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INTRODUCTTION

Postmodern Metamorphosis

This study seeks to locate itself at the crossroads where
two problems--postmodernism and the subject-—inﬁersect with each.
other, in an attempt to address that particular problem which is
to be found at the intersection, the problem of the “postmodern
subject,” in terms of metamorphosis. The way in which I thus
propose my thesis here is based on my understanding that one of
the defining characteristics of our subjectivity in
“postmodernism”--what Fredric Jameson has called the “cultural
logic of late capitalism”--is its close relationship with the
notion of change, whether we associate this “change” with
“something new” that may be the only thing we as consumers want
or with the possibility of political intervention or social
changé. Exploring the postmodern subject’s various forms of
change--various forms of its compulsion and desire to change--
and their implications both for the “real individual” and for

culture as a whole, this attempt at a literary morphology of
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#postmodern metamorphosis” not only aims to delineate and
demystify dominant forms of transformation that may be in
collusion with ideologies and institutions; it also attempts to
excavate forms of metamorphosis that count as errors, accidents,
anomalies, and mutations, which it, then, tries to connect with
the possibility of survival as well as of critique.

But at the same time a sense of history also informs this
attempt, despite the fact that the texts I will be dealing with
here——éexts that have been subsumed under the category of
“postmodern American fiction”--are commonly assumed too
“contemporary” to be ever called “historical,” as well as that
postmodernism is generally considered a historical period marked
by its “dehistoricizing” tendencies. But by the “sense of
history” I do not mean, for example, anything that can be
automatically associated with the common expression, “That’s
past history,” which is uttered when one wants to keep “that”
“in its place” as something done with. On the cohtrary,Aby the
“historical sense” I mean something more like the “historicity
of the present,” which is closely related to matters like
contingency and chance, contradiction and conflict, singularity
and mutations, the proper name and the performative, recurrence
and atavism, the beginning and genealogy, happening and the
“event”--matters most familiar to us when we imagine ourselves
saying, “I don’t know why, but somehow ‘that’ happens to be,

here and now.”l It is self-evident that given all these
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characteristics postmodernist fiction can never be ahistorical.?
My conception of “postmodern metamorphosis” refers less to
what the author himself (all the authors I will be discussing
are male) experiences, “his own” metamorphosis he undergoes once
involved in textual practices--which is an interesting topic in
its own right, especially in view of the Foucauldian notion of
the “author-function” as well as of Barthes’s celebrated
conception of “the death of the author.” On the contrary, it
refers more to the forms of metamorphosis experienced by the
characters he creates and represents, or is made to create and
represent, in his texts. Accordingly, more emphasis will be put
in this study on representation and, to speak more
“historically,” the text as event. What I mean by all this is
that close attention to the tension in a given text between
these metamorphosing subjects--especially between the ways in
which they remake and refashion their own bodies--and also to
how one form of metamorphosis dominates there while others
remain subordinate, enables us to retrieve, recover, and
reactivate at least to a certain extent the conditions or a
cultural matrix, including contradictions, conflicts, and
accidents, that controlled the birth of that particular text.
The unpeaceful play of warring metamorphoses which is barely
visible in our texts’ otherwise well-wrought texture is the
principal lead, I would suggest, for their singularity,

historicity, and heterogeneity to which I desire to bear
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witness.

I

Before looking closely into what postmodern metamorphosis
is like, I feel the need to specify some of the “postmodern
conditions” which I take here as “givens,” as realities or the
structural limits within which we happen to be living and within
which, consequently but contingently, our desires, identities,
bodies, languages, and everyday practices are made to be what
they are. None of these conditions is either shocking or
scandalous: insofar as we individuals are constructed or
“always-already interpellated” as subjects--as “the subjugated”
--we are already dead or at least “abstract,” are always born
stillborn, and cannot exist except as “puppets” or “zombies,”
any one of which one should not consider too strained a trope
(Althusser, Foucault, Barthes, but also Pynchon); social reality
is pervasively commodified by the “logic of late capitalism,”
which is the “cultural dominant” of postmodernism (Jameson); its
texture is therefore aesthetic, and everything--not only
wrestling, fashion, and striptease but also commodities, bodies,
sexual orientations, identities, and representétions——is a text
and subject to semiotic investigations, semiotics (or semiology)
here understood as a science or study of signs as signifiers
(Eagleton, Barthes, and de Man); since “meaning” is no:longer

related to any unitary term (even if it is called “the
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signified,” and however arbitrary its connection with the
signifier may be) but conceived instead as a matter of “meaning-
effect,” signification, and the play of signifiers, our identity
should be equally understood as an “identity-effect” because we
are nothing but self-conscious signifiers (poststructuralism);
because of the increasingly intensified commodification,
fragmentation, and “spatialization” of history, the authentic
temporality of the postmodern subject tends to the
schizophrenic’s “perpetual present” (Jameson); the logical
consequence of this intensification is the postmodern crisis of
“metanarrative,” for which are now substituted, on the one hand,
such a non-narrative form of legitimation as efficiency or
“performativity” and, on the other, the little narrative (petit
récit) or “paralogy” (Lyotard); the internal drive of
postmodernism is the avant-garde aesthetics’ desire to suspect,
challenge, invent, and assay, a desire to become the paradoxical
“future anterior [post modo],” and the postmodern is therefore
not only part of or internal to the modern, but even prior to it
(Lyotard); but meanwhile, if we set out to periodize this
paradoxical impetus of postmodernism, we immediately find that

this “dynamic of perpetual change is . . . not some alien rhythm

‘within capital . . . but rather is the very ‘permanent

revolution’ of capitalist production itself,” and if, moreover,
this ironic collusion of modernism with the logic of capital

constitutes the “moment of truth” proper to postmodernism
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(Jameson, Foreword xx), we are equally justified in assuming its
historical “break” with modernism, rather than its connection
with modernism.3

Given this rather cursory enumeration of some of the most
characteristic features of postmodernism, we seem to be able to
hypothesize two types of metamorphosis, of which I would say
that they are the only possible forms of metamorphosis available
to our postmodern heroes and heroines. The first type is bound
up with the problem of being a subject, with matters.such as
death, the proper name, interpellation, representation, and
capitalism, all of which in the last instance point to the
process or mechanism of its formation. The most paradigmatic
example of this type of metamorphosis is Foucault’s celebrated
notion. of the “author-function,” in which what is at issue is
how intrinsically polysemous, transgressive, and “dangerous”
texts are juridically and institutionally *“attributed” to the
proper name of an author in order to prevent anonymity and
stabilize the otherwise free circulation of “fiction.” But from
the viewpoint of our concept of metamorphosis, what is
particularly significant in his analysis of the “birth of an
author” or of the “death of the real individual” (not the “death
of the author”) is its implications for the “dead individual”
him- or herself. For the author-function not only affects what

he or she writes or the mode of being of his or her texts, but

also operates on the mode of his or her being, on what he or she
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is, in such a way as to prevent him or her from becoming an

indifferent, elusive, transgressive, hence unauthorized figure.

The author-function, in other words, by flatteringly
representing the author as an irreplaceable genius and thereby
making him or her proud of his or her name, in reality serves to
forbid him or her to become nothing else--it limits the author’s
own textuality.

But it is the striking analogy and interrelation between
Foucault’s analysis of the discursive construction of the “real”
author-subject, on the one hand, and the philosophical
reflections offered by one of the major postmodern writers on
the concept of character in “fiction,” on the other, that we
must now turn our attention to, because what is at issue in the
latter is also the problem of formation, of how the creation of
fictional characters is in a similar way related to the
stabilizing function of the proper name. “[T]here are some
points in a narrative,” observes William H. Gass, “which remain
relatively fixed; we may depart from them, but soon we return. .

Characters are those primary substances to which everything
else is attached” (49). “[A]lnything,” he goes on to suggest,
indeed, which serves as a fixed point, like a stone in
a stream or that soap in Bloom’s pocket, functions as
a character. . . . Normally, characters are fictional
human beings, and thus are given proper names. In such

cases, to create a character is to give meaning to an
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unknown X; it is absolutely to define; and since

nothing in life corresponds to these Xs, their reality

is borne by their name. They are, where it is. (50)

In both Foucault’s and Gass's cases, the proper name immobilizes
and limits its bearer, either through the process of
“attribution” or through that of “definition.” (Tony Tanner once
observed that “[t]hat which defines you at the same time
confines you,” speaking of a writer who, desiring to project his
own fictional system, ironically ends up imprisoning himself in

that system [City of Words 17].) This is to say that in both

cases the proper name is bound up with the problem of
positioning, with Foucault’s authors who are kept “in their
place” and Gass'’'s characters that are reduced to just a matter

of position--“the characters are, where their name is” among

other signifiers. The only, yet absolutely crucial difference
between the two cases is whether the subject at issue is real or
fictional. (Strikingly, according to Gass'’'s definition
characters are not necessarily human beings; they are only
“normally” humap beings.)

