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ABSTRACT

Interpretation is coerced from us whenever we are faced
with the text's Unconscious—that part of {or space in) a text
where we are faced with problems to which intratextual voices
remain entirely silent. Drawing on the theory of Pierre Macherey,
this study looks at texts by Ibsen, Brecht, Doyle and Verne to
reveal the multiple manifestations and extratextual implications
of the textual Unconscious.
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1

thsen’s Nora is fond of macaroons. Her husband, Torvald, finds
this distasteful so she conceals them. My wife’s grandmother. in
Gothenburg, liked sweets and sometimes tried 1o hide them when
grandfather appeared. Expressing his disapproval, he used to say to
his granddaughter: “One should not be selfish.” She remembers he
always had a glass of acquavit before dinner. Children understand
power and remember its lessons.

Those macaroons reveal more of Nora than she seems to know
about her self. They invite us to probe beneath the surface of Ibsen’s
text and test the logic of its plot. We then realise what most interests
us in the characters remains unconscious to them nearly ali the time,
The naturalist dramaturgy requires them to speak from the level of
their putative self-comprehension. They cannot go beyond it withowut
breaking the spell of this immediacy and of its speciat effect upon the
audience. Unwittingly, they reveal their secrets 10 us. This gradual
revelation of the character’s unconscious encourages a wider and
deeper understanding of their problems. We do not just hear about
them. We seem to experience them ourselves. We listen attentively.
We read on. The test and its performance create an effect of reality.
This has a paradoxical consequence. It seems fo put the observer in a
privileged position, in the psychiatrist’s chair. The psychoanalyst is
simulianeously part and not part of the proceedings, both drawn into
the story yet necessarily preserving a clinical distance from it. it is a
powerful and gratifying position and we pay to sit in it.

The psychoanalytic encounter works through a transference and
through a countertransference. These differently positioned narratives
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engage and often clash with each other, are modified in the process,
until they produce a new interpretation, another level of understand-
ing. That process never stops. Perhaps it mitigates unhappiness. That,
at least, or at most, was Freud’s hope. Much has recently been written
about the notoriously countertransferential readings of his patients.
Those accounts bring home to us what can happen in every analyiic
interpretation.

Nevertheless, a naturalist dramatic text, because of its ability to
simulate actual experience, seems to work the other way. Such a text
appears to compel the observer to prescribed conclusions. Because it
controls all the evidence, which is coterminous with natrative per-
formance, it patiently waits for us to draw the right conclusions. if |
shift the standard meanings slightly, the text seems to privilege the
transferential relation, projecting its internalised narrative onto those
who are supposed to determine and evaluate it. Perhaps the sovereign
critic then simply becomes a function of the text. That suggests criti-
cal and interpretive issues long ago raised by the concept of mimesis.

Secretly pleased by our own acumen, we dutifully iearn to waich
for and to interpret the unwritten or half-written psychological subtext.
Since the author in part relies on us to write it, we are flattered and
tend to neglect just how it inscribes itself upen us. We retain some-
thing of that edgy relationship to the play’s characters, entering into
but not part of their worid, only this now also happens on another
level. We are constrained to a judgment from our reading of the whole
play, but its text may have imposed a collusion upon us in such a way
that we can reach no other conclusions. And if we do not like that
conclusion, we may decide the play is unsatisfactory. We may even
say, since this all happens within the assumptions of a naturaiist or
realist aesthetic, that the play does not measure up to experience, that
there is a difference between life and literature.

Let me, therefore, with apologies to those who feel they know
this only too well already, give, as best [ can, a sympathetic reading
of the subtext of 4 Doll’s House or, 1 could now say, an account of
how this transference works, while also anticipating certamn counter-
transferential implications. Ibsen, as we afl know, made an impact in
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China. I have probably been negligent but the compatative studies 1
have seen deal with their topic positivistically in terms of Ibsen’s
influence, hence they are largely concerned with aspects of Ibsenism,
not with really reading his works, which must surely be the starting-
peint for searching cuftural comparisons. !

Macaroons are small biscuits made of egg white, aimond and
sugar. If you have tasted them, you will know what Nora is asked fo
sacrifice. They mark both her status as a child in Torvald’s eyes and
her internalisation of that status, but they also show her unconscious
resistance to that status and to its internalisation. When she feels more
confident, she eats them openly. Appreciating this, we then remember
the play begins with two apparently innocent gestures that can be read
as acts of unconscious rebellion against Torvald’s values: overtipping
the porter and eating the macaroons.

We also notice how offering them later becomes a gesture of
self-affirmation. When she expresses the thought that “we—that Tor-
vald has all this power over so many people,” she produces the for-
bidden macaroons and offers them to Dr. Rank (Ibsen 166). This is
doubly interesting. The slip of the tongue reveals both the secret de-
sire, her own longing to be empowered, to have what she later cails
“influence,”(171) and the recognition that this only comes to her
through her husband. This moment’s revelation of the contradiction
within speech, and of the further contradiction between speech and
gesture, and the defiance this implies, really focuses the issues of the
play. The point is that her behavior is wnconscious and so there is no
discussion of it. However, Torvald disapproves of macaroons, and
since the reality principle still predominates over the pleasure princi-
ple, she has to hide them.

This invites us to distinguish, firsrly, between her response, as a
member of the bourgeoisie, to some social customs and expectations,
rules and taboos of her culture and her class, which she appears to
uccept automatically as part of a self-defining social identification,
because it suits her, because it benefits her, as when she says that
“we—that Torvald has all this power over people.” But then, and sec-
ondly, we can see an, at the very least, ambivalent response as a
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woman to the necessity of accepting social rules that seem to benefit
only men, which that remark to Dr. Rank also implies, especially if
we link it to the gesture of eating the macaroon in defiance of Tot-
vald’s wishes; and, finally, we notice her response to the focal appli-
cation and definition of such rules by her husband within her family.

