Women’s writing (or women’s art) is important to feminist discourse because art in any form relates to culture. � This means that art encodes within its production or its subject matter, statements - intended or otherwise - about society. As such, women’s writing or women’s art interests feminists because such art has the capacity to inscribe or challenge the cultural representations of women.� In this essay, I will be looking specifically at how two different feminists - Michèle Barrett and Hélène Cixous - view women’s art. To do this, I will be applying their ideas to the film Kama Sutra: A Tale of Love, by female Indian producer-director Mira Nair.


Mira Nair’s film tells the story of childhood friends Tara and Maya. Tara is a princess, but Maya is a servant girl. All her life, Maya has been told what to do and had lived with Tara’s used clothes, but she wishes she could be of a more privileged caste, like Tara. Yet Tara is jealous of Maya’s greater beauty and grace. When Tara’s husband-to-be, the king Raj is attracted to Maya, she becomes jealous and humiliates Maya in public. This causes Maya to retaliate by sleeping with Raj the night of his wedding with Tara. Banished for her deed, Maya meets and falls in love with a royal sculptor, Jai. However, he cannot handle the relationship and breaks up with her. Heartbroken, Maya decides to take her future into her own hands from then on. She learns the Kama Sutra from Rasa, an ex-courtesan so that she can choose to use her body for love or to control those she whom does not love. �  In time, she becomes chief courtesan to the king, Tara’s husband. The already tense three-way relationship is further complicated by Jai - whom she still loves - wanting to reconcile with her. So begins a game of sexual politics that ends with Tara reconciling with Maya, Jai’s death, Raj reduced to powerless wreck and Maya walking away from it all.


In the light of feminist discourse, the problem of Mira Nair’s Kama Sutra: A Tale of Love, is whether the film can be considered an example of women’s art. If the criteria for women’s art is women’s experience (or being a woman), then - considering that Mira Nair is a woman - her film should qualify as women’s art. However, Michèle Barrett in her “Feminisim and the Definition of Cultural Politics” (1980) makes the distinction between women’s art and feminist art. For her, women’s art may not necessarily be feminist art.� This is because art produced by women may still simply re-inscribe patriarchal norms. Moreover, Barrett points out that even if the artist is working from a feminist perspective, how the art is perceived by the audience may render the artist’s intention ineffective. For example, Mira Nair intended her film to challenge established conceptions of Indian women. As Gita Reddy argues in A Mira for the Senses (1997), 


Nair hoped to counter the cliché images of women in Indian cinema by 


approaching female sexuality frankly - rather than, as is often the case, 


in an obscene or weakly subdued way (1). 





This means that Nair’s Kama Sutra is based on a feminist motive. However, it has been criticised as being a sex story, with plenty of exposed (usually female) flesh, acrobatic sexual positions and erotic practices. Thus Barrett might argue that because of the way it has been received, Nair’s feminism fails because the audience does not view the film as such. This implies that for Barrett, art in and of itself does not possess any fixed artistic or literary meanings. Therefore, women’s art - whatever the intention of the artist - does not have an inherent feminism. Rather, it is in the reaction of the viewer/receiver of that art that makes it so. As she explains,


		the ‘sexism’ or ‘feminism’ of particular works of art or images is not 


self-evident, or in any unambiguous way intrinsic to that work, but 


depends on how we read it (42).





However, this is not to say that for Barrett, all artistic meanings are arbitrary. Instead, she does believe that each individual expression of art does have a ‘dominant, or preferred reading’ (42). It is just that, in the context of patriarchal societies, Barrett may feel that Nair’s Kama Sutra carries a dominant reading of exploiting or sensationalising female sexuality. This is because the public presentation of the naked female form and sexual practices tend to be viewed as a voyeuristic exercise. This is even more so for Nair’s Kama Sutra simply because ‘[t]he Kama Sutra … is such a badly abused word in Indian and elsewhere’ (Gautaman Bhaskaran 1995). Therefore, such expressions of art may not help the feminist cause, and may indeed reinforce gender prejudices. For instance, the film could be seen as gratifying male desires through its open presentation of women as sexual beings, and its physical representation of love and desire. Audiences could even be going to watch the film just for its sexual content. In such situations, it may not matter at all what Mira Nair intended, for the audience would only be watching for the sexual images. As such, women as represented in the film become mere objects of desire. This means that there is no longer any individual personality (or subject status) involved and women’s repression continues. That the film was directed and produced by a woman could then even be interpreted as an example of the continued repression of women by women. 


This concern for the relationship between the producer and the consumer of feminist art can be traced to Barrett being a materialist feminist. This means that her views need to be located within the framework of her Marxist and feminist interests. In this sense, Barrett’s arguments on female artistic expression centre on her own political position. As such, her interest in feminist art reside mainly in how it - feminist art - is perceived and what it can do. This implies that for her, feminist art must not only be produced by women for the purpose of challenging the cultural meanings of gender, it must be perceived to be doing so.


