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my lord shall never rest,
I’ll watch him tame, and talk him out of patience;
His bed shall seem a school, his board a shrift.
(3.3.22-24)

3 When Is a Character Not
a Character? Desdemona,
Olivia, Lady Macbeth,

and Subjectivity

Why, in the Peking Opera, are women’s roles played by men?
... Because only a man knows how a woman is supposed to act.
David Henry Hwang, M. Butterfly

Even this she does ineptly: despite her earlier intuition on how to
address the Senate, she is now stupidly blind to the effect she is having.
When Othello starts to abuse her, she is abjectly fearful and conse-
quently dishonest, making matters worse. In her denials, even, she is
strangely acquiescent:

those that do teach young babes
Do it with gentle means, and casy tasks;
He might ha’ chid me so, for, in good faith,
I am a child at chiding.

Nothing so true as what you once let fall,
“Most Women have no Characters at all.”
Alexander Pope, “To a Lady”

(4.2.113-60)

She allows herself to be killed with slight protest (5.2.23-85).

Now, I don’t think it implausible, in principle, that Desdemona
ould be so disheartened by Othello’s attitude that she might
ventually lose all her original spirit and intelligence. How this
i happens might be elaborated through action, dialogue, and solilo-
quy. It may not be easy, but Shakespeare is reckoned to be good at
his sort of thing—in Othello’s case, we may observe his changing
ttitudes in considerable detail. Desdemona is a disjointed sequence
of positions that women are conventionaily supposed to occupy.
The bold Desdemona of the opening romantic initiative is one
possible position—we see it also in Rosalind in As You Like It,
Jessica in The Merchant of Venice, Perdita in The Winter’s Tale. The
nagging spouse is another. Linda Woodbridge wants to believe that
arly modern authors created full, lively characters, rather than
following their own stultifying theories of womanhood, but in this
respect she is uncasy nonetheless: “Although Desdemona is no
dominecring shrew, her behaviour at one point comes dangerously
close to stereotype.”® The final Desdemona, who submits to Othel-
io’s abuse and violence, takes the posture of other abused women in
texts of the period—sitting like Patience on a monument, as Viola
%gts it in Twelfth Night.* Tt is almost as if the Wife of Bath were
reincarnated as Griselda. If most critics have not noticed this
discontinuity in Desdemona, it is because each of her appearances is
Plausible in itsclf, insofar as it corresponds to one of the models for
man” that prevail in our cultures; and because, as Catherine
Belsey observes, “discontinuity of being” can be read as the “incon-
Stancy” that is supposed to be typically “feminine.”

THE DISCONTINUITY OF DESDEMONA

Desdemona is not usually regarded as a problem.! Traditionally, she %
has been celebrated as one of Shakespeare’s great women characters—
celcbrated mainly, of course, by men, since they have dominated the
discourses of criticism. But surely there is a great mystery. On her
first appearance, Desdemona is spectacularly confident, bold, and un-:
conventional. Summoned to the Senate to explain her elopement with
Othello, she justifies herself coolly and coherently, confessing without §
a blush that she was “half the wooer” (1.3.176).2 Further, she speaks
up uninvited, and on the outrageous theme of women’s sexual desire
demanding to go with her husband to Cyprus so that they may con-,
summate the marriage: :

if I be Ieft behind,
A moth of peace, and he go to the war,
The rites of love for which I love him are bereft me.
(1.3.255-57)

Despite such extraordinarily spirited behavior, Desdemona become

the most conventional spouse. Mainly we see her wheedling for the;
restoration of Cassio, in the sad posture of the wife trying to manage!
her husband: '_@
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Desdemona has no character of her own; she is a convenience in
the story of Othello, Iago, and Venice. Othelio asks, “Was this fair
paper, this most goodly book, / Made to write ‘whore’ upon?”
(4.2.73-74). The writing is done by Othello, Iago, Roderigo, Bra-
bantio, the Duke, and Lodovico—they take Desdemona as a blank
page for the versions of her that they want. She is written into a script
that is organized through the perceptions and needs of male domi-
nance in heterosexuality and patriarchal relations.®

Janet Adelman has identified a similar pattern in the presentation
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of Cressida. Despite her argument elsewhere that we should “respond -

to Shakespeare’s characters as whole psychological entities,” Adelman
finds that “characters may not always permit us to respond to them
in this way.”” The early scenes of Troilus and Cressida, she shows,
«“establish not only some sense of Cressida but also the expectation
that we will be allowed to know her as a full character, that she will
maintain her relationship with us” (p. 122). But from the time when
she atrives in the Greek camp, she appears as “a mere character type,
a person with no conflict or inwardness at all.” There are several ways,
Adelman says, in which we might imagine motivations for Cressida,
but the text affords “no enlightenment.” Thus the play seems to enact
the fantasy that Cressida becomes radically unknowable, irreducibly

other, at the moment of her separation from Troilus (pp. 127-28).

Adelman’s argument as to why this should be is complex and psy-
choanalytic; ultimately, she says, “the necessities of Troilus’ character,
rather than of Cressida’s require her betrayal of him. . . . she becomes
a whore to keep him pure” (pp. 137-38). And this suits not only
Troilus, of course: Adelman could casily have shown how Cressida’s
behavior has seemed, to many critics, no more than we should expect.

Like Desdemona, Cressida is organized to suit her role in the story '
of the men. A character is not a character when she or he is needed .

to shore up a patriarchal representation.

FREUD ON LADY MACBETH

Freud’s comments on Lady Macbeth do not produce a distinctive
psychoanalytic insight, but his readiness not to accept common sense .

at face value leads him to ask a question that we have not often heard.

Freud is struck by Lady Macbeth’s initial determination: “Here is no :
hesitation, no sign of any internal conflict in her”—just “onc faint |

stirring of reluctance” when she says she would have killed Duncan
herself, “Had he not resembled / My father as he slept” (2.2.12-13)
But after the banqueting scene (3.4), Freud observes, “she disappears

(
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from view” until the sleepwalking in act 5 scene 1. Now “she who
had seemed so remorseless seems to have been borne down by re-
morse.”® Freud finds this change to need explanation:

And now we ask ourselves what it was that broke this character
which had seemed forged from the toughest metal? Is it only disillu-
sionment—the different aspect shown by the accomplished deed—and
are we to infer that even in Lady Macbeth an originally gentle and
womanly nature had been worked up to a concentration and high
tension which could not endure for long, or ought we to seek for
signs of a decper motivation which will make this collapse more hu-
manly intelligible to us? It seems to me impossible to come to any
decision,

(pp. 319-20)

Note that Freud is not satisfied with the idea that Lady Macbeth had
“an originally gentle and womanly nature” and collapsed from the
strain of violating that nature; for him this is not the way to make
her “humanly intelligible.”