But what if we have an intermediate example which radically
disrupts this seemingly rigid distinction between real and
unreal, and which thereby renders it less reliable and more
problematic? Althusser, for instance, takes up as an example of
the mechanism of how ideology always-already interpellates

individuals as subjects the ritual surrounding the expectation
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of a “birth,” that “happy event” in a family. Describing the
“forms of ideology (paternal/maternal/conjugal/fraternal)” in
which an “unborn child” is expected, he says:
it is certain in advance that it will bear its
Father’s Name, and will therefore have an identity and

be irreplaceable. Before its birth, the child is

therefore always-already a subject, appointed as a
subject in and by the specific familial ideological
configuration in which it is “expected” once it has
been conceived. (176; emphasis added)
He then goes on to observe that “this familial ideological
configuration” is “highly structured,” and that it is in this
“pathological structure” that “the former subject-to-be will
have to ‘find’ ‘its’ place, i.e. ‘become’ the sexual [read
‘gendered’] subject (boy or girl) which it already is in
advance” (176). What are at issue here are again positioning,
the proper name, and the fixating effect of “pre-appointment”
(176). And at this point in the spectrum of subject-formations,
we find ourselves all but incompetent to distinguish this as yet
unborn child--indeed, is “it” a human being, this fetus, if no
longer an embryo?--from a fictional character.
Now that we have examined the varied forms of subject-
formation, what is required of us is to give a definition of the
first type of postmodern metamorphosis, however tentative and

banal it may at first seem. And here again I must have recourse
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to Althusser. A metamorphosis as it relates to the formation of
a subject happens, I would propose, when an individual shifts
his or her subjective position by entering or “stumbling upon”
an Ideological State Apparatus. From this perspective,
Foucault’s individual metamorphoses into an autpor because he or
she gets involved, on account of his or her texts, in what
Althusser calls the “cultural ISA (Literature),” and his own
“unborn child” metamorphoses into a subject because it enters
the “family ISA” (Althusser 143). Moreover, these metamorphoses
are usually accompanied by highly conventional rituals or
“initiation ceremonies” that are material in kind, such as a
party to commemorate someone’s publication of a book in the
former case, and the cutting of the umbilical cord in the
latter.

This definition of the first type of postmodern
metamorphosis will remain insufficient, however, if inapplicable
to another subject, which comes into existence in consequence of
the individual’s encounter with capitalism; indeed, what makes a
culture distinc;ively “postmodern” is, as Jameson put it, the
unprecedented “purity” of its capitalist economy: “late or
multinational or consumer capitalism, far from being
inconsistent with Marx’s great nineteenth-century analysis,
constitutes, on the contrary, the purest form of capital yet to
have emerged, a prodigious expansion of capital into hitherto

uncommodified areas” (Postmodernism 36). And one of the
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particularly important characteristics of the formation of what
we may call here a “capitalist subfect" is that its
metamorphosis unlike others consists of two distinct and
sometimes discontinuous stages. In order to fully appreciate the
implications of this twofold character for the dynamic rhythm of
postmodernism, we must first look at Marx'’s famous conception of
“the Fetishism of commodities”:
A commodity is therefore a mysterious thing, simply
because in it the social character of men’s labor
appears to them as an objective character stamped upon
the product of that labour; because the relation of
the producers to the suﬁ total of their own labour is
presented to them as a social relation, existing not
between themselves, but between the products of their
labour. (82-83)
What Marx criticizes here is the presence of some distorting
“mystery,” or “magic and necromancy” as he paraphrases it a few
pages later (87), in the world of commodities. It is related to
fetishism or thg worship of fetishes--which persists most
notably, according to Marx, in “the mist-enveloped regions of
the religious world” (83)--because it separates the producer of
a commodity from the “social character” of his or her own labor
expended upon it, turns it into a mere thing that neverthéléss
appears as an “independent being endowed with life” just like

one’s doppelgdnger (83), and finally lets it levitate as if--
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indeed, it is--by some spiritualistic means.

What is of particular interest here, powever, is the
existence of certain forms of labor in which a commodity is not
produced by its producer, but rather the laborer’s mode of being
itself functions as a commodity. The examples of this kind of
laborer, or more precisely, “provider” or “supplier,” may
include the prostitute, whose mode of being as a woman itself
qualifies as a commodity, and the “Sixty Million and more” black
people who died under slavery and to whom Toni Morrison
dedicated her novel Beloved. “Always-already” possessed with
their own inanimate and intractable matter--the vagina, the
black skin--which nevertheless constitutes part of their own
bodies, these people are obliged to incorporate fetishes-
commodities into their very existence, thereby alienating
themselves from their own “social character.” They are, in a
word, commodities in their own right--they work because they
have internalized a “scission,” a “division,” and a “distance,”
to borrow the terms Foucault used in describing the author’s
internal dislocation (“What Is an Author?” 129).

The second stage of the capitalist subject’s metamorphosis
rather blatantly has to do with one of Marx’'s “two
metamorphoses,” the one which he describes as “the conversion of
the commodity into money,” or “selling” (115). At this stage,
where we encounter money for the first time and see it"

functioning as the medium of circulation in capitalist economy,
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our already dislocated and self-alienated commodity-subjects
undergo a second dehumanization. Because in money, which
according to Marx is “the radical leveller” that “does away with
all distinctions,” “every qualitative. difference between
commodities is extinguished” (142), after its introduction even
the difference between the prostitute and the slave--their
distinct identities, their mutual otherness or alterity, and
their incommensurability--still remaining after the mysterious
privation of their social character is violently reduced, or
“leveled,” to the mere quantitative difference between their
prices (or even their equivalence).

We must now modify our definition of the first type of
postmodern metamorphosis, and say: a metamorphosis as it relates
to the formation of a subject also happens when an individual
shifts his or her subjective position by encountering capitalism

itself.4

IT
The second.type of postmodern metamorphosis is connected
directly with an attempt to survive, or if it is impossible then
at least to make visible and tangible, this process of subject-
formation and the concomitant celebration of a “birth.” It is
this alternative metamorphosis that makes the analogy between
the real subject and the fictional character less demoralizing,

only on condition that the character hereafter at issue will be
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no longer the kind of character found in realist novels but
rather a self-conscious “metacharacter,” a character which
somehow knows that “it” is only an effect of interacting
signifiers and therefore owes its existence to the author’s
verbal act of naming, and which is also aware of its inevitable
involvement in “His” conspiracy or “plot.” (It is the kind of
character on which Takayuki Tatsumi once reflected in relation
to Larry McCaffery’s conception of “Avant-Pop” [Tatsumi and
McCaffery 43).) And what is worth particular notice here is its
genealogical relationship, by way of too much self-
consciousness, with the paranoid, one of the two authentic types
of the “real” postmodern subject (the other being the
schizophrenic).

This second type is again bound up with death, but only
insofar as it is related to, on the one hand, Barthes'’s “death
of the author,” namely, his paradoxical and suicidal attempt to
make the author “malfunction” and thereby give birth to an
alternative subject, the “reader”--“the birth of the reader must
be at the cost of the death of the Author” (”The Death of the
Author” 148); and, on the other hand, insofar as it is related
to the rhetorical figure of prosopopoeia, that is, the:
impossible poetic endeavor to revivify and reactivate the dead
body, as well as to the related art of necromancy, not in Marx'’'s
sense but in its sense of conjuration or communication ‘with the

already dead. Other relevant issues include the future anterior,
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historicity, performance and the performative, the beginning,
the “event,” and co-optation--all of which I subsume under the

single category, deformation, including all its pathological,

medical, and clinical connotations.?®

It is what Lyotard was blind to that is extremely pertinent
here. Despite (or rather, because of) his valorization of the
role of the aesthetic in the modern--particularly noticeable in
his preoccupation with the avant-garde--and his highly important
thesis that “post modern” must be understood according to the
paradox of the “future anterior,” which, I would stress, is
indeed a thesis that atavistically reiterates and revives Marx’'s

“salto mortale” (Marx l116)--despite all this, he limits the

postmodern to the “artist” and the “writer” in their narrow,

conventional senses:
A postmodern artist or writer is in the position of a
philosopher; the text he writes, the work he produces
are not in principle governed by preestablished rules,
and they cannot be judged according to a determining
judgment, by applying familiar categories to the text
or to the work. Those rules and categories are what
the work of art itself is looking for. The artist and
the writer, then, are working without rules in order

to formulate the rules of what will have been done.

Hence the fact that work and text have the characters

of an event. . . . (“Answering” 81)
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But meanwhile, if we look at Foucault’s Baudelairean way of
understanding modernity, we see Lyotard’s postmodern aesthetics
immediately cease to be exclusively tied to “works of art.” This
meaﬁs that we should not look for the postmodern only in the
“nascent state,” as Lyotard puts it (“Answering” 79), of the
modernist avant-garde, but also in the same state of
Baudelairean “dandysme.” It is precisely at this point where
Lyotard’s postmodernism and Foucault’s modernity intersect with
each other that our postmodern deformation of the subject
witnesses its own birth. Foucault says:

modernity for Baudelaire is not simply a form of
relationship to the present; it is also a mode of
relationship that has to be established with oneself.
The deliberate attitude of modernity is tied to an
indispensable asceticism. To be modern is not to
accept oneself as one is in the flux of the passing
moments; it is to take oneself as object of a complex
and difficult elaboration: what Baudelaire, in the
vocabulary of his day, calls dandysme. . . . [The
dandy] makes of his body, his behavior, his feelings
and passions, his very existence, a work of art.
Modern man, for Baudelaire, is not the man who goes
off to discover himself, his secrets and his hidden
truth; he is the man who tries to invent himself. This

modernity does not “liberate man in his own being”; it
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compels him to face the task of producing himself.

