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ABSTRACT

AMBIVALENCE, BINARIES AND RECONCILIATION:
RENEGOTIATION OF WOMANHOOD IN CAROL SHIELDS’
UNLESS

Elif SIMSEK

The aim of this thesis is to discuss the femalatithedrawn within Carol Shields’
novelUnless Contemporary feminist theory, especially the gipstturalist
feminism, takes womanhood into account througtgaliiintellectual level.
Womanhood can be freed from the patriarchal idieatibns only with the
theoretical approach. Nevertheless, the pointaswomanhood itself is not an
abstract entity. If contemporary feminist theorylarestimates the subjective
experience according to social, racial and/ oruraltdifference, then it will fall short
in grasping womanhood being also an experiencititye@ontemporary feminist
theory needs to redefine and renegotiate womantiwodgh a phenomenological
perspective. This will put forward a theoreticalthw of approach that not only
deconstructs the binarism and fictional identificas constructed by patriarchy, but
it will also construct a global feminist discoutbat appeals to every woman no

matter the social, racial and cultural difference.

Carol Shields focuses on this situation of womaihethin the contemporary
feminist discourse. She depicts all kinds of worfrem different social, racial and

cultural backgrounds. With her playful narratiore @mploys the phallocentric



terminology to put forward the contemporary cormfitof womanhood within the
patriarchal system that leads its continuity. Slsephenomenological approach to
womanhood indicates her feminist perspective tbasdot underestimate subjective

experience in order to illustrate a strictly fersininderstanding.

Key words:

Feminism, Poststructuralist Feminism, Phenomenglteggale identity,

renegotiate womanhood, writer hood, NeorealismoCainields.
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KISA OZET

AMB iVALANS, BINARILER VE UZLA SMA: CAROL
SHIELDS’ IN “UNLESS” ADLI ROMANINDA KADINLI  GIN
YENIDEN TANIMLANMASI
Elif SIMSEK

Bu calsmanin amaci, Carol Shields’in romani “Unless” deelanen kadin
kimli gini tartismaktir. Modern feminist teorisi, 6zellikle de pgsipisalci feminizm,
kadinlgl oldukca ytiksek bir entellektiiel diizeyden elealiKadinlik, ataerkil
kimliklerden/tanimlamalardan sadece teorisel yakita kurtulabilir/6zgur
birakilabilir. Ancak sorun, kadi@in kendi baina soyut bir varlik olmamasidir.
Eger, modern feminist teorisi 6znel deneyimi sosyéikal ve/ya da kilttrel
farkhliklar g6z 6nine alinarak kiigimserse, aymaada bir deneyimsel varlik olan
kadinlgl anlamakta yetersiz kalacaktir. Modern feministita kadinlgi
fenomenolojik agidan yeniden tanimlamali ve yenigetsmalidir. Boylece,
ataerkillikle olgan binarizm ve kurgusal kimlikleri c6zimleyen taorisel
yaklasim 6ne sirmekle kalmayacak, ayni zamanda soslkagl ve kilttrel fakhilik
gozetmeden her kadina hitap edebilecek globakhiirfist sdylemi de ka

edecektir/olgturacaktir.

Vil



Carol Shields ginimuiz feminist sdylemindeki kadoturumunu incelemektedir.
Sosyal, Irksal ve kilturel farklgh olan kadinlari kitabinda tasvir etmektedir. Kitab
kaleme alirken Shields s6zde hileli bir yazma tgkkullanmaktadir. Bu hileli
yazma tekrji ile, falosentrik terminolojiyi 6ne sirerek devatmekte olan ataerk
sistemin icerisindeki kadinin durumunu resmetmakt&thields’in fenomenolojik
yaklasimi, onun feminizmden bekleglj kisisel deneyimi gz arda etmeyen,

perspektifin kanitidir.

Anahtar Kelimeler:

Feminizm, Postyapisalci Feminizm, Fenomenolojiik&imligi, kadinin yeniden

tanimlanmasi, yazinsallik, Neorealism, Carol Sisield
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Introduction

Thanks to feminism women have been provided withyrscial and
economical rights. Until the appearance of feminieenfemale sex for a long time
has been oppressed by the essentialist perspetipatriarchy. Womanhood has led
a long history that has been reduced to biologisaentialism. With feminism
women began to gain status within the social uistihs. Nevertheless, the
discrimination between women with social and radiéierences raised questions.

Until this century, feminism has gone through derfshases, and in each
phase womanhood has gained specific liberties fratmarchal assumptions.
Fictional identifications constructed within thegblocentric terminology have
represented these assumptions. These fictiondifidations, being role models
such as motherhood and wifehood, were imposed onendy patriarchy.
Nonetheless, the previously raised questions teat directed to social and racial
discrimination have demonstrated continuity. Tlsaturrent feminist theory
experiences a backlash because of its highly thearapproach to womanhood
which falls into the trap of underestimating socratial and/ or cultural experience.

Contemporary Poststructuralist feminist theory k&ff@ specific perspective
that deconstructs the essentialism held againstemo#ccording to Poststructuralist
feminists gender and sex are both culturally caies#d notions that impose fictional
identifications on womanhood. It is true that consting a bridge between sex and
gender disrupts the binary system that imprisons&rhood in those fictional roles.
Thus, unlike the previous feminist waves which ietb the trap of essentialism,
Poststructuralist feminists then clearly aim toelep a non-essentialist theory.

Nevertheless, such a thesis has a strong tendenmyderestimate racial, social and/



or cultural experience. That is, the woman canréed from her essentialist status
within the patriarchal system, but then, womanhisagh entity that also faces with
certain experiences dependent on social and a@tkigrounds. Unfortunately,
contemporary feminism reconstructs a theoreticpt@gch that is abstract in terms
of regarding womanhood. That is, while trying teage women from patriarchal
concepts, its highly conceptual method of apprdalit into the trap of
reconstructing another binary system that alreaklgd place within patriarchy. And
this leads to an ignorance of women’s subjectiyeeeence that has already been
underestimated by the patriarchal social system.

Within this framework, Carol Shields’ novehlessillustrates a womanhood
through her characters that is concrete in termemesenting her feminist
viewpoint. This is put forward through Shields’ doying Simone de Beauvoir's
feminist phenomenological approach to womanhooal&i playful narration,
through her female characters, depicts a womantwade subjective experience is
not invisible as it is within the Poststructurafsininist theory. The
phenomenological perspective through Shields’ fenshlracters grants her a
feminist writing that brings forth also a highlysdursive writing. Unlike
contemporary feminism that experiences a conceptyasse in terms of regarding
womanhood, Shields’ writing depicts a feminism thats forward a
phenomenological feminist theory. Shields’ depictad her female characters within
the novel in a way employs Beauvoir’'s feminist pbraenological approach to
womanhood. This feminist phenomenological appratads not deal with
womanhood on thoroughly discursive levels but nathkes the female sex

according to a “situation” as Beauvoir denoteSlire Second Sékoi 59). That is,



“Phenomenology undertakes the descriptive anabfdised experience, in
particular of the essential structures of that expee” (Fisher and Embree 20).
Thus, if we take phenomenology and feminism togetlie can say then that the
former will be helpful in terms of granting thetktan understanding that regards
the female subjective experience from a much meastic and objective way.
Nevertheless, Merlea-Ponty’s phenomenological apgrdo individuals that
Simone de Beauvoir has employed through her fetrstisly has been taken into
account as being essentialist by some feministsrit herefore, these feminists have
been against any relation between phenomenologyeamdism. While feminist
critics claim Merlea-Ponty’s phenomenological pexdjve as essentialist they also
very strongly claim it to be masculinist. JudithtRuis one of the feminist critics
who points out her criticism against phenomenolagyollows:
Merlea-Ponty’s conception of the “subject” is aduitlly problematic in
virtue of its abstract and anonymous status, teeisubject described were a
universal subject or structured existing subjeaisersally. Devoid of a
gender, this subject is presumed to characterizgeatlers. On the one hand,
this presumption devalues gender as a relevargaatén the description of
lived bodily experience. On the other hand, inadmagthe subject described
resembles a culturally constructed male subjechnsecrates masculine
identity as the model for the human subject, thgddyaluing, not gender,
but women. (Fisher and Embree 27)
As Butler points out, phenomenology seems to bergisdist and masculinist,

however, Merlea-Ponty’s focus on experience casele® as a necessary approach



feminism can adopt. Linda Fisherkeminist Phenomenold2000) puts forward a
different thesis that in a way contradicts femiistics like Butler:

Acknowledged as a compatibility even by feminist$ particularly inclined

towards an association with phenomenology, an egiploa experiental

analysis functions as one of the most fundamewiainconalities, and thus as

one of the strongest components in a relation batvieminism and

phenomenology. (33)
Fisher continues as follows, “Phenomenology canigeofeminist accounts with the
possibility of validating experiental claims thrdugnalyses of evidence and
givenness, so that such accounts are not only tdtdeutegitimatedin the terms
of phenomenological legitimation” (34). While sofeeninists perceive
phenomenology essentialist, and regard any asgntiatween feminism and
phenomenology calling upon a masculinist perspegctisher’s thesis about the
“legitimation” of experience seems to be valid. Sthiesis focuses on the subjective
experiences of women that differ according to dasiacial and cultural
backgrounds. Thus, when we take womanhood frongtayhconceptual perspective
to disrupt the binaries women have been imprisameldespecially recall
Poststructuralist feminism here; we actually fatbithe trap of essentialism by
underestimating racial, social and/ or culturalengnce.

Therefore, Simone de Beauvoir’s trailblazing bddle Second S€%949)
and her feminist phenomenological perspective leemn employed through my
study on Carol ShielddJnless In her book Beauvoir “undertakes a descriptive
analysis of the lived experience and situation omen, grounded in a discussion of

the thematic, historical, and literary influencesl aepresentations” (Fisher and



Embree 34). Shields puts forward such an apprdacligh her narration while
depicting her female charactersinless It is because of Beauvoir’s highly
conceptual but also phenomenological perspectiverins of illustrating her
feminist discourse that | have chodSdme Second Sexs my main second source.

Moreover, Carol Shield$Jnlesshas been a perfect match to Beauvoir’s
approach to womanhood and so feminism that higegards subjective experience
of the female sex. This moving from a highly idepéal feminist perspective to a
phenomenological approach has granted Shieldsanlithorealist way of writing.
This neorealist writing technique illustrates a fieist discourse that Shields puts
forward through her female characters. While Skieldtes in the genre of light
fiction, the reality is that this neorealist waywafiting insinuates a very discursive
understanding beneath its surface, and it quespiattgrchy through the
phallocentric terminology which is a very cunningynof putting her feminist
perspective. Therefore, | have taken Simone de RBe@as feminist
phenomenological approach along with neorealistenms of bringing forth a
feminist discourse that regards subjective expedaed women which Shields
illustrates through her female characters withiress

Carol Shields is a Canadian writer, though one rkesp in mind that she is a
“border crosser” as she has been an American inamigo Canada. Her novels
mostly take place in Canada and they are all pugdisn Canada. Nevertheless, she
never has the nationalist tendendplessmay take place in Canada but through her
female charatecters who have different social anghr backgrounds she depicts a
perspective that disregards any essentialism, l@iesdand/or binaries. Coral Ann

Howells refers to Shields’ writing style as follows



Her novels are symptomatic of a particular momerwiestern cultural
history, with its widespread skepticism about mateatives of history and
nation, its questioning of the terms on which idesd are formulated,
together with an intense interest in gender constm and the revised
dynamics of sexual relationships, while her usa bybridized fictional form,
which form combines life-writing with social histoand diurnal trivia,
locates her protagonists within a familiar frameso€ial, professional, and
family relations. (80)
Thus, her feminist approach that lies beneathekeand within the female
characters perceives womanhood from a broad pdrspdicat takes into account
identifications through ambivalence. That is, Sisak against individual
identification, and she regards this as a “fictte@sctruction” (Howell 82). Her
novels do not seem to be directly critical withighadentities in terms of regarding
women from different races and/or cultures. Of seuthis does not mean that she is
not that much interested in analysing racial idezgias a Western white middle-
class woman. On the contrary:
She deconstructs whiteness as a category througitheiny of the process
of identity formation based on family backgroundi amheritance, class,
education and profession, age and above all assums@round gender
identity with its “complex network of cultural meiags that the sexed body
assumes”. (Howell 81)
Shields’ way of writing ilJnlessdepicts a technique that puts forward women from
very different racial and social backgrounds, alhthase female characters call

upon a feminism that regards their individual ex@®es. Therefore, Shields’



writing in the genre of light fiction denotes atwal understanding against the highly
conceptual feminist discourse or rather the Pagigiralist feminism that in a way
falls into the trap of underestimating the femalpegience, especially the ones out
of the Western borders. This neorealist way ofimgitand her adopted feminist
phenomenological approach disregards any binarisiohwthe Poststructuralist
feminism experiences by being highly discursive @mpicts a criticism in depth
against this highly conceptual theory that comemtampasse while regarding
womanhood as an entity.

If to move on to the chapters, the first chaptesenbes the so called
traumatized feminism, the contemporary Poststrafigirfeminist theory, which by
intellectualizing womanhood faces the danger dinfglinto the trap of
reconstructing a binary system. Patriarchy hasdiréed such a binary system by
imposing certain fictional identifications to wonterod which has imprisoned
women in a gender system.

Contemporary feminism needs to focus on the subgekperience of
women in order to be thoroughly non-essentialisgerms of disrupting binaries.
That is, the feminist discourse needs a phenomgitalomethod of approach while
regarding womanhood. The backlash of feminismrigtstzed through the chapter
to show that perceiving sex and gender as bothrallly constructed notions will
cause a conceptual impasse. However, as SimoBealevoir works on through her
book TheSecond Sefd 949), this approach might lead to an understanttiat
privileges certain groups of women. Neverthlesshiwithe era of globalization,
womanhood needs to be perceived through a phendoggced perspective with

which her social, racial and/ or cultural experiemgll not face any underestimation.



If feminist theory underestimates these subjeaix@eriences, it will lead to no
development, but rather it will reconstruct anothieary system that paralyses the
female body.

The second “Womanhood” chapter brings forth Shigddenomenological
feminist perspective illustrated through the fenwaracters withitunless Shields
depicts a playful narration with which she showffedent female characters that
have many different experiences. Shields’ phenothogital understanding to
womanhood is deeply feminist but it holds a continaf playful narration that uses
the phallocentric terminology in terms of holdimg tharrative authority. She
illustrates different women with social, racial &od cultural experiences, and she
insinuates her strong feminist perspective thraalthese women. Shields by
drawing the big picture of womanhood that includeéierent subjective experience
denotes a thoroughly phenomenological understartwdiaywithin the text.

The third “Writerhood” chapter readlinlessthrough Shields’ writerhood.
Shields employs a narrative that plays with thdlpbantric terminology. Language
and so writing is highly masculine, and to insiruatfeminist understanding Shields
works through the phallocentric terminology. Theref she employs the neorealist
way of writing along with a postmodern method opagach with which she uses
parodic strategies. Her writing style also drawsrupuce Irigaray’s notion of
“mimicry.” Mimicry calls for a writerhood that wogkthrough the patriarchal laws.
Shields plays with the language and she, ratherreonstructing a womanhood
that adopts the patriarchal identifications, detmess the phallocentric terminology

from within. And so she disrupts the fictional itiénations.



Within this contextUnlesspoints out a phenomenological understanding to
womanhood that will regard subjective experienaed Ahe indicates a perspective
that will not fall into the trap of reconstructilbgnarism by theorizing womanhood as
contemporary Poststructuralist feminism has fadleort with. Shields’ neorealist
writing style illustrates a feminist phenomenol@jiperspective that then calls for a
redefinition of womanhood by regarding the subjecgxperience along with the

discourse itself.



CHAPTER 1
THE TRAUMATIZED FEMINIST THEORY

Feminism within the contemporary society is a cphdleat in a sense
indicates the enlightenment of women that occumede than a century ago. With
feminism the female sex celebrated her emancip#tiamnks to the Suffragette
Movement and began to redefine herself within tagi&chal social system.
Women began to dare to ask questions openly, “Maueany notion of how many
books are written about women in the course ofy@a#? Have you any notion how
many are written by men? Are you aware that you@eehaps, the most discussed
animal in the universe?” (Woolf 33). These questj@rose by Virginia Woolf in her
trailblazing workA Room of One’s Owi1929), introduced the first chain of the
feminist movement in the first quarter of the twettit century. Along with Virginia
Woolf in Britain women were scrutinizing their oyaortrayal within social
institutions. The awakened woman revised her sedeality that is not seen as the
second sex but rather as an opposition to the male:

Sex and its nature might well attract doctors aiotbists; but what was

surprising and difficult of explanation was thetft#tat sex--woman, that is to

say--also attracts agreeable essayists, lightdf@throvelists, young men

who have taken the M.A. degree; men who have takestegree; men who

have no apparent qualification save that they atewvomen. (Woolf 34)
So while questions arose publicly, women also begdeel the strength to criticize
texts written to justify women'’s inferiority. Theaman was identified according to

fictional though scientifically supported theories:
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G. Stanley Hall wrote in his monumenfadolescencéhat woman was
unable to solve her own problems or to be her macher, preacher or
doctor, therefore: “she must be studied objectiaslgl laboriously as we
study children, and partly by men, because theimsest of necessity always
remains objective and incommensurate with regamdoiman and therefore
more or less theoretical”. (qtd. in Trecker 353)

Ironically scientists of the era, probably alltbém being male, by using scientific
formulations tried to justify the inferiority of éhfemale sex. The woman was
imprisoned within a binary system that broughtHdrer body as a blockage rather
than being her identical sexual situation as Besupaints out, “The body is not a
thing, it is asituation it is our grasp on the world and a sketch ofajects” (qtd.
in Moi 59). That does not mean that the body gaieaning only when it is placed in
a cultural and historical context but rather tcetakrelation to the individual
subjectivity (Moi 60).

In reality, it is Mary Wollstonecraft, the so el grandmother of modern
feminism, which constructed the roots of the Fik&tive feminism withA
Vindication of the Rights of Womamitten in 1792. Though both Virginia Woolf
and Mary Wollstonecraft were essentially prominegriters of feminism, they also
brought forth the debates against the theory tiilbissquestioned within certain
circumstances. That is, the First Wave feminism waguestionably a call for an
emancipation or if to illustrate a big picture exolution of womanhood.
Nevertheless, Woolf writes, “Of the two - the vatad the money - the money, |
own, seemed infinitely the more important” (48).dAwhen she continues with the

“very queer facts about the Fiji Islanders (32 sbmewhat ignores the working

11



class women, and with the latter quotation we tleelracist tendency of her against
non-European women. With Wollstonecraft the cas®ianuch different, “...Mary
Wollstonecraft mentions "harem girls of the Easi'less than thirteen times, always
in warning that if European women do not improv&iticonditions, their fates will
be no better than Eastern women” (Janowick 51).eXutizing of women of
different class, culture or color demands a revisiooughout the feminist context,
as Virginia Sapiro writes, “ [m]ost interpretedths theorist who modified liberal
theory by applying it to women as well as men, [Atohecraft] seems therefore to
have created a feminism that was merely derivativmurgeois male thinking" (qtd.
in Janowick 74). Women'’s body is then clearly eiaéned, her experience is
ignored and the so called emancipation gets aestastin the “public sphere”
addressing a certain group of women.

Unfortunately, this critical aspect of feminisbtight has not much changed
throughout history. Feminism has become a percepiiat has been perceived under
an academic umbrella with many sections beneath asiecofeminism or
neofeminism. Nevertheless, the problem of femihistompetence is to construct a
theoretical perspective that regards the femaleasearding to racial, social and/or
cultural experience, in other words, to sense tibgestive experience. This method
of approach was the crucial point that engendemebl#ralization of feminism’s
embracing womanhood globally and made its callndigg only a certain group of
woman with a status in society. This self-decortsive attitude of the theory in a
way silenced a huge part of women. The thing theltes the theory self-

deconstructive is to speak on behalf of a growwahen with whom you have not
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shared anything or rather even feel like to speakehalf of that certain group of
women:
If | find the courage to make an example of mydedin doing so in the hope
that it will be recognized that my experience islaminating instance of a
more general state of affairs. But as soon as lenaaly claim at all about any
state of affairs, | am saying something about whetworld looks like to me.
However, much | stake my subjectivity in them; satdims are in their very
nature going to be general. Whether | say ‘it isirgy’ or ‘woman is the
Other’, I am speaking for others, inviting thenste if they can find
themselves- their own experiences, their own world-viewin such claims,
hoping that they will be able to do so, but alsowimg that they may not.
(Moi 230)
Thus, when feminists write about womanhood andelRperience as an Other they
have to be conscious about women from differergsas, cultures and races.
1.1. Redefining Womanhood
Whilst First Wave feminism gave women the chamcghiake the gender
biased patriarchal institutions in which women wiereed to fit in certain
stereotypes, such as motherhood, it was the Sab@ve feminism that followed a
much more professional way in terms of drawingthery upon linguistics,
psychoanalysis and other scientific or rather acad@reas. Meanwhile, the civil
rights movements of the 60s and 70s were alsodntfial to the arising of the New
Women Movement. This shows then sexual and raatichinations’ relativity in
terms of being the leading politics of patriarchyconstruct the Other to define its

ultimate fixed entity. Simone de Beauvoir with lggound-breaking worlkhe
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Second Sereveals this male conscious attitude of the patna institutions that use
the Other like a reflection. That is:
Man never thinks of himself without thinking of t#her; he views the
world under the sign of duality, which is not iretfirst place in characters.
But being different from man, who sets himself sgtee same, it is naturally
to the category of the Other that woman is conglgtiee Other includes
woman. (Beauvoir 100)
Thus, it seems then that there is a binary systamiltustrates woman as the
unnatural and the man as natural, the real.
For feminism of the 70s and the 80s it was higletimattack the patriarchal
notions placed in society by the patriarchal sogyatem:
The excitement of wild women telling new truthspfronting-patriarchy,
naming their existence, making up new words, diggip their history,
sharing subordination and empowerment across diféarences,
disintegrating disciplines, proposing men as a genather then the norm,
revealing the power relations behind claims of ratdifference—are being
displaced by volumes telling little about peoplé/es, but questioning
everything about truth and how it can be known.nfRzanglu & Holland
207)
With the Second Wave women got lose of fictiodahtifications imposed on them
by patriarchy, and this certain patriarchal peripedook her as gender rather than
sex. Within this context the catchy slogan of feisnm“the personal is the political,”
constructed by Carol Hanisch, takes an importaet(hrhardt 2). Along with this

phrase the Second Wave took a way that aimed topdithe strict binary between
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the domestic sphere and the public sphere, astimae in a way institutionalized
space the woman was controlled easier by beingsmped within the domestic
sphere. The woman was not concerned as a sexualbttdsubjective experience
but was essentialized within her biological physigthis perspective holds the idea
that “woman is determined not by her hormones amiggterious instincts, but by
the manner in which her body and her relation &wvtorld are modified through the
action of others than herself’ (Beauvoir 734). Si@ale Beauvoir focuses on the
difference of the woman from man, she is criticéihwhe patriarchal vision of
depicting woman'’s existence by relating her toaiarfictional stereotypes,
womanhood is not taken into consideration as aestilip entity.

Though Second Wave feminism was a successful biawat the centuries-
long patriarchal institutions, in the light of RiM/ave feminists’ movements and
Simone de Beauvoir's ground-breaking waitke Second S€%949), as with the
former wave the Second Wave also experienced dadsdckT his feminism of the 60s
and 70s seemed to speak in the name of women rtermath different color, class
and race. Nevertheless, the racist tendency agaormeen of color still took place in
the movement itself. The main focus was sexismnasgaomen while women with
color experienced also the otherness of being faaliiferent race and culture:

This feminism is white led, marginalizes the aaimiand world views of

women of color, focuses mainly on the United Stadesl treats sexism as the

ultimate oppression. Hegemonic feminism deemphasizéynores a class
and race analysis, generally sees equality with asethe goal of feminism,
and has an individual rights-based, rather thaticgibased vision for social

change. (Thompson 337)
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While Second Wave fought against women’s beinggeed as the Other and men
the norm in the patriarchal system, and while bsimgjally and academically
effective in terms of holding an approach on grauatipolitics, psychoanalytic
and/or linguistics, the white feminist hegemonydeshthe so called women’s
movement. Women like bell hooks, Alice Walker andxime Hong Kingston were
the ones who headed the movement as women with tmaever, it was an
undeniable fact that the dominance was of the whitenists. Moreover, Second
Wave feminism was seen as recognizing a perspeaftitouble consciousness”
which can be explained as the strict dichotomy betwthe perceived reality of
oneself and the cultural image imposed by the mackothers (Madsen 213).
Therefore, women with color could not experienad!“§ubjectivity or selfhood”
(Madsen 213).

Marilyn Buck, a feminist poet and a severe antgaimerican activist who
has been a political prisoner since 1985, illusgdhis otherness in terms of racial
and in a way cultural difference:

The woman drops her gaze

looks away and wishes

she had not asked

confused that white skin did not guarantee

a conversation she wanted to have

she hasn't spoken to me since
| think I'll try to stand

in line with her

16



again. (Thompson 351)

Buck depicts this otherness women with color feaifthe perspective of white
Second Wave feminist. The Women’s Movement of tiaecalled for sexual and
social emancipation for all women, but still thevament was seen as white washed
by many feminists from different race and culture:

Feminists of color argued that their activism wagten out of the histories

of second-wave feminist protest; they argued thatat/ethnic and class

biases that were part of white feminist ideologgl aractice have shown up

in subsequent scholarship about that ideology aactipes. (Roth 3)
Though the “Personal is Political” and also “Sikted is Powerful” were forth
coming principles of Second Wave feminism, the missne that should be
considered is to focus on every woman from a petsethat takes her as a
subjective being with different experiences. Therefit seems that the feminist
theory has become incompetent in terms of its anadrminology which is highly
conceptual.

At this point one needs to revise what actually Wisasfight for and against
within feminism. Patriarchy already reduced womsibi@logically inferior beings
that needed to be identified by men, so women wWer®ther while men were the
norm. What is critical is that feminism constartis the tendency for a
discriminative attitude against women from diffareackgrounds in terms of class,
race and culture. The woman is then again imprgaméer body and the binary
system protects its existence. Benita Roth in rek@eperate Roads to Feminism
(2004) quotes a colored feminist, Irene Blea, wkmeeiences this crucial tendency

as a colored feminist activist, “ | was at a NOWaetiveg and being told by women in
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Denver, you have to choose between being a Cheracideing female...and I'm
saying is “I cannot separate the fact that I'm bmand I'm female, | can not do it
physically to this body, | can not do it emotiogall can not do it spiritually” (1).
Irene Blea’s case depicts the contradictory sitmatif the Second Wave’s
“Sisterhood is Powerful” principle with reality thiakes place in NOW (National
Organization for Women), the largest feminist oiigation in the United States
founded by Betty Friedan in 1966, authoiTtie Feminine Mystiqugl963).

