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Feminism, Filmmaking and Postcolonialism: 
An Interview with Trinh T. Minh-ha 
Part One of an Interview by Judith Mayne, Associate Professor of French and Women's Studies 

Trinh T. Minh-ha is a filmmaker and writer who 
currently teaches at San Francisco State University. 
She is the author of several books, including most 
recently Woman. Native, Other: Writing 
Postcoloniality and Feminism (Indiana University 
Press, 1989). Her films include Naked Spaces: 
LMng is Round (1985) and Reassemblage (1982). 
This past spring, Trinh T. Minh-ha appeared at the 
Wexner Center for the Arts in con1unction with a 
screening of her most recent film, Surname Viet 
Given Name Nam (1989). 

DurinQ Minh-ha's visit, Judith Mayne conducted the 
follow1nQ interview (Part one appears here; part two 
of the interview will appear in the next issue of 
Feminisms). 

Interview with Trinh T. Minh-ha (May 27, 1990) 

Q: One of the things I admire about your work-your 
films as well as your book Woman. Native. Other-is 
that it resists any easy categories. Your book is a 
work of theory, but it is very poetic; the reader has a 
different relationship to it than is usually the case in 
theoretical writing. Your films are obviously not 
documentaries in any dassic sense, and it's not 
accurate to call them •commentaries" on the 
documentary genre, either. Could you talk about 
this resistance to categorization that seems to be a 
crucial part of your work? 

A: It's critical to start with this question. I am always 
working at the borderlines of several shifting 
cateqories. stretching out to the limits of things, 
leam,ng about my own limits and how to modify 
them. The book, for example, was completed in 
1983. It took me that long to find a publisher. 
Ironically enough {although not surprisingly), what I 
went through in submitting it for publication seemed 
to be sadly consistent with certain repressed 
realities of women's writing and publishing which I 
discussed in its very first chapter. The book was 
rejected by no less than thirty-three presses. The 
kind of problems it repeatedly encountered had 
precisely to do with marketable categories and 
disciplinary regulations; in other words, with 
conformist borders. The focus on postcolonial 
positlonings and on women of color as a subject 

Trinh T, Minh-ha Qeft) during production of 
surname Viet Given Name Nam 

and as subjects was not only of little interest to 
publishers then, but what bothered them most was 
the writing itself. For academicists, "scholarly" is a 
normative territory that they own all for themselves; 
hence theory is no theory if it is not dispensed in a 
way recognizable to and validated by them. The 
mixing of different modes of writing; the mutual 
challenge of theoretical and poetical, discursive and 
non-discursive languages; the strategic use of 
stereotyped expressions in exposing stereotypical 
thinking; all these attempts at introducing a break 
into the flXed norms of the Master's confident, 
prevailing discourses are easily misread, dismissed 
or obscured in the name of "good writing,• of 
iheory" or of "scholarly work.• I was continuously 
sent back and forth from one publisher to another--
commercial, academic, as well as small presses-, 
each one equally convinced in its kind suggestions 
that the book would flt better in the other marketing 
context. What transpired through all the comments I 
received was mainly that the work never quite 
corresponded to what these diverse pubfishers are 
"looking for." Obviously, as they said, they were 
very interested in writings "from the Third World,• but 
this one "would not fit the series" they had or were in 
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the process of establishing. Some other examples: 
one of the reviewers for a militant press found its 
tone "stinging, but not loud enough"; another 
reviewer, for a feminist press, regretted that "it's too 
speculative to be a useful textbook for institutions"; 
and an editor of a small press specializing in creative 
writing seriously felt he was being helpful when he 
decreed "it's not good writing because it's too 
impure." 

It was a depressing experience. But I accept it as 
part of the struggle that this book is carrying on. I 
have to find a place for myself since I am at odds 
with all these categories of different writings and 
modes of theorizinQ. A straight counterdiscourse is 
no longer threatening. It ultimately contributes to 
things remaining in place because it tends more 
often than not to block critical thinking, unable to do 
much but repeat itself throuQh the same anti-
repressive rhetoric of modernist ideology. Let's take 
the example of a notion in vogue like 
"interdisciplinary." This notion is usually carried out 
in practice as the mere juxtaposition of a number of 
different disciplines together. In such a politics of 
pluralist exchange and dialogue, the concept of 
"inter"(trans)formation and growth is typically 
reduced to a question of proper accumulation and 
acquisition. The disciplines are simply added, put 
next to one another with their boundaries kept 
intact; the participants continue happily to speak 
within their expertise, from a position of authority. It 
is rare to see such a notion stretched to the limits, 
so that the fences between disciplines are pulled 
down. Borderlines remain then strategic and 
contingent, as they constantly cancel themselves 
out. This "new" ground, always in the making, is 
what interests me most in everything I do. It 
constitutes the site where the very idea of a 
discipline, a specialization, and an expertise is 
challenged. No single field, profession, or creator 
can "own" it. 

I never think of my films as being specifically 
documentary or fictional, except when I send them 
off to festivals. Then, I have to choose my jury. It is 
with this jury in mind that I place the film in a 
category. For years, no matter which one I chose, it 
seemed as if I constantly made the "wrong" 
selection. When I chose "documentary," I knew the 
problem would have to do with what people expect 
from a "documentary" and the ensuing rigidity of 
criteria. Most of these specialized jurors not only 
had difficulty in accepting my films as 
documentaries, but they also hardly considered 
them befitting to the social, educational or 
ethnographic categories. The same applied when I 
opted for "film art" or "experimental," because jurors 

of such categories tend to see "experimental" as a 
genre on its own rather than as a critical venture 
working upon "genre" itself. Many still hold on to a 
mystical concept of "visionary art," and any 
preoccupation with or attempt at exposing ideology 
1s rejected as "corrupt" --lacking pure vision, hence 
being no real Art. Now it seems that as my work is 
getting better known, the categories become less 
important. But these used to be something that 
completely limited the ground on which the films 
could circulate. 

Q: You mention the word "borderline" several times, 
and the immediate connection that comes to mind is 
Gloria Anzaldua's Borderlands/La Frontera. That 
notion of space in between conventional opposing 
pairs has been very important to the work of many 
women of color. I wonder how you see your own 
work in relation to that of other women writers of 
color? 

A: I really like Anzaldua's works and I often quote 
her in my own writings. I don't want to collapse all 
fights into one, however. I do realize the question of 
borderlines is particularly exigent in the latina/latino 
community because for many, it remains physically 
an acute everyday experience. This being said, and 
without forgetting the specificities of each context, I 
also recognize the commonalities between that 
border fight and the ones carried out, literally as well 
as figuratively speaking, by women of color across 
ethnicities and cultures. 

As in all struggles, there are divergences among us; 
mostly in terms of strategy and location I would say, 
but sometimes also in terms of objective and 
direction. What I understand of the struggle of 
women of color, however, is that our voices and 
silences across difference are so many attempts at 
articulating this always-emerging-already-distorted 
ground which remains so difficult, on the one hand, 
for the First World even to hear; and on the other, 
for our own communities to accept to venture into, 
for fear of losing what has been a costly gain with 
past strugQles. It requires more than willingness 
and self-criticism to unlearn the reactive language 
that promotes separatism and self-enclosure by 
essentializing a denied identity. I don't mean simply 
to reject this language (a reactive front is at times 
necessary for consciousness to emerge), but rather 
to displace it and play with it, or to play it out like a 
musical score. 

Many of the younger diasporic generation who 
come forth today, on the artistic as well as the 
theoretical scene, have voiced their discomfort with 
any safeguarding of boundaries on either side of the 



border. This is so, precisely because the politics of 
identity has been fully exposed in its repressed 
complexities. "Identity" has now become more a 
point of departure than an end point in the struggle. 
So, although we understand the necessity of going 
back to this notion of identity in politicizing the 
personal, we also don't want to be limited to it. 
Dominated and marginalized people have been 
socialized to see always more than their own point 
of view. In the complex reality of postcoloniality, it is 
therefore vital to assume one's radical "impurity," 
and to recognize the necessity to speak from a 
hybrid place, hence to say at least two, three things 
at a time. 

Q: Did you live in France? 

A: Only for one year. 

Q: When did you leave Vietnam? 

A: At the age of seventeen, in 1970, just a number 
of years before Vietnam was reunited. I came to the 
U.S. My studies in the past did include French. 

Q: I think I thought you had spent time in France, 
because what's loosely called "French theory" has 
obviously influenced you. 

A: That's not entirely wrong, since France colonized 
Vietnam for such a long time. Even in having 
fiercely resisted the French colonials, someone like 
Ho Chi Minh would admit that he preferred the 
French mentality to the American one. Colonialism 
really has its grip on its people. At a recent 
conference on African cinema in San Francisco, the 
Mauritanian filmmaker Med Hondo started out 
saying a few lines in perfect English, but he 
immediately ruptured his speech by saying that he 
was colonized first by the French, and went on in 
French for the rest of the session!... "French theory" 
is certainly part of my hybrid reality, although I would 
say it is only one part among others. 

