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rresmnaries

the differcnces among contemporary French and American literary prac-
tices. “These” investigations led me to 4sk the questions explored in this
book, questions that need to be addressed by feminists who, while work-
ing in the United States, arc or will eventually be in dialogue with what is
now commonly called “modernity” in France or, more problematically in
the United States, “postmodernism”—questions of special urgency for
feminist literary and cultural critics.

Here, I shall bricfly refer to a few of the most fundamental problems
inherent in asking thesc questions, since such problems will come up time
and again throughout this study. Thesc arc not in any way purcly supple-
mental remarks, but rather larger questions about how to say “I” or “we”
in the right tone of voicc. They stem primarily from certain widespread
assumptions about “comparativism” and “feminism.”

Comparativisivis, in itsclf, a n:in/ctc/cxbth;ccnmry concept tl}a;, in recent
years, has been much promoted in the United States and much criticized
clsewhere. In the United States, the growth of interdisciplinary and com-
Pamtivc st.ud.y l.ms allowed us both to analyze the i@c)egi;aLl}mcti;;u of
1‘591a;cd,d1§c1phn95vand to open up new areas for a critique of culturc.
When it also involves the importation and exportation of thought, howev-
cr, it_brings with_it_new. problems:. descriptivism, summary, antholo-
gism—a certain analogical logic. Michel Foucault has analyzed this logic at
its inception in the classical period: “From now on, every resemblance
must be subjected to proof by comparison, that is, it will not be accepted
until its identity and the scrics of its diffcrences have been discovered by
means of measurement with a common unit or, more radically, by its
position in an ordcr.”? In order to posit an autonomous object, one
compares A to B according to a modecl. This modecl can be an “idca,”
“principle,” “politic,” or “structure” over which the comparativist has
complete control; he is, like God, “above it all.” Jacques Derrida has
pointed out that this assumption of an idcal that can be applied to two
objects is also related to classical ideas of translation, where, again, for any
text there is an Jdcal “text (the texts mcaning) that must simply be
transported to another text.? A close analysis of the comparative spirit in
gencral reveals that this logic of transportation, this scparation of identitics
and diffcrences, can operate not only abstractly, as intcllectual, conceptual
imperialism, but concretcly as well—most notably in the forms of racism
and colonialism.*

2. Michel Foucault, The Onder of Things (New York: Random House, 1970), p. ss.

3. Theories of translation have been a major focus of much of Derrida’s work, recently
with special reference to Walter Benjamin,

4. Sce, for example, Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon, 1978).
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In the case of the American critic observing, reading, and writing an-
other culture, this question of comparativism becomes particularly diffi-
cult. Whum are we writing to and for? Those working in contemporary
French thought who ponder this problem arc immediatcly immersed in
not only a set of different spaces, but at lcast three different temporalities:
the time of French thought (and its massive recent past), the time of
importation and cxportation of French thought to the United Statcs%
(about ten years), and the time of America, “so far ahcad of France” and/
yet assuming as fundamental truths certain idcas about the writing and
speaking subject, language, and so on that many French writers and theo-
rists have long since rejected.®

It must suftice here to remember that reading and writing across cultur-
al boundarics very often produces a strange brand of text which rings
totally falsc in the culture it is “translating.” Incvitably? Perhaps. In any
casc, this problem of text and context—vibrating on the dangerous cdge
of a transparency theory of language—will be integral to the following
dialoguc. ,

This alrcady complex question lcads to the sccond general problem I
encountered in beginning this study: the word feminism. As a generic
term, “feminism”_is_semantically_tartuous and conceptually hazardous.
Gencerally understood as a “movement from the point of view.of, by, and
for women,” it covers substantial ground and becomes particularly dan-

-gerous. across-borders. In the present case, involving principally France
and the United States, any generic description of either French or Ameri-
can feminisms would immediately homogenize, colonialize, and neutralize
the specificitics of struggles that arc often of quite cpic proportions. Even
the attempt to specify contexts and assumptions, as I am beginning to do
here and will continue to do throughout this book, can take on the new,
bizarre form of a “white, Western, intellectual woman’s burden.” Feminist
criticism is, by definition, based in very precise political struggles and
practices and remains inseparable from them. The “identities and dif-
ferences” paradigm emphasized in comparative thought becomes ceven
more troubling when we arc considering feminist theory and praxis.

The specific intellectual and political stakes of the importation and cx-
portation of feminist theory have come into sharp focus over the past few
years with reference to France and the United States. American feminists
have, on occasion, accused French women theorists of reverting to “essen-

s. This process is more, or perhaps differently, complicated today [ think, at least for
American graduate students, particularly those not in foreign language departments, who are
thrown into an encyclopedic library on “contemporary thought™ whose time of production
and consumption is long past.
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Preliminaries

the hard way—about the political. Rethinking a feminist approach to
cultural translation involves finding new ways of sustaining what women
have come to know through cxperience without reducing experience only
to what we know.?

I do not claim to have resolved these problems; but it docs scem to me

Preliminaries

very literal, “empirical” questions and then proceed, not to answer them,
_but, as we used to say, to think constantly against myscif,. "

Finally, while I tend to privilege “fiction” and its rhetoric, this is not an
essay in litcrary criticism per sc. That is partdy because “literary criticism”
as defined institutionally in the United States has existed in France only
sporadically as an autonomous ficld of inquiry (a ccrtain form of struc-

> that one way to begin addressing them is to create problematics, not
. collect and consume them; to put texts into dialogue with cach other, not
* to catalogue and cxplicate them.

turalism being a primary cxample) and feminist litcrary criticism cxists
hardly at all.? A French essay or book on any given literary fiction, for
cxample, demands from the reader a conceptual and lexical knowledge

This is what 1 have attempted to do in what follows. The structure of
the questions addressed is almost wholly shaped by recent French theory.
But, at the same time, the questions themselves arc thosc of an American
feminist hoping to contribute to Amcrican feminist theory. That is, nei-
ther my “comparativism” nor my feminism is co-relative, counterbalanced,
with the same amount of “matcrial” on both sides of a border—national
or other. For example, the actual sequence of my original questions went
something like this: (1) What arc the qualitics and qualificrs of this condi-
tion called modernity with and by which Western cultural artifacts arc
increasingly affected? (2) In what ways are contemporary encounters with
modernity in France cxemplary? (3) What are the_implications of this
modernity for feminism? (4) For Anglo-American feminism in particular?
Hoping to avoid both the dangers of simplc comparativism and the silence
of non-position, [ therefore sce this study as an intervention, an inter-
presentation, an inter-position of at least four discursive clements: mod-
crity, contemporary French thought, feminism, and Anglo-American
feminist theory. But of coursc, cven an intervention, a gesture, runs certain
risks, for in attempting this trans-position, I am ncither “above it all” nor
somewhere in the middle of the Atlantic. But then neither is my reader, no
mattcr how I might have initially idcalized her or him.

My guiding principle has been in some ways archacological: 1 did net.

want to_outlinc_controversies and opinions, but rather to look at what_

makes them possible and at how they opcrate in what I will continue to
call certain “contexts”—no matter how problematic the word. This kind

N of “comparativism”_Icads to_no synthesis, no resolution of tension, no
\ ultimatc knowledge. In_some. ways, I have had to begin by asking some

8. Gayatni Spivak has pointed out well, I think, some of the dangers involved in translat-
‘ing feminism. See “French Feminism in an International Frame,” Yale French Studies 62
(1981). In another mode, see Anna Gibbs ct al., “Round and Round the Looking Glass:
Responses 10 [. . .] New French Feminisms,” Hecate 6:2 (1980).
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drawn from many disciplines, most particularly from philosophy. But

sccond, and more important, I am just as concerned with modernity in

other ficlds of knowledge (especially art and music) as in “fiction” and

“theory.” Here I focus on written texts, but am more concerned about the

process of (reading and writing) woman than about examining the repre-

sentation of women in litcrature. I am looking for_the logical or not so

logical opcrations that organize the fictions of “the real world,” but am
less interested, for the moment, in cxplicating why that world is repre-

sented in such a way, or in prescribing what might be done about it. One

.of the dangers of such a project is, of course, that onc may end up simply

psychoanalyzing the preseat political, critical situation through the usc of
texts as symptoms. I shall necessarily come back ta this later. Bue if it is .
true that I tend to read symptomatically (metaphorically), my_primary

question has always remaincd metonymical: what can possibly come nexe?

Feminisms

After the almost unanimous theorctical enthusiasm and political energy
of the latc 1960s and carly 1970s, the French Mouvement de libération des
femmes (MLF) experienced a serics of splits, rivalrics, and disappointments
that led them to stop, go back, think, read, and write again. In fact, the

9. “Feminist literary criticism can be reduced to the litecary references in The Second Sex
by Simonc de Beauvoir, and 1o three recent books: Surréalisme ef sexualité by Xaviere Gautier
(Gallimard, 1971), La jeune née by Catherine Clément and HéRne Cixous (10/18, 1975) which
is more philosophical than litcrary, and finally Les volesses de langue by Claudine Herrmann
(des Femmes, 1976), the first stricdly literary essay. {. . .] Thesc aside, one can say that
feminist literary criticism docs not exist in France” (Christianc Makward, “La critique fémi-
nistc . . .," Revue des sciences humaines 168 [1977]: 619). My translation. To this short list I
would add Marcelle Marini, Ternitoires du fEminin avec Marguerite Duras (Paris: Editions de
Minuit, 1977), and Annc-Marie Dardigna, Les chdseaux déros (Paris: Maspero, 1981).
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term MLF now legally belongs to only one group in France—“Psy-
chanalyse et Politique.” And this group, according to its own literature
and public stance, is most definitely opposed to feminism—as are many of
the other women theorists, writing in France today, whose names arc
beginning to circulate in the United States. Who and what, then, do we
—.mcan by “feminist™ That word, as [ mentioned earlier, poscs some serious
problems. Not that we would want to end up by demanding a definition
of what feminism is and, therefore, of what one must do, say, and be, if
one is to acquire that epithet; dictionary meanings are suffocating, to say
the least. But if we were to take “feminism” for a moment as referring only
to thosc in France who qualify themselves as feminists in their life and
work, our task would be greatly simplified. For example, if T were to talk
about feminist theorists in France, I would want to insist on including
what might be called the “invisible feminists”—those younger women
who are working quietly behind the scencs, in study groups and special
seminars, trying to sort out and pick up the pieces left in the wake of the
theoretical and practical disputes of the last few years. Or I might inwoke
the feminists who are artempting to map out some very new and long-
awaited directions under Mitterand’s administration; or the ones who
have left France to work in the United States or at the Université des
Femmes in Belgium. But, increasingly, when in the United Stares one
refers to “feminist theories in France” or to “French feminisms,” it is not
those women one has in mind. The women theorists in France whosc
(Gwork has had or is beginning to have a major impact on theories of writing
( and reading, and who at onc level or another are writing about women, at
he very least do not call themselves feminists either privately or in their
writing, and, at the most, posit themselves and their work as hostile to, or
(beyond,” feminism as a concept. These are the names we hear in the
United. States: Héléne Cixous, Sarah Kofman, Julia Kristeva, Eugénic
Lemoine-Luccioni, Michéle Montrelay, among others. The sole exception
is Luce Irigaray—a special and complex case, one I shall reserve for close
attention at a later date in another place.

I'would even go so far as to say that the major new dircctions in French
theory over the past two decades—those articulated by both men and
women—have, by_z}gdsl_argg,_‘pogitrc‘d themselves as profoundly, that is to
say conceptually and in praxis, anti- and/or post-feminist. Feminism, as a
concept, as inhcrited from the humanist and rationalist cighteenth cen-
tury, is traditionally about a group of human beings in history whose

| identity is defined by that history’s representation of sexual decidability.

20
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And cvery term of that definition has been put into question by comcm-\!‘;
porary French thought. 2

In this study, one of the things I have tried to accomplish is to clarify the
“anti- and/or post-feminism” of contemporary French thinking as cxem-
plary of modemity, without getting overly caught up in explicit value
judgments or polemics.!9 And I have done this by concentrating on what
sce as the major emphases of that French thought—as explored by the
male theorists there.

