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Intro du ctio n:
Revaluing French Feminism

N AN CY FRA SER

T en  years have now passed since the publication o f Elaine Marks’s and Is- 
abelle de C ourtivron’s N ew French Feminisms (1 9 8 0 ). T h is was the book that 
first introduced writers like H £l£ne C ixous, C atherine C lem ent, C hristine 
Delphy, C laudine H erm ann, Luce Irigaray, Ju lia K risteva, and M onique 
W ittig  to an A nglophone fem inist reading public. O r rather, since some of 
these writers had already been translated here and there, it was the book that 
first constructed “French fem inism ” as a d istinctive cultural ob ject for Eng*
lish-speaking readers. 1

A  distinctive o b jec t and an  alluring on e. T h e  textual collage fashioned by 
Marks and de C o u rtiv ro n  b eckon ed  .us to  en ter a heady, new discursive 
w orld, a w orld stu d d ed  w ith  e x o t ic  term s lik e  “ p h a llo c e n tr is m ” and 
“jou issan ce” and tru m p etin g  new  m odes o f subversion like “w riting th e 
body.” T e n  years ago, this o ften  seem ed an upside-down world in w hich for 
some writers “equality” and even  “fem inism ” itself were dirty words, while 
“difference” and “fem in in ity” were badges o f  honor.

O ne need only recall those early bewildered reactions to  see how far we 
have com e in  th e in terven in g  d ecad e. T od ay , many o f th e ch aracteristic 
term s and th em es o f  “ th e  new  F re n ch  fem in ism s” are co m m o n p lace  in 
A nglophone fem inist w riting. M ore profoundly, som e problem atics— th at o f 
“difference,” for exam ple— have been  transplanted here virtually w hole. Fi- 
nally, “French fem inism ” has becom e th e  su b ject o f  a veritable outpouring o f 
books and journal articles. T h ese  include translations from th e French , o f 
course, but also a large body o f  indigenous English w riting, w hich consists n ot 
only o f com m entaries and th eo retica l polem ics, but also o f appropriations, 
transform ations, and co n cre te  applications in  cu ltural studies.

T o  be sure, the recep tion  o f  “French  fem inism ” here has been  partial and 
se lectiv e . It  has focu sed  a lm o st ex clu siv e ly  o n  o n e  o r  tw o strands— th e  
deconstructive and psychoanalytic— o f a m uch larger, m ore variegated field. 
T h e  result is a curious sy n ecd och ic red uction : despite th e  relatively  ca th o lic  
selection proffered ten  years ago by M arks and de C o u rtiv ro n ,2 for m any Eng
lish-speaking readers today “F ren ch  fem in ism ” simply is Irigaray, K risteva, 
and C ixou s.3 In  ad d ition , th e  in flu en ce  o f  these w riters rem ains cen tered  in
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the avadrim, where thev have been cham pioned by a network of feminist 
whoUix based pnmanlv m literature and film Indeed, th e w riting ot dccon 
strxiciive ami pswhoanalvtu French fem inist*. with its tech n ica l character 
and unfamiliar nax aKilarv, has M>mctimc\ served here a» a discourse of prole* 
uonal legitimation, provoking o w p la m ts  aKm r csotencism .

Nevertheless. despite the limited rungc o f authors read here and the oca 
deniK tone then primary readership. the impact o f  French  fem inism  in the 
United State* has been substantial. T h an k* to  “bridge" m edia like Sojourner, 
O ff CHn Htakc and f V  W iffln i’j  Renew of Books, some o f  th e  signature co n 
ceptions devMnstructive and psvchoanalvtic French  fem inist theories have 
reached a broader, ex tra -acad em ic p u blic . T h e se  c o n c e p tio n s  seem  to 
re&narr -however imperfectly-'- with widespread indigenous concern* nxitid 
tn the current dilemmas of «xir own fem m isi politics. C on versely , us French 
feminist terms and expressions have achieved wider currency here, thev have 
acquired a degree of formative power to reshape some A nglophone feminist 
agendas. In sum. elem ents of those d iscourses th a t go under the name 
“Fiench feminism” have influenced feminist culture in the U n ited  S ta tes and 
may be helping to reconfigure it.

The pnwpcc* of %uch an important cultural reconfiguration merits some 
cm K tl reflection. W hat have English-speaking fem inists gained, and what 
have we lost, thnnigh our encounter with the “ new F ren ch  fem inism s''? 
What new »apabilines- hoth intellectual and political- has (he reception of 
th«$e paradigms yielded us? And what countervailing disabilities? Finally, 
what outstanding unresolved problems has the assim ilation  of these dis
counts helped construct for us, and what prospects tor resolving them  sloes it 
promise? W ith ten years of the "new French fem inism s" in the U nites! States 
ram behind us. it n time to take the measure ot their im pact.

The rsc m  collected here represent one attempt at such an accounting. In 
order to appro* late what is distinctive about their approach, it helps to  recall 
the v x ia l context in which the new French feminist theories emerged- These 
th f«*irt were generated in  the Paris ot the W 0 » .  For what was th en  an 
emerging new women's movement, it wa* a tim e of exuberance and rcvolu 
tuaury elan, still deeply marked by the spirit o f It was axiom atic that
existing v x ia l relations and institutions wctc wholly irprcssivc and that no 
mete reform* could put things right. O n the contrary', the realization of the 
feminist vision would require the cre a tio n  ol an e n tire ly  new  form  of 
life new mh u l relations among new social subjects, Furtherm ore, the route 
to radical change ot this magnitude could only he via direct action ; it would 
be necessary to bypass altogether the deadening routines o f institutions ami 
the complicities of politics as usual.4

The French feminisms we debate today were spawned in this guuchi.uc m i
lieu. The spirit ot that milieu marks their basic theoretical postulates to  this 
day. despite subsequent elaboration and revision, For exam ple, must decon-
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stuHitvc and psychoanalytic French feminists posu the existence *>f a repte* 
»ive "phalliK entiic symbolic order” that underlies and constrains every 
aspect of out lives. S a n e  ot them conclude that our task ts to destroy that nr 
iler and to install m its place an entirely new, fcm im nc“imaginary." A num
ber of these feminists privilege symbolic, vanguurdtst forms ol practice, such 
os avant garde writing. and are im intctotcd in or dismissive ol mutulmc in 
Mitutinnal reforms. In sum, these paradigmscodtly rheseU-uiulersi.mdmgof a 
ra d ica l co u n tc rc u ltu ra l m ovem enr at a very specific h istorical m o
ment when flic spirit was revolutionary and the radicalism hyperbolic.

That spirit is not unknown to U .S . feminists of a certain age, but it is not 
particularly salient hcic today. O n the contrary, the context in whtch we 
have received and sought to  use new French feminist theories stands m 
marked contrast to  the context ol their production. The difference n due 
chiefly to the time lag in reception. IXtring the decade or so it t»x»k to convey 
and absorb French feminist writings here, massive political changes occurred 
in K ith  societies, most notably the collapse of the New 1 clt and the use ol a 
conservative backlash. In France, the resurgence of "nco-hbcralism" was pre 
ceded by, and tempered by, the ascension to power in N 8 I of a (nominally) 
Socialist government. In the t  inned States, in contrast, the eighties weir the 
Reagan years, a tim e in which a triumphant ncoconscivuttxm managed to dts 
credit even the mildest liberalism, to stall reform ctfoits, and to reverse some 
o f  the civil rights gains ot the sixties.

Yet, oddly, despite the unfavorable broader Zeitgeist, this has not K en  a 
wholly dark period for feminist movements. Fhiring the decade separating the 
French origins o f dcconstructtve and psychoanalytic feminism from their 
Anglophone reception, a fairly small, culturally radical, student dominated, 
sociologically and ethnically  homogrneous women's liberation movement 
has metamorphosed into something more complex. Feminist movements to 
day arc larger and considerably more heterogeneous than before. Moreover, 
thev are engaged in a more varied array ol practices, Certainly, (he move
ment in (lie I Inttcd States today encompasses a continuum ol struggles in 
which demands for social and legal reforms are mextticablc from xymtvitc 
struggles over social identities and cultural meanings.

t>nc important feature of this new phase ot struggle is that fcnumsts no 
longer stand at arm's length from institutions. Rather, we occupy a variety of 
institu tional sites, apparently dug in tor “the long march.” For example, 
feminists can he found today not only in separatist communities but also in 
tnule unions and neighKirluxxl groups, political parties ami art world institu
tions, professional organizations and ethnic uss<Hiatinns, allied social move 
rnents ami government agencies. Moreover, we now struggle in and against 
such institutions under a variety of self de-script ions. We position ourselves a> 
“w om en,” to be sure, but also as workers, as parents, as lesbians, as pfixlum* 
ami consumers of culture, as people o f color, and as inhabitants o t .»threat 
rncd  biosphere.'
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in the wake of developments like these, some new French feminist assump. 
non* seem to warrant renewed scrutiny. For example, does it make sense 
now. when feminist interpretations challenge misogynist interpretations in a 
variety of cultural spheres, to posit a monolithic, pervasive, phallocentric 
symbolic order* Likewise, how apropos today is a model of change chat re* 
quires a total break with existing meanings and the creation ex nihilo of new 
ones’ Moreover, at a time when feminist practice encompasses efforts to 
transform existing institutions as well as efforts to build alternative counterin' 
stttutions. and when efforts of both sorts often combine synergistically, do we 
still find it meaningful to insist on the opposition between reform and revolu
tion? Likewise, in a penod in which we increasingly understand the collective 
force of our heterogeneous practices as the building of a counterhegemony, do 
we still think it useful 10 oppose symbolic struggles to social struggles, and to 
privilege the first over the second? Finally, at a time when feminist move
ments encompass sociologically heterogeneous groups o f women with diverse 
interests and identities, is it appropriate to  describe the goal o f our identity 
politics as the recovery of repressed femininity'?

If some postulates of new French feminist theory seem ill-suited to our pres
ent political moment, we might ask why they have proved so appealing. 
Could it be (hat assumptions about the totally bankrupt, seamlessly patriar
chal character of culture that were radicalizing and energizing in the heyday 
of the New Left take on a different valence today? Is it possible that the expe
rience of living through the rise of the New Right has disposed many of us to 
accept the idea of a global and suffocating Paternal Law? In so doing, are wc 
inflating a pessimism that is rooted in a historically specific situation into a 
much more grandiose and ahistorical theory that could prove politically disa
bling?

Whatever we conclude about the continuing appeal o f some seemingly 
dated dimensions of dcconstructive-psychoanalytic French feminist theories, 
other postulates of these theories remain incontrovertibly relevant. Among 
the latter, surely, is the identification of language as a constitutive aspect of 
social reality and, therefore, a crucial arena for feminist intervention. Equally 
to the point today is the characteristic emphasis on gendered subjectivity as a 
medium of subordination and, perforce, a terrain o f feminist contestation. Fi
nally, wc have yet to exhaust the possibilities in the view that those two 
problematics are connected— the view, in other words, that language is a 
formative force in the construction, and hopefully reconstruction , o f 
gendered forms of subjectivity. All these quintessential^* “new French femi
nist” postulates arc continuing to bear fruit today in feminist theory, feminist 
culture, and feminist politics.

Revaluing French feminism today, therefore, means sorting the conceptual 
wheat from the chaff. This in turn requires sensitivity to context and situa
tion. We might ask: What problems have English-speaking feminists met in
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attempting to apply paradigms derived from a radical, counterculture! phase 
of struggle to the more heterogeneous processes of rhc present? Should wc 
write off these paradigms as irreparably unsuited to current concerns? Or arc 
they adaptable, and indeed, are wc already engaged in adapting them? In that 
case, and if so, what sorts o f modifications are needed in order to render 
deconstTuctive-psychoanalytic French feminist theory viable for feminists to
day?

Questions like these form the backdrop for the present volume. They in
form the content and the method of the individual essays, as well as the over
all organization. The volume opens with two wide-ranging, late interviews 
with Simone de Beauvoir that contain her final, rather negative appraisal of 
some new' French feminist paradigms. Next come two important instances of 
new French feminist philosophy: Sarah Kofman’s spirited critique of the nat
uralization of gender in the philosophy of Rousseau and Luce Irigaray’s decon- 
struction of the metaphysics of love in Plato’s Symposium. Finally, in the re
maining six essays, North American feminists subject some versions of 
deconstrucrive and psychoanalytic French feminism to extended critical scm- 
riny. In each case, the critic surveys a large body o f difficult and often elusive 
theoretical writing; she reconstructs the French theorist's principal line of ar
gument, identifies the evidence and assumptions on which it rests, and as
sesses its cogency.

The volume as a whole, then, is a revaluing of French feminism. It con
centrates on theoretical arguments— reflecting the disciplinary training in 
philosophy of most o f the contributors. However, the philosophizing found 
here is not disengaged from practice. On the contrary, these essays share the 
presupposition that the point of feminist philosophy is to change the world, 
not merely to theorize it. The North American contributions, especially, re
flect this orientation. They center rheir respective assessments of the cogency 
of French feminist theory on the question of its present usefulness for feminist 
practice.

One cluster of themes that is central to these essays is the triad tdem/ty, dif
ference, and femininity. These themes have become foci of intense controversy 
in feminist theory in the wake of a number of developments. In the earliest 
phase of the Second Wave, many feminists believed that femininity was a 
patriarchal construction that functioned to confine women to a separate 
sphere and to inhibit our foil development as human beings. W e also be
lieved that what the larger sexist culture understood as sex differences were 
either simply misogynist lies about women or the socially constructed results 
of oppression. In either case, the consensus was that the goal of women’s lib
eration was to throw off the shackles of femininity, eliminate gender differ
ences, and become universal human subjects. Thus, from a perspective that 
Iris Young (1985) has called “humanist feminism,” “difference” and "femi
ninity" carried negative connotations, while the idea of a universal human 
identity to which all should have access was positive and unproblematical.
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However, in the late seventies and early eighties, this humanist fem 
consensus was shattered. T h e  status o f universal subject, which hum'*'* 
feminist women had wished to claim, was now rejected as masculinist £>\ 
Ogy- O ne factor was the rise o f what Young (1 9 8 5 ) has called “gynocentrk 
feminism," which undertook to revalue femininity and difference. Feminism 
sympathetic to this orientation sought to establish that, in some respect 
women really were different from m en, and that the differences were to 
women's credit. Accordingly, writers like N ancy Chodorow (1978) anj  
Carol Gilligan (1982) elaborated detailed conceptions o f gender identity'm 
which femininity and masculinity were contrasted. Now, "femininity” aryj 
"difference" (in the sense o f gender difference) became positive notions, and 
the thesis that all women shared a common gender identity was held to 
underpin the possibility o f  sisterhood.

However, that thesis has itself been rendered problematic as differences 
among women have proved increasingly salient. Many lesbians, women of 
color, and working class women have rejected accounts o f femininity that 
had a heterosexual, white middle class point o f reference.6 In addition, the 
quasi'prescriptive character o f  definitions that closely resembled traditional 
gender stereotypes has rankled many feminists.7 Finally, it is no longer dear 
that the posit o f a shared gender identity really does promote solidarity', when 
so many women fail, as a matter o f  fact, so to identify'. The upshot is that 
"femininity" has become problematic again, as have "gender identity" and 
"difference” in the singular.8 Instead, it has become common among North 
American feminists to speak o f "identities” and “differences” in the plural. 
The latter term especially often carries positive connotations, reflecting the 
shift in emphasis from the single divide between masculine and feminine to 
the many different differences among women (and m en), including class, 
color, ethnicity, and sexual orientation.

However, there are signs that even this new, anti'essenrialisc orientation is 
proving unstable as we ponder its implications for practice. An uncritical val
orization o f "differences” is seen by writers like Linda Gordon (1991) as 
threatening to forestall efforts to theorize those pernicious social processes 
that differentiate women, enabling some o f us to dominate others. In addi- 
tion, the stress on "differences” is provoking worries about whether women 
share any common conditions or common interests at all and, if not, about 
whether any common action is possible. Feminists like Denise Riley (1988) 
now entertain doubts as to whether the very categories o f "woman” and 
"women" arc meaningful, even while acknowledging that we cannot do with' 
out them. The deepest fear is that we are backing ourselves so far into an 
anu-essentialist comer that feminism itself will become impossible.

It is in the light of this explosive mix o f contested concepts and practical 
conundrums that new French feminist theories now warrant revaluation. 
One important current, represented by Colette Guillaumin (1987), Monique
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Witrtg (1980, 1981, 1983. 1984. 1985, 1989), and the journals Queititms 
/rininistes and Nouvelles questions flmimstes, retains a humanist feminist conv 
mitment to universalism and a negative view of difference. However, the 
deconstmctive'psychoanalytic theories that are best known in the United 
States often seem closer to our own gynocemnc feminisms, since they reject 
universatism and endorse difference in the sense of gender difference. This is 
especially true of those theorists, such as Luce Irigaray (1985b) and Hdlfcne 
Cixous (1976), who have elaborated positive conceptions o f femininity. 
These conceptions, in turn, have given rise to charges o f cssentialism and 
biologism, since they are adumbrated in terms that refer to features and ca* 
pacities said to be specific to the female body.

However, there is also another, amvessemialist side of these theories, the 
side that Linda Alcoff (1988) has labeled "nominalist.” This side, which is 
especially pronounced in the work o f Julia Kristeva (1980 , 1982, 1984, 
1986), rejects che very idea o f a stable, centered identity as a repressive fic
tion. Perhaps its most extreme and controversial expression is Kristeva’s 
(1986) claim that "woman” does not exist and that in so far as feminism as
sumes that she does or should, it threatens to become metaphysical, religious, 
and totalitarian.

In their more utopian moments, some deconstructive-psychoanalytic 
French feminists have projected a nominalist vision ofliberation as liberation 
from identity. Yet, in a reprise of the gynocentric motif, they often figure that 
liberated state as the recovery of repressed femininity. Here femininity is a 
condition of dispersed and destabilized identity chat is associated with the 
pre-Oedipal phase of individual development. Thus, in paradoxical formula* 
tions that fuse gynocentric and nominalist themes, femininity is held to be a 
force that eludes definition, even as it is defined as such and contrasted with 
masculinity.

Understandably, this strange mix of ideas has been the subject o f consider' 
able controversy. To some feminists it has seemed to combine the worst 
cssentializing aspects o f gynoccntrism with the worst depoliticizing aspects of 
nominalism, all the white maintaining a wholesale insensitivity to differences 
among women. Toothers, in contrast, pychoanalytic-deconscructive views of 
identity, difference, and femininity have seemed to provide precisely the 
nuanced understandings we need in order to move beyond current impasses.9

The essays collected here offer a spectrum of conflicting assessments. In 
her interviews with Margaret A . Sim ons, Sim one de Beauvoir criticizes 
gynocentric and essentialist tendencies in new French fem inist theory. 
Instead she reaffirms her longstanding humanist feminist commitment to a 
view of human being that transcends gender difference. Rejecting the mis' 
leading translation by Howard M. Parshley in The Second Sex o f  "la  r6ahc6 
humaine” as "human nature,” she upholds the existentialist insistence on che 
priority o f social situation over essence or nature. It is this philosophical com-
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mmnent that informs her response to Simons's questions about “feminine 
identity.” Gynocentric feminists, claims Beauvoir, “come back to men* 
mythologies . . . that woman is a being apart.” It is women’s situation, not 
women’s identity, that is the proper focus o f feminist scrutiny.

However, it is possible that gynocentric influences led Beauvoir to 
her views in one importanr way. In these interviews, she softens the harsh 
stand against motherhood that she took in The Second Sex. Denying that she 
ever wrote that “motherhood does not support human meaning,” she now &f. 
firms ir to be a perfectly “valid choice,” albeit one that is “very dangerous to- 
day because all the responsibility falls on the shoulders o f the woman." Here 
the diagnosis of the ills o f motherhood shifts from the ontological to the insti
tutional: it is no longer anything intrinsic to the enterprise of bearing and 
raising children that makes problems for the second sex; it is rather the cur
rent social organization of that enterprise as “enslaved motherhood.”

This shift in Beauvoir’s analysis, if indeed it is a shift, suggests the ability of 
humanist feminism to absorb some elements of gynocentric feminism without 
having to posit a feminine essence. It suggests the possibility of keeping the 
humanist focus on the capacities shared by women and men alike, and on the 
institutional arrangements that deny women the chance to realize many of 
those capacities, while refusing to buy into androcentric valuations that priv
ilege traditionally male-dominated activities over traditionally female-associ
ated ones. This would certainly be a stronger, more consistent, and more crit
ical humanist feminism, one with a broader potential appeal.

Interestingly, Beauvoir’s stance finds an echo of sorts in the next essay in 
this collection, Sarah Kofman’s “Rousseau’s Phallocratic Ends ” Although 
Kofman is a deconstructive philosopher and therefore an unlikely ally for an 
existentialist, she shares Beauvoir's suspicion o f views that define femininity 
in terms of maternity and insist too strongly on gender difference. She gives 
us a veritable object lesson in the dangers of such approaches through a close 
reading of the various moves by which Rousseau prescribes a maternal destiny 
for women. Notoriously, the author of Emile grounds the sociopolitical gen
der arrangements he proposes on appeals to “Nature.” Bur, claims Kofman. 
these appeals to “the ends of Nature” actually dissimulate “the ends o f man ” 

Kofman scrutinizes Rousseau’s claims to found separate spheres for men 
and women on “natural differences.” She demonstrates that what he casts as 
gender complementarity is actually gender hierarchy and that what he por
trays as simple difference is actually inequality. In addition, she exposes a 
number of contradictions in Rousseau, points where what were supposed to 
be supplemental elaborations o f primary claims turn out instead to undercut 
them. In the process, Kofman in effect poses a series o f devastating questions. 
Why, when he explicitly holds women to be the weaker sex, does Rousseau 
implicitly cast us as the stronger? Why, when he claims we arc “naturally re
served,” does he deem it necessary to confine us forcibly to a “domestic reser
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vation”? Why does it tum out to be men who are the principal beneficiaries 
of "Nature’s gift" of shame to women? Why, if indeed our natural destiny is 
motherhood, do wc require the whip of shame and related social sanctions to 
ensure that we perform it? Finally, why, if men and women are really so natu
rally different, arc elaborate institutional arrangements needed in order to en
force that difference?

Kofman’s essay can also be read as an implicit challenge to the gynoccn- 
trism of some other deconstructive feminists. Whereas they understand 
difference as a condition to be celebrated, she sees it as a construct of domi
nation to be demystified-10 In fact, Kofman offers a synthesis of elements that 
is unusual in new French feminist theory: she links an anti-cssentialist, 
deconstructive methodological stance to a political orientation that has more 
in common with the humanist feminism of Simone de Beauvoir than with 
the gynocentric feminism of Luce Irigaray.

The debate about difference is joined from the other side in the next essay 
in this volume, Irigaray’& “Sorcerer Love.” This essay proposes an analysis of 
patriarchal metaphysics that is the direct antithesis of Sarah Kofman’s. 
Whereas Kofman claims that Rousseau’s philosophy enacts a fear of being 
confounded with women and a need to insist on gender difference, Irigaray 
holds that the deep structure o f Western philosophy is man's fear of difference 
and desire for the same.

“Sorcerer Love” belongs to the critical, as opposed to the utopian, side of 
Irigaray’s multifaceted oeuvre. It offers a re-reading of Plato’s Symposium that 
is focused on the only woman whose words appear in a Platonic dialogue. 
Irigaray reads Diottma’s speech on love as an early exercise in patriarchal 
metaphysics. She identifies the founding gesture of this metaphysics as the 
substitution of a teleological view of love as an instrument in the service of 
procreation for a processual view of love as a “demon” or “intermediary. ” The 
upshot, according to Irigaray, is a set o f hierarchical oppositions wherein be
ing takes precedence over becoming, the immortal is privileged over the mor
tal, and the soul is deemed superior to the body. Moreover, once love is seen 
in terms of product rather than process, the way is opened for a hierarchy of 
better and worse products and o f higher and lower loves. Irigaray suggests that 
that move provides the conceptual basis for the Greek devaluation of women 
and of heterosexual relations.

This reading of Diotima’s speech belongs to a genre of Irigarayan critique 
familiar to readers of her book Speculum o f the Other Woman (1985a). There 
she reads an impressive array of classical philosophical and psychoanalytic 
texts as providing the constitutive metaphysics o f a phallocenrric Western 
symbolic order. This order, in her view, is premised on the repression of the 
feminine; no genuine feminine difference can be represented there. W hat 
passes for femininity in Western culture is actually pseudofemininity, che 
specular construction of woman by man as his own mirror image, his negative
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complement or inferior copy. Diotima’s speech on love, therefore, is an carl • 
and formative move m the construction o f  a symbolic order that banishes sex
ual difference and feminine specificity.

In the essay that follows, Andrea Nye takes issue with Irigaray's readings 
Diotima and with the larger cultural diagnosis o f which it is a parr. Nyc offers 
another Diotima, a powerful priestess who is “T h e Hidden H ost" of the Sym
posium and the exponent o f the pre-CIassica! worldview on which Platonic 
metaphysics feeds. This Diotima draws on earlier cultural representations of 
female fecundity' in order to figure social life as a continuum of love-inspired, 
generative activities. O n this continuum , activities like statecraft, friend
ship, and philosophy are modeled on childbearing and childrearing. Thus, far 
from marginalizing and denigrating the feminine, Diotim a’s philosophy actu
ally celebrates it, drawing on pre-Platonic religious traditions that allowed for 
female power.

Nye in effect rejects the view o f the history o f W estern metaphysics as al
ways and everywhere excluding “the fem inine.1' Sh e implies that Irigaray's 
view imposes a false hom ogeneity on the tradition , thereby occluding 
women's contributions. In actuality, it is the second-order ideological con
struction o f tradition, rather than the record o f cultural production per se, 
that “represses the feminine.”11 O n  Nye's view, then, it is Irigaray herself 
who, by drawing Diotima into the supposedly all-encompassing closure of 
phallocentric metaphysics, suppresses her “difference." Ironically, then, the 
feminist critic of phallocentrism unwittingly extends it. 12

Nyc's essay raises important questions about the general diagnosis that un
derlies the critical side o f Irigaray’s theory. Yet it need not entail a complete 
rejection o f Irigarayan critique. O n the contrary, it holds out the appealing 
prospect of having our cake and eating it too. W e might embrace Irigaray's 
brilliant critical readings o f specific androcentric texts while demurring from 
her global hypothesis about their collective import. For example, feminists 
could applaud her stunning deconstruction o f Freud’s essay on "Femininity” 
without accepting her view that the logic deconstructed there underpins all 
symbolic expression in Western culture.lJ  T hen , it would be possible to re
place the view that phallocentrism is coextensive with all extant Western 
culture with a more complicated story about how the cultural hegemony of 
phallocentric thinking has been, so to speak, erected.14

If the preceding is a promising way of approaching Irigaray’s critical side, 
then what should we make of her utopian side? This hotly contested issue is 
the focus of Diana J. Fuss's essay, “ ‘Essentially Speaking.’ ” Fuss examines 
Irigaray’s attempts to  conjure up an “other woman.” a woman who would in
carnate neither the patriarchal femininity of Freudian theory' nor the male- 
defined specularity of phallocentric metaphysics. This new woman, rather, 
would be beyond phallocentrism; she would deploy a new, feminine syntax to 
give symbolic expression to her specificity and difference.
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Irigaray’s most striking attempts to release, conjure up, or invent this other 
woman are lyrical evocations of a nonphallic feminine sexuality. These at
tempts, found in essays like “This Sex W hich Is Not One” and “W hen Our 
Ups Speak Together,”15 evoke an eroticism premised on the continual self- 
touching of “two lips,” Neither clitoral nor vaginal, requiring the interpo
sition neither of hand nor of penis, this would be a feminine pleasure that es
capes the phallocentric economy. Moreover, certain characteristics o f this 
pleasure— the way it exceeds the opposition activity/passivity, for exam 
ple—suggest features o f a postphallocenrric way o f thinking and speaking. 
Thus, like her fellow gynoccntrist H^lfcne Cixous, Irigaray connects the spec
ificity of women’s bodies not only to the specificity o f our sexual desires and 
sexual pleasures but also to puratively specific feminine modes of symbolic ex 
pression.

As Fuss’s paper indicates, the utopian side of Irigaray has proved extremely 
controversial. Many American readers have accused her o f biologism and 
essentialism.16 And yet, argues Fuss, these readers appear to have missed the 
figurante character of Irigaray’s body language. They have failed to register 
the fact that her project is less to reduce social meanings to biology than to 
create new, empowering social meanings for our bodies and pleasures. Since 
Irigaray’s aim is to re-metaphorize the female body, the charge o f biologism 
misses the mark.

The charge of essentialism, on che other hand, is harder to assess. Fuss of
fers an original and interesting defense of Irigaray on the grounds that her 
essentialism is strategic, politically enabling, and therefore worth the risk. By 
laying claim on behalf of women to an essence o f our own, Irigaray disrupts 
those androcentric metaphysical systems that deny our access to  “the essen
tial.” Moreover, according to Fuss, the posit of a feminine essence may be es
sential to feminist politics. After all, its function within Irigaray’s philosophy 
is precisely to provide a point of leverage for feminist critique and political 
practice. "An essentialist definition o f ‘woman’ implies that there will always 
remain some part of ‘woman’ which resists masculine imprinting and sociali
zation . . . that a woman will never be a woman solely in masculine terms, 
never be wholly and permanently annihilated in a masculine order.” Here 
Fuss implies that unless we assume a point that escapes the culture that 
constructs us, we have no way of conceiving ourselves as anything other than 
obedient constructs of that culture. 17 Irigarayan essence, in her view, pro
vides us with such a point.

Fuss’s essay raises the feminist debate about essentialism to a new level of 
sophistication. It shifts the burden o f argument back o n to  the anti- 
essentialists, requiring them to show that it is possible to conceive feminist 
opposition to sexism and feminist solidarity among women without presup
posing a feminine essence. The remaining essays in this volume can be read 
as attempts to do just that.18
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Dorothy Leland’s paper, “Lacanian Psychoanalysis and French Feminism. 
Toward an Adequate Political Psychology," concerns precisely this issue. Le 
land's focus is the problem o f "internalized oppression," the inculcation in 
women in male-dominated societies o f sexist and androcentric schema* of 
thought, feeling, and valuation. W hat sort o f theory, she asks, can provide 
an account o f internalized oppression that acknowledges its depth and power 
while still allowing for the possibility in principle o f political resistance and 
social change? Her answer, in brief, is no theory that accepts the basic postu
lates o f  Lacanian psychoanalysts.

Leland criticizes both Irigaray and Kristeva for failing to break fully enough 
with jacques Lacan. Sh e argues that, because Lacan's account o f the Oedipal 
complex prescribes contours o f socialization that are independent of any his
torically specific social relations, it casts women's internalized oppression as 
inevitable and irreversible. T h e  result is a psychological determinism so abso
lute that no feminist political practice is even conceivable.

Now, it was as a counter to  just this sort o f theory that Fuss defended the 
strategic essentialism of Luce Irigaray. But this is not Leland's tack. Rather 
than oppose one exorbitant construct to another, she opts to  debunk the ini
tial Lacanian postulate o f an autonomous, all-embracing Oedipal structuring 
o f subjectivity. Writing from a socialist-feminist perspective, Leland rejects 
the autonomy of psychology. Instead, she proposes to  explain internalized op
pression by reference to specific, historically variable social relations and in
stitutions, and therefore to  build in the possibility o f change, in Leland’s 
view, it is Irigaray's tacit continuation o f the Lacanian tendency to bypass 
historical and sociological analysis that creates problems for her theory. Be
cause she does not ground internalized oppression in variable cultural prac
tices, Irigaray ends up without a tenable foundation for her commitment to 
change.

If Irigaray's problem is her failure to  develop th e theoretical resources 
needed to underpin her political optimism, then Kristcva's problem, accor
ding to Leland, is her surrender to "political pessimism." Here, too, the root 
of the trouble is misplaced fidelity to Lacan. In fact, Kristeva outdoes Irigaray 
in this respect, even accepting the Lacanian claim  that the phalloccntric 
symbolic order is not susceptible to change. W ith change ruled out, the best 
one can hope for is a series of endless and fruitless skirmishes in which asocial 
"sem iotic" instinctual drives— "fem in in e” vestiges o f  the pre-Oedipa) 
past— disrupt but never overthrow the power o f ‘‘T h e Father's Law.” More
over, like Irigaray, Kristeva also accepts the Lacanian assumption, earlier 
challenged by Nye, that "patriarchal representations . . . exhaust the entire 
symbolic dimension that mediates experience.” According to Leland, then, 
because she assumes a monolithically phalloccntric symbolic order that is 
wholly impervious to change, “Kristeva rejects too much and hopes for too 
liwle."
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Leland's essay examines the accounts of internalized oppression in psycho
analytic feminist theories, their ability to explain how gender becomes en
trenched. The nexr essay, by contrast, examines the accounts of women’s 
agency in psychoanalytic feminisr theories, their ability' to envision how gen
der could be transformed. In "T he Subversion of Women’s Agency in Psy
choanalytic Feminism," Diana T . Meyers considers the crucial but relatively 
neglected issue of "what shape women's personalities might assume in an 
egalitarian world." She takes the measure of Kristeva's handling of this issue 
in the context o f an ambitious, comparative inquiry' that also assesses the ob
ject relations theories of Nancy Chodomw and Jane Flax.

In Meyers's interpretation, Chodorow' and Flax use single-pronged but op
posite strategies for re-visioning women's agency. Chodorow takes the 
gynocentric tack of seeking the makings of a new, ideal "relational auton
omy" in traditional feminine qualities of "relationality" and "(self-) nurtu- 
rance" Rax, on the other hand, takes the humanist approach of looking to 
recover elements of a traditionally masculine autonomy that women have re
pressed. But in neither case, argues Meyers, is the result satisfactory. 
Chodorow’s approach fails to  provide women with critical, oppositional ca
pacities, while Flax neglects to show how "masculine” autonomy is compati
ble with "feminine” connectedness. Both problems, according to Meyers, 
have a common root in the theorists’ shared failure to overcome the gender 
coding of human capacities that is endemic to psychoanalysis.

Meyers finds Kristeva’s approach more complex and, hence, more promis
ing. It combines a gynocentric moment aimed at revaluing femininity with a 
humanist moment aimed at securing for women stereotypically masculine ca
pacities of critical distance from societal norms. In addition, Kristeva incor
porates a third, potentially transformative element in her theoretical strategy-: 
she tries at times to scramble standard Freudian alignments o f unconscious 
forces with either masculinity or femininity' and to "demassify” gender differ
ence. This innovative com bination o f tactics appears most clearly, in 
Meyers’s view, in Kristeva’s account o f femininity. First, Kristeva reclaims 
what misogynists have denigrated as women’s "emotional irrationality," and 
she renames it "heterogeneity.” T h en , she links heterogeneity with the 
destabilization o f fixed social identity and the capacity for critical "dissi- 
dence." This series of moves in effect redefines femininity as a source of criti
cal, oppositional capacities, thereby breaking the traditional association of 
agency with masculinity and avoiding a principal weakness of Chodorow’s 
theory. In addition, Kristeva improves on Flax by frankly acknowledging ten
sions between the decentering o f identity associated with femininity, on the 
one hand, and the provisional unity of self required by the "social symbolic 
contract,” on the other hand. Rather than seek an impossible synthesis of 
contradictories, Kristeva recommends as ideal the self who can alternate 
fruitfully between these two poles.
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Yet for all its promising complexify, this theory, coo, ultimately fails to 
tain a conception o f agency that feminists can endorse. The sticking 
according to Meyers, is thar in order to ensure that "dissidcnce” will be ethi 
cally responsible, Kristeva needs a functional equivalent for Freud’s paternal 
superego. The best she can come up with, alas, is an image o f maternity 
is conventional, sentimental, and prescriptive. Thus, Kristeva, too, falls prtv 
to gender dichotomies. T h e stereotypes she excludes from one level of her 
theory return to vitiate it at another.

Meyers claims it is no mere coincidence that all three psychoanalytic 
feminisms fail to re-vision women’s agency. Sh e  argues thar the structure of 
psychoanalysis as we currently know it presents obstacles to thar task. These 
obstacles include the relentless gendering o f explanatory concepts and the 
presumption that gender identities tied to procreative heterosexuality arc the 
telos of psychic development. Meyers concludes that "psychoanalytic femi
nism will be barred from directly describing a feminist vision o f agency until it 
reformulates its account o f psychic forces and liberalizes its assumptions about 
the ends o f human development.”

Whereas Meyers’s essay suggests that Kristeva’s stated aim of "demassi- 
fying” difference runs aground on gender stereotypes, the following essay lo- 
cates the problem in the French writer’s theoretical views about the relation 
between culture and bodily drives. In "T h e  Body Politics o f Julia Kristeva," 
Judith Butler argues that "the maternal body” plays a role in Kristeva’s theory 
not unlike that which Fuss attributes to Irigarayan essence: it harbors an ex
tra-cultural source of cultural subversion. But, claims Butler, che result is any
thing but emancipatory. W hile purporting to reveal the repressed founda
tions of culture in the libidinal multiplicity o f infants* primary relations to 
their mothers' bodies, Kristeva actually constructs an ideological legitimation 
of compulsory motherhood for women.

Butler carefully elaborates the steps in this construction. She identifies the 
figure of the lesbian as the stress point in Kristeva’s theory, the point where 
various anxieties and contradictions condense. For Kristeva. lesbianism is a 
way in which women rc-experiencc their pre-Oedipai relation to their moth
ers' bodies. In this respect, it is like avant-garde poetic practice and maternity 
itself, since all three are seen by Kristeva as practices in which the subject’s 
identity is put "on rrial” as the repressed semiotic, feminine foundations of 
culture burst onto the paternally sanctioned symbolic scene. However. 
Kristeva docs not value the three practices equally. Rather, she reserves her 
approval for motherhood and poetry, claiming that in them alone semiotic 
multiplicity finds symbolic expression. Lesbianism, by contrast, she assimi
lates to psychosis, an escapist flight from the symbolic and a regression be
neath culture.

In Butler s reading, Kristeva’s homophobia is symptomatic o f deep theoret
ical and political difficulties. Kristeva accepts the structuralist and Lacanian
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dogmas equating heterosexuality with the founding o f  culture, culture w ith 
the symbolic, and the symbolic with "the Father’s Law ." It follows, argues 
Butler, that the lesbian can only appear as the "o th er” o f  culture, an arch aic  
and chaotic force that is intrinsically unintelligible. But "th is  says m ore about 
the fantasies that a fearful heterosexist culture produces to  defend against its 
own homosexual possibilities than about lesbian experience itse lf ."  In fa ilin g  
to treat lesbianism as an alternative possibility within culture, Kristeva refuses 
to take up the challenge it poses to her restricted view o f culture as w holly 
and necessarily paternal.

Butler goes on to challenge Kristeva’s view o f the relation betw een iibid- 
inal drives, language, and the law. To Kristeva’s naturalistic understanding o f  
drives as prediscursive things-in-themseives Butler counterposes a Foucaul- 
dian view according to which "drives” are actually discursive co n stru cts . 
Thus, she argues, contra gynocentric essentialists, that we should n o t an ch o r 
our hopes for women’s liberation on a concept o f  the fem inine seen as e x te r 
nal to a culture that represses it. Nor should we dream o f  liberating a natural 
female body from the shackles o f cultural construction. R ath er, wc should 
think in terms of exploiting oppositions and contradictions w ithin  m ale-d om 
inated culture. And we should situate the project o f  liberating our bodies in 
the horizon of "an open future o f cultural possibilities.”

Both Butler’s essay and the final essay in this anthology co m b in e  a n ti-  
essentialist critiques of gynocentrism with political orientation s th at stress 
cultural conflict. But whereas Butler’s argument is inspired by th e  n om in alist 
philosophy of Michel Foucault, mine draws on th e cultural M arxism  o f  A n 
tonio Gramsci and che pragmatic tradition in  the philosophy o f language.

In "The Uses and Abuses o f French D iscourse T h e o rie s  for F em in is t 
Politics,” I propose that feminists evaluate theories o f  discourse in term s o f  
four desiderata: First, can the theory help us understand how people's social 
identities are fashioned and altered over time? Second, can  it  h elp  clarify  
how, under conditions of inequality, social groups in th e  sense o f  co lle c tiv e  
agents are formed and dissolved? Third, can the theory illum inate how  th e  
cultural hegemony of dominant groups in society is secured and contested? F i
nally, can it shed light on the prospects for emancipatory social change and po
litical practice? I then assess the relative merits o f structuralist and pragmatic 
approaches to the study of language in terms o f these four criteria. 1 argue thar 
structuralist approaches are less useful than pragmatic approaches because, by 
focusing on symbolic systems or codes, they bracket the social practice and so
cial context of communication. Consequently, structuralist models can n o t e a v  
ily deal with power, inequality, and discursive conflict.

My essay elaborates these objections to structuralism via critica l discussions 
of Lacan and Kristeva. Although both theorists are widely th o u g h t o f  
"postsmicturalists,” I contend that in important respects they co n tin u e  th e  
structuralist legacy. In Lacan’s case, th is takes th e  form  o f  w h at 1 c a ll
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“sym bolicism ”: “ th e  hom ogenizing reification o f diverse signifying D 
in to  a m on o lith ic  and all-pervasive 'sym bolic o rd e r ." ’ In K r is te v a s ^ lK|* 
problem  is an  “ad ditive” approach to  theorizing: rather than climin!’ *** 
transform  u n ten ab le  structuralist n o tio n s, she simply adds antistruccuV 
n o tio n s alongside o f  them . For exam p le , she conjoins the abstractly a "  
structuralist “sem iotic” to  the unreconstructed!)' structuralist "symbolic*1'*** 
generate an amalgam o f  structure and antistructurc. Likewise, in her think *  
a b o u t id e n tity , d if fe r e n c e , an d  fe m in in ity , she alternates e s s e n tia l^  

gynocentric m om ents w ith  anti-essentialist nom inalist moments— morcer,51 
th a t consolidate a n  ahtstorical, undifferentiated, maternal feminine gendt. 
identity w ith m om ents th at repudiate w om en's social identities altogether. in 
my view, n e ith er o f  these a ltern atin g  m om ents is adequate in itself however 
nor is a com pound in w hich th e  two are forever locked together in ancithcu- 
cal oscillation , w ithout ever gettin g  to  anything else.

In contrast, I suggest th at a  consistently pragmatic approach to the study of 
discourse could  h elp  o b v iate  K risteva’s difficulties. A  pragmatic approach 
would study discourses— in the plural— as historically  changing signifying 
practices located in and around specific social institutions. Consequently, it 
would enable fem inists to  th in k  o f  social identities as com plex, changing, and 
discursively constructed. T h a t  in  turn would “permit us to  navigate safely be
tw een th e  tw in shoals o f  essentialism  and nom inalism , between reifying 
women’s social identities under stereotypes o f  fem ininity, on the one hand, 
and dissolving them  in to  sheer nullity and oblivion, on the other.” Thus, we 
could accept th e critique o f  essentialism  without becoming “postfomnisB."

Read together, these essays point to  a paradoxical logic in some French 
feminist philosophies. Insofar as the theorist posits the patriarchal constitu
tion o f culture and o f  subjectivity as total and all-pervasive, she effectively 
liquidates the possibility1 o f  any socially situated fem ale resistance. But then, 
in order to  avoid the pessimistic conclusion that we are rrapped forever in a 
patriarchal iron cage, she is driven to posit a hyperbolic capacity for action, 
since in order to  act at all we must act against absolutely everything. This, in 
turn, leads the theorist to  look for an extra-cultural source o f energy powerful 
enough to fuel such hyperbolic action , say, an extra-cultural feminine es
sence or a set o f  prediscursive bodily drives. In  e ither case, the aim is to show 
that women formed in a univocally patriarchal culture are nonetheless able to 
act against it, whether by creating ex nihilo an entirely new, feminine culture 
or, more modestly, by periodically jo lting  existing culture with shockwaves of 
bodily negativity.

This formulation helps explain why the problem o f agency appears so fre
quently in these essays. Agency has become a problem in recent feminist the
ory because o f the cross-pull o f two equally important imperatives. On the 
one hand, feminists have sought to  establish the seriousness o f our struggle by 
establishing the pervasiveness and systematicity o f male dominance. Accor
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dingly, we have often opted for theories that emphasize the constraining 
power of gender structures and norms, while downplaying the resisting capac
ities of individuals and groups. On the orhcr hand, feminists have also sought 
to inspire women's activism by recovering lost or socially invisible traditions 
of resistance in the past and present. Under the sway of this imperative, we 
have often supposed quasi-voluntarist models of change. The net result of 
these conflicting tendencies is the following dilemma: either we limn the 
structural constraints of gender so well that we deny women any agency or we 
portray women’s agency so glowingly that the power of subordination evapo
rates. Either way, what we often seem to lack is a coherent, integrated, bal
anced conception of agency, a conception that can accommodate both the 
power of social constraints and the capacity to act situatedly against them.

We encounter this problem in this volume in the interviews with Simone 
de Beauvoir, where she wrestles with the question of whether the voluntarist 
orientation of existentialism is not finally irreconcilable with a theory of 
women’s oppression, since it seems to imply that women are responsible as in
dividuals for tolerating their situations. We find it also in Sarah Kofman’s 
demonstration that Rousseau's philosophy is a veritable morass of contradic
tory ideas about women’s powers as agents19 and in Diana Fuss’s defense of 
Irigaray’s essentialism on the ground that it enables women’s agency. 
However, the most explicit and extended treatment is Diana Meyers’s exami
nation of structural barriers to conceiving women's agency in psychoanalytic 
feminist theory.

In addition, several other essays in this volume link the problem of agency 
to yet another cluster of recurrent themes, namely, culture, language, and the 
nature o f patriarchy. Clearly, some French feminist philosophies invite us to 
ask, how far down does cultural construction go? Are we patriarchally formed 
to the innermost depths of our psyches or is there something in us that es
capes construction? However, this way of posing the question presupposes a 
prior thesis about the nature of culture: the thesis, associated with Lacan, 
that culture is wholly and seamlessly phallocentric. That thesis is reinforced, 
we have seen, if culture is identified with a single overarching symbolic order, 
if that symbolic order is held to be ordered in accordance with the deep struc
ture of language, and if the deep structure of language, in turn, is held to be 
phallocentric.

We have already seen that Luce Irigaray appears to endorse the wholly 
phallocentric view of culture in her reading of Diotima’s philosophy of love, 
as it is reported in Plato’s Symposium. We have also seen that Andrea Nye re
jects that view and constructs a counterreading of the dialogue according to 
which an emergent, patriarchal strand of culture struggles to displace a resid
ual, prepatriarchal strand, eventually to become the cultural dominant,w For 
Irigaray and Nye, then, rhe Creek world of Plato’s time becomes in effect a 
test case for deciding between two antithetical conceptions of culture. One is
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Irigaray’s essentialism on the ground that it enables women’s agency. 
However, the most explicit and extended treatment is Diana Meyers’s exami
nation of structural barriers to conceiving women’s agency in psychoanalytic 
feminist theory.

In addition, several other essays in this volume link the problem of agency 
to yet another cluster of recurrent themes, namely, culture, kmguuge, and the 
mure of patriarchy. Clearly, some French feminist philosophies invite us to 
ask, how far down does cultural construction go? Are we patriarchally formed 
to the innermost depths of our psyches or is there something in us thar es
capes construction? However, this way of posing the question presupposes a 
prior thesis about the nature of culture: the thesis, associated with Lacan, 
that culture is wholly and seamlessly phallocentric. That thesis is reinforced, 
wc have seen, if culture is identified with a single overarching symbolic order, 
if that symbolic order is held to be ordered in accordance with the deep struc
ture of language, and if the deep structure o f language, in turn, is held to be 
phallocentric.

We have already seen that Luce Irigaray appears to endorse the wholly 
phallocentric view of culture in her reading o f Diotima’s philosophy of love, 
as it is reported in Plato’s Symposium. W c have also seen that Andrea Nye re
jects that view and constructs a counterreading o f the dialogue according to 
which an emergent, patriarchal strand o f culture struggles to displace a resid
ual, prepatriarchal strand, eventually to become the cultural dominant.20 For 
Irigaray and Nye, then, the Greek world of Plato’s time becomes in effect a 
test case for deciding between two antithetical conceptions of culture. One is
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a view of culture as m onolith ically  phallocentric, everywhere j 
the same hierarchical binary oppositions and eternally repressin 
difference. T h e  o th er is a view o f  culture as male-dominated b u tu l**^  
and contested , a m ultivalenr weave o f  dom inant, residual, and 
strands that are often  in  tension w ith on e another.

W hich  o f  these two models o f  culture is best suited to feminist praCtjc 
day? W hich  is m ost theoretically  defensible? Several contributors to th tj^  
ume challenge th e form er, m on o lith ic  view by scrutinizing its thconfr> 
underpinnings. Dorothy Leland refutes th e postulate, derived from antf,, 
pologist Claude U vi-Strau ss, and accepted by Irigaray and Kristeva, that t\ 
exchange o f women by m en is th e original and continuing structural 
tion o f culture. Likewise, Judith  B u tler challenges the assumptions about 1̂ . 
guage, drives, and “th e  Father’s Law " that lead Kristeva to expel lesbian cul
tural practices into a wilderness outside o f  culture, and she proposes an alter, 
native conception o f culture as a  terrain o f  contestation. Finally, my essat 
challenges the structuralist linguistic approach that underlies the Laconian 
concept of “the symbolic order” and defends an alternative, pragmatic ap. 
preach that can focalize cultural fault lines and discursive conflicts.

C an we read in these essays th e makings o f  a new feminist consensus to; 
the nineties? Certainly, a m ajority o f  contributors to  this volume oppose the 
view o f culture as monolithically patriarchal, hut there is no unanimity or, 
this issue. Likewise, while all the contributors seek to understand male domi
nance in ways that are com patible with women’s agency, there is no agree
ment as to how this is best done. T o  be sure, many contributors share a com
mitment to reconceptuali2tng agency, but their programmatic orientanomdi- 
verge. Finally, with respect to identity, difference, and femininity* these essays 
clarify but do not fully untie the conceptual knots. W e are still struggling, it 
seems, to juggle at least four seemingly conflicting political imperatives: 1) the 
need to criticize forms o f male dominance that consist in excluding women 
from participating in valuable activities and from developing desirable capaci
ties; 2) the need to reclaim aspects o f women’s lives rhat misogynist culture has 
denigrated and to decenter androcentric values and norms; 3) the need to un
derstand women's lives in their full complexity and diversity by theorizing the 
intersection of gender with class, color, ethnicity, and sexual orientation: 
and 4) the need to think programmatically about such “differences" in ways 
that promote movements and coalitions capable o f effecting fundamental so
cial change.

On the other hand, there is one issue that compels universal agreement in 
this volume, namely, the rejection o f compulsory motherhood. That is a 
theme that reverberates through virtually every essay. It appears in Beauvoir’s 
objections to enslaved motherhood,” in Kofman's deconstruction of obliga* 
tory maternity in Rousseau, in Irigaray’s dcconstruction o f teleologicai, pro
creation-driven love in P la t o ,a n d  in the various critiques o f Kristeva’s
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macemalist essentialism by Leland, Meyers, Butler, and me. T hus, opposi
tion to forced childbearing and to prescriptive m aternalist conceptions o f 
femininity unites existemialist-humanists like Beauvoir, deconstructive anti- 
essentialists like Kofman, gynocentric essenrialists like Fuss and Irigaray, and 
the rest o f the North Am erican contributors.

Given the problems concerning political context with w hich I began this 
introduction, it is fitting that opposition to forced childbearing should be the 
point at which a consensus emerges from amidst th e theoretical dissension. 
Today women everywhere are being bombarded with a barrage o f  neom atcr- 
nalist images and rhetorics, and reproductive freedoms are on ce again under 
open attack. Indeed, this issue seems to  epitomize many o f  the political co n 
tradictions of the present. O n  the one hand, it positions fem inists on th e  de
fensive on a terrain defined by the New Right; but on the o th er hand, it calls 
forth our strength, depth, and breadth as a variegated and genuinely organic 
social movement. In addition, the struggle for reproductive freedom poses the 
challenge o f dealing with differences in its starkest and most pressing form: 
are we capable o f developing theories, practices, and rhetorics o f contestation  
that can speak to the full array o f women’s reproductive needs, as these arise 
from, and are discursively constructed in response to , th e diversity o f our situ
ations? As we enter a new decade o f  feminist politics, perhaps the battle for 
reproductive freedom will be on e im portant site at w hich wc can  utilize 
French feminist insights about the formative force o f language in social life, 
while forswearing those aspects o f  these theories that are counterproductive 
for the struggles ahead.

N o t e s

1 am grateful for helpful comments from Sandra Bartley, Gerald Graff, Linda j. Nicholson, 
and Diana T. Meyers.

1. Translations that predated the appearance of Marks and de Courtivron (1980) include 
Cixous (1976), Delphy (1977), Ffral (1978), Irigaray (1977), Kristeva (1 9 7 7 ), and W ittig  
(1971. 1976). Early secondary discussions in English include Burke (1 9 7 8 ) ,  C onley  
(1975,1977), Jardme (1980), and Marks (1978).

2. 1 say ‘'relatively catholic” because of the underrepresentation of materials representing 
"syndicalist feminism” and feminist currents within leftwmg parties. These currents became in
creasingly important during the eighties, when the Socialist Parry came to power and when the 
two major labor federations, the CO T and the CD FT. broadened their field of action to encom
pass issues of social reproduction and the distinctive needs and problems of women workers. For 
an account of these important but understudied currents of "French feminism,” see jane jenson 
(1990).

3. We could doubtless learn much about the workings of our culture and its institutions if we 
could reconstruct the precise process of this synecdochic reduction. It is all the more striking »n 
that it occurred despite the strenuous protests of Monique Wittig, Simone de Beauvoir, and the 
editors of the journal Femmut Questions.

4. For the general ethos of 1968 and its aftermath, see Hamon and Rot man (1982 , 1988), 
Ross and Frader (1988), and Turkle (1978). For the continuation of the ethoa of ‘6 8  in the
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French women’* liberation movement in the seventies, see Delphi- (1984). Duek^ 
Jenson (1990), U ser (1982), Picq (1987), and Pi*m and Trisun (1977). ***•

5. It would be a mistake to think chat che changes I have been sketching arc specific »*{_ 
ni*t movements In Anglophone countries. In France, too, wc can find many analogous t i J ? ’ 
manons. The ascension to power of a Socialist government in 1981 cfy»talli:eJanalrcaJ*^3 
oping sea-changc in the relationship of French women’s movements to instiiutinnt, a<j^ 
graphically symbolized in the establishment of a state Ministry for Women’s Rights. SucHd*? 
opments presented French feminists a new set of opportunities, dangers, and challenge, 
mcnully altering the terms of political practice. See Duchen (1986) and Jenson (1990),

6. See. (or example, Frye (1983). Hooks (1984), Joseph (1981), Lord (1981). lueun«v.i 
Spelman (1983), Rich (1980). and Spelman (1988). **

7. See EchoU (1983).
8. See Fraser and Nicholson (1988).
9. For negative assessments, see Jones (1981, 1964), Moi on Irigaray (1985), Nye (|%;, 

Plaza (1980), Spivak(198l), Stanton (1986), Stone (1983). and Weedon (1987). For mure 
itive assessments, see Gross (1989), Jardinc (1986). Moi on Kristeva (1985). Rose (1986), Sc.^ 
(1989). and Young (1990). Foe mixed assessments, see Butler (1990) and Gallop (1962).

10. In this respect, though not in others, both Kofman and Beauvoir have affinities with 4* 
leading American exponent of this position, Catharine A. MacKinnon (1987). who argursih* 
gender difference is Just gender domination.

21. For a parallel argument concerning che repression of African and Semitic influence* « 
the construction of an “Aryan” model of the sources of Greek civilization, sec Martin Betul 
(1987).

12. A similar objection could be made against Derrida insofar as he posits a tmalli 
“phallogocentnc" cultural order. Reveahngly. the evidence he adduces in support of this vim 
come* entirely from texts by men. For example, in a recent (1988) paper he argues that “the* 
Western concept of friendship is male. Yet the only support he offers for this claim is a readingd 
a text by Anstotle. The result is to render invisible the large and interesting cultural recordd 
female friendship that has been documented by feminist scholars like Carroll Smith-Rosenberf 
(1975).

13. See “The Blind Spot of an Old Dream of Symmetry/’ in Irigaray (1985a).
14. Again, che most extensive and persuasive exemplar of this sort of approach is Bernal 

(1987).
15. Both of these essays appear in Irigaray (1985b).
16. Early and influential arguments to this effect were offered by Jones (1981) and Ptaa 

(1980).
17. This assumption appears to be dependent on a prior acceptance of Irigaray’s view of West

ern culture a* monolichically phallocentric. If one fellows Nye in refusing that assumption, then 
the problem of how opposition is possible looks very different. On Nyc’s view, resistance to mile 
dominance involves pitting some elements of the tradition against others that contradict then. 
This alternative will be discussed below.

18. There have of course been other attempts to answer the son of challenge posed by Fiw 
Among the most interesting and compelling of these is Denise Riley’s (1988) book. See al» 
Linda Akoff (1988) and Nancy Fraser and Linda Nicholson (1988).

19. In Kofman’s reading. Rousseau claims, on the one hand, that women are naturally subor
dinate and reserved, and on the other hand, that we are everywhere insubordinate, shameleu!> 
vying with men for power and position. In addition, he argues that if only we would return to our 
natural state of subordination and confinement, we would inherit a veritable empire and rule 
thoroughly, if unobtrusively, over men!

20. The terms residual, emergent, and dominant arc not used by Nye herself, although they 
fit her account very nicely. They are associated with the late Marxist critic Raymond Williams 
(1977), who argued that at any point in time a culture is an unstable, contested amalgam of dom
inant, residual, and emergent strands.

21. Although Ingaray sometimes seems like the odd woman out in this volume, it is a basic 
intention of her philosophy to contest matemalist constructions of femininity- That is preciseh 
the point of her counterconstruction of a feminine eros detached from procreation.
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Two Interviews with 
Simone de Beauvoir

MARGARET A . SIM O N S
Transcribed and translated by JA N E  MARIE TO D D

In these interviews from  1982 and 1985, I ask Beauvoir about her philosophical 
differences with Jean~Paul Sartre on  the issues o f voluntarism vs social conditioning 
and embodiment, individualism vs reciprocity, and ontology vs ethics. We also dis
cuss her influence on Sartre's work, the problems with the current English transla
tion o f The Second Sex, her analyses o f motherhood and femhust concepts o f 
wonum-identity, and her own experience o f sexism.

1. INTRODUCTION

In May of 1982 and September of 1 9 8 5 ,1 had my last interviews with S i
mone de Beauvoir. My first was in the autumn of 1972. 1 had come to Paris 
on a grant co do doctoral research with Beauvoir on her philosophy in The 
Second Sex. Developments in the women's liberation movement had left me 
searching for direction and I hoped that returning to the theoretical founda
tions of feminism as Beauvoir developed them in The Second Sex would help 
me find my way again.

The Second Sex had inspired radicals like Ti-Grace Atkinson, Shulamirh 
Firestone, and Kate Millett, as well as liberals like Betty Friedan, and social
ists like Juliet Mitchell. Criticizing the male bias in traditional philosophy, 
religion, psychology, and Marxism, Beauvoir based her understanding of 
women's situation on descriptions o f women's own "lived experience." She 
rejected essentialist definitions o f woman that reflected the oppressive myth 
of woman as Other. Only women acting together, she argued, could secure 
independence for all women and replace oppression with relationships o f gen
uine reciprocity between men and women.

But Beauvoir wrote The Second Sex in 1948-9, between the first and second 
waves of the women's movement. I was interested then, as now and through-

1 am indebted to the editors of this volume, Nancy Fraser and Sandra Bartley, for their en
couragement and helpful suggestions during the long process of preparing these interviews for 
publication; to jane Marie Todd, for undertaking the tasks of transcribing them from the tape, 
translating, and editing them; to the Graduate School of Southern Illinois University at 
Edwaidsville. for supporting my travel to France; and to Simone de Beauvoir for generously 
agreeing to meet with me and respond to my questions.

Hypatia vol. 3, no. 3 (Winter 1989) ©  by Margaret A. Simons



2 6 M argaret A . S im on s

o u t  m y re la tio n sh ip  w ith  h e r , in  h o w  h er experience o f the co 
m o v e m e n t h ad  ch a n g e d  h e r  p ersp ectiv e . In  rhe interviews that 
h e r  a b o u t h e r  resp o n se  co th e  new  form  o f  fem inist essentiali^ 0^ ' 1 
fo r o u r  “w o m a rv id en tiry ” an d  ab o u t m otherhood , an e x p e r ie n c e  c ^  
th e  tra d ito n a l d e fin itio n  o f  w om an h ood , and thus one charged 
t io n a l  a m b iv a le n c e  fo r  m a n y  fe m in is ts . In  T he Second Sex, shed ^  
m o th e rh o o d  in  n e g a tiv e  term s, as “en slav em en t to  the species,*' 
a u th e n tic  h u m a n  e x p e r ie n c e , an d  a burden for women that only socierv^ *  
lig h te n . W o u ld  s h e  s till d e fin e  m o th erh o o d  in  such a  negative w ayorkl^ 
p h ilo so p h ica l p o s itio n  c h a n g e d .7 ^

A  stu d en t o f  B ea u v o ir ’s p h ilosop h y  m ust overcom e several difficulties a  
posed by o u r cu ltu ra l d ifferen ces is th a t  o f  translation . In these interview 
discuss th e  n e ed  for a  sch o la rly  tra n sla tio n  o f  T he Second Sex. The only ̂  
la tio n  cu rre n tly  a v a ila b le  to  E n glish  readers is by Howard M. Parshty 
zoologist w h o  au th o red  a  1 9 3 0 ’s te x t  o n  sex differences. In response 
m ands from  th e  p u b lish er, Parshley m ade exten siv e  curs, eliminating alit^ 
te n  p e rcen t o f  th e  o rig in a l F re n ch  te x t  o f  The Second Sex, including 
o n e  ch a p te r  o n  h isto ry  and  th e  nam es o f  7 8  w om en in history- Unfortunate 
Parshley lack ed  a n y  ex p ertise  in  p h ilosop h y, or familiarity with existent  ̂
p h e n o m e n o lo g y , th e  p h ilo s o p h ic a l tra d itio n  w ith in  which Beauvoir w* 
w orking- A s a  co n seq u en ce , h e  gave m istranslations o f  philosophical terms 
cru cia l to  a n  u nd erstanding  o f  B eau v o ir’s philosophical perspective.