Q: At one point in your book, commenting on the 
work of Helene Cixous, you say: " The One is the 
All and the All is the One; and yet the One remains 
the One and the All the All. Now two, not One either. 
This is what Zen has been repeating for centuries .. ." 
(Woman. Native. Other, p. 39). I think there is 
something very contemplative about your films and 
your writing, a meditative quality. So-called "high 
theorists" never want to talk about a spiritual 
element in the text, but I sense that element very 
strongly in your work--specifically in the references 
to Zen, but more generally in your approach to 
representation. 
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A: This is a point hardly ever discussed. Since it 
took so long to find a publisher for the book, I had to 
resort to other publishing venues. Hence, SOll)9 
parts excerpted for this purpose had appeared here 
and there, in different journals. Now people 
confidently talk about earlier versions that "were later 
elaborated in the book," but in fact the book was 
written in its entirety long before any of these 
"articles" came out. With the submission of these 
"excerpts" to journals, I had received detailed 
comments on them from academic readers whose 
advice was sought by the concerned editors. Some 
of the readers, indeed, had a major problem with the 
Zen materials included, which they considered to be 
useless in a theoretical context. They reacted most 
scornfully, focusing on the "what" and turning a 
blind eye to the "how"--the way the materials are 
used and the inter-links created (as with Cixous' 
feminism in the example you mentioned). 

I can understand such a reaction, especially when 
living in California. I think that Zen--as it has spread 
in the West, especially in the '60's with prominent 
names like John Cage, Alan Watts, Allen Ginsberg--
has been mystified in its very demystifying practices. 
{This, despite and nm because of the works of the 
individuals mentioned.) What happened was a 
recuperation of Zen into a dualistic and 
compartmentalized world view. Speaking again of 
classifications and borders, you are here either 
"holistic" or "analytical," but you can't possibly be 
both because the two are made into absolute anti-
thetical stances. Zen has the gift to frustrate and 
infuriate the rational mind, which hurriedly dismisses 
it as simply one more form of mystification. So 
Zen's tenets are a real problem for a number of 
academics; but I myself do not operate within such 
divisions and I don't see why I have to be bound to 
them. Spirituality cannot be reified. It's difficult to 
talk about it, because it not only escapes the 
principles of logic, but "spiritual" itself is also an 
impossible term: disinherited and vacated in this 
society of reification, hence not easy to use without 
exacting negotiations. The first book I wrote in 
1976-77, Un Art sans oeuvre (published in 1981), 
includes a chapter relating the works of Jacques 
Derrida and Antonin Artaud to those of Krishnamurti 
and Zen Buddhism. For me many of Derrida's 
theories, including the critique of the metaphysics of 
presence, are forces that have been active in Zen 
and in other forms of Buddhism for centuries. So 
what he's saying is not really "new," but the ways in 
which he puts them into discourse, the links he 
makes a,ra. The weaving of Zen in my text is 
therefore not a "return to my roots," but a grafting of 
several cultures onto a single body--an 
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acknowledgement of the heterogeneity of my own 
cultural background. 

Q: This connects to one of the issues you 
discussed at the screening last night, the notion of 
"negative space." 

A: In my films, the notion of negative space has 
always been crucial. The "object-oriented camera"--
a camera that only focuses on catching the object 
and is eager to objectify--obscures the role of 
negative space. I don't mean the ground behind the 
filmed subject or the field surrounding it, but rather, 
the space that makes both composition and framing 
possible, one especially that characterizes the way 
an image breathes. To see negative space as 
intensely as the figure and the field, instead of being 

Winner of the 1989-90 Robin Wiehm Award 

subjected to the latter in cinematography, mise-en-
scene, and narrativity, implies a whole different way 
of looking at and of relating to things. This is not far 
from the notion of the Void in Asian philosophies. 
People often don't even know what you are talking 
about when you mention the vitality of the Void in 
the relationships between object and non-object, or 
between I and non-I. Again, they may think it's a 
form of mystification. This is a problem with reifying, 
binarist thinking. Whereas emptiness here is not 
merely opposed to fullness or objecthood; it is the 
very site that makes forms and contents possible--
that is, also insepar-able. 

END OF PART ONE. PART lWO WILL BE 
PUBLISHED IN THE NEXT ISSUE OF FEMINISMS. 

Advertising and Addiction: 
The Web of Compulsive Spending 
Stephanie Burley, Women's Studies 301, Summer 1989; Instructor: Susan Dyer. 

The capitalist economy of the United States is 
largely based on the unnecessary consumption of 
goods by women (Pacheco, pp. 120-22). Think of 
the multi-billion dollar industries which are based 
solely on unnecessary items: the cosmetics 
industry, including hair care products; the jewelry 
industry, which largely supports the apartheid 
government in South Africa; and the weight loss 
industry, which helps people deal with over 
consumption of food. The slightly less 
conspicuous examples are the fashion, shoe and 
home furnishin9 industries, which convince us 
every year to discard millions of dollars worth of 
useful, but no longer fashionable, items to buy the 
latest styles. What is the justification most often 
used by these industries to get consumers to 
spend money on what they don't need? To make 
us feel better about ourselves! A new hairstyle, 
makeover, diamond ring, outfit or bedroom set is 
supposed to fill in our lives when we feel 
incomplete. Advertising is what industries use to 
convince women that they are unhappy and 
lacking, and that product "X" is the cure for their 

problems. In some women, this need for fulfillment 
1s so extreme that they display compulsive 
behavior concerning consumption of goods and 
services; they use buying to escape from an 
unsatisfying reality. They become addicted to 
shopping. In this paper, I will show how this 
capitalist system, which relies on women's 
consumption of unnecessary goods, uses 
advertisements to promote women's addiction to 
shopping as well as supporting other addictive 
behaviors and substances. 

In a chapter entitled "A General Theory of 
Addiction", from his book Love and Addiction, 
Stanton Peele asserts that people who lack self-
confidence, who are dependent socially and/or 
economically, who are not valued by society, are 
more prone to addiction than others (Peele, pp. 
49-67). He states that addiction is "a natural end 
for a person who has been trained to be helpless 
all his life" (Peele, p. 58). When we consider that 
women are so often socialized in our patriarchal 
society to accept the passive, dependent role of 



dependence upon their products. The successful 
woman in the Virginia Slims advertisement is 
addicted to cigarettes. The ads which urge women 
to be socially assertive towards men most often 
promote the consumption of alcohol. Women can 
even afford to buy automobiles now, yet the way 
they are portrayed in automobile advertisements 
aimed at women casts them as illogical, poor 
decision makers. For example, in a new Toyota 
campaign, a well-dressed, thin blonde woman 
(once again reinforcing the "right" body image) lists 
the wonderful qualities of her new Corolla, only to 
admit that "when I first laid eyes on it, all logic flew 
out the window," suggesting that women purchase 
cars because the vehicles look so pretty. 
Women's economic power is co-opted by 
advertisers to reinforce the stereotypes of women 
as dependent on substances and as irrational, 
superficial creatures. 

Clearly, women of all social classes are the targets 
of ads which persuade them to buy things in order 
to improve their lives. The dependent mind set 
associated with these ads, as well as the fact that 
they offer quick and easy solutions, makes them 
dangerously addictive to women. Since women 
are most often in charge of buying household 
goods, and more and more women are earning 
their own money, it is easy to see how many 
women become addicted to shopping. Buying 
things offers them a way to feel better about 
themselves, at least initially. It also allows them a 
temporary escape from reality. Much in the same 
way that an alcoholic uses her drug to turn away 
from the world and control her environment, a 
person addicted to spending uses shopping to 
control her reality. Many people turn to drugs or 
alcohol because these substances, and the culture 
associated with them, provide those who use them 
with a social structure in which they are accepted. 
The same can be said about a compulsive spender 
whose "best friends" are the department store 
clerks who make commissions from her 
purchases, and who all know her by name. Many 
women are lured into compulsive spending habits 
by a society which erodes their self image and by 
advertisements which promise them instant 
fulfillment in an easy-to-open package. 

Not only does the advertising industry promote 
shopping addiction, but it promotes addiction in 
many other forms. The ever-present slim body 
image in advertisements reinforces the idea that 
women must fit into a narrow image in order to be 
acceptable, thus promoting exercise addiction as 
well as weight loss addiction. Also, as mentioned 
before, many advertisements equate women's 
success with addictive substances such as 
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Stephanie Bur1ey at the 1990 Women's 
Studies Banquet. Photo by Alyssa Jones 

cigarettes and alcohol. Advertising also 
contributes to relationship addiction. In almost 
every advertisement in women's magazines, the 
ultimate goal of the toothpaste, conditioner, 
perfume, mascara, lipstick, hosiery, drink or diet is 
success at attractin~ a man. Women's spending 
habits are largely directed towards obtaining the 
ultimate goal, the ultimate identifier, Mr. Right. 
Reinforcing so many types of addiction, 
advertisements portray women as dependent, 
incomplete and in need of whatever substance the 
ad promotes. 