Freud’s suggestion is that childlessness is at the back of it all. He
points out that Queen Elizabeth was obliged to recognize James VI
of Scottand as her heir because she, like Lady Macbeth, produced no
direct heirs, and that James was the son of Mary Stuart, whose execution
Elizabeth had ordered. So “the accession of James I was like a dem-
onstration of the curse of unfruitfulness and the blessings of contin-
uous generation. And the action of Shakespeare’s Macbeth is based on
this same contrast” (p. 320). Hence the importance of Lady Macbeth’s
- children: Macbeth is excited when he expects her to “Bring forth men-
. children only” (1.7.73), secks to destroy Banquo’s line (and indeed
© Macduff’s and Siward’s), and is marked as crucially disabled by Mac-
¢ duff’s comment, “He has no children!” (4.3.216). On this premise,
Freud suggests, Lady Macbeth’s collapse could be explained as a re-
action to her childlessness, which tells her “that it is through her own
 fault if her crime has been robbed of the better part of its fruits” (p.
322). The problem, of course, is that the play does not scem to allow
long enough for the childlessness of the Macbeths to become an issue.
In Holinshed’s Chronicles, ten years pass, and there, as Freud thinks,
failure to produce offspring might explain Macbeth’s eventual trans-
formation into a bloodthirsty tyrant. 1 have my own explanation for
the compression of action in Macbeth: it is that Macbeth (like Richard
III) cannot be seen to be settled as a de facto monarch because that
would make his overthrow problematic. Jamesian ideology held that
no established ruler should be challenged; out of respect for this, it

i
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is made to seem that Macbeth has hardly become king—significant
thanes do not swear allegiance at his coronation and his attempt to
hold a state banquet is a fiasco; his removal occurs within a phase of
general uncertainty and instability (see chapter 5). '

Baulked by the time scheme of the childlessness explanation, Freud
returns to expressions of bafflement: “We must, I think, give up any
hope of penetrating the triple layer of obscurity into which the bad
prescrvation of the text, the unknown intention of the dramatist, and
the hidden purport of the legend have become condensed” (p. 323).
Reluctant, still, “to dismiss a problem like that of Macbeth as insol-
uble,” he suggests that Lady Macbeth and Macbeth may be two parts
of a single split personality, in which case “it would of course be
pointless to regard her as an independent character and seek to dis-
cover the motives for her change, without considering the Macbeth
who completes her” (p. 323). The character of Lady Macbeth is exp
cable only when she is not a charactet.

Other commentators have not experienced the difficulty that Freud
does, and almost universally this is because they accept the interpre
tation of Lady Macbeth that he rejects: that she had “an originall
gentle and womanly nature” that might be “worked up to a concen
tration and high tension” but “could not endure for long” such vi
olence upon itself (p. 320). This case depends upon the notion of an |
essential gentleness—deriving of course from womanliness—that Lad
Macbeth must really, naturally, have instantiated. This may be violated§
but yet, being as fundamental as her gender, it will return to posses
her imagination. In this way, virtually the same pattern is presume
for Lady Macbeth as for Desdemona: initial bold behavior is succeed
eventually by a reversion to “femninine” passivity, with an episode 0
nagging the husband in between. Again, becausc this scquence seems|
plausible in our cultures, it seems satisfactory as character analysis;
but in fact it is a story about the supposed nature of women. Strength
and determination in women, it is believed, can be developed only
at a cost, and their eventual failure is at once inevitable, natural,
punishment, and a warning. Lady Macbeth is a fantasy arrangement
of elements that are taken to typify the acceptable and unacceptabl:é
faces of woman, and the relations between them. And this is what
strikes critics as realistic.”

Knight set it aside because he believed that each play was “a visionary
whole, close-knit in personification, atmospheric suggestion, and di-
rect poetic-symbolism.”° This was a symbolist-modernist poetic;
Knight’s Wheel of Fire opened with a preface by T. S. Eliot. L. C.
Knights was not quite so “visionary,” but his disqualification of the
naive question, “How many children had Lady Macbeth?” came from
a similar belief in a poetic whole of which character might be quite a
trivial part.!! Also in the 1930s, character criticism was repudiated by
historical scholars like Muriel Bradbrook and Lily B. Campbell, who
insisted on the dependence of the plays upon conventions of story
“and stagecraft current when Shakespeare was writing. Campbell ar-
gued that Shakespeare was not using modern ideas of personality, but
“the prevailing ideas of [sixteenth-century] humanists in regard to
passion.” Bradbrook denied that the characters are transcriptions from
ifc, arguing rather that they depend on three main conventional prin-
¥ ciples: the supethuman nature of heroes, decorum, and the theory of
humors.!? Bradbrook remarked a disjunction between “the very simple
and rigid moral framework of the plays” and “the system of rigidly
defined types, of stock motivation and fixed plot.” This, she held,
produced a “kind of double personality” (pp. 61, 67-69). However,
pnlikc cultural materialists and many feminists, Bradbrook did not
go on to observe that such conventions telate to the organization of
power relations in their soctety. :
3 Despite these interventions, character criticism has remained the
dominant mode; it has the advantage of opening the plays, relatively,
to the ways ‘nonprofessional audiences and readers think and live.
Some scholar-critics also still rely on it. Recently Barbara Everett, of
Oxford University, has suggested that changes in “the Macbeths™ may
b understood as married couples tending to grow like each other;
this not only regards them as actual people but imagines a time scale
far beyond the supposed time of the play.’® Everctt has evidently
observed the discontinuity that Freud remarked, but sceks to explain
by a speculation about supposed personal development. John Bay-
Vs also at Oxford, declared in 1981 that the distinctive quality of
acbeth derives from the feeling that we enter the consciousness of
the protagonist: “mind and consciousness take over from tragic action,
eating their own intimacies with us alongside and in defiance of
M As for Bradley, these are people like us (though doubtless of a
ore refined quality). Even what appear to be new modes of analysis
fmay rely upon a similar assumption. Some feminist critics have be-
flicved that they should defend the fullness and reality of female char-

CHARACTER, SUBJECTIVITY, AND POSTSTRUCTURALISM

Of course, the character as category of analysis, in the manner of A
Bradley, has been repudiated often enough. In the 1930s, G. Wilson!
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The subject of Shakespeare’s sonnets experiences himself as his dif-
erence from himself,” Fineman asserts, and this accounts for “the
eep personal interiority of the sonnets’ poetic persona.” From this
$point “a literature of deep subjective affect” is inaugurated, such that
even Shakespearc’s most thinly developed dramatic characters, his

acters.'® Linda Woodbridge argues that although Shakespeare and: hi
contemporaries made “stuffy pronouncements on women” based g ;
“the orthodox theory, . . . the lively women they created showed that
their hearts were very impressed with (and often quite fond of) 6x-w
uberant English Woman exactly as they found her.”'¢ _

At another extreme, poststructuralist theory threatens to make char

acter an altogether inappropriate category of analysis. Jonathan Gold

ermias and Helenas, have always been seen to participate in, and
o accommodate themselves to, a theatre organised by a logic of per-
berg calls upon critics to give up “notions of character as self-same

