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NOMADIC SUB.lECTS 





Introduction: By Way 

of Nomadism 

It's great to have roots, as long as you can take them with you .  
-Gertrude Stein 

There are no/mad women in this attic. 
-Berteke Waaldijk 

This book traces more than an i ntel l ectual itinerary; it also reflects the 
existential situation as a mu lticu ltural i nd ividual ,  a migrant who turned 
nomad . The material presented here was conceptual ized and, in  some 
cases, expressed in  several d ifferent European languages over a period 
of about ten years. These essays both accompany, precede, and prolong 
the ideas expressed in my book Patterns of Dissonance, which is  itself 
representative of my nomad ic existence. F i rst drafted in French, it had 
to be translated into Engl ish, but in the final version I rewrote it exten­
sively d i rectly in Engl ish, so that by the time it went to press, the book 
had become a translation without originals.  My own work as a th inker 
has no mother tongue, only a success ion of translations, of d isp lace­
ments, of adaptations to changing conditions. In other words, the 
nomad ism I defend as a theoretical option is also an existential condi­
tion that for me translates into a style of th ink ing. One of the aims of th is  
vol ume is  both to develop and evoke a vis ion of female femin ist sub­
jectivity in a nomadic mode. This mode refers to a figurative style of 
th ink ing, occas ional ly autobiographical, which may at times strike the 
readers as an epistemological stream-of-consciousness. 

I w i l l  explore different facets of the notion of "nomadic subjects," as 
a su itable theoretical figuration for contemporary subjectivity. The term 
figuration refers to a style of thought that evokes or expresses ways out of 
the phal locentric vision of the subject. A figuration is a pol itica l ly 
i nformed account of an alternative subjectivity. I feel a real urgency to 
elaborate alternative accounts, to learn to th ink differently about the sub­
ject, to i nvent new frameworks, new images, new modes of thought.This 
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entai l s  a move beyond the dua l i st ic conceptual constraints and the per­
versely mono logical mental habits of phal locentrism. I take it as the task 
of the femin ist-as of other critical intel lectuals-to have the courage to 
face up to the complexity of th is  chal lenge. The black femin ist writer 
and poet bel l hooks, in her work on postmodern blackness, describes 
this kind of consciousness in terms of "yearn i ng." She argues that 
"yearn ing" is a common affective and pol itical sens ib i l ity, wh ich cuts 
across the boundaries of race, class, gender, and sexual practice and 
that "could be fert i le ground for the construction of empathy-ties that 
would promote recogn ition of common commitments and serve as a 
base for sol idarity and coal ition." l  I n  th i s  respect, nomadic conscious­
ness is an epistemological and pol itical imperative for critical thought at 
the end of th is  m i l lenn ium.  

Contrary to fash ionable usages of  the term, i n  th is  book I w i l l  take 
postmodern ism to ind icate a specific moment in h istory. It is a moment 
in which i n-depth transformations of the system of economic produc­
tion are a lso altering trad itional social and symbol ic  structures. In the 
West, the shift away from manufacturing toward a service and informa­
tion-based structure enta i l s  a global red istribution of l abor, with the rest 
of the world and especia l ly  the developing countries provid i ng most of 
the underpaid, offshore production. This shift entai ls  the dec l i ne of tra­
d itional sociosymbol ic  systems based on the state, the fami ly, and mas­
cu l i ne authority. As Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan point out,2 post­
modern ity corresponds to a reorgan ization of capital accumulation i n  a 
transnational mobi le manner. G iven th is  new h istorical trend toward 
"trans"-national mob i l ity, it is imperative for critical theorists and cul­
tural critics to reth ink thei r  s ituation and their  practices with in  th is  
scheme. In  th is book, my task is  to attempt to redefi ne a transmobi le 
material ist theory of femin ist subjectivity that is committed to working 
with in  the parameters of the postmodern pred icament, without roman­
ticizing it but a lso without nostalgia for an a l leged ly more wholesome 
past. As I state in Patterns on Dissonance, the h i storical contrad iction a 
femin ist postmodern ist is caught in is that the very conditions that are 
perceived by domi nant subjects as factors of a "crisis" of values, are for 
me the opening up of new possibi l ities. Mors tua vita mea: it is the same 
h istorical cond ition that can be alternatively perceived as positive or 
negative depend ing on one's position. I shal l  return to the notion of 
positional ity in chapter 7. 
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The question that immediately arises here i s :  where can th is  new the­
oretical and pol itical creativity be founded ? Where does "the new" 
come from? What parad igms can assist us in the e laboration of new 
schemes? Is the model of scientific rational ity tota l ly d iscred ited, or can 
it sti l l  provide some i nspiration?  Is the model of artistic creativity any 
better? Fol lowing some of the ins ights of the poststructura l i st generation, 
I wou ld l i ke to answer by stressing the l im itations of a logocentric 
approach and sh ifting the emphasis to other ways and modes of repre­
sentation. I feel the need for a qual itative leap of the fem in ist pol itical 
imagination.  I bel ieve in  the empowering force of the pol itical fictions 
that are proposed by femin i sts as different from each other as Luce Ir i­
garay and Donna Haraway.3 The former emphasizes images drawn 
from female morphology and sexual ity, such as the two l ips that suggest 
c loseness whi le  avoid ing closure. The l atter proposes instead the figu­
ration of the cyborg,4 that is to say a h igh-tech imaginary, where elec­
tronic c i rcu its evoke new patterns of i nterconnectedness and affin ity. 
Both, however, are committed to the rad ical task of subverting conven­
tional views and representations of human and especia l ly of female sub­
jectivity. The both rely on alternative figu rations as a way out of the old 
schemes of thought. 

Femin ist figurations such as these are evidence of the many, hetero­
geneous ways in which femin ists today are explor ing d ifferent forms of 
the subjectivity of women and of thei r  struggle with language in order 
to produce affi rmative representations. The array of terms ava i lable to 
describe th is  new female fem in ist subjectivity is  tel l ing: Mon ique Wit­
tigS chooses to represent it through the " lesbian," echoed by Jud ith But­
ler with her "parod ic pol itics of the masquerade";6 others, quoting 
Nancy Mi l l er/ prefer to describe the process as "becoming women," in 
the sense of the female femin ist subjects of another story. De Lauretis 
cal l s  it the "eccentric" subject;8 a lternative femin ist subjectivities have 
also been described as "fel low-commuters" in an in-transit state,9 or as 
" inappropriated others,"l 0 or as "postcolonia l" 1 1  subjects. The latter 
analyze gender in relation to other geopol itical concerns in terms of 
transnational femin ist l i nks. 

The starting point for most femin ist redefin itions of subjectivity is  a 
new form of material ism, one that develops the notion of corporeal 
material ity by emphasizing the embodied and therefore sexual ly differ­
entiated structu re of the speaking subject. Consequently, reth inking the 
bod i ly  roots of subjectivity is the starting point for the epistemological 
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project of nomadism (see "The Subject i n  Femin ism"). The body, or the 
embodiment, of the subject is to be u nderstood as neither a biological 
nor a sociological category but rather as a point of overlapping between 
the physical, the symbol ic, and the sociological (see "Body Images and 

the Pornography of Representation").  I n  other words, femi n ist empbasis 
on embodiment goes hand in  hand with a rad ical rejection of essentia l­
ism. I n  femin ist theory one speaks as a woman, a lthough the subject 
"woman" is  not a monol ith ic essence defined once and for a l l  but rather 
the site of multiple, complex, and potentia l ly  contrad ictory sets of expe­
riences, defined by overlapping variables such as class, race, age, 
lifestyle, sexual preference, and others (see "Sexual Difference as a 
pol itical Project") . One speaks as a woman in order to empower 
women, to activate sociosymbol ic  changes in thei r  condition: this is a 
rad ical ly anti-essential ist position.  

F igurations are therefore pol itica l ly  informed images that portray the 
complex i nteraction of levels of subjectivity. In this respect, I th i nk  that 
the more alternative figurations are d isc losed in  th is  phase of femin ist 
practice, the better. 

The nomad is my own figuration of a situated, postmodern, cu ltural­
ly differentiated u nderstand i ng of the subject i n  general and of the fem­
in ist subject in  particu lar. This subject can also be described as p�st­
modern/industr ia l/colonia l ,  depending on one's locations. I n  so far as 
axes of d ifferentiation such as c lass, race, ethn ic ity, gender, age, and 
others intersect and interact with each other in the constitution of sub­
jectivity, the notion of nomad refers to the s imu ltaneous occurrence of 
many of these at once. Speaking as a female femin ist enta i l s  that prior­
ity is granted to issues of gender or, rather, of sexual d ifference (see 
"Sexual Difference as a Pol itical Project") in the recogn ition of d iffer­
ences among women . 

The nomadic subject is a myth, that is to say a pol itical fiction, that 
a l lows me to th ink  through and move across establ ished categories and 
levels of experience: b lurring boundaries without burn i ng bridges. 
Impl icit in my choice is  the bel ief in the potency and relevance of the 
imagination, of myth-making, as a way to step out of the pol itical and 
i ntel l ectual  stasis of these postmodern times.'Pol itical fictions may be 
more effective, here and now, than theoreti�'al systems. The choice of 
an iconoclastic, myth ic figu re such as the nomadic subject is conse­
quently a move against the settled and conventional nature of theoreti­
cal and especia l ly phi losophical th inking.  Th is figuration translates 
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therefore my desi re to explore and legitimate pol itical agency, whi le 
tak ing as h i storical evidence the decl ine of metaphysica l ly fixed, steady 
identities. One of the issues at stake here is how to reconci le partial ity 
and d iscontinu ity with the construction of new forms of i nterrelatedness 
and col lective pol itical projects. I shal l  return to th is .  

Though the image of "nomadic  subjects" is i nspired by the experi­
ence of peoples or cu ltures that are l itera l ly  nomadic, the nomadism in  
question here refers to the k ind  of  critical consciousness that resists set­
tl i ng i nto socia l ly  coded modes of thought and behavior. Not a l l  
nomads are world travelers; some of  the greatest trips can take place 
without physical ly moving from one's habitat. It is the subversion of set 
conventions  that defi nes the nomadic state, not the l iteral act of 
trave l i ng. 

As Caren Kaplan points out in  her work on Deleuze's image of deter­
ritorial ization and nomadic trave l i ng, poststructura l ists are in danger of 
romanticiz i ng these notions. 1 2 I find however, that Deleuze's scheme of 
thought is sober and empirical and that it resists romantic temptations. 
It enta i l s  a total d issolution of the notion of a center and consequently 
of originary sites or authentic identities of any kind.  Moreover, I find that 
Deleuze and G uattari warn us aga inst the risk that postmodern systems, 
with thei r  fragmentation and loss of u n ity, may reproduce power-rela­
tions globa l ly  on a smal l  scale. They refer to this danger as "micro-fas­
c ism": smal ler, more local ized but equal ly exploitative power forma­
tions, which can also be described as the reproduction of "scattered 
hegemon ies," as Grewal and Kaplan put it, on a world scale. The rad i­
cal nomad ic epistemology Deleuze and Guattari propose is  a form of 
resistance to m icrofascisms i n  that it focuses on the need for a qual i ta­
tive sh ift away from hegemony, whatever its size and however " Iocal" 
it may be. 

In some cases the figurative mode fu nctions accord i ng to what I have 
cal led "the ph i losophy of 'as if' " (see "The Pol itics of Ontological Dif­
ference") .  It is as if some experiences were remin i scent or evocative of 
others; this abi l ity to flow from one set of experiences to another is a 
qual ity of interconnectedness that I va l ue h ighly .  Drawing a flow of 
connections need not be an act of appropriation. On the contrary; it 
marks transitions between communicating states or experiences. 
Deleuze's work on l i nes of escape and becoming is of great inspiration 
here;1 3 I;omad ic becoming is neither reproduction nor just imitation, 
but rathe� emphatic proximity, i ntensive interconnectedness! Some 
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states or experiences can merge simply because they share certain  
attributes. 

Nomadic  sh ifts designate therefore a creative sOft of becom ing; a per­
formative metapho� that a l lows for otherwise un l i ke ly encou nters and 
u nsuspected sources of i nteraction of experience and of knowledge. 

The practice of "as if," with its ritual ized repetitions, ru ns the risk of 
fal l ing i nto sol i ps ist ic language games and self-referential obsessions 
with the i r  own terms of reference. In order to avoid th is, I have ground­
ed the depiction of the nomadic  state i n  my own l ife experiences, 
embodying it and s ituating it in the most concrete possible manner. The 
auto-biograph ical tone that w i l l  emerge in the course of th is, as of other 
essays, is my way of making myself accountable for the nomad ic per­
formances that I enact in the text. If this is a metaphor, it is one that d is­
places and condenses whole areas of my existence; it is a retrospective 
map of places I have been.  I • 

Avoiding romanticizing or appropriating the exotic, the "other,''U 
want to practice a set of narrations of my own embodied genealogy, that 
is to say I want to revisit certain  locations and account for them .· As 
Caren Kaplan puts it th is  k ind of positional ity is "a fictional terra in ,  a 
reterritorial ization that has passed through several versions of deterrito­
rial ization to posit a powerful theory of location based on contingency, 
h i story and change." 1 4 The practice of "as if" is a technique of strategic 
re-Iocation in order to rescue what we need of the past in order to trace 
paths of transformation of our l ives here and now. 

The practice of "as if" can also be approached as the mode of imper­
sonation, that is to say of fetish istic representation . Th is consists i n  
s imu ltaneously recogn izing and  denying certain  attributes or experi­
ences. In male-stream postmodern thought, 1 5  feti sh istic d i savowal 
seems to mark most d iscussions of sexual d ifference (see "Disconti nu­
ous Becomings: Deleuze on the Becoming-Woman of Ph i losophy"). In 
a femin ist perspective, I prefer to approach "the phi losophy of 'as if,' " 
however, not as d isavowal, but rather as the affirmation of flu id  bound­
aries, a practice of the i nterva ls, of the interfaces, and of the i nterstices. 
In other words, the e lement of repetition, parody per se, or imperson­
ation that accompanies the practice of "as if" cannot constitute an end 
in itself. The practice of successive poses or masquerades per se has no 
automatic subversive effect; as Jud ith Butler luc id ly warns us, the force 
of the parodic mode cons ists precisely in striving to avoid flat repeti­
tions, which bring about pol itical stagnation . 
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What I find empowering i n  the practice of "as if" is precisely its 
potential for opening up, through successive repetitions and mimetic 
strategies, spaces where a lternative forms of agency can be engendered 
(see "Sexual D ifference as a Pol itical Project")Fn_other words, parody 
can be political ly  empowering on the cond ition of being sustained by a 
critical consciousness that aims at engendering transformations and 
changes. The moment I posit rad ical consc iousness as a precondition, 
however, I am comm itting myself to addressing issues of repetition, dif­
ference, and the subversion of dom inant codes, which cal l s  for more 
complex schemes of explanation. Thus, Idgaray's strategy of "mimesis" 
is a pol itical l y  empowering sort of repetition, because it addresses 
s imultaneous ly issues of identity, identifications, and pol itical subject­
hood . 

Laurie Anderson's performance art is another great example of effec­
tive parodic nomadic style, in the "as- if" mode: 1 6  s ituations and people 
are always reversible in Anderson's conceptual u n iverse. This constant 
flow of experience al lows Laurie Anderson to depict a h igh-tech kind of 
continuum between d ifferent levels  of experience. I n  tu rn this makes for 
her extraord inary talent for evoking paradoxes, not the least of which is 
a complexity that rests on a min imal ist approach .  In her witty practice 
of "as if," Laurie Anderson has perfected the art of reversibi l ity: events, 
but a lso statements can col lapse i nto each other and be turned inside 
out. Thus Anderson often states, "It is not the bu l l et that ki l l s  you, but 
the hole," thus sign ifying that the boundaries between ins ide and out­
side, as wel l  as the temporal chain set up by bei ng h it by a bul let and 
therefore dying, are not a one-track sequence. Their mean ing, conse­
quently, cannot be restricted to a one-way mode. 

By analogy I wou ld say that what is pol itica l ly  effective in the poli­
tics of parody, or the pol itical practice of "as if," is not the mimetic 
impersonation or capacity for repetition of dominant poses, but rather 
the extent to wh ich these practices open up in-between spaces where 
new forms of pol itical subjectivity can be explored. In other words, it is 
not the parody that wi l l  ki l l  the phal locentric posture, but rather the 
power vacuum that parodic pol itics may be able to engender. 

The nomadic subject as a performative image a l lows me to weave 
together d ifferent levels of my experience; it reflects some autobio­
graph ical aspects, whi le a lso expressing my own conceptual preference 
for a postmetaphysical vision of subjectivity. Last, but not least, it a l lows 
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me to conjugate my fem in ist pol itics with a variety of other powerfu l 
pol itical and theoretical concerns and locations. 

This figurative approach to nomadism wi l l  a l low me to play on the 
associative qual ity of the nomadic  state and therefore tap its metaphor­
ical r ichness. I w i l l  proceed by exploring some of the cognitive and 
affective resonances of the image of the nomad, r id ing on its back, so to 
speak, toward a horizon that I cannot a lways predict. Along the way, 
during the many variations I shal l play on the nomadic theme, I w i l l  
emphasize the extent to which the nomadic state has the potential for 
positive renam ing, for opening up new possibi l ities for l i fe and thought, 
especia l ly for women and, even more specifical ly, for female femin ists. 

This is in keepi ng with what Patricia Yaeger cal l s  "visionary episte­
mology"Y she points out that a new image has "th is  capacity to offer 
us ord i nary access to extraord i nary th inking."18 Yaeger consequently 
u rges femin ists to reflect upon the potency of our own figu res of speech, 
so as to fu l ly  assess their potentia l  for empowerment. 

Nomadic subjects are capable of freeing the activity of th inking from 
the hold of phal locentric dogmatism, returning thought to its freedom, its 
l ivel iness, its beauty. There is a strong aesthetic dimension in the quest 
for alternative nomadic figurations, and f�i;:;T;tth�

-
orY:=S-�ch as I prac­

tice it-is informed by th i s  joyfu l nomad ic  force. As Donna Haraway 
put it, we need fem in ist figu res of h u man ity that " resist l iteral figu ra­
tion and sti l l  erupt i n  powerfu l new tropes, new figu res of speech,  
new terms of  h istorical poss ib i l ity. For  th is  process, at  the i nflection 
po int  of  cr is is, where a l l  the tropes turn aga in ,  we need ecstatic 
speakers . " 1 9  

The Nomad as Pol yglot 

The polyglot is a l ingu istic nomad. The polyglot is a specia l ist of the 
treacherous nature of language, of any language. Words have a way of 
not standing sti l l , of fol lowing their own paths. They come and go, pur­
su ing preset semantic tra i l s, leaving beh ind acoustic, graph ic, or uncon­
scious traces. In Alice in Wonderland,2o Humpty Dumpty sagaciously 
remi nds us that al l  that counts in defin ing the meaning of words is  who 
is the boss. This remark has always struck me as pecul iarly apt for a per­
son who is constantly in between d ifferent languages. 

I was born in Italy, more specifica l ly  on that stretch of North-Eastern 
land that the Venetians colon ized way back in the th irteenth century. 
Ven ice was created under the sign of nomadism, when the local people 
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took to the water, i n  a fl ight from Atti la the Hun and h is mighty Eastern 
warriors. It was to provide a steady flow of globe-trotters, not the least 
known of whom, Marco Polo, sti l l  sh ines on as one of the world's great­
est decoder of foreign signs. 

I was subsequently raised in Austra l ia's polycu ltural metropol i ses, at 
the end of the "White Austra l ia" policy, j ust before the trend of "mu lti­
cu ltura l ism" became fash ionable. Contacts between migrants and abo­
rigines were not encouraged; in fact, contact with Aboriginal cu lture 
was nonexistent even in  the inner-city ghettos. Yet the cover-up of abo­
riginal presence and the si lence of mainstream Austra l ian cu lture about 
racism, c lass stratification, colon ial nosta lgia, and the pl ight of the abo­
rigines rang in my ears as a constant, unspoken s ign of inner turmoi l  
with in the Austral ian psyche and way of l ife.21  It made me feel torn 
apart. 

Cu ltural identity being externa l  and retrospective, the most i mmedi­
ate effect of the Austral ian experience was to make me d iscover the 
depth of my Europeanness, which was far from a s imple notion or a s in­
gle experience. Not only was I a wh ite immigrant, when compared to 
the aborigines but also I was off-white (a "wog," or a "dago") when 
compared to the Anglo-Austral ian minority who ran the cou ntry. How 
to do the right th ing, then? It was by opposition to the antipodean psy­
che and cu ltural identity that I found out, often at my own expense, that 
I am, indeed, a European.  I often wonder whether this awareness would 
have been so acute had I not experienced the loss of European roots 
through migration . Can cu ltural identity emerge from an i nternal 
dynamic, or is it a lways external, that is  to say oppositiona l ?  What i s  
sure now is that the term European strikes me as  a notion fraught with 
contrad ictions that never cease to seduce me and to madden me. Euro­
pean is int imately l i nked for me to issues such as cu ltura l  m ixed-upness 
and intercu ltural confl icts; it stands for physical mobi l ity through end­
less waves of m igration and a special brand of h i storical memory that, 
however aware it may be of colonial ism, cannot eas i ly share the c la ims 
of a postcolonia l  condition. 

The retrospective and external sense of my "European ness" had 
many contrad ictory impl ications: it stood first of all for "Continental" 
as opposed to the British colonial  attitude that was hegemonic.  I n  th is 
regard, cal l ing myself a European was a way of revind icating an iden­
tity they wanted me to desp ise. On the other hand, I had enough knowl­
edge of European h istory to real ize that this European identity was not 



I N T R O D U C T I O N : B Y  W A Y  O F  N O M A D I S M  

and had never been One: its a l leged u n ity was at best a poor fiction .  I n  
its d iasporic version, through the innumerable "L ittle Italy's," "L ittle 
Greece's," and the "Span ish Quarters," Europe revealed its true face as 
a concoction of d iverse cu ltura l ,  l i nguistic, and eth nic groups with a 
high level of confl icts. Not a l l  d iasporas are equal, though they get 
homogenized by the gaze of the colonial observer. Thus, d iscovering 
my "European ness" was not the triumphant assumption of a sovereign 
identity but rather the d isenchanting experience of d is-identifying 
myself with sovereignty altogether. Moreover, when I real ized the 
extent to which the "British" and the "Conti nental"  brands of Euro­
peanness cou ld  forego their hosti l ity to join forces in the rejection of 
native Austra l ians and of other B lack and Asian immigrants, I lost a l l  
i l l us ions. I n  th is  hegemon ic mode, European identity has managed h is­
torica l ly  to perfect the trick that consists in passi ng itself off as the norm, 
the desirable center, confi n ing a l l  "others" to the position of periphery. 
It is i ndeed qu ite a trick to combine u n iversal i stic aspirations with cap­
ital- intensive efforts to establ ish cu ltural homologation of a l l  peripheral 
"others." Being a European means for me to inhabit such h i storical con­
tradictions and to experience them as an imperative pol itical need to 
turn them into spaces of critical resistance to hegemon ic identities of a l l  
k ind. Thus, I can say that I had the condition of migrant cast upon me, 
but I chose to become a nomad, that is to say a subject in transit and yet 
sufficiently anchored to a h i storical position to accept responsibi l ity and 
therefore make myself accountable for it. 

Thanks to the inspiring gu idance of my Bachelor of Arts degree 
supervisor, Genevieve L1oyd,22 I decided to settle into the disc ip l inary 
field of phi losophy. To execute this plan, however, I changed conti­
nents. 

I wrote my fi rst substantial academic piece, my doctoral d issertation, 
in  French at the Sorbonne, in  a post-1 968 c l imate where the phi losophy 
classes, especia l ly  G i l les Deleuze's, attracted more foreigners-Britons, 
I ranians, Cambodians, Americans, Palestin ians, Algerians, Austral ians, 
Cameroon ians, and so forth-than local students. I subsequently moved 
in and out of Ita l i an ,  French, and the Engl ish language-i n its British, 
Austra l ian, American, and other variations-not in straight l i nes, but 
rather by an i nfin itely sh ifti ng scale of degrees of hybrid ization.  Even 
when I decided to settle for Engl ish as my main veh icle of expression, it 
on ly resu lted in  a web of hyphenated Engl ish d ialects: " Ita lo-Aus­
tral ian," "Franglais," New Yorkese Parisian patois, "Dutch-l ish," and 
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many others. With my move to the Netherlands i n  1988, th is sh ifting 
landscape settled i nto a l ifestyle based on the permanence of temporary 
arrangements and the comfort of contingent fou ndations. 

Over the years, I have developed a relationsh ip  of great fasc ination 
toward monol i ngual people: those who were born to the symbol ic  sys­
tem i n  the one language that was to remain  theirs for the rest of the i r  l ife. 
Come to th ink of it, I do not know many people l i ke that, but I can eas­
i ly  imagine them: people comfortably establ ished in the i l l usion of 
fami l iarity their "mother tongue" gives them. In a m ixture of envy and 
condescension, I th ink  with gratitude about Lacan's vision of the sub­
ject, wh ich confirms my innermost fee l ings on the matter. Lacanian psy­
choanalysis shows us that there is no such a th ing as a mother tongue, 
that a l l  tongues carry the name of the father and are stamped by its reg­
ister. Psychoanalysis also teaches us the i rreparable loss of a sense of 
steady origin that accompanies the acq u is ition of l anguage, of any l an­
guage. The Bu lgarian expatriate, F rench theorist J u l ia Kristeva, makes 
th is point forcefu l l y  in Etrangers a nous-meme;23 she consequently 
argues that the state of translation is  the common condition of a l l  th ink­
ing beings. 

Most academ ics tend to view Americans as monol i ngual, yet one 
only has to step i nto any American metropol itan space to find oneself 
surrou nded by an overwhe lming variety of languages and ethn ic  identi­
ties. Paradoxica l ly, the average American-if we except the WASPs-is 
an immigrant who speaks at least one other language on top of thei r  own 
brand of ado/apted Engl ish .  Monol inguism seems to me a far more 
widespread condition in the corridors and ha l l s  of American academia 
than on any pavement of your average American c ity. The question for 
me becomes therefore :  Whose vested i nterests are best served by keep­
i ng up the image of the American people as a "monol ingua l"  monol ith ? 

Echoing th is concern, the French-American d i rector of the Col umbia 
un iversity programs i n  Paris-Dan iel l e  Haase-Dubosc-poi nted out a 
sign ificant change i n  the profi le of the American students who u nder­
take a year of u ndergraduate study abroad. The increasing n umbers of 
Asian, Indian, African-American and African students coming to France 
from American u n iversities, no longer feel that they belong to one clear­
ly marked ethn ic identity. As a matter of fact, for most of these under­
graduates trave l l ing out of the U n ited States for the fi rst t ime in their l i fe, 
F rench is often a th i rd l anguage and F rance a th i rd cultu re:  
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When they come to this thi rd place which is France they gain some reflexive 
space and time. Questions of multiple identity seem to be l ived out in posi­
tive ways. And for many, the real question is a moral one. It has to do with 
radicalizing the concept of the universal rather than doing away with it.24 

Driven by the need and the desire to radical ize the un iversal, I a lso 
found both solace and intel lectual support in Foucault's work on subjec­
tivity. He argues that the constitution of the fragi le, spl it subject of the 
postmetaphysical era is in fact a process of cu ltura l ly  coding certain func­
tions and acts as sign ifying, acceptable, normal, desirable. In other words, 
one becomes a subject through a set of interdictions and permissions, 
which inscribe one's subjectivity in a bedrock of power. The subject thus 
is a heap of fragmented parts held together by the symbolic glue that is the 
attachment to, or identification with, the phallogocentric symbol ic. A 
heap of rabble, cal l ing itself the center of creation; a knot of desiring and 
trembl ing flesh, projecting itself to the height of an imperial conscious­
ness. I am struck by the violence of the gesture that binds a fractured self 
to the performative i l l usion of un ity, mastery, self-transparence. I am 
amazed by the terrifying stupid ity of that i l l usion of un ity, and by its 
incomprehensible force. 

Maybe I j ust see myself as structural ly d isplaced in between different 
languages and find in poststructural ist thought an adequate conceptual 
representation of a state I experience intimately as my own way of being. 

Pol itical resistance to the i l l usion of un ity and metaphysical presence 
remains an important priority. Al l  around us, in this end-of-mi lennial cul­
ture, the bel ief in the importance, the God-given seriousness and founda­
tional value of mother tongues is ever so strong. In this new Europe that 

. witnesses a l l  of its old problems, in a wave of murderous return of the 
repressed (see "United States of Europe or Un ited Colors of Benetton?'), in 
th is  ethnocentric fortress, the concept of the mother tongue is stronger 
than ever. It feeds into the renewed and exacerbated sense of national ism, 
regional ism, local ism that marks th is particu lar moment of our history. 

The polyglot surveys this situation with the greatest critical d istance; 
a person who is in transit between the languages, neither here nor there, 
is capable of some healthy skepticism about steady identities and moth­
er tongues. In th is respect, the polyglot is a variation on the theme of 
critical nomadic consciousness; being in between languages constitutes 
a vantage point in deconstructi ng identity. As the Vietnamese-born, 
French-educated, Cal ifornian fi l m  maker and feminist academic Trinh 
T. Minh-ha shows, mu lticulturalism does not get us very far if it is understood 
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only as a difference between cultures. It should rather be taken as a differ­
ence within the same culture, that is to say within every self. 

This is not to say, however, that a l l  empirica l ly  mu lti l i ngual people are 
automatical ly endowed with nomadic consciousness. Far from it, the 
emphasis on the sacredness of the mother tongue, a sort of nostalgia for 
the site of cu ltu ral origin-often more fantastic than real-tends to be a l l  
the stronger in  people who speak many languages or  l ive in mu lticu ltural 
surround ings. Is it because of their mother tongues that women in Bosn ia­
Herzegovina and Croatia are being systematical ly raped and held in pro­
creative concentration camps? Is coercive motherhood by gang rape the 
price to be paid for speaking the "wrong" mother tongue? Is not every 
appeal to the "right" mother tongue the matrix of terror, of fascism, of 
despair? Is it because the polyglot practices a sort of gentle promiscu ity 
with different l i ngu istic bedrocks, that slhe has long since rel inquished 
any notion of l ingu istic or ethnic purity? 

There are no mother tongues, just l ingu istic s ites one takes her/h is 
starting point from. The polyglot has no vernacular, but many l i nes of 
transit, of transgression; some common habits are lost on her/h im-for 
instance to be able to recal l  i n  what language s/he chants nursery 
rhymes, in what l anguage s/he dreams, loves, or fantasizes. The com­
plex muscu lar and mental apparati that join forces in the production of 
l anguage combine in the polyglot to produce strange sounds, phonetic 
connections, vocal combi nations, and rhythm ical junctions. A sort of 
polymorphous perversity accompan ies a polyglot's capacity to s l ip  in 
between the languages, steal ing acoustic traces here, d iphthong sounds 
there, i n  a constant and ch i ld l ike game of persiflage. The shifts are 
u ntranslatable, but not less tel l ing. The best gift to give anyone, but 
especia l ly  a polyglot, is: a new word, a word s/he does not know yet. 

The polyglot knows that language is not only and not even the instrument 
of communication but a site of symbolic exchange that l inks us together in a 
tenuous and yet workable web of mediated misunderstandings, which we 
cal l civil ization. S ince Freud and Nietzsche, Western philosophy has argued 
that meaning does not coincide with consciousness, that there is a noncon­
scious foundation to most of our actions; cogito ergo sum is the obsession of 
the west, its downfal l ,  its fol ly. No one is master i n  their house; desidero ergo 
sum is a more accurate depiction of the process of making meaning. 

In other words, a fundamental imbalance exists between l ib idinal  or 
affective grounds and the symbo l ic forms avai l able to express them. As 
a graffiti read on the Paris wal l s  put it: "C'est du meme endroit que I'on 
sait et /' on ignore [ I t  i s  from the same location that you can both see and 



I N T R O D U C T I O N : B Y  W A Y  O F  N O M A D I S M 

fai l  to see). Al l knowledge is situated, that is to say partial ;  we are a l l  
stuttering for words, even when we speak "fluently." 

Many contemporary critical th inkers25 bank on the affective as a force 
capable of freeing us from hegemonic habits of th inking (see "On the Female 
Feminist Subject; Or, from 'She-Self to She-Other' If). Affectivity in th is scheme 
stands for the preconscious and for prediscursive; desire is not only uncon­
scious but it remains non thought at the very heart of our thought, because it 
is that which sustains the very activity of thinking. Our desires are that which 
evades us in the very act of propel l ing us forth, leaving as the only indicator 
of who we are, the traces of where we have already been-that is to say, of 
what we have already ceased to be. Identity is a retrospective notion. 

The polyglot as a nomad in between languages banks on the affective 
level as h is/her resting point; s/he knows how to trust traces and to resist 
sett l ing into one, sovereign vision of identity. The nomad's identity is a 
map of where s/he has a l ready been; s/he can always reconstruct it a pos­
teriori, as a set of steps in an itinerary. But there is no triumphant cogito·' 
supervising the contingency of the self; the nomad stands for movable 
d iversity, the nomad's identity is  an inventory of traces. Were I to write 
an autobiography, it would be the self-portrait of a col lectivity, not un l i ke 
Lu isa Passerini's exemplary Autoritratto di gruppo.26 

The key notion to understanding multiple identity is desi re, that is to 
say unconscious processes. Psychoanalysis-as a phi losophy of desi re­
is also a theory of cu ltural power. The truth of the subject is  always i n  
between self and society. The truth of the matter i s  that, from the moment 
you were born, you have lost your  "origin." Given that language is  the 
medium and the site of constitution of the subject, it fol lows that it is also 
the cumulated symbol ic  capital of our cu lture. If it was there before "1" 

came to be and wi l l  be there after " I"  d isappears, then the q uestion of the 
constitution of the subject is not a matter of " internal ization" of given 
codes but rather a process of negotiation between layers, sedimenta­
tions, registers of speech, frameworks of enunciation. Desire is produc­
tive because it flows on, it keeps on moving, but its productivity also 
entai ls  power relations, transitions between contradictory registers, shifts 
of emphasis. I sha l l  come back to this. 

The polyglot a lso knows i ntimately what de Saussure teaches exp l ic­
it ly: that the connection between l ingu istic signs is arbitrary. The arbi­
trariness of language, experienced over several languages, is  enough to 
drive one to rel ativist despai r. Thus the polyglot becomes the prototype 
of the postmodern speaking subject; struck by the madden ing, fu lm i­
nating i ns ight about the arb itrariness of l ingu istic meanings and yet 
resist ing the free fal l  into cyn ic ism. As the Norwegian-Austra l ian fem i-
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n ist Sneja  Gunew put it in her introduction to an anthology of Austra l ian 
migrant writers from non-Engl ish-speaking backgrounds: "Paradoxical ly, 
it is  l anguages that speak us. Ask any migrant."27 

My experience as a polyglot taught me the cou rage to face this arbi­
trariness and sti l l  not jump to the conclus ion that anyth ing goes, that 
arbitrary does not equate absurd and polyvalence does not mean anar­
chy. In some respects, my polyl inguism forced upon me the need for an 
eth ics that wou ld survive the many shifts of language and cu ltural loca­
tions and make me "true to myself," a lthough the self in question is but 
a complex col l ection of fragments. I trai ned myself to see that the inter­
changeabi l ity of signs is not a medieval death dance but a pattern of 
orchestrated repetitions. That one must respect the complexity, not 
drown in it. Thus the polyglot can end up bei ng an eth ical entity, con­
fronting mu ltipl icity and yet avoiding relativism. 

Nomad ic  Aesthetics 

The nomadic  polyglot practices an aesthetic sty le based on compassion 
for the incongruities, the repetitions, the arbitrariness of the languages 
s/he deals  with . Writing is, for the polyglot, a process of undoing the 
i l l usory stab i l ity of fixed identities, bursting open the bubble of onto­
logical security that comes from fami l iarity with one l ingu istic site. The 
polyglot exposes this false security: s/he is Christa Wolf's Cassandra :  "So 
far, everyth ing that has befal len me has struck an answering chord.  This 
is the secret that encircles me and holds me together: there is someth ing 
of everyone in  me, so I have belonged completely to no one, and I have 
even u nderstood their  hatred of me."28 Writing i n  th is  mode is about 
d i sengaging the sedentary nature of words, destabi l izing commonsensi­
cal mean ings, deconstructing establ ished forms of consciousness. 

In th is respect, writers can be polyglots with in  the same language; 
you can speak Engl ish and write many d ifferent Engl ishes. What else d id 
the great modern ists such as Virg in ia  Woolf, Gertrude Stein, or-my 
least favorite-James Joyce do, but invent a new Engl ish d ialect? What 
else are Al ice Wal ker and Ton i  Morrison doing but redesigning the 
bou ndaries of the c itadel that was Engl ish ? Becoming a polyglot in your  
own mother tongue: that's writ ing. F ranc;oise Col l i n, the Belgian-French 
femin i st theorist and writer now based in  Paris, has coined the expres­
sion " I ' imm igree blanche"-the wh ite immigrant-to describe the con­
d ition of people who are in transit with in  their most fami l iar tongue; i n  
her  case, between the French language of  Belg ium and  that of Conti-
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nental F rance. The sense of s ingularity if not of aloneness, of the wh ite 
immigrants can be immense. 

This fascination with the sol itude of the empty spaces may appear 
affected and it may even smack of rad ical chic .  I do mai ntain, howev­
er, that th is k ind of nomadic  aesthetics is the counterpart of the pol itics 
of peripheral resistance to new hegemonic formations. In  other words, 
I do not bel ieve you can separate the q uestion of style from pol itical 
choices. Part and parcel of accepting the postmodern transnational 
economy we l ive in is the elaboration of styles and forms of representa­
tion that are su itable to our h i storical situation . 

Nomadism: vertiginous progression toward deconstructing identity; 
molecu larisation of the self. As Trinh  T. Mi nh-ha put it: liTo write is to 
become. Not to become a writer (or a poet), but to become, intransi­
tively. Not when writ ing adopts establ ished keynotes or  pol icy, but 
when it traces for itself l ines of evasion."29 The nomad ic, polyglot writer 
despises mai nstream communication; the traffic jam of meani ngs wait­
ing for admission at the city gates creates that form of pol l ution that goes 
by the name of "common sense.// Nomadic writing longs instead for the 
desert: areas of si lence, in between the official  cacophonies, in a fl i rt 
with rad ical nonbelonging and outsidedness. Colette, in La Vagabonde, 
caught it once and for a l l :  "Personne ne m' attend, moi, sur  une route qu i  
ne  mene n i  a la g lo ire, n i  a l a  r ichesse, n i  a l 'amour.//3o 

Writing i s  not only a process of constant translation but also of suc­
cessive adaptations to d ifferent cu ltural real ities. N icole Ward Jouve, 
the French-born B ritish l iterary theorist who has also written extensive­
ly on Colette, raises this point forcefu l ly before addressing her own mul­
ticu ltural ism.31 This is a d ifficult task that translates i nto the need to take 
your  bearings, to contextua l ize your utterances, to draw maps, in a 
mobi le manner. As an intel lectual  style, nomadism consists not so much 
in  being homeless, as in being capable of recreating you r  home every­
where.32 The nomad carries her/h is essential belongings with her/h im 
wherever s/he goes and can recreate a home base anywhere. 

I th ink that many of the th ings I write are cartographies, that is to say 
a sort of intel lectual  landscape garden ing that gives me a horizon, a 
frame of reference with in which I can take my bearing, move about, and 
set up my own theoretical tent. It is not by chance therefore, that the 
image of the map, or of map-making is so often present in my texts. The 
frequency of the spatia l  metaphor expresses the s imu ltaneity of the 
nomadic status and of the need to draw maps; each text is  l i ke a camp-
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ing site :  it traces places where I have been, in  the sh ift ing landscape of 
my s ingu larity. 

Homelessness as a chosen condition also expresses the choice of a 
situated form of heterogeneity, which I tend to d isplay i n  my writing 
style (see liRe-figuring the Subject"). Is it any wonder, then, that each 
text seems to grow out of the other, by a slow process of accretion?  My 
th inking grows by gradua l ly  addi ng smal l  p ieces or flashes of colorfu l 
i nsight onto an ex isting canvass. Because I th ink i n  successive steps, 
sometimes the process gets ahead of me and the ideas grow l ike some 
aston ish ing amoeba, much to my own surprise and del ight.33 

The nomad and the cartographer proceed hand in hand because they 
share a situational need-except that the nomad knows how to read 
invis ible maps, or maps written i n  the wind, on the sand and stones, i n  
the flora. The  globe-trotting writer B ruce Chatwin,  in  h is  book The 
Songlines,34 shows admirably the extent to which, i n  Gypsies, Aus­
tra l ian aborig ines, and other tribes, the nomad's identity consists i n  
memorizi ng oral poetry, which is an elaborate and  accurate description 
of the territories that need to be cross�d in the nomad's never-end ing 
journey. A totemic geography marks this sort of identity. The desert is a 
gigantic map of signs for those who know how to read them, for those 
who can sing their way through the wi lderness. 

In Invisible cities,35 Italo Calvi no, the Ita l ian writer who spent most 
of h i s  l ife in Paris, has h is  hero, Marco Polo, d isplay the nomadic  ski l l  
memoriz ing imperceptible maps. Marco Polo reads the chessboard on 
which he i.s playing with the Kublai Khan. From a smal l  scratch in the 
board's wood, he is  capable of reconstructi ng its genealogy, retracing 
the sort of the trees it was made from, their origin and structure, down 
to the kind of craftsmansh ip that was used to make it. The map is i nvis­
ible or, rather, it is ava i lable only to those who have been trained to read 
i nvis ible ink  signs. 

Luce Ir igaray, a Belgian-born ph i losopher who l ives i n  France as an 
immigrant with in  the same language and is  most fol lowed and under­
stood in Ita ly  (where the former Communist Party appoi nted her as 
adviser) carefu l ly notes in her latest books the place and the date where 
she wrote each article. I appreciate her cartographic prec ision and see 
it as a sort of situated eth ics: the pol itics of location appl ied to writi ng. 

Were I to do the same for the articles gathered in th is  vol ume, I would 
have to note down places such as : Jyvasku la i n  central F in land, Mel­
bourne in South-Western Austra l ia, Verona in Northern Italy, Utrecht in 
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central Netherlands, and so on. This mode of writing also i nvolves con­
versations and exchanges with other transmobi le  entities, foreigners 
without whom the intel lectual l ife in the many metropol ises of the 
world w i l l  come to an end : Americans in Paris; Dutch, Ita l ians, Canad i­
ans, and Austra l ians everywhere; African-Americans, Belgian-Africans, 
and Americans i n  a l l  sorts of hyphenated variations: Jewish Americans 
and Jewish Parisians; postcolonial  B ritish, Palestin ians, and Israel is .  

Promi nent among these nomad ic inte l lectuals are the fem in ists­
who form the core of that "transatlantic" contingent about which Al ice 
Jard ine has written so eloquently.36 I am qu ite struck by the high num­
ber of women I know from mixed cu ltural backgrounds who are very 
actively involved i n  the femin ist movement; in my experience, the 
movement has provided stabi l ity amid changing conditions and sh ifting 
contexts . At times I th ink that this m ix of rad ical inte l lectuals is  the mark 
of an era and that th is  sort of mobi l ity has decreased s i nce. For i nstance, 
Nancy Huston, an Engl ish-Canadian who has settled happ i ly  i nto the 
French language to become a pro l ific essayist and novel i st, and the 
French-Algerian novel ist Lei la Sebbar have written tenderly about the 
multicu ltural mix that characterized most of their intel lectual  col leagues 
and friends37 in Paris during the seventies. Cou ld the same be said of the 
n ineties? 

I wou ld a lso have to note the essays gathered here have also experi­
enced several d isp lacements in their actual publ ication : most of them 
saw the l ight of day in mi nority journals, women's studies journals, or 
in that pecul iar space in mai nstream publ ish ing known as "the special  
femin ist issue." Al l  of them were publ ished in  countries other than the 
one I happened to be l iving in at the time. I sometimes th ink that even 
my choice of location with in  the field of women's studies is a reflection 
of my desire for nomadism, that is to say, my desire to suspend a l l  
attachment to establ ished d iscourses. I tend to see women's stud ies as a 
new frontier and to feel uneasy with in  mai nstream discourses (see 
"Women's Stud ies and the Pol itics of Difference"). Maybe a l l  nomads 
have a m inority vocation? I w i l l  return to this. 

What has become clear over the years is  that without such geo­
graphica l  d is lo ations, I cou ld not write at a l l-and what I write is not 
travel I iterature: B ut I do have special  affection for the places of transit 
that go with travel ing: stations and ai rport lounges, trams, shuttle buses, 
and check-in areas. In between zones where all ties are suspended and 
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time stretched to a sort of contin uous present .. Oases of nonbelongi ng, 
spaces of detachment. No-(wo)man's lands. . !  

Maybe this is why these open, publ ic spaces of transition are privi­
leged sites of creation for contemporary artists.38 At the "Decade 
Show," which was held at the New Museum of Contemporary Art i n  
New York i n  1 990, the artist Martha Rosier exh ib ited an instal lation 
piece cal led " I n  the Place of the Publ ic (1983-1990)," which consisted 
of large photographs of places of transition, of passage, espec ia l ly a i r­
port lounges and l uggage carousels, accompan ied by extensive com­
ments i nspired by the Marxist ph i losopher Henri Lefebvre. In Rosier's 
vision, publ ic  spaces are s ites that mark rites of passage and are sub­
jected to cu lture-specific imperatives such as schedu les, rhythms of pro­
duction, a l lowed or forbidden d i rections, load ing and u n load ing, areas 
of transition, and spaces of transactions. Space is an abstraction ru led 
by the logic of the market economy and, as such, it is "permeated with 
social  relations." The great merit of Rosier's art is to have captured both 
aspects of these areas of transit: their i nstrumental val ue as wel l  as thei r  
pecul iarly seductive anonymity. Ai rport lounges are places where one 
passes "without registering passage"; as such they are a microcosmos of 
contemporary society, which may wel l  be postindustrial but neverthe­
less d isplays a more pure, that is to say a more ruth less form of capital­
ist aggression than ever before. 

Instal lations in publ ic spaces, in areas of passi ng through are also 
central to the work of other important contemporary women artists. For 
i nstance, Barbara Krueger's large b i l lboards are strategical ly set up i n  
h uge i ntersections a t  the center of  the metropol ises of  the Western 
world. They announce "We don't need another hero" and "Survei l lance 
is their busywork" with breath-tak ing force.39 In these days of postin­
dustrial decay of u rban space, artists such as Krueger manage to return 
to the artwork the monumental value that used to be its prerogative i n  
the past, wh i le  also preserving its pol itical ly committed nature. 
Krueger's punchy messages are a lso i nvigorating for their powerfu l ly 
femin ist touch, thei r  humor, and thei r  sheer beauty. 

S im i larly, Jenny Holzer's electronic panels flash right across the 
advertisement-i nfested skyl i ne of our c ities and relay very pol iticized 
and consciousness-rais ing messages: "Money creates taste," "Property 
created crime," "Torture is  barbaric,"etc., etc.40 Holzer a lso uses the a i r­
port spaces, especial ly the i nformation panels of luggage carousels, to 
transmit such staggering messages as, for example, "Lack of charisma 
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can be fatal ," and such i ronic messages as "If you had behaved nicely, 
the communists wou ldn't exist," or "What country shou ld you adopt if 
you hate poor people?". 

Rozier, Krueger, and Holzer are perfect examples of postmodern, 
ins ightfu l ,  and non-nostalgic appropriators of publ ic spaces for creative 
and pol itical purposes. In their hands, areas of transit and passage 
become contemporary equ ivalents of the desert, not only because of the 
enormous, al ienating sol itude that characterizes them but a lso because 
they are heavi ly marked by signs and boards ind icating a mu ltitude of 
possible d i rections, to which the artist adds her own, unexpected and 
d isruptive one. 

The u rban space i s  thus  one huge map that requ i res spec ia l  decod­
ing and interpreti ng sk i l l s ;  in the hands of these artists the city a lso 
becomes text, a sign ify ing artifact. Brunh i lde B iebuyck (a Zai re-born 
Belgian who never l ived in Belg ium, grew up a l l  over the Un ited 
States, inc lud ing fou r  years in New York City, became an eth nologist, 
and fi na l ly  settled in F rance) and Mihaela Bacou (Ru man ian-born 
from Lati n-Macedonian parents, l ived in  Greece, and then settled in  
Paris as a research scholar) have gathered an impressive col lection of 
stenci l led m ura l art from Par is ian wal ls .  I n  an artic le  they co­
authored about th is co l l ection, they emphasize the expressivity of the 
c ity, its aura l  resonance-the mu lti l ayered dens ity of the messages it 
relays.41 

Publ ic spaces as s ites of creativity therefore h ighl ight a paradox: they 
are both loaded with s ign ification and profoundly anonymous; they are 
spaces of detached transition but a lso venues of inspi ration, of visionary 
insight, of great release of creativity. B rian Eno's musical experiment 
with Music for Airports makes the same point very strongly: it is a cre­
ative appropriation of the dead heart of the sl ightly ha l luc inating zones 
that are the publ ic p laces.42 Artists are not the only ones, however, to 
be concerned with areas of transit. 

Once, land ing at Paris I nternational Ai rport, I saw a l l  of these in 
between areas occupied by immigrants from various parts of the former 
French empire; they had arrived, but were not a l lowed entry, so they 
camped in these l uxurious transit zones, waiting. The dead, panoptical 
heart of the new European Commun ity wi l l  scrutin ize them and not 
a l low them in eas i ly :  it is crowded at the margins and nonbelonging can 
be hel 1 .43 
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Neither M igrant nor Ex i le :  
The Fem i n ist as  Nomad 

The polyglot nomadic inte l lectua l  i n  Europe today must provide food 
for thought about the exc lusionary, ethnocentric usage that is currently 
being made of the notion of a common European Community (see 
"United States of Europe or U n ited Colors of Benetton?"), and the 
images of an a l leged intranational  European identity that accompany 
them. Among the images of intercu ltural otherness that are current 
today, I shal l  s ingle out the exi le  and the migrant-before return ing to 
the nomad. 

As far back as 1938 Virgin ia Woolf was rais ing the issue: "As a 
woman I have no country, as a woman I want no country, as a woman 
my country is the whole world."44 The identification of female identity 
with a sort of planetary exi l e  has s ince become a topos of femin ist stud­
ies, with writers such as the Algerian-born, Jewish Paris ian Helene 
CiXOUS45 and the Belgian-French Luce I rigaray46 stressing th is point. 

I am not enti rely happy, however, with th is metaphor of exile: being 
"a c itizen of the world" may seem attractive at fi rst, but it can a lso be an 
evasive tactic. As if all women had in common were a sense of their 
homelessness, countrylessness, of not havi ng a common anchoring 
poi nt. I do not find this satisfactory either as a d iagnosis of the status of 
women in  1993 or as a vision of the i r  possible role  in  the future. Rely­
i ng on Adrienne Rich's notion of "the pol itics of location," I think  that 
general izations about women should be replaced by attention to and 
accountabi l ity for differences among women. As Al ice Walker pointed 
out47 in her response to Virg in ia Woolf: is th is nonchalant detachment 
not the privi lege of caste and wh iteness? What cou ld  it mean to people 
who have never had a home, or a remembered home country, l ike 
Ph i l l is Wheatley i n  the slave plantations of the U n ited States? Is not the 
lofty metaphor of planetary ex i le very ethnocentric? In th is  end of cen­
tury, when Europe and other parts of the world are confronted by the 
problem of refugees from the East and the South and movements of pop­
u lations away from war-torn homelands, issues such as exi l e  and the 
right to belong, the right to enter, the right to asyl um, are too serious 
merely to be metaphorized i nto a new idea l .  

In  th i s  respect, i t  is  important to restore the notion of  "the pol itics of 
location" to the rad ical pol itical function for which it was i ntended . It 
refers to a practice of d ialogue among many d ifferent female embodied 
genealogies. A location, in Rich's sense of the term, is both a geopol iti-
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cal notion and a lso a notion that can only be med iated in language and 
consequently be the object of imaginary relations. Thus, whi le I share 
the concerns expressed by Caren Kaplan in her transnational analysis of 
the notion48 and also share her urge to use the pol itics of location as a 
critique of dominant models of hegemony, I also want to argue that 
there is no social relation that is unmediated by language and is conse­
quently free of imaginary constructions. In this regard, a rad ical femin ist 
postmodernist practice requ i res attention to be paid both to identity as 
a set of identifications and to pol itical subjectivity as the quest for sites 
of resistance. 

Next to the exi le, another figuration I want to evoke is that of the 
migrant. The migrant is no exi le :  s/he has a clear destination : s/he goes 
from one point in space to another for a very c lear purpose. Europe 
today is a multicu ltura l entity; the phenomenon of economic m igration 
has created in every European city a set of foreign "sub-cu ltures," in 
wh ich women usual ly  play the role  of the loyal keepers of the original 
home culture'] I do not th ink that effective l inks exist between the 
"wh ite" i nt'enictual women and the many "domestic foreigners" that 
inhabit Europe today. This problem is a l l  the more u rgent at a time of 
increasing rac ism and xenophobia and revival of national istic ideolo­
gies. 

The migrant bears a c lose tie to class structure; in most countries, the 
m igrants are the most economical ly d isadvantaged groups. Econom ic 
migration is at the heart of the new class stratification in the European 
Commun ity today. By contrast, the exi le is often motivated by pol itical 
reasons and does not often coincide with the lower c lasses; as for the 
nomad, s/he is usual ly beyond classification, a sort of classless un it. 

As opposed to the images of both the migrant and the exi le, I want to 
emphasize that of the nomad. The n,Qmad does not stand for homeless­
ness, or compulsive displacement;� is rather a figuration for the kind of 
subject who has rel inqu ished a l l  idea, desi re, or nostalgia for fixity. This 
figuration expresses the des i re for an identity made of transitions, suc­
cessive sh ifts, and coordinated changes, without and against an essen­
tial un ity. The nomadic subject, however, is not altogether devoid of 
un ity; h is/her mode is one of defin ite, seasonal patterns of movement 
through rather fixed routes. It is a cohesion engendered by repetitions, 
cycl ical moves, rhythmical d isplaceme·;;t.: ln  this respect, I sha l l  take the 
nomad as the prototype of the "man"�oman of ideas" ;49 as Deleuze 
put it, the point of being an intel lectual nomad is about crossing bound-
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aries, about the act of going, regard less of the destination. "The l i fe of 
the nomad is the intermezzo . . .  He is a vector of deterritorial ization."5o 

The nomad enacts transitions without a teleological purpose; 
Deleuze also gives as an example of this nomadic mode the figuration 
the "rh izome." The rhizome is a root that grows underground, s ide­
ways; Deleuze plays it against the l inear roots of trees. By extension, it 
is "as if" the rh izomatic mode expressed a nonphal logocentric way of 
th inking: secret, latera l, spread ing, as opposed to the visible, vertical 
ramifications of Western trees of knowledge. By extension, the rh izome 
stands for a nomad ic pol itical ontology that, not un l ike Donna Har­
away's "cyborg" (see "Re-figuring the Subject"), provides movable 
foundations for a post-human ist view of subjectivity. Nomadic con­
sciousness is a form of pol itical resistance to hegemonic and excl usion­
ary views of subjectivity. 

Nomadic consciousness is a lso an ep istemological position . In her 
work on contemporary science, Isabel le Stengers remarks on the role 
played by "nomadic concepts" in postmodern epistemology.51 Accord­
ing to Stengers, concepts are nomadic because they have acquired the 
capacity to transfer from one scientific d iscourse to another, in a b lur­
ring of d isc ip l inary boundaries that is the disti nct h istorical privi lege of 
contemporary ·science. Th is transd isc ip l inary propagation of concepts 
has positive effects in that it al lows for mu ltiple i nterconnections and 
transmigrations of notions, mostly from the "hard" to the "soft" sciences. 
One j ust needs to th ink of the fortunes of a notion such as "complex ity" 
to appreciate the metaphorical resonance gained by some scientific 
concepts in contemporary cu lture at large. On the negative side, th is 
form of conceptual nomad ism causes, accord ing to Stengers, problems 
of metaphor-overload and therefore of confus ion, to which she is firm­
ly opposed . In a most non-nomadic manner that is so typical of post­
poststructural i st French thought, Stengers concludes by chastising the 
very concept that has supported her reflection. Thus, nomad ism is out 
and a new "normative epistemology" is cal led for, one that wou ld avoid 
confusions and al low for clearer and more accountable poi nts of trans­
d iscipl inary crossing. Th is cal l  for a new epistemological visa system 
confines nomad ism to the infel icitous status of a concept that is evoked 
only in order to be delegitimated. This disavowal, however, has the 
advantage of placing nomadic concepts, however briefly, at the center 
of contemporary scientific debate. 
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On a more general level, the h istory of ideas is  a lways a nomadic 
story; ideas are as mortal as human beings and as subjected as we are 
to the crazy twists and turns of h i story. The figure of the nomad, as 
opposed to the exi le, a l lows us to th ink of international d ispersion and 
d issem ination of ideas not only on the banal and hegemonic model of 
the tourist or traveler but also as forms of resistance, as ways of pre­
serving ideas that may otherwise have been condemned to wi l lfu l  obl it­
eration or to col lectively produced amnesia. 

The d istinction I am defend ing between the migrant, the ex i le, and 
the nomad corresponds also to d ifferent styles an(r ge��es and to d iffer­
ent relationsh ips to time. 

The mode and tense of exile style are based on an acute sense of for­
eignness, coupled with the often hosti le perception of the host country. 
Exi le l iterature, for instance, is marked by a sense of loss or separation 
from the home country, which, often for pol itical reasons, is a lost hori­
zon; there is  a d iasporic side toTt) Memory, recol lection, and the rumi­
nation of acoustic traces of fu e�other tongue is central to th is  l iterary 
genre, as in Natha l ie Sarraute's Enfance.52 Translated into time, this 
genre favors a sort of flow of remi n iscence, which I would translate into 
a sort of future perfect: " it  w i l l  have been l ike this . . . .  " 

The migrant, on the other hand, is caught i n  an in-between state 
whereby the narrative of the origin has the effect of destab i l izing the 
present. This migrant l iterature is about a suspended, often impossible 
present; it is about m issi ng, nostalgia, and blocked horizons� The past 
acts as a burden in m igrant l iterature; it bears a fossi l ized-

defi n ition of 
l anguage that marks the l i ngering of the past into the present. The 
migrant's favorite tense is the present perfect. 

The Italo-Austral ian writer Rosa Capiel lo offers a great example of 
this i n  her book Oh, Lucky CountryJ,53 her devastati ng response to an 
a l l-t ime Austral ian c lassical text, the The Lucky Country.54 In Capiel lo's 
book, a l l  the action takes place physical ly in  wh ite Austral ia, but with­
in the mu lticu ltural communities that compose its d iversified u rban 
landscape. A l l  the various hyphenated subjects that compose th is 
human tapestry are pure immigrants, l iving in their own frozen sense of 
their  cultura l  identity, behaving as if they were sti l l  i n  thei r  countries of 
origin, and speaking a language that is neither their mother tongue nor 
standard Engl ish but a concoction of their  own making.  As the plot 
unfolds, white Austra l ians are seldom if ever depicted or even 
approached; they constitute a sort of d istant and unreachable horizon, 
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thus becomi ng a permanent object of longing and fear. As for native 
aboriginal Austral ians, they are s imply confined to invis ibi l ity and thus 
p lunged into un redeemed otherness. The overa l l  effect is one of utter 
desolation and of hybridization without joyful creative rel ief. 

Juxtaposed to the migrant genre, postcolonial  l iterature functions dif­
ferently, because the sense of the home country or cu lture of origin is 
activated by pol itical and other forms of res istance to the conditions 
offered by the host cu lture. As a consequence time is not frozen for the 
postcolonial  subject, and the memory of the past is not a stumbl i ng 
block that h inders access to a changed present. Qu ite the contrary, the 
eth ical impu lse that susta ins the postcolonial  mode makes the original 
cu lture into a l iving experience, one that fu nctions as a standard of ref­
erence. The host cu lture, far from being unreachable and distant, is con­
fronted qu ite d i rectly, at times almost physica l ly. In her enl ightening 
analysis of Sal man Rushd ie's Satanic Verses,55 the Ind ian-American 
postcolonial  theorist Gayatri Spivak d istingu ishes pol itical ly and episte­
mological ly between metropol itan m igrancy and the postcolon ial con­
d ition . 
ClYm argu ing that nomadic  consciousness is ak in to what Foucault 

cal led countermemory; it is a form of resist ing ass imi lation or homolo­
gation into dom inant ways of representing the self Femin ists-or other 

.- ( 
critical i ntel lectuals as nomad ic subject-are those who have forgotten 
to forget inj ustice and symbol ic poverty : their memory is activated 
aga inst the stream; they enact a rebe l l ion of subj ugated knowledges. 

0e nomadic tense is the imperfect: i t  is active, continuous; the 
nomad ic trajectory is control led speed. The nomad ic style is about tran­
sitions and passages without predeterm ined dest inations or lost home­
lands. The nomad's relationsh ip to the earth is one of transitory attach­
�ent and cyc l ical frequentation; the antithesis oi.tbe farmer, the nomad 
gathers, reaps, and exchanges but does not exploit.{ 

Consequently, there is a strong l i nk  betwee��mads and violence; 
the ruth lessness of the rootless can be shocking. From the dawn of time, 
nomadic tribes have been what Deleuze cal l s  "war machines," that is 
to say perfectly tra ined armed bands. The raids, the sacking of c ities, the 
looting, the k i l l ing of the sedentary popu lation are the nomad's answer 
to agricu lture. I th ink it is worth emphasizing th is  point so as to see the 
pol itical density of the figure of the nomad; i n  deal ing with this sort of 
consciousness, one must also therefore confront the d ifficult  issues of 
political violence, armed rebe l l ion, destruction, and the death-drive. 
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I n  a stimu lati ng study of the l i nks between the European artistic 
avant-gardes, from the Dadaist movement at the beg inn ing of th is  cen­
tury to the Ita l ian Metropol itan I nd ians of the mid-seventies, Sadie  Plant 
raises th is  point qu ite forcefu l ly :  "It is here, i n  the adventures and defeats 
of generations of revol utionaries, saboteurs, artists and poets that the 
struggle to escape and subvert the codes theorized by Deleuze and 
Guattari has been played out countless times."56 

Plant's analys is  h igh l ights the persistence of the nomadic tra it i n  
contemporary pol itical movements, from the "h ippies" to the "new age 
gyps ies," the peace camps, the music festivals, the fem in i st happen­
i ngs, a l l  the way to the spira l i ng violence of terrorist u n its such as the 
Ita l ian Red Brigades, which were total war mach ines launched against 
the state. 

