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; The Ideology of Form:
Political Interpretation and Alice Munro's

— Lives of Girls and Women
/ Sandra Wynne Langley

Richey Blau Du Plessis; rit beyond the :
Narrative é;ggggglgg of Twentjeth-Cepntury Women Writers and
'Fredric Jg;eson's The Egliiicgl Uncongcjous: Narratjve as 2
§og;§1iy éxmbol;c Act affirm that, as processes, narratives
enact social contradictions experienced, by the writer and
would work to "resolve" them. The general import ofﬁtﬁﬁse
works lei be detailed to indicate the sociaiist-feminist
interprétive codes—through which I will crithue Alice

- i
Munro's perception-of and humanist critical interpretation

©

of her Work as a depiction rathér than an interpretation-of

experiehce,‘reﬁrite Munto's Lives of Girls s»pd WNomen, and‘
relate its formal expression éf the ideology of 1nd1vidual-

Y
ism to Ter social -experience.-

I will critique Jameson's failure to address segﬁhl
politics, and argue that since ideology informs all coﬁcep-
tualization, all theoretical' understanding and critical

i

interpretation must be historicized. pe

! Lives of Girls and Women works to naturalize social .
reality| through realist form, while contradicting its: own

"arguments” in the very process of their semic enactment,

!
|
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,‘ . Introduction /

’ Once'upon ‘a time, the end," the r’ghtful end, of

women in novels was socjal -- successful court-
ship, marriage -- or judgmental of/her'sexual and
social failure —— death. .
: : Rachel Blau P Plessio in
- ‘ ' !:mmu.tnumm
r \ - _‘.,,
Writers /

L'explication des événements és plus simples tait
intervenir toute 1'histoire 4 1'univers.

Hubert Réeves in Eg;igngg_ﬁgng

u .

Writers and Fredric Jameson in 3
ugrrgﬁive as a Socially Symbolic/Act, I will affirm that

narratives are processes which enact social contradictions
experienced by the writer and/which would work to "resclve"
them. Interpretation, whether of "literasyf or other'fcgfs,
proceeds through a rewriting of tﬁe‘text confronted into an
allegory of thelmetaphysi al or social narrative projected
by the interpreting sub} ct, who produces rather than )
- discovers meaning ln a/process that is constitutively
1éeélogica1. and that' is enacted in material signifiers.
Consequently my EntéZpretation of Alice Hunrofs Lives of
Girls and Women wy{; entail an examination~of the socialist- '
feminist codes gﬂrough which I would rewrl;eilt and situate
it historically in an ongoing cultural revolution.
Munro s éerception of her fiction as a "depiction"

rather thag/an interpretation of experience is informed by

/
untenable/boncepts of the human subject and of language and

/ -

/
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realist ﬁarratibe as transparent mediums fhtough wvhich we
’ - .
may encounter the real. . While Lives works to naturalize

social reality through the use of realist form and by the

manner’}n whfch it would build in its own reception, 1;
contradicts its 6wn argumgnts in Fhe very process of their
semic generation. Liberaljhumaniét critics have seen “
Munro's stories as sel f-contained organic wholes reflecting
the synchronic structure of "Life" understood as a univexsa;
eésence. My 1nterpretation'w111 affirm that Li&gg is a

contradictory and divergent process to be understood in
relation to the hiétorical cogaitlons of its production and
reception. [jves would resclge’the social contradicéions
e*perienced by Munro, as Q woman writer from a working-class
background in rural North America, throughhformal enactment
of the imaginary resolution of individual self-creation.
This involves an understanding of th; subject as self-
contained and unified by rationality, and as thus able to

"contain" experience and personal suffering in an objective

picture, produced from a position of distance outside the

. -8social determination of perception.

I will contend that twentieth-century novels by women

4

"which invest in individualist ideology must be considered

dialectically, as at once part of the progfessive movement
in which bourgeois cultural revolution works to delegitimate
the.religious paradigms so central to patriarchy,'and as
complicit with a dominant ideology which situates "origin"
in the free will of self-contained individuals. Jameson's

failure to engage with feminism (expressed, in large part,




a
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in his lack o£ consideration of how.the bourgeois 1deology

of the subject relates to women) will ba taken»as an

affirmation of o of his céntral contentions -- .that the

social exper enc of a membér of o‘dominant class imposes

structural limitstions -on that Jubject s epistemolqgical

, .
- framework. . ' <

[ I v, '
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A

1A'Hethod for the Interpretatién of Narrative:
as a Socially Symbolic Act:

i The Politics of Historical Interpretation
§ This chqptérowill define the terms and explain the
%ethodofogy Jith.which I will interpret/rewrite Lives of
Qi:lz_;nﬂ_!gmgn,c Criticism of Munro's work hasb;argely‘begn
in a liberal humanist tradition, fundamentally basad on the
'coﬁception of a work as a unified whole, as an object
.separable from its conte#t. I will critique this perspéc—
;iGe on the ground that [jveg, like all texts, can only be
seeﬁ;to signify a; a n;gggﬁg, within the historical condi- ‘.
tions of its production and reception. However, my study's
.1ntention -- to ask, *not what the text "means" in some
transcendent way, but hpw it works, in a hlstofigal conte;t.
to produce certain meanings -- must begin from a contradic-.
tion. The suggestion of how a text works alwafs alread§
implaes what it means. Thus my interpretation 'is like all
interpretations, in inevitably being predicated upon, and in
wo;king:to berpe%uate, the idéoiogical perspective of the ‘
interpreting subject. Conséquently I must'begin by stating
the assumptioﬁs through which I encounter [ives. My
interpretation will be implicated in the process of‘object{—‘
- fying Munro's text, even as I crizique such a process. ' r
From an anti-Marxist perspective, Marxist cultural

~

]
criticism has often been considered as a static monolith

’

whose assumptions are in contradiction to these of bourgeois

c;iticlsm and to feminist criticism. Yet there are contra-

1
[}

dictory positions within Marxism itself. Georg Lukacs'
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practical criticism in The Political Unconscious makfs no

— 5

4

purportedly "materialist" reflection theory of literature.

has rightly been critiqued éné denounced by Marxist cripics
such as‘Pierre'Hacherey and Raymond ﬁilliams.l This -theory,
which tends to conqeptualize a literary work as an ofganic
whole, betrays many of the assumptions of idealist criti-
cism. It fails toJconsider the process of the production of
meaning and the material being of language. As I will later
explain, it lends itself well to the patriarchal éxclusfén
of the significance of women's exper ience.

In‘his first chapter, "On Interpretation: Literatgrelas
a Soclially Symbolic Act," Jamesoﬂ attempts to syn;hesize the
interpretive apprcaches of Lukacs and Macherey through his
proposal that interpretation be conducted within three ’
concentric frameworks. Terry Eagleton,tin "The Idealism of
Amer ican Criticism," relates the Lukacsian-Hegellan thrust
in Jameson's s@udy to its "gra blindspot," its "faifﬁre to
engage with feminism" (65). Jameson's critical practice is
reprehensible 1; this regard even din relation to a Marxist
outlook, as it has done mucﬁzto alienate feminist critics
from Marxist theory. The frustration for any so;ialist

feminist confronting Jameson's work is that, while it

everywhere makes its blindness to feminist concerns ap-

parenE: it theoretically carves out a égng;iig}lxg_prhce for
feminist criticism in-tkg\interpre?i&e fréméwork it pro-
poses. . Jameson's théofy'of cultural revolution fully
asserts the ngoing virulence of sexual oppression, aﬁd the

need to address this in practical criticism. Yet the

N\
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attembt to analyze the sign-systems of patriarchy. This
chap%ér vill culminate in a féminist critiqu; of Jameson's
text., Because my érit}que is basgd Pnithe.contradléE}on
detai?ed above, I will develop it fully on1§ after I have
consibered Jaﬁeson's~1nterpretive proposal, and the gqualifi-

cations 1 will make as to my use of it.\'ﬂy second chap%er

will conduct a feminist critique using a different strategy.

’ ! . .
As I briefly siﬁﬁate ny ipterpretiﬁe approach in relation

to ogher feminist approaches, I will critique the form &5 my

own and of Jameson's study by considering them in relation
L , .

to J%meson's observation that form itself may be read as an

ideological content.

I will procéed, firstly, by detailing the general'

postulates of Ihg'gglggical Unconscious, of Writing bevond

the Ending, and’of my own study. My understanding of the

terms used will be bresented in greater detaii’after I have

‘given an overview of my perspective. Secdndly. I will

follow the movement of "On Interpretation®" through a

consideration of the contemporary critique of hermeneutics,
|
and of Louls Althusser's response to this as it relates’ to

| .
Lukéés' reflection theory. Jameson's proposal for three’
1nteqpf§tive frameworks, which is advanced in relation to
this;consideration, will ‘be discussed in detail. I will’
indicate how and where the‘methodology discussed will be
usﬁdlin my chapters on Munro's work, and how and why my
intenpfetation will draw on Blau Du Plessis!' gxaminatio; of
womeﬁ's texts. >

2

;The reason this long theoretical consideration precedes

LY

|
S
|
|

1k )
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. my interpretation of Ljves 1s that,- as Jameson affirms:

'our object of study is less the text itsel:f than *

<

the 1nterpreﬁétions through wnich we a}tempt’to
r confront and appropriate it. Interpneration is
here construed as.en essentially gllegoricai;act;;
which consists in rewrifing e‘given text in terms
0 ‘ of a oarticular.interpreéive master code. (9-10)
Rewriting Lives. tnrough a socialist feminist code, Iowill
(berticularly in Chagter‘Si?) indicete Ehe pronounced
‘inedequacy ofeJameson'slﬁasrer coce(cor a rewrifing of a.

woman's narrative\act Jameson's‘naster code is the history

S
9

of class struggle, a history which 1 agree nust be read in a

s text._ His rewriting, however, neglects to consider how
class solidarity is fractured by sexual Oppression, This

1

renders prqblematic his affirmation that other- interpretive
- methods, once historicized, are to be acco;ded a local
» validity within a Marxist interpretive framework vhich

glaimsﬂpriorityz This claim is made on the\grounds that

other methods‘grbitrarily kimit the context in which .
significance is to be found.‘ Tﬁ% "strategiLs of c:gtain;
ment" through which such limitation Zs achieved become =

i

visible when they are considered-'wit in the social totality.

nydwn interpretatioﬁ. and Jameson's interpretations, are

themselves open to- critique on the grounds that théy deploy t

- s , ’

strategies of containment.

Vo ~ Jameson's goal is: \ }

-~

to restructure the problematics of ideology. of

u

the unconscious and of desire, of represehtationﬁ

ll

3
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’ of history, and of cultural production, around the
i . . -’ -

: all-informing process of parratjve, ... . the

central. function or jpstapnce of the human mxha.
LA

/

« The robject of study is "Darstellung," our p;gggﬁ;;;ign,of
"our thinking. Syntax, eor the movement of language .and
w0 v
thought through time, is an integral part of how signifi-

:‘ canéJ is produced. Thus any production of significance may

1

be seen as a garratlve. Eagleton observes that, in The

. X
Political Unconscious, Jameson emerges as a "shamelessly

unreconstructed Hegelian Marxist" ("Idealism" 63. Yet Y

Jameson may be seen to turn around the theoretical critiqué

. of Hegelian Marxism as a reduction of experience to an
"essential allegory by suggesting that this reductive °
process does occur, but is not to be constituted as a ‘

condensation or containment of "the Real." Rather, it is
i , . ( .
the means by which the Real is textualized, and a means to

|

vhich g]l]l interpretation necessarily has recourse. > Y

n R e
- Narrative and critical strategies of containment close
.off the context in which an object of)study is to be known
o 4 g . .
and accorded formal sunity. Jameson asserts that Marx may be ]

seen to have conceived of ideology in terms of strategies of
containment, @hat is, in terms of the structural limitations
of the épistemologfcal frameworks gngendered by historically ‘

1} ‘ N .
sitqaled\sgc&a{\;xperience:2 Such frameworks claim the

-~ capability tq’éo struct 'a universameodel of experience.

-

Thus they can be exposéd "only by confrontation with the

K}

~ ideal of totality which they at once impl} and repress"

>

-~
’ ¢
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_(53). The methodological imﬁerative of totalization must be
séen in relation to T.W. Aaorno:;\"negative dialectic;"
Cfiticél appl}cation of the historical materialistproposi-
. : tioﬁythat the truth lies in the whole must also recognize
/fzfééi:\the validity of/this proposi£1on'; counteraffirmation, in
Adorno's statement that "the whole is the untrue." This
;afflrms that any dLa{ectical‘;nalysis is itself open to a
further historicization, to a critique of how its own
strateglies of conéalnﬁént betray the interested perspective
of a historically situated subject. Totality "is'not
lavailable for representation, any more tpan it is accessible

in the form of some ultimate trath" (55). My second chapter

will consider my own strategies of containment.

That.Jameson‘himself neglects to formulate a theory
aboug how the soclal productioﬁ of gender has worked to
‘méintain dominant ideology must be taken to indicate the
validlty of one of his central contentio@g -- that the
social experiencé of a member of a dominant class imposes
structural limitations on that subject's epistemological
B
in culturgl artifacts through the ages, a brqposal for
cultural {nterpretation whiéh\neglects to consider gender is
"seriously lacking. _Thus my approach fo nlggg wil} rewrite
it in th; manner Jameson proposes while critiquing and
complementiﬁg Jaéeson's c;ncepts by reférripg to the
analysis in !;ixlng_pgignﬂ_;hg_znging. As Blau Du Plessis
"claims, much of tﬁe twentieth-century narrative production
by Western women has been concerned with a delegitimation of

¢

7 - .y

- framewgrkﬂ 'Considering\the~ubiquitousness of the love story 5
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the romance plot, a "trépe for the“sex-gedder‘system" (ix).
Y .

While there are enormous differences in the critical .
. practices of !ziiins_nexnnd_;ne_znding and Ihe_zgliiigai
Qnggnggiggg, I would contend that the former frequently
" operates the central assumptions of the latter —- that,
narr?tive is a "symbolic enactment of the soclal within the
formal and aesthetic" (77), and that narratives enact social
contradictions experienced by the writer and work to produce
imaginary tesolutions to them. (Specific enémples of the
similarities and differences between these two works will be
Igiven;in due course.)

o .
Following Jameson, I will'contend that:///,‘
- ideology is not something which .informs or invests
symbolic production; rather the ae thetic act is
itself ideological, and the prodnction of aes— .
fé thetic or narrative form is to be seen as an
ideological act in 1ts own _right, with the
" function of inventing imaginary or formal "solu-
tions” to unresolvable social contradictions.
. (79} - OF, |
‘ Jameson refers to Althusser s sense offﬂ_e term 1§gglggl as
) s

-"a representational structure which allows the individual

subject to conceive or imagine his or her lived relationship

to transpersonal realities such as the social structure or

the collective logic of Histqry" (30). In
the Endipna. Blau Du Plessis quotes and makes/use of Althus-

‘ser's definition of ideology as :a "systemM.of representations
. ¥ ’

by which we imagine the world as it is" (3). My use of the

v

%\a’wﬁt‘-‘:ﬁ:—& R
|
|

]

&,
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-term will also refer to this definition. Ideol&gy is not a
‘passive "reflection" of the mode of material production, but
"both maintains and is maintained by the mode of production
and reproduction. (The problem of the concept of "mode of
production” for sociallst—feminiét analysis wiil be dis-
cussed later.)

Blau Du Plessis' study is based on the propositions
that "narrative may éunction on a small scale the way that
ideology'functions on a large scaleﬁ (3) and that "narrative
structures and subjects are like working’appafﬁtuses of
ideology, factories for the 'natural’ and 'fantagtic'
neanings by which we live® (3). Writing bevond the Ending
is largely a éollection of practical ;riticism. in which

Blau Du Plessis makes a fertile use of the above proposi-

&

tions, although she does not choose to develop them theore-.
' £

tlcally at any great length in this partxcular work.
Eggmining Lives of Girls and Women, I will suggest how
Munro operates both ﬁaErafegies of containment,ﬁ)a cgpcept
cenfral to Jameson's study, and the "strategies of deleéiti—
mapion" with ‘'which Blau Du Plessis' book is concerned. The
former perform the function of "motivating and legitimating
the boundary which seals off all of the soclalltotalitg (a)
narrative model can deal with'. . ." (269). They work to
natvralize those narrative materials suggestive of histori-
‘ cal change by folding them back into a model of explanation
(built into a narrative through conventions organizing the

way it is intended to be received) such as metaphysics or a

humanist vision of universal psychology. Strategies of

"

: b
!

v’
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delegitimation point to the very way in which'traditional
narrative conventions have effected containment of the
social within the natural. (This will ‘be discussed in
detail in Chapter. Six.) They cannot of course themselves.
escape ideological marking, but are delegitimating inscfar

as they challenge dominant ideology, and containing in the

-way they themselves mark off epistemological and ontological

¥

Both strategies of delegitimation and containment
‘ \

facilitate the production of "imaginary" resolutions to and
compensations for social ;ontradictions. (In Bilau Du
Plessis' study, more weight is given to the transformative
power ofl aesthetic ;esolutions; The implications of this
will be developed in Chapter Two.) Resé}ution and compensa-
tiorn are not to be undersppod as produced only on the level
of explicit content aﬁd plot closure. "Blau Du Plessis and
Jameson consider this production as evident in formal
structure(;nd prose style as well. Blau Du Plessis' study,
examining a utopian thrust in feminist literature, casts the
feminist narrative project as a re-envisioning of intimate
hu@an connection through collective unity rather than the ‘
traditional heterosexual couple. Jameson observes that
an&lysis of traditionally determined "great" works, most of
which have worked to Eeinforce dominant ideologies, is not
complete without'the reconstruction and affirmatioﬁ.of the

oppositional voices with which they were and are in conflic-

tual dialogue. By analyzing the subversive strategies of

women's texts, Writing bevond the Ending completes the
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, dialectical novement of the prdject of socialist cultural
analysis,uhich Jameson geétures to as important but which is
extrinsic to his w&rk.

Post-structuralist theorists, ﬁmoné aothers, have
denounced historical criticism on the basis that it has
depeﬁded upoé the concept of a "realistic" or "referential"
text, a mimetic reflection of, or tran;parent medium to,

. some soc;al ground plgced over against it. As Raymond
Williams observes in ug;xlgm_gng_LL;g;gig;g, such a concept
has indeed inisgﬁed much orthodox Marxist and historical
criticism, whichhcqnsequently takes as its objective the
determination of the adequacy or inadequacy of the "reflec-
tion;" or some lifelike reconstruction and elaboration of
the society in which the text f£inhds its context. Contem—
\poéary Marxist cultural theorists, including Williams, Louis
Althusser and Pierre Macherey, have disclaimed and denounced
the reflection theory deployed by earlier critics, notably
Geé}g Lukacs. ;

Williams rightly observes that réflection theory
depends on an idealist conception of language, ideas, and
;rt as mere "echoes" or "pgantoms" of some empirical real.
M, own critical approach Segins from an agreement with
Williams' understanding of language as detailed‘in Harxism
and jiterature. A definitgon of language is "always,
imp1131t1y~or explicitly, a definition of human beings in
the world" (21): |

\\\L* Language, then, is not a medium; it is a constitu-

tive element of material social practice. . . .
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(Iit is clearly also a special case. For it is gt

once a material practice and a process in which

,many complex activities, of a less manifestly

I
material kind -- ﬁiom information to interaction,

from repres?ntatioq to imagination, and from
abstract thbught to immediate emotion -- are
speciéically realized. Language is in fact a
special kind of material practice: that of human
sociality. And then, to the-extent that material
practipe is limited to the production of objects,
or that social practice is taken to exclude or. to
contrast with individuai practice,.language can
bgcome unrecognizabie in its real forms. Within
this failure of recognition, alternétive partial
accounts“of language are made the basis of, among\
other matters, alternative kinds of literary ///
theory. The two major alternative kinds, in our

/

own culture, are on the one hand 'expressivisQ/{

in its simple forms of 'psychological realism? or

the writing of ‘'personal experience,' or its

7

disguised forms of naturalism and simplé realism ~
- expressing the truth of an observed situation or

o

fact -- and on the other hand, 'formalism,' in its -
;ariants of instances of a form, agsemblies of
literary devices, or htexts"of é 'system of

signs.' Each of these gene;ai theories grasps

real elements of the practice of writing, but

=

commonly in ways which deny other real elements

N
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and even make them inconceivable. (165)
As Williams observes, expressivist theory and criticism and
formalist/theory and cr%ticism are complementary errors.
Expressivism does not account for the significance of
meaning as a Q;gggg;;gn rather than a discovery, a produc-
tion extending through a process linking writers, !gzgg,witﬁ
a material being, literary forms and readers. Formalism
rightfully "corrects" expressivism by aséerting that we must
take heed of "the words on the page." Yet it tends to posit
a non-existent entity called "the text itself."” A text
cannot exist in a hmeaningful" way independent of a reader's
(re)production of it, a production informed by a "shared
consciéusness of already available meani&gs" (166), and
enacted 'in a language "already embedded in active relation-
ships" (166). } ~_ ,
My third chapter will tritigue the understanding of
realism as documentation expressed by Munro and by humanist

critics of her work. This understanding presupposes many

- ¢

. untenable concepts, such as that language functions as a
transparent window onto lived experience, and that a writer
can construct a narrative which does not deploy any motiva-
ted or ideological interpretation of the real.

Jameson observes that it is necessary for the literary
critic to consider a work's formal propefties. as the
deployment of the concept of narrative as a socially
symbolic act involves, pot the determination of what a text
might "mean” in some transparent or transcendent way, but

how it works to produce certain meanings. Before returning
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to a mork/detaiyed discussion of Jameson's conception of
narr’.tive; I will follow the movement of his text througﬁ'@

consideration of the contemporary critique of hermeneutics,

" and Louis Althusser's response to this.

Althugser critiques the Hegelian concept pf "expressive
causality," opposing it to his conception of "structural
causality.” The Marxist precept that social life is one and
indivisible, in the sense that no "part" of experience can
be underétood outside of its’felation to the whole, leads to
the much—d?bated question of how the whole is to bé’concep%
tualized. Althusser sees it as a structure, although:

The sfructure is not an essence outside the
economic phenomena which comé; and alters their
‘aspect, forms and relations. . . . [It] is
imﬁanent in its effects. . . . The whoie‘éxis-
tence of‘%he structure consists of its effects.
(Reading Capital 186-89)
Jameson observes that a critical tendency to dismiss
Althusser's-crithue of expressive causality (an understand-
ing of the whole as reQucible to an inxer esgence) under the °
name of "totalization" must c9n£ront the contradiction that
totalization is itself one of ;he targets of this critique.
i )

Jameson explores Althusser's critique as'a means of
answering to the main charge that will be (Qnd has been)
levelled against his own text (and to which my own study is

open), the charge of idealist reduction. Marxist cultural

criticism has depended upon the notion of historical or
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cul tural "periods," determined by mode of a{oduction. Such
periodiza@ioﬁs’do tend "to give the'impfession of a facile
totalization" (27). As Jameson ecknowledges:
the construction of a historical totality neces-'
sarily invglves the isolation and privileging of
one of the elements gl;hinjtha£ totality . ..
such that [(it] becomes a master code or "inner
essence" capable of explicaéing the other ele-
ments. . . . [It] can thus be seen as the
implicit or explicit answer to the now impermis- .
sible interpretive question," ﬁwhat does it mean?"
(The practice of "mediation" is then! o e
understood a; a-gmore seemingly dialectical . .
mechanism for moving or modulating from one level
or feaéure of the whole to another . . . which,
however, as in bourgeois periodization, has no
less the effect of unifying a whole social fleld
around a theme or an idea.i (28)

Jameson later suggests a means of surmounting this problem
ehich begins from the observation.that every historically
existing society "has in fact consisted in ehe overlay and
structural ceexistence of §gjg;§l,means of production all at
once” (95).,‘ A

InQ}vidual period formulations both present the problem
of synchronicity suggested above, and give the lmpFession of
a narrative consisting in a historica) sequence of stages or

modes of production. The critical practice of categoriza-

tion and periodization has therefore been denounced under

[]
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thé terﬁ of "hlstéricism.” Thus ; fundamental target of o
Althusser:s critigue of "expréssibe causality" is: ‘
g'ﬁhst interpretive allegory in which a sequence
of historical events or texts and artifacts is
" rewritten in terms of some deeper, underlying, and
more "fundamental" narrative, of a hidden master
narrativg which is the allegorical key or figur;I
content of the first sequence of empirical
materialsul }28)
Althﬁséer's statement that "history is a process without a
<;glgg or a subject"” (Réponse & John Lewis 91-8) constitutes
a refusal of categories lécked in individualistic modes of
condeptualization. These éategories *form" master narra-
tives, ‘as they correspond to the conventions. of narrative
closufe and of character.

Jameson's position is that, while a "master narrative"
is indeed prablematic, it illows an important ﬁrocess to
occur. .That is, it .allows the individual subject a means of
imagining her/his relationship to the public, social or

. ~ i - )
political. To interpret a text allegorically is to open it

"to multiple meanings,-to suéce ive rewritings and over-
writings"” (29). To rewrite a narrative with an allegorical
Akey represented in.a "gsubject" or main "éhafacter" (which
can be the fepresentation of a collectivity or particular
class) can permit, as it does in the medieval system of
interpretation of the 01d Testament, the generation of
furéher levels in which the individual "is able to ‘'insert'

himself or herself" (30). In thae médieval system, Christ is

.
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taken as an allegorical key, and a historical narrative
about a group of people is reread as an allegory of Christ's
life. This allows the reading subject to reread the story

in terms of a further "moral" levél, because Christ seen as

S et

an 1nd1viduég§;upject mediates between the historical
narrative aﬁéx%%e psychological experienée of thG’reading
subject. That subject's experiencé may then be plaéed
within the last or "anagogical" level, as it is read as an
allegory of a final story, concerned with‘the entire
progress of the human collectivity and the collectlve §
"meaning" of history. Jameson observes that "it is ﬁrecise-
ly by way of the mgt;l_and anagogjical interpretations that‘
the textual apparatus is transformed into.a 'libidlnal

apparatus, ' a machinery for ideological .investment" (30).

Jamescen relates the critique of allegorical master

codes to the "specific critique of the vulgar Marxist theory:

"of levels" (32), or base and supeh§trhcture, a theory which
may also be seen to project an allegory. In cultural ang in
more narrowly political analyses baggd on this theory.
a movement of allegorical decipherment takes place
in which the conception of class interest suppllies
the functioﬁ or link between a* superstructural ‘
symptom and its "ultimately det;rminlng" reality
inYthe bake. (33) . ‘
Because such a link-refers to a particular mode of produc-~*

tion, and thus to an implied sequence of modes of produc-

tion, thp‘"allegorical key" may itself be enlarged into &_
e

narrative of "some properly Marxian 'philosbph& of history'"”

b



s, L » N PRI IE AT
> ~ . ey

\\l~§ ‘ A . f zo

et

(33L. : : -

Jameson recognizes'the validity of Althusser's critique
of Txptesslve causality and of allegorical interpretation,
reserves a local place in which these operations may be

-

seek as valid. He-proposes a provisional qualification of

yet|

Altbusser's formulation of history, as earlier cifeq:
‘ 7

- | history is pot a text, not a narrative, master or
} .
' otherwise, but . . ., as an absent cause, it is
. o~

inaccessible to us except in textual form, and o

. our approach to it and to the Real itself

|
1

1 §

( necessarily passes through its prior textualiza-
|

| tion, its narrativization in the political

| ‘

. unconscious. (35) . ’ .
| .
Hhipe accepting that history has neither an end nor a
\
subject, that is, that is does not have the "structure” of a

|

naﬂrative, Jameson argues that we inevitably "read" it in
narrative form. Our continued tendéncy to percelve allegory
ln_story-exlsts because "allegorical narrative signii;eds .
J reflect a fundamental dimension of our collectlve

thjnking and our ‘collective fantasies about history and.

re lity" (34). Narratives are not seen as reflectlng the

real itself, but as Feflecting the manner in which we thinﬁ

ab4ut the fealr
Defending the practice of mealatidn:or transcod;ng-——
.tﬁT application of a particular vocabulary to more than one
+type of "text," object of\study, or distinct area of
Activity —j'Jameson argues that Althusser's critique of

expressive gausality is largely dlrectgﬂ towards the notion

'
3




or hgmglggx} which asserts the
ultimate identity of structurally different "objects" of

. study, such as cultural artifacts, the state, and the
L4

econonmic. Althusser's conceptioh of mode of production
refuses the ideq that levels may somehow be copllapsed intc

one another, and ultimately into the narrowly economica {He

understends mode ofsprodqctlon as the structure as a whole,

.~

as "the entire system of relationships among those levels" .
. A s -

Q

(36). ' ‘
Applying thie understanding to cultural study, the
fliterary tegt is not to be seen as ; mere pessive\reflectioq
‘of the relations of pfoduction. Rather, it produces forms '

and imaginary resolutions "in order to compensate for and

o

rectify a structural lack at some lower or earlier level of’

4

production" (44). Thus, Jameson's apa;ysis of Conrad's

[

fiction is not,?oncerned "to posit some etatic.homology': .
z,zn\eet een the three levels ;} soeialbrelflcationh stylletle
inten ;ﬁﬁ and narrative or diegetic categofies" (44).
Instead, it grasps "the mutual relationships between these,
three dimensions of the text and its social subtext in the
more ective terms of production, projection, compensetion,‘
repression, displacement. and the like" (44).

Jaﬁeson proeosha that within a first leterpretlve'

C

hor izon, whose "objﬁbt" of consideration is the text as a

o

.symbolic act. ve encounter a text through the dialectical
appropriation of-A.J. Greimas' scheme for mapping Put the
semantic struetures of a text. Thewsemic organization.of a

text is indicated through determinatioh of the binary,

¥

-

N *

7_‘ . r"z'l .
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oppositions around whichzit is structured, and the resulting
. generation of the cOntradictions of these terms and their

}

attempted syntheses. This "mapping™ is not to be understood
'in-G;eimas' manner, as indicative of the structhre of
reility itself£, but rather "as the very locus and model of
ideologicai closure" (47), because it indicates "the limits
- .of a specific ideological consciousness® (47). (Such a
scheme may also be applied to the semic st;uctures of .
interpretive models, in order to historicize their concep—
tual processes.) “The analyst is concerned to determinetf
tne structure of a particular'political.fanta%?\.
. . [al’particular "l1ibidinal apparatus? in Gnich'
(an author's] political thinking becomes invested
- it Being understood that we are not here

; , . ‘ : .
\f distinguishing between fantasy and some objective

reality onto which it would be "projected," but

- rather . . . asserting such fantasy or p%otonarra-

d

tive structure as the vehicle for our experience

o% the real. (48)

.
»

The neconstruction of a text's senes directs us "to the
infotming power of forces or contradictions hich the text
g seekslin‘vain wholly to ,control or master" (49)).

, { f,uy fourth chapter qiilgconsider an opposition between
accommodation and dissent expressed in Liggg thnough the
‘:textdal construction of the characters "Del" and "Addie. "

My f£ifth, chapter will examine "The Flats Road," Lives'

¥ . opening section. in terms of an opposition between "the"

brdﬁnary" and "ihe fantastic" which also functions in other

1]
]

"
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sections of Ljves, an oppositlon through which the work
?ould advance its argument for its ogghrealist'fofm as that
which most adeqqately conveys a sense of lived experience.
This opposition will also be seen to funétion in humanist
criticism of Munro's work, as'a way of containing the
political by taking a text's representafions to signify -
eésénces wi;hin a universal structure of being.

One of the ways I will interpret Munro's narrative act

is in relation to Bf%u Du Plessis' analysis of narrative and

social structures prior to it. A consideration of the first
chapter of Writing bevond the Ending will both indicate my
hist;rical perspective as to Western. middle-class %émen's
narrativg produ;tion; and exemplify the semic analysis
proposed b; Jameson. Such analysis allows the ;eductivs
generalizations by which we situate ourselves in relation fo
history.

"Endings gnd Contradictions" anaiyses the semic
constitution of nineteenth-century novels by women writers
in order to establish a narrative structure from’which
twentieth-century women writers depart.3 While a "contra-

diction between love and quest in plots dealing w%th women"

(3) characterizes both nineteenth and twventieth-century

* structures, it is "worked out" very differentiy. Like
A ! A

Jameson, Blau Du Plessis suggests that a narrative script is
not to be understood as a mere reflection of a dominant
socjial script, but as a "compah;atqry" act:

scripts of hex;rosq;ual romance, romantic thrall-

dom, "and a telos in marriage are also social forms




expressed at once in 1ndi§iéua1 desires and in a
collectivekcode of action includ%ng law: in ‘ , ﬁ
sequences of action’ psychigally impfinteé and in
behaviours socially upheld.' Romance as a mode may
be ﬁistos{éelly activated: vhen'ﬁiédle class wotegk“*e
lose economic power in the transition £ron \
precapitalist economies and are dispossessed of .
certain functions, the romance script may be a
compensatory social and narrative practice. (2)

A notable difference between Blau Du Plessis' critical
practice and Jameson's IS5 her use of conditional terms such
as "ﬁay be." ﬁer use of the termf"romance plot"'refefs
specifically to plots involving the relations of hetero-
sexual couples. She conceptualizes the romance plot ée\ﬁp ,

, trope for the sex-gender system as a whole" (5):

In nineteenth-century fiction by women, the love/quest
’contradiction is generally resolved through the repression
ef quest or Bilggng,py either marriage or death. Deatﬁ as a
line of containment fof'female revolt suggests "the price
exaceed for csitique" (16). To formulate Blau Du .
Plessis' obse;vations in tkhe terms that Jamesoe suggests,
the texts are semically constituted by the oéposition of
passivity and activity, the first represented in the
trad{tional role-of the wife, and the second in the energies
of the young female protagonist who hae not yet becoee a
wife. Ideological closure in the narrative's structure is

achieved through both 'the closure in marriage and in death,

as these endings associate "normality" with female pas- .

t
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sivity, and "abnormality" hgth female activity. Thus this
semic étructufe"puts itself forward as a mapping of "the
real,” in suggesting the inevitability of women's subordina-
tion through marriage. That a protagonist's 1nab111ty to
negotiate the "success" of marriage should lead to her death
is "afcéy of defiecﬁlng attention from manimade social norms
to cosmic sanctiog;" (4).

.Yet these #éxts giso constitute aﬂ active attempt to
resolve the contradiction be;ween the womeh yrlters' lived
experiénce oé their ownlphys¥ca1 and‘inteilectual energies;
and the vision of femile L imitation their soclety reflected
back to them. An Sttgmpt o Bynthesizeithe‘rqpressed or
exclﬁded side of the ét cturing opposition -- female energy
— with the dominPnt term is generated .in the narratfﬁe
miédle, which };ﬁzonce;nea with the female protagonist's:
strategiés-in the process, of ééurtship. The “duest” of the
. female."hero,ﬂ the space where her enérgies are allowed
realization.\is~thereb§ her active attempt to transform
herself into a heroine. The 6Jentua1 erosion of the
traditional closure in marriage has as its condition of
possibilify a contradiction already present‘i; the nine-
t:enth century: i ‘ o

the quéat part cf the ?lots at the center of these .

books propounds something that phe‘marrlaﬁe plot

with difficulty revokes: that the fskale charac-
. ters are human subjects at~loose in tha world,

ready for decision, growth, self-definition,

community, insight. . . . (Tlhere is a contradic-
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tion between two middle-class ideas -- gendered
feminine, the sanctified home, and gendered human,
the liberal bourgeois ideology of the self-
‘interested choice of the individual agent. . ...
As a gendered subject in the nineteenth century,
(the female protagonist) has barely any realistic
options in work or vocation, so her heroism lies
in self-mastery, defining herself as a free agent,
Ereely‘choosing the romance that nonetheless, in
one form or another, is her fate. (14)

Having‘ﬁistoricized the structure of the nineteenth-century

novel, Blau Du Plessis examines how twentieth-century women

writers began to "write beycnd the ending," or devélop
. °

narratf%e strategies to delegitimate the older structure and

the dominant ideolog§ implicit in it.

