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Conclusion

Throughout this book, I have linked romance with consolation,
but perhaps the greatest consolation is to cast romance-other
people's romance-that way. It has become almost a post-struc
turalist truism that we are not so different from other people; the
kind of insight that pretends to expose the illusions of others can
operate only by being on some level blind to its own. Yet even this
recognition of and gesture to our blindness-at least we can see
it-can be just a more ingenious way to ignore it or cover it over.
Recent theory reminds us that we can't ever know exactly what it is
that we don't know. Indeed; but to remind us of that may be only
one more attempt to manage that ignorance, somehow to know it
after all .
I want to fight the temptation to use this conclusion as just such
a talisman to ward off gaps or implications within my study that I
can't begin to account for. Instead I shall consider how the implicit
attempts throughout this study to work such a countercharm have
been perhaps its own consolation. My adherence to a post-struc
turalism that emphasizes its own implication in the structures it
examines has also contained an implicit reassurance, a reliance on
a theoretical self-sufficiency that tries to cover all the angles para
doxically by asserting that it cannot. Such gestures to totalization
are all the more encompassing especially because my particular
interest is in a post-structuralism that is also post-Foucault, one
that questions our ability deliberately (or perhaps ever) to deviate
from the forces that create us as subjects-an approach that can be
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said to result in a determinism even more emphatic and implacable
than that of most critical methods. One effect in particular of such
an approach is to imply that it actually does account for everything,
if only because it always points to an englobing, infinitely con
nected network in which everything is comprised . It also incorpo
rates as a basic principle what is usually seen as a problem of
methodology: that our discourse inevitably determines the prob
lems we see and the answers we find .
B y attending t o the appearance of just this determinism i n fic
tion, in this conclusion I want to examine how constructing such a
vast matrix can itself be a consolation that enables and bolsters my
critical practice . The critical practice inherited from Foucault's no
tions of power-in which a complex of forces outside human agen
cy is so immitigable that reaction against these forces may simply
accommodate them and make more predictable their outcome-is
itself a peculiar construction . Those attentive to culture and history
might see it as a construction peculiarly French, manifesting itself
about a century before Foucault in the French realist and naturalist
novelists whose own internalization and critique of Enlightenment
notions form a philosophical and aesthetic background to Fou
cault's thought. 1
For my purposes, the English novelists who placed themselves
in this tradition found themselves defensive of, but also somewhat
discomfited by, its way of patterning the world (and in this way
they are much like some current English-speaking critics, influ
enced by but wary of Foucault). Their pictures of grim destiny
personified variously as the meshwork of fate, the embrace of
nature, or the iron chain of evolution-were seen by their critics as
growing out of the same kind of pessimism with which I have
charged George Eliot (and with which my own readings might be
I See, for example, Foucault's early essay on Flaubert, "Fantasia of the Library,'' in
his Lang uage, Counter-Memory, Practice: Selected Essays and Interviews, ed . Donald F.
Bouchard, trans. Donald F. Bouchard and Sherry Simon ( 1977), 87-109. Of Zola, he
is less respectful. He writes: "Zola . . . is the type of the 'universal' intellectual,
bearer of law and militant of equity, but he ballasts his discourse with a whole
invocation of nosology and evolutionism, which he believes to be scientific, grasps
very p oorly in any case, and whose political effects on his own discourse are very
equivocal" (Michel Foucault, "Truth and Power," in his Power/Knowledge: Selected
Interviews and Other Writings, 1972 - 1977, trans. Colin Gordon, Leo Marshall, John
Mepham, and Kate Soper, and ed. Colin Gordon [ 1 98o] , 129). Interestingly, criticism
of Foucault has occupied itself with saying very similar things about him .
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charged). Certain1y fine distinctions may be drawn between the
philosophies of determinism, naturalism, and pessimism, but in
the complex of attitudes within such fiction, there is an implicit
slide : from the idea that various interdependent conditions neces
sitate certain effects, through the idea that everything is comprised
within a regulating but indifferent natural law, to the idea that the
world is patterned in the worst possible way. Because their vision
embraced all these ideas at once, writers such as Thomas Hardy or
Arnold Bennett found themselves in an uneasy position. They
denied that they were pessimistic at the very same time that they
asserted that, anyway, such a view of life was true : that our experi
ence might be explained by an inexorable arrangement in which
people were not central but only a small part of a consuming and
indifferent pattern-this may seem like the worst view of things,
but it was also (they said) seeing things as they were . 2 It is in just
this pessimism, this attitude that posits and responds to an inex
haustible, devouring network, that I see a kind of consolation,
gloomy as it seems . In locating it there, I hope to reflect a bit on the
way my own study hedges around similar reassuring totalizations.
Arnold Bennett, whose career was much influenced by French
ideas and who yet maintained withal a solid English skepticism