Pier Paolo Paso l i n i, who was born in Bologna, raised forty k i lometers 
south of my home town, and assassinated i n  Rome, has provided one of 
the most staggering analyses of state violence i n  h is  accounts of the 
murky Ital ian pol itics duri ng the years of terrorism 1968-1977: the years 
of lead/bul lets, up to and includ ing the assassination of the pol it ician 

. MoroY Paso l i n i  poi nts out the a lmost uncanny s imi larity between state 
violence and terrorist v iolence i n  the Ita l ian context, yet makes d isti nc­
tions between the two, so as to defend the possibi l ity of rad ical ,  nonvi­
olent pol itics. 

Several critics have also commented on the tribal characterist ics 
acqu i red by i nner-city countercu ltures, inc luding phenomena such as 
rioting and looting. Looking at the analyses of the postmodern pred ica­
ment as the dec l i ne of the nation-state,58 one is struck by the correlation 
between the violence of state apparati and the neonomadism of subur­
ban unrest, especial ly inner-city u rban cu lture. 

The central structure for understand ing nomadic violence is  i ndeed 
the opposition of the c ity to the space of the desert; Bruce Chatwin 
describes the c ity as  a garden superimposed on a sheep fo ld :  a space of 
agricu lture and sheep-farmi ng-that is to say, of sedentary stocking and 
cumulation of riches. As such it is d iametrical ly opposed to the open 
space: the noumos, or plot of land, is  the etymological root of nomad, 
which means the clan elder who supervises the a l location of pastures to 
the tribe. By extension, nomos came to mean the law; thus we get a term 
such as nemesis that refers to appropriate or d ivine justice. Almost a l l  
monetary expressions also come from th i s  pastoral orig i n :  nomisma 
means current coins, from which we get numismatics. The words con-
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nected to money-such as pecuniary-have the root i n  the words for 
sheep: pecu/pecus. 

Deleuze confi rms Chatwin :  noumos is a principle of d istribution of 
the land, and as such it came to represent the opposition of the power 
of the polis because it was a space without enclosures or borders. It was 
the pastoral, open, nomadic  space in opposition to which the sedentary 
powers of the city was erected . Metropol itan space versus nomadic 
trajectories. 
(N;madic violence i s  consequently opposed to state apparatus vio­

l€rlce-: the tribe is the counterarmy, that is to say the space where the 
warriors ru le.  Is th is why nomads have always been persecuted as dan­
gerous crimina ls  by the state? The nomad ic fighter becomes, in his/her 
turn, victim of state repression. Is this why so many Gypsies were ki l led 
in Naz i  concentration camps; was it fear of their mobi l ity that stiffened 
the murderous hand around their neck? Is this why the Tuaregs are 
being s laughtered in Africa today? Nomad ic  violence and state violence 
are m i rror images of each other, d ivided by an antithetical hostil ity. 

D ifferences in the kind of violence are also a question of different 
beats, that is to say of variations of i ntensity or speed. The intense, 
mobi le  rhythm of i nner-city youth rappers is counteracted by the use of 
heavy metal and other forms of rock'n'ro l l  mus ic59 as a combat weapon 
by the American army during their  attack on Noriega i n  Panama.60 This 
d ifference i n  beat, or speed, i s  a l l  the more paradoxical if  one keeps in 
mind the fact that rock'n'ro l l  started out as a subversive, antiestabl ish­
ment cu lture. In its i nfin i te flex ib i l ity, late capita l i sm has adapted itself 
to the hard rock "revol ution" and found c lever instrumental appl ica­
tions for it. It may be more d ifficu lt, however, to exploit the rappers to 
the same degree. 

A flashback i l l ustrates my ambivalence on the issue of nomadic vio­
lence :  I remember my grandfather-a respected member of the antifas­
cist resistance in northern Ita ly-warn ing me that Gypsies "steal ch i l ­
d ren." I remember looking a t  the fi rst Gypsies who came through my 
own town-wh ich is barely 100 ki lometers from the Yougoslav bor­
der-with fascination and fear: d id  they rea l ly  steal ch i ldren? Wou ld 
they steal me? If they stole me, where wou ld  I end up? The real ization 
of the existence of people whose house was on the road opened up a 
new d imension for me. Retrospectively, the fear of them gave me the 
fi rst atroc ious suspicion that the road, the o ld fami l iar road that opened 
i n  front of my fami ly home, was an i rresist ib le path that cou ld lead as 
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far as Melbourne, Paris, or Utrecht. That the sol id  foundations I was 
accustomed to taking for granted might be swal lowed up in one spas­
modic moment, leaving me on the road too. That stepping on that road 
cou ld be fatal, as it turned out to be. 

From Kleist's depiction of Penthesi lea, in the homonymous play of 
deathly passions, to the tragedy of Medea, a foreigner in an ungratefu l 
land, other forms of violence a lso come into focus in female nomads: a 
sort of rough encounter with host i le environmental forces; an emphasis 
on physical resistance and stamina; a rel iance on rituals and dramas in 
the absence of the temple of establ ished rel igion. The S ic i l ian-born, 
Rome-based Ita l ian novel ist Dacia  Mara in i  depicts with desperate 
l ucid ity, in her book Donna in Guerra, 61 the vio lence of rebel l ious 
females. They inhabit the man-made world as a prolonged, pai nfu l form 
of self-estrangement and are capable of outbursts of great violence as a 
consequence. 

There is  a rigorous, relentless sort of toughness in  nomadic subjects; 
I find a powerfu l evocation of it in the raucous, haunti ng rhythm of the 
voice of the beggar g i rl in India Song, a piece of fi l m  magic by Mar­
guerite Du ras, the French artist who grew up in colon ial  South-East 
Asia .  I also recogn ize it, however, i n  the demonic, relentless beat of 
Kathy Acker's In Memoriam to Identity,62 in her visceral passion for 
nomadic  transformations and her Deleuzian fla i r  for the revers ib i l ity of 
situations and people-her borderl i ne capac ity to impersonate, m i m ic, 
and cut across an i nfin ity of "others ."  

Postmodern Fem i n i st Nomad ism 

The figuration of  the nomad i s  a form of  intervention on  the debate 
between femin i sm and the postmodern ist crisis of val ues and represen­
tations of the subject. Being s ituated as a European, in a context where 
the term postmodernism has only reached a consensus as an arch itec­
tural notion, I shal l  speak now of the term poststructuralism to designate 
the theoretical d i scourse about the crisis of the subject. 

Whi le stating my skepticism at a notion of a "cris is" of values that 
takes place at the same time as the h i storical emergence of femin ism, I 
have been particularly critical, in Patterns of Dissonance, 63 of the rise of 
new man-made i mages of the fem in ine as the prototype of that spl it, 
fl u id, mu lticentered identity that postmodernists seem to favor. At the 
same time, however, I want to argue for the relevance of poststructural-
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i sm to my attempt to image both the process of th inking and the th i n k­
i ng subject differently-in the nomad i c  mode. 

J ust l i ke real nomads-who are an endangered spec ies today, threat­
ened with extinction-!:l0madic-thinki ng is a m inority position . My 
defense of nomadism is thus  due to my perception of the h istorica l ly  
vul nerable position of  the movement of  thought known as poststruc­
tura l ism, and of the pol itical and theoretical activities that made it 
attractive for my generation. Thinkers of the subversive persuasion of 
Foucau lt, I rigaray, and Deleuze (see "The Eth ics of Sexual Difference: 
The Case of Foucault and I rigaray") have l ittle or no chance of impos­
ing their  own phi losoph ical agenda and theoretical priorities in these 
gloomy days of fin-de-siecle (see "Envy; Or, With Your Brains and My 
Looks") .  The i r  part icular ph i losophical  style, the rad ical  questions they 
ask, the i r  commitment to change and transformations in everyday I ife as 
wel l  as in thei r  teaching of the h istory of phi losophy have been swept 
aside by the winds of neoconservatism that are b lowing across the Euro­
pean Community nowadays. Their thought is a part of the intel lectual 
left that has been h istorica l ly defeated in favor of whatever brand of 
neopositivism or l ukewarm neo l iberal i sm we are goi ng through today. 
Th is  a lso impl ies that those places where poststructura l ist thought is 
going to cont inue are non- or extra-phi losoph ica l .  I th ink  femi n ism i s  
one of  the forums where the essence of  the poststructura l i st debate 
cou l d  be carried on :  it is one of the escape routes for ideas that wou ld  
otherwise have become extinct. Poststructu ra l ism may survive by taking 
the nomad ic  route of fem in ism, but w i l l  it? 

One of the points of i ntersection between poststructural ist phi loso­
ph ies and fem in ist theory is the des i re to leave beh ind the l i near mode 
of i ntel lectual  th ink ing, the teleological ly ordained style of argumenta­
tion that most of us have been trained to respect and emulate. In my 
experience, th is resu lts i n  encourag ing repetition and dutifu l ness to a 
canonical  trad ition that enforces the sanct imonious sacredness of cer­
ta in  texts : the texts of the great phi losophical  human istic trad ition. I 
wou ld l i ke to oppose to them a passionate form of post-human ism, 
based on femin ist nomadic eth ics. 

More especial ly, I see it as essentia l  that women break free from what 
Teresa de Lauretis, the I ta l ian-American femin ist theorist who has cho­
sen the Netherlands as one of her homes, describes as "the Oed ipal 
plot" of theoretical work. It i s  important for femin i sts to break away from 
the patterns of mascu l ine identification that h igh theory demands, to 
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step out of the paralyzi ng structures of an excl usive academic style.64 
Nomadism is an invitation to d is-identify ourselves from the sedentary 
phal logocentric monologism of phi losoph ical th inking and to start cu l­
tivating the art of d is loyalty to c iv i l ization, which Adrienne Rich advo­
cates, or, rather, that form of healthy d isrespect for both academ ic and 
intel lectual conventions that was inaugurated and propagated by the 
second femin ist wave. 

On the whole, fem in ist phi losophers do not sh ine for the i r  rad ical 
nomadism; on the contrary they tend to embody the syndrome of the 
dutifu l  daughter, or alternatively, of the devoted mistress.65 This con­
fi rms a corporatist attachment to the d iscipl ine and a strong identifica­
tion with its masters; many fem in ists work to preserve or even to rescue 
the very idea that phi losophy actual ly matters. Thus it is  not surprising 
that the poststructural ist notions of the death of the phi losoph ical sub­
ject and the crisis of phi losophy often find their most vehement oppo­
nents in women in phi losophy.66 

In the l ight of the position outl ined above, I want to defend the post­
structural ists' attack on phi losoph ical humanism whi le crit icizing the i r  
gender-bl i ndness. The only theory I feel I can practice is  that which both 
I rigaray and Deleuze defend as a form of creation of new ways of th ink­
i ng. I am i nterested only in systems of thought or conceptual frame­
works that can help me th ink  about change, transformation, l iving tran­
sitions. I want a creative, nonreactive project, emancipated from the 
oppressive force of the trad itional theoretical approach. I see femin ist 
theory as the s ite of such a transformation from sedentary logocentric 
th ink ing to nomadic  creative thought. 

For me, femin ism is a practice, as wel l as a creative drive, that a ims 
at asserting sexual difference as a positive force (see "The Pol itics of 
Ontological Difference") .  The new femin ist nomadic subject that sus­
ta ins th is  project is an epistemological and pol itical entity to be defined 
and affi rmed by women in the confrontation of thei r  mu ltiple d iffer­
ences of class, race, age, l ifestyle, and sexual preference. Accord ingly, 
I see fem in ism today as the activity a imed at articu lating the questions 
of ind ividual ,  embodied, gendered identity with issues related to politi­
cal subjectivity, connecting them both with the problem of knowledge 
and epistemological legitimation . 

In my assessment, one of the central issues at stake i n  th is  project is  
how to reconci le h i storicity, and therefore agency, with the (uncon­
scious) des i re for change. The most d ifficult task is how to put the wi l l  
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to change together with the des i re for the new that impl ies the con­
struction of new desir ing subjects. 

This  d ifficulty is due to the fact that i nner, psychic or unconscious 
structures are very hard to change by sheer vol ition . The case of psy­
choanalysis rests precisely on the demand that the pain involved in the 
processes of change and transformation be recogn ized and respected . 
I n-depth transformations are as painfu l as they are slow. If female femi­
n i sts want to pos it effective pol itics, they need to keep in mind the d is­
t inction of levels between wi l lfu l  pol itical choices and u nconscious 
des i res and attempt to develop strategies that are su ited to each one. 
Col laps i ng the w i l l  with des i re or pos iting the primacy of the one over 
the other are equa l ly  inadequate moves. As I have argued ( see "Sexual 
Difference as a Pol itical Project"), each level has to be respected in its 
complexity, yet poi nts of transition and of overlapping must be devel­
oped between them. One cannot take short-cuts through one's uncon­
scious; the women who attempt to cheat their  way across-especia l ly  
female femi n ists-are playing with fire. I cal l "ethics of sexual d iffer­
ence"-adapting the concept proposed by Luce Ir igaray-a femin ist 
nomad ic project that a l lows for internal contrad ictions and attempts to 
negotiate between u nconscious structures of desire and consc ious pol it­
ical choices. In th i s  respect femi n ism is a form of mu ltiple conscious­
ness of d ifferences. 

In other words, my work at th is time focuses on the intersection of 
identity, subjectivity, and epistemology from a poststructu ral i st angle of 
sexua l  d ifference. The central issue' is the i nterconnectedness between 
identity, subjectivity, and power. The self bei ng a sort of network of 
interrelated points, the question then becomes : By what sort of i nter­
connections, s idesteps, and l i nes of escape can one produce fem i nist 
knowledge without fix ing in i nto a new normativity? 

Faced with these issues, I suggest that femin i sts and other critical 
i ntel lectuals today cu ltivate a nomad ic consc iousness. This form of con­
sciousness combines featu res that are usua l ly  perceived as opposi ng, 
namely the possession of a sense of identity that rests not on fixity but 
on conti ngency. The nomadic consciousness combines coherence with 
mob i l ity. It aims to reth ink  the u n ity of the subject, without reference to 
human istic bel iefs, without dual istic oppositions, l i nk ing instead body 
and mind i n  a new set of intensive and often i ntransitive transitions. 

The femin i st postmodern ist task i s  to figure out how to respect cul­
tural d iversity without fal l ing into relativism or pol itical despair. Rela-
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tivism is a pitfa l l  i n  that it erodes the grounds for possible i nteral l iances 
or pol itical coa l itions. The chal lenge for femin ist nomads in particu lar 
is how to conjugate the multi layered, mu lticu ltural perspective, with 
respons ib i l ity for and accountabi l ity to thei r  gender. 

The notion of "situated ness" is not in itself a nomadic one; on the 
contrary, it can be taken in the sense of the need for steady foundations. 
In  a powerfu l defense of the notion of exi le, against what she perceives 
as a postmodern ist withdrawal from the pol itical, Seyla Benhabib clari­
fies several poi nts.67 She stresses the h istorical permanence of the image 
of the intel lectual as occupying a space outside the city wal ls, l iving i n  
a sort of social ex ile, because s/he rejects the values that are immanent 
to that society. Benhabib defines this space in relation to the idea of 
utopia, which l itera l ly means no-where, or no-place. Accord ing to Ben­
habib, without some utopian bel ief in a space of critical no-whereness, 
no political or social  criticism can be legit imated. Taking a fi rm stand 
against the postmodern ist celebration of loss of boundaries and of 
increased territorial insecu rity, which she sees as pol itical ly disempow­
ering, she argues that the best we can opt for, at th is poi nt in time, is a 
s ituated form of criticism, that is to say a temporary sort of ex i le .  When 
it comes to subjectivity, we cannot do better than to offer a view of the 
self as autonomous, yet endowed with fl u id ego boundaries and capa­
ble of agency and accountabi l ity. 

While I share Benhabib's ethical impulse to empower women's pol it­
ical agency without fal l  i ng back on a substantial i st vision of the subject, 
I cannot go along with the emphasis on exile. Accord ing to the d istinc­
tion I drew ear l ier, the central figuration for postmodern subjectivity is 
not that of a marginal ized ex i le but rather that of an active nomad ism. 
The critical inte l lectual camping at the city gates is not seeking read­
mission but rather taking a rest before crossing the next stretch of desert. 
Critical th inking is not a d iaspora of the elected few but a massive aban­
donment of the logocentric polis, the a l leged "center" of the empire, on 
the part of critical and res i sting th inking beings.  Whereas for Benhabib 
tlie normativity of the phal logocentric regime is negotiable and repara­
ble, for me it is beyond repair. Nomad ism is therefore a lso a gesture of 
nonconfidence i n  the capacity of the polis to undo the power founda­
tions on which it rests. 

The utopia, or non place, that the poststructural ists pursue, therefore, 
is a nomadic path that functions accord ing to d ifferent ru les and 
designs. I wi l l  define th i s  sort of post-human utopia as a pol itical hope 



33 

for a point of ex it from phal logocentrism; it is the basis for nomad ic con­
sciousness. Nomad ic th inking is the project that consists in expressing 
and naming d ifferent figurations for th is k ind of decentered subjectivity. 

Pol itical ly, the nomadic style expresses my doubts about the capaci­
ty of h igh theory to reflect upon the very questions that I see as central :  
phal logocentrism, ethnocentrism, the positivity of d ifference. Phi loso­
phy-as a discip l ine of-thought is h ighly phal logocentric and anti no­
mad ic; it maintains  a privi leged bond to domination, power, and vio­
lence and consequently requires mechanisms of excl usion and dom i­
nation as part of i ts  standard practices. Ph i losophy creates itself through 
what it excludes as much as through what it asserts: High theory, espe­
c ia l ly  ph i losophy, posits its values through the exc lu'sion of many-non­
men, nonwhites, non learned, etc. The structura l necessity of these pejo­
rative figurations of otherness, makes me doubt the theoretical capaci­
ty, l et a lone the moral and pol itical w i l l i ngness, of theoretical d i scourse 
to act in a nonhegemon ic, nonexcl us ionary manner. 

Even more specifical ly, my work on nomadism has made me aware 
of a sort of structural aporia in conventional theoretical d i scourse and 
espec ia l ly i n  ph i losophy. Discourse, i n  the poststructura l i st sense of a 
process of production of ideas, knowledge, texts, and sciences, is some­
th ing that theory relates to and rests upon, in order to cod ify and sys­
tematize its d iversity into an acceptable scientific norm. The normativ­
ity of h igh theory, however, is  a lso its l i m itation, because d iscourse 
being  a complex network of interrelated truth-effects, it exceeds theo­
ry's power of cod ification.  Thus ph i losophy has to "run after" a l l  sorts of 
new d iscourses (women, postcolonia l  subjects, the audiovisual med ia, 
other new technologies, and so on) i n  order to incorporate them and 
cod ify them. As Donna Haraway rem inds us, h igh theory is  a cann ibal-
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istic machine a imed at ass im i lation of a l l  new and even a l ien bod ies. 
Fortunately nomads can run faster and endure longer trips than most: 
thus they cannot be ass imi lated eas i ly. 

Be ing a nomad, l iving i n  transition, does not mean that one cannot 
or is u nwi l l i ng to create those necessari ly stable and reassuring bases for 
identity that a l low one to function in a commun ity. Rather, nomadic 
consciousness cons ists i n  not tak ing any kind of identity as permanent. 
The nomad is only passi ng through; s/he makes those necessari ly s itu­
ated connections that can hel p her/h im to survive, but s/he never takes 
on fu l ly  the l im its of one national,  fixed identity. The nomad has no 
passport-or has too many of them. 
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The best way to render the image of the nomad i n  a concrete man­
ner is by trans lat ing it i nto institutional pol itics. For me, nomad ic con­
sciousness l ies at the heart of the project of women's stud ies such as we 
practice it in Utrecht (see "Women's Stud ies and the Pol itics of Differ­
ence"). Experience has shown that success i n  implementing and sus­
tai n i ng institutional ized femi n ist projects requ i res a pragmatic mixture 
of autonomous structures and i ntegrated practices. Not only does the 
epistemological nomadism that susta ins the practice of femi n i st teach­
ing and research not exc lude more "sedentary" institut ional ized prac­
tices, it a lso makes us better at playing the institutional game, because 
we are more critical ly d i stanced from it. 

Thus the cou rse of study that we offer is  a fu l ly recognized under­
graduate program in the facu lty of the human ities, but it is staffed by 
academ ics who are attached to an autonomous department of women's 
studies and depend solely and entirely on the authority of a professor­
ship in women's stud ies. Th is  faci l itates a l l  the staff management and 
related admin i strative matters. It a lso encourages an i nternal spi rit of 
comm itment to femi n ist theory; the sense of legitimacy favors a relaxed 
and i nterested approach to facu lty members of other departments. 

Throughout our graduate programs our approach is  trans-d isc ip l i ­
nary, i n  that i t  consists i n  being both autonomous i n  our th i nking and 
integrated i nto mainstream facu lty l ife. Clearly, th is  i s  a very priv i leged 
position, made possib le by generous state grants.68 For me, the practice 
of setting up and runn ing a women's studies department constitutes l iv­
ing evidence of the pragmatic effectiveness of nomad ic pol itics. 

This idea of pass ing through, of cutting across d ifferent kinds and lev­
els of identity, is not a way of avoid ing the confrontation with the very 
real ideological and soc ial  constraints u nder which one has to operate. 
Qu ite the contrary, nomadic consc iousness expresses a way of dea l ing  
with these constraints. On th i s  point, I d isagree with Nancy Fraser and 
L i nda N icholson69 when they state that the postmodern ist emphasis on 
the contingency of identity and the dec l ine  of metanarratives u nder­
mines pol itical agency and femi n ism with it; rather, I see postmod­
ern i sm and fem in ism as or iginating from the same source but fol lowi ng 
different courses. Both stress the h i storical dec l ine of the idea that pol it­
ical agency and effective socia l  criticism requ i re steady and substantial 
fou ndations as thei r  necessary premise.  Postmodern nomadic femi n ism 
argues that you do not have to be settled in a substantive vision of the 
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subject in  order to be polit ical, or to  make wi l lfu l choices or critical 
decis ions .  

Nomad ic  fem in ism goes even one step further and argues that pol i t­
ical agency has to do with the capacity to expose the i l l usion of onto­
logical foundations. As Jud ith Butler put it, "the task is to interrogate 
what the theoretical move that establ ishes foundations authorizes, and 
what precisely it excludes or forec loses." 70 In  a nomadic perspective, 
the pol it ical is a form of i ntervention that acts s imu l taneously on the d is­
curs ive and the material registers of subjectivity; thus it has to do with 
the ab i l ity to draw mu lt iple connections. What is pol it ical is precisely 
this awareness of the fractu red, i ntrinsical ly power-based constitution of 
the subject and the active quest for poss ib i l i t ies of resistance to hege­
mon ic formations. 

Not only are foundations not requ i red for effective pol itical agency, 
very often they are also of h indrance to the fl ights of nomad ic con-

e 
sciousness. Just consider that very settled, anchored, sedentary people 
are amongst the least empathic, the least eas i ly  moved, the most self­
consc iously "apol it ical ."  The French fi l m-maker Agnes Varda shows the 
ind ifference of rooted people i n  her remarkable coverage of teen-age 
runaways, Sans toft ni foi, where French homes are r' presented as 
unwelcoming bourgeois fortresses, shutting the roofless ti ir l  out. How 
many of today's homeless people have personal ly experienced th is utter 
lack of interest, let alone emphatic understand ing? By contrast, the 
nomadic subject functions as a relay team: s/he connects, c i rcu lates, 
moves on; s/he does not form identifications but keeps on coming back 
at regular intervals .  The nomad is a transgressive identity, whose transi­
tory nature is prec isely the reason why s/he can make connections at a l l .  
Nomad ic pol itics is a matter of  bonding, of  coal itions, of interconnec­
tions . 

I have experienced th is i n  my own existence: it was not unt i l  I found 
some stabi l ity and sense of partial  belonging, supported by a permanent 
job and a happy relationsh ip, that I could actua l ly  start th i n king ade­
quately about nomadism. Which is not to say that the act of th inking 
about it actua l ly  spel led its end as a ru l ing existential habit of m ine, but 
rather that this notion became vis ib le and consequently express ible 
only when I was situated enough actua l ly  to grasp it. Identity i s  retro­
spective; representing it enta i l s  that we can draw accu rate maps, 
indeed, but only of where we have al ready been and consequently no 
longer are. Nomad ic cartographies need to be redrafted constantly; as 
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such they are structural ly opposed to fixity and therefore to rapacious 
appropriation. The nomad has a sharpened sense of territory but no pos­
sessiveness about it. 

As Haraway rightly puts it: you must be located somewhere in order 
to make statements of general value. Nomadism, therefore, is not fl u id­
ity without borders but rather an acute awareness of the nonfixity of 
boundaries. It is the intense desire to go on trespassi ng, transgressing. 

As a figuration of contemporary subjectivity, therefore, the nomad is 
a postmetaphysical,  intensive, mu ltiple entity, functioning in  a net of 
interconnections. S/he cannot be reduced to a l i near, teleological form 
of subjectivity but is rather the site of mu ltiple connections. S/he is 
embodied, and therefore cu ltura l ;  as an artifact, s/he is a tech nological 
compound of human and post-human; s/he is complex, endowed with 
mu ltiple capacities for i nterconnectedness in  the impersonal mode. 
S/he is a cyborg, but equ ipped a lso with an u nconsc ious. She is !ri­
garay's "mucous," or "d ivine," but endowed with a mu lticu ltural per­
spective. S/he is abstract and perfectly, operational ly real .  

One of her/h is h i storical tasks i s  how to restore a sense of intersub­
jectivity that wou ld  a l low for the recogn ition of d ifferences to create a 
new kind of bonding, i n  an inc l usive (i .e., nonexclusionary) manner. I 
th ink that one of the ways in which femin ists cou ld  visual ize this mu lti­
differentiated and situated perspective, is through the image of mu ltiple 
l iteracies, that is, a sort of col lective becomi ng polyglot. Femin ists need 
to become fluent in a variety of styles and discipl inary angles and in  
many d ifferent dia lects, jargons, languages, thereby rel inqu ishing the 
image of sisterhood in the sense of a global s imi larity of a l l  women qua 
second sex in favor of the recogn ition of the complexity of the semiotic 
and material cond itions in which women operate. 

Poi nts of Exit 

I have been argu i ng so far that legitimating femi n ist theory as  both crit­
ical and creative amounts to reinventing a new kind of theoretical style, 
based on nomad ism. In this last section I sha l l  spe l l  out some of the fea­
tu res of this style. 

F i rst, transd iscip l inarity. Th is means the cross ing of d iscip l i nary 
boundaries without concern for the vertical d istinctions around which 
they have been organ ized. Methodological ly, this style comes close to 
the "bricolage" defended by the structural i sts and especia l ly  Levi­
Strauss; it a lso constitutes a practice of "theft," or extensive borrowing 
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of notions and concepts that, as  Cixous puts it, are del iberately used out 
of context and derouted from their  i n it ia l  purpose. Deleuze cal ls  th i s  
techn ique "deterritorial ization" or the becoming-nomad of  ideas. 

A related feature of th is style is the m ixture of speaking voices or 
modes: I del iberately try to mix the theoretical with the poetic or lyrical 
mode. These shifts in  my voice are a way of resi st ing the pu l l  toward 
cut-and-dried, formal, ugly, academic  language. In the phi losophicaf 
c i rc les i n  which I was trained, a certa in  d isregard for style is conven­
tiona l ly  taken as a sign of "seriousness," or even of "sc ientificity,"71 as 
if writing beautifu l ly  were the express ion of a "soft," i .e., nonph i lo­
soph ical, m ind. This attitude fi l ls me with both m i rth and i rritation. 
I nherent functional ism d isappoints me, as it rests on a categorical divi­
sion of labor between the " logos-i ntensive" d iscourses (ph i l osophy) and 
the "pathos-i ntensive" (l iterature), a d ivis ion I chal lenge very strongly.72 
That so many women in  ph i losophy sti l l  continue to use phi losoph ical 
language functional ly, as a means of "communication," d istresses me. I 
wou ld much rather fictional ize my theories, theorize my fictions, and 
practice phi losophy as a form of conceptual creativity. 

Furthermore, th i s  style is attached to the col lective project of femi­
nism, which impl ies the acknowledgment and recogn ition of the voic­
es of other women. The femin ist l i terary theorist Carolyn Hei lbrun has 
commented on the difficu lties encountered in transforming the male 
academic canon in such a way as to do justice to female l iterary talents. 
Hei l brun attributes th is not only to male pol itical resistance to the fem­
in ist struggle for i ntel lectua l  recogn ition but a lso the fact that most un i­
versity women have been trained to speak to and in the language of 
man : the fetishized, false un iversal mode of Western humanism. The 
creation of femin ist knowledge therefore impl ies that renewed attention 
be paid to the expression of a fundamental d ifference in women's texts : 
"Women's texts have, for the most part, been woven i n  secret ways, 
hard to dec ipher, dangerous if d iscovered by the wrong people, or 
merely m isread, misunderstood."73 Accord ing to Hei lbrun, it is the task 
of fem i n ist scholars to voice th is  d ifference and to act upon the asym­
metrical relationsh ip  it creates with the estab l ished academic mode. 

Another strategy proposed in the same vei n  is the pri nciple of quota­
tions citations, as Spivak reminds us, fol lowi ng Derrida.74 Letting others 
speak in my text is not only a way of i nscribing my work in a col lective 
pol itical movement, it is a lso a way of practic ing what I preach.  The d is­
solution of steady identities advocated by the poststructura l i st genera-
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tion i s  n o  mere rhetorical formu la  for me; the dethroning of the "tran­
scendental narc issism" of the phi losoph iz ing " I"  is a poi nt of nonreturn.  
Letting the voices of others echo through my text i s  therefore a way of 
actua l iz ing the noncentral ity of the "I" to the project of th i n ki ng, whi le 
attach i ng it/her to a co l lective project. 

The many voices of women i n  the text are also a way of emphasiz­
i ng and celebrating the subtlety and theoretical relevance of women's 
thought. I want to rec la im all they have offered to the l ife of the m ind, 
i s  spite of the bel l igerent opposition of the establ ished institutions. My 
style i s  therefore based on the pol it ics of location/5 it rests on the atten­
tion to d ifferences among women. I see th is style as an important step 
i n  the process of constituting femi n ist genealogies as commonly shared 
d iscurs ive and polit ical practices, which are primari ly a sort of counter­
memory, or a space of resistance.76 

Part of th is project involves the crit ique of the conventional d isti nc­
tion between "h igh" theory and "popu lar cu lture"(see "On the Female 
Fem in i st Subject; Or, From 'She-Self to She-Other' " ) .  This d i sti nction is 
particu larly effective i n  Europe, where the stronghold of the d iscip l ines 
on the process of making knowledge is considerable and cross-d isc i p l i ­
nary and iconoclastic fields such as "cu ltural stud ies" are not much 
developed . The attention I pay in several of my texts to low or "popu lar 
cu lture" (see "Ethics Revis ited : Women i n/and Phi losophy" and "Theo­
ries of Gender; Or, Language is a V i rus") a lso springs from th is healthy 
d isregard for the conventions of h igh learn i ng. What I long for is some 
ming l ing with and i ntegration of popu lar, femi n ist ways of th i nk ing i nto 
mainstream d iscourse, but not at the cost of the homologation of the for­
mer i nto the latter. 

Th is  a lso expla ins the changes in tone and style that characterize the 
d i fferent sections of th i s  book. These variations are very important to 
th i s  col lection, where the more conventional academ ic pieces alternate 
with more provocative ones. This game of variations a lso a ims at con­
structing read i ng positions outside or beyond the trad itional i ntel lectu­
al ones. In th is process I hope to be constructing my potential readers as 
nomadic entities as wel l .  

I th i nk  that the new figurations of female subjectivity that I explore 
here can be taken as d i fferent maps by which critical readers can iden­
tify points of exit from phal locentric schemes of thought. They attempt 
to work through establ i shed forms of representation, consum i ng them 
from with i n .  I have referred to th i s  techn ique as the metabol i c  con-
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sumption of the old in order to engender the new. It is  a lso i n  this sense 
that I have defended the practice of lias if," of m imesis as a pol itical and 
i ntel lectual strategy based on the subversive potential of repetitions. 

Metabol ic  consumption attacks from with in  the stock of cumulated 
images and concepts of women as they have been codified by the cu l­
ture we are in .  Women need to re-possess the mult i layered structure of 
the i r  subjectivity as the site or h i storical sed imentation of meanings and 
representations that must be worked through. Female fem in ists need to 
revisit these multifaceted complexities and make of thei r  consumption 
the a im-however temporary-for their pol itical project of fem in ism. 
Not u n l ike Walter Benjamin's angel of h istory, nomad ic femin ist 
th i n kers a l ready have a foot in the next centu ry, whi le keeping in sight 
the very past from which they are struggl ing to emerge. 

Thus the quest for points of exit from phal locentrism continues and 
the femin ist nomadic jou rney goes on, by necessity. Propel led by a 
yearn ing for change that cannot spare even the most fam i l iar and espe­
c ia l ly  the most i ntimate aspects of thei r  experience, most femin ists 
wou ld  have to agree with Kathy Acker's caustic, devastating real ization 
that, to date: 

I have my identity and I have my sex : I am not new yet. 77 





O N E  

Organs Without Bodies 

Decoding the psychopathology of th is fin de s iecie may well be one of 
the most u rgent tasks of the critical intel lectual i n  general and of the 
fem i n ist one in particu lar. In Foucau lt's inception of the term, I see the 
i ntel lectual as a techn ic ian of practical knowledge: an analyst of the 
complex and ever-sh ift ing ways i n  wh ich the technologies of control of 
the embod ied self-the corpo-r(e)al ity of the subject-intersect with the 
macro- instances that govern the production of d iscourses socia l ly  rec­
ogn ized as "true" and scientifical ly "va l id ."  

Start ing from the assu mption that the privi lege granted to the d is­
cou rse of sexual ity and reproduction as the s i te of production of truth 
about the subject is the trademark of modern ity, I w i l l  try to track 
down some of the forms taken by this d iscou rse today. My aim i s  to 
br ing forth questions that seem to me u rgent for fem i n ist theory and 
practice. More spec ifical ly, I wou ld  l i ke to ask: what is the most su it­
able speaking stance, or p lace of enu nciation,  for a femi n ist critical 
i nte l l ectua l  faced with the d iscou rse of b iopower, that i s  to say the 
government of the two re lated d i mensions of sex-and-death and sex­
and- l i fe?  

How shou ld th i s  whole problematic field be assessed by those who 
are committed to tak ing seriously-that i s, pol itica l ly-the d imension of 
sexual d ifference? How can the affi rmation of the pos itivity of difference 
be combined with the critical analysis of the domi nant form of d is­
course and sexual ity? How can the critical or reactive function of femi­
nist theory be reconci led with its affi rmative or active pU I l ? l The key 
problem area I wish to address is that of the new reproductive tech­
nologies as they stand in relation to the AI DS epidemic and the social 
pan ic that has marked its appearance. I sha l l  not analyze the techn ical 
aspects of these issues but rather try to s ituate them strategica l ly with in  
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the same discurs ive conste l lation . ,Th is problem area is a powerfu l indi­
cator of the contemporary wi l l -to-know; it sets out the l ines of ques­
tion ing and therefore the normative d i rectives that focus on the body 
(the embodied subject) as their  target. The d iscourse on the new repro­
ductive technologies man ifests not only the order of scientific d iscourse 
currentlt.: at work i n  our society but a lso the cu ltural imaginary that sup­
ports iqThe task of decod ing the scientific and cultural imaginary cal ls  
for a m� ltidisc ip l ina�y approach to femin ist theory, which resu lts in a 
new style of thought.2 

Let us take as our starting point Foucault's analysis of the pol itical 
economy of truth about sexual ity in our cu lture.3 The distinction 
between technologies of reproductive power-scientia sexuali�and 
the practices of pleasure of the self-ars erotica-thus becomes capita l .  
In  the l ight of  this d iscussion it cou ld be argued then that modern anti­
contraceptive technology has made it scientifical/ly and cultura l ly  viable 
to raise this hiatus between reproduction and sexual ity to the status of a 
contrad iction, that is, of an active paradox. 

With the anti contraceptive p i l l  we cou ld  have sex without babies; 
with the new reproductive technologies we can have babies without 
sex. Th is situation wou ld be disconcerting enough without an added 
factor, namely that exactly at the same point in time that it has arisen, 
the AIDS epidemics has been manipu lated by socia l ly  conservative 
forces and marketed so as to carry a clear and simple message: "Sex 
ki l ls ." The major biotechnological changes we are undergoing are 
therefore feed ing into the most reactionary ideological option poss ible. 
I could sum it up, i ronical ly, as fol lows : " Isn't it l ucky that now we can 
reproduce outside sexual ity, given that non-reproductive-oriented sex 
ki l l s !  ! "  

I t  i s  qu ite amazing how patriarchal conservatism always manages to 
recreate the optimal conditions for its own survival by reasserting the 
priority of reproductive (non)sex over jouissance whi le submitting it to 
the imperatives of advanced capita l i st societies-prec isely at the time in 
h istory when femin ist forces are at work in society to redefine sexual ity 
d ifferently. Let us look more c losely at the network of issues at play on 
th is intricate chess board . 

/I My Organ, My Pro-thes i s, My Se l f" 

The rad ical ly  new fact about the ni neties is the biotechnologies, that is 
to say the degree of autonomy, mastery, and soph istication reached by 
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technological devices that take " l ife" and lithe l iving organisms" as 
object. 

The biotechnological gaze has penetrated into the very i ntimate 
structure of l iving matter, seeing the i nvisible, restructuring that which 
has no shape yet, freez ing time out of the picture.  One of the questions 
here i s :  does this quantitative change, th is increase in the degree and 
efficiency of the techniques a lso involve a qual itative change? Are we 
faced with a "scientific revolution" in the Khun ian sense of a change of 
paradigm ? 

In attempting to answer this question, let us look more closely at the 
context in which biotechnologies have developed. It is one in which 
"bios"-the notion of " I ife"-has burst open to cover an immense vari­
ety of l iv ing organ isms. Although sexual ity and reproduction are the 
priv i leged targets of "biopower," its range of implementation is further­
reach ing. Our age as a whole4 is characterized by the calculating and 
rational management of all l iving matter. The bou ndaries between us 
and that which is su itable for us to know and master are sh ifting rapidly; 
the capita l ization and exploration of outer space (zero-gravity manu­
facturing, especial ly important for the chemical industry) and of the 
ocean beds (forming the meta ls  contained in the so-cal led "nodu les") 
are wel l on their way. They are a lso the prelude to thei r  inevitable mi l ­
itarization : the "star-wars" syndrome on the one hand, the impercepti­
ble buzz of nuclear submarines on the other, whi le flying laboratories 
d i rect " intel l igent" bombs into the venti lation shafts of civi l ian bui ld ings 
in thi rd-world capital cities. Mu ltifunctional l id less eyes watching, out­
side- in  and inside-out; our technology has produced the vision of 
microscopic giants and intergalactic m idgets, freezing time out of the 
pictu re, contracting space to a spasm. 

As Frederic Jameson rightly puts it,5 one of the defin ing features of the 
postmodern condition is the d is location of spatio-temporal cont inu ity. 
The F rench phi losopher of d ifference, G i l les Deleuze,6 a l so defines the 
postmodern state in terms of schizophren ic time sequences. 

Fu rthermore, need we be reminded that, when it comes to technology, 
l ife and death are inextricably connected ? That the human technologi­
cal subject is an eminent warmonger? That Da Vinci worked for the war 
industry of his time and so have a l l  self-respecting scientists? 

By extension we need to consider that the too l ,  the weapon, and the 
artifact were forged simu ltaneously by the human hand . In th is respect 
homo sapiens was never more than a crafty homo faber. No one can tel l  
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/ 
how long ago the human hand picked up the fi rst stone and shaped it 
so as to mu ltiply its strength, so as to strike better. This elementary prin­
ciple of prothesis and prosthetic projection animates the whole techno­
logical un iverse. 

In the perspective of French poststructural ism, the human organic 
mass, the body, is the first manufacturer of technology in  that it seeks for 
organic extension of itself fi rst through tools, weapons, and artifacts/ 
then through language,8 the u ltimate prothesis.  

In  th is theoretical framework-wh ich seems to me to characterize 
the French epistemological school from Bachelard and Cangui l hem, 
down to Foucau lt-technology is not a priori opposed to and in imical 
of humanity. It is rather that a primitive sort of anthropomorphism per­
vades the technical un iverse; a l l  tools are therefore products of the cre­
ative human imagination, copying and multiplying the potencies of the 
body. Technology fulfi l ls the human's biological destiny in such an 
i ntimate way that the organic and the techn ical complement and 
become adapted to each other. Th is mutual receptivity of the organ to 
its techn ical extens ion, of biology to technology is, for both Cangu i l hem 
and Foucau lt, the reason why the dual istic and oppositional disti nction 
of nature-cu lture is dropped in favor of the discourse on biopower: the 
pol itical reflection on the subject as an embodied organism, a bio-cul­
tural entity par excellence. 

It seems to fol low from these premises that what we are going 
through in the postmodern technological scene, is not a "scientific" rev­
.olution but rather an ideological one, a fu ndamental change in our 
modes of representation of l ife. There is clearly a sh ift i n  the scale of the 
techniques involved in contemporary biopower, but not in the scientific 
logic that sustains them. The real "break" occurs at the level of the econ­
omy of representation that is being deployed to give cu ltural, legal, 
moral, and emotional shape to the advent of biopower. 

Wh ich Body? 

Foucau lt  argues that, s i nce the eighteenth century,9 the bodi ly  material 
has been situated at the heart of the techniques of control and analysis 
a imed at conceptua l iz ing the subject. The term bodily material refers to 
the body as a suppl ier of forces, energies, whose material ity lends them 
to being used, manipu lated, and social ly constructed . Foucau lt argues 
that the body needs to be discipl ined so as to be made doci le, produc­
tive, and reproductive. He analyzes institutions such as the hospital,  the 
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mental asylum, the prison, and the factory as structures that a im at har­
nessing and exploiting the body as a raw material, destined to be soc ial­
ized i nto purposefu l productivity. Because of th i s  structure of power and 
knowledge, the d iscursive prominence granted to the body i s  for Fou­
cau lt co-extensive with the d iscourse of modern ity. Particu larly s ince 
the end of the last century, the emphasis on the body from a variety of 
concrete, scientific d iscourses expresses for Foucau lt the decl ine of the 
conventional and somewhat more reassuring dua l i sm, mi nd/body, 
which for centuries had legitimated the view of the scientific subject as 
coincid ing with reason.  Th is question ing of the rational ist paradigm 
became also known as "the death of the subject." 

The classical vis ion of the subject of knowledge had, in fact, fixed the 
subject in a series of dual i stic oppositions: body/m i nd;  passion/reason; 
nature/cu lture; femin i ne/mascu l ine, and so on, which were organ ized 
hierarch ical ly and provided the basic structure for the organization of 
knowledge. 

The prol iferation of discourses about the body consequently marks 
also the cris is  of the rational i st vision that rested on dual istic th inking 
and thus confined the body to natural ism. 

D isengaged from its c lassical subordination to dua l i stic, h ierarchical 
th ink ing, the "embodied subject" in hislher " intel l igent material ity" lays 
bare the metaphysical foundations on which classical notions of sub­
jectivity rested. For Foucau lt, th is sh ift corresponds to a changing of the 
guard i n  the palace of h igh theory. Phi losophy, wh ich had h i storical ly 
been the guardian of rational subjectivity, steps down in  favor of a 
whole range of postmetaphysical d i scourses: the human and socia l  sci­
ences. A set of interrelated questions about the embodiment of the sub­
ject, and about the facticity of the body, emerges as a new epistemo­
logical field.  The "body" thus turns i nto the object of a pro l iferation of 
discourses; they are forms of knowledge, modes of normativity and nor-

�al ization that invest the pol itical and scientific f ields s imu ltaneously . 
l!:.herefore the prol iferation of discourses about l ife, the l iving organ ism, 

and the embodied subject is co-extensive with the d is location of the 
class ical basi s  of representation of the human subject. 

In the d iscurs ive spaces thus rearranged around knowledge and 
power over the body, a new a l l iance comes into being-on the ru ins of 
the old metaphysical ed ifice-between the "soft" or "human" sciences 
on the one hand and the "hard" or "exact" sciences on the other. Being 
an effect of the cris is of metaphysics, the human and socia l  sciences wi l l  
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not be tota l ly cleansed from some of thei r  old mental habits-such as 
the transcendental narcissism of the subject and other forms of nostal­
gia for its lost total ity. They wi l l  be able, however, to innovate by i ntro­
duc ing new types of d iscourse, which are structural ly  and genealogi­
cally connected to the crisis of modernity i n  that they place the frag­
mented, spl it, complex nature of the subject at the heart of the i r  
concerns. Of spec ia l  sign ificance among them : psychoanalysis, ethnol­
ogy, and the biosciences. 

Modernity, accord ing to Foucau lt, opens up i n  th is double shift i n  the 
position of the subject: on the one hand a move away from the meta­
physical un ity, which was postu lated on a carefu l balance of dual i stic 
oppositions. On the other hand a shift toward a mu ltip l ic ity of d is­
courses that take the embodied subject as their target. 

This analys is  of the double structure in the d iscourse about the 
embodied subject in modern ity has serious impl ications. Not only is th i s  
subject not one but  a lso there is no consensus among the human and 
social  sciences as to what exactly its bod i ly structure is. Between the 
d iscourses of the biosciences, of psychoanalysis, and of the l aw-to 
name only three-important d ivergences exist as to what exactly i s  the 
"body." 

The heart d iscurs ive of the bodi ly  matter i s  dead, empty. That so 
much could have been written about human sexual ity s ince the end of 
the last century, for instance, is symptomatic of the d iscursive structure 
of modern ity-one for which the issue of the l iving body is genealogi­
cal ly s imu ltaneous with the loss of one un ified vis ion of the bod i ly sub­
ject. The issue of the body is consequently both unavoidable and 
unsolvable. In other words, that modern ity should be the age of pro­
duction of d iscourses and modes of capital ization of the organic human 
being is another way of saying that n� consensus exists as to what the 
embodied subject actua l ly  is. 

This paradoxical m ixture of s imu ltaneous, d iscursive, over-exposure 
and absence of consensus is reflected perfectly in the postmodern ist d is­
course about the "femin ine" or "the woman question ." l 0 

As I have argued," the crisis of the rational subject of "phal logocen­
tri c  d iscourse" is c learly related to the emergence of the theoretical and 
pol itical revind ications of women-that is to say to the h istorical revival 
of the women's movement. In a strategy of affirmation of d ifference 
meant as positive alterity, and as the rejection of h ierarchical d iffer­
ences, of the hegemon ic power of reason, femin i st activists and theorists 

I 
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turned a s ituation of crisis i nto the possib i l ity of creation of new values, 
new critical parad igms. In so doing women were not only widening the 
cris i s  of the logocentric subject, they were doing so on the bas is  of gen­
der analysis; that i s, they sexualized the d iscourse of the cris is .  

In  a comp lex reversal, the "fem i n i ne," which trad itiona l ly was the 
dark continent of discou rse, emerged as the priv i leged symptom and 
sign of and, in some cases, even as the solution to the crisis of the sub­
ject. The postmodern discursive i nflation about the "fem in ine" as the 
necessary other of phal logocentrism fai l s  to raise the question that is 

. crucia l  to femin ist practice, namely: "what does th is have to do with 
real- l ife women?" J ust l ike the body, the "fem in ine" is re-presented as a 
symbol ic  absence. It may sign ify a set of i nterrelated issues, but per se, 
it is not one notion, not one corpus. There is "no-body" there. 

The Body as Visual  Su rface 

I have suggested the formu lation "organs without bodies" to refer to th is 
complex strategic f ield of practices connected to the d iscursive and nor­
mative construction of the subject in modernity. For instance, the whole 
d iscourse of the biosciences takes the organ ism as its object, and it 
therefore takes the body as a mosa ic of detachable pieces. In turn, the 
primacy granted to the d iscourse of b iopower in modern ity turns the 
bioscientist i nto the very prototype of the instrumental inte l lectual . In  
the practice of  the "techno-docs" the vis ibi l ity, and i ntel l ig ib i l ity of  the 
" l iv ing body" are the prelude to its manipulation as an avai lable supply 
of l iv ing mater ia l .  As Haraway poi nts out, i n  the age of biopower the 
embodied subject is "cann ibal ized" by the practices of scientific tech­
no-apparati . 1 2  

The biotechnic ian, a s  the prototype of h igh-tech power, represents 
the modern knowing subject: "man-white-Western-male-adult-reason­
able-heterosexual-l iving-in-towns-speaking a standard language."  1 3  

U nder h i s  imperious gaze the l iv ing organ isms, reduced to a n  infi­
n itely small  scale, lose a l l  reference to the human shape and to the spe­
cific temporal ity of the human being. A l l  reference to death d i sappears 
in the d iscourse about "biopower"-power over l ife. What seems to me 
at stake in the biopower situation is the progressive freezi ng-out of time, 
that is to say u lt imately of death . 1 4  The l iving material that comes under 
the scrutiny of the medical gaze is beyond death and time-it's " l iv ing" 
in the most abstract possible way. 
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The process of freezi ng-out of time is  very c learly vis ible i n  the case 
of artific ia l  procreation. For instance, in the new reproduction technol­
ogy the reproductive process as a whole is  broken down into a set of d is­
continuous steps. On the one hand freez ing the sperm, the ova, and the 
embryo suspends the reproductive time i ndefin itely; on the other hand 
in vitro fert i l ization introduces a new kind of break: hormonal pretreat­
ment / farmi ng the eggs / in vitro fert i l ization / cel l u lar d ivision in vitro 
/ transferal of the embryo into the uterus. 1 5  

At the same time, the new forms of procreation that are socia l ly  
rather than technologica l ly  i nnovative, such as surrogate mother­
hood, 1 6  b low the procreative cont inuum into a series of d ifferent 
degrees of "mothering" : the ovu lar, the uterine, and the soc ia l .  

Time, i n  a l l  these procedures, is  profoundly d islocated. The d iscur­
sive status of the body as organic mass, or organ-ism, makes it l iable to 
technolog ical manipu lations that d isplace the boundaries of natal ity 
and mortal ity. 

Th is  complex set of b iotechnological practices awakens a great 
ambivalence in me: on the one hand, there is genu i ne concern-and 
even a pinch of fear about the extent of b iomedical power. The suspi­
cion does arise that the loss of bod i ly un ity may engender the fantasy of 
total ,  that is timeless mastery over l iv ing matter. Let me develop th is  
anxiety-prone aspect fi rst. 

Swapping the total ity for the parts that compose it, ignoring the fact 
that each part contains the whole, the era of "bod ies without organs" is  
primari ly the era that has pushed t ime out of the bod i ly picture: biopower 
has more to do with the den ia l  of death, than with the mastery of l i fe. 

In  Foucau lt's perspective1 7 the freezing of time is a lso l i nked to the 
nuclear situation . The possib i l ity of atomic overki l l  has transformed 
even our sense of death, replacing it with the previously unth inkable 
notion of extinction . The nuc lear s ituation, therefore, has destroyed 
more than the En l ightenment bel i ef i n  a teleological ly ordained future, 
based on the progress of mankind through scientific reason ;  it has short 
c i rcu ited the future a ltogether. In th is respect, the atom bomb does mark 
the death of time. 

The freezing of time however, is  a lso reflected soc ia l ly  in the field of 
everyday perception and of spatio-temporal logistics. In th is respect, 
contemporary culture is marked by constant emphasis on visual repre­
sentation; it can be seen as the triumph of the image or, alternatively, as 
the h i storical dec l ine of the G utenberg Galaxy. 1 8  Contemporary cu ltu re 
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l ives in a constant state of overexposure:  fax, photocopier, min icam, 
sate l l ite dish, PC, electronic mail screen, and other telecommunication 
developments have created a world where not only elections are won 
on television and vis ibi l ity is an imperative. 

Visual ization is a way of fixing ( in) time. let us take, as an example, 
the technique of echography-which a l lows us to external ize and see 
on a screen the inside of the womb and its fetal content. Offering 
"everything" for show, representi ng even the i rrepresentable-the "ori­
gin"-means finding images that replace and d is-place the boundaries 
of space ( inside/outside the mother's body) and of time (before/after 
birth) .  

The triumph of the visual  representation of the maternal site, "the 
work of l ife in the age of its mechanical reproduction," opens a new 
chapter in the long and intense h istory of women's relation to the bio­
logical sciences. I do not mean to suggest, of course, that th is emphasis 
on the visual is new. 

Several femin ist phi losophers1 9 have emphasized the prima.9' of 
looki ng, that is, the scopic drive as the paradigm of knowledgef They 
have also pointed out that scientific d iscourse has always-that is to say 
since Plato-privi leged the image of "the eye" as metaphor for "the 
mind," that is, "I see" as a synonym of "I know!lPsychoanalytic critics 
of scientific rational ity have also emphasized �ow the persistence of 
"the gaze" as the c lassifying pri nciple is connected to fundamental 
sadistic impulses20 d i rected toward/against the mother's body. "Look­
ing" where there is "noth ing to see"; as if the site of origin, as if one's 
"history" was written up in capital letters in the site one has elected as 
the fantasmatic theater of one's own "origin" :  the i nside of the uterus; as 
if on the scene of des i re there was something to see. 

In Othe biotechnological un iverse, the scopic drive is reaching a 
paroxysm; as if the bas ic principle of vis ibi l ity had sh ifted into a mirage 
of absol ute transparency, as if everything cou ld be seen. As if the scop­
ic, that is, the mental act of acqu isition of ideas were indeed the most 
adequate way of re-presenting the act of knowledge. 

The visual-scopic drive impl icit in a l l  representation is thus brought 
out w ith particu lar intensity in the field of biopower. One of the trends 
in contemporary French postmodern ist thought has developed this 
point i nto a fu l l  theory of sign ification.21 Stating that the ruthless and 
fundamenta l ly mercenary logic of representation has the priority over 
that which is represented, it marks the triumph of the image, the repre-
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sented object, of the vis ible in so far as it becomes visual-that is, an 
object of scopic consumption . Hyper-real istical ly over-represented, th is 
object remains profoundly absent ( l i ke "the body," "the woman," "the 
fem i n ine," and so on). 
�e bod i ly surface, and the complex montage of organs that com­

pose5it, is thus reduced to pure surface, exteriority without depth, a 
movable theater of the self. One can find confirmation of the new econ­
omy of visual surfaces by looking at the images of the body conveyed 
by the domi nant forms of fashion today: clothes, hai rstyles, presentation 
of self in everyday l ife. The emphasis placed on accessories (the 
"te l l i ng" detai ls) ;  on "design" or " look" (the sculpted hai r-style, etc. ) ;  as 
wel l as the powerfu l push toward androgynous, un i sexed bodies, 
reveals the shifts that have occurred in the contemporary imaginary. I 
wou ld sum them up  saying that not only is sexual d ifference systemati­
cal ly "b lurred," but that, with it, generational time is also arrested; "age" 
disappears into broader and less defined categories: the "th i rd age," as 
opposed to the "teen" age. The same b lurring occurs in spatial terms; 
take the contemporary relationsh ip to food, for i nstance.  The fast-food 
i nhabitants of the modern metropol is  have col lapsed time i n  antic ipat­
i ng dreams of artificial nutrition:  frozen food, precooked food, mashed­
up food. No time for cooking; acceleration, but a lso contraction of the 
spatio-temporal coord inates. 

P i l l-popping becomes a cu ltural imperative, as if the shr inking stom­
achs of the col lectively anorexic city-dwel lers-variations on the theme 
of the bachelor machines-22 ignored everyth ing to do with hunger, 
despite the increas ing vis ibi l ity of poverty a l l  around them.23 P i l i-pop­
ping, better to evacuate the body, to simpl ify the bod i ly functions. The 
new RU486-the abortion p i l l-replaced the d ramatic gesture of the 
surgical intervention by a perfectly trivial one: the body is not, or, at 
least, it is not one. 

Not even modern warfare real ly takes the body seriously, that is, 
pol itical ly  as a variable;24 m i l itary geopol itical considerations are no 
longer a question of death but of extermination, not of individuals but 
of masses, not of k i  I I  i ng25 but of al lowi ng some to stay al ive. The recent, 
dramatic coverage of the Desert Storm operation against I raq has high­
I ightened a great many of the points that concern me here: the primacy 
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of visual ization techniques�occu ltation of the physical body from 
the field of pol itical and especial ly of m i l itary action; the utter d isregard 
for i nd ividual, non-Western casualties. L ife is an "added" factor, that 
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needs to be kept i n  mind . . .  death i s  that from whence one speaks of 
power and/i n the body. 

Ex-Sex 

It is c learly i n  the field of sexual ity and reproduction, however, that the 
more spectacu lar changes have taken p lace on the status of "the organs 
without bodies" and thei r relationship to l ife and death. In the heyday 
of Lacanian psychoanalysis sexual relations may have been described 
as improbable or un l ikely; today, they are uncomfortable, to say the 
least: sex is not at a l l  a safe or celebrated value in the post-yuppie days 
of the early n ineties. 

Chastity is back into fashion26-"Make love, not war" has turned 
around considerably as a cu ltural imperative. Sexual i ty, i n  its gen ital 
form, has again become da�ero_�jls it had not been s ince the days 
before contraception became effective. The contemporary decrease of 
interest in sex, due to the post-60s fatigue with experimentation, the fear 
of the AI DS epidem ic, and a general work overload, goes hand in hand 
with an--obsessi"on with propriety, hygiene, good health. Fear of d isease 
escorts the fetish ization of the body beautifu l .  

I s  i t  smal l  wonder that precisely at this point i n  time the whole ques­
tion of reproduction moves into the spotless pu rity of the techno-docs 
labs? That the busi ness of making artificial  babies under the carefu l gaze 
of the biotechnicians becomes big business? Trade-marks and patents to 
guarantee the qual ity of the product? 

Loose genital ity may be out, but only to let w i l lfu l reproduction in .  
Maki ng babies is a major concern for an aging, postindustrial  Western 
world where most women seem to have opted for Zero Population 
Growth . The massive mid l ife cr is is our world is going through gets 
translated into the fear of perish ing.  The demographic crisis feeds i nto 
Western xenophobia, push ing the manufactur ing of babies to unprece­
dented levels of i ndustrial  output,27 the "human capital" being a major 
priority. 
[-r:.�'ese imperatives are transnat ional ;  they characterize the whole 

range of white, developed countries. Based on the principles of off­
shore production, which have proved so effective i n  constructing the 
post industrial  context,28 biotechnological power cuts across national 
boundaries :  it does not hesitate to implant c l in ics, plants, or assembly 
l i nes anywhere in the world. As it happens, the fresh supply of l iving 
cel ls  and organs rel ies on the developing countries : frozen fetuses from 

.I 
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Korea or India; kidneys from Brazi l ;  corneas from Colombia, etc. etc . .  The 
racism and blatant ethnocentrism of these practices is overwhelming. 

As black fem i n ist theorists have pointed out, especia l ly Spivak and 
Mohanty, the postmodern system of transnational economY] with its 
decentered and tentacular mode of economic exploitation j'�solutely  
no guarantee that Western ethnocentrisrl} j over. When read from the 
framework of female corporeal material i�m that I am defend ing here, 
the postmodern ist d issolution of identity and a l leged decentering of 
hegemon ic formations d isplays an amazing capacity to reabsorb and 
recycle the peripheral others into a newly und ifferentiated economy. 
The same pattern that I have noted in relation to the femin ine shows up 
also in marginal ,  subaltern ethnic or m igrant groups. As David S later 
puts it: 

[ Il n a certain  way the postmodernist has taken the old negative myths of 

marginal ity and turned them on their heads, endowing them with a su b­

versive and positive sense. Sometimes, however, this can d ivert analyti­

cal attention away from the different contexts in  which subaltern groups 

are forced to survive, to become, for instance, "squatter-wise," in cond i­

tions of i ncreasing social  polarization, pol itical i nstabi l ity and material 

deprivation.29 

I th ink  more detai led, pol itica l ly  motivated accounts are needed of the 
new forms of economic and socia l  exploitation that the transnational 
economy of today has made possible and of how it affects the l iv ing 
.conditions of minority groups, includ ing women of different 10cations.The 
overcoming of national boundaries in the new transnational economy 
a lso spe l l s  the endp..the power of the l aw as the expression of the w i l l  
of a nation-state. ®� whole phenomenon of biopower escapes state 
control and, more often than not, fal ls i nto a legal vacuum. The biopow­
er world is marked not by the sovereignty of the law but by prohib itions, 
ru les, and regulations that bypass, overflow, and d isregard what used to 
be the l aw. The bod i ly matter is d i rectly and immed iately caught i n  a 
fie ld of power effects and mechanisms for whom legislation, when not 
archaic, is s imply redundant .. 

Beyond good and evi l ,  the commerce of l iving bodies eludes the con­
trol of the very world that engendered it. 

"Organs without bodies" marks a p lanetary transaction of l iv ing mat­
ter carefu l ly  invested to keep the species al ive and healthy and wh ite. 
In a perverse twist, the loss of un ity of the "subject" resu lts in the human 
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being lending its organic components to many a prostitutional swap: 
the part for the whole. "Organs without bod ies" marks the transp lant 
of and experimentation with organs in a cyn ica l ,  posti ndustria l i st s im­
u lacrum of "the gift."3o 

Al l Organs Are Equa l ,  B ut Some . 