The dramatic text invites us to construct some such reading of
the character’s Unconscious. Indeed, it compels us to do so. We have
to make ali the connections since no nasrative voice suggests how this
should best be done. The macaroons themselves are a good example,
Afl we see is that Nora eats them, Yet we realise their crusty surface
offers an initial resistance, seeming hard to bite, but that the aftertaste:
is sweet. This is the taste of power, difficult at first but nice when
internalised. For Nora they represent power over herself or independ-
ence. That is another, more secret, reason why her husband dislikes
her eating them.

Nora’s resentment over her (degrading) dependency is repressed
but surfaces time and again. So we can assume it is subtextual to eve-
rything, even when it is denied, perhaps especially at such moments.
Just one example of such a denial:

Nora {pacing up and down). A man can straighten out
these things so much better than a woman.

Mrs. Linde: Her husband, yes.

Nora: Nonsense . . . (185)

To Nora “a man” is not a synonym for “her husband.” To be a
man is fo be fully empowered, it is a metaphor which expresses her
own longings that have nothing to do with her husband. A “husband”
represents immediate social power in the family, whereas “a man”
stands for social empowerment and the opposite of an uneducated and
frustrated woman. Reminded that her husband is the most immediate
man in her life, she immediately rejects the proposition she has just
announced, that a man is more competent, because she experiences its
contradiction directly. She resents the fact that Torvald represents this
power. She comes to recognise that she is simply the negative mold
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for her husband’s positive form, that she is without any intrinsic iden-
tity of her own, because it has been, in the term’s double sense, SYs-
fematically denied and withheld from her.

Torvald and Nora create fictions about one another. She COMES
to reject his fictional view of herself because she had half-tolerantly,
haif-resignedly, internalised only its superficial face, without recog-
nising the suppressed violence contained in those incessant diminu-
tives. However, his deepest fiction is finally revealed in a construc-
tion of the female as the untrustworthy, unprincipled source of moral
infection, which we could perhaps explain as an automatic projection
onto her of thé unanalysed guilty conscience of the socially dominant
class over its privileged position, hence as a voice that $eems exces-
sive to the character, that seems to come from somewhere else, Yet
the final break between them only occurs when she realises that he in
no way represents the generous fiction of the character she con-
structed for Aim, in order to make life tolerable for herself. When she
understands this, she acts,

The “miracle” she wished for, but which never materialises,
would have been for him to accept responsibility for what she once
did: namely, forge the signature to save her husband and let her father
die in peace (230). She has no legal or financial rights, in this sense
he is responsible, symbolically responsible, as the representative of
those who have denied her equality. He cannot accept or even see the
responsibility this denial places upon him. He wil} not protect her.
Therefore she leaves him.

Nora finally understands that she faces an intolerable contradic
tion. She has protected the forces that oppress her. She looks into the
mirror, into herself, and finds 2 stranger in her own body, a stranger
constructed by the desire of others. This stranger embodies their de-
sive. She is nothing but their desire for her. She herself is the contra-
diction of her culture. She discovers it has turned her into what is
useful to others but not to herself Instead of going “mad,” which is
what happened in real life to the woman on whose story Ibsen based
his play, Nora slams the door on herself: a theatrical sofution which
real life can then negotiate, perhaps thus avoiding real schizophrenia.
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Ibsen’s contemporaries found this ending unacceptable. Aban-
doning the children seemed impossibly provocative. Because there
was no copyright, and happy endings were substituted in performance,
Ibsen wrote one himself where Nora says: “Ah, though it is a sin
against myself, [ cannot leave them!”(334) Critics who object to the
credibility of the characters, finding their behavior insufficiently mo-
tivated, are naturally caught up within the problematic of the play, but
also have not learnt to read a dramatic text.2

Bat if we do not want to argue with the characters, we can be-
come their psychoanalyst and construct a reading of their Uncon-
scious, on the basis of the information in the text. Nora is the focal-
point of a struggle, the ground on which opposing positions do battle.
She is an effect of writing and interpretation, the imagined site ofa
struggle between cuitural attitudes. If we construct 2 more unitary
reading or a one-dimensional personality for the character, this may
make her behavior seem contradictory and inconsistent to literalist
critics. The crucial points are that Nora, like all of us, is more than
one person and that we are just as textually constructed as she is.

Recognising this, we see not only that the writing tells us more
than the characters seem to know about themselves, so that we can, on
the basis of its evidence, respond to its transference and read the char-
acters’ Unconscious, but that it somehow seems to show us more than
it knows about itself, so that we can speak of an Unconscious of the
text. We can consider these two levels of interpretation, the transfer-
ential echo and the countertransferential assertion, in respect of the
text’s representation of Torvald.

Some critics, of course they are male, have found him hard to
take. There is something about him that seems not quite right. 1 do not
mean by this to question his credibility as a character, to wonder
whether he conforms to our expectations of how a man would actu-
ally behave. In this context that is a secondary matter. Actually [ think
it is a preity accurate portrait, for perceived self-interest is at stake,
but Ibsen needs the force of his provocation for his plot. But he does
seem, as | have hinted, to embody a voice from somewhere ¢ise.

