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2 /| WRITING ON THE BALCONY
The Portuguese Letters

We have nothing new to say on the question of these dispositional
states. They often, it would seem, grow out of the day-dreams
which are so common even in healthy people and to which need-
lework and similar occupations render women especially prone.
Breuer and Freud, Studies on Hysteria

. awoman, seated at her embroidery frame, an insipid task
which oceupies only the hands, dreams of her lover, while the
latter, galloping on the plains with his squadron, is in trouble if he
makes a single false move.

Stendhal, On Love

% HELQISE'S letters, written from within her cloister,
% describe a general breakdown of that structure of

opposition which alone could allow for a conversion.

2 As we have seen, her text is highly unstable, con-
stantly reversmg and passing beyond the meanings it poses. In
their mobility, the letters attempt to dodge the immobilizing
terms that Abelard has placed on their experience and, atleastfor
a moment, to break a silence. This deconstruction of stable
meaning is the activity which threatens the edifice Abelard has
built and in which he has enclosed, along with Heloise, his
unruly past. For this reason, the correspondence continues after
a certain point only with answers to questions about monastic
rule. The limit placed on their exchange is set at the barrier that
defines Heloise’s claustration, so that by drawing the line
Abelard can proceed to reconstruct the walls behind which she
agrees (in ambiguous terms, it is true) to remain. The cloister, in
this manner, exists not only as the physical site of a woman’s
enclosure, but also as a bar to a disruptive practice of the lan-
guage. As Abelard’s analogy of the black bride illustrates, the
cloistering of the woman, by removing her from circulation in a
public domain, sets up a freely mobile masculine desire as the
noncontradictory self-referential source of meaningful distinc-
tion. On the other hand, the movement of Galatea, her flight into
the willows, suspends the very possibility of such distinctions
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"- between outside and inside, seen and unseen, and, finally, sub-
~ ject and object of the flight. It raises the question which Heloise
- repeatedly puts to her lover, the question of precedence, or who
- follows whom.

. At stake in the exchange between Heloise and Abelard, then,
is the possibility of stable meaning and the proper functioning of
structural oppositions. By breaking the silence of the cloister,
Heloise uncovers a puzzling zone of indeterminacy which is
covered over again only when she agrees to return to the cloister.
- In that indeterminate space, the discourse of the master encoun-
ters another image of its own mastery and stability.

This movement into the no man’s land between feminine
closure and masculine mobility will take us now to atext that has
often been compared to the letters of Heloise and Abelard: The
Portuguese Letters.! Such comparisons, however,.leave us with
an even more obvious distinction between the two texts: while
Heloise writes in a dialogue with the letters from Abelard,
Mariana’s letters are punctuated only by the silence of her lover.
That this absence of the other’s response could nevertheless lead
Mariana outside the closure of her own cloistered discourse is
one reason why, before reading those letters, we will consider
another example of the power of a woman's speech. It comes
from the literature of psychoanalysis.

It was the idea that by understanding the nature of a disorder
one could learn more about the proper functioning of a
mechanism which led Freud, in the 1890s, to concentrate on the
study of neurotics in order to refine the model of the human
psyche. During this period, he published his various studies on
hysteria. It is to these earliest theoretical writings and case his-
tories of hysterical women that historians of psychoanalysis—
beginning with Freud himself—have turned to isolate the first
appearances of what were to become the fundamental discov-
eries of that science. After the tumn of the century, while these
concepts were being developed, Freud’s publications only rarely
speculated on specifically feminine-inflected structures, and it
was not until after 1920 that the Oedipal scenario was worked out
in any detail in relation to women. In this interval, many of the
troubling implications of understanding hysteria would be de-
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ferred, so that even as late as 1931 Freud would readily concede
that psychoanalysis had not progressed beyond the prehistory of
feminine sexuality.? This confessed inadequacy has tended to
obscure the fact that, during the period of its own prehistory,
psychoanalysis was centrally concerned with the question of
what women want.