While the struggle of feminism was also againstdlass biased social
institutions, the contradictory case with the lolmarking class women was not that
different with the colored women. First Wave fersmiwas much more obvious
with the class discrimination, but second waveilse was struggling with a
constant self deconstructive attitude against wagykiass women. Actually, Second
Wave feminism was also portrayed as being whitedfaidlass women’s movement,
though with which we can not thoroughly agree. fesm, especially after the
Liberation Movement that caused a widespread usiefpill”, offered women
autonomy over her body, and women remarkably ise@der number of entering
the labor market (Cornut and D’arcy 110). Neverhs| social changes when
compared to the number of women entering labor etatil seemed to be on a
critical stage. Caryl Churchill’s plajop Girls(1982) is a perfect example to
illustrate this dichotomy feminism held and, unéorately, is still holding to which |
will come. Women began to gain status but the oirsnation between women with
social and racial differences raised questions.primeiple “Sisterhood is Powerful”

is demonstrated imop Girlsthrough real sisters with different status in:life

18



Joyce: Jealous of what you’'ve done, you're ashaoheadk if | came to your
office, your smart friends, wouldn’t you, I'm ashadhof you, think of
nothing but yourself, you've got on, nothing’s cgad for most people/has
it?

Marlene: | hate the working class.

| don’t mean anything personal. | don’t believeciass. Anyone can do

anything if they’'ve got what it takes.

Joyce: And if they haven’t?

Marlene: If they're stupid or lazy or frightenedninot going to help them

get a job, why should I? (Churchill 85)
Marlene is promoted as managing director to theleynpent agency Top Girls, the
name already insinuates the point Churchill wamgsreésent us. While Marlene
represents the middle class women with a statyseJepresents the working class
women who are almost invisible within the femimsbvement. It is an undeniable
fact that certain women’s experience, racial ardas@xperience, has been
underestimated by feminist activists that headedrtbvement academically and
politically. “Because nothing’s changed and wonithwthem in” says Joyce again
later on the play to which Marlene answers, “Thémm. / Us and them?”
(Churchill 86). This little passage insinuates wivas happening with the second
wave feminism, the so called “sisterhood” took a@c@l stage even with real sisters
from different classes and experience. Througlptag the employment agency Top
Girls that depicts the emancipated women’s colNecéictivity of the era deconstructs

itself. Neither with Marlene nor with the other wemaccompanying her within the
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agency actually work thoroughly for the woman ndtereher class, that is, “female
bonding or comradeship have no place in their ig€srnut and D’arcy 112).

Angie: Frightening.

Marlene: Did you have a bad dream? What happenid Well, you're

awake now, aren’t you pet?

Angie: Frightening. (Churchill 87)
Here it is the teenager Angie who knows Marlenbassuccessful aunt, while it is
fear these women provide these future grown up woi@aryl Churchill’'sTop
Girls’ end prefaces the very future of feminism or atjuawarns women and
especially the activists of feminism to be carafith what they defend and if
everything they fight for politically and academnilgas applied thoroughly to reality.
Another, point within this play which needs to bentioned a bit is that Marlene is
actually Angie’s mother. However, for the sakeibéfation motherhood is
sacrificed, Angie is never revealed about this éaxt Marlene though she has the
power to help her never cares for her daughteralteady gives no sign of a
qualified future. With this play the principle “PBe&mnal is Political” we have inherited
from our second wave mothers needs a revision. &Ve to ask ourselves if it is still
frightening to be a woman from a different classeror culture that does not
instantly furnish us with a state of liberty asubject within society. Moreover,
another primary critical point is that the femininedy was already regarded as an
object that needed to be identified by men, hemdp#ie Other while men’s being the
norm was what has been fought against for manysy@&svertheless, what | have

mentioned until now illustrates that feminism raededl the gendered female sex but
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fell back into essentialism by underestimatingahaocial and so personal
experiences.

Thus, Second Wave feminism yielded to Third Wavétviproduced in itself
the contemporary Poststructuralist feminism. Whenceampare both these waves it
is more like that while the former was deemed dsalest femininity, the latter has
more like feminist ethics that deconstruct any kifi@ssentialism and so binarism:

Poststructuralist theorists of sex and gender ahappy with the way the

1960s understanding of sex and gender accounpefeonal identity and the

body. They consider, much as | do, that the 196@erstanding of sex easily
turns sex into a historical and curiously disembddntity divorced from
concrete historical and social meanings. Theirguré of the sex/gender
distinction has two major objectiveg) o avoid biological determinism; and

(2) to develop a fully historical and non-essenttalisderstanding of sex or

the body. (Moi 31)

Our contemporary feminism within the context of Btsicturalism which this thesis
will focus has analyzed the condition of womanhtudugh the lenses of
linguistics, philosophy, psychology and other acaideareas. This does not mean
that the activists of Women Liberation worked offedtent areas but rather this time
feminism depicts a different perspective in terrheedefining womanhood and the
feminine body. That is, Poststructuralist feminiscnutinizes the “gender” concept
created by patriarchal institutions that have poedua whole social system with
binaries.

Poststructuralist feminism unlike the essentidéstinist theory of the

Second Wave feminism tries to liberate the femitiaody from the phallocentric
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language system; theorists like Judith Butler dugen Michael Foucault’s notion of
“biopower” in his bookHistory of Sexuality1976). Butler in her ground-breaking
work Gender Troubl€1990) deals with this in-depth while paraphragtogicault:
For Foucault, the body is not ‘sexed’ in any sigmiht sense prior to its
determination within a discourse through whichatbmes invested with an
“idea” of natural or essential sex. The body gameaning within discourse
only in the context of power relations. Sexualgyaihistorically specific
organization of power, discourse, bodies, and &ffiégg. As such, sexuality is
understood by Foucault to produce ‘sex’ as aniaelfconcept which
effectively extends and disguises the power relati@sponsible for its
genesis. (125)
Thus, for Butler sex is a tool of power relatiavighin discourse. According to her
both gender and sex are culturally produced notides result, for Butler sex and
gender can not be taken as separate entities:
When the constructed status of gender is theoazaddically independent of
sex, gender itself becomes a free-floating artifieéh the consequence that
manandmasculinemight just as easily signify a female body as ¢emae,
andwomanandfemininea male body as easily as a female one. (9)
She is critical with the idea of regarding se)aamatural entity, because then sex
becomes actually also a culturally constructed eptc
Actually, Butler deals with the condition of tharfale body within the
phallogocentric language system as a poststrutrahe body according to Butler
and to her co-theorists is almost a theoreticaldgean entity that denotes

abstractness. To make it clear, they labor ungbéctare in which they attempt to
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escape identity politics by scrutinizing the sed gender notions as starting point.
Along with this method they aim to “undo naive ceptions of subjectivity, and
develop a concrete, materialist understanding@bthdy” (Moi 33). For Butler then
to create a bridge between sex and gender will #@/e/oman from all her defined
identities assigned to her by the patriarchal andssentialist discourse. This
connotes the idea that poststructuralists try twdstruct every binary inside and
outside the language system.

However, if one insinuates the idea that the badyther biological facts can
never be taken separately from sociological andigall facts which means that “if
there were biological facts, then, they would irdigeve rise to social norms”, then
“they paradoxically share the fundamental belielbiofogical determinists” (Moi
42). As Toril Moi indicates, the thesis Butler amel co-theorists have put forth
seems to be deficient in terms of deconstructingites entirely. Nevertheless,
Butler in her bookJndoing Gende(2004) seems to be aware of the rigidity of her
claim:

Every time | try to write about the body, the wrdiends up being about

language. This is not because | think that the bedgducible to language; it

is not. Language emerges from the body, constgwimemission of sorts.

The body is that upon which language falters, &wedobdy carries its own

signs, its own signifiers, in ways that remain &ygunconscious. (198)
There we have the tendency to a self-deconstrutkewise with what happened
with the other theories of previous feminist wawsisthis point to quote Toril Moi

would be very helpful:
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The problem with the poststructuralist critiquesek and gender is not its

ultimate goal. Rather, my argument is that the goabt achieved, for two

reasons: because the starting point for the paststalist’ analysis is

singularly compromising; and because the theordati@@hinery they bring to

bear on the question of sex and gender genergt@saply of new theoretical

problems that poststructuralists feel compellecesmlve, but which no

longer have any connection with bodies, sex, odgenThe result is work

that reaches fantastic levels of abstraction withi@livering the concrete,

situated, and materialist understanding of the bbkhads us to expect. (31)
Woman can not be reduced to an abstract entityissh@uman being with social,
racial or/and cultural experiences. Patriarchyaalyehas been an institution that kept
the feminine body as an abstract entity that haaol @alled existence through gender
roles. Experience can not be defined through thedrivays; on the contrary, it is
something sensual and physical rather than jusghatellectual. And to depict a
world through the lenses of intellectualization stoacts a limited perspective; this
might have the tendency to recreate new binaresuthdermine individualist
difference and experience.

1.2. Feminism, Trauma and Carol ShieldsUnless.

Within this context, contemporary feminism, esplgiBoststructuralist
feminism, experiences a backlash like the previearges. A very critical or rather
questionable condition has occurred within the thedich has been a movement
by way of which many women have found the strengtthallenge the toughened
rules of patriarchal institutions and through whilkky gained many rights.

Womanhood as mentioned before has become a treadretitity which is not much
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different than a situation within the patriarcheaburse which produced otherness

by reducing womanhood to a biological entity. Likee&vSimone de Beauvoir states:
To say that Woman is Flesh, to say that the Fledtight and Death, or that it is
the splendour of the Cosmos, is to abandon teiakstrith and soar into an
empty sky. For man also is flesh for woman; andfligeh is clothed in special
significance for each person and in each personraedch experience. And
likewise it is quite true that woman-like man- ib@ing rooted in nature; she is
more manifest; but in her as in him the given $raite taken on through the fact
of existence, she belongs also to the human réladrassimilate her to Nature is
simply to act from prejudice. (285)

In this quotation “experience” is the key word ushwhile patriarchy denotes
fictional definitions about the woman without refeg to the subjective experience,
feminism also needs to be careful while writingspeaking about womanhood, that
is:

To refer to women in order to make representatiol@s in their behalf. The
feminist ‘we’ is always and only a phantasmaticstainction, one that has its
purposes, but which denies the internal complexily indeterminacy of the term
and constitutes itself only through the exclusibsame part of the constituency
that it simultaneously seeks to represent... Thecahdnstability of the category
sets into question the foundational restrictiongemninist political theorizing and
opens up other configurations, not only of genaeid bodies, but of politics
itself. (Butler 194)

To take into account Butler's statement, the “wefeminism needs to be

questioned. Moreover, as | have mentioned forméepjnism’s theorizing
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womanhood has led to an undermining of socialatasid/ or cultural experience
and so the feminist “we” currently has the tendetaclge an artificial “we”.

This backlash within the feminist movement or ratine paralysis | want to
relate with trauma. As the whole story within Ca8tlields’'Unlessalso begins with
a trauma. Shields’ taking trauma as the causéntéssis most probably a deliberate
way of presenting the backlash within contempofanyinism. Though trauma
would not be my main focus, | feel the urge to nemabout Shields’ attempt to
interrelate trauma with feminism. Trauma is a jpgycondition which 1 will not
illustrate here in-depth, the case is that trawsmast seen as a psychological
condition to which men like Freud have referrethtmugh their many studies.
However, trauma has been investigated from a eéifiteperspective to which Cathy
Caruth’s bookTrauma(1995) would be very helpful, as Caruth writessedt

My feminist therapist colleague, Maria Root, hagleto develop the concept of

“insidious trauma” (Root, 1989, 1992). By this, sheers to the traumatogenic

effects of oppression that are not necessarilytiyweolent or threatening to

bodily well-being at the given moment but that dalence to the soul and spirit.

(107)

Thus, if we consider the perspective of the posttaralist feminist theorists against
the binary between sex and gender which weakenssitarsive stability in terms of
losing control when it comes to physical/sensutiécBnce or experience while
theorizing the so called womanhood, so then thelappression” may not only
refer to the oppression of the patriarchal disceins it rather insinuates to any
discourse that oppresses the woman emotionallytusdly or mentally. To make it

clear, Shields’ using trauma as the key word migéihuate the traumatic situation
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of women in our current world in which though femsm is globalized, and so it also
refers to these women'’s silence within this vicioirsle.

Another point that Caruth depicts is that traum@aasnore an incident that
happens after a serious event. We have the tendemsychic trauma in our
everyday lives, and every woman can experience attemher social or racial status.
As Suzanne Pharr demonstrates:

When trauma is unusual, we can pretend safety;genigathe daily self-

deceptions that allow us to believe ourselves beyba reach of the unusual. We

can be spectators, titillated by the thrill of riskafe behind our imaginary psychic
barriers; or we can watch in horror as trauma happe others but reassure
ourselves that we are not next because we aressabmg as we do not protest,
do not stick out our necks and “make” ourselve® the target. We can ignore
the institutions of the society that appear toifge us as long as we pretend

that we will not be next. (gtd. in Caruth 108)

This means that contrary to the “metaphysic vigsigainst women,” feminists have
to take her (the woman) as a social and so sexiradjlvho still can not escape
fictional identifications only when destroying thimary between gender and sex
(Moi xiv). Rather we have to accept womanhood aserdity with a body and as
Beauvoir states, “The body is not a thing, it Etaation: it is our grasp on the world
and a sketch of our projects” (gtd. in Moi 59). Meheless, Toril Moi warns us
against claims that reduce these accounts to artbemrand she states that,
“Situation is deeply related to the individual wamsa(or man’s) subjectivity” (Moi

59). Once we accept this vision then we can coatimith our fight against the still

27



going on oppression of women which here along Bitrelds’Unlessl relate to
trauma and its relation to contemporary feminism.

As a result, we have to accept the still going sychic trauma especially
currently as though feminism is widespread; womadhexperiences many
situations in regard to her social, sexual anducaltdifference which we can not
underestimate. So as Caruth continues with heistbastrauma:

When we admit to the immanence of trauma in owsliwhen we see it as

something more likely to happen than not, we lagectoak of vulnerability.

A feminist analysis, illuminating the realitieswbmen’s lives, turns a

spotlight on the subtle manifestations of trauntlaye us to see the hidden

sharp edges and secret leg hold traps, whosewedrave borne or might
find ourselves bearing. We are forced to acknowdettigt we might be next.

(Caruth 108)

Actually, to realize certain realities of womenigels can cause to visible/concrete
development in terms of saving feminism from itsrent backlash. Then we may
proudly declare:

Feminism has given history an enormously improvedieustanding of one

between the sexes, and it has given an improvedrstahding of one of the

fundamental divides in society, the one betweerséxes, and it has given an
improved understanding; and that uncomfortabldtnaéans that the

impropriety remains, the grit which continues toguce pearls. (Thom 49)

1.3. Identity, Ambivalence and Womanhood
By way of “trauma” Shields in a way warns us, wonierthe present

condition of the feminist “we” womanhood within demporary feminism and so
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she insinuates a redefinition of womanhood. Thatasma metaphorically becomes
our start point with which, as Caruth has mentiofeecherly, we will revise the
current situation of womanhood, her experience sibgect being by reckon in her
racial, social and/or cultural experience. Actuallys trying to get involved within
those experiences or rather regard her “situatias Beauvoir denotes irhe Second
Sex without generalizing womanhood by theorizing sleasual/physical being.
Carol Shields, within this framework, is very muadpainst conventionalized
identifications. Identity according to her is fatial, it is variable and changes from
person to person, and to quote a passage fromhedRepublic of Lov€1992) will
denote her perspective clearly:
She’s sick of her identity; in fact, she’s afraidtoShe has all the identity she
wants, all she can absorb. Daughter, sister, igindt... She’s learned, too, how
unstable identity can be, how it can quickly draiay when brought face to face
with someone else’s identity... It was exhausting, lthttle to give yourself a
shape. It was depressing, too, like an ugly ovedsdress you had to go on
wearing year after year after year. (qtd. in How&®)
Thus, we can not take identity as a fixed enéspecially as our focus is
womanhood, then we can never take her likewisenhis Here | will relate Shields’
idea about identity by relating it to the poststunalist idea of disrupting binaries by
claiming that sex and gender are both culturalel8kiin regard of this quoted
passage is pretty much recalling Judith Butlerisrapch about identity and gender:
This ‘being a man’ and this ‘being a woman’ areernally unstable affairs. They
are always beset by ambivalence precisely bechese is a cost in every

identification ... the forcible approximation of armmone never chooses, a horm
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that chooses us, but which we occupy, reversegmigito the extent that the

norm fails to determine us completely. (Howells 99)

Though this is the condition of identity in termisbeing ambivalent, by locating the
female identity in such a context, the poststruadisir feminist theory needs to be
careful to not to fall back to binaries and so ¢éngralizations.

While Butler and her co-theorists claim about thavalent nature of
womanhood, they as | have denoted until now, unohertie subjective experience
which feminism actually needs to regard to developcrete changes within society.
That is, we need to regard her, the woman’s, whptiy as being a human being
like men. Unless, we regard her this way it willibevitable that she will have the
chance to be outside the binary system construmtestcial institutions. Then we
give her no chance but to deny herself, her boslyg subjective entity, Elisabeth
Bronfen deals with this in-depth @ver her Dead Body: Death, Femininity, and the
Aesthetid1992), as for her:

A woman can gain a subject position only by diegyher body... the bind a

woman is placed into in cultural representatiathat her position in the

symbolic or cultural order is that of feminibedy, so that undoing her body,
because it is the site of paralysis, because atesonnected with it cannot be
realized, also means subverting the positionucalltlaws have ascribed to her.

By undoing her body, she undoes the gender conisinuehich places her in an

inferior position, even as cancelling the ‘illusiaf gender lets death emerge.

(143)
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Carol Shields itUnlessattempts to redefine womanhood as an entity thel@ace
within society as a being with a body with subjeetvariable experiences. On the
contrary, Butler and her co-theorists see it défer As for Foucault:

The notion of “sex” made it possible to group téget in an artificial unity,

anatomical elements, biological functions, condusgssations, and

pleasures, and it enabled one to make use ofittitsofus unity as a casual
principle, an omnipresent meaning: sex was thus t@blunction as a unique
signifier and as a universal signified. (qtd. intiBu124)

| am not trying to essentialize the female bodtrather | try to invoke a different
perspective to the contemporary feminist theorycllgxperiences a backlash,
therefore; it needs to redefine womanhood not aliegrto metaphysical aspects,
such as “gender and sex are culturally construatddth has the danger to ignore
her existence, but rather keep an ambivalent waiytétkes into account women’s
social, cultural and racial experience.

Only when woman is regarded as a subjective ecditycontemporary
feminism survive from the backlash, the traumatindition, and can broaden its call
to a much wider female audience with different rata&ss or culture. Thus, by
regarding women this way might make us, womentls@eigh the pain of the Other
which will become a call for “visible” sisterhooaid so an ongoing global
change/development. With the word “global” one twale careful as such claims
have the tendency to generalize, especially whespgak of the female sex. Our
contemporary Third Wave feminism’s backlash hasioed mainly because of this
“globalized” perspective that, unfortunately, hawifeged a certain group of women

while an invisible group of women with differentte culture and class still have
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been ignoredSengul Hablemitglu in Toplumsal Cinsiyet Yazilari: Kadinlara Dair
Bir Ka¢ S64Societal Gender Writings: A Few Words on Womer)(q2) questions
both the words “global” and “womanhood” togethed @tates that globalization
might be actually “male” (31). What Hablemgta illustrates through her whole
study shows that contemporary feminism has reaahecharkable status but it also
has not. She focuses on the ongoing female genitalation in African countries
which means that there is a minority that needseteeeked out, and this minority is
not just one group of women. At this point, it wible necessary to state that, the
Western feminism is still on a questionable stageims of speaking on behalf of
those previously mentioned women. By the way, wedme intellectuals examine if
Third Wave feminism is Black feminism and demornsisats developments on the
benefit of black women, as Kimberly Springer dewsikh in her articleThird Wave
Black Feminism?2002), I think we have to refer back to the abmentioned
female genital mutilation issue that insinuatesitical approach to these so called
Third Wave Black feminists. Actually, Chandra Talpaviohanty in her ground
breaking essaynder Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Calddiscourses
(1986) sums everything | have referred until now:
The necessary and integral connection between feinsicholarship and
feminist political practice and organizing detergsrthe significance and
status of Western feminist writings on women intted world, for feminist
scholarship, like most other kinds of scholarstgmot the mere production
of knowledge about a certain subject. It is a diyguolitical and discursive
practicein that it is purposeful and ideological. It is besen as a mode of

intervention into particular hegemonic discourdes éxample, traditional
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anthropology, sociology, literary criticism, etdt)is a political praxis which

counters and resists the totalizing imperativegaf-ald "legitimate” and

"scientific" bodies of knowledge. (334)

Thus, it can be inferred that the so called Weseminism or/and the contemporary
Poststructuralist feminism has the tendency tosaade ideology within the feminist
discourse.

If to return to Carol ShielddJnless,Shields illustrates a remarkable writing
in which she insinuates all the critical stagesfweibntemporary feminism. She
focuses on the world wide silenced minorities, “8hakes the responsibility of
white, Western feminists before a history that ireglected the broad diversity in
women’s stories” (Pederson Carson 109). Her ambitalpproach to identity that
has been demonstrated formerly is seen througtvihelle writing process, she is not
directly critical. Therefore, we might say she useslight fiction genre while
writing her books. Coral Ann Howells comments one®fs way of writing:

[S]peaking from her own position as a white, middigss women, Shields

does not engage with questions of racial or etial@ntity to any significant

extent, though it would not be true to say thatlshees racial identity
unexamined. Rather, she deconstructs whitenessategory through her
scrutiny of the process of identity formation basedamily background and
inheritance, class, education and profession, ageabove all assumptions
around gender identity with its ‘complex networkcodtural meanings that

the sexed body assumes. (81)

Shields tries to reach a point to which many dbdawe, that is, though she has been

criticized by writing light fiction and so beingalow in terms of dealing with
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gender issues in-depth, she actually has exposaduisible problems within
contemporary feminism. Likewise she states:
What interested me...was the unknowability of oth#rsir very otherness in
fact...it might be thought that I would be dismayedliscover the limited
nature of human interaction, but instead | wastieead...To be known was
to be incapacitated, and stripped bare. (qtd. deB®n Carson 110)
So her aim is then to discover what is beneatlreMelessUnlessis not just
referring the invisible women else where in cowsgrmutside Western world but
rather it insinuates the painful reality that etle@ so called present day modern
West is not that much a perfect sample by beindntst of feminism, if to say
metaphorically. Shields narrates a story which adrify my point:
Assumption and presumption distort our stories. Qmamer, in north central
Iceland, | was told Monica’s story. The name Momcdled on an
underground wire, reminding me of that other Moro€#éhe Oval Office.
But, no, the Icelandic Monica was virtuous. She hadhusband lived in a
poor stone house by the side of a gorge which atgghthem from their
village, which they and their seven daughters coull¢ reach by descending
the steep sides of the gorge and then climbindnemther side. The husband
died, just as Monica’s eighth child was to be d=i@éd. She decided to move
her house across the gorge, reassembling it ootliee side, where she was
greatly rewarded and honored for her spirit. A afiag folktale, | thought,
but no, it is a true story: the stone, the gorige,geven daughters- and the tale

is not old. | was shown photos of Monica, not pagg, photos of her and the
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grandkids. It was the president of Iceland who medder not some ancient

tribal chief. (qtd. in Goertz and Eden 31)
Within this framework this thesis will analyze ©hShields’'Unlessthrough the
lenses of French Feminists like Simone de BeawmudrhefThe Second Sexd
Luce Irigaray’sAn Ethics of Sexual Differenc®imone de Beauvoir illustrates a
phenomenological way in terms of redefining the \@arthrough her subjective
experience and her body that encounters raciayraliland social differences.
Though, with Irigaray | will readUnlessthrough the linguistic and psychoanalytic
approach to the female sex that she draws withistuely. According to Irigaray the
woman has no existence within the language systeithvehe declares to be
thoroughly in the hands of patriarchy’s phallocenterminology. Irigaray in her
study emphasizes that, “The language system, temysf languages, doubled or
accompanied by epistemological formalism and forimgic, takes from women and
excludes them from the threshold of living in therd’ (91). Therefore, Irigaray
presents a new language system as Toril Moi inelicaiSexual/Textual Politics:
FeministLiterary Theory(1985), “Irigaray’s analysis of femininity is cldgdoound
up with her idea of a specific woman’s languagechtshe calls ‘le parler femme’ or
‘womanspeak’ (144). Therefore, to relddlessthrough lenses of Irigaray seems to
denote how Shields by insinuating a feminine at#tto the language system
attempts to redefine womanhood. However, her attésmmot essentially a feminine
writing but rather a writing that redefines womaatiadhrough the phallocentric
terminology. That is, Shields uses the postmodarodgic strategies along with the
neo-realist writing style. Moreover, she employgdray’s “mimicry” notion rather

than the “ecriture feminine” concept.
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Irigaray’s attempt is seen to be essentialist mgestellectuals in terms of
constructing a feminine language which does includpecific feminine system.
Paul Smith irDiscerning the Subje¢l988) questions, whether or not Irigaray is
essentialist. Diana Fuss’ answer to Irigaray’s e$aksm is remarkable in terms of
looking at the theory from a different perspecti8ae inEssentially Speaking:
Feminism, Nature and Differeneeites as follows, “To the extent that Irigaray
reopens the question of essence and women'’s d@cciessssentialism represents not
a trap she falls into but rather a key strategymlhs into play, not a dangerous
oversight but rather a lever of displacement” (¥¥jthin this context Shields’
attempt to write in an essentialist mode, her ngiin the genre of light fiction
which is analyzed by the patriarchal perspectivieedanore like a feminine writing
style, then might seen to be an insinuation ofspldcement of the binary system
that excludes an entity as womanhood, and so tohwgfie will then include a
feminine terminology. Nevertheless, her attemptsdua indicate any essentialism;
rather it is her neo-realist writing that strivesaugh the patriarchal discourse to
present the invisible womanhood within the phalidde terminology.

