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Ich schrumpfe zu einem bitteren Kern, der sich ausspucken méchte.!

Erika sptrt nichts und hat nie etwas gespiirt. Sie ist empfindungslos
wie ein Stiick Dachpappe im Regen.2 Ihr Hobby ist das Schneiden am
eigenen Korper. (Jelinek 88)

Truly powerful and desperate words like these run throughout Brigitte
Schwaiger’s and Elfriede Jelinek's autobiographical novels. The central
themes in Schwaiger's Wie kommt das Salz ins Meer are the protago-
nist’s intense feelings of inferiority and helplessness, whereas Jelinek’s
account focuses on emotionally disturbed relationships that are leading to
self-destructive behavior. Jelinek's and Schwaiger's personal stories may
differ drastically from each other, yet they both show the mother's pivotal
role in the protagonists’ tendencies towards masochism or sadism. Nancy
Chodorow in The Reproduction of Mothering and Jessica Benjamin in
The Bonds of Love have discussed how sadistic as well as masochistic be-
havior evolves from the mother-daughter relationship. Their theories of
women's roles in society and in the family provide us with models for un-
derstanding the behavior of Jelinek's and Schwaiger's protagonists that
we might otherwise characterize as eccentric or inexplicable.

Although the mother’s impact on child development has been fre-
quently discussed in psychoanalytic theory, the evaluation of the
mother’s role varies greatly depending on the importance placed on the
pre-Oedipal period. Authors with diverse ideological backgrounds view
the mother’s influence on the child’'s development differently, and thus
the question is raised as to how this role is defined.

Recent psychoanalytical theorists, especially feminists such as Ben-
jamin and Chodorow, perceive their own position as being opposed to
Freud's view. They extensively discuss his theory, trying to differentiate
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their own efforts from his position. Whereas Freud often holds the mother
responsible for the development of neuroses in women,3 feminist psycho-
analysts have rejected Freud's interpretation of child development and
described it as phallocentric. They offer a new set of explanations that is
supposed to deconstruct the dichotomy of Freud’s thinking, with its myth
of the guilty, powerless mother on the one hand and the powerful liberat-
ing father on the other.# In order to gain a better understanding of what
neo-Freudian theory rejects, a brief discussion of those views in question,
namely the parent-child relationship as Freud sees it, seems appropriate.

In most of his essays Freud does not pay much attention to the pre-
Oedipal phase where the child exhibits a strong attachment to the mother.
He focuses on the later developments, emphasizing the father’s influence
on the child's psychological development. While the first love object for
both is the mother, in the Oedipal phase the boy and the girl relate to her
in a different fashion. After the boy’s affection for his mother becomes sex-
ualized he sees his father as a rival for his mother’s love. He fears punish-
ment in the form of castration, which makes him repress his attachment
to his mother and identify with his father. The girl, on the other hand, dis-
covers that she does not have a penis and automatically feels inferior. Ac-
cording to Freud this is not the only difficulty that the girl has in dealing
with her feelings towards her mother. The daughter also blames her
mother for depriving her of milk in the process of weaning, and for delay-
ing her experience of sexual gratification by forbidding masturbation. The
girl's “‘accusations’ lead Freud to the conclusion that a mother-daughter
feud is inevitable, with the mother as the personification of all evil (Female
Sexuality, 234).

Feminist psychoanalysts generally agree that the girl’s development is
far more complicated than that of the boy. However, they differ from
Freud when they claim that the girl does not totally abandon the bond
with her mother.5 The girl comes to find her identity not by repudiating
what Freud called an *‘initial masculine identity” but rather by identifying
with her first caregiver, her mother. Chodorow and Benjamin claim that
the rejection of the mother is not a necessary element of the girl's turn
toward her father. Chodorow explains the situation as follows:

Psychoanalytic accounts make clear that a girl's libidinal turning to
her father is not at the expense of, or a substitute for, her attachment
to her mother. Nor does a girl give up the internal relationship to her
mother which is a product of her earlier development. Instead, a girl
develops important oedipal attachments to her mother as well as to
her father. (Chodorow 127)
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Chodorow points out that this never-ending relationship *'profoundly
affects [the daughter’s] sense of self, [her] later object-relationships, and
[her] feelings about [her] mother and about women in general” (77). Her
account of the mother’s role within the family situation and social struc-
ture emphasizes the sexual division of labor and points out women's
financial dependency on their husbands due to their non-paid domestic
work. The different processes of personality development in boys and girls
are the result of this socially determined division of roles in raising chil-
dren. Chodorow therefore assumes that the girl develops a different sense
of self than the boy. Due to her own inferior social position, the mother re-
produces the feeling of inferiority that results in a submissive attitude in
her daughter. In Chodorow’s depiction the sense of self that the girl finally
acquires through her mother’s influence is, however, not very different
from Freud's account of “accepting the castration.”

Mothering, when it is restricted to women, as it usually is in most
Western cultures, ultimately also has the effect of creating blurred ego
boundaries—a condition that continues into adulthood. Benjamin and
Chodorow show how the phenomenon of confused ego boundaries in
women is connected to the problem of identity and the concepts of self-
hood. Because mothers function as primary caregivers, their daughters
lack self-definition since they do not have to separate, as boys do, from the
first person with whom they identify. As a result they have a less pro-

nounced sense of self and have difficulties differentiating themselves from
others. The outcome of the daughter's development is the experience of
more permeable ego boundaries.

From the retention of preoedipal attachments to their mother, growing
girls come to define and experience themselves as continuous with
others.... Boys come to define themselves as more separate and dis-
tinct, with a greater sense of rigid ego boundaries and differentiation.
The basic feminine sense of self is connected to the world, the basic
masculine sense of self is separate. (Chodorow 169)

Connected to the lack of ego boundaries is the difficulty of developing a
strong identity, the feeling of deprivation and loss of self. According to
Benjamin, ‘‘[s]ince the mother is deprived of subjectivity, identification
with her involves a loss of self” (171), a condition one finds in many auto-
biographical novels written by women.

Feminist psychoanalytic critics thus shift the ‘‘blame” from the
mother as a person (Freud's argument) to the mother as a feature of the
social structure (Chodorow, Benjamin). Despite this change, they hold the
mother responsible for the daughter's development—for her loss of ego
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boundaries and the resulting loss of identity. Marianne Hirsch comments

on this phenomenon:

What has hardly changed, between Freud and the work of.Nancy
Chodorow or Luce Irigaray, is the presentation of a mother ‘wbo is o:/;ler-
ly invested in her child, powerless in the world, a constram.uncg1 ra :,;
than an enabling force in the girl's development and an inadequa
and disappointing object of identification. (Hirsch 169)
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bringing and—as a result of her alienated self-judgment—experiences a
lgreat sctnse o'f abasement in her relationship with her husband. Interfami-
y relationships that are based on the principle of the division of work
g:r(:;le;aﬁ power and mothering by women are the determining factors of
ife, preventing girls and ultimately women fi
rom developing a
:izfs olf sefl{-l;esteem (Chodorow 86).6 The protagonist's family is a Eeriict
ple of this gender division. Her father is a ici
exe i ; physician and the moth
c}llle Frau Doktor,” is the financially dependent housewife. The wom:;
who surround her let themselves be subj .

; I | jugated and, as a result, beco
preoccupied with fashion, household, manners, and superficialities. In l'rlr:;
gz;trayal' ‘of the vf/omen in thev family and their expected “role-;nodel-
o a:or. Schwaiger uses empty phrases that express mere rituals and
dasa .silrtlce of z[my meaning or value behind them: “Gutbtirgerlich, das ist

wichtigste [sic],”” and, ‘'So sitzt keine Dame,"’ ;
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Although the protagonist bec i
omes aware of her mother's sh i
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onvinced about her own worthlessnes
: . : s‘ an
tl;lrou'gh internalization leads a life characterized by the destruction of he?
physical as well as mental self: self-abasement, anorexia and suicidal
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thoughts become part of her life. It also seems as if she unconsciously ap-

prehends the inescapable conditions of her mother’s role within a society

controlled by men, and therefore redirects her anger away from her

mother towards herself. The role behavior is thus passed on from mother

to daughter. At the end of Wie kommt das Salz ins Meer the protagonist

realizes that she has always been the daughter of her mother’s imagina-

tion as she begins to see the disparity between her mother’s and her own
interpretation of reality and past events. The comments written in the
photo album describe her mother's illusionary interpretation of reality
and clash harshly with the way she, the daughter, feels about her child-
hood.

