Modes of Reading – Seminar Handout
Week 3  – Carter, Woolf, and de Beauvoir
Existentialism
Existence precedes essence – ‘…man first of all exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world – and defines himself afterwards’ (from Existentialism and Humanism, Jean-Paul Sartre).
*
‘Interpretative labour’
‘One constant staple of 1950s situation comedies in America were jokes about the impossibility of understanding women. The jokes of course were always told by men. Women's logic was always being treated as alien and incomprehensible. One never had the impression, on the other hand, that women had much trouble understanding men. That's because the women had no choice but to understand men. This was the heyday of the patriarchal family, and women with no access to their own income or resources had little choice but to spend a fair amount of time and energy understanding what the relevant men thought was going on. The resultant disparity was simply reproduced in idealized versions of family featured on TV. Actually, this sort of rhetoric about the mysteries of womankind is a perennial feature of patriarchal families: structures that can, indeed, be considered forms of structural violence insofar as the power of men over women within them is, as generations of feminists remind us, ultimately backed up, in sometimes hidden, sometimes not so hidden ways, by the threat of violence. At the same time, generations of female novelists-Virginia Woolf comes immediately to mind-have also documented the other side of this: the constant work women perform in managing, maintaining, and adjusting the egos of apparently oblivious men, which involved an endless work of imaginative identification and what I've called interpretive labor. This carries over on every level. Women are always imagining what things look like from a male point of view. Men never do the same for women. This is presumably the reason why in so many societies with a pronounced sexual division of labor, women know a great deal about what men do every day, and men have little or no idea what women do’ (from Direct Action – An Ethnography, David Graeber). 

*
SlutWalk
[image: http://i.telegraph.co.uk/multimedia/archive/01891/slutwalk_1891529c.jpg]
*
The ‘Fiction of Self’ and the ‘Mirror Stage’
‘Lacan's point is that we need this recourse to performativity, to the symbolic engagement, precisely and only insofar as the other whom we confront is not only my mirror-double, someone like me, but also the elusive absolute Other who ultimately remains an unfathomable mystery’ (from Che vuoi? to Fantasy: Lacan with Eyes Wide Shut, Slavoj Zizek).
*

Discussion Questions
1.  “...the enormous importance to a patriarch who has to conquer, who has to rule, of feeling that greater numbers of people, half the human race indeed, are by nature inferior to himself.” (Woolf). Bearing in mind Woolf's theory on man's degradation of woman as a tool for self-confidence, assess the relationships between men and women in The Magic Toyshop.

2.  “Women have served all these centuries as looking-glasses possessing the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure of man at twice its natural size.” (Woolf) Does Carter imply that man's treatment of woman reflects deep insecurities in himself?

3. [bookmark: _GoBack]Simone de Beauvoir suggested that one is not born but rather becomes a woman. With this in mind, consider how Melanie's environment and experiences shaped her femininity.

4. “Remove that protection, expose them to the same exertions and activities, make them soldiers and sailors and engine-drivers and dock labourers.” (Woolf) Consider the view that Carter encourages women to break out of the constraints that society has created for them.

5. “For man is also flesh for woman; and woman is not merely a carnal object.” (Simone de Beauvoir) To what extent does the character of Uncle Philip reflect the idea that woman is a carnal object and nothing more?
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