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Since its inauguration in April 1984 at a Seminar on Canadian
List of Contributors 174 Literature at the University of Leeds, the Literature Group of the
British Association for Canadian Studies has played a significant
Select Bibliography 175 part in promoting the study of Canadian literature in this country.
An obvious example of its achievement is the strong and continuing
Index 182 presence of literature at the annual conference of the BACS. But, away

from these big occasions, the Group has also been concerned to make
space and time for a good deal of literary and critical activity. In this
respect the tangible evidence of its success is the several volumes of
criticism published over the last twelve years. Borderblur: Essays in
Contemporary Canadian Literature is the most recent to date of these
publications and the editors are pleased to have had the opportunity
to bring it out. With one exception the essays submitted to us began
as papers given at a Colloquium held at Leeds in October 1991. One
of the highlights of that occasion was the presence of three Canadian
writers ~ Joan Clark, Kim Morrisey, Nancy Mattson — who read from
their own works and contributed to the various panel discussions, and
the editors regret that circumstances have made it impossible to include
their works in the volume.

To compare Re-visions of Canadian Literature which appeared in
1984 and Borderblur is to note several shifts of emphasis which have
taken place in Canadian literary studies in this country. First, while
the established writers continue to claim attention, it is no longer the
case that they are all white Canadians. Included among the subjects
of these essays are writers of Trinidadian, Australian and South Asian
origin who by their presence call for a widening of critical approaches
and a focusing upon cross-cultural exchanges. Second, while there is
clearly a growth and consolidation of interest in Canadian women’s
writing, this interest ranges from criticism on the work of single authors
to work produced by collectives of women. Last, while established
academics are as usual represented in this volume, there is a strong
presence of younger critics who gave their papers as postgraduate
students and have since gone on to university posts in Britain and
Canada. ‘Borderblur’ was a term adopted by bpNichol who involved
himself in exploring work which ranged across different mediums and
genres. Perhaps it is vainglorious even to borrow a term from a writer
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Bodily Functions in Cartesian Space:
Working on Women’s Writing

Lynette Hunter

Since the late 1970s there has been an undercurrent rumbling about
theory and language-focused writing, and the high profile that this wri-
ting appears to maintain in Canadian literary culture. To an outsider
listening casually to conversation in a variety of literary sites in Canada
from writers’ workshops to libraries to academic institutions, this rum-
bling has centred on the erstwhile Canada Council grants system and
particularly on the makeup of its juries. Another crude analysis will
throw forward the unusually close connections between academics,
small publishing houses and language-focused writers. This essay will
not attempt any detailed historical analysis of this background, but the
frequency of related comments indicates the problems of socio-cultural
reception encountered by such poetics in Canada. What [ am particu-
larly keen to study here is the way that women’s ‘language-poetry’
in Canada has been traversed by the politics of Freudian/Lacanian
language theory and its associations with recent French philosophy.
I am not concerned with commenting on the poetic texts themselves,
but on the philosophical and cultural filter they acquire in critical
and academic responses. The discussion attempted here assumes that
philosophical thinking is always a political act, with a greater or lesser
social effect.

An Analysis

The debate between language-focused writers and generically acces-
sible writers involves the public perception of a number of issues on
both sides. J. Marchessault in ‘Is the Dead Author a Woman?’ suggests
that the two are oppositional.! She notes that ‘the critique of realism
that evolved out of psychoanalytic feminism in the mid-1970s was
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an essential step in confronting the oppressiveness of prevailing fo

of narration and representation . . . Qur thinking continues ﬁm vmz.dm
formed by the rigid opposition of realism and modernism of truth :M
1ts negative’ (p. 87). Yet an analysis of these, indicating vocmnm &Eﬂ:
constraints on each, could proceed in the following way: e

a) Public perception of philosophy
b) Public reception of language-focused writing

OR

ai) Philosophy as philosophy: logi i i
i) Phil, :logic-chopping, male d
aii) Philosophy as Freud/Lacan: focus Wm _mmsmwwmnm peone

bi) Language-writing as difficult
bii) Language-writing as male discourse

BUT

ai) .wr__o.monrw\nwaop.w needs to be seen as a site for work on
articulation, therefore a moral site bound to daily livin

ail) Freud/Lacan is part of Cartesian space, and Ho_nmmgmm the
woman to the silent or sacrificial. There is a need to work
through Cartesian space to the other side, and find other

images: not for the sake of new met
aphor/metonymy but for
the sake of moral action/stance ymy but for

AND

bi) rmsm:mmm-iaanm is not difficult in itself, but in its shift
of naturalised common grounds. All writing does this, and
._mn.m:mmm.-in_::m needs to be seen as a site for work
articulation, a moral site o
bii) Language-writing’s alliance with male discourse ties it
to Cartesian space and collusion in women’s oppression
There is a need to take on the authority of the voice in or-
der to have effect, and to work through it to other sites:

not for the sake of authorit
) y but for the sak ’
Rioics e of women’s

AT THE SAME TIME there is a problem with

c) Public perception of women’s discourse

d) Public recepti .
bl ption of culturally-foregrounded genre’-
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OR

ci) Women’s discourse as private, intimate, with no valid
broad common ground N

cii) Women’s discourse as ‘genre’-writing and/or personal
autobiography

di) Genre-writing as easy .
dii) Genre-writing as culturally safe discourse

BUT

ci) Women’s discourse needs to be seen as :on-.m:mzﬁcco:w_
social action: a site for the extension of political rhetoric
llel to the nation state -

me.m»»cnogomnmwr% (intimate) and Oouno-ézn:w.m ] AmQ.M&
cultural gesture) are accessible and open to comp _n_n_vm_. F nm
cessibility and popular culture are places where we nocw. n
a place to value women’s daily lives. We need to uo t __m aom
only to be oppositional nor to replace the institutiona é_wn
a new framework, but also for the sake of defining another
discourse field where other things can be said

