
The readings of the last two weeks have led us to explore and critique various dimensions of "subjectivity" – i.e. the position of the human or individual "self" as inevitably enmeshed in its relations to power, discourse, ideology, and categories of identity.  These rich and complex essays frequently take on interdisciplinary concepts and vocabularies (psychology, philosophy, politics), the mastery of which may present both an unwelcome challenge and a seeming diversion from the more central concerns of literary study.


Yet if we reflect upon the preoccupations of literary study prior to the rise of ecriture and the subject as social construct, I think we still find a discourse occupied with ideas of the human "self".  In the traditional humanities class, we would have tended to view this self as either fundamentally human (in some essential, timeless way), so that we read Hamlet as a reaffirmation of stable ideas about the internal conscience and conflict; or we would have emphasized the drama of the individual working against the bounds of society.  So a pre-theoretical discourse is still about and depends upon a conception of the self/"subject," except that it will be read in terms of human universals or singular, heroic struggles.


As our common-sense ideas are defamiliarized through the encounter with theory, it probably begins to seem false, unnecessarily limiting, or perhaps even a willful distortion to read divergent texts in this manner. Consider a typical passage from students’ favorite internet source, Spark Notes: 

“Much of Romeo and Juliet involves the lovers’ struggles against public and social institutions that either explicitly or implicitly oppose the existence of their love.… It is possible to see Romeo and Juliet as a battle between the responsibilities and actions demanded by social institutions and those demanded by the private desires of the individual.”

Compare the following summer reading assignment for students in the AP English program of the Union County Magnet High School (NJ): 

Each of these novels [Native Son Richard Wright, One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest Ken Kesey] features a protagonist who is in conflict with his/her society. Keeping this is mind, do the following assignments. … A. Keep a reading journal as you read (do not read and then go back to do this—it will cost you extra work). . . . The quotes should be chosen because you believe that they represent a key point about a theme or a character in the novel, especially the above-mentioned theme of the conflict between the individual and society. 

Both share unstated understandings of the “self” struggling against an external world, but constituted by an internal soul. The drama of the characters depends on this idea of self, which also entails a notion of the author, (which Jerome McGann critiques in the The Romantic Ideology) as singular, creative genius whose work is an internal making that takes its value from its disconnectedness with the social world.


Judith Butler’s critical ideas present fundamental challenges to humanism. In a Derridean spirit, she might take apart the word itself as symptomatic of an opposition man/woman, within which “woman” is sublated so that man can be universalized as human, standing in for an erased difference.  But perhaps this is a move more expected of Cixous; Judith Butler challenges the most primary categories of the subject in "Gender Trouble," arguing that we take for "cause" what is actually an effect of "institutions, practices, discourses with multiple points of origin." (2490). The idea of "discrete and polar genders" is not only a construction (or fiction) in her eyes, but one whose maintainence requires a degree of violence.  

If "normative identity calls for a homogeneity that is too difficult to live" (2287), we can come to appreciate the processes by which unexamined categories construct everyday life in our reading of literature.  We can find evidence of the "performances" which replicate those seemingly stable identities and evidence of resistances to them, seen here not as pathological moves but expressions of the "variable body."    

I think of the following poem by William Carlos Williams, which describes a kind of Dionysian marking of spring among working class boys, with a weird ambivalence of tone (suggesting both something fearful and tender): 

This is the time of year

when boys fifteen and seventeen

wear two horned lilac blossoms

in their caps—or over one ear

What is it that does this?

It is a certain sort—

drivers for grocers of taxidrivers

white and colored—

fellows that let their hair grow long

in a curve over one eye—

Horned purple

Dirty satyrs, it is

vulgarity raised to the last power

They have stolen them

broken the bushes apart

with a curse for the owner—

Lilacs—

They stand in the doorways

on the business streets with a sneer

on their faces

adorned with blossoms

Out of their sweet heads

dark kisses—rough faces
The way this poem imagines young male behavior, signs of desire and a troubled relationship with the social (standing on doorways, "a sneer/ on their faces" yet "adorned with blossoms") cannot easily be situated in terms of simple categories of teen-age masculinity.  The vulgarity, which hints at taboos transgressed,  allows these marginal males to perform in an interesting way: stealing, breaking, cursing owners while “adorning with blossoms” their own “sweet heads.” 
“What is it that does this?” asks the poem, as if to query whether it is the season of spring or the boys themselves. But the question is quintessentially Butler: What is it that does this? that performs in this manner.  How will the wearing of certain garments, the tone of speech, the readiness or reluctance to extend a hand resolve the “it” into a specific class of “he” or “she”?   How does this doing get to be read as a “being” : “dirty satyrs”? The poem is aware of a transformational moment, registers the shift between the observation of an action as simply and action, and the subsequent extrapolation to a category: now read as “a certain sort.”    