(“What Is Enlightenment?” 41-42)
This modern man, however, if he is ever postmodern, does not
take “dandyism” as one or another of the already established
givens, as an already available set of “elegant” or “exquisite”
styles. For a dandy is himself an event, and his essay to remake
his own body, which is a dandy’s counterpart to Marx’s endeavor
to take a “fatal leap,” tends to produce, according to the rule
of trial and error, extremely fantastic and grotesque forms,
excessively effeminate and “queer” figures. His self-invention
and self-production are therefore nothing but the production of
errors, mutations, and accidents, and this state is constant.
And these malformations and eccentricities are designated or

defined as “dandy” only post festum.

The sense of history which Marx’s salto mortale, Lyotard’s
postmodernism, apd Foucault’s Baudelairean modernity all imply
is, therefore, totally incompatible with Jameson’s historical
sense. In “Periodising the Sixties,” for example, he articulates

his position that “History is Necessity, that the 60s had to

happen the way it did” (125; emphasis added). But see how one of
our postmodern heroines, who i would suggest is undoubtedly
heiress to their sense of history, looks at the sixties
differently:

She had heard all about excluded middles; they were

bad shit, to be avoided; and how had it ever happened
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here, with the chances once so good for diversity? For

it was now like walking among matrices of a great
digital computer, the zeroes and ones twinned above,
hanging like balanced mobiles right and left, ahead,
thick, maybe endless. (Pynchon 181; emphasis added)
Although Jameson’s conception of “cultural dominant” does not
contradict what Raymond Williams has termed the “residual” and
the “emergent” (“Periodising” 126; Postmodernism 6), it is
nevertheless problematic, and will remain so, if it can only
relate those exceptional forms of cultural production to
“Necessity,” which is in reality only a teleological myth

constructed, again, post festum, after undefined and undefinable

eccentricities, failed attempts, and leaps that did prove fatal
are dealt with and, as Oedipa Maas puts it in the above passage,
“excluded”--or what amounts to the same thing, after successful
leapers are welcomed and included, their new rules put into
practice.®

The postmodern deformation of the subject has much to do
with what Oedipa describes as the “chances” of some other thing
“happening”--this means, parenthetically, that it has also to do
with what we may tentatively call a “cultural figure-ground
reversal,” which we will be discussing later--and it has nothing
to do with Jameson’s “having to happen.” Here we must have
recourse to examples outside literature and practices in the

field of photographic performance, mainly because of the need to
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demonstrate that this deformation (and the reversal) does happen
there. Cindy Sherman, on the one hand, in her series of
photographic self-portraits entitled Untitled Film Stills,
repeatedly transforms herself in a characteristically postmodern
schizophrenic fashion into versions of, to borrow Arthur C.
Danto’s phrase, “The Girl” (10), by self-consciously putting on
those fetishized images of Hollywood and New Wave heroines which
form an important part of our contemporary collective
unconscious (fig. 1).7 Jo Spence, on the other hand, in her
self-portrait called Exiled exposes her own aging, ugly.body,
including its disfigured breast because of lumpectomy, with a
text “MONSTER” inscribed upon it, in an attempt to reappropriate
and reclaim that body which has become an object of the male-
dominant medical discourse (fig. 2).

It is here that the link between performance and the type
of utterance which J. L. Austin has defined as the performative
ceases to be a mere pun or a not-so interesting example of
metonymic contiguity; and it is also here that the relationship
between the postmodern deformation of the subject and the
performative becomes manifest. Indeed, what makes Sherman’s and
Spence’s self-portraits “performances” should be located in the
fact that they are implicit performatives or photographic
equivalents for the explicit performatives, “I name myself The
Girl,” in Sherman’s case, and “I hereby declare myself a

monster,” in Spence’s. Moreover, it should not go unremarked
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Fig. 1. Cindy Sherman, Untitled Film Still, #2.
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Fig. 2. Jo Spence, Exiled (from Narratives of Dis-ease).
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either that the aesthetic force of their nonverbal acts of
naming and declaring derives less from their originality than
from their parasitism; their performative “utterances” are
repetitions and citations, made possible by their artistic
medium, the camera, of the verbally self-effacing patriarchal
imperatives/interpellations--”Hey, you there! I name you The
Girl” and “Yes, you! I hereby declare you monstrous” (it is
these “performative interpellations” that link Austin with
Althusser)--that they keep encountering in the world as a normal
course of events.

On the most basic level, it seems self-evident that their
acts of self-consciously repeating the very patriarchal
mechanism of interpellating and naming, as well as the resultant
self-confinement in what Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Guber
called the ineluctable “angel/monster double bind” (36), are
morbidly self-destructive, since in these processes they are -
subversive of their own identities as real individuals; Sherman
and Spence seem deeply intent on repudiating and disowning their
own “social chapacter," to return to Marx, and perpetuating
their primary status as male images through these self-
disruptive performances.8 Nevertheless, their apparent
skepticism toward the possibility of escape, their self-
imprisonment not only in the stereotypical images of femininity
but also in such a dark chamber as the camera obscura, or what

amounts to the same thing, their “claustrophilic” art of what we
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may call ”triple_binding"-—all these paradoxical and suicidal
features seem indicative of something positive in them, which, I
would say, is their necromantic desire to speak to their own
already dead selves. This addressing is accomplished in their
photographs; but the point is that this accomplishment is
achieved by making an impossible attempt--a redundant and
therefore excessive essay--to put to death once again the
already dead individuals, namely, themselves, in the totality of
their photographic performances. And importantly, this essay, a
grotesque inversion of the rhetorical figure of prosopopoeia, is
at the same time an attempt to repeat and restage the process of
subject-formation--or more succinctly, to “re-form” themselves.

But their photographic performances have even graver
implications, and they are closely related, to use the word with
which Foucault concluded “What Is an Author?” to the
“indifference” (138) to the gender differentiation and the space
where that indifference can happen, as well as to the link
between repetition--or the “general iterability,” as Derrida
puts it (“Signature” 325)--and alterity.? On the one hand, their
restaging or citation requires them to speak the very
patriarchal language of the male interpellant; this means that
in the process they become the represented object and the
representing agent simultaneously, and hence both female and
male at once. In this respect, their aesthetic pracficé‘of

photographic performance is not so much feminist as postfeminist
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because it produces, by empowering them to become “masters” of
the art of repetition, androgynous individuals who embrace
internal conflict, not neutral androgynes like those Virginia
Woolf envisioned. Moreover, if the medium at issue, the camera,
is basically a technological and therefore phallic extension to
the male body, their reappropriation of it necessarily makes
them self-warring hermaphrodites. Thus their photographic
performances, or more precisely, what Austin would have called
their “primary” utterances (69), are also reducible to another
explicit performative, “I declare myself a man,” which in effect
constitutes a scandalous declaration of a difference--women
simulating men--and an indifference: “What difference does it
make which gender I belong to2?”10 It is because this declaration
gives birth to an event and an accident--such elusive,
anomalous, and “agendered” subjects as their deformed figures--
that the postfeminism of Sherman and Spence must be designated
postmodern; and it is also postmodern because in that process it
provokes a question (mark): “Is it really happening?~1l

On the other hand, if we turn our attention to the
conditions for the “happiness” or felicity of this declaration,
we immediately find that what Sherman and Spence in reality do
with their photographic images is not only to give birth to
these malformed subjects but, true to Derrida again, to engender
or make happen a new space or context--photographic self-

portrait, or performance art--in which these mutations, errors,
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and indifferent beings are permitted to exist.l2 What is
particularly relevant here is Austin’s conception of
“appropriate circumstances” in which saying something counts as
doing something.l3 (Indeed, a general shift of focus is required
in the field of theory and criticism, I would insist, so that
more importance is given not to the perfbrmative utterance
proper but rather to its relationship with its immediate

context.) Austin says:

Speaking generally, it is always necessary that the
circumstances in which the words are uttered should be
in some way, Or ways, appropriate, and it is very
commonly necessary that either the speaker himself or
other persons should also perform certain other
actions, whether “physical” or “mental” actions or
even acts of uttering further words. Thus, for naming
the ship, it is essential that I should be the person
appointed to name her, for (Christian) marrying, it is
essential that I should not be already married with a
wife living, sane and undivorced, and so on: for a bet
to have been made, it is generally necessary for the
offer of the bet to have been accepted by a taker (who
must have done something, such as to say “Done”), and
it is hardly a gift if I say “I give it you” but never

hand it over. (8-9)

All we need to do is reverse this formulation and say: if an
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unprecedented performative, which is therefore most likely to be
considered accidental and even erroneous, has somehow been
uttered successfully or “happily,” this necessarily means that
we must suppose the existence of an accompanying set of new
appropriate circumstances, a new context, a new convention--but

at the same time a new ideology even--totally other than any

preexisting total context. It follows that this new space--a
postmodern space which abounds with its own “native” postmodern
deformed subjects--appears to the inhabitants. of the older ones
as a totally different and indifferent, hence absurdly
ec-centric, space which threatens to undermine the valuable
“—centrisms” that their already established rules are meant to
reinforce. It is precisely in this way that Sherman and Spence
effect a cultural figure-ground reversal, reducing the formerly
spotlighted “figure-world” to a mere foil.