The Old Wives'
Tale), was one of those to defend naturalism from the charge of

about them (a tension reflected in a work such as

pessimism . Countering such a response to George Gissing's fic
tion, for instance, Bennett insists that Gissing's world view is not
discolored by bitterness or in any way idiosyncratic; it is simply
true: "Mr. Gissing has often been called a pessimist: he is is not
one . He paints in dark tints, for he has looked on the sum of life,
and those few who have done this are well aware that life is dark ."3
The "dark" view and the "sum of life" are connected . Bennett
implies that Gissing's critics do not see the world so comprehen
sively because

they cannot stand the vision .

Gissing's dis

tinctiveness lies in his ability to see the world wholesale : "he sees

2See, for example, Thomas Hardy's "General Preface to the Wessex Edition of
1912," reprinted in various Penguin editions of his work, as in Tess of the D' Urber
villes: A Pure Woman, ed. David Skilton (1978), 491-96, especially 495-96.
3Arnold Bennett, "George Gissing," in The Author's Craft and Other Critical Writ
ings of Arnold Bennett, ed. Samuel Hynes (1968), 164.
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the world not bit by bit-a series of isolations-but broadly, in vast
wholes."4 These vast wholes embody the pattern determining exis
tence, and Gissing's dark picture of them becomes a kind of heroic
fatalism for Bennett: "he has seen, he knows, he is unmoved; he
defeats fate by accepting it."5
In his own artistic practice, Bennett especially concerned himself
with vast wholes. His best-read novel, The Old Wives' Tale, literally
embodies its own fatalism in such engrossing figures. Margaret
Drabble, as Bennett's biographer, points out that The Old Wives' Tale
is preoccupied with massive entities- "balloons, elephants, and
fat old ladies"-that recur in a pattern of repetitions that carries the
book to its prearranged conclusion.6 I might argue that it is this
very vastness that is meant to dispel illusions, to blot out a radiant
romance that paints life in its own soft shades. One of Bennett's
heroines, Sophia, is taught such knowledge through a lesson in
reading:
The broad corridor was lighted by a small, smelling oil-lamp with
a crimson shade. That soft, transforming radiance seemed to
paint the whole corridor with voluptuous luxury. . . . Under the
lamp lay Madame Foucault on the floor, a shapeless mass of lace,
frilled linen, and corset . . . . At the first glance, the creature aban
doned to grief made a romantic and striking picture, and Sophia
thought for an instant that she had at length encountered life on a
4Bennett, "George Gissing,"

162. In another essay, Bennett makes this connection

when ventriloquizing the average reader: "the 'tone' of the book should be serious
and even staid, but not pessimistic; pessimism connotes lack of faith; it also sad
dens. 'Is not life sad enough already?' This protesting query, so often heard, means
that our novel must not embrace the whole of life" (Arnold Bennett, "The 'Average
Reader' and the Recipe for Popularity," in Hynes,
5Bennett, "George Gissing,"

164.

The Author's Craft, 59).

Bennett in fact locates in Gissing an attitude

similar to that I located in Eliot. He quotes with approval from

The Nether World:

"to

both was their work given . . . . Sorrow certainly awaited them, perchance defeat in
even the humble aims that they had set themselves; but at least their lives would
remain a protest against those brute forces of society which fill with wreck the
abysses of the nether world" ( "George Gissing,"

164).

