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This paper is concerned with the question in how far various feminist and feminist cultural
studies theories can be applied to Austro-Hungarian literature and culture around 1900. First
of all, it is necessary to explain the context of this paper. It is part of a research project, headed
by Wolfgang Müller-Funk, that deals with the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, i.e. with the peri-
od of dualism from 1867 to 1918. This project is especially concerned with questions of ethni-
cal differentiation, hegemony and literature of that time and place, its theoretical focus is on
Cultural Studies and German and Hungarian Studies.

My personal (but not exceptional) focus within this project is on Gender Studies and the
literary life in Vienna. For me, the main sources of research are therefore literary and arts
magazines and supplements as well as women's magazines of that period. One of my fields of
analysis is the feminist debate on prostitution in Vienna around 1900. Theorizing a historical
stage of the feminist movement implies difficulties that do not exist to this extent when dea-
ling with contemporary phenomena. This is where cultural studies get involved.

As I want to point out in this paper, it is more important to eclectically combine various
approaches – even if they seem to be incompatible – than being an adherent of one particu-
lar »school« and thus lacking certain analytical instruments to get hold of phenomena of
some complexity. Sometimes even the most contradictory approaches turn out to aim at the
same target, though they start out from opposite directions. The first part of the paper is con-
cerned with the specific task when dealing with a historical stage of the feminist movement.
It is an attempt to bring/think together various theoretical approaches. The second part focus-
ses on the theories of Gayatry Spivak.1

In Austro-Hungarian female writing around 1900, we confront many literary texts and essays
with a definitely feminist impact: Privileged women campaign for »equal rights« for those
women they regard as oppressed (e.g. prostitutes).

It is only at first glance, however, that they all seem to fight for the same thing. Upon close
examination, the differences become apparent: There are already several factions within the
first feminist movement and they differ in their attitudes towards problems under discussion.
This becomes evident even on a purely textual basis.

Many women engaged in the early feminist movement seem to refer to »women as such«,
a category that is based on the simple binary opposition of male and female. They generalize
the problems of female individuals and often attribute them to this opposition. They aim at
female solidarity and do not take into account the »specific, emergent, and conflictual history«2

of a female embodied social subject. However, they do initiate some social change. Speaking
in Pierre Bourdieu's terms and refering to Toril Moi's appropriation of his Sociology of Culture
(1991), the first feminists do so by deriving a certain amount of power »from their capacity to
objectify unformulated experiences, to make them public«.3 In this context, Moi regards »the
way in which previously dominated experience is legitimated and constituted qua experience
in the very act of being given public utterance […] as a particularly useful theorization of femi-
nist practice with its emphasis on constructing a language expressing women's experience.«4

As a matter of fact, since gender belongs to the »whole social field« as does class, it is a social
factor of immense variability, but does not constitute »a pure field in its own right«.5 It is to be
seen as a fundamental social category that structures all other fields. Therefore we have to
take into consideration that especially at that time women who are able to articulate belong
to different fields than women who are generally refered to, since many of the female writers
and feminist activists around 1900 are characterized by a certain financial and social status:
they either have a wealthy or socially highly respected background or they manage to amass
symbolic capital by overcoming the educational hurdle.

It is therefore necessary to undertake a field-related reading of their texts, to relate the fe-
minist discourse to the (power) structures of the field in which it arises and to reflect the con-
ditions which produce the feminist critic as a speaker. However, sometimes one loses the
tracks of historical persons and has to content oneself with written utterances: This is when
discourse becomes significant because it shows that she has internalized and identifies with
dominant social structures prevailing within her field. In order to gain the power to speak she
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has – to a certain degree – to be an accomplice in the power structures she tries to unmask.6
Thus the hegemonial attitude of socially distinguished women towards their gender mates of
humble origin.