A postmodern metamorphosis as it relates to the deformation
of the subject happens, therefore, when an already “dead”
individual subject essays to repeat the very ideological process
of subject-formation in order to refashion or “re-form” him- or
herself and thereby accidentally though self-consciously give

birth to both an erroneous event-subject and a new space in

which it can happen.
To return to Oedipa and her sense of history, it is
precisely what she describes as the “chances” of something other

“happening” themselves that exemplify the historicity of this
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postmodern subject-deformation. But if we duly underscore the
terms “chances” and “happening” in her remark, not the “other,”
then we find that this historicity is not only what one can
depend on when he or she sets out to remake his or her body, but
also what he or she was born with. Hence the following
conversation with Sherman:
NF [Noriko Fuku, the interviewer]: In an interview
from around 1985, you said, “If I had not been born at
this time and place, I would not have been able to use
this form of expression, and if I had been a man I
could not have created work based on my own experience
in this way.” Could you tell us more about “this time
and place,” and why being a woman enables you to
create this work?
CS: I was referring to being aware of everything going
on in the media, which is really what has most
influenced the work. If I'd been raised in Africa, I
would have had a totally different set of cultural
stimuli. And some people say my art is very American--
although the Film Stills, I think, are influenced more
by European films than American films.
Even though I’ve never actively thought of my work
as feminist or as a political statement, certainly
everything in it was drawn from my observations as a

woman in this culture. And a part of that is a love-
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hate thing--being infatuated with make-up and glamour
and detesting it at the same time. It comes from
trying to look like a proper young lady or look as
sexy or as beautiful as you can make yourself, and
also feeling like a prisoner of that structure. That’s
certainly something I don’t think men would relate to.
(Sherman 163)
“How has it ever happened, this American woman, this ‘me,’ with
the chances once so good of my becoming, say, an African woman,
an African man, or an American man?” It is this almost
Nietzschean sense of contingency and groundlessness in the face
of the singularity of one’s existence--“I happen to be the way I
am”--that at the deepest level makes Sherman’s art what it is.
But this singularity is by no means mysterious nor even
religious but rather discouragingly ideological, and it ‘is again
Althusser and especially his notion of interpellation that is
extremely pertinent here: since every interpellation is an
asymmetric or “one-way” process, an encounter with it always-
already appears to the interpellated subject as a coincidence, a
contingency, an “event.” It is this primary historicity of
ideological interpellation that is prior to and makes possible
the simulated historicity of the postmodern deformation (note
that this observation does not contradict Althusser’s
proposition that “jdeology has no history” [159]); indeed, our

second type of metamorphosis is not only an attempt to create
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contingencies but also to reactivate one’s innate contingencies
--it is a self-conscious attempt to approximate a contingency.

I can give two literary examples of this second
metamorphosis, which have not usually been explicitly associated
either with deformation or with postmodernism. The first one is
those nineteenth-century women writers who, to borrow Gilbert
and Guber’s key phrase, “attempted the pen.” Genealogically
speaking, this “attempt” is not only feminist but also
postfeminist and, above all, markedly postmodern, since, if the
“pen” is a masculine technology and above all a “metaphorical
penis” as they argue (Gilbert and Guber 3), then their “attempt”
in effect constitutes a literary equivalent for the explicit
performative, “I declare myself a man,” just as Sherman’s and
Spence’s performances are photographic equivalents for the same
utterance. Hence swarms of hermaphroditic subjects, “freaks,”
“monsters.” In retrospect, therefore, the alternative female
tradition Gilbert and Guber and other feminists like Elaine
Showalter have excavated--“a literature and a culture of their
own,” as they say (Madwoman xii)--cannot be anything but a
postmodern eccentric space.

By the same token, a rethinking of Chinua Achebe’s
postcolonial reading of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness seems
urgently required so that we can deal more adequately with the
novella’s postmodernity. According to Achebe, what worries

Conrad is “not the differentness [between the River Congo and
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the Thames, which are metonyms for Africans and Europeans
respect%vely] . . . but the lurking hint of kinship, of common
ancestry” (263); thus he insists that Conrad’s racist attitude
is most pronounced in the passage, “what thrilled you was just
the thought of their humanity--like yours--the thought of your
remote kinship with this wild and passionate uproar. Ugly”
(Achebe 264; Conrad 69). From our perspective, however, it is
precisely this *“ugliness” that makes these “prehistoric” black
men--who appear to be saying, despite their ”bestiality" and
deformity, “We declare ourselves human beings, your ‘kith and
kin,’” but at the same time also appear to be defiantly talking
back, “What difference does it make whether we are men or
beasts?”--paradigmatic “postmodern” subjects living in another
genuine postmodern space, the Dark Continent.14

I hasten to add, however, that this postcolonial example
may be seriously misleading if we are not careful about the link
between the postmodern deformation and self-consciousness. For
the postmodern self-deforming subject’s essay to remake its own
body, or its endeavor to approximate a contingency, can only be
a self-conscious attempt; this is exactly the reason that both
Lyotard and Foucault associate postmodernism/modernity with art.
It is this self-consciousness, however, that is entirely absent
from Conrad’s Africans. To put this another way, they lack
agency, which I define as the individual subject’s capacity for

such a self-conscious attempt to deform oneself, an attempt that
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often takes the form of an oxymoron, a paranoid attempt to
transform oneself into a schizophrenic;15 Moreover, as long as
our notion of human agency embraces forms of schizophrenia, the
personality or “identity” of such a subject is necessarily
discontinuous and fragmentary.l® In light of all this, the
postmodern self-deforming subject emerges primarily as an agent,
or better still, a critic who, knowing that his or her identity
is always-already ideologically constructed, uses his or her own
local identity crisis as a material means of bringing social
system as a whole to a crisis.

But ironically, this critical moment that certainly
evidences the actuality of resistance coincides with Jameson’s
“moment of truth” of postmodernism, since the self-deformed
subject thus given birth to is so easily co-opted by capitalism,
“re-formed” as a capitalist subject, and falls prey to its
dynamic rhythm of commodity production. Or if this is not the

case, then it is only that its salto mortale just proves fatal,

contributing only toward making it excluded, invisible, hence
nonexistent. It is exactly this latter group of unsuccessful
leapers that Deleuze and Guattari wanted to foreground when they
introduced the notion of “sick schizos,” those “mad” subjects
rescued, however, at least from oblivion:
Our society produces schizos the same way it produces
Prell shampoo or Ford cars, the only difference being

that the schizos are not salable. How then does one
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explain the fact that capitalist production is
constantly arresting the schizophrenic process and
transforming the subject of the process into a
confined clinical entity, as though it saw in this
process the image of its own death coming from within?
Why does it make the schizophrenic into a sick person
--not only nominally but in reality? Why does it
confine its madmen and madwomen instead of seeing in
them its own heros [sic] and heroihes, its own
fulfillment? And where it can no longer recognize the
figure of a simple illness, why does it keep its
artists and even its scientists under such close
surveillance--as though they risked unleashing flows
that would be dangerous for capitalist production and
charged with a revolutionary potential, so long as
these flows are not co-opted or absorbed by the laws
of the market? Why does it form in turn a gigantic
machine for social repression-psychic repression,
aimed at what nevertheless constitutes its own
reality--the decoded flows? (Deleuze and Guattari 245)
But Deleuze and Guattari’s powerful articulation to the
contrary, we are qﬁite familiar with “salable” schizophrenics,
the examples being Sherman and Spence. Indeed, it is only after,
first, the institutional process of definition--Althusser’s

cultural ISA includes “the Arts” (Althusser 143)--and the



10

15

20

25

Ishiwari 32

capitalist processes of “re-formation” and the extraction of
surplus value are completed, and then their hard-won “eventness”
is thus dealt with and they themselves are turned into

“fashionably sick schizos,” that is, it is only post festum,

that the otherwise perpetually nameless postmodern space they
have engendered--“photographic self-portrait,” “performance
art”--comes to be known as such. And significantly, this co-
optative process of institutionalization or, to borrow again the
phrase Achebe employed in characterizing Conrad’s racist
attitude, of “keeping something in place” (Achebe 264), is
marked not by direct confinement but by its generosity. Hence
the appropriateness of Deleuze and Guattari’s idiosyncratic use
of spatial terms “deterritorialization” and
“reterritorialization” in describing not the “coding” but the
“axiomatizing” function of money. It is the totalizing power of
this capitalist process of co-optation, which makes even such
critically self-deforming agents as Sherman and Spence formally
indistinguishable from commodities like “Prell shampoo” and
“Ford cars,” that finally enables us to realize the full
implications of Marx’s salto mortale. Indeed, what Marx referred
to was the fatal leap of the commodity itself, when it is
involved in its first metamorphosis or sale. Accordingly, in
capitalism this leap proves doubly fatal: if it is fatal in
Marx’s sense, the “former commodity-to-be,” to appropriate

Althusser’s way of designating the unborn child, can never
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pecome a commodity, can never be born and visible in the first
place, and therefore can never find its place in a capitalist
system (though it can become irrecoverably “sick”); but if its
leap is successful, this only means that it/has undergone the
leveling process of commodification, which constitutes the
capitalist counterpart to the ideological process of subject-
formation. It follows that if social reality, including
postmodern self-refashioning agents, is totally commodified,
what awaits them cannot be anything but either co-optation or
nonexistence--that is, what awaits them is either death or
death.

