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ABSTRACT

The critical history of the texts written by Henry Miller is full of

controversy and conflicting assertions as critics rarely agree on any constant

interpretations of his work, or life.  Some regard him as a playful buffoon without

craft or ability while others believe he is one of the greatest writers of the

twentieth century.  There are those who characterize his writing as obscene smut

but and those who read it as unfailingly romantic.  His work fits into traditional

literary molds as well as post-modern categorizations—and this list continues for

each varied analysis.  However, there has been one claim about Miller’s work

that has received almost unanimous support: that his writing depicts only

negative representations of women.  He has been accused of objectifying or

vilifying women in his texts, of lacking any understanding of femininity or of

women’s experiences, and of maintaining only masculine, sexist interests.  In

short, he has been deemed a misogynist.

The majority of critics accept these assumptions, but this is the one claim

that deserves the most challenge.  There have been a few attempts to counter the

charges of misogyny, but they have mainly been counter-productive.  That is why

the aim of this thesis is to address these unfortunate assertions and provide a

new perspective of his writing that reveals the positive manifestations of

femininity in it.  The entirety of this analysis is based upon Hélène Cixous’ theory

of écriture féminine, which I have applied to Henry Miller’s Tropics trilogy in the

hopes of enlightening audiences about the true revolutionary nature of his work.
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INTRODUCTION

“We are presently living in a transitional period—one in which it seems possible

that the classic structure might be split”

Cixous “Sorties” 83

Henry Miller was one of the great, but underrated, writers of the twentieth

century whose literary merit lies in his groundbreaking approach to writing,

which anticipated new themes, styles, and even genres.  His contributions to

literature were comparable to those of other authors of his generation whom

many consider great writers, like F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway, and

William Faulkner.  Yet, “[h]is position, today, seems as uncertain as his writing

career, the critical reception of his work, and the perception of the man himself”

(Stuhlmann 111), so his work remains on the fringes of scholastic attention.

This was not always the case.  From the first publication of Tropic of

Cancer in Paris in 1934, Miller’s work received a number of accolades from

established authors and critics, including George Orwell—who called Cancer “a

very remarkable book” (“Still Life”)—and Ezra Pound.  Between the 1930s and

the 1970s, his writing also managed to inspire a reputable readership, a list that

included T.S. Eliot, John Dos Passos, Norman Mailer, Lawrence Durrell, and Karl

Shapiro, among others.  These readers understood that Miller was an important

contributor to twentieth-century literature, and they encouraged serious

consideration of Miller’s work.

Miller’s reputation also garnered some noteworthy theoretical attention,

particularly in the mid- to late 1960s, when critical consideration of his writing

began to increase steadily (following the discharge of the ban on his most
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accomplished works, including the Tropics trilogy).  Several insightful books and

articles were written during this decade about his texts, including Ihab Hassan’s

The Literature of Silence: Henry Miller and Samuel Beckett (1967), which

examines themes of annihilation through metaphors of silence with relation to

the movement of “anti-literature”; Jane Nelson’s Form and Image in the Fiction

of Henry Miller (1970), which explores Miller’s use of archetypal descriptions,

based primarily on Jung’s theories, to reveal the “visionary” nature of Miller’s

writing; and Paul Jackson’s article “Literary Pregnancies” in Literature and

Psychology (1969), which considers the relationship Miller’s creative impulses

and the metaphors of pregnancy in his writing.  What distinguished these critical

works from those of their predecessors was their attempt to analyze Miller’s

texts beyond simple appreciation or disdain, or debates of morality and

obscenity, to target instead deeper meanings and metaphors in his work.

The pace of in-depth criticism concerning Miller’s texts waned, however,

beginning in the early 1970s, and, aside from a proliferation of biographical

material about him, the majority of writing on Miller’s work for the next two

decades focused primarily on two perspectives of Miller as an author.  The first

was the result of the long-standing debate between admirers and detractors of his

work based on his frank style and use of sexual content.  Such critical disputes

were not uncommon for works written by twentieth-century writers who were

considered obscene like James Joyce, D.H. Lawrence, even J.D. Salinger, and

they will probably continue as long as people read his (and their) books.  It was

because of the (mistaken) assumption of the pornographic nature of his writing

that Miller was often referred to as “the king of smut” by critics and reviewers.

In spite of the delight Miller took in liberally broaching sexual topics, he was

never pleased to have his work associated with this title, for he never considered

his work even slightly pornographic.  This unfortunate title made it all too easy

for critics to neglect his work’s artistic merit and merely skim the surface of his

ideas by writing his work off as the jottings of a dirty old man.

The literary criticism of the burgeoning second-wave feminist movement,

which deemed Miller a misogynist, was responsible for influencing the second
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common misconception of his work.  One of the first feminist critics to take aim at

his writing was Kate Millett, who made the “virulent sexism” (411) of Miller one

of the subjects of her pioneering work, Sexual Politics (1969).  In her text, she

focuses on what she interprets as the “anxiety and contempt which Miller

registers toward the female sex” (389).  The main point of her argument against

Miller is that his writing reflected damaging patriarchal values that oppressed

women through violence and sexual tyranny.  She maintains that the way he

objectified and victimized women in his writing reflected an unhealthy masculine

desire to exercise power over them, and he used sex to achieve and maintain that

power.  Her analysis focuses primarily on the passages concerning sexual

situations and the language he uses to describe women to show how “Miller

reminds us again and again, obscenity is a form of violence, a manner of

conveying male hostility […] toward the female” (403).

The addition of this emerging feminist voice to the Miller critical

conversation had an emphatically greater impact on the reception of his work in

critical circles than the moral claims against his obscenity.  Charges that his

writing promoted domineering masculine violence against women impaired his

literary reputation.  It became a given that Miller’s writing portrayed women in

only disdainful situations and relegated them to object status.  However, Miller

had not achieved a critical base with his work that was solid enough to ward off

the feminist blows, unlike other twentieth century authors, such as Ernest

Hemingway or D.H. Lawrence, who had also been judged misogynists.  These

feminist criticisms made it difficult for scholars to focus on Miller’s contributions

to literature because his negative reputation overshadowed his work.

Yet, in the decades following the publication of Sexual Politics in 1969, a

number of critics responded negatively to Millett’s indictments of Miller’s writing

because they felt that either her theory was reductive or that her analysis

overlooked the many positive aspects of his work.  Norman Mailer’s tome, Genius

and Lust: A Journey Through the Major Writings of Henry Miller (1976), was

one of the first such responses.  In it, he makes a rigorous attempt to combat the

negative reputation of Miller’s writing.  While he does a very thorough job of
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reading Miller as an artist of merit (and occasionally fault), his tactic of

embracing accusations of Miller’s misogyny, championing the very aspects of his

novels that feminists regarded as the most offensive, had no real positive critical

result.  He even goes so far as to agree that Miller creates “faceless characterless

pullulating broads” and puts them “in all the indignities of position, the

humiliation of situation,” but he excuses the act because, in the end, Miller “still

screams his barbaric yawp of utter adoration for the power and the glory and the

grandeur of the female” (94).  Mailer then implies that Miller’s representation of

women is acceptable because “this [female] power is ready to survive any

content or abuse” (94)—in other words, it does not matter if Miller derided

women because they can take it.  It is no wonder that Mailer’s defense ended up

being more proof for the feminist claims against Miller, doing little to improve his

literary standing.

Mary Kellie Munsil’s critique of Millett’s analysis (which is part of a larger

critique of the feminist response to Miller’s work) proves a bit more efficacious

than Mailer’s response.  In her article, “The Body in the Prison House of

Language: Henry Miller, Pornography and Feminism” (1992) she points out the

ways that feminist claims of obscenity (like Millett’s) and pornography against

Miller are inadequate, saying that “the feminist response to Miller has proved

little more sophisticated than that of his actual or would-be censors, addressed as

it has been primarily, or exclusively, to this sexual content” (285).  She asserts

that criticism such as Millett’s remains reductive because it concentrates on only

a minor aspect of Miller’s texts.  In order for any feminist analysis to sustain

such strong accusations of misogyny, it must attempt to consider a text as a

whole, instead of focusing only on certain episodes within it.

To elucidate her position further, Munsil then undertakes an in-depth

feminist analysis of his work based on the understanding that “[i]t is becoming

more and more necessary for feminists to read a text such as Tropic of Cancer in

the light of the complex interplay of language and bodily experience” (285).

However, unlike Mailer, Munsil’s intentions are less to promote Miller’s writing

than to provide an example of the ways that the misogynistic mechanisms of a
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patriarchal society replicate themselves in writing.  She gives Miller’s work

credit for “its potential for subversion” (289) because it attempts to eradicate the

communication gaps between genders by “uncovering certain failures in the

system of language” (292).  Nevertheless, she concludes that Miller’s writing

could not escape what she feels is a deep, socially ingrained misogyny.  Though

Munsil does not exactly commend his efforts, her article provides some insight

into his value as a writer, and she ends on a positive note about the ways that

feminists can learn from his literary contributions and “take advantage of such

openings” as Miller creates in his writing “to create new ways out of the ‘prison-

house of language’” (295).

Leon Lewis’s interpretation of Miller is decidedly more encouraging than

Munsil’s because he sees the work as an achieved, as opposed to a failed, vision.

Yet, like Munsil, he disagrees with Millett in the introduction to his book, Henry

Miller The Major Writings (1986), which begins with a thorough overview of the

preceding major critical writing about Miller.  Lewis feels that Millett

misrepresented Miller’s intentions and ignored the subtleties of his work, and in

his critique of Millett, which has more focus and detail than Munsil’s, he contests

Millett’s three main allegations against Miller.  “First,” as “an outsider,” Miller

had “no stake in the ‘maintenance of power’ of a system that excluded him.

Second, his sexuality does not depend on violence.  Third, there is a great deal

happening between sexual sessions” (167).  Not only does Lewis maintain that

the subjects of Miller’s writing span a large breadth of human experiences, he

also provides a gentler interpretation of Miller’s representations of sex by

revealing the rich passages of passion, acceptance, and love that occur in Miller’s

texts.

The whole point of Lewis’ book is to give a decidedly more comprehensive

understanding of the texts in order to “illuminate [Miller’s] enduring appeal to so

many people” (20).  Throughout the book, Lewis combines a comprehensive

biographical outline of Miller’s creative journey with an examination of the

results of that journey, Miller’s texts, to reveal the vivacity of his creative vision

and its effect on literature in general.  The book presents a balanced evaluation of
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Miller’s work, and even though Lewis sees inadequacies in some aspects of

Miller’s writing, he is also very clear about what he sees as Miller’s talents and

influence as a writer.

Michael Woolf’s article, “Beyond Ideology: Kate Millett and the Case for

Henry Miller” (1989), also advocates Miller’s vision and points out the failings in

Millett’s analysis.  Like Munsil, Woolf recognizes the subversive potential in

Miller’s approach to language, and his main complaint against Millett is her

inability to recognize this potential.  The unique aspect of Woolf’s article is his

recognition of Millett’s “profound sympathy for many of Miller’s attitudes and

narrative strategies” (166).  He uses Millett’s autobiographical writings as a tool

for his analysis of Miller to show the ways that both of their writing explores the

creation of individual consciousness (while also clarifying the similarities

between them).  Not only does Woolf see that they “are profoundly related by a

sense that the drama of self-liberation is the essential material of creative

expression” (166), he also sees a correlation between each author’s use of sex as

“the mechanism through which the private or essential self is realized” (169),

which implies that Woolf finds Millett’s claim that the sexuality in Miller’s texts

is an empty expression of the frivolously obscene unfounded.  By showing that

Millett’s autobiographical material contradicts her theory, Woolf provides a

strong case against Millett’s theory, while giving more credence to Miller’s

writing.

Regrettably, there remains one consistent flaw in all three articles, as well

as in the remaining contemporary writing about Miller—none of the authors

denies the claims of Miller’s misogyny outright, and most continue to work from

the assumption that Miller’s work reflects misogynistic representations of

women.  Munsil feels that Miller’s work, though innovative, is still based on

misogynist values.  Lewis asks the reader to accept Miller despite his “demons”

(165) and overlook possibly degrading scenes or ignore sexist language to focus

instead on his talents and contributions as a writer.  Woolf avoids the issue of

misogyny altogether, never once referring to Millett’s accusations in his critique

of her theory.
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So far, the critical attempts either to reduce or reevaluate the feminist

stigma associated with Miller’s writing prove to be only slightly more effective

than Millett’s oblique praise concerning his literary value compared to the force

of her condemnation of his values.  At the beginning of her chapter on his work,

she writes that “Henry Miller is surely one of the major figures of American

literature today […] He is likely to be one of the most important influences on our

contemporary writing” (387).  In the end, however, Millett’s praise cannot

compensate for the debilitating effects of her charges against him, which is why

the state of Miller scholarship still reverberates with the echoes of her

accusations.

In spite of the obstacles that feminist criticism created for scholars

concerned with Miller’s oeuvre, there have been a few critics within the last

decade who regard Miller and his work as worthy of study.  Current work about

Miller’s writing includes additional biographically oriented studies that concern

the man Henry Miller as much, or more, than the writer, as in the compilation

Significant Others: Creativity and Intimate Partnership (1993) or Frank

Kersnowski’s Conversations with Henry Miller (1994).  There have also been

comparative studies that either relate Miller’s work to his contemporaries, like

Sam Bluefarb’s article “Henry Miller’s James Joyce: A Painful Case of Envy”

(1999) or identify his predecessors, as Maria Bloshetyn does in “After

Dostoyevsky: Henry Miller and the End of Literature” (1998) or Raoul R.

Ibargüen does in “Celine, Miller, and the American Canon” (1994).