Few  ch ro n ic le rs  o f  c o n tin e n ta l philosophy or existential phenomenology 
m en tio n  B eau voir's w ork, w h ich  m ay lead o n e  to wonder whether she is j 
p h ilosop h er a t a ll . T h is  poses a n o th e r  problem  for scholars interested in he 
w ork. W h e n  h isto ries o f  p h ilosop h y  deal w ith  her at all, they ignore Tfc 
Second S e x , co m m o n ly  describing B eau voir as a follower o f  Sartre. But Sartrt 
was n o  fem in ist, and  h is  attem p t in  Being and Nothingness ro construct an 
e x is ten tia l so c ia l philosophy was co n v in cin g  on  n e ith er theoretical norprac- 
tica ! grounds. In  T he Second Sex  Beauvoir re jected  th e Sartrean assumptions 
o f  absolute freedom  and radical individualism . Grounded epistemologicallvin 
w om en’s e x p erien ce  o f  oppression w ith in  historically  defined relationships 
w ith  m en , The Second Sex  represented  an  im portant theoretical advance foe 
ex isten tia lism  as well as fem inism , and  inspired women around rhc world to 
ch allen g e th e ir  traditional roles.

In th ese  interview s w ith B eauvoir, I explore them es in her philosophy that 
d ifferen tiate  it from  Sartre ’s. I am also interested in her influence on him. We 
discuss specific areas o f  disagreem ent betw een Beauvoir and Sartre, for ex
am ple, voluntarism  vs. emphasis on  social conditions and embodiment; indi
vidualism vs. em phasis o n  reciprocity; ontology vs. ethics. I also raise the 
questions o f  philosophical influence: w hether Beauvoir considered the recon
cilin g  o f  a  Sartrean  "choice** with her understanding o f  woman’s oppression a 
problem  in  The Second Sex; and w hether Sartre’s later work, for example, on 
G e n e t and Flaubert, was influenced by T he Second Sex.
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Beauvoir was not always receptive to these questions. When wc first met in 
1972, Beauvoir seemed angered by my questions about her philosophy in The 
Second Sex, despite her support for my Fulbright proposal which was precisely 
to examine this philosophy. "I am not a philosopher,” she insisted, "but a lit
erary writer; Sartre is the philosopher. How could 1 have influenced him?” 
When I asked about the importance of Hegel’s Phenomenology on The Second 
Sex, she angrily replied that, the only important influence on The Second Sex 
was Being and Nothingness by Jean-Paul Sartre. This was certainly an odd re
sponse, given that she tells us in her memoirs that immediately prior to writ
ing The Second Sex she had made a careful and extensive study of Hegel. Un
derstanding her response became a continuing topic in my research and inter
views with Beauvoir.

Beauvoir was a philosopher by training. She taught philosophy for several 
years. In her memoirs she describes her philosophical work on the "existen
tialist ethics” that forms the theoretical framework of The Second Sex. How 
was 1 to understand her statement that she, unlike Sartre, was “not a philos
opher” but a “literary writer”?

Her identification as a literary writer might be understood as a philosoph
ical stance, confirming the priority of the concrete and experiential over the 
abstract and ahiscorical. Her goal, shaped during the period of her most in
tense philosophical work in the 1940‘s, was to ground existential ethics in 
history and concrete relationships rather than in abstractions. In The Second 
Sex she locates her ethical enquiry within the context o f specific historical re
lationships, and asks how, given man’s historical definition of woman as 
Other, authentic relationships between men and women are possible. Philo
sophers like Kant, Hegel, and Sartre (to use her example) build abstract sys
tems, meant to transcend history. Meaning, for Beauvoir, is always situated 
and historical.

This is a substantive philosophical claim. Then why did Beauvoir insist she 
was not a philosopher? Why did she assume a position outside of philosophy 
for her critique? Why did she relinquish (he right of every philosopher to re
define philosophy itself? Her memoirs suggest that her identification with a 
literary tradition that had included women, rather than with a philosophical 
tradition that had excluded them, is connected with a sense of inferiority that 
she herself connects with the "feminine condition.”

“Why not try my hand at philosophy?” she asks herself in 1935. "Sartre 
says that I understand philosophical doctrines, Husserl's among others, more 
quickly and more exactly than he. . . .  In brief, I have few solid powers of assimi
lation, a developed critical sense, and philosophy is for me a living reality. I’ll 
never tire of its satisfactions.

“However, I don’t consider myself a philosopher.! know very well that my 
ease in entering into a text comes precisely from my lack of inventiveness. In 
this domain, the truly creative spirits are so rare that it is idle of me to ask
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w hy I c a n n o t  try  to  jo in  th e ir  tan ks. It's necessary rathe
ta in  in d iv id u a ls  a re  ca p a b le  o f  pulling off this concerted
system, and whence comes the stubbomess which gives * l '1"® * 0 ^
v a lu e  o f  u n iv e rsa l keys. I h av e  said already that the fcrnim S h N
n o t  d isp o se  o n e  to  th is  k in d  o f  o b stin a cy " (1960 , 228-9) t

W h e n  in v ite d  in  1 9 4 3  to  co n trib u te  an article on existenti 1
th o lo g y  o n  r e c e n t  w ork in  philosophy, Beauvoir writes
fu sed , 1 sa id  th a t  w here p h ilosop hy  was concerned I knew m aifirstU
tio n s ”  ( 1 9 6 0 ,  5 6 2 ) ,

In  th e  in terview 's th a t  fo liow  I ask Beauvoir about the edur^- 
 .1 1 ^e n c e s  th a t  m ig h t h a v e  co n trib u ted  to this attitude. She dent,*UITS *

I
I
i

w om en . ‘A  lady c a n n o t h op e to  pass th e  selective examination before!
^  A A s i x  fcL - *---------a  k ^  A A M A—1» A .1. I _ _ I ■

su ffered  fro m  d iscr im in a tio n  as a w om an and claims to have escaped ^
r >  t- -   -------- 1-  - - - ----- 1. - _ . -  -  I I  I ./■/• " ’'CflUj'j

c o n v in c e d  m e o f  my s e x ’s in te llectu a l inferiority, a fact admitted hv mJ
________  t A I . J x __________ L.___________________  I___ _     . )

tra d it io n a l ro le . B u t h e r  autobiographies tell a different story, 
d escr ip tio n  o f  h er ed u ca tio n  in  a  C a th o lic  girl’s school; "My upbringi^^

f i f th  o r  s ix th  a t te m p t ,’ ” o n e  o f  h e r  teach ers , w ho already had made tu ^  
te m p ts , h a d  to ld  h e r  ( 1 9 7 4 ,  2 9 5 ) .  In  th e  university her experience was thatcf* 
to k e n  w o m a n . S h e  fe lt  “p riv ileged ” by h e r  access to  the male domain o fjf^  
so p h y , b u t 1 te a m e d  th a t  h e r  access h ad  n o t been on equal terms with men.

O n  t h e  day b e fo re  m y 1 9 8 5  in te rv iew  w ith  Beauvoir, Michele UDo«4 
t h e  F r e n c h  fe m in is t  p h ilo so p h e r , to ld  m e ab o u t a conversation she hadotm 
h a d  w ith  B e a u v o ir  a b o u t p h ilo so p h y . A c co rd in g  to  LeDoeuff, it hod been hj. 
n i f ic a n t  t o  B e a u v o ir  th a t  s h e  h a d  n o t  b e e n  a stud ent at the prestigious k je  
N o rm a le  S u p ^ rie u re  ( E N S ) .  In  th e  h ig h ly  centralized  French university sys
te m , th e  S o r b o n n e , w h ere  B e a u v o ir  was en ro lled , provided higher education 
fo r  t h e  m ass o f  F r e n c h  s tu d en ts . T h e  £ c o le  N orm ale Sup£rieurc, which ws 
o p e n  o n ly  to  m e n , tra in s  th e  e li te  o f  th e  a'cadcm ic professoriate, and provide 
its  s tu d e n ts  w ith  t h e  c o n ta c ts  n ecessary  fo r m ajor academic appointment 
B o t h  S a r t r e  a n d  M a u r ic e  M e r le a u -P o n ty  had  w on entrance to the ENS. 
B e a u v o ir  w as n o t  p e rm itte d  to  m a tr icu la te  th ere , although she did attend lec« 
tu res th e re  in  p re p a ra tio n  fo r th e  standardized com petitive examinations, the 
“a g r^ g a tio n " in  p h ilo so p h y .

S a r tr e , w h o  w as a  y ear ah ead  o f  h er, was preparing ro take hisexamsa 
s e c o n d  t im e , a f ie r  h a v in g  fa iled  o n  h is first a ttem p t. Beauvoir's thesis on 
L e ib n iz  w o n  h e r  an  in v ita tio n  to  jo in  h is study group. W hen they took the 
e x a m s  a t  che en d  o f  th a t year, S a rtre  p laced  first and Beauvoir second, nub 
in g  h e r  th e  you n gest s tu d en t e v e r  to  pass th e  exam s. But this success appai* 
e n tly  co u ld  n o t  o v erco m e B eau v oir’s sense o f  intellectual inferiority. She saw 
h e r  y o u th  n o t  as a  sign  o f  h e r  b rillia n ce , but rather as another marker of her 
in ferio rity . S h e  c la im s th a t she o ften  assumed a passive role in philosophical 
d iscu ssion s am on g  S a r tre ’s m ale friends, offering criticism  or remaining si
le n t , fe e lin g  th a t  sh e "d id  n o t th in k  fast enou gh " ( i9 6 0 ,  35).
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Beauvoir's responses to my questions about her experience of sexism in her 
education and in her relationship with Sartre are often ambiguous. They 
point out the difficulties in any attempt to interpret another person's life. But 
they also shed light on Beauvoir's experience as a "token woman" and on her 
innovative response to that experience. Feeling inferior in the male-domi' 
nated domain of philosophy, she identified instead with a literary tradition 
more hospitable to women and transformed her "lack of inventiveness” into a 
critique of philosophy and a profoundly philosophical reflection on the 
situation of women.

II. PARIS; MAY 11, 1982

MS? I have a question about Sartre's influence on The Second Sex. You wrote 
in The Prime of life that Sartre’s questions about your childhood, about the 
fact that you were raised as a girl, not a boy, are what gave you the idea for 
The Second Sex.

SB: No, nor exactly. I had begun— well, he was the one who actually told 
me. . . .  I wanted to write about myself and he said, “Don't forget to explain 
first of all what it is to be a women." And I told him, "But that never 
bothered me, I was always equal to men," and he said, "yes, but even so, you 
were raised differently, with different myths and a different view of the 
world.” And I told him, "that’s true". And that’s how I began to work on the 
myths. And then, he encouraged me by saying that, in order to understand 
the myths, one had to understand the reality. So I had to come back to real- 
ity, all of it, physiological, historical, etc. Then afterwards, I continued on 
my own on women’s situation as I saw it.

MS; You wrote somewhere that you never suffered from being female in your 
childhood.

SB- No, I never suffered.

MS; But, was not your childhood different from a boy's? When you did the 
research for The Second Sex, did thar change your interpretation of your child'
hood?

SB; Not of my own childhood, bur I interpret differently other people’s child- 
hood. 1 see many women whose childhood was unfavorable compared to that 
of a boy. But for me my childhood was not unfavorable.

MS.-1 remember a passage from Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter. You were walk* 
ing past a (boy's) high school. . . .
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SB: A h yes, near the College Stanislas. And I thought that they h 
ior education, that’s true. But in the end, I adapted to 
Thought that later on I would be able to go on to higher cducar **1 
that moment, yes, I  thought that there was something there that**1 ^  
intellectual than our course o f study.

MS: And this was the case?

SB: Yes, it was true.

MS: In your autobiography, you wrote that there was a disagreement ta*. 
you and Sartre concerning literature and philosophy, and life. He did on|*' 
fore the other, and you did the reverse?

SB; Yes, that’s right.

MS: And somewhere you described sexuality and passion as overwhelm̂  
you when you were young. He always thought that it was a question of »id 
an act o f will. And you thought that the body, that passion, could ov*. 
whelm. . . . That’s a difference between the two o f you.

SB: Yes, Sartre was much more voluntarist. But he also thought that ahxj 
seasickness. He thought i f  you got seasick, it was because you had let it bp. 
pen and with willpower, you could conquer seasickness.

MS: I thought that perhaps that might be a problem in The Second Sex. Y« 
used Sartre’s philosophy, which is voluntarist, but you studied the body, ani 
passion, and the training o f  girls. And you questioned whether there is a 
choice. . . .

SB: All the same, there’s a choice in the Sartrean sense, that is, choices are 
always made in a certain situation and, starring from the same situation, c«  
can choose this or that. One can have different choices in a single situation 
That is, granted, one is a girl with a certain physical training, and a certain 
social training but starting from that, one can choose to accept it or to escap 
it or to. . . . Well, naturally, the choice itself depends upon a number cf 
things. But after all, there is still some freedom or choice, even in resignation 
of course.

MS: But you didn’t think that was a great problem for you, to reconcile tk 
Sartrean philosophical foundation with your research in biology, on tk 
body?
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SB: Bui Sartre was not so voluntarist. In Being and Nothingness, there was a 
lot of things about the body.

MS: And in 1949, he also changed his ideas.

SB: Oh no, Bemg and Nothingness, which he wrote well before that, is full o f 
texts about the body. The body always had a lot o f importance for him .

MS: But nor exactly the same importance as for you.

SB: When, in Being and Nothingness, he speaks of masochism as well as sa
dism, of love etc., the body plays a very great role for Sartre also. Yes, always.

MS: And that wasn’t a problem for you?

SB: No, not at all.

MS: And you don’t think he changed his ideas at that time?

SB: No.

MS: How did he react to your book (The Second Sex)?

SB: He read it along the way, as I was writing it, as we always read each  
other’s work. From time to time, after reading a chapter, he would tell me 
that there were corrections to make, as I would sometimes tell h im . S o  th at 
book too, he read it as I wrote it. So  he was n ot at all surprised by th e  book.
He was in complete agreement with me.

MS: Not long before you wrote The Second Sex, he wrote B audelaire, m en 
tioning very little about Baudelaire’s childhood. And afterwards, in Saint 
Genet, he wrote a lot about G enet’s childhood. Perhaps your in terest in 
childhood experience might have interested him in it as well.

SB: No, I don’t think so. I think that was a development. Baudelaire was w rit
ten very quickly and for Genet he wanted to do som ething m ore ex ten siv e . 
And then, Genet himself speaks a lot about his childhood and about ch ild ren  
so it’s the subject Genet which required that one speak a lo t about c h ild 
hood. . . .

MS: I see differences between your perspective in The Second Sex and  S a r tre ’* 
perspective in Being and Nothingness. You have said th at in  social re la tio n s  
one ought to look for reciprocity. T h at’s a kind o f optim ism  th a t was n o t m
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Being and N othingness. D o you agree? Is there a difference ar U  
if not in philosophy? ’ lin »ltS

SB : Yes, in effect, I think that the idea o f reciprocity came later f e 
He had it in The C ritique. In Being and N othingness, reciprocity is noH,-
jeer. But that doesn’t  m ean th a t h e  d idn’t believe that reciprocity 
best way after all to  live ou t hum an relationships. T h a t was what he ^  
It’s just th at it wasn’t  his su b ject in  Being and Nothingness, because inft?' 
and  Nothingness h e ’s concerned  w ith th e individual and not so much wirK* 
relations am ong individuals. . . .  ^

T h a t is, in The Second Sex , I place m yself m uch more on a moral nt*. 
whereas Sartre dealt with morality later on. In feet, he never exactly dealt 
morality. In Being and Nothingness, h e ’s n ot looking for the moral, he's 5* 1̂  
description o f  what existence is. . . . I t ’s more an ontology than a moraiity

M S: Now a final question o n  m otherhood. You opened your discussion ct 
m otherhood in T he Second Sex  w ith a study o f  abortion and you described me. 
therhood as som ething rather negative, as an inhuman activity.

SB : N o, I didn’t  say th at exactly . I said th at there could be a human relation, 
even a com pletely interesting and privileged relation between mother aid 
child but that, in many cases, it was on th e order o f  narcissism or tyranny or 
something like that. But I didn’t say that m otherhood in itself was ahi-ap 
something to  be condem ned, n o , I didn’t  say that. N o, something that l«$ 
dangers, but obviously, any hum an adventure has its dangers, such aslovecr 
anything. I didn’t say th at m otherhood was som ething negative.

M S: i thought th at you said that it did n ot support human meaning.

SB: No, oh no, I didn't say th at m otherhood does not support human mean
ing. N o, 1 am sure that I never said that.

M S: Is this a question that interests you now?

SB: O h yes, o f course, motherhood interests me a great deal, because one also 
discusses it a lot in feminist quarters. T h ere  are feminists who are mothers 
and, o f course, just because one is for abortion— naturally, ail feminists are 
for abortion— but that doesn’t  mean that there aren’t  some who have chosen 
to have children. And i find that that can be a completely valid choice, 
which is very dangerous today because all the responsibility fells on the shoul
ders o f the woman, because in general it's enslaved motherhood. One of my 
friends has written a book called Enslaved Motherhood (Les Chimferes, 1975}. 
But motherhood in itself is not something negative or something inhuman
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No, I certainly didn’t write that m otherhood had no human m eaning. I 
may have said that one had to give it one or that the embryo, as long as it is 
not yet considered human, as long as it is n ot a being with hum an relation ' 
ships with its mother or its father, it’s nothing, one can  elim inate th e cm - 
bryo. But 1 never said that the relation to the child  was not a hum an relation. 
No, no, reread the text, 1 don't have it here.

Listen, I’m very happy (that you are undertaking the new translation o f The 
Second Sex, and correcting mistranslation o f “la rta litf humoine'' as “the real 
nature o f man"! since the base o f existentialism  is precisely that there is no 
human nature, and thus no “fem inine natu re.” I t ’s not som ething given. 
There is a presence to the world, w hich is the presence w hich defines man, 
who is defined by his presence to  the world, his consciousness and not a n a 
ture that grants him a priori certain characteristics. T h a t's  a gross error to 
have translated it in that way.

MS: "Woman-identity” is an important issue in A m erica, now, with many 
feminists searching for a feminine nature.

SB: There are also women in France who do th at, but I am com pletely against 
it because in the end they com e back to  m en’s mythologies, that is, that 
woman is a being apart, and 1 find that com pletely in error. Better that she 
identify herself as a human being who happens to  be a woman. It's a certain 
situation which is not the same as m en’s situation o f  course, but she shouldn’t 
identify herself as a woman.

MS: In America the question o f woman-identity is often connected with m o
therhood; a woman sometimes becomes pregnant when she is insecure o f  her 
identity. Was it rather difficult for you because almost ail women o f  your gen
eration, all of your friends were mothers?

SB: No, in general, my friends are not mothers. Most o f my friends don’t 
have children. O f course, I have friends with children but I have many 
friends without children. My sister doesn’t have any children; my friend Olga 
has no children, many, many women I know have no children. There are 
some who have a child and it’s no big deal. T hey  don’t consider themselves 
mothers. They work in addition. Almost all the women I'm connected with 
work. Either they’re actresses, or they’re lawyers. They do things besides hav
ing children.

III. P a r i s ; S e p t e m b e r  10, 1985

MS; You know that in my critical study o f the Parshley translation (of The 
Second Sex], I’ve uncovered numerous deletions, almost a hundred pages were
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cut from the original French edition. This is an important 1* 1* ^  
of your philosophy— for me it’s a philosophy— because the o J - S h  
strays the philosophical integrity o f your work. But you've 
times that you are not a philosopher. W ell, he's done a popu^t 
sophicall translation o f your book. W hat do you think of this .2*.
SB; W ell, I think that it’s very bad to suppress the philosophical* 
cause while I say that I’m nor a philosopher in the sense that 
creator o f a system, I’m still a philosopher in the sense that I’vtsutU ^ 
of philosophy, I have a degree in philosophy, I've taught philosophy | ^  
fused with philosophy, and when I put philosophy into my books 
that’s a way for me to view the world and I can’t allow them to elintir.lv?' 
way of viewing the world, that dimension o f my approach to women, j j ?  
Parshley has done. I'm altogether against the principle of gaps. 01̂  
condensations which have the effect, among other things of suppress £  
whole philosophical aspect o f the book.

MS: You accepted this translation in 1952.

SB: I accepted it to the extent th a t . . .  you know, I had a lot of things^ 
a creative work to write, and I was not going to read from beginning to 
the translations that were being done o f my work. But when I found owfe 
Mr. Parshley was omitting things, 1 asked him to indicate the omissions to* 
and 1 wrote to tell him that I was absolutely against them, and since he inacc 
on the omissions on the pretext that otherwise the book would be too Iwt; 
asked him to say in a preface that I was against the omissions, the cwda- 
sation. And 1 don’t believe that he did that, which I begrudge him a great dta

MS: Yes, it’s awful. We’ve been studying this book for more than [thimi 
years, a book which is very different from the book you wrote.

SB: 1 would like very much for an unabridged translation to be done todav 
An honest translation, with the philosophical dimension and with all die 
parts that Mr. Parshley judged pointless and which I consider to have a point 
very much so. . . . From certain things that you’ve told me, I think that one 
will have to look at passages that weren’t cut as well to see if there are net 
mistranslations, misrepresentations. For example, you tell me that he speab 
of human nature whereas 1 have never believed— nor Sartre either, andec 
this point 1 am his disciple— we never believed in human nature. So it’s a ser
ious mistake to speak of “human nature” instead o f “human reality,1’’ which* 
a Heideggerian term. I was infused with Heidegger’s philosophy and when I 
speak about human reality that is, about man *$ presence in the world, I’m not 
speaking about human nature, it’s completely different.

T w o  In te rv ie w s w ith  S i m o n e  d c  B e a u v o i r

MS Yes. exactly . T h e s e  t r a n s la t io n  p r o b le m s  h a v e  b e e n  q u i t e  s i g n i f i c a n t  i n  
fem ia^  debate. A m e rica n  fe m in is ts  h a v e  c r i t i c iz e d  y o u r  a n a l y s i s  o f  h i s t o r y  

nd of marriage* B u t th o se  d is cu ss io n s  in  T h e  S e c o n d  S e x  c o n r a i n  t h e  m o s t  e x 
tensive deletions. P arsh ley  c u t  o u t  t h e  n a m e s  o f  s e v e n t y - e i g h t  w o m e n  f r o m  
history*, and alm ost th ir ty -fiv e  p a g es  fro m  t h e  c h a p t e r  o n  m a r r i a g e .  Y o u  d i d  a  
very good study o f  th e  le tte rs  o f  S o p h ie  T o l s t o y  a n d  h e  c u t  a l m o s t  a l l  o f  i t .

SB: Thac’s too  bad b ecau se rea lly  I l ik e d  t h a t  v e r y  m u c h .  I t  w a s  S o p h i e  T o l 
stoy's journal, n o t h e r  le tte rs . I t ’s t h e  jo u r n a l ,  w e ll  r h e  w h o l e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w a s  
very strange, n o , n o t very s tra n g e , o n  t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  o n e  c o u l d  s a y  i t  w a s  v e r y  
banal, very typical o f  T o ls to y  w ith  h is  w ife . A t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e ,  s h e  is  o d i o u s ,  
but he even m ore odious. T h e r e . I ’m  e n o r m o u s ly  s o r r y  t h a t  t h e y  c u t  o u t  t h a t  
passage. . . .  I would lik e  very m u c h  fo r  a n o t h e r  t r a n s l a t io n  o f  T h e  S e c o n d  S e x  
to be done, on e th a t is m u ch  m o re  fa i th fu l ,  m o r e  c o m p l e t e  a n d  m o r e  f a i t h f u l .

MS: 1 have another q u estio n . A  F r e n c h  p h i lo s o p h e r  f r ie n d  e x p l a i n e d  t o  m e  
y o u r  experience a t th e  £ c o !e  N o rm a le  S u p £ r ie u r e  f t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n  r e s p o n s i b l e ,  
under the highly centralized  F r e n c h  u n iv e r s ity  s y s te m , f o r  t r a i n i n g  r h e  e l i t e  
professoriate, as opposed to  th e  S o r b o n n e ,  a  m o r e  m a s s  i n s t i t u t i o n ) .

SB: I was never a t  th e  E N S . T h a t ’s fa lse .

MS: just a year as auditor. . . 1

SB: No, N o, never, never.

MS: You didn’t. . . .

SB: I took courses a t th e  E N S  lik e  e v e r y o n e  e ls e ,  I t o o k  c o u r s e s  t h e r e  w h e n  I 
was preparing my agrigaxkm . W h e n  you  a re  p re p a r in g  a n  a g r€ g a tio n , y o u  h a v e  
the right to take courses th e re , b u t I w as n e v e r  e n r o l le d .

MS: But Sartre was (enrolled] th e re .

SB: Yes, he was a student th ere .

MS: And M erleau-Ponty?

SB: Yes, he as well.

MS: Were there other w om en w ho w ere reg u la r s tu d e n ts  t h e r e ?
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S B : T h e r e  w ere so m e fo r a year o r  tw o. There was Simone W . 
tre m e n t, b u t th a t  was a fter  m e. I was already agrtgk, that ' SV  
fin ish ed  m y studies, w h en  th ey  w ere a t th e EN S. **''

M S : I t  was a  n o rm al th in g  fo r a  w om an to  take courses, but non l 
stu d ent. 

S B : N o , bu t tak in g  courses was norm al. A t  the time one was prep^  
agrtgation , o n e  could  ta k e  ce rta in  courses a t the ENS. That was c ^  
norm al.

M S : W a s i t  forbidden for w om en to  be regular students at the ENS

time?

S B : N o . Yes, it  was forbid den and  th en  it  was allowed for a yearortwo^ 
was just a t  th a t m o m en t th a t S im o n e  W eil, Sim one Petrement, perhaps  ̂
another w om an, w ere regular students. A ll th at is not very pertinent bet**, 

us, th at is.

M S; W as it an im p ortan t exclu sio n  for you n o t to . . . ?

SB : Absolutely n o t. I cou ld  have gone to  Sevres if  I had wanted to. But Ip* 
ferred to stay, n o t th a t I loved my fam ily, but I preferred. . . Well, itw«: 
even a m atter o f  th a t . . .  I d idn’t  want to  live on campus anywhere. Ibr 
would have bothered  m e a  lot. N o , it  wasn't exclusion. Well. itwa*cc» 
pletely norm al. You studied a t th e  So rb o n n e and that was it. That didn’t pi 
vent me from getting my agrtgation  a t a very young age; that didn’t bothertrt 
at all.

M S: I once remarked to  a  colleague th at you describe Sartre as a philosopta 
and yourself as a literary w riter, and h e  replied; “Sim one de Beauvoir sii 
that she is a literary writer and Sartre  is th e  philosopher? A h, that's fanny, * 
would prefer to  be a literary w riter”. Is th at true?

SB: N o, it’s not exactly  that. He thought th at am ong his works, he was per
haps more attached to his literary works than to  his philosophical ones, tr
eatise a literary work remains yours (en soiU and a philosophical work isalwp 
taken up and revised by posterity, it ’s changed and criticized, etc.

M S; W hen I started my studies with you, I was especially looking for an ink* 
pendent woman. It was very important co find a role model. And I lo o k ed  
this role mode! in you. And I was angry that m en said “The Great Sameu*
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SB; O h. but that, that’s a  joke.

MS: Yes. a joke. But a lo t o f people cold me, “W hy are you working with her? 
Why not the man himself? Sh e  is just a follow er.”

SB; My books are completely personal. Sartre never interfered. She Came T o  
Sury, The Mandarins, all o f that is m ine. A n d  The Second Sex is m ine. Sartre 
was hardly interested at all in  the education o f women. . • - Feminists under- 
stand very well chat feminism is m e and n o t Sartre.

MS; I heard that in 1968 or 1970 , French fem inists were very unhappy with 
The Woman Destroyed because they thought th at it was against women.

SB: There were critiques by certain fem inists about it, but it was completely 
false because— well, I don’t like “ thesis” books, but— th e story was that a 
woman should be independent. T h e  heroine o f The W oman Destroyed is com 
pletely destroyed because she lived only for her husband and children. S o  it’s 
a very feminist book in a  sense since it proves finally th at a woman who only 
lives for marriage and m otherhood is miserable.

MS; Now, this book is being read favorably by A m erican feminists who see it 
reflecting your own experience.

SB; W ell, of course, one puts part o f oneself into any book, but it’s not at all 
autobiographical.

MS: They refer to the rage, the fear o f  losing your sensuality or your tendency 
to sacrifice yourself, they found all those themes in that book in you.

SB: But 1 never had the idea o f sacrificing myself, all o f that doesn’t exist. 
They’re wrong. It’s hardly autobiographical at all. W hen one says that it's 
autobiographical, it’s that I put in settings that I liked, that i place the srory 
in places, etc. But the whole story o f the good wife who has sacrificed every
thing for her marriage and daughters, that's just the opposite. I’m completely 
against that, the idea o f  sacrificing oneself for a good husband and children. 
I'm completely adverse, the enemy o f th at idea.

MS; But you don’t find that in your relation to Sartre.

SB: No, not at a l l . . .  I never sacrificed myself for Sartre, any more than he 
sacrificed himself for me.

MS.* Have you read the review by M ichele LeD ocu ff 119841 o f  your edited  
collection o f  Sartre's letters, Les Lettres au C astor?



38 M argaret A . Sim ons

M S. L eD oeu ff refers to  S artre  as " th e  only speaking su b j« ," in , 
ship.

S B : Does th at m ean th a t I d id n’t  give them  my letters?

M S: N o, it’s n o t th at. It’s th at S a m e  really dominated the relation

SB : N o , th a t’s n o t true. H e ’s w riting to  m e, so, one doesn’t sec my q*. 
ies, one d oesn 't see m e, my personal life in his letters. One only secssJ^1 
T h a t’s a ll. i

M S: S o  it's really Sartre  w ho is speaking.

SB : In  his letters, yes. I f  I published m y ow n, I would be the one speafĉ  
But in  my lifetim e, I w on't publish my letters.

M S: A  friend, an  A m erican  philsopher, o n ce  told me, "1 am comply 
angry a t th is Sim one de Beauvoir— "w e, we, w e"— she always says V *  
her autobiography. W h ere  is she? S h e  had com pletely disappeared”.

SB : I’m th e o n e  speaking. O bviously, Sartre  didn’t write his autobiograpb 
[covering the period o f  our relationship). If he had, he would have had to at 
"w e" also.

M S: Yes, you begin a  sentence and he finishes it, and afterwards you think to
gether.

SB : Yes, but it's th e  same thing. If I begin it, he finishes it; if he begins it,i 
finish it, afterwards, there’s a  m om ent. . . . Yes, we were very, very clot 
But that’s nothing contrary to feminism. Because I believe one can be do* 
to  a man and be a fem inist. Obviously, there are feminists, especially lesbian 
feminists, who would not at all agree. But that’s my own feminism.

M S; I am surprised that you don’t say th at you find the tendency to sacrifice 
yourself in your inner life. Because I think I saw it in your books.

SB : N ot in my memoirs. In my memoirs, there is no tendency to self-sacri
fice, whereas in my novels, 1 described women who perhaps had a tendency 
to self-sacrifice. Because I’m n o t speaking only  about myself, I'm also 
speaking about other women.

SB: T h ere  were so m any articles. Two Interviews w ith Sim one de Beauvoir 19

MS: And yet, you have told m e, “Yes, when I was very young, just before 
leaving for Marseilles, 1 had a crisis o f consciousness” . (This question refers to  
Beauvoir's experience of losing a sense o f direction in her life, in the early 
years of her intimate relationship with Sartre, after finishing her graduate 
study and before beginning her first position in M arseilles.)

SB: Well, in fact, I refused to marry him after all. T h u s. I rem ained fem inist.
I did not at all want to attach myself to a  man by the ties o f marriage. 1 re- 
fused marriage. 1 was the one who refused. Sartre proposed to  m e.

MS: You chose that relationship with Sartre? W h en  one reads the memoirs, 
it seems that it was he who defined the relationship.

SB: No, not at all. I also chose Sartre. I was the one who chose him . 1 saw a 
lot of other men, 1 even saw m en who later becam e famous, like Merleau- 
Ponty, like Lcvi-Strauss e tc . , e tc . But I was never tempted to  live w ith them , 
to make a life together. I was the one who chose S a m e , well, wc chose each 
other.

MS: I have a question about choice. T h ere  is a theoretical tension in The 
Second Sex on the question o f ch o ice  and oppression. In  one chapter you 
wrote that women are not oppressed as a  group. But in the n ext chapter, you 
wrote, "Yes, women are truly oppressed as a group." In another chapter, you 
questioned whether one can say th at a girl raised to be th e O th er ever chooses 
to be the Other. But you also say that th e woman is in  com plicity with her 
oppression. 1 find that there’s a tension there. I t  remains even today in fem
inism, between choice and oppression.

SB: I think that on the whole women are oppressed. But at the heart o f their 
oppression— sometimes, they choose it because it’s convenient for a bour
geois woman who has a little b it o f  money to  marry a man who has even more 
money than she has and who will take care o f evrything so that she can do 
nothing. There is a complicity on the part o f  women. Very often, not always. 
They often find it easier to  get married than to  have a career, to work and be 
independent.

MS: And the women who are n ot rich , not at all rich, and I’m thinking about 
young girls who were (victims of] incest. C an  one say that these women have 
the choice to be. . . ?

SB: No, 1 think that they had very lirtle choice. But all the same, there is a 
way of choosing at a certain moment, as soon as they get a little older, of 
choosing to stay in that incest situation or o f refusing and even bringing their 
father to court.
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M S : I th in k  th a t  m an y  fem in ists  understand women « t,- .

SB; She is getting revenge for her oppression. It’s not a way
it. In the same way that making a scene in front of her husband is n o ? ^
eliminating oppression.

MS: And the way to eliminate oppression is to. . . .

SB: To be independent. To work.

M S: Yes, especially to  work. A n d  w hat are you doing now in the way

S B : W e ll, for th e  m o m en t, I am  w orking a lo t on  (the journal! Les To 
dem es.

M S; I have heard it said th a t  th e  fem in ist m ovem ent in France is over. 

S B : T h a t's  n o t true, th a t's  n o t true.

M S: N o?

S B : N o t a t a ll. It's  less loud th an  before, it ’s n o t ou t in the streets becauiew 
have a lo t o f  support from  th e  M inistry  o f  th e  R igh ts o f  Woman. So, we at* 
more organized, we are doing m ore co n stru ctiv e  work now rather than agita
tion  but th at d oesn 't m ean th at th e  m ovem ent is over. N ot at all. That? 
som ething th at all th e an ti-fem inists say: " I t 's  n o  longer in fashion, its no 
longer in fashion, it's o v e r ."  B u t it ’s n o t true a t  a ll. It's lasting. On checco- 
trary, there are a lo t o f  fem inist researchers. T h ere  are a lot o f feminists in th 
C N R S  (the N ational C en ter for S c ien tific  R esearch!. W ell, that is, research, 
scholarships for doing research o n  fem inism . T h ere  is a lot o f work, there are 
a lot o f foundations to help fem inist o r fem ale painters, sculptors. Oh ye, 
yes, there are a lot o f  things. It’s ju st that it ’s all m ore or less going through 
the Ministry.

M S: O h , that will change.

SB ; Alas, perhaps. Because Y vette Roudy, who is the M inister of the Right 
o f W om an (during the early years o f  M itterrand’s socialist government], i* il'
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together a dedicated fem inist. S o  she helps us enorm ously, she gives a lot o f 
money to magazines, exhibitions, research, fem inist work. For foundations 
also. Yes, yes. S o  it is not at all true th at the m ovem ent is over.
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Introduction to Kofman’s 
“Rousseau’s Phallocratic Ends”

N A N C Y  J .  H O LLA N D

S arah  K ofm an  cam e to  B erkeley  at a point in my graduate ca 
was m uch in  n eed  o f  ro le  m odels, and it m ight provide something ^  
d u ctio n  if  I c a n  accu rate ly  rep resent th e  effect her lectures had on 
sm all, in ten se w om an, sh e would quietly enter the lecture hall or cl^ 
w ait for th e  hour to  b eg in , and  th en  explode into an almost o v ^ L l* ' 
barrage o f  rapid-fire F ren ch . A s sh e deconstructed both Freud and KjoT? 
she used all th ose  words th a t I still found so hard to say: "phallus* 
"v ag in a” . L isten in g  to  h er, i t  becam e easier to  see myself using those nL 
and those m ethods. In  sh ort, S arah  K ofm an played a significant role in 
becom ing com fortab le  as a w om an who did deconstruction. ^

Parr o f th e problem  o f  introducing K ofm an's work to an American^ 
en ce , how ever, is ex a ctly  how  to  introduce deconstruction itself, sinceinfo 
country it is m ost o fte n  seen  as a  form  o f  literary' theory. This perception 
u n d erstan d able  in so fa r as d eco n stru ctio n  is often  presented as a way 
“reading" texts, n o t as a way o f determ ining their "truth”. When theim 
that is "read ” is P la to , A ris to tle , or K an t, however, one calls the nx$> 
“literary” , and h en ce  irrelevan t to  th e  "tru th ” o f the texr, only at coniife, 

able risk.
Kofm an's ch o ice  o f  Rousseau as a su b ject in the paper that follows rctlj 

com plicates this problem . S in ce  Rousseau is most often considered a mirxi 
ph ilosop h er or lite rary  figure in th e  U n ite d  States, Kofman’s argument 
assumes a fam iliarity w ith Rousseau th a t many Am erican readers may lack 
T h is makes it difficult to  evaluate her “reading" o f his work, especially since 
the links between her conclusions and th e tex t are occasionally someuk: 
obscure. Furtherm ore, g iven w hat we do know about Rousseau and wk 
Kofman has to  say about him , on e obvious question is why a feminist pKik- 
sopher would want to  “read” Rousseau a t a ll. Kofman tells us why she does 
she is in terested  in  supp orting a  th esis  ab o u t how references to nature 
function in various phallocratic (th a t is, patriarchal) texts to rationalise and 
naturalize the subordination o f  women. T h a t this process o f rationalization 
can  be shown to rely on very irrational logical “phallacics” providcsan 
e x ce lle n t exam ple o f  th e  use o f  d eco n stru ctiv e  method in the feminist 
“reading” o f a text.
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Kofman’s “reading" o f Rousseau illustrates a t least three com m on  te c h 
niques of deconstruction which arc closely related to  Freud’s m ethod  o f  psy- 
\oanalytic interpretation. First, there is her allusion to  “cau ldron logic.** 
th e expression comes from Freud’s work on  dream s, although h e  him self uses 

form of “logic" as often as anyone. T h e  cauldron story involves a bor
rowed cauldron that is returned w ith holes in  it. Asked about th e h o les, th e 
borrower says: ( I )  “T h e  holes wore in  it w hen 1 borrowed it” ; ( 2 )  “T h e re  arc 
no holes in the cauldron"; and (3 )  “I never borrowed your cau ld ron .”  T h is  
f o r m  of “protesting too m uch" frequently appears w hen a  p h allocratic  tex t is 
confronted with its own internal inconsistencies: as in  th e  psychoanalytic in 
terpretation of a dream, the logical “holes” are denied in  a m ultitude o f m utu
ally contradictory ways.

Kofman exposes another form  o f p a tria rch a l d en ia l in  w hat she ca lls  
“sophisms," that is, question-begging argum ents th at are persuasive because 
the (male) audience wants to  believe them  true. O n e  obvious case o f  th is can  
be found almost every tim e (patriarchal) m etaphysics has proven th at the 
sexes must be separated and one sex secluded to  create  th e  restricted sexual 
economy (scarcity o f pleasure) required by our culture. T h e re  is never any ar
gument to show why it is women w ho must be cloistered , but simply th e claim  
that someone must be, and surely is can n ot be th e  m en. K ofm an makes this 
point with regard to Rousseau in the follow ing essay; elsew here she makes it 
with regard to Kant (1982) and Freud (1 9 8 5 )  as well.

Kofman also makes use of a  third form o f  argum ent w hich should be fam il
iar from John Stuart Mill and H arriet T ay lor’s The Subjection o f W om en; if the 
subordination and inferiority o f women (o r th e aversion to  incest or to  hom o
sexuality, to take two other frequently cited  cases) is “n atu ra l," then why 
does (phallocratic) metaphysics insist th at people must be m ade to  act in the 
way that it is “natural" for them  to act ? W h y  do these treatises always becom e 
prescriptive as well as descriptive? Kofm an finds this slide from the postulation 
ofa natural “feminine reserve" to  women’s “confinem ent on  a reservation” in 
Freud, Kant, and others, as well as in  Rousseau. T h e  possibility o f  “reading” 
such a large range o f thinkers as exem plifying th is  fairly obvious logical 
“phallacy" (as well as the others m entioned  above) is taken  by fem inist 
deconstruction to be the sign o f a shared denial that marks a  deep anxiety in 
phallocratic metaphysics.

Having situated Kofman’s work in  th e  co n tex t o f deconstruction, it re
mains necessary to situate it in the co n text o f fem inist thought as well. W hile 
the success of her paper on Rousseau in exposing at least one facet o f rhe ide
ology that oppresses women will be clear to  all who read it, its relationship to 
feminism is harder to characterize. O n e  way to  approach this problem might 
be through Kofman's curious com m ent that Rousseau’s compensatory overva
luation of women, his turning women into goddesses, makes his phalkxra
cism a sort of “feminism.” Since she makes similar remarks about Kant (19821
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and Hegel (1 9 8 1 ), it is important to  know exactly what kind of ' W  
she has in mind here.

T h e most obvious m eaning o f  the kind o f  "feminism” that Kofman 
utes to  Rousseau derives from the feet that deconsm iction rejects any**^ 
tive "overcoming” o f  metaphysics that would consist in a simple tevenaU 
metaphysical hierarchy. T h is is because a reversal would only produce  ̂
hierarchy and a new version o f  (phallocratic) metaphysics. Kofman, 
fore, is wary o f  an  “e sse n tia lis t”  fem in ism  th a t would reproduce £  
phallocratic overvaluation o f women, and, so, remain part o f the samepaJ 
archal text. W om en will have made no advance if  their "feminism** folio* 
Rousseau (or Kant or Hegel) in merely changing which side of the goddê  
whore duality is to  be emphasized in th e essential cultural definition of feini 
ninity.

A t the same tim e, in  her recen tly  translated book on Freud (ljg jj 
Kofman also takes issue with a kind o f  feminism that would simply reject tfo 
work o f Freud, and o f other phallocratic thinkers, without any regard for rf* 
use that feminist thought might make o f  their insights in deconstructing fo, 
metaphysical tradition itself. S h e  notes th at Freud, like other phallocratic 
writers, forces women to play the role either o f accomplices of the Freudian 
logos, the word o f the Father, or o f criminals, outside the law created by 
Father’s word. Kofman rejects the view, which she attributes to Luce Irigaray, 
that the best response to this dilemm a is to  accept the role of criminal. 
Instead, she denies that there are only two options. Kofman points out that 
we can choose a third course, namely, to  use the deconstructin' character of 
Freud’s work for our own feminist purposes. Thus, she develops what is really 
a psychoanalysis o f Freud’s work on women. Turning one side of Freud 
against the other, she implies, allows her more independence from the Freud* 
ian text than does a simple rebellion against it.

What will American feminists make o f Kofman’s work? Many of us share 
her deconstructive reservations about a feminist critique that tries to reject 
phallocratic metaphysics by appealing to a counter "truth” defined in tradi* 
tional philosophical rerms. Many o f us also share her distaste for a new femi
nist "essentialism,” which, in establishing, say, a mother goddess, merely re
verses the traditional metaphysical hierarchies, or worse yet, leaves us, bare
foot and pregnant again, on Rousseau’s pedestal. Beyond that, however, 
many of us are ambivalent about our relationship to male discourse. ShouH 
we continue to teach and use, even if critically, the texts of Plato, Aristotle. 
Descartes, and Kant, not to mention Nietzsche and Freud? O r should we re
ject them entirely because o f their phallocratic bias? Kofman’s deconsmiction 
of Rousseau gives American readers an opportunity* to  evaluate the usefulness 
o f her strategy of turning phallocratic discourse against itself. It suggests that, 
in simply rejecting such discourses, we may deprive ourselves o f useful meth
ods for doing what we, as feminists and as philosophers, want and need to do.

Kofman’s "Rousseau’s P h allo cra tic  E nd s” 4 5
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Rousseau’s Phallocratic Ends

SA R A H  KO FM A N  
Translated by M ARA D U KATS

Kofman traces R ousseaus argument that women's role as moiherj»»  
subordination o f  women to  men. and the companion argument i/ut u o n j ?*1 
a threat to the (m ale) social order, which ab a  justifies the confinement of 
within the hom e. She then relates the claim that women so confined exen a 
their own to R ousseaus erotic obsession with dominant, but maternal,
Thus, the "N ature" to which Rousseau appeab  is seen tobeboih a  reflection^ 
own specific nature and representative o f all phallocratic discom e in its 
male domination. "

Everybody knows it: Rousseau is very firee in calling on Nature, on ^  
Mother Nature. It’s always in  H er nam e that he couches his claims. Just*!* 
identifies with his m other who died bringing him into the world;1 andjwta 
he attempts co supplant that one indispensable woman,2 to bring her backs, 
life by him self becoming woman and m other;5 so in the same way he tries 6) 
speak in the place o f N ature, the m other o f  us all, the Nature who isnotdoi 
even though her cries have been muffled by the philosophy fashionable intfe 
cities, that is, by an artificial and falsifying culture.4 It appears chat R o m  
alone, in this depraved century, has understood her voice, and has rushed to 
the rescue in order to  protect her from the fashionable philosophers, who 
have joined forces with those citified  and denatured women, women in name 
only, for they have becom e dolls and puppets, and have decked themselves 
out as a bastard sex. They arc no longer women since they deny their one arc 
only natural destiny: childbearing. Therefore, it is necessary to resuscitate 
and disseminate nature’s suppressed voice, reminding these “women" of their 
one and only duty: motherhood. “W om en have ceased to be mother*; the? 
no longer will be mothers; they no longer want to  be mothers.”5 The funih 
and the whole moral order o f society depend on this duty. “As soon as women 
becom e m others again m en will quickly becom e fathers and husbands' 
(Emile, p. 48). This single but fundamental duty thus has multiple implica
tions. Rousseau claims to deduce from it the entire temperament, the enrct 
physical and moral constitution o f women, as well as an entire educational 
program. For, in order to  conform to  nature, the education o f women wouM 
have to differ radically from that o f  men.
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Thus, natural teleology alone would legitimate all the inequalities o f devel- 
i p m e n t ,  all the dissymmetries attributed to sexual difference. However, inso- 
fat as these dissymmetries favor the masculine sex, as they always do, we 
might wonder if good Mother Nature doesn't serve as a mere pretext here, if 
the ends of Nature don’t in fact dissimulate the ends o f man (vir) , rationaliz
ing his injustices and violences.

Several of Rousseau’s texts come close to  acknow ledging th is. In the 
’Entretiensut les romans” (“Reflections on the N ovel”), which precedes the 
second edition of la  Nowvelle HiloXse (T he New H^loVse), he writes: “Let us 
give women their due: the cause o f their disorder is less in them selves than in 
our faulty institutions.” In “Sur les femmes” (“O n W om en”) , his unfinished 
essay on the “EvSnemcnts importants dont les fem m es o n t la cause 
jecrfcte" ("Important events o f which women were the secret cause”) , Rous
seau accuses men of having prevented women from governing and thereby, 
from doing everything that they could have done in politics, morals and liter
ature. In all areas of life, the law* o f the strongest has enabled men to exercise 
a veritable tyranny over women, preventing them  from evincing their true 
virtues.

Relatively speaking, women would have been able to  present 
more and better examples o f noble-mindedness and love of 
virtue than men, had our injustice not deprived them  of their 
liberty, and of the opportunity to manifest these qualities to  
the world. - . (Ilf women had had as large a share as we've had 
in handling affairs and governing empires, they might have 
carried heroism and courage to greater heights and more of 
them might have distinguished themselves in this regard.6

Rousseau's story “La Reine fantasquc” (“T h e  Capricious Q ueen”) shows, 
in a comic vein, how men always exclude women from power. They prefer 
the stupidest man, even an anim al, “a monkey or a w olf,” to  the wisest 
woman, since they think women should always be subject to  m en’s will.

It is probably not just a coincidence that such writings remained unfin
ished, are considered “minor” and are usually ignored. Rousseau usually 
adopts a very different language, a language o f N ature w hich partakes o f the 
most traditional phallocratic discourse.7 T h is is especially th e case in Lettre d 
d'Alembert and Emile, where he is “hardest” on women, as opposed to La 
XowelU Hiloise where he adopts a more conciliatory tone .8 Thus, at the very 
moment when he claims to speak in th e name o f N ature, to  oppose the “phi
losophers” and their prejudices, he can only repeat the most hackneyed and 
symptomatically masculinist philosophical discourse. For example, that of 
Aristotle, who also claimed, o f course, to  write neutrally and objectively and 
to found an intellectual, moral and political hierarchy on a natural ontologi
cal hierarchy. At the top o f this hierarchy is divinity, followed by the philos-
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opher and men in general. As for woman, she ranks below the k 
masculine sex, for whereas he is male in potentiality, if not yet - 
she remains branded throughout her entire life with an “indelibl * ^ 1  
because o f  her sex. S h e  is and always will be a '‘mutilated n w l'^ S ' 
"m onster,” a flaw o f  nature, a male manqu6, c’ ***,

Rousseau repeats th e discourse o f A ristotle as well as that of ^ 
which, although it stems from another tradition, is no less p b l lo c l^  

So , in Book V  o f Ermle, he purports to  provide a rational deducting, 
temperament, constitu tion , duties and education of women. A soph* 
gument, actually, in w hich the pseudo-voice o f  Nature becomes thtwk* 
for the expression o f  Rousseau's prejudices. It is significant that theftrZ? 
o f women and their education is not approached until Book V. ln ^ 7 *  
marie fiction o f Emile, women are granted only one act of the play, 
one. T h is gesture is em blem atic o f  th e subordination of woman-d* w* 
sex, the second sex— to  the strong sex— the sole referent and prototype 
humanity. It reenacts the gesture o f  divine creation in which the first 
is made from the rib o f the first m an, in which she is derived from h im ^  
created /or him.

It is not good for m an to  be alone; I shall make for him acorn- 
panion similar to  him  (Genesis 11,8]. It  is not good that man be 
alone. Emile is a m an; we promised him a companion; now we 
must give her to  him [Em ile, p. 465).

As a pedagogical novel, Em ile sets out to  re-create women so as to pctfca 
and improve upon divine creation. A n  appropriate education, one in cm 
formity with nature, should beget the sort o f  woman who can now* onlybe 
found in some m ythical natural preserve, untouched by civilization—a«ix 
and perfect woman, Sophie, a woman who knows how to stay within the lo
irs Nature has assigned to  her, in th e place befitting her sex, subordinate to 
man, the one and only king o f creation. Rousseau takes Sophie, not Even 
Lilith, as this model woman. C ertainly n o t those corrupt and seductivePn 
sian women who are the source o f all o f m en’s woes, those women who hat 
failed to respect the natural hierarchy between the sexes, who have ate- 
doned their place and their reserve, who have aspired to Knowledge, ani 
who have not hesitated to show themselves in public and to mix with the 
other sex. According to Rousseau, all disorders, abuses and perversionsonp 
nate in the “scandalous confusion” o f the sexes.

Thus, Rousseau, in his divine magnanimity, gives Emile a companion^ 
a helpmeet "made for him” but not "sim ilar to  h im .” No, she must certain̂  
not be "similar to  him, ” and it will be up to education to see to thar, on pw 
of the direst disasters. For if it is true that “in  everything not having w* 
with sex, the woman is a m an ." and that she contains within herself a 
model just like he does, it is no less true that " in  everything that does havew
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, wj(h sex, • • • *™n and woman always have both similarities and dissimi
larities" /Emil*. P- 465-66). Thus, if it is to  fulfill its natural destiny in th e 
hyskal and moral order, each sex must be subject to  its own sex-specific 

model* "A perfect man and a perfect woman must no more resemble each 
other in mind than in face, and there is no such thing as being more or less
perfect" (Emile, p. 466].

Although in Genesis, woman’s name (icha) derives from that o f man (ich), 
Rousseau is careful not to derive the name o f the perfect woman from that of 
the perfect man. Her name is not Emilie, but Sophie. In his overt discourse, 
he never claims to establish any derivation or hierarchy, only differences. 
Neither sex is to be superior to  the other, nor even comparable to  th e other. 
Each is to be perfect of its own kind, incomparable to  the other insofar as 
they differ, equal to the other insofar as they are similar. I f  each  remained in 
the place nature assigned to it, perfect harmony and happiness would reign, 
just like at Clarens. T h e two sexes would then be like a  single person:

Woman would be the eye and man the arm. They would be so 
dependent on one another that woman would learn from man 
what should be seen and man would learn from woman what 
must be done. . . . Each would follow  th e  im petus o f  the 
other; each would obey and both would be masters IEmilc, p.
492).

Although, shades o f A ristotle, th e tem peram ents, tastes, inclinations, 
tasks and duties of the two sexes vary as a function o f their respective natural 
destinies, they nonetheless “participate in a com m on happiness” albeit by 
•different routes \EmiU, p. 466). "T his division o f labor and o f responsibilities 
is the strongest aspect o f their union .”9

“Common happiness,” he says. Yet this alleged equality surely conceals a 
profound hierarchical inequality, a profound unhappiness which can only be 
interpreted as happiness if one postulates that women en joy subordination, 
subjection and docility. And in fact, Rousseau does n ot recoil from asserting 
this. Following Aristotle, he contends that women are made to obey. “Since 
dependence is women’s natural condition, girls feet they are made to obey” 
(Emile, p. 462).

The rigid segregation of sexes and the sexual division o f labor result in the 
extensive confinement o f women. In the name o f their natural destiny, they 
are condemned to a sedentary* and reclusive life in the shadows o f  domestic 
enclosure. There they are excluded from knowledge and public life. T h e  lat
ter are reserved for men who are destined for rhe active life, life in the open 
air and in the sun. Thus Rousseau, as early as Book I o f Em ile, deems that, if  a 
man were to engage in “a typical stay-at-home and sedentary occupation” 
like sewing or some other “needle trade,” he would be reduced to a cripple or 
a eunuch because these occupations “feminize and weaken che body. They



50 Sarah Kofman

"‘d ish on or th e  m ascu lin e  sex ’' for “ th e needle and the $w 
wielded by the sam e hand s.” (M oreover, in Book V , Hercules f ‘ N  
n ear O m p h a le , is d eem ed , d esp ite  his strength, to be dn 
w om an.)

How, th e n , does Rousseau justify the domestic lot o f women and '
finem ent? H e claim s to  ground these in the feminine cemperamen ^  
duced it, in th e  m ost natural way, in the beginning of Book V-

In the union o f  th e  sexes, each  contributes equally to the cocr 
mon goal, but n o t in th e same manner. From this divcRm. 
com es the first m ajor difference between our moral relation to 
rhe on e and to  th e  o th er. O n e should be active and strong, ^  
other passive and weak, it follows that the one should be will- 
ing and able; that th e  o ther should not resist too much (Emile 
p. 4 6 6 ].

And it seems obvious th at it is th e woman who must be passive and weak ̂  
not th e reverse. S o  obvious, in fact, that only the authority of Aristotle 
guarantee it. “O n ce  this principle is established,”— but is it?—it wculdfc 
low naturally that wom an’s specific function is to  please man and tofeejj^ 
gated. From that, in turn, it would follow that woman should “resist*^ 
vances in order to  be agreeable to  m an and to  arouse his strength, fcfc 
however, turns out n ot to  b e  th at strong since an elaborate feminine strata 
is required to  actualize his potentiality , to  awaken the flames of a radietfe. 

ble fire.
H ence th e audacity o f  the m asculine sex and the timidity' of the o tta * 

“the modesty and the sham e w ith w hich N ature armed the weak inonltu 
subjugate the strong” [Emile, p. 467J.

T im id ity , m odesty, d ecen cy , or again , reserve and a sense of shat 
{pudeur). Th ese are the natural virtues, the cardinal virtues, of women, lb 
premise is essential to  Rousseau's argum ent. From it he infers—not withnu 
certain slippage— the necessity o f  confining women. From their pseudo-rar.- 
ral reserve he deduces their forcible relocation to a reservation.

Here, a sense o f shame is cast as a brake given to the feminine sex mods 
to make up for the animal instinct it lacks, an instinct which naturally raol 
e races animals' sexual avidity. O n ce  “the cargo is loaded" and “thehoiaf 
fu ll," female animals re ject their mates. Human women, by contrast, a  
never get enough, and if it were n ot for this sense o f  shame, they wouldp* 
sue these poor men to  their deaths. For although men are held tohfe 
strong and active sex, they have no real sexual need; whereas women, sf 
posedly the weak and passive sex, have a lust which knows no bounds*6

Given the facility women have for exciting men's senses and 
for awakening, deep in their hearts, the remnants of a most
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feeble disposition, if there existed some unfortunate climate 
on earth where philosophy might have introduced a practice 
(whereby women initiate aggression], especially in hot c li
mates where more women than men are bom , men would be 
women’s victims, tyrannized by them, and they would all end 
up dragged to their death w ithout any m eans o f  defense.
(Em ile, 4671

Nature would thus have granted women a supplement o f shame not so 
much to compensate for their weakness as to  com pel man to  “find his 
strength and use it,” that is, in order to give him the illusion that he is the 
strongest. The point is not so much to prevent the downfall o f both sexes and 
to save the human race, although without this feminine reserve the species 
would “perish by the means established to preserve it” (Emile, 4671. It is 
rather, above all, to save the male sex. T h is whole economy of shame is 
aimed at sparing the male some loss or narcissistic wound.

If it were indeed “Nature” that had "g iven" women a sense o f shame, then 
the generosity of Nature would be entirely at the service o f man. But is this 
sense of shame really a gift o f Nature? Doesn’t Nature's generosity rather 
serve as a pretext and a cover for the phallocratic aim o f Rousseau's discourse? 
The demonstration of the natural character of shame, whether in Emile or in 
Lettred d'Alembert, is highly shaky. In vain does Rousseau multiply his argu
ments and respond to the philosop/ies' objections; he remains caught in a web 
of sophisms. Thus, in Lettre & d’Alembert, he tries to show that, contrary to 
the fashionable opinion o f the philosophes, shame is not a prejudice but a nat
ural virtue. Natural because necessary to  the sexual economy of the two 
sexes! Necessary to preserve fem inine charm so that man can be sexually 
aroused without ever being fully satisfied. T h e sense o f shame, then, would 
be the natural veil that introduces a beneficial distance into the economy. It 
would be the shared safeguard that Nature provided for the sake of both sexes 
in order that they not be subject to  indiscriminate advances when in a “state 
of weakness and self-forgetfulness." It would be the sense of shame that hides 
the pleasures of love from the eyes o f others, just as the shade of night con
ceals and protects sexual relationships.

But why, if it is a matter o f a shared safeguard, is it woman who must have 
a sense of shame? W hy, if it is a matter o f natural virtue, is there a difference 
between human and animal behavior?

Pushed into a com er, Rousseau responds to the first objection with a true 
pea'tio principit: only Nature, the M aker o f the human race, could answer this, 
since it is She who has endowed woman, and only woman, with this senti
ment. Then, taking the place o f Nature, identifying himself with Her, as al
ways, Rousseau tries to supply the natural reasons for this difference: both 
sexes have equal desires, but they don't have equal means to satisfy these. If
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the order o f  advance and defense were changed, then cha 
Love would n o  longer be rhe support o f  Nature, but its destroy** Hi 

Equal liberty o f  th e two sexes, by overcom ing every o b s ta c l^ ^ ^ . 
press am orous desire. e>

Finally, and above a ll, sham e is reserved for woman because k* 
quences are n o t th e sam e for th e two sexes: “A  child must tave < w  S -  

Because w om en’s proper destiny is to  bear children (even if the* a !*1' 
ways do so ), because the lot o f  women is motherhood, Nature and ^ 
must provide for th is  by general laws such as that o f  shame. In Emife1' ^  
same “ lo t” o f  w om en w hich  justifies the view that the duty of coniu^it?* 
ity, and th a t o f  a  rep u tatio n  for fid elity , fall upon women only ]t 
women that N ature has conferred exclusive responsibility for protecting 
ral family ties; it is to  w om en that N ature has confided the sacred ^  
children: "w hen a woman gives a  m an children who are not his own, 
trays both o f  them , she com bines perfidy w ith infidelity.” All "disoii^ ■ 
“crimes” are linked w ith this one. T h u s, a woman must be “modest, attend? 
and reserved”; she m ust display to  th e  eyes o f  the world the “evidence ̂  
virtue” so that children ca n  esteem  and respecr their mothers. "Honor ̂  
reputation are no less necessary th an  chastity .”11 

It is indeed N ature, th e n , w ho intended to  adorn women with the ^  , 
shame and it is a crim e to  stifle  H er voice. O n ce this constraint is retno  ̂
women will cease to have any reticen ce whatever. Woman can’t attach a* 
importance to  honor, she c a n ’t  respect anything anymore, if she doea't* 
spect her own h on or. 12 Just look, says Emile, at N inon de Lenclos!

Experience would confirm  th is reasoning: the closer women are to dm 
natural state, the more susceptible they are to  shame- Don’t think that th 
nakedness o f  savage women disproves this, for it is nor the signofanahmm 
of shame. O n  the contrary, it is clo th in g  th at arouses the senses by excira$ 
the imagination. A s pointed out in  Emile, nakedness, that o f children, fno- 
ample, is always a sign o f  in n ocen ce. Lacedaem onian maidens used to daw' 
naked: this is a scandal only for depraved modem man.

Do we really believe th at the skillful finery o f out women is 
less dangerous than an absolute nakedness which, if habitual, 
would soon turn first impressions in to  indifference, maybe 
even into disgust! D on’t we know th at statues and paintings 
offend our eyes only when the com bination o f clothes renders 
nakedness obscene ? T h e  greatest ravages occur when imagina
tion steps in . 1 *

Do not assume, however, that Rousseau condemns clothing and finery. 
the contrary, they are necessary in order th at woman preserve her chad 
that she continue to excite man’s imagination. In this sense, “clothing"! 
part o f sexual strategy. It is in the service o f shame and its ends. The taswh
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AMt ornament, minors and jewels is part o f fem inine nature. A  girl “has
fliore Hunger for finery than for food” [Emile, p- 479).

In this argument, aimed at demonstrating the natural character o f sham e, 
clothing has a complex function and plays a  strategic r6 le. Rousseau still has 
to justify the difference between human and animal behavior with respect to  

At this point, He resorts to  a true "cauldron argum ent.”14
On the one hand, man is precisely not an ordinary anim al like any other; 

he alone is capable of conceiving o f honesty and o f  beauty. O n  the other 
hand, animals are more susceptible to  shame than on e would th ink , even 
though they too, like children, are naked. . . .  In  any case, even if  we grant 
to d'Alembert and the other phtlosop/ies that shame is n o t a  natural sentim ent 
but, rather, a conventional virtue, the same essential consequence remains: 
women ought to cultivate the virtues o f sham e and tim idity. T h e ir  lo t is to 
lead a secluded domestic life, a life hidden in a  cloister-like retreat. W om an 
ihould not be showy nor should she put herself on show. Her home is her or
nament; she is its soul. Her place is not in public. For her to  appear there is to 
usurp man’s place and to debase him , to  degrade both  her sex and his.

