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Me and My Shadow
Jane Tompkins
voices inside me answering, answering to,
Ellen's essay. One is the voice of a critic who wants to correct
a mistake in the essay's view of epistemology. The other is
the voice of a person who wants to write about her feelings. (I have
wanted to do this for a long time but have felt too embarrassed.) This
person feels it is wrong to criticize the essay philosophically, and even
beside the point, because a critique of the kind the critic has in mind
only insulates academic discourse further from the issues that make
feminism matter. That make her matter. The critic, meanwhile, believes such feelings, and the attitudes that inform them, are softminded, self-indulgent, and unprofessional.
These beings exist separately but not apart. One writes for professional journals; the other in diaries, late at night. One uses words like
"context" and "intelligibility," likes to win arguments, see her name in
print, and give graduate students hardheaded advice. The other has
hardly ever been heard from. She had a short story published once in
a university literary magazine, but her works exist chiefly in notebooks and manila folders labelled "Journal" and "Private." This person talks on the telephone a lot to her friends, has seen psychiatrists,
likes cappuccino, worries about the state of her soul. Her father is ill
right now, and she has a friend who recently committed suicide.
The dichotomy drawn here is false-and not false. I mean in reality there's no split. It's the same person who feels and who discourses
about epistemology. The problem is that you can't talk about your
private life in the course of doing your professional work. You have
to pretend that epistemology, or whatever you're writing about, has
nothing to do with your life, that it's more exalted, more important,
because it (supposedly) transcendsthe merely personal. Well, I'm tired
of the conventions that keep discussions of epistemology, or James
Joyce, segregated from meditations on what is happening outside my
window or inside my heart. The public-private dichotomy, which is to
say the public-private hierarchy,is a founding condition of female oppression. I say to hell with it. The reason I feel embarrassed at my
own attempts to speak personally in a professional context is that I
have been conditioned to feel that way. That's all there is to it.
T
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I think people are scared to talk about themselves, that they haven't
got the guts to do it. I think readers want to know about each other.
Sometimes, when a writer introduces some personal bit of story into
an essay, I can hardly contain my pleasure. I love writers who write
about their own experience. I feel I'm being nourished by them, that
I'm being allowed to enter into a personal relationship with them,
that I can match my own experience with theirs, feel cousin to them,
and say, yes, that's how it is.
When he casts his leaves forth upon the wind [said Hawthorne],the author
addresses, not the many who will fling aside his volume, or never take it up,
but the few who will understand him.... As if the printed book, thrown at
large on the wide world, were certain to find out the divided segment of the
writer'sown nature, and complete his circle of existence by bringing him into
communion with it.... And so as thoughts are frozen and utterance, benumbed unless the speaker stand in some true relationwith his audience-it
may be pardonable to imagine that a friend, a kind and apprehensive,
though not the closest friend, is listening to our talk.
Hawthorne's sensitivity to the relationship that writing implies is
rare in academic prose, even when the subject would seem to make
awareness of the reader inevitable. Alison Jaggar gave a lecture recently that crystallized the problem I've been speaking about. Western epistemology, she argued, is shaped by the belief that emotion
should be excluded from the process of attaining knowledge. Because women in our culture are not simply encouraged but requiredto
be the bearers of emotion, which men are culturally conditioned to
repress, an epistemology which excludes emotions from the process
of attaining knowledge radically undercuts women's epistemic authority. The idea that the conventions defining legitimate sources of
knowledge overlapped with the conventions defining appropriate
(male) gender behavior seemed to me a blinding insight. I saw that I
had been socialized from birth to feel and act in ways that automatically excluded me from participating in the culture's most valued activities. No wonder I felt so uncomfortable in the postures academic
prose forced me to assume; it was like wearing men's jeans.
Ellen Messer-Davidow's essay participates-as Jaggar's lecture and
my precis of it did-in the conventions of Western rationalism. It
adopts the impersonal, technical vocabulary of the epistemic ideology
it seeks to dislocate. The political problem posed by my need to reply
to the essay is this: to adhere to the conventions is to uphold a male
standard of rationality that militates against women being recognized
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as culturally legitimate sources of knowledge. To break with the conventions is to risk not being heard at all.
This is how I would reply to Ellen's essay if I were to do it in the
professionally sanctioned way.