However, only the more recent in-depth theoretical analyses of his writing

achieve the critical caliber of the scholarly attention Miller received in the late

1960s.  Several critics in particular make a notable attempt to elaborate the

complex meanings and profound artistic significance of his work by focusing on

the existential or surrealist tendencies in Miller’s texts.  These works include

Ranganath Nandyal’s Henry Miller as an Existential Outsider (1999), Paul

Jackson’s Henry Miller and the Surrealist Discourse of Excess: A Post-

Structuralist Reading (2001), Caroline Blinder’s A Self-Made Surrealist: Ideology

and Aesthetics in the Work of Henry Miller (2000), and Gay Louise Balliet’s
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Henry Miller and the Surrealist Metaphor: Riding the Ovarian Trolley” (1996).

These studies of Miller’s texts show the most promise for rejuvenating any

lingering critical interest in his work, and their existence reveals a new trend in

Miller scholarship regarding the extent of his artistic experimentation with

language and the ways that his writing challenges conventional boundaries of

meaning.

Because of the recent increase in critical interest regarding Miller’s work, I

believe that now is the time to reevaluate his importance as a twentieth-century

author.  As the most crippling criticism pertaining to Miller’s writing has come

from feminist theorists, it seems most appropriate to use feminist theory to re-

examine his work and demonstrate its value.  I have chosen to analyze Miller’s

Tropic of Cancer, Black Spring, and Tropic of Capricorn using French theorist

Hélène Cixous’ notion of écriture féminine to provide a feminist reading of his

texts that counters assertions that Miller’s work reflects any misogynistic

impulses.  In fact, I aim to prove that his writing does not deride women—it

celebrates them (or all things feminine).

In addition to opposing claims of Miller’s misogyny, I show that the

subversive nature of Miller’s writing reflects feminist interests for the ways it

undermines patriarchal values to envision individual expression outside of social

constraints.  Cixous’ theory of écriture féminine is vital to my analysis because it

explains the ways that writing can subvert the oppressive mechanisms of a

phallogocentric language that relies on binary oppositions translated into

patterns of dominance and submission (that privilege masculine ways of being

and knowing over feminine).  Using her theory, which encourages breaking down

these dualistic expressions of thought through a linguistic exploration of the

feminine within, will allow me to show how Miller’s writing works to eradicate

those boundaries by employing a what Cixous would refer to as a feminine

perspective.  Accordingly, his work negates the destructive forces of patriarchy

and the ways it represses any individual expression of being and knowing that

are not masculine.
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Before I can begin analyzing Miller’s early texts, it is necessary to provide

some background on Hélène Cixous’ theory.  My first chapter deals primarily

with her concept of écriture féminine and its use as a tool for literary analysis.

Throughout my explanation of écriture féminine and, later, in my analysis of

Miller’s texts, I refer to the work of Verena Andermatt Conley, Susan Sellers,

Pam Morris, and Toril Moi that concerns both Cixous and écriture féminine to

supplement my own interpretation.  Since contemporary feminist literary critics

have, for the most part, written off Cixous’ notion of écriture féminine as

essentialist, after I give an overview of her theory, I address the critical

misapprehensions that led feminists to denounce it.  I intend to use this chapter

to provide only a general outline of her theory; an explanation of the specific

principles of écriture féminine will accompany my analysis of Tropic of Cancer,

Tropic of Capricorn, and Black Spring, which comprises the following two

chapters.

In my second chapter, I address the way Miller’s articulation of his

experiences as an individual reflect principles of Cixous’ theory.  I create a

general outline that describes steps necessary to achieve écriture féminine, with

regard to Miller’s work, including recognizing the problem with patriarchal

standards and individual collusion with these standards, rejecting

phallogocentric language, claiming an individuated language, and embracing the

self through subversion and the exploration of language beyond phallogocentric

limitations.

The third chapter begins with an explanation of the way Miller achieves

écriture féminine through the use of ambiguous and contradictory metaphors

that allow for a multiplicity of meaning.  I then analyze the theme of the body in

Miller’s texts and its relationship to écriture féminine.  Within this section, I

discuss the body as a source of creativity and the function of sex not as a

mechanism of masculine oppression but as a representation of individuality that

allows for the denial of patriarchal constraints on expression.

Once I complete my analysis of Miller’s three texts, I intend to conclude my

study by showing that the application of Cixous’ theory to texts like Miller’s



10

allows feminist critics to look past the limited perspective of gender to discover

new aspects of linguistic meaning that could potentially lead to a feminist theory

that is less divisive and more focused on the ways individual differences can

create social unity.  This post-gender theory comes from the notion that behavior

is not the result of biological impulses but individually cultivated desires, and I

believe it could prove an effective catalyst for the revision of contemporary

feminist literary criticism.

Ultimately, my goal in this study is to reveal a previously overlooked

perspective of Miller’s work—a point of view that shows his appreciation of

women.  Through my analysis, I hope to help extract his writing from the abyss

of single-minded criticism to which it has so long been banished and open up

Miller scholarship to broader ranges of interpretation and theories.  I also intend

to show how the writing of both Cixous and Miller was ahead of its time, critically

and linguistically, and to encourage reconsideration of Miller’s writing and

Cixous’ theory as well as feminist methodology in general.
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CHAPTER 1

HÉLÈNE CIXOUS:

WRITING A REVOLUTION

Throughout her writing career, Hélène Cixous’ “writerly endeavor” has

been “ a call to freedom—personal, collective—and a need to do away with all

forms of repression” (Conley Writing xi).  For Cixous, individual repression is an

inevitable consequence of the way western patriarchal society translates its

phallocentric standards, which reflect the experiences and interests of men, into

language.  She believes that society’s use of phallocentric language to define its

values is dangerous because it relies on “dual, hierarchical oppositions…(where)

ordering intervenes, where a law organizes what is thinkable by (dual,

irreconcilable; or sublatable, dialectical) oppositions” (“Sorties” 64).  Essentially,

by using phallocentric language, society affords privilege to one word/idea by

devaluing its opposite.  As far as Cixous is concerned, any system founded upon a

dichotomy of domination and submission affects everyone negatively because it

interferes with an individual’s right to express him or herself freely.  This is why

she focuses much of her writing on the unnecessary social inequity caused by

this ideological power struggle.

There is one particular imbalance caused by the hierarchical dualities in

phallocentric language that concerns Cixous: the socio-sexual imbalance.  To

demonstrate the way language conveys this disparity, Cixous lists several

common binary opposites in the beginning of “Sorties” (from The Newly Born

Woman [1975], co-written with Catherine Clement).

Activity/passivity

Sun/Moon
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Culture/Nature

Day/Night

Father/Mother

Head/Heart

Intelligible/Palpable

Logos/Pathos.

(63)

She then challenges the reader to find the term that society would generally

associate with a woman by asking, “Where is she?”  Since women are most often

associated with all things emotional, natural, and docile, it makes sense that

most readers would find “woman” in the second term of each opposition.

Cixous’ example reveals the way that surface distinctions between binary

oppositions reflect a deeper sexual hierarchy that relies on the fundamental

opposition man/woman and how, in phallocentric language, the second term in

binary oppositions corresponds to society’s notion of femininity.  This, she

believes, is why women have long been the oppressed sex.  “Night to his day—that

has forever been the fantasy.  Black to his white.  Shut out of his system’s space,

she is the repressed that ensures the system’s functioning” (“Sorties” 67), for

nothing can dominate without the submission of something; there can be no

strong without the weak or good without the bad.  Thus, Cixous intends to show

that all “opposition can be analysed as a hierarchy where the ‘feminine’ side is

always seen as the negative, powerless instance” (Moi 104) and that, in such a

divisive system, femininity must remain subject to the phallocentric privilege of

masculinity.

Any practical investigation of the consequences of using phallocentric

language begins with the process of writing because, shaped as it is by the

dominant standards of the privileged order, it is an integral part of the way

society passes on its values.  As Cixous sees it, “[n]early the entire history of

writing is confounded with the history of reason, of which it is at once the effect,

the support, and one of the privileged alibis.  It has been one with the

phallocentric tradition” (“Laugh” 879).  So, in a patriarchal society, writing
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manifests the hierarchical oppositions derived from phallocentric language.  That

is why she “maintain[s] unequivocally that there is such a thing as marked

writing; that, until now, far more extensively and repressively than is ever

suspected or admitted, writing has been run by libidinal and cultural—hence

political, typically masculine—economy” (879) that not only reflects dualistic

thinking, but also reinforces dualistic thinking in those who read and write it.  In

this masculine writing, as in society, male (the typical purveyor of masculine

thinking) is better than female (who, conversely, is assumed to embody the

feminine), linear logic is better than circular reasoning, mind is better than body,

and knowledge is better than experience.

Of course, society cannot render language itself obsolete just because

language has been manipulated into an oppressive force. Cixous’ desire is not to

“suddenly, invent a whole new language, and thus hope to situate ourselves

outside ideology and history;” rather, she wishes to show her readers how they

“can attempt to re-mark and displace terms” to transform ideology from within

(Conley Hélène Cixous 41).  Since the problem does not come from the words that

society uses but from the meanings society applies to those words and how those

meanings reflect oppressive cultural values, the key is to work within language,

through writing, in order to change it.  That is why, for Cixous, writing is both the

target to destroy and the means to achieve this destruction.

Despite the fact that writing currently functions as a tool of patriarchal

oppression, Cixous believes that it can also be used to eradicate phallocentrism

because “writing is precisely the very possibility of change, the space that can

serve as a springboard for subversive thought, the precursory movement of a

transformation of social and cultural structures” (“Laugh” 879).  Hence, with

linguistic revolution as her goal, she conceived a “new, insurgent writing” to act

as an “antilogos weapon” that will allow individuals to dismantle the mechanisms

that maintain their subjugation (880).  Her name for this writing/weapon is

écriture féminine.

Even though most of her writing provides insight into her notion of

écriture féminine, through either discussion or example, Cixous never delineates
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her theory in specific terms.  Her reasoning is that “[i]t is impossible to define a

feminine practice of writing, and this is an impossibility that will remain, for this

practice can never be theorized, enclosed, coded—which doesn’t mean that it

doesn’t exist.  But it will always surpass the discourse that regulates the

phallocentric system” (“Laugh” 883).  To pigeonhole her theoretical scheme, to

make a claim that it can only be done one way, to write about it would be to

reproduce the phallocentric discourse.  Instead, she writes through her theory

using performance and description (as opposed to the instruction and

prescription of phallogocentric models) to show the dynamic and fluid essence of

feminine writing, which “can only keep going, without ever inscribing or

discerning contours” (889) or needing to because it embraces the whole of

language and the many diverse forms of expression, unlike the restricted forms

of masculine writing that tend to rely on static categories.

Since feminine writing works outside the confines of binary logic to find its

expression beyond the single privileged perspective of phallocentric language, it

must remain open to prevent replicating the very same hierarchies it intends to

destroy.  As Susan Sellers explains, “[t]he hallmark of écriture féminine is its

willingness to defy the masculine and seek new relations between subject and

other through writing,” where it can “exceed the binary oppositions that

currently structure our thinking and thus create new modes of relations between

subject and object, self and other” (Authorship 5).  Any attempt to define Cixous’

theory strictly would belie her intentions—hence, Cixous’ refusal to define is a

refusal to confine.

Yet, as Cixous points out, just because écriture féminine defies any

simplistic or narrow constriction of meaning, that does not mean it cannot be

achieved.  Her article, “The Laugh of the Medusa” (1976),  (derived from

“Sorties”) in particular exhibits a feminine “writing practice” that “embodies

abundance, creative extravagance, playful excess, [and] the physical materiality

of the female body,” making it an explicit model of écriture féminine (Morris 121-

2).
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In “The Laugh of the Medusa,” Cixous incites and encourages individuals to

consider alternate ways of being by illustrating not only a theoretical outline of

écriture féminine, but also a practical example of how feminine writing can

“undermine the underlying logic, the very perception of reality on which the

present structure of the cultural order rests”—not only as a theory but a practice

of writing (Morris 124).  Her desire is to raise the consciousness of her readers to

make them see how constricted their self-perceptions are, how they can broaden

those perceptions, and how they can translate those new perceptions into force

that will instigate social change.

Her efforts begin with an insistence that people find and investigate the

open territory of the un(der)explored femininity both within and without the self

in order to make it known.  This requires embracing any thought, emotion, or

way of interacting with life that society censors, ignores, or relegates to a

position of insignificance and using new ways to express what they discover.

Only then will people be able to “dash” through masculine writing and “fly” with

the wings of feminine writing, to “take pleasure in jumbling the order of space, in

disorienting it, in changing around the furniture, dislocating things and values,

breaking them all up, emptying structures, and turning propriety upside down”

(“Laugh” 887).  Experimenting with new articulations of being and knowing

through femininity that include both the ignored and the undiscovered denies

masculine privilege and allows people to insist upon recognition of the feminine.

Consequently, this destabilizes the foundation of binary logic because it compels

people to question why the feminine is patriarchy’s other.

From Cixous’ perspective, the feminine has been devalued and disregarded

because it is feared, an estranged, “dark continent” to the enslaving white

continent of patriarchy for whom “[d]ark is dangerous.  You can’t see anything in

the dark, you’re afraid […] And so we have internalized this horror of the dark”

(“Laugh” 878).  Being evacuated from this dark territory of femininity forces

people to leave behind bits and pieces of themselves that do not fit into

patriarchal society.  Cixous, then, intends to help people realize that society’s

fear of the feminine comes from a deeper fear of losing patriarchal privilege and
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how unnecessarily oppressive that privilege is, so it will be easier for them to

face, and eventually eradicate, this fear.  She contends that when people finally

comprehend that the “Dark Continent is neither dark nor unexplorable. —It is

still unexplored only because we’ve been made to believe that it was too dark to

be explorable” (“Laugh” 884-5), they will see the inadequacy of phallocentric

values and finally recuperate their individual losses.