Simone de Beauvoir'she Second S€%949), which will be my source in
reading and redefining womanhoodunless is an analysis that leads a
phenomenological perspective in terms of redefimmognanhood. Simone de
Beauvoir through her whole study does employ MerBanty’s phenomenologist
theory to which she adds her own perception on gemidPhénomenologie de la
perception(1945) Merleau-Ponty illustrates the experiendingdy as follows, “So |
am my body, in so far, at least, as my experiemes gand conversely my body is

like a life-model, or like preliminary sketch, fory total being” (qtd. in Beauvoir
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61). To clarify the relation between these two tists in the context dfnlessand
the redefinition of womanhood, | will employ anotlggound-breaking work to my
thesis which is Toril Moi'SNhat is a Woman? And Other Ess&3801). To
Beauvoir a body is not just a thing but rathes iaisituation, she focuses on the
existence of the female sex that is invisible witthie patriarchal discourse (Moi 59).
Moreover, as | have indicated previously, the stibje experience is the main point
within her theory which caused my critical attitudevards Poststructuralist feminist
theorists as Judith Butler who does not includebibdy within the category of
gender (Moi 74). Actually, the critical point in Ber and her co-theorists is their
combining sex and gender which deconstructs tharpisystem but underestimates
the body as a situation, an experiencing entityy¢haounters with social and racial
conditions. To illustrate a clear picture Moi comgmButler and Beauvoir's
perspective:
In Butler’s picture of sex and gender, gender bezpoompletely
disembodied and the body itself is divorced frolmredaning. For Beauvoir,
on the other hand, the body is a situation, argliak, a crucial part lived
experience. Just as the world constantly makes make myself the woman
| am. As we have seen, a situation is not an ‘esléstructure that imposes
itself on the individual subject, but rather arducible amalgam of the
freedom (projects) of that subject and the condgim which that freedom
finds itself. (74)
Moi indicates that it is actually this perspectofeButler that makes the body
disappear, or rather this idea that the body wia@hconcrete entity that

“experienced as meaningful, and socially and hisadly situated” (Moi 74).
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To conclude, | will read Carol Shieldgnlesswithin this framework with
which | will lead a non-essentialist way. Thus, éoymg an ambivalent reading that
deconstructs the binaries, but also, | will drawmian approach to womanhood from
her subjective situation. That is, while tryingtéde her out of a system that has
defined her in essentialist terms, my attempt Miltrate a redefined womanhood
that is regarded as a subjective entity that egpeds social, racial and cultural
differences. When we see womanhood through thisppetive then we might
construct a global feminist theory that reconcdé#ésvomen without offering the

privilege to one and silence the other, the inl&sib
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CHAPTER 2

WOMANHOOD
The first — killing the Angel in the House — | thin
solved. She died. But the second, telling the tabibut
my own experiences as a body, | do not think lesblv
Virginia Woolf
The novelUnlessby Carol Shields scrutinizes the centuries-longcept of
womanhood through the lens of its feminist charactEhanks to feminism a
redefinition of the concepts of the female sexdwse into existence. Moreover, a
realization has occurred of definitions attributedvomanhood by an oppressive
patriarchal discourse. Patriarchy essentializesaimale body within the framework
of biological determinism against which women héugght against severely since
feminism’s foundational writer Mary Wollstonecraft/ollstonecratt is the leading
feminist within the feminist history who publishadr groundbreaking work
Vindication of the Rights of Women (179P)e book was a brave answer to men
like Jean-Jacques Rousseau of the Enlightenmemnwliwaronically called for
equality between men. As Robert E. Lerner writed/astern Civilizations: Their
History and Their Cultur¢2002):
To Rousseau’s specific prescriptions for femalecatian, which included
teaching women timidity, chasteness, and modesbfisténecraft replied
that Rousseau wanted women to use their reasdyutaish their chains
rather than to snap them.” Instead education fonamhad to promote

liberty and self-reliance. (667)
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Here Lerner presents us how Mary Wollstonecrh#é,founder of First Wave
feminism, calls for a real emancipation in term®bfaining social rights to which
she adds political rights. However, she falls bat# biological determinism by
wishing education for women for the sake of motberh As she claims iA
Vindication ofthe Rights of Women

To illustrate my opinion, | need only observe tiveien a woman is admired
for her beauty, and suffers herself to be so famxicated by admiration she
receives, as to neglect to discharge the indisjppdmsiaty of a mother, she
sins against herself by neglecting to cultivatatiection that would equally
tend to make her useful and happy. (146)

Here we clearly see that the First Wave feminisiwklashes and repeats the

patriarchal assumption of woman'’s biologistic detieism

Actually, womanhood could not to get rid of thepimsed fictional
identifications that essentialized the female selBivlogy and social status designed
by patriarchal ethics until the landmark feminish8ne de Beauvoir appeared with
her published worRheSecond Se{949). She very daringly raised the “woman
question” and gave another perspective to the natidbiologic determinism”

within the patriarchal discourse. She points oWptnan, like man, is her body; but
her body is something other than herself’ (61).tTsahe female body is
essentialized within patriarchy but this essersmaliif to say ironically, actually

causes the body itself to be a so called nonexistaity. Woman has become a
nonexistent entity because she has been made pb @&ttain roles as motherhood
and wifehood. This foundational claim of SimoneB#sauvoir is noteworthy, as she

indirectly deconstructs the biologic determinisnpafriarchy by claiming that the
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body that is told to be feminine does not belongeobut clearly enough to a system
that has created its own fictional reality.

Within this context, we can say that the patriarcliscourse does not include
the female sex, womanhood, in terms of being aifré@idualistic entity with the
subjective experience that differs according tosheal, racial and/ or cultural
background. To clear up this point, there is ahgoreality of sexual difference
between the male and female sex:

But patriarchal cultures have reduced the valub@feminine to such a

degree that their reality and their descriptiothef world are incorrect. Thus,

instead of remaining a different gender, the fenerlias become, in our
languages, the non-masculine, that is to say anaabsonexistent reality.

(Irigaray 20)

Irigaray’s perspective is related to Beauvoirsiéde concept that is constructed as
an Other within the patriarchal system. While Iregds viewpoint is mainly
constructed on linguistics, Beauvoir’s is existalii. Their claims demonstrate a
parallel when it comes to the nonexistence of wdmad in the masculine system,
as Irigaray continues with her thesis:

Just as an actual woman is often confined to tkeadelomain in the strict

sense of the term, so the feminine grammatical geitskelf is made to

disappear as subjective expression, and vocabassgciated with women
often consists of slightly denigrating, if not itsug, terms which define her

as an object in relation to the male subject. (20)

The problem is that both in the phallocentric texwtogy and in the contemporary,

poststructuralist, feminist terminology we have slaene vicious circle which
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portrays the same invisibility of the female. Tlstboth discourses encounter with
the danger of underestimating subjective experiefggomen which are social,
racial and/ or cultural experiences.

| read Carol ShielddJnlessas a revision of “the ‘woman’ questionJijless
100). Shields insinuates a critical approach tgpideiarchal discourse and its
essentialist notions that fix women into stableijpmss such as motherhood or/ and
wifehood even still in all contemporary societidgendy Roy depicts Shields’
Unlessas the:

Most explicitly feminist novel, one in which she..pgrsses more forcefully

and openly than she has ever done before her ewabout the continued

marginalizing and silencing of women in contempyisociety. Her narrative

does not just demonstrate feminist strategies.nanes them. (qtd. in

Pederson Carson 14)
Wendy Roy’s approach actually insinuates anothertwd departure thdtnless
takes. The point is that Shields presents a phenological approach to
womanhood which she puts forward with her neo-sealriting style. That is then,
Shields’ neo-realist writing does not just direalgknowledge her feminist
perspective, but rather by playing with her fenwlaracters Shields portrays us an
authentic phenomenological feminist attitude. Ay Roaracterizes, she names the
feminist strategies through her female charactdteer than just referring to them.

It is not only within the patriarchal discoursetthi@e female sex is silenced, fixed

and gendered but the contemporary feminist theasythken a critical course in
terms of existing within the same discourse. ThaBecond Wave feminism of the

seventies yielded to Poststructuralist feminismaolvhends to be non-essentialist
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compared to the former waves that were claimecdtmdessentialist femininity.
Nevertheless, contemporary Poststructuralist feshtheory has the tendency to a
certain amount to fall back into a similar essédistia like the previous feminisms
experienced in terms of underestimating the suibgexperience of women.
Poststructuralist feminism is based on the critesumption that gender is a cultural
construction while sex is a natural fact. Judithl®&uclaims in her landmark work
Gender Troubléhat, “sex is as culturally constructed as gen@é)”Nevertheless,
Toril Moi in What is a Woman? And Other Ességlees a manipulative maneuver
against this thesis and points out that:
From such a perspective it does look as if evengilim a woman or man that is
not sex must be gender, and vice versa. Suddexlgrsbgender start to look like
a deconstructable ‘pair’. But this analysis forgétat a sexed human being (man
or woman) is more than sex and gender, and thardike, age, class, sexual
orientation, nationality, and idiosyncratic persogxperience are other categories
that always shape the experience of being of oxesanother. (35)
Moi emphasizes, that Butler and her co-theoris¢grsto deconstruct the binary
between sex and gender. However, she claims tbsg¢ tineorists underestimate
individualist difference or rather experience. Mt@ims for a phenomenological
approach, and she indicates that experience neetsrte prior to any intellectual
understanding of that experience.
Thus, any intellectualization of experience is glsvhelated and by definition
constructed. Experience is sensual/ physical rdtfar intellectual. And it is a sense
that contains an aspect of everlasting, univera#h twhile intellectual constructions

are limited and always falling short of grasping tkruth”. Therefore, the highly

43



conceptual approach of poststructuralist femiiigbty tends to recreate a binary
system which essentializes womanhood not biololgiced and culturally like
patriarchy but then it generalizes womanhood themiéy. That is, the subjective
experience of women is ignored and so the femaldbseomes an invisible entity
again but then in another discourse. The femaleraest be regarded according to
her “situation” as Beauvoir points out with a pher@mological viewpoint iThe
Second Sex hus, we can say that the feminist theory hategattuck in a
conceptual impasse. Carol Shieltsilesspresents these critical points within the
contemporary feminist theory through Shields’ feenetharacters and her
phenomenological approach through a neorealisingréityle. Shields with the neo-
realist fictional approach observes womanhood hyipfy with her female characters
whose subjective experience is constantly put fadlwahe female characters
illustrate Shields’ critical perspective againsh@nmporary feminism and the still
going on patriarchal notions.

Therefore, | have employed womanhood within tlaenework of French
Feminism represented by Simone de BeauvadineSecond SeXrawing from
phenomenological theory, Beauvoir’s is an attempedefining womanhood in
terms of woman’s experience and her bodyMmat is a Woman? And Other Essays
contemporary theorist Toril Moi picks up the argunnBeauvoir has made Fhe
Second SexOn the other hand, the boék Ethics of Sexual Differen€&984) of the
French Feminist Luce Irigaray has been a necesstrence through this study on
Carol Shields’$Jnless Irigaray demonstrates a linguistic and psychaoaital
approach to the female sex by seeking definitidnvgamanhood and investigating

their effects.
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According to Irigaray woman does not exist in tlleguage system, womanhood
is a fictional entity drawn by the phallocentricrteénology which she indicates as
follows:

The language system, or system of languages, dbobleaccompanied by

epistemological formalism and formal logic, takest women and excludes

them from the threshold of living in the word. Baresmen from the to-and-fro of
words, from the traversal of words that would allinem both to get out of and

to return to their own homes, to “take off” fromethbodies, give themselves a

territory, an environment, and invite the othestone possible share or passage.

(91)

The patriarchal discourse creates a woman impréwiihin a binary system framed
by an adapted language system. Shields is nottigirdtical with the phallocentric
language system but rather she indicates a newdaegthrough which the female
identity will get free from fictional identificatizs. Actually, this new language is
rather her neorealist writing style that redefinesnanhood through the
phallocentric terminology. Thus, within this conté&hields scrutinizes the
subjective experience of womanhood according t@akazultural and social
differences or we may say back grounds. Shieldgsplath different notions of
womanhood along with the fictional female charactatUnless and her neo-realist
writing observes the female sex not just througiearetical perspective but rather
through the sensual and physical subjective expegiel hat is, she leads a
phenomenological way of understanding about womaaho

Therefore, Shields’ making use of trauma throughfémale characters in

Unlessin a way characterizes her viewpoint against pathy and contemporary
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feminist theory. That is, trauma is defined asycpslogical and physical injury
through two female characters, Reta’s traumatizedjdter Norah and the veiled
woman who immolated herself. Both women’s traumedicdition indirectly
confronts with another trauma which Maria Rootsal “insidious trauma” (qtd.
in Caruth 107). This “insidious trauma” is demoattd by Reta, the protagonist,
and other female characters within the novel. Wtk Root “refers to the
traumatogenic effects of oppression that are noesearily overtly violent or
threatening to bodily well-being at the given moteut that do violence to the
soul and spirit” (qtd. in Caruth 107). This so edllinsidious trauma” is in a way
what Shields strives to do with her neo-realistiwgi style through her female
characters that struggle within a patriarchal dgcigpecifically, if to refer to
Cathy Caruth’s perspective, feminist theory needdraw “our attention to the
lives of girls and women, to the secret, privatddbn experiences of everyday
pain,” because “traumatic events do lie within tiuiege of normal human
experience”(110). Thus, trauma becomes a concapldSkemploys through her
female characters to depict women’s status withénstill going on patriarchy.
Moreover, her neo-realist writing also illustratefeminist perspective that does
not indicate a highly conceptual feminist discouts@ the poststructuralist
feminism, but rather a close observation to womadrfocom different aspects.
Because women are still traumatized and paralyatdnafictional
identifications in contemporary societies, no nraftehese are Eastern or
Western societies. According to Suzanne Pharr:

When trauma is unusual, we can pretend safety;genigethe daily self-

deceptions that allow us to believe ourselves beyba reach of the unusual.
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We can be spectators, titillated by the thrilliskr safe behind our imaginary
psychic barriers; or we can watch in horror asrtrainappens to others but
reassure ourselves that we are not next becauaeavgafe so long as we do
not protest, do not stick out our necks and “maka’selves into the target.
We can ignore the institutions of the society #ygpears to privilege us as
long as we pretend that we will not be next. (gqidCaruth 108)
Trauma then becomes a concept that Shields draaisgh her female
characters to depict the hidden trauma all womgreance. Thus, feminist
theory must not just regard womanhood through klhigonceptual perspective,
but it also needs to take into account social ataid/ or cultural experience.
Actually, this phenomenological approach of Shigldsllels with her neo-
realist writing.
2.1. The ‘Woman’ Question
All my life I've heard people speak of finding theeives in acute pain, bankrupt
in spirit and body, but I've never understood wiaty meant. To lose. To have
lost. | believed these visitations of darknesseldginly a few minutes or hours
and that these saddened people, in between bcerns,oecupied, as we all were,
with the useful monotony of happiness. But hapnesiot what | thought.
Happiness is the lucky pane of glass you carryour yiead. It takes all your
cunning just to hang on to it, and once it's smdsjmi have to move into a
different sort of life. Unlessl)
These opening words bfnlessby the narrator, Reta Winters, already gives an
impression of the disturbance she has begun toviageh she calls her “new life”

(1). Reta Winters is a writer, translator, a wifelaa mother, and Carol Shields will

a7



present us different concepts of womanhood seenghrthese lenses. This means
that we will perceive womanhood through a very wpdespective that is laid before
us by Carol Shields. This new life of Reta pregis®gins with the millennium,
2000. It is important that her personal unhappimesery much related with the
arrival of the millennium. That is, the “acute gaamd the bankrupt in spirit and
body” she experiences denotes a general experadribe female sex even in an era
in which feminist theory is so to speak globalifg&ll We can say then:
Still, we are far from a world where gender doesinfbuence a subject’s social
and political standing or role. Feminism contintefight an uphill battle to
influence a gender-biased system. Part of the prolglan be located in the very
position taken by feminism itself as it tries téliilence an entrenched patriarchal
system from the outside. (Fischer 2)
Reta herself refers to this certain condition ofvem as follows:
But we have come so fahat'’s the thinking. So far compared with fifty &r
hundred years ago. Well, no, we've arrived at & millennium and we
haven't “arrived” at all. We have been sent over side pocket of the snooker
table and made to disappear. No one is so blimb& recognize the power of
the strong over the weak and, following that, tkelihood of defeat. (99)
This quotation from the chapter “Instead” illusésthe current condition of
womanhood which Shields will question within theoknovel.
Thus, even if contemporary feminist theory callsdavider audience currently,
the theory is still reaching a limited group of wem To speak in the name of
woman, however, “is to hide the individual womart@reduce her to what is the

lowest common denominator in her life and thattbees” (Campbell 48). Of course,
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this does not mean that feminists have to expegieedain things to speak in the
name of women. But rather the vicious circle hagpgened because of the
intellectualization of womanhood, specifically armnt condition of contemporary
poststructuralist feminist theory that encountecsmceptual impasse. This
perspective ignores the experience of women lika Rénters. Thus, feminists need
to handle with womanhood not just on a discursexel like the patriarchal
discourse that has underestimated subjective expm] but rather they need to hold
a phenomenological approach that regards soc@l r@nd/ or cultural experience.
Discourse is always needed, however; intensiveodise will cause limited
understanding of womanhood and lead to an abstpgrbach to women'’s sexual
reality that includes more than the theory. Kategan inTheSociology of the Body
(2006) paraphrases Susan Bordo’s attitude agdiegidststructuralist understanding
of the body within the feminist discourse or/anddty in her stud{nbearable
Weight: FeminismWestern Culture, and the Bo(i}993) is as follows:
Bordo is also quite right to question the tendenicyostmodern theorists such as
Butler and Susan McClary to recreate the body aaryaether form of text, that is
for privileging the notion of the free-play of méag and forgetting to attend to
the complex materiality of the body in time, spaod culture: * If the body is
treated as pure text, subversive, destabilizinghetds can be emphasized and
freedom and self-determination celebrated: butisteft wondering is there a
bodyin this text? (38)
Therefore, the poststructuralist feminist discowr#eface a conceptual impasse that
will not appeal to every woman with different other subjective experiences.

Cregan continues on this point as follows:
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Indeed, as we have seen, materiality ends up wéh d&king a poor second
place to the mind. However, Bordo is careful notaademn people for using
increasingly available postmodern medical interieTs to reshape or
manipulate their bodies. Her concern is rathehighlight adiscoursethat is
gradually changing our conception and experien€esiobodies, a discourse
that encourages us to “imagine the possibilities! elose our eyes to limits
and consequences’ (39). In life there maerial consequences. (170)
Here Bordo and Cregan are very much close to Sirderigeauvoir’'s approach to
the body as a situation. That is, Beauvoir's phesmoiogical perspective to the
female sex claims for a discourse that regardsestitae experience. The “material
consequences” within this quote are not to derf@eessentialism of the female sex
but rather to take woman as a subjective entiilyatay’s contribution to this thesis
is worth to quote here, as according to her:
The idea that | was born a woman but | must bedbmapirit or soul of this
body | am. | must open out my female body, givierims, words, knowledge
of itself, a cosmic and social equilibrium, in t&a to the environment, to
the different means of exchange with others, antdnly by artificial means
that are inappropriate to it. (116)
Therefore, contemporary poststructuralist femittisbry that claims that sex and
gender are both culturally constructed, and whasdsato deconstruct the binary
system previously developed by patriarchy actuabonstructs another binary that
underestimates the subjective female experienags, the female as an entity loses

visibility again but then in another system.
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The backlash of feminism and the concept traureavary much related at
this point adJnlessstarts with an insinuation of a loss Reta revelbebeginning
of the novel. Her daughter Norah experiences traameghas deserted her family by
sitting on a pavement on street with a cardboayd around her neck on which
writes “Goodness”. Moreover, it is just after thoss that Reta Winters begins to
write her second novel, a sequeMg Thyme Is Upso from all these we can infer a
process of change that will be put forward withutrea. Another very important
considerable fact is that Shields has chosen Retdanarrator who is a writer,
translator, a mother and a wife. It is then cléat inUnlessalong with Reta we will
seek through female identities from very differpatspectives. Reta seems to be a
writer and translator that has a life of certamtiss. But then we witness her saying,
“l can get my hair brushed back and securely piruggdach morning in a mere two
and a half minutes and | consider my coiffure oheyp major life accomplishments.
| really mean this” (31). The brushed back and sestyle of hair already refers a
sense of controlling, as women in the patriarchisiesn need to control their
feelings. Within Charlotte Brontedane Eyrg1847) the “hair” concept has a
specific importance along the text. Jane Eyre’s isaalways neat; however, while
Jane depicts Bertha Mason, she especially focusegrohair as being “disheveled”
(Bronte 310). If to refer to a specific sample frdme novel, Mr. Brocklehurst's, the
master of Lowood School where Jane is educated¢ctbn against a girls curled
hair inJane Eyrandicates the patriarchal perspective to contrmnen. “Why, in
defiance of every precept and principle of thisseguwloes she conform to the world
so openly— here in an evangelical, charitable establishmeas to wear her hair

one mass of curls?” (Bronte 65). Thus, Shieldsagshis “hair” concept through
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Reta implies this patriarchal attitude of imposwmgmen certain notions that control
womanhood and disrupt the subjectivity. The segusgined hair of Reta is more
like the security of patriarchal notions imposedhan which she still can not
question thoroughly or rather openly.

Unlessrefers to many different types of women whom wk @xplore through
the thesis. That is, Shields through her fictideahale characters scrutinizes the
contemporary feminist theory, its approach to worinem different culture, race,
social class and so from different backgrounds.dtloeless, certain groups of
women have become invisible, though they were dyréavisible within the
patriarchal system; unfortunately, womanhood hasine an entity that experiences
a loss, a backlash currently.

Along with the interrelation between trauma, wolmaod and contemporary
feminism, trauma itUnlessdenotes a group of traumatized women with differen
social, cultural and racial backgrounds. Shielddnifessillustrates a
phenomenological approach that takes womanhood amaiguous entity in regard
to her subjective experience. Likewise, Simone dauyoir depicts:

Now, what specifically defines the situation of wamis that she-a free and

autonomous being like all human creatures-nevessisadiscovers and chooses

herself in a world where men compel her to assumaetatus of the Other. They
propose to turn her into an object and to doormtd@nmanence since her
transcendence is for ever to be transcended byanobnsciousness which is
essential and sovereign. The drama of woman ligssrconflict between the

fundamental aspirations of every subject-which gbyaosits itself as essential-
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and the demands of a situation which constitutesaténessential. (qtd. in Moi

4)

Beauvoir’s perspective here focuses on a criipgiroach to patriarchy, however,
this certain perspective we can also adapt todhéemporary feminist theory that
has to perceive womanhood as an ambiguous enttil.Moi in her article
comments on the quote by Beauvoir as follows whghclarify my thesis, “While
we are all split and ambiguous, she argues, womeemare split and ambiguous
than men. For Simone de Beauvoir, then, womenuar@amentally characterized by
ambiguity and conflict” (4). Nevertheless, Poststoualist feminism or rather
contemporary feminism by intellectualizing the féensex constructs another binary
system that underestimates the subjective experi@nd so pushes women into a
traumatized condition.

“But we have come so fdahat’s the thinking,” says Reta with which she imapl
the contradictory condition of women that is stllick within the binary system (99).
Nevertheless, as Beauvoir and Moi have depictedyemocan not be taken as a
whole entity, rather the concept is split with mdieyional identities that have been
imposed by patriarchy. And what Shields denotésaswomen have not thoroughly
arrived to a point of survival from the patriarcidéntifications though
contemporary feminism has reached many women. @fepwe can never remain
blind what feminism has provided women in the pnésiaty world, for instance:

Feminist academics have themselves attempted te tmgether in the Women

in Social Work Network (WSWN 1986) to raise thefpeoof gender in social

work teaching and consider how to transcend therykheractice divide. The
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standing Conference for Heads of CQSW Coursesadguddresses the issue

of sexism. (Campbell 99)

Moreover, currently we have active organizatiamshsas RAWA (Revolutionary
Association of the Women of Afghanistan). Yet agairthese organizations are
much more separately active. Therefore the sodadisterhood” has become more
like a facade.

Feminism needs a “horizontal comradeship” as N@&haycan quotes Chandra
Talpade Mohanty (43). Though there have been meggnizations to protect the
rights of women still a certain group is privilegetiile groups of women are
silenced and so invisible. Duncan continues oniggdfiohanty as follows:

Within nations and communities, campaigns aboudlleghts, about
representations, about the provision of communatig@nd resources unite and
divide women. Across nations, these and other sssud war, religion,
persecution, mutilation and torture unite and divicomen. And the very
processes spatial globalization, of space- timepression that has had such an
impact on the everyday lives of millions of peoptey be used to annihilate the
space and distance between them. (qtd. in Duncan 43

So then, womanhood is such an entity that neelds fmerceived through an
ambiguous and a phenomenological identification diféers according to racial,
social and cultural experience. This will then, apdtorically speaking, lead to a so
called umbilical cord between all these women doaistruct a concrete
“Sisterhood”. Thus, highly intellectualized feminteeory will not be beneficial to
all women if it does not change its politics. THere, the issue is not still reaching

practically a successful status; rather it mairstaéis) theoretical approach to
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womanhood that generalizes women. And the questibreally has saved women
from those fictional identities even after the emilhium continues reverberating.
Due to this paralysis within feminism Shields’ aswlReta’s writing in the genre
of light fiction, that is the neo-realist writingyte, seems to be a critical reference to
this vicious circle within the feminist discour&#ithin this context, Reta, the
narrator ofUnless is criticized by her mentor Danielle Westermarosd feminist
books Reta translates from French to English:
She suspects I've abandoned the “discourse,” aalalagys calls it, for the
unworthiness of novel writing. She has a way ofdang her jaw when she skirts
this topic, and her eyes seem refreshened witlpp@atment. She is such a
persuasive force that | often find myself agreeirntty her; what really the point
of novel writing is when the unjust world howls andthes. (224)

Of course, it is an unquestionable truth that auitha counter discourse women
could not have reached certain political and saajhits. Nevertheless, Danielle
Westerman'’s critical thesis against novel writiadner highly conceptual approach
to womanhood which is the reason of “traumatic faem” that survives on just
political aspects rather than reaching women frafferént groups. Toril Moi finds
this approach very risky as to her “to take up lipal position is to risk being
wrong. In the same way we may find ourselves lumthavith the wrong style in the
wrong place. The risks of style are also the ridiqgolitical commitment” (21).