Yet notice how his very

characterization of Gissing-"he has seen, he knows, he is unmoved"-begins to
make him over into the very indifferent fate he is supposed to just accept and suffer.
6Margaret Drabble,

Arnold Bennett (1974), 148.

For a discussion of how such pat

terns of recurrence make this book parallel its own conception of life, see John
Wain's Introduction to

The Old Wives' Tale, by Arnold Bennett, ed . John Wain (1983),
7-25, especially 16-17; all future references to this book (hereafter abbreviated
OWT) will appear in the text.
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plane that would correspond to her dreams of romance . . . . But
when Sophia bent over Madame Foucault, and touched her flab
biness, this illusion at once vanished; and instead of being dra
matically pathetic the woman was ridiculous . . . . Then she was
amazingly fat; her flesh seemed to be escaping at all ends from a
corset strained to the utmost limit. And above her boots-she
was still wearing dainty, high heeled , tightly laced boots-the
-

calves bulged suddenly out. (OWT. 3 . 5 . 389)

The vastness this Foucault suddenly obtrudes on Sophia over
whelms her romance; the ample outlines of this figure, like the
ample outlines of Bennett's determinism (he criticizes his other
heroine, Constance, because "she did not see the cosmic move
ment in large curves" [4 . 5 . 608D, seems meant to insist on a darker
picture . This creature's sufficiency of fat absorbs "the vast struc
ture of make believe" (3 . 5 . 391) that had characterized Sophia's ear
lier relations with her. It is replaced by what Bennett calls else
where a sense of "the vast inherent melancholy of the universe"
(for Sophia and Constance both learn-though they often ignore
that "the vast inherent melancholy of the universe did not exempt
[them]" [2. 2 . 197]). Sophia comes to see Madame Foucault for what
Bennett's novel shows her to be, for what Madame Foucault in her
grief tells her she is, an aging prostitute who is on her way to
becoming a charwoman . Although Sophia finds herself "irritated
by the unrelieved darkness of the picture drawn by Madame
Foucault" (3 . 5 . 394), the novel notes that "doubtless Madame
Foucault fulfilled her own prediction as to her ultimate des
tiny" (3 . 6 . 418).
"The Foucault" (3 . 5 . 404), as Sophia's friend Chirac calls her,
seemingly a minor character appearing midway through the story,
actually is central to the book. Part of his emphasis on her monu
mentalness comes from how large the idea she figured bulked in
Bennett's own imagination. His inspiration for

The Old Wives' Tale

came when he was eating in his favorite restaurant (an institution
that he described to his mother in one of his daily letters to her as
"enormous"). 7 There, he is nearly displaced from his usual seat by
a "fat, shapeless, ugly, and grotesque" old woman, whose re-