Torvald’s power seems as absolute as his self-assurance. He has
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the gift of money. Nora must use his language, playing with the
names he gives her. He wanted to obliterate her past and recreate her
in his own image and he will do it by “forgiving” her (224). Only
when her memory and past personality have been destroyed can he
recreate her as the mirror which can only reflect and never challenge
him. His pride is a function of self-love, hence it depends on the fear
of loss, which causes him to want to dominate her. But when the pres-
sure i$ put upon him, this facade falis apart. The insistence on moral
rectitude, his absolutes, his principles are all revealed as axpressions
of his fear of failure in a competitive society. When his personal posi-
tion is threatened, his moral principles collapse. Only self-interest is
left, social face. He will do anything to preserve them. Perhaps we see
here an example of the Unconscious of the text, rather than that of the
character, since it shows us something, moral collapse, which it can-
not fully explain and therefore merely invites us to condemn. The
critics who do this, or who complain about the characterisation, are
caught up in the same problematic as the character and the text has
written its message on them.,

For Torvald is constructed by the radical values of a high capi-
talist society where self-interest, which is equated with the mainte-
nance of patriarchal control, is the only undeniable principle and the
final underlying morality. What the text represents as a moral prob-
lem, a lack of integrity or courage, as a failure of character, an inabil-
ity to act according to the demands of a moral system, we might see
as the product of contradictory cudfural or historical or even political
pressures which cannot be relieved or solved by improvements in
individual morality, no matter what Ibsen may have thought. We
would then read the events in the plot, the behavior of the characters
0 some extent against the grain of the text’s explanations for them.
We would see the writing itself as a sign of pressures beyond that
writing’s reach or control.

If we accept what the text appears to offer us, this opportunity to
interpret what [ will now call its subtextual mtenticnality, which pro-
duces its satisfactions because it makes a demand on our limagination,
we are nevertheless pinned down in that psychiatrist’s chair, busy
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constructing the characters’ Unconscious. Of course we need to do
this to complete and read the play. In the process, we perform our
assigned role and our reading is prescribed. Such an Unconscious is
not problematic and it does not threaten us. Yet Ibsen’s play has left
us with a dissatisfaction, not on the level of the characters’ Uncon-
scious, but by something contained within but excessive to his text.

One explanation can be found in Macherey’s concept of the Un-
conscious of the work, It needs supplementation through Brecht’s
representation of the Unconscious, markedly different from Ibsen’s
but which, in spite of a common confrary assumption, is central to his
texts. My argument is that Ibsen’s text prescribes a transferential
reading and Brecht’s does not, precisely because it deals with the
Unconscious beyond the confines of ego-psychology. Ibsen’s psycho-
logical portraits are ideologically framed and the reader, as it were,
fills in the details. But Brecht’s texts question the ideological presup-
positions brought to them through their representation of the Uncon-
scious. That implies a radical rereading of Brecht and it bears on our
understanding of the mimetic with consequences for the position of
the reader, for the relation between reader and text.

I

Macherey shows how an ideology structures a work, which si-
multaneously and unconsciously situates it, through the nineteenth
century equivalent of science fiction, tales by Jules Verne which take
their readers: Around the World in Eighty Days, From the Earth to the
Moon, Twenty Thousand Leagues under the Sea or on a Journey to
the Centre of the Earth (Macherey 159-248). These fantastic journeys
encode the imperialist project of world domination, but through a
displaced representation which therefore also conceals it. The dis-
placement into the fantastic becomes a way of condoning the realities
of actual conquest, diverting attention from them, whilst extending
the principle into other as yet unconguered spheres. The bourgeoisie,
and the nation state which propagated its interests, encounters itself in
fiction as the self-validating subject of history: a project which is
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purely ideclogical. When the figures of these stories reach their desti-
nations they discover that others have preceded them, that the geo-
graphical extremities are already inhabited, even at the centre of the
earth.3 So the transformation of the world in the interests of science
and humanity shows this is not something accomplished in isolation.
The imaginary object or place of conquest is already occupied, just as
the colonial lands were wrested from their inhabitants who were sub-
jugated or died, either by resisting or through imported disease.

Macherey links these stories to Defoe’s Rebinson Crusoe, writ-
ten during an earlier phase of European colonisation.4 For Macherey,
Defoe’s famous story deals with “the concept of origin” (241). Nature
is a deserted island, devoid of the influence of human industry and
Crusoe transforms if to meet his needs. He turns the island into “my
estate”™ (243). But the istand is not uninhabited, no more than Pros-
pero’s. Man Friday represents the original populations. By dint of his
ingenuity and a reinvention of technoiogy, for he has to build his own
implements out of materials rescued from the ship, Crusoe furns it

_into “the natural place of an economic autarchy” (244). Here we have
the evidence for the forming and transforming ideology that creates
an imaginary representation that stems from a displacement of actual
historical practices in a way that makes them palatable to a reading
public. Crusoe does not escape into a state of nature or paradisical
innocence, he tames nature through individual industry and trans-
forms it info serving his needs in an imagined isolated and private
idyli.

But this modei of economic and practical independence is at the
end of the story integrated into a larger economic system in which it
takes its place, though the ideological project suffers a shift in mean-
ing and is, we can say, deconstructed or unmasked in the process.
During his long absence from civilisation on the island, Crusoe’s ear-
lier investments in the Brazilian plantation have prospered and his
istand is then integrated into this larger economy and called “my new
piantation” (247). Hence the myth of an independent origin, a virgin
world tamed by individual industry, coilapses into the larger and more
histerically accurate project. Macherey concludes that:
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The elaboration of the theme into a complete story
effectively divorces the theme from its purpose: the
adventure on the island betrays the myth of the island of
origins. (247)

And that is another example of the Unconscious of the text be-
cause it situates the myth of bourgeois independence within a larger
historical project. What Macherey here calls the theme of the text
appears to wish to deny this. Similarly the bourgeois merchants and
colonialist administrators were not the intrepid and singular voyagers
into unknown or only imaginable territories. They are participants in a
larger historical process and even the fantastic places already bear the
marks of habitation. Their own claims, even when displaced in these
fantastic tales, to rightful ownership and governance, are symbolically
questioned within a text that was certainly read by its contemporaries
as advocating the conquest it displaces and describes. Macherey then
observes Jules Verne wrote for the bourgeoisie of the Third Republic
but his works were kept alive through their huge popularity with the,
of course manipulated, readership in the Soviet Union whose ideology
included dreams of conquest and mastery of the earth>(159).