Jameson ddes not consider narrative resolutions as mere

H

instrumental reinforcements of class ideologies, a way of
conceptualizing them which he agrees leaves Marxist cultural
2nalysis open to charges of structural functionalism.
Rather, a cultural artifact's reso en projects "its
simultgﬁeously Utopian power as the symbolic affirmation of
a specific historical and class form of collective unitf“
(291). This proposition, deQeloped in his £inal chapter,
"The Dialectic ;f Utopia and Ideology.," is to be understood
as an allegorical one. -Anz collectibity and the class
consciousness it projects is "Utopian not in itself, but

4

only insofar as all such collectivities are themselves

figures for the ultimate concrete collective life of an
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achieved Utppia or classless soclety" (291). The very

source of class .ideology's hagemonicﬂpowa; is seen to be in
its gimultaneous symbqllc or figur;l affirmation of collec-
tive unity and practical reinforcement of oppressive social
relations. Marxist criticism must practice both a positive

and a negative hermeneutic, addressing both poles of the

dialectic of utopia and ideology.

The critic's extraction of an méginary'resolution from .
a text may be seen as an investment in the concept of
"expressive totality" associated with Hegel and Lukacs.
This "implies the value of what is sometimes called organic
form, and projécts the notion of a work of art as an ordered
whole” (56). Accordingly, the critic's task is to af:Borate
the construction of this formal unity and determine its

meaning. By contrast, in the literary critic of Mach-

‘erey:

J

the appropriaté object of study emerges only when
the appearance of formal unification is unmasked
as a failure or an ideoclogical mirage. The
Authentlc function of the cultural text is then
staged as an jpterference between levels.

(Tlhe privileged form of this disunity or dis-
sonance is the objectification of the ideological

by the work of aesthetic production. (56)

The text is split into 2 multiplicity of codes indicative of

the fregihentation and contradictions of social life. (My
rewriting of Lives will suggest that contradictory signifi-

cations may be received from {t.) Unlike in deconstructive
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operations, a reunification of this multiplicity is re-
quired, "if not at the level of the work itself, then at the
level of its process of production,'which is not random bﬁt
can be described as a coherent functional operation in its
own right" (56). While I agree that we can and should
formulate a dggg;ig%ign of this operation, a critic should
acknowledge the limitations of situated individual perspec- L

tive by indicating her/his limited ability to establish the

"coherency" of such a complex, overdetermined social

: ' process.

‘ Before considering the manner in which Jameson proposes
to synthesize these cqntrasting approaches by way of
affirming the."negative and methodological status of the
concépt of the 'totality'" (53), it is 1mportanp to further
develop their implications by referring to Macherey's "The
Praoblem of ReQifction," as Jameson does not enter‘ihto an
extended consideration of the more“glaning central fault in
Lukacs' work. This is highly relevant to my consideration
of Liggg, since the humanist and metaphysiballcriticism of
Munro'’s work that E will critique is fundamentally based on
the conception of a work as a unified whole.

The comprehensive understanding, or total unification
of vision, that these critics perceive in Munro's ;ork is an
illuslon based on the conéept of realism as a reflection of
"I,ife” understood as a ;ynchronic, universal structure,
p;eceding and encompassing the mere particularities of
history. As Macherey contends:

Against this illusion . . . we must, on the

»
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contrgz;j\afgfrm the incomplete, disparate -- ind

sometimes even incoherent -- nature of the

literary work. Only then will we succeed in
breaking the imaginary boundaries which close the
"workg" upon themselves, and which separate them
from this "outside" which gives them their
material conditions.! We must understand . . .
that their "outside" is inside them, that they are
finally nothing more than this real process which
separates them from themselves, which opposes. them
to thmselves. (18)
The works "themselves" are, in one sense, marks on papér.
The process of their ‘'concretization' by the reader or
critic necessitates that they can have no existence, in a
"meaningful" sense, outside of time. They are always
produced ,and reproduced in a specific time and place, by
subjects reading and writing through the codes of philoso-
phical/ideological assumptions.

Macherey and Williams observe that Lukacs® apparently
"matgrialist" reflection theory of literature is actually
idealist. Lukacs, champion of realism, contended that when
{ruly great writers "find that the artistic evolution of the

characters and situations they have created enters into

contradiction with their deepest prejudices . . . they will
not liesitate for an instant to set aside these prejudices
and conviétions and describe what they really sée” (qtda. in
Macherey, 13).4 This presupposes a viev of the writing

subject as able at strategic moments to place her/himself
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foutside of time," outside of her/his sogially;conditioned'
consciousness inevitably marked by the hegemonic rein%orce4
ment of certain ways of conceptualizing. It is n;t s0
different from the free, fully conscious and contained

subject postulated by idealist philosophy, and denies the

"active process of a text's material production and reproduc-

tion by subjects constituted by "language, world, history.
the unconscious, differentiality, social relations" (Ryan
7), female and male subjects socially conditioned to gender
roles that influence their imaginary representations of
experience. ’ :_
As Williams and Macherey see, art "reflects" the real,
not as some external ground placed over against it, butg
because és‘a process it is never separate froﬁ\it in the

first place. It finds its "subject,”dnot in an outside

ground to be mimetically "represented," but in the reading

" and writing subjects who produce meanings. In Lukacs®

theory, as in idealist cultural theory, an illusory initial
separation between art and material reallity necessitates
that they be mechanically reconnectéd through some medium.
Lukacs situates this medium in the "great" artist: able to
be truly objective and give a total picture of "his" time.
(The "totalness" of the picture is not seen to derive from
an extended representation of naturalistic detail, but
rather from a representation of how the central contradic-
tions of an age ére lived out.) This perpetuates the
bourgeois myth of the genius, and informs Lukacs' propensity

to "rate" writers according to the terms of his "realist"
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prejudice. My interprefatiﬁp of Lives is pot intended as a
rating of Munro's work.

In spite of Jameson's contention that Lukacs ultimately
perceived interprqtfve totalization ashhaving only a
negative and methodological status, otﬁera p&ch as Rrecht,
ﬁilliams and Macherey have observed that Luk#cs' critical,
practices, notably that of a judgmental ranking of writers,
do imply a "positive" conception of the totality as a
synchronic system. Women's wrlting has often suffered
dismissal through such arbitrary ranking.

Following Jameson, I would assert the validity of the
Althusserian approach to interpretation, in wblch the work
is not related to some extrinsic ground but is read as
manifesfing that "outside" within itself as process. The
texts' elements are: ~

interrogated in terms of their formal andllogical
Sand, most particularly, their gemantic conditions
of possibility. %[This] involves the hypothetical
reconstruction of the materials -- content,
narrative paradigms, stylistic and linguistic
practices -- which had to have been given in
advance in order for that text to be produced in
its unique historical speclificity. (57-8)
The text is also seen to produce an imaginary resolution or
compensation for the conditions within which it emerged.
Jameson observes that Lukacs correctly attributed modernism
to the effects of c?pitalist reification, but erred in thus

-

castigating it, not understanding that ft was also, at one
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and fhe same time, uvne active attempt to iespond to reifica-

tion. The isolation of the image as a thing-in-itself has

the utopian vocation of restoring "at ieast a s&mbg}ic
experience of libidinal gratification to a world drained of
it . . . (and]) merelf quantifiable" (63).

Each phaée or horizon of the three concentric fréme-

works in which Jameson proposes that interpretation take

<Zlace "governs a distinct reconstruction of its object, and

onstrues the very structure of what can now only in a
genera; sense be called 'the texE' in a different way" (76-
7). The first hqrizon sees the text within political
history "in the ;arrow sense of punctual event and a
chroniclelike sequence of happenings in time” (76), and as .
the imaginary resolution of a social contradiction symboli—
cally enacted *n the text through its formal construction.
Such symbolic enactment is not to be understood as the
result of a purely conscious autho;ial intention but as the
form in which a political unconscious is immanent. The
political unconscious is the site of a perception of power
relations and of a narrativization of the experience of
necessity that is history. Necessity is not "a type of
content, but ra£hér the inexorable form of events" (102).

The literary text is to be rewritten in a manner which

"allows it to be seen as itself "the restructuration of a

prior historical or ideological gybtext" (81). Thewlatter
is not to be conceptualized as an empirical real glimpsed
through the text, but as somethihg which must always be

"(fj)constructed after the fact" (81). As Eagleton ob-
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serves:

The paradox of the sub-text, indeed, is that-it is
at once object and projéétigﬁ of the text: the
literar; work produces its own sub-text, drawing
the real into its linguistic texture, at the very
moment that it stands operationali?'over against
it. . . . It is .thus always open to criticism to
relinguish either end of this difficult dialecﬁlc:
to veer, in short, 1nt9 either formalism or
reflectionism. ("The Idealism of American
Criticism” 61)

Numegous critical objecﬁions céh be raised to this aspect of
Jameson's interpretive pééject. Eagleton relates The \ »
Political Uncopnscious to the structuralist affinities of

Jameson's prior hermeneutical criticism, which, he observes,

\'merges with its object to the point where it is sometimes

difficult to decide whether what we are witnessgpg is
exegesis or critique" (61). I would observe that Jameson's

neglect of a consideration of the position of the reader or

critical (re)writer who would (re)construct a social subtext

AN
is indicative of a contradiction in his study. While hlé\\\

rethodology constitutes an attempt to move away frcm
individualistic categories of analysis, the lntérpretlve

N

project outlined implies a considerable ability on the part

. of the individual analyst to discern in a fairly objective "~ -

Iy

manner the subtext ich the text asserts its struc-

tural autonomy.

The assertion of subjectivity in something so compli-
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ted as the reception of a cultur;i text need not be seen
as a retreat from the political. In feminist discourse,
this assettion itself frequently marks the entrance of a )
litical perspective. A reader's reception is subjective
in that it always reflects the historically particular
xperience of the reading subject, as influenced by that
ubject's gender, class and race. The style in which I
dvance my own postulations about the structure of Munro's
ext will, I hope, gesture to my discourse as a situated
olemic. )
Within the first ho;izop, the text 1is approached
hrough the .dialectical appropriation of semiotic"method,
hich posiis "a system of antinomies as the symptomatic
xpréssion and conceptual r;flex of sgmething quite dif-
erent, namely a social contradiction” (53). The latter, as
n absent cause, "ca%hqg\be directly or immediate}y concep-
walized by the text" (82). Thus such an ultimate subtext
s to be distinguished from ‘

a secondary one, which is more properly the place ¥

of ideology, and which takes the form of the ~

aporia or the an;ingmi: what can in the forqer.gf
fesblved only through the intervention of praﬁ}s
here comes before the purely contemplative mind as
logical scandal or double bind . . . that which

cannot be unknotted by the operation of pure

thought, and which must therefore generate a whole J

more proper%y narrative apparatus . . . to dispel

. » 1lts intolerable closure. (83)

\f«.:
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The second interpretive Hbrizon"amerées“dhan "the
organizing categories of analysis become those pf social | <.
class" (83). The set of the reading élnd reconcéptuallzes
its object of gfﬁdy as c}éss discourse. The 1nd1vidpa1 'gij,
textc as an utterance within this discourse, \is read as the
site of the "ideologeme, " Eﬁe "smallest intelligible unit of
ihe'essentialky antagonistic collective discdursgs of soci;l
class" (76). Contradiction here "appears.in t£e form of the
:qgalogical as the irrecongilab;e demgﬁhs ané positioﬁs of
; Iantagonistig.élqsses" (85). Tﬂe dominant and opposition;I
voices o? high culture and popﬁlar culture which partook of .
® this dialogue are, to be reconstructed. Blau Du Plessis'®

.
\

study might. wélf serve as an eiample of such réconstrdction.

- ' At the same time, -it suggests a problem with Jameson's

Q

stress on the dichotomy of class relat{onship and struggle.
This stress, which does much to inférm the orgapizational
cohereﬁce of h1§ mefhodology, is perhaps also contradicted

by his later lﬁéoretiqal developmgat of the thira iqtgrpra;\\
tlve*hogizop. Thus hftqr considering this development, I

will return to-the problem indfcated above.

The second horizon is approached through the analyst's

I oo

identificati of a text's ideologemes. The ideologeme

is n amphibious: formation . .-. (which may]

nifest itself either as a pseudojdea -- a

A

: » : conceptual or bellefjsydtem, an abstract value, an
~ opinion or prejudice -- or as a prétonérgative . .
o . i . [Als a construct it must be susceptible to

both a conceptual description and _a narrative

-~

o

)
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manifestation. . . . (Olur stress . . . on the

fundamentally narrative character of such ideolo- -

~ gemes will offer the advantagenof restoring the
complexity of the transactions between opinion and
protonarrative or libidinal fantasy. (87-8)
The text is a complexﬁ:ork of transformation on the ideolo-
geme. We "can orasp the ideologeme itself as a form of
eocial praxis, that is, as a sfnbolic resolution to a
concrete‘historical situation" (117). As in Freudian
criticism, the'tExt is considered as an act of wish-fulfill-
ment. However, textual 'ideology is not consideréd as a
secondary rationalization of a subject's "primai" fantasies,
but as "those éinceptual conditions of possigility or
natrrative presuppositionslwhich one must 'believe' « ‘e o in
erder for the subject successfully to te&i itself this .
particular daydream" (182). ' |
My fourth chapter will consider how Liggg_operates the

ideof:geme of "ressentiment," which would situate the origin
of oppositional political critique in the psychological
makeup of an iq@ividual I wikl argue that Munro's narrati~
vization of this ideologeme is informed by the desize to
'establi§h the validity of the preéept that a femgge subject

can "will" an escape fron necessity or objectiue”social

Lo
b

limitations
The theoretical problems with' the second interpretive

- ‘horizon relate to the critique of Lukacs' critical proce- c

éures aé‘a reification and idealization of history, cultural
. 5 L] )
production and critical intérpretation. nThig\horizon does

¢
-~ ) 1 .
i '

1/
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tend to imply a synchronic model oflan all-embr;cing’ﬁgah of

production, fully knowable through hgrceptioh of the _
"essence" of thé ideology determlneb by it. Such a model
can empty culturai producéion of an} actively oppositional
function, as a text is téken to "reflect" a d;st&rct clas;
vaeice as determined by mode ofyproduction. .Oppositlonal
voices, and the particularities of a continuous hlatorlcalv
change perceived as *secondary"” or-unmeaningful, then merely
confirm the mechanisms of a structural determinism.

Cuiturql analysis may become reduced to the mere empiricist
procedure of'dropping téxts into various slots or categories

1}

of the mode of production. -
Jameson's placement of the second interpretive horizon,
whosé "object" of study is class discourse, within a thjird
horizon, whose "object" of study is‘cultural:revolution,
recognizes.and surmounts the reifying potential of a
synchronic interpretive framework. 1In any case, the concept
of‘a moée of production, as his concluding discussion
emphasizes, does not ultimately assert a synchronic perspec-
tive:
at the level of historical abstrgctlon at which
such a concept is properly to be used, éhe lesson
o£~the "vision" of a total system is for the short
run one of théf;tructural limits inpqse& on praxis
J rather than the latter's impossibility. (91).
.It is the "concept” of the mode of production which is

synchronic. This concept is formed at a level of abstrac-

tion which cannot*qratendfldaalistlcally to contain and
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exglain theuagaplexity of”processe;ﬂﬁithin any given social
;ormation, in which several modes of production always
coexist in relation to the.current dominant. Social
structure at any given histaricallmomeht is not synchronic
but dialectic. The emergence of a new dominant mode of
production entailé a correspondent cultural revolution.
Although most evident in the transitional peripds radical
social restrﬁctufation, cultuﬂal revolution is] perpetual. I

agree with Jameson's understanding of perpetual cultural

revolation as "the deeper and more constitutive structure”

(97) in which a text is to be apprehended. Thezconceptuali—

zation of "deep structure" (synchrony or permanence) as
traﬁsforﬁation,itse f goés beyoné the synchrony/diachrony
opposition.

This understanding recognizes Fhe hetefogeneity of
cultural production and its frequently apparent discon-
tinuity with soci%l life. In the third horizon, "form" is
itself understood as content:

a dialectical reversal has taken place in which it

has become possible to grasp such formal processes '

as sedimented pontent in their own right, as
carrx}ng ideological messages of their own,
distinct from the ostensible ér-manifest content
of the works. (99). -
A dialecgical use of genfe critici;ﬁ enaSles the determina-
tion of the contradictory“messages of a gext's multiple sign

systems.

Jameson exemplifies the political relevance of the




‘ 39
study~o£ cultural revolution by considering its relation to !
the debate betwéen Marxism and feminism: ;s I intend to ‘
explore the implications of this example, I will quote it at

v length:

The notion of overlapping modes of production . .
. Lg}lows]'us to short-circuit the false problem_
) o¥ the priority of the écdnomic over the sexual,
e or of sexual oppression over that of social class.
. - [Slexism and the patriarchal are to be

grasped as the sedimentation and thervirulent
su§v1v51 of forms of alienation specific to, the
oldest mode of production of human histOry, g}th
its division of labour between men and women, and
its division of power between youth and elder.
The analysis of the ideoloéy of form, properly
completed, should reveal the fSrmal persistence of
such archaic structures of alienation -- and the
sign systems specific to them -- beneath the"
overlay of all the more recent and historically
original types of alienation -- such as political
domination and commodity reification -- which have
becdéme the dominants of that most complex of all
cul tural revolutions, late capitalism. . . . The
"affirmation of radical feminiswm, therefore, that
to annul the patriarchy is the most radical
political act -- insofar as it includes and
subsumes more partial demands, such as the

liberation from the commodity form -- {s thus

Lg
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perfectly consistent with.an expanded Marxian
framework, for which the transfofmation of our own
dominant mode of productiﬁn must be accompanied
and completed by an equally radical restructura-

\

tion of all the more archaic modes of production

with which it structurally coexists. (99-100) @

"“?

>

fhe appearance of this passage is striking in relation to
the rest of this stu&y. in which very {ittle refertdnce is
made to feminism, and in which analysis of the sign systems
of the patriarchal is markedly absent.

. Through a consideration of how Jameson's study threat- |
ens to cbntradicg itself, I will approach three problems

with it as related to feminis@: the concept of the first

mode of production; the divergence of Jameson's own critical
practice fr;m his theoretical framework; and (in Chapter

Two) how the analysis of the ideology of form might be

applied to the form of Jameson's own critical discourse.

If with Jameson we assert that the structure of the
psyche_is“historical, can it not be acknowledged that the
oldest division of labour -~ between men and women —-- has
had a particularly heightened role in the social determina-
tion of the human psyche? The historicai significance of
this division is easily obscured qhen it is subéﬁmed under
the broéd concept of mode of production. If£f the ground for
such categorization is simply that labour and power are
divided unequally among different §bc;a1 classes, then the

particularity of the labour accorded to Gomen need not be

considered as very significant. The,/labour of nurturance,

..._(,&?
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of the maihtenance and production of new members of the
social order,‘has a "product" and a process which surely
differs greatly from those of other forms of labour. The
forms takeé by sexual oppression must also be seen to have a
specificify which demands more complex explanation. A lack
of consideration of the social production of gender, and how
this has worked to maintain various dominant ideologies,
remains the most glaring fault in Jameson's study. This
issue is of the highest importance for cultural analysis
because of the ubligquitousness of the mythology of hetero-
sexual romance as utopia ié’cultural artifacts throuyh the
ages. As B}au Du Plessis's study is concerned to suggest,
such mythology/ideology both perpetuates women's oppression
and works to maintain the capitalist division between public
and private life which powerfully informs apolitical
explanations of human dissatisfaction. ﬂ

The inclusion of the lengthy passage quoted above
appears as a patronizing appropriation of feminist criticism
within ; study *hat elsewhere speaks of the first mode of
production and of the coﬁstitution of oppressed claaaés
without reference to women, and that asserts Marxism as
"virtually the only" school of criticism concerned with
negative ideological critique, adain without reference to
feminigm (88, 289, 291). Jameson ";heoretically" carves out
a gorstitutive place for feminist criticism in his interpre-
tive framework. The theory of cultural revolution fully
" asserts the ongoing virulence of sexual oppression, while

Jameson's pfactical criticism does not. It may be concluded
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that Jameson's analysis of thé ideology of form is not
"properly completed."” |

This reléte; to the reifying potential of the second
interpretive horizon, and to how it is to be integrated with
the third. \ The réfinement of a text into an ideologeme may
de-historicdize and idealize an understanding of the produc-
tion of ideologemes. This is of particular interest in
relation to women wri;ers, and to my critique of Munro.
Blau Du ﬁlessis' study underscores the importance of the
contradiction between bourgeois values and the 1deology'of
female domesticity in the twentieth-century emergence of

women from "sexual feudalism." For women, the realist novel

‘(with its humanist concentration on the individual and

individual values) remains a challenge to the sacred

cultural paradigms of patriarchal social organizifion. The
ambigu1t§ of—fhe textualyproduction of m{géle—class women is
of central concern in élau Du Plessis' study. (The material
conditioﬁs of possibility for writing fiction have long
excluded most working-class women. In Chapter Two, I will
indicate political problems with Blau Du Plessis' analysis.)
Blau Du Plessis’ major analytical concepts include the
"debate between critic and.inheritor" in women writer's
téxts, as determined by their (ambiguously) non-hegemonic
social position. Her study, while concerned with a critique
of the ideology of women's texts, is 31;2 emphatically a
celebration of the writing she considers, an exercise of
v

what Jameson terms the "positive hermeneutic" which Marxist

criticism must also practice. It captures more of a sense

)
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of fhe ongoing of cultural revolution.than does Jameson's

T

examination of Balzac, Gissing and Conrad.
\\v/ The import of women writers' challenge to "sexual
feudalism" ma& be lost within the interpretive process of
the second hoéizon, where it may be dismissed as more
production of merely bourgeois ideolégemes. It is necessary
to }nquire into the historical situaéions of the wriping
subjects who'prodnce ideologemes and of the interpreter who
would reproduce them after the fact.
Marxist critics such as Terry Eagleton (in "The
Idealism Qf American Criticism") and Edward Said (in
"Opponents, Audiences, Constituenqies") h;;e criticized The
Egli;iggl_ﬂnggnggiggﬁ for its displacment of the political
and its fallure to establish its relevance to the quotidiah
politics of everyday struggle. As Said notes, Jameson only
brieffy discusses the lafter.* Observihg the fragmentation
among oppositional groups, he argues for alliance politics
as the form mass opposition conld realistically take in
contemporary North America. Yet as Sald observes:
the irony is that in criticizing the global
perspective_agd admitting its radical discon-
tinuity with local alliance politiés, Jameson is
§lso advocating- a strong hermeneutic globalism
which will have the effect of subsuming the 1local
in the synchronic. (147)

This is éurely\an imaginary resolution.

The diversity of theorles and practices of Marxisms and

feminisms is an indication of the current divisiveness among

A
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. oppositionaldg::Ebs. Nationalist struggles, struggle§'

against racism and heterosexism, and the complicity of First
World (ambiguously) oppositional groups with exploitation of
the Third World, further indicate the complexity of the
configuration of political interests. Within academic
literary criticism, common responses to this context by
different interest groups include: a situation of the most
reprehensible failure to admit privilege in "other"/groups,
and a consequent wholesale rhetorical dismissal of their
theory and practice; and passing reference to one's own
sensitivity to the sjtuation of "others" while constructing
a theoretical model which excludes the significance of
difference. I would advance the suggestion that the
response to fragmentation, might more appropriatél& begin
from an admission of insensitivity and complicity, and
should involve an attempt to articulate the his{orical
reasons for the manner in which the situated interests of
various groups objectively differ and conflict.

Particularly in Chapter Six, I will draw on Blau DA
Plessis' analysis of Western women's texts as "(ambiguously)
nonhegemonic," while considering [jves a: an example of
twentieth-century women writer's production of the realist
novel. The ideological content of the realistlnovel form (a
form céntral to the bourgois cultural revolution) may be
"read” (in terms of a very reductive general,. formulation) as
a situation of origin and meaning in individual identity.
When in Chapter Six this understanding is applied to a text

such as Lives, written by a woman from a uorking—élass
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backgfound, the microscopic dynamism, overdetermination of
" and uneven development of cultural revolution is evident,
because women's investment in individualist ideology must be
seen as informed by a struggle against patriarchy. While in
aﬂvéncing th1§ analysis (and in even being in a ?osition to
produce it) I am complicit with bourgeois feminism's First
World privilege, my "sympathy" with Munro's investment in
the imaginary resolution‘of self-creation is not a matter of
the valorization of liberal feminism, but rather follows
from an attempt to see the historical conditions deterﬁﬁiing
this invedhent.

History as textualized ig the pclitical unconscious is
to be read in the realist tgit in terms of how the desire of
the writing subject ;tumbles against the subject's percep-
tion of objective limitations. She/he must "logicaily"
resolve such limitations if she/he is to satisfyingly enact
an imaginary script of wish-fulfillment. In Chapter Sevén.
I will ébnsider "Epilogue: The Photographer,"” the final p
section of [ives, in terms of Munro's desirei (explicitly
formulated by Ljiveg' protagonist) to hold the social world

still in realist narrative. 1In confronting the obuslacles Lo

’ desire's realization, "Epilogue" generates a symbolic s
RS {

expression of that which it would exclude ~- the understand- ’
ing of meaning as an jpteregted social production of
conflicting discourses rather than as a reflection of
transcenient significance. It is the reality of this

"nonbe ing" of méanlng and of continuous historical t}ansfor-

mation which frustrates Munro's desire to produce i‘ﬁgotal
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- Endnotes

1My formulation of Macherey's and Williams's posiﬁtions~

are taken from "The Problem of Reflection" and from Marxism

~

apd Literature.

2In Marxism apnd Literature, Williams gives a history of

the*varying Marxist uses of the term "ideology," and states
that "there can .be no question of establishing, except in
polemics, a single 'correct' Marxist definition of 1deolqu"'

(55-6).

3The texts referred to include Jane Austen's Emmg,and
Er_m_e_ani_ﬂr_e.mgis.e., Charlotte Bronté's m:l..:.t.tg and jJape °
Evre, George Eliot's Mjddlemarch and Edith Wharton's Ihﬂ
House of Mirth.

4Macherey is here quoting from Lukacs' Preface to the

1951 edition of Balzac &t le réalisme francais.
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i Chapte} I

Historicizing the Forms of Critical Interpretation: 7
The lLoss of the Object and Commitment to Social Change

. » » practice is/alwaQS young, while 1deologi§s
age and are no stronger than their weakest link,
the isolated representation. . . . Practice

», watches at the bed of all ideologies, at the foot
of their cradle and of their coffin. (Bertolt
Brécht, "Le procés de 1'opéra de quatre sous")

As Catherine MacKinnon observes in "Feminism, Marxism,
Hethod‘and the State," "theory is a social activity engaged
in the life éituatioﬁ of consciousness" (13). This princi—
ple, which I would contend is central to socialist-feminist
thought, must be 1ncorporated(1nto criticism not merely on
the level of conceptual methodology, but 1ﬁ}terms of a
subversion of the very forms of traditional theoreticgl
discourse. I would contend that Jameson's "On Interpreta-
‘tion" affirms this princip;l in its;?content,“ yetjgenigs it
in ‘its "form." Bbfére developing this contentioﬁ furthe;, a
certain split within Marxism, which is relevant to this:
principle and to the debate between Marxism and feminis@;
should be mentioned. 4\/

. Certain feminisms equate Marxism with a "theoreticai 7
discourse" understood as a homogeneous entity to be dis-
missed outright. However, as MacKinnon stgtes: N

Marxist method is not monolithic:v Beginnin& ufﬁh .
Marx, it has divided between an epistemology that
embraées its own hlstoricity’and one that ¢laims

to portray a reality outside itself. In the first
tendency, all thought, including-social analysis, |

is ideological in the sense of being shaped by
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social Peingf .« + . The second tesdency grounds
the marxist cleim to be scientific; -the first, its
ciair;)\ to capture asﬁthought the flux of history. -
The fifst is more hospitable to feminism; the

7

second has become the dominant tradition.  (13-14)
A Marxism which "embra(%es its own historicity” px;ovide'a a
fertile methodology for the challenge of all forms of
author itarianism,  including ?specially thaf asserted by
"scientific 'Harxism. " ’ .

Raymond Williams' Marxism apd Literature, with its

emphasis on practical ‘consciousness, reprei:en.ts a thrust in
contemporary Marxist culéural theory to return to a more
authentically dialectical tradition. Williams insists that”
Marxist thought must always function as an interminable
h’istoriciizatcion of itself. His book- sets "out to historicize
the 'shlfti‘r)g usages, of -tér'ms such as culoture, language,
liferatur?‘ ideology, ba"s'e and suporstructﬁr'e‘: determina-
tion, and productive forées‘. His analysis recognizes what
has informed feminist react-;on‘agalnst "one dominant strain -
in Ha:i:'xism. with its habitual abuse of the 'subj;ctivg' and
the 'personal'" (29) as reifying categories for the dynanmic
pr'ocess of historical ‘chén:ge and conflict on a microscopic
level: ‘ )
" it 1s the reduction of, the social to £ixed forms
| that remains the basic error. - Marx often .said |
this,ﬂ and some Marxists quote him, in fixed ways,

be fore returning to fixed forms. The mistake, as

so often, is in taking terms of analysis as 'tarns

x
3
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of-substance. . . . (Tlhe living will not be .
redaced. . . . All the-knqwnuéqmpiexities,’the
L experienced tehsions, ﬁhifts, and uncertaintiesg,

the 1ntricate forms of unevenness ;nd cénfusion,- T
; aré against the terms ‘of the reauction and s?on, |

by extension, against sociai analysis ikself.

Social forms are then oftgp admitted‘for generali-

ties.but debarred, coh%e*sfubusly, from an}

,  possible relevance to this, immediate and actuay

,significance of being. 'And from the abstractions

formed {n their turn by this act of debarring --
the "human imaginatjon," the "humaﬁ psyche," thé
"un&onscious," with their "functions" in art and
myth and dream. —— new and displaced forms of
. \social analysis‘ﬁnd ca;egoriiation,uoverr; ing all
;)specific Fociallconditions, are then more less
’ rapidly developed. '(129:30) . ‘<
This quotation bth/acknowiedges Mari;st'culpabilitg for
reaction against Marxist thought and'gractice, and crithﬁes
such régction. ‘ ﬂ Qt
- In "Toward a Feminist Poetics,"‘ﬁlaiﬁe Showalter
operates a concept of Marilggﬁaé a homogeneoys entiEy e
virtually s§nonymous ;ith th? "s&ientifié criticism” to
'which hale literary critics are attraqted:becauée it makes
the woék they do apﬁear "as manly and aqgressive as nuclear T
physicsrjj. " (140). Her analys}s follows thelqery‘process
,of reasoning leliapé outlines: | ‘ . ~

It is not only because the exchgﬁ ween 'i9{

*
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feminism, Marxism, and structurallsm has hitherto
been so one- sided, however, that I think attempts
at synthesis have s; far been unsuccessful While
‘scientific criticism struggles to purge 1tsel£ of
the subjective, feminist criticism is willing to
assert (in the title of a recent anthology) Im;'
futhority of Experience. The experiénce of women
can easily disappear, becowé mute, invalid, and

invisible, lost in the diagrams of the st;#;tura—

1isMor the class conflict of the Marxists.

hv——-ﬁ~‘“~*-**"*~*‘"***Experiénce—15"notﬁembtféﬁ:“i‘%“?“ﬁﬁt‘ﬂé‘ﬁﬁst—§T§o

técognize that the questions we most need to ask

go beyond those that science can answer. We must

seek the repressed messages of women in history,

in anf%ropology, iﬁ psychology, and in ourselves

. . ,(140-41) ‘
I certainly share with Showalter a concern and anger about
the obscuring of women's experjence in criticisp. This )
obscuring is precisely what her own-proposal‘fdr a gynocrit-
icism (in "Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness") enects.
"Fpmlnist Criticism in tﬂ@‘ﬂ;ldérne;s" opens the

anthology Writing and Sexual Difference., which concludes
wféh Carolyn Allen's response to Shoha}tgr, and Showaiter's
reply: Gayatri Spi&ak's "Pranslator's Forewogd" to has-
veta Devi's short story ?Draupadi" precedes tﬁe "Critical
Reéponse" section. A brief consideration of khe debate

concluding this anthology will serve to sitpate and suggest

the importance of a feminist historical-mateJialist approach

A4 , P
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within'fgminist literary-theoretical discourse.

I have no qéarrels with Showalter'é suggestion that
waomen's writing be gf central concern to f;minist literary
criticism. Yet she proposes that such gynocriticism be
Based on the very sort of "scieptific" diagram shé” objects

"to in structuralist criticism. This diagfam'is Edwin
Ardener's model of® the relationship between dominant and
muted cultures, two overlapping circles which are concep;

tualized as men's and women's experience. This synchronic
h .

model does not even suggest any explanation of conflict,

~——historfcal difference or historical change.
As Carolyn J. Allen obse;be;?

VU Showalter's proposal is inadequate on two grounds:
(1), by referring to women's culture as something
that encompasses arguments about sexual difference
based on biology, language, and psychology, she
has made her modgl too general to have much force;
(2), by defining romen’s culture as women's

r e#perignoe, she does not suggest the plurality of

those cultures. . . . She ackhowledges éhat race
and class are equally as important as gender, but
ghgn she goes on to séy Ehat those issues can be
set aside, she opens herself to the charges of
ethnocentrism that have been laveled against
feminist criticism in bdth 1t§ classic and recent
phases. (299-300)

Showalter's heated response to these charges in "Reply to

Carolyn J.”Allen" agaiq unwittingly betrays her ethnocen-
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trism. I wish to j;xtapose Showalter's }esponée to Gayatri
Spivak's observations in her "Translator's Foreword."

Showalter states that:
Allen's misgivings seem to be occasioned by a view
of the Tower of Acadeéia as lofty and remote from
"real 1ife." This afgpment strikes me as dated
and even sentimental. Life in the university,
especialiy in the humanities, was . . . and will

continue to be in the 1980's, a struggle for

survival whose accompanying stresses .can be

LR

\ matched against the most aufgentically‘braclné --
\ or dest;uctive —-— careers the society has to
offer. (30{)

Showalter's 1life 1s of course just as "real" as anyone
else's. Yet "careers" and "ithe societyf seem to be the key
words here, as they bétray the very specific North American
context from which qpowalter sets out to construct a
universal model of women's experience. The point 1; not a
competition for some coveted prize for most oppressed grgup

or for most au;ﬁrn;ically "real" life, but réther her

-3
anti-historicism. She defends the use of -
]

model’s implic

" this model while maintaining she is "keenly aware of the

" significance of race, class and nationality and would never
suggest that these issues_can be set aside” (305). Showal -
ter's assertions that we must "sharpen our definitions of

women'’s éklture" (305) angd "free ourselves from ethnocen-

trism" (305) bespeak a contrdﬁictipn that she seems unable w

to see. The very concept of "women's culture" in the
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singular is ethnocenffic. .
Showalter's expression of sensitivity towards "other"
women may be contrasted to a statement of Spivak's:
L | . I have'had thé usual "translator's problems" only

with the peculiar Bengali spoken by the tribals.
In general we educated Bengalis have the same
racist attitﬁde toward it as the late Peter
Sellers had toward our English. (271)

Spivak is a left deconstructive feminist, critical of but ' -

sympathetic to eertain _theories and practices of. Marxism(s).
As.she observes:\ ' '

]

when we speak for ourselves, we urge with éonvic—
tion: the personal is also political. For the |
rest- of the world's women, the sense of whose
pérsonal microlog§~ls difficult\(though not

impossible) for us to acquire, we fall back oma )

colonialist theory of most efficient information
refrieval. (262)
Her introduction to "Draupadi" suggests that the education
of the pluralist aesthete encourages a specialist's sense of
interpretive prowess,
Vastly different as Jameson's "On Interpretation" and

Showalter's "Feminist Criticism in ¢he Wilderness" are, it ,

seems to me that they share an implied sense of interpretive
prowess informed by aé inadequate accounting for fheir own

"perspectivity.” While in the above guotation from "Towards
a Feminist Poetics" Showalter appears to gesture towards the

situated perspectivity of feminist analysis, her use of
S
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" "experience" seems to connote a source of "objective"
authority no less convinced of‘its own unproblematic
priority. '

Splvak's reference to her own "racigm" appears oad
within a text which, like her other writinas, is concerned
to combat oppressive social formations. What interests me
is the unusual "form" of this particular sentence's act of #
deconstruction, a form which has an effectiveness as viable

as a "rigorous”" deconstruction in the complex and intricate

theoretical terms which Spivak is also able to operate.