. onality—a theatre of psycho-logic as opposed to an Aristotelean thea-
owned, capable of autonomy and change.” He disputes that the voige! er of logical action—whose subjective intelligibility and authority
of women characters are typically silenced, since #o character ha ave been uniformly remarked by the entire tradition of Shakespeare
autonomous voice anyway. We are in error when we artribute spee iticism, and not only by romantic critics of character.” This, Fine-
to individuals—“Do I speak or does something speak in me, somie nan insists, is not a matter of intuiting the truth of human nature,
thing no smaller than the entire culture with all its multiple capac Bbut “a determinate literary effect,” inducing “the literary effect of a
ties?”!” Goldberg develops his case especially in relation to I’ortiq_sf‘ f ubject,”!®
The Merchant of Venice, where disguise indeed unsettles any exp - A persuasive account of how dramatis personac may be written so
tations as to stability of personality. He says Portia “moves throiig 15 to produce character effects is offered by William Nigel Podd. He
the text, affirming the meeting of, the suspension of, difference.” l-!@ holds that in such dramatic texts “the audience demands and receives
voice “plays on the unconscious of the text, reveals what is repres information about” something conventionally agreed to be ‘happen-
when the law acts as if it were univocal” (p. 125). Catherine Bel ing’, coincidentally with this information, here and now on the stage.”
has argued similarly in relation to Viola in Twelfth Night: whe he actors are, in fact, transmitting messages to the audience, but
speaks as Cesario, she is “neither Viola nor Cesario, but a spcaker W| Bey are scripted to behave as if they are transmitting messages to cach
at this moment occupies a place which is not precisely masculine sther. By thus appearing to recognize and respond to each other, they
feminine, where the notion of identity itself is disrupted to displa imulate the conditions of social exchange” and hence appear as
difference within subjectivity, and the singularity which resides in ¢fpes. For such exchange permits the dramatis persona “not only to
difference.” Drawing upon Julia Kristeva’s essay “Women’s Tim ify himself (or other) as sender/recesver, but also to attribute inten-
Belsey repudiates the liberal feminist idea of a “specifically femin ionality/non-intentionality to self or other, thus creating the prereg-
identity”: “In the post-structuralist analysis subjectivity is not a sing} Wisites for the representation of decision which, as Peter Szondi has
unified presence but the point of intersection of a range of discour shown, is the nucleus of intersubjective drama.”?® Further indicators
produced and re-produced as the subject occupies a series of placcsie f subjectivity might be self-reference and self-questioning (including
in the signifying system, takes on the multiplicity of meanings | soliloquy), indecision, lying. To be sure, such features do not amount
guage offers.”? : ‘ to:a modern conception of character. Rather, Dodd suggests, this
I agree with Goldberg and Belsey that what is recognized in:our semantic strategy is the means through which “authors operating in
cultures as “character” in a play must be an effect of “the entire o lie period when the modern conception of the individual person was
ture” and a “point of intersection of a range of discourses.” Howeyet nly just beginning to acquire its present contours (roughly from the
Shakespearean plays have plainly given character critics a good d?ﬁl mid-16th century on in England) were, and still are in many cascs,
to chew upon for a couple of centuries, and this I suspect is becaise ¢ to communicate this sense of depth in spite of the fact that the
they are written so as to produce, in some degrec, what are interprete mal psychology upon which they often drew (typically that of the
(by those possessing the appropriate decoding knowledges) as cﬁg.: mours’) offers an inadequate account of man’s inner nature (even
acter effects. This is Joel Fineman’s view. He holds that in Sh_ql;c by, Renaissance standards)” (p. 146). So some early modern texts pro-
speare’s sonnets the tradition of Petrarchan idealizing poetry is sensé dice a sufficient impression of interaction between simulated selves
as old-fashioned, so opening up a space for subjective introspection enable modern character criticism. This could be coincidence (the
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signals encoded in an alien culture affording an alternative pattern 0
significance to modern readers); more likely it is because there i
sufficient continuity—by no means an identity—between early modcrp
ideas of subjectivity and what later critics apprehend as character. 3

For, as Belsey has demonstrated, it is in the Elizabethan theat
distinctively that the development of modern indicators of subjectivi
may be observed. She defines the modern sense of character as “k
cating agency and meaning in the unified human subject” and finds
it fully in place in the Restoration. But Belsey shows some moder‘h
markers of subjectivity to be present already in early modern plays
The examples she adduces are all ambivalent, never quite: scparating g
the speaking “I” that is a subject for him- or herself from the repr
sentative figures of fifteenth-century drama, Gloucester in 3 Henry
may seem to be “defining an emerging interiority, an-independen
realm of consciousness,” but he is also—in Belsey’s reading rather
“declaring a total and unified commitment to evil.”? In my vie
Belsey is slightly too insistent on banishing agency and meaning from
the dramatis personae of early modern plays. To be sure, when the
Duchess of Malfi says, “I am Duchess of Malfi still” (4.2.147), she i3
not observing one of the customary markers of modern ideas of subj
jectivity—namely, a distinction between public and private identitic
But this is in a context where the duchess has violated the publ
requirements of such a personage by conceiving an inappropriate p
vate passion (inappropriate in the view of Antonio, Bosola, and Cat
iola as well as Ferdinand); in such a context, “I am Duchess of Ma
still” is reasserting a continuity of public and private that the acti
thus far has drawn into question. :

In another important analysis, Francis Barker also takes the qucé’?
 tion of subjectivity historically, arguing that “Hamlet is a contradi¢
tory, transitional text” in this respect—that it is still defining its su
jects largely in terms of their place in the social plenum. For although!
in the speech where Hamlet says “I have that within that passes show;
(1.2.85), 2 separation opens up between the inner reality of the subjc:q;f
and an inauthentic exterior, and “an interior subjectivity begins
speak,” this interiority remains, Barker says, “gestural.”? Critics ha :
striven “to recuperate [Hamlet] to a conception of essential subjeg;
tivity fully realised,” but “rather than the plenitude of an individua
presence, the text dramatises its impossibility.” At the center of t
mystery of Hamlet, Barker memorably declares, there is “nothing}
(pp. 36-38). But, as with Belsey, I find Barker too ready to discoun
interiority in these plays. It should be possible to probe further inti

the relations between subjectivity and character, between traditional
and poststructuralist criticism. Simon Shepherd acknowledges rather
reluctantly that “the Elizabethan theatre did develop towards the por-
trayal of apparently more unitary subjects,” but finds this to be not
an even “progress,” as traditional criticism has supposed.? He dem:
onstrates that crucial boundaries—self and not-self, private and public,
atural law and individuality—were under contest from Anglican, Ma-
 chiavellian, and puritan conceptions of the self. In the first of these,
‘people were said to be governed by reason, a natural faculty; in the
:second, to be moved primarily by individual self-preservation; and in
‘the third, they might speak disruptively out of a confident possession
f the word of God. Such contest obviously does not allow for any
traightforward establishment of the individual as a single, unified
 presence, but it does point towards an enhancement of subjectivity.
IShepherd quotes De la vévité de la religion chrestienne by Philippe de
Mornay (in the translation attributed to Philip Sidney): “There is in
'man a double speech; the one in the mind, which they call the inward
fspecch, which we conceive afore we utter it; and the other the sound-
g image thereof, which is uttered by our mouth and is termed the
peech of the voice; either of both the which we perceive at every word
hat we intend to pronounce” (p. 79). This does not suppose a unitary
‘I.” but it indicates a complex awareness of interiority.
What has partly moved recent commentators, in my view rightly,
s awareness that character as it has been envisaged in our cultures
ivolves essentialist humanism. This conception of “Man,” basically
development of the Enlightenment, Jonathan Dollimore summa-
fizes as “an ideology of a transhistorical human nature and an auton-
brmous subjectivity, the second being an instantiation of the first; in
short, a metaphysics of identity [that] occludes historical and social
process. A critique of essentialism is about making history visible both
ithin the subjectivity it informs, and beyond subjectivity, by, as it
were, restoring individuals to history.”? One objection to essentialist
humanism is that it is anachronistic. Dollimore argucs that human
entity was understood in the early modern period as constituted as
well as constitutive; Machiavelli, Montaigne, and Bacon anticipate a
‘materialist perspective by suggesting that it is constituted socially, but
#veén those who believed that Man is informed by God allow that such
i constitution occurs and, further, that it correlates with the require-
rﬁbnts of the social order (which were supposed to be the requirements
£God). Dollimore takes Descartes’s cogito ergo sum (1637) as marking
fatcrucial stage in the history of metaphysics, a point at which “the
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metaphysically derivative soul gives way to the autonomous, indivi-
duated essence, the self-affirming consciousness” (p. 254). The second
objection to essentialist humanism is that it imagines the self as au-
tonomous, self-constituting, and self-sufficient, and as the uniquely
valid source of meaning and truth. Thus Bradley’s statement, which
he intended not just as a description of a certain kind of drama but
a truth about life: “The centre of tragedy, thercfore, may be said with
equal truth to lie in action issuing from character, or in character
issuing in action.”?s This effaces the mechanisms of cultural produc-
tion and their implication in power structures.