If you object that Rousseau imprisons women in die hom e, that he demands 
from them an excessive reserve, he will respond like Lucrfccc to Pauline:

Do you call the sweetness o f a peaceful life in the bosom o f 
one’s family a prison? As for m e, my happiness needs no other 
society, my glory needs no other esteem , than that o f my hus
band, my father and my children . 15

It’s no coincidence that, when Rousseau does concede that shame might 
be a cultural prejudice, there is a slide in his logic. He slides from an insist
ence on women's reticence to a demand for female seclusion, from feminine 
reserve to the confinement o f the fem inine on a reservation. In this slippage 
Rousseau repeats a familiar social operation o f  masculine domination. Under 
the pretext of giving back Nature her suppressed voice and o f defending Na
ture's ends, what is really being advocated, as always, are the phallocratic 
endsof man. It is the voice o f man (vir)— stifled by women, those wicked and 
degenerate women— that Rousseau restores.

These maxims, these natural or conventional maxims which demand the 
isolation and domestic confinem ent o f women, would be doubly confirmed 
by experience; wherever women are free, low morals are rampant; conversely, 
wherever morals arc regulated, women are confined and separated from men. 
This separation of the sexes is necessary for their pleasure and their union. In
deed, there is no union without separation. Every communication, every 
commerce between the sexes is indiscreet, every familiarity is suspect, every 
liaison dangerous! Thus, it is in order to  insure a lasting bond between them 
that Emile is separated from Sophie. Thus, the “admirable” order maintained 
by Julie at Clarens is based on the separation o f the sexes. In this well-run do-
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mesric econom y, there is little  com m erce between men and worn- 
live apart from one another like m en and women everywhere, be A 
Ii2ed or savage. T h e  very universality o f  this practice proves usconf ****'' 
nature.

Even am ong savages, men and women are never seen indis. 
crim inately mixed. In the evening the family gathers, every 
man spends the night with his woman; the separation resume 
w ith th e  ligh t o f  day and th e two sexes have nothing hut 
meals, at th e m ost, in  com m on . 16

Lettre d d'Alem bert privileges the people o f  Antiquity (for they are ihc<r 
est to nature): Rom e and Sparta would be th e best models of this adt®̂ - 
domestic economy where, when m en and women do see each other, 
very briefly and almost secretly.”17 

Thus, nothing justifies the natural character o f shame, the slippage 
feminine reserve to  the con finem ent o f  the feminine on a reservation, 3̂  
the strict segregation o f  th e sexes, unless it is Rousseau's phallocratic aim, 
isn’t the latter itself based on Rousseau's libidinal economy, on a certain pa* 
noiac structure? Isn’t  it based on  his desire to  be confused with women, arj * 
the same tim e, on his fear o f  being contam inated by women, the very 
to whom he feels him self so very close? Isn’r it this very proximity 
compels him to erect barriers, to  emphasize the differences and thesejwj. 
tions? Consider the passage in Lettre d d ’A lem bert where, for once, Roumh 
declares that if women are brave enough they should, like Sparran wemtn. 
imitate the masculine model. T h is passage is symptomatic of his desire/feard 
becoming woman. It shows that this w hole discourse is motivated by thank 
sire/fear. Now we see what is really at stake in the segregation ofsexetth 
point is not so much to avoid che genera! confusion o f the sexes; it is ratheta 
avoid the contam ination o f  the m asculine by the feminine and a geneti 
effeminization.

Among barbaric peoples, men did not live like women because 
women had the courage to live like men. In Sparta, women 
became robust and man was n o t enervated. . . . Unable to 
make themselves m en, women make us women, (a frightening 
perversion, degradation, and denaturation! especially in a Re
public where men are needed.

T h e  thesis that Rousseau defends is always already anticipated by b  
libidinal drives; the voice o f Nature is equally che echo o f his nature. That if 
singularity of his nature resonates with the universality of traditional phib 
sophic discourse is not an objection to , but rather a proof of, the complx* 
or, as Freud would say, the secret kinship between philosophic Reason ard 
"paranoiac” madness.18 O n this subject, we must proceed with caution. L«!
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i^rict ourselves here to emphasizing the "kinship” betw een th e apparently 
^.biographical texts and the Confessions or the Dialogues.

The "theoretical” insistence on virile mobility and activity is inseparable 
Rousseau’s fantasies of being suffocated, paralyzed, and imprisoned in 

the maternal womb. We can read this fantasy when Rousseau describes the 
1i0l|.»'onwn, the Parisienne, who illegitimately reverses the relation  o f dom i
nation. "IFlragiltcy, sweetness o f voice and delicate features were n ot given to  
her in order that she may be offensive, insulting, or disfigure herself with an
ger.*19 Thus, when she assumes the right to  com m and, woman fails to  heed 
the mice of the master; seeking to  usurp his rights, she unleashes disorder, 
misery, scandal, and dishonor. Far from guaranteeing his freedom, the new 
empire of women enslaves, deforms, and em asculates m an. H enceforth , 
*oman confines him in chains in the darkness o f  her enclosure. Instead o f be
ing a mother, of bringing him into the world, into the light o f  day, she tries to 
keep him in her cave, to put him back into her womb, to  suffocate him by de
nying him air and mobility.

Terms like these abound in Lettre d d ’A lem bert, Em ile, and La NouveUe 
tidoise. So’‘unnatural” and perverse is this stifling and paralyzing "fem inine” 
operation that, even as it feminizes m an, it cannot obliterate every "vestige" 
ofhtsreal nature and destiny. His virility reasserts itself in his desire for 
mobility', in the involuntary agitation and anxiety he experiences whenever 
woman, by nature sedentary and indolent, reclines tranquilly on a chaise 
lounge, suffocating him behind the closed doors o f some over-stuffed parlor. 
This, as Rousseau describes in Lettre d d'A lem bert, is especially true in Paris, 
where women harbor in their rooms a true seraglio o f  men (more feminine 
than masculine) whose automatic instinct struggles incessantly against the 
bondage they find themselves in and drives them , despite themselves, to the 
active and painstaking life that nature imposes upon them .

Likewise in the theaters o f Paris,

men stand in the orchestra stalls as if wanting to relax after 
having spent the whole day in a sitting room. Finally, over
whelmed by the ennui o f this effem inate and sedentary idle
ness, and in order to  temper their disgust, to  involve them
selves in at least some sort o f activity, they give their places to 
strangers and go looking for che women o f other m en.20

However, these vestiges o f m an’s former nature are laughable. They ex
press only a half-hearted desire to  reclaim  his nature. They don’t prevent him 
from dribbling away his strength in the idle and lax life o f a sex-junkie, nor 
from keeping to the “abode and repose o f women, ” where he is enervated and 
loses his vigor.

Such passages from Lettre d  d’Alembert, Emile, or La NouvelU H ihise. 
which depict the sadistic spectacle o f  the male paralyzed, suffocated, and im-
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prisoned, call ro mind certain passages o f the Confessions. How can 
think, for example, o f the passage where Jean-Jacques states chat 
remain seared in a room, arms crossed, inactive, chatting with other* 
ing only his tongue," is an “unbearable torture”?21 How, in general * ***' 
fail to  recall Rousseau’s claustrophobia, his taste for the outdoor liT ̂  
hikes, his disgust at traveling in a poste chaise, which he likens to a ^  
locked cage where one is bound and blinded, an obscure prison which ^  
man could tolerate?

O ne does not acquire a taste for prison by virtue o f residing in 
one. . • . A ctive life, manual work, exercise, and movement 
have becom e so necessary th at man couldn’t give them up 
without suffering. T o  suddenly reduce him to an indolent and 
sedentary life would be ro imprison him, to put him in chains, 
to  keep him in a violent and constrained stare. No doubt his 
d isposition and h ea lth  would be equally altered. He can 
scarcely breathe in a stuffy room. H e needs the open air, 
movement, and fatigue . . . ; he is disturbed and agitated; he 
seems to be struggling; he stays because he is in chains. [Emile, 
567-68]

These are the words o f Em ile’s private tutor. But they betray all the fanu- 
sies o f Jean-Jacques as endlessly repeated in the Dialogues: his fear, his honx 
o f the dark, the belief that his persecutors have surrounded him with a "triple 
enclosure o f darkness,” entombed him behind impenetrable walls of darkness; 
his fantasy o f being weighed down with chains, o f being unable to say a word, 
take a step, move a finger without the knowledge and permission of his era. 
rmes; o f being enclosed in an immense labyrinth where tortuous and subterra
nean false paths lead him further and further astray; and finally, the fantasycf 
being buried alive. A ll o f these persecution fantasies express not only horror 
but also desire: the desire “to be b eaten ." Caught in the grip of his persecu
tors, he barely tries to  escape. Surrounded by falsity and darkness, he waiu, 
without a murmur o f protest, for truth and light. Finally, buried alive in a cof
fin, he lies still, not even thinking o f death. Is this the tranquility of inno
cence? O r the tranquility o f masochistic pleasure at being punished, immobi
lized, possessed like a woman and by women, the pleasure of being suffocate; 
and humiliated by women, o f being made into their thing, their property!

In the Confessions, we learn that the episode with Mile Lambercier deter
mined the shape o f the remainder o f Jean-Jacques’ love life. Her severity«  
for him a thousand times sweeter than her favors would ever have been. 9* 
treated him “as a thing that belonged to h e r ,"  possessing him as one posseso 
private property. Their encounter becomes a prototype: to kneel before» 
imperious mistress, obeying her orders, begging her forgiveness—these alw? 
remain very sweet pleasures for him . M ile G o to n , who deigns to act the
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„ess showers him with joy. O n  his knees before M m e Basile, si- 
nd still, afraid to do or say anything, Jean-Jacques finds this state ludi- 

^^but delightful.“Nothing I ever experienced in possessing a wom an 
Cl*!nv»l the minutes I spent at her feet without even daring to touch 

drtss."2* It'* the same with Sophie d’H oudetot who, for six  m onths, 
^  ̂  heart with a delight he defies any mere sensualist to  m atch. “ Am  I 

your possession? Have you not taken possession?” he writes to  her,23 
Mo*, all of these captivating women, these castrating wom en, are also ma

ternal figure** figures of and substitutes for the m other who died bringing him 
mm the light of day. It is perhaps in order to  stil! the reproaches for th is  death 
-which cannot be atoned,” that Rousseau effects an inversion. M an will no 
longer be the cause of the death o f women or mothers. R ather, women will be 
rcsfonsible for the death o f man. By refusing m otherhood, refusing to  put 
themselves entirely at his service, to  be filled w ith pity and tenderness for 
him, women will be responsible for his degeneration, perversion, em ascula
tion, and expropriation. This masterful inversion displaces all aggression 
onto the “dolls." At the same time, it preserves, or rather constructs and 
ntrmalijes, the image, intact and pure, o f  an idealized and divine M other, a 
Mother who could only be the best o f mothers— even if she nearly suffocated 
him in her womb, causing him to be bom  “disabled and sick ly .”

Thus, there is a split between two m other figures— th e whore and th e V ir
gin—between public women unafraid to trespass the dom estic enclosure (the 
co mediennes, the Dolls, the prostitutes, th e Parisiennes, all “public women” 
in Rousseau’s eyes) and the women who live w ithin th e shadow o f the enclo- 
jure, the respectable Mothers, surrounded by their husbands and children 
(can there be a more pleasing sight?). T h is  split suggests th at th e phallocra- 
ticum of Rousseau is also, as always, a fem inism  24 

The sense of shame, whose corollary is the enclosure o f  women, is in effect 
responsible for the “natural” inversion o f  dom ination: through it, the strong
er become dependent on the weakest, the weakest truly rule over the strong
est. The respectable woman, reserved and ch aste, the woman who knows her 
place, incites a love which verges on  enthusiasm , on sublime transports o f  
emotion. Admittedly, she does not govern, but she reigns. She is a queen, an 
idol, a goddess. With a simple sign or word she sends men co the ends o f the 
world, off to combat and to glory, here, there, wherever she pleases. A note 
in Emile cites the case of a woman who, during the reign o f  Francois 1, im
posed a vow of strict silence upon her garrulous lover. For two-and-a-half 
Vttrt he kept it faithfully.

One thought that he had becom e mute through illness. She 
cured him with a single word: speak! Isn’t there something 
grand and heroic in such love? Doesn’t  one imagine a divinity
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g j . 4 .

T h e  em pire o f  w om en— these women* the '‘true" Wc>m_  
m oth ers—  is n o t feared  by m en  because it doesn’t debase!?' 
trary, it en ab les  th e m  to  fu lfill th e ir  duties, to  prove their h 
virility . For m en , th e re  is Mn o  sw eeter" or more respected 

w om en really  w anted  to  b e  women and mothers* their u n cT ^  ^  
would b e  im m en se. M others* “be all that you should be 
com e a ll o b sta c le s .1,2 5 * *  * !  • ‘

W o m e n  are  thu s w rong to  dem and equal rights and the same M 
m en. I f  th ey  aspire to  b ecom e m en, they can  only fail. They ^  
inferior m en  and  in  th e  bargain they would lose the essential 
pire in  w h ich  th ey  naturally  reign.

O bviou sly , th is  reign  is co n d itio n a l upon women’s natural quak* 
subm ission, d o cility , and  gen tlen ess. It  is given to them on the 
th a t , from  ch ild h o o d  o n , they  be schooled in constraints and 
discom forts, s in ce  th e ir  “natu ral state” is to be dependent, to b c s d ^  
m an and a t th e  serv ice  o f  m an. 1

S in c e  m en are , from  th e  beg inning , dependent on women, 
o f w om en m ust be relative to  m en . H ere in  a nutshell is the sophist "

T h e  form ation  o f  ch ild ren  depends on the formation of moth, 
ers, th e  first ed u catio n  o f  m en  depends on  the care of women; 
th e m anners, passions, tastes, pleasures and even happiness of 
m en depends o n  w om en. T h u s the entire education of women 
must be relative to m en. T o  please m en, to  be useful to them, 
to b e  loved and honored  by th em , to  raise them when they we 
young, ca re  fo r th em  w hen they  are grown-up, to console 
them , to  m ake th eir lives agreeable and gentle— these are Ae 
duties o f  w om en in all tim es and this is what they must he 
taught from child hood . U n less we return to this principle, we 
w ill stray from  th e  goal, and all o f  the precepts we give to 
women w ill serve n e ith er th eir happiness nor our own. |Emilr, 
4751

N o confession could be clearer: h e  who claim s always to “follow thetf 
cions o f N ature,” is really follow ing th e best o f guides. In fulfilling her- 
“nature” to the maximum, he serves th e interests and ends of

N o t e s

f wWed 8" d sickWi I cost my mother her life, and my birth «a*th*ta 
«  U ™  *  »• <>■ «• T h i, and all o J h c , , ™ ^
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2* On the death of Julie’s mother he writes in La Nouvelle Hfloisc, Part 111, Letter VI: "a  loss 
which cannot be restored and for which one never finds consolation once one has been able to 
rtrtotch oneself for it.” And in Emile. Book 1: “Maternal solicitude cannut be supplied.”

3. See S> Kofman, L< Respect des /emmes, Galilee, 1980.
4! See, for example, Lettnr d d’Alembert. “ A t this very instant the short-lived philosophy that 

a ken and dies in the comer of a great city, this philosophy that seeks to suppress the cry of 
Nature and die unanimous voice of humankind is going to rise up against me.** (“& Vinswnt va 
sfkver corvtre moi. cene philosophic d’un jour . . . (Gamier-Flammarion p. 168)1, and further: 
“Thus it was willed by nature, it is a crime to suppress her voice" I" Ainsi I’a voulu la Nature. ■ ■ ■
( p .  171)1-

S. Emit. £d- Gamier-FUmmarion, p. 48. All page numbers given in this text for Emile refer 
t© the Gsmier-FUmmation edition. Translations are my own— M .D.

4. nSur let jm irxs” in Oeuvres compacts, PUiade, t. H, p. 1255.
7. One could find this contrast between “major” and “minor" texts, between texts of “youth*' 

and those of ” maturity" in other philosophers. This is the case with Auguste Com te, another 
fhallocrat, whose early letter to Valet, dating from Sept. 24, 1819, espouses a  position which 
wdl later be that of his adversary, John Stuart Mill. See S. Kofman: Aberrations, le dcuenir-femme 
<fA. Comte (Aubiet-FUmmarion p. 230 and following).

8. See Kofman, U  Respect des femmes, Galilee, 1980.
9. La NeuweBe Hftoisc, Part IV, Letter X.
10. The Rousseauisnc description is the opposite of that of Freud for whom libido is essen- 

tally’‘masculine.” See Kofman, The Enigma o f Woman, Cornell University Press, 1985. Despite 
this difference, both appeal to the same ‘'Nature" to justify the sexual subjugation of women, the 
euential point of the whole argument.

11. Emie, p. 470-71. Sec also La NouueU* Hdoise. Pan II, Letter XVIII, where Julie writes to 
Simt'Preux about the mamed woman: "She not only invested her faith, but alienated her free
dom. ( . . . )  It is not enough to be honest, it is necessary that she be honored; it is not enough to 
do only what is good, it is necessary that she refrain from doing anything that isn't approved. A 
virtuous woman must not only merit the esteem of her husband. Nit obtain it. If he blames her, 
she ts blameful; and if she were to be innocent, she is wrong as soon as she is suspect— for appear
ance itself counts as one of her duties."

12. Lucrtee. who preferred death to the loss of honor, is quoted by Rousseau as being among 
the heroines comparable and superior to male heros. (Sec "Sur fa  femmes” and La More de Lu- 
ata.O C , 11).

1). Leave 4 d'Alembert, fd. Gamier-Flammarion, p. 246.
14. See Nancy Holland’s “Introduction,” in this volume, for an explanation of this reference 

to "cauldron” logic (cr ).
15. L a  M ore de L u crd ce
16. LaN'outeQe Hfbise. Part IV, Letter X .
17. U would be interesting and very enlightening to compare Rousseau’s discourse on decency 

with that of Montesquieu in L'Esfmt des lots (Books XVI, X , XI, XX). In particular, one would 
find clarification for the allusion to warm countries where climate renders feminine sexual avid
ity fearsome. Montesquieu overtly grounds decency and the domestic confinement of women in 
the sexual danger thar these represent for men in warm countries. In contrast, where climate is 
temperate, it is unnecessary to confine women. Men can "communicate" with them for rhe 
pleasure and "entertainment" of both men and women.

18. Set De I’mtfrft de la ptycharmlyse-, in Aberrations, te devenir-femme d' A. Comte (Auber* 
FUmmarion, 1978) Kofman offers a detailed analysis of the possible relationships between a phi
losopher’s delirium and his philosophical system.

19. Em*. Book V.
20. LaNowefle Htloise, Part IV, Letter X.
21. Ccnfesskm, Book XII. a ,
22. fix Mile Lambercier, sec Book I and L ’Ebauehe des Confession*. 13. F o r  Mile Goton. i*x *

I. Far Mme Barite, Book 11.
23. Letter of October 15, 1757. i a j i w ,
24. For an explanation of Kofman’s use of feminism’ in this passage, see Nancy H ou*u

■Introduction,” in this volume.
25. La NouveUe H floiu , Part V. Letter 111.



Introduction to 
“Sorcerer Love,” 
by Luce Irigaray

ELEANOR H. KUYKENDALL

"Sorcerer L ove"  is the name that Luce Irigaray gives to the demonic* 
love as presented  m P k to ’s Symposium. She argues that Socrates ^  
two incom patible positions to D iotim a, who in any case is not present 
quet. The first is that love is a  m id'point or intermediary between Wr$ 
teaches im mortality. The second is that love is a  means to the endanddWw 
creation, and thus is a  m ere means to immortality through which the tovosi^  
another. Irigaray argues in fav or o f  the first position, a conception c fk e J i

. . .  J-___monic intermediary.

Luce Irigaray’s “Sorcerer Love” is unique among her presently tram  ̂
works because it was originally composed as a lecture, to be spoken. As^i 
it forms a bridge to w ritten language, including the versions of expend 
Vicriture fhrunine o r fem inine writing for which Irigaray is better 
readers o f  English (1 9 7 9 , 1974 , 1 9 7 7 ). Irigaray delivered "Sorcerer Love,-* 
Diotima’s speech in Plato’s Symposium, at Erasmus University, Rottdan 
in 1982, during her appointm ent to a chair honoring the animal behavicn: 
Jan  Tinbergen. S h e  published it as th e  second chapter of her book, Ethiqwa 
la difference sexuelle (Irigaray, 1984). In this work Irigaray also discusses roc 
by Aristotle, Descartes, Spinoza, Hegel, Merleau-Ponty, and Levinas, pro- 
rily, as the title tells us, as a point o f departure for her ethics.

In her ethics, irigaray both presupposes and seeks to disclose a female it 
conscious, hidden in traditional discourse, including the discourse ofphita 
phers, both male and fem ale. In her ontology, she evokes Nietzsche 
Heidegger, for whom being is not fixed but constantly to be won, wiihuc. 
however, subscribing to their assumptions o f  separation and distance (Hfc 
1983b). In her method, Irigaray, who began her career as a psycholing# 
(Irigaray, 1973), invokes Derridean deconstruction without endorsing whr 
she perceives as Derrida’s false presupposition o f gender-neutrality in ac
counts of language learning and morality (Irigaray, 1983a; 1987).

Irigaray’s ontology, ethics, and method have been criticized both fot hf 
rendition of Freud’s views on femininity (Kofman, 1980: 101*120)
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■ r supposed dependence on Freud and Lacan (Plaza, 1980; G allop, 1982: 
S u l)  But Mnce the 1970’s, Irigaray has attempted to develop an alternative

minist account of the unconscious origins o f language and morality which 
d ffcis sharply from Freud and Lacan. For example, in Speculum o f the O ther 
S’oman, (Irigaray, 1974), written in an unorthodox literary style which at 
times parodies Lacan as well as Plato, Irigaray reverses the direction o f  the 
philosopher's journey in Plato's Republic. For Irigaray, th e philosopher's jour
ney from Plato's cave to the sun and so from ignorance and delusion to a 
*k#«r understanding o f the G ood, prefigures a Freudian and L acan ian  
ontology5 the philosopher's emergence from the cave is the son’s rupture o f 
[us bond with his mother at the father’s behest. In her feminist alternative, 
Ingaray interprets the cave instead as a  source o f connection and so, o f moral 
knowledge.

T h e  connection is also magical. T h e  ballet El A m or Brujo (1 9 1 5 ), com 
posed by Manuel de Falla and presented on the Paris stage as L ’Amour Sorrier 
(1925), culminates in a ritual fire dance. Luce Irigaray's “Sorcerer Love,” like 
its namesake, also creates an atmosphere o f bew itchm ent. Published ten years 
after Speculum, “Sorcerer Love” is Irigaray’s only other work on Plato. Here, 
ajel<ewhere, her effort isdeconstructive in that it questions both explicit and 
covert presuppositions of gender in the text and its presentation. But the 
analysts in “Sorcerer Love” is also constructive in that it supports an ontology 
grounded in what Irigaray understands as women’s experience, such as mater
nity, and an ethic honoring connection with or among women, rather than 
separation. Irigaray argues more explicitly for this ontology and eth ic in later 
chapters of £thique de la difference sexuelle entitled  “L'A m our du Meme, 
1’Amour de I'Autre” [“Love o f  the Sam e, Love o f the O th er”] and “6 thique 
de la difference sexuelle” (1984: 127-141).

In the Symposium, Plato reports Socrates in turn reporting a speech by 
Diotima in praise of love. This speech, Irigaray suggests in “Sorcerer Love," 
suffers from an internal contradiction in which love is described in two in
compatible ways. On the one hand, it is said to be a constantly moving inter
mediary, neither lover nor beloved but both; on the other hand, it is said to 
become stabilized in the form of a third person, for example, a child, thereby 
grating lover from beloved. M oreover, Irigaray claims that the dramatic 
setting in which Plato situates the speech undermines its overt content and 
thesis. Socrates attributes to  Diotima a  purportedly universal theory o f love at 
a banquet from which she and all o th er women are absent, a banquet at 
which a high level of sexual tension develops among the men. Thus, the con
ception of love presented as universal is not universally practiced, since 
women cannot participate directly in  the discourse at the banquet. Further, 
both the examples and the very conception o f what is said to constitute 
love—discourse with the divine— exclude women from all but loi'es initia 
and least enlightened phase— the physical desire to procreate.



62
Eleanor H. Kuykendall

Irigaray’s interpretation o f Diotima’s speech is, of count 
A ndrea N ye, for exam ple, m a critical essay that appears in 
gues th at Irigaray misreads Diotima (or Socrates, or Plato) since 
less literal translations, Diotima can be interpreted as consntentlv^^ 
iiing love as intermediary or demonic. And although some cm iak^  
gued th at D iotim a’s very existence was an invention, the *
be read as acknowledging the existence o f an actual historical ftm̂ * 6 
even though that acknowledgement is somewhat ambivalent since thT*' 
tribution is a second-hand one (W ider, 1986: 44-48). <t*

Yet Irigaray is n o t unaware o f these issues. She herself pomtsotitfa.fl 
text o f the Symposium presents Diotima’s speech in praise of love as 
tion by Socrates— whose own speech is a quotation by Plato. Historic 
Diotima’s actual presence at the banquet would have been Highly ^  
T h e fact that a male philosopher is speaking for an absent woman, jfc. 
which is supposed to be irrelevant to  the explicit celebration of W a *  
versa), renders that celebration ironic. Why the all-male dramatic seto^ 
this banquet celebrating love, from which nor only Diotima butak j  
women, even the flute players and dancers, were absent? Why Di#*-, 
identification o f love between men as love's highest individual realiatim,i 
beit a realization to be transcended? And why, after Diotima’s speech,  ̂
Plato recount the embarrassing confrontation of a disdainful Socrate t̂ 
drunken Alcibiades for whom, it turns out, Socrates hardly provided an & 
quate ethical model? (W hitbeck, 1984:393) These arc some of the qu tasxt 
with which the feminist reader o f this text must grapple. Irigaray reads dm 
as indications o f conflicts o f  unconscious motives or of speech acts, asvcug 
Lacan or Derrida; but she also reads them as indications that the concepts 
of love itself presented in the Symposium is deeply masculinist. Attbeent 
of “Sorcerer Love”, Irigaray departs from her deconstruction of the speech 
Plato’s Socrates' Diotima to sketch the beginnings of an ethic of her o*n,cne 
grounded in an alternative ontology. The transformation that she celebcau 
here and elsewhere in her work comes from what she takes to be experience 
of boundarylessness specific to women, such as maternity. But Irigaray 
not intend this as a crude “essentialism” grounded on experiences avails 
only to women. She rather seeks in women’s experience an alternative toth 
ontology o f separation and desire posited by Plato through Socrates ani 
Diotima. Irigaray’s reading of Plato’s Symposium, like her readings of phiks> 
phers elsewhere, opens a dialogue with Plato, with Socrates, with Dtotiw. 
and with Irigaray herself, which we are now challenged to continue.
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Sorcerer Love: A  Reading 
of Plato’s Symposium, 
Diotima’s Speech

L U C E  IR IG A R A Y
Translated by E leanor H. Kuykendall

"Sorcerer L ove”  is the nam e that Luce Irigaray gives to the ^momc/uno^ 
love as presented  in Plato's Sym posium . 1 She argues that Socrates th ertcn ^  
two incom patible positions to D iotim a, who in any case is not present at fa k *  
q u el T he first is that love is a m id-point or intermediary between lovers ■ 
reaches immortality. T he second is that love is a  means to the end and duty afp^ 
creation , and thus is a  m ere m eans to immortality through which the lovers lose 
another. Irigaray argues in fav or o f  the first position, a conception 
dem onic interm ediary. E. K.

In th e Symposium , the dialogue on love, when Socrates finishes speaking, 
he gives the floor to  a woman: D iotim a. Sh e  does not participate in these ex
changes or in this m eal am ong m en. S h e  is n ot there. She herself does net 
speak. Socrates reports or recounts her views. H e borrows her wisdom and 
power, declares her his in itiator, his pedagogue, on matters of love, but sheis 
not invited to  teach  or to  ea t. U nless she did not want to accept an invitt- 
tion? But Socrates says noth ing  about that. A nd Diotima is not the only 
example o f a woman whose wisdom, above all in love, is reported in her ab
sence by a man.

Diotim a’s teaching will be very d ialectical— but different from what«  
usually call dialectical. U n like H egel’s, her dialectic does not work by opposi
tion to transform the first term  into the second, in order to arrive at a synrbe* 
sis o f the two. A t the very outset, she establishes the mtermediao 
never abandons it as a mere way o r  m eans. H er method is not, then, a 
propaedeutic o f th e destruction  o r destructuration o f  two terms in order to 
establish a synthesis w hich is n e ith er o n e  nor th e other. She presents, 
uncovers, unveils the existence o f  a third th at is already there and that 
permits progression: from poverty to wealth, from ignorance to wisdom, from 
mortality to  immortality. For her, this progression always leads to a greater 
perfection o f and in love.
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to the usual dialectical methods, love ought n o t to  be aban- 
BUV ‘T * J ( e  of becoming wise or learned. It  is love th at leads to  know l- 

'practical and metaphysical. It is love th at is both  th e  guide and

^T^yibove all a mediator.
4~i<mawd as a theme, but love is also perpetually en acted , drama- jjQve is oesig»*®iw

-a . m the exposition of the theme.
SoDiotiro* immediately rebuts the claim s th at love is a great G od  and th at 

■ t h e  l o v e  of beautiful things. A t the risk o f offending th e  G od s, D iotim a 
\ ̂  asserts that love is neither beautiful nor good. T h is  leads h er in terlocutor 
Oppose immediately that love is ugly and bad, incapable as h e  is o f grasp- 
10 the existence or instance of what is held between, w hat perm its th e  pas- 

between ignorance and knowledge. If  we did n o t, at each  m om ent, have 
^nething to leam in the encounter w ith reality, betw een reality and already 
established knowledge, we would not perfect ourselves in  wisdom. A n d  not 
to become wiser means to become more ignorant.

Therefore, between knowledge and reality, th ere  is an  interm ediary w hich 
permits the meeting and transmutation or transvaluation betw een the two. 
The dialectic of Diotima is in four terms, at least: th e  here, th e  two poles o f 
the meeting, the beyond, but a beyond w hich never abolishes the here. And 
so on, indefinitely. The mediator is never abolished in an infallible know l
edge. Everything is always in m ovem ent, in  becom ing. A n d  th e  m ediator o f 
everything is, among other things, or exem plarily, love. N ever com pleted, 
always evolving.

And, in response to the protestation o f Socrates th at love is a great God, 
that everyone says so or thinks so, she laughs. H er retort is n ot at all angry, bal
ancing between contradictories: it is laughter from  elsew here. Laughing, 
then, she asks Socrates who this everyone is. Just as she ceaselessly undoes the 
assurance or the closure of opposing term s, so she re jects every ensemble of 
jnities reduced to a similitude in  order to  constitu te a  w hole:

“You mean, by all who do n ot know?” said sh e, “or by all who 
know as well?” “Absolutely a ll.” A t that she laughed. (2 0 2 )2

(**Ce tout le monde dont tu paries, son t-ce , d it-elle, ceux qui 
saventou ceux qui ne savent pas?—-Tous en  g£n€ral, ma foil”
EHe se mit & rire.)

The tension between opposites thus abated, she shows, demonstrates, that 
"everyone” does not exist, nor does th e  position o f love as eternally a great 
God. Does she teach nothing that is already defined? A  method of becoming 
wise, learned, more perfect in love and in art [I1 aril- She ceaselessly questions 
Socrates on his positions but without, like a master, positing already consri- 
tuicd truths. Instead, she teaches th e renunciation o f already esm *s 
truths. And each time that Socrates thinks that he can take something a*
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ta in , sh e  u nd oes h is  ce rta in ty . A ll en tities, substantives, advert* 
are p a tie n tly , an d  joyou sly , ca lled  in to  question. ’

F o r lo v e , th e  d em o n stra tio n  is n o t so difficult to establish. For if u. 
sesscd  a ll th a t  h e  d esired , h e  would desire no more.3 He must jack u !/ 1*  
in  o rd er to  d esire  s t ill . B u t, i f  love had nothing at all to do with be^ * * *  
good th in g s, h e  cou ld  n o t  desire them  either. Thus, he is an mtermjw 
very sp ecific  sen se . D oes h e  th erefore  lose his status as a God? NorZ*^*** 
ily. H e  is n e ith e r  m ortal n o r  im m ortal: h e  is between the one and the * l !  
W h ic h  q u alifies h im  as d em o n ic . Love is a demon— his function is to tramT 
to  th e  gods w hat co m es from  m en and to  m en what comes from thegodHj! 
ev ery th in g  e lse  th a t  is d em o n ic , love is complementary to gods and to men® 
su ch  a way as to  jo in  ev ery th in g  wirh itself. T here must be a being of mii 
d ling n atu re  in  ord er for m en  an d  gods to  en ter into relations, into convey 
tio n , w hile  aw ake o r  asleep . W h ic h  m akes love a kind o f divination, pn^  
know ledge o f  th in g s co n n e c te d  w ith sacrifice, initiation, incantation, prcdic- 
tio n  in  general an d  m agic.

T h e  dem ons w ho serve as m ediators betw een m en and gods are numerous 
and very diverse. Love is o n e  o f  them . A n d  Love's parentage is very particu
lar: ch ild  o f  Plenty (h im se lf son  o f  Invention )  and o f  Poverty, conceived the 
day th e  b irth  o f  A p h rod ite  was celebrated- Thus love is always poor and

. . . rough, unkem pt, unshod, and homeless, ever couching 
on  th e  ground uncovered , sleeping beneath the open sky by 
doors and  in  th e  s tree ts , because he has the nature of his 
m other. . . . B u t again , in  keeping w ith his father, he hasde- 
signs upon th e  beautiful and good, for he is bold, headlong, 
and in ten se, a m ighty hu nter, always weaving some device or 
o th er, eager in  in v en tion  and resourceful, searching after wis
dom  a ll th rou gh  life , te rr ib le  as a m agician, sorcerer, and 
sophist. Further, in  his nature he is n o t immortal, nor yet mor
tal. N o , on  a given day, now he flourishes and lives, when 
things go well w ith h im , and again he dies, but through the 
nature o f  his sire revives again. Y et his gain for ever slips away 
from h im , so that Eros never is w ithout resources, nor is ever 
rich.

A s for ignorance and knowledge, here again he is midway 
betw een them . T h e  case stands thus. N o god seeks after wis
dom. or wishes to  grow wise (for he already is so), no more 
than anybody else seeks after wisdom if he has it. Nor, again, 
do ignorant folk seek after wisdom or long to grow wise; for 
here ts just the trouble about ignorance, that what is neither 
beautiful and good, nor yet intelligent, to  itself seems good 
enough. Accordingly, the man who does n ot think himself in
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^  has no desire for what h e  docs n ot th in k  h im self in  need

Socrates. J The seekers after know ledge, D io tim a! I f  th ey  are 
not the wise, nor yet the ignorant (said I ) ,  w ho are th ey , th en ?

iDbtima-l The point (said she) is obvious ev en  to  a  ch ild , 
that they are persons interm ediate b etw een  th ese  tw o, and 
that Eros is among them; for wisdom falls w ith in  th e  class o f  
the most beautiful, while Eros is an  eros for th e beau tifu l. A n d  
hence it follows necessarily that Eros is a  seeker a fter  wisdom  
|a philosopher), and being a philosopher, is m idway b etw een  
w is e  and ignorant. (203-204)

(rocket malpropre; un va-nu-pieds qui n 'a  p o in t de d o m icile , 
dormant & la belle Ito ile  sur le pas des portes ou  dans la rue 
selon la nature de sa m6re. M ais, en  rev an ch e , g u e tta n t, sans 
cesse, embusqu£ les choses belles e t  b on n es, chasseur h a b ile  e t  
ourdissant continumenr quelque ruse, cu rieu x  de p e n s le  e t  
riche d’expfdient, passant toute sa v ie & p h ilosop h er, h ab ile  
comme sorcier, com m e in v e n te u r  de p h ilt r e s  m a g iq u e s , 
comme sophiste, selon la nature de son  pfcre. D e plus, sa n a 
ture n'estnid’un mortel n i d’un im m ortel, m ais, le m cm e jou r, 
tantAt, quand scs expedients on t nSussi, il est e n  flcu r, il a  de la 
vie; taru6t au contraire il e s t  m o u ran t; pu is, d e re ch e f, il 
revient d la vie grace au natu rel de son  p ere , ta n d is  q u e, 
d'autre part, coule de ses m ains le fru it de ses exp ed ien ts! 
Ainsi, ni jamais Amour n’est indigent, n i jam ais il est riche! 
Entre savoir et ignorance, m ain ten an t, A m our est interm e
diate. Voici ce qui en est. Parmi les D ieux, il n ’y en  a aucun 
qui ait envie de devenir sage, car il Pest; n e  s’em ploie pas non 
plus & philosopher q u ico n q u e  d 'a u tre  e s t  sage. M ais pas 
davamage les ignorants ne s’em ploient, de leur co te , d philos
opher, et ils n'ont pas envie de devenir sages; car, ce qu’il y a 
precisement de f&cheux dans Pignorance, c*est que quelqu’un, 
qui n'est pas un homme accom pli e t qui n’est pas non plus in
telligent, se figure Pette dans la mesure voulue; e ’est que celui 
qui ne ctoit pas €tre depourvu n’a  p oint envie de ce  done il ne 
croit pas avoir besom d’etre pourvu. — Q uels sont done alors, 
Diotime, m’dcriai-je, ceux qui s’em ploient & philosopher si ce 
ne sont ni les sages ni les ignorants? — La chose est clairc, dit- 
elle, ct meme pour un en fan t! C e  sont ceux qui sont 
intermediates entre ces deux extrem es, e t au nombte desque s 
doit aussi se tro u v er A m o u r. L a  sa g esse , en  e ffe r ,,e s j 
fvidemment parmi les plus belles choses, e t c  est au
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qu ’A m o u r rapporte son  am our; d ’ou il suit que, foremen, 
A m our esc philosophe, e t, * ta m  philosophe, qu’il est intc™  
diare e n tre  le sav an t e t  1’ign oran t.)

Eros is th erefore  interm ediary  betw een coupies o f opposites: poverrv tu  
ig n o ran ce-w isd o m , u gliness-beaury, dirtiness-cleanliness, deaeh-hfo 
A n d  th a t would be inscribed in love’s nature as a result of his g en ealo^  
d ate o f  co n cep tio n . A n d  love is a philosopher, love is philosophy. P h i S ?  
is n o t form al know ledge, fixed , abstracted from all feeling. It is the seardfi» 
lo v e , love o f  beau ty , love o f  wisdom , w hich is one o f the most fccautiU 
things. L ike love, th e philosopher would be someone poor, dirty, abitrf 
bum , always an  outsider, sleeping under che stars but very curious, adept in 
ruses and d ev ices o f  a ll k inds, reflecting  ceaselessly, a sorcerer, a soph  ̂
som etim es flourishing, som etim es expiring. N othing like the representation 
o f  th e philosopher we generally  give: learned, correctly dressed, with gc  ̂
m anners, understanding everything , pedantically instructing us in a corpus*/ 
already codified d octrin e. T h e  philosopher is nothing like that. He is bs- 
fo o t, going o u t under th e  stars in search o f  an encounter with reality, seeking 
th e  em brace, th e acq u ain tan ce  (connaissance) (co-birthing) ((co'fiaissance)) 
o f  w hatever gentleness o f  soul, beauty, wisdom might be found there. Thu 
incessant quest h e  inherits from his m other. H e is a philosopher through his 
m other, an  adept in  in v en tion  through his father. But his passion for love, for 
beauty, for wisdom, com es to  h im  from his m other, and from the date when 
he was con ceived . Desired and w anted, besides, by his mother.

How is it th a t love and th e philosopher are generally represented other
wise? Because they  are im agined as beloved  and not as lovers. As beloved 
Love, both  like and unlike th e  philosopher, is imagined to be of unparalled 
beauty, d elicate, perfect, happy. Y et th e lover has an entirely different na
ture. He goes toward w hat is k ind, beautiful, perfect, etc. He does not posse# 
these. H e is poor, unhappy, always in search o f .  . . But what does he seek ot 
love? T h a t beautiful things becom e his— this is Socrates’ answer. But what 
will happen to  him  if  these things becom e his? T o  this question of Diotima'j, 
Socrates has n o  answer. Sw itch ing  “good” for “beautiful”, she asks her ques
tio n  again . “T h a t  th e  good may be h is ,” ( “Q u ’elles devienne siennes"} 
Socrates repeats.

“A nd what happens to th e m an when the good things become 
h is?" “O n  th is ,” said |Socratc$], “1 am more than ready with
an answer; that he will be happy.” (2 0 4 -2 0 5 )

(“E t qu’en  sera-t-il pour celui a qui il arrivera que les choses 
bonnes soient devenues siennes?” “Voifo, dit Socrate, & quoi 
je  serai plus & m on aise pour rdpondre! II sera heureux")

A nd happiness seems to  put an ultim ate end to this dialogical repetition be* 
tween Diotim a and Socrates.
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** *

ads: what should we call what pertains to  lovers? “By w hat m anner 
in(| in what activity does the eagerness and straining for th e  o b je c t 

Qt* Eros? And what may this action really be?” ( “Q u el est le 
j ‘pxisrence, le mode d’activit£ pour lesquels & leur zfcle, Si leur effort 

conviendrait le nom d’amour, dis-moi? En quoi peu b ien  consister 
^  And Diotima replies: ‘T h is  action is engendering in beauty, w ith 

both to body and to sou l” (205 , 2 0 6 ) ( “C ’est un en fan tem en t dans 
rL jr fe i :*k>n le corps et selon l'Ame.”) But Socrates understands n o th in g  
ânother, equally clear, revelation . . .  H e understands noth ing  about fe

cundity in relation both to body and to soul:

The union of a man and woman is, in fact, a g en eration ; this is 
a thing divine; in a living creature that is m ortal, it  is an  e le 
m e n t of immortality, this fecundity and generation . (2 0 6 )

(I'union de 1’homme er de la femme est en  effet un enfan te- 
mcntet c’est une affaire divine, c ’est, dans le vivant m ortel, la 
pr/sence de ce qui est immorteh la focondit£ e t la procrea
tion.)

This >memeftt of Diotima's never seems to have been understood. Besides, 
<he herself will go on to emphasize the procreative aspect o f  love. But first she 
stresses the character of divine generation in every  union betw een  man and 
um*a the presence of the immortal in the living m ortal. A ll love would be 
cMOon, potentially divine, a path between the con d ition  o f  th e mortal and 
that of the immortal. Love is fecund before all procreation. A nd  it has a 

demonic fecundity. Assuring everyone, male and fem ale, the im- 
moctal becoming of the living. But there ca n n o t be procreation o f a divine 
nature in what is not in harmony. And harm ony w ith  th e divine is n o t possi- 
blefor the ugly, but only for the beautiful. T h u s, according to  D iotim a, love 
htween man and woman is beautiful, harm onious, divine. It must be in or
der foe procreation to take place. It is not procreation that is beautiful and 
that constitutes the aim of love. T h e  aim  o f love is to  realize the immortality 
in the mortality between lovers. A nd the expansion w hich produces the child 
follows die joy at the approach o f a beautiful o b jec t. But an ugly object leads 
toa turning back, the shriveling up o f fecundity, th e painfully borne weight 
dthe desire to procreate. Procreation and generation in beauty— these are 
the aim of love, because it is thus th at the eternity and imperishability of a 
nwtil being manifest themselves, 

fecundity of love between lovers, regeneration o f one by the ot^er’ 
to immortality in one another, through on e another these to
tie condition, not the cause, o f p ro crea tio n . C erta in ly , ion
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S o cra tes  th a t th e creatio n  o f  beauty, o f a work of art (J'oeuwe) f a .  

t io n  th is  tim e?) is insufficient, that it is necessary to give birth to J!w * 
ch ild , th a t th is  wisdom is inscribed in the animal world itself. S h e * fc* 
to  laugh a t  th e  way h e  goes looking for his truths beyond the mwtobJ?* 
eryday reality , w hich  h e  does nor see or even perceive. Shemockstfeu v" 
d ia lectica l o r  d ialogical m ethod forgets the most elementary troths. The 
h is discourse o n  love neglects ro look at, to  inform itself about, the 
state  and to inquire about its cause.

D io tim a  sp eak s o f  c a u s e  in  a surprising wav. We could note that 
m ethod  does n o t en ter  in to  a ch ain  o f causalities, a chain that skips 
o ften  forgets th e  interm ediary as generative milieu. Usually, causality 
part o f  h er reasoning. S h e  borrows it from the animal world and evoke it,c* 
invokes it , w ith  respect to  procreation. Instead of allowing the child to ge
m in ate  o r  d evelop  in  th e m ilieu o f  love and fecundity between man aaf 
woman, she seeks a cause o f  love in the animal world: procreation.

D io tim a’s m eth od  m iscarries here. From here on, she leads lovtinto, 
schism  betw een m ortal and im m ortal. Love loses its demonic character j, 
this th e founding a c t o f  th e  meta-physical? There will be lovets mboused 
lovers in  soul. But th e perpetual passage from mortal to immortal thatiovm 
confer on  one an oth er is put aside. Love loses its divinity, its mediant 
alchem ical qualities betw een couples o f  opposites. The mtennedian' bccaw 
the child , and n o  longer love. O ccupying the place o f love, the child can no 
longer be a lover. I t  is put in  th e  place o f  the incessant movement of Ime. Be
loved, no doubt; but how  be beloved without being a lover And .snotbt 
trapped in  the beloved, contrary  to  what Diotima wanted in the first place A 
beloved w ho is an end is substituted for love between men and women Ah- 
loved who is a w ill, even a d u ty , and a  m eans o f  attaining immortality. Lam 

can  neither a tta in  nor advance th a t betw een themselves. That is ^weak
ness o f love, for th e ch ild  as well. I f  the couple o f  lovers cannot care tot At 
place o f  love like a  third term  betw een them , then they will not remain town 
and they can n ot give b irth  to lovers. Som ething gcrs solidified in spacc-anx 
with the loss o f  a vital intermediary milieu and o f an accessible, loving, tran
scendental. A  sort o f  teleological triangle replaces a perpetual movement, a 
perpetual transvaluation, a perm anent becoming. Love was the vehicle* 
this. But, if procreation becom es its goal, it risks losing its internal motiva
tion, its fecundity “ in itself”, its slow and constanr regeneration

This error in method, in the originality o f  Diotima’s method, is cotrecced 
shortly afterward only to be confirm ed later on. Surely, once again, she is"* 
there. Socrates reports her views. Perhaps h e  distorts them unwittingly and ufl' 
knowingly.

The following paragraph takes up what was just asserted. !t explains how it 
is that there is permanent renewal in us. How there is, in us, a ceaseless k* 
of the old, o f  the already dead, both in our most physical part— hair, bone,
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. _  whole body— and in our most spiritual p an : out ch aracter, our 
desites, joys and pains, out fears. N one o f these e lem en ts is ever 

op»l̂ 0<v  what they were; some com e in to  existence w hile others perish.
*  true for knowledges, w hich are acquired and forgotten— thus

“ This is the fashion in w hich everything m ortal is pre
served. not in being always perfectly identical, as is divinity, 
but in that the disappearing and decaying o b jec t leaves behind 
it another new one such as it was. By th is  a rran g em en t,
Socrates,” said she, “the mortal partakes o f im m ortality, both  
in body and all else; the immortal does so in  an oth er way. S o  
do not marvel if everything by nature prizes its ow n offspring; 
it is for the sake o f immortality th at every being has th is ur
gency and love.” . . ■ (208)

{{C'estl de cette fa^on qu’est sauvegatxte ce qui est m ortel, non 
point comme ce qui est divin par l'identtte absolue d’une exist
ence etemelle, mais par le fait que c e  qui s'en va, m ine par son 
anciennetd, laisse apr&s lu» autre ch ose, du nouveau qui est 
pared & ce qu’il dtait. O e s t  par ce m oyen, d it-elle , qui c c  qui 
est mortel participe & rim m ortalitd, dans son corps e t en  tout 
le rcste . . . Done, ne t ’dm erveille pas que, ce  qui est une 
repousse de lui-meme, chaque £tre ait pour lui tant de sollici- 
rode naturelle, car e’est en  vue de I’imm ortalitd que font cor
tege Si chacun d’eux ce zfcle e t  cec am our!)

Here, Diotima returns to her type o f argum entation, including her mocking 
of those who suspend the present in order to  search “for an eternity o f time an 
immortal glory” (“pour Tecemitd du tem ps une gloire im m ortelle”). She 
<pcaks—in a style that is loosely w oven  but never definitively knotted— o f  be
coming in time, of permanenr generation and regeneration here and now in 
each (wo)man (chacun(e)l o f  what is more corporeally and spiritually real. 
Without saying that one is the fruit o f  th e other. But th at, at each moment, 
we are a “regrowth” o f ourselves, in perpetual increase. N o more quest for im
mortality through the child. But in us, ceaselessly. Diotima has returned to a 
path which admits love as it was defined before she evoked procreation: an 
intermediate terrain, a mediator, a space-tim e o f  permanent passage between 
mortal and immortal.

Next, returning to an example o f the quest for immortality through fame, 
she re-sicuates (the) object (of) love outside o f the subject: reknown, immor
tal glory, etc. No more perpetual becoming-immortal in us, bur rather a race 
toward some thing that would confer immortality. Like and unlike 
non of a child, the stake o f love is placed outside the self. In the be ov
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n o t m  th e  lover? T h e  lovers c ited -A lcestis , Admetus A ,  
w ould n o t have been  cited  unless wc always r e m t m b e J S '  V  
th e  goal o f  e tern al reknow n that they loved unto death I 
o b je c t  o f  th e ir  love. N o t love itself. *

W e ll th e n  (said sh e), when men’s fecundity isofihcha 
they  turn  rather to  the women, and the fashion of their 
th is : through begetting children to provide themselVeŝ f  
im m ortality , reknown and happiness, as they imaging 

Secu rin g  them  for all time to come.
B u t w hen fecundity is o f  the soul— for indeed there are (iaij 
sh e ) those persons who are fecund in their souls, even more 
th an  in th e ir  bodies, fecund in what is the function of the soul 
to  co n ceiv e  and also to bring forth— what is this proper off. 
spring? It  is wisdom, along with every other spiritual value 
. . . (2 0 8 -2 0 9 )

(C e la  I ta n t ,  d it-elle , ceux qui sont ffconds selon le corps * 
tou m en t plutdt vers les femmes, et leur fa$on d’etre amoureux 
c ’est, en  engendranr des enfants, de se procurer 3 eux-memes, 
pensent-ils, pour toute la suite du temps, le bonheurd’avoiiun 
nom  dont le souvenir ne pdrisse pas. Quant 4 ceux qui sont 
feconds selon i’Sm e, car en fait il en existe, dit-elle, dont la 
fecondit€ reside dans I’Sme, & un plus haut degri encore que 
dans le corps, pour tout ce  qui appartienr & une ame d’etre ft- 
conde e t qu’il lui appartient d’enfanter. Or, qu’est-ce cela qui lui 
appartient? C ’est la pens^e, et c ’est toute autre excellence)

W h a t seem ed to  m e m ost orig inal in  Diotim a’s method has dtsapfera: 
o n ce  again. T h a t  irredu cib le interm ediary milieu oflove is cancelled tewm 
“su b jec t"  (a n  inad equ ate  word in  P la to ) and “beloved reality." Amorousi* 
com ing n o  longer co n stitu tes  a becom in g  o f  the lover himself, of lore info 
(m ale or fem ale) lover, betw een  th e  lovers fun devenir de I’amant lui-rreme 
de l’am our en  l’a m a n te (e ) , en tre  am antsl-4 instead it is now a releotqpol 
quest for w hat is deem ed th e  h ighest reality  and often situated in a oansctfr 
dence inaccessible to  our co n d itio n  as mortals. Immortality isputotfucd 
death and is n o t cou nted  as on e o f  our con stan t tasks as mortals, as a nan®.- 
cation that is endlessly incu m bent o n  us here and now, as a possibility 
scribed in  a  body capable o f  d ivine becom ing. Beaut)' o f body and beautŷ  
soul becom e hierarchized, and che love o f  women becomes the lotofth^ 
who, incapable o f  being creators in soul, are fecund in body and seek 
mortality o f  their nam e perpetuated by th eir offspring.

* ' ’ âr greatest and m ost beauriful form of wisdom 
S3J 3 *s which  has to  do with regulating states and
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households, and has the nam e, n o  doubt, o f  “ tem p eran ce” and

' ‘justice.” (209)

( , . .  de beaucoup la plus considerable c t  la  plus b e lle  m anifes
tation de la pensdc etant ce lle  qui co n ce m e  1’o rd on n an ce des 
Etats comme de tout 6tablissem ent, e t d o n t le n o m , on  le sait, 
est temperance aussi b ien  que ju stice .)

Amorous becomings, divine, im m ortal, are n o  longer le ft to  th e ir  in term e
diary current. They are qualified, hierarchized. A n d , in  th e  extrem e case, 
love dies. In the universe o f determ inations, there w ill b e  con tests, co m p eti
tions amorous duties— the beloved or love being the prize. T h e  lovers disap
pear. Our subsequent tradition has even taught us th e  in terd ictio n  or the fu
tility of being lovers outside o f procreation.

Yet Diotima had begun by asserting that the m ost d iv in e  a c t is “the union 
of man and woman, a divine affair.” W h at she asserted th en  accorded with 
what she said about the function o f love as an  interm ediary rem aining in ter
mediary, a demon. It seems th at in  the course o f  her speech  she reduces a bit 
this demonic, mediumlike function o f love; so th a t it is n o  longer really a de
mon, but an intention, a reduction to in ten tion , to  th e  teleology o f human 
will. Already subjected to a doctrine w ith fixed goals and n ot to  an im m anent 
flourishing of the divine in th e  flesh. Irreducible m ediator, at once physical 
and spiritual, between lovers; and n o t already codified  duty, will, desire, 
love invoked as a demon in a m ethod toward th e  beautiful and good often 
disappears from the speech, reappearing only  in  a rt, “ p a in tin g ", in the 
fora\(s) of love inciting to eroticism and, perhaps, in  th e  shape o f angels. Is 
love itself split between eros and agape? Y et, in  order for lovers to  be able to 
love each other, there must b e , betw een them , Love.

There remains what has been said about the philosopher-love. But why 
would not philosopher Love be a lover o f th e other? O nly  o f the Other? O f an 
inaccessible transcendent? in  any case, this would already be an ideal that 
suppresses love qua demonic. Love becomes political wisdom, wisdom in reg
ulating the city, not the intermediary state that inhabits lovers and transports 
them from the condition o f  mortals to  th at o f  immortals. Love becomes a sort 
of raison dVtat. Love founds a family, takes care o f children, including rhe 
children which citizens are. T h e  more its ob jective is distanced from an indi
vidual becoming, the more valuable it is. Its stake is lost in immortal good 
and beauty as collective goods. T h e  family is preferable to the generation of 
lovers, between lovers. Adopted ch ild ren  arc preferable to others. This, 
moreover, is how it comes to pass that love between men is superior to love be- 
tween man and woman. C arnal procreation is suspended in favor o f the 
engendering of beautiful and good things. Immortal things. That, surpns 
ingiy, is the view of Diotima. A t least as translated through the words uttered
by Socrates.
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T h e beings m ost gifted in wisdom go directly to  that end. M o s t ly  
physical beauty and M . . . must love on e single o b ject [physical f o r S  
ty], and thereof must engender fair d iscourses. . . . " ( 210) (par n’a i j ? ^ -  
unique beau corps e t par engendrer a ce tte  occasion de beaux discou 
the teaching is right, that must be so. But whoever becomes attached ** 
body must leam  that beauty is in  m any bodies. A fter having pursued 
in one perceptible form, he must leam  th a t th e same beautv resides m 
ies; he will

, . . abate his v io len t love o f  o n e , disdaining this and deeming 
it a trifle, and w ill becom e a lover o f  all fair o b je c ts ., . . ( 210)

( “ (devenir) un am an t d c tous les beaux corps e t dlrendra 
Tim pltuositl de son am our £  l ’£gard d ’un scul individu; car, un 
tel amour, il en  est venu d le d^daigner e t £ en faire peu de 
cas.")

From the attraction to a single beautiful body he passes, then, to mann^ 
thence to the beauty residing in souls. T h u s he learns that beauty is not feurj 
univocally in the body and th at som eone o f  an ugly bodily appearance can h 
beautiful and gentle o f soul; th at to  b e  ju st is to  know how to care for that p*. 
son and to engender beautiful discourses for him . Love thus passes in se rt 
into love o f works [oeuvres). T h e  passion for beautiful bodies is transioifttf 
into the discovery o f beauty in knowledges. T h a r  which liberates from the*, 
tachment to only one master opens on to  the im m ense ocean of the beautiful 
and leads to the birth o f  num erous and sublim e discourses, as well as to 
thoughts inspired by a boundless love o f  wisdom. U ntil the resulting fact 
and development permit the lover to  envision a certain unique knowledge 
(210). This marvelous beauty is perceptible, perhaps, by whoever has fol
lowed the road just described, by w hoever has passed through the different 
stages step by step. He will have, th en , the vision o f a beauty whose existent* 
is ” . . . eternal, not growing up or perishing, increasing or decreasing 
((dontj l’existence est £tem ei!e, £trang£re & la g6n£ration comme & la com*' 
tion, & Paccroissemcnt comme au d tcroissem cn t”) and which, besides, isdv 
soLaely beautiful:

not beautiful in one point and ugly in  another, nor beautiful in 
this place and ugly in that, as if  beautiful to  some, to others 
ugly, again, this beauty will not b e  revealed to him in the sem
blance of a face, or hands, or any oth er elem ent of the body, 
nor in any form of speech or knowledge, nor yet as if it apper- 
tamed to any other being, or creatu re, for example, upon 
earth, or in the sky, or elsewhere*, no, it will be seen as beauty 
in and for itself, consistent with itself in uniformity for ever, 
whereas all other beauties share it in  such fashion that, while
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they art ever bom and perish, that eternal beauty, n ev er w ax- 
ing. never waning, never is impaired. . . ■ (210-211 )

(pas belle h ce point de vue e t laidc d c e t  autre, pas davantage 
a tel moment et non & tel autre, n i non  plus b elle  e n  com par- 
aison avec ceci, laide en co m p a riso n  avec c e la , n i n o n  plus 
belle en tel lieu, laide en  tel autre, en  tan t que belle  pour cer- 
cainshommes, laide pour certains autres; pas davantage en core  
cette beauts ne se montrera a lui pourvue par exem ple d ’un 
visage, ni de mains, ni de quoi que c e  so it d ’autre qui so it une 
partie du corps; ni non plus sous Paspect d c  quelque raison- 
nement ou encore quelque c o n n a is s a n c e ; pas d a v a n ta g e  
comme ayant en quelque dtre d istinct quelque part son ex ist
ence, en un vivant par exem ple, qu‘il so it de la terre ou du 
del, ou bien en quoi que ce  so it d 'autre; mais b icn  plutot elle  
se montrera & lui en elle-m £m e, e t  par e lle -m em c, £ te m cl-  
lement unie & elle-m€mc dans Punicit** de la nature form eile, 
tandisque les autres beaux o b jets p articip ant tous de la nature 
doot il s’agit en une telle  ftq o n  que, ces autres o b jets ven an t a 
(’existence ou cessant d’exister, il n ’en  r^sultc dans la r la l i t l  
dont il s’agit aucune au gm entation , aucune d im inution , ni 
non plus aucune sorte d’a ltlra tio n .)

To attain this sublime beauty, one must begin w ith the love o f young men. 
Starting with their natural beauty, one m ust, step by step, raise oneself ro su
pernatural beauty: from beautiful bodies on e must pass to  beautiful pursuits; 
then to beautiful sciences, and finally to  th at sublime science that is super
natural beauty alone, and that allows knowledge o f  th e essence o f beauty in 
Uolation (211). This contem plation is w hat gives d irection  and taste to life. 
**. . It will not appear to  you to be according to the measure o f gold and rai
ment, or of lovely boys and striplings. . . .” (2 1 1 ) ("N i Por ou la toilette, ni la 
beautf des jeunes garcons ou des jeunes hommes ne peuvent entrer en paral- 
life avec cette dficouverte.” ) A nd whoever has perceived “beaury divine in 
its own single nature” ( 211) ( “ le beau divin dans Punicit£ de sa nature 
formeile"), what can he still look at? Having contem plated "th e  beautiful 
with that by which it can be seen” (211) (le  beau au moyen d e c e  par quoi il 
est visible”), beyond all simulacra, he is united with it and is really virtuous; 
since he has perceived "au thentic reality” (“r£el authentique”) he becomes 
dear to the divine and immortal.

This person would, then , have perceived what 1 shall call a sensiWe tran- 
scendenui, the material texture of beauty. He would have “seen” the very spa- 
tialityof the visible, the real before all reality, all forms, all truth erf particular 
sensations or of constructed idealities. W ould he h a v e  contemp at t H* 
ture" (“nature”) of the divine? T h is is the support o f the fabrication



transcendent in its different modes, all o f  which, according mi* 
reached by the same propaedeutic: the love o f beauty. Neither 
true nor justice nor the governm ent o f the city would occur wirk ^  
And its strongest ally is love. Love therefore deserves to be v en eT '^  
Diotima asks that her words be considered as a celebration and pra ^  ̂  

In the second part o f  her speech, she used Love itself asa meanTsT* 
celled out its intermediary function and subjected it to a telos The 
[puissance] o f  her m ethod seems less evident to me here than atthebra? 6 
of her speech, when she made love rhe mediator o f a becoming w i t h ?  

jective other than becom ing. Perhaps Diotima is still saying the same th 
But her method, in the second part, risks losing its irreducible charwet' 
being replaced by a meta-physics. Unless what she proposes to contetr^ 
beauty itself, is understood as th at w hich confuses the opposition h ** , 
immanence and transcendence. A n  always already sensible horizon at il* 
depths o f which everything would appear. But it would be necessary 
back over the whole speech again to  discover it in its enchantment.

N o t e s

1. Luce ingaray. “L’amour Sorrier; Lecture de Platon, Le Banquet, Discoursde DkftfDe'ltta 
Ingaray, 1984, pp. 27-39. Translation published by kind permission of Us Editions de Minx

2. This and subsequent quotations from The Symposium are rendered in the EngMitnra* 
non of Lane Cooper in Plato (1938) pp. 252-263. References in French, which folio* in pro 
theses, are Irigaray’s citations from the French translation of Ldon Robin in Platon (195CI.

