fire from feminists who consider 

the stance to be reductionist, equating the female subject 

with the female body. In a patriarchal society, critics 

claim, that which is deemed feminine (though Essentialists 

try to raise its status) always emerges as second-class. 
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Masculine still equals universal, while the feminine 

remains particular, substandard and true for only a portion 

of society. This will be the case critics claim, until the 

structures that underlie patriarchy are exposed and 

dismantled. 

This exposing and dismantling is a primary task of 

Materialist Feminists, who attempt to minimize the 

biological differences between males and females and to 

stress the material conditions which construct the subject, 

such as history, race, class and gender. Much Marxist, 

Socialist and Psychoanalytic Feminism falls under this 

umbrella. The primary goal of Materialist Feminists is to 

deconstruct what is perceived as the masculine structure 

that underwrites sexism in a patriarchal society. This is 

the perspective from which I am writing and it will, 

therefore, be developed more fully in this work. 

Finally "diegesis" is a film term used to describe the 

world of the film, both that which is shown on screen and 

that which is presumed to occur offscreen. David Bordwell, 

in Film Art: An Introduction, gives the following example: 

In the opening scene of North by Northwest, the 
traffic, streets, skyscrapers, and people we see, as 
well as the traffic, streets, skyscrapers, and people 
we assume to be offscreen, are all diagetic [alternate 
spelling] because they are assumed to exist in the 
world that the film depicts.^ 

Outline of Chapters 

In Chapter II, I revision the gaze as it was presented 

by Mulvey in "Visual Pleasure." I argue that: The gaze is 

not male, it is masculine (that is, the gaze does not, in 
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the Lacanian sense, belong to any one particular person or 

sex) and that the Lacanian gaze is not active, as is the 

gaze described by Mulvey. In addition, using the Lacanian 

model, I sketch out what I feel could be a good place to 

begin the search for a position of female desire—one that 

does not anchor feminine desire in the female body, but 

rather, in the cultural realm of subject development. 

To support these claims, the following three chapters 

are devoted to psychoanalytic interpretations of three of 

the films Carroll cites as counter-examples that undermine 

psychoanalytic theory as it was presented by Mulvey. These 

interpretations serve two functions: they demonstrate how 

the refined model works; and they demonstrate Carroll's 

second and third claims are not well supported, when the 

refined notion of the gaze is accepted. 

In the course of these interpretations, an unexpected 

by-product emerged. In each film analyzed, the resolution 

of the conflict was the "gender naturalization" of the lead 

character. That is, biological male leads became cultural 

men and biological female leads became cultural women. In 

His Girl Friday, ^° the female is in the central role and the 

action is built around her refusal to accept her "proper 

position" as woman in relation to the lead male. In the 

end, when she accepts that position, the conflict is 

resolved. In Of Human Bondage,''''̂  I trace the male lead's 

journey from not-man to man. The conflict ends the moment 

the male character becomes a proper man in the terms of his 

society. In The Miracle Worker'''̂  the conflict is between 

two females. Surprisingly, though, the resolution of the 

conflict is the same—gender naturalization—and ends only 

when both females are situated in the position of woman. 
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After analyzing these films, I was surprised to find 

the same resolution in each product. I found it 

interesting that films so seemingly diverse, and not chosen 

to expose this theme, or any other, for that matter, told 

the same basic story. In each case, a lead character had 

breached the masculine/feminine line and the conflict 

centered on her or him being seduced or forced into the 

dominant culture's preferred gender alignment. Though this 

theme is not universal—one can think of at least a half-

dozen counter-examples off the top of one's head—it seems 

to me, because of its conspicuousness here, that it calls 

for an explanation. If a particular theme happens to crop 

up in three out of the three films one is analyzing, one 

suspects that it may occur in other films and plays, as 

well—that, in fact, it may be a common theme which needs 

to be addressed in both film and theatre. 

In Chapter VI, I explore this theme in the context of 

illusionistic narrative in theatre. Illusionistic 

narrative, I argue, can be used for feminist ends if the 

content of the narrative can be modulated in such a way 

that it effects the contingent cultural/structural bond 

presented in a work—most importantly, the 

male/man/masculine links and the female/woman/feminine 

links, which often lead to gender naturalization. I 

suggest that along with actor training methods already used 

by female directors, we add what I see as a subtle approach 

to deconstruction (the dismantling of the 

masculine/feminine binary that ultimately affects a work at 

a structural level), but that is not apparent to the 

audience on a conscious level in the performance. 
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To ground this theoretical move, I analyze two 

incarnations of The Miracle Worker, a reader's version of 

the teleplay and the stage play, both by William Gibson. 

Using these two analyses and the film analysis from Chapter 

V, I suggest ways in which a director, without changing the 

written script, might create a performance script that does 

not end in gender naturalization, but in gender choice. 

In Chapter VII, I bring these varying strains together 

to conclude that: the gaze is neither active nor male; the 

work on deconstruction can only begin when structure, not 

content, becomes the focal point of analysis; and there is 

a possibility of creating a distinct position for female 

desire. I also conclude that, when the gaze is 

reformulated, Carroll's claims cannot stand. When gender 

and anatomy are delinked, psychoanalytic theory does not 

limit the ways in which males and females can appear on the 

screen nor does psychoanalytic theory necessarily lead to 

false generalizations. 

Intersections of Film and Theatre Theory 

I have chosen to work with theatre in Chapter VI, 

because I feel there is a better chance of initiating the 

kind of change I am suggesting on the stage than there is 

on the screen. In addition, the two are sister arts. 

Theatre and film are, traditionally, the only two 

disciplines that rely primarily on both a verbal narrative 

and a visual narrative.'̂ '̂  Unlike in literature, where words 

alone create the narrative experience in the mind of a 

reader, the words in film and theatre are interpreted by a 

director, and that interpretation is brought to fruition on 
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the screen or stage in the work of actors, designers and 

technicians. 

Conditions of production in film and theatre are 

similar, though not identical. In theatre, a world is 

created on a stage, and in film, using a set, directors, 

designers, and technicians attempt, at least in traditional 

products, to create a world in which the action unfolds. 

Indeed, many plays make it to the silver screen and some 

films make it to the stage, with some adjustment in the 

script and greater adjustment in the visual narrative. 

Because of these similarities, much feminist theatre 

theory has its base in film theory. Jill Dolan explains: 

As many film theorists have shown, it is the exchange 
of women between men—buttressed by psychoanalytic 
processes that reify gender positioning—works to 
deliver gender encultured meanings through 
representation. Although these theories have been 
worked out most fully in feminist film criticism, they 
have distinct and important applications for 
materialist feminist performance criticism [. . . ] .^^ 

Many theatre feminist practitioners have argued that, 

though conventions in film and theatre are not identical, 

there are analogues in theatre, which allow for the 

transfer of theory. Gayle Austin writes: 

Although Mulvey stresses that these theories are 
uniquely applicable to film, they are clearly 
adaptable to theater as well [. . . ] . What theatre 
lacks is the fine-tuned control of the camera's 
^look,' though certain theatrical devices related to 
framing, lighting, costume, foregrounding, and 
interruption can perform some of the same functions.'"'̂  

Sue-Ellen Case writes: 

Since psychosemiotics was developed in film criticism, 
it must be adapted somewhat if it is applied to an 
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analysis of the stage [. . . ] . Nevertheless, the 
cultural constitution of the male gaze is essential 
for most of the performing arts.'̂ ^ 

Following Mulvey's lead. Case argues that, just as in 

film, traditional theatrical productions presuppose a male 

spectator, whose pleasure and expectations inform 

performance. She, too, believes that the conventions of 

theatre, like those of cinema, promote both male 

subjecthood and enjoyment. It is simply that the 

technologies differ. She writes: 

A simple example of how everyone sees a play as a 
male would see it might be the way the play induces 
the audience to view the female roles through the 
eyes of the male characters. When the ingenue makes 
her entrance, the audience sees her as the male 
protagonist sees her. The blocking of her entrance, 
her costume and the lighting are designed to reveal 
that she is the object of his desire. In this way, 
the audience also perceives her as an object of 
desire, by identifying with his male gaze.-̂ ' 

Mulvey's basic tenets, then, have been adopted and 

adapted by many materialist theatre feminists who feel that 

film theory is not only relevant to feminist theatre 

theory, but is essential to its grounding. Many feel that 

the similarities between theatre and film, as sister arts, 

allow for the transfer of the broad theory, with some 

modification in specific production components. 

Though the similarities in these two arts are 

important in the transfer of theory from one to the other, 

the differences between film and theatre are of equal 

import. The primary differences are that traditional films 

are more stable than theatre performances, and usually 

target a larger, more diverse audience than do theatre 
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products, which are never truly stable and are usually 

targeted at smaller, more homogenous groups. 

To say that traditional film products are stable means 

that change or variation is not the same on the screen as 

it is on the stage. Though films degrade over time and 

conditions of screening can differ from theatre to theatre, 

due to projection equipment and other technological 

components, these kinds of changes do not affect other 

aspects of the film, such as plot, the relationships 

between the characters and the interpretation of character. 

Actors on film cannot respond to the immediate context of 

performance-they are captured on film and their 

performances remain static. The only possibility of 

change is in the re-making of a film. The remake, however, 

is a different entity from the original, and once it is 

done, it is also stabilized. Therefore, the film an 

audience sees in Los Angeles is essentially the same object 

(more or less) as the one that is seen in New York City. 

This, of course, does not hold true for theatre 

performances. Though traditional dramatic scripts are 

stabilized on paper, they are not necessarily stabilized on 

stage, where the action is live and immediate. Case 

explains: 

The constitution of a performance text, separate but 
equal to the written one, implies a new dimension in 
the co-production of the text. The importance of the 
author's intent gives way to the conditions of 
production and the composition of the audience in 
determining the meaning of the theatrical event. This 
implies that there is no closure around the text, 
separating it from the conditions of its production. 
The performance text is constituted by the location of 
the theatre, the price of the ticket, the attitude of 
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the ushers and the response of the audience as well as 
by the written dialogue and stage directions.'"'̂  

Unlike in the cinema, stage performances can change 

subtly or drastically from night to night and from place to 

place, depending on the living actor, the environment in 

which the play is performed and the reaction of the 

audience. For example, a lively Saturday night crowd, 

laughing and applauding, may create a totally different 

rhythm for a play than a sedate Sunday matinee audience. In 

the former, the pace of the action may quicken, then stop 

abruptly for applause and laughter, whereas with more 

sedate audiences, the action may be more even, less lively 

and with fewer stops. Different audiences will not see 

exactly the same object. 

In addition, interpretations of a given script may 

differ drastically from director to director and result 

very different productions. For example, Peter Brook's A 

Midsummer Night's Dream̂ ^ is not the same object as a play 

by the same name created by a reconstructionist director. 

Each audience may claim to have seen A Midsummer Night's 

Dream, but they have most certainly not seen the same 

object. There is, then, more room for variation in 

theatre, where a given script is interpreted over years or 

centuries by new directors for new audiences, than there is 

in film. 

Targeted audiences, too, make a difference in the end 

product. With enormous budgets being the norm in 

traditional cinema, the products created must appeal to a 

wider range of people than do theatre performances. This 

is not to say that films such as the Revenge of the Nerds 

or Olivier's Hamlet^^ target the exact same audience. What 
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it does mean is that the product must appeal to a certain 

type of audience, whether that audience is in Peoria, New 

York City or Aliceville, Alabama. In order to reach enough 

people to make a film financially successful, the filmmaker 

must craft a work with broad appeal. In a sense he or she 

must find the common denominator that links audiences. 

In theatre, targeted audiences are much smaller, often 

local or regional (we will set Broadway aside for the 

moment). As regards local and regional theatre, 

productions are targeted at smaller, more homogenous groups 

of people and do not usually require the vast siims of money 

that are needed to create a film product. One result is 

that the director may have more freedom in script 

interpretation than does a filmmaker—he or she can tailor 

the production to meet the expectations of a more specific 

audience. This may mean cutting "offensive" language or 

action, adjusting set design and costuming to appeal to the 

local aesthetic or even turning sad endings into happy 

ones. The director may also have more freedom to introduce 

experimentation and innovation into the performance of the 

script, depending on the targeted audience. 

This is not the case with Broadway. Budgets run high 

on the Great White Way, and targeted audiences are not as 

homogenous as those for local and regional theaters. 

Broadway must act as a magnet, bringing in traditional 

theatre audiences from all over the world. In order to 

remain financially feasible, it must retain the audience it 

already "owns"—traditional theatergoers—and it must be 

able to maintain its producers and backers. Bound by the 

bottom line, Broadway has lost much of its freedom to 

experiment. It is in a similar position to that of 
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Hollywood. Therefore, in the chapter on theatre, I focus 

on local and regional theatre, where there is more chance 

to experiment. 

Limitations 

It would, of course, be impossible to interpret every 

film ever made in one volume of work. I have, therefore, 

been selective in the films I have chosen to analyze. All 

of them come from the list of those cited by Carroll as 

being counter-examples to Mulvey's theory. Again, though, 

even further culling was needed, as Carroll cites 11 

specific films in his argument. Not wanting to produce a 

multi-volume work, I have chosen to do complete 

interpretations of only three of the films he mentions 

specifically. These are His Girl Friday, Of Human Bondage, 

and The Miracle Worker. These films represent several 

different types of films which Carroll claims are 

counterexamples to Mulvey's theory. Carroll cites His Girl 

Friday, along with Bringing Up Baby^^ and The Perils of 

Pauline^"^ as examples of films in which females are active 

and central to the movement of the narrative. I could not 

find The Perils of Pauline, but worked out preliminary 

sketches for both His Girl Friday and Bringing Up Baby. In 

both these films, female characters cross the man/woman 

gender line and form heterosexual unions in the narrative 

resolution. I chose His Girl Friday because it presents a 

wider variety of male/female interactions than is present 

in Bringing Up Baby, as Hildy' s gender is constructed in 

relation to Walter, Bruce and a group of news reporters. 

That is, I could get more theoretical mileage out of His 

Girl Friday than I could with Bringing Up Baby. In 
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addition, because both films depend on the lead female 

characters crossing the gender line, I believe that the 

work in Chapter III can be applied not only to Bringing Up 

Baby, but to other films with active female characters, as 

well. 

I chose Of Human Bondage because it is one of the two 

films Carroll mentions in which male characters are passive 

in the diegesis. The other film was Gone with the Wind.̂ ^ 

Both starred Leslie Howard, who Carroll says "[. . .] seems 

to have succeeded most memorably as a matinee idol when he 

was staggeringly ineffectual."^^ Again, I did preliminary 

sketches of both films before I chose Of Human Bondage. I 

discovered that in Gone with the Wind Ashley's passivity 

was related directly to Scarlett's activity, and was, 

therefore, already explained, to a large degree, in the 

analysis of His Girl Friday. In addition, there was a 

triad, consisting of Scarlett, Rhett and Ashley, that 

echoed the Hildy, Walter, Bruce triad in His Girl Friday. 

Those particular gender interactions, therefore, had been 

covered. 

Of Human Bondage presented a greater challenge because 

the relationship between Mildred and Philip was grounded at 

a deeper narrative level. Choosing Of Human Bondage 

allowed me to delve deeper into Lacanian theory and expand 

beyond what I had done in Chapter III. 

Finally, I chose The Miracle Worker because it seemed 

to me that it would be the most difficult to understand 

within the psychoanalytic gender theory presented in 

Chapter II. At the time, I reasoned, it would be difficult 

to apply the theory to a product in which the action was 

centered in the conflict between two females—Annie and 
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Helen. I wanted it to be the exception to the rule. 

Instead, The Miracle Worker proved to be the most 

surprising and fruitful analysis presented in this work. I 

also eliminated The Longest Daŷ ^ and The Big Heat.̂ "̂  

I chose not to work with Rules of the Gamê ^ and Play 

Time because they lay outside the criteria Mulvey sets in 

her article. Mulvey's specific target is Golden-Age 

Hollywood Cinema and the two films mentioned above are 

foreign-made. 

In addition, I do not argue against Carroll's first 

claim: that psychoanalytic criticism is based on a theory, 

which has gone relatively undefended and remains shaky in 

its scientific and epistemological credentials. I do not 

feel compelled to take on such a bold project because, even 

though Carroll calls the approach's credentials into 

question, he does not argue for this claim."̂ ° 

Further, I feel there is no need to establish the 

scientific and epistemological validity of psychoanalytic 

theory in this context. There are other paradigms that are 

not dependent on the scientific model that can yield 

interesting and valuable insights into cultural phenomena. 

Myth, for example, is a traditional cultural descriptor, 

and may be used in the quest for gender theory- Scholars, 

at least in this century, have often attempted to 

understand their own cultures and the cultures of others by 

studying the myths of the societies in question. 

Myth, in its most basic definition, is: 

[. . .] 1 a: a usu. traditional story of ostensibly 
historical events that serves to unfold part of the 
world view of a people or explain a practice, belief, 
or natural phenomenon [...]. 2 a : a popular 
belief or tradition that has grown up around something 
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or someone; esp. one embodying the ideals and 
institutions of a society or segment of a society 
[. . . ] . ' ' 

Freud and his theories can be seen as fulfilling, in 

part, the conditions of each of these definitions. In the 

first place Freud's theory does, indeed, "unfold part of 

the world view of a people," and explain certain cultural 

practices and beliefs. In Freud's Oedipal Drama, for 

example, we find a good story (which is told in full in 

Chapter II) that explains why males are ethically superior 

to females. 

As regards the second definition of myth, that it is 

"a popular belief or tradition that has grown up around 

something or someone; esp. : one embodying the ideals and 

institutions of a society or segment of society," Freud and 

his theory are, in themselves, part of our cultural myth. 

On a conscious level, we still, at the beginning of the 

twenty-first century, use Freudian terminology: "Penis-

envy," "Castration Anxiety," "Anal Stage," and "Oral 

Stage," have become part of our vocabulary. Though in most 

cases the definitions of these terms are not precisely 

understood, we do use them as descriptors: Penis-envy 

describes a female who competes with or is hostile to 

males. Castration Anxiety is used to describe a male who is 

afraid of females. Anal describes a person who is 

obsessive, and so on. When we use these terms, correctly 

or incorrectly, we conjure up the mythical Freud, whose 

stories explain our being as a product of our sex-at-birth. 

Freudian myths are also present in our cultural 

products. For example, we have films such as Zeffirelli's 

1990 version of Hamlet, ̂^ where, in the bedroom scene 
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between Hamlet and his mother, the audience sees a 

stylistic rape. That is, the director incorporates a 

Freudian theme (the male's Pre-Oedipal desire for his 

mother's body) in the diegetic narrative, thus supplying a 

subtext for the film. What Zeffirelli's scene suggests is 

that something went wrong in the resolution of Hamlet's 

Oedipal Drama, and that the unhappy man still considers his 

mother as a love-object. This, in part, accounts for his 

strange behavior throughout the film. Another example of 

the incorporation of Freudian theory into cultural products 

can be found in Alfred Hitchcock's Marnie,^^ where the lead 

male forces the lead female to unearth repressed memories 

that stand in the way of their union. The Freudian myth, 

then, has been woven into the fabric of our culture. 

Unlike Freud, who did not recognize his work as myth, 

Lacan seems to be openly mythologizing. Though he, too, is 

telling a story about the sexes, the manner in which he 

tells his stories—in his language, his excursions into 

relativity, and his dredging up of ancient and obscure 

myths—seems to defy certainty. He is re-writing the myths 

of Freud from a new perspective. With Lacan, then, it 

would be absurd to defend the scientific and 

epistemological validity of the theory. There is none—at 

least not in the sense in which such mighty terms are 

typically understood. 

As another mythmaker, I in turn do not suggest that 

any of the analyses in this work be taken as definitive 

interpretations of either the theoretical works of Mulvey, 

Freud and Lacan or of the films and play included here. 

Rather, I hope they will be understood as well-supported 

readings made by a particular person, with her own 
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particular point of view. In writing about Lacan, this 

kind of admission has become something like a requirement. 

Kaja Silverman writes: 

[. . .] Lacan's prose is notoriously remote, and his 
presentations deliberately a-systematic. Many of the 
terms to which he most frequently returns constantly 
shift meaning. These qualities make it almost 
impossible to offer definitive statements about the 
Lacanian argument [. . . ] . ̂^ 

Jane Gallop, in Reading Lacan, recalls the reaction of 

a first reader to her partially finished manuscript. She 

says of the critique: "It began with the point that the 

text was not worthy of publication because it demonstrated 

inadequate command of the subject matter, adding that I 

even admitted as much."''^ 

I believe these sorts of statements, rather than 

demonstrating an inability to understand Lacan and his 

project, are a sign that these readers/writers, indeed, 

approach Lacanian theory in the most appropriate manner. 

Lacan, in his writings, is describing a world in which 

relations between subject and object depend on the 

constantly slipping positioning of both—it is always where 

something stands in relation to something else that gives 

it something like meaning. Therefore, much is dependent on 

the relationship between the particular reader and the 

text. Not only is this the core of Lacan's message, it is 

also demonstrated in the way he writes. Lacan (I believe) 

purposely throws his reader into a world where confusion 

reigns. The only way out of this confusion is to attempt 

to understand Lacan's writings from a personal (though 

informed) point of view, in the light of one's own 

experience and beliefs—through self-analysis, in fact. 
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Lacan's texts, then, are never limited and certainty is 

lost in the process. 

Shoshana Felman sees this as working from a point of 

ignorance. She writes: 

The pedagogical question crucial to Lacan's own 
teaching will [. . .] be: Where does it resist? 
Where does a text precisely make no sense, that is 
resist interpretation? Where does what I [. . . ] read 
resist my understanding? Where is the ignorance—the 
resistance to knowledge—located? And what can I thus 
learn from the locus of that ignorance? How can I 
interpret out of the dynamic ignorance I analytically 
encounter, both in others and in myself?^^ 

Therefore, rather than claiming to be working from a 

point of mastery, I fully admit that I am working from a 

point of ignorance—my locus as a person in relation to 

that other locus, the object. I do not claim to understand 

Lacan fully. His shifting meanings and tortuous texts may 

be beyond the realm of complete understanding. Placed in 

this position, I am thrust into the text as an active 

partner, a co-creator of my understanding. Therefore, I do 

not claim this work to be Lacanian (that would be 

presumptuous). I think of it as being more "Lacanish." 

That is, the following work is based on the strange 

marriage between myself and the texts I read and re-write 

as an individual. 

It is in this re-writing that I hope to add my voice 

to a dialogue already in process. As Claude Levi-Strauss, 

the cultural anthropologist whose work, in part, informs 

Lacanian theory, explains: "[. . .] I believe that, for 

each scholar and each writer, the particular way he or she 

thinks and writes opens a new outlook on mankind.""'̂  That, 

rather than achieving mastery, is my goal. 
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As regards my interpretations of the films, teleplay 

and stage script presented in this paper, I follow in the 

footsteps of Stanley Cavell, who declares his analyses to 

be "readings" rather than definitive interpretations. In 

Pursuits of Happiness, ̂^ he makes no pretensions about 

offering definitive interpretations of particular films. 

He offers his readings as those of a particular person, 

coming from a specific theoretical background. Again, 

rather than confusing the issue, I believe this opens a 

dialogue in which many voices may be heard. 

Methodology 

Though my quest, here, is not to attain a definitive 

truth, I do hope to attain respectability by treating the 

texts in a systematic and consistent manner. I have, 

therefore, chosen to do two readings of each film, one 

structural and one psychoanalytic. Performing a structural 

analysis on a work before beginning a psychoanalytic 

interpretation has two primary benefits. In the first 

place, it simplifies the process by identifying crucial 

moments in the unfolding of the diegesis—points that can 

be summed up in a succinct and particularly tidy manner. 

Secondly, the structural analysis offers an element of 

control in that it is independent of psychoanalytic theory. 

That is, what the play is about is determined without bias 

toward the theory under discussion. This, to a degree, 

removes the danger of trying to make the facts fit the 

theory. 

The structural model that I have chosen is one 

developed by John Kirk. I have chosen this model because 

it is the one that I find most revealing, and because, even 
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though its object of interpretation is the dramatic script, 

its ultimate purpose is to help directors prepare the 

script for performance. In addition, it was created 

specifically for live performance, which is, ultimately, my 

object of study in this work. Though Kirk's theories are 

presented in his book. The Art of Directing, ̂^ I will, here, 

rely on the Kirk's lectures presented at Illinois State 

University, when I was his student.''° 

In his analysis system. Kirk's first claim is that to 

prepare a work for performance, the primary source, the 

play, itself, is the only proper object of study-

Secondary material should be used only as reference 

material (e.g. to understand wording if it is archaic, for 

designing costumes, sets and so on). Because the analysis 

system requires only the script and the interpreter's 

experience of the script. Kirk terms his model 

"phenomenological." 

The basic assumption in this model is that the action 

(or conflict) of a play forms the true base of theatre. It 

is conflict that draws the audience into the performance 

and keeps it engaged until the resolution. To overstate 

the case: "The play" does not begin until the conflict 

begins and it ends at the exact moment in which the 

conflict is resolved. Exposition and denouement, then, lie 

outside the play. 

The action of a play is delineated in four important 

structural events or moments—The Inciting Incident, The 

Crisis, The Catastrophe and The Climax. The Inciting 

Incident is the exact moment in the play in which the 

interpreter can identify the protagonist and antagonist and 

their conflicting goals. In the Kirkian model, the 
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definitions of protagonist and antagonist are different 

from what they are in many analysis systems. For Kirk, the 

protagonist is the character who initiates the action and 

the antagonist is the character who responds to the 

protagonist. These definitions of protagonist and 

antagonist rob the terms of any positive or negative value. 

Unlike in many analyses systems, the protagonist is not 

always the "good guy" and the antagonist is not always the 

"bad guy." It is not their character traits that earn them 

their position; instead, it is their role in the action 

that determines their designation. 

A second rule that governs the Inciting Incident is 

that (only with certain rare exceptions) the protagonist 

and antagonist must both be embodied in two different 

characters. For example, when learning to use this system, 

many young directors want to find the antagonist in the 

environment or some idea, such as x vs. Mount Everest or x 

vs. discriminatory practices in her society. Though these 

may be the underlying messages in the scripts, they do not 

provide good foundations for the kind of conflict in which 

Kirk believes the audience becomes invested. Exceptions 

would be one-person plays. One can imagine, for example, a 

man or woman caught in a blizzard, trying to survive. In 

this case one would designate the storm as the protagonist. 

This is rare in theatre. 

There are, however, other one-person plays that 

require an accounting. These are the plays in which there 

is one character, usually historical, telling his or her 

story through monologue. There are at least two ways one 

can interpret this type of play. Again, one might identify 

an environmental or societal factor as protagonist or 
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antagonist or one might look inside the character to see if 

he or she is in conflict with him- or herself. Again, 

these plays are rare and present exceptions to the rule, 

which could be re-stated: In plays with two or more 

characters the protagonist and antagonist must be embodied 

in specific characters. 

Another important rule is that there is only one 

protagonist and one antagonist in any given play. Most 

typically, if it seems as if the action of the play is 

driven by one character against many or all of the others, 

a more detailed study will reveal that there is one primary 

character with whom the protagonist is in conflict. 

The final rule governing the Inciting Incident is that 

the protagonist and antagonist must have mutually exclusive 

goals—if one wins, the other must lose. Compromises are 

rare. 

For most plays, then, the rules are: There is always 

a protagonist and an antagonist; the protagonist is the 

character who initiates the action and the antagonist is 

the character who responds; there can be only one 

protagonist and one antagonist; the protagonist and 

antagonist must be embodied in two different characters; 

and the goals of the protagonist and antagonist must be 

mutually exclusive. 

The second structural event, the crisis, is the exact 

point at which it becomes inevitable that either the 

protagonist or antagonist must achieve his or her goal at 

the expense of the other. In a sense, during the action 

that occurs between the inciting incident and the crisis, 

the protagonist and antagonist can be seen as traveling in 

parallel lines, sniping at one another across a distance. 
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At the crisis, the two lines begin to incline inwards, as 

the characters come closer and closer to collision or 

climax. 

The event between the crisis and the climax is the 

catastrophe. The catastrophe is that event which brings 

things to a head and triggers The Climax—makes it 

inevitable. The Climax is the exact moment in which one 

character attains his or her goal at the expense of the 

other and the conflict is resolved. Everything following 

the Climax is denouement, which, according to Kirk, lies 

outside the action of the play. 

Once the major events around which the play is 

structured are identified, the analyst draws up a Root 

Conflict Statement, which names the protagonist and 

antagonist, their goals, the actions they take to achieve 

these goals, and who wins in the end. This statement is 

worded as follows: 

Protagonist, wanting Goal, Action (Does What?), but 

(however), Antagonist, wanting Goal, Action (Does 

what?), resulting in Climax (Resolution). 

Following the structural analysis of each film under 

discussion in this work, there is a psychoanalytic 

interpretation in which I question what the play is about 

on a deeper level. These readings evolve out of the 

refined notions of gender and the gaze, which I describe in 

Chapter II. In each film and the play, I analyze the 

gender fluctuations of the major characters, in most cases 

tracing their weaving in and out of the cultural positions 

of man and woman. 

My readings of the scripts, then, emerge from the 

wedding of the Kirkian structural model and the "Lacanish" 
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psychoanalytic model. The methods, though independent, 

work well in tandem. The former simplifies the process and 

provides a check on the latter. The latter allows me to 

delve more deeply into the structure. 

Beginnings 

In performing this task, my hope is to demonstrate 

that feminist psychoanalytic theory, when applied to film 

and theatre, is not as irredeemable as some now believe and 

that the potential of feminist psychoanalysis has only 

begun to be plumbed. In theory as rich (and winding) as 

Lacan's there is always a new potential for growth, as 

diverse readers insert themselves into his texts and 

recreate them from differing points of departure. This 

could result in what I consider to be a "cubist" theory— 

one in which more and more points of an object are exposed 

because they are seen from different angles—from the top 

and the bottom, from the front and the back and from the 

left and the right. This is the reward of working in 

psychoanalytic theory. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE SIGHTLESS GAZE 

In "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema," Mulvey sets 

out to understand and expose the sexist structure, which 

she believes provides the foundation for traditional 

cinematic products and their conventions. She chooses, as 

her base, psychoanalytic theory. In the opening paragraph 

of her essay, she says: 

This paper intends to use psychoanalysis to discover 
where and how the fascination of film is reinforced by 
pre-existing patterns of fascination already at work 
within the individual subject and the social 
formations that have moulded him. It takes as its 
starting-point the way film reflects, reveals and even 
plays on the straight, socially established 
interpretation of sexual difference which controls 
images, erotic ways of looking and spectacle.'''̂  

In psychoanalytic theory, Mulvey sees an image of 

woman that is unflattering and limited "[. . .] which, in 

the last resort, speaks castration and nothing else."''̂  

The woman is no more than the bleeding wound of castration, 

which through definition by way of via negativa, 

establishes the penis or phallus as a presence. That is, 

the penis or phallus has no meaning until it is seen in 

relation to absence. This is the paradox of both the 

anatomically dependent and linguistic theories: The 

primacy of the penis or phallus (their meaning) is directly 

dependent on the woman, who can only signify lack or 

absence. 

Given this description of woman, it would seem 

surprising that so many feminists have used psychoanalysis 

as a base in their quest for equity. Mulvey, among others, 
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however, finds a beauty in its articulation, in that it is 

so clear and detailed that it forms the perfect target for 

feminists who wish to understand the patriarchy at a level 

deeper than images or other cultural manifestations of 

sexism. As Mulvey explains: 

There is an obvious interest in this analysis for 
feminists, a beauty in its exact rendering of the 
frustration experienced under the phallocentric 
order. It gets us nearer to the roots of our 
oppression, it brings closer an articulation of the 
problem [. . . ] .''"̂  

Mulvey, then, believes that psychoanalytic theory can 

act as a descriptor of the sexist underpinnings of a 

phallocentric society. In addition, she believes that the 

theory can provide tools for dismantling the patriarchy. 

She writes: "[. . .] we can begin to make a break by 

examining the patriarchy with the tools it provides, of 

which psychoanalysis is not the only but an important 

one."^^ Her purpose, then, is to appropriate 

psychoanalysis as a political tool with which she can begin 

to unravel and, eventually, destroy the roots of sexism, as 

it is expressed in film. 

In this effort, she begins with the simple claim that 

Hollywood cinema is structured to create feelings of 

pleasure in audience members. She, then, makes the more 

contentious claim that Hollywood cinema is structured 

specifically to create pleasure in male viewers. To ground 

this latter claim, she turns to the theories of Freud and 

Lacan. 

From Freud, she borrows the notion of scopophilia 

(pleasure in looking). In his early work, Freud focused 

primarily on voyeuristic tendencies in children and, 
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according to Mulvey "[. . .] associated scopophilia with 

taking other people as objects, subjecting them to a 

curious and controlling gaze.""*̂  Later, according to 

Mulvey, Freud placed the beginnings of scopophilia in the 

pre-genital, auto-erotic stage in children, then concluded, 

by analogy, that scopophilia entered into adult life as a 

pleasure in looking at other people. According to Mulvey, 

one of the pleasures in the cinematic experience comes from 

the audience member's ability to "spy" on other people in 

the safety of a dark theater. She writes: 

[. . .] the mass of mainstream film, and the 
conventions within which it has consciously evolved, 
portray a hermetically sealed world which unwinds 
magically, indifferent to the presence of the 
audience, producing for them a sense of separation and 
playing on their voyeuristic fantasy, [. . . ] 
conditions of screening and narrative conventions give 
the spectator the illusion of looking in on a private 
world. ̂^ 

The second pleasure, narcissism, is an aspect of 

scopophilia. Here Mulvey turns primarily, but not 

exclusively, to the work of Lacan. She draws an analogy 

between Lacan's "Mirror Stage" and the conventions of 

narrative cinema. For Lacan, the mirror phase, which 

occurs when the child is from six to eighteen-months-old, 

centers on the moment when the child first discovers his 

image in a mirror. This moment, for Lacan, is crucial, in 

that it is the child's first step toward subjecthood. The 

child recognizes the image in the mirror as his own 

reflection, but he bestows upon that image characteristics, 

which he, as an infant, does not possess. The line between 

reality and fiction, then, is blurred. Mulvey, 

paraphrasing Lacan, describes this event: 
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The mirror phase occurs at a time when children's 
physical ambitions outstrip their motor capacity, 
with the result that their recognition of themselves 
is joyous in that they imagine their mirror image to 
be more complete, more perfect than they experience 
in their own body.''̂  

Mulvey sees this recognition and misrecognition 

reproduced through analogy in the audience/film 

relationship. The male audience member sees the lead male 

character on the screen, recognizes the character as being 

like him, and identifies with that character. The melding 

of the male audience member and the leading male character 

is so strong that the male character becomes a surrogate 

for the spectator in the diegesis. He will typically see 

the mise en scene, which includes the lead female 

character, through the eyes of his on-screen likeness. 

Here, too, however, there is misrecognition as the 

spectator imagines himself to possess the same 

characteristics and abilities as those held by the leading 

male character. Through his on-screen likeness, the 

spectator feels as if he is also central to or in control 

of the diegesis, especially in relation to the female lead. 

Scopophilia and narcissism, then, create pleasure in 

viewing, each in its own way. The pleasure that comes from 

scopophilia refers back to the initial pleasure the child 

gains from spying on others. The others, in the case of 

film, however, are those on the screen, as the spectator 

has the feeling of looking in on a private world. This 

implies a separation between the subject (spectator) and 

the film objects (the characters). 

Narcissistic pleasure, on the other hand, eliminates 

the space between the subject and film objects. Combining 
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with the lead male character, the spectator, in a sense, 

becomes a part of the action on-screen. There is pleasure 

for the spectator in identifying with his on-screen 

likeness, becoming larger than life and in control. The 

subject/object relationship, however, has not been 

completely negated. As the spectator identifies with the 

on-screen hero, he shares in that character's seeming 

control of the diegesis, which includes the other 

characters. 

According to Mulvey, however, both voyeuristic and 

narcissistic pleasures are disrupted by the appearance of 

the female on-screen. This image, she asserts, inevitably 

evokes the fear of castration, creating displeasure in male 

viewers. There are, however, cinematic remedies that can 

keep this specter at bay. According to Mulvey, the 

unconscious, with the help of Hollywood cinematic 

conventions, offers two tactics to relieve the anxiety 

brought about by the fear represented by the castrated 

woman. These two tactics are fetishism and voyeurism. 

Fetishism in film can be accomplished in several ways. 

In the first place, Mulvey writes: "[. . .] fetishistic 

scopophilia builds up the physical beauty of the object, 

transforming it into something satisfying in itself."̂ ® 

This is often associated with the star system, which 

includes the glamorization of female stars. The over

exposed, over-constructed star takes on the qualities of an 

icon or a fetish, not a real-life threatening woman. The 

icon or fetish, then, is a woman-substitute and thus does 

not carry with it the fear of castration. 

Another fetishistic tactic is to negate castration 

fear by severing the male audience member's gaze from that 
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of the leading male character, allowing the audience member 

to look directly at the female character. This puts the 

audience member in a communal (there are many people in the 

theater) but intimate (the subject is separated from other 

audience members by darkness and his focus on the screen) 

connection with the object of stimulation. Though this 

one-on-one encounter could be seen as being the most 

frightening relation of all, there are, according to 

Mulvey, cinematic conventions that can negate the fear of 

castration and allow the male audience member pleasure in 

directly viewing the female object. For example, the 

traditional cinematic picture gives the illusion of three-

dimensional space, where the action unfolds in a world that 

copies our own. It gives the audience the feeling of 

watching real events unfolding in real space. When 

disbelief is suspended, then the female is as "real" as the 

other characters, and being "real" she can raise the 

specter of castration. According to Mulvey one way the 

camera can reduce this fear is through one-dimensional 

screening, which negates the "reality" of the scene by 

placing the threatening female on the same visual plane as 

the background—that is, the illusion of the third 

dimension—depth—has been subtracted. This robs the 

picture of its verisimilitude. The female is no longer a 

"real" woman in "real" space; she has become part of the 

symbolic imagery of the picture. Distorted by flattening, 

she can no longer be a threat and the male audience member 

can view her directly. 

Another fetishistic strategy used by filmmakers is the 

fragmentation of the female's body: That is, just a part 

of the woman is shown—a face, a leg, a shoulder, etc. The 
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body part, then replaces the image of the female and that 

part stands in for the whole. The spectator, then, does 

not have to confront the woman, only the part that stands 

for her. This process also turns the female into an 

object. Again, through the manipulations of cinematic 

screening, the fear of castration has been negated because 

the visual narrative has lost its verisimilitude. 

Mulvey considers the works of Josef von Sternberg to 

be excellent examples of the use of fetishistic 

scopophilia. She says: 

[. . .] Sternberg produces the ultimate fetish, taking 
it to the point where the powerful look of the male 
protagonist [. . .] is broken in favor of the images 
in direct erotic rapport with the spectator. The 
beauty of the woman as object and the screen space 
coalesce; she is no longer the bearer of guilt but a 
perfect product, whose body, stylized and fragmented 
by close-ups, is the content of the film and the 
direct recipient of the spectator's look.''̂  

Another characteristic of viewing which tends to 

negate the fear of castration is the indirect voyeurism 

made possible by narcissism. The male spectator, through 

his on-screen likeness (or ideal self) assumes the active 

(but fictional) position of the male, whose object of 

scrutiny is the female character. When the male spectator 

melds with the male character he shares in the male lead's 

power to control the screen action and other characters. 

The woman is no longer threatening because she is under the 

male character's control. Consequently, because of the 

male spectator's identification with the character, the 

female is also under the control of spectator through his 

surrogate. 
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Mulvey cites Alfred Hitchcock's Vertigo, ̂° Marnie, and 

Rear Window^^ as exceptional illustrations of this ploy. In 

each case, she claims characters representing patriarchal 

rule impose upon the primary female character a controlling 

gaze, which results in the spectator's fictional control of 

her actions. In this way, castration anxiety is relieved 

because that which is under control cannot be threatening. 

The above describes the basis for Mulvey's most 

lasting contribution to feminist theory in film, theatre, 

the visual arts and even literature: The male gaze. This 

gaze, as conceived by Mulvey, has three parts. First, 

there is the gaze of the lead male character around whom 

the narrative revolves. The male spectator sees the male 

character, first and foremost, as his ideal self, and 

through narcissistic identification, takes on the 

character's attributes and views the world of the film 

through fictional eyes. The spectator, then, gains control 

over the woman/object on the screen through his surrogate. 