In Wie kommt das Salz ins Meer the emphasis lies on society’'s impact
in defining the protagonist's and her mother's self-understanding. The
protagonist’s dependency on her husband is due to the domestic sphere to
which she is limited; her submission to him has its roots in her weak ego
boundaries and low self-esteem caused by her own mother’s position. The
blame here is put not on the mother herself, but rather on the norms and
conventions with which women have to deal.

ther in Die Klavierspielerin exercises overwhelming and all-

The mo
teacher well into her

controlling power over her daughter, Erika, a piano-
thirties. The domination of the mother is omnipresent. She imposes con-
trol on all aspects of Erika’s life, forces decisions on her, demands to know
where she is at all times. A separation of mother and daughter has obvi-
ously never taken place and this configuration takes the shape of an ex-
tended pregnancy, since the mother-child unity is never severed. In fact,
the mother is the active party in preventing it, aided by her daughter’'s
passivity. Because the mother takes total possession of her, the daughter
can develop no identity, no ego boundaries. When she cuts her genitals
she sees herself through a mirror image, a reflection of herself which pro-
hibits access to her inner self. The distortion of her identity is facilitated by
the lack of a father figure. Her father was committed to an insane asylum
and does not serve as the dominating power in the family. Apart from her
mother Erika never had a person to turn to and remained attached to her,
preserving the pre-Oedipal relationship. To a certain degree this does ex-
plain the close mother-daughter bond. But how can we interpret her
voyeuristic tendencies or such pathological behavior as stabbing herself,
putting glass into the pockets of a piano student and sexually degrading
Klemmer, a male student of hers?
Writing a letter to Klemmer helps her to create an imaginative self as
well as to establish boundaries. It is an attempt to separate herself from
her mother. In this letter she demands to be sexually dominated by Klem-

mer, to be bound and beaten. In this instance she is trying through sub-
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mission ar.1d masochistic behavior to achieve the recognition she has
Ezver received from her mother. By inflicting pain onto herself either by
o ;iown‘ h;md c:jr through the actions of others, she attempts to escape the
sm inflicted upon her by her mother. In havi
: 4 aving control over th i
she also gains a sense of contr o
ol over herself. On other i
masochistic desire for punishment 1 i e
eads to voyeuristic behavi
she watches people having sex in i
the park or when she
and porno-movies, she is actuall izi e e
; y fantasizing ab i
can expect if she is caught. § about the punishment she
div:;lgthough ghe can play only one side at a time, there are scenes that
e considerably from what would be call i
id ed masochism, for instance
:::;asr; Ssllille viciously attacks Klemmer's genitals (Jelinek 181-82). She
emmer sexually and attempts to control him j ‘
t as her moth
controlled her. In her efforts to reb i her's. el
: el against her mother’s dominati
tries to establish her own identi s B o
ntity at Klemmer’s ex g
desire to hurt and reduce th e
e other as [she] has been hurt
into being’ (Benjamin 69) the i o
protagonist breaks out in viol
sadistically. Since the descripti s e vk
ptions of masochistic tendenci
more prevalent in Die Klavierspi i iti rioeed il
pielerin, critics have often i ika’
sadism in their discussion, focusing i e
: , locusing instead on the prot ist’
abusive behavior, which better fi Tt
] its the stereotype of the f i
Kecht works within this c e masochi et
ommon paradigm of female i
male sadism, which leads her i r——
A nto false assumptions: she di
- : iscusses cau
rarjxadS effsci of sado-masochistic behavior, but uncritically talks about tliz
ochistic protagonist (357-372). As Benj i i
b jamin points out ‘*The ¢ 1
ment to the male refusal to recogni et
gnize the other is woman’
tance of her lack of subjectivit illi it |
y, her willingness to offer re iti i
out expecting it in return”’ (Benjami i o S
ut jamin 78). This ““‘willingness to off
nition” explains the masochistic i b ot
tendencies of the protagoni i
not offer an explanation for he istic si 3 P ap—
r sadistic side that is described i
places. Benjamin's model (to which K e appizain o
echt refers) might be li i
most situations; however, in the ca: i et
: ; s se of Die Klavierspielerin i its limi
tations. The situation has to be vi . S ]
e viewed from a different angle, b
‘ . . , because
:j;/e .a .dlfferent kind of family situation here, with a strong n(::le
fantr;slisessni; mothter and a weak and finally absent father. With her sadistic
€ protagonist tries to overcome her childh i i
and find a surviving other to r o e
eplace her weak father. I i
her pleasure depends on h i gty re
er desire for assertion by d i
and on her subconscious wish to fi oot e
to find a surviving oth
father. In a strange duali RBILHE: St o st
ty, her pleasure depend i
; : P s on her desire to assert
erself by degrading Klemmer and on her subconscious wish to find a
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strong individual who will resist her sadistic abuse and, in fact, abuse her