If we fail to have any information on the biography of a writer – which is not unusual when
dealing with literature that was produced a century ago – we can only fall back on the method
of close reading of literary and theoretical texts, and contextualize it with the text of culture
in order to reconstruct the identity of an individual. This construction comprises among many
other things the categories of gender, class, race, ethnicity etc.

Only by taking into account as many as possible constituents of an individual identity-con-
struction the actual complexity of early feminist debates will become apparent. And only then
it will be possible to distinguish between the different approaches towards the same problem
and find explanations of these differences in attitude.

We try to make up for this kind of »mistake« made by many early feminists, who mistook
femaleness for a singular constituent of a pure field of its own, by taking into account all the
criteria mentioned above. Doing so, we get a revealing impression of the heterogeneity of the
feminist movement already at that early stage. It is like colouring a black-and-white photo.

However, more important than that is the distinction between the woman who appears
as a subject in the texts she produces and the woman discussed in the very text, i.e. the object
of the debate. With regard to the debate on prostitution, it becomes especially evident that
the feminist politics (at least at that time) produce the subject they claim to represent.7 As will
be demonstrated below, prostitutes are only one example of marginalized individuals who do
not possess any power, whether to speak or to gain access to information or education etc.
Judith Butler has put it as follows: »[…] the fragmentation within feminism and the paradoxi-
cal opposition to feminism from ›women‹ whom feminism claims to represent suggest the
necessary limits of identity politics.«8 The very fact that it is absolutely difficult to gain any au-
thentic knowledge of the attitude of the women represented in the debate leads us to Gayatry
Spivaks concept of the »native informant«:

Gayatry Spivak combines deconstruction with theories of feminism, marxism, and cultural
studies. In her critique of postcolonial studies, she asks a question that has often been critici-
zed: Can the subaltern speak? In one of her more recent publications, called A Critique of
Postcolonial Reason (1999), she tracks the figure of the ›native informant‹. The term was origi-
nally used in ethnography for a figure that yields data to be interpreted by the knowing sub-
ject for reading. Spivak goes beyond this definition when refering to the perspective adopted
by the theorists who try to deal with the situation of the native informant. She calls this pers-
pective scientifically incorrect and (im)possible, and she calls the whole undertaking both ne-
cessary and impossible. Right from the beginning of her essay, she thus addresses »the ›sanc-
tioned ignorance‹ of the theoretical elite«: »The reader's place is as unsecured as the write-
r's.«9

The ›native informant‹ may be an implied reader contemporary with the text, the recipient
to whom a text is addressed (Bhagavadgītā): But how can we produce this reader if we are
convinced that we cannot gain any knowledge about different times and places? Spivak gives
some useful advice how to produce such a contemporary reader in the interest of active inter-
ception and reconstellation.10

In »ancient« literature, this contemporary reader mostly has neither a voice, nor a perspec-
tive nor the knowledge to read or write. The texts are written records of an oral tradition. That
is the reason why he or she cannot be the primarily implied reader, still he or she is present in
the text.

Dealing with one particular aspect of subalternity within the Viennese society around
1900, therefore dealing with texts clearly originating from the centre and aiming at the mar-
gin of a densely interwoven multiethnical metropolitan culture, the term ›native informant‹ is
not appropriate for my research topic. I would therefore rather concentrate on one particular
aspect of the ›native informant‹ and use the term ›subaltern‹ instead.

The chapters of the book A Ciritique of Postcolonial Reason are »loosely strung on a chain
that may be described this way: the philosophical presuppositions, historical excavations, and
literary representations of the dominant – insofar as they are shared by the emergent postco-
lonial – also trace a subliminal and discontinuous emergence of the »native informant«:
»autochthone and/or subaltern.«11
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Of course, what will now be said about the subaltern, in most cases will equally apply to the
native informant, however, it is a more restricted approach more appropriate to my field of re-
search.

The following sentences really seem to be a translation of what has been mentioned at the
beginning of this paper into a different terminology, they show how much these theories are
interrelated.