The second part of The Gaze is that of the spectator, who 

can, under the conditions given above, view the 

woman/object directly. The third aspect of the gaze is 

that of the camera (and the editing equipment), which is 

assumed to be male because it is males who control the 

products of Hollywood. It is this "male" camera that 

directs and dictates the spectator's gaze and fashions the 

woman-as-object for the viewer. 

In this conception there is a division of labor. 

Gazing is active, requiring an agent and an object. 

"Active" in Mulvey's paradigm comes from the Freudian 

notion that the female telos is passivity and the male 

telos is activity- Thus the active gaze is always 

43 



masculine. The male's job is to look. The woman's role, 

then, becomes exhibitionistic and her job is to-be-looked-

at. Because the male is the only active member in this 

relationship, the image of the female is designed to meet 

his desires. The male, then, not only acquires the right 

to look, he also, in a sense, acquires the right to 

indirectly fashion images, as those in the business of 

making images must appeal to his wants and needs. 

According to Mulvey, conventions of traditional cinema 

promote all three aspects of the gaze. Pleasure, she 

claims, is possible because filmic structure traditionally 

relies on narratives that allow the audience member to 

accept that which is on the screen as real. That is, 

three-dimensional screening presents a world that is an 

imitation of the one in which we live. This lends 

verisimilitude to the unfolding action. Carefully 

manipulated visual narrative offers a continuity that 

reinforces this feeling of reality. Though the narrative 

may move to different locales or different times, the 

movement is fluid, unbroken, allowing the audience to relax 

and view the action. The gaze of the camera itself, then, 

is played down in traditional cinema, and the spectator has 

the illusion of looking in on (or on some level, 

participating in) a real event. 

Given these beliefs, Mulvey proposes a radical move on 

the part of feminist film makers. If "reality," through 

innovative intrusions into the narrative can be disrupted, 

then audience members will no longer be able to identify 

strongly with the story line or the characters. This would 

prevent both male and female viewers from taking pleasure 
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in the objectification of the female form. Thus, Mulvey 

concludes: 

The first blow against the monolithic accumulation of 
traditional film conventions (already undertaken by 
radical female film-makers) is to free the look of the 
camera into its materiality in time and space and the 
look of the audience into dialectics and passionate 
detachment. ̂^ 

That is, the filmmaker should make the audience aware 

that it is watching a construct. Highlighting the camera's 

movement and breaking both the narratives would negate the 

audience's ability to suspend disbelief and mistake that 

which is on the screen as an imitation of or a model for 

real life. The Gaze would be broken. 

The Question of Semantics 

In "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema," it sounds 

as if Mulvey is speaking in biological terms—that the 

biological male, whether a spectator or a character, is 

always active and the biological female, whether a 

spectator or a character, is always passive. It is obvious 

from Carroll's counter-examples that this cannot be 

correct. The film canon is filled with lead female 

characters that take an active position in relation to the 

narrative, and to a lesser degree, male leads that take a 

passive one. 

This confusion can, in the first place, be explained 

as a problem of semantics, a failure on Mulvey's part to 

define and make distinctions among six specific terms— 

"masculine," "feminine," "man," "woman," "male" and 

"female." This lack of distinction is made even more 

confusing in Mulvey's "Afterthoughts on ^Visual Pleasure 
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and Narrative Cinema' inspired by King Vidor's Duel in the 

Sun (1946)," first published in 1981. Mulvey writes: 

I have been asked why I only use the male third 
person singular to stand in for the spectator. At 
the time, I was interested in the relationship 
between the image of woman on the screen and the 
'masculinization'of the spectator position, 
regardless of the actual sex (or possible deviance) 
of any real live movie-goer. In-built patterns of 
pleasure and identification impose masculinity as 
^point of view'; a point of view which is also 
manifest in the general use of the masculine third 
person. ^^ 

What I take this to mean is that, in her original 

essay, Mulvey's uses of the terms "masculine" and "male" 

were intended to include both male and female spectators. 

If this is the case, then the terms are not sex-specific; 

that is "masculine" and "male" do not refer to any 

biological designation. They refer, rather, to a position 

that connotes active, bringing with them an acknowledgment 

that females can be spectators and take an active position 

in relation to the film object. It seems, then, as regards 

the spectator, not only have the terms "masculine," and 

"male" been imbricated, but that the terms "woman" and 

"female" are also included in this overlap. That is, both 

biological males and biological females can fill the active 

role of spectator. This is not startling. It is the 

commonsense stance, which assumes that, in the cinematic 

experience, there are subjects, both male and female, in an 

audience, who view an object (the film) as it unfolds on 

the screen. 

In addition, in "Afterthoughts," Mulvey also allows 

for active female characters on the screen. Limiting 
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herself to a discussion of melodrama, she claims that women 

can be central to the narrative and take action." Though 

she insists that she stands by the claims made in "Visual 

Pleasure," this would seem, at the very least, to be a 

modification of her earlier theory. It would also seem, as 

it did in the case of the spectator, that there is nothing 

new in this; it is the common sense stance which assumes 

both male and female characters can take the active 

position in relation to the narrative. This is what 

Carroll has pointed out in his article. 

One cannot, however, escape the feeling that there is 

something new in Mulvey's "Visual Pleasure," something 

about gender, subjectivity and objectivity that is 

important. This something, I believe, can be more fully 

understood when certain terms used in her article are 

defined and made distinct from one another. These terms 

are "masculine," "feminine," "man," "woman," "male" and 

"female." 

Gender as a Cultural Construct 

In an attempt to unravel the overlaps and 

intertwinings of the above terms, it will be useful to look 

at them, in the first place, as distinct binaries— 

masculine/feminine, man/woman, and male/female, with the 

first term in each dyad being primary and the second term 

connected with it in opposition. Internally, these 

binaries emerge as being hierarchical, not equal. That is, 

masculine is higher than feminine, man is higher than woman 

and male is perceived as being higher than female. These 

hierarchical binaries are, in turn, arranged under another 

structure, which can, for the sake of clarity, be imagined 
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as being hierarchical, as well, with the masculine/feminine 

binary on the top, the man/woman binary in the middle and 

the male/female binary on the bottom. Each set of binaries 

functions as a descriptor in a separate realm or at a 

different level. Masculine and feminine are cultural names 

given to a structural relationship; man and woman are 

purely cultural; and male and female are biological. 

Beginning at the top, the masculine/feminine binary, 

when it is reduced to a +/- configuration, functions at the 

underlying structural or linguistic level. Linguistics, as 

defined by Ferdinand de Saussure, the founder of structural 

linguistics, is a discipline, which takes as its sole 

object of study the structure of language.^^ In Saussure's 

model, language as a structure is designated by the term 

"langue," which is distinct from the term "parole," which 

refers to individual spoken instances of speech. Here, I 

am concerned, primarily, with langue, the realm of 

structure, where language is considered to be a closed 

system, governed by a set of rules. 

The study of langue, in its turn, can be divided into 

two approaches: synchronic and diachronic. Diachrony is 

the study of the evolution of language and its changes over 

time and synchrony is the study of language as a static 

structure at a given point in time.^^ Synchronic and 

diachronic study can be imagined as two intersecting lines, 

one vertical and one horizontal. The vertical axis 

represents the diachronic changes in language over time— 

its history. The horizontal line is synchronic and 

represents language as it is at the time in which it is 

studied, its structure and the relationships among its 

elements. For Saussure, the synchronic is the appropriate 
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area of study in linguistics when one wants to know how 

language works, not how it evolved. 

Though Saussure breaks the elements of language down 

into smaller units, his primary concern is with the sign, 

and how it comes to mean in a linguistic system. For 

Saussure the linguistic sign is dual, comprised of two 

elements—a sound pattern and a concept. This is not to be 

confused with a link between a thing and a name. Saussure 

explains: 

A linguistic sign is not a link between a thing and 
a name, but between a concept and a sound pattern. 
The sound pattern is not actually a sound; for a 
sound is something physical. A sound pattern is the 
hearer's psychological impression of a sound, as 
given to him by the evidence of his senses.^ 

This is important because it distances the sound 

pattern from the particular materiality of speech (and the 

written word) and links it with a mental concept instead of 

with a physical object or event in the sensual world. 

The concept, in its turn, is also a psychic, non-

material entity. Saussure writes: 

Psychologically, setting aside its expression in 
words, our thought is simply a vague, shapeless mass. 
Philosophers and linguists have always agreed that 
were it not for signs, we should be incapable of 
differentiating any two ideas in a clear and constant 
way. In itself, thought is something like a swirling 
cloud, where no shape is intrinsically determinate. 
No ideas are established in advance, and nothing is 
distinct, before the introduction of linguistic 
structure.^® 

A concept, then, emerges as a distinct unit, separated 

from the "swirling cloud" of thought. This separation (in 

the case of language) depends on the introduction of a 
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sound pattern into the "white noise" of thought. Saussure 

explains: 

The characteristic role of a language in relation to 
thought is not to supply the material phonetic means 
by which ideas may be expressed. It is to act as an 
intermediary delimitation of units. Thought, chaotic 
by nature, is made precise by this process of 
segmentation. But what happens is neither a 
transformation of thought into matter, nor a 
transformation of sounds into ideas. What takes 
place, is a somewhat mysterious process by which 
'thought-sound' evolves divisions, and a language 
takes shape with its linguistic units in between those 
two amorphous masses [thought and sound patterns].^^ 

The sign, then, functions on a purely psychic level. 

Its production is a natural consequence of the way the 

brain works—of the way in which the swirling cloud of 

thought is divided into discrete units. 

Saussure's sign is also arbitrary. ̂° He argues that 

there is nothing inherent in a set of sounds that denotes 

value (which for Saussure, at this point, seems to mean 

discreteness). Instead, he claims, sound patterns and 

concepts accrue value through differentiation, in relation 

to all other sound patterns and concepts that exist in the 

system. For example, the word "cat" achieves distinction, 

because it is not "mat," "rat," "tat," and so on, which are 

also discrete. Sound patterns, then, accrue value through 

difference. 

Saussure claims: 

In the language itself, there are only differences. 
Even more important than that is the fact that, 
although in general a difference presupposes 
positive terms between which the difference holds, 
in a language there are only differences, and no 
positive terms. ^'^ 
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This holds true for sound patterns (signifiers) and 

concepts (signifieds) when they are considered separately. 

When the signifier and the signified are combined into a 

sign, however, there is a one-to-one link. Saussure 

explains that the function of language is to keep these two 

lines, the conceptual and the phonic, parallel so that 

signals such as "cat" will link up with their 

significations. 

This linkage depends on two aspects of language 

heretofore unmentioned: language's social foundation and 

its temporal dimension. Saussure explains: 

If stability is a characteristic of languages, it is 
not only because languages are anchored in the 
community. They are also anchored in time. The two 
facts are inseparable. Continuity with the past 
constantly restricts freedom of choice. If the 
Frenchman of today uses words like homme ( ''man' ) and 
chien ( ''dog' ) , it is because these words were used by 
his forefathers. Ultimately there is a connexion 
between these two opposing factors: the arbitrary 
convention which allows free choice, and the passage 
of time, which fixes that choice. It is because the 
linguistic sign is arbitrary that it knows no other 
law than that of tradition, and because it is founded 
on tradition that it can be arbitrary.®^ 

Even given this aspect, however, signs do not emerge 

as units with inherent meaning. Meaning is still 

differential. That is, the meaning of a word is still 

outside that word. The most efficient means of delimiting 

a word is to view it in relation to its binary opposite, to 

the one other word that can embody all that 'it' is not. 

Jonathan Culler explains: 

Binary oppositions are the most natural and economical 
code; they are the first operations children learn as 

51 



they begin to accede to language; and, more generally, 
they are the common denominator of all thought. ̂^ 

We have then, for efficiency's sake, moved from the -

/+/- (term/difference/term) model to the +/- (term/exact 

opposite) oppositional model, as a primary structuring rule 

of thought and language. We can now speak of dichotomies. 

For example, we can take such binaries as good/bad, 

right/wrong, day/night and light/dark, and treat them as 

dichotomies. "Bad" is what "good" is not, "wrong" is what 

"right" is not and so on. On the structural level these 

binaries can all be reduced to +/- in the sense that the 

primary term (+) is delimited by what it is not, the 

secondary term (-). Here the + and - designators have 

value only in the Saussurian sense of distinction or 

discreteness. The term designated + is only represented as 

such because it is the term which we are trying to separate 

out of the swirling cloud, not because (at this point) it 

is better than (dominant over) the term with which it is 

bound. On the structural level, then, we could flip the 

terms in each binary and still have the same pattern. For 

example, bad/good, wrong/right, and dark/light, could all 

be represented as +/-- This also holds true for the most 

important dichotomy discussed in this work, the 

masculine/feminine one. For example, when we take the 

masculine/feminine dichotomy, we have replaced + and - with 

the words masculine and feminine, respectively. That is, 

we have filled structural positions with cultural names. 

The goal, in this configuration, is to most efficiently pin 

down the meaning of the teinn "masculine" in contrast with 

all that is not. "All that masculine is not," then, must 
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be embodied in the term "feminine." The term "feminine," 

then, gives meaning to the term "masculine." Masculine 

means what feminine is not. Again, this could be reversed. 

Feminine can mean "all that masculine is not." Feminine 

would, then, be the positive term. 

With this notion, we are leaving the structural realm 

of form. It is the structural relation of +/-, which is 

necessary (a consequence of the way our brain works), but 

the terms inserted into these positions are a matter of 

particularity. They are accidental. 

Saussure, then, gives us the notion of language as a 

structure. The structure of language is essential in that 

it is a consequence of the way the human brain functions. 

It is through difference that signifiers, signifieds and 

signs themselves come to mean. The stable element in 

language is the socio-historical agreement that keeps 

specific signifiers in line with specific signifieds. That 

is, Saussure believes there is a tidy, one-to-one 

correspondence between signifiers and signifieds. 

This notion of structure was soon adopted by scholars 

working in other fields, who applied Saussure's basic 

tenets to other cultural institutions. Notable among these 

scholars was anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss, whose work 

strongly influenced Lacan. Levi-Strauss applied Saussure's 

notion of structure to the studies of mythology, and 

totemic and kinship systems, seeking the essential rules 

which lay under their cultural manifestations. 

In his Literary Theory: An Introduction, ̂^ Terry 

Eagleton concisely summarizes the elements of Levi-

Strauss' s theory that are relevant to the Lacanian model. 

53 



Myths were a kind of language: they could be broken 
down into individual units ('mythemes') which like the 
basic sound units of language (phonemes) acquired 
meaning only when combined together in particular 
ways. The rules which governed such combinations 
could then be seen as a kind of grammar, a set of 
relations beneath the surface of the narrative which 
constituted the myth's true 'meaning' . These 
relations, Levi-Strauss considered, were inherent in 
the human mind itself, so that in studying a body of 
myth we are looking less at its narrative contents 
than at the universal mental operations which 
structure it. The mental operations, such as the 
making of binary oppositions, are in a way what myths 
are about: they are devices to think with, ways of 
classifying and organizing reality, and this, rather 
than the recounting of any particular tale, is their 
point. The same, Levi-Strauss believes, can be said 
of totemic and kinship systems, which are less social 
and religious institutions than networks of 
communication, codes which permit the transmission of 
'messages.' The mind which does all this thinking is 
not that of the individual subject: myths think 
themselves through people, rather than vice versa. 
They have no origin in a particular consciousness, and 
no particular end in view. One result of 
structuralism, then, is the 'decentring' of the 
individual subject, who is no longer to be regarded as 
the source or end of meaning. ̂^ 

For those attempting to understand the writings of 

Lacan, the above explication of Levi-Strauss's project is a 

goldmine. We learn to make the distinction between the 

terms "cultural" and "linguistic," with the notion of 

difference foregrounded, and we are introduced to the 

decentered subject. In addition, we are prepared to 

understand the idea that the human is not self-determining, 

but born into a system, which not only predates the 

conception of the individual, but which will determine his 

or her position as subject, as well. 
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The structure of language, as Eagleton implies in the 

above passage, is distinct from what we deem cultural. The 

term "culture," as I take it, refers to the content of the 

society into which the individual is born—its laws, rules, 

institutions, myths, arts, religions, conventions and so 

on. It is the sum of all the things men make. This 

content is variable. That is, the contents do not 

necessarily proceed from any natural necessity. Like 

language, individual units of culture are developed within 

a closed system, and come to mean in relation to other 

units within that system. Just as there is nothing 

inherent in the word "cat," that by necessity conjures up 

the signified cat, there is nothing in other cultural 

conventions that have inherent links to particular 

signifieds (meanings). 

Structure, on the other hand, denotes a set of rules 

and codes, which govern not only language, but mental 

operations, as well. As Eagleton explains, this structure 

is innate in humans, thus bringing with it the notion of 

universality. Whether in New York City, Paris or Bangkok, 

then (whether we say cat, chat or mao, whether we shake 

hands, kiss cheeks or wei in greeting), all human mental 

processes work according to the same set of rules. Though 

content may vary in cultural products (including thought 

content), the ways in which content may be organized are 

limited and subordinate to the rules of structure. 

The notion of the decentered subject becomes less 

mysterious in light of this explanation. The subject is 

decentered (no longer seen in the central role as author of 

him- or herself) in that whatever he or she thinks or does 

is not original, but rather products configured under a 
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strict set of limited rules that are already in place 

before thought. The subject is subordinate to structure 

and, therefore, emerges as content. 

The idea of the individual as content rather than 

source is counter-intuitive, to say the least. It is more 

understandable, however, in the light of Levi-Strauss's 

theory on familial structures. For Levi-Strauss, familial 

structures and the positions that make up these structures 

predate the individual. The positions of Mother, Father, 

Son, Daughter, and so on, are already in place before the 

child is born. The definitional contents of these 

positions, though they have their base in structure (exist 

in linguistic-like codes and rules), are cultural. ̂^ That 

is, the positions are necessary, but the persons assigned 

to these positions are contingent. For example, let us 

take the position of the father in Western Culture. This 

position is the ordering principle of the family. The 

father is, traditionally, the head of the household, its 

intermediary with the public sphere, and so on. This 

position is usually filled by the older, married male in 

the home. If, however, something happens to the biological 

father, an uncle, the mother, an older sibling, e.g., can 

fill this position. There is nothing inherent in the 

ordering principle itself that requires it be filled by a 

specific person. Its only requirement is that it be 

filled. Culture dictates the characteristics of the person 

who should fill this role. 

In addition, each of these structural/cultural 

positions (and they are only few among many) represents an 

ideal. They are positions, independent of any biological 

human. Humans may attempt to fill these places, but will 
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always emerge as being inadequate to the task. Still, the 

family is ordered and the order of the family, according to 

Levi-Strauss, is the paradigm that informs the positions 

available in the wider culture of human endeavors; 

institutions, religions, governments, and so on, have their 

base in this model. 

The result is that, even before the child is born, its 

choices have been limited. In culture, there are 

definitions for each of the roles the child, as an adult, 

can assume. In this, one can, again, see the decentering 

of the subject. The subject is not the author or definer 

of the position, the position is what defines the subject. 

For example, I was once told that Margaret Thatcher had 

redefined the role of Prime Minister in Britain. It was my 

contention that Thatcher had simply taken on, to the best 

of her abilities, the current definition of Prime Minister. 

It was Thatcher who molded herself to fit the role, not 

vice versa. Again, the position precedes the individual. 

The film All About Evê "̂  provides an excellent example 

of how structural positions remain constant but that the 

individuals who fill those positions are contingent. All 

About Eve tells the story of Margot, an actress who has 

reached the age of 40, the magical year in which women can 

no longer play ingenue roles with credibility, and Eve, a 

young woman who, through devious means, comes to take her 

place. Margot is forced out of the ingenue position and 

Eve replaces her. The ending of the film is even more 

telling as Eve, who has aged, is approached by another 

ambitious young woman who wants the position. Though the 

audience does not see this younger woman attain the 

position, there is no doubt in moviegoers' minds that she 
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will, and that this process of replacement will continue. 

The film ends with the young woman looking into a multiple 

set of mirrors that seem to reflect back to her hundreds of 

her own image--perhaps these are the hundreds of women, in 

a chain of women, who will grow into the position and age 

out of it. The position, then, remains static; it is the 

women who fill the position who are interchangeable. 

In his Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis, 

Lacan explains: 

The important thing, for us, is that we are seeking 
here—before any formation of the subject, of a 
subject who thinks, who situates himself in it—the 
level at which there is counting, things are 
counted, and in this counting he who counts is 
already included. It is only later that the subject 
has to recognize himself as such, recognize himself 
as he who counts. Remember the naive failure of the 
simpleton's delighted attempt to grasp the little 
fellow who declares--I have three brothers. Paul, 
Ernest and me. But it is quite natural—first the 
three brothers, Paul, Ernest and I are counted, and 
then there is I at the level at which I am to 
reflect the first I, that is to say, the I who 
counts. ̂^ 

Already imbedded in structuralist theory, then, we see 

the seeds of Lacanian thought. Saussure has given us a 

structuralist paradigm in which meaning is dependent on 

difference rather than immanence. Levi-Strauss proposes a 

similar model and applies it to myths, and totemic and 

kinship systems, bringing up the notion of definition 

before the fact of birth and making room for the decentered 

subject. Lacan takes these ideas and embroiders on their 

fabric, creating a psychosemiotic model that goes beyond 

the individual. This is what most potently separates Lacan 

from Freud: While the Freudian subject is still anchored 
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in the real world, the Lacanian subject is the subject of 

theatre: He is born into a world set like a stage and 

learns his role from those who have come before him. 

With Lacan, we enter into the world of post-

structuralism. This designation, however, is somewhat 

problematic. As Culler says: "[. . .] the distinction 

between structuralism and post-structuralism is highly 

unreliable [. . . ] ."̂ ^ 

One problem Culler sees with adopting these two labels 

is that they cannot describe the works of many important 

scholars who seem to show elements of both. Culler takes 

Lacan as an example: 

Proclaimed a structuralist in the heyday of 
structuralism, explicit in his use of Saussure and 
Jakobson and in his claim that the unconscious is 
structured like a language, Lacan nevertheless became 
a post-structuralist eminence, undermining through his 
style the certainties to which he lays claim, 
rejecting the canny critic's 'unshakable faith' in 
reason, but nevertheless presuming to 'penetrate the 
deepest abysses of being.'^° 

This is important in understanding Lacan. Above, I 

discussed some of the structuralist influences on his work. 

That is, I have recounted the "canny" influences on Lacan— 

those strains in his work which suggest an aspiration to 

reason, scientific validity, and which have certainty as 

their goal. On the other hand, as I noted in Chapter I, 

Lacan's writing style denies a passive author-as-authority-

based reading, thrusting the reader into the position of 

interpreter/writer in relation to his material. That is, 

as Culler points out, Lacan's style undermines certainty. 

In this sense his work is "uncanny." 
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The uncanny strain in Lacanian theory comes, in part, 

from the work of post-structuralist Jacques Derrida. 

Briefly, Derrida holds the position that structuralists 

such as Saussure were in error when they claimed that 

signifiers and signifieds linked up directly to produce a 

sign. Derrida claims that signifieds have slipped, that 

there is no direct, one-to-one correspondence between 

signifiers and signifieds.''^ 

As we learned from Saussure, the discreteness of a 

signifier is a product of difference. Derrida wants to 

know when the process of differentiation ends and concludes 

that it is almost infinite. In theory, one could define 

the distinctiveness of a signifier by comparing it with all 

the words that it is not. For example, "life" is 

distinguishable in the "swirling cloud" because it is not 

"wife," "strife," "rife," and so on, but it is also "life" 

because it is not "spaghetti," "hedgehog," or any other 

signifier. The process of defining through difference, 

then, could be almost endless. 

There is also the problem that there is no real 

difference between signifiers and signifieds. For example, 

if I look up a word in a dictionary, I am not immediately 

presented with a signified. What I find are more 

signifiers, which I may, in turn, look up and find still 

more signifiers, without ever reaching a signified. Again, 

the process has no apparent end point. 

In addition, because the meaning of the sign is not in 

the sign, but somewhere else, the sign is empty. It is 

dependent, in part, on its context—what comes before and 

after it in a signifying chain. This is added to the fact 

that all signs are products of difference, as discussed, 
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above. Meaning becomes more illusory, as each of these 

conditions can alter signification. 

Conversely, because all signs are a product of what 

they are not and context-dependent, then all signs, in a 

sense, include "traces" of what they are not within 

themselves. That is, in "life" there are traces of "wife," 

"strife," "hedgehog," "death" and so on. In addition in a 

signifying chain, such as "Aristotle wrote about the good 

life," "life" contains the traces of Aristotle (therefore, 

his body of works), good (that requires some sort of 

definition or qualification from Aristotle's body of works 

or contrasted with another philosopher's idea) and so on. 

This frightening view of language becomes even more 

so, when one considers that Derrida also applies it to the 

condition of the subject in culture. According to Derrida, 

the subject is made out of language—a product of language—a 

signifier, whose signification has slipped. The subject, 

then, is just as empty as the lexical signifier. 

Because he uses language, the subject can never 

present himself fully to others. That is, what he wants to 

say or means to say or needs to say can never be 

articulated in its fullness because the signifier can never 

be pinned down to one meaning. But this is really a 

secondary problem. The primary one is that the subject can 

never fully mean to himself. If, as Saussure says, it is 

signifiers (sound patterns) and signifieds (concepts) which 

organize thought in the individual, then thought, because 

it is language-based, is as unstable as language. Because 

we use words to "talk to ourselves," to formulate 

ourselves, order our experience (and so on) and because 
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words are impossible to pin down—signify nothing--we can 

never be fully present to ourselves through language. 

What language needs, but does not have, is one pure 

word or entity that can anchor all other words. This word 

has been called the transcendental signifier. According to 

Eagleton, a transcendental signifier is "[. . .] some 

ultimate word, presence, essence, truth or reality which 

will act as the foundation of all our thought, language and 

experience."''^ To accomplish this feat, this signifier must 

lie outside our system of signification, have a single and 

directly-attached signified and pre-date the system it 

anchors. The transcendental signifier is, of course, a 

fiction. Lacan, however, posits one. In the Lacanian 

model, language is strictly ordered (organized) under The 

Phallus, the transcendental signifier from which all other 

terms acquire value. 

The idea of a transcendental signifier as an ordering 

principle is not difficult to understand, nor is it an 

alien concept. Let us take, in analogy, the notion of God 

in the Christian tradition. In this structure, God is the 

transcendental signifier. He has, for this discussion, two 

important characteristics: He is believed to be an 

indivisible whole and He is veiled—He cannot be seen 

directly. His presence is manifested in a burning bush, a 

whirling wind, and so on. Though we cannot see God 

directly, it is usually assumed by believers that he can 

see us, tally up our sins and virtues, and judge us 

accordingly. He is, in essence, an unseen seer. 

It is in relation to this unseen seer that people and 

their actions acquire value (here, the definition of value 

changes, we are no longer speaking of discreteness, but in 
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an evaluative manner). The closer a person (manifest in 

his actions) resembles God, the better he is. The less a 

person (manifest in his actions) resembles God, the worse 

he is. Here we discover the primary binary in the 

Christian tradition: Good/Evil. "Good" is that which most 

closely resembles God; Evil is that which is diametrically 

opposed to the conception of God. This creates a value-

based hierarchy. Because God is the transcendental 

signifier, that which resembles Him most closely is better 

(higher) than that which does not resemble Him or has 

characteristics that are diametrically opposed to Him. 

Already troublesome questions arise: How can one know 

what closest resembles God if God cannot be seen directly? 

How can one know what is good and what is evil, if the 

prototypes of neither can be seen? The answer, in the 

Christian tradition, is that God has, over the centuries, 

inspired certain humans to reveal His Presence to the 

masses. It is from the Bible, the pulpit and the street 

corners that God is revealed to man. 

The skeptic might insist, here, that God is an empty 

term, a cultural concept, constructed over centuries by 

human beings. That is, human beings have built the image 

of God. 

The Lacanian Phallus is analogous to the Christian 

God. The Phallus, like God, is both "whole" and veiled. 

"Whole," here, is in quotes because, unlike the Christian 

God, whom believers assume to be a real presence. The 

Phallus is openly considered by Lacan to be a construct, an 

empty designation. The Phallus can be considered as being 

man-made (and empty) for the same reason that the skeptic 

can see God as being man-made and empty—there is no proof 
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that anything lies behind the veil. There is no prototype 

for the individual to follow. Our knowledge comes not from 

an intimate understanding of the Phallus—from seeing it— 

but from what has been preached in our cultural 

institutions. The Phallus, then, is a man-made signifier, 

which in the end is only a term of power: Phallus=Power. 

Why Lacan chose The Phallus as the transcendental 

signifier is not difficult to understand. We live in a 

patriarchy, where males have accrued a disproportionate 

share of power. That is, since at least the time of the 

Ancient Greeks, males in Western society have had the power 

to design institutions and other cultural products to 

achieve their own ends. Why this is the case and when 

males accrued this power is hidden in our past--we cannot 

point to a specific time or place and say: "That is when 

the patriarchy began." We can, however, look at our past 

and at our present and reasonably claim that this has been 

and still is the case. This is our inheritance. The 

primary dichotomy under the order of The Phallus is the 

masculine/feminine one. In our analogy, these terms 

correspond to the Christian terms "good" and "evil." 

Masculine is that which is believed to most closely 

resemble The Phallus and feminine is the opposite. 

Masculine, then, becomes the dominant term because it most 

closely resembles the Phallus, as it has been constructed 

by males over the centuries. 

One must remember, however, that The Phallus does not 

exist in any natural sense; it is a cultural product. 

Because there is no Phallus, the terms masculine and 

feminine are equally empty. 
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Given this context, it is now easier to understand the 

distinctions among the terms under question. Masculine and 

feminine are cultural names given to the structural 

positions of +/-. The structure is necessary, but the 

names given to the + and -, are not. They are contingent. 

The terms "man" and "woman" denote purely cultural 

positions: A man is an individual who takes on, for the 

most part, the qualities and characteristics deemed as 

masculine (+) by his society, in his time, and a woman is 

an individual who takes on, for the most part, the 

qualities and characteristics deemed feminine (-) by her 

society, in her time. The terms "man" and "woman," then, 

are constructed under the linguistic dichotomy- Because 

the terms "masculine" and "feminine," though they are 

structurally-based, have a cultural element, they are 

contingent or accidental designations and the terms "man" 

and "woman" are also contingent because they derived from 

the linguistic terms. The terms "man" and "woman," then, 

can also be seen as being cultural products. 

The line between man and woman, however, is blurred. 

Biological males and females can and do slip across gender 

lines as needed. Thus we can utter such cliches as "He 

throws like a girl," and "She thinks like a man." That is, 

biological persons can take on the cultural 

characteristics of either gender: A female can be a man or 

a male can be a women. 

Finally, the terms "male" and "female" are biological 

designations, which denote sex. Roughly speaking, a male 

child is born with a penis and a female child is not. In 

infancy this difference has absolutely no meaning for the 

individual. Rather, certain historical expectations are 
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formed for the infant as regards the gender it will assume. 

It is expected that male infants will eventually take on 

the masculine characteristics of his society and become a 

man, and that female infants will eventually take on the 

feminine characteristics of her society and become a woman. 

As I use them, here, then, the terms male and female 

refer to the biological sex of an individual. The terms 

man and woman refer to the accidental gender of a person, 

as he or she attempts to emulate the already culturally-

constructed men and women of his or her society, and the 

terms masculine and feminine are \vords substituted for + 

and - in the linguistic structure. 

With this understanding of the terms under discussion, 

Mulvey's essay makes more sense. As regards spectators 

Mulvey, of course, acknowledges that there are both male 

and female persons in the audience. This is not 

problematic. It is the position these persons take in 

relation to the screen that must be made clear. Working 

from the assumption that masculine=active and 

feminine=passive, with scopophilia (pleasure in looking) 

being an active trait, gazing becomes a masculine activity 

and, therefore, for Mulvey, the man's prerogative. It is 

men, then, who do the looking in the cinematic experience. 

However, the term man, as we now understand it, can also 

include females. When females look, they cross the gender 

line and step into the cultural position man. 

As regards characters on screen, we can see the same 

pattern emerge. Mulvey, of course, acknowledges that there 

are both male and female persons who take on the roles of 

male and female characters in film. In her original 

polemic, however, she focuses on only one way in which 

66 

file:///vords


females can be portrayed—as passive objects. Later, 

however, she acknowledges that females can be active and 

central to the narrative in cinema. Again, we can look at 

this as a matter of gender-crossing: When a female 

character takes an active role in relation to the diegesis, 

she occupies the cultural position of man—no matter how 

"womanly" she may appear. 

What should be surprising, here, is how these semantic 

errors occurred in the first place. What was it in 

Mulvey's original essay that prevented her from laying out 

the model described above? I believe this omission is the 

consequence of a false belief that Freudian and Lacanian 

theory are the same or are similar enough to be combined in 

one coherent model. This is not the case. Freudian theory 

is, at heart, anatomically dependent and Lacanian theory 

is, at heart, linguistic. In the Freudian system, males 

become men and females become women based on their anatomy. 

In the Lacanian system, males become men and females become 

"v>/omen based on the dictates of a pre-existing structure, 

external to the individual. Combining the two theories is 

dangerous. 

The Freudian Strain 

Gender in the Freudian paradigm is anatomically 

dependent. Though many who have followed in Freud's wake 

have argued the opposite, a reading of Freud's work would 

suggest that anatomy is at the base of his theory. The 

following account of the development of male and female 

infants into men and women should, at least, suggest that 

this claim be given strong consideration. 
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In Freud's account, the child is born with or without 

a penis; thus there is an immediate, visible anatomical 

distinction between male and female infants. At this 

point, however, the presence or absence of the penis has 

not acquired meaning for the infant. This is what Freud 

calls the Pre-Oedipal stage. 

In the Pre-Oedipal stage all children, according to 

Freud, are bisexual—not in the sense that they have a 

strong, adult-like sexual attraction to both sexes, but in 

that they have not yet distinguished between the sexes. At 

this point, they are more concerned with their own physical 

pleasure. Initially, the infant derives pleasure from its 

mouth. On the most basic level, sucking stimulates the 

oral nerves in a sensual way. This pleasure, for Freud, 

represents the dawning of sexuality in the infant. Freud 

writes: 

Sucking at the mother's breast is the starting-point 
of the whole of sexual life, the unmatched prototype 
of every later sexual satisfaction, to which phantasy 
often enough recurs in times of need. This sucking 
involves making the mother's breast the first object 
of the sexual instinct.'''' 

In a following phase, the phallic one, which Freud 

tells us runs contemporaneously with the Oedipus-complex, 

the child discovers the erotic potential of its genitals. 

In the phallic stage, the genital region becomes a highly 

valued erogenous zone. The child gains pleasure from the 

manipulation of its genitals, the penis for the male child 

and the clitoris for the female child. ̂^ In the phallic 

stage, the mother is still the love-object of both the male 

and female child. At this point, both not only love the 

mother they want to possess her. The father is seen as the 
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parent who frustrates this desire or as a rival for the 

mother's body and affections. 

This is also when the sexual development of male and 

female children begin to diverge. Freud's primary interest 

is with the development of the male child. He writes: 

"When the child's interest turns to his genital organ he 

betrays this by handling it frequently, and then he is 

bound to discover that grown-up people do not approve of 

this activity-"^^ 

According to Freud, adults, especially women, will 

threaten the child with the removal of the penis, whose 

manipulation brings him so much pleasure. The child 

responds with disbelief, refusing to entertain the idea 

that he could be robbed of his valued part--one which he 

still assumes everyone possesses. The threat of 

castration, then, is no threat at all...until the child 

makes one life-changing observation.'''' Freud writes: 

The observation that finally breaks down the child's 
unbelief is the sight of the female genitalia. Some 
day or other it happens that the child whose own 
penis is such a proud possession obtains a sight of 
the genital parts of a little girl: he must then 
become convinced of the absence of a penis in a 
creature so like himself. With this, however, the 
loss of his own penis becomes imaginable, and the 
threat of castration achieves its delayed effect.^^ 

The child now has reason to surmise that if he 

persists in pursuing gratification through masturbation 

(with his mother still in place as a love object), he will 

be castrated. The child must not only change his behavior, 

he must also change his relationship with his mother. She 

can no longer be seen as the object which will satisfy his 

erotic needs. Freud says: 
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If the gratification desired in consequence of the 
love is to cost the child his penis, a conflict must 
arise between the narcissistic interest in this part 
of the body and the libidinal cathexis of the parent-
objects. Normally, in this conflict [. . .] the 
child's ego turns away from the Oedipus-complex.''^ 

Freud also tells us that it is at this time that the 

super-ego is conceived: 

The authority of the father or the parents is 
introjected into the ego, and there forms the kernel 
of the super-ego, which takes its severity from the 
father, perpetuates his prohibition against incest, 
and so insures the ego against the recurrence of the 
libidinal cathexis.^° 

The male child will then identify with the father, 

eventually take on masculine characteristics, and as an 

adult pursue, in the stead of the mother, other women as 

love-objects. From a pool of appropriate women, he will 

choose a wife. 

The female child's case is different. For her, 

castration recognition precedes the Oedipal phase. Freud 

describes the little girl's castration recognition as 

follows: 

They notice the penis of a brother or a playmate, 
strikingly visible and of large proportions, at once 
recognize it as the superior counterpart of their own 
small and inconspicuous organ, and from that time 
forward fall victim to envy for the penis, [. . . ] . 
She makes her judgment and her decision in a flash. 
She has seen it and knows that she is without it and 
wants to have it.^^ 

Penis-envy (with the penis as the direct object) is 

eventually displaced by a more general jealousy of others. 

Though Freud admits that jealousy is a character trait of 
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both males and females, he believes that it is much 

stronger in females because it is linked with such a 

crucial event in female development. Jealousy in females, 

then, has a direct relation to the absence of the penis. 

Females are jealous because they do not have a penis and 

retain a general jealousy long after the initial 

recognition is forgotten. 

Another consequence of penis-envy is that the female 

child moves further away from the mother as a love-object. 

In some sense, she believes that it is her mother's fault 

that she, herself, lacks a penis.^^ 

Freud also noticed that at this point in their 

development little girls gave up masturbation. He asserts 

that masturbation is a masculine activity, and that its 

cessation must be affected in order that the little girl 

may adopt a more passive, feminine role later in life.^^ He 

surmises that the trigger for the little girl denying 

herself is the sense of "humiliation" she feels at not 

possessing a penis and the recognition that she will never 

be able to compete with boys in this arena. ̂'' 

The girl, however, has yet to go through her Oedipal 

Phase. Freud's description of the female Oedipal complex 

is brief: 

So far there has been no question of the Oedipus 
complex, nor has it up to this point played any 
part. But now the girl's libido slips into a new 
position by means—there is no other way of putting 
it—of the equation of penis=child. She gives up her 
wish for a penis and puts in its place a wish for a 
child: and with this purpose in view she takes her 
father as a love-object. Her mother becomes the 
object of her jealousy. The girl has turned into a 
little woman. ®̂  
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The "little woman," however, does eventually give up 

the desire for her father. According to Freud, it is 

either abandoned over a period of time or it is repressed.^^ 

In either case, the little girl does not go through a 

shattering experience analogous to the little boy's fear of 

castration. 

The consequences for the little girl (and the woman 

she is to become); may come under the psychoanalytic 

version of there is no such thing as a free lunch. It must 

be remembered that one product of the little boy's Oedipal 

complex and its resolution is the birth of the super-ego— 

that part of the personality which governs the ethical 

aspects of a man. The little girl, though she has escaped 

the trauma faced by the little boy, has lost much in the 

way of development. Freud writes: 

I cannot escape the notion (though I hesitate to 
give it expression) that for women the level of what 
is ethically normal is different from what it is in 
men. Their super-ego is never so inexorable, so 
impersonal, so independent of its emotional origins 
as we require it to be in men. Character traits 
which critics of every epoch have brought up against 
women--that they show less sense of justice than 
men, that they are less ready to submit to the great 
necessities of life, that they are more often 
influenced in their judgments by feelings of 
affection or hostility—all these would be amply 
accounted for by the modification in the formation 
of their super-ego [. . . ] . ^ 

Though Freud tries to soften this blow by admitting 

that most men fall short of the masculine ideal, he is not 

willing, as he states, to regard men and women as equal in 

this area. This is the same Freud who wrote: "The 

feministic demand for equal rights does not carry far here; 
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the morphological difference must express itself in 

differences in development of the mind. 'Anatomy is 

Destiny,' to vary a saying of Napoleon's."^^ 

From the above, then, it can be seen that the actual 

penis, for Freud, is the deciding factor in the eventual 

gendering of the adult. The impetus for the little boy to 

become a man is the fear that he can and will be castrated 

(lose his actual penis), if he does not relinquish the 

mother as his love object and emulate the father. The 

little girl, on the other hand, becomes a "little woman" 

when she recognizes that she will never have a penis of her 

own and substitutes that childish desire for the more adult 

desire of wanting a child, at first from the father, then 

from a more appropriate source, a husband. 