In the first stage of the investigation of hysteria, Freud and his
collaborator, Josef Breuer, attempted to explain the onset of this
disorder with the neurophysiological model. In this account, the
hysterical symptom was the sign of a psychic defense against the
onslaught of organic changes during puberty. As Freud, how-
ever, began to interview more and more hysterics (Breuer, in
circumstances I will discuss, having given up their collabora-
tion), he discovered that the great majority of them had similar
stories to tell once they could be led to recall their earliest child-
hood: a story of seduction or even rape by the father, or a
fatherlike figure. This in turn led Freud to adopt the theory of the
etiology of hysteria: at an age before she could react with under-
standing, the hysteric had been the victim of a sexual attack or
attempted seduction. The event, in its most minute particulars,
was stored in the memory until, at puberty, when its significance
could be assessed and the correct conscious associations made
with what had been learned of sexual behavior, the memory
attempted to find its way into the active reminiscences and was
blocked.

It is only at this point that the hysterical symptom is formed by
means of the process Breuer and Freud agreed to call conversion.
Because the memory is denied the path into consciousness
which would lead through a chain of unpleasant associations,
the powerful affective charge which is attached to it cannot be
abreacted, or, if one prefers, dealt with and thereby diminished.
As this process of abreaction, of placing a particular thought or
memory in the associative chain of coded values and meanings
common to all members of society, is short-circuited, the associ-
ations are forced to occur elsewhere. The hysterical symptom
breaks out in a physical complaint for which no organic cause is
present. The specific form the symptom takes is thus always
contingent on some detail from the repressed seduction scene:
for example, a throbbing pain or numbness in some part of the
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- body which the seducer had touched. The hysteric thereby
-strikes a compromise with the offending remembrance: it is to
- remain outside her consciousness, the agency whereby she
- functions as an accepted member of society as represented by its
- codes, but it will be given total control over her body.
.+ Whereas this theory of hysterical symptom-formation and its
" treatment only needed refinement as Freud gained more experi-
-~ ence of hysteria, he was not long in detecting the basic error in
- his trauma or seduction theory. In 1897, two years after the
publication of Studies on Hysteria, Freud began to suspect that the
mernory of the specific event was frequently masked by several
layers of fantasy which had to be identified as such and pene-
trated before one could arrive at the truth of the trauma. This
process of a progressive dismantling of fictions was made more
difficult by the lack of any mark distinguishing the fantasized
- recollection from the true memory. As Freud wrote to Wilhelm
- Fliess, ““there is no ‘indication of reality’ in the unconscious, so
that it is impossible to distinguish between truth and
© emotionally-charged fiction.”’? Freud held fo the view for several
~ months that the fantasies were defensive formations which de-
- coyed conscious remembering away from an awful truth, but, in
September 1897, he confessed to Fliess what he had finally ad-
mitted to himself: “Let me tell you straight away the great secret
which has been slowly dawning on me in recent months. I no
longer believe in my neurotica.”"* In other words, Freud was
forced to dispense with his theory of a real seduction and to
- consider the implications of the hysteric’s total invention of such
 an“event.”
. The major implication—and the reason Freud delayed for sev-
- eral years publishing a retraction of the trauma theory—was the
sexualization of childhood and even infancy, through recogni-
~. tion of which psychoanalysis broke from its parent disciplines of
psychology and neurology. Among the latter effects of this re-
volution, one can read the whole of what has come to be the
. theory and practice of Freudian analysis. But we are interested
here in more localized implications of this shift, the implications
for the analysis of hysteria, which tend to become lost in Freud’s
eagerness to get on to the problems of little boys.*
What gives the hysterical fantasy its specific structure is the
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use of the passive voice as a fictional device to hide an active
desire. In order to read the material with accuracy, the subject—
object, seducer—seduced syntax must be reversed: for “I was
violated” one reads “I (wished to) violate.” The guilt which
would result were the wish given access to consciousness has at
least three supports: (1) the guilt that attaches to a forbidden
desire for the father; (2) the guilt that attaches to the false accusa-
tion of the father; (3) the guilt associated, for the girl, with an
active pursuit of a desired object. This third possibility necessi-
tates the recourse to the duplicity of the passive voice, which is
the reversal mechanism of the fantasy and which makes it at least
partially acceptable to conscious memory.