in turn.
Some of this intricate conduct, especially the protagonist’s suicidal

an be explained as melancholia following the loss of some-

tendencies, c
t is not concrete.’

thing withdrawn from consciousness, something tha
Although the father has been lost as an object of love, the loss was not as
obvious to Erika since he did not die. With the absence of the father, Erika
internalizes not only the love but also the loss. The melancholy outcome of
Erika's feelings of loss is portrayed in Die Klavierspielerin: sadism,
masochism and suicidal tendencies. Judith Butler links melancholia to
the establishment of gender identities and the Oedipal situation, which
are both predicated on the loss of the mother (64). Drawing on Foucault's
History of Sexuality, Butler argues that a set of sanctions and taboos
regulates masculine as well as feminine identification. The daughter must
relinquish the first object of love, the mother, due to a set of taboos that
forbid homosexual attachment. Butler describes the set of social rules
responsible for the occurrence of melancholia and does not blame the
mother herself for it. In Die Klavierspielerin Erika internalizes the bon-
dage to her mother not only because of her mother’s forcefulness but also
due to the fact that she does not have a father to turn to. Thus, in her emo-

sion she is a victim of both society’s sanctions against

tional confu
r mother's overbearing

homosexual gender identification and of he

demands rooted in her social position.

Some critics have been concerned about the disturbing autobiograph-
ese writers. In the age of feminism they perceive the por-
nisms. We must, however, keep in mind
masochistic behavior of the daughters
n and reveals the

ical accounts of th
trayals in these works as anachro
that responsibility for the sado-
rests with the social conventions of a previous generatio
self-perpetuating mechanisms of society. Domination and sadism in
Jelinek, for instance, are to be understood as a synonym for patriarchal
society (Hofler 155). The accounts of Schwaiger and Jelinek are not
anachronistic, because by portraying women's private lives they deal with
social history in a feminist way. They make their private lives public and
assume an active role through their writings. As a result, these authors
become agents: with their narrations they name, define, and interpret
female experience. They are thus providing a way for women and men to
understand and possibly change gender polarity and the frame of domina-

tion.




48 MIFLC REVIEW 1992 VOLUME 2

@® NOTES
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stages and made many valuable suggestions.

1 Brigitte Schwaiger, Wie kommt das Salz ins Meer? (1977; Hamburg:
Rowohlt, 1979) 51.

2 Elfriede Jelinek, Die Klavierspielerin (1983; Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1986) 77.

3 In “Female Sexuality”, Vol. XXI (1927-1931), for instance, Freud sees in
the child’'s dependence on the mother the roots to hysteria and paranoia in women
(see p. 227).

4 See, among others, Luce Irigaray, Speculum of the Other Women,
Marianne Hirsch, The Mother/Daughter Plot. Narrative, Psychoanalysis,
Feminism, and also Nancy Chodorow and Jessica Benjamin.

5 See, for instance, Chodorow, Benjamin, and Hirsch.

6 At a later date, in her essay collection Feminism and Psychoanalytic
Theory, Chodorow admits of having made the *‘early feminist mistake of implying
that women do not work in the paid labor-foce™ (15), thus making assumptions
about white middle-class families only. The universality of her investigations clear-
ly suffers because of this flaw. However, the family structures found in the autobio-
graphical works to be discussed here closely resemble the ones that Chodorow had
in mind when she wrote The Reproduction of Mothering.

7 Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia™” 251.
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