While Cixous works to reveal and validate feminine experience and

expressions through écriture féminine, it is important to distinguish this interest

from a desire to valorize the feminine over the masculine.  Cixous’ intentions

were not to “simply privilege the ‘female’ half of the existing binary opposition

between ‘male’ and ‘female’ […] she questioned the very adequacy of either/or

logics to name the complexity of cultural realities” (Gilbert and Gubar 2037).

Ecriture féminine points out hierarchical structures that masculine writing

perpetuates, but it does not act them out by favoring the feminine over the

masculine or women over men.  If it did, écriture féminine would be guilty of

replicating the same dichotomy it seeks to dismantle.  This is why Cixous makes

it clear that she does not want “to appropriate [masculine] instruments, their

concepts, their places, or to begrudge them their position of mastery.  Just

because there’s a risk of identification doesn’t mean we’ll succumb […].  For us

the point is not to take possession in order to internalize or manipulate” (“Laugh”

887); rather, it is to work from within the oppositions of phallocentric language

to undo them.

Neither is Cixous intent on eradicating masculine principles, just the

privilege afforded them.  Yes, she feels that “a ‘feminine’ position is privileged as

the way forward for women and men,” but she also knows that “the pure adoption

of this position is shown to be both untenable and undesirable […] elements of

masculinity are required to ensure the provision of ‘order’ and the imposition of

necessary limits”  (Sellers Writing 2).  That is why Cixous intended écriture

féminine to be an open space in language that can envelop masculine writing,

which is only possible with feminine writing because it does not automatically

deny masculine writing its space the way that the masculine does for the
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feminine.  Feminine writing, ultimately, is a form of expression that cannot be

confined to notions of masculine or feminine.  Its articulation goes beyond

gender—its voice resides somewhere in-between binary logic, working through

the gaps in language where meaning extends beyond phallocentric constructions.

Ecriture féminine, then, performs within those gaps to forge alternatives, filling

them up and out until they overflow onto both sides with possibilities.

To admit that writing is precisely working (in) the in-between,

inspecting the process of the same and of the other […] to admit this

is first to want the two, as well as both, the ensemble of the one and

the other […] infinitely dynamized by an incessant process of

exchange from one subject to another […] a multiple and

inexhaustible course with millions of encounters and

transformations of the same into the other and into the in-between.

(“Laugh” 883)

Cixous’ refers to this alternative, this “ensemble of the one and the other,”

as a kind of bisexuality.  But, she takes care to differentiate between a “self-

effacing, merger-type bisexuality” that is just a balanced amalgamation of the

masculine and the feminine that could be characterized as neuter or

androgynous and “the other bisexuality […] that is, each one’s location in self

(répérage en soi) of the presence—variously manifest and insistent according to

each person, male or female—of both sexes, nonexclusion either of the difference

or of one sex” (“Laugh” 884).  Cixous’ notion of bisexuality gives authority to the

individual, and its expression through feminine writing gives individuals a way

to claim “the infinite richness of their individual constitutions” (876), whether

they conform to phallocentric values or not.  By “[s]tepping outside, negotiating

the between, feminine writing is to carve out a new space of representation that

will not fit into old grids” (Shiach 22), a space where those who have been

“conned into accepting a domain that is the margin” can begin “taking up the

challenge of a speech which has been governed by the phallus” to “break out of

the snare of silence” and re-envision a language of individuated (as opposed to

gendered) expression (“Laugh” 881).
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Therefore, the in-between is an infinite spectrum of linguistic possibilities,

a state of promise that is inherent to the idea of feminine writing because of its

strength in flexibility and its base in multiplicity.  Écriture féminine is essentially

a celebration of multiplicity; in fact, one could call feminine writing an achieved

multiplicity because, in practice, it is an “open and multiple, varied and

rhythmic” expression that is “full of pleasures and, perhaps more importantly, of

possibilities” for new ways of experiencing the self (Tong 225).

By asserting the primacy of difference (the difference between individuals

and their self-expressions) to emphasize multiplicity, feminine writing

counteracts the homogenizing approach to language instituted by masculine

writing that would have everyone use language to create uniformity.  “Feminine

texts […] strive in the direction of difference, struggle to undermine the

dominant phallogocentric logic, split open the closure of binary opposition and

revel in the pleasures of open-ended textuality” (Moi 108).  The only way

écriture féminine could ever fulfill its purpose, then, is through the

heterogeneous expression of the self that translates all ways of being and

knowing into a myriad of expressive forms; its “heterogeneity mocks any

authoritative or dominant language which must always insist on its version of

‘truth’, ‘identity’ and ‘knowledge’, as single and unquestionable” (Morris 124).

The result of creating such open, feminine texts “cannot fail to be more than

subversive.  It is volcanic; as it is written it brings about an upheaval of the old

property crust, carrier of masculine investments” (888).  These texts will

redistribute signification in a way that will change the nature of language.

This upheaval only partially fulfills Cixous’ fundamental objectives, for the

practice of écriture féminine has “two aims:” not just “to break up, to destroy” the

phallocentric foundation of language, but also “to foresee the unforeseeable, to

project” a chain reaction of emancipation (“Laugh” 875).  Every individual who

uses feminine writing, “is an integral part of all liberations,” so they “must be

farsighted, not limited to a blow-by-blow interaction” (882).  Their “liberation will

do more than modify power relations or toss the ball over to the other camp,” it

“will bring about a mutation in human relations, in thought, in all praxis” (882).
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For Cixous, this mutation will eliminate the need even to qualify the type of

writing people do, for “even the term écriture féminine or ‘feminine’ writing is

abhorrent to her, since terms like ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ themselves

imprison us in binary logic” (Moi 108).  It will all just be writing, the infinite

possibilities of personal expression.

It is important to note that I have taken, and will continue to take

throughout this study, a certain amount of liberty in presenting Cixous’ ideas in

reference to an audience of men and women.  In the beginning of “Medusa,”

Cixous directs her comments toward “a universal woman subject”—as opposed to

one “general” or “typical” woman (875-6); she does this not out of a desire to pit

women against men or to imply that there is no place for men in her ideas but

because she sees that women have something “in common” (876), which is their

association, based on their sex, with socially disadvantaged positions.  However,

this reasoning applies to anyone who has been repressed in patriarchal society,

to anyone in society who might “struggle against conventional man [italics

mine]” (875).  Thus, the term “woman” has a much broader meaning for Cixous.

When she writes that “[t]hanks to their history, women today know (how

to do and want) what men will only be able to conceive of much later […].  She

has been able, through the very movement of mortal alienation, to see more

closely the inanity of ‘propriety’” (“Laugh” 888), the reader can infer that

anyone who is alienated from their culture, who lives outside the patriarchal

value system either by choice or exclusion, shares the same history of

subordination as women.  Taking this into consideration, anyone, no matter what

his or her sex, can be described by the term “woman.”  And Cixous believes that

this universally marginalized subject—“[w]e the precocious, we the repressed of

culture […] the labyrinths, the ladders, the trampled spaces, the bevies”

(878)—will abolish phallocentric society, for “[w]hen the ‘repressed’ of their

culture and their society returns, it’s an explosive, utterly destructive,

staggering return, with a force never yet unleashed and equal to the most

forbidding of suppressions” (886).  That is why “woman” is the most immediate,

but certainly not the exclusive, audience for écriture féminine.
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Yet, Cixous also insists that men in general (not just the marginalized

exceptions) will eventually “be able to conceive” écriture féminine once they

finally recognize the ways that patriarchal society subjugates them (“Laugh”

888).  In phallocentric systems, the obligations that accompany privilege

actually deny those who maintain privilege the exploration of other ways of

being, so the need to resist phallocentrism applies to men as much as women.

“Phallocentrism is the enemy.  Of everyone.  Men’s loss in phallocentrism is

different from but as serious as women’s.  And it is time to change.  To invent the

other history” (“Sorties” 83) by working together in language.

Even though women have been forced to use the “scepter” of a

phallocentric language that confines them to femininity based on their sex while

denying them a language to describe those experiences, men have been forced to

play this “scepter” and act out the “grotesque and scarcely enviable destiny (just

imagine) of being reduced to a single idol with clay balls” by maintaining

masculinity, which is assumed to reflect their individual experience because they

have penises (“Laugh” 884).  In light of this, even the “privileged” are subject to

the oppression of phallocentric language.  Men still have just as much to explore

in themselves as women, and they are just as capable as women are of expressing

their femininity (their silenced, repressed experiences and thoughts) through

the practice of feminine writing.  Therefore, from Cixous’ point of view, both

sexes are equally responsible for “break[ing] the old circuits.  It will be up to man

and woman to render obsolete the former relationship and all its consequences,

to consider the launching of a brand new subject, alive, with defamilialization”

(890).  So, keeping Cixous’ greater purpose in mind, I avoid, for the most part,

using the gendered nouns and pronouns within the excerpts of her writing to

discourage any possible misinterpretation.

Most of the criticism surrounding Cixous’ ideas comes from a

misunderstanding regarding the extent to which écriture féminine embraces a

non-discriminatory use of language.  In spite of the fact that écriture féminine

embraces open interpretations, the majority of Cixous’ critics “tend to fix her

views in an altogether rigid mould” that go against everything that feminine
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writing represents (Moi 103).  A number of controversies involving her

representations of male and female behaviors and motivations and the

practicality of écriture féminine have prompted many feminist theorists to

disregard Cixous’ ideas about feminine writing.  However, their complaints are

the result of misapprehension, both of Cixous’ use of language and the

relationship between écriture féminine and social change.

One of the more common misconceptions about écriture féminine is that it

represents essentialist notions of sex.  “[B]y making such claims as ‘women are

multiple,’ ‘women are open to the other,’ ‘women write in white ink,’ she does

seem to be affirming some sort of ‘essence’ of woman” (Gilbert and Gubar 2038).

Critics often accuse Cixous of acting out the same dualistic thinking she so

fervently attacks in phallocentrism because Cixous writes about the female body

as a source of écriture féminine and about the “propriety of woman” that allows

them to imagine and explore the feminine within (“Laugh” 889).  Many feel that

even “[t]hough she refuses to accept the binary opposition of femininity and

masculinity, Cixous repeatedly insists on her own distinction between a

‘masculine’ and a ‘feminine’ libidinal economy” (Moi 110).  In other words, they

believe Cixous prescribes certain appropriate behaviors based on sex because

they equate her use of feminine with female.  They assume from Cixous’

descriptions of female sexual experiences with relation to the feminine writing

process that she means to speak for all women, that her examples stand as the

only models of femininity when Cixous is the first to admit that “you can’t talk

about a female sexuality, uniform, homogenous, classifiable into codes” (“Laugh”

876).

Of course, her use of the term “feminine” is complicated.  In one sense,

when she describes the social connotation of the feminine, it stands as the

opposite of masculine.  In the other sense, specific to her use of the term feminine

in écriture féminine, it means more than masculine.  When critics reject Cixous’

ideas as essentialist and insist that her notions of femininity relate solely to

females, they reveal their own difficulty in resisting the dualistic thinking that

prevents them from clearly seeing Cixous’ intentions toward re-envisioning a
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language of non-gendered distinctions.  They fail to recognize the broader

significance of her use of terms like “feminine” and “woman,” even though Cixous

anticipates this failure by explaining, “I write ‘woman.’  What is the difference?

[…] be wary of names; they are nothing but social tools, rigid concepts, little

cages of meaning assigned, as you know, to keep us from getting mixed up with

each other” (Cixous Coming 49).

Thus, it is the critics who make the mistake mentioned earlier of

continuing to think in terms of male/female opposition when “the new

opposition” that Cixous examines is “between a logic of the One and a logic of

heterogeneity and multiplicity” (Gilbert and Gubar 2038).  Cixous’ “‘feminine’

libidinal economy” is not the opposite of a masculine libidinal economy, it is more

than the masculine, and it expresses human sexuality, not just female sexuality.

The only reason that Cixous chose to describe writing in terms of masculine and

feminine was

[f]or convenience […] Cixous employs the labels masculine and

feminine to suggest the way these positions tend under patriarchy to

divide.  However—and this is important in connection with Cixous’

work on écriture féminine—she states that the terms are merely

markers and can—perhaps should—be exchanged for others.

(Sellers Authorship 3)

Critiques of Cixous’ essentialism also overlook the way that she advised

against stereotyping by distinguishing “classic representations of women (as

sensitive—intuitive—dreamy, etc.)” as a trait of male writing specifically because

it inscribes a particular way of being to only one sex (“Laugh” 878).  In écriture

féminine, there is no one way to describe or discuss individual behaviors; that is

why it expresses infinite possibilities for being for all sexes.  However, keeping in

mind the possibility that readers could conflate her use of the term feminine with

female actions (instead of repressed expressions), she made an effort to

anticipate and prevent any essentialist misinterpretations of écriture féminine:

I make a point of using the qualifiers of sexual difference here to

avoid the confusion of man/masculine, woman/feminine: for there
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are some men who do not repress their femininity, some women

who, more or less strongly, inscribe their masculinity.  Difference is

not distributed, of course, on the basis of socially determined ‘sexes’

[…].  We have to be careful not to lapse smugly or blindly into an

essentialist ideological interpretation.  (“Sorties” 81)

Cixous’ notion of écriture féminine is entirely about making room for an

“as yet unimagined, ungendered possibilities of speaking, knowing, and living”

(Dimen 35) that will integrate all ways of being and knowing into the social

vocabulary and give individuals a way to unite regardless of sex, gender, class, or

race.  That is why her theory is so important to contemporary feminist studies.