Freud’s discovery of the hysteric’s duplicity occurred at about
the midpoint of his self-analysis as recorded in his correspon-
dence with Fliess. As the editor of the translated edition points
out, the two investigations had a dynamic relation to each other,
the former giving Freud insight into his own Oedipal scenario
(what he called his hysteria) and the latter, the firstintimations of
the Oedipus complex, giving him a different means of approach
to the hysteric’s complaint.® The validity of the Oedipal model
began finding constant affirmation in successful analyses, with
one result being that Freud's caseload—which in 1897 was so low
that he started taking on patients free of charge-—increased
steadily, to the point that a year later, in October 1898, he could
report his daily exhaustion from “an avalanche of patients,” half
of whom, he notes, were now men.” The technique, which
would emerge only later, sought to bring the Oedipal material
into conscious view so as to move toward a resolution that
compensated the renunciation of the mother with an opening
onto the whole field of legitimate sexual activity. The motor of
this displacement had to be an identification with the father as
active sexual partner, an identification which entailed
renouncing—repressing—the child’s passivity in the sexual en-
counter with the mother.

When, a number of years later, Freud attempted to specify the
pertinent differences between the male and female passages
through the Oedipal stage, he alternated between, on the one
hand, insisting on a single model for both sexes (the phallic
phase), so as not to discard too early the universal entry into the
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conflict, and, on the other, the necessity of explaining the con-~
©-- trast in the forms of emergence from the conflict: the fact that the
- little boy exits wanting to be like the father—with the important
- exception of his choice of mate-—and the little girl exits wanting
. tohaveababy. Luce Irigaray has shown how, in order to arrive at
this distinction, Freud had to invert his procedure in the case of
the feminine model, working backwards from the norm of
female sexuality and positing various transformations or shifts
within the triangular structure which could produce the (de-
sired) result.® But as another result, the model of the feminine
Oedipus has no internal consistency, and the genetic logic of
Freud's argument has to be forced. The only thread holding it
together is the prior knowledge of where it has to lead.
.. twould appear that, like Freud perhaps, we have let ourselves
be lured away from the question of hysteria by the not-so-tragic
mask of Oedipus. But the detour may have been necessary to put
- us back on our course by reminding us that, while Qedipus lives
.. out a long and relatively fruitful life in a spirit of contrition, his
" daughter Antigone must choose between an early death and a
. humiliating submission to the state.® The early investigations of
. hysteria brought Freud very close to a realization that would be
- overshadowed by the happy insight of Oedipus and then denied
~ when, later, he attempted to extend Oedipal causality to matters
- fernale.
- Simply put, the hysteric’s symptomaticaily convulsed and
. contorted body states eloquently the lack of any acceptable reso-
-~ lution for the conflict between active sexual impulses and the
- coded Jaws of the society into which she must insert herself.
- While, like her brothers, she has to move out of the enclosing
- duality with her mother and make room for a third party, this
. move towards socialization halts at the limits which define the
~ family unit. Nor can the renunciation of the mother be compen-
- sated by a shift from a passive to an active position in the syntax
. of seduction. The active subject of the discourse of desire—
 represented by the father—cannot be made available to the girl-
- child through identification if the socialization process is to g0
- forward only as far as expected. Thus, the girl’s enfry into a larger
social network is as the object of another’s discourse. The posi-
tion of active subject of the transitive verb is barred by the
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structure of the father's law, which Catherine Clément discerns
as follows: “Women must circulate and must not cause to circu-
late [La femme doit circuler et non pas faire circuler].”1° Feminine
culpability is the inevitable support of this circulation order,
since a transgression of the passive, intransitive female position
if structurally homologous to a transgression of the incest pro-
hibition, and therefore the grounds for that culpability can shift:
to desire the father or to desire like the father are mutually
reinforcing of the feminine exclusion. Coming to terms with this
double injunction, or rather accepting the terms of silence it
imposes, distinguishes the production of the feminine from that
of the masculine, for in the latter process desiring the father and
desiring like the father exclude rather than reinforce each other.
Thus, the boy-child has a choice, although to be properly mas-
culine he must make the right choice. This is to state in revised
form what we have already implied: the social code compensates
the boy for the repression of the first source of sexual pleasure
with the offer of another form of sexual activity, while the
analogous process of feminization demands the repression of the
original pleasure even as it bars access to the pleasure sought by
“masculine’” desire.