On the other hand, Hélène Cixous’ view of feminist art is different from that of Michèle Barrett’s. Cixous believes that women should be comfortable with their own sexuality. As she argues in “The Laugh of the Medusa” (1976), women should celebrate their femininity by documenting it.� This means that women should freely express themselves and their physicality. Cixous approaches feminist art in this way because she feels that ‘[n]early the entire history of writing [artistic expression] is confounded with the history of reason’ (879). This means that most creative expressions has been constrained by the need to follow a particular kind of logic. This logic, or ‘history of reason’, is linked to a linear, objective [read: body separated from the text] approach to expression and life that is part of a male, constructed, western narrative of progress.� 


Cixous’ conception of feminist art is therefore one that works against this narrative of progress. This means that for her, feminist art should have no rules or linearity. Instead, it should use open (non-linear) styles and be possessed of its own logic. This involves subverting the male objective logic by introducing the body into the text. Indeed, 


[t]he exclusion of women from writing (and speaking) [artistic expression] 


is linked to the fact that the Western  history of writing is synonymous with 


the history of reasoning and with the separation of the body from the text. 


The body entering the text disrupts the masculine economy of superimposed 


linearity and tyranny: the feminine is the ‘overflow’ of ‘luminous torrents’, 


a margin of ‘excess’ eroticism and free-play not directly attributable to the 


fixed hierarchies of masculinity (Briganti and Davis, 162-163) . 





This is why Cixous may find Mira Nair’s Kama Sutra, with its open approach to female sexuality, an example of feminist art. For instance, Maya learns sexuality and confidence in her own body. As Rasa tells her after she was rejected by Jai, ‘Since when are women helpless?’. Rasa implies that women are not helpless - as long as they know how to use the power that they do have. This power and control comes from their confidence in their own sexuality and their ability to use their bodies for their advantage. Moreover, this power can be learnt, via the Kama Sutra.


	By integrating Vatsyayana’s Kama Sutra into the film, Mira Nair also actually challenges male assumptions. This is because Vatsyayana’s Kama Sutra is a text that teaches women how to love men, and how to control the men they do not love. This is especially evident in the sex scenes in the film. For example, the scenes between Maya and Jai are free and expressive, an experience of mutual pleasure. Maya is even the one who initiated their sexual intercourse. This indicates a level of confidence in her own sexuality. However, the scenes between Maya and Raj tend to be one-sided, with (usually) Maya giving Raj pleasure. Indeed, that is what she is doing, presenting an illusion of desire for Raj. Raj has certain assumptions about women which includes thinking that they desire, even need him. What is at work is in fact a male fantasy that imagines women to be submissive, shy but ultimately desirous of sexual union with men. 


This is basically the principle behind Vatsyayana’s Kama Sutra, to play with male fantasies and present (apparently) an image of a woman that whispers not just ‘your wish is my command’, but that ‘your wish is my desire’.� Indeed as Jai remarks, ‘a servant is a master in disguise’. As such, it parallels Cixous’ approach to feminist art through the subversion of accepted male ideas and assumptions. In the film, these male assumptions are painfully exposed for what they are when Maya finally refuses to pleasure Raj anymore. He is stunned as she says ‘no’ and simply tells him to ‘go’, adding that ‘you have no power over me’. Even though he kills Jai later, Raj is still reduced to a helpless opium smoking wreck who cannot have the one thing he wants, Maya’s heart. Indeed, we learn that Maya is ‘no one’s slave’ and that she will ‘make [her] own destiny’. 


This subversion of male assumptions through working with the psyche in the Kama Sutra is also similar to Cixous’ own theoretical methodology. This is because Cixous uses psychoanalysis as the framework from which she questions male dominance and promotes the feminist cause.� This psychoanalytic framework is based on the idea that identity is socially constructed. As such, it assumes that at birth, there is no difference in consciousness between male and female - this is the symbolic stage. Over time, the child learns what is expected of him/her (the norms of society) - this is the imaginary stage. Cixous’ contention in “The Laugh of the Medusa” (1976) is that, as the norms of society are invariably patriarchal, what the child actually learns are patriarchal norms. She advocates a return to the symbolic stage where identity - and hence creative expression - are not inscribed by patriarchal expectations.�


Indeed, patriarchal expectations may be why Nair’s Kama Sutra has been largely criticised. For instance, the film has been especially heavily panned by critics in the United States. The reason for this could be due to the sensitivity surrounding issues of female harassment/exploitation in America, or even attributed to the fact that following the release of Showgirls and Striptease, Nair’s Kama Sutra did not really get a balanced viewing.� However, it still seems rather surprising that while America is supposedly the land of the free and a hotbed of women’s liberation and awareness, people - even women themselves - seem to have a lack of confidence in sexuality and the expression of it. As Tom Keogh (1997) notes in his review of the film, Mira Nair ‘may have struck a creative nerve by exalting a part of human experience more typically exploited or downright  perverted in commercial cinema’ (2). However, as Nair herself explains in her interview with Gita Reddy (1997), 


Kama Sutra [the film] is set at a time in India when sexuality was not 


taboo, and was integrated into daily life in a much more natural and 


organic way than it is today … if you read the Kama Sutra [the text], it 


is very nonmoralistic about what a wife must do and what a courtesan 


must do. The Kama Sutra thus explores the sexual chess game, but the 


film is much more about sexual politics than sexual positions (2).