For Freud, it is the presence or absence of a penis 

that ultimately creates two different kinds of people. It 

is the fear of losing his penis that necessitates the 

little boy's transition from incestuous infant to 

heterosexual man. He emerges active, dominant and more 

ethical than the woman. Freud attributes the passivity of 

women, their jealousy and their questionable ethical 

standards directly to their lack of a penis. The woman 

becomes sexually passive because she is humiliated in the 

face of the penis. She is jealous because she does not 

possess a penis. Her ethical standards are lower because 

she does not have a penis to lose and, therefore, never 

experiences the fear of castration, which leads to the 

development of a strong super-ego. 

This inferiority in the ethical realm has far-reaching 

consequences. It implies that women cannot make good 

ethical decisions (they are swayed by emotion, i.e. women 
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are irrational) and must be guided by men, who have a 

stronger sense of what is right or wrong. The implication 

is that the male must be dominant and active in relation to 

the female if society is to be guided in a rational way-

Again, all of this is dependent on anatomy. 

Freud does, however, admit that there is some gender-

crossing: Men can be jealous and they can act in less-

than-ethical ways, but for men this is a straying from the 

norm; for women, this is the norm. In some cases, gender-

crossing strays too far from the ideal models; some women 

are too active and some men are too passive, for example. 

For Freud, however, this can be explained by some 

disruption in the psychological development of the 

individual. If females do not act like women and males do 

not act like men, something is wrong, abnormal. These 

individuals must then be brought back into their proper 

positions through means of psychoanalytic therapy. 

Lacan and the Imaginary Register 

Earlier in this chapter, I suggested there was a 

problem with semantics in Mulvey's essay and that these 

problems had their roots in a deeper cause—Mulvey's 

attempt to combine Freudian and Lacanian theory into a 

coherent model. Above, I argued that the Freudian model of 

gender development is formed around anatomy. In the 

following sections, I will argue that the Lacanian model is 

linguistic. My aim is to show that, as regards the 

production of gender, these two models are distinct and 

incompatible. 

Gender formation, the ways in which male and female 

children become men and women in the Freudian model focuses 
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on the notion of castration. For the little boy, it is the 

assumption that he can be castrated and for the little 

girl, it is the realization that she lacks a penis (is, in 

effect, already castrated). In the Freudian model, 

however, castration is not real. Under normal conditions, 

the little boy will not lose his penis and the little girl 

never had one. 

For Lacan, however, all humans, male and female, are 

castrated--though not in the sense that they have lost an 

anatomical part. In the Lacanian model, both males and 

females are castrated in the sense that they are sexed 

beings, only one part of the human race. To explain this 

rather strange notion, Lacan frequently refers to the 

mythological story told by Aristophanes in Plato's 

Symposium. ̂^ 

In the beginning, Plato's Aristophanes claims, there 

were three races of human beings--male, female and those 

who were androgynous. The androgens were round in shape, 

•v̂ ith four arms, four legs, one head, two faces and two sets 

of genitals. They were also strong and exceedingly proud. 

In their excessive pride, they hatched a plot to climb to 

the heavens and assault the gods. 

Zeus, outraged, but wanting neither to destroy the 

race nor face an assault on the Olympian Heights, formed a 

plan which would weaken but not destroy the androgens: He 

cut each into two halves. Though this strategy preserved 

Olympus, the androgens did not fare well. 

Separated and bereft, the cloven beings sought one 

another and tried, by entwining, to become whole again. 

Preoccupied with this vain pursuit, the androgens failed to 
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meet their basic needs for survival and many died. Seeing 

the waste, Plato's Aristophanes tells us: 

[. . .] Zeus took pity on them and supplies another 
device: He arranges their genitals toward the front, 
[. . .] and by this means made generation possible in 
one another, by means of the male in the female; so 
that in embracing, if a man meets with a woman, they 
might generate and the race continue; and if the male 
meets with male, there might at least be satiety in 
their being together; and they might pause and turn to 
work and attend to the rest of their livelihood. So 
it is really from such early times that human beings 
have had, inborn in themselves, Eros for one another— 
Eros, the bringer-together of their ancient nature, 
who tries to make one out of two and to heal their 
human nature. Each of us, then, is a token of a human 
being, because we are sliced like fillets of sole, two 
out of one; and so each is always in search of his own 
token. 5° 

In understanding Lacan's conception of castration, 

this myth is both helpful and misleading. It is helpful in 

that it gives us a simple base from which to understand 

Lacan when he tells us that the human being is castrated 

because he is sexed. Lacan proposes that it is not the 

lack of a penis or the fear of losing one that constitutes 

castration. Instead, castration lies in the fact that the 

human is born anatomically sexed—incomplete, as it were— 

representing only roughly one-half of the human race. 

Being sexed by nature the human cannot be both male and 

female and is, therefore, always partial or lacking. 

Aristophanes' account, however, is also misleading. 

Lacan says: 

Aristophanes' myth pictures the pursuit of the 
complement for us in a moving and misleading, way, 
(sic) by articulating that it is the other, one's 
sexual other half, that the living being seeks in 
love. To this mythical representation of the mystery 
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of love, analytic experience substitutes the search by 
the subject, not of the sexual complement, but of the 
part of himself, lost forever, that is constituted by 
the fact that he is only a sexed living being, and 
that he is no longer immortal.^^ 

Of the internal lack, Lacan says: 

This lack is real because it relates to something 
real, namely, that the living being, by being subject 
to sex, has fallen under the blow of individual 
death. ̂2 

At this point, however, the newborn is not aware of 

this lack or partialness. Recognition comes later. Freud 

and Lacan are in agreement here: Children are born sexed 

and they are not immediately aware of it. In addition, 

both men believe that the newborn is not aware of any 

distinction between itself and its environment. Kaja 

Silverman explains: 

For a time after its birth, the child does not 
differentiate between itself and the mother upon 
whose nurture it relies, or the blanket whose warmth 
it enjoys, or the pillow whose softness supports its 
head. Its libidinal flow is directed toward the 
complete assimilation of everything which is 
experienced as pleasurable, and there are no 
recognized boundaries. At this point the infant has 
the status of what Freud describes as an 'oceanic 
self,' or what Lacan punningly refers to as 
'I'hommelette' (a human omelette which spreads in 
all directions) .̂ ^ 

This state of experiential integrity, of unlimited 

possibilities, however, does not last long. Almost 

immediately after its birth the infant's body is 

partitioned. Erotogenic zones are identified by the mother 

or nurse and the libido is encouraged to follow established 

routes. The mouth, anus and penis or vagina are designated 

77 



as the primary and appropriate sites of pleasure.̂ '' The 

oceanic self or 1'hommelette is being dis-integrated. 

Silverman, in explanation of Lacan, writes: 

By indicating the channels through which that libido 
can move, the mother or nurse performs a social 
service, assists in the conversion of incoherent 
energy into coherent drives which can later be 
culturally regulated. Indeed, by organizing the 
infant's body in relation to its reproductive 
potential, the mother or nurse already indicates the 
form which that cultural regulation will take: the 
orchestration of the drives around sexual 
difference. ̂^ 

We can now begin to understand the Lacanian notion of 

castration. Unlike Freud's theory that castration is a 

matter of the male possessing a penis and fearing its loss 

and of the female not possessing a penis and feeling 

cheated, Lacan's notion for both male and female children 

is based on lack or loss. Castration is understood in 

opposition to the notion of wholeness, one-ness, 

completeness or self-sufficiency- What haunts the child as 

an adult is the false belief that, at one time, he or she 

was whole, an undivided mass of experiential pleasure with 

unlimited potential. As an adult, the subject will search 

in vain for that wholeness, which never existed. 

What the human wants to find is that one, specific 

other, the complement of him- or herself which will make 

good the lack, make him or her whole again. As we know, 

however, that wholeness was imaginary and there is no true 

other to act as an exact complement. The adult will then 

sift through, keep and discard, a myriad of people or 

things which will substitute for that imagined other (the 
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lost part of himself). Lacan calls these things and people 

objets petit autre or objets petit a, for short. 

The proto-type of objets petit a are formed in what 

Lacan calls the "Imaginary Register." The Imaginary 

Register denotes that time between birth and the 

acquisition of language in which the child has, as yet, 

failed to recognize his or her castration or lack. This 

register is characterized by narcissism. The infant's 

world is still an integrated whole and it falsely believes 

that everything with which it comes into contact is a part 

of itself. It does not differentiate, as Silverman says, 

between itself and its environment. Its pillow, its 

blanket or (more importantly and privileged) its mother's 

breast and gaze have not yet been separated out as "other." 

It is the remembrance of this time of abundance or 

plentitude that the child will carry with it into 

adulthood. 

It must be remembered, however, that the infant is in 

error. He only imagines that his world is integrated and 

that he and it are one. Still, as an adult, the subject 

will pursue the chimera born in the Imaginary. Because the 

wholeness was false, however, the child, as an adult, can 

only seek approximations of what he believes he has lost. 

These things are objets petit a. As adults not all people 

will search for the same objects. They will seek what 

they, personally, feel themselves to lack—the perfect fit 

for the missing piece. Let us take for example The Wizard 

of Oz.^^ Three of the main characters—the Tin Man, the 

Scarecrow and the Cowardly Lion—each feels that he is 

lacking something. The Scarecrow believes he is stupid 

because he does not have a brain; the Tin Man believes that 
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he cannot love because he does not have a heart; and the 

Cowardly Lion believes that he is a coward because he is 

lacking in courage. Each, in a sense, feels that he is 

castrated and that there is something "out there" that will 

make him whole. That something is unique to the individual 

character and is conceived as being the one thing that he 

must have in order to become whole. In other words, each 

character searches for one specific objet petit a. 

Interestingly, in the Land of Oz, the characters find 

what they lack in symbols—the Scarecrow receives a 

diploma, the Tin Man receives a watch (which ticks like a 

heart) and the Cowardly Lion receives a medal for bravery. 

Because this is Oz, the characters are made whole through 

symbols in the Symbolic Realm. The facts, however, do not 

fit the characters' beliefs. The diploma is not a brain, 

the watch is not a heart and the medal is not courage. 

Those parts are still lacking—the gifts from the Wizard 

are simply placebos. Objets petit a can never truly fill 

the lack. 

To this point in my explanation of castration I have 

been, for the most part, following the reading of Lacan as 

presented by Kaja Silverman in The Subject of Semiotics. 

Here, I begin to diverge from her path, as I discuss 

Lacan'3 "Mirror Stage." According to Lacan, when a child 

is between six and eighteen months of age, he will notice 

himself in a mirror. In this event, there is a very 

specific kind of identification and a misidentification. 

Of the former, Lacan says: 

We have only to understand the mirror stage as an 
identification, in the full sense that analysis 
gives to the term: namely, the transformation that 
takes place in the subject when he assumes an image-
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-whose predestination to this phase-effect is 
sufficiently indicated by the use, in analytic 
theory, of the ancient term imago. ̂^ 

What is important here is the term "imago," which 

refers to the mental image of an ideal self or of an ideal 

other. When the child recognizes "himself" in the mirror, 

he sees himself, not as he is, but as he would be, a 

functioning adult like those around him. The child sees 

himself as an ideal, a fiction or virtual self. For the 

individual, this is another split, another loss, another 

castration in a chain of castrations—the child has been 

doubled and split from that double. As is the case with 

the other castrations mentioned above, recognition of this 

loss occurs only retroactively, once the child has entered 

into the realm of language, where such events and 

conditions take on meaning. Lacan explains: 

[. . .] the important point is that this form situates 
the agency of the ego, before its social 
determination, in a fictional direction, which will 
always remain irreducible for the individual alone, or 
rather, will only rejoin the coming-into-being [. . .] 
of the subject asymptotically, whatever the success of 
the dialectical synthesis by which he must resolve as 
Î  his discordance with his own reality. ̂^ 

Put simply, there are now two selves: the "real" 

infant and the fictional infant in the mirror. I take this 

to mean that the "real" subject of the Imaginary Register 

will remain only as a closely attached shadow, a haunt to 

the fictional self, which will eventually triumph as the 

Self (the subject) as it is constituted in language. 

If this is the case, then the child (and the adult he 

will become) has meaning only in a register outside 



himself. The subject is not situated within the personal 

psyche of the human, but outside, in the Symbolic World, 

which he will enter upon the acquisition of language. 

Lacan says: 

The jubilant assumption of his specular image by the 
child at the infans stage, still sunk in his motor 
incapacity and nursling dependence, would seem to 
exhibit in an exemplary situation the symbolic 
matrix in which the Î  is precipitated in a 
primordial form, before it is objectified in the 
dialectic of identification with the other, and 
before language restores to it, in the universal, 
its function as subject. ̂^ 

Up to this point, then, the child has already 

suffered a series of castrations or losses. He has been 

born sexed and, therefore, has been partial from the 

beginning. His body has been partitioned, like a butcher's 

map of a side of beef and specific somatic areas have been 

identified as appropriate sites of pleasure. In addition, 

he has been divided from himself: He has been doubled in 

the mirror and separated from his double. These 

castrations, however, still have no meaning for the child. 

He is already castrated, but has no context in which to 

understand these divisions. An understanding of his lack 

will come only with the acquisition of language. 

The Symbolic Register 

The Symbolic Register, for Lacan, is "the pre-given 

structure of social and sexual roles and relations which 

make up the family and society. •̂ °°" It is Saussure and 

Levi-Strauss's pre-existent world of language and familial 

relationships, which predate the individual, but form the 

world into which the child is born. As explained above, 
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this world has both essential and accidental elements that 

make up its nature. The structures of the systems 

themselves are conditions of the way in which the human 

brain functions, depending on relationships within closed 

systems. In addition there are accidental conditions that 

define and delimit the subject. For Saussure, the 

individual does not create language, but is born into it. 

That is, the individual is not the author of the language 

he speaks, but the heir of previous communal agreements. 

The same holds true for Levi-Strauss who argues that 

potential familial positions, such as Father, Mother, Son 

and Daughter, are already in place before the individual is 

conceived. That is, the individual does not create a 

position; instead he becomes an actor in a drama in which 

he has already been cast in a role. Both these notions are 

contained in Lacan's conception of the Symbolic Order, as 

is Derrida's claim that language is the stuff out of which 

the subject is made and that significations have slipped. 

It is the cultural (Symbolic) world into which male and 

female children enter upon their acquisition of language. 

In this world, the child will come to understand his or her 

castration—that he or she is not an integrated whole but a 

partial (sexed) being and, therefore, lacking. 

In the Imaginary Realm as it is described above, the 

infant (though it is subject to numerous castrations) 

experiences the world and itself as an integrated whole. 

There is as of yet no real sense of self, no boundaries 

between the infant, the world and its primary caregiver, 

the mother. Eagleton says: 

[. . .] the child lives a 'symbiotic' relation with 
its mother's body which blurs any sharp boundary 
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between the two: it is dependent for its life on this 
body, but we can equally imagine the child as 
experiencing what it knows of the external world as 
dependent on itself.-̂ "̂  

At this point there is no other for the child. As the 

child matures, however, some objects in its world will 

achieve special status. These include the breast, voice 

and gaze of the mother. However, in the Imaginary, these 

objects represent an ambiguity, they belong neither to the 

child nor to the (m)other. As Eagleton suggests, they are 

parts of the external world, which the child may experience 

as dependent on itself. Silverman designates these 

objects, along with others, as the first objets petit a. 

To me, however, it makes more sense to view these objects, 

at this time in the infant's development, more as 

perceptions that open psychic positions than as distinct 

entities. 

Above, I described objets petit a as those things in 

the world which the child, as an adult, will seek to fill 

with what he feels to be lacking in himself—the 

Scarecrow's brain, the Tin Man's heart and the Cowardly 

Lion's courage, for example. That is, each character has 

acquired language, felt a lack in himself and sought to 

make good that lack. 

In the Imaginary Register, however, this cannot be the 

case. The infant as of yet has no concept of lack, 

especially if, as Eagleton says, external objects seem to 

be in some way a part of the infant itself. With no other 

and no lack, the mother's breast, gaze, etc., cannot be 

seen as objets petit a in their true form because they do 

not stand-in for or replace anything else. Instead, I 
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believe, they provide a structural position (an opening) 

for objets petit a in the child's psyche, before the child 

has need of it. When the infant enters the Symbolic Order, 

the place in the structure is already available. The 

position for the objet petit a, not the objet petit a 

itself, exists before the child enters into the Symbolic. 

This is a subtle difference in reading, but I think a 

worthy one to suggest. It explains how the mother's 

breast, voice, etc., can be seen as prototypes for objets 

petit a, but not as of yet place them in the realm of the 

other. These initial objects create the position, and the 

child, as an adult, will find other objects to fill the 

space of lack. This created space, then, is "precipitated 

in a primordial form," as Lacan says of the child's mirror 

image. 

If this is the case, then the mother's breast (etc.) 

plays a double role—it can come to represent that 

condition of wholeness the child experiences in pre-Oedipal 

infancy and create a space for future endeavors to return 

to that experience. The mother (or the mother's body), 

then, becomes the mediator between the Imaginary and the 

Symbolic. 

The relationship between the mother and infant in the 

Imaginary Register, though it is experienced by the child 

as being monadic, is in actuality dyadic. The mother and 

child are not one. Unwittingly, though, the child is 

forming a desire for its mother. Later, when the child 

enters the Symbolic, it will recognize the mother as other 

and the child will desire what she represents—plentitude. 

Before this acknowledgement, however, Eagleton also 

tells us that with the entrance of the father into the 
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Imaginary field the infant becomes dimly aware of sexual 

difference while still in this dyadic (experienced as 

monadic) relationship with its mother. •'"°̂  It would be more 

fruitful here, I believe, to say that the child becomes 

dimly aware of gender difference or simply of difference. 

To become aware of sexual difference, the child must have 

access to the bodies of both parents and be capable of 

comparing anatomy and drawing distinctions between the 

maternal and paternal parents. It would be, I believe, 

more accurate, then, to say that the child has become aware 

that the mother and the father are different from one 

another, but not of what constitutes difference. Also, if 

Eagleton asks us to imagine in the mother/infant 

relationship a condition in which the mother can be seen as 

being dependent on the infant, then this should hold true 

for the father, as well. That is, there may be inklings 

that the father is different from the mother, but no 

inklings that either parent is independent of the infant. 

If we read difference in this way, the infant is still 

integrated in that both the mother and father are 

extensions of its Imaginary self. 

If this is the case, then something interesting can be 

added to the Imaginary Register—another split. If the 

child can distinguish, in some way, between its mother and 

its father, but still experience both as extensions of 

itself, then the child is, again, split. It has a "mother 

part" and a "father part" co-existing in its integrated 

self. This castration, this split, as is the case with all 

the other castrations that occur in the Imaginary Register 

would have no meaning until the child entered into the 

Symbolic Order. 

86 



To understand this we can return to Lacan's comments 

on the mirror stage described above. He tells us that the 

agency of the infant's ego, as he recognizes himself (his 

extension) in the mirror, is situated in a fictional 

direction. That is, the subject of the Symbolic Register 

is the fictional self—as opposed to the integrated self of 

the Imaginary, which will come into being in the world of 

language. This is the ultimate castration, the split 

between the "real" and the "fictional." The "real" will 

become repressed as the unconscious and it is the fictional 

subject of the mirror who will play out its role in the 

Symbolic Order. 

This happens when the child comes to understand that 

the world around it is separate from itself. In this 

world, there are only differences. The most important of 

these have to do with gender (not biology) . Again, I 

believe, we must use the term gender rather than sex 

because what is important here (and most probable) is that 

the child recognizes cultural differences between the 

mother and the father (they behave in different ways, have 

different roles in the family, dress differently and so on) 

and not the presence or lack of a penis in his parents or 

any other person. If the latter were the case, some 

children would not understand difference until they were 

already of school age. Gender differences, on the other 

hand, would almost always be apparent at a much younger age 

because they would be more visible to most children. 

Once difference is recognized, the child enters the 

Oedipal Phase. Here, again, I will privilege a gender 

account over a sexual one, for the reasons described above. 

The first problem we must face is how the child comes to 
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understand with which parent he or she will identify. That 

is how does the child come to know if it is to follow the 

path of its father or of its mother? 

If it is not the presence of lack of a penis that 

causes the child to identify with a given parent, something 

else must prompt the identification. I do not think this 

can depend on secondary sex traits—at this point the child 

has virtually none with which he can compare to either 

parent. The identification, then, cannot be based in 

biology or anatomy. 

We cannot, however, escape the fact that children seem 

to overwhelmingly, imitate persons of their own sex. In 

most cases female children grow up to be women and male 

children grow up to be men. We know this through 

observation and experience. 

Lacan tells the following story: 

A train arrives at the station. A little boy and a 
little girl, brother and sister, are seated in a 
compartment face to face next to the window through 
which the buildings along the station platform can be 
seen as the train pulls to a stop. 'Look', says the 
brother, 'we're at Ladies!'; 'Idiot' replies his 
sister, 'Can't you see we're at Gentlemen'.''""̂  

The children, of course, have seen the marked doors of 

two different (opposing) restrooms. Lacan adds: 

For these children. Ladies and Gentlemen will be 
henceforth two countries towards which each of their 
souls will strive on divergent wings, and between 
which a truce will be impossible since they are 
actually the same country [. . .].^°'^ 

In this story, we can compare the children's train 

journey with their journey through the Imaginary, where 

they move through the various stages of infancy. Already 
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in this journey they have been seated opposite one another. 

I would say they have been seated in their positions by a 

conductor (an emissary of the patriarchy). That is, from 

the time a child is born the people who surround it are 

already beginning to set the child on the "appropriate" 

gender path (pink is for girls, blue is for boys, etc.). 

This continues through the Imaginary Phase and into the 

Symbolic Order. The child itself does not determine which 

seat it takes; those around it seat in one position or the 

other. Before children are even aware of difference, then, 

they are already seated in the positions assigned to them 

by the dominant culture. 

Their arrival at the station would be the children's 

entrance into language, where the signifiers "Ladies" and 

"Gentlemen" greet them. Each child, because of his or her 

predetermined position, believes he or she has been 

journeying toward a different destination. The little girl 

believes she has been traveling toward "Gentlemen" and the 

little boy believes he has been traveling towards "Ladies." 

That is, because of their positions, the goals of the 

children's quest seem to be different. What they desire, 

they believe, exists in different countries from the ones 

in which they believe themselves to reside. 

Lacan however tells us that they are in the same 

country; they just do not know it, because they can only 

know what they see from their own position. There is 

nothing inherent in the little girl that makes her seek 

"Gentlemen" and nothing in the little boy that makes him 

seek "Ladies." It all depends on where the pre-existent 

culture has seated the child. 
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There is also the fact that neither of the children 

has seen males or females (sexuality); what they have seen 

are words on restroom doors (signifiers of gender). Each 

has seen a signifier but neither has seen a signified. 

They have seen the words "Ladies" and "Gentlemen," and 

assumed a signification when in actuality there is no 

signification. Neither child knows what or if anything 

lies behind the door he or she sees. There is, then, a 

slip in the subject, itself. If all that the child sees is 

the signifier for the other, not the other itself, then the 

child, itself, is only a signifier. That is, without 

knowing what lies behind the restroom door (what "really" 

constitutes masculinity or femininity); the subject cannot 

through definition via negativa play its own signification 

off an oppositional one, because there is no signification 

behind its signifier. In the end, then, gender is a 

relationship between signifiers. 

Now we can begin to understand the Oedipal Complex as 

presented by Lacan. In the Imaginary Register, the primary 

(but unrecognized) relation was a dyad between the mother 

and the infant, and the child was inadvertently forming a 

desire for the mother. In my account both the mother and 

the father in the Imaginary Register enter as placeholders 

and as extensions of the integrated infant. In the 

Symbolic Register, however, the mother and father are 

recognized as distinct from each other and distinct from 

the infant. The child must, because of previous cultural 

agreement, follow only one path. 

In this pre-made world, the rule is that male children 

will follow the path of the ideal father and female 

children will follow the path of the ideal mother; that is, 

90 



they will become men and women, respectively. The Ideal 

Father, as a position, not a person, is associated with The 

Phallus, which represents and reflects patriarchal power. 

The Ideal Father also represents "The Law," the rules, 

customs and conventions of society. Because in the 

Lacanian model The Phallus is positioned as the 

transcendental signifier, both male and female children are 

bound by the rules constructed in the patriarchy. 

In both the Freudian and Lacanian models the primary 

rule of the patriarchy is the prohibition against incest. 

In both models this prohibition is placed on the male but 

not the female child. The male child is denied the mother 

as an object of desire. With Lacan, as was the case with 

Freud, the focus here is (or at least seems to be) on the 

development of the male. 

Here, it is worth asking under what compulsion the 

male child is forced to relinquish his desire for the 

mother in the Lacanian paradigm. The child cannot be, as 

was the case in the Freudian model, responding to the 

threat of castration. Freudian castration is the fear of 

losing the penis. In Lacan, however, castration is the 

recognition of lack. Castration, then, is understood in 

terms of gender and not biology-

Gender, not biology, as I argued above, in the 

Lacanian scheme, is the basis for difference, the necessary 

condition for there to be a concept of lack. Therefore, 

the child cannot be responding to a fear of losing 

something he has (his penis). He is already castrated and 

cannot, therefore, fear what may happen to him. There 

must, then, be some other reason that the child gives up 

his desire for his mother. 
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What I suggest is that the male child is responding, 

not out of fear, but out of ambition.^°^ The male child 

obeys the laws of the father because he wants to 

participate in the power which society has embodied in the 

Ideal Father. That is, the child wants Phallic Power and 

if he behaves correctly, in accordance with the rules of 

the patriarchy, he falsely believes he can obtain it. 

He has good reasons for this false belief: Society 

has already positioned him as the Son, the heir apparent of 

the Father. It is in the male child's own self-interest to 

emulate the biological father. In doing so, however, he 

cannot desire what his father owns—the mother. The father 

is older, stronger, wiser, etc., and would certainly win in 

such a competition. The result would be the child's own 

annihilation. Thus the child represses his desire for his 

mother and takes other women as objects of desire in her 

place. 

According to Eagleton, it is the repression of 

incestuous desire for the mother that goes underground and 

creates the unconscious.'"'"̂  This seems to me to be 

incomplete. 

It seems to me that there is something different and 

broader repressed here—the "real" child of the Imaginary. 

This is what Lacan has told us in relation to the Mirror 

Stage, and is worth repeating here: 

[. . .] the important point is that this form situates 
the agency of the ego, before its social 
determination, in a fictional direction, which will 
always remain irreducible for the individual alone, or 
rather, will only rejoin the coming-into-being...of the 
subject asymptotically.•'•°̂  
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What goes underground then is not merely the male 

child's desire for the mother, but the unmediated sexuality 

of both male and female children—the "real" child of 

either sex. This repression would include more types of 

sexual behavior than would a simple prohibition against 

incest. Before the intervention of The Father, before the 

child's entrance into the Symbolic, all experience is 

erotic, sensual and potentially sexual. It is this child, 

with these potentials, who is repressed upon entrance into 

the Symbolic. For both the male and female child these 

include, but are not limited to incest and same-sex desire. 

For the little boy then, as explained above, there is 

the repression of the desire for the mother. There is 

also, however, the forced repression of homosexuality. If 

the little boy wants to attain masculine power, not only 

can he not compete with the father, he cannot desire the 

father. To desire the father would put him in the position 

of his mother—representative of the not it in the 

patriarchal model—and he could not, therefore, attain the 

position of man in his society. 

Something similar holds true for the little girl. She 

too must repress the "real child," if she is to enter the 

Symbolic Order. What is usually overlooked here is that 

this is also a prohibition against incest. The little girl 

must emulate the mother, but not desire her. Desiring the 

mother would make the girl a little man. This then is a 

prohibition against both incest and lesbianism. 

Here we must ask under what compulsion the little girl 

give up her incestuous, lesbian desire for her mother. 

Freud has given us an unsatisfying account of what happens 

to the little girl—she turns from the mother, sets the 
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father up as her love object and eventually turns away from 

this childish desire. Her sexuality is, somehow, born out 

of the shame and inferiority she feels because she does not 

have a penis. With Lacan, it cannot be the penis that the 

little girl wants. In the Lacanian model, it is not her 

realization that she does not have a penis that constitutes 

her Oedipal Crisis. As is the case with the little boy, it 

is the realization that she is not whole, but partial and 

lacking. If there is shame in this, this same shame is 

felt equally by the little boy. That is, the Oedipal 

Complex would seem, in this respect, to be the same for 

both male and female children. The little girl gives up 

the desire for her mother (her lesbianism desire) for the 

same reason the little boy gives up his total sexuality— 

the Law of The Father prohibits such desires. 

As is the case with the little boy, I believe that the 

motive for the little girl to repress her sexuality is 

ambition. She, too, wants the power of The Phallus and can 

only gain that power by following rules placed upon her. 

Her path, however, is not as direct as that of the little 

boy. Culture tells her that she is not the heir to the 

Father. 

In this reading both males and females want the power 

of The Phallus. The difference is that they are seated 

opposite one another on the train. That is, both want The 

Phallus, but from different points of view. As described 

above, the little boy is the direct heir to the father, who 

he sees as the Father, constructed under the auspices of 

The Phallus. He believes that the power of The Phallus is 

his birthright. Though his quest to attain The Phallus 
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will be futile, he still follows a direct path from male to 

man. 

The little girl, however, has no direct access to The 

Phallus in the Symbolic Order. She is not the heir of The 

Father: She is the heiress of The Mother, who is seated in 

opposition to The Father and exists to provide The Father 

with an other off whom he can play his masculine 

definition. Just as The Mother is the not-it in the +/-

model, so will the little girl be. 

Culture tells the little girl that she must not 

emulate The Father. She cannot, like the father, desire 

the mother. This would be both incestuous and lesbian, and 

culture prohibits both these manifestations of sexuality. 

Further, she cannot truly desire her own father. This 

would, again, break the taboo against incest. What she can 

desire, however, is what he represents. The Father—that 

position which embodies the patriarchy. The little girl, 

then, can attract the desire of The Father and gain some 

share of power. 

To do this, however, she must give up her incestuous, 

lesbian desire for The Mother, the ultimate signifier for 

all women. The patriarchy does not recognize lesbianism as 

a viable mode of being. The patriarchy desires only that 

which desires it. It is only through the desire of the 

other (The Woman), manifest as an exact opposite, that the 

patriarchy (and, therefore, men) can attain definition as 

that (or he) which is imbued with power. That which does 

not desire the patriarchy, then, is useless. This, then, 

is the little girl's incentive for repressing her total 

sexuality: If she is to have any power at all, she must be 

valuable to the patriarchy, in that she forms the linchpin 
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of definition. With the help of others, she will fashion 

herself as a signifier of the other in the Symbolic Order. 

Here, we can see a symmetry in male and female 

repression. Both males and females must repress their 

sexuality in deference to gendered desire. What the child 

loses in the Symbolic is its total sexuality. What it 

gains is a position in the patriarchy. When the real is 

repressed into the unconscious, all that remains is a 

gendered signifier (the fiction), which does not stand for 

the child's sexuality or self. The subject of the 

Symbolic, then, is a signifier with no significant, a 

gender with no sex. It is these two oppositional and 

pathetic signifiers that will meet in heterosexual union. 

This is a description of the way things are, but not a 

description of the way they must be. When gender is 

acknowledged as accidental, then it must also be 

acknowledged that there is a possibility for change. 

One way it can change is by constructing a position 

for female desire. In the above, I have laid the 

groundwork for this possibility. I began in the Imaginary 

by positing another split—the one that occurs when the 

infant recognizes the differences between its mother and 

its father, but still sees both as extensions of itself. 

Both sexes, then, have a masculine and feminine aspect. I 

then argued that there is more to the Oedipal Resolution 

than the repression of incestuous male desire, suggesting 

that there is an incest prohibition placed on the female 

child, and a prohibition of same-sex desire in both female 

and male infants. For both males and females, what is 

subtracted from the child is its total sexuality. 
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Both males and females, then, suffer castration 

anxiety in the same way. Both lack and both seek 

compensation for that lack. That is, both males and 

females have a motive for desire. This symmetry, however, 

is lost when the child enters the Symbolic Order and 

sexuality is repressed in favor of gender. The "mother" 

part of the little boy goes underground and the "father" 

part of the little girl goes underground and both males and 

females are heterosexualized in the Symbolic. 

Heterosexuality, then, is The Myth of the patriarchy, 

because the patriarchy depends upon it as the stabilizing 

factor. In order for the patriarchy to work, men and wome." 

need to be fashioned in distinct opposition. The 

proscriptions against same-sex desire are so rigid because 

gender is so fragile. There are female/men and male/women, 

whose existence challenges this order, and the patriarchy 

must fight rigorously to repress those who transgress. 

The patriarchy must also repress the female desire for 

direct access to power—power unmediated by men. To keep 

the constructed gender positions of the patriarchy stable, 

females cannot attempt to emulate The Father. If they did, 

then men, women and the patriarchy would disappear. 

In the end, I believe, gendered desire is the spoiler 

in the female's quest for power. For the male in a 

patriarchal culture the road to power is a straight line 

leading from male to man to masculine. His gender desire 

does not interfere with this quest. Desiring women, being 

aroused by women, possessing women is part of his 

definition as man. 

Often, for women, the price paid for following the 

direct route to power, through a female, man, masculine 
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line, is the loss of fulfillment of heterosexual desire. 

Not desired by the patriarchy, the female/man is not 

desired by men. What is lost is the physical and emotional 

satisfaction found in the playing out of heterosexual 

gender roles. This is not a loss taken lightly. The 

heterosexually constructed female/man is often denied 

sexual gratification. In addition, according to society, 

when a female gives up her femininity, she gives up 

herself. This is how gender can be seen as the spoiler in 

the female's quest for what she really wants—power. The 

patriarchy insists that a female must choose between power 

and heterosexual gratification. •'°'' 

This is, however, at heart, a false dilemma. There is 

no natural law that prevents females from having both. 

However, the only way females can have both power and 

heterosexual gratification is through the deconstruction of 

the masculine/feminine binary. 

Lacan is not Freud 

We have strayed a long way from Freud. Above I argued 

that in the Lacanian (or Lacanish) model gender takes 

precedence over anatomy and that the notion of castration 

(and, therefore, the formation of the subject) in the 

Lacanian paradigm is dependent on culture rather than on 

the physical presence or lack of a penis. That is, little 

girls and little boys do not become men and women, 

respectively, out of any natural necessity inherent in the 

infant's make-up. Instead, the condition of being a man or 

a woman is the result of pre-existent rules. 

Gender is anatomically dependent only in the sense 

that our cultural makes it so. That is, we bestow upon the 
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penis a certain meaning (which it does not possess in 

itself) that equates it with the Phallus (an erroneous 

equation) and, therefore, determines the categories of 

masculine and feminine. That is, we have laid a cultural 

pattern over nature and confused it with necessity. 

It is this cultural pattern that I believe Mulvey is 

describing in her essay, though she does not bring it to 

light. There is much truth in what Mulvey says about the 

world in which we live. Males are the persons in power, 

females are constructed (and construct themselves) to meet 

masculine needs, and this does result in the disappearance 

of the female-as-subject. What Mulvey does not say is that 

these conditions are not necessary, but only descriptions 

of a man-made world that can be changed. That is, Mulvey 

describes the present and the past. I am more interested 

in the future and how to bring about change. I am not, 

therefore, attempting to replace Mulvey's astute 

observations, but to take her ideas to a fuller expression 

in gender theory, and to formulate a theoretical grounding 

for them based upon my reading of Lacan. 

Re-visioning the Gaze 

Already, in the above section, I have begun to use the 

term "gaze." What I have not yet made clear is exactly 

what constitutes a gaze. That is, what makes gazing 

different from looking. 

For Lacan, a gaze is a consequence of desire, and 

desire, in its turn, is a product of lack. The individual 

desires what he or she believes will fill that void he or 

she experiences as a lack in him- or herself. Lacan says: 

"The gaze is presented to us only in the form of a strange 
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contingency, symbolic of what we find on the horizon, as 

the thrust of our experience, namely, the lack that 

constitutes castration anxiety. "^°^ 

Here Lacan tells us that the gaze is "presented to us 

[• • • ] • " If the gaze is presented to us, then what role 

can our desire, our quest, play in this relationship? That 

is, if something is given to us, where is the motive for 

our seeking it? 

Lacan tells us quite simply that: "The objet a in the 

field of the visible is the qaze."^^° That is, the gaze in 

the visual realm is an objet petit a and as such, it 

belongs to the field of the other. What we seek, what we 

desire, then, is the gaze (the desire) of the other. In 

this sense, the gaze is not a tool of power, wielded by an 

active subject. That is, the gaze is not masculine, when 

masculine is taken to equal active, nor is it male, when 

male is erroneously connected with gender. Lacan's gaze, 

then, is not Mulvey's gaze, the latter of which is based in 

the Freudian notion of scopophilia, which is "curious and 

controlling" and, above all, active, placing it in the 

provenance of the anatomical male. The gaze in this 

Lacanian sense is that for which the subject yearns.'''•''̂  

This is problematic, according to Lacan. What we want 

the other to see, to desire, to gaze at, is our self, our 

non-existent fullness of being. That is, we expect the 

gaze of the other to shine a light on that which has been 

repressed in ourselves, that "real" which never existed, 

but whose fragments we have bargained away for power in the 

Symbolic Order. Lacan says: 

When in love, I solicit a look, what is profoundly 
unsatisfying and always missing is that—You never 
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look at me from the place from which I see you[. . . ] . 
Conversely, what I look at is never what I wish to 
see. And the relation that I mentioned earlier, 
between the painter and the spectator, is a play, a 
play of trompe-1'oeil, whatever one says. There is no 
reference here to what is incorrectly called 
figurative, if by this you mean reference or other to 
a subjacent reality.-̂ ^̂  

What I take this to mean, is that the subject wants 

the other to see the subject's signification (an 

impossible, non-existent "reference or subjacent reality," 

an Ideal, the child of the real). Conversely, what the 

subject wants to see in the other is what the other 

signifies—the missing part, its mystical sex, which will 

fill the subject's lack. These significations cannot be 

seen, of course, because they do not exist. What the other 

and the subject can see are merely signifiers in the 

Symbolic Order—screens, masks, the travesties (cultural 

trappings) of gender, which trap the eye, fool it, but do 

not satisfy. The other has no magic light with which to 

illuminate the subject's fullness of being that does not 

exist nor in the other can the subject see his lost part. 

Nothing was ever lost. 

What is missing from the signifier in the Symbolic 

Order is, precisely, the self—if we take "the self" to 

mean something transcendent, beyond, the signifier. This 

is what frustrates us in our yearning. Our perceived lack, 

because it is imaginary, cannot be filled or even repaired. 

We live, then, in a constant state of desire. 

Here again we see a gaze that does not belong to 

either biological sex. The gaze is a consequence of being 

castrated from the beginning. This castration applies to 
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both males and females and has absolutely no ties to either 

sex. The gaze, then, is not male. 

In addition to the gaze as an objet petit a, Lacan 

describes another kind of gaze—the one that I have called 

the patriarchal or masculine Gaze. He writes: 

The painter, it is said, no longer depends on 
aristocratic patrons. But the situation is not 
fundamentally changed with the advent of the picture 
dealer. He, too, is a patron, and a patron of the 
same stamp. Before the aristocratic patron, it was 
the religious institution, with the holy image, that 
gave artists a living. The artist always has some 
financial body behind him [. . . ] .'"'̂̂  

Here, I believe we can translate the word "painter" to 

mean he or she who represents. If we do this, we can 

expand the notion to include anyone who represents himself 

or herself as a gender signifier. That is, if I am a 

painter of "myself," what I create is my signifier. This 

extrapolation, I believe, is Lacanian, in that it seems, 

throughout much (but not all) of his discussion of the eye, 

the gaze and the picture, that the picture is an analogy 

for the human signifier. This analogy, rather than being 

straightforward, set out so that it would provide a tidy 

quotation and support, is a product of innuendo, the 

sliding of significations and displacement in Lacan's 

exposition. That is, I cannot trace the strains that lead 

me to this conclusion. They are an aspect of that unholy 

marriage between the author and Lacan. Still, I believe 

this is Lacanian rather than Lacanish. 