3. In this and subsquenr passages "Love” or "love” is rendered in English with the rodn  
pronoun— a translation required by French grammar. “L’Amour," capitalized, meani "thefts' 
of Love"—Cupid or Eros, and is always masculine in French. "L'amour” uncapiulitd, 
“love" and is also standardly masculine in French. "Eros" and “Love" are interchange? 
English translations of most of Diotima’s speech; a similar interchangeabilitv exias nhad. 
Historically, "l'amour” was feminine in French until it was made conventionally mascutoM* 
accord wirh Latin use. In poetry, uses of “l’amour” in the feminine persist to this ArW 
“l’amour" was not grammatically feminine in the passages from Plato that Ingaray was citing 
garay’s argument in this essay can be read as an exploration of the ethical implicationsottwi 
grammatical points. Cf. Gi6visse (1964); 190-192. (Translator's note]

4. Irigaray is here exploiting the very characteristics of French grammar which exonM  *  
argument “L'amant" must be masculine when any of the lovers is male; but i t i s a b o p o * w * £  

specify that the lover is female, as in the title of her Amcnre Marine ((Female/ lows'*' 
Seas), 1980. (Translators note]
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Luce Irigaray

The Hidden H ost: 
Irigaray and D io tim a 
at Plato’s Sym posium

ANDREA NYE

Irigaray's reading o f Plato's Symposium in Ethique de la difference sexuelle 
itfuscwas both the advantages and the limits o f her textual practise. Irigaray's atten
tive listening to the text allows Diotima's voice to emerge from  an overlay o f Platonic 
jiftoJarsJup. But both the afustoricai nature o f that listening and /rigarav’s assump
tion of feminine margmality also make her a party to Plato's sabotage o f Diotima's 
philosophy. Understood in histoncal context, Diotima is not an anomaly in Platonic 
discourse, but the hidden host o f Plato’s banquet, speaking for a  pre-Socratic world 
utw against which classical Greek thought is asserted. Understood in historical 
context, Plato is not the authoritative founder o f Western though against whom only 
marginal skirmishes can be mounted, but a rebellious student who manages to trans- 
form Diotima's complex teaching on personal identity, immortality, and love into 
the sterile simplicities o f bgical form .

Who is the “host” o f that famous philosophical party described in Plato's 
Symposium? Who decided that no woman would be invited so that twenty 
centuries later, when Luce Irigaray decides to impose her feminine presence 
m her essay “L’amour sorcier” (this volume), she can only intervene as inter
loper and eavesdropper? Is the host Agathon, in whose house the Symposium 
takes place? Is it Socrates, in whose honor the feast is held? Is it Plato, who 
evokes the scene for us?

The root meaning o f “host” is a physical body on whose flesh parasites 
feed. The host is the nourishment they steal and convert to prolong their 
own independent existences. T h e host is a sacrificed animal body offered up 
to placate heaven. T h e  host is the physical bread the faithful eat at com
munion to become one with an insubstantial god. If we take ‘‘host’ in these 
toot senses, then , as I hope to show, it is Diotima and not Agathon, 
Socrates, or Plato who is the real host o f the Symposium. And ifthis is true 
Irigaray’s presence is no intrusion. She, or any woman, enters into t e iscus 
*ion of love with perfect right.

vol 3, no. 3 (Winter 1989) ©  by Andrea Nye



78
Andrea Nye

Irigaray, how ever, feels non e o f  the confidence of an i„vited
does sh e recognize D iotim a’s authority. Irigaray’s Diotima is n^ftlT*-^ 
o f  her ow n house, but an alienated troubler o f dichotomous cate« l >  
success depends on  being clever enough to subvert Platonic lo fT T ’^  
own com m itm en t to  th is “fem inine operation" prevents her from u n W  
ing D iotim a’s teach in g  and its relation to Platonism.

D iotim a’s discourse, as reported by Socrates as reported by Plato, W  
ways been th e locus o f  scholarly skirmishing. In the Symposium, whenh^ 
turn to speak on love, Socrates does n ot speak in his own voice. Herq*,, 
the teaching o f  his m entor, D iotim a. M ost scholars have found this 
and embarrassing. How ca n  th e great Socrates, founder of philosophy, beŝ  
ing that h e  learned everything he knows from a woman? In a rhetorical coo. 
petition between A th en ia n  m en, what is a woman doing correcting the 
takes o f previous m ale speakers? A nd  what is Plato doing, letting Sociaie*. 
peat respectfully the teachings o f  a woman, teachings not always in Iceepvg
with Plato’s own?

These anom alies have been handled in a variety of ways. Someschdan 
have argued th at Diotim a is a fiction al priestess invented by Plato togtvei 
vine authority to  Socrates, even though this explanation must ignore At 
many elements in D iotim a’s teaching inconsistent with Platonic phikscjto 
as well as the fact th at D iotim a would be the only fictional characrer in did 
the Platonic dialogues. O th ers have explained her appearance by referring# 
the romantic subplots o f  the Symposium : Socrates wishes to correct Agatha 
whom he wants to  seduce, but w ithout antagonizing; therefore Socrates pue 
his correction in D iotim a’s m outh so that he may imply ingratiatingly thathe 
too once needed instruction and had to be put right. Still others haveaigwd 
that Plato includes D iotim a’s discourse in order to ridicule irs simplistic nan* 
ralism, ignoring the fact th at Socrates praises Diotima and reports her rM  
of his naivete and excessive abstraction. Almost universally, if is asserted 
out argument that Diotima is fictional, fn translation and commentaries «  
teachioy-are interpreted so as to be compatible with Platonic philosophy*

In fact, Diotima's philosophy o f  love differs  both from the theory of fa™ 
in Republic, and from the mystical Pythagoreanism developed in
Phaedrus. Far from suggesting that the body is a degraded prison, Diofinu** 
bodily love as the metaphor and concrete training ground for all creative aw 
knowledge-producing activities.2 She argues that sexual love for one per** 
mustjse outgrown, bur not because it is physical and hence imperfect- Rad* 
the lover must progress to friendship, knowledge, and politics because extbm* 
actual low? for one person is obsessional, narrow, and makes one servd( 
(Syfflspwum 2 l0 c -d).* Diotima does not argue that heterosexual intercom*B 
inferior bu t urges an expansion o f loving intercourse that will bear *  

new knowledge, and new ways o f living with others, as « » *  
Ch,,dren <209a>- T h e  b ea u ty -in -ltse lf th at the initiate
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Okxima’s philosophy may experience as the culmination of her training is 
not a transcendent Platonic Form. T h e initiate glimpses no universal, ab
stracted from imperfect particulars, but an indw elling immortal divine 
kaiity, an attracting center that foments fruitful creation in alt areas of exist
ence4 Diotima identifies this center with the pre-Hellenic Cretan goddess, 
Eilethta, goddess of childbirth, and with her attendant spinner of fate, Moira 
(?06d). To be in touch with this divinity, she says, is to live a new enlight
ened existence and to be a lover o f the divine. O nly in this way, Diotima 
concludes, will we be able to avoid false images o f virtue and achieve real vir
tue (212a 1-5). The initiate in Diotim a’s philosophy cannot dwell in the 
world of absolute beauty as the philosopher o f Plato's Republic aspires to 
dwell in the upper sunlit world o f the Forms. T o  cut oneself off from the natu
ral generative center of human life, is to  be content with only abstract, unreal 
ideas of virtue and to fail to achieve real virtue which must be lived and gen
erated in the visible, physical world.

At first, there is much in Diotima’s teaching that Irigaray approves. She 
applauds Diotima’s mocking o f Socrates’ simplistic dichotomous thinking: 
love is either ugly or beautiful, rich or poor, e tc . Sh e accepts Diotima’s view 
of love as an intermediary or third term that moves between two opposing 
terms whose logic is deconstructed. She endorses Diotima’s theory' of personal 
identity based on the realization that the self is not unitary but constantly in a 
process of renewal and destruction.

But then Irigaray withdraws her approval. After such a promising begin
ning, she charges, Diotima's method “fails" (1984 , 33). Diotima searches for 
»"cause" for love in a natural impulse toward procreation. She sees an “issue" 
and not sexual pleasure as the end o f  sexual intercourse. She sees non-procre- 
atire sex as only a means to the end o f certain "collective goods." She sacri
fices sexual pleasure to a teleological goal. She sets up a hierarchy of goods in 
which an abstract philosophical love o f beauty is "higher” than physical love, 
undermining the plurality o f  her original deconstruction. In other words, 
Irigaray judges Diotima as a lapsed French feminisr struggling to maintain the 
correct method" against philosophical orthodoxy. Although Diotima begins 

wll with an ironic onslaught on dualistic, hierarchical categories, she soon 
reverts to an orthodoxy o f  her own. Instead o f continuing to derail Socratic 
bgk, Diotima becomes a Platonist.

But has Irigaray listened to what Diotima says? Does she hear Diorima or 
die voices of Platonic scholars and commentators determined to show thar 
Diotima is a Platonist? Irigaray works from a text glossed by many readings 
that shape and disrort Diotima’s teaching to make it compatible with P 
tonic dogma. For example, Irigaray complains that Diorima thinks some ex 
'«nal acquisition such as immortality or collective happiness is the e or 
whkh love is only a means. But this popular criticism of Plaronic o ^
P*nds on a misleading translation and interpretation o t e
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7 « < a ® a i  d v r a . ,  l i t e r a l ly  “ to  com e to he for Someo„ .  
happen to som eone" (2 0 4 d ). W hy do we love? asks Diot.maW 
we want? W e w ant, th e G reek reads, "the beautifiil to come i„m 
us.” Ingaray, how ever, accepts the misleading but common 
want th e  good to  be ours" (1 9 8 4 , 3 1 ) . Possession, however, i n k ' *  
acquiring a property, is n o t what lovers crave, according to Diotima. 
they long for th e  quickening, fertilizing contact with someone b ew f 
body and soul chat is necessary if, together, lovers are to generate not 
thinking and living. Diotima’s lover is not the heaven-crazed lover of djS* 
drus who glimpses in  his idol the dim reflection of an otheraoridk w  
would like to  reclaim .5 N or is she the Platonic teacher seeking a suitaH^ 
tacle for the "dissemination” o f  his own ideas.6 Instead, according to 1 
what we seek in love is the fruitfulness o f interaction, the fecundity 
The “goods” that result are collective, not the possession of any mdrate*

In another and even  m ore serious misinterpretation of Diotima steady 
Irigaray accepts a  P la ton ic  reading o f Diotim a’s theory of beaury*in*«S(.. 
Here, she follows traditional scholarship in taking Diotima’s final revtte 
o f unchanging beauty as a  less sophisticated version of Plato’s theory cf far 
archical Forms. In fact, the progress o f  Diotima’s initiate is not vertical,k 
lower to higher, but lateral, from narrow sexual relations and an excte 
concern with o n e ’s own fam ily, to  "b etter” (not "higher"), more m eter 
lationships.8 T h e  lover com es to  love souls as well as bodies, manyajwl: 
one. W hen she finally begins to  sense th e creative process in all of life, 
"embarked on the wide sea o f  beauty", and can bear "magnificent thought 
philosophical abundance" (2 0 1 d ). T h e  final vision o f a Beauty that does: 
change is not o f a transcendent Form , seen as a rigid confining model fcfh 
man excellence. It is the very opposite. T h e  initiate senses an inner 
ttvc impulse at the heart o f life, an impulse that continually fomentsdure 
and decay and so prevents the settling  in o f  rigid form. Only when 
this insight, Diotima warns, will th e lover be able to give birth to true vi 
and not to false images o f virtue (2 1 2 a , 1-5).9

Dicinma does not proscribe "low er” forms o f  love or of thought. She 
not say vgbat Irigaray has her say: "de beaucoup la plus considerable e **r  
hrifc manifestation de la penste etant celle qui concem e I'ordonwnct m v* 
oaimii. de (out itabhssem ent" (by far rhe most important and the most 
eeffrssion of thought being that w hich concerns the government of sst#*
of any establishment) (1984 , p. 3 5 ). Diotim a is more subtle. She says' ■ 

is most iirtj»rtanr and best com es from this sort of thinking (ie- 
wisdom), both for the city  and for the m anagement of the housth*** 
(Z09a). T f e  progress o f Diotim a’s in itiate, unlike that of Plato’s sw** 
^  * * * * * * the renunciation o f "low er” forms o f engendering, only*** 
S S . « with whom we have loving intercourse, andawikr

m  that intercourse.
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Diotima does argue that the point of love is the "goods* that come from 
harmonious intercourse. She does not say, however, what Plato seems to im
ply in the Phaedrust that we use the loved one, finding in him an ideal that 
idl ^  our reascent to a Platonic heaven inhabited by ideal essences. 
Xhoe is no equivocation in Diotima’s naturalistic view of immortality as the 
good we leave after us. Her goods are not pre-existing eternal essences which 
tf* lover wishes to acquire or reach. Instead, loving intercourse is creativity: 
it is the process by which we create new forms. W hen these forms— a child, 
an idea, a new way of life, a new theory or administrative technique— are 
identified with a pre-existing ideal, then Diotima’s love disappears. The child 
fecomes the false image of the parents' imagination, the idea a spurious ab
straction, the theory an alienated intellectualism, the administrative tech
nique a strategy of domination. For Diotima, the issue or outcome o f loving 
harmonious relations are goods, not "T h e  G ood.” Goods are simply the plu
rality of things that make us happy. T h is  is so obvious, Diotima says, that no 
mote need be said about it (205a).

According to some of the criteria used in recent works by feminist writers, 
Diotima's philosophy, with its denial o f autonomous alienated consciousness, 
its recognition of the affective and collective nature o f knowledge, its unwill
ingness to separate the practical from the theoretical, might seem to be 
deeply feminist. Irigaray, however, sees Diotima as capitulating to Platonic 
metaphysics. It is not hard to understand why classical scholars choose to in
terpret Diotima as a Platonist: this is one way to explain the anomaly of her 
appearance at the Symposium and to perpetuate the illusion that the founda
tions of culture are irrevocably male. But why Irigaray would make such a 
mistake needs further explanation. The source o f the misunderstanding, 1 be
lieve, is to be found not just in a misleading translation, but in the conceptual 
infrastructure of Irigaray’s feminist strategy: in deconstructive method and tex
tual practise, in ‘Venture f6mmme'\ and in the concept of feminine “jcntissance", 
Jrigaray, as feminist critic o f W estern philosophy, adopts a textual practise, 

a naval du langage.” She has n o  naive notion o f refuting male philosophers 
w their own terms. Instead, she approaches them as texts, that is, as inter- 
rally generated, more or less ordered systems o f meaning whose logical order 
^  pretended truth must be deconstructed. The reader o f a text must avoid 
bring taken in both by an establishment o f authoritative truth and by the 
temptation to establish a rival thesis.

Autrement dir, 1 ’enjeu . . .  est d'enrayer la machinerie thionque 
eUe-meme, de suspendre sa pretension d la production d'un v£ritf et 
d’vn sens par crop univoques. (In other words, what is at stake is 
to jam the theoretical machinery itself, to suspend its preten
sion to the production o f a too unitary truth and meaning)
0977, 75). ^

The source of th is strategy' is, of cou rse , Jacques Derrida. For’ ^
P en sion  to truth and u n ita ry  m ean in g  is theological. Logics
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evidence, the representation o f  physical fact, even the presence of k 
voice in spoken words, all rest on an implicit appeal to a transcend 
ence. O nce such a "god” is rejected, it becomes clear that speech isi^' 
atory o f  any transcendent truth but is an internally ordered phoiwZ 
graphism neither prior to  nor essentially different from writing. This una* 
say that we can do away with a “unitary” meaning ordered in hterarchĵ  
oppositions. These must continue, Derrida argues, to form the semantic m* 
trix o f thought. However, if, as in traditional philosophical refutation, the 
premises o f a supposed truth are rejected as false and an alternative sematvic 
ordering is asserted which is to be more consistent with the “facts", then the; 
theological presence o f truth is reasserted.10

Instead, Derrida proposes a variety o f deconstructivc strategies, many tf 
them adopted by Irigaray. Hierarchical oppositions can be turned on 
heads and the supposed presence exposed as a lack against which theopp*. 
ing term is defined. O r, the deconstructor may read between the lines anj 
discover ways in which the author unwittingly subverts her or his own text 
Or she may discover in seemingly unimportant asides and "supplements* the 
core problem or issue that motivates the text. In all of these cases, deoon* 
structive readings must not claim to find the meaning, the truth of a text, or 
even the author's intended meaning. Released ffom such logocentric projects, 
the reader may proceed to explore an infinite chain of deferrals and differ* 
ences in which any supposed authoritative order is always compromised.

In Spurs: N ietzsche's Styles, a deconstruction o f Nietzsche’s misogyny. 
Derrida specifically identifies this subversion o f the text as feminine. Pot 
the "woman,” outside masculine appropriation, there can be no troth. As 
feminine, she keeps an ambiguous distance, leaves open a seductive plurality 
erf meanings, and so can play irreverently with the text, taking pleasure in 
overturning whatever order misogynist, truth-asserting, phallic society tnes 
to establish.11 Like other French feminists, Irigaray found in these strategies 
both a possible antidote for the paralyzing realization that sexism can be Mi 
into semantic structure, and a flattering reversal o f the proverbial sexist claim 
that women are inferior because they are illogical and incapable of constf* 
tcncy. Demda seems to suggest a way in which women, excluded from and 
degraded in male culture, can still undermine, if not overcome, that culture-

This method, however, so brilliantly deployed by Irigaray in her reading 
of Aristotle, Plato, Kant, and other male philosophers, falters when appĥ  
to Diotima.12 In Diotima’s thought, there is no hierarchical logic to expose, 
no masculine/presence, feminine/absence to deconstruct. Diotima’s lovefl 
arc humans who must die and the motivation for their interaction does no* 
depend on their sex. But neither can Irigaray successfully claim Diotima as* 
fellow deconstructionist. Diotima is not concerned with undermining an w  
thontative logic. Her tone with Socrates does not need to be bolstered by the 
defiant irony with which Irigaray faces down her philosophical forebean
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. l,  mats him with the playful condescension due a youth who has 
^ * 1  the simplest of natural facts. N ot only does D iotim a n ot need 

* * j S u c t »Platonic theory of the Forms, she has doubts th at Socrates is 
following her discussion of the “erotica" or mysteries o f  love, 

r ’ her «f®sure of his i8norance- Socrates responds hum bly . Irigaray, 
tr does not approve the masterful way in w hich D iotim a directs the

for her disapproval can be found in the theory o f  language on 
duch jngaray’s textual practice depends. T h a t theory, derived from Derrida 

ffom Irigaray’s other mentor, Lacan, depends o n  a  Saussurian view of 
as a system of signs internally related .13 In the Lacanian version, 

ttdo not use words to communicate; instead we "en ter  in to” language, a 
fiKdsvsiem of meanings structured around the master signifier, the Phallus, 
adits corollary, the Name o f the Father. O n ce this view o f language is ac
cepted, Demdean deconstruction becomes the only Hberatory ta c t ic .14 Fixed 
ccrdguiationsof meaning must be broken up or subverted in  order to insure a 
dwte of anarchic freedom. On this view, D iotim a, as speaker o f  a language, 
z#  enter into the hierarchical system of m eaning that structures any seman
tic. Like Plato, or any philosopher, she must find herself trapped in a system 
ctsgnifien with phallic presence at the center. If she is not to lapse into 
intelligibility, she must revert to  the founding oppositions o f W estern met
r ic s :  subordination of the body to th e m ind, o f physical appetite to ra- 
twuiity, of natural existence to spiritual heaven. Her only alternative would 
be to subvert their authority in a ‘‘fem inine operation” o f deconstruction. Be
au* Irigaray accepts the Lacanian view o f language as a system of signs into 
jJicHwe enter, whether to  obey or subvert, she can  only understand 
wximaro the same terms. N ot only must Irigaray perform a “feminine oper- 

in her reading of Diotima, she must evaluate Diotima’s own method 
acceding to its success as an “Venture feminine. ”

krimre de la femme" is Irigaray’s version o f Derrida’s "feminine opera- 
The subversion of the text o f patriarchy, she claims, requires a new 

of feminine style. This style will be always fluid, never allowing itself to 
wined or restricted, never taking a fixed position. A  woman writer must:

• • • feu dux mots fetiches, aux terms propres, aux formes bien 
constrwites..e< fait exploser toute forme, figure, idle, concept,
*°Wwnent ItaMis. (put fire to  fetish words, correct terms, well- 
constructed forms, and explode every solidly built form, f»g' 

idea, concept.) (1977 , 76).

This advice may be pragmatically sound for a woman s t r u g g l i n g ^  
^ ‘ftately male establishment who must negotiate coneep * . ^
S th t  devised by men which leaves her little room for in
* * * ■  Diotima, however, in a different situation, has
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taining such a style. O n the contrary, although she begins with a t 
logic that Irigaray finds promisingly elusive, Diotima proceeds to 
views of Aristophanes and Pausanias and to expound a thesis o f  her 
She speaks with authority, as someone who has come to knowledge 
difficult process and who can pass on that knowledge only by urging an initj! 
ate to travel the same road. Irigaray, however, judges Diotima within the 
context that gives meaning to her own deconstructive practice as if Diotima 
were a twentieth-century Parisian “mtellectuelle" struggling against the au
thority o f a male academic establishment to produce an "ecriture f&nmv" 
But the institutional setting for Diotima’s philosophy is not the £cok Nrnnde 
Suptrieuxe. The ahistorica! character o f Irigaray's intellectual inheritance^, 
vents her from seeing the difference.16

In Lacanian and Derridean metaphysics, the distinction between natural 
and/or historical reality and the linguistic terms we use to interpret, repre
sent* or criticize that reality is dissolved. For Lacan, the world outside of Ian. 
guage is not a human world. It is the world o f animal intersubjectivity and 
unreflective sensation. T o  leam to speak is not to leam to express sensations 
or articulate intersubjectively constituted experience, but to enter the world 
of the symbolic. A  split in the self between watching subject and mirrored ob
ject, foundational both in the development o f an individual and of human 
culture, allows the construction o f an alienated linguistic identity- This iden
tity is then articulated within the context o f a social language, a transper
sonal symbolic nexus whose centra! and primal signifier is the phallus. Accor
ding to Lacan, our identities, as well as our understanding of any situation, 
are fixed only within this patrifocal symbolic order.

Although for Derrida the meanings in which we find ourselves are mote 
ambiguous, disordered, "frayed", he also sees language as radically discontin
uous with physical existence. A cry or a moan may be a natural sign, bit 
words can never express an affective experience. History, literature, culture, 
everything human, is a text. There are no facts outside of language that lan
guage may express, or correctly or incorrectly represent. There is no non-tcx* 
tual situation out of which one may speak. T h e transition from physical exist
ence to symbolic meaning 15 absolute and occurs outside of historical time# 
the precondition of culture itself.

This is not simply to say that language, as socially constructed meaning, 
mediates an individuals expression of her experience. If our words are never 
wholly our own but are taken from che mouths of others, we and they still 
speak from particular material situations. The Saussurian premise is more tad' 
ical. Language has meaning not from its use in human expression, but from 
formal syntactical relations. Even when, as for Derrida, these relations ait 
not rigidly ordered, meaning does not depend on who is speaking or where 
and why she says what she does. This is true because for Derrida the hie»'* 
chtcal oppositions against which deconstruction operates arc necessary. Mott
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irrtndv il is true because even Derridean m etaphor, ambiguity, and par- 
'impend on formal patterning: configurations o f differences and deferrals, 
^bandspacings. However, to read a text in this way is to  refuse to 
^der the institutional conditions of its production or the identity o f its au- 
Ja* Therefore, Irigaray cannot place Diotima’s thought w ithin a particular 
(oaterial historical context. W hatever her circum stances or her identity, 
Darina, as speaker, has entered the world o f the text and has left material 
tnfttftce behind. But this is to erase the specific historical/social setting of 
the Platonic dialogues.

Much has been written about the sequestered and inferior status o f women 
in classical Greece. There has also been m uch fem inist criticism  of the misog- 
>nist thought that ratified that inferiority .17 However, th e subjugation of 
Greek women was not only textual, nor was it a necessary effect o f the alien
a te d  origins of symbolic thought. Instead, it was the outcom e o f more than a 
•illcnium of social change in the Aegean and M editerranean areas. Begin
ning about 2000 B.C., Greek-speaking invaders and emigrants began to ar
rive in mainland Greece. These invaders brought with them  the male-domi- 
rated social structures of a nomadic, illiterate, warrior society: political hier- 
itchy, the worship of a supreme sky and thunder god, th e restriction of 
«men to the domestic sphere. In G reece they found no primitive animal 
■yfoistence, but a civilization focused on  a sophisticated M inoan culture. 
Mmoan frescoes and seals document a  way o f life very different from that of 
the invaders. Women are depicted in positions of prominence, presiding at 
religious ceremonies, worshipping a female deity, attending festivals and en- 
•ettamments, participating in the important ceremony o f bull dancing.18 In 
the intervening centuries-from  the fall o f C rete to Mycenaean dominance, 

the dark ages, up to classical times— the clash continued between a 
logy focused on a central female divinity and natural cycles of generation 

t» throne hand, and one focused on a supreme warrior-father-god on the 
c.her. By classical times, although subjected to increasing segregation and 
°iwstic isolation, as well as to  com plete political disenfranchisement. 
*omen still retained some o f their old power in religion. They continued to 
Ml important sacerdotal roles as priestesses of Athena or Demerer; they par
ticipated publically in religious festivals and initiations; they celebrated 
Yemen’s rituals such as the Dionysian or the Thesmophorian; they performed 
*  prophetesses at oracular shrines such as Delphi.

Ift historical c o n te x t , th e n , it  is n e i th e r  surprising n o r anomalous that 
diotima would appear in a n  a u th o rita tiv e  ro le  as th e  teach er o f  Socrares.

prophetess/priestess sh e  w as p art o f  a religious order th at had maintain 
is authority from M in o a n /M y ce n a e a n  tim es. A t  D elphi, the sibyl sti p *  

'"W as the most respected o ra c le  in  G re e c e . Thousands himself
of initiation in to  th e  w isdom  o f  D em eter a t rescued

Points out the respect due D io tim a for preparing r c
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A thens from the plague (2 0 Id ) . A s M am inean prophetess, Diet,mad*

v  r oman 7 *? painfui)y managed r° *ainparty. S h e  speaks ou t o f  a  tradition o f  female power and f o w l e d * * *  
alive in G reek culture. W h en  Socrates refers to the prophetic p o 3 *  
sibyl or the inspired voices o f  th e  Muses in the P M m s, he taps source 4* 
may n ot be available in  Irigaray’s Christianized late twentieth century?  ̂
where the co n n ectio n  betw een divinity and masculinity is axiomatic, arifr 
“absence” o f  th e fem inine a  necessary truth.

Historically locatable psychoanalytic formulations of that necessaryiri 
are part o f  th e  co n ce p tu a l u n d erp inn in g  o f  Irigaray’s feminist mcthoi 
W om en’s sexuality, Irigaray argues, is absent from Freudian theory. Inf* 
view, women’s liberation is intim ately connected with the recognition ofa* 
in d u lgen ce in  a s p e c if ic a lly  fe m in in e  sexu al pleasure. This fenicae 
“jouissance” is defined in  co n trast w ith a dom inant masculine semlitr.* 
Masculine sexuality is p h allic, th a t is, active, penetrative, aggressive, focuei 
on oigasm. W om en’s pleasure, on the o th er hand, is self-couching, interac
tive, heterogeneous, plural, and flowing rather than gathering to a clioa- 

This view o f  fem inine sexuality also has at its source the ideas of lace. 
Lacan corrected any lingering biologism still inherent in Freud s acccwmoi 
women’s supposed sexual d isabilities only  to make those disabilities e*a 
more in accessib le  to  fe m in is t  r e fo rm .22 In  princip le, biolog) can 
circumvented by co n tracep tio n  o r  artifica l methods o f reproduction. Bu 
when Lacan locates w om en's disability in universal structures oflir^ui^ 
meaning, he writes women’s inferiority in to  culture itself. For Lacan, H* 
feriority is inscribed as a  kind o f  nonentiry, as what cannot be exp 
Lacan com plained w ith som e satisfactio n  th at when women (inc 
women analysts) are asked about their sexuality, “they know nothings 
this pleasure” (Lacan 1975, 6 8 ) . ,

Irigaray, like Lacan, does not question th e contrast between masculine 
feminine sexuality. Instead, she attem pts to answer Freud's and Lacan sun** 
swered question (W hat do women w ant?), and to make articulate that 
nine "jouissance" w hich escapes m ascu lin e  logic. She supplies Lac**1* 
“Woman”, the "pos-rome” (n ot all th ere), with a specific presence. Vorttjj 
sexuality will no longer be the simple negative, or lack o f masculine pn31*’ 
presence; nor will it be the ineffable eesrasy-beyond-words o f Lacan’s apF\ 
pnation o f Bernini’s S t  T h fr ise .2* Instead, it  will be an alternative fowl 
pleasure—describable, recoverable, and connected  with a woman’s diffecer* 
“self-touching” sexual economy.

Irigaray s neo-Lacanian account o f sexuality is in sharp dissonance wi 
Diotima s. Diotima grounds love and sexual desire in natural existence tad*1 
than in semantic configurations o f meaning. Diotim ean love is the same** 
all, women and men, and makes no distinction between feminine and 

l W  Dlo,,nla's thcorV of love doe, not focus on pleasure; genital pit*
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me in the sense of a private sensation is not mentioned in her philosophy, r 
i s  n o t  surprising, therefore, that, given Irigaray’s com m itm ent to the explana
tory and liberatory power o f feminine sexual pleasure, she can make no sense 
of Diotima's positive view. A fter a promising beginning, Irigaray charges. 
Diotima makes no distinction between our human (textual) identity and na
ture. She looks for a cause in natural phenom ena; she leaves intact a hierar
chy in which spiritual love is better than physical.

These formulations, however, do n ot do justice to  Diotimean positions 
which do not share Irigaray’s presuppositions. Although Diotima grounds 
sexual desire in a principle o f nature, that principle involves neither women’s 
reproductive organs nor men’s penises. Instead, it has to do with the fact of 
mortality and the impulse o f living things to perpetuate themselves. Our de
sire to transcend our mortality by leaving good after us is not limited to the 
engendering of children. In fact, our immortality is more secure when we pro
duce new ways of living and thinking. Diotima makes no distinction between 
men and women in this respect. B oth  men and women come together to 
bring up children; in her account this is not an exclusively female activity. 
Both men and women enter into other kinds o f loving relationship to pro
duce virtues, ideas, new ways o f management. These relationships can be be- 
ween any sex, heterosexual or hom osexual.24 In every case, the impulse of 
desire is the same— cooperative generation o f good things both for the couple 
and for others, both for the household and the community. The pursuit of 
pleasurable sensation could not be the motive for Diotima’s desire; a priva
tized sensation of pleasure could never account for the universality and ur
gency of love as she sees it. For Diotim a, love is not a recreation but perme
ates the whole of human activity.

Irigaray, however, sees in Diotim a s philosophy another attempt to deprive 
women of their specific sexual pleasure. Although Irigaray would agree that 
desire motivates our activities and our thought, this is for her a texrual and 
not a natural fact. Therefore, for her, the key to the subversion of the patriar
chal ordet is non-textual sexual pleasure, a force outside conceptual struc
tures, especially those generative and familial structures that have made 
women the container/envelope that protects and shelters the male. The ma
ternity so important for Diotima in the lives of both men and women is, for 
Irigaray, only a trap from which sexual pleasure, or “jouissance”, m u s t  deliver 
us. Diotimean love, which has issue in human goodness, knowledge, familial 
and institutional relationships, is anathema to Irigaray. It makes love, she 
says, into a "devoir" or “moyen” (a duty or means) (1984, 33). Uwe becomes 
“iflgesse politique, sagesse ordre de h  cite” (political wisdom, w °  
the city) (1984. 36). In contrast, opposed to the
sensuous play of bodies and t e x t s ,  engaged F o r  Irigaray, to allow
establishment of any doctrine, politics, < ^ ^  a|ienaKSj  masculine
stakes in love is to cease to be feminm
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order. T h e  fem .n ine can  never be foundational because its v«v a™ ,
marginality, a  m arginality th at is liberating because it provokes a ™ L “
questioning and m ocking o f  th e  m asculine order that restricts the ftw ctak 
tion o f  fem inine desire.

D io tim a , o n  th e  o ch er  h an d , speaks from a different perspective. As 
priestess, prophetess, m em ber o f  a theological tradition, she finds nothing in- 
co n sisten tin  th e  idea o f  fem in in e institutions and social forms. She is not the 
marginalized and repressed fem ale student o f  an all-powerful male philosophi
cal and psychoanalytic establishm en t. S h e  has n o t been painfully rejected by 
her master. Instead, sh e speaks to  an audience which takes feminine divinity 
for granted and for w hich fem in in e religious leaders continue to command re
spect. A s a result, she has a d ifferen t sense o f  herself as feminine than a 
woman struggling for a  foothold , or refusing to find a foothold, within the 
paranoid closed circle  o f  L acan ian  au th o rity .26

Irigaray's re jection  o f  D iotim a's m ethod  is also linked to a view of the ab
ject inherited from post-structuralist theory. In  Diotim a's philosophy, these# 
is in a co n stan t process o f  ch a n g e , b o th  in  m ind and body (207d*208e). 
Therefore, it is clear th at sh e c a n n o t b e  accused o f  the Cartesianism that con
temporary fem inists have found so useful as an  ob jection to masculinist the* 
ory (eg. R a x  1980 , Irigaray 1 9 7 4 ). A t th e  sam e tim e, Diotima’s view of the 
loving self, constantly  open to m utilations th at occur in any relationship a 
constantly in th e process o f  generating new  social forms, has little in common 
with the split subject o f  Lacan . Lacan understood that there could be no uni
tary self. Always in  the self is th e O th er , but th is O th er of Lacan is not an- 
other person. It is the O th er  o f  language ruled by the Law of the Father, e 
are split between the polymorphous feeling “m e” and a linguistic order in i 
we must live out our social lives as human and not animal. This 'Other 
have no choice but to  accept. Irigaray, like Lacan, sees insciturionaliration as a 
return to the O ther, to the Law o f the Father, and so must posit, as the onfc t* 
cape, a libidinous sensuality that language must leave behind.

Diotima, however, does n o t see in  language a built-in  normative order, 
her, discourses are interchanges th a t in itia te  social orders. Talk  between 
era is not a free expression o f  pure sensuous pleasure, nor is it a programme 
lesson resulting in a predetermined d efin ition  o f  good, N either of these po®1, 
btlifies would lead to the new ideas that D iotim a claim s are the fruits of to'4, 
Ingaray charges Diotima with m oving away from  an  “ individualized becom* 
mg" to “collective” goods. Indeed, D iotim ean talk between lovers 
contemplates an individual becom ing”; sexual desire, for Diotima is nor a** 
impuUe toward self-realization. Instead , in love th e  m ortal subject moves bt* 
yond her own individual life into th e lives o f  others. Pregnancy and birth; 
whether o f body or m ind, o ccu r o n ly  w h en  th e re  is an  "engagement 
(dpfuVrrov) end a “being together” (o w o w r t t )  < 2 0 6 c4 -d l).

thc *****  hand* trapped in  th e m etaphysics o f  Lacan’s *fllt 
0m n 0t * * * * *  ttn view of discourse. S h e  sees feminist strug
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M «  an internalized rebellion against the Law o f th c  Father in one’s own 
L d ,  and thought. T h e goal o f this struggle must be free expression of dit- 
fuse emotions and sensations, and a fem inine speech that has affinites with 
the "illogic” of hysterics and dreamers*.

^changes sans termes identi/iables, sans compcis. sans fin . . .
Sans un(e) plus un(e), sans s£rie, san nombre. (Exchanges with
out identifiable term s, w ithout accou nts, without end . . . 
without one plus one, without series, w ithout number. (1977 ,
193)

This is a language that women may "parler entre-eUes” , but the revolutionary 
result is not the development o f new forms o f social life . It is a personal liber
ation that frees the subject from the sym bolic Law of th c Father.

For Diotima, on the other hand, there is n o  “su b ject," split or other. There 
are only selves in constant dissolution and renewal as they relate to each 
other. The enemy of the self is not an  internalized conceptual order, but “ug
liness , an ugliness not identified as th e  opposite of an ideal of perfect beauty 
but as that which one can n ot love. U gliness can  Wave no issue, because it is 
ngid, sterile, impotent, arid. (206d ) A lthough Irigaray may be right in think
ing that we have finally internalized such an  ugliness, she is wrong to ignore 
the historical specificity o f th at process.

I. too, read Plato years ago w ith n o  interest in  Greek geography, religion, 
or politics, sexual or o th er, 1 read P lato  as if h e  were John Austin. Others 
jew him as if we were Frege, o r m ore recently Kripke. W e all read him as if 

were the practitioner o f  our ow n particular brand of rationality. Although 
might have disagreed about w hat rationality consisted in, we were sure 

^ existed and that it allowed us to  read Plato on our own terms. Decon- 
Jtructive reading and 6criture feminine have been a refreshing antidote. They 
have made us see th e veneer o f rationalism  and the destructive misogyny of 
those we were taught to  respect. Irigaray, performing her “feminine opera
tion has interrupted academ ic discourse, disrupted sacred Aristotelian, Pla
tonic and Kantian categories. S h e  has made us see how che Law of the Father 
°P«iate5 masked as m etaphysical truth.

If. with D iotim a, her usual sure touch falters, it is because Diotima (foes 
not play the fem inine role as deconstniction or Lacanian psychoanalytic the- 

otV has conceived it. S h e  is n o t the uninvited gatecrasher, but rhe 1 
Symposium. Sh e is the spokesperson for ways o f life and thoug C * 
philosophy feeds o n , ways o f thought whose authority Plato n«u

A verted  to his own purposes. k-<-,»mes the Socratic
!n Plato’s han d s, D iotim a's loving^conversa u ^ lowani a

eknchus: a programmed course o f study in divine source
tnnect" conclusion determ ined in a \an* *  *hsmK' object re*

Beauty becom es th c  Form o f the Good, an ahsm*
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moved from th e processes o f  the natural world. Diotima’s concern that un- 
less we see and involve ourselves w ith real generative beauty, we may rely on 
false images ’ o f  virtue is re jected  and a sterile Socratic division manufactures 
villains and heroes. D io tim a’s celebration  o f  erotic union as the divine mode 
for all creative activ ity  becom es con tem p t for the body and for heterosexual 
intercourse.

Platonic philosophy is n o t th e primal opening o f metaphysical space, a 
Irigaray argued in  Speculum. It  is parasitic on  an earlier metaphysics, whose 
characteristic idioms Plato borrows to  build a  phantasm ic world of images. If 
Irigaray showed us th e  necessary flim siness o f  th e Platonic “symbolic”, her 
Demdean and Lacanian heritage w ithheld from us the actual history of its 
fraudulent construction. T o  reduce D iotim a to  co-opted feminine matginality 
is to perpetuate th is d ecep tion . T o  reinstate  her is to  carry out that necessary 
restructuring o f  our perspective th a t Irigaray h erself described so inspiring in 

Speculum de lau rre fem m e.

NOTES

1. K.J. Dover <1978) states the typical reasoning. U is unlikely that a woman could hiw 
taught Socrates (p. 161, footnote 11). A more recent example is Martha N ussbaum (l986)»ho 

aaetu Diooraa's flctionaliry without argument and further reduces her status by Ubeltogwi* 
Plato's intellectual “mistress", a woman with whom he has mental intercourse, (p. 177)

2. At 210a, Diotima explains that to reach the first revelation one must begin whileywf 
falling m love with beautiful bodies. At 206c, she describes the coming together of men 
women to produce children as a “divinity and an immortality in the midst of human Mr. I 
PJioedrus 250c, where those who have forgotten the vision of beauty from their pre-ea 
existences go oiff like “beasts" and "beget offspring of the flesh.”)

5. Line citations are to Bury’s (1932) text of the Symposium. Translations ,
4. Most commentator* have assumed the identity of Diotima's pure bcauty»m*itseU*» 

Platonic Form of Beauty as described in the Phaedrm. In the Phaednu, the winged 
Pythagorean preexwtence climbs a heavenly summit to glimpse the “true being” of Justice* 
perancc. Beauty, etc. Once imprisoned in the body, the soul can only dimly discern
this heavenly Beauty in actual beautiful objects. For Diotima. the process is reversed. The 
begins by loving individuals and via a widening loving practise begins to discern the gentrt*’} 
pmm in all the beautiful things to which she is attracted. Although Diotima’s final v|HJn a l. 
divine beauty not instantiated in any individual physical thing (“pure, mixed, not filled t o ,  
flesh or with the human, or with color") (21 Id), there is no suggestion that it has any 
rturiance in a heaven of Forms. Instead, it is grasped as an immortal life force, indcp^dm'. 
any individual being The vision of absolute beauty is not an end in itself for Diotima. The got- 
continues to be “to bear" (t(k«iv) true virtue. (2l2a3) (There is no good trend***11’ 

which can be used both of the father’s and the mother's part in reproduction.)

5. Dneto* refers to lovers ** "he'*” when generic terms are not available. Since
enc* and sfco the audience of the Symposium are male, it is to be expected that Plato and ptfW* 
ev«n Duxtfla herself would have adapted their presentations for that audience. The* *  
however, no reason to think that Diotima'* teaching would have been meant only for «*"■ 1 
oiaaem <rf that teaching clearly refers to both women and men.

6. a  Derrida*. (1981) deccmstructtve leading of the Phoedmj m which he traces the p*"* 
am  a m i  of succession from father to son.

***! h>ver comes into contact with someone bewA^1**
net wuy embrace* <h« tovod one* body but also they converse. The new Insights which
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„irTTr1 the “goods" that are generated in their relationship.
’ a The one passage that seems to suggest a hierarchical progression is 21 l c ,  where Drotima 
au dot "to order to approach the philosophy oflove correctly one must, beginning from heauti* 
Jithc*. progress for the sake of what is eternally beautiful, like climbing stairs. In what fob 
Ion, however, she explains what she means, again in nonhieratchical terms. The lover is go to 
•fare cm (beautiful body) to two, from two to many . . . ”

9. Commentators have had considerable difficulty in giving a Platonic interpretation of the 
eonduMon of Diotima’s discourse. She has been describing the final vision of beaury-m-itself, 
oe eternal generative center inherent in everything and everyone we love. Then she adds: “But 
don't you think, that only this person, this seeing person for whom the good is visible, will be able 
» apre birth" not to images of virtue because she fastens on images, but true virtue because she 
bnenion true virtues?" (212a, 1-5). In fact, Diotima’s conclusion can be read as an implicit warn- 
rg against Platonism: if we detach ourselves from real concrete beauty, we may manufacture 
xbf empty idea* of virtue and not real virtue.

10. Ibis is the argument of Derrida’s  foundational text, O f Gutmnuuobgy (1976).
11. When Nietzsches various pronouncements on  women are examined. Derrida argues, 

there are several attitudes revealed. First, the woman is condemned by Nieasche as a “figure" of 
hbthood. Second, she t$ “censured, debased and despised” as a figure of truth. But in a third 
find of statement, beyond this double negation, the woman is affirmed as having moved beyond 
the opposition between truth and falsity. (Derrida 1978, 9 7 ) .

lijTbisproject is carried out in Irigaray's Speculum de I’rnme femme where she reads the
jMdmg bthets of philosophy, Plato, A ristotle, K ant, Descartes, in order to exhibit and derail 
cxtr sexist logic.

j y ? *  bctw« n the master U can and Irigaray were troubled. As a Lacanian analyst 
*  L.u ?  *  r * * *  5 dePartm cnt a t Vincennes, Irigaray’s seminar was abruptly cancelled as 

w cr the publication of Speculum.

J i . b a n ’ fctotteU' W ievlag  that the symbolic order of the phallus was constitutive of lin- 
wwciironing, promised no escape from the signifier. Psychoanalysis could only bring the sub*

* » £ £  existence™ ^* “ om enl ° *  cm enng languaflc and make him alive to the fragility of his

Chkle5 Socraw* J01 a simplistic dichotomous logic (love must
“WOrbeautdul), Ingaray approves her “non-Hegelian” dialectic, a “jeu Imtenwdiare” which

u *  E L  V lwo Krms c,0  tttab ,i^h a synthesis but that insens a “third" that allows a wogres*
state to another. (1 9 8 4 , 2 7 ) Her analysis, however, does not recognise the con- 

wotima makes between the textual progression from term to term and the natural uige

16 ru ?10 utv ^  8oodness* 
nor* 2 ^ *  deconsmictive  readings of Plato suffer from the same ahistorical issump-

*8- du Bois’ (1 9 8 5 )  deconstruccion o f Derrida’s dcconstruction of rhe P W n u . 
prow  missed, du Bois argues, th e  submerged femininity in the PJurolru$,wheit Plato has 
^ Ke* into a  king of “transvestite” , speaking in the voices of priestesses and female poets

analysis assumes the eternally degraded, libidinal feminine, excluded from, but erupting 
"Y* we eternally dominant masculine.

* * mgaray herself is at the forefront with her brilliant deconstructivc readings of Aronxle 
*n Speculum.

jJ®* Revuiom of unfounded assumptions of male superiority by Sir Arthur Evans andI others 
necessary. Of. eg. W illem  (1 9 7 7 ) who reviews rhe l i t e r a t u r e  and descnw me raw 

^ -U lim n g  evidence that women had a pre-eminent position m Mmoan Crete. and >
1*973) for a more Ideological, but still persuasive, argument. ^  ^

dep«« of survival of Minoan-Mycenean I  ^  evidence and
« «  ha, been controversial C f. Pomeroy (1973) far 

‘P'vulatK.n u  to the catucs of the virulence cfm.inu.tw. of Mum*" <*)>■
^nrivmj mattiatchy. There is. however, mas.ive *viden« D * * *  < '««>• ,
^  * * W  throughout the Archaic a * . anJ .nto m  m . -m l

“ • a .  tlio Atutoxcnu. ft. 15 (Kirk. to * * . 'fam, d .  JMrf* * — »
.ay , that Pythagora. got m<W of hu ethwal o «

^ w o c le ia ."

Ol
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21. Difficult to translate mto English, ,tjom sance” implies sensuous pleasure in penml 
use or possession of an object for one's own pleasure, and, in colloquial use, the specific
of sexual orgasm. p̂ **t

22. Cf. Freud's essay on "Femininity” (1953) in which Freud argues that, even in "notm* 
development, thc girl’s sexuality will be to some extent repressed, resulting in a necessary dec« 
of (rigidity, narcissism, and failure to sublimate desire in great works.

23. Bernini’s statue of Saint Thlitse, pierced by che love of Christ, is the fkontspiece foe 
Lacan’s seminar on love, Encore (1975).

24. Although Diotima's language has been adapted by Plato for a Greek male homotcxual au
dience, and therefore sometimes seems to apply only to male lovers, the actual content cf he 
teaching shows that it is meant to apply to any combination of sexes. Her reaching was pure*, 
briy useful for Plato who could adapt it to male homosexual love, or distort it to argue thx 
pederasty between men was superior to heterosexual love.

25. At one place, Irigaray seems to suggest drat this marginality is, to some degree, situawd 
(cf. 1977,125426), lhe "nude d'octkm aujowd'kui poss&le pour Us fetm ts"  (the kind of xtm  
today possible for women). But in the previous paragraph Irigaray makes it clear that an unprece
dented revolution in thought must occur before a woman could develop a "dsamn de Infont' 
or a “pratique politique "

26. See Catherine Cldment (1981) for a sensitive description of some of the conmdwta* 
and compromises such a position could entail.
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Luce Irigaray’s Language o f Essence

DIANA J. FU SS

“Essentially Speaking”:

Luce Irigaray's fearlessness towards speaking the body has earned for her uwfc 
the dismissive label “essenticdist." But Irigaray's Speculum de ['autre femme and 
Ce Sexe qui n'en est pas un suggest that essence may not fee the unitary, mono- 
lithic, in short, essenriafat category that and'essenticdists so often presume it to he. 
Irigaray strategically deploys essentialism for at least two reasons; first, to mime 
and to displace Jacques Lacan's phallomorphism; and second, to expose the contra 
diction at the heart o f Aristotelian metaphysics which denies women access to “&* 
sence" while at the same time positing the essence o f “Woman" precisely as jwthJ' 
sendai (as matter).

Perhaps more chan any other notion in the vocabulary of recent feminist 
pustructuralist theory, “essentialism” has com e to represent both our great*: 
fear and our greatest temptation. T h e  idea that men and women, for exam* 
pie, are identified as such on thc basis o f transhistorical, eternal, immuw e 
“essences” has been unequivocally re je c ted  by many anti-essentia ist 
poststructuralist feminists concerned with resisting any attempts to natura & 
“human nature. ” And yet, one can hear echoing from the comers of the c 
bates on essentialism renewed interest in its possibilities and potential 
sounds which articulate themselves in the form o f  calls to "risk” or to ®  
essentialism.1 Essentialism has been given new life by these invitations 
consider a possible strategic deployment o f essence; we could even say t ' 
in feminist theory, essentialism is the issue which simply refuses to die. 
tainly ewemiahsm is thc charge most frequently heard in critiques of 
Irigaray’s "psvchophilosnphy.”2 The present essay participates in the 
calls fur a reconsideration of csscnrialism in order to  pose the question of 
essentialism might operate in the service o f Luce Irigaray’s feminist cheoo 
politics. Why and when is essentialism invoked in her work? W hat mi? 1 
at stake in the deployment of essentialism for strategic purposes? In shorty 
there ways to think and to talk about essence that mighr not, necessarily* a 
ways already," ipso facto, be reactionary? l

In what follows it will become clear that I do believe that there a *  ^  
ways to elaborate and to work with a notion o f essence that is not. in * * * * *

Hypatia vol. no. > (W in te r\ W )  ©  by D u n *  J . Fuss
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criticisms levelled against Irigaray’s w ork sm ce  th e  p u b h ca- 
ZtdSpeadumdeVautrefemme in 1974  are in e v ita b ly  based  u pon o r  in  som e 
way linked to this fear of essentialism . A  sum m ary sam ple o f  th e  m ost lm por- 
ant a n d  oft-cited of these criticism s is enough to  d em o n stra te  how  im pas
sioned and genuine the resistance to  essentialism  is fo r m any fem in ists , and 
hov problematic the reassessment o f  essen tia lism ’s th e o re tica l or p o litica l 
oreftilness is likely to be.

Ir ig a r a y  a n d  H e r  C r i t i c s

In 1981, two critical essays o n  L uce Irigaray's w ork were published in  the 
US-, each in a well-known fem in ist acad em ic  jo u rn a l: C h ris tin e  Faur^’s 
Tf* Twilight of the Goddesses, or th e  In te lle c tu a l C risis  o f  French Fem i- 

W ared in Signs, and C arolyn  Burke's “Irigaray T h rou g h  the Looking 
^  appeared in Feminist Studies. F a u n ’s critiq u e , a translation  from the

S ,f1SUnqUeSl i0nablY the m ore severe* S h e  o b iects  to  a general trend in 
n T l b T *  epit° mi2ed bv ,r ie a ta y s  search  for a fem ale imagi-
A M la h . T T} t  l rC" e,a t in to  aesth etics  w here th c  thrust o f feminist 
Pfcedlv ‘f* ■ C /f1 C naturalistic ideal draped in  th e  trappings o f sup- 
5 £ r  'V 'iCism” ( 1 9 8 1 ,  8 1 ) . 3 C a ro ly n  Burke also w onder, 
*kcted nhilrl^J t.W0  ̂ esf apes tb c  verY idealism  w hich  her deconstruction o f 
^  lo displace- *  PsYc hoanaIytic tex ts  so rigorously and persistently

her writing manage to  avoid constru ction  o f  another ide- 
replace the ‘phallogocentric1 systems that she disman- 

■ her representations o f a parler femme* in analogy with 
«ma q sexuality, avoid th c  centralizing idealism with which 
Sne taxes W estern conceptual systems? ( 1 9 8 ! ,  302)

'deabsm *s probably th e  m ost damaging of the many criticisms 
tcart ta®a*nst higaray; it finds its most recent and perhaps most powerful 

Clarion in Toril M oi’s Sexual/Textual Politics:

* nV attempt to formulate a general theory' o f femininity will 
metaphysical. T h is  is precisely Irigaray’s d i l e m m a :  having 

shown that so far fem ininity has been produced exclusive i, m 
mlation to the logic o f the Sam e, she f o i l s  for the tempr ^  
to produce her own positive theory o f fo|nin'ni'yV,9g5, |J9) 
define 'woman’ is necessarily to essentia ire er ^^nce? And

J? '1 that any definition o f ‘woman’ must arg”6 th jf thc
* *  iHgaray, in fact, define 'woman'? Though I
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problem o f an idealism based on th e body, on  an essential femininity, is fun
damentally a misreading o f  Irigaray, suffice it to  say here that Mois assump
tion that “to define ‘woman* is necessarily to  essentialize her” is by no means 
self-evident.

W hile Irigaray has been criticized by both  psychoanalysts and materialists 
alike, the most impassioned critiques have com e primarily from the materi
alists. M onique Plaza's “ ‘P h allom orp hic Pow er’ and the Psychologyof 
‘W oman,’ ” first published in the French radical feminist publication Ques
tions ftmmistes and later reprinted in the British marxist journal Ideology and 
Consciousness, offers the m ost sustained and unremittingly critical indictment 
of Irigaray’s apparent essentialism. According to Plaza, Luce Irigaray's great 
mistake (second only to her general failure to  interrogate adequately psycho
analytic discourse) is a tendency to confuse social and anatomical categories; 
Irigaray's theorization o f  female pleasure and her “search for the feminine ‘in
terior’ ’’ lead her to  abjure the category o f the social and to practice a danger
ous form of “pan-sexualism which is only a coarse, disguised naturalism” 
(1978, 8-9). Plaza, along with Monique W ittig  and Christine Delphy, argues 
from the materialist standpoint that "nature” is always a product of social re
lations and that sex is always a construction o f  oppression and never its cause.
It is the move to desocialize “women, ” PIa2a  insists, which leads Irigaray into 
the fallacy o f essentialism:

The absence of a theory o f oppression, the belief in the una
voidable and irreducible sexual Difference, the psychologists 
reduction, the inflation o f the notion o f “women” which one 
finds in Luce Irigaray’s investigation, can only result in this 
essentialist quest. In the gap left by the statement o f woman's 
non-existence, Luce Irigaray will set up a “new” conception of 
woman. (28)

Plaza goes on to accuse Irigaray o f positivism, empiricism, and negativism 
(31). Toril Moi, another materialist critic, adds two more weighty epithets: 
ahistorcism and apoliticism (1985, 147-48). If this were a critical barbecu*. 
Irigaray would surely be skewered.

Luce Irigaray. h ow ever, is n o t w ith o u r h e r  d efenders. Ja n e  Gallopt 
"Q uand nos liv res s’lc r iv e n t: Irigaray’s  B o d y  P o l i t i c ,"  interprets Irigaray-4' 
persistent focus on  the female labia as a construction  ra th er th an  a reflection 
the body; Irigaray’s essentialism is thus read w ith in  a larger anti-essentials 
project of re-creating, re-m etaphom ing th e  body (1 9 8 .3 , 7 7 -8 3 ) . Margaret 
Whirford takes a similarly sym pathetic (w h ich  is n o t to  say uncritical) *P' 
proach to the question o f essentialism in Irigaray’s w ork. In " lu c e  frigarav 
and rhe Female Imaginary: Speaking as a W o m a n ,"  W hirford concludes tMr 
while Irigaray does sometimes blur the distinctions betw een the social 
the biological, "this is obviously a sratcgy adopted w ithin a particular hisrori-

“Essentially Speaking
9 7

. . • 11986 7 ) 4 T h is  particu lar response to  th e prob-

£ S l i s m  in Irigaray strikes m e as th e  m ost prom ising line o f a * u -  

i u ,  follow, for rather than foreclosing th e  discuss.on on  essent.al.sm  be-
(or it has truly begun, this approach asks th e  m ore d ifficult question, if  
irigaray appeals to a mode o f fem inine sp ecificity , and if  she attem pts to  speak 
theftmale body, what might such strategic forays in to  th e territory o f  essenti- 
altan allow her to accomplish? W h a t m ight Irigaray’s work am ount to  if  she 
rf/wedsuch admittedly risky ventures in to  “ th is sex w hich is n o t one”?

“B y o u r  l ip s  w e  a r e  w o m e n ”

let me begin to answer these questions by re-exam ining the place and 
t o n  of the “two lips” in Irigaray's theorization o f  female pleasure. This 

is perhaps most responsible for generating th e charges o f essential- 
m. Ttee words neatly summarize for Irigaray th e significance o f  the two

sineular u °  at ° n° e Signi l̂es a woman is simultaneously
u Shu “  “already twc^ - but "< *  divisible into one(s),” or. 

‘̂- ^ o n e n o r  W ’ a 985c, 24 , 26 ). It is the rwo lips

rrom rhe phallic in a $ autOer0tlcls*n * r^eir Pleasure, in a different economy 
. n an econom y o f  ceaseless exchange and constant flux:

r l Z c h  “  VCrT different from Oder
woman ifIw l ?  m 3n S an in«rum enr: his hand, a 
at least a m ? ’• 3ngUa? c ' ' ' ' Anc* r^ 's self-caressing requires 
h e J f  in ‘n" ? “m ° f  activ itV- A s for woman, she touches 

h Without any necd for mediation, and
*m ,frc ** WaV to distinguish acriviry from passivity.

?  jl- j* ? 00 h erself' all the time, and moreover no one
n o id her to  do so, for her genitals are formed o f two lips 

m co™nuous contact. Thus, within herself, she is already 
two—but not divisible into onc($)— that caress each other.
(1985c, 24)

k Would be hard to deny, on rhe basis o f this particular passage, that Irigaray 

Proses to give us an account o f female pleasure based on rhe body's genita- 

and it would be hard to deny that her account o f rhe phallus is an} ess 

***PhoIogtcal.* Why the essentialist language here/ Why the relent ess em

, 15 on thc two lips? w frm onstnte
I*t me tum first to the Irigarian critiq u e o f  tn« p' ^  A ccord in g  to 

appears to be a strategic misreading o . . 0ver g mechanic*
k*»ray, Western culture privileges a mec*****tc,rrhic; «  fuch' thC™v  

*  fluids because man’s sexual
m»«tnary emphasises the *  crection” 7 7 '

Wprietd), order, form, unity, vis
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associated w ith a fem ale imaginary, as we m ight expect, more closely approx- 
im ate the properties o f  liquids: “continuous, compressible, dilatable, viscous, 
conductib le, dififusable” (1 9 8 5 c , 1 1 1 ). T h e  problem here is simply that many 
o f  the properties Irigaray associates w ith th e two lips might also describe the 
penis. A s K .K . R u th v en  points out:

A  good deal depends here on  the accuracy o f Irigaray's charac
terization o f  th e penis as “o n e ” in comparison with thc “not 
o n e” o f  th e  vulva. C erta in ly , h e r  theory seems to require the 
penis to  be always inflexibly  erect and quite without metamor- 
phic variation, and also to  be circum cised, as the presence of a 
foreskin endows it w ith m ost o f  th e properties she attributes to 

the labia. (1 9 8 4 , 1 0 0 -1 0 1 )

Irigaray’s reading o f  phallom orphism  as a kind o f  isomophism, however, is 
not so much a misreading as an exposure o f  one o f  the dominant metaphors in 
poststructuralist psychoanalysis. It is n o t Irigaray who erects the phallus as a 
single transcendental signifier but L acan : Irigaray’s production o f an appar- 
ently essentializing n o tio n  o f  fem ale sexuality  functions strategically as a re

versal and a displacem ent o f  L acan ’s phallom orphism .
Irigaray’s critique o f  L acan  cen ters  primarily on his refusal to listen to 

women speak o f their own pleasure; she finds most untenable Lacans insut 
ence that, on the subject o f  pleasure, women have nothing to say- n w 
Seminar X X  on women, Lacan listens n o t to  women hut to art, not to ai” 
Theresa but to  Bernin i’s statue o f  S a in t Theresa: “you only have to go 
look at Bernini's statue in Rom e to understand immediately that she s com 
ing, there is no doubt about it” ( “C o d  and th e Jouissance o f The Woman, in 
M itchell and Rose 1982, 147). Irigaray’s interrogatory response in Cosi an 
Tu tti” deftly unmasks the phallocentrism  at play here: “In Rome. ^  
away? T o  look? A t a statue? O f  a saint? Sculpted by a man? W hat pleasured 
wc talking about? W hose pleasure?” (1 9 8 5 c , 9 0 -9 1 )  Her logic is irrei 
why would a woman need to go all the way to Rom e to discover the trut 
her pleasure? W hy, after all, is “the right to  experience pleasure . • ■ awa 
to a statue” (1985c, 90)?

Irigaray’s "W hen Our Lips Speak T ogeth er" provides an explanatory g l^  
on Lacan’s efforts to arrive at rhe truth of woman's pleasure through an aP|*? 
to  a statue: “Tm th is necessary for those who are so distanced from their horn 
that they have forgotten it. Bur their truth immobilizes us, turns us intostaI 
u o . . .  ( 1985c, 214). If women are turned into statues through rhe proc*5- 
«# spcailanaaion— through thc agency o f the look— how can this specu',lf 
economy be undone? How, in other words, can women begin to speak the** 
own pleawre? Throughout both Speculum o f  (he Other U/onum and This Sc* 
Which fa-Not One, Ingaray supplants the logic o f thc gaze with the logic 
M ich: it «  the "contact o f ur least two <ijp i) which keeps woman in W**1

"Essentially Sp eak in g

-j| h u t  without any possibility o f  d is tin g u ish in g  w h a t is to u c h in g  
r  W ,  26). T h is  sh ift o f  fo cu s fro m  stg h t t o  to u c h  af-

S S J w t e  opportunity to  ch a lle n g e  L a c a n  th is  t im e  o n  th e  suh- 
^./ToLsion with veiling: “V eilin g  an d  u n v e ilin g : tsn  t  th a t  w h at m - 

mo them- What keeps them busy? A lw ays re p e a tin g  th e  sam e o p e ra tio n , 
oHfttoe. On every woman” (1 9 8 5 c , 2 1 0 ) .  A  w o m a n ’s e x c h a n g e  o f  h e rse lf  
nhbendf, without the agency o f th e  lite ra l p e n is  o r  th e  S y m b o lic  p h allu s, 
Kenedy what puts into question th e  p rev a ilin g  p h a llo c ra t ic  an d  sp ecu lar 
ecD»y.
h is tempting to compare M o n iq u e  W it t ig ’s c o n c e p t  o f  “ le sb ia n ”  and  

fnpafi notion of the “two lips,” s in ce  b o th  w ork  to  re th in k  th e  p lace  and 
ana of dw phallus in Western cu lture. F o r  W it t ig ,  “ lesb ia n ”  op erates as a 
wnnjctndental signifier to  replace th e  p h a llu s; i t  is o u tsid e  th e  system  o f

^  s>stcm  °P e n * Irigaray’s “ tw o U ps,” w hile  also  outside 
$i{tonic economy, do not fu n ction  in  th e  sam e w ay, s in ce  th e  lips articu- 
ailm alt imaginary and n ot a cu ltu ral sy m b o lic .6 S t i l l ,  it is n o t always 

rtotampush the imaginary from  th e  sy m b o lic  in  Irigaray, especially 
,IM8«u«Y is repeatedly th eo rized  in  re la tio n  to  th e sym bolic 

^ W la n g u a ^  and speech. M arg aret W h itfo rd  co m es closest to  pin- 

"tt-k *5 from  L a c a n ; in  th e  Irigarian  accou n t o f female

Wficjvmknl* Bn e » . ^ or  êm a le im aginary to  acced e to its own 
j j *  w olisation” (1 9 8 6 , 4 ) .