AND

di) Genre-writing and autobiography are seen as easy cn_m
cause they are accessible. All ideology is accessible; Eo.nr
with these writings needs to be wmwm as a site for dealing wit
e sophistication of institutional discourse .

ch Oman?iamam\mEoEomSvrw vamm:.mo they are dealing
with institutional discourse are no=z.m_<n in women’s oEuna_m-
sion. They need to be taken on despite their collusion partly
because of their wide audience and learning no"ojzmr not
because they are populist but for the sake of articulating
a world in which women work, so that it can be spoken,
critiqued, changed

nguage-focused writing and mcﬁovmomnmwrw\mmsnn writing are
ianﬂMﬂ_nM m_a\ ﬂmrn:. potential complicity in the institutional. wo&m are
strengthened by their commitment to the community of €an:m33
which they draw their alternative discourses. Here I want to Oncw
on some of the problems deriving from both the public nwmmmwcom, n
philosophy and the public reception of language-focused writing. Th _m_
institution of which I am part and of which some of my audience wi

b Sl et e e e

e
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be part, has been deeply infused by the attitude to philosophy often
used to anchor language-writing and particular to the post-Cartesian
theory of Freud/Lacan. Much of the authoritative _msmcmmo?onm_uc_mQ
used by institutional commentators on feminism is still part of this
psychoanalytic discourse field. I want to examine the grounds, work
through them, and discuss some of their implications as they emerge in
feminist discourse in Canada surrounding language-focused writing.

An Opening

The curious compound, ‘language-focused’ writing, usually refers to
writing that radically disrupts the current conventions of verbal linguis-
tic graphic expression, In Anglo-American criticism, commentaries on
it have leaked into the gaps left by the narrative impetus of much struc-
turalist and post-structuralist theory dominating literary and cultural
analysis since the 1950s. Yet a number of Canadian writers and critics
have been particularly responsive to the need for some kind of discus-
sion and critique; for example, the Toronto Research Group papers
in Oper Letter, issues 1973 to 1978 inclusive, are substantial contri-
butions to the discussion.2 More generally, the philosophical field of
literary and linguistic theory has come to be seen not as engaging with
the devices of ‘language-focused’ writing, since both have the common
concern of working on historically appropriate articulations, but as
language-focused writing. Criticisms of the poetry use the theory as
ammunition, and vice versa. As a result, despite contributions such as
those from the TRG, there is little assessment or critique of either ex-
cept to dismiss their political effectiveness. Any one theory, from for
example Derrida, Lacan or Cixous, is taken variously as {a) prescriptive
and speaking in jargon, (b) processual and trying to avoid meaning,
or (c) temporarily interruptive and chimerical.3

During the 1980s elements of this debate transferred into the com-
mentary of women writers, particularly acutely in Canada where for a
variety of reasons a number of women writers have chosen to develop
their craft in this way. Erin Mouré has spoken about the suppression
she experienced when writing ‘anecdotal/conversational poems with-
out reversal (which is to say, without the language confronting jtself
and its assumptions in the poem)’.# Several accounts are brought to-
gether in Smaro Kambourelj’s ‘Theory: Beauty or Beast? Resistance to
Theory in the feminine’,s counterpointed in the same year by Libby
Scheier, Sarah Sheard and Eleanor Wachtel’s Language in her Eye:
Writing and Gender.6 None of this story is straightforward. Part of
it is related to a separation between generically specific (and there-
fore easily publishable/consumable) and generically non-specific (and
therefore “difficult’ to read) writings. Generically non-specific writing
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works largely within techniques and strategies that the society takes as
‘naturalised’; its actions are capable of inverting, displacing, changing,
the cultural commonplaces of language or linguistic object in ways that
call for radical response because they unsettle tacit agreements about
communication that are frequently taken as self-evident or axiomatic.
For some women writers this generically non-specific writing promises
a useful ground for speaking of different lives. Gail Scott for example
speaks of the need to write against the ‘reader’s line of least resis-
tance’.? Smaro Kamboureli calls contradiction in language a political
act.8 But allied to this promise is the difficulty of getting the writing
published.

Part of the story becomes tied to an anglophone Canadian percep-
tion of Quebecoise language-writing, which appears to get published
and win respect.? The early Tessera editorial collective is at least partly
attempting to duplicate not only similar concerns with poetics, but
also the publishing platforms their Quebecoise sisters set up during
the 1970s in for example La Nouvelle Barre du Jour. In the view of
anglophone writers Quebec has an intellectual community without the
academic institutions which dominate English-Canadian intellectual
products and which are predominantly male.10 For anglophone women
therefore, there is by example a promise of an alternative community
for the poetics of difference.