The essay provides feminist critics with an overarching framework
for thinking about what they do, both in relation to mainstream criticism and in relation to feminist work in other fields. It allows the
reader to see women's studies as a whole, furnishing useful categories
for organizing a confusing and miscellaneous array of materials. It
also provides excellent summaries of a wide variety of books and
essays that readers might not otherwise encounter. The enterprise is
carried out without pointed attacks on other theorists, without creating a cumbersome new vocabulary, without exhibitionistic displays of
intellect or esoteric learning. Its practical aim-to define a field within which debate can take place-is fulfilled by New LiteraryHistory's
decision to publish it, and to do so in a format which includes replies.
(Very nice, Jane. You sound so reasonable and generous. But, as
anybody can tell, this is just the obligatory pat on the back before the
stab in the entrails.)
The difficulty with the essay from a philosophical, as opposed to a
practical, point of view is that the theory it offers as a basis for future
work stems from a confused notion of what an epistemology is. The
author says: "An epistemology . . . consists of assumptions that
knowers make about the entities and processes in a domain of study,
the relations that obtain among them, and the proper methods for
investigating them." I want to quarrel with this definition. Epistemology, strictly speaking, is a theory about the origins and nature of
knowledge. As such, it is a set of ideas explicitly held and consciously
elaborated, and thus belongs to the practice of a subcategory of philosophy called epistemology. The fact that there is a branch of philosophy given over to the study of what knowledge is and how it is acquired is important, because it means that such theories are
generated not in relation to this or that "domain of study" but in
relation to one another, that is, within the context of already existing
epistemological theories. They are rarely based upon a study of the
practices of investigators within a particular field.
An epistemology does not consist of "assumptions that knowers
make" in a particular field; it is a theoryabout how knowledge is acquired which makes sense, chiefly, in relation to other such theories.
What Messer-Davidow offers as the "epistemology" of traditional literary critics is not their epistemology, if in fact they have one, but

172

NEW LITERARY HISTORY

her description of what she assumes their assumptions are, a description which may or may not be correct. Moreover, if literary critics
should indeed elaborate a theory of how they got their beliefs, that
theory would have no privileged position in relation to their actual
assumptions. It would simply be another theory. This distinctionbetween actual assumptions and an observer's description of them
(even when one is observing one's own practice) -is crucial because it
points to an all-important fact about the relation of epistemology to
what really gets done in a given domain of study, namely this: that
epistemology, a theory about how one gets one's knowledge, in no
way determines the particular knowledge that one has.
This fact is important because Messer-Davidow assumes that if we
change our epistemology, our practice as critics will change too. Specifically, she wants us to give up the subject-object theory, in which
"knowledge is an abstract representation of an objective existence,"
for a theory which says that what counts as knowledge is a function of
situation and perspective. She believes that it follows from this latter
theory that knowledge will become more equitable, more self-aware,
and more humane.
I disagree. Knowing that my knowledge is perspectival, languagebased, culturally constructed, or what have you does not change in
the slightest the things I believe to be true. All that it changes is what
I think about how we get knowledge. The insight that my ideas are all
products of the situation I occupy in the world applies to all of my
ideas equally (including the idea that knowledge is culturally based)
-and to all of everybody else's ideas as well. So where does this get
us? Right back to where we were before, mainly. I still believe what I
believe and, if you differ with me, think that you are wrong. If I want
to change your mind I still have to persuade you that I am right by
using evidence, reasons, chains of inference, citations of authority,
analogies, illustrations, and so on. Believing that what I believe comes
from my being in a particular cultural framework doesn't change my
relation to my beliefs. I still believe them just as much as if I thought
they came from God, or the laws of nature, or my autonomous self.
Here endeth the epistle.
But while I think Ellen is wrong in thinking that a change of epistemology can mean a change in the kinds of things we think, I am in
sympathy with the ends she has in view. This sympathy prompts me
to say that my professionally correct reply is not on target. Because
the target, the goal, rather, is not to be fighting over these questions,
trying to beat the other person down. (What the goal is, is harder to
say.) Intellectual debate if it were in the right spirit would be wonderful. But I don't know how to be in the right spirit, exactly, can't make
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points without sounding kind of superior and smug. Most of all, I
don't know how to enter the debate without leaving everything else
birds outside my window, my grief over Janice, just mybehind-the
self as a person sitting here in stocking feet, a little bit chilly because
the windows are open, and thinking about going to the bathroom.
