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A Future for Isabel
Archer: Jamesian
Feminism, Leo Bersani,
and Aesthetic
Subjectivity!

By Kimberly Lamm,
Duke University

It is almost a truism in scholarship devoted to Henry James that his female
characters act as figures for vital desires coming up against, and succumbing to, so-
ciety’s limitations. In his commitment to the act of composing female characters that
struggle to shape the world rather than be shaped by it, James expresses an “intelligent
empathy with the situation of women who seek to outwit their cultural fates” (Pollak
11). No doubt James saw his own fate bound up with “the situation of women,” and
many have argued that James’s portraits of ladies reflect his work as a male artist, an
identity increasingly untenable in the cultural climate of the late-nineteenth century,
which split men and women of the upper classes along strict spatial and occupational
lines.> As William Veeder writes, “In James’s America, a male who is not in business
is feminine in gender because he is signed by, is singled out for, nonexistence” (99).
As James himself explained, “Not to have been immediately launched in business of a
rigorous sort was to be exposed” (AU 30). The erasure and exposure of the/his self is
tantamount to its feminization, but James’s fictional depictions of aesthetic experience
suggest that resigning to these states is not only punitive but can also be a pleasur-
able introduction to less rigorous and dominating ways of encountering the world.

Leo Bersani’s theories of aesthetic subjectivity are crucial for understanding how
James’s investment in aesthetic experiences that undo rather than consolidate the self
is part of his tracing the impact of the women’s movement on American culture. The
Portrait of a Lady is a novel Bersani only briefly discusses on his way to analyzing
James’s more radical and sophisticated characters Maggie Verver and Milly Theale,
but his work tracing “the failure of idealistic vision” in literature and visual art can
significantly contribute to our understanding of this novel’s depiction of a young
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woman who is forced to relinquish an idealized version of herself as “independent”
and the power it is presumed to have over the world (FA x). Highlighting an aspect
of Freudian thought that renders sex as a submission to the infant’s powerlessness,
Bersani’s work attends to art that represents the self’s failure to master itself as a
pleasurable opening to other, less aggressive forms of relation.? This theorization of
sexuality and aesthetics as experiences that shatter the self’s rigidly defended contours
helps us to understand that Isabel Archer’s decision to remain within an arrangement
that has unraveled a “triumphant” image of herself—often considered unsatisfactory
and even a failure of vision on both the character’s and author’s part—possesses an
aesthetic and perhaps ethical potential that can be read as an implicit critique of a
rigorous American identity.

In James’s work, it is arguably Isabel Archer who most saliently and poignantly
represents the desire for and limitations upon freedom. According to Millicent Bell,
Isabel is the character “who most profoundly explores the policy of resistance to
social and narrational expectations—the conventions of character which the culture
would impose on her, the role which life, as well as literature, seems to insist must be
the outcome of her selfhood” (80). This “policy of resistance” does not have explicit
political ties. Isabel is not a suffragist, instead foreseeing what Nancy F. Cott describes
as the “female avant-garde self-assertion” that emerged in the first decades of the
twentieth century as the Women’s Movement transformed into “feminism” and its
“unspecified referentiality” (49, 14). The phrase “female avant-garde self-assertion”
evokes the American Women’s Movement’s expansive and multi-faceted impact on
culture, an impact that offered women the freedom to compose identities and ways
of living that did not have a pre-determined course (49).

Recall that readers of Portrait first encounter Isabel Archer through a word—
“independent”—in a confusing telegram sent by Mrs. Touchett about her imminent
arrival with a recently orphaned niece in tow (24). The truncated and anxious lan-
guage of the telegram contrasts sharply with the slow and comfortable tea ceremony
in which Ralph, his father, and Lord Warburton leisurely partake. The contrasts the
telegraph sets up, between the frantic and the languid, between the puzzling and the
assured, suggests a break in settled forms of experience. Bewildered, Ralph Touchett
reads the telegram to Lord Warburton: “‘Changed hotel, very bad, impudent clerk,
address here. Taken sister’s girl, died last year, go to Europe, two sisters, quite inde-
pendent.” Over that my father and I have scarce stopped puzzling; it seems to admit so
many interpretations” (24). This scene of men puzzling over the word “independent”
allows James to reveal how a yet-to-be-seen woman undoes stable understandings
of independence.