None of the opponents of character criticism I have been invoking
disputes altogether that dramatis personac in Shakespearean plays are
written, at least some of the time, in ways that suggest that they have

subjectivities. The objection is to jumping from that point to a Brad-
leyan or essentialist-humanist conception of character. My contention 3
is that some Shakespearcan dramatis personac are written so as to
suggest, not just an intermittent, gestural, and problematic subjectity;

but a continuous or developing interiority or consciousness; and that

we should seek a way of talking about this that does not slide back

into character criticism or cssentialist humanism. This way of talking

would not suppose that performances attempted an unbroken illu:
sionistic frame; or that this continuous interiority is self-constituted

and independent of the discursive practices of the culture; or that i
manifests an essential unity. The key features in this redefined con
ception of character are two: an impression of subjectivity, interiority.

or consciousness, and a sens¢ that these maintain a sufficient contiy;

nuity or development through the scenes of the play. The impressio
of subjectivity I have explored already, using William Dodd’s mode
of how dialogue simulates the conditions of social exchange. A sens
of continuity or development is crucial also: it involves the indicator:
of subjectivity appearing sufficiently connected for the audience t
regard the character as a single person throughout. The evidence tha
many early modern people were at least beginning to cxperience them
sclves approximately and partly in such a manner is in my judgmen

abundant (I argue in chapter 7 that onc attraction of protcstantisnfig

was as a self-consciousness-producing agent). It is to be observed nei
ther in explicit pronouncements nor especially in moments of di

junctive awareness, but in the unselfconscious texture of such day-to
. . . NEs
day intercourse as survives for us to inspect. These people were very

different from us, but not totally different.
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So when critics belicve they find a continuous consciousness in
Desdemona and Lady Macbeth, they arc responding to cues planted
in the text for the initial andiences. My contention earlier in this
chapter that those cues do not work out in the way traditional char-
acter critics assert—that Desdemona and Lady Macbeth seem for a
while to have continuous consciousnesses but collapse back into ste-
reotypical notions of woman—does not mean that the cues are not
there or that the codes for reading them are wrong. It means that the
project ran into difficulty (later in this chiapter I say more of how that
works). In principle, Goldberg and Belscy are right: continuous in-
teriority in a dramatis persona can only be an effect of culture and its
multiple discourses, and those can never be held to a determinate
- meaning. There is no stability in textuality, as poststructuralist critics
have been able to show. Nevertheless, this does not mean that there
is some kind of free play of discourse or textuality; nor is it a reason
: for dispensing altogether with character—as I have redefined it. To
: the contrary, it is one of the major discursive formations active in
these texts, and it needs to be addressed if we are to explore how

category through which we conceptualize. Jacqueline Rose writes of
“that myth of linguistic cohesion and sexual identity which we must
live by.”? There is no essential woman or man, but there arc ideas
of women and men and their consciousnesses, and these appear in
representations.

# The character of Macbeth, then, is not a mysterious natural essence.
k.R.athcr, he is situated at the intersection of discourses and historical
forces that are competing, we might say, to fill up his subjectivity. At
the start, he is acting out the dominant story—Kkilling traitors to the
urrent regime. This story, we hear, has the support of nature and
od, but even so Duncan (judging by the revolts he is suffering) is
!F;aving trouble getting it to stick. The culture represented in the play
foffers an alternative scenario—one that Macbeth’s experience of Scot-
sh politics, the Witches, his wife, and his own importance in the
tate suggest to him—namely that he might overthrow Duncan and
iréplace him. Even so, Macbeth does not easily free himself from Dun-
an’s story and the construction of selfhood it is supplying. In the
iloquy at the start of act 1 scene 7, he cannot find it in himself to
card the religious, natural, and social sanctions that legitimate Dun-
’s authority. His sense of himself is bound up with recognition of
isplace in the current order:

subjectivities are constituted. For in our cultures, character is a major
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He hath honour’d me of late; and I have bought
Golden opinions from all sorts of people,
Which would be worn now in their newest gloss,
Not cast aside so soon.

ependently of either. The audience observes Macbeth continuing to
believe in the dominaht story even after he has chosen to defy it (and
'as a consequence becoming the tyrant that that story says he must
'become). Lady Macbeth, conversely, cannot articulate complexity.
nitially she is committed to the murder; when she changes, it is a
sudden switch and is explored in neither soliloquy nor dialogue. Her
haracter breaks down when it has to change.”

In my redefinition of character as continuous consciousness, I have
not posited metaphysical coherence or “unity.” For my argument, it
s necessary only that the character manifest adequate continuity; as
Dodd suggests, the reader will fill this in as psychological density if
she or he wishes. Unity is expected in essentialist humanism, and gen-
erally it is discovered through consideration of the characters of Shake-
spearean plays. However, in my view this is a delusion: the effect at-
tributed to unity derives from something clse. That is why character
critics only occasionally express disappointment: though full reali-
zation of unified psychological density can only be a chimera, they do
not expericnce it like that. The reason is that the subjectivities that are
admired in the plays do not actually depend upon the achicvement of
unity, coherence, and full presence. Character criticism depends in
actuality not on unity but on superfluity—on the thwarting of the as-
piration to realize unity in the face of material resistance. That is why
“stereotypical” characters, who do have a certain unity, are thought
unsatisfactory, and why when characters gain an appearance of unity
through closure at the end of a text they become suddenly uninter-
esting. And it is why there are so many essays on the characters of Ham-
let and Macbeth: they resist any convenient coherence. Francis Barker,
' have noted, finds Hamlet’s interiority mercly “gestural,” not offering
the plenitude of an individual presence,” having “nothing” at the
center. In my view that is not quite right: T see Hamlet producing sub-
jectivity effects all the time in his dialogue, but some of them are pro-
ocatively discontinuous, one with another. They construct a sequence
f loosely linked interioritics, not a coherent identity. That is why, as
arker observes, Hamlet tantalizes traditional critics: they cannot quite
et him to add up without surplus. But this is not because there is
nsufficient subjectivity in the text for them to work on, but because
here is too,_ much. The text overloads the interpretive system.

What poststructuralist theory has not explained is the complacency
f essentialist-humanist critics, who have generally found Shakespear-
an characters very rewarding to speculate about. Character criticism

(1.7.32-35)

However, Lady Macbeth says it will be easy to make the alternative
story work, and she reinforces her case with an appeal to manlines
Significantly, manliness comes from within the orthodox idea of what
a thane should be like—he is supposed to be bold and virile to maintain.
and justify his superior status. This is a good instance of how disrup-’
tion derives from contradiction within the dominant: the masculine
ethos that generally secures the conditions for Duncan’s rule cannot
altogether be controlled, and may be mobilized to facilitate his over:
throw. So Macbeth finds the alternative story persuasive, and pet-
suades himself that others will be persuaded also: “Will it not be
receiv’d / ... That they have done’t?” Lady Macbeth’s rejoinder is
more circumspect: “Who dares receive it other .. .7 (1.7.75-80).
She does not shrink from acknowledging that compulsion may help
an uncertain story to prevail. :

I have given a rather schematic account, but it may serve to show
how Macbeth’s subjectivity is not his unique, incluctable possession
but constituted from rival stories that are current, though not equally
authorized, in his society. His dissidence arises not from a confident
subjectivity choosing to reorient itself—though this is the story Mac-
beth aspires to—but from a radically insecure subjectivity, one swaying
between divergent possible selves and vulnerable to manipulationi’
Personal consistency, like stability of language and referent, is a myth:
Nevertheless, Macbeth’s subjectivity appears adequately continuous,
unlike that of Lady Macbeth; though many ideological complexities 5
may be observed in his representation, he does not have to fall silen
(Othello and Desdemona form a similar contrast). Insofar as the con
cept of character is active in the play, Macbeth is compatible with it
But insofar as this concept is suggested in respect of Lady Macbeth
as it is initially, it cannot be carried through. In fact, she is sacrificed
to keep Macbeth’s story going. Correspondingly, he appears to hav
the fuller subjectivity (he is scripted so as to produce more of wha
our cultures customarily interpret as psychological density). The key:
to this effect seems to be that Macbeth entertains more than one;
discourse at a time, and interiority is projected by an audience o :
reader as the place where discourses intersect. He appears to choos
between competing discourses, and hence to stand as a subject, in

s not disappointed by superfluity becausc the condition for its practice
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symbolically to embody and to control a collective anxicty about the

power of the female not only to dominate or reject the male but to

- create and destroy him.”% -

But what about Olivia’s passion for Cesario, the disguised Viola?