7"(To Sarah Ann Bennett), [4, rue de Calais], [Paris], [postmarked 10-12-03]" in vol.
4 of The Letters of Arnold Bennett, ed. James Hepburn, 4 vols. (1966-86), p. 7.
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pulsive dimensions, he writes, obtrude her on the notice of the
restaurant, which finds her ridiculous (Preface. 3 1). 8 Rather than
sharing in their laughter, Bennett thinks: " 'her case is a tragedy.
One ought to be able to make a heart-rending novel out of the
history of a woman such as she' . . . there is an extreme pathos in
the mere fact that every stout ageing woman was once a young girl
with the unique charm of youth in her form and movements and in
her mind" (Preface. 31-32). Bennett's stout woman, like Madame
Foucault who comes to stand in for her, represents the very culmi
nation of the particularly tragic pattern that for Bennett makes up a
novel.
As in so many of the other novels I have discussed, woman's
flesh figures as the shapeless matter out of which the author
shapes his story; in Bennett's case in particular, a story about how
life actually is shaped, part of an immense and appalling whole . In
his idea for his novel, he pictured two such women, sisters, one of
whom-Sophia-was originally meant to wind up, as Madame
Foucault, a fat and failed prostitute. 9 In retaining this figure, he is
able to retain the traditional scapegoat for anxieties about corpo
rality and mortality, and part of Sophia's response to her is to linger
on the details of the supposed loathsomeness of female flesh-to
anatomize her corpulence in just the way the novel repeatedly
anatomizes various corpses. Perhaps Bennett locates that loath
someness in corpulence out of another anxiety, too; part of the
cruel humor directed at big women in general has to do with how
their very bulk threatens the idea that men's greater size and
strength clinch their superiority.
The story of Bennett's life frames his own anxieties in figures of
vast corporality. While writing The Old Wives' Tale, he was haunted
by visions of overconsumption. He records in his journal various
Bfor his reaction to her supposed repulsiveness, see also Bennett's description of
this event in vol. t of The Journal of Arnold Bennett, 3 vols. (1932-33), pp. 131-32.
Note here and in the Preface how the pair of waitresses at this restaurant-the fat,
maternal waitress who manages Bennett and whose neurotic sexual possessiveness
of him sends him fleeing, and the young, slim, beautiful and unattainable waitress
who winds up serving the repulsive old woman-parallel neatly the structure (the
movement from youth to age) and concerns (youth ultimately in thralldom to age,
the bulk of age overwhelming this author who wishes for escape from it) of the
novel.
9Bennett, Journal, 1: 132; see also "(To Frank Harris), Villa des Nefliers, 3oth Nov
19o8," in Letters, 2: 238-39.
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images and anecdotes: peasant women "deformed, chiefly by vast
deposits of flesh"; provincial gluttons who would eat so much on
occasion that they would need to be plunged naked into muck
heaps, enveloped in manure up to the neck to promote digestion;
famous painters who would vie in their greed to monopolize the
dishes at a table d'hOte; an avaricious old lady who would starve
herself one day to have twice the mutton the next. 10 Such preoc
cupations may seem in part a readily understandable response to
having to conjure in his novel the starvation of the siege of Paris, a
way of countering and managing those imaginative horrors. But
they also seem partly to have to do with other more general wor
ries about Bennett's own self-integrity and his relation to a larger
system that blots out and absorbs him.
Bennett's journals show that his particular kind of naturalism
arose not just from the physical determinism of nineteenth-century
theories of evolution, with the biological and social consequences
that so fascinated the French novelists who influenced him; they
also came from the logical determinism of Stoic philosophy. While
writing The Old Wives' Tale, in an apparent attempt to control and
regulate himself, Bennett read Stoic philosophy every morning,
especially Marcus Aurelius. 11 Yet his endeavors were unsuccessful:
"it is humiliating," he writes, "that I cannot get through one single
day . . . without yielding to appetites that I despise!"12 His dis
comfort with sexual appetite in particular hints at the anxiety
prompting fears of consumption; of sexual relations with women
he writes: "I do not like to think that I am not absolutely complete
and sufficient in myself to myself."13 Yet the vast wholeness Ben
nett longs for also disturbs him, and this conflicted desire is per
haps best characterized in the title of a book he was drawn to years
later when he tried to diet, Eat and Grow Thin . 14 Bennett's attitude
1 0Bennett, Journal, 1 : 238, 239, 245, 269.
1 1 And the Stoic assumption that men may have no power to alter their circum
stances explains why Marcus Aurelius interested Foucault as well as Bennett. See
Foucault's references to him in The Care of the Self, trans. Robert Hurley, vol. 3 of The
History of Sexuality (1986), and "Technologies of the Self," in Technologies of the Self: A
Seminar with Michel Foucault, ed. Luther H. Martin, Huck Gutman, and Patrick