But not going yet.
I find that when I try to write in my "other" voice, I am immediately critical of it. It wobbles, vacillates back and forth, is neither this nor
that. The voice in which I write about epistemology is familiar, I
know how it ought to sound. This voice, though, I hardly know. I
don't even know if it has anything to say. But if I never write in it, it
never will. So I have to try. (That is why, you see, this doesn't sound
too good. It isn't a practiced performance, it hasn't got a surface. I'm
asking you to bear with me while I try, hoping that this, what I write,
will express something you yourself have felt or will help you find a
part of yourself that you would like to express.)
The thing I want to say is that I've been hiding a part of myself for
a long time. I've known it was there but I couldn't listen because there
was no place for this person in literary criticism. The criticism I
would like to write would always take off from personal experience,
would always be in some way a chronicle of my hours and days,
would speak in a voice which can talk about everything, would reach
out to a reader like me and touch me where I want to be touched, like
Susan Griffin's voice in "The Way of All Ideology." I want to speak in
what Ursula LeGuin called the mother tongue.
This is LeGuin speaking:
The dialect of the father tongue that you and I learned best in college ...
only lectures ... Many believe this dialect-the expository and particularly
scientific discourse-is the highestform of language, the true language, of
which all other uses of words are primitive vestiges.... And it is indeed a
High Language.... Newton's Principiawas written in it in Latin, ... and
Kant wrote German in it, and Marx, Darwin, Freud, Boas, Foucault, all the
great scientistsand social thinkers wrote it. It is the language of thought that
seeks objectivity.
... The essential gesture of the father tongue is not reasoning, but distancing-making a gap, a space, between the subject or self and the object or
other.... Everywherenow everybody speaks [this] language in laboratories
and government buildings and headquartersand offices of business.... The
father tongue is spoken from above. It goes one way. No answer is expected,
or heard.
... The mother tongue, spoken or written,expects an answer. It is conversation, a word the root of which means "turning together." The mother
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tongue is language not as mere communication,but as relation, relationship.
It connects.... Its power is not in dividing but in binding.... We all know it
by heart. John have you got your umbrellaI think it's going to rain. Can you
come play with me? If I told you once I told you a hundred times.... O what
am I going to do? ... Pass the soy sauce please. Oh, shit.... You look like
what the cat dragged in....
Much of what I'm saying elaborates or circles around these quotes
from LeGuin. I find that having released myself from the duty to say
things I'm not interested in, in a language I resist, I feel free to entertain other people's voices. Quoting them becomes a pleasure of
appreciation rather than the obligatory giving of credit, because
when I write in a voice that is not struggling to be heard through the
screen of a forced language, I no longer feel that it is not I who am
speaking, and so there is more room for what others have said.
One sentence in Ellen's essay stuck out for me the first time I read
it and the second and the third. "In time we can build a synchronous
account of our subject matters as we glissade among them and turn
upon ourselves." What attracted me to this sentence was the glissade.
Fluidity, flexibility, versatility, mobility. Moving from one thing to
another without embarrassment. It is a tenet of feminist rhetoric that
the personal is political, but who in the academy acts on this where
language is concerned? We all speak the father tongue, which is impersonal, while decrying the fathers' ideas. All of what I have written
so far is in a kind of watered down expository prose. Not much imagery. No description of concrete things. Only that one word, "glissade." "Like black swallows swooping and gliding / in a flurry of entangled loops and curves...." Two lines of a poem I memorized in
high school are what the word glissade called to mind. Turning upon
ourselves. Turning, weaving, bending, unbending, moving in loops
and curves.
I don't believe we can ever turn upon ourselves in the sense Ellen
intends. You can't get behind the thing that casts the shadow. You cast
the shadow. As soon as you turn, the shadow falls in another place. Is
still your shadow. You have not gotten "behind" yourself. That is why
self-consciousness is not the way to make ourselves better than we
are.
Just me and my shadow, walkin' down the avenue.
It is a beautiful day here in North Carolina. The first day that is
both cool and sunny all summer. After a terrible summer, first
drought, then heat wave, then torrential rain, trees down, flooding.
Now, finally, beautiful weather. A tree outside my window just
brushed by red, with one fully red leaf. (This is what I want you to
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see.) A person sitting in stocking feet looking out her window-a
floor to ceiling rectangle filled with green, with one red leaf. The
season poised, sunny and chill, ready to rush down the incline into
autumn. But perfect, and still. Not going yet.