In 4 Theory of Literary Production Macherey contrasts empiri-
cal and ftheoretical study of literary texts: empirical literary study
reproduces a text as the effect of an explanatory encounter, whereas
theoretical study produces the text as a result of uncovering a buried
potential invisible to empirical study. Hence he distinguishes between
two fundamentally different positions: that of a field of study whose
parameters are well known, and that of an object whose meaning has
yet to be elucidated. The former is equated with traditional literary
studies and the latter represents the new approach invisible to earlier
criticism.

How is that theoretical knowledge constituted? Is it available to
contemporary or only to later readers who can place it differentiy? if
the second is true, a text’s Unconscious remains inaccessible to its
first readers, as well as its author. For Macherey:
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The act of knowing is not like listening to a discourse
already constituted, a mere fiction which we have simply
to translate. It is rather the elaboration of a new discourse,
the articulation of a silence. (6)

What has to be realised is not simply there, waiting for any dis-
coverer, only the new theoretical practice can articulate its “silence.”
Macherey separates two forms of criticism: as an art, criticism has no
autonomous existence because it disappears into its elucidated work,
merely bringing it to life, simply enabling it 10 speak for itseif but as
a form of knowledge it “must by its nature be different from the ob-
ject” (7). He therefore concludes:

The work that the author wrote is not precisely the work
that is explicated by the critic. Let us say, provisionally,
that the critic, employing a new language, brings out a
difference within the work by demonstrating that it is other
ther it is (7).

Here we can see analogies for a purely transferential reading based on
ego-psychological assumptions and for a more distanced counter-
transferential assessment of the text’s Unconscious that is alert to
these reciprocal processes.

The empirical critic wishes to be the author’s accomplice or his
judge, wanting either to enable a fuller understanding of the work or a
“clearer vision”(17) of the author’s intention, There must therefore be
a model against which the work is judged, something which precedes
it. Macherey uses the detective story to distinguish between the secret
or truth of a story and its unfolding narrative. The secret is the truth of
the detective story, the solution to its riddle, the discovery of the
criminal which is delayed by the artifice of its telling. The empirical
critic wants to reveal this hidden truth that has been concealed by its
telling, whereas the values of the narrative lies in the way it has been
told, not in uncovering the identity of the criminal or the truth of its
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evenis. The empirical critic is like the person who reads the fast pages
of the detective story first in order to find out this truth behind its
enigmatic events. This truth or conclusion is like the modei against
which the text is judged and which it is supposed to reveal. Macherey
suggests what is significant in the detective story is not the uncover-
ing of the criminal, towards which everything is leading and which
the impatient empirical critic wanis to know from the start, but what
the narrative reveals or what it does not say about itself, its apparent
irrelevancies. He puts this in the paradoxical manner which is a fea-
ture of his style and related to the central paradox, that the most chal-
fenging part of a work is what it conceals:

The reverse side of the work is perhaps that modsf through
which it confesses its own nothingness. But it could also be
this nothing which- in the interior of the text—multiplies
and compsese it, leading it along the path of more than one
meaning. (19)

The Sherlock Holmes stories show us the apparent nothingness-
or triviality of the detective story, its “artifices of narration” (19),
which merely seem to spin out the tale, the way the plot of the murder
and its detection is encoded within its narrative, and they do indeed
speak with another silent voice, revealing more than the text ever
knew about itself. What the story “really” means, is the concern of
empirical criticism, what it does not know about itself but shows us
nonethieless, it the focus of theoretical eriticism.

Meaning can be seen to lie in what is unsaid but implied by
speech. Reading dramatic texts we realise their silences are shaped in
performance. We think of the externalising stlence which changes the
meaning of speech. We then see the linguistic code as not simply
enctosed by the silent but visible additional theatrical codes but as
shaped by its own silences, by what is not articulated but needs to be
presupposed for speech is to be understood. In this sense language is a
shorthand which stands for the unspoken which heips to establish
meaning. Macherey focuses on these silences, not on what the work
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says, for that would be the province of interpretive or empirical eriti-
cism, but on “what it does not say” (87).

By this he means not so much what it has not said and might
have done, but “what the work cannot say.”(87) He asks Nietzsche’s
insidious gquestions:

When we are confronted with any manifestation which
someone has permitted us to see, we may ask: what is it
meant to conecal? What is it meant to draw our attention
from? What prejudice does it seek to raise? and again, how
far does the subtlety of the dissimulation go? and in what
respect is the man mistaken?® (87)

Not necessarily a conscious dissimulation, the text’s conceal-
ment takes place on another level, which Macherey calls the Uncon-
scious of the text:

the work is revealed to itseif and to others on two levels: it
makes visible and it makes invisible. Not because
something has to be hidden in order to show something
eise; but because attention is diverted from the very thing
which is shown, (88)

There are two sorts of question, The first, asked by empirical
criticism and, we could add, in transferential readings, understands
that language dissimulates but that we can see through this deception;
the second recognises the language of the text not only misspeaks but
reaches “an even more silent margin” (89), a second silence, that Un-
conscious of the text which undees its apparent intentional meaning.
He relates the two differently positioned questions, revealing a dis-
continuity or rupture within the texi.