Why focus on the men instead of the women? I do so artificially (with
artifice). First, the women theorists in France whose names have been
mentioned here are, to one degree or another, in the best French tradition
and not unproblematically, c'l\i/[cgtJdis,cipl_csv of shose men. That is not
meant as a criticism; but those women, like their male colleagucs, must not
be read as if they were working in isolation—especially in France, where,
at least for the American, the tradition of the “school of thought” or the
“literary salon” is still exorbitantly strong. Sccond, the work of these
women is, of course, not at all absent from these pages: it is assumed as a
primary source. Their work is this tex’s palimpsest to a very great extent. 1
took my cues from them, so to speak.!! Finally, and most important, 1
have not included their work in any major way here because their rewrit-
ings of the men, their repetitions of and dissidence from those men, are
exceedingly complex, meriting more attention than one or two chapters
could provide. If most of these women reject “feminism” as a viable alter-
native for women today, or conceive of and practice a “feminism” unre- |
cognizable to the Anglo-American feminist, it is because of the theoretical -
heritage from within which they are working. That is, although my read-/
ings of Hélene Cixous, Luce Irigaray, and Julia Kristeva, in particular, are
evident throughout what follows, I felt it important to begin first with the

10. During the discussion following the presentation of an carly version of “Gynesis” at an
MLA conference in New York City, a lot of encrgy was expended over the words “feminist”™
and “antifeminist.” [t was almost as if the problems of translation foregrounded here could
be resolved if everyone in the room could just come to an agreemens about what feminism is
or is not. The problems with that (primarily Anglo-American) approach to interpretation
are, of course, made abundantly clear by many of the French theorists we will be concerned
with herc. What is important, they might say, is not to decide who is or is not a feminist, but\/
rather to examine how and why feminism may itself be problematic; is itself connected tol/ ™\
larger theoretical issucs; is not a natural given but a construction like all others. This kind of
questioning does not have to be undertaken from a conservative position; it can in fact
provide feminism’s most radical moments.

1. For example, Luce Irigaray’s short discussion of “space” in Ce sexe qui w'en est pas un
(Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1977), pp. 95-96, more or less generated Chapter 3. (Sec the
translation by Catherine Porter, This Sex Which Is Not One (Ithaca: Comell University Press,
198¢].)
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terms those women, writing in the 1960s and 1970s, also began with:
feminism and moderniry.

Feminism andlor Modernity?

The questions and problems raised in this book are grounded in a larger
hypothesis: that the genuinely “new dircctions” in contemporary French
thought in focus here arc, in their “inspiration” and “conclusions,” a
radical attempt to dclimit and think through what, oncc again, is called
“modernity” in France or, more problematically in the United Statcs,
“post-modcmlsm My fecling is that any “detour” of feminism, whatever

" its place of origin, through contemporary French thought is a voyage into

N

that (as yet still vague) territory of modernity so often avoided, in my
opinion, by Anglo-Amcrican feminist thought. The gencric term “con-

" Mtemporary French theory” designatcs for me the first group of Western

writers after the Frankfurt School to try to come to terms with the threat-
encd collapsc of the dialectic and its rcprcscntatiom which is modernity.
Ulmnatcly, the question I would want to put into circulation here is this:
are fcxmmsm ind modernity oxymoronic in their tcrms and terminology?
If so, how and why? If not, what new rusc of rcason has made them
appcar—cspecially in France—to be so?

Modernity

I am not certain that the way in which I am using the word “modernity”
should or can be defined. But it might be helpful to bricfly indicate what 1
do not mean. For cxample, while I do not primarily usc the tcrm moderni-
ty in the sense of the “modern”—as in “the Ancients versus the Moderns,”
or as used by Baudelairc, Mallarmé, Nictzsche—the history of the word
cannot help but determine its use here.!2 While the term “avant-garde” is
fraught with difficultics of dcfinition, both politically and conceptually, in
both the United States and Europe, many of thosc writers who have been
qualified as avant-garde at onc point or another since the turn of the
century are of interest here as participants in the project of modernity.!3

12. For a uscful discussion, in this vein, of the term “modemity,” see, for example, Paul de
Man’s “Literary History and Literary Modemity” in Blindness and Insight, pp. 142—65.

1. Sce, for example, Renato Poggioli, Theory of the Avane-Garde (Cambridge, Mass.:
Belknap, 1968).
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Finally, modcrnity should not be confused (as it most often is in the
United States) with “modernism”—the generic label commonly atrached
to the general litcrary movement of the first half of the twenticth century.
With “modernism,” however, we are closest, at least in terms of the liter-
ary text, to what is of concern.

It is the word “postmodern,” as commonly uscd in the United States,
that perhaps most accuratcly applics to the specific sct of writers important
here: those writing, self-consciously, from within the (intellectual, scien-
tific, philosophical, litcrary) epistemalogical crisis specific to the postwar
period. To put it simply, they arc those writers, whom we may call our
“contemporarics,” who, in John Barth’s caustic formulation, do not try to
pretend that the first half of the twentieth century did not happen.

He puts it this way: <t did happen: Freud and Einstein and two world
wars and the Russian and sexual revolutions and automobiles and air-
plancs and telephones and radios and movies and urbanization, and now
nuclear weaponry and tclevision and microchip technology and the new
feminism and the rest, and there’s no going back to Tolstoy and Dickens &
Co. except on nostalgia trips.”!4* Whilc Barth is speaking almost cx-
clusively of “fiction writers,” I extend his definition of “the idcal post-

modern writer” to theorists as well—to those theorists who have under- !

stood the stakes involved in the intensified scarch for new modes of

t
1

conceptuality able to account for, and perhaps change, the course of the

twenticth century.

Not that all of these words, their various significations, the writers they
designate, and so on “add up” to modernity as a problematic. But they do,
in their collective emphasis, designatc a particular attitude, a certain pos-
turc toward thinking about the human and speaking subject, signification,
language, writing, etc. that is of dircct interest in relationship to ferninist
thought.

As | have already more than implied, I think the condition of modernity
has received the attention it deserves in France. For me, those discourses in
France attuned to modernity, across several so-called disciplines (history,
philosophy, science, literaturc, linguistics, psychoanalysis, ctc.), arc among
the few European-American discourses struggling scnously chough cither

to account for the new texts and contexts of the world as it appears now or
clsc to imaginc other worlds whether possible or not. It is in France that”

intcllectuals of two gencrations (many of them not French, a fact often
forgotten in the United States) have rejected, cach in her or his own ways,

14. John Barth, “Thc Litcraturc of Replenishment,” Aslantic Monthly, January 1980, p. 70.
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!pans or all of the conceptual apparatuses inherited from nineteenth-cen-
r tury Europe. This includes, necessarily, those that are based in movements
! of human liberation—including, of course, feminism. Why this rejection?
The major reason has been cautiously and painstakingly laid out in texts
written over the past twenty-five years: our ways of understanding in the

_West have_been_and continuc to be complicitous with our ways of op-_

~_‘p}:cg.'sj‘r)g_. These_writers have laid bare the vicious circles of intellectual
_imperialism and of liberal and humanist idcology. They have elaborated at
length how that ideology is based on reified and natura]izc'd'c'ant_cgorics,—or
concepts like “expericncc” and the “natural™; or, in anotl{ér'mg_dc,_ the
Ethical, the Right, the Good, or the True. The clearest way, perhaps, to
contain in one word the gesture they have performed on the texts and
contexts of humanist idcology is to focus on the word{{@enaturalization:
they have denaturalized the world that humanism naturalized, a world
whose anthro-pology and anthro-centrism no longer make sense.”It is a
strange new world they have invented, a world that is unheimlich. And
such strangencess has necessitated speaking and writing in new and strange

Ways. yfs/l)u‘;' 5/¢;{|0,¢ s\.- ._“.'\.: W ;s “\_{.“_‘,‘ ’_ !,’l,‘,_‘

Gynesis

These new ways have not surfaced in a void. Over the past century,
those master (European) narratives—history, philosophy, religion—
which have determined our sense of legitimacy in the West have under-
gone a series of crises in legitimation. It is widely recognized that legit-
imacy is part of that judicial domain which, historically, has determined
the right to govern, the succession of kings, the link berween father and
son,the necessary paternal fiction, the ability to decide who is the father—
in patriarchal culture. The crises experienced by the major Western nar-
ratives have not, therefore, been gender-neutral. They are crises in the
narratives invented by men.

Going back to analyze those narratives and their crises has meant going
back to the Greck philosophies in which they arc grounded and, most
particularly, to the originary relationships posited between the techmé and
physis, time and space, and all the dualistic oppositions that determine our
ways of thinking. And rethinking those oppositions has meant, among
other things, putting their “obligatory connotations” into discursive cir-
culation, making those connotations explicit in order, onc would hope, to

put them into question. For example, the techné and time have connoted
VAV N VRN AR \/\,,‘\/
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ale; physis and space the fe To think new relationships between
g:‘c.\‘:‘gdﬁz’i aﬁ/ﬁimﬁ%ﬁ{e?na sg?élé{ and so on, within an atmosphere of
crisis, has required backing away from all that has defined and immo-
bilized the possibilitics of their relationships in the history of Western
philosophy, requestioning the major topics of that philosophy: Man, the
Subject, Truth, History, Mcaning. At the forefront of this rethinking has
been a rejection by and within those narratives of what scem to have been
the strongest pillars of their history: Anthropomorphism, Humanism, and
Truth. And again, it is in Francc that, in my opinion, this rethinking has -
taken its strongest conceptual leaps, as “philosophy,” “history,” and “liter-
ature” have attempted to account for the crisis-in-narrative that is moder-
nity.
In general, this has brought about, within the master narratives in the
West, a vast self-cxploration, a questioning and tuming back upon their
own discourse, in an attempt to create a NCW space Ot spacing within them-

selves for survivals_(of different kinds). In France, such rethinking has
w""‘"—“ - 0 . .
imvolved, above all, a reincorporation and reconceptualization of that

which has been the master narratives’ own “nonknowledge,” what has

cluded them, what has engulfed them. This other-than-themsclves is al-

most always a “space™ of some kind (over which the narrative has lost |
control), and this space has been coded asgéminine, as woman. It is upon'
this process that I am insisting in this study: the transformation of woman |
and the feminine into verbs at the interior of those narratives that are
today experiencing a crisis in legitimation. ’
To designate that process, I have suggested what I hope will be a
belicvable neologism: gynesis—the putting into discourse of “woman” as
that process diagnosed in France as intrinsic to'the condition of modernity;
indeed, the valorization of the féminine, woman, and her obligatory, that
is, historical connotations, as somchow intrinsic to new and necessary
modes of thinking, writing, speaking, The object produced by this process
is neither a person nor 2 thing,vbuat toward which the

" process is tending: a gynema. This gynema is a reading effect, a woman-in-
effect that is never stable and has no identity. Its appearance in a written

text is perhaps noticed only by the feminist reader—cither when it be-
comes insistently “feminine” or when women (as defined metaphysically,
historically) scem magically to reappear within the discourse. This tear in
the fabric produces in the (feminist) reader a state of uncertainty ancjj
sometimes of distrust—especially when the faltering narrative in which i

is embedded has been articulated by 2 man from within a nonctheless stilly
existent discipline. When it appears in women theorists’ discourse, it

2,
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would seem to be less troubling. The still existent slippages in signification
among feminine, woman, women, and what I am calling gynesis and
Jynema arc dismissed (at Ieast in the United States and increasingly by
malc feminist critics) as irrclevant because it is a woman speaking.

I have tried to introduce here bricfly some of the reasons why feminists
may not want to qualify, too rapidly, major texts of modernity in the West,
especially in France, as necessarily feminist or antifeminist, most particu-
larly when they arc texts signed by women. I hope I have begun to convey,
as well, how important I think it is for feminist theoreticians in France,
England, the United States, and (especially) clsewhere to rethink the
history, impact, place for, and-possible future directions of contemporary
interpretive modes with regard to feminist theory. For if, as I have only

{begun to suggest, modernity represents a perhaps unavoidable and, in any

¢ | case, new kind of discursivity on, about, as woman, a valorization and

| speaking of woman, and if contemporary feminists arc going to take mod-

t

' ernity and its theorists scriously, then feminist theory must address some

. new and complex questions—questions that form the matrix of the pages

to follow.

Arc gyncsis and feminism in contradiction, or do they overlap and
intcract with cach other, perhaps even render cach other inevitable, in
some way? In what sensc do certain of the texts of gynesis reintroduce very
familiar representations of women in spite of themsclves? To what extent
is the process designated as feminine by those texts absolutely dependent
on those representations? When we posit that process as one incarnated by
women, arc we not falling back into the anthropomorphic (or gynomor-
phic?) images thinkers of modernity have been trying to disintegrate?

On the other hand, in what ways do some of the major texts in question
exceed thosc familiar representations of women? How do women theo-
rists” texts of gynesis differ from those of male theorists; or French texts of
gynesis from American ones? If the gynesis scemingly intrinsic to modern-
ity is but the product of malc fantasy, does that necessarily mean it offers
no radical tools for women? How might these texts offer new ways of
connccting the most radical insights of feminism to the larger questions
facing the West as it moves toward a new century?

Most important, if modernity and feminism are not to become mutually
exclusive and, at the same time, if feminism is not to compromisc the
quality of its attention to female stercotyping of whatever kind, what
could be new strategies for asking new kinds of questions?