Once feminist critics recognize the breadth of feminine writing’s possibilities and

applicability and understand its practicality for expressing a common language

founded in individual differences—which occupies the space in-between notions of

sex and gender—they might see that écriture féminine represents the future of

not only feminist theory but the movement toward social equality.  Changing the

way that people think and communicate is the necessary first step toward a

revolutionary reconstruction of social relations.
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CHAPTER 2

FINDING THE FEMININE

“What little I have learned about writing amounts to this: it is not what people

think it is.  It is an absolutely new thing each time with each individual”

Miller Black Spring 30

Coming to Writing

Despite indictments of rampant chauvinism, Henry Miller’s work

embraces the feminine, exemplifying the open approach to self-expression that

Hélène Cixous illustrates in “Laugh of the Medusa.”  Applying Cixous’ theory of

écriture féminine to texts such as Miller’s illuminates the way writers can

employ multiple manifestations of gender.  That is why I have chosen to analyze

his Tropics trilogy using her theory, so I can show the numerous elements of

écriture féminine Miller uses as he explores the creation of his own

consciousness through writing and reveals a deep connection to the feminine

within himself.

As I explained in Chapter One, Cixous believes that feminine writing

expresses individuality in ways that deny the oppressive binary oppositions

inherent in the hierarchical language of patriarchy.  However, feminine writing

is more than the result of consciousness freed from these constraints; it is also a

continual exploration of the self as it seeks freedom.  The act of writing is as

much a way to remove dualistic blinders as it is a journey into consciousness—as

well as an account of the journey solidified by the act of writing, of taking up the

pen against the odd(s) within one’s self.  In the case of Miller, this journey

parallels the act of seeking his creative self.  Since accessing one’s individuality
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requires exploration of all abilities and desires within one’s self, it naturally

follows that one’s creativity can be found along the same path—both rely on

claiming one’s individual language to voice one’s own repressed reality.  That is

why, through writing, Miller’s self-exploration helped him both to distinguish the

tyrannically oppressive values inherent in phallogocentric language and to reject

those values.

Recognizing the inadequacies in a patriarchal society is the first step

toward understanding the phallogocentric nature of patriarchal language, and

this must occur before individuals can abandon this language.  Thus, Cixous

believes that writers must find “the enemy and all his destructive figures:

authority, repression, censorship, the unquenchable thirst for wealth and power”

in order to produce écriture féminine (“Sorties” 72).  Each value or device of

patriarchy, when filtered through the binary constructs of phallogocentric

language, works to control individual thoughts and forms of communication.

Without recognizing patriarchal values as the source and the means of individual

repression, it would be difficult to resist manipulation.

There are many ways that individuals can uncover the “enemy.”  For

example, in “Into the Night Life” from Black Spring (1963), Miller portrays a

moment of the kind of recognition Cixous encourages in the form of a dream.  In

this passage, Miller renders an expedition through his deepest subconscious in

complex, fantastic images that describe the oppression felt by his dreaming self.

This vision begins in “a strange, narrow little room,” where he has no sense of

himself—“I can’t tell any more who I am or where I came from or how I got

there”—which indicates clearly that he feels trapped and insecure (153).  Cixous

uses a similar metaphor to describe that sense of confusion felt by oppressed

individuals who “have wandered around in circles, confined to the narrow room

in which they’ve been given a deadly brainwashing” (“Laugh” 877)—control

through incarceration and encoding.

In this dream, Miller is also in the presence of some strange figure that

makes him “petrified with fright” (Black Spring 153).  Because he describes the

figure, a properly attired and intimidating man, as “standing in the doorsill
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watching [him]” (153), one imagines that this figure blocks the doorway, so

Miller cannot escape the confines of the room.  The man then

 asks my name, my address, my profession, what I am doing and

where I am going and so on and so forth […].  He asks endless prying

questions to which I am unable to respond, first because I have lost

my tongue, and second because I cannot remember any longer what

language I speak.  ‘Why don’t you speak?’ he says […].  (153)

This passage reveals two realizations.  First, the patriarchal figure

demands answers of Miller based on a strict set of appropriate questions that

define certain information the man/patriarchy considers important.

Immediately, a sense of friction develops between the writer’s personal ideals

and society’s expectations.  Here, Miller discovers that he cannot define himself

in terms of what a patriarchal society values—his title, where he lives, what he

does for a living, what he wants to make of himself.  This moment designates his

shift toward a feminine position in society, a difficult realization that would

account for part of the frustration described in the dream.  Miller knows, at least

subconsciously, that he does not relate to the patriarchal world, even if he shows

that he knows the language of the patriarch because he understands the

questions.

Miller’s second realization is that he is physically and mentally unable to

answer the man.  The loss of his tongue and his memory regarding speech reveal

that he neither knows his own language, nor has a means to express his language

even if he knew it.  Thus, he finds himself subject to the restrictions of being in a

feminine position, lacking the privilege of the masculine perspective and the

language that describes it.  He is now impotent, without the means to understand

himself much less make himself understood. The fundamental disjunction

between his individual values and the values of patriarchy, then, lies in this

linguistic barrier.

Worth noting is the way that Miller chooses to characterize this insight, for

dreams, the opposite, and therefore inferior, of reality, are not a generally,

socially accepted source of “knowledge.”  They relate to intuition and emotion,
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part of what patriarchal society deems feminine.  But dreams, for Miller,

represent an ideal place to discover truths outside of the patriarchal value

system.  Dreams are another way to access the unconscious, “that other limitless

country […] where the repressed manage to survive” (Cixous “Laugh” 880), so

he uses them freely.

That is why, in Black Spring, Miller describes the process of

creating/writing a book as a kind of achieved dream state (and this refers to

Black Spring, to the book of life he writes as he lives, to all inspirational and

inspired texts).  For him, it is

[b]y means of the dream technique [that the author] peels off the

outer layers of his geologic mortality and comes to grips with his

true mantic self, a non-stratified area of semi-liquid character.  By

submerging the visible I he dives below the threshold of his

schizophrenic habit patterns.  (230-1)

Only by looking below the surface “outer layers” using this ‘feminine’ insight can

one explore alternative kinds of knowledge that are not typical of phallocentric

perspectives.

The images that make up a dream are extremely personal, therefore

unique, to each individual.  Language or ideas that might otherwise be denied a

conscious person who has yet to understand the depths of her or his social

conformity can be freely explored in dreams.  In other words, accepting the

validity of what one experiences in dreams, finding the truth about one’s

individuality from them, is a way to wake up to a self that is defined by more (and

necessarily expressed by more) than the language offered by a patriarchal

society.

No matter how one discovers that the values of society are not one’s own,

once this discovery occurs, it is inevitable that one must then realize the

difficulty, if not impossibility, of trying to communicate with others who

participate in patriarchal society.  In a passage describing his first real attempt

at writing, Miller characterizes the frustration he feels once he finally sees that

“between my language and the telegraphic code employed by my bosom friends
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there was a world of difference […] those about me, that is to say, a continent of a

hundred million people, failed to understand my language” (Capricorn 287).  His

frustrations imply that, one, his use of language signifies meanings that conflict

with traditional, patriarchal values and two, that because his language does not

originate from those values, he faces an imperative of collusion or silence.

On one hand, he can suppress the newly recognized alternative (therefore,

feminine) perspective within him and contort his experiences to fit the

hierarchical constructions of phallogocentric language, so he can communicate

en masse.  Unfortunately, he knows that “[t]o write intelligibly for them I would

have been obliged to first of all kill something,” and he continues, describing the

“precious new world” of modern man “reared on the destruction of the innocent,

on rape and plunder and torture and devastation” (Capricorn 287).  It is not

clear what exactly Miller would need to kill—maybe the truth within him, maybe

his desires for an unadulterated language—what is clear is that he sees

patriarchy for the destructive force that it always has been, just as Cixous

describes it: “Opposition, hierarchizing exchange, the struggle for mastery which

can end only in at least one death […]—all that comes from a period in time

governed by phallocentric values” (“Laugh” 893).

In the conquer-or-be-conquered framework of the hierarchical system of

patriarchy, there is little room for neutrality.  The power of the patriarch leaves

no room for equals, only betters.  Consequently, as a man and a writer, to use this

“code language of rape and murder” (288), he would have had to become,

willingly and consciously, one of the oppressors.  He would have to participate in

the social hierarchy as one of the privileged and use language to maintain this

power over anyone society considered inferior.

On the other hand, Miller can retreat into silence as he suppresses all of his

impulses toward self-expression to avoid the “most excruciating agony [of

having] the word annihilated before it had even left my mouth” (Capricorn 288).

In some ways, it seems better to stand mute against the patriarchal system that

exploited his language for purposes of phallogocentric privilege, rather than

participate in it because he would not have to wield the linguistic weapons of the
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oppressor.  However, this option is really just another kind of oppressive weapon:

collusion.  For all social systems count on those who remain passive within the

system as much as those who actively contribute to its maintenance.

If Miller could not say what he wanted to say, then, he “learned, by bitter

experience, to hold my tongue; I learned to sit in silence, and even smile, when

actually I was foaming at the mouth” (Capricorn 288).  First, choosing to

maintain silence because he cannot endure having his language become a means

for phallogocentric ends obliges him to deny his impulses, suffer his perceptions

to the propagation of the system.  Second, as implied by the smile that strains to

keep his words from escaping only to be stolen from him, his silence would take

the form not just of mere tolerance but acceptance. Hence, either his language or

his behavior becomes subject to patriarchal influence, and this is certainly

nothing to smile about.

Miller knows that by maintaining his soul-curdling silence, he is partially

responsible for maintaining the necessity for silence: “Above all I was an eye, a

huge searchlight which scoured far and wide, which moved ceaselessly and

pitilessly.  This eye so wide-awake seemed to have made all my other faculties

dormant” (Capricorn 76).  As an all-seeing eye, he is aware without being

involved, and he cannot avoid the infection of the patriarchal standard of one

way of being that requires the repression of so many aspects of his individuality.

Someone who reveals the mechanisms of patriarchal oppression within

society, then within one’s self, will unavoidably come to understand that these

mechanisms must be entirely taken out of one’s personal and social frame of

reference in order for them to be debilitated.  Thus, if Miller wants to find all that

he has been missing within himself, he needs to extricate his mind from the

phallogocentric grasp.  That is why he writes, “I wanted a metamorphosis […].  I

wanted that eye extinguished so that I might have a chance to know my own

body, my own desires” (Capricorn 76).  He can no longer nurture a single aspect

of his consciousness—he needs to expand his perspective to include an

alternative—the feminine aspects that have previously been denied him.  To
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accomplish this, he will break away from the compliant social role that demands

he either participate in or support patriarchal law.

After recognizing the extent to which phallogocentric language warps

individual experiences by refusing access to the expressions of one’s femininity,

the next step is to sever one’s self from the standards that shape this language.

According to Morag Schiach’s interpretation of Cixous’ theory, this severing

cannot occur until the “inner need to write is finally stronger than the pressures

on her to silence” (25).  Plunging into desperation, oppressed individuals “must

have lost everything, have been driven to their limit, before they can risk the

taboo of writing” (25-26).  Otherwise, it would be too simple for them to fall back

into comforting silence or the ill-fitting, but readily available, language of

patriarchy.  The writing that comes from the edge of reason gives an individual

the freedom to break through boundaries.

Each of Miller’s Tropics texts represents a limit that he reached and

exceeded within himself.  They are the exultant outpouring of a man who

discovers that he is not of the system in which he was reared, a man who can no

longer neglect the certainty of his oppression or deny the previously silenced

language within that swelled and demanded a voice.  When he writes, “I have

adapted myself to a world which never was mine.  I want to break through this

enlarged world” (Capricorn 145), he describes the impetus to write that led to

each text, and that this impetus proved stronger than the comfort of what he had

previously known.

For Cixous, this very urge to find the language that resides in-between the

gaps of dualistic constructions begins to unravel masculine writing and the

binary logic behind it that makes femininity an unfit subject and that traps

individuals inside what Cixous refers to as “the discourse of man” (“Laugh” 887).

Reaching this point means that an individual is ready, “to dislocate this ‘within,’

to explode it, turn it around, and seize it; to make it hers, containing it, taking it

in her own mouth, biting that tongue with her very own teeth to invent for

herself a language to get inside of” (887).  Interestingly, Miller also shows how he
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accomplishes the break through he seeks in the very act of writing his desires,

just as Cixous performs écriture féminine even as she writes about it.

To provide a clear example of this moment in Miller’s work, I refer back to

Miller’s dream from “Into the Night Life.”  When he faces the frustration of being

unable to speak, he describes a moment that echoes Cixous’ own illustration.  He

writes, “[m]y anguish is so great that is seems I must speak even if I have no

tongue, even if I know not who I am or where I came from. With my two hands I

try to wrench my jaws apart, but the teeth are locked.  My chin crumbles away

like dry clay” (Black Spring 153).  He has hit the bottom but not the end.  At a

time when it seems most hopeless for him to find a way to speak, something in

the agony of his perseverance prevails.  The man in the doorway suddenly

disappears and his desire to speak becomes even stronger.  Then, even though

Miller remains in the small room, he gives the distinct impression that he is no

longer trapped there because he can now see the world outside of it, the world

that was blocked by the man.

Finally, he is able to leave, and just as he is “about to cross the border,” his

voice returns, and he says, “I want to declare that I am a traitor to the human

race” (Black Spring 154).  In this segment, Miller describes the culmination of

his long-suppressed desires to express himself in his own language.  He is no

longer afraid to oppose the standards of the patriarchal society in which he lives.