Some critics may argue that men are subject 
to advertising as well and propose that advertising 
does not promote shopping, weight loss, 
relationship or any other kind of addiction in 
women more than it does in men. However, by 
examining the advertisements, both in 
commercials and in print, we can see that this is 
clearly not the case. As Erving Goffman states in 
his book, Gender Advertisements, women are far 
more likely to appear in positions which "can be 
read as an acceptance of subordination, an 
expression of ingratiation, submissiveness, and 
appeasement" (Goffman, p.46). Goffman 
maintains that women are consistently portrayed 
as smaller, weaker, in more vulnerable positions 
and much less serious than men in 
advertisements. Although Gender Advertisements 
was published in 1979, we can see many of the 
same trends still hold true. Take, for example, the 
difference between the way male and female 
executives are portrayed in magazine 
advertisements. The male executive is likely to be 
pondering a major financial decision, scoring a 
million dollar deal, or figuring out a new takeover 
strategy for his company. In contrast, the female 
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wife or daughter, and that women are consistently 
forced into the lowest paid, lowest esteemed 
occupations, we can see how women are 
extremely vulnerable to addictive behavior. Society 
rarely allows a woman to have a positive image of 
herself. Instead, society dictates that because her 
face isn't perfect, she must wear makeup; because 
her hips are wide, she must diet; because she is 
not good enough alone, she needs a man; 
because she is lacking, she must be accessorized. 
In addition to the societal pressures which foster 
insecurity in women, we must also cope with an 
inundation of slick, glossy, brightly colored 
advertisements which are designed to further 
convince us of our alleged shortcomings, and then 
offer up solutions by the hundreds. 

One of the most dangerous characteristics of 
advertisements is that they offer "Quick Fix" 
solutions to the "problems" which they seek to 
convince us we have. We see ads on television 
and in magazines which erode our self-confidence 
by showing women with impossibly long nails, 
emaciated bodies and air-brushed faces. We see 
these women as our role models and we seek 
ways to become as beautiful, well-groomed, slim 
and fashionable as they are--right now. Hence, we 
have products such as Slim Fast, which promises, 
"give us a week, we'll take off the weight." What 
could be more appealing, or addictive, than the 
promise of a new body image in only a few days? 
Moreover, these products usually do not deliver 
what they promise. Slim Fast will not take off your 
excess body weight in only one week. Weight loss 
is a slow and difficult process, which requires 
dedication and work on the part of the individual. 
Hair conditioner "X" will not give you salon-like hair 
every day. Cover up stick "Y" will not make you 
look like Linda Carter by six o'clock tonight. 
Nonetheless, women buy these products by the 
millions in order to achieve the body image which 
society accepts and which we are taught to equate 
with a happy, successful woman. When one 
product fails to provide the happiness and 
changes that it promises, there are certainly 
hundreds of other "new and improved" products 
down the road making more glamorous and 
outrageous claims. Women become caught up in 
the cycle of buying these quick remedies for low 
self-esteem because they are so fast, easy and 
available. 

Not only is the "Quick Fix" nature of advertising 
messages dangerous for women, but also the 
dependence upon products which these ads 
foster. Ads, such as the aforementioned Slim Fast, 
always cast women in the passive role. The Slim 
Fast, rather than the woman, is taking off the 

weight. It is not the woman who is beautiful, but 
her cosmetics, clothes, shoes, hairstyle, jewelry, 
etc. The vast majority of household products such 
as dish washing liquids, mops, window cleaners, 
furniture polishes, etc. are advertised with women 
using them. In contrast, most financial, automobile 
and technological ads feature men. Men are most 
often portrayed as executives, women as 
economically dependent housewives. In addition, 
most household product commercials, while they 
feature women actresses, have a male voice-over. 
We hear a presumably authoritative male voice 
describe the product. This voice of power, 
describing the woman's actions, persuading the 
female viewer to buy the product, further reinforces 
the male= dominant, female= passive pattern in 
advertising. As Alice E. Courtney and Thomas W. 
Whipple state in their book, Sex Stereotyping in 
Advertising, "In print advertising, a woman's place 
is still in the home; women are still dependent on 
men; women still view themselves and are viewed 
by others as sex objects" (p. 14). This passive 
mind set, as Stanton Peele asserts, is one of the 
primary characteristics of a person predisposed to 
addictive behavior. It is communicated to women 
every day by thousands of television commercials, 
radio ads, print and billboard ads. 

Although advertisers have acknowledged that 
women in the 1980's have moved into the 
corporate work force in a real way, they continue 
to portray women in passive roles. Women 
executives in advertising still reinforce the slim, 
made-up, manicured body image which has been 
prescribed for women, with increasing intensity, for 
the last 30 + years. They may be valued as 
workers in their jobs, but they are used to sell 
things like nail polish and shampoo. In a recent 
advertising campaign by Maybelline Cosmetics, 
the ad read "Smart. Beautiful. Maybelline." 
Imagine those words being used to describe a 
male executive. The Virginia Slims advertisements 
are another example of how companies apparently 
acknowledge women's increasing role in the work 
force, while still casting them in a dependent, 
frivolous role. The ad reads "You've come a long 
way baby," but the woman is still depicted as a sex 
object: slim, painted, permed, lying down in a 
suggestive pose with her dress sliding off of her 
shoulder. Even though women are sometimes 
portrayed in the work force in advertisements, 
familiar messages about body image and 
dependence on products pervade. 

Along with women's increased role in the work 
force, we have seen an increase in women's 
economic power. However, the ad campaigns 
have managed to turn even this into a pitch for 



executive is advertisin~ shampoo for the 
professional girl or industrial strength nail polish to 
withstand hours of grueling phone dialing. The 
women in advertising are dressed up as 
executives, but they are still defined by their 
clothes, hair, make-up, etc. Also, a great 
difference exists between the advertisements 
aimed at specific gender groups. Day time 
television, presumably viewed by women, features 
advertisements for cleaning products, while sports 
programs, presumably for a male audience, 
advertise stock brokers and automobiles. Clearly 
men and women are the subjects of, and targets 
of, very different types of advertisements. The 
advertisements aimed at women reinforce their 
socially, emotionally and economically dependent 
position in our society, making them more 
susceptible to shopping addiction. 

AdvertisinQ alone is hardly responsible for all 
shopping addiction. There are many secondary 
enablers which aid women in their compulsive 
behavior. One of the most dangerous of these is 
the easily available credit card. A credit card 
allows a woman, who may not even earn her own 
living, to buy unnecessary items without dealing 
with the consequences of her actions in an 
immediate or responsible way. Not only does she 
not need the cash for her items at the time of 
purchase, but the payments for her credit card bills 
are most often in very small amounts, making it 
incredibly easy for a woman to buy thousands of 
dollars worth of merchandise without realizing the 
financial damage until much later. Another enabler 
to female shopping addicts is the social 
acceptability of women in the shopping role. 
Bumper stickers read "shop till you drop." Just 
imagine how ridiculous this image appears when 
applied to a man. Just as ridiculous as it is for a 
man to shop till he drops is exactly how acceptable 
that same behavior is for a woman. 

Women, or men, who fall into the trap of 
shopping addiction are not alone, and help is 
available. One type of assistance they can seek is 
that of a credit service. In the Columbus area, 
Diversified Assistance, Inc. and Consumer Credit 
Counseling Service are both non-profit agencies 
designed to help people who get into debt for 
compulsive spending, medical emergency, loss of 
employment or other reasons. While these 
agencies don't cater specifically to the shopping 
addict, they are sensitive to the stigma attached to 
debt. Their aim is to help a person get out of debt 
and to establish a more responsible pattern of 
spending. If compulsive spending has jeopardized 
a person's house, car or family relationships, 
Diversified Assistance, Inc. and Consumer Credit 
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Counseling Service are both worthwhile options to 
consider. 

Another avenue for a compulsive spender is 
Debtors Anonymous, a twelve-step program 
patterned after Alcoholics Anonymous. This group 
concentrates more on the emotional aspects of 
shopping addicts, examining the reasons for their 
behavior, not just the financial ramifications. The 
head contact for the group is a woman, and a 
substantial proportion of the group is female, 
making it a friendly and accepting place for a 
female shopping addict to seek help. However, 
this group, like Alcoholics Anonymous, has a 
religious element which may make some non-
religious people feel uncomfortable. Still, this 
group provides an important social alternative for a 
compulsive spender, a way to achieve some 
emotional interaction and fulfillment without 
engaging in their addictive behavior. 

When confronted with the societal pressures to 
shop and to define oneself by material goods or 
stylized body images, one of the most dangerous 
things for a woman to do is to assume the role of 
the victim. A woman must realize that advertising 
campaigns are designed to make people 
dependent on their products, and that the most 
valuable customer for any company to have is one 
who is addicted to their products (Key, p. 148). 
When faced with such sobering knowledge, a 
woman can either become the cosmetically 
defined, dependent, frivolous shopper which the 
ads say she is, or she can choose to acknowledge 
the forces working against her and work to 
establish her own identity in spite of them. It is the 
task of every woman in a capitalist society which 
persuades her to overspend to either "buy into• the 
system which limits her to a superficial, insecure 
existence, or to understand the economic motives 
involved and search for other avenues of personal 
fulfillment. We must either accept our roles as 
witless consumers, or define ourselves by our own 
standards, and seek help when our behavior 
crosses the line of addictive consumption. 
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Unmarried Faculty Women 
at White Palace University, Taiwan* 
By Tien-Tai Wu, Department of Anthropology, The Ohio State University, Columbus Ohio. 