The perverse turn taken by the situation I describe as "organs without bod­
ies" promotes a very dangerous idea: the inter-changeabil ity of the organs. 

Accord ing to the instrumental logic of biopower, provided that the 
cont inu ity of a vital function is guaranteed and that bas ic compatibi l ity 
is assured between the organ and the host organism, a l l  organs are equal 
in helping achieving the aim. Thus, in the New Reproductive Technol­
ogy, the uterus of one woman is worth that of the other, of any other. A 
uterus is a uterus is a uterus is . . . .  In that case: why not have a mother 
carry the babies that her daughter managed to conceive? And by exten­
sion, hole for hole, why not th ink that the abdomen of the one, the 
other, may wel l  be worth the uterus of the other, the one? Male preg­
nancies. Female mother-machines. 

Without fal l ing into the oppos itional logic that condemns en bloc the 
whole of technology, I th ink  it nevertheless important to stress that 
someth ing, in the present-day government of sex/l ife/death, of biopower, 
is goi ng down a perverse road . We seem to have sl ipped from the loss 
of the natural istic parad igm, which is in itself a welcome rel ief from ear­
l ier metaphysical dual ism, into the ever-receding fragmentation and 
exploitative traffic in organic parts. 

Th is shift of ground al lows for a l l  sorts of false ass imi lations: it denies 
time, the time of generational d ifference, "my uterus/my mother's uterus," 
thus creating a fal se symmetry among women and helping to cover up the 
racism of such practices. It also institutional izes h ierarch ical race relations 
among women, who are cal led to play d ifferent roles in the reproductive 
technology industry, depending largely on their ethnic identity. 

It a l so leads to false spatial symmetries, between men and women : 
abdomen = uterus; sperm-donor = ovum/uterus-donor. As if the two 
sexes were perfectly comparable; as if sexual d ifference d id not mean 
that the sexes are asymmetrica l .  

From the interchangeabi l ity of  organs, to the symmetry-and there­
fore the complementarity-of the sexes, we witness the rehabi l itation of 
one of patriarchy's most persistent fantasies.me fantasy of sexual sym­
metry is very powerfu l in the cu ltural imagin�ry of this end of century, 
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where the image of the androgynous, sexless, angel ic, un isexed body 
triumphs. 

Popular cu ltu re is marketing perfectly manicured "gender-benders" 
of the qual ity of Michael Jackson (D iana Ross revis ited), Boy George 
(the eternal fem in ine reconquered), and endless variations on Tootsie.31  
Outside sex, or beyond it ,  or before it, th i s  is sti l l  a technique that a ims 
at deferring time. The fantasy of being "beyond sex," that is to say out­
side time, is one of the most pern icious i l l us ions of our era. B lu rr ing sex­
ual d ifference, desexual iz ing mascu l i n ity precisely at the h istorical 
moment when the femi n ism of sexual d ifference i s  cal l i ng for the sexu­
al ization of practices32 seems to me an extraord inar i ly dangerous move 
for women. 

As far as the project of femin i sm goes, this fantasy can lead to the 
homologation of women into a mascu l ine model .  The al leged "over­
com ing" of sexual d ifference33 results in the c i rcuiting the affi rmation of 
the positivity of d ifference on the part of women . In a cu ltural order that, 
for centuries, has been governed by the male homosocial  bond, the 
el im ination of sexual  d ifference can only be a one-way street toward the 
appropriation, e l im ination, or homologation of the fem in ine i n/of 
women; it i s  a toy for the boys. 

The fu ndamental lack of symmetry between the sexes needs there­
fore to be reasserted as the basi s  for a postmodern eth ics that would take 
into account the "organs w ithout bodies" as the basic element in our  
o,,:,n h istoricity, wh i le  rejecting its perverse edge. For fem i n ist practice, 
the question then becomes: what values do we posit, start ing from th i s  
position?  What i s  the eth ics of  sexual d ifference?34 How can one judge 
as "perverse" the myth of the interchangeabi l ity of organs, without refer­
r ing to a natura l i stic parad igm? 

How can a fem in ist defend the specificity of sexual ity as a register of 
speech, whi le submitting it to critical analysis? How can we ostracize 
the last remain ing vestiges of "the sacred" in trying to deal agnostical ly, 
l uc id ly, with the i ssue of the totality of the l iv ing organism meant by 
"organs without bod ies"? Is materia l i sm possible as a conceptual 
option, positing both the material ity of the body and its i nd ivisible 
un ity? 

On the other hand, concerns over the d iscontinu ity, overvisual iza­
tion, and speedy consumption of the body in the age of biotechnology 
are only one side of the story. I certain ly  do not i ntend to i nfer from it 
any kind of nostalg ia for a un ified vision of the body, which wou ld  
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threaten women with other, more fam i l iar dangers: I wou ld rather l ike 
to rest on this analysis of the embodied subject in order to argue for 
forms of representation of h is/her mu ltip l ic ity, d iscontinu ity, and highly 
technologized complexity, which wou ld empower alternative forms of 
femi n ist epistemological and pol itical agency. I shal l  return to this issue 
in several of the essays contained in  th is volume. 

Furthermore, in  so far as fragmentation and disqual ification from the 
position of subject are part of the h istorical heritage of women-how far 
and how fast can femi n ist theory propose a new form of bodi ly materi­
al ity, a sexual-specific read ing of the total ity of the bod i ly self? 

I fear in fact that the dis location of sexual d ifferences, the new hiatus 
between reproduction and sexual ity and the biotechn ical appropriation 
of procreation, occurs precisely at the time in h istory when women 
have expl icitly revindicated pol itical control over their  body and their 
sexual ity. 

The h istorical time lag of the oppressed is at work, once again ;  un less 
it is carefu l ly  monitored by pol itical action, the biopower situation 
cou ld mean that women ru n the risk of evolving backwards from the 
compu lsory heterosexual ity imposed by the male homosocial bond to 
high-tech reproductive technology. From the neol ithic age to the postin­
dustrial era, skipp ing the most important stage: the process of historical 
becoming subject by women. We wou ld then short-ci rcuit the most sig­
n'ificant phase-that which aims at making sexual d ifference opera­
tional by bringing about a women-identified re-defin ition of female sub­
jectivity, of motherhood, and of sexual ity. 

Stuck between the archaic material power and the postmodern 
mother-mach ine, between the mystical -hysterical body and the test 
tube, we run the risk of losing our most prec ious al ly: time. The time of 
process, of working through, of expressing transformations of the self 
and other and having them implemented social ly. This is the time of 
women's own becoming. It can be taken away before it cou ld ever be 
actua l ized; it cou ld be short-c ircu ited, aborted. 

The biotechnological i ntervention is providing a re-defin ition of the 
maternal, of sexual d ifference before women have had the opportu n ity 
to reformulate th is complex question themselves-there's always some­
one who is faster than we are in tel l ing us what it is that we were look­
ing for . . .  

Th is massive freez ing out of time, however, leaves many questions 
u nanswered : fi rst and foremost among them, the u rgency to reformulate 
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the un ity of the human being-without mora l ism or nostalgia. If the 
mi nimal femin ist pos ition consists in bringing the asymmetry between 
the sexes to the forefront of the debate on the postmodern condition, the 
question remains :  how far can we push the sexual ization of the debate 
whi le remai n ing in tune with modern ity's insight about the fundamen­
tal fai l u re of identity? How can we affirm the positivity of female d iffer­
ence whi le res isting the reduction of subjectivity to consciousness, of 
self to wi l lfu l  rational ity? 

How can we re-th ink  the bodi ly  roots of subjectivity-after N iet­
zsche and after Adrienne Rich? Which body are we putting back into 
the picture? Intensive body, desir ing body, sexua l ly differentiated body, 
"organs without bodies" body, for whom anatomy is no longer a des­
tiny? And yet th is l iv ing sexed organism has a un ity of its own, which 
hangs on a thread : the thread of desire in its inextricable relation to lan­
guage and therefore to others. 

Noth ing but a thread with which to separate the possib i l ity of a new 
eth ics from the neobarbarism-but it's better than noth ing. If spun cor­
rectly, it may wel l  be one of the best chances women have had to act 
upon the course of a h istory that, far too often, has reduced us to the role 
of mere spectators in the theater of our own destitution . 
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Body Images and 

the Pornography 

of Representation 

An i mage is a stop the mind makes between uncertainties. 
-Djuna Barnes, Nightwood 

I n  th i s  chapter I wou ld l i ke to try and s ituate some of the i ssues i nvolved 
in the medical ization of the female reproductive body with in  the area 
of contemporary femin ist theories of subjectivity. Th is problem area 
refers to the project of enacting and t�eoriz i ng an alternative female 
subjectivity and of find ing adequate forms of representation for it. 

To s ituate this i ssue with in  the debate on the structures of the con­
temporary ph i losophical "subject", I w i l l  be us ing M iche! Foucau lt's 
idea of elJ:lpoaiment, or of bod i ly material ity: the material ism of the 
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flesh.  Th is  notion defines the embodied subject as the material, con-
crete 'effect, that is to say, as one of the terms in a process of which 
knowledge and power are the main poles. The idea of constant, contin­
uous, and a l l-pervad i ng normativity-wh ich Foucault opposes to the 
notion of the violence of/as ideology-is a lternatively defined as the 
m icrophysics of power, biopower, or as the technology of the self. 

In trying to eva luate the position of the body in such a framework, 
Foucau lt1 d isti ngu ishes between two l i nes of d i scou rse I have men­
tioned in  the previous chapter: the anatomo-metaphysical, which has to 
do with explanation, and the technopol itical, which has to do with con­
trol and man ipulation .  The two intersect constantly, but Foucault argues 
that they acqu i re d ifferent promi nence at d ifferent points in time. 
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In  the first vol ume of h i s  History of Sexuality,2 Foucau lt analyzes the 
organ izatron of sexual ity in our postmetaphysical or postmodern world 
accord ing to th is double ax i s :  on the one hand, we can make a d isti nc­
tion-or a category cal led the techniques of medical ization of the repro­
ductive body (scientia sexualis), and on the other, a category cal led the 
arts pf ex istence or practices of the self (ars erotica) . Modern ity as a 
whole, argues Foucau lt, marks the triumph of the medical ization 
process, or rather of the s imu ltaneous sexual ization and med ical ization 
of the body, in a new configuration of power that he descr�pes as 
"biopower"-the power of normativity over the l iv ing organ ism.: 

It can be argued, of course, that the management of l iving matter has 
a lways been a priority for our culture, and that what i s  new now is  the 
degree of mastery that biotechnology has acq u ired over l ife : "What we 
cou ld cal l the threshold of the biological modern ity of a society can be 
s ituated at the moment when the species becomes one of the th i ngs at 
stake i n  pol itical strategies. For centuries, man has been what he was for 
Aristotle :  a l iv ing an imal who was a lso capable of pol itical ex istence; 
modern man is an an imal in whose pol itics h is  own l ife as a l iv ing being 
i s  in question ."3 r- .  

The d iv is ion of  the human being i nto ai_ll] i nd-body dual i sm, of  which 
the th ink ing of Descartes i s  the major example, is one of the founding 
gestures of the modern rational order. The c lass ical rational ism of the 
Cartesian framework i s  extensively analyzed by Foucault as the back­
ground to the cr is is of modern ity. In Foucau lt's analysis, what marks the 
project of modernity is the critique of the dual i stic scheme of thought 
and the reval uation of the bod i ly pole of the oppos ition. In many 
respects, the age of modern ity i s  anti-Cartesian in that it marks the emer­
gence of the material bod i ly self at the center of our theoretical atten­
tion : 

No doubt, on the level of appearances, modernity begins when the 
human being begins to exist with in  his organ ism, inside the shel l of h is  
head, inside the armature of h is  l i mbs, and i n  the whole structure of h i s  
physiology; when he begins to  exist at  the  center of  a labor by  whose prin­
ciples he is governed and whose product el udes h im;  when he lodges h is  
thought in  the folds of a language so much older than h i mself that he can­
not master its sign ifications, even though they have been cal led back to 

l ife by the insistence of his words.4 

Foucault emphasizes the fact that s ince the En l ightenment the embod­
ied subject has been located at the center of the techn iques of rational 
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control and productive domination that mark the order of d i scourse in 
modern ity. As a consequence of the crisis of metaphysics, and the relat­
ed decl i ne i n  the En l ightenment, i n  the sense of the bel ief i n  reason as 
the motor·of historical progress, however, a set of i nterrelated questions 
about the embodiment of the subject has become not only possible but 
also necessary. The body as mark of the embodied nature of the subject 
thus becomes the site of prol iferating d iscourses and forms of knowl­
edge, and of normativity: economy, biology, demography, fam i ly soc i­
ology, psychoanalys is, anthropology, and so on, can all be seen as d is­
courses about the body. 

As a matter of fact, fol lowing the Foucauldian read ing, a new d ivi­
sion of labor seems to have emerged between the sciences of l ife-the 
biod iscourses-and the human or socia l  sciences. The former concen­
trate on the anatomo-metaphysical analysis of how the embodied sub­
ject functions; the i r  aim is  to expla in and analyze. The latter pertain  to 
the technopol itical i n  that they elaborate a d iscourse about the nature 
of the human.  I n  other words, the human sciences are intrinsica l ly  con­
nected to normativity and control ,  in so far as they by defi n ition take 
into account the question of the structure of the subject. In th is respect 
they are necessari ly connected to the q uestion of an ethics or a pol itics, 
which is  not necessari ly the case for the hard, or for the biomedical sci­
ences. 

This d ivision of labor corresponds to the spl itting of the bodi ly  entity 
accord ing to the two-fold scheme Foucault proposes : on the one hand 
the body is simply another object of knowledge, an empirical object 
among others: an organ-ism, the sum of its organic parts, an assembly 
of detachable organs .  This is the body that c l in ical anatomy studies, 
measures, and describes. On the other hand, no body can be red4ced 
to the sum of its organic components : the body sti l l  remains the site of 
transcendence of the subject, and as such it is the cond ition of possibi l ­
ity for al l  knowledge. 

A major role is p layed, with in  the landscape of modern ity, by the d is­
course of psychoanalysis. Far from being a mere therapy, psychoanaly­
sis has developed i nto a phi losophy of desire and a theory of the body 
as l ib idinal  surface, a site of mu ltiple cod i ng, of i nscription-a l iving 
text. Although Foucau lt's theoretical relationship to psychoanalysis, 
and especial ly to Lacan,5 is  far from simple, I take it as a fact that Fou­
cau l d ian epistemology acknowledges the corporeal roots of subjectivi­
ty and the noncoi ncidence of the subject with h is/her consciousness. 
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There i s, however, a paradox i n  th is  analysis of the embodied 
naturf of the modern,.�ubject, which i s  r ich i n  impl ications for femi­
n ists. IThe body emerges at the center of the theoretical and pol it ical 

-") , debate at exactly the t ime i n  h i story when there is no more s ingle-
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m i nded certainty or consensus about what the body actua l ly  is .  G iven 
the loss of the natural ist parad igm and of Cartesian certainty about the 
d ichotomy mind/body, one can no longer  take for granted what the 
body is. The absence of certainty-geo.erates a m u lt ip l ic ity of d ifferent 
d i scourses about it. Modern i ty is therefore the age of the i nflationary 
overexposure and yet absence of consensus as to the embodied,  
m aterial  n ature of  the subject. The body has turned into many, m u lti-
p le bod ies. 

Foucau l t  defi nes modern ity a lso as the age of b iopower, that i s  to 
say of total control and man ipu lat ion over the l iv ing  matter. Con­
s ider ing the p ro l iferation of d isco u rses about the body, however, 
one can conc l ude  that the age of b iopower is a l so, paradoxica l ly, 
the age i n  which the notion of bios (as opposed to zoe) h as explod­
ed . in to a variety of l ife fo-rms, los ing a l l  cohes ion.,' I n' other  words, 

" 
because th is  k ind  of power h as no defi n ite object, it becomes a l l -
pervasive and a l l - i ntrusive : t h e  age o f  b iopower is t h e  age o f  con­
stant normativ ity.i 

I n  th is  framework of s imu ltaneous overexposure and d isappear­
ance of the body, the case of reproductive technologies i s  a very s ig­
n ificant one, in that it both h igh l ights and exacerbates the paradoxes 
of the modern condit ion. With the reproductive technologies, as I 
argued i n  the previous chapter, the sp l i t  between reproduction, or sci­
entia sexualis, and sexua l ity, or ars erotica becomes institutional ized 
and offic ia l ly  enacted. . 

Foucault  develops th is  sp l i t  i nto the poss ib i l ity for the elaborat ion 
of a new parad igm, for a new homosexual  order. I t  wou l d  be i nter­
est ing in a femin ist perspective to analyze the d issymmetry between 
male  and female homosexua l ity and see how they affect our  u nder­
standing of the modern body. I regret not to be able to develop th is  
point  here.6 

Obviously, the present s ituation does not arise out of the b lue:  the 
sp l i t  between sexual ity and reprodu ction, as far as women are con­
cerned, has qu ite a h i story. The present s ituat ion, however, conceals, 
in my opin ion,  many theoret ical  and pol itical chal lenges. I sha l l  
explore some o f  them i n  the next sect ion.  
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B iopower and Women 

Of great sign ificance for femin ism is the way in which the new repro­
ductive technologies, by official izing the instrumental denatural ization 
of the body, also institutional ize d ismemberment as the modern condi­
tion, thus transforming the body into a factory of detachable pieces. I 
have referred to this problem as "organs without bodies," or the eman­
cipation of the s ingle organ from the bodi ly  unity. I am extremely con­
cerned as to the consequences th is emancipation wi l l  entai l  for women. 

The phenomenon of "organs without bodies" is,  of course, a 
respectably ancient one: i n  the eighteenth century, with the transforma­
tions in the status of the embodied subject that I have al ready briefly 
sketched, the study of the body through the practice of anatomy was 
momentous enough as a biotechnological innovation to requ i re the 
construction of special institutions devoted to th is task. The c l in ic  and 
the hospital are the new monuments of the new scie.ntific spi rit; they 
transform the body into an organ-ism, or a mass of detachable parts. 

Foucault provides a luc id analysis of th is sh ift; however, he devotes 
l ittle  or no attention and insufficient emphasis to the specific case of 
women's bodies. The C,ase of the medical ization of pregnancy and 
chi ldbirth and of the progressive emergence of hysteria as the women's 
disease signals not only the bracketing of the c l in ical space and of the 
medical gaze as the scene in which the body shows itself off but a lso the 
emergence of the femin ist issue as one of the central q ueries of the mod­
ern era. That the body that is to be stud ied, comprehended, and intel­
lectual ly possessed is a lso the woman's, and especial ly the mother's 
body, is a point that seems to escape Foucau lt's attention . 

Nevertheless, the point remains :  genealogical ly  speaking, the inven­
tion of a c l in ical structu re is l i nked to the medical practice of anatomy. 
This is the practice that grants to the medical sciences the right to go and 
see what goes on inside the human organism. The actual elaboration of 
the d i scourse of c l i n ical anatomy can be considered as qu ite a scientif­
ic progress, when compared to the century-old taboos that had forbid­
den the access to the "secrets of the organism." We must remember that 
our cu lture had trad itional ly held the body in awe, severely regulating 
knowledge related to it. Not only was it forbidden to open up the body 
so as to disc lose its mechanisms, it was a lso absolutely sacri legious to 
use bod i ly parts for the purpose of scientific investigation . The dissec­
tion of corpses was forbidden ti l l  the fifteenth century, and after that it 
was very strictly regimented (of particular  concern was the interd iction 
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to spl it open the head, reputed to be the organ of the i ntel l igence). 
Nowadays the field of organ transplant is ru led by a web of laws and 
regulations that restrict the gift of organs and their usage for scientific 
experiments. 

It is perfectly c lear that c l i n ical anatomy is a death techn iq ue, having 
to do with corpses and fresh suppl ies of organs. As such, it  marks an 
epistemological sh ift in  the status of the body; the l iv ing body becomes, 
in the process of c l in ical anatomy, a l iving text, that is to say, material 
to be read and i nterpreted by a medical gaze that can pick up its d is­
eases and its functions. Anatomy results in a representation of the body 
as being c lear and d istinct-visible and therefore intel l ig ible.  

The French psychoanalyst Pierre Fed ida7 stresses the fact that the 
open ing  of corpses in the practice of anatomy marks an epistemologi­
cal break vis-a.-vis the scientific order of previous centuries. The ratio­
nal ,  vis ible organism of modern science marks the end of the fantastic, 
imaginary representations of the a lchemists, and consequently empties 
the body of al l its opacity and mystery. The paradox is that this new 
process of decod ing and classifying bod i ly functions-which opens up 
new, u nexplored spaces to the medical gaze-also closes the body off 
i n  a new concept: that of the appropriate shape, form, and function of 
the organs. The d ifferent organs, i n  other words, only make sense and 
become decodable, readable, analyzable, thanks to the fact that they a l l  
belong to the same assembled u n ity-the same organ-ism. L ike letters 
of a corporeal a lphabet. 

Organ ized in th i s  manner, the knowledge that the biomed ica l sci­
ences get from the organ-ism i s, as Foucault put it, "epistemological ly 
related to death,"8 i n  that the dead body a lone can d isclose its myster­
ies about l ife. 

I n  turn this changes the position of the doctor; whereas i n  the presci­
entific period the idea of i l l ness was assoc iated with a metaphysics of 
evi l ,  in which- the organ was a sign of d i sease or malfunction, in mod­
ern times it comes c loser to a hermeneutics in which the organ produces 
a symptom. It is because people are mortal that they can fal l  i l l ;  the­
notion of death becomes the horizon on which the idea of i l l ness i s  
indexed. 

What is so str iki ng about the d iscourse and the practi
.
s�_<?t� 

anatomy, with its c loseness to death, is that it marks an ' expe�� 
loss of i l l usions. The fantastic, imaginary d imension that �as"'so strong 
in the d iscourse of the alchemists; the s imple curiosity before the l iving 
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organ ism's complex ity; these are replaced by the detached power of 
observation of the c l in ical standpoint. 

Fedida adds that "the body doctors always forget is just the body of 
you r  chi ldhood : the imaginary body of des i re.  It is the body that was 
buried by med icine when it turned into a sCientific encycloped ia and 
technique.flg 

The body that is open to the scrutiny, the observation by the bio­
medical gaze is a body that can be manipulated; it is a usefu l ,  purpose­
fu l body that can produce knowledge, thus legitimating the power of the 
biomed ical profession . 

The biotechnological un iverse c larifies and makes man ifest the ten­
dencies that have been operative si nce the beginning of what we ca l l  
modern technology and science. On this point, I th ink  i t  important to 
compare and even contrast the French school of critical thought to the 
German one, especial ly Adorno and Horkheimer. In The Dialectics of 
the Enlightenment, 1 0  reference is made to the status of the body in 
modernity, and the criticism is advanced on the reduction of the body 
to an assembly of detachable parts. Adorno and Horkheimer criticize 
the bioscientific manipulation of the body as a factory of spare parts and 
see it as the den ial of the un ity and the specific ity of the human being. 
They have a very negative view of the powers of science and an even 
worse one of technology. 

For the French school of critical thought, on the other hand, tech­
nology-even the biotechnology of modernity-is not a priori opposed 
to or even in imical to humanity. Foucault tends rather to deflate the d is­
course about the ideological ly dangerous nature of technology, in order 
to look at it as the extension of basic bodi ly  functions. In h is  scheme, 
there is mutual receptivity between the hand and the machine. 

Here the French school of phi losoph ical material ism (that of 
Bachelard and Cangu i l hem) plays a very important role in that it stress­
es that a sort of primitive anthropomorphism pervades the technical un i­
verse: a l l  mach ines obviously copy and mu ltiply the potencies and 
potential ities of the human body. The organic and the technological 
complement each other, so that the nature-cu lture d istinction is 
dropped in favor of the pol itical reflection on the concrete material ity of 
the subject as an embodied organism or as a biocu ltural event. I n  Can­
gu i lhem's view, the aim of biology shou ld be not only to dissect the 
organism but also to pursue a phi losophical kind of enqu i ry about the 
structure of the l iving being. 
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Clearly, I feel c loser to th is  kind of approach, thoug�remain very 
worried about the possib le "perverse" effects of very advanced tech­
nologies. The central point  of concern for me remains that modern sci­
ence is  the tr iumph of the scopic drive as a ge��epistemological 
dom ination and contro l :  �_�� -� i � ��� ihe- i �vis ibl�)to visual ize the 
secrets of nature. B iosciences achieve thelraims-'oymaking the embod­
ied subject vis ib le and i nte l l ig ible accord i ng to the principles of scien­
tific representation.  In turn th is  i mpl ies that the bod i ly  un ity can be spl it 
into a variety of organs, each of which can then be analyzed and repre­
sented . 

I n  modern b iochemical research, thanks to the advances of molecu­
lar biology, we have gone wel l beyond the organs, reducing the field of 
study to tissues, cel ls, and m icroorgan isms. The phenomenon that I cal l  
"organs without bodies" has concentrated on smal ler and smal ler enti­
ties. The change in s ize also marks a shift in the scale of the exchanges. 
The commercia l ization of l iving matter has grown larger and more 
effective than ever and resu lted in not only a traffic in organs but a lso i n  
tissues and cel l s .  I n  other words, the commercia l ization of l iv ing mate­
r ia l  for the purpose of medical research or treatment is a worldwide phe­
nomenon, with the th i rd world prov id ing most of the bod i ly spare parts. 

The idea of traffic in organs, or the exchange of l iv ing material ,  rests 
on a number of theoretical hypotheses that I find questionable:  it con­
fuses the parts for the whole, and it encourages what I consider to be the 
perverse notion of the i nterchangeabi l ity of organs. Consequently, a l l  
organs are equal ly  exchangeable, and  the laws trying to regu late th is  
market are notoriously i neffective. 

What worries me about the theoretical underp inn ings of th is  practice 
is  the fal sely reassur ing notion of the sameness of the bod i ly material 
involved . I n  my opin ion .it conceals  the i mportance of differences as 
determin ing what I wou ld cal l  the s ingu larity of each subject. 

Ki l l i ng Ti me 

Let me make the same point from another angle, one d i rectly related to 
the new reproductive technologies: what i s  at stake i n  a l l  th i s  d ismem­
berment and free c i rcu lation of organs or l iving cel l s  is the disruption of 
time, or temporal ity. I stated before that c l i n ical anatomical observa­
tions requ i res a corpse, dead materia l ,  as the basic matter or text to be 
decoded. It thus bears a d i rect relationsh ip  to death . The phenomenon 
of "body snatching" in the n ineteenth century proved a very fert i le  
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ground not only for a macabre trade but a lso for the popu lar imagina­
tion to specu late about the horrors of modern science. 

In modern biotechnologies, time i s  arrested in a much more subtle 
manner; as I said in the previous chapter, j ust th i n k  of what happens to 
the reproductive process i n  the case of artific ial i nsemination. 

Th is  d is location of temporal ity has paved the way for another phe­
nomenon that I wou ld describe as perverse; it can be best i l l ustrated by 
an extreme example: intragenerational procreation by transplant. Th is i s  
not only the stuff that Fay Weldon's novels are made Ofl l ,  there has 
al ready been a case of a mother carrying her daughter's babies to b i rth, 
and the issue has d rawn the attention of the various b io-eth ics commit­
tees that are supposed to legis late on th i s  matter. 

Intragenerational procreation seems to me to crysta l l ize the dangers 
of the idea of sameness: if  a l l  uteruses are equal and i nterchangeable, 
a l l  women are the same on the scale of the i r  function as baby-carriers. 
That th i s  a l leged sameness might abol ish a l l  other axes of d ifferentia­
tion-be they race, or age-is for me a matter of great concern. What 
th i s  means, in fact, is an i l l usion of commonness among women that 
conceals  the very pern ic ious forms of soc ia l  control-and therefore of 
h ierarch ica l  powers-that are being set up in the field of reproduction . 

(R i s  a sort of "equal ity" of a l l  female bodies, wh ich paves the way for 
deeper and more profitable forms of exploitatio'iil Not the least of its 
dangers is the way in which renewed emphasis 6nietal l ife has endan­
gered abortion legis lation right across the Western world. 

The phenomenon of organs without bodies, moreover, w ith the i nsti­
tutional ization of the d ismembered condition, is a lso the pre-text to the 
deployment of one of the oldest, not to say the primord ial,  of a l l  fan­
tasies:  that of being in total control of one's origins, that is of being the 
father/mother of one's self. I th i n k  contemporary cu lture is fasc inated by 
the myth of parthenogenesis .  This impl ies the den ia l  or the b lurring of 
generational time-that is to say of one's position i n  time i n  relation to 
others .  Th is  i s  a lso a way of avo id i ng or short-ci rcuit ing the acknowl­
edgment of one's origins i n  a woman's body. The merry-go-round of 
bod i ly  parts, or celis, or t issues, that do not belong anywhere lays the 
precond itions for the fantasy that one does not rea l ly come from any­
where specific, from any one bod i ly point. The parental body being 
bracketed off, the mother as s i te of or igin i s  d is located. The maternal 
thus abstracted, the ve�y notion of origi n becomes suspended . This 
seems to me one of the s ide effects of the i nterchangeabi l ity of organs 
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that I have described as "organs without bodies." The time factor no 
longer a l lows us to symbol ize fundamental differences; it i s  as if we 
were l iv ing in a continuous present. 

The socia l  and cu ltural repercussions of th is bioscientific imaginary 
seem to me j ust as perverse; the fantasy of being at the orig in of oneself, 
that is of not having to recognize one's beginning as orig inated from 
other, from one's parents, is manifested very strongly in popu lar cultu re, 
especia l ly  in c inema. Of late there have been many movies where the 
fantasy of being self-generated i s  very powerfu l ly  marketed . The den ia l  
of i ntergenerational t ime and space used to be the stuff neuroses were 
made of; today it is at the heart of commerc ial c inema. 

The best representative of th i s  trend is Steven Spielberg, whose char­
acters sum up the main features of our contemporary scientific cu lture: 
one of them-Indiana Jones-has no mother, j ust a father who i s  an 
archaeologist, l i ke h imself, with a strong interest in the sacred. In al most 
every Ind iana Jones fi l m  there is an encounter with God the Father. 
Spielberg's fi lms, such as E. T and The Gremlins, fl i rt with an i nfanti le 
imaginary about procreation; the fi lms offer many fantastic answers to 
the question, "where do babies come from?" In the case of the Grem­
l i ns parthenogenesis i s  expl icitly represented as they "pop" off l i ke pop­
corns by contact with water. In other fi lms it is more subtly h inted at. 
Very sign ificant in th is respect i s  the series Back to the Future, produced 
by Spielberg and d irected by Robert Zem ickis, which featu res a young 
boy who bu i lds a time machine and watches h is  "primal scene": he 
makes sure that his parents meet, fal l  in love, and actual ly conceive 
h im.  

Another striking example of  the same tendency i s  James Cameron's 
Terminator, a very violent fi lm that functions as one retrospective con­
traception technique in that the cyborg-ki l ler (Schwarzeneggerl) has to 
travel back i n  time to e l im inate the mother of h i s  future enemy, thus 
preventi ng that enemy's conception. 

With no t ime left for the present, l ife i s  l ived as a death-bound flash­
back. 

F rom the Vis ib le  to the Visua l  

I mention cinema and popu lar cu lture as wel l a s  written texts because 
more than anyth ing else, the d ismemberment of the body and the sus­
pension of the t ime structure have to do with the idea of visibi l ity, with 
looking, and consequently with the gaze. 1 1 have pointed out earl ier how 

I 
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Foucault analyzes the importance of vis ibi l ity as a lead ing principle in 
the scientific representation of the human body. 

Accord ing to psychoanalytic interpretation, the scopic d rive is l inked 
to both knowledge and control or domi nation . 1 2  In other words, the 
practice that consists in open ing someth ing up so as to see how it func­
tions; the impulse to go and see, to " look in" is the most fundamental 
and ch i ld l i ke form of control over the other's body. In this sense the 
curiosity that pushes the ch i ld  to break h is/her toy to see how it's made 
inside can be seen as the most pr imitive form of sad ism. The des i re to 
see, th is  basic curios ity that leads to knowledge and to control, is kept 
in check by a set of l im its and taboos that are cu ltura l ly imposed on rep­
resentation. Accord ing to Freud,  the taboo on representation is the 
mother's body, as site of both l ife and death . 

Appl ied to the scientific practice, this analysis is qu ite devastating: it 
makes c l in ica l  anatomy into a more adu lt version of i nfant i le  sad ism. It 
is the expression of curiosity l inked to the most archaic sad istic impuls­
es. The mother's body is the priv i leged target of this violence, in that it 
represents the origins of l ife, and one's own origins. Evelyn Fox Kel ler, 1 3  
stresses the violent and sad istic impl ications of what w e  cou ld cal l  the 
contemporary biomedical perversion. 

Paradoxical ly  enough, c l inical anatomy, with its sad istic subtext, is 
an exercise in  mastery that aims at denying death. By trying to reduce 
the body to an organism, a sum of detachable parts, it impl ies that the 
body is but that: what you see is what you get. There is an inevitable 
s l ippage from the visible to the m irage of absolute transparence, as if the 
l ight of reason cou ld extend into the deepest murkiest depths of the 
human organism. As if the truth consisted simply in making something 
vis ible.  

Modern techn iques of visual reproduction, especial ly echograms 
and echography, mark a powerfu l i ntensification of this trend. I have 
a l ready argued that, by comparison with trad itional c l inical anatomy, 
the b iosciences of today have acqu i red the means of intervening in the 
very structure of the l iving organism, right i nto the genetic program, 
thereby changing the bodi ly  structure from ·with in .  On the technologi­
cal front, molecular biology has increased the biomedical gaze to infi­
n ite proportions, a l lowing for an unprecedented investigation of the 
most i ntimate and infin ites imal fibers of nature. This shift corresponds 
to a much greater power of vision, and the un ity of the organism is thus 
d i ssolved into smaller and smal ler l iving parts. 
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We are moving beyond the idea of vis ibi l ity, into a new cu lture of 
visual ization; thanks to u ltrasound techniques the invisible itself can 
today be visual ized; that which the naked eye does not even begin to 
grasp can be the object of imaged representation . .  The bioscientist is, 
qu ite l iteral ly, the great spectator in the spectac le of l ife; he can at long 
last represent the unrepresentable: the bottom of the ocean, outer space, 
but also the inside of the womb, the depths of the uterine chamber­
that great mystery that has a lways held men in suspense. 

The fixing i nto images is a spatio-temporal system related to the stop­
ping or arresting of time. Roland Barthes' book on photography is nei­
ther the fi rst nor the l ast analysis of the image as bei ng l inked to death 
and immobil ity. In th is respect, the sadistic impulse of the biomedical 
gaze becomes even more of a death drive with these new visual ization 
techniques. 

Offering everyth ing for d isplay or show, representing the unrepre­
sentable, ( l ike the origins of l ife), means producing images that displace 
the boundaries of space ( inside/outside the mother's body) and of time 
(before/after birth) . It amounts to suspend ing time in the i l l usion of total 
vision, of the absol ute transparency of l iving matter. 

Furthermore, these visual ization techniques give a great autonomy or 
independence to the object they represent. The image acqu i res a l ife of 
its own, d istinct from anyth ing else. It is qu ite c lear that echograms of 
the fetus confer upon it an identity, a visual shape, a visible and intel l i ­
g ib le existence that the fetus  wou ld not usua l ly  have. 

Apart from the fantasy of absolute domination that is expressed in this 
process, I want to stress a lso that this visual ization produces an attitude 
that I wou ld describe as medical pornography. A recent issue of the 
French journal Science et vie1 4 presented a series of prebi rth images, 
cal led, "Thefetal l ife: do not miss it!" Many people d ispose these days 
of pictures of their unborn baby, or videotapes of uterine l ife. This is a 
case of med ical pornography. I am using the term pornography in the 
sense suggested by Susan Kappelar1 5 as being a system of representation 
that reenforces the mercenary logic of a market economy. The whole 
body becomes a visual surface of changeable parts, offered as exchange 
objects. 

Kappelar uses Adorno on the issue of pornography, especia l ly h is  
analysis of the nature of popu lar cu lture. Adorno defines th is nature as 
pornographic in that it frustrates the very desire it stimulates. The func­
tion of the entertainment industry is to promise more than it del ivers. It 
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is a very frustrating exerC ise, however; for instance, sex can be repre­
sented, but in inevitably normative, repressive ways. In pornography, 
sex is represented through the spectac le of organs interpenetrating each 
other, but that proves a very unsatisfactory image for the act itself. There 
is a lways someth ing more to the experience than the image can show. 
And yet the triumph of the image is precisely what marks contemporary 
popu lar and scientific cu ltures a l i ke.  This is the source of thJ1es>rno­
graph ic  nature of visual cu lture; it cheats : it  shows you a bloody mess 
of red flesh and it tel l s  you, "Th is  is the origin of l ife." It shows you 
organs moving in and out of each other, and it tel l s  you, "Th is is sexual 
pleasure." It rests on the fantasy that v is ib i l ity and truth work together. I 
want to argue that they do not and that there is a lways more to th ings 
than meets the eye. There is no adequate simulacrum; no image is a rep­
resentation of the truth . 

This new medical  pornography, resti ng as it does on the detachment 
of the -fetus from the mother's body, on the d ismemberment of bodi ly 
un ity, and on the traffic of the parts for the whole, has enormous soc ial 
and po l it ica l  consequences. A fi lm made by the antiabortion lobbies, 
The Silent Scream, proves th is point. Th is  is a l leged ly the fi lm  of an 
abortion, produced through echography, with a powerfu l reactionary 
sound track that gives a voice to the fetus's a l leged "feel i ngs" about 
being "murdered."  It is interspersed with images of Nazi concentration 
camps. There is no q uestion as to the effect that th is piece of right-wing 
propaganda has had on the American audience, nor shou ld the role it 
played in making abortion legislation recede in many states of the un ion 
be underestimated. 

As Rosal i nd Petchesky and Ludm i l la Jordanova 1 6 have pointed out, 
the theoretical point is that, detached from the mother's body, the fetus 
has an identity of its own, but it is also reduced to the level of a detach­
able organ.  Unrelated to the site of its growth, the fetus gains a separate 
identity by being d isembodied .  

Even more recently, popu lar cu lture, which i s  always very qu ick i n  
picki ng up developments i n  science and technology, has produced a 
more l ighthearted version of the same principle:  a f i lm with John Tra­
volta, cal led Look Who's Talking, starts with the image of a fetus, (clearly 
a puppet), with a voice of his own; to a fem in ist eye the resemblance to 
the text of The Silent Scream i s  str ik ing. The baby boy is then born and 
cont inues to dom inate the screen by h is strong homosocial bond to Tra­
volta . 
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I n  a paper cal led "Visual Images : Sources and Targets of American 
Sexual Pol itics," 1 7  American femin ist theorist Carol Vance analyzes the 
role p layed by images of th i s  sort in the right-wing's campaign of against 
abortion as wel l  as against pornography and erotic art. Through an e lab­
orate analysis of the power of images, Vance argues that today the 
essence of the pol itical struggle is a struggle over meaning and the value 
of representation. What we represent, and how we represent it, are at 
the heart of the debate these days. Carol Vance shows a lso the extent to 
which the rhetorical or narrative devices of television series such as 
Dallas or the Harmony romances i nfluence the language of pol itical 
and j u rid ical speech .  The secret is to titi l l ate the aud ience without fu l­
fi l l ing it,  arouse it so as to man ipu late it .  Th is  i s  true pornography: that 
of the l anguage of power and manipu lation; it is a structure of repre­
sentation not j ust a matter of content. 

Fem i n ist I n-s ights 

There is a pessimistic side to my position : that biomedical technology 
that is man ipu lating women by promising them a baby at a l l  costs is a lso 
fitting i nto the logic of a system where sexual ity is power, comes as no­
surprise. That biomedical technologies shou ld encourage the mascu l ine 
fantasy of self-generation, reversing the Oedipal chain so as to feed the 
i nfanti le fantasies of a l l-powerfu lness through self-generation, at a t ime 
when parental roles are being mechan ized, is a lso a matter of great con­
cern . That the emancipation of the fetus in our ever-so-patriarchal cu l­
tu re should happen at the expense of the mother i s  terrifying but not sur­
pris ing. Although I do not mean to strike a note of total opposition to sci ­
ence and technology, I wou ld  l i ke to repeat the warn ing against some 
of their  perverse effects. 

There is a lso, however, an optimistic side to my conclus ion:  fem in i sts 
have been fast and effective i n  thei r  critiques and actions against the 
perverse effects i nduced by the new technologies. For instance, over the 
l ast ten years many women and femi n ist theorists have done a great deal 
of work on the question of the power of the vis ible and of visib i l ity. 
Their analysis is now being appl ied to the problem of reproductive tech­
nologies in order to try to e laborate effective pol ic ies. The starting point 
is the recognition that the visual metaphor is a constant i n  Western cul­
ture. The act of seeing, or the gaze as synonym for mental representa­
tion and for understanding, has been an important image ever s ince 
P lato. The idea as double, or mental image, of the real th ing is part of 
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everyth ing our cu lture has constructed i n  the ways of knowledge. 
Descartes' notion of "clear and d istinct ideas" is only the modern ren­
d ition of a long-stand ing habit practiced by those Gayatri Spivak 
describes as "clarity fetishists ." 18  

Psychoanalytic theory, which is many respects criticizes classical 
theories of representation, confirms the primacy of sight as a s ite of legit­
imation of knowledge: Lacan's m i rror stage perpetuates the tyranny of 
the logocentric gaze. 

This is what fem in ist critics such as Luce I rigaray have been argu ing; 
I rigaray19 focuses precisely on the issue of identification and on the 
overwhelming importance granted to the gaze. In many respects, Ir i­
garay's project can be seen as an attempt to replace the visual with the 
tacti le, the act of seeing with the act of touching.  

I n  her analysis  of Ir igaray, Margaret Whitford20 d raws attention to the 
importance of the notion of the imaginary in Ir igaray's work. She plays 
I rigaray's imaginary against Lacan's m irror and reads it as a critique of 
the primacy granted to the gaze as the dominant model of representa­
tion in our cu lture. Not only does I rigaray criticize the flat surface of 
Lacan's mi rror as a reductive model of the human psyche-to which 
she opposes the concave surface (the specu lum)-she also suggests that 
the m irror-function is the specific role that women are expected to play. 
A woman is  the flat surface that is supposed to reflect the male subject; 
her bodi ly  surface, deprived of any vis ible organs, without anyth ing to 
see, is the mi rror. Let me j ust remind you here of Freud's essay on the 
Medusa's head as the expression of the horror of the fem in ine: her flat 
bod i ly surface shows her lack-and also the importance-of the phal­
lus as s ign ifier of des i re. 

Evelyn Fox Kel ler2l takes great issue with French critiques of the visu­
al metaphor. She s ingles out the importance of sight-the most noble of 
the senses-as the qual ifier for Western knowledge, stressing the ways 
in which it al lows for the separation from subject to object. Kel ler 
emphasizes the way in which the scientific position is  one of detached 
observation, one that identifies the objects of knowledge from a d is­
tance. This kind of position produces the idea of neutral ity and objec­
tivity in the sense of al lowing for no particu larity about the site of obser­
vation .  

Keller poi nts out the paradox, however, that th i s  neutral and objec­
tive stance is avai lable only to ind ividuals who are socia l ly and cu ltur­
a l ly constructed as normal ,  in the sense of correspondi ng to the stan-
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dards of normal i ty associated with mascu l in ity. As a consequence, 
women are d isqual ified from the capacity to achieve adequate neutral­
ity; they therefore loose the s i te/s ight of the subject. 

Evelyn Fox Kel ler, l i ke Genevieve L loyd22 and Susan Bordo,23 devel­
ops the argument about mascu l i n ization and rational ity; they a l l  
emphasize that the opposition of knower and known, subject and 
object, is  the same qual itative d ist inction as mind and body, res exten­
sa and res cogitans. The mascu l ine element on this consists precisely in  
the detachment, the perception of  a c lear and d i st inct determi nation of 
boundaries between self and world.  Separation and autonomy are 
i ndeed the central features of the mascu l ine standpoint. 

In  the fem in ist analysis, this detachment and objectivity are connect­
ed to the fantasy of self-generation, of being father/mother of oneself; 
thus denying the specific debt to the materna l .  Adrienne Rich and Luce 
I rigaray have a lso related the notion of scientific detachment and objec­
tivity to the unwi l l ingness or the downright denial of the fact that one is  
of woman born . I t  i s  a form of fl ight from the fem in ine. 

Another school of thought develops the point suggested by I rigaray 
in terms of stressing the tacti le, or the importance of touching, as a 
countermodel for knowledge. Jessica Benjam in24 turns to Winnicott's 
object-relations theory as a model for argu ing that self and other are 
inextricably l inked. Arguing that what a l lows for the creation of the sub­
jective space is the idea of receptivity and mutual ity, she develops a the­
ory of the trans itional space as the connecting space, an i nterface that 
a l lows for contact and not only for separation. 

Accord i ng to Teresa de Lauretis,25 femin i st theories of subjectivity 
today are moving in the d i rection of the subject as a process of inter­
connected rel ations. Central to th is  project, accord i ng to de Lauretis, i s  
the need to detach the female femi n ist subject-that is  to say real- l ife 
women as agents and empirical subjects-from the representation of 
Woman as the fantasy of a male imagination. The struggle is therefore 
over i maging and nami ng; it is about whose representations w i l l  pre­
vai l .  

I n  a s im i lar  vein the postmodern ist femi n ist ph i losopher Donna 
Haraway26 a l so starts from the recognit ion that there is  a structural ly  
necessary connection between see ing and the m i nd, a connection she 
translates i nto the idea of  d isembodi ment. Thus, Descartes sees on ly  
c lear and d i st inct ideas because he has no body and den ies h is 
embodied nature.  By the same token, androids, cyborgs, scanners, 
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sate l l ites, electron ic  microscopes, and telescopes see the most clearly 
of a l l .  

Haraway tries to rescue the facu lty of seeing, of v is ion, and to re-pos­
sess it for femin ist d iscourse, redefin ing objectivity along the way. She 
call s th is new epistemological project "s ituated knowledges,"27 as 
opposed to the "cann ibal/eye" of u n l i m ited -d i sembod ied v ision that i s  
the fantasy of phal logocentrism. Objectivity, i n  Haraway's terms, is not 
about the transcendence of l i m its but rather about partial  perspectives, 
wh ich make us accountable for what we learn how to see. Argu ing that 
modern visual ization techniques shatter the very idea of one-d imen­
sional seeing or the passive m i rror function, Haraway suggests that we 
learn to see in compound, mult iple ways, in "partial perspectives"-she 
names th i s  process "passionate detachment"-l ike the eye of a travel ing 
lens. 

Vis ion requ i res a pol iti cs of position ing; position ing impl ies respon­
s ib i l i ty. Vis ion is the power to see; thus  "struggles over what cou nts as 
rational accounts of the world are struggles over how to see." Femin ist 
embodiment impl ies "sign ificant prosthesi s," relating to the world as a 
material semiotic field of forces at play. 

The world is no mere passive matter awaiting i nterpretation or 
decoding by a scann i ng eye. It i s  no mere screen ground or surface but 
actor and agent, requ ir ing interaction. Haraway concl udes that femi­
n ism i s  about "a critical vis ion consequent upon a critical position ing in 
unhomogeneous, gendered socia l  space." 

Accord ing to Haraway, in the present struggle over visual pol itics 
and the naming of new biotechnological real ities, fem in i sts must reject 
the knowledge ru led by phal logocentric premises and d i sembodied 
vision, for the sake of the connections that s ituated knowledges makes 
possible. 

Faced with the wealth of femi n i st reflection on the power of vis ion, 
the v is ible, and the visual,  I prefer to end on a rather optimistic note. It 
seems to me that effective fem in ist i nterventions in the field of biomed­
ical power w i l l  requ i re that strong attention be paid to the pol it ics of 
visual cu lture and the pervasiveness of pornography as the dom i nant 
structure of representation in scientific as wel l as in popular d i scourse. 
The naked eye may have been replaced by the electronic lens, but the 
objectification-and commercia l ization of wnar 'irl5e11O!cK'ffave grown 
bigger than ever. It is in those factors that I wou ld locate the porno­
graph ic  mode, as a form of d i scursive and material domi nation. In th i s  
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respect, it wi l l  be a great pity if the whole femin ist debate in reproduc­
tive technologies does not use the instruments of analysis and the 
i ns ights of cu ltural and l iterary d iscip l i nes. I th ink that reflection on 
technology from the perspective of the human ities al lows for powerfu l 
new insights on how to criticize scientific practice from with in, so as to 
enhance its l iberatory potentia l .  



, ,. H R E E  

Mothers, Monsters, 

and Machines 

F igur ing Out 

I would  l i ke to approach the sequence "mothers, monsters, and 
machines" both thematica l ly and methodological ly, sQ as to work out 
possible connections between these terms. Because I�omen, the bio­
logical sciences, and technology are conceptua l ly  interrelated, there 
can not be only one correct con nection but, rather, many, heteroge­
neous and potentia l ly contrad ictory ones. 

The quest for mu ltiple connections-or conju nctions-can also be 
rendered methodological ly in terms of Donna Haraway's figurations.1 
The term refers to ways of express ing fem in ist forms of knowledge that 
are not caught in a mimetic relationship to dominant scientific dis­
course. This is a way of marki ng my own difference: as an intel lectual 
woman who has acqu i red and earned the right to speak publ icly in an 
academic context, I have also i nherited a trad ition of female s i lence. 
Centuries of excl usion of women from the exercise of d iscursive power 
are ringing through my words. In speaking the language of man, I also 
intend to let the s i lence of woman echo gently but firm ly; I shal l  not 
conform to the phal logocentric mode.2 I want to question the status of 
femi n ist theory in terms not only of the conceptual tools and the gen­
der-specific perceptions that govern the production of fem in ist research 
but a lso of the form our perceptions take. 

The "nomadic" style is the best su ited to the quest for femin ist figu­
rations, in the sense of adequate representations of female experience 

I wish to thank Margaret R. H igonnet, of the Center for Eu ropean Studies at 
Harvard, Cambridge, U .S., and S issel L ie, of the Women's Research Center at 
Tronheim, Norway or their helpful comments on an earl ier draft of this paper. 
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as that which cannot eas i ly  be fitted with in  the parameters of phal logo­
centric language. 

The configuration of ideas I am trying to set up :  mothers, monsters, 
mach ines, is therefore a case study-not only in terms of its proposi­
tional content but a lso in defin i ng my place of enunciation and, there­
fore, my relationsh ip to the readers who are my partners in  this d iscur­
s ive game. It is a new figuration of femin ist subjectivity. 

Quoting Deleuze,3 I wou ld l i ke to define this relationship as "rhi­
zomatic"; that is to say not only cerebral, but related to experience, 
which impl ies a strengthened connection between thought and l ife, a 
renewed proxim ity of the th inking process to existential real ity.4 I n  my 
th ink ing, " rh izomatic" th inki ng leads to what I cal l  a "nomadic" style. 

Moreover, a "nomadic" connection is not a dual istic or oppositional  
way of th i nking5 but rather one that views d iscourse as a positive, mul­
t i layered network of power relations.6 

Let me develop the terms of my nomadic network by reference to 
Foucau ld ian critiques of the power of d iscourse : he argues that the pro­
duction of scientific knowledge works as a complex, interrelated net­
work of truth, power, and des i re, centered on the subject as a bodi ly 
entity. I n  a double movement that I find most politica l ly usefu l ,  Foucault 
highl ights both the normative fou ndations of theoretical reason and also 
the rational model of power. "Power" thus becomes the name for a 
complex set of intercon nections, between the spaces where truth and 
knowledge are produced and the systems of control and domination. I 
sha l l  unwrap my three i nterrelated notions in the l ight of th is defin ition 
of power. 

Last, but not least, th is style impl ies the s imu ltaneous dis location not 
only of my place of enunciation as a femin ist i ntel lectual but a lso 
accord ingly of the position of my readers. As my interlocutors I am con­
structi ng those readers to be "not j ust" trad itional intel lectuals and aca­
demics but also active, interested, and concerned participants in  a pro­
ject of research and experimentation for new ways of th inking about 
human subjectivity in general and female subjectivity in particular. I 
mean to appeal therefore not only to a requ i rement for passionless truth 
but also to a passionate engagement in the recognition of the theoreti­
cal and discursive impl ications of sexual d ifference. In this choice of a 
theoretical style that leaves ample room for the exploration of subjec­
tivity, I am fol lowi ng the lead of Donna Haraway, whose p lea for "pas­
sionate detachment" in theory making I fu l ly  share.? 
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Let us now turn to the thematic or propositional content of my con­
ste l lation of ideas : mothers, monsters and mach ines. 

For the sake of c larity, let me define them: mothers refers to the 
maternal function of women . By WOMEN I mean not only the b iocu l ­
tural entities thus  represented, as the empirical subjects of  sociopo l iti­
cal real ities, but a lso a d i scu rsive fie ld :  femin i st theory. The kind of fem­
in ism I want to defend rests on the presence and the experience of real­
l i fe women whose pol itical consciousness is bent on changing the 
institution of power in our soc iety. 

Femin ist theory is a two-layered project i nvolving the critique of 
ex ist ing defin itions, representations as wel l  as the elaboration of alter­
native theories about women. Fem in ism is the movement that brings 
i nto practice the d imension of sexual d i fference through the critique of 
gender as a power institution . Fem in ism is the question; the affi rmation 
of sexual d ifference is the answer. 

Th is  point is particu larly important in the l ight of modern ity's imper­
ative to th ink  d ifferently about our h i storical cond ition . The central 
question seems to be here: how can we affirm the positivity of female 
subjectivity at a time i n  h i story when our acqu i red perceptions of "the 
subject" are being rad ical ly questioned? How can we reconci le the 
recogn ition of the problematic natu re of the notion and the construction 
of the subject with the pol itical necessity to posit female subjectivity? 

By MACHINES I mean the scientific, pol it ical, and d i scursive field of 
technology i n  the broadest sense of the term . Ever s ince Heidegger the 
phi losophy of modernity has been trying to come to terms with techno­
logical reason . The Frankfurt School refers to it as " instrumental rea­
son" :  one that places the end of its endeavors we" above the means and 
suspends a" judgment on its i nner logic. In  my work, as I mentioned in 
the previous chapter, I approach the technology i ssue from with in  the 
French trad ition, fol lowi ng the materia l ism of Bachelard, Cangu i lhem, 
and Foucault. 

By  MONSTERS I mean a th i rd kind of d i scourse: the h i story and phi­
losophy of the biological sciences, and thei r  relation to d ifference and 
to d ifferent bod ies. Monsters are human beings who are born with con­
gen ita l  malformations of thei r  bod i ly organ ism. They a lso represent the 
in between, the m ixed, the ambivalent as imp l ied in the ancient Greek 
root of the word monsters, teras, which means both horrible and won­
derfu l,  object of aberration and adoration. S ince the n ineteenth century, 
fol lowi ng the c lassification system of monstrosity by Geoffroy Saint-
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H i la ire, bodi ly  malformations have been defined in terms of excess, 
lack, or displacement of organs.8 Before any such scientific classifica­
tion was reached, however, natural phi losophy had struggled to come 
to terms with these objects of abjection . The constitution of teratology 
as a science offers a paradigmatic example of the ways in which scien­
tific rational ity dealt with d ifferences of the bod i ly  kind. 

The d iscourse on monsters as a case study h ighl ights a question that 
seems to me very important for femin ist theory: the status of d ifference 
with in  rational thought. Fol lowing the analysis of the phi losophical ratio 
suggested by Derrida9 and other contemporary French phi losophers, it 
can be argued that Western thought has a logic of binary oppositions 
that treats d ifference as that which is other-than the accepted norm. The 
question then becomes : can we free d ifference from these normative 
connotations? Can we learn to th ink differently about d ifference?1 0 

The monster is the bodi ly  incarnation of difference from the bas ic 
human norm; it is a deviant, an a-nomaly; it is abnormal .  As Georges 
Cangu i l hem points out, the very notion of the human body rests upon 
an image that is intrinsical ly prescriptive: a normal ly formed human 
being is the zero-degree of monstrosity. Given the spec ial status of the 
monster, what l ight does he throw on the structures of scientific d is­
course? How was the d ifference of/i n the monster perceived with in  th is 
d i scourse? 

When set alongside each other, mothers/monsters/machines may 
seem puzz l ing. There is no apparent connection among these three 
terms and yet the l i nk soon becomes obvious if I add that recent devel­
opments in the field of biotechnology, particu larly artificial procreation, 
have extended the power of science over the maternal body of women . 
The poss ibi l ity of mechan izing the maternal function is by now wel l  
with in o u r  reach; the manipu lation of l ife through d ifferent combina­
tions of genetic engineering has a l lowed for the creation of new artifi­
cial monsters in the h igh-tech labs of our biochem ists. There is therefore 
a political u rgency about the future of women in the new reproductive 
technology debate, which gives a polem ical force to my conste l lation 
of ideas-mothers, monsters, and machines. 

The legal, economic, and pol itical repercuss ions of the new repro­
ductive technologies are far-reachi ng. The recent stand taken by the 
Roman Cathol ic church and by innumerable "bioeth ics committees" a l l  
across Western Europe against experimentation and genetic manipu la­
tions may appear fai r  enough. They a l l  invariably sh ift the debate, how-
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ever, far from the power of science over the women's body in favor of 
plac ing i ncreasing emphasis on the r ights of the fetus or of embryos. 
Th is emphasis is played agai nst the rights of the mother-and therefore 
of the woman-and we have been witnessi ng systematic s l ippages 
between the d iscourse agai nst genetic manipulations and the rhetoric of 
the antiabortion campaigners. No area of contemporary technological 
development i s  more crucial to the construction of gender than the new 
reproductive technologies. The central thematic l i n k  I want to explore 
between mothers, monsters, and mach ines is therefore my argument 
that contemporary biotechnology d isplaces women by making procre­
ation a h igh-tech affai r. 

Conj unction 1 : Woman/Mother as Monster 

As part of the d iscursive game of nomad ic network ing I am attempting 
here, let us start by associating two of these terms :  let us superimpose 
the i mage of the woman/mother onto that of the monstrous body. I n  
other words, let us take the case study of monsters, deviants, o r  anom­
alous entities as being paradigmatic of how d ifferences are dealt with 
with i n  scientific rational ity. Why th is association of fem i n i n ity with 
monstrosity? 

The assoc iation of women with monsters goes as far back as Aristo­
tle who, i n  The Generation of Animals, posits the human norm in  terms 
of bod i ly  organization based on a male model .  Thus, in reproduction, 
when everyth ing  goes accord i ng to the norm a boy is  produced; the 
female on ly happens when someth i ng goes wrong or fai l s  to occur i n  
the reproductive process. The female i s  therefore an anomaly, a varia­
tion on the main theme of man-kind.  The emphas is Aristotle places on 
the mascu l i n ity of the human norm is a lso reflected in his theory of con­
ceptio n :  he argues that the principle of l i fe is  carried exclusively by the 
sperm, the female gen ital apparatus provid ing only the passive recepta­
cle for human l ife. The sperm-centered nature of th is  early theory of pro­
creation is thus connected to a massive mascu l i ne bias i n  the general 
Aristotel ian theory of subjectivity. For Aristotle, not surprisingly, women 
are not endowed with a rational sou l . l l 

The topos of women as a s ign of abnormal i ty, and therefore of d if­
ference as a mark of i nferiority, remained a constant i n  Western scien­
tific d i scourse. This association has produced, among other th i ngs, a 
style of m isogynist l iterature with which anyone who has read Gulliv­
er's Travels must be fami l iar:  the horror of the female body. The i nter-
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connection of women as monsters with the l iterary text is particularly 
sign ificant and rich in the genre of satire. In  a sense, the satirical text is 
impl icitly monstrous, it is a deviant, an aberration in itself. Em inently 
transgressive, it can afford to express a degree of misogyny that might 
shock in other l iterary genres. 

Outside the l iterary trad ition, however, the association of femini n ity 
with monstrosity points to a system of pejoration that is impl icit i n  the 
binary logic of oppositions that characterizes the phal logocentric d is­
cursive order. The monstrous as the negative pole, the pole of pejora­
tion, is structural ly  analogous to the femin ine as that which is other-than 
the establ ished norm, whatever the norm may be. The actual  proposi­
tional content of the terms of opposition is less sign ificant for me than 
its logic. With in this d ual istic system, monsters are, just l i ke bodi ly 
female subjects, a figure of devalued difference; as such,  it provides the 
fuel for the production of normative d iscourse. If the position of women 
and monsters as logical operators in discursive production is compara­
ble with in the dua l istic logic, it fol lows that the m isogyny of d iscourse 
is not an i rrational  exception but rather a tightly constructed system that 
requ i res difference as pejoration in order to erect the positivity of the 
norm. I n  this respect, misogyny is not a hazard but rather the structural 
necessity of a system that can only represent "otherness" as negativity. 

The theme of woman as deval ued difference remained a constant in  
Western thought; in phi losophy especial ly, "she" is forever associated 
to unholy, d i sorderly, subhuman, and unsightly phenomena. It is as if 
"she" carried with in  herself someth ing that makes her prone to being an 
enemy of mankind, an outsider in her civi l ization, an "other. I I  It is 
important to stress the l ight that psychoanalytic theory has cast upon 
this hatred for the femin ine and the trad itional  patriarchal association of 
women with monstrosity. 

The woman's body can change shape in pregnancy and ch i ldbear­
ing; it is therefore capable of defeating the notion of fixed bodily form, 
of visible, recogn izable, c lear, and d istinct shapes as that which marks 
the contour of the body. She is morphologica l ly  dubious. The fact that 
the female body can change shape so drastical ly is troublesome in the 
eyes of the logocentric economy with in  which to see is the primary act 
of knowledge and the gaze the basis of a l l  epistemic awareness. 1 2  The 
fact that the male sexual  organ does, of course, change shape in the l im­
ited time span of the erection and that this operation-however precar­
ious-is not exactly unrelated to the changes of shape u ndergone by the 
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female body during pregnancy constitutes, in  psychoanalytic theory, 
one of the fundamental axes of fantasy about sexual d ifference. 