Miller reached his limit, and found he was “truly alone and whenever that

happened the book commenced to write itself, screaming the things which I

never breathed, the thoughts I never uttered, the conversations I never held, the

hopes, the dreams, the delusions I never admitted” (Capricorn 50).  When he is

outside the reach of patriarchal influence, left alone with his own perceptions

and experiences, nothing can prevent his desires from manifesting themselves in

language.  That is what finally made him ready to write his experiences, for as

Cixous notes, “[i]t is by writing […] and by taking up the challenge of speech

which has been governed by the phallus” that the oppressed will “break out of the

snare of silence” (“Laugh” 881). The phallogocentric spell dissipates, and

écriture féminine begins in earnest.
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Declaring Resistance

The only place left for someone who has gone so far as to reject patriarchal

society is feminine writing. Once an individual accepts the challenge to find the

feminine within, all that has been strewn along the peripherals of phallogocentric

language can be brought to the forefront.  All that has been denied, repressed,

and ignored can become part of an individual discourse. Someone who wants to

live his or her ecstasy, who has been driven, by desperation, to exceed the limits

of language no longer has “the slightest regard for these existent governments,

laws, codes, principles, ideals, ideas, totems, and taboos” (Cancer 249).  This

person is no longer subject to the whims of the patriarchs and their values.  She

or he relinquishes all that exists to maintain hierarchical privilege in exchange

for a language of multitudes.

In another passage from Tropic of Capricorn (1961), Miller describes what

happens to an individual when all bonds with patriarchal society have been

broken.

[W]hen you drive a man almost crazy and when, to his own surprise

perhaps, he finds that he still has some resistance, some powers of

his own, then you are apt to find such a man acting very much like a

primitive being […].  Such a man becomes a monomaniac, bent on

doing one thing only and that is to break the evil spell which has

been put upon him.  Such a man is beyond throwing bombs, beyond

revolt; he wants to stop reacting, whether inertly or ferociously.

This man, of all men on earth, wants the act to be a manifestation of

life.  If, in the realization of his terrible need, he begins to act

regressively, to become unsocial, to stammer and stutter, to prove so

utterly unadapted as to be incapable of earning a living, know that

this man has found his way back to the womb and the source of life

and that tomorrow […] he will stand forth as a man in his own right
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and all the powers of the world will be of no avail against him.

(Capricorn 289-290)

This primitive being that Miller describes is an individual who existed

before a system of patriarchy molded society into the divisive structure it is and

who can again exist after patriarchy; this person is the key enforcer for social

change because he or she refuses to participate in this system.  Then, the womb

into which this being returns is a primitive place not in the sense that it is out-

dated but in the sense that, for Miller, it is a place beyond the authority of

patriarchy, a place of wholeness, where there is no division of masculine and

feminine.  Inside the womb, the source of resistance, from which “a new language

builds up which cuts through the death language of the day” (Capricorn 290), the

individual reforms.  He or she recuperates his or her self, and becomes strong

enough to subvert the hierarchical power structures of patriarchy, “to smash

everything, to shatter the framework of institutions, to blow up the law” (Cixous

“Laugh” 888), which is the ultimate goal of the freed individual.

In her article, “Writing as a Woman,” Pam Morris points out that, “[i]n ‘The

Laugh of the Medusa,’ Cixous associates a feminine text with subversiveness”

(123). Hence, a key aspect to recognizing écriture féminine in Miller’s work is

focusing on the ways that he celebrates as much as acts out the subversion of the

patriarchal culture in his texts.  While it is nothing new to point out Miller’s

tendencies to reject the dominant culture in his writing, there is more to his

defiance than simple social disdain or artistic experimentation.  Certainly, his

work exhibits an anti-capitalist, anti-nationalist, anti-puritan flair that

encouraged Ihab Hassan to label Miller’s work part of the “anti-literature”

movement because it reflects an “attitude [that] puts to question the peculiar

power, the ancient excellence, of literary discourse—and challenges the

assumptions of our civilization” (15).  What critics, particularly feminist critics,

have failed to realize is that the resistance in his writing is against the social

constrictions of behavior and beliefs through language that form the basis for all

gender relations.
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In Miller’s work, “he begins by rejecting all the principles and values to

which one ordinarily appeals” (Muller 46).  At the start of his first published

text, Tropic of Cancer (1961), Miller distinguishes himself as different from what

the reader might expect: “I have no money, no resources, no hope.  I am the

happiest man alive” (1).  The difference is twofold.  First, in the way he

deliberately places himself in opposition to patriarchal privilege.  His values

clearly stand in contradiction to patriarchal standards for, as he implies, it is

precisely what society values that would make him unhappy.  Second, because he

does not mind that his values are considered inferior, and therefore more

feminine, from a phallogocentric perspective (since any value that opposes

patriarchal ideals is literally second-rate on the binary scale).

As Cixous sees it, this attitude is integral to feminine writing, for the

individual who is capable of it “never [has to] hold back our thoughts, our signs,

our writing; and we’re not afraid of lacking” (“Laugh” 878) because what “lacks”

in phallogocentric terms is the gain of multiplicity, and it actually allows for more

ways to envision reality.  Just because something does not correspond with

patriarchal values does not mean that it is invalid, and, as I explained in Chapter

One, ideas that are different (and the language that expresses those ideas) often

are the ideas that force open the narrow spaces of dualistic thoughts because

they do not fit into a category of one or the other.  In phallogocentric language,

there is no room for alternate happinesses (or, conversely, sadnesses), for how

can someone possibly be happy without all of the things that society leads people

to believe are necessary to happiness?

There are critics who read Miller’s opposition as purely negative,

opposition for the sake of opposition or anarchy, like Herbert J. Muller, who

believes that Miller merely “committed himself to the fundamental negations: the

principle of scorning all principles, the logic of being illogical, the value of turning

all accepted values inside out” (45).  This type of claim categorizes Miller’s work

within the ideology of the social discontents who wrote throughout the first half

of the twentieth century—people for whom language was most certainly the key

to taking on and condemning the status quo (surrealists, Dadaists, even some
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modernists), and whose writing could be better characterized as “anti-

literature”.  However, such claims do not consider the ways Miller’s work

exceeds negation by including numerous affirmations in his writing.  Miller’s

expressions move with almost tide-like rhythms to include many alternate, and

even contradictory, articulations of emotions and ideas (both negating and

affirming) that intertwine, one leading into the other, because they are all

connected in the spectrum of feminine writing and, therefore, valid, worthy of

expression.

In the first few paragraphs of Tropic of Cancer, Miller oscillates from a

moment of social mutiny to personal triumph as he reveals what he considers the

truth of his writing.

This then?  This is not a book.  This is libel, slander, defamation of

character […] this is a prolonged insult, a gob of spit in the face of

Art, a kick in the pants to God, Man, Destiny, Time, Love,

Beauty…what you will.  I am going to sing for you, a little off key

perhaps, but I will sing.  I will sing while you croak. (2)

How can his rebellious intentions be characterized purely as negation

when they lead to affirmations in the form of a glorious song of the self*?  Really,

neither state is more positive than the other, not to Miller, because both the

insult and the song come from the same place within him. What seems his disdain

for social truths leads to his personal voice, to what Cixous describes as the

“unheard-of songs” that lie beyond speech (“Laugh” 876)—to a language that is

more than language—“[t]his then is a song.  I am singing” (Miller Cancer 2). He

only wants to express himself because he can, even if that matters only to

him—the expression is the purpose.

Thus, Miller’s subversiveness achieves precisely what Cixous envisioned

by “aiming to undermine the underlying logic, the very perception of reality on

which the present structure of cultural order rests,” making it undeniably

feminine from the perspective of her theory (Morris 124).  His writing attacks

the foundation of phallogocentrism, and his language acts as a multi-faceted tool

                                                  
* More than one author or critic has compared Miller to Whitman, with good reason.
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with which to repair the destruction to hierarchical thought his writing will

bring.

The Journey Within

Another aspect of subversion in écriture féminine is that it “also involves

the inscription of that which is repressed within history and culture”  (Sellers

Authorship 13).  Namely, the individual experiences of every oppressed person

that are not described, and thereby validated, by phallogocentric language—the

experiences that are feminine in that they lack privilege but also in that they

complete the spectrum of a language.  Whence comes the language that subverts,

so comes the freedom of self-discovery.  The subversive nature of écriture

féminine is what allows the self, hidden by the great shadow of patriarchy, to

shine forth and be known, even as this self dislodges the foundations of

oppressive thinking.

Rejecting the paradigms of phallocentrism that make individuals conform

to socially acceptable versions of their selves allows individuals to find their true

self, the self unadorned by the dualisms of patriarchy, a complicated, messy,

contradictory, whole self that has never previously had the chance to make itself

known.  And Miller knows that when this happens, the results have the potential

to change everything in society, in life, as humanity knows it:

If any man dared to translate all that is in his heart, to put down

what is really his experience, what is truly his truth, I think then the

world would go to smash, that it would be blown to smithereens and

no god, no accident, no will could ever again assemble the pieces, the

atoms, the indestructible elements that have gone to make up the

world.  (Cancer 249)

It is precisely by knowing one’s self that one builds a core of individuality

strong enough to take on society’s imbalances and injustices and dislocate the

strong arm of its oppressors.  So, the individual in Miller who has risked

everything, who has seen beyond the lucid façade of society to the dangerous
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mechanisms of patriarchy beneath it, who has unconsciously, then consciously

discarded the phallogocentric devices of the patriarch, pauses “on the frontier of

an unknown world” (Capricorn 145), ready to perpetrate the very destruction he

describes.  Regarding the unknown, he sees that there can only be truth in the

self; it is the “superstructure [that] is a lie and the foundation is a huge quaking

fear” (Cancer 248).  By comprehending that fear, in general and of the self, is a

social device that patriarchy uses to make individuals comply with

phallogocentrism, he can finally explore the Dark Continent within to which

Cixous refers—the Dark Continent of femininity to which patriarchal society

banishes experiences and expressions that have no place in the hierarchies of

phallogocentric language.

Essentially, Miller’s entire writing project is an attempt to “penetrate all

the fasces of his soul” and recover all of the experiences for which he previously

did not have the language or awareness to comprehend (Lewis 40).  When he

writes that, “[t]here is only one thing which interests me vitally now, and that is

the recording of all that which is omitted in books” (Cancer 11), he claims his

desire to delve into all of the nooks and crannies within himself and expose his

findings in writing.  This new writing, for himself, provides “an affirmation of a

position which, according to the rules he is working with, is uncannily feminine”

(Williams 37).  All that has been written or said before does not interest him

because it was tainted by phallogocentric assumptions of masculinity.  It was all

part of the manifestos of the privileged, and there was nothing of him in those.

By taking up the pen, he is “taking a blind leap into the dark” (Capricorn 11) and

exhibiting a willingness to make a journey within, to make new meanings for

himself through this new, inclusive, feminine language.

Since écriture féminine requires “an honest appraisal of the self’s own

needs—including our desires, prejudices, predilections, questions, blind-spots,

and fears” (Sellers Authorship 18), there is no thought, action, or moment that is

not worthy of being included in writing, no matter how much it may not fit in the

dualistic schemes of patriarchal values.  The way to produce feminine writing

that includes all of one’s identity and experiences is to contemplate what Miller
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calls the “one great adventure” in one’s life, which “is inward toward the self”

(Miller Capricorn 12).  Miller writes to make every aspect of himself known to

himself, a self that was denied him, that never had a place in writing, much less

language, by phallogocentric standards.

You are about to write a beautiful book and in it you are going to

record everything that has given you pain or joy […].  It will be the

story of your life without emendations.  Everybody will want to read

it because it will contain the absolute truth and nothing but the

truth.  This is the story that makes you laugh in your sleep, the story

that starts the tears flowing.  (Black Spring 228)

Everyone’s experiences contribute to their individuality, and they relate each

encounter, moment, event, or emotion differently, based their own backgrounds.

Since personal experiences are the source of the self, then they are

concomitantly the source of écriture féminine.

Every person approaches a single moment in infinitely different ways, and

each person should have infinite ways of writing those moments.  That is why, in

feminine writing, there is always a “chaosmos of the ‘personal’ (Cixous “Laugh”

888); hence, the autobiographical aspects of Miller’s work, for whom “the book is

the man and my book is the man I am, the confused man, the negligent man, the

reckless man, the lusty, obscene, boisterous, thoughtful, scrupulous, lying,

diabolically truthful man that I am” (Black Spring 23).  There is an element of

fearlessness in Miller’s proclamations—he is not afraid to be contradictory, to

embrace the feminine and spread out every aspect of his personality and

thoughts for himself (and the reader).  He writes everything within himself

because he is moved by the creation of himself in writing.

Because Cixous believes that écriture féminine defies categories, and that

such writing “even when “theoretical” or political, is never simple or linear or

‘objectified,’ generalized: she draws her story into history” (“Laugh” 881), she

necessarily believes that writing should not be confined to single genres and

styles.  As Susan Sellers explains, “the endeavor to inscribe all the various

elements of a situation […] militates against the traditional structures of
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narrative” (Autobiography 21).  In this sense, Miller proves the exception to

literature’s rule (thereby proving Cixous’ assertions for multiplicity) because he

realizes that writing is more than literature, it is more than an obedience to

structure and plot.  Accordingly, his texts “dissolve the forms and genres of

writing in a stream of exhortation, narrative, world-historical criticism, prose-

poetry and spontaneous philosophy, all equally subjected to the strain and grind

of self-expression at all costs” (Rahv 82).  He does not differentiate between

writing and life.  They are the same because he knows language—expressed

wholly and without reservations—is the self.  That is why he can allow everything

that he once feared, everything that he now knows, or everything that he doesn’t

know, to be given expression.

The result of such personal expressions is a feminine text that celebrates

“the imaginary, with its infinite multiplicity of identifications” that “explodes

social codes, undoes censorship and repression.  It frees, gives birth to writer and

reader, breaks the contract, displaces debt and recognition” (Conley Writing 26).

As Conley points out, the presence of this kind of feminine text affects the reader

as much as the writer—while the journey within frees and empowers the

individual writing, it provides a new standard for those reading it.  No longer is

the reader-who-could-be-writer subject to the singular authority of

phallogocentric texts that dictate appropriate ways of being and knowing and the

appropriate expressions of those ways.  These texts influence the reader to write

from the same values using the same strategies and tools that lead to the same

expressions because those texts come from a core of opposition that produces a

finite allowance for meanings.