20
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In the first part of this book, “Interscctions,” I discuss gencrally the
problematization of woman in contemporary thought, and most particu-
larly in contemporary French thought—-a problematization directly rclat-
ed to that thought’s cxplorations in modernity. Why, at the end of the
twenticth. ccntury, has “the_ feminine” bccomc a wide- r;mg,ng area, of

influcntial writers workmg in France today? How and why this “prob-
_lematization of woman” poscs particular. problems for contemporary femi-
st thcory in the United States is the focus of Chapter 2, while Chapters 3
and 4 tracc the ways in which the crises associated with modernity have led
_to this cxpansive pumng into discourse of woman. How do French theo-
rists situate those crises historically, politically, and co conceptually? How |
docs what has been diagnosed as the breakdown of the paternal metaphor |
in Western culture lead these theorists to valorize other metaphors—new !
metaphors that posc difficult problems for “feminism” as a concept?

In the sccond section, “Interfacings,” I cxamine in detail three of the
major topologics of contemporary French thought and its recent history. I
cmphasize, in particular, the breakdown of the conscious, Cartesian Sub-
ject, the default of Representation, and the demise of Man’s Truth.

The third scction, “Intertexts,” includes close readings of selected texts
by Jacques Lacan, Jacques Derrida, and Gilles Deleuze—three of the best-
known participants in the process of gynesis in France, and writers who
have had the most dircct influence on both feminist and antifeminist
thinking there. I also rcad with these writers several “fictions” they have
sclected as somchow exemplary of their “theories™ Margucrite Duras with
Lacan, Maurice Blanchot with Derrida, and Michel Tournier with
Dekeuze.

In the fourth and final section, “Interfcrences,” I return to the question
of “comparativism”—no longer in terms of American feminist questions
and French explorations of modernity, but, rather, in terms of how both
my questions and thosc cxplorations may be grounded in cross-currents of
cultural specificity. I do this by looking at scveral American and French
fictional texts written by men—within the context of the questions raised
to that point. The writers chosen are exemplary to the extent that their
particular imaginative strategies for cxploring the “feminine™ scem both
indicative and representative of the theoretical problem being examined. It
was also my concern to select writers who fall somewhere within the
“mainstrcam” of their respective cultural traditions—not because they are
widely read, although they may be, but because their writing is self-con-
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sciously determined by the conceptual frameworks previously cxamined.

In some afterwords, I return briefly to the women theorists with whom
I began.

One Last Note

Hegel, in the first volume of The Aesthetis, tells an anccdote about a fish
who reproached his painter for not having given him a soul.!S The prob-
lem is, who was speaking? Was it the real fish or the painted fish or
something in-between? My interventions at the crossroads of modernity
and feminism could leave me open to the same kind of reproach on both
sides of the Atlantic. This is especially likely since I am not principally
interested in painting contexts or texts, representing modernity or femi-
nism, or defining women or woman. Rather, I am foregrounding 4 new
kind of interpretant which has surfaced from the interactions among all of
these—a “woman-effect” for which I have offered another name: Jynesss.

Whatever the risks of this project, I hope that by pointing out the limits,
contradictions, and promises of such an interpretant it will open new
spaces for women to write in.

5. G. W.F. Hegel, The Aesthetias, vol. 1, trans. T. M. Knox (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1975), p. 42.
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The Woman-in-Effect

Woman is the only vase left in which to pour our ideality.
- Goethe

Faced with the abundantly hetcrogencous theoretical produc-
tion in France over the past twenty years, those who remain nonetheless
fascinated by “the litcrary substance™ cannot help but find it difficult to
determine a place from which to speak. That is, of course, unless they
choose to remain faithful to a “Belicf” or a “School,” or—an increasingly
common resort—to practice a kind of breathless journalism, documenting
the risc and fall of the latest Truth. A vertigo of rcading stratcgies can
casily sct in, ironically rendering the literary artifact untouchable, solitary.
Avoiding this vertigo can Icad to repetition and isolation within one par-
ticular ideology of the text. Considering its sources out of context (as in
“imported”), or from a purcly polemical stance, can produce a conser-
vative brand of cclecticism, or political naiveté.

The vertiginous critical condition to which I refer is certainly not for-
cign to feminist theoreticians. While proceeding from a “belicf” (in wom-
en’s oppression), we are nevertheless, necessarily, caught up in a perma-
nent whirlwind of reading practices within a universe of fiction and theory
written, but for a few official exceptions, by men. Not believing in
“Truth,” we continue to be fascinated by (claborate) fictions. This is the
profound paradox of the feminist speaking in our contemporary culture:
she procceds from a belief in a world from which—cven the philosophers -

Bmc?\{;st h:g,dlsgf)pc/arefi /Tol\lis/ piﬁ ox, iﬁccms to mc},) can lcgd 10

- P

1. “La chose littéraire” is a term used by Shoshana "Felman for that which resists in-
terpretation, whether or not coded as litcrature. Sce La folie et I chose listéraire (Paris:
Editions du Scuil, 1978).
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(at least) three possible scenarios: a renewed silence, a form of religion
(from mysticism to political orthodofyy, r 3 continital attention-— histor-*
ical, ideological, and affective—to the placc\f;bhi"ﬁh}cﬁ“\v&’gﬁél}:.z

If. this is not a uniquely moddrfi set of choices, it is, at least, one of
particular urgency as the sense grows that we are rapidly moving into
another as yet unclear network of epistemological and textual constraints.

Among the numerous French writers emphasizing the neprotjc borders |
9( “Western Thinking” and exploring the possible frontigrs of modemity
is Jean-Joseph Goux. He has mapped out what he terms “a h/ist’ory of

symbf)lization”: the adventures of a certain conception of conception.3 Let
us briefly follow his logic through the historical labyrinth he constructs so
that we may arrive more quickly at the “woman™ in question here. |
Goux’s version of history begins with Moses anger at the worship of the |
golden calf, a female deity—mater—and the Jews’ ensuing departure from |
Egypt _with its female icons and hieroglyphic imagination. This literal and |
fégurauvc departure from Egypt has been transcribed throughout the en- |
tire Platonic and Judco-Chistian tradition, according to Goux, and what |
has C{ncrécd fromchis ‘transcription is the founding fantasy: the active
negation of the Mother. Since the beginning of Western patriarchal histo- |
Ty, “woman” has beeni bur the passive matter to which “Man” could give ‘
form through the ever-increasing spiral of abstract universals: God, Mon-
cy, Phallus—the infinity of substitution. Goux very carefully delineates the
symbolic history of this Idealism: agsrnain eelationship to death.and de-
gire, a fear,of fysion, prohibition of incest wi Eﬁ/ciMp{hc'r,\tbé'hdn;c; of
\r}othlr}g to sec” (castration), tﬂg_la{l}igty;qf presence \’and aB§cn/C,c,/ the
separation of form ‘ané\‘ content, spirit and marter, valuc and c/xchangc.
Woman—whether incamated, bannéd from the Tgm;;lc,/orlinéa}crcétcd
in the Ocdipal family—has occupied the space of substitution on the
paradigmatic axis of the metaphor.* et '

2. The dominant media in Europe and the United States have predicred i

. - . . . are, in fa“’
producing) renewed silence on the part of radical feminists, not onlypin functio(n of current
rcfamor)ary politics or recupceration, but in terms of the passing of a cerain necessity; charges
g tuming woman into a religion are made regularly against both feminists in the United
States and such groups as “Psychoanalysis and Politics” in France. The third alternative
while }xrha,ps xd;alés;nc in itslt, is both Marxist and a contemporary tops. T
. 3. Jean-Joseph Goux, Economic ev symbolique (Paris: Editions du Seui ]
madaTr_t‘? ({’aris:hEditions du Seuil, 1978). e { fons da Seul, 1973), and L !

4. This long history of idealism also includes the birth of the novel, what Lukics has
([i:ls:;nbcd as the litcrary form of the transcendent homelessness of the idea. See (C‘.scorg :
. s, The Theory zf the Novel (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1971), csp. pp. 4041, 122. See |
Peter Brooks, “Freud’s Masterplot,” Yale French Studies ss/56 (1977): 298. !
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At the end of the nineteenth century, something clearly happened. The
temples and statues began to shake and, in particular, two new sciences
were bom: dialectical materialism and psychoanalysis.? According to
Goux, it is no accident fhat each ‘of these scicnces posits three paralle]
phases. In the case of Marxism: 1) the scparation of Man from Nature; 2) i
Man versus Nature; 3) the interaction of Man with another Nature (histor-
ical materialism). In the case of Freudianism: 1) separation from the Moth-
er; 2) Man versus Woman; 3) reunion with another Woman.® Goux thcng
emphasizes the fact that the end points in thesc systems are remarkably
similar; they involve, respectively, a rcunitijn_g/ of form ,wi/th\ngetft\?;Tmate-
rialism (but only after a long pcrio}f\c{f;itmalis’m) and 4 néw refationship
to the feminine? (but only after castration). For Goux, history has been
the history of Man and men, but now we are entering a new historicity.
The End of History, the Death of Man: a truc Jouissance® as we move
beyond the fear of falling back into the briginal maternal abyss and move
toward a “ngw Jceess o the f}:muilnin‘c.” This (re)union with the feminine is
the end point of History—u-topia—where all images have been banned,
God and his correlate the Subject are dead, moncy no longer circulates,
and the Phallus, as the ultimate metaphor in patriarchal culture, collapses
into metonymic indifferentiation.® In any case, it would scem to be the
beginning of the end of patriarchal history and its result, a situation char-
acterized by Philippe Sollers as that of “Puppet-men, women struck with>
terror, with respect to the virtual one-woman who reaches toward the ;
loneman scen as god who docs not exist.”10

As with all utopias, this onc may—or may not—help us to live now.

We might say that what is generally referred to as modernity is precisely

5. The almost simultancous appearance on the historical scene of the human sciences in
general (especially linguistics), cinema and photography, feminism, and so on, raises ques-
tions nceding special attention.

6. Sec “Différence des sexes ct périple de Phistoirc™ in Les iconodastes, pp. 191232 This
sct of Hegelian strucrural analugics is, of coursc, of the most classicat kind. But how to
scparate the dancer from the dance?

2. As most rcaders of recent French theory in translation know by now, the word
“feminine” in French docs not have the same pejorative connotations it has come 1o have in
English. It is a generic term used to speak about women in general, and approaches our word
“female” when valorized in a contemporary context. This said, because of that context and its
history, the word is not always as innocent as it appears.

8. For a discussion of this word, sce “Notes on the Translation” in Julia Kristeva’s Desire
in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and A, ed. Leon S. Roudiez (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1980), pp- 15-16.

9. Goux shows that this is also, in part, the logical end point of Judaic conceprual
systems—the inside of the Temple. Sec, cspecially, Las iconoclastes.

10. Philippe Sollers, “Freud’s Hand,” Yale French Studies 55156 (1977): 336.
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the acutely interior, unabashedly incestuous exploration of these new
female spaces: the perhaps historically unprecedented exploration of the
femalc, differently maternal body.!! In France, this exploration has scttled
on the concept of “woman” or “the feminine” as both a metaphor of
reading and topography of writing for confronting the breakdown of the
" paternal metaphor—a tool for declaring war on the Image within the
more general twenticth-century iconeclastic imagination. Goux is not
alone in his insistence on the necessity to name and rename what has
remained impossible for Man to think, through and beginning with a
scries of analogics whose common clement is “woman.”

In face, it has become increasingly difficult to find a major theorctician
" in France today who is not concerned in onc way or another with “wom-

_an,” the “feminine,” or variations thercof. When the car and eye first

become attuned to this semantic network, it seems that one is not only
wandering through an extended isomorphic system but perhaps confront-
ing a gnostic illusion. The “{'2@,111}1{9” has become—to use an old ex-
pression of Roland Barthes—*a metaphor without brakes/”

At the price of selecting here 2 single exemplum, I propose the follow-
ing.

In 1978, Jacques Derrida presented a paper in the Columbia University
Theory of Literature Seminar.!2 At onc point during his presentation, he
spoke of Maurice Blanchot’s La folic du jour as an “ipvaginated text,” There
was a barely noticeable ripplc of glances among the women present; notes
were passed: “Who would speak? From what position? After all, why say
anything?” One brave person (a woman) finally asked why Derrida had
used the word “invaginated.” The response? “I was expecting that ques-
tion, but #ot from you” (the woman—in real life—is an American feminist
working in French theory). That is, the philosopher expected this question
from an American feminist, but not from somecone familiar with contem-
porary theories of reading in France. The awaited question did receive an
claborate response: primarily, g}q\:,ngutral ctymological arigins of the word-
(from botany). I might add that this question allowed the phifosopher to
speak for another twenty minutes..

n. Ishould say ideological and symbolic exploration, since this exploration has also increased
literally (in, for example, gyniccology, obstetrics, genetics, and psychiatry).