Tien-Tai Wu Qeft) at the 1990 Women's 
Studies Banquet. Photo by Alyssa Jones 

As Lopata (1987) points out, a woman is involved in 
a number of potential roles throughout her life, 
including those of sister, daughter, granddaughter, 
wife, mother, grandmother, and mother-in-law. 
These relationships are conditioned by cultural 
ideals which set a precedence for what girls and 
women should do. The concept of social roles can 
be illustrated by the position of women in traditional 
China. According to the Yi Li (The Book of Rituals), 
a book on Confucian thought written two thousand 
years ago, there are ''three followings" for women, 
that is, the requirement to follow three significant 
men in a woman's life. These three men are her 
father, her husband, and her son. The worth of a 
woman is measured by behavioral expectations of 
the others as defined bY. cultural ideals, not by her 
personal achievements (Chu 1985:258). 

Baker (1979) claims that in China the family has 
been the basic social unit for thousands of years 

* Due to space limitations, this is an edited version of the 
winning paper. The winning paper included much more on the 
unmarried women who lived off campus or in single's campus 
housing. 

and the family unit encompasses all female roles. 
Women are viewed as temporary members of their 
natal family. As the Chinese proverb fays, "When a 
girl grows up, she should be married out ( t, *- ;,;. '* 

'ili )." Every daughter is supposed to get married. 
When a woman married, it was called "Yu-Guei" 
(eventual return; f 84 ). The husband's family 
became the woman's permanent family. The whole 
rearing of a girl by her family was focused on 
training her to become a "capable wife and excellent 
mother" (Xien Shi Liang Mu; fw-t i 8 ) for another 
family (Baker 1979:41). In traditional China, there 
was no such thing as a "career woman." 

Marriage is a "rite of passage" (Van Gennep 1909), a 
ritual in which a person crosses the boundary 
between childhood and adulthood. Marriage in 
China transforms an immature girl, an incomplete 
person, into a wife and potential mother. Since 
there was no traditional place for an unmarried 
adult, being unmarried is an awkward and 
embarrassing situation. If a woman is a single adult, 
people do not know how to define her position in the 
social order. 

A Chinese proverb states, "A girl who stays too long 
in her natal family will cause trouble (Nu Tai Pu 
Zhong Liu; -4 -1:.. 7- lj> 'IB ). " Taiwan is an example of 
a society where spinsterhood is rejected (Barret 
1987:21). More than ninety-two percent of women 
over the age of thirty have been married (DGBAS 
1987:2). An unmarried woman over the age of 30 is 
a source of gossip and causes embarrassment for 
herself and her family. People feel there must be 
something wrong with her, such as 
unattractiveness, physical defects, or excessive 
pride. 

The life of an unmarried woman is considered 
meaningless and socially disruptive (Jansen 1987). 
Baker (1979:78), in his study of Chinese women, 
describes single women who were uncomfortable 

1• Jia (.:t}" is different from the word •marry" in English. In 
Chinese • Jia" has the connotation of to "marry out.• That is, 
move away from the natal family, and applies only to women. 



about their aberrant social position. It is generally 
believed that a woman cannot be fulfilled if she has 
had no experience of marriage, so a social stigma is 
attached to unmarried women. 

Still, there have been Chinese women who chose 
not to be married. The most obvious examples are 
the Buddhist nuns. Additionally, a number of silk 
workers in the Canton Delta in Southern China 
joined the "spinster sisterhoods" and lived in 
communal sisterhoods instead of marrying and 
forming their own families in the 19th and early 20th 
century (Sankar 1984, Tapley 1975). In the 1930s 
and 40s, some educated Chinese women preferred 
to remain unmarried (Lang 1946, Levy 1949). These 
women chose to remain single rather than accept 
the family burdens that come with marriage. 
Economic independence had provided silk workers 
and educated women with an option of choosing an 
independent life instead of marriage. At the 
beginning of this century , then, one finds that 
certain women found some alternatives to marriage. 

Under current economic development programs 
and equal opportunity in education, do women 
today actually have freedom to choose their life 
styles? Are unmarried women still treated as 
deprived and marginal people in this society? Do 
unmarried women freely choose to remain single, or 
is it that marriage is not available to them? What is 
their potential for altering the gender hierarchy in 
contemporary Taiwan, which emphasizes male 
dominance? 

My own research attempts to answer a number of 
these questions. Most of what I report in this article 
is based on participant-observation conducted in a 
single women's dormitory as well as on interviews 
with twelve faculty women at W.P.U. from July to 
October, 1987. It is my assumption that the roles of 
these unmarried women represent the change in 
women's roles in Taiwan. Being highly educated, 
economically self-sufficient, and single, these 
women are not limited by traditional norms of 
mandatory marriage and dependence on men. The 
existence of these women indicates a new life style 
and provides women with alternative life choices in 
contemporary Taiwan. 

At W.P.U. one third of the female faculty is 
unmarried; only two of these women are under the 
age of thirty. The age of thirty is chosen to divide 
•young girls" from slightly older women because of 
the Taiwanese saying, "A thirty-year-old man is the 
real copper [which is very valuable] whereas a thirty-
year-old woman is an old maid--San Shi Nan Ren 
Shi Zheng Tong, San Shi Nu Ren Shi Lao Ren 
( ;:-+~LtHfi\ ;.-fii"- -{t_;eL.. )." Hence, the 

11 
age of thirty appears to be the most likely time to 
decide whether to remain single or get married. Lin 
(1980) says that women over the age of 30 will 
almost always remain single. Women who remain 
single into their thirties, however, experience serious 
conflict, and struggle with pressures from 
themselves, their famHy, and their society. 

The Female White House 
W.P.U. is a university founded by Christians. The 
"Female White House (F.W.H.)" was a gift donated 
to W.P.U. by the U.S. Women's Division of the 
Christian Service Board of Missions. Eighty percent 
of the unmarried faculty women at W.P.U. rive at the 
F.W.H., which is located on campus. 

Over half of the residents are faculty members; the 
rest are staff who work for the W.P.U. While living at 
the F.W.H., I had the opportunity to interact with the 
residents and observe their community life. 

It is taboo in F.W.H. to ask the residents about their 
ages and why they are not married. If asked these 
types of questions, the women will respond with 
simple answers, such as "I like to be single,· 
"Marriage is arranged by heaven,• or "Why should I 
get married?" Since they did not like to discuss 
these things, I had to observe their lives or talk to 
younijer residents in order to get answers for such 
questions. 

Most of the women I interviewed were not opposed 
to marriage. In the present study, unmarried faculty 
women in W.P.U. were not proud of beinQ single or 
ideoloQically committed to staying unmarried. They 
were single because they had not yet met their ideal 
marriage partners. As time passes, their unmarried 
status becomes a permanent situation. In the 
opinion of my informants, there were five possible 
reasons why these women were still unmarried. 

1. When they were young, they concentrated on 
their duties or jobs; thus, they missed the chance to 
fi~d appropriate young me. For example, instructor 
L was busy with her Ph.D. program and had to be 
a tutor after her work hours. Her boyfriend left her 
because she could not find time for him. In addition, 
she always made her work her first priority. L said: 

21 use a letter to represent a person, such as A, or B. Each 
time I mention A, It Is In regard to the same person. Adding the 
tlUe such as Professor or Instructor before the letter, I can 
name a large number of persons. Professor A does not mean 
Instructor A. At the same time, the person's rank Is also 
Indicated In her academic degree, and to some extent, so Is 
her age. 
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We both are selfish and do not want to 
sacrifice for each other. Right now, I have 
plans to become an associate professor in a 
few years, and I do not have time to think 
about marriage. 

2. Having higher education and better employment 
than the average Chinese woman, these women 
have difficulty finding single men of equivalent or 
higher sociar status. Social status in Taiwan is 
largely determined by educational level and 
professional reputation. Female faculty are socially 
respected because they have higher education and 
better employment. However, in a male-dominated 
society such as Taiwan, men feel insecure with a 
wife who is "better" (that is, who has more 
education, or a job with higher prestige) than he. 
Also a woman expects to have a husband with a 
comparable level of education and occupational 
prestige. In other words, higher status for women is 
not acceptable either to the man or the woman. 
There are not many men available who are suitable 
for these unmarried faculty women. For example, 
Professor Lis very pretty, capable, and born into a 
rich family. She is still single. She is described by 
her male colleagues as "a woman driving the same 
style of car as the President of the university." One 
of her students told me that if she married a "lousy 
guy,• this would upset her, because everybody 
expects her to marry a "suitable" man. 

3. Some women have had bad experiences in 
pursuing marriage. When an unmarried woman is 
about the age of 30, her family may begin to worry 
about their ability to find a man for herself and begin 
to arrange a Hsiang Chin (dates arranged by their 
families or friends to introduce eligible marriage 
partners) for her and do so quickly. Although this 
Hsiang Chin produces some potential mates, the 
final decision is left to the woman. Her parents 
cannot impose their will on her and she may not 
want to get married merely for fear of becoming an 
old maid. 

