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The following abbreviations will be employed when Gertrude Stein’s works

are quoted:

ABT The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas
EA Everybody s Autobiography
GHA The Geographical History of America or the Relation of Human Nature

to the Human Mind
Hw How to Write
4 Lectures in America
Mo4 The Making of Americans
B Tender Buttons
TL Three Lives

SW1  Gertrude Stein: Writings 1903-1932
SW2 Gertrude Stein: Writings 1932-1946
SWS  Selected Writings of Gertrude Stein

The editions employed will appear in the Bibliography.
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Introduction

Nothing changes from generation to generation except the thing
seen and that makes a composition.
—Gertrude Stein
What persuades men and women to mistake each other from
time to time for gods or vermin is ideology. One can understand well
enough how human beings may struggle and murder for good
material reasons — reasons connected, for instance, with their
physical survival. It is much harder to grasp how they may come to
do so in the name of something as apparently abstract as ideas. Yet
ideas are what men and women live by, and will occasionally die for,

—Terry Eagleton

The turbulent period from 1880 to 1930, within which modernism emerged
and rose to preeminence as the dominant art form in the West,® is also the heyday

of the first wave of feminism.® Modemism, as an international cultural movement

@ “Modernism” covers an extremely unstable and diverse range of cultural objects and
tendencies. Its definition remains problematic. The widest definitions of the term would make it
coterminous with modernity, stretching from the 18th century, or even earlier, to the present day. The
consensus, however, is for a narrower periodization, located between the 1880s and the 1930s as
defined by Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane in their influential Modernism
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1976). In general, in the more standard view, the term denotes artistic
experiment and novelty, a radical overhaul of existing forms of representation and available
traditions and, as such, is seen to set itself against the emerging mass or popular culture of the same
period. However, as the different arts produced different modernisms at different times, and as
novelty was crucial to their definition as modern, there can be no convincing description of the
essence of modernism. See, Peter Brooker, Cultural Theory: A Glossary (London: Armold, 1999), pp.
160-63.

® Feminism originally means to promote the political, social, and educational equality of
women with men. The movement has occurred mainly in Europe and the United States. It has its
roots in the humanism of the 18th century and in the Industrial Revolution. Feminist issues range
from access to employment, education, child care, contraception, and abortion, to equality in the
workplace, changing family roles, redress for sexual harassment in the workplace, and the need for
equal political representation. Feminist activity during the nineteenth century and early twentieth .
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that tends to express disillusionment with tradition and interest in new technologies
and visions, is found to be same with feminism in disrupting the old for the new.
Influenced by Friedrich Nietzsche’s iconoclastic post-Christianity, Karl Marx’s
view of consciousness as a product of socio-historical factors, Sigmund Freud’s
view of the unconscious as the determinant of motivation and behavior, Henri
Bergson’s new theories of time and the dislocating effects of the carnage and
devastation of the war, modernism embodies a lack of faith in Western civilization
and culture — its humanism and rationalism.” Modernists therefore participate in a
general questioning of all the values held dear by the Victorians, that is, the
dominant and dominating conventions of nineteenth-century art and culture. In
poetry, fragmentation, discontinuity, allusiveness, and irony prevail; in fiction,
chronological disruption, linguistic innovation, the stream-of-consciousness, and
multiple points of view abound; in art and theater, expressionism and surrealism
teem.? Edward Said takes modernist disruptions of realist narrative as disruptions

of structures of authority for he links nineteenth-century realist narrative to the

century is often called the first-wave feminism, and the activity which began during the early 1960s
and lasted through the late 1980s the second-wave feminists. Feminist activity and study beginning
in the early 1990s is identified as third-wave feminism. Whereas first-wave feminism focused
largely on officially mandated inequalities, second-wave feminism saw unofficial inequalities as
inextricably linked issues that had to be addressed in tandem. Third-wave feminists often focus on
“micropolitics,” writing about forms of gender expression and representation that are less explicitly
political than their predecessors. They also challenged the second wave’s paradigm as to what is, or
is not, good for females. For further information, see, Peter Brooker, Cultural Theory: A Glossary
(London: Armold, 1999), pp. 93-95; Charles E. Bressler, Literary Criticism: An Introduction to
Theory and Practice (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 2000), pp. 178-89.

Humanism is a broad category of ethical philosophies that affirm the dignity and worth of all
people, based on the ability to determine right and wrong by appeal to universal human qualities-
particularly rationalism. Humanists reject religious beliefs and center on humans and their values,
capacities, and worth. Rationalism, in the broader, popular meaning of the term, is used to designate
any mode of thought in which human reason holds the place of supreme criterion of truth.
Rationalism has long been the rival of empiricism, the doctrine that all knowledge of matters of fact
ultimately derives from, and must be tested by, sense experience. As against this doctrine,
rationalism holds reason to be a faculty that can lay hold of truths beyond the reach of sense
perception, both in certainty and in generality. For further information, see, Peter Brooker, Cultural
Theory: A Glossary (London: Amold, 1999), pp. 119-20.