The assertion that "theory is a social activity engaged
in the life situation of consciousness" is generally
rigorously denied by the messages emitted by the f
con;entions:or processes of theoretical diséourse. Whe
reééing in the context of Jameson's third horizon, "it has
become po%sible to grésp such formal processes as sedimented
content in their own right, as carrying ideologicallmessages ‘
of their own, distinct from the ostensible or manlfest '
content of éhe works" (99), With this in mind I will
conéider a passage from Jameson's text:
The problem of the subject is clearly a strategic
one for both dimensions of the novelistic process,
particularly if one holds, as Marxists do, that
the forms of human conscliousness an@ the mechan-
_isms of hqman psychology are not timeless and
everyvhere essentially the same, but rather

situation-specific and historically produced. It

follows, then, that neither the reader's reception
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of a parqiculat narrative, nor the actantial
represenfat n of human figures or agents, can be
taken to be [constraints of narrative analysis but
must themsSelves ruthlessiy be historicized. (152)

While in terms of manife§t content these observations affirm

that critical analysis is an activity embedded in social

relationships, the formal structure of Jameson's text

appears to me to argue that this text is pot "situation-

specific and historically produced," not itself a process.

The "voice," elsewhere signified by "we," is that of an
objective and distanced, ggemingly unsituated observer. Yet
the voice asserts the historicity or "illogical" quality of
any assumption, which is to be exposed by a gesturing to the
situatednéss of the perceiving subject. The historicization
" proposed will apparently lead to a logical closure, which
theoretically must be reopened. But because of the demands
of the form, which requires a closure in definite affirma-
tion, this reopening must take place "elsewhere."

I do not think that self-reflexiveness can or should be
enacted with every single phrase written, or that we can
presently do without the enabling "condensation" of assump-—
tions that traditional theoretical discourse allows. Yet
the kind of experiential, personal, lyrical, rhetorical, and
ethical discourse that feminism has begun to introduce into.
the academy should be juxtaposed and commingled with such
discourse. The sign—sy§tems of rhetoric and affective
expression can do much to indicate textual production as an

activity, insepérable from social context. The point of a
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discourse whose formal conventions sigﬂify its situatedness
is pot a gesturing towards a full "presence" represented in
the writing subject. Rather, the gestJ:e is towards itself
as an activity inextricably bound up in the whole web of
social relations.

The "proﬁlem" of a dialectical inquiry is ,the problem
of its object. This "text" sees itself,-and Munro's text,
as processes. Texts have no existence, in a hﬁmanly

"meaningful”" way, outside the conditions of their production

and reception. They have a material being, in that the

signifier is a material entity. The "object" of a study of
the text as process must be everything -- Mun;o's ggxt and
her time and place, my own text, and the conditions in which
it takes shape. This is very disturbing, in that the
ideology of this text's "content” appears to conflict with
that of its form, beginning and énQing with an objective
closure, narrowing the "object" of study, and eﬁacted in a
removed voice denying its own socially situated subjectiv-
ity. '

Blau Du Plessis' "For the Etruscans" enacts its
soclalist-feminist subversion of the traditional form of
theoretical discourse. Blau Du Plessis juxtaposes theoreti-
cal questioning with evocative prose, challenging the binary
oppositions between life and art, emotion and thought,
theors and practice, daily life and esoteric ideas, by .
inserting her subjectivity into her essay as that which

constituteixthe endless dialectical movement between such

seeming oppositions. This is pot to center authority in

”'\
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individual subjectivity. Rather, a combination of theoreti-
cal argumentation and the author's emotional response to it
enacts the historical materialist contention that a sub-
ject's affinity with an idea is always informed by her
social contegt. While Blau Du Plessis joins other social- ;
ist—-feminist theorists in admitting her doubts and her
vu{nerability, Jameson's totalizing approach is virtually

always enacted in an(;bjective and highly confident tone.

Following "For the Etruscans," I would assert the need P

P

or%a’critical—formvthategesturESﬁto"itse1f‘§§“§9ﬁ561i6’56f?7"'
A both/and vision born of shifts, contraries,
negations, contradictfons; linked to personal
vulnerability and need . . . vision. that embraces
movement. . . . This is not a condition of "not
choosing," since choice exists always in what to

represent and in the rhythms of presentation.

(276) ~

[y

The value I perceive in Jameson's study is its complex

~ expression, on é cognitive level, of "a both/and vision born :4?
of shifts, contraries, negations, contradictioné." Yet its h
form tends to imply an autonomy of mind able to master all
contradictions.

Jameson observes)that the reader should not expect of
his study "that explanatory projection of what a vital and
emergent political culture should be and do which Raymond‘
Williams has rightly proposed as the most urgent task of a
Marxist cultural criticism" (10). As Terry Eagleton

contends, "it remains unclear quite how the relations



between that project and the one iealized in (Jameson's)

book are to be conceived" ("Idealism" 65). Following K\
Balibar and Macherey, I would suggest th;t the former
project sﬁould st;ive to "begiﬂ to produce real transforma-
tions, practiéél effects, either in the means of production
of literary texts and art works, or in the manner in which
they are gocjally consumed" (Qtd. in Kuentz, 92). Uhag is

to be challenged is .the quietism of such consumption, in

which the contemplation of an aesthetic "object" is seen as

an cud*in~itse1ih—“Tn‘dtfferent“waysr*mng:gglltiggI:gn%?n: -

scious, Writing beyond the Ending, and this present study
' may reinforce such quietism at the same time as they

challenge it.-
As Kuentz observes in "A Readiny éf Ideology or an
Ideology of Reading?": .
Literary criticism is ready to welcome any new
"method, " as long as it demonstrates its ability
to encircle more closely the privileged object of
the text. The given plurality of approaches |is
the nécessary correlate Qf the wnity and unidﬁe:
. ness of that object, the text, and of its objec-
tive, a ;ggg*ng. The variet& of metho@s only
serves to confirm the existence of a center which
i
is at once both the'origin and conclusion of
éesearch. (86) /
- It is for this reasoﬂ‘that Raymond Williams, whffé still
riting about "literature"” among otﬁer things, now refuses

tHe title of literary critic.1 The text understood as
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*process" provides an arbitrary entry point into what is.

ultimately an examination of and strategy for social change..
One of the things to be challenged is the compartmentaliza-
tion of knowledge, a strategy of containment through which
objects of study appear "kgowable" without reference to
ideological perceptions. Any method which appears to
account too fully for a "text," even when it itself purporté
; decentered conceptualization of texts, may rewrite it into

¢ !
the very coherence which, in the terms of quietistic

\

JAmeson suggests that/all critical interpretations
imply theoretiz;1 abstractions suggestive of ideological
positions or master narratives, and that the analys® or
writer of fiction has a "libidinal 1nves£ment" in her/his

narrative. I would like to suggest that whereas Jameson's

critical practice seeks libidinal gratification through a

"cognitive totalization,'" Blau Du Plessis's Q;i;;gg_ggxgng

the Ending finds such gratification through an "éffective
totalization.”"” Her critical narrative, with its expression

of the affeqtive aspect of reader reception, is pefhéps more
fully suggestive'qf its an status as a socially symbolic
act, of its use in "confronting a heggmbny in the fibres of
the self" (212), as her opening quotation from Williams'

Marxism apd Literature puts it.

Blau Du Plessis' critical practice is similar to

Kipstlerromane by women writers, which she describes as
taking their cue from "the-artisanal experience, in which

the object is made for'uge and has its existence in the
. ' v

.8
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realm of n;cessity. as an expressién of ties or need;”
(104). The fictional art works."are carefully built to end
what .Theodor Adorno calls 'the pure autanomy of mind' in the
relation of art to culture" and challenge "the view af éhe
artist as a separated, iselated genius" (104). Blau Du
~P1essis’incorporates "high theory" into a study which
remains accessible to the non-specialist.. Her work @hus
leaves 'itself open to.challenges that it sometimes tends

towards a psychological -expressivist or ethical criticism.

It uses words such as "love," "need," "anger,'" and sometimes

tends towards a humanism which as Jameson observes reinfor-.

ces "the categories of bourgeoié individualism, and its
agthnopological myths of human nature”" (153). Blau Du
Plessis' frequéntly "humanist" vocabulary, however, is
always woven into an analysis of formal‘style and of
ahthorial "_im:ention,'L understoqé not as ;n ideal or pre;
discursive act of'wflling, but as something immersed in the
particular experieﬁce of that author within her family and
society, és not in the full éonscious control of an ;uﬁhor,
and as an after-the-fact critical construction to be
developed from both a narrative's semic structures and
blographical material. '

The Folitical Unconscious and Hriting bevond the
Ending, taken together, express the double sense of the
sqocialist-feminist project as a position within a conflict
and as a projection of "what an emergent political culture
might be and do." While both wo;ks gesture to and express

{
the duality of this project, each tends to "contain" its
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respéctive emphasis through exclusion of the other. Writing
bevond the Ending (although to a far lesser aegre; than "For
the -Etruscans") gestures to thé concept of criticism as a
social activity with its own immediate "use" in the trans-
formation of practical consciousness. &et its optimistic"
and utopian vision can reinforce the sense of such a process
as sufficient unto itself, at the same time as it expresses

the vital potential of a social vision of decentered

authority. The Politjcal Uncons g;ggg expresses "criticism

as tool” in the conceptual construction of the "object" of

conflict. VYet it can serve to reinforce the reifying
perception of theory and criticism as not themselves engaged
in a process.of*lived relations.

. ) The above contentions suggest a contradiction for which
no clear resolution is presently possible. That which
gestures to the materiality of its own process moves away
from the idealistic reductlon of dominant and oppositional
ideology in clearly deflned theoretical assertion Yet it

“

) is this very reductlon which enables a more overtly material )

political praxis, in the workplace, in armed struggle, and
in chalﬁenges to state laws and institutions,. Th; mass
solidarity required for such praxis depends on, among other

: conditions, an acceptance of common principles\from which
st?}tegy may be developed. Th? tentative homocgenizing ot
the "object" of confrontation makes action possible. Ag
earlier suggested.by Williams, speaking of the social in
fixed forms is both necessary and problematic. Terms of
analysis, taken as guides to and questioning of praxis, must

.- \ -
" ’ ‘




at some poiné be ta%eh as terms of substance and yet not

" solidify i‘ro such fixed modes of c&nceptualization that
they come to-claim their authority in representing all
situations independent of spezific anq'changing historical
contexts, and that they exclude as unimportant anything for
which they'cannpt adequately account. -

Blau bg{?lessis' celebration oﬁ-th; ult}mate inability

of discourse to reduce the living is welcome and provoca-

tive, and yet does not éive en&ugh recognition to the -

urgency of the need that it attempt to do exactly that. In

any case it is not even a question of its ”attemptlhg" to do
-~ 3 -

so0, since all conceptualization 1nev1tab1y‘depends on

reductive strategies of &ontainment. . .
& v
Blau Du Plessis' idealism relates to her concept of the
female aesthetic, theorized on the basis of tha middle-class

woman's position in the social structure. The importance of

the particularity of this position be65;2% obscured as this

concept, in the movement of her prose, slides into one whic
appears §o‘encomﬁass the experieﬁ&g of all women. Consider
this passage from "For the Etruscans:"
Insider -outsider status will also help to dissolve
“an either-or dualism. For the, voman £inds she is
irréqﬁncilable things: an outsidqf by her gender -
position, by her relation to power; may be an ‘
insider byﬁher socfal position, ﬁ:; class. . . ; '

Doubled consciousness.. Doubled understandings.

How then could she neglect to invent a form which
& i

\o

produces this incessant, critical;—splitting
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notion. To \invent this form. To invent the
theory for this form. ‘

Following the "féemale aesthetic" wil? produce-—
drtworks that incorporate contradictions and

1

nonl inear movement into the heart of the text. "

4
o

(278) ( g
A woman pay be an insider. VYet what is "female" in her
aesthetic is apparently determined by her being one at the
same time as she is an outsider. The female aesthetic,
posed as "solution" to an‘imposition of oominant meaninos by
a hierarchical social organization, is alwé?QQZ;ready an '
expression of the continued existence of this very problem.
How is a changed conscio‘ ess to relate to the

potentiallviolence of confroptation? (It is this troubling

question which Wr t . beyond the FEnding tends to skirt.’

-The preservation of a concept of a "literary object," in

. spite of a tone and vocabulary which express a sen?e of the

text as process, enables such avoidance.‘ The prefece« ,

emphasizes that "this reading and arrangement of meanings
v 4,

claims no privilege, finality or neutralityhggi} is one --

but one culturally necessary -- production of possible

meanings" (ix). 1Is it possible to. disclaim boyh neutrality

and priority, 'without contradiction7 Assertion which clains /
VAN

or desires to renounce its'own priority or "aggression" can

imply the possibiiit;\of occupying a space of innocence.

free of the will-to-power of ideological bias. Su&ﬂ a space

.
13

does hot exist. If Blau Du Plessis' "arrangement of
t

) meanings"_refers to a primarily’aesthetic exploration, the

/ L e . d

e
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renunciation of privilege does not constitute a problem in .-
which much is at staké. But if it refers to what is )

* ultimately a totaliéing analysis'of social process, capable
;f extending to the concept of armed conflict in, say.?ﬁhti-
.coloQial struggles, an analysis whose very purpose is toa

construct strategies for mass action, then it must indeed’ be

willing to assert its own privilege. Since ﬂnljing_pgxgng

the Ending expresses a will to pose a‘evolutionaz‘y chal- [
lenge to dominant authority, it should not negate its own .

complicity with the will-to-power implicit in’ such a
chalienge. ‘ . '

Jameson's ‘three concentric frameworks, éxpressions of
different "sets" of the reading mind towérd; a transformed '
"object," recognizes both the necessity for and problems of
the reductive violence of the critical act. The second
horizon allows for the construction.og—a ﬁirage of clarity
" of the sort whiéh enables, action ﬁi&hin conflict.’ The third
"refragment§" the object of study intg a process of conti-
nuous cﬁange which offlers to sybvert' the very grounding )
assumptions operated by the ‘critical subject, ;hose con-
sciousness is itself determined py soc}al being. .Theu
reflexivit? of arneggéive d{glectic engenée;s a "painful
'decen}gring!rof the cgﬁsciousness of the individual
subject" (285). As Jamgsog/observes. "it~;hodia begstressed

that the.proceés df totalization outlined in our opening v

chapter offers no way out of this 'labour and suffering of .

‘the negative'" (284). : ' Vﬁ$ﬂ,

. .
My study's aim -- to ask, not what the text "means,"

-
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but how it "wprké," to read it not as an object, but a

prdcess -~ itself involves an investment in a binary

.. oppasition. The suggestion of how a text works always

already ipplies what it means. In the very agtempt to do
the contrary I will relfy Mun}o's text, as my'language yill.
pretend to "capture flux." Such reification enab;gs me éo
realize the formai réqulrements of literary-critical

discourse, whosé;strategies of containment generally include

-

a removed voice implying that theory is not "a social

activity engaged in the 1ife situation of consciougness,”

and "an opening and c}osufe asserting that such a thing as a

liﬂgrary-text as a separable thing—in—itselg exists in'ghe
fifst‘piace. The "iirationality," or ideological construc-
tion, of r;;ional discourse, will be explained in the’k
logiqafmtermsﬁand forms of rational discourse. The conten
of my study'; form thus con;radicfs its own go&erning

t

assumptions.

- tg
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Endnote

1See Williams' argument 1ﬂ "Marxism, Sékucturalism and
Literary Analysis" for "historical semiotics," the "analysis
of all forms of gignification, including quite centrally
~writing, within the actual mean; aﬂd coAdL;ions of their

production" (65). ( . .

#
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Chapter III

The Ideology of Realism:
A Critique of Munro's RAesthetic

Th}s chapter will critique a particular ideologeme --
the gfounaing of authority in sensory perception and the
felt experience of the individual -- informing the concept
of realist narrative as representation, as a transparent
window onto "the real." Certain manifestations of realist
narrative, and humanist interpretations of it, pendﬁto
project a model of "Life" as a universal essence untouched
by thé conflicts of historically particular societies. This
model is at one and the same time both ideological and
utopiaﬂ, in that it functions as an aesthetic compensation,
as a symbolic gratification of the alienated self's desire’
"for social connection. |

My critique will be situated in the context of a very
general introduction to Munro's work and social background.
I will consider several interviews with Munro and critically
examine her perception of heg aéstheticdand her place in the
social world. Examples of humanisf critical interpretation
of her work will be critiqued. A connection of realist
narrative with dominant ideology and a naturalization of
social reality will be-'qualified by Rachel Blau Du Plessis’
observation that women writers have used this form to
subvert and critique traditional narrative and social
conventions. tizﬁill consider two passages from Munro's
fiction which consider concentration on a physical world
which is "just itself" as a compensation for unfplfiiled

v

'desire.




~refusal of the role of social critic is informed by a
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The contentions above will be related to Munro's soclal
= )

experience as a woman writer from a working class background

in rural Ontario. I will suggest that Munro's stated

reifying conception of intellect and by a wish to avoid the
visibility attendant upon explicit social dissent.

There is a contradictlén apparent in Munro's perception
;f her narratives as on the one hand transparent representa-
tions'of lived experience, and on the other hand systems of
control. Particularly in interviews conducted in the 1970s,
Munro reveals a humanist understanding of realist represen-
tation as able to present an objective picture of life.
(The formal structure of some of the short stories in The

Progress of Love, Munro's latest collection, and certain of

her statements in more recent interviews, suggest to me that
3

her presentlunderstanding has changed significantly.) As
the quotations to follow will attest, this understanding is
informed by a conception of a fairly rigid opposition
between subjectivity and objectibity. Sensory perception,
sight in particular, is seen to enable an objective look at
things as they are; Such a "picture," in order to retain
its objectivity, must be seen as ideally separable from any
intellectual construction of "meaning” around it, for it is
heré that a suspect subjectivity is seen to make its
entrance. ‘I will suggestighat the above understanding
achieves something very important for Munro, that is,
protection from having to defend the intellectual and

ideological positions and the emotional interests that are
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alﬁays already there in any éttempt to represent the social

‘world. Narrative as a sociaily symbolic act is indeed, as

Munro recognizes in contradiction to her own aesthetic, a

"way of getting control.”

Lives of Girls and Women, as Munro acknowledges, is

"autobiographical,"” although not in the expressivist sense

thak it gives immediate access to the real 1life lived by the
young Alice Munro. T wili sometimes refer to its protagon-
ist "Del," and to other Munro characters, by enclosing
"their" names within quotation marks. This indicates an
attempt to avoid the expressivist criticism whigh, under-
standably, once provided a major alternative for feminist
critics in reaction against formalism. Characters are
rhetorical functions produced by a reader's interaction with
the language of Hunfo’s text. The language of psychologi-
cal—reaiist analysis with which I will sometimes describe
these functions provides a kind of critical short-hand for
my own imaginative production of these characters and for
what I think Munro is trying to suggest.

"Del" calls herself a "chameleon" who "soaked up
protective ébloration wherever it might be found" (166). By

contrast, her mother "Addie's" differences from prescribed

' social norms frequently emerge in vocal and confrontational

social critique and non-conformist behaviour, that is, in a
visibility which "Del" finds extremely threatening. "Del”
and "Addie" as two dissenting subjects have very different
responses to their environment. One of "Del’s" responses is

the creation of narrat\ive.
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.Alice Munro was born in 1931 in W1ngpam, Ontario, and
érew up.Bn a fox farm near this town. Shé studied at the
University of Western Ontario for two years. She then
married and moved to Vancouver and Victoria, where she lived
" for almoét'twenty years, raising three daughters. 1In 1972
she retﬁrned to south-western rural Ontario, the setting of
a majority of her stories. She remains there at present
because she feels deeply tied to this society, even though
she recognizes that due to her yrlting she is not very
popular there.. Further study of Munro's work might suggest
the enormous influence that Munro's relationship with her
mother has had on her fiction, hLer aesthetic, and her
. perceptions. This "personal"” history can be r;;ated to the
bourgeois ideology of individual self-creation so promineqt
in the society of Munro's childhood. 1In "The Ottawa Valley"
(contained in\(gg,éollection Somethin 'v ee eanin
Tell You), the narrator confesses an inability to produce a
clear "snapshot" of her mother. I would ;;ntend that in
this story Munro confronted contradictions to her documen-
tary aesthetic which informed later changes in her narrative
form. Significanfly, the possibility of producing the
"snapshot" is related to a desire for a clear demarcation of

boundaries around the identity of the perceiving subject.

Munro has published six collectfoﬁs of short stories:
Dance of ;l_u? Happy Shades (1968), Ljves of Girls and Women
(1971), Something J've Been Meaning to Tell You (1974), Who
Po_You Think You Are (1978), The Moons of Juplter (1982),
and The Proqgqress of Love (1986). Although she herself
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’

" classifies giggg as a novel, she can understand vhy many

critics do not, because she writes on "a single string, a-
tension string . . . (notl] as some—people say a true
novelist does, manipulating a lot of strings" (Gibson 258).
B. Pfaus states that Munro believes Lives is a novel because
the sections, while inter-1inked by having the
" same character throughout, are with the exception
of two, not self-contained units that can stand
completely on their own. . . . [T)lhe sections are
tdb long, . . . too lacking in an essential
tension to be c}assified as short stories. (46)
Munro says of this work that
it could be called an autobiographical novel . .
most of the 1nc1dent; are changed versions of real
incidents. . . . [{Tlhe eﬁotional reality, the
girl's feeling for her mother, for men . . . it's
all solidly autSbiographical. (Metcalf 58)-
Munro gives her protagonists Del and Rose (from Who Do
Xgn_IhinL_lgg_ALglfca class background similar to her own.
Del's father runs his own fox farm. Rose's father repairs

furniture and her g{tep-mother runs a small store. 1In both

m 11 businesses, these protagonists'

parents have a borderline class position. Del and Rose have

labouring and running s

the resource of intelligence with which to achieve a
distance from their past conditions and escape the more
brutal manifestations of social violence they observe other

.women exposed to. Interviewed by J.R. Struthers, Munro

stated that the story "Privilege” in §ho Do You Think You




" Are? is "a story about a school I actually went to and

things tiat happened there" (21). In this story, Franny
McGill is raped by her brother in the entryway of the Boys'j
Toilet as the schoolchildren observe. "The use Shortie was
making of her, that others made, would contipnue" (27).
Franny had a face that apgeared to have been "smashed" and
was white, lonaﬂ shuffling, fearful, like an old

“ woman. Maroonéd in Grade Two or Three, she could
read and write a little, was seldom called on to
do so. She may not have been so stupid as
everybody thought, but simplf stunned . . . by
continual assault. (27) |
Munro focuses the reader's attentions on her protagonists’
strategies for survival énd advancement.

Munro's family exper%ence bears extraérdinarily.marked

fa P
similarities to that of the Bronté sisters as discussed in

Terry Eagleton's Myths of Power:
They were . . . plac:d at a painfully ambiguous
point in the soclial structure. . . . They strove-
as a family to maintain reasonably "genteel"
standards in a traditionally rouéh-and-ready
environment. They were, moreover, socially

insecure ggmgn.—— members of a cruelly oppressed

group. . . . And they were educated women,

trapped in an almost intolerable deadlock between
culture and economics -- between imaginative .-
aspiration and the cold truth of a society which

could use them merely as "higher" servants. They
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were'nglgggi educatéd w&men, socially and
geographically remote from a world with which they
nonetheless maintained close intellectual touch,
and so driven back on them;elves in solitary
emotional hungering. At certain points in their
fiction, indeed, that loneliness becomes t&pe'and

. image of the isolation of all men in an indivi-

“dualistic society. BAnd as if all this were not
“l ,
?

.

enough, they were forced to endure in their
childhood an especially brutal form of‘ideogogical
oppression ~-- Calvinism. (8) ‘
Pléced at the heart of a staggering number of contradic-
tions, these women sought resolutions in the socially
symbolic act of narrative. ’ , \
uAs a fox farmer, Munro's father was both owner and
worker, ambiguously placed on the border of the pettyi
bourgeoisie, a class deseribed by Marx -as "contradiction
. incarnate." The mother character presented in those H@nro
stories which she claims as her most autobiographical is
highly concerned with the maintenance of "genteel" stan-
datds; education and culture. In the interviews to be
‘coﬁsidered shortly, Munro speaks of her early fascination
with poéks, her loneliness and imaginative aspiration, anqz\
her "escape" into making stories. She grew up in a rural |
Ontario area whose ideological formations were strongly
influenced by the fatalism of the Presbyterian faith.l .
The jdeology of {ndividualism found a major locus in

-

religious institutions, as Max Weber observes in lhe
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Brotestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. The Presby-
terian influence in Ontario contributed to a dominant
"ideology whereby people are perceived to "get what they
deserve, " povérty and social exclusion being blamed on the

victim. Munro's texts 1n§cr1be the considerable value her s

sqciety ascribes to self-control, to the denial of emotional .
need and human interdependency. ) |

Inihlggg, set from the 1940s to the 1950s, a female
protagonist .comes of age Quring a period of global political
uphedval and massive movement of women into and out of the
paid labour force. Munro's writing career began in the
periocd of a post;war consolidation of a new world economic
order. |

J.R. Struthers' numerous interéretations of Hunﬂo's
work contain the most explicit of the frequent critical
cohtent%pns that Hunro{s narratiyes are ‘'pure'’ q89qmenta-
tion. He writes of "Munro's characteriséic adoption of a
straight, docpmentary‘é{yle, her absolute rejection of the
tendency of many phétographers to manipulate images. . . .
{Iln prose fiction, sh; presents a still photograph . . .*"
("Alice Munro and the American South" 198). Even mére
sophisticated critiques, such as John Moss's, often imply a
concept of the writer as an object{G; subject using language '
ﬂas a transparent window onto the object. These debollticiz-
ing corcepts of the subject and of language inform a

humanist criticism which takes the incidents depicted in

Lives as signifiers for "universal" truths found in' the
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4

context of a monﬁmental time.
| John Moss contends that Munro's "particulaf'heightened
realism -- exact, direct, haunting -- is her means of ﬁaklng
the truth so palpably self-evident that the reaéer, the
critic, is hagd pressed to discover arguments to be pursued
or explanations ‘to be given . . . ("Introduction" to The *

Canadian Novel: Here and Now 9). As Michael Ryan observes,

the principle of self-evidence is "the very ground of
ideology" (2).
John Hetcalf,interviewed Munro in 1972. She %ays that
- "a rather traditional kind of writing is suited to whatever
"™\, I have to express" (62). Considering the stories in Dance
of the Happvy Shadeg, Munro observes that those;which tend
towards pattern or formula stories, the "least real," are .
those she considers the least successful. Iﬁ terms of .
'vision, the writers who have influenced her "are probably
the writers of the American South . . . ﬁudpra Welty,
Flannery O'Connor, Carson McCullers . . ." (56).
Munro states that she is sympathetic to femlniém, but
"not active because I'm not a.political person. . . . Maybe

I should be active but I don't have enough energy to stand

off in any other directions" ~(59). A married woman writer

"is no longer a completely unbiased observer. She has
something to defend. . : . You live within a certain
framework that is pretty hard to question because if you
start questiogfng it too far you may be in big trouble"
'(597. (The words "no loﬁger" interest me here because they

i imply the possibility of an unbiased position.) A&sked if
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she is frightened by the tendency of women writers to lead
a-typical lives, Munro respon@s, "It does frighten pe
because I.'Q a fairly security-demanding p:::)r'\" (59).' She

feels fhere is probably a contradiction { any women

-4

writers between an ambitious self and "the woman'ﬁﬁo is

#

passive,‘who vants to be dominated, who wants to have

1

someone between her and the world. And I know I'm like

this" (59). These sentimehts are reiterated in Graeme
. M

Gibson's interview with her. s

¢

Asked why, in Ljves, the fatQ?r and brother oﬁ the
protagonist‘Del "seemed to disapbear Pomehow," Hunropsays,
"my interest was shifting so.mich to the mother . . . i
couldn't deal with both pafe ts. I have a falrlj‘na;row
focus . . . J (593; She ais sugéests that this reflects .
societal separatlbn of male and female roles. 1In Chap;er
" Four, I will suggest th; siénificanqe of the "abséﬁt‘father" ot
and/or the peripheral role of a father character so often
apparent in Munro's fiction.2 l

In her prose, Munro strives fér "an emotional exactness )
o . .gan exactness of resonance" (56). She contends she is
"not a writer who deais in” ideas" (56). Shetobserves that
she is not satisfiéd with the epiiogue‘of degg,'where shq'
was "trying to deal with sometﬁing fairly comsgex":(GO). (

’

This section contains a consideration pf narrative forms and
: 4 ‘
their relation to lived experience/, a consideration that A

might well be said to deal with "ideas". Similar considera-

tions are also extremely imboqpant in the content and -
. H
structures of the sections "The Flats Road"” and "Heirs o§ ’

¢
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; the Living Body." c TN ‘

\ ¥
The'duality Munro _ sets up betwasn idées and intuitive

— v - .
. :?ercep ions is again apparent in Graeqe Gibson's interview

AN

) < ‘ 3 - o
with her, -published in 1973. In her description of her

ﬂ ) subject matter and of how shesapproaches writing, she uses
(;;3ons of_ﬁhe."natural."

-~
many terms.which have connot;

In answer tc,Gibsonﬂs question of whether writers

Q

x s, "know" something specialf Munro states a preference for the
PR ! '
¢
term "seée."” "I'm not an intellectual writer. I'm very, u-

;A‘ o ﬁé:y éxciféd by what yoﬁ~might call the surface of life. .. .

It seems to me very important to get at the exact tone or

fexture of how things are (541). The duality.suggested
t ¥ - . . 3 . / . B . .

ﬁ. ghe%P%betﬁéép 1nte11e9x.?nd an'intuiéivé perception of things
' ag th;y‘ére or "sgﬂ%aces,ﬂ does not account forlyhe active
‘production of all perception 6f the "real" through the‘ -
- dialectical interaction of the object, an ineradicably

@

- J ‘"soéiai:lanquage”*anzﬁlFS“bjeCt situated in a specific

. . 5
histdrical context. 1In any case, a great many examples from

. -Hunroks fiction bLataag1§ contradict her assg;tlons that she

.. " "is not a writer whg/deals in ideas, as is mentioned above in
f P ‘ 3 2

- « “-' . g;sponse to barticular sectivns Erom Lives. In "Age of
: ryw‘ift~ngth{" Del‘presents'an‘gggument'against tneditionak
.« ‘ ) C.hristi.a&n ‘beliefs wﬁfch, takes up ‘several pages and is of
| | considéréble‘ihtellgctual depléxity. (Interesﬁingly. ﬁun}o

- . ‘ '
_agreed. with Metcalf's contention that this was the weakest

section of the bopk.), Throughout Lives and ¥ho Do You Thihk
.o " ng_A;éz,'numerous rhetorical passages éritique female

soclialization and societal and literaryQperceg;;on and
- e (.. (s . — h i
A

.
. “ L . N
' A, g
. b .
E/ ' ' o
« - > LY »
- L o . . o » . " .
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representation of vomen.B 1
What may'be considered "intellectual arguments" in
. © M@nro's fiction are often of immediate emotional impottance
- ,

. 9o
to her women characters, and thus Munro is in some way
v

rejecting a duality between abstract theorizing and peétsonal
exper ience. Howevér, her statements suggest that it is
possible to exclude or divide the cognitive from perception.
Such suggestions appear to be informed by a conflation of
ideas with consciousry held and systematically éormulated

philosophical and ideological framewo?ﬁs
*

?¢\_ﬁ_ B. Pfaus observes that Lives. "typical of(all of
Munro's writing,zgets out to investigate the nature of

reality:; Rggl_Lljgf&as in fact the original title intend€d4

‘ .
jribr the book" (48). Helen Hoy also makes this contention

To pursue an inVestigation of "the real” while eontending J/
' !

that\one is not posing intelliptual arguments seems ques-

tionable. Hoy and Pfaus, like Munro, appear to posit a

.

"monu tal time" in which the real as a non-historical

entity piecedes a represehtation which 1s understood as a

-

. — discovery XatHer than as a discursive construction. ' Thus

'Hoy'considers Liiég "an exploration of the realities~of
. ’ !

evil, death, religion, sex and art" (110). - Her arguments

following this statement'would'appear‘to shatter the implied
‘ essentialist nature of the “réhgities" she lists by suggest-

ing how Hunro's characters percelve them differently through

~particu1ar~visiogs or."uorlds" of pérception correspondent
with their social situation. Yet she cohtends that "the

insufficiency of many of thes® worlds lies in their dis-
. )

)
L

-
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regard for life'’'s compleiity, their allegiance to either
romanticism or empiricism at the expense of the other"
(110). This imélies that “life's‘complexity" is encoded in
a Qision that harmoniougly blends "romanticism and empir@®
cism" and recognizes é metaphysgksxof essence. '

Hunfo informs Gibson that her writing "may be a way of
getting on top of expeflence + . . but it's control by

v

hindsigh£ in away . . ." (245). She says thgt éﬁen she is
writing, "I qpn't think of it as py -image. I am so f§r gon;f
, that I think of it as the image, as a kind of revelation .
." (254), 'She seeS her techniﬁue a; being very convention-
; al. "I can't write about states of mind. . . . I can't
‘have anybody in a room without déscriplng all the furniture"
. (257). - -
- The conventions of realism accord well with Munro's
sense of havipq an intuitive approach to her work, as. can be
seerj in Terry Eagleton's explanation of Roland Barthes'

position:

It is one of tthe functions, of ideology to 'natura-

{
{
{

lize' social reality . .
In Barthes's view, there is a literary ideology

5 \ wvhich corresponds to this ';Etural attitude, " and

its name is realism. ﬁealist literature.tends to
conceal the socially relative or constru?ted
. 3 . naéure of languagei‘it helﬁs to confirm the

prejudice that there is a form of 'ordinary' }\

language that is somehow natural . . . gives us )

* - reality 'as it is' . . . . The sign ... . is seen

P
R

- ’ . ]
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rather as a translucent window onto the object . .

¢
.

The sign as Eréflection,' 'exp?ession' or
lrepresentation"denies the Q;gggg;igg,character' (
oga}anghage,. . « . [The healthy sign is that]
;hich gestures totits own material existénce at

" the same time as it conveys a meaning . . . .

- (Literary Theory 135-6) |
Interestingly, the latter "double sign" is frequently found
in Munro's work, which evidences a fascination with the
production of meaning and the "arbitrary" connections of
words with the signiifizds they would name.4-
With refe;ence to Barthes's ideas about reélism, it can
also be said‘that, as Rachel Blau Du Plessis observes in’
. r v . -

tieth-Century Womep Writers, realist form can and has been

7

-used itself to "denaturalize" social reality. ﬁarrative can
disrupt traditiona} standards of "plausibility" through

" development of -characters, plot sequences, or narratiye
outcomesé Many novels with female ppotaggnists are struc-

" tured according to the conventions dflthe romance plot,
within a genre that remains one of the most successful of
litﬁ!'%y commodities. 1In bracketing a roméncg/plot within a
plot of individual quest, [jjves continues a twentieth-

century narrative strategy with which women writers have

challenged the soclal{conventions of the sex/gender system.