The story is complicated by the increasing numbers of women who
entered Canadian academic institutions in the 1980s, many of whom
appreciate and indeed practise generically non-specific language-
writing. These women, and the few who preceded them such as Shirley
Neuman, Barbara Godard, Lorraine Weir, Sherrill Grace and Linda
Hutcheon, see the success of the tactics of their male colleagues and
work on the authorisation of this poetics through criticism. More help-
fully, they work on teaching strategies of reading that enable readers
to take the chance of commitment to a text, to find ways of reading
appropriate to these ways of writing. Now the story is further com-
plicated by a broader movement in Western feminism in which the
univocal presence of the articulate, largely white, middle-class women
of the 1960s to 1970s makes way for/is shattered by newly articulating
voices from different races, classes and genders. This shift, which has

been well-documented, often places the ‘authorisations® of women’s
language-writing in a discredited field of masculine poetics, whereas
some of those authorisations may also be read precisely as attempts to
save women’s language-writing from accusations of racism, exclusion
and class blindness.

As with any attempt at an alternative movement there are necessary
engagements with the dominant modes of power, and neither the an-
glophone women writers until recently, nor their authorising critics,

|
|
|
|
m
|
|
!
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Wmﬁ Mgamnom.mwm that complicity directly, or have attempted to assess
ow the writing is positi i i i
il :naonmnm:mm NEW oS oned in the social. The antagonism they set
What is interesting to note is that the impetus from Quebecoise
writers occurred at a time in the late 1970s when French feminist
theory was becoming available in English translation.12 This language-
focused theory, implicitly and explicitly offering a Lacanian m:m_v\mn
was profoundly influential on the development of Western feminist
m_m.no:an especially that focused on writing. However Quebecoise
writers such as Nicole Brossard had already worked ﬁwnov:mr this ana-
lytic to a critical and more materialist basis by the early 1980s.13
Brossard’s work was available in translation from 1975.14 but it is
unclear how widely read and critiqued her work and later work b
Cixous and Irigarayl$ also critical of Lacanian theory, was until ﬁrw
end of the 1980s. As a result the authority of a hmn“m:wm: analytic
far outstayed its helpful stage and added to the negative reception
of women’s language-writing. The conflation of women’s language-
Mvﬂmﬂﬂ_m ,w:nr %mnm:mmsum:mqanm has brought immense criticism from
as . .
Uno_oswaa %smfmﬂwﬁ.m: s studies theory and has led to unnecessarily
Many of the negative accounts from Canada condense into an ar-
gument that a set of women writers, including Daphne Marlatt, Gail
Scott, Lola Lemire Tostevin, Betsy Warland, Kamboureli rmnmn_w are
too Mmsmammm..nosﬁamu too theoretical. What seems to be signified wmuﬁrmﬁ
this writing is prescriptive, particularly about the need for women to
finda Emﬁnﬁ._msmcmmn for expression, and that this writing is difficult
to mnma. Specifically translated, the objections are first with the writ-
ing’s often overt connection with Lacanian feminism and second that it
is part of an experimental graphical poetics related to concrete/breath
poetry that is merely relativist and with no social relevance: either
1t Is process only, with no immediacy, or it is unnecessary mmnm:mn
_m.nmcmmm is neutral so there is no need for ‘feminine’ writing Hm:w under-
_v\:.gm argument is, first, that if these women are the m<o€n.&v~ feminist
writers .9@ say they are, then their theoretical jargon/complexit
and their linguistic obscurity/difficulty put them so far away mnwa.ﬂrw
usual concerns of women as to make them useless.16 And second that
the ﬁrmon.nznm_ concerns of graphic linguistic experiment are art of
Moﬁmmn::sn :ma_mo: and the engagement of these writers émmw these
L %M%“ MMW%MMWMQ their work and places them in collusion with
In effect we can take pieces out of the poetry by writers such as
Marlatt, Scott, Tostevin, Warland and Kamboureli, and indicate the
apparent separation of the words from the nosgn:vm of most women
in Canada - or elsewhere. And of course it is just because of the
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decontextualising that the pieces appear to Wn neutral. For example,
there is, from Lemire Tostevin’s Gyno Text,

mute
skeleton
moves
to
muscle
string
pulled
taut
from
A

to
Zone

or, from Warland’s Proper Deafinitions,18
induction
showing ‘our sexts’

women’s texts subtext
between
the
line
context pretext text: .
‘in the original language, as opposed to a translation

or rendering’

pre-text

mother tongue: o
‘a language from which other languages originate’.

But there is not a single writer here who does not engage _ms a :mnm
rative that can provide a location for the neutrality of out-o -no:nﬁwn
settings. This writing also tells stories, not Emnm_vw mm a mﬁnmﬁmmm_
sOp to narrative expectation but as a necessary link to practic

_mwwﬂMMEm. the pieces are supposedly unlike comparable MEQ:W _vw B&m
writers, such as Steve ZnOmmnnvw or Orm_mﬁowrwn UQN ney, a nn.oMmm
this apparent masculine neutrality has Ennnmm_nmqn_ een %:nm :Mm cd
and challenged, by McCaffrey and Dewdney included, in m e vmmm of
Boundary, Open Letter and LANGUAGE, and in a number of rece