In his essay “Fiction and Friction,” Stephen Greenblatt evokes the

- «gcandalous shadow story” that “the gross impropricty of a homo-

_ sexual coupling” may be at issue there. However, Sebastian is set up

- to substitute for Cesario, and so Olivia’s love was, after all, a happy

swerving from nature’s bias—at least, that is how Sebastian thinks of
it (5.1.258).2 But is it right to read Olivia’s passion as really for Viola,
and hence as lesbian? Olivia does not think of herself as experiencing
jeshian attraction—she believes she is in love with the young man
Cesario. Taking the real issue as a lesbianism of which Olivia is unaware
allows critics to discount her apparent wishes: Greenblatt says: “Only
by not getting what she wants has Olivia been able to get what she
wants and, more important, to want what she gets” (p. 71). But what
does Olivia want? A leading tactic for controlling the desires of women
in our cultures is refusing to believe them when they say what they
want. Nor is this specially the mode of male commentators—feminist
psychoanalytic critics also have assumed that Olivia has at some level
made a homosexual object choice.?

I shall try to take seriously what Olivia says—-which is that she wants
neither a lesbian relationship nor marriage with a man like Orsino.
She wants to marry a man like Cesario. In exploring this, I shall be
treating Olivia, initially, as if she were a person with continuous con-
sciousness. This is surely what the text invites us to do, for it is widely
agreed that Olivia’s scenes with Cesario/Viola produce distinctively
intricate impressions of interaction between simulated selves—giving
rise to self-reference and sclf-questioning, soliloquy, indecision, and
lying. And there is continuity: ‘

is an incoherence that challenges interpretation; the text produces too
much meaning for a unitary account, and at that point provokes (like ’
the introspecting self) the stabilizing intervention of interpretation.
Each reading is attributed to an original unity, as essentialist ideology
requires, and the occurrence of multiple and incompatible readings
is attributed to the fertility of Shakespeare’s genius. So interpretation |
disavows that which incites it. The essentialist critical project is, of
course, never achieved, but that deferral allows its continuance (there -
must always be more readings). And that is why poststructuralist
analysis can show those readings to be inadcqliatc to texts that are
compounded of divergent, incompatible, and contradictory dis-
courses, and yet not apparently disable traditional practice (though it
does tell it something it has been trying not to notice).

WHAT OLIVIA WANTS

I am going to take Olivia in Tivelfth Night as a further test of my.
contention that Shakespearean plays produce dramatis personac that
are like characters—to the extent that they arc presented in ways that
invite an expectation of an adequately continuous interiority. Once
more, the expectation is eventually frustrated, Olivia falls silent, rep-
resentation breaks down. Finally she proves to be not a continuous
consciousness (let alone an autonomous essence), but a strand in a
far wider cultural argument. Also, I shall again show how critics write
as if they respect the individuality of Olivia as a character, but actually
subordinate their account of her to their need to cover over the point
at which the impression of continuous consciousness breaks down.
Whatever her subjective preferences have seemed to be, Olivia must
be discovered to want what the play’s closure needs her to have; and
the effect, again, is a regressive gender politics. ! '

Important recent work on previously “unthinkable” topics, cross-
dressing and homosexuality, helps us to take seriously the relationship ¢
of Antonio and Secbastian in Twelfth Night—which is mutual, emo- 3
tional, and substantially presented.?® Stephen Orgel has argued that |
Shakespeare’s culture was not morbidly fearful of male homosexual-
ity—because this was not perceived, generally, as an impediment to !
heterosexuality and marriage. Hence the genial deployment of cross-
dressing in these comedies. Rather, it was women and heterosexuality
that generated the stronger anxiety for men—they threatened the pro-
foundest potential disruptions to the male psyche and the social order.
Louis Montrose has powerfully analyzed the idea of the Amazon in
A Midsummer Night’s Dream, observing that such mythology “seems |

Give me leave, beseech you. I did send, -

After the last enchantment you did here,

A ring in chase of you. So did I abuse

Myself, my servant, and, I fear me, you.

Under your hard construction must I sit,

To force that on you in a shameful cunning

Which you knew nonc of yours. What might you think?
(3.1.113-19)

Olivia interrupts Cesario, reminds him of earlier interactions, inter-
- prets not just her own behavior and feclings but those of others, and
: asks for Cesario’s interpretation. And Viola/ Cesario remembers, un-
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unlike Olivia, she is thoroughly self-oppressed. Actually, Orsino him-
self doesn’t appear very masculine, but this, I suggest, is because he
is courting Olivia. Men werc—indeed are—supposed to adopt a sub-
missive, pleading posture during the period of courtship; upon mar-
riage, conventionally, they revert to a “masculine” stance. Commen-
tators assume that it is in Orsino’s character to be “effeminate,” but
' Linda Woodbridge recognizes it as a role: “Male characters under the
influence of Petrarchanism wept, sighed, complaincd, exchanged their
" manly freedom for abject slavery to feminine whim.”ss Olivia credits
- Orsino with the masculine virtues customary for a man of his class—

derstands, and responds. The scene is written so as to lead an audience *
to infer a continuous interiority in Olivia. e

What, then, does Olivia want? She is reported as being in mourn-
ing: the Captain says she is

A virtuous maid, the daughrer of a count
That died some twelvemonth since; then leaving her
In the protection of his son, her brother,
Who shortly also died; for whose dear love
(They say) she hath abjur’d the company
And sight of men.
(1.2.36-41)

Critics have generally assumed that Olivia is preoccupied with her
brother,?? but the Captain’s report introduces a hesitation (“(They
say)”), and we have in the next scene a different account of her mo
tivation from Sir Toby: '

In voices well divulg’d, frec, learn’d, and valiant,
And in dimension, and the shape of nature,

A gracious person.
{1.5.264-66)

She’ll none o’ the’ Count; she’ll not match above her degree, neither .

in estate, years, nor wit; I have heard her swear’t. Indeed, he plays his subordinate, courtship role with little conviction;

his inclination, evidently, is to be peremptory and domineering. His
idea of love is male domination—he begins by declaring how mar-
velous it will be when Olivia devotes herself to him such that the
“sovereign thrones” of her passions, thoughts, and emotions, and her
“sweet perfections,” will all be supplied and filled “with one selfking.”
And that king will be Orsino (1.1.35-40). He despises women:

(1.3.106-8)

rThi_s, surely, is why Olivia falls for Cesario. He seems the son of a
gentleman (whereas she is the daughter of a count) and is younger
than she. He seems intelligent enough, but is readily dominated by
her—he backs off as she advances. Olivia wants a man who is not too
masculine. The deaths of her male kin have left her in the rare situation
of being an independent woman,? and from this privileged position-
she has decided that she would prefer not to marry a man who will
dominate her. She has not seen Orsino, notice—she dislikes the very
idea of him. To Cesario she does not plead her mourning, but repeats,
directly, “I cannot love him” (1.5.261, 266, 284). She pauses when
she fears that Cesario may be other than he appears—not a woman,
the fear that critics presume—but Orsino: “Not too fast: soft! soft! /
Unless the master were the man® (1.5.297-98). Olivia wants the man
pvithout the master.