After Lacan has told us that behind every painter 

(would-be subject in the Symbolic) there is a patron, he 

moves to the realm of religious art, of which he says: 
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What makes the value of the icon is that the god it 
represents is also looking at it. It is intended to 
please God. At this level, the artist is operating on 
a sacrificial plane—he is playing with those things, 
in this case images, that may arouse the desire of 
God.̂ ^̂  

This is the gaze of the patriarchy, which I introduced 

above: The gaze of The Phallus, which we must remember is 

a fiction. That is, if I believe there is a god (Phallus), 

who is looking at this painting (my signifier) with desire, 

I only believe so, because I have been complicit with 

culture in creating a god (as The Phallus) that desires 

such things. If I paint myself, myself as signifier, and I 

have posited (or other have posited for me, prior to my 

existence) a transcendental seer, I will paint myself 

according to what I have imagined him to desire. I will 

paint myself to trap the eye of the patriarchy. That is, I 

have limited the way in which I can enter the Symbolic 

Order. I must enter as that which is desired by The 

Phallus—only then can I exist in the Symbolic. 

There is no doubt that this gaze enters into the world 

of Symbolic exchange, the realm of the fiction in which we 

are pre-cast (type-cast) in our roles. Lacan descends from 

the structural realm of The Phallus into the communal 

Phallic Order, when he writes: 

Let us now pass to the next stage, which I shall call 
communal. Let us go to the great hall of the Doges' 
Palace in which are painted all kinds of battles [. . 
. ] . The social function, which was already emerging 
at the religious level, is now becoming clear. Who 
comes here? Those who form what Retz call 'les 
peuples,' the audiences. And what do the audiences 
see in these vast compositions. (sic) They see the 
gaze of those persons who, when the audience is not 
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there, deliberate in this hall. Behind the picture, 
it is their gaze that is there.'''̂ ^ 

It is the gaze of these men, representatives of 

patriarchal institutions, who gaze from behind. They gaze 

at the painting (that is, the artist has worked to please 

them, to meet their desires), but through those paintings, 

they also "look" at us. The patriarchy determines what we 

will see and what we will believe sees us, its gaze, 

diffused among its institutions, where it cannot be 

captured. This is how we know how to paint ourselves, how 

to please the patriarchy and arouse the desire of The 

Phallus. The problem is, of course, that there is no 

Phallus to be pleased or offended—there is only the 

culture we have built. 

This is how the gaze can be seen as being masculine--

that which most closely resembles the non-existent Phallus-

-through our building. This is, also, how Mulvey comes, 

mistakenly, to formulate a gaze that is male. 

The Gaze is Not Male 

The gaze I have described, above, is not male nor is 

it masculine. It is not something someone does, it is 

something someone wants—an objet petit a. In this sense, 

then, it cannot be that which controls the construction of 

The Woman, as Mulvey claims. Objects, by definition, do 

not have this power or any other. The gaze, in the 

visible, is that for which the subject will long and never 

obtain. 

We see more of what Mulvey presents, however, when we 

consider the patriarchal gaze, that gaze from above, which 

dictates the ways in which men and women can behave and 

104 



interact on the cultural level. In the cultural realm, 

women are constructed (and construct themselves) to be 

looked at, to be desired by men, who have fashioned 

themselves under the rule of The Phallus. Men are 

constructed to look at, control and desire women. It is 

their cultural birthright. Mulvey describes the world as 

she sees it. 

This, however, is not the world as it has to be. None 

of what Mulvey describes springs from necessity—it exists 

because we have created it. If we have created it this 

way, we can recreate it in another. To recreate the world, 

we must first do as Mulvey suggests--analyze the forces at 

work in our cultural products and determine the bases on 

which they are built. Once we have done this, we can work 

to chip away at those bases slowly and subtly. 
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CHAPTER III 

HIS GIRL FRIDAY: THE FEMALE/MAN IN FILM 

His Girl Friday is one of the films Carroll claims 

cannot be accounted for in feminist psychoanalytic film 

theory. The female lead, he rightly claims, is obviously 

active and central to the narrative and, therefore, the 

film emerges as an excellent counter-example, which 

undermines Mulvey's original article. What this film does 

not do, however, is provide a counter-example, which 

undermines the more complete account of feminist 

psychoanalytic film theory as it is presented in Chapter 

II. When sex and gender are de-linked. His Girl Friday can 

easily be understood within the discipline. 

The action in His Girl Friday is driven by the male 

lead's need for a more tightly constructed masculine 

definition. The resolution is the feminine acculturation 

of the female lead, who moves in the diegesis from the 

position of female/man to female/woman. 

To some, this assessment may seem counterintuitive in 

that Hildy, played by Rosalind Russell, at the end of the 

film has chosen an active career in journalism over the 

more traditional one of housewife and potential mother. On 

the surface, she would seem to be a good model for a 

"liberated woman." 

Upon closer inspection, however, this assessment is 

superficial. An action analysis of the film indicates that 

Hildy's return to journalism as a career is secondary to, 

or a component of, her return to Walter, played by Cary 

Grant, as a wife. 
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Following the Kirkian analysis system the root 

conflict in His Girl Friday can be stated as follows: 

Walter, wanting to remarry Hildy, uses her passion 
for journalism to seduce her away from her fiance 
Bruce; Hildy, however, wanting to escape from Walter 
and his lifestyle, tries to hold on to Bruce so that 
she can settle down in the suburbs and become a 
housewife. The result is that Walter attains his 
goal when Hildy agrees to remarry him. 

Hildy makes no secret of her goal. In her first scene 

with Walter in his office, she tells him she is quitting 

the newspaper. He responds that she cannot. When she asks 

him why, he tells her: "You're a newspaperman." She 

counters with: "That's why I'm quitting—I want to go some 

place where I can be a woman." 

Hildy's concept of what it means to be a woman is 

conflated with what it means to be a traditional housewife, 

a role in which she sees herself as a respected, protected 

person. In this socially accepted role, she imagines that 

she will receive all the perquisites that come with being 

"a woman." Men will defer to her, open doors for her, take 

off their hats in her presence and treat her with civility 

and respect. She will play bridge, have babies and watch 

them grow, while her husband works to support the family. 

She will be, as she says, "a human-being"—an autonomous 

person—and not "a news-getting machine"—a means to end. 

Bruce, played by Ralph Bellamy, is her guarantee of 

entrance into this world. 

The life she envisions with Bruce is quite different 

from the one she has experienced with her ex-husband 

Walter. Walter is the quintessential narcissist. As its 
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editor-in-chief, the world of The Post revolves around him. 

No one in this realm is autonomous; people are merely tools 

he uses to further his own ends. Wrapped up in his own 

world, he fails to see or ignores the needs of others to 

gain glory for his newspaper and, therefore, himself. The 

audience gets a glimpse of what it means to be a wife in 

Walter's world when he and Hildy reminisce about the 

beginning of their marriage. In their first scene together 

Walter accuses Hildy of breaking up their home. Hildy 

counters with: 

HILDY. What home? 

WALTER. Don't you remember the home I promised you? 

HILDY. Sure, I do. That was the one we were to have 
right after the honeymoon. [She laughs]. The 
honeymoon. 

WALTER. Well, was it my fault? Did I know that coal 
mine was going to have another cave in? I intended 
to be with you on our honeymoon. Honest, I did. 

HILDY. All I know is that instead of two weeks in 
Atlantic City with my bridegroom, I spent two weeks 
in a coal mine with John Krupsky. You don't deny 
that, do you? 

WALTER. Deny it! I'm proud of it! We beat the whole 
country on that story. 

HILDY. Well, suppose we did? That isn't what I got 
married for. 

Hildy, then, has led this life and rejected it. She 

does not want to remarry Walter or be a journalist, a 

lifestyle which she describes as: "Peeking through 

keyholes, chasing after fire engines, waking people up in 
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the middle of the night to ask them if Hitler is going to 

start another war, stealing pictures off old ladies [. . 

• ] . " 

What is at stake here is not whether or not Hildy will 

become a wife or a journalist (she will marry either Walter 

or Bruce), but rather what kind of wife she will become. 

She will either settle down in the suburbs with Bruce, 

where she believes she will be respected and achieve a 

greater degree of autonomy, or she will remarry Walter, in 

which case she will have to repress her needs in deference 

to his and his paper's. 

The question of what kind of wife Hildy will become is 

resolved in the climax, which comes on Hildy's mumbled 

line: "All right, we'll honeymoon in Albany." Here, Hildy 

gives up all hope of being a traditional housewife. In 

echo of her first honeymoon, she will spend her second one 

working on a story for Walter's newspaper. Hildy has 

capitulated and Walter has attained his goal—Hildy will be 

his wife, on his terms. 

This is reiterated in the denouement when Hildy is 

following Walter out the door. Walter, indicating the 

suitcase, which Hildy has clutched to her chest, says: 

"Say why don't you carry that in your hand." She complies 

and this reinforces the idea that Hildy will, indeed, 

become the wife Walter wants—both his love-object and his 

"Girl Friday," who will follow wherever he leads. 

If the above is the climax, and I believe there is 

sufficient reason to believe that it is—it is preceded by 

action and followed only by denouement—then the inciting 

incident occurs in Walter and Hildy's first scene together. 

Hildy asks Walter if she can have a seat. He pats his lap, 
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indicating where she should sit, and says: "There's been a 

lamp burning in the window for you. Honey. Here." Hildy 

promptly replies: "I jumped out that window a long time 

ago, Walter." Thus Walter initiates the action, making him 

the protagonist, and Hildy replies to him, setting her up 

as the antagonist. Here, there is already evidence that 

the conflict will be about Hildy and Walter's personal 

relationship, not their professional one. Suggesting a 

woman sit on one's lap and calling her "Honey" has more to 

do with gender relationships than it does with being a 

reporter. Walter has made a pass, and Hildy has rejected 

it. 

The romantic conflict, then, has already been 

established before there is any mention of her coming back 

to the newspaper. This would indicate that the conflict is 

about their relationship and only tangentially about Hildy 

having a career. 

In the same scene, Walter explains why he wants Hildy 

back. He says he wishes she had not divorced him because 

"It makes a fellow lose all faith in himself." In the 

Lacanian model, this could be interpreted as Walter saying 

that he feels like less of a man. That is, without the 

correct other to define him, his definition as a man has 

become less stable. Walter must get Hildy back. 

The crisis comes in the scene in which Walter, Hildy 

and Bruce are having lunch. Hildy has just agreed to do 

"The Williams Story," if Walter takes out a large life 

insurance policy from Bruce. The story on Williams, a man 

who has lost his job, become depressed and shot a policeman 

by accident, is a plum assignment. It pits The Post, which 

takes the stance that the man is insane, against local 
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politicians who want to execute him immediately to boost 

their popularity at election time. As good as the story 

is, however, Hildy does not accept it only on the basis of 

its journalistic merit. She accepts Walter's offer when 

she sees that it can benefit herself, Bruce and their 

marriage. Only when Walter agrees to take out the life 

insurance policy from Bruce is she finally persuaded. 

The crisis comes on Hildys line to Bruce: "I'll be 

in the press room at the Criminal Courts building." By 

agreeing to do the story, Hildy allows herself to be 

separated from Bruce and seduced into Walter's world, where 

she will be more vulnerable to his manipulations. Without 

Bruce by her side, Hildy and Walter will have to battle 

one-on-one. After this point, there is no turning back; 

either Walter or Hildy must attain his or her goal. 

Walter, however, does not leave his happiness to 

chance. Not quite sure that Hildy's instincts alone will 

produce the desired result, he also launches an attack on 

Bruce. He sends Louie, a small-time gangster, to tail 

Bruce and ensure that the latter stays away from Hildy. 

Louie does this by having Bruce repeatedly jailed for 

offenses the naive insurance man never committed. 

Consequently Hildy is repeatedly forced to choose between 

writing her story and saving her fiance. 

Here, we also see what happens to men when women 

dominate in a relationship. The dominated man becomes 

vulnerable and subject to humiliation. He is, for his 

vulnerability, punished—punished, perhaps, because he has 

crossed the gender line between masculine and feminine, an 

act that could cause gender confusion. 
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The catastrophe comes when Hildy finally gives up 

Bruce. This occurs in the final scene when, upon hearing 

that Bruce has been jailed for passing counterfeit money, 

Hildy tells Walter to "Send Louie down with some honest 

money and he [Bruce] can go back to Albany where he 

belongs." 

Once she has given up Bruce, the guarantor of her 

entrance into the world of her dreams, the door is open for 

Walter to reclaim Hildy, which he immediately does. 

Through his manipulations, her resolve has eroded and she 

is again caught up in the newspaper world, where she is 

dependent on Walter. This choice cannot be said to have 

been made freely. By the end of the film, Hildy is a 

washing machine of emotions. She is elated from doing the 

Williams story and exhausted by repeatedly saving Bruce 

from Walter's Machiavellian machinations. In this confused 

state, she happily accepts the fact that Walter wants to 

marry her and that she will return to The Post, as his star 

reporter. 

According to the action analysis, then, the conflict 

is not about whether or not Hildy will choose a career as a 

reporter over a career as a housewife, but what kind of 

wife she will be. In the end, she gives up her dreams of 

the suburbs and agrees to become Walter's wife and 

reporter, which in Walter's world are one and the same. 

Gendering in His Girl Friday 

The big question in His Girl Friday is: How can a 

female who wants to be a traditional wife and mother be 

stronger, more assertive and more in control than a female 

who will be the star reporter at a big-city newspaper? 
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That is, how can Hildy, in their first scene together, say 

to Walter: "You are no longer my husband and you are no 

longer my boss—and you are not going to be my boss," with 

finality, but in the final scene give in so completely? 

The short answer to this question is that when Hildy 

aspires to becoming a housewife she is not a woman at all. 

She is a man with a feminine foil, fighting against the 

only man in the film who can feminize her. 

To understand this, one must look beyond the basic 

stereotypes of liberated woman versus housewife—these are 

superficial designations—and explore the relationships 

among the individual characters, each of whom has their own 

personality and gender position. 

In the analysis of this particular film, I am using 

the terms "liberated woman" and "housewife," in very 

specific ways. I use the term "liberated woman" rather 

than feminist to draw a distinction between the two. A 

feminist I take to be any person who works toward gender 

equalization in society as it now stands or as it could be. 

When I use the term "liberated," I want to conjure up a 

particular image of feminism that was popular in the early 

1970's—the stereotypical images of women burning their 

bras, turning in their aprons for blue suits and abandoning 

the private sphere for the public one. 

"Housewife," on the other hand, I take to be a labor 

position in the patriarchal structure—one that places 

women's work in the private sphere of home and family. In 

this case the woman's job description is to make sure that 

the home-life runs smoothly, that the children are raised 

appropriately and that the husband has a quiet haven in 

which he can escape the stress of the public sphere. Just 
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as a "liberated woman" is not the equivalent of 

"feminist," the "housewife" is not the equivalent of 

"wife." 

Whereas a woman can be both a feminist and a wife, she 

cannot be both a housewife and a liberated woman in the 

sense I am using the terms. The first denotes labor in the 

private sphere, and the second labor in the public sphere. 

Neither term excludes nor necessitates feminism. A 

"liberated woman" in this sense can be just as dominated by 

men in a patriarchal society as a housewife. Conversely, a 

housewife can have more tangible power than a woman who 

chooses to work outside the home. Where one works is not 

the question. How much autonomy the woman has is the 

measure of her power. In His Girl Friday, this depends on 

individual gender designations of specific characters 

rather than on superficial labor specifications. 

Throughout most of His Girl Friday, Hildy is 

constructed as a man under the masculine paradigm. It is 

clear that in the overall scheme of the film, journalist 

equals man, and the world of journalism is a man's world. 

All the "hard news" reporters in the film are males—the 

unseen Sweeny and the people who populate the Criminal 

Court's Pressroom are male. Excepting Hildy, the females 

the audience sees are receptionists, operators and "Women's 

Page" columnists, such as Mavis, who gives advice to the 

lovelorn. Of all the females in the film, Hildy alone is 

able to navigate and succeed in the world of newspapermen. 

The male reporters respect her for her tenacity and writing 

ability, and accept her as one of them. As one reporter 

says: "She's just like us." Hildy, then, is defined as 
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being a man when she is in the journalistic world with her 

peers—the other reporters. 

She can also be seen as being the manliest of all the 

reporters. It is Hildy who gets the final interview with 

Williams and she is the first to discover where Williams 

got the gun that he used in his escape. It is Hildy who 

captures Williams and it is she who shames the reporters 

when they emotionally abuse Molly Malloy, Williams' friend 

and supporter. In short, Hildy is in a stronger position 

in the newsroom than are the other reporters. Her 

confidence in this arena is so complete that she can call 

her fellow reporters "a bunch of old women," when she hears 

them gossiping about her. Considering the way in which 

they emotionally eviscerate Molly and ogle female legs on 

the staircase outside their window, their treatment of 

Hildy is unique and a testament to their acceptance of her. 

This would seem to back up the idea that Hildy is subject 

to no man. 

Walter, however, introduces a different dynamic. He 

is also constructed as a man under the masculine paradigm. 

As editor-in-chief of a big-city newspaper, he controls the 

men and women in the newsroom, ordering Duffy and Louie 

about, and sending the unseen Sweeny on a vacation he never 

requested. He also has power in the wider world, where he 

can, through The Post (a patriarchal institution), control 

the politics of the people and, therefore, the politicians 

in his state. In sarcastic acknowledgment of his power and 

narcissism, when Hildy enters the newsroom in the 

exposition, she asks: "Is the Lord of the Universe in?" 

Because Walter is an editor, when Hildy is in the 

position of reporter, he has control over what she writes 
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and how she writes it. This is apparent in the scene in 

which Hildy is writing the story about The Post's capture 

of Williams. Walter asks her to read what she has written 

and is not pleased. He says: "Listen, Honey. For ten 

years I've been telling you how to write a newspaper story, 

and that's what I get?" Hildy's simple reply is: "Oh, I'm 

sorry," as she rips the paper out of her typewriter. 

This is a reinforcement of what Walter has said in the 

first scene in his office: "I made a great reporter out of 

you, Hildy. But you won't be half as good on any other 

paper and you know it." Here, he not only takes credit for 

Hildy's success but implies that she still needs his 

supervision and guidance to maintain the quality of her 

work. Hildy's position as a newspaperman, then (at least 

in Walter's opinion), is dependent on Walter being in 

control. Just as Bruce is the guarantor of admittance to 

the suburban world, both Hildy and Walter see Walter as the 

guarantor of her position in the world of journalism, as 

she states that she would never work for anyone but Walter. 

In this relationship Walter-as-editor is placed higher 

than Hildy-as-reporter. As long as Hildy remains in the 

journalistic world she will be subject to him. She would 

still, as an extension of Walter, remain the manliest of 

men in comparison with the other reporters but, when 

compared with Walter, she would be under his control. 

It is also apparent in the film that Walter does not 

draw a sharp distinction between Hildy-as-reporter and 

Hildy-as-wife. In their first scene together, he says: 

"We're a team. You need me. I need you. And the paper 

needs both of us." In this short speech Walter sums up one 

of Lacan's basic positions. The feminine linguistic 
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position is fluid and empty of definition. This type of 

defining trickles down into the world of particular 

subjects. The subject who wishes to be a man, constructed 

under the auspices of the patriarchy, must find a specific 

"woman-space-opposite" that can be filled with 

characteristics that will shore up his definition, via 

negativa. So on a linguistic level, when Walter says he 

needs Hildy, what he is really saying is that he needs an 

appropriate space, embodied in a particular person, through 

which he can strengthen his relation to The Phallus. Hildy 

can only be that space if she becomes a woman to Walter's 

man. 

In the above speech, it is interesting that Walter 

appeals to a higher authority—The Post—when he is trying 

to reestablish his relationship with Hildy. The clincher 

in his argument is that the paper needs both of them. The 

paper, an institution which participates in public 

discourse in a masculine society can be seen as a 

reflection of The Phallus, the transcendental signifier 

under which all things in the cultural world, including 

gender, are arranged and find meaning. That the paper is 

called "The Post" is fortuitous in that a post can be seen 

as a reflection of both the real-world penis and the 

linguistic Phallus. It is a symbol of the patriarchy that 

controls the thoughts, opinions and beliefs of its readers. 

The paper (just as the patriarchy does) needs both Walter 

as editor (man/controller) and Hildy as reporter 

(woman/controlled) to function at its peak. On a 

linguistic level, then, Walter is telling Hildy that if she 

will only take her proper place in relation to him, she 

will be filled with the characteristics of 
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reporter/wife/woman and he will be defined, through her, as 

an excellent editor and man. Together in the correct 

relationship they will uphold the Phallic Order—The Post. 

They will not, however, as Walter suggests, be a team 

consisting of two equal members. The masculine/feminine 

dichotomy is not a model of equality. When there is a 

binary, one half of the term emerges as primary and the 

other as secondary. Because meaning is constructed under 

the auspices of the Phallus, the masculine takes precedence 

over the feminine on the structural level. If Hildy 

accepts this dual role, she will not be liberated but held 

in bondage on two fronts, in both her personal and 

professional life. This is why she has to escape Walter. 

In order to do this, she needs Bruce. When Hildy is 

with Bruce, she is in a position of power. Constructed 

under the masculine paradigm, she is the more decisive and 

active of the two. Although he is the husband who can make 

her a housewife, he is not the man who can make her a 

woman. That is, through Bruce, Hildy will obtain the 

social and financial benefits of the position of suburban 

housewife, but she will not be denied her autonomy- Hildy, 

if she marries Bruce, will be the man of the family. 

From the beginning of the film, it is apparent that 

Bruce has more than his share of traits defined as feminine 

by society. He is soft-spoken, delicate in looks, shy and 

self-effacing—characteristics, which, in the modern Western 

World, are typically associated with women. The audience 

sees these characteristics in Bruce and Hildy's first scene 

together. They are at The Post's headquarters, where Hildy 

is going to break the news of their engagement to Waiter. 

She tells Bruce to stay in the waiting area and that she 
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will be gone for only ten minutes. As Hildy walks away, 

Bruce softly says: "Ten minutes is a long time to be away 

from you." Hildy, catching the words, turns and asks him 

to repeat what he has just said. He does, but is 

uncomfortable. With head down and eyes only occasionally 

glancing up, he slowly and haltingly repeats the words to 

Hildy. She, then, admits that she heard him the first 

time; she just wanted to hear the words again. 

In Mulvey's terms, Bruce is not a vehicle of the gaze. 

As he does not look at Hildy, audience members cannot, 

through him, participate in her objectification. It is she 

who looks and it is she who is in control in this scene. 

She is forcing Bruce to define her as something worthy—his 

love object, the female/man to whom he will be devoted. 

This situation is paradoxical. Hildy wants to be defined 

as a woman, but through the very act of seeking definition, 

by controlling the other, she is placed in the masculine 

position. The latter supersedes the former. Hildy, 

because she is controlling Bruce, is by Lacanian standards 

attempting to fill the masculine position of man. Bruce, 

then, is placed in the position of woman. His gaze, then, 

can do her no good. 

Both the camera and Bellamy's choice of 

characterization back this up. Bellamy's Bruce, as stated 

above, is soft-voiced, self-effacing and delicate. Unlike 

the other characters in the film, who speak at 240 words 

per minute (130 words per minute above average delivery 

time,)^^^ Bruce speaks at a normal or slower pace, which 

slows down the narrative. The camera takes advantage of 

this slowing down, and quite often, the time is used to 

explore Bruce's delicate, somewhat glamorous face. Bruce 
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is, then, the object of The Gaze described by Mulvey. This 

classifies him as "woman" in Mulvey's model. Mulvey says: 

"The presence of woman is an indispensable element of 

spectacle in normal narrative film, yet her visual presence 

tends to work against the development of a story-line, to 

freeze the flow of action in moments of erotic 

contemplation."^^'' When the gender term "woman" is de

linked from the biological term "female," it is apparent 

that the camera is treating Bruce as a woman. Bruce 

undoubtedly slows the narrative and would seem to be an 

element of spectacle rather than of action. What is not 

certain is that he is set up as an object of erotic 

contemplation for the audience or for Hildy. 

Hildy is the intermediary between the audience and 

Bruce. That is, the audience, most typically, sees him 

through her eyes. She does not, however, seem to see Bruce 

as a sex-object—there is no apparent chemistry between the 

two—but rather as a kind, sweet man who will guarantee her 

position in a new world. She sees him as a woman, a person 

who will be the means to her hoped-for end. This leaves 

the audience in an awkward position. Heterosexual men, it 

would seem, could not derive erotic pleasure in viewing the 

images of Bruce, as he is seen through Hildy's eyes, 

because Bruce is a male and not an appropriate object of 

sexual contemplation. It would also be difficult to argue 

that males in the audience could identify with Hildy's 

gaze. She is female and not made in their image—there is 

no match, no surrogate for the male in the female body. 

It is also most likely that female viewers could not 

derive erotic pleasure from these images of Bruce in an 

erotic way. If a female character could act as a surrogate 
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for a female audience member, the audience member would 

also be obliged to see Bruce in the way that Hildy sees 

him. Because Hildy does not see Bruce as a sex object, it 

is doubtful that female audience members could see him as 

such, either. 

Along with Bellamy's characterization of Bruce and the 

camera's treatment of his character, Walter also sees Bruce 

as a woman, which is apparent in the following dialogue, in 

which Hildy tries to explain to Walter why she wants to 

marry Bruce. 

HILDY. Besides, he forgets the office when he's with 
me. He doesn't treat me like an errand boy, either. 
He treats me like a woman. 

WALTER. He does, does he? How did I treat you? Like 
a water buffalo? 

HILDY. I don't know from water buffalos. But I do 
know about him. He's kind, and he's sweet, and he's 
considerate. He wants a home and children... 

WALTER. Sounds more like a guy I ought to marry-

Also, like a woman, Bruce has a voice that cannot be 

heard. This is most striking in the scene in which Bruce 

comes to the Criminal Courts Press Room to deliver an 

ultimatum to Hildy—she must either come with him or stay 

in the city. Here, Bruce actually does take a stand. The 

problem is that no one is paying much attention to him. 

Walter is on the phone, dictating changes in the following 

day's paper, and Hildy is writing the story on Williams. 

They treat Bruce more like an annoying fly, which 

occasionally needs to be swatted away, than as a human 

being trying to communicate with them. It is most telling 
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that Hildy, when she comes up for air, asks: "Where's 

Bruce?" She has not really heard his ultimatum and she is 

not aware that he has left. Just as was the case with 

Molly, when she was trying to get the newsmen to listen to 

her, Bruce was not heard. This, again, puts him squarely 

in the woman position. 

Bruce, then, emerges as Hildy's feminine foil, and she 

always takes the dominant position in relation to him. She 

makes her own decision to do the story for the newspaper, 

indirectly taking over Bruce's career. She insists on 

keeping their money safe with her, taking away Bruce's 

financial superiority. She ignores his pleas to come with 

him when she is working on The Post's capture of Williams 

and she makes the decision to send Bruce home, alone, at 

the catastrophe. 

Throughout most of the film, Hildy is controlling (or 

ignoring) Bruce and ensuring that he remains in the 

position of woman. She is in charge, and there is no 

indication that the roles will be reversed should the two 

marry. Though Hildy would become a suburban housewife, she 

would not be a woman to Bruce. She could not be, because 

Bruce already occupies that position. What this would mean 

is that Hildy would be the definer, the decision-maker and 

the man of the house. Though her world would be smaller in 

the suburbs than it would in the city, she would, because 

she controls Bruce, have more tangible power in the 

position of housewife. 

That Hildy sees being a housewife as a labor position 

is apparent when she first tells the men in the newsroom 

that she is going to be married. She begins her news with: 

"I'm going into business for myself." When someone asks 
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her "What doing?" she replies "I'm getting married 

tomorrow." 

In addition, Bruce is not only a woman to Hildy, but 

to Walter, as well. The only time Hildy does not have 

control over Bruce is when Walter has control over him. 

Walter realizes early in the film that the way to regain 

Hildy is to seduce her back into the world of journalism— 

his world. In order to do this, he must separate her from 

Bruce so that her instincts as a writer will take over. 

Knowing her and trusting that she will become enthralled by 

her work, his next task is to make sure that Bruce does not 

interfere. He keeps Bruce out of the way by repeatedly 

having him framed, arrested and jailed. It is through this 

mechanism that we see the erosion of Hildy s power and 

determination. The first time Bruce is arrested—for 

theft—Hildy immediately bails him out. The second time he 

is arrested—for "mashing"—Hildy is caught up in her story 

and Bruce has to wire Albany for bail. The final time he 

is arrested—for passing counterfeit money—she asks Walter 

to have Louie bail him out and send him to Albany without 

her. She has been stripped of her feminine foil. 

With Bruce out of the way, Walter and Hildy become 

closer until, in the end, she is totally under Walter's 

control, crying when she realizes he loves her, acting like 

a love-sick puppy when he tells Duffy (not her) that he is 

going to marry her, and finally agreeing to, once again, be 

"His Girl Friday." 

This is not a tale of mutuality in marriage or 

liberation in the public sphere. Hildy is tamed. 
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The action analysis can now be changed to reflect the 

insights provided by psychoanalytic theory. The resulting 

product is as follows: 

Walter, wanting to shore up his masculine 
definition, attempts to manipulate Hildy into the 
feminine position; Hildy, however, wanting the 
masculine position for herself, attempts to evade 
Walter by using Bruce as a feminine space which she 
will fill according to her own definitional needs; 
resulting in Hildy losing Bruce and being feminized 
by Walter. 

This new wording of the root action statement does not 

negate the first version. Both are equally correct. The 

first version simply reflects the literal action of the 

film, while the second delves beneath the surface to 

describe the gender interactions, which form its base. 

Psychoanalytic theory, rather than being unable to 

accommodate this film, then, can give the viewer a deeper 

insight into the product. 

Conclusion 

It is true, as Carroll points out in opposition to 

Mulvey, that Hildy, as played by Russell, is a highly 

active female, around whom the diegesis revolves. However, 

when seen in the broader scheme of psychoanalytic 

criticism, it is not true that the model cannot accommodate 

this film or Hildy's role in it. When the gender and the 

biological sex of the individual are de-linked, when the 

position of man can be filled by either a biological male 

or female, then active females can be accommodated within 

the parameters of psychoanalytic theory. When the term 

"man" is used simply to describe an individual in the 
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masculine position, he can be either a female or a male. 

Hildy, though female, fills this position and is, 

therefore, a man. 

What is important, here, and what psychoanalysis 

brings out, is that females can be active in the 

patriarchal world under certain conditions. In the case of 

His Girl Friday the condition is that female activity be 

controlled by a more active male/man. Though one assumes 

that in His Girl Friday, when Hildy is remarried to Walter 

her activity will not cease, it is also assumed that it 

will be under the control of Walter, the only man in the 

film who can "make her a woman." In a sense, her actions 

will be an extension of his, and she will not become a 

loose cannon in the sacred world of the suburbs. As long 

as there is at least one male who can accomplish this 

dominance, the active female is not a threat to the 

patriarchy, which depends on the position of woman to 

define the presence of man. So, though this film does seem 

to lie outside Mulvey's model, in which males are always 

active and females are always passive, it does not lie 

outside the broader psychoanalytic model in which sex and 

gender are clearly de-linked. 

Here, we also see what I have described as feminine 

desire. In Chapter II, I argued that what the female wants 

is her share of the power. In His Girl Friday, we see 

Hildy trying to achieve her power by inserting herself into 

the masculine position in relation to Bruce. This is the 

direct path to power. We also see her abandon this quest 

and take her "correct" cultural position in relation to 

Walter. She is tamed by the cultural conventions presented 

in the film, whose making is under the control of a 
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patriarchal institution. The film re-affirms Hildy's 

heterosexuality. That is, she is made desirable to the 

patriarchy by representing her as a woman who desires the 

man in the film—Walter, who represents the patriarchy. In 

the end, then, Hildy is fashioned as a woman. 

This, however, could have been different. If Hildy 

had either married Bruce or chosen to be a journalist, 

independent of Walter, she would have obtained tangible 

power. She would still have been a female in a male's 

world, but her desire would have been formulated around her 

quest for power, not mediated through an individual male. 

What is repressed in His Girl Friday is Hildy's "masculine" 

desire for power. 
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CHAPTER IV 

OF HUMAN BONDAGE: THE CONSTRUCTION OF 

THE OBJET PETIT A 

As was the case in His Girl Friday, the resolution of 

the action in Of Human Bondage is the gender naturalization 

of the lead character. In Of Human Bondage, however, the 

lead, Philip Carey, played by Leslie Howard, is male and 

the story of his transition from not-man to man is more 

intricate than was Hildy s transition from female/man to 

female/woman in His Girl Friday. Instead of relinquishing 

a feminine foil, as was the case with Hildy, Philip in Of 

Human Bondage must give up an objet petit a (a more highly 

valued object) in order to accomplish his gender 

naturalization. Here, I will explore the construction of 

the objet petit a as it relates to Philip's move from not-

man to male/man in the diegesis of Of Human Bondage. 

To begin, we can take as our working Root Action 

Statement: 

Philip, wanting to escape the harsh realities of life, 
attempts to possess Mildred so that he can build a 
fantasy life around her; Mildred, however, wanting to 
live life in the world to its fullest, resists 
Philip's attempts to possess her, resulting in Philip 
being forced to live life in the world. 

Philip's desire (in the Kirkian sense of the term) in 

Of Human Bondage is not difficult to detect. He tells us 

what it is in the denouement. In his conversation with 

Sally, played by Frances Dee, he says: 

I had to be free to understand that all those years 
that I dreamed of escape, it was because I was limping 
through life....And because I was bound up with a 
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person who was incredible to me. But that's all over. 
I'm not limping anymore. My life's all right. 

Here Philip gives importance to two aspects of his 

life—his clubfoot (the reason he has literally limped 

through life) and his relationship with Mildred, played by 

Bette Davis. He was "bound," in his account, by both his 

physical condition and his passion for a woman who could 

not love him. These two conditions do not hold the same 

position in Philip's story. Philip's clubfoot is a 

condition of his birth and a fact of his life.̂ ^̂  Mildred 

represents a choice. 

Philip's clubfoot, which the audience learns is a 

congenital condition, seems to have defined him. Not only 

does he see himself as being "crippled," he also assumes 

that everyone else sees him in the same way. He tells 

Mildred in their kiss scene: "Of course you don't like me. 

I'm a cripple." Though at this particular point in the 

film Mildred tells him that he is "foolish," Philip, for 

the most part, is correct. 

Many people, including Mildred, have defined him as 

inferior. When Mildred first notices Philip's limp she 

sneers to herself and dismisses him with a "huh." Later, 

when she is both desperate and angry, she attacks him with: 

"You know what you are, you gimpy-legged monster? You're a 

cripple, a cripple, a cripple." 

Philip's conversation with a little boy at the medical 

school clinic is also revealing. Asked by Dr. Jacobs, 

played by Desmond Roberts, to give his opinion on a little 

boy with a clubfoot, Philip begins by inspecting the 

child's shoe. The little boy explains: "It's only for the 

looks of the thing, you know. I don't find it no trouble." 
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Philip replies: "Don't you? That's wonderful. I always 

did." The little boy, then, says: "Oh, that's 'cause you 

let them go on at you." 

It is, then, Philip's belief about himself, which 

stems from him having been born with a clubfoot and 

augmented by the treatment he receives from others, that 

has made life so difficult for him. This bondage, then, 

has a basis in fact. 

Philip's bondage to Mildred is different. Even though 

throughout the film, Mildred returns to Philip when life 

has treated her badly, he always has the option to turn her 

out, but he never does. He always takes her back and keeps 

her until she leaves again. Unlike the clubfoot, which is 

a condition of his life, then, Mildred is a choice. She 

has no real hold over Philip. He is not indebted to her in 

any monetary, ethical or moral way. He chooses to be 

responsible for her, but there is no imperative—she is not 

his wife, her baby is not theirs and he has done nothing of 

which the audience is aware that would imply indebtedness. 

Mildred may, at times, attempt to be seductive but she is 

never coercive. It seems, then, as if Philip has chosen 

freely. 

When one chooses freely, it seems that one of the 

rational grounds for a choice would be self-interest. As 

regards Philip's attachment to Mildred, I believe self-

interest informs the decision. Through Mildred, Philip can 

separate himself from the everyday realities of London, 

where he defines himself and is defined as a "cripple." 

"Life in the real world," as I am using the phrase, 

here, refers to life in a given society at a given time and 

place (in this case, early twentieth-century, middle-class 
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London), where males and females are expected to conform to 

specific cultural rules, roles and standards, which predate 

them. In the traditional Western view, all men are 

potential heads of families; they work in the public sphere 

and, at the appropriate age, take a wife and produce a 

family. The "good woman" or wife, on the other hand, works 

in the private sphere, where she raises children and makes 

the home a safe, comfortable, stable, pleasant place for 

the male. The "good woman," then, is the linchpin in the 

man's ability to succeed in the public sphere. The male 

who wants to be a success must find an appropriate wife. 

This need thrusts him into competition with other males for 

a limited resource—women. 

Philip's condition puts him at a disadvantage in the 

public arena. Because of his limp, he feels unsure, 

inferior and lacking. Philip's method of coping with these 

negative feelings is to escape into a fantasy world, where 

limps do not matter or can be forgotten. He turns to 

Mildred, the "bad woman," for protection against this life. 

As long as Philip is obsessed with Mildred he cannot meet 

the two primary criteria for a man's life in the real 

world—he cannot obtain a wife and he cannot get a job. 

That Philip cannot pursue marriage while he is still 

obsessed with Mildred is evident. In the film Mildred 

leaves with Miller, played by Alan Hale and Philip finds 

Norah, played by Kay Johnson. Though Philip and Norah's 

relationship seems to be deepening, he leaves her when 

Mildred returns. The same happens to a degree with Sally. 

The relationship with Sally also seems to be going well 

until Mildred reappears. Upon Mildred's return, Sally 

drops from sight and the audience fears that the promising 
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romance may be over. Marriage, a primary requirement for 

manhood, then, is impossible as long as Philip desires 

Mildred. 

Though Philip does propose to Mildred, she will not 

accept him. Even if she did, however, there is a question 

as to whether or not he could sustain a position in the 

public sphere with her as his wife. As a woman, Mildred is 

not "wife" material. Her impulsive, pleasure-seeking 

nature suggests that she could not maintain a stable home 

for a man—there would always be the threat of domestic 

chaos and infidelity. In addition, her upbringing (or 

class), her coarseness and inability to understand 

appropriate middle-class interactions would reflect on and 

shame Philip. This assessment is brought to the fore when 

Philip's two friends (Griffiths, played by Reginald Denny, 

and Dunsford, played by Reginald Sheffield) attempt to 

prevent him from proposing to her. 

GRIFFITHS. You're off your nut! You don't know what 

you're doing. 

DUNSFORD. What sort of practice can you expect to 
have with a wife like that? 

Here, the two men are telling Philip that Mildred is 

an inappropriate mate for a man who plans to take a 

respected position in London society. In the world of the 

film, Mildred might be good for a fling but she is too low-

class, too carnal, to be a wife. The presence of such a 

woman, they say, will interfere with his ability to build a 

practice and attain a respectable position. 

Though Mildred refuses Philip, she remains a part of 

his life and is as detrimental to his career as his friends 
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warn him she will be. Early in the film Philip fails an 

important exam because he is daydreaming of the absent 

Mildred. Later, Mildred burns the valuable certificates 

that will pay for Philip's continued education, and he must 

drop out of school. It seems, then, as if Mildred not only 

prevents Philip from marrying appropriately, she also 

prevents him from entering into a respected career. 

Superficially, one might want to blame Mildred for 

Philip's inability to sustain healthy relationships with 

other women and for the setbacks in his career. Mildred, 

then, would be an obstacle in Philip's way as he attempts 

to build a life for himself in London. This judgment, 

however, would be based on the assumption that Philip wants 

these things, and that some mysterious bond to Mildred 

prevents him from attaining them. This does not make much 

sense when one considers that Philip has chosen to be 

involved with Mildred. In light of the above, the benefit 

of choosing Mildred is clear: As long as Philip can 

maintain his desire for the unattainable Mildred, he does 

not have to function in a world in which he is defined as a 

"cripple." 