Expressionism is a term used to describe artistic style that departs from the conventions of
realism and paturalism and seeks to convey inner experience by distorting rather than directly
representing natural images. The expressionist transforms nature rather than imitates it. As literary
and art movement, surrealism is influenced by Freudianism and dedicated to the expression of
imagination as revealed in dreams, free of the conscious control of reason and free of convention.
See, Elizabeth Kowaleski-Wallace, Encyclopedia of Feminist Literary Theory (NY: Garland

. Publishing, 1997), pp. 392-93.
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structures of authority that support imperialism, bourgeois class hegemony and the
male-dominated family (Dekoven, Politics, 676). Rachel Blau DuPlessis directly
addresses the relation between modemnism and feminine discourse: “literature by
women, in its ethical and moral position, resembles the equally non-hegemonic
modernism in its subversive critique of culture” (Dekoven, Politics, 677).

Gertrude Stein (1874—1946) writes in the years when modernism mingles with
feminism. She imbues her modernist concern with gender within her texts, and she
goes so far beyond modernist boundary that she is acknowledged as pioneer of
postmodernism. Her experimentation with language is so radical that her hermetic
writings keep driving reviewers closer as well as distancing them. In order to decode
her secret codes the dissertation is to construct Stein’s cultural politics based on her
pathological diagnoses on culture. Stein finds an omnipresent, disseminating,
self-reproducing, and even contagious cultural cell that has structured and is
structuring the modern subjects, and that has generated cycles of social as well as
individual tragedies. The cultural cell, or the patriarchy as she reveals in the
aftermentioned three works of different genres, is a pathological structure which is
always “being there”, soap-like and fluid as it is. Three Lives (1909) examines the
social tragedy of women, intending to expose the pervasive dissemination of
patriarchal culture structure in capitalism and its restraining power on women’s
subjectivity. The Making of Americans (1925) and Tender Butions (1914), triggered
by the social tragedies, attempt to subvert the deep structure of patriarchal culture,
from the historiography to the traditional narrative, from the signification process to
the language itself. Through deconstructing the heterogeneous and circulating
patriarchal codes, Stein intends to subvert the whole symbolic system and construct
an alternative outside patriarchy free of binary oppositions.

Different from the early women’s movement which began at the end of
eighteenth century and which was predominately concerned with women’s suffrage,
the modern feminists have already set out to explore gender bias in a microscopic
domain, looking for more individual approaches to fashioning women’s positions
within society by granting women the privileges men already possessed. They
demand for higher edﬁcation, entrance into trades and professions and married

women’s right to property. Realizing women are historically and culturally
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constructed by social conventions, they encourage them to establish their own
individuality or subjectivity by gaining independence through work as well as by
conducting their lives free of societal conventions. The ideal woman they are
calling for is “New Woman,”™ who is independent, educated, relatively sexually
liberated, and oriented more toward productive life in the public sphere than toward
reproductive life in the home. As Virginia Woolf passionately explains in her essay
“Professions for Women,” the New Woman is dedicated to the murder of the
“Angel in the House” (Professions, 285).%

With the surge of feminism, more modernists, both male and female, show
unprecedented preoccupation with gender issues in their literary works, though they
make sharply different responses. The male modernists fear that the loss of
hegemony might result in women’s new power. Just as Marianne Dekoven has put
it, the new order of both gender and class relations in the modernist historical
moment is simultaneously alluring and terrifying to male modernists — alluring in
its promise to destroy bankrupt bourgeois culture; terrifying in its threat to destroy
their own privileges (Doubleness, 21).° Their works, where they display either

masculinist misogyny or fascination and strong identification with the empowered

® The New Woman was a feminist ideal which emerged in the final decades of the 19th century
in Europe and North America. It was a reaction to the role, as characterized by the so-called cult of
domesticity, ascribed to women in the Victorian era. Advocates of the New Woman ideal were found
among novelists, playwrights, journalists, pamphleteers, political thinkers and suffragettes. By
general consent, a “New Woman” was supposed (1) to have received an adequate education and to
be able to use her knowledge wisely; (2) to earn money and thus be financially independent; (3) to
participate in political discussion and decision-making; (4) to decide herself if, when and whom she
wants to marry and how many children she wants to have; (5) to show outward signs of being
different by wearing more comfortable clothes; (6)and, generally, to defy convention and social
norms in order to create a better world for women. For further information, see, Marianne Dekoven,
“Modernism and Gender,” The Cambridge Companion to Modernism (Shanghai: Shanghai Foreign
Language Education Press, 2000), ed. Michael Levenson, pp. 174-93.

The “Angel in the House” is a poem by Coventry Patmore, first published in 1854 and revised
up until 1862, which describes a perfect Victorian wife: intensely sympathetic, immensely charming,
utterly unselfish and above all, pure. Following the publication of the poem, the term “angel in the
house” came to be used in reference to women who embodied the Victorian feminine ideal: a wife
and mother who was selflessly devoted to her children and submissive to her husband. Later feminist
writers have had a less positive view of the Angel. Virginia Woolf famously wrote that this Angel
“bothered me [Woolf] and wasted my time and so tormented me that at last I killed her” (Professions,
285).