L
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articles and books.19 Betsy Warland explicitly comments that the mo-
tives moving language-poetry by women are different to those for men.
While for women it is a matter of survival, for men it is often 4 game
lacking any root analysis of patriarchy. She lists the adjectives ‘aggres-
sive’, ‘cynical’, ‘witty’, ‘enervated’: which are the melancholy points to
which the gamesmanship of postmodernism rolls. But for Warland this
is not an essentialist split where women go looking for a thommnm_q
feminine sentence, but where we all look for the disallowed language
appropriate to our needs, our ‘dialect’.20 For example, there was/is bp
Nichol as a male writer with an ability to critique gently, to ‘circumvent
the despair of the dominator’s role’ and to ‘delight in the daily world
as a coinhabitant’ (p. 292). All that Warland says generally about male
writers is repeated by others about women language-poets. And her
conclusions on Nichol can aptly guide the reader to commentary on
herself.

There are problems here raised both by the notion of ‘poetics’ and
of ‘theory’: I will begin with those clustered around poetics, and fol-
low them into theory. If we take a step back from the debate, it is
possible to observe an on-going anxiety about any poetics in the post-
Renaissance Western world. A problem with a new and challenging
poetics is the need for mediation into that poetics: first time readers
of Dryden or T. S. Eliot typically have similar problems. Poetics have
always separated, untied, dislocated the Joci communes, the topics of
society, that keep that society bound together. The activity of poetics
described here is specifically relevant for Western European and hemi-
sphere societies and their affiliates, that have depended upon a classical
education in rhetoric which provides the methodology for all social
agreement from consensus to totalitarianism. Learned in a historical
context poetics works alongside rhetoric to open up the verbal media.
Both writer/rhetor and audience need to be able to assess relevance,
and for today, need particularly to address graphic poetics as they have
developed since the Renaissance within a very small class-dominated
context of power, education and publishing: what is called literature’,
In that context we need to ask: What is the relevance of a writer’s craft
developed within a state nationalism structured by the closed systems
of club culture? What is the relevance of a reader’s craft developed
for an ability to recuperate by appropriation? How do the writer and
reader bring a reflexive application of their skills and craft to g his-
torical context so that they may enable critique? It is not the poetics
that are a problem, for no device or structure is inherently enabling or
disabling, but in the way that poetics crosses the border into rhetoric.

What complicates the issue for Canadian women writers of
language-focused work is partly a social context in which the audi-
ence is increasingly varied in terms of culture, education and political
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expectation; and partly the stand these writers make regarding theory
and the specific theoretical ground which they claim. Association
with theory and philosophy should never disable poetics, for all are
concerned with articulating the immediately pressing needs of life;
but the association can jar badly where the philosophy is one that
can be elaborated without attention to the contingencies of daily ex-
perience. That’s the problem with the public perception of current
theory.

More serious a consideration is that the theoretical ground that is
understood from much of this language-centred writing, as A Mazing
Space repeatedly points out, is the Freudian-Lacanian psychoanalytic
discourse that has infused Western feminist discussions about lan-
guage. While it seems quite clear that the writing deals with women’s
oppression on the grounds of the world it inhabits, and that this dis-
course has been one of the most enabling, albeit authoritative, devices
for articulating that oppression, the discourse also sets up concep-
tual barriers. Those who speak it have large authority because they
speak the language of men and men listen to them, doors open to
publication, distribution and dissemination, but at what cost? Being
imprinted, impressed, put to bed and made public. Those who speak
the discourse appear to be an anathema to the feminism of com-
munity activism, social policy and women’s studies. The ‘academic’
or intellectual woman writer working in this discourse acquires a
public persona that separates her radically from other communities
of women.21 It is not a rhetoric that encourages commitment from
the reader, indeed it leads either to alienation or to a sense of

collusion.
Cartesian Space: Fantasy, commodity/fetish and reciprocity

To look at the kind of crossings between poetics and rhetoric that have
been imagined in recent theory, I wish first to put forward a classical
text, the Phaedrus, that offers metaphors for working on this problem.
It is a text where Plato is concerned not with a ‘true’ but with the so-
cial, the body action of the ‘good’. Phaedrus explicitly addresses the
relationship between social conventions for communication in both
oral and written media, and the need to negotiate these in response to
immediate needs, by way of a metaphor of ‘love’. To keep it brief, the
text looks at love gained for money: i.e. acquisitive; love exchanged for
the pleasure of regarding oneself: i.e. for power; and love which works
by allowing oneself to be changed: i.e. by receivirg the gift of the other,
this third being the ground for a proper interaction between poetic and
rhetoric.22 This metaphorical triptic insistently throbs through West-
ern philosophy from Plato to Derrida. What is interesting here is what
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happens to it in Cartesian space — or to be more ex
space.