Mildred's unattainableness is absolutely necessary for 

Philip. If Mildred is always out of reach, his desire 

remains constant and he can live in a fantasy world—he can 

daydream of what it could or would be like if they were 

together in an ideal relationship. This has several 

benefits. In the first place, it confirms his 

heterosexuality to himself and others: He is in love with 

a woman. Secondly, because Mildred will not marry him, he 

will never have the responsibility of a wife or children— 

that is, he will not have to succeed in the "real world," 

132 



as a breadwinner in a familial structure. There is also a 

distinct possibility that he will not have to perform 

sexually. Philip can live life as a romantic character— 

the lover scorned or, in accordance with the precepts of 

courtly love (a Medieval notion in which it is believed 

that a man is ennobled by his desire for an unattainable 

woman). Of courtly love, Lacan says: "For the man, whose 

lady was entirely, in the most servile sense of the term, 

his female subject, courtly love is the only way of coming 

off elegantly from the absence of sexual relation."^^^ 

Instead of being considered a failure under the terms 

of courtly love, Philip would be elevated (at least in his 

own mind) to the status of subject and perfect lover. Such 

a man cannot expect himself or be expected to function well 

in the mundane world of other men. For Philip, this is 

perfect. His love for Mildred confirms his heterosexuality 

(without his having to perform) and casts him successfully 

in the role of the quintessential lover, without his ever 

having to take on a wife and real world responsibilities. 

Mildred, then, is Philip's escape-route. She is the 

linchpin of his ideal world. 

This becomes even more apparent in the unfolding of 

the narrative. In the diegesis Mildred is constructed, 

through a series of connections—some subtle, some bold—as 

representing a world other than the one in which Philip is 

defined as a cripple. The story begins in Paris, where 

Philip is an aspiring artist. In the exposition, he meets 

with his instructor, wanting to know whether or not he has 

any talent. The instructor, somewhat curious as to why 

Philip poses this question, asks for an explanation. 
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INSTRUCTOR. If you are not certain about your 
talent, why did you stay? 

PHILIP. Because all of this is so...so beautiful. 

INSTRUCTOR. In my youth, it was also beautiful to 
me, but now, it is the City of False Illusions. 

In this short interchange, Paris is set up in contrast 

with the real world. It is the "City of False Illusions," 

where contrived art and beauty keep the ugliness of the 

real world at bay. Philip's Paris is filled with fine art 

and beautiful women, who model for his nudes, exposing 

their perfection and allowing him to participate in it 

through his painting. He can, in a sense, lose himself in 

(re)production, cerebral intercourse with his models. 

Here, too, the rules of middle-class morality are 

suspended. As a painter, Philip is not expected to enter 

the workaday world, take a wife or support a family. 

However, even in the "City of False Illusions," 

reality will intrude. In order to answer Philip's 

question, his instructor accompanies the young artist to 

his apartment, where a proper assessment of the latter's 

art can be made. 

Philip's paintings are important in the film. In many 

ways they act as subtext, as individual paintings or groups 

of paintings seem to be associated with different 

characters and reflect changing relationships. Though 

there are many of these particular paintings and groupings, 

here I am most interested in four of them—one of his 

paintings which is imitative of a great master; a grouping 

of nudes which resides over Philip's fireplace in London; a 
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sketch Philip draws of Mildred in her waitress uniform; and 

the reproduction of her in her "wedding" hat. 

Initially, the focus is on Philip's imitative 

paintings. These works are strange. In them, we recognize 

clumsy attempts to imitate the works of at least two great 

French artists: Cezanne and Ingres. The paintings, 

however, are not derivative; they are too close to the 

originals to have derived from them, but they are not close 

enough to be reproductions. They are somewhere in the 

middle. There appears to be no understanding of the 

original works; instead Philip's products seem to be feeble 

or pitiful attempts to superficially capture the greatness 

that has come before. It is as if Philip were trying to 

make them his own, but cannot. 

The Ingres is the key to understanding Mildred's 

function in the diegesis. Philip's "Ingres" is a 

degradation of the Grande Odalisque. •'•̂° Though Philip has 

tried to capture the position of the woman's body and 

imitate her idealized (as opposed to natural) proportions, 

he has fallen short. In an attempt to personalize (to own) 

the work, he has given the odalisque a different head and 

face and has failed to capture what is often described as 

the cool, precise, idealistic elements, which characterize 

Ingres's style. In addition, he has deleted the details in 

the drapery and ornaments, which give Ingres's work such 

richness. Philip, then, has failed to create anything new 

or even capture the old. His painting is a travesty. 

It does, however, have value for the film analyst, 

especially as it relates to Ingres's original. In the 

original, the odalisque is an icon of feminine beauty. She 

is exquisite in every detail from her creamy skin to the 
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delicate outline of her feet. Her body has been 

disproportionately elongated to create a line more pleasing 

than any found in nature. Her perfection, then, transcends 

anything so mundane as reality. 

She is also a specific kind of woman—a mistress, 

depicted with the ornaments of a harem girl. That is, she 

is constructed as a possession. In the original painting, 

her reason for being is obvious; her sole function is to be 

bedded. Ingres situates his odalisque within the confines 

of a draped bed. Though she is surrounded by luxurious and 

exotic objects, they are all contained inside the drapery. 

Beyond the bed there is nothing; the viewer is seeing the 

odalisque's entire world. In this world, she seems to be 

waiting, and we assume that what she is waiting for is her 

master/lover. In this place, the viewer realizes, a man 

could lose himself, forget about the everyday world of 

work, wife and family, and for a time, exist in an exotic 

world outside the mainstream of life. Here, a man could be 

perfect—powerful, complete, a master lover. This is what 

Philip has attempted (and failed) to capture in his own 

work—the perfect possession—the diversion that allows one 

to escape—the mistress that will make him a master. 

Philip's odalisque is the first object through which 

we can begin to understand the relations between Lacan' s 

Imaginary and Symbolic Registers in the film. In the film, 

we can equate Paris with the Imaginary Register, that time 

of one-ness and plentitude, which exists before the child 

recognizes its castration and where the positions for the 

objets petit a are opened. London represents the Symbolic 

Register, that time in which the child becomes aware of its 

castration and the roles it is to assume as an adult. 
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Paris, in the film, is defined as the "City of False 

Illusions." We know, from Chapter II, that the Imaginary 

Register is also illusory—that reality and what the child 

perceives are not identical. During this time, the child 

has a false feeling of wholeness or one-ness and he does 

not make distinctions between himself and his environment, 

which includes other people. Philip's life in Paris 

approximates this state, as he absorbs the world around 

him. This is most apparent in his paintings. In a sense, 

Philip co-opts his models through his work. He brings 

their image into himself, through his eye, and makes them 

his own on canvas. This blurs the line between himself and 

the other. The other, in the paintings, can be seen as an 

extension of Philip, just as the mother's breast and gaze 

were seen as an extension of the infant. 

Lacan also tells us that in the Imaginary Register, 

there is no recognition of castration. Again, we can see 

an approximation of this state in Of Human Bondage. 

Philip, when he is in Paris, can lose himself in the world 

around him and his clubfoot (his self-perceived lack) does 

not seem to matter much. In Paris, as an artist, Philip 

does not have to enter into competition in the more 

traditional work economy, where his clubfoot would become a 

liability—where his castration would acquire meaning. In 

Paris, he can possess a woman without winning her or taking 

responsibility for her. He may hire a model, and she is an 

extension of him for a specific length of time; then she 

disappears. When she has left, he can still possess her in 

his paintings (objets petit a). 

Though, as is obvious from the above, Paris does not 

strictly possess the traits of the Imaginary Register, it 
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can be seen to approximate them in the film. In Paris, the 

line between self and other is, if not dissolved, at least 

blurred. The fact that Philip does not have to compete 

with other men for limited resources renders his castration 

unobtrusive and, as long as he does not have to play by the 

rules, he can sustain a life of illusions. These 

similarities, I believe, can allow us to draw an analogy 

between Paris and the Imaginary Register. 

Philip's lack of talent, his inability to copy the 

products (the objets petit a) of the Ideal Father (the 

great painters who have come before him) has dire 

consequences. When his instructor assesses Philip's work, 

the older man tells him he has little talent and that he 

will never be more than mediocre—he will never attain the 

ideal position of Master. Philip, then, will never be able 

to sustain life in "The City of False Illusions." He must 

enter the real world of prosaic London, where he will take 

up a profession and attempt to support himself. He has 

been evicted from Eden. 

When he leaves, however, he takes a little bit of 

Paradise with him in the form of his paintings, especially 

his nudes and their cornerstone, the odalisque. Later in 

the film, he will explain: "I love those pictures, 

Mildred. I love them for what they were meant to be." In 

the Lacanian sense "what they were meant to be" are 

Philip's link with the Imaginary, where the infant has a 

feeling of wholeness and oneness, before castration is 

recognized. 

If Paris represents the Imaginary Register, then, 

London represents the Symbolic Order. In the Symbolic 

Order the child acquires language, recognizes its 
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castration and is expected to conform to one of the 

predetermined roles already in place in its society. In 

London, Philip's castration is immediately brought to the 

fore and examined when Dr. Jacobs forces Philip to expose 

his clubfoot for the scrutiny of his peers. This is an 

echo of the child's discovery of his castration. Philip is 

objectified. 

This scene is, perhaps, the most uncomfortable one in 

the film. The camera is angled down on Philip, making him 

appear small and squirming, like bacteria in a petri dish. 

All eyes are on him, as can be seen when the camera angles 

up at the faces of his classmates. Philip is being looked 

down on. Instead of focusing on Philip's foot, however, 

the camera explores his tortured face. He appears 

embarrassed and in emotional pain—a little boy, again—the 

object of the scrutiny of others. All his fears of the 

world are realized and presented in this scene. This is 

the difference between Philip in Paris and Philip in 

London. 

In London, Philip is also made aware of the rules by 

which he must live in the Symbolic Order. The expectations 

for Philip are that he will enter a profession, take a wife 

and become a husband/father in the familial model, thereby 

perpetuating society's customs by aspiring to the position 

of The Father. Philip, however, cannot fill this role (it 

is an ideal position). He cannot even attempt to emulate 

his biological father. Philip's father was a physician, 

and it seems as if Philip will walk in his footsteps. The 

problem is that, literally, Philip, with his clubfoot, 

cannot fill his father's shoes. 
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Philip's clubfoot, then, is a metaphor for lack; 

Philip believes he can never be a whole, active man because 

he is "crippled." This, however, as we know, is a false 

belief. In the Lacanian model, Philip's clubfoot is not 

identical with his lack: It is only an empty signifier. 

This is supported when Philip's clubfoot is surgically 

corrected and there is little or no change in his life. 

After the operation, he does not immediately obtain a job 

nor does he marry Sally. Here, we see the illusiveness of 

the signifier, and the relation between the castrated 

subject and the integrated Imaginary self. For Philip (and 

for the audience), his clubfoot is taken to be the root 

cause of his failures. When there is no change in Philip's 

life after the operation, the audience (and Philip) 

realizes that the lack cannot be Philip's physical 

condition. The lack, then, must be somewhere else. In 

Lacan's model, of course, that lack is in the fact that the 

human being is partial from birth, representing only one 

sex and not the whole of the human race. Philip and the 

audience, then, have been mistaken: Philip's lack cannot be 

repaired; it is an inherent part of the human condition. 

Integrity has escaped Philip because it was never possible 

in the first place. 

This notion of Paris as the Imaginary Realm and London 

as the Symbolic permeates the diegesis. The contrast 

between Paris and London is emphasized in the scene in 

which Griffiths and Dunsford are in Philip's apartment. 

The men are looking at Philip's paintings. Griffiths is 

quite obviously enthralled with the idea of naked women and 

wonders why Philip has given up such a life. Indicating 

one of the nudes, Griffiths claims: "I'd rather look at 
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that all day long, than at that (he indicates the skeleton 

in Philip's room)." Here, we can take the paintings as 

representing Philip's life in Paris and the skeleton as 

representing life in London. In Paris, the women were 

ideal, perfected through art and integrated into the 

subject, creating a feeling of wholeness. In London, the 

Symbolic realm, women have a different position. They 

become signifiers of the empty space of the Symbolic, which 

men will fill with the characteristics needed to define, 

through opposition, their own manhood. It is Dunsford who 

links the skeleton with women, saying: "Woman, you know. 

You can tell by the pelvis." Later, Philip will use this 

line in an aborted attempt to flirt with Mildred. In 

another scene, he will, in a daydream, superimpose an 

idealized image of Mildred over a skeleton in his 

classroom—he will cover the facts with an illusion, invent 

significants for the signifier. Again, this is in echo of 

Lacan, who claims that the position of woman, as a 

signifier, is an empty space, waiting to be filled with the 

oppositional characteristics, which will define the man via 

negativa. 

In London Philip hangs his odalisque over his desk. 

Here is another contrast. The desk represents the real 

world, a place of industry, where Philip will study and 

work towards his medical degree. The odalisque, as 

explained above, is a representative of the world of 

illusions, which Philip carries with him. This contrast 

remains a part of the diegesis throughout most of the film. 

In London, Philip's nudes (the second set of paintings 

which help form the subtext) become important, especially 

when contrasted with the odalisque. In the odalisque, 
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Philip has attempted and, for the most part, failed to 

idealize the female body. There is, however, a distinct 

qualitative difference between it and Philip's other 

paintings of unclothed women. His other nudes are more 

life-like and border on the mildly pornographic. They are 

reproductions of naked women, as they would appear in 

nature. Though in his odalisque Philip failed to reproduce 

the perfect icon, he did succeed in creating a painting 

that was somewhat removed from the reality of nakedness. 

The odalisque, then, represents an attempt to idealize 

women, and the nudes present them as a degradation of the 

objet petit a. This is important because it helps us to 

more fully understand the position Mildred fills in 

Philip's life. 

In the Lacanian model, the link with the Imaginary is 

made through the objet petit a. This is also the case in 

the film. Through a series of displacements, Philip comes 

to define Mildred as the one possession that can return him 

to the Imaginary Register—the one person/thing that can 

make him feel whole. Mildred is an objet petit a. 

Construction of the Objet Petit a 

In Of Human Bondage, the audience can see how Mildred, 

as an objet petit a, is constructed. The film begins in 

Paris, which I have already argued approximates the 

Imaginary Register. In this City of False Illusions, 

Philip has created (literally, through his painting) the 

degraded odalisque, which is a condensation, a 

representative of the Imaginary, and the prototype of 

Mildred. When he moves to London, in echo of the child 

entering the Symbolic Order, he takes his beloved painting 

142 



with him. It is this leftover, this remainder of the 

Imaginary, which is linked with Mildred through Philip's 

subsequent attempts to capture her on canvas and in his 

imagination. The odalisque represents Paris and Mildred 

both participates in and displaces the painting. This 

follows, strictly, the Lacanian model, as objets a, through 

metonymy and metaphor, come to represent the Imaginary. 

The odalisque is what Philip wants Mildred to be— 

needs Mildred to be—and, at the same time, it is also what 

Mildred cannot be—an idealized object, suspended in time 

and captured on canvas—a perfect possession. Mildred is a 

real-life woman, with desires and passions, who changes, 

grows and dies. If Philip is to own her, he must capture 

her on canvas. 

In an early attempt to possess Mildred, Philip 

sketches her in her waitress uniform. The waitress and the 

odalisque are in the same structural position as regards 

their customer and master, respectively. A waitress, as is 

the case with a mistress, is there to serve the needs of 

the person upon whom she is waiting. Though different 

needs are being satisfied, they represent the same 

relationship—there is she who serves and he who is served. 

Just as a man may be said to possess a mistress, a customer 

can be said to possess, for a short period of time, a 

waitress. There is, then, a double possession, here. 

Philip, in a sense, can possess Mildred when she waits on 

him, as he has purchased her time, energy and attention. 

When he captures her on paper as she-who-waits, he can 

suspend her in that role indefinitely and even in her 

absence. Just as Ingres's odalisque waits for her master, 

Mildred, in Philip's sketch, will always be there to wait 
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on him. This is even more potent when one considers that 

Philip has produced the sketch while Mildred has been 

flirting with Miller. By sketching her, Philip attempts to 

attract Mildred to him through the sketch. He solicits her 

gaze by presenting her with her signifier—Mildred, as he 

sees her. In this, there is a false hope that she can see 

through the signifier to the artist who created it. This 

is what Lacan finds so frustrating in love or desire: "You 

never look at me from the place from which I see you. "̂ ^̂  

In Philip's second attempt to capture Mildred's image, 

the picture in which she appears in her "wedding" hat, he 

comes closer to an idealized version of her. The work is 

crisp, clear and detailed—there is none of the clumsiness 

that was so apparent in Philip's attempt to capture the 

odalisque. In fact, it is difficult for the audience to 

determine whether the picture is a painting or a photograph 

in which Mildred has been captured in a moment of 

perfection. In this picture, Mildred wears the same white 

or light-colored hat that she wore the first time she 

allowed Philip to kiss her. This is also the hat worn by 

Mildred when she marries Miller in Philip's imagination. 

Perhaps, in Philip's mind, this image represents the 

"virginal" Mildred and refers to a time of perceived 

innocence, before she has rejected his proposal and before 

he has had to imagine her making love to other men. 

Whether it is through his brush or with a camera, Mildred 

is captured, here, in the ideal. This is another signifier 

of Mildred. This time, however, the image has moved even 

further away from her. Through idealization, the image is 

becoming one of The Woman, a category, rather than an 

attempted representation of Mildred. Both images, of 
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course, are merely signifiers, but the latter is overblown, 

imbued more with Philip's desires and expectations than 

with the physicality of Mildred. 

It is this image that is most closely linked with the 

odalisque in the diegesis. Throughout much of the film, 

its place is on Philip's desk, under the painting. These 

two reproductions, however, have more in common than 

physical placement; both promote the notion of the 

transcendent, ideal woman—the woman as possession. 

When Mildred is absent from Philip's life, the 

audience always sees either this picture of Mildred, 

Philip's odalisque or both. These images act as stand-ins 

for Mildred. When she, as a character, is absent, Philip 

always has the images. In a sense, these images are more 

valuable to Philip than the real Mildred. As long as 

Mildred is alive and changing, her very being negates his 

attempts to fix her at one moment in time—negates his 

ability to own her image. Mildred, then, is more valuable 

and more present to Philip when she is absent, because she 

is not there to interfere with Philip's interpretation of 

her. When she is not there, challenging the veracity of 

her images, Philip can bestow upon them any 

characteristics, actions or meanings he chooses. When she 

is with him, he must struggle with her reality. The real 

Mildred is too volatile, too alive, and too unpredictable 

to be owned in the same way-

When Mildred, the character, appears in Philip's 

apartment, the camera often associates her with the 

slightly pornographic sketches of the naked women. In 

several scenes she becomes a part of their composition 

around the fireplace. When she stands next to them and is 
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included in their formal arrangement on the screen, she 

becomes one of them. That is, she is associated with the 

mildly pornographic as opposed to the idealistic—there is 

more of the real than of the ideal about her. Mildred, 

then, is split. When she is present, there is a danger 

that she will become too real and destroy Philip's images 

(which, eventually, she literally does). When she is 

absent, she is benign, beautiful and under Philip's 

control. Philip's position, then, is precarious as he 

struggles to keep Mildred alive as an illusion, while 

suppressing the less desirable, less controllable aspects 

of her presence. 

The Clash of the Two Registers 

Of Human Bondage can be seen as being about the 

conflict between Philip's desire for the ideal world and 

Mildred's passion for the corporeal world. To obtain his 

desire, Philip needs an ideal Mildred around whom he can 

build an ideal world. If, however, Mildred allows herself 

to be co-opted by Philip, she must suppress her own desires 

and become a blank human canvas on which he can construct 

his perfect other. 

Though Mildred does not verbalize her desire to 

anyone, as did Philip to Sally, it is apparent in her 

actions that her lust is for the real world. She thrives 

on that which is sensual and material—good food, champagne 

and exciting men who can show her a good time. The good 

life, for Mildred, is experiential, not cerebral. She must 

smell it, taste it, touch it, see it and hear it. Philip, 

who strives to live in an ideal world, cannot give Mildred 
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what she needs. He is not "man enough" (real enough) for 

her. 

Miller, one of Philip's rivals, tries to explain this 

to the younger man, when he meets Philip outside the 

restaurant where Mildred works. Miller wants to talk "man 

to man" and opens his conversation with the statement that 

he and Philip are interested in the same "thing." Philip 

recoils at the term "thing," which prompts Miller to claim: 

"My dear young man, you are so...ah...so...ah...artistic. 

You should be more...(here, he cannot find the word for 

masculine, so he demonstrates by swelling his chest and 

thumping it with his fist, then making a muscular pumping 

gesture with his arm)." What he is trying to tell Philip 

is that he should dispense with the illusions of art 

("artistic" is a term often used to cover up something 

along the lines of effeminate) and act like a man, in the 

macho, man-dragging-woman-by-the-hair sense of the term, if 

he wants Mildred to desire him. Though after this 

conversation Philip makes a few feeble attempts to behave 

more "manly" with Mildred, he cannot make the leap from 

dreamer to Neanderthal. He cannot be material enough to 

raise Mildred's passions. 

Still the two are bound together. Philip needs 

Mildred as the linchpin to the world he wants to create, 

and Mildred needs Philip to provide her with the basic 

necessities of life, when there is no other source. Though 

she cannot desire Philip, she is indirectly bound to him. 

She is a slave to her passions, and passions do not pay the 

rent. Repeatedly, when life has gotten the best of her, 

she returns to Philip for the basics—food, clothing and 
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shelter. These basics, however, are never enough. When 

she is back on her feet, Mildred always leaves. 

In the diegesis the conflict begins when Mildred and 

Philip first meet in the restaurant where she works. 

Philip's opening line is: "Well, I see your friend's 

going." Mildred replies: "I don't know what you mean" and 

Philip explains: "I was referring to the nobleman with the 

sandy mustache. Has he left you for another?" 

This explanation of events is pure fantasy. What 

Philip has actually seen is Mildred conversing with a 

bourgeois-looking man, who has flirted, paid his bill and 

left. To classify Miller as a nobleman is pure fiction. 

There is something about his bearing, too much play in his 

body, and his flirtatious laugh that lends an air of 

commonness to his mien. To suggest that he is a nobleman 

who has left Mildred for another is romanticizing an 

ordinary occurrence to a degree that the actual event 

cannot bear. 

Here, then, within the space of several lines, Philip 

has leapt from the world of facts ("I see your friend has 

left") to the world of fantasy. Already, he has placed 

Mildred in a non-existent place—a fairy tale or a .romance 

novel. She is cast in the role of abandoned princess or 

heroine. 

Mildred is not pleased with Philip's attempt to 

romanticize her. She responds to him, saying: "Some 

people would do better to mind their own business." 

Philip, then, has attempted to capture Mildred in the realm 

of fantasy and she has negated his attempt. 

This pattern of conflict continues throughout the 

action. In his second meeting with Mildred, she is waiting 
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on Miller and neglecting Philip. While he is waiting, he 

draws the sketch of her in her waitress uniform. When she 

finally comes to his table, he lets her see it. She asks: 

"Is that meant to be me?" Philip smiles, saying: "Looks 

like you, doesn't it?" Mildred's reply is: "If you look 

at it that way." As stated above, the sketch is a 

signifier created by Philip to attract Mildred. She, 

however, does not see herself in her signifier, and Philip 

cannot see beyond the signifier he has created. That is, 

the image that Philip hopes will bring them together 

actually separates them from one another. He cannot see 

Mildred past the signifier and she cannot see herself in it 

or the artist behind it. Here, again, Mildred refuses to 

become complicit in Philip's attempt to idealize her. She 

will not claim the likeness as her own. In a sense, she 

asserts her reality in the face of Philip's possession. 

This, however, does not deter Philip, who continues to 

pursue her as an ideal. In their first dinner scene 

together the camera idolizes Mildred, catching Davis's best 

features (her eyes, especially), from the best possible 

angles. She is, indeed, one of the most beautiful 

princesses one could imagine, and the camera adores her. 

At times it even seems as if the camera is caressing her 

flawless skin and ready to plunge into her liquid eyes. 

Here, I wax poetic because the camera does the same. This 

visual sequence presents an ideal and romanticized Mildred 

and Philip, who seem to have slipped into a gap of beauty, 

separated from the ugliness of the real world. 

The camera here, however, is at odds with Mildred who, 

though stunningly beautiful, has the accent and idioms of 

her lower-class occupation and heritage. Mildred, the 
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speaker, does not conform to Mildred the vision. Even 

after several viewings, this scene remains confusing. 

Mildred is never this beautiful again, and we are not sure 

if we are seeing Mildred as she is (as the accent would 

indicate) or if we are seeing her as Philip sees her (as 

her ideal beauty suggests). The signifier on the screen 

traps us, and we can go no further. 

In any case, in this scene, Mildred is gorgeous and 

Philip is romantic. Upon hearing the music playing in the 

restaurant, Philip says: "I love that music. Whenever I 

hear it, I think of you—how pale you are, how strange, how 

cold."̂ ^̂  Mildred makes no reply. 

Later, the audience sees the full-blown idealization 

of this restaurant scene in a dream sequence. Here, we are 

certain that what we are seeing is Philip's image of 

Mildred. In the dream, the dialogue is extended and a new 

scene is added. 

PHILIP. I love that music. Whenever I hear it, I 
think of you. 

MILDRED. Whenever I hear it, I think of us. 

In the second scene of the dream, Philip has lost his 

limp and is dancing with Mildred. Mildred says: "I've 

never danced with anyone who danced like you." Philip 

replies: "I've been looking for you all my life." 

It is interesting that, here, in the dream sequence, 

Mildred loses her accent—one of the traits that 

characterizes her as lower-class. In Philip's dreams, he 

and Mildred are the perfect couple. With her, he is healed 
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and whole and, with him, she has risen above her origins. 

He is the handsome prince who saves the abandoned princess. 

With Mildred, however, reality is never far away- The 

crisis comes when Mildred returns, pregnant, from her fling 

with Miller. When she tells Philip that Miller has left 

her, the audience sees his intake of breath, the rise of 

his chest and the hope in his eyes. His desire has not 

abated. It is at this moment that the audience knows that 

Philip will not let Mildred go; he needs her still and will 

need her always. This is reinforced when, a little later 

in the diegesis, Mildred asks Philip if he still likes her 

(she cannot or will not say the word "love"). Philip 

replies: "Strange as it seems, I always have and I suppose 

I always shall." From this point on, there is no way out 

for Philip, he must possess Mildred. Mildred, on the other 

hand, must keep Philip because she needs the basics he 

supplies but she cannot let him possess her, freeze her in 

a reproduction, a signifier, where her passion will 

stagnate. The two must battle until one wins. 

One problem is that Philip cannot or will not see Mildred's 

passion for life—that is, he cannot see Mildred's desire. 

In spite of the fact that she has returned to him pregnant 

with another man's child, Philip persists in believing that 

Mildred is cold, as he has described her in the restaurant 

scene recounted above. That he persists in this belief 

becomes apparent later, when Mildred is preparing to leave 

Philip and travel with Griffiths to Paris. At this point 

she directly challenges his belief, explaining that she 

cares for Philip as a friend, but does not care for him in 

"the other way." 
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Philip is confused; this statement does not fit in 

with his picture of her. He tries to make sense of it in 

the following dialogue. 

PHILIP- But you do care for Griffiths in the other 
way? But you're...you're...rather cold. That sort 
of thing doesn't mean anything to you. 

MILDRED. That's what you think. 

Philip, then, has failed to see what everyone in both 

the film and the audience has seen—that Mildred is a 

creature of passion. Her perceived coldness is an 

illusion, which Philip has created for himself, aided by 

Mildred who is cool to him because she does not desire him 

"in the other way-" While Philip can hold the false belief 

that Mildred is by nature cold to all men, there is no 

competition. That is, Philip does not have to see himself 

as lacking if he believes Mildred does not desire other 

men. It may also be the case that he feels as if he has a 

more perfect relationship with her as their love is ideal, 

in the sense that it has never been consummated—dirtied by 

the low desires of life. Philip, then, never sees the real 

Mildred, a passionate woman, who will sacrifice her 

reputation, health and life to attain material pleasure. 

When the ideal and the real finally do meet, the 

effect is volcanic. Mildred has returned from her fling 

with Griffiths and because Philip has little money and 

cannot afford to set up a separate establishment for her 

she is living with him. Mildred has now become frightened 

that she might lose Philip. She needs him, not as an 

object of desire, but as a means of financial support. In 
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an attempt to solidify their relationship, she tries to 

seduce him. 

Philip, however, refuses to be seduced (into the 

dirty, debased material world?). Though Mildred tells him 

she loves him, neither Philip nor the audience is 

convinced. His reply is: "Nonsense." 

She explains that she cannot go on in the same manner 

any longer and wants to leave. Philip moves directly in 

front of the odalisque and again pronounces her words as 

"Nonsense." Then he explains: "You haven't anywhere to 

go. Stay here as long as you like, with the definite 

understanding that..." 

Here, the camera switches to Philip's point-of-view 

and the audience sees Mildred willing her eyes to project 

love (attempting to present the gaze, and not making it) 

and her mouth opening into what is meant to be a seductive 

smile. The effect is grotesque—the mask is too obviously 

a mask. Repulsed, Philip finishes his sentence with the 

unexpected: "...you disgust me." 

Upon this pronouncement, the odalisque behind Philip 

blurs. The look on his face is cold, cruel and, perhaps, a 

bit triumphant. This look, however does not last long, as 

Mildred erupts in fury, bellowing: "Me? I disgust you! 

You! You! You're too fine. You won't have none of me, 

but you'11 sit here all night looking at your naked 

females...." The dam has broken and the tirade that 

follows is soul-searing, at least for Philip. 

Philip, literally caught between the odalisque, which 

has, once again, become clear behind him, and Mildred in 

front of him, loses his superior expression. His face, in 
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turn, reflects shock, then horror and, finally, pain, when 

Mildred calls him a gimpy-legged monster and a cripple. 

In this scene, Mildred asserts her reality in the face 

(literally) of Philip's ideal. He is in a quandary; he 

must keep her reality at bay, but the snarling, bellowing, 

plate-breaking Mildred is directly in front of him. That 

he can still cling to his idealization of her is almost 

impossible to believe...but he does and she remains a 

factor in his life. 

That he cannot relinquish his fantasy is apparent many 

scenes later, when he proposes to Sally for the first time. 

At this point in the narrative, Philip has just received 

his medical degree—there has been no Mildred to prevent 

it—and plans to take a position as a physician aboard a 

ship headed for the South Seas. At the end of the scene, 

he asks Sally: "When I come back, if you still feel the 

same, will you marry me. Darling?" Sally's response is: 

"Don't you mean if you still feel the same?" Philip's eyes 

fill with sadness, he lowers them and turns his head. 

Philip cannot commit to Sally and the world of the 

Symbolic, which she represents. 

Here, the audience sees the tension between Philip's 

desire for the Imaginary (with Mildred in place as its 

objet petit a) and the demands of the Symbolic world in 

which he must live. Mildred, though she is an objet a, as 

discussed above, is an inappropriate mate in the Symbolic 

world. Sally, on the other hand, truly is an appropriate 

mate for a middle-class man. The audience is assured that 

Sally can cook, clean and care for children—she has eight 

brothers and sisters. She is nurturing and capable. She 

is younger than Philip, which suggests that she will always 
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look to him for guidance and he will be the head of the 

house. Sally is also a member of the appropriate social 

class—she comes of good, old English stock and her mother 

was a Lady. Sally, then, has been bred to the job of 

proper woman, housewife and mother. She knows the rules of 

the game and, when married to Philip, she will conform 

perfectly to the role of middle-class wife. 

Philip, however, cannot commit to Sally or the 

Symbolic Order. If he marries her, if she occupies the 

position of wife, he will be defined, in contrast, as a 

man. One word or one look from Philip would catapult him 

into the Symbolic, and the ideal world would be gone 

forever. He cannot do it and must turn his face, in shame, 

away from Sally and the Symbolic. He is not yet ready to 

be a man. Resolution is delayed, and the story is not at 

an end. 

The catastrophe comes when Philip learns of Mildred's 

death. This occurs when he reads her name on a "Patient 

Record," which has been torn and discarded by Griffiths. 

Philip is in a quandary. Without Mildred as his means of 

escape, he must either find a new way out or accept his 

position in the real world. 

Again, however, the resolution is delayed. Philip has 

already, before Mildred's death, signed on to the ship 

headed to the South Pacific—a conglomeration of exotic 

places, as divorced from the realities of London as was the 

world that he attempted to construct around Mildred. As 

audience members, we are never sure why Philip has made 

this choice. Perhaps he wishes to imitate the French 

artist Gauguin, who traveled to the South Seas in quest of 

new inspiration. Again, though, his choice is the same. 
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It is between London respectability and escape. He 

contemplates the latter, but chooses the former. He 

decides to marry Sally and practice his profession in 

London. 

The climax comes at the moment Phillip tears up his 

travel brochures, signifiers of other possible objets petit 

a that can define him outside the accepted cultural order, 

and hands them to Sally. When she asks what they are, he 

replies: "My wedding present...to my wife." In this 

moment, the moment of the tearing, Philip has given up his 

fantasies. 

Though one might argue that the following discussion 

between Sally and Philip is action, I see it more as a 

reinforcement of what Philip has already done; he has given 

up his dream life. When he tears up the brochures, Philip 

enters the respectable, solid world of middle-class London, 

where men have wives and jobs to support them. He has 

chosen to be a man. 

The above analysis reinforces Philip's primary action 

presented in the Root Action Statement. In order for 

Philip to escape reality, which has become a nightmare for 

him, he attempts to possess Mildred so that he can build a 

fantasy life around her. Philip wants Mildred because she 

is a means of escape from the competitive world of wives 

and jobs in which he is defined as a "cripple." In order 

to accomplish this goal he must capture Mildred in a world 

of illusions and build a fantasy life around her. Mildred, 

however, must not be caught in this illusion, separated 

from the real world, where her passions reside. In the 

end, Philip both loses and wins. He gives up his fantasy 

world, which has been so necessary to him, but he gains 

156 



manhood by repressing the feminine of the Imaginary. 

Mildred dies. 

The resolution in Of Human Bondage, then, is the 

gender naturalization of Philip, in that through the action 

he moves from the position of not-man (wo-man) to the 

position of male/man. Though he cannot make good his lack 

(that, as we know, is an impossibility for anyone), he has, 

at least, finally chosen an appropriate mate, who will 

shore up his cultural definition as man and confirm his 

heterosexuality. 

Of Human Bondage, then, cannot only be understood 

within the psychoanalytic paradigm; the film can be used to 

explicate certain elements of the model, as well. Though, 

here, I have focused primarily on the construction of the 

objet petit a and its function in linking the Imaginary and 

Symbolic registers, there is much more ground that could 

have been covered in a longer work—the roles of the older 

men and great artists of the past, as they represent the 

intervention of the patriarchy, Norah, as she represents 

the inappropriate mother figure, an incestuous mate, and 

the notion of the skeleton (woman) as empty space, waiting 

to be filled with appropriate definitional characteristics. 

The psychoanalytic model, then, instead of restricting the 

interpretation of this film, can be seen as a filter 

through which the analyst can more fully understand the 

character positions and interactions in Of Human Bondage. 

Looking at Philip 

In his essay, Carroll claims that, contra Mulvey, 

there are films in which male characters can be seen as 

being ineffectual, but that the actors who play these roles 
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do not seem to suffer at the box office or in their 

popularity. That is, he is extending his argument that 

male characters can be passive (objects of sexual 

objectification) and female audience members can be active 

(objectifiers in their own right), without disturbing (or, 

perhaps, even promoting) pleasure. He begins his counter

examples with a list of male stars that, he believes, have 

been "ogled" on screen for their "bodily beauty" or their 

"facial good looks. "̂ ^̂  At the end of this list, he adds: 

Nor is it useful to suggest a constant correlation 
between male stars and effective activity. Leslie 
Howard in Of Human Bondage and Gone with the Wind 
seems to have succeeded most memorably as a matinee 
idol when he was staggeringly ineffectual.'̂ ^̂  

It is difficult, from the above, to distinguish just 

who Carroll takes to be ineffectual and who he takes to be 

successful, as he has conflated the actor with the 

character. It would not make sense to say that Howard was 

most successful when he was "staggeringly ineffectual" nor 

would it make sense to say that Philip was both successful 

and ineffectual. In order for this to make sense, we must 

take it that Carroll means that it was Howard who was 

successful, extra-diegetically, as a star, and Philip, who 

was ineffectual, diegeticaliy, as a character. Here, it is 

worth exploring both possibilities. 

As regards Philip, the character in Of Human Bondage, 

I believe there is some question as to how ineffectual he 

actually is. It depends on how one cashes out the term 

"ineffectual." If "ineffectual" is the equivalent of 

passive (not-active) then, there may be a problem. If I am 

correct, in the above analysis, Philip is active in that 

his need for escape drives the narrative. It is his 
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attempts to capture Mildred in the ideal that keeps the 

conflict going. If this is the case, then, Philip cannot 

be thoroughly ineffectual. I do not, however, believe this 

is what Carroll means. I believe the point he is trying to 

make is that male actors can take on passive roles in films 

and be ogled by female audience members. In the previous 

chapter, I discussed this idea in reference to another 

passive male character, Bruce, in His Girl Friday. I 

determined that Bruce was passive, the camera treated him 

as such, and that Hildy "looked" at him. I also brought up 

the question as to whether or not female audience members 

could, through Hildy, desire Bruce. Because Hildy did not 

desire Bruce, I suggested this would also be the case with 

the audience members for whom she was a potential 

surrogate. Female audience members, I suggested, could not 

desire Bruce because Hildy did not desire him. 

The case with Philip is similar, but not identical. 

The audience sees Philip from numerous points of view—most 

importantly, through the eyes of Mildred, Norah, Sally and 

the medical students. As was the case with Hildy and 

Bruce, Mildred does not desire Philip. In fact, for the 

most part, she looks at him with disdain. The female 

audience member, then, cannot, when identifying with 

Mildred, desire Philip and find satisfaction through a 

surrogate. This is also the case with the medical students 

in the scene in which they are examining Philip's foot. 

Philip, here, is not an object of desire, instead he is an 

object of pity or horror. Again, even if female audience 

members could identify with the medical students, it would 

not be in an act of desire. 
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It is through Norah and Sally, who both desire Philip 

and see him as a man that there is the most likelihood of 

desire. One problem, however, is that, though both women 

play important roles in the narrative, their screen time is 

limited and as characters they are less powerful and 

compelling than Mildred. Before either is introduced into 

the narrative, Philip's position as non-desirable has 

already been established by both Mildred and the medical 

students. I question, then, whether or not the female 

audience member can desire Philip if he is constructed, for 

the most part, as an undesirable object. 

As regards the actors Carroll cites as men who are 

ogled for their facial good looks or bodily beauty, there 

are some questions that need to be raised (and which cannot 

be fully answered here) as regards the sexual 

objectification of men. What I take Carroll to mean in his 

essay is that in many films handsome men are displayed for 

the pleasure of the viewing audience. I see no reason to 

dispute this. What I question is Carroll's apparent 

assumption that, when the beautiful male body or face is 

displayed, they are displayed for the pleasure of female 

audience members. 

Sandra Lee Bartky, in Femininity and Domination: 

Studies in the Phenomenology of Oppression, "̂^̂  offers some 

suggestions as to why it might be the case that female 

viewers cannot derive erotic pleasure from masculine 

display- In Bartky's view, gender, sexuality and desire 

are, for the most part, cultural constructs imposed on 

individuals by a Patriarchal Other ("Other," in this case, 

referring to Sartre's concept rather than Lacan's). She 

also believes that the prescriptions and proscriptions of 
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this Other are internalized in individuals, as a part of 

their sexuality, which in turn is a strong component of 

subjecthood. That is, women and men desire what they are 

constructed to desire. 