But it can hardly be considered as ground-breaking in this

[~

reéard.



Much of my interest in Lives is in regard to lts/a\\\

success as a "bestseller," both in terms of what this may

indiéate about historical changes preceding the 1970s, and
in terms of how its conventions work to manage social
contradictions. As Raymond Williams contends,

it is of the essence of a convention that it satisfies

an assumption.or a point of view, so that the work can

be made and received . . . . [Tlﬁe reality of conven-
tions as the mode of junctfan of social position and
literary practice remains central. (Marxism and

Literature 179). 5
I would observe that I am not concerned to rate [jves
according to any scale of "literary” value.

J.M. Bernstein remarks that blographical form and self-
recognition are accepted mediating devices betweenlthe we;
of 1lived experience and the formal sféucture of realist
novels, and that these‘devices can relativize "the world to
the self and meaning to identity" (150).: (In Chapter Six I
will suggest that while the realist novel has rightly been
viewed as a bourgeois form, women writgrs' novels must be
seen in relation'te the difference in women's experience.)
These mediating devices or conventions contribute to the
-structuring of Liveg and many other Munro parratlves,
although in The Progress of love I -detecs that Munro is
questioning them and moJing toward refusals of closure,

. ‘making differentnideological atfirmations through the
suégestion of what Rachel Blau Du Plessis terms'a "communal ' \\

o

protagonist.”
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Gibson questions Munro about the woman wrlger's
relation to society, and abhout her own motivations for
wgiting.' As in the Metcalf interview, she mentions the
loneliness and isolatioayof her childhood and adolescence:
I always realized that I had a differenﬁfblew of
the world, and one that would bring me 1&to great
trouble and ridicule if it wvere expg:ed. I
learned very early to disguise everything, and
perhaps the escape into making stories was
necessary. (246)
Perhaps realist conventions also provide Munro with a

certain type of disguise. That the adult Munro™is still

sensitive to "ridicule and trouble" is suggested in the

“w

Metcalf interview, where she describes herself as a secu-
'rity—demandigg peréon, a married woman who has something to
defend. 1In claiming to represent thé sur face of things, or
what is there, rather than to present.a critical and
interested interpretation of the social world, one can bow
out ok having to defend an intellectual position. The claim
that one 1s'no; taking an intellectual posifion is itself an
intellectual position 1nvolvihg a garticulgr reifying :
definition of intellect.

Two passages from Mufto's fiction explicitly.consider
perception of an objéct world of unquestionable soliditj as
compensation for unfulfilled desire. ’In a passage from

Lives, it is élso of interest that the protagonist considers

, f ‘
her -emotional pain in terms of*gjmlndnbody division: .

4
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I looked at these lovers lying on the graveyard

¢

grass without envy or’cufiosity. As I walked into
Jubilee I repossessed the world. Trees, houses,

fences, streets, cahe back to me, in their own

sober and callous importance. This is first a

blow, then an odd compensation. And already I :
felt my old-self -- my old devious, ironic}
isolated self -- beginning to breathe again and

stretch and settle, though all around it my body

MR 0 W A R

clung cracked and bewildered, in the stupld,pain,
of loss. (199)

This division betwegp an ironic isolated consciousness

potie i) Vo i - e

central to the self and a pain which exists but is “else-
where" will be considered in Chapter Six, as the imaginary
resolution formally enacted in Ljves.

In "Simon's Luck," from Who Do You Think You Are?, Rose

drives frantically across Canada in order.to end obsessive

'behaviour stemming from a preoccupation with the poss;bility
h ' 9f having a gepuinely fulfilling relationship:

) She had driven all night . . . . She sat at the
\Sgunter looking at the usual ‘things there are

behind café. counters —- the coffee-pofs, the thick
X

glass dishes they put ice-cream or jello in. It

N J T wan e, B T R T e T AR S P o

. vas those dishes that told her of he; chénged
\ ¢ - -
state. She could not have sald she found them

shapely, or eloquent, without misstating the case,.

¢

' All she could have said was that she saﬁ.them in
o | " . a way that wouldn't be possible to a person in any:
.« ’ \ .

! ‘ k._——-— ) \
. . 1 - . .
P * ’
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stage of love. She felt their solidity with a
convalescent gratitude whose weight settled
comfortably into her brains and feet

¢« s . . [I]t

seemed the world had stopped being a state where

she might meet (Simonl, and gone back to being
itself. (174)

r~ i ék
The desire for stasis, weight, objectivity, presence, is
contradictory in that it is a desire to be without desire.
The closing pages of [jives, shortly to be considered,
suggest that realist narrative may be seen as an act
undertaken to realize this desire. ’
Attaining "desirelessness" is an act oé sel f-control,
informed by the premise that wisdom lies in the accommoda-
tion of self to world. '%his premise is an ideologeme
ﬁéusqeptible to goth a conceptual description and a narra-
tive manifestation" (The Politica) Unconscious 87). Its
fepeated presence in Munro's narrat{yes corresponds to a

fatalistic vision in which women must not expect to have

their emotional needs met. But as everyone must manage some

accommodation to their environment, is this not just common

sense?

~yuhro's statements imply a definition of "ideas"
similar to that which, as Raymond Williams observes, has
traditionally been given for "ideology," a "relatively
formal and articulated system of meanings, values, and
beliefs, of a kind that can be abstracted as a '.world—view'~
or a ‘class-outlook'" (Marxism 109). In "Marxism, Struc-

turalism and Literary Analysis,"” Williams observes that in



contemporary cultural criticism ideology has instead become

undé;stood as "the condition of all conscious life" (63).
Gramscl's concept of hegemony has informed a recognition

,
that lived consciousness cannot be eguated with a formally

~ ——

articulated system of meanings abstraéted from it. Instead,
the concept of_hegemon&: - I
sccs the relations of domination and subordination
. as in effect.a saturation of the whole
process of living . . . of the whole substance of
+lived ldentfiies and relationships, to such.a .
depth that the pressures and limits of what can
ultimately be seen qsﬁé specific economic,

; political, and cultural system seem to most of us
the pressures and limits of simple experience and
common sense. . . . It is a lived system of
mean@ngs and values . . . which as they are
experienced as practices appear as reciprocally

* confirming. (uigxiam 110)

The concept of the realist writer as documenter implies
a p}e—given state in which the subject objectively perceives
the 6bjec§ world as it is. In the passages from Ljives and
#ho? just considered, the condition ofxbelng in a passionate
relationship or being in 16ve is seen to disrqpt or pervert
an implied "normal" state of perceptiop prior to it. VYet (f
this state, or ratﬁer the perception of being in this state,
is seen as an gchleved condition, which the subject must

work @o attain, then such a cqﬁdition cannaot be accorded a

*natural® gtatus. .
. ) /
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LQ "Simon's Luck,” Munro has the adult Rose consider
.

vythat "The most mortifying thing of all was simply hope . .

A e -

" (172fﬂ‘ A reader reconstruct1n§ the experience frpm which
"Rose" formulates this statement, might well be led to the
different perception, that what is more mortifying is a
social environment in which "hope" is perceived in such a
manner. A protagonist who would make the latter observation
might then respond to it with anger and an attempt to
criticize an? change existing conditions and participate in
the formation of an alternative community.

I have previously quoted Munro's statement that the
story "Privilege" is about actual events that happened %n
her school. Rose observes the "savagery incalculable" of
the school (25). Thé response to Frannyfs public rape is
significant in relation to the concept of hegemony:

Big boys were around them, hollering encourage-
ment, big girls were éovering behind, giggling.
Rose ;as interested but not alarmed. An act
per formed on Franny had no generalqsignificance,
no bearing on what could happen to anyone else.
It was only further abuse.

Rose told people fhese things, in later
years .l. . and they were true, but the effect

was off-balance. Her schooling seemed deplorable.

- It seemed she must have been miserable, and that

~

was not so.! She was learniné. She learned how to
manage in the big fights . . . . (28)

It is not surprising that a child learning to survive in

7
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such an environment would not enter into an active protest

¢

which wohld immediately situate her at the focus of general
hostility. Neither protest against crnelty}@or unalarmed
interest in it may be seen as pregiven or n;tural propen-
sities of the human ;ubject. ‘Such responses must be learned

E> within a particular social environment.

l*»Q’ ' In Chapter Six I will contend that a scene iny which the
young protagcnist.observes her suffering with what mighf be
termed "unalarmed interest" bears a correspondence to how
the f;rmal conventions of Lives would enact the imaginary
resolution of self-containment or self-creation. The self
that sutffers ﬁay be relegated to an eflsewhere by anaironic,
isolated conscio@sness that objectifies this "otherness” of
an emotibnal self that is not properly itself, thus situat-
ing it within the broader object world to be perceived "just
as it is," as a static presence, being’without meaning.

‘ . The closiﬂg of Lives of Girls §gd Women betrays an
interdependency between metaphoric "images,"” which would
produce significance and "lists," which would document
- I'physical detail, as devices for the "capture" of a reified )
social world, of "Life" with a capital "L":

3 People's lives, in Jubilee as elsewhere, were
dull, simple, amazing and unfathomable -- deep

- caves paved with kitchen linoleum.

It did not occur to @e then that one day I

would be so greedy for?ﬁupilee. Voracious and

misguided as Uncle Craig . . . writiﬁg his

-

B

N ‘ n ‘ .
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history, I would want to write things down.

-

I would try to make lists. A list of all the
stores and businesses going up and down the maig
street and who owned them, a list of family names

. & list of the titles of movies that played
at the Lyceum Theatre from 1938 to 1950 . . .

5
Names on the cenotaph (more for the First World

Ha; than for the Second). Namesﬁof the streets
. and the pattern.they lay in. -
The hope éf accuracy we bring to such tasks is
crazy., heartbreakingsg )
And no list co&ld‘hold what I wanted, for what
I wanted was evepy'last thing, every layer of
speech and thought, sgﬁpﬂigof light on bark or
walls, every smell, pothole, pain, crack,.delu—
.sion, held still and held together -- r;d;ant,'
everlast{ng. ‘(210)"
- The metaphor of the deep caves produces a static or

- . transcendent significance -- life is.manlfested in the

ordinary but is essentially mysterious -~ whicﬁ‘mdsf,
-7 ’ however, somehow be seen as informed by "lists" oﬁ.precise
historical “and phygical detail The degree of abstraction
_required to produce a transcendent significance empties out
" sthe immense complexity of historical detail presented in the
narrative, as thése details become "noéhlpg but" signifiers
- . for such a signified. "Concrete" or explicit presentation

of historical and physical detail cannot in itself produce

what may be seen as the "altimate"” object of social realist
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narrative -- "every last thing . . . held still and ﬁeld
together . . . " —- E;r only a transcendent significance or
idea can qive this living, chanéing social world the weight
"§f a statié object, an objecf or presence with which the-
individual can merge, escaping "the most mortifying thing of
all® -- hope or desire stumbling agginst‘the "experience of
necessity” that }s history.

Helen Hoy observes that Munro's frequent use of
oxymorons, ironic juxtaposition, and especlially paradox
"helps to sustain Munro's thematic iﬁsist;nce on the
doubleness of .reality, the illusoriness of either the
prosaic or the marvelous in isolation" (101). This, use is
exemplified in what might bg saiq to“be Del'g "eplphany
statgmeht," that "P;ople's live’s, in Jubilee as elsewhere,
wvere dull, simple, amazing and unfathpmable -- deep caves
paved with kitchen linoleum" (210). This statement is only
pgfadoxical in, terms of an essentialist concept of "real-
ity," a concebt bofh perpetuated and subverted in [jves.

The apparént unity of "people’s lives" is broken down when
pél is seen as considering two thiﬁgs - sigﬁifiers (peo-
ple's acts ;nd words), dull and simple, and signified,
amazing and unfathomable. The problém of how "signifiers"
can be attached to a meaninq is both underlined and circum-
vented by attéching them to a signified that is "amazing and
unfathoaable." The term "paradox" becomes the means of
achieving a closure of thekﬁagstion of how sidnificanc%_is
arrived at, through a doﬁbléjmovel To suggest that reality

is essentiélly mysterious is to arrive at a final significa-
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tion in the very act of acknowledging that this cannot be
done. The "essential” nature of the real hav;ng"nu;portsaiy
been found, the—consideratlon of ideological assumptions
implicit in ggng;;gg;g_of reality is effectively foreclosed..

' Jameson observes that the great realist novslists are
"snépherds of Being": B

Their evocation of the solidity of their object of
representation -- the social world grasned as an
organic, nétural, Burkean permnnence -- is
necessari{y threatened by any suggestlon fhat'that
world is not natural, “but historical, and subject
to radical change. . . . "The realigts themselves'
are n;cess;nily engagsd in a’nost of‘congsinnent
'strategies,_which seek to fold ederyth@ng vhich is
not-being, desire, hope, and transformaéional
praxis, back into the\status of naturs;aihese
impulses toward the future and tnward radical
change must systematically be reifled transformed~

into "feelings" and psychological attributesf the .

gropertles and accidents of "characters" now
grasped as organisms and forms of being f94)

As the above passage from [jves suggéﬁ&é, the subiectiva¢0hh‘
Jective division operated in Munro's concept of her aesthe-

_tic leads to a contradiction. ‘"Representation,” enabled by

a dosumentation of physical detail, depends on the existence
of an essential stmmdqture to be documented. Yet in order .te

+ ‘ .
"reproduce" this-stracture's "nature," it ‘must_produce a —

transcendent concept - ) L
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Munro's protectiveness of heﬁ{gzzaation has, no douht,

s\

much to do with the conditi®ns in which ( she informs ;
i \" . AX AY

_Gibson) she.begaﬁ uritinéﬂ conditfons in which "in order to .

survive it's necessary to be very good at making things with

you; hands, and always to think practically" (246). "In the
. . ‘
community where I grew up, books were a time waster . . .

LN N

and so if even réading is a bad habit, wri*ing is an

/

‘incomprehensible thing.to do" (246);r As .a woman artist from

a working-class background, subject to distrust while
sensitive td the material conditions productive of it, Munro
must have experipgged a wealth of contradictions in her

life.' Her ?ffbction for and understanding of wo 1%g—class
* h ]

&

L]

people is,much appérent'in hgs‘work.
Hunro'sfreséonse to Gibson's question as éﬁ}uhetheé the%
writer has any resppnslbility to society is highly reveal -
ing: k
"I never think about this.at all. I have all my
life just thougﬁ} about AQing my work and sort of
surviving in soc&éty. 'yow this is avvery sel fish
point of view perhaps.r I don't feel anything ‘
about responsibility as a rule, but I think this
is partly because I grew up having to feel so, S0
protective ébout'this vhole ;hing. about writing,
and then’Qouxknow I married yo; and i was Q
shburban houseﬁife in the"503, and I went thfough
the whole thing again, of having to be very,'

having to protect ‘the real thing I did, so that I. \
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. suppose I function as if I vere cut off from wht
” 'societ&,”end‘I'T alwvays even rather surprised '
N when, well, when a book is putlished, that it
. . . exists, when people say 1 read your book. (249)
e - Hore recent interviews reveal thatxuunro has gaihed greater
! confidence. \ '
Herold Hbrwoed's intervie; ;ith Munro, - published in
. 1984» suggests a relationship between the way her work takes
shape and her separation of her political attitudes and her
.. writing. Horwood asks her if she thinks in terms of '
i characters and plots when HEginning a story. She responds
) that she does, although she doesn't éecessafii} have a plot
P in advance:
) I have some idea where the story is going. But
z usually I'l1l start the story’ with an anecdote or
something like that,'a sort of kernel of the
story, and sometimes when I've finished the story.
el L l that won't seem very important at all. . . .
| Eve;y story seems to be different in the way it
. imposes itself ‘on me. (130)
She says that she does think she is a feminist although
‘ "Of cour se everybody defines it differently " Horwood asks
" her. if she has a political commitment to women'’s liberation: .
1 féel I have certain duties as a citizen. This.
¢ . ‘ all comes to me sort of at second hand. The first
NS things I think about are personal life and being a

writer. Then I will get hold oE issues, usually

when they are brought to my attention, and I will
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~ think ye;.'l support that. :qu instance, I am
interested in supporting thingb like homes for
battered wives. I see ;hingsulike that are ' L
‘ﬁerribly neéessary-and important, but I would
séparate the finahcial and personal support

'qntirelf\from my writing.” In fiction I not only

e

don't .think of feminist pélitlcs, but of the class
- étruggle, of anythiné else; 1 think of what is— -
going onkin,my story and that is all. .(133—4)
In her own life, as in the worlds of her ffggion, Munro
apparehtly perceives a well—deflqed separationtbetpeen
pegzg;él life and the.political. Her sense that her stories ——
)1mpose themselves on her, that she doesn't\thlnk of anything
else but wﬁat is intrinsic to them, seems to imbly thst they
are somehow "discovered" raﬁher_tﬂan Fpnstﬁucte&, pulled ;ut
of an imaginary realm which accurately reflects "the real. "
Intérviewing Munro in 1981, J.R. Struthers askea her if
she distrusts "fictionalizing":
Yes , . .. what I most admire 1s where the fic-
tionalizing 1? as unob£rusive as‘possible, where
there has been as strong an‘aftempt. as honest an

attempt, as one can make to get at what is really

there. But I'm not so naive as to suppose that

e even this, of course, is not trickery. (é)
She says she was enormously moved‘By James Agee's A_Qgg;h_ln
the Family., in which "the technique just seems to me

PSS .

stransparent” (7): .

-

There's a . . . lack of making something special

rd
A

F
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’ happen, which is. what I mean when I'm talking

about not fictionalizing, dispensing as much as

SVNPSCAITIATS S

possible with this "Here I've got to.make some-

v " thing special happen," which is usually the point
w?eré you mosé manlpﬁiate reality instead éf
letting it dictate by itself what is going to
happen in the writing. By reality I don't mean

- )

the reality I seef I mean the reality you feel.

]

(7) _
She says that if she could rewrite the stories in Dance

of the Happy Shades. which have "an awful lot of meaningful

finallsentences," "I would chop out a lot of those words and

R
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final sentences . . . just let each story stand without
bothering to do the summing up . . ." (9). This new

approach,* she contends, would not necessarily improve the

[+

stories; "that is just the“way I feel now."

¢ - Throughout the interview Munro suggests that she works

N

according to what she "feels":
I don't ;hink,ab;Lt anythidé at all . . . . I have
no ideas or theories about it that I can ever put
’ together . . . . I don't proceed from any thinking
about writing, which may have something to do with
the books that influenced me. (14)

AN

" . These are books from the American South, "books that reached
me on a more than emotionaf, almost mystical level . .o

(13). As Munro has observed, the soc}eﬁy of the American

‘Soutﬁ was in many ways like her own. (The influence of

Calvinistic strains of Protestantism, and thé superceding of
\
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agrarian production by industrial production which eroded
the traditional forms of rural life, ;onstitute two of the
most significant simllaribie;.) Its women writers, like
hgrself, were critical inheritors, d§ep1y bound up with
their society while in many but not all ways marginal to it,
in terms of the social privileg;s accorded by race, class,

LS M

gender, religion and sexual orientation. Munro's “felt;
responses appear to haQ; accorded closely vith.those of
women writers speaking from an insider/outsider poslt;on in
a society.with ideological formations similar to those of
rural Ontario. Munro's vision has a literary gradltlon,'
legitimating or "naturalizing" its narrative conventions.
However, thege must once have“appeared-a new way of "think-
ing the world." ' / |

Munro states that in her first-person-narrator stories,

she has not very often "assumed a Qg;ggni‘s long way from

myself" (23). S{ruthers observes that Munro has referred tg‘

)

Lives as an "episodic novel." Sﬁe replies that:
1 started writing it as a straight novel. . . .
(I)Jt wasn't working for me. IR ngust wenti)
back and started tearing it apart and putting it
into these little sections. . .

— So it had to be done like that in-erder to be

—told to me in a gay-that interested me mgst. I

[

guess that's why I can't write a novel. . . . You

don't feel the tension . . . this pulling or the /.

rope to get to the otheér side that I have to feel.
(15) | /

N U IRl 520 - g
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I would contend that this statement suggests Munro experi-

ences her narratives as symbolic acts. The short story or a
novel written in episodes may be seen to allow for a more
concentrated generation of’the semic oppositions symptomatic

of soclal contradictions, and thus Ehrﬂ& more satisfying

+

sense of "resolution.” s

Both the Metcalf and the Struthers interviews indicate
Munro's wariness of academic critics and phitosophical
formulations. Such wariness is understandable. Struthers
has fepeaggdly been concerned with slmpligtlé equations of -
her writipg with photography and with a precise formulafion '
of the llter;ry influenc;s from which he has implied ¥Munro's
narratives "originate." Many other academic critics (as ’
will be detailed 1n“Chapters Four and Five) have implied
that her work originates in and encodes a universal and
precisely concepfﬁalized metaphysical vision. She voices a
common feeling of not having learned much about literature
at university. I would sugéest that Munro's distrust of
philosophical formulations is based on“gg\ESSo;iation of
these with the institution of the university. Unfortunate-
ly, a highly justifiable cfftical perception of this
institution very often functions as a cataiyst f;r a
wholesale rejection of theoretical understanding. Hhilg I
would certainly contend that some people's experiential
understanding may be far more insightful than the theoreti-
éalkunderstanding of certain others, the claim of knowing

through intuition can function to foreclose all considera-

tion of the recelved assumptions implicit in one's "intui-

[y

~
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| tions." The critlcal formula;ion of another}p or of une!s 7

-own "assumptions" is an abst;action that is/hot to 5;
,:oonﬁﬁsed with a_transparent represen}atioﬁ' f a subject's
. " 1ivea conscidusness.' It is necessary beé se we can and

-

must thlnk crltically about our own and gther's £e1t

they emerge. ) ‘ L o '
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1In Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature.
Margaret Atwood considers the legacy of "the Calvinigﬁ.cod“

1n'Canad1Pn literature's concern with "Guilt, guilt and more

%

gullt" (139).

4
&

2See "The Peace ‘of Utrecht" in The Dance of the Happv

Shades, "The Ottawa Valley, " "Winter Hind,f and "Memorial™
in Something I've Been Meaning to Tell /You, and "Royal

-Beatings, " "Privilege, " an? "Half a Grapefruit” in Who Do

Y

You Think You Are?.
J
.

3Lawrence Mathews' essay provides a long list of

rhetorical outbursts in gho Dq You Think You Are?.

~

QSeg ;PP 37-8 of "Heirs of the Living Body," where Del

b

[

exanines a "day-ud cow," and pp. 187-8 of "Spelllng" in Who

.




, Chapter IV

"\ ) The Accommodation/Dissent, Opposition in Ldggg

T The Naturalization of Authority ’

"] was paralyzed by this reasonableness, the

~ arrangements szgsidple and familiar and taken for
granted, the réassuring face of insani (Alice

Munro, Lives of Cirls and Women).

Fredr ic Jameson argues that oppositional chatacter
. a v - -
groupings facilitate the semic organization of narratives.
An individual character can represent one of the two terms

of a binary opposition or antinomy, or the conceptual

attempt to work out or resolve this opposition. A system of

antinomies is "the symptomatic expression and concgptual
refléx of something quite different, namely a sociai:
contradiction . . ." (83). This chapter will ;xamine the.
semic functions of Addie, Del, and Del's father, in &uﬂro's

working out of the ahtiﬁomy of dissent and accommodation. I

will critique Ljives' .narrative man{festation,of vhat Jameson:

terﬁs the ideologeme of "r?ssentiment." Lives recontains
political meanings in the semic code of individual identity
by repeatedly "rewriting" Addie's ideological pronouncements
and assumptions, taking them as'signifiers for thg nature of
her personality. Such rewriting is effected through the

- manner in which the text uses 1mp11citr§tandards of refer-
eﬁ;e to build in or duide an 1nteﬁﬂ%ﬁm?eception or inter-
pretation of "Addie."k I would arque that by discrediting

_ hAddie, the Aarratiyé‘voice of Ljves repeatedly affirms the
wisdom of accommodation of self to world. This will be

related to Blau Du Plessis' analysis of how the individual

quest:plot, operated by women writers to delegitimize the

o
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romance plot; is problematic in its teﬁdeﬁcy to affirm that
female self realization ié\purely d matter of individual

a initiative. Thus it works to deny the limitations which

E] 3

women face as a group w oL
o I will also contend that "Age of Faith" works to
contain what I will characterize as the "repressed".of Ljves
v within a meditation on the essential nature of beipg. This
"repressed" is that an apparently reasonable acceptaﬂca of
things as they are is not an adeéuate solution, because
éowér works through its naturalization under the guise of
- reason. To oversimplify, "Del" corresponds to accommodation
and "Addie" to dissent. VYet Munro's text is not merely
concerned with discreditation or containment of the mother.
Rather, the complexity with which the mother's positions are
both presented and rewritten maz serve to focus the reader's
attention on the_vary'desire for containment, and the way
textual containment strategies offer to contradict\them—
s selves. .
While Del is not ultimately willing to accommodate
‘ herself to traditional female roles, her own "dissent"

I3

invol&es a brivate working through of her options for self-

realization, and an affirmation of her own future ability to
"escape" theée rales. The "world" to which Del would
accommodata herself must thus be one which still allowsrfor

her self-realization as an individual. The.validity of the

] ¢

- adoption of an accommodating persona is thus based on the

assumption that there is nothing so objectively 1imiting

o that it cannot be accommodatad. “"Del” as a striving subject

"

N .
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and as point of view is the textual standard by which we

observe the measurement of objectiveﬁiimitations.z“Thls

'particular standard can function to underwrite an implied
-universal standard  —— that "in general® social limitatidps

‘to’ sel f-realization are surmountable.

“

By having her profagonist choose "quest" }thé implica—

tions of a "quest" plof will be developed further shortly),

Munro poses an iméginary resolution to social contfadic—
tions. ~"Addie's" observations of objective limitations to
women's self-reali%ation threateﬂs to duestion the viability
of this §o£ution. This threat is "recontained" (aithough |
not fully so, and therein liesrfhe interest and complexitj
of Munro's text) by Del's rewriting of Addie's pronounce-
ments and behavioﬁr, that is to say, by Munro's operation of
a version of what Jameson theorizes as the ideologeﬁe of
"ressentiment."” As I will suggest below, "accommodation" is
thereby privileged, although this privileging beé;mé;’
aﬁbiguous. It becomes apparent that ther? are two terms by
which Ligg;'jnarratlvq voice judges the viability of
accommodation —- in terms of strategy, which is motivated or
interested, and in terms of logjc or apparently objective .
reasoning. In due course I will éuggest that when the
;ccommodaffon/dissent opposition between Addie and Del is
considered in terms of an alternative character grouping f;
Del's father and Addie -- the narrative voice's privileging
of accommodation is furPher contradictea. )

v

As Jameson observes, the ideologeme of "ressentiment”

o

has been uséd to "explain" the phenomenon of revolution and
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Q\;polltical militancy by vay of an ahistorical psychology.
Given the realist novel's frequent concern vith individual
psychology as "source®" of ideas and actions, the novel form
may be seen to facilitate the operation of ‘this 1deologeme.
\" Political uprising ls seen to have its soutce in "the
destpuctfve envy the hav;"nots‘feel for the haves" (201).

-

In a "secondary and more esoierié” use: .
ressentiment can also explain the conduct of those
who incite an otherw}sé egseritially satisfied \
popular mass to such -"unnatural" disorders: . . .\W
tNiegzsche's "ascetic priests,” the,;ntellectuala
par excellence -— unsuccessful write;s and poets,
bad philosophers, bilious journallsts. and
s . failures of all kinds —-- whose private dissatis-
factions lead them to ﬁheir vocations as political
'and revolﬂtionary militants . . . .

What is most striking about the theory of
resgentiment is its unavoidably autoreferential
structure. . . . [Geotgel Gissing resents (his
gharacterl Richard, and what he resents most is

¥ Ly

the latter's regsepntiment. . . . .(Tlhis ostén-
s8ible "theory" is itself little more than an

expression of annoyance at seem@h§%y‘gratu1tous
N : lower-class agitation, at the apparently;quitg

. unnecessary rocking pf the soclial boat. . . .

f' [TlPe theory of pesgentiment oot wi&l\f}ways

itself be the expression and the productioh of

ressentiment. (202)
(
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Addie is an fsolateﬂ figure with n’,conétituency{ and
is far from a full-fledged militancy. Her ideas appear to
correspond to a politicel program oﬁ\educational reformism.
She writés to newspapers criticizing established socialﬁ .
organization and proposing reforms, and is an’anoﬁaiy in_
term;'of'the enclosed rural space of Li!é&' setting, in
which her dissatisfactions are perceived as indicative of °
her personal eccentricity. Addie's'dissent, as reao bg Delh
appeers to retlect upon her gnn fros}ration at the limited
channels through which she can reeliie’her»ambitions. Her
aspirations are contradictory, as_;t various points she both
aspires to "genteel"qstandarag and denounces the prac£3~
tioners of them. Del perceives Addie as "reading in"
persecution to the situations of others, ‘due to’bitterness 1

-

at the limitations of:her own life.

: “ ¢,

’
o

Socialist feminist theorists have been concerned to
suggest ‘that political judgements can indeed be "misplaced,
or overdetermined in a manner whose under standing entails
recourse “to ; politicized psychology.l Howeve}. the
reinterpretation of political judgements as misplaced ,
necessarily implies yet another alfegory of history which in
its turn is oVerdetermined or marked by the particular
experience of the interpreting subject. -

A Of interest here is the manner in uhich Liggg_ reert—
ing of Addie s pronouncements offers to contradict it;elf

Hun}o has stated that in Liygg, "the girl s feeling for her
mother . . . lisl‘gli solidly auto?iographical" (Hetcalf,

58). I would contend that "Del" resents "Addie," and "what

4 i
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she resents most is Addie's cesgsentiment.” If judgenents' .
! [ « P
. which stem from personal resentment are perceived as

. nisplacéd, then Del's judgements about Addie's judgements -

are themselves suspect.

A,furthér préblem with narrative 1nscr1ptiohs of
'rbssentléegt" is that they must evoke tho;e véry narrative
"raw materials" or social cgntradictio;s t#fat they are
cénéeréed.fq contain: )

' Fern's style of singing, though admired, was rﬁ*l
- regarded in Jubilee as being just a hair's breadth
from shoulng off, and éqpetiTeg children did
screech or warble after Her, in the street. My
_mother could take tﬁis for persecutién. She wouid.
; . construct such cases out of the flimsiest evi- ”

’

dence, seeking out the Jewish couple‘who ran the ‘j
Army S;rplus storé, or the shrunken silent Chinese

_in fhe laundri, with bewildering compassion, loud

. slod—spoken‘oveftﬁres of friendship, They did not

. know whaﬁJto make of her. Fern was not per-

- secuted, that I could see. Though my aunts . o ' o
would, say her name 1; a'pgculiar\uay, és if it haéTw e

, ; stone in it, that they wouag have té suck, and
spit out. IAnd ﬁdomi did tell me, "That Fern v

" Dogherty had a baby." (121)

' This passage appears to invite thé reader to join the

narraxt::;voicg in the perception of Addie's excesses. J.NM.
Bernste UY:erveagthat ironic tone ?nd comment in narrative
esxabligheg‘ between author hnd.rgadér, a community of the
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undeceived . . . whose authority is the authorial separation
of appearance and reality which onli the knowing can .
recogﬁizeﬂ (161). f
.Cpildren sometimes warble after Fern. We may well

Q?sume that this .particular behaviour, which only happens
"sometgpes,}/is relatively innocuous. That Addie defines it
as persecution would then establish.an incident of the
excessiveness of ﬁer judgements. From the specific example

given, the reader moves to a general assertion that Addie is

capable of constructiﬁg cases of persecution out of the

’ ’4 ‘
"flimsiest evidence."” The validity of this assértion is

" then seemingly reinforced‘Py an image of Addie patronizing

Jé@ish and Chinese families who "did not know what to make
aof her.ﬁ Is it her patronizing manner that engenders this
bafflément, or is it the "fact? -- implied by the movement
ofgthis passage —— that the case of persecution’Agdie has ’

congtructed around them is based on the flimsiest of

?

evidence? If the particular "cases" Addie acts on are to be

e

read as "imagined," are we to read this imagining as

evidence that the town seldom has "real" cases of persecu-

-

tioq?

4
1

- Lives is set in a time during and shortly after the

Second World War, thle'uunrq critics often contend that

'Hunro'g‘fasciqption with life is comprehensive, unlike

religion, romance and sexuality, war se&dom engages her

fﬁterest. (Del's experieﬁce within the former "areas of

.11ife" loads her to an extended consideration of their

relation to her own place in the world and to hef percep-



1

tions.) Munro came of Age_during‘; time of global confron-

tét;on.mecbnoﬁ{clupheaval; racism, and thelfise of fascism.

The Second ?orld War is present by its rglative absen&e in

Lives, testimony tB the social qontradiétloﬁs this text .

would contain, '

In what context can we read Jubilee's Jewish couple as
not persecuted? In the context of one particular éase in
J;Lilee that Addie has imaginatively gonstructed? In the
context of what we can imagine about what their lives might

. be like in WASP rural Ontario? Or in the context of the

holocaust? Why do the Chinese run the lsundry, and wvhy are
they described as "shrunken and silent"?

.Addie's political perceptions, represented in the
pgrticular situations establishin§3ﬁgeir misblaéement, ?re
taken as signifiers for the nature jf her personality.

‘ wever, they inevitably evoke éLe need Ed%"implicit:
standards ?f narrative reference in order that their
auﬁhority be discredited. Thus explsnation outside the
bounds of individual psycholoé& 1s-a1ways-already there in a

- narrative containment df fhe subject with political impul-
ses. In Liigg“such standards of refejence, wvhich are
necessarily ideological, frequent}y’?emain_ambiéuous.

In the opening of "Epilogue: Tﬁe Photographer, " Del

characterizes her mother's statement that Jubllee is "rife

with suicides" as "dogmatic." There were "not really so
many; I was probably closer to the truth than she was"
(202). Del's standard of reference for her judgement is,. in

this case. apparently the "statistical average" of suicides

107
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-- a s;cial norm which functions to underwrite an implied
universal norm establishing what counts as "many."

Hﬁnto's repeated presentation of a Del/Addie opposition
begins to gen;fate new terms in the conceptual u;rking out
of this opposition. “Accopmodabion" breaks down into two
te;ms ~- I will call them "meaning” and "use" -- which offer

to contradict each other. As "meaning," accommodation is

represented as reasonable in itself, based on the objective

4

assessment of a situation. The apparently logical refuta-

tion or rewriting of Addie's pronouncements then functions

to question the réasqninb engendering dissent. - However, the

text at the same time suggests that Del's tendency towards
accommodation is motivated. Its "use" is concealment and
safety. Thﬁs the accommodation/dissent opposition comes to
aépearqas underwritten by another textual assumption -- that
difference ' (the difference of an ambitious, ihteIlectuPI or
dissenting female subject) 1s dangerous, and that conceal-
ment is thus neqessary:
One day’she caﬁe to the school, representing'ehe.
encyclopedia company. to present a prize_ for the
pést‘essay on why we should buy Victory Bonds. . .
She wore a terrible mannish navy blue suit. . .
-« I £ixed my eye;m;n tge sweater of the girl
ahead of me. . . . Sﬁe was so different, that was
all, so brisk and hopeful and guileless . . .
thinking hersglf a success. For two cents she
" would have launched into her own educational

Sm———

history. . . . People gave me sly and gloating

T
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and pitying looks. Suddenly I could not bear |

anything about her . . . and most of all her

;o innocencf. her way of not knovlng vhen people were
laughing, of thinking she céuld get away ‘with |

. this. " S ~
I hated her selling encyclopedia; and making

speeches and wearing that hat. I haged her
writing letters to the newspapers . . . ab&ut
local problems or those in which she promoted ’

r ' education and the rights of women and opposed

o ' ‘ compulsory religious education in the school. . .