Orsino’s expressed attitudes towards women are quite unpleasant;
they allow us to see that Olivia’s intuition about him is well-founded.
He says Cesario should marry a woman younger than himself because
men are inconstant and abandon women when they lose their “fair
flower”; therefore, he says, the best way of keeping a marriage going :
is for the wife to start with the advantage of relative youth, so that
her physical attractions will last longer (2.4.29-39). Viola agrees—

Alas, their love may be call’d appetite,

No motion of the liver, but the palate,

That suffers surfeit, cloyment, and revolt.
(2.4.98-100)

'This is hardly ever truc of women in Shakespeare’s writing; even the
“false” Cressida is so under duress. At the start of act 5, Orsino
impatiently accosts Olivia, imperiously upbraids her and violently
threatens her and Cesario (5.1.110-29). The “lover” gives way to
" masculine and class assertiveness. Orsino, in fact, is like Oberon in
. Montrose’s description: he wants to “gain possession . . . of the wom-
" an’s desire and obedience; he must master his own dependency upon
his wife.”? Olivia is surely right to think that Orsino is not the kind
- of man she would like.

Olivia’s independent position makes her sole head of the house-
hold. According to Sebastian, she manages it well—it is a sign of her
' sanity, without which
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She could not sway her house, command her followers,
Take and give back affairs and their despatch,
With such a smooth, discreet, and stable bearing
As T perceive she docs,
{4.3.17-20)

it

Even so, Olivia has trouble with Sir Toby, who is inclined to masculine
roistering; as a dependent relative, he should be subject to the di
cipline of the head of household, but he does not accord Olivia the
authority of a man. Indeed, if Sir Toby could get her to marry Sir
Andrew, he would control her through him. The Malvolio disturbane
stems from the same source (all these matters are far more tightly:
interconnected than can be appreciated by critics who see the question
of marriage in the play as individual and psychological). He is the
senior male and some responsibilities of the head of houschold de+
volve upon him—in particular, Olivia tells him to turn Sir Toby out
of doors (2.3.73-75). The obvious literary comparison is with The
Duchess of Malfi. There a woman is almost free of domineering malé
kin and tries to take Olivia’s stance. Antonio, like Malvolio, is thé
steward, with a similar commitment to an orderly houschold—he ad:
mires the way the king of France “quits first his royal palace / O
flatt’ring sycophants, of dissolute / And infamous persons.”?” The
Duchess finds that Antonio has taken her cares upon him (1.1.295)
and proposes to him, observing: “The misery of us that are born
great— / We are forc’d to woo because none dare woo us” (1.2.363-
64). It is not quite so surprising, therefore, that Malvolio imagines
himself having greatness thrust upon him in the form of marriage
with Olivia: the idea is produced by his structural position as well as
by Maria’s plot. Olivia’s refusal to commit her affairs to the manage
ment of a strong male troubles the system.
The outcome is like that we have seen with Lady Macbeth and
Desdemona: the woman who tries to pursue her own line is discovered ;
trying to manipulate men and is prevented. It is a profoundly con
servative scenario—and, of course, one that many critics have em
braced—usually in the guise of an expectation that Olivia should mak
a “natural,” psychologically “mature” match, This was C. L. Barber’
position, in a strangely admired book—admired by heterosexuals pre::
sumably, since Barber imagines that all readers and audiences wil
experience as “wish-fulfilment™ the idea that “playful reversal of sexua
roles can renew the meaning of the normal relation.”?® Even Barbe
is disconcerted by the tidy way Sebastian is substituted for Cesario; ;
but he is prepared to put up with anything so long as masculinity®

{
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triumphs: “The particular implausibility that there should be an iden-
tical man to take Viola’s place with Olivia is submerged in the general,
beneficent realisatio:: that there is such a thing as a man” (p. 246).
To Barber, Sebastian’s “manly reflex is delightful” when he fights Sir
Andrew: it shows that “Scbastian is not likely to be dominated” (p.
246). He thinks this is as it should be—Sebastian will sort out “this
spoiled and dominating young heiress” (p. 245). Alternatively, we
may ponder how coercive is the demand to join the heterosexual
majority—characteristic as it is of most accounts of comedy.

‘My complaint is not that Barber is wrong about Twelfth Night, but
that he is pleased about it; in fact he comes nearer than most com-
mentators to seeing how precisely Olivia is frustrated. For, of course,
the play depends on Sebastian not being altogether identical with Vi-
ola: not only is he a man, he is just such a man as Olivia does not

" want, Even at the point of marriage, she believes she is marrying an

unmasculine man, for Sebastian backs off, like Cesario, until the last
moment:

oLivia:  Nay, come, I prithee; would thou’dst be rul’d by me!
SEBASTIAN: Madam, I will.
OLIVIA: Q, say 50, and so be.

(4.1.63-64)

Scbastian is hesitant because he hasn’t met Olivia before; she cannot
know that his compliance in such circumstances must indicate a bold—

- manly—kind of person. The action confirms this: Sebastian has already

beaten Sir Andrew and proceeds at once to fight with and subdue Sir

. Toby, so his capacity to rule Olivia’s household is clear enough. This

s not what Olivia wanted. The Duke’s reassurance makes it worse:
“Be not amaz’d, right noble is his blood” (5.1.262). Cesario implied

“that he was a gentleman, but Scbastian turns out to be at least as

tatusful as Olivia. Furthermore {unsurprisingly, along with his fight-
ing), Sebastian also has a complacent, conventional attitude to gender
clations: “So comes it, lady, you have been mistook. / But nature
o her bias drew in that” (5.1.257-58).

© At this most crucial point, like Desdemona and Lady Macbeth,
Olivia collapses as a character—insofar as that means the representation
of a personage of continuous interiority. Just when all her desires have
been systematically frustrated, she has virtually nothing to say. She
has no lines at all to help us envisage the impact of it all on her
subjectivity. Only a moment before, she has been typically indepen-
dent—urging Cesario to assert their love and defy Orsino:
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Fear not, Cesario, take thy fortunes up,
Be that thou know’st thou art, and then thou art
As great as that thou fear'st.

subversive than lesbianism—which mainly triggers the male hetero-
sexual anxiety that women have a secret, intimate area closed to men.
It is through the supposed demand of women that men be “mascu-
line” that heteroscxual men justify their dominance. Olivia’s prefer-
ence for an unmasculine man challenges this ethos.
Meanwhile—and this too confirms Orgel’s argument about where
the anxiety resides—Orsino gets what he wants when he marries Viola:
a woman who believes in the conventional patterns of gender relations
(often she uses her male disguise to insist on her underlying femi-
ninity), a woman happy to be a favored, but junior, servant. And 1
see no reason why Antonio should appear at the end as the defeated
and melancholy outsider that critics have assumed. Leslie Fiedler, who
gives Antonio more thoughtful attention than most, capitulates to
the modern stereotype and declares that “hatred and distrust of self
are Antonio’s chief motivations.” To be sure, Antonio cxperiences
the most vivid suffering in the play, when he believes that Sebastian
does not care for him (3.4.356-79; 5.1.74-90). But this appears so
only because of the intervention of Cesario; actually Sebastian has not
forsaken his friend—he has him in mind even as he ponders Olivia’s
. proposal (4.3.4-8). When the disguiscs are removed, Antonio is
strongly reassured:

(5.1.146-48)