Cartesian dualism, conventi i i
the mind. Descartes Wnowo“_m:%mww MW Ma%% vsw%kuwmnw . wﬂ:m\vo% iy
tations of language in its attempt to re-present the Mﬂwmw_sm ﬁr_m __.BT
mnﬂcm_:.v\ of &m world. While Descartes recognises this as :Bosnwomam_
suggestion gains actual currency via for example Port-Ro Mm_nm fair
and even the Royal Society.23 The possibility of pro nwmm t

stable representation of referential actuality, @rmzoBoMN 0 g
Current s:nr.msm no doubt as part of the political Sanmmmmnno:Mm i
emerging nation states of Europe to present a coherent ar ::M s
aﬂrom, to each other. It has withstood the tensions of ﬂrmmﬂm: o:J::.a
Kant’s m&mzoam_ twist to ideological representations which Mumm M:»
throws into relief the elements of structure that need to be readj m::m 4
keep the status quo static. The Cartesian split becomes an a _nc o
Mwm:ﬁoz mnmcﬂmv%n:.m\amsﬁ fact, and generates two Eﬂon:mwmmwmwﬂn
s about the body an i !
ool :zww& ! Mﬂﬂmﬂ%:mc»mm that in contemporary cultural
" First, the body: of the many anﬁw_ow.anﬁm from the mind-body split
e most urgent for women has been its use in sexual and gender )
pression. Currently laid out in Freudian-Lacanian theory,24 the owm
allows Fn the suggestion that if you have a different body ou va »
rmxm a different mind - but technically this is illogical, for w\m vmrmn o a
split there may be no connection between the two: _.:mvﬁ one of %M Py
.mv:.:m no:ﬂ.ma_.n:o:m of this theory that Freud emphasised EonmmmEoﬂ-
in his later writings. Lacan describes the system of stable represent n.m ,
of the state anro.m as the symbolic: made by men for men Wnnmc%mnwws
control economic and governing power; they hold political office; %nw
operate within and strengthen the ideological stability necessary to %M
M%ocowmmﬁmnm. Because women are somatically/physiologically different,
mwzwvo%on._o" conceptualise in the same way and cannot fully enter the

But also, Freud and Lacan work in Cartesian space because the

need the split to cope with their fear. This fear is hydra-headed _u:vm
the one analogical example I shall pursue in the next section is the fear
of inadequate language. To cope with fear the concept of a split self
found E.mv::ams.ﬁ psychological metaphors throughout the E%nnan th
century is formalised/scientised: the self is accompanied by the non%mn,
in n__.ma.nnzﬂ ways n.rmﬂ generate the classic psychoanalytical terms of
parcissism, neurosis and psychosis, and that indicate desire at work

.ﬁw.m underwriting of stable ideology via an elaboration of the Cartesian

Mwm: ﬂ:..o the imaginary {body) .m:n_. ﬁ.rm symbolic (mind), tautologically

s the ground out to enable a justification of the self as a split subject

The search for any completion of the self becomes, by n_nmiao_zv m

act, in post-Cartesian

ogicians,
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denial of the subject, a fantasy, something that drives desire. But fan-
tasy doesn’t search for the complete, it invents strategies to suppress
awareness or knowledge of the other: sometimes with the intention of
realising the other most acutely at the moment of suppression (the fan-
tastic), yet most frequently leading to a dominating process that seeks
to create ignorance/to repress — a repression which lies at the root of
narcissism,25 and at the centre of the fetish.26

This reworking of Cartesian dualism does interesting things to the
Phaedrean triptic. From money/power/change:gift as metaphors for
verbal communication describing different ways of interaction and
engagement with the social, money is eliminated (cancelled by the pro-
fessional exchange of psychoanalysis) and the remainder is inverted.
The interaction of poetics and rhetoric in the metaphor of love as
change:gift is found only in the semiotic, the imaginary, the chora;
while the exchange of love for a version of oneself that describes the
narcissistic and dominating gesture, provides the necessary stability
for the representation of ideology and becomes the central metaphor
for the symbolic. The reversal allowed Lacan to gender the account
of ideology via power: to provide a vocabulary for talking about the
subordination and oppression of women; and to imply that there is a
place pre-power, pre-symbolic.

Unfortunately, what Descartes remembered as unstable, and what
Freud described as repression, Lacanianism sets into the possible as
the ideal strategy for the power abuses of Western state nationalism:
doublethink: you accept that there is an ‘other’ and simultaneously re-
press it; you remember to forget the other. The psychoanalytic stance
foregrounds ideological power as the determining characteristic for
both gender and language, and then analyses how we ignore it. This
dis-membering forgetfulness has emerged in the multinational state as
ethnocentricity and can be read as a backlash, similar to the backlash
against feminism in the 1980s, against the moral intensity of theo-
rists/philosophers such as Derrida and Brossard who use the Phaedrean
triptic in its fulness, as well as a backlash against the overwhelming
needs of the disempowered ‘other’ as presented to the empowered by
their own media/communications technology.

The shift of the Phaedrean tryptic to a hierarchical duality of an ini-
tial change:gift, and then more important, exchange/power, also has
implications for the social understanding of poetics. Freudian/Lacanian
theory is built on post-Cartesian thinkers and their conceptualisations
of the self, and it achieves a flexible and popular discourse for these
ideas. Just so, the implications of the theory for nationalism lie in
the discourse field that opens up to the concepts already articulated
in another domain; and the implications of the theory for poetics are
most evident in the sophisticating of a vocabulary for contemporary
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of women, using them with a casual curiosity. When you enter lan-
guage you lose ‘phenomenological plenitude’. This loss divides the
self, leaving a desire for wholeness. The subject is always made up of
the symbolic (necessarily masculine and phallic) and this inarticulable
‘other’, which is constantly desired via Lacan’s notion of reciprocity.
‘Reciprocity’ has been developed in terms of fantasy and resistance
to commodification, of considerable interest to women given that
because women can’t fully enter the symbolic they are ‘other’, and be-
cause they are ‘other’ they can’t enter the symbolic.2? The movement
between desire and knowledge as a movement between inarticulated
and articulated, is one that depends on a notion of linguistic adequacy
underpinned by a profoundly post-Renaissance Christian ideology. A
desirable object becomes known by being commodified, fully repres-
ented. The pleasure of such commodifying practice reinforces the sense
that people live in an ordered, rational world of stable representation.
Desire becomes something that leads to the satisfaction of repeating
that order (repetition compulsion); o, it may lead to the terror felt
at the edge of chaos (death), coincident with bliss or jouissance. Bliss
is felt to be closer to the real because it’s as if we make order out of
chaos, risk ourselves in a metaphorical sacrifice. This also accords with
a post-Renaissance concept of ‘beauty’.