12. The paper has since been published in different form as “Living On” in Deconstruction
and Criticism (New York: Scabury, 1979), pp. 75-176. Sec also his further discussion of the
term “invagination” in Jacques Derrida and Christic V. McDonald, “Chorcographics,” Di-
nlzf?tz”u 12 (Summcr 1982), esp. pp. 70—75. We will come back to “invagination” in Gynesis
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What are the implications of the fact that the philosopher who has most
radically clarified in order to denounce the cconomy of the symbolic func-
tion in Western rcason, as well as the analogy of metaphor, can only do so
through using this “metaphor of reading™ Is not the use of such “neutral
terms” as “hymen” or “invaginated” strangely suggestive of Didcrot’s “in-
discrect jewcls,” where the “tryth” can never come from a wgmgn’s/ mouth
!),ut only from her gc,ni,misg 13 Is Derrida speaking of the “invaginated text”
with a different intention from that of V, S. Pritchett, who has used the
same term in a much more traditional way while trying to prove that a
cergin kind of novel is a “female thing”?14 How can we talk about inten-
tion? And why can the philosophers not resist speaking of “woman™
Would the woman in the audience have had the same reaction if it had
been a fqm/alg proponent; of “fcm{nmc writing” (écriture fEminine) speak-
ing of “the invaginated text™ 13\1/& fecessary to be a woman in orflcr,tp

- ! 3 K N
speak as a woman? What docs it medn to speak for woman? As Shoshana
Felman has pointed out, isn’t that what men have always done?!s

Thesc arc just some of the questions that can lead to an aporia for those
women critics attempting to take modernity and its new spaces seriously—
especially for those walking the tightropes between French and American
theoretical discourse. In France, the rapid putting into discoursc of “wom-
an,” indeed, the movement toward a “semiosis” of woman, over the past
several decades has become problematic in retrospect. It is always abitofa -
shock to the feminist theorist when she recognizes that the repeated and
infinitcly cypanded “feminine” in these cheoretical systems often has vegy -
little, if anything, to do with women. If, }:yzrypnc and cvc/rythil}g CCOMS, -

oman—as a culturc obscssively tumns itsélf inside Qﬁt—wli'lth docs that
Jcave women, especially if, in the same atmosphere, fgm}n}ism‘is dismisscd

«ag anachronistjc along with Man a,nd/Hi/stqry? In the United States, we
continuc to import the arguments prv and contra but rarcly attempt to
address the terms of the exchange itsclf. It has thus become a truism to say
that the resultant intellectual short-circuits, when not dead ends, are due
to irreconcilably different philosophical, psychoanalytic, and literary tradi-
tions. But docs that mean that, as American feminists, we have to leave the
room?

13. On Diderot’s jewels, see Jane Gallop, “Snatches of Conversation,” in Women and
Language in Literasure and Society, cd. Sally McConnell Ginet, Ruth Borker, and Nelly
Furman (New York: Praeger, 1980).

14. V. S. Pritchett is quoted by Michael Danahy in “Le roman est-il chose femelle?”
Pottigue 25 (1976): 89.

15. Shoshana Felman, “Women and Madness: The Critical Phallacy,” Diacritias 5 (Winter
1975).
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IFTIESIS 4.0 INLEYSECTIONS

But I am also implying something more than that: that the decply
rhetorical and therefore political adventure of gynesis does not need to
return, and may in fact not allow a return, to that plot. The writcrs in

. , .
qucstion are women’s compagnons de route, our intellectual fellow travelers

into the twenty-first century. They actually’ rc/pfcsént only a very small
corner of the contemporary theoretical stage, in spite of what the majority
would have us believe. The distance between their work and the dominant
cultural text we live is immcasurable; in that sense, their work is perhaps
comparable only to that of radical feminist theory.

“Woman,” as a new rhetorical space, is inscparable from the most radi-
cal moments of most contemporary disciplines. To limit ourselves to the
general set of writers in focus here, “she” may be found in Lacan’s pro-
dlouncements on desire; Derrida’s internal explorations of writing; De-
cuze’s work on becoming woman; Jean-Frangois Lyotard’s calls for a

The Woman-in-Effect

to the fact that “Woman” is the s gnost constant creation, these
anzcrican feminists facéfxl\t:/v\v‘{cfsﬁngpgac}‘an{ié{;?:lﬁu}c:}g&ught
between the predominantly American feminist’s “llgnwys;lf” x(y(y}'  txmg-
self yersus “false images”) and the modern discovery that there’ss no mor,
clf to know, she may cven feel obliged to opt for one camp over thé otﬁcr.
For cxaraplc, those of us attempting to move away fror.n psychological
rcadings grounded in a transparency theory of languagc wnthouF succux_nb-
ing to the neutrality of pure formalism may sometimes proceed in a schizo-
phrenic manncr reading American Feminist Criticism as backgrouqd and
French Theory as foreground, adopting a kind of “yes, I know characters
are not real but . . .” approach to the literary text.
Woman, valorized under the banner of demystification, has become the

| s}f&;\of iqqui;y\ﬂtbﬂ A period of profound binary criis, The tropologies

of the ferhinin préscnted ‘through gynesis, 'this néw’ i’)fcscntation of the

¢feminine analytic relation; Jean Baudrillard’s work on seduction; Fou-

Z«<ault’s on madness; Goux’s on the new femininity; Barthes’s in_gencral;
'~ Michel Serres’s desire to become Penelope or Ariadne . . ( “Shc”iis cre-

ated from the closc explorations of semantic chains whose elements have

irrepresentable, are certainly important clements within the 'largcr c.ritiquc
of classical reasoning. But for those Amcrican feminists still sensitive to
gender-determined reading, these demystifications anc{ tropologies can
prove troubling, particularly when accompanied. Wv?c\n/t\a}tgc on

.. . : ® PR ey 5 i i ic.24 YV hat may be the
~+changed textual as well as conceptudt positions, at Icast in terms of val- | femipispn” via gritigues of iss roots in clgssical logic. " may
.+ orization: from time to space, the same to other, paranoia to hysteria, city | mést widely shared an, SOﬁ ground for the multiple manifestations of

* to labyrinth, mastery to nonmastery, truth to fiction.
As Stephen Heath has put it in his cssay on difference, today thgt/wl)i«ih

is dcsigna;;d,un/rcpwgﬂtal)/lc is what is finally the most strongly FEPLG=.

sented.23 [ would add ‘tha, through gynesis,”what has alwiys’becri the
most represented—women—while at the same time declared the most
unreprescntable (woman) have changed places, have changed spaces in an
attempt to move beyond the representations of History towards the uto-
pias of modernity.

% Women have leamed to see women through the cyes of men in
literature and through the eyes of women in life.

Claudine Herrmann

We have already begun and will continuc to explore how the prob-
lematization of woman in contemporary French theory poses particularly
vexing problems for the American feminist exploring the new territories of
modernity. More attuned than many of her French sisters to the devious
history of the “etcrnal femininc” and “the Images of Women in Fiction,”

23. Stephen Heath, “Difference,” Sereen 19 (Fall 1978): st-u3.
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feminist theory—not assuming that the speaker is malc—somchon gets
lost in the fray; somehow scems undeserving of the wholesale critique
feminist theory has reccived from those supposedly most sympathetic to it,
especially in France.

While struggling to find new configurations of desire outside of the
logic of substitution, do we not run the danger of (belatedly) developing
nothing but the negative of the Great Western Photograph? What philo,

ical di i hile Women are
phical discourse soday Exploces,p has o prodceds Whie Fromen.
usy refusing the metaphors trapped in thé chains of masculine desire,
M H « b
have the philosophers of medernity found q diffcrently same *woman” for
producing new images in what is henceforth a mo lern socle ' no longer
nourishing it;cl; with t}cl.i/cf‘sl(a;b(;fgrq) buc w "PSE?}"éZS When a m
siyé. 1 fo0 am woman,” he is surc of him: ,self.}" Perhaps the inflationiary
\/XN\N\,’ YR VAN Y A R 2
. Baudrill Dcleuze, Derrida, Lacan, Lyotard and Cixous, Kofman, Kristeva, Le-
m:i‘nc-lf:oc‘iz:il:d’and Macciocchi arc among the theorists in France whe have adopted the
most explicitly negative attitudes toward classical feminism. i

25. Roland Barthes, Soflers écrivain (Paris: Editions ((il:l Scuil, .1s:l7i9), g;l 89. All quotations
from original French titles are my translation unless otherwise indicated. )

z‘:. oSrql:%:l}or example, the discussion of Gerard Manley Hopkins in Sandra M. Gilbert and
Susan Gubar, Madweman in the Astic (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979), p. 10.
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Gynesis 1: Intersections

fcmlnoFcntrlsm of gynesis—not, historically, the first such symptom of
pa.ranona—.has been confronting the breakdown of the paternal ml::ta ho
:th nothing less than gatachresis—sometimes metaphor, somct[i)mc:
metonyony. he.only pame To dhac whieh i unamablec G~ of, s
A /;d’ , /on}l ,)n T)Z ;vc rcadz;hmc who wou.ld assert that in order to
. qove s bo [);;c ‘I.'lst emale;27 or, more precisely, “It is impossible to
= e questions of art, style, and truth trom the question of the
. “woman™*8—shall we welcome voices announcing a histogici
must we be careful that, like Helen, we are not left |ﬁng€yy¥§t \‘Vitt]i(lg::ly "
image of ourselves transported to Troy as a pretext for war? y

How then might the feminist theorist proceed? One of the prima
assumptions of this study is thar we cannot continue to pursuc ourli)nv try
gation of what constitutes sexual difference from within our ¢:pistcmolf)S l:
cal lcg§cy. We cannot go back, but the path in front of us is riddled wigti)

. p.orc‘nuall.y dangerous detours. Is there a way to avoid taking an exit fi
:;ng}lﬁcauon. .tht kind of exit reserved only for a funeral gproccs:io;or:
fe:::‘uis'l:la::‘l'(h;:;ou;czgop;ai? r:‘l:(:)s::rtt,hwithout bfing f(?rccd to pursué a
text? What is thc\pat?ft)i{al for al‘fticuall::ticnompa"blti “"lt'h o v
e vat s the | g new feminise fictions, both

etical and other, formed by the necessity for women as subjects to

rcrxafl_n active in and attentive to the signifying practices of our times?
b f;r:u;::'tn crlx:u: (;rcry concerned with these questions, Elaine Showaltcr.

4_‘ wo;mn Cxam (lj)cr‘_ 1::"1?”g;t|sht.::‘l between those feminists concerned with
H penan as reader— ,‘226 e 2(;rﬁigiqu\c\g—taﬂsclhthosc concerned with woman as
analyze the il il;iﬁgination whilg l'? el hrst continues to
o the fonc imagination ul e the second ‘dC\.lclops new models based
coits hove e Etﬁcd ; . ] € argues, convmc.u)gly I think, that femi-

Snsts have Ec d too long to a(.iaPt male critical systems to women’s

s. This may be true. But to say t!‘]IS\ Is to assume that  the two sexes and

their.imaginatigns can somchow b};gspg;iéqg;;ah/ aSsumption incompati-

27. Michel Leiris, for cxample, anticipates well neo-femini

28. Jacques Derrida, § IEym:m’ , trans. S Harlow (Chage: Universi
cagg P;:Ts_s, 1979), p. 71. (Pl;‘:rrida repeating [E:rgah?ngaiz\;:g{l;cagm {iniversiey of Chi-
w2 W::::n S:\:\;;hcr, “Towards a Feminist Poetics,” in Women Writing and Writi

o W ﬂ,n h‘ Mary Jacobus (Lor.ldon: Croom Helm, 1979), pp. 22-41. Y
oo his e cma..u.s on f'n‘na!:. experience has elscwhere been presented in counterpart 1o
(Primne ar l’rinc::'t‘:' \:}ngxng in England by Elainc Showalter, A Literature of Th:?ra Onn
(eincet (i;) “Wom:nl'ls vac:s;y Press, 1977) and discussed, if very differently, by Julia
the e Women's ime,” Sygns 7:1 [Autumn 1981]) as the sign of a qualitative change in
second term cxperion c‘:ic::, lsli;x;'oix;c[mhznl:l gtFr:g\l;:f over the past decade. It is perhaps the
the dlﬂ’crtnccsmbcnvccn Anglo-American and lgmnc;m;;:fésc(:glc\f;::l);:;:i?llnt::s‘Pts ro unravel

The Woman-in-Effect

ble, I think, with the major challenges of modernity’s fictions. If we all
remain divided between the two, it is because t!}lgyfc‘(l}npgtgt e separated in,

n cﬂrur{c; this, at the very least, has been reaffirmed by the inevitably
mysticaﬁzvhcp not reactionary nature of some neo-feminist thinking,3!
The complexities of the intrinsically crotic choice of an “object of study”
aside, the attempt to posit a new form of catharsis—to purify (women’s)
writing of male topoi—is a return to the worst extremes of our metay
physical tradition. The claboration of a feminist strategy of reading and
writing reaching through to the other side of and perhaps even bcyond%’
that tradition while in dialogue with it is what is most difficult.