Does the expression apply more particularly to the young lady my mother
has adopted, or does it characterize her sisters equally?—and is it used in
a moral or in a financial sense? Does it mean they’ve been left well off, or
that they wish to be under no obligations? or does it simply mean they’re
fond of their own way? (24)

This is the first indication that the form of independence Isabel embodies will emerge
as the novel’s central question.
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James takes the association between Isabel and independence seriously. He
devotes pages to the wide, heroic, and idealistic vistas of Isabel’s imagination: “She
spent half her time in thinking of beauty and bravery and magnanimity; she had a
fixed determination to regard the world as a place of brightness, of free expansions,
of irresistible action” (54). These depictions of vast spaces and high ideals create an
association between Isabel and a particularly American vision, one that includes an
arrogant naiveté and even an imperialist impulse. James leaves it to Ralph to mock
Isabel’s naive and unreflective embodiment of American ideals: “her cousin amused
himself with calling her ‘Columbia’ and accusing her of patriotism so heated that it
scorched. He drew a caricature of her in which she was represented as a pretty young
woman dressed, on the lines of the prevailing fashion, in the folds of the national
banner” (61). In marked contrast to the interpretive dispersal of the “independence,”
this caricature suggests how the iconography of America, and the ideals it crystallizes,
circumscribes the form Isabel’s independence will take. Portrait shows that Isabel’s
unreflective embodiment of American independence is a form of objectification that
encourages others to make a “convenience” of her, Isabel’s later characterization of
how she has been used. As Ross Posnock explains, “Long before meeting Madame
Merle, Isabel’s belief in living her own life in her own way had made her a ‘convenience’
to herself” (261). James’s abiding interest in the failure of identity’s convenient forms
motivates this skeptical depiction of the freedoms newly granted to American women.
Vivian R. Pollak describes James as a writer who “set himself against a programmati-
cally optimistic culture” and became a “chronicler of lives that in the fullest sense fail
to occur” (2). This emphasis on failure put James at odds with strains of American
feminism that rigorously and unreflectively pursued a self-possessed identity.

Bersani’s theoretical exploration of failure is one aspect of his ongoing attention
to sexual and aesthetic experiences that relinquish, rather than rely upon, domination.
His attention to what he describes in Arts of Impoverishment as “nonsadistic type of
movement” emerges from Bersani’s nuanced engagement with Freudian psychoanalysis
and its rendition of sexual experience as a pleasurable and painful undoing of the
self’s consolidation (6). In The Freudian Body, he reads places in Freud’s texts where
his thinking seems to fall apart and “fail.” For Bersani, it is in these periods of textual
and conceptual collapse that psychoanalytic thinking is faithful to the originality of its
insights. Many of these failures appear when Freud is attempting to define sexuality,
and Bersani is attentive to their aesthetic, self-reflexive potential. In his discussion of
Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, Bersani disinters a line of Freud’s thought
that works against his primary emphasis on a teleology that results in “heterosexual
genitality,” which is “the hierarchical stabilization of sexuality’s component instincts”
(32). This normalizing narrative is problematized by Freud’s difficulty distinguish-
ing forms of sexual pleasure (which includes “unpleasure”), knowing whether these
pleasures are dependent upon ending or increasing, and identifying what exactly is
their original object or bodily location. Drawing upon Jean Laplanche’s concept of
“ébranlement,” which Bersani translates as “shattering,” Bersani claims, “Sexuality
would be that which is intolerable to the structured self” (38). The fact that human
beings repeatedly take pleasure in this shattering leads Bersani to theorize that sexu-
ality is inherently masochistic. Arguing for what he will come to call a productive
masochism, Bersani observes that infants take pleasure in painfully overwhelming
stimuli as a way to survive (39). Perhaps what is most pertinent to the development
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of Bersani’s aesthetic theory is Freud’s claim that anything that exceeds or interrupts
the body’s normal state of equilibrium, whether pleasurable or unpleasurable, pro-
duces sexual arousal, which expands sexuality beyond particular organs or objects.
For Bersani, both sex and art are practices through which an earlier submission to
pleasure can be reexperienced.

