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Oxymorons and the Pathetic Fallacy in The Narrow House: A Lacanian Reading

In the opening pages of Evelyn Scott’s first novel, one is struck by the frequency and intensity of oxymorons and paradoxes.  They are intense because they do not compare amusingly disparate, trite things, but take us to the heart of classic Freudian ambivalence: love and hate on the one hand; eros and thanatos on the other.  For instance, Mrs. Farley’s visit to the butcher shop describes death as a refuge: “The meat shop was as white as death.  It smelt of blood and sawdust and its tiled interior offered a refuge from the heat without” (9).  The butcher himself is cheery and pleasant about his death-dealing function; he assumes a “pleasant confident manner . . . as with deft fingers he ran his hand into the bird and with a slight clawing sound tore out a heap of discolored entrails” (10-11).  The hanging hens that decorate the shop partake in its inherent contradictions; their “toes, cramped together yet flaccid, [an oxymoron] still suggested the fatigue which follows agony” (9).  Their agony foreshadows not only the protagonist’s death, but also the agonized fatigue and paralysis of other main characters, especially Mr. and Mrs. Farley and their son Laurence.  If we count Winnie’s decision to become pregnant, there are three attempted or contemplated suicides in this short novel, along with several scenes of malicious aggression driven by Alice.  These acts of violence illustrate the central paradox of the human psyche as seen in late Freud, whose Beyond the Pleasure Principle avers that the death wish competes with Eros for dominance.  

I am interested in the ways in which Scott’s language, particularly the devices of oxymoron, paradox, and pathetic fallacy, suggests a discourse of the Other operating unusually close to the surface of the literary text.  In Jacques Lacan’s famous formulation, the unconscious is the discourse of the Other (Felman 122).  To Lacan, the unconscious is structured like language in its play between signifier and signified.  Rather than reduce them to a conscious/unconscious binary, Lacan theorizes a constant play between signifier and signified: “Signifiers give shape to signifieds which in turn resurface to lend another kind of meaning to signifiers” (Ragland-Sullivan 217).  To further complicate matters, the making of meaning in Lacan’s Symbolic Order is necessarily a triangular, rather than a binary endeavor, because it involves objects in relation to ego in relation to language, what Shoshana Felman has named “inside,” “outside,” and “myself” (115).  

This geometry of the psychic realm is germane to my discussion of rhetorical devices because an oxymoron becomes a more sophisticated devise when seen in Lacanian terms.  The oxymoron seems to operate as the simplest of binaries; by combining opposites, it suggests their coexistence not only in the human unconscious, but--in cases of neurosis--very much on the surface of behavior and personality.  But the oxymoron is more complex than the simple statement of Freudian ambivalence.  The structure of a binary signifier, in this case the oxymoron, actually causes psychic division, which is manifested in states such as alienation, lack, anxiety, and dissociation.  Ragland-Sullivan calls the binary signifier the very “focal point” of repression (224).  

What does this mean?  How can an oxymoron reflect repression?  Consider some of Scott’s oxymorons: “voluptuous futility” (102), a “cold and kind” Mrs. Price (44), Bobby’s “placid malice” (17), an “unpleasant and exhilarating emotion” (22), “angrily caressing eyes” (15), “rapacious humility” (44), and Winnie’s “superiority in illness” (21), to name just a few.  In repression, the unwanted id impulse is “forgotten” to the conscious mind.  In reaction formation, the opposite of the repressed feeling is overstressed in the conscious life.  Through the use of oxymorons, Scott utilizes her awareness of both of these Freudian defense mechanisms to enrich her writing.  By presenting a positive or normative term yoked to its unpleasant opposite, Scott confronts the reader’s own repressing tendencies.  Oxymorons always express lack: the darker term is not what the character/reader/writer wants, yet its automatic and immediate presence always accompanies the articulation of Desire.    