Instead, the reader-who-could-be-writer can access feminine texts that

foster impulses to (sub)merge into the darkness of the unknown self to grow and

rise upon a language of manifold meanings.  Writing one’s individual experiences

in language that does not justify hierarchical thinking and prescribe

phallocentric values provides an open influence for readers, for when one person

is able to “proclaim this unique empire” of one’s self, then “other unacknowledged

sovereigns, might exclaim ‘I, too, overflow’” (Cixous “Laugh” 876) with meanings
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that have never been previously realized or recognized.  That is why it is

important to understand that Miller’s expressions of feminine writing reveal a

“creative man” who “is making use of his art in order to grow by it, in order to

expand the domains of his own sensibility,” and until readers recognize this, “we

will be unable to profit by what he has to offer us, which is the vicarious triumph

of finding ourselves in reading him” (Durrell 87).
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CHAPTER 3

THE FUNDAMENTAL EXTREMES

“I have always loved the writers whom I call writers of extremity,

those who take themselves to the extremes of experience, thought, life.”

Cixous Three Steps 34

When a writer achieves écriture féminine, he or she creates what Cixous

describes as an “impregnable language that will wreck partitions, classes, and

rhetorics, regulations and codes” (“Laugh” 886).  Understanding this, our

impulse as readers, naturally, is to ask what exactly characterizes this feminine

language, how does one express a language of multitudes, and how is that

indicative of feminine writing?  Now, Cixous would be the first to say that there is

no place in écriture féminine for the exact, and I have no intention of attempting

to find one.  But there are certain elements that distinguish the freer, more open

(and thereby feminine) language of feminine writing, which I will illustrate using

Miller’s work in the Tropics trilogy.

The Multiplicity of Meaning

One of the most recognizable aspects of feminine writing in Miller’s work is

the way his language portrays meaning as a fluid—unpredictable and

arbitrary—signification of ideas.  From a phallogocentric point of view, meaning

is standardized, compartmentalized, and strictly logical.  That is not to say that

there are no complexities of meaning in phallogocentric language, but its

exclusivity, based on its dichotomous arrangement, greatly inhibits the

possibilities of meaning to a gendered, hierarchical format.
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In contrast, écriture féminine represents a more inclusive perspective; it

allows for meanings that are open, varied, intricate, and even illogical, making

the potential greater for unbounded diversities of meaning.  For any text that

employs feminine writing, then, language functions as a mechanism that

disengages the reader from conventional thinking and focuses on the

multiplicities of self-expression.  Feminine language unravels the ties that bind

ideas to binary frameworks, leaving them free to expand, to be articulated in new

ways.  The way that écriture féminine finds the space to disclose new meanings

without requiring changes in language itself is by creating uncertainty about the

hierarchical dualisms in the language of the patriarchy and working within the

resultant linguistic breaches.

The key, from Cixous’ outlook, is to realize that language is not inherently

static, concrete, or logical, even though that is how phallogocentric standards

define it.  Language is really a chaotic permutation of intentions, power struggles,

and arbitrary meanings.  Any word can mean many things, can apply to, or be

used by, any individual if language is not subject to a system of thought that

demands ideas fit some appropriately gendered category.  Language is indefinite,

ambiguous, and Cixous sees this ambiguity as “a potential space of liberation

since ambiguity can produce fissures and disjunctions” in the fabric of

patriarchal society (Robbins 169).

One of the ways that Cixous implies that écriture féminine can take

advantage of ambiguity and dive into the cracks to uncover the un(der)explored

meanings offered by language is through contradictory images and ideas.

Contradictions, with regard to patriarchal values, are generally unacceptable

because they defy any simple notion of cohesive or solid thought.  A person

should not be able to define any idea from more than a single perspective, or

privilege one meaning and its opposite at the same time, or even like some thing

or idea as well as its opposite, or some other thing or idea that is not in keeping

with a similar thought.1  In fact, if a person finds him or herself inclined toward

                                                  
1 Of course, with the advent of Deconstructionism and its allied theories, critical perspectives regarding language have
been more willing to address the subjectivity as well as the array of meaning, but this has not completely eradicated
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adverse notions, patriarchal society expects her or him to feel unsettled enough

to be compelled to make a choice.  This is a complication that phallogocentrism

shuns and écriture féminine embraces.  Using feminine writing, a writer “occurs

simultaneously in several places,” and thereby “un-thinks the unifying regulating

history that homogenizes and channels forces herding contradictions into a

single battlefield” so they can be easily reconciled (“Laugh” 882).

Miller’s work also takes advantage of this complication through the use of

the feminine language described by Cixous.  He understood the power of

ambiguity, and a major portion of his work acknowledges the merit of

contradiction in representation and in experience to create a language of new

meanings that are uninhibited by phallocentric constraints.  He even goes so far

as to write that contradictions were the foundation of his self-expression; he

would not have been compelled to write if he had not realized that his

experiences in life, as an individual, contradicted what he thought life was

supposed to be, as a member of society.

Everything that happens, when it has significance, is in the nature of

contradiction.  Until the one for whom this is written came along I

imagined that somewhere outside in life, as they say, lay the solution

to all things.  I thought that when I came upon her, that I was seizing

hold of life, seizing hold of something which I could bite into.

Instead, I lost hold of myself completely.  I reached out for something

to attach myself to—and I found nothing.  But in reaching out, in the

effort to grasp, to attach myself, left high and dry as I was, I

nevertheless found something I had not looked for—myself.  I found

that what I had desired all my life was not to live—if what others are

doing is called living—but to express myself.  I realized that I had

never the least interest in living, but only this which I am doing now,

something which is parallel to life, of it at the same time, and beyond

it.  (Capricorn 13)

                                                                                                                                                                   
critical (much less social) impulses to apply assumptions of gender to those meanings, thereby replicating the core
dualism that maintains linguistic hierarchies.
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When Miller thought he was reaching out, he was really reaching in.  He

expected one result from his actions, and he ended up with an entirely different

result.  His encounter with the essential contradiction between expectation

(based on social reality) and experience (based on personal reality) had a great

impact on his understanding of meaning.  Not only did he learn that there is more

than one kind of reality, but he also discovered that his internal reality, what his

experiences and feelings told him about himself, differs from his external social

reality that made him believe he could only find answers from “somewhere

outside in life.”  Because his experiences contradicted the way he was taught to

understand them, he was able to see that things do not always mean what society

led him to think they meant, that meaning in itself was subject to a myriad of

conditions. This is part of the unraveling of the possibility for a cohesive vision of

life and meaning for Miller.  That was why, “[i]n everything [he] quickly saw the

opposite, the contradiction, and between the real and the unreal the irony, the

paradox” (Capricorn 9).  Every meaning had an alternate version, depending on

the way the realities of individuals interacted, within themselves and among

each other.

Naturally, this realization influenced his use of language.  If the meanings

applied to language to convey society’s ideas and values did not reflect his

experiences, then that meant that there were other meanings he could apply to

language, and that must mean that others could even apply their own meaning to

language, and so on, because all that lies “[b]ehind the word is chaos” (Cancer

11), not some infallible structure of signification.

This realization becomes apparent in the following section from Tropic of

Capricorn.  While ruminating on the content of a difficult book, Miller discovered

that “in not understanding the meaning of the words, neither I nor my friends,

one thing became very clear and that was that there were ways of not

understanding” (220).  Different perceptions led to different

(mis)understandings, which, in turn, were dealt with differently.  When Miller

faced this lack of understanding, “[e]verything which once I thought I had

understood crumbled, and I was left with a clean slate” (220).  His response
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allowed him to realize the potential to make an entirely new meaning from the

book (and in general) completely uninhibited by the patriarchal constraints of

language, as opposed to the reaction of his friends, who “entrenched themselves

more solidly in the little ditch of understanding which they had dug for

themselves” because they chose to make meanings that fit the words from the

template already offered by phallocentric thinking (220).

Thus, Miller comes to terms, as a writer and individual, with the

disjunction between the hardened, stagnant meanings offered by society and the

mutable expanse of the meanings within him.  He finally knows what Cixous later

warns her readers against:

[b]eware, my friend, of the signifier that would take you back to the

authority of a signified!  Beware of the diagnoses that would reduce

your generative powers.  ‘Common’ nouns are also proper nouns that

disparage your singularity by classifying it into species.  (“Laugh”

892)

He can generate the signified, he can claim his difference molding the clay of

language into any number of meanings.  Understanding this, Miller completely

accepts linguistic chaos because it is all that will insure true self-expression: “I

have no fear or illusion about disorder […] The labyrinth is my happy hunting

ground and the deeper I burrow into the maze the more oriented I become”

(Capricorn 221-22).  Language is the labyrinth, and Miller is quite unconcerned

by the “messiness” that society associates with the contradictions that create the

twists and turns in language that otherwise disorient phallocentric notions.

This chaos can be found throughout Miller’s texts.  For example, in Tropic

of Cancer, he represents man as a machine in a constructive manner in one

section and in a destructive manner in another.  First, he refers to himself as “a

writing machine […].  Between me and the machine there is no estrangement.  I

am the machine” (28) as he describes the creative impulses within him that

compel him to express himself—there is no implication of inhumanity, only drive

and creative flow.  However, he also uses the term ‘machine’ to describe Van

Norden’s disconnection from humanity: “his body was stolen.  He’s like a machine
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[…] nothing will create that spark of passion if there isn’t the intervention of a

human hand” (146).  It seems hardly necessary to explain the connection

between creation and destruction, but that, effectively, is the result of this

contradiction (and many more in Miller’s writing).  By imbuing ‘machine’ with

more than one meaning, it becomes larger and more variable.  Thus, instead of

creating an inconsistency that makes meaning impossible, it actually creates an

excess of it that makes meaning more adapted to the individual.

The contradictions that can occur in feminine writing do more than

facilitate Miller’s creative expression.  They can also change the reader’s

perceptions of language.  In a short passage of Tropic of Capricorn, Miller writes:

“From this inverted cone of ecstasy life will rise again to prosaic skyscraper

eminence, dragging me by the hair and teeth, lousy with howling empty joy, the

animated fetus of the unborn death maggot lying in wait for rot and

putrefication” (109).  In one sentence, he manages to incite so many emotions

and images that the reader is not sure what to feel or see.  Happiness and misery,

life and death, action and passivity—neither side of an opposition is clearly

favored.  By integrating these oppositions, there is a space opened between them

where the potential for meaning is endless, as much for Miller as the reader.

That is how Miller shows that he finds the freedom to determine the meanings of

his own existence, to be any and all things that suit his desires, by working

within the chaos of language—a possibility from which the reader also benefits.

Miller sees that contradictions in language, where meaning is a potential

instead of an imperative, are the link between his internal and external

observations, and this allowed the knowledge of his inner self to translate to his

outer self and behavior until he became “a contradiction in essence, as they say.

People took me to be serious and high-minded, or to be gay and reckless, or to be

sincere and earnest, or to be negligent and carefree.  I was all these things at

once—and beyond that I was something else” (Capricorn 14).  Contradiction,

then, creates a self without end that grows beyond phallogocentric strictures in

the infinite space outside the margins of external knowledge.
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Certainly, as Ihab Hassan points out in his writing about Miller, “[t]here is

something disturbing in these antics” (78).  The doggedly contradictory aspect of

Miller’s writing has infuriated more than one critic interested in classifying his

artistic vision or categorizing his philosophies2.  As Peter L. Hays points out, in

the aptly titled article “The Danger of Henry Miller,” Miller’s “simple statements

are few and usually lost in the rush of sensation, are contradicted by their

opposites” (253).  Hays is uncomfortable not only with the inappropriately

unmasculine emotional resonance of Miller’s writing (inappropriate because it

contradicts the suppositions of his gender), but also with the variety of passions,

voices, and meanings in Miller’s work that oppose each other.  Hays cannot

understand how Miller “sings of life, praising it, wallowing in it, while constantly

depicting its dregs, filth, dirt, despair, and disease” (254).  For example, in Tropic

of Capricorn, within two paragraphs, Miller describes two completely divergent

emotions regarding humanity.

First, while suffering from the recognition of his solitude in a world to

which he knows he does not belong, he writes, “[i]f I could throw a bomb and blow

the whole neighborhood to smithereens I would do it.  […]  I want to annihilate

the whole earth” (226).  Shortly thereafter, he writes that he feels freer, that he

is suddenly surrounded by the beauty of life, that he “love[s] everybody in the

world” (226).  These two instances seem completely unrelated, but their

separation is less remote than one might first believe.  Feeling like a social

outcast is what let him relinquish the ties of social roles and the phallocentric

language that encouraged them, which gives him himself.

It is because of the first degradation of spirit Miller experiences that he

achieves the following spiritual cleansing.  One feeling cannot exist without the

other—he shows that without self-redemption, the destructive impulses would

overcome him, though they are necessary for him to feel the lusty invigoration of

                                                  
2 I would dare say that this is a significant factor in Miller’s poor reception in literary circles, for as Norman Mailer points
out, “Miller evades our sense of classification.  […] his own personality is never clear.  It is too complex and too vigorous,
therefore too worrisome for us, too out of measure” (Genius and Lust 10).  Even in the more postmodern-oriented circles
where they readily question notions of the canon and accessible literature, the potential indicated by Miller’s enigmatic,
quixotic qualities has, for the most part, evaded their critical radar.  Only a few critics have been able to see these qualities
as prophetic, particularly with regard to his pre-cursory impact on modern literary influences like the Beat Generation
and, more recently, to his approach to language, but they all continue to underestimate the social value of his vision.
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hope.  Death, birth, hate, love, confusion, understanding—they exist, for Miller,

on the same linguistic plane; they are equal in kind if not in tone, so why attempt

to separate them by scale?  Why not relish and represent their place frankly in

the writing of one’s experiences?  After all, Miller’s “vision is multiple and

changing and even contradictory” because “that is as it should be.  That is life”

(Fowlie 41).