Instructor A, aged thirty, said: 

Hsiang Chin is torture. I cannot reject these 
arrangements because I have to appreciate 
the kindness of my parents. After a lot of 
dates, you feel every man looks the same 
and the topics are boring. Although I did go 
to the date, I hated it. I felt uncomfortable 
meeting a man under the consideration of 
marriage. Therefore, I could not be myself. 
I had to get made up, dress up, and smile all 
the time, just like a doll. 

4. W.P.U. is located in a mountain area and is very 
isolated. If women are introverted, they rarely have 
the chance to meet potential mates and express 
affection within the sphere of their daily activities. 
Some male colleagues teased the new faculty 
women with the warning, "please do not forget to 
move out.• Instructor B said: 

The office and the dormitory are the two 
places I go every weekday. During the 
weekends, I either go home or stay in the 
dormitory to listen to music and read books. 
There are some activities for faculty 
members but I am not interested in them. I 
hate to go places with lots of people. I have 
to go to faculty meetings because that is 
part of my job. But I will not go to a party 
with a lot of strangers. At parties all we can 
talk about are superficial things which 
makes me feel like a fake. 

5. F.W.H. enables some women to form strong 
social ties which may make them lose the chance to 
find other friends. Living together allows these 
women to become close friends. They spend a lot 
of time talking and forming support groups. As 
instructor C said: 

They [these residents] forget that living in a 
single dormitory is just a temporary situation 
in their lives and do not need to invest too 
much time with female friends. 

The Dilemma of Marriage versus Career 

Farris (1986) states that in the U.S., a man's 
marriageability increases with age and education but 
a woman's marriageability decreases with age and 
education. This arso applies to women in Taiwan. 
According to Yao (1983), highly educated women in 
their early thirties find that they have difficulty in 
finding marriage partners. 

Instructor M said that when she was younger, she 
was in love with a man, so she gave up an 
opportunity to study abroad. She did not like to 
leave him, and behaved that women's happiness 
comes from good marriages and not from careers. 
This man later betrayed her. She gained nothing 
from this love and lost the chance to pursue a higher 
degree. When she decided to study in the U.S.A. 
five years ago, a man asked her to marry him. At 
that time she only thought of her career and turned 
down his proposal. 

Today she feels regret because that particular man 
was sincere, and it is not easy to meet this kind of 



man anymore. On the other hand, she did not study 
well and could not get a promotion in Taiwan without 
a Ph,D. degree. Struggling between marriage and 
career, she seems always to make the wrong 
decision. Her mother worries about her Mure, 
especially the years when she will get old, but 
defends her daughter proudly: "Because my 
daughter is the best, no man is fit for her." 

Another instructor said that she felt the need to 
study abroad, but her parents cannot understand 
why a girl would want to study in a foreign country 
and leave her current teaching job. Her parents 
worry more about her marriage than her promotion. 
Working for a Ph.D. will only maker her older, and 
she will have more difficulty finding a marriage 
partner. This instructor still insisted on going and 
had begun to apply for scholarships. She said that if 
she really wanted to go nobody could stop her. She 
is not rejecting marriage, but she feels that her 
parents' reasons are ridiculous. She cannot stop 
making improvements in her training just because 
her future husband may not like her to be too 
intellectual. 

The Conflict of Being Unmarried 

Being single sometimes is not the woman's choice. 
The fact that these women are unmarried does not 
mean that they would not like to be married. They 
just have not met the men that they want. They 
have difficulty finding single men of their own age. 
But they feel pressed because of their "unusual" 
single status. There are several sources of such 
pressure, and a number of ways of coping with it. 

Pressure to get married may come from the women 
themselves, as well as from others. Most informants 
would not show their desire to get married to a 
stranger. Still, one of them expressed her feelings 
about being unmarried: 

People surrounding me did not care abut 
my marriage because they treated me as a 
man. When I was in college, my name 
could not be found on the list of female 
classmates because my male classmates 
forgot that I was a woman. Maybe I never 
felt there was any difference between men 
and women so I never asked any extra favor 
because I am a woman. 

She added: 

In fact, I do need a life partner who can 
share ideas and create new thoughts with 
me. Maybe this criterion is too high for 
men. I notice that most of my male friends 
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are looking for a marriage partner using a 
lower criterion than mine. For example, they 
want a wife who is pretty, gentle, less 
capable than they are, but communicative, 
and, most importantly, someone they can 
show off in front of their friends. What does 
it mean to be "shown-off"? I never feel I 
cannot be shown off because of my 
appearance. On the contrary, I feel 
ashamed to be with some men because 
they do not have good minds. 

One woman, aged forty explained why she preferred 
to stay in the F.W.H. most of the time. All her 
siblings are married and her parents live with one of 
her brothers. Every time she visits her parents, she 
feels that they are worrying about her marriage. 
Although she does not think that having remained 
single has been her fault, she feels uncomfortable 
each time she has to listen to comments that she 
should not be too picky about her marriage partner, 
and so on. Living in her small room in F.W.H. she 
can relax, away from such comments and 
questions. 

The Group Pressure 

It is difficult to struggle with the social pressure 
which is imposed upon single women. Instructor 
said: 

I have found that a single woman has 
serious problems maintaining friendships. If 
I am very friendly with another woman my 
age, everybodr will suspect us of being 
homosexual. I I get along very well with a 
man, people think I am going to get married. 
If I talk with a married man too much, the 
wife of this man will feel threatened. 

She also mentioned that she hated to go to her 
friends' weddings, because this situation reminds 
people of her unmarried status. They comment: 
"When will your wedding be?" "Do not be too picky 
about a man.· She feels that she must repeatedly 
defend her single status to concerned friends and 
stranQers. In order to avoid answering these boring 
questions, she did not attend the wedding of one of 
her close friends. 

Another woman, Professor J, said: 

One day I was arguing about an unfair job 
assignment with my colleagues. One of my 
colleagues explained [that] the reason ... ! 
argued with them was simply because I am 
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unmarried so I got angry easily. This really 
frustrates me. They do not admit their faults 
and just try to relate things to my single 
status. Is this also a form of discrimination? 

It is not easy to be a socially accepted single woman 
in Chinese society. Even today some people still 
treat a single woman as a deviant who does not 
follow the normal female life cycle and therefore 
does not deserve much respect. 

Other Pressures 

Many unmarried faculty women experience pressure 
form other social sectors. For example, Instructor M 
said: 

Even students talk about my single status. 
If I am absent for the class without any 
explanation, the students will guess I was 
planning a secret wedding. A student even 
bought me a book entitled Why Should I Get 
Married and told me that I should spend 
some time searching for boyfriends. I do 
not know what to say. What makes her 
think I ignore the importance of marriage? 

The same is true for Professor L: 

Staying on campus, I felt less pressure than 
in other environments because no one will 
tell me that I am getting old or too good to 
find an appropriate husband directly. In a 
flower arrangement class off campus, I met 
some middle-aged women. These women 
are so curious about my single status and 
try to be match-makers. After checking 
their lists of candidates, they tell me no man 
is qualified for me. 

It is difficult to understand how having a Ph.D., a 
successful career, and being attractive can be 
strong points for men but weak points for women in 
finding a marriage partner. Women do not get what 
they deserve; sometimes women get punished for 
their intelligence. 

Being Positive Toward Single Status 

Some unmarried faculty women seem to have 
positive experiences with regard to their status as 
single women. One female chairperson said that 
she got used to being alone during the years when 
she worked in the U.S. "There are a lot of girls like 
me. We work hard on the weekdays and have fun 
together on the weekends,• she said. Before she 
decided to come back to Taiwan, she warned her 
father not to bother her about getting married; 

otherwise, she would not come back. Her father 
wanted her to come home and did not dare to say a 
word about her marriage. She continued: 

Some of my married friends envy me 
because I am not bothered by housework 
or children. I can pursue my career. My 
friends find that I am satisfied with my single 
status, and thus do not bother me about 
marriage. I think right now I am in the best 
situation. I can work as much as I want. 
Also I can take a trip if I really feel bored. 

Single status is not the first choice of most of these 
women, and they face the same pressures as other 
women. Some of the problems are solvable, such 
as finding enjoyment in solitude, or working harder 
to gain respect. Some they cannot solve, because 
the problems are not theirs. Confronting men's fear 
of successful women, for example, and facing 
people's attitudes toward unmarried women. The 
study's subjects, however, appear to be resolved in 
their own minds that they will not get married just 
because everybody else is married. 

Living in a man's world is quite a challenge for these 
unmarried women. Some women succeeded after a 
long process of struggling with traditional attitudes 
and values, and became successful in their careers. 
Others are not successful, because they do not 
know how to make the right decision between their 
career and marriage. They have ended up with an 
unsatisfactory career. However, unlike the women 
in Farris' research (1986), which found that some 
"old maids" become insane and even commit 
suicide, unmarried female faculty in Taiwan 
recognize the value of their lives. 

The single status, however, is not yet considered a 
normal life style for either men or women in 
contemporary Taiwan. This may be because, as 
Becker (1973:33-34) says, people are suspicious of 
"one who is different from the rest of us, who cannot 
or will not act as a normal human being and 
therefore might break other important rules.· But as 
the life style of successful unmarried women 
provides role models, their success in a man's world 
can break the myth of the gender hierarchy which 
upholds male dominance. The lives of these women 
indicate that spinsterhood is not tantamount to 
failure, just as marriage is not tantamount to 
success. 