But in effect it is impossible to distinguish between the two because
you can never know whether ‘risk’ and ‘chaos’ is simply the result
of not understanding the systematic order all around you. The one is
fully-fledged narcissism, suppressing the absent term and projecting
completions/commodities such as God or woman from the phallic sym-
bolic: the economy of the same. The other is a fetishisation of desire
that locates the ‘other’, displaces into commodity rather than completes
the subject: an economy of displacement, the failure of which makes
necessary sacrifices. Both operate within the structure of fantasy and
assume an inadequacy of language. The problem for women is that in
either economy they are not only a central metaphor for desire, power
and commodity, but also they are inarticulable and therefore unable
to articulate.

The reciprocity that fantasy enables can devolve, as just drawn, into
commodity or banal fetish, but some readings offer reciprocity as a
version of dialectical reasoning, constant exchange between self and
other, so that identity is internally alienated, the subject is never com-
plete. In this version, women cannot be offered linguistic adequacy but
neither are they commodified by others. The ‘other’ here is rooted in
the body and the inarticulable, but can be written into the symbolic as
the mystical, the religious. Of course in one sense this is Lacan (and
others) simply re-discovering through poetics the limited rather than
inadequate work of language, in a political world which has denied the
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instability of representation; but in another, it is a dangerous sidelinin

into experience marginal to ideological stability. In the face of theori %
that deal otherwise with the fear of chaos via concepts of total s mm
tem (Althusser) and total inadequacy of representation Aww:&:_mamw-
Lacan has tried hard to deal with the sense of individual response :
like them is still caught in the ambergris of Cartesian space. i

Contacting Reality in Cartesian Space: Inadequacies and Practices

BUT, there are different approaches to the limitations of language mad
possible by reading Freud in alternative ways. To return to Descarte =
by remembering the instability of language, part of the common grou M
moﬁ. Descartes’ thinking is that ‘thought’ is a way of working tow :Q
articulating the not-yet-articulated. Like ‘theory’ which in many nww-
temporary discourses tends to get separated from practice but which
is in mmmn.nﬂ the same thing, his ‘thought’ is trying for appropriate rep-
resentations of practice: but why? Articulating practice is c:mﬁ.mno%a
variously as a way of contacting ‘reality’ and as a way of makin
individual practice social.30 Freud described the inarticulable as ﬁrm
nawnmm.m&_ focusing on two different kinds of repression: into the EM
conscious (not possible to articulate) and the subconscious (possible
to articulate). The ‘unconscious’ becomes a concept responding to
the sense of a systematic stable ideology inaugurated by nation state
governments that emerge in post-Renaissance Europe. It is a way of
providing an origin or raison d’&tre for the ‘private’, and links the
private with the body, particularly the body we cannot articulate.

If the unconscious is understood as a constructed political response
to authoritarian politics, then there is a clear transition into a wide vari-
ety of social repressions under state governments which institutionalise
community functions. If the state is authoritarian but also powerful
and systematic, then the disempowered are not just partially repressed
but completely repressed, eradicated from participation. The terms be-
come unconscious vs. system; private vs. state; isolated individual vs.
nation. But what this also does, apart from providing a political rather
than a biological reason for the unconscious, is ally the impossibilit
of articulation with disempowerment. {

The alliance has a curious effect on people who are in effect
empowered and should thereby be able to articulate because the sys-
tem works for them. They hold the position they are in because a state
system defines them as powerful in a particular way, so if people are
empowered then their inability to articulate must be a result of the
system. This seems to make sense because the system is presented as
a symbolic .Boam of representation that is taken as necessarily (and
hopelessly) inadequate. It is only those who are disempowered who
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and to encourage people to attempt articulations of the ‘different’, often
using the body as the site for alternative articulations as in feminism’s
‘writing the body’: re-membering and dismembering the individual in
Cartesian space. But this version of language underwrites the sacrifi.
cial metaphor for poetics. Women, and others, can begin to talk and
insert themselves into the dominant, but only at the cost of severance
and mutilation. The symbolic is powerful because it is defined by con-
ditions of inadequacy materially realised by ‘others’: women are by
definition inadequate.