Hutton (1988), 16-49.
I2Bennett, Journal, 1: 299-300.
I3Bennett, Journal, 1: 300-301.
14"(To Edward Knoblock), 75, Cadogan Square, 16-7-26," in Letters, 3 : 27i .
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may be double because his fears of his own appetite point to fears
of other appetites that might consume him.
That some larger determining totality may eclipse his own abso
luteness gets translated into Bennett's worry about the relation of
his work to the tradition that formed him. He stresses that The Old
Wives' Tale had two heroines in order to swamp Guy de Maupas
sant's Une Vie (as well as to surpass the work of women novelists,
such as Mrs. W. K. Clifford) (OWT.Preface.32-33); it is perhaps the
strain of trying to swallow up such large reputations with his own
work that makes Bennett bilious while writing his novel. 15 That
novel, which he refers to consistently as his big book, is perhaps a
way to establish his completeness and self-sufficiency (and per
haps also a compensation for whatever impulse made him later
sign himself "Little" in his letters to the mother of his child, Doro
thy Bennett). At any rate, his achievement was received that way
by his literary circle. H. G. Wells, for whom The Old Wives' Tale is
also "a great book and a big book," tells Bennett "it at least doubles
your size in my estimation."16 Andre Gide, who admits that he
didn't initially think much of Bennett, is overwhelmed by The Old
Wives' Tale, because he finds it an enormous novel with a pro
digious force of penetration. 17
Bennett responds to a perceived threat of displacement by himself
incorporating the threatening object; his heroine Sophia follows the
same pattern. Her judgment of Madame Foucault is partly so harsh
because Madame Foucault has earlier so entirely taken her over. In a
scene that parallels Bennett's inspiration for the novel, a younger,
naive, and impressionable Sophia is struck by the appearance of this
then unknown woman in a restaurant. The formidable self-suffi
ciency of this figure-as indifferent to the curiosity she excites as
Freud's narcissistic woman-intimidates Sophia, who is not yet
experienced enough to see, as the novel does, that Madame
Foucault's charm is just that of "the excessive ripeness of a blonde
who fights in vain against obesity" ( OWT. 3 . 2. 331 ) . Years later, by the
ISBennett, Journal, 1: 297. For Bennett's use of images of consumption in his
relations to other novelists, see his description to Frank Harris of reading one of his
books: "To my regret I have already swallowed the book . . . . I read it greedily"
("(To Frank Harris], Hotel Belvedere, Mont Pelerin, Sur Vevey, Switzerland, 13 Dec
1908," in Letters, 2: 242).
I6Quoted by Drabble, Arnold Bennett, 156.
1 7Bennett, Letters, ·1: 401 n432; Letters, 3: 136 n143.
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workings of fate, a delirious Sophia is given over to Madame
Foucault, and part of the illusion Sophia attempts to dispel by her
emphasis on the vastness of Madame Foucault's corruption is the
"immense devotion" with which Madame Foucault has cared for
her in her illness (3 . 5. 381 ). The defeat of Sophia's romance shifts the
figurative meaning of Madame Foucault's enormous bulk, changes
her from mother to prostitute . 18 That bulk symbolizes the way
Madame Foucault has (like Constance, who "folded [her infant] in
an immense tenderness" [2. 3 . 211]) overwhelmed and overpowered
Sophia-given her life, a "rebirth" she has neither requested nor
desired (3 . 5 . 380). 19 Sophia's response to Madame Foucault's power
is characteristically like her response to her own mother. Mrs.
Baines, who has seemed not just to recognize but herself to preor
dain ends, has her omnipotence shown up by her daughter. Similar
ly, Sophia overmasters and displaces Madame Foucault, taking over
her furniture, tenants, and lodgings-and by taking over her space
perhaps strives to occupy her self-sufficiency. Yet, although Ma
dame Foucault vanishes from the novel, what Sophia takes over
leaves her no more complete than before.
In this dynamic of incorporation and displacement, Sophia be
comes what she fears, but just how she is like it is part of the ironic
humor of the book. Rather than assuming some kind of lasting self
completeness that she mistakenly once attributed to Madame
Foucault, Sophia becomes like her in turning old and fat instead;
she ultimately dies, given up at the end to the vast wholeness that
IBAs I argued in conclusion to the chapter on Dickens, it is these easy swings from
one avatar of woman's construction to another that keep her caught in the network
scapegoating her. Mothers and prostitutes, along with madwomen-and the old
woman in the restaurant, along with the fat waitress who tends him, seems to
Bennett hysterical (journal, 1 : 131-32)-recur in this study because, as Bennett's
work makes clear, they, rather than Freud's triad in "The Theme of the Three
Caskets," have been the three fates sketched out for women in our culture, any of
which can substitute for another and still enforce its burden of ideology. See Sig
mund Freud, "The Theme of the Three Caskets," vol. 12 of The Standard Edition of the
Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, trans. James Strachey, 24 vols. (1953-