His entire endeavor as a writer was to portray “his own self sliced into

transparent cubist pieces—a self seen now this way, now that, a self existing only

in its multiplicity” (Martin, Always 293).   That is why Miller’s writing does not

maintain consistency even in his contradictions.  His descriptions can be dark

yet melodious, passionate yet disconnected, repellent yet lovely, pretty yet

disturbing.  Even his writing style can be considered contradictory, as he flows

from colloquial, abrupt writing to very poetic prose (all in the description of one

subject or idea), and he constantly reinvents his language depending on his mood

or the moment or what his self requires.  Miller does not reject something

because it is negative, he does not feel compelled to infuse those “negative” ideas

with negative emotions or descriptions; then again, he does not feel the need to

make a positive from the negative—his work goes beyond such limitations.

Meanings change and grow even as one’s personality and experiences grow—no

single use of language to convey meaning need be preferred over another.

The reason that Hays, and critics like him, find what Miller (and, thereby,

écriture féminine) (un)does in writing dangerous is because it subverts the

patriarchal values that they feel characterize good, appropriate literature. Miller

is one of Cixous’ “sowers of disorder” (“Laugh” 884), and his unique subversion is

precisely what Mary Kelley Munsil found so compelling, so promising in Miller’s

writing.   Even if she maintains that his work represents misogynistic influences,

she understands enough to recognize that Miller’s “words are imbued with

excess meaning, leaving the critic significant gaps and inconsistencies which

suggest that what Tropic of Cancer is, at lease in part, ‘doing’ is uncovering

failures in the system of language that are important to gender studies” (292).

However, Miller’s contribution lies in more than just his ability to reveal these
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“failures,” it is also in his ability to take use his revelation to make something

new out of language.  Miller’s juxtaposition of contradictory ideas makes his

writing rich, unexpected, and remarkable because it indicates a new way of

thinking that inflects language with the multitudes of individuality.  Focusing on

the “failures” that Miller’s writing reveals by treating meaning as an overflowing

cascade of nuance and variation brings his work to the front lines of Cixous’

revolution to radically alter the way humanity views not only gender differences

but individual differences.

Writing the Body

Beyond using ambiguity and contradiction to render meaning into a state

of constant flux, feminine language also employs themes particular to écriture

féminine.  Since what is feminine is the source of an innovative vision that makes

writing an achieved multiplicity that refuses the homogenization of phallocentric

thinking, these themes reflect a space of ideological potential where the fissures

between linguistic oppositions become chasms.  They are countless and varied,

and there are far too many in Miller’s texts to discuss in their entirety in this

analysis, so I will focus on the themes inspired by the body.

The source of expression, as far as Cixous is concerned, is the body because

it is vital source of self-knowledge, the place where immediate physical response

to stimuli is unadulterated by qualifications of distilled thought processes.  What

makes the body a central place for the execution of écriture féminine is that “any

transgressive desiring body—and perhaps the body itself—has been repressed”

(Gilbert and Gubar 2038) by the privilege of the mind; thus, the body is a font of

untapped meanings.  That is why individuals “must write through their bodies”

(“Laugh” 886) and express the possibilities of a language unrealized by

patriarchy’s more cerebrating texts.  Writing the body expresses a physical

realization, through the act of writing, of the desires, silences, and the

individuality of the writer. “Text: my body—shot through with streams of song”

that represents
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what touches you, the equivoice that affects you, fills your breast

with an urge to come to language and launches your force; the

rhythm that laughs you; the intimate recipient who makes all

metaphors possible and desirable; body (body? bodies?) […] that

part of you that leaves a space between yourself and urges you to

inscribe in language your […] style. (“Laugh” 882)

What Cixous describes is the body as a revitalization of individualistic

encounters, the articulation of experiences that exist in multitudes, compounded

by every person and within every person as they grow, change, expand in

experiences and knowledges.  Feminine texts, then, are the result of “the

elaboration of a knowledge on the basis of a systematic experimentation with the

bodily functions” (876).  The more that a writer discovers about her or his body,

emotions, responses, and desires, the more that her or his writing will open not

only to accept and embrace those specific experiences, but also the possibilities of

alternative experiences outside the self, thereby making it more inclusive.

Miller, like Cixous, knows that to “[c]ensor the body and you censor breath

and speech at the same time […] your body must be heard” (Cixous “Laugh”

880).  Thus, he refuses to disengage his writing from the body and promote the

way patriarchal society disassociates the knowledge of intellect and the

knowledge of sensation.  He rejects the mind/body dualism because he knows

that, as with all ideas that are supposedly disparate, they are actually entwined:

“Ideas cannot exist alone in the vacuum of the mind.  Ideas are related to living:

liver ideas, kidney ideas, interstitial ideas” (Cancer 242).

By writing through the body, one actively engages the physical in

conjunction with the mental.  First, returning one’s focus to the body, one

consciously denies the suppression, recognizes the legitimacy, and asserts the

experiences of the individual that exist outside the intellect.  Then, by letting

these experiences compel the self to write, they connect to the thought processes.

Miller makes an illustration of this connection in the following passage:

On one side of the ledger are the books man has written, containing

such a hodgepodge of wisdom and nonsense, of truth and falsehood
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[…] on the other side of the ledger things like toenails, hair, teeth,

blood, ovaries, if you will, all incalculable and all written in another

kind of ink, in another script, an incomprehensible, undecipherable

script.  (Capricorn 52)

The ledger is the creative process, which cannot be complete without language

that incorporates both sides of the individual self, which is as corporeal, and

sometimes more, as the cerebral.  Écriture féminine is that incorporation, and it

comes as little surprise that Miller’s illustration of this unusual ink sounds so

similar to the “white ink” that Cixous uses to describe feminine writing (“Laugh”

881).

Michael Bay believes that Miller rejection of the mind/body discord in his

writing conveys to the reader the idea that “we must ignore the taboos imposed

by society, we must get away from the very obscenity represented by the harmful

division set up between matters of the spirit and matters of the body” (109).  The

body is the mind’s other, and expressions of the body, representations of the

body, are subject to the same segregation in the phallogocentrism of masculine

writing.  Integration cannot occur until individuals return to their “immense

bodily territories which have been kept under seal” (Cixous “Laugh” 880).  That

is why Miller refuses to see the body as “the cause and location of inhibitions”

(880) to be kept under phallogocentric control, why he seeks to rescue the body

from inhibitions and relocate it in the site of writing.

Miller accomplishes this recuperation of the body in writing by making its

presence abundant and striking.  He removes any veil of propriety or politesse in

its presentation that might adulterate the experience, make it less true to his

own vision.  In the chapter titled “A Saturday Afternoon,” from Black Spring,

Miller even decries any propriety that would deny the honest consideration of

the body:

No more peeping through keyholes!  No more masturbating in the

dark!  […]  Unscrew the doors from their jambs!  I want a world

where the vagina is represented by a crude, honest slit, a world that

has feeling for bone and contour, for raw, primary colors […].  I’m
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sick of looking at cunts tickled up, disguised, deformed, idealized.

(49-50)

He understands that the tight reign that the logic of masculine writing has kept

over the body that has distorted it, made it almost unrecognizable even to its

inhabitant.  But the reality of the body is the reality of the individual.  There is no

reason to be ashamed of what our bodies would have us say, no reason to feel

guilty about the physical resonance of our bodily experiences that—finally,

through acceptance—take form in language.

As Miller writes about the body, he imbues it—its functions, its roles—with

so many meanings that it cannot remain submerged, hidden.  He allows the body

to inundate his language with a visceral substance that forces the reexamination

of the values that would keep individuals deprived of their senses, would have

them refuse to acknowledge their drives; “we’re not going to repress something

so simple as the desire for life.  Oral drive, anal drive, vocal drive—all these drives

are our strengths,” and they are all, incidentally, initiated by the body (Cixous

“Laugh” 891).  So, Miller expresses his impatience “with creeds and principles.  I

have nothing to do with the creaking machinery of humanity—I belong to the

earth” (Cancer 254).  He seeks substance for his ideas, so the two can work

together to create a fuller self-expression—the earth is the substance of the

cosmos, even as the body is the substance of the intellect, and so Miller

juxtaposes the two in a metaphor that brings them to the forefront of his creative

vision.

The earth is not an arid plateau of health and comfort, but a great

sprawling female with velvet torso that swells and heaves with

ocean billows; she squirms beneath a diadem of sweat and anguish.

Naked and sexed she rolls among the clouds in the violet light of the

stars.  All of her, from her generous breasts to her gleaming thighs,

blazes with furious ardor.  She moves against the seasons and the

years with a grand whoopla that seizes the torso with paroxysmal

fury, that shakes the cobwebs out of the sky; she subsides on her

pivotal orbits with volcanic tremors.  (Cancer 250)
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Such a passage indicates an abundance of associations for the body.  Namely,

that it is both the force and the subject of force, alive with struggles and rhythms,

at once invigorated by and inextricable from its surroundings even as it

invigorates the very cosmos in which it exists.  Miller also implies that this

invigoration is a result of the fundamental sexual force within the body, a force

that seeks expression through radical exchanges within itself and out into its

surroundings, a force that, ultimately, has the strength to alter the

phallogocentric structures of language.

Exploring sexuality is necessarily an integral aspect of writing the body

because the body is the root of the unrealized desire and pleasures expressed in

écriture féminine.  Of course, there are many pleasures experienced within the

body, but none that has been quite as suppressed within patriarchal society as

sexual candor, particularly in the realm of writing3.  As Cixous points out,

“[w]e’ve been turned away from our bodies, shamefully taught to ignore them, to

strike them with stupid sexual modesty”  (“Laugh” 885).  That is why she

believes that an essential part of feminine writing occurs when the writer makes

“a passionate and precise interrogation of her erotogeneity” (876).  She calls for

individuals to embrace their personal sexuality, as opposed to automatically

deferring to the appropriate behavior and expressions of the generalized

sexuality that society allows.  Individuals must refuse to have their sexuality co-

opted and sterilized just so they can facilitate a social scheme that was never

meant to include their singular designs.

Miller’s writing seems to be in wholehearted agreement with Cixous’

assertion that the expression of sexuality in writing is an underestimated

resource for both claiming the legitimacy of one’s self knowledge and generating

protest against oppressive influences that would have any expression of that

knowledge silenced.  As André Bay explains in his article, “Sex and the Promised

Land,”

                                                  
3 At least in any writing that seeks an audience as literature, complicating the concessions society has made for certain
fringe subjects by dictating any written expressions of sex to the jurisdiction of pornography.  This debate has come a long
way since the Tropics trilogy was published, arguably, in part, because they were published, though it is far from over.
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Miller, moreover, believed that repression itself created obscenity by

its imposition of taboos, by its refusal to let us live out our desires

[…].  To activate our sexuality is the first step of protest against

everything that is prohibited; only thus can we liberate our bodies

from self-imposed shackles, or from those put upon us from the

outside.  The process of liberation involves the entire being but above

all it includes the sexual life. (Bay 109)

There is one section in particular, in Tropic of Capricorn, where Miller

contemplates the effects of taboos on the body and all of the possibilities the body

offers to defy society’s prohibitions.  He begins the section by illustrating the

difference between sex that is austere, tainted, dishonest and sex that is varied,

open, celebrated. “This is all a figurative way of speaking about what is

unmentionable.  What is unmentionable is pure fuck and pure cunt: it must be

mentioned only in de luxe editions, otherwise the world would fall apart.  What

holds the world together […] is sexual intercourse,” something altogether more

sterile and proper than “fuck” (192).  The former connotes an institutionalized

activity, something society uses for equally institutionalized purposes that must

follow guidelines or regulations lest it spiral out of control and become the latter,

which is precisely Miller’s intention.  He engages the body in dynamic physical

and sexual characterizations—none too inappropriate or unsuitable for

expression—because “fuck, the real thing, cunt, the real thing, seems to contain

some unidentifiable element which is far more dangerous than nitroglycerin”

(192)—dangerous to the phallogocentric superstructures so long concerned with

restraining individual impulses under the guises of morality, decency, and even

political correctness.  Miller activates sexuality, makes it come alive in his texts

to empower it (and thereby himself), infuse it with the strength of the self

unrealized.  Through the body, he taps all of the potential of feminine writing that

has heretofore lain dormant to demolish social structures supported by the

language of the patriarchs.

While Miller makes full use of the body, male and female, and all of its parts

and organs, the cunt represents a vital metaphor because its presence in writing,
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explosive to say the least, promises the unstunted expression of sexuality.

Miller’s meditations on it go beyond a physical level to an ideological

level—writing about the cunt makes it possible to recognize the submerged

presence of the body since “[a]lmost everything has yet to be written […] about

[women’s] sexuality, that is, its infinite and mobile complexity, about their

eroticization, sudden turn-ons of a certain miniscule-immense area of their

bodies” (Cixous “Laugh” 885); it is the ultimate taboo to be demolished.  Thus,

any reference that attempts to characterize a woman’s body in writing, “with its

thousand and one thresholds of ardor—once, by smashing yokes and censors, she

lets it articulate the profusion of meanings that run through it in every

direction—will make the old single-grooved mother tongue reverberate with more

than one language” (885).