It is, I think, at the sensitive point of contact between the American and
French theoretical stances evoked thus far that some progress might be
made or, at least, new kinds of questions asked. This involves thinking
through the apparent contradictions between that French and American
thinking c.harac‘tcrizzc‘l by the con(!ict between woman as proces 2 and woman
rl{/s\ax;gal}dmtxty. This is not to imply a onc-to-dné cultural correspon-
déhee. The work being done by theorists, male and female, feminist or
not, in both countries is far too rich and multiple to be reduced to the
number two and, politically, one often perccives only the most visible (or
audible).32 There are, nevertheless, two very different sces of reading cf-
fects being produced in the two countrics, cach with its own'set of debates
and limitations.33 For example, Christianc Makward has written of nco-
feminist thought in France, “The theory of femininity is dangerously closc
to repeating in ‘deconstructive’ language the traditional assumptions on
femininity and female creativity”; while Carolyn Burke has noted that 7
American feminists have perhaps “analyzed the constraints of the social
context more avidly than the contradictions within ourselves.”3# Thinking

31. In France, women involved in the group Questions Féministes have used the term
“nco-ferminism” to designate, specifically, the theories of the group “Psychoanalysis and
Politics” (Psych. ef Po.). Since then, this term has come to mean something close to what Julia
Kristeva calls “the second generation” of feminists (in “Women's Timc™), although many
who would place themsclves in thar gencration are diametrically opposed to Psych. et Po. In
genenal, “neo-feminism” refers to thought in which cmphasis is placed on isolating the
“specifically and uniquely female.”

32. We will be reruming to the problem of “cultural specificity” explicitly, if briefly, in
Gynesis IV.

33. Elaine Marks, in her article “Women and Literature in France,” Signs 3:4 (Suinmer
1978) has characterized the American feminist gesture as performing on the oppression o
wemen and the French gesture on the repression of woman. This has been a very helpful
formulation, but, like all such culturally specific formulations (including my own), it docs do
injustice; implied here is that oppression in France and repression in the United States are
not at issuc.

34. Sec Christianc Makward, “To Be or Not 1o Be. .. A Feminist Speaker,” in The
Future of Difference, ed. Hester Eisenstein and Alice Jardine (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1980), and
Carolyn Burke, “Rethinking the Maternal,” in the same collection (forthcoming in paperback,

Rutgers Untiversity Press, 1085).
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through, cross-culturally, two versions of what we mighe call “the-wom-
an-in-cffect” must necessarily include the process of going back to the
postulates in which they are grounded. Some French feminists, for exam-
ple, continue to criticize the cultural assumptions underlying neo-feminist
thought in France, thus bringing them closer to (even if they remain
distant from) their American counterparts—and vice versa. But to think
both reading cffects at the same time has perhaps become possible only
recently. The necessary encounter between the two reading effects will not
take place here, in the following bricf considerations, but it is certain that
the encounter cannot take place anywhere clse without these considera-
tions.

For the American feminist, there is first the Icap of faith into a post-
Freudian, post-Hegelian, and post-Saussurian movement away from rep-
rescntation and the sign as transcendence; that is, whatever their attitudes
toward one another, theorists in France continuc to emphasize the cffects
of the human subject’s inscription in culturc through language—the rec-
ognition, for example, that the significr “woman” does not necessarily
mean the biological female in history. “Woman,” “the feminine,” and so

on have come to signify those méx?wvﬁm\mb%n mﬁwo_mwmwﬁm@vﬁw.l

B\ West. On the other hand, there is what critics in Franceé have not
céased to call the American feminist pre-Freudian (pre-Nietzchean, pre-
Saussurian, ctc.) mijstea ling of description as presceiption and our val-
orization of “natural reality” over “psychic life”—the famous American
“refusal of the-uncopscioys,” Eummn,n\:.nw on the “sclf? 2 d em ,,E,mm\.m, on,
_gm:wm* only 33 nawyral, communicative m.Sn,,coa. or” thies¢ critics,
Kmerican femirists are anti-theory and apolitical, anchoring their critical
undertakings only in naturalized expericnce. Some have attempted to
mediate these contradictions, for example, by simply bringing the “French
Freud” to the attention of American feminists. But, as Jane Gallop has
shown, this cannot be done without first embracing “a psychoanalysis that
has been returned to its original audacity through an cxchange with lin-
guistic theory.™3s

The work before us, then, must address itsclf to some additional and
difficult questions: What exactly is the metaphorization process surround-
ing the term “woman” in contemporary French theory? While avoiding a
certain (primarily American) biologistic psychology, one-to-one corre-

35. Sce Jane Gallop’s discussion of Julict Mitchell in “The Ghost of Lacan,” Diacritics 5:4.

?S.v:n- 1975): 24; reprinted in The Danghter’s Seduction (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1982).
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spondence of the sign, as well as the notion of a woman’s world as separate

cultural space or identity, %\W\r@;ﬁﬁsn can we speak of “woman” withays

%@m to_the biological ﬁ_:\m_nwd.m what extent has the artempt’in
fance over the past twénty years to bypass the human subject and diatec-
tics led to the return of traditional notions of the “feminine”? That is,
given that “woman’—as real or imagined—has »_v.\&m, been that i_v.nv
m.umi& for (male) ‘‘contemplation,”, how, can we avoid once again. the,
»?\amu of women while we arc attempting to think difference differcpely?
Finally, how arc the “theories of the feminine” in France useful to those of
us working in American feminist theory and in what ways must we go
beyond this work in order to mediate and rethink the “Franco-American
theoretical gap™

Jean-Frangois Lyotard, a sclf-confessed male philosopher, has admitted
that what is truly at stake in the contemporary women’s movement is the
umw\g\bm metadiscourse itsclf3¢ (echoing women theorists in Europe who
have been saying that for years). Lyotard speaks of metadiscourse as a
yth-functional discourse—that is, as g discourse which authorizes itsclf
0,58y, what it says as a fruth that must bé undérstood—and, :_Esun&.

vhich suggests that there is a lack of truth in the statements of our daily

,m.ém» As he has stated, “When a “feminist’ is reproached for confusing the
wn&_:m, symbolic operator of meaning, with the penis, empirical sign of
sexual difference, it is admitted without discussion that the meta-linguistic
order (the symbolic) is distinct from its domain of reference (realitics).”37
What & the relationship between metadiscourse—cven that which refuses
to call itsclf meta- while remaining truth-functional—as it has developed
in France and what we arc calling here a primarily American. feminist
emphasis on the “truth-yalue” of our everyday experiepee (which that
metadiscourse in France is constantly denying or deferring)?

It is perhaps through a putting into practice of the contra-dictions
between (Amcrican) feminist thought—a primarily ethical discourse as
prescription for action—and a certain (French) discourse—emphasizing
linguistic and, thercfore, symbolic process—that a ncutralization of E.n
question of sexual difference can be avoided. Lyotard points out that this
ncutralization is the ultimate goal of capitalism: the erasing of differences
to increase exchange value. Luce Irigaray speaks of the “sexwal indifference.
qustaining the truth. of all science, the logic of all discoytse,”8

36. Scc his article, “Onc of the Things at Stake in Women’s Struggles,” Substance 20
(1978). .

37. Ibid,, p. 15. . » o

38. Luce Irigaray, Ce sexe qué wen ess pas un (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1977), p. 67.

43



AY

v
1 4

*(£461 |IMdG Np SUOLIpH sued) mbohog ~dsd> ‘eadsy e[ 4q nHyom 29§ “oF

455 ko pue ,,,.._wwmm.ﬁm\m_ Bintsw Jouucd Gu sei 1dlqhs’ 41 1 and
sey PiEs piempy se “alaym .mm_/mﬁugw\d&s JO suuoj snouea ziseydwo
few auo ‘oidurexs Jog ‘ssunud ensqe £q slqns uTwny P 2oerda
10 ‘wzpqoad i arouft (AeRUdlSIXy pauydp ts305[qns J[ewa} pue spEw
ae 2303 3e1)2 yarey uo 3daaoe sswajqoid asoy Eo.cm uﬂmua few u:n_u .c_mmB
swisjqoad [ea1 3 “Iaadmoy ‘pa1dafd1 uaaq ey IGendur] pue 1olqus sul
.V_«o_m_w uﬁ_ o suondaouo [euonIpen dUQ w%ﬂ%cm/_,_wgwo@«m/m:@&&m
Apfodor A5 IRUOYRS st pue uonwiussaidas jo Aveds| eatdojowan
-s1d> siy UM (DUDIPIP [eNXs ‘APPATIEINAD ‘UEIL | IPIYM £q) 2ouo1))
-JIp SAMMSUOD JeYM JO UONEINSIAUL IO ansand Joute> am B3 395 0
w0 A[[eury AABY SINUD [EIU[ND ISIUTWD)Y AuTiu ‘pauonusw Apeape sy
‘UE © SINOSIP S JO JIISEUI UIDIQ SEY I] "ISED
Aue U1 SNOMSUOOUN UE Pey J9ASU 11—J[a81t Paiqnop £y 19A0u sey J[Is
-1 pauonsanb 145U sey] 19(qns SIY], “UOREIUNWIWOD puE uoneussados
o 3uaFe [ennou U ‘Sousredsuels s a8enJue uo ‘uts ap jo owoexd g
uodn jjosu paseq sey 12[qns aya Jo ASo[ AP £inyu2d yranusml 3y jo ued

~

1212233 9 U2Ad YInoIY UO PUE SIULISH( 01 SII0IF A3 WOl -uofru
3 A - LR

Lad

. . .?3_
MOLIAEIG HUOK MIN) 2Bombur pug sy Aoy sy KAiepy pue ‘(sz61 ‘uoydojon
3diepy 10} MIN) s susuop puy Wenfuvy ‘Yoxe] ugoy ‘sidwexs 10) 335 ‘6¢

-E30soAp 22 ‘WS 104 “suoHEINAS21dDI SIINISUOIP PUE SISO I s
a3enTuey ydnoay pasnpord sfiyy 1atpres 2ae Inq ‘pazdfeue pue patessunus
99 ue> eys susAld feameu J0u s1e  Juiueaw,, pue LAmuspy,  <Lpear
«Pa(qns vewny,, a3 9218es1p Lew Loy a5 19a9m0Y ‘adutesg Ul 82”_85
cquB\uwW— “Arewsaa,, yoneoyiuSis asofdx> o1 st dues] ut u._o.mo ap
M A[fe e sunuexd saprus ‘fesidwd “sone[ asop wryp
Suides Aq ‘srerndzeur Apreumpn st UOLEDYLIE 511 JI UIAD “ISEIIUOD Sip
@tMu Ew_\:._\ﬂ% e SRS, suouifom Jo-shptis Teatidurs uo'paseq
—.S3endur)’s ouioX , 01 uonuone ISIUIWI) UBILIIWY JO vrv_ urelIdd € Jo
3501 woy Juaioftp A1oa 57 uotjuGooas spy L, pasnpord st Surwesus yoym
ySnoxp sossasond earSof L1aa a3 4q anq ‘spaady fesnrod PUE [e120s e ».Eo
30U PAUTLLIANIP ST UdWOM JO stueas 13 Jeys uontuFodal aya :yGrom pappe
Y soseyduss aso popraoid sey nq ‘sopesop moy ased s Jano uery
ur a8enSue] uo siseydwd 153e) 943 Jo sINOIUOD 3y pawnsse sey aFenSue)
pue 132lqns Juneads sy jo sa11001 MaU UG 2oUELT UT USWOM AQ YIop

Josu’
SINOISIPEIdW JO STUEIS I3 JO SE []om st “dtjoquuhs pue LreurGewn eas mp /
01 diysuonepaa s332fqns Suneads speway pue sfew 3y1 yoq jo m:EEGEWM
punojoid e Jatper saaj0AUT I ‘UOTYSE) JO U0 J0U SI aFenSue) pug ue

y3noxp uonisod s Sutnaboe 1a(dns’ e “lioisiy uy suanboy owwy © o@
FGiapy HureSo 36 plmy %ufos jo uonsonb ¢ ussq skem[E Sy 3 WP pAAUN
© sey 103iqns 2 Jo uondaouod uowrwod € 9Fendur) Jo SFUOI WA Ul

|
i
i
i

-sSusp Jo “Soifduti “wiséd 130 Aiodtp -twom jo uonsanb oy e d 031 uiaq Aew afivadjuir [6oid. e
suonenrea sidumw ap udsa( o ﬁm_wuv 10 8_@,:_ SISO 5 Aot | puomy L U1 3ey 2a1212d 03 uidaq Lew au__uuAE_ T€213240511 15¢]
iy 4Ty 9)mwu.E:m atft jo*tiondaouc> e-Go Poseq o 2FénStref Jo £iootp U3, PaITEd sey seanq suuandiey eym eyy s ym SUIDUOD fursys