Reading psychoanalysis for the places where it falls apart and fails is one indica-
tion that Bersani is not interested in fostering psychoanalytic dogma, and increasingly
Bersani stresses how art can expand ossified concepts within psychoanalysis. In his
recently published essay “Psychoanalysis and the Aesthetic Subject,” Bersani calls
for a rethinking of psychoanalysis’ defensive understanding of the self’s relation to
the world. He argues that psychoanalysis too readily reflects “a civilization that has
privileged an appropriative relation of self to the world, one that assumes a secure
and fundamentally antagonistic distinction between subject and object” (163). Art
has the potential to undo this strict antagonism, and Bersani delves into an analysis
of Pierre Michon’s 1996 novel La Grande Beune to trace “a kind of looping move-
ment” between subject and object, such that “the world finds itself in the subject
and the subject finds itself in the world” (8). For Bersani, aesthetic subjectivity is
an openness to this reciprocity between forms of self and world, allowing them to
interfuse to the extent that the self risks its undoing. In the introduction to Forms of
Being: Cinema, Aesthetics, Subjectivity, Bersani and Ulysse Dutoit write: “We cannot
become permanent works of art; the aesthetic subject is not a monumentalising of
the self, but rather should be thought of as a renewable retreat from the seriousness
of stable identities and settled being” (9).

Bringing Bersani’s expanded definitions of sexuality and aesthetics as that
which loosens the self’s rigid and recognizable contours to bear on The Portrait of a
Lady enlivens an understanding of feminism that is not unquestionably grounded in
what Bersani describes as the “centered, socially defined, time-bound self” (FA ix). I
make these claims knowing that Bersani’s work is often perceived to be antithetical
to feminism, a perception Bersani himself may not completely refute.* In Homos,
Bersani does not shy away from articulating the differences between gay male sexual
identity and feminism: “The relation of gay men to feminism is bound to be more
problematic than anyone wants to admit” (63). This dis-affiliation with feminism is
part of Homos’s argument against the potential of queer to erase the sexual specific-
ity of male homosexuality and involves a frank assessment of the privileges and op-
pressions particular to gay men. However, the early and now canonical essay “Is the
Rectum a Grave?” has enormous potential for thinking across, but not collapsing,
sexual practices, gender identities, and sexualities. Written in response to and at the
height of American culture’s hostile reaction to AIDS, Bersani criticizes Catherine
MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin’s infamous campaign against pornography as a
reflection and contribution to that hostility. From Bersani’s perspective, MacKinnon
and Dworkin’s arguments not only morally renounce the power and passivity of sex
but polarize these aspects along strict gender lines so that men are always aggressors
and women victims. These charged formulations are relevant to “the homophobic rage
unleashed by AIDS,” because they reinforce the unquestioned assumption that passiv-
ity is always disdainful, fueling homophobia and misogyny alike (213). In contrast,
Bersani attests to the “strong appeal of the powerlessness, of the loss of control,” and
unequivocally argues that “[p]hallocentrism” is “not primarily the denial of power
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to women (although it has obviously led to that, everywhere and at all times), but
above all the denial of the value of powerlessness in both men and women” (217).