Moi's belief in “the risk” women like Danielle Westman face is the risk to
underestimate a phenomenological approach to wa@meéno generalize the female
sex that falls into the trap of essentialism wtkiile aim has been to disrupt the

gender binaries.
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Nonetheless, while Reta indirectly criticizes thiellectualized perception of
contemporary feminism, she straightaway adds héiguous approach to novel
writing, “Novel helps us turn down the volume ofr@awn interior “discourse,” but
unless they can provide an alternative, hopefutsmuhey’re just so much narrative
crumble. Unless, unless” (224). Thus, it is truat tie focus on the subjective
experience of womanhood but we have to be carefuiafall into the trap of
essentialism that will lead to a backlash. The tzstkwhich Shields observes
through her female character here might be veryhmelated with the contemporary
Third Wave feminism’s point of view to womanhoodal is, Third Wave feminists
actually perceive womanhood through the lensesilgjestive experience; likewise
this thesis is trying to focus. They seem to empighenomenological method of
approach to womanhood, as:

Third wavers embrace what we term embodied polititsch is personal and

often physical, bodily action that aims to provakeinge by exercising and

resisting power in everyday life. We identifiedgbrforms of embodied
politics :( 1) redefining identity by engaging tbemplexities of differences,
ambiguities, and multiplicities in and between woim@) building and
working with coalitions to forge an inclusive sa@rity, and (3) engaging in
personal acts of resistance in local sites whgustiges occur. (Fixmer &

Wood 2)

It seems that this movement is quite equivalenttat Shields defends lnlessin
terms of the emergence of regarding woman througfieaomenological perspective
that never ignores women'’s different racial, soaiadl cultural stances. However,

like Reta states we must not “turn down the volwheur own interior discourse”
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while writing a novel, but rather “provide an attative” through the individual
experiences women face. Therefore, Shields’ nelssteaiting style proves to be a
cunning way that illustrates a phenomenologicarag@gh to womanhood through
patriarchal notions adapted to female charactettiminless Thus, Shields’
criticism against patriarchy with her neo-realistting becomes an indirect attack to
patriarchy, and a criticism to the poststructutdésninist theory that will not be able
to adapt its highly conceptual theory on every womithin this context, as Natalie
Fixmer and Julia T. Wood add:
Third wave feminists’ insistence on acknowledging arestling with
complexities and contradictions within and betwe®men motivates them
to build coalitions that allow women to identifyrailtaneously with multiple
identities that have sometimes been regarded asate@nd even divisive. In
addition, building coalitions helps third waversist tendencies to ignore or
devalue people who belong to groups other tham tven. (4)
Nevertheless, to focus on this aspect through fesmitnas constructed a detachment
between the previous feminist movements and theeogworary feminism. Tiya
Miles notes that:
Perhaps the main problem [for third wave feministak our ignorance of
feminist history” (p. 172). Interestingly, to suppber claim, Miles quotes
from Audre Lorde's Sister Outsider: ‘By ignoringtpast, we are encouraged
to repeat its mistakes... [H]istorical amnesia lseepis working to invent the
wheel every time we have to go to the store foatbrgqtd. in Fixmer &

Wood 9)
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Thus, Shields’ depicting a strong affection betwBeta and Danielle Westerman
might insinuate the idea of not losing touch whhb previous feminist movements
with whom we, woman, have arrived to our contempostatus and could not if
those movements did not take place. It also migtarto the “Sisterhood” notion of
feminism with which women from different back gralsrhave to come together.
Only when all women reconcile with each other, fmaminism improve its politics.
Within Unlessambivalent womanhood or/and split identificatisraiconstant
upcoming picture through all the female characf@ss is to criticize the essentialist
attitude against women hold by patriarchy whiclo atsinuates a critical stance to
the contemporary feminism. That is, Shields’ nealisé writing and her playing with
the female characters indicate a feminist perspetiiat regards womanhood
through the lenses of Beauvoir's phenomenologindeustanding about women.
Judith Butler in her bookindoing Gende(2004) writes that, “The category of
women has been used differentially and with exolsiy aims, and at all women
have been included within its terms; women havebeen fully incorporated into the
human” (37). Reta illustrates this split and so mubus condition of women when
she goes to theeautician Madame Slyvia:
| may well become a regular. Eyebrows, lashes fégllals, neck massage. |
have led a reflective life of thought, a writeitranslator, but all this is about
to change. The delicate skin around my eyes wasdéimg attention. Has
Tom noticed? | don’t think so, Christine and Nagalbn’t really look at me in
that way; they just see this water color blob thaans mother, which is

rather how | see myself. (28)
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Even though Reta is a woman of our time and baimgman with “a reflective life
of thought”, she realizes that she exists rather m®ther and a wife (28). Of course,
it does not mean that these identifications aratieg aspects that oppress women
but rather it is seen that some women still carhawe an identity out of these

patriarchal stereotypical roles. Thus, then:

If patriarchy oppresses women as women, defininglluss ‘feminine’

regardless of individual differences, the femisistiggle must both try to
undo the patriarchal strategy that makes ‘femiginittrinsic to biological
femaleness, and at the same time insist on defgnegdmen precisely as

women. (Moi 82)

Contrary to women'’s long history of essentialigntifications within patriarchy,
feminist theory must pay attention not to fall i@ trap of a reconstructed
essentialism that already takes place within thegvehal system. Therefore, the
feminist theory needs to construct an ambivaledewstanding that regards the
female sex according to her subjective experiemce,so lead a phenomenological

approach to womanhood.

Within this framework, we need to come to the poiihdeepening our focus
on the interrelation between trauma and the bitupoof womanhood in
contemporary feminism that Shields illustratesgdahrough her female characters in
Unless From Reta’s narration we note the already mestiaritical state of

feminism and its relation to trauma:
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The problem is, I'm not sure | believe in the tharadap of trauma. A
stubborn screen of common sense keeps getting wagyand cancelling the
filigree of fine-spun theory. Isn’'t our species steathan that? Somewhere,
wired into our brains, there must exist a littl@beshaped nerve cluster that
registers the relativieroportion of events and separates the exceptional
experience that we can shrug off simply becausseeixceptional from the
slow, steady accumulation of incremental knowledgach is what really
delivers us to the brink, one small injury bleedintp another until the whole

system tips over. (269)

This quotation that takes part almost in the @ldeta’s narration ilunlesshas

come forth after a self-realization process throdigihah’s trauma.

Thus Norah’s trauma throuddnlesshas a strong metaphoric stance, as it
illustrates the traumatic position of women in doetemporary poststructuralist
feminist theory and the still surviving patriarcliggcourse. The hypothesis of the
“thunderclap of trauma” can not convince Reta amgn@athy Caruth’s feminist
understanding will be very helpful in terms of pawng trauma from a different

aspect. According to Caruth:

Ultimately, a feminist analysis of the experiené@sychic trauma requires
that we change our vision of what is “human” to areninclusive image and
will move us to a radical revisioning of our undargling of the human
condition. The mental health disciplines, assigietthe position of secular

high priests, are faced with a choice. Do we, dg-deud a century ago,
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betray the truth of what we know of the immediany &requency of
traumatic events in daily life (Mason, 1984)? Ondafollow the radical
potential of psychoanalysis, which opened the damtke unconscious and
the irrational, to the next stage in which we ietet lost truths of pain
among us? Do we act as handmaidens of the statysaying that only those
already ill suffer from cultural toxicity? Or do wexme as poisonous those

institutions of society that might sicken anyon&2Q)

The trauma Norah experience is not a pure meilicass but rather it is something
every woman experiences within the contemporarjdvdrauma is the state of
paralysis within the fictional identities developegthe patriarchal discourse and it
also indicates this stuck position of women evea world in which feminism is, if

to call so, globalized.

Trauma inUnlessis hidden beneath the text, as we learn almasteirend
that Norah'’s condition has been a result of a ti@ioevent. Reta’s depiction of
trauma is very much denoting Caruth’s thesis alyggychic trauma,” that is a
mental trauma which is hidden within the daily ldfeevery individual. Reta feels the
pressure of common sense that regards traumauaislardy happening
“thunderclap” that occurs after a specific evewtywhver, she implies that the process
has begun long ago with women. It is rather a @®@s Reta describes, “One small
injury bleeding into another until the whole systBps over” (269). Nevertheless,
Reta’s husband Tom’s comment on the issue of tradamah experiences is very
much vocalizing the common sense Reta criticizdseteimple, “I don’t actually say

this aloud to Tom as he delves into the subjettanfma, hoping to rescue or at least
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understand Norah by tracking down that “thing” tlestpt out at her last spring and
knocked her out of her life” (270). Her husband T®&point of view against Norah’s
trauma is typical Freudian that is hold against wonThis Freudian perspective
insinuates the patriarchal assumptions Tom holaisRleta never openly reveals to
the reader which is Shields’ neo-realist and saréatlway of writing. On this

trauma concept Ruth Leys paraphrases Freud, astid Frauma:

Was constituted by a relationship between two evenexperiences-a first
event that was not necessarily traumatic becawsante too early in the
child’s development to be understood and assindlaéad a second event
that also was not inherently traumatic but thafgered a memory of the first

event that only then was given traumatic meanirtjteence repressed. (20)

Contrary to Freud'’s thesis, the traumaJimlesslikewise Shields’ ambigious
approach while presenting her feminist perspegioiats out a trauma which Cathy
Caruth calls as “insidious trauma” by quoting leminist therapist colleague Maria
Root. Caruth clarifies Roots concept as followsy tBis, she refers to the
traumatogenic effects of oppression that are no¢ssarily overtly violent or
threatening to bodily well-being at the given motneut that do violence to the soul
and spirit” (107). Thus, Tom’s comment on women whte thinks to have been
experiencing trauma actually denotes a very patrarpoint of view that
underestimates the female subjectivity and befissunderneath the trauma concept

imposed on the female sex.
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In her book-emininities, Masculinities, Sexualiti€s994 ) Nancy Chodorow
writes that according to Freud in t8sudies on Hysterjaand so to the patriarchal
perspective on which Freud always constructs henstic approach, women “are
for the most part afflicted with the physical andntal pain of hysterical symptoms
or the overriding insistence of obsessional nesfdd4). Regarding Freud’s theories
such as the penis envy, Chodorow quotes from Karim@wes’'Psychoanalytic
Theory of Male Homosexuali{t988) who refers to the Oedipus Complex which
according to Freud “operates by trauma and nedbseasults in neurotic
conditions”(qtd. in Chodorow 43). It is clear thaeud’s patriarchal mentality
developed these approaches to womanhood whiclieette inferiority of the
female sex scientifically. And these scientificinas reinforced the biologic

essentialism imposed on women by patriarchy.

To return to Reta who reveals this patriarchal pofrview that Tom

indirectly vocalizes:

He suspects Danielle Westerman suffers from somgedgo childhood
trauma, that she, at eighty-five, still reverbesatéth an unrecognized shame
or loss or sorrow of a highly specific sort. Be@aidi®m is a man, because |
love him dearly, | haven’t told him what | beliewgat the world is split in
two, between those who are handed power at birtpestation, encoded with
a seemingly random chromosome determinate thatyssyfor ever and ever,
and those like Norah, like Danielle Westerman, fikg mother, like my
mother-in-law, like me, like all of us who fall mthe uncoded otherness in

which the power to assert ourselves and claimigas lhas been displaced by
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a compulsion to shut down our bodies and seal autins and be as nothing
against the fireworks and streaking stars and tvigntight of the Big Bang.

That'’s the problem. (270)

Nevertheless, the problem according to Tom islémiify “the trauma and making it
visible” (263). On the contrary, Reta alleges tbea as, “So simple, so clean” (264).
Shields’ illustrating Tom as a doctor is very imjamt then, as Tom’s so called
reasonable perspective characterizes the typicatuliae stereotype within the
patriarchal institution. That the trauma of Noraeds to be exposed with clear-cut
notions is Tom’s patriarchal vision that blinds hagpainst the social oppression
women experience. It is not simply the trauma tiesds to be exposed but rather it
is Norah herself whose invisible position throulgl hovel indicates the invisible

social reality patriarchy imposes on women:

Because a woman can not place herself as an dojdatrself. And because,
unsettled by this lack of “possible position,” diws herself to be placed
by the other- man or mother. She herself doesavet herself as object. She
may try to love herself as innerness. But she case® herself. She has to
succeed in loving the invisible and the memory tfech that is never seen,
that often she feels only in pain because sheablerto perceive its place, its

“substance,” its qualities. (Irigaray 60)

Irigaray identifies womanhood within patriarchytiwinvisibility. However, from
this qoute we can infer a criticism against thetgtoscturalist femininst discourse

that leads the same method in terms of regardingambhood through its highly
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conceptual lenses. Unfortunately, womanhood expeei® another invisibility even
in a theory that has been constructed for the shkeeing the female sex from

fictional identifications.

The patriarchal perspective Tom illustrates is lgadithat even once he

perceives Norah'’s trauma as a deliberate manipunlathich Reta depicts as follows:

Tom doesn’t say but he sometimes intimates thaaN@@ manipulating us.
Either that or punishing us for some reason. ktahis interpretation. Tom
goes every Friday morning to see her on the wanystdrilobite research
meeting—he is the only “lay” member of this small greupat the University
of Toronto. He’s given up talking to her. Now hetjsits with her for half an
hour, on a folding chair he takes along for thappse, and slips her money
in an envelope. Cash, not cheque. Norah livesaritbie realm of cheques
and banks and signatures, even though there’skadratihe corner where he
sits and another across the street. Is it whendweisting out the twenties

that Tom thinks: manipulation? (218)

It is an important fact that Tom is a so calledafic of the trilobites. The trilobites “
the extinct, unlovely arthropods that occupied gw&a and ocean in the world. They
hung around for a long time ago, like hundred wilyears,” this species proves
Tom'’s attitude against Norah (73). Tom’s obsessiah the trilobites, an extinct
species, implies his conventional and so patridnobiat of view that survives on the
notions of these perspectives. Moreover, ironichyhsitting on a folding chair while

Norah sits on the pavement portrayes the lack wingonication between the
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daughter and father. Reta already implies this td@dommunication with her
viewpoint about Tom’s regarding Norah’s behavicagsnanipulation. Thus, Tom'’s
perspective remains within patriarchal assumpttbastry to survive by

traumatizing women and by putting them in an irblssiposition.

Shields’ neo-realist writing style depicts manyrjzathal notions through the
female characters and these characters’ experievntign the patriarchal society,
like we see with Tom'’s attitude against Norah. Waohwod is still regarded through
strict patriarchal identities and so contemporamihism needs to construct a
discourse that holds a phenomenological methogmfoach to womanhood.

Within this context, we need to return to Retasaity about women:

The world is split in two, between those who aredetl power at birth, at
gestation, encoded with a seemingly random chromesteterminate that
says yes for ever and ever, and those like NotlehDanielle Westerman,
like my mother, like my mother-in-law, like me, élall of us who fall into
the uncoded otherness in which the power to assestlves and claim our
lives has been displaced by a compulsion to sharhdmur bodies and seal
our mouths and be as nothing against the firewarnkkstreaking stars and

blinding light of the Big Bang. That'’s the proble(@70)

The key words in this passage are the “uncodeeriogiss,” “shut down our bodies”
and “seal our mouths,” these are direct referetwése traumatic and invisible
condition of contemporary womanhood. That is, tleldvhas “committed

antinarcissism in her! A narcissism that only loiteslf if it makes itself loved for
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what is lacking! They have created the loathsorgelof antilove. The Dark
Continent is neither dark nor unexplorablé is unexplored only because we have
been made to believe that it was too dark to béoexg” (Cixious 68). Thus, trauma
metaphorically is the notion Shields employs tolesgthrough the dark continent
woman is identified with in the patriarchal systeshields with her
phenomenological and so neo-realist writing stigfewgh her female characters in a
way presents the sealed bodies and so experieheesr@anhood. The trauma within
contemporary feminist theory continues and willtomne to silence women if it does
not allow a phenomenological understanding to wdmad. Otherwise, as Reta
defines, the patriarchal mentality will then tradip@ women against “the fireworks

and streaking stars” and so she will be nothin@)27

The last mentioned but actually the initial stegreta’s writing and self-
realizing process begins with the critical big pret Shields adresses through Reta.
As Reta is obsessed with domestic labour, her mobloel and wifehood roles which
are deliberately characterized through Reta herfkHt is, womanhood is still stuck
within constructed identities imposed by patriardigvertheless, before the big
picture it is worth to illustrate Norah’s stancenakt through the whole novel: A girl
on the pavement, aged nineteen, once a univetsigst and she has a board
hanging around her neck which signs the wembdnessThis is the portrayal of
Norah'’s so called trauma. However, as | have maatdefore trauma is a
metaphor. Shields’ neo-realist writing in a way @&strates the contemporary
condition of womanhood. And from this phenomenatagrapprochemente can

sense a criticism againts a feminist theory thabigs women from different
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cultures, races and classes. A feminism that regaainanhood through a highly
conceptual perspective which has been succesfilinont currently has become the
facade. Sandra Harding in h&those Science? Whose Knowledge? Thinking from
Women's Live€1991) invokes an outstanding sample that takessepgh our present

day world:

Women at the top of race and class hierarchiessuboeed in science tend
not to criticize or work against those forms of doation that oppress their
sisters in other classes and races; they can desilyme mere tokens whose
individual achievements has little or no positiVieet on the situation of the
women who are not so favored. This is not to saytirese women have not
had to struggle mightily and unfairly to achieve tiredentials and positions
that flow so much more routinely to their male ealjues, nor is it to say that
they intend such consequences. Neverthelesdy@gaently the case that
their hard-won success does not significantly inaprine situation for other

women. (67)

We can take Harding's perspective to the femunnsterstanding of today that needs
to revise its approach to womanhood to get richefdonceptual impasse, especially

which is experienced currently by the poststrudistréeminist theory.

Within this framework, the word “goodness” thanfa around Norah, and
her traumatized position seem to be a referenteetpassive womanhood patriarchy
imposed on women which is an unquestionable tiigvertheless, Shields’ message

is to scrutinize this certain concept together \thidn constantly appearing catch
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phrase “Goodness but not Greatness.” Goodnessiahdéind represents passivity in
Unless “an abstraction” or rather “an imaginative couastion representing the
general will of a defined group of people” as Retiaiend Lynn denotes (115).
Shields’ catch phrase “Goodness but not Greatriesghat patriarchy has made
women to identify with themselves. Interestinglijedds feints very cunningly by
showing “goodness” stereotypically as passivitythen she deepens her
interrogation by touching the fringes of Danielle¥terman and her feminism with
which she in a way presents the critical attitutleamtemporary feminism that

theorizes womanhood:

“How can she go on living her life knowing what strews, that women are
excluded from greatness, and most of the bloodg timy choose to be

excluded?”

“Going on their little tiny trips instead of striky out on voyages.”

“After all Danielle’s efforts to bring about chang&rom Lynn. “She’s still
not included in the canon.”

“Except in women’s canon.”

“Inclusion isn’t enough. Women have to be listet@dnd understood.”
“Men aren't interested in women’s lives,” Lynn saitlve asked Herb. I've
really pressed him on this. He loves me, but, eadally doesn’t want to

know about the motor in my brain, how | think arehh—"
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“It's as though I lack the authority to enter tlenegersation. I'm outside the

circle of good and evil.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that most afisaren’t interviewed on the subject of ethical clesic

No one consults us. We're not thought capable.”

“May be we aren’t,” Anette said. “Remember that veanwho had a baby in

a tree? In Africa, Mozambique, | think. There wetoad. Last year, wasn’t

it? And there she was, in labor, think of it! Whidlee was up in a tree,

hanging on to a branch.”

“But does that mean?”

“All I'm saying,” Annette continued, “is, what didle do about that? Such a

terrible thing, and did we send money to help tbed victims in

Mozambique? Did we transform our shock into goodnd&l we do anything

that represented the goodness of our feelingsitdi (117)
Feminists like Danielle Westerman have made worealize their oppression within
the patriarchal system; however, realizing and tansng theories are not sufficient
any more. Greatness is a fundamental fact that wdmaee to get in touch with, but
if greatness is sufficient for women is an isswa tieeds to be considered
profoundly. Danielle Westerman’s name already uaias a contradiction with her
feminism which is most probably a deliberate plajanguage that Shields employs.
If we analyze her surname we get the notion of atéfa man. Thus, the novel in a
way criticizes a feminism that Danielle Westermafedds. This is a feminism that

draws upon a method that introduces the typicadligand socially discriminating
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policy of Western patriarchy. Simone de Beauvoiome of her interviews comments
on this kind of feminism from a different viewpoias follows:
Unfortunately, women who have important posts \dtgn adopt masculine
standards-power, ambition, personal success- artiemselves off from
other women. On the other hand, to refuse evergttisay, even when
there is something which really should be done,, #hlat's no longer
feminist,” is a pessimistic, even masochistic terayen women, the result of
having been habituated to inertia, to pessimismbd éeminist doesn't mean
simply to do nothing, to reduce yourself to totapibtence under the pretext
of refusing masculine values. There is a problerpativery difficult dialectic
between accepting power and refusing it, accemtain masculine values,
and wanting to transform them. I think it's worttrya (qgtd. in Jardin 6)
This approach of Beauvoir will be very helpfulterms of questioning the terms
greatness and goodness. That is, Shields withHergmenological perspective and
so with her neo-realist writing is scrutinizing tteoretical approach certain
feminists lead such as poststructuralist feminSensual and physical experience
can not be belittled, and of course, racial, scaml cultural differences are leading
facts in terms of regarding women through the Isrddeminism.
From Reta’s conversation with her female writeerids we get the idea that
goodness within the contemporary world is a synotypassivity:
Goodness is not guaranteed” (257), Reta realindact, “goodness has no
force; none” (257). Ultimately, Reta questions éfiicacy of goodness

because “it has emptied itself of vengeance, whasno voice at all” (310).
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Like Norah, who has swallowed silence, goodnegassive, but Reta’s

newfound feminism requires action. (Foster Stovigl 1
Though, this is the case we get from the conviersaShields also makes us realize
the fact that even greatness that Danielle Westedepends on does not assure a
certain place for women in contemporary social dorl

Still, we are far from a world where gender doesintbuence a subject’s

social and political standing or role. Feminismtoaures to fight an uphill

battle to influence a gender-biased system. Paheoproblem can be located

in the very position taken by feminism itself agigs to influence an

entrenched patriarchal system from the outsidsc(iar 2)
Shields’ depiction of the conversation between Rethher friends slowly moves to
a critical point. The illustration of women fromfigrent and very far countries at
first sight seems to be the very big picture ofestgypical Western point of view
Shields follows. Shields’ neo-realist writing playsth with the language but she
also plays with conventional perceptions within Yiestern society against the
Eastern societies. She draws our attention firdiéee women in Africa; however,
she afterwards follows a different path and takesfémale oppression to Reta’s
Canada, a Western country:

“And remember,” Sally said, “that woman who setdedfron fire last spring?

That was right here in our country, right in theddie of Toronto.”

“In Nathan Phillips Square.”

“No, | don’t think it was there. It was in front ef”

“She was a Saudi woman, wearing one of those laigkbleil things. Self-

immolation.”

72



“Was she a Saudi? Was that established?”

“A Muslim woman anyway. In traditional dress. Thagver found out who
she was.”

“A chador, isn’'t it?” Annette supplied. “The veil.”

“Or a burka.”

“She died. Needless to say,” Annette said.

“But someone tried to help her. | read about tBameone tried to beat out

the flames. A woman.”

“I didn’t know that,” | said. (118)
Shields has taken the racial, cultural and socipégence to the very country which
is a so called Western country. Thus, she in ametaphorically creates an
umbilical cord between these women and the womémase countries such as
Mozambique. Moreover, we can also infer from Staelriting that the patriarchal
reality does not take place in the so called urelerlbped Eastern countries but it
holds its reality every where. If we consider Stisélportrayal of Reta and the other
female characters through the conversation, wézeettlat patriarchy still oppresses
women globally. Nevertheless, we must notice thatself immolation of the veiled
woman is not thoroughly known by Reta and her tigerAlthough there is the
constant tendency of an up coming truth about #se call the conversation takes
place in an ambiguous way. Reta has not even fadenat the burning of the veiled
woman and the woman who tried to save her. Andhafriends have half
knowledge insinuates a traumatic silence still amhg on behalf of some women

who are not still visible.
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But the trauma concept is not that clear witbimess though it constantly
appears directly or indirectly, its repetitionmgarrelated with women'’s invisibility,
or visible but then passive and silenced. We caritgn that the numb situation of
these women illustrated through the conversati@muabther women with different
experiences mirrors the trauma Norah experiences:

In trauma one moves forward into a situation thed bas little capacity to

imagine; and that’s why it shatters whatever oragethat was prospective or

experiential in the past. Whatever prospective olati®ns one brought to
that experience. And being shattered, one strugglpat together the pieces

So to speak, of the psyche, and to balance thal toeconstitute oneself

with the capacity to take in the experience. Soingttells one, or one

becomes partly aware, that if one doesn’t take@mesof it one is
immobilized by the numbing, that the numbing igtreme, in that kind of
situation. But this is not a logical process, afglriot a conscious process
primarily. So one is inwardly or unconsciously gigling with how to cohere
and how to absorb and in some measure confrontevieahas had thrust
upon one, what one has been exposed to. And thhtistrauma is all about.

(Caruth 137)

Trauma has become a concept with which the feoteeacters itUnlessare
questioned through their status in their persanasl

Actually, Unlessquestions those women'’s perspective against oheirlives
and other women'’s lives. That is, trauma is illattd by Shields as a paralysis that
has imprisoned women into patriarchal identificasipand she also depicts trauma as

a notion that demonstrates the paralysis of somepgrof women who still do not
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realize the experiences of other women in the gratnal system. Cathy Caruth in her
Trauma Explorations in Memoi(L995) comments on the perspective some women
lead in terms of distancing themselves from othemen’s experiences and their
perceiving feminism through intellectual levelsfaows:
| only must deal with the small violences to theisfhat any such as |
encounter in daily life. | am cushioned by my wtsken, my upper-middle-
class status, my education and access to languagesources. No one has
yetbeaten or raped me, or torn me from my home @amnaiy job or
threatened my life. This is not to say that no ewer will. By insisting that
the personal is political, a holy truth of the famst vision, it is impossible to
remove myself and my experiences from my understgnaf the etiology,
meaning, and treatment of psychic trauma. | mustibieg to face its
presence and potential in my life, to understamdpiblitical and social
realities in which | am situated and which will wabme no matter how
adamantly | deny it. (109)
This view denotes a critical approach to the ueskimating of subjective
experience poststructuralist feminist theory setthfby regarding sex and gender
culturally constructed. But with this thesis theight fall into the trap of being
ineffective against the just mentioned oppress@asuth has depicted. Caruth’s
perspective senses a phenomenological approacbn@mhood; therefore, Shields’
neo-realist writing style appeals very much to @arufeminist viewpoint.
Within this framework, the big picture of the vellegoman and Norah also
can be regarded from a different aspect. It is¢itenciled womanhood of both West

and East which we can say as the clear pictur&istérhood”. The names of both
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Reta and Norah are very important at this pointhenIDEA Conferenc8eyda
Incealu claimed that the name NorahlUmlessis an allusion to the Arabic name
“Noor” which means light, the name has a connotaiioLatin in which it has the
meaning “bright light” (Manisa, Turkey 2009). Besg] Reta’s name according to
Ince@lu means “speaker” in Latin which she relates dta's self-awareness that
moves along the novel. Nothing is a coincidencdniess Shields has realized the
narrative hunger within fiction which we sense froer neo-realist writing that
employs a phenomenological method of approach kdgttfemale characters. With
these female characters she depicts her criticgaimst patriarchal notions and the
highly conceptual poststructuralist feminist thedRgta sets forth this perspective of
Shields as follows:
Unless. Novelists are always being accused of gidglin the artifice of
coincidence, and so | must ask myself whether & avaoincidence that
Norah was standing on the corner where Honest &idiated when a young
Muslim woman (or so it would appear from her dregsjhe month of April,
in the year 2000, stepped forward on the pavenpent,ed gasoline over her
veil and gown, and set herself alight... Norah... hatked over to Honest
Ed’s to buy a plastic dish rack, which she was imgjén her hand when the
self-immolation began. (Why a plastic dish raek?his flimsy object—it's
purchase can only have evolved from some fleetingpsof domestic
encouragement.)...The dish rack became a seconaideit and the plastic
bag in which it was carried burned themselves taNs flesh...Stop, she
screamed, or something to that effect, and theriiingers sank into the

woman’s flesh. (315)

76



Shields draws an interesting interrelation betwiberfire and Norah. If to refer back
to Seydaincealu’s interpretation about Norah’s name, Norah beesthe
representative of both West and East by being NanahNoor. The dish rack as a
symbol of the domestic sphere and the melted fi¢&ioth women becomes another
crucial connection between East and Western. Ak¢hronically denote a new
beginning within Reta’s life and her narration ttedtes place after Norah’s trauma.
Shields’ illustrating such a perspective that retermany aspects contemporary
women experience is her belief in constructingidde between literature and real
life. Therefore, she employs the neo-realist wgititlyle which leads a
phenomenological way of method while being critiwéth patriarchal assumptions.
As she notes:
For if literature is not about the world what isbiout? Luckily all the world
is up for sale. Unluckily; a good part of the wofddls through the narrative
sieve, washing through the fingers of the recotdesds and becoming lost.
It is this simultaneous abundance and loss thainitwo think about: how,
while the narrative cupboard is bursting, the realeften led fed but still
hungry. There is so much that lies out of reachhsoh that touched only
tangentially on our lives, or confronts us withangprehensible images. (qtd.
in Goertz & Eden 20)
Shields while trying to demonstrate her criticalgpective against patriarchy and
contemporary feminism, she gives limited or missietgils like the missing
clearness within the conversation Reta and hendeénad while talking about the
self-immolation of the veiled woman. She is deldiely giving slight clues so that

we come to know the critical point she states. Thateneath the text we come to
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realize that the so called mental trauma that paeal women like Reta, Danielle and
Lois has caused Norah’s visible and so physicahtiaa The invisible trauma these
women experience is inherited by Norah who is regméative of the future
generation womanhood.