. [Others] were full of long decorative descrip-

tions . . . and even'contained references to Oven

aﬁ% me . . .. that made the roots of my teeth ache

with sh&me.' Other people than Aunt Elspeth and

Aunt Grace would, say to me, "I seen thgt letter of

your mother's i: the paper,” and I would feel how 7

contemptuous, how superior and silent and enviable

they were, those people who all tﬁeir lives could

stay still, with nc need to do or say anything

remarkable,

I myself was not so different from my mother,

but concealed it, knowing what dangers there were.
(67-8) |
Del resents what she characterizes as her mother's "1nf
nocence. "’ YetLother'passages in Liggg,sugqest that it is
_not that Addie does not "know" that people are laughing, but

%<. that she does not care. In "Princess Ida," she states that’

-

b"
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"Shyness and self-consciousness arerluxuries I could never
affora"” (5;;. "Addie" as function threatens to chalienge
the code -- that concealment is necessary, since difference
is dangerous -- by wh}ch Dei organizgs~her behaviour, and
which gives [jveg much of its dramatic tension.

Significgntly, the above passage does not indicate any
dual perspective between the young Del of the remembered
events, and the.narréting voice whom we’might imagine as in
a position of suffIéient distance to coﬁment upon her
childhooq perceptions, to see Addie again in a different
manner. The dual nature of the narrative "I," which might
well allow for a.metaéommentary, can thus function as an
implicit validatloﬁ of a past perspective. The young Dei's
interpretive code is "naturalized" by virtue of this absence
of feinterpretation from a fresumably moré sophisticated
vantage point.

‘The last sentence of the above passage contains a
glaringvpontradiction. Preclsély throhgh the importance Del
attaches to concealment, she is very different frbm her
mother. If Del hates ﬁer mother, and considers that she is
ﬁgt 80 véry different from her, the reader may well receive
fhis passage as an inscription of self-hatred¢ a quality
which perhaps furtpgr establishes the differences between
"Addie" and "Del." Del's characteristicg*may be seen as
disempowering. Yet her assumﬁtions inform an ideological
reading of the world which allows for an imaginary resolu-

tion of social contradictions. Addie situates the "problem"

in massive, long-term change. Del situates it within the

.



R T S AT
TR .

e ' 111
subject. In Del's terms, the potential for social exclusion .
is surmountable by the individual will to control behaviour
'or disguise difference.

The passage which closes the seétion from which Lives
of Girls and Women takes ;ts name indicates that Add%e's
opinions are threatenigg to Del, not merely because they
"make visible" her family's differences and thus threaten
her potential belonging within a community. They also
. suggest the objective limitations upon female self-realiza-
‘tion. Here, Munro gives a detailed pfesentation of Addie's
reading of the world, and Del's raﬁ;itiﬁg of it, in figm;l
that suggest, on the one hand, that this rewriting is
motivated or "interested,” and on the other hand, that it
constitutes a logical refuta%ion of Adéiefs assumptions.
Addie tells Del: /
! ‘ "There is a change coming I thinkiin the liveg o?/
- girls and women. Yes. But it is up to us to géke
it come. All women have had up till now has,ﬁeen

/

their connection with men. . . . You will want to

/

have children, though."

That was how much she knew me. n ./f . use

your brains. . . . Once you make thaf mistake, of
being -- distracted over a man, y;ﬁr life will o
never be your own. You will get the burden, a
voman always does.h
"There is birth control nowadays," I reminded
) her.-. . . [(I)t was sheJherselF who had publicly

embarrassed our family, writing to the Jubilee
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-~ Herald-pdvapnce that "prophylactic devices should
be distributed to 211 women-on public relief in
Wawanash County . . . .*"

"That is not enough, though of course it is a
great boon and religion is the enemy of it. . . .
It is self respect I am really speaking of . : o s

I did not quite get the pouint of this, or . . .
I was set up to resist it, 1 wouid have to resist
anything she told me with such earnestness. . . .
Her concern about my life, which I needed and took
for g;anted,’l could not bear to have expressed.
Also I felt it was not so different from all the
other advice handed out to womgﬁ,xto girls, advice

that assumed being female made you damageable,

that a certain amount of carefulness . . . and
self-protection were.qglled ggi, whereas men were
supposed to be able to go ou%ﬁg}d take on all
kinds of experience and shuck off what they didn't
want and come back prougd. Without even thlnking
" about it, I had decided to do the same. (147)
"bel's" rewriting transforms Addie's social and
historical analysis into an allegory of archetypal or
essantial éemale identity, and then dismisses it. Yet Munro
prescnts Addie‘’s position with such length and complexity
thaﬁ vbel's rewriting may wéll be read as doing .considerable:
violence to Addie's pronouncements. What may easily be read
as Addie's suggestion that it is up to the women of the age

to actively transform their conditions, translates into the

)

R
:
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need for a woman to take precautions as an individual.
Given that Addie }s willing to proudly take on the expgéi:
ence of publicly assertiné her unpopular views, that we‘;re
to read her as chiefly advocating "carefulness and self-
protection" seems questionable. Munro appears to be
focusing attention on the motivation for, and the viability
of, Del's dismissal of Addie's pronouncements. This
viability has come to appear ambiguous.

Addie's advice is not that "being female made you
damageable” in some essential way, but that being female in

( .
a particular (and transformable) social context necessarily

entails the potential for being burdened with the labour of

child-care and domestic work, a lgbour which may preclude or
limit other choices. Through her protagonist, Munro
maintains the freedom to choose. This imaginary resolution
has at onergnd the same time the transformative power of a
real act -- the development of con;ciousness -- and the
potential to suggest 5 utopian dismissal of the qu;ctive
limitations to individual praxis. _ - .

Del's resolution has a countarpart in the formal
{

“'organization of Lives, which brackets a subverted romance

plot within a gquest plot. . Significantly, Lives contains
many incidents suggestive of the "objective limitations" of
unwanted pregnancy. Naomi gets pregnant and "has to" get
married. It is rumoured that Marion Sheriff was "in
trouble”" and that this engendered her suicide. Madeline,
very youna and without economic resources, has a child.

Fern is regarded with suspicion, perhaps”due to rumours that
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?he once bore a child. "Del® however does not get pregnant
during her sexual.relations with Garnet, even though it

.

appears from'the text that she has not used contraceptives.

»

The historical conditions of possibility for Lives as a
symbolic actﬁare suggested by Blau Du Plessis:

When women as ; social group question, and have
the economic, political, and legal power io '
sustain and return to queétions of marriage law,
divorce, the "couverte" status, and their access
to vocat;on,.then the relation of narrative
middles (traditionally the locus of female quest]

— . to resolutions will destabilize culturally, and
novelists will begin tos"write beyond" the

1

romantic ending. (4)

> ¢

/]

B}au Du Plessis observes that women writers used the
new ending of a female indiv;gual's quesf. once contained
and subordinated as a narr&tive middle or seconéary p;ot, to
delegitimize the marriage plot. The marriage plot was a
narrative convention or accepted contract buttressed by
social conveﬂtions, including, notably, religion as the
residual ideology of a feudalist aggemodlfied for a continu-
ing hegemonic fuhction within.capitaiism. Women writers!
use of the quest plot as a delegifimatlon of the romance
plot is pfﬁ?lematic because of the .historical function of

this plot in affirming a bourgeois ideologeme -- that

vocation and social situation are purely\matters of indivi-

' dual choice and initiative -- which once, however._served a

role in the overturning of aristocratic privilege. Because

L
¢
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- of Qomenes historically later and still incomplete posses-
sion of at least their own labour power as, an e;change

value, the female quest plot remains a de;egitinizlng an&
revolutionary'strategy within feminist narrative.. Yet, as
Blau Du Plessis observes, many feminist writers came tol;:
dissatisfied with the imaginary resolutions of narratives of
individual quest, and have now taken up both narrative
strategies suggesting éoi&ectivg quest, and activist
strétegies in whlch cultural artifacts are not seen as onds

\ .

in themselves but as constitutive parts of a-social process.
Choice of characters to receive greater or iesser
narratiye emphasis functions as a strategy of conta}nment.
In Lives, Del's father receives progressively less atten-—
tion. Munro observes that "my emphasis, my 1ntérést was
shifting so much to the mother that I had to be able fo deal
&ilh her alone. I couldn't deal with both parents. I have
a fairly natrrow focus or somethin; s80 the father tended to
sort of fad; avay" (Heicalf 59). As earlier suggested,
father characters are frequently an absent presence in Munro
narratives. Their absence both ‘indicates the social
relegation of the labour of ciﬁﬁdcare and nurturance to
vomen, and contributes to narrative treatments of the

mother-child relationship which tend to focus on the

antagonism between mother and daughtgr. Feminist theorists

have observed that interpretation of the mother-child
- relationship in isolation from a historical and ideological

analysis of gender relations, of soclally maintajined

‘ .
i' | . v " ‘3
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'deferentlals of power hetween men and women, can easily

angender a mother-blaming which contains the "problem® of

U

this relationghip within an ahistorical allegory of female
psychology.2 Munro's family narratives do not simply ";mit"
ddﬁéideratléh of the?patriarchal presence, but £requent1y
ggﬁxyx:_;gfagfh the distance of fathers fgom family rela- .
tions, and the correspondent terms of their own textual
‘containment strategies. -

~ The father does not fully "fade away" ip the reception
of Munro's text, since the very limitation of the numper of
scenes in_which he is depicted‘make such scenes resonate “5
with a sense of the unsaid. H#&h of the power and com- \
plexity of Munro's prose is due to her willingness tq
gesture to a contextoin which its centraldte;tual codes of
understanding may be seen as 1nadequa£e.

Del's fatﬁer, as I read Munro's portrayal of him, is
similar to the narrative voice of [jveg in his inclination
to suggest the wisdom of accomnmodation of 'self to world. As
mentioned in Chapter Four, in "The Flats Road" he dis- A
courages Addie from taking action to separate the child
DPiane from an abusive mother, arguing that "You're in
t}ouble from the start when you interfere with other
| people's families" (185 and that "Youv may be right but that
“doesn't mean thera's a thing you éan do Fbout Lt" (18). 1In
"Heirs of the Living Body," ‘he discourages Addie from
criticizing hi:s,,tfelat::lvﬁss\'u and community's traditional

Christian assumptions about death and heaven. He embraces

her, as Del watches:
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f used to visﬁ sometineslfor thistveyy thing( to
'see my parents by look ?r'embrace affiém that
romance . ... had\once éaught them”up and bound
them together. K But at this moment, seeing my
mothér go meek and bewildered -- this waQ what the

\
slump of her back showed, that her words never

\ yould --xagélmy f&tﬁgr-touching h;; in such a
gentle, compassionate. giieﬁing way, . . . I was
a;armed, I wanted to shout at them to stop and
turn back into their separate, final, unsupported

- selves. I was afraid that they would go on and
show me something I no more wanted to see than I

wanted to see Uncle Craig dead. (41-2) !

Elsevhere in Ljves, Del resents the as;ufance with which her
mothers asserts her dissenting views.. Yet here she is
"alarmed" by the temporary ggltering of this assur;nce. by
the sight of hﬁr mother potentially accommodating herself to

)
father's reading of his world bears a correspondence to that

4
,traditional authorities. 1I£, as 1 have suggested, the

of Lives' narrative voice, then this alarm at the practice
engéhdered by such a reading when effected from a position’
of authority indicates a narrative ambivalence about thg‘
validity of its own terms of explanation, by which the
mother is so dften presented as unreasonable. 4

. This ambivalence toward the conéept'of reason is
draqgtically encoded in a passage from "Age of Faith," a
descnipglpn of g dream vhich I read aspa narrative metacom-

mentary on Ljves' own terms of explanation, and as a figure




~ for the "polyjzlcal unconscious” it would contain:

4

1 was used to things being k lled.' Uncle Benny

went punting, and trapping muskrats\, and every

fall my £athfér killed foxes and sold the pelts for
" , .

our livelihood. ‘Throughout the year he killed old
and (c\:rippled or simply useless horsescfpr' the
- foxes' food. I had iad tyo bad dreams dbout this.
. . once Y1 dareamea -that I went down to my’
father's meat house . . . (where] he ;cépt part; of
skinned and butchered horses hanging on hooks. I .
\I- looked inside and found, hot unexpectedly,
that what he really ha‘d hanging there wér; skinned
and dismembered human bodies. The other dream
oved’ something to English histofy, whi'ch‘ I had,

been reading about in the encyclopegla. I dreamed
. <
my father had set up an ordinary humble bchk of
- wood on the grass outside the "kitchen door, and;.

was lining us up —-- Owen anﬂ my mother and me ——

‘); . to'cut off our heads: It don't hurt, he told us,

. e .u;:.u_alLb.e_uer_Ln.A_mmts _He, was kind

and calm, reasonable, t;irédly plersuaslvg, e{pl'ai.n-
ing ‘td:ha‘t it was all somehovw for our own good. A\
.Thoughts'of escape stréggled in my mind 1ike birds
‘caught in.o1l, their wings out, helpless. I‘ was
°.para1yzed by this reasonablené‘gs. the art:angements
éo simple and.familiar and taken for granted, the
reassuring face of insanlty. ' \‘
In the day I was not =so frightened as these

- ¥
¥
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dreams would suggest. - (95) . N ﬁ

I read Del's second dream as a figure -for the "repressed" of

L}

Lives -- that a presumably "reasonable“ acceptance of things

as they are is not an adeguate solution, because power yorks

i
thrqugh its E}Qiralizatidn under the guise of reason. .

~ It may well/ be objected that, since "Age of Faith"
treats cower relationships very explicitly, my characterizc—
. " tion of this recognition as "repressed" is misplaced In
the text precedlng th;s dream, Del's father prepares to
shoot the family dog, Major, after Haﬁbr kills'the neigg— .

.
a f)

bour 's sheep. After her dream, Del pictures her’ father ' e

[ . -
) t

?' . unde}takipg this act: . St «
: - I 4iqd see égaic the outline of that regsocable, ‘
T blasphemous face. ° It was the deliberate;eSE:I
dwelt ‘on, deliber;te choice to send the bullet
J Ahto the brain. . . . [Iln this choice and this
act,.no matter how necessary and reasonabﬁé, was
.the assent to anything. Death was made possible.
And not because it could not be prevented but
C e . because it was what was wanted -- yanted. by all’
’ ". _ those adults,.and managers, -and executioner;, with
their kind 1mp1§cab§p faces. (95) .
*/'"Age of Faith" ends with a metaphysical speculation as to
‘ the n;ture of a God whose being would not contradict the -
o nature of the social world "Could there be God amazing,
' 1nd1f£erent, beyond faith?” (96). This speculation contains
the previous narrative material vithin an ultimate focus on

7 death; power, the human condition, and religion as forms of ' -

- ¢
= L
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,'being.

5
. donald observes that Del "cannot shut her eyes to the

‘tion of the executioner's power as a form of being, indica-
, . /

‘both be seen to encode accommodation. The duality of the ‘ i

s K . 120

Such a focu; 1§ reflected in much critical analysis of
Munrofs work, and of "Age of Faith" in particq;ar. Eileen
Dombrowski contends that here, as éldevwhere in Liggg) Munro
is presenting "a fundamental opposition to death™ (25).

Miriam Packer claims that Del comes to recognize "human

vulneéability. need, humility" (139). Rae McCarthy Mac- -

looming outer chaos . . ." (204). The organization of [Lives

into relatfﬁe}y self-contained sections, in.which Del is

. seen to.engage with particular "areas of l1ife" such as

death, religion, love, sexuality and aésthetics, facilitates
the easy extractioﬂ of a particular "theme" from any section
and the related.characterization of Munro as a metaphysician

2

)
of life. “While Munro's numerous repetitions of the word

- "reason" in "Age of Faith" suggest to me that this section.

is an "unconsclious" textuai vorking out of the concept that

at

meaning or reason is socially constituted, its closure would

"order" the preceding narrative material within a considera-

tive of the essential nature of things. This formal

‘ ‘.
structuring engenders my characterization of the text's

recognition of authority as socially constituted &'s "re-

ﬁ:essed." \

.The "father" and the "Del" of Del's second dream maﬁ‘

+

terms by which the text measures the viability of accommoda-~ . £

[

tion, as wisdom and as-strategy‘iand by which the signifi-
v’;& -



caﬂcd af the second term of measurement is frequently ( ,
subordinated), is here more fully underscored, as these
terms are not simply both artlculated. but are opposed.

It is "reasonable" that Del's father should sghoot the
dog, ag-the family attachment to Haj&? is a value which is
consideréé as naturally subordinate to the value of property ., , ,
generaﬁing 11véllﬁood. Del as an adolescent female servqgfxf\h |
no direct or highly valued role in the production process.
g;e source of her own value must be seen to be outside the'
measurement of value in terms of the family as a pdeuctive‘
unit. In terms of Munro's éwarene;s of the social subordi-
nation of affective values to the value of produétion. the
fgther’s pdrtending éxecution of Major bears a correspon-
dence to his willingness, in Dgl's dream, to execute her,‘
her mother and brother.3 - ’ : v

In those instances where the text privileges accommoda-~
tion, dissent isyinterpreted as gratuitous or unreasonable.
When Del is seen to be "paralyzed by reasonableness, "
accommodation is pres;nted as at once reasonable and
unreasonable, thus ﬁnderacoring that the terms by which sucﬂ

semic équlvalénces are affirmed must be contextual, ideo-

logical, and in relation to differently situated interestél
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Endnotes

-1See Rachel Blau Du Plessis' "For the Etruscans,”

.Sﬁeila Rowbothams's "The Women's Hovament.and Organlsing Eqr

Socialisﬂ." and Susan Griffin's "The Way of All. Ideology."” .

E% P
. N
2See Wini Breines and Linda Gordon's "The New Scholar- -

g?&h on Family Violence" and Louise Bernikow's Among Women.

3To deflect the possibility of a humanist misreading of
this ahaIysié; I woild observe that it does not imply any
moral reprimand to “Del's father," who is a textual func-

tion, nor does it situafe an "origin" of social conilibt‘in

the personal cruelty of individual men.

-
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Chapter V

s "The Flats Road": Narrative Conventions
and the Ideology of Aesthetic Distance

" . . . we were in a house as small and shut up as

any boat is on the sea, in the middle of a tide of

howling weather"” (Alice Munro, "The Flats Road").

"The Flats Road" and "Epi}ogue: The Photographer,”" the

first and last rsections of [jves, attempt to work out a
semic opposition between the ordinary and the fantastic.
This oppo;ition appears in terms of the "lived experience"
of different Mgnro characters, and in terms of a considera-
tion of the relationship between‘realist narrative form and
less "plausible”" melodramatic forms. See; in the context of
an essentialist view, both forms appear to "contain"
something essential to the experlience of life. Hhile.one is
aﬁparently inadequate without the other, re;iist form is,
privileged as the onlj Aarrative structure adequate to an
ultimate containment. Therefore it must somehow absorb the
apparently contrasting form within itself, and advance a

means of conceptualizing this appropriation. ' .

This chapter will firstly examine how "The Flats Road"

_ attempts to realize the latter appropriation. Secondly, I

1

will suggest the perpetuation of quietism in humanist
criticism's.rewriting of Lives (and other Munro narratives)
into an allegory of universal and eternal structures of

being. While this criticism acceéts the concept of "text”

and "life" as organic wholes, Munro's text may be fragmented

- into conflicting codes. 1In "The Flats Road,"” Munro subverts

the very essentialist position she sets out to advance by

deflecting attention to the motivations for containment and

¢ -
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to how formal strategies work to aifect it. This raises
éuestions as to the "natural®" status of realist narrative
conventions, such ;é the narrative voice of Lives, which the
reader is invited to imagine as that of an adult Del

. objectively representing scenes from her youth. I will
contend that the "distance" of this narrative voice consti-
tuxeq an imaginary resolution to the social contradictions
symptomized in the ordinary/fantastic semic Cpponsition. It
ansvwers the quastion of how to contain narrative material
signifying "the fantastic" -- violent family conflict and
child abuse -- within realist narrative and the "ordinary"
1ife it woculd document, while at thé same time maintaining
its "unreality." Melodrama and the fantaitlc a;e ”real,"’
but are mistaken for the entirety by the melodramatic*"
narrator or narrative construct, who/which is unable to
place them in a broader context, to pame them as parts
within a whole. The "distanced" artist can dc thi

The analyses of J.R. Struthers and John Moss exemplify

anist affirmation that clarity of vision, in life and
text, \is the product of disinvolvement. The great or "true"
artist is then only she/he who is able to achieve such
disinvolvpment. However, a meta-fictional code in "The
Flats Road" suggests that the relative "safety”" of the
artist, which would enable an apparently "full” containment
of thé real, always already depends on a narrative manage-
ment or exclusion of the anxieties present in a socliety

divided by class and gender.

Munro says that she writes on a "tension string” --
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1nd1&at1ng £hat her narrative subject matter has a primary
focus, an incident, problem or guestion from ihich a
narrative form takes shape. The question of which narrative
form is best able to convey lived experience .,is central to
the formal structure of [jves. Barbara Godard has called ,
Lives "an encyclopedia of narrative from the joke and gossip

to history and epic" (54). 1In what may be called a "com-

vﬁétition for containment” among narrative forms, the realist

form in thch Del narrates and Munro writes [jves is
apparently thé bictor, as it is able to introduce and
comment on all these forms within the context of its own
conventions, whilé remaining more "pléusible."

Yet as Nancy K. Miller affirms in "Emphasis Added:

Plots and Plgusibilities in Women's Fiction," the "plau-

\\\\ sible" is an ideological construct. Miller quotes her own

£>-N .
pranslation of Gérard Genette's observation in his "Vralsem-

blance et motivation:"1 )
The relationship between a plausible narrative and
the system of plausibility to which %t subjects

' itself is . . . essentially mute: the conventions
of genre function like a system of natural forces
and constraints‘which the0narrative obeys as {f

. without noticing them, and a fortiori without
naming tyem. (343)

The convention or strategy of containment which enables

4
‘Lives to make its argument for realism is the narrative

voice of the autoblographical bjildunasroman/kinstlerroman.
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Narrative voice works to divide the appearance and the
~reality of the acts and perceptions of other characters, and
of that character whom we are invited to imagine as the
*voice's" younger self. John Moss observes that: '
Del seems always tn be watching her life unfolad °
from a third person vantage point, even while
living it. ' This is undoubtedly an effect of the
adult narrator who has a supra-contextual perspec-
tive as she re-lives the past, but is also part of
Del's nature, this clarity and objectivity with
vwhich she sometimes sees herself, that sets her
apart, that marks her as an artist in the making.
("Alice in the Looking Glass . . ." 54)
The epistemological problemati; offthe "supra-contextual
perspective, " a problematic which ensures that the act of
reading and producipg a text is inevitably ideological, is
here both suggested and skirted ‘through the attribution of
an artistic nafure to Del. :
Lngg_gj_ﬁi;kg_gnﬂ_ﬂgmgnp‘as a process, has many
different beginnings. One of these is tﬁe cover of its
dcGraw-Hill Ryerson paperback edition, which appears to have
a particular group of consumers in mind. A blurred photo-
graphic image of a couple standing in a fleld, suggestive of
the eternal mysteries anﬁ wonder oflromance. provides the
background for a quotation from Cosmopolitan magazine
telling us that fgis "wonderfully female piece vf fiction"
is about a girl's growing up. "The Flats Road” opens the

work with an image of the protagonist catching "juicy
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adolescent" frogs to be put on Uncle Benny's fishipg hook ..

The first charac£er introduced is‘UncIe Benny, "the -
sort of man who becomes a steadfast eccentric almost befgré
he is out of his teens" (2). He works for Del's thher. who
runs a fox farm, and is not her uncle, or "anyone;s." Such
small details as Del's observation of Benny's "title"
'suggest Munro's fascination with the ability of names to
establish social ties. Munro frequently introduces and .
develops characters ﬁith a detailed physical description of
their bodies, clothes, homes, and the work they db, and by .
introducing readers to their individual styles of story-
telling: '
In all [Unclg Benny's] statements, predictions,
judgments there was a concen%rated"pgssipn. In
our yard, once, looking up at a rainbow, he cried,
"You k;ow what that is? That's the Lord's promise
th;t there isn't ever going to be another f£lood!™"
He quivered with the moméntousness of this promise
as if it had just been made, and he himself ués
the bearer of it. (2)
Benny's style of storytelling‘reflects his reading material
~- the Bible and tabloid magazines -- "Choice" of which i
no doubt influenced byAhis class position.

What Del enjoys best about ‘Uncle Benny's place, a

country shack cluttered with junk valued "for its own sake, "

are his plles of tabloid magazines, which feature outrageous

head%ines:

’ FATHER ;EEDS TWIN DAUGHTERS TO HOGS

i

:L\
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WOMAN GIVES BIRTH TO HUMAN MONKEY
VIRGIN RAPED ON CROSS BY CRAZED MONKS ~
SENDS HUSBAND'S TORSO BY MAIL (4)
Del's marathon read;ng sessions of these papers iead her to
a question: i
I was bloated and giddy with revelations of evil,
of its versatility and grand invention and
horrific playfulness. But the nearer I got to our
house, the more this vision faded. Uh; was |t
that the plain back wall of home, the pale chippgd
brick, the cement platform outside the kitchen
door, washtubs hanging on nails, Fha pump, the
lilac bushuwlth brown-spotted leaves, should make
it seem d8ubtful that a woman would really send
' ﬁer husband's torso, wrapped in Christmas p;per,
by mail to his girlfriend in South Carolina? .(5)

Only after posing this question does Del enter into an

extended description of the people and places of the town of

Jubilee and its environs. ‘Hunro's "tension string®” has thus

been drawn. The diversity of Del's observations in "The
Flats Road" is given form, as these observations appear to
refer, either dlrectly or obliquely, to.the question of the
"credibility" of particular narrative styles.

"Del" discerns‘nany borders of class and sensibility
througnout her society. Her house is at _the end of the
Flats Rcad, a fact her mother Addie emphasizes to distin-
guish between Del's family and the eccentric population of
the Flats Road, who, unlike Addie, do nof "dignify” their



.7 ‘»‘ﬁiﬁtﬁiﬂ‘ii »

g .

s , 129
poverty with propriety of manner. While people like Uncle
Benny, Del's father, and the bootleggers and "idiots" of the
Flats Road appear permanently situated both physically and
psychologically, Addie strides proudly into Jubflee and
makes sure its more established citizens take note of hérﬂ

Later on, says Del, "she was to find she did not belong in -

‘Jubilee either" (6).

Accompanying her mother on walks, Del begins to learn
about the pgfsibilities and probfems of interacting with
pé&Q}e from a variety of social strata. Such border-
crossing repeatedly figures as a .central subject in Hunro's‘
narratives.2 Her protagonists, notably Rose and Del, are
generally able to operate many‘of the various "l?nguages” or
behavioural codef'of different gender and class groupings,
while those with whom they interact are frequéntly limited

o one code.
"Del" introduces her mother:

She was on the side of poor people everywhere, on

the side of Negroes and Jews‘and Chinese and

women, but she could not bear drunkenness, no, and
shg could not bear sexual looseness, dirty
language, haphazard lives, contented ignorance;
and so she had to excl the Flats Road people
from the really oppregsed and deprived people, the
4rea1 poor whom she still loved. (7) |
This is followed by a contrasting picture of her father:
My father was different, EveryboS} liked him. He

1iked the Flats Road, though he himself hardly

3

.
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drank . . . though he believed in work and worked
hard all the time . . . . [W]ith any man vho wore

a shirt and tie to work, he could not hz2lp being
wary, a little proud and appreh;naive of insult .
N |
Del's father deflects Addie's attempts to.challénge the
"reality” of the fgptastic~stories Benny tells in their

¢ .

home.

Benny reségnds to an ad in his tabloid newspapers for a
"lady desiring a housekeeping position," and with comic
speed is soon married to Madeline, whom Addie considers is
mentally deranged but will £it in well on the Flats Road.

e e —

From what we hear of Hadgline:'it seems that she comes'from .

a poor family very anxicus to be rid of her. She is
apparently still a teenager, and has a little girl, Diane.

.Stories of Madeline are passed around on the Flats Road, and

-

soon Benny begins to tell them himseif:
She had thrown a kettle through the Qindow because
there wasn't any water in it ., . . cut up his

green suit . . . said she would set fire to the
- \\
house, because he had brought her the wrong brgi?\

of cigarettes. (15).

¥

Del's curiosity leads her to Uncle Benny's, where

Madeline threatens her with a stove-1id lifter. J.R. B
Struthers sees tiiis scene as revealing the emerging "artist” -
in Del as she is both involved in the action and standing .

apart observing it. "~ Madeline rage "was not immediate”:

She needed time . . . to reassemble har forces.
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Not that there was any possibility, from the first
moment she savw me, of anything but rage. %hat or
silence seemed to be the only choices she hLd.
(15) -’

¥
Struthers'’ "Real%ty and Ordering: The Growth of a Young

;Artist in Lives of Girls and Women" explains Del'’s reactien

here -- "impersonal, distanced, and observant" (33) —— with
a quotation from James Joyce's &_E9:Lnais_éj_sng_hntiai_;§_i
Younq Man: o

- The °personality of the artist, at first acry or a
cadence or a mood . . . finally refines itself out
of existence, ‘impersonalizes itself, so to speak .
. .. The artist, like the God of creation,
remains within or behind or beyond his handiwork,

1nvisible. refined out .0of existence, lndifféignt

pari g his fingernails (215)

The conventiogg\;} nggg invite us to 1magine that this work
is ﬁ%rrated by a "mature" Del looking back on her younger
self. But from where and when does this voice emerge? The
reader is not given any explicit indication of the context
from which the "mature” Del speaks., Yet, in contrast to
Struthers{ assumptf;;’of the<natur;1ness of a supr 4coﬁ%gx-
tual perspecéibe, Munro's story will be seen to ul imately’
gesture to somethifig suspect about this perspective. s

As "The Flats Road" is concerned wiih how conventiogg
which wouid order "the real" draw selectively on "historical
sources," refining such material 1nto‘a "depii@ion" which is

more propérly an interesféd interpretation, this .story may

\wJ//
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'bé said to- be "about™ .the very strategies of containment
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which it operates. - ' , -

Uncle Benny, coming to Del's house Rd"vo¥k. brings- T

[

along Diane, Madeline's éldhteen—month-old daughter: §§
L

_ She would never talk to anyone but Uncig,genny.

- She was suspicious of toys, cookies, milk, L\
E " .
anything we offered her. . . . Touched or
. o ‘

cuddled, she submitted warily, her body giving off
. little tremors of dismay, ﬂer heart peatihg hard

» like the heart of a bird if you cébtur; it iﬁ“youf

hand. (16)
l‘u [

b ) “
' When Madeline disappears, taking Diane, Del's’father t%{es
0 to persuade Benny he is well rid of her. ‘Addie @ntdrjects,
sensing that it is really Diane Benny:is concerned about, . “

and suddenly understanding that Madeline beats Diane. Addie"m L

energetically outlines the legal possibilitieaffor finding

U

and helping Diane..

She considers Vaking action hersglf. th is reqttaiﬁed '

by her husband:

»

"You're in trouble from the start when you .
3 ) - -

. inter fere with other peéple's families."”

c

_"Just the same I know I'm right."

-

"You may.be r ight but bhaé doesn't mean there's a
]

. \ thing you can do about it.*" (18) L° - . f\\

2 [

A similar kind of "dlalogue," 1nteriorized wlthin a nar- .

Xator's thoughts. is also found in "Boys and Girls" and "The

-

?

Shinlnq Houses" from- hnmum_unm_ﬁm In the

latter a young suburban houscvite 18 troubled by her

4

[ d w . .
- »
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husband's and her new community's concerted effort to force

the removal of an old woman'e léng-tihe home, perceived as v
an eyesore, from tﬁeir new development. 1In the course of

- trying to reconcile their determiﬂation and her dissent, "It

occurred to her that they were right, for themselves . .V.“

(29). ’'She decides ttat the o0ld woman will not really .be

"touched," and that her husbend and nelighbours "ate éeople

y who win, and they are good people" (29). "There is nothing

P " ‘ you can do at present but put your hand; in your pockets and
keep a disaffected heérg" (29).

- :
. f . In "Boys and Girls," the young protagonist contributes

: - N to the escape of a horse she h;} gfown attached to. Her. .-
E > father q&d enqther recapture the horse and eiaughter it. "I
{ ;as on Flora's side, and that made me no useoto’anybodg,'not
Seven .torher” (125). This story's association of a parti-
;2 cularly "female" sort of dissent witﬂyfmwerlessness is
marked. ’
Delt's father's comments in "The Flafs Readﬁ are
"téasonable" ih the context of his society. The protago-
nists of "Boys and Girls" and “The Shining Houses" come to
- Qake an, exte(nal voice of reason "internal, " pqlicing or
tempering their own dissent in response to it. Mumro's
storjes, 1nterest1ngly, often feature a dissent}ng subject
perceiving the situations of dthers more°maggina1 than she.
Ce o Teé soctal position of women uriters as both "critics
qu inheritors;" as ogly "(ambigubusly) nonhegemogic," ;nd
~how this relates to the formal structure of women's narfal

]

_ tives, is of central concern in Blau Du Plessis' Writing

L4

? . - ' - ) ’ N\
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bevond the Ending. In Lives and ¥ho Do You Think You Are?, B

the individual quests af the protagonists, as ggnebati&“ffo;
the problem of how to live with the critic/inheritor
position, brackets narrative-'consideration ;f the "fantas-
tic" stories of‘others' lives. This works as a strategy of
conﬁ?inment for the texfuaf'codes suggestive qf the "arbi-

trary" or transformable aspect of the critic/inheritor

position. (I would coqtend that many of the narratives in

The Progaregss of [ove evidence a prdfound change in Munro's

" aesthetic and in her social understanding, although I cannot

develop this contention here.)

In Ljves and in "The Flats Road, " the more "ordinary"
life of the protagonist as inheritor is apparehtly depicted
for the reader to "see." The fantastic details of otgzr
women's lives come before us as always already.in thq form
of stories. Th; conventions of Uncle henny'; melodramatic
storytelling, initially conceptualized as lncrodible. are
reconsidergd through the appearance of Diane and Madeline in
"The Flats Road," and through the "referent” of the brujises
seéq by the narrator. That Uncle Benny's tales are fantas-
tic apparently does not exclude the possibility of their
somehovw having their own realism. ‘

Uncle Benny's £inal narrative-in "The Flats Road”
concerns his frustrated search for Diane in an alien Toronto
vhose urban codes he is incapable of roading Del's.
response to the telling of this atory'affir-n the vllldtty
of Benny's narrative convontlont. ' '

So lying alongside our vorld wvas Uncle Benny's

N

?
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world like a troubling distorted reflection, the

same. In thafﬁ;brld

/

same but never at all . the
peopie could . . . be va£quished by ghosts or
terrible ordinary cities; luck and wickeaness.vere
: giganllc and unpredictaple} nothing was deserved,
anything might ;appen: defeats were met with crazy
satisfaction. It was his triumph, that he
couldn't-know about, to make us see. (22)
Bénny fataiistically accepts "Lifé," apparent to him as An
Eahistofica} good/evil dualism. As his fantastic talei/gnd/
his tabloid magazine stories have come to acquire a certain )
N"plaqsibility" by the end of "The Flats Road," the reader
' may receive the text as 1mp1y1qg,that determinations of what
éonstitutes "plausibility"” are n idgeal, but emerge from
different. social experience and the way in which it is
imaginatively~repﬁ$sentqdllived ip cons odsness.
‘ As "The Flats Road" concludesf Dell considers the
security of her‘own home, and the final )'stories" con-
structed about Hadeling:
" Aftef a while we would all ju t laugh,. remember ing
;i ° Madeline., . . . We laughed to ink how spe
carried on. & . . Uncle Benny could have made up
the beatings, ﬁy mother said at-last, and tgok
that for comfort; . . . hadelinp herself was like
something he might have made(up. We remembered
her like a :tory, and having nothing else to give

we gave her our strange, belated, heartless

‘applause.
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"Madeline! That madwoman!® (23)
. Within the conventions of "The Flats Road, " Madeline's
activity is the "historical® source for the final storics
constructed about her. These stories are selective, leaving
out fhe bruises Del's family has seen on Diane, structured
according to the conventions of the "humoroué anecdote”
narrative form. o

2N .
As Del's gothic construct in "Epilogue: The Photo-

graphé;" has a yge to her, so do the final stories told
about Madeline. .These stories both entertain, and "explain"
and "contain" Madeline. She is "named" as a fm&dwoman,"
situated in a universal cagegory that apparently closesasz
the need to explain her behaviour further. Slmllarly. *The
Fiats Road" works to manag the social contradictions
symbtomiéeg in its ordinary/fantastic or realism/melodrama
semic opposition. The formal structure/argument of [Lives

- offers a code in which Benny's narrative paradigm may be
seen as less troubling, in that it is distorted, and
coﬁtalnable within a "realism" that 1s‘not. Yet the fact
that "The Flats Road" takes its own formal argument as a
cubject or "content” in its own right offers the posslblllty
ot another. contradictory reading. All textualization of
the real takes'place within a particular soclal context in
which representations are interested, or "distorted” by the
desires of the writing subject, and her/his need for
imaginery resclutions.