My response to this essay is not a response to something Ellen
Messer-Davidow has written; it is a response to something within myself. As I reread the opening pages of Ellen's essay I feel myself being
squeezed into a straitjacket; I wriggle, I will not go in. As I read the
list "subject matters, methods of reasoning, and epistemology," the
words will not go down. They belong to a debate whose susurrus
hardly reaches my ears.
The liberation Ellen promises from the fetters of a subject-object
epistemology is one I experienced some time ago. Mine didn't take
the form she outlines, but it was close enough. I discovered, or
thought I discovered, that the poststructuralist way of understanding
language and knowledge enabled me to say what I wanted about the
world. It enabled me to do this because it pointed out that the world I
knew was a construct of ways of thinking about it, and as such, had no
privileged claim on the truth. Truth in fact would always be just such
a construction, and so one could offer another, competing description and so help to change the world that was.
The catch was that anything I might say or imagine was itself the
product of an already existing discourse. Not something "I" had
made up but a way of constructing things I had absorbed from the
intellectual surround. Poststructuralism's proposition about the constructed nature of things held good, but that didn't mean the world
could be changed by an act of will. For, as we are looking at this or
that phenomenon and re-seeing it, rethinking it, the rest of the
world, that part of it from which we do the seeing, is still there, in
place, real, irrefragable as a whole, and making visible what we see,
though changed by it, too.
This little lecture pretends to something I no longer want to claim.
The pretense is in the tone and level of the language, not in what it
says about poststructuralism. The claim being made by the language
is analogous to what Barthes calls the "reality effect" of historical
writing, whose real message is not that this or that happened but that
reality exists. So the claim of this language I've been using (and am
using right now) lies in its implicit deification of the speaker. Let's call
it the "authority effect." I cannot describe the pretense except to talk
about what it ignores: the human frailty of the speaker, his body, his
emotions, his history; the moment of intercourse with the readeracknowledgment of the other person's presence, her feelings, her
needs. This "authoritative" language speaks as though the other per-
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son weren't there. Or perhaps more accurately, it doesn't bother to
imagine who, as Hawthorne said, is listening to our talk.
How can we speak personally to one another and yet not be selfcentered? How can we be part of the great world and yet remain loyal
to ourselves?
It seems to me that I am trying to write out of my experience without acknowledging any discontinuity between this and the subject
matter of the profession I work in. And at the same time I find that I
no longer want to write about that subject matter, as it appears in
Ellen's essay. I am, on the one hand, demanding a connection between literary theory and my own life, and asserting, on the other,
that there is no connection.
But here is a connection. I learned what epistemology I know from
my husband. I think of it as more his game than mine. It's a game I
enjoy playing but which I no longer need or want to play. I want to
declare my independence of it, of him. (Part of what is going on here
has to do with a need I have to make sure I'm not being absorbed in
someone else's personality.) What I am breaking away from is both
my conformity to the conventions of a male professional practice and
my intellectual dependence on my husband. How can I talk about
such things in public? How can I not.
I met Ellen Messer-Davidow one summer at the School of Criticism
and Theory where she was the undoubted leader of the women who
were there. She organized them, led them. (I might as well say us,
since, although I was on the faculty as a visiting lecturer, she led me,
too.) At the end of the summer we put on a symposium, a kind of
teach-in on feminist criticism and theory, of which none was being
offered that summer. I thought it really worked. Some people, eager
to advertise their intellectual superiority, murmured disappointment
at the "level" of discussion (code for, my mind is finer and more rigorous than yours). One person who spoke out at the closing session
said he felt bulldozed: a more honest and useful response. The point
is that Ellen's leadership affected the experience of everyone at the
School that summer. What she offered was not an intellectual performance calculated to draw attention to the quality of her mind, but a
sustained effort of practical courage that changed the situation we
were in. I think that the kind of thing Ellen did should be included in
our concept of criticism: analysis that is not an end in itself but pressure brought to bear on a situation.