No one can have everything in his or her life. As 
Brothers' (1988) characterization of the 
"superwoman" suggests, it is difficult for women to 
successfully handle marriage, family and a career 
simultaneously. Unmarried women may choose 



voluntarily or involuntarily to avoid married life. Their 
careers can fulfill their lites' meaning and maintain 
their economic independence. The family is not the 
only place which can provide security for women, 
and marriage is not the only achievement goal for 
all women. These women are pioneers of another 
choice of lifestyle. It is possible today for women in 
Taiwan to enter into full adult status (Cheng-Ren, 

•ht .:.... , which in Chinese means a "finished person") 
by their own efforts. 
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Women Writers and the House/Home 

Beth Parsons, written for Professor Marlene Longenecker's class 

The house/home is a universal presence. The 
relationship between humans, shelter and the 
world is ancient, the primal memories of which lie 
deeply embedded in the collective psyche. The 
house/home becomes a symbol of many things, of 
self, body, family, heart, center, inner life. At its 
best it is the foundation, the source and the center 
from which one departs and to which one returns. 
It can be a protected, safe space to restore and 
renew oneself. However it becomes problematic 
for women because they have been charged with 
the creation and maintenance of this center for 
men and children, and in fact their very being has 
been equated at times with this safe, sheltering, 
nurturing space. 

Women have long had a different relationship to 
the house/home than men. Historically, one 
aspect of the ''feminine" has been keeper of the 
hearth. The keeper of the hearth keeps the fire 
going, the fire being of utmost importance to 
survival. The fire cooks the food, keeps everyone 
warm, and provides the place for people to gather 
together and tell stories. The transmission of 
culture thus is bound up with this eternal flame that 
women have tended. 

The keeper of the hearth has transmuted into the 
"angel of the house· of Virginia Woolf, and into the 
modern "housewife.• The Victorian angel was 
ideally sympathetic, selfless, nurturing, passive, 
pure, and self-sacrificing. Much of this is carried 
over into the role of "housewife," which has 
become almost a dirty word for many women, 
because that role, with all that it implies, is so 
limiting and demeaning in modern western culture. 
Most women, particularly those who attempt to QC 
beyond the traditional spheres of home and family 
assigned to them by their gender, such as artists, 
have an ambiguous relationship to the 
house/home. Many women artists have felt the 
demands of their work and of the house/home to 
be irreconcilable. An extreme example of this is 
seen in Sylvia Plath taking her life by sticking her 
head in an oven - the modern hearth. So although 
the house/home can be experienced as a refuge, 
a center from which to create, or an expression of 
creativity; it can also be experienced as a trap or a 
prison. Both the positive and negative aspects of 
this experience can be found in women's writing. 

In The Yellow Wallpaper we find a woman being 
forced to take a "rest cure," which ultimately drives 
her completely insane. This attempt to control her 
body is also the attempt to control her mind, 
symbolized by keeping her locked up in the attic 
room. She wanted a room downstairs, with access 
to the garden and roses all over the window, but 
instead has to stay in the attic, sinister and prison-
like, with its barred windows, heavy immovable 
bedstead, and the gate across the stairs. The 
wallpaper is ''torn off in spots" and ''the floor is 
scratched and gouged and splintered, the plaster 
itself is dug out here and there, and this great 
heavy bed . . . looks as if it had been through the 
wars" (p. 17). The suggestion here is of other 
prisoners who have tried to escape. The story 
focuses mainly on the yellow wallpaper, which she 
initially loathes and detests and wants to change, 
but denied this action as every other, she 
proceeds to become obsessed with making sense 
out of the pattern of the wallpaper. The way she 
perceives the wallpaper undergoes a whole series 
of changes reflecting her descent into madness, 
and yet also reflecting her descent into madness, 
and yet also reflecting very clear and sane 
perceptions of a sick social situation. the long 
smooch on the wall made by her going round and 
round and round the room like a caged animal 
shows her entrapment. Ultimately she finds her 
only freedom in a world of "creeping women" in 
madness. 

Another woman who writes about her condition as 
a woman of being a "cultural prisoner" is Nancy 
Mairs, who also receives treatment for mental 
illness that makes her more crazy. She, like 
millions of other women, has agoraphobia, which 
is directly linked to women's particular relationship 
to the house /home in a patriarchal society. She 
writes that when she ''first heard the term 
agoraphobia used to describe a specific mental 
condition wherein a person suffered such engulfing 
symptoms of anxiety at the thought of leaving her 
own space that she became totally confined in 
order to ward them off' she knew what was wrong 
with her (p. 102). She literally has ''fear of the 
market place," of public space. She explains: 

We are the products, individually and 
collectively, of a cultural tradition of such 



antiquity that it was already old when the 
Greek woman was debarred from the 
agora. We have had to hide while 
menstruating, cover our heads and 
swaddle our bodies, lower our eyes, hold 
our tongues. Not by accident has the 
process of giving birth, perhaps the most 
active of human endeavors, been 
euphemized by a verb used always in the 
passive, 'to be confined.' Ours has been a 
history of confinement: in the child bed, in 
the crinoline, in the kitchen, even (if all 
other safe harbors fail) in the asylum" (p. 
103). 

When this confinement becomes internalized, as in 
agoraphobia, it literally keeps women in their place. 

Her agoraphobia affects her immensely as a writer 
and artist. she writes: 

agoraphobia is, like all illness, ultimately a 
metaphor. The a~ora need not be a town 
square, an office, a classroom, a 
department store, a friend's living room. It 
is any area perceived as part of the 
patriarchal domain. For that reason, 
writing causes me as much anxiety as any 
other incursion into masculine activity (p. 
103). 

She has to write, otherwise she winds up trying to 
kill herself. But the writing, like going into public 
spaces, causes her agonies of terror. For her, the 
house is safe, and yet not safe, because it 
becomes a place of confinement which is terrifying 
to leave. 

Another way that the house as a safe place gets 
violated for women is incest. Patriarchy denies the 
worth of women and children, and as Margaret 
Randall says: 

As long as we continue a structure of 
family life based on a unit headed by a 
patriarchal figure, however benevolent, we 
may be endangering the lives of the 
women and children in that unit. Feminist 
theory reminds us that even as we deal 
with individual acts of sexual and physical 
violence committed by men, it is the power 
concentrated in the hands of one gender 
that is the fundamental social problem" (p. 
19). 

With a man in the house, there is always this 
inequality of power and its potential abuse. In fact, 

many of the houses in women's writing that seem 
to have a more positive function in their lives do not 
have men in them as permanent residents. 

For example, the many residences and rooms of 
Morag in The Diviners by Margaret Laurence 
largely seem to play a positive role in her evolution 
and work as a writer - and, after her childhood, 
none of them have permanent men in them. 
Morag achieves what Virginia Woolf said a woman 
writer needs - a room of her won. In fact, she 
achieves a farmhouse by a river of her own, and 
this connection with nature also seems to fuel her 
creativity. As a child, she creates little houses 
under the spruce trees for herself, and peoples 
them with imaginary playmates. "The walls of her 
dwelling, her pfayhouse, were single lines of stones 
she had found on the dusty rutted road. The fallen 
spruce cones and the dandelions and wild 
honeysuckle and purple vetch and pink wild asters 
were the furnishings--chairs, tables, dishes" (p. 11). 
This image of the natural, rather than man-made 
objects for walls and furnishings, can be seen as a 
rejection of man-made culture. 

Another matriarchal household is found in the 
novel .suJ.a of Toni Morrison. Sula Peace grew up 

in a house of many rooms that had been 
built over a period of five years to the 
specifications of its owner, who kept on 
adding things: more stairways--there were 
three sets to the second floor--more 
rooms, doors and stoops. There were 
rooms that had three doors, others that 
opened out on the porch only and were 
inaccessible from any other part of the 
house; others that you could get at only by 
going through somebody's bedroom· (p. 
13). 

Although Eva Peace, the eccentric and powerful 
creator of this house, does not provide Sula with 
much stability or security, she certainly models a 
great deal of creativity. Her house is unique 
demonstrating that there is more than one way to 
live. 

The "angel of the house" is found in all her glory in 
the character of Mrs. Ramsay in To The 
Lighthouse. With great skill and creativity, she 
breathes life into her home and household. Her 
capacity to create unity, community, family, 
pleasure, and connection are all creative functions 
of the keeper of the hearth - for example at the 
dinner party when she creates a moment that will 
endure. This creativity though is a creativity at the 
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expense of her own self. "So boasting of her 
capacity to surround and protect, there was 
scarcely a shell of herself left for her to know 
herself by; all was so lavished and spent: (p. 60). 
She spends herself on her husband, achieves the 
"rapture of successful creation," and is left 
exhausted, drained, and with the faint disagreeable 
knowledge of its being based on a lie. 

Lily, in order to be an artist, has to metaphorically 
kill Mrs. Ramsay, the angel. Mrs. Ramsay has to 
die before the painting can be completed. Yet she 
also has to draw upon some of Mrs. Ramsay's 
strengths and abilities; imaginatively take her 
essence and incorporate it into the painting. The 
person sitting in the chair in the window, like Mrs. 