Bersani’s emphasis on the value of powerlessness is a corollary of his argument
against the pervasive assumption that art is meant to repair historical damage or
compensate for psychic loss. In the opening chapter of The Culture of Redemption,
Bersani delineates the logic and consequences of perceiving art to be a redemptive
refuge that makes life whole. When art is called upon to “redeem the catastrophe of
history,” it must perform or preserve a “moral monumentality” (22). This entrenched
line of thinking not only drains art of its particular potential but diminishes the sin-
gularity of life and its historical entanglements: “Claims for the high morality of art
may conceal a deep horror of life. And yet nothing is perhaps more frivolous than
that horror, since it carries with it the conviction that, because of the achievements of
culture, the disasters of history somehow do not matter.” For Bersani, the pervasive
idea that art redeems is conceptually aligned with “authoritative selthood” (3). “The
culture of redemption,” Bersani writes, “itself depends on even more fundamental
assumptions about authoritative identities, about identity as authority.” It is through
these mutually constitutive forms of culture and identity that we can understand the
portrait James composes of Isabel, for what art historical genre better announces the
authoritative self than portraiture? James’s literary deployment of the genre reveals
the insidious damage of the authoritative self. Recall Carolyn Porter’s pithy analysis
of how portraiture visually and spatially emblematizes Isabel’s confinement: “the
course by which the free character in the novel travels to her doom is analogous to
the path by which the vivid yet socially unplaced figure in James’s imagination finds
its way into the fixed center of a ‘portrait® (129).

Bersani’s arguments about the culture of redemption deepen our understanding
of how and why Merle and Osmond confine Isabel to a doomed image of herself.
It is for the sake of redeeming Pansy’s illegitimate birth through the image Isabel’s
wealth provides that Madame Merle and Gilbert Osmond deceptively arrange her
life. As Countess Gemini tells Isabel, Merle “failed so dreadfully that she’s determined
her daughter will make it up” (454). The deceiving couple’s conviction that Isabel
possesses the means to transform Pansy from a small picture in Osmond’s collection
to a portrait of “Lady Warburton”—and therefore a copy of Isabel—no doubt also
dramatizes a deep-seated assumption that femininity inherently exceeds moral cat-
egories and must be redeemed through highly recognizable and authoritative frames.

Crucial to Osmond’s manipulation of Isabel is the gracious image he creates of
her as a work of art. Before leaving Rome for her travels to the East, Isabel depicts
how she fears her desire to travel appears in Osmond’s eyes: “You see my ignorance,
my blunders, the way I wander about as if the world belonged to me, simply be-
cause—because it has been put in my power to do so” (261). In response, Osmond
asks: “Don’t you remember my telling you that one ought to make one’s life a work
of art?” Posing this question is part of Osmond’s campaign to portray himself as a
man who values art—and therefore Isabel herself—more than anything, a quality all
the more noble and sincere in Isabel’s eyes because he has resigned himself to being
a person without the means to acquire her. Osmond declares a love for Isabel that is
impoverished but satisfied, rich only with admiration: “It gives me no pain, because
it’s perfectly simple. For me you’ll always be the most triumphant woman in the
world” (264). Isabel imagines herself as a “triumphant woman,” which shows that



254 The Henry James Review

Osmond has encouraged her desire for the narcissistic and triumphant acquisition of
a self: “Isabel looked at herself in this character—looked intently, thinking she filled
it with a certain grace” (264).

Betrayal unravels this image of a triumphant woman. In “The Jamesian Lie,”
Bersani analyzes the moment when Isabel happens upon Merle and Osmond (FA).
Their interaction implies a deep familiarity and begins to reveal the intimate histories
occluded from Isabel’s vision: “Their relative positions, their absorbed mutual gaze,
struck her as something detected. But it was all over by the time she had fairly seen
it” (PL 343). Such a scene emblematizes a characteristic feature of James’s fiction,
which, as Bersani writes, “is full of visual shocks which constitute crucial turning
points for his heroes and heroines” (FA 133). These scenes are shocking because, as
Bersani explains, they are “interpreted as a betrayal, and the betrayal takes the form
of an intimacy which excludes its witness.” James is careful to emphasize that the
scene Isabel encounters is not violently shocking but instead produces a slight “flicker
of light” that vibrates with the feeling of a forbidden discovery.