Initially, the "tension string"” of Munro's story is set

up as an aesthetic argument about the "credibility" of
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particular)narrative paradigms.  While Liveg works to
underscore its "probability" and Del's "credibility," "Tﬁe
‘Flats Road" itself suégests the process by which experience
is sglectively inférpreted, presented in the context of
narrative cogventions. selection of which is motivated.
Conventions can eéngender the sorts of "resolutions" that
satisfy or comfort the storyteller and that can entertain as
much as disturb her audience. Raymond Williams remarks that
it is of the essence of a.cqnvention that it
ratif};s an assumétion or a point of view, so that
) the work can be made and received. . . . The
\ reality of convention as the mode of junction of
social position and literary practise remains .
central. (179)
The interactions of conventions and "historical sources"las
suggested in "The Flats Road" tends to establish conventions
as sqciai constructs ratif&ing "points‘of view." This
contradicts .critical perception of Munro's narrative as‘an
authengic representation of "the real.”
Sﬁcg éontradiction is significant because numeréus
Munro critics; taking Del's life as representative of the
universal experiencq of bging alive, tend to make "real
life" synonymous with the disinterested perception éhey
appear to image themselves as engaged in. The conventions
they takg to be plausible are those which correspond to
. their own ways of reading. 'Disinterested narrative "point
of view" as a window onto the metgbhysical structure of
"Life" is a copvéntiop not seen to be a_cénventlon, a form

4

o
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transcending form.

Phyllis Perrakis contends that dunro. "like Del in -
‘Epilogue,' wants to present a physical reality in such a
way as ﬁo convey to the reader a ﬁetaphysical sense of how
it feels to be alive" (5). J.R. Struﬁheés states that "One
reality which Del had learned to recognize was tﬁé everyday
world. This is’opposed to va;ious fal;e notions of reality"
| ("Redlity and Orderiné: The Growth of a Young Artist in

Lives of Girls and Womep" 46). What would the (‘everyday

world" of someone like L Madeline or a Diane gest about

LY

"how it feels to begali&e"? Iﬁuch feellnés alwa find their
context in his@oricéllg situéted subjects, and have no
universality. ’

The narratofror "mature" Del as the "point of view"
dividing appearance and-reality corresponds to an inscrip-
tion in the kipstlerroman of the ideologeme of the "genuine”
artist, through whom tﬁe reader may truly see ghe real. The
artisticlperéonaiity, Struthers observes, "like a God of

creation, remains . . . invisible, refined out of existence,

indifferent \Z " ‘
Critics' identification with Lives' harrdtive voice
apparently facilitates their easy access to the real. i
John Hoss’observes that: .
Occasionally the illusions of critical objectivity
crumble. Rereading Lives of Girls and Women. for
me at least, has the effect of diil_gn. A
shortcut is taken between sxperience and Remory
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Munro's visign so readily assimilates with 3
experience of my own . . . . Del and I both grew‘
up in small South-Western Ontario towns, within a
decgde[of each other following World War II. She,
being ficEional, continues the process in her
world outside time . . . . ("Alice in the Looking
Glass" 55; emphasis added)

The sentence I have emphasized indicates that Moss (in

contrast to most other Munro critics) at least recognizes

the source of an epistemological problematic inherent in \

' narrative voice. 1In spite of the reductiveness of my
» formulation of this convention as an ideologeme, there is no
ideal equation for the significance of the narrative voice
of the autobiographical kinstlerroman. 'Oﬁher inscriptions
may, in contrast to Lives, stress the subversion of an
attempt to document a remembered past experience By contex- -
tualizing its own act of perceiving, problematizing this
within the narrative. In contrast to later Munro narra-
tives, notably those autobiographical stbries dealing with
an ailing mother, such explicit problematizing is largely
absent from Lives until its concludiﬂé pages,

Moss both acknowledges that he is "inside" Munro's
time, and that he éannot theréfore achieve objectivity about
Llygﬁ, an illusion in any case, and yet places the fictional
world "outside” of time because it c;ptures universals:

Filtered through our consciousness, a novel's
reality before anything else contributes to our

" experience of ourselves. Criticism is the attempt
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to rationalize its complex subjective impact on an

objective plane . . . . [Lives of Girls and Women

glives universals such convlﬁcfng %hape, such
engaging particularity, that the invitation to
cdnfusg self and art is particularly attractive.
And why not: providing one ultimately knows the
difference. (67)
Self and art, cpnfused but ultimately dividable, are
presumably reconnected through their commoﬁ articulation of
the universal, that which rests outside of time.
Moss explains a passage from "Heirs of the Living Body"
in Ljves with the statement that "Death, typically at this .
age, holds a dark fascination for Del which she connects
naturally with her knowledge of the processes‘of life, tﬁe
dark areas of sexuality" (62). fhe "particularity” through
which, apparently, Munro hag shaped "the univera;l" --"the
dark areas of sexuality -- {8 the experience of Mary Agnes,
whom Del had heard had been stripped by a gang of boys and
left lying in the mud, where "she caught bronchitis and
nearly died" (36).
As ' Fredric Jameson contends:
all "interpretation"” in the narrower sense demaﬁ%ﬁ
the forcible or imperceptible transformation of a
given text into an allegory of its particular
master code,
Yet to see interpretation in this way is to
aqqulre the instruments by which we can force a -

giveﬁ‘interpretive practice to stand and yield up



@5‘:{{""\? -

~ ..".\.f&ﬁﬁs}:?mgu P
* e, TR .

141

its na?gL\{: blurt out its master code and thereby

reveal its \metaphysical and ideological underpfﬁ—

nings. (58)
Moss consciously sets out to rewrite Munro's text into an
allegory of "man"kind's experience. The "master code" of
this rewriting is a humanism, with its myth of a timeless
human nature, experiencing life understood as a universal
process. As Roland Barthes obserggs, "the status of the
bourgeoisie is particular, h}storéﬁal: man as represented by
it is uﬁiversal. eternal” (Mythologies 141). Universal man
sees the universal significance of Death and Sex beyond or
beneath their historical manifestations. Violence against
women and children is merely an expression of one of the
essences within the eternal. |

Numerous Munro critics deploy concepts of "Lif;,W

"Realify," and "Human Nature" as synchronic structures
characterized by dualistic essences such as "the' ordinary”
and "the extraordinary." 'Munro's artistic genius is found
to lie in her perception of these essences, and her trans-
formation of the chaos of experience‘into a holistic vision
of the wonder and mystery of life. Catherine Ross contends
that Munro dgals with "fundamental human experiences" ("'At
least part legend': The Fiction 6f Alice Munro” 122), and
gpat heg characters come to "appreciate the precious value
of ordinary life" (123). Phyllis Perrakis observes that
Del's "artistic fulfillment will come from transforming
these quintessentially female experiences’' in such a way as

to illuminate the extraordinary mystery and beauty that lie
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at the heart of the ordinary" (6); Sandra Djwa states that
Munro is asking
' 'Can art really get at 1ife?' -- can it touch the
lmpenetrable springs that animate human behaviour?
She begins in Lives of Girls and Women with the
metaphor of deep caves . . . the vast unknown
psyche, overlay%d with the mundane. (189)

Nancy Balley contends thaf
Munro's art is like a documentary photograph of
the external world that shows why accommodation to
it is difficult, which then enlarges to reveal
simultaneously . . . an inner image of reality. .
Munro continues to affirm the ancignt role of
the artist to connect. (118)
Robert Thacker observes that "Munro's narrative dialectics,
then, by ba}ancing one point of view against another, allow
her to create her own 'clear jelly,' which presents a
comprehensive understanding to her readers” (58). Flo, a
character in Who Do You Think You Are?, is observed by John
‘Orange "to understand that death is the mystery that makes
all living &nd all life mysterious. It is no wonder we need
our illusions" (96). "
The comprehensive understanding.-or total unification
of vision, that these critics percefive in Munro's work, is
o ah fl1lusion based on the concept of some transcendent 'real’
preceding and encompassing the mere particularities of
history. As Pierre Macherey contends:

Against this illusion . . . we must, on the
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‘-contrary, affirm the incomplete, disparate -- and
sometiﬁbs even incoherent —- nature of the
literary work. Only taen will we succeed in
breaking the imaginary boundaries which close the
"works" upon tﬁkmselves, and which separate them
from this "outside" which gives them the;r
material conditions. We must understand . . .
‘that their "outside" is inside them, that they are
finally nothing more than this real process which
separates them from thémselves, which opposes them
to themselves. (18)
The works "themselves""are, in one sense, marks on paper.
The process of their 'concretization' by the reader or
critic, necessitates that they can have no existence, in a
"meaningful” sense, outside of time. They are‘sfﬁgys" 7;;
reproduced in a specific time and place, by a’reader/wrifer
reading and writing through the codes of philosophjical and
ideological assumptions.
Pierre Macherey and Raymond Williams observe that Georg
Luckacs! Spparently "mateﬁ;alist" reflection theory of
literature is actually idealist. Luckacs, champion of

realism, contended that when truly great writers "find that

the artistic evolution of the characters and situations they

' ‘have created enters into contradiction with their deepest

prejudices . . . they will not hesitate for an instant to
se't aside these prejudices and convictions and describe what
they really see" (qtd. in Macherey 13).3 This presupposes a

view of the writing subject as able at strategic moments to

.
e [l
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place her/himself "outside of time,” outside of her/his
socially-conditioned consciousness inevitably 'marked by the
hegemonic reinforcement of certain ways of conceptualizing.
It is not so different from the free, conscious apd con-
tained subject postulated by idealist philosophy, and denies
the active process of a text's production and‘reproduction
tﬁrough subjects constituted by "language, world, historyt
the unconscious, differentiality, social relations" (Ryan
7. '

The ranking of artists and literary works on a scale of
greafneég is not ;nly a pointless exercise, but has long
effected a massive exclusion of the significance of femalé
exper{ence and women's writing, an exclusion conducted under
the name of objecgivity. Brecht's denunciation of Luckacs
and the horrific authoritarianism implicit in his assump-
tions mus£ be continued from a feminist perspective.

The ultimate goal of my study is an affirmation of our’l
caéacity to act, to change the social conditions in which
things ,such as family violence emerge. (As the authors of
"The New Scholarship on Family Violence" remark, the
prevalent American interpretive codes concentrate "on
ihdividuals maltreating children" [492], ignoring the
slénificance of "S gendered society in which male power
dominates"” (493] and of "sqcial and econom1¢ organization”
(492].) The imaginary resolution ff a narrative contain-
ment, as enabled by the distanced or objective conscious-
hess, negate's this capacity by implying "the real” as ‘
synchronic structuref\ Human behavio;. underséqu%within

\
i A
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such a structure, is Explicable,in terms of the various
essences which are seen to motivate it.

"The Flats Road"'s closure -~ "ﬁadeline! That mad-
woman!" -- may be (and may not be) read as a gesture to the

selective and motivated act of closure, and thus to the
absence of any further speculation from the "mature"
protagonist or mnarrative voice. This suggests the disparity
of Munro's symbolic act, as at once an attempt to present

itself as non-interpretive, and as ayconsideratlon of how
. kb '

narrative effects interpretation. Thus it may be (and may

‘not be) received as 3 deconstruction of itself. Most

' Canadian literary critics regard it as a transparent window

onto "ordinary Life," or as an artistic construct which is
situated completely outside the real and which reveals the
essential mystery of the real, of art, and of the relation
between the two. The reality which may be read in these
interpretations is ‘the social context they have emerged in.

Prior to the passage quoted as this chapter's epigraph,
the text presents a verse of a song -- "Land of Hope and
Glory / Mother of the Free" -- remarking that "that year we
were singing such songs every day at school, to help save
England from Hitler" (22). As Munro's text is concerned not
to be received as interpretive,\but only to présent,
apparently, the perceptions of the child Del, her brother is
depicted singing this song as the section draws roia‘c;ose.
The "fantastic" has apparently been contaihed in [jves'

realism. Yet the young protagonist's "ordinary"” household

was as small as a boat shut up‘against "a tide of howling
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O " Endnotes

1In h}s Fiqures II (Paris: ‘Editions du Seuil, 1969): 74.

\
Q - a -

ZSee "Ualker Brothers Cowboy,” "The Shining Houses,
!

"Images," "Thanks for the Ride," "The Time of Death," "Day .

of the Butterfly," "Postcard," *"Sunday Afternoon" and "Dafice

6f the Happy Shades" in Déo_e_szf_.tbs_ﬂ.anmmgs "Haterb

al," "Executioners," "Memorial" and- "The Ottawa VYalley" in

Py

Jou Are?; "Chaddeys and Flemings" from The Moons of Jupiter:
+/ and "A Queer Streak" and "White Dump" from The Proaress of
’
. L :!”'. , e ’

<

3Macherey is quoting from Lukacs' Preface to the 1951

ediﬁion of Balzac et-le réalisme ﬁ;gqggig.
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Chapter VI
"Baptizing": A Strategy of Delegitimation
° Becomes a Strategy of Containment —-»
The Individual Quest Plot Brackets the Romance Plot
"I' vas free and I was not free. I was relieved’
and I was desolate. . . . Suppose I had let
myself lie down and be baptized in the Wawanash
° River?" , (Alice Munro, "Baptizing")
This chapter will interpret "Baptizing," the second-
last section of [jves, and will suggest how Lives may b?
situated in an ongoing cultural revolution; it will also
. ‘ . . /
critique Jameson's failure to engage with feminism. As {is

so often the case in [jves, "Baptizing”'s narrative content

oper;ted in its formal conventions, and an ambiguity about
the viability of its imaginary resolution -~ individua}
sélf—creation -- a resolution its fofmal conventions work to
produce. The self that suffers is objectified, aestheti-
cized. and aﬁpérently contained by a dominant rational self
which would situate it "outside" the mo;e‘authentic being of
detached perception. While tgis constitutes an investment
in the boufgeo}s myth of the subject as monad, oF individual
self-creation, it is an 1nvéstment which must be understood
dialecticglly, as an oppositional struggle against patri-
‘archy. Contemporary Western women writersf(production of.
the novel of individual quest must be seen in relation to
the ubiquitousness of tﬁe love stoiy in pasf and present’
cultural pr9duction. From women's position, the context in
which the bourgeols cultu‘rall revolution (which, saw the

historical emergence of the realist novel form) works to

break up "the older tradition-oriented systems of caste gpd

~

!

: suggeststhe_mggivationwfor~the~d§rateg1es~of-contatnment~*‘~~***~—~
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inherited professions” (The Political Unconscious 249). is
yet a contemporary context.

I will p;oceed by indicating, firstly, the focus of my
criti;ue of Jameson's study, a critique\wﬁich will be
developed ﬁurther-throuéhout this ;hapter in fhe course of
my'application of Blau Du Plessis’' and Jameson's an@lyses to
"Baptizing." Secondlx. I will consider the'sfgnificance of
"Baptizing"'s placé;;nt within Lives, and then advance my
contentions about it. " Thirdly, I will relate it .to women
writers' strategigs for "writing beyond the ending."

Fourthly, I will consider Jameson's analysis of the novelyas

Mthe study and interrogation of value" (248) and as related

to the rationalization of the prodgétion process. While my
) .

interpretation will draw on this analysis, I will indicate

how its failure to consider gender politics seriously limits

.its relevance to ‘contemporary cultural analysis. Lastly, I

will interpret hBaptizing," detailing my ﬂistorical analysis
in thg course of c;nsidering'péssages indicative of its
sfructural movement and Lives'! imaginary resolution. The
shifts of focus‘in my dialectical apalysis will indicate
that the "object" of my consideration is not just the
literary text, but the codes through which I would rewrite
it.

In a contemporary age in which fhe state institutional-
ization of liberal féminism has only recently begun in North
America, the problems with a totalizing a%proach can be
suggested in relation to this observation of Jameson's:

The £iction of the indiwidual subject ~- so-called

\



bourgeois individualism -- had, of course, always

been a key functional element in the bourgeois
cultural revolution, the reprogramm%hg of indivi-
duals to the "freedom” and equality of sheer
market equivalence. (221)
Tﬂe construction in the novel of ; "central observational
and psychic perspective" (222) relatzs to an\ideology of the
subject correspondent with an increased rationalization and
compértmentalization‘of the labour process. The above

passage, insofar as it assumes the historical pirticulpéify

of the time of a "reprogramming of individuals," may

actually be seen as referring more properly to male 1ﬁd1vf—
duals at the same time as it implies a generic élassiflca-
tion. While Jameson'g theorization of the concept of non-
synchronic'development might provide the conceptual tools to
address the reduction his.vocabulary operates here, such
considerations are not developed.

Aesthetic manifestations of the‘mygh of the subject as
an individual monad, like the modernist image, may be seen
as both an effect of reification or increased rationaliza-
tion within the productive process, and a utopian compensa-
tion for it. It is in Jameson's theorization of this kind »
of doubleness of the aesthetic artifact (vhich is not then
to be mechanically placéd into a historical s;ot, 16001991-
cally demystified and dismissed, as-has been the case in
much or hodox Marxist griticism, Lukac's work being an -
example) té\t Ihe Political Unconscious may be seen to have

achieved its status as a najor‘new vork in cultural criti-~ ,v

. -

-
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cism. A critique of thg subject as represented and concep-
tualized in bourgeois'literature is one of the central
aspgcgs of the work. It is in terms of this critique that
Jameson's obliteration.of women's experience, or his own

\strateéy of containmént for the repression of the histori-
cal, is most apparent. Ironically, it is through this
glaring absence that Jameson's central contention -- that
the social experience of a mémber of a dominant class
imposes structural limitations on that person's way of
thinking -- receives its most profouﬂd support.

In "Baptizing," the second to last section of [jves,— — ———

the ideologeme of. individual self-creation, as formally
textualized, constitutes Munro's imaginary resolution to the
problem of unfulfilled desire, to the social contradictions
attendent upon sexual oppression. Yet tﬁe solution ref-
lected in the narrative voice of Lives -- to be the detached
observer -- itself becomes a new problem, to be developed in
"Epilogue: The Photggrapher" in the context of aesthetic,
consideratioﬁé which conclude the work. 1In Chapter Seven I
will interpret "Epilogue: The Photographer" and confend that
Lives builds in a contradictory reading which subverts its
imaginary resolution, or the content of its form.

The metafictional considerations of [jves' concluding

section, which contains a textual representation of a

narrative the young Del had constructed "in her mind," has
encouraged many critics to read [jjves as a kinstlerroman.
Yet the final events detailed in "Baptizing," which might be

more aptly characterized as the culmination of Ljves a§ a

5P
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bildungsroman, Ehranglgg}cally follow the scene in "Epi-

logue"” which ends Lives. enre types being social con-
structs and not ideal categories, the ﬁuestlon pursued by J.
R. Struthers and Ph9 1is Perrakis as to whether Lives is "in
essence® a'kﬁnstlerrikhﬁ/ér a bildungsroman is not of
concern. Rather, the fact that Lives has been taken to
represent'both these forms is of interest in relation to the
content of form. The two endings of [jves are indicat%ve of
its dynamic movement between two different "objects" of
consideratiop -- a “life," and the process by which a l}fe

~ mtght be textualized: — 7 ST

In "Baptizing," the young protagonist and her peers are
at a time of choice. In their final year of high-school °
they must decide what kind of future to invest the
ener;ies in. This apparently "natural" life pro;:j:\xnot _
possible in a pre-capitalist world where one is "born" into
one's future, aqd not open to a significant number of women
and then largely only to Western women unti{ vell iﬂto the
twentieth century) allows an.extraordinarily dense narrative
worging out of the consideration of value through the
character as function, uithput disrupting the représanta-
tional ideology that the character is neither constructed as
a semic function, nor to be seen as such.

"Baptizing” presents "categories" aflexperience ;hd
value.through narrative about the soclial rituals or "forms"
in vhich such apparent content might be perceived. An
immense variety of rituals are considered -- rituals of .

'courtship, marriage, sex, religion, gducation,‘buying.
¥

~
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Particular characters are seen to invest in different -
rituals, and with the exception of "Del," appear to have
little problem in limiting their choice and perceiving it as
natural. Naomi enters commercial studies, and then works as
a secretary, thereby putting herself on the road‘td mar-
riage. Jerry concentrates his énergies on studies for
university scholarship éxams and envisions a competitive
immersion in scientific studies. Garnet joins the Baptist
Church after doing time for violent assault. The text
gestures to social forms as rituals or constructs, rather
than as natural forms, in that the varjous rituals to?be
invested in are so divergent and contradictory, and con-
stitute extreme compartmentalizations of value. Yet
characters are presented as perceiving their own particular
choice as so self-evidently the one choice to be made, the
choice through which self~fulfillment at some point must
follow. The adolescent Del;s anxiety about the absence of a
clear choice for herself may be seen to correspond to an
anxiety which Ljves as a;t works to manage -- fear about the
impossibility of extracting some genuine content from such
formal rituals. |

This content ~— the presence, transcendent meaning, or
full connection which answers and fulfills desire -- is
apparently found by De} in her moments of sexual intimacy
with Garnet. The textks evocation of such connection, at
the center of "Baptizing," first affirms that after Del's
tentative explﬁration %f various empty rituals, some reality

has been found. VYet as the narrative unfolds further, this
4
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"reality" which might be beneath or beyond social fornms, and
dividable from them, comes to be presented as the most
"unreal®” thing of all. ’
While thé violent conflict in the climactic baptizing
_scene affirms the reality of history, the reality of
patriarchy, the pain of desire refused is aesthetically
managed in "Baptizing"'s concluding passages. I will'
conFend that this management is both presented in this
.section as contlent, as something that the young protagonist
"does," a operated through the text's formal strategies.
"s\ o °° ° 7 Blau Du Plessis observes that many of the narrative
strategles of twentiegh-century women writers are directed
towards\a critique of tha "natural® status of the social and
narrative conventions of heterosexual romance and marriage.l
Munro subverts a romance plot by suhordinating it'to a quest
plot. Through closure in an affirmation of a protagonist's

will for self-realization, twentieth-century women writers

, b
reshaped the traditional form of''the novel with a female

gonist. The structure oflhunro's text suggests that

"writing beyond the ending, taking ending as a

, ﬁetapho for conventional narrative, for a regimen of
resolutioks, and for the social, sexual and ideological
affirmatiopns these make" (Writing bevond the Ending 21).
Writing beyocnd the eﬁding "produces a narrative that dpni;a
or reéonstrqcts seductive patterns of feeling that are

culturally nandatga. internally policed, hegemonically

» poised” (5). However, this production may itself suggest a

new culturally mandated ending making ideological affirma-
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"Del"” attempts to overcome gender role restrictions by
developing an observer/writer persona. Munro critics
frequently ascribe the quality of genius to a Del who is

seen as a metaphor for Munro. As Blau Du Plessis observes:

The figure of a female artist encodes the conflict

H

betuign any empowered woman and the barriers to
her achievement. Using the female artist as a

literary motif dramatizes and heightens the
e
already-present contradiction in bourgeois

ideology between the ideals of striving . . . (and

female] passivity.

Making a female character be a "woman of
genius" sets in motion . . . conventional romantft
notions of the genius, the person apart; who,
because unique and gifted, could be released from
socigl ties and expecfétions. Genius theory is a

particular exaggeration of bourgeoié individualism

.« . . (88-5)

"Del" does not‘get the scholarship she hopes for, and the
text does not explicitly affirm that she leaves Jubilee with
the specific .goal of writing. (I will later %&gggst a
possible reason why the text does not make such an affirma-
tion.) However, her a?bition; and resources are apparent.
That "Del's" creative ability and intelligence will help her\
release herself from social“exéectations affirms that her
society offers ;g_ggmg_a kind of freedom, defined in a

particular way. ‘Early pregnancy and marriage will not
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coﬂstitute the ending of her story. Yet "Del's" observa-
tions of female experience in the society around her show
Munro's uneasy awareness of, and sympathy for, the muus of
womén,to whom Del's kind of escape is not open. As sug-
gested in Chapter Five, Munro's text.works to manage this
anxiety.

In nineteenth-century novels by women, the romance plot
and its closure in marriage was seen as an outer form in’
which all other female experience could be bracketed or

contained. As Blau Du Plessis observes, women writers began

te br#cket a romance plot within a gquest plot. The quest
plot is frequently organized around choice of vocatign. and
it is often an artisfic vocation which is chosen. To
operate the romance plot as an internal and not -a bracketing
paradigm is to consider this "form" as a content in its own
right, and to make its ideological nature apparent.
However, the individual quest plot a; a‘strategy of delegi-
timation itself became a strategy of contajinment. (thl;
Blau Du Plessis does not use Jameson's term "strategy of
containment,” a similar concept is represented in her work
under the name of "dominant script,”" a concept wh{ch is not
theorized as extensively as Jameson's.) The movement of
¥ritinag bevond the Endina follows the chanélng terms of a
romance/quest opposition in vonen's texts throu9£ to
contemporary women's narraﬁive affiruatlons of collective
quest aad a "communal protagonist." which in many cases

involves a complete departure from realist narrative form.

! N

Blau Du Plessis observes a pattérn in Virginia Woolf's
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later novels which, I would contend, is emergent in some of
Munro's more recent short stories in The Moons of Jubiter
and The Progress of Love:

The communal protagonist is a way of organizing
the work so that neither the development of an
individual agéinst a background of supporfing
characters nor the formation of a heéerosexual
couple is central to the novel. . . . The
communal protagonist operates, then, as a critique

both of the hierarchies and authoritarian practice

of gender and of the narrativelpractice that
selects and honours only major figures. (163)
Oppositignal critigue is to be perceived on the level of

\

form as much as on that of explicit content. Woolf among
others operates a narrative voice which &;es not, in -
contradiction to that of earlier realisms, appear to emerge
from a central, objectivizing psychic pefgpéctive. Rather
than affirming the solid permanence of the social ;Brld

1

through extended representation of physical detail, this
voice can suggest the possibility of a transform;d Focial
world, in its figurative expression of an "elsewhere" or .
space of meaning:beyond the individual consciousness.

Munro's [ives, which concentrates so fully oﬂ the

development -of an individual, can only be understogd in the
context of an historical analysié that addresses gender as
well as class differences. Jameson observes that particular

economic developments constitute the conditions of possi-

AR
\

Hility for the novel as "the study and interrogation of

»
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value” (248):
These are . . . the secularization of life under-
. caplitalism and the breaking up . . . of the older

[
tradition-oriented systems of castes and inherited

professions, as‘the combined result of the French
T revolution and t;é spread of the market syifem.

. [T)he realm of value . . . can, for th; first
time, be isolated as a realm in itsQlf and
c;nté%g}ated as a separate area of study. To say

. . ____ that _value becomes a semi-autonomous-object is to- - -
observe the way in which people (but mainly men)
must weigh the various activities against each
other and choose their professions. What wea call
private life or the néw subjectivity of indivi-

‘ dualism is objectively simply this ¢éistance which
N permits them to hold their professional activities
‘at arm's length; hence'tﬁe originality, in the
realm of the novel, of the "Quel métier prendre?”
of @ Stendahl, whose works explore, as it were,

\

the atomic weights of the various professions and

: -
‘political regimes as alternate life forms. (249)

The exclusion of female experience in the above analysis is
effected pr;cisely by the use of the term "people,” which.
purperts to address if. |
Interpretation of writing by Western women must, as
does Blau Du Plessis', address the vital relationship a
between the aesthetic naturalization qf romance as a trobc

. 4 i
for the sex/gender system and of bourgeois individualism.
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The division between public and private life (seen as
separate realms developing according to their own "inner

logic"), and aesthetic/ideological representations of

. romance, marriage and the family as utopian sites of

libidinal gratification, powerfully reinforce apo1tllcal
explanations of human dissatisfaction as emerging from and
resolvable within, the "purely” personal sphére. Marxist
cultural criticism must address the tremendous historical
importance of narfativé idealizations of romance and

marriage as a process within cultural hegemony._ The _

"Harlequin Romance” genre is frequently among the most
successful of narrative commodities, and the love story as

"bracketing plot" is ublquitous in the literature, films,

- and songs of both "high" and mass culture.

Jameson's analyéis does not consider the degree to
which thé family structure has compensated for the male
individual's troﬁbling experience of:hris expendability fn‘
terms of the "freedom" of sheer market*equivalence.. His
critique of the myth of the subject as monad is inadequate
if not related to Blau Du Plessis' analysis of bestern
wonmen's very ambiguous relationship to this mytg. ,I would
contend that [jves invests in tﬁis myth. But this invest-
ment, emerging from female consciousnggs in the twentieth
century, cannot be seen as mere repetition of a bourgeois
tdeology long since dominant.

It must be seen as at once progressive, as a reaction
to patriarchy as "sexual feudalism,” and regressive or

vorking to maintain the "otherness" of economically margina-
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l;zed, working class, and Thir&-ﬂorld women gpd men, and of
vomen and men not of the dominant white race. The conte;t
l?n which'bourgzois ideology works to break up "the older
tradifion~o;iented systems dk caste and inherited profes-

sions” (the exclusive relegation of the labour of childcare

" and domestic work to women, as authorized by religious

lnsfitutions,’may be characterized as a caste system) must
be seen, fnitermg of a structural ;nevcn development..as yet
a contemporary context. Fhrther,bthe unique nature of the
labour of childcare and nu}turance,.as~ft’1nforms“thaxoéta“—*‘*’*"”
production oﬁagen&ér, must be considered.

It is only very recently that a significant portion of

the “fifty-one percent minority" in the Western world has

//

entered the process of,:ireprbgramming‘into the sense of
their individual freedom. The division of labour between
men and women is still so marked that an emergeht female
investment in the myth of an 1nd1v1dua&;;§ freedonm Qlll to
some degrée serve to alter that very myth ;y making its
contradictions h%?hly visible.- Thej"freedom"” of some ’
individuals has always depended on ghe unrecognized no;k‘anﬂ

restricted choices of particular groups within the social -

collective. In order for Western governments to affirm that ®

they do see women as free/individuals, able to compete in

the public world, they have had to-begin to' address with -

.hard cash, the.public, c llegtgye reaponiigtllty tqr'th&

caretaking of children. 'While I am not quite comfortable .
p

with the term "sexual: feudalism,"2 the contemporary énera

gence in the United States of powerful right-wing Christian-

. -
*
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fundamentalist politic; groups, for whom qgtriarchalv
‘religion provides an ideological cornerstoné( may be seen to
accord a certain aptness to {t.

" Jameson's critique‘of past Harx}sé analyses gf nationa-
lism may be seen to relate to feminism as yell. (This
cni£ique is in his £inal chapter, "The Dialectic of -Utopia
and Ideology,"” the import of which will later be suggested
in detail in relation to "Baptizing.") He states théthTom
Nairn, in The Break-Up of Britain, rightly observes that a

lack .of copéide}ation of the deep appeal of nationalism: .
stands as "Marxism's great historical failure,"
blocked precisef} by a practice\gg?;he traditionqi
Marxist negative hermeﬁgutic for which the
national question is more ideological epipheno-
menon of the econom‘c. (298)

An inability to grasp the immense Utopian appeal of femiﬁ—

ism, which has a p;tential consﬁit&gncy of no less than |

fifty-one percent of ﬁhé human populati;n, élso stands as

"Marxism's great histoficél fallure.™ Jameson qﬁo&gs A

Nairn's contention that: | |
The'task of a theory of nationﬁlibm«. . . must be
to embrace both h&rns of the dilemma . . . in a

. f way th;t rises above‘these'"positivgj,anq "ngga—
tive" sides. . .%‘ (Such]) distinction; do not -

”

imply the existenpe of two brands of nationalism,

one healgky,and one morbid. . . . (Alll nationalj'

ism is both healthy and morbid.’ (298) W

As Jamebon observes.

-
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. Nof is thig insistence on the slmult;neodsly

' ideological and Utopian character of fhe natioﬁil
phenomenon a merelk.theoygtical issue. . . . (It

is increasingly clear in today's world . . . that

- —a Left whicﬁ caﬁnot grasp the 1mpense Utopian e

" appeal of nationalism (any moré‘tﬂan it can grasp

R that of religion or of fascism) can scarcely hope

2 tg "reappropriate" such collective energies and

[ W

R
o

‘ | \

7 tence.  (298) |
The Political Qgcoggcigus elsewhere distinguishes between
two uses of the term "utopian." in'a negative gedse, this
term refers to an idealistic vision of social” transformation
which }ails to adequately consider the objective limitations
blocking its realization.. In J\Positive sense, which ’
Jameson indicates through capitalization, "Utopian" refers
to a perspective on the future which gffirms Fhe possibility
and the desirability of col}ective unity.. The cultural
representat%ons“qf group commonality‘to which movements have
‘otlonal’appeal which is not to be-
di§COuntéd. Bather, such“ﬁgmbplié representat;éns function
as powerful stimuli for political action, and/or ip.the
production of.mass consent to a dominant ideclogy. I accept
Jémeson's analysié in "The Diaf;ctic ;f Utopla and Ideo-
logy," and comsider it of profound 1mport’for°cu1tura1

N

analysis. I

It is in relation to the concepts articulated ip "The

Dialectic of Utopia and Ideology" that my study formu}atesba :

b

-~igiﬁﬁuﬁust effectivély doom itself to political impo- N
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central question to be asked of "Baptizing." What is

presented as a potential site or form in which Upopiaﬁ’

longihgs might be invested? I will contend that "Bap- . .
tizing"'s _climactic scene turns upon a recognition of the
central concluding contention of Ihg_Eglj;ig;l_ﬂnggnggiggg_—
- that i; is the oldest Utopian longing’of wo({man)kind which
informs class ideology's hegemonic power. In the case of
"Baptizing," this relates to a dominant male class and a
subordinate female class. It is remarkable that Jameson's
analysis, on the one hand, is centrally concerned with
narrative as expression and management of Utopianfloﬁglng or
desire, and on the other hand, does not consider what may
wgll be the mostJubiquitous reépresentations in cultural
ar@&fagfs of proffered sites for the investment of desire
and realization of utobia -- tha }s, heterosexual couple
romance and'pagsionatg love. %‘E& .