This analysis of the fundamentally hysterical character of the .

feminine norm is the inadvertent byproduct of Freud's investi-
gation into its more pathological manifestations. Even from
within the context of our general suspicion of this norm, we can
still understand this work, conducted in quite a different con-
text, as asking the question of why some women are more hys-
terical than others. In the course of his long association with
hysterics, Freud revised his answer to that question several
times, until in 1909, in one of his last essays on the subject, he
wrote:
One may often observe that it is just those girls who in the years
before puberty showed a boyish character and inclinations who
tend to become hysterical at puberty. In whole series of cases the
hysterical neurpsis is nothing but an excessive overaccentuation of
the typical wave of repression through which the masculine type of
sexuality is removed and the woman emerges.’?

Hysterics, in other words, are girls who must work extra hard to
become women because their “‘boyish character and inclina-
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tions” have been allowed to develop unchecked for too long.
.- The hysterical symptom as solution is ambiguous on more
. than one level. First of all, as a sign, it is constructed out of the
confrontation between, on the one hand, the impulse to signify
desire, to assume a place in the social network which is a func-
tion of that desire, and, on the other hand, the powerful exclu-
sion which blocks that place. Second, therefore, the hysteric
comes to occupy a position midway between the masculine and
~ feminine insertion into the symbolic register of social exchange.
The conscious negation of what Freud termed the “masculine
type of sexuality”” secures her status as a circulated object, while
at the same time the physical symptom is a mute sign of her
activity as a cause of that circulation. To Freud’s famous obser-
~ vation that “hysterics suffer mainly from reminiscences,” one
would have to add that their reminiscences cause them to suffer
_ precisely to the extent that the doors leading out of the stifling
family triangle of their past and into the register of symbolic
activity are marked “Men only.”

While Freud’'s theoretical conclusion concerning hysteria
stopped considerably short of any questioning of the active/
passive distinction, the descriptions of his analytic technique,

which emerged almost directly from his early treatment of hys-
terics, repeatedly confirm the implications that have been
. drawn. Already in the first case reported in any detail in the
Studies on Hysteria, that of the pseudonymous Anna O., which
was conducted by Breuer, the discovery was made which was to
determine the whole course of psychoanalytic therapy: that the
most reliable antidote or cure for the hysterical symptom was
talking. Indeed, Breuer did not come to the case of Anna’s hys-
 teria with any prior understanding of the worth of the method,
which he called “cathartic.”” It was entirely Anna’s invention of
her own speech, which she called “the talking cure”—in English
' since one of her symptoms was the loss of her ability to use or
- understand German—that led gradually to the identification and
. the conscious recall of the events signified by various symptoms.
Once spoken, the symptom evaporated, as the memory nolonger
required an hysterical conversion in order to signify itself.

As Freud took over the method Breuer had stumbled upon, he

systematically eliminated all of the extraneous elements to the
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1was so overcome by all those violent emotions that I remained
unconscious more than three hours. . . . Since these events, [ have
been indisposed many times, but how can ] ever be free of such
complaints as long as I must go without seeing you? [P. 40]

The figures correspond to the body’s uncontrolled Production of
the symbols of its shattered unity—the symptomatic language of
the trauma. .