In literature and theoretical texts drafted in order to speak for the subaltern, we only con-
front utterances of non-subaltern subjects that try to, but ultimately are not able to put them-
selves into the positions of subalterns. As Spivak has often and convincingly pointed out, they
rather use them as a vehicle for their own ends. This is the predicament of any theorists. Of
course Spivak is very self-critical in this respect. The object of investigation, the subaltern, is a
blank. Only by a responsible reading we are able to perceive this blank and try to read it as a
space of difference that constitutes the subaltern.

Spivak suggests many ingredients for such a responsible reading, to give an example, one
important aspect is always to reflect on the form of the text: Once you regard novels of a cer-
tain period and context as a typical colonial text form written from the perspective of the colo-
niser, focussing on extreme forms of subjectivity in contrast to undifferentiated native sub-
jects,12 you will be able to perceive the characters marginal to the text more easily.

In spite of all the responses her essay Can the Subaltern speak?13 has provoked, Spivak is
still convinced of the non-speakingness in the very notion of subalternity, but in an interview
in 1993 she emphasizes that the term ›speak‹ must not be taken literally as »talk«, that it is
not the actual utterance. Referring to Gramsci's definition of the subaltern as »nonelite and
subordinated social groups»14 and Ranajit Guha's definition as »the space cut off from the li-
nes of mobility in a colonized country«,15 she describes subalternity as the space outside the
lines of mobility in all directions existing below any form of elite (both the foreign and the in-
digenous elite). In Bourdieuian terms, this would mean that there is no chance for these disad-
vantaged social groups to obtain the symbolic educational capital necessary to advance in socie-
ty. Spivak regards the subaltern as the »product of a network of differential, potentially contra-
dictory strands«.16 In other words: the constituents making up the construction of their identi-
ty function as negative symbolic capital for many possible fields. This and the fact that the
concept cannot appear without the thought of elite are the reasons why the subaltern is al-
ways »irretrievably heterogenous«17 and we never confront the pure subaltern: »[E]very mo-
ment that is noticed as a case of subalternity is undermined«18 – since every moment of insur-
gency focussed by Subalternists has been a moment when subalternity has been brought to
a crisis and the cultural constructions allowed to exist within subalternity are changed into
militancy. Or: In times of social crisis symbolic violence ceases to function and turns into physi-
cal violence.

There are no positive documents on subaltern insurgency. The only sources of information
are texts of counterinsurgency or elite documentation. Subaltern consciousness is thus situa-
ted in the place of a difference rather than in an identity and is not accessible.19

In these cases it is evident that the objects are presented from the other side. If we want
to use them as sources of information, it is clear that we have to be very careful and mistrust
the texts, to think the social, cultural, historical and textual context together in order to ap-
proach the subaltern. Or as Judith Butler puts it: »the critical point of departure is the historical
present (Marx) […]. And the task is to formulate wtihin this constituted frame a critique of the
categories of identity that contemporary [juridical] structures engender, naturalize and immobi-
lize.« – There is no subject before the law.20

It is more complicated when dealing with texts drafted in favour of the subaltern.
By close reading, we have to watch out for keywords that can be used as deconstructive levers
for a new politics of reading to uncover how the subaltern perspective is foreclosed.21 What
seems to be part of a politically committed discourse or political debate out of solidarity, then
often turns out to be characterized by an inherent, mostly unconscious hegemonial attitude
on second sight.

Especially in postcolonial discourse, the position of Western theorists – feminists included
– is both – part of and distant from the power structures they criticize. Again in Bourdieuian
terms, the intellectual woman is caught up in the field she is in.