74), pp. 289-301 .
19Madame Foucault, along with her housemate Laurence, quite literally over
powers Sophia in order to submerge her in life-giving baths, that traditional symbol
for the mother's oceanic engulfment of the child. That these are cold baths, which,
like Bennett's irony, actually dispel Sophia's embrace of disease and clear her mind,
simply continues the identification of Madame Foucault with the motive force of the
novel (OWT.3.5. 378-79).
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then seems to be represented by The Old Wives' Tale itself, the plot
of which stands in for the inexorable pattern of life.
This is the dynamic I have considered throughout this study:
woman is made to figure the system of power-for Bennett, as for
Gerald in the novel, it seems as if "she, and not he, stood for
destiny" (3 . i .315)�but only so that through a chain of displace
ments he can actually seem to assume her place. It is just this kind
of dynamic that the Foucault-inspired critic Mark Seltzer, in dis
cussing the role of women in the American naturalist novel, has
also outlined: he argues that naturalist themes, and the form of
naturalism itself, on one level work through an anxious male re
sponse to what it casts as generative female power. 20 Yet to cast
this pattern of incorporation simply in terms of threat and anxiety
is also to simplify, if not misread, a more complex dynamic. Ben
nett is interesting to me as I analyze my own approach in this book
because of the way he emphasizes self-analysis: he doesn't just
wishfully transfer this power to his creation; he also questions the
consolations of doing so.
Bennett implies that the dark picture inscribed by the sum of life
is itself an illusion. Since his earliest responses to literature, Ben
nett admits that he has been drawn to such a picture: "I was six or
so when The Ugly Duckling aroused in me the melancholy of life,
gave me to see the deep sadness which pervades all romance,
beauty, and adventure ."21 Yet such deep sadness is aligned with
romance, part of a fairy tale. Although Bennett finds in his own
fledgling literary endeavors "a remorseless naturalism that even
thus early proclaimed the elective affinity between Flaubert and
myself," he later in life asserts that "the notion that 'naturalists'
have at last lighted on a final formula which ensures truth to life is
ridiculous. 'Naturalist' is merely an epithet expressing self-satisfac
tion."22 That this pretense of self-satisfaction has to do with illu
sions of self-sufficiency, of vastness and completeness, may have to
do with the way Bennett locates romance in the impulse to sum up
and connect. Writing about the attractions of the theater, his desire
20Mark Seltzer, "The Naturalist Machine," in Sex, Politics, and Science in the Nine
teenth-Century Novel, Selected Papers from the English Institute, 1983-84, n . s . 10,
ed. Ruth Bernard Yeazell (1986), 116-47.
2t Amold Bennett, The Truth about an Author (1911), 10.
22The first phrase is from Bennett, Truth, 14; the second is from Bennett, "The
Author's Craft," in: Hynes, The Author's Craft, 23 .