The second question, from outside, “defines the space of his-
tory” (92). This is the “question of guestions” (92) since it positions
the internai guestion and “reveals the work in so far as it entertains
a. . .refation with history” (92). Macherey assumes the work is not
fully aware of the nature of this relationship. It represents, but does
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not fully understand, these historical effects and so “this latent
knowledge” can be explained “by recourse to the Unconscious of the
work (not of the author)” (92).

Macherey cites detective stories and there are, indeed, wonder-
fut examples in the Unconscious of Conan Doyle’s texts that demand
his kind of reading. Sherlock Holmes may track down the criminals
successfully but the narrative fulfills other purposes. Let me take two
examples. The Five Orange Pips contains this extraordinary descrip-
tion of an autumn storm:

All day the wind had screamed and the rain had beaten
against the windows, so the even here in the heart of great,
hand-made London we were forced fo raise our minds for
the instant from the routine of {ife, and to recognise the
presence of those great elemental forces which shriek at
mankind through the bars of his civilisation, like untamed
beasts in a cage. (Doyle 104)

It is as if this passage was directly written by that culture’s Un-
conscious which, of course, is exactly what has happened. It is not
just a quest’in of the terrible English weather. Sherlock Holmes
calms the fears of his readers with his excess of forensic and psycho-
logical acumen, and those fears are threatened by these elemental
forces, displacements for threats from imperialist infections and from
the potentially rebellious working class which the rhetoric here con-
tains behind bars.

In The Speckled Band a strange stepfather has returned from In-
dia where he worked as a doctor. He has brought back some frighten-
ing animals, including a deadly swamp adder, which he uses to kill
one stepdaughter. We are told they belong to one of the oldest English
families. The plot turns on the fact that the doctor has trained the
snake to climb through a ventilator and down a beli-rope in the next
bedroom but to return when called by a whistle. lts bite Is fatal and
the poison leaves no trace. Sherlock Holmes just manages tc prevent
him from killing the other stepdaughter who has wisely come to him




84 TAMKANG REVIEW, Vol. XXVI, No. 3

for help. Once again the outlandish and deadly threat, aimed at the
heart of English values, is contained and frightening Eastern violence
defeated by Western science. There is only one flaw in this piot. The
science 1s wrong, because snakes cannot hear and could never re-
spond to a whistle from another room in the dark. And that only
makes the threat more insidious and more ideological than the author
of the story ever knew. So the story both represents and unmasks as
ideological the threat which the whole narrative is supposed to con-
tain. It is a perfect example of the Unconscious of the text.

Macherey’s critic must produce the work while leaving the text
as it is. The task of uncovering its Unconscious focuses on what is
simultaneously invisible and visible, audible and inaudible, resulting
from a clash of perspectives, an objectively present contradiction,
even though it cannot have been subjectively intended. These proposi-
tions, ke his rhetoric, appear mysterious but direct us towards more
productive readings by noticing a téxt’s silences, what it shows but
does not explain, relating it to the wider history written into it, which
it cannot itself know.

il

For the final stage of my argument, 1 want to take that play of
Brecht’s which seems so problematicaily assigned to China: The
Good Person of Szechwen. 1t is fun to use it because this is 2 mine-
field of misapprehension. I will start by supposing this play’s capacity
has always been misunderstood. In Europe it is usually underrated
because so consistently read in terms of a naturalist representation of
character and condemned for its sentimentality, as if people like Shen
Te really existed. Bui this is merely an effect of a one-dimensional
reading, the result of a hopelessly inapposite response to a perceived
transferential demand. Yet the central character in this play has not
one but at least five voices and three of them speak from various jev-
els of the social Unconscious.

Brecht’s general rejection of psychology, for which he has been
roundly condemned, was nothing but a rejection of ego-psychology,
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necessary if the plays were to focus on the Unconscious. They do this
steadily and I can think of no comparably consistent attempt in Twen-
tieth century drama. Brecht’s turning away from naturalist and ego-
psychology, and his determination to inhibit simple audience empathy
with a character whilst avoiding all the hard questions, this apparent
de-psychologisation of the subject, does not have the effect of de-
problematising that subject. This is what so many people now believe,
but the reverse is true. In fact, de-psychologisation re-problematises
the subject, since it creates the conditions within which, and only
within which, it is possible to formulate an adequate theory of subjec-
tivity and to make it plain upon the stage. When this is accomplished,
the audience is not confirmed in its knowledge and possession of a
certain truth, the transferential identification, but must confront the
problematic nature of its own identity. And that is the source of the
energy in Brecht’s theatre, no matter what fashions in interpretation
may have told us.

These texts of Brecht cry out for innovative readings that can
escape the transferential clichés. I can, for example, think of few bet-
ter accounts of the significance of the his first three plays, Baal,
Durms in the Night, and In the Jungle of Cities than this passage from
Foucault’s The Order of Things, and all that it implies for a consistent
and productive reappraisal:

From within language experienced and traversed as
language, in the play of its possibilities extended to their
furthest point, what emerges is that “man has come to an
end,” and that, by reaching the summit of all possible
speech, he arrives not at the very heart of himself but at the
brink of that which limits him; in that region where death
prowls, where thought is extinguished, where the promise
of the origin interminably recedes. (Foucault 383)

A play like Mother Courage also tests the limits of comprehen-
sion through its externalisation of moments of silence, not so that we
can hear the character’s inner voice but in order to create the space for
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the many voices that inhabit and surround her. This questions the
familiar, ideologically one-dimensional readings that seem to furnish
all the answers. When Mother Courage hears the shots that kill her
son Swiss Cheese, she throws back her head in one long silent scream.
Brecht had a photograph, taken in Singapore, of a Chinese woman
famenting the death of her child during a Japanese air-raid, and
Helene Weigel transferred her gesture to the stage in the famous Ber-
lin production. For several seconds the action of the play comes to 2
complete halt. It is a moment of arrestation, the equivalent of an ex-
ternalizing gesture in Asian theatre. We need time to appreciate the
complexity of the gesture, to realize that we are simultaneously being
shown the pain and horror she feels upon the death of her son, to-
gether with the pain and horrorover her own complicity in that death
and in addition the pain and horror at the necessity, the social causes
of that complicity.