^  êm a ê  “ naginary is precisely  w hat Irigaray seeks 
^bhetwort *  » COnC€PtuaUzation o f  th e  tw o lips. T h e  sustained fo- 
Uthe dcsiwd Particular trope operates in  a t  least two ways. First, it 

, ,  ect o f h istorically  foregrounding “th e  more or less exclu- 
^  it demon ^ an**0us M e n t io n  paid to  erectio n  in  W estern sexuality 
“ dsefcmi- t0 w^at e x te n t  th e  im aginary th at governs it is foreign
^mostrr 'up . ' S e co n d , it poses a possible way out of one of
ko* ro ^  binds created for fem in ist psychoanalysts: the problem
‘hilocn*-. noLwJ e<̂ 8e ri*e fo rm a tiv e  r o le  o f  th e  Sy m b o lic , the arro-  
^  onr st*U subscribing to  th e  n o tio n  o f feminine speci'^1̂ * ^
atKtTH,e.^ a*n to th at ly tica l lo v er le t te r , “W h e n  O ur Lips Spes ^  

enL. s testing o f  the essentiahst waters becomes total >u
tltat. l **kesus w om en,” she explains, rather "by our lips * * *  
h j * '  U ’ 209'1 0 ) . U n lik e  W ittig , w ho severs the ĉ f lC* bl th*<> {'*  

anat°m ica l d e te rm in a n ts , th ere  can  be *  y.
3 woman is classified as such on the basis o  a

I ? Ur/my body doesn’t acquire its sex 
Through thc action  o f some power, funCl‘tui^tion. >’tU' * 

any in te rv e n tio n  or sp ecia  man 
woman already. (1 9 8 5 c . 2 1 1 ) ^  fln

• tfC **

i n f l>

j j *  P°*titt for Irigaray, o f defining s hu» rC'w' 
^  imptiton women w ithin rbeir bod*e



100 Diana ). Fuss "Essentially Speaking

rating definitions by men. A n essenria/ist definition o f "woman1"implies tha 
there will always remain some parr o f  “woman” which resists masculiij 
imprinting and socialization:

How can I say it/ That we are women from the start. That we 
don't have to be turned into women by them, labeled by 
them, made holy and prolane by them. That has always al
ready happened, without their efforts. . . . I t ’s not that we 
have a territory o f  our own; but their fatherland, family, 
home, discourse, imprison us in enclosed spaces where we can
not keep on moving, living, as ourselves. Their properties are 
our exile. (1985c, 212)

To claim that “we are women from the start" has this advantage—a political 
advantage perhaps pre-eminently— that a woman will never be a woman 
solely in masculine terms, never be wholly and permanently annihilated in a 
masculine order.

“ R o l l e d  U p  in  M e t a p h o r s -

Perhaps what most disturbs Irigaray's critics is the way in which the figure 
of the two lips becomes the basis for theorizing a speaking (as) woman, a 
purler/emme. Many American feminists are disturbed by the French feminist 
tendency to link language and the body in any way, literally or metaphori- 
cally. It bothers Elaine Showalter, for example, that “while feminist criticism 
rejects the attribution o f literal biological inferiority, some theorists seem to 
have accepted the metaphorical implications o f  female biological difference 
in wnting" Showalter believes that “simply to invoke anatomy risks a return 
to the etude essentialism, the phallic and ovarian theories o f art, that op
pressed women in the past” (1982, 17). Mary Jacobus concurs, arguing that 
"if anatomy is not destiny, still less can it be language” (1982, 37), and 
Nancy K. Miller similarly insists in her criticism o f  the French feminists that 
a “woman-texr" must be sought in “the body o f her writing and not the writ
ing of her body" (1980, 271). It is interesting to note, as Jane Gallop does, 
that ail thc critics included in Venting and Sexual Difference (a volume which 
includes Showalter’s “Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness" and Jacobus’s 
"The Question of Language: Men of Maxims and The Mill on rhe Floss") 
have difficulty accepting the mctaphoriciry o f  the body; they demand that 
metaphors of the body be read literally, and they then reject these metaphors 
as ettentialistic (1982, 802).7

The debate over Ingaray s essentialism inevitably comes down to this ques
tion of whether the body stands in a literal or a figurative relation to language 
and discourse: arc the rwo lips a metaphor or not/ W hat I propose to argue 
here u that, for Irigaray, thc relation between language and thc body is nei-

, r iMtaohoric but metcmymic. Though Irigaray disparages w hat 
'masculine1 games of tropes and tropisms” (1 9 8 5 b . 1 4 0 ) , sh e  ts 

* 2 S l w  own favorite tropes, ch ief among them  th e  figure o f  m eto n - 
' Lt before examining the way in which Irigaray deconstructs th e  pre- 

■iuoce of metaphoricity in Western culture and creates a space for m e- 
a brief consideration o f  what Irigaray actually says abou t speaking 

(a) woman is in order.
/-igarays project is to explore the “distinction o f  th e sexes in  term s o f  the 

rtftheymhafeirorare inhabited by language" (1 9 8 5 c , 1 0 0 ); her work repre- 
xno "an attempt to define the characteristics o f  what a d ifferently  sexualized 
iĵ uage nook! be" (1985a, 84). This line o f  inquiry leads her to  ask how 
twneocan "already speak (as) w o m en ." H er answ er? “ By g o in g  b ack  
duoqgh the dominant discourse. By interrogating m en's ‘m astery.* By speak- 

women. And among women” (1 9 8 5 c , 1 1 9 ). T h e  ch ap ter en titled  
-̂ iesrions" in This Sex Which Is Not One provides us w ith a series o f  clarifies- 
wnson what a speaking (as) woman m ight be and how  it  can  be put in to  
practice;

Speaking (as) woman. . . implies a different mode o f  articu la
tion between masculine and fem inine desire and language.
(1985c, 136)

Speaking (as) woman is not speaking o f  woman. It  is n o t a 
matter of producing a discourse o f w hich woman would be the 
object, or the subject. (1985c, 135)

There may be a speaking-among-women th at is still a speaking 
(as) man but that may also be the place where a speaking (as) 
woman may dare to express itself. (1 9 8 5 c , 135)

Speaking (as) woman would, am ong o th e r  th ings, perm it 
women to speak to men. (1 9 8 5 c , 136)

It is certain that with women-among-themselves . . . some
thing of a speaking (as) woman is heard. T h is  accounts for the 
t o e  or the necessity o f sexual nonintegration: the dominant 
language is so powerful that women do n ot dare to speak (as) 
woman outside the context o f nonintegration. (1985c, 135)

^fernme appears to be defined not so much by what one says, or even by 
one says it, but from whence and to  whom one speaks. L o c u s  and audfi- 

**** distinguish a speaking (as) woman from a speaking (as) man. by sPca*̂  
uwtum, one may attempt to provide a place for the other ^

^ (1 9 8 5 c , 135).
or is it precisely by speaking to women tha £ *  for a woman

* *  W  Irigaray’s response would be “both at once smce
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to  speak sh e m ust e s ta b lish  a  lo cu s from  w h ich  to  b e  h eaid , and to art 
su ch  a  sp a ce , sh e  m ust speak .

C lo se ly  c o n n e c te d  t o  th e  n o tio n  o f  purler fem m e  is Irigaray’s conception 
tw o syn taxes (o n e  m a scu lin e , o n e  fe m in in e ) w h ich  ca n n o t accurately be 4 * 
sen b ed  by th e  nu m ber " tw o ” s in c e  " th e y  a re  n o t susceptible to  comparison 
(1 9 8 5 b , 1 3 9 ) . T h e s e  sy n ta x es  are  " irre d u c ib le  in  th e ir  strangeness and ecccn 
tric ity  o n e  to  th e  o th e r . C o m in g  o u t o f  d iffe ren t tim es, places, logics, ‘reptt * 
se n ta tio n s .' and  e co n o m ie s”  ( 1 9 8 5 b , 1 3 9 ) . T h e  tw o syntaxes cannot be com. 
pared sin ce  th e  re la tio n  b etw een  th em  is n o t based o n  similarity but contigu 
ity , in  o th er w ords, n o t  o n  m etap h o r b u t o n  m etonym y. Like the "two lips * 
they  " to u c h  upon”  b u t n e v er  w h olly  absorb  e a ch  o th er. Contiguity, it turns 
o u t, op erates as th e  d o m in a n t featu re  o f  a  parler fem m e , the distinguishing 
ch aracteristic o f  a  fem in in e  sy n tax :

w h at a  fem in in e  sy n ta x  m ig h t b e  is n o t  sim ple nor easy to 
sta te , because in  th a t "s y n ta x ” th e re  w ould n o  longer be either 
su b ject o r  o b je c t , "o n e n e s s ”  w ould n o  longer be privileged, 
th e re  w ould n o  lo n g er b e  prop er m ean in g s, proper names, 
"p rop er” attribu tes . . - In stead , th a t  "sy n ta x ” would involve 
nearness, proxim ity , bu t in  su ch  an  ex trem e  form that it would 
preclude any d is tin c tio n  o f  id e n titie s , any establishm ent of 
ow nership, thus any form  o f  app ropriation . (1 9 8 5 c , 134)

Impacted w ithin th is  lis t o f  w hat a  fem in in e  syntax is not— subject, object, 
oneness, appropriation, and so on — a p ositive descrip tion emerges: nearness 
and proximity. W e  return to  th e  figure o f  th e  two tips as a model for a new 
kind o f exchange:

Ownership and property are doubtless q u ite  foreign to the fem
inine. A t least sexually. B u t n o t nearness. Nearness so pro
nounced that it makes all d iscrim ination  o f  identity, and thus 
all form s o f property, im possible. W o m a n  derives pleasure 
from what is so near that she cannot have it, nor have herself. She 
herself enters in to  a ceaseless exch an ge o f  herself with the 
other without any possibility o f  identifying either. This puts 
into question all prevailing econom ies. . . . (1 9 8 5 c , 31)

T o  speak (as) woman is ceaselessly to  em brace words and persistently to cast 
them off. T o  touch upon but never to  solidify, to  put in to  play but never to 
arrive at a final telos or m eaning, isn’t th is  an oth er way to  speak about 
"d ifferen ce” ? C arolyn Burke seem s to  th in k  so when she proposes that 
irigaray offers us a "vaginal” fable o f  signification to supplement, bur not re
p lace, Derrida's "hym eneal” fable (1 9 8 7 , 2 9 3  and 3 0 3 ). I don't believe, 
however, that irigaray would ever use such a  term or endorse such a concept 
as "vaginal fable” since it limits female pleasure to  a single erogeneous rone
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^.privileging the vagina and denying th a t a  w om an's sexu ality  is plural: 
jjet “a woman’s erogeneous rones are n o t th e  c lito ris  or th e  v agina, but 

SLclitoris and the vagina, and th e lips, and th e  vu lva, an d  th e  m ou th  o f  the 
rtflus, and thc uterus itself, and th e breasts . . . ” (1 9 8 5 c , 6 3 - 4 ) .  T h e  sites o f  
woman’s pleasure are so diffuse that Irigaray w onders w h eth er th e  qualifier 
-genital” is still even required (1 9 8 5 c , 6 4 ) .

If the trope of nearness does n o t fu n ctio n  in  th e  way B urke suggests, as yet 
another non-synonymic term  for “d ifferen ce ,”8 it  does appear to  fa c ilita te  a  
Construction of the metaphor/metonymy b in arism  op erativ e  in W estern  
philosophical discourse. Rom an Jakobson  defines these tw o p olar figures o f  
speech in “Two Aspects o f  Language an d  T w o  T y p es o f  A p h a sic  D istur
bances," a study o f speech disorders in  w h ich  h e  d em onstrates th a t all varie
ties of aphasia can be identified as an im pairm ent e ith e r  o f th e  faculty for “se
lection and substitution” (m etaphor) or o f  th e  facu lty  for "co m b in a tio n  and 
contexture" (metonymy). M etap hor op erates a lo n g  th e  ax is o f  sim ilarity 
whereas metonymy operates along th e axis o f  con tigu ity  (Jakobson and H alle 
1956, ?6).9 In theories o f language, m etaphor has long dom inated over m e
tonymy.10 We see this dom inance played ou t in  L acan ian  psychoanalysis 
where the phallus stands in a privileged m etaphoric relation  to  th e body (it 
"stands for" sexual difference), and w here th e "p atern al m etaphor” emerges 
as the privileged signifier. W hy is m etaphor validated over metonymy? Ex
actly what role does the paternal m etaphor play in  L acan ’s theorization o f 
sexual difference and its construction? Jacq u elin e  Rose identifies three sym
bolic functions:

First, as a reference to  th e a c t o f  substitution (substitution is 
thc very law o f m etaphoric op eratio n ), whereby the prohibi
tion of the father takes up th e  place originally figured by the 
absence o f the m other. Secondly , as a  reference to the status 
of paternity itself which can  only ever logically be inferred.
And thirdly, as part o f  an  insistence that the father stands for a 
place and function w hich is not reducible to  the presence or 
absence o f the real father as such. (M itch ell and Rose 1982,
38-39)

Rose goes on to defend Lacan against the charge o f  phallocentrism, arguing 
chat we must recognize that for Lacan "th e  status o f the phallus is a fraud" 
(because castration is a fraud) and so we must not iiteralize thc phallus and re
duce it to the level o f  the penis (4 0  and 45).

While this line o f argument is com pelling enough, and certainly faithful ro 
Lacan’s own conception o f  the phallus, still the contiguity between the penis 
and the phallus, the proximity and nearness o f these two terms, gives one 
pause. Mary Ann Doane purs the problem this way:

(Djoes the phallus really have nothing ro do with thc penis, no 
commerce with it at all? T h e  ease o f the description by means
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o f  w hich the boy situates him self in che mode o f “having" one 
would seem to  ind icate th at this is not the case. . . . There is 
a sense in  w hich a ll attem pts to  deny the relation between the 
phallus and th e penis are feints, veils, illusions. T h e phallus, 
as signifier, may n o  longer be thc penis, bur any effort to con
ceptualize its function is inseparable from an imaging of the 
body. (1 9 8 1 . 2 7 -2 8 )11

T h e  problem , put an other way, is simply that the relation between the penis 
and th e phallus is as m uch one o f  association or metonymy as similarity or 
m etaphor. T h e  same m ight be said o f  Irigaray's treatm ent o f the “two lips,'* 
the only difference being chat Irigaray allocates the metonymic function to 
the two lips and relegates m etaphor to the realm o f  Lacan's phallomorphism.

irigaray has th is to  say about a woman's historical relation to metaphori- 
city : a wom an is "stifled  ben eath  all those eulogistic or denigratory meta
phors" (1 9 8 5 b , 1 4 2 -4 3 ); she is "hem m ed in , cathected by tropes" (1985b, 
143) and "rolled  up in m etaphors" (1 9 8 5 b , 144). O ne wonders to what ex
ten t it is truly possible to  th in k  o f  the "tw o lips" as something other than a 
metaphor. I would argue th a t, despite Irigaray’s protestations to the contrary, 
the figure o f  th e "tw o  lips” never stops functioning metaphorically. Her in
sistence th at the two lips escape m etaphoricity provides us with a particularly 
c le a r  e x a m p le  o f  w h at P au l de M an  id e n tifie s  as th e inevitability of 
“reentering a system o f  tropes a t the very m om ent wc claim  to escape from it" 
(1 9 8 4 , 72). But, what is im portant about Irigaray’s conception o f this partic
ular figure is that the "tw o lips" operate as a m etaphor fo r  metonymy; through 
this collapse o f  boundaries, Irigaray gestures toward the deconstnjcrion of the 
classic metaphor/metonymy binarism . In  fact, her work persistently attempts 
to  effect a historical displacem ent o f  m etaphor’s dom inance over metonymy; 
she "impugns the privilege granted to m etaphor (a quasi solid) over meton
ymy (which is much more closely allied to fluids)" ( 1985c, 110). If  Freud was 
not able to  resist the seduction o f  an  analogy, 12 Irigaray insists that no anal
ogy, no m etaphoric operation, com pletes her:

A re we alike! I f  you like. It's a little  abstract, i don't quite un
derstand ‘a like.’ D o you? A like in  whose eyes? in what terms? 
by what standards? with references to  what third? I’m touching 
you, that's quite enough to  let me know that you are my body.
(1 9 8 5 c , 208)

Lacan writes that the play o f both displacement and condensation (metaphor 
and metonymy) mark a subject's relation to th e signifier; they operate, in 
fact, as the laws which govern the unconscious. A  question oft-repeated in 
Irigaray is "w hether the fem inine has an unconscious or whether it is the un
conscious" (1985c, 7 3 ). Is it possible that the fem inine neither has an uncon-
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teprescnts man’s unconscious but rather articu lates itse lf 
-HiCtt-nHO unconscious; th e  play o f  m etonym y?

9 A P o l it ic s  o f  E s s e n c e

, ftvorite topics—the two lips, parler/emme, a  fem in in e sy n tax , an  
fluids— a ll t0 suggest that she is m ore in terested  in  ques- 

^Ifciectivity. desire, and the unconscious th an  in  questions o f  pow er, 
and politics. In one sense, this is true; as a "p sy ch o p h ilo so p h er," 

^  *U:ts greater emphasis on th e  “p h ysical" th a n  o n  th e  " s o c ia l ."
her work is not entirely without what on e m ight ca ll a  ce rta in  po- 

J^ j pf’npicaciiy. Monique Plaza, Beverly Brow n, P arv een  A d am s, and 
^  Jones all question whether a psychoanalytic in vestigation  o f 
f̂eminine can adequately account for w om en’s social oppression. A s Jo n es

jtfSC,

tcminists may still doubt the efficacy o f privileging changes in 
subjectivity over changes in econom ic and p o litica l system s; is 
ibis not dangling a sem iotic ca rro t in  fro n t o f  a m are still 
harnessed into phallocentric social p ractices? ( Jo n e s  1 9 8 5 ,
1C7),J

flu goes further and indicts Irigaray for providing n o t a  theory o f  oppression 
hitanoppressive theory (1978, 2 4 *2 5 ). W h ile  I th in k  it  is true th at Irigaray 
to  not provide us with a blueprint for social a c tio n , I also  find her work po- 
jiritalbawrc and even practically useful. A n y  discussion o f Irigaray’s “poli- 
rics of essence” must begin with her ow n understanding o f  politics and, spe- 
;ika!ly, with her comments on what a  fem inist politics m ight be.

Irigaray’s explicit remarks on political p ractice , th e w om en’s m ovem ent in 
fence (the MLF), and women’s social oppression are largely concentrated  in 
deselection from her interviews, sem inar rem arks, and conversations pub
lished under the title "Questions” in  This Sex W hich is N ot O ne. It  seems that 
readers and students of Irigaray m ost w ant her to  talk  about the political sig- 
itiicanceofher work, its impact o n  social p ractice , and its relation to current 
political activism in France, perhaps because Speculum appears, on the sur
face, to jettison so completely the category' o f  th e  political in favor of the 
philosophical and psychoanalytic. Irigaray seem s eager to respond to her crit
ics. If Plaxa and others see her work as reactionary because it is apolitical, 
’ngwy is likely to respond that they are working with too limited or rigid a 
nctMft of politics, that they are perhaps th inking  only in  terms of a mascu me 
politics:

Strictly speaking, political practice, at least currently, isjnas 
culme through and through. In  order for women to a
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make themselves heard, a 'radical' evolution in our way of 
conceptualizing and managing the political realm is requited 
(1985c, 127)

For Irigaray, politics— a “feminine” politics— is inseparable from thc project 
o f putting the feminine into history, into discourse, and into culture. Because 
o f  the contingent, future condition o f this latter project, Irigaray acknowj. 
edges that in fact “we cannot speak . . .  o f a feminine politics, but only of 
certain conditions under which it may be possible” (1985c, 128).

T h e nascent condition o f a feminine politics, however, does not preclude 
discussion o f a feminist politics. “Liberation” (loosely understood by Irigaray 
as rhe introduction o f the feminine into practice) is not an “individual" task:

A  long history has put all women in the same sexual, social, 
and cu ltural co n d itio n . W hatever inequalities may exist 
among women, they all undergo, even without clearly realiz
ing it, th e same oppression, rhe same exploitation of their 
body, the same denial o f their desire. That is why it is impor
tant for women to be able to jo in  together, and to join to* 
gether “among themselves”. . . . The first issue facing libera
tion movements is that o f  making each woman “conscious” of 
the fact chat what she has felt in her personal experience is a 
condition shared by all women, thus allowing that experience to 
be politicized. (1985c, 164)

A  different notion o f politics does seem to emerge here— a politics based not 
so much on group m ilitancy or open confrontation as on shared "experi
en ce .” But this notion o f politics sounds suspiciously like the popular ap
proved method o f politicization in the early years o f the Women’s Movement 
in both France and Am erica: consciousness-raising. And as such, it is subject 
to many o f the same criticism s— especially the charge by numerous "mar
ginal” feminists that what white, heterosexual, middle-class, and educated 
women feel in their personal experience does not necessarily represent “a 
condition shared by all women. ” Irigaray might rightly be accused here of a 
certain tendency to universalize and to homogenize, to subsume all women 
under the category o f  “W om an.” S till, her work is not always insensitive to 
the axes of difference which divide “women-among-themselves.” Consider:

I think the most important thing to do is to expose the exploi
tation common to all women and to find the struggles that are 
appropriate for each woman, right where she is, depending 
upon her nationality, her job, her social class, her sexual expe
rience, that is, upon the form o f oppression that is for her the 
most immediately unbearable. (1985c, 166-67)

Here we see the typical Irigarian double gesture: Irigaray proposes a feminist 
politics that will work on two fronts a t once— on one side, a “global” politics
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. ajjtlress the problem of women’s universal oppression, and on 
* *  side a “local” politics that will address the specificity and complex- 

each woman’s pariicular situation. In  order to  accomplish “both at 
ir? " Irigaray believes that " i t  is essential for women among themselves to 

new modes of organization, new forms of stmggle, new challenges” 
i 1985c, 166). The phrase "women-among-themselves” suggests a call for sep
aratism, and indeed Irigaray does, cautiously, endorse separatism as a valid 
political strategy for feminists:

For women to undertake tactical strikes, to  keep themselves 
apart from men long enough to leam  to defend their desire, es
pecially through speech, to  discover the love of other women 
which, sheltered from men’s imperious choices, put them in 
the position of rival commodities, to forge for themselves a 
social status that compels recognition, to  earn thier living in 
order to escape from the condition o f prostitute . . . these are 
certainly indispensable stages in  th e ir  escape from their 
proletarization on the exchange market. But if their aim were 
simply to reduce the order of things, even supposing this to be 
possible, history would repeat itself in the long run, would re
vert to sameness: to phallocratism. (1985c, 33)

Irigaray believes that separatism can be a legitimate means to escape from a 
phallic economy but not an adequate goal; she sees it as a tactical option 
rather than a final telos. Above all, she does not want to foreclose the possi
bility that the politics o f women-among-themselves might itself be a way to 
put the feminine into practice.

Through her comments on what a fem inist politics might be, Irigaray 
broadens the notion of politics to  include psychic resistance. She does not 
rule out direct political activism; she simply insists that resistance must oper
ate on many levels:

Women must of course continue to struggle for equal wages and 
social rights against discrimination in employment and educa
tion, and so forth. But that is not enough: women merely 
"equal” to men would be “ like them ,” therefore not w'omen.
(1985c, 165-66)

Irigaray seems to imply here both that women already have an identity on 
which to base a politics and that they are striving to secure an identity 
through the practice o f politics. In either case, the concept of “identity has 
long been a problem for feminist poststructuralists seeking to base a politics 
on something other than “essence. ” Is it possible to generate a theory era* 
nine specificity that is not essentialist? How do we reconcile t e ***** 
turalist project to displace identity with the feminist project to rec a
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Ingaray th e  solu tion  is again double: women are engaged in the process of
b o th  con stru ctin g  and deconstructing their identities, their essences, simul 
tan eo u sly .M

T h e  process o f  laying cla im  to “essence” at first appears to be a politically 
reactionary m aneuver; hut one needs to place Irigaray’s essentialism in the 
larger h istorical co n te x t o f  W estern philosophy in order to comprehend how 
she m ight be using it strategically. In A ristotelian philosophy, “woman’1 hasa 
very specific relation  to  essence, d istinct from “man's** relation to essence. 
O n ly  m an properly has an essence; subjecthood is attained as he strives, m 
Irigaray’s words, “ to  realize his essence as perfectly as he can, to give full ex
pression to  his celos” (1 9 8 5 b , 1 6 4 ) .15 Because only subjects have access to 
essence, “w om an” rem ains in unrealized potentiality; she never achieves "the 
wholeness o f  her form ”— or if  she has a form, it is merely "privation” (1985b, 
1 6 5 ). W om an  is th e ground o f  essence, its precondition in man. without her
self having any access to  it; she is the ground o f  subjecthood, but not herself a 

subject:

Is she unnecessary in  and o f  herself, but essential as the non- 
subjective sub-jectum ? A s that w hich can never achieve the 
status o f  su b ject, at least for/by herself. Is she the indispensable 
condition whereby the living entity  retains and maintains and 
perfects him self in his self-likeness/ (1985b , 165)

In  a  phallocratic order, woman can  never be more than "the passage that 
serves to  transform the inessenrial whims o f a still sensible and material na

ture into universal w ill” (1 9 8 5 b , 225).
Irigaray’s reading o f  A risto tle ’s understanding o f essence reminds me of 

Lacan’s distinction between being and having the phallus: a woman does not 
possess the phallus, she is th e Phallus. 16 Similarly, we can say that, in Aristo
telian logic, a woman does not have an essence, she is Essence. Therefore to 
give "w om an" an essence is to undo W estern phallomorphism and to offer 
women entry into subjecthood. M oreover, because in this Western ontology 
existence is predicated on  essence, it has been possible for someone like 
Lacan to conclude, remaining fully within traditional metaphysics> that without 
essence, "woman does not exist.” Does this n ot cast a rather different light on 
Irigaray's theorization of a woman's essence? A  woman who lays claim to an 
essence o f her own undoes the conventional btnarisms o f essence/accident, 
form/matter, and actuality/potentiality. In this specific historical context, to 
essencialize “woman” can be a politically strategic gesture o f displacement.

T o  say that “woman” does not have an essence but is Essence, and at the 
same time to say that she has no access herself to  Essence as Form, seems bla
tantly contradictory. Moreover, has not Western philosophy always posited 
an essence for woman—-an essence based on biology and, as everyone knows, 
defined by the properties o f weakness, passivity, receptivity, and emotion, to
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ust a few? T h e problem, 1 would atgue, is n o t w ith Irigaray; it is pre- 
^ lr ie a ta y ’s deployment o f essentialism  w hich clarifies for us the contra- 

C*ion at the heart o f A ristotelian m etaphysics. In  h is  philosophy, we see 
^  the figure of “woman” has becom e th e  site  o f th is con trad iction : on  the 

un d woman is asserted to  have an  essence w h ich  defines her as woman 

lid yet, on the other hand, woman is relegated to  th c  status o f m atter and 
ve no access to essence (th e  most she c a n  do is to  facilitate m an’s actu- 

dltxing of His inner potential). I would go so far as to  say th at the dom inant 
l i n e  of patriarchal thought since A risto tle  is built on this central contradic- 
non: woman has an essence and it is m atter; o r, put slightly differently, it is 
the essence of woman to have n o  essence. T o  the ex ten t th at Irigaray reopens 
the question of essence and wom an’s access to  it, essentialism  represents not a 
irapshe falls into but rather a  key strategy she puts in to  play, n ot a dangerous 
oversight but rather a lever o f displacem ent.

What, then, constitutes woman's essence? Irigaray never actually tells us; 
at most she only approximates— “touches upon’’— possible descriptions, such 
as the metonymic figure o f the two Ups. In  fact, she insists that “woman” can 
never be incorporated in any theory, defined by any metaphysics. “W hat 1 
want" Irigaray writes, “is n o t to  create a theory o f woman, but to  secure a 
place for the feminine w ithin sexual difference” (1 9 8 5 c , 159). Sh e explains 
that “for the elaboration o f  a theory o f woman, m en, I th ink, suffice. In a 
ttoman(’s) language, the concept as such would have no place” (1985c, 123). 
Irigaray works towards securing a woman’s access to  an essence o f  her own, 
without actually prescribing what th at essence might be, or without preclud
ing the possibility that a subject m ight possess multiple essences which may 
even contradict or compete w ith o n e  another. Thus Irigaray sees the question 
“Are you a woman?” to be precisely rhe wrong question. Let me conclude 
with her playful challenge to  all those who would press her to define the es
sence of “woman”; “ T  am n ot ‘I , ’ 1 am  n ot, 1 am not one. As for woman, try' 
and find o u t . . (1985c, 120).

N o r a s

1. Heath (1978), jardtne (1987), Schor (1987), and Spivalc (1987) have all endowed a re
new'd consideration of essentialism.

2. The phrase is Carolyn Burke’s (1981, 289).
3. Two earlier introductory pieces ro French feminist theory also appear in Signs: see Marks 

(1978) and Burke (1978). „  ,  . ,
4. For another sympathetic reading of Irigaray, and a n  application of hecdeconKrucciveJeiDi*

num. sec F*ral (1981).   . P*.
5. Irigaray makes a distinction between “morphological' and an a’o m jw m  ^

64). but I agree with Moniqu. Plata (1978, 31) am) Toni Mo. (M S. <«> ^
distinction is too imprecise to be helpful. .  The imaetnafvrr/irrs

6. The Imaginary and the Symbolic are here used in r e ^ y) which characrerw*
to the primary narcissism (the illusionary oneness with the mafemai
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the child j  psychical development in the pre-oedipa! stage. The symmetry of thc mother-child 
dyad is broken by rhe introduction of thc Law of the Father during thc Oedipal stage, facilitating 
the child's accession to subjectivity through the order of language, speech, and sociality.^ 
Lacan, the Symbolic Is always valued over the Imaginary (see Lacan 1977).

7. Carolyn Burke makes a similar argument in defense of Irigaray: ro reduce "the subtlety of 
Irigaray's thought to a simple argumenr 'from the body.* in order to then point our that such argu
ments are, indeed, essentialist" amounts to a circular argumenr based on a rather questionable 
initial reading (1981, 302).

8. Vincent Leirch writes that, by rhe early 1980's. Derrida had formulated more than three 
dozen such substitutions (see Leirch 1983, 43).

9. For a recenr rereading and application of Jakohson’s terms, see Johnson (1984, 205-19).
10. Studies of metaphor have also dominated over studies of metonymy in dye comparatively 

recent history of linguistic and semiotic research. Jakobson explains: "Similarirv in meaning con
nects the symbols of a metalanguage with the symbols of the language referred to. Similarity con
nects a metaphorical term with the term for which it is substituted. Consequently, when con
structing a metalanguage to intetpret tropes, the researcher possesses more homogeneous means 
ro handle metaphor, whereas metonymy, based on a different principle, easily defies interpreta
tion. Therefore nothing comparable to the rich literature on metaphor can be cited for the the
ory of metonymy" (1956, 81).

21. jane Gallop's Reading Lacan (1985) also addresses the penis/phallus distinction, focussing 
specifically on thc linguistic sources of the confusion. See especially chapter 6. "Reading the 
Phallus," pp. 133-156. See also Gallop’s “PhalluVPenis: Same Difference" in Men by Women, 
Women and Literatim (1981).

12. The reference is to Freud’s “Constructions in Analysis” (1937): “I have not been able to 
resist the seduction of an analogy.” Jane Gallop has cleverly suggested that Irigaray’s general re- 
sistance to analogical reasoning is based on a prior repudiation of Freud's anal-logical mode! of 
sexual difference. Irigaray's refusal of analogy can thus be read within the wider frame of a deep 
scepticism concerning the anal fixation of Freud's own theories (see Gallop 1982a, 68-69).

13. See alio Plaza (1978) and Adams and Brown (1979).
14. Naomi Schor has made a similar point which I find compelling: "in both Cixous and 

Irigaray the anti-eaentiaiisc aspect of their work is that which is most derivative, that ts most 
Derridean. When Cixous and Irigaray cease to mime rhe master's voice and speak in their own 
voices, they speak a dialect of essentialese, the language of what they construe as the feminine, 
and wishing it weren't so won’t make it go away. Rather than simply wanting to excise this un
sightly excrescence, I think it would be ultimately more interesting and surely more difficult to 
attempt to understand just how and why a Cixous and an Irigaray deconstruct and construct fem
ininity' at the tame time" (see Schor 1986, 98-99).

15. Most of Irigaray’s remarks on Aristotle can be found in the chapter entitled “How to Con
ceive (of) a Girl" in 1985b, 160-67. For Aristotle’s own comments on essence, see especially Cat
egories. Physics. Metaphysics, and On the Generation o f Animals, all of which can be found in 
McKeon 1941.

16. For Lacan’s distinction between being and having the phallus, see “The Meaning of the 
Phallus” in Mitchell and Rose 1982, esp. 82-84. Both girl and boy are thc phallus in the pte- 
oedipal stage; that is, both are the phallus for the mother. But during the crucial ascension to 
sexual difference through the recognition and representation of lack (the castration complex) 
the possession a penis allows the boy to hoi* the phallus while die girl continues to bt it. Fur 
Lacan, it is this distinction between being and having thc phallus which facilitates thc taking on 
of a scxed subject position, the production of masculine ot feminine subjects.
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L a c a n ia n  Psychoanalysis 
and French Feminism: 
T o w ard  an Adequate 
Political Psychology

DOROTHY IilA N D

This paper examines some French feminist uses o f Lacanian psychoanalysis. I fo 
cus on tuo Lacanian influenced accounts o f psychological oppression, the first by 
Lux lri&ray and the second by Julia Kristeva, and I argue that these accounts fail 
o mat criteria for an adequate political psychology.

The use of psychoanalysis as a feminist theoretical tool is a precarious en
terprise. In classical psychoanalytic theory, fem ale psychosexual develop
ment, only marginally and infrequently discussed, is measured against a mas
culine norm and found deficient. During the early 1970’s, the concept o f pe
ns envy, developed by Freud in his account o f the female version o f the cas
tration complex, came to represent for many N orth Am erican feminists the 
misogynist bias of psychoanalytic theory. M oreover, many feminists consid
ered this misogyny a sufficient ground for rejecting  psychoanalysis as a femi
nist theoretical tool.

During the middle to late 1970’s, feminists such as Juliet Mitchell (1974), 
Gayle Rubin (1975), Dorothy D innerstein (1 9 7 6 ), and Nancy Chodorow 
(1978) moved beyond this initial rejection o f  psychoanalysis to explore its 
feminist potential. These efforts were premised less on a denial o f the misogy
nist character of psychoanalytic theory than on a reinterpretation o f it. Gayle 
Rubin, for example, argued that the feminist critique o f  psychoanalysis is jus
tified to the extent that Freudian theory is a rationalization o f women’s subor
dination. But, Rubin proposed, this is not the only legitimate way to under- 
5Qnd Freud’s theory. It can also be read as “a description o f how phallic cul
ture domesticates women, and the effects in women o f their d o m e s t i c a r i o n  

(Rubin 1975, 197-98). Thus, Rubin concluded, co the extent that F ieu ^  
theory is a description o f processes that contribute to women s opp 
the feminist critique o f psychoanalysis is mistaken. w

I dunk Sandra Bartky, Nancy Fraser, Terry Winant. and In* Young 
•rite this paper.
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W hereas che work o f  Dinnersrein and Chodorow draws on rhe tradition of 
objecc-relations theory, Rubin followed Mitchell in drawing on thc psycho
analytic theory o f  Jacques Lacan. Indeed, it was rhe work of Mitchell and 
Rubin that served  to introduce Lacanian psychoanalysis to North American 
feminists. However, most o f  the effort to effect a rapprochement between femi
nism and Lacanian psychoanalysis has been undertaken by feminists in 
France. The adoption in the early 1970's o f  the  name psychanalyse et politique 
by an influential wing o f  che French Women’s Liberation Movement is just 
one indicator o f  the importance assumed by psychoanalysis in French femi
nist politics. This importance is also  reflected in Julia Krisreva’s division of 
French feminism into two distinct generations or phases: a first, “socialist’' 
phase, dominated by the politics o f  equality and a second, “psychoanalytic" 
phase, dominated by a politics o f  difference (Kristeva 1981, 37-35).

In this paper, / examine some French feminist uses o f Lacanian psychoa
nalysis in order to evaluate its adequacy as a political psychology. On my in
terpretation, one primary concern o f  French psychoanalytic feminisms is with 
so-called "psychological” or "internalized” oppression, oppression that results 
when schemas o f  thought and valuation are internalized and function as 
intruments o f domination. In the case o f  women’s oppression, thc relevant 
schemas o f thought and valuation include, but are not necessarily limited to, 
the sexual ideologies o f  male-dominated societies.

One central claim o f French psychoanalytic feminisms is that the psycho
logical oppression o f  women is primarily, if  not exclusively, a function of the 
process o f oedipalization. This process begins when a child comprehends its 
society's sexual rules and gender prescriptions (e.g ., kinship relations, the in
cest taboo) and ends when these rules and prescriptions are internalized or ac
ceded to. For French psychoanalytic feminists, then, the Oedipus complex is 
the mechanism whereby a neonate comes to recognize itself as an I-she or an 
Thc and hence becomes subject to whatever sexual rules and gender prescrip* 
tions this entails in her or his society.

My standards for assessing rhe adequacy o f  Lacanian psychoanalysis as a 
feminist political psychology reflect a familiar socialist feminist position 
(Jaggar 1983, 150). 1 invoke two criteria. 1 First, an adequate political psy* 
chology must recognize the grounding o f internalized oppression in culturally 
and historically specific institutions and practices. Second, an adequate polit
ical psychology must be non-determinisric; it must allow that psychological 
oppression can, at least under some conditions and to some extent, be tran
scended.

In what follows, I use these criteria to evaluate Lacanian theory* through an 
analysis of works by Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva. My intent is not to pro
vide a comprehensive account o f the writings o f  these French feminists.
Rather, I invoke selected rhemes that illustrate important problems associ
ated with the appropriation o f Lacanian psychoanalysis as a feminist theoreti-

U canian P r e a n a l y s i s  and F ren ch  F em in ism

, , 1-gin rich a discussion o f Luce Irigaray’s accou n t o f  internalized 
VWomen on the Market.” I exam ine her uncritical appropria

b l e  ^ p ect L^vi-Straussian and Lacanian claim s, and I argue 
^ w T o u n r  of psychological oppression lacks the cultural and historical 

rtdw required by criterion one. T h e n , I turn to  th e  work o f  Ju lia  
j examine her use o f avant-garde literature as a model for fem inist 

i j  Teal practice, and I argue that her view o f  internalized oppression in- 
S o  a fwm of determinism that violates criterion two and deadends in po

litical pessimism.

The emergence o f symbolic thought must have required that 
women, like words, should be exchanged. . . . T h is  was the 
only means of overcoming the co n trad ictio n  by w hich the 
same woman was seen under two incom patible aspects: on the 
one hand, as the object o f personal desire, thus excitin g  sexual 
and proprietorial instincts; and, on the o th er hand, as the sub
ject of the desire o f others, and seen as such, i .e . ,  as th e means 
of bending others through alliance w ith them .

(U v i-S trau ss 1969, 496)

Where on earth would one situate the determ inations o f  the 
unconscious if not in those nom inal cadres in w hich marriage 
ties and kinship are always grounded?

(Lacan 1968, 128)

Ucanian psychoanalysis unlike ob ject-relations theory, ascribes a central 
cote to the Oedipus complex in the acquisition o f sexual identity.2 Conse
quently, in Lacanian-based accounts o f  internalized oppression, the emphasis 
B less on concrete relations between a m other and her infant than on rhe fa
milial power of the lather— in Lacanian parlance, the father's "name” and 
ao. Moreover, in Lacanian theory, the Oedipus complex is posited as a 

universal of psychosexual development. Lacanian theory thus implicitly re
jects the claim that the Oedipus com plex is about or limited to the nuclear 
frwly* It also implicitly rejects the view that the Oedipus complex is a psy* 
cfoc structure grounded in culturally and historically specific forms o f praxis.

For Lacan and his followers, th e universality o f the Oedipus complex is a 
Action of its status as a condition o f  sociality or culture as such. Lacan 
*PPort for this view from Claude U vi-Strauss’s The Elementary Struct̂ SJ  
^  (1969), where kinship is viewed as a social/sym bohc

the passage from nature to culture. More spec* Y< iyr
P** that what transforms biological relations i p* « « .  g of women 
terns is the institution o f  exogamy— the systemati
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men. This view is aptly summarized by Juliet Mitchell, whose own appropm. 
tion o f  Freud draws heavily on the intersection o f  lacanian and U v f, 
Straussian theory:

The universal and priomordial law fo f society] is that which 
regulates marriage relationships and its pivotal expression is 
the prohibition o f incest. This prohibition forces one family to 
give up one o f  its members to  another family; the rules of mar* 
riage within ‘prim itive’ societies function as a means o f ex- 
change and as an unconsciously acknowledged system of com- 
munication. The act o f  exchange holds a society' together: the 
rules o f  kinship . . .  are th e  society. (M itchell 1974, 370)

According to M itchell, even though "visible” kinship structures play only a 
residual role in advanced as compared to so-called primitive societies, the)' 
are nonetheless “definitional” o f  society or culture as such. The same is mie 
o f the “subjective” expression o f exogamy, the incest taboo. Thus, Mitchell 
proposes that the "myth Freud rewrote as the Oedipus complex epitomizes 
man’s entry into culture itself. It  reflects the original exogamous incest taboo, 
the role o f the father, the exchange o f  women and the consequent differences 
between the sexes” (M itchell 1974, 377).

Among the texts o f  French psychoanalytic feminisms, Luce Irigaray's 
"Women on the M arket" (1985) is the most explicit attempt to provide an 
account o f  w om en's oppression drawing on th e intersection of Ldvr- 
Straussian and Lacanian theory, irigaray’s essay turns on two theoretical piv
ots. First, she reinterprets L^vi-Strauss’s account o f  the passage from nature to 
culture via the institution o f  exogamy as the reign o f  hom(m)osexmlit£ or 
man’s [homme] desire for the same (homo J. Second, she draws on an (unor
thodox) interpretation o f  M arx’s analysis o f  commodities as "the elementary 
form of capitalist wealth” to examine rhe alienation o f women’s desire under 
this reign.3 For Irigaray, the alienation that results when women’s desire is re
duced to men’s desire (the desire for the same) is constitutive o f women’s psy
chological oppression. M oreover, she argues, in patriarchal societies, 
women’s alienated sexuality has the status o f  a commodity.

Although Irigaray’s use o f Marx and o f the concept o f a commodity might 
suggest that her account is intended to cover the situation o f women in capi
talist societies only, this is nor the case. Rather, her analysis is intended to be 
universal in scope; it purports to reveal what remains the same about women's 
oppression throughout historical variations o f  social regimes and productive 
relations. According to Irigaray, the "organization o f  patriarchal societies, 
and the operation o f the symbolic system on which this organization is based 
. . . contains in a nuclear form the developments that Marx defines as char
acteristic o f capitalist regimes" (1985, 172-3). Irigaray does nor explictly ex
plain why she thinks this is so. But her text hints at possible answers. Fur

Lacanian Psychoanalysis and F ren ch  F em in ism

Moeamy is itselF an economic arrangem ent, one w hich subtends

The exchange of women as goods accom panies and stim ulates 
exchanges of other 'wealth' among groups o f m en. T h e  econ- 
any -̂in both the narrow and broad sense— that is in place in 
our societies thus requires that women lend them selves to  al
ienation in consumption, and to exchanges in w hich they do 
not participate, and that men be exem pt from being used and 
circulated like commodities. (1985 , 172)

Hhewhere, in‘The Power o f Discourse” Irigaray proposes that the earliest op- 
f-rt*sion, identified by Engels as the oppression o f  women by men via the in- 
itinirion of monogamy, remains in effect today, and th at the problem for 
xrainists "lies in determining how it is articulated w ith other oppressions" 
(Ingaray 1985, 83).

Although Irigaray does not credit L6vi-Strauss for suggesting the analogy
hm rt women and commodities, a passage from T he Elementary Structures 
tjM ty  is its likely source:

There is no need to call upon the m atrim onial vocabulary o f 
Great Russia, where the groom was called th e ‘m erchant’ and 
the bride the ‘merchandise’ for th e likening o f  women to com 
modities, not only scarce but essential to  the life o f the group 
(livi-Strauss 1969, 36 ).

UkeUvi-Strauss, Irigaray proposes th at culture or society as we know it is 
toed on the exchange of women among m en according to the rule known as 
die most taboo: "whatever familial form this prohibition may take in a given 
state of society . . , [the incest taboo) assures th e foundation o f  the eco
nomic, social, and cultural order that has been ours for centuries” (1985,
119).

However, Irigaray rejects L6vi-Strauss's explanation o f why women, not 
towt. are the objects o f exchange. A ccording to L6vi-Strauss, this is due to 

deep polygamous tendency, w hich exists among all men, [and whichj 
•wlits the number of available women seem insufficient” (1969, 38). Irigaray 
dttms this inadequate because it presupposes but does not acknowledge a 
roore fundamental asymmetry between the sexes: it assumes that women are 
Aeob/ects of men’s desire, but not vice versa, and that only men have a re 

«ejr toward polygamy. Irigaray writes:

Why are men not objects o f exchange among womenMt *  J * '  

cause women’s ^ t h r o u g h  their use,  —  ^

Circulation— provide for the conditt unj<nown ‘in *35'
Culture possible, although they remain
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rrucfure* o f  th e elaboration o f  the social life and culture. . . ,
/n sri// orher words: all the systems o f  exchange that organise 

patriarchal societies and all the modalities o f  productive work 
that are recognized, valued, and rewarded in these societies 

are m en’s business. The production o f  women, signs, and com
modities is always referred back to  men . . . , and they always 
pass from  one man to another. The work force is thus always 
assumed to be m asculinef and 'products’ are objects to be used, 
objects o f  transaction  among men alone. (1985, 171)4

Irigaray thus proposes that the exchange o f  women among men, an ex
change that L^vi-Strauss and Lacan view as essential for the passage from na
ture to culture, should be understood more fundamentally as the institution 
o f the reign o f  homfm)osexualit£. By this, she means a social order whose laws 
are rhe “exclusive valorization o f  men’s needs/desires, o f exchange among 
m e n ” ( Ir ig a ra y  1 9 8 5 , 1 7 1 ). M o re  s p e c if ic a lly , Irigaray defines 
hom(m)o$exucdit£ as a social order in which the value o f symbolic and imagi
nary production is superimposed on and even substituted for the value of na
ture and corporeal (re)production. W om en’s bodies, as commodities ex
changed by men, are also subjected to this superimposition and substitution 
o f value. As a result, Irigaray concludes, “in this new matrix of History, in 
which man begets man as man in his own likeness, wives, daughters, and sis
ters have value only in that they serve as the possibility of, and potential ben
efit in, relations among men” (1985, 172).

Like Juliet Mitchell, Irigaray finds that women’s sexual identity is deter
mined by their utilization as exchange objects. Women's bodies, sexualized as 
female by means o f thc Oedipus stiucture, are held to be part o f the nature or 
“matter” acted upon by the (m asculine) subject, and womens identity, 
grasped as the product o f this labor, is assumed to be an objecrificarion of 
men’s needs and desires. In this social order, Irigaray finds that so-called fem
inine sexuality (i.e ., “normal” feminine sexuality as described by psychoana
lytic theory) resembles a commodity in four main respects. First, just as a 
commodity is produced by subjecting nature to “man”, so feminine sexuality 
is produced by subjecting women to the “forms and laws” o f masculine activ
ity. Second, just as exchange functions override the natural utility o f things 
when they become commodities, so the natural properties o f women’s bodies 
are suppressed and subordinated when rhey arc made into objects of circula
tion among men. Third, just as a commodity is incapable o f imaging or 
mirroring itself, so women’s self-image becomes an image o f  and for men.
Fourth and finally, just as commodities must be measured in terms of an ex
trinsic standard, monetary value, in order to be exchanged, so women must 
be submitted to the extrinsic standard o f male sexual desire in order that 
rhey, too, can be exchanged among men.

Iranian  P r e a n a ly s i s  and F ren ch  F em in ism

. .nrertextua! weaving o f  M arxian . L d v i-S trau ss.an , and 
to undercut their presumptions o f  gender neutral- 

the Market" is a tour de fo rce .5 But if  we exam m e Irigaray s 
*  w o m e n ' s  psychological oppression as the ah en at.o n  through
't ^ r a r io n  (oedtpalizarion) o f women’s desire, a num ber o f  critica l 
“S a n * -  Some of these concern rhe empirical adequacy o f  her claim s. 
I  ouunpk Irigaray's contention that in patriarchal societies rhe work force 
, j ^ jmasailjne(and so expressive o f hom (m )osexualite) is false. T h e  situa- 

of Wesrem women during and after th e industrial revolu tion , when 
Hanoi became a relatively permanent part o f the conventionally-defined 
pirf bbor force, provides just one counterexam ple. Irigaray could, o f  course, 
awnrerthis objection with the claim that th e entry o f women in to  the labor 
AYce not negate the larter’s masculine character. O r  she could claim  
rlar in industrialized aociecies, men control women’s labor even  outside the 
jprakrive sphere. But Jrigaray makes none o f  these claim s. T h e  issue o f 
cfyHriral warrants does not enter into her analysis at all.

TTiijklc of attention to rhe empirical bases o f  theoretical claim s is charac- 
rerotic of Irigaray’s approach- For exam ple, although she criticizes Freud 
iwnand UW-Strauss for not acknowledging th at th eir respective psycho- 
IcydW  anthropological descriptions are descriptions o f the situation of 
m m  under conditions o f oppression, she also uncritically  adopts claims 
imi are central to these accounts. Irigaray assumes th at all cultures have been 
.wwdu or male-dominated, that the incest taboo is a cultural universal, 
anddut all kinship structures are based on the exchange o f  women. Yet there 
sconsiderable controversy surrounding each  o f  these claim s.6 
 ̂Siniihrlyjrigaray fails to question the presumed universality o f  key U v i- 

x m w , freudian and Lacanian concepts. For exam ple, “W om en on the

i j T . ?  c y 0n 3 8encterized nature/culture dichotom y invoked 
tan by Uvi-Strauss and by Freud and Lacan, where the feminine is linked 
m  nature and the masculine with culture. Into  this framework, Irigaray 
«tly inserts Marx’s conception o f  productive labor, according to which la
ta is seen as the means whereby “man duplicates himself, not only in con
sciousness, intellectually, but also actively, in reality, (so tharj he sees himself 
a  a world he has created” (M arx and Engels 1975, 277). By redescribingpro- 
'bcrive labor as the means whereby “m an begets man as man in his own like
ness." and by callin g  th is  " t h e  re ig n  o f  hom (m )o$exualit£, ” Irigaray 
brcpounds Marx’s tendency to conceive o f  the human being as male, his 
modeling of productive labor on  traditional masculine activities, and his o 
«»on rhe sphere of object production in general and comrrnxd'ty 

particular as the matrix and main stage o f  history. a* *rjnctton « -
Glider is the possibility that the genderized naturt cu tu ^  (0 niodem. 
aifcd in her account is not a cultural uni versa - ica/ srud<*s-
Western society— a view supported by severa an



120 D orothy Leland

result, Irigaray leaves herself open to the charge that her universal general  ̂
tions about patriarchal cultures are products of the spurious practice of wT 
jecting historically specific (and ideologically suspect) concepts onto other 
societies and other historical periods.

Irigaray's claim that in patriarchal societies, women’s alienated sexuality 
has the status o f a commodity illustrates this problem. While it may be true 
that women’s sexual alienation presupposes sexual objectification, it does not 
follow that men universally value women as sex objects as objects in general 
are valued under capitalism— as commodities. Irigaray offers no empirical ev- 
idence for her claim. N or does she consider whether the sexual objectify 
cation of women assumes different forms in other historical periods and cul
tures. Instead, she develops her claim by analogy, relying on concepts shared 
by Marx, L£vi-Strauss, and Lacan (including the genderized nature/culture 
distinction), without considering the cultural and historical limits of these 
concepts. Thus, while Irigaray’s analysis of sexual objectification as commo
dification may illuminate aspects of our own sexual alienation, its claim to 
universality is suspect.

An adequate political psychology must recognize, as Irigaray's does not, 
that women’s psychological oppression is rooted in historically specific social 
relations and structures. This criterion does not rule out the possibility that 
some aspects of psychological oppression have remained relatively constant 
thoughour the history of, say, W estern societies. But it does demand that 
these long-term continuities be situated with respect to the specific social re
lations and social structures that actually sustain them at various times. 
Irigaray’s appeal to “the exchange o f women by m en" does not meet this re
quirement. It does not describe any specific social structure but serves as an 
abstract formula for a system of structural possibilities consisting in three 
types of family relations— consanguinity, affinity and descent. Moveovcr, the 
exchange of women by men is at best only a partial expression of the social 
structures and relations that link together members of a given culture, partic
ularly in modem industrialized and class stratified societies.8 Given that the 
social relations of male domination vary in different societies and in different 
historical periods as well as across class and ethnic lines, explanations of 
women’s psychological oppression that focus on only one type of social rela
tion, in Irigaray’s case marriage relations, risk being either over simplified or 
reductiomstic.

Irigaray’s discussion of the alienation o f women’s desire highlights an im
portant aspect of women's psychological oppression: the symbolic and ideo
logical dimension of men’s control o f women’s sexuality, which includes the 
“terms" and processes under which women come to identify themselves as 
sexual beings and as women. But she views this alienation abstractly as a fea' 
turc of sociality per se, as something that ineluctably attends the passage from 
nature to culture. Irigaray does not consider the different ways, even in

Uuman Psychoanalysis and F re n c h  F e m in ism

societies, in which men control the expression and direc- 
(kde* ^  or the variety of practices and institutions th at engen-

women’s sexual alienation.
^  •’$ appeal to hom(m)osexuolit£ as a causal ( if  n o t the causal) factor in

'^sexual alienation illustates one important problem  created  by th e 
‘^ character of her analysis. As the principle o f sociality  governing 
^0aClhal societies, hom(m)osexualit£ is everyw h ere, “ su b te n d in g ,"  as 
?3m,tCputsit, the vast and variegated texts o f social, p o litica l, and eco- 

But, and for the same reason, hom(m)osexualitc is now here. It  is 
of any historically and culturally specific institutions and prac- 

tccs, a free-floating ideological and p sy ch olog ica l s tru ctu re . A s su ch , 
lacks explanatory force; it ca n n o t explain how  specific insti- 

Tjpcds and practices contribute to  th e causes and m aintenance o f women’s 
*mal alienation. Rather, o f such in stitu tio n s and  p ra ctice s , hom (m )o- 
w&t can at best say: man’s desire for th e sam e resides, as it does every- 
*hee. here.

for Ingaray, although historically and culturally specific practices and in
f lo w  express or embody hom(m)osexualue, they do n o t engender it. C on- 
xquently, to attribute women’s sexual a lie n a tio n  to  ho(m)osexualit^, as 
irigaray does, effectively severe this a lien ation , its causes and m aintenance, 
from concrete social relations of power and dom inance, th c  seat o f all oppres- 
m  Irigaray’s appeal to hom(m)osexualtt^ to  explain  women’s sexual aliena- 
wo, interpreted as the com m odification o f women’s desire, is thus made- 
41m. For it falsely assumes that sexual alienation  is independent o f the insti- 
tjtkmsand practices in which m en s control o f w om en’s sexuality is enforced 
ad enacted.

These defects in Irigaray’s account of the alienation  o f women’s desire illus
trate two pitfalls associated with th e appropriation o f Lacanian psychoanaly- 
k as a feminist theoretical tool. T h e  first is the questionable empirical ade
quacy of Lacanian claims about universal structures o f psychic life, particu
larly the Oedipus complex understood as the “subjective" expression of exog
amy. The second is the excessively abstract character of Lacan's account of 
dwe universals.

One striking feature of “W om en on the M arket" is the absence o f refer- 
even for the purpose o f illustration, to  concrete social relations. This is 

a striking, and troublesome, feature o f Lacan’s account of the Oedipus 
G*iplcx. Following LSvi-Strauss, Lacan holds that “the primordial law 
ciality) is . . . that which in regulating marriage ties superimposes th 

of culture on that of nature abandoned to  the law o f coP tion. |(Wicai 
W7, 61). This law is the incest taboo, and its subjective.■ QJ 
pivot is the Oedipus complex, w hich governs foT eac »n *vi ^ j ip0S ct*n- 
P*»ge from “nature" to  “cu lture." As v i e w e d  by Lacan.'
Pk* prescribes the limits and possibilities o f the soc.
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process regardless o f  th e  actual nature o f relations between children and rheir 
caretakers, and m ore generally, regardless o f  historically and culturally $p*. 
c ific  social relations. From this perspective, the Oedipus complex is not only 
or even primarily a fam ilial drama, the psychic counterpart o f some concrete 
organization o f  social relations like the nuclear family. Rather, it is an inexo- 
table structural m echanism  thar operates independently o f the human con* 
ten t it organizes. T h e  absrract ch aracter o f Irigaray’s analysis in “Women on 
the M arket” is in large measure a consequence o f  her identification of the al
ienation o f  w om en’s desire w ith Lacan’s structural version of the Oedipus 
com plex, reinterpreted as th e  insrallation w ithin psychic life o f the reign of 
hom( m)osexualit/ . 9

In this section , 1 have argued that Irigaray’s account o f the alienation of 
women's desire through com m odification and oedipalizatson rests on ques
tionable empirical grounds and fails adequately to link internalized oppres
sion to culturally and historically specific institutions and practices. Thus, it 
faib  to  m eet criterion one. In the next section , I rum ro my second criterion, 
which requires thar an adequate political psychology must be nondetermi- 
nistic. I will exam ine th e adequacy o f  Lacanian psychoanalysis with respect 
to  this criterion through an analysis o f  selected themes from the work of Julia 

Kristeva.

II

“A s soon as she speaks the discourse o f the community, a
woman becomes phallus.”

(Kristeva 1974, 6)

O ne important feminist ob jection to psychoanalysis has been its biologistic 
leanings—for instance, the biological determinism reflected in Freud’s re* 
mark that “anatomy is destiny.” Sim one de Beauvoir’s counter slogan, "one is 
not bom  but rather becomes a w om an,” captures the spirit o f feminist quar
rels with the view that human sex and gender identities, behaviors and de
sires ate determined by the anatomical/biological differences necessary for re
production. Against this view, a growing body o f feminist research is provid
ing support for a politically important counter-thesis: gender and sexuality are 
social constructs that are in  principle susceptible to  intervention and change.

Pan o f the appeal to feminists of Lacanian psychoanalysis is its rejection of 
the strand o f Freud associated with the view that "anatomy is destiny.” This 
rejection is clearly evident in Lacan's treatment o f the castration and Oedipus 
complexes. Here, fears and desires that have been interpreted as pertaining to 
actual body parts are held instead to  pertain ro these body parts only as sym
bolic entities or signifiers. For example, in Lacan’s account o f the castration 
complex, it is not the penis as an anatomical structure but rather thc "phal-
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U k  b o w  of culturally conferred m eanings th a t p ays a  causal 
’■■’ " i t  h *  becomes thc desire to  have w hat th e  p h a  Uas stgtuf.es, 
*■ ^ S p w n g e  and power that those w ho lack  p h allic  signifiers

dented.
S T  Lacanian psychoanalysis does not base sexual identity* (th e  recogni- 

iorwetf »  » i'he or I'She) on biology or o n  any o th er in n ate  struc- 
jt holds that sexual identity is acquired through processes o f 

TwficationwKi language learning that constitu te th e  psychological becom - 
social person. Lacan divides this process in to  two m ain stages— the 

^ a r f  and the Symbolic. T h e Imaginary corresponds to  th e  pre-O edipal 
^  governed by a diadic relation betw een m oth er and ch ild . D uring this 
sap, Ae chikl forms its first self-conception by identifying w ith  a unified 

image which more or less corresponds to  its m oth er’s body . 10 T h is  
,jpnticanon is gradually replaced by an id entification  w ith  th e  o b je c t  o f  the 
chef's desire: the child wants to be "a ll” for th e  m oth er, to  please and to 
fee with her. The Symbolic, on the other hand, corresponds to  th e Oedipal 
xdpor-Oedipal periods during which the ch ild  com es to  individuate itself 

others and to recognize itself as an I-h e or I-she. T h is  identificatory 
donge requires the child to renounce its desire to  fuse w ith its m other. Psy- 

carnation, then, is the awareness o f  th is  sep aration . A ccord in g  to 
tan, the Oedipal crisis occurs during the process o f  language acquisition 
<fa the child teams its society’s sexual rules. It  ends w hen these rules are 
tttrefced or acceded to. In taking over the identity  functions prescribed by 
«wt. the child represses its desire for the m other and enters what Lacan 
ofcthe Symbolic Order which, as andro-or p h allocen tric , is governed by the 
other’s law (the incest taboo).

bean thus rejects biological determ inism  and offers in  its place an account 
^ ^ c o n s t r u c t io n  o f sex and gender. N orm ally, the political signtfi- 
cajxeof tne view that sexuality and gender are socially constructed is linked 
tjwwumption that social constructs, unlike innate biological structures, are 
wtqwfe R) intervention and change. Lacan, however, is more pessimistic:

Woman is introduced in to  the sym bolic pact o f marriage as an 
object of exchange along basically androcentric and patriar
chal lines. Thus, the woman is engaged in  an order o f ex 
change in which she is an o b ject; indeed, this is what causes 
the fundamentally con flictu al ch aracter o f her position— I 
*ouM say without exit. T h e  symbolic order literally submerges

and transcends her. (1 9 5 4 -5 , 504) (My emphasis)

Lacan’s pessimism a b o u t th e  p o ssib ility  o f  ch an g e i s n e s s i -  
^ r e la t io n  betw een w o m en  a n d  th e  S y m b o lic  O rd er. Elsewhere. . F*

implicates b o th  m e n  a n d  w o m en :  ̂^ af

Symbols. . . envelop the life o f man in a n etw o ^  wh0

they join to g eth er, b e fo re  h e  co m es m to



are going  to engender him 'by flesh and blood'; so roral that 
they bring to his birth . . .  the shape o f  his destiny; so total 
th a t th ey  g iv e  th e w ords th a t w ill m ake Him faithful or 
renegrade; the law o f  th e acts that will follow him right to the 
very p lace w here h e  is nor yet and even beyond his death. 
(Lacan 1977, 65)

Given Lacan's view o f  the phallic structuring o f  sex and gender as a function 
o f  rhe reigning social symbolics, the possibility o f  transcending or modifying 
the rule o f  phallic law is dim . Julia Kristeva puts the matter this way: we are 

caught in a “profound structural mechanism concerning the casting of sexual 
difference in the W est. . . and fwe/ can't do  much about it” (1986, 155).