What this indicates is the existence of pre-conceived ideas and expectations of what expression should be like. As a result, there may be too much confusion with seeing the images on screen but missing the text.�


The issue of women’s or feminist art is therefore a complicated one. This is why I find it difficult to choose between Michèle Barrett and Hélène Cixous. Although I can understand the position that Barrett is coming from, I cannot agree with her. At the same time, although I tend to agree more with Cixous (compared to Barrett), I do not find her convincing either. 


I cannot agree with Barrett simply because I am neither a Marxist nor a feminist. As such, I do not share her concerns or problems in women’s art. The distinction between woman’s art and feminist art is useful, but I find her insistence on women’s experience as a precondition to feminist art limiting. This is because without a knowledge of the artist, it is often very difficult to tell if a work of art is produced by a man or a woman. Moreover, a knowledge of the artist may even influence audience perception. For example, if Mira Nair is a man, Kama Sutra would probably be even more heavily criticised than it is now. Moreover, I find that it is extremely difficult to make the connection between the intention and the artist, and the perception of the audience. In my mind, the artist can never really have control over audience perception. In fact, the layers of interpretation different people bring to the text is for me what adds richness to it. In order to have full control over audience perception, the artist would probably have to be extremely specific and culturally careful and precise. As such, this kind of expression becomes simple political propaganda, hardly creative art.


In contrast, I find Cixous’ approach to feminism and feminist art interesting and critically aware, but remain unconvinced by her conclusions. This is because I’m not sure if a feminine expression will result from a simple subversion of masculine assumptions. Moreover, the female body has been a critical battleground for such a long time that it is difficult to use as an instrument of discourse, without dragging along all previous connotations and assumptions associated with it. Moreover, it is entirely possible that by expressing herself in open, non-linear ways, even women - her intended audience - may find her confusing and obscure. 
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How do Michèle Barrett’s and Hélène Cixous’ views on women’s writing differ? Illustrate their disagreements through application of their ideas to a single work of literature, and indicate whose arguments you find most convincing.








� By women’s art I mean art - creative expression in various mediums - that are produced by women or are 


   about women.  





� This is not to say that women’s art is simply about cultural representations of women. The issue of 


   women’s art is complex and is viewed differently by different feminist theorists. Depending on the 


   theorist’s own position, women’s art may have women’s experience as a pre-condition. This means that 


   the biological state of being a woman comes into the equation.  This will be elaborated on later.





� This is a 4th century Sanskrit text written by an Indian spiritual teacher, Vatsyayana. Kama means ‘love’ 


   and Sutra means ‘lesson’. Therefore, Kama Sutra means ‘lessons in love’. The text has often been 


   confused as an ancient manual on acrobatic sex. However, although it does detail many different sexual 


   techniques, this is just one part of it. It also includes instructions on how a wife should behave, and how a 


   courtesan should behave. In short, it also includes many techniques on how women can control men 


   through their bodies.





� However, while Barrett feels that women’s art may not be feminist art, she insists that feminist art must be 


   first and foremost produced by women. This means that for her, women’s experience constitute a 


   necessary pre-condition. As such,  men cannot produce feminist art.  





� In her essay, Cixous deals specifically with the medium of writing. This means that she is urging women to 


   write about themselves, about their bodies. However, for the purpose of discussion, I will extend her ideas 


   on writing to other forms of expression as well, and use the term art instead of writing.


� The narrative of progress is based on the Enlightenment values such as reason and linear logic. It works 


   from an understanding of life in linear, logical and progressive terms. Robert Young in his White 


   Mythologies: Writing History and the West (1994), argues that such an idea of progress is a part of a 


   totalising western historical  narrative. What Cixous does is to identify this narrative as male as well.


� This means that the Kama Sutra operates by working on the psychology of men.  The relationship between 


   this use of psychology  and Cixous’ own psychoanalytic approach will be discussed in the next paragraph.





� Unlike Barrett, whose ideas are quite inseparable from Marxist influence, Cixous only uses psychoanalysis 


   as a tool.  In fact, Cixous uses psychoanalysis to problematise psychoanalysis itself. 





� This means that theoretically,  Cixous does not set gender as a pre-condition to feminist art. It is just that 


   as men are more likely to be heavily conditioned by patriarchal conventions, they may find the non-linear, 


   open approach of the symbolic stage harder to recover. 





� Both Showgirls and Striptease are both about female strippers. They were both heavily criticised for 


    exploiting female sexuality and fared poorly at the box office.  


� There is a compexity involved in applying the film to various types of audiences. This means that the 


    western, white audience may have different reactions to that of a Asian Singaporean audience. However, 


    it is not possible to go into the post-colonial implications of the film, or its Orientalist possibilities within 


    the scope of this essay. 
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