Shields’ approach with trauma Wnlessis very much alike with Maxine
Hong Kingston’sThe Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood Among Gkos
(1989). Interestingly, both writers employ the mealist writing style to illustrate
women'’s oppression within patriarchy, and througgirtfemale characters they warn
the feminist theory that needs to perceive womadhbmough a phenomenological
perspective. The nonfictional memoir of Kingstomgins with a traumatic event in
which her aunt commits suicide. She is silencati@very beginning of the book by
her mother, “You must not tell anyone,” my mothaids “what | am about to tell
you” (3). It is at first hand the mother who silesdhe daughter but this is a certain
paradox, as she by telling the story of the aurtaaly reveals the secret and makes it
known. Both inThe Woman Warrioand inUnlesstrauma silences a woman for the
sake of another woman’s keeping a narrative. Irgkion’s story the silence of the
aunt is inherited by Kingston herself or she is enmdabsorb the silence, as her
mother expects from her not to tell anyone. Howgtles is a clear paradox as | have
interpreted previously. Because to Kingston, “Thenmore to this silence: they
want me to participate in her punishment. And ldig\L6). The “they” here is the
immigrant society and her mother. Nevertheless,shénce is never passive while
she continues, “My aunt remains forever hungry. d&oare not distributed evenly
among the dead. My aunt haunts +éer ghost drawn to me because now, after

fifty years of neglect, | alone devote pages ofgrap her” (16).
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To relate Kingston’s memoir to Shieldshless Reta’s narration also actually
begins with a dead body though we are not infornggd in the beginning of the
novel. Shields ifJnlessdemonstrates a very different way of narrationirAser
story the daughter is silenced while the mothe&riing on her silence and
indirectly she writes on the silenced dead bodthefveiled woman. The dead bodies
symbolically represent the result of patriarchalussptions within women'’s lives.
From this, it can be understood that, “The bodytherembodiment, of the subject is
to be understood as neither a biological nor aosogical category but rather as a
point of overlapping between the physical, the sgicband the sociological... In
other words, feminist emphasis on embodiment gaed im hand with a radical
rejection of essentialism” (Braidotti 4). Thus, thedy within both these texts is to
save womanhood from the patriarchal perspectivieetbsentializes her biological
embodiment. Moreover, for Jeniffer Griffiths, “Tle&ploited female body emerges
as the readable text from the scene of the trasreaént, silenced in its own
moment but resonating with traumatic shock in twising, passed-down
narrative” (2). Women, both in Shields’ and Kingstonovels, may become
invisible with death or they might be silenced; lexer, these invisible women
paradoxically get a certain role in terms of camsing a narration that reveals
women’s subjective experience.

Actually, the picture of the silenced daughtetUmlessand the mother that is
beginning her writing process through the daughtieguma implies Shields’ critical
attitude against patriarchal notions. By putting pfatriarchal notions forward along
with her neo-realist writing, Shields in a way otai for a feminist discourse that

rather than offering a highly theoretical approaxivomanhood, perceives

79



womanhood through the social, racial and/ or caltexperience. For instance,
Shields points out specific reasons that have ciiériReta’s daughter Norah in a still
patriarchal society. That is, Reta’s obsession ditmestic labor, her being stuck
within motherhood and wifehood are the only assuwnptshe introduces to her
daughter. Moreover, Danielle Westerman'’s highlgdisive feminism also does not
appeal to this new generation woman. As Reta paaaph Westerman, “She
believes that Norah has simply succumbed to tliktivaal refuge of women
without power: she has accepted in its stead cdmpl@verlessness, total passivity,
a kind of impotent piety” (104). Nevertheless, Véestan’s hypothesis is too simple
to adapt to Norah’s condition. A highly conceptfehinist theory will fall short in
grasping the sensual/physical truth about womensTim a way Norah has inherited
the trauma womanhood experiences both in patriaaollyin the highly theoretical
feminism, which are represented by her mother RetiDanielle Westerman.
Therefore, paradoxically to gain visibility the ke&l woman has sacrificed herself.
Her submission to the fire she has lighted herselfaphorically denotes her gaining
visibility to make other women realize her as a vaomepresenting the women from
different cultural, social and racial back groundsreover, with this kind of self-
immolation she has made other women like Retaze#tirough her their position
within the still surviving patriarchal notions. Wan not describe womanhood
according to specific identifications; they alreddive been depicted according to
fictional identifications such as motherhood antelwbod by patriarchy.

Both inThe Woman Warrioof Maxine Hong Kingston andnlessit is
important that Norah and the dead aunt ghostlyelingthin the texts. Because these

women represent women who have never been regacdedding to their subjective

80



experiences, they are imprisoned in certain idieatibns. Unfortunately, within
UnlessReta has the close tendency to be representdtaveystem like patriarchy
which imprisons women in certain stereotypes. Ténry innocent seeming present
that Reta looks forward to buy for Norah alreadsinnates this certain tendency of
her:
The scarf became an idea; it must be brilliantsrsued at the same time,
finely made, but with a secure sense of its owipshA wisp was not what |
wanted, not for Norah. Solidity and presence wenatw wanted, but in
sinuous, ephemeral form. This was what Norah agrgeen, almost eighteen,
was owed. She had always been a bravely undemaaldildg Once, when
she was four or five, she told me how she conuidiler bad dreams at night.
“I just turn my head around on the pillow,” shedsaiatter-of-factly, “and
that changes the channel.” She performed thisvatead of calling us or
crying; she solved her own nightmares and canaigposed her original
solution—which Tom and | took some comfort in bistoa | confess, some
amusement. | remember, with shame now, tellingdtusy to friends, over
coffee, over dinner, my brave soldier daughtertradimg her soldierly life.
(89)
While it might seem that Reta has a very mothidjing to Norah in terms of being
protective, the reality within this long passagendy changes the protective attitude
she portrays when she mentions about Norah’s dongder dreams. While Reta
tells that she felt some delight in Norah strivingcontrol her dreams. It is ironic that
Reta characterizes her daughter’s trying to coimeoldreams with silence as

bravery. Thus, we might say that Reta has takenip&torah’s silence. On the other
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hand, Reta’s likening Norah to a soldier in a wadicates what Mary Wollstonecraft
criticized the patriarchal system for more thareatary ago. Wollstonecraft writes in
A Vindication othe Rights of Womafi792) that, “Soldiers, as well as women,
practice the minor virtues with punctilious polie=ms” (150). What Reta provides
Norah as a mother is absorbing silence and pagsiMireover, she does not provide
her daughter with a strong and lasting future htlier she imagines a future like the
silk scarf which she describes as, “Something teargand necessary: this dream of
transformation, this scrap of silk” (90).

Within this context, Reta’s contribution to Noralsitence and so in a way
her own trauma can be regarded as | have denotectbeith the inherited trauma.
Norah through her mother has absorbed silencerandtber’s acceptance of
conventional roles of patriarchy. Unfortunatelyesk roles have blocked Reta’s
understanding her daughter. Just at this point iNeraiddle name carries some
weight. We learn almost in the end of the novefrfioois, Norah’s grandmother,
that Norah’s middle name is Charlotte. Charlotte rame after one of Reta’s
childhood friends whom she describes as “excepllypdacile and obedient” (151).
The key word comes forward through her descrip#nCharlotte owns an
“essential goodness” with which she is honoredyedehth that had confused little
Reta’s mind (151). However, what needs to be suréd is Reta’s giving
Charlotte’s name to Norah as a middle name whichway made Norah inherits
Charlotte’s goodness with contribution of her mothe

Another aspect of Reta’s contribution in Norahlsrste is her failure in
communicating with her daughter. Shields portrégslack of communication

between the mother and the daughter as follows:
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“I can’t love anyone enough.”
“Why not?”

“I love the world more.” She was sobbing now.

“There is literature,” she said. “And language. YWgbu know. And branches

of languages and dead languages and forgottenlaeguaages... It's all so

big, and I love all of it.”

“But what—?"

“And whole continents. India. Especially those platike India that I've

never seen...

“You could spend a year travelling, you know, Notah

“Think of the tides. They never forget to come god The earth tipping in

space. Hardly anyone understands them” (128- 129).
Norah’s method of speech implies a certain wagrgjst Angst is a term attributed
to Sgren Kierkegaard, a Danish Philosopher, acegradi whom such a state of
questioning is related to a certain amount of agxeth which the human being has
stepped into a “stage for transition” (Come 61n@d B. Come in hiKierkegaard
as Humanist: Discovering My S€1f995) reflects his ideas about angst as beiag in
condition of becoming oneself, but this processazour only when the individual
dares to shatter his/her position in society. kegdard exemplifies his thesis of a
conventional man in society as follows, “Charmiitg has been happy married for
several years, as it says in novels, is a dynandceaterprising man, a father and
citizen, perhaps even an important man; at honmésiown house the servants call

him “He Himself”...” (gtd. in Come 61). If we adagtis sample to Reta and her
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conversation with her daughter, we can see a cedaemblance between
Kierkegaard’'s man with his charming life and Retavhom we will return later on.
Norah is the one who already has the tendencytty #nis stage of angst with which
she has almost freed herself from the girl who rdletd her dreams to a woman who
declares to her mother, “I'm trying to find out whd fit in” (132). Reta is so
obsessed with her wifehood and motherhood thataheot realize that her
daughter is trying to construct a way of communaratvith her. Ironically, what
Reta advises to her daughter is to see “someaiie ioounseling area” (131), a
temporary formula like the scrap of silk she boughtNorah. Nevertheless, Norah’s
condition is the anxiety of a lost identity and #ierkegaardian angst is her search
that Reta never dared until Norah’s trauma procHEsstefore, Norah’s struggle to
communicate with her mother ends up with ineffitiadvises which detaches Norah
from herself and her family.

Norah’s angst, her detachment from home and thentatic event has
resulted in a live on street as vagabond. It i$ sise has realized that trying to
become herself, a woman, is accepted only whepatatyses her total being to
patriarchal notions. Reta depicts Norah’s realmaprocess very beautifully:

There is a bounteous feast going on, with musicrenhess and arabesque

of languages, but she has not been invited. Séeeifg it for the first time,

but now she will never be able to shake it fromwi@ deterioration has
occurred to the fabric of the world, the world tdats not belong to her as
she has been told. Again and again and again.sStrehibited from entering.

From now on life will seem less and less like |{fE34)

To continue with Irigaray:
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Woman is submitted to all kinds of trials: she ergbes multiple and
contradictory identifications, she suffers transfations of which she is not
aware, since she has no identity, especially niméisentity, which could be
perfected in love. Quite apart from an explicitlgice on the part of men . . .
woman is subjected to a loss of identity which suove into a duty, a
pathology, an alienation for her. (gtd. in Dellaady)
Contrary to the female figure Irigaray has illaséd, Norah has realized the trials
and therefore she suffers. Shields herself nevieestto depict womanhood
according to specific identifications, as she hassgostmodern perspective
constructing fictional characters who are ambivilerterms of their personalities.
At this point, Irigaray’s description about womeni@t having a specific identity
does not claim for a specific identity but ratebe focuses on those patriarchal roles
that never take womanhood as an entity with diffeexperiences. Thus, Norah’s
struggle to communicate with her mother ends up ®ieta’s inefficient advises as
Reta still has been leading her charming mothenéfedroles which she can not
escape until Norah’s trauma.

To return to Kierkegaard’s very conventional sanpln with his charming
life. The man figure and Reta are almost the santerms of being imprisoned in
their fictional identities social institutions hameade them to adopt. That Reta leads
a conventional life accorded with patriarchy igalty insinuated with the old house
she lives in with her family which is named as BheGinn. Thus, there is the
inherited patriarchy that is already symbolizedwiite house. It might seem a
paradox that Reta has not been married with Tomialtly but even this will not

satisfy any reader in terms of her taking his nasishe tells:
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What's confusing to people is that | have takemaisie. | grew up as Reta
Summers and when | was eighteen with long strdighwn hair down to my
waist and enrolled in French studies, | met a na&ditudent named Tom
Winters and so we had on our hand a “situation”€ ¥duld become a
standing joke or else one of us could change sea¢on)
Actually, the point is not about her changing i@gmame but rather the process of
imposition she has never tried to escape from.Halsdound another identity within
this Reta Winters who can not escape the mothendfedoles that were formerly
adopted by Mrs McGinn, the former owner of the oty currently live in.
Therefore, Reta could not perceive her daughteaNsrstruggling with hard
questions about her oppressed womanhood. Witrsrfridanework to Simone de
Beauvoir:
The home becomes the centre of the world and ésemly reality; ‘a kind
of counter-universe or universe in opposition’ (Balard); refuge, retreat,
grotto, womb, it gives shelter from outside dangiiis this confused outer
world that becomes unreal. And particularly at engnwith shutters closed,
the wife feels herself queen; she is disturbedeylight shed abroad at noon
day by the sun that shines for all; at night sheoisonger dispossessed, for
she does away with what are not her possessiams;uinder the lampshade
she sees shining a light that is her own and thatinates her dwelling
exclusively: nothing else exists. Reality is cortcated inside the house,
while outer space seems to collapse. (469)
Simone de Beauvoir’'s long passage frohe Second Seperfectly concurs with

Reta’s striving for being a charming role model fiootherhood and wifehood to
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which one of her descriptions about these adoptied wwould be thoroughly
supportive:

There are other things | could do with my time Hesiclean my house...
Instead I'm writing a second novel, which is gouregy slowly, because |
wake up in the morning anxious, instead, to clegrhouse. I'd like to go at
it with Q-tips, with toothpicks, every crack andger scoured. Mention a
new cleaning product and | yearn to hold it in nayé; | can’t stop. Each day
| open my eyes and comfort myself with the tasls thwill accomplish. It's
necessary, I’'m finding, to learn devious meansomisoling oneself and also
necessary to forgive one’s eccentricities... In theraoon ... | get to my
novel and produce, on a good day, two pages, soregtihree or four. |
perch on my Freedom Chair and think: Here | am.olnan seated. A
woman thinking. But I'm always rushed, always disted. (64)

Ironically, this woman is never free and she vgagls interrupted with her daily
obligations. She even can not be freed from theigations when she is on her
writer tour; dreams interrupt her being away froen house:

Away from home, liberated from my responsibility foeals, my unexecuted
calculations steal into my dreams like engine rarand leave me blithering
with this diminished store of nurture and the faiciny unpreparedness. Such
a small dream crisis, but | always wake with a sesfderror. (85)
Nonetheless, it is when Norah starts to sit orestnéth a board hanging around her
neck which writes “goodness”, that Reta beginstdize her daughter and through

her daughter her own traumatized position in life.
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The constantly put forward catch phragemdnesshat is identified with the
passive womanhood begins to lose its place in Ré&fa’and this time it is her turn
to feel the so calledngstof Kierkegaard. “This is insane, these errandsséeh
visions, my stepping into cantilevered space almivatg myself to be tipped from
skepticism to belief” (46). Her hesitation begiosricrease through her narration as
she continues, “My, my, such a good woman, so azgdrtoo. Enough of that! Yes,
I must get home. A long day, yes... | want, | wanwaint. | don’t actually say these
last words; | just bump along on their short, setkEeet, their little dead declarative
syllables—while buttoning up my coat and making my way hor@®"). Whatever
Reta does to keep order with her role as a wiferaother, she realizes that she feels
no satisfaction with her position in life. As Joaronto states inMoral Boundaries
(1993), “In a culture in which domestic relations @rivatized in order to control
women's power, those who do the work of caringyelsas those in need of care,
are devalued” (gtd. in Landsman 8). Thus, we cterrielate all these again to
Unless being a novel that tries to present women'’s sivje experience by leading
a phenomenological method of approach. And hersagehe big picture of a
woman in Western society this time.

Though Reta is a woman of our own era with a stdtar condition through
the novel insinuates a different reality about warmeWest. While West normally is
seen to provide freedom to women in terms of thawing gained political and
social rights. There is actually not much differethetween the veiled woman and
Reta, as both women sacrifice certain things froemiselves. That is, Reta’s
constantly demonstrated domestic labor througmtwel depicts just a different

version of patriarchy but then oppression and dé&dish identifications are alike.
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And so Reta declares the bitter truth about herdedin still I, though it's harder
and harder to pronounce that simple pronoun andtaiaicomposure” (197). Within
this framework, if to quote Irigaray:
Women'’s health suffers above all from their laclself-affirmation and from
the impossibility of or denial of a definition ofomen as subjects and objects
by and for themselves. They are deprived of a stibgeorder by which they
can unify their corporeal vitality. A body can oridg sound if it has personal
or spiritual project or objective, keeping it toget and bringing it to life.
(105)
Women no matter to which culture they belong halgextive experiences and what
is beautiful withUnlessis that with Shields’ neo-realist writing we enoter with
different phases of womanhood. Moreover, what 8ki&dbors on is to make us
perceive womanhood as a global entity with rasiatjal and cultural individualistic
experiences. One of the main problems women faiteis“Women have been
impeded by their generative responsibility... Womame busy bearing children,
busy gathering edible grasses or bulbs... Women baga hampered by their
biology. Hampered: such a neutral and disingengounsept and one that deflects
blame” Unless100). The word “woman” needs to be redefined ast yithin
theoretical or intellectual terms, but rather tlglowwomen’s physical and sensual
experience. To quote Beauvoir about womanhood:
It is on the level of communication that the wosslits true meaning: it is
not a reduction to pure silence, to darkness, semte; it implies a
stammering presence that fails to make itself neshénd clear. To say that

woman is mystery is to say, not that she is sileatthat her language is not
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understood; she is there, but hidden behind v&ile;exists beyond these

uncertain appearances. What is she? Angel, demerinepired an actress? It

may be supposed either that there are answergge tfuestions which are

impossible to discover, or, rather, that no angsedequate because a

fundamental ambiguity marks the feminine being: padhaps in her heart

she is even for herself quite indefinable: a sph{285)
Women have been alienated from themselves anddemh other like Shields
depicts with the unsuccessful attempt of commuitndtetween Reta and Norah to
which we also can add the silent mother-in-law sL¥Vhile Lois is thoroughly silent
through the whole novel we only hear her talking\tthur Springer, the editor of
Reta. It seems to be that Shields still insinutiiedailure of communication
between women. Reta and Lois never demonstrataa dialogue through the
whole novel. Lois explains her silence as folloViesscept lately. She can't talk
anymore. She doesn't trust herself. Toads will canteof her open mouth. She’ll
hurt people’s feelings” (298). Actually, Reta atsmtributes to this silence of Lois.
It is almost in the end of the novel that Reta bedgo question Lois’ silence:

Why have you been so silent all these months?ddasky mother-in-law,

Lois. Why didn’t you tell us what was wrong?

Because no one asked me, she said.

And Arthur Springer did ask you?

Yes. He leaned across the kitchen table, his clea@ping on the floor, an

oddly deliberate and intimate act, and said, “Tredl all about your life, Lois.”

(316)
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Thus, the lack of communication is depicted vegadly through Lois and Reta’s
condition.

Along with Reta’s narration here, Lois’ commentMarah’s trauma is very
much like Reta’s comment that comes after herrgalization process. Lois tells to
Arthur that, “Women were supposed to be strongtliey weren't really, they
weren’t allowed to be. They were hopelessly encuethwith fibres and membranes
and pads of malleable tissue; women were easilyedj critical injuries, that's what
came to you if you opened your mouth” (299). Thws,can refer back to Caruth’s
notion of “psychic trauma” that has its place witlevery woman no matter her
social, cultural and racial status. Shields’ pheaonatogical approach to womanhood
might denote this perspective of Caruth who cldinag trauma might have a deeper
meaning for women, she writes as follows:

A feminist perspective, which draws our attentiorttte lives of girls and

women, to the secret, private, hidden experientesaryday pain, reminds

us that traumatic events do lie within the rangaamal human experience.

Faced with this reality, we will be moved to inctuish our understanding of

human responses those events énaunusual. (110)

Until now | have mentioned about these so calletlsual” events that Caruth sees
to hide trauma itself.

Though womanhood has reached a certain amounbbélgimportance it still
needs to be revised. And contemporary Poststrdigif@minism needs to see
womanhood through the lenses of subjective expegiand not through just theories
which may not appeal to every woman. Feminism cdilyelangerously appeals to a

specific group of women while there are many wonvense experience can not be
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put in a general context. Reta seems to depicptradoxical condition of
womanhood within the contemporary society:
| looked at Gwen/Gwendolyn, my old friend, and tldenvn at my hands, a
little garnet ring, a gift from Tom back in the sexfies, one week after we
met. | thought of my three daughters and my mothdaw, and my own
dead mother with her slack charms and the neetiaihéo relax by painting
china. Not one of us was going to get what we wartbad suspected this
for years, and now | believe that Norah half kndlesbig female secret of
wanting and not getting. Norah, the brave soldidke’re so transparently in
need of shoring up that we’re asking ourselvestipes endlessly, but not
nearly sternly enough. The world isn’t ready foryes it hurts me to say that.
We're too soft in our tissues, even you, Daniellestérman, feminist
pioneer, Holocaust survivor, cynic, and genius.rEyeu, Ms. Reta Winters,
with your new old, useless knowledge your erstwblilarm. We are too kind,
too willing —too unwilling toe— reaching out blindly with a grasping hand
but not knowing how to ask for what we don’t everow we want. (98)
At this point it would be necessary to mention dtidanielle Westerman who
represents a contemporary feminist whose works tRatalates from French to
English. As | have depicted before the surnameasfi@le Westerman denotes the
Western and masculine attitude of feminism witlhi@ teminist theory. Reta’s role as
a translator is also interrelated with her beimgeliator between all women within
the text. It would be necessary to add Reta’sdinalizing Mrs McGinn’s personal
life as a woman which reveals her tendency to coasa so called umbilical cord

between women with her narration she already does:
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| can imagine Lillian/Dorothy/Ruth standing at tisk, cutting wax beans

into one-inch pieces and covering them with watighing and looking at the

clock. Almost suppertime... She is a woman of aboysine and age, a

medium frame, still slim, but widening at the hipsSame essence has

deserted her. A bodily evaporation has left hehwithing but hard, direct
guestions aimed in the region of her chest, andngowould ever suspect that
she might be capable of rising to the upper ethdesire, wanting, wishing.

(56)

As a translator and so a mediator Reta has bé&duting another woman from a
different era whose experience most probably has haderestimated. So Reta by
imagining a Mrs McGinn disrupts her silence antsteér story which might be
possibly true.

Nevertheless, when we come back to Danielle Wesierme see that her
feminism as a mentor to Reta does not includerttueth communication. Thus, still
there is a certain alienation and silence goingftimoughUnlessone comes to
realize that there is something missing with Ddei#/esterman’s position within
the text. That is, there is a sense of lonelindgsiwwe already regard from the title
of her book of poetrysolation And her memoirs she writes in French which are
translated by Reta imply a certain amount of loreds too. Reta perceives this as
follows:

There is something missing in these memaoirs, ditlsimk in my solipsistic

view. Danielle Westerman suffers; she feels thegpani existential

loneliness, the absence of sexual love, the treakbar own woman’s body.

She has no partner, no one for whom she is thepirson in the world order,
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no one to depend on as | do on Tom. She does metahahild or any

surviving blood connection for that matter; andhags it’s this that makes

the memoirs themselves childlike. They go down gked milk, foaming,

swirling in the glass. (15)

Danielle Westerman'’s indistinctive presence witthie text seems to give the
message of lack of communication between women.

As a representative of feminism Westerman laclkepfeeal to all women
within the text directly, her presence is only thgh Reta and through the
translations. Along with Reta’s interpretation ab@lesterman’s memoirs we can
refer to Virginia Woolf's ground breaking saying:

These were two of the adventures of my professilifiealT he first- killing

the Angel in the House-I think | solved. She diBdt the second, telling the

truth about my own experiences as a body, | ddhok | solved. (gtd. in

Bronfen 395)

Thus Danielle Westerman might experience such blgmowith her feminist
perspective. Moreover, until the end of the novellearn that this lack of
communication and so this so to speak silence éas baused by a past experience
with the mother that Danielle had not revealed étaRlt is very interesting that
though these women know each other for almost fggtys, that it is only after
Norah'’s traumatic case that these women form aicesimount of communication.
“Unless we ask questions,” Reta says, otherwisecehld not learn that Danielle’s
mother tried to strangle her and that Danielle brb&r bond with her mother that
time (316). Women need to ask themselves and g€heh guestions, and women

must communicate, reconcile with each other. Bexius this lack of
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communication, this silence that has made thegratral notions’ continuation. As
Irigaray writes, “No love of other without lovad same” (89). And she continues:

A symbolism has to be created among women if lonersg them is to take

place. Right now in fact, such a love is possililly @mong women who are

able to talk to each other. Lacking this interviaérchangewhether of words

or deeds, women'’s passions work on an animal cetaéevel, in rather a

cruel manner. Why, on what grounds, does societys the community, have

an interest in maintaining women'’s silence? In otdgerpetuate all the
existing norms of the society and the culture wtildo depend on separating

women from each other. (89)

That is, women need to listen to themselves anl ether by regarding their social,
racial and cultural experiences.

Within the patriarchal system women have been ifledtwith emotional
feelings rather than logic against which feminisise been fighting since long.
Moreover, adJnlessconstantly puts forward, it is “Goodness but no¢&ness” that
women are made to absorb. Nevertheless, Shielashist perspective seems to
present a vision that regards womanhood not justithh theoretical aspects but
rather through a phenomenological perspectivedépicts their personal accounts.
And this certain phenomenological aspect denotesetivomen’s subjective
experiences which will even make a feminist as Bl#mMWesterman realize her own
silence. Such a perspective disrupts the binargsyghat imposes strict roles and
identifications to sexes.

A phenomenological understanding will also protbeetfeminist theory to

fall into the trap of any essentialist idea. Thsffighting against a perspective of a

95



social institution sometimes ends up with a reaoicibn of the same system and its
binaries. Edward Bond'’s pldyear, an epic rewriting of Shakespear&ing Lear,
produced in 1971 necessarily illustrates such wpiént. Lear within the play is an
oppressive father and autocrat who build a wallresjamagined enemies. His two
daughter’s Fontanelle and Bodice in a way repretbenbppressed women at first
sight. These women rebel against him; however, toeyinue with building the wall
and the war when they take the head. Ironically time their father becomes their
prisoner they oppress. Bond in his preface to thg galls for a “method of change”
(xv). If to adapt this perspective tinless we can say that Shields has a similar call
in terms of constructing a method of change whaliefining womanhood. Rather
than constructing a highly conceptual feminismywauch like the patriarchal
discourse, a phenomenological method of approaltisavie feminism to reconstruct
a theory like patriarchy. Moreover, difference isimportant fact in terms of
regarding the female sex according to social, taeid/ or cultural differences. The
protagonist Reta once falls into the trap of keg@irbinary, as she reports a dialogue
between her and Danielle Westerman:
Dr. Westerman: poet, essayist, feminist survivotdér twenty-seven
honorary degrees. “It might be better,” | said qmumnting to a place in her
first volume of memoirs and trying not to sound yexpository, “to use the
word brain here instead dieart” She gave me a swift questioning look,
blue-veined eyelids up. Now what? | explained teé&trring to the heart as
the seat of feeling has been out fashion for same, tondemned by critics

as being fey, thought to be precious. She congidéis for a second, then

96



smiled at me with querulous affection, and placedhiand on her breast.

