Module 5

Learning Objectives
· Analyze representations of women through works of global literature by female authors from different contexts
· Assess short stories by contemporary female authors in terms of their reworking of dominant narratives of gender
· Analyze how works of global literature critique relations of power in different cultural and historical contexts
· Select at least two credible and reliable secondary sources that can be used to support an original literary argument about two works of global literature
· Describe how the selected secondary sources and theoretical approach will support an original literary argument on works of global literature

Reading and Resources
Norton Anthology of World Literature, Vol. F
Clarice Lispector, “Diary of a Drunk Woman”
Nawal El Saadawi, “In Camera”
Mahasweta Devi, “Giribala”

These three short stories allow us to continue our discussion of representations of women in three different contexts.

Module Overview
In the last module, we explored the role of the female protagonist, emphasizing the complex power dynamics at play as they manifest along lines of gender, race, age, and class. An important aspect of this power dynamic was the long-established image of colonized territories as staging sites for the European woman’s expression of autonomy. In the colonies, the story goes, a white woman could experience a freedom she could never enjoy in Europe. In this module, we will continue our examination of gender and power dynamics. This module examines three texts by female authors presenting extreme examples of female protagonists whose lives appear almost entirely contained within male-dominated power structures. From the brutal depiction of a female character’s imprisonment and torture in Nawal El Saadawi’s “In Camera” to the circumscribed life of Clarice Lispector’s narrator in “Daydreams of a Drunk Woman,” and the overtly patriarchal world of Mahasweta Devi’s “Giribala,” this week, we encounter female characters whose possibilities for agency and autonomy seem radically limited. Yet, each author insists on showing us the possibilities for resistance to power that burst through the cracks of each story’s male-dominated world.

In his 1993 book The Rhetoric of Empire, David Spurr outlines and analyzes a number of distinct moves common to the discourse of imperialism as it seeks to define and dominate the colonial “other.” Among these moves, Spurr argues, is the invocation of a primitivist framework in which the colonized subject is made to represent the undomesticated forces of nature, exemplifying either a de-evolutionary regression to a pre-civilized state or a cultural stasis, in which the colonized other is seen to represent an early stage of human/social evolution—a sort of living fossil of human origins. It is not surprising, therefore, that gender relationships in this era operate along a similar binary opposition. Indeed, the colonizer/colonized relation finds a corollary in the male/female binary. While the (European) male represents, ideologically, the forces of culture (and specifically of post-Enlightenment positivist rationalism), the female embodies the undifferentiated forces of nature. She is a primitive agent that pre-exists (and threatens) civilization. In Freudian theory, she is the embodiment that predates language, representing physical sensation as well as embodied needs and urges.

In light of this history of imperialist discourse, it is important to note the emphasis in this week’s short stories on physical experience. The examples in this module undermine rationalist discourses of a disembodied masculine subject free to carry out the will and judgment of male reason without bodily limits. Enlightenment discourses grounded in positivist rationalism tended to disavow the physical body in exchange for a subject-self that is “pure mind”: an autonomous, rational self that is purified of the contaminating influences of the corruptible body. Importantly, this Enlightenment subject-self is in almost every instance seen as male. By contrast, Lispector’s “The Daydreams of a Drunkwoman” focuses on what is described as “that perversity of someone who has a body” (812), a female body seen as decadent and threatening from the point of view of the Enlightenment male subject due to its perverse uncontainability. So too, one of the central conflicts in Devi’s “Giribala” stems from Giri’s decision to be sterilized after the birth of her fourth child, a choice to exert control over her own body without her husband Aulchand’s knowledge or approval.

Indeed, themes of embodiment and the body that we have considered in previous modules are especially relevant for this week’s readings. In the previous modules, from Aschenbach’s decadent and decaying body to Gregor Samsa’s sudden transformation into an insect, the loss of bodily control represents a paramount threat to the male ego (not to mention, we might add, Lu Xun’s madman’s fear of cannibalism, or the terrifying spider-tattoo that comes to life on the body of femme fatale). Now, in the works for this week, we see female characters whose own uncontainable embodiment represents an active protest against male power and authority, from the intoxication of Lispector’s narrator, to the simultaneous pleasure and discomfort in sitting experienced by El Saadawi’s Leila, and the exercise of reproductive freedom by Devi’s Giri. You will have the opportunity to examine these topics in more detail in your discussion for this module.

In a groundbreaking essay that has become a foundational text in postcolonial studies, feminist postcolonial theorist Gayatri Spivak poses the question “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Specifically, Spivak’s essay raises the example of the British colonization of India, during which British rule was justified in part as necessary to curb traditions such as sati, a widow’s immolation on the funeral pyre of her husband. In Spivak’s usage, the “subaltern” refers to the so-called third-world or formerly colonized subject without a voice in hegemonic discourses of Western modernity. To pose the question of whether the subaltern can speak is to ask how do the voiceless attain a voice in a world-system that is in part founded not only on their exclusion, but also on discourses that purport to speak in their place, exemplified by the pretenses of British imperialists to speak on behalf of the immolated widow of sati.

Each of the stories in this week’s readings raises the very question of the subaltern subject posed by Spivak: how the voiceless can attain a voice. Perhaps the most extreme example in this week’s readings is that of El Saadawi’s Leila, whose body is subject to violence and constraint in almost every sense conceivable: “Her tongue, her eyes, her mouth, her nose, all the parts of her body, were constrained. Her body was no longer hers” (1106). This story is narrated in the third person, meaning that even at the level of narration, Leila does not gain a voice of her own but rather is spoken for by an external narrator throughout the entire text. Still, the story ends when the judges are forced to conclude the trial in embarrassment. The very attempt to speak on Leila’s behalf by repeating her own words back to her undermines the judges’ own authority, turning Leila’s own uncomfortably embodied presence in the courtroom into a powerful example of resistance to patriarchy.

In the previous modules, we have looked at texts from the center of European modernity, from the periphery of imperialism, as well as from areas of the globe that avoided direct European colonization. With the example of Lispector (from Brazil), as well as next week’s reading from Gabriel García Márquez (from Colombia), we begin to consider Latin American postmodernism and magical realism. It is important to keep in mind that modernity and postmodernity are global phenomena to which nearly all authors “write back” in one way or another. (The exact line between modernity and postmodernity, if there is one, continues to be a topic of active debate among scholars.) The special case of Latin America (especially Brazil) in relation to imperialism and colonialism is nowhere more evident than in Lispector’s story. Ironically enough, the narrator is identified as a poor European immigrant from the former colonizer, Portugal, and the text is filled with references to Brazil’s own revolutionary history. In the works of many of Latin America’s most celebrated authors, we can already see the weaving together of European high modernism with the “writing back” or resistance to modernity’s hegemonic narratives that is characteristic of postcolonial and postmodern literature.

Questions of embodiment and the depiction of the body become even more urgent in global literature written after the postcolonial moment. This and previous modules have covered the network of associations discharged through the iconographies of gender and of empire, with both the colonized other and the feminine invoking the natural world and its attendant associations with primitivism (either atavistic or static). As we have discussed, Enlightenment-based discourses of the subject-self, which lie at the heart of the European imperial project, are grounded in a premise of pure mind, of unfettered reason. The insistence of the body and its intrusion on the subject-self undermine the integrity of pure mind, threatening the existence of the Enlightenment subject. In the final texts of the class, García Márquez’s Love in the Time of Cholera and Haruki Murakami’s Norwegian Wood, we will see additional examples of how the intrusive body, and the unraveling of embodied experience, reflect the instabilities of both modernity and its successor, the new, postmodern world of globalization.
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