At this moment of understanding we are both inside and outside
the character. What therefore happens is not so much that the charac-
ter is essentialised in our transferential reading, so that we are enabied
to identify with her, sharing her burden, as that the interrelationship is
revealed, objectified, between the structuration of the character and
our own construction of it. This will not weaken but can only com-
pound the horror which we feel.

The point is to outwit the defense mechanisms in the spectator
who is anxious to deny that anything is wrong. The simplification of
Brecht’s dramatusgy is of course one long repressive reading. Brecht
therefore did not exclude fear and pity—the Aristotelian criteria he is
supposed to have rejected—but rather included the opportunity for
understanding their function and origin. For example, he expressiy
said the spectator should feel pity for Mother Courage (Gesammelte
Werke 7943 And if you are not literally or metaphorically moved to
tears by the play, you probably need to see your psychoanalyst. With
the figure of Kattrin in the scene where she is shot on the roof, Brecht
wanted to “outwit convention” and reach “a different stratum of fear,”
one which the audience otherwise repressed. It was a question of
breaking through what he called the ritualisation of despair
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(Zeremoniencharakter der Verzweiflung) in the response of the peas-
ant woman, so as to get at the fear lodged in a different stratum of the
psyche (Schriften zum Theater 124). '

The other proclivity for missing the complexity of these texts
comes not now from the reduced readings in terms of naturalist psy-
chology but through a transference from what is mistakenly presumed
an authorially sanctioned theoretical frame. The most recent example
deals with contemporary topics and is worth considering on those
grounds alone, even if it reembodies the problem on which we have
focused. Discussing The Good Person of Szechwan, Elizabeth Wright
has offered such a construction of the author as a fiction of the inter-
preted text, wanting to contest what she considers a standard reading
of the play which she equates with the authot’s position (117-127).
The accusation is that Brecht’s too narrow one-dimensional construc-
tion of the figures—the woman is idealised, the man is not—depends
on his reductive Marxist presuppositions which pay no attention to
the concept of the culturally and linguistically constructed subject
within patriarchy, especially as explained by Lacan. Wright, therefore,
presupposes a problem within the plot which is then, somehow, un-
derestimated by its author. That, in turn, needs an interpretation of the
play in accordance with the imagined or established values of the
constructed author. She does not really discuss the text, instead, she
discusses views about it.

The behavior of the Good Person therefore represents the neces-
sary masquerade of the dissembling woman in patriarchy, as de-
scribed by Joan Riviére, who ntust conceal her “male” ambition by
“female” coquetry if she wants to be successful (35-44). The good in
the good person exists only in the imaginary of a split subject, itself
the product of the symbolic order. The play, in this reading, shows no
understanding of the relationship between the sexes outside the class
relationship. Motherhood is not alienated by Brecht, it is simply pre-
supposed. Goodness s represented as a natural female quality,
whereas the man may be rational, decisive and nasty. Such a gender
specific attribution of character and social responses is a form of sex-
ism. What more could be expected from the macho Brecht? The sex-
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ism of the author is rein-forced by the master knowledge of Marxism
which dominates and subjugates all forms of alternative discourse.
Brecht is accused of reducing the constitution of the subject to a par-
ticutar historical dimension, instead of the allegedly universal process
revealed by Lacan.

As I see it, the problematic division of roles in The Good Person
is not naturalised, because it represents historically produced fictions.
Even Brecht remarked in his Work Jowrnal that Shen Te is not stereo-
typically good, nor Shui Ta stereotypically bad, that the merging of
the two figures, their disintegration into each other is reasonably welil
conveyed (drbeitsjourna entry for 20.6.1940). And that implies some-
thing that is evident in the text, namely that each figure embodies the
repressions of the other. The play finds a way of figuring the social
Unconscious and enabling us to understand why it is unconscious.
The rhetoric in Wright’s text reveals her presuppositions. She says
time and again that “Brecht” sees or misses this or that. But the name
of the author is merely a metaphor Justifying the fictional figure
needed to authenticate a particular interpretation. Speaking with Fou-
cault, the name of the author simply functions as a device to justify
the exclusions which are then practiced in his name.

Wright accuses Brecht of practising a male essentialism with
Marxist characteristics. But could we not just as well say, with Lacan,
that in this play knowiedge only progresses so long as the questions
of the hysterical woman prevails over the answers of the master
(Wright, 4 Critical Dictionary 165). This is why the patriarchal rep-
resentatives of the symbolic order, the Gods, force Shen Te into the
role of the hysteric at the end, and why the play then concludes with a
catalogue of questions.

Iv

Reading the Unconscious of lbsen’s character is relatively
straightforward. Mimetic presuppositions compel the reader to pre-
dictable conclusions and tend to turn their interpreter into a function
of the text, though it too has moments that are excessive to its trans-
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ferential expectations. Transference, therefore, resuits from an atten-
tive reading of the Unconscious of the characters and of the mimetic
text, But a countertransference comes from an engagnement with the
Unconscious of the text which undermines its minesis. Such a coun-
tertransferential reading is, therefore, not at all arbitrary, fanciful or
the result of an extraneous ideological imposition unless, of course
that is exactly what happens.

