
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Danger Zone:  Trans–Aggression of the Feminine 
by Karen Roberts

“Femininity is not the natural condition of female persons.  It is a historically variable ideological construction of meanings for a sign W*O*M*A*N, which is produced by and for another social group, which derives its identity and imagined superiority by manufacturing the specter of this fantastic Other.”           -- Griselda Pollock

 
The category of woman and the characterization of women as feminine is a culturally constructed phenomena and relative to other categories.  In addition, dualistic categories reinforce essential qualities that are presumed to be ‘natural.’  An essential quality long associated with ‘woman’ is the feminine.  The Concise Oxford Dictionary defines feminine as having woman qualities or being effeminate.  Effeminate, in turn, is defined as unmasculine.  The female is typically defined as “of the sex that can give birth or produce eggs,” a definition that includes humans, animals, and/or plants.  

Post-structuralists have engaged social and political constructions of gender as they have sought to provide new linguistic structures to address systems of power  founded on binary opposition and unquestioned hierarchical values.   Susan Stanford Friedman calls for a new geographics
 that is not static but “performs a kind of dialectic that reflects opposing movements in the world today revolving around the issue of identity.”
  Questioning the normative, dualistic categories of gender (male/female) creates a danger zone because it is unsettling and transgresses master narratives of western culture. 



Judith Butler discusses the perils of undoing gender and, hence, unmaking the normative.  “If there are norms of recognition by which the ‘human’ is constituted, and these norms encode operations of power, then it follows that the contest over the future of the ‘human’ will be a contest over the power that works in and through such norms.”
  As a result, gender roles become so embedded within the norm that the predacious quality of power is subsumed, but smolders just enough to render compliance to the binary male/female system.  Furthermore, gender is codified under that power structure and, as a result, women engage in compulsory behavior enacting self-conscious codes of femininity.  Reproduction, mothering, fashion, dieting, and relationships are some of the examples of putative women’s interests. 


In art and literature, flowers have long been metaphors for the feminine and used to reinforce the dualistic identification of gender and assert the essential nature of the feminine.  For example, Georgia O’Keeffe’s large flower paintings have been subjected to interpretations that embrace the feminine.  The writings of Alfred Stieglitz and others confirm they clearly saw O’Keeffe’s work as intricately related to her body.  Stieglitz promoted O’Keeffe’s work as “a visualization of female sexual nature.”
 He proclaimed that “Woman feels the world differently than Man feels it . . . The Woman receives the World through her Womb.  That is the seat of her deepest feeling.”
  These statements reveal the predominant thinking of the early twentieth century, put forth by psycho-analyst Sigmund Freud and other well-known evolutionary biologists who were publishing their results based on studies of the sexes, which locate our perception of gender in anatomical difference.  Some feminists argue that this serves to establish the breast, and I would argue, the womb as institutions sustained by patriarchal power, which then serve to promote patriarchal power in the public sphere.
  


Stieglitz believed that a woman’s art was weak because she was afraid.  “She had her secret.  Man’s Sphinx!”  The sphinx in Greek mythology was a winged monster with a woman’s head, a lion’s body, and the claws of an eagle whose riddle Oedipus guessed correctly, and instead of being devoured by the sphinx (as many before him had been), he married Queen Jocasta, his mother.  


A large reproduction of a painting entitled The Sphinx’s Kiss (1895) by Franz Stuck, the German Secessionist painter, hung on the wall in Stieglitz’s home on Madison Avenue as documented by Edward Steichen, in his memoir, A Life in Photography.  The scene depicts a nude woman emerging from the body of a sphinx to embrace the kneeling figure of a nude man who is limp and helpless.  Her lion claws drip blood as they dig into the flesh of his back.  The sphinx is cast as the monster, the predator, and in this case, a feminine evil that consumes the vital essence of man.


Stieglitz exhibited his photographs in 1920 at Anderson Galleries, his first exhibit in seven years.  About one third of the images were of Georgia O’Keeffe; “every conceivable aspect of O’Keeffe.”
  The photographs were not only a sensation, but O’Keeffe became known as a newspaper personality.  The critic Paul Rosenfield wrote about the exhibit: “Sphinxes look out over the world again,” and “these arrested movements are nothing but every woman speaking to every man.”


The existence of a predator, a malignant force, hateful and devouring is dangerous to those it would prey upon.  In the early twentieth century, the same time period as O’Keeffe’s large flower paintings, one form of the predator was depicted as a “man-eating flower.”  The concept of the “flower of evil” has served to pair the feminine with nature for the purpose of degrading female sexuality.   The flower as feminine and the concept of the “flower of evil” as monstrous and threatening would suggest the feminine as both victim and predator.  A story titled “The Malignant Flower” appeared in the 1927 issue of the science fiction adventure pulp magazine Amazing Stories.  In this story, an overgrown field of gigantic flowers has been discovered by a British explorer who is devoured by one of the flowers, disappearing “slowly into the calyx of the atrocious, malignant flower . . . In this way Sir George celebrated a symbolic marriage with nature . . . “
  This story of fiction where large mutant flowers both seduce and repel is clearly of the imagination, hence the feminine and masculine metaphors are easily dismissed.  


Cultural historian, Bram Dijkstra, asserts that “O’Keeffe’s flowers were designed to . . . make the public recognize the inherent absurdity of any comparisons between women and flowers - malignant or otherwise.”
  He reveals the problem inherent in Stieglitz’s symbolic (and farcical) equations between nature, the feminine, and evil destruction, that it is egocentric to personify and anthropomorphize inanimate objects.  In fact, Stieglitz’s theories regarding O’Keeffe’s work became central to the critics’ response to her work in the late 1920's.  Barbara Buhler Lynes states, “It is a fact, however, that critics writing in the late twenties continued to enshroud her art in theories that had originated within the Stieglitz circle and, thus, perpetuated the image of O’Keeffe as an exotic and erotic woman.” O’Keeffe resisted these comments by making it clear to Blanche Matthias, art critic for the Chicago Evening Post Magazine of the Art World, that she did not want her work promoted as morbid, exotic, or erotic.
 


Stieglitz insisted that O’Keeffe’s work represented “the Woman unafraid – the child – finally actually producing art!”
 He infantilized her, associating her creativity with her sexuality because both child and woman, in his mind, were “irrevocably dependent on man for its realization.”
  O’Keeffe’s body was traced as anatomically female, therefore, her art was thought of as a constant embodiment of sex.  In the 1970's,  feminists tried to claim her large flower paintings as a way to emancipate and empower women, but for O’Keeffe, such gender classifying was a revival of the sexist rhetoric that had plagued her art and served to marginalize her in the 20's and 30's.  


 O’Keeffe’s work has been submitted as an example of the inadequacy of binary interpretations and the possibility of shifting beyond a privileged focus of gender.  This shift will move us away from the predacious and into the contentious dialectics of Friedman’s new geographics.  There is no specific formula for how to enter a new terrain, but the binary system by which we define and identify gender is inherently predatory and, thus, dangerous.  
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