Taking oxymorons from the previous list to exemplify this, we see that Winnie’s purported “humility” is “rapacious,” because her inferiority to Laurence is only an act.  Earlier in the text, the narrative voice asserts that she felt “superior” to Laurence, and used her weakness to control him, rapaciously, from his point of view (21).  Or consider an oxymoron which works conversely: Mr. Farley’s “voluptuous futility” permeates a scene which shows him liberated to pursue a divorce from Mrs. Farley (though by Alice’s obnoxious interference), but incapable of acting.  This oxymoron is converse in its operation because it prioritizes the negative term, “futility,” and shows that Mr. Farley takes a perverse pleasure in his own negativity.  Thus, oxymorons work to expose both psychic and societal limitations on an individual’s freedom.  In Scott’s text, the binary signifiers constitute the focal point of repression because the narrator shamelessly exposes the negative term, what Freud called the repressed instinctual wish or drive.  Few novelists other than Louis-Ferdinand Céline (who is even more unpopular than Scott) so consciously and insistently present the terrors of the human psyche.  

Paradox is another trope that Scott uses effectively and in much the same way as oxymoron.  They are very similar devices, except that in paradox (being expressed in a complete phrase or sentence rather than yoked words), the turn of meaning occurs over a larger cluster of words.  As such, its effect may not be as dramatic, as sudden, or as visceral.  Nevertheless, it is the key figure of such witty writers as Oscar Wilde, H. L. Mencken, Mark Twain – all humorists.  Consequently, its use to convey surging, negative signifieds from the unconscious strikes me as original.  For example, when Alice takes a train to an isolated country church to try to kill herself with a pistol, she finds the intended action “ridiculous” and “irrelevant” because “She was dead.  She could not believe in death” (205).  This is paradoxical because she perceives her life as no different from death.  Alice’s failure to achieve fulfillment and satisfaction of the death wish is an echo of her sister-in-law’s.  On her deathbed, Winnie was “pale and angry with joy” (a stunning oxymoron) (173).  But, when death actually came, “the joy refused her.  At the instant in which she knew it entirely she ceased to be” (174).  Desire is by definition a thing constantly deferred, and death is the final deferment of pleasure.  Desire is the ultimate paradox of the human condition: perhaps “happiness” is mostly a plan for the future.

Shifting to the third term of this study, the pathetic fallacy, we note how much it resembles personification, insofar as it projects the writer’s human emotions onto non-human objects, particularly nature.  Scott uses it sparingly—possibly because she mostly confines her characters indoors within the narrow house to ensure their feelings of claustrophobia.  However, when she does use the pathetic fallacy, it forms a nice contrast to oxymoron and paradox.   Analyzing the differences in the two types of figures sends us back to Lacan and his language of the unconscious.  Linguist Roman Jakobson describes two poles of poetic language, metaphor and metonymy, and Lacan links these poles to Freud’s two dream work mechanisms, which are condensation and displacement.  Condensation, like metaphor, merges two images into one; for example, my love is a red rose.  Displacement, like metonymy, substitutes one signifier for another, so that in the classic example, “all hands on deck,” the word “hands” substitutes for “workers” or “crew.”  These distinctions become interesting when we apply Lacanian concepts to them.  

I start from the hypothesis that oxymorons are like metaphors, or on the metaphor side of the metaphor/metonymy scale, since they make an implied comparison between two unlike things, such as love and hate.  They “condense” two images into one.  Conversely, the pathetic fallacy, in projecting the character’s feelings onto the environment, might be seen as metonymic, since it displaces and substitutes agency for those feelings, from the character to the trees, sky, or sun, for example.  In Shoshana Felman’s words, psychological projection is always dual, since it equates bad objects and their substitutes (115).  Lacan, Jakobson, and Martin Thom contrast metonymy and metaphor, with metaphor emerging as the higher term.  Metonymy and metaphor coexist, but “metonymy makes metaphor possible,” and the capacity for metaphoric thinking and expression is essential for entering Lacan’s Symbolic Order (Ragland-Sullivan 257).  Metaphor signals, for Lacan, “the maximum efficiency of language” (Ragland-Sullivan 257).  A baby, an aphasic (person who has lost the power to use or understand words), or a psychotic who is “stuck” in the Imaginary Order cannot achieve that triangular perception of meanings that constitutes activity in the Symbolic Order (discussed earlier as the relations between inside, outside, and myself).  

The pathetic fallacy, as metonym, would be considered a “unary signifier,” instead of a binary one.  A unary signifier is “the representational material of the prespecular and specular stages,” which would include “the breast, excrement, the gaze, the voice, and the meaningful effects of pre-mirror and mirror structures, resulting in a personal sense which stands behind language and relationship as well” (Ragland-Sullivan 224, 225).  In my view, the pathetic fallacy is a unary signifier that “surges up to form the primordial Other by representing the preverbal Desiring subject for another signifier, the binary one. […] unary signifiers are on the side of primary repression” (Ragland-Sullivan 224).  The displacement of desire onto landscape in an attempt to find meaning but also to displace it, to escape responsibility for it, seems to fill this primary psychic function.  