Following Bersani’s theorization of aesthetic subjectivity, we might say that
despite or even because of its mildness, this scene disrupts Isabel’s vision of the world
and her place within it. In her famous vigil in front of the fireplace, in which she
gives herself over to seeing further into the arrangements she has just glimpsed, James
expands the range of sensations associated with pain: “Suffering, with Isabel, was an
active condition; it was not a chill, a stupor, a despair; it was a passion of thought,
of speculation, of response to every pressure” (356). In the preface to the New York
Edition of The Portrait of a Lady, James underscores that Isabel’s painful inauguration
into a new way of seeing is not without its pleasurable dimensions:

Shesits up, by her dying fire, far into the night, under the spell of recognitions
on which she finds the last sharpness suddenly wait. It is a representation
simply of her motionless seeing, and an attempt withal to make the mere
still lucidity of her act as “interesting” as the surprise of a caravan or the
identification of a pirate. (PL 14-15)

The “surprise of a caravan or the identification of a pirate” represents the pleasures
and dangers of exotic fantasies and the shock of their appearance on the horizon of
vision. Comparing Isabel’s seeing to a caravan or a pirate not only makes it interesting
but renders it a vital activity that brings movement and obscurity to “still lucidity.”

These moments in James’s layered portrayal of Isabel’s act of seeing shows that
he is formulating a concept of vision that encompasses pleasure as well as suffering.
And it is through this idea that the “single act of seeing” can include “the intensity
of suffering and the intensity of pleasure” that Bersani offers a preliminary theory
of Jamesian vision: “There is a tortured identity and contrast between masochistic
and sadistic ‘moments’ in the act of seeing, between seeing as punishment submitted
to and seeing as punishment inflicted” (FA 134-35). Attention to the continuum of
impulses within the act of seeing complicates the assumption that individual charac-
ters neatly embody its poles: “The two sides of the visual coin may be distributed in
different characters, but the intensity of suffering and the intensity of pleasure in the
single act of seeing suggest a dialectical unity in the act beyond its division into vari-
ous personae” (134). Working from these formulations about the pain and pleasure
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in the act of seeing, Bersani speculates about “a certain willfulness in the ostensibly
imposed visual shock” (135). One might argue then that Isabel submits to the sexual
charge of witnessing a scene that depicts her betrayal, as it attests to the possibility
of her dissolution.

There is no question that after witnessing Merle’s and Osmond’s intimacy Isabel
is unhappy, but the revelation also moves her into a way of experiencing the world
that does not unwittingly repeat the programmatic optimism of American culture.
Rather than imagining herself filling an image of the “most triumphant woman in the
world,” which implies a form of mastery, Isabel experiences, with a painful pleasure,
the dispersal of her self among the ruins of Rome. James writes that Isabel “became
deeply, tenderly acquainted with Rome; it interfused and moderated her passion” (PL
430). This “interfusion” with Rome and its history of suffering allows her to respond
to aesthetic and religious objects with a depth exceeding that of believers: “There was
no gentler nor less consistent heretic than Isabel; the firmest of worshippers, gazing
at dark altar-pictures or clustered candles, could not have felt more intimately the
suggestiveness of these objects” (431). James stresses a movement among the material
objects of the world, the histories these objects embody, and Isabel’s subjective percep-
tion. One does not conflate into or master the other. “She rested her weariness upon
things that had crumbled for centuries and yet still were upright; she dropped her secret
sadness into the silence of lonely places, where its very modern quality detached itself
and grew objective” (430). At the conclusion of the passage, James portrays Isabel
feeling “the touch of the vanished world” as she roams along the textured edge of the
landscape outside of Rome (431). This long, meandering sentence, and the fact that
the carriage, not Isabel, is its subject, suggests an aesthetic expansion and dispersal
of Isabel’s subjectivity and achieves the kind of reciprocity with the world Bersani
calls for in his theorization of aesthetic subjectivity. At the conclusion of the passage,
James’s prose gives itself over to the blurred diffusions of the landscape:

The carriage, leaving the walls of Rome behind, rolled through narrow
lanes where the wild honeysuckle had begun to tangle itself in the hedges,
or waited for her in quiet places where the fields lay near, while she strolled
further and further over the flower-freckled turf, or sat on a stone that had
once had a use and gazed through the veil of her personal sadness at the
splendid sadness of the scene—at the dense, warm light, the far gradations
and soft confusions of colour, the motionless shepherds in lonely attitudes,

the hills where the cloud-shadows had the lightness of a blush. (431)