In this first letter, as in the next, Mariana’s discourse remains
caught in the paradox of its nostalgia for the silent adequgcy of
lover and beloved. So as to see herself once again as the object of
her lover’s gaze, she welcomes her current sufferi.ng at lesist
insofar as it gives her proof of her continued subjection: “It
seems to me that I am fond of those miseries of which you are the
sole cause” (p. 39); “'I understand [these misfortunes] without
complaint because they come from you” (p. 40); “Ido not want to
nurture a hope which would surely give me some pieasun.a and [
want to be sensitive only to pain.” The first letter ends w1t1'-1 'the
formulation of a demand in which Mariana reclaims her position
as object, as passive victim of the other’s acts: “Adieu, I cannf)t
write any more. Adieu, love me forever and make me suffer still
more pain” {p. 42}.

Mariana cannot give up the letter writing and return to the
previous accord of the lover's silent corresponder_u?e because the
fact of writing has altered irrevocably the significance of tbat
silence. By breaking the silence, her letters disturb the reflection
and reveal cracks in the mirror. The more she writes, the mfare
she reads in her lover’s continued lack of response a declaration
which accuses the very notion of suffisance:

It seems to me that [ am doing the greatest possible disseryice tg
my heart’s feelings in trying to communicate them to you in writ-
ing. How happy I would be if you could measure them througl}
comparison with the violence of your own! But I must not leave it
to you [me rapporter & vous—more literally, refer myself to youl. [P.
43] ‘

In the absence of an assured redundancy, the letter is forced to
pursue an exploration of the gap and thereby to widen, rather
than close, the distance which separates Mariana and herlover.

59 “The Portuguese Letters”

Shall I never see you again here in my room, with all the passion

and frenzy that you used to display? But alas, I am deluding myself
_and I know only too well that all the feelings [mouvements] that
stirred my heart and mind were for you only the products of a

fleeting pleasure and they passed as soon as that pleasure ceased.
[P. 44]

Thus do the letters, these poor substitutes for a transparent
relation, destroy little by little that which can only be recovered
as a delusion, a fiction.

The third letter opens by addressing two questions to this
abyss: “What will become of me and what would you have me
do?” (p. 47). The articulation of the question of the other’s desire
no longer operates a closure, for an excess is produced which
cannot be dissociated from the fact of the articulation itself.
While the first letter calculated that articulation as a loss, in this
letter it functions as a surplus which comes to fill in the void
discovered by the question of the self. In effect, the third letter
‘marks stages in the birth of the writing subject.

It is in the first lines of this letter that Mariana announces her
project of a curé, for which purpose she must adopt both po-
sitions in a dialogue of confrontation:

I had even contemplated several half-hearted projects whereby 1
would concentrate all my efforts on curing myself. . . . Yet having
finally only myself to combat, I could never have foreseen all my
weaknesses nor anticipated everything that I now suffer. [P. 471

‘As if to demonstrate this combat, the letter proceeds to trace a

circle of reversals which represent skirmishes in Mariana's battle
with herself: first, the fear of the lover's indifference, then anger
at the certain signs of that indifference, followed by regret that
the man she loves cannot experience her exquisite pain, horrorat
the thought that she has wished such suffering on him, and,
finally, gratitude that, through his indifference, he has been
spared her misery. In the course of that spiral, Mariana writes: "I
know neither who I am, not whatI am doing, nor what I want. |
am torn by a thousand conflicting feelings. Can anyone imagine

" amore deplorable state?” (p. 48). Mariana pauses briefly for this

overview before plunging back into the fray, and in the space
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defined by that triple unknown, the question with which the
letter began has been reformulated as a statement.