Wright engages with what she perceives to be a politically cor-
rect reading of Brecht’s play, which she then traduces, but which the
text itself belies. Proceeding from what Macherey terms the position
of the empirical critic, who seeks one, rather than “more than one
meaning,” her own reading subjects the play to a negative counter-
transference, taxing it with a Lacanian critique in an account that is
not attentive to the text’s complexity. This countertransference, there-
fore, imposes itself on the text in the belief its reading merely repli-
cates, and then appropriately criticises, a required transferential read-
ing, but now not in terms of the Unconscious of the characters but of
a presumed theoretical Unconscious. In the process the text not only
remains largely undiscussed but seems to have been totally forgotten.
A practice of reading is condemned because it has been fixed to the
author, constructed as the justification for such condemnation.

None of this works so well with Brecht whose texts disconcert
fixed readings. That happens because the social Unconscious, the
animating force within his plays, eludes ideological expectations and
is inexhaustible. The social Unconscious, which will always transcend
and unsettle the character, is not theorised by Brecht but makes itself
apparent in his text. A countertransferential stratagem would then
read these plays against the grain of an “authorial” intention, but that
is unmasked by and within the text.

Misfiguring the text, Wright rejects what she presumes an
authorially sanctioned ideology and then imposes a countertransferen-
tial frame. Brecht’s text obviates both frames, undercutting a reduc-
tive theoretical transference and eluding a one-dimensiona! counter-
transference. The Unconscious of the central character is dispersed
across the text into social character and the social Unconscious, hence
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the nature and possibility of character positions are questioned, not
essentiatised.

Transference takes place from analysand to analyst, from text to
reader. The story is projected onto the iaterpreter who then gets
drawn into it. A transferential reading does not question its frame and
imposes ifs narrative of events.

Countertransference takes place from analyst to analysand, from
reader to text. The interpreter, resisting transference, imposes a read-
ing on the text.

The Unconscious of the character is constructed by the reader
on the basis of textual evidence, and with interpretive discretion, but
under mimetic and ego-psychological presuppositions.

The Unconscious of the rext is constructed by the reader on the
basis of textual evidence that is excessive fo a credible mimetic read-
ing or an internal consistency, since the text shows more than it seems
to know about itself. This happen because the writing responds to and
is shaped by the demands of social character which cannot be fully
aware of the nature of its own construction. When it is not a straight-
forward ideological imposition, the countertransferential reading un-
folds this contradiction, visible in the writing, between these frames
of explanation.

Countertransference can therefore 1) be an arbitrary imposition
Justified by ideological need; then the text is simply used to demon-
strate its asserted necessity, or 2) result from reading the Unconscious
of the text, of what is silent to the characters or somehow excessive o
the logic of its plot, or 3) draw on textual evidence, also unconscious
to the characters, which has been misrecognised by ideologically po-
sitioned interpretations, regardiess of whether or not or to what extent
they may appear “authorially” sanctioned, that reduce the text’s di-
mensions. This final countertransference occurs because the text ex-
ceeds both the mimetic and the theoretical expectations that are
thought to shape it.
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Notes

! See Eide and Tam. A more recent article, whose title is self-
explanatory, attributes what is understood as the continuing impossi-
biity of emulating Nora in China to the traditional emphasis on har-
mony, concluding: “The Chinese Nora in the post-1949 drama, after
winning her fight for her rights and equality, therefore stays with her
Torvald happily ever after. Unlike the pre-1949 drama, China’s post-
1949 drama on women’s issues demonstrates a deep moral and cul-
tural conservatism.” See Tung 298-307.

2 We find examples in post-Second World War Criticism.
Georg Hensel concludes a three-sentence summary of the plot by
remarking: “perhaps she and her husband will change so much after
separation that, as Nora remarked, (232) “our life together could be a
real marriage’” (607). Ronald Gray says Torvald Helmer’s faults are
too exaggerated to be credible. He adds that Laura Kieler, the person
whose story gave Ibsen the idea for a play, ended up in a mental hos-
pital, as if that somehow proved the plot improbable and unsatisfac-
tory, instead of the reverse. Gray looks for “round,” fully articulated
characters and faults Ibsen for simplifications and exaggerations. Ac-
tually, he can’t read a complex dramatic text, he can’t hear the unsaid,
he can’t see the unspoken contradictions, or realise how body lan-
guage or the subtext can turn a spoken “yes” into an implied “no.” He
can’t see those dots in the test and their silent implications. More in-
terestingly, in his 1923 lecture, What happens after Nora leaves
home?, the critical realist Lu Xun said Nora’s refusal to serve would
be impossible in China because she would have nowhere to go, mean-
ing there was then no social space for such an act (85-92). Ba Jin’s
female characters in the novel Family (Jia) dream of imitating her.