Before seeing into the histories that have shaped her, Isabel is often on the brink of
an expansive aesthetic experience but ends up incorporating objects into her own
concerns. Describing her first encounter with Rome, James writes that the great deeds
to which the ancient city attests “strongly moved her, but moved her all inwardly. . . .
The sense of the terrible human past was heavy to her, but that of something altogether
contemporary would suddenly give it wings that it could wave in the blue” (245). The
limitations inherent in Isabel’s propensity to cast the heaviness of the “human past”
into a wish for a fresh and unfettered ascension into the blue sky becomes clear when
she is left alone among the ruins and moves quickly from the “rugged relics of the
Roman past” to her decidedly American emphasis on the future: “From the Roman
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past to Isabel Archer’s future was a long stride, but her imagination had taken it in a
single flight and now hovered in slow circles over the nearer and richer field” (246).
Though it hovers over “nearer and richer” objects and occludes her vision
from the depth and weight of history, Isabel’s future is not an idea James treats as
insignificant. It is, however, left unsettled by the novel’s infamously vague conclusion,
which has most often been considered unsatisfactory and even a failure. After she
returns—against Osmond’s wishes—to England to be at Ralph’s deathbed, Isabel is
confronted by Casper Goodwood and his rigorous insistence that he can save her from
misery. This insistence is a decidedly sexual force, which Isabel submits to momentarily
but ultimately resists. Though in A Future for Astyanax Bersani repeats the standard
reading that this scene demonstrates Isabel’s sexual frigidity, I think the larger aims of
Bersani’s work help us to see that Isabel’s rejection of Casper Goodwood isn’t neces-
sarily an illustration of prudery or sexual repression. Isabel resists the acquisitive sex
and rigorous form of identity Casper Goodwood represents. As James writes, “each
aggressive fact of his face, his figure, his presence, justified of its intense identity and
made one with this act of possession” (489). We could say that Goodwood does not
unequivocally represent sexuality as such, but a particularly moral understanding of
sex, shot through with an imperializing arrogance that characterizes what we might
describe as the “tyranny” of American culture, “united,” as Bersani writes, “in its
assent to a single, insistent passion” (FA 155). “We can do absolutely as we please,”
Goodwood exclaims, “to whom under the sun do we owe anything?” (PL 489)

Isabel rejects Goodwood’s propositions and runs across the dark lawn to the door
at Gardencourt with a new sense of purpose, but James reveals none of what Isabel
sees before her, rendering it only as a blank but definitive shape: “She had not known
where to turn; but she knew now. There was a very straight path” (490). While Isabel
is certain, readers remain in the dark because “the straight path” is only rendered in
words, an anomaly within a novel so dense with visual detail. The “straight path” is
an idea Isabel does not embody. Many readers and critics have assumed Isabel returns
to Rome to suffer under Osmond’s tyranny, a choice that expresses a moral masoch-
ism, a failure of the imagination, or both. Bersani himself contributes to this reading,
attributing it to the limitations of the realist novel: “the very nature of the novel she
appears in determines Isabel’s return to Osmond at the end of The Portrait of a Lady;
her dream of freedom has been defeated by the limited range of possibilities for being
free available to the realistic imagination. Isabel and James can no longer imagine to
what concrete use her desire for freedom might be put” (FA 67). However, we could
also say that Isabel’s “straight path” points to a direction that The Portrait of a Lady
produces but does not quite contain. In the opening chapter of her study Henry James
and the Imagination of Pleasure, which is devoted to Portrait’s conclusion, Tessa
Hadley sees a productive admission of failure on James’s part. As Isabel embarks on
something she does not have a language for, James senses his character moving into
forms he cannot delineate: “She thinks and feels beyond the conventional, but she
cannot say or act: he cannot imagine it for her” (38).