® In this same article “Gendered Doubleness and the ‘Origins’ of Modernist Form,” Marianne
Dekoven also comments on the effect the new order has made on the female modernists. She argues
that it is alluring for women in its promise of freedom and autonomy as well as terrifying in its
potential for bringing on retribution from a still-empowered patriarchy (Doubleness, 20).
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feminine, or a rather ambivalent mood, are quite different from the pre-modern
male texts which create such stereotyped images either as the “angel in the house”
or the “madwoman in the attic.”® While he squabbles over the artistic creation with
his idiosyncratic allusions of the ancient Greek and Roman culture, Ezra Pound
holds deep prejudice against women; his language of vorticist manifesto is
characteristic of male modernism’s self-imagination as a mode of masculine
domination (Dekoven, Modernism, 176). While he fervently constructs his private
symbolization system with cultural or religious codes, William Butler Yeats
constitutes a “contradictory juxtaposition of a fearful misogynist response to the
New Woman with an identificatory admiration™ (Dekoven, Modernism, 177); with
his evident misogyny his love poems powerfully exhibit women’s presences and
their voices. Henry James always oscillates between “the desire for radical cultural
renewal” and “its opposite fear and loathing of such change” (Dekoven, Modernism,
178); he deploys the figure of flood to attack empowered femininity and refers
women to creatures who have no reasoning and judgment, but meanwhile expresses
the endorsement of feminist aims. Sigmund Freud goes too far when he argues that
female sexuality is based on a lack of a penis, the male sexual organ, and tries to
establish the dominating position of the father and the son with the mother and the
daughter dominated. Women are, by Freudian definition, “castrated,” defined by
and as “absence” and “lack,” and doomed to permanent moral immaturity and
inherently sexual masochism. In modernist works by men, a disgust with the past,
both literary and cultural, resulting in the impulse to “make it new,” goes in parallel

with a fear of the “new” itself: a fear of loss of privilege and power over women.

® The writers, who measure women by patriarchal rules, usually describe women either as
perfect as angel or otherwisc as wicked as mad. The notion that attempts to describe women as
emptiness is challenged by Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, the authors of The Madwoman in the
Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination, published in 1979. They
draw their title from Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre, in which Rochester’s mad wife Bertha stays
locked in the attic. Gilbert and Gubar examine the notion that women writers of the 19th century
were essentially “madwomen™ because of the restrictive gender categories enforced upon them both
privately and professionally. In their re-examination of these writers, they argue that madness often
becomes a metaphor for suppressed female revolt and anger or the author’s double, an image of her
own anxiety and rage. In their viewpoint, none of these writers have literal madwomen in their attics;
they have all employed unique literary tactics to express their repressed anxieties, thus subverting
and remaking texts to give voice to their own concerns. See, Elizabeth Kowaleski-Wallace,
Encyclopedia of Feminist Literary Theory (NY: Garland Publishing, 1997), p. 180.
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The irresolvably contradictory attitude of the male modernists toward an
empowered femininity is contrary to female modemists’ supportive response. These
females might uphold different ideas with regard to specific items. Some early
founding works show the unresolved dialectic — desire for freedom in opposition to
fear of punishment, of which Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s The Yellow Wallpaper
(1892) sets the example. Some voice their rebellion against patriarchy by exposing
men’s control of women as inferior. Kate Chopin’s The Awakening (1899)
expresses rebellion against the imprisonment of home as well as voices women’s
awakening of their sexuality. Others voice their opinion for being an equal creature
with men through describing women’s roles in settling the frontier, in keeping
families and society going, and in raising their families. Willa Cather’s works O
Pioneers! (1913) and My Antonia (1918) are the typical examples that amplify the

. spatial matrix of American women both geographically and historically. Still others
try to establish women’s identity through adopting new subjects and new narratives.
Under this category, Katherine Anne Porter’'s Pale House, Pale Rider (1939)
recasts the typical male narrative by placing the woman at the center of the tale.

Living in the historical context of modernism and feminism Stein finds no
escape from the voice of women for equality in microscopic domains. Her active
negotiations with her contemporaries have brought forward a panorama of gender
debates and gender theorizations. Stein firmly establishes her important position in
the so-called modernist movement by her first published novel Three Lives, which
was composed at the same time as early versions of James Joyce’s 4 Portrait of the
Artist as a Young Man (1916). With its fluid, obtuse narration, detached, ironic tone,
impressionist temporal structure and disruptions of conventional diction and syntax,
Three Lives is as innovative as any other works in the modernist fictional canon.®
Through delineating the misfortunes of three heroines, Stein first expresses her
rebellion against the confinements and mistreatment of the patriarchal cultural
paradigm brought to women, which is indicated by its epigraph, a quotation from

Jules Laforgue: “Donc je suis un malheureux et ce n’est ni ma faute ni celle de la

© Marianne Dekoven establishes Stein as important to the birth of modernism as the modernist
founding fathers, such as, Henry James, W. B. Yeats, Ezra Pound, T. S. Eliot and James Joyce. See,
Marianne Dekoven, “The Politics of Modernist Form,” New Literary History, 23 (1992): 680.