In A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, Spivak charts the progress from colonial discourse stu-
dies21 to transnational cultural studies.22 I will now give a survey of the most important con-
clusions she draws in this book:

1. She contextualizes the term ›native informant‹ within postcolonial studies.

2. She tries to dissolve the opposition of colonizer and colonized that is inherent to all
colonial discourse and shows the complicity of native hegemony and the axioms of
imperialism. – This phenomenon does indeed resemble the complicity of ›women‹
in ›patriachal‹ systems. In other terms: She pleads for diversity instead of simplified 
binary oppositions. She warns against dealing with the colonized subaltern subject in
an undifferentiated way, against ignoring the heterogeneity of what we tend to des-
cribe as »the other«.

3. She warns against »epistemic violence« by which the colonial subject is constructed
as »the other«, even if this is done as an attempt to put oneself in the position of a
subject that cannot speak, in order to speak for the subaltern: »No perspective criti
cal of imperialism can turn the other into a self, because the project of imperialism
has always already historically refracted what might have been an incommensurable
and discontinuous other into a domesticated other that consolidates the imperialistic
self.«23

Many aspects mentioned so far might be useful for the analysis of the feminist debate on
prostitution in the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy at the end of the 19th century. Dealing with li-
terary and political texts by politically committed female writers, Spivak's ingredients for a
new policy of reading might help to disclose the foreclosure of the subaltern perspective, sym-
bolised by prostitutes in Vienna around 1900. It can be described as follows: female, poor, of
low social class, no education, naïve, often migrated from a province to the metropolis Vienna,
from marginal parts of the monarchy to the centre, and thus part of an ethnic minority and
exposed to the process of internal colonisation, i.e. economic exploitation, political dependen-
ce and cultural dominance exerted by a powerful minority. The authors of the texts arguing
against prostitution are mostly socially privileged women, talking from the central perspecti-
ve about the margins of society, they are feminists who cannot really put themselves in the
position of the prostitutes.

On second sight and by deconstructing their contributions to the public debate by spee-
ches, newspaper articles, and works of literature their own complicity with hegemonial thin-
king and patriarchal structure becomes visible.24 By thinking the literary and social context
together, by trying to understand the social aspects of cultural production, by comparing the
Austro-Hungarian feminist activities to those of British feminist activists, both differences and
similarities become visible.

The value of this kind of politically committed literature gains new dimensions: Firstly, we
are able to analyse the state of knowledge about a phenomenon from various perspectives.
Several factions have already developed at that early phase of the women's movement. The
attitude of the authors towards the theories of Freud, Weininger, and others, the kinds of sug-
gestions they make to solve the problem of prostitution, the characters they create to descri-
be this phenomenon in literary texts, their own biographical background, etc. – all these facts
have to be considered and thought together in order to disclose that many early feminists are
acting out of solidarity, and at the same time are complicit with partriarchal structures, and
that they use campaigning to constitute themselves as subjects at the expense of the female
subaltern.

Obviously, some texts did not become popular due to their elaborated literary quality, but
because of the topic so popular with an increasing female audience. Some female writers see-
med to have monopolized certain topics that naturally excluded male writers. Sometimes con-
tent seemed to be more important than form. This phenomenon is interesting because it
shows the urgent demand for a public debate on feminist topics at that time.
The methods described above are also a way to reproduce the class stratification so typical of
metropolitan information about the cultural »other«.
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Secondly, we read the text to find out what is not there. Since the only available source of rese-
arch are texts written by non-subaltern women, we have to look for the blanks, to collect and
compare documents with documentations characterized by solidarity, but written from a pri-
vileged perspective with those texts written from the other side – if there are any. We have to
check the subaltern's appearance in history and documents. Again we have to think any pos-
sible contexts together to approach a position that is not there. We have to track different
strands to define a space of difference that is a blank.

Spivak's suggestions for a responsible reading may help to gain additional and complex
information on both the subject actively involved in the debate and the object of the debate.

The relation between the two positions and their transformation in the course of the de-
bate would then be the last step to undertake towards a comprehensive analysis of a histori-
cal debate. The main thing is to go beyond the consideration of a social construction like gen-
der by additionally taking into account other fundamental social categories like race, ethnici-
ty, class, etc.
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