Kristeva's pessimism concerning the possifciJir>' o f  transcending or modify
ing the phallocentric Symbolic Order is reflected in her account o f the possi
bilities open to us for revolutionary change. This account is developed by way 
o f an analysis o f  what she calls le sujei en proces and its disruptive effects as ex
hibited in the writings o f  th e  Jare-nineteenth century avant-garde (Kristeva 
1984). Although this may seem like a circuitous way to address the problem 

o f  revolutionary change, Kristeva thinks otherw ise. S he  claims that the “rev
olution in language" effected in the texts o f  the literary avant-garde is homol
ogous to revolutionary disruption in rhe social and political sphere; “The 
Iavant-gardeI text is a practice that can be compared to political revolution: 
rhe one brings about in the subject what the other introduces into society”

(1984, 17).
In her analysis o f the late nineteenth century avant-garde, Kristeva focuses 

on the presence in these texts o f “poetic language” and its effect o f “unset
tling” the identity o f  m eaning  and o f  the speaking subject:

. . . one should begin by positing that there is within poetic 
language. . . a heterogeneousness to meaning and signification.
This heterogeneousness, detected genetically in rhe echo/alias 
o f infants as rhythms and intonations anterior to the first pho
nemes, morphemes, lexemes, and sentences . . . operates 
through, despite, and in excess o f (signification], producing in 
poetic language ’musical’ as well as non-sense effects that de
stroy nor only accepted beliefs and significations but, in radi
cal experiments, syntax itself, that guarantee o f  fheric con
sciousness. (1980a, 133)

For Kristeva, then, poetic language is marked by the presence o f  rhythmic, 
tonal, or syntactical features that bear either a negative or suiplus relation to 
meaning and signification, that is, to the symbolic modality o f language use.
This symbolic modality, which corresponds to the Lacanian Symbolic Order, 
is language as it is mobilized in the circuit o f  social communication, a circuit
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«vch the phonemic, lexemic, morphemic, and syn tactica l structures 
> > ch to the existing “social co n tract. T h u s , th e  sym
'^ r * K o m p a s s e S those features o f language th a t en ab le  it to  f u n c  
‘̂ ^ r m m e n t  of communication, for instance, sy n tactica l structures 
v i a t i c a l  categories, intersubjectiveiy fixed and re iterab ie  units o f  

ejoblished social contexts o f use and shared co n v en tio n s. A c c o r-  
at work in poetic language and giving rise to  its “u n settlin g " 

x j j  g another modality of language radically d istinct from th e  sym bolic di- 
^ion. This modality, which she ca lls  th e  sem iotic , springs from  th e  
 ̂hstfois of the instinctual body. It is the m anifestation in language o f  in 

it ia l  drives.
foieva's account of this semiotic modality is elaborated in  term s o f  Freud- 

iutxri lacanian theory. Her “speaking su b ject" is th e  split su b ject o f  psy- 
;fcmslpic theory, a subject divided betw een psychosom atic processes and 
jooilconstraints. Accordingly, Kristeva proposes th at the signifying p rac
tic e  of die split subject can be analyzed in term s o f  two d ispositions or 
abilities—the semiotic, linked to  instinctual drives, and th e  sym bolic, 
jabd ro the installation o f the subject in to  a social netw ork and th e assump- 
Mflfooal identity. The semiotic refers to  tensions or forces discernible in 
.irjusje mat represent a kind o f residue from th e pre-O edipal phase o fd ev el- 
opomt. As Terry Eagleton explains,

The child in the pre-Oedipal phase does n o t yet have access to 
language.. but we can imagine its body as criss-crossed by 
a flow of pulsions1 or drives which are at th is p oint relatively 
unorganized. This rhythmic pattern can be seen as a form o f 
anguage, though it is n o t yet m eaningful. For language as 

such to happen, this heterogeneous flow must be, as it were, 
chopped up, articulated into stable term s, so that in entering 
the symbolic order this ‘sem iotic’ process is repressed. Th is re
pression, however, is not total: for th e sem iotic can still be dis
cerned as a kind o f pulsional pressure w ithin language itself, in 
tone, rhythm, the bodily and m aterial qualities o f language, 
hut also in contradiction, meaninglessness, disruption, silence 
and absence. (Eagleton 1983, 188)

Kmteva describes this libidinal-signifying organization as instinctual, mater- 
rel and feminine. It is held to be instinctual because the organization 
ated by primary processes such as displacement and c o n d e n s a t i o n ,  a ^

ton and repulsion, rejection and stasis, all o f which o f  the
Unions for language acquisition. It is held ro mfl / * * * * *  ** '
îU's direct dependence on the m other.

Guk this semiotic realm o f rhythm ic, corporeal raPP< *  

k fi gendered as such by our culture.
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Kristeva holds that the semiotic and symbolic modalities of signification 
are necessarily intertwined in language use. She also asserts that differences 
in th e dialectical interplay between the two signifying modalities give rise to 
importantly different kinds o f signifying practices. A t one extreme is scien
tific discourse which tends to reduce as much as possible the semiotic compo
nent. A t the other extrem e is poetic language in which thc semiotic gains the 
upper hand. M ore precisely, Kristeva contends that in poetic language the 
semiotic and the symbolic exist in a kind o f internal tension such that poetic 
language in effect “posits itse lf . . .  as an undecidable process between sense 
and non-sense, between language and rhythm” (Kristeva 1980, 135). Insofar 
as it is a socially communicable form of discourse, poetic language partakes of 
the semantic/syntactical organization o f language. But it also displays a "so
norous distinctiveness" which exists in either a surplus or negative relation to 
the symbolic dimension o f language use. According to Kristeva, in the liter
ary texts o f the avant-garde, this sonorous distinctiveness disrupts the flow of 
signification, setting up a play o f  unconscious drives that undercuts the stabil
ity of received social meaning. For readers of these texts, the result of such 
disruptions is a momentary release o f libidinal pleasure (jouissance).

W hat is the relation between Kristeva’s analysis of the “revolution in lan
guage” effected in avant-garde texts and her views on feminist politics? For 
Kristeva, the avant-garde text is to  language what feminism is (or should be) 
to  society— a disruptive elem ent. Just as poetic disruption depends on a per
manent contradiction” between the semiotic and symbolic, so feminist dis
ruption depends on an equally permanent contradiction between masculine/ 
paternal and feminine/maternal identifications. Kristeva views these perma
nent contradictions” as rooted in the Oedipal structuring of desire, a pro
found structural mechanism” which we women “can’t do much about.

T h e political pessimism suggested by this remark is echoed in Kristeva s 
analysis of the options available to women given the Oedipal structure. As 
presented by Kristeva, these options are bounded by two undesirable ex
tremes, father-identification and mother-identification, which effectively 
create for women a double-bind. T h e father identified woman is exemplified 
by the figure of Electra, who has her mother, Cly temnestra, killed in order to 
avenge her father. In so doing, Electra takes the point o f view of her father 
vis-d-vis her mother. As interpreted by Kristeva, thc mother’s crime against 
the father has been to expose her jouissance to the world by taking a lover, a 
jouissance forbidden by patriarchal law. Electra’s act is an expression of her 
fear and hatred of the jouissance not only o f her mother’s body but also of her 
own. She must abhor in herself what she abhors in her mother and as a result 
she perpetuates the patriarchal social/symbolic order.

If this picture o f the father-identified woman is unpalatable, Kristeva 
nonetheless accepts the view of Freud and Lacan rhat repression of both in
stinctual pleasure and continuous relation to thc mother is the price one must

Ucanian Psychoanalysis and French  Fem inism

history and social affairs. T h is  is why th e  a ltern ative  o f m oth er- 
'Infiratkm is equally undesirable: it condem ns us to  “forever rem ain  in  a 
aim the face of history, politics, and social affairs” (1 9 8 6 , 1 5 6 ). A ccord in g  
-oKristeva, then, mother-identification results in  a failure to  en ter  th e  sym- 
tdicoder! a path that ends in psychosis. O n  the o th er h a n d , fath er-id en tift- 
anon entails taking over patriarchal conceptualizations and valuations. In 
jx extreme case, this results in a rejection  o f attributes gendered as fem inine 
cobras these attributes are considered to  be incom p atib le  w ith  entry  in to  
the (masculine) realm of culture and history .11 

For Kristeva, both identificatory options are captured in  th e  gender catego- 
nations operative in patriarchal culture: m oth er-id en tification  by fem inine 
angaries such as nature, body and th e unconscious, and father-id entifica- 
aoo by contrasting masculine categories such as cu ltu re , m ind , and ego. 
While Kristeva believes that these gender categories are always a t work in the 
knoation of one’s identity as an 1-she or 1-h e , she also asserts th at the e x 
tras of mother and father identification ca n  be avoided. M oreover, she 
fKommends such an avoidance as a desirable fem inist practice.

Let us refuse both extremes. L et us know  th at an  ostensibly 
masculine, paternal identification . . .  is necessary in  order to 
have a voice in the chapter o f politics and history. . . . (But) 
let us right away be wary o f the premium on  narcissism that 
such an integration can carry; le t us re ject th e developm ent of 
a*homologous’ woman li.e . an E lectra l, who is finally capable 
and virile; and let us rather act on  the socio-politico-historical 
stage as her negative: that is, a c t first w ith all those who refuse 
and swim against the tide*— all w ho rebel against the existing 
relations of production and reproduction. But let us not take 
the role of Revolutionary either, w hether male or female: let 
us on the contrary refuse all roles to  summon [a] truth outside 
time, a truth that is neither true nor false, that cannot be fit
ted into the order of speech and social symbolism. (1986, 156)

Thi* truth" is Kristeva’s semiotic order— th e instinctual pleasure one must 
fcP|t# in order to gain entry into the symbolic/social domain. Thus, the poli- 
*** that Kristeva recommends requires an “impossible dialectic," a “penna
n t  alternation” between the sem iotic (“maternal” jouissance) and the sym- 

("paternal” power or law).
Thu politics is supposed to be an analogue o f poetic language-But t ere 

^  problems concerning the m anifestation, aim, and efficacy o ft e P **. . 
k*ieva recommends. Terry Eagleton argues that Kristeva s canirves

revolutionary activity as a semiotic force that disrup*s * c j^dinal
^institutions leads to a kind o f anarchism t at t o hey®***
p W e. He also criticizes Kristeva for failing to see
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internal fragmentation to new forms o f  social solidarity (Eagleton 1983, 190- 
91). Likewise, Toril M oi finds thar Krisreva’s focus on negativity and disrup
tion rather than on building new solidarities leads ro an undesirable anarchist 
and subjectivist political position (M oi 1985, 170-71). 1 have a good deal of 
sympathy for these criticisms, for, as 1 will argue, the aspects o f Kristeva’s 
views they call into question are symptomatic o f  an untenable political pessi
mism. This pessimism is a consequence o f  the view that rhe patriarchal Sym
bolic O rder is n o t susceptible to  fem inist intervention and change. For 
Kristeva, as for Lacan, the Symbolic Order is an “implacable structure" and 
the only escape is psychosis.

For both Lacan and Kristeva, the Symbolic Order is the realm of culture 
and language definitive o f  human being. Hence, entry inro the Symbolic Or
der is identified with rhe process o f humanization, thc assumption of social 
identity and sociai roles. W hat is essential to this process is the submission of 
presocial desire to the laws o f  organization and exchange within a sexually 
differentiated group. Insofar as one successfully negotiates the passage ffom 
natural to social being, the identity functions prescribed by the Symbolic Or
der are inescapable.

Lacan seems ro hold that there is only one Symbolic Order, that in which 
identity functions are prescribed by the Law o f  the Father. Kristeva, in con
trast, contends that the Symbolic Order described by Freud and Lacan is spe
cific to Western (M osaic) monotheistic culture. 12 Thus, although Kristeva 
holds that symbolic mediation is required in the passage from nature to cul
ture. she does not subscribe to the view thar all cultures are hascd on rhe same 
symbolic system. Because it marks a sensitivity ro the problem of ethnocen- 
trism with respect to rhe identification o f cultural unrversals, this qualifica
tion is important. However, it does not alter Kristeva's position on the more 
general issue concerning the symbolic determination o f  psychic life. Insofar 
as a Westerner successfully negotiates the passage ffom natural to sociai be
ing, she maintains, the identity options prescribed by the patriarchal sym
bolic system specific to Western monotheism arc inescapable.

Kristeva’s account o f these identity options presupposes the Freudian dic
tum that what is today an act o f internal restraint was once an external one. 
Although this dictum presumably holds for any external restraint, Freud fo
cused on aggression, the so-called “primal” father’s restraint o f the sons, 
which presupposed his possession o f all rhe primal horde's women. Thus, for 
Freud, rhe historical origin o f the Oedipal srmcturing of psychic life is a situa
tion o f oppression in which women are dominated by men. With the interna
lization of the father's external restraint (thc incest taboo), this situation of 
oppression is transformed into one o f repression, in thc history of individual 
persons, the Oedipal structuring o f psychic life is a repetition o f this epochal 
event, which Freud identifies with rhe origins o f civilization proper. External 
restraint is replaced by its symbolic expression: thc father comes to represent

I u tmihnlic w h ile  th e m other represents the

u  » • « * "  ' • »

■ the psychological mechanism o f Oedipal repression as
expression of women’s “prima oppress.cn he 

(Wipes complex in an hypothetical h .stor.cal s.tuat.on o f  op- 
^  fomver. once the (primal) father’s external restraint is in ternal.
- aeresulting psychic structure and symbolism is severed from the social 

f a  for Freud, this autonomy of the psychological from the social is a 
r̂ vence of the hypothesis that a “primaeval and prehistoric demand has 

koxne part of the organized and inherited endowm ent o f  m ankind” 
13:188). What was originally social (the primal father’s threat o f 

jcjoofl, the sons' responses, etc.) became “natural,” an internal disposi- 
ytuy instinctual structure. From this perspective, the Oedipus com plex is 
r .s M f  or even primarily the psychological counterpart o f  some par- 
^wcio-ltaiiiial structure but rather an autonomous function o f psychic

Jle&tonomy thus ascribed to the Oedipus com plex is at the root o f 
political pessimism. Once set in motion, the Oedipal mechanism,

o f its ow n acco rd - lc m ns ° n  and ° n in
- r i T  T '  impCrVi0US t0  char,S>ng social and eco- 

relations and to ongoing feminist interventions.

i £ r r fLaCan’Sc Jde' biol° gl2ed"  Freud’ th e  im P ,acab|e  < * « '
■ d  0  desire doCS n0t en tail’ for K ^ e v a , a crude
: 4 “ r  ,  r ° mY ‘i  nut destiny- Instead- lt is psychic 

! 6 0  the ° edipus COmplex that P'ays this de-

T thiS, matter reflects 3 hyperbolic but nonetheless faithful
urvr lv I a an c â'm: “Images and symbols for the woman
n J h  / from images and symbols o f the woman . . . (for) it is the
• ir w^*c ^ con ditions how  (sexuality) com es into play”

1 .90). On some interpretations, th is claim  is unobjectionable. In 
••we version of it is central to  th e p ro ject o f  fem inist political psycho/- 

^ a Wchology whose task it is to  explain  th e  processes whereby parriar- 
^^presentations and gender-differentiated categories take root within our 

lives, affecting our desires, feelings, thoughts, and valuations. This 
*** presupposes, first, that at least som e patriarchal representation*^*
* r'tn also scree as representations fo r  women. In addition, it pre'su*^ °^ e 
^Wiojerving, they function as instruments o f male dommanon.^
‘ ‘ ecr of feminist political psychology rests on yet anot »er, /cs &c.

Feminist psychology is political p sych ology  ]ibcnU‘,r> ^ T
" W  internalized oppression are g iv e n  in r e se ofl(fer*«ne 
**■ k thus assumes th a t  p sy ch o lo g ica l oppression ,
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tio n s  an d  to  som e e x te n t , c a n  be transcended. But Kristeva’s Lacanian ac
c o u n t o f  p sych ological oppression does n o t allow  for the political hope ex- 
pressed by th is  th ird  assum ption. T h is  is n o t because she rejects on empirical 
grounds th e  possibility  o f  transcend ing  th e  patriarchal Symbolic Order. It u 
ra th e r  a  co n se q u e n ce  o f  h er a cce p ta n ce  o f  th e Lacanian view that social 
personhood (a t  least for W estern  w om en) requires subjection or submission 
to  O ed ip al identity  fu n ctio n s and laws.

L acan  and  K risteva allow  for on ly  tw o alternatives; subjection to the Law 
o f  th e  Fath er o r  psychosis. 1-hood, having a coh eren t self-identity over time, 
is im possible w irhout subm ission through oedipalization to the patriarchal 
Sy m b o lic  O rd er, w h ich  structures and sustains subjectivity. Submission to 
th e  Sy m bo lic  O rd er thus is n o t ju st a d iach ron ic, developmental event but a 
perm anent co n d itio n  o f  social being. T h e  political pessimism engendered by 
th is  view  ca n  be expressed as th e  cla im  th at the Oedipal structuring of subjec
tiv ity  is ‘’total**— i .e . ,  o n ce  in p lace, we ca n n o t escape thc idemificatory op
tio n s circu m scribed  by p atriarchal rep resentations and gender categories. 
T h is  c la im , how ever, is unw arranted. For even  if we accept the (arguable) 
view th at we en ter  society  via th e Oedipus com plex and submission to the 
Law o f  the Fath er, it does n ot follow  th at we can not subsequently reject, at 
least in p a n , our paternal heritage . 13

Part o f what fem inism  is about is breaking free o f damaging representations 
and gender categories, and 1 see n o  reason not to  believe that this project is in 
principle possible or th at, indeed, it has n ot already m et with some success. 
A s long as there are slippages or “contradictions” between patriarchal repre
sentations o f  women and other features o f a woman's symbolically-mediated 
lived experience, as long as such representations do not dictate thc entire 
structure and co n te n t o f such experience, they are susceptible to feminist 
interventions.14

L a c a n 's  c o n t e n t i o n  t h a t  t h e r e  is n o  su c h  s lip p a g e  is m ad e o n  a  pnon 
g rou n d s. Y e t  I  b e lie v e  th a t  th e  h is to ry  o f  fe m in is t in te rv e n tio n s  provides an 
e m p ir ic a l c h a lle n g e  t o  th e  v iew  th a t  w e c a n n o t  tra n scen d  th e  identity op
tio n s  a n d  law s d e fin itiv e  o f  th e  p a tr ia rc h a l S y m b o lic  O rd e r . T h c  practice of 
co n sc io u sn e ss  ra isin g  p ro v id es ju s t  o n e  e x a m p le . O n e  o f  th e  prim ary aims of 
th is  ty p e  o f  fe m in is t in te rv e n tio n  is to  h e lp  w om en  d isco ver fa ce ts  o f  internal* 
ite d  o p p ressio n  by  “ sh o w in g  up” th e  se x u a l id eology th a t  a ffects our desires, 
fe e lin g s, th o u g h ts , a n d  v alu atio n s. T h is  p ro cess b o th  presupposes and utilizes 
th e  slip page b e tw e e n  th is  sexu al ideology an d  th e  sym bolically-m editated  re
a lity  o f  w o m en ’s liv es. T o  "sh o w  u p " sexu al ideology* in v o lv es exposing it for 
w hat it  is, t o  m ak e it th e  su b je c t o f our th o u g h ts, feelin g s, and valuations 
ra th er  th a n  th e ir  d e term in in g  c o n te n t . O f  co u rse , “ show ing u p " sexual ideol
ogy in  th is  way does n o t n ecessarily  in v o lv e  freein g  o n e se lf  from  it. But to 
g ran t th is  p ro je c t  som e su ccess, o n e  n eed  n o t deny th a t p atriarch al represen
ta tio n s  an d  gender ca teg o ries  are deeply rixited  in  our psychic lives, so much

^implacable. Rather it is to deny th a t th ey  e x h a u st th e  
experience. In  ad d ition , tt ts to  affirm  

loosen the hold o f patriarchal rep rese n ta t.o n s  see 

beyond them, and perhaps one day even  o v erco m e th e .r

of out psychic lives-
'  '\ i the «"ings of French feminists influenced by L a ca n , in clu d in g  

. K̂ristevaand Irigaray, can be seen as contributions to  th e  fem in ist 
"Woxttiousness raising. The site o f their analyses is th e  u n co n sciou s 
'.Vjjtdulisn, particularly sex and gender sym bolism , w hich  subtends 
^klpiduc life- The aim is to make the unconscious con sciou s an d  in  
ĉtpassut women in overcoming internalized oppression . 15 Y e t th e  po- 

Wtojefttsupposed by such a project often exists in  uneasy ten sio n  w ith 
rjcewlpessimism that Lacanian theory engenders.
Va ten 's  politics provides an extreme exam ple o f  th is  pessim ism . It 

jajna At pessimism of the Lacanian view that the O edipal structuring o f 
rrif fi/ictivity is "total'* with Freud’s pessimism co n cern in g  “civiliza- 
irVJewkfainstinctual renunciation. As a result, th e  fem in ist politics 
fanrcmoends emerges as just one expression o f  an etern al war betw een 

and (masculine) power/law, w here th e  on ly  possible 
r-i-as a* temporary transgressions, limited “returns o f th e  repressed ” 
'usm, what makes feminism genuinely revolutionary is n o t its opposU 
u r i « f a « M n  of historically specific re la tio n s o f oppression.

^  m 0m eW  COn$i$tS in  its  °P P O ritio n  to  th e  re- 
^ * ^ < W r  of sociability or cu ltu re  per se . 16 A cco rd in g ly , 
-  I hob that if femmism has a  role to  play in  rev o lu tio n ary  p o litics ,

« » W assuming a negative fu n ctio n : re je c t
finite, definite, structured, loaded  w ith  m ean in g  in 

w exiting state of society. S u ch  an  attitu d e p laces w om en on  
*wtof the explosion of social cod es: w ith  revolutionary 

(1980b, 166)

Bcs«yihmg finite, definite, structured, loaded w ith  m eaning in  the exist- 
society contributes to  women’s oppression, th en  Kristeva’s Pre'  

■ ****1 for feminist politics might m ake som e sense. B u t there is no good 
tx thinking this to be so. O f course, in  out ow n society, women « «  

economically subordinated to  m en. H ow ever, this does n° lJ ^ t;>
.' * ■ apects of society ate harmful to  w om en and hence rejec-

^*1 opposition. Moreover, fem inism  needs to mov^ T ° eqUitabl* »v 
^Wing social codes to the construction o f new r e v o M ^

/ and political relations.17
politics is thus inadequate for two reaso 
aims for too little.
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III

In this paper, I have claimed thar an adequate fem inist political psychology 
must m eet a t  least two requirements. First, it must treat internalized oppres* 
sion as grounded in culturally and historically specific institutions and prac- 
tices. Second, it must understand such oppression non-dererminisrically and 
allow for the possibility that it could, under some circumstances, be oven 
com e. I have argued that rhe theories o f Luce Irigaray and julia Kristeva do 
n ot m eet these requirements. I would like to conclude on a more positive 
note with some brief reflections as ro the sort o f  theory that might better pro
vide for an adequate political psychology.

Let me begin by observing that the two requirements 1 have invoked are 
n ot unrelated. T o  see internalized oppression as based in historically specific 
institutions and practices is to see it non-deterministicaily. It is to suppose 
that to  dismantle those institutions and practices is to begin to dismantle psy
chological oppression. It is to assume, in addition, that under alternative, 
egalitarian and non-sextst arrangements, patriarchal symbolic representations 
could lose their hold on our psyches.

A feminist political psychology that began from these assumptions would 
have an interest in investigating certain matters thar Lacanian theory ig
nores. For example, it would want to  examine the history and character of in
fant care, the concrete and variable contexts where language learning and 
early identity formation occurs. T h e  point would be to uncover rhe actual 
empirical links between different practices and different symbolic construc
tions o f social identity. Moreover, an adequate political psychology would sir* 
uate thc child care practices it studies in their larger social-srrucrurai context.
It would try to understand the connections, including the tensions, among 
familial and extra-familial factors in society that contribute to the formation 
of sex and gender identity. Further, an adequate polirical psychology would 
attend ro the experiences and activities o f rhe “post-Oedipal person." Here, 
the task would be to understand what social and economic relations tend to 
reinforce or resist early sex and gender socialization. Finally, an adequate po
litical psychology would approach all o f its inquiries with a view to eventually 
determining what sorts o f alternative arrangements arc both possible and de
sirable. In so doing, if would be committed to demystifying thc patriarchal- 
ideological illusion that women's internalized oppression is inescapable.

N o t e s

1. The criteria I invoke here are nor rhe only relevant one*. In adJition. an adequate political 
psychology mutt be non-idealutic, that is, it must recognize that social relation* of domination

^  minings and roles. F o r  Ucan and his followers, sexual 
’ '^ i ^ r d o ^ e n o m c o o "  rather than a purely biological datum. This 

; claim that bodies are “sexualired as female \sexuA /emmin] in and
^ " i t o n r  1^5,90). Similarly, Kristeva asserts that the categories man and 

* 'J ib  newd in terms of how biological and physiological differences are “translated 
jflhence in the relationship of subjects. . . to power, language, and mean-

,
; ijppttdd* proem discussion, it is not necessary to take up the question of the ac- 
- a trading of Man. Let me simply suggest that it strikes me as suspect.

< bMJkitttd that both Irigaray and Livi-Strauss give circular answers to the question 
.... i.:r oAer than men are the objects of exchange.
* - 1'certi on the Market," Irigaray uses thc rhetorical strategy she calls “mimicry”— a 

_  . tacm of male-generated discourse that aims to flaunt or parody its androcentric bi- 
heresy»  a whole is not a parody. The analogy it develops between oedipaliza- 

;(Wticnotowi is taken seriously by Irigaray, who also invokes it elsewhere.
> fcr» mended argument against the claim that all cultures have been male-dominated 

• ^ 'I ^ ^ ^ E d w a r d s  (1986. 26-47) review current

' : ^  i°ne/19^  contam cIassic feminist criticisms of Freud on
(I970) ? r ides an * “ ■ « *  critical analysis

marriage re,atiom cannot be adequately character- 
L 8h" ^ nd WiVes) by men !fath« s husbands)! Although

' l gCSlUg in Which a father away” his daughter
<!««cw Ixtwjen fa* individual. T i* Cn '** Part‘cipanrs as an emotional, religious.

• vaakA,™^,, i  u perception is not without ideological compo-
t  ,nsr ,ion ,sopp— «, ^ 3 .

5 ° ,"?n by men hard'y offices to capture
•'‘ftxliolopca! oppression. * * °  " s,cal d'ntensions that may contribute to a

CrUiC“ *S, lrigaray’ amt>n6 other5' fo'  rcac*ing Lacan 
r  y ^  T ' ,ng V '? n s Symbol'c °rder With patriarchy and

• ■ ™  u ahenanonof women’s des.re under patriarchy. On my imetprera-
• nottmM™ d Uc3n: rather, she foregrounds matters she believes he

. pooled, for example, the univetsality of male domination and the role played by 
- v W? fU,e !n women'4°Pptcsri°n- Thus unlike Ragland-Sullivan, Irigaray rejects the 

•.Ii?* phallic signifier |is) neutral in its own right” (273) rather than on arti-
ef male domination.

•aiming (hat Lacan's notion of “the mirror stage" is best understood metaphorically 
maternal identification, rather than a mirror image, that is at the base of the

. ' r̂wtducusscd two assumptions central co understanding Kristeva s claim that r 
ffbtbcrfoentification are undesirable. The first, relatively uncontroveoia ^  {g_ 

'!'*Wchouttt undesirable. Thc second, more c o n t r o v e r s i a l umie*.raM‘
. WDffi of so-called "feminine” in favor of "mascuhne a ^  awumptio"- 
: ’Women'sTime" (1981) contains a "
Il * > ■ , Dej Omoori (1974) i» an extended ^  in
• J  ^ *** * *  and «cndcr struCtur,Ijl̂  f that tend to K in(or*1"tth; The social Institutions and prac • f e m i n i s t s  concerned

îmdtr-uructunng should be of specal interest to



134 D orothy  L elan d

14. The phrase "a woman’s lived experience” does nor dcnore a substratum of experience 
unmediated by representations. My point is that our experience or perception ofrcaJirydrwi** 
always conform to patriarchal representations of it.

15. See Wfcirford (1988) for an interpretation of Luce higany abng  these lines.
16. Kristeva does not deny that it is important for women to fitfhr against specific social and 

economic oppressions. But she does nor consider this tight genuinely revolutionary unless it is 
also a tight against rhe psychologically repressive character of rhe Symbolic Order. She viem 
revolutionary feminist poliries as part of a broader cultural revolt, exemplified by the munt pnlr 
in literarure, painting, and music, against the inhibitions and prohibitions of the socul'symfofac 
order.

17. Kristeva does have a vision of a berrer world which is less repressive, less hody- and pleas* 
ure-denying, less “totalising” and "equalizing" than our own. However, thu vision can never 
find effective social and msotuoonal realization if revolutionary political practice is limited ro per
petual demystification of the status quo. In parr, it is because the realization of her political vi
sion seems ro be confined to rhe “corporeal and desiring space” of individuals that Eagleton 
(1983). Moi (1985), and others have labelled Kristeva’s politics of negation or rejection “indi
vidualistic anarchism”.
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The Subversion of Women’s Agency 
in Psychoanalytic Feminism: 
Chodorow, Flax, Kristeva

DIANA T. MEYERS

Despite the well deserved reputation for misogyny psychoanalysis has gained, psy 
choanalytic feminists have sought to capitalize on and to augment its liberators pos- 
sibihties. In this essay, 1 explicate and assess the efforts o f three prominent psycho* 
analytic theorists—Nancy Chodorow, fane Flax, andfulia Kristeva—to develop a 
feminist account o f women's agency. In section I , / argue that gender dichotomies 
subvert both Chodorow*$ valorization o f traditional feminine capactties and Flax s 
more circumspect synthesis o f traditional masculine capacities with traditional femi
nine capacities. In section 2, I rum to Julia Kristeva s more complex view. Not onb 
does Kristeva reject the association o f agency with masculinity and thus recommit 
femininity, but also she scrambles gender associations that he at the root of du 
Freudian theory o f development. I argue, however, that gender makes a pemtcms 
reappearance in Kristeva's conceptualization o f social criticism and politico/ action. 
Thus, Kristeva, too, is defeated by gender polarities. Finally, in section 3, / assess 
more generally the prospects for a psychoantdyfic theory o f women's agency. Wm 
psychoanalytic feminism has offered important insights regarding women s potentw 
as agents as well as proposals for realizing this potential, I urge that this xho« q  
thought has thus far remained too much in the grip o f the gender bifurcation Freud 
codified to supply an account o f the individual agent and human interaction that a 
altogether satisfactory from a feminist point o f view.

O nly the most intransigent em piricists and skeptics fail to see the power J 
Freud's m ythic, eroticized talc o f  th c unformed infant coming into the wot 
and embarking upon the travail o f  personality consolidation, with its attend' 
ant torm ents and triumphs. Acknowledging not only that psychoanalyse taps 
a  deep layer o f  people’* self-concepts hut also that it helps to  perpetuate th<#c 
very self-understandings, psychoanalytic fem inists have not Jism isscJ f»V* 
choanalysis as a soon-to-bc-extinct patriarchal dinosaur. They have, irate**- 
sought to  capitalize on and to augment its liberatory tradition.

ncw-hoanalvric fem in ism  fa ce  a  c o m m o n  fu n d a m e n ta l

*  piemised o n  th e  c la ,m  th a t  th e  seW is  fu n d a m e n '
J j f c i  What becomes evident as p s y c h o a n a ly tic  fe m in is ts  s tr iv e  t o

-a-revchoanalysis to feminist purposes is th a t  p sy ch o a n a ly s is  is  i t s e l f  fu n -  

& tdh  fraenned along gender lin es. T h e  p ro b le m  is  n o t  m e r e ly  t h a t  

fnioats his theory of psychic structure an d  p sy ch o d y n a m ics  b y  a s s o c ia t in g  

k«r»ithrcpugnant gender norm s, for it  seem s p o ss ib le  t h a t  b is  in s ig h ts  

eitoeaaascouldbe purged o f these m eretric io u s a s s o c ia t io n s . T h e  d e e p e r  
knot difficult problem is that Freud d iv id es e v e ry  c a p a c ity  in v o lv e d  in  

mm agency according to gender. F ee lin g  a n d  su b m iss io n  a re  f e m in in e ; 

:ŵ t zid control are masculine. M o reo v er, Freu d  h a rd ly  saw  tr a d it io n a l  

saw  capacities as capacities. W h ereas m a scu lin ity , w h ic h  is l in k e d  w ith  

tfbtioo through the censorious superego’s  Tespect fo r  p r in c ip le s , e x a c ts  

and activity, fe m in in ity , w h ic h  is  l in k e d  w ith  r e g re s s io n  

insistent primary processes o f  th e  u n c o n s c io u s , re q u ire s  d ep en d - 
passivity Thus, Freud s en tire  sch em a  o f  in te r p r e ta t io n  is p rem ised  

of assumptions about gender th a t  n o  fe m in is t  c o u ld  e n d o rse .

^  ^consuinmg and skewed gend er p o la rity  th a t  F reu d  p la ce d  a t  th e

• * * » uecTv ^  n0t Le n ed  p sy ch o a n a W tic fe m in is ts . T h e y  h a v e  
*  S 0V^rsi8hts ^ d i n g  w o m e n ’s r o le  in  h u m a n  d ev e l- 

° ! 6 rty  ndsogynous v iew  o f  w o m e n . M o re o v e r , th ey  

Stpipofcj t l  ^  r e power an d  sco p e  o f  p sy ch o a n a ly s is  to  cm a n c ip a -

social relat,S* * ^  v ye ^un lo  ^  h o w  th e  d e v e lo p m e n ta l p roc- 
’ ■ fffiitvfrom 1 j *  trans ô rm ed s o  a s  to  free  m a scu lin ity  and

M  of the t0  d o m in atio n  a n d  su b o rd in a tio n .
c h o a n a l y t i c  a c c o u n ts  o f  g en d er stem s from 

'^1983 l u .  i edness o f  gend er im p era tiv es in  p erso n ality  structure
,aa^ show  W 6 ) .  W o m e n ’s re c e n t  e n tra n ce  in to  th e la-

*°det. S1 at Tesbuffling in s titu tio n a l ro les  d oes n o t m etam orphize 

childr'^ eC<T ° m'C resP ° n s 'b ilit ie s  seld om  red u ces w om en's con cern  
mCn w^ose w *ves are w orkin g  c o n tin u e  to  resist shar- 

Fhcer C * dcare and hou sekeep in g. P la in ly , th e  gender syndrome thar 
^  d em olish ed , an d  p sy ch o an aly tic  fem inism  gives a 

’^tov account o f  th e  te n a c ity  o f  gender identity. But a femi-
fringe. hardly stop th ere . N o t o n ly  m ust it defend the fem ininec®

50 8 *̂bly belittled , b u t also  it m ust critic ize  traditional ge  ̂ *
To indicate w hat shape w om en 's personalities might assun

WuAl T o  e*rt»in
these tasks are in  ten sio n  w ith on e a n o th er _

■'\:k Wider identity com es to  be deeply e n tr e n c h e d  ,nJ "  *  «(««*;
a^ > bow gender can  b e  transform ed providing *» ^

, *y ^ckward- and forw ard-looking accou n t. ^  ^
VtK explanation o f how  gender identity co

ff.
St
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core o f  psychic structure seems to  require reiterating a variant of the Freud 
story, tainted chough it is w ith retrograde gender associations, whereas a rT' 
choanalytic explanation o f  how gender can be finessed and how novel 
o f  agency can be established seems to require dispensing with that very * r  
concepts and line o f  argument. Likewise, although the claim that, relative to 
traditional m asculinity, traditional femininity has been misrepresented and 
underrated is plainly com patible with the claim  that neither gender modality 
is ideal, it is not clear that psychoanalytic feminism is capable of doing iustice 
to  both o f  these points.

T h e  question, then, is whether fem inist theory that seeks to rid found* 
ciona! psychoanalytic concepts o f  misogyny and to elevate feminine capaci
ties to  th e  status they deserve can  retain  the capacity to account for the 
strength o f gender identities w ithout sacrificing rhe capacity to use the frame
work for progressive purposes. In short, can psychoanalytic feminism explain 
the inbred handicaps lim iting women’s life prospects white generating a vi
sion o f human agency th at would elim inate those handicaps?

I shall address this problem by exam ining the accounts of agency presented 
in th ree  versions o f  p sy ch o a n a ly tic  fem in ism — th e theories of Nancy 
C hodorow , Ja n e  F lax , and Ju lia  K risteva. In S e c tio n  1, I consider the 
unidimensional yet opposed strategies o f  N ancy Chodorow and Jane Flax. 
W hereas Chodorow undertakes to  construct an account o f agency relying ex
clusively on materials salvaged ffom traditional feminine norms, Jane Flax 
tries to  achieve the same end by building elem ents o f  traditional masculinity 
into her account. 1 argue that both projects are subvened by the persistence 
o f gender dichotomies and the failure to  supersede them. Then, in Section 2,
I turn to the more com plex strategy o f  Julia Kristeva. Kristeva not only rejects 
the association o f agency with m asculinity and thus reconstrucs femininity, 
she also scrambles gender associations th at lie at the root o f the Freudian the
ory o f development. I argue, however, that gender makes a  pernicious reap
pearance in Kristeva’s conceptualization o f social criticism and political ac- 
tion. Thus Kristeva, too, is defeated by gender polarities. Finally, in Section 
3 , 1 assess more generally the prospects for a psychoanalytic theory of 
women’s agency. W hile psychoanalytic feminism has offered important in
sights regarding women’s potential as agents as well as proposals for realizing 
this potential, I urge that this school o f thought has thus far remained too 
much in the grip o f the gender bifurcation Freud codified to supply an ac* 
count o f the individual agent and human interaction that is altogether satis
factory from a feminist point o f  view.

l .  T h e  D il e m m a  o f  G e n d e r  in  R e c e n t  O b je c t  R e l a t io n s  T heory

In  fo rm u la tin g  h er c o n c e p tio n  o f  s u b je c tiv ity  and agency, Nancy 
Chodorow seems to start from the relational capacities o f women, which she

^version o f W omen’s A gency in  P sy ch o a n a ly tic  F e m in ism  1 3 9

lues Then, responding ro the perceived need  to  furnish w om en 
^  llc ity  «> K»isr others’ unwarranted demands and  in flu en ce, sh e in - 

* câ compe[\satory independence com ponent— the self-nurturing ca - 
result she describes as a "relational rather th an  a reactive auton- 

1980, 10).
relational capacity inclines one co m erge w ith  others— to  idea- 

- completely with their interests and values th at o n e  loses any determ i- 
of independent selfhood and gladly nullifies o n e ’s ow n interests 

lvalues-1 The servile wife and m other who invariably puts h er fam ily’s de- 
ahead of her own and who is never critica l o f her fam ily’s dem ands be* 

'̂ 00 the victim of her relational capacity. A s a corrective to  such excessive 
jemiticaiion with others, Chodorow proposes self-nurturance— th e  presence 
«rhin oneself of a sense of being cared for and affirm ed th at gives o n e  a sense 
0 confident distinctness. For Chodorow, it is a sense o f  con fid en t d is tin ct
ness that enables one to regard oneself as a su bject am ong subjects— to  have 
^ency and authenticity without denying relatedness (1 9 8 0 , 10 -1 1 ; 1986 ,

103-4).
Cart takers support the emergence o f confid ent d istinctness by protecting 

ihe infant from intrusions and from need, by supplying a  tolerably consistent, 
though complex, set o f images for th e ch ild  to internalize, and by attending 
to and acknowledging the child’s feelings instead o f  p ro jecting  th eir own fecl- 
i^onto the child (Chodorow 1980, 9 -1 0 ) . A  parent w ho is experienced as 
overdenying or, conversely, as overw helm ing will derail this developm ent 
pocesand leave the child so fiercely independent as to  be sociopathic or so 
iiingingly dependent as to  be abjectly  conform ist (C hodorow  1978, 6 0 ; 1980, 
H). In contrast, a parent who is experienced as warmly solicitous will be in- 
ternalired as a “good in te rn a l m o th e r ”  (C h o d o ro w  1 9 8 0 , 1 0 ) . T h e  
thcreness" of a good caretaker, says Chodorow , becom es an “ internal sense 

of another who is caring and affirm ing"— a sense o f  “self-in-good-relation- 
ship” (1980* 10). People who have such a relation al, self-nurturing capacity 
at not only able to be alone but also to  acknow ledge th eir inextricable con
nections to others (Chodorow 1980, 10 -11).

Now, it seems to me that there is a troubling ambiguity in Chodorow’s ex
position of self-nurturance. Som etim es self-nurturance appears to  be nothing 
more than a permanent internal representation o f the good mother’s warm 
solicitude. As Chodorow puts it, “A  ‘capacity to  be alone’ . . . develops be
cause of a sense o f the ongoing presence o f  another" (19 8 0 , 10). Ita k e th isro  
mean that one can be alone because on e does not feel alone, and one does 
not feel alone because one is always accom panied by the imprint o f another 
caring, but not overbearing, person. Y et, since self-nurturance is supposed co 
function as an antidote to self-destructive interpersonal connectedness— »t is 
supposed to provide women with a  firm sense o f  personal identity an se es 
teem that will enable them  to  proffer or withhold care free y
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1974 , 6 0 )— rhere musr be more to self-nurturance. It must involve a capacity 
to  care for and to affirm oneself, that is, to  pay attention to those of one’s in
terests and values that com pete with others’ and also to express those inter
ests and values, som etimes despite others' contrary preferences or beliefs. Yet 
stressing the affective dim ension o f  the good mother’s image while ignoring 
th e  cognitive and interpersonal skills required for good morhering, Chodorow 
gives us n o  account o f  any critical or oppositional capacities.

For Chodorow, self-nurturing capacities provide a foundation of self-defi
n ition  on the basis o f  w hich on e can  safely enter into close relationships:

O n ce  th is con fid en t separateness is established, one’s rela
tional se lf  can  becom e more central to  one’s life. Differentia
tion is n o t distinctness and separateness, but a particular way 
o f  b ein g  co n n ected  co o thers. T h is  co n n ectio n  to others, 
based on  early incorporations, in turn enables us to feel that 
empathy and confidence that are basic to  the recognition of 
the other as a self. (1 9 8 0 , 11)

In  this passage, Chodorow  denies that self-nurturing capacities demarcate 
boundaries between oneself and others or that they tell one when to break 
connections with others. Apparently, to  have self-nurturing capacities is not 
to  be able to  discern o n e ’s own core needs, desires, and values and to defend 
and act on rhem when they are jeopardized. It  is to  have an alter ego that af
firms on e’s distinctness while one mainly devotes oneself to  securing bonds to 
other people.

It seems to m e, then , th at Chodorow  has not sufficiently distinguished be
tween what might be characterized as a self-soothing capacity and what she 
labels a self-nurturing capacity. Having a self-soothing capacity would reas
sure one o f  one’s own existence and worth in the face o f opposition and de
feat. N o doubt, this sort o f resilience is a consolation. But women gain noth
ing from being pacified in rheir inability to  withstand unwarranted familial 
pressures and in their inability to  reconcile their feminine sense of responsi
bility for their family life with their personal aspirations. In conjunction with 
self-soothing capacities, relational capacities make women liable to conflate 
being manipulated with mutuality.

In professing her support for a self-nurturing self, yet describing only a self- 
soothing self, Chodorow echoes a traditional feminine tendency to reduce 
care and nurturance to  con flict minimization and uncritical support (Blum et 
al. 1973-74). Indeed, it is not surprising that a devalued good mother should 
be internalized as nothing more than a self-soothing capacity, for a devalued 
good m other, as Chodorow herself observes, cannot mother as w ell as a val
ued one could (19 7 4 , 6 0 ). Despite Chodorow’s explicit project o f according 
due respect to  women’s traditional contribution and to the psychological 
structure that makes it possible, the devaluation o f women resurfaces in this

^  of Women’s A gency in  P sy ch o a n a ly tic  F e m in ism  H  i

i„«crated relational, self-nurturing capacities would provide 
reciprocity. However, C hodorow ’s accou n t capitu-

& ^  S tS l f a ninine normS’ ?nc1, in disPensin8 w llh  se,f' nurtunng c a '
S t a r t s  women defenseless.2

gender becomes problematic when she m aneuvers to  avoid
^  it fcaininity, as it is traditionally understood, w hile explaining

feminity is harmful and how women need to  change. Fem inist
^  of autonomy is typically am bivalent, and this am bivalence is evi-
^Ichodw ow ’s wodc ^ ter writin6 ^  autonom y were clearly a good
^  tmen need but lack— indeed, after having endorsed a relation al form
^'L^y^-Chodorow declares that autonom y should n o t b e  seen as a  ma-
^ hic development (1980 , 10 and 1 1 ). I take th is reluctance to
ŵ irety alV herself with the value o f autonom y to  b e  sym ptom atic o f

justifiable concern to avoid trading w om en’s virtues for a set of
-arrive masculine norms. N evertheless, her d eterm ination  to  stay clear o f

discredited values combines w ith her background association o f self-
and control with masculinity to  rule out any co n cep tio n  o f the self

•ha: includes oppositional capacities.
Convinced that a self devoid o f oppositional cap acities condem ns women 

I£| frustration and submission, Jane Flax unequivocally affirms that women 
netdautonomy. Not the embattled, ostensibly heroic isolation that has long 

for autonomy, but rather som ething th a t m ight w ell go under the 
R ation  she suggests— interactive autonom y. F lax , therefore, sets out to 
secure for women the oppositional capacities th at are necessary to  autonomy, 

talcing issue with Chodorow’s excessive valorization o f relational capaci
ty  Rax explicitly undertakes to  frame an  accou n t o f a self that integrates 
df-aaeition with deep emotional bonds. A ccording to Flax, th e “ ’unitary,’ 
mencalist, deeroticized, masterful, and oppositional selves” that are com
monly associated with masculinity are n o t the only alternatives, and women 
x*dr need a feminist account o f subjectiv ity  (1 9 8 7 a , 9 3 ) . Basing her comri- 
wtton to this project on her clin ica l experien ce. Flax contends that the re- 
frtised is gendered— th at w om en and  m en repress different sorts of de- 
sks—and that women can only overcom e the distortions and damage of this 
repression through an unrepressed, interactive form o f  autonomy.

According to Flax, women repress aspects o f  the self concerning auton- 
coy, aggression, am bition, m astery, and sexuality (1987a , 92, 101, and 
13ft. In women, the social self— a self whose relational mode may be limited 
o letting others use one to fulfill their ends— is often dominant, but false 
(Flax 1987a, 98-99). T h e  sexual self and especially the autonomous self are 
Really repressed (Flax 1987a, 9 8 ) . N o t only does this repression of sexual
ity and autonomy consume energy that women could otherwise pur to pm 
Active use, but women are also victim ized by counterproducn ve our ̂  
such as self-hatred and attraction co self-destructive relations >ps.

p̂ressed material finds (Flax 1987a, 9 4 , 9 8 ; 1980, 35).
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Yet, Flax is nor disposed to recommend a masculine form of autonomy. 
N oting that in our society the morher represents nurturance and the father 
autonomy, Flax stresses that supplanting mother-daughter identification with 
father-daughter identification exacts a high price. The latter identification 
means giving up maternal nurturance, becoming contemptuous of women as 
a group, and losing o n e ’s sense o f  feminine identity. * Moreover, this conflic- 
rual dynamic often sabotages the prospective rewards o f identifying with the 
father, including career success (Flax 1980, 37 ; J981, 63). Yet, if women in 
our society' have a repressed autonomous self, it could only be the internalized 
image o f engagement in work and politics, o f  freedom from entanglement in 
the family, and o f  wielder o f  power and authority' that the father represents in 
Western, male-dominated culture (Flax 1980, 33). Plainly, this form of au
tonomy is not compatible with any authentic expression of women’s social 
self or sexual self. Social responsiveness could only be reduced to percep
tiveness deployed in order to control others, and sexuality would become a 
means to possess another person, not a means o f achieving intimacy and mu
tuality.

Nevertheless, Flax holds that, for women, wholeness is integration of the 
social self and the sexual self under the aegis o f  the autonomous self, and au
tonomy is choice relieved o f  the burden o f gendered repression (1987a, 105; 
also see Flax 1986, 335). Now, this burden o f gendered repression must be 
compound. W hich capacities are repressed depends on gender— women re
press the autonomous self; men do not. Moreover, since the capacities that 
are repressed ate gendered, women’s repressed autonomy rakes a distinctly 
masculine form. Thus, women’s agency, in the sense that Flax endorses, re
quires not only the "return” o f the repressed autonomous self but also its 
transformation into a self that can accommodate women’s social and sexual 
selves.

Rax sketches a conception o f thc autonomous self— an unrepressed, inter
active self— that women could have. Sh e concurs with Chodorow in denying 
that autonomy involvesantisocial indifference toothers and in affirming that 
an autonomous individual could enjoy being alone. However, in contradis
tinction to Chodorow, Flax stresses autonomous activity rather than an au
tonomous state of mind. An autonomous self would "enjoy mastery, aggres
sion, competition, and define its desires independently of, even against, thc 
wishes of others"; it would recognize its interdependence, but also its own 
uniqueness; it could acknowledge thc uses o f logic and objectivity without be
ing overawed by them; it could enjoy sexuality on its own terms; it could cope 
with lapses in adherence to its own “rational" plans (Flax 1987a, 105). In 
mentioning mastery, aggression, and competition as modes o f activity women 
should leam to enjoy, Flax may leave her readers with thc impression that she 
advocates a merely additive approach to agency— that is, women should 
leam to exercise masculine style autonomy whenever it is appropriate and ad-
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^ . o d o s o .  However, in view o f  her critique o f  girls identifying with 
f S e r s  and thereby acquiring m asculine capacities, J think she is best 
Smood as reaching for a vision o f autonomy th at respects and incorpo- 

a|!of women’s capacities in a unified personality.
30fcourSe, Flax is hardly sanguine about th e prospects o f  achieving this sort 
'/autonomy in light of the pervasive and powerful forces o f patriarchal re- 
Laon in contemporary culture (1987a , 1 0 5 ). S t i l l ,  she thinks progress can 
k  made through friendships between women; “O n ly  through relationships 

other women can women heal th e hurts suffered through their psycho- 
(epicaldevelopment. The rift between identifying w ith the mother and being 
aneftlt'can only be closed within a relationship in which one is nurtured for being 
<nr'5nutonomous (1981, 60 ; emphasis added). T h e  value o f friendship 
aftjng women who are actively resisting passivity and subordination cannot 
be gainsaid. Still, how such relations are supposed to reconcile the repressed 
lasculine autonomous self with the fem inine social self remains unclear.

If die repressed capacity for autonom y is understood on the traditional 
nisculine model—as a collocation o f  inclinations to proclaim preferences, to 
exert authority, to take control, to  com pete for benefits, and so forth—au- 
ronoray can only conflict with connectedness. It is hard to see, then, how 
hinging the autonomous self to consciousness could bring about an “increase 
nereigy, sense of competence, and positive feelings” (Flax 1981, 61). Quite 
die contrary, one would expect a distressing awareness o f dividedness and a 
sense frustration and helplessness.

Moreover, one would expect the friendships in which women are suppor
ting one another’s autonomous forays to  establish a precarious balance be- 
wren conflicting needs and desires, if  n ot to  collapse under their weight, un- 

revelation and interpretation were supplemented with a program 
ffladapt these autonomous inclinations to the needs o f close, reciprocal in- 
topmonal ties.4 In her discussion o f conflicts within the women’s movement 
taxren activists who saw consciousness raising as a mere preliminary to po
litical action and women who primarily sought emotional sustenance through 
consciousness raising groups, Flax makes it clear thar she is aware of this 
ptoWem (1981, 65-66). Though she laments this reenactment of unconscious 
wtiflicts within feminism, she offers no solution to this impasse. Nothing fo*
*■•1 a transformed conception o f  autonomy— one that jettisons its gendered 
character—could support Flax's ideal o f  personal integration and foenddjiP 

women. But as long as psychoanalysis identifies autonomy wir 
J^ptofthe father, the requisite notion o f autonomous mutuality »il t*1***

kjjftd the reach of psychoanalytic feminism. Women's
^kxowand Flax each undertake to wrest a f e im n is t  account 

*®£ncV from psychoanalysis without violating the framewo m
^  that Freud set forth. Chodorow, who explicares ̂ ^ ^ ^
®tn®* of traditionally feminine relational concepts, ai s t
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count from the well-known liabilities o f other-directedness. She succeeds in 
appreciating the feminine characteristics Freud denigrated, but she errs in 
idealizing them. Flax's account, which incorporates both traditionally femi
nine and traditionally masculine concepts, locks the antithetical feminine 
and masculine components in irresolvable conflict. Coming perilously close 
to prescribing masculinity as the remedy for the liabilities of femininity, yet 
resisting this solution, Flax fails to  generate a cogent account of agency. Julia 
Kristeva’s thought can be seen as an attempt to overcome the collision be
tween rigidly gendered concepts that paralyzes the views o f Chodorow and 
Flax.

2. J u l i a  K r i s t e v a 's  Q u e s t i o n a b l e  S u b j e c t -i n -P r o c e s s

Julia Kristeva sees the bonds implicit in gender-differentiated psychoana
lytic concepts as even more pervasive and profound than do Chodorow and 
F a x .5 Not only does she hold that early childhood culminating in the Oedi
pus complex brands each child as feminine or masculine, but in addition she 
maintains that language, and thus every utterance, is shot through with gen
der meaning. Specifically, Kristeva associates the realm o f the symbolic— the 
language o f referential semantics and logical syntax that scientific writing 
typifies— wirh the Phallus or the Name of the Father, and she associates the 
realm o f the semiotic— communicative, yet undecidablc rhythm, intonation, 
figures of speech, and the like that poetic writing brings to the fore— with the 
m aternal (1 9 8 0 , 1 3 2 -3 5 ). In so d oin g , she transposes the Freudian 
pictographic nightmare of castration into the abstract formalizations of lin
guistics (1986, 150, 198). Yet, the familiar gender connotations remain in
tact— femininity coupled with fusion, subjection, unconscious drive, and in
definiteness; masculinity coupled with separation, power, inhibition, and lu
cidity'. No one is more aware o f this patriarchal drag than Kristeva herself, 
and she responds to it by synthesizing her psychoanalytic linguistic theory 
with a program for feminist politics.

Kristeva is forthright about her bleak assessment o f  the bond between pa
triarchy, language, and agency. O n her view, to  establish coherent subjectiv
ity or, in other words, to  become a self, the infant musr repress the maternal 
semiotic realm and enter the phallic symbolic order. T h e  symbolic order is a 
linguistic system that artificially divides the undifferentiated world into dis
tinct categories and that furnishes syntactical structures for relating these cat
egories. Not only does thc symbolic order enable people to  understand the 
world around them, but, more fundamentally, it enables them to identify and 
locate themselves as discrete individuals. People are dependent, then, on a 
patriarchal linguistic order for their very existence as agents who are intelligi' 
ble to themselves and others.

For Kristeva, the division o f the sexes, along with the asymmetrical valua
tion of them, lies at the foundation o f monotheistic, patrilineal, capitalist
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butt A s lo n g  as one remains w ith in  th is sym bolic order, one cannot deny 
I *  division without succumbing to  “ fetishism ” (Kristeva 1986, 145). To 
•kirn that women and men are fundam entally the same or that women are 
tat inferior to m e n  is to attach feeling , desire, or value to what does not war- 
p a t i n  Kristeva's psychoanalytic p arlance, it  is to  believe in the maternal 
phallusand therefore to  be deluded in  th e  b elief th at th e symbolic order is not 

masculine.
Now, Kristeva maintains th a t sop h isticated  com m unication is impossible

outside the symbolic order. T h o u g h  poetry taps the semiotic, what distin
guishes it from unintelligible p sych otic  babbling is its appropriation of codi
fy  signs from the sym bolic order (K ristev a  1 9 8 0 , 132-34). Likewise, if 
women decide to identify w ith  th e  m atern al unconscious and seek to repre
sent it, their representations m ust en ter  in to  and b e  coopted by the paternal 
symbolic order. In a now notorious aside, Kristeva comments, “A woman 
nrds herself caught here, and c a n ’t  do m uch about it” (1986, 155).

Nevertheless, Kristeva adds tw o m itigatin g  qualifications to this otherwise 
dismal view. First, she con ten d s th a t a ll com m unications partake of both the 
semiotic and the symbolic, th e m ix o f  these two signifying dispositions deter
mining the type of discourse produced. C haracteristically, scientific discourse 
minimizes and attempts to  h id e th e  ambiguous semiotic within it, but this 
maternal unconscious d im e n sio n  c a n n o t finally  be altogether extirpated 
(Kristeva 1980, 135).

Second, she raises doubts abou t th e  inh eren t masculinity of symbolic lan
guage. It is clear that K risteva regards th e  conflictual split between the amor
phous unconscious and its unruly drives, o n  th e one hand, and unified con
sciousness and the superego’s  im p osition  o f  regulation, on the other, as neces
sity to culture and th at she also  hold s th a t this split cannot come about unless 
the developing infant co n fro n ts  a  figure representing power (1986, 209. 
W b , 372, 383). Y et, it is n o t c lear th a t she is equally convinced that rhe 
'^conscious and consciousness are inextricable from their respective gender 
identities.

In Tales of Love, one o f  K risteva’s central projects is to undercut the gender 
■dainty of Freud's "fa th e r  o f  individual prehistory” and to raise douboabout 
die link between fem in in ity  and  nondifferentiation. In Freud's account d h* 
^  development, th e  in fan t’s first task is to  emerge from a state of to ®  

the mother and thereby  to  acquire a distinct sense of self, 
tow individuation com es about as a result o f primary identiticatHifr***™^ 
«ots apprehension o f and a ttra ctio n  to  an individual other than rtx
or Freud, thc o b je c t  o f prim ary identification is the Father of v. 

^history, whose role is to  secure an  escape from oneness with the ^
But Kristeva questions th e  m asculinity o f this paternal tigu«* ■ 

toh father" loving (n o t severe), th is figure is "both parents
the sexual attribu tes o f  b o th ."  a "father-mother c o n g l o m e r a t e  i *
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natively, thc ‘‘maternal desire for the Phallus”: “ is it he or is it she?1' 
(1987a, 26, 33, 40, 41, 43, 46 ). W hichever it may be, this “father” is decid
edly not the Phallus (1987a, 30 ). Furthermore, the idea of the infant’s har
monious, frustration-free idyll o f primal bonding with an omnipotent mother 
is a myth that badly needs iconoclastic reconsideration (Kristeva 1986, 205). 
From the perspective o f the infant, gender duality is confounded in the earli
est stages of psychic development; gender must, then, remain confounded to 
the extent that the traces o f the period preceding che Oedipus complex and 
language acquisition stay lodged in the unconscious.

Remarkable as well, Kristeva occasionally dissociates power from the Phal
lus. “W hatever the organ," she states, “confrontation with power remains” 
(1987a, 81). Apparently, something other than the Phallus could in princi
ple represent power. In a radically different system of production and repro
duction, there could be nonphallic power manifest in nonphallic symbolic 
language (Kristeva 1986, 145).

Still, according to Kristeva, power and symbolic language are masculine in 
Western culture. This contention has led one o f Kristeva’s most insightful 
commentators to suggest that she “has meticulously mapped an impossible 
situation” (Nye 1987, 6 8 1 ). Indeed, it is undeniable that the tenor of 
Knsteva’s writings is that of a virtually unwinnable contest with smothering 
gendnficarion. Still, Kristeva regards this contest as one that is necessary to 
wage.

A lo n g  w ith  th e  reb e l, th e  p sy ch oan aly st, an d  th e  w riter, Kristeva lists 
w om en as dissidents (1 9 8 6 ,  2 9 5 -9 6 ) .  For K ristev a , th e  dissident is a  "ques
tionab le su b ject-in -p rocess”— a n  a g e n t w h o acknow ledges chat fixed identity 
ts illusory and yet sustains a  ten ab le  su b jectiv ity  by a ltern atin g  betw een desta
bilization  and “provisional u n ity” (1 9 8 0 , 1 3 5 -3 7 ; 1 9 8 7 a , 3 8 0 ; 1987b , 9 ) . 
S in c e  m o th e rs  ep ito m iz e  th e  q u e s t io n a b le  s u b je c t- in -p r o c c s s , Kristeva 
discerns a redem ptive asp ect o f  w om en's ex p erien ce  o f  m aternity , and she 
positively values th is  ex p erien ce .6 D escrib in g  th e  co n fu sio n  o f  identities she 
associates w ith pregnancy as an  “ institu tionalized  form  o f  psychosis” and the 
responsibilities and em otions th a t accom pany m atern ity  as a “bridge between 
singularity and e th ic s ,” K risteva regards m others paradoxically  as “th e guar
antee and a  th reat to  (society's] stability” (1 9 8 6 ,  2 9 7 ; a lso  see 1 9 8 0 , 146). 
T h e  threat to  social stability  stem s from  th e  fusion exp erien ces som e mothers 
report in  tandem  w ith th e exp erien ce o f  gradual separation  from  th e  develop' 
ing ch ild , for these processes d ecen ter th e  se lf (K risteva 1 9 8 6 , 1 6 7 -6 8 , 173, 
1 7 9 ). In  such cases, th e  indissoluble a tta ch m e n t th c  m o th er feels for her 
ch ild  throws th e bounds o f  h er identity  in to  doubt, and th is  destabilization 
makes her receptive to  long-suhmerged m em ories o f  h er ow n childhood co n 
n ectio n s to  h er m other (K risteva 1 9 8 6 , 1 7 2 ) . A ccord in g  to  K risteva, the 
destabilization brought o n  by m aternity  con stitu tes an  im plicit critique o f thc 
repression society enforces and is, therefore, disruptive o f  social norms.
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lile Chodorow and Flax, Kristeva holds th at p olitical and econom ic ar- 
JiLntsdictate patterns o f repression.7 T h u s , needless social repression is 
flf0BKly a source of personal distress to  be assuaged in the privacy o f the 

chamber; it must be co n fro n te d  p o lit ic a lly . M oreover, since 
ftLn, concurring again with Chodorow  and F lax , holds that the repressed 

Holered. fat regards women’s tapping o f  th e  unconscious not only as a 
04$  ct self-understanding but also as a source o f fem inist direction. But 

Chodorow and Flax rely on  cultural gender norms to flesh out the 
iki of gendered repression— w o m en  rep ress  a u to n o m y , m en repress 
aditciedness—Kristeva insists on probing th e unconscious anew.