Lacan’s Imaginary Order is a state in which there is no clear distinction between subject and object; no central self exists to set object apart from subject.  By characterizing the pathetic fallacy as a primary function of the Imaginary Order, I do not mean to suggest that Scott’s use of it is primitive, or that it lessens the efficacy of her prose.  In fact, in an odd way, it seems to relieve the anxieties of key characters in crucial moments.  For instance, when Laurence attends his wife’s burial ceremony, he feels detached and shut down emotionally.  He denies the reality of death and seeks pleasure in the warmth of the sun and the smells of the earth and trees.  While refusing the meaning or signifieds of this death, which include his role in it as co-conspirator, Laurence projects his own anger, as well as his desire for liberation, onto the trees at the grave site:  “the dark trees rolled angrily, the remote stars flashed blue sparks like a paler rage” (190).  But also, “In a shining tree the white sun burnt innocently, like an enormous Christmas candle.  There was happiness in the strong, bitter smell of the pine trees warmed by the sun” (189).  He seeks release in unconsciousness, unawareness, and bodily sensation; he desires the cessation of language.  He projects these qualities onto the graves themselves: “The still grave posts were deep in silence.  The silence was asleep.  It did not know itself” (189).  The grave posts and silence mark death.  The unconscious cannot know itself.  Laurence desires oblivion – an end to his torture -- and perceives that inanimate objects enjoy such oblivion.  He is in the realm of the Imaginary Order with his projections, but he is also approaching, or desiring, the Order of the Real (Lacan’s third order) —which encompasses all that which is external to the self, unknowable, and unavoidable, including Death itself.  

Like Laurence, Alice experiences her most extreme moment out-of-doors, when she takes a train into an isolated country area, walks to a church, contemplates suicide, and fails.  Compared to Laurence’s moments at the graveyard, Alice’s are described with a preponderance of literal, descriptive language.  There are, however, a few pathetic fallacies, and one in particular that stands out:  “By itself, close to the road, was a whitewashed wooden church, and a bush with pagan-red leaves burnt up against it in beauty and derision.  Alice felt, all at once, that she could go no further” (204).  Alice projects her pagan values onto the bush that burns red against the church.  The bush represents her burning desires to have had Horace Ridge’s love and to liberate her father from his stifling marriage.  The church represents the stifling conventionality that confines her and her family to the narrow house and its familiar horrors.  The bush is beautiful, but it also stops her in her tracks.  Although she points the gun at both breast and temple, she is unable to pull the trigger.  Is the symbolic bush too inconsequential, next to the church?  Or is it too beautiful to obliterate?  We know very well that Alice is not beautiful; her ugliness presents her deepest obstacle to fulfillment.  It may well be her narcissism that constitutes, for her, her inner beauty, the thing she cannot destroy.  In love with her pain as all of her other family members are with theirs, Alice freezes like her mother, father, and brother at their liminal moments.  The potential for transformation dies ignominiously, leaving only “voluptuous futility.”  Notice that when discussing the figure of the pathetic fallacy, the critic’s language also slips into Romantic signification . . . we are in the realm of Lacan’s Imaginary Order.

The purpose of my distinctions between oxymoron and pathetic fallacy, between metaphor and metonym, and between the Symbolic and the Imaginary Orders is twofold.  Not only does my discussion describe Scott’s text as a language of the unconscious, a discourse of the Other which seeks to make meaning out of painful signifiers and signifieds.  My intention is also to assert the existence of a therapeutic value to the text in general, and to these stylistic devices in particular.  Over the past half-century, The Narrow House has been in some need of rescuing.  There are those who found its unrelentingly bleak tone and content an affront to their morals and propriety.  But why shouldn’t literature speak its truths; there are few other places where one can do so.  To argue the therapeutic value of The Narrow House, I will make an analogy to one of Melanie Klein’s psychiatric cases.  (Melanie Klein is an Object-Relations psychiatrist whose work Lacan addressed in his First Seminar.)  