I would argue that, if the moment of truth of postmodernism
comes in the form of this inability to escape from the |
capitalist double bind, the key to surviving it can be found in
a temporality totally other than the schizophrenic’s “perpetual
present” that Jameson deems the authentic postmodern mode of
relating to time (”Postmodernism and Consumer Society” 119), a
temporality that is still less compatible with Deleuze and
Guattari’s spatial approach to the logic of late capitalism.
This alternative temporality is the paranoid’s durability--
paranoia, unlike schizophrenia, is not characterized by
breakdowns--and it is his or her excessive, and almost
solipsistic, self-consciousness indispensable to this durability
that enables the already (re-)formed agent to deform him- or

herself over and again, that is, to metamorphose into another
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new form ad infinitum. We must count this duration as one of the
defining features of the agency of the postmodern self-deforming
subject. Furthermore, we must add that this agency is
inseparable from the Kantian theme of the sublime: the
masochistic sentiment in which pleasure derives from pain,
which, in other words, is a contradictory sentiment caused by
the conflict between one’s faculty to conceive of something and
his or her faculty to present that something.1l7 For on the one
hand, the self-disfiguring paranoid, by virtue of his or her
chronic capability for metamorphosis, inevitably appears to
others as a sort of plastic subject whose impending another
transformation is expected, the exact form of which, however, is
both unpresentable and unpredictable (since it has all the
characteristics of an accident). On the other hand, his or her
sentiment embraces neither disconnection nor discontinuity but a
contradictory combination of pleasure and pain: the pain that
his or her attempt to criticize society should be made at the
cost of his or her identity, but the pleasure that it is this
very pain that should give him or her the power to critique.
This postmodern sublime subject, accordingly, has no alternative
but to become an ascetic who substitutes agency for the pleasure

of an identity.

IITI

My thesis on postmodern metamorphosis presupposes that man
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is by definition a performer, that what makes him (and her) what
he (or she) is is his (or her) performances. This notion of
performance, however, should not be exclusi?ely related, among
others, to the anthropologist Clifford Geertz'’'s use of the term.
According to him, men and women become performers because what
makes their being meaningful in their culture is their “acting”
in accordance with the prescriptions or the “set of control
mechanisms”--“what computer engineers call,” says Geertz,
“‘programs’”--specific to that culture (35-36, 44); in this
semiotic view, performance is basically both “social and public”
(45). On the contrary, my notion (also semiotic) of performance,
indebted as it is to Geertz, allows for the possibility of a
“meaningless,” or more precisely, “negatively meaningful,”
performance, which is often accidental and anomalous and is
achieved mainly by individuals, and which therefore deviates
from those cultural rules and thereby paradoxically possesses
the power to bring them into visibility.

Such an idea--that is, “man as performer”--would have been
impossible if'it had not been for two books in the field of
studies in contemporary American fiction, not to mention the
innumerable critical and theoretical works on the issue in other
literary and nonliterary areas (including Geertz's The

Interpretation of Cultures). They are'Tony Tanner’s City of

Words, in which he wrote of “man the engineer” (29), and Larry

McCaffery’s The Metafictional Muse, in which he introduced the
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related notion of “man-the-fiction-maker” (253). But while their
approaches are predominantly literary and do not necessarily
address the theoretical issue of the subject, mine seeks to
attend as much to precisely those theoretical concerns as to
reasonably literary matters. This is the primary reason that in
most of the chapters that follow I attempt to juxtapose
extraliterary, “real” persons with our fictional characters, in
the hope of better treating the problem of performance--and
also, that of metamorphosis--in postmodern culture: in Chapter
1, Oedipa Maas’'s inability to self-project will be discussed in
relation to Sherman’s and Spence’s performative art of
photographic self-portrait; in Chapter 2, J. Henry Waugh’s self-
destructive playing of his baseball game will be regarded, to
speak most simplistically, as what “makes possible” Jenny
Holzer's critical intervention through her verbal installations;
in Chapter 4, Wilder'’s body as a playground will be set against
Barbara Kruger’s “body as a battleground,” and Jack Gladney'’s
“fear of death” will be interpreted as symptomatic of the
cultural contradiction that prevents his body from realizing its
full metamorphic potential. Chapter 3 is somewhat exceptional
because it appeals to no “real” person in dealing with the
figure of the Dead Father, though it does address the problems
both of his body and of its metamorphosis into a frictionless
matter. I take this methodological juxtaposition of redal and

fictional figures to be critically profitable; after all, as I
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have already pointed out in Section I, they are both formed just
as Althusser’s unborn child is predetermined to be ideologically
formed as a subject (and they are also capable of “deforming” or
“re-forming” themselves). That is, characters are artifacts,
just as individual subjects are, as Geertz has influentially put
it, “cultural artifacts” (51).18

The form of subjectivity valorized in this study is marked
by its “dissident” tendencies. The term reférS'less to Paul
Maltby’s Dissident Postmodernists than to Alan Sinfield’s

Faultlines: Cultural Materialism and the Politics of Dissident

Reading. But stress is placed differently: while cultural
materialism associates dissidence with collectivity, I take it
to be equally possible to argue for the alternative form of-
dissidence that is inexplicable unless one attributes agency to,

pace Lisa Jardine, individual sub'iectivitv;19 if this personal

form of dissidence is ever understood in terms of the
collective, the dissident individuals can only be grouped under
the category of “the deformed,” and they can never be given
already established designations such as Jardine’s “non-élite
men” and “all women” (125).

I intend my readings to be dissident in a similar way, even
when in some of the chapters I end up severely criticizing the
character in question mostly for lack of dissident agency (hence
the title of Chapter 1). For strictly speaking, the site of

dissidence is not the individual subjectivity itself, nor is it
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the text itself; it is in between--the act of reading. I want to
read my texts as when individual subjects “read” their own

subjectivities.



10

15

Ishiwari 39

CHAPTER I

Anti-Oedipa: The Crying of Lot 49

If we read Thomas Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49 as a text

that addresses the problem of~subjec£ivity, we soon realize that
it centers on the predicament of an imprisoned woman. The
central imagery of this female confinement undergoes a series of
outward and visible modulations as the story proceeds: first, we
have the portrait of the female protagonist Oedipa Maas as a
stereotypical contemporary American housewife, which finds its
allegorical representation in the image of a “captive maiden” in
the “tower” (21), a representation that both of the novel’s two
intertexts, Grimm’'s fairy tale “Rapunzel” and Remedios Varo’'s
painting Embroidering Earth’s Mantle, offer us; then, there are
the haunting “muted post horns” that not only obsessively
multiply themselves but also “immobilize” Oedipa during her
nightmarish drifting in San Francisco (124), and the recognition
she eventually arrives at by way of this omnipresent “Tristero”

that she is predestined to be an heiress to the whole Republic,
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that “the legacy was America” (178); and finally, we have the
auction in a locked-up room that she attends at the end of the
novel. All these representations of female imbrisonment or
immobilization point to the inevitability of an impasse or, in
her own words, “the exitlessness” (170): “She had looked down at
her feet and known, then, because of a painting, that . . .
there’d been no escape” (21). It is this impossibility of escape

that concerns any attempt to deal with the female subject

'Pynchon presents in the novel.

But this impossibility does not necessarily make Oedipa a
totally passive individual, nor does it entail a form of female
subjectivity completely at the meréy of the ominous omnipresence
of what could only metaphorically be called the Wallt For the
novel also provides us with a contrapuntal thread of
enlightenment, which illustrates the way in which the
incarcerated female subject at least manages some psychological
escape:

If San Narciso and the estate were really no different
from any other town, any éther esfate, then by that
continuity she might have found The Tristero anywhere
in her Republic . . . if only she’d looked. . . .
Becoming conscious of the hard, strung presence she
stood on--knowing as if maps had been flashed for her
on the sky how these tracks ran on into others,

others, knowing they laced, deepened, authenticated
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the great night around her. If only she’d looked. She
remembered now old Pullman cars. (179)
“1f only she’d looked,” “becoming conscious,” “knowing,” and
“remembered now,” as well as other related phrases that describe
her peculiar ways of having revelations (“what remained yet had

somehow, before this, stayed away” [20]; “She was meant to

remember” [118])--all these indications of Oedipa’s
psychological development show that her enlightenment or
recognition has precisely to do with the problem of visibility,
with blindness and its overcoming, just as is the case with her
mythical namesake. But what she has come to “see,” more
specifically, is not only the continuing presence of the law of
the “excluded middle” that by foreclosing on the possibility of
“diversity” underpins both the national identity and the unity
of America (181); she has come to see the cultural hierarchy
that such binary power relations--either the visible, "official”
America or the invisible, unspoken America--legitimate. Indeed,
this is precisely one reason to argue for an internal awakening
or “consciousness-raising” on the part of our female subject; as
some critics suggest, this awakening itself can be regarded as a
practical deliverance from the exitlessness.l At this point, her
semi-paranoiac awakening turns out to be a legitimate, though
solipsistic, postmodern version of the Greek anagnorisis. In
short, Oedipa’s claustrophobic search for a way out of the tower

is within the novel effectively displaced into more
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psychological and therefore more personal terms, into a search
for a self-consciousness about where and how she is situated
inside the doubly stratified American cultural totality.