: Aue 1eY) JoQUIGWDI 03 219Y [EHUISSI ST 31 INQ “UONIDS XU A U »oalqns
. a3 Jo woqoxd suyp [reasp ut ansind [fm I "BIP! DENSQE UE INq Sulew
s .21 Anusspows “xenbape 108uo] ou- st pauyap Ajfedissep se dysuones
sup ey Supueasiopun Aeutunpad oy anoym -1alqns Sunpeads ap
pue s8enSue] usamaq diysuone}al AP JO e Uy ‘St dURLY UL pasojdxa
Buraq sdiysuonep> eonaiody Arewnd pue awretodwt 3sowt 3P Jo SUQ

f ’ -suomsoddnsaid [edipel 150w $31 UIAD JO “aFeauoy 511 Jo Arem urewas
ﬁ oym Inq AI0oy1 WIIpOW ut JunpoA IOyl 10J fjjeradss ‘sisturwoy 10§

‘

JO UoIUNIUGD JUSIOPIP € ‘UONIFULOD UEILISUIY-YIUIL] MOU € e JyFru
am Jeym yanoap sdeyaad si 3y ->adwo sy Jo 10121%3 34 uo urewds mu>m~m
343 e 3UO[ SE 2431j2q SIAT]S I} ey INOQE [[E IE SIEI JOU OP SINISE YL WW
"Jomod Jo 3smodstp oy jo uonised [enusd Ay 05Ul A[uo uEs ‘Ao
-1123x3 K124 sut ySnoay ‘uomsed € yons nq :atnusdopeyd se 3 Junsaler
‘9s1nodsip reuassiSewr Jo apisino urewar o1 adurane 230515 Keus suer
-BR100Y3 UBWOM 2WOs “1aaamoY ‘parsaFTus seyf preloAT sy “10pIo 2ey1 o1
JAISIDAQNS JOU ST I9PIO JUBUILIOP I JO (RN SAISINISIP S OIUI  ULWOM,,
Jo uondusur ayp—uoueZo[owoy PIOAE Isnut 3 Jey MoUY 344 “urey Sur
-AuBis 3y ur uoisod no Jo areme uteusdx uswom Aew uoneIoqep st

ut upedinued 4q AuQ) aJew, sE papod UIq sey asuds 1B JT U2AD ‘uu
241 Jo asuas asoGuons o EIS&Y\M € 2 0 ‘IIUIPUIDSUE] IO SISAHJIUAS
M3U 10J yoIeas € se Jo ySnoy oq Jou pnoys 12lqns Sunfeads mou e 105
Yoaeas iy, wa{qus uppeads atp jo sonsead pue L1oatp msu e jo uonelo \
-qE]> 243 ‘[[e Jo I531§ pue j[e sa0qE ‘saajoaut sFenSue 01 uonUE JO pupy
MU € Y3NnoIys DUIIYIP [ENXIS JO UOHEZI[EIINIU Y JO IIUEPIOAE SN[, //

N

AN

fauoud 1saySuy ap Suraey se suonsanb asays 205 Aoy “jjosn ssacoid uon
~ezuoo 2y Surkpapun suondunsse reonyod pue qestdojoopt ‘fjoquiks
a1 Jo pue “13igns Sunjeads a1 Jo suondaduod SNOLEA JO ‘SNOISUOIUN
2 Jo oj01 2 jo “aFenJuef jo 3dxouod Jno jo Suuonssnbai ydnozoys e
30 150U 21913 ey JUAWIDITE [E10 SSIDUUIAU St IR ‘2uop 3q p[noys %

w moy 3n0qe uswadidestp yonuw E-:wxx&_&&m\b«ua_, Aqeadss .uw_uu«.&.

e Jo fioez05ts -Kire of d1surizai 5 Kiien¥ds speanas sFenFuey jo Leid
st o1ut 1algns Sunjeads  saanpoaul DUPIP [ed1dojolq Moy Jo uon

SUOLIIISITUT :] SISIUKE) W,

3ffg-us-uvio gy 4L H,




Gynesis I: Intersections

PrOCESSES, apgerior to sigpificagion arc ,cxplpl(gg.‘“ In that way, any consid-
cration of the subject’s functioning as social practice may be avoided.
There may be, in fact, a complete silence as to the potential for changing
symbolic and social structures—an observation that has to disturb any
feminist not yct ready to throw out promising (if fledgling) work on the
female subject along with the finally dethroned universal (malc) Subjcct.
Julia Kristeva has written that this kind of emphasis on involuntarism can
lead to a plql)pygglgct}vc  yedundancy, in ;hc,in/tcri;gr of the symbolic cham-
ber: the sound of the philosopher’s own vpic;;/—-}éomcmpl‘;‘ltiqn adrift, 2
Other new theorics of the subject originally seen as promising by many
women theorists come to rely on a principle of “a\x)g; iy} onc posits a
socicty of anopyrpous, s;:fyal}y/mQJst}nclg beings 'ho c0\}ld, ultimately,
only be organized according to a male economy in patriarchal culture.
Finally, there is the strategy of simply gendering the traditional cognitive
subject as female. This process of “adding” to the subject the attributes of
“woman” as produced by Western culture—woman as the 'q\/vo)upta;y
(the unconscious, the unthought, the unsaid) or women as angnymous
~ (non-subjects, without a namc)—reminds us, once again, that any theory
_ that docs not thoroughly rethink the speaking subject takes the risk of
" precipitously denying scxual difference altogether.

Edward Said has suggested, in the same article mentioned above, that
perhaps the single most important question we must ask oursclves today
st What has kept she Western contract t/(‘)gcghc’t?“'-"'l-las not onc esscntial

component of that contract been 3 cectap conception of “wopgn;? The
_ demisc of the dominant systcms of meaning in the West cannot be radi-

cally thought through by another added. discourse, but only by another
kind of speaking and writing. In the meantime, feminists must be careful
not to speak for women, to become theologians of woman. And this
involves neither avoiding theory nor cmbracing it, but playing it off
against itsclf; placing a violent new thought where the old thought falters
and creating new fictions. Thesc fictions must not, on the other hand, be
the already overdetermined products of an exclusion model, fictions based
only upon that which has been excluded from the empirc. We cannot
simply turn the Empcror’s coat inside out, for in fact he wears no clothes.

«t. For a discussion of this notion in reference to the work of Jacques Derrida, sce Edward
Saiq, “The Problem of Textuality: Two Exemplary Positions,” Critical Inquiry 4:4 (Summer
1978).

42. Scc Julia Kristeva, La révlution du langage poétique (Paris: Editions du Scuil, 1974),

. 128-34.

43. Said, “The Problem of Textuality,” p. 700.
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The Woman-sn-Effect

Qr, i‘f you prefer, for a culture busy unraveling itself from within an
imaginary labyrinth, Ariadne remains just around the corner. But Ariadne
!1kc Truth, was never really there in the first place. To recognize the way;
in which we surround oursclves with our fictions is a step toward finding
new ways for thinking the organization of sexual difference as grounded in
cultural and political reality without positing that reality—man or woman
for example—as somchow preexisting our thought and fictions. ,

That. isz a radical reconceptualization of the speaking subject and lan-
guage is, in particular, cssential to the rethinking of feminism as concept
a.nd practice in the latc twentieth century. At the same time, the explora-
tions of “woman,” with reference to both, in contemporary French
Ehougl‘n, are nut cnough to do 5o because of the ways in which reality and
its fictions have been deemphasized. The (American) feminist in dialogue
with (French) contemporary theory may be in a special position to ap-
proach this problem by remediating and rethinking the feminist insistence
on personal experience as practice with the movement of these theorctical
ﬁCthl’l.S as expericnce and practicc—thus working, potentially, toward a
new disposition of the ethical grounded in symbolic process.

A ccna.in definition of feminism may be prey once again to the silence of
anachronism. The problem is how to avoid this without losing sight of
original feminist prioritics: understanding how the feminine operates in
culture (as what Meaghan Morris would call “a condition of possibili-
ty”);#* the relationship of women writers and theorists as subjects to
cultural production; the real political implications bound to the interre-
!auorship§ among these concepeions, language, and scxual difference. This
involves, in particular, a continual attention to l}gy/(h; speaking and

writipg subject is sexually coded in the writers, cifics,-and. philosophers,-

we turn to for our gritical habits. In the casc of feminist literary criticism,
this might be approached, fisst, by continuing to explore fic iops (whether
coded as literature or theory) so as to c@_tabli,sﬁ’,a./ tgﬁdlf)lgy /of/tc}tw
strategies used against the symbolic by both men and won;n/cn, modalitics ¢
of fqrcclosurc, particularly today within a culture éx?érfcﬁcf'll{g a violent
ambivalence toward the father; that is, a tropological exploration of the

!

/

movement and transformation of rhetorical and thematic spaces rather -

than a topical list of definitions and identitics. Then, within the topology,
fhcrc can be an examination of the promiscs and limitations of thec woman-
in-cffect as radical strategy of reading and writing for any thought focused

44. Mecaghan Morris, “French Feminist Criticism,” Hecate §:2 (1979): 64.
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Feminist Tracks

“[he words sung in the next room are unavoidable.

I ' o ill be studied in you.
Bur their passionate intelligence will uo_ﬂ-_ Ashbery, Eragment

. 7
ish’s short story “Crossing the Great Void,
HMGNN.\ p_n”,n___.gm> W._w: who, rather predictably, hates his Eﬁ.m MM”
N»n.:5|wm.&n ..w.wr the mother he loves—feels compelicd to m.a»ﬂnn_.n o
_..mz_:m . who was declared as missing, many ycars _ua*”o?., SOMEW i
_M__w mmnwon% North African Desert. That Desert is gomn:g_&_ua M:.MWN%:B
ZM:F as blank as a white sheet of v»vnm.l.vssns:& M: m.oow B g)
f Zachary’s mother’s high heel shoes clicking umnowaw c a_.—un aming]
i his mind a succession of shots that puncturc his car E:ﬁr: vn_#. e
theb icce of paper in his hand, that puncture the blankness, s
%m:ﬂnmﬂ_wﬂm all the deserts in the world” (p. cov.nmwnrmﬂmwm M_H“EW Enﬂ
i image (cxcept that o y
p=. g _an.mnﬂwulzww%mwmﬂ HM :nm&mﬁ a silence to match only that Mm
et Er.m own cars), a deafness brought about, says the _.SMBS: w
mn&.:n.a A—_ﬂ_._-m _“652. :..no_wnn the samc story over and over mmasrncue«”w n
rm»:”_m n meeting Track—a modern young woman iﬂw ~ on s the
WHMOWM%ME intimately—that his drcam of scarching for his los

becomes “real,” is named:
igucd by North Africa, you'll be interested to

an oasis in the center of the O..d: Descrt, is
the next time she came by to pick up her car.

Since you appear to be so intri
know that the map of Blitu,
tatooed on my back, Track said

ish, “Crossing the Great Void ;
Ur,”ncﬁwh n__.owwv.w pp- ehm:w‘mé further page references 10 text.

50

» in In the Future Perfect (New York: New

Feminist Tracks

Your back?

She had taken him by complete surprise, He was dumbfounded. He was
also unprepared for what was to follow that evening at her place. He had no
prior expericnce, no knowledge upon which he could base an appropriate
response when hours later, at her house, she unbuttoned her blouse and
proceeded to take it off. With the lights off; it was too dark in her bedroom
for him to sec the map of Blitlu. In addition to your hearing aid you also scem
to need glasses, she said matter-of-factly. He was convinced that her remark
was devoid of malice. It was not an aceusation, but merely a statement of fact.

{p- 105)

Zachary procceds to kill his uncle and set off for (the) Blitlu (on Track’s
back) to find his father—and to claim his uncle’s property, which, he has
just learncd, is to be found in a place named “Blitlu.” He leaves representa-
tion, mimesis, maps, and memory behind: “For the first time he could
peer into himsclf and see, so to speak, nothing that might make him fecl
uncasy [. . .] and, above all, no faces, absolutely no faces, cxcept onc that
came and went without any prior warning—although he attempted to
expunge it from his mind, eliminate all traces of it from his brain, but
Track in all her nakedness kept embracing him” (pp. 169-110).