Her patient was named Dick, a four-year-old without affect and without meaningful language usage.  He showed no attachment to the nurse who dropped him off and picked him up at Klein’s office, nor any interest in the therapist herself.  His vocabulary and intellect were those of an eighteen-month-old toddler.  Klein gave him a big and a little train and called them Daddy-train and Dick-train, respectively.  Dick rolled the Dick-train towards the window, which he called “Station,” to which Klein replied, “The station is mummy.  Dick is going into mummy.”  Lacan considered this analysis crude and simplistic, but admired its dramatic results (Felman 107).  Dick began to exhibit anxiety (hitherto latent), object-relations (to his nurse), and transference, which signaled his perception of the Symbolic Oedipal myth, and his entry into the Symbolic Order of language.  He began to speak sentences that made sense (Felman 105-07).  

Entry into the Symbolic Order in Lacanian terms is somewhat akin to being in, but not necessarily resolving, the Oedipal complex, in Freudian terms.  That is to say, in both conditions, the subject “receives a decisive orientation from the itinerary of a signifier” (Selden 141).  By playing trains with Klein, Dick learns, on an unconscious level, of his desire for mommy and his rivalry with daddy.  By projecting wild feelings on the landscape, Laurence in The Narrow House tries to revert back from the Symbolic recognition of his murderous intent and re-enter the Imaginary, becoming one with nature/mother.  By reading significance in the burning bush next to the Church, Alice returns to the Symbolic from the Imaginary and the Real Orders, in which she might have been one with Death (retreat to the womb, self-annihilation, the death wish).  Death is in the Order of the Real, and refusal to confront or inhabit the Symbolic catapults us back through the Imaginary to the Real, a place we cannot live in because it is unknowable, meaningless.  It is characterized by the absence of Desire – or the desire for desire’s absence -- somewhat like the aphasic state that Dick inhabited before therapy with Melanie Klein.  

Lacan uses Klein’s treatment of Dick to demonstrate the fact that therapists rightly use myths to achieve therapeutic results (the Oedipal being the most renowned).  It is not the truth of the myth that counts, but the fact that Dick recognizes language’s function as symbol (rather than merely naming).  In Lacan’s words, the therapist’s language function is a performative one rather than constative or truth-telling.  The therapist’s job is to “give the gift of speech” to his or her patients, and this means speech in the Symbolic Order, speech that reflects the multifaceted play of signifier and signified in the patient’s mind (Felman 119-20).  

My analogy of Melanie Klein and Dick to Evelyn Scott and readers of The Narrow House consists in the therapeutic value of Scott’s playing in the Symbolic Order (as evidenced by the complex messages conveyed by oxymorons, along with many other components of style).  I speak of a therapeutic value for both reader and writer.  Imagine, as Freud and others have done, an analogy between writer and analysand on the one hand, and one between reader and analyst on the other.  The writer gives speech to the reader as the client/patient gives speech to his or her analyst.  Analyst and reader give back that speech with the gift of its symbolic meanings.  Together, patient/analyst and writer/reader enter the realm of the Symbolic Order, and confront their mutual anxieties, known or unknown.  By witnessing, reflecting, and making meaning, the reader gives the writer back the gift of her own speech.  This dynamic applies to any text, but The Narrow House presents a particularly strong case. Its spotty reception indicates the need for greater tolerance of novelists’ enterprise of psychic exploration.  This novel very strongly engages the discourse of the Other, which is the language of the unconscious, because of its insistence on psychological truths, however bleak.  We might receive and give back to Evelyn Scott the gift of speech, which is no less a thing than our common search for meaning in a “house” occasionally too “narrow” for our comfort.

Works Cited

Brenner, Charles.  An Elementary Textbook of Psychoanalysis.  New York: Anchor, 1974.

Felman, Shoshana.  Jacques Lacan and the Adventure of Insight: Psychoanalysis in Contemporary Culture.  Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1987.

Freud, Sigmund.  Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis.  Trans. and ed. James Strachey.  New York: Norton, 1966.  

Ragland-Sullivan, Ellie.  Jacques Lacan and the Philosophy of Psychoanalysis.  Urbana: U of Illinois P, 1986.

Scott, Evelyn.  The Narrow House.  New York: Norton, 1921.

Selden, Raman, and Peter Widdowson.  A Reader’s Guide to Contemporary Theory.  3rd ed.  Lexington: UP of Kentucky, 1993.

The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms.  Ed. Chris Baldick.  Oxford: Oxford UP, 1990.

.