I would argue, however, that this otherwise profitable
focus on the personal, the psychological, and various versions

of the thematics of “awakening” and “liberation” in many of the

significant readings of The Crying of Lot 49 is nevertheless
problematic, especially when the point at issue is female
subjectivity, because of its residual humanist overtohes that
have made it impossible for these readings to allow for that
cluster of elements in the novel which are at odds with those
very liberal thematics. And I would further argue that masochism
and self-portrait, two cultural practices that embrace forms of
self-abnegation and self-annihilation, offer themselves as
alternative critical perspectives more focused on the task of
countering this predominance of the conscious, and that it is
this demystifying process made possible by their commitment to
self-reflexivity that we can depend on if we want to reveal how
the ostensibly liberating instance of Oedipa’s personal
awakening is in reality co-opted in the service of the larger
hegemonic cultural discourse. Here the apparently arbitrary
juxtapositions of the novel not only with Leopold von Sacher-

Masoch’s Venus in Furs but also with photographic self-portraits

by Cindy Sherman and Jo Spence--which result from my thesis that

such distinct texts, or more precisely, historical “events,” as
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an American postmodernist fiction of the 1960s, a continental
novel of the later nineteenth century, and photographic works by
American and British female artists of the post-1960s, are not
only intertextually but also genealogically related, and that
they all arise out of a common Western cultural matrix or force
field in their own contingent and accidental ways--nevertheless
seem critically promising, since they all refer to a single
topos (both “topic” and “place”), the imprisonment of the female
subject and its prison houses, which is not restricted to
English-language literature. There are three major critical
advantages, I would suggest, that these juxtapositions will

bring us: first, the juxtaposition of The Crying of Lot 49 with

Venus in Furs allows us to see the gender relations in Pynchon’s

novel primarily as variations of the specifically masochistic
master-slave relationship; a second juxtaposition of the novel
with Sherman’s and Spence’s photographic works makes us more
alert to the problem of artistic medium itself, to the fact that
the figure of the imprisoned female subject, insofar as it is
something represented, can only be a material representation,
and it consequently shows us how the aesthetic and the
materialistic concerns, or representation and the material means
of producing representations, are inseparable; and finally, a
third juxtaposition of the novel with their self-portraits
enables us to recognize the important difference in cultural and

political implications between the female subject passively
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imprisoned by men in their representations and the forms of
female subjectivity produced by women’s self-consciously
imprisoning themselves through praxis. These issues ultimately
point to a more general problem of which they are but local
manifestations: the problem of the position of the female
subject within the totalizing masculine discourse of capitalism.
From this vantage point, Oedipa Maas will figure, as I hope I
will have persuasively made clear, as a woman marked not only by
the heroic capacity to reposition herself through internal
awakening, but also by an ironic incapacity to recognize the
ideological implications of that metamorphic, consciousness-

expanding experience.

I
My proposition, as a working hypothesis, that the gen&er

relations represented in The Crying of Lot 49 are better

understood as versions of the masochistic domination-
subordination relationship reflects a will, let me begin by
confessing--that is, a will to resist a facile and predictable
interpretation which relies upon that other sexual perversion
which also involves the problems of power, domination, and
control. Indeed, given my kind of thesis, one question would
immediately arise: why is this so-called masochistic master-
slave relationship not a more plausible sadomasochistic one? But

the first thing we should understand is that a master-slave
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relationship is not limited to sadomasochism, nor is a master
necessarily a sadist or a slave necessarily a masochist, but
that a master-slave relationship is also found in and even
constitutive of masochism, and that therefore it has its own
unique kind of master, as we will see shortly in our discussion

on Sacher-Masoch’s Venus in Furs. It is partly because of this

textual evidence, found in the originary literary material that
is also a singular historical event which is responsible for the
beginning of masochism, but which is also responsible for the
ironic inauguration of something more problematic, “the
masochistic,” that I would argue that recourse to S/M is, at
least for our present purposes, unneceésary. And I insist on
this despite the following way in which Oedipa at one point
responds to one of her “masters”: ”’Sadisﬁ,'" she says when she
realizes that she has no alternative but to submit herself to
Metzger, her mysterious co-executor,'who has access to knowledge
unknown and unknowable to her (”’Inverarity owned that too,’
Metzger said. ’‘Did you know that?’” [39]). I would suggest that
her explicit reference to sadism and her implicit one to
sadomasochism afe in reality better understood as indices of the
ideological workings that displace masochism into some kind of
more . problematic sadomasochistic entity or myth.2 ﬁy.will,
therefore, is a will to demonstrate that it is possible and even
urgent to set out to dissociate S/M by giving due attention to

the singularity of the originary heterogeneous event, Sacher-
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Masoch’s Venus in Furs, which is simultaneously literary,
aesthetic, pathological, sexual, historical, and biographical.
In this respect, the view that Oedipa is a masochistic
slave-figure can be justified first by an all-too-clear
profusion of those male figures who are literally “masters.” But
here we must also note how the masochistic discourse these
dominators are involved in maintaining is predicated on the
elaborate mechanism of displacement. Of all those dominators,
Pierce Inverarity, the late real estate mogul and Oedipa’s
former lover, stands out as most representative, as is patently
demonstrated by his status as “master” in relation to his stamp
collection that was once, in a characteristically displaced
manner, “his substitute often for her” (45). The point here is
that Oedipa is in submission not so much to Pierce as an
individual male figure as, through him, to the patriarchal in
general, and that the multitude of figures and events she
encounters are therefore, on the one hand, but displaced,
metonymic manifestations of the Male Master who is assigned an
essentially strgctural task of immobilizing her, and, on the
other hand, material signs of the disequilibrium inherent in
male-female power relations.3 Hence the multitudinous forms in
which those displaced “masters,” including Pierce, obsessively
present themselves before Oedipa: she is supposed to report all
obsceﬁe mail to her “POTSMASTER” (46), and in the closing scene

of the novel she sees the auctioneer Loren Passerine hovering on
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his podium like a “puppet-master” (183; note how such an
authentic capitalist mode of distributing legacies as auction is
here referred to as an aesthetic form of performance). Moreover,
this omnipresent Master inserts Himself into Oedipa’s personal
orbit not only by means of these insidious yet tangible
mechanisms of displacement, but also by occasionally becoming
Himself something invisible yet total, something only felt,
there. This happens when Oedipa, sensing something lurking
behind The Tristero--a hoax, Pierce, paranoia, a miracle, or The
Tristero itself--can nevertheless describe it only as “something
truly terrible” that she keeps “waiting on” like a slave girl
(169)--that is, as some portentously amorphous, powerful
presence.

The sense of incarceration Oedipa experiences in her
predicament should not be literally reduced, however, to some
corporal punishment or torture which her male masters inflict on
her body, without reconsidering the distinct way in which it
constitutes the principal site into which the masochistic
discourse inserts itself. This kind of reduction is itself a
mystification, and to avoid this we have instead to see, as we
have already seen, how the gender relations in which Oedipa is
trapped are fraught with semiotic mechanisms of substitution,
displacement, or any other kind of figuration. It is such an
insight that enables us to see the essentially linguistic nature

of masochistic sexuality--to realize that such platitudinous
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ideas of masochism as, in Gilles Deleuze'’'s phrase, a “pleasure-
pain complex” (71) and of the masochist as one who perversely
delights in physical sufferings such as imprisonment, ligature,
and flagellation, in fact ignore the structuring principle of
the masochistic master-slave relationship: the contract. “The
masochist appears to be held by real chains,” as Deleuze
observes in his treatise on masochism, “Coldness and Cruelty,”
“but in fact he is bound by his word alone” (75). This must be
taken as meaning, to be more specific, that if there is such a
thing as a masochistic conjuncture that binds language to the
body, it should be located in the verbal act of naming.

The transformative quality of naming is based on the
synecdochic mechanism of substituting part for whole, name for a

person’s subjective totality. Indeed, in Sacher-Masoch’s Venus

in Furs when the beautiful dominatrix Wanda von Dunajew draws up

a contract (“Agreement between Mrs. Wanda von Dunajew and Mr.