Ramsay did, is necessary to solve the problem of 
the painting. 

The essential and valuable qualities of Mrs. 
Ramsay's form of creativity are only undesirable in 
such pure and undiluted form and when so totally 
attached to gender. If they were valued more in 
our culture and could be spread around more 
equally between men and women, everybody 
would benefit, and women need not feel trapped, 
imprisoned, or confined in their houses anymore. 
The positive attributes of the keeper of the hearth 
could be shared; the nurturing, the creating of 
community, and keeping the flame of life lit could 
be the work of everybody, not just of women. 

Nancy Drew: Gothic or Romance? 
Connie Richards, Center for Women's Studies, The Ohio State University, paper submitted for 
Women's Studies 620: Feminism and Mass Culture, Professor Judith Mayne, Autumn, 1989. 

... Gothics probe the deepest layers of the feminine 
unconscious, providing a way for women to work 
through profound psychic conflicts, especially 
ambivalence towards the significant people in their 
lives--mothers, fathers, lovers (Modleski, 83). 

This quotation from Tania Modleski's book, Loving 
with a Vengeance, addresses why, in her opinion, 
Gothic novels have been read and written by women 
since the eighteenth century, and why they continue 
to be popular. In this essay I will discuss how 
Modleski's analysis applies to a popular, 
contemporary series of books which fit the definition 
of "Gothic" and some implications for this analysis 
when applied to this series aimed at young, teen-
aged women. I will also discuss how this series has 
changed from an identifiably Gothic genre in the 
1930's, to something akin to the Romance novel in 
the 1980's. 

Nancy Drew Mystery Stories, published in the early 
1930's through the late 1950's and written primarily 
for pre-teen-aged girls, were mystery novels whose 
structure was very similar to that of the Gothic, as 
defined by Modleski. The Nancy Drew cover 
illustrations fit Modleski's description of the Gothic 

cover designs, portraying a "young girl wearing a 
long, flowing gown and standing in front of a large, 
menacing looking castle or mansion. The 
atmosphere is dark and stormy, and the ethereal 
young girl appears to be frightened" (Modleski, 59). 
A young woman (presumably Nancy Drew) is 
pictured, looking frightened, wearing a dress (not 
necessarily long and flowing but of the period) and 
in front of a menacing-looking house (or climbing a 
dark, hidden stairway, or stealing down a dark 
garden lane). The overall feeling is dark and 
foreboding. 

The classic Gothic plot calls for a young woman, 
newly married and often taken off to live in an 
imposing house or mansion, who becomes 
suspicious of her new husband, believing that he 
means her harm. In the Nancy Drew books we have 
a young woman, Nancy, of about eighteen who 
becomes suspicious of a villain (to my knowledge 
always a man) who is threatening some friend or a 
newly-made friend. Rather than being privy to the 
expected ending as with the Romance novel, we are 
kept in suspense in the Gothic; the mystery is 
unfolded to the reader at the same time it is to the 
heroine. This is also true in the early Nancy Drew 
series. 



Cover of one of the original Nancy Drew 
Mystery Stories (cover copyright 1959?) 

If we can define these mysteries as Gothics, what is 
the significance of their being targeted at young 
women? We must first examine the function of 
Gothics for the adult woman. According to 
Modleski, reading Gothics provides a way for 
women to sort out psychic conflicts. Modleski 
discusses psychoanalytic theory, restating a 
discussion by Nancy Chodorow from The 
Reproduction of Mothering, according to which 
young women have difficulty in establishing 
themselves as independent beings from their 
mothers. The primary caretaker of any young 
child(ren) is assumed to be the mother and the 
father is seen as the "enemy," capable of coming 
between the mother and the child(ren). As the 
children grow, they must separate from a close 
identification with their mothers and begin to form 
independent selves. The male child identifies with 
his father, and by so doing relinquishes his close 
bond with his mother. The female child needs to 
see the father as a "lover," not in any explicitly sexual 
way but as a partner who loves her for who she is. 
A father who is emotionally distant from the family 
can make this a difficult process for the female child, 
reinforcing instead her ties with, and dependence 
on, the mnther. The male child does not have this 
same difficulty as his biological and physical 
differences from mother, and similarities to father, 
are soon apparent to him. 

The Gothic novel allows the woman to identify with 
the heroine who is often strong and resourceful in 
her quest to discover whether or not the man she 
has married is a villain. This identification allows the 
adult woman reader to locate the threat to her self, 
her independence, outside of herself in the villain, 
often a kind and gentle "Shadow-male" (Modleski, 
79) who turns out to be murderous or insane. The 
hero (sometimes husband, sometimes another 
man) may have initially seemed domineering and 
aloof but ends up being the "Super-male" (Modleski, 
79), the perfect man. Through understanding the 
roles of the men in the novel, the reader can 
reconcile her relationship with her own distant, 
domineering father, who may have seemed aloof 
during her childhood but can really be seen as the 
kind, caring "Super-male." 

Modleski points to the perceived difference of power 
between mothers and fathers--the father is 
domineering, the mother placating. The female 
child, who identifies with her female parent, is 
disappointed with her mother's acceptance of the 
"victim" role, and does not want to become her 
mother. The reader of the Gothic novel will not find 
very many mothers present. The heroine is "on her 
own" in solving the mystery. The heroine often 
identifies with a woman from the far or recent past, 
sometimes a former wife of her husband. In 
discovering what happened to her predecessor, 
how she was murdered, driven mad, etc., the 
heroine can separate herself from this woman 
whose fate she now understands. The reader, 
whose point of identification is the heroine, can see 
in this the opportunity to understand and separate 
from her mother, her own woman from the past. 

The Nancy Drew books achieve the same ends for 
the young female reader, that is, understanding the 
father as a truly caring "Super-male" and separating 
from the mother to establish her own independent 
identity. Because these books are read by young 
women, the way in which they work differs 
somewhat from the impact of the Gothic on the adult 
woman reader. During their pre-teen years girls are 
in the throes of actively working through these 
issues, they are not long-buried psychic conflicts. 
Because the issues are closer to the surface, the 
way in which they are resolved in the Nancy Drew 
books is more superficial than in adult Gothics. As 
in adult Gothics, there is no mother present, 
Nancy's mother having died when Nancy was a 
baby. The only mother figure is Hannah, the maid, a 
character who is never developed enough to be a 
threat to Nancy's independence. The only attempts 
at control we see from Hannah are her frequent 
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admonitions to be careful, which Nancy promptly 
ignores. Nancy's primary identification 1s with her 
father, Carson Drew, the well-known and well-liked 
River Heights attorney. Nancy often becomes 
involved in her mysteries through some connection 
of her father's, a client, a friend or business partner. 
Frequently, when Nancy gets in too deep (finds 
herself held captive by thieves or murderers) it is 
Carson Drew who arrives with the police. 

Nancy's only true family interactions are with her 
father. She has dinner with him, she meets him for 
lunch, she talks with him while he packs for a 
business trip. He is much more a "lover" than a 
father. He also admonishes her to be careful, at the 
same time telling her that he has much faith in her 
"sleuthing• abilities. He treats her as an equal, talks 
to her as if he takes her adventures seriously. Of 
course, Nancy always knows that he will be there to 
rescue her if things get too rough, or at least she 
can count on his legal expertise to aid her in soMng 
her mystery. This is the way every teen-aged girl 
wants her father to think of her. To be taken 
seriously by the most important man in her life, her 
father, and, to always be able to depend on him, is 
the ideal. 

What we see in the Nancy Drew books is a •perfect• 
world for the teenage female: no mother to battle 
for freedom or to compete with for her father's 
attention; a father who treats her as an equal and 
who is available when she needs him; and mysteries 
to solve, adventures in which she is the center of the 
action. But what happens when the reader's reality 
clashes with the Nancy Drew fantasy? The reader's 
mother is very likely present, and, from the point of 
view of a young teenager, stifling her independence. 
(A mother, however, mi~ht see it as providing 
guidance and discipline.1 The reader's father 
probably does not treat his young teenager as an 
equal, allowing her to go off to solve mysteries. He 
is likely not so available emotionally to his daughter, 
and frequently does not take her seriously. I cannot 
help but believe that these conflicting realities prove 
to be problematic for the young reader. Try as she 
might she cannot be Nancy, at least not yet. She 
cannot make her relationship with her father into the 
kind of relationship Nancy has with Carson. For 
some young women this will happen. They will not 
eliminate mother but become emotionally distinct 
enough from her to form an independent 
personality, and, when they are old and responsible 
enough, to act independently. Some young women 
will develop a relationship with their fathers 6ased on 
mutual respect. But many young women will not be 
this lucky, and these issues certainly do not become 
resolved in the pre-teen years. 

r .::. : 1 
~' . ''-'"" Cover of rst volume In the new Nancy 

Drew Fies (cover art copyright 1986) 

These early Nancy Drew mysteries do work for the 
reader on a superficial level. In addition to providing 
the reader with an idea of what an adult father-
daughter relationship can be, they also provide her 
with a strong female role model. Nancy is bright and 
caring. She has many friends and takes a very 
active role in her life. She frequently becomes 
involved in adventures which are not typically 
female-identified in our culture, such as: breaking 
up a ring of thieves, fOiliflJ a plan to steal an elderly 
woman's home, and discovering an unlicensed 
nursing home where the patients are being abused. 
At the time these books were published, we did not 
have very many strong, autonomous, young female 
characters in children's literature. I am not so sure 
that we have very many today. 