According to Bartky, what many women find desirable in 

men is masculine power. She writes: 

Now women are regularly attracted by power, its 
possession and exercise. Male power manifests itself 
variously as physical prowess, muscular strength, 
intellectual brilliance, worldly position, or the kind 
of money that buys respect. One or another of these 
kinds of power may become erotically charged for a 
woman depending on her values, her history, or her 
personal idiosyncrasies. Hence, [. . .] insofar as 
male power is eroticized, male dominance itself 
becomes erotically charged.'"'̂ ^ 

What Bartky is saying is that for many women desire is 

a consequence of the level of power they perceive in men. 

The desirable man, as described above, is an agent of 

action, a subject. In an awkward formulation: The object 

of many women's desire is a subject. The suspicion raised, 

then, is that a truly objectified man, a man whose body is 

constructed as a passive object for display counteracts 

whatever power he might have to attract the desire of the 

female. If this is the case, then the female viewer could 

not derive erotic pleasure from the displayed male Carroll 

describes. 

This leads to the possibility that the female viewer 

may perceive the objectified male as being a woman would 

not be able to derive erotic pleasure from the display. In 

much feminist writing, from the time of de Beauvoir to the 

present, women have been considered to fill the object 

position, not only for the world at large, but for 
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themselves, as well. In a sense, women both own and loathe 

this space, but consider it a particularly feminine one. 

It is as an object that women attract men and obtain sexual 

gratification, but it is also as an object that women are 

dehumanized. Bartky explains: 

Sexual objectification occurs when a woman's sexual 
parts or sexual functions are separated out from her 
person, reduced to the status of mere instruments, or 
else regarded as if they were capable of representing 
her. To be dealt with in this way is to have one's 
entire being identified with the body, a thing which 
[. . .] has been regarded as less intrinsically 
valuable, indeed, as less inherently human, than the 
mind or personality- Clearly, sexual objectification 
is a form of fragmentation and thus an impoverishment 
of the objectified individual [. . . ] "̂ ^̂  

If this is an accurate description of the object 

position, then we can, once again, see that the 

objectification of the male body, the subtraction of his 

intrinsic human value (his subjecthood), may render his 

display as a neutral vision or a "turn-off" rather than a 

"turn-on" for women. The masculine power needed to attract 

is absent. 

This would be in accord with the possibility of a 

position for feminine desire in the Lacanian model, which I 

suggested in Chapter II. If female desire can be seen to 

be a consequence of the repression of the female's 

masculine self, her lack, then that lack could only be 

illuminated by that which is deemed masculine in the other. 

If culture constructs the masculine as subject, not object, 

then the sight of a male acting in the feminine position 

would offer no benefit to the female viewer. It would not 

arouse her desire because she would see an echo of herself, 

her position. The desire would be a lesbian desire. 
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The above casts some doubt on Carroll's implicit 

assumption that females can gain the same (or any) kind of 

pleasure from this type of position reversal. That is, 

just because there are handsome or glamorous male 

characters displayed on the screen, this does not 

necessarily mean that women do (or even can) derive erotic 

pleasure from the image of an objectified male. That is, 

the male model of desire may not be the human model of 

desire. 

There are other options that could explain the overt 

exploration of the male face and body. In recent films, it 

could be the case that Hollywood has assumed that both male 

and female sexuality are constructed identically and if the 

male can derive erotic pleasure from the displayed female, 

the reverse must be true. I have suggested, above, that 

'this would be a mistake on the part of filmmakers, because 

men and women see what is other from distinct positions. 

It could also be that male display appeals to male 

narcissism in that the male viewer, identifying with a male 

character, participates in the character's perfection.'̂ ^̂  

There is also the possibility that the glorified male form 

may appeal to either latent or acknowledged homosexual or 

homosocial desires in males. 

One cannot, then, deny that there are displayed males 

on the screen. What cannot be proven is that these images 

solicit a specific response in the female viewer. 

Carroll's assumption must be argued. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have argued that Of Human Bondage 

cannot only be understood within the realm of 
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psychoanalytic criticism; it can be used to explicate the 

model, as well. That is, the psychoanalytic model is not 

so narrow that it excludes this film and, when combined 

with the analysis of His Girl Friday, there is a strong 

indication that the theory is not so broad that it falsely 

generalizes the ways in which male and female characters 

can and do appear on the screen. 

Again, as was the case in His Girl Friday, the 

resolution of the conflict in Of Human Bondage is the 

gender naturalization of the lead character. Though this 

is not the case in every film produced in Hollywood, it is 

emerging as a theme in the films presented here. This 

notion of gender naturalization will be further explored in 

the next chapter, where I analyze Arthur Penn's The Miracle 

Worker. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE PATRIARCHY'S BRIDE: AN ANALYSIS OF 

THE MIRACLE WORKER 

In His Girl Friday and Of Human Bondage, my primary 

focus was on the relationships between the lead female 

characters and the lead male characters. In each case, I 

determined that the resolution of the conflict in the film 

was the gender naturalization of the lead. In His Girl 

Friday, Hildy moved from the position of female/man to 

female/woman in the diegesis. In Of Human Bondage, Philip 

rose out of the netherworld of the Imaginary to take his 

"rightful" position as man in the Symbolic Order. In the 

following pages, I will argue that The Miracle Worker, 

though the narrative path is different, results in the same 

resolution. 

Action Analysis 

Unlike His Girl Friday and Of Human Bondage, where the 

conflicts were between female and male leads. The Miracle 

Worker chronicles the conflict between two females: Annie, 

played by Anne Bancroft, and Helen, played by Patty Duke. 

The Root Action Statement can be expressed as follows: 

Annie, wanting someone to love, attempts to mold 
Helen into a loveable being; Helen, however, not 
understanding what Annie wants, is afraid of the 
older woman and fights her, resulting in Helen 
understanding and Annie finding someone to love. 

The climax comes in the last scene of the film. Annie 

is sitting alone in the dark on the porch of the Keller 

home. As she sits, Helen feels her way out to Annie and 

climbs onto the older woman's lap. Here, Annie takes 
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Helen's hand and spells "I love Helen" into it. Though it 

is unlikely that Annie throughout most of the diegesis has 

consciously known that her goal was to find someone to 

love, in this moment, when Annie's smile and tears mingle, 

the audience realizes that this is what Annie has been 

seeking. 

This resolution is surprising. Throughout the 

narrative Annie's stated goal has been to teach Helen. If 

this were her primary goal, however, the climax would have 

come when Helen learns to spell "water." According to the 

Kirkian analysis system this is not possible because the 

scene is followed by action. The literal text, that which 

is spoken and shown, then, is not identical with the 

subtext, which includes the unarticulated, psychological 

aim of the character. The film, then, is not about Annie 

molding Helen into a student, instead it is about Annie 

constructing Helen as someone who can be loved. In a 

sense, the film is about why Annie wants to teach Helen. 

The scene in which Helen links the hand-spelled 

letters "w-a-t-e-r" with the real-world object (water), is 

the catastrophe—the event which triggers and makes 

possible the climax. This event is necessary for Annie to 

achieve her goal. Love, Annie's goal, requires that the 

object of her desire not only be capable of understanding 

what she is receiving but also have the potential to return 

love (to desire) in a cognizant manner. When love is 

knowingly returned, it defines the receiving subject as 

worthy of regard, admiration and desire. If Annie is to 

love, then, she must mold Helen into a cognizant human 

object that can understand the cultural contract implied in 
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the term "love." This requires language, which Annie must 

teach to Helen. 

Annie's first move toward this goal is to gain Helen's 

attention. The inciting incident comes late in the 

diegesis when Annie first meets Helen on the Keller's front 

porch. In an effort to command Helen's attention, Annie 

bangs her trunk on the steps. Helen, feeling the 

vibration, is aware of Annie's presence. In this moment of 

awareness Annie establishes herself as she-who-acts and 

Helen becomes she-who-reacts. Annie, then, is the 

protagonist and Helen is the antagonist. The conflict is 

set: Annie will strive for a position of command from 

whence she can teach Helen to receive and return her love 

and Helen will live in a world of silence, grayness and 

confusion, bordering on animal chaos until she understands 

Annie's expectations. 

The crisis in this conflict occurs when Annie and 

Helen move into the little house on the Keller property. 

Until this point the conflict between Annie and Helen has 

been mediated by the Kellers, who over-indulge the child to 

find some peace in their lives. Annie believes that their 

behavior makes it difficult, if not impossible, for her to 

discipline Helen enough to teach her. Annie explains: 

Annie. Mrs. Keller, I don't think Helen's worst 
handicap is deafness and blindness. I think it's your 
love and pity. All of you are so sorry for her you've 
kept her like a pet. Oh, even a dog you housebreak. 
It is useless for me to try to teach her language or 
anything else, here. 

Annie then proposes that she take Helen and live in a 

little house on the Keller property, where she will have 
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total control over the child. She sets forth her demands 

in the following dialogue: 

ANNIE. I want complete charge of her. 

CAPTAIN KELLER. You already have that. 

ANNIE. (Speaking over Captain Keller) No! I mean day 
and night. She has to be dependent on me. 

MRS. KELLER, For what? 

ANNIE. Everything! The food she eats. The clothes 
she wears. Fresh air. Yes, the air she breathes. 
Whatever her body needs is a primer to teach her out 
of. It's the only way. The one who lets her have it 
should be her teacher, not anyone who loves her. 

The Kellers agree but with certain conditions. Annie, 

in a previous scene, has engaged in physical battle with 

Helen, and the child is thoroughly frightened of her. 

Captain Keller gives Annie two weeks in the little house 

with Helen. In that time, Annie must regain Helen's trust 

and teach the child to tolerate her. 

The exact moment of the crisis occurs when the door 

closes on the Kellers as they leave Helen in Annie's 

possession. In the little house, without any interference, 

Annie and Helen must battle one-on-one for the ultimate 

control of Helen's mind and body- There is now no turning 

back. Helen is imprisoned, literally, in the house and 

cannot leave. Annie, knowing this is her last chance, 

cannot disengage herself from the conflict. 

The action of the film centers around Annie's attempt 

to gain control of and teach Helen, so that the younger 

woman can understand the world in which she lives. Most 

importantly Helen must achieve this goal so that Annie can 
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have someone to love. In a sense, The Miracle Worker is a 

variation on the theme presented in the classical myth of 

Pygmalion and Galatea, in which a young artist creates for 

himself a perfect woman in the form of a statue. He falls 

in love with the statue and Venus, delighted by this method 

of finding love, brings the statue to life.'̂ ^̂  In both the 

film and the myth the narratives tell the story of a 

masculine person who has no one to love and so creates the 

perfect woman-object for himself. 

The Psychoanalytic Subtext 

Though both the protagonist and antagonist in The 

Miracle Worker are females, their relationship follows a 

classic it/not-it construction—the Lacanian 

masculine/feminine dichotomy. Annie, in the diegesis, 

takes the masculine position and forces Helen into the 

feminine one. Annie, then, is the subject and Helen is the 

object that Annie must control to solidify her masculine 

position in the narrative. 

Annie throughout the diegesis is constructed as 

masculine. This is evident in her dress, her behavior, her 

stated goals and in her varying relationships with those 

around her. Annie's costuming in The Miracle Worker 

reflects both her cultural/structural position and her 

enculturation in the diegesis. 

Annie's clothing, especially in contrast with that of 

Mrs. Keller's, is masculine. For the most part Annie's is 

stark and somber. The color palette that one can guess 

from the black-and-white film is composed, for the most 

part, of black, dark grays and other low-value neutrals 

contrasted with the white of her blouses. This contrasts 
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with Mrs. Keller's clothing, which is always lighter in 

color, with richer fabrics and more pronounced accents such 

as lace, flowers, and ruffles. 

Annie's clothing, when compared with Mrs. Keller's, is 

much more severe and less ornamented, with less lace, less 

ruffles and no flowers. Compared with Mrs. Keller, then, 

Annie's clothing projects a more masculine image than was 

typical of women in post-Civil War Southern society. 

Though this contrast remains constant, Annie's 

clothing does evolve in the film, becoming less severe and 

rigid as the diegesis proceeds. Annie begins the film 

wearing a no-nonsense black suit, with a stark, white 

blouse. Her second white blouse is more ornamented, with a 

minimal puff at the shoulders, a slightly gathered yoke, 

and a small bow, tied at the neck. The second skirt has 

fine pleats below the knees. Later, in the little house, 

the audience sees Annie in her nightgown. Though the gown 

is simple, there are ruffles at the neck and wrists. By 

the time Helen spells water, Annie wears a subdued plaid 

skirt and silky blouse. 

Though Annie is still masculine, the audience, through 

the costuming, knows that she is changing. Slowly, she is 

being influenced by the culture in which she lives—a 

Southern culture, which is softer and more civil than the 

Northern one in which she grew up. That is, even as Annie 

is trying to establish her masculine identity in relation 

to Helen, she is becoming more feminine in relation to her 

environment and the adults who populate it. 

If Annie's clothing is an indication of her masculine 

gender, her behavior is even more telling. Annie is an 

aggressive, active, athletic female in the diegesis, and 
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there is no need to compare her with anyone to detect her 

un-feminine ways of doing and being. She wades through 

creeks, climbs trees and engages in physical battle with 

her charge—she crawls under tables, whirls Helen around 

rooms and bangs furniture. With words, she confronts and 

affronts Captain and Mrs. Keller. Her behavior, therefore, 

often disrupts and offends the household. 

This behavior is interesting when contrasted with 

Annie's own definition of femininity. When her teacher 

sends her on her way to the Keller's home, she promises 

him: "I won't give them any trouble. I'll be so ladylike 

they won't even notice I've come." In these two sentences, 

Annie sums up the ideal woman—a person whose goal should 

be invisibility. Annie, however, is highly visible and 

audible. Even as she shouts this promise to her teacher, 

she disrupts and draws the attention of those in her train 

car. 

More importantly to Annie's gender designation is her 

immediate and stated goal to attain a masculine position in 

society: She wants to be a teacher. The role of teacher 

is a masculine one, regardless of whether it is filled by a 

female or a male person. 

When we take masculine to be the it in an it/not-it 

binary, teacher fills the position of power and the student 

(male or female) fills the position of other. A teacher is 

one who knows, one who guides and one who must be obeyed. 

He is also the seat of action and power. In the Lacanian 

sense, the teacher is the primary term of the 

teacher/student binary. The position of student, then, may 

be defined as one that must be filled by the teacher with 

culturally sanctioned traits, qualities and 
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characteristics. In the Lacanian model, this is the 

feminine position. 

Annie's masculine position as teacher is crucial. In 

the first place, the position of teacher guarantees Annie's 

autonomy; secondly, it provides her with a stable, 

culturally-sanctioned role within her society; and 

(perhaps, most importantly) it raises her to the status of 

representative of the established, dominant culture. 

Annie has grown up in poverty in an almshouse— 

perhaps the lowest of the low in a hierarchical society. 

Her early dream in life is to learn, an action which may 

raise her from this position. Against all odds, she 

achieves this dream and obtains an education. With her 

education completed, Annie, sight-impaired and presumably 

without any means of support, must find a job if she is to 

become an independent, autonomous person, who can support 

herself in a world where money is a necessity for a life of 

dignity and freedom. 

Financial and personal independence are most typically 

associated with the masculine position in society because, 

traditionally, it is the male who works in the public 

sphere, earns money and with it achieves independence. 

Independence can also be considered masculine because at 

the most basic level earned independence is something that 

requires direct goal-oriented action on the part of the 

individual striving to achieve it. Annie's stated goal, 

then, places her on the masculine side of the 

masculine/feminine dichotomy. As importantly, the role of 

teacher provides Annie with a stable, socially sanctioned 

position in society. Annie's attainment of her desired 
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social position, then, depends on her ability to achieve 

the position of teacher. 

The position of a female teacher provides an exception 

to the rule that a female's domain is the private sphere of 

home and family. A teacher, unlike a wife and/or mother, 

may work in the public sphere. Why this is allowed in the 

dominant culture deserves some consideration. It is my 

sense that the reason this exception is allowed is that the 

teacher, though she may work outside the home, is still 

under the control of the patriarchy and, further, she is a 

representative of the dominant culture. 

A teacher's job is to instill in pupils the values, 

mores and cultural codes of the society in which the 

student lives and is expected to function. A teacher of 

young children, especially, is not an originator of ideas; 

instead she is a purveyor and an enforcer of the rules and 

beliefs already in place in her society. A female in this 

position, then, is not be feared. She is not a loose canon 

because she is under the control of the culture in which 

she lives. In a sense, she is a collaborator or emissary 

of the patriarchy. 

Annie, then, is constructed as masculine in the 

narrative of The Miracle Worker. She is striving for 

independence, a masculine goal. She is seeking a masculine 

position of power sanctioned by the patriarchy, and she is 

its emissary. This is manifested diegeticaliy in her 

clothing, her actions and her life goal. 

Annie, however, cannot solidify her masculine position 

in a vacuum. In the Lacanian model, positions do not 

accrue meaning and people do not accrue definition through 

anything immanent in themselves. They accrue meaning in 
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contrast with their opposites. Annie needs Helen if she is 

to concretize her definition as teacher (and man). Annie, 

then, has a strong vested interest in Helen. Helen, in 

essence, holds the key to Annie's financial independence, 

social position and her definition as female/man. It is 

Helen, and only Helen, who can solidify Annie's position as 

teacher. 

To be a teacher in more than name only, one must teach 

something to someone. Helen is Annie's only pupil. 

Therefore, for Annie to attain and maintain the coveted 

role, Helen must acquire the language she needs to begin 

learning and to understand Annie's position as being 

superior to her own. 

The problem, of course, is that Helen cannot hear or 

see. These two conditions have denied her access to 

language. Language, in the film, just as it is in the 

Lacanian paradigm, is the sine qua non of subjecthood. It 

is through language that the child recognizes its 

castration and differentiation and thus its gender. Though 

Helen, even in her innocence, is linguistically constructed 

as feminine in relation to the masculine Annie, Helen is 

neither a man nor a woman in the cultural realm. Not 

realizing her castration in the Symbolic Order, she can 

only be a female in the biological sense. Gendering 

requires that the subject understand the cultural rules 

that define the roles of man and woman. Helen (though we 

are not sure) may understand that there are males and 

females, but she cannot fully know what cultural 

characteristics and masks she must adopt to conform to 

society's expectations of her. She is, in a sense. 
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suspended somewhere between the integrated world of the 

Imaginary and the divided world of the Symbolic. 

Helen cannot see herself or others. There is no 

Mirror Stage for her, so she cannot enter into the fiction 

(the play), where she will represent only one part of the 

human race. Even if she does recognize her biological sex, 

she may not know there is one different from hers. She 

cannot see the others whom she must pattern if she is to 

fill the cultural space of daughter or sister and form 

herself as a woman who will become a wife and mother. 

Helen lives in the margin. Though she is female, she 

is neither man nor woman. There are few boundaries in her 

mind—she has not had the language with which to draw them. 

She is, in short, society's worst nightmare—an 

uncontrollable female who represents bisexuality and chaos. 

Though the implications of Helen's potential 

bisexuality will be discussed in depth in the following 

section, here it is enough to say that Helen, because she 

cannot completely differentiate between the cultural 

positions of man and woman, is a threat. Being only 

sexual, she could "go either way." If it is the case that 

she could receive stimulation from and give pleasure to a 

male or a female, then heterosexuality as a natural 

condition is at best questionable and at worst a fraud. 

As we know from Chapter II, the masculine/feminine 

dichotomy is the first division under the primary 

signifier. The Phallus. The Phallus is the ordering 

principle that bestows upon the masculine term its positive 

value that results in the negative value of the feminine. 

This, for Lacan, is the first primary division—the 

ultimate it/not-it binary under which all other binaries 
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are formed and receive value. The masculine/feminine 

linguistic dyad is the heart of order. If it breaks down, 

so do all the other binaries in the system, and the result 

is chaos. In the cultural realm--the realm of men and 

women—when a male or female does not understand or cannot 

fulfill his or her role on one side of the binary, the 

boundaries are loosened. The threat is the collapse of the 

patriarchy. 

This potential chaos is manifested in the film as 

Helen does, indeed, disturb the order and peace of the 

Keller home, the basic unit on which, according to Levi-

Strauss all other institutions are modeled. She is a slave 

to her unmediated desires. She throws tantrums, turns the 

baby out of its crib, eats from the plates of others and 

(as implied in Annie's line: "Oh. Even a dog you 

housebreak") soils herself. Unable to understand "correct 

behavior," she throws the Keller home into turmoil. 

Though Mrs. Keller, for the most part, tolerates 

Helen's behavior, the men of the house, Helen's father and 

half-brother, are less accepting. They want her to be put 

into an asylum so that their household can become ordered 

and more stable. On one level, Helen disrupts their 

comfort—they cannot even eat their meals in peace. On 

another level, she challenges masculine authority in the 

family. Helen's father, the Captain, cannot control his 

environment as long as Helen holds sway. He cannot win 

against her because she is incapable of learning the proper 

behavior in relation to him. He cannot be a father to her 

because she cannot understand her position as daughter. 

The position of Father, then, becomes fragile. 
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Helen must be enculturated--made to understand and 

conform with the established rules of her society--if there 

is to be peace in the Keller home and if the Captain is to 

regain his position as head and respected controller of the 

family. On a wider level, Helen's enculturation is 

necessary for society in that, if she remains uncontrolled, 

her behavior threatens all other binaries that promote 

order. Annie, then, must feminize Helen for herself. The 

Captain and the patriarchy. 

In the end Annie triumphs. Helen, through language, 

comes under the control of the patriarchy. She begins to 

learn to divide her world—to name and distinguish the 

elements of her environment and separate them from one 

another. She will also come to understand her place as 

woman, the not-it which gives birth to the it, not only in 

her family, where she shores up the Captain's role of 

father, but in the wider society, where she will learn to 

behave "like a lady" and define other males as men. 

Most importantly in The Miracle Worker, when Helen 

learns to spell water, Annie is confirmed as Helen's 

teacher. In this instant Annie is fully masculine, the 

confirmed it in an it/not-it binary. If the film ended 

here, the audience would see a product in which a 

female/man emerged as dominant in relation to the 

narrative. That is, it would present the other path I 

suggested in Chapter II—the direct path to power in which 

a female, through her own actions, becomes a man. 

The film, however, does not end at this point, and the 

camera in the final scene negates Annie's masculinity. 

When Annie spells "I love Helen" into Helen's hand, the 

camera turns tables on the female/man. The words "I love" 
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are not the problem. One can, though in different senses, 

speak these words from either a masculine or feminine 

position. That is, Annie can say "I love Helen," and not 

lose the position she has fought to attain. Annie can love 

Helen because, as a teacher, she has manipulated and molded 

her object, according to her own definitional needs and 

desires, just as Pygmalion does with Galatea. Helen, as is 

the case with Galatea, emerges as a woman, though it is 

language, not Venus, who brings her into womanhood. 

The camera, however, negates this conclusion. In the 

last scene, Annie, draped in a shawl, sits in a rocking 

chair on the Keller's porch. As she holds Helen and spells 

her words, she resembles nothing so much as a mother with a 

beloved child. Helen, somehow understanding the meaning of 

the word love, kisses Annie gently on the cheek. Annie 

smiles, and her eyes are moist. As the camera pulls back, 

the audience is left with the image of Annie holding Helen 

to her shoulder and rocking her. 

Annie is, according to the camera, after all a woman, 

with nurturing instincts and a "woman's heart." All she 

ever really needed or wanted, this image implies, was 

someone to love (a child of her own?). She is, in the end, 

a non-threatening female/woman. The camera has feminized 

the female/man. The resolution of The Miracle Worker, 

then, as was the case with His Girl Friday and Of Human 

Bondage, is the gender naturalization of the lead. 

Sadistic Voyeurism 

It is here, in the analysis of The Miracle Worker, 

that we come closest to Mulvey's original polemic. 

Mulvey's description of voyeurism is manifested in all its 
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ugliness in this film, as Annie, a collaborator with 

patriarchal rule, physically abuses and subdues Helen "for 

her own good." The difference is that the patriarchy is 

not represented in a male, but in a female. 

At the risk of sounding like a crank or zealot who 

finds a patriarchal bogeyman under every bed, I believe 

that The Miracle Worker is, of the three films discussed at 

length in this work, the most insidious. Under the guise 

of an inspirational film that tells the story of a teacher 

who, against all odds, overcomes ignorance and chaos to 

bring a young child into a world of fullness and 

understanding. The Miracle Worker eroticizes violence and 

the young female body as a site of sexual desire. 

The violence, however, in a sense, is hidden. Though 

it is manifested on the screen, it is not perceived as 

violence by the audience. I believe this is, in part, due 

to the assumption that, because Helen cannot see or hear, 

the only means of communicating with her is through 

physical action. This is most often manifested in battle. 

At its minimal, this physical contact is displayed in slaps 

on the hands, shakings and various adults playing tug-of-

war, with Helen as the "rope." At other times the violence 

escalates as adults slam Helen into chairs and tables with 

excessive force. 

The violence reaches its most intense level in the 

scene in the dining room in which Annie attempts to teach 

Helen table manners. After Annie evicts the Kellers from 

the dining room, she orders that all the doors be locked so 

that Helen may not escape her lesson. The scene that 

ensues is excessive in duration, filling approximately 

seven minutes of screen time, and consists only of physical 
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battle between Annie and Helen. Throughout this scene 

there are various acts of minor abuse, as Annie and Helen 

roll, tumble and demolish the dining room. This may or may 

not be acceptable to some viewers. However, as the battle 

intensifies, the action becomes more brutal, beginning with 

Annie and Helen repeatedly slapping one another forcefully 

in the face. As the scene progresses, Annie slams Helen 

into chairs and into the table, slaps metal spoons into 

Helen's hands, bites Helen, douses her with a pitcher of 

water and twists her arm. In addition, Annie holds Helen 

in headlocks, first to keep her from fighting back, but 

then to force-feed the child. In the latter case, Annie 

uses one hand to stabilize Helen's head and pry her mouth 

open, and with the other, she shoves spoonful after 

spoonful into the child's gaping mouth. These actions, I 

believe, constitute physical abuse. 

If there is any doubt as to the intensity of this 

abuse, one need only review the precautions taken during 

The Miracle Worker, when it was performed onstage as a 

play, which pre-dated the film. Dorothy Herrmann, in her 

biography of Keller, writes: 

The climax was the unforgettable fight scene in the 
second act, when Annie Sullivan refused to be 
intimidated by one of the manipulative Helen's 
dinnertime tantrums. The melee, in which teacher and 
pupil pulled each other's hair and threw chairs and 
water at one another, lasted for a full ten minutes 
and was intricately choreographed. Special techniques 
had to be used to protect the actors from injury—the 
prepubescent Patty Duke wore shin guards, knee guards, 
and hip guards, as well as a chest protector to shield 
her developing breasts [. . . ] . Despite these 
precautions, Patty Duke developed blood blisters from 
the spoons that Annie kept shoving into her hand to 
teach her table manners, and suffered from painful 
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bruises on the back of her legs from slamming them 
into a chair [. . . ] . According to Duke, the one part 
of "the fights that always had to be done for real, 
and was always horrible, was the slapping. From the 
acting point of view the most difficult thing for both 
of us was concentrating hard enough so we didn't 
flinch even though we knew we were going to take a 
whack right in the face. That never got any easier, 
and neither did the actual fact of getting hit."'̂ '̂ ° 

In the film based on the play the fast-moving camera 

intensifies the emotion in this scene, with the effect of 

gripping the audience in the fast-paced, almost 

spellbinding action. The effect on the viewer is visceral, 

allowing audience members to participate, to a degree, in 

the action. Thus, the viewer becomes complicit in the 

abuse of a child. 

In addition to the physical abuse described above 

there is also emotional abuse. Following the battle scene 

in the dining room, Annie requests and receives permission 

to remove herself and Helen to the little house on the 

Keller property. Here her stated aim is to have complete 

control over the child. The Kellers, apparently under the 

guise of taking Helen out for a treat, deliver her to Annie 

in the little house, where they leave her. In the little 

house, Helen is essentially held prisoner, with Annie as 

her warden. When Helen discovers this fact, she explodes 

with fear. This is understandable. The child is being 

held in a strange place with a person who has just abused 

her, and there is no way out. This, too, is abuse. 

What is strange is that The Miracle Worker is not 

typically considered to be a violent film, and though a 

child is repeatedly abused, very few people would cite 

child abuse as a component of the film. It seems as if 
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this violence is something we cannot see or do not mind. 

This is especially odd when we consider plays and films 

that are often cited by feminists and other social 

reformers as being about abuse. The Taming of the Shreŵ -̂ ^ 

comes to mind. Pertruchio's treatment of Kate (his 

whisking her away to an unknown environment, his with

holding of food, drink and other necessities and creature 

comforts) is considered by many to meet the conditions of 

spouse abuse. When Annie does the same to Helen (with the 

addition of physical combat), it goes unremarked. 

Though here I can only speculate as to how this abuse 

is hidden from us, I believe that I can make some 

reasonable suggestions as to why this is the case and at 

least offer food for thought and discussion. It is 

possible that we accept the violence inflicted on Helen 

because: we are not accustomed to assimilating female-on-

female aggression; we do not see the usual indicators that 

violence has been done; and/or we consider that the 

violence done to Helen is necessary for her own good. 

In our society we are not yet accustomed to violence 

perpetrated by females. Though more and more women are 

committing violent acts in our society, it is not yet the 

norm. When the crimes are rape, violent murder, torture, 

battery or abuse, our first inclination is to suspect a 

male agent. Though our cultural framework is shifting, it 

has not yet shifted. In other words, we do not expect 

Annie to be a child abuser and cannot, therefore, see 

Helen's abuse. My sense is that, if Annie's character were 

male, the subject of abuse would be discussed, as is often 

the case with The Taming of the Shrew. The misconceived 
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conclusion is: Females do not abuse, therefore, Helen 

cannot have been abused. 

In addition, we do not see the usual indicators of 

abuse. Helen does not bleed nor do we see any bruises on 

the child. Given the physicality of the fight scenes, 

there is no doubt that both females would come away with 

bruises and, quite likely, blood. If we saw a bruised 

Helen, nursing her wounds after her battles with Annie, we 

would identify with Helen and claim abuse. The violence, 

however, is sanitized. We do not see the aftermath of 

physical devastation. Helen was not abused because we 

cannot see her physical scars. We dismiss Helen's fear of 

Annie, which follows the first major battle, as a result, 

not of Annie's actions, but of Helen's lack of 

understanding. Helen does not know what is good for her. 

She is angry and depressed because she is ignorant. 

Oddly, if anyone in the film appears to be abused, it 

is Annie. In an early scene, Helen hits Annie in the face 

with a doll. The force is such that Annie loses a tooth, 

and we see her blood. In the "battle scene" in the dining 

room, it is Annie's hair that comes undone and her blouse 

that is pulled from her skirt, as her chest heaves from the 

exertion of physical struggle. Helen, on the other hand, 

emerges unscathed. Even her pinafore, with its bow in the 

back, remains tied. 

The audience, then, sees the effect of the struggle on 

Annie but not on Helen. It is, therefore, Annie who wins 

sympathy for her brave actions, and Helen is cast in the 

role of aggressor or abuser. Again the misconceived 

conclusion is that Helen has not been abused. 
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In addition, we are convinced that Annie's physical 

interactions with Helen are for Helen's own good—that 

there is no other way to release her from her silent, gray 

world. Herrmann, in her biography of Keller, discusses the 

methods Annie used to teach Helen. She writes: 

Did Annie subdue Helen by beating her into 
submission [. . . ] . Although this is a distinct 
possibility—Annie later admitted to her biographer 
that she was not at all averse to 'whipping' Helen 
if she misbehaved—it does not seem likely. The 
doting Kellers would have been aware that their 
daughter was being physically hurt, and Annie would 
.have been dismissed.'^^^ 

According to Herrmann, Annie had far more effective 

ways of controlling Helen. Even before Helen had linked 

words with meaning, she enjoyed the stimulation of Annie's 

hands spelling into hers. If Helen misbehaved, Annie would 

refuse to spell to her. Helen also enjoyed wearing rings. 

To punish Helen for inappropriate behavior, Annie would 

take these rings away from the child and stand her in a 

corner. Helen claims, in an almost admiring way, that 

Annie "boxed her ears" and, at least once, tied her hands 

behind her back so that the child could not communicate. ̂^̂  

Though boxing ears and tying a child's hands is, 

today, unacceptable, these punishments are a far cry from 

what is presented in the film. Viewers of The Miracle 

Worker are not shown these alternative methods of 

discipline, implying that the only way Annie could "save" 

Helen was through physical combat. In this case, then the 

end justifies the means. 

One must ask, however, just what kind of end justifies 

the imprisonment and physical abuse of a child. According 

to the film, the end is Helen learning to communicate and 
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being able to understand and enjoy her world—a noble goal. 

The psychoanalytic investigation, however, offers another 

way to understand the diegesis. 

In the above section, I stated that Helen, because she 

could not make gender distinctions, could be considered 

bisexual and that her bisexuality could undermine the order 

of her home and implicate the patriarchy, as well. Here, I 

will be bold. I believe that the great fear raised in The 

Miracle Worker is that of lesbianism. ̂^̂  It is Annie, 

herself, who introduces this specter, when she tells the 

Kellers of her days in the asylum. Along with her accounts 

of rats being toys, her playroom being the "Dead Room," 

disease and filth, she includes lesbianism as one of the 

"dreads." She says: "There were younger ones [women] 

across the hall. Prostitutes, mostly, with TB and 

epileptic fits. And a couple of the kind that keep after 

other girls... especially young ones." 

Though the audience is not sure, this opens the 

possibility that Annie has had sexual relations with women, 

that she has participated in and perhaps enjoyed lesbian 

sex. The audience also knows that this could happen to 

Helen. If Annie cannot teach Helen to differentiate 

between men and women, the child will go to an asylum, 

where she might possibly enter into a lesbian relationship. 

The audience fears that Helen, who is unable to understand 

gender differentiation, may not know the "wrongness" of 

such a relationship. 

Though the narrative does not openly dwell on this 

fear, I believe once the idea is raised, it never goes 

away. If Annie has had sexual relations with another woman 

and Helen is bisexual, then Annie's every act and Helen's 

185 



every response contain within them a question mark. 

Isolated in the little house, they share the same bed, 

Annie bathes and dresses Helen and they have (even though 

there is a young servant present) only one-another. The 

threat, though subtle, is real. 

This fear disappears only when the audience, without a 

shadow of a doubt, is convinced of Helen's heterosexuality. 

This occurs in the scene in which Helen learns to spell 

water. Here, she gains access to language, which will 

allow her to make the necessary distinctions between the 

genders and guide her along the feminine path in life. 

Helen has entered into the Symbolic Order, where she will 

become a woman. 

Her father acknowledges this condition when he claims 

her at the end of this sequence. When studied closely, his 

actions are disturbing. Helen is standing by Annie, with 

her back to the camera. Her father comes to her, sweeps 

her into his arms and kisses her. Because of the placement 

of the camera, the audience cannot tell that the forceful, 

passionate kiss is not on the lips and the image is 

shocking in its overt sexuality. It is only when the 

Captain lifts Helen and turns, that the camera reveals that 

he is kissing her fervently on the cheek, as he carries up 

the steps, over the threshold and into his home, as if she 

were his bride. This is astounding because it is a 

blatant, shown to be seen, sexual eroticization of a 

child's body. Helen has, in a sense, been snatched away 

from one of "life's greatest dangers"—lesbianism—and her 

body has been claimed by the patriarchy. Given the image 

of the Captain carrying Helen over the threshold of his 

home, Helen can be seen as the bride of the Captain, the 
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male representative of the patriarchy in the film, and all 

that the image entails. In our cultural narrative, the 

carrying of the bride over the threshold is followed by the 

consummation of the marriage. 

The narrative, then, has been, in part about Helen's 

gender and her sexuality. The threat Annie raises and 

Captain Keller negates is the threat of sexual chaos. 

Annie, an emissary of the patriarchy, has been complicit in 

the creation of a woman, who can distinguish between 

genders, pattern herself after other women and become a 

mirror of a man's desire for her. It is Captain Keller's 

acceptance of Helen as a bride which consecrates Annie's 

work as socially valuable, and the camera that reduces any 

fear that Annie will become a free, masculine agent in 

society, by closing on a signifier that reads "Mother." 

In the end, then, fear has been abolished. Annie is 

feminized as a woman who wants only to love and, perhaps, 

become a mother—she is not a lesbian threat or an 

uncontrolled masculine female who could, in the future, 

wreck havoc in the social order. Helen has been tamed and 

is no longer a threat to the stability of her father's 

household or to society at large. The fears aroused in the 

film are calmed in the end. The Captain will sit at the 

head of his peaceful table, and his wife at its foot. 

Helen, we expect, will become controllable, and Annie, if 

she continues in her enculturation, as was suggested by the 

changes in her costuming, will remain in the position of 

female/woman. 
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Conclusion 

The above analysis is surprising if not shocking. It 

is, however, not unwarranted. It is based on evidence 

present in the film itself—evidence that, typically, goes 

unnoticed. That is, when talking about The Miracle Worker, 

one is not inclined to discuss child abuse, lesbianism and 

the sexuality of Helen. Though these motifs are there to 

be seen, are manifestly shown, they are not usually 

absorbed because they lie outside our expectations and are 

hidden from us by our cultural blinders. Psychoanalytic 

theory, then, has allowed us to explore this film from a 

perspective just enough removed from traditional modes of 

criticism that it has pointed us to elements in the film 

which typically remain hidden. This, I believe is one of 

the benefits of the psychoanalytic model—it gives us one 

more way to look at cultural products. 

What this analysis also demonstrates is that 

psychoanalytic film theory is not only adequate to the task 

of exploring films in which romantic male/female 

relationships are central, but that it can also heighten 

our ability to understand other kinds of character 

relationships based in the +/- pattern. Though both the 

protagonist and antagonist in The Miracle Worker are 

female, studying the power relations between the two 

females yields a deeper understanding of their characters, 

their desires and their actions in relation to those 

desires. Psychoanalytic theory, then, can be seen as 

capable of extending beyond the confines of male/female 

interactions and be applied to other types of narrative, as 

well. 
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In the course of this analysis, I was surprised to 

discover that, as was the case with His Girl Friday and Of 

Human Bondage, that the resolution of the action was the 

gender naturalization of both Annie and Helen. In the 

diegesis, both females could be seen as occupying or trying 

to occupy positions that challenged patriarchal 

heterosexuality. Helen, as I stated, represented chaos and 

needed to be tamed so that her family and society at large 

could function according to the wants and needs of the 

masculine elements in both. When Annie, whose goal was 

masculine, tamed Helen, an act that should have solidified 

her position as man, she, herself, was co-opted into the 

role of woman. 

This could be understood in relation to the notion I 

suggested in Chapter II: that what is repressed in the 

woman is masculinity, the will to power. If the final 

image of Annie had not codified her as feminine—mother, we 

would have seen an instance of a female taking the direct 

path, claiming her power without soliciting the desire of 

the patriarchy. 

Once again, though I do not believe the type of 

conflict resolution presented in the film—the one of 

gender naturalization—is universal, it does seem to 

warrant further investigation. I will, therefore, continue 

this exploration in connection with theatrical criticism 

and performance in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER VI 

REHABILITATING ILLUSIONISTIC NARRATIVE 

ON STAGE 

In Mulveys original polemic, her stated goals are to 

expose the ways in which the conventions of cinema promote 

masculine pleasure at the expense of female subjectivity, 

and then to dismantle those conventions. In regards to her 

first goal, she writes: "It is said that analyzing 

pleasure, or beauty, destroys it. That is the intention of 

this article."^^^ Her primary target is what she describes 

as "illusionistic narrative, "'''"̂̂  that is, narrative which 

unfolds on the screen giving the illusion of reality- Her 

suggestion for the destruction of pleasure, her second 

goal, is to "[. . .] free the look of the camera into its 

materiality in time and space and the look of the audience 

into dialectics and passionate detachment. "''•"'̂  That is, her 

strategy is to disrupt the narrative, thereby exposing the 

"reality" of the film as a fraud. 

Mulvey is by no means the only feminist critic to call 

illusionistic narrative into question. Many feminist 

theatre practitioners also find this form suspect. Jill 

Dolan and Sue-Ellen Case, among others, have all written on 

the potential dangers of illusionistic narrative. 