This is where it gets really difficult: this version of ‘writing the body’,
re-membering the individual, within a system based on notions of lin-
guistic inadequacy is always going to run close to accepting the concept
of the unconscious as biological and hence of a private, owned and
commodifiable, sexuality and writing. Brossard speaks of writing as
different from text, and ‘thought of as a machine capable of helping us
resolve problems of sense, puts us in a position where we think we are
able to produce truth, that s, reality’,32 or that is, adequate representa-
tion. The urgency of Cixous’ early writing, which reclaimed the body
from metaphors in the symbolic system, is carried out by repetition —
repetition that can never be exact and is therefore potentially various,
yet repetition always under hideous constraints demanding that po-
etics becomes a heroic attempt at individual adequacy, challenging the
a priori inadequacy of anything without ideology. Or Kristeva’s lin-
guistic terror/ism. The violence of this enforced opposition describes
precisely the system’s brutality to all who are different, here women.
At the same time it participates in the sacrificial metaphor, the writer
undergoing mutilation and severance on behalf of a community.,

Put in this abstract and rather dry manner, the sacrificial metaphor
appears obvious in its futility. Yet it is not surprising that women
writers exposed to a pervasive philosophical discourse field that de-
fines poetics in this way should try to write back through it, as [ am
doing here, to other philosophical authorities in a search for another
metaphor. For example, there is Daphne Marlatt’s writing in Musing
with the Mothertongue, through etymology and myth to the Kristevan
chora. Or there is Erin Mouré’s stab at Aristotle by way of a peculiarly
Canadian emphasis that has been provided via the large number of
writers who came into contact with the work of George Whalley: i.e.
Plato’s Aristotle. Brossard speaks of this in Picture theory33 saying,

No matter which cities, books repeat us, take the form of
our emotions. The necessity for certain positions prior to
feminist thought. Yes this body takes up a strategic stand
in the streets of the Polis of men, yes, this body dis/places

the horizon of thought, if it wants, this body is generic.
(p. 143)
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Generic bodies, articulatable bodies, have to work through the sites
of philosophical discourse to understand both how they come to be
articulated and whether they can be articulated differently.

The see-saw between system and individual, authority and arbitrary,
determined and relativist, nation state ideology and subject, this see-
saw is predicated on a notion that there is an externally ordered world:
a system. It is predicated on the concept that language should be able
to represent that order. However, neither the order nor the represen-
tation is ever complete; and yet because it is ‘supposed’ to be, the
incompletion is taken as an inadequacy, a failure, something to drive
desire. In turn, individual people are reduced to subjects forever under
a naturalised power-relation. Because many Western societies accept
a version of this implicitly in their structures of state government, it
becomes an immediate reality that has to be dealt with on its own
terms. And there are many writers in relatively empowered academic
and intellectual communities who attempt to do so. But it can also be
addressed, as Brossard addresses the writing of Stein and Wittgenstein,
working with the flexibility of a language never intended to be ad-
equate. And it can be addressed on the other terms of ‘writing the
body’ suggested by the political gesture of the unconscious: of making

practice social.
Making Practice Social

To “Write the body’ by writing from the practices of life, must partly
be in response to institutional systems, yet it is also to do with many
areas of non-institutional daily life. T would like to argue that there
are many sites where language is not considered a problem of inad-
equate representation with its penumbra of failure, power, desire and
commodification. Rather there are places where we negotiate commu-
nications, work with other people to arrive at immediately appropriate
uses; places where in effect we sometimes resent the sacrifice-at-a-
distance made ‘for’ us by someone who has the apparent luxury of
being able to choose to become ‘other’. If representation is taken as nec-
essarily limited rather than inadequate, all order is necessarily socially
questionable and negotiable.34 There is no mysteriously (or mystically)
externally-ordered world. There is no need for the terror of chaos,
and when things get commodified we know about it. Unarticulated
knowledge can here be seen to resist commodification to the extent
that it cannot be systematised. But the attempt at an articulation of it
is helpful: we value the articulated particularly at the moment of its
articulation because we know the context and the activity of discussion
that made it possible. It becomes part of the way we assess common
ground, take decisions and act.33
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Brossard describes such an ‘assemblage’ or contextus of women work-
ing together at a film festival, ‘Invigorated, we are women’s creative
energy gathered together’ (The Aerial Letter, p. 129); and later, context
as ‘inspiration’ that ‘restores to the community of women their energy.
The energy of each captivating woman activates women’s energy, and
it is from this energy that a collective consciousness of who we are is
born’ (p. 130).

The commitment to the poetics of labour has to come from the re-
sponse of an audience that wants to attempt new common ground — but
there are many difficulties surrounding both commitment and support.
A common way of proceeding is via a small group thrashing things
out and hoping by mediation (in print) that others will recognise the
appropriateness, see the light. The structure is avant-garde, and runs
uncomfortably close to ethnocentric club culture and to much modern
science. Larger audiences/communities are more difficult to form un-
less one goes for less difficult shifts in common ground. My argument
is not that the more difficult it is: the fewer the number of people who
will read the writing, or: the more challenging it is. Rather, the argu-
ment is that the more dislocating the writing is to a particular common
ground, the more or less committed people will be to responding to
it, and that this commitment is affected by numerous conditions. For
example, since dislocations to culturally foregrounded structures are
easier than dislocations to more naturalised structures, generic and
narrative grounds in which Western education and mass culture spe-
cialises are the most likely to gain a large audience in the short term,
but just because they are culturally foregrounded they are more con-
strained in the extent of their dislocation. It is more difficult to gain
a commitment for a dislocation to a naturalised common ground be-
cause they are more difficult to see as grounds, but the effects are far
reaching.