Conclusion

243

to see what drives it behind the scenes, Bennett admits that the
fitting together of things can be a romance: "After all," he writes,
"the romance of the organization of these affairs interests me . . . .
certainly what interests me is organization."23 What interests him
above all is the organization of what he know&o to be an illusion.
The englobing organization of The Old Wfves' Tale may thus also
be a kind of theater, the dark picture it paints a kind of romantic
effect. Bennett does in fact suggest a link between his novel and
the romantic pathos embodied by a figure like Madame Foucault.
Sophia thinks she is seeing a true picture when she learns to see
Madame Foucault as not "dramatically pathetic" but ridiculous. Yet
in his inspiration for the novel, Bennett sees beyond such scornful
reactions by the other restaurant patrons and recognizes instead
"extreme pathos" in the story he wants to tell of the fat woman.
Rather than dispelling the romance of Madame Foucault, The Old
Wives' Tale is in this sense actually predicated on it. Moreover,
Bennett uses Sophia's experience in Madame Foucault's chamber to
teach his readers another lesson. Gaining what seems for a mo
ment the novel's own objective and comprehensive vision, she
looks out from her high window and sees the melancholy "specta
cle of existence," the sweep of life around her. Lost in the embrace
of this melancholy, Sophia's response, the novel observes, is actu
ally a kind of abandonment in which "sadness became a volup
tuous pleasure" (3 . 5 .384).
Women-fat women-may not just be decoys, meant to be dis
placed; they may really be the novel's figures for its determinism.
Bennett may emphasize them in their corpulence, fix them as fig
ures in their very predominance and solidity, to make that identifi
cation with the vast sum of life stick. What a figure like Madame
Foucault perhaps best embodies in the novel is actually the ar
tificiality of this engulfing pattern and the way it gives us as read
ers some kind of pleasure or solace. Sophia is able to see through
Madame Foucault' s romance because she has earlier peeped be
hind her dressing screen to discover the filthy secrets of her
toilette, to see through the artifice that makes her seem so charm
ing (3 . 5 . 385-86). And the artifices of the prostitute are not much
different from the artifices of the mother; the conceit that Mrs.
23Bennett, Journal,

1:

303, 304 .
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Baines or Constance can enwrap their children and somehow de
termine their fate, provides only another illusory pleasure . As
readers we may not be meant to glimpse, behind the screen of
these large women, the artifices of Bennett's own totalizing novel;
we may not even want to question the charms of its melancholy
and the pleasures its way of accounting for everything gives us . Yet
Bennett himself was ready enough to draw a connection between
himself and women, telling one correspondent, "I am partly a
woman, a mes heures . "24 The identification of women and the vast
consuming whole we call fate, power-whatever impulse prompts
and determines us as subjects-may not be meant to scapegoat but
to comfort and to reassure, allowing the ultimate consolation of
authorial omnipotence, authorial narcissism.
In his reading of the naturalist novel, Seltzer argues that natu
ralism itself incorporates the mechanics of power, makes its re
lentless network of forces both its subject and technique.25 I would
argue that recent Foucault-inspired approaches, such as Seltzer's or
my own, are interested in naturalism because of the neat fit be
tween it and their own assumptions .26 That is, Foucauldian crit
icism also identifies with and incorporates the network of forces it
describes; it imitates the vast and totalizing system it theorizes . Just
as in Bennett's naturalism, this inexhaustible and inexorable vision
can be its most radical consolation, not least because it allows such
criticism circularly to be able to account for everything. Because it
incorporates everything as a product of its own totalizing system,
even what seem reactions to it, it becomes nonfalsifiable. As Ben
nett tells us about his Foucault, such criticism fulfills its own pre
diction as to its ultimate destiny.
If that consolation is to any degree disturbed in my study, it is
perhaps through the agency of feminism. In his reading of the use
of women in naturalism, Seltzer argues that gender difference
although an important political distinction he himself makes
24James Hepburn, Introduction to Letters, 4: xxxviii.
25Seltzer, "Naturalist Machine," 141-42.
26In addition to Seltzer's forthcoming book Bodies and Machines, parts of which he
has published as the essays "The Naturalist Machine" and "Statistical Persons"
(Diacritics 17 [Fall 1987] : 82-98), see also Walter Benn Michaels, The Gold Standard and

the Logic of Naturalism (1987).