In The Feminist Spectator as Critic, Dolan lays out a 

strong materialist-feminist argument against illusionistic 

theatre. Her first claim is that all theatre is inherently 

ideological.'''"̂ ^ In Dolan's conception, ideology: 

...defines a way of thinking, a particular set of 
worldviews and works as its own hermeneutics. No one 
is without ideology; people are raised with and 
cultivate certain ways of thinking and seeing that 
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help them make sense of their culture [. . . ] . By 
canonizing certain texts and their meanings, and 
mystifying the origins of their authority, dominant 
cultural ideology appears in representation as 
naturalized and seemingly nonideological.'"''̂ ^ 

Dolan then sees ideology as a closed system that 

provides its own analysis, according to its own rules and 

limitations. These rules and limitations appear natural to 

people functioning in the system, as they accept certain 

contingencies as natural and normal. Ideology, then, 

limits the ways people can interpret their world. Theatre, 

Dolan claims, is complicit in the inculcation of these 

rules and limitations by presenting products that conform 

with the dominant world view—passing off that which is 

contingent as natural. 

Further, Dolan explains, quoting Judith Newton and 

Deborah Rosenfelt, that 

Ideology [. . .] is not a set of deliberate 
distortions imposed on us from above, but a complex 
and contradictory system of representation (discourse, 
images, myths) through which we experience ourselves 
in relation to each other and to the social structures 
in which we live. Ideology is a system of 
representation through which we experience ourselves 
as well, for the work of ideology is to construct 
subjects. ^^° 

Ideology then is invasive. Individuals do not choose 

to follow the rules of ideology, but are products of 

ideology, in the same way that the Lacanian subject is the 

product of language. Theatrical works then are a part of 

an ideological machine that creates subjects. No 

theatrical work is innocent, but part of a larger system of 

cultural representation, prescription and proscription. 
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which creates subjects. Implied, here, is the notion that 

ideologically based rules are not always explicit or 

recognized on a conscious level, where an individual can 

accept or reject them. Ideology is what creates us as 

desiring subjects, by defining and delimiting our choices. 

We are, in effect, cultural constructs and not aware of our 

man-made position. 

Though ideology masquerading as reality is a danger in 

many types of performance, Dolan and other feminist theatre 

practitioners find it most insidious in illusionistic or 

realistic theatre. Dolan writes: 

Realism is prescriptive in that it reifies the 
dominant culture's inscription of traditional power 
relationships between gender and classes. Its form 
masks the ideology of the author, whose position is 
mystified by the seemingly transparent text."̂ *̂  

For Dolan, then, illusionistic theatre (which includes 

realistic products) is dangerous in that it inculcates the 

principles of the dominant culture, which is patriarchal, 

in the viewer. That is, illusionistic narrative 

overwhelmingly privileges the male over the female, 

constructing male subjects by objectifying or eliminating 

female subjects. 

In Feminism and Theatre, Case summarizes one of 

Dolan's criticisms of illusionistic theatre. She writes: 

[. . .] Traditional drama is based on the concept of 
oppositional genders. Playing with such cultural 
idioms as 'opposites attract', traditional texts 
exhibit a form that depends on resolution of 
differences or the creation of alliances between 
opposites, such as the convention of ending plays with 
the institution of heterosexual marriage, a device 
which combines the oppositional mode with the 
enforcement of compulsory heterosexuality.'̂ ''̂  
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In the same vein, Elin Diamond writes: 

In theatre the sexual and historical specificity of 
the actor's body is absorbed into a representation of 
the body of a character, as defined and delimited by 
the author's text. This absorption, as Brecht pointed 
out repeatedly, is one of theatre's most destructive 
mystifications since it produces a seamless (i.e., 
ahistorical, apolitical) illusionism. •"'̂'̂  

Lynda Hart in Making a Spectacle, says: 

[. . .] the 'mirror held up to nature,' is a 
particularly pernicious concept for the feminist 
critic of theatre, firmly entrenched as it has been by 
the Aristotelian directive which has had a powerful 
and lasting hold on the drama, dictating a linear 
structure that 'imitates an action' embedded in 
conflict, climaxes, recognitions, and resolutions. As 
feminist criticism has taught us. Woman and Nature 
have been equated in patriarchal discourses, thus 
woman becomes the screen onto which men project their 
fantasies of women, or rather of Woman—the monolithic 
Other. This aesthetic of mimesis has maintained the 
hegemony of realism in the drama, which effectively 
masks the re-creational power of mimesis. The drama 
then must be challenged not only the basis of what it 
represents but how it reproduces meaning through 
representation. '^^'^ 

These writers, then, agree that traditional theatre is 

inherently ideological and that the ideology it promotes is 

a patriarchal one. As is the case with Mulvey, all find 

illusionistic narrative problematic in that it naturalizes 

that which is contingent. Following Mulvey's lead, many 

call for the disruption of the narrative and promote 

feminist adaptations of a Brechtian model. 

It is clear that Mulvey's theory overlaps with 

Brecht's. In Brecht's "The Modern Theatre Is the Epic 

Theatre," the author discusses how the elements of theatre 
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are fused to form a single product. He includes the 

spectator in the integration. He writes: 

The process of fusion extends to the spectator, who 
gets thrown into the melting pot too and becomes a 
passive (suffering) part of the total work of art. 
Witchcraft of this sort must of course be fought 
against. Whatever is intended to produce hypnosis, is 
likely to induce sordid intoxication, or creates fog, 
has got to be given up.'"'̂^ 

This compares with Mulvey's criticism of illusionistic 

narrative in film, where she sees viewers (at least female 

viewers) as victims of the naturalization of ideology 

through the conventions of cinema. In both cases, for 

Brecht and Mulvey, the problem is one of suture (the 

technologies of theatre or film which integrate audience 

members into the narrative and lull them into a false sense 

of complacency and receptivity, by seducing them into the 

false "reality" of narrative)—Brecht's fusion. 

In Brecht's work, we also see the forerunner of what 

will become the full-blown (male) gaze in Mulvey's work. 

In "Theatre for Pleasure or Theatre for Instruction," 

Brecht, speaking of dramatic theatre, says: "The 

environment had of course been seen in existing drama, but 

only as seen from the central figure's point of view, and 

not as an independent element. It was defined by the 

hero's reaction to it."'''*̂  

This is clearly the prototype for the gaze Mulvey sees 

as being controlled by the central male character in 

cinema. That is, the world of the film (for Brecht of the 

theatre) is structured around and for the hero. Mulvey 

takes this further and identifies the hero as the male 
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viewer's surrogate or point of entrance into the world of 

the film. 

If Brecht's and Mulvey's theoretical views on the 

world and art sound similar, there are even more cross

overs in their concepts of what filmic and theatre products 

should (or do) do. In "The Modern Theatre" Brecht, in a 

table, compares what he terms "Dramatic" theatre with 

"Epic" theatre. Dramatic theatre I take to mean the 

illusionistic mode of presentation, which Brecht calls 

"witchcraft." The Epic Theatre, of course, is the one he 

privileges. It is worth repeating this table here (Table 

1) . 
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Table 1: Brechtian comparison of dramatic and epic theatre 

DRAMATIC THEATRE EPIC THEATRE 

plot 
implicates the spectator in 

a stage situation 

wears down his capacity 
for action 

provides him with 
sensations 

experience 
the spectator is involved 

in something 
suggestion 
instinctive feelings are 

preserved 
the spectator is in the thick 

of it, 
shares the experience 

the human being is taken for 
granted 

he is unalterable 

eyes on the finish 
one scene makes another 
growth 
linear development 
evolutionary determinism 
man as a fixed point 
thought determines being 

feeling 

narrative 
turns the spectator 

into an observer, 
but 

arouses his capacity 
for action 

forces him to make 
decisions 

picture of the world 
he is made to face 

something 
argument 
brought to the point 

of recognition 
the spectator stands 

outside, 
studies 

the human being is the 
object of the 
inquiry 

he is alterable and 
able to alter 

eyes on the course 
each scene for itself 
montage 
in curves 
jumps 
man as a process 
social being 

determines 
thought 

reason̂ '̂' 
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When this table is compared with Mulvey's theory and 

suggestions for narrative disruption, it can be seen that 

she, from a feminist perspective, is echoing Brecht. As 

regards Brecht's theory in general, there is the same 

indictment of ideology, the same fears of complicity and 

similar remedies against the witchcraft of illusionism, the 

disruption of linear narrative being primary. The belief 

that theatre is inherently ideological and that Brechtian 

methods can subvert culturally coded meaning has led, in 

the past few decades, to much experimentation in feminist 

theatre. One popular tactic has been to cast female actors 

in male roles and male actors in female roles. This is 

usually done to point out the constructed nature of gender. 

The characters in Caryl Churchill's Cloud 9̂ ^̂  offer 

excellent examples of this strategy. Cross-casting, rather 

than being imposed on this script, is written into it. In 

addition, the cross-casting is not limited to gender, but 

includes cross-racial and cross-generational casting, as 

well. This, according to Case: "[. . .] foregrounds the 

fabricated roles [. . .] distancing identity from 

biology. "̂''̂  As regards gender, the cross-casting is most 

potent in the character of Betty. Case writes: 

The wife-mother, Betty, is played by a man. Her 
opening lines state that she is everything that men 
want her to be. The cross-gender casting dramatizes 
this patriarchal colonization of female experience by 
allowing the audience to see the man behind the 
image. •''̂° 

That is, in Churchill's play, the notion that The 

Woman is a man-made product is manifested onstage. Whether 

this exact notion translates to the audience is 

questionable. One wonders here if knowledge of feminist 
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theory is necessary for understanding the play, or if the 

play itself can communicate this notion effectively without 

prior education. That is, to the uninitiated, does the 

play come off as being a quirky feminist fancy or a moment 

of elucidation? This is an important question, which I 

will explore later. 

Cross-gender casting is only one among many strategies 

individual feminist directors and theorists have suggested 

will disrupt narrative and highlight the constructedness or 

absence of The Woman in theatrical works. Here I will cite 

only a few examples, but they are representative of a 

larger body of work. In Feminist Theories for Dramatic 

Criticism, Gayle Austin offers feminist alternatives for 

directing such plays as Arthur Miller's Death of a 

Salesman^^^ and Eugene O'Neill's The Iceman Cometh. ̂^̂  

Austin points to the absence of females in O'Neill's play, 

saying: 

From a feminist perspective, the play itself 
presents several problems. The women characters shown 
on stage are three stereotypical whores, while the 
three wives and one mother who are constructed 
offstage through the men's dialogue are scapegoats, 
blamed for most the men's problems. Women have no 
lives of their own in this play.''"̂ '̂  

To remedy this absence of women, Austin suggests 

several possible strategies: 

A feminist reading of The Iceman Cometh can lead 
toward feminist intervention in its production. Such 
intervention might go in one or more of several major 
directions. One direction could be that of 
foregrounding gender by performing the play with an 
all-female cast, or with a cross-gender cast, with men 
playing the women's roles. The women could play the 
roles as if they were men, or as if they were 
actresses trying the play on for size (and perhaps) 
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rejecting it. Another approach could try to represent 
the missing women by having actresses in a different 
part of the stage area 'act out' those roles [. . . ] . 
A third choice would be to foreground the fact that 
the offstage women are not 'real,' but rather male 
constructs. This could be done in a number of ways, 
including the use of film images, slides, masks, and 
puppets to represent the missing women [. . . ] . This 
last approach in particular would have the effect of 
deconstructing the script and indicating the 
contradictions within it.'̂ '̂' 

Along the same line, as regards Death of a Salesman, 

Austin points out that only five of the 13 characters are 

female. Of these characters, two are women picked up in a 

bar by Biff and Happy, one is a secretary, one is an 

anonymous woman who appears only in flashback, as Willy's 

mistress, and Linda, Willy's wife and mother to his 

children. The women are defined only in terms of their 

sexual or familial roles. That is, there are no females in 

Death of a Salesman, only male projections. This directly 

echoes Mulvey's views. 

Austin, again, offers a choice of remedies to feminist 

directors. Again, she suggests cross—casting strategies, 

such as: casting females in the roles of Biff and Happy 

(to point out the absence of daughters in the play); to 

completely cross-gender cast the play (to point out the 

absence of mother-daughter engagement in the American 

dramatic canon); or to cast-cross racially (to raise the 

question about whose "American Dream" is being recounted in 

the play). 

In addition, she offers suggestions for other types of 

narrative disruption. She writes: 

In a different vein, the object-of-exchange quality of 
all the women could be underlined by having the female 

199 



roles performed in a distinctively different style, 
such as that of oriental drama, using heavy makeup or 
masks, while the males perform in realistic style. •'"̂̂  

Other theorists offer similar strategies for 

highlighting the absence of female subjects or the 

constructedness of women, as they appear on stage. These 

range from disrupting the linear narrative with song (in 

the Brechtian vein), personal testimony, critiques of the 

script and characters, and using episodic structure to 

disrupt a potentially seamless (illusionary) flow. 

Feminist theatre practitioners often consider these 

strategies to be deconstructive and advocate their use. I 

am, however, skeptical, not only about the claims of 

deconstruction, but of the efficacy of using such 

strategies to the exclusion of (or as the feminist 

alternative to) illusionistic narrative. 

As regards deconstruction, according to Derrida: 

In a traditional philosophical opposition we have not 
a peaceful coexistence of facing terms but a violent 
hierarchy. One of the terms dominates the other 
(axiologically, logically, etc.), occupies the 
commanding position. To deconstruct the opposition is 
above all, at the particular moment, to reverse the 
hierarchy. •''̂̂  

He further states that one who would deconstruct must: 

[. . .] put into practice a reversal of the classical 
opposition and a general displacement of the system. 
It is on that condition alone that deconstruction will 
provide the means of intervening in the field of 
oppositions it criticizes and which is also a field of 
non-discursive forces.'"'̂ ^ 

I do not believe the above feminist strategies meet 

the criteria set forth by Derrida. Though they point to 
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our misconceived notions of gender, they do nothing to 

reverse the order of the hierarchical, oppositional terms 

masculine/feminine nor do they displace the dominant term. 

The masculine position remains untouched—it still 

retains its quality of playing off the other, the feminine 

absence or subjugation. For example, even when Churchill's 

character Betty is played by a male actor, the terms of the 

binary are still discrete, oppositional and hierarchical. 

If Churchill's goal is to point out that women are 

constructed by men—are the products of male fantasy—she 

succeeds, at least with the initiated, by drawing our 

attention to this notion. What does not happen is the 

reversal or displacement of the primary term. The 

masculine position is still dominant. In fact, this is 

what we are being told—that the patriarchy controls the 

image of The Woman. It is effective to bring these ideas 

and positions to the fore; to point to the problem brings 

us one step closer to solving it. The problem itself, 

however, is not solved. The dichotomy has not been 

deconstructed, only identified. 

There is also a potential negative aspect in cross-

gender casting, especially when females take on masculine 

roles. Often, in these cases, attention is drawn to the 

female pretender, but she is seen as just that—a female 

pretending to be a man—a female who does not "know her 

place." The female has not been firmly planted in the 

position of power. She is seen as an exception to the 

patriarchal rule, a fantasy concocted by the playwright, 

actor or director. Again the patriarchal ideology is 

fashioned as dominant—it is the frame into which The Woman 

has been inserted, inserted not in a position of dominance, 
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but still in opposition, as outsider, in the dominant 

discourse. Gender is not deconstructed. 

As I will demonstrate below, in my analysis of The 

Miracle Worker and the suggestions for its performance, 

this does not challenge the present ideological stance. 

Change will not come simply because females pretend to be 

men, but only when females can act in the position of man, 

as it is explained as a cultural construct in Chapter II. 

Narrative disruptions, such as those described above, 

can also be problematic for the feminist director. The 

power of illusionistic narrative, as we have seen, is its 

ability to pass itself off as real. Often, however, when 

techniques like those described above are used in the aid 

of feminism, the feminist message is perceived as the lie 

(the intrusive, nagging woman) that disrupts reality and 

pleasure; not, as we desire, the truth that has been 

inserted to highlight the lie. For example, let us take 

Austin's suggestion that female characters in Death of a 

Salesman play their roles in a traditional, non-realistic, 

Asian style, while males play their roles in a realistic 

Western style. The realistic style is the one with which 

audience members are most familiar and one with which they 

are comfortable. The males, giving a realistic 

performance, then, comfort the audience, and members can 

relax and passively enjoy the unfolding of the narrative. 

The females, on the other hand, are cast as that which is 

alien. They are different from the males. Audience 

members already know this: men and women are different. 

In this case, however, the men are normal, but the women 

are bizarre. The audience knows this too: the male is the 

measure of all things, the universal subject. The females 
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are "out of line," they are the other, and they are 

interrupting the narrative flow. The audience knows this, 

too; this what they have been taught about women. Unless 

one understands what this is supposed to mean before 

viewing the performance, this could be annoying or it could 

even confirm sexist bias. The audience might conclude: 

men are normal; women are different (bizarre). 

Often, using these kinds of tactics (especially ones 

that require that the audience understand the theory behind 

the product before viewing it), we pre-marginalize our 

products—that is, we conceive and construct our projects 

as other prior to presentation. Though we may want to 

highlight the lie being passed off as natural in 

illusionistic narrative, we often end up reinforcing 

patriarchal supremacy. By continually using it as our 

point of reference, we position it as dominant, universal, 

right and true. 

As feminists we also pre-marginalize our work, in that 

we often create products in which our message overwhelms 

our art (or the converse) and places it in a position as an 

alternative (other) to traditional art. That is, we place 

feminist products in the position of the Lacanian Woman— 

that which is not-it. In this way we perpetuate, rather 

than deconstruct the masculine/feminine binary-

There is also the question I raised in regards to 

Churchill's Cloud 9; that is, must the viewer already be 

conversant with feminist theory in order to understand 

these kinds of products? If so, the ability of these types 

of products to create change is limited. This ghettoizes 

what we do, and feminist work becomes a sideshow that 

attracts only those already aware of and interested in 
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feminist work. We end up preaching to the choir and 

alienating or bypassing more general audiences. On one 

hand, blatant strikes at the patriarchy are good and 

necessary, and we should continue with this work. On the 

other hand, if we are to truly create social change, we 

must broaden our audience and reach beyond the choir. In 

this effort, I suggest we explore the possibilities 

inherent in illusionistic narrative. 

Illusionistic narrative, as implied in materialist 

feminist criticism, is pleasurable, and audiences are 

comfortable with it as a mode of production and reception. 

It attracts larger and more diverse audiences than does 

more experimental theatre and, along with being pleasing, 

it is considered to be educational (at least, if we 

consider the claim that it inculcates the rules and 

limitations of the dominant ideology). That is, people, 

knowingly or not, learn the ways of their culture and 

themselves from such products. This is one aspect of 

traditional theatre that feminists find undesirable—the 

ability of theatre to teach, to inculcate in the viewer, 

patriarchal ideology. 

We must remember, however, that it is not that 

illusionism is a teaching tool that is the problem. One of 

the primary goals of feminism is to teach, to show both 

women and men ways of living and interacting that differ 

from what has become the norm. No matter what brand of 

feminism we profess, our common goal is to enlighten those 

around us, by first exposing the conditions we perceive as 

damaging and intolerable, then attempting to change those 

conditions. The real problem with illusionism, then, is 

not that it teaches, but what it teaches, what it 
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inculcates in its viewers—a patriarchal ideology which 

suppresses females and creates the fiction of The Woman. 

If we accept the notion that theatre is inherently 

ideological, we must also accept the idea that feminist 

theatre, being an act of theatre, is equally ideological. 

If we argue that illusionistic narrative is a powerful 

vehicle for inculcating patriarchal behavior and values in 

individuals, we must ask ourselves whether or not it could 

do the same for feminist beliefs and values. Moreover, we 

must admit that we are seeking ideological change and not 

inserting the truth into the patriarchal narrative. It is 

imperative that we be honest with ourselves, as we use the 

tools of the patriarchy to dismantle the patriarchy-

Though we must work within the terms of the system if we 

are to deconstruct it, we must guard against visioning a 

matriarchy, which would be as ill-conceived as the 

patriarchy we hope to displace. 

In the following pages, I hope to demonstrate how this 

can be done. I will argue that by paying attention to the 

psychoanalytic subtext and to structural interactions of a 

given script or in writing a script, we can begin (though 

not complete) the work of deconstruction. 

Intervention 

In the previous chapters, I have used psychoanalytic 

theory in a diagnostic manner. In the chapters on film, I 

opened up the narratives and analyzed the interactions 

between the masculine and feminine elements in them. That 

is, I have (as Mulvey suggested) tried to define my target, 

using psychoanalysis as a tool. With a clearer view of the 

target, I then presented a reading of each work. In each 
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case, I concluded that the film was about gender 

naturalization. 

Using Kirk's method of interpretation, I demonstrated 

that the specific structural elements of a script—the 

inciting incident, the crisis, the catastrophe and the 

climax—are interdependent. What I have not yet made 

explicit is that the resolution of the conflict defines the 

meaning of the script. That is, the resolution defines the 

conflict and the conflict is what the play is about. In 

the Kirkian system, the resolution also determines the 

selection of the inciting incident, crisis and catastrophe, 

which build toward the resolution. This suggests that we 

can produce different readings of a specific narrative by 

changing its resolution. For example, the conflict 

resolution in all three films analyzed was the presumptive 

gender naturalization of the lead character. If the 

resolution of a work is gender naturalization, then the 

work itself is about gender naturalization. If the 

resolution is changed verbally or visually there is a 

possibility that the meaning of a work will change 

accordingly. For example, absent other significant 

changes, if Hildy had gone off to work at another paper 

instead of accepting Walter as her husband and boss, if 

Philip had sailed to the Orient in search of a new ideal or 

if the last visual in The Miracle Worker had not 

concretized Annie as The Mother, none of these films would 

have been about gender naturalization. They would have 

been about gender choice. Hildy and Annie would have 

remained men and Philip would have rejected his society's 

definition of man. 
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It is not then, illusionistic narrative per se which 

is the enemy of feminism at the level of the script: It is 

what is naturalized in our stories and myths that is 

problematic. Whether these myths speak of women as 

castrated beings which raise displeasure in men or 

construct females as women who are diametrically-opposed 

others, the negative half of the masculine/feminine binary, 

we must remember that the roles of women (as well as men) 

in life and in myth are contingent. 

If these roles, as I have argued, are contingent, then 

there is a possibility that we can modify the position of 

woman as it is currently constructed in our cultural 

products. One place to start is in myth making. 

Myths have a dual function: They are the stories we 

tell about ourselves and the stories that tell us (who we 

are, what to do, how to be and why things are the way they 

are). That is, myths, in part, provide templates upon 

which we unconsciously pattern ourselves as men and women. 

However, as I have argued, the particulars of myth are 

contingent, and it is content (but not structure) that we 

can change. If we persistently manipulate the contingent 

elements of our myths, we may eventually alter our cultural 

products and the positions they enfranchise. 

If the cultural positions alter, the names attached to 

the primary binary (masculine/feminine) will eventually 

unravel—the transcendental signifier. The Phallus, under 

which they accrue value, is, after all, just another empty 

term, as is the case with all other signifiers. It was 

built through cultural mutation and, I believe, it can be 

undone in the same way. We can create change by modifying 

our myths. 
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Reconstructing myths, however, is not an overnight 

project. Our myths, our beliefs, have developed over 

centuries, and it may take as long to alter them. This 

does not, however, mean that we should not begin now to 

reconstruct them, one step at a time. 

I therefore propose that we co-opt illusionistic 

narrative for feminist purposes, to chip away at our gender 

myths by making subtle changes in the stories we tell. 

This, I believe, would fool the patriarchal gaze. That is, 

through illusionistic narrative, we can change the stories 

we tell about ourselves in such a way that they will begin 

to dislodge the cultural definitions currently applied to 

structural positions. What I am suggesting is that we 

simply tell new lies about the way things are and pass them 

off as reality. 

Transferring Theory from Film to Theatre 

I believe that a good place to start changing our 

myths would be in mainstream local and regional theaters. 

Though many of the technological aspects in film and 

theatre production differ, there are, I believe, enough 

similarities between the two to warrant theatre's borrowing 

from film. As already mentioned in Chapter I, theatre and 

film are, traditionally, the only two arts to contain both 

visual and verbal narratives—to embody the words of 

culture in the human actor and plastic elements of costume, 

scene design and so on. Conditions of production in each 

are similar: In illusionistic theatre, a world is created 

on stage, and in illusionistic film it is created on 

screen. Stories told in each, typically, reinforce or 

embroider on our already existent cultural myths. 
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What is lacking in theatre is the view of the camera 

and the ability to edit the final product before an 

audience sees it. Many feminist theatre theorists and 

practitioners, however, have (as noted in Chapter I) 

suggested that theatre has technologies and practices that 

can be loosely compared to the camera and editing-room 

work. Blocking, costuming, lighting, and other elements of 

production, theatre feminists argue, help to construct the 

viewer as male and the female character as object on stage. 

Film theory, then, can be transferred to live performance. 

Above, I suggested that some of the most appropriate 

venues in which to initiate change would be mainstream 

local and regional theatres. I have privileged these 

venues over small audience-specific performance places and 

Broadway for several reasons. Small, audience-specific 

performance groups, almost by definition, (in)tend to draw 

sympathetic, like-minded people. For example. Case 

describes feminist Chicana productions, created 

specifically for Chicana audiences. Often bilingual 

(Spanish and English) and addressing experiences unique to 

the Chicana community, these works rarely become 

mainstream. Case explains: 

Chicanas work in an alternative theatre tradition, 
which is aimed directly at their ethnic community, and 
they have not become involved in the mainstream 
theatrical tradition. Because their texts are 
predominantly bilingual, they are relatively 
inaccessible to a general audience or readership."̂ ^̂  

In addition. Case also mentions a lesbian group whose 

humor often depends on in-jokes to get its message across, 

and a number of theatre groups who perform for female-only 

audiences. •̂^̂  Though these groups provide a necessary point 
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of connection for people who are often marginalized in 

society, they are not, by nature, the place in which to 

initiate broader social change. Many exclude or discourage 

attendance by those outside the group, giving both 

performers and audience members the advantage of solidarity 

and security, which allows that which is usually unspoken 

in our culture to be given full voice and enjoyed in an 

environment of mutuality and sharing. These smaller 

groups, however, are less effective in creating the kind of 

broad social change I am advocating. They do not reach 

beyond the choir. 

As explained in Chapter II, the opposite situation 

exists on Broadway, where producers must seek larger, more 

heterogeneous audiences to capitalize on a given 

production. This affects the degree of control that a 

playwright or director has over the production. Dolan, in 

her chapter on canonical inclusion, follows the progress of 

Marsha Norman's 'night. Mother, •'"̂° from script through 

production and discovers that the Broadway production is 

not a direct reflection of the play, as written by Norman. 

Dolan writes: 

Since theatre is a collaborative art, the playwright's 
text is a schematic outline for other production 
elements. Often, the original script is cut, 
characters are changed or deleted, and dialogue is 
rewritten based on what the cast and director find 
will or will not 'play-'̂ ^̂  

As each collaborator (designer, actor, art director, 

and so on) adds his or her own interpretation of the 

script, its meaning changes. For any author, it is 

difficult, at best, to keep a play intact. For a feminist 

playwright or director, I believe, this approach to 
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production is even more oppressive, in that feminist 

products tend to challenge the reigning ideology, and 

large-budget projects tend to reinforce that ideology in 

order to draw larger audience. 

Artists working in smaller local, regional and even 

community theatres have both more control and more freedom 

to experiment. Because the bottom line is not as important 

in smaller theatres, experimentation is more accepted. 

Both Dolan and Case believe the theatrical workspace can 

become a laboratory for feminist intervention. Case 

writes: "The feminist in theatre can create a laboratory 

in which the single most effective mode of repression— 

gender—can be exposed, dismantled and removed [. . . ] "'"'̂^ 

and Dolan says: "If we can stop considering the stage as a 

mirror of reality, we can use it as a laboratory in which 

to reconstruct new, non-genderized identities. And in the 

process, we can change the nature of theatre itself. "'"'̂^ 

Current conditions on Broadway, I believe, prohibit this 

kind of experimentation. 

As regards control, smaller theatres tend to center 

authority in one person—the director. This, I believe, is 

important when one is attempting to subtly manipulate a 

product on the unconscious level described below. In 

general, as feminists, we need to gain control of cultural 

production, and in the beginning this may mean centering 

control in one person. 

The Miracle Worker 

The Miracle Worker by William Gibson has had many 

incarnations that cross the disciplinary lines of 

television, cinema, dramatic literature and live 
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performance. Originally conceived as a teleplay, presented 

on CBS's "Playhouse 90" in 1957, Gibson revised the text, 

first as one that was meant to be read rather than 

performed, ̂ '̂' and then as a stage play, ̂^̂  which was, in 

turn, re-written for the screen. In addition, the film has 

been remade for television.-̂ ^̂  

Here I will focus on two of these incarnations: the 

reader's script of the teleplay and the script for the 

stage play. For the most part, both of these versions are 

similar, and in some parts identical, to the film. There 

are, however, important differences: the teleplay script 

and the play script have different endings than the one 

presented in the film version, and in the play script, a 

greater emphasis is placed on the Keller household and its 

inhabitants. I am interested in discovering whether or not 

these changes effect Annie's masculine construction in the 

narrative and if the meaning of the work can be changed on 

stage, without altering the script. I also want to 

determine whether or not the play and teleplay scripts 

contain the violence portrayed in the film and, if they do, 

how a director might alter the violent scenes to create a 

product, which is as compelling as the film, but is not in 

any way dependent on the physical abuse of a child. I will 

also address what I saw as being the film's eroticization 

of Helen, a potential bisexual being who must be co-opted 

into the heterosexual world. 

On the surface, the reader's version of the teleplay 

seems to have promise in that the ending differs from the 

one in the film script. To determine if the ending 

fulfills this promise, however, we need to decide whether 
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or not it changes the resolution and, therefore, the 

meaning of the drama. 

Though the reader's script retains the scene in which 

Annie spells "I love Helen" into her pupil's hand, the 

camera instructions read: "(Dissolve on two clasping 

hands.)"^" 

In addition, in the teleplay this is not the final 

scene, and the diegesis continues, as the camera takes us 

to the Perkins Institution for the Blind in South Boston. 

Annie stands in the foreground with her former teacher 

Anagnos. "''̂̂  

ANAGNOS. Annie, you have made, what, a wonder, hm? 

ANNIE. Oh, she's a wonder. I didn't make her. [They 

watch the playing children]. Yesterday she asked me, 

"What is a soul?" 

ANAGNOS. A small girl, such a large question. 

ANNIE. I said no one knew. But that we know it 

isn't the body, it's invisible, and it's the part of 

us that thinks, and loves, and hopes. 

ANAGNOS. A very good answer. 

ANNIE. Do you know what she answered? 'But if I 

write what my soul thinks, it will be visible, and the 

words will be its body.' 

ANAGNOS. [a pause] Yes. Together you have made a 

wonder. [They watch] And will you stay with us, 

here, now? Both? 

ANNIE. [a pause, then shakes her head] No. The world 

is too big. And we've hardly begun! 

[We linger on ANNIE'S face for a moment and we will 

not see a more fulfilled one.] 
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[Drawback; we are on the children, and the camera 
lifts, slowly, to a high and 
room, in their dark clothes. 
all holding hands and moving 

full view of them in the 
HELEN in her light dress. 
in a circle around the 

smallest child, chanting. Fade out.] 
[END OF THE PLAY]"^^ 

If we look for the resolution of the narrative in this 

scene it would have to come in Annie's line: "No. The 

world is too big. And we've hardly begun." If the 

resolution of the conflict is here, we do, indeed, have a 

very different meaning for the narrative than the one 

presented in the film. We are not left with the visual of 

Annie as Mother; instead, Annie remains in the masculine 

position in relation to both Helen and society. The 

audience is left with the belief that the two women will, 

together, walk bravely into the future. The script would 

be about Annie working for her freedom, attaining it and 

taking Helen with her. The root action statement would 

read as follows: 

Annie, wanting to be autonomous, attempts to earn 
her living by teaching Helen; Helen, however, not 
understanding what Annie wants, fights against her, 
resulting in Helen learning and Annie achieving her 
autonomy. 

The climax comes precisely on Annie's word "No." 

Here, she not only rejects, for Helen and for herself, the 

sheltered world of the school, where both she and her pupil 

would be under the protection and supervision of Anagnos, 

but claims her independence. She has worked her way out of 

dependence and subjugation and will face life on her own 

terms. She has achieved her goal of autonomy and attained 

the position of man. 
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The inciting incident is the same as the one in the 

film. It comes when Annie "[. . .] drops the suitcase on 

the porch with intentional heaviness, HELEN starts with the 

jar, and comes to grope over it."'*'̂ ^ As was the case in the 

film, Annie has established herself as she-who-acts and 

Helen has responded. Annie, again, is the protagonist and 

Helen is the antagonist. 

The crisis in the teleplay script is also the same as 

it was in the film. It comes when "[. . .] ANNIE closes 

the door, shutting them [The Kellers] out [of the Garden 

House]. "̂''̂  As was the case in the film, there is no 

turning back after this point. Annie must gain Helen's 

full attention and teach her if she is to keep her position 

in the household and become Helen's teacher. 

The catastrophe, as was the case in the film version, 

comes when Helen spells "w-a-t-e-r" into Annie's hand.''•''"' 

Helen has learned language and Annie is now her teacher. 

She has a salary, a marketable skill and a pupil to teach. 

In short, she has the means with which she can purchase her 

autonomy. 

The line "I, love, Helen, "̂''̂  which I identified as the 

resolution of the film, though it does not form part of the 

Kirkian structural analysis in the teleplay, is 

interesting. Helen still finds her way to Annie on the 

darkened porch, crawls into her lap and kisses her on the 

cheek. Annie still cuddles Helen and spells "I, love, 

Helen" into the child's hand. Annie, again, has found 

someone to love. The scene, however, is no longer the 

defining moment of the script or of Annie's gender. The 

audience is not left with the image of a contented mother 

and child. The camera does not pull back from this 
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mother/daughter image and fade; it dissolves on "two 

clasping hands. "̂'̂^ 

This image, when coupled with the new resolution, 

changes the meaning of the narrative. The final scene 

negates the ability of the above image to define Annie as a 

female/woman in the script. She is tender and loving, but 

her goal is not fulfilled in motherhood. Her goal, is 

fulfilled in autonomy, which she claims in the final scene. 

Annie, then, emerges as a female/man, when "[We linger on 

ANNIE'S face for a moment and we will not see a more 

fulfilled one. ] "̂ ^̂  

She has not, however, achieved this position on her 

own. She has become autonomous because she has subdued 

Helen and created an other off whom she can play her 

masculine definition. In the Lacanian drama, Annie has 

become a man because she has created Helen as a woman who 

can define her. The relationship between Annie and Helen 

is, then, a man/woman one. Helen is Annie's bride. The 

two clasped hands signal this relationship. Gibson tells 

us earlier in a camera direction that "These hands will be 

together for the next fifty years, and all of HELEN'S 

knowledge will flow to her through this other hand [. . 

. ] . "•''̂'' Helen, then, is the perfect woman—everything she 

is or wants or knows will be filtered through Annie, who 

will create the frame of Helen's world. If Annie were a 

man, this would be the patriarchal dream come true. 

This, then, is a Lacanian love story. A would-be man, 

needing a woman to shore up his masculine definition, 

creates the perfect other who will define him exactly as he 

wants to be defined. It is also a classic narrative often 

presented in books, on screen and on stage: Man finds 
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woman—woman will not have man—man subdues woman—the two 

live happily ever after. It just so happens that, in this 

case, both the man and woman are females. 

This being said, however, lesbianism is not an open 

issue in the teleplay. Though, from the reading above, it 

may be seen as a concern on the structural level, it is not 

manifested in the superficial narrative. Annie, in 

describing the asylum to Mrs. Keller, though she mentions 

the rats, street walkers, people queer in the head and the 

dead babies, says nothing about women who "prey" on young 

girls. Lesbianism is unspoken here. Also absent in the 

teleplay is the Captain's kiss and the image of him 

carrying Helen over the threshold. The scene ends on 

Helen, in both her parents' arms, where she weeps "[. . .] 

not weirdly, but softly, radiantly, and like an ordinary 

child. "̂"'̂  Here we have the image of Helen as a beloved 

child, not as a bride. The kind of eroticisation I 

detected in the film, then, is not present in the same way 

in the teleplay. Helen's potential bisexuality is not an 

open threat and does not have to be remedied in a scene of 

heterosexual co-option. 

Still, I believe the threat is there on an unconscious 

level—the structural level—and that it might be 

disturbing to heterosexual audience members. Though I 

cannot argue this point conclusively, and can only make 

suggestions, I believe that the film, unlike the teleplay 

script, is constructed in such a way that it brings this 

disturbing undercurrent into the light, where it can be 

resolved. That is, in the film lesbianism is spoken and 

negated. The "threat" is raised by Annie and negated in 

the Captain's kiss. What may have been disturbing in the 
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teleplay is made safe in the film, as Helen's 

heterosexuality is confirmed by her father in his role as 

representative of the patriarchy. One could speculate as 

to whether or not this could account for the differences 

between the teleplay script and the film. 

The violence in the teleplay is less intense than that 

which is manifested in the film. The battle scene in the 

dining room is much less violent.'̂ '̂  Though there is a 

raucous tussle, nothing in the teleplay script indicates 

the fierceness that was seen in the film. Annie does not 

slap spoons into Helen's hands, she "puts" the spoon in 

Helen's hand and "forces" her to pick it up several 

times. •''̂° In this script, unlike in the film version, it is 

not a pitcher of water, which is thrown into Helen's face 

by Annie; it is, instead, a tumbler of water. 

Annie and Helen do not exchange slaps in the face. 

Helen pinches Annie several times and, in turn, Annie slaps 

Helen. There is no mention in the teleplay script of where 

she slaps Helen, but, given the context, it is possible 

that Helen's hand is slapped, not her face. The directions 

here are ambiguous, and it is impossible to be certain. 

This ambiguity, however, would give the director a choice. 

In addition, this scene is broken up with the 

insertion of other scenes into its progression. Twice, 

the camera dissolves out of the dining room and onto other 

scenes. This, I think, would disrupt the furious pace, 

which enhances the violence in the film. It would also 

have the effect of distancing the viewer from the scene, 

not promoting the complicity in the child abuse that I 

detected in the film. 
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What is in the film, but not in the script of the 

teleplay, then, is sex and violence. Helen's body does not 

become a site of heterosexual eroticization. The level of 

violence is reduced enough so that it can no longer be said 

that child abuse is a component of the script. Most 

importantly for this discussion, Annie is not feminized at 

the resolution. 

This version of the story, then, does not need 

rehabilitation. The narrative is not about gender 

naturalization (at least as regards Annie); instead it is 

about gender choice. The compulsory heterosexuality and 

the abuse of a child are not present. This script, then, 

does not have the faults I found with the film version. 

To be thorough, however, we must pay attention to the 

fact that Helen is still feminized in the script—her 

gender is naturalized. The question raised is: Is it 

alright if a female is made a woman by another female? The 

answer is: No. It is probably not alright when, for one 

person to be defined as a subject, another person must 

become a definitional object. Subjecthood should not 

depend on dominance. Currently, however, it does. 

One task, then, that faces the feminist critic and 

director in relation to illusionistic narrative is to 

destroy the hierarchical nature of the structural 

relationship—but not the structural relationship, itself— 

constructing binaries which depend on difference is not the 

same as constructing binaries that depend on dominance and 

passivity. Difference, in the Saussurian scheme, is the 

necessity, but the dominant/passive dichotomy is not. 

This problem, however, is, in part, already remedied 

in the above analysis, where the + and - positions do not 
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represent groups of people, but are filled on an 

individual, particular basis. Though there is still a 

hierarchy in terms, they are not filled by sex-at-birth 

determinations. That is, in The Miracle Worker, we see 

that females are not always in the - position nor are males 

always in the + position. Annie provides the counter

example, as she crosses the gender line and remains in the 

masculine position. This brings us a long way, but does 

not solve the problem. The teleplay script, in all its 

seeming innocuous innocence, has already moved toward a 

deconstruction of gender. 

The Play Script 

The play script, though it is closer to the film 

version than it is to the teleplay and contains many of the 

problems I found troubling in the film, is not identical 

with either of its predecessors. The violence in the play 

script (relying on stage directions, not the accounts given 

about the play in the Herrmann's biography) is greater than 

that in the teleplay and less than that displayed in the 

film. The eroticization of Helen, also, lies somewhere 

between that which occurred in the teleplay and that of the 

film—the question of lesbianism is raised, but not 

resolved in heterosexual display- The play script has a 

different resolution from that in the teleplay or in the 

film. 