“But this is where | feel pain,” she said. “And timness. (63)

Luce Irigaray in her booBe, Tu, Nou$1993) questions the notions “equality” and
“difference” in terms of womanhood as follows:

To demand equality as women is, it seems to mastaken expression of a

real objective. The demand to be equal presup@opemt of comparison. To

whom or to what do women want to be equalized? €aho salary? To a

public office? To what Standard? Why not to thewss? (12)

And she criticizes the demand “for sex to be radized” likewise poststructuralist
feminists suggest to be a solution against therpissgstem of patriarchy. And
Irigaray continues writing:

In fact, egalitarianism sometimes expends a fawwarhof energy denying

certain positive values and getting nowhere. Wieelds to the crises,

disappointments, and periodic setbacks in womépésdtion movements,

and their failure to make a permanent mark in Hyst(l3)

Thus, while women fight against fictional iderddtions that patriarchy has imposed
on them, they have to be aware of not reconstrgeiother binary system.

With Danielle Westerman Shields invokes the resjimiity of the Western
feminism to a diversity group of women globally.efefore, she calls for a
phenomenological feminist method of approach wiktoh presents with her neo-
realist writing style that will regard subjectiveperience. Another fact is Danielle’s
broken umbilical cord with the mother which provks above mentioned claim
from a different phase in terms of the feminist &al equality. There is still a

continuing lack of communication between women. Anields portrays this lack of
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communication through the mother and daughteriogiship. We see the
unsuccessful relation between Reta and Norah attdBénielle and her mother.

Another broken umbilical cord between the motheat daughter is Reta’s
writer friend Gwen Reidman whose surname againWesterman insinuates some
masculinity. Moreover, it is very interesting tl@aven has closed her navel with an
operation for the sake of her young husband. Butbement about this situation is
ironic while Reta paraphrases her, “She spokeasee, how her relationship to her
mother—with whom she was on bad terms anywdyad been erased along with
primal mark of connection” (93). Thus, the cunniagguage play with the surnames
is Shields’ critical point she wants to put forwafdhe issue about communication
has even broken the bond between mothers and aamg8hields in a way with her
female characters that can not construct commuaicdenote a feminist
perspective that should reconcile women.

Here | want to refer to El§afak’s articleVahim Bir AnneKiz fliskisi, the
English translation i& Grave Mother-Daughter Relationshippaman Gazetesil
May 2008). ElifSafak, a famous Turkish novelist, in one of hercées focuses on
the mother-daughter relationship between Alice Wiall black activist feminist and
writer of The Color Purplg€1982), and her daughter Rebecca Walker. She
emphasizes on how hard Alice Walker worked agaivesbppression of women and
racism against the blacks. Neverthel§sdak makes us see Alice Walker through
the eyes of her daughter with whom Walker is in teachs. While Alice Walker is
perceived by many women, especially black womebgtan idolSafak asks how
her daughter regarded her mother. To Rebecca Wadkenother was illustrated by

many women to be egalitarian and libertarian, behfafak depicts the other side of
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the medallion. To paraphraSafak on Rebecca Walker; daughter Walker tells that
her mother went to far places to write, these migghhotels or a summer house, and
she left her daughter to the neighbors. This ld@doomunication and this broken
mother- daughter relationship reaches to a clinmmtpvhen Rebecca gets pregnant
at the age of fourteen. To Rebecca this was inyaoka cry for help, as her mother
struggled for other girls and women and so sheghbthis pregnancy might be a
way of reconstructing the umbilical cord. Howewklice Walker’s solution is

painful, she calls a doctor, arranges an appoint e she just hands in the
information to her daughter. What is important éonoticed here is that if we return
to Danielle Westerman, the situation might be agldpd a mother or a daughter,
while feminists strive against gender discriminatibey need to be careful not to
give harm to the mother-daughter relationship winsdin a way the core of global
sisterhood.

As Reta declares, the problem is “the compulsioshict down our bodies
and seal our mouths and be as nothing againstditesand streaking stars and
blinding light of the Big Bang” (270). All these V& put women into a sort of
loneliness with which women lack the communicageen between mothers and
daughters. “This cry is overstated; I'm an editdter all, and recognize purple ink
when | see it. The sentiment is excessive, blove®ge, womanish. But | am willing
to blurt it all out, if only to myself. Blurting ia form of bravery. I'm just catching on
to that fact. Arriving late, as always” (270). Aatly, not only Reta is late but also
women like Danielle Westerman, the representatiierninism withinUnless are
late in regarding womanhood according to subjecixgerience. Experience is

sensual and physical rather than intellectual. WtherPoststructuralist feminists
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attend to disrupt the binaries between sex andegdndregarding both notions to be
culturally constructed to free woman from binaribgy experience a conceptual
impasse and fall short in grasping the “truth” @fmanhood that differs according to
social, racial and cultural experience.

Lastly, | want to refer again to another articl@ §afak has written in which
she reviews a book. The article is titledigis Boyle Giizelinm Turkish which is
also the title of the book she reviews; the Englighslation will be thenlThat’s It
Dear (Zaman Gazetes21 Sept. 2008). As a matter of fact, | will oplgraphrase a
part of the article which thoroughly appeals to poynt within this thesisSafak
depicts the so called fictional identities constiedcwithin the society as “crust
identities of women” and she continues explainiagthesis. To her, women still
have roles and certain names when one looks dtdreroutside, she is a mother,
wife, young woman, married, widower and many otwjectives adapted to her.
While these artificial identifications form a masgymen begin to hide their private
realities. It does not matter if a woman is a fastior a housewife, all these women
are burdened with their personal histories, any #ti# have missed futures and non-
lived lives and loves.

Safak’s proposed solution is then communication eetmwwomen, because,
otherwise this certain nodus will not be resolvaed ao unhappy mothers and
daughters will continue from generation to generatirherefore, the last words |
want to give to Reta who quotes Danielle Westerrfanbversion of society is
possible for a mere fevinversionis more commonly the tactic for the powerless, a
retreat from society that borders on the catatofidive, 1987, p. 304)” (218). The

two words “subversion” and “inversion” indicate 8his’ way of writing or rather
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putting forward a feminist perspective that leagidvanomenological method of
approach to womanhood. That is, Shields’ neo-reatiging style depicts the
contemporary condition of womanhood within the jathal society. She presents
her criticism through the female characters witdimesswho strive within the
patriarchal system. Thus, writing through the pattal context offers Shields
“inversion,” turning the hidden reality inside otaither than an open attack of
“subversion”. This seems to be a way of writingt tieveals the truth about
nonexistent womanhood within patriarchy. And we atso infer from her
phenomenological method that feminist theory needgserceive women according
to social, racial and/ or cultural experiences.mgavith these, contemporary
feminist theory then needs to reconcile womenHerdake of an efficient discourse.

To perceive womanhood as an entity with differeqeziences will free all
women from a feminist perspective that traumatthesfemale sex within a
conceptual impasse. Because if contemporary femirespecially Poststructuralist
feminism, underestimates the subjective experieneey woman lives, it will fall
short in appealing to women globally, and the theail face up with the danger of
fall into the trap of essentializing womanhood aiencing women with a lack of
communication. Women need reconciliation and adidi® regard each other
through their ambivalent individualities, we haweehave a vision that does not
perceive women according to specific identificatio®r even go too far by claiming,
“As a woman, | have no country. As a woman, | wamtountry,” if to quote

Virginia Woolf (gtd. in Cixous xvi).
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CHAPTER 3

WRITERHOOD

Carol Shields irJnlesspursues a way of renegotiating and redefining
womanhood by employing a neorealist writing thaiufges on the woman’s
subjective experience. Shields depicts differemtdie characters withidnless
through a neorealist perspective. As Neorealisntatoes postmodern techniques
together with realist techniques, Shields seenttain against essentialism by
constructing an ambivalent approach to womanhoocl&ar my point, Shields and
the protagonist Reta’s writerhood pursues a wagnafysis of womanhood that is
invisible within the phallocentric terminology. Antdis this womanhood concept
that also faces the danger of being invisible witihie contemporary,
poststructuralist, feminist terminology. This vig®circle within the Poststructuralist
feminist terminology seems to underestimate theaferaubjective experiences
which are social, racial and/ or cultural expergsc

This chapter will especially scrutinize the writedd of women irunless
through the lens of theérench Feminist Luce Irigaray®n Ethics of Sexual
Difference(1984). As to Irigaray woman is invisible withinettanguage system, it
has become a fictional entity depicted by the piealhtric terminology. She
indicates her perspective which will be the maithgawill lead through this chapter
as follows:

The language system, or system of languages, dibobleccompanied by

epistemological formalism and formal logic, takes women and excludes

them from the threshold of living in the word. Baremen from the to-and-
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fro of words, from the traversal of words that waballow them both to get
out of and to return to their own homes, to “taki& foom their bodies, give
themselves a territory, an environment, and inWieeother to some possible
share or passage. (Irigaray 91)
She linguistically perceives womanhood to be arsible entity, and she insinuates
another linguistic approach in which womanhood wajipear. Thus, “Woman is not
only the Other, as Simone de Beauvoir discoveretlisbquite specificallynaris
Other: his negative or mirror-image. This is whigdray claims that patriarchal
discourse situates womantsiderepresentation: she is absence, negativity, tHe da
continent, or at best a lesser man” (Moi 133).

What Shields denotes inlesshas another aspect which is to bring forth a
neorealist linguistic approach that regards evesgnan’s subjective experience in
terms of her racial, sexual and/or cultural diffexe. That islUnlessthrough its
fictional aspect put forward through neorealisna way introduces a critical
understanding against the contemporary poststralitifeminism that employs an
intellectual method of approach to womanhood. Ti$hod supports a thesis of
constructing a bridge between sex and gender taatithe binary system within the
phallocentric terminology. Sex and gender are negparate notions according to
feminists like Judith Butler who insist on Foucaultiew point who claims that
“sexuality and power are coexistence and that wstmot think that by saying yes
to sex we say no to power” (Butler 131). Nonethel#sis perspective has the strong
tendency to fall into the trap of essentializingman which will generalize her sex

by ignoring her subjective experience. Likewise fi@ronalized identity within
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patriarchy she will be put in another binary systbat again does not regard her
subjectivity.

To Butler, “Gender is performative insofar as ithe effect of a regulatory
regime of gender differences in which genders aneeld and hierarchized under
constraint. ... There is no subject who precedesnacts this repetition of norms”
(gtd. in Moi 56). Moreover, she claims that, “Thetohction between sex and gender
turns out to be no distinction at all” (gtd. in NloAccording to Toril Moi, Butler's
poststructuralist perspective affirms that “a wonsagender” (75). “Butler’s concept
of gender does not encompass the concrete, hatand experiencing body” (Moi
75). On the other hand, Caroline Ramanaghnand Janet Holland warn us against
the feminism of the 1990s, “The 1990s academicrieshhas to exercise extreme
caution in making any claims about what the soe@ild is like, or risk being
snubbed as essentialist and foundationalist” aeg tlontinue by quoting Kate Soper
who points out that “as feminists become more s@pedio the conceptual difficulties
of the issues they have raised, they risk losiggtsef feminism’s ‘original goals™
(207). Therefore, this thesis mainly revises woneaahthrough the lenses of Simone
de Beauvoir and her phenomenological method ofagmbr to womanhood. As Toril
Moi argues calling upon Beauvoir, “Lived experiensiee would say, is an open-
ended, ongoing interaction between the subjectlamevorld, where each term
continuously constructs the other” (56).

Within this context, if “the feminine has beconrepur languages, the non-
masculine, that is to say an abstract nonexisesity,” we initially need to bear in
mind to put forward woman with a language systeat #so demonstrates her

subjective experience (Irigaray 20). Shields’ nabst writing seems to be a critical
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reference to the contemporary feminist discoursalse contemporary
Poststructuralist feminist theory experiences algais in representing womanhood
according to subjective difference. On the otherdhahe protagonist Reta’s writing
in the genre of light fiction denotes an underlyangicism directed to phallocentric
terminology. Throughnlesswe encounter with women who have different
backgrounds with different experiences. Shieldsvdrapon a neorealist writerhood
that puts forward womanhood within the patriarafiatourse. To deepen this kind
of writing, it would be necessary to bring fortll@finition of neo-realist literature
according to Kristiaan Versluysieo-realism in Contemporary American Fiction
(1992). In this collection of essays Winfried Fluidfines Neorealism as a kind of
merging of postmodernism and realism. Postmoderaisgperimental textuality
and the play of words/characters allow Shielddlistrate the subjective experience
of womanhood in a non-essentialist way. Nevertlselekick claims that unlike
postmodern literature the neorealist aestheticreapee does not aim at “the radical
defamiliarization in the construction of meaningidathe “textual disorder providing
a quasi-mimetic representation of the chaos ofpoesent day world” (68). While
Fluck characterizes neorealism, he initially reterthe so called “experimental
postmodern text” which:
Seems to be characterized on all of its levelsuay snovements between
what appears to be mutually exclusive. It freelywembetween fiction and
reality (that is, between ontological levels), be¢én romance and realism
(that is, generic levels), as well as between neydinid ‘ordinary’ dimensions
of meaning (that is, between semantic and cultexadls). Far from being a

literature of exhaustion, entropy, or chaos, d tsghly creative literature
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which, by its constant mixture of modes, explotespossibilities as well as
the problems of cultural dehierarchization. (69)
Thus, Neorealism emerges within this context armbiyes a textual concept that
links realism and postmodernism:
The purpose of this linkage is to get away fronokemical mode of
argumentation and from various unproductive dicimoés in order to
demonstrate that the new realism is not just aenewnservative backlash to
postmodern daring and innovation, but a new typ&rafng with its own
potential for contributing to our contemporary audtl situation. (Fluck 67)
Within this framework, Shields’ writerhood is wonkj through a writing that
employs simplicity but then order, as she usestenspvithin the text. Moreover,
she brings the cultural and social critical trutithva sort of masking, as she employs
the phallocentric terminology in terms of presegtine truth about female
experience. To quote Kristiaan Versluys, “In (neeglism sophistication is manifest
in simplicity, or better; simplicity is but the miafr underlying sophistication” (8).
In a way this is precisely what Shields managewiiyng in the genre of light
fiction, showing different female characters wiiffetent social, racial and cultural
backgrounds and these women’s position within pathy. A sort of traditional way
of writing with chapters that somewhat denotesrss®f order but then on the other
hand letters within the novel that disrupt the ordecertain dichotomy is brought
forth. On the light fiction genre and telling theds of women, the same dichotomy
occurs that we can explain according to her beigun “certain traditional
structures on the way women talk among each atleeming to digress but actually

telling side stories integral to the main storytdign Werlock 14). That is, the neo-
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realist writing is to put forward a patriarchal ebsirse through which she illustrates
the invisible/ non-existent womanhood and so coietitig a feminist discourse.

What Shields insinuates is to bring forth livessafmen that feminism needs
to realize in terms of not being a theory that atp&o a certain group of women.
Shields herself already denotes:

It seemed | wrote about ordinary people — whoelvey are- and their

ordinary, yet occluded, lives. And | also wrote,rsmand more, about that

subjunctive branch of people (mea culpa) who wareuas about the details
of otherordinary people, so curious, in fact, that thegdmee biographers or
novelists, those beings who were allowed societahssion to investigate.

(gtd. in Carson Pederson 8-9)

According to Emily Charlotte Carson Pederson’s gttiihis valorization of

curiosity in authorship reflects her concern thatwven’s lives have been given short
shrift in literary history, for it is the lack ofivestigation into the lives of “ordinary
people” that has deprived literary history of worsestories” (9).

Thus, Reta’s writing with light fiction becomesvay of insinuating a
revision and a redefinition of womanhood througreey ordinary but then
subversive way of writing. Sarah Gamble describesds follows:

After all, narrative is not an infinitely flexiblmedium but one which
necessarily has to function according to certamveations; moreover, it is
inextricably dependent on language, a notorioughpery medium of
communication. Shields has spoken of the way irciwshe uses her fiction

to pinpoint ‘the failure of language, the gapsanduage,’ a statement which
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indicates her fascination with the notion of usimeg narrative to convey the

unsaid or (even more radically) the unsayable. (45)

Shields’s way of writing might seem an allusiorLtee Irigaray’s theoretical and
linguistic approach to womanhood callkedninineecriture Instead Beauvoir opts for
a way of stealing, “Women simply have to stealittstrument;' they don't have to
break it, or try, a priori, to make of it somethitogally different. Steal it and use it
for their own good” (qtd in Jardin). Both Shieldsdeher protagonist Reta Wnless

by writing in the genre of light fiction steal theenguage of phallocentric
terminology. That is, they depict a writing stylé@hin the patriarchal system, but
then their writing consciously already invokes mifi@ist perspective.

The termfeminineecriture has a strong tendency to essentialism, and it
would be artificial in terms of invoking a writerbd that is consciously feminine in
order to disrupt binaries constructed by patriar¢hterestingly contrary to this
viewpoint, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak claims tordf binarism with essentialism
which Diana Fuss approves as follows, “[A] womarovidwys claim to an essence of
her own undoes the conventional binarisms of eggaocident, form/matter, and
actuality/ potentiality. In this specific historic@ntext, to essentialize ‘woman’ can
be a politically strategic gesture of displaceméqttl. in Kirby 97). Thus, it might
seem sensible to claim that such a way of writingsdnot cause for a danger to fall
into the trap of essentialism but which is more likmethod to construct
displacement. Interestingly, though Beauvoir ininegrview with Alice Jardin
indicates that she does not believe in an esslgrigmhinine writing, she also adds
another view of hers. About her nov8lse Came to St4$943) andlrhe Mandarins

(1954) she says the following:
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A man couldn't invent that feminine sensibilityattieminine situation in the
world. | have never read a really good novel wnitby a man where women
are portrayed as they truly are. They can be patr@xternally very well-
Stendhal's Madame de Renal, for example-but ongean from the outside.
But from within... only a woman can write whatstto feel as a woman, to be
a woman. (11)
Actually, Reta, the protagonist binless invokes such an understanding when she
comments about the characters of her novel, a sember former novel titled as
Thyme In Bloom" ...l am not inside Roman’s massed angular hdad.Alicia’s
skin | wear. | see through her woman'’s eyes, redtthher woman'’s fingers,
stroking the thick and rather sticky wool of Ronsahiushed-back hair” (110).
Along with Spivak and Diana Fuss, Luce Irigaragirtisfeminine ecriturdo be
fundamental in terms of disrupting fictional iddit@tions imposed on woman.
Irigaray has been criticized severly of esseniiadjzvomanhood linguistically. On
the contrary, “To the extent that Irigaray reopgresquestion of essence and
women’s access to it, essentialism represents trapahe falls into but rather a key
strategy she puts into play, not a dangerous aylgrbut rather a lever of
displacement” (Fuss 72). Contrary to Diana Fusgarding Irigaray’s essentialism to
be a way of displacement, my claim is rather thaelfls’ non-essentialist
perspective in her employing a neo-realist writexdhdoes not demand such a
feminine writing. “Yet labeling a style essentiatgminine and linking it
biologistically with the female body are problencatioves inside a model that
wishes to overcome binaries” (Emig 184). And thight be reconstruction of

nonexistent womanhood that already occurs withalpbentric terminology. This is
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very much the same condition poststructuralistetbrough their theoretical
approach to womanhood.

Shields inUnlessthen depicts a writerhood that happens withinstfstem,
employing the language of the patriarch and pogntint the subjective experience
going on within the system as the female experieacenot be expressed outside the
discursive system. That is:

Subjects are constituted discursively, experiea@elinguistic event (it doesn’t

happen outside established meanings), but negheconfined to a fixed order

of meaning. Since discourse is by definition shaexgerience is collective as
well as individual. Experience is a subject’s higt® enactment. Historical

explanation can not, therefore, separate the t8aot{ 34)

Thus,Unlessperceives the experience of women by way of phatfitric

terminology to reveal that what has been invisthiinin the discursive system. And
this approach refers to the contemporary femihisbty that needs to go beyond its
highly conceptual perspective. Therefore, the gatést, Reta’s narration closely
expresses this criticism directed to both patrigr@hd Poststructuralist feminism.
Reta different verb a wife and mother whose daug¥teah leads a life of a vagrant.
She obsesses about her domestic labor:

| dust and polish this house of mine so that Eldble to seal it from damage. If |

commit myself to its meticulous care, | will claivack my daughter Norah, gone

to goodness. The soiling sickness that started evithwayward idea and then the
spreading filaments of infection, the absurd notidrao?— that silence is wiser
than words inaction better than actiethis is what | work against. And

probably, especially lately, | clean for the shaduviMrs. McGinn, too, wanting
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to drop a curtsey in her direction. Yes, it wastivat; | long to tell her, all that
anxiety and confusion. I’'m young enough that I sigh out: what is the point?
But old enough not to expect an answer. (62)
Here Shields draws a woman whose obsession witleskiieriabor indicates the
reality of women’s anxiety and having no satisfawctin life. Beauvoir explains this
in a clear way, as she writes:
Cleaning is getting rid of dirt, tidying up is elimating disorder. And under
impoverished conditions no satisfactions is gdesthe hovel remains
hovel in spite of the woman’s sweat and tears;himgf in the world can make
it pretty’. Legions of women have only this endlsssiggle without victory
over the dirt. And for even the most privileged tietory is never final.
(470)

Reta interestingly links her dusting with a call her daughter and in a way
breaking up the silence. Her wish to drop curtgeyits McGinn insinuates her
mediation role between women who were and stilirrisible. Here we see an
attitude of the neo-realist fiction, a way of shgrexperience which Shields refers
through the whole novel. Womanhood needs to bdiregtkand this can be done
when women are given the chance to expose thearexyes and share these
experiences. Winfried Fluck writes about neoredicsion as follows, “What is
gained by the return to a promise of shared expegiés a kind of blood transfusion
for a signifying process that was in danger of Qeinffocated by over theorization”
(83). Likewise poststructuralist feminism engagethis sort of over theorization by

conceptualizing womanhood while forgetting abouterience.
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In her Pulitzer Prize winner nov&he Stone Diarie§€l993) Carol Shields writes
Daisy Goodwill Flett’'s, an ordinary woman'’s, fiatial autobiography. Referring to
decades of the previous century, she says, “| M thomen were overshadowed
then, of course, and | think they are overshadowddy” (Werlock 16). This quote
very much demonstrates what Shields different #embughUnlessin terms of
drawing upon women’s lives with different persoegperiences and backgrounds.

Unlessemploys a narrative that alludes constant fempesteptions in a way
with mimicry. In their attitude the characters penfi mimicry of patriarchal clichés.
Luce Irigaray’s feminist approach to Lacan’s psyaalytic theory demonstrates the
method Shields applies to her writing:

[Irigaray] mimics Lacan's phallus in order to expds elsewhere she explains

that ironic imitation is a strategy for uncoverithg repression of women: "To

play with mimesis is thus, for a woman, to try éaaver the place of her
exploitation by discourse, without allowing hergelbe simply reduced to it. It

means to resubmit herself... to... ideas aboutelfethat are elaborated in/by a

masculine logic, but so as to make 'visible," bytiact of playful repetition,

what was supposed to remain invisible. (qtd. ingB®r
As | have mentioned before, Shields depicts Retavasman who is obsessed with
her domestic labour, motherhood and wifehood anal iwlboth a light fiction writer
and a translator. Reta along her narration defiictscondition of dichotomy which
she presents as follows:

A house requires care. Until recently the Merry d#datame and cleaned our

house twice a month, but now | call on them lesklass frequently. Their van

rolling into our drive-way, the women’s muscles dnabyancy and booming
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equipment wear me out. | mostly look after the leounyself. | deal with the dust
and the dog hairs, wearing my oldest jeans andtarceweater coming unknit at
the cuffs. Cleaning gives me pleasure, which I'fng&nt to admit and hardly
ever do, but here, in my thoughts, | will regidte fact: dusting, waxing, and
polishing offer rewards... | especially love the mawering of my dust mop over
the old oak floors. (60)
Reta’s obsession with domestic labor is very oitlestrated throughout the novel.
The protagonist’s portrayal is stereotypically awam who has adopted her role
within the patriarchal system. She is so committelder role within the domestic
sphere that she describes her position as folltMag Jife as a writer and translator is
my back story, as they say in the movie businegsfromt story is that | live in this
house on a hill with Tom and our girls and our seyear-old golden retriever, Pet”
(50). For Reta her writerhood has more like a sdapnstatus to her domestic life,
of course, this does not mean that when a fematerwegards her writing as her
“back story” is a proof of her adoption of the etchal roles given to woman.
Nonetheless, a woman like Reta has to change #tepbf the priorities in her
personal life to get rid of her conventional rol8snone de Beauvoir writes Trhe
Second Sethat:
Woman’s work within the home gives her no autonoinig, not directly
useful to society, it does open out on the futiineroduces nothing. It takes
meaning and dignity only as it linked with existérings who reach out
beyond themselves, transcend themselves, towacttyso production and

action. (475)
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Therefore, “for Beauvoir, there can be no libenatintil women themselves cease
to reproduce the power mechanisms that confine toehmeir place” (Moi 17).

Until her daughter Norah’s trauma Reta has alwagnka woman who is
striving for being a so called organized “good waorfhas she calls herself (47).
Actually, her writerhood career is a latter stegfolbe her step into fiction writing
Reta started translating Danielle Westerman’s waksemier feminist and her
mentor, and some short stories also were includdei writing list. While spending
her time with her mentor Danielle Westerman, Rety interestingly lead a counter
way of life to the old feminist. As for Reta motheod and wifehood were her
priorities to her personal development as a wetet translator:

Three daughters, and not even thirty. “How did fiad the time?” people
used to chorus, and in that query | often registergint of blame: was |
neglecting my darling sprogs for my writing care@fell, no. I never thought
in terms of career. | dabbled in writing. It was mgcramé, my knitting. (4)

The likening of writing to handwork such as macraaéms to be an allusion to the
mythological character Philomela whose tongue idgurereus, her brother-in-law
who raped her. In this certain story by Ovid in ihetamorphoseBRhilomela reveals
her story through weaving.

