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THE:«OPEN-EGO
Woolf, Joyce and the “mad” subject

Juliet Flower MacCannell

- Virginia Woolf and James Joyce: two “mad” authors of the early twentieth century.
~ One a woman, one a man; one English, one Irish. Each equally revolutionary for
~ their “stream of consciousness” literary techniques; each equally refusing the
- premises of psychoanalysis. Woolf declined analysis, fearing harm to her creativity;
- Joyce rejected it for his schizophrenic daughter Lucia: she was merely “telepathic,”
- hesaid.! Each regarded writing as freeing them from the conditions that ordinarily
~ shape the child, its cast of mind, its ego. Which elements configuring their egos—
~ family, language, gender, or the political discourse that encircled them—explain
~ why Woolf’s rebellious ego ends with despair and “madness” (and her suicide),
- while Joyce’s opens jubilant possibilities for art and thought?

The Lacanian psychoanalysis developed in Freud’s wake confirmed his thesis
~ that the unconscious is linked to language—to what is said and what cannot be
- said. The ego makes every effort to repress the unconscious, barring by means of
 its power of formalization, from entering linguistic expression. Woolf and Joyce
~ both broke radically with such ego-centered policing of language, to be sure, but
- how did their particular writing egos permit this? And what was the effect of this
- Tupture on their own psyches?

Woolf and Joyce both wrote against their families of origin, but their
antagonism cannot be termed simply Oedipal. Rather, their work attests to how
- the family by their time had already become effectively post-Oedipal. Whether
- for its subjects or its masters, British imperial order destroyed something vital in
1 the family, in society, and in literature. Woolf knew this all too well, as its victim
- and its (literal) daughter: the government official who organized the British Empire
on the model of a patriarchal family was her very own grandfather, and her father’s
; Milton-inspired misogyny curtailed his daughter’s reading and writing on the
.' theory that they harmed her mental health.

~ James Joyce’s revolution in language was also aimed at his own family,
According to Lacan, particularly at his hapless alcoholic father, who railed
- Impotently against British rule. But Joyce had another objective in his sights: he
- Could see that his father’s malaise was rooted in the contemporary sociopolitical
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