. rld,sbeculate that som ‘
aspect of Jameson's own personal experience informs this

absence. ,
The intersection of psychological and political
analysis, as it relates to the socf%l conditions of éhe
infant's relation to the mo@her's body,vcan begin to provide
political expli%atioﬁs @s to why so much human desire has -
been directed towards the finding of tﬁe one unique subject -
of the opposite gender, the very particular indiyiduak face,
body or "soul," through whick Utopia might be realized.
Since a challenge talbourgeois 1néiv1ddé&ism constitutes a

major site for the Marxist critique of ideology, the

tremendous hegemonic power of the mythology of the couple,

|

¢ \
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as compensation for the more painful aspects of the sﬁb-
Ject's sense of him/herself as an individual monad, must be
very seriously considered. In developing this ‘considera-
tion, ¥riting bevond the Endina also suggests why contem-
porary female investment in individualist ideology must be
seen as much more problematic than a é:ior historical stage
of male investment. The female subject cannot expecf'the
compensatory nurturance-of a partner socially trained to
address needs noé met in the public world, and economically
dependent upon the ability to £ill that role. I will relate
_the conclusion of ”éaptizing," and similar conclusions in
the body of Munro's fiction, to the latter contention.

As Jameson observes, "the study of value is at one with
. the experience of its absence" (251) in a secularized
society. Following Jameson, I will use the concept of
rationalization (reification) as a mediating device for
relating Munro's téxt to social sub-text:
The moment of rationalization . . . is Weber's
equivalent of Marx's notion of the universaliza-
tion of equivalent labour-power, or the‘commodi-
fication of all\%aboﬁr. .o \
The characteristic form of ratigﬁqlization is
indeed the reorganization of operations in terms
of the binary system of means and eﬁds; indeed,
the means/ends opposition, although it seems to
retain the term and to make a specific place for

value, has the objective pesdlt of abolishing

~ value as such, bfacket;ng the "end" or drawing it

o
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back into the system of pure means in such a way
. that the end is merely the empty aim qf real;zing
these particular means. (250) S
The relevance of this understanding to "Baptizing" can
immediately be suggested in relation to this section's
opening passage: '
In our. third year at h}gh school Naomi switched to
Commercial; suddenly freed from Latin, physics,
algebra, she mounted' to the third floor of tﬁe
school where . . . typewriters clacked all day and
the walls were hung with maxims preparing one for
life in the business world. Tjime and Enerqgy are
‘my Capital: £ I Sguander them, I shall get po
Other. The effect, after that of the downstairs
classroonms, with their blackboards covered with
foreign words and abstract formulae, their murky
pictures of battles and shipwrecks and heady but
| decent mythological adventures, was that of coming
into cool ordinafy light, the real and bﬁsy world.
; A relief to most. Naomi liked it. (148)
"Baptizing" will be seen as working to manage the problems
ofjthe compartmentalization of knowledge and values and Lhe
pu;suit of means which do not appear to have any meaningful

end.

In depicting Naomi's "ascension" to what is socially

affirmed as the real world, the world of "light," Munro
humorously disﬁ?hqes the traditional aesthetic imagery of a

transcendent spiritual realm, a realm to which humanist

+
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- studies have been seen to give access. The reifying rote-
learning in Del’s school is humorously critigued throughout
Lives. A humanist dniversity education, tentatively held
out in "éaptizing" as a potential "ending" for the young
protagonist, will not prove to be a chosen solution. The
question of why one might study about foreign words,
battles, shipwfeqks and mythological adventures, and how the~
school's "downstairs compartment” relates to its "upstairs
co%pa;tmenf," is not something the school éddresses. The
"relief" most are considered to find in the business world
«may be seen to fol{gr upon the fact that this world, at
:least, has found-a self-confirming structure of "logic" to
justify itself. "Time" and "Energy” are considered as

" abstract essences which through the process of a slmple
addition will lead to profit, also conceptualized in the
abstract.

.Hunro's text both recognizes the appeal of this kind of K
ldgic, by counterpointing it with Del's anxiety about the
determination of what to value,land.underscores its absur-
dity through representation of whét Naomi's "practical®
choice leads to. Naomi gets an office job and enters into
the pre—marriage rituals of the young working womén who are
her new friends, rituals including the systematic buying of
'househqld "stuff." Eventually a pregnant Naomi, about to
marry someone she does not appear enthused about, observes
‘that "I've collected all this stuff, I might as well get
married"” (195).

. “The extreme absorption of Naomi and her new friends in
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beauty rituals is presented in the text as at once bizafre,
and as everywhere affirmed as natural. "Del"‘was incapable
df sustained attention to her appeararce, although:
everything from advertisements to F. Scott
Fitzgerald to a frightening song on the radio --
the girl that I warrv will have to be, as soft and
pink as a nursery -- was telling me I would haveh
to, have to, learn. Love is not for the undepi-
lated. (150) | - 3
Here, that duality of the narrative "I" which the conven-
tions of [ijjves encourage the reader to forget informs a
movement between enclosure and release which exq@plifies the
subtlety of the ideology of form. Marketing, literature and
popular culture are all linked into a hegemonic web of
patriarchal ideology grom‘which there is no apparent exit.
Yet the anxiety of female enclosure is managed on the level
of narrative form, as this web becomes a bubble of stupidity
to- be popped by the sharp wit and humour of the last
sentence, which operates in the present tense. Depending on
the predilection of the reader, the intelligent ease with
whichnthe bubble is popped perhaps confirms that the web wag
not ultimately much of a problem, as it has been surmounted
with the taking of thought. The present tense of the last
sentence corresponés to the "present" context from which we
are invited to 'imagine the narrative voice as recollecting.

The manner in which the reader, consciously or unconscious-

ly, imaginatively £ills in this context, informs how.she/he

B
reads Lives.’ P




The motifs of threat, confinement, disguise, resis-

tance, and a desire for escape pervade Llves, underscored by
the'ways in which the text suggests that there is nowhere to
escape to. (I will shortly consider some examples.) VYet-
the very tellding of the stpry‘lndicates’that "Del" has

alwvays alreédy escaped, i#to a space of wisdom or reélity
from which the past may be ironically and humorously
observed. Biographical form functions powerfully as a
strategy of containment in Ljveg, as indicated by the
humanist criticism which reads it in terms of a universal
process of loss_of innocence. |

The winning of a séholarship as a ticket to a univer-

sity education is tentatively suggested by the text as a

e

possible "solution" for Del:
I got A's in school. . . . They did seem to be
tangible, and heavy as iron. I had them stacked
around me like barricades and if I missed one I
could feel a dangerous gap. (162)

" These "iron A's," placed ;1th1n an image patfern connotive

of armed conflict, defamiliarize the traditional humanist

understanding that in Western society knowledge is a thing

of value in itself. This understanding serves to ohscure

the fact that there jé such a thing as a politics of

knowledge, and confers a ﬁowerlessness on humanist studies

in the very act of affirming that their value lies in their L/
"freedom" from a political means/ends opposition.3 Of

K
interest in the above passage is the way in which the reader

might decide to conceptualize the "inside" and the "outside”
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divided by the barricades, and the terms of the ‘conflict
between them. I read the "outside"‘as the hegemonic
reinforcement of a domestic female role, and the "inside" as
potential access to a middle-class status which allows a
female ‘subject somewhat greater choice. I would contend
that Munro's text conceptualizes the power of knowledge not ~
ideally, ag "access to truth," but historically, as acccss
to a socially constituted means to power. The analysis to
follow will suggest that, whereas knowledge within social
institutions is textualized as a "defense" for the protagon-
ist, Munro is aware that it is the narrative act that
providgs an offensive power.

"Del's" anxious encounters with various texts under-
sco}e that her confinement is not a matter of rural physical
situation. The most urbane and:respected éf cultural
authority affirms the very vision of the feminine to ﬁe
found inﬁﬁop psychology quizzes. An article by "a famous
New York psychiatrist, a‘di;ciple of Freud," (150) is
related to such a quiz. The young protagonist's desire to
completely dismiss this article, and its affirmation of

female self-absorption in personal trivia, is frustrated by

her attraction to assertions such as the following:

dreams. (150)

Such éranslation, considered to express the inferiority of




‘the "female" mode of thought, is precisely what prevents

LY

"Del” from. the compartmentglizing of knowledge and value and
the bracketing of ends in the pursuit of means: and what
allows her to relate "high cultural”" authority to "low" or
mass culture while critiquing both.

Understanding in terms of allegory allows the insertion
of the absent term of objectivizind and abstract knowledge -
-human desire. Things are taken to "meén" in terms of h§r
they relate to human desire and the daily forms of social
existence. While Munro's text encodes a profound ambi-
valence about the value of the protagonist's "daydreams" as
at once a source of empowering insight and escapist wish-
fulfillment, containing them within a realist form which
wishes to place itself "beyond ideology" or subjective blas,
through the function of Jerry the objectivizing position of
apparently "impersonal" perception is linked to no less than
the real prospect of nucleaf annihilation.

"Del's" mode of thinking is opposed to "Jerry's." The
two high-school friends share intellectual discussion and
the experience of marathon study sessions in preparation for
university scholarship exams. Hunré's representation of the
educational institution suggests that it is socially
percelived as ; site of competition for status. The town's
naming of Jerry and Del as."freaks" suggests a working-class
and rural subversion of the power associated with knowledge.
What might be read as an exit for Del £from subordinate

' P

female status would, from the perspective of the interpre~"

tive community which judges her a "freak," be seen as a
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villing ascension to a position of dominance and privilege.
Jerry's mind was to the young Del "like a circus tent
full of dim apparatus on which . . . he performed stunts
uhiéh vwere spectacular and boring" (163). Yet:
‘ Hg was in touch with the real world, he knew how
they had split the atom. The only world I was in
touch with was the one I had made, with the aid of

.
.

some books, to be peculiar and nourishing to ,
J

Fod .
myself. (165) ’
f

With a "curious insistent relish" (164), Jerry described E‘ﬁe

. atrocities of the Second World War, which had Einished.!

shortly before the time in which the reader is to dndergﬁand

the events of "Baptizing" as unfolding. He envisioned a

future technologicai transformatibn in the very‘terms of
global conflict, and the advent of biological warfare. He:
gave me a description of the Bataan death margh,
methods of tdrggre in Japanese p;ison camps, the
\fire-bombing of Tokyo . . ;'Alf without a flicker
‘of protest. . . .
ﬁe was certain there would be another war, ;E\
" would all be wiped out. (164-5)
The ‘time in which [ives is sef is the time in which Munro
herself grew into adulthood. . ’\d“l

The post-World War Two era was a time in which a new

world economic order was consolidated. Multinational

capitalism was upheld by a, global American military pre-

sence, which powerfully drew on the absolutely legitimate

condemnation of the atrocities of Stalinism to confirm its



o :‘F‘ii};’fg
)

— o 172 -
own strange "loglc." These atrocities of its enemy automa- |
tically rendered itself the pure embodiment of good and'
freedom as it allied itself with right-wing diétatorships.
The increased rationalization of the production process, now
to a heightened degree situated in the "elsewhere" of the \)
Third Hofld, was reflected in an extreme compartmentali-
zation of knowledge in the Western world, an understanding
of science, art and morality as separate spﬂeres to be
developeé dccording to theig»own "{nner logic." The mass of
women who had entered every .area of the paid lagour force
and maintained production during the war were "refeminized"
in the baby-boom Fifties. Cultural répresentations of Woman
as mother and sex.object during the later decade found a
powérful locus in television and film, as visual media began
to displace the cultural centrality of the printed text and
radio. A cold war ethic of distrust and competition, and a
nuclear family structure suited to the need of the labour
force to be physically mobile to an unpreqedented degree,
contributed to the subjegt's increased perception of
‘her/himself as.an individual monad. The emergence of late
capitalism constitutes a conditionr of possibility for
Munro's text, not merely in terms of the historical évents
it refers to, but in terms of "Baptizing"'s formal working
out of the problems of understanding‘through compartmentali-
zagion and of the perception of self’as monad.

The text of "Baptizing," having built up an overwhel-

ming anxfety in relation to the protagonist's sense of
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.alienation from the compartmentalizatioﬁ of value so

wmanifest around her, moves fo tﬂ; release of its center.
This release, which Del most pointedly does noi £ind with
Garnet in any public context, comes in moments éf sexual
intimacy. and in her re-envisionment of them when alone:

'we .would cross over, going into a country where
there was per fect security,. no move that would :3t
bring delight; disappointment was not possible.
Only when I was sick, with a fever, had I ever
before had such a floating feeling, feeling of
being languid and protected and at the s;;e time

possessing unlimitéd power. . .

_..\ ¢
(\J§7:> - . The mouth closed frankly around the nipple

séemed to make an avowal of innocence, defenée-
lessness, not because it imitated a baby's but-
because.it was not afraid of absurdity. Sex‘
seem;d to me all surrender -~ not the woman's to
the man but the person's to the body, an act of
pure faith, freedom in humility. I would lie
washed in these implications, discoveries, 1like
somebod§ suspended in clear apd warm and irresis-

] tibly moving waéer. all night. (182)

This water image of perfect womb-like security, fuli

envelopment, presence without differentiation, prefigures

the climactic baptizing scene in which "Del," held under-

"water by Garnet, perceived that she was struggling for her

very life.

Del's mother, ‘outraged by her choice of Garnet, asked

e
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her if she wanted to be "th vife of a lumberyard worker"

Bl

(183). She did not, but reEognizeq that something in his
inform what she valued in ﬁi:m -

working-class experience di

~ her abilié; to see, when w?th him, "somethindg not far from

what I thought animals must see, the world without names"

1

\

(183):
any attempt to makeilhim . . . theorize, make
systems, brought a blank . . . and superior look
» into his face. He hated people ... . ta;}ing

about things outside\of their own lives .”

trying to tie things Foggtheri Since these' had
been great pastimes o? mine, ‘why did he nogrﬁate
me? . .. [Hle rearranged me, took just uha} he
needed. . . . I did that. with him.’

« « v+ [W)lords were ogyr engmies. What we kne;
about each other was only going tohbe caonfused by
them. This was the knowl dge that is spo(;n of as

'"bnly sex," . +-. . I was surprlsed. . . —— am
surprisedﬂstill‘-— at the 1 ghs, disparaging tone
that is taken, as if this w; ‘someth}nq that could
be found easily.‘egpry dayf 183) |
Interestingly , the phrésev"am surpr ised\ still" cénstitutes

oné of the rare instances in the text where the nafrative
voice explicitly differentiates between' the doubleﬁess of

the narrative "I. ' ) A\

For many of the protagonist&.in Hunro'; fiction,
pQSSionate sex flgures as what I would characterlze as the
privileged form in which Utopia? gratification is to be

B .
— w/
1

®

’
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found or sought. I would contend that naniative has a
4 ) . © * \
. Utopian content to be found in the "ends" anpund which texts
6B

gxganize &Lhe allegory of desire. The 1deolo§& of a text may

b ne approached@ through such questiont‘as whether closure

S

'implies Mtqpla as realized or as somehow realizable, what

Ve

the proffered site of 1ibidinal gratification is, whether

the text suggééts that there may_be many sucn sites, and
whetner it conceptual izes parzzcular sites as the "natural"
_br illusionary locus of gratification. ' a
| L¢gg§ characterization of sexual intimacy eVokes the)

profound §énsua11ty o£4the infant ahle to freely accept

physical nurturance without defensive psychological bar— -

'riers. !L&Lngﬁ_mgq_ths_mj.ng, the nurturance needs

‘, ’of an infant frequently figure as that dangerous thing, the

r Q|
v

”

universai aspect of human "nature" which is referreé to as a

. basis for»the 1egitimation of'a particular social vision.

In "To 'bear my mother's name': Kunstlerromane by Qomen ¥

Wniters;“-§1an Du{?leséis cbserves'a "reparenting motif" in

- the texts'she considers. Thls operates to thh affirm that
- nurturance is a basic human need and to cri%ique social

"constructions of the’role of motherhood !he division of

fabour along gender and class lines, the social definition '

i

“5 of the individual woman/mp‘her as.lqeal source of nur-’

%-¢urancg, and'the prlmacy’accorded to the hetztbsexual bond,

are precisely the things wh;ch‘block the ability of. female

. \
and male subjects to‘give and recéive nurturance. Thus the

»

locue of nurturance must' be within collectivity, and for

this t6 be possible, a radical restructuration of human .

. ’
. .
. .
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' Q . M -

. N ‘ g N
. . .
. .

b




AN | | o
: ‘} RN . 176

society would be necessary.
For “many of the fgmale protagonists in the body of
Munro's fiction, sexual gratification is both passiohately

~:desired and almost never available, and is at best a
»

o tentative affair. 4 Desire leads most often to despair or to
’ enthralled, obsessive behaviour which protagonfsts rat:l%nal6
ly periceive as foolish‘or absurd and struggle to control. I
o, ) think Munro's fiction goes thfpugh a %tong and Formenteﬁ
| process of trying to dissociate libidinal gratification from

r -
the passionate’heterosexwal bond and relocate iﬁfwithin

*
community. Blau Du’Piessis observes thgt such a process
, ﬁyks—p~m characterizes twéntieth-century nafrativefproduc(ions by
\( . women. )

. This process %%»,be suggested through the thouéhts of

J : ﬁéhe protagonist of "Bardoy Bus" from Ihg_ﬂggni_gi_lggiggg

%7 ' " It strikes me that misplacemenb is the clue, in
love, the heart of the'problem, but like somebody

~ drunk’ or high I can'tfquite get a gras? on what I

sea. |

What I\need is a rest A deliberate sort of

resé) with new definitions of luck, . . . VYou're °

\
lucky to b# sitting in Rooneem's dripking coff;e,
with people coming and going, eating and drinking,
. @ - : buying cakes, 3pa;king Spanish, Por tuguese,
Chihese and other léhgiages that you can try to.
o identify © (128) r
Hhereas certain narratives in Ihg_ﬂggng_gf_ign;;g; (such as

' “Bardon Bus") and Ihg_zggg;ggg_gi;yggg (such as "White

»

J
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Dump”) indicate that the central problem brotagonlsts face

is the lack of an appropriate social site in which desire

might be invested, Who Do You Think You Are? tends t®.

conceptualize%the "problem" as desire itself, as "passion"

‘'or emotional need. . L

Words, theorizing, trying tosntie things todether, have
provided a vital defensg&for the young protagonist, a
resistance to the cont;inmep£>of Yalue demanded by both
marriage and the pursuit of formal education. Yet such
absttaction‘as texthélized as at once a solution and g-
problem. Ig 15 a defense which .seems to have confined her
to an existence in the mind.. )

As suggested in Chapter Three, Munro's family exper;-
ence bore many similarities to tﬁat of the Bronté sisters,
whom Terry Eagleton observes were "driven back on themselves
in solitar} emotional hungering” (Myths of Power 8). Given
theée‘similar}giesﬁ how might the great differences between
their historical ageg be reflected in the‘forms of their
narratives? In spite of Munro's claims that she writes in a
very traditional realist style, and-i; not an "intellectual”
w;iter, Liggg_contq}ns nﬁmerous metafictional passages, and
evidences a repeated fascination with-the "i eology of ]
form," even as it would work té deny that its own form has
any ideologicql content. It ié marked how often various
cHaracters are presented in conjunction with bartﬁFular
types of texts or narrative Eérms in which they' are seen to

have a libidinal investment. The forms of the narrative

paradigms considered appear to have a content in their own

177
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right, as a character's affiliations with a particular

paradigm is presentedoas something ' that will give tﬂé reader
insight into that character's "personality." Liveg' working
through of the problem of deéire is manifested repeatedly in .
a consideration of narrativé conventions, always in relat&e?
to why a particular qharacter's social experience informs
her/his affiliation with parficular narrative forms,

Uncle Benny is affiliated with thé melodramatic. 1In
"Heirs of the Living Body.," Uncle Craig is affiliated with
the dry, factual country history he is writing, and Aunté
Elspeth and Grace, guardians of the status quo, continue an
oral tradition of the parodic anecdote, rebuking soc;al r
*deviancy" with ridicule. In "Princess‘lda,' Del's mother
is affiliated with the encyclopedias she sells. Her
investment in tﬁe,imaginafy resolution of positivism is
presented as her reactioﬁ to her own familial history of
oppressive définifions of the female role, and to her
religious fanatic mother's affiliation with the Bible as
informed by the experience of extreme poverty. In "Changes
and Cerémonies," Miss Farris, who ends in suicide, is .
passionately involved with the romantic higp—school operet-
tas she directs.

In "Baptizing," after a disastrous experienée of ,
cour!!!;p rituals, "Del" decideq she could not manage thenm.
YBetter Charlotte Bronté" (161). She read The Life of
Charlotte Bronté and dreamt "a nineteenth-century sort of
life, walks ahd studying, rectitude, courtesy, mafaenhoodf

1 m -
peacefulness” (161). But this kind of wish for retreat,

o
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presented in the context of the stupor of her hangover, is
seen as a hﬁmérous indulgence in an impossible dream of
escape. In an earlier passage, we observe Del's libidinal
~-dnvestment in the opera Carmen:
I loved most of all Carmen, at the end. Et
laissez moj passert . fif I ués shaken, imagining
the other surrender, more tempting, more gorgeous
even than tﬁe surrender to sex -— the hero's, the
patriot's, Carmen's surrender to the final
importance of gesture, image, self-created self.
‘ (153) |
The bourgeois ideologeme of self-creation is, I wlll
contend, the imaginary resolution worked out in the form of
Lives (and yet‘deconstructed in "Epilogue: The Photographer"
in a fgnal scene whichwbreaks with the pattern in which,
thrgugh the work, things are seen to signify -- that is, in
terms of the chronological movement of an individual subject
through various experiences and life dﬁoices). Del's
connection with Garnet cannot be presented as a simple
moyement from privation to presence, as my earlier remarks

might suggest. 1In representing Del's libidinal investment

in Carmen, prior to her meeting with Carnet, the text has

already begun to suggest that some presence or transcendence
might be found in "privation" or self—coﬁkéinment itself.
On the one hand, the subject's sense oF her/himself as

J
an isolated individual consciousness can engender a painful

sense of lonely entrapment, and an overwhelming fear of the

. "other" engendering the continual need for the construction \\ \



of defensive barriers. On the other hand, bourgeois

ideology's myth of origin in the will of the individual
subject provides the subject with a compensatory narrative
of movement .by which such a!;ense of entrapment might be
negated. This is a narrative of conquest, of the unlimited
power of the individual subject to move forward by sheer
force of will, as the very motor-mechanisﬁ of progr%ﬁs. A
‘skirting of the question of just what human pr&@ressfmight
be taken to mean is effected through 1deologiq§; representa-
tions which concentrate, not on the goal, but on the
movement or “gesture™ jitself. (For example, the value of
te;hnology is seen in that it "saves time," while the
question of "for what?" not pursued.) " The logic of
individualism demands that) the space of realization must
al*ais be concéptuallzed a? "beyond," as eternally fﬁ the
future. - ~ J
Because of wadmen's history of oppression as workerg and
confinement in the domestic role, it is only recently that a
significant number of Western women have‘been able to fully
invest in the myth of the striving subject. ghere are two
Rtwentieth-cent\,lr'y periocds in whiuch Lives m:lghf) be seen to
find its context -- the forties/early fiftlés.erp which
Munro recalls in Ljveg in terms of her remembered experi-
ence, and the late sixties/early seventies peﬁlod in which
she wrote the work. Both tqé;e eras saw a massive movement
of women from middle—olass.and\wor}lng—class families into

the paid productive process.

To return to the "center" of ‘Sat might appear to be a
‘ T
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"romance® plot, a disconnectéd subject appears finally to '
have £qund pﬂ&sical "presence, " the world witﬁout names, a
space infinitely better than te; system-building individual
consciousness. Garnet, swimmiAé with Del in the river, ‘
began to talk about his assumption that they would marry.
'He told her sh; would have to be baptized into his church,

™
and responded to her refusal to submit to this demand by '

. repeatedly pushing her underwater with increasing force’
Del was "too amazed to be angry. . . . '(I]t seemed to me
L imposéible fhat.he should not understand that all the pqwérs
I, granted him were in p'lay. .. I meant to keep him ‘sewbed &
up in his golden lover's skin forever. . ." (197):
Suppose in a dream you jumped willingly into a
hole and laughed while people threw soft tickling f
grass on you, then understood when your mouth and
eyes were covered up that‘it was no game ;t all,
or if it was, it waé a game that required you to
be bur;ed alive. 1 foughl undervater exactly as
p{i you might £ight in such a dream, with a feeling of
desperation . . . that had to work upward through
layers of incredulity. Yet I thought that he
) might drown me. (198) | |
How is a "game"” to be defined? As so often in Munro's
' prose, this climactic paragraph organizes its description
around p;raaox . . a
A game may generally be seen as something that brings

pleasure, a process whose actions are dlvisible from soclal

consequen F' If so, then a game that could kill a player is

V-
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"no game at all.*” br, perhaps a game may involve both
pleasure and threat, enticing with the former to suddgnly
éhange to the latter, ‘But the substance through which play
is énacted in the dream -- soft tickling grass —-- does not
change from that which has brought a sensuous pleshure into
some more obviously threatening implement. In a like
manoeuﬁer, water as a substance through -which death migh}\be
effected has previously figured in the imagery of a Utopfgn
pleasure in wbich the subject is 1émersed. The pagsage N
immediately prior to "Suppose in a dream . . ." —— "I had—
never really wanted his secrets or his violence or himself
taken out of the context of that pecul?ar and magical and,
it seemed now, possible fatal game"” (198) -- d;es not, as it
easily might have, ultimately divide the peculiar and
magical game of pleasure {from a potential fatal consequence
external to it. ﬁs in the passage which follows it, this
sentence's initial suggestion of a possibie divisibility
between the contexts of pleasure and threat, the "game" and
éﬁe "real," is in the end subverted.

I would contend that Munro's play with the connotations
of "game" expresses the dialectlic of Utopia and>1deology
theorized in the concluding chapter of The Political
Unconscious. This theorization constitutes a response to
the justified critique of the tendency with Marxisms to
instrumentalize or accord a structural functionality to
culture. That the understanding of culture as a mgnipulat-
ing function of class interest can suggest a passivity on

the part of the receiving subject further suggests the
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';roblems of a theory that implies synchronléity. The
gratification involved in the process of the subject's
reception must be accounted for, because:

if the ideological function of yass'culture is

understqod as a process whereby otherwise danger -

ous apd-protopoiitical impulses are "managed" and

defuseq, rechanneled and offered spurious objects,

®

then some preliminary step must also be theorized

in vhich these same impulses -- the raw material
<)
-uapon which the process works —- are initially

>

_awakened with!% the very text that seeks to qiill
them. . . . [Slubstantial incentives are offered
for 1ééologica1 adhereﬁce. .+ + [(Sluch incen-
éivgs, as well as the impulses to be managed .
are necessarily Qkopian in nature. (287)

A positive hermeneutic which addresses gratification must
thus be practiced simul taneously with a negative her-
meneutic.

, The question then to be confronted is:
how ls it possible for a cultural text which
fulfills a demonstrably ideological function, as.a
hegemonic work whose formal categories as well as |
I its content secure the légitimgiibn of this or .

~'that forn of class domination -~ hov is it

- - ”

possible for such a text to embody a properly

. . Utopian impulse, or to resonate a universal’ value
‘inconsistent with the narrower limits of class

o . privilege which inform its more immediate ideolog-

4
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ical vocation? (288)

The response must depend upon a refusal of a "sepafatiod

. L

between means and endsTi— betWween Utopian gratification and
ideological manipulation" (288). Idéology as class con—- -
sciousness —-- whether ruling class or otherwise -- itself

embodies a Utopian impulse, and it is precisely this which

.gives it hegemonic powver.

Consciousness of collectivity is not to be posited as

an ideal or ahistorical reality, but emerges in the histori-

-cal situation where members of an oppressed group begin to

grasp their solidarity. . The "mirror image of class soli-
darity"” (290) among a dominant class emerges in résponse to

this. Thus:

¢

o

all class consciousness of whatever kind is
Utoplian 1nso£ar as it expresses the unity of a
collectivity; yet it must be added that this
proposition is an allegorical one. The achieved
coliectivity or organiE group of whatever kind --
oppressors fully as much as oppressed -- is
Utopian not in itself, but only insofar as all
such collectivities are themselves fjigures for the

~d, ultimate concrete collectiye life of an achieved
Utopian or classless society. (291)

i

The above understanding is later related to Nairn's proposal

. for a theory of nationalism, as quoted earlier in this

chapter.

A striking example of the dialectic of Utopii and

ideology is to be seen in the Spring 1988 special issue of

)
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Life., "The Dream Then and Now," which is eéntirely devoted to

Black Americans. A K-mart Corporation ad -- "Martin Luther
King Jr.'s dream . . . the American dream . . . the same -
dream”" (68) —- concisely expressev the ideological'ﬁguation

by which this issue very skillfully works éo "manage” its
volatile subject matter.
Garnet's initial assumption,.expressed "shyly.," that

Del will be baptized into the church, marriage ;q? mo ther-

hood, may be read as a patriarchal ideology's expression of
its means as the benign éroffering of full entrance into the
family‘of "man"kind. The temptations of belonging to the
social body are powerfully reinforced by the social con-
ditioning of pﬂysical desires to fing what seems to be their
"natural" expression within what has been called the
"sperma; economy" of marriage. .

While dominant cultural representations of sexuality
take the phallus as central signifier within their sign
systems, I would claim that Munro's ‘text describes female
§ensuality in terms closer to recent feminist textualiza-

»

tions of a decentered sexuality similar to the "polymorphous
. [ad
One of the highly justifiable reasons why feminists
have been wary of the appropriation of the M’rxist vocabul -
ary for ideological analysis is the unique form of reﬁresen—

tation to which patriarchél hegemony, as opposed to other

ruling-class hegemonies, has access. "The ideology of gender

asymmetry finds an expression in representations of the body

and physical desire which take the visible signifiers of

~1

AN .
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‘sexual difference, and primarily the phéllus, as central to
their semiological system. Since ideology works‘through‘the
representation of social forms as natural forms, the deslred\
transparency ;f the signifier in terms of the "natural” it
would denote is nowhere so powerfully effected as in the
phallic signifier, whose material referent is appérently
';natﬁre" itseif. Further, the harnessinghof the energies of
sexuality as enticement for ideologicai adherence also
exemplifies a qualitative difference between patriarchal and
other ruling-élass ideology. Because a potentialiy immedi-
ate and materially real gratification is proffered, patri-
a;chy, unlike feudalism and.capgtalism, does not have to
negotiate the difficult process of rétionallzing a proffered
delaved gratification. '

Before the conflict between "Gpfnet" and "bel" exploded
into the intensity of no—holds-bérred physical struggle, it
had mounged‘gradually in verbal argument and in physical
interaction restrained by the de;iée that it might sLiil be
considered "play." The point of explosion is immediately
preceded by barnet's statements tﬁat "You think you're too.
good for it" and that "You think you're too good for
anything. Any of yg" (197). Male working—class anger thus
transfers its desire‘to subordinate onto the female subject,
in a process providing the cataiyst to violent action. This
may be taken to exemplify a further issue of contention
between feminism ahd Marxism. Sexist actions expressing

male power over the bourgeois women can and have been very

- effectively rationalized as challenges to class privilege.



CR
RPN e
@;J’rﬁ" F3¢al
ol - -

ol

- ’ - 187
Yet this kind of pracess can cut both ways, ;r rather,
every which vay, as is wéll exemplified in a work such as
Alice Walker's Meridian. th;; adds the consideration of
racial oppression to such a dynamic. This novel by a black
American woman expresses the intense pain of the knowledge .

that oppositional ideology and the experience of oppression

- often function to justify, rationalize and fuel further

oppression, and that anyone who would articulate this fact
finds herself or himself in the midst of a hosﬁile political
controvers&, in which various groups would situate the
greatest and most reprehansiblé failure to admit privilege '
in other groups. . This dynamic indicates both the paoblem
and the balue of the sort of expressivist criticism of
realism to which the analysis in the above paragraph may be -
seen to correspond lh v

Reading realist texts as allegories of the workings of
domination can help women'ao articulate the kinds of
experience from which their anger derives. At the same
time, the argument from experlence as expressed through an
expressivist reading of realism has long been exercised from
vastly different polnts of view, including that of patri-
archy. It is one thing for the singular examples provided -

by a text to be taken as metaphor for experiences understood

"within a historical process, and another when they come go

stand for an Experience seen to express the most central,
ahistorical essence of power dynamics.
"Baptizing"'s conflict sesne strikes me as a brilllant—

ly camblex expression of the workings of power in a society
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divided by gender and class. While "Del® appears to have
M‘\ . . 4 '
found reality or Utopian gratififation in sexual intimacy,.

the concept of a "reality" which might be  dividable from .
social forms comes to be presented as the mast *inreal” and

dangerous thing of all. In the context .of physical con-

1

flict, the young protagonigt comes to a consciousness that
has had to work upward thrbugh "layers of incredulity" —- a
gonsciousness of'ﬁerself as within the class "woman,"
regardless of any personal ability she may have %o a&t

outside the social determination of what that term encodes.
. ' ‘ a ) ,
After her struggle, ."Del" returned home, and several \

days. later accepted that her "rofance" was over. She looked

in'the mirror at her "twisted wet face": ‘ !
A . ' 4 t
Without diminishment.of pain I observed myself; I

was amazed to think that thé person suffering was -
me, for it was not me at all; I was watching. I

. . R Sy
was watching, I was suffering. I said into the

mirror a line from Tennyson v e with absolute

sincerity, ’absoku'te irony. ‘He cometh not, she

M' 0 ,~ ) . I . cg‘ -
3 ~ .
y From "Hérianp," one of the silliest poems I haad

‘ " ever read. (200), o @%‘

, s
She got out the want ads: . - %ﬂﬁ
after some time I felt awmiid, sensible gratitude
__ . for these printed words, these strange possibi-

lities. Cities existed; telephone operators were

‘

vanted; tzf\future could be furnished without love
h

| ]
or. scholars

 — 4

» ' f . .
ips. Now at last without fantasies or -~

. \ “ﬁ N

-
: M . v '
- o Lo -
v - -
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\ sel f-deception, cut 03§ from the mistakes and

[}

1 4 confusionjof the past, ;;ave and simple, carrying
N . \
v _a small suitcase,_gettlng\on a bus, like girls in ~

movies leaving homg, convents,®lovers, I supposed =

- 4,
>4 <&

I would get started on my real life. ° . .-
Garnet French., Garnet French, Garnet French.
Real Life. (201) B .

¢ . . ~
As Catherine Ross observes about this passage, "whenever we .

i

think we are being told something, about real life, the
quest{on keeps doubling back ;ntoimatters of form" (57). -
Ross compare; Del to Margaret Laurencé's‘Vanessa in & N
d Bird in the House. Vanéssa also boards a bus after a
gimilar failure in romance. In light éf this comparison, ¢
= "boarding the b;s begins to lodk like another literary T
convention” (56).\J1 would contend thafJHargaEet Laurence,
Alice ﬁunrq, and Margaret Atwood are cp}tiqélly received by
a'genqration of yodnéer feminists today precisely because of
their use of conventions of closure similar- to the "boarding
_of the bus.” The movement of their women characters is avway
i;gﬂ something (romance, marriag;) bufaogten not ftowards
.anything else, such as t?e community of other women or a
sense of possibility-;n emergent social formations. This ‘
may 1nd1cat§‘both the influence of the ideology of indivi-
dualism upon women writers‘from stalwart purifa@ societies, jik
and ﬁhe,hi]gorical constraints upon lifestyle possibilijties

for a partiular generation of women. Margaret Laurence's

Morag in, The Diviners and Munro's Rose in Who Do You Think
Jou Are? try with considerable paih and loneliness to be
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whole "within themselves.® , .
- The projected chronologicqlAclosure creates a rupfure

between that time }ﬁ vhich Del's story unfolds and the time
in which, litera;;:gbnventions invite us to image, Del
narrates or writes Lives. From where and when does this
voice emerge? Munro has said that she ;Asadifficulty
éuéting characters in a room ;1thout.descr1b1ng all the

furniture. Ygt the reader is not given any images of the

space from which the "mature" Del speaks.
Nmmwmmm !_h.o._mf_m
Think You Are?, and The Moons of Jubiter, narrators fre-

guently speak from a space theydhave arrived at after

experiences not dissimilar tc Del's in "Baptizing." A woman

Y

leaves her husband. A woman "gets over'" a devastating
h ‘ :
relationship with a man. What is the point of arrival of

these external and internalivoyages? A re—integrated\self,
’ ’ [+

self-sufficient self, able to "command” the art of narrative
and produce sométhing whole and lasting by virtue of the
very act of having experienced its loss? It would seem so.