But from the appearance of Sebastian alongside Cesario, at the point
where it would be most interesting to sce how Olivia will respond,
she says only “Most wonderfull” (5.1.223). And to the “reassurances’
of Orsino and Sebastian, which I have just quoted, she says nothing .
whatsoever. She could and should call for an annulment—get back to
her initial position—she has the money to do that. But she reenter: d
the dialogue only to handle, with her usual efficiency, the release o
Malvolio (5.1.276-314, 327-78; in this respect her character is al
lowed to continue). In the middle of that, while they are fetching’
Malvolio, she has just one comment on her marriage: :

My lord, so please you, these things further thoﬁght on,
To think me as well a sister, as a wife, :
One day shall crown th’alliance on’t, so please you,

Here at my house, and at my proper cost.
(5.1.315-18)

Orsino as brother is virtually as bad as Orsino as husband, of course,
for he becomes a senior male kinsman alongside Scbastian, entitled
to interfere in her affairs—already he is telling her what to think about .
her marriage. But she makes no complaint; on the contrary, she offers SERASTIAN: ﬁ“tomo! O my dear f:““’ni"’
to pay for the weddings. ' i Si::: ‘f‘ﬁ:\fe}ﬁ‘:fstﬁiﬂf d and tortur'd me, |
Like Desdemona and Lady Macbeth, Olivia capitulates; and the )
break in presentation is negotiated by silence and, all too often, the
assumption that Olivia’s subjection to a “real man” is only right and
proper. The critical record indicates how well it has worked. But th
contradiction in the ideology of gender relations has becn smoothe
over at the expense of Olivia as a simulated person with continuous;
interiority. To be sure, finding herself married to Scbastian might lead ;
her to expericnce some ncw, complex change; she might stop being}
bold and independent and become timid and acquiescent. But if she;
is to remain a character, we nced to know what she feels, how sh y
registers it in her consciousness. Olivia cannot be allowed to say an
thing about any of it, because anything she could say would distu
the play’s closure. She becomes another character who is not a char
acter. And this occurs not because Olivia cannot be allowed a lesbiarl
relationship—which she has not contemplated—but because she cang
not be allowed to have a man who will not dominate her. For het:
erosexual men in patriarchy, Olivia’s preference may well be more

ANTONIO:  Sebastian arc you?

SERASTIAN: Fear’st thou that, Antonio?
(5.1.216-19)

Only Antonio has not been deluded about Sebastian; he is the man
Antonio thought he was. There is no significant confusion in their
relationship, and no reason why marriage to a stranger heiress should
change it. If I were directing the play, I would show Antonio delighted
“with the way it all turns out.

BREAKING POINTS

The female characters, in the instances I have discussed, fall silent at
] the moments when their speech could only undermine the play’s
 attempt at ideological coherence. We may think of such moments as
manifesting a strategic deployment of perfunctory closure: like the
Jaw-and-order finale of the cops-and-robbers movie, they are conven-
_tionally required but scarcely detract from the illicit excitement of the
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bulk of the text. They are the price that has to be paid for the more
adventurous representation, and because an audience knows this, it
may discount them. The marriages of some Shakespearean heroines
may be of this kind, for some audiences at least; Olivia perhaps, and
Isabella in Measure for Measure—she is the bold woman silenced most
spectacularly when marriage is proposed. Alternatively, as Dympna
Callaghan suggests, we may relate the disallowing of women’s voices
in these plays to Pierre Macherey’s analytical model, wherein the point
at which the text falls silent is recognized as the point at which its
ideological project is disclosed. What may be discerned there is both
necessary and necessarily absent; it may be figured as the “uncon-
scious” of the text.* In this view, the gaps in character continuity 1
have been considering represent not only the silencing of particular
female characters; they also manifest breaking points of the text, mo-
ments at which its ideological project is under special strain.

Either way, gaps in ideological coherence are in principle bound
to occur. No text, literary or otherwise, can contain within its ideo- Z
logical project all of the potential significance that it must release in her excellence is an unstable compound of beauty and purity, the
pursuance of that project. The complexity of the social formation more innocent the woman appears, the more dangerous she may ac-
combines with the multiaccentuality of language* to produce an in- ‘tually be—that is the fear that besets Othello. Our cultures need to
evitable excess of meaning, as implications that arise coherently hink of Desdemona as innocent because they fear that if she is not,
enough at one point cannot altogether be accommodated at another. she may be whorish. Where women are concerned, it is believed, there
The whole tendency of ideology, as Nicos Poulantzas explains, is to | s no smoke without fire; that is why judges in rape cases assume that
reconstitute contradictions “on an imaginary level” within “a rela- women invite assault upon themselves. The effect of Desdemona’s
tively coherent discourse.”? But it is a condition of representation strangely sexual remarks is as Lisa Jardine says: they allow “the shadow
that such a project will incorporate the ground of its own ultimate : of sexual frailty” to hover over Desdemona, despite her technical
failure. The customary notions of woman in our cultures are contra- : innocence.*s
dictory and indcterminate. When such a key concept is structurally | Richard P. Wheeler offers a comparable argument about the in-
unstable, it produces endless textual work. The awkward issue has nocent Isabella in Measure for Measure. Pondering why the Duke
continually to be revisited, reworked, rediscovered, reaffirmed. And makes her go through the presumably traumatic parade of declaring
because closure is tantalizingly elusive, texts are often to be found -publicly that she has had sexual intercourse with Angelo, Wheelcr
pushing representation to a breaking point where contradiction comes | concludes that it makes Isabella assume traces of the whore and that
to the surface. Some commentators will then seek to help the text thus, in the organization of the play, she becomes an acceptable bride
into coherence—in the present instances, supplying characters with for the Duke.*s In Measure for Measure, the whorish alternative for
feasible thoughts and motives to smooth over the difficulty. This has female sexuality is defined by the prostitutes (establishing what
been the virtual raison d’étre of traditional criticism. Other commen-' Dympna Callaghan calls a “dynamic of the polarised feminine,” within
tators may take the opportunity to address the ideological scope of whose terms the heroine is framed).#” In Othello, this role is taken by
the text—how its closures provoke collusion or questioning. Bianca—

Sometimes a text will so stretch the ideological suppositions upon 5 |
which it relies that even traditional critics admit a difficulty. Measure
for Measure was dubbed a “problem play” by W. W. Lawrence and

E. M. W. Tillyard because they could not get its elements to cohere
(however, the quest for coherence continued—F. R. Leavis found the
ending “a consummately right and satisfying fulfilment of the essen-
tial design™).** Therc is a recalcitrant factor in the presentation of
Desdemona that I have not so far considered. It is usnally agreed that
she is a good woman—excellent, in fact, and guite unjustly maligned.
But two incidents have disturbed that story. One is her genial sexual
banter with Jago when Othello is in danger on the sea in act 2 scene
1; the second is her sudden thought that “Lodovico is a proper man”
as she prepares for bed on her final night (4.2.35). Critics (for example,
‘M. R Ridley in the New Arden edition, pp. 54, 166) arc troubled:
is Desdemona exhibiting in these incidents a hint of the lust and
treachery of which Othello—falsely . . . but then is it quite?—accuses
_her. What we are seeing here is a common tendency in the deployment
“of stereotype. The excellent Desdemona is, of course, the madonna
in the customary madonna/whore binary, but the two clements in
#such binaries are always collapsing into each other.#¢ Partly because

A housewife that by selling her desires
Buys hersclf bread and clothes: it is a creature
That dotes on Cassio: as *tis the strumpet’s plague
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To beguile many, and be beguil’d by one.
He, when he hears of her, cannot refrain
From the excess of laughter.