To this series of unknowns, Mariana adds a fourth, which, like
the others, is thrown up in the midst of a circular movement of
contradictions. “I do notknow why I write to you,” she writes (p.
49). From this point on, the project of the cure is taken over by the
process of losing her ignorance about why she writes. Beginning
with the third letter, then, it is the relationship to her own
discourse about her desire which counteracts and displaces the
suffering in her relationship to her lover.

Although the effects of this displacement are most evident in
the final two letters, the crucial third letter acts as a pivot in
Mariana’s eradication of silence and ignorance through writing.
For example, she makes the discovery of a discrepancy in her
own text which she equates with the mauvaise foi of herlover:

It seems to me that I can be little pleased with either my grief or the
excess of my love . . . 1live, faithless creature thatlam and Idojust
as many things to preserve my life as to give it up. Oh!itshamesme
to death—is my despair then only in my letters? If I loved you as
much as [ have said a thousand times I do, why have I not already
died long ago? ] have deceived you and it is your turn to reproach
me. [P. 49]

Even as she recognizes the hyperbolic cast of her rhetoric, that
excess of her love which is only in her letters, Mariana is seem-
ingly unable to renounce the comfort it affords, for she includes
the exclamation “It shames me to death [j'en meurs de honte].”” Yet
with the recognition she has already come very close to this
statement in the next letter, where the effect of the displacement
is unmistakable: “I write more for myself than for you; lam only
trying to comfort myself” (p. 58). Indeed, the letters, as the sole
locus of the hyperbolic figure “dying for love,” are themselves
one of those “things”” Mariana does to preserve her life.

The third letter is in this respect exemplary, for it contains no
reference to the sort of physical disruptions that interfered with
the act of writing the first two, bringing each of them to an abrupt
close—letter 1: “Adieun, | cannot write any more” {p. 42); letter 2:
“Your poor Mariana cannot write any more, She feels faint as she
finishes this letter” (p. 46). Instead, the third letter is punctuated
by the hyperbole of death, that is, a figure which has a rhetorical
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rather than a physical force. “This thought kills me and I am
frightened to death that you were never deeply touched by any of
our pleasures” (pp. 47-48). Toward the end of the letter, this
figure assumes the form of a fantasized rehabilitation of that
perfect correspondence, in silence, between the two lovers:

Treatmemercilessly! . . . Write me that you want me to die of love
foryou!l . . . A tragic end would force you no doubt to think of me
often, you would treasure my memory and perhaps you would be
deeply moved by my sudden death. . . . Adieu, promise me that
you will miss me tenderly if I die of grief. [P. 49-50]

The letter, however, refuses to end there. The melodramatic
vision of “a tragic end” cannot cancel out the obscure sense
which Mariana has just acquired of a break within the first-
.person subject of her letters. The relationship between her de-
spair and the letters she writes exceeds the limits of a represen-
tational schema through the fictional possibilities of her own
discourse. Mariana is forced to confront the notion that, as she
writes, she is producing rather than merely registering the

~ events of a subjectivity.

Adieu, Iwish thatT had never met you. Ah! I sense keenly the falsity
. ofthatsentiment and I know, as I am writing to you, that I prefer to
. be miserable in my love for you than to have never met you at all. [P.
50]

Once again, Mariana has become a reader of her text and as she
-does so she superimposes two versions of her seduction: the

first, which has prevailed until now, is the melodramatic vision

- .of her victimization; the second, which has yet to be explored,
- accords a place to her active desire. The second version only
~.appears through the foregrounding of the writing subject and

the momentary awareness of its active ingeription. That is, it is

- .-only to the extent that Mariana affirms the break between the
- subject of the letters and the imaginary self-presence of silence,
- of death, that a move beyond the static closure of her victimiza-

tion fantasy will become possible.

It is with the announcement of such a move that the third letter
ends. Unlike the first two letters, where physical symptoms take
over the signifying process and force the writing to a close, the
third text resists the censuring agency. “My letters to you are too
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