The appearance of symmetry in the way the two sexes work in  repro­
duction merely brings out, however, the separateness and the specificity 
of each sexual organ ization. What looks to the naked eye l i ke a com­
parable pattern: erection/pregnancy, betrays the ineluctable difference. 
As psychoanalys is successfu l ly demonstrates, reproduction does not 
encompass the whole of human sexual ity and for th is  reason alone 
anatomy i s  not destiny. Moreover, th is  partial analogy also leads to a 
sense of (false) anatomical complementarity between the sexes that 
contrasts w ith the complexity of the psychic representations of sexual 
d ifference. Th is  double recogn ition of both proxim ity and separation is 
the breed ing ground for the rich and varied network of m isunderstand­
ings, identifications, interconnections, and mutual demands that is what 
sexual  human relationsh ips are a l l  about. 

Precisely th is paradoxical m ixture of "the same and yet other" 
between the sexes generates a drive to den igrate woman in so far as she 
is "other-than" the male norm. In th is  respect hatred for the femin ine 
constitutes the phal logocentri c  economy by inducing in  both sexes the 
desi re to ach ieve order, by means of a one-way pattern for both. As long 
as the law of the One is operative, so wi l l  be the denigration of the fem­
in ine, and of women with it. 1 3  

Woman as  a sign of  difference i s  monstrous. I f  we define the monster 
as a bod i ly entity that is anomalous and deviant vis-a-vis the norm, then 
we can argue that the female body shares with the monster the privi lege 
of bri nging out a un ique blend of fascination and horror. Th is logic of 
attraction and repu lsion is extremely sign ificant; psychoanalytic theory 
takes it as the fundamental structure of the mechanism of des i re and, as 
such, of the constitution of the neurotic symptom: the spasm of the hys­
teric turns to nausea, d isplacing itself from its object. 

J u l ia Kristeva, drawing extensively on the research of Mary Douglas, 
connects th i s  m ixture14  to the maternal body as the site of the orig in of 
l ife and consequently also of the insertion into mortal ity and death. We 
are a l l  of woman born, and the mother's body as the threshold of exis­
tence is both sacred and soi led, holy and hel l ish; it i s  attractive and 
repu l sive, a l l-powerfu l and therefore impossible to l ive with. Kristeva 
speaks of it i n  terms of "abjection"; the abject arises in that gray, in  
between area of  the m ixed, the ambiguous. The monstrous or deviant i s  
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a figure of abjection i n  so far as it trespasses and transgresses the barri� 
ers between recogn izable norms or defin itions. 

Sign ificantly, the abject approximates the sacred because it appears 
to contain  with in  itself a constitutive ambivalence where l ife and death 
are reconci led .  Kristeva emphasizes the dual  function of the maternal 
site as both l ife- and death-giver, as object of worship and of terror. The 
notion of the sacred is generated precisely by th is blend of fasc ination 
and horror, which prompts an intense play of the imaginary, of fantasies 
and often n ightmares about the ever-sh ifting boundaries between l ife 
and death, n ight and day, mascu l ine and femin ine, active and passive, 
and so forth. 

In a remarkable essay about the head of the Medusa, Freud connect­
ed th is  logic of attraction and repulsion to the sight of female genital ia; 
because there is nothing to see i n  that dark and mysterious region, the 
imagi nation goes haywire. Short of losing his head, the male gazer is  
certa in ly struck by castration anxiety. For fear of los ing the thread of h i s  
thought, Freud then turns h i s  d istress into the most overdeterm ined of 
a l l  questions: "what does woman want?" 

A post-Freudian read ing of th is  text permits us to see how the ques­
tion about female des i re emerges out of male anxiety about the repre­
sentation of sexual d ifference. In a more Lacanian vein, Kristeva adds an 
important insight: the female sex as the site of origin a lso inspires awe 
because of the psychic and cu ltu ral imperative to separate from the 
mother and accept the Law of the Father. The incest taboo, the funda­
mental law of our soc ial  system, bui lds on the mixture of fascination and 
horror that characterizes the femin ine/maternal object of abjection. As 
the s ite of primary repression, and therefore that wh ich escapes from 
representation, the mother's body becomes a turbulent area of psychic 
l ife. 

Obviously, this analysis merely describes the mechan isms at work in  
our cu ltural system; no absolute necessity su rrounds the symbol ic 
absence of Woman. On the contrary, femin ists have been working pre­
cisely to put into images that which escapes phal logocentric modes of 
representation . Thus, i n  her critique of psychoanalysis, Luce I rigaray 
poi nts out that the dark continent of a l l  dark conti nents is the mother­
daughter relationsh ip.  She also suggests that, instead of th is logic of 
attraction and repulsion, sexual difference may be thought out in terms 
of recogn ition and wonder. The latter is one of the fundamental pas­
sions in Descartes' treatise about human affectivity: he values it as the 
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foremost of human pass ions, that which makes everyth ing  else possible.  
Why Western cu lture did not adopt this way of conceptual iz ing and 
experiencing difference and opted i nstead for d ifference as a s ign of 
negativity remains a critical question for me. 

I t  i s  because of this phal logocentric perversion that fem i n i n ity and 
monstrosity can be seen as i somorph ic.  Woman/mother is monstrous by 
excess; she transcends establ ished norms and transgresses boundaries. 
She i s  monstrous by lack: woman/mother does not possess the substan­
tive u n ity of the mascu l ine subject. Most important, through her identi­
fication with the femin ine she is monstrous by d isplacement: as sign of 
the in between areas, of the indefi n ite, the ambiguous, the m ixed, 
woman/mother is subjected to a constant process of metaphorization as 
"other-than." 

I n  the binary structure of the logocentric system, "woman," as the 
eterna l  pole of opposition, the "other", can be assigned to the most var­
ied and often contrad ictory terms. The on ly constant remains her 
"becoming-metaphor," whether of the sacred or the profane, of heaven 
or hel l, of l ife or death . "Woman" is that wh ich is assigned and has no 
power of self-defin ition . "Woman" is the anomaly that confi rms the pos­
itivity of the norm. 

Conj u nction 2 :  Teratology and the Fem i n i ne 

The h istory of teratology, or the science of monsters, demonstrates 
clearly the ways i n  which the body i n  general and the female body in 
particu lar have been conceptua l ized in  Western scientific d iscourse, 
progressi ng from the fantastic d i mension of the bod i ly organ ism to a 
more rational istic construction of the body-machine.  The monster as a 
human bei ng born with congen ital malformations u ndergoes a series of 
successive representations h i storical ly, before it gives rise, i n  the latter 
part of the eighteenth century, to an acceptab le, scientific d i scourse. 

The work of French epistemologist and phi losopher of science 
Georges Cangu i l hem and of his d isciple Michel Foucau lt i s  extremely 
useful in  studying the modes of i nteraction of the normal and the patho­
logica l ,  the normative and the transgressive i n  Western phi losophy. For 
Cangu i lhem, the stakes i n  theory of monstrosity are the questions of 
reproduction, of origins :  "how can such monstrous creatures be con­
ceived ?" The conception of monsters is what real ly haunts the scientific 
imagination . Whereas psychoanalysts l i ke Lacan and Ir igaray argue that 
the epistem(oph i l ) ic question of the or ig in l ies at the heart of all scien-
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tific investigatLon, Cangu i l hem is interested in  provid ing the h istorical 
perspective on how the scientific d iscourse about monsters emerged. 
He argues that teratology became constituted as a d isc ip l ine when it 
requ i red the conceptual and technological means of mastering the 
pro/reproduction of monsters. In other words, the scientific and techno­
logical know-how necessary for the artificial reproduction of human 
anomal ies is the precond ition for the establ ishment of a scientific d isci­
p l ine concerned with abnormal beings. 

This means that on the discursive level, the monster points out the 
major epistemological function played by anomal ies, abnormal ities, 
and pathology in the constitution of bio logical sciences. H istorica l ly, 
biologists have privi leged phenomena that deviate from the norm, in 
order to exempl ify the normal structure of development. I n  th is  respect 
the study of monstrous births is a forerunner of modern embryology. 
B iologists have set up abnormal cases in order to elucidate normal 
behavior; psychoanalysis w i l l  fol low exactly the same logic for mental 
d isorders. The prox imity of the normal and the pathological demon­
strates the point Foucault made in relation to madness and reason :  sci­
entific rational ity is impl icitly normative, it functions by excl usion and 
disqual ification accord ing to a dua l i stic logic. 

The h istory of discourse about monsters conventiona l ly fal l s  i nto 
three chronological periods. In  the fi rst, the Greeks and Romans main­
tained a notion of a " race" of monsters, an ethn ic  entity possessing spe­
cific characteristics. They a lso rel ied on the notion of "abjection," see­
ing the monster not only as the sign of marvel but also of disorder and 
divine wrath. The practice of exposing monstrous chi ldren as unnatural 
creatures was inaugu rated by the Greeks. Thus Oedipus h imself­
"swol len foot"-was not "normal," and h is  destruction shou ld have 
been in the order of th ings. 

More general ly, c lassical mythology represents no founding hero, no 
main divine creature or dem igod as being of woman born. In  fact, one 
of the constant themes in the making of a god is his "unnatural" birth : 
h is  abi l ity, through subterfuges such as immaculate conceptions and 
other tricks, to short-ci rcuit the orifice through which most humans 
beings pop into the spatio-temporal realm of existence. The fantastic 
d imension of c lassical mythological d iscourse about monsters i l l us­
trates the paradox of aberration and adoration that I mentioned earl ier, 
and it therefore inscribes an antimaternal d imension at the very heart of 
the matter. 
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We can make a further d isti nction between the baroque and en l ight­
ened or "scientific" d iscourses on monsters. I n  the s ixteenth and seven­
teenth centuries, the monster sti l l  possesses the classical sense of some­
th ing wonderfu l, fantastic, rare, and prec ious. Just l i ke the madman, the 
dwarf and other marvels, it participates in the l ife of h i s/her town and 
enjoys certain  priv i leges. For instance, dwarves as court jesters and 
fools can transgress social  conventions, can say and do th i ngs that "nor­
mal" human beings cannot afford to say or do. 

The imagination of the times runs wild as to the origins of monsters 
as objects of horror and fasc ination, as someth ing both exceptional and 
.ominous. The question of the origins  of monsters accompan ies the 
development of the medical sciences in the prescientific imagination; it 
conveys an i nteresting m ixture of traditional superstitions and elements 
of reflection that w i l l  lead to a more scientific method of enqu i ry. Out 
of the mass of documentary evidence on th is  point, I w i l l  concentrate 
on one aspect that throws l ight on my question about the connection 
between monstrosity and the femi n i ne.  Ambroise Pare's treatise1 5 on 
wondrous beings l i sts among the causes for thei r  conception various 
forms of u nnatural copu lation ranging from bestial ity to everyday forms 
of immoral ity, such as hav ing sexual i ntercourse too often, or on a Sun­
day n ight (sic), or on the n ight of any major rel igious hol iday. As a mat­
ter of fact, a l l  sexual practices other than those leadi ng to healthy repro­
duction are suspected to be conducive to monstrous events. Food can 
also p lay a major role; the regu lation of d iet is  extremely important and 
impl ic itly connected to rel igious regulations concern ing time, season 
and cycles of l ife. 1 6  

Bad weather can adversely affect procreation, a s  can a n  excess o r  a 
lack of semen;  the dev i l  a lso plays an i mportant role, and he defin itely 
i nterferes with normal human reproduction. Wel l  may we laugh at such 
bel iefs; many sti l l  c i rculate in rural areas of Western Europe. Besides, 
the whole fantastic d iscourse about the origins  of monsters becomes 
considerably less amusing when we consider that women paid a heavy 
price for these wi ld notions. The h istory of women's relationsh ip to "the 
devi l "  in Western Europe is a h i story too fu l l  of horrors for us to take 
these notions l ightly. 

It is not surprisi ng, therefore, that the baroque m ind gave a major role 
to the maternal imagination in procreation genera l ly and in the con­
ception of monsters part icularlyY The mother was said to have the 
actual power of producing a monstrous baby s imply by: (a) thinking 
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about awfu l th ings d u ring intercourse ( it's the close-your-eyes-and­
th ink-of-England principle) ;  (b) dreaming very intensely about some­
th i ng or somebody; or (c) looking at an imals or evi l- looking creatures 
(th is is the Xerox-mach ine complex : if a woman looked at a dog, for 
instance, with a certai n  look in her eyes, then she wou ld have the power 
of transmitting that image to the fetus and reproducing it exactly, thus 
creating a dog-faced baby) . 

I let you i magine the i ntense emotion that struck a vi l lage i n  North­
ern France in the seventeenth century when a baby was born who 
looked remarkably l i ke the local b ishop. The woman defended herself 
by cla im ing gaz ing rights : she argued that she had stared at the male 
character in  church with such intense devotion that . . .  she xeroxed h im 
away! She  saved her l ife and proved the fem i n ist theory that female gaze 
as the expression of female des i re is always perceived as a dangerous, 
if not deadly, th i ng .  

I n  other words, the mother's imagination is  as  strong as  the force of 
nature; i n  order to assess th is, one needs to appreciate the special  role 
that the imagination plays i n  the seventeenth century theories of knowl­
edge. It i s  a fundamental element in the c lassical worldview, and yet it 
is caught in  great ambivalence: the imagi nation is the capacity to d raw 
connections and consequently to construct ideas and yet it is potentia l ly 
anti rational. 

The Cartesian Meditations are the clearest example of this ambivalence, 
which we find projected massively onto the power of the mother. She can 
d i rect the fetus to normal development or she can de-form it, un-do it, 
de-humanize it. 

It is as if the mother, as a des ir ing agent, has the power to undo the 
work of legitimate procreation through the sheer force of her imagi na­
tion . �deformi ng the roduct of the father s c what s�o­
anal tic theory cal ls  "the ame-of-th -Father." The female "signature" 
of the reproductive pact is unholy, i nhuman, i l legitimate, and it remains 
the mere pre-text to horrors to come. Isn't the product of woman's cre­
ativity always so? 

This bel ief is  aston ish ing however, when it is  contextual ized h istori­
cal ly:  consider that the debate between the Aristotel ian theory of con­
ception, with its sperm-centered view of th ings, and mother-centered 
notions of procreation, has a long h istory. The seventeenth century 
seems to have reached a paroxysm of hatred for the femin ine; it inau-
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gurated a fl ight from the female body i n  a desire to master the woman's 
generative powers. 

Very often femin ist scholars have taken this point as a criticism of 
class ical rational ism, especia l ly in the Cartesian 1 8  form, far too provoca­
tively. The femin ist l ine has been "I th ink  therefore he is," thus empha­
sizing the male-centered view of human nature that is at work in this 
d iscourse. Whatever Descartes' responsibi l ity for the fl ight from wom­
anhood may be-and I mainta in  that it should be carefu l ly assessed-

\ 

for the purpose of my research what matters is the particu lar form that 
th is fl ight took in the seventeenth century. 

Conju nction 3 :  The Fantasy of 
Male-Born Ch i ld ren 

The fl ight from and rejection of the femin ine can a lso be analyzed from 
a different angle: the h istory of the bio logical sciences in the prescien­
tific era, espec ial ly the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. I argue that 
the fl i ght from the femin ine, and particu larly from the monstrous power 
of the maternal imagination and desire, l ies at the heart of the recurring 
fantasy of a ch i ld  born from man a lone. 

We fi nd, for instance, alchemists busy at work to try to produce the 
philosopher's son-the homunculus, a man-made tiny man popping 
out of the alchem ists' laboratories, fu l ly formed and endowed with lan­
guage. The alchemists' imagination pushes the premises of the Aris­
totel ian view of procreation to an extreme, stressi ng the male role in 
reproduction and min imiz ing the female function to the role of a mere 
carrier. Alchemy is a reductio ad absurdum of the male fantasy of self­
reproduction.  

How can a ch i ld be of man born ? I n  a recent article, S. G .  Al len and 
J .  H ubbs1 9 argue that alchemical symbol ism rests on a s imple process­
the appropriation of the womb by male "art," that is to say the artifact 
of male techniques. Paracelsus, the master theoretician of alchemy, is 
certai n  that a man shou ld and could be born outside a woman's body. 
Womb envy, al ias the envy for the matrix or the uterus, reaches para­
doxical d imensions in these texts-art being more powerfu l than nature 
itself. 

The recipe is quite simple, as any reader of Tristram Shandy wi l l  
know. I t  consists of  a m ixtu re of  sperm and something to  replace the 
uterus, such as the alchemist's jars and other containers so efficiently 
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described in  Mary Shel ley's Frankenstein. At other times the matrix is 
replaced by an ox-h ide, or by a mere heap of compost or manure. The 
basic assumption is that the a lchemists can not only im itate the work of 
woman, they can also do it much better because the artifact, the artifi­
cial  process of science and techniq ue, perfects the imperfection of the 
natura l course of events and thus avoids mistakes. Once reproduction 
becomes the pure resu lt of mental efforts, the appropriatio]1 of the fem­
in ine is complete. 

On the imaginary level, therefore, the test-tube babies of today mark 
the long-term triumph of the alchemists' dream of dominating nature 
through their  self- inseminating, masturbatory practices. What is hap­
pen ing with the new reproductive technologies today is the final chap­
ter in a long h istory of fantasy of self-generation by and for the men 
themselves-men of science, but men of the male kind, capable of pro­
ducing new monsters and fascinated by their power. 

Ever s ince the m id n ineteenth century, the abnormal monstrous 
beings, which had been objects of wonder, have fal len prey to the mas­
sive med ical ization of scientific d iscourse. The marvelous, imaginary 
d imension of the monster is forgotten in the l ight of the new technolo­
gies of the body. M ichel Foucau lt's analysis of modern rational ity 
describes the fundamental sh ift that has taken place in scientific d is­
course of the modern era. 

By the late eighteenth century, the monster has been transferred to 
hospital or rather, to the newly establ ished institution of the anatomy 
c l in ic, where it cou ld  be analyzed in the context of the newly evolved 
practice of comparative anatomy and experimental biomedicine. Thus 
is born the science of teratology. Founded by G .  Saint-H i la i re, by the 
end of the century it had become an experimental science. Its aim was 
to study malformations of the embryo so as to understand in the l ight of 
evolutionary theory the genesis of monstrous beings. Notice that the in i­
tial curiosity as to the origin of such horrendous creatures remains, but 
it is expressed d ifferently. 

The experimental study of the conditions that wou ld lead to the pro­
duction of anomalous or monstrous bei ngs provides the basic episte­
mological structure of modern embryology. Foucau lt's analysis of 
modern ity emphasizes the epistemological shifts between the normal 
and the pathological, reason and madness, in terms of the understand­
ing of the body, the bodi ly roots of human subjectivity. The biomedical 
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sciences occupy a very sign ificant p lace in the d i scursive context of 
modern ity. 

Two i nstitutions of learn i ng appear in the modern era-the c l i n ic and 
the hospita l .  The appearance of these structures i s  in turn related to a 
major theoretical breakthrough-the med ical practice of anatomy. I n  
Foucau lt's archaeologica l  mode, for comparative c l i n ical anatomy to 
come into being as a scientific d iscou rse, a century-old taboo had to be 
l i fted, the one that forbade the d issection of corpses for the purpose of 
scientific i nvestigation. 

Western cu lture had respected a fundamental taboo of the body up 
unti l then-the med ical gaze cou ld  not explore the i nside of the human 
body because the bod i ly conta iner was considered as a metaphysical 
entity, marked by the secrets of l ife and death that pertai n  to the d ivine 
being. The anatom ical study of the body was therefore forbidden u nt i l  
the fifteenth century and after then was strictly control led. The n i ne­
teenth century sprang open the doors of bod i ly perception; c l i n ical 
anatomy thus impl ies a rad ical transformation in the epistemological 
status of the body. It i s  a practice that cons ists in dec iphering the body, 
transform ing the organ ism i nto a text to be read and i nterpreted by a 
knowledgeable medical gaze. 

Anatomy as a theoretical representation of the body impl ies that the 
latter is a c lear and d istinct configuration, a vis ible and i ntel l ig ible struc­
ture. The dead body, the corpse, becomes the measure of the l iving 
bei ng, and death thus becomes one of the factors epistemologica l ly 
i ntegrated i nto scientific knowledge. 

Today, the right to scrutin ize the i ns ide of the body for scientific pur­
poses is taken for granted, although d issections and the transferal of 
organs as a practice are strictly regulated by law. As a matter of fact, 
contemporary molecular biology is making visible the most i ntimate 
and m in ute fi res of l ife. 

Where has the Cartesian passion of wonder gone? When compared 
to the ear l ier trad ition, the med ical ization of the body in the age of 
modern ity and its coro l lary, the perfectib i l ity of the l iving organ ism and 
the gradual  abol ition of anomal ies, can a lso be seen-though not exclu­
s ivel y-as a form of den ia l  of the sense of wonder, of the fantastic, of 
that m ixture of fasci nation and horror I have a l ready mentioned. It 
marks the loss of fascination about the l iv ing organ ism, its mysteries and 
functions.  
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Psychoanalytic theory has explained th is loss of fasc ination as the 
necessary tol l  that rational theory takes on human understanding. In  the 
psychoanalytic perspective, of Freudian and Lacan ian inspiration, the 
i n itia l  curiosity that prompts the drive and the wi l l  to know is fi rst and 
foremost desire, which takes knowledge as its object. 

The des i re to know is, l i ke a l l  desi res, related to the problem of rep­
resenting one's origin, of answering the most ch i ldish and consequent­
ly fundamental of questions:  "where did I come from?" This curiosity, as 
I stated in the previous chapter, is the matrix for a l l  forms of th inking and 
conceptua l ization.  Knowledge is always the desire to know about 
des i re, that is  to say about th ings of the body as a sexual entity. 

Scientific knowledge becomes, in th is  perspective, an extremely per­
verted version of that original question. The des i re to go and see how 
th i ngs work is related to primitive sad istic drives, so that, somewhere 
along the l i ne, the scientist is l i ke the anxious l ittle ch i ld  who pul l s  apart 
h i s  favorite toy to see how it's made inside. Knowing in this mode is the 
result of the scopophi l ic  drive-to go and see, and the sadistic one-to 
r ip it apart physical ly so as to master it intel lectual ly. A l l  th is is  related 
to the incestuous drive, to the web of curiosity and taboos surrounding 
the one site of certa in  origin-the mother's body. 

From a psychoanalytic perspective the establ ishment of c l i n ical com­
parative anatomy in the modern era is  very sign ificant because it points 
out the rationa l i stic obsession with vis ib i l ity, which I have analyzed ear­
l ier. Seeing is the prototype of knowing. By elaborating a scientific tech­
n ique for analyzing the bodi ly  organs, Western sciences put forward the 
assumption that a body is precisely that which can be seen and looked 
at, no more than the sum of its parts. Modern scientific rational ity 
s l ipped from the emphasis on visib i l ity to the m i rage of absol ute trans­
parence of the l iving organ ism, as I have argued previously. 

Contemporary biological sciences, particu larly molecu lar biology, 
have pushed to the extreme these assumptions that were impl ic it in the 
d i scourse of Western sciences. When compared to the c l in ical anatomy 
of the nineteenth century, contemporary biomedical sciences have 
acqu i red the right and the know-how necessary to act on the very struc­
ture of the l iving matter, on an i nfin itely smal l  scale. 

Foucault defined the modern era as that of biopower; power over l ife 
and death in a worldwide extension of man's control of outer space, of 
the bottom of the oceans as wel l  as of the depths of the maternal body. 
There are no l i m its today for what can be shown, photographed, repro-
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duced-even a technique such as  echography perpetuates th is porno­
graphic re-presentation of bod i ly parts, external iz ing the i nterior of the 
womb and its content. 

The prol iferation of images is such that the very notion of the body, 
of its boundaries and its inner structure is being spl it open in an ever­
regressi ng vis ion.  We seem to be hel l bent on xerox ing even the i nvis i­
ble particles of matter. 

Phi losophers of science, such as Kuhn and Fayarabend, have stressed 
the modern pred icament in scientific d i scourse. Kuhn poi nts out the 
paradoxical coi ncidence of extreme rational ism of the scientific and 
technological kind, with a pers isti ng subtext of wi ld fantastic concoc­
tions .  In the d iscou rse of monstrosity, rational enqui r ies about their ori­
gin and structure continue to coexist with superstitious bel iefs and fic­
tional representations of "creeps ." The two registers of the rational and 
the total ly  nonrational seem to run a longside each other, never qu ite 
joined together. 

The question nevertheless remains-where has the wonder gone? 
What has happened to the fantastic d i mension, to the horror and the 
fasci nation of difference? What images were created of the bod i ly marks 
of d ifference, after they became locked up in the e lectron ic  laboratories 
of the modern alchemists? 

Was there another way, other than the phal logocentric incompe­
tence with, and antipathy to, d ifferences-its wi l l fu l  reduction of other­
ness, to negativity? Is there another way out, sti l l ?  

Conj u nction 4 :  The Age of F reaks 

As the Latin etymology of the term monstrum poi nts out, malformed 
human beings have always been the object of d i splay, subjected to the 
pub l i c  gaze. In h is  c lassic study, Freaks, Les l ie  F ied ler20 analyses the 
exploitation of monsters for purposes of enterta inment. F rom the coun­
ty fai rs, right across rural Europe to the Coney Island sideshows, freaks 
have always been enterta i n i ng. 

Both F iedler and Bogdan21 stress two i nterrelated aspects of the d i s­
play of freaks s ince the turn of the century. The fi rst is that their  exhib i­
t ion d isplays racist and oriental ist u ndertones: abnormal ly formed peo­
ple were exh ibited alongside triba l people of normal stature and bodi ly  
configuration, as  wel l  as  exotic an imals .  

Second, the medical  profession benefited cons iderably by examin ing 
these human exh ibits. Although the freak is presented as belongi ng to 
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the realm of zoology or anthropology, doctors and physicians exami ned 
them regu larly and wrote scientific reports about them. 

Sign ificantly, total itarian regimes such as H itler's Germany or the 
Sta l in i st Soviet U n ion prohibited the exh ibition of freaks as being 
degenerate specimens of the human species. They also dealt with them 
in thei r  campaigns for eugenics and race or ethnic hygiene, by prevent� 
i ng them from breed ing.  

F iedler sees a connection between the twentieth-century med ical­
ization of monsters, the scientific appropriation of thei r  generative 
secrets, and an increased commodification of the monster as freak, that 
i s, the object of d i splay. 

Contemporary cu lture deals with anomal ies by a fasc ination for the 
freaky. The fi l m  Freaks by Tod B rowning (1932) warns us that monsters 
are an endangered species. S ince the s ixties a whole youth cu lture has 
developed around freaks, with special  emphasis  on genetic mutation as 
a sign of nonconformism and social rebe l l ion.  Whole popu lar cu lture 
genres such as science fiction, horror, rock'n'ro l l  comics, and cyber­
punk are about mutants. 

Today, the freaks are science fiction androids, cyborgs, bion ic  
women and  men, comparable to  the grotesque of  former times; the 
whole rock'n'ro l l  scene is a huge theater of the grotesque, combi n i ng 
freaks, androgynes, satan ies, ugl i ness, and i nsan ity, as wel l  as violence. 

In  other words, in  the early part of our century we watch the s imu l­
taneous formal ization of a scientific d i scourse about monsters and thei r  
e l im ination as  a problem. Th is  process, which fal l s  under the rational ist 
aggression of scientific d i scourse, a lso operates a sh ift at the level of rep­
resentation, and of the cultura l  imaginary. The d imension of the "fan­
tastic," that mixture of aberration and adoration, loath i ng and attraction, 
which for centuries has escorted the existence of strange and d ifficu lt 
bodies, is now displaced. The "becoming freaks" of monsters both 
deflates the fantastic projections that have surrounded them and 
expands them to a wider cu ltural field .  The whole of contemporary pop­
u lar cu lture is about freaks, j ust as the last of the phys ical freaks have 
d isappeared. The last metaphorical sh ift in the status of monsters-their  
becomi ng freaks-coi nc ides with thei r  e l im ination. 

I n  order not to be too pessim i stic about this aspect of the problem, 
however, I wish to point out that the age of the commodification of 
freaks i s  a lso the period that has resu lted i n  another sign ificant sh ift: 
abnormal ly formed people have organized themselves in the hand i-
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capped pol itical movement, thereby c la iming not only a renewed sense 
of d ign ity but a lso wider social and pol itical rights.22 

In Trans it; or, For Nomad ism 

Mothers, monsters, and mach ines. What i s  the connection, then ? What 
con/dis-junctions can we make in tell ing the tale of femin ism, science, 
and technology? How do femin ist fabu lations or figurations help in fig­
uring out alternative parad igms? To what extent do they speak the lan­
guage of sexual d ifference? Where do we situate ourselves in order to 
create l inks, construct theories, elaborate hypotheses? Which way do 
we look to try and see the possible impact modern science wi l l  have on 
the status of women? How do we assess the status of difference as an 
onto logical category at the end of the twentieth century? How do we 
th ink about all th is? 

The term transdisciplinary can describe one position taken by femi­
nists . Passing in between different discursive fields, and through diverse 
spheres of i ntel lectual d iscourse. The femin ist theoretician today can 
only be " in  transit/' moving on, passing through, creating connections 
where th ings were previously d is-con nected or seemed un-related, 
where there seemed to be "noth ing to see." In transit, moving, d is-plac­
ing-th is is the grain of hysteria without which there is no theorization 
at a l l .23 In a femin ist context it al so impl ies the effort to move on to the 
invention of new ways of relating, of bu i ld ing footbridges between 
notions.  The epistemic nomadism I am advocating can only work, i n  
fact, i f  i t  is properly situated, securely anchored in the " in  between" 
zones. 

I am assuming here a defin ition of "rigor" away from the l i near Aris­
tote l ian logic that dominated it for so long. It seems to me that the rigor 
fem in ists are after is of a different kind-it is the rigor of a project that 
emphasizes the necessary interconnection-connections between the 
theoretical and the pol itical, which insists on putting real- l ife experi­
ence first and foremost as a criterion for the val idation of truth . It is the 
rigor of passionate investment in a project and in the quest of the d is­
cursive means to real ize it. 

In this respect feminism acts as a reminder that in the postmodern 
pred icament, rational ity in its c lassical mode can no longer be taken as 
representing the total ity of human reason or even of the a l l -too-human 
activity of thinking. 
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By critic iz ing the s ingle-mindedness and the mascu l ine bias of ratio­
nal ity I do not intend to fal l  i nto the opposite and plead for easy ready­
made i rrationa l ism. Patriarchal thought has for too long confined 
women in the i rrational for me to c la im such a non-qual ity. What we 
need i nstead is  a redefin ition of what we have learned to recogn ize as 
being the structure and the aims of human subjectivity in its relationship 
to difference, to the "other." 

In c la iming that femin i sts are attempting to redefine the very mean­
ing of thought, I am also suggesting that in time the ru les of the discur­
s ive game wi l l  have to change. Academics wi l l  have to agree that th ink­
i ng adequately about our h i storical cond ition impl ies the transcendence 
of d iscipl inary boundaries and i ntel lectual categories. 

More important, for fem inist epistemologists, the task of th i nk ing 
adequately about the h istorical cond itions that affect the med ical ization 
of the maternal function forces upon us the need to reconsider the inex­
tricable i nterconnection of the bod i ly  with the technologica l .  The shifts 
that have taken place i n  the perception and the representation of the 
embodied subject, in fact, make it imperative to th ink  the u n ity of body 
and machine, flesh and meta l .  Although many factors point to the dan­
ger of commodification of the body that such a m ixture makes possible, 
and although th is  process of commodification conceals  racist and sex­
ist dangers that must not be u nderestimated, this is not the whole story. 
There is a lso a positive side to the new i nterconnection of mothers, 
monsters, and machines, and th is  has to do with the loss of any essen­
t ia l ized defin ition of womanhood-or i ndeed even of motherhood. I n  
the age of biotechnologica l  power motherhood i s  spl it open into a vari­
ety of poss ible physiological, cu ltural, and social  functions. If th is were 
the best of a l l  possible worlds, one cou ld celebrate the decl ine of one 
consensual way of experienc ing motherhood as a sign of increased free­
dom for women. Ou r world being as male-dominated as it is, however, 
the best option is to construct a nomadic style of femin ism that w i l l  
al low women to reth i n k  the i r  position i n  a postindustrial, postmeta­
physical world, without nostalgia, paranoia, or false sentimenta l ism. 
The relevance and pol itical urgency of the configuration "mothers, 
monsters and machines" makes it a l l  the more u rgent for the femin ist 
nomadic  th inkers of the world to connect and to negotiate new bound­
aries for female identity in a world where power over the body has 
reached an implosive peak. 



P O U R  

Re-figuring the Subject 

There are no fragments where there is no whole. 
-Martha Rosier, Decade Show, 

New York City, 1 990 

The Postmetaphys ica l  Cond it ion 

The era commonly referred to as  "modern ity," "modern ization," or 
"modern ism" (despite the d ifferent impl ications and nuances of each of 
these terms) is marked by the changing soc ioeconom ic and d iscurs ive 
cond itions i n  the status of a l l  m i norities, espec ia l ly women . For a num­
ber of reasons  that I have analyzed elsewhere,l the emancipation of 
women and thei r  i ntegration i nto not only the labor force but also i nto 
an i ntel lectua l  and pol itical l ife, has become a press ing necessity i n  the 
Western world. The fi rst paradox to explore in a d iscussion between 
modern ity and the femin ist quest is therefore that of a h istorical period 
that needs to i ntegrate women socia l ly, economical ly, and pol itical ly, 
thus reversing the trad itional patterns of exclusion and oppress ion of 
women. 

I n  this chapter I wi l l  adopt a more theoretical approach to th is ques­
tion . I w i l l  argue that i n  th i s  new context the women's movement has 
placed on the agenda serious questions as to the structu res, the values, 
and the theoretical foundations of the very system that women, l i ke 
other mi norities, are u rged to i ntegrate. The lead ing l ine of question ing 
is both ethico-pol itical and epistemologica l :  what is the exact price to 
be paid for " integration"?  What val ues shal l  femin ist women propose to 
the o ld  system? What representations of themselves w i l l  they oppose to 
those al ready establ ished ?  One can read the whole of contemporary 
Western femi n ism, as wel l as related and equal ly complex cu ltural and 
pol it ical phenomena, such as women's modern ist l iterature,2 i n  the l ight 
of th is  l i ne of q uestioni ng. 
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O n  the d i scursive and theoretical level,3 modernity i n  the Western 
world marks the crisis and dec l ine  of the c lassical system of representa­
tion of the subject, i n  the pol itical, epistemo logica l ,  and eth ical sense of 
the term . The establ ished conventions about what subjectivity is and 
what it enta i l s  are rad ical ly chal lenged by a number of "minorities," 
who c la im representation in the pol itical and d i scurs ive sense. In the 
European postwar inte l lectua l  landscape, as I stated in previous chap­
ters, two major school s  of thought emerged on the issue of the cris is of 
modern ity: the German critical theory school, represented today by J .  
Habermas, and the French school, of which Foucault, Deleuze, Derri­
da, and I rigaray are lead ing figures. Both schools have repercussions for 
femi n ism, though in my opin ion the latter had a larger impact. 

One point these two schools have i n  common is that they subject the 
notion of the E n l ightenment to serious question i ng. Both argue that the 
notion of progress and l iberation through an adequate use of reason is 
to be reexamined in the l ight of h istory-particular ly in the l ight of such 
extreme phenomena in contemporary Western h istory as total itar ian 
pol itical systems, genocides, colon ia l ism, and domination. The empha­
s is  on the pol itical need for a revision of the En l ightenment as "myth of 
l iberation through reason" is particu larly strong i n  the work of Foucau lt  
and Deleuze.4 I n  thei r perspective, faith i n  the self-regulat ing power of 
reason is ,  for us  moderns, i ncorrect as a theoretical, pol itical, and eth i­
cal posit ion. I t  must be replaced by a more rad ica l  critique of reason 
from with i n, that is, by an analysis of its structural l im itations as a the­
oretical and human idea l ;  th is  is  a point Foucau lt  and Deleuze share 
with femi n ism,s Critical theory is  an eth ics that takes the production of 
knowledge as its central concern. 

The two main school s  of critical thought a lso represent two ways of 
assessing the E n l ightenment tradit ion; if I can summarize brutal ly a 
debate that wou ld  req u i re a great deal more carefu l attention :6 for 
Habermas the problem, whi le  criticiz ing scientific rational ity, is to safe­
guard the primacy of reason as a principle, and of modern i ty as a pro­
ject that is sti l l  open before us.  For Foucau lt, on the other hand, the pro­
ject of the En l ightenment has come to an end h istorical ly-wh ich 
means that modern i ty requ i res new forms of scientific legitimation and 
new modes of d i scourse to go with it .  

It  i s  a lso c lear that these two schools represent very d ifferent read i ngs 
and conceptual re-el aborations of both Marxist and psychoanalytical 
theory and, even more i mportantly, of the connection between those 
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theories. The tool s  of analysis they use are rad ical ly d ifferent-espe­
cial ly on the question of the unconscious and, therefore, of language as 
a symbo l ic structure. 

I am less interested in worki ng out the exact relationship between 
these two trad itions of critical theory than in stressing thei r  importance 
and their impl ications. One of them is that the femin ist epistemological 
debate, marked by issues of gender or sexual d ifference and the cri­
tique of eighteenth-century notions such as " l iberation" and "equal ity," 
is both necessary and central to critical theory, be it of the German or 
French variety. Second, as Evelyn Fox-Ke l ler pointed out,? the h i stori­
cal context in which fem in ism has emerged as theory and practice rests 
on structural conditions that are conducive to the revision and the 
extension of the mean ing of reason and of scientific rational ity. In other 
words, if the crisis of modernity consists in the dec l ine of the rational­
ist paradigm, then femin ist theory and practice are h istorica l ly and con­
ceptua l ly  coextensive with, or bu i lt i nto, the modern ist project. I wou ld 
go as far as to say, with AI ice Jard ine,8 that femin ism may even provide 
modern ity with some of its inner coherence. 

In other words, I see modern ity as the moment of decl ine of c lassi­
cal rational ism and the view of the subject attached to it. The century­
old identification of the subject with h is/her rational self is chal lenged 
by the new scientific d iscourses related to changing h i storical cond i­
tions. The very idea of what it means to be human is thrown open to 
questioning, as Adorno and Foucau lt, in very d ifferent ways, never 
cease to tel l  us. 

I h ave al ready stated my skepticism at the very idea of a "crisis" of 
the ph i losophical subject that takes p lace at the same time as the emer­
gence of femin ism as a theoretical and pol itical force, and I have 
argued for the relevance of French poststructural ism for femin ist theo­
ry. I have also emphasized the fact that there is l ittle scope with in  the 
femin ist framework for n i h i l ism or cynical acceptance of the state of 
crisis as loss and fragmentation. On the contrary, th is cris is is taken by 
women as the opening up of new poss ib i l ities and potential ities. It 
leads women to reth ink the l i nk  between identity, power, and the com­
mun ity. 

Femin ist analyses of the "crisis," therefore, stress its positivity, that i s  
to say the extent to which femin ist ph i losophy a l lows for alternative 
values to be postu lated. 
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Fem i n ism as Ph i losophy 

Femin ism as a critical phi losophy rests on the assumption that what we 
used to cal l  "the un iversal subject of knowledge" is a falsely genera l ized 
standpoint. The d iscourses of science, rel igion, the law, as wel l as the 
general assumptions that govern the production of knowledge, tac itly 
imply a subject that is male (and a lso white, middle-class, and hetero­
sexual ) .  If, in a nomad ic movement of strategic m imesis, such as Ir i­
garay9 suggests, th is subject is replaced with one that is structured by 
other variables, such as gender or sexual d ifference but a lso ethn ic ity or 
race, what used to be seen as "the un iversal "  appears as a most partic­
u lar and specific approach.  Th is particularity also explains its power of 
exclusion over categories of people who are deemed "minorities," or 
"others." What I want to argue, therefore, is that the decl ine of the un i ­
versal in the age of  modern ity, marks the opportun ity for the defin ition 
of a nomadic standpoi nt that is based on d ifferences whi le not being 
merely relativistic. I sha l l  return to th is point in chapter 8 ("Sexual Dif­
ference as a Pol itical Project") .  

I n  other words, gender is a notion that a l lows us to think the interde­
pendence of sexual  identity and other variables of oppress ion such as 
race, age, cu lture, c lass, and l ife-style. 

What remains as the constant factor, or point of consensus among the 
different theories of gender is the critique of dual istic ways of th inking. 
Classical un iversal ism, which conflates the mascu l ine and the wh ite 
with the un iversal and confines the femin ine to a secondary position of 
d ifference, rests upon an oppositional or dual istic logic. Rad ical fem i­
n ists, especia l ly  Ir igaray, argue that th is dual istic mode creates binary 
d ifferences only to ordain them in a h ierarchical scale of power rela­
tions. 

In what I see as one of the most fru itfu l aspects of femin ist theory, it 
is further argued that th is conceptua l  scheme has served the purpose of 
comforting Western cu lture in the bel ief in the "natura l ,"  that is to say 
inevitable and therefore h istorical ly i nvariable structure of its system of 
representation, its myths, symbols, and the dominant vision of the sub­
ject. 

These new theorists rest accord ingly on a vision of the subject as 
process; they work along the l i nes of a mu ltip l ic ity of variables of defi­
n ition of female subjectivity: race, c lass, age, sexual preference, and 
l ifestyles count as major axes of identity. They are rad ical ly material is­
tic in that they stress the concrete, "situated" conditions that structu re 
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subjectivity, but they also innovate on the c lassical notion of material­
ism, because they redefine female subjectivity in  terms of a process net­
work of s imu ltaneous power formations. I wi l l  argue next that a new 
trend seems to be emerging that emphasizes the s ituated, specific, 
embodied nature of the fem in ist subject, whi le  rejecti ng b iological or 
psych ic  essential ism. Th is  i s  a new kind of female embodied material­
ism. 

For i nstance, Teresa de Lau retis borrows the Foucau ld ian notion of 
"technology of the self" to express the material fou ndations of this vision 
of the subject and, more important, of the ways in which gender func­
tions 10 as a variable that structures subjectivity. 

In other words, what l ies at the heart of the redefin ition of gender as 
the technology of the self is the notion of the pol it ics of subjectivity. Th is  
has a twofold sense: i t  refers both to the constitution of  identities and to 
the acq u isition of subjectivity, meant as forms of empowerment or enti­
tlements to certai n  practices. The French term assujettissement renders 
both levels of this process of subjectification:  it is both a material and a 
semiotic process that defines the subject through a number of regulative 
variables :  sex, race, age, and so forth . The acqu isition of subjectivity is 
therefore a process of material ( institutional) and d iscurs ive (symbol ic) 
practices, the a im of which is both positive-because they al low for 
forms of empowerment, and regu lative-because the forms of empow­
erment are the s ite of l im itations and d iscipl i n ing.  

To sum up, I wou ld say that at the beg inn ing of the femin ist 1 990s a 
paradox has emerged : the paradox of a theory that is based on the very 
notions of "gender" and "sexual d ifference," which it is h istorical ly  
bound to criticize on the basis of  the new vis ion of  subjectivity as 
process. Femin ist thought rests on a concept that cal ls  for deconstruc­
tion and de-essential ization in a l l  of its aspects. More specifical ly, I 
th ink that the central question i n  fem i n ist theory has become: how to 
reassemble a vis ion of female subjectivity after the certa inties of gender 
dual ism have col lapsed ? 

The i ssue at stake i s :  how do we reconci le the rad ical h i storical speci­
ficity of women with the i ns istence on constructing the new figuration 
of human ity? 

Can we speak of and act on d ifferences as positivity, not as devia­
tions, not as subord inated forms of being? How can we bui ld  a new kind 
of col lectivity in d ifferences? 
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Rh izomat ic F igurations 

Pursu ing an argument I have developed more fu l l y  elsewhere, 1 1  I wou ld  
l ike to pursue next the q uest for points of  intersection between the new 
femin i st thought and contemporary poststructura l i st concerns about the 
structures of subjectivity. My starting point is the assumption that French · 
poststructural ism is relevant for femi n ism not for what it has to say about 
women, sexual ity, or the body; of rather greater importance is the rede­
fin ition of th ink ing and especia l ly  of the theoretical process in a creative 
or nonreactive manner that accompan ies the poststructural i st quest for 
new vis ions of subjectivity. 

As an example, I w i l l  choose Deleuze's effort to " image" the activity 
of th ink ing d ifferently. Deleuze shares with femi n ism a concern for the 
u rgency, the necessity to re-define, re-figure and re-i nvent theoretical 
practice, and phi losophy with it, in  a reactive/sedentary mode. This 
u rgency is  d ue to the crisis of the phi losophical  logos and the dec l i ne of 
the c lassical system of representation of the subject. Consequently, the 
chal lenge to which Deleuze is trying to respond is how to th ink  about 
and account for changes and changing cond itions : not the staticness of 
formu lated truths, but the l iv ing process of transformation of the self. 

In h i s  determi nation to undo the Western style of theoretical thought, 
Deleuze moves beyond the dual i st ic oppositions that conjugate the 
monological d iscourse of phal logocentrism. 

Deleuze stresses the extent to which in  Western thought the c lassical 
notion of the subject treats d ifference as a subset of the concept of iden­
tity. The subject is  defined in  terms of sameness, that i s  to say as equa­
tion to a normative idea of a Being that remai ns one and the same in a l l  
its varied qual ifications and attributes. 

The un ivocity of metaphysical  d iscourse about the subject has been 
reproduced by the moral d i scourse of metaphysics, which rests on a 
i nherently normative image of thought.1 2 Modernity is for Deleuze the 
moment when th i s  i mage col lapses, open i ng the way to other forms of 
representation. 

What Deleuze a ims at is  the affi rmation of d ifference in  terms of a 
m u ltip l ic ity of possib le differences; d ifference as the positivity of d iffer­
ences. In turn, th i s  leads h im to redefine consciousness i n  terms of a 
mu l tip l ic ity of layers of experience that does not priv i lege rational ity as 
the organiz ing principle. I n  h i s  attempt to overcome the c lassical idea 
of the subject as coincid ing with h is/her consciousness, Deleuze 
emphasizes the u nconscious as a creative field, in  other words, the 
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unconscious not as the deep container of yet unknown sources but 
rather as marking the structural noncoincidence of the subject with 
his/her consciousness. Th is noncoinc idence is a rad ical disj unction that 
separates the th inking subject from the normative image of thought 
based on the phal logocentric system. 

The rejection of the principle of equation to and identification with a 
phal logocentric image of thought l ies at the heart of the nomadic vision 
of subjectivity that Deleuze proposes as the new, postmetaphysical fig­
uration of the subject. Deleuze argues and acts upon the idea that the 
activity of th inking cannot and must not be reduced to reactive 
(Deleuze says sedentary) critique. Th inking can be critical, if by critical 
we mean the active, assertive process of inventing new images of 
thought-beyond the old icon where th inking and being joi ned hands 
together under the Sphynx l ike smi le  of the sovereign Pha l l us. Thinking 
is l ife l ived at the h ighest possible power-thinking is about finding new 
images, new representations. Thinking is about change and transforma­
tion. 

The notion of " rh izome" is Deleuze's lead ing figu ration; as I noted 
earl ier, it points to a reqefin ition of the activity of ph i losophy as the 
q uest for new images of thought, better su ited to a nomad ic, d isju nct­
ed self. An idea is an  active state of very high i ntens ity, which opens 
up h itherto unsuspected poss ib i l ities of l ife and action.  For Deleuze, 
ideas are events, l ines that point human thought toward new horizons. 
An idea is that which carries the affirmative power of l ife to a h igher 
degree. 

For Deleuze, thought is made of sense and val ue;  it is the force, or 
level of intensity, that fixes the value of thought, not the equation of an 
idea to a preestabl ished normative model . Deleuze's rhizomatic style 
brings to the fore the affective foundations of the th inking process. It is 
as if beyondlbehind the propositional  content of an idea there lay 
another category: the affective force, level of intensity, desire or affir­
mation, which conveys the idea and u l timately governs its truth-val ue. 
Th i n king, i n  other words, is to a very large extent unconscious in that it 
expresses the desire to know, and th is des i re i s  that which cannot be 
adequately expressed in l anguage, simply because it is what sustains it 
as its pre l ingu istic condition. With this intensive theory of the th inking 
process, Deleuze points to the prephi losophical,  that is to say affective, 
foundations of phi losophy. 

This impersonal style is rather "postpersonal" in that it a l lows for a 
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web of connections to be drawn, not only i n  terms of the author's 
" intentions" and the reader's "reception" but also in a much wider, 
more complex set of poss ib le i nterconnections that b lur  establ ished, 
that is to say hegemonic, d ist inctions of c lass, culture, race, sexual prac­
tice, and others. The image of the rh izome pops up here as a figuration 
for the kind of pol it ical subjectivity Deleuze is promoti ng. 

In other words, as i nterlocutors in a Deleuzian phi losophica l  text, 
we-as post-En l ightenment th inkers-are expected to be readers in an 
i ntensive mode; we are transformers of inte l lectual energy, processors 
of the " ins ights" Deleuze is giving us.  These " in"  -sights are not to be 
thought of as p lunging us i nwards, toward a myth ical " inner" reservoi r  
of truth nor are they man ifestations o f  a phal logocentric "gaze" of d is­
embodied order. On the contrary, they are represented as prope l l ing us 
along the mu ltiple d i rections of extratextual experiences, of mu ltip le  
becomings. Th i nk ing i s  l iv ing at a h igher degree, a faster pace, a mu lt i­
d i rectional manner. 

Th is  ph i losoph ical stance imposes not only the conventional acade­
mic  requ i rements of neutral ity but also the passionate engagement i n  
the recogn ition o f  the theoretical and discurs ive imp l ications of reth ink­
ing the subject. It is a l l  a question of what kind of rhizomatic connec­
tions we can draw among ourselves, here and now, in the act of doing 
phi losophy. 

In  the next section I wi l l  argue that Deleuze's concerns are both 
echoed and redesigned pol it ica l ly  by contemporary femi n ist theory, 
taking the case of Donna Haraway as exemplary. 

Cyborg-Fem i n ism as Anti-Re lat iv ism 

Three notions are crucial to Donna Haraway's rad ical postmodern ism, 
and they al l  have to do with transformations in both an eth ical and an 
epistemological sense. F i rst, the notion of femin ist theory is redefined in 
terms of nontaxonomical figurations; second, femin ist subjectivity i s  
reconceptua l ized as  cyborg; and th i rd, scientific objectivity is redefined 
as situated know/edges. 

If the term postmodernism means anyth ing, Haraway offers a con­
vincing example of positive postmodernist situated epistemology. Tak­
ing as her main point of reference the impact of the new technologies 
(microelectronics, telecommun ication, and video games-including 
v ideo wars) on the condition of women i n  society, Haraway stresses the 
importance of the global v i l l age, which impl ies a new wave of offshore 
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and electronic cottage industries, most of which employ women. 1 3  
Reflecting o n  the changes that th is new system of production imposes 
on soc iety at large, Haraway chal lenges femin ists to respond to the 
pol it ical and conceptual complexity of their  times. 

In  her analysis, the sign ificant fact about the 1 990s is the existence of 
biotechnologies, that is to say the power attained by devices that take 
"l ife" and "the l iving organ isms" as object. A great dea l of this technol­
ogy i s  optical, having to do with increased powers of vision . Nowadays, 
as I argue in previous chapters, the biotechnological gaze has penetrat­
ed i nto the intimate structure of l iving matter, seeing the i nvisible and 
representing what used to be "unrepresentable." Haraway's focus is on 
the notion of the body as situated knowledge and the visual as location 
of power. 

F i rmly implanted in the trad ition of material ism, Haraway reminds us 
that th inking about the subject amounts to reth inking h is/her bodi ly 
roots. The body is not a biological given but a field of inscription of 
sociosymbol ic  codes : it stands for the radical material ity of the subject. 
Fol lowing Foucault, 1 4  Haraway draws our attention to the construction 
and man ipu lation of doc i le, knowable bodies in our present soc ial sys­
tem. She invites us to th ink of what new kinds of bodies are being con­
structed right now, that is, what kind of gender system is being con­
structed under our very eyes. 

In a Foucau ldian analysis, as I have stated earl ier, the contemporary 
body is a paradox : on the one hand, it is merely an empirical notion, 
meant as the sum of its organ ic and therefore detachable parts. Th is is 
the notion of "the body" at work in a l l  the biosciences, and it is h istori­
cally l inked to the classical d iscourse on c l inical anatomy. 1 5  

O n  the other hand, the body remains as the foundation of subjectiv­
ity. The d iscourse of psychoanalysis stresses this point: the body as 
l ibid inal  surface, field of forces, screen of imaginary projections, site of 
constitution of identity. 

However, whi le she shares many of these French epistemological 
premises, Haraway at the same time chal lenges Foucau lt's analysis of 
"biopower" or power over the body. Supporting Jameson's idea that a 
postmodernist pol itics is made necessary by the historical col lapse of 
the trad itional left, and that it represents the left's chance to reinvent 
itself from with in,  Haraway notes that contemporary power does not 
work by normal ized heterogeneity anymore but rather by networking, 
communication, and mu ltiple i nterconnections. She concludes that 
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Foucault "names a form of power at its moment of implosion. The d is­
course of biopol itics gives way to technobabble."1 6 

Two points are noteworthy here :  first that Haraway analyzes the con­
temporary scientific revol ution in more rad ical terms than Foucau lt 
does, mostly because she bases it on fi rst-hand knowledge about 
today's technology. Haraway's tra in ing in biology and the sociology of 
science are very usefu l here. By comparison with her approach, Fou­
cau lt's analysis of the d isc ip l in ing of bodies appears al ready out of date 
( let alone the fact that it is intrinsical ly androcentricl . 

Second, Haraway suggests a point that I th ink worthy of further 
development, namely that the Foucau ldian d iagrams of power describe 
what we have al ready ceased to be; l i ke a l l  cartography, they act a pos­
teriori and therefore fai l  to account for the situation here and now. In 
this respect, Haraway opposes to Foucau lt's strategy of biopower an 
approach based on the deconstructive genealogy of the embodied sub­
jectivities of women. The notion of "women's experience" and the con­
stant reference to femin ist theory-a field of which Foucau lt is tota l ly 
ignorant-helps H araway to d raw up a sort of psychopathology of this 
end of m i l lenn ium.  

Whereas Foucau lt's analys is  rests on a n ineteenth-century view of 
the production system, Haraway inscribes her analysis of the condition 
of women into an up-to-date analysis of the postindustrial system of pro­
duction. Argu ing that wh ite capita l ist patriarchy has turned into the 
domination by information technology, Haraway th inks that women 
have been cannibal ized by the new technologies, that they have d isap­
peared from the field of vis ible social agents. The postindustrial system 
makes oppositional mass pol itics utterly redundant; a new pol itics must 
be invented, on the basis of a more adequate understanding of how the 
contemporary subject functions in the postindustrial power framework. 

More specifical ly, her question then becomes: what counts as human 
in this post-human world ?  How to re-th ink the un ity of the human sub­
ject, without reference to human istic bel iefs, without dual istic opposi­
tions, l inking instead body and mind in a new fl ux of self? What is the 
view of the self that is operational in the world where computer science 
dominates? 

Haraway takes very seriously the point that contemporary femin ism 
rests on the very s ign ifier "woman," which it must deconstruct in order 
to prevent its excl usionary and normative effects. As I state in chapter 2, 

fem inists in the 1 990s must replace naive bel ief in global sisterhood or 
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more strategic a l l i ances based on common interests, with a new kind of 
pol itics, based on temporary and mobi le coal itions and therefore on 
affinity. Arguing that the ins istence on victimhood as the only ground 
for pol itical legitimation has done enough damage, Haraway cal l s  for a 
kind of fem in ist pol itics that cou ld  embrace "partia l ,  contrad ictory, per­
manently unclosed constructions of personal and col lective selves."1 7 

The central question here is the extent to which sexual d ifference 
meant as the difference that women can make to society,-that is, not 
as a natura l ly  or h istorica l ly  given difference, but as an open-ended pro­
ject to be constructed-also a l lows women to th ink of a l l  their other dif­
ferences. Foremost among these d ifferences are race, c lass, age, and 
sexual  l ifestyles. The female subject of fem in ism is constructed across a 
multip l icity of d iscourses, positions, and meanings, which are often in 
confl ict with one another; therefore the s ign ifier woman is no longer 
suffic ient as the foundational stone of the femin ist project. 

This is l i nked to the problem of how to go beyond the particular. Can 
women be represented as a col lective pol itical and epistemological 
subject? If the un iversal necessitates neutral ity, the question then 
becomes not so much how to th ink  sexual d ifference as positivity ( l ri­
garay) but rather how to avoid essentia l ism and biological or psychic 
determ in ism in the femin ist project to redefine female subjectivity. 

Haraway invites us instead to th ink of the commun ity as being bui lt 
on the basis of a commonly shared foundation of col lective figures of 
speech, or foundational  myths. These myths, which are also purposefu l 
tools for intervention in real ity, are figurations in that they make an 
impact on our imagination, but they are a lso forms of situated knowl­
edge. In  other words, feminism i s  about grounding, it i s  about founda­
tions and about pol itical myths. 

It is with in  this framework that Haraway proposes a new figuration 
for femin ist subjectivity: the cyborg. As a hybrid, or body-mach ine, the 
cyborg is a connection-making entity, it is a figure of i nterrelational ity, 
receptivity, and global communication that del iberately b lurs categori­
cal d istinctions (human/mach ine; nature/cu lture; male/female; oedi­
pal/nonoedipal ) .  I t  is a way of th inking specific ity without fal l ing into 
relativism. The cyborg is Haraway's representation of a generic femin ist 
humanity; it is her answer to the question of how femin ists reconci le the 
rad ical h istorical specificity of women with the insistence on construct­
ing new values that can benefit humanity as a whole. 
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To understand how Haraway's "cyborg-femin ism" fits into the post­
modern ist debate, let us compare two figu rations: not j ust two rhetori­
cal figures of speech but a lso two representations of pol itical struggle, 
two d ifferent ways to deal with femin ist critiques of rational ity. The first 
is Haraway's "cyborg," the second is Gena Corea's "mother-. 
mach ine,"1 8 the artific ia l  breeder or ferti l ity farm, which Corea critic izes 
in terms of "the reproductive brothel ." 

As I have a l ready stated, the first figuration embodies a positive, 
friendly vision of the body-machine relationsh ip  in our h igh-tech world,  
and throws open a brand new set of i nnovative epistemological and eth­
ical questions. As a pol itical manifesto, the cyborg renews the language 
of pol itical struggle, movi ng away from the tactic of head-on confronta­
tions in favor of a more specific and d iffuse strategy based on i rony, 
d iagonal attacks, and coal itions on the basis of affin ity. Not u n l i ke other 
contemporary movements of thought, the cyborg aims at reconceptual­
iz ing the human being as an embodied and yet nonun ified, and there­
fore non-Cartesian,  entity. 

The second image-the mother machi ne-embodies a negative and 
rather host i le view of the body-mach ine relation, stress ing its potentia l  
for exploitation and manipu lation.  It therefore highl ights the need for a 
pol itics of opposition . It puts into question the l iberating force of scien­
tific reason and its impact on the relationship between the sexes i n  our 
soc iety. Haraway defends a vision of the body as machine as an image 
of the mu ltiple, de-natural ized subject. On the other hand, Corea 
expresses in d ramatic terms the fear that the body, especia l ly  the wom­
an's, m ight become j ust a mach ine. In  both cases, there is a powerfu l 
question mark about the future of sc ience and technology and their  
repercussions on gender d ifferences. These two images can be taken as 
two aspects of the debate about the status of rational ity i n  femin ist epis­
temology. 

The pioneer work of Gena Corea and others has brought to our atten­
tion the dangers and the costs of reproductive technologies for women. 
On the pol itical front, the concern i s  shared by a l l .  Among other things, 
the debate over artific ia l  reproduction has contributed to the neocon­
servative campaign in favor of the rights of the fetus and even of 
embryos, thus contributing to the antiabortionist frenzy. 

Many femin ist theoreticians are also concerned by the gap that these 
technologies open between "rea l"  women-and particu larly "steri le" 
women who seek biomed ical help to reproduce-and the fem in ists 
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who criticize biotechnologies. Th is gap is often u nfai rly represented by 
the med ia  as a confl ict of interests between the "real "  women who seek 
motherhood and the bad girl s-femin ists who are a l leged ly aga inst it. 

It i s  important to keep in  mind the fact that th is debate has qu ite a 
long h istory in femi n ism: in the seventies, Shu lamith F i restone's Marx­
ist utop ia 19  of reproductive technologies as l iberati ng women from thei r 
anatom ical destiny, struck an optim istic note that was subsequently 
rejected by the more ecologica l ly m inded new generations. The work 
of theologians on empowering the female potential for creativity and 
nurturance and the ecofem i n ists' natural i st rejection of technology set 
the tone for the femi n i st position through the eighties. Gena Corea's 
negative ana lysis fal ls in between the two. 

One of the th i ngs at stake i n  th is  enti re debate i s  how to assess the 
trad it ion of the En l ightenment, that is, the grand rational ist trad ition 
that wove together, in a teleological process, reason, h istory, and the 
ideal of soc ia l  progress. In other words, one of the great theoretical 
d iv id ing l i nes in  fem in i st epistemology seems to be between those 
who c la im that fem i n ism is an a lternative science project, capable of 
en larg ing the scope of scientific rat ional i ty, and those who bel ieve 
that mea n i ngfu l change can on ly  come by down-playing the very 
not ion of reason. 

The pol itical impl ications are qu ite far-reachi ng; the modern ist 
school (Corea) bel ieves i n  the h i storical compl ic ity between reason and 
domi nation, rational ity and oppression. It  a lso asserts that this compl ic­
ity can be corrected by appropriate social pressure and that it is not 
endemic to rational ity as such (women can act as a pressure group to 
change science) . 