Now it's time to talk about something that's central to everything
I've been saying so far, although it doesn't show, as we used to say
about the slips we used to wear. If I had to bet on it I would say that
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Ellen Messer-Davidow was motivated that summer, and probably in
the essay not under discussion now, by anger (forgive me, Ellen, if I
am wrong), anger at her, and our, exclusion from what was being
studied at the School, anger at our exclusion from the discourse of
Western man. I interpret her behavior this way because anger is what
fuels my engagement with feminist issues, an absolute fury that has
never even been tapped, relatively speaking. It's time to talk about
this now, because it's so central, at least for me: I hate men for the
way they treat women, and pretending that women aren't there is one
of the ways I hate most.
What enrages me is the way women are used as extensions of men,
mirrors of men, devices for showing men off, devices for helping
men get what they want. They are never there in their own right, or
rarely.
Sometimes I think the world contains no women.
Why am I so angry?
My anger is partly the result of having been an only child who
caved in to authority very early on. As a result I've built up a huge
storehouse of hatred and resentment against people in authority over
me (mostly male). Hatred and resentment and attraction.
Why should poor men be made the object of this old pent-up
anger? (Old anger is the best anger, the meanest, the truest, the most
intense. Old anger is pure because it's been dislocated from its source
for so long, has had the chance to ferment, to feed on itself for so
many years, so that it is nothing but anger. All cause, all relation to
the outside world, long since sloughed off, withered away. The rage I
feel inside me now is the distillation of forty-six years. It has had a
long time to simmer, to harden, to become adamantine, a black slab
that glows in the dark.)
Are all feminists fueled by such rage? Is the molten lava of millennia of hatred boiling below the surface of every essay, every book,
every syllabus, every newsletter, every little magazine? I imagine that
I can open the front of my stomach like a door, reach in, and pluck
from memory the rooted sorrow, pull it out, root and branch. But
where, or rather, who, would I be then? I am attached to this rage. It
is a source of identity for me. It is a motivator, an explainer, a justifier, a no-need-to-say-more greeter at the door. If I were to eradicate
this anger somehow, what would I do? Volunteer work all day long?
A therapist once suggested to me that I blamed on sexism a lot of
stuff that really had to do with my own childhood. Her view was basically the one articulated in Alice Miller's The Drama of the Gifted Child,
in which the good child has been made to develop a false self by
parents who cathect the child narcissistically. My therapist meant that
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if I worked out some of my problems-as she understood them, on a
psychological level-my feminist rage would subside.
Maybe it would but that wouldn't touch the issue of female oppression. Here is what Miller says about this: "Political action can be fed
by the unconscious anger of children who have been ... misused,
imprisoned, exploited, cramped, and drilled.... If, however, disillusionment and the resultant mourning can be lived through ... then
social and political disengagement do not usually follow, but the patient's actions are freed from the compulsion to repeat." According to
Miller's theory, the critical voice inside me, the voice I noticed butting
in, belittling, doubting, being wise, is "the contemptuous introject."
The introjection of authorities who manipulated me, without necessarily meaning to. I think that if you can come to terms with your
"contemptuous introjects," learn to forgive and understand them,
your anger will go away.
But if you're not angry, can you still act? Will you still care enough
to write the letters, make the phone calls, attend the meetings? You
need to find another center within yourself from which to act. A
center of outgoing, outflowing, giving feelings. Love instead of
anger. I'm embarrassed to say words like these because I've been
taught they are mushy and sentimental and smack of cheap popular
psychology. I've been taught to look down on people who read M.
Scott Peck and Leo Buscaglia and Harold Kushner, because they're
people who haven't very much education, and because they're mostly
women. Or if not women, then people who take responsibility for
learning how to deal with their feelings, who take responsibility for
marriages that are going bad, for children who are in trouble, for
friends who need help, for themselves. The disdain for popular psychology and for words like love and giving is part of the police action
that academic intellectuals wage ceaselessly against feeling, against
women, against what is personal. The ridiculing of the "touchy-feely,"
of the "Mickey Mouse," of the sentimental (often associated with
teaching that takes students' concerns into account), belongs to the
tradition Alison Jaggar rightly characterized as founding knowledge
in the denial of emotion. It's looking down on women, with whom
feelings are associated, and on the activities with which women are
identified: mother, nurse, teacher, social worker, volunteer.
So for a while I can't talk about epistemology. I can't deal with the
philosophical basis of feminist literary criticisms. I can't strap myself
psychically into an apparatus that will produce the right gestures
when I begin to move. I have to deal with the trashing of emotion,
and with my anger against it.
This one time I've taken off the straitjacket, and it feels so good.
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