So, Miller inundates his texts with cunts, and he distinguishes all of the

variances of the “mobile complexity” which Cixous describes.  “It’s like

this…There are cunts which laugh and cunts which talk; there are crazy,

hysterical cunts […], seismographic cunts […], cannibalistic cunts,”

“masochistic,” “dithyrambic,” “porcupine,” “telegraphic,” “political,”

“mammalian,” “glacial,” “miscellaneous cunts which defy category or description,

which you stumble on once in a lifetime and which leave you seared and branded”

(Capricorn 194-5).  One imagines the list could continue indefinitely, and that is

the point—Miller started what could potentially be an endless expression of

sexuality, from the cunt and beyond.  But it is important not to overlook the

question at the end of this passage: “there are cunts made of pure joy which have

neither name nor antecedent and these are the best of all, but whither have they

flown?” (Capricorn 195).  This final question is actually an answer to his

intentions—his lamentation, the loss of the cunt, is the lamentation of the loss of

the body and all of its meanings—thus, his representation of the cunt, of sex, of

any expression he can find within the body, from which to write the body, is the

attempt to find where, and why, they have “flown” away and bring them back.

Miller’s writing about sex and sexuality is what provided, by far, the most

fodder for feminist assertions of his misogynism, which have generally been the
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result of two assumptions.  First, that normative standards can, and should, be

applied to sex that differentiate what is appropriate and what is inappropriate.

Second, that Miller’s representation of the female body, bodies in general even, is

literal.

Since the introduction of feminist criticism in literary and social studies,

there have been numerous conflicts surrounding the question of what makes

sexual representation acceptable to feminist interests4.  Ironically, attempts to

answer this question have fallen into the same prescriptive dichotomies as the

phallogocentric standards responsible for repressing women in the first place.

Instead of allowing for the possibility of varied, individual representations of sex

experiences, feminists tend to ascribe what they consider negative

representations of sexuality regarding women as masculine or indicative of

typically male interests (like power) and positive, appropriate representations as

feminine or, conversely, indicative of female interests (like love).

This thinking certainly applies to feminist readings of Miller, the entirety

of which place him under the masculine/inappropriate category (whether or not

the feminist critic in question finds any other redeeming qualities).  As Munsil

points out, in these kinds of feminist criticisms, there is a

reliance on essentialist assumptions about the nature of gender and

gender relations, for instance that there is a ‘natural’ female

sexuality that excludes both violence and abuse of power, but

includes what Ellen Willis calls the ‘goody-goody concept of

eroticism,’ the idea that ‘lovemaking should be beautiful, romantic,

soft, nice,’ are disturbing in their implications for those women and

men who do not experience sexuality” (Munsil 291) in this manner.

What if, for example, violent sex is a beautiful experience for someone, or tender

sex is a disgusting experience for someone else?  The point is that “[e]ven if

feminists could agree on which portrayals are truly and dangerously misogynist

and on what the ‘natural’ state of human sexuality is, the potential for censorship

                                                  
4 Namely because there are several divergent sects of feminism that make a simple classification of ‘feminist interests’
extremely difficult—in this analysis, I use the term to reflect a desire to avoid negative or repressive representations of
women.
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to create undesirable limitations on intellectual and political expression far

outweigh any possible benefits” (Munsil 292).  More than that, a consensus still

would not cover the breadth of sexual interests and experiences felt by the entire

populace5 or the ways that those experiences can be described in language.

The outrage of feminist critics, with regard to sexual representation in

Miller’s texts, mirrors the discomfort or disgust of more conservative critics

concerning his inconsistency or irreverence.  Miller destroys boundaries around

thought—the more boundaries that are applied to an idea, the more Miller had to

chip away at them and express the idea in every way.  What he really

understood, that many critics have not, is that an experience does not need to be

appropriate or inappropriate, it just has to have meaning for the individual

experiencing it.

The next assumption, that “Miller’s greatest sin was in his consistent

depersonalization of women,” a “more subtle form of contempt against women”

that is “just as damaging as open violence” (Hofmann), is the direct result of

textual misapprehension.  When feminist critics accuse Miller of reducing women

to body parts and sex to the “disassociated adventures of cunt and prick” (Millett

394) or “converting the female to a commodity” (392), they overlook the

function of the female body, and all of its parts, in his writing.  Such a reading

oversimplifies his use of the body to a purely physical description, missing all of

the details of metaphorical complexity that the body in general offers in his texts.

His descriptions most certainly include the use of body parts (both male and

female) unattached from bodies or personalities, not because he objectifies

women or men but because these parts become metonyms for expressions of the

body.

When he writes through the body of a woman (by which I mean he uses her

parts in his descriptions), it sometimes occurs during a sexual episode, but, more

often, it comes from nowhere, has little to no connection to sex, and often leads to

metaphysical ruminations or creative divinations.  For example, in Tropic of

Capricorn, he writes:

                                                  
5 With regard to consensual acts.
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I no longer look into the eyes of the woman I hold in my arms but I

swim through, head and arms and legs, and I see behind the sockets

of the eyes there is a region unexplored, the world of futurity, and

here there is no logic whatsoever, just the still germination of events

unbroken by night and day, by yesterday and tomorrow […].  I no

longer look into the eyes or through the eyes, but by the legerdemain

of will swim through the eyes, head and arms and legs, to explore the

curve of vision.  (122)

In this one passage, everything that has even been written about Miller’s

use of body parts, or what has been called his reduction to body parts, is nullified.

The body is a whole of parts, and those parts are ideas, links to inspiration, to

new visions.  Now, feminist criticism could respond to this by saying that the

metamorphosis of the female form into an idea is exactly the representation that

depersonalizes women in general—it denies them their personality and

personhood.  However, I would counter this argument by saying, from the

perspective of écriture féminine, Miller’s juxtaposition of body and idea actually

strengthens the characterization of the female—he assigns her body nothing less

than the role of everything.  She becomes a metonym for the inbetween, the place

in writing where there are no limits, exclusions, or constrictions to thought.  One

could even read the passage as Miller’s attempt to empathize with the experience

of the female form.  He does not use these parts to get into, seize, capture the

body (all of the verbs that feminist critics oppose in male representations of a

woman’s body), he becomes these parts, and enters himself from them.

While most writers make “haste to depart from [woman’s] borders, to get

out of sight, out of body” (Cixous “Laugh” 877 n.1), Miller brought them to the

forefront of his descriptions to acknowledge their suppression, address the

illusions surrounding them.  In this way, the female body, and all its associated

parts, as he represents it, is the ultimate expression of unacknowledged

individuality freed from patriarchal definitions.  It becomes all things, this body,

because when it is represented by écriture féminine, it is all things.
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Taking back the “libido,” as Miller has done in his writing, “will produce far

more radical effects of political and social change than some might like to think”

(Cixous “Laugh” 882).  For the obstructions that phallogocentric language has

set up against the body will not be able to restrain the deluge of the masses, the

countless inscriptions of individuated meanings that will well up in feminine

language—bold with the authority of the body, dangerous with its intimate and

intricate tunnels boring into the social fabric.

Writing the body, Miller harvests this sexual energy into a vision of

revival:

Let us have more oceans, more upheavals […] a world of men and

women with dynamos between their legs, a world of natural fury, of

passion, of action, drama, dreams, madness, a world that produces

ecstasy […] we must search for fragments, splinters, toenails,

anything that has ore in it, anything that is capable of resuscitating

the body and soul. (Cancer 257)

Guided by the freedom to explore the depths of one’s sexuality, the source of this

new dynamic might, individuals can continue empowering themselves.  Anything

and everything to deny the preempting strikes of sexual modesty that keep

emotions and impulses in check, that wrangle sex and the body into the

opposition, leaving it to wither and weaken.  “Let the priests tremble,” exclaims

Cixous, “we’re going to show them our sexts”  (“Laugh” 885).  And tremble they

shall as the superstructure begins to weaken with each exclamation, with each

new way of claiming, expressing, feeling, exploring the body, bringing all of its

meanings into language until “the immense resources of the unconscious spring

forth” (880).  For only then will “[o]ur naptha will spead throughout the world”

as “nonassessed values that will change the rules of the old game” (880).
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CONCLUSION

The Volcano Erupts

“[W]hat it took the poor male, with his logarithmic cunning,

five thousand, ten thousand, twenty thousand years to build,

she will pull down in a night.  She will pull it down and pee on it,

and nobody will stop her once she starts laughing in earnest”

Miller Capricorn 189-90

The most important idea a reader can take from this analysis, as Miller

writes, is that “[e]quilibrium is no longer the goal—the scales must be destroyed”

(Capricorn 348).  Trying to achieve a balance of power between two sides in any

conflict will never benefit humanity as a whole because the goal is still power,

and the interests and viewpoints of one side will always outweigh the other.

Balance is only a momentary truce in what will always end up a war.  This is why

most current feminist theories remain incomplete.  Restricting the focus to the

social and cultural implications of being female makes it difficult to project any

kind of solution that will harmonize humanity. A feminist solution tends to be one

where the tables are turned, where women become the privileged social group

and approach social change with feminized solutions, or the tables are evened,

where women enter the power structure on the same terms as men and thinking

does not change, only actions.

However, a critical theory cannot maintain the power structure when it

does not involve power politics.  That is why I believe that feminism would benefit

from applying the expanse of Cixous’ notion of écriture féminine to come up with
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a post-gender theory.  Building on the knowledge gained from feminism

regarding the function of gender in society, Cixous then helps us understand that

gender is only important to language as it stands for the foremost division that

(en)gendered all other divisions—the sex split.  It is manufactured; therefore, it

can be undone.   Taking its cues from the feminine writing Cixous describes, a

post-gender methodology would break down the confining boundaries of sex to

unleash the individual experience by denying the validity of the terms

“masculine” and “feminine” and the behaviors characteristic of those terms.  It

would allow readers to look at the ways that texts deny the essentialism of sex

roles to create a more generous, open meaning beyond gender.

The term “Post-gender” implies a new era in social thought that

encourages the proliferation of differences in all aspects of life.  “Post-gender”

does not imply that issues of gender are no longer important to criticism, that

there are no longer instances where the gender division is relevant to the

understanding of literature.  What it means is that readers can take what they

have learned about the portrayal of gendered stereotypes, and the social forces

that influence those presentations, and apply it to a new way of reading that

focuses on ways a text manages to dismantle the stereotypes, befuddle the

phallogocentric mindset by (mis)representing behaviors, drives, experiences,

interpretations through language that is not constricted to binary thinking.

Of course, the post-gender task is not without its discomforts, for it is, by

design, intended to ally itself with new ways of thinking that help readers re-

envision language, and that can be difficult.  That is why Henry Miller’s work

makes such an appropriate example.  Critics have become so comfortable with

the idea that his work represents misogynistic beliefs, that it is the essential

example of sexist writing, that the possibility of finding positive, enlightened

expressions of écriture féminine in his writing might seem as radical as Miller’s

frank presentation of sexuality once seemed.

But Miller understood what the feminine is: he embraced it, he surrounded

himself in it, and his work is all the more intricate and expansive for it. Finding

the feminine within allowed Miller access to a larger vision of himself, so he could
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be true to his experiences, the result of which has proven frightening for those

who are so deeply ensconced divisive thinking that they cannot understand what

is beyond categorization.  Yet, there is nothing in his writing that takes away

from anyone else’s ability to be true to themselves—in fact, he provides countless

examples of ways that the reader can practice a freer way of thinking by

rejecting the unquestionability of the status quo.

Anaïs Nin’s prologue to Miller’s Tropic of Cancer may provide a useful

perspective to help understand his vision.  “It is no false primitivism which gives

rise to this savage lyricism.  It is not a retrogressive tendency, but a swing

forward into unbeaten areas […] let us try to look at it with the eyes of a

Patagonian for whom all that is sacred and taboo in our world is meaningless”

(XXXII-XXXIII).  She recognized the innovation in Miller’s expressions, and she

knows that the true meaning of his work will not be revealed to anyone who

cannot expand his or her thinking beyond the pre-conceived notions of

conventional society.

What Miller and Cixous have in common is potential. Both of them

recognized the potential of the individual—where there was once man and

woman, they saw only the human, with all its complexities and possibilities

waiting to be free to make a deeper, stronger humanity.  Both of them understood

that society needs an upheaval to shake it until all the pieces of language scatter

somewhere between the binary line.

Somehow, they found a common center in the thought that writing is just a

“process of different subjects knowing one another and beginning anew only from

the living boundaries of one another: a multiple and inexhaustible course with

millions of encounters and transformations of the same into the other and into

the in-between” (Cixous “Laugh” 883).  They both saw the potential of language

and a way to use it to the advantage of difference and the individual.  More so

than any other writer or theorist, I believe that they have the most unrealized

potential to influence the way that we, as a society, think and read.

The struggles that both Miller and Cixous reveal not only to come to terms

with the desire to express themselves in a society that does not have room for



63

what they want to say (or continually misconstrues it) but also to find a language

to do just that are immense and inspirational.  Both of them wrote in a way that

was ahead of their time, with regard to audience and theory, which we know that

at least Miller felt all too well from his declaration that he “was describing the

New World—unfortunately a little too soon because it had not yet been discovered

and nobody could be persuaded that it existed.  It was an ovarian world, still

hidden away in the fallopian tubes” (Capricorn 286).  It would seem that Miller

wrote this world to fertilize society, which had several decades to gestate before

Cixous came to aid in its birth.

The revolution has been a long time in the making, but now is the time for

the would-be “breakers of automatisms,” those “peripheral figures that no

authority can ever subjugate,” to look within, reject the exclusions of hierarchical

thinking and create their own écriture féminine (Cixous “Laugh” 883).  Now is

the time to see that we are all, with regard to patriarchal values, on the

peripheral until we reject our side in favor of the inbetween.

Coda

Here, the cycle of the analysis returns to the beginning, where there is only

the question of meaning.  This investigation is neither comprehensive nor

conclusive; there can be no real conclusion.   Everything that has been written

about Miller’s writing is true, just as everything that has not been written about

it is true.  It is a paradox.  That is how it should be.  That is the inbetween, where

there “is neither night nor day” only “the dawn traveling in short waves” (Black

Spring 160).
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