The other posit ion (Haraway) cons ists i n  pointing out precisely the 
structural, impl icit compl ic ity of rat ional ity with domination, and both 
of these with mascu l i n ity. The h i storical necessity of freeing scientific 
rational ity from its hegemonic connotations therefore req u i res funda­
mental i nternal transformations that w i l l  not leave the structure of sci­
entific thought u ntouched. Accord i ng to th is framework, one can speak 
of the h i storical dec l ine of rational ity as a scientific and human ideal . 

I wou ld add that to argue for a structural, impl ic it  l i nk between West­
ern reason and domi nation-in terms of race, c lass, or sex-and to 
argue for the need to d ismantle such a l i nk, amounts to putting ratio­
nal ity back in its place. Once the idea of reason as a set of God-given 
princ ip les is set aside, the road is open to the deconstruction of the con-
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ceptual d ichotomies o n  which reason rested. B ut what are we going to 
put in its place? 

Are femin ists closet human ists, wanting to rescue what i s  left of ratio­
nal ity, needing some rea l i st theory of d iscou rse, or an alternative female 
rel ig ion? Or can they adopt a rad ical form of epistemology that den ies 
access to a real world and to a final truth, attempting to approach d is� 
course analys is  i n  a problematic mode? What is the image of thought­
the representation of the act of th i nki  ng-wh ich best represents the fem­
in ist theoretical corpus:  the postmodern affin ity to a cyborg, or the mod­
ernist fear of the artificial  mother-mach ine? 

To come back to these two images-the cyborg and the mother­
machine-I wou ld say that the opposition between them is real con­
ceptual ly and less so polit ical ly. As Haraway has pointed out herself, 
the pol itical struggle consists in seei ng the problem of scientific ratio­
nal ity from both the perspectives of domination and of l iberation . The 
pol itical struggle of women for control of the reproductive technologies, 
in other words, does not necessari ly lead to femin ist rejections of sci­
ence and technology. I th ink  that it is at this point that Haraway's 
approach goes beyond the oppos itional logic and opens up new paths 
of reflection.  

The cyborg as an epistemological model is ,  in  my opi n ion, a per­
fectly adequate one in so far as it breaks down the dual i stic barriers 
between the body and its technological and technical supports. The 
"mother-machine" model, on the other hand, upholds the dual i stic 
opposition and calls for a confrontational kind of pol itics that is total ly 
i nadequate i n  th is historical time of information technology. 

Moreover, the cyborg model impl ies a vision of the body that is nei­
ther physical nor mechanical ,  nor j ust textua l .  The cyborg functions 
rather as a counterparad igm for the bod i ly  i ntersection with external 
real ity; it is an adequate read ing not only of the body, not only of 
machines but rather of what goes on between them. As a new function­
a l  replacement of the m ind/body spl it, the cyborg is a postmetaphysical 
construct. 

Metaphysics is not an abstract construction, it is a pol itical ontology; 
the c lassical dual ism body/soul is not s imply a gesture of separation and 
of h ierarch ical coding, it is a lso a theory about their i nteraction, about 
how they hang together: it is a proposition about how we shou ld go 
about thinking about the fundamental un ity of the human being. What 
is at stake here is the defin ition and the pol itical viabi l ity of material ism. 
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The postmodern ist epistemological project is not specifical ly femi­
nist, though femin ism has contributed h istorica l ly  to creating the a pri­
ori conditions for the dec l ine of the un iversal ,  rational ist parad igm. The 
spec ificity of the femin ist standpoint is in terms of gender differences 
and of gender-specific analyses, but everyth ing in femin ist theory and 
practice makes it capable of e laborating general theoretical frame­
works. 

Whereas for the modernists, a world beyond gender wi l l  be a con­
centration camp for women, a form of "gendercide" (as Corea puts it) 
that wou ld  flatten out a l l  differences, replacing women with artificial  
uteruses, Haraway warns us that, our techno-world being what it is, the 
future of femin ist pol itics wi l l  depend to a large extent on how women 
negotiate the transition to high-tech motherhood. Leaving behind natu­
ral istic nostalgia, and paranoid fears, Haraway ca l l s  for the ethics of 
modern ity as the starting point: in such a context, women must work 
through the issue of their impl ication with technology and face up to its 
complexity. This is a ca l l  for the courage of l iving up to the h istorical as 
wel l  as epistemological contrad ictions of postmodern ity. 

In keeping with the positive, creative approach that characterizes 
femi n ist postmodern ism and differentiates it from n ih i l istic or nostalgic 
reactions to the crisis of the phi losoph ical subject, Haraway seizes the 
opportun ities offered by th is h istorical context in order to redesign the 
parameters of a new vision of the subject, which takes gender into 
account but does not stop there. 

The central concern here is not only the epistemological issue of sci­
entific revolutions but a lso how fiction (the imagination) and science 
( logos) can be recombined in a new un ity. What can be of most help in 
taking the leap across the postmodern void, with its coro l lary the postin­
dustria l  loss of pol itical creed-mythos or logos? The chal lenge is how 
to speak cogently of the techno-scientific world, whi le mainta in ing a 
certai n  l evel of myth ical wonder and admiration about it. We simply 
need new forms of l iteracy in order to decode today's world .  

Haraway recommends that we start reth inking the world as  other, as 
semiosis, that is, a semiotic-material agent with which we interact so as 
to produce knowledge, as opposed to getting locked in a relationship of 
mastery and domination. Theory is corporeal,  bodi ly, l itera l ,  figurative, 
not metaphorica l .  One cannot know properly, or even begin to under­
stand, that toward which one has no affinity. I ntel l igence is sympathy. 
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One should never critic ize that which one i s  not compl icitous with; crit­
ic ism turns into a non reactive mode, a creative gesture. 

A l l  other differences notwithstandi ng-and they are considerable-I 
see a coal ition of i nterests between femi n ist figurations of a posthuman 
subjectivity and Deleuze's positive reaction to the dec l ine of phal logo­
centrism, with h is emphasis on rhizomatic th ink ing. Both stress the need 
to work on transforming the very image of thought and of subjectivity as 
an i ntensive, mu ltiple, and discontinuous process of becoming. 



F I V E ' 

D iscontinuous Becomings: 

De leuze on the Becoming-

Woman of Phi losop hy 

For us . . .  there are as many sexes as there are terms i n  symbiosis, as 
many differences as elements contri buting to a process of contagion. 
We know that many beings pass between a man and a woman; they 
come from d ifferent worlds, are born on the wind, form rh izomes 
around roots; they cannot be u nderstood in terms of production, only 
in  terms of becomi ng.  

-Gi l les Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus 

The concept of "becoming" is central to Deleuze's ph i losophical  con­
cerns .  It is l i n ked to his stated a im of imaging the activity of th i n king 
d ifferently, that i s ,  redefin i ng the scene  of ph i losophy. 

Deleuze's notion of becoming is adapted from Nietzsche; it there­
fore is deeply anti-Hegel ian .  Becoming is neither the dynamic opposi­
tion of opposites nor the u nfo ld ing  of an essence in  a teleological ly 
ordai ned process lead ing to a synthesiz ing identity.' The Deleuzian 
becom ing is the affi rmation of the positivity of d ifference, meant as a 
mu lt ip le and constant process of transformation.  Both teleological 
order and fixed identities are rel inqu ished in favor of a flux  of m u ltiple 
becom ing. 

This  emphasis on processes, dynam ic i nteraction, and fl u id bound­
aries is a materia l i st, h igh-tech brand of vita l ism, which m akes 
Deleuze's thought h igh ly relevant to the analysis of the late industria l­
ist patriarchal cu lture we i nhabit. 
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The focus of Deleuze's work i s  very much on the present and more 
especia l ly  on the d ifficu lty of and the necessity for th i nk ing the pre­
sent. This emphasis on actual ity must be read in the background of 
Deleuze's stern rejection of the canon ized, institutional ized h istory of 
ph i losophy as a trad ition based on the past and bent upon upholding it. 

In h is  effort to move beyond the dogmatic image of thought upheld 
by th is  trad ition, that expresses the mono logical d iscourse of phal logo­
centrism, Deleuze redefines ph i losophy as the nonreactive activity of 
th ink ing the present, the actual moment, so as to account adequately for 
change and changing conditions. 

In h is quest for postmetaphysical figurations of the subject, Deleuze 
also redefi nes the phi losoph ica l  idea in  i ntensive terms as a flow of 
i ntensity, capable of carrying the affi rmative power of l ife to a h igher 
degree. Accord i ngly, as I point out in  the previous chapter, th i nking is 
not for Deleuze the expression of i n-depth i nteriority, or the enactment 
of transcendental models;  it i s  a way of establ ish ing concrete material 
and semiotic connections among subjects that are conceived in  terms 
of a mu ltipl icity of impersonal forces. 

This i ntensive redefin ition of the activity of thought enta i ls in fact a 
v ision of subjectivity as a bodi ly, affective entity. The embod iedness of 
the subject is for Deleuze a form of bod i ly material ity, not of the natur­
al, b iological k ind.  He rather takes the body as the complex i nterplay of 
h ighly constructed socia l  and symbol ic forces. The body is  not an 
essence, let alone a b iological substance; i t  i s  a p lay of forces, a surface 
of intensities; pure s imu lacra without originals. 

The embodied subject is  a term in a process of i ntersecting forces 
(affects), spatio-temporal variables that are characterized by their mobi l ­
ity, changeabi l ity, and transitory nature. I n  th is  sense, h i s  work does not 
rest upon a d ichotomous opposition of mascu l ine and femin ine subject 
positions but rather on a mu ltipl icity of sexed subjectivities. The differ­
ences in degree between them mark different l ines of becoming, in a 
web of rhizomic connections. 

A k ind of order or apparent progression can be establ ished for the 
segments of becomi ng in  which we find ourselves; becoming-woman, 
becoming-chi ld, becomi ng animal, vegetable, or minera l ;  becoming­
molecular of a l l  k inds, becoming-particles.2 

These l i nes of becoming are d iagrams of thought, Nietzschean 
typologies of ideas, variations on intensive states. Mult ip l ic ity does not 
reproduce one single model-in the P latonic mode-but rather creates 
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and mu ltipl ies d ifferences. Deleuze posits the idea of a minority con­
sciousness as opposed to molecu lar rational ity to defend this view of the 
subject as a flux of successive becomings. 

In identifying the points of exit from the phal locentric modes of 
thought, toward a new, intensive image of phi losophy, Deleuze stress­
es the need for new images of thought. 

This resu lts in the elaboration of a new phi losoph ical style that aims 
at expressing new, postmetaphysical figurations of the subject. The 
notion of the figural (as opposed to the more conventional aesthetic cat­
egory of the "figurative") is central to this project;3 it stresses the need 
for a positive, assertive style of thought, which expresses an active state 
of being. 

In his Nietzsche et la philosophie,4 Deleuze describes the activity of 
thinking as l ife l ived at the h ighest possible l evel of i ntensity. In  this 
framework, ideas are events, active states that open up unsuspected 
poss ib i l ities of l ife. Faithfu l to h is  topology of forces, Deleuze argues 
that thought is made of sense and values and that it rests on affective 
foundations. In other words, beyond the propositional content of an 
idea, there l ies another category: the affective force, the level of inten­
sity that u ltimately determines its truth-value. 

Alternative figurations consequently are figural modes of expressing 
affirmative ideas, thus d isplacing the vision of consciousness away from 
the phal logocentric mode: rhizomes, becomings, l i nes of escape 
express the fundamenta l ly  N ietzschean nomadism of Deleuze. He 
emphas izes in particular  a general becoming-minority, or becoming­
nomad, or becoming-molecular. The m inority marks a crossing or a tra­
jectory; noth ing happens at the center, for Deleuze: the heart of being 
is sti l l , l i ke the center of a nuclear reactor. But at the periphery there 
roam the youthfu l gangs of the new nomads:  the horsemen and the 
horsewomen of the postapocalypse. 

Al l becom i ngs are a lready molecular. That is  because becoming is not to 
imitate or identify with something or someone. Nor is  it to proportion for­
mal relations. Neither of these two figures of analogy is appl icable to 
becoming:  neither the im itation of a subject nor the proportional ity of a 
form. Starti ng from the forms one has, the subject one is, the organs one 
has, or the functions one fulfi l ls, becoming is  to extract particles between 
wh ich one establ ishes the relations of movements and rest, speed and 
slowness, that are closest to what one is  becoming, and through which 
one becomes.s 
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The space of becoming is therefore a space of affin i ty and symbio­
s is  between adjacent partic les. Proxim ity is both a topological and a 
quantitative notion, which marks the space of becoming of sensitive 
matter, independently of the subjects involved and their determ ined 
forms. 

Deleuze's theory of becoming, however, d isplays a double pull , which 
I find problematic. On the one hand, the becoming-minority/nomad/mol­
ecular/woman is posited as the general figuration for the new phi losoph­
ical subjectivity. On the other hand, however, not a l l  the forms taken by 
the process of becom ing are equ ivalent. Let us analyze th i s  argument 
carefu l ly. 

Insofar as man, the male, is the main referent for th inking subjectivity, 
the standard-bearer of the Norm, the Law, the Logos, woman is dual is­
tical ly, that is, oppositional ly, positioned as the "other." The conse­
quences accord i ngly are that: (a) there is no possible becoming-minor­
ity of man; (b) the becoming-woman is a priv i leged position for the 
mi nority-consciousness of a l l .  

Deleuze exp l ic itly states that a l l  the l i nes of  deterritorial ization go 
necessar i ly through the stage of "becoming-woman." In A Thousand 
Plateaus, Deleuze states that the "devenir-femme" is not just any other 
form of becoming minority but rather is the key, the precond ition, and 
the necessary starting point for the whole process of becom ing. 

The becoming-woman i s  necessari ly the crucial step in so far as 
woman is the priv i leged figure of otherness in Western d iscourse. 
"Although a l l  becomi ngs are a l ready molecular, inc luding becoming­
woman, it must be said that a l l  becomings begin with and pass through 
becom i ng-woman."6 

The reference to "woman" i n  the process of "becom ing-woman," 
however, does not refer to empirical females but rather to topological 
positions, levels or degrees of affi rmation of positive forces, and levels 
of nomadic, rhizomatic consciousness. The becoming woman is the 
marker for a general process of transformation : 

There is a becoming-woman, a becoming-chi ld,  that do not resemble the 
woman or the ch i ld as clearly d istinct entities . . . .  What we term a mol­
ecular entity is, for example, the woman as defined by her form, endowed 
with organs and functions an assigned as a subject. Becoming-woman is 
not im itating this entity or even transformi ng oneself into it. . . .  Not imi­
tating or assuming the female form, but emitting particles that enter the 

relation of movement and rest, or the zone of proximity, of a m icrofemi-
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nin ity, i n  other words, that produce in  us a molecular woman, create the 
molecu lar woman.?  

I wou ld l i ke to point out  b luntly the k ind of difficu lty Deleuze gets 
into with his theory of the becoming woman : it is as if a l l  becomings 
were equal ,  but some were more equal than others. 

The problem for Deleuze is how to disengage the subject position 
"woman" from the dual istic structure that opposes it to the mascu l ine 
norm, thereby reducing it to a mi rror image of the same. In other words, 
set against the molecu lar or sedentary vision of woman as an operator 
of the phal logocentric system, Deleuze proposes the molecular or 
nomadic woman as process of becoming.  

The rejection of sexual polarizations or of gender d ichotomy as the 
prototype of the dual istic reduction of difference to a subcategory of 
being affects Deleuze's treatment of the becoming-woman. Considering 
also the emphasis that Deleuze places on decolonizing the embodied 
subject from the sexual dual ism on which the phal lus  has erected its 
document and monuments, it does fol low that for h im the primary 
movement of renewal of the subject is the dissolution of gender 
dichotomies and of the identities that rest upon them. 

This results in  a confrontation between Deleuze's theories of mu lti­
pl ic ity and becom ing-minority and femin ist theories of sexual d ifference 
and of becoming subject of women. 

To put it i n  more femin ist terms, the problem is a lso how to free 
"woman" from the subjugated position of annexed "other," so as to 
make her expressive of a different difference, of pure d ifference, of an 
entirely new p lane of becoming, out of which differences can mu ltiply 
and differ from each other.8 Here the focus is more on the experience 
and the potential becoming of real-l ife women, in a l l  of their d iverse 
ways of understanding and inhabiting the subject position of "woman."9 

To attempt a synthesis between the two positions, I would say that 
what i s  at stake is how to make "woman" the referent of the i ntensity of 
becoming of a l l , but espec ia l ly of women and not the necessari ly self­
effac i ng servant at the banquet of the Socratic c lub. For me it is unth ink­
able that the question of the deconstruction of phal logocentrism could 
be d isconnected from the concrete changes taking place in  women's 
l ives. The two questions: "How to free woman from the icon function to 
which phal logocentrism has confined her?" and "How to express a dif­
ferent, positive vision of female subjectivity?" are inseparable. 

Let me develop th is  position further. 
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The becoming-woman of women is the subversive process; Deleuze 
uses it a lso, however, as the basis for a critique of femin ism. He com­
plains that femin ists d isplay the i rritating tendency to refuse to d issolve 
the subject "woman" i nto a series of transformative processes that per­
tain  to a general ized and "postgender" becoming. I n  other words, fem­
in ists are conceptua l ly  mistaken, though they are pol itica l ly  right, in  
their  assertion of  a specifical ly femi n ine sexual ity. Deleuze suggests that 
they should instead draw on the mu ltisexed structure of the subject and 
claim back al l  the sexes of which women have been deprived; empha­
sis on the femin ine is restrictive. 

Thus women wou ld  be revol utionary if, in their becom ing, they con­
tributed both socia l ly  and theoretica l ly  to constructing a non-oedipal 
woman, by freei ng the mu ltiple poss ib i l ities of desire meant as positiv­
ity and affirmation .  Women, in other words, can be revolutionary sub­
jects only to the extent that they develop a consciousness that is not 
specifical l y  femi n i ne, d issolving "woman" i nto the forces that structure 
her. The u ltimate a im is to achieve not a sex-specific identity but rather 
the d issol ution of identity i nto an impersonal, mu ltiple, machine l ike 
subject. 

Th is new genera l configuration of the femin ine as the post, or rather 
un-oedipal subject of becoming, is exp l icitly opposed to what Deleuze 
sees as the femin ist configuration of a new un iversal based on extreme 
sexual ization or rather an exacerbation of the sexual d ichotomy. l O 

I feel qu ite u nconvinced by this ca l l  for the d issol ution of sexed iden­
tities by neutral ization of gender d ichotomies, because I th ink  that this 
road is h istorica l ly  dangerous for women.  I sha l l  return to this point in 
the next chapter. For i nstance, the fem in ist phi losopher Ir igaray, in  her 
defense of sexual  d ifference against a hasty d ismissal or deconstruction 
by the postmetaphysical subject, refers negatively to the Deleuzian d ia­
gram of the des ir ing machines. The notion of "the body without organs" 
is for I rigaray remin iscent of a condition of d ispossession of the bod i ly 
self, a structura l ly spl intered position that is h istorical ly associated with 
femi n i nity. She points out that the emphasis on the mach inel ike, the 
i norgan ic, as wel l  as the notions of loss of self, d ispersion, and flu id ity 
are a l l  too fam i l iar to women; is not the "body without organs" wom­
en's own historical condition ?! ! I rigaray's critique of Deleuze is rad ica l ;  
she points out  that the d ispersal of  sexual ity into a generalized "becom­
i ng" results in u nderm in ing the femin ist c laims to a redefin ition of the 
female subject. 
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Developing this i ns ight further, I have subsequently argued that one 
cannot deconstruct a subjectivity one has never control led. Self-deter­
mination is the first step of any program of deconstruction. I concluded 
that Deleuze gets caught i n  the contradiction of postu lating a general 
"becom ing-woman" that fai l s  to take i nto account the h istorical and 
epistemological specificity of the female femin ist standpoint. A theory 
of difference that fai l s  to take i nto account sexual d i fference leaves me 
as a femin i st critic in a state of skeptical perplexity. 

I do not mean to suggest, of course, that Deleuze does not have 
exce l lent reasons for doing so; the critique of psychoanalytic d iscou rse, 
which he shared with Guattari, is one systematic deconstruction of insti­
tution of sexual ity and sexed identities such as our cu lture has con­
sstructed them. It is therefore no wonder that in his theory of the becom­
ing-m inority Deleuze arrgues for the d issol ution of a l l  identities based 
on the phal l us. 

Moreover, by d issolving the subject in a flux of des i re without nega­
tivity, Deleuze: (a) does not recogn ize any priority to sexual d ifference, 
therefore attributing the same psychic and pol itical gestures to men and 
women a l i ke; (b) gets stuck on a fu ndamental ambivalence about the 
position of sexual d ifference with i n  the project of "becoming-woman," 
which i s  both one of many poss ib le becomings and the one through 

Nevertheless, in a fem in ist perspective, there are three sets of inter­
related problems with Deleuze's position :  ( 1 ) an i ncons istent approach 
to the i ssue of the "becoming-woman"; (2) the reduction of sexual d if­
ference to one variable among many, which can and shou ld  be d is­
solved into a general ized and gender-free becoming; and (3) an 
assumption of symmetry in the speaking stances of the two sexes. Let me 
explore briefly each one of these. 

F i rst, Deleuze is not consistent enough in th inking through the prob­
lem of the "becomi ng-woman"; rather, he proceeds in a contradictory 
manner about it. I n  this respect, he is (paradoxical ly) remin iscent of 
Freud's d i lemma over the "dark continent" of femin in ity and its exact 
function i n  the structures of the unconscious. 

Deleuze actua l ly  knows this qu ite wel l  and even acknowledges it; in  
A Thousand Plateaus he shows both awareness and hesitation on th is 
point. He writes: " It is, of cou rse, ind ispensable for women to conduct 
a molecu lar pol itics, with a view to winn ing back their  own organ i sm, 
their  own h istory, their own subjectivity . . . .  But it is dangerous to con-
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fine oneself to such a subject, which does not function without drying 
up a spring or stopping a flowY It is the position of "yes, but . . .  ,"or "I 
know what you mean, but . . .  ," and this is the mode of den ial,  that is to 
say of a structural and systematic indecision . 

Second, from a perspective of femin ist phi losoph ies of d ifference, 
sexual d ifference cannot be considered as one difference among many 
but rather as a fou nding, fu ndamental structural difference, on which a l l  
others rest and that cannot be dissolved easi ly. Contrary to Deleuze's 
ambivalent attitude toward the position of sexed identities in the scale 
of possible becomi ngs, however, fem in ist phi losophers l ucidly state that 
sexual ity is the site of power struggles and of contrad ictions. I n  other 
words, that the sign ifier woman be both the concept around which fem­
in ists have gathered in the recogn ition of a general practical identity, 
and that it be a lso the very concept that needs to be analyzed critical ly 
and eventual ly deconstructed, is no contrad iction, but rather a su itable 
description of the h istorical condition of women in postmodern late 
capita l ism. 

Th ird, Deleuze proceeds as if there were clear equ ivalence i n  the 
speaking positions of the two sexes, as if-al l  other differences notwith­
stand ing-the mascu l ine  or femin ine speaking positions shared, if not 
the starting point, the same point of exit from the phal logocentric mode. 

Deleuze consequently omits any reference to and consequently fa i l s  
to take seriously what I see as the central point of  the femi n ist revindi­
cation of sexual d ifference, namely that there is no symmetry between 
the sexes. This d issymmetry fu nctions at the psychic, conceptual ,  but 
a lso at the pol itical level ;  it impl ies that the points of exit from the mono­
logical position of being-in the phal logocentric mode that has been 
institutional ized by phi losophical d iscourse-are dissymmetrical in the 
two sexes as wel l .  Let me develop th is poi nt. 

The assertion of the positivity of sexual difference chal lenges the cen­
tury-old identification of the th inking subject with the universal and of 
both of them with the mascu l ine. It posits as rad ical ly other a female, 
sexed, th inki ng subject, who stands i n  an d issymmetrical relationsh ip to 
the mascu l i ne. G iven that there is no symmetry between the sexes, 
women must speak the fem in ine-they must th ink  it, write it, and rep­
resent it in their own terms. The apparent repetition or reassertion of 
fem in ine positions is a d iscursive strategy that engenders difference. I 
shal l  return to th is in a later chapter. 
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It is precisely on the basis of the dissymmetry between the sexes that 
I rigaray, whi le remain ing very c lose conceptual ly to Deleuze's struc­
tures of thought, and especia l ly h i s  emphasis on the positive role of the 
unconscious in the production of theoretical d i scourse, is nonetheless 
pol itica l ly  opposed to h is  proposal of "becoming" as a way of over­
coming sexual bipolarization. Where the two d iffer, in other words, is 
in the pol itical priority that must be granted to the e laboration of ade­
quate systems of representation for an a lternative female subject. 

We can assume that any theory of the subject has always been appropri­
ated by the "mascu l ine." . . .  Subjectivity den ied to woman:  indisputably 
this provides the financial backing for every irreducible constitution as an 
object: of representation, of d iscourse, of desire. Once imagine that 

woman imagines and the object loses its fixed, obsessional character. As 
a bench mark that is  u ltimately more crucial than the subject, for he can 
sustain h imself only by bou ncing off some objectiveness, some objective. 
If there is no more "earth" to press down/repress, to work, to represent, 
but also and always to desire (for one's own), no opaque matter which i n  
theory does not know herself, then what pedestal remains for the exis­
tence of the "subject"? 1 3  

In th i s  perspective, which I wou ld describe as  a rad ical fem in ist bodi ly 
materia l ism, the woman, l i ke the earth, is the basic stratum on which 
the m u lti layered institution of phal logocentric subjectivity is erected . 
She is the primary matter and the foundational stone, whose si lent pres­
ence i nsta l l s  the master in h is  monologic mode. 

In the femin ist analysis, in other words, women's position as desig­
nated other is rad ical ized into the "pol it ics of location," that is, into a 
speaking stance that is incommensurable with that of man. Fem in ists 
have argued that women have borne both materia l ly  and symbol ica l ly 
the costs of the mascul ine privi lege of autonomous self-defin ition . 
Women have been physica l ly  and symbol ical ly d ispossessed of a place 
from whence to speak. By rai s ing the question of whether the l inks 
between reason and exclus ion/domination are impl icit and therefore 
inevitable, fem in ists have questioned the idea of rational ity. They have 
therefore chal lenged the equation between bei ng and logocentric lan­
guage. 

Femin ist phi losophy is the critique of the power in/as d iscourse and 
the active endeavor to create other ways of th inking; it is the engage­
ment in the process of learn ing to th ink  d ifferently. 
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There are a number of conceptual-and not only political-differ­
ences between Deleuze and the femin ist phi losophy of difference. Fem­
in ism as critical thought is a self-reflexive mode of analysis, a imed at . 
articu lating the critique of power in d iscourse with the affi rmation of 
alternative forms of subjectivity. It aims at the articu lation of questions 
of ind ividual gendered identity with issues related to pol itical subjectiv­
ity. The interaction of identity with subjectivity a lso spel l s  out the cate­
gorical distinction between d imensions of experience that are marked 
by desi re, and therefore the unconscious, and others that are rather sub­
jected to wai lfu l self-regu lation. 

The vision of the subject as an interface of wi l l  with desire is there­
fore the fi rst step in the process of reth inking the foundations of subjec­
tivity. It amounts to saying that what sustains the entire process of 
becoming-subject, is the wi l l  to know, the des i re to say, the des i re to 
speak, to th ink, and to represent. In the beginn ing there is only the 
desire to, which is a lso the manifestation of a latent knowledge about 
des i re.  Des i re is that which, being the a priori condition for th inking, is 
in excess of the thinking process itself. 

This is why I want to argue that the task of th inking about new forms 
of female subjectivity, through the project of sexual difference under­
stood as the expression of women's desire to exit from identities based 
on the phal l us, impl ies the transformation of the very structures and 
images of thought, not just the propositional content of the thoughts. 
Th inking through the question of sexual difference impl ies the reformu­
lation of the relation of thought to l ife and also of thought to phi losophy. 
In other words: sexual difference opens out toward the redefin ition of 
general structures of thought, not only female-specific ones. 

I repeat, Deleuze's "becoming-woman" amalgamates men and 
women into a new, supposedly beyond gender, sexual ity; this is prob­
lematic, because it clashes with women's sense of thei r  own h istorical 
struggles. I want to stress the extent to which the time factor is impor­
tant here. 

You may recal l  the d istinction Deleuze makes between the longer, 
molecular time of becom ing (aion) and the continuous sense of record­
ed time (chronos). If we apply this d istinction to the d iscussion of the 
becoming-woman, we could argue that, on the level of chronos, 
women, at this point in h istory, are legitimate in c la iming a redefin ition 
of their pol itical subjectivity and identity and simply cannot afford to let 
go of their  sexual-specific forms of pol itical agency. Deleuze seems to 
suggest this qu ite strongly i n  the passage I have quoted. It a lso fol lows 
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from the same argument that, i n  order to demystify categories based on 
the phal l us, one must fi rst have gai ned a location from whence to speak. 
Fragmentation being women's h i storical condition, we are left with the 
option of either d isagreeing with Deleuze's theory of becoming, or of 
flatly stating that women have been Deleuzian since the beginnings of 
time ( in  the sense of chronos) . 

Again, I find that Deleuze does not cross the time variable with the 
other, just as powerfu l ,  variable of sexual difference, thus fai l ing to con­
template the poss ibi l ity of the genderization of both time and h istory. 

Kristeva, in her article on "Women's time," expands on this point and 
argues for a two-tiered level of becom ing. 1 4  One is the longer, l inear 
model of h istorical teleology and the other is the more d iscontinuous 
t iming of personal genealogy and unconscious des i re. Kristeva, under 
the influence of Lacan, develops this into a topology of femin ist posi­
tions, organized in d ifferent d iscu rsive generations, each marked by a 
specific sense of their historicity. Th is rather automatic coupl ing of cer­
tain  forms of female subjectivity with certain forms of h istorical con­
sciousness has been heavi ly criticized, among other reasons because of 
its inherent ethnocentrism and E urocentered sense of history. l s This 
debate fal l s  beyond the scope of th is chapter, but the one point I wish 
to retain from it is the genderization of t ime, with the consequent sexu­
a l ization of h istorical sequences. 

In Kristeva's work, as in that of most phi losophers of sexual d iffer­
ence, the d issymmetry between the sexes stretches a l l  the way to the 
most fundamental structu res of being, inc luding space and time. By 
comparison, Deleuze's theory of becoming, and phi losophy of time 
appear naively und ifferentiated . 

A s im i lar na'ivete about sexual difference is also expressed in QU'est­
ce que fa phifosophie?, when Deleuze contemplates the possibi l ity of 
the crucial  conceptual character i n  phi losophy being a woman : "Et 
qU'arrive-t- i i  si la femme el le-meme devient phi losophe?" 1 6  May I be so 
bold as to venture that only a nonwoman would contemplate this pos­
s ib i l ity as a great novelty, an unprecedented event, or a catastrophe 
interna l  to the phi losoph ical order and capable of subverting it? 

The more I read Deleuze, the more I am struck by the very real ,  that 
is, conceptua l ly  plausible notion that the process of becoming, far from 
being the dissolution of a l l  identities in a flux where d ifferent forms and 
connections wi l l  emerge, may itself be sex-specific, sexual ly d ifferenti­
ated, and consequently take different forms accord ing to different gen­
dered positions. 
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In  other words, it seems to me that Deleuze's theory of becoming is 
obviously determined by his location as an embodied male subject for 
whom the dissolution of identities based on the pha l lus  results in by­
passing gender altogether, toward a multiple sexual ity. This, however, 
may not be the option best su ited to female embodied subjects. 

How can Deleuze fa i l  to see that this neutralization of sexual d iffer­
ences can only damage the process of rec la iming a pol itical subjectiv­
ity for women ? 

To substantiate my anxiety about the dissolution of sexual d ifference, 
let me remind you of the issues I have raised earl ier about the new 
reproductive technologies. What is especial ly problematic in a femin ist 
perspective is that the biotechnological appropriation of the maternal 
occurs precisely at the time in h istory when women have expl ic itly 
demanded the pol itical control over thei r  bodies and their  reproductive 
capacity. 

We come thus back to the question of chronos; if we fol low the logic 
of biopower, women wi l l  be forcefu l ly removed from the trad itional 
forms of motherhood, based on the heterosexual patriarchal fami ly, to 
equal ly mascu l ine h igh-tech reproduction .  From feudal ism to postin­
dustria l ism in one clean sweep, skipping the most important stage-the 
process of becoming a subject at al l-by bringing about a woman­
based redefi n ition of female subjectivity. 

I come back therefore, to my question :  how can a phi losopher of 
Deleuze's subtlety not bring this contrad iction further than the system­
atic indecision and hesitation that mark h is  d iscussion of the becoming­
molecu lar of women? May I again be so bold as to suggest once again 
that it is because Deleuze is " located" elsewhere: close enough to the 
femin ist claim to the empowerment of alternative female subjectivity, 
but distant enough to solve it by avoidance-"I know, but . . .  " 

I wou ld l i ke to expand on the point about being " Iocated" and to 
make it clear that it does not have to do with biological but with 
sociosymbol ic differences. Here is another example, drawn from the 
position Deleuze took on the war against I raq. He condemned the war 
as the effect of American, that is, planetary, capital ,  which bombed one 
of its bureaucratic dependents (Hussein) back to preindustrial condi­
tions, so as to trigger off in turn the genocide of an entire population by 
murder and epidemics. Pure war. 

In putti ng h is  case this way, Deleuze chose a specifica l ly situated 
point of view, one that starts from his  quarrel against capital ism. He 
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cou ld have also, however, chosen a d ifferent starting point, equal ly 
"minority-based" but based on ethn ic identity :  that of the Kurds, for 
instance, or other people opposed to H usse in .  Pol it ics being no more 
than a theoretical ly i nformed map, however, Deleuze draws h is own 
topology, and he is fu l ly entitled to it. 

The "I know, but . .  " mode is therefore less the moment of avoidance 
or denial-Deleuze has far too much integrity for that-than that of 
wai l fu l  choice or judgment. This in  turn enta i l s  the fact that if you draw 
your  own map, it is from your  own s ituated point of view.  Speaking as 
a femin i st I see this as confi rming the importance of the "pol itics of loca­
tion" and of sexual d ifference as mark ing asymmetrical positions 
between the sexes. The pos ition ing that comes from our embodied and 
h istorica l ly located subjectivities also determines the sort of political 
maps and conceptual d iagrams we are l i kely to draw. In other words, in 
doing phi losophy, the moment inevitably comes when selection and 
priorities occur, and at that particular point sexual d ifference plays a 
major role. 

In her critical analysis of the notion of location, Caren Kaplan i l l u­
minates the extent to which the pol iti cs of location can turn into a pol it­
ical and methodological tool to respect differences. She argues : 

Whether it encourages resistance to hegemonic formations, whether it 
becomes its own academic reification-turn i ng into an instrument of 
hegemony itself-or whether it marks important shifts in discourses of 
location and d isplacement depends, not surprisingly, upon who uti l izes 
the context in what particular contextY 

This impl ies that, to make adequate polit ical and theoretical sense of 
the pol itics of location, we need to take i nto account embod ied real i ­
ties, contextual concerns, and other factors that i nfluence even the most 
rad ical attempts to undo hegemonic modes of th inking. 

Speaking as a Deleuzian who bel ieves that des i re is the effective 
motor of pol itical change, as opposed to wailfu l  transformation, I expe­
rience that "I know, but . . .  " mode as a gen u i ne, positive contrad iction 
in Deleuze's th inking.  

Foucault once said,  "Un jour notre s iecle sera deleuzien"; I suppose 
he meant the twenty-first century. Qu ite c learly, we are not there yet, 
and Deleuze may wel l  be the fi rst one to demonstrate j ust how d ifficult  
i t  is to become consistently Deleuzian.  



S I X  

The Ethics of Sexual 

Difference: The Case of 

Foucault and Irigaray 

Over a century ago, N ietzsche stated that a l l  decadent, d iseased, and 
corrupted cu ltures acqu i red a taste for "the femin ine"-if not for the 
effeminate. The "femin ine" thus described is, as I have said before, 
noth ing more than a very elaborate metaphor, or a symptom, of the pro­
found d iscontent that l ies at the heart of phal logocentric cu lture. It is a 
male disease, expressing the crisis of self- legitimation that, accord ing to 
J .  F. Lyotard1 is the mark of postmodern societies. This "femin ine" bears 
no immediate or even d i rect relationship to real-l ife women. It is a typ­
ical ly mascu l ine attitude, which turns male disorders into femin ine val­
ues. Th inking of Freud's President Schreber/ who in his del ir ium 
declared that he was both male and female and a l l  the more female as 
he was God's own favorite, wel l  may we wonder at the depths of the 
trend of the "becoming-woman" in modern thought-a trend of which 
Derrida is the main spokesman in France.3 

I t  seems to me that the relationship between the metaphorizations of 
the femin ine and femin i st d iscourse and practice is to be thought out i n  
terms of  power and  strategy. The real issue is the head-on col l ision 
between patriarchal assumptions about the femin ine and the existentia l  
real i ty of  women's l ives and thought-that femin ism has  a l lowed us  to 
express. I have described this clash in chapter 7 in this book ("Sexual 
Difference as a Nomadic Pol itical Project") as the tension between 
images and man-made representations of " Woman" and the experi­
ences of real- l ife women in their great diversity. 
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That i s  what is at stake for me i n  the postmodern, poststructural ist, 
"post-postcard"4 debate. To demonstrate th is  I have chosen to d i sp lace 
the debate onto a s ide i ssue that is  h ighly s ignificant-the question of 
eth ics and the extraord i nary i nterest that it is  receiving in contempo­
rary French phi losophy. Why has the q uestion of "eth ics" come back 
to the phi losoph ical agenda-after a l l  the years when "pol itics" was 
top of the h it parade of ideas? 

The sheer importance of the eth ical issue i n  the work of some male 
ph i losophers i s  an  offshoot of the crisis of the rational subject that has 
shaken the phal logocentric system to its very fou ndations. The q ues­
tion of alterity, of otherness, is  receiving renewed attention precisely 
because of the problematization of the structures of subjectivity in 
modern thought. It i s  my firm bel ief that the women's movement i s  one 
of the primary sources for the d i s location of the rational subject.s 

My hypothesis  is that the so-cal led "crisis" of the rational subject, 
with the related inflation of the notion of the femin ine, has had some 
benefic ia l  effects on some male ph i losophers. 

I w i l l  juxtapose Foucau lt's notion of eth ics with the focus on same­
ness to the eth ics of sexua l  d ifference of I rigaray-a woman psycho­
analyst and phi losopher. Just as in the earl ier part of my work on 
women and phi losophy (see chapter 1, "Organs Without Bodies," i n  
th is book), I w i l l  therefore argue that we are faced with a fundamental 
d issonance between on the one hand the d i scourse of the cr is is of the 
logos and of its fem i n ine, and on the other the project of fem i n ism in 
terms of sexual  d ifference. 

By  sett ing Foucau lt's and I r igaray's notions of eth ics side by s ide, I 
wish to point out fi rst the rad ica l ly d i fferent d i rections i n  which their 
respective thought is moving. I w i l l  argue that Foucau lt  elaborates a 
new eth ics that remains with i n  the confines of sexual  sameness, 
whereas I rigaray is  argu i ng for sexual  otherness as a strategy that 
a l lows for the assertion of fem in ine subjectivity. 

Second, I w i l l  a rgue that the profound "d issonance" between these 
two th inkers, their variations on the common theme of eth ics, demon­
strates the lack of symmetry in  the d iscou rse of the two sexes. It con­
sequently adds further weight of evidence to the femin ist project of 
posit ing sexual d ifferences as the central question in the postmodern 
debate. 
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Foucau l t  

I n  the afterword of Dreyfus's and Rabinow's book Michel Foucault­
Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics,6 Foucault defined the gener­
al outl ine of his thought and stated as h is central theme the critical, h is­
torical analysis of the modes of constitution of the subject: the ways in  
wh ich, i n  our cu lture, human bei ngs are made i nto subjects. H is  ana­
Iytics of the subject is committed to reveal ing, denou ncing, and u lti­
mately undoing the specific form of violence-that is to say, the power 
formations that are at work in the phi losophical game. What rea l ly  
interests Foucau lt is the material ity of ideas-the fact that they exist in 
an in-between space caught in  a network of material and symbol ic con­
d itions, between the text and history, between theory and practice, and 
never in  any one of these poles. H is ph i losophy is a ph i losophy of rela­
tions, of in-betweens, and in that sense he represents the absolute 
antithesis of soc iology. 

The central concern of Foucau lt's work is the criticism of the despot­
ic power exercised by the ph i losophical text and by the history of phi­
losophy as a monol ith ic b lock of knowledge. It seems to me that th is cri­
tique provides the overal l  un ity of h is  i ntel lectua l  project. 

As he states in h is  introduction to volume two of The History of Sex­
uality, The Use of Pleasure: 

There is a lways something ludicrous i n  phi losophical discourse when it 
tries, from the outside, to d ictate to others, to tel l  them where their truth 
is  and how to find it, or when it works up a case against them in the lan­
guage of naive positivity. B ut it is  entitled to explore what might be 

changed, in  its own thought, through the practice of a knowledge that is  

foreign to it .  The "essay"-which should be understood as the assay or 
test by which, in  the game of truth, one u ndergoes changes, and not as 
the simpl istic appropriation of others for the purpose of communica­
tion-is the l iv ing substance of phi losophy, at least if we assume that phi­

losophy is sti l l  what it was i n  times past, i .e. ,  an "ascesis," askesis-an 
exercise of oneself i n  the activity of thought.! 

The choice of this place of enunciation impl ies a redefi n ition of phi los­
ophy, the "exercise of oneself in the activity of thought," a "test in the 
game of truth ." It is a practice that enta i l s  a relationship to oneself and 
to alterity and is consequently an eth ical stance. 

Foucau lt's analytic of subjectivity outl ines three main modes of 
objectification that transform human beings into subjects. These corre­
spond to d ifferent stages of h is work. 
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I n  the first phase he analyses the type of d iscourse that c laims the sta­
tus of science, especia l ly in the field of the human sciences; th is  phase 
of h is work, marked by The Order of Things and The Archaeology of 
Knowledge, leads him to the critique of the role that the "knowing sub­
ject" p lays in the history of Western ph i losophy. 

The second stage of Foucau It's work deals with the constitution of the 
subject through what he cal ls  "the d ividing practices" : exc lusion, sepa­
ration, and domination with in  oneself as wel l  as toward the others. This 
part of his reflection starts with Madness and Civilization and Birth of 
the Clinic and continues through to The Order of Discourse and Disci­
pline and Punish. The central notion is that the modes in which human 
beings are made into subjects in  our cu ltu re rest on a complex network 
of power relations, which he defines in terms of "the m icrophysics of 
power." "Power" being the name we give to a complex strategic situa­
tion in a given society, the body is the privi leged target of the mecha­
n isms of power relations. Foucau lt develops a pol itical economy of the 
body-a body defined in terms of materia l ity, that is to say, as subject 
matter that is prone to a variety of symbol ic  and material  operations: it 
must be made doc i le, submissive, erotic, usable, productive, and so on. 

These techniques of control and codification of the l iving body as the 
site of subjectivity also produce "truth effects" in that they generate spe­
cific types of knowledge about the subject and his/her social  inscription . 
The normative aspects of the power relations i n  which the body is 
caught are consequently positive, that is to say, productive in terms of 
knowledge in the sense of truth about the l iving subject. Thus Foucau lt's 
notion of the subject rests on a technology of the body as connected to 
both the rational nature of power and the normative character of reason.  

Th is  idea also provides the l i n k  between the second and the th i rd 
stages of Foucau l t' s  work; i n  the latter he concentrates on the ways i n  
wh ich  a human bei ng turns h im/herself i nto a subject: the  i nternal 
modes of subm ission and domi nation by the subject. He takes sexu­
al ity as the field in which the pro l i feration of d i scurs ive practices and 
therefore of normative truth effects i s  the strongest in our cu lture .  I n  
the fi rst vo l u me of h is h i story o f  sexua l ity h e  defines Western cu lture 
as "sex-centric " :  we are the ones who invented scientia sexualis, 
turn ing  sexua l i ty i nto the s ite of sel f-revel ation and truth about one­
self. H i s  q uestion then becomes : what is this "sexua l ity" with which 
we a re a l l  so concerned ? And by what means do we become sexual  
subjects? 
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I n  the second and th i rd vol ume of The History of Sexuality Foucau lt 
analyses the ancient G reek and Roman practices of d iscourse and con­
trol of sexual ity; he thus points out that the practices that for us come 
under the general blanket "sexual ity" constituted what G raeco-Roman 
culture cal led "the arts of existence," that is to say : "these intentional 
and vol untary actions by which men not only set themselves ru les of 
conduct, but also seek to transform themselves, to change themselves i n  
thei r  s ingular being and  to  make the i r  l ife i nto an  oeuvre that carries cer­
tain aesthetic values and meets certain  sty l i stic criteria."B 

Foucault argues that the array of "arts of existence" i n  the sense of 
"techniques of the self" were later ass imi lated into the exercise of priest­
ly power in early Christian ity and then into educational, medical, and 
psychological types of practices. It seems to me that the evolution of 
Foucau lt's thought traces the progressive sexual ization of these d iscur­
sive practices; the intersection of the archaeological phase with the 
genealogical decoding of the practices of the self-which produces h is  
History of Sexuality-also marks his increasing awareness of his own 
speaking stance as a man, a male phi losopher. It is possible to argue for 
instance that in h is early texts Foucau lt's androcentric bias is manifest; 
he uses the term man as a un iversal form, thus betraying h is b l i ndness 
to sexual d ifference. In h is later works, however, he is consc ious of the 
fact that the system of control of sexual ity that he is analyz ing rests on a 
profound d issymmetry between the sexes. Speaking of the "practices of 
the self," he states: "Women were genera l ly subjected . . .  and yet this 
ethics was not addressed to women; it was not their duties, or obl iga­
tion, that were recal led, j ustified, or spel led out. It was an ethics for 
men : an ethics though, written and taught by men, and addressed to 
men-to free men, obviously."9 

The point Foucault makes here concerns not so much the exclusion 
as the d isqual ification of women as eth ical agents and consequently as 
subjects. He stresses the i nterconnection between entitlement to mora l 
status and the right to citizenship i n  the social ,  pol itical and judicial  
sense of the term. The ru les and regu lations of a moral l ife-which a lso 
transform the subject i nto an eth ical substance-are impl icitly connect­
ed to sociopol itical rights and women are kept on the margin of both. 

Arguing that governing oneself, managing one's estate, and partici­
pati ng i n  the admin istration of the city were three practices of the same 
kind, Foucau lt emphas izes the key value of "eth ical vir i l ity" as the ideal 
on which the system as a whole rests. In turn th i s  impl ies perfect coin­
cidence between one's anatomical sex-male-and the imaginary con-
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struction of mascu l ine sexual ity; moreover, he stresses the accordance 
of both to the ru l ing soc ia l  representations of what ought to be the un i­
versal eth ical standard; symbol ic vir i l ity. Thus the male body is a l l  one 

. with the body pol it ic .  
If we read Foucau lt's project from th i s  perspective, it can be taken as 

the critical anatomy of phal locentric structures i n  d i scourse; the prac­
tice of "eth ical v ir i l i ty" in fact a lso lays the foundations of the phi lo­
soph ical game as such, that is to say that it provides the bas ic parame­
ters of the pol itical economy of truth, as subm itted to the authority of the 
logos. 

Moreover, the phal logocentric economy thus analyzed also reveals 
the male homosexual bond that constitutes the basis of the socia l  con­
tract as wel l as the d iscurs ive practices that society adopts for itself: it is 
a world for and by men. 

Whatever the female "use of pleasure" may have been l i ke, with its 
truth effects and production of knowledge about the female subject, 
remains a matter of specu lation . The d iscursive gap translates into h is­
torical absence; thus, the whole h i story of phi losophy as we have come 
to i nherit it, has been conjugated in the male mascu l ine and vir i le 
mode. H istory-rather than anatomy-is destiny. 

Accord ing to this read ing of Foucau lt, it  can be argued that he is a 
male phi losopher who is bringing out the h ighly sexed ru les govern ing 
ph i losoph ical d i scourse. Far from being un iversal ,  the scene of ph i loso­
phy rests on the most sexual-specific prem ises : those that posit the pri­
macy of mascu l ine sexual ity as a s ite of social and pol itical power. In 
Foucau lt's latest work, phal logocentric discourse i s  a specific pol itica l 
and l ibid ina l  economy-one that assigns the sexes to precise roles, 
poles, and functions, to the detri ment of the femin ine. 

I r i garay 

As a femin i st, a psychoanalyst, a powerfu l writer, and as a phi losopher, 
Luce I rigaray cannot be situated very easi ly; she is forever in between 
d ifferent fields, d iscip l ines, levels of experience, and places of enunci­
ation . Her work on the ph i losoph ical subject is related to the cris is of 
the logos I have j ust d iscussed, and i n  many ways it is a positive, non­
reactive response to the masters of the crisis of ph i losophy. I rigaray 
addresses the same trad ition of classical Western ontology on which 
Derrida, Foucau lt, Deleuze and other contemporary French ph i loso­
phers have also focused. But there is a fundamental d ifference in the 
very place of enunciation that she adopts: for I rigaray the crisis that for 
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Foucault spel ls the death of ph i losophy is a l ready over-she is stand ing 
among the ru ins and al ready sees what is to come to replace the old · 
order. 

There is a v is ionary, utop ian,  and at ti mes even prophetic qua l ity 
in I r igaray's writ i ng, which expresses her fai th in the force of the fem­
i n i ne as a new symbo l i c  and d iscurs ive economy. A comparable 
force of affi rmation and qua l ity of i ntens ity is found in  the work of 
fem i n ist theo logy (Mary Daly), of lesb ian poetry (Adrienne Rich), and 
i n  the work of Ita l ian  rad ica ls  (Carla Lonz i and, more recently, Lu isa 
M u raro and Adriana Caravero) 10  on the q uestion of the female sym­
bol ic system. 

Women can see the l ight where men j ust stare into empty space, 
watching the downfa l l  of the pha l l ic monu ments and documents they 
had erected by and for themselves. Women have someth ing to say­
fai l i ng to say it wou ld amou nt to an historical abortion of the female 
subject. 

For Ir igaray, as I have argued throughout th is book, the crisis that 
spe l l s  the death of the logocentric subject opens the condition of possi­
b i l ity for the expression of female subjectivity. The cris is is only the 
death of the un iversal subject-the one that d i sgu ised its s ingularity 
beh i nd the mask of logocentrism. That men are greatly shaken by th i s  is 
no wonder; however, the crisis a l lows us to ask at long last the question 
that for I r igaray is fundamental-that of sexual difference. 

What makes Ir igaray's critique of modern ity very s ign ificant is that 
she attacks the compl ic ity between rational ity and mascu l i n ity. The 
subject of d iscourse is always sexed, " it" can never be pure, un iversal,  
or gender-free. I rigaray's work rests on a double purpose: (1) to undo the 
association of mascu l in ity with rational ity and un iversal ity-through 
the reread ing of the h istory of Western ontology; and (2) to voice and 
embody in her own texts women's own "feminine," as d istinct from the 
kind of "femi n i ne" that is impl icitly annexed to the logocentric econo­
my. 

What is at stake in I rigaray's project is the double u rge to express the 
rad ical novelty of a femi n ine corporeal real ity that has never been ade­
quately represented and also not to interrupt the d ialogue with the mas­
ters of Western phi losophy. This is particu larly true of her fi rst phase; in 
Speculum and This Sex Which is not One1 1 her very specia l  style med i­
ates most effectively the intense effort of critique and creation which 
marks her work. 
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I rigaray's textual strategy is eminently pol it ica l : it consists of refusing 
to separate the symbol ic from the empirical, to d i ssociate the d iscourse 
on "the femi n i ne" from the h istorical real ities of the condition and sta­
tus of women in Western culture.  In other words, the fact that "the fem­
in ine" is the "bl i nd spot" of a l l  textua l  and theoretical processes means 
that women's voices are buried u nderneath someone else's-man's­
own words. There is therefore a d i rect equ ivalence between the process 
of metaphorization of "the fem i n i ne" and the phenomenon of the h is­
torical oppress ion of women . I rigaray's project is to re-cover, u n-vei l ,  
and express that voice, starting from the major texts of Western phi los­
ophy. 

"The femi n i ne" she is  after i s  a woman-defi ned-fem in ine and as such 
it is sti l l  a blank, it i s  not yet there, we are to th ink  of it in the cond itional 
mode: how can the fem in ine of/in/by women come i nto being i n  the 
sexual ly u nd ifferentiated system of our cultu re?  What are the cond itions 
that would make the first com ing of the female subject possible? The 
strategy Ir igaray proposes in response to this chal lenge consists in strate­
gic repetition, or m imesis. She c lai ms as her place of enunciation the 
pos ition to which "the femi n i ne" is  assigned in various texts of classical 
phi losophy. Thus she reads, or rather u n-reads, the texts in terms of the i r  
representation of and relation to the "femi n i ne" : i t  i s  a game of specu­
lar/specu lative reflection of the i n ner logic of phal logocentric d iscourse. 
This  game of strategic repetition of throv.'i ng back to the text what the 
text does to the "femin ine" becomes a h igh ly  subversive practice of the 
critique of d iscourse. 

I rigaray's project of redefin i ng the parameters of subjectivity and the 
very u nderstand ing of what th ink ing is a l l  about rests on one major 
assumption : the bel ief in the ontological basi s  of sexual d ifference. In  
other words, the d ifference between the sexes i s  rad ical, and it is con­
stitutive of the human experience; it shou ld be l i sted alongside morta l­
ity as the i neluctable frame of reference of the human being. 

Just l i ke death, sexual d ifference is always a l ready there, whether we 
acknowledge it or not. The ontological c la im for sexual d ifference is 
what makes Ir igaray so important theoretical ly and pol itical ly; the 
essential ist bel ief in ontological d i fference is a polit ical strategy aimed 
at stat ing the specificity of female subjectivity, sexual ity, and experience 
whi le a lso denouncing the logic of sexual i nd ifferentiation of phal logo­
centric d i scourseY 
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The now famous image that I rigaray proposes of the l ips of the female 
sex-close together and yet apart-stands for the mu ltip l ic ity, the · 
excess, and the un ique combination of p lura l ity and singularity that 
characterizes the bod i ly, sexed real ity of the female. This h ighly sug­
gestive image, with its impl icit reference to the psychoanalytic theory of 
female narcissism, is however very ambivalent. I rigaray is not a theo­
retician of the male homosexual and of the lesbian experience; on the 
contrary she has made it qu ite clear that she aspi res to genu ine and rad­
ical heterosexual ity in the sense of fu l l  recogn ition of sexual difference 
by each sex. The process must start with each woman recognizing other 
women in a system of symbol ic  reference, of mutual and autorecogni­
tion of "the woman as other." I rigaray's notion of sexual difference 
therefore stresses the importance of the second level of difference: that 
which takes place among women in the recogn ition of d iversity and yet 
of common experiences and concerns. 

Another way of exploring the polyvalence of the images I rigaray pro­
poses is the mother-daughter relationship a l ready mentioned, which 
exempl ifies the specificity of the female l ibido and of female des i re that 
are unexplored and misunderstood in psychoanalytic theory and prac­
tice. The emphasis that Lacanian psychoanalysis places on the Name­
of-the-Father and the primacy of the Pha l lus  is such that the mother­
daughter dyad is represented in  terms of a woman-to-woman relation­
ship separated and den ied by phal locentric power. Consequently for 
I rigaray, recognizing the bond of women is the first step towards the 
elaboration of another symbol ic system, one in which the patterns of 
separation wou ld be med iated differently. 

The Ethics of Sexual Difference is one of the clearest manifestations of 
I rigaray's notion of "otherness" in relation to the project of expressing 
female subjectivity. In  comparison with her earlier works, th is book marks 
a shift a l ready visible in Amante marine, La croyance meme, and Femmes 
divines-namely that the double-layer structure of address, the fact that Iri­
garay has been addressing both the great masters of classical ontology and 
women who are existentia l ly involved in the process of transformation of 
the "femin ine" in our cu lture, becomes streamlined. In  The Ethics of Sex­
ual Difference, Irigaray is addressing the great masters almost exclusively, 
and th is narrowing of the interlocutor, combined with the vocative mode 
of speech, produces an intense poetic text that reads as a major treatise on 
love. 
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The focus of I r igaray's text is the pol itics of rad ical heterosexual ity; 
she argues that the mystery of alterity, of relationship to the other and 
espec ia l ly  to the Other that is the Divine Being, is summed up in the 
other who is sexua l ly  d ifferent from one, that is to say the other sex for 
each sex. I rigaray takes great care, however, to stress that woman as 
man's other (the other of the same) needs to explore first her l i nk  to other 
women, to her own gender (the other of the other or, women's symbol­
ic system) so as to find adequate expressions for it. Emphasis is la id on 
the c lassical Cartes ian passion of "wonder" as the perfect mode of 
encounter of men and women, each sex in its specificity, the perfection 
of two sexual ly d ifferent beings. The qual ity of "wonder" expresses the 
sort of receptivity to the other, a kind of open-ended avai labi l ity to oth­
ers, which Clarice Lispector describes so movingly in her text The Pas­
sion according to C. H. Being able to approach any other i n  fu l l  respect 
of h i s/her l iving s ingularity; respecting the presence and the bou ndaries, 
wh i l e  moving and being moved by an other toward the recognition of 
our respective and i rreducible d ifferences-th is is the basis for the new 
love ethics that I rigaray proposes as part of her practice of sexual d iffer­
ence. And whi le the femi n ists cried out in horror at what reads at first 
sight as a manifesto for monogamous heterosexual couples, Ir igaray has 
been qu ite adamant, particu larly in her work on female gods and the 
female experience of the d ivine, that the pol itics of rad ical heterosexu­
al ity as the underlying theme of the thought of sexual d ifference i s  a nec­
essary step in order to ensure the emergence of female subjectivity and 
of an imaginary and symbo l ic  system morphological ly su ited to female 
corporeal real ity. 

Eth ics is for I rigaray a move toward the other (sex) as the paradigm 
for a new mode of relation to the other, inc luding the other woman 
who, whi le sexual ly the same-as me, remains nevertheless an-other, a 
med iator between self and real ity. The ethics of sexual d ifference aims 
at fi nding and enacting enabl ing representations of a new female 
humanity and a female sense of the d iv ine. 

Of D i ssonance and Other Games 

If one sets s ide by s ide the two projects of ethics that I have briefly sum­
marized here, the opposite d i rections i n  which the respective thoughts 
of Foucault and I rigaray are moving wi l l  be seen qu ite c learly. Foucau lt 
e laborates a critique that remains with in the confines of sexual same-
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ness; I r igaray emphasizes sexual d ifference as a way of asserting female 
subjectivity. 

Foucau lt's account of c lassical Greek and Roman ethics, of the use 
of pleasure and the apprenticeship of the arts of subjectivity in a l l  its 
pol itical and symbol ic connotations-as distinct from the Christian form 
of ethics-is not meant as an apology for either d iscursive system. The 
focus of h is  work on eth ics is the d iscontinu ity between the modern 
pred icament and earl ier eth ics, both Christian and Classical, which 
would be h i storica l ly and conceptual ly of inspiration for the postmod­
ern pred icament. Foucau lt turns to the past only to fi nd practices that 
are su ited to the here and now of our place of enunciation . The ques­
tion is :  how can we move beyond the h istoricity of our modern condi­
tion?  Foucau lt argues that the age of modern ity is  one for which no 
morals are possible; we are h istorical ly condemned to rethink  the bas is 
of our relationship to the values that we have inherited, especial ly from 
the n ineteenth century. 

Ir igaray's project of redefi n ing the basis  for i nterpersonal relation­
sh ip, her eth ics of sexual d ifference, is  another response to the same h is­
torical chal lenge: how can we learn to th ink d ifferently about human 
subjectivity and alterity? Th is  question has been on the phi losoph ical 
agenda ever si nce Heidegger, and it seems to me that femin ism as a 
movement of thought is caught up in this problematics and has a major 
role to play with in  it .  

And yet it may wel l be that the femin ist reply to the chal lenge of 
modern ity is rad ical ly d ifferent from the response of male ph i losophers; 
the cases of Foucault and I r igaray tend to prove that on the conceptua l  
level patterns of great d issonance are emerging between male  and 
female phi losophers. It may wel l  be that we d iffer as to the nature and 
structure of difference; it may wel l  be that sexual d ifference as a move­
ment of thought wi l l  open the door to the recognition of mu ltiple differ­
ences that spel l  the death of the One and Only logic of pha l logocen­
trism. 

The lack of symmetry in  the thought of d ifference-such as it  
emerges i n  the work about eth ics-also confirms I rigaray's ins ight that 
conceptual th ink ing is not neutral but rather very sexual-specific. That 
major divergences should appear between male and female th inkers on 
the question of d ifference is  therefore rather reassuring; I wou ld even 
argue that the fundamental asymmetry in the thought of sexual differ-
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ence as elaborated by men and women is precisely what makes the 
i ntel lectual dia logue between them possible. 

D issonance is related to sexual difference as one of its modes of 
expression. If we are to take seriously the nomadic practice of sexual 
d ifference, we shou ld grow accustomed to playing th is game of d isso­
nant voices moving in between positions i n  a nomad ic quest for alter­
native representations of female fem in ist subjectivity. 



S E V E N 

Envy; or, with Your Brains 

and My Looks 

The male is a biological accident: the Y (male) gene is an incomplete 
X (female) gene, that is it has an incomplete set of chromosomes . . .  
Being an incomplete female, the male spends h is  l ife attempting to 
complete h imself, to become female . . .  The male, because of h is  
obsession to compensate for not being female, comb ined with h is  
inabi l ity to relate and feel compassion, has made of the world a shit­
pi le .  

-Valerie Solan is ,  The SCUM Manifesto, 1 983 

Mine is  the century of Death. Mine is the century of male-birthed ch i l ­
dren, precocious with radiation. 

