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Revision of Dominant Power Structures
• “The Bloody Chamber”
• First story in that
collection entitled The
Bloody Chamber and
Other Stories
• Collection Published:
1979
• Genre: Magic realism,
fairy tales, gothic

• “The Executioner’s
Beautiful Daughter”
• Second story in a
collection entitled
Fireworks: Nine Profane
Pieces
• Collection Published:
1974
• Genre: Short fiction
based on experiences in
Japan, exotic

Castration and /or Decapitation
• Decapitation
• Literal (attempted
or real)

• Castration
• Symbolic (i.e.
castration
becomes
figurative
decapitation:
silence, blindness,
lack of agency )

“Castration or Decapitation?” (1981) / Hélène Cixous

• Cixous: “Women have no choice other than to be
decapitated, and in any case the moral is that if they don’t
actually lose their heads by the sword, then only keep them
on condition that they lose them—lose them, that is, to
complete silence, turned into automatons” (1981, 42-43;
emphasis original).
• Cixous remarkably explains: “If man operates under the
threat of castration, if masculinity is culturally ordered by
the castration complex, it might be said that the backlash,
the return, on women of this castration anxiety is its
displacement as decapitation, execution, of woman, as loss
of her head” (43).

Thesis
• Carter questions Freud and embraces Lacan & French
feminism.
• Carter challenges the same position that Cixous
questions, i.e. that femininity is culturally structured by
decapitation as a displacement for castration complex
in men.
• Carter first confuses castration and decapitation
(conflating the literal with the metaphorical) as
structuring principles for masculinity and femininity in
culture and then reverses/subverts them.

Oedipus Complex vs. Castration
Complex in Boys and Girls
• Freud (1925) concludes: “As regards the relation between the
Oedipus and castration complexes, there is a fundamental
contrast between the two sexes. Whereas in boys the Oedipus
complex is destroyed by the castration complex, in girls it is
made possible and led up to by the castration complex”
(“Anatomical Distinction”; emphasis original).
• Freudian parlance has made woman inferior, lacking, and
incomplete with relation to man who saves his wholeness via
identification with the bearer of the penis, i.e. authority and
power. By contrast, castration for women is experienced in
terms of penis envy, wounding, scarring, or simply mutilation.

Lacan / Mutual “Castration”
• “The demand for love can only suffer from a desire
whose signifier is alien to it. If the desire of the
mother is the phallus, the child wishes to be the
phallus in order to satisfy that desire. Thus, the
division immanent in desire is already felt to be
experienced in the desire of the Other, in that it is
already opposed to the fact that the subject is
content to present to the Other what in reality he
may have that corresponds to this phallus, for what
he has is worth no more than what he does not have,
as far as his demand for love is concerned because
that demand requires that he be the phallus.” (Ecrits
1989: 221; emphasis original)

“The Executioner’s Beautiful Daughter”: Reverse Decapitation

• “In this country, incest is a capital crime; the punishment for incest
decapitation.”
• “The victim kneels and lays his neck upon the block. Ponderously, the
executioner lifts his gleaming steel. The axe falls. The flesh severs. The
head rolls. The cleft flesh sprouts its fountains. The spectators shudder,
groan and gasp. And now the sting band starts to bow and saw again
whilst a choir of stunted virgins, in the screeching wail that passes for
singing in these regions, intones a barbaric requiem entitled: AWFUL
WARNING OF THE SPECTACLE OF DECAPITATION.” (emphasis original)
• The patriarchal father punishes and enforces the law. His word is the Law.
• In this regard, decapitation is the “real” enactment of castration complex.

• The executioner commits incest in the courtyard
“upon the block where he struck off the head of
his only son”. The site of reverse decapitation
equally becomes the site of sexual violation.
• This means that decapitating the son also means
castrating him. Carter conflates them.
• The father’s sexual exploitation of his daughter is
contingent on “castrating” her.

The Bloody Chamber: Abortive
Decapitation:
• The story aborts decapitation of the female victim and
transfers it to the husband.
• “His wedding gift, clasped round my throat. A choker of
rubies, two inches wide, like an extraordinarily precious slit
throat.”
• Before he deflowers her, the Marquis ironically makes her put
on her ruby necklace, that choker, that “family heirloom of
one woman who had escaped the blade.” Sexual
domination/victimization of negation and silencing.
• On the embalmed corpse of one victim, an embalmed opera
singer, the narrator observes: “On her throat I could see the
blue imprint of his strangler’s finger.”