While it might be easy to see Isabel’s return to Rome as a final capitulation to
patriarchal authority and a renunciation of her feminist identification with indepen-
dence, the possibility that she turns back to Rome for Pansy could be considered an
expression of her feminism as well. “We know, too,” Hadley writes, “that Isabel’s
return is partly for Pansy, who figures as the sister/daughter left behind in the very
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mill of the conventional . . . so that the return certainly has its aspect as a gesture
of female solidarity” (31-32). Throughout his portrayal of Pansy, James makes the
force to which she has been compelled to submit painfully clear: “She was evidently
impregnated with the idea of submission, which was due to anyone who took the
tone of authority; and she was a passive spectator of the operation of her fate” (202).
Visiting Pansy at the convent before she leaves for Gardencourt, Isabel is attuned
to the submission the convent represents. The tone with which Madame Catherine
speaks of Pansy “fell with a leaden weight on Isabel’s ears; it seemed to represent the
surrender of a personality, the authority of the Church” (460). She is also attentive to
the violence of Osmond’s punishment for Pansy’s “momentary resistance”: “she saw
the poor girl had been vanquished” (462). Isabel’s responsibility to Pansy is closer to
Bersani’s thought than we might think. In a published conversation, Bersani states
that he is “seeking a model of address . . . in which the child is not made to feel an
imprisoning separation between himself and the other” (Dean et al. 11).

The title of my essay is an allusion to Bersani’s A Future for Astyanax and is
meant to bring Bersani’s work on art’s virtuality to bear on Portrait’s conclusion. Son
of the widow Andromaque in the Racine play named after her, Astyanax is targeted
for murder by the Greeks—for fear he will avenge his family’s bloody vanquish-
ment—and is used by Pyrrhus to sexually blackmail his mother. According to Bersani,
Pyrrhus asks Andromaque “to raise her child on the ruins of her past” (12), and so
Astyanax becomes a mythic figuration of a desperately necessary future: “The sur-
vival of Astyanax is the only clear sign of a new order in Andromaque, and Pyrrhus
and Andromaque finally identify themselves unreservedly with Astyanax’s safety. But
we have never seen Astyanax; he is the child, the future, the blank page of the play”
(49-50). Bersani places a consistent stress on the fact that Astyanax is occluded from
readers’ vision. For Bersani, Astyanax’s blankness points to another way of being that
Racine imaginatively evokes as both a possibility and a necessity but leaves to others
to realize. His absence is not an escape but instead suggests the direction “into an
order evoked but unlived in Racine’s theater” (50). Of course Isabel Archer and Pansy
Osmond are too much of the world to really match the “blank page” of Astyanax,
but it is compelling to attend to Bersani’s claims and see their affinities with Isabel’s
“straight path,” as it is also “an order evoked but unlived.”

Ultimately what is at stake in Bersani’s work on psychoanalysis and aesthetics
is finding and foregrounding less defensive and aggressive forms of self. We could say
that in the case of Isabel, aesthetic subjectivity has opened her to the responsibility
of caring for others. No doubt this would come close to familiar forms of maternal
sacrifice, but it also differs sharply from the assumption, which Goodwood articulates
so clearly and physically, that one can transcend history. This is the feminist value of
Isabel’s powerlessness, a value that has been realized through betrayal and confirmed
through forms of aesthetic encounter. Perhaps Isabel remains faithful to the failures
Merle and Osmond imposed upon her in order to offer Pansy a glimpse of the future
not wholly determined by atavistic forms of patriarchal imprisonment. This future is
placed beyond readers’ vision but registers James’s shrewd attention to the compro-
mises that American feminism has reluctantly but necessarily embraced as it resists
the redemptive power of independence distributed by an American culture ruthlessly,
in Bersani’s words, “straining toward mastery and containment” (Dean et al. 4).



258 The Henry James Review

NOTES

'The phrase “Jamesian feminism” is indebted to Barnett’s “Jamesian Feminism: Women in Daisy
Miller.”

2For James’s identification with his heroines see Mitchell and Gilmore.

*My understanding of Bersani’s theorization of aesthetic subjectivity has been greatly helped by
reading Dean.

“Halley makes Bersani’s interventions in Queer Theory part of a theoretical trajectory that neces-
sitates “taking a break from feminism” (see 151-67).
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