All that Zachary has upon which to basc his quest for his missing father
is an old book: a book on “deserts,” written by a major general in the
army, a book cntitled Crossing the Great Void. But that is not quite all.
There is also a small scrap of paper, slipped carefully between the pages of
the book, on which Track had always written “up until now correct”
dircctions to Blitlu. There is no way of knowing how correct they arc now,
Nonctheless, from the last town on the outskirts of the desert, Zachary
scts off for the emptiness of the oasis at the center of the desert. An old
doorman with a whistle remains behind at the front of the hotel—a man
and a whistle, a picture-soundtrack, frozen in the reader’s memory as the
only existent image of Zachary’s father. It is, after all, Zachary’s mother
who has always possessed his father’s image in the photograph, by her
bed, of an old man with a whistle. Zachary’s father has been framed.

Among all the pathways, roads, tracks, and spaces in Abish’s short story,
all crisscrossing their ways through false images, illusions, and misconnec-
tions, which direction might or should the feminist critic take? At the level
of the narrative, she will recognize immediately the guilty mother and the
woman introduced into the narrative only to provide an enigma, to keep
the hermencutic machine turning. She might also document a rather
obviously acute case of Ocdipal anxicty.
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lBut rather than pursue an interpretation at this point, let this almost
5 ;magt :,t::g :smhply as an allegory, a surface from which to re-
pepart Butle arpen our focus, concentrate more specifically on
ary criticism, rephrase some of the questions raised thus far with rc.
gard to _possl.blc new interscctions for modernity and feminism through
explorations in gyncsis. Gynesis: a new kind of writing on the womaf‘s
body, a map of new spaces yet to be explored, with “woman™ supplying

the only directi i i
e on {c " ons, the only Images, upon which Postmodern Man feels

Annctte Kolodny wrote nor too |
. _ ong ago that “as yet, no onc ha
En_nulastcd any exacting definition of the term ‘feminist c}r’iticism.’ »2 Lik:
= ::)nc bowal::::r (s:c Chapter 1), she distinguishes between those women
write about “men’s books” and those women wh i
t s books™ 0 write abo
t‘;wlomc:;’s books.” Feminist criticism, within those f)aramctcrs is a.samul;f
. 5 dz all hctcrqgcnoqus as are the “methodologies” available for use. She
: a] f["I'hcsc Investigations] have allowed us to better define the por-
wr;); l-eoa ;;d att.n-udels1 tlow;rd female characters in a varicty of authors and
ropriate, heiped us to expose the ways i jas
; ys in which sexual b
ia;:é?r stereotyped formu!anons of women’s roles in society become col;f
ied in lfl_rcn'try tcxt.s:"" Th'ls fhon statement by Kolodny summarizes well
I ::::; | cn;l;_usf cnatllasm in its most fundamental gesture: an analysis (anci
of fictional re i i
womenrs writing presentations of women (characters) in men’s and
« .
nof/t; :;\cmracll:;hgcr”v_nst maflg one finds that the female destiny (at least in the
1ates from one or two scemingly irreversible, dualisti
are . dualist
:ll::tci)ll:t?lcs. mgjnstcr and/or angel, she is condemned to death (or scxu;cl
on or disappcarance) or to happy-ever-after marri i
. e arnage. Her plot
not hcr own, and the classical feminist critic is at her best %vhcn drl;:\\cf)in'gS

t 1C coun-
cen tlIOSC written lOtS i!lld thCll mimet n

2. Annerre Kolodny, “Some N i
; s':"a(lf:u ot otes on Defining a
3. She mentions a third category: “ i
whis e entic cgory: “any criticism written by a2 woman, no
et the ject” (Kolodny, p. 75), but docs not pursue it, implying its inadmissibility'::::;
4. Kolodny, “Some Notes,” p. 7.

5. Now classical feminist readin, it
4 r gs of the repetition seemingly i .
ﬁ::y 0:4 iSuu;o:_;‘cb d;’ Beauvoir and Kate Millere, Recent boogk.z l:lhlchr:nltl:ﬁt':;%f s (e
d'éres, and Cla‘udi;e Hlmaﬁsml;em;f (g, A_nnc-Maric Dardigna, L;:‘:ﬁ:gi;
it through their use of structuralist and postsnuc{:g!'i:':lt]:dl}:gﬁs‘r::tg‘iscsg srure. go beyond

*Feminist Literary Criticism,”™ Critical

2
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Feminist Tracks

Increasingly, women feminist readers reach the point where they can no
longer read “the men.” That is, they begin to find the repetition unbear-
able. This is truc of both kinds of male “fictions”—“fiction” and “crit-
icism.” This limit, when reached, is particularly relevant in the casc of
criticism, however, when one realizes that the majority of male critics (in
all of their incarnations) seem not to have read (or taken seriously) what
feminist criticism has produced. They continue cither to ignore gender or
clse to incorporate it into an untransformed reading system, with an ironic
wink of the eye, a guilty humanistic benevolence, or a bold stroke of “male
feminism.”®

This is perhaps one of the reasons why the focus on women writers (and
critics) has given such fresh energy to feminist criticism. The analysis of
female literary traditions, of the intersections between texts by women and
prevailing litcrary conventions, and of female revisions of literary move-
ments has changed the face of American literary criticism. Focusing on
women writers, feminist critics can leave repetition behind, feel that they
are charting an unknown territory which, at the same time, is strangely
familiar. This mixture of unfamiliarity and intimate, identificatory reading
seems, indeed, to be the key to a new creative feminist reading and writing
style.

"There is no doubt that this change in focus has produced some of the
most important Anglo-American feminist criticism to, date.” (B¢ move:

Ly e iy
Teulture). -and el ) ét poetics. (as-hermeneutic) based ‘on
writing by womien, lias.been:a steady onel In fact, it may be the only way
for feminist criticism per se to advance. For example, Kolodny, in the same
article, first—brigfly—refers to certain precautions that must be taken by
the feminist critic looking for a uniquely “feminine mode™: the avoidance
of the nature/culture aporia (as an “unanswerable question”), the necessity

6. Sce, for example, Annctte Kolodny’s response ro William Morgan’s “feminist” objec-
tions to her “scparatism”: “The Feminist as Literary Critic,” Critizal Inquiry 2:4 (Summer
1976): 821-32.

7. Three of the perhaps best known book-length studies on the possibilitics of a female
literary tradition include: Ellen Moers, Literary Women (London: Women’s Press, 1963);
Elaine Showalter, A Literature of Their Own; and Gilbert and Gubar, The Madiwoman in the
Attic. Other widely read studics include: Susan Koppelman Cornillon, Images of Women in
Fiction (Bowling Green: Bowling Green State University Press, 1972); Judith Fetterley, The
Rasisting Reader (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1978); Jacobus, ed., Women Writ-
ing and Writing abous Women; Patricia M. Spacks, The Female Imagination (New York:
Avon, 1972). There are, of course, many others, as well as countless important article-length
studics; 2s a parallel gesture, anthologics, biographies, and histories of more and lesser-
known women writers arc increasing.
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i whether women’s writing #s different from men’s before
Hxﬁwwmvumhww s0 on. She then, nevertheless, continues at length: :>=. %m.
these precautions notwithstanding [. . .] I would be less than roanm_n i _
suggested that 1 had not already begun to be able to nwﬁ_om:n clearly
demonstrable repetitions of particular thematic concerns, image vuzmzn”,
and stylistic devices among thesc authors.” The core and interest M c
article is a survey of those concerns and of how we might begin to docu-

in women’s texts.”
Bﬂmnn—”n“n_.:_.oinﬁr at lcast two important n_cnman.v:m that have cngm
clided by this dual option on how to procced—questions at the hcart o
what interests us here. Within the framework of these two options (pro-
duced by retaining the distinction between “male” u:.n_ . female usnroaw
one question concerns what might be nu__.oa the feminist posture towar
our cultural canon. This is not a new question by any means, but it has :oM,
been adequatcly posed and its uncertain status scems to be at mrn centcer of
some of the most radical &m»m_.nn.:nnal_unmmc_.m_. political, profcs-
sional—among feminist critical schools. Shulamith Firestone once wrote,

o

P 2 eeaaa

not so as well of feminist criticism, at lcast at

=0 A A

trcEanall icky - I this not so as well of ferniss e, 28 €85

s foundatons PV EEARE AT e EEA Brll G AN Eligory

or, at least, that of 5@8MMW. n..m.-ﬂ zati

"R volyed AV Hether oy like {
wmm.mm_dasanrwhwra position, it is cxtremely difficult to avoid extremes:
cither that of methodically and completcly rejecting 1&2 we may looscly
call our patriarchal heritage (an endless and, mo:.m.n:_nm. uvﬂ___umm_n_ posi-
tion) or that of deciding who .ﬁ%ﬂuﬁwﬂ,ﬁ% the “bad
el B i A AR them e o

3 rand 7oflic w%»a-.m,uw t¥ On the other hand, when n_._.n
criteria are more largely political or idcological and the sex of the author is
ignored (or bracketed), one can rarely avoid the dangers of what one critic

8. Kolodny, “Some Notes,” p. 79. . f the same qucs-
helpful article, first published in Germany, addresses many of the q
moaﬂ“ w.___ﬂw_w.o%nwkrg. “Is ﬂ.ﬂm a Feminine Acsthetic?” New German Critique, no. 10
(Winter 1977): 11—-37. . Anlo- American feminist
shoul ion here, cary on, that it is this side of Anglo-Ameri
naamnw:. %»ﬂﬂ&i—.“.nﬂo“ﬁmﬁggm_w attacked in France as being humanistic .u.n_m.u Swﬂ
litical. Humanistic in that it looks for an unknown “specificity o -mn woman writer” to be
Run: expression; whereas it would be palitical to look at the words “specificiry, ..ic::w_.
m_i_.:n_..: each in the structure of its definition, and work to change that structure. Sec
‘ Heath’s “Difference.”
m.n_ww_nm.u_c_eaﬂ.n” E_.n_mne:n, The Dialectic of Sex (New York: Bantam, 1970), p. 159.
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Feminist Tracks

has called “the obligatory chapter on the ‘woman novelise’ ™11 This ap-
proach assumcs that a woman writer is not writing as a woman but as a
“neuter” within a particular political and historical configuration, but that
s(he) is just not ultimately as “important” as the men. She remains in her
scparate chapter with subcategory starus—where she has always been.
Further, to the extent that feminist criticism is confined for the most
part to the academy, these variations, while certainly not mutually ex-
clusive, do tend to gencrate a split between the “radical” critic and the
“recupcrative” critic. The former attempts to remain radically anti-cultural
(a difficult posture to maintain in a litcrature department), while the latter
(most often sclf-consciously) scrves an integrative function, supplement-
ing the “core curriculum” with courses on women writers. One might
arguc that this split cxists to the same extent between any politically radical
critical stance and the academic norm. Feminist criticism’s relationship to
the dominant tradition is certainly not unlike that of, say, Marxist crit-
icism. But it also resides strangely clsewhere in that it is unclear, when\
gender is accounted for, what part of that cultural tradition (including Marx-
ism) onc should attempt to usc as a “positive pole.” Only texts by women? -
Texts by the “okay men™ Thosc lending themselves to a certain political |
reading whether written by men or women? o
This conflict between feminist reading and the constantly renewed cul-
tural canon operates most acutely, for the feminist critic, at a personal
level. First, there is the woman who has chosen to assume a feminist
discourse within the academy after having choscn her “field of knowl-
edge.” She would not be working in “litcrature,” “art,” cte. if it were not
positively valorized in her lifc and, most often, in her class or social milicu,
Her “work” comes into conflict with her “life.” Second, although clearly
not a scparate catcgory, there are an increasing number of women, often
younger women, who have developed their interest in “literature” and
“feminist theory” coextensively. If they continue in their carcer, their work
(“anti-canon™) at some point comes into contradiction with their “job”
(tcaching the canon). They find themselves in the position of the “naughty
daughter”: tolerated if they can manage to scparate their “work” from
their “job” (or teach one course “for women”); dismissed if they refuse to
rescuc patriarchal culturc on a daily basis.
The implications of the feminist critic’s relationship to men’s writing,
women’s writings, the canon, the academy, ctc.—problems deserving
much more attention—become cven more complex when the focus of

1. Miller, The Heroine’s Text, p- 154.
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Gynesis I: Intersections

The ficst concerns the word “author,” and more generally the complex
question of the speaking subject as evoked in Chapter 1. Laca}nia.n psycho-
analysis and Nictzschcan and neo-Heideggerian philosophies in France
have torn this concept apart. As Michel Foucault reminds us: “Nonc of
this is recent; criticism and philosophy took note of the disappcarance—or
death—of the author some time ago. But the consequences of their dis-
covery of it have not been sufficiently examined, nor has its impact been
accurately measurcd.”!¢ First, the “I” and the “wc” have been ucterly
confused; the “I” is several, psychoanalysis has shown; and, further, onc .of
the major ruses of Western metaphysics’ violence has been th(f appropria-
tion of a “we” by an imperialistic if imaginary “I” (a whole individual with
an interior and exterior, ctc.). The notion of the “self”—so intrinsic to
Anglo-American thought—becomes absurd. It is not something called the
sclf that speaks, but language, the unconscious, the textuality of the text. If
nothing clsc, there is only a “splendid unanimity,” or a plurzfl and neuter
“they.” Contemporary fiction is cited as that which cnacts this anonymity
within a lottery of constantly shifting pronouns. .