3 See Verne. Conducted in the spirit of Columbus (103) the pro-
tagonists follow clues left by the [celandic sixteenth century
scholar/alchemist/ adventurer, Saknussemm, concerning his journey
into the earth. This is therefore another reenactment of the now dou-
bly displaced voyage of discovery at the dawn of Western Imperial-
ism’s voyages of conquest. Couched as a kind of bio-archaeological
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science fiction, they descend through a volcane to encounter earlicr
stages of life, evident in the fossil record. They even embark on 2 sea
voyage at the centre of the earth, witnessing a battle of dinosaurs and
the survival of the fittest, and glimpse a giant man. Finding his dagger,
initialed AS, they seek to validate a symbolic possession of the
earth’s interior and its frightening inhabitants by signing their names
at the spot where Saknussemm had been long before (214). Twenty
Thousand Leagues under the Sea, which appeared in 1869, is a more
complex displacement of the nineteenth century experience of history.
Captain Nemo’s Nautilus, a fantastic submarine, impervious to any
human assault, though almost crushed in the polar ice, circumnavi-
gates the globe and its voyage only comes to an end because Nemo's
apparent death wish is realised when it disappears into the maelstom.
Nemo exacts revenge for earlier wrongs, the death of his family, by
destroying the enigmatic and unidentified enemy ship that pursues
him. He rails against oppression—"“The earth is not in need of new
continents, but new men” (228)—and has “broken every tie with the
earth” (395). Reaching the South Pole on March 21, 1868, he ex-
claims: “ take possession of this part of the globe, equal to one-sixth
of the known continents.” “In whose name, Captain?” “in my own,
sirl” {426). So he embodies an individualist intensification of the de-
sire for conquest, such that the avenger must destroy himseif. The
story ends with his disappearance although he survives in a later in-
carnation in another book. His absolute moral isolation is the source
of his strength and the cause of his downfall. Verne’s displacement of
the ambiguous imperialist project and the nineteenth century faith in
the ingenuity of progressivism extends them into fantasy and self-
destruction, thereby interestingly undermining his own utopian scien-
tism and his novel has to be read on this level, as both representation
and the unconscious of a naive belief in progress. The exploration of
more complex aftitudes towards imperialism’s encirclement of the
earth was awaiting its Conrad.

4 See Defoe. Rescued by Crusoe from “canibals” (I.190) Man
Friday acknowledges his sovereignty by placing Crusoe’s foot on his
head and calling him “Master” (1.238f.). Crusoe then dresses him and
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puts him to work (1.241-247). Before setting out on his journey which
ends in shipwreck, Crusoe had “lived almost four Years in the Bra-
stls”{1.43), establishing a successful plantation and had therefore
turned down an offer to act as “supercargo” for a slave trader which
would have given him “my equal Share of the Negroes without pro-
viding any Part of the Stock™ (1.44). On the “un-inhabited” island
Crusoe feels himself “Lord of the Manor” (1.114) and “King of his
Realm” (1.171) and establishes his “undoubted Right of Dominion.”
(11.30). His further adventures take him, among other places, to Pe-
king where he describes nothing but the Great Wall!

3 As a further example of the Unconscious of the text, we might
consider some passages in a popular anthropological book—The Na-
tive Americans: An Hlustrated History (Ballantine 25f). The title
designates the inhabitants of the Americas, and their descendants,
before the arrival of the Europeans who long considered themselves
the more rightful because more culturally advanced population.
Though the term implies the native Americans were born there, did
not emigrate and hence have a chronological and perhaps also moral
priority, even though their land was taken from them, the word still
bears, perhaps subtextually, the marks of its colonialist usage and
invokes the opposition: settlers and natives, The text’s first sentence
catls them “Indian peoples.” In one sense, this is a technical term,
though devised by the European colonisers, in another sense it echoes
the racist stigma of the Hollywood Cowboys and Indians and the
genocidal practices, because those peoples were as diverse, probably
more so, than the Europeans. The Aztecs and the Eskimos had noth-
ing in common that could justify their inclusion within a general con-
cept, except and unless they are the object of this linguistic placing
which defines them as the other of the Europeans. The book’s inten-
tion is to give a credible account of their cultural sophistication, to
write against the still common myth of their fecklessness and primi-
tivity. But the rhetoric still tells the tale from the perspective of the
later arrivals and so subtly condones their intervention and the expro-
priations that followed in pursuit of that cliché, the American dream.
The evidence lies in the way the earlier inhabitants are described:
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“They walked upright and looked much like the way American Indi-
ans look today.” (25) No, they were “definitely not ‘primordial’ or
‘primitive,” not stooped or shambling, had no heavily ridged brows.”
(25) “They brought with them an Ice Age patrimony. . .” (25). Finally:
“As early immigrants, they lived in close-knit kin groups, enjoyed
social interactions, and shared beliefs about magic and the supernatu-
ral. They spoke a fully human language. As they dispersed throughout
the Western Hemisphere, they lived in diverse and sometimes unsta-
ble environments. But they continued to feed their families and safe-
guard their new homeland.” (26) These sentences may seem innocu-
ous, but the rhetoric performs two functions: while stressing their
similarity, as fully human begins, to the later American colonists, the
reader is reminded of their comparatively primitive heritage of patri-
mony, their Ice Age capabilities, especially when silently measured
against the more developed culture of the colonials, even as their
physical primitivity is so noticeably and repetitively denied; secondly,
the are described as “early immigrants,” concerned just like the later
ones “to feed their families” in a difficult environment. They are not
described as the first immigrants which would give them a degree of
right and title to the land, but as early ones which implies the later
immigrants had just as much right to the tand which they took from
them, as wave after wave of immigration succeeded, as natural a
process as the waves of the sea. But who did the early immigrants
displace? Well, of course, nobody, since they were the first. So, and
it conclusion, the Native Americans are made to seem just like any
other immigrants yet, at the same time, not quite like them either, thus
doubly justifying what later happened to them when the colonialists
arrived. [ do not believe this rherorical effect is consciously crafted
out of a need to create a particular reading and justify an ideclogically
desirable conclusion. Indeed, the tenor of this book is essentially
sympathetic to its subject. But the writing itself is encoded with these
accumulating, other and unconscious meanings.

6 The quotation constitutes section 523 of Nietzsche’s
“Morgenrdte.” See Nietzsche 301. Nietzsche’s German is sharper:
“Hinterfragen —Bei Allem, was ein Mensch sichtbar werden Hisst,



Interpretation and the Unconscious of the Text 95

kann man fragen: was soll es verbergen? Wovon soll es den Blick
ablenken? Welches Vorurtheil soll es erregen? Und dann noch: bis
wei weit geht die Feinheit dieser Verstellung? Und worin vergreift er
sich dabei?”
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