-Phyl l i s  Chesler, About Men, 1 978 

Not only is  it difficult to be consistently on the side of joyfu l ,  positive 
affi rmation of a lternative val ues, accord ing to the Dionysian spi rit of 
neo-N itzschean phi losophy, there are also times when a dose of resent­
fu l criticism appears as i rresistible as it is necessary. 

Such is the case for th is chapter, in which I cast an i ron ical glance at 
"male-stream" poststructura l i st phi losophy, in an i nformal,  more l ively 
tone than I have used so far. Perfectly aware of the fact that I am laps­
ing i nto a polemic that may not advance the fem i n ist cause very far i n  
the long run,  I shal l  nevertheless gleefu l ly enjoy the whole performance. 

As I anticipated in  the first chapter, changes of mood and mode are 
an i ntegra l part of the nomadic  project I have u ndertaken here, and I 
hope that a s l ightly more critical tone at th is  stage may also provide my 
readers with some rel ief. 

I n  order not to disrupt the general argument of my book too much, 
however, I wil l  make amends by exploring in  the next chapter, the issue 
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of the positivity of sexual difference i n  a fu l ler way than I have done so 
far. The in-depth analysis of the more affi rmative edge of the femin ist 
nomadic project in chapter 8 can therefore be taken as a counterpoint 
to the gloomier affects expressed in  this chapter. 

I w i l l  begin with the fol lowi ng questions : What is the position of men 
in fem i n ism? How does the nomadic fem in ist regard this issue? 

There is  someth ing both appeal ing and suspect in the notion of limen 
in femi n ism;" my gaze l ingers on the preposition " IN"-wondering 
about the spatial d imension it throws open.  Is it the battleground for the 
eternal war of the sexes? Is  it  the space where bod i ly  sexed subjectivi­
ties come to a head-on col l is ion ? I can only envisage th is  topic as a knot 
of i nterconnected tensions, an area of intense turmoi l ,  a set of contra­
dictions. 

Somewhere a long the l i ne I am visceral ly opposed to the whole idea: 
men aren't and shouldn't be IN fem in ism: the femin ist space is not thei rs 
and not for them to see. Thus, the d iscurs ive game we are trying to play 
is either profoundly precarious or perversely provocative-or both at 
once. A sort of impatience awakens i n  me at the thought of a whole 
class!caste of men who are fasc inated, puzzled, and int imidated by the 
sight of a pen-hand l ing female intel l igents ia of the femin ist kind. I do not 
know what is  at stake in  this for them and thus, to let my i rony sh ine 
through IN-BETWEEN the l i nes, I shal l  delre-form a s ign and write 
instead of pha l l ic subtexts : "men in Phemin ism." Why insist on a letter, 
for instance? 

Contextua l  Constra i nts 

Of a l l  Foucault  ever taught me, the notion of the "material ity of ideas" 
has had the deepest impact. One cannot make an abstraction of the net­
work of truth and power formations that govern the practice of one's 
enunciation; ideas are sharp-edged d i scursive events that cannot be 
analyzed s imply in terms of the i r  propositional content. 

There is  someth ing incongruous for me to be sitting here in ethno­
centric, messed-up Europe, th inking about "men in Phemin ism." I can­
not say this is  a major problem in my mind, or in the context with in  
which I am trying to l ive. There is  someth ing very American, in  a posi­
tive sense, about this issue. The interest that American men d isplay in  
Phemi n ism reflects a specific h i storical and cu ltural context, one in  
which femin ist scholarship has  made it to  the cutting edge of  the acad­
emic scene. 
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As a European femi n i st I feel both resistant to and disenchanted with 
the reduction of femi n ism to "femi n ist theory" and the confin ing of both 
with in  academ ic d i scourse. This attitude points out a danger that the 
pioneers of women's stud ies courses had emphas ized from the start: 
that our male "a l l ies" may not be able to learn how to respect the i ssues 
raised by fem in ism.  Fol lowing a centu ry-old  mental habit, which Adri­
enne Rich 1 analyzes so luc id ly, they cannot resi st the temptation of 
short-circuit ing the complex ity, in an attempt to straighten out femi n i st 
theory and practice, stream l i n ing the femi n i st project i n  a mold that they 
can recogn ize. B l inded by what they have learned to recogn ize as "the­
ory," they bu l ldoze thei r  way through femi n ism as if it were not qual i ­
tatively different from any other academic d isci p l i ne. 

"They" are those wh ite, midd le-class, male intel lectuals  who have 
"got it right" i n  that they have sensed where the subversive edge of fem­
i n ist theory is .  "They" are a very specia l  generation of postbeat, pre-yup­
pie twenty-eight-to-forty-five-year-old men who have "been through" 
the upheaval s  of the 1 960s and have i nherited the values and the neu­
roses of that period. "They" are the "new men" in the "postfemin ist" 
context of the political ly confusing 1 990s, where the H i l lary and B i l l  
C l inton effect i s  in  fu l l  swing. "They" are the best male friend we've got, 
and "they" are not rea l ly what we had hoped for. "They" can circle 
round women's studies departments in crisis-struck Arts facu lties, 
knowing that here's one of the few areas of the Academy that is sti l l  
expandi ng financial ly and i n  terms of students' enro l lment at both 
u ndergraduate and graduate level . "They" play the academ ic career 
game with great finesse, knowing the ru le about fem in ist separatism and 
yet ignoring it .  "They" know that femin ist theory is the last bastion of 
rad ical thought amidst the ru ins of the postmodern gloom. "They" are 
conscious of the fact that the debate about modern ity and beyond is 
coextensive with the woman's quest ion.  Some of them are gay theorists 
and activists, whose pol itical sens ib i l ity may not a lways be the c losest 
to femin ist concerns. Next are heterosexual " lad ies' men," whose pre­
occupation with the femi n i ne sh ines for its ambigu ity. 

What the heterosexual  men are lacking intel lectual ly-the pecu l iar 
b l indness to sexual d ifference for which the term sexism i s  an i nade­
quate assessment-is a reflection of their position i n  h i story. They have 
not i nherited a world of oppression and excl usion based on the i r  sexed 
corporal being; they do not have the l ived experience of oppression 
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because of their  sex. Thus, most of them fai l  to grasp the specific ity of 
fem i n ism i n  terms of its articu lation of theory and practice, of thought 
and l ife. 

Maybe they have no a lternative. It must be very u ncomfortable to be 
a male, wh ite, middle-class, heterosexual intellectual at a time in h istory 
when so many minorities and oppressed groups are speaking up for 
themselves; a t ime when the hegemony of the white knowing subject is 
crumbl ing. Lacking the h istorical experience of oppress ion on the basis 
of sex, they paradoxica l ly  lack a m inus.  Lacking the lack, they cannot 
participate i n  the great ferment of ideas that is shaking up Western cul­
ture :  it must be very painfu l indeed to have no option other than being 
the empirical referent of the h i storical oppressor of women, and being 
asked to account for h is atroc ities. 

The problem i s  that the excl usion of women and the den igration of 
the fem in ine are not j ust a sma l l  omission that can be fixed with a l ittle 
good wi l l .  Rather, they point to the u nderlying theme in the textua l  and 
historical contin u ity of mascu l ine self-legitimation and ideal self-pro­
jection.2 It's on the woman's body-on her absence, her si lence, her 
disqual ification-that phal locentric d iscou rse rests. This sort of "meta­
physical cann ibal ism," which Ti-Grace Atkinson analyzed in terms of 
uterus envy, positions the woman as the si lent groundwork of male sub­
jectivity-the condition of possibi l ity for his story. Psychoanalytic theory, 
of the Freudian or the Lacan ian brand, c i rcles around the question of 
origi ns-the mother's body-by eluc idati ng the psychic mechan isms 
that make the paternal presence, the father's body, necessary as a figure 
of authority over her. 

Fol lowi ng Luce Ir igaray I see psychoanalys is  as a patriarchal d is­
course that apologizes for metaphys ical cannibal ism : the s i lencing of 
the powerfu l ness of the femin ine.  Refusing to dissociate the discourse 
about the fem i n i ne, the maternal,  from the h i storical rea l ities of the con­
d it ion and status of women in  Western cu lture, I rigaray equates the 
metaphorization of women (the femi n i ne, the maternal) with thei r vic­
timization or h istorical oppression.  One does not become a member of 
the dark continent, one i s  born i nto it. The q uestion i s  how to transform 
this century-old s i lence i nto a presence of women as subjects in every 
aspect of existence. I am sure "they" know this, don't "they" ? 

The age of so-cal led modernity, which Al ice Jard ine has read criti­
cal l y  in  Gynesis,3 has seen the emergence and the merg ing of two par­
al le l  phenomena :  on the one hand, the rev ival of the women's move-
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ment and women-centered analyses; on the other hand, a cr is is of the 
idea of rational ity as a human eth ical idea as wel l as the epistemologi­
cal guidel ine in Western ph i l osophical d iscourse. Ever s ince Nietzsche, 
and continu ing through every major European phi losopher, the ques­
tion of woman has accompanied the dec l i ne of the c lassical view of 
human subjectivity. The problematic of the "femin ine" thus outl ined is 
noth ing more than a very e laborate metaphor, a symptom, of the pro­
found i l l ness of Western cultu re and of its phal logocentr ic logic.4 It is a 
male d i sease, expressing the critical state of the postmodern condition 
that J. F .  Lyotard5 describes; my argument i s  that th is  "femin ine" bears 
no d i rect or even necessary relation to real- l ife women.  In some ways, 
it even perpetuates the century-old mental habit that consists in assign­
ing to the "femin ine" d i sorders or i nsufficienc ies pertai n ing to the male 
of the species. 

R ight across the spectrum of contemporary Continental and espe­
c ia l ly  French ph i losophy the "femi n ine" functions as a powerfu l veh icle 
for conveying the crit ical attempts to redefine human subjectivity. F rom 
Lacan's assertion that woman cannot speak6 because her s i lence, her 
absence from, or ex-centricity vis-a.-vis phal locentric d i scourse a l lows 
for the ed ifice of male d i scursivity to Derrida's injunction that in so far 
as it cannot be said the "femi n i ne" functions as the most pervasive s ig­
n ifier/ from Foucau lt's b land assertion that the absence of women from 
the phi losophical scene is constitutive of the d i scurs ive ru les of the 
ph i losoph ical game8 to Deleuze's notion of the "becoming-woman" as 
marking a qual itative transformation in human consciousness9-the 
fem i n ization of thought seems to be prescribed as a fundamental step in  
the general program of  anti-humanism that marks our era. 

The combination of conceptual elements is  qu ite paradoxica l :  
deconstructing, d ism issing, o r  d isplacing the notion of the rational sub­
ject at the very h i storical moment when women are beginn ing to have 
access to the use of d iscourse, power, and pleasure;  whi le  at the same 
time advocating the "femi n ine" or the "becoming-woman" of theoreti­
cal d i scourse-woman as the figure of modern ity-seems to me h ighly 
problematic. What i s  m issing from th is  scheme i s  the e laboration of a 
pol itical project. 

Wel l  may the h igh priests of postmodern ism preach the deconstruc­
tion and fragmentation of the subject, the flux of a l l  identities based on 
phal locentric premises; wel l  may they keep read ing into femin ism the 
i mage of the crisis of thei r  own acq u i red perceptions of human con-



1 1 1 1 1 1 1  1 41 

sciousness. The truth of the matter is:  one cannot deconstruct a subjec­
tivity one has never been fu l ly granted; one cannot d iffuse a sexual ity 
that has h istorical ly  been defined as dark and mysterious. In order to 
announce the death of the subject one must fi rst have gained the right 
to speak as one; in order to demystify metadiscourse one must first gain 
access to a place of enunciation . The fragmentation of the self being 
woman's basic historical cond ition, as Luce Ir igaray points out, we are 
left w ith the option of theoriz ing a general "becoming-woman" for both 
sexes, or else of flatly stating that women have been postmodern s ince 
the beginn ing of t ime.l O 

Knowing that the debate about modern ity and postmodernism looms 
dangerously c lose to the subtle d iscursive ground of femin ism, I wou ld 
just l i ke to stress that the idea of the "death of the subject" has been 
overestimated ever since the early days of structural ism in France. Just 
because, thanks to the formidable advances of science and technology, 
the so-cal led human and socia l  sciences have had to come to terms with 
their  own l imitations as systems of i nterpretation and analysis of real ity, 
it does not fol low that there is no system, no interpretation or under­
standing, and no reality. J ust because modern phi losophy has d iscov­
ered an area of twi l ight with in human subjectivity and discourse; and 
just because this is b lu rring the century-old d isti nction between self and 
other, it  does not inevitably fol low that there is no more certainty about 
the self. Just because ever since the end of the n ineteenth century the 
onto logical security of the knowing subject has been shaken up, it does 
not mean that a l l  the old notions-such as subjectivity, consc iousness, 
and truth-are no longer operational .  What the "Kris is" of modernity 
means is that phi losophy must struggle to redefine the terms with in  
which i t  wou ld be possible for us  to th ink adequately about our h i stor­
ical condition. What is needed-paradoxical as it may sound-is a rea­
soned critique of reason. 

I think that feminism and phi losophical modernity can only be related in 
. terms of power and strategy. Whi le I remain  extremely critical of the 

theoreticians of the "becoming-woman" or the femin ization of the 
(postmodern) subject, as I have argued earl ier, I wonder what it i s  that 
makes them want to embark on this sudden program of de-phal l ic iza­
tion ? What is being exorcized by male th inkers in the act of their 
becoming "feminized" ?  What do these new hysterics want? I see noth­
ing more in this maneuver than a contemporary version of the old meta­
physical cann ibal ism:  it expresses the male des i re to carry on the hege-
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monic trad ition that they inherited; it reveals thei r  attachment to their · 
trad itional place of enunciation, despite a l l .  Envy. 

Envious of a h i story of oppress ion that the pol itical w i l l  of the wom­
en's movement has turned into a major critical stance for women to use 
to their best advantage. As a close male friend put it, sad ly:  "Your posi­
tion is, after a l l ,  idea l ."  In whose imaginary? I wonder. Are we not con­
fronted here by a variation on the theme of male mid l ife crisis? Aren't 
"they" simply caught in a professional and personal context of intense 
d isorder? Aren't "they" merely projecting on the femi n ists some of the 
trad itiona l  images of " Woman" as a threatening, al l-powerfu l ,  devour­
ing entity? Is the femin ist woman, insofar as she cla ims to be neither 
mother nor whore and both of them at once, a new ideal imago? Are we 
stuck, once again ,  in heterosexist perversity th in ly d isguised as an 
authoritative i ntel lectual inquiry on "femin ist theory"? 

In an age of advanced capital ism where the soc ial man ifestations of 
sexual d ifference are dis located by a new androgyny, l l  whi le  the repro­
ductive technology revolution has given men the means of rea l iz ing 
thei r  ancient d ream of giving birth to ch i ldren by and for themselves, 1 2  
it seems to m e  that male uterus envy i s  reach ing a peak of paroxysm.  
(Except of  course for the few melancholy runaways who just s i t  and 
stare into a Beckettl i ke empty space in which the monuments and doc­
uments of the Pha l lus  have a l ready crumbled) .  What wi l l  be the place 
and role of real- l ife women in th i s  fragmented un iverse? I fear that a 
postmodern world, which wi l l  have made sexual d ifference redundant, 
proposing an image of the subject as deprived of fixed sexua l  identity, 
reproducing outside sexual i ntercourse, may even be able to afford the 
luxury of being Phemin ist. Alone at last! 

Three G u i neas, Four Pen n ies, and 
Other Bargai ns  

Three books are lyi ng at m y  side : three titles to remind m e  of where I 
come from as a femin ist: La presenza dell'uomo net femminismo, by 
rad ical Ita l ian femin ist Carla Lonz i ; 1 3  Virg in ia  Woolf's Three Guineas;1 4  
and  Phyl l i s  Chesler's About Men. 1 S  I cannot th ink  of a French femi n ist 
text about men in Phem in ism. 

Books : s l ices of female corporeal l ived experience, to make sure that 
in raising the topic of "men" I wi l l  have exorcized what's left of my ado­
lescent fantasies. Back i n  the days when the idea of "men" seemed to 
conta in  the answer to the question of my identity as not just a, but rather 
as the Woman. My entire condition ing, enforced by a whole sociopo-
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l it ical system, pushes me to rejoicing at having yet another opportun ity 
to th ink, tal k, dream about "men." And so I hesitate. There is someth ing 
both appeal i ng and suspect in the ease with which the topic pops up, 
offering itself to my attention. I am aga inst compulsory heterosexual ity, 
even of the subl imated k ind; 16  I am not prepared to, or even interested 
in, sharing confidences about men . The topic of men in fem in ism trig­
gers off primari ly a solemn de facto d iscontent. 

Where am I speaking from? So many l i nks are missing. At least Vir­
g in ia  Woolf chose an in-transit position; she stood on a bridge and 
watched the crazy world of patriarchy-the learned men, the men of 
power, the warlords-marching off to the fu lfi l lment of their in-bu i lt 
death wish. She wrote her magnificent Three Guineas on the eve of the 
World War I I ,  and I th ink very strongly of her today, in post-1 989, post­
Gu lf-War Europe. Once again, as many times before, I feel great fear 
and an unspeakable sadness about our genocidal world .  

V i rg in ia Woolf watched i t  from afar, as  if suspended i n  mid-a i r, ex­
stati c-impl icated and yet exterior, rad ica l ly  other but a dutifu l  daugh­
ter of the patriarchs nevertheless. Periphera l ly  i nvolved, marginal ly con­
nected, not a l l  entirely in agreement with what she cou ld see, and yet 
suffic iently c lose to the common cause of human ity to actua l ly  take 
responsibi l ity for the gruel ing mess and to dare speak the words: "that's 
not it, that's not the way to do it a l l ." 

For there is no outside, no absolute purity or uncontamination from 
patriarchal practices of the material and d iscursive k ind.  Although the 
non-mixity of the women's movement is a powerfu l strategy, a device 
prompting a woman-centered mode of analysis, it cannot be conceptu­
a l ly a l lowed to conceal our impl ication in a system that has actively d is­
crim i nated against us, in a cultu re that has assigned us to a depreciated 
set of val ues. Born free, we have l ived at a d i scount. We have no choice 
but staying IN,  with one foot out-split twice over, and over. 

There is also a separatism of the mind.  My speaking stance as a fem­
i n ist h as accustomed me to address women as my priv i leged interlocu­
tors-I can only view the prospect of address ing Phemi n ist men with a 
touch of benevolent fatigue. The fem in ist i n  me is a fighter, a winner, a 
(re)vind icator, an activist, a soc ial  figure.  She is fu l ly  involved with the 
patriarchy through rejection; anger, rebel l ion, and passion for justice 
keep her IN,  tied to a death-and-l ife-struggle with her main enemy. 
Consciously phal l ic, she wants to get I N-she is  pol itical ly reformist: 
wanti ng to put women I N, al l  the way. 
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However, the femin ist i s  not a l l  of me; she i s  d i rectly and intimately 
related to my being-a-woman-alongside-other-women-in-the-world . 
There exists a common world of women, as Adrienne Rich put it, a con­
tinuum in the woman-centered vision of the world : my subjectivity is 
attached to the presence of the other woman. The-woman-in-me is  not a 
fu l l-time member of the patriarchy, neither by rejection nor by accep­
tance; she is elsewhere-on the margin, in the periphery, in the shade (to 
the del ight of Lacanian psychoanalysts)-she cannot be contained in  one 
sentence. Contrary to Lacan, I maintai n  that my ex-centricity vis-a-vis the 
system of representation points to another logic, another way of "making 
sense" : the woman-in-me is not si lent, she is  part of a symbol ic referen­
tial system by and of women themselves. She just speaks an-other lan­
guage; rad ica l ly  different (l rigaray) . Whereas Monique Wittig, in  her arti­
cle on "The Straight Mind," 1 7  c laims that the margin of noninvolvement 
by women with the patriarchal system has to do with lesbian identity, I 
th ink that the patterns of symbol ic female homosexual ity transcend the 
mere choice of women as erotic objects. Choosing to love a woman is  
not a sufficient (though it may be necessary) condition to escape from the 
logic of patriarchy. Language and sexual ity are not spatial structures that 
one can just avoid, bypass, and eventua l ly  step out of. 

The woman-i n-me is I N  l anguage but i n  process with in  it; d i rectly 
connected to the femi n ist I chose to be, the woman-i n-me has taken her 
d istance from compulsory heterosexual ity whi le  remain ing involved 
with men-though not necessar i ly Phemin ist men. The project of 
redefin ing the content of the woman-in-me so as to d isengage her from 
the trappi ngs of a "femin ine" defined as dark continent, or of "femin in­
ity" as the eternal  masquerade, w i l l  take my l ifetime, a l l  the time I have. 
The woman-in-me is  developing, alongside other women but not exc lu­
s ively on thei r  behalf, a redefin ition of what it means to be human.  
Being-a-woman is  a lways-ready there as the ontological precondition 
for my existential becoming as a subject: one has to start with the body 
and the bodi ly roots of subjectivity (Rich) .  

Th is is  why femin ism matters : it carries eth ical and transcendental 
values that simply cannot be reduced to yet another ideology or theory­
a doxa or a dogma for general consumption. Fem inism is a lso the l i b­
eration of women's onto logical des i re to be female subjects: to tran­
scend the traditional vis ion of subjectivity as gender-free, to i nscribe 
the subject back i nto her/h is corporeal real ity. To make sexual differ­
ence operative at l ast. 
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Femin ism as the theoretical project a imed at affi rming female sub­
jectivity acts as the threshold through which the fundamental d issym­
metry between the sexes turns at last into the question of sexual d iffer­
ence. As Ir igaray puts it: th is is the utopia of our century. 

So as to avoid the p itfa l l s  of ready-made essential ism, of positing 
woman as origi nal ly  and constitutional ly other; so as to avoid her p lur­
al l ips repeating a certai n  un iform ity, we femin ists need a pol itical pro­
ject, a practice, a movement. Difference, to be operative, has to be 
acted ON and acted OUT, col lectively, in the here and now of our com­
mon world. 

Beyond the principle of envy-the ethics of sexual d ifference. And if 
love means, as Lacan puts it, giving what you haven't got to someone 
who doesn't want it anyway, then I guess love is what I have been th ink­
ing about throughout this chapter, after a l l .  



E I G H T 

Sexual Difference as a 

Nomadic Pol itical Project 

I th ink that the women who can get beyond the feel ing of having to 
correct h istory wi l l  save a lot of time. 

-Marguerite Duras, 1 991  

As I have stated earl ier, the nomadic cond ition that I am defend ing is  a 
new figuration of subjectivity in a multidifferentiated nonh ierarchical  
way. I n  th is  chapter I wi l l  explore more specifical ly how it intersects 
with the axis of sexual d ifference. I agree with Luce Ir igaray that sexual 
difference is  the question with which we late twentieth-century West­
erners are h istorica l ly  bound to struggle; it is our horizon and our 
utopia. The two main reasons for th is  have to do with the role played by 
difference in European h istory and the very specific place it occupies in  
fem in ist practice. 

F i rst, the European d imension. I th ink  that the notion, the theme, and 
the problem known as "sexual difference" is  more topical  than ever in  
the context of the European Community today. The renewed emphasis 
on a common European identity, sponsored by the project of the un ifi­
cation of the old continent, is  resu lt ing in "difference" becoming more 
than ever a d ivis ive and antagonistic notion. What we are witnessing is 
an explosion of vested i nterests that claim thei r  respective d ifferences i n  
the sense of regional isms, loca l i sms, ethn ic wars, and relativisms of a l l  
kinds. "Difference," in  the age of the d is integration of the Eastern block, 
is  a dangerous term. As several femin ist Yugoslav phi losophers put it : 
when "difference" is  used negatively and divisively, a postmodernist 
attempt to redefine it positively becomes desperate and vain .  Fragmen­
tation and the reappraisal of d ifference in a poststructural ist mode can 
only be perceived at best i ronical ly, and at worst tragical ly, by some­
body l iving in Zagreb, not to speak of Dubrovn ik  or Sarajevo. 1  
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Historical ly, the notion of "difference" is a concept rooted i n  Euro­
pean fascism that has been colon ized and taken over by h ierarch ical 
and exclus ionary ways of th inking. Fascism, however, does not come 
from noth i ng. In the European h istory of ph i losophy, "difference" is a 
central concept insofar as Western thought has always functioned by 
dua l i stic oppositions, which create subcategories of otherness, or "dif­
ference-from." Because in th is  h i story, "difference" has been pred icat­
ed on relations of domination and exclusion, to be "different-from" 
came to mean to be "less than," to be worth less than.  Difference has 
been colon ized by power relations that reduce it to inferiority, as 
Simone de Beauvoi r  pertinently put it i n  The Second Sex.2 Difference 
consequently acqu i red essential istic and lethal connotations; it made 
entire categories of beings d isposable-that is  to say, just as human but 
s l ightly more morta l .  

In  modern European h istory, "difference" was taken over by total i ­
tarian and fascistic pol itical regimes who defined it as biological deter­
min ism and proceeded to exterminate l arge numbers of human beings 
who were constructed in terms of i nferiority or pejorative otherness. I n  
critical theory, of the German, French, or any other variety, the exploita­
tive and murderous usage that was made of "difference" in the Nazi 
Holocaust remains a point of no return.  As I noted earl ier in  chapter 4 

("Re-figuring the Subject"), there is a d ifference between the French and 
German critical schools on how to evaluate total itarianism and the Nazi  
emphasis on difference as a h ierarchical  notion. The French bel ieve in  
the intrinsic compl ic ity of  reason with violence and domination and 
reject the category of " instrumental reason," which is  what Adorno and 
other German critical theorists c l ing on to, in  order to try and reform 
reason from with in .  In any case, as. Foucault put it in h i s  preface to the 
American ed ition of Deleuze and Guattari's Anti-Oedipus, th inking 
through Auschwitz has become an h istorical i mperative for a" Euro­
pean inte"ectuals. 

As a critical th inker, an inte"ectual  raised in  the baby-boom era of 
the new Europe, as a femi n ist committed to enacting empowering alter­
natives, I choose to make myself accountable for th is  aspect of my cul­
ture and my h istory. I consequently want to th ink through d ifference, 
through the knots of power and violence that have accompanied its rise 
to supremacy in the European mind .  This notion is  far too important and 
rich to be left to fascist and hegemonic i nterpretations. 



S E X U A L  D I F F E R E N C E  

Second, with i n  Western femi n ist practice and history of ideas, the · 

notion of d ifference has enjoyed a long and eventfu l existence. I cannot 
th ink  of a notion that has been more contrad ictory, polemical, and 
important. "Difference" with in  femin ist th i nking, is a site of intense con­
ceptual tension. My firm defense of the project of sexual d ifference as 
an epistemological and pol itical process also expresses my concern for 
the ways in which many "radical" femin i sts have rejected d ifference, 
d ismiss ing it as a hopelessly "essentia l istic" notion. Let me retrace 
briefly the vicissitudes of the notion of difference with in feminist theory, 
before return ing to my own ideas on the project of sexual d ifference. 

S imone de Beauvo i r  set the agenda with her i ns ightfu l analysis of the 
h ierarch ical scheme of d ialectics of consc iousness, which she adapted 
from Hege l .  I n  a move that sets the foundations of femi n ism as theory, 
Beauvoir  both identifies d ifference as the central notion and cal ls  for 
overcoming the h ierarch ical scheme with in  it that came to be coupled 
with devalorized otherness, espec ia l ly femin ine difference. I n  th is  phase 
of her work, Beauvo i r  turns to Pou la in  de la Barre-a disciple of 
Descartes-to argue for the transcendence of gender dual i sm-and 
therefore of gender b ias-in the name of rational ity. Beauvo i r's analysis 
and program of l iberation via an egal itarian use of reason constitutes the 
s i ng le most i m portant conceptua l  l egacy for contemporary fem i n i st 
theory. 

The poststructura l i st femin i sts in  the mid-seventies chal lenged Beau­
voi r's emphasis on the pol itics of egal itarian rational ity and emphasized 
instead the pol itics of d ifference. As Marguerite Duras puts it, in the epi­
graph to th is  chapter,3 women who continue to measure themselves 
agai nst the yardstick of mascu l i ne values, women who feel  they have to 
correct male mistakes w i l l  certa in ly  waste a lot of time and energy. In  
the same vein, in  her  polemical artic le  cal led "Equal to whom?"4 Luce 
I rigaray recommends a sh ift of pol itical emphasis away from reactive 
criticism, into the affi rmation of positive countervalues. In a revision of 
Beauvo i r's work, poststructural i st fem in ist theory has recons idered d if­
ference and asked whether its association with domi nation and h ierar­
chy is as i ntrinsic as the existent ia l i st generation wou ld  have it and 
therefore as h istorical ly i nevitable. 

Because of the cris is of modern ity, s i nce Freud and Nietzsche the 
notion of "difference" has been at the heart of the European phi losoph­
ical agenda. With i n  modern ity, however, the focus on d ifference marks 
a sh ift away from the century-old  habit that consists in equati ng it with 
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i nfer iority. Moreover, in the thought and theoretical practice of N iet­
zsche, Freud, and Marx-the apocalyptic trin ity of modernity-another 
provocative innovation comes into the picture: the notion that subjec­
tivity does not coincide with consciousness. The subject is ex-centric 
with h i s/her conscious self-because of the importance of structures 
such as unconscious des i re, the i mpact of h i storical c i rcumstances, and 
the socia l  conditions of production.  The ontological security of the 
Cartesian subject being shattered, the road is thus open also to the 
analysis of the l i nk that had been conventional ly establ ished between 
subjectivity and mascu l i n ity. In th is  sense, the crisis of modern ity can be 
seen, as I argued in my Patterns of Dissonance,s as a d isruption of the 
mascu l i n ist foundations of c lassical subjectivity. From a femin ist per­
spective, such a crisis is not only a positive event but a lso one that is rich 
in potential forms of empowerment for women. 

Throughout the femin ist eighties, a polemic d ivided the "difference­
inspired" femin i sts, especia l ly the spokeswomen of the "ecriture femi­
nine" movement, from the "Anglo-American" "gender" opposition. This 
polemic fed into the debate on essentia l ism and resu lted in  a pol itical 
and i nte l lectual  sta lemate from which we are just beginn ing to emerge. 
I sha l l  return to th is point in the next section of th is  chapter. Nowadays, 
the anti-sexual difference fem in ist l ine has evolved i nto an argument for 
a "beyond gender" or a "postgender" kind of subjectivity. Th is l ine of 
thought argues for the overcoming of sexual dual ism and gender polar­
ities, in favor of a new, sexua l ly  undifferentiated, subjectivity. Th inkers 
such as Mon ique Wittig6 go as far as to d ism iss emphasis on sexual dif­
ference as l ead i ng to a revival  of the metaphys i cs of the "eternal 
fem i n i ne ."  

As  opposed to what I see as  the hasty d ismissal of  sexual difference, 
in the name of a polemical form of "antiessentia l ism," or of a utopian 
longing for a position "beyond gender," I want to valorize sexual d iffer­
ence as a project. I have also cal led it a nomadic pol itical project 
because th is  emphasis  on the difference that women embody provides 
positive foundational grounds for the redefin ition of female subjectivity 
in a l l  of its complexity. In the rest of th is  chapter, I sha l l  outl ine what I 
see as the interconnection between female identity, fem in ist subjectivi­
ty, and the rad ical epistemology of nomadic transitions from a perspec­
tive of positive sexual difference. In the fi rst instance, however, I sha l l  
proceed to outl ine my criticism of  gender-based frameworks of  analysis 
and thereby c larify what I see as the ep istemological advantages and the 
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pol i t ical  relevance of frameworks i nsp i red by sexua l  d ifference qua 
project. 

Fem i n ist Theory i n  the N i neties 

My starti ng point is that the notion of "gender" is at a cris is point in fem­
i n ist theory and practice and that it is undergoing i ntense critic ism both 
for its theoretical inadequacy and for its pol itical ly amorphous and 
unfocused nature. The areas from whence the most pertinent criticism 
of "gender" has emerged are: the sexual d ifference theorists; the post­
colonial  and b lack fem in ist theorists; the femin ist epistemologists work­
ing in the natural sciences, especial ly biology; and the lesb ian th inkers. 

A second remark: the cris is of gender as a useful category in femin ist 
analysis is s imu ltaneous with a reshuffl ing of theoretical positions that 
had become fixed and stalemated in femin ist theory, most notably the 
opposition between on the one hand "gender theorists" in the Anglo­
American trad ition and on the other, "sexual difference theorists" in  the 
F rench and continental trad ition/ to which I referred briefly before. The 
debate between these two camps had become stuck in the 1 980s in a 
fai rly steri le polemic between opposing cultu ra l  and theoretical frame­
works that rest on different assumptions about pol itical practice. This 
polarized c l imate was reshuffled partly because of the increasing 
awareness of the cu lture-specific forms u ndertaken by femin ist theory. 
Th is resu lted in a new and more productive approach to d ifferences in  
femin ist positions. 

A th i rd related phenomenon is  the recent emergence in  the interna­
tional debate of Ita l ian, Austra l ian, Dutch, and other k inds of femin ist 
thought as alternatives that help spl it asunder the comfortably binary 
opposition between F rench Continental and Anglo-American posi­
tions.8 These publ ications have contributed not only to putting another, 
however "minor,"  European femi n ist cu lture on the map but a lso to 
stress ing the extent to which the notion of "gender" is  a vicissitude of 
the Engl i sh language, one that bears l ittle or no relevance to theoretical 
trad itions in the Romance languages.9 As such, it has found no success­
fu l echo in the French, Span ish, or Ital ian fem in ist movements. For 
example, in French " Ie genre" can be used to refer to humanity as a 
whole ("Ie genre humain"); it is a cu lture-specific term and conse­
q uently untranslatable. 

Th is a lso means that the sex/gender d istinction, which is  one of the 
p i l l ars on which Engl ish-speaking femin ist theory is  bui lt, makes neither 
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epistemological nor pol itical sense in many non-Engl ish, Western Euro­
pean contexts, where the notions of "sexual ity" and "sexual difference" 
are currently used instead . Although much ink has been spi l led either to 
pra ise or attack theories of sexual  difference, l ittle effort has been made 
to try and s ituate the debates in the i r  cu ltural contexts . Nor has there 
been suffic ient attention paid to the nationa l i stic undertones that often 
mark the d i scussions around sexual d ifference as opposed to the d is­
cussions on gender theories. 

The fourth and final remark I wou ld l i ke to make about "gender" con­
cerns the institutional practice to which it gives rise, which I find prob­
lematic for femin ists. The scientific-sounding term gender appears to 
strike a more reassuring note in  the academ ic world than the more 
exp l ic itly pol itical term, feminist stud ies. This factor is partly responsi­
ble for the success encountered by "gender stud ies" in un iversities and 
publ i sh ing houses of late. In my opin ion, th is  success has resu lted in  a 
shift of focus away from the fem in ist agenda toward a more genera l ized 
attention to the social construction of differences between the sexes. It 
is a broadening out that is a lso a th inn ing down of the pol itical agenda. 

Arguing that men have a gender too, many institutions started c la im­
ing the establ i shment of "men's studies" courses as a counterpart to or, 
alternatively, as a structural component of women's stud ies. Mascu l in­
ity comes back in,  under the cover of "gender." Although the male cri­
tiques of mascu l i n ity are extremely important and necessary, I th ink  th is  
i nstitutional competition between the broadening out of "gender stud­
ies"-to i nclude men as a presence and as a topic-and the keeping up 
of the femin ist agenda is regrettable. This s ituation has led femi n ists to 
view "gender" with suspicion at the level of i nstitutional  practice. 

On a more theoretical level I th ink that the main assumption beh ind 
"gender studies" is  of a new symmetry between the sexes, which prac­
tical l y  resu lts in a renewal of interest for men and men's stud ies. Faced 
with this, I wou ld l i ke to state my open d isagreement with this i l l usion 
of symmetry and revind icate instead sexual difference as a powerfu l fac­
tor of d issymmetry. Moreover, I th ink that the h i storical texts of the fem­
in ist debate on gender do not lend themselves to a case for sexual sym­
metry. In a perspective of h istoriography of fem in ist ideas, I wou ld 
defi ne gender as  a notion that offers a set of  frameworks with in  which 
femin ist theory has explained the socia l  and d i scursive construction and 
representation of differences between the sexes. As such, "gender" in  
femi n ist theory primari ly fu lfi l ls the function of chal lenging the un iver-
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sal istic tendency of critical l anguage and of the systems of knowledge 
and scientific d iscourse at large. 

Th is tendency consists in conflating the mascu l ine viewpoint with 
the general ,  "human" standpoint, thereby confi n ing the femin ine to the 
structural position of "other." Thus, the mascu l ine qua human is taken 
as the "norm," and the femin ine qua other is seen as marking the "dif­
ference." The corol lary of th i s  defin ition is that the burden of sexual d if­
ference fal l s  upon women, marking them off as the second sex, or the 
structural "other," whereas men are marked by the imperative of carry­
ing the un iversal .  The symbol ic  divis ion of labor between the sexes, 
which the term "gender" helps to expla in, is the system set up by ph al­
logocentrism, which is  the inner logic of patriarchy. In  other words, this 
system is  neither necessary as in h istorica l ly i nevitable, nor is  it rational 
as in  conceptual ly necessary. I t  s imply has come to be, as the powerfu l 
foundations of a system i n  which we are a l l  constructed as either men 
or women by certai n  symbol ic, sem iotic, and material cond itions. 

In such a system, the mascu l ine and the femin ine are in  a structural ly 
d i ssymmetrical position :  men, as the empirical referents of the mascu­
l ine, do not have a gender because they are expected to carry the phal­
l us, that is  to say, to uphold the view of abstract viri l ity, which is  hardly 
an easy task. l O S imone de Beauvo i r  observed fifty years ago that the 
price men pay for representing the un iversal is  a kind of loss of embod­
iment; the price women pay, on the other hand, is  a loss of subjectivity 
and the confinement to the body. The former are d i sembodied and 
through this process gain entitlement to transcendence and subjectivity, 
the l atter are overembodied and thereby consigned to immanence. Th is 
resu lts i n  two very d issymmetrical positions and two opposed problem 
areas. 

This analysis by Beauvo i r  has received some new theoretical input, 
through the joint i mpact of semiotics, structural i st psychoanalysis, and 
autonomous developments with i n  the women's movement in the eight­
ies." Central to th i s  new approach is a shift away from the mere critique 
of patriarchy to the assertion of the positivity of women's cultura l  tradi­
tions and range of experiences; the work of Adrienne Rich is  very i nflu­
ential here. ' 2  Th is shift resu lted in  new emphasis and value being 
placed on language and consequently on representation as the site of 
constitution of the subject. 

One of the most strik ing forms of th is  new development in femin ist 
scholarsh i p  is  the F rench theory of "sexual difference," a lso known as 
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the I/{xriture feminine" movement. The conceptual  foundations of this 
movement are drawn from l ingu i stics, l i terary studies, semiotics, phi­
losophy, and psychoanalytic theories of the subject. The sexual d iffer­
ence theorists 1 3  gave a new impetus to the femin ist debate by drawing 
attention to the social relevance of the theoretical and l i nguistic struc­
tures of the d ifferences between the sexes. They c la imed that the socia l  
fie ld is coextensive with relations of power and knowledge: that it is  an 
intersect ing web of symbol ic and material structures. 1 4  I n  other words, 
th is school of femin ist thought argues that an adequate analysis of wom­
en's oppression must take into account both l anguage and material­
ism 1 5  and not be reduced to either one. They are very crit ical of the 
notion of "gender" as being undu ly focused on socia l  and material fac­
tors, to the detriment of the semiotic and symbo l ic aspects. 

The debate between sexual d ifference and gender theorists in the 
1 980s resu lted in a polemical opposition that l ed to two qu ite compa­
rable forms of reductivism : on the one hand an ideal istic form that 
reduces everything to the textual  and on the other hand a material istic 
one that reduces everyth i ng to the soc ia l .  These led to two extreme ver­
sions of "essentia l ism."1 6 

It seems to me that, beyond the polemic, one of the points of real, 
that is to say conceptual d ifference between the two camps is in the 
question of how to identify points of ex it from the un iversal ism impl icit 
in  the patriarchal or phal logocentric system and from the binary way of 
th ink ing that characterizes it. Whereas sexual d ifference theorists 
argued for the process of worki ng through the old system, through the 
strategy of "mimetic repetition," gender theorists resorted to the "cri­
tique of ideology." This resu lted in  the investment by the sexual d iffer­
ence theorists of the "femin ine" pole of the sexual d ichotomy in order 
to create d ifferent mean i ngs and representations for it. On the part of 
gender  theorists it led to the rejection of the scheme of sexual bipolar­
ization, in favor of a desexual ized and gender-free position . I n  other 
words, we come to opposing c la ims:  the argument that one needs to 
redefine the female femin ist subject, which is reiterated by sexual  d if­
ference theorists, is  echoed by the contradictory c la im of gender theo­
rists, that the femin ine is a morass of metaphysical nonsense and that 
one is better off rejecting it altogether, in favor of a new androgyny. 

Not surprisi ngly, these positions also imply qu ite d ifferent theoretical 
u nderstandi ngs of female sexual ity in general and of female homosexu­
a l ity i n  particu larY 
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What strikes me, however, as a fundamental point of consensus
· 

between the two positions is the idea that femin ist practice, and wom­
en's stud ies with it, must chal lenge the un iversal istic stance of scientif­
ic d iscourse by exposi ng its i nherent dual ism. The rejection of dual istic 
th inking as the way of being of patriarchy provides common grounds for 
the unblocking of otherwise opposed femin ist positions. Fem in ist schol­
ars right across the board have been argu ing that the un iversal istic 
stance, with its conflation of the mascu l ine to represent the human and 
the confinement of the femin ine to a secondary position of devalued 
"otherness," rests upon a c lassical system of dua l i st ic oppositions, such 
as, for i nstance: nature/cu lture, active/passive, rational/irrational, mas­
cu l ine/femin ine. Fem in ists argue that th is  dual i stic mode of th inking 
creates b inary d ifferences only to ordain them i n  a hierarchical  scale of 
power relations. 

Thus, Joan Scott argues that the notion of gender as marki ng a set of 
interrelations between variables of oppression cou ld help us  understand 
the intersection of sex, c lass, race, l ifestyle, and age as fundamental 
axes of d ifferentiation . 1 8  In a more recent essay,1 9  Scott goes further and 
argues for a defin ition of gender as marking the intersection of language 
with the socia l ,  of the semiotic with the mater ia l .  Quoting Foucau lt's 
notion of "discou rse," which she defends as one of the major contribu­
tions of poststructura l i st thought to femin ist theory,20 Scott suggests that 
we rei nterpret "gender" as l ink ing the text to real ity, the symbol ic  to the 
materia l ,  and theory to practice in a new powerfu l manner. In Scott's 
reading fem in ist theory i n  th is  poststructura l i st mode has the advantage 
of pol it icizing the struggle over mean ing and representation. 

What emerges in  poststructural ist femin ist reaffi rmations of differ­
ence is a rad ical redefin ition of the text and of the textual away from the 
dua l i stic mode; the text is  now approached as both a semiotic and a 
material structure, that i s  to say not an isolated item locked in a dual is­
tic opposition to a soc ia l  context and to an activity of interpretation. The 
text must rather be understood as a term in a process, that is  to say a 
chain reaction encompassing a web of power relations. What is at stake 
in the textual practice, therefore, is less the activity of interpretation than 
that of decoding the network of connections and effects that l ink the text 
to an entire sociosymbol ic system. I n  other words, we are faced here 
with a new material ist theory of the text and of textual practice. 

The femin ist theorists of the n ineties have been exposed to the impact 
of theories of both gender and d ifference and have moved beyond them 
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in a productive manner. I wou ld  d i st inguish the fol lowing groupings 
with i n  this new generation :  

1 .  The fem inist critical theorists i n  the German tradition, united in  their 
attachment to the Frankfurt tradition :  Benhabib,21 Benjamin,22 and Flax.23 
2. The French-based th inkers, i ntroduced into American academia via the 
l iterature departments and consequently taken up mostly by scholars in 
the h uman ities and l iterary studies. It must be noted, however, that the 
works of the phi losopher Irigaray24 were translated into Engl ish as late as 
1 985.  One of the immed iate consequences of this cu ltural export is  that 
i n  the U n ited States theories of sexual difference now become synony­
mous with l i terature.25 As a consequence, a h iatus on this theme was cre­
ated between the human ities and phi losophy and the social sciences in  
the U n ited States.26 
3. The Italian group; here the key figure is Irigaray: whereas she was slow 
in coming into the English-speaking world, (where Cixous swept in on the 
back of the Derrida fad), I rigaray found a fertile and receptive audience in  
Italy. Through the traditional l in ks between the women's movement and 
organized left-wing pol itics, Italian adaptations of Irigaray especial ly by 
Muraro2? and Cavarero,28 produced a h ighly politicized version of sexual 
difference in terms of a social and symbolic a l l iance of women. 
4. The lesbian radical ism of Wittig29 and her gender-bending fol lowers. 
5. The ethnic and colonial th inkers:30 although in North American fem i­
n ism the race issue was present from the start, it took a long time for eth­
n ic ity and race to be recognized as a central variable in the defin ition of 
feminist subjectivity. The wh iteness of femi nist theory then became the 
central target, overru l ing al l  other differences, includ i ng the previously 
polemical gap between "gender" and "sexual d ifference" theories. The 
pioneer work of Audre Lorde,3 1  of black women writers such as Al ice 
Walker and Toni  Morrison and of many other black theorists32 was fol­
lowed by more systematic methodological critiques of the whiteness and 
the ethnocentrism of femin ist theories of gender and sexual d ifference, 
such as those of Gayatri Spivak,33 Chandra Mohanty,34 Barbara Smith,35 
Trinh Minh-ha,36, and bell hooks.3? This enormous output by women of 
color affected radical ly the thinking of femin ist theorists such as Teresa de 
Lauretis, but also Donna Haraway38 and, most recently, Sandra Harding.39 

In a European context, the issue of femin ism, race, and ethn icity has 
been more d ifficu lt to art iculate, partly because national d ifferences in  
brands and styles of  femin ist pol itical cu ltures have a lways been so 
great that no one dom inant femin ist l i ne or standpoint has ever 
emerged. Through the eighties, i ncreasing awareness of the cu ltural 
specificity of certai n  femin ist notions-such as gender-has led many 
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southern Europeans to raise the issue of the cu ltural and pol itical 
hegemony of Engl ish-style fem in ism and to chal lenge it. One of the 
effects of this was to put on the agenda the issue of ethn ic ity and race 
and to reexami ne its role in the making of fem in ist practice. Accord­
i ngly, Spe lman40 takes Beauvo i r  to task because of her color b l i ndness 
and lack of sensitivity to the issue of ethn ic ity. 

More recently, as a reaction to the mu lticu ltural nature of contem­
porary European societies, and also to widespread increase of racism, 
anti-Sem itism, xenophobia, and neocolonial ism in the European Com­
munity, the focus on race issues has become sharper. Thus, in the inter­
European exchange network for women's studies with in  the E rasmus 
scheme41 in  which my department has been i nvolved with several Euro­
pean partners, we are working toward the development of a joint cur­
ricu lum in women's stud ies from a European, mu lticu ltural perspective. 
Wh i le we draw inspiration from the American agenda on race, we are 
determined to give priority to the European aspects of th is  complex 
issue, especia l ly the persistence of anti-Semitism, the persecution of 
gypsies and other nomads, the various forms of economic neocolon ial­
ism, and phenomena such as intra-European migration, especia l ly from 
the Southern and Eastern European regions. 

The new theorists emerging in  the n i neties are consequently working 
along the l i nes of a mu ltipl ic ity of variab les of defin ition of female sub­
jectivity: race, c lass, age, sexual preference, and I ifestyles count as 
major axes of identity. They therefore innovate on the establ ished fem­
in i st ideas, in that they are bent on redefin ing female subjectivity i n  
terms of a network of s imultaneous power formations. I wi l l  argue next 
that a new trend seems to be emerging that emphasizes the situated, 
specific, embodied nature of the fem in ist subject, whi le  rejecting bio­
logical or psychic essentia l ism.  This is a new kind of female embodied 
material ism. 

Central to th is  new fem in ist materia l i sm, that enta i l s  a redefin ition of 
the text as co-extensive with relations of knowledge and power, is the 
process of constitution of subjectivity as part of th is  network of power 
and knowledge. The issue can be summed up as fol lows: what if the 
patriarchal mode of representation, which can be named the "gender 
system" produced the very categories that it purports to deconstruct? 
Taking gender as a process, de Lauretis emphasizes a point that Fou­
cault had a l ready brought to our attention, namely that the process of 
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power and knowledge a lso produces the subject as a term in that par­
ticu lar process. 

I n  other words, what l ies at the heart of this redefin ition of gender as 
the technology of the self is the notion of the pol itics of subjectivity, in  
the twofold sense of  both the constitution of  identities and the acqu isi­
t ion of subjectivity i n  terms of forms of empowerment, or entitlements 
to certain  practices. The acqu isition of subjectivity is therefore a process 
of material ( institutional) and d iscurs ive (symbol ic) practices, the aim of 
which is both positive-because the process a l lows for forms of 
empowerment-and regulative-because the forms of empowerment 
are the site of l im itations and d iscipl in ing. 

The key notion here is  that of gender as a regulatory fiction, that is to 
say a normative activity that constructs certain  categories, such as sub­
ject, object, mascu l ine, fem in ine, heterosexual ,  and lesbian, as part of 
its very process. Th is idea of "gender" as a regulatory fiction must be 
read in the framework of the critique of the ethnocentric and un ivocal 
mean ing of the term gender. 

To sum up this change of perspective i n  femin ist theory, I wou ld  l i ke 
to emphasize the point I have made before, namely that in contempo­
rary fem in ist practice, the paradox of "woman" has emerged as centra l .  
Fem in ism is  based on  the very notion of  female identity, which i t  is  h is­
torical ly bound to criticize. Fem in ist thought rests on a concept that 
cal l s  for deconstruction and de-essentia l ization in a l l  of its aspects. 
More specifical ly, I th ink that over the last ten years the central question 
in femin ist theory has become: how to redefine female subjectivity after 
the decl ine of gender dual ism, privi leging notions of the self as process 
complexity, interrelatedness, postcolonial s imu ltaneities of oppression, 
and the mu lti layered technology of the self? In  other words, the soc ial  
and symbol ic fate of sexual polarizations is at stake here. 

What I see as the central issue here is that of identity as a site of dif­
ferences; femin ist analyses of the gender system show that the subject 
occupies a variety of possible positions at d ifferent times, across a mul­
tip l ic ity of variables such as sex, race, class, age, l ifestyles, and so on.  
The chal lenge for femin ist theory today is how to invent new images of 
thought that can help us th ink about change and changing constructions 
of the self. Not the staticness of formu lated truths or read i ly ava i lable 
counteridentities, but the l iving process of transformation of self and 
other. Sandra Hard ing defines it as the process of "rei nventing oneself 
as other."42 
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I n  other words, what emerges from these new developments in  fem- . 
in ist theory is the need to recode or rename the female femin ist subject 
not as yet another sovereign, h ierarch ical, and exc lusionary subject but 
rather as a mu lt iple, open-ended, interconnected entity. To th ink con­
structively about change and chang ing conditions in femin ist thought 
today one needs to emphasize a vis ion of the th ink ing, knowing subject 
as not-one but rather as being spl it over and over again in a ra inbow of 
yet uncoded and ever so beautifu l possib i l ities. 

Let me expand now on my own view of the structures of this new 
complex fem in ist subjectivity, which I see as the center of the project of 
femin ist nomadism. 

Fem i n i st Nomad ic Th i n k ing :  
A Worki  ng  Scheme 

The starting point, for my scheme of femin ist nomadism, is  that femin ist 
theory is not only a movement of critical opposition of the false un iver­
sal ity of the subject, it is also the positive affirmation of women's desire 
to affi rm and enact d ifferent forms of subjectivity. Th is project involves 
both the critique of existing defin itions and representations of women 
and also the creation of new images of female subjectivity. The starting 
point for th is  project (both critical and creative) is  the need to have real­
l ife women in positions of d iscursive subjectivity. The key terms here 
are embod iment and the bodi ly  roots of subjectivity and the desire to 
reconnect theory to practice. 

For the sake of c larity, I w i l l  d ivide the project of femi n ist nomad ism 
into three phases, all of which w i l l  be l inked to sexual difference. I want 
to stress the fact that these three d ifferent levels are not dia lectical ly  
ordained phases but  rather that they can coexist chronologica l ly  and 
that each and every one continues to be ava i lable as an option for pol it­
ical and theoretical practice. The d i stinction I wi l l  consequently draw 
between "difference between men and women," "differences among 
women," and "differences with in  each woman" is  not to be taken as a 
categorical d istinction but as an exercise i n  naming different facets of a 
s ingle complex phenomenon.  

Nor is  th is  d iagram a parad igmatic mode l :  it is  a map, a cartography 
that depicts the d ifferent layers of complexity i nvolved in a nomad ic 
epistemology from the perspective of sexual d ifference. These levels  
can be viewed spatia l ly, as  wel l  as  temporal ly; they spe l l  out  different 
structures of subjectivity but a lso d ifferent moments in the process of 
becoming-subject. Consequently, these levels are not meant to be 
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approached sequentia l ly  and d ialectical ly. Fol lowing the nomadic 
approach that I am defending i n  th is  book, the cartography can be 
ente red at any level and at any moment. I want to stress i n  fact that 
these l ayers occur  s i m u ltaneous ly  and that, i n  da i l y  l ife, they coex­
i st and  cannot be eas i l y  d i sti ngu i shed .  I wou ld  even argue that i t  i s  
prec ise ly the  capac ity to  trans i t  from one  level to  another, i n  a flow 
of experiences, time sequences, and l ayers of s ign i fi cation that is 
the key to that nomad i c  mode I am defend i ng, not on ly  inte l l ectu­
a l l y  but a l so as an art of ex i stence. 

TA B L E  1 

Sexual D ifference Level l :  Difference Between Men and Women 
S U B J EC T I V I T Y  A S  

·phallogocentric 

·universal notion of 
the subject 

. coinciding with 
consciousness 

• self-regu I ati ng 

• rational agency 

. entitled to rationality 

. capable of 
transcendence 

-denying corporal origins or 
objectifying the body 

V E R S U S  W O M A N  A S  

-the lack/excessrother-than"/ 
subject 

-devalorized difference 

- non consciousness 

• uncontrolled 

- irrational 

- in  excess of rationality 

- confined to immanence 

- Identified with the 
body-corporeality that is 

both exploited and 

reduced to silence 

The central issue at stake at th is  level of analysis is  the critique of un i­
versal ism as bei ng male-identified and of mascu l i n ity as projecting itself 
as a pseudo-un iversal .  This also accompan ies the critique of the idea of 
otherness as devalorization . In a very Hegel ian framework, S imone de 
Beauvoir  formu lated fifty years ago a path-breaking analysis of the uni­
versal ism of the subject. Confronted with th is scheme, she asserted as 
the theoretical and pol itical option for women the struggle to attain  tran­
scendence and thereby acqu i re the same entitlement to subjectivity as 
men. As Jud ith Butler points out in her l ucid analysis43 of this Hegel ian 
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moment of fem in ist theory, Beauvoir  sees the d ifference that women 
embody as someth i ng that is  as yet unrepresented. Beauvoir  conse­
quently concludes that th is  devalorized and misrepresented entity can 
and must be brought i nto representation, and that th is  is the main task 
of the women's movement. 

In a poststructural ist perspective, however, contemporary theorists of 
d ifference, l i ke Luce Ir igaray, move beyond d ialectics. I rigaray evalu­
ates women's "otherness" not merely as that which is  not yet represent­
ed but rather as that which remains unrepresentable with i n  th is  scheme 
of representation. Woman as the other remains in excess of or outside 
the phal logocentric framework that conflates the mascu l ine with the 
(fa l se) un iversal ist position .  The relationship between subject and other, 
therefore, is not one of reversib i l ity; on the contrary, the two poles of the 
opposition exist in an asymmetrical relationsh ip. Under the headi ng of 
"the double syntax" I rigaray defends th i s  i rreducible and irreversible d if­
ference and proposes it as the foundation for a new phase of femin ist 
politics. In other words, Luce I rigaray stresses the need to recognize as 
a factual  and h istorical real ity that there is no symmetry between the 
sexes and that th i s  asymmetry has been organ ized h ierarch ica l ly by the 
phal logocentric regime. Recognizing that d ifference has been turned 
into a mark of pejoration, the femin ist project attempts to redefine it in  
terms of positivity. 

The starting poi nt for the project of sexual difference-level one­
remains the pol itical w i l l  to assert the specificity of the l ived, female 
bodi ly experience; the refusal to d i sembody sexual difference i nto a 
new a l leged ly "postmodern" and "antiessentia l i st" subject, and the wi l l  
to reconnect the whole debate on difference to the bod i ly existence and 
experience of women. 

Pol it ical ly, the project amou nts to the rejection of emancipation ism 
as lead i ng to homologation, that is  to say the ass im i l ation of women 
i nto mascu l i ne modes of thought and practice and conseq uently sets 
of val ues. Recent socioeconomic developments in the status of 
women i n  Western, posti ndustri a l  soc ieties have i n  fact shown­
besides the persistence of c lassical forms of d iscrim i nation lead i ng to 
the fem i n ization of poverty-that female  emanc ipation can eas i l y  
tu rn i nto a one-way street i nto a man's  wor ld .  Th i s  warn i ng has 
been issued very strong ly by fem i n i sts as d ifferent from each other 
as Luce I r igaray,44 Anto inette Fouq ue,45, and Marguerite Duras,46 
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who warn women against investing a l l  of thei r  t ime and energy i n  cor­
recting the errors and mistakes of male cu lture. A better and politica l ly 
more reward i ng investment consists i n  trying to elaborate alternative 
forms of female subjectivity, in a process that is also described as assert­
ing the positivity of sexual d ifference. 

This sh ift in perspective tu rned out to be a far from easy moment in  
fem in ist practice. I n  fact, it led to a wave of  polemics and, often, to con­
fl icts among women, made a l l  the more acute by the d ifferences of gen­
eration.47 The more l asting aspect of the polemic concerned an opposi­
tion between on the one hand the antiemancipationism of the sexual 
difference theorists and, on the other, the charges of "essentia l ism" 
made by the equal ity-mi nded th inkers agai nst the sexual d ifference fem­
i n ists. I deal with this debate on equa l ity-versus-d ifference i n  chapter 15 

("Theories of Gender; or, Language is a Virus") . 
Far from separating the struggle for equal ity from the affirmation of 

d ifference, I see them as complementary and part of a continuous h is­
torical evolution. The women's movement is the space where sexual 
difference becomes operational ,  through the strategy of fighting for 
equa l ity of the sexes in a cu ltural and econom ic order dominated by the 
mascu l ine homosocial bond. What is at stake is the defin ition of woman 
as other-than a nonman . 

One of the crucial questions of th is  project is how one can argue both 
for the loss of the c lassical parad igm of subjectivity and for the speci­
fic ity of an alternative female subject. G iven that the reaffirmation of 
sexual d ifference by femin i sts dates to the same moment in  h i story as 
modern ity itself, that is to say the moment of loss of the rational ist and 
natu ral istic parad igm, femin i sts have the double task of stressing the 
need for a new vision of subjectivity at large, and of a sex-specific vision 
of female subjectivity in particu lar. 

The analysis of the first level of sexual d ifference came to be chal­
lenged not only because of changing pol itical and intel lectual  contexts 
but a lso because of evolutions i nternal in the femin ist movement itself. 
On the one hand the existential ist eth ics of sol idarity was also chal­
lenged by psychoanalytic and poststructura l i st c la ims about the coexis­
tence of knowledge and power, which have changed the understandi ng 
of phenomena such as oppression and l iberation.48 On the other hand, 
a new generation of fem in ists grew frustrated with Beauvoir's sweeping 
general izations about "women" as the "second sex."  The pol itical and 
theoretical emphasis since the seventies has been sh ift ing from the 
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T A B L E  2 
Sexual Difference Level 2 :  Differences among women 

W O M E N  AS T H E  O T H E R  V E R S U S  

-as institution and critical h iatus 
representation between 

them-
feminist subjectivity 

(see level 1 )  - positivity of sexual 
difference as 
pol itical project 

- female feminist 
genealogies, or 
countermemory 

- pol itics of location 
and resistance 

-dissymmetry 
between the sexes 

R E A L - L I F E  W O M E N  

-experience 

-embodiment 

-s ituated knowledges 

-women-based 
knowledges 

-empowerment 

-mu ltipl ic ity of 
differences (race, age, 
class, etc.) or 
diversity 

asymmetry between the sexes to the exploration of the sexual d ifference 
embodied and experienced by women . 

The central issue at stake here is how to create, legitimate, and rep­
resent a mu ltipl icity of alternative forms of femin ist subjectivity without 
fa l l i ng into relativism. The starting poi nt is the recogn ition that Woman 
is a general umbrel la term that brings together different kinds of women, 
d ifferent levels of experience and different identities. 

The notion of Woman refers to a female, sexed su bject that i s  con­
stituted, as psychoanalys is  convinc ingly argues, th rough a process of 
identification with cu ltura l ly  ava i lable positions organ ized in the 
dichotomy of gender. As the "second sex" of the patriarchal gender 
d ichotomy, Woman i s  i nscribed in  what Kristeva calls the longer, l in­
ear t ime of h i story.49 As the start ing point for fem in ist consciousness, 
however, female identity perta i ns also and s imultaneously to a d iffer­
ent tempora l ity: a deeper and more d iscontinuous sense of time that 
is the t ime of transformation, resistance, po l it ical genealogies, and 
becoming. Thus, we have on the one hand teleological t ime and on 
the other the t ime of consc iousness-ra is ing :  h i story and the uncon­
sc ious. 
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cal l  feminism the movement that struggles to change the values 
attributed to and the representations made of women in the longer h is­
torical t ime of patriarchal h istory ( Woman) as wel l  as in the deeper t ime 
of one's own identity. In other words, the fem in ist project encompasses 
both the level of subjectivity in the sense of h i storical agency, and pol it­
ical and social  entitlement, and the level of identity that is l inked to con­
sciousness, desi re, and the pol itics of the personal; it covers both the 
conscious and the unconsc ious levels .  