Why then, if strong female characters do not 
abound in today's children's literature, are the new 
Nancy Drew Files so different? The first book of this 
new series was published In 1986 and was a real 
disappointment to this Nancy Drew Mystery Stories 
reader. Nancy still has adventures, now in updated 
settings; she goes undercover in a high school to 
foil an espionage ring; she helps a rocl< band break 
ur a record piracy business, etc. Toe descriptions 
o her clothing are also updated. She no longer 
wears the pert blue dress, the color of her eyes, but 



now can be seen in black designer jeans with a hot 
pink oversized tee shirt. These changes simply 
make the books more appealing to the 1980's teen. 
What is disturbing, however, is the subtle loss of 
strength by the heroine. 

Nancy is still eighteen and she actively pursues a 
career as a detective. She becomes involved in 
cases and gets in over her head. She seems 
somewhat more dependent than the Nancy of old 
on her friends' availability to rescue her. She does 
not seem to pick up "clues" as quickly or to 
understand the significance of them before the 
reader does, as in the earlier books. I cannot 
dismiss this aspect of the new novels as a function 
of my increased aQe as a reader. I reread several of 
the older mysteries whose outcomes I did not 
remember and found that Nancy still figured out the 
mystery before me. In reading the new books, I 
found myself questioning why she did not see what, 
to me, was already obvious. This certainly waters 
down the sense of mystery and undermines 
Nancy's perceived competency. 

Nancy no longer has much of a relationship with her 
father. He appears in the new series just long 
enough to be the point of introduction to the next 
mystery, but not long enough for Nancy to have 
many interactions with him. He no longer is the man 
who comes dashing in at the critical moment with 
the police, sometimes to "rescue" her, but often to 
serve as an audience for whom Nancy unravels the 
mystery. This role is now filled by Ned Nickerson, 
Nancy's boyfriend. Nancy's relationship with Ned is 
no longer the completely chaste friendship they 
used to have, where Nancy was clearly equal [If not 
stronger). She now often relies on Ned's superior 
physical strength to be a deterrent to the villain and 
to keep other young men (of questionable 
character) at a safe distance. This is a significant 
shift from father to boyfriend as primary male. Also 
significant and deserving of close examination is the 
shift from chaste friendship to a more sexually 
charged (although not yet sexually intimate) and 
gender-coded relationship with Ned. Ned causes 
the "new" Nancy to "quiver" in anticipation of some 
proposed meeting. The "old" Nancy never quivered 
for anyone, except, perhaps, if her life were in 
danger! 

We need to examine what these newer books are 
saying to the young teen-aged female reader. We 
still see Nancy out having adventures but we also 
see her behaving in a way that reinforces the 
gender-specific societal norms of deferring to the 

male's superior strength, and depending on his 
accurate assessment of the situation so that he is in 
a position to rescue her when necessary. We need 
only look at the covers of this new series to see the 
importance of the boyfriend figure in Nancy's life. 
They are very similar to the covers of Romance 
novels, showing the young woman in the 
foreground looking out at the reader and the young 
man in the background leering at her. I would like to 
note here that the sameness of all the new covers 
was brought to my attention by a friend's daughter 
who is just eight years old! She is not old enough to 
have read these books yet, but in simply glancing at 
their covers, she recognized that there was 
"something funny" about their form. The young man 
on the cover, who sometimes can be seen as Ned 
and sometimes as another character, is depicted as 
central to the story. Not only do we see this male as 
crucial to the story, but also, from his facial 
expression, as threatening in some way. 

Why is the new series presented so differently? Are 
young women no longer in need of strong female 
role models, or model father-daughter relationships? 
Is this post-feminist complacency in the new 
"enlightened" world? Or is it an indication of a 
reaction by the conservative forces of society to the 
threat of the women's movement? What I think is 
most likely the case is that the corporate authors 
known as "Carolyn Keene," as well as the publisher, 
took a look at how well Harlequins sell and decided 
to try to cash in on the genre. I am sorry and angry 
that my early heroine suffered in the process. 
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International Handbook of 
Women's Education 
Edited by Gail P. Kelly, Greenwood Press, 1989 

Reviewed by Susie Cull & Virginia Reynolds, The Ohio State University Women's Studies Library, 
Columbus, Ohio. 

This excellent resource covers new ground in the 
description and understanding of women's 
education world-wide. Useful for both students and 
scholars, its stated purpose is to assess the history 
and state of women's education in various 
countries, and to judge by implicit feminist theory the 
ways in which state policies in education and labor 
have improved or decreased the quality of women's 
lives. The essays are chock full of fascinating details 
about gender relations and provide in-depth 
analyses of the interplay of religion, culture and 
economics, and their subsequent impact on 
women's education and status. 

Sex-based enrollment statistics from Third World 
countries are often not available beyond grammar 
school levels. Even in industrialized nations, 
statistics are often limited to type of school and field 
of study. Information on racial, ethnic and regional 
variations among female enrollments and drop-out 
rates is generally not gathered. A major contribution 
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of this work is the collection of this sort of data which 
is usually missing in national government, UNESCO 
and World Bank statistics and reports. 

This reference is not a typical handbook. The focus 
and format of each essay vary according to the 
research interests of the contributing author, and the 
book covers only twenty-three nations. However, 
the new information and in-depth research as well 
as an excellent bibliography of over 1,000 sources 
(excluding government reports and unpublished 
conference papers) make this an excellent resource. 

Countries covered: 

Australia, Botswana, Canada, Chile, Egypt, France, 
German Democratic Republic (East), Great Britain, 
India, Iran, Israel, Japan, Kenya, Nigeria, People's 
Republic of China, Peru, Poland, Senegal, The 
Soviet Union, Sweden, The United States, Vietnam, 
Zaire. 
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Announcements 
Diedre Bair on Simone de Beauvoir 

On Monday, October 30, Diedre Bair will speak at 4 
pm in the OSU Main Library on Simone de Beauvoir 
and the writing of biography. Bair is author of 
Simone de Beauvoir: A Biography, New York: 
Summit Books, 1990. According to Germaine Bree, 
whose review of Bair's book appeared in the 
October 1990 issue of The Women's Review of 
.6.QQ.!ss, "The fact remains that no critic today can 
approach Beavoir's work without first taking a long 
look at Bair's biography and examining in its light 
the many vexed questions of literature and, even 
more, of what we think of as 'reality'" (p. 3). 

Filmmaker Yvonne Rainer To Visit O.S.U. 

Renowned avant-garde filmmaker Yvonne Rainer 
will visit the OSU campus in November. Her visit is 
sponsored by the Wexner Center. Rainer is the 
recent recipient of a MacArthur grant, and her films 
have been central to the development of feminist film 
theory and criticism. On Thursday, November 1, 
Rainer's 1986 film The Man Who Envied Women, will 
be screened, and on Saturday, November 3, her 
new film Privilege will have its Midwest premiere. 
Both screenings will take place at the Wexner 
Center; for more information call 292-0330. 

On Friday, November 2, from 2-4 pm, Rainer will 
lead an informal seminar on feminist film theory and 
experimental cinema. Participation in the seminar is 
limited; registration is required. (Interested 
participants are encoura~ed to attend the screening 
of The Man Who Envied Women on Thursday 
evening). Seminar discussion will begin with three 
essays, copies of which will be made available to 
participants ahead of time. For more information,, 
call 292-1021. 

Meet Elizabeth Gee 

The Center for Women's studies will hold a 
reception for Elizabeth Gee on Thursday, November 
15 from 4-5 pm in the Stecker Lounge of the Ohio 
Union. 
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Bell Hooks Speaks On Race, Class and Gender. 

Bell Hooks will be speaking in the Ohio Union 
Conference Theater 4-6 pm on Thursday, 
November 29th. "Resolving Race, Class and 
Gender Issues In Our Society" is the title of Hooks 
lecture. Hooks, professor of American Literature 
and Women's Studies at Oberlin College, has 
written many articles and books including Feminist 
Theory: From Margin to Center (Boston: South End 
Press, 1984); Ain't I A Woman: Black women and 
Feminism (Boston: South End Press, 1981); and her 
most recent. Talking Back: Thinking Feminist, 
Thinking Black (Boston, South End Press, 1989). 

Plots & Plans: Eighth Annual National 
Graduate Women's Studies Conference. 

This yearly conference brings together graduate 
students in the humanities, social sciences and 
natural sciences in a professional and supportive 
forum. Panels, round tables, workshops , and 
caucuses are planned in order to facilitate an 
atmosphere in which graduate and professional 
students can meet other graduate students and 
faculty in both scholarly and social environments. 
One-page abstracts are being accepted for this 
conference through November 1, 1990. Send 
abstracts and inquiries to: Graduate Women's 
Studies Conference, Women's Studies Program, 
234 W. Engineering, University of Michigan, Ann 
Arbor, Ml 48109-1092 
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