Conclusion

245

throughout the essay-is actually also (and perhaps, given the
relentless machinery of the logic of his essay, ultimately) specious,
a strategic way of imposing regulation. while preserving the illusion
of opposition. Seltzer's theoretical premises parallel neatly here the
naturalist techniques he discusses: the gender inequalities he has
earlier attended to in the "rivalry between 'male' and 'female'
forces" disappear into "a more general economy of bodies and
powers."27 Specific local differences become incorporated in a to
talizing scheme.
My own reliance on similar critical models in this book has
meant that it, too, has often followed this dynamic; it does seem to
me important to question the way gender division can be a ploy.
Yet, despite the force of such theoretical premises, I can't so easily
give up the distinctions between genders . Interrupting the sweep
of this study's consuming abstractions, perhaps to the sacrifice of
theoretical consistency (what I have been arguing in this conclu
sion might be a good thing), has been an insistence on the way
gender divisions resist the forces of incorporation annulling
them- even when those forces reside in my own argument.
The obstinate refusal of theory's coherence that an emphasis on
women may play in my study is perhaps figured in studies like
Seltzer's-and in Foucault's own work from which it draws-by a
particularly rich and wayward emphasis on the stories of history,
on anecdotes that go beyond the readings of them in these works.
These historical details are not part of the influence of such works
on this study, but, despite my inability to store up such anecdotes
27Seltzer, "Naturalist Machine," 120. After exposing the explicit tension in natu
ralism between female and male-the way naturalism attempts to coopt the gener
ative power it locates in the mother by shifting it onto male technologies-Seltzer
argues that female and male actually exist in naturalism as "a set of exchanges"
rather than as oppositions (137). He writes: "The naturalist machine operates
through a double discourse by which the apparently opposed registers of the body
and machine are coordinated within a single technology of regulation" (142). But
although his point is about gender, the language and particulars of gender drop out
of his argument. Rather than demonstrating how this ploy of specious opposition
works in particular in relation to gender, he relies at this point in his argument on
his earlier book and past demonstration of this ploy; yet this earlier work has even
less to say about gender. One wonders if, rather than simply being absorbed into a
system that seems to account for everything, a careful attention to gender might to
some degree complicate if not undo the general argument about the breakdown of
opposition.
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myself and despite some abiding questions I have about the pro
cedures of thinking historically, such details are what seem to me
most exciting in such work. That I have, in fact, been much more
informed by the large theoretical outlines of Foucault's work rather
than by its historical focus could be charged against me as precisely
missing the point of that work, exemplifying the response that
made Foucault refuse explicitly to codify his work into a consistent
theory, to call it a theory at all. I might counter that such a refusal
was itself a ploy, to hide the theoretical overconsistency that his
works actually rely on. But what seems to me more useful is to
emphasize the tension between these different responses to Fou
cault's work, a debate between formalism and history encoded in
that work itself. This debate is perhaps the most hotly contested in
criticism right now not because it is located in Foucault-inspired
reactions to earlier post-structuralism but because it resides irre
solvably in Foucault's work itself. At any rate, such debate makes
consolations more elusive for everyone.
The importance of historical specificity and contextualization
matched by a skepticism that questions the assumptions of history
has been crucial in work on women, taking the form of a tension
between the facts prompting her representation and the demands
of that representation itself. Woman's greatest oppression has lain
perhaps in the way that her construction has been whipsawed
between reality and representation, history and ideology, the way
that the forces of oppression have resorted to either angle when
their purposes demanded. Perhaps by emphasizing the irrecon
cilableness of these approaches, feminist dialogue has disturbed
the ready oscillations of this dynamic. My study, in it polemics and
refusals, has tried to be part of the ongoing debate that keeps
gender central.
Yet, at the end of this book, what marks the debate between
history and formalism most for me is a sense that its problematiza
tion may no longer be central. Perhaps when our forms are differ
ent and our history has changed-however slightly-we will see
another issue emerge, another tension informing our construction
as subjects. Perhaps in this study there are already insights that
resist, or just simply ignore, the conclusions preordained by this
debate and my reaction to it. That new tension may not be manifest
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until it, too, is beside the point, another consoling illusion that only
seems as crucial as the debate between form and history has
seemed to me in this study. After all, Bennett tells us, we are able
to see that "the romance of life has gone" only after it has left;
"until it has gone it is never romance" (OWT. i . 3 . 86-87).