Given this, dislocation can be an act of desperation, to loosen up
the social and cultural restrictions no matter what: a gamesmanship of
which language-poetry has been accused. If language-poetry addresses
the frames of language itself — syntax, phonemes, morphemes — it will
be more difficult simply because people take these grounds as natural.
But it doesn’t generate much commitment from the disempowered to
say, as Jameson does, that since you can’t disorganise the fetish of
capitalist society the poet must work in the pre-symbolic of language;
or to say as Hartley does, that poetics is meta-symbolic: you can’t dis-
locate the symbolic system but you can comment upon and critique
the structure. Both responses are from a position of relative empower-
ment, they both assume Freudian/Lacanian linguistic inadequacy and
are rootedly anarchic acts which like all anarchy are contained within
the system, Yet dislocation can also be a directed act, positioned toward
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Chater’s political self-love which is love within a ‘collectivity . . . com-
mitment/responsibility/accountability to a community or larger social
context’ (p. 32). Perhaps because these accounts are autobiographical
they do occasionally construct a curious intersection between genre-
writing and language-focused writing, that moves toward the kind of
materiality of labour for writer and reader that Brossard and Marlatt
work within. This is the kind of stance that engenders commitment.
It offers recognisable common grounds and provides a poetics to
challenge, unpick and retextualise. In this it is no different from genre-
writing texts, Marchessault’s ‘realism’, where working on materiality
also goes on.

Coda

Work on materiality and common ground is often unexpected. It is
not to do with identity politics, solidarity or authentic voice, but with
being part of work with other people on the articulation of aspects
of life different to those defined by ideological representation. That
difference, and the perception of it, is important to our awareness of
the limitations of the ideological. But simply noting difference in say
class, gender or race, is to note only the representation of it, not its
agency. To understand the agency you need to be part of the com-
munal work. Representations of difference are important but need to
be contextualised within their complex relationship with ideology, for
ideology is itself the strategy of a stable ruling system of permitted
representaions that position the subject.

Psychoanalytic vocabularies offered by Freud and Lacan provided a
way of describing and analysing this relationship between the individ-
ual and the nation state, and their focus has been on ways that sexuality
had been constructed into a statement about the position of the subject
within ideology. Writers such as Foucault have of course elaborated
on sexuality not as the bodily erotic, but precisely as permissable rep-
resentations of the body within the state system. Indeed, the erotic is
rather a mode of agency: the eroticisation of desire occurs at the mo-
ment when the physical body fits the sexual/sexuality; eroticisation can
be viewed as a way of bringing the subject into the representations
of ideology. Just so, beauty can be the individual eroticising actual-
ity into representations of reality defined by ideology. Power can be
constructed similarly as an eroticisation of ruling.

But if the agency of eroticisation brings individuals into represen-
tation, it also indicates that there are moments when individuals are
not represented within ideology. The moment of instantiation into rep-
resentation is at the same time the moment of commodification, and
ideology simultaneously gives that sense of fit’ to representation and
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necessitates the activity that leads to it. You could think of ideology
mw &.._n source .o_“ contemporary Western aesthetics, the bliss/jouissance
of instantiation being dependent upon it. The simultaneity of
E_mm\_oc_mmmunm. with commodification in “fit’ is also the source ovm the
attempts to maintain that moment, to extend recognition of beauty/de-
sire/power beyond the moment of its occurrence, which lead nw th
frustration of desire and yet also to the satisfactions of pleasure ‘
The possibility of “fit” implies both notions of man@Cmn%\man. uat
representation and of places without ‘fit’. Those places Smﬁrocm 4.%
may be preliminary unarticulated desires, or they may be quite m._m
ferent to the limited articulations of the ideology-subject mxmm /x\:w_. ,
that axis all need becomes desire, and deprives the individual o.m mE.nrMm
agency, leaving them overdetermined in commodified nnwnmmosnmmo:%
Yet living together with other people alongside the operations of rulin ;
state systems as one set of events currently defined by the ideolo 5
Mﬁ_pmnﬁ axis, need is not turned into desire but is held in the B_.n_n:mmwm
EEM, MMM_M_MWMMMW .Imnnv alongside, agency becomes the inability to
Many language-focused writers, writing through the vocabularies
of Freud and Lacan, write at the centre of the ideology-subject axis
because that ,.Bn.mvc_mQ is located precisely there, between the nation
state and the individual. Yet many also write through to the other sid
o.m representations, dealing in the middle of the difficulty of mnanc_%
tion with %n agency of words that net together a material ground
This work Is not representative; hence it can easily also be ﬂmwg ;
undemocratic. But if we work with it, rather than merely note or owm

U BN% m— a w
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See for example M. Perloff and G. Hartley.
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Sce the bibliography for much-referred to primary texts, and for widely
disseminated secondary commentaries.

L. Hunter, Modern Allegory and Fantasy.
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to focus her argument about the oppositional in ‘Is the Dead Author a
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See L. Hunter, ‘Artificial Intelligence and Representation: An argument
for legitimation’ in Artificial Intelligence and Society, 1993.

See bibliography for several commentators on psychoanalysis and fem-
inism.
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legitimation’ in Artificial Intelligence and Society, 1993. Sce also the
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