The assurance of an author’s sex within this whirlpool of decentering is
problematized beyond recognition. The policing of sexual identity is

henceforth seen as complicitous with the appropriations of represcntation; .

gender (masculine, femininie) is scparate from identity (male, female). The
question of whether a “man” or a “woman” wrotc a text (a game feminists
know well at the level of literary history) becomes nonsensical. A man
becomes a woman (devient femme) when he writes, or, if not, he does not
“writc” (in the radical scnse of éeriture) what he writes, ar, at least, docs
not know what he’s writing. It is only a question of signature—of the name
of the fathcr—appropriating and reifying an unlocalizable process that is
feminine in its essence . . . “And behind all these questions, we would
hear hardly anything but the stirring of an indifference: “‘What difference
docs it make who is spcaking?”17 The feminist’s initial incredulity faced
with this complex “beyonding” of sexual identity is largcly based on com-
mon sense (after all, someone wrote it). But is it not that very scnse (scnse
“common to ail.” that is, humanism) that the feminist is attempting to
undermine? On the other hand, when you problematize “Man” (as being
at the foundations of Western notions of the sclf) to the extent that French
thought has, you are bound to find “woman”—no matter who is speak-
ing—and that most definitely concerns feminist criticism.

16. Michel Foucault, “What Is an Author?” trans. Josué N. Harari, in Textual Strategics,
ed. Josué Harari (London: Mcthuen, 1980), p- 143.
17. Ibid., p. 160; my emphasis.

Feminist Tracks

The second major intersection of importance is the status and stakes of
representation, where the tools of representation (and of feminist crit-
icism)—narrative, characters—are recognized as existing only at the level
of the fantasics that have entrapped us. To analyze cndlessly those fantasies
is to ask for repctition. It is that process which moves beyond, behind,
through these fantasies—the enunciation and disposition of
phantasies'8—which must be examined. That “process™ is attached to no -
sclf, no stable psychological entity, no content. And here again, “theory” is
presented in step with a certain kind of contemporary “fiction”: “Classical
narration camouflages the phantasy by the convention of characters, or by
multiple logical justifications, which studies of actantial and narrative
functions have examined. [Vladimir Propp, A. J. Greimas, ¢tc.] By liberat-
ing itsclf from these conventions, the modern text lays bare the phantasy as
produced by the conflictual state at the interior of the subject of the
cnunciation; the modern text is even specifically destined to present this
conflict as such.”?

This process, rendered tangible in modern works of art and music as
well as in writing, in counterpart to form, melody, identity, has always
cxisted, but has been localized (controlled and effaced) to a high degree in
the West, within acceptably “feminized” domains, especially “religion”
and “literature.” Philosophy, as the traditional guardian of reason, has
relegated it, most often pejoratively, to that which is “oriental” or “my-
stical” as opposed to the “theological.” To focus exclusively on that pro-
cess in the West may be only to valorize a kind of primary narcissism as it is
located by modern psychoanalysis within the mother-infant dyad; hence
the traditional link, for example, between modernist fiction and conser-

vative politics. But to radically rethink that process and liberate it beyond

fantasy and its static, predictable forms means rethinking and liberating
that which has been relegated to Greek physs—allowing it to speak, per-
haps even making it speak differently, in new spaces, within entirely new
structural configurations. As suggested previously, this project has every-
thing to do with woman and thus with women.

The third intersection, perhaps the most problematic of the three, is the -
radical requestioning of the status of fiction and (intrinsically) of truth in, = .
contemporary thought. One of the oldest of metaphysical problems, this is%
the newest and most fundamental problem for modernity. First, in what |
wc have litcrally called fiction:

18. Here I follow Juliet Mitchell and others in maintaining the distinction in English
between “fantasies” (conscious) and “phantasies” (unconscious).
19. Julia Kristeva, La révolution du langage poétique, p. 38.
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Gynesis I1: Intersections

remarks on women theorists—Lou Andreas-Salomé, Maric Bonaparte,
Melanic Klein—but to women writers, no.) Lacan has much advice for
women analysts, but only focuses once on a woman writer (Margucrite
Duras)—as having understood his theory (without him).22 Derrida, to
my knowledge, never explicitly mentions a woman writer.23 Deleuze and
Guattari refer to Virginia Woolf as having incorporated the process of
what they call “becoming woman” (le devenir femme) in her writing—but
“not to the same extent” as Henry James, D. H. Lawrence, or Henry
Miller.24
' Women writers arc cven morc implausibly absent from the women
i theorists’ texts. While the specificity of the female subject (and even that of
a vaguc, ncver-named female writing subject) is a major question in many
of their texts, women writers are not. Cixous, the leading figure of “Psy-
chanalyse et Politique” and its women’s bookstore Des Femmes, is per-
haps the forcmost theoretician in France on the specificity of “feminine
writing” (which does not mean writing by a woman). Yet it is not women
writers who are the focus of her work. Her focus is on the male pocts
(Genet, Holderlin, Kafka, Klcist, Shakespearc) and on the male theoreti-
cians (Derrida, Heidegger, Kicrkegaard, Lacan, Nictzsche). Becausc in the
past women have always written “as men,” Cixous hardly ever alludes to
women writers; onc recent exception is her reading and public praisc of
Clarice Lispector (whose narrative is more “traditional” than onc might
have expected).2S Irigaray and Kristeva are uniquely concerned with ana-
lyzing the male tradition: from Freud to the philosophers to the avant-
garde. The women disciples of all of these theorists do sometimes mention
contemporary women writers (Michele Montrelay mentions Chanral

22. “[Elle} s'avére savoir sans moi cc que fenseigne.” Jacques Lacan, “Hommage 3 Mar-
gucrite Duras,” in Marguerite Duras (Paris: Albatros, 1979).

23. Excluding Maric Bonaparte—essential to Derrida's critique of Lacan in “The Purveyor
of Truth,” Yale Frendh Studies 52 (1975)—1 can find only three oblique exceptions to this
obscrvation. The exceptions arc especially oblique in that a parsi woman is never named
in them. They arc: a footnote to “Violence and Metaphysics™: “On this subject, It us note in
passing that Totality and Infinity pushes the respect for dissymmetry so far that it scems to us
impassible, essentially impossible, that it could have been written by a woman.” (Writing and

; , trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978], pp. 320-21); his
references to an article by Barbara Johnson in “Envois” (La carte postale [Paris: Flammarion,
1980], pp. 162-64); and his dialoguc with Barbara Johnson apropos her paper un Mary
Shelley’s Frankenstein in Les fins de Phomme, cd. Philippe Lacouc-Labarthe and Jean-Luc
Nancy (Paris: Galiléc, 1981), pp. 75—88.

24. Gilles Deleuze and Claire Pamet, Dialogues (Paris: Flammarion, 1977), esp. pp. ss—60.

25. Cf. Hélenc Cixous, “L’approche de Clarice Lispector,” Peétique 40 (Novembxr 1979).
The reader might also want to refer to her discussion with Michel Foucault on Marguerite
Duras: “A propos de M. D.,” Cabriers Renaud-Barrault, no. 89.
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Femunist L'racks

Chawaf, Margucrite Duras, and Jcanne Hyvrard),2¢ but such references
arc not in any way ccntral to their theses.

The (very American) kind of empirical categorizing of texts in which [
have just indulged is perhaps ultimately not very uscful. But this lack of
textual reference to women should at least be pointed out, given our
“intersections.” For the sccond reason that gynesis is not necessarily about
women is more abstract: within traditional categorics of thought, women -
can (have) cxist(cd) only as opposed to men. Indeed, women, especially
feminists, who continue to think within thosc categories are, henceforth,
scen as being men by many of the theorists mentdioned thus far. It is
perhaps this particular conclusion that renders the work in question the
most suspect for feminist theoreticians, for it explicitely ncgates their own
status as rcaders.

But there is onc final reason for the absence of an alliance between
traditional feminism and modernity: the theorctical writing in question
does not cnjoy a valorized position in the vast majority of French and
American critical circles, while feminism, especially as linked to women’s
studies in the United States, is onc of the few viable critical discourses
around. Ironically, this situation would seem to be duc in part to the
“femininc status” of the texts of modernity themselves. These intensive |
explorations of gynesis, especially by male theorists, have themsclves been
genderized as feminine and treated accordingly; the connotative threads
that make up the actual fabric of gyncsis have problematized the gender
and hence critical handling of these writers® own texts.

All of the questions presented here hover at the very limits of represent-
ability. Canor. should-feminismr be-somethiniz Gthét thari anatention to
r the repyBetition Of Wommesj (in"scveral sériscs of the word)? If gynesis as
‘process has most certainly always been marginally at work in the West,
especially in religious and literary texts, in what ways arc its more visible

links to modernity subject to feminist analysis? {I5* féminist‘thcory as a 7

§eirch forthefemale self (most characteristic of Anglo-American criticism) -
{in” completecontradiction:ayitl: they strictly, speaking, -antifemiriist insis-
e ance O e ibEratng, potentalty=oF losing the scif! Might -
there be a way to imagine a new kind of feminist hermencutics able to give -
up its quest for truth; capable of sclf-reflection on its own complicity with .

26. Michtle Montrelay, L'ombre et le nom (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1977). Onc feminist
critic has devoted a major study to a woman writer: Marini, Temitoires du fominin avec
Marguerite Duras.

03

¢



Gynesis 1: Intersections

 inherited systems of represcntation? If feminism is to remain radical and
not b.ccomc but patchwork for a patriarchal fabric ripped apart by the
twenticth century, what kinds of alliances will it be able to form with the

most radical modgs of thought produced by that century? i
deed a set of historical interscctions. ’ Y These arc in

For Modern Man docs scem to be crossing some kind o i
Thch is a Tra.ck to be followed and he has bfcn told that tl:‘cGr::;)t X)Ot;i
Oasis is inscribed on her Body. Is it a question, as with the Biblical
Zachary, of reconstructing the Empty Temple evoked by Goux27 as but a
prelude to a new Messianic Era? Or does Zachary know that, deaf and
blmc.i, h.ls Quest is already historically amiss, and that, alwa;rs alread
Ocdipalized, he would not recognize the Image of his Father at nn;
crossroads? Most important, is Track to accompany him in his quest? If
yes, in what way? And if no, where is it that she would like to go instc;ld?

What will she ultimatcly make of thi ist i i
stouy? Pesape y 1s unexpected twist in the patriarchal

It was 1o be the last time he saw her.
AC;cn );o:; thmkm%‘ of going back to Blitlu, he asked?

rop you here . . . I don’t want to run int i
My, uncle . . . How do you know my uncle? P youe Uncle, she said
He’s everybody’s uncle, she said, condescendingly.28

27. See Chaprer 1, above,
28. Abish, “Crossing the Grear Void,” p. 107.

-

3

Crises in Legitimation:
Crossing the Great Voids

The legitimate renunciation of a certain style of causality per-
haps does not give one the right to renounce all ctiological

demands.
Jacques Derrida

In The Postmodern Condition, Jean-Frangois Lyotard defines
the postmodern as “incredulity with regard to the master narratives.”! He
goes on to say that this lack of belicf, this suspicion in the West, is no
doubt due to scientific progress, but that—on the other hand—our accel-
crating scientific progress has already presupposed a lack of belicf. Accord-
ing to Lyotard, we cannot possibly know the origin or the historical why
of this incredulity, we can only describe its present manifestations, the
places where it appears most consistently: “to the obsolescence of the
master narrative device of legitimation corresponds notably the crisis of
metaphysical philosophy, and that of the institution of the university
which depends upon it. The narrative function loses its foundations, the
great hero, the great perils, the great quests, and the great goal.”? Lyotard
here emphasizes two such places, one literal, the other figurative, cach
dependent upon the other: the university and the narratives of a certain
philosophy. The crisis in legitimation in the West is necessarily a crisis in
the status of knowledge—traditionally, the ability to decide what is truc and
just—functions that have remained inseparable up to the present. Accord-
ing to Lyotard, any attempt to attribute this crisis in legitimation to

1. Lyotard, La condition postmoderne, p. 7.
2. Ibid., pp. 7-8.
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