Callingupon dissidents generally to  “give voice to  each individual form of 
ierocowcious, to every desire and n e ed ,” K risteva calls further for the 
gasification of the problem o f  difference”— for attending to the “multi- 
itarfoffemale expressions and preoccupations” w ith th e aim o f discovering 
ttYtersection of these differences” (1 9 8 6 , 2 9 5 , 2 0 9 , 193). She urges that 
*«  needs to listen, more carefully th an  ever, to  what mothers are saying to- 
i f  (1986,179). But Kristeva has m ore in mind than merely cataloging 
nothers’ioys and complaints. S h e  advocates “an  mteriorizattim o f the founding 
*jn»nqf the sorio-symbolic contract” in  order to  confront the “potentialities 
tftum/executioner which characterize e a ch  identity, each subject, each sex” 
11986.210). The aim is to make personal and sexual identity “disintegrate in 
ctot nucleus,” in other words, to  recognize “ th e relativity o f (each individ- 
*Pi| mnWic as well as biological existence, according to  the variation of his/ 
ie specific symbolic capacities” (1 9 8 6 , 2 0 9 , 2 1 0 ) . Kristeva admonishes 
— let the seeming take itself seriously, let sex be as unessential because as

as a mask or a w ritten sign— dazzling outside, nothing inside” 
‘1937a, 380).

time are several important points here. First, Kristeva refuses to under- 
**dgender primarily in terms o f  standard cultural images of sexual differ- 
J^Sheseescapacities for both victim ization and domination in all people.

for conventional gender norm s, she proposes to substitute what- 
^  prints of commonality inquiring in to  difference between individual 

men reveals. Second, sexual differences are not to be found pri- 
. M the level of everyday experience. T h ey  are buried in rhe uncon- 

Jj*- these differences have a com plex status. On the one hand.
J  8*fabrications, and, as fabrications, they are susceptible to debunking- 
i hand, since they perm eate our conceptual apparatus and there 
J * *  ̂ -concepts, they can n ot simply be dispensed with. Thus.

"Bis the conception o f the self to  w hich the symbolic order grirsri5* 
.^topomorphic identity w hich currently blocks the horizon of t 

*iem ific adventure o f  our species,” and yet 
^linguistic distinction between the semiotic and the symW"

“"tais added).
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S t i l l ,  K risteva's ca ll for th e  dem assificarion o f  the problem of differ. 
ence— for individual women ro undertake ro discover themselves in their 
"singularity”— in con ju nction  with her refusal to abandon theoretical lan
guage shows th at she can not th ink that the masculine nature of symbolic lan
guage dooms women ro stereotypical self-images (1980 , 146). She must think 
it possible for individual women to find their own voices and to express their 
own experience in and through the symbolic order.8 T o  call symbolic lan
guage phallic, then , is not to  assert th at only phallocentric thoughts can be 
articulated in this language. R ath er, it is to  contend that women cannot 
avoid reckoning with issues o f  gender difference and differencial valuation, 
for the grid o f gender difference and differential valuation will always be im
posed on their self-understandings. In on e respect, then, Kristeva's claim that 
symbolic language is phallic is misleadingly hyperbolic, but, in another re
spect, it serves to  alert women to what Kristeva deems a virtually ineradicable 
conceptual undercurrent and to  the need to rrusr in destabilization in order to 
bend language to the expression o f  women’s own apprehension of the re
pressed dimension o f their lives.

In addition, 1 think that Kristeva’s point can  be read politically as a re
minder o f the pervasiveness o f gender-based power relations and o f the con
tribution that destabilization can make to eroding their hold. Indeed, she 
contends that as a  result o f  their experience o f destabilization mothers can 
pose a profound challenge to the political and econom ic status quo (1986, 
156, 206). A t this juncture, however, it is important to consider the dimen
sion o f maternity that Kristeva counts on  to secure social stability.

O f  course, Kristeva denies thar the unconscious can simply be released 
from repression; its sexual determ inants, especially the cruel and violent 
ones, must be dissolved, often through analysis (19 8 0 , 145). In the case of 
the mother, however, her very love for her child and her concern for its wel
fare constitute a built-in barrier against the wild propensities of the uncon
scious and therefore a bulwark against extrem e radicalism. T h e mother's pre
servative orientation secures her com m itm ent to  society. Thus, Kristeva sug
gests that mothers and women who want to  be mothers are ideally situated to 
found a new ethics— a "h eretical eth ics,” a "hereth ics” (1986 , 185).9 This 
hcrethics would not avoid "th e  embarrassing and inevitable problematics of 
the law (of social expectations and conventions)” but would give the contes
tability o f these practices "flesh, language, and jouissance” (Kristeva 1986, 
185). Since the destabilizations of motherhood provide a point o f departure 
for questioning social norms, but since the responsibilities o f maternity coun
teract the hostile potentialities o f its destabilizations, mothers can be relied 
upon to  be provocative, but not crazed, dissidents.

In p ra c tice , K risteva recom m ends a s ta n c e  o f  p erm an ent am biva
len ce-a ch iev in g  “ostensibly masculine" paternal identification in order to 
be politically effective, but refusing to assimilate while maintaining one’s al*
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w a n c e  r o  what remains unspoken, unsatisfied, repressed, incomprehensi- 
P  Wholeness is an illusion; destabilization is good. Strategic switching 
l ^ n  political activism or professional attainm ent and dipping into the 
J n «  of the unconscious is not only a practical necessity but also a desirable 
^vtolive. Moreover, it is only by alternating between the exigencies of pol- 
jnaand the replenishing reservoir o f th e  unconscious that women can avoid 
thetrapof losing themselves in somebody else’s values and institutions or of 
tearing into bitter reverse sexism and separatism.

Here, Kristeva simply circum navigates the tension between traditional 
masculinity and traditional fem ininity. Adm ittedly, there is a tension, but 
iehope of reconciling these two aspects o f life is misguided and forlorn. In 
other respects, however, Kristeva takes measures to dissolve the tension be
tween traditional masculinity and traditional fem ininity. As we have seen, 
die resists attributing genders to  th e figures th at are constitutive of the pre- 
Oedipal unconscious, and she stresses the need to reexamine gender in light 
d the reality of each unconscious. Inasm uch as she sees unconscious desire as 
die prime impetus behind oppositional activity , this muting of the iconic 
gender status of the unconscious helps to  neutralize the traditional link he- 
men masculinity and oppositional capacities.11 

Vet. the price of this success is K risteva’s resuscitation of the cultural stere
otype of women as self-sacrificial m others. Kristeva's account of oppositional 
opacities generates d istin ctiv e  problem s. For Kristeva, the unconscious 
stores fixed identity and endows the agent with an inexhaustible store of 
oppositional potential How ever, th is  view o f  social criticism sets the opposi- 
wnal process adrift. S in ce  her account does not rely on established cultural 
ralws or a rational procedure to validate opposition, but instead draw on the 
“warned forces of the unconscious, Kristeva’s theory' needs a way of differen- 
toting between legitimate dem ands and mad clamor. To demarcate legiti
me demands, Kristeva introduces th e m other’s resistance to any form of ex
orcism that might jeopardize her ch ild ’s future- Thanks to their inherent 
“ toervatism, mothers can be trusted to  confine their initiatives to reasona- 
«  Proportions.

While calling for the dem assification o f sexual difference, Kristeva here 
Tonassifies difference by invoking a  shopworn bur unrealistic image of moth-

As we have seen, Kristeva assumes that plumbing women s uncon- 
5c’°to will yield a point (or points) o f intersection that can be taken as defini* 

d  femininity. Now, we find th at this assumption betrays her commit- 
to the singularity o f each  unconscious and dissolves what appeared to 

^Pm-ended, unpredictable investigation into a stipularive theory t t < 
The "real fundamental difference between the two sexes’ (Knsieva 

1 195) proves to  be n on e o th er than sentimentalised root e

seem, then, that singularity is reduced to t ^ ni>r.
unconscious is just on e that has been driven from the track
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mal development that leads to sublimation through maternity. If Kristeva's 
view does nor imply that only mothers or maternally inclined women are 
qualified to press their political demands, thereby establishing a hierarchy 
among women in which mothers outrank the rest, it implies that all women 
are intrinsically mothers or maternally inclined, regardless of their professed 
desires. The former claim reinstates Freud’s vision o f mature femininity in the 
guise of reverse elitism; rhe latter imposes an essentialist account of feminin- 
ity that Freud would not quarrel with. Yet, Kristeva herself expressly repudi
ates both reverse sexism and essentialism (1986 , 161, 202-4).

Now, it might be urged that Kristeva is not committed to the claim that 
being a mother or wanting to be one is necessary in order to access the uncon
scious while limiting the demands one makes on rhe basis of that experience. 
If this is so, Kristeva might be read as proposing motherhood, not as a condi
tion that must be met, but as a paradigm for the type of constrained com
merce with the unconscious that she is recommending. Admittedly, Kristeva 
holds that there are other ways to explore the unconscious and to defuse its 
explosive power— psychoanalytic therapy, for example. Nevertheless, it 
seems to me that Kristeva’s psychoanalytic approach dictates a more literal 
reading of her position.

Not only does Kristeva explicitly advocate inquiring into the unconscious 
desires of mothers and giving motherly women a voice in ethical thought, but 
also the peculiar problem of distinguishing warranted social criticism from 
psychotic diatribe that her view poses cannot be solved by a maternal para
digm, as opposed to mothers. Kristeva undertakes to  explain how one can 
criticize patriarchal norms without altogether losing one’s moorings. Main
stream psychoanalysis assigns the superego the task o f certifying acceptable 
conduct and condemning unacceptable conduct. But, since the superego is 
the repository of socially transmitted values and standards, it reinforces so
cially sanctioned repression. Thus, Kristeva needs a functional equivalent for 
Freud’s superego that will not merely echo patriarchal values, and she nomi
nates the nonviolent, caring dispositon o f mothers. But, just as it is people 
who actually have a well-developed superego who can be trusted to exercise 
control over their behavior, so it is people who have actually developed the 
dispositions of motherhood who can safely contest social conventions. Nei
ther a superego paradigm nor a maternal paradigm will prevent people from 
running amuck.

G ender does n o t undercut K risteva’s view in  th e way o n e  would expect. 
H er partition in g  o f  language in to  th e  p h a llic  sym bolic and th e fem inine 
sem iotic is not fatal. Indeed, it may be necessary, for it  is th e vehicle of 
Kristeva’s acknow ledgm ent th at her cultural co n tex t enshrines gender bifur
cation  and steadily pulls in the d irection  o f  gendered accounts. S till, this di
vision is problem atic, for it som etim es obfuscates what is m ost innovative and 
valuable in Kristeva’s work from a fem inist point o f  view , nam ely, h erch a l-
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standard psychoanalytic images o f  gender. N o t only  does Kristeva 
attack the association o f fem in in ity  w ith  an  in fantile  state of 

symbiotic suspension and th e  asso cia tio n  o f m asculinity w ith in- 
and agency; she also proposes to  je ttiso n  co n v en tio n al views o f 

an̂ iorder to discover what forms o f  repression society  in fact imposes 
forms of liberation women should be seeking. H ow ever, Kristeva 
fails to sustain her critique.

Ittums out that gender invades Kristeva’s theory a t a new level. T o  be 
ys, she avoids the oversimplifications o f  C h o d o ro w ’s and F lax’s gender- 
^diagnoses of the problem of w om en’s agency. For K risteva, women’s 
uecrissubverted neither by an incom pletely  actualized fem inine relationa- 
bvawby a repressed masculine autonom y. K ristev a  is agnostic regarding the 
aatotofthe repression that subverts w om en’s agency, bu t she does contend 
te unnecessary, differential social repression is a t work. T h u s, Kristeva’s 
aw!* is to analyze that repression o n  a  case by case basis w ith the dual aim 
tftaering the patterns it assumes and devising  socially tenable ways to 
anti these repressed desires. But, since K risteva does n o t pretend to know 
caince what women have been obliged to  repress, she recognizes that the 
cnaofiome of their repressed desires m ight w ell prove horrifying.
M y. however, Kristeva can n ot appeal to  th e  patriarchal authority of 

fcwperegD and the codification o f  its princip les in  th e  symbolic order to 
at iht unconscious desires o f w om en, for these desires stand in need of lib- 
ffloihom oppressive patriarchal norm s. T h u s , she seeks out a disposition 
in serve as the feminine counterpart o f th e  superego and comes up 
uhnaemal solicitude. W hat is m ost dam aging to  Kristeva’s theory from a 
ttwitpoiM of view, then, is her revival o f th e  sentim ental ideal of mater- 
■ddevotion to tame the sinister forces o f  destruction that she ascribes to 

unconscious. Unfortunately, w ith in  a psychoanalytic framework, to 
ww with familiar, tolerably civilized images o f gender at the level of the

Wconsc'ous k to introduce these selfsame images a t the level o f values and
WBcitact.

3. Freud 's  L e g a c y  a n d  P s y c h o a n a l y t i c  Fe m in is m

J ^ ° f  the three psychoanalytic fem inist theories I have considered sue- 
parries Freud’s contem pt for w om en by instating the attributes asw 

**th femininity as capacities involved in  agency and by conferring a 
of value on these capacities. N evertheless, in different yet teat 

i  polarization o f psychoanalytic concepts according to gender t watj* 
^ o fK ristev a , Chodorow, and Flax. Kristeva and G h o d o r o w  toth 
fa d in g  contempt for fem ininity by grounding their acc™ n“  ^  
w, / lona' feminine norms, and, though they differ about w IC IUITU

A .. \t % « r  _ j .  -  v ie w  Ot the
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out, however, that to endorse a dispersed view o f the self in a psychoanalytic 
context is to reinforce the intolerable constraints o f male domination—sub, 
missiveness, in Chodorow, and mandatory motherhood, in Kristeva. Simi
larly, Kristeva and Flax concur in deploring gendered repression, and thev 
discern a liberatory potential in the reclam ation o f this repressed material. 
But, if the irreconcilability o f  gender-typed capacities does not then subvert 
the account, as it does in Flax’s view, th e vacuum left by rejected masculine 
capacities will be filled by fem inine stereotypes, as in Kristeva’s view. If the 
evidence of these theories is reliable, then , the prognosis fo ra  psychoanalytic 
feminist account o f  agency th at is not mired in the unacceptable gender 
norms inherited from Freud is nor favorable. S till, it remains to be asked 
whether psychoanalysts might sustain a fem inist account o f agency.

The power o f  the psychoanalytic account o f the tenacity o f gender is partly 
a consequence o f the two-tiered configuration o f the psychoanalytic theory of 
the subject. Gender is conceived  n o t merely as a pair o f collocations of 
traits— landscapes that are readily susceptible to  redesigned pruning and 
planting— but, more fundamentally, in terms o f  personality structure it
self— the geological foundation undergirding the landscape. Femininity is not 
a superficial matter o f preoccupation with family, lack o f self-confidence, and 
so forth; it is a structural problem o f weak or, less contentiously, permeable 
ego boundaries. A ccordingly, the gendered outcom es psychoanalysis en
visages seem less tractable than those that other psychological accounts pro
pose, for the former maintains that fem inine and masculine behaviors and 
traits are manifestations o f a refractory infrastructure.

I shall not rehearse the well-known general psychoanalytic account of how 
personality traits and abiding desires— inclu d ing , but n ot limited to, 
gendered traits and desires— become embedded in the deep structure of the 
psyche through mechanisms that harness emotionally charged encounters at 
our earliest and most impressionable stage o f  life. S ince 1 believe that psycho
analysis supplements this general etiological theory with two strategies pecul
iar to its account o f the formation and the tenacity o f gender identity, I shall 
focus on them. On the one hand. I shall urge, gender is integral to the con
cepts psychoanalysis fields to explain psychological development, and, on the 
other hand, this theory posits that satisfactory development aims at gendered 
outcomes. By coupling gendered explanatory concepts with a gendered telos, 
psychoanalysis secures a compelling account o f the bond between individual 
identity and gender identity. But, in so doing, psychoanalysis hampers its 
prospects of generating an account of agency that is satisfactory from a femi' 
nist point of view.

In regard to gendered explanatory concepts, consider some well-known 
features of Freud s account of thc emergence o f gendered personalities. Girls, 
he tells us, discover that they do not have penises, and, perceiving their own 
deficiency, contract penis envy (Freud 1966, 589). The decisive force in a
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n̂an’s life, penis envy shapes her character— she will become vain, capn- 
and jealous— along with her aims in  life— she will want to have a baby, 

preferably a boy, to compensate for her missing organ (1966, 589 , 592, 593, 
596) On the question o f fem inine character, penis envy is a term of art that 
figuratively summarizes the undesirable qualities traditionally assembled un- 
der the feminine stereotype. Freud captures the purportedly feminine foibles 
by ascribing the mean yet p itiable vice o f envy to women, and he captures 
women's alleged inferiority to  m en in the suggestion that what is envied is 
male anatomy. As for the aim o f  m otherhood, it is arrived at through a proc
ess of reconciliation and substitution. W hereas the boy’s castration complex, 
which develops when he discovers th a t women do not have penises, repre
sents bis fear of loss and issues in  h is  determ ination to prevent this toss, the 
girl's castration complex, w hich develops when she discovers her lack, repre
sents the onset o f disillusionm ent and irreversible disappointment (1966, 
538-89, 593). T h e girl relinquishes any personal aspirations she may have 
had and submits to her m aternal fate. Thus, Freud’s notion of the castration 
complex, in its masculine and fem inine variants, symbotues activity and pas
sivity, respectively.

Thc psychological forces Freud sees driving the process of feminine and 
masculine development are them selves gendered.12 It is not surprising, then, 
that this account should impress readers with the mextricability of gender 
from personality. 1 would urge, m oreover, that feminist reformulations of 
Freud’s account, though they show respect for feminine capacities, nonethe
less rely on the same rhetorical strategy.

Chodorow's theory, for exam ple, adverts to  the unbroken emotional bonds 
between mothers and daughters, th at is, the ongoing relational experiences 
°f girls, to explain the em pathic and nurturant capacities of adult women. To 
account for the independence and em otional detachmenr of men, she points 
out the boy’s need to  break free o f the maternal emotional orbit in order to 
form a masculine id e n tity . T h e  em otion al warmth and interpersonal 
connectedness that Chodorow  considers to be predominant in girls' child* 
b®od experience are them selves com ponents of our prevailing culrural view 
°f femininity. Likewise, the separation from others and the willingness tossc- 
tfice emotional ties that Chodorow  considers to be decisive in bop develop* 
ment recapitulate fam iliar com ponents o f our prevailing cultural view ot 
crilinity. Like its progenitor, psychoanalytic feminism invokes 
c*s to account for gendered  personalities, and therein lies roue its 
c°ropellingness as an account o f the persistence of gender.

As long as psychoanalysis relies on gendered psychological rorĉ . ^ _  
f n {bc emergence o f  gendered individuals, however, it cannot 
feminist account o f agency. A s others have remarked, this qua .

about the feasibility  o f  Chodorow’s coparenting ^
(Rossi 1981, 4 9 7 -9 9 ). I f  Chodorow ’s theory of feminine and ma*
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sonality development is correct, women will suffer acutely when they are 
evicted from the nursery, and men will prove too detached and insensitive to 
respond to the emotional needs o f young children. Moreover, on this theory, 
there is no reason to predict that coparcnted children will be better off in vir- 
roe o f having acquired the strengths, without the weaknesses, o f each parent. 
S in ce , as we have seen, it is doubtful th at these sharply dichotomized 
strengths can be combined, Chodorow’s account gives us equally good reason 
to anticipate that coparcnted children will end up confused. T o  make sense, 
the coparenting proposal requires that the personality extremes Chodorow's 
theory attributes to women and men be mitigated and therefore that thc psy- 
chic forces shaping development be redescribed.

T o  my knowledge, no psychoanalytic feminist has attempted to tell the 
story of the psychodynamics o f successful coparenting in detail. My suspicion 
is that this narrative would be virtually unrecognizable as a piece o f psychoan- 
alytic theory. In order to convey the tenacity o f personality outcomes, the 
narrative would have to retain psychoanalysis’s evocative, imagistic charac- 
terizations of psychic forces. However, in order to palliate gender polarities, 
the narrative would have to be cast in nongendered, or, perhaps, benignly 
gendered, language. This language would represent a radical departure from 
familiar psychoanalytic narratives. Indeed, such a reconstrual o f psychic for
ces would severely weaken psychoanalytic feminism's capacity to  account for 
the formation of polarized gendered personalities. If this reformulation did 
not render these outcomes unintelligible, it would surely stigmatize gender 
extremes as perversions o f normal development.

Here it is worth noting that psychoanalytic feminism's defense o f the do
mestic contribution that women have traditionally made along with the ca
pacities that equip women for this rote compounds the difficulty o f supplying 
a convincing account of development under coparenting and the form of 
agency this practice might bring about. Though psychoanalytic feminists 
bnng various types of argument to bear on their defense o f fem ininity, a piv
otal component of this line of thought is an extension o f the rhetorical 
method I have been sketching. Acknowledging thc impact o f labels, psycho
analytic feminists have invented terminology that transmutes th c misogynist 
connotations of Freud's vocabulary. Thus, dependence becomes nurturance 
and connectedness in Chodorow's work, while em otional irrationality be
comes the heterogeneity that gives thc semiotic its creative and dissident pro
pulsion in Kristeva's work.

However, conveying the worth o f women's capacities through language 
that implicitly celebrates them preempts renouncing these capacities in order 
to seek out an alternative vision of agency. T h e  com m itm ent to  these capaci
ties befitting the positive connotations of psychoanalytic feminism’s revision
ist language argues for building on feminine capacities, instead o f forging a 
new conception. It is not surprising, then, that the accounts o f women’s
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ihat Kristeva and C hodorow  advance prove reducible to revalued
of traditional fem ininity .13 

y| « might seem that psychoanalytic fem inism  need not resort to the 
inuring measure of casting its acco u n t o f th e  genesis o f gender in radically 
S i t  language. S ince, according to  psychoanalytic theory, many features 
rf nersonaUty are rooted in  ch ild h ood  identifications, repressions, and the 
lit that a« heavily invested w ith psychic energy, and since psychoanalytic 
jljrical theory furnishes a procedure through w hich detrimental personality 
uuctuiescan be overcome, it m ight seem  th at gender is no less malleable in 
principle than other dispositions and desires w ith similar antecedents.14 If so, 
inpyfdioanalytic view o f gender should pose no insuperable obstacle to a 
pythoanalytic feminist accou n t o f agency. Though psychoanalytic clinical 
tbeoty holds out the hope o f an  acco u n t o f  agency rescued from the distor
t s  of gender, i shall urge th a t psychoanalysis’s gendered telos has pre- 
vented psychoanalytic c lin ica l theory  from  realizing this apparent emancipa
te  potential.

Certainly, the process o f  p s y c h o a n a ly tic  treatm en t— self-revelation 
tweugh dream reports, free asso cia tio n , and th e transference relationship; 
self-discovery as one's resistances are probed; self-transformation as a result of 
laimilating revelations about o n e 's  unconscious life in light of the analyst's 
rwprctations— is n o t conspicuously gendered. Thus, the account of how 
d* analysand repeatedly co n fro n ts  and  gradually works through repressed 
■aerials—how, as R ichard  W o llh e im  aptly puts it, one comes to affectively 
“demand the contents o f  o n e 's  unconscious (1 9 8 4 , 232-34)— and thereby 

greater flexibility and  co n tro l m ig h t yield a view of agency that is not 
between antithetically gendered capacities.

Undeniably, Freud’s figurative characterizations o f the therapeutic process 
*bc this apparent neutrality . F o r Freud, transference phenomena involve a 

between the d o cto r and  p a tien t (the authority and the dependent), 
ri'e*r> intellect and in stin ctu a l life  Iculture and nature), between under- 

and seeking to  a c t  (co n tro l and  impulse]” (1971, 106). Likewise, he 
**** that the patient m ust b e  persuaded th at his or her illness is an enetffl 

J^ y o fh is [sic) m ettle ."15 T h e  m asculine imagery o f battle is pervasi«*» 
essays on c lin ica l p ra c tic e . C o u n terin g  this view, feminists have 

^ h t to place a fem inine stam p o n  th is part o f psychoanalytic theory- Rw 
T^les Freud’s scientific self-im age and urges that the analysts ask is 
J e e r in g  (1986 , 3 4 3 ) . C h od orow  insists on the relational, that is. ttsox 

’^Ricture o f th e an a ly tic  process (1 9 8 6 , 207). Likewise, just as nsreva 

(L w maternity in  term s o f  th e  m other's intensely tendert 
• the concomitant b lu rrin g  o f  th e  boundaries between them. 1 

Mi.10 ̂  ^ consciou s th is  e x p erien ce  affords, so she describespsvc \ 
loving individuals whose interaction facilitates r e J ,

^tion. In recen t p sych oanalytic feminism, then, tne gc***
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therapeutic dynamic has been reversed, but it has by no means been elim' 
nated. *'

S till, one may ask w hether this m etatheoretical survival of gender bifurca
tion infects the account o f  agency im plicit in psychoanalytic clinical theory. 
S in c e  K risteva expou nd s h e r  view  o f  c lin ic a l  p ractice  more fully than 
Chodorow or Flax, I shall focus on  her position. According to Kristeva, much 
o f the originality o f Freud’s work resides in his appreciation o f the role of love 
in human life. In love, Kristeva tells us, o n e  open system is connected to an
other, and this in terconnection  brings about "destabilizing-stabilizing identi
fication" (1987a , 15, 2 7 4 ; 1987b , 9 ) . A s Kristeva observes; " I f  it lives, your 
psyche is in love. I f  it is not in  love, it is dead" (1987a , 15). Psychoanalysis 
regards love relationships as the model o f  optim al psychic functioning, for 
love is the condition for perpetual rejuvenation (Kristeva 1987a, 14).

According to Kristeva, a rich fantasy life is indispensable to  the elabora
tion o f the individual psyche and in  turn to  th e individual’s ability to idealize 
and identify1 with another, th at is, to  love- W h at brings people to analysis, 
then, is the "abolition  o f  psychic sp ace" th at stem s from lack of imagina
tion— the inability to  love (K risteva 1987a , 9 , 3 8 , 3 7 3 ). In psychoanalysis, 
tran sferen ce love c o lla b o ra te s  w ith  free  a s so c ia tio n  to  rouse ' ‘desire- 
noise’ — the residue o f  o n e ’s earliest, now repressed drives and identifications 
(Kristeva 1987a, 15). D esire-noise can  be articulated  through, but can also 
challenge, "m em o ry-co n scio u sn ess”— th e  co n scio u s, too-often  calcified 
systematization o f o n e ’s exp erien ce  (K ristev a  1987a , 1 5 -1 6 ). W ithin the 
structure o f psychoanalytic in teractio n , th is en co u n ter between conscious 
understandings and unconscious forces yields fresh m etaphorical articulations 
and provides an ongoing occasion for provisional interpretation o f  these met
aphors (Kristeva 1987a, 2 7 6 ; 1987b , 7). T h is  process activates the individ
ual’s innovative powers, especially im agination, and initiates a  "true process 
o f self-organization" (Kristeva 1987a, 14, 15 -16 , 2 7 6 , 3 8 1 ) . T h e  aim is not to 
grasp a truth, but to  "provoke a  rebirth”— to  release the individual from emp
tiness, stagnation, and isolation (K risteva I9 8 7 at 381).

Kristeva characterizes thc aims o f psychoanalysis in terms that imply rre- 
mendous transformative power— rejuvenation, self-organization, and rebirth. 
Furthermore, as we saw earlier, Kristeva som etim es contem plates the possi
bility thar living as a questionable subject-in-process m ight erode, if  not dis
solve, thc effects o f  gendered developm ent. It  is disappointing, then, to leam 
that Kristeva lapses into standard Freudian dogma when she com ments spe
cifically on psychoanalytic treatm ent. Sh e  declares rhe Oedipus complex and 
its finalization o f gender identity to  be "unavoidable” (1 9 8 7 a , 4 6 ) . Sh e  con
tends that "m an's ‘fem inine* is n o t w om an’s ‘fem in in e ’ "  (1 9 8 7 a . 224). 
Whereas men com e to terms wirh their fem inine by creatin g  art, women 
come to terms with theirs by having children (Kristeva 1987a, 2 2 8 ). Led by 
Kristeva’s invocation o f  imaginarion, m etaphor, and interpretation to expect
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tsHviatnental change to be possible through psychoanalysis, one finds instead 
ftisteva’s narrowly regim ented view o f gender and her prescription for a 
‘ playful and sublimational” reco n cilia tio n  to  one’s sex-keyed fate (1987a,

46).
At this juncture, it is im portant to  recall precisely what it is that psychoa- 

-ulvjis claims to accomplish. Psychoanalytic treatm ent affords an opportu
ne ro repeat in imagination th e pivotal incidents o f the process of growing 
ipand to self-consciously experien ce one’s resulting pattern of affective re
sponses. By opening these floodgates and systematically scrutinizing the ma
teria! that comes out, psychoanalysis undertakes to undo the damaging and 
irnecessary repression that produces anxiety* and exerts control ovet one’s 
chokes. Accordingly, th e sort o f  change th at psychoanalytic therapy brings 
about is limited to rearranging psychic m aterials and redistributing psychic 
energy. Moreover, psychoanalysis does n o t pretend to rid people of reprcs- 
‘ion—repression is an inescapable feature o f civilization— but only to rid peo
ple of damaging and unnecessary repression.

Kristeva seems to regard th e  repression associated with the Oedipus com
plex as necessary, at least, in  W estern  culture, and other psychoanalytic 
feminists typically incorporate versions of the Oedipus complex into their de
velopmental accounts. W h a t is a t stake in  regard ro this repression is the 
founding commitment o f  psychoanalysis to  procreative heterosexuality as the 
normal and desirable d ev e lo p m en ta l outcom e— its gendered celos (Freud 
1966,599). N evertheless, som e psychoanalytic feminists who maintain that 
civilization can endure w ithout imposing this psychosexual orientation on 
everyone conjecture th at m uch O edipal repression is dispensable (Mitchell 
1975,380, 403). T h a t people need  to  consolidate a tolerably unified subjec
tivity is indisputable. T h a t  su ch  subjectivity  can only be attained through re
pression of one’s a ttach m en t to  a m aternal figure and through the sublima
tion of exogamous heterosexu ality  is doubtful (Butler 1991, 162-176). Still, 
to my knowledge, n o  p sychoanalytic fem inist has attempted to describe an al
ternative process o f  th e em ergen ce o f  th e subject as a schema for clinical in
terpretation.

When the gendered te lo s o f  psychoanalytic therapy is considered in the 
“ Mttt of my earlier observations about the gendered nature of 
fytic explanatory co n cep ts, it becom es clear that these two features of pW 
^lytic theory are m utually reinforcing. T h e  language in which 
Wc theory is couched  reflects th e gender divisions enforced by the 
complex, and the O edipus com plex’s inculcation of gender seem*
,n 3 theory in w hich  th e  forces driving psychic development
C0(kd- Perhaps, in a theory th a t tra d itio n a lly  divides all capacitiw ^

*[> agency into fem inine and m asculine ones, all one canj ° , ui ^  capXl 
[hetical plot line th at would confound the patterns m *  *c * 
kve usually been deployed and thereby adumbrate a po»



158 D iana T . Meyers

m ode o f  agency. W h a t is c lear is th at psychoanalytic feminism will be baited 
from directly  describing a  fem inist vision o f agency until it reformulates its*, 
co u n t o f  psychic forces and liberalizes its assumptions about the ends of hu
m an developm ent.

N ow , if  I am  right th a t psychoanalytic feminism is so deeply embedded in 
Freudian gender bifurcation that it fails to  provide a compelling account of 
w om en’s agency, it could nonetheless be urged that psychoanalytic feminism 
is vindicated  by its singular and outstanding achievem ent, namely, its ac
cou nt o f  th c  ten acity  o f  gender identity  and the role o f gender in women’s 
con tin u ing  subordination. Insofar as psychoanalysts claims to reflect social 
and  p sych olog ical rea lity , it  m ust record  th e  persistence o f obstacles to 
w om en’s agency as well as th e  gains women make. T h e  theories I have exam
ined register th e  lim its o f  contem porary psychoanalytic imagination with re
gard to gender and presage only w hat can  be hoped for given the confines 
these lim its set. W ith  regard to  the question o f agency, psychoanalytic femi' 
nism has functioned as a barom eter. A s long as one does not mistake it for a 
bellw ether, it is an invaluable instrum ent.

N o t e s

I am grateful to Beth Ann Dobie, Eva Feder Kirtay. Carole Steen. Linda Lois Till, wd 
especially to  the editors of this volume for their insightful comments on earlier drafts of this «• 
say.

1. It is important ro acknowledge that Chodorow’s conception of women’s capacities and limi
tation* may well reflect white, middle-class gender norms. Later, we will see Kristeva relying ona 
different but also culturally biased view of motherhood.

2. Arguably, Carol Gilligan, in her account of post-conventional morality within the Care 
Perspective, provides a glimpse of a relational and self-nurturing person— that is, someone wnou 
honest with herself about her own needs, desires, and so forth and who takes responsibility 
caring for herself as well as for others (1986, 324*332).

3. Flax 1980, 37. In a discussion of Electra, Julia Kristeva makes a similar point. She ****** 
both the father-identified woman’s coldness and rigid adherence ro principle and also her hatred 
of the mother and the passionate feminine nature (1986, 151-52). Like Flax, Kristeva observe, 
that this predicament highlights the way in which patriarchal culture boxes women in (IWo, 
152).

4. Elsewhere. I have argued that such a program would require training m new skills-skith 
that would enable women to distinguish what matters deeply to them from what can be sacri
ficed, skills that would enable women to communicate their own point of v i e w  a n d  to insist on it 
when others seek to modify it or to dismiss it, and skills that would equip women to resolve con
flicts between others and themselves without merely yielding to social pressure (Meyers 1987, 
627; 1989, 76-91).

5. It should be acknowledged that Knsteva’s account of early childhood is Lacanian and thus 
differs significantly from the accounts of Chodorow and Flax, who are object relations theonitv 
Nevertheless, insofar as they arc all psychoanalysts, their views are threaded on a common stock 
of basic assumptions regarding the order of developmental stages anJ the major issues faced by 
thc developing individual. Thus, there is good reason to examine them together.

6 . There is good reason u> question Kristeva s reenforcement of the conventional link between 
womanhood and motherhood as well a» her reliance on the maternal as a model of creativity 
(Stanton 1986, 160-161, 171; Fraser rhu volume, pp. 185-190). However, in the interest of ex
amining whether Kristeva’s approach yields any insights (hat might he of use to feminists. I am 
setting these criticisms aside for the moment.
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.  Chodorow's views regarding gendered repression have not been pertinent to my main 
^afwment, 1 have not discussed them. But this dimension of her thought can be seen in

. ^  ja interpretation of Kristeva that maintains that the symbolic OTder allows fot no such 
self-expression, see Leland’s essay in this volume.

$ it is interesting to note che similarities between Kristeva’s account of motherhood and Sara 
{yifck'i account of the practice of mothering. Kristeva describes caring for a child as a “de- 
lAtriil apprenticeship in attentiveness, gentleness, forgetting oneself" and argues that an ethic 
b rAcit in maternal experience (19 8 6 , 2 0 6 ). Ruddick's account goes far beyond these rudi- 

remarks to exhibit a selection of values— such as holding, humility, resilient cheeduL 
!«*, arid appteciability— that are implicit in mothering practice and to tie these values to social 
attain (Riddick 1986, 343*45, 3 5 0 ). Nevertheless, the overlap between them is striking.

10. Kristeva 1986, 1 5 6 .1 have quoted Kristeva’s characterization of paternal identification as 
•\-ymbl? masculine’' since 1 find her questioning of the masculinity of the paternal revealing, 
•bcibete, she unsettles gender conventions in a similar way. Speaking of some feminists’ tdenti- 
tarim with ideas of cyclical and monumental time, she observes that these attitudes are not 
•MdamentallY incompatible with ‘masculine’ values" (Kristeva 1986, 192). Here, her scare 
qjoKshave the same effect as the qualification "ostensibly’’ in her other comment; what West
ern culture calls masculine is not necessarily so.

II. It is arguable that, insofar as Kristeva link* the semiotic to the maternal, she is merely re- 
vming die gender of oppositional capacities— though typically regarded as masculine, opposi
tional capacities are really feminine. In this connection, 1 would urge chat Kristeva is engaged in 
s double project. In associating the maternal with the semiotic and the phallic with rhe sym- 
kokshe sets up a theoretical structure that embodies pervasive cultural gender norms. Some- 
taeihe argues that, if one is consistent within that structure, one will obtain surprising results 
ugaing gender. For example, one will discover chat (he feminine unconscious is a powerful 
fate in human agency and that thc feminine is hardly equivalent to the passive. However, what 
1M  mast illuminating about Kristeva'* work are her attempts to show that the gendered con* 
tip that are constitutive of the theoretical structure are fundamentally misguided. Hence 1 
W  concentrated on this dimension of her work.

12. It should be noted that I am distinguishing psychological forces from psychic media- 
“mu-such as identification, sublimation, and repression— which are plainly nor gendered- 
Whereas psychological forces represent configurations in which libido is channeled, psychic 
R*h»uats represent managerial devices that organize and transform psychic materials, father- 

1 do not mean to claim that in every case thc psychological forces that psychoanalfW 
PB'B are gendered—for example, the pleasure principle is not. I am claiming only that dime 
Wcaological forces that are invoked to  explain the inculcation of gender are tbeouehes 
Jwdered,

IL Of the three theorists I have discussed. R ax is least preoccupied with revaluing femmmin. 
J *  to see thc virtues associated with traditional feminine norms recognized, hit Aca 

critical of some aspects of these norms. Thus, her view of agency does not mffcb'rt?e*  
familiar from traditional feminine norms. The difficulties in her view ame pnasanh 

* problem which 1 shall discuss momentarily.
H. Nancy Chodorow takes this optimistic view of psychoanalysis’s capacity to as»*

*  w overcoming the effects of gender-laden socialization (1978, 216).
f a d  1971, 152. It is worth recalling in this context that many of fmrfi mow 

**W ds were women.
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T h e Body Politics of Julia Kristeva

JU D IT H  B U T L E R

Ju lia Kristeva attempts to expose the limits o f  Lacan's theory o f  language by 
revealing the semiotic dimension o f  language that it excludes. She argues that the 
semiotic potential o f  language is subversive, am i describes the semiotic as a  poetic* 
maternal linguistic practice that disrupts the symbolic, understood as culturally mtel* 
ligiWe tuk'govem ed speech. In the course o f  arguing that the semiotic contests the 
universality o f  the Symbolic, Kristeva m akes several theoretical moves u»htch end up 
consolidating the power o f  the Symbolic and paternal authority generally. She de* 
fends a  maternal instinct as a  pre-discursive biological necessity, thereby natural -̂ 
ing a  specific cultural configuration o f  maternity. In her use o f  psychoanalytic the
ory, she ends up claiming the cultural wnincelligtbility o f  lesbianism. Her distinction 
between the semiotic and the Symbolic operates to foreclose a  cultural investigation 
into the genesis o f  precisely those fem inine principles fo r  which she claims a  prcdis- 
cursive, naturalistic ontology. Although she claims that the maternal aspects o f lan
guage are repressed in Symbolic speech and provide a  critical possibility o f displacing 
the hegemony o f  the paternal/symbolic, her very descriptions o f the maternal appear 
to accept rather than contest the inevitable hegemony o f  the Symbolic. In conclu
sion, (his essay offers a  genealogical critique o f  the maternal discourse m Kristeva 
and suggests that recourse to  the maternal does not constitute a  subversive strategy 
as Kristeva appears to assume.

Kristeva's theory o f  the sem iotic dimension o f language at first appears to 
engage Lacanian premises only to  expose their lim its and to offer a specifi' 
cally fem inine locus o f subversion o f the paternal law within language. Ac
cording to Lacan , th e paternal law structures all linguistic signification, 
termed “the symbolic” , and so becomes a universal organizing principle of 
culture itself. T h is law creates the possibility o f  meaningful language and, 
hence, meaningful experience, through rhe repression o f primary libidinal 
drives, including the radical dependency o f  the child on the maternal body. 
H ence, the symbolic becomes possible by repudiating the primary relation' 
ship to the maternal body. T h e  “subject” who emerges as a consequence of 
this repression itself becomes a bearer or proponent o f this repressive law. 
T h e  libidinal chaos characteristic o f that early dependency is now fully con* 
strained by a unitary agent whose language is structured by that law. This lan'
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in turn, structures the world by suppressing multiple meanings (which 
recall the libidinal m ultiplicity which characterized the primary rela

tio n  to the maternal body) and instating univocal and discrete meanings in

their place.
Kristeva challenges th e L acan ian  narrative which assumes that cultural 

meaning requites the repression o f that primary relationship to the maternal 
body. She argues that th e  “sem iotic” is a dimension of language occasioned 
by that primary maternal body w hich n o t only refutes Lacan’s primary prem
ise, but which serves as a perpetual source o f subversion within the symbolic. 
For Kristeva, the sem iotic expresses th at original libidinal multiplicity within 
the very terms o f culture, m ore precisely, within poetic language in which 
multiple meanings and sem an tic non-closure prevail. In effect, poetk lan
guage is the recovery o f th e  m aternal body within the terms of language, one 
that has the potential to  disrupt, subvert, and displace the paternal law.

Despite her critique o f  L acan , however, Kristeva’s strategy of subversion 
proves doubtful. H er theory appears to  depend upon the stability and repro
duction of precisely the paternal law that she sought to displace. Although 
she effectively exposes th e lim its o f Lacan’s efforts to universalize the paternal 
law in language, she nevertheless concedes that the semiotic is invariably 
subordinate to the sym bolic, th a t it assumes its specificity within the terms of 
^hierarchy which is im m une to challenge. If the semiotic promotes thepoai' 
bility of the subversion, d isplacem ent, or disruption of the paternal law, what 
meanings can those term s have if  th e symbolic always reasserts its hegemony?

The criticism o f K risteva w hich follows takes issue with several different 
*fcps in Kristeva's argum ent in  favor o f the semiotic as a source of dfecrot 
subversion. First, it is u nclear w hether the primary relationship to the 
^  body which both K risteva and Lacan appear to accept is a viable const*** 
^  whether it is even a k n o  wable experience according to either of their to- 
fistic theories. T h e  m ultip le drives that characterize the semtotk consrin* 
*pte*discursive libidinal econom y which occasionally makes itself faw* *  
j^uage, but w hich m ain tains an ontological status prior to language*® 

'n language, in  p o etic  language in particular, this p«disa*»*
1 *nal economy becom es a locus o f cultural subversion. A seccodp*"** 
^ 8̂  when Kristeva m aintains that this libidinal source ofsubvffl**0^  
I .  ma>ntained w ith in  th e  term s o f culture, that its sustained 

to psychosis and to  th e  breakdown of cultural life itself. 

ihe/n^ *30Sits an<* denies th e  sem iotic as an emancipatory d »
* *** it is a d im ension o f  language regularly repressed' 

titled ** a  kind o f  language which can never be cowbt

thiiliW 110 assCss her seem ingly self-defeating theory, 
i n -  1 m ultiplicity becom es manifest in language- aw

P°ftty lifespan th ere . M oreover, Kristevadesenbes
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as bearing a set o f  m eanings th at are prior to  culture itself. She thereby safe- 
guards th e notion  o f  culture as a paternal structure and delimits maternity as 
an essentially pre-cultural reality. H er naturalistic descriptions of the mater
nal body effectively reify m otherhood and preclude an analysis o f its cultural 
construction and variability. In  asking w hether a pre-discursive libidinal mul
tiplicity is possible, we will also consider whether what we claim to discover 
in the pre-discursive m aternal body is itself a production o f a given historical 
discourse, an effect o f  culture rather than its secret and primary cause.

Even if we accep t Kristeva’s theory o f  primary drives, it is unclear that the 
subversive effects o f  such drives can  serve, via the sem iotic, as anything more 
than a temporary and futile disruption o f  the hegemony o f  the paternal law. I 
will try to  show how the failure o f  her p olitical strategy follows in part from 
her largely uncritical appropriation o f  drive theory. M oreover, upon careful 
scrutiny o f  her descriptions o f  th e sem iotic function within language, it ap
pears that Kristeva reinstates th e paternal law at th e  level o f  the semiotic it
self. In the end, Kristeva offers us a strategy o f  subversion that can never be
come a sustained political practice. In th e final section  o f  this paper, I will 
suggest a way to reconceptualize th e relation  betw een drives, language, and 
patriarchal prerogative w hich m ight serve a more effective strategy of subver

sion.
Kristeva’s description o f the sem iotic proceeds through a number of prob

lematic steps. Sh e  assumes that drives have aim s prior to  their emergence 
into language, that language invariably represses o r  sublimates these drives, 
and that such drives are manifest only in  those linguistic expressions which 
disobey, as it were, the uni vocal requirem ents o f  signification within the sym
bolic domain. Sh e  claims further th at th e em ergence o f  multiplicitous drives 
into language is evident in the sem iotic, th at dom ain o f  linguistic meaning 
distinct from thc symbolic, which is th e  m aternal body manifest in poetic 
speech.

As early as Revolution in Poetic Language (1 9 7 4 ), Kristeva argued for a nec
essary causal relation between the heterogeneity o f  drives and the plurivocal 
possibilities of poetic language. Differing from Lacan, she maintained that 
poetic language was not predicated upon a repression o f primary drives. On 
rhe contrary, poetic language, she claim ed, is rhe linguistic occasion on 
which drives break apart the usual, univocal terms o f language and reveal an 
irrepressible heterogeneity o f multiple sounds and meanings. Kristeva thereby 
contested Lacan’s equation o f  the symbolic with all linguistic meaning by as
serting that poetic language has its own modality o f  m eaning which does not 
conform to the requirements o f univocal designation.

In this same work, she subscribed to a notion o f  free or uncathected energy 
which makes itself known in language through th c  p oetic function. She 
claimed, for instance, that " . . . in the interm ingling o f  drives in language 
. . .  we shall see the economy o f poetic language1’ and that in this economy,
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•̂ unitary subject can no longer find his p lace” (1 9 8 4 , 132). This poetic 
(jUtrion is a rejective or divisive linguistic fun ction  which tends to fracture 
jiimultiply meanings; it enacts th e  heterogeneity  o f drives through the pro
bation and destruction o f u n ivocal sign ification . H ence, the urgetowarda 

differentiated or plurivocal set o f  m eanings appears as the revenge of 
tivts against the rule o f th e  sym bolic w h ich , in  turn, is predicated upon 
iwr repression. Kristeva defines th e  sem iotic as th e multiplicity of drives 
manifest in language. W ith  th e ir  in sisten t energy and heterogeneity, these 
toes disrupt the signifying fu n ctio n  o f  language. Thus, in this early work, 
ibcdcfines the semiotic as “th e  signifying function  . . . connected to the mo
dality [ofl primary process.”

In the essays that comprise Desire in Language (1 9 7 7 ) Kristeva grounds her 
definition of the sem iotic m ore fully in  psychoanalytic terms. The primary 
drives that the symbolic represses an d  th e  sem iotic obliquely indicates are 
wk understood as maternal drives, n o t only those drives belonging to the 
itahtr, but those w hich ch aracterize th e  dependency of the infant's body (of 
other sex) on the m other. In  o th er words, “th e maternal body” designates a 
relation of continuity ra th er  th a n  a d iscrete  subject or object of desire; 
trdeed, it designates th at jouissance w hich  precedes desire and the subject/ob
ject dichotomy th at desire presupposes. W h ile  the symbolic is predicated 
“pon the rejection o f th e  m o th er, th e  refusal o f the mother as an object of 
a-xual love, the sem iotic , through rhythm , assonance, intonations, sound 
Pby and repetition, re-p resen ts or recovers the maternal body in poetic 
^ h .  Even the “first ech o la lia s  o f  infants” and the “glossalalias in psy- 
“ one discourse” are m anifestations o f the continuity of the mother-infant 
elation, a heterogeneous field  o f  impulse prior to the separatiotvindmduj' 
jbnof infant and m other, a lik e  effected  by the imposition of the incest tab# 
IWoQ, 135). T h e  separation o f th e  m other and infant effected by the tatosi 
^pressed linguistically as th e  severing o f sound from sense. In KnsWrf6 
*0r̂ *» “■ ■ • a phonem e, as d istinctive elem ent of meaning, belongs ro 
^*8* as symbolic. But th is  sam e phoneme is involved in r h y t h m i c .  ^ j j ?  
ttonal repetitions; it thereby tends toward autonomy from 
^ ‘ritain itself in  a sem io tic  disposition neat the instinctual dn j

’ l 3 5 ) - Mta
"fhc semiotic is described by Kristeva as destroying or ending 

rt « said to be “before” m eaning, as when a child begins to v o c d i * ^  
IhCaning as when a psychotic n o  longer uses words to 
^  the semiotic are understood as two tnodalitte o( anju 
KRiiotic is understood to  b e  generally repressed by the s> ' J H  

for Kristeva is understood as a system in *h*c * JjTpSS 
hegemonic except w hen th e sem iotic disrupts its "tf0 '
^ io n , repetition, m ere sound, and the multip *** '
‘f i n i t e l y  signifying images and metaphors- n ' •
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rests upon a severance o f  th e  relation o f  m aternal dependency, whereby it be
com es abstract (abstracted  from  th e m ateriality o f  language) and univocal- 
th is  is m ost a p p a ren t in  q u a n tita tiv e  or purely formal reasoning. In its 
sem io tic  m ode, language is engaged in a poetic recovery o f the maternal 
body, thar diffuse m ateriality  th at resists all discrete and univocal signifies' 
tio n . Kristeva w rites,

In  any p oetic language, n o t only do the rhythmic constraints, 
for example, go so far as to  violate certain grammatical rules of a 
national language . . .  but in  recent texts, these semiotic con* 
straints (rhythm , vocalic timbres in Symbolist work, but also 
graphic disposition o n  th e  page) are accompanied by nonre- 
coverable syntactic elisions; it is impossible to reconstitute the 
particular elided sy n tactic  category (o b je c t or verb), which 
makes the meaning o f  the utterance decidable . . . (1980, 134).

For Kristeva, this undecidability is precisely the instinctual moment in Ian- 
guage, its disruptive function . P o etic  language thus suggests a dissolution of 
the coherent, signifying su b ject in to  the primary continuity which is the ma* 

tem al body:

Language as symbolic function constitutes itself at the cost of 
repressing in stinctu al drive and con tinu ou s relation to rhe 
m other. O n  rhe contrary, the unsettled and questionable sub- 
je c t  o f  poetic language (ffom  whom the word is never uniquely 
sign) m aintains itse lf a t th e cost o f  reactivating this repressed, 
instinctual, m aternal elem ent. (19 8 0 , 136)

Kristeva's references to  the “su b ject" o f  p oetic language are not wholly appro* 
priate, for poetic language erodes and destroys th e subject, where the subject 
is understood as a speaking being participating in the symbolic. Following 
Lacan, she m aintains that the prohibition against the incestuous union with 
the mother is th c founding law o f  the subject, a foundation which severs or 
breaks the continuous relation o f maternal dependence. In creating the sub 
ject, the prohibitive law creates the domain o f  th c symbolic or language as a 
system o f  univocally signifying signs. H ence, Kristeva concludes that "poetic 
language would be for its questionable subject-in-process the equivalentofin' 
cest” (1980 , 136). T h e  breaking o f  symbolic language against its own found
ing law or, equivalently, the emergence o f  rupture into language from within 
its own interior instinctuality is not merely the outburst o f libidinal heteroge
neity into language; it also signifies th c somatic state o f dependence on the 
maternal body prior to the individuation o f  th c ego. Poetic language thus al
ways indicates a return to the maternal terrain, where the maternal signifies 
both libidinal dependence and the heterogeneity o f drives.
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In “Motherhood A ccording to B e llin i" , Kristeva suggests that, because the 
maternal body signifies the loss o f co h eren t and discrete identity, poetic Ian- 
page verges on psychosis. A n d  in  th e case o f a woman's semiotic expressions 
in language, the return to the m aternal signifies a  pie-discursive homosexual
ity that Kristeva also clearly associates w ith psychosis. Although Kristeva 
concedes that poetic language is sustained culturally through its participation 
in the symbolic and, h en ce, in th e  norm s o f linguistic communicability, she 
faik to allow that hom osexuality is capable o f the same non-psychotic social 
expression. The key to Kristeva’s view o f th e psychotic nature of homosexual
ity is to be understood, 1 suggest, in  h er acceptance of the structuralist as
sumption that heterosexuality is coextensive w ith the founding of the sym
bolic. Hence, the cathexis o f hom osexual desire can only be achieved, accor
ding to Kristeva, through displacem ents th at are sanctioned within the sym
bolic, such as poetic language or th e  act o f giving birth:

By giving b ir th , th e  w om en en ters  in to  contact with her 
mother; she becom es, she is h er ow n mother; they are the 
same continuity d ifferentiating itself. Sh e thus actualizes the 
homosexual facet o f  m otherhood, through which a woman is 
simultaneously closer to  h er instinctual memory, more open to 
her psychosis, and consequently, more negatory of the social, 
symbolic bond. (1 9 8 0 , 2 3 9 )

According to Kristeva, the act o f  giving birth does not successfully reestablish 
tbt continuous relation prior to  individuation because the infant invariably 
suffers the prohibition on incest and is separated off as a discrete identity. Jn 
Ae case of the m other's separation from the girl-child, the result is melan
choly for both, for the separation is never fully completed.

As opposed to grief or m ourning, in which separation is recognized and the 
libido attached to  the original o b jec t is successfully displaced onto a new sub- 
Mitute object, m elancholy designates a failure to grieve in which the toss a 
simply internalized and, in  that sense, refused. Instead of negating the attach
ment to the body, the m aternal body is internalized as a negation, so that the 
8>tl*s identity becomes itself a kind o f loss, a characteristic privation or lack 

The alleged psychosis o f  hom osexuality, then, consists in its thorough) 
htcalc with the paternal law and with the grounding of the female 
uous though it may be, in the m elancholic response to separatori from 
Eternal body. H ence, according to Kristeva. female homosexuality is 

emergence o f psychosis into culture:

Thc homosexual-maternal facet is a whirl of words, * c ^ 
absence o f  m eaning and seeing; it is fccI,ng. 
rhythm, sound, flashes, and fantasied clinging
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body a$ a  screen against the plunge . . .  for woman, a paradise 
lost but seemingly close at hand. . . . (1980 , 239-40).

For w om en, how ever, th is hom osexuality is manifest in poetic language 
w hich becom es, in  fact, the only form o f the semiotic, besides childbirth, 
th at can  be sustained w ithin the terms o f the symbolic. For Kristeva, then, 
overt hom osexuality cannot be a culturally sustainable activity, for it would 
constitute a  breaking o f  th e incest taboo in an unmediated way. And yet why 
is this the case?

Kristeva accepts th e assumption that culture is equivalent to the symbolic, 
th at th e symbolic is fully subsumed under the “Law of the Father”, and that 
th e only modes o f non-psychotic activity are those which participate in the 
symbolic to  some extent. H er strategic task, then, is not to replace the sym
bolic with the sem iotic nor to establish the semiotic as a rival cultural possi
bility, but rather to  validate those experiences within the symbolic that per
m it a m anifestation  o f  th e borders w hich divide th e symbolic from the 
semiotic. Just as birth is understood to be a cathexis o f instinctual drives for 
the purposes o f a social teleology, so poetic production is conceived as the site 
in which the split between instinct and representation coexists in culturally 
com municable form:

T h e  speaker reaches this lim it, this requisite o f  sociality, only 
by virtue o f  a particular, discursive practice called “art”. A 
woman also attains it (and in our society, especially) through 
the strange form o f split symbolization (threshold o f language 
and instinctual drive, o f the ‘symbolic’ and the ‘semiotic’) of 
which the act o f giving birth consists. (1980 ; 2 4 0 )1

H ence, for Kristeva, poetry and maternity represent privileged practices 
within paternally sanctioned culture which permit a nonpsychotic experience 
o f the heterogeneity and dependency characteristic o f the maternal terrain. 
These acts of poesis reveal an instinctual heterogeneity that exposes the re* 
pressed ground o f the symbolic, challenges the mastery o f the univocal signi
fier, and diffuses the autonomy of the subject who postures as their necessary’ 
ground. T h e  heterogeneity o f drives operates culturally as a subversive strat
egy o f displacement, one which dislodges the hegemony o f the paternal law 
by releasing the repressed multiplicity interior to  language itself. Precisely be
cause that instinctual heterogeneity must be re-presented in and through the 
paternal law, it cannot defy the incest taboo altogether, but must remain 
within the most fragile regions o f the symbolic. Obedient, then, to syntacti
cal requirements, the poetic-maternal practices o f displacing the paternal law 
always remain tenuously tethered to that law. Hence, a full-scale refusal of 
the symbolic is impossible, and a discourse o f 'emancipation', for Kristeva, is 
out o f the question. A t best, tactical subversions and displacements of thc
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silence its self-grounding presumption. But, once again, Kristeva does 
riouslv challenge the structuralist assumption that the prohibitive pa- 

"^law is foundational to  culture itself. H en ce, th e subversion of pater- 
7  s a n c t i o n e d  culture cannot com e from another version of culture, but 
^from within the repressed interior o f culture itself, from the heterogene- 
*t of drives that constitutes culture’s concealed  foundation.
*Uus relation between heterogeneous drives and the paternal law produces 

©exceedingly problematic view o f  psychosis. O n  the one hand, it designates 
jpak homosexuality' as a culturally unintelligible practice, inherently psy
chotic; on the other hand, it m andates m aternity as a compulsory defense 
orst libidinal chaos. A lthough K risteva does n o t make either claim explic
i t  both implications follow  from  h er views on the law, language, and 
•nve.
Consider that for Kristeva, poetic language breaks the incest taboo and, as 

wh. verges always on psychosis. A s a  return to  the maternal body and a con
sonant de-individuation o f  th e  ego, p oetic language becomes especially 
threatening when uttered by wom en. T h e  poetic then contests not only the 
incest taboo, but the taboo against hom osexuality as well. Poetic language is 
do, for women, both displaced m aternal dependency and, because that de
pendency is libidinal, displaced hom osexuality as well.

For Kristeva, the unmediated cath ex is o f  female homosexual desire leads 
êquivocally to psychosis. H en ce, on e can  satisfy this drive only through a 

few of displacements: the incorporation o f maternal identity, i.e. by be- 
K®ng a mother oneself, o r through poetic language which manifests ob- 
M f the heterogeneity' o f  drives characteristic o f maternal dependency. As 
theooly socially sanctioned and, hence, non-psychotic displacements for ho- 
“ttcxual desire, both m aternity and poetry constitute melancholic experi- 
**6 for women appropriately acculturated into heterosexuality. The hetero* 
**•01 poet-mother suffers interm inably from the displacement of the homo- 
^fclcathexis. And yet, the consum m ation of this desire would lead to rhe 
Wtnotic unraveling of identity, according to Kristeva. The presumption is

for women, heterosexuality and coherent selfhood are indissoluble 
halted.

^*are we to understand this constitution o f lesbian experience as At
!tt(0f an irretrievable self-loss? Kristeva clearly takes heterosexuality to bf
^jyisite to kinship and to culture. Consequently, she identifies lesbian
“totnce as the psychotic alternative to the acceptance of parernalh

laws. And yet why is lesbianism constituted as psychosis?
Tt 3* Perspective is lesbianism constructed as a site of fusion, self-ww** 
nthosis?

JW jectin g  the lesbian as “other” to culture, and characwnai# l e * *  
the psychotic “whirl-of-words", Kristeva co m tru cu j^ " .

intrinsically unintelligible. Th is tactical dismissal and itduc
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b ian  exp erien ce  performed in the nam e o f the law positions Kristeva within 
th e  o rb it o f  paternal-heterosexual privilege. T h c  paternal law which protects 
h er ffom  this radical incoherence is precisely the mechanism that produces 
th e  con stru ct o f  lesbianism as a site o f  irrationality. Significantly, this de* 
scrip tion  o f  lesbian experience is effected ffom the outside, and tells us more 
ab o u t th e  fantasies th at a fearful heterosexual culture produces to defend 
against its own homosexual possibilities than about lesbian experience itself.

In  claim ing th at lesbianism designates a loss o f  self, Kristeva appears to be 
delivering a psychoanalytic truth about the repression necessary for individu- 
ation . T h e  fear o f  such a ‘regression’ to  homosexuality is, then, a fear of las- 
ing cultural sanction and privilege altogether. Although Kristeva claims that 
this loss designates a place prior to  culture, there is no reason not to under* 
stand it as a new or unacknowledged cultural form. In other words, Kristeva 
prefers to  explain lesbian experience as a regressive libidinal state prior to ac
culturation itself rather th an  to take up the challenge that lesbianism offers to 
her restricted view o f  paternally sanctioned cultural laws. Is the fear encoded 
in the construction o f  the lesbian as psychotic the result o f a developmental '̂ 
necessitated repression, o r is it, rather, the fear o f losing cultural legitimacy 
and, hence, being cast— n ot outside or prior to culture— but outside cultural 
legitimacy* still w ithin culture, but culturally “out-Iawed”?

Kristeva describes both the maternal body and lesbian experience from a 
position o f sanctioned heterosexuality that fails ro acknowledge its own fear 
o f losing th at sanction. Her reification o f the paternal law not only repudiates 
fem ale hom osexuality, but denies the varied meanings and possibilities of 
m oth erhood  as a cultural p ractice . But cultural subversion is not really 
Kristeva's concern , for subversion, when it appears, emerges from beneath 
the surface o f culture only inevitably to return there. Although the semiotic 
is a possibility o f language that escapes the paternal law, it remains inevitably 
w ithin or, indeed, beneath the territory o f that Jaw . Hence, poetic language 
and the pleasures o f maternity constitute local displacements of the paternal 
law, temporary subversions which finally submit to  that against which they 
initially rebel. By relegating the source o f subversion to a site outside of cul
ture itself, Kristeva appears to  foreclose the possibility of subversion as an ef
fective or realizable cultural practice. Pleasure beyond the paternal law can 
only be imagined together with its inevitable impossibility.