Philomela’s raped body and her cut tongue depatisgochy’s essentialist
perspective to the female body. Within these mytpiglal stories, belief is
substantiated through the human body (Scarry Fa&jiarchal notions have
constructed fictional identifications for women lnése are applied to her body, the
system perceives womanhood essentially throughdwaty rather than regarding her

according to her subjective experience. These galshidentifications have
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silenced women physically like Philomela or metapdally like Reta who can not

escape her roles within patriarchy. Lois, Reta’shecin-law who through the novel

talks almost in the end &fnless depicts this essentialist understanding veryrlyiea
Except lately. She can't talk anymore. She dodsndt herself. Toads will
come out of her open mouth. She’ll hurt peopledifegs. She has an opinion
about what happened to Norah, and she doesn’'tavamine else to know.
They'd think she was crazy. Women were supposée tstrong, but they
weren'’t really, they weren’t allowed to be. Theyrevbopelessly encumbered
with fibres and membranes and pads of mallealdagisvomen were easily
injured; critical injuries, that’'s what came to yibyyou opened your mouth.
(299)

The female body is institutionalized, her sex hesrbgeneralized. Beauvoir protest

against these generalizations by claiming as falow
But to say that Woman is Flesh, to say that thel-ie Night and Death, or
that it is the splendour of the Cosmos, is to abandrrestrial truth and soar
into an empty sky. For man also is flesh for worreang the flesh is clothed
in special significance for each person and in geekon and in each
experience. (285)

A woman'’s individual self is silenced within thetparchal system which is,

unfortunately, a trap contemporary poststructuréisiinism may fall in. And as

Lois says, “Women were supposed to be strong” (A@¥prtunately, still within this

so called globalized world some women are sileragtlinvisible. When

Poststructuralist feminists regard sex and geralbetboth culturally constructed

115



entities, they will silence the personal experianttat are racial, social and/or
cultural differences.

To the allusion of Philomela and her weaving wehhigepen its relation to
Reta and her writing. On Philomela’s weaving ENsaden writes irLanguage and
Liberation: Feminism, Philosophy, and Langud®899) as follows, “The language
with which she communicates her body’s silenceleguage that is no longer
bound to the body. Beside herself with rage, she @& her violation and mutilation
through weaving” (164). Thus, telling her storyabgh her weaving might be a
neorealist style as weaving is a patriarchal conadated with conventional
femininity. So we may say she uses the phallocetdgriminology to reveal her
experience within the system. Irigaray’s “mimicigdncept also can be adapted to
this interpretation, as this concept claims foraywf writing in which women’s
condition within patriarchy is presented througé ghallocentric terminology.

Reta’s likening her writing to a kind of handwoseka foresight of her being a
transmitter between her metaphoric silence agaetsiarchy and other women’s
silence within the text. Especially, the silencénef traumatized daughter Norah and
the veiled woman who has burned herself is thedoklarden continues on
Philomela’s weaving by referring to a quote by Qvithe writing is one of outrage
and necessity; the text explains that “great painventive, and cunning comes from
wretched things” (164). However, we must keep indrthat Ovid’s interpretation
denotes the patriarchal perspective in which wgitime body is a feminine technique,
and the mind is masculine. This illustrates anmssesm of the woman that is
reduced to her body. But then Reta does not weatvshe writes a fact that disrupts

the essentialist viewpoint of Ovid. While Philomisl&great pain” Ovid describes to
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be as inventive, it is really very much relatednieta’s pain. She faces with this
pain when her daughter begins to live as vagrarsti@et, we learn later this to be a
result of trauma. Ovid’s describing great painneeint cunningness, if to adapt it to
Reta with the pain she feels to her daughter'sniegishe will come to a realization
that happiness is not what she thoudlhiléssl).

Actually, the bodily pain is felt by Norah and theiled woman but Reta will
be the transmitter of their pain and silence, déife than Philomela’s transmission of
her story by herself:

...l, Reta Winters..felt as a child, rummaging through an even younger

child’s mind and seeing nothing but a swirl of irradpefore words and

grammar arrived, a sort of fingerpainting, wet &id smears of color that
signaled, mostly, danger. | recognized from thero@gg that | was obliged

to regulate the world, but in secret. (143)

Reta’s transmission will be done in secret asasth@owledges, the secrecy is her
role within patriarchy as a proper mother and wifgt, underneath her position lays
the criticism directed to patriarchal identificat®oimposed on women. Reta’s
referring to her childhood emphasizes the absangifgatriarchal notions within
childhood that begins with words reaching her, ¢hdsnote a certain “danger,” as
she Reta herself says. Moreover, she claims thathiehood is missing and on this
she quotes Danielle Westerman, the representamagism withinUnless “The
trouble with children,” Danielle Westerman oncedséis that they aren’t interested
in childhood” (“Autoreflections,” private interviewdl977). Yes, and when they do
finally develop sufficient curiosity, it's too ldt€142). Women do absorb the

phallocentric terminology while they grow up, mathme@od and wifehood become
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concepts already revealed to girls from the vegirreng. Here the late “curiosity”

is this belated awareness and confusion that hesedaReta’s questioning this
absorption of patriarchal identities adapted to Aed her daughter seems to
struggle within this awareness as a new generat@mnan who has unconsciously or
consciously realized the otherness of woman mudleethan Reta:

I've kept a steady eye on my own growing childneaiching for signs of a

similar disorientation and hoping | can jump in aadcue them with
assurance and knowledge. Norah, of course, hasotanilg been lost. She’s
got my disease, only worse. (152)
Reta refers to her previous naive thought to savelaughter in a situation of
disorientation, though the problem is that, thisedise is not just related to her
daughter and her but a much broader group neduis ¢oncerned about.

Reta’s transmitter position is a reference todbwtemporary feminism that
needs to be aware of women who are still silenceently within the twenty-first
century. Thus, this paradoxical pain between Rétaah and the veiled woman is
“as Elaine Scarry has argued, ‘the inherent inktaloif the verbal (and visual) sign
is that a representation can work in two waysait coax real pain into visibility or
push it into further visibility” (qtd. in Bronfen3).That is, through Norah Reta will
be lead through a process of self-realizationptia will awaken her from the
adopted identifications of patriarchy and its silencing affect on women no matter
her race, culture or social status. As she sayan‘supposed to be Reta Winters,
that sunny woman, but something happened whenduoirwas turned. Reta’s
dropped a ball in the schoolyard; she’s lost thiaved, clean shell she was carrying

home from the beach” (42). The sterile life shegmad she lived in has been a life
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for the sake of the patriarchal society, but asdfeth Bronfen depicts, “Woman'’s
function is duplicitous. She is seen to figurelesgite of the truth and as embodying
the proof that there is no truth; enigma and itgassibility. Her body hides a truth
that could potentially be disclosed or it hides et that there is nothing to hide”
(264).

Through Reta we are acknowledged about a social tinat women within
the contemporary world, no matter they are EasieiVestern, experience a kind of
trauma that has paralyzed their perspective agathet women and their own
personal position in life. A kind of traumatic memdas occurred. Cathy Caruth
describes such a trauma as, “Traumatic memory di@scial component; it is not
addressed to anybody, the patient does not redpamtybody; it is a solitary
activity” (163). That is, Reta experiences a sbfjpgychic trauma,” Caruth explains
this as follows, “A feminist perspective, which diaour attention to the lives of
girls and women, to the secret, private, hidderegrpces of everyday pain, reminds
us that traumatic events do lay within the rangearmal human experience” (110).
The traumatic memory of Reta has prevented hengéke restricted sphere and
perspective she has been given by patriarchy ms@f perceiving her position of
herself and her family to be sterile. Reta’s camistdosession with her domestic labor
is already a proof of her struggle for in vain angimy, Simone de Beauvoir senses
such a position of women “far from freeing the matrher occupation makes her
dependent upon husband and children; she is patifirough them; but in their lives
she is only an inessential intermediary” (475).eRls wants us to see the oppression
women face within the patriarchal social systemilgWve need a feminist discourse

we also need to look in through the subjective erpee of womanhood that still
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continues within this century. Therefore Shieldglging on postmodern parodic
strategies is very much linked with her neo-realisterhood that reveals the current
social reality of womanhood. “Linda Hutcheon sudgéisat postmodern parodic
strategies are often used by women writers ‘to faoithe history and historical
power of those cultural representations, whileizally contextualizing both in such
a way to deconstruct them’ (qtd. in Bronfen 406).

Shields tries to illustrate the big picture of worhaod that globally has been
paralyzed. Her approach to a global perspectivieginastions patriarchy and
contemporary feminism will be transmitted througktd&kand her neorealist writing,
as she denotes, “The story teller, or novelist, magnswering questions that no one
has posed, but that everyone recognizes” (ShigjisThe questions are in a way
directed to feminism that needs to realize womea a#e still fighting against
oppression or even who are not aware of their s#drexperiences within patriarchy
such as Reta herself. We may say then, while peltriyehas burned the veiled
woman concretely, Reta burns herself within théesysametaphorically. Reta herself
already implies this burning by referring to hezasting, her husband Tom’s
enrolment within the cleaned house and Mrs McGiho vg the former owner of the
house:

| clean my house and he “enrolls” into a silencd ttarries him further away

from me than the fleeting figure of Mrs. McGinn, eviests like a dust mote

in the corner of my eye, wondering why she wasimagted to her friend’s

baby shower on that March herself. Her life hasidmening up one day at a

time—she understands this for the first timand she’s swallowed the flames

without blinking. Now suddenly, this emptiness. Mat has prepared her for
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the wide, grey simplicity of sadness and fort hewdedge that this is what

the rest of her life will be like, living in a fatig-apart house that wishes she

weren’t there. (65)

The flames of the self-immolation refers to womeposition within patriarchy, but
it also paradoxically foresights awareness, in g &@dightenment indicating a self-
realization process that Reta will experience. i@ndther hand, the melted flesh of
Norah and the veiled woman is both a message teflseod that feminism needs to
demonstrate as a global call. And Reta’s constrgain umbilical cord with Mrs
McGinn illustrates an identical message. That idraws the truth of subjective
experience, a phenomenological approach, whichgdsaccording to social, racial
and cultural differences which feminist discoursesimot underestimate.

The dead body of the veiled woman depicts alsthen@spect of Shields’
and Reta’s writerhood. The phallocentric terminglby depicting womanhood
according to fictional identifications already igae the existence of womanhood as
an entity. “The concept of woman mediates the imlatbetween man and his Others
— other men, nature, his own self. This is notciprecal relation: women are
defined in reference to men, as helpmates, wiveshens, caregivers of men”
(Duncan 25). Thus, she exist only in relation townthis also strongly appears
within literature to which Shields focuses on hiaviherefore, the neorealist
fictional approach of light fiction brings forthelwomanhood through the patriarchal
discourse. Within this framework, Sandra Gilberites:

Since both patriarchy and its texts subordinateiapaison women, before

women can even attempt that pen which is so rigadydeept from them they

must escape just those male texts which, defiiegtas ‘Cyphers’, deny
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them the autonomy to formulate alternatives toatldority that has
imprisoned them and kept from attempting the petdl. (n Moi 57)
Reta’s striving against a man like Arthur Sprindgke later editor after Mr Scribano,
who interferes her writing is an implication to thatriarchal perspective that tries to
overpower her and her writing:
Arthur: This manuscript, these pages before ushait the central moral
position of the contemporary world. | think it isceptionally important that
we not present this with the title you have sugegSthyme in Bloom
Personally, | prefeBloomon its own.
Reta: Just Bloonf®?
Arthur: What a word that is. Suggestive but narhl. And you can see how
it gestures toward the Bloom blysses Leopold Bloom, that great
Everyman. (282)
Arthur Springer’'s male oriented view point triesiterrupt Reta’s writerhood, to her
female autonomy. The second title he suggests t@dEecond novel indicates an
obstacle to her subjective writerhood, as the sstige“Bloom of Ulysses, Leopold
Bloom, that great Everyman” is already anotherrezfee to a phallocentric
terminology (282). Springer denounces his pathakgiew point when he tries to
change Reta’s name:
Reta: Reta Ruth Summers.
Arthur: Wonderful, | love Summers. It fits perfecthith Bloom doesn't it?
...The month June. There is a kind of prenatui@dlhyphen there, if we can

just pin it down. We, Scribano & Lawrence, couleégent you as R.R.
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Summers. | like it. It sounds solid. Yet fresh. éwndiscovery: R. R.

Summers.

Reta: Using initials, though, might make it souikeé | you know, that I'm a

male writer.

Arthur: Does it matter? You're dealing with univarthemes. You've gone

beyond the gendered world. (282)

The irony appears when Springer says, “You've dueynd the gendered world,”
as until now what he is striving for illustrates Ipatriarchal perspective to control
Reta’s writerhood. Thus, with Shields’ neorealistibnal writing we see that the
woman is imprisoned in such a system that shedyrean not define herself, and
even the female writer can not protect her writethashe constantly faces with
obstacles even in our present world.

Shields’ metafictional approach to women’s writestias drawing the big
picture of the still going on oppression againshvea even on intellectual level,
though it does not seem that clear-cut when we todketa’s conversation with her
editor Arthur Springer. But of course, with the resdist writing Shields insinuates
the underlying oppressive patriarchal reality imiger attitude. Virginia Woolf
depicts this tendency of the masculine to interthptfemale writer as follows:

For if she begins to tell the truth, the figurehe looking-glass shrinks; his

fitness for life is diminished. How is he to go gining judgments, civilizing

natives, making laws, writing books, dressing ug sppeechifying at
banquets, unless he can see himself at breakfdsttatinner at least twice

the size he really is? (46)

123



Fiction to Shields invokes the reality of feminiexperience that differs in terms of
being social, racial and/ or cultural; the femimd&tcourse needs to be careful to not
to fall short when it comes to the theory itselflais relation to identify womanhood
literally.

Virginia Woolf in herA Room of One’s Owalso writes that fiction includes
more truth than fact when she starts her story tthe@uso called fictional Oxbridge
and her visit to there (5). Within this contextj&tis and her protagonist write in the
genre of light fiction, because, as Reta denofBse ‘genre of “light” fiction rules out
bodily perfection. We are not allowed to garland men and women wit
exceptional good looks... Light fiction, being closereal life, knows better” (206).
Then, as Kate Campbell writes, we can claim tHatefature itself, and the analysis
of literature, can offer a relative discursive ffem in negotiating experience” (160).
And so with the genre of light fiction these wonweriters aim to deconstruct the
fictional identifications that disregard their ebeisce both in patriarchy and
contemporary poststructuralist feminism that neéedsonstruct a phenomenological
understanding to womanhood. Because if we claimsiaaand gender are non
different notions then we will face with the dangéreconstructing the phallocentric
terminology. We will imprison women into the essaligt language system, as
Irigaray depicts, “Woman, who enveloped man bebori, until he could live
outside her, finds herself encircled by a languageglaces that she cannot conceive
of, and from which she cannot escape” (80). Thahiswoman becomes rather a
nonexistent entity, and she exists only throughptiteiarchal identifications.
Therefore, Shields by leading neo-realist writibggesmakes the women visible but

then in a confusing way, she strives within thellplcantric terminology to illustrate
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subjective experience of women. Winfried Fluck atss this confusion within
Neorealism as follows:
But there is a price to be paid for the neorealifirt to reconnect
signification with experience. Instead of anchoramgl stabilizing the textual
system, as in classical realism, the representafiarreality, is now infected
by the instabilities of the process of significatitself, so that reality, as
represented in the new realism, is dominated bytistable, decentred
features. (83)
The “decentered features” include the postmodaticarapproach to identity in
Unlessand it is the fixed feminine identity within patrchy, and of course the
warning against the contemporary feminist theoay tteeds to be careful not to
define womanhood through a highly conceptual dissmu
Thus, if to return to the dead female body andefsesentation with a
phallocentric approach within literature that Stisebind Reta invoke through their
writerhood. Elisabeth Bronfen in her groundbreakmwogkOver Her Dead Body
Death, Femininity and the Aesthefi992) scrutinizes the representation of the
female body within art and literature. Bronfen seekt dead female bodies that have
served for the aesthetic target of their male swrg, she analyses Freud’s writings
on his daughter Sophie’s death, the Swiss Pairtelifand Hodler’s sketches on his
dying mistress Valentine Godé-Darel's body and @hlion Max’s paintingDer
Anatom (1869)With these work of arts “not only is a text cezhbver a dead
feminine body, but this sacrifice also gives a secbirth to the artist” (Bronfen

125). The artist here is the masculine, the rgmiasive of the patriarchal system
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that defines women only through role models thatfiational such as motherhood,
wifehood, the seductress or/ and the virgin.

The female body is essentialized within the phalitgc terminology, as
Robert Graves expresses, “Woman is not a poetisSkither muse or she is
nothing” (qtd. in Bronfen 360). Therefore, Reta&gnation precisely begins after the
self-immolation of the veiled woman and her daugbtigauma. These women, one
physically and the other rather metaphoricallyrsid, depict Shields’ critical
perspective towards literature that introducesigainal assumptions to art.
However, her focus is on the phallocentric ternoggl generally within every
institution of the society that keeps women fromntifying herself. And the
poststructuralist feminist theory needs to be awlsaethat a sort of theoretical
approach to womanhood might have such a strongit&ydo ignore the woman’s
subjectivity. According to Bronfen within such artenology:

A woman can gain a subject position only by denyiagbody. Though a

renunciation of the soma is part of all culturalelepment, the bind a

woman is placed into in cultural representatiorthiagd her position in the

symbolic or cultural order is that of feminibedy, so that undoing her body,
because it is the site of paralysis, because desmenected with it cannot be
realized, also means subverting the position calliaws have ascribed to
her. By undoing her body, she undoes the gendestreamion which places
her in an inferior position, even as cancelling ‘tthasion’ of gender lets

death emerge. (143)
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Thus, the veiled woman by escaping her body an@iNoretaphorically by closing
her body to the outer world undoes the gender. &uwsthicide of a woman within
UnlessBronfen explains by referring to Flaubefsgdame Bovaryhat:

Depicts a woman using death as a conscious aettiiga mark, as a form

of writing with her body, a materialization of tegn, where the sheer

material factualness of the dying and the dying@eatl body lends certainty,

authority and realness to this attempt at selfu&iigation. (141)
Nevertheless, another aspect of the corpse ofdihedwwvoman is that here the artist
is another woman who textualizes the female. Rdtdbe mediator of silenced
women and so she will liberate them from being eisskzed within a system that
does not identify them according to their subjec@xperience, or rather a literature
perspective that underestimates a phenomenolagppabach to womanhood.

Another assumption that needs to be scrutinizexigh the textual
architecture of the veiled woman and Norah is Slsiehsinuating a global feminist
attitude through her writing. It is an essentialtfénat Reta’s narration withidnless
and so her self-realization process begins afteretvent, though we are
acknowledged about the real event thoroughly iretiek of the novel. Actually, the
case is indirectly mentioned through Reta’s meaeitiitg her female writer friends,
but then it is a very slight reference to the ceale:

“And remember,” Sally said, “that woman who setdedfron fire last spring?

That was right here in our country, right in theddie of Toronto.”

“She was a Saudi woman, wearing one of those laigkbleil things. Self-

immolation.”
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“Was she a Saudi? Was that established?”
“A Muslim woman anyway. In traditional dress. Thagver found out who

she was.”

“But someone did try to help her. | read about.tBatmeone tried to beat out
the flames. A woman.”
“I didn’t know that,” | said. (118)
With this Shields might invoke the weak reconcibatbetween women, especially,
the reconciliation between Eastern and Western woihieere is a still going on
marginalization against women within Western festiliscourse in terms of its
writings. Chandra Talpade Mohanty analyses thislé®ws:
| do not question the descriptive and informatiaéue of most Western
feminist writings on women in the third world. kaldo not question the
existence of excellent work which does not falbittie analytic traps | am
concerned with. In fact | deal with an example wélswork later on. In the
context of an overwhelming silence about the exqmexes of women in these
countries, as well as the need to forge internatibnks between women's
political struggles, such work is both path bregkamd absolutely essential.
(336)
Mohanty questions the Western feminist discourstilsgoing on hegemonic
attitude towards women from different racial, ctditand social backgrounds that
are categorized as women from the Third World. I8kiaeorealist textual

architecture with the self-immolation of the veildman may also be a criticism
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against the feminist discourse and its writingsh@se women whose experience is
invisible or inadequately mentioned. As Mohantyicizes:

Western feminist writing on women in the third wbrhust be considered in
the context of the global hegemony of Western solsbip— i.e., the
production, publication, distribution and consuroptof information and
ideas. Marginal or not, this writing has politiedfects and implications
beyond the immediate feminist or disciplinary andie (336)

Therefore, Norah’s paralyzed body with the boardvbich writesGoodnessn a

way addresses the contemporary feminist theoryctiitatizes the phallocentric
terminology on pushing women in certain fictior@gmtifications of which goodness
is one category to silence her. Norah’s vagrancgtmeet with the word “goodness”
depicts Shields neo-realist writing that illustsatee female position within the
patriarchal social system. But actually she rewetise discourse from within by
putting forward women that in a way represent thedues, such as Reta and her
mediator role between other women.

Irigaray writes on the invisible position of wontenod and the fixed

terminology of patriarchy as follows:

For a sublimation of the flesh, what is lackingiipassage through silence
and solitude which leads to the existence, the gemee of a speech of one
who is born in a space still to be defined by hionhe marked by him, so
that, when speaking of himself, he can also spéakself to the other, and
hear him. (149)

When Reta’s friend Annette asks, “Did we transfaumn shock into goodness, did

we do anything that represented the goodness deelings?” (117), she implies
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this point of view about the phallocentric termiogy that has fixed certain signs and
has adapted these to genders. The masculine aytbomnstructs fictional
identifications or we can also say metaphors fixnga in specific identities that
even they themselves can not realize the adopfitese metaphors. As Reta
paraphrases Danielle Westerman:

Metaphors hold their own power over us, even withbair fugitive gestures.

They're as real as the peony bushes we observe wé&'ea children, lying

flat on the grass and looking straight up to thearsides of leaves and petals

and marveling: Oh, this is a secret territory... Buokact, everyone knows

about this palpable world; it stands for nothing te world itself. (61)
Sabina Lovibond claims that, “It is not we who dpbat language that speaks
through us” (2). And she argues that, “We ourseéresnot, really the originators of
our words and actions” (2). So if we move on toddoness” and the constant
appearing catch phrase “goodness but not greatmdssh reveals the oppressive
fictional identifications against women, then wa cay that through the neo-realist
style of writing women writers can change the sigithin the phallocentric
terminology. And feminist theory also strictly negd regard the subjective
feminine experience, which are racial, social andtural experiences. A writerhood
that constructs a writing through the hegemoniglege of patriarchy and which
reverses its concepts from within.

Within this framework, Luce Irigaray’s “mimicry” ahso the neo-realist
writing style that Shields employs produces thegenaf the dead veiled woman and
Norah’s silent body on street deliberately to poiat invisible oppression women

experience in patriarchy no matter their sociaialeand/ or cultural status.
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There is both a self-textualization of the femadelies but then there is the
transition to a real text that Reta writes. THigsilrates again Shields’ neo-realist
writing that steals into the phallocentric termimgy. That is, the creator of art is
mostly regarded to be a male artist. Susan Gulth6andra Gilbert observe this
when referring to previous texts as follows, “le thineteenth century (as still today)
the dominant patriarchal ideology presents artistativity as a fundamentally male
quality. The writer ‘fathers’ his text; in the imagf the Divine Creator he becomes
the Author-the sole origin and meaning of his waidtd. in Moi 57). Therefore,
Shields writing within this context reveals hettical perspective through the system
that oppresses women writers and their creatiVivyil Moi explains this writing
style by indicating Irigaray’s “mimicry” notion:

If as a woman under patriarchy, Irigaray has, atiogrto her own analysis,

no language of her own but can only (at best) itmitaale discourse, her own

writing must inevitably be marked by this. She aatrpretend to be writing in
some pure feminist realm outside patriarchy: if iscourse is to be received
as anything other than incomprehensiblem chatbernsust copy male

discourse. (140)

So the tendency to essentialize the female baaty tiltrns into an ambivalent
position by leading Reta into a process of selfizga and through this process
being the mediator of these silenced women witharging. As Luce Irigaray
denotes, “Women cannot be self-assured withoutulagg and systems of
representations being transformed, because thesgpropriate to men’s
subjectivity; they are reassuring to the between-méture” (96). Thus, the

neorealist writing is then a method that will const a displacement of the binaries
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defined by the patriarchal culture. That is, by &ying the patriarchal notions on
the surface of the text, and so by gaining a wayrite through these notions will
grant the female writer to explore the system freithin. While writing through the
system the female writer will then gain a so catigtit to change the notions with
displacement. Reta’s writerhood is not out of thallpcentric terminology, her
writing takes place within the system itself. Tlgtshe invokes Irigaray’s “mimicry”
with which she insinuates the feminine experienaettven through the phallocentric
terminology.

Carole-Anne Tyler irFemale Impersonatio(2003) writes about Irigaray’s
using the concept “mimicry” to deconstruct Lacatiissis on the binary of Symbolic
and Imaginary. The female takes place within thagmary; Irigaray to disrupt the
constructed binary by Lacan introduces an approawhich the female will act
throughout the Imaginary. Tyler explains this ds,himicry, woman “repeats” the
imaginary—butasimaginary” (21). The woman will then according tglér enter
the symbolic, however, this so called symbolic,ljgicantric terminology then, to
Jane Gallop “can be reached only by not tryingvimdithe imaginary, but
knowingly being in the imaginary” (qtd. in Tyler RIThus, Reta’s writerhood that
starts after the event of the self-immolation @& teiled woman and her daughter’s
vagrancy, which are stereotypically the big pictof@&omen within patriarchy,
proves her tendency of writing through mimicry.