The femin ist subject is  h i storical because it is  i nvolved in  patriarchy 
by negation; but it is  also l inked to female identity, to the personal .  In  
other words, the "woman" is to be s ituated i n  a structural ly different 
position from the fem in ist because, being structured as the referent of 
otherness, it is opposed specu larly to the mascu l ine as referent of sub­
jectivity. The second sex is  in a d ichotomous opposition to the male as 
representative of the universal .  Consequently, femin ism requ i res both 
an ep istemological and a pol itical d isti nction between woman and fem­
inist. What is femin ist is both the push toward the insertion of women 
into patriarchal h i story (the emancipatory moment, or, sexual difference 
level one) and the question ing of personal identity on the bas is of power 
relations, which is the femin ism of d ifference (sexual difference level 
two) . 

Let me repeat the same point from a d ifferent angle: critical d istance 
from the institution and representation of " Woman" is the starting point 
for femin ist consciousness; the women's movement rests on a consen­
sus that a l l  women partake of the condition of "the second sex." Th is 
can be seen as the suffic ient condition for the elaboration of a femin ist 
subject position; the recognition of a bond of commonal ity among 
women is the starting point for femin ist consciousness in that it seals a 
pact among women . This moment is the foundation stone that al lows 
for the femin ist position or standpoint to be articu lated . 

B ut th is  recogn ition of a common cond ition of s i sterhood in oppres­
sion cannot be the final a im;  women may have common situations and 
experiences, but they are not, in any way, the same. I n  this respect, the 
idea of the pol itics of location is very important. Th is idea, developed 
into a theory of recogn ition of the mult iple differences that exist among 
women, stresses the importance of rejecting global statements about a l l  
women and of attempting i nstead to be as aware as possible of the place 
from which one is speaking. Attention to the situated as opposed to the 
u n iversa l istic nature of statements is the key idea. In its pol itical appli-



S E X U A L  D I F F E R E N C E  

cations, the pol itics of location determines one's approach to time and 
history; the sense of location, for me, has to do with cou ntermemory, or 
the development of a lternative genealogies. It means that it does make 
a d ifference to have the h istorical memory of oppression or excl usion, 
as women, rather than being the empi rical referent for a dominant 
group, l ike men. 

Thus, we need to rephrase the point about the relation between 
woman and feminist. As Teresa De Lau retis argued, a l l  women are 
impl icated in the confrontation with a certai n  image of " Woman" that 
is the cu ltural ly dom inant model for female identity. The elaboration of 
a pol itical subjectivity as femin ist, therefore, requ i res as its precondition 
the recogn ition of a d i stance between " Woman" and real women. Tere­
sa De Lauretis has defined th is  moment as the recognition of an "essen­
tial d ifference" between woman as representation ("Woman" as cu ltur­
al imago) and woman as experience (real women as agents of change) . 

I n  other words, with the help of semiotic and psychoanalytic theo­
ries, a foundational d i st inction is d rawn between " Woman" as the sig­
n ifier that is  codified in  a long h istory of binary oppos itions and the s ig­
n ifier "fem in ist" as that which bu i lds upon the recogn ition of the con­
structed nature of Woman. The recognition of the h iatus between 
Woman and women is crucial, as is the determination to seek for ade­
quate representations of it, both pol itica l ly and symbol ica l ly. 

Before th is  development of the phi losophy of sexual d ifference 
becomes at a l l  possible, however, it is necessary to posit the d istinction 
between Woman and women as the foundational gesture for fem in ist 
thought to exist at a l l .  Th i s  in itial step is the assertion of an essential and 
i rreconci lable d ifference, which I call sexual difference level two, or, 
differences among women. 

Thus, to return to my openi ng remarks on femi n ism and modernity: 
femin ist theory as the ph i losophy of sexual d ifference identifies as a h is­
torical essence the notion of Woman at the exact period in h i story when 
this notion is  deconstructed and chal lenged . The cris is of modern ity 
makes avai l able to femin i sts the essence of femin in ity as an h i storical 
construct that needs to be worked upon.  Woman therefore ceases to be 
the cu ltura l ly  dominant and prescriptive model for female subjectivity 
and turns instead i nto an identifiable topos for analysis: as a construct 
(De Lauretis); a masquerade (Butler); a positive essence ( l rigaray); or an 
ideological trap (Wittig)-to mention only a few. 
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It seems to me that a femi n ist nomadic position can a l low for these 
different representations and modes of understand ing of female subjec­
tivity to coexist and to provide material for d iscussion. U n less a position 
of nomadic flex ib i l ity comes into being, these different defin itions and 
understand ings w i l l  have a divisive effect on femin ist practice. 

Another problem that emerges here is  the importance of finding ade­
quate forms of representation for these new figurations of the female 
subject. As I have argued elsewhere, a lternative figurations are crucial 
at th i s  poi nt and great creativity is  needed to move beyond establ ished 
conceptual schemes. To ach ieve this, we need not only a transd isc ip l i ­
nary approach but a lso more effective exchanges between theorists and 
artists, academics and creative m inds. But more on th is  later. 

T A B L E  3 

S exual  D ifference Level 3 :  D ifferences 
With i n  Each Woman 

Each Real-Life Woman (n.b. Not "Woman'') or 
Female Femi nist Subject is  

- a  multip l ic ity in herself: s l it, fractured 

-a network of Levels of experience (as outlined on levels 2 and 1 )  

- a  l iving memory and embodied geneology 

- not one conscious subject, but also the subject of her unconscious: 
identity as identifications 

- in an imaginary relationship to variables l ike class, race, age, 
sexual choices 

This  th i rd level of analysis h igh l ights the complexity of the embodied 
structure of the subject. The body refers to a layer of corporeal materi­
al ity, a substratum of l iv ing matter endowed with memory. Fol lowing 
Deleuze, I understand th is  as pure flows of energy, capable of multiple 
variations. The "self," meaning an entity endowed with identity, is  
anchored i n  th is  l iv ing matter, whose material ity i s  coded and rendered 
i n  language. The postpsychoanalytic vision of the corporeal subject that 
I propose here impl ies that the body cannot be fu l ly  apprehended or 
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represented : it exceeds representation. A d ifference with in  each entity 
is a way of expressing th is  condition. Identity for me is a p lay of multi­
ple, fractured aspects of the self; it is  relational, in  that it requ i res a bond 
to the "other"; it is  retrospective, in that it is  fixed through memories and 
recol lections, in a genealogical process. Last, but not l east, identity is 
made of successive identifications, that is to say unconscious internal­
ized images that escape rational contro l .  

This fundamental noncoi ncidence of identity with consc iousness 
impl ies a lso that one entertai ns an i maginary relationsh ip to one's h is­
tory, genealogy, and material conditions. 

I stress this because far too often in femin i st theory, the level of iden­
tity gets merr i ly  confused with issues of pol itical subjectivity. In  my 
scheme of thought, identity bears a priv i leged bond to unconscious 
processes, whereas pol itical subjectivity i s  a consc ious and wi l lful 
position .  Unconscious des i re and wi l lfu l cho ice do not a lways coin­
cide. 

Paying attention to the level of identity as complexity and mu ltipl ic­
ity would a lso encourage fem in ists to deal with the i r  own internal con­
trad ictions and d iscontinu ities-if possible with humor and l ightness. 
As I suggest in the introduction to th i s  book, I do th ink it important to 
leave room for contrad ictory moments, for confusions and uncertain­
ties, and not to see them as defeats or l apses into "pol itica l ly  incorrect" 
behavior. I n  this respect, noth ing cou ld be more antithetical to the 
nomad ism I am advocating than femin ist moral ism. 

The central issue at stake here is how to avoid the repetition of exc lu­
s ions in  the process of legitimating an alternative femin ist subject? How 
to avoid hegemonic  recodification of the female subject, how to keep 
an open-ended view of subjectivity, whi le  asserting the pol itical and 
theoretical presence of another view of subjectivity? 

Accord ing to th is  vision of a subject that is  both h istorica l ly  anchored 
and spl it, or mu ltiple, the power of synthesis  of the " I" is a grammatical 
necess ity, a theoretical fiction that holds together the col lection of dif­
fering l ayers, the i ntegrated fragments of the ever-reced ing horizon of 
one's identity. The idea of "differences with in"  each subject is tributary 
to psychoanalytic theory and practice in that it envisages the subject as 
the crossroads of different registers of speech, cal l ing upon different lay­
ers of l ived experience. 

To translate th is  standpoint back into the debate on the pol itics of 
subjectivity with i n  the femin i st practice of sexual difference, I wou ld ask 
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the fol lowing question :  What is the technology of the self at work in the 
expression of sexual d ifference? 

In this scheme of thought, fol lowing the d istinction of levels I am 
proposing, it is  a lso plausible to posit femin ist subjectivity as an object 
of desire for women. A female femi n ist cou ld consequently be seen as 
someone who longs for, tends toward, is  driven to fem in ism. I wou ld 
cal l  th is an " intensive" read ing of the femin ist position, which then 
comes to be understood not merely in terms of wi l lfu l commitment to a 
set of values or pol itical bel iefs but a lso in terms of the passions or 
desires that susta in it and motivate it. 50 Th is "topology" of passion is an 
approach inspired by N ietzsche via Deleuze; it a l lows us to see vol i­
tiona l  choices not as transparent, self-evident positions but rather as 
mult i layered ones. A healthy dose of a hermeneutics of suspicion 
toward one's bel iefs is  no form of cyn ic ism, or n i h i l ism; on the contrary, 
it is a way of return ing pol itical bel iefs to thei r  fu l lness, the i r  embodied­
ness, and consequently thei r  partial ity. 

As Maaike Meijer observes,51 a psychoanalytic, " intensive" 
approach is seldom appl ied to the analysis of pol itics. If it ever is, as in  
the case of Nazism, it usual ly a ims at  expla in ing dark and terrifying 
motivating forces. It is  as if reference to a topology of pol itical passions 
cou ld  only carry negative connotations. In response to th is, I would turn 
to Deleuze's idea of the positivity of passions-a notion that he explores 
with N ietzsche and Spinoza-in order to account for a "desi re for fem­
in ism" as a joyfu l ,  affirmative passion. What femin ism l iberates in  
women is  a lso thei r  des i re for freedom, l ightness, justice, and self­
accompl ishment. These values are not only rational pol itical bel iefs, 
they are a lso objects of intense des i re. Th is merry spi rit was qu ite man­
ifest in the earlier days of the women's movement, when it was c lear 
that joy and laughter were profound pol itical emotions and statements. 
Not m uch of this joyful beat survives in these days of postmodernist 
gloom, and yet we wou ld do wel l  to remember the subversive force of 
Dionysian laughter. I wish femi n ism wou ld shed its saddening, dog­
matic mode to red iscover the merrymaking of a movement that a ims to 
change I ife.52 

As Italo Calvi no points out,53 the key words to help us to move out 
of the postmodern ist crisis are:  l ightness, qu ickness, and multipl icity. 
The th i rd level of sexual difference alerts us to the importance of a cer­
tain  l ightness of touch to accompany the complexity of the pol itical and 
epistemological structures of the fem in ist project. 
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For Nomad ism 

I f  you translate these three levels of sexual difference o n  a temporal 
sequence, fol lowi ng Kristeva's scheme that I have a l ready quoted, you 
can argue that levels one and two belong to the longer, l inear time of 
h i story. Level three perta ins to the inner, d i scont inuous t ime of geneal­
ogy. The problem, however, is how to th ink  through the i nterconnect­
edness between them, that is to say: how to account for a process of 
becoming, whi le empowering women's h istorical agency? 

To sum up, I wou ld say that speaking "as a femi n ist woman" does not 
refer to one dogmatic framework but rather to a knot of i nterrelated 
questions that p lay on different layers, registers, and levels of the self. 

I n  my read ing, the project of sexual d ifference argues the fol lowing: 
it is  h istorical ly and pol itica l ly u rgent, in  the here and now of the com­
mon world of women, to bring about and act upon sexual  d ifference. 
This is  a lso d ue to the h i storical context with in  which the affirmation of 
the position of d ifference is taking p lace, especia l ly in  Europe. 

I see femi n ism as the strategy of working through the h istorical notion 
of " Woman," at a time in h i story when it has lost its substantial un ity. 
As a pol itical and theoretical practice, therefore, femin ism can be 
described as unvei l i ng  and consuming the different layers of represen­
tation of " Woman." The myth of Woman as other is now a vacant lot 
where d ifferent women can p lay with the i r  subjective becoming. The 
question for the fem in ist subject is  how to intervene upon Woman in 
th is h istorical context, so as to create new cond itions for the becom ing­
subject of women here and now. 

In deal ing with the becoming-subjects of women, the starting point 
is the pol itics of location, which impl ies the critique of dominant iden­
tities and power-formations and a sense of accountabi l ity for the h i stor­
ical conditions in which we share. This impl ies not only the recogn ition 
of d ifferences among women but a lso the practice of decoding­
expressi ng and sharing in l anguage the conditions of possib i l ity of one's 
own pol itical and theoretical choices. Accountabi l ity and positional ity 
go together. In emphas iz ing the importance of accounting for one's own 
investments-especia l ly to other women-I have also i nsisted through­
out th is  book on the need to a lso take into account the level of uncon­
scious des i re and consequently of imagi nary relation to the very mater­
ia l  conditions that structure our existence. As Caren Kap lan puts it : 
"such accountabi l ity can begin to shift the ground of femin ist practice 
from magisterial relativism . . .  to the complex interpretive practices that 
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acknowledge the h istorical roles of mediation, betrayal, and a l l iance in  
. the relationsh ips between women in  d iverse locations.54 

My answer to the question, where does change come from? that I 
have just asked, is that the new is created by revisit ing and burn i ng up 
the old .  L i ke the totemic meal i n  Freud, one must ass imi late the dead 
before one can move onto a new order. The quest for points of exit 
requ i res the mimetic repetition and consumption of the old;  in turn, th is  
influences how I see the points of exit from phal logocentric prem ises. 
The trad itional choice with in  femi n ism seems to be on the one hand to 
overcome gender dual ism toward a neutra l ization of differences, or on 
the other hand to push the difference to the extreme, oversexual iz ing it 
in a strategic manner. In my own version of sexual difference as a 
nomadic  strategy, I have opted for the extreme affi rmation of sexed 
identity as a way of revers ing the attribution of d ifferences in a h ierar­
chical mode. This extreme affi rmation of sexual difference may lead to 
repetition, but the crucial factor here is that it empowers women to act. 

Starting from the prem ise that the female femin ist subject is one of the 
terms in a process that should not and cannot be streaml i ned into a l in­
ear, teleological form of subjectivity; that it shou ld be seen as the i nter­
section of subjective des i re with wi l lfu l soc ial transformation, I want to 
go on and argue that sexual d ifference a l lows for the affirmation of alter­
native forms of femin ist pol itical subjectivity: fem in ists are the post­
Woman women. 

In my read ing, the fem in ist subject is  nomadic  because it is  intensive, 
mult iple, embodied, and therefore perfectly cu ltura l .  I th ink that this 
new figuration can be taken as an attempt to come to terms with what I 
have chosen to cal l the new nomadism of our h istorical cond ition. I 
have argued that the task of redefin ing female subjectivity requ i res as a 
prel im inary method the working through of the stock of cumulated 
images, concepts, and representations of women, of female identity, 
such as they have been cod ified by the cultu re in which we l ive. 

A perfect example of nomadic  engagement with h i storical essences, 
aimed at d isplacing their  normative charge, is offered by the American 
artist Cindy Sherman. In  her History Portraits,55 she enacts a series of 
metabol ic consumptions of d ifferent h i storical figures, characters, and 
heroes, whom she impersonates with a stu nn ing m ixture of accuracy 
and i rony. Through a set of parodic self-portraits i n  which she appears 
in d ifferent gu ises as many d ifferent "others," Sherman couples sh ifts of 
location with a powerfu l pol itical statement about the importance of 
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l ocating agency precisely in  shifts, transitions, and mimetic  repeti­
tions.56 In other words, because of a h i story of domination and because 
of the way in which phal logocentric language structures our speaking 
positions as subjects, I th ink that before femin ists rel inqu ish the sign ifi­
er woman we need to repossess it and to revisit its mu ltifaceted com­
plexities, because these complex ities defi ne the one identity we share­
as female femin ists. 

By placing a l l  the emphasis on nomad ic sh ifts, I mean to stress the 
importance of not exc lud ing any one of the levels that constitute the 
map of female fem in ist subjectivity. What matters is to be able to name 
and to represent areas of transit between them; a l l  that counts is  the 
going, the process, the pass ing. In putting the matter in these terms, I 
a l so situate myself i n-between some of the major figurations of subjec­
t ivity that are operative in femi n ism today. For instance, Haraway's fig­
u re of the "cyborg" is a powerfu l i ntervention on the level of pol itical 
subjectivity in that it proposes a real ignment of differences of race, gen­
der, c lass, age, and so on, and it promotes a mu ltifaceted location for 
fem in ist agency. B ut I find that the cyborg also announces a world 
"beyond gender," stating that sexed identity is  obsolete without show­
ing the steps and the points of exit from the old, gender-polarized sys­
tem.  

Accord ing to my nomadic scheme, I need to be  able to name the 
steps, the shifts, and the points of exit that wou ld make it possib le for 
women to move beyond the phal logocentric gender d ual ism. In other 
words, I need to pay attention to the level of identity, of unconscious 
identifications, and of desire and to conjugate those levels with w i l l fu l  
pol itical transformations. The cyborg is  extremely helpfu l in  under­
stand ing the l atter, but on the question of identity, identification, and 
unconscious des i res i t  does not get me very far. 

S im i larly, Ir igaray's figurations for a new fem in ist humanity, with 
their emphasis on female mythology ("the two l ips," "the mucous," "the 
d ivi ne") propose an unprecedented exploration of the i n-depth struc­
tures of female identity. lr igaray defends her m imetic descent i nto th is  
female phantasmagoria of the unconscious as the priv i leged strategy 
that a ims at redefin ing both female identity and femin ist subjectivity. By 
l i nking the two so c losely together, however, I rigaray fai l s  to account for 
mult ip l ic ity of differences among women, especial ly on the ground of 
cu lture and ethn ic identity. 
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The nomadic subject I am proposing is a figuration that emphasizes 
the need for action both at the level of identity, of subjectivity, and of 
differences among women. These d ifferent requ i rements correspond to 
different moments, that is to say, d ifferent locations in  space, that is to 
say, different practices. Th is mu ltipl icity is contai ned in  a mu lti layered 
temporal sequence, whereby d iscontinu ities and even contrad ictions 
can find a place. 

In order to susta in this process, a femin ist must start from the recog­
n ition of herself as not-one; as a subject that is spl it time and time again, 
over mu ltiple axes of differentiation . Paying attention to these multiple 
axes calls for su itably d iversified forms of practice. 

To put it more pla in ly :  fol lowing N ietzsche, Deleuze, and I rigaray I 
do not bel ieve that changes and transformations, such as the new sym­
bol ic system of women, can be created by sheer vol ition . The way to 
transform psychic real ity is not by wi l lfu l self-naming; at best that is an 
extreme form of narcissism, at worst it is the melanchol ic  face of sol ip­
sism . Rather, transformation can only be achieved through de-essen­
tial ized embodiment or strategical ly re-essential ized embodiment: by 
working through the mu lt i layered structures of one's embodied self. 

L ike the gradual pee l ing off of old skins, the ach ievement of change 
has to be earned by carefu l working through; it is the metabol ic  con­
sumption of the old that can engender the new. Difference is not the 
effect of wi l lpower, but the result of many, of end less repetitions. Unti l  
we have worked through the mu ltiple layers of sign ification of Woman­

phal l ic  as it may be-I am not wi l l ing to rel inqu ish the sign ifier. 
The reason why I want to continue working through the very term­

women as the female femin ist subjects of sexual d ifference-that needs 
to be deconstructed, fol lows from the emphasis on the pol itics of desire. 
I th ink that there cannot be socia l  change without the construction of 
new kinds of desi r ing subjects as molecular, nomadic, and mu ltiple. 
One must start by leaving open spaces of experimentation, of search, of 
transition : becoming-nomads. 

This is no cal l  for easy p lural ism, either-but rather a passionate plea 
for the recogn ition of the need to respect the mu lt ipl ic ity and to find 
forms of action that reflect the complexity-without drown ing in it. 

I a lso th ink  that a great deal of confl ict and polemic among fem in ists 
cou ld be avoided, if we cou ld start making more rigorous d istinctions 
about the categories of thought that are in  question, and the forms of 
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pol itical practice that is  at stake in  them. Making ourselves accountable 
for both these categories and the practices is  the fi rst step in the process 
of developing a nomadic  type of fem in ist theory, where d iscontinu ities, 
transformations, shifts of levels and locations can be accounted for, 
exchanged, and talked about. So that our differences can engender 
embodied, situated forms of accountabi l ity, of story-te l l i ng, of map­
read i ng. So that we can position ourselves as fem in ist i ntel l ectuals-as 
travelers through host i le  landscapes, armed with maps of our own mak­
i ng, fol lowing paths that are often evident only to our own eyes, but 
which we can narrate, account for and exchange. 

As Caren Kaplan e loq uently puts it: 

We must leave home, as it were, s ince our homes are often sites of racism, 
sexism and other damaging social practices. Where we come to locate 
ourselves in  terms of our specific h istories and d ifferences must be a place 
with room for what can be salvaged from the past and what can be made 
new.57 

Nomadism: sexual d ifference as providing shifting locations for mul­
tip le female fem in ist embodied voices. 



N I N E 

The Pol itics of 

Ontological Difference 

Genealogical Perspectives 

A cu lture has the truths it deserves; i t  is  therefore significant that the 
notion of "difference" has been on the Western theoretical agenda for 
over a century. As a sign of Western cu lture's wi l l -to-know, the over­
r iding importance granted to "difference" i n  the age of modernity marks 
a double shift, away from the bel iefl i ke notion that the subject coincides 
with th is  conscious, rational self but a lso away from the overwhelming 
mascu l i n ity of such notions as subjectivity and consciousness. 

Psychoanalys is  as theory and practice is h ighly representative of th is 
h istorical double shift, which as I argue throughout this book, opens the 
age of modern ity s imultaneously onto the crisis of the classical vision of 
the subject and the prol iferation of images of the "other" as sign of 
devalorized "difference." The sign ifiers woman and the feminine are 
privi leged metaphors for the cr is is of rational and mascul i ne values. 
Recent developments of continental, espec ia l ly French, thought have 
added a new chapter to th is  ongoing metaphorization of woman/the 
femi n ine as s igns of difference. From the "becoming-woman" of Derri­
da and Deleuze to Freud ian-Marxist defenses of the fem in ization of va l­
ues (Marcuse) the notion of "sexual  d i fference" has been subjected to 
such an inflationary value that it has led to a paradoxical new un ifor­
m ity of thought. "Postmodern" (Lyotard), "deconstructive" (Derrida), 
"microphysical" (Foucault) ,  "critica l"  (Deleuze), and other kinds of 
phi losophers have first sexual ized as "femi n ine" the question of d iffer­
ence and, second, have turned it i nto a generalized phi losoph ical item. 
As such it is  clearly connected to the critique of c lassical d ual i sm and 
of its binary oppositions, in the context of the d is location of the subject. 
Yet it is not d i rectly related to either the d iscurs ivity or the h istorical 
presence of real- l ife women. 
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It seems to me therefore that the specific orientations that mark the 
formu lation of the question of sexual d ifference in fem in ist theory are 
being systematical ly b lurred in mainstream postmodern or deconstruc­
tive thought about sexual d ifference. I have stated in chapter 7 ("Sexual 
D ifference as a Nomad ic Pol itical Project") that the fem inism of sexual 
d ifference is  also the active affi rmation of women's ontolog ical desi re, 
of our pol itical determination as wel l as our subjective wish to posit our­
selves as female subjects-that is to say, not as d i sembodied entities but 
rather as corporal and consequently sexed beings. The sexual ization 
and the embodiment of the subject are the key notions in what I wou ld 
cal l "femin ist nomadic  epistemology." 

In order to make sexual difference operative with in  femin ist theory, I 
want to argue that one should start pol itica l ly  with the assertion of the 
need for the presence of real- l ife women in positions of d iscursive sub­
jecthood, and theoretica l ly with the recogn ition of the primacy of the 
bodi ly  roots of subjectivity, rejecting both the trad itional vision of the 
subject as un iversal ,  neutral ,  or gender-free and the b inary logic that 
sustains it. In uphold i ng such a view, I do not mean to make femin ist 
theory sound more monol ithic than it actua l ly  is. Whereas the rejection 
of the pseudo-un iversal ist stance that takes the mascu l ine as the norm is  
a point of consensus among femin ist theoreticians, the positions on sex­
ual  d ifference are very wide-ranging. As Catharine Stimpson put i t, l  
they range from the wi ld maximal ists who bel ieve in  rad ical differences 
between the sexes to the wimpy min imal ists who are prepared to nego­
tiate around common margins of humaneness. Suffice it to say, howev­
er, that several major pol itical issues in the femin ist movement today­
such as the prostitution debate; the various schools  of femin ist theology 
and their defin ition of the sacred; questions surrounding women's rela­
tionsh ip of the state and women's reaction to total itarian practices of a l l  
sorts; lesbian theories; the  work of  women from ethnic minorities and 
the developing world;  the debate on the new reproductive technologies 
and artific ia l  procreation-al l  bring out the significance as wel l  as the 
complex ity of the notion of sexual  d ifference. In my understand ing of 
the term, which I outl i ne at some length in  chapter 7 of th is  book, what 
d i st inguishes femin ist theories of sexual difference is the need to recog­
nize as a factual and h i storical real ity that there is no symmetry between 
the sexes and that this symmetry has been organ ized h ierarch ical ly. 
Recogn izing that difference has been turned into a mark of pejoration, 
the femin ist project attempts to redefi ne it. The starting point however, 
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remains the pol itical w i l l  to assert the specific ity of the l ived, female 
bodi ly experience, the refusal to d isembody sexual d ifference into a 
new, al legedly postmodern, antiessential ist subject, and the w i l l  to 
reconnect the whole debate on difference to the bod i ly existence and 
experience of women. 

Pol itica l ly, this project amounts to the rejection of the im itation of 
mascu l ine modes of thought and practice. Recent experiences have in  
fact shown that female emancipation can easi ly turn into a one-way 
street into a man's world.  

Th is awareness has also been brought about by the confrontation 
between women from different cu ltural and ethn ic backgrounds, which 
has made the issue of "difference among women" into a pressing 
demand . 

Another important factor that has brought about this shift in femin ist 
theory toward d ifference is the passing of time that has created age dif­
ferences or generation gaps among the women of the movement. A gen­
eration is measured not chronologica l ly  but d iscursively: women l i ke 
myself, aged forty and under, have grown up with and with in  femin ism; 
we have inherited both benefits and d isadvantages from the struggle for 
emancipation carried out by those whom i n  Europe we cal l  "h i storical 
fem in ists." In stressing the sign ificance of d iscursive generation gaps, I 
do not mean to flaunt the arrogant superiority of "youth" but rather to 
state my h istorical debt toward women who came before me and whose 
efforts have brought an enlarged and more equ itable defin ition of what 
it means to be a woman. It is just that each generation must reckon with 
its own problematics and, i n  my perspective, the priority issue now 
seems to be how to struggle for the ach ievements of equal ity i n  the 
assertion of d ifferences. 

The theoretical edge of the debate between notions of d ifference i n  
fem in ist as opposed to mainstream theory seems to m e  to be the fol­
lowing: how can "we femin ists" affirm the positivity of female subjec­
tivity at a time in h i story and in the phi losophy of the West when our 
acqu i red perceptions of the subject are being radical ly questioned ? 
How can we femi n ists reconci le the recogn ition of the problematic 
nature and process of the construction of the subject with the pol itical 
necessity to posit woman as the subject of another h istory? In other 
words:  how far can we femin ists push the sexual ization of the cris is of 
modern ity and of the subject of d iscourse? For me, "being in the world" 
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means a l ready "being sexed,"  so that if " I"  am not sexed, " I"  am not at 
a l l .  

What is a t  stake conceptua l ly is  one of the most complex q uestions 
for both fem inism and contemporary phi losophy: how to go about 
reth i nking the u n ity of the th ink ing being at a time in h i story when the 
rationa l i stic, natural istic parad igm has been lost? I s  a rad ical ly material­
istic post-Marxist read i ng of the subject as d i scontinuous un ity of body 
and m ind possible? How can one argue both for the loss of the c lassical 
parad igm and the need to reintegrate the bodi ly un ity of the subject? 
And, given that femi n ism is eminently modern as a theory and practice, 
in that the very conditions that make it possible as a d iscourse and as a 
social  movement are structural ly  coextensive with modern ity itself, how 
can we femin i sts uphold both the need to assert the sexual specificity of 
the female subject and the deconstruction of traditional notions of the 
subject, which are based on a phal locentric premise?  If we femin ists 
posit the contemporary subject as a col lection of i ntegrated fragments, 
what sense, place, and status can we femin ists give to h i s/her sexed 
nature? What is her specificity as a conceptual ,  l ib id inal ,  and empirical 
subject? And, above a l l ,  what pol itical stand can we develop that would 
respect the theoretical complexity of the view of the subject that we 
share with contemporary ph i losophy, whi le mainta in ing our commit­
ment to the women's struggle? What are the pol itics of the female spl it 
subject? 

Argu i ng that the question of sexual difference is one of the funda­
mental theoretical problems of our century,2 and that it cal ls  for the 
el aboration of a pol itical stance, one of which I describe in thi s  book as 
"nomadic  femin ism," I would l ike to try and spel l out i n  th is  chapter the 
theoretical steps connecting the main points of reference of the fem in ist 
debate on sexual d ifference, namely: "th ink ing as a femin ist," "being-a­
woman," and "essentia l ism." More specifical ly, I am concerned about 
the argumentative l i nes and the polemical targets that have led the 
debate on sexual difference toward the murky depths where "essential­
ism" means fixed mascu l ine and femi n ine essence. I am wondering why 
sexual  difference became ass im i lated to essential ism and acqu i red such 
negative pol itical impl ications. As Naomi Schor rightly put it : "Essen­
t ia l ism· in modern-day femi n ism is anathema."3 Teresa B rennan has 
argued that its original mean ing has been lost. Essential ism used to refer 
to someth ing beyond the reaches of h istorical change, someth i ng 
immutable and consequently outside the field of pol itical intervention . 
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Often reduced to mere biological determin ism, the term essentialism is 
more important as a negative critical pole than as anyth ing else; what is  
being conveyed in  the name of antiessentia l ism is ,  i ndeed, the key ques­
tion . 

Resisting the reduction of essential i sm to determ in ism on to a h i s­
torical essence, I wi l l  chal lenge the view that the femi n ist defense of 
"sexual  d ifference" is necessar i ly  apol itical or even potentia l ly  reac­
tionary. On the contrary, I am in profound agreement with Gayatri Spi­
vak that essentia l ism may be a necessary strategy. I w i l l  a lso assert that 
a fem in ist woman theoretic ian who is i nterested in th inking about sex­
ua l  d ifference and the fem in ine today cannot afford not to be essen­
t ia l ist. My defense of essential ism rests on three basic prem ises. F i rst, 
that i n  order to make sexual  d ifference operative as a pol itical option, 
femi n ist theoreticians should reconnect the fem i n i ne to the bod i ly 
sexed real ity of the female, refus ing the separation of the empirical 
from the symbol ic, or of the material  from the d i scurs ive, or of sex from 
gender. Second, that this project is important as both the epistemolog­
ical basis for fem i n ist theory and the grounds of pol itical legitimation 
for femi n ist pol itics in the socia l  economic, pol itical, and theoretical 
context of the postmodern and post industr ia l  cond ition . Th i rd, that in  
th inking about sexual difference one i s  led, by the very structure of  the 
problem, to the metaphys ical question of essence. Ontology bei ng the 
branch of metaphysics that dea l s  with the structure of that which essen­
tial ly is, or that wh ich is impl ied in the very defi n ition of an entity, I wi l l  
argue for the onto logical basis  of  sexual  difference. I wi l l  add that the 
project of going beyond metaphysics, that is  to say, of redefi n ing ontol­
ogy, is  an open-ended one that neither fem in i st nor contemporary 
phi losophers have managed to solve as yet. Thus, un less we want to 
give i n  to the faci l e  anti- inte l lectua l ism of those who see metaphysics 
as "wool ly  th i nki ng" or to the easy way out of those who reduce it to 
an ideological ly i ncorrect option, I th ink  we shou ld indeed take seri­
ously the crit ique of d i scou rse about essences as the h i storical task of 
modern ity. 

" I , "  Th is  Other 

Although the notion of  "sexual d ifference" presented so far refers pri­
mari ly to differences between men and women, th is  heterosexist frame 
of reference is not exhaustive, as I have previously argued. "Difference" 
refers much more importantly to d ifferences among women: d ifferences 
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of c lass, race, and sexual  preferences for which the s ignifier woman i s  
i n adequate as a b lanket term. Fu rthermore, the problematic of "dif­
ference" poi nts to another layer of related issues : the d i fferences 
w ith i n  each s ing le woman, u nderstood as the complex i nterplay of 
d iffer ing level s  of experience, which defer i ndefi n itely  any fixed 
notion of identity .  

This last point is  especia l ly important; my d iscursive strategy cannot 
be d i ssociated from the place of enunciation and the enunciative, tex­
tual game in which I am involved. The th inki ng/speaking " I"  that signs 
th is  paper is neither the owner nor the queen of the complex network of 
mean ings that constitute the text.4 

To translate th is  standpoint back i nto the debate on the pol itics of 
subjectivity with i n  the fem in ist practice of sexual d ifference, I wou ld ask 
the fol lowi ng questions :  how does the "woman-in-me" relate to the 
"femin ist- in-me"? What are the l i nks and the possible tensions between 
my "being-a-femin ist" and "being-a-woman," between pol itics and self, 
between subjectivity and identity, between sexual ity as an i nstitution 
and a lso as one of the p i l l ars for one's own sense of self? In other words, 
what are the devices that make sexual difference operational as a place 
of enunc iation ?  What is the technology of the self at work in the expres­
sion of sexual d ifference?5 

Th is q uestion is  pol itical in  both an expl icit and an impl ic it way. 
Expl icitly, the pol itical i mpl ications are far-reaching in that they cal l 
into question the very grounds of legitimation of femin ism as a pol itical 
movement. The crucial question is: where does pol itical bel ief come 
from ? What founds the legitimacy of the femin ist pol itical subject? What 
gives it its val id ity? Where does pol itical authenticity come from? From 
the refusal of oppression? As an act of sol idarity with the fel low suffer­
ers: "sisterhood i s  powerfu l " ?  As an act of pure, that is to say gratu itous, 
rebel l ion?  Or does it spring from the wish to exorcize our worst para­
noid n ightmares, or alternatively our most secret power fantasies? 

In a more impl icit way, the question of sexual difference is  pol itical 
in  that it focuses the debate on how to achieve transformation of self, 
other, and society. It thus  emphasizes the eth ical passions underlyi ng 
femin ist pol itics. Furthermore, by raising the paradox of the female con­
dition not merely in terms of oppression but rather as both impl ication 
and exteriority vis-a.-vis the patriarchal, phal logocentric  system, it refor­
mu lates the complex issue of women's involvement-some would say 
compl icity-with a system that actively d iscrim inates against and d is-
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qual ifies us. It fina l ly  helps us to redefine the question :  what does it 
mean to th ink and speak "as a femin ist woman"? 

Femin ism as a speaking stance and consequently as a theory of the 
subject is  less of an ideological than of an epistemological position . By 
provid ing the l i nkages between different "plateaus"6 of experience, the 
fem in ist th inker connects, for instance, the i nstitutions where knowl­
edge is  formal ized and transmitted (un iversities and schools) to the 
spaces outside the offic ia l  gaze, which act as generating and relay 
points for forms of knowledge as resistance (the women's movement). 

The femin ist woman th inker, however, has other types of l i nkages to 
worry about; what is  s ign ificant about th inking "as a fem in ist woman," 
regard less of what one is  actua l ly  th i nking about, is  the extreme prox­
imity of the th inking process to existential real ity and l ived experience. 
Fem in ist theory is a mode of relating thought to l i fe and to experience.7 
As such, it not only provides a critical standpoint from which to decon­
struct establ ished forms of knowledge, d rawing fem in ism close to criti­
cal theory, it a lso establ ished a new order of values with in  the th inking 
process itself, giving priority to the l ived experience. F i rst and foremost 
i n  the reval uation of experience, as I state earl ier, is the notion of the 
bod i ly self: the personal is not only the pol itical, it is a lso the theoreti­
cal .  In redefi n ing the self as an embodied entity, affectivity and sexual­
ity p lay a dominant role, particu larly in  relation to what makes a subject 
want to th ink :  the desire to know. The "epistemo-ph i l ic" tension that 
makes the deployment of the knowing process possible is the first 
premise in the redefin ition of "th inking as a femin ist woman." 

F ina l ly, the woman who th inks i n  the sense outl ined above knows 
that th inki ng has someth ing to do not only with the l ight of reason but 
also with shadowy regions of the m ind where anger and rebel l ion about 
sociopol itical real ities related to the status of women combine with the 
intense des i re to ach ieve change. Thus, someth ing in the fem in ist frame 
resists mainstream d i scourse, but someth ing in the fact of "bei ng-a­
woman" is in excess of the fem in ist identity. The project of giving a 
structure, to th is  "excess," which (much to the del ight of Lacanian psy­
choanalysts) is a lso constitutive of "femin ine identity" i n  our-ever so 
phal locentric-culture, becomes, with in  femin ist theory, a project 
a imed at redefin ing female subjectivity. 

Hence a related set of questions: how does a col lective movement 
reinvent the defin ition of the subjective self? Where does that sort of 
transformation come from? How does one invent new structures of 
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thought? Where does one find the words to express adequately that · 
wh ich cannot be said with i n  the parameters of the phal logocentric d is­
course of which we are a l l  part-time members, even the most rad ical ly 
femin ist among us? I w i l l  argue l ater that what is  needed is a notion of 
epistemolog ical community8 as a legitimating agent but that any notion 
of "commun ity" must respect the m u lt ipl ic ity of d ifferences among 
women .  In order to avoid sweeping general izations about women, the 
femin ist must confront the complexity of the sign ifier woman and undo 
its ethnocentric assumptions. 

Impressed as I may be by the argumentation of postmodern critics of 
the logic of phal logocentrism,9 I am nevertheless convi nced that the 
conceptua l  chal lenge of femin ism is radical ly other than thei r  project. It 
has to do with the epistemological and pol itical d imension I have just 
mentioned : how to connect the "differences with in" each woman to a 
pol itical practice that requ i res meditation of the "differences among" 
women, so as to enact and i mplement sexual difference. With i n  femi­
n ism, the pol itical epistemological ·q uestion of ach ieving structural 
transformations of the subject cannot be d issociated from the need to 
effect changes in the sociomaterial frames of reference, which is one of 
the points of divergence between the femin ist and the psychoanalytic 
"scenes." 

The Body, E ncore 

In lots of ways, the body is the dark continent of fem in ist thought;l O 
early rad ical femin ist theory inherited from Marxism a perfectly binary 
d i st inction between the "biological" and the "socia l ,"  modeled along 
the l i nes of the d istinction between "private" and "publ ic" 1 1  The idea 
of the social  construction of gender dominated the approach to ques­
tions related to biology, or the body, which were more often than not 
read as the sign and the s ite of oppression. Femin ists cal led upon "h is­
tory" and socia l  condit ioning to explain the representation and the 
images attached to the corporal real ity of the female. The emphasis has 
been sh ifted, however, by the thought and the practice of sexual differ­
ence. 

In th is  regard it is sign ificant that one of the most common images in 
the femin ist debate over d ifference is  the one of "mothers and daugh­
ters." Its recu rrence expresses the pol itical u rgency of thinking about the 
formal ization and transmission of the femin ist heritage; but over and 
above the elementary vic issitudes of the femin ist generation gap, the 
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"mother-daughter" metaphor expresses the need to formulate what Ir i­
garay aptly cal ls a "theoretical genealogy of women" or " a femin ine 
symbol ic system." This project rests on the notion of sexual d ifference 
as its working hypothesis; the sudden eruption of the Oedipal  p lot with­
in fem in ist theory, however, a lso means that the thorny knots surround­
ing the maternal body as the site of origin  have rei nvested the women's 
movement, inevitably intersecting the winding roads of psychoanalytic 
theory. The "mother-daughter" debate is  thus both a symptom and a 
priv i leged form of enactment of sexual difference with in  fem in ism. 

One of the most accurate ways of measuring the progress accom­
pl ished by fem in ist thought on the female body is to take up th i s  "moth­
er" metaphor. Whereas in earl ier femin ist analyses the "mother" and the 
"maternal function" were seen as potentia l ly  confl icting with the inter­
ests of the "woman" in so far as compu lsory heterosexual ity had made 
them the soc ial destiny of a l l  women, more recent femin ist read ings of 
the maternal function 12 have stressed the double bind of the maternal 
issue. Motherhood is  seen as both one of the pi l iars of patriarchal dom­
i nation of women and one of the strongholds of female identity. 

Accord ingly, the "mother-daughter" image has changed consider­
ably and, particularly in the work of Ir igaray, 1 3  it has emerged as a new 
parad igm. It is an imaginary couple that enacts the pol itics of female 
subjectivity, the relationsh ip to the other woman and consequently the 
structures of female homosexual ity as wel l  as the possib i l ity of a 
woman-identified redefin ition of the subject. I n  I rigaray's thought, th is 
couple is endowed with symbol ic  sign ificance in  that it embodies a new 
vision of female intersubjectivity that is presented as a viable pol itical 
option. In a phal logocentric system where the Name-of-the-Father pro­
vides the operative metaphor for the constitution of the subject, the idea 
of "a femin ine symbol ic function" amounts to the revindication of the 
structuring function for the mother. It attempts to invest the maternal site 
with affi rmative, positive force. 

As opposed to the early, d ichotomized read ings of the relationsh ip 
between body and society, the hypothesis of sexual d ifference at the 
level of d ifferences among women has broken down the polarized 
oppositions between the publ ic and the private, society and the self, 
language and the material ity of the body. Over and beyond dual ism, it 
puts forth as the ru l ing notion the i nextricable un ity of the subject as a 
biopsychic entity. There are obvious N ietzschean undertones in this 
project of reintegrating the constitutive elements of the human being. 
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As a consequence the body i n  the sense of the bodi ly roots of sub­
jectivity becomes a problematic notion, not a prescriptive or predefined 
one. The "body" in question is the threshold of subjectivity; it is to be 
thought of as the point of i ntersection, as the i nterface between the bio­
logical and the soci al-that is to say, between the sociopol itical field of 
the m icrophysics of power and the subjective d imension. Th is vision 
imp l ies that the subject is  subjected to her/h is unconscious; the d riving 
notion of "des i re" is  prec isely that which relays the self to the many 
"others" that constitute her/h i s  "external" real ity. 

The problem of the art iculation of the empirical with the symbol ic, 
the material with the spi ritua l  and the l ib id inal, the pol itical with the 
subjective, is  common to both femin ist theory and practice and to psy­
choanalysis .  They both posit as a central axiom the noncoincidence of 
anatomical d ifferences w ith the psychic representations of sexual d if­
ference. I n  other words, there is a fundamental qual i tative d i stinction to 
be made between anatomy and sexua l ity as such; sexual ity is deneu­
tral ized by psychoanalys is  through the hypothesis  of the unconscious, 
to which femi n ism adds the pol itical insight of the sociohistorical con­
struction of sexual identities. 

In  the femin ist perspective, patriarchy defined as the actual ization of 
the mascu l ine  homosocia l  bond can be seen as a monumental den ial of 
the axiom expressed above, i nsofar as it has been haunted by the pol it­
ica l  necessity to make biology coincide with subjectivity, the anatom i­
cal  with the psychosexual ,  and therefore reproduction with sexual ity. 
This  forced un ification of nature with cu lture has been played out most­
ly on woman's body, upon which patriarchal d i scourse and practice has 
bu i l t  one of its most powerfu l institutions: the fam i ly. A related aspect of 
th i s  strategy i n  its structure, is the enforcement of the myth of the com­
plementarity of the sexes, which is  soc ia l ly  coded as the practice of het­
erosexism, or compulsory heterosexual ity. 

Both fem inism and psychoanalys is  provide an in-depth critique of 
the perversion that an imates patriarchy and its mascu l i ne homosexual 
symbol ic;  they both stress the tol l  that each subject pays for belonging 
to such a system and, by spl itting open the false symmetries and fake 
co i ncidences, they assert the h igh ly fictional and constructed nature of 
hu man sexual ity, denouncing the imposture of identity. But although 
psychoanalytic theory has done a great deal to improve our under­
stand i ng of sexual difference, it has done l ittle or noth ing to change the 
concrete conditions of sex relations and of gender-stratification. The 



1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1  1 83 

later i s  precisely the target of femin ist practice; femi n ism is neither 
about fem in i ne sexual ity nor about desi re-it has to do with change. 
This is  the s ingle most important difference between the psychoanalytic 
and the femi n ist movements: the defin ition of change and how to go 
about achieving it. Psychoanalys is  and femi n ism seem to tackle the 
issue of pol itical transformation from radical ly d ifferent and u lt imately 
incompatible angles. 

Furthermore, th is  divergence on the pol itical issue may wel l be due 
to a very d ifferent perception of the eth ics of intersubjectivity. Another 
vital ins ight that femin ism shares with psychoanalysis, in fact, is in rec­
ogn izing the importance of the rel ation to the other. Both practices are 
about relating to and learn ing from and with i n  the relationsh i p  to the 
other, asserting that at some vital level " I"  rest on the presence of an­
other. 1 4  The assertion of the primacy of the bond, the relation, howev­
er, l eads the two practices to d raw different conclus ions. 

The psychoanalytic situation brings out, among other th ings, the fun­
damental d issymmetry between self and other that is  constitutive of the 
subject; th is  is  related to the non interchangeabi l ity of positions between 
analyst and patient, to the i rrevocable anteriority of the former, that i s  to 
say, u ltimately, to time. T ime, the great master, cal l i ng upon each indi­
vidual to take her/h is p lace i n  the game of generations, is  the i nevitable, 
the i nescapable horizon. One of the eth ical aims of the psychoanalytic 
situation is  to lead the subject to accept th is  inscription into time, the 
passi ng of generations and the d issymmetries it enta i l s, so as to accept 
the rad ical  otherness of the self. 

Femi n ist practice, on the other hand, hav ing stressed from the start 
the lack of symmetry between the sexes, posits the necessity of the rela­
tion to the other woman 15 as the privi leged i nterlocutor, the witness, the 
legitimator of the self. The fem in ist subject, as Adrienne Rich put it, fas­
tens on to the presence of the other woman, of the other as woman. It 
even posits the recogn ition of the otherness of the other woman as the 
fi rst step toward redefin ing our common sameness, our "being-a­
woman." 

I n  point ing out that the sexua l ization of the other, and of the sub­
ject, is a poi nt on which psychoanalysis and fem i n ism seem to part, 
I do not wish to suggest any i ncompatib i l it ies between them . I n  the 
experience of many fem i n i st women the fem i n ist and the psychoan­
a lytic patient/practit ioner coexi st successfu l ly, although the pol it ical 
rev ind ications of an-other femi n ine identity and the expressions of 
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As a consequence the body i n  the sense of the bod i ly roots of sub­
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logical and the social-that is to say, between the sociopol itical fie ld of 
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notion of "des i re" is  precisely that which relays the self to the many 
"others" that constitute her/h is "external" real ity. 

The problem of the articu lation of the empirical with the symbol ic, 
the material with the spi ritua l  and the l ibid inal ,  the pol itical with the 
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choanalysis .  They both posit as a central axiom the noncoincidence of 
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be made between anatomy and sexual ity as such; sexual ity is deneu­
tral ized by psychoanalysis through the hypothesis  of the unconscious, 
to which femin ism adds the pol itical ins ight of the sociohistorical con­
struction of sexual identities. 

In the femin ist perspective, patriarchy defined as the actual ization of 
the mascu l ine homosocia l  bond can be seen as a monumental denial of 
the axiom expressed above, i nsofar as it has been haunted by the pol it­
ical necessity to make biology coincide with subjectivity, the anatomi­
cal with the psychosexual,  and therefore reproduction with sexual ity. 
This forced unification of natu re with culture has been played out most­
ly on woman's body, upon which patriarchal d iscourse and practice has 
bu i l t  one of its most powerfu l i nstitutions :  the fami ly .  A related aspect of 
th i s  strategy i n  its structure, is the enforcement of the myth of the com­
plementarity of the sexes, which is  socia l ly coded as the practice of het­
erosexism, or compu lsory heterosexual ity. 

Both femin ism and psychoanalysis provide an in-depth critique of 
the perversion that animates patriarchy and its mascu l ine homosexual 
symbo l ic;  they both stress the tol l  that each subject pays for belonging 
to such a system and, by spl itting open the false symmetries and fake 
co incidences, they assert the h ighly fictional and constructed nature of 
human sexual ity, denouncing the imposture of identity. But although 
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stand ing of sexual d ifference, i t  has done l i ttle or noth ing to change the 
concrete conditions of sex relations and of gender-stratification. The 
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later is  precisely the target of femin ist practice; femi n ism is  neither 
about femi n ine sexual ity nor about desire-it has to do with change. 
This is  the s ingle most important d ifference between the psychoanalytic 
and the fem in ist movements: the defin ition of change and how to go 
about ach ieving it. Psychoanalysis and femin ism seem to tackle the 
issue of pol itical transformation from radical ly d ifferent and u lt imately 
incompatible angles. 

Furthermore, th is  divergence on the pol itical issue may wel l  be due 
to a very d ifferent perception of the eth ics of intersubjectivity. Another 
vital i nsight that femi n ism shares with psychoanalys is, in fact, is in rec­
ogn izing the importance of the relation to the other. Both practices are 
about relating to and learn ing from and with i n  the relationsh i p  to the 
other, asserting that at some vital level " I"  rest on the presence of an­
other . 14  The assertion of the primacy of the bond, the relation, howev­
er, leads the two practices to d raw different conclusions. 

The psychoanalytic s ituation brings out, among other th ings, the fun­
damenta l d issymmetry between self and other that is constitutive of the 
subject; th is  is related to the noninterchangeabi l ity of positions between 
analyst and patient, to the i rrevocable anteriority of the former, that is to 
say, u ltimately, to time. Time, the great master, cal l ing upon each indi­
vidual to take her/h is p lace in  the game of generations, is  the inevitable, 
the i nescapable horizon. One of the eth ical a ims of the psychoanalytic 
situation is  to lead the subject to accept th is  i nscription into time, the 
passi ng of generations and the d issymmetries it enta i ls, so as to accept 
the rad ical otherness of the self. 

Fem in ist practice, on the other hand, having stressed from the start 
the lack of symmetry between the sexes, posits the necessity of the rela­
tion to the other woman 1 5  as the priv i leged i nterlocutor, the witness, the 
legitimator of the self. The fem in ist subject, as Adrienne Rich put it, fas­
tens on to the presence of the other woman, of the other as woman. It 
even posits the recogn ition of the otherness of the other woman as the 
first step toward redefin ing our common sameness, our "being-a­
woman." 

I n  po i nting out that the sexua l ization of the other, and of the sub­
ject, i s  a poi nt on wh ich psychoanalysis and fem i n ism seem to part, 
I do not wish to suggest any incompat ib i l it ies between them. I n  the 
experience of many fem i n i st women the fem in i st and the psychoan­
a lytic patient/practitioner coex i st successfu l Iy, although the pol it ical 
rev ind ications of an-other fem i n ine identity and the expressions of 
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the u nconscious h ave to get adj usted to each other. The game of 
modu l ations or of variations on a tune is very important: recogn iz i ng 
the d ifferent registers, l ayers, and leve ls of experience and speech is  
in  my opi n ion the most eth ical way of reconci l i ng the d ivergences 
between the fem i n i st and the psychoanalytic s ituations.  Any attempt 
at a synthesi s  between the two can on ly  lead to the ideological or 
soc io logical d i stort ion of the latter and to a loss of po l it ical focus for 
the former. 

One central point remai ns, however, as the stumbl ing block for th is 
whole debate: how to reth ink  the body in terms that are neither bio­
logical nor sociological .  How to reformulate the bodi ly roots of sub­
jectivity i n  such a way as to i ncorporate the ins ight of the body as l ib id­
ina l  surface, field of forces, threshold of transcendence.1 6 As a notion 
the body is  related to the ontotheological debate about the overcom­
ing  of metaphysics and the quest for a new defin ition of the human as 
an i ntegrated un ity of material and symbol ic elements . Stress ing the 
metaphysical d imension of the question of the body is a way of shift­
ing  the debate away from the false d ichotomy of the biological versus 
the pol itica l .  And if we do s ituate the problematic of the bod i ly  roots of 
subjectivity back i n  to the structure of metaphysical thought where it 
belongs, the whole question of essences becomes both crucial  and 
inevitable. 

It is  precisely th is  notion of the body that is  at work, with varying 
degrees of coherence, in Luce I r igaray's texts. In her deconstruction of 
sexual polarization in  the d iscou rse of classical ontology, I rigaray 
mimes perfectly the conceptual operation of essential ist logic as the key 
of phal logocentric d iscourse. In other words, I rigaray takes qu ite l iteral­
ly the position to which "the femin ine" or Woman has been assigned by 
centuries of patriarchal thought-as the eternal other of the system. I ri­
garay's strategy consists in  refusing to separate the symbol ic, discursive 
d imension from the empirical, material, or h istorical one. She refuses to 
d issociate q uestions of the femin in� from the presence of real-l ife 
women, and in so doing she may appear to repeat the b inary perversion 
of phal locentrism, by equating the femin ine with women and the mas­
cu l ine with men. But the apparent m imesis is tactical, it a ims at pro­
ducing d ifference; I rigaray argues that there is no symmetry between the 
sexes, and that therefore attributing to women the right-and the pol it­
ical imperative-of voic ing thei r  "femin ine" amounts to deconstructing 
any natura l i stic notion of a female "nature." Encouraging women to 
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th ink, say, and write the fem in ine is a gesture of self- legitimation that 
breaks away from the centuries of phal logocentric thought that had 
s i lenced women . 

Classical, ontological visions of the subject are i ndeed essential ist in  
that they deal with the complex problem of  the un ity of  the human in  
terms of  binary oppositions. They d istribute the basic elements (fire, 
earth, a i r, water), the fundamental principles (active/passive, attrac­
tion/repu lsion, and so on), and the passions along dua l i stic l ines that 
postulate one of the poles of opposition as the norm and the other as a 
deviation. Essentia l ism meant as the substantive opposition of related 
contraries is a constant not only i n  c lassical thought but a l so, by nega­
tion, in contemporary attempts to deconstruct the ed ifice of meta­
physics. With a few notable exceptions1 7 l ittle femin ist criticism has 
been devoted to the essential ization of the femin ine as a sign of becom­
ing in the work of such masters of deconstruction as Derrida. On the 
other hand, Ir igaray's essential ist side has been the object of intense crit­
ic ism . 1 8  

I t  is  important1 9 to make a d i st inction between the inevitabi l ity of 
essential ism in the critique of metaphysics and the m imetic strategy that 
femi n ist theoreticians such as I rigaray adopt in order to work out and on 
sexual d ifference. This point is not only methodological but a lso eth ical; 
un less we femin i sts are happy to go on giving pol itical answers to theo­
retical q uestions, in fact, we need to face up to the theoretical com­
plexities that we have helped to create. The problem of "essence" is one 
such problem, and in order to deal with it properly we femin i sts cannot 
do without the in-depth analysis of the very conceptual structures that 
have governed the production of the theoretical schemes in wh ich, 
even today, the representation of women is  caught. Fem in ists have an 
eth ical obl igation to th ink rigorously about the h i storical and d i scursive 
cond itions of our enunciation; we must work through the knot of i nter­
related questions about sexual d ifference. And i n  argu ing for difference 
to be embodied by female bod i ly subjects we s imply cannot avoid the 
essential ist edge of the structure of human subjectivity. Taking a priori 
an antiessential ist stand may be politica l ly  right; nevertheless, it remains 
conceptual ly short-sighted . The real question is  strategic, namely: 
where is  th is  long journey through essential ist, differential logic going to 
take us?  What is  the phi losophy of sexual d ifference moving toward ? 
What is the pol itics of it? 
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Essentia l i sm with a D ifference 

I n  my read ing, as stated earl ier, the thought of sexual difference argues 
the fol lowing :2o it is h istorical ly and pol itical ly urgent to bring about and 
act upon sexual d ifference. "We" women, acting as members of the 
femi n ist commun ity, as a pol itical movement, act upon the enunc iation 
of a common epistemological and eth ical bond among us: a new fem i­
n ist subjectivity. "We" women, the movement of l iberation of the " I"  of 
each and every women, assert the fol lowing: " ' I, '  woman, th ink and 
therefore I say that I ,  woman, am." I am sexed female, my subjectivity 
is sexed female. As that what my "self" or my " I"  actua l ly is, that is a 
whole new question, dea l i ng with identity. The affirmation of my sub­
jectivity need not give a propositional content to my sense of identity: I 
do not have to define the sign ifier woman in order to assert it as the 
speaking subject of my d i scourse. The speaking " I "  is  not neutral or gen­
der-free, but sexed. 

It is  on th is  point that a pol itical and epistemological consensus can 
be reached among women:  the affi rmation of the d ifferences within 
jo ins up with the assertion of a col l ective recognition of the differences 
between a l l  of us and the male subjects. The recogn ition of the same­
ness of our gender, a l l  other d ifferences taken into account, is a suffi­
c ient and necessary condition to make expl icit a bond among women 
that is more than the eth ics of sol idarity and altogether other than the 
sharing of common i nterests.2 1  Once th is  bond is establ ished and the 
epistemological common grounds of the femi n ist community are rec­
ognized, the basis  is set for the elaboration of other values, of different 
representations of our common d ifference. 

There is  noth ing determi n istic about the assertion of a fem in ist sub­
ject as a sexed subject of enunciation ("I ," woman, th ink  and therefore 
I say that I, woman, am) .  Being-a-woman is not the predication of a pre­
scriptive essence, it is not a causal proposition capable of predetermin­
ing the outcome of the becom ing of each ind ividual identity. It pertains 
rather to the facticity of my being, it is  a fact, it is  l i ke that: " I"  am sexed. 
" I "  have been a woman-socia l ly  and anatom ical ly-for as long as " I"  
have existed, that is  to say, i n  the l im ited scale of my temporal ity, for­
ever. "I ," woman am the female sexed subject who is mortal and 
endowed with language. My "being-a-woman," just l i ke my "being-in­
language" and "being-mortal "  is  one of the constitutive e lements of my 
subjectivity. Sexual d ifference is  ontological, not accidental ,  peripher­
al, or contingent upon soc ioeconomic conditions; that one be socia l ly 



1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1  1 87 

constructed as a female i s  evident, that the recogn ition of the fact may 
take place in language is  c lear, but that the process of construction of 
femin in ity fastens and bu i lds upon anatomical  real ities is equa l ly  true. 
One is both born and constructed as a Woman/"woman"; the fact of 
bei ng a woman is neither merely biological nor solely h i storical, and 
the polemical edge of the debate should not, in  my opin ion, go on being 
polarized in  either of these ways. Sexual d ifference is  a fact, it is  a lso a 
sign of a long h istory that conceptua l ized d ifference as pejoration or 
l ack. What is at stake in the debate is not the causal ity, the ch icken-and­
the-egg argument, but rather the positive project of turning d ifference 
i nto a strength, of affirming its positivity. 

"Being-a-woman," as the result  of a construction of femin in ity in h is­
tory and language (" Woman"), is to be taken as the starting poi nt for the 
assertion of the female as subject. We femin i sts can therefore adopt the 
strategy of defin ing as "woman" the stock of cumulated knowledge, the 
theories and representations of the female subject. Woman is both rep­
resentation and experience. This is no gratu itous appropriation, for "1,  

woman" am the d i rect empirical referent of a l l  that has been theorized 
about fem in in ity, the female subject and the femin ine. "1, woman" am 
affected d i rectly and in  my everyday l ife by what has been made of the 
subject of l/ Woman"; I have paid in my very body for a l l  the metaphors 
and images that our cu lture has deemed fit to produce of " Woman." The 
metaphorization feeds upon my bod i ly  self, in a process of "metaphys­
ical cannibal ism"22 that femin ist theory helps to expla in .  

Th is is  why "1 ,  woman" shal l  not rel i nqu ish eas i ly the game of repre­
sentation of woman, not shal l  I loosen the tie between the symbol i c  or 
d i scursive and the bod i ly or materia l .  I take it upon myself to recognize 
the total ity of defin itions that have been made of women as being my 
h istorical essence. On the bas is of the responsib i l ity I thus take for my 
gender, I can start changing the ru les of the game by making the d is­
curs ive order accountable for them . The factual element that founds the 
project of sexual difference, and that is  also a sign, is not biological, it 
is  biocu ltura l ,  h istorical . Its importance l ies in the fact that it a l lows me, 
and many l i ke me in the sameness of our  gender-a l l  d ifferences taken 
i nto account-to state that "we" women find these representations and 
images of " Woman" h ighly insufficient and inadequate to express our 
experience as women. Before any such assertion is  being made, how­
ever, the consensus point needs to be c leared, that "being-a-woman" is 
a lways al ready there as the onto logical precondition for my existential 
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becoming as a subject.23 The same cou ld and indeed should be said 
about "being-a-man," but the male subject has h i storica l ly chosen to 
conjugate h i s  being i n  the un iversa l istic logocentric mode. Even that 
may change, though. 