Kristeva’s theory o f thwarted subversion is premised on her problematic 
view o f the relation between drives, language and the law. Her postulation of 
a subversive multiplicity o f drives raises a number of epistcmological and po
litical questions. In the first place, if these drives are only manifest in lan
guage or cultural forms already determined as symbolic, then how is it that we 
can  verify their pre-symbolic ontological status? Kristeva argues that poetic 
language gives us access to these drives in their fundamental multiplicity’ but 
this answer is not fully satisfactory. Since poetic language is said to depend
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h mot existence o f these m ultiplicitous drives, we cannot, then, in 
* * 1* fashion, justify the postulated existence o f these drives through re- 
^ t o  poetic language. If drives must first be repressed for language toex- 

if we can only attribute m eaning to that which is representable in 
ĵ uage, then to attribute m eaning to  drives prior to their emergence into 
jgiage is impossible. Sim ilarly, to  attribute a causality to drives which fa- 
ejtates their transformation in to  language and by which language itself is to 
biapUined cannot reasonably b e  done w ithin the confines of language it- 
ft. In other words, we know these drives as ‘causes' only in and through 
iheit effects and, as such, wc have n o  reason for not identifying drives with 
iheir effects. It follows th at e ith er (a )  drives and their representations are 
êxtensive or (b) representations preexist the drives themselves.
This last alternative is, I would argue, an important one to consider, for 

tar do we know that the instinctual o b ject o f Kristeva’s discourse is not a 
construction of the discourse itself? A n d  w hat grounds do we have for 
jailing this object, this m ultiplicitous field, as prior to signification? If po
ck language must participate in  th e sym bolic in order to be culturally com
municable, and if Kristeva’s own theoretical texts are emblematic of the sym- 
toiic, then where are we to find a convincing  ‘outside’ to this domain? Her 
(rcmlation erf a pre-discursive corporeal multiplicity becomes all the more 
problematic when we discover th at m aternal drives are considered part of a 
’fobskal destiny” and are them selves manifestations of “a non-symbolic, 
wi-patemal causality” (1 9 8 0 , 2 3 9 ) . T h is  presymbolic nonpatemal causality 
ii. for Kristeva, a semiotic, m aternal causality or, more specifically, ateleolo- 
Pal conception of maternal instincts:

Material compulsion, spasm o f a memory belonging to the spe
cies that either binds together or splits apart to perpetuate it
self, series o f markers with no other significance than the eter
nal return of the life-death biological cycle. How can we ver
balize this prelinguistic, unrepresentable memory? Heraclitus' 
flux, Epicurus’ atoms, th e whirling dust of cabalic, Arab and 
Indian mystics, and the stippled drawings of psychedelics— 
all seem better metaphors than the theory of Being, the logos, 
and its laws. (19 8 0 , 239)

ta t, the repressed maternal body is not only the locus of multiple dm**;
*lso toe bearer o f a biological teleology, one which, it seems, ma *«* 

f j * *  >n the early stages o f W estern philosophy, in n o n - W « « m  re *  ^  
J*frand practices, in aesthetic representations produced vl? *  hyaIt 

'Psychotic states, and even in avant-garde artistic Pract,cc* . ,
/toassume that these various cultural expressions eJCh<rf
. c'plc of maternal heterogeneity? Kristeva simp > 1
* *  cultural moments to the same principle. Consequently,
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rep resents an y  cu ltural effort to  displace th e Logos (which, curiously, sfo 
contrasts w ith  H era c litu s’ flu x ), w here th e Logos represents the univocal 
signifier, th e  law o f  identity. H er opposition between the semiotic and the 
sym bolic reduces here to  a m etaphysical quarrel between the principle of mu|. 
tip lic ity  th a t escapes th e charge o f  non-contradiction and a principle of iden- 
tity  based o n  th e  suppression o f  that m ultiplicity. Oddly, that very principle 
o f  m ultip licity  th a t Kristeva everywhere defends operates in much the same 
way as a princip le o f  identity. N ote th e way in  which all manner of things 
‘prim itive* and ‘orien ta l’ are summarily subordinated to the principle of the 
m aternal body. Surely, her description n o t only warrants the charge of orien- 
talism , bur raises th e  very significant question whether, ironically, multiplic
ity  has becom e a  univocal signifier.

H er ascription o f  a teleological aim  to  m aternal drives prior to their consti
tu tion  in  language or culture raises a num ber o f  questions about Krisreva’s po
litica l program. A lthough she clearly  sees subversive and disruptive potential 
in th ose  sem iotic expressions th at challenge the hegemony o f the paternal 
law, it is less clear in  what precisely this subversion consists. If the law is un- 
deistood to rest on  a constructed ground, beneath which lurks the repressed 
m aternal terrain , what co n crete  cultural options emerge within the terms of 
culture as a consequence o f  this revelation? O stensibly, the multiplicity asso
c ia ted  w ith  th e  m aternal lib id inal econom y has th e force to disperse the 
univocity o f the paternal signifier, and seemingly to create the possibility* of 
o th er cultural expressions no longer tightly constrained by the law of non
con trad iction . But is this disruptive activ ity  th c  opening o f a field of significa
tion s, or is it the m anifestation o f  a biological archaism which operates accor
ding to  a  natural and “prepatem al” causality? If Kristeva believed that the 
form er were th e case (and she does n o t) , then  she would be interested in a 
displacem ent o f  th e paternal law in  favor o f a proliferating field of cultural 
possibilities. But instead she prescribes a return to a principle o f maternal het
erogeneity w hich proves to be a closed con cep t, indeed, a heterogeneity con
fined by a teleology both  unilinear and univocal.

Kristeva understands the desire to  give birth as a species-desire, part of a 
co llectiv e  and archaic fem ale libidinal drive that constitutes an ever recurring 
m etaphysical principle. Here Kristeva reifies maternity and then promotes 
this reification as the disruptive potential o f th e sem iotic. As a result, the pa
ternal law, understood as the ground o f  univocal signification, is displaced by 
an  equally univocal signifier, the principle o f  th e maternal body which re
m ains self-identical in its teleology regardless o f its “multiplicitous” manifes
tations.

Insofar as Kristeva conceptualises this m aternal instinct as having an onco
logical status prior to  the paternal law, she fails to  consider thc way in which 
th a t law m ight well be the cause o f  th c very desire it is said to repress. Rather 
th an  th e m anifestation o f a prepatem al causality, these desires might attest ro
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aatemity«  a social Practice sq u ire d  and recapitulated by the exigencies of 
jinship. Kristeva accepts Levi-Strauss' analysis o f  th e exchange o f women as 
perquisite for the consolidation o f kinship bonds. Sh e  understands this ex- 
(lunge, however, as the cultural m om ent in  w hich the maternal body is re- 
•cosed tather than as a m echanism  for the compulsory cultural construction 
ddie female body as a maternal body. Indeed, we m ight understand the ex
change of women as imposing a com pulsory obligation  on women’s bodies to 
npoduce. According to G ayle R ubin ’s reading o f Levi-Strauss, kinship ef
fects a "sculpting o f . . . sexuality” such th a t th e  desire to  give birth is the re
sult of social practices w hich require and produce such desires in order to ef
fect their reproductive ends (R u b in  1 9 7 5 , 1 8 2 ).

What grounds, then, does K risteva have for imputing a maternal teleology 
vc the female body prior to  its em ergen ce in to  culture? T o  pose the question 
in the way is already to question th e  d istinction  between the symbolic and 
thc semiotic on which her co n cep tio n  o f  the m aternal body rests. The mater
nal body in its originary signification is considered by Kristeva to be prior to 
signification itself; hence, it becom es im possible w ithin her framework to 
consider the maternal itself as a  sign ification , open to cultural variability. 
Her argument makes clear th at m aternal drives constitute those primary prec
ise that language invariably represses or sublimates. But perhaps her argu
ment could be recast w ithin an  ev en  m ore encompassing framework: what 
cultural configuration o f language, indeed, o f discourse, generates the trope of 
»fffl-di$cursive libidinal m ultip licity , and for what purposes?

By restricting the p atern al law  to  a  prohibitive or repressive function, 
Kristeva fails to understand th e  paternal mechanisms by which affectivity it- 
wlf is generated. T h e law th at is said to repress the semiotic may well be the 
governing principle o f th e sem iotic itself, with the result that what passes as 
fraternal instinct” may well be a culturally constructed desire which is inter- 

fteted through a naturalistic vocabulary. A nd if  that desire is constructed ac- 
cwdmg to a law of kinship w hich requires th e heterosexual production and 
'̂ production of desire, th e n  th e  vocabulary o f naturalistic affect effectively 
ttnders that “paternal law” invisible. W h a t Kristeva refers to as a "pre-pater* 
1*1 causality” would th en  appear as a paternal causality under the guise of* 
natural or distinctively m aternal causality.

Significantly, the figuration o f  th e  m aternal body and the teleology of 
b#iiKt$ as a self-identical and insistent metaphysical principle—an atcha'^ 
^collective, sex-specific biological constitution— bases i t s e l f  on 
c°nception of the fem ale sex. A n d  this sex, conceived as both origin > 

poses as a principle o f  pure generativity- Indeed, for ^
?Wated with poesis itself, th e  activ ity  o f making that in Plato 

^ he an act o f b irth  and p oetic conception at once. r ^
St!*mtivity truly an  uncaused cause, and does it begin the 

all of humanity under th e  force o f the incest taboo ,oU
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D oes th e  p rep atem a I causality w hereof Kristeva speaks signify a primary- fe. 
m ale  econ om y  o f  pleasure and m eaning? C an we reverse the very order of t k  
cau sality  and understand this sem iotic econom y as a production ofa prior dis- 
course?

In  th e  final chaprer o f  Foucault’s first volum e o f  The History o f Sexudii^ he 
ca u tio n s  again st using th e  category o f  sex as a “fictitious unity . . . |and| 
causal p rin cip le”, and argues th at th e fictitious category o f  sex facilitates a re
versal o f  causal relations such that “sex” is understood to cause the structure 
and m eaning o f  desire:

. . .  th e  n o tio n  o f ’se x ’ made it possible to  group together, in 
an artificial unity, anatom ical elem ents, biological functions, 
con d u cts, sen satio n s, and pleasures, and it enabled one to 
m ake use o f  this Fictitious unity as a causal principle, an omni
present m eaning : sex was thus able to  function as a unique 
signifier and as a universal signified. (1 9 8 0 , 154).

For Foucault, th e body is n o t ‘sexecT in any significant sense prior to its deter
m in ation  w ith in  a discourse through w hich it becomes invested with an ‘idea* 
o f  natural or essential sex. A s an  instrum ent and effect o f power, the body 
only gains m eaning w ithin discourse in th e con text o f  power relations. Sexu
ality is an  historically  specific organization o f power, discourse, bodies, 3nd 
affectivity . A s such , sexuality is understood by Foucault to  produce ‘sex’ as an 
artificial con cep t w hich effectively  extends and disguises rhe power relations 
responsible for its genesis.

Foucault’s framework suggests a way to  solve some o f the epistemological 
and p o litica l d ifficulties th at follow  ffom  Kristeva’s view o f the female body. 
W e can  understand Kristeva’s assertion o f  a “prepatem a! causality” as funda
m entally inverted. W hereas Kristeva posits a maternal body prior to discoutse 
w hich exerts its own causal force in th e structure o f  drives, I would argue that 
th c discursive production o f the m aternal body as pre-discursive is a tactic in 
the self-am plification and concealm ent o f  those specific power relations by 
w hich the trope o f  the m aternal body is produced. T h en  the maternal body 
would n o  longer he understood as the hidden ground o f all signification, the 
tacit cause o f all culture. Ir would be understood, rather, as an e f f e c t  or conse
quence o f a system o f sexuality in w hich the female body is r e q u i r e d  to assume 
m aternity as the essence o f  its self and the law of its desire.

From w ithin Foucault’s framework, we arc compelled to redcscribe the ma
ternal libidinal econom y as a product o f an historically specific organization 
o f  sexuality. M oreover, th e discourse o f  sexuality, itself suffused by power re
lations, becom es th e true ground o f the trope o f the pre-discursive maternal 
body. K risteva's formulation suffers a thoroughgoing reversal: the symbolic 
and th e  sem iotic are n o  lunger interpreted as those dimensions oflanKuage 
w hich  follow  upon the repression or m anifestation o f thc maternal libidinal
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This very economy is understood instead as a reification that both 
tends and conceals the in s titu tio n  o f  m oth erhood  as compulsory for 

janen. Indeed, when the desires th at m aintain th e institution of mother
hood are transvaluated as prepatem al and precultural drives, then the institu
t io n  gains a permanent legitim ation in  th e  invariant structures of the female 
foly. Indeed, the clearly paternal law th at sanctions and requires the female 
oody to be characterized primarily in  term s o f  its reproductive function is in- 
jcribedon that body as the law o f  its natural necessity. And Kristeva, safe
guarding that law of a biologically necessitated  maternity as a subversive op- 
eution that preexists the paternal law itself, aids in the systematic production 
die invisibility and, consequently, th e  illusion o f  its inevitability.

(aconclusion, because Kristeva restricts herself to  an exclusively prohibitive 
conception of the paternal law, sh e is unable to  account for the ways in 
which the paternal law generates certa in  desires in the form of natural drives. 
The female body that she seeks to  express is itself a construct produced by the 
very law it is supposed to  u n d erm in e. In  n o  way do these criticisms of 
Kristeva's conception o f the p aternal law necessarily invalidate her general 
pasition that culture or th e sym bolic is predicated upon a repudiation of 
women's bodies. I want to  suggest, how ever, that any theory that asserts that 
signification is predicated upon th c  denial or repression of a female principle 
ought to consider whether th at fem aleness is really external to the cultural 
norms by which it is repressed. In o th er words, on my reading, the repression 
« the feminine does not require th a t th e  agency o f repression and the object 
of repression be ontologically d istin ct. Indeed, repression may be understood 
to produce the object that it com es to  deny. T h a t production may well be an 
elaboration of the agency o f repression itself. As Foucault made clear, this 
culturally contradictory' enterprise o f  repression is prohibitive and generative 
“ once, and makes the problem atic o f ’ liberation’ especially acute. The fe- 
tole body that is freed from th e  shackles o f the paternal law may well prove 
10 be yet another incarnation o f  th a t law, posing as subversive but operating 
oi the service of that law’s self-am plification and proliferation. In order co 
wotd the emancipation o f th e  oppressor in the name of the oppressed, i t l* 
Pessary to take into account th e  full com plexity and subtlety of the law  ̂
tocure ourselves of the illusion o f a true body beyond the law. Ifsubvew ^ 
P^blc, it will be a subversion from w ithin thc terms of the law, (hroug t̂ 
Abilities that emerge when th c  law turns against itself and ^

permutations o f itself. T h e  culturally constructed body wi 
grated, not to  its ‘natural’ past nor to  its original pleasures, bur to 

of cultural possibilities.
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nc- , an8ua®e t0  develop a feminist social theory. Until now, I have

10 disc * er t0 m ŜĈ  nor t0  mY c°lleagues why it is that I have looked 
^nna$ * mo^e *s wric«rs like Foucault, Bourdieu, Bakhtin, 
Oeiridj z j ramsci instead to those of Lacan, Kristeva. Saussuw. and 
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?VC only the most minimal truck with Julia Kristeva. I will also 
Cntl̂ SOmc places where I think we can find more satisfactory afe**'
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I. W h a t  D o  Fe m in is t s  W a n t  in  a  D isc o u r se  T heory?

Let me begin by posing two questions: W hat might a theory of discourse 
contribute to  fem inism ? and W h at, therefore, do feminists warn in a dis
course theory? 1 suggest that a theory of discourse can help us undemand at 
least four things, alt o f w hich are interrelated. First, it can help us undentarvl 
how people’s social identities are fashioned and altered over time. Second, tt 
can help us understand how, under conditions of inequality, social groups in 
the sense o f collective agents are formed and unformed. Third, a theory of 
discourse can  illuminate how the cultural hegemony of dominant groups m 
society is secured and contested. Fourth and finally, it can shed light on the 
prospects for emancipatory social change and political practice. Let me elabo
rate.

First, consider th e uses o f  a theory o f discourse for understanding social 
identities. T h e  basic idea here is that people’s social identities are complexes 
o f  m eanings, networks o f  interpretation. T o  have a social identity, to be a 
woman or a m an, for exam ple, just is to live and to act under a set of descrip
tions. T h ese  descriptions, o f course, are not simply secreted by people’s bod
ies; nor are they exuded by people’s psyches. Rather, they are drawn from thc 
fund o f interpretive possibilities available to  agents in specific societies.* It 
follows that in order to  understand anyone's feminine or masculine gender 
identity, it does not suffice to  study biology or psychology. Instead, one must 
study the historically specific social practices through which cultural descrip
tions o f  gender are produced and circulated.

M oreover, social identities are exceedingly complex. They are knit from a 
plurality o f different descriptions arising from a plurality of different signify ing 
practices. Thus, no one is simply a woman; one is rather, for example, a 
w hite, Jew ish, middle-class woman, a philosopher, a lesbian, a socialist, and 
a m other/  M oreover, since everyone acts in a plurality of social contexts, the 
different descriptions comprising any individual’s social identity fade in and 
out o f focus. Thus, one is not always a woman in the same degree; in some 
contexts, one’s womanhood figures centrally in the set of descriptions under 
which one acts; in others, it is peripheral or latent.5 Finally, it is not the case 
that people’s social identities are constructed once and for all and definitively 
fixed. Rather, they alter over time, shifting with shifts in agents* practices 
and affiliations. Thus, even the way in which one is a woman will shift, as it 
does, to  take a dramatic example, when one becomes a feminist. In short, so
cial identities are discursively constructed in historically specific social con
texts; they are com plex and plural; and they shift over time. One use ofa the* 
ory o f discourse for feminist politics, then, is in understanding social identi
ties in their full sociocultural complexity, thus in demystifying static, single 
variable, essentialist views o f gender identity.

A  second use o f a theory o f discourse for feminist politics is in understand
ing the form ation o f social groups. How does it happen, under conditions of
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liTVt that people come together, arrange them selves under the banner 
S c c iw  identities, and constitute them selves as co llective social agents?
Z t jo class formation and, by analogy, gender form ation occur?

Ckatly, fotmation involves shifts in  people’s social identities and 
to«foK aho in their relation to discourse. O n e thing th at happens here is 
tot preexisting strands of identities acquire a new sort o f salience and cen- 
ntoy. These strands, previously submerged am ong many others, are re- 
inscribed as the nubs of new self-definitions and affiliations.6 For example, in 
to current wave of feminist ferment, many o f us w ho had previously been 
"women” in some taken-for-granted way have now becom e “women” in the 
^different sense of a discursively self-constituted political collectivity. In 
to process, we have Temade entire regions o f social discourse. W e have in
vented new terms for describing social reality, for exam ple, “sexism,” “sexual 
harassment," “marital, date, and acquaintance rape,” ‘‘labor force sex-segte- 
prion," “the double shift,” and “w ife-battery.” W e  have also invented new 
language games such as consciousness-raising and new, institutionalized pub
lic spheres such as the Society for W om en in  Philosophy.7 T h e  point is that 
to formation of social groups proceeds by struggles over social discourse. 
Thus, a theory of discourse is useful h ere , b o th  for understanding social 
groups and for coming to grips with th e closely related issue of sociocultural 
hegemony.

“Hegemony" is the Italian M arxist A n ton io  G ram sci’s term for the discur
sive face of power. It is the power to establish the “common sense” or “doxa” 
of a society, thc fund o f self-ev id ent descrip tions o f social reality that 
normally go without saying.8 T h is  includes th e power to establish authorita
tive definitions of social situations and social needs, the power to define the 
universe of legitimate disagreement, and the power to  shape the political 
agenda. Hegemony, then, expresses the advantaged position of dominant so
cial groups with respect to discourse. It is a concept that allows us to recast 
the issues of social identity and social groups in the light o f societal inequal
ity* How do pervasive axes o f dom inance and subordination affect the pro
duction and circulation of social meanings? How does stratification along 
lines of gender, race, and class affect the discursive construction of social 
identities and the formation o f social groups?

The notion of hegemony points to  the intersection of power, inequality, 
and discourse. However, it does not entail that the ensemble of descriptions 
that citculate in society comprise a monolithic and seamless web. nor that 
dominant groups exercise an absolure, rop-down control of meaning. On rhe 
contrary, "hegemony” designates a process wherein cultural authority is ne
gotiated and contested. It presupposes that societies contain a plurality »
courses and discursive sites, a plurality o f positions and perspectives m
*hkh to speak. O f course, not all o f these have equal authority. 

contestation are pari o f the story. Thus, one use of a t eory
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for fem inist politics is to shed light on the processes by which the sociocul
tural hegem ony o f  dom inant groups is achieved and contested. What are the 
processes by w hich definitions and interpretations inimical to women's inter
ests acq u ire  cu ltu ra l au th o rity ? W h a t are th e prospects for mobiliiing 
counterhcgem om c fem inist defin itions and interpretations to create broad 
oppositional groups and alliances?

I m ist that the link betw een these questions and emancipatory political 
practice is obvious. A  theory o f  discourse that lets us examine identities, 
groups, and hegem ony in th e ways 1 have been describing would be a great aid 
to  feminist practice. It would valorize the empowering dimensions of discur
sive struggles without leading to "culturalist” retreats from political engage
m ent.9 In addition, the right kind o f  theory would counter thc disabling as
sumption that women are just passive victims o f male dominance. That as
sum ption overtotalizes m ale dom inance, treating men as the only social 
agents and rendering inconceivable our own existence as feminist theorists 
and activists. In contrast, the sort o f  theory I have been proposing would help 
us understand how, even under conditions o f subordination, women partici

pate in the making o f culture.

II. J a c q u e s  La c a n  a n d  t h e  L im it s  o f  S tru c tu ra lism

In light o f the foregoing, what sort o f  theory o f discourse will be useful for 
feminist politics? W hat sort o f  theory can  best m eet our needs to understand 
identities, groups, hegem ony, and em ancipatory practice?

In recent years, two general models for theorizing language have emerged 
in France. T h e  first o f these is the structuralist model, which studies language 
as a symbolic system or code. T h is model is derived from Saussure, presup' 
posed in Lacan, and abstractly negated but not entirely superseded indecon- 
struction and in related forms o f French women’s writing. The second model, 
by contrast, 1 shall call the pragmatic model; it studies language at thc level of 
discourses, as historically specific social practices o f communication. This 
model is operative in the work o f M ikhail Bakhtin, Michel Foucault, Pierre 
Bourdieu, and in some but not all dimensions o f the work o f Julia Kristeva 
and Luce Irigaray. In this section, I shall argue that the first, structuralist 
model is not very useful for feminist politics.

Let me begin by noting that there are good prima facie reasons for feminists 
to be suspicious of the structuralist model. T h is model constructs its object of 
study by abstracting from exactly what wc need to focus on, namely, thc so
cial practice and social context o f com m unication. Indeed, the abstraction 
from practice and context are among the founding gestures o f Saussurean lin
guistics. Saussure began by splitting signification into longue, the symbolic 
system or code, and parole, speakers’ uses o f language in communicative prac
tice or speech. He then made the first o f these, langue, the proper object of
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new science of linguistics, and relegated th e  second, parole, to  the status 
^devalued remainder.10 A t the sam e tim e, Saussure insisted that the study 
Vbngue be synchronic rather than  d iach ro n ic; h e  thereby posited his object 
of study as static and atem p oral, a b s tra c tin g  it from  historical change. 
Finally, the founder of structuralist linguistics posited th at langue was indeed 
a sir̂ e system; he made its unity and system aticity consist in the putative 
ba that every signifier, every m aterial, signifying elem ent of the code, de
rives its meaning positionally by way o f its difference from all of the others. 

Together, these founding operations render the structuralist approach of 
ixiWul utility for feminist politics. 11 Because it abstracts from parole, the 
[tmruralist model brackets questions o f  p ractice , agency, and the speaking 
subject. Thus, it cannot shed light o n  social identity and group formation. 
Moreover, because this approach brackets th e  d iachronic, it will not tell us 
anything about shifts in identities and affiliations over tim e. Similarly, be- 
racse it abstracts from th e  so c ia l c o n te x t  o f  com m unication, the model 
backets issues of power and inequality . T h u s , it can not illuminate the prot
ests by which cultural hegem ony is secured and contested. Finally, because 
the model theorizes the fund o f  availab le  linguistic meanings as a single sym
bolic system, it lends itself to  a m o n o lith ic  view  o f  signification that denies 
ttrsions and contradictions am ong social m eanings. In short, by reducing 
iuccursc to a “symbolic system ,” th e  structuralist model evacuates social 
aiflKy. social conflict, and social p ra ctice . 12

Ut me now try to illustrate these problem s by m eans o f a brief discussion of 
d* work of Jacques Lacan. O r  rath er, let me illustrate these problems by 
jlCons*Iucting, and criticizing, an  ideal-typical reading of Lacan that I be- 

is widespread among English-sp eaking  feminists. In so doing, I shall 
^estion o f the fidelity  o f  th is  reading, which could be faulted for 

^ fa tin g  the centrality o f  p h allo -cen trism  to Lacan's view of the symbolic 
and for overemphasizing th e  in flu ence o f  Saussure at the expense of 

/^countervailing in flu en ces, su ch  as H e g e l.u  For my purposes, this 
•typical Saussurean reading o f  L acan  is useful precisely because it evinces 

'tmusua! clarity difficulties w h ich  beset many “poststmcturalist” theorists 
abstract attempts to  break free o f  structuralism only render them all 

^lore bound to it.
^  sight, this ideal-typical reading o f  Lacan seems to have some ad* 

for feminist theorists. By co n jo in in g  the Freudian problematic cf the 
of gendered su b jectiv ity  to  th e  Saussurean model of 

't'  * SCems t0 Provide each  w ith its needed corrective. The intro®*' 
bftiu r̂cud'«m problem atic prom ises to  supply the speaking *
j ' 11# in Saussure and thereby to  reopen the excluded questions 
iw?*' SP*®Ĉ 1 and social p ractice . Conversely, the u s e  of the 
^  Poises to remedy som e o f  Freud’s deficiencies. By insisting * * * ■  

is discursively con stru cted , Lacan appears to eliminate
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vestiges o f  biologism  in Freud, to  treat gender as sociocultural all the way 
dow n, and to  render it  in principle more open to change.

H o w ev er, th e se  ap p aren t advantages vanish upon closer inspection 
Instead , it becom es clear th at Lacan’s theory is viciously circular. On the one 
h a n d , it  p u rp orts to  d escribe  th e  process by w hich individuals acquire 

gendered sub jectiv ity  through their painful conscription as young children 
in to  a  preexisting  p h allocen tric  sym bolic order. Here the structure of the 
sym bolic order determ ines the ch aracter o f individual subjectivity. But on the 
o th e r  hand, and a t  th e sam e tim e, the theory purports to show that the sym- 
bolic order must necessarily be phallocentric since thc attainment of subjec
tivity  requires submission to  “ th e  Father’s Law.” Here, then, the nature of in
dividual su b jectiv ity , as d ictated  by an autonomous psychology, determines 
th e ch aracter o f  th c sym bolic order.

O n e  resu lt o f  th is  c ircu larity  is an ironclad determinism. As Dorothy 
Leland (1 9 9 1 )  has noted , the theory' casts the developments it describesas 
necessary, in v arian t, and unalterable. Phallocentrism , woman’s disadvan
taged place in  the sym bolic order, the encoding o f  cultural authority as mas
cu lin e , th e  im possibility o f  describing a nonphallic sexuality, in short, any 
num ber o f  trappings o f  m ale dom inance now appear as invariable features of 
th e hum an condition. W om en’s subordination, then, is inscribed as the inev
itable destiny o f  civilization.

I can spot several spurious steps in this reasoning, some of which have their 
roots in  th e  presupposition o f  th e  structuralist model. First, to the degree 
L acan  has succeeded in elim inating biologism— and rhat is dubious for rea
sons I can n o t take up h ere14— he has replaced it with psychologism, the un
ten ab le  view  th a t autonom ous psychological imperatives given indepen
dently o f  culture and history can dictate the way they are interpreted and 
acted on w ithin culture and history. Lacan falls prey to psychologism when 
he claim s thar th e phallocentricity  o f the symbolic order is required by the de- 
mands o f  an enculturation process rhat is itself independent o f culture.

If one h alf o f Lacan’s circular argument is vitiated by psychologism, then 
th e o th er h a lf is vitiated by what I should like to  call “symboiicism." By 
symboiicism, I m ean, first, th e homogenizing reification of diverse signifying 
practices into a  m onolithic and all-pervasive "symbolic order,” and, second, 
the endowing o f  that order with an exclusive and unlimited causal power to 
fix people’s subjectivities on ce and for all. Symboiicism, then, is an operation 
whereby the structuralist abstraction langue is troped into a quasi-divinity, a 
norm ative “symbolic order" whose power to shape identities dwarfs to the 
point o f  ex tin ctio n  thar o f  mere historical institutions and practices.

A ctually, as Deborah Cam eron has noted, Lacan equivocates on the ex
pression "th e  symbolic order.”16 Sometimes he uses this expression relatively 
narrowly to  refer to  Saussurean langue, the structure o f language as a system of 
signs. In this narrow usage, Lacan would he committed to thc implausible
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view that the sign system itself determ ines individuals’ subjectivities indepen
d e n t l y  of thc social context and social practice o f its uses. At other times, by 
conttast, Lacan uses the expression “the symbolic order” far more btoadly to 
rtfer to an amalgam that includes not only linguistic structures, but also cul
tural traditions and kinship structures, th e latter mistakenly equated with so
cial structure in general.17 Here he conflates the ahistorical structural ab
straction langue with variable h istorical phenomena like family forms and 
childteacing practices; cultural representations of love and authority in art, 
literature, and philosophy; the gender division of labor; forms of political or
ganization and of other institutional sources o f power and status. The result is 
i  notion of “the symbolic order” that essentializes and homogenizes contin
gent historical practices and traditions, erasing tensions, contradictions, and 
possibilities for change. It is a n otion , moreover, that is so broad that the 
claim that it determines th e structure o f subjectivity is an empty tautology.18

The combination of psychologism and symboiicism in Lacan results in a 
theory that is of little use for fem inist politics. T o  be sure, this theory offers 
an account of the discursive construction o f social identity. However, it is 
not an account that can make sense o f  the complexity and multiplicity of so
cial identities, the ways they are woven from a plurality of discursive strands. 
Granted, Lacan stresses th at the apparent unity and simplicity of ego identity 
ate imaginary, that th e su b ject is irreparably split by both language and 
drives. But this insistence on  fracture does not lead to an appreciation of the 
diversity of the sociocultural discursive practices from which identities are 
woven. It leads, rather, to  a unitary view of thc human condition as inher
ently tragic.

In feet, Lacan differentiates identities only in binary terms, along the sn- 
Rle axis of having or lacking the phallus. Now, as Luce Irigaray has shown, 
this phallic conception o f sexual difference is not an adequate basis for under
standing femininity19— nor, I would add, masculinity. Still less, then, is it 
able to shed light on o th er dimensions o f social identities, including ethnic- 
'ty. color, and social class. N or could the theory be emended ro incorporate 
these manifestly historical phenom ena, given its postulation of an ahcre* 
tkal. tension-free “symbolic order” equated with kinship.*0 

Moreover, Lacan’s account o f  identity construction cannot account m  
lJ cwity shifts over tim e. It  is committed to the psychoanalytic 
mat gender identity (th e  only kind of identity it considers) is baska

and for all w ith  th e  reso lu tio n  o f  th e  Oedipus complex. ;

jhts ^solution w ith  th e  c h ild ’s en try  in to  a  fixed, monolithic.
em b o lic  ord er. T h u s , i f  a n y th in g , he actually increases the « W  

fixity  found in  c la ss ica l Freudian theory. It is true, asj 
Points out, th a t th e  th e o ry  stresses th at gender identity is a 

}  * " *  a p p a re n t u n ity  a n d  s ta b ility  are always t  reaten 
•bidinal drives.21 B u t th is  em p h asis o n  precariousness is
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genu in e h istorical th inkin g  about shifts in people’s social identities. On the 
con trary , it is an  insistence on  a perm anent, ahistorical condition, since on 
L acan 's view th e only alternative to fixed gender identity is psychosis.

I f  th e L acan ian  model can n o t provide an account of social identity that is 
useful for fem inist politics, then  it is unlikely to help us understand group for* 
m ation . For L acan , affiliation falls under the rubric of the imaginary. To affil
ia te  w ith  others, th en , to  align oneself with others in a social movement, 
would be to  fall prey to  th e illusions o f the imaginary ego. It would be rodent 
loss and lack , to  seek an impossible unification and fulfillment. Thus, from a 
L acan ian  perspective, co llectiv e  m ovem ents would by definition be vehicles 
o f  delusion; they could n ot even in principle be emancipatory.22

M oreover, insofar as group form ation depends on linguistic innovation, it 
is untheorizable from a Lacanian perspective. Since Lacan posits a fixed, 
m on olith ic sym bolic system and a speaker who is wholly subjected to it, it is 
incon ceivable how there could ever be any linguistic innovation. Speaking 
subjects could only ever reproduce the existing symbolic order; they could not 
possibly a lter it.

It  follows that on e can not even pose the question o f cultural hegemony. 
T h ere  can  be no question about how the cultural authority of dominant 
groups in society is established and contested, no question of unequal negoti
ations betw een different social groups occupying different discursive posi
tions. O n  the contrary, on the Lacanian view there is simply “die symbolic 
order," a single universe o f discourse that is so systematic, so all-pervasive, so 
m onolith ic that one cannot even conceive o f such things as alternative per
spectives, multiple discursive sites, struggles over social meanings, contests 
betw een hegem onic and counterhegemonic definitions of social situations, 
conflicts o f interpretation o f social needs. One cannot even conceive, really, 
o f a plurality o f  different speakers.

W ith  the way blocked to a political understanding of identities, groups, 
and cultural hegemony, the way is also blocked to an understanding of politi
cal practice. For one thing, there is no conceivable agent of such practice. 
None o f the three moments that comprise the Lacanian view of the person 
can qualify as a political agent. The speaking subject is simply a grammatical 
“ !'* wholly subjected to thc symbolic order; it can only and forever reproduce 
that order. T h e  Lacanian ego is an imaginary projection, deluded about its 
own stability and self-possession, hooked on an impossible desire for unity 
and self-completion; it therefore can only and forever tilt at windmills- Fi
nally, there is the ambiguous Lacanian unconscious, sometimes an ensemble 
o f repressed libidinal drives, sometimes the face o f language as Other, but 
never anything that could count as a social agent.

Th is discussion shows, I think, that there arc many things wrong with 
Lacan. I have focused here on conceptual as opposed to empirical issues, and 
1 have not directly addressed the question, is Lacan's theory true? With re-
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r t io t a  question, 1 will note only th at L a ca n  h im se lf  was rem arkably  un- 
kerned with empirical confirmation and th a t  re c e n t research  o n  th e  d c- 
«kpw't of subjectivity in infants and young ch ild ren  d oes n o t  support h is 
vta. know appears that even at th e earliest stages ch ild ren  are n o t passive, 

slates on which symbolic structures are inscribed  b u t, ra th er , a ctiv e  
r̂ocxp̂ nts in the interactions that co n stru ct th e ir  e x p e rie n ce .23 
Be that as it may, in focusing here on  L a ca n ’s co n ce p tu a l sh ortcom in gs, I 

stressed those deficiencies that have th e ir  ro o ts in  th e  presupposition o f 
Aesrucwralist conception of language. L a ca n  seem ed to  w ant to  get beyond 
saucturalism by introducing the con cep t o f th e  speaking su b jec t. T h is  in  turn 
*eoed to hold out the pmmise o f a way o f theorizing  discursive p ractice . 
Howw, as I hope 1 have shown, these prom ises h av e  rem ained  unfulfilled. 
Tbespeaking subject introduced by L acan  is n o t th e  ag en t o f  discursive prac
tice. It is simply an effect o f the sym bolic order co n jo in e d  to  som e repressed 
bhiinal drives. Thus, the introduction o f  th e  speaking su b ject has n o t suc
ceeded in dereifying linguistic structure. O n  th e  con trary , a reified con cep 
t s  of language as system has colonized th e  speaking su b ject.

Hi. Juua Kristeva Betw een  S t r u c t u r a l is m  a n d  Pr a g m a t ic s

So far, 1 have been arguing that the structural m odel o f  language is n ot es
pecially useful for feminist politics. Now I w ant to  suggest th at th e pragmatic 
odel is more promising. Indeed, th ere  are good prim a facie reasons for 
feminists to prefer a pragmatic approach to  th e study o f  language. U nlike the 
Sfectwalist approach, the pragmatic view studies language as social practice 
JMocial context. This model rakes discourses, n o t structures, as its object. 
”*®wse$are historically specific, socially  situated , signifying practices. 
*7 are the communicative frames in w hich speakers interact by exchang- 

acts. Yet discourses are them selves set w ithin social institutions 
*tion contexts. Thus, the concept o f  a discourse links th e study o f  Ian- 

to the study of society.
*  pragmatic model offers several potential advantages for feminist poll* 

^  it treats discourses as con tingen t, positing that they arise, alter, 
^ p ear over time. Thus, the model lends itself to  historical contex- 

^ation, and it allows us to thematize change. Second, the pragmatic ap- 
understands signification as action  rather than as representation. It is 

Cot|Cerocd with how people “do things with w ords." Thus, the model allows 
*P«king subjects not simply as effects o f structures and systems, but 

J *  ** socially situated agents. T h ird , the pragmatic model treats dis- 
tJ**1 the plural. It starts from the assumption that there are a plurality 

discourses in society, therefore a plurality o f com municatee sites 
to speak. Because it posits that individuals assume different da- 

positions as they move from one discursive frame to anot
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m odel lends irself to  a theorization o f  social identities as nonmonolirhtc 
N e x t, th e pragm atic approach rejects rhe assumption that the totality of so
c ia l m eanings in circu lation  constitutes a single, coherent, self-reproducing 
“sym bolic system. ” Instead, it allows for conflicts among social schemasofin- 
terpretation  and am ong th e agents w ho deploy them. Finally, because it links 
th e study o f  discourses to  rhe study o f  society, the pragmatic approach allows 
us to  focus o n  power and inequality. In short, thc pragmatic approach has 
m any o f  th e features we need in  order to  understand the complexity of social 
identities, the form ation o f  social groups, the securing and contesting of cul
tural hegem ony, and th e possibility and actuality o f political practice.

Let me illustrate th c  uses o f  th e pragmatic model for feminist politics by 
considering the ambiguous case o f  Ju lia Kristeva. Kristeva’s case is instructive 
in  that she began her career as a critic o f  structuralism and a proponent of a 
pragmatic alternative. However, having fallen under Lacan’s sway along the 
way, she has n ot managed to  m aintain a consistently pragmatic orientation. 
Instead, she has ended up producing a strange, hybrid theory, one that oscil
lates betw een structuralism  and pragmatics. In what follows, 1 shall argue that 
the politically fruitful aspects o f  Kristeva’s thought are linked to its pragmatic 
dim ensions, w hile the political impasses she arrives at derive from structural
ist lapses.

Kristeva’s intention to break with structuralism is most clearly and suc
c in c tly  announced  in  a brillian t 1973 paper called “T h e System and the 
Speaking S u b jec t.”24 Here she argues that, because it conceives language as a 
sym bolic system , structuralist sem iotics is necessarily incapable of under
standing oppositional practice and change. T o  remedy rhese lacunae, she 
proposes a new approach oriented to “signifying practices.” These she defines 
as norm-governed, but not necessarily all-powerfully constraining, and as sit
uated in “historically determined relations o f production.” As a complement 
to  this con cep t o f signifying practices, Kristeva also proposes a new concept 
o f th c “speaking su b ject.” T h is subject is socially and historically situated, to 
be sure, but it is not wholly subjected to the reigning social and discursive 
conventions. It is a subject, rather, who is capable o f innovative practice.

In a few bold strokes, then, Kristeva rejects thc exclusion o f context, prac
tice , agency, and innovation; and she proposes a new model of discursive 
pragmatics. Her general idea is that speakers act in socially situated, norm- 
governed signifying practices. In so doing, they sometimes transgress the es
tablished norms in force. Transgressive practice gives rise to discursive inno
vations and these in turn may lead to actual change. Innovative practice may 
subsequently be normalized in the form of new or modified discursive norms, 
thereby “renovating” signifying practices.25

T h e  uses o f  this sort o f approach for feminist politics should by now be ap
parent. Y et there are also some warning signs o f possible problems. First, 
there is Kristeva’s antinom ian bent, her tendency, at least in this early quasi-
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i i  « r t h s s e  of her career, to valorize transgression and  in n o v a tio n  per se <r- 
JZ n jK  of content.26 The flip side o f th is a ttitu d e  is a  p e n c h a n t fo r  in fle c t-  
" S w o r m in g  practice as negative tout court, irresp ectiv e  o f  th e  co n - 
mi of the norms. Obviously, this a ttitu d e  is n o t  p a rticu la rly  h elp fu l for 
.̂ wkf pfllirics. since such politics requires e th ic a l d is tin c tio n s  b etw een  o p 
e ra n d  emancipatory social norm s.
1 Asecond potential problem here is K risteva’s a esth etic iz in g  b e n t , h er asso- 
mrtf} tf valoriied transgression w ith “p o etic  p r a c t ic e .” K ristev a  ten d s to  
rratavant-garde aesthetic production as th e  priv ileged  s ite  o f  in n o v a tio n . By 
auiraK, communicative practice in  everyday life  ap p ears as con form ism  
xfcur. This tendency to enclave or regionalize in n o v a tiv e  p ra ctice  is n o t 
cdul fee feminist politics. W e need to  recognize and  assess th e  em ancip atory  
pwritial of oppositional practice w herever  i t  ap p ears— in  b ed ro o m s, o n  
iiptlocn, in the caucuses o f the A m erican  P h ilo so p h ica l A sso cia tio n .

Thediitd and most serious problem th a t I w ant to  discuss is K ristev a’s addi- 
txajpioach to theorizing. By this I m ean  h e r  p e n c h a n t fo r rem edying th eo- 
nccal problems by simply adding to  d e fic ie n t th e o rie s  in stead  o f  by scrapping 
ffwtihauling them. This, 1 subm it, is how  sh e end s up h a n d lin g  certa in  fea- 
nachtiucturalism; rather than e lim in a tin g  ce r ta in  stru ctu ralist n o tio n s al- 
ttgdwT, she simply adds other, an tistru ctu ra list n o tio n s  a lon g  side o f  them , 

tev a ’s additive, dualistic style o f  th eorizing  is ap p arent in  th e  way she 
f e s  and classifies signifying p ractices. S h e  tak es su ch  p ractices  to  consist 
n Wjmg proportions of two basic ingred ients. O n e  o f  th ese  is “ th e  sym- 
™ic. a linguistic register keyed to  th e  transm ission  o f  p rep ositional co n ten t 

observance of grammatical and  sy n ta ctica l rules. T h e  o th er is “the 
“Mac. a register keyed to th e  expression  o f  lib id in a l drives via intonation 
, 'Mwandnot bound by linguistic rules. T h e  sy m b o lic , th e n , is th e  axis 
fersive practice that helps reproduce th e  so c ia l order by imposing lin- 

^conventions on anarchic desires. T h e  se m io tic , in  con trast, expresses 
*®aterial, bodily source o f rev o lu tio n ary  n e g a tiv ity , th e  power to  break 
“^convention and in itiate ch an g e. A cco rd in g  to  K risteva, all signify- 
J6paice$ contain some measure o f  e a ch  o f  th ese  tw o registers o f language, 

*iththe signal exception o f p o etic  p ra ctice , th c  sym bolic register is al- 
dominant one.

_  k,er work, Kristeva provides a  p sych oan alytically  grounded gender 
. to her distinction betw een th e sym bolic and  th c  sem iotic. Following 

■ associates the sym bolic w ith  th e  p atern al, and she describes it as a 
^  fe l ly  phallocentric, rule-bound order to  w hich subjects submit as 

sociality when they resolve th e  O ed ip al com plex by accepting the 
liite * . ^ut ĉ erv Kristeva breaks w ith  L acan  in insisting on the under- 
^ j» !? St€riCC a êm*u lr'iet m aternal e lem en t in all signifying

the semiotic w ith th e  p re-O ed ip al and th e maternal, a e 
^  . *  to a point o f resistance to  paternally  coded cultural authority, a 

^^itkm al feminine beach h ead  w ithin  discursive practice.
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N ow , th is  way o f  analyzing and classifying signifying practices may seemat 
first s ig h t to  h av e  som e p o ten tia l u tility  for fem inist politics. It seems to con
test th e  L acan ian  presum prion th a t language is monolithically phallocentnc 
and  to  identify  a  locus o f  fem in ist opposition to  the dominance of masculine 
pow er. H ow ever, o n  clo ser in sp ectio n , this appearance o f political usefulness 
turns o u t ro he largely illusory. In fee t, Kristeva’s analysis o f signifying prac
tices  betrays h e r  b est pragm atic in ten tio n s. T h e  decomposition of such prac
tice s  in to  sym bolic and  sem io tic  co n stitu en ts does n ot lead beyond structura
lism . T h e  "sy m b o lic , ” a fter a ll, is a rep etition  o f Lacan’s reified, phallocentric 
sy m b olic  order. A n d  w hile rhe "sem io tic” is a  force that momentarily disrupts 
th a t  sym bolic order, it does n o t co n stitu te  an alternative to it. On the com 
trary, as Ju d ith  B u tler has show n, the co n test between the two modes of sig
n ific a tio n  is stacked  in favor o f  the sym bolic: the semiotic is by definition 
transitory  and su bordinate, always doom ed in advance to reabsorprion by the 
sym bolic ord er.27 A n d , m oreover, m ore fundam entally problematic, I think, 
is th e  fa c t th a t th c  sem io tic  is defined parasitically over against the symbolic 
as th e  la tter’s m irror im age and abstract negation . Simply adding the two to- 
g eth er, th e n , ca n n o t and does n ot lead to  pragmatics. Rather, it yields an 
am algam  o f  structure and antistructure. M oreover, this amalgam is, in He
gel's phrase, a “bad in fin ity ,"  since it leaves us oscillating ceaselessly between 
a structuralist m om en t and an  antistructuralist m om ent without ever getting 
to  an y th in g  else.

T h u s , by resorting to  an additive mode o f  theorizing, Kristeva surrenders 
h e r  prom ising pragm atic n o tio n  o f  signifying practice to  a quasi-Lacanian 
neostructuralism . In  th e  process, she ends up reproducing some o f Lacans 
m ost u nfortu nate errors. S h e , too , o ften  lapses intosym bolicism , treating the 
sym bolic order as an all-pow erful causal m echanism  and conflating linguistic 
structure, kinship structure, and social structure in general.2*  On the other 
h an d , K risteva som etim es does better than Lacan in appreciating the histori- 
ca l sp ecificity  and com plexity  o f  particular cultural traditions; much of her 
later work analyzes cultural representations o f  gender in such traditions. Even 
h ere , how ever, she o ften  lapses in to  psychologism; for example, she mars her 
p o ten tia lly  very in teresting  studies o f  cultural representations of femininity 
and m aternity  in C h ristian  theology and in Italian Renaissance painting by 
falling  back  on  reductive schem es o f  interpretation that treat the historical 
m aterial as reflexes o f  autonom ous, ahistorical, psychological imperatives like 
"ca stra tio n  an x ie ty ” and "fem inine paranoia."29

A ll to ld , th e n , K risteva’s theory o f discourse surrenders many o f the advan- 
tages o f  pragm atics for fem inist politics, in  the end, she loses the pragmatic 
stress on  th e  con tingency  and historicity o f  discursive practices, their open
ness to  possible ch an g e. Instead, she lapses into a quasi-stmcturnlist emphasis 
o n  th e  recuperating power o f a reified symbolic order and thereby su rren d er  

r i s i b i l i t y  o f  explaining change. Likewise, her theory loses the pragmatic
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M the plurality of discursive p ractices. In s te a d , it lap ses in to  a q u asi- 
Sualis1 homogenizing and binarizing o r ie n ta t io n , o n e  th a t  d istin gu ish es 

along the sole axis o f proportion o f  s e m io tic  to  sy m b o lic , fem in in e  
* m3JCj inCj antJ thereby surrenders th e  p o te n tia l to  u n d erstan d  co m p lex  
Unities. Next, Kristeva loses th e  p ra g m a tic  s tr e s s  o n  s o c ia l  c o n te x t ,  
tao i she lapses into a quasi-structuralist c o n f la t io n  o f  "s y m b o lic  order” 
rAsocial context and thereby surrenders th e  c a p a c ity  to  lin k  discursive 
JcmLwce to societal inequality. F in a lly , h e r  th e o ry  lo ses th e  pragm atic 

interaction and social co n flic t. In s te a d , as A n d re a  N y e  h a s  show n, 
:haws almost exclusively o n  in tra su b je c tiv e  te n s io n s  a n d  th ereb y  sur* 
trdets its ability to understand in tersu b jectiv e  p h e n o m e n a , in c lu d in g  afftlia- 
CKiotuhcone hand, and struggle, o n  th e  o th e r .

This last point can be brought h o m e by co n s id e r in g  K ristev a ’s a cco u n t o f 
to speaking subject. Far from  b e in g  u sefu l fo r  fe m in is t  p o litic s , h e r  view 
silicates many of the disabling featu res o f  L a c a n ’s . H e r  s u b je c t, lik e  his, is 
$  into two halves, neither o f w h ich  is a  p o te n tia l p o litica l ag en t. T h e  sub- 
Wf.of the symbolic is an oversocialized c o n fo rm is t , th o ro u g h ly  su bjected  to 
jfttolicconventions and norm s. T o  b e  su re , its  co n fo rm ism  is put "o n  trial" 

tehelltous, desiring ensem ble o f  b o d y -b ased  d riv es associated  w ith the 
" t * *  35 before, the m ere ad d itio n  o f  a n  an tistru ctu ra lis t force does

stnlCtu^a^sm ■ ^ h e  s e m io tic  “s u b je c t” c a n n o t itself be an 
9 * « feminist political p ractice  for sev era l reason s. F irst, it is located be

ta ,!r t W  culture an d  so c ie ty ; so  it is u n clear how  its prac-
^canspt Prach c e .51 S e c o n d , i t  is d efin ed  exclu sively  in terms o f

of social norm s; th u s, i t  c a n n o t  en gage in  th e  reconstructive 
1 t 0T m^ $t P ^ h c s ,  a  m o m en t e sse n tia l to  so cia l transform ation. Fi- 

terms r^e  sh a tte r in g  o f  so c ia l id en tity , and so it can- 
i L .  e ‘ntbe reconstruction o f  th e  n ew , p o litica lly  con stitu ted , collective 

defi solidarities that are essen tia l to  fem in ist politics, 
topical n't'°n’ l^en * neirher h a lf  o f  K ristev a ’s sp lit su b ject can  be a feminist 
ler̂  ^ cnt- N °r» I submit, c a n  th e  tw o h a lv es be jo in ed  together. They 

ei simPly to can ce l o n e  a n o th e r  o u t, o n e  forever shattering the 
* W PrCtemKmS o th e r * ch e  seco n d  forever recuperating the first 

y  *lsd f  as before. T h e  u p sh ot is a  paralyzing oscillation be-
and n o n id en tity  w ith o u t an y  d eterm in a te  practical issue.

1 ^ anolhcr instance o f  a "b a d  in fin ity ,” an amalgam o f structure

a^Stract negation.
individual agents o f  em ancip atory  practice in Kristeva > um 

raete are no such co lle c tiv e  agen ts e ith er. T h is  can be seen y ** 
last instance o f h er ad d itive p attern  o f  thinking, name y» 

feminist m ov em en t itsef. T h is  top ic is most ^
called "W o m e n ’s T im e ’ for w hich Kristeva is bes 

circles.52 H ere , sh e  id e n tifie s  th ree  "generations ol
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m ovem ents: first, an egalitarian, reform oriented, humanist feminism, aim' 
ing to secure w om en’s full participation in the public sphere, a feminism best 
personified perhaps by S im one de Beauvoir; second, a culturally oriented 
gynocentric fem inism , aim ing to foster the expression of a non-male-defined 
fem inine sexual and symbolic specificity, a feminism represented by the pro
ponents o f  ecriture fim inine and parler fem m e; and finally, Kristeva’s own, self- 
proclaimed brand o f  feminism— in my view, actually postfeminism—a radi
cally nom inalist, anti-essentialist approach that stresses that "women*’ do not 
exist and th at co llective identities are dangerous fictions.31

Now, I want to argue that, despite the explicitly tripartite character of this 
categorization, there is a deeper logic in Kristeva’s thinking about feminism 
th at conform s to  her additive, dualistic pattern. For one thing, thc first, egal
itarian hum anist m om ent o f  fem inism  drops out o f  the picture, since Kristeva 
fa lse ly — an d  a sto u n d in g ly — assum es its  program m e has already been 
achieved. T hus, there are really only two "generations” o f feminism she is 
concerned w ith. N ext, despite her exp licit criticism s o f gynocentrism, there 
is a strand o f  her thought rhat im plicitly partakes o f it— 1 mean Kristeva’s 
quasi-biologistic, essentializing identification o f women’s femininity with ma
ternity. M aternity, for her, is the way th at women, as opposed to men, touch 
base with the pre-Oedipal, sem iotic residue. (M en do it by writing avant- 
garde poetry; women do it by having babies.) Here, Kristeva dehistoricizes 
and psychologizes m otherhood, conflating conception, pregnancy, birthing, 
nursing, and childrearing, abstracting all o f  them  from sociopolitical context, 
and erecting her own essentialist stereotype o f  femininity'. But then she re
verses herself and recoils from her construct, insisting that “women” do not 
exist, that fem inine identity is fictitious, and that feminist movements there
fore tend toward the religious and the proto-totalitarian. The overall pattern 
o f Kristeva’s thinking about fem inism , then , is additive and dualistic: she 
ends up alternating essentialist gynocentric moments with anti-essentialiM 
nom inalistic m om ents, m om ents that consolidate an ahistorical, undifferen
tiated , m aternal fem inine gender identity with moments rhat repudiate 
women's identities altogether.

W ith  respect to  feminism, then, Kristeva leaves us oscillating between a 
regressive version o f gynoccntric-m atem alist essentialism, on thc one hand, 
and a postfemmist anticssentialism , on the other. N either o f these is useful 
for feminist politics. In Denise Riley’s terms, thc first werfemmues women by 
defining us maternally. T h e second, by contrast, uwieifcmmizes us by insisting 
th at “women” do not exist and by dismissing the feminist movement as a 
proto-totalitarian fiction. *4 Simply putting the two together, moreover, does 
not overcom e the limits o f eirher. O n  rhe contrary, it constitutes another 
"bad infinity" and thus another proof o f the uselessness for feminist politics of 
an approach that merely conjoins an abstract negation of structuralism to a 
-•^irturalist model left otherwise intact.

The Uses and Abuses o f F r e n c h  D isco u rse  T h e o r y

IV . C o n c l u s i o n

ihope the foregoing has provided a reasonably v iv id  an d  persuasive illus- 
trmcn of my most general point, nam ely, th e  superior u tility  for fem in ist p o l
i t ic *  of pragmatic over structuralist ap p ro ach es to  th e  study o f  language, 
insead of reiterating the advantages o f  pragm atic th e o rie s , 1 sh a ll close  w ith 

specific example of their uses for fem in ist p o litics .
Aslargued, pragmatic theories insist o n  th e  so cia l c o n te x t  and social prac- 

ijciofcommunication, and they study a plurality  o f  h isto rica lly  changin g  dis- 
cursive sites and practices- As a result, these th eo ries  o ffer us th e  possibility o f 
drinking of social identities as co m p lex , ch a n g in g , and  discursively con - 
sowed. This in turn seems to  m e our b e s t h o p e  fo r  av o id in g  som e o f 
leva’s difficulties. C om plex, sh iftin g , d iscu rsiv ely  co n stru cted  social 
dentines provide an alternative to reified , essen tia list co n cep tio n s  o f  gender 
Entity, on the one hand, and to simple n eg ation s and  dispersals o f identity, 
fc&emher. They thus permit us co navigate safely b etw een  th e  twin shoals 
®j®mtialism and nominalism, betw een reifying w om en's social identities 

ttereotypes of femininity, on th e  o n e  hand , and dissolving them  into 
^ d lity  and oblivion, on the o th e r . 3 5 1 am  cla im in g , therefore, that with 
* Îp «  a pragmatic theory o f  d iscourse w e c a n  a cc e p t th e  critique o f 

keco m ’n 8 postfem inists. T h is  seem s to  m e to  be an in- 
elp. For it will not be tim e to  speak o f  postfem inism  until we can 

speak of postpatriarchy. 36

*>1E5

V k .lt ul w comments and suggestions from Jonathan Arac, David Levin, Paul 
th ni êr‘ ^ iana T . Meyers, and Eli Zaretsky.

^V etfa»!LkT'l,:rS not because alt are Lacanians—clearly only Kristeva and
*  Vtiati rather because, disclaimers notwithstanding, all continue thc structural-

i  TbJ, i a to symbolic system. 1 shall develop this point later in this essay.
^  c,tthpi v* | ,mierPretivc possibilities available to me, a late-twentieth-century Aroer- 

^ Tth with that available to the thirteenth-century Chinese woman I 
SLMer- And yet in both cases, hers and mine, the interpretive possibilities 

of social discourse. It is in the medium of discourse that each of us 
^ * C ' L ' tprCtalion of what it is to be a person, as well as a menu of possible Jescnp* 
! F l-jJ f * lt*cul*r sort of person each is to be.

4 V ) ^ M‘ V<I988).

. and Denise Riley (1988).
W / (1972)

'■111. ‘ " " ‘me of “cultural feminism" as a  retreat from  political sttu|gle. see A lee W * *

Of this move, see Pierre Bourdieu (197J).
C S , r Va' ! ’TheSystem and thc Speaking Subject. Kruteva 

■We, m the Soviet Marxist critique of Russian formalism
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11. I leave it to linguists to decide whether it is useful for other purposes.
12. T hese criticisms pertain to  what may be called "global" structuralisms, that is. approaches 

that trear the whole o f  language as a single symbolic system. They are not intended to role out 
che potential utility o f  approaches that analyse structural relations in limited, socially situated, 
culturally and historically specific sublanguages or discourses. On the contrary, it is possible that 
approaches o f  this latter sort can  be usefully articulated with the pragmatic model discussed be
low.

13 . For the tensions between the Hegelian and Saussurean dimensions of Lacan’s thought, see 
Peter Dews (1 9 8 7 ) ,

14. Lacan’s claim to  have overcome biologism rests on his insistence that the phallus is not 
the penis. However, many feminist critics have shown that he fails to prevent thc collapse of the 
symbolic signifier in to the organ. T he clearest indication o f this failure is his claim, in The  
M eaning o f the Phallus." th at the phallus becomes the master signifier because of its “tuigidity," 
which suggests “the transmission of vital flow" in copulation. See Jacques Lacan (1982),

15. A  version o f this argument is made by Dorothy Leland (1991).
16 . See Deborah C am eron (1 9 8 5 ).
17. For an account o f  the declining significance o f  kinship as a social structural component of 

m odem  capitalist societies, see Linda J . Nicholson (1966).
18. In fact, the main function o f this broad usage seems to be ideological. For it is only by 

collapsing into a single category what is supposedly ahistorical and necessary and what is histori
cal and contingent that Lacan can  endow his claim  about the inevitability o f  phallocentriim 
with a deceptive appearance o f  plausibility.

19 . See "T h c  Blind Spot in an Old Dream of Symmetry" in Luce Irigaray (1985). Here 
Ingaray shows how the use o f  a phallic standard to conceptualize sexual difference casts woman 
negatively as "lack.*'

2 0 . For a  brilliant critical discussion o f  this issue as it emerges in relation to the version of 
feminist psychoanalysis developed in the United States by Nancy Chodotow, sec Eliabeth V. 
Spelman (1 9 6 8 ) .

2 1 . See Jacqueline Rose (1 9 8 2 ).
2 2 . Even Lacanian feminists have been known on occasion to engage in this son of move

m ent-baiting. It seems to  m e th at, in her introductory' chapter to The Doubter's Seduction, 
G allop com es perilously close to  dismissing the politics o f  a feminist movement informed by ethi
cal com m itm ents as “im aginary." See Jane Gallop (1 9 8 2 ).

2 3 . S ec, for exam ple, Beatrice Beebe and Frank Lachman (1 9 8 8 ). I am grateful to Paul 
M attick, J r .. for alerting me to  this work.

24. See note 10, above.
2 5 .  R e n o v a tio n " and "ren ew al" are standard English translations o f  Kristeva'* te/m, 

renouvellem ent.’ Yet they lack some of the force of the French. Perhaps this explains why tend
ers have not always noticed the change-making aspect of her account of transgression, why they 
have instead tended to treat it as pure negation with no  positive consequence*. For anexampl*0  ̂
this interpretation, see Judith Butler (1 9 9 1 ).

2 6 . T his tendency fades in her later writings, where it U replaced by an equally undixntW' 
nacing, even shrill, ncoconscrvative emphasis on the "totalitarian" dangers lurking in every »*' 
tem pt a t uncontrolled innovation.

2 7 . See Judith Butler (1 9 9 1 ).
2 8 . For an exam ple, see Julia Kristeva (1 9 8 2 ).
29 . See Kristeva, “ Stabat M ater" m Julia Kristeva (1 9 8 6 ) and “Motherhood according 

G iovanni Bellini" in Julia Kristeva (1980).
3 0 . For a brilliant cn tical discussion of Kristeva’s philosophy of language, one to which the 

present account is much indebted, see Andrea Nye (1 9 8 7 ).
31 . Judith Butler (1 9 9 1 ) makes th u  point.
32. Reprinted in Kristeva (1 9 8 6 ).
3 3 . I take th e  term s "hum anist feminism" and "gynocentric feminism" from Ins Young 

(1 9 8 5 ) .  I take the term “nominalist feminism" from Linda Alcoff (1988).
34 . For the terms "underfemm natkm " and "overfem inintion," see Denise Riley (1988). For * 

-~ f o l  discussion of Knsteva’s neoliberal equation of collective liberation movements with “tow*
• A*xn Rosalind Jones (1 9 8 4 ).
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.1 f t w a t a U i o n w *  tha. Linda N icholson and I did jo in tly  and th at she ta conttnu-
See Saner Fraser *nd Linda Nicholson (1 9 8 8 ) .

36. Ibcnow th» line from Torit Moi (1 9 8 7 ) .
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