In the play script, the ending is compressed. Helen 

has just learned what water means, and the Keller household 

has come out to witness and participate in the child's 

acquisition of language—her birth into Lacan's Symbolic 

Order. After discovering that Annie is her teacher, Helen 
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retrieves a set of keys from her mother and delivers them 

to Annie. The stage directions read: 

HELEN feels her way across the yard, rather shyly, 
and when her moving hands touch ANNIE'S skirt she 
stops. For a moment neither of them moves. Then 
HELEN slides into ANNIE'S arms, and lifting away her 
smoked glasses, kisses her on the cheek. ANNIE 
gathers her in."̂ ^ 

Mrs. Keller gestures the servants off, while she and 

the Captain make their way into the house. Annie and Helen 

remain alone at the pump outside the Keller home. Annie 

spells "I love Helen" into the child's hand, then whispers, 

without spelling, "forever, and..." Here she is stopped by 

a special lighting effect which the audience has come to 

associate with Annie's heart-rending memories of her 

younger brother, Jimmie, whose death in the asylum is given 

as the reason Annie has not been able to love again. Annie 

listens for his voice. When she does not hear it, she 

continues "ever." Annie is now capable of loving and she 

loves Helen. 

At this point, the audience can see both Helen and 

Annie by the pump and the dining room occupied by the 

Kellers. The Captain, James (Helen's half-brother), and 

Mrs. Keller are occupied: 

[. . .] so it is AUNT EV, hesitant, and rather humble, 
who moves to the door. 

Outside HELEN tugs at ANNIE'S hand, and ANNIE comes 
with it, HELEN pulls her toward the house; and hand 
in hand, they cross the yard, and ascend the porch 
steps, in the rising lights, to where AUNT EV is 
holding the door open for them. 

The curtain ends the play. •^^^ 
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After careful consideration, I have placed the 

resolution on Helen and Annie's act of ascending the porch 

steps. It is at this moment that the doors to the secure, 

middle-class world open for Annie and she can, at last, 

walk through them. This attainment of middle-class status, 

we will discover, is Annie's goal in the play script. 

More so than in the film and the teleplay, Gibson, in 

the play script, constructs Aunt Ev as a signifier of the 

realm of the middle-class South. It also seems as if she 

is the self-appointed custodian of the family's social 

appearance. Early in the play. Aunt Ev instigates the 

discussion which results in the Captain's writing to an 

oculist in Baltimore, which eventually leads to Annie's 

appointment as Helen's teacher. When Annie arrives, 

however. Aunt Ev is dismayed not only by the young woman's 

behavior in general, but also by the way in which she 

interacts with Helen and the family. In a brief scene 

between the battle in the dining room and Annie' s 

announcement that Helen has folded her napkin, there is an 

interchange in which Aunt Ev reminds Mrs. Keller of the 

family's position: 

AUNT EV. Say what you like, Kate, but that child is a 
Keller... 

I needn't remind you that all the Kellers are 
cousins to General Robert E. Lee. I don't know who 
that girl is...^" 

Aunt Ev, here, is talking about Annie's social class 

and her ethnic background. Annie is Irish (considered by 

some to be a low and troublesome people at this time in 

history) and her background is unknown. Even today, in 
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Southern Culture, to not know a person's family history is 

to not know the person at all. What Aunt Ev is saying is 

that she does not know where Annie fits in her world view 

and assumes that, because Annie has not presented her 

family tree, her position is suspect, at best. To allow 

such a person (a no-one) to dominate Helen (a Keller and a 

cousin to Robert E. Lee) is simply unacceptable. It 

breaches the social order to an intolerable degree. Aunt 

Ev, then, has consigned Annie to a position outside the 

social structure and given Mrs. Keller a strong reminder of 

the tradition she must uphold. 

What Aunt Ev does know about Annie is that she works 

for the Kellers—she is a hireling and, therefore, akin to 

property. Just prior to the scene in which Helen spells 

water. Aunt Ev, after Annie has spoken rudely to The 

Captain, becomes incensed: "You let her speak to you like 

that, Arthur? A creature who works for you?"̂ *̂ This is 

why, a little later, she is "humble," when she opens the 

door for Annie and Helen to enter the Keller home in the 

final moments of the play. 

This ending, with Aunt Ev's presence, alters the 

resolution of the play script and, therefore, the root 

action statement, which now reads: 

Annie, wanting to gain entry into the world of 
middle-class society and security, attempts to 
teach language to Helen, so that she can earn a 
respectable position in society; Helen, however, 
fearing Annie and not understanding what the older 
woman wants, fights her, resulting in Annie teaching 
Helen and attaining her middle-class dream. 

The catastrophe comes when Helen gives Annie Mrs. 

Keller's set of keys. These keys have several 
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significations in the play script. In the first place, 

keys are objects that lock and unlock doors. In an earlier 

scene, Helen, wanting to get away from Annie, locks Annie 

in her room. That is, Helen has effectively made Annie 

disappear from her world. Helen is unable to see or hear 

and the only way Annie can be a presence in Helen's life is 

through touch, smell and taste. When Annie is locked in 

her room, then, she is no longer a part of Helen's life. 

The door to Helen has been locked. As a consequence, Annie 

has also been locked out of the Keller family unit. 

Interestingly, the audience discovers that Helen has 

hidden the key in her mouth—typically, the seat of the 

spoken word, language and communication. The key, then, 

can be seen as being the key to Helen, who can only be made 

manifest, learn and grow, through language, which will 

bring her into the world of the Symbolic. Though Helen 

cannot know this, she is, in the Lacanian sense, refusing 

to give up Imaginary integration and face castration in the 

world of words. She drops the key down the well. 

At the end of the play, in a neat symmetry, Helen 

gives Annie Mrs. Keller's keys and they accrue more 

connotations. On one level, as explained above, the keys 

are the keys to Helen herself: Helen is giving Annie 

unconditional access to (and control over) her being. 

Annie has become a desired other for Helen. The door, 

then, is open, and it is Annie who must decide if she will 

step through it. She does. 

The keys also signify an exchange between Mrs. Keller 

and Annie. Mrs. Keller gives Helen the keys, which Helen 

in turn gives to Annie. That is, Mrs. Keller is giving 

Annie her child. In the Lacanian sense, the child has been 
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given away by the Mother of the Imaginary and entered into 

the Symbolic world of The Father. That Mrs. Keller is 

aware that she is losing something is apparent. She must 

battle with herself to let Helen go to Annie with the keys, 

but in the end she capitulates. The stage directions tell 

us that, as Mrs. Keller spells "key" into Helen's hand, she 

does so "in wonder, gratitude, and deprivation; it is a 

moment in which she simultaneously finds and loses a 

child. "̂ ^̂  

The keys have another meaning which is important to 

Annie. As they are the keys to Helen, her pupil, Annie, at 

the moment she receives them, becomes a teacher. As a 

teacher, Annie will be able to make a living in the world 

and there will be less of a chance that she will fall back 

into the netherworld of institutions and asylums. She is 

now on the correct side of the cultural it/not-it 

dichotomy, as regards class. The questions, then, become 

where Annie will fit in the world at large and whether or 

not she will be accepted into the larger social group. 

These questions are answered in another transaction 

among females. Annie has the key to Helen, and Helen has 

accepted Annie as her other. Helen, as a Keller, has 

allowed Annie into the Keller household, through herself, 

and it is Aunt Ev who holds the door open for the pair. 

Through Helen, Annie has been sanctioned, given a place in 

Aunt Ev's middle-class world. Though Annie is not a 

Keller, she is an associate of the Kellers, which brings 

with it "drawing room" acceptance. 

This story is reminiscent of old Jack Tales, 

traditional myth-like folk tales, in which a young man of 

common origin performs difficult deeds to please a king. 
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In return, the king gives his daughter to the young man. 

Through the acquisition of the princess, the young man is 

fully accepted into society as an inheritor of patriarchal 

wealth and position. What is interesting in these stories 

is that the inheritance is not strictly patrilineal, from 

father to son, but is transferred through the daughter to a 

young man from outside. The same tale is told in The 

Miracle Worker. 

Though Annie will not become a patriarch, we do see 

the same pattern here. She has become a man by overcoming 

great obstacles and by playing her definition off of Helen 

(she, in a sense, becomes Helen's husband) and through 

Helen attains a position in society, which her low, 

impoverished, Irish birth should have prevented. 

The play, then, is about Annie achieving social status 

in a world other than the one in which she was born. It is 

Helen, the princess, who allows her teacher access to this 

world, by giving her the key to her being. This is still a 

Lacanian love story, with a slight twist in the narrative. 

The inciting incident and the crisis are the same as 

in the film and teleplay. The inciting incident comes when 

Annie drops her suitcase to gain Helen's attention, thus 

making her the protagonist and Helen the antagonist. The 

crisis is when the two women move into the little house on 

the Keller's property, where they will come into unmediated 

conflict. 

Before exploring the violence and eroticization of 

Helen in the script, it will be interesting here to convert 

the root action statement into psychoanalytic terms. It 

would read: 
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Annie, wanting to achieve masculine autonomy, 
attempts to bring Helen into the Symbolic 
Register, where she will be molded as Annie's 
perfect other; Helen, however, comfortable in the 
Imaginary Register of integration, resists Annie's 
attempts, resulting in Annie co-opting Helen as her 
feminine other under the Patriarchy. 

The question of lesbianism is left open in the play 

script. In her description of life in the asylum, Annie 

includes lesbianism in her list of "horrors. "̂ ^̂  Here, 

however, the threat does not go away. Helen's 

heterosexuality is not concretized by the Captain's kiss or 

any other such device. Even though Aunt Ev opens the door 

to Annie and Helen, we are not sure on whose terms they 

will enter or even what the terms are. 

Above, I argued that Annie remained masculine at the 

end of the play script (as in the old Jack Tales, she won 

the hand of the princess) and Helen is feminine in relation 

to her teacher. The undercurrent of lesbianism, then, has 

remained. At heart, we again have a Lacanian love story in 

which two females play the primary roles. The question of 

lesbianism has been raised and gone unanswered. This is, I 

believe, interesting because it questions the naturalness 

of heterosexuality. Helen and Annie are in a relationship 

which the audience cannot quite pin down and this 

relationship is sanctioned by Aunt Ev in the film. Though 

Helen may have been feminized, she has not been 

heterosexualized. 

Though the relationship is a man/woman one, the 

differentiation needed to create the appropriate dichotomy 

does not depend on the sex of the two females; instead it 

depends on other cultural factors—older/younger, 
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teacher/student, guide/guided, creator/created and so on. 

What we see here, then, is that the cultural terms are not 

necessarily linked with the structural terms; they have 

been modified by the particulars. All that has been needed 

is difference, and that difference is not dependent on sex-

at-birth. Again, we approach gender deconstruction. 

What has not been addressed is the problem of child 

abuse. The level of violence indicated by the stage 

directions lies somewhere between that in the teleplay and 

that in the film. In the dining room scene, Helen 

initiates the aggression by attempting to pull Annie's 

chair out from under her and by pinching Annie's thigh. 

The second time Helen pinches her, Annie "slaps her hand 

smartly away; HELEN retaliates with a roundhouse fist that 

catches ANNIE on the ear, and ANNIE'S hand leaps at once in 

a forceful slap across HELEN'S cheek [. . .] . " ^ ^ ' ' There is 

anot.her round of slaps, and a tussle ensues. As was the 

case in the film, Annie must forcibly reseat Helen several 

times. The stage directions tell us that Annie "deposits" 

Helen in her chair. The word deposits does not necessitate 

the slamming of Helen into chairs, as we saw in the film. 

From Duke's comments, however, we can assume that the 

deposit was interpreted by the director of the play as a 

slam, because Duke sustained painful bruises on the back of 

her legs. This is also the case with Annie and Helen's 

battle with the spoons. Though the stage directions 

describe a rough and potentially violent scene, they do not 

indicate that Annie slaps spoons into Helen's hand—she 

"replaces" the first spoon several times, then grabs a 

handful of spoons, which she "puts" in Helen's hand, one 

after the other, as Helen discards them. Again, it would 
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seem to be the director's choice that Annie should slap 

spoons into Helen's hand, thus giving Duke blood blisters. 

In the play script, Annie still force-feeds Helen, and 

when Helen does, finally, accept a mouthful, she spits it 

back into Annie's face. Annie reacts by throwing a pitcher 

of water into Helen's face. When Helen gasps, Annie shoves 

in another mouthful and Helen swallows involuntarily. When 

Annie tries to communicate "Good Girl" to Helen, by 

allowing the child to feel her nod, Helen pulls Annie's 

hair and brings the older woman to her knees in pain. 

"HELEN pummels her."^^^ The lights dim out as the pair roll 

under the table. 

The violence in the play script, though it is less 

than in the film, still exhibits the problems I found in 

the film. The treatment of Helen is abusive and in the 

stage directions Helen is designated as the aggressor. The 

abuse, I believe, would still be hidden in much the same 

way as it was in the film—Helen is the aggressor, Annie is 

her victim; no one saw Duke's blood blisters and bruises; 

audiences are not accustomed to female on child violence; 

and all of this was done for Helen's (not Annie's) own 

good. 

There is, however, hope here. As I have noted above, 

this violence can be intensified or lessened by the choices 

the director makes in interpreting the script for 

performance. We know, for example, that the director of 

the Broadway play chose to have Helen slammed into chairs 

and spoons slapped into her hands, causing bruises and 

blood blisters, and that Duke had to wear extensive 

protective gear. The choices, according to the script, 

however, could have been otherwise, and it may be the case, 
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with careful direction, that this scene could be 

rehabilitated—still retain its dramatic intensity, but not 

depict child abuse. 

The stage script, then, differs from the other two 

productions of the story. It is more violent than the 

teleplay script; raises the question of lesbianism, but 

does not answer it; and Annie is not naturalized as a 

female/woman in the resolution. It differs from the film 

in that Annie emerges at the end of the action as a 

female/man who escapes gender naturalization; and 

heterosexuality is not confirmed but raised; and the 

question of lesbianism is left open-ended. The play, 

however, still exhibits child abuse, as was the case in the 

film. 

From the above analysis of the play script, it is 

clear that, if carefully and thoughtfully directed, it 

could, with no changes in dialogue and a different 

interpretation of the stage directions, be crafted in such 

a way that it would not exhibit the characteristics I found 

problematic in the film. The narrative is not about gender 

naturalization, Helen is not eroticized, and the violence 

is not necessary to the success of the product, as a whole. 

If gender naturalization is not the resolution of the 

drama, as I argued above, then the play is not about gender 

naturalization. It is about gender choice; Annie remains 

in the masculine position as she and Helen enter the Keller 

home. Annie has not been subdued and forced into the 

cultural position of woman in the narrative of the stage 

play, so it can be seen as a product that opens alternative 

gender possibilities. It would be appropriate, then, to 

leave the resolution intact. 
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Though the notion of lesbianism is raised in the 

script, it is not resolved in either the dialogue or the 

stage directions through heterosexual co-option. Helen's 

body, then, does not become a manifest site of heterosexual 

eroticization. The two women's sexuality remains 

ambiguous. The director could either play down or point 

out this ambiguity without changing the script. 

To play it down, one would need merely to direct the 

script as it is, making certain that there are no overtones 

that would reinforce Annie's words. The ambiguity would 

still exist and remain a question mark in the minds of 

audience members because it is a part of the script. It 

would nibble at the edge of consciousness and question 

feminine submission to male dominance and/or 

heterosexuality as the norm for all "good women." 

On the other hand, if one wished to emphasize the 

ambiguity or openly raise the lesbian question, in 

performance, there is nothing in the script that would 

preclude either of these choices. The framework for both 

performance interpretations is already in place in the 

play. Annie brings lesbianism out into the open, but Annie 

and Helen's sexuality is never concretized in dialogue or 

image. The superficial assumption is that Annie and Helen 

are heterosexual. On a deeper level, however, the question 

is open-ended. The ambiguity is an integral part of the 

structural narrative in which Annie assumes the masculine 

position in relation to Helen and Helen assumes the 

feminine position in relation to Annie in an intimate 

(sexual or non-sexual) relationship. It is up to the 

director and actors to determine whether or not lesbianism 

should remain at the structural level but be heightened, or 
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be fully played in performance. It would mean the 

difference between "coloring" the performance narrative in 

light of the play's structural elements or privileging the 

structural narrative over the superficial one. 

When I say that a director and actors could "color" 

the performance narrative, what I mean is that the director 

or actors could, especially in the characterizations of 

Annie and Helen, subtly reinforce the notion of Annie's 

masculinity and Helen's feminine enculturation, without 

making these characterizations blatant. 

In the film, we saw Annie becoming more and more 

feminine the longer she interacted with Helen in the Keller 

household. This was manifested in her clothing, her 

actions, her gestures and her words. In the play, the 

costumer would have an important role in reversing this 

evolution. Instead of Annie's clothing becoming, by narrow 

degrees, more feminine during the course of the play, the 

costumes could become more masculine. This could be done 

by gradually straightening the lines of Annie's silhouette 

and making them more distinct—as if she were coming into 

focus. Details such as collars, cuffs and trim, would 

become more angular, composed of straighter and straighter 

lines and more severe angles until they would be an echo of 

the neat, clean lines of a man's suit. The color palette 

would be limited to dark grays, browns, black and white 

(for the blouses), with no patterned or pastel fabrics or 

trim. This would heighten the contrast between Mrs. Keller 

(feminine) and Annie (masculine). It would also be in 

reverse of the costuming in the film, in which the 

softening of Annie's clothing indicated her feminization. 
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These costume alterations could be coupled with 

changes in Helen's clothing. As Helen comes more and more 

under the control of Annie, her clothing could become more 

tame (neater and cleaner), more girlish, and slightly more 

frilly. This would be a visual echo of the structural 

progression of the play, as Annie tames Helen and molds her 

into a woman. Again, this would have to be extremely 

subtle. 

As regards Annie's actions and gestures, as was noted 

in the film analysis, these were already on the non-

feminine side of the masculine/feminine line and strongly 

indicated Annie's masculine position. This could be 

extended in the play. In Feminism and Theatre, Case 

describes acting and movement techniques developed by 

Monique Wittig and Sande Zeig, in which students study the 

gender movements of both sexes and imitate those 

movements. •̂^̂  The actor playing Annie could incorporate 

this technique into her character work, watching males, 

analyzing their behavior and internalizing it. Again, the 

key to the success of this strategy would be to use it so 

subtly that it would not consciously register in the 

audience as masculine—just a little off center, enough to 

color Annie's image. 

This technique could also be used by the actor playing 

Helen. Helen, in the beginning of the play, has few 

culturally imposed gestures—for the most part, they are 

more animal than human-like. As she comes more and more 

under Annie's control, the actor could, very slowly, become 

more feminine until, in the end, when the two ascend the 

steps, she would move and gesture like a proper young 

woman. 
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Without changing the dialogue or stage directions, 

then, the structural relationship between Annie and Helen 

could be emphasized through costuming, movement and 

gesture. If done delicately, Annie's masculinity and 

Helen's femininity would never consciously register with 

audience members; a little something, however, would nibble 

at the edge of consciousness. 

As regards the resolution of the play, when coupled 

with these changes in characterization, the image of Helen 

and Annie entering into the middle-class world could be 

powerful precisely because of its subtlety—it would be 

underground, behind the performance narrative—here, then 

gone, remembered, but forgotten, in echo of Lacan's 

eruptions of the unconscious.'''̂ ° It could provide an 

undercurrent in the dialogue between the audience and the 

play. Annie, Helen, and their relationship would provide 

signifiers for the audience members, but no stable 

signified could attach to the females or their 

relationship. This free play, I believe, could result in 

an internal search for the signifieds in the viewer, thus 

keeping the question alive, but repressed. This would, in 

many ways, be more broadly effective than a bolder 

interpretation of the play in which Annie and Helen played 

the structural narrative and brought lesbianism into the 

open. Bold moves usually evoke strong responses. The 

responses to bold moves, however, are often resounding, 

knee-jerk rejections of the idea proposed for discussion. 

That is, after the initial shock, the communication is at 

an end and the idea presented for discussion is dismissed. 

Here we see the power of illusionistic narrative. 

Audiences are comfortable with it and have a greater 
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tendency to give credence to its elements—as long as those 

elements do not leap out, shock and cause the audience to 

consciously question the veracity of what is being 

naturalized. That is, subversive elements need not be 

intrusive to become an effective part of the cultural 

dialogue. 

This would be particularly effective in The Miracle 

Worker in that it is Aunt Ev, the representative of middle-

class correctness, who welcomes Annie and Helen into the 

Keller home, which represents Annie's entry into the 

middle-class world. No matter how the audience reads the 

two females' sexuality. Aunt Ev's welcome would sanction 

that relationship. This story (in various products and 

guises—that is, in other films, plays, books and works of 

art), if told often enough, would become commonplace in the 

cultural realm. The cultural rules which construct gender 

destiny based on sex-at-birth and compulsory 

heterosexuality would gradually loosen. 

This being said, I would, however, like to see the 

structural narrative played on stage. By playing the 

structural narrative, I mean making Annie's masculinity 

central to the narrative and manifesting it blatantly on 

stage—that is, to play it as a lesbian drama. If 

presented in a mainstream venue it could help audience 

members come to understand lesbian interactions and help to 

demystify that gender position. Though I would like to 

make suggestions as to how a director could craft this kind 

of performance, I believe it would be presumptuous of me to 

do so. I am not familiar enough with the lesbian community 

to understand the cultural conventions (if there are such), 

the possible constructions of same-sex desire (if or how 
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they differ from the construction of heterosexual desire) 

or the language, which would manifest such desire (s) on 

stage. I would be just another straight woman constructing 

an outside view of lesbianism and codifying it (perhaps, 

mistakenly—more than likely, stereotypically) in a 

cultural product. That is, I would be repeating the 

mistakes of males who have, over the centuries, attempted 

(and failed) to reflect an image of The Woman in cultural 

products. My inability, here, should not be taken as a 

condemnation of lesbianism. It should be taken for what 

is—a combination of ignorance and respect, respect for 

females who can give voice to this understanding and an 

ignorance of how to do it myself. 

Though I do believe playing the structural narrative 

would be interesting and make good theatre, I believe the 

more subtle version described above has the greater 

possibility of creating broader social change for the 

reasons I have already given. 

No matter what choice a director might make as regards 

gender production on stage, however, there is still the 

problem of child abuse in the script. From the above 

description and accounts given in Helen Keller's biography 

by Herrmann, it is apparent that violence was a component 

of the Broadway production of The Miracle Worker. This is 

problematic, not only because of its existence, but because 

when conflict erupts in violence on stage it is riveting. 

A director, wanting to eliminate the violence would need to 

replace it with something compelling—something that would 

effectively trap the audience in this battle of wills but 

not promote pleasure in child abuse. 
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Another problem is that the scene would have to remain 

highly physical, as it is through physical contact only 

that Annie can reach Helen and teach her. The task for the 

director, then, is to create an intense, highly physical 

scene without allowing it to cross the line into child 

abuse. Fortunately, there are already actor-training 

methods in place that could help a director in achieving 

this goal. 

Elinor Renfield, a director and acting teacher, works 

with what she calls "The Unspoken Truth." She says: 

I believe that what happens when an actor builds a 
part is that he locates what I call 'the unspoken 
truth of the character,' the unrevealed truth that 
every character comes on stage with—something he or 
she cannot say. The actor has to understand what the 
threat to himself would be if he revealed it.'"'̂''' 

She then explains how this notion of the unspoken 

truth can translate into character building and action, 

which reveals character. She says: 

Suppose a rehearsal is about finding out how to keep 
myself from punching you in the face and I have to do 
that in a nineteenth-century drawing room comedy. 
Now, the unspoken truth of a Gwendolen or Cecily in 
The Importance of Being Earnest is something really 
ugly, vengeful and competitive, something really 
uncivilized in an era when that was not allowed. To 
me the real comedic value in all those plays is the 
dichotomy between the unspoken truth and the action. 
Something extremely uncivil is being resisted. It's 
like watching the actor have a bad stomach cramp but 
having to play the scene. It's that profound when you 
really know that the scene is about not letting others 
know how angry you really are. If an actor looks at 
it from this point of view, he has something to focus 
on, and other things fall into place.'''̂ ^ 
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Renfield also adds that this is as applicable to drama 

as it is to comedy- She claims it is a matter of the 

distance between what is really happening and what is 

revealed. In rehearsal or training, she often has the 

actor improvise the "real" or play the "reality" of the 

scene, then civilize it to the appropriate level. 

It is not difficult to see how this approach could be 

applied to the dining room scene in The Miracle Worker. 

The unspoken (or sometimes whispered) truth is that Annie 

is a wild, angry woman, trying to claw her way out of 

dependency. Helen is both the ticket to her goal and the 

obstacle in her way. Annie is torn. She wants to beat 

Helen, the obstacle, into a pulp, but cannot beat Helen, 

her ticket to into the middle-class, because she would be 

dismissed from the Keller household and sent back to the 

Perkins Institution. 

In a sense, the audience must feel Annie's anger and 

frustration, but not see it revealed in its full force. 

That is, the audience must see the real impulse in the 

character/actor and see that same character/actor fight not 

only her own impulses, but her opponent, as well. 

One way to accomplish this in rehearsal would be to 

(in controlled conditions and clothed for physical combat) 

have the actors playing Annie and Helen play the truth—a 

physical battle in which the winner will attain what she 

most wants—Annie, dominance; and Helen, freedom from 

Annie. This, I believe, would code the violence into the 

actors' muscle memory and emotional subtext. The work in 

subsequent rehearsals would be to maintain the emotional 

intensity and physical desire, but to refine the actions to 

an acceptable level. 
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The scene, then, would remain intense and create 

interest in the character of Annie, as she can be seen to 

repress the degree of her internal anger (and violence) in 

accordance with what would be acceptable in the context of 

her ultimate goal. The audience, I believe, would always 

be in fear of Annie crossing the line into child abuse, 

thus heightening the suture between viewers and characters. 

That is, audience members would feel the repressed 

violence, which would, perhaps, create more visceral 

tension than would be felt in a full-fledged battle. Thus, 

Annie (the character) may want to slap spoons into Helen's 

hand, she may want to throw a pitcher of water into Helen's 

face, she may want to pummel Helen, but the actor must use 

all of her powers of concentration to suppress that 

behavior. 

It would be the actor playing Annie who would be 

responsible for this suppression. Helen, the character, 

knows no bounds. The actor playing Annie, then, would have 

to keep both Annie and Helen within the acceptable range of 

behavior. Helen may attack on an almost real level, but 

Annie must prevent herself from being hurt, without hurting 

Helen or letting Helen hurt herself. In many ways, this 

describes all Annie and Helen's interactions in the play. 

Annie must be civilized if Helen is to be civilized by her. 

In this way, too, the actors would come to own their 

roles, as each devise strategies to achieve her own goal. 

Renfield describes the rehearsal of a scene from Private 

Lives'̂ ^̂  in which the actor playing the husband was given 

directions to get his wife out of the room without alarming 

her or telling her why he wants her to leave. Renfield 

recounts the actor's choices: 
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At one point, this actor was so up against the wall, 
in such a fit of sweat in his inability to reveal 
desperation, that he started putting pieces of the 
hotel room in a suitcase. There were some fresh 
tulips that were part of the set and he packed them 
too. I thought that as a director I couldn't have 
given this actor those choices to act.-̂ ^̂  

This method, I believe, would work well in directing 

The Miracle Worker. The real Annie is hot-headed, 

impulsive and uncivilized, but she is also determined. If 

the audience can see that violence held in check by Annie's 

determination to meet her goal, I believe the performance 

could be much stronger than one in which the violence is 

played literally. Instead of the audience participating 

vicariously in the abuse of a child, members would 

participate in Annie's repression—in echo of Renfield's 

words, the audience would have their own stomach cramps. 

The Miracle Worker, then, can be performed without 

changing the script and not exhibit the problems I found 

with the film version. Heterosexuality is not compulsory 

in the play—Annie's gender is not naturalized and Helen is 

not co-opted for the patriarchy; she is claimed by Annie, 

not by The Captain. In addition, the violence done to 

Helen in the film is not necessary. Strength, emotion and 

suture can be achieved by coding the struggle into the 

actor playing Annie. 

Conclusions 

From the above analyses, we can see that a change in 

the resolution of the narrative does, indeed, change its 

meaning. The film is about Annie's gender naturalization, 

the teleplay is about Annie attaining autonomy, and the 
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play is about Annie securing a position in the middle-class 

world. That is, we have three versions, written by the 

same author, of a segment in the life of two females—Annie 

Sullivan and Helen Keller—and what we discover is that, 

despite the fact that these three versions seem to tell the 

same story, they do not. The different resolutions alter 

the meanings of the script by re-framing the boundaries of 

the signifying chain. 

When attention is paid to structure in conjunction 

with Lacanian analysis, it may open avenues for direction, 

which could allow feminist directors to manipulate meaning 

on a perceptual rather than intellectual level. This type 

of manipulation, I believe, could become a powerful tool in 

the feminist arsenal because it would lead, eventually, to 

deconstruction, as described by Derrida. 

Also of interest here is that Annie has chosen the 

direct path to power and attained it. Ultimately, she 

attained power not by soliciting the desire of the 

patriarchy, by forming herself as an objet petit a, but by 

working toward and attaining masculine power. Under the 

watchful eye of the patriarchy, Annie has, somehow, managed 

to do what others have not—find a position in the 

conventional world without directly soliciting the desire 

of a particular man. That is, Annie's power is not 

achieved through identifying and imitating the maternal 

signifier, but through her own action of imitating the 

paternal one. She has broken the lesbian taboo. 
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CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSIONS 

In the previous pages, I have argued that feminist 

psychoanalytic theory in film and theatre is not hopelessly 

misguided. On the contrary, I have found it to be an 

important and viable tool for feminist analysis and 

practice in both theatre and film. I have come to hold 

this belief by a strange and twisting path. 

When I first began this project, my aim was to join in 

the chorus of voices which condemned psychoanalytic theory 

as being hopelessly naive and wrongheaded. My intention 

was to expand on Carroll's article, fill in the blanks and 

have done with psychoanalysis once and for all. As I was 

drawn deeper into this project, however, I found myself 

arguing for the very theory I had hoped to debunk. That 

is, I was seduced by the Dark (Continent[al]) side of 

theory. And, yes, it is frightening here. 

There are no beaten paths out of this darkness: One 

must, by taking step after step, forge her own trail. 

There are few guideposts, and the destination is shrouded 

in mist. When the mist clears, one discovers that there is 

nothing behind it, only oneself, standing alone, with no 

welcoming certainty in sight. I would like to say that 

this experience is freeing, but it is not: It is just 

frightening. 

So, here I stand, having made claims, supported them 

to the best of my ability and offered them to the reader, 

who will either dismiss all that I have written as psycho

babble or forge her own, distinctive way through the 

darkness. What I hope I have left for her is a pebble here 
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and a pebble there, signifiers that I have been this way, 

small parts of the signifying chain which makes up feminist 

psychoanalytic theory. 

What I tell myself I have done is create a work in 

three parts: The revisioning of a theory; the application 

of that revision to the project of analysis; and finally 

its application to theatrical practice. In Chapter II, I 

argued that the gaze is not male. That is, it is not in 

the possession of a particular sex. I have argued that it 

cannot be in the provenance of the male because biological 

designations have no meaning until they are determined in 

culture, where they become gender designations. Gender 

designations, I have argued, have no inherent qualities, 

characteristics or traits. It is not, then, the birthright 

or the responsibility of the male to gaze. 

I also argued that the Lacanian gaze is not an action 

on the part of a subject when it is in the visible realm, 

but rather a characteristic of an object, an objet petit a. 

This needed to be addressed because the notion that the 

gaze is a male gaze has become an integral part of feminist 

psychoanalytic theory in the arts. I, therefore, needed to 

demonstrate that the gaze is not male. 

The notion that the gaze is not active, that it is an 

objet petit a, is relevant. When the gaze is taken to be a 

privileged object, not the action of a subject, the 

dynamics of the model have been upended. The gaze becomes 

a lure and can no longer be seen as that which controls and 

creates in a sadistic or self-serving manner. The scenario 

is much more pathetic than the one presented by Mulvey. In 

this picture we see a subject, castrated and unstable, 

searching for the lost part of him- or herself, which he or 
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she believes resides in the other and which will be 

returned if only the other will gaze at him or her with 

desire. As Lacan points out, however, this gaze is 

impossible—precisely because it is sought in an object. 

When one seeks the gaze, one is confronted (or confounded) 

by a screen, a signifier with no signification—no meaning. 

Without signification, the signifier is empty. The project 

is doomed because, as one might put it, there are only the 

labeled restroom doors and the expectations they arouse. 

This arousal is endless and cannot be satisfied in the 

absence of the signification. This is life, a constant 

state of desire, Freud's libidinal drive, the basis for the 

Buddhist belief that life is unsatisfactory, what Kirk 

calls the "I want..." That is, life is in the desire, not 

in the impossible fulfillment of desire. 

In addition, I argued that there is the possibility of 

a position in the Lacanian or Lacanish model for female 

desire that is not dependent on the female body. I 

suggested that it may be the case that the incest taboo is 

not the only taboo that comes into play with the entrance 

of the Father into the Oedipal Complex. To establish this 

notion, I argued that in the Imaginary Register there 

exists, before the child enters into the Symbolic Order, 

both a primordial Mother and Father position which because 

the child does not distinguish the outside world from the 

inside world, is experienced as a part of him- or herself. 

This, I suggested, was another unrecognized castration 

in the series of unrecognized castrations the child 

undergoes in the Imaginary Register. When the child enters 

the Symbolic Order, when he or she learns to recognize and 

understand these castrations, he or she necessarily learns 
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that he or she is not the representation of a whole human 

being—he or she is, as Lacan says, partial because he or 

she is already sexed at birth. He or she is not (cannot 

be) whole because he or she is male or female, 

respectively. 

In order to follow the cultural path of gender, I 

argued, the child must imitate the parent of the same 

biological sex and repress his or her same-sex desires. 

Male and female adults, then, search for what they believe 

is missing in themselves—the other. Male and female 

children can only see the world from their castrated 

positions. That is, as was the case with the children in 

Lacan's train, the little boy will see "Ladies" as his 

destination and the little girl will see "Gentlemen" as 

hers. In this way they become men and women. 

This opens up a position for female desire that does 

not depend on the feminine body. Rather, it depends on the 

feminine psyche, which is created in the cultural realm. 

The woman desires that which she lacks—Power and the 

agency to attain it. Her quest for power, in our society, 

as it is constructed as a patriarchy, can be manifested in 

two ways. She can either try to solicit the desire of the 

patriarchy and obtain the power extended to her by men or 

she can try to gain that power directly, through action. 

That is, it is not a penis the woman wants, it is The 

Phallus. As these two terms have been conflated in the 

past, the search for feminine desire has become confused, 

as scholars have looked for feminine passion in the 

masculine and assumed, by looking merely at the cultural 

paths males and females take, that feminine desire must be 

distinct from masculine desire. What has been forgotten is 
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that these paths are contingent (but beaten clean) before 

the child is born. Members of neither gender go their own 

way. Most often they go (or seem to go) the way they are 

told to go. When they vary from the path, they are seen to 

be exceptions to the rule. If they stray completely, they 

are seen as abnormal or they are not seen at all. In a 

patriarchal world, where the penis is conflated with The 

Phallus, feminine desire is invisible. 

In the three films discussed in this work, I analyzed 

the relationships between lead characters and The Phallus. 

In His Girl Friday, Hildy sought her power (The Phallus) by 

attempting to position herself in relation to the males in 

her life. In the end, she could not take the direct path 

to power by defining herself as masculine in relation to 

Bruce, who was feminine. The script dictated that she 

follow the feminine path to power. When Hildy accepted 

Walter, she did not come to possess the position of man, 

she became a possession of the patriarchy. Whatever power 

Hildy could accrue in the future would be dependent on what 

Walter gave her. 

In Of Human Bondage, Philip, the rightful heir of 

Phallic power, did not want it. Because he perceived 

himself as lacking (castrated), he feared taking the path 

that society had laid out for him and all other heirs. Not 

being able to choose the homosexual path proscribed by 

society, he turned to his dreams, in which Mildred was to 

be his linchpin. In the end, he failed to attain his dream 

because he could not create Mildred as an ideal other 

around whom he could construct his fantasy. His 

reclamation was a triumph for the patriarchy. 
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In the film version of The Miracle Worker, though it 

seemed Annie would attain power through her own actions, 

she was, in the end, trapped by the camera, which defined 

her as feminine. Though she did mold Helen into the 

perfect other for herself, thus making Annie a man, the 

camera turned the tables by depositing her in the Mother 

position instead of codifying her in the Husband position. 

That is, she was assigned the position opposite the Father, 

the not-it, in relation to The Phallus. She was stripped 

of her power. This was necessary if the film was to uphold 

the prohibition against lesbianism. 

In Chapter VI, I argued that this could be different 

in a stage performance of The Miracle Worker. Without 

changing one word of the playwright's work, this play could 

be directed in such a way that it would not negate Annie's 

desire or her attainment of power. If the director chose 

to play the structure of the text, the result would be a 

play that left Annie's gender open to question. 

I then suggested this open question would cause free 

play in the minds of audience members, as they searched for 

the signification of Annie's signifier. With her gender 

not concretized at the end of the play, Annie would emerge 

as being a female/man—a female who had actively worked 

toward her desire and fulfilled her goal. It is through 

works like this that feminists can begin the project of 

deconstruction. Deconstruction, I have claimed, requires a 

delicate touch. In-your-face works, such as those 

developed along quasi-Brechtian lines, often concretize 

cultural gender by setting the product up as an other to 

the norm—feminizing and ghettoizing the work, without 

making much progress toward change. The subtle approach, 
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on the other hand, slides beneath the consciousness, not 

allowing the audience to reject a work's proposals in a 

knee-jerk reaction. There is no screen to slash, no 

signifier that can be nailed down; rather, there is a 

penetration of the screen (the signifier) that sends one 

into the free play of possible significations. The viewer, 

then, must question for him-or herself the notion of 

gender. The question has become a part of the viewer, not 

an outside force that can be negated through argument. 

As a by-product of this work, I have also 

demonstrated, at least in the films under discussion, that 

Carroll's counter-examples, though they do damage Mulvey's 

work, cannot be seen to affect psychoanalytic theory in its 

broader context. In the examples given, the theory was 

neither so broad that it falsely generalized the ways in 

which males and females could be interpreted in film nor 

was it so narrow that it could not accommodate such 

creatures as active females and passive males. 

Psychoanalytic theory, then, has greater potential than 

Carroll acknowledges. 

I also believe that, when used thoughtfully, 

psychoanalytic theory can be applied to other filmic and 

theatrical products and projects. If nothing else, by 

viewing a work through the psychoanalytic screen, the 

analyst is forced to move beyond the signifiers and search 

for other possible significations. 

New Possibilities 

There is, I believe, hope in this project not only for 

feminists but also for others who would reform society. 

The masculine/feminine dichotomy is not the only one in 

248 



play in our culture. There are many relationships that can 

be understood as being the play between the "it" and the 

"not-it" in our world. They include, but are not limited 

to, those that involve race, class, sexual preference and 

ethnicity. When reduced to the classic it/not-it 

structure, I believe these signifiers of difference can be 

bypassed or recast, and the work of deconstruction can 

begin to be applied to other social problems and 

inequalities as well. 

As regards feminism, in particular, there is still 

much more work to be done. Throughout this work I have 

left signposts indicating paths I could not follow. There 

are many other films and plays to analyze, themes other 

than gender naturalization to explore and other arts for 

which this work can provide a direction. 

Though I have suggested there is good reason to 

believe that there is a place for the construction of 

female desire in the Lacanian model, I did not argue this 

to conclusion. Time and the direction of this work 

prevented me from doing so. My hope in the future is to 

make time for this work, and create a stronger case for 

female desire. When the place has been established, I 

would then like to describe it. I believe that what I will 

find is that, outside of culture, there is no unique female 

or male desire. That is, desire is desire; it only seems 

to have different characteristics when it is forced into 

the grid of cultural expectations. 

Along this path I believe I have strewn the seeds of 

deconstruction, but in my journey did not have time to 

bring them to fruition. Perhaps it is the case that time 

is the ingredient needed. Change, growth, takes time, and 

249 



the time it takes is the time it needs. One year, ten 

years, 100 years? In the meantime there is much work to be 

done. 
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