Munro's staﬁTé; frequently end with her protagonists

emerging from painful romances into the calm light of

»

"*sensibleness," where small daily plgasupea~:§3ainsmggging.

and the self that suffered is distanced and contained in

narrative, .Victory emerges from defeat. Or, a displaced

romance pattern emerges in realism

L4

The "self-possesged” woman (frequenfly an artist)

emerges as a telos of wholenqsg'and integration. Yet this

‘"ending," which means through its nuse" in ailoﬁingvprotago—
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nists to cope, itself becomes a beginning left'behlnd'in
these stories. ,Profagonists w@nd their way throngh a .
circular pattern, as their ever-reneﬁe& search for intimacy
_leads again to £ragmentat£on. The beginning which is always
already there in the ending leads to questiohs as to vhy
this vefsion of the self: the distenceq woman objectively
narrating the story of herself as a subject suffering,
should be considered the finall most advanced, "truest" .
self. o : ! ,

"I was watching, 1 was suffering" concisely expresses
what I take to be the ‘"imaginary resolution” to .social ,
contradictions enacted in the formal'conventioné of Lives.
In addition, I would contend that these conventions encour -
age the reader to project a space of self*realization and
gratification. into the time beyond that represented in the
story. will first ;elate thege contentions to my histori-
cal anaiysis, then diecuss them in terms of Lizg;F‘content,
and f£inally in terms of its form. a

In the process of rationaliza;}on\oﬁ the bfoductive
system, a means?ends opposition brackets eff the eed of
human gﬁlflllment,’"drawing it back into the system . . .
.'[asl the empty aim of realizing these particular means"
(Jameson 250). Bourgeois ideology encodes a compensatory
myth of fulfillment in its representations of the in@iviaual
subject. The subject is conceptualized as free and self-
created, and on her/his way té A proffered progress whose
culmination is arficulated in abstract terms and préjected

" into the .future. Because of Western women's very late and

i




still very limited entrance into the process of a reprogram-

N
ming of "individuals" (but mainly men), bourgeois ideolo-

' gemes as operated in modern and contemporary women's writing

must ngt be dismissed as merely the facile repetition of
ideologica;‘répresentatlgns long since dominant, as would be
the case‘within Jameson's second inéerpretive horizon.
Rather, they must be taken as (ambiguously) oppositional
expressions of revolutionary dynamism in the process oé an
ongoing cultural revolution,‘és d;challenge to Ehé "sexual
feudalism" of patriarchy.

The centrality of biographical form in the realist
novel has rightly been taken to correspond to bourgeois
ideology's relagion of meaning to the self and individual
identity. This conception of meaning can be likewise
perpetuated in ah ethical humanist or expressivist style of
criticism. However, certain manifestations qf the realist
novel form and humanist criticism femain oppositional when

f
seen in the context of the uneven development of ongoing

Ay

éultural revolution. These literary and critical forms are .
preQalent in the contemporary textual prodﬁctlon of women,

feminists, lesbians, and women of colour. I would affirm

the continuing need to read, write and tﬁénslaté expe;lenqe

in terms of personal allegory, within the understandf%g that '
this constitutes an empowering act in what Raymond Hllliams‘

calls "the long and difficuit remaking of an 1nher1tea

(determined) practical consciousness” (Marxism and Litera-

fure 212), that thiskis not the only use of criticism, and

that this process should gesture to its own problematic \
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tenddncy to perpetuate idealism and essentialism,

-~
A}

Consequently, I have often used an expressivist typiSof )
analysis, while enclosing the names of characters in
quotation marks to gesture to the fact that the meaning sug-
gested is not "right there on the page." Rather, it is
something I have produced, cas a female subject constituted
by "language, worl&, history, the unconscious, differen-
tiality, social relations" (Ryan 7). I hope this use of
quotatlgn'ma?ks indicates the proffering of a space for the
reader's disagreement with ﬁy assumptions.

How is it possible for "Del" to be both one who watches
and one who suffers, and to say a line from a romantic poem’
with both "absolute slnce%ity, absolute irony"? The split
sub}ect, like the aesthetic artifact, strugéleg to manage
and resolve the pain of desire refused. This process, like
the means/ends opposition of the procesé of rationalizatior,
cannot be seen as a simple‘negation‘of desire, but is L;ggiﬁ
informed by that ubiquitous huﬁan desire thrgugh which we
read the "absent cause™ of history. It is expressive of the
desire to be without desire, of the compensatory nature‘of
the imaginary resolution. The subject m;y exper ience the
sense of the "freedom" of individual self—creatién, of self-
containment, through her/his "reunification” oF ‘a fragmegted
and’conttadictory "being" by a dominant rational self. Pain
is given its place within an aesthetic pattern, within
conventions operated by a controlling rational self, which

can determine that these conventions are "silly." Yet

strangely, while the person suffering "was not ‘[Del) at
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all," this "other" who watched did so "without diminishment
of paip." This pain is "elsewhere," apparently contaihed
withig the' brackets of rationality, of realism, of the
objgctifying eye/I. I would contend fhat Lives' "realist
containment" is a symboilc‘enactment and imaginary resolu-,
tion, on Munro's part, of the social contradictions she
hérself experienced. |

The text does nét affirm that "the young‘Del" boarded a
bus, went to the c{ty, and became aafélephone operator.
Rather it sudgests that "Del's" peparture, and the life
wvhich follows it, may bé imagined by the reader as mundane.
Yet through form and content, [jives plays on the doubleness
of two contradictory resolutions, the contaiqment of desire
enabling a relieviﬁg,movement into the mundane, and the
préjection of a moment of gratification into the future.

Biographical form, with closure in a protagonist's
émergence'into aduithood, functions powerfully as a strategy
of containment in Ljves, as is evident in the humanist |
criticism that reads it in terms of the universal process of
"loss of innocence." The connoted mundane endiﬂg'affirms
that realism is not wish-fulfillment, that a romantic burst
of glory in closure is refused. Emphasizing the "mild,
;ensible gratitude"” of the emerging adult rather than the
;eléewhere" of an undiminished pain that might indicate the
need to change socjal con&itions, humanist criticism woulad
"explain” the latter in the bracketing context of an
allegory of the universal individual's life, an allegory of

a movement fromuimmaturity to maturity. Maturity is reached

3

&
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through the re#llzation that adolescent expectations'of a
resonant fulfyilment are unreélistic.

Then agygn. "Epilogue: The Photographer" copstltuﬁes a
secoﬁd 5nd q&fferent closure. Closure is a privileged space
in“terms o#‘signlfieance. Lives proffers two, one chronolo-
gical and/one formal. "Epilogue"'s "(fe)presentgtions" of a
Gothic "Pel” had constructed in her mind, and its metafic-

<—tiona1/fonsiderations, have encouraged cr;tics to see Lives
as a kfinstlerroman. Many imply something close to John
Hossﬁ! contention that "the outcome of.Del's story, her
tranpsformation into Alice Munro somewhere just beyond the
cldéing pages, is understood" ("Alice in the Looking G}ass"
6/11). It is eAsy to "read lnt'such a transformation. .If
: 1s the story of girl-becoming-writer, as "told" by her
mature self, ané is read intertextually with Munro's o
acknowlédgémeﬁts that the Qork is in many respects autobio-
graphical, then the fact that fifé work comes'beféré us as a
printed text, bearing the name(of a writer who has won the
Governor-General's award for ficthon for Dance of the Happy
Shades, and bracketed with quotations ftom respected
authprities praising its excellence, then the *closure” pf
remarkable success is everywhere to be read in Ljves, from
beginning to end. Yet at no time does the text gxpligl&lx_'
state that "Del"” became, or "is," a writer.
The "I" of Liveg' E91nt—o£~view doubly watches,
distances and c;ntéins the self that suf%ers. The "now" of

this voice, and the process by which it would bridge the gap

between "its" paét and present: constitute an untextualized




-
4

196

"absent” presence to be imaginatively filled in by a reader,

in a process that is ideological. 1In Munro's more recent

work, the highly emotional ‘experience of remembering one's
lyouth and the inadequacy of words are seen to }nevitably
subvert any attempt to "reersent" the past. It is not the
objectifying eye‘énd the transparent word which are af-
firmed, but the desire for them, a desire which the subject-,
in-history cannot realize. 1In [jves, the process of '
remembering;is implied by form and excluded as content. .The
authority of the narrative volice, it seems, is to be
understood as a given.” This containing consciousness very
farely 1ndicates thst it also might be imaginable a§~a/he1f
that suffers. Its representations of a past time and place

' .~
weave a hegeftonic web around the "young" protagonist, which

~ however has always already been left behind, punctured and

escaped by the unified, rational, skeing "I."

N
’

I have contended that the form of Ljves conStitutes an
investment in the bourgEQisAideology of the subject as an
individual monad. However, in Chapter Seven's consideration
.0f "Epilogue: The Photograph?r," I will suggest that nggg,
being like all texts "not itself" but a proéess, fragmented

and contradictory, also subverts this investment. At

present, I would observe that a female subject may well have

considerable sympathy for this investment, which ié an act
of resistance to patriarchy. 1 would also stress that

l\
women's textual investments in the mythology of the subject

as monad should be seen differently, since they are more
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A
%lkelf to gesture to the "excludeé." The "free" female
subject, unlike the Mfree" male subject, cannot to the same
hegtee expect the compensation offered within the family
structure. The male subject's sense of facelessness in
terms of his sheer markgé equivalence gnd %nterchangeabi—
lity, ind his sense of isolation within individual con-
sciousness, has been historically "balanced" by his 1nd1vi%
dual authority within the family and gis access to a partnér

socially trained to nurturance and economically dependent

upon her subordinate role. Women enter this "freedom" \

' L
without such compensation., Consequently, a text such as !
Lives both affirms individual "freedom, " and gestures to the

queétion, "what price fréehom?"'

"1
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Endnotes

-

- 1Among the twentieth-century texts considered are:
Ofive Shrq}nef’s 1ng;5;g;x_gj_gn_ﬂﬁ:;ggn_[g;m; Toni Mor-,
rison's mhg_nlgggj;ﬂgg; Margaret Atwood's ngz_gzgglg_and;
Surfacing; Virginla Woolf's The Vovage Qut. Niaht and Dav,

Mrs. Dallowav, Orlando., Between the Acts. The Years and Jo

the Lighthouse; H.D.'s Helen in Eqvpt: Kate Chopid's The

Avakening:; Vita Sackville-West's ; Tillie
Olsen’s Tell Me a Riddle; Doris Lessing's The Golden

Noitebook: Dorothy Richardson's Pilarimage: Zora Neale
Hurston's Thejir Eves Were Watching God: Alice Walker's
gggigign; Joanna Russ's Ihg_égmglg_j@n; Marge Piercy's Homan
op_the Edge of Time; Charlotte Perkins Gilman's Herland: and
the five volumes of Lessing'é zng_ghilgggn_gj;ylglgngg

¢ . :

series. -2

\

'2This term may suggest a conflation of sexual oppres-
sjon with feudal social organization, rather than the
apnalogv . it is intended to sugges;. The King as "father" of
his people, exercising an authority-which he is seen to
humanly embody by the will of God, bears a correspondénce to
the father in the patriarchal family. The latter‘'s "emobid-
ment" of authority is sécially affirmed to be "natural."”

As Blau Du Plessis observes, there ig evidence to
suggest that many women had greater economjic power priof to
the emergence of capltalism (2). Because of historical

differences d differences of race and class, no theoreti-

‘cal model of sexual oppression can claim universal priority.

o

<
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3 3.See( Gayatri Sp‘;vak's "Readinq i:hé World: Literary
St‘!udiejs' 11‘1 the 80s" And "The Politics of i'nterpretation."

’

/4See "The Spanish Lady" and "Tell Me Yes’ or No* in

' Something I've Been Meaning to Tell You, ."Dulse" and "Bardon
Bu/s/" and "Hard-Luck Stories" in IhLHQ_Qnﬁ_Q_ﬁ‘_\BLﬂ_ﬁSL ¥ho Do
b / !

fou Think You Are?, and "White Dump" in The Proaress of Love.




Chapter VII

"Epilogue: The Photographer®:
The Illusion of Unity/Self-Containment
in a Literary Text and its Interpretation
One way of describing "Epilogue: The Photographer” is
as Liveg! attempt to '"see itself." It atfempt; to work out
‘the contradiétions which frustrate,its documentary impulse
and which predlude'objectivity. I will consider two aspects
of this section, whilelfrequently using interrogative ._v
sentences to.gesfure té my own ingbility to make "objective"
affir;ations about "the text itself." Reﬁﬁating yet égain a
- commoﬂ;pattern in Lives, "Epilogue”" takes a narrative form
as a centgil object of conslderationﬁ The text represents a
"gothic" novel the young protagonist had constructed in her
s mind, and which evidences an aggressive c;itical'impulse.
"It had seemed to her to be "érue, but not real.". Does this

construct, as contained within a narrative which encodes a

vcoqsiderable ambivalencé about whether the reader is to

receive it as "significant" or "insignificant," consitute a
_displacement of Munro's critical impulse?
- The final péragraphs of Lﬁggé,represent what seems to
Del to be a "message," a signifier which is unreadable

because she does not know the alphabet in which it appears ‘

to be encoded. What is the significance of'such an ending

. in a "realist" novel? It need riot be ;éen to représent any b
cohscious intention on Munro's part. It might be read as é
figural‘eipre§éion of that which renders disinterested

[~ ' .
mimesis impossible, and which contradicts the understanding

of the individual as "self-created." While material ' ’

PR LR e n e
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ﬁand signified, oc encoudter words~as "signs" is not "arbi-

[

signifers do not have ;ny natural connection to Ldeall

signifiedsﬂ the manner in which subjects "connect" signifier

b}
trary” in some fundamental way. The sign is a cultural

production, a production vitally informed by a~su6jectf§<.
socfel experié&ce.l Consciousness is lived in language, and
the transmission of lanéuage,'pf alphabets, is a fundemeﬁ-
tally social process. - Thus individuat "self-creation"” is an
impossibility. . - |
~ "Realism" remaice a dominant moae in contemporary mass-— .
cul tural production. lRepresentatlons in fiims, nove%s, and
most gignificantly'the media Sre received as objective,
unconstrdcted nonideological. 'In such a ccntext it is of
central importance that oppositional criticism repeatedl’
affirm that meaning.is a.historically situated prodhction,

*

and that such production is a site of conflict in a society

divided by class and gender Lives is not knowable "as a

4

whole," or "objectively." Munro's own experéence.of sexual ~

4

oppression, of the contradiction between, 'on the one hand T
dominant cultural represeﬁtation@,of "woman" and. traditional
assumptions of her "natural" role, and o{“the other hand, - -

her lived experience of her own desires and capabilities

informs (in conjunction with the‘received‘assumptlons a

14

. . T8
reader brings to' the text) the diverse and contradictory

readings it is possible to receive from [fves. ‘ ) .
"Epilogue" opens with Addie's affirmation that rThis \
town is rife with suicides” (202L.1 The suicides of Hisé

Farris and Hérioc Sherriff are detailed. The formerrfigdres

3 .

o . o .
¢ - a o '3’.

o s
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in "Changes and Ceremonies,” which I will later consider.
Del recalls obsefving Marion's drdina?y—looking photo at her

'highqschool. lThe town gossip was?that she killed herself

’ because "Some fellow got her in trouble and walked out on
4 o her" (203). o s
L ’ .
: - The "adolescent Del” saw that' "the only thing to do

] wlth my life was to urite a novel” (203). She chose to

write, it about the éherrif;,;imily because "what had
3

happened to them 1sdlated them, splené\?ly, doomed them to

- aT AR TR

fiction" (203). One of the Sherriff brothers died an

Y

Sﬁcoholic, while another was in an asylum. Her "novel" took
@ . shape only in her thoughts bgcause ";hat I wrote down might
flaw.thg beauty aad wholenesi of the novel in my mind"® '
+ (203). " It inspired confidence: ‘
I carried it —- the idea of it —- everywhere_wltq
’ ' ., me, as if it were one of those magic, boxes a
favoured character gets»hold of in a fairy story:

tovéh it and his troubles disappear. (203)
. e
. The Sherriffs were transformed ﬁgto tha/Halloways.

'Caféline'Halloway .

r

came ready-made into my mind, taunting -and
I v

¢ secretive, blotting out altogetyer that pudgy
Marion, tha ;ennis player.
| Coe Shg‘bestowed her gifts capriciously on
men -— not on good-lobking young men who thought
they had a right to her, not on . . . heroes . e
with habits of caaqueét written on their varm-

. t ) !
Nt 3 , 'blooded faces, but on middle-aged weary husbands,

<
-
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&efeated salesmen, . . . ;ven, ocqgslonally. on
the deformed and mildly deranggb._ But her
éenerosity mocked them, het hi;;g;gggg;_jlgghf_jhg
colour of peeled almonds, burned men down qpicﬁly
,‘ and left a taste of death.; She was a gacrlficg.
;pread for sex on moldy uncomfortable tombstones .
gupporting the killing welight oﬁbmen, Sut'it
~—u3s " she, more than they, who survived. (204-5)
A mystérious photographer with "a wicked fluid ene}gy" and
"bright unpitying sqile" came‘to Caréline;s town and took

¢ . !

frightening pictures:
'H{dd?e—aged people sawlip their own features the
\terrible. growing, inescapable likeness of their
dead parents; young‘fresh girls and men showed‘
.wAat gaunt or dulled or stupid faces they would .
have ;hgn they were fifty. Brides looked preg-
‘nant. . . . (Carolinel] offered herself ‘to (the
.rbhotographer] without the‘tender contempt,
indi £ferent readiness ‘8he showed to other men, but
with straining eagerness and hope and cries. And
DA ' " -one day. (when she could already feel her womb
-swollen ummmwmuﬂ_b.mb .o
. he was gone. (205) h

Like Marion, Caroline walked into the Wawanash River. -

. " The enphasized prose underscores the melodrama ot Dcl'

story, and the tone of parody in the voice 9f the mature
narrator looking back invites the reader -to laugh at and

dismiss this story as a charming example of adolescent

v
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' indulgence and artlstic/naiveté. Yet there is considerable
~ambivalence  in thg text as to the.ﬁﬁigﬁificance“ or "insig-
nificance® of this construct. l ‘ "
Catherine Ross‘contends that-Del:' - ' “’

realizes that- it is not enough to write a work

that is pure design: she must test the design

>

against ordinary life and find the patterns

ATV TP I T

inhering there. ("At least part legend: The

Fiction of Alice Munro" 123)

: . . Linda Lamont-Stewart compéres Munro's Del Jordan and Clark

/ Blaise's David Greenwood:

'Both §ggin writing with a romantic, escapist,

uhrealistic approach to literature; both finally

learn that, to write effectivzly, they mgst

.imaginatively confront the real world. (115)

g For these’cfitics, "Del's”.consgydct as ﬁiaced within [jves
signifies little more than a unlvers§1,)the process of the
_"coming of age" of an artist. Munro's use of humour
facilitates this reading. Yet the text also underscores
that this construct ‘has a pge 'to "Del,” that it is not -

' \ . o
‘ mprely its verisimilitude that is of significance, but how

it works as an‘act. ' ' .
¥ L .
"Del” returns to the "idea" of her story as though
. ’ . .
touching a talisman.’ In one of the scenes in which she does
80, she and Jerry"Story are out walking, mocked by the horns
of passing cars: - .
I did have a vision, as if from outside{ of how

_— : strange this was -- Jerry copigmp}gting and

’ L o nﬁ:5\\
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welcoming a future that would annlhl}ate Jubilee
and 1ife in it, and I myself planning secretly to

o ‘ turn it into black fable and tie it up in my i
novel.‘and the town, the people who really were
the town, just hooting car horns . . . never

~ knowing what danger thgy were in from us. (206) -
. The terms "annihilate," "tie up," ahd'“danger" connote a

S critical 1mpqlse that Ljves works to contain.

Blau Du Plessis observes that the refusal of silence at
issue in artistic creation\%s frequently expressed by women
writers in "the motif of thé~embedded artwork" (85), and in

— the choice of women writers as protagonists with whom the
author obviously identifies. It is of interest that the
"artist figure" in Del's construct is a male photographer,
ﬁhose photographs sardonically critique the process of
social feproduction How might this character/function be
se;n to relate to Munro's perception (in the early 1970's)
of her work as comparab}e to that of a documentary photc-—-
grapher?

Biau Du Plessis describes an image in Doris Lessing's

o The Golden Notebook: S ‘

‘ - - ' Af the bottom of a casket seen in a dream lies
"3oy-1n—sp1te" or "joy-in-destructlon;" a gnoﬁe
who is the critical sensibility ahimating the work
of piercing normal politics, soélety. séxuallty,
and narrative. This qu in destruction is the

muse of critique. (102)

The situation of ."joy-in-destruction" in a muse rather than

~
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’

*in" the artist both provides a means of distancing the
artist’s own aggression, and recognizes that the critical
self must also confront her own compassion for and compli-
| ‘city with members of the society she critigques. To have a
female character "offer" herself to a photographer as to a
muse of critique provides the safet;‘of'situating "joy-fn—
destruction" in the masculine. The heroine both actively
pursues it and yet is not identical with it. The "main
thlngh about ?;l's construct: -

- was that it seemed true to me, not real but true,
as if I had discovered, not made up, such people
and éuch a story, as if that town was lying close

\ behida the one I waiked‘throughnévery day. (206)
Perhaps, in a "split-ﬁdeqtification" in a story within a
story, Munro eﬁacted a displacement of a cfitical impul se
which she found troubling, and which contradicted her
aesthetic. !

Jameson observes that “the dissociation of meaning and
intellection from the immediate and the sensory . . . [is)
what Barthes generalizes as the dominant feature of the
experienge of the modern par excellence® (233). He quotes
Barthes' statement that "The pure and simple ‘representa-
tion' of the 'real,' the naked account of 'what is' (or what
has been), thus proves ts resist meaping" (gtd. in The
Pelitical Unconscious 233).2 Lives' fascination with this
dissociation is evident. VYet its closing passage resists

the hodernist “solution" of image production evident'in:

Conrad's own passionate choice of impressionism -~
P .
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* the vocation to arrest the living raw material of
life, and by wrenqhing it from the historical
sitd;;I;b‘ln which alone its change is meaningful,
to preseéve it, beyond time, in the %yaginary.
(238) ’

The utopian vocation of the image is evidené in the ending
to "Changes and Ceremonies," which likeﬂ"EpilogUe" considers&
a woman's suicide. This section might be rgceived as
tndlcatiné the ideological vocation of narrative. As is so
often the case in"[jives, this narrative considers a narra-
tive paradigm, that of the romantic school operettas Miss
Farris directs. Thé troubling connotations of the pargdigﬁ"
in relation toAHiss Farris' suicide ére Fmanaged” wltﬁin a
vglorlzation of the aesthetic artitact and its production:
She sent those operettas up like bqbbles,ishapéqr
with quivering, exhausting effort, then aLmost
casually set free,“to fade and fade but hold
trapped forever our transformed childish selves,
her undefeated unrequited love. (115)
The text has presented, pfior to this, what it terms -

,"pictures" of Miss Farris and concluded that "there is no

plausible way of hanging those pictures together" (118). It

affirms that her suicide "was a mystery . . . without hope,

of explanation, in ail insolence, like a clear blue sky. No
revelation here" (118), "Révelation“ has been relegated to

the containment of meaning in aesthetic artifact and image,

which would preserve a moment of utopian transcendence

"beyond time."
’ ! . ) -~
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The final pages of Ljves represent the young protager
nist's interaction with Bobby Sherriff, yho is temporar}iy
home from the asylum. That the text concludes with reére-
sentations of a "madman" is of interest in relation/ o my
understanding that ﬁextual production may evidence.e
"politically unconscious" perception of power relations.
Bobby's nurturant eondErn for Del, and his "feminine”
comportment, led her to consider it: //
0dd to think that he shaved, thaf he had . . . a
penis in his pants.\ I imagined/it curled up upon

itself, damp and tender. . .,. There must be some

7

/
secret to madness, some g%;; about it, something I

didn't know. (210) //
Is the reader to connect "Bobby ' g" difference from gender
norms, his "serving" Del food ;nd praise, with his relega-
tion to an asylum? What does/society exclude to determine
the centrality of its own éenity in a sane/insane opposi-
tion? Perhaps he symbolieally encodes a latent recognition,

on Munro's part, that éender is a social and not a natural

production, and that the real is not a universal structure,

*

" but a site of power formations, formations which constrain

her as a female subject. ‘th does Munro have her protago-

- i
nist considep two women's suicides, and also affirm that

"there were not really so many" suicides in the town? (202).
Bobby's conversation is presented at length: l

", .« I went to college . . . . It was a

sacrifice to send‘me. The Depression, you know

how nobody had any money in the Depression. -* Now
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they seem to. Oh, yes. Since ihe war. They're
all buying. . . . - Fergus Colby *. . . at Colby
Motors, he was showing me the list he's got,

~ people puttingatheir names down to get the new
Oldsmobiles, .new Chevrolets,

"$hen you go to college you must look after
your diet. . . . Anybody at college tends to eat
a lot of starchy food, because it is filling and
cheap. . . . I knew a girl who . . . lived‘én
‘macaroni and bread. . . . I blame my own break-
down on the food I was eating.

" . . . I think all my own problems -- all my
own problems since my young days -- are related to

~undernourishment. From studying so hard and not.
replenishing the brain.”" (209)
Hogever reauctive Bobby'g 1nterpretation may be, he under-

' proble‘

stands ught in relation tb the body, and his: personal
in relation to a historical period, the Depression.

The post-World War Two periocd saw Munro herself come into

T

adulthood. - \
In "Postmodernism and Consumer Society,"” Jameson
observes that:

" non-Marxists and Marxists alike haye come around
to the general feelihg that at some point follow-
ing World War II a new kind of society began to
emerge (variously descrigbd as postindustrial

society, multinational capitalism, consumer

soclety, media society and so forth). New types
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| .of consumption; planned obsclescence; an eJér more
rapid rhythm of fggyion and styling changes; the
penetration of aéﬁértlaing. television and the
media generally to a hitherto unparalleled degree
throughout society; the replacement of the old -
tension between city and country, ceﬁter and
€ province, by the suburb and by universal standar-
dization; the growth of the great networks:of
superhighways and the arrival of automobile
culture -- these are some of the features whith
would seem to mark a radical break with that oléer
séqiety in which ﬁlgh modernism was still an
"™ underground force. ' (125)
Jameéon relates these developments to cultural production '
fhat has become "incapable of dealing with time and history"
(117). '
Lives, as the‘production of this historical space,
considers a'nd .operates' a great diversity ‘?f narrative forms

and devices. To consider this diversity is to follow Pierre

~

Macherey in affirming "the complete, disparate -- and’

e & .
sometimes even incoherent -- nature of the literary work"
(18).

As J.M. Bernstein hés observed, biographical form and
sel f-recognition are accepted mediating devices between tﬁe
web of lived experience and the formal structure of realist
novels. These devices can relativize "the world to the self

and meaning to identity” (150). Traditional as the form of

Lives may be seen to be, its final paragraphs break with the
C o
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pattern in which we have elsewhere observed things to '

. signify -- the chronological movement of ihdividuals through
var ious personal events in their 11Ves. Bobby takes Del's
fork, napkin, and empty plate, and wishes her luck in her
life. Then'

With those things in his hands, he rose on his
toes like a dancer, like a plump ballerina. This
action, accompanied by his delicate smile,
appéared to be a 30ke not shared with me so much

as displayed for me, and it seemed to have a |

) concise meaning, a stylized meaning -- to be a/
letter, 6r a whole work, in an alphabet I did ;ot
know. :

| People's wishes, and their other offerings,
were vhat I took then naturally, a bit distr;cted-
ly, as if they were never anything po}e than my
due. L |
'"fes," I said, instead of thank you. (211}
Bobby's action might have been textqallza@ as an image
resonant with transcendent meaning'presented foé the reader
to "discover."™ It is instead conc;ptualized as something
- ' -which seems to be a signifier within a discourse the

2

protégonist is not able to enter. Yet the text . implies that
Bobby 's message might be readable, 1f‘the pérceiver shared .
?n unaerstanding of the "alphabet” in which it was embodied.
The transmission of an alphabet is a fqndanentally'goclal
activity. . . o

Why doeéfthe text conclude with a perception of an
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"inability to "read," fof.lack of a shared alphabet, a

message sent by a‘"madman."‘who must have egée "secret; or
ngift," who 1nlerprets himself in relation/to history and
the material, who is "male" but not “maséaline," and who has !
been relegated to an asylum? Why does he cause "Del” to L
consider that "There must be . . . sqmething I didn't know?"
(210). My own concluding affirmation must be that the
interpretation of a "text" as a historical process,k;meanJ
ingful® in 'its inseparabillty from the social to;ality, is
to encounter it witﬂ questions. Totality "is not available

for representation, ahy more than it is accessible in the

“form of some ultimaté truth” (The Political Unconscious 55). '

-
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. | | Endnote . ' ,
\ 1Frank Lentricchia observes that in Derrida's of
’ g;gmmaggiggg, "the sign as cultural production is quleily

insinuated" (174).

: " 2In "L'Effet de réel," Communicatjons 11 (1968): 87,
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Conclusion }

ﬂs.a'woman writer from a working-class background in
rural Ontario, Munro has been in a position to infensely'“
experience the 'social contradictions of a ;ociety divided by
gender and class. Heé ﬁarrative subject métterAincludeg
such things'as family violence, extreme poverty, rape,
unwanged pregnancy,” suicide, éhe despair and lonelinegs of
independent women, the breakdown of marriéges betweéen
partners from different class backgrounds, the ahxiety of
young girls encountering dominant;apcial assumptions abdut
gende; roles, the difficulty'of establishing the relevance
of formal education to expgrience in socliety a? large, and
" the comfort people take in writiﬁg, telling and reading
stories. My study has often juxtaposed certéin passages’
;uggestive of the above subject matter wigp affirmatgzps by
various humanist critics which suggest that Munro's wor§
provides a transparent window onto the real, and that the
social worlgqg as represéhtative of a universal structure of
Life is unfolding as'it iéhésﬁéfehti}‘destined to. I f}nd
these suggestions\extréﬁely distﬁrbing. in relation to %y
reéding of the social world and my reading of [jves. ., They
perpetuate quietism, by implying the gratuitousness.of anger
and of political action. Most Munro critics understand
social life and human psychology as reflections of the
essential nature of Being, and interpretation of literature
—

as an end in itself. ' .

Such interpretations are common in contemporary North

America. In the light of such a situation, as’ Spivak



observes, literary study should attend to the ' g
‘ continuous crosshatc%ing of'ideb&ogy and literary’
\' language. Further, . ﬁk\f an acEivlty o~

.
& ¢

shoulad slide uithout a sense of rupture into

an active and involved reading of the social text
within which the student and teacher of literature

are caught.'ﬁ("Reading the World: Literaﬁ& Studies

>

in the 805& 677) . .
My openingvchapﬁers and my élosing chabter have aréued thrat

the act of interpretation, being constitutively ideological,

4

{ m}t%/be.thoroughly problematized, to challenge domlnant

Lo reé?Egéﬁfglions of the social world in media, narrative and :'

-,

£ilm, which are read,°accord1ng to.received assumptions
about- the conventionélof‘"rgalism," as‘object;ée reflections
of thingé—d%—they-are or things-as-they-are-destined-to-be.
Lives is}a contfgdictory and divergent process. It cannot
bewunderstood as a'selffqontained "obﬂbcéﬁ" but may only be

taken to "signify" meaning in relation to the historical

ccndltions“qf its production and reception. ¢

. . i As a sqciaiist—feminist,~1 have‘reuri;ten Livesg as'an’~

[

aliegory of how the }amb;guously) marginallzed.fémale

subjeét learns to survive and to accommodate herself to
. J 2
qéminant authority even as she dissents from it. I have

. . . R /"'\
contended that Lijves may be received as a "repressed"

recognitipon of cultural hegemony, of the fact that power

works through its naturalization under the guise of reason.

The containment of this recognition within a méditstion on
p :

the essential nathrecof being fungti&ns to invalidate social
- ? : ’ ¢
¥
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| critique through the use of a bourgeolsigﬁeologeme ihfgh

situate; the "origin" of such critique in the psychologicalt ’
makeup of ontlndivldual. Such 1nva11datlon allows the-

writing subject to establish an ideological precept which

musg appear\as 169ica%1y grounded \if inOestmenthin the myth

of ;ndividua1'$e1f~creation is to provide a satisfying
1méginefy resolution to social contradictions. The fact ’ .

\ .
that there are objective limitations to female self-realiza-

tion is aestheticallx managed, ambiguously negated. N T,

‘

'

-~ Lives' formal conventigns wor&}to produce the resolu-
tfon of individual self-creation his involves an under—7
standing of the subject as self-contained and unified by

H

rationality, and as .thus able to "contain” experience ang
personal suffering in an objective picture, produced fron;;f
position of distance outside the social determination of
perception.  While "Baptizing” presents the "self—posseséed"‘
woman as telos; "Epilogue: The Photographer” and Hunfo's
later narratives subvert this closure by gesturin? to the
«desiging subjegt's fundamentally social and non-unified
«being; ’
Drawing on Blau Du Plessis’' analysis in Writing bevond —
the Ending. I have argueb that a common narrative strategy
&; twentieth-centiry woni§ driters involves the bfecketing,
of a romance,p}ot (a trope for the sex-gender system) within
" a plotfof individuallquest. Lives, like other twentieth-
century novels by Western ;omen.which invest in the bour-

geois ideology of individualism, must be understood dialec—

tically. It is at once part of the progressive movement 1n

¢
'

-
]
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‘Wwhich bourgeois cultural revolution works to délegitimate

. the religious paradigms affirming that social role is fore-

ordained, and on the other hand complicit with a dominant
N . . . .
ideology which situates "origin" in the free-will of self-

contained individuals. Jameson's failurg to consider how

' the social production of gender works to.maintain bourgeois -

fbeology, by projecting the family and the heteroig}ual
couple .as a Utopic site of libidimal gratification, informs
a serious inadequacy in his Marxist proposal for cultural
interpretation.

That narratives work to produce imaginary resolutions
to social contradictions ‘indicates something disturbing *
about the aeséhetic act, wﬂich can powerfully facilitate a
subject's psychological adaptation to social éondltions as
they ‘are. It can effect readings of the world which imply

that there is "nothing to be done." Munro critics have

. I/
praised her highly for her artistic genisg. She is 1ndeed_jJ
very skilled writer. Contrary to other ‘Munro critics, I

would affirm that there is something in this skill which is

" profoundly troubling; Munro's use of strategies of contain-

. ment works to "manage" her anxieties about a social world in

<

l{ ,
which she experienced the realities of class and gender

oppression, and in which she grew up én the "borderlijne" of

anciai marginality. Lilves eQidtheg contradictions in
repeaftey gesturipg to,the‘uﬁdarstaAAIng that there is
something Quspect about-narratiQe."st;ateqies of contain-
ment." Thes; can work to negate-€§a~under3tanding that ve

can or should act to change the. social world. Fajlure to
TP
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o consider change necessary often has to ‘do with subject‘s'u -
‘ experiences in a bourgeois North Amrican uoctety 1n which
; . ohe may be in "a: house as small‘%nd shut up as any boat is
, " on the sea.j in the middle of a tide of howling weather" , :
(Lives 22). " ' .
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