“or whorish; even her husband—especially this husband—would be a
iolation. But the two ideas cannot be contained within the one time
- scheme. In this respect also, the contradiction in the presentation of
‘ Desdemona is so blatant that it becomes implausible. The stercotype
that aspires to define and control “woman” overreaches itself and, to
- the thoughtful, betrays itself.

As 1 have suggested in respect of Hamlet, traditional cruces in
Shakespearean texts—those perplexing moments where textual inse-
curity seems to combine with plot and character indeterminacy—often
manifest not a lack of meaning, as might be supposed, but a super-
fluity. Too much meaning is being offered, to the point where it cannot
all be made to cohere. And this may indicate anxiety and excessive
ideological work such as I have been discussing. Strain deriving from
overambitious deployment of supposed female attributes is cvident
again in the famous question about whether Lady Macbeth has chil-
dren: this is by no means trivial, given that Macketh is so concerned
with lineage. The play needs Lady Macbeth to have “given suck” so
that she can signal her shockingly “unfeminine” determination by
declaring that she would have dashed the baby’s brains out if she had
sworn and reneged as Macbeth has done (1.7.54-59). However, the
play is not content with this: later on, Lady Macbeth has to be childless
50 that nature can be shown getting its own back on her. Typically,
in such circumstances, criticism looks for ways of talking the text back
into scnse. Perhaps the line “He has no children” (4.3.216) refers to
Malcolm. Or perhaps Lady Macbeth has had children and they died.
But these devices do not answer to the weight of the imagery, and
only the more literally minded have embraced them. The dominant
reading is as Peter Stallybrass suggests: we arc “asked toaccepta logical
contradiction for the sake of a symbolic unity: Lady Macbeth is bath
an unnatural mother and sterile.”s!

The other famous crux in Macbeth concerns why Lady Macbeth
faints when their story about the grooms killing Duncan is received
with incredulity (2.3.118). Is this one more sign of her fiendish pres-
ence of mind, or is it the first sign of the reemergence of her womanly
nature? Within the gender assumptions that produce Lady Macbeth,
‘the two readings are equally feasible; indeed, within the notions about
“character and femininity that modern critics have attempted to deploy,
‘-_ it is quite impossible to choose between them. But if she is a character
‘with a continuous consciousness, she must be manifesting either pres-
‘ence of mind or panic. In a way, this episode might be regarded as
. the pivot of the play: on one side of it, Lady Macbeth is “unnaturally”

(4.1.94-97)

At first sight, Bianca is Desdemona’s opposite. But here again th
whorte intrudes upon the madonna, for the ambiguity of “housewife?
(=courtesan /manager of houschold affairs) links Bianca to both ex—
tremes of supposed female behavior. Furthermore, since she is coné
demned and mocked for her loyalty to Cassio as much as for her
alleged promiscuity, where does this leave Desdemona’s commitment:
to Othello? Edward A. Snow draws attention to an exchange shortly
before the murder.#® To Othello’s injunction, “Think on thy sins,”
Desdemona replies, “They are loves I bear to you.” Othello comments;
“And for that thou diest” (5.2.40-41). In other words, Othello finds
himself acknowledging that Desdemona’s offense resides in her lggit-
imately expressed sexuality, :

Thomas Rymer thought Desdemona was being punished by and;
for her aberrant desire—he quotes the moral from Cinthio’s story=
4 caution to all Maidens of Quality how, without their parents’ con
sent, they run away with Blackamoors.”* Marrying a black man:
seemed a convincing instance of the danger of allowing women to
do what they want. Most people, where I come from, think this nasty
and racist or merely stupid—though John Quincy Adams, the sixth
president of the United States, proposed a similar reading, and it ha
been offered in our time by Allan Bloom.5

To others, however, Desdemona may appear subliminally lustful
and this is sufficient to admit the thought that even the best of womcn ;
may be whorish underneath, or anyway in potential. So with Olma
and Lady Macbeth: female desires are disruptive. Ultimately this seems -
to justify the general subordination of women. Nonctheless, it doesn’t |
quite work in Othello. For however attractive the notion may be to:
some people, Desdemona cannot, reasonably, be thought to deserve:
her fate; and that is why the banter with Tago and thought of Lodovico |
have been found problematic. This, I hold, is because deployment of
the feminine stercotype is taken too far here. Alongside the ideal of
the innocent woman who submits and suffers, the text offers, as well,
the bad woman who asks for trouble. It is this strain, I suggest, that
produces the notorious dual time scheme of the play. Critics note
that there seems scarcely time for Desdemona to consummate the !
marriage with Othello, yet he can believe she has been unfaithful with
Cassio a thousand times (5.2.213). She must appear either virginal
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sses claimed for critical appreciation, with full revelation of character
hieved only in the last scene, yet understood to have been deeply
present all along. Typically, illusion is said to yield, slowly but surely,
to the reality that was always-already there; the individual, in learning
'om cxperience to reconcile himself or herself to the world, becomes
fillly the person he or she always was. The ultimate profundity is
alleged to appear in tragedy, where the truth about Man is said to
merge from the depths of the individual. And this usually, in modern
mes, is the truth of our atavistic nature—the savage Othello underlies
the noble one (he may be savage and noble at once, but still the
vagery seems more fundamental). This is the most disabling of es-
ntialist myths.52 Of course people behave in extreme ways in extreme
onditions, but this does not demonstrate an underlying Man. Rather,
people react diversely in diverse circumstances in diverse culrures. -

one of these reactions is necessarily more profound than the others;
they are all ways people behave. The person who betrays his or her
‘omrades under torture, who eats them to survive an aeroplane dis-
ter, who kills them under intolerable stress, is no more “real” than
the caring and cooperative person we sce in more congenial circum-
ances. It is essentialist humanism, not cultural materialism, that has
‘the narrow view of human potential.

cool and collected, on the other “appropriately” conscience-strickei
But we never see how she gets from one to the other; as I have argued
she is not constructed so as to enrertain contradictory attitudes; sh
can figure only as the site upon which they are displayed. The faint:
ing/feinting incident gives us the “impossible” point at which thie
two contradictory features of the stercotype coincide as equally pia
sible. However, since they cannot coexist, but only collide, they alloy
an audience or reader to see, if we will, that Lady Macbeth is coms?
pounded of contradictory stereotypes—a character who is not:aj
character. &)

HUMAN NATURE AND CONTEST

i
I have been trying to exemplify a way of reading in which speech ang
action in a fictional text may be attributed to characters—understood
not as essential unities, but as simulated personages apparently pos?
sessing adequately continuous or developing subjectivities. But, bes
yond that, the presentation of the dramatis persona¢ must be traced
to a textual organization in which character is a strategy, and very
likely one that will be abandoned when it interferes with other de-
siderata. To observe this is important, not just as a principle of literary;
criticism, but because it correlates with a repudiation of the assump;
tion that reality, in plays or in the world, is adequately explained by::
reference to a fixed, autonomous, and self-determining core of indi
vidual being. Rather, subjectivity is itself produced, in all its coms
plexity, within a linguistic and social structure. ’

But, you may ask, is there .not a loss? Does not character criticism
attend to individuals, and thereby sustain a generous openness to the
diversity of human experience? I think not, for the counterpart of the .
individual is the universal; so while characters are supposed to be’
cssentially themselves, they end up reduced to an essential human .
nature—to man. Further, when the individual and the universal come
into focus, the social, the historical, and the political become blurred
or fade from view. And they are the frameworks within which we
might observe the operations of power and envisage alternative scope
for human lives. : '

Key maneuvers in most character interpretation involve the sur-
face/depths binary. Through this model, one side of an opposition
is credited with the authority of profundity, while the other is rele-
gated to the superficial. In traditional criticism, of course, the indi-
vidual and the universal are profound, whereas social and political
considerations are superficial. This pattern operates also in the pro-
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