Severin von Kuziemski”) by which the male protagonist Severin
von Kuziemski is to commit himself to be her slave, this
inherently performative discourse includes a stipulation that
requires him, in altering his subjective status, to change his
name:
“Mr. Severin von Kuziemski ceases from this date to
be the fiancé of Mrs. Wanda von Dunajew and renounces
all rights pertaining to this state; in return he

undertakes, on his word as a man and a gentleman, to
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be the slave of this lady, until such time as she sets
him at liberty.
“As the slave of Mrs. von Dunajew, he will take the
name of Gregor. . . .” (Sacher-Masoch 220)
But what is even more striking is the fact that of the two
contracts to the same effect that Sacher-Masoch himself made
with two women, Fanny von Pistor and Aurore Riumelin, the one he
made with “Wanda” (Aurore'’'s pseudonym) after the novel’s
publication requires him to give up his self in a way that helps
to make it clearer that Oedipa’s status as a female slave is
indeed the effect of the same masochistic performative
discourse:
My Slave,
The conditions under which I accept you as my slave
and tolerate you at my side are as follows:
You shall renounce your identity completely.
You shall submit totally to my will. . . . (Deleuze
and Sacher-Masoch 278)
Insofar as the will is a person’s “last will” that is supposed
to be effectual after his death, we may consider Pierce’s
originary act of naming Oedipa executrix of his estate by his
will, of forcibly repositioning her--“One summer afternoon Mrs
Oedipa Maas came home from a Tupperware party . . . to find that
she, Oedipa, had been named executor, or she supposed executrix,

of the estate of one Pierce Inverarity . . .” (9)--to be
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another instance in the novel in which the asymmetric gender
relations inscribed on it reveal themselves--as variants of the
masochistic master-slave relationship.

Yet in terms of the politics of naming, there is a crucial
difference between the contractual relationship between Oedipa
and Pierce, which is based on his will, and the same
relationship between Severin/Sacher-Masoch and “Wanda”: it is
the chiastic reversal of the master/slave roles, the one with
the master naming his female slave and the other with the
mistress naming her male slave. To account for this inversion--a
corollary of the hierarchy inherent in the gender relations

dramatized in novels like Venus in Furs or The Crying of Lot 49,

but which is also found in real gender relations--we need to map
the position of male masochism and figure out the meaning or
“value” it has in the patriarchal cultural system as a whole; in
other words, we need to reconsider whether this sexual

perversion is in reality transgressive or reactionary.

In Venus in Furs Wanda is given significance, we must be
reminded, only because she is the embodiment, like “Pygmalion’s
statue” to which Severin likens her on encountering her in the
park (Sacher-Masoch 156), of his “image of the ideal woman,” an
image, originally evoked by his aunt, of a beautiful tyrant in
furs with a whip in her hand (Sacher-Masoch 175). This
precession of a particular image that is the defining feature of

Wanda’s “characterization,” or femininity as the imaginary
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product of men’s desire; forms the basis for the whole
masochistic drama of domination and subordination. It is
typically enacted, for example, in the following scene in which
wanda and Severin first play the roles of mistress and slave (it
should not go unremarked that the precession of an image also
forms the basis for the relationship between Sacher-Masoch
himself and Aurore Riimelin, a real woman transformed or
fictionalized into the real simulacrum of the novel'’s
dominatrix, into “Wanda” von Sacher-Masoch, who eventually
became his wife and made the above contract with him):

“Slavel!”

“Mistress!” I kneel and kiss the hem of her gown.

“That is better.”

“Oh, how beautiful you are!”

“Do I please you?” She postures in front of the
mirror and looks at herself with proud satisfaction.
(Sacher-Masoch 185)

As her complacent as well as complaisant self-reference to her
own role-playing, “Do I please you?” indicates (and as is
further demonstrated by her other remarks such as “I have
remained entirely faithful to you. . . . I have done all this
merely to be agreeable to you, to fulfill your dreams . . .”
[Sacher-Masoch 230]), Wanda the dominatrix not only does not
object to or resist against her practical submission to her

slave, but she is completely unaware of it in the first place.



10

15

20

25

Ishiwari 52

More importantly, she even unconsciously reinforces her

status as an embodiment of a particular male image, as a
fleshed-out image, through her blind acceptance of her
gratifying “mirror image” as herself.4 Thus even in such an
allegedly transgressive gender relationship as the masochistic

one dramatized in Venus in Furs, it is still the male figure who

desires, and the dominatrix is but his desired object and even
in practical collusion with him, despite the ostensibly female-
dominated power structure. To put this another way, male
masochism{ or a masochism in which the masochist is male,
regards the dominatrix only as the male slave’s instrument for
realizing or concretely representing his ideal image of
femininity; and this depends on his capacity for ironically.
manipulating images, representations, and the mirror that is the
authentic material means of producing images and
representations. At this point we realize that the dominating
power that the male masochist paradoxically wields over the
dominatrix‘is inseparable from the aesthetic. That masochism is
fundamentally linguistic, as well as that the slave Severin is
characterized as a man endowed with a natural inclination toward
“aestheticism” (Sacher-Masoch 175), is an inevitable coroliary
of the fact that male masochism is by definition an art of
masculine power.

The implications of the inversion of the master/slave roles

found in Pierce’s act of naming Oedipa finally become obvious,
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given the idea of male masochism as a cultural apparatus for
paradoiically reproducing and circulating patriarchal discourses
through self-annihilation.d® It is because their contractual
relationship, unlike that between Severin/Sacher-Masoch and
“Wanda,” is not consensual but unilateral, exactly like the act
of giving--indeed, what his will does is to give, and it is
itself a “given”--that Oedipa remains incapable of having the
initiative, even though as a slave named by her master'sge
formally occupies the same position as the male masochist.
Considering all this, we may even postulate that it is not
sadomasochism but this one-sided mechanism of interpellation,
this appropriation and “mastery” of the potentially
transgressive rhetoric of masochism which is by definition
consensual, that is precisely the basis for all patriarchal
discourses and their power. Because of this asymmetric structure
which in fact accompanies any “happy” performative discourse
(whose desired perlocutionary effect is also achieved
Fuccessfully), the potentially revolutionary female-masochistic
gender relationship between Oedipa and Pierce ends up being
implicated in and part of the dominating and “orthodox”

patriarchal structure, with no possibility that the female slave

ever gains power over her master. 6

11

Both Cindy Sherman and Jo Spence show us that photographic
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self-portrait is an art form that is also a political practice.
Indeed, they exemplify a form of postfeminist intervention in
the ruling patriarchal power structure, which as we have seen is
marked by the asymmetrically masochistic mechanisms of
imprisonment and naming. On the one hand we(have Sherman, who in
her Untitled Film Stills repeatedly transforms herself in a
characteristically postmodern schizophrenic fashion into
anonymous stereotypes by self-consciously putting on those
fetishized and desperately desired images of Hollywood and New
Wave heroines, those now almost internalized cinematic
representations, which form an important part of our
contemporary collective unconscious. We have Spence, on the
other hand, who in her Exiled exposes her own aging, “ugly”
body, including its disfigured breast because of lumpectomy,
with a preemptive “caption”--“MONSTER”--inscribed upon it,
thereby reappropriating and reclaiming that body which has
become an object of the male-dominated medical discourse. The
point is that photographic self-portrait such as theirs is one
of the female slave'’s ways of resisting the Male Master; and the
decisive element which makes their artistic practices effective
as forms of critique, and which also helps us to understand how
the practitioners themselves relate to masochistic discourses,
is what I would call their “masochistic performativity.”

Indeed, we may say that if there is a doctrine that both of

the two female “artists” practice--though Spence would reject
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this epithet, since she defines herself more specifically as a

“cultural sniper” (Cultural Sniping 204)--it will be, in a word,

“masochism for masochism.” For given Sherman’s imprisonment of
herself in the contemporary images of “angel” by naming herself
the nameless “Girl,” as well as Spence’s willed projection of
herself as “monster,” it is not difficult to see how their
photographic performances are predicated on the local repetition
or enactment of the very masochistic mechanisms they intend to
criticize.’ That is, they rename and reimprison themselves by
employing those very patriarchal mechanisms in the service of
their own artistic purposes, in an attempt to “freeze”
themselves in their photographic images.

It is precisely at this point that their photographic
“performance” turns out to be inseparable from the linguistic
“performative.” (Of course I am referring here to J. L. Austin,
but Althusser is also relevant.) For their self-portraits are
implicit performatives or photographic equivalents for the
explicit performatives “I name myself The Girl” (Sherman) and “I
declare myself monstrous” (Spence), whose original utterances
enunciated by men in patriarchal society are “Hey, you there! I
name you The Girl” and “Yes, you! I declare you a monstrous
other.” What they do with their photographic self-portraits is
to cite these imperatives and interpellations--in this sense
they transform themselves into ventriloquists, who speak the

very language of the dominator, the colonizer, and the
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misogynist--and then transplant them to a different context in
order to make them opaque, that is, in order to “materialize”
them.8 Their way of criticizing patriarchy may be called,
therefore, a kind of aesthetic homeopathy, and thanks to it they
manage to make visible what is culturally invisible:? not only
the otherwise latent masochistic mechanisms of naming and
confinement in general, but also the specific technology of
doing so, the ineluctable “angel/monster double bind.”10 Their
skepticism toward the possibility of escape or a world
elsewhere, their self-imprisonment not only in the stereotypical
images of femininity but in such a dark chamber as the camera
obscura, in short, their ”claustrophilic" art of what we may
variously call “triple binding” or “active autism”--all these
paradoxical tendencies are aspects of their photographic self-
representation’s (re)appropriative use of masochism.
Importantly, this is another way of saying that it is
inseparable from self-abnegation and self-annihilation; that,
moreover, it is closely connected with self-reference. Theirs is
a self-projection which requires them to play the roles of both
master and slave simultaneously, in a way that makes it
necessary for them to call into queétion their own distinct
identities; which also demands that their female bodies be
offered:as perceptible scenes of (this reenacted) masochistic
drama.