•

•

•

•
•

Piano tuner: “My grandfather had it from his grandfather, how the Marquis pulled
a head out of his saddle bag and showed it to the blacksmith while the man was
shoeing his horse”. Surprisingly, the head turns out to be that of the blacksmith’s
wife.
“Go and bathe yourself; put on that white dress you wore to hear Tristan and the
necklace that prefigures your end. And I shall take myself off to the armoury, my
dear, to sharpen my great-grandfather’s ceremonial sword.”
Decapitation as a gendered act of dehumanizing the bride. Absolute submission
vs. phallic power of word and necklace: “On the dressing table, coiled like a snake
about to strike, lay the ruby choker.”
“My husband laid my branded forehead on the stone and, as he had done once
before, twisted my hair into a rope and drew it away from my neck.”
“The unholy silence of the place shattered in an instant. The blade did not
descend, the necklace did not sever, my head did not roll.”

Reverse Castration
•

She is saved from decapitation by the Medusa-like figure in the person of her mother, “her
hat seized by the winds and blown out to sea so that her hair was her white mane, her black
lisle legs exposed to the thigh, her skirts tucked round her waist, one hand on the reins of the
rearing horse while the other clasped my father’s service revolver.”
• The husband stands transfixed. The (decapitated) Medusa head castrates men by turning
them into stone. Perseus in GM decapitated Medusa using a sword while she slept.
• The husband is shot in the head, i.e. castrated and decapitated. The revolver is a phallic
Freudian symbol and so are the snakes on Medusa’s head. The sexual master is reduced to a
pauper: “The puppet master, open-mouthed, wide-eyed, impotent at the last, saw his dolls
break free of their strings, abandon the rituals he had ordained for them since time began
and start to live for themselves; the king, aghast, witnesses the revolt of his pawns.”
• In “Medusa’s Head,” (1940) Freud interprets the Medusa myth in terms of the castration
complex:
The sight of Medusa’s head makes the spectator stiff with terror, turns him to stone. Observe
that we have here once again the same origin from the castration complex and the same
transformation of affect! For becoming stiff means an erection. Thus in the original situation
it offers consolation to the spectator: he is still in possession of a penis, and the stiffening
reassures him of the fact. (273)
However, stiffness here means lack of agency and bewilderment.

Conclusions
•

•
•

•
•

•

In “The Executioner’s Beautiful Daughter,” she makes a man the victim of decapitation and makes the
subservient woman a case of symbolic castration. In “The Bloody Chamber,” she saves the woman from
decapitation and allows the victim’s castrated/decapitated Medusa-like mother to shoot (i.e. symbolically
castrate and decapitate) the threatening husband in the head.
Cixous uses the hideous Medusa to describe fear of being a woman, i.e. fear of castration, and to reverse
this phallocentric logic by asking us to imagine a beautiful laughing Medusa.
Carter follows the postmodern model of complicity with patriarchy and critique of its stratagems via
subverting the castration/decapitation dichotomy.
Linda Hutcheon’s definition of postmodern art:
a fundamentally contradictory enterprise: its art forms (and its theory) use and abuse, install and
then subvert convention in parodic ways, self-consciously pointing both to their own inherent
paradoxes and provisionality and, of course, to their critical or ironic re-reading of the art of the
past. In implicitly contesting in this way such concepts as aesthetic originality and textual closure,
postmodernist art offers a new model for mapping the borderline between art and the world, a
model that works from a position within both and yet within neither, a model that is profoundly
implicated in, yet still capable of criticizing, that which it seeks to describe. (180)
Cixous contends that patriarchal logic wrongs both women and even men in affirming the primacy of the
phallus: “phallocentric ideology has claimed more than one victim. As a woman, I’ve been clouded over by
the great shadow of the scepter and been told: idolize it, that which you cannot brandish. But at the same
time, man has been handed that grotesque and scarcely enviable destiny (just imagine) of being reduced
to a single idol with clay balls.”