Reta’s writing in the genre of light fiction illusites her play with language
through mimicry. However, writing in the genre mftt fiction is criticized for being
a “tricky proposition” Unless247). Reta is herself criticized by a woman writer

whom she writes a letter by saying:
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Women writers, you say, are the miniaturist ofiéint the embroiders of fine
“feeling.” Rather than taking a broad canvas ofetycas DonDelLillo does,
or Phillip Roth, who interprets relationships thgbuthe “lens of sexual
yearning,” women writers such-asnd here you list a number of female
names including my owrfind universal verities in “small individual lives.
This, you go on to say, is a “tricky propositiomhich only occasionally
works. (247)
Within this context, Reta seems to demonstrate hgthwomanhood and writerhood
a woman who has adopted the patriarchal roles. fifeless, the mimicry method
that Shields leads is actually a trick of her whteod. Reta’s perspective to light
fiction writing actually denotes Shields’ targetwthis method of writerhood:
I’'m not interested, the way some people are, ingpsad. I've had a look, and
there’s nothing down that road. | wouldn't replg, Anne Karenina does
when asked what she’s thinking about: “Always abuythappiness and my
unhappiness.” The nakedness of that line of tholegius to a void. No, Ms.
Winters of Orangetown much prefers the more caledlarotocols of
dodging sadness with her deliberate maneuversh&han instinct for
missing the call of grief. Scouring the separaigrees of innerness makes
her shy. A reviewer writing aboty Thyme Is Upwo years ago charged its
author—me—with being “good” at happy moments but inept atltveer end
of the keyboard. Well, now! What about the rippgaynd behind my eyes,
the starchy tearing of fabric, end to end; whatualboe need | have to curl up

my knees when | sleep? Whimpering” (107).
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At this point we get the sense of where Reta’sesibod will lead its way; she is
criticized for being “inept” like Shields has beeniticized for by writing in the genre
of light fiction. However, this genre is to revelaé female experience that is
invisible or underestimated within the contemporf@minist discourse. Those
women face the danger of nonexistence, as Frymaskedescribes, “Women gain
perspective from being pushed off to the marginthefpublic world, the margins of
the political world. There is always something demogis and also numinous about
the margins” (qtd. in Murphy 10). Though Reta whtr writerhood will prevent the
danger of being pushed off to the margins and dighlosure through light fiction
she will construct her margins as a numinous stéaseover, Miriam Wallraven
has a very interesting approach to such a wrishg,inWomen’s Writing2008) by
referring to Victorian Women Writers writes:
Women authors are, and have been, marginalizedmuttho are writing
from the periphery; yet they have to attempt taevihemselves into the
centre to a certain degree in order to be heardeautiat all. This implies
making use of strategic discourses to legitimagg tlextual productions.
(391)
Thus, Wallraven claims that women should use a\alirather authorative
discourse to enter the canon. On the other harghaasontinues, “Occult literature,
particularly if it is also combined with feminisbgitions and written by women, is
thus doubly excluded from the centre where “trigthtl meaning are produced”
(391). Nevertheless, the case can act on the cgnWéallraven here refers to Yuri

Lotman’sUniverse of the Mind: A Semiotic Theory of Cult(k890), she writes:
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It is important to realize that Lotman argues thatmovement of cultural
and artistic innovation takes place from the maggmto the centre, a
dynamic which can be traced in the case of theovienh occultism, which
increasingly influenced many intellectuals andséstat the end of the
nineteenth century. (392)
According to this perspective we can claim theraRewriterhood to have a
paradoxical position in terms of writing througle thricky proposition” of female
writer that is through the patriarchal discoursediso her being a mediator between
other women withirunless
Shields in her biographical studgne Austen: A Lif€2001) writes about
those female writers who represent occult litegtthie literature that is on the
margins like light fiction. She answers a quesabout Jane Austen’s novels that
reveal everything except failing to mention abdw Napoleonic Wars, she writes,
But shouldn’t Jane Austen at least have mentiomedbattle or general by
name? Why is there not a word about the rapidlyv@vgp mercantile class
and the new democratization of Britain? What alotatnges in political
structure, in the power and persuasion of the Ghuncthe areas of science
and medicine? These questions are often challelygangsented, as though
novels are compilations of “current events” andeJaaosten a frivolous,
countrified person in intellectual drag, impervidaghe noises of the
historical universe in which she was placed. (3)
Nonetheless, Shields defends Austen by arguingstietvrote all these issues
indirectly within her novels, but may be she hasrberiticized for not writing the

way man would like it (3). According to these ideascan then claim that Shields’
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and so Reta’s writing is tricking the reader immsrof writing in light fiction but then
presenting the serious picture of womanhood cugrefigainst this critical
perspective, Reta herself already answers by sayMipat about the ripping sound
behind my eyes, the starchy tearing of fabric, tenehd; what about the need | have
to curl up my knees when | sleep? Whimpering” (107)

Moreover, another assumption about Reta’s illtistnaas being inept and
having no interest for sadness by writing lightiéa is, as | have mentioned
previously, the facade. (Unless 107) Though shéctieper writing as follows:

I’'m working toward that moment, bristling with inngon... How can a

woman who has lost her daughter and is sufferingeaseparation anxiety be
capable of writing a comic fantasy? Although, itshhe said that Mr.

Springer, my new editor, does not agree with maiglbbyme in Bloonbeing

a comic fantasyAu contraire (238)

It seems to be necessary to mention about Shiehdploying French through the
text which refers to her being a Canadian. The ¢iréhrough the text depicts the
multiculturalist Canadian identity. Nevertheleskigkds does not indicate a specific
Canadian or rather nationalistic identity. CorahAfiowells in her introduction to
Shields initially writes, “Where is here? Who are?wThese are the questions that
have formed the codes of the debate over natideatity in English Canada for the
past thirty years” (79). Shields in her neorealisting adopts the multicultural
reality of Canada with nonessentialism, thoughrtoeeels mainly take place in
Canada. However, we must keep in mind that shébsraler crosser,” she has been
an American immigrant to Canada (Howells 80). Iftale all these into

consideration, we can say these features provedweealist attitude of writing, as
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one of the characteristic of neorealism is to cehtiee text closer with the outside.
Actually, Coral Ann Howells will describe this ajgaich much more clearly as
follows:

Her novels are symptomatic of a particular momerwiestern cultural

history and nation, its questioning of the termwdmch identity are

formulated, together with an intense interest indge construction and the
revised dynamics of sexual relationships, whileussr of a hybridized
fictional form which combines life-writing with s@ history and diurnal
trivia, locates her protagonists within a familieame of social, professional,

and family relations. (80)

We also might say that the employment of the mregjiplace interestingly has
become fictional through her writing and so this@more proves her belief in
nonessentialism.

To return to Reta’s “writing a comic fantasy” (238he facade lies within
the comic attitude which is Shields’ way of playwgh the language through light
fiction. Laura Miller reviews Reta’s status as doik

Reta may be militantly cheerful... but she isn’t stilypso... Shields’ fiction

has always had [a] sort of stealth spikiness, dikk fish that when bitten into,

turns up a web of bone, or like that sweet middjeeblady next door when
were growing up, who turns out to have been watchou more shrewdly
and understanding you more completely than you swspected. (qtd. in

Pederson Carson 13)

Thus, the naive picture hides the hard questicxisatie directed to patriarchy and to

the feminist discourse that falls into the trapgimore women as a subjective entity.
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To this viewpoint Toril Moi has an interesting peestive in heSexual/Textual
Feminist Literary Theory1985) which already has been beneficial whilenpteting
Shields’s attitude in drawing a so called cheeReta. Toril Moi refers to the
Russian theorist Mikhail Bakhtin who “has showrhis influential study of Rabelais
(Rabelais andHis World), anger is not the only revolutionary attitudeitalde to us.
The power of laughter can be just as subversivej@s carnival turns the old
hierarchies upside- down, erasing old differenpesgucing new and unstable ones”
(40). Thus, we can say then that nor Reta neiteewhiting in the genre of light
fiction denotes any ineptitude. Rather it is a disove criticism directed to
patriarchal notions, and her method of writingesywmuch authentic in terms of
using a different understanding of writerhood tisdioth serious and comical.
“According to Irigaray, woman's ‘authentic diffecefiwill only reveal itself in
autonomous terms outside of logocentric discoufabshoff and Hird).

As Reta writes from the margins with her lightifict genre she indicates a
critical movement directed to the canon, ownedhegypghallocentric which is
thoroughly a way of neo-realistic writing that Sb&yields. The authenticity
appears on the point of light fiction being a getina normally takes place on the
margins within literature. Reta is criticized byeoreview on heMy Thyme Is U@as
follows, “Mrs. Winters’s book is very much for tmeoment, though certainly not for
the ages” (80). Contrary to this conventional mlselperspective hold against light
fiction, Reta writes about social realities andtie makes her authentic. Actually,
the marginalized position her literature is grantethe very surface, as her fiction

addresses to the ages long social oppression weRrpatience.
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Shields playful writerly authority is only interrtgnd by critical letters
scattered in between the events narrated in thelndke first letter is placed just
after the Chapter titled “Yet” in which Reta takksout her last conversation with her
daughter. Actually, daughter and the mother gonmoo unicado, as Reta behaves
still like the stereotypical mother and wife. Howeeyit is an important detail that
prior to the first letter until the end of the cl@pReta begins to realize her
daughter’s situation in terms of being a lost wohwod. And then she says referring
to Norah, “From now on life will seem less and lbks life. No, | am not ready yet
to believe this” (134). Suddenly, Reta moves ohdbfirst letter as if answering the
questions in her mind about her daughter, she svrite

| have a nineteen-year-old daughter who is goinguigih a sort of soak of

depression... which a friend of mine suspects isginbabout by such

offerings as your Great Minds of the WIW, not jystr particular October
ad, of course, but a long accumulation of shadedibiprint and noble

brows, reproduced year after year, all of it pmgsiown insidiously and

expressing a callous lack of curiosity about greatnen’s minds, a complete

unawareness, in fact. You will respond to my comis&rnth a long list of
rights women have won and you will insist that pieeying field is level, but

you must see that it is not. | can’t be the onlg @rho sees this. (137)

All the letters like this one depict a discursivédyninist perspective; Reta is
completely exposing her strict feminist attitudaiagt women'’s still going
oppression. But then, she never sends these latidrexcept the last one she never
writes her full name. She tells her reason for gaims way in her last letter, “I've

written several letters this year to those who hawteaged me in one way or another;
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but | have never mailed any of them or even sigheth. This is because | don'’t
want to be killed... But now | don’t mind if you kithe” (309). Here the fear of
being “killed” metaphorically invokes the patriaettpower still oppressing
womanhood as an entity, and Reta can only writdullename in the last letter
which in a way indicates her feminist perspectivéave reached a point of self-
awareness. The naming process through the noweiralgates the play with reality
and fiction that neo-realist fiction yields. Thatt® fictionalizes herself though the
letter genre is much more related to realism, godssrupts the conventional
tendency within letter writing. Malcolm Bradbury ives:

The novel becomes the imaginative and imaginarynség which we may

break free from the facts, which in the totalitar@der are of course the

official fictions, into those realms of historicahd social feeling that
constitute our days of ‘laughter and forgettingiu we maintain the novel

as ‘an investigation of human life in the trap therld has become™ (23).
The neo-realist writing style Shields yields isweruch what Bradbury related
above. For instance, the chapters demonstratd afsander but then the disruption
with the spread letters Shields indirectly revdmscritical understanding against
phallocentric order through writing.

But, of course, Shields’ playful authority has agkr influence through the
novel, she rather alludes her criticism againgtigrahy by using its motives through
the whole text. Shields’ cunning narration lies dath the surface of the light fiction
genre she invokes. That is, her employing the radistavriting style as Margaret
Atwood comments on this certain feature of ShielBecause she’s a comic writer

and genuinely funny, early on, she was put in siveeet’ box, where she does not
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belong. The fact is, there’s a dark thread in etng she writes” (qtd. in Foster
Stovel 12). Another critic who reviews Shields wgf style is Barbara Ellen. To her
“there are those who worry about the breadth angesof Shields’ vision. That she
is too domestic, too measured and calm, too nioetadmything. Not dark enough...
One review surmised that Shields did not ‘do saslmedl’ ” (qtd. in Pederson
Carson 12). Shields’ playful writerhood is an aillusto her ambivalent perspective
to every social/cultural definition, statement aok, for instance, to Shields “the
very concept of individual identity may be nothimgre than a fictive construction”
(Howells 82). Most probably, she would agree wigvitStrauss’ perspective against
so called truths of social constructions withirstiamework. Susan Sontag
paraphrases Strauss on this perspective, as ttalibehavior... is a language, a
vocabulary and grammar of order; anthropology psawething about human nature
except the need for order itself. There is no wisi@ktruth about the relations
between, say, religion and social structure. Theeeonly models showing the
variability of one in relation to the other” (7&herefore, Shields’s feminist
perspective irdnlessseems to disregard the poststructuralist femihesry that

fails to reflect every woman by underestimating $idsjective experience and racial,
cultural and/or social condition within the patalaal discourse.

In the beginning of the novel Reta illustrates agadul and loving family
picture. Then she moves into a process of scrinigi@omanhood, which alludes to
Reta’s ambivalent status:

| have a husband, Tom, who loves me and is faitiofuhe and is very decent

looking as well, tallish, thin, and losing his haicely. We live in a house

with a paid-up mortgage, and our house is setosgerous Rolling hills of
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Ontario, only an hour’s drive North of Toronto. Twbour three daughters,
Natalie, fifteen, and Christine, sixteen, live atfe. They are intelligent and
lively and attractive and loving, though they tavh shared in the loss, as

has Tom. (2)

The novel already begins with a distorted pictafreappiness. Actually, this is the
picture of the unmentionable, the invisible, thewem in patriarchal discourse. Reta
does not initially mention Norah’s vagrancy, sheveson to her writing list, and her
narration never directly depicts a clear criticiagainst patriarchy. Lisa Johnson
argues that the “allowance for distortion in reprasig ‘reality’ permits Shields’
women characters and readers to reject existimg fl behavior, decorum, and
identity” and reflects “an embrace of playful auihg (qtd. in Pederson Carson 17).
Thus, Shields’s perspective to social constructmmsther fictional realities/
identities that surround women is critical in terofiier being against strict social
truths. That is, every theorization of women waldnstructs itself, so the feminist
theory can only construct a valid feminism thatscapon all women'’s racial, social
and/ or cultural experience.

Therefore, it is not Danielle Westerman as a prefeminist that is given the
role as a mediator but it is rather Reta, a womha las come to realize her and
other women’s oppression only after her daughteaismatic experience. Actually,
Shields’ language play already implies Westermaaily perceptible position
within the text if we focus on her surname whichates her skepticism against
Western feminism. Reta illustrates both the expeegeand the transmission of the
experience in terms of her writerhood. This phenuoiagical approach of Shields is

critical with the feminist discourse that undenesties the subjective experience of
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women. At this point, it is worth referring verygiitly to Simone de Beauvoir's
phenomenological approach to womanhood which skatiapted from Merlea-
Ponty. According to Merlea-Ponty, “ Phenomenolagy..i a philosophy which puts
essences back into existence, and does not expagive at an understanding of
man and the world from any starting point othenttieat of their ‘facticity’™ (Mi).
This perspective Beauvoir adapts to womanhoodgsb&es Merlea-Ponty ifhe
Second Seas follows, “So | am my body, in so far, at least,my experience goes,
and conversely my body is like a life-model, oelireliminary sketch, for my total
being” (61). Within this context, Shields’ writirgjyle observes subjective
experience of women from within the patriarchaltegsrather than perceiving
womanhood through a highly theoretical perspeciiwereturn to the book, Reta’s
writing has a reconciling attitude in terms of ledf$&¥eing both the experiencing
woman and the writer. She has also the strong teyde reveal other women’s
experiences. “Ordering my house calms me down, angfal dusting, my polishing.
Speculating about other people’s lives helps, {407), she illustrates the woman
within the patriarchal system who is busy with lemestic labor but then she also
constructs a transmitting attitude with other woraed their experiences:
Gwendolyn Reidman in Baltimore has just come ositien... And there’s
Emma Allen off with her daughter and daughter-w-ta a spa, where the
two younger women will give themselves over the mudps and massage
and leave Emma, who's forty-four, the same as m&gdl guilty about
falling into the vanity trap. Then there is Mrs. Glian, who whispers her
loneliness through the floor-boards and who, irpedbability, shook her dust

mop on the same porch railing | banged on this mgrrdoing my daily
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rounds. There’s the violet late-afternoon auturangparency entering the
box room from the skylight... Up here, on the thilmbf of the house, my
senses sharpen and connect me with that other Retiag Reta, not really so
far away. There’s my dead mother, who taught medkirend also thrift.
Every day her image rises up in one form or anothreishing against me
with a word or gesture... Who else? There’s Lois,stili+living but silent
mother-in-law, and this silence | must deal witbrsoor get Tom to deal
with. And, of course, there is the immense, howepresence of Danielle
Westerman. (108)
This long quote indirectly depicts the silenced ansible female experience;
moreover, Reta’s narration reconciles and incladethese female characters which
is Shields’ feminist perspective that calls fornatimen no matter which class, race
or/culture they come from. While discursively amdterly authority is usually male,
here Reta seems to be in charge of all these woiermay regard Reta as the
discursive authority ordering, structuring, divigjrand evaluating other women’s
experiences. Michael Foucault’'s argument abouirttegrelation between discourse,
power and knowledge might be referred at this pdintording to Foucault,
“Discourses create effects of truth” (qtd. in FQxAnd D. Armstrong depicts this
association as follows, “Power assumes a relatiprisised on some knowledge
which creates and sustains it; conversely, powtabgshes a particular regime of
truth in which certain knowledges become admissabié possible” (gtd. in Fox 3).
Within this context, Reta’s writerhood seems tqberayed by Shields through a
discursive method of approach that grants Retaiirodty within the patriarchal

discourse in which the authority is normally male.
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Besides, those women the hovering presence oeldam/esterman gains
importance through Reta’s self-realization procBsta has been Westerman’s
translator but Reta’s questioning begins only dfterah’s vagrancy. To Reta,
Danielle Westerman represents the feminist disegansd also the feminine Uber-
mutter, her authority, which she gradually quedidtiers is also a story of self-
empowerment between women. Reta indicates aktivben she says referring
Danielle by saying, “She is the other voice in neath, almost always there,
sometimes an echo, sometimes the soloist” (152)idlla Westerman becomes the
reminder of Reta’s dark side, the side which askstblank questions, “Danielle
Westerman, her life, her reflection on that lifashaught me that much. Don't hide
your dark side from yourself; she said to me oittewhat keeps us going forward,
that pushing away from the blinding brilliance” §82

Therefore, Reta’s writing in the box room in thecadlludes to the dark side
of womanhood that is pushed into nonexistence.réetanciling womanhood in the
attic is a reference to the “mad woman in the ‘atB8csan Gubar and Sandra M.
Gilbert in their groundbreaking bookhe MadWoman in the Attic: The Woman
Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imaginat(2000), depict Bertha
Mason, the mad woman in the attic in Charlotte BemJane Eyreas Jane’s “truest
and darkest double” (360). Likewise Bertha Masodaise Eyre’s dark side that is
repressed because of social conventions; Retaksddaible is repressed too.
Nevertheless, while Bertha Mason dies for the sdkiane Eyre and the attic stay to
represent the secret self that a woman must natsexywithin the patriarchal society,
in UnlessReta, on the contrary, writes her novel in theeaBhields by situating

Reta’s writerhood indicates the representing ofattie but then not concealing the
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female truth, rather exposing the critical questidwrough her writing. Reta’s
narration implies this feminist perspective asdoi:

So who is this madwoman, constructing a totterargdsy of female

exclusion and pinning it on her daughter? Oftenden’t tell Danielle this—

| don’t bother to put the words down at all-think my letters line by line,

compose them in my head as | dust under the Béds's enough to keep me

sane. Yet | need to know I'm not alone in what praghend this awful
incompleteness that has been alive inside meialtithe but whose name |
don’t dare say. I'm not ready to expose myself7{22
The “mad woman” image is the patriarchal identtiima imposed on womanhood
that needs to hide its dark side, the critical $ide has the tendency to stand against
the conventions.

On the contrary, to “the mad woman in the attnage Reta successfully
rewrites the story of another woman, Alicia, in Beguel tittledrhyme Is Bloonm
which she consciously illustrates a female chardbsg counteracts the feminine
image of herself. The attic acts not as a prisonthe female self but rather it
becomes the unconscious of womanhood who neeads talgf the phallocentric
terminology paradoxically with neo-realist writimghich acts through the discourse
itself. Neorealism’s work is discourse in termsaofing through the discourse, but it
also plays with the discursive rules consciousky parposely, with intent and
subversively. Another aspect of Neorealism is siamdously establishing narrative
coherence and deconstructing it as Reta puts fdril@ough the fate of her female

character Alicia in her novel. Reta’s slight phaidt that implies her feminist
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approach through her writerhood is exposed withchanging Alicia’s decision on
marriage:
Alicia’s marriage to Roman must be postponed. Namderstood where the
novel is headed. She is not meant to be partnel@dsingleness in the world
is her paradise, it has been all along, and she ¢aenworld close to
sacrificing it, or, rather, I, as a novelist, hagkh about to snatch it away from
her. (172)
Reta’s self-realization process is proved throughvtriting her novel, she does not
make Alicia marry Roman and so with this she prévéme fictional identifications
patriarchy has fixed on womanhood. Every notiorobging to the phallocentric
terminology will be disrupted:
Alicia knows she and Roman will survive, but shehewill be the
destroyer, the breaker of promises, hard-heart@dnd, bringing corrosion
and damage to an existence that has been undedpintienatural goodness.
Love, marriage, children, a nest in which to nestlee comfort of it, the
natural curvature to which we cling. (256)
Thus, by making Alicia an independent woman, Ratiseup her process of self-
realization, the process of writing her noVélyme In Bloomand her daughter will
return home. Thus, Reta’s writing with Irigaraymimicry” notion throughout the
phallocentric language system, and so her writinip@ genre of light fiction results
in a writing that has reached a point of freeingn@mhood from certain fictional
identification. As Judith Butler writes, “If subwaon is possible, it will be
subversion from within the terms of the law, thrbube possibilities that emerge

when the laws turns against itself and spawns wegd permutations of itself”’
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(127). The patriarchal laws that turn against itdebugh the neo-realist writing
style then will offer a redefinition of womanhoafterwards, “The culturally
constructed body will then be liberated, neitheitsdnatural” past, nor to its
original pleasures, but to an open future of caltpossibilities” (Butler 127).
Moreover, the feminist discourse urgently needsgaition and a
reconciliation of womanhood which regards womengegience that differs
according her racial, social and/ or cultural baokigd. This kind of renegotiation
can never be attained by just disrupting the basabetween sex and gender through
a highly conceptual perspective as the poststraltstifeminist theory claims, but
rather by taking into account subjective differenbetween all women. Chandra
Talpade Mohanty points out a critical approach soi of generalization of
womanhood in terms of such a feminist theory. Moharites:
Thus, for instance, in any given piece of femiaisalysis, women are
characterized as a singular group on the basisbaeed oppression. What
binds women together is a sociological notion ef‘ttameness” of their
oppression. It is at this point that an elusioresaglace between “women” as
a discursively constructed group and “women” asemi@tsubjects of their
own history. Thus, the discursively consensual hgeneity of “women” as a
group is mistaken for the historically specific evél reality of groups of
women. (338)
Her feminist perspective insists on a discourserdgards and so represents the still
silenced and invisible women within all societids.she emphasizes herself, we
need a feminist discourse in which “the focus isamouncovering the material and

ideological specificities that constitute a paf@igroup of women as “powerless” in
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a particular context” (338). But rather, constmgta discourse that finds “a variety
of cases of “powerless” groups of women to provegtneral point that women as a
group are powerless” (Mohanty 338).

Within this framework, Shields’ and her protagorista’s writerhood refer
to those women whose hunger for a language andhsmay that fits their
experience. As Reta illustrates this hunger inafrteer letters:

l, too, am hungry for the comfort of the “entireiwarse,” but | don’t know

how to assemble it and neither does the oldestyofhiidren, a daughter. |

sense something incomplete about the whole arragigietike a bronze
casting that’s split open in the foundry, an adifdestined by some invisible

flaw to break apart. (273)

As a result, if the contemporary feminist discouraderestimates these sort of
subjective experiences of women from differentglaace and/ culture, still variety
groups of women will be then silenced, and thesm@&mowill continue with their
already nonexistent status already presented byatiarchal system. This will lead
then feminism to nowhere but to essentialize wornadhTherefore, a development
will occur in terms of renegotiating womanhood owlyen the feminist theory
regards a method that includes the feminine sulgedifference, which is the racial,
social and/ or cultural experience of every womidius, Shields writing through
Neorealism seems to be then a method of approatiexposes the subjective
experience of women within the current world theg¢ds to be realized in terms of
their different backgrounds rather than observimgnanhood through

conceptualism.
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Conclusion

Carol Shields in her novélnlessscrutinizes the method of approach to
womanhood within the contemporary Poststructurédistinism. Through the novel
Shields puts forward women characters that illtstdifferent subjective
experiences. Her putting forward women with socetjal and/ or cultural
differences indicates a feminist understandingughonarrative authority.
Interestingly, her narration follows the phallogemterminology in terms of
demonstrating subjective experience of womanhodth Wis she draws the big
picture of women within the patriarchal system.

Unlesseems to lead a method of approach that impliektkeof subjective
experience within the contemporary Poststructurédiminism. The feminist
discourse needs to draw not only on theorizing wadmad to deconstruct binarism
and the fictional identifications, but it also nedd regard social, racial and/ or
cultural experience. IblnlessShields implies a feminist theory that does not
intellectualize womanhood but rather takes the jghysnd sensual experience also
into account.

With the Poststructuralist feminist theory womanthdas been rescued from
imposed fictional identifications constructed blyighly gender focused binary
system. Nevertheless, Poststructuralist feminebm by regarding both sex and
gender as culturally constructed concepts mayttaeelanger to fall into the trap of
underestimating the subjective experience of wordémen we look alnlesswe
see that womanhood can not be freed from theseiésndwe underestimate the
subjective experience. Intellectualizing womanhwdtireconstruct it as an entity

that falls into the trap of essentialism again.AWéissentialism | mean, to generalize
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womanhood as an entity. Womanhood includes cedliiferent experiences which
are, if to repeat again, social, racial and/ otural differences. Only if, a feminist
discourse that follows a phenomenological appraastomanhood along with a
discursive perspective can put forward a femirisbty that deconstruct patriarchal
identifications imposed on womanhood.

Shields’ approach to womanhood throwgdsiessleads a phenomenological
feminist perspective that is also highly discursivéerms of the presence of female
characters that illustrate the imposed fictionahidfications by patriarchy. Women
in patriarchy can be granted subjectivity only whieloing the body. Therefore,
Simone de Beauvoir's phenomenological feminist pectve necessarily will
present the silent and invisible womanhood withatriprchy. In regard of
Beauvoir's approach, the contemporary feminist thd¢loat experiences a conceptual
impasse needs to redefine its highly theoreticairiesm.

Shields’ novel poses a neorealist narratologichitsm which denotes a third
way of defining and talking about women. This nadist image of womanhood
within patriarchy she illustrates inlessin a way grants the feminist theory with a
feminist phenomenological perspective that hasadlydeen presented by Simone de
Beauvoir half a century ago. This neorealist wgtstyle seems to pose a criticism
against the Poststructuralist feminist theory'stmvhich comes into a conceptual
impasse in terms of taking womanhood into accosrmreentity that has subjective
experience.

Shields values experience but without essentigimiomanhood, she puts

forward a new understanding of womanhood and af#tenwood, closely connected
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with her new understanding of neorealism, whichlehges not only the essentialist
feminist discourse but also poststructuralist ntio

With UnlessShields through her female characters depictsinist
perspective that presents womanhood as an expegesiatity rather than an
abstract notion. Her narration follows the phallttce terminology but with a
conscious method of approach that employs the eatifie language system to
deconstruct stereotypical role models imposed omathood. This comes to her
neorealist writing style which in a way includeg timimicry” concept of Irigaray.
That is, Shields illustrates her phenomenologiealifist perspective through a
neorealist way of writing. She puts forward femetaracters that represent the
patriarchal notions that are imposed on womanhobis kind of a parodic strategy,
which also denotes her postmodern attitude, gi@inieslds a feminist perspective
that regards the subjective experience of womehinvihe system. This method of
approach is also very much discursive; however t\Bh#lds’ feminism calls for is
rather a feminist theory that does not fall inte trap of intellectualizing
womanhood.

Unfortunately, the current backlash within feminisrperiences such a
highly conceptual impasse which constructs andihmary system. Thus, feminism
needs to lead an ambivalent method of approachthedr underestimates the social,
racial and/ or cultural experiences of women. Tfueeg Shields’ neorealist
narratological solution which | have associatedwiie feminist phenomenological
perspective constructs a feminist discourse tlagfiees womanhood by regarding
social and racial differences. This method of apphodenotes a tendency to

reconcile women from these different backgroundiiwithe feminist discourse that
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will lead to a nonessentialist theory and a theébay does not face the conceptual

impasse like the Poststructuralist feminism.
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