If we consider the problem of gender at this point, it
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turns out that this idea of Sherman and Spence being
simultaneously master and slave, and as a corollary,
simultaneously male and female, is one manifestation of the
problem of androgyny. Indeed, I would argue that their versions
of postfeminist intervention_arg androgynous. But this problem
and the accompanying problems of indeterminacy, polysemy, and
“both/and” must be further elaborated in terms of what I will be
discussing immediately below. Suffice it to say here that the
important point is that their versions of androgyny are by no
means harmonious, unlike the one Virginia Woolf envisioned, but
rather contain internal conflict and are therefore self-
warring.ll (This is precisely the reason that it seems
inappropriate to label their practices as “feminist.”)

The force of Sherman’s and Spence’s masochistic local
enactment of the larger cultural maSochism, however, does not
have exclusively to do with aesthetics and gender; it has also
to do with materialistic concerns. This means that we must focus
more on the determining power of matter, that we must take
account of the materiality of their artistic medium, the
photograph, and then see it as their material means of aesthetic
production. It is an imperative shift of focus, since we can no
longer disregard the implications of the fact that within
masochistic discourses the aesthetic--the photograph, painting,
and the photographer and the painter themselves--is always-

already appropriated by those in power; and when they are male
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as in patriarchy, those artistic mediums and the artists
themselves are exploited as material means of reproducing images

of femininity.

In Venus in Furs, for example, this is testified by the

calculated use of the mirror which Severin sees as the defining

characteristic of Titian’s Venus with the Mirror (fig. 3), a

portrait that once offered the image of his ideal woman. He says
of the painting:
“She is also a Venus in furs,” he said, smiling
subtly. “I do not think the venerable Venetian had any
ulterior motive; he simply painted the portrait of

some distinguished Messalina coldly inspecting her

Fig. 3. Titian, Venus with the Mirror.
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majestic charms, and he was tactful enough to paint in

Cupid holding the mirror. . . . The picture is merely

a piece of flattery. . . .” (Sacher-Masoch 149)
If we focus on the politics underlying the picture’s self-
referential quality in terms of the use of the aesthetic--as
Cupid’s mirror redoubles the lady’s beauty, so does the
painter’s picture itself (and it also functions as a means of
circulating the stereotypical image of “Venus”)12--it is not
difficult to see how the picture itsglf, with its “flattering”
manner of gratifying a woman’s vanitf that is in fact an
elaborate male technology of objectifying femininity, serves as
a specular surface; only the mirror image, or the mold into
which those women aspiring to be “Venuses” (that is, all women)

are supposed to cram themselves, is already there. Indeed this

precession, as we have already seen, is the very mechanism that
controls instances of what we might call the masochistic tableau
vivant, including the scene of simulation in which Wanda first
plays the role of dominatrix before the mirror and is
consequently constructed as such. In these tableaux is enacted,
as is also demonstrated by the passage below, the process, or
even temporality of having Wanda, that “Grecian woman” (Sacher-
Masoch 162), frozen in a predetermined image--that is, of

coaxing her into a tableau mort. But in the present context the

following bathroom scene has less to do with precession than

with matter:
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My eyes alighted by chance on the massive mirror
that hung opposite and I let out a cry: our
reflections in its golden frame were like a picture of
extraordinary beauty. It was so strange and fantastic
that I felt a deep pang of regret that its forms and
colors would soon vanish like a cloud.

“What is it?” asked Wanda.

I pointed to the mirror.

“Ah, yes, it is beautiful,” she said. “What a pity
we cannot capture this moment.”

“Why not?” I asked. “Would not the most famous
painter be proud if you allowed him to immortalize
you? I shudder to think that this extraordinary
beauty, these mysterious green eyes and wild fiery
hair, and all the splendor of this body should be lost
forever. It fills me with the terror of death and
nothingness. But the artist’s hand must save you from
this. You must not, like the rest of us, vanish
irrevocably without leaving any trace of your
existence. Your image must survive long after you have
turned to dust; your beauty must triumph over death.”

Wanda smiled.

“What a pity there is no Titian or Raphael in Italy

today,” she said. (Sacher-Masoch 240)

The masochist thus regards the artist only as something
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complementary to the mirror, as one material means among others
of stabilizing the otherwise ephemeral, and sometimes
disobedient and too demanding, ideal woman. (Predictably, the
novel does not forget to provide us with a young German painter
who fulfills exactly this task.)

The photographic self-portraits of Sherman and Spence
foreground precisely these materialistic problems, only they do
so in a way that discloses the impossibility of imagining a
materialistic problem that is not gendered. The recognition of
this impossibility is precisely what motivates their practical
insistence on the importance of women’s private ownership of

material means of image production; for example, Spence

concludes Putting Myself in the Picture by writing, “Long live
amateur photography!” (215). But we need to describe this more
“thickly” and say that their self-representation also
constitutes a further insistence on £he importance of the
reappropriation of the Mirror by the slave herself. The
continuing relevance of this kind of production-based
materialism is clearly demonstrated, on the one hand, by the way
in which it forms the defining characteristic of the very
mechanism that makes Sherman’s Untitled Film Still #2 possible
in the first place, a self-portrait that deals with exactly the
same motif as Titian’s portrait of Venus before the mirror: it
is made possible because Sherman successfully occupies two

subjective positions at once, the female position of the
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represented object and the male position of the representing
agency, exactly the position of Titian the male painter; but
then, this simultaneous positioning and repositioning is
impossible unless she is materially competent in the first
place--unless she has access to the camera. This primacy of the
material, on the other hand, applies to Spence as well, and we
can easily see how the mechanism works if we simply displace the
object of representation from the angelic to the monstrous
woman. Her Exiled alone would suffice, but we have her
“mammogram” episode by way of a more illuminating example, in
which what is at issue is the insertion of the medium into a

cultural site where it is normally not allowed:

Passing through the hands of the medical orthodoxy can
be terrifying when you have breast cancer. I
determined to document for myself what was happening h
to me. Not to be merely the object of their medical
discourse but to be the active subject of my own
investigation. Here whilst a mammogram is being done I
have persuaded the radiographer to take a picture for
me. She was rather unhappy about it, but felt it was
preferable to my holding the camera out at arm’s

length and doing a self portrait. (Spence, Putting

Myself 153)

In other words, in this episode she effectively translates the

interventionist doctrine into “a camera for a camera.”l3
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Nevertheless, what their photographic performances
foreground is not only the potentialities of the female artist’s
paradoxical use of the very masochistic technologies and
rhetoric of female confinement, which necessarily involves those

materialistic problems ‘we have been discussing. It also

‘foregrounds the fact that in the process, the performer herself

‘becomes a paradox, a lived contradiction--that, in terms of

subjectivity and gender, she is a self-warring androgynous
agent, made possible by privately owning that masculine means of
image production, the camera, which she reappropriates in order
to demonstrate that her identity as a woman can nevertheless
embrace the patriarchal logic of masochism for the purpose of
revitalizing indeterminacy, however self-deconstructive that

embrace may prove.

ITT

Throughout The Crying of Lot 49, Oedipa Maas, a “puppet”
woman hailed by the aesthetic discourse of masochism and trapped
in its male-dominated power structure, is made to function,
predictably enough, primarily as an aesthetic subject. This we
can see, for example, from her way of referring to the looming
of The Tristero before her as a form of “performance”: “So
began, for Oedipa, the languid, sinister blooming of The
Tristero. Or rather, her attendance at some unique performance .

. ."” (54). But most relevant in the present context is her



10

15

20

25

Ishiwari 64

eventual determination to become a directress/actress/artist—-
namely, a performer--whose business is to make a coherent story
out of Pierce’s entangled legacies. Thus Oedipa remarks at the
midpoint of the novel, “Shall I project a world?” (82), which is
the utterance that marks the beginning of the process of her
”in;ernal awakening.”

But if Oedipa’s determination to become a “projector,” the
“dark machine in the centre of the planetarium” (82), which is
induced or rather “prompted” by Randolph Driblette, the director

of The Courier’s Tragedy who also plays the part of Gennaro,

constitutes an integral part of her eventual consciousness-
raising, its actual effect is more problematic than beneficial
in terms of larger political and cultural issues. For at this
point we had better ask ourselves to what extent and in what way
the metaphorical rendition, “Oedipa as a machine,” is
appropriate as a “metaphor.” Indeed, once attuned to this kind
of rethinking, we cannot help but realize that Oedipg is
literally a machine, and an appropriated one at that. We
realize, in other words, that her projection in effect
constitutes a private <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>