As a consequence, there is  no need to j ustify or legitimate the defi n­
ition and representation of woman by appeal ing to a h i story of oppres­
sion or, even worse, of a l ienation . Let us take, the fact of being a woman 
as the essential ,  that is, original, premise for the redefin ition of the 
female subject. The starting point is the recogn ition of both the same­
ness and the otherness of the other woman, her symbol i c  function as 
agent of change. In other words, the affirmation of sexual difference 
becomes a pol itical strategy that assigns to women as a col lective 
movement the right and the competence to define our vision, percep­
tion, and assessment of ourselves. Thus, the "femin ine," to take up I ri ­
garay's problematic aga in, wou ld cease to be the effect of male fan­
tasies-of myths and representations created by men as " Woman"; it 
wou ld  not be reducible to the mere impact of socioeconomic cond i­
tions either. The "femin i ne" is  that wh ich "women" invent, enact, and 
empower in "our" speech, our practice, our col lective quest for a rede­
fin i tion of the status of a l l  women. It is up to us, gathered in the fem in ist 
movement, to redefine th is  s ign ifier in terms of how "I, woman" fasten 
on the presence of other female subjects. So long as other women are 
here and now susta in ing th is d iscursive power game, so long as a pol it­
ical bond legitimates it, a pol itica l ly  redefined col lective subject-a 
female symbol ic  system-can indeed empower the subjective becom­
ing of each one of us. 

This does not a im at glorifying an archaic defin ition of female 
"power,"24 nor does it wish to recover a lost origin-it is  rather a tactic 
that legitimates our  demand for the recogn ition of ways of knowing, 
modes of th inking, forms of representation that would take sexual dif­
ference ( in  the second level, that of d ifferences among women) as the 
starting poi nt. It is an act of sel f-legitimation that asserts as the col lective 
wi l l -to-be the ontological desi re of being-a-woman. It is a lso a c lear d is­
curs ive strategy that turns fem in ism into a critical speaking stance, a 
very priv i leged angle through which to change the real ity of theoretical 
practice. Far from being prescriptive in  an essentia l i st-determi n istic 
way, it opens up a fie ld of possible "becomi ng," provid ing the founda­
tion for a new a l l i ance among women, a symbol ic bond among woman 
qua female sexed beings. This pol itical and theoretical bond among 
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women can only be posited in the recogn ition of mutual d ifferences, 
that is to say, in a non-ethnocentric mode. In th is  respect, it contains a 
s l ightly utopian touch-it is a project, a pol itical hypothes is, and the 
express ion of an eth ical des i re for a l l iances across the boundaries of 
race, age, and sexual preferences. 

In th is  sense, and in th is  sense only, do I th ink, as I have a l ready quot­
ed Gayatri Spivak as sayi ng, that "a femin ist woman theoretician who is  
i nterested in  th i nking about sexual d ifference and the femin ine today 
cannot afford not to be essential ist." Let me add, however, that I would 
not want th is  double negative to amount to a self-assertive imperative: 
"thou shalt be essential ist." A double negative need not add up to a s in­
gle meaning; I would l i ke us to respect the double shift of the state­
ment-" cannot afford not to be" and to resist the temptation to reach an 
essential ist synthesis .  Not only because, as Naomi Schor points out: 
"essential ism is  not one,"2S but a lso because the sh ift must be accom­
panied by an enunciative nuance. I wou ld l i ke us to adopt a special  
mode of th inking, trying to leave beh ind the centuries-old habit that 
consists of th inki ng in terms of identity and oppositions, thes is  and 
antithesis .  Let us th ink d ifferently about th is, in  a mode that I would cal l ,  
fol lowing I rigaray, the conditional present. 

If one th inks back to the early femi n ist theory of the 1 960s and 1 970s, 
one cou ld say that it is written in the simple future tense, expressing a 
deep sense of determ ination, of certa inty about the cou rse of h istory and 
the i rresist ible emancipation of women. The future is  the mode of 
expressing an open-ended game of possib i l ities: half prophecy and half 
utopia and, above al l ,  b lueprint for action. The cond itional present 
mode, however, goes beyond the logic of ideology and of teleological 
progress. More akin to dream time, it is the tense of open potential ity 
and consequently of desire in the sense of a web of i nterconnected con­
d itions of possib i l ity. The conditional present posits the continu ity of 
des i re as the only un ifying agent between self and other, subject and 
h istory. Desi re determ ines the ontological p lane on which the subject 
defines her-/h im-self. Therefore the cond itional is the mode of inscrip­
tion of desire in the present, in the here and now of our speaking stance. 
I t  is  also the poetic time of fiction, in keeping with the visionary episte­
mology I have defended in  this book.26 

In th is  respect, femin ist theory rests on another double negative: it 
proceeds as if it were possible to negate a h i story of negation, to reserve 
through col lective practice a centuries-old  h i story of d isqual ification 
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and excl usion of women.  To deny a centuries-old den igration so as to 
move onto the thresholds of a redefi n ition of woman is the d i scurs ive 
leap forward of fem in ism as a movement of thought and action . The 
project of redefin ing "being-a-woman alongside other women in the 
world," so as to d i sengage the female " I "  from the trappings of a "femi­
n ine" defined as the dark continent, or of "femin in ity" as the eternal 
masquerade, is  the fundamental eth ico-pol itical question of our centu­
ry. In argu i ng that "I, woman" i nvolved in th is  process cannot afford not 
to be essential ist I am also expressi ng my wanting fem in ism to matter 
because it carries eth ical and theoretical values that cannot be reduced 
to yet another ideology or doxa. Femi n ism is  the conscious revind ica­
tion of representations of the femin i ne and women by and of women 
themselves. To make any sense at a l l ,  it requ i res a pol itical practice and 
has to be acted out, col lectively. 

Theoretical ly, the paradox of impl ication and exteriority that femin ist 
women embody reveals a profound truth about the structures of human 
subjectivity. Truth is  of th is  world and so are women : beings of flesh and 
bones, we are condemned to the spira l ing stai rcase of ord inary lan­
guage; beings of language (Lacan's "parletre"), l i ke a l l  beings, women 
are both the effect and the manipu lators of l i ngu istic signs. There is no 
outside, no easy way out of the socia l  and symbo l ic system for which 
the male sex has provided the bas ic parameters of reference; no real 
" ideological purity" as such. As women we are firm ly attached to a cul­
ture and to a logic of d iscourse that has h i storical ly defined 
Woman/woman, woman and the feminine, in a pejorative sense. The 
conscious pol itical real ization of our being a l ready present, however, in  
a system that has  turned a b l ind eye/I to the fact of  what we are and that 
we are, instead of becomi ng a statement of defeat, cou ld pave the way 
for a new eth ical and pol itical project a imed at affi rming the positivity 
of the d ifference we embody. Beyond the fantasy of femin ine power and 
the i l l usion of a pure female species, the project of sexual d ifference and 
the eth ical  passion that sustains it may wel l be the last utopia  of our 
dying century. 



T E N 

On the Female  Feminist 

Subject; or, from 

"She-Se lf" to "She-Other" 

Whoever has known de-personal isation wi l l  recognize the other 
under any d isguise: the first step towards the other is  to find withi n  
oneself the man of a l l  men. Every woman is the woman of all women, 

every man is the man of a l l  men and each one of them could answer 
for the h uman, whenever s/he is cal led upon to do so. 

-Clarice Lispector, La passion selon C. H .  

Approach ing L ispector 

The story takes p lace at the top of a tal l  bu i ld ing in one of the many 
metropoles that pol lute our p lanet. The event itself occurs in the fur­
thermost room of th is spacious apartment, which, being the maid's 
quarters, is  a lso the humblest. The spatia l  metaphor is a l l-pervad ing in 
the text. The character sees her dwe l l i ng as her bod i ly self, defin ing the 
maid's room as lithe womb of my bu i ld i ng."l This space is compared to 
the top of a mounta in, or the tip of a minaret: it is  a m icrocosm endowed 
with a heightened level of intensity, of depth . 

The experience that G .  H. ,  protagon ist of B raz i l ian writer C larice 
L ispector's Passion According to C.H., undergoes at the top of that 
bu i ld ing is her encounter with d imensions of experience and levels of 
being that are other than herself and other than human. 

For  Anna 
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The otherness begins i n  her interaction with the absent maid : by 
entering her quarters, G .  H .  transpasses the boundaries of both c lass and 
ethn icity, the maid being of a d ifferent ethn ic origin from the �omfort­
able u rban, middle-class G .  H .  There is a lso a dis location of both space 
and t ime: the shape of the room seems to defy description accord ing to 
Eucl id ian geometry, i t  has the dry host i le  appeal of the desert, it is  more 
akin to raw matter than to u rban dwe l l i ngs. It is an empty, anorexic  
space of  suspension. 

In th is  environment, G .  H .  w i l l  experience total depersonal ization, or 
the fai l u re of her social ized identity; th is  process of d isso lution of the 
boundaries of the self (depouillement) i s  an experience both of expan­
sion and of l i m itation of her subjectivity. It is described with both great 
i ntensity and precis ion. The event that triggers off the most i ntense sense 
of desubjectification is her relationship to a h ideous i nsect, a cock­
roach, that i nhabits the undescribable space of th is  room. The i nsect as 
nonhuman is total ly other; it a lso a borderl ine bei ng, between the ani­
mal and the mineral : as anc ient as the crust of the earth and gifted with 
astonish ing powers of survival, it is a configuration of etern ity. It is  a lso, 
by defi n ition, an abject being, object of d isgust and rejection. 

G .  H .'s experience w i l l  consist in  real iz ing fi rst the proximity and 
then the commonal ity of being between herself and the l iving matter, 
half an imal ,  half stone, the matter that l ives independently of the gaze 
of the human beholder. Through the other and the abject, G. H .  
encounters primord ia l  being i n  its incomprehens ibly and  bl i nd ly  l iv ing 
form. The real ization of the noncentral ity of the human to l ife and to l iv­
ing matter leads G. H. to undertake the dehuman ization of herself. Th is 
experience puts her i n  touch with the most remote and yet existentia l ly  
most a l ive parts of her being. Th is process becomes for her a form of 
adm i ration and, final ly, adoration of the l ife that, i n  her, does not carry 
her name; of the forces that, i n  her, do not belong to her own self. She 
enters the perfectly a l ive, that is  to say, the inexpressive, the pred iscu r­
sive, the presymbol i c  l ayers of the being. Almost l i ke a zombie, seduced 
by a force that she cannot name because it inhabits her so deeply, she 
consumes the intercourse with the other by the totemic assim i l ation of 
the cockroach :  a gesture that transgresses a number of boundaries and 
taboos (human/nonhuman; fit to eat/unfit to eat; cooked/raw, and so 
on). 

The ecstasy that fol lows from th is  encounter is  one of utter d isso lu­
tion of her  own boundaries, and it is  at  that moment when she is  both 
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pre-human and a l l  too human, that she d iscovers the femaleness of her 
being: that, in her, which is prior to social ization is  al ready sexed 
female. The woman in her, l i ke the woman i n  al l women, is the being 
whose relation to l iving matter is  one of concomitance and adoration .  
It is  i n  a pose of carefu l and receptive "being-one-with-the-world" that 
the story is concluded, though there is no endi ng as such. 

Th is story has been amply commented by sexual difference theorists. 
The Ita l ian phi losopher Lu isa Murar02 sees a rel igious sign ificance i n  
the topography of  the room and  i n  the "vertical ity" of  the entire bui ld­
ing.  Resting on Luce Ir igaray's notion of the "d ivin ity of women,"3 she 
compares the location of the story to the Cross on Golgotha and reads 
the events as a moment of i ntense passio, resu lting in the transcendence 
toward the superhuman. In Muraro's u nderstand ing, the pass ion of G .  
H .  is of  the rel igious kind; the rel igion i n  question, however, is  not patri­
archa l :  what G .  H .  celebrates on the top of her sacred mounta in  is the 
d iv in ity of her gender, the mystery and grace of sexual d ifference 
defined as a specifical ly female experience of transcend ing the bound­
aries of the human.  

Lu isa Muraro is  carefu l to separate the transcendence in question and 
the sense of being that G .  H. perceives from the domi n ion of the phal­
l us, that is  to say of phal logocentric language. In other words: in order 
to gain access to the u n iversal ,  L ispector knows she has to abandon 
human subjectivity altogether, but in that moment of asces is what she 
does find is the overr iding sign ificance of her gender, of her being the 
woman of a l l  women.  Her being-sexed is  part of her innermost essence. 

In a more laic and less mystical read ing, Adriana Cavarer04 sees 
i nstead the affi rmation of a fem in ist material ism in  the passion of G. H .  
The l ife that i n  one does not bear one's own name, i s  a force that con­
nects one to a l l  other l iv ing matter. Cavarero reads th is ins ight as the 
woman's attempt to d isconnect her sense of being from the patriarchal 
logos; in so doing she proposes the dis location of one of the central 
premises of Western th inking:  that being and language are one. 

Fol lowing the insight of I rigaray, Cavarero critic izes the ass im i lation 
of the un iversal to the mascu l ine and defends the idea of a female-spe­
c ific notion of being. That the l iv ing matter may not requ i re the th inking 
" I"  i n  order to exist results in the placing of more emphasis on the cen­
tral ity of the sexed nature of the "she- I" :  her being sexed is  primordia l  
and inextricable from her being, i n  a way that is u nrepresented by the 
grammatical structure of language, that is  to say by her " I . "  Sexual dif-
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ference i s  defi n itional of the woman and not contingent: i t  is  a lways 
a l ready there. 

I n a very d ifferent reading of the same text, the F rench writer Helene 
Cixouss reads the event as a parable for women's writing, ecriture femi­
nine, understood as a process of constitution of an alternative female 
symbol ic  system . G .  H .'s passion is  for l ife without mastery, power, or 
domi nation; her sense of adoration is  compared to a capacity for a giv­
ing kind of receptivity, not for Christian martyrdom .  Cixous connects 
this faculty to the abi l ity to both give and receive the gift, that is to say 
to receive the other i n  a l l  of h i s/her astounding difference. 

In her eth ical defense of the pol itics of subjectivity, Cixous speaks of 
the abi l ity to receive otherness as a new science, a new discourse based 
on the idea of respectfu l affin ity between self and other. The passion is  
about belonging to a common matter :  l ife, i n  its total depersonal ized 
manner. The term approach defines for Cixous the basis  of her eth ical 
system : it is  the way in which self and other can be connected in her 
new worldview where all l iving matter is  a sensitive web of mutual ly 
receptive entities. The other-than-human at stake here is that which, by 
defin ition, escapes the domination of the anthropocentric subject and 
requ i res that he/she accepts h i s/her l i m itations. More specifical ly, the 
d ivi ne in all humans is  the capacity to see interconnectedness as the 
way of bei ng. For Cixous th is heightened sense of being is  the femin i ne, 
it is the woman as creative force: poet and writer. The divine is the fem­
in i ne as creativity. 

Fem i n ism and Postmodern ity 

G. H .  is a tale about women's "becoming" :  it is about new female sub­
jectivity. The fi rst and foremost element for women's becoming, in both 
a pol itical and existential sense, is time; in Passion According to G.H. 
Clarice Lispector tel ls her readers a l l  about the time, the rituals, the rep­
etit ion, the symbol ic  transactions and blank spaces of that conti nuum 
that is  commonly cal led t ime.  In  the choice of language and situations, 
L ispector echoes the century-old trad ition of mystical ascesis, but a lso 
moves clearly out of it. G .  H .  symbol izes a new postmodern kind of 
material ism : one that stresses the material ity of a l l  l iving matter in a 
common plane of coexistence, without postu lating a central point of 
reference or of organ ization for it. L ispector's point is not only that a l l  
that l ives are holy-it is  not even that. She strikes me rather as saying 
that on the scale of being there are forces at work that bypass principles 
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of rational form and organ ization : there is raw l iving matter, as there is 
pure time, regard less of the form they may actua l ly  take. The emphasis 
is on the forces, the passions, and not on specific forms of l ife. I n  other 
words, I th ink  Lispector is better read with Spinoza and N ietzsche than 
as a Christian mystic.6 

L ispector's text seems to me an excel lent exempl ification of one of 
the central issues in the debate between fem in ism and postmodern d is­
course.7 What is at stake in th is  debate is the "deconstruction of 
metad iscourses," as Jean-F ranc;ois Lyotard argues8 and therefore a lso 
the assessment of the vision of subjectivity embedded in  the trad ition of 
the En l ightenment. Several analysts of femin ist theory have poi nted out9 
the sh ift away from the mere crit ique of sexist or androcentric b iases and 
the construction of alternative theories based on the experience of 
women, toward the elaboration of more general epistemological frame­
works. These concern both the pursu it of scientific knowledge, as San­
dra Hard ing10 puts it, and the revision of the very foundations of abstract 
scientific reason ing, as both Evelyn Fox Kel ler1 1 and Genevieve L loyd 1 2  

have argued. 
The specific angle of debate that interests me here is  the extent to 

which the fem in ist critiques of theoretical reason as a regulative princi­
ple, by paving the way for the deconstruction of the dual istic opposi­
tions on which the c lassical notion of the subject is founded, have 
resu lted in approach ing the notion of sexual d ifference as laying the 
foundations for an alternative model of female subjectivity. The ques­
tion then becomes: What is the image of theoretical reason at work in  
femin ist thought? What images and representations do femin i sts pro­
pose for thei r  specific approach to theoretical practice? 

As Jane F lax argues, 1 3  this is a metad iscursive approach, related to 
the s imu ltaneous occurrence of the crisis of Western values1 4 and the 
emergence of a variety of "mi nority" discou rses, as Gayatri Spivak, 1 5  
Chandra Mohanty,1 6  and Trinh T .  Minh-ha, 1 7  have pointed out. This 
h i storical c i rcumstance makes it u rgent to th ink  through the status of 
th inking i n  general and of the specific activity of theory in  particu lar. For 
femin ists, it is espec ial ly u rgent to work toward a balanced and con­
structive assessment of the mutual i nterdependence of equal ity and the 
practice of d ifferences. 

By raising the question of whether the l inks between reason and 
exc lus ion/domi nation are impl icit and therefore inevitable, femin ists 
have chal lenged the equation between being and logocentric language. 
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In other words, femin ist theory in the nomadic mode I am defend ing is 
the critique of the power in/as d iscourse and the active endeavor to cre­
ate other ways of th ink ing:  it is the engagement in the process to learn 
to th ink differently. Fem in ism as critical thought is therefore a self­
reflexive mode of analysis, a imed at articu lating the critique of power i n  
d iscourse with the affi rmation of an alternative vision of the female fem­
in i st subject. 

I wou ld then ask: what does it mean to th ink as a female femin i st? 
What sort of a subject is the subject defined by the pol itical and theo­
retical project of "sexual d ifference"? 

I see as the central aim of this project the articu lation of questions of 
ind ividual gendered identity with issues related to pol itical subjectivity. 
The interaction of identity with subjectivity a lso spel ls out the categori­
cal d i st inction between d imensions of experience that are marked by 
desi re-and therefore the unconscious-and others that are rather sub­
jected to w i l lfu l self-regu lation.  I have argued previously that although 
both levels are the site of pol itical agency, there is not one dominant 
form of pol itical action that can encompass them both. The key to fem­
in i st nomadic pol itics is s ituatedness, accountabi l ity, and local ized or 
partia l  perspectives. 

Another I mage of Thought 

In  other words, femin ist theory, as  I argue in  the previous chapter, 
expresses women's structural need to posit themselves as female sub­
jects, that is to say not as d isembod ied entities but rather as situated 
bei ngs. 

Identity and subjectivity are d ifferent but interrelated moments in the 
process of defin ing a subject position. Th is idea of the subject as process 
means that he/she can no longer be seen to coincide with h i s/her con­
sciousness but must be thought of as a complex and mu ltiple identity, 
as the site of the dynam ic interaction of des i re with the wi l l ,  of subjec­
tivity with the unconscious. Not just l ib id ina l  des i re, but rather onto­
logical des i re, the des i re to be, the tendency of the subject to be, the 
pred isposition of the subject toward being. Jean-Fran�ois Lyotard 
describes th is  notion of the subject as a c lear break from the moderni st 
project; the latter is understood not on ly i n  terms of the En l ightenment 
legacy of the compl icity of reason, truth, progress with domination, but 
a lso as the marriage of the ind ividual w i l l  with the general w i l l  of capi­
tal .  Accord i ng to Lyotard modern ism marked the tri umph of the wi l l -to-

.' 
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have, to own, to possess, with in  each i nd ividual ;  th is  in turn enta i led the 
correlative objectification of many m inority subjects. 

By contrast, postmodernism marks the emergence of the des i re to be 
at the very heart of the question of subjectivity. It is the triumph of the 
eth ical vision of the subject as a d iscontinuous and yet un ified bodi ly  
entity. The d ist inction between wi l l  and des i re is  usefu l in  that it sepa­
rates d ifferent qual i tative levels of experience. It can also help us rescue 
postmodern thought from the charge that is often made aga inst it: of 
being merely n i h i l istic. That postmodern thought, i nc lud ing the femin ist 
strand, may be a reaction to a state of crisis does not make it necessari­
ly negative; on the contrary, I see i t  as offering many positive openings. 

The crisis of modern ity is marked, as Foucau lt  points out, 1 8  by the 
emphasis placed on both the unconscious and on des i re by psycho­
analysis, taken as the exemplary modern d iscourse. The hypothesis of 
the unconscious can be seen as i nfl ict ing a terrib le wound to the tran­
scendental narc issism of the c lass ical vision of the subject. The uncon­
scious as an epistemological assumption marks the noncoinc idence of 
the subject with h i s/her consc iousness; it i s  the gra in of sand in  the 
mach ine that prevents the enunciation of yet another monol ith ic, self­
present subject. 

The fundamental ep istemological insight of psychoanalysis  is that the 
th inking process as a whole p lunges its roots in prerational matter. As 
G .  H. exempl ifies, th inki ng is j u st a form of sens ib i l ization of matter, it 
is the specific form of i ntel l igence of embodied entities. Think ing is a 
bod i ly not a mental process. Th i n ki ng precedes rational thought. 

The crisis of rational thought is noth ing more than the forced real­
ization, brought about by h i storical c i rcumstances, that this h igh ly phal­
locentric mode of thought rests on a set of unspoken premises about 
th inking that are themselves nonrationa l .  In other words, the logocen­
tric posture, the enunciation of a ph i losoph ica l  stance rests on a 
preph i losophical  moment, namely the human being's capac ity for, d is­
position, receptivity, and desire for thi nking. The d isposition of the sub­
ject toward th inking, that is, representing h i m/herself in language i s  the 
nonphi losoph ica l  basis of phi losophy that Deleuze defends; it is a pre­
d iscurs ive element, as Patrizia Viol i points out, 1 9  which is excess of and 
nevertheless ind ispensable to the act of th i nking as such. It is an onto­
logical tendency, a pred isposition that is neither thinking nor conscious 
and that inscribes the subject into the web of d iscursivity, language, and 
power. 
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This pred isposition o r  receptivity of the subject toward "making 
sense" frees our vision of subjectivity from what G i l les Deleuze20 aptly 
ca l ls  the imperial ism of rational thought, which appears in th is  per­
spective inadequate as a vision of the self. Th i nking thus becomes the 
attempt to create other ways of th inking, other forms of thought: think­
i ng is  about how to th ink  differently. 

The vis ion of the subject as an interface of wi l l  with des i re is there­
fore the fi rst step in the process of reth inking the foundations of subjec­
tiv ity. It amounts to sayi ng that what susta ins the ent ire process of 
becoming-subject is a pred iscursive foundation. As I have argued pre­
viously, des i re is that which, being the a priori condition for th ink ing, is  
in  excess of the th i nking process itself. 

This is  why I want to argue here that the task of th inking about new 
forms of female subjectivity, through the project of sexual d ifference 
understood as the expression of women's ontological des i re, impl ies the 
transformation of the very structures and images of thought, not j ust the 
content of the thoughts .  In other words:  sexual d ifference opens out 
toward the redefin ition of general structures of thought, not only female­
specific ones. 

Embod i ment and D ifference 

The concept of the body i n  the specific inception g iven to it by the phi­
losophy of modern ity and the theories of sexual d ifference21 refers to the 
multifunctional and complex structure of subjectivity, the specifical ly  
human capacity for transcend ing any given variable-class, race, sex, 
national ity, cu lture, and so on-whi le  remain ing situated with in  them. 
The body i n  q uestion is  best understood as a surface of sign ification, sit­
uated at the i ntersection of the a l leged facticity of anatomy22 with the 
symbol ic  d imension of language. As such, the body is  a multifaceted 
sort of notion, covering a broad spectrum of levels of experience and 
frames of enunc iation . 

I n  a move that characterizes it among a l l  others, however, Western 
culture has set very h igh priority on the production of the sexed body, 
situating the variable sexuality on top of the l ist. The embod ied sexed 
subject thus defi ned is situated in a web of complex power relations 
that, as Foucault points out,23 i nscribe the subject in  a d i scursive and 
material structure of normativity. Sexua l ity is  the dominant d iscourse of 
power in the West. In  th is respect the femin ist redefin ition of the subject 
as equal ly though d i scontinual ly subjected to the normative effect of 
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many, complex and overlapping variables both perpetuates the West­
ern habit of giving sexual ity a h igh priority and also chal lenges it as one 
of the dominant traits of Western d iscursive power. 

Sexual ity as power, that is as institution, is a lso a semiotic code that 
organizes our  perception of morphological d ifferences between the 
sexes. It is obviously the inscription into language that makes the 
embodied subject into a speaking " I", that is  to say a functional, social­
ized gendered entity. I n  my understanding, there can be no subjectivity 
outside sexual i ty or language; that is to say, the subject is a lways gen­
dered : it is  a "she- I" or a "he- I . "  That the " I "  thus engendered is  not a 
nominal  essence but merely a convenient fiction, a grammatical neces­
sity hold ing together a mU ltipl ic ity of levels of experience that structure 
the embodied subject, as poststructural ist thought convinc ingly 
argues,24 does not a lter the fact that i t  is  genderized, that is  to say, sex­
ual ly differentiated . 

The view I am putting forth is that the starting ground for fem in ist 
redefin itions of female subjectivity is a new form of material ism that 
places emphasis on the embodied and therefore sexual ly d ifferentiated 
structure of the speaking subject. The variable of sexual ity has h igh pri­
ority in the bod i ly  material ism thus advocated. In femin ist theory one 
speaks as a woman, although the subject "woman," as I have argued 
earl ier, is not an essence defined once and for a l l  but rather the site of 
mu lt iple, complex, and potential ly contrad ictory sets of experience. 
"Speaking as" refers to Adrienne Rich's "po l itics of location," that is  to 
say, to embodiment as positional ity. As a consequence, the female fem­
i n ist subject, to whom I wi l l  refer to as:  "she-self" or " I ,  woman," is to 
be redefined through the col lective quest for a pol itical reexami nation 
of sexual ity as a socia l  and symbol ic  system. 

One of the points of tension of th is  project is how to reconc i le  the 
femin ist critiques of the priority traditional ly granted to the variable sex­
uality i n  the Western d iscourse about the subject with the femi n ist 
proposition of redefin ing the embodied subject in a network of i nterre­
l ated variables of which sexual i ty is but one, set alongside other pow­
erfu l axes of subjectification, such as race, cu lture, national ity, c lass, 
l ife-choice preferences, and so on.  This double-edged project of both 
relying on genderized or sex-specific notions in order to redefi ne the 
female femin ist subject and on deconstructing them at the same time 
has led to some strong femin i st rejections of sexed female identity and 
to the critique of the sign ifier woman as a meaningfu l pol itical term. 
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For my part, however, I do not experience th is tension as anyth ing 
more than a h i storical contradiction : that the signifier woman i s  both the 
concept around which fem in ists have gathered, in a movement where 
the pol itics of identity are central, and that it is also the very concept that 
needs to be analyzed critical ly-is a perfect description of our h i stori­
cal s ituation in late capital ism. 

As I have argued in  th is  book, the best way out of the d ichotomous 
logic in which Western cu lture has captured sexed identities is to work 
them through. I n  this respect, I find Luce I rigaray's notion of "mime­
S iS"25 h ighly effective, in that it a l lows women to revisit and repossess 
the d i scurs ive and material sites where "woman" was essential ized, d is­
qual ified, or qu ite s imply excl uded. Working through is a nomad ic 
notion that has al ready given proof of both its strengths and its l im ita­
tions.26 Working through the networks of d iscursive defin itions of 
"woman" is useful not only in what it produces as a process of decon­
struction of female subjectivity but a lso as process, which al lows for the 
constitution and the legitimation of a gendered female femin ist com­
munity. 

In other words, the "she-self" fastens upon the presence of the female 
embodied self, the woman, but it does so only as long as other women 
sustain, hic et nunc, the project of redefi n ing female subjectivity. It is a 
sort of ontological leap forward by which a pol itica l ly enforced col lec­
tive subject, the "we women" of the women's movement, can empow­
er the subjective becoming of each one of us "I ,  woman." This leap is  
forward, not backward, toward the glorification of an archaic, fem in i ne 
power or of a wel l-h idden "true" essence. It does not a im at recoveri ng 
a lost orig in or a forgotten land, but aims rather at bringing about here 
and now a mode of representation that would take the fact of being a 
woman as a positive, self-affi rmi ng pol itical force. It is an act of self­
leg it imation whereby the "she-self" blends her ontological des i re to be, 
with the consc ious w i l lfu l becoming of a col lective political movement. 
As I said earl ier, the d i stinction between identity and subjectivity is to 
be related to that between wi l l  and desi re. 

That is to say, between "she-self" and "she-other" there is a bond that 
Adrienne Rich describes as the "continuum" of women's experience. 
Th i s  continuum draws the boundaries with i n  which the conditions of 
possib i l ity of a redefin ition of the female subjects can be made opera­
tive. The notion of the community is therefore central; what is at play 
among us today, in the interaction between the writer and her readers, 
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is our common engagement in  the recognition of the pol itical impl ica­
tions of a theoretical project: the redefin ition of female subjectivity. 

Several attempts have been made by femin i sts to theorize the com­
mun ity of women, some in pedagogical terms:27 Evelyn Fox Keller takes 
Kuhn's notion of scientific commun ity; Teresa de Lauretis uses the Fou­
cau ldian model of a micropol itics of resistance; several others, such as 
Jane Flax and Jessica Benjamin,28 turn to Winnicott's object relations 
theory as a model .  Jessica Benjam in argues that self and other are i nex­
tricably l inked and that it is in being with the other that I experience the 
most profound sense of self; Jane Flax argues along s imi lar l i nes that it 
is the capacity for mutual ,  rec iprocal intersubjective connections that 
a l lows for the constitution of subjectivity. 

As a fem in ist theoretician, psychoanalyst Jessica Benjamin takes 
F lax's argument even further, argu i ng that female des i re must be con­
ceptual ized as the in-between space, connecting ins ide to outs ide, in a 
constant flow of self i nto other that cannot and shou ld not be d i srupted 
by falsely d ichotomous d isti nctions. Emphasizing the genderedness of 
embodiment, Benjamin co l lapses the ins ide/outside d isti nction of the 
body, stressing the in-between spaces. She thus attempts to replace the 
mediation by the phal lus with the capacity for i nterconnectedness and 
agency, so that des i re need not be conceptua l ized accord ing to the 
murderous logic of d ialectical oppositions. 

The "transitional space" that Benjamin defends must be understood 
as an interface, marking both the d istance and the proximity between 
the spatial surface of bodies. "Someth ing that both forms a bou ndary 
and opens up into end less poss ib i l ity";29 it is a space not only of recep­
tion of the other but a lso of receptivity as the very condition for other­
ness to be perceived as such. Someth i ng in the ontological structure of 
the subject is related to the presence of the other. 

My question is, what sort of d i scursive space can femin ists construct 
and share together? The mu ltiple levels  of nomad ic interconnections 
that form subjectivity affect a lso the enunc iation of fem in ist statements. 
These are consequently not immune from d iscontinuities and sh ifts. 
Fem in ism is not a dogmatic countertruth, but the wi l lfu l  choice of non­
closu re as an inte l lectual and eth ical style. 

In  other words, it is  in  language, not in  anatomy, that my gendered 
subjectivity finds a voice, becomes a corpus, is engendered. It is in lan­
guage as power, that is to say, in the pol itics of location, that I as "she­
self" make myself accountable to my speaking partners, you,  the "she-
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other" fel low fem in i sts who are caught i n  the web of discursive enunci­
ation that I am sp inn ing as I write. You, the "she-you" who l i ke me, the 
"she-I", are pol itica l ly  engaged in the project of redefin i ng the gender 
that we are. The l anguage cracks under the strain of th i s  excessive gen­
derization, the personal pronouns cannot susta in the interpersonal 
charge requ i red by the femin ist project. Someth i ng in  the structure of 
the l anguage resists; how can one express adequately that which is lack­
ing from or in excess of ex isting parameters? How does one invent new 
ways of th inking? 

Accountabi l ity makes the fem in ist project into a critical and at the 
same time eth ical theory, insofar as it stresses the primacy of the bond, 
the presence of the other, the commun ity as a vital step in the redefin i­
tion of the self. 

In Technologies of Gender, Teresa de Lauretis argues that th is  is, 
however, fundamenta l ly an epistemological project. In  her understand­
ing of the term, epistemology is the process of comprehending and of 
formal iz ing subjectivity as a process, as a network of complex interplay 
between different axes of subjectification .3o 

The question is  how to determi ne the angle through which we can 
gai n  access to a nonlogocentric mode of representation of the female 
subject. To determine that, we need to th ink anew about power: not 
power only as a site of vis ib le forces, where it is the most identifiable 
because that is  where it d isplays itself (parl iament, churches, un iversi­
ties, and so on), but power a lso as an invisible web of i nterrelated 
effects, a persistent and a l l -pervad ing c i rcu lation of effects. The impor­
tance of th is  point is not only epistemological and methodological, it is  
a lso politica l : it wi l l  in  fact determine the kind of a l l iance or social pact 
that we women are l i kely to undertake with each other. 

Toward a Genderized Symbol ic  

Thinking about th i nking, in  the metad iscursive mode I have been 
defending is not j ust th i nking for its own sake; rather, it marks the fem­
in ist i ntel l ectual's responsib i l ity for and toward the act of th ink ing, l in­
ger ing in the conceptual  complexities that we have ou rselves created, 
giv ing ourselves the t ime to th ink through and work through these com­
plexities so as not to short-ci rcu it the process of our own becomi ng. As 
Lispector pointed out, we are nurturing the beg inn ing of the new; the 
depersonal ized female subject lays the foundations for the symbol iza­
tion of women's ontological des i re .  
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This impl ies the redefin ition of the relationsh ip  of power to knowl­
edge with i n  femi n ism:  as women of ideas devoted to the elaboration of 
the theory and practice of sexual  d ifference we are responsible for the 
very notions that we enact and empower. Think ing j ustly-of just-ness 
and not only of justice-is a top item in our agenda. Th is  eth ical 
d imension is  for me as important as the pol itical imperative. Fem in ist 
th ink ing cannot be purely strategic-that i s, be the expression of a 
pol itical wi l l-it must rather attempt to be adequate as a representation 
of experience. Fem i n ist theoriz ing m ust be adequate conceptual l y, as 
wel l  as being su itable  pol it ica l ly; one's relationsh ip  to th ink ing is the 
prototype of a d ifferent relationship to alterity a ltogether. If we lose 
s ight of th i s  eth ical, relational foundation of th ink ing, that is  to say the 
bond that certa in d iscourses create among us, we are indeed i n  danger 
of homologation and therefore of purely strategic or i nstrumental kinds 
of thought. There can be no j ustice without justness, no pol it ical truth 
without equation of our words, our  ideas, and consequently our 
thought to the project of redefin i ng female subjectivity in  a non logo­
centric mode. 

As a consequence, the fi rst priority for me today is  to redefine the 
subject as a gendered un ity inextr icably connected to the other. 

For femi n ism, in the beg inn ing there is  a lterity, the non-one, a mu lti­
p l ic ity. The founding agent is  the common corpus of female subjects 
who posit themselves theoretica l ly and pol itica l ly as a col l ective sub­
ject. This communal bond comes first, and then-and only then-there 
arises the question of what pol itical l ine to enforce. It is the eth ical that 
defines the pol itical and not vice versa; hence the importance of posit­
ing the femin ist aud ience as the receptive, active partic ipant i n  a dis­
cursive exchange that aims at changing the very ru les of the game. This 
is  the femin ist community to which the "she-I" makes herself account­
able. 

The paradox of the ontological basis  of des i re is  that not only it is 
i ntersubjective but a lso it transcends the subject. Desi re a lso functions 
as the threshold for a redefin ition of a new common p lane of experi­
ence: "each woman is  the woman of a l l  women . . .  " The recogn ition 
of a common ground of experience as women mutua l ly  engaged in  a 
pol itical task of resistance to " Woman"-the dom inant view of female 
subjectivity-lays the foundation for new images and symbol ization of 
the femin ist subject. If we take as our starting point sexual difference as 
the positive affirmation of my facticity as a woman, working through the 
l ayers of complexity of the sign ifier I, woman, we end up opening a win-
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dow onto a new genderized bond among d ifferent women. As I have 
stated earl ier, the point is to rad ical ize the un iversal, not to get rid of it. 

By genderized col lective subjectivity I mean a symbol ic d imension 
proper to women in  the recogn ition of the nonreducibi l ity of the femi­
n i ne to the mascu l i ne and yet, at the same ti me, of the indestructible 
u n ity of the human as an embodied self structural ly l inked to the other. 
It is the complex i ntersecting of never-ending levels of d iffering of self 
from other and self from self. As Adriana Cavarer031 put it: what is at 
stake in th is is the representab i l ity of a femin ine subject as a self-repre­
senting entity. It is less a question of founding the subject than of e luci­
dating the categories by which the female femin ist subject can be ade­
quately represented. 

This is an important pol itical gesture because th inking through the 
fu l l ness of one's complexity, in the force of one's transcendence, is  
someth ing women have never h istorical ly been able to afford. What 
seems to be at stake i n  the project of sexual d ifference is, through the 
extreme sexual ization of the subject, a N ietzschean transmutation of the 
very value we give to the human and to a un iversal notion of common­
ness, of common belonging. 

I want to argue that the aim of th is  transmutation of values is  to be 
able to bring to the fore the multi l ayered structure of the subject. As 
Lispector points out: "the l i fe in me does not have my name"; " I"  is not 
the owner of the portion of being that constitutes h i s/her being. To the 
extent that "she- I" accepts th is, can "she-I" become the woman of a l l  
women and be accountable for her humanness. Only th i s  h ighly 
defined notion of s ingularity can al low us to posit a new general sense 
of being; only situated perspectives can legitimate new general stand­
points. In th is  sense, the experience of utter s ingularity that G. H. under­
goes in her microcosm remains emblematic of the process of women 
becom ing other than the " Woman" they have been expected and 
soc ial  ized into bei ng. G. H. shows us paths of transcendence specific to 
our  gender and to women's own, d iscontinuous time of becom ing. 



E L E V E N 

Women's Studies and the 

Pol itics of Difference 

The theoretical emphas is  on sexual d ifference as a nomadic  pol itical 
and epistemological project a lso necessitates an extra critical effort to 
translate the theoretical schemes into practical, for instance pedagogi­
cal, action. Women's stud ies as an i nstitutional real ity is, as I point out 
in my introduction to th is  book, for me one of the grounds where the rel­
evance of sexual difference as a project can be tested out by femin ist 
activists. In this respect, women's stud ies as practiced from with i n  the 
perspective of sexual difference is  a sort of real ity test for th is  theory. The 
ways in which th is  "real i ty principle" approach work are mult iple. 

F i rst, the real ities and requ i rements of any institutional practice, and 
especia l ly  the u n iversity's, are such that they test to the fu l lest a femi­
n i st's commitment to and fla i r  for power relations. Power, for me, is  not 
only a negative notion (the power some exercise over others, as an 
excl usive and oppressive property) but, as I have stated on several 
occasions in th is  vol ume, it refers to a complex set of interrelations 
between the production of knowledge, the constitution of identity, and 
material socia l  conditions. Power as a process a lso produces positive 
effects, in that it a l lows for both resistance to the repetition of estab­
l ished schemes and creative adoption of otherwise set power relations. 
The whole process of i nstitutiona l iz ing  a rad ical epistemology such as 
women's stud ies, therefore, opens up possib i l ities of confronting the 
issue of power, subjectivity, and knowledge in a l l  its complex ity. I 
bel i eve th i s  process is a sobering and necessary real ity test for fem i n ist 
theorists. 

Second, any process of " institutional ization" necessar i ly results in a 
confrontation between theoretical expectations and their  concrete real­
ization .  In turn, th is  process of implementation of theories i nto practice 
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needs to take i nto consideration the sociopol itical context i n  which the 
institutional ization of femin ist ideas takes place. This can and should 
resu lt in  a renewed spirit of self-criticism and of reconsideration of the 
main terms of fem in ist theory. In other words, the process of i nstitution­
a l iz ing femin ist knowledge i mpl ies a feedback mechan ism that resu lts 
i n  the readjustment of theory i n  the l ight of experience. 

Third, the process of institutional ization can be seen, perhaps in a 
s l ightly optimistic vei n, as the "price of success"; in spite of a l l  the 
remain ing-and in some cases increasing-social problems, such as 
unemployment and the femin ization of poverty; sexual violence and the 
new forms of pornography; the i mpact of the new (bio)technologies on 
reproduction and female sexual ity but a lso on the environment and 
especia l ly in  the developing world-the success of the femin ist cause is  
u ndeniable. There has been a widespread propagation of femin ist ideas 
right across the world, and th is  has contributed to a change of attitude 
on the part of both women and men. This relative acceptance also 
means, however, that femin ist ideas and texts have become inte l lectual 
objects of exchange in a market economy and, as such, are subjected to 
mechanisms of currency and exchange, inflation and surp lus val ue. 
Th is fact a lone should explode any remain ing notion of the i nnocent 
exteriority of women vis-a.-vis the social  and economic system. It a lso 
impl ies, however, that a critical femin i st needs to question the very 
material cond itions that a l low for the implementation and even the suc­
cess of fem in ist ideas. The seemingly paradoxical conclusion to be 
drawn from th is  is that femin ist practice renews and strengthens the 
need for critical intel lectua l  analys is. This is part icularly true for coun­
tries such as the Netherlands, where femin ism has enjoyed susta ined 
state support that has resu lted in a h igh level if institutional ization . 1  

Because of  these factors, I do th ink that the process of  institutional­
ization of femi n ist knowledge, through women's studies, is both pol iti­
cal ly and epistemologica l ly important. The question that needs to be 
asked from a sexual d ifference perspective is :  to what extent can 
women in the institutions make a difference to the ways in which 
knowledge is codified, transmitted and recogn ized? What are the mech­
anisms of canon ization and transmission specific to fem in ist practice? I s  
there a d i rect i nterrelation between institutional ization and  loss of  rad­
ical vis ion? What is the rate of attrition, or "burn out" that institutions 
infl ict upon the femin i sts who have been bold or desperate enough to 
undertake the " long march" through them? 
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F i rst and foremost among my pol itical concerns vis-a-vis the institu­
tional ization process is the impact it is l i kely to have on the relationship 
between women. Th is question is  part icularly acute for a sexual d iffer­
ence theorist such as myself, who has put a very heavy stake on the sub­
versive, or transformative potential of female femin ist bond ing i n  postin­
dustrial patriarchy. No one-in these postmodern days-can be so 
naive as to avoid the issue that institutional power brings out unexpect­
ed, if not unsuspected, levels of riva l ry and competition among women, 
as wel l  as between women and men. Although the problem is begin­
n i ng to be analyzed? th is sti l l  remains a sort of "dark continent" in fem­
i n ist th i nking. 

I n  such a pol itical context, the practice of sexual difference in  my 
nomadic  sense offers a few concrete strategic  suggestions as a tech­
n ique, and as a pol itical device, a imed at d iffusing or exorcizing the 
problem of riva l ry amongst women. Sexual d ifference is  a pol itical 
a l l iance of women, in the recogn ition of the i r  respective differences. It 
posits as the starting ground the d i s identification of women from phal l­
ogocentric modes of th inki ng and teach ing, and it replaces them with 
the sort of nomadic intersection of d ifferences that I have been defend­
i ng throughout th is  book. Central to th i s  project is  the notion of femi n ist 
genea logies, that is, the process of th ink ing backwards through the work 
of other women. Genealogies are pol itical ly i nformed countermemo­
ries, which keep us connected to the experiences and the speaking 
voices of some of the women whose resistance is  for us a source of sup­
port and inspiration. 

In th is respect, a femin ist genealogy is  a d i scurs ive and pol itical exer­
cise in cross-generational female bonding,3 which a lso highl ights the 
aesthetic d imension of the thinking process, that is the fact that ideas are 
actua l ly  "beautifu l events," capable of moving us across space and 
time. 

In defend i ng th is notion of fem in ist genealogy, I am collapsing the 
d ist inction between creative texts and academic or theoretical ones. It 
seems to me that the strength of many fem in ist texts l ies prec isely in 
thei r  abi l ity to combine and mix the genres, so as to produce unexpect­
ed, destabi l iz ing effects. I would l i ke to propose that we read femin ist 
texts written by others-women of other p laces and other t imes-as 
open-ended paths that are sti l l  ava i lable to us, sti l l  cal l ing out to us. 
What I love in  femin ist texts-over and above thei r  pol itical content, 
the i r  intel lectual rigor, the i r  eth ical des i re for justice-is the passionate 



W O M E N ' S S T U D I E S  

voice that animates them. There is  a nomad ic  qual i ty, or rather a degree 
of i ntensity in many fem in ist texts, which affects me very deeply and at 
times a lmost independently of the content. 

I wou ld descr ibe th is  qual ity as a rad ical eth ical  passion, that is, a 
demand for j ustice and fairness, which is a lso a rad ical form of nonbe­
longing, or of separateness. As Christa Wolf puts it so forcefu l ly  in  Cas­
sandra,4 the voice, the vision, the i nte l lectua l  passion of women, h is­
torical ly  s i lenced by century-old mechanisms of repression, have a way 
of echoing in the m ind of the fem in ist writer and inte l lectual .  Echoes of 
s i lenced i ns ights, of unspoken truths, of untold accounts reverberate in  
the inner chambers of  a fem in ist's m ind-forcing upon her  the rea l iza­
tion that someth ing, in femin ist d iscourse, resists d i rect translation into 
the language made ava i l able by academic propriety. Someth i ng of the 
fem in ist countermemory is  in excess of convention, it is  transgressive of 
canonical knowledge-someth ing in fem in ist writings cal ls for new 
ways of l isten ing. 

It fol lows from th is  emphasis on sexual d ifference as nomadic attach­
ment to the project of making a d ifference through femin ist bonding 
with other women, that femin ism, for me, is a lso a "genre"-with its 
own specific textual and methodological requ i rements. I would go so 
far as to pose the rad ical incommensurabi l ity of the femin ist genre with 
accepted modes of academic thought. This genre cal l s  for specific styles 
of expression, of reception, of i nterpretation to do justice to it. Femin ist 
ideas are trajectories of thought, they are l i nes of fl ight across improba­
b le  horizons; they attempt to reconnect levels of experience that patri­
archal power has kept apart. Fem in ist ideas are constructions that cal l  
into being new, alternative ways of constructing the female subject. I 
have spoken elsewhere in th is col lection about the double femin ist 
structure of time-wh ich Kristeva interprets in terms of d ifferent femin ist 
generations. I would l i ke to suggest now that th is  double time-structure 
a l so engenders d ifferent fem in ist styles. From the pol itics to the poetics 
of the femin ist voices-new spaces of enunc iation are opened to us­
new, different, and differing ways of speaking. 

In  th is  framework, d ifferent generations of women mark not only 
chronological steps but a lso thresholds out of which we can bu i ld cross­
generational d ia logues. 

Women's stud ies as the practice of this pol itics of difference empha­
s izes consequently the practice of fem in ist genealogies as the response 
to the d ifficult question of how to ensure a fem inist transmission of 
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knowledge, or a femi n ist symbol ic  fi l i ation as the antidote to the rival ry 
and competition that the institutional practice triggers among women. 

Femi n ist genealogies is a multiple, open-ended project that aims at 
undoing the Oed ipal  riva l ry among women i n  an institutional context 
dominated by mascu l ine parameters. 

In th is  respect, I wou ld l i ke to emphasize once again  a point I have 
made earl ier, about the transd isc ip l inary nature of femi n ist work. It 
seems to me, in  fact, that one of the commu nication problems we have 
at the moment is due to the impl icit or expl icit d iscip l inary assumptions 
that make our d iscourse poss ible. In this respect one of the tasks fac ing 
femin ist inte l lectuals  is the creation of a c lass of transd iscip l i nary trans­
lators who can transpose the assumptions and methodologies of one 
d iscipl i ne into those of another. In so far as no translation can ever be 
perfect dupl ication, but rather a col lection of approximations, deletions, 
and omissions, these conceptual translators could be seen as the core of 
a femin ist intel lectual c lass. 

This way of approaching the task of femin ist inte l lectuals chal lenges 
the idea of the femin ist as a sort of phi losopher-queen, whose task it is 
to legislate upon forms of knowledge and order them in a descend ing 
h ierarchy of legitimacy. I state this with an evident edge of i rony 
because in my d isc ipl ine s ince Beauvo i r, the phi losophical th inker has 
somehow represented the type of the femin ist intel lectual  and therefore 
played a de facto role of intel lectual leadership.  The prestige of the 
phi losopher as an image of the femin ist woman of ideas has also func­
tioned in a major way in  bu i ld ing up the extraordi nary aura of "French 
femin ism," especial ly the work of fem in ist phi losophers such as Luce 
I rigaray and nonfemi n ist critics, such as J u l ia Kristeva. The phenomenon 
of the prestige, that is  to say the d iscurs ive power, granted to women 
phi losophers is very str iking in Italy, where Adriana Cavarero and 
Lou isa Mu raro, through groups such as the women's books hop in Mi lan 
and the Diotima col lective in  Verona, exerc ise a sort of i ntel lectual 
monopoly over Ita l ian femin ist thought.6 

In a nomadic  perspective based on sexual d ifference, it is clear that I 
am concerned by an image of thought and a figuration of the femin i st 
i ntel lectual  as sovereign legis lator of knowledge. The rad ical subversion 
of phal logocentrism, which I see as the radical project of femin ism, can­
not, in my opin ion, result in  the revalorization of the d iscourse of "high 
theory" and espec ia l ly of phi losophy. Th is would be only another way 
to reassert the mastery of the very d i scourse that femin ism c laims to 
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deconstruct. The emphasis on the val id ity of the theoretical or ph i lo­
soph ical form of knowledge is such that it prevents a critical analysis of 
the structure of the ph i losoph ical posture. 

As I h ave argued e l sewhere i n  th i s  vo l u me, a great deal  of con­
tem porary fem i n i st ph i l osophy d isp l ays the same att i tude, wh ich I 
wou l d  descr ibe as b l i nd  faith i n  the actua l  va l u e  of the d isc ip l i ne.  
Th i s  cons i sts in amalgamati ng ph i losophy with the act of th i nk ing 
as a whole, as if  i t  were the express ion of  the essence of  the th i n k­
ing  be ing .  It seems to me that th i s  pos it ion ends up  s upport ing  and 
strengthen ing  one of the most anc ient mental hab its of patria rchy:  
the over i nvestment of the theoretica l  mode, as exempl ified by phi­
losophy, w ith the consequent g lor i fi cation of the f igure of the 
ph i l osopher. 

I th ink women's stud ies should resist th is  i mage of thought and th is  
fasci nation with h igh theory. The pol itical consensus about the impor­
tance of fem i nist forms of knowledge must not prevent fem in ist th inkers 
from questioning the false un iversal isms of the theoretical mode and 
open up instead to nomadic  question ing. It is important that we go one 
step further than the sheer assertion of women's abi l ity to postu late 
ph i losoph ical truths. This sort of empowerment is l im ited as a pol itical 
goa l .  

In other words, we cannot avoid the question that poststructural ism puts 
on our agenda, concern ing the crisis of metaphysics. S ince N ietzsche, phi­
losophy has been concentrating on the analysis of the premises i mpl icit i n  
its own condition of enunciation, thus unravel ing the premises impl icit 
in  its own practice. Th is has completely  shaken the image of thought 
that is  embodied in c lassical phi losophy. A d i stinction is  therefore made 
between th inking and ph i losophy, in a profoundly anti-Cartesian mode. 

The question of the cris is of ph i losophy is  obviously a complex one; 
to sum up the aspects that are most relevant for the practice of sexual 
d ifference with in  women's studies, I wou ld say that what marks the age 
of modern ity is the emergence of a d iscourse about what it means to 
elaborate a d iscourse. Th is metatheoretical level means that the faculty 
of th inki ng has emancipated itself from the imperia l ism of the phi lo­
soph ical logos; the rational ist aggression has exhausted its h i storical 
function. Thinking thus becomes its own object of thought, in a c i rcu­
lar ity that is  in  excess of the Cartesian grid that had for centuries con­
tai ned and interpreted it. 
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The F reud ian hypothesis  of the unconsc ious is one of the c learest 
attacks on the founding i l l usion of the Cartesian subject: the coinci­
dence between the subject and his th inki ng consciousness. All post­
N ietzschean phi losophy takes as its starting point the decl ine of the 
bond between wi l l  and des i re, consciousness and subjectivity, th ink ing 
and rational ity. What I cal l post-N ietzschean phi losophy is aware that 
phi losophy is a very specific practice or style of th ink ing, which neither 
exhausts nor stresses what is most vita l  about th inking. The great l i m ita­
tion of phi losophy, its phal logocentric perversion, is due to the fact that 
it can not th ink conceptua l ly  about its own origins, its foundations. Phi­
losophy cannot th ink about what susta ins it as a form of thought. Th is 
i ncapacity is  endemic in  so far as the th ink ing process that precedes the 
phi losophical gesture also necessari ly escapes it. The phi losophical 
moment, as I have argued before, rests on a desi re to th ink that is  
prephi losophical : a receptivity and ava i labi l ity toward the act of giving 
mean ing, which in  itself is neither conscious nor thoughtfu l .  It i s  a pre­
d isposition, one that makes the human being receptive to the play of the 
s ign ifier and the game of sign ification . Th is substratum of des i re is also 
the potentia l  source of the aff irmative force of ideas. 

In  my perspective, the thought of sexual difference as the expression 
of the ontological desi re of the female femin ist is  a project that i mpl ies 
the transformation of the very act of th i nking, of its structural frame and 
not only of its images or content. Th i s  practice of sexual d ifference 
reelaborates the foundations for the a l l i ance between th i nking in the 
theoretical mode and the constitution of subjectivity. In other words, 
one of the first targets of the femin ist practice of d ifference shou ld  be, in  
my opin ion, to question the very gesture or stance of  h igh theory and 
especia l ly of phi losophy as being representative of the power of/in d is­
course that we are trying to critique. H igh theory or phi losophy in its tra­
d itional inception is noth ing more than the power of/in d iscourse; conse­
quently the femin ist practitioner must act specifical ly (not organical ly, not 
un iversal ly) so as to unvei l the power games impl icit in her own prac­
tice. 

What is needed in women's stud ies as a practice of sexual difference 
in the nomadic mode is a critique of the impl ic it system of values con­
veyed by h igh theory in its support of a conventional image of thought 
and of the th inker as sovereign in its text. The practice of sexual d iffer­
ence redefined i n  this critical mode lays the foundations of an episte­
mological and a pedagogical pact or bond between the speaking " I"  
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and the "you" that receives the message. The network of enunciation 
that women are producing in the institutions where knowledge is pro­
d uced is a l ready i mpregnated by what is cal led "power," insofar as it 
i nvolves the des i re to know, the formal ization and transm ission of 
knowledge, an emotional and pol itical l i nk, as wel l  as the col lective 
w i l l  to transform the conditions of women. Among the members of the 
fem in ist cognitive community there is a l ready power in so far as d is­
course is involved. 

In other words, women's studies from th is  sort of perspective clarifies 
the fact that power is founded where it is  the least vis ib le:  in the infi­
n itely  multiplying web of d i scou rse; in the social  and material relations 
it engenders; in the symbol ic  relations it mediates. Power is  the name 
given to a strategic complex s ituation in  which relations of production 
and of knowledge are s imultaneously organ ized . Power is language, it 
is  a d iscurs ive l ink; it is  conjugated with the verb to be and not with the 
verb to have. 

Because of this, I want to argue that, in  order to develop a non­
m imetic practice of sexual d ifference we must change the ru les of the 
game of d i scourse, undoing the sacred knot formal ized since Plato as 
the interconnection of the true, the good, and the beautifu l .  Theoretical 
thought today must be the creative elaboration of other ways of being; 
th i s  impl ies the revalorization of the affective, emotional foundations of 
the d iscip l ine, not only of its rational istic structure; it i mpl ies that we 
can say farewel l  to the rational ist i l l us ion.  

What seems to be at stake i n  th is  project is  the female symbol ic sys­
tem that Ir igaray has attempted to theorize. This means that, as women 
of ideas, a iming to val idate a practice of sexual difference, we have a 
certain  respons ib i l ity toward our own and other women's thought. We 
m ust therefore take the t ime to th ink through the different steps of our 
own theoretical becoming. Women's studies is the laboratory of ideas 
where th is  experiment can be run .  
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Ethics Revisited: Women 

and/in Phi losophy 

Th is chapter deals more specifical ly with the normative power of rea­
son with in  Western phi losophy. One of the premises on which it rests 
is that ph i losophy, l ike a l l  the so-cal led "human sciences," stands for an 
instrumental approach to language that opposes it to the nomadic style 
I am defend i ng here. 

The main issue I shal l  raise in the fi rst section involves the status of 
phi losophy as a d isc ip l ine, that is to say as a d iscursive model .  My aim 
is  to point out and to question the normative style of enunciation as the 
dominant mode of phi losoph ical d iscourse, particularly insofar as it 
affects the binary opposition of mascu l ine and femin ine va lues. Femi­
n ist theory and practice w i l l  provide the critical stand necessary to sus­
tain  my questioning of th is  phi losoph ical opposition. In  the second sec­
tion I sha l l  try to define the d ifferent strategies undertaken by women in  
phi losophy and to develop an overview of  the specific brand of  activity 
known as "femin ist theory." In the th i rd section I shal l  turn to some con­
temporary European phi losophers' reaction to the presence of and the 
d i scursive impact made by women in phi losophy. In th is  respect I w i l l  
ask whether fem in ism can lend itself to the formu lation of  nonhege­
monic types of theoretical d iscourse. 

The beginn i ng, l i ke a l l  beginn i ngs, can on ly be form less and empty. 
It is not toward the hal lowed moments of the h i story of ph i losophy that 
I intend to draw my readers' attention, but rather toward the least ph i lo­
sophical of a l l  subject matter :  women, as they are depicted in the novel 
Kinflicks by L isa Alther.1 

It is  the story of a s imple gir l  from a midd le-class background who 
ends up in an Ivy League col lege in the Un i ted States of America. Strug-
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gl ing with the i ntel lectua l  requ i rements of this institution, she becomes 
particu larly i nterested in  phi losophy, which is embodied in her favorite 
teacher, Miss Head. The rigorous intel lectual  d isc ip l ine of ph i losophy 
stands for order, self-control ,  harmony-qual ities young G inny of Kin­
flicks sad ly lacks. It is  a lhlost as a consequence of th is  lack that she 
develops an intense case of fascination for the great overachievers who 
have written the h i story of phi losophy. 

Taking thei r  example much too l iteral ly, G inny becomes a caricature 
of the very ideas she so passionately bel ieves i n :  she ta l ks l i ke a Carte­
sian textbook, im itates the Spinozist subject, and by concentrating a l l  
her  energies on th is  game of  projection, leads a l ife of emotional steri l­
ity. 

Her pass ionate quest for knowledge is  thus d i rectly proportional to 
her fee l ing of fundamental inte l lectual  and emotional i nadequacy. 
G inny feels  she ought not to have been let into the institution of higher 
learning-she is  a sort of impostor. And yet this feel ing of i l l egitimacy 
feeds i nto her des i re to learn; after a l l ,  she does want to become Miss 
Head's favorite pupi l ,  and the des i re to be a dutifu l daughter spurs her 
on to b igger and better th ings. 

Then, one day, G inny meets the leftist campus rad ical, Eddie, but 
refuses to get i nvolved w ith her, saying: "You see, I'm apo l itica l .  I agree 
with Descartes when he says that h i s  a im is 'to try a lways to conquer 
h imself rather than fortune, and to alter his desi res rather than change 
the order of the world, and genera l ly  accustom h imself to bel ieve that 
there is noth ing entirely with in  h is  power, but h is own thoughts.' "2 

Th is fai l s  to i mpress Edd ie, whose reply is qu ick, c lear and to the 
point: " Descartes? . . .  If my eyes were rotting in my sku l l  from d isuse I 
wou ldn't read Descartes, that fascist son of a bitch !"3 Unperturbed, 
G i nny strikes back:  " Po l itics . . .  is noth ing but personal opin ion . . .  I 
am not i nterested i n  opin ions, I 'm interested in truth ." Staring at her vio­
lently, weigh i ng every word with sou l-shattering hatred, Eddie utters the 
inevitable: "And Descartes is  truth? Have you read Nietzsche yet?" 

This is the point of no return. G inny rushes to read N ietzsche, par­
ticu larly h i s  demystification of rational ity, and a few days later she 
resumes the conversation with Edd ie :  "Someth ing very defin itely is 
wrong . . .  I've j ust read what that bastard N ietzsche says about 
Descartes . . .  I th ink  it sucks." Eddie positively beams: "It sucks, uh ?  Do 
you know what that means-to suck?" G inny is d i sconcerted and can­
not see what sucking has to do with Descartes. Edd ie declares tri-
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umphantly :  "Absolutely noth i ng . . .  that's m y  whole poi nt: I suck there­
fore I am, what do you th ink of that?" 

This is  the begi nn ing of a great friendsh ip between the two women, 
which wi l l  grow into a fu l l  love affair .  Under Eddie's infl uence G inny 
becomes the rebe l l ious daughter; tu rn ing her back on Miss Head's set 
of values, which she now decries as "moral paralys is," she decides to 
d rop out of col lege altogether. The pursuit of excel lence is replaced by 
intense experimentation in  the woman's movement and eventua l ly  out 
of it-to become a "new," mother in her own right. 

It seems to me that this rather schematized portrait of "women in phi­
losophy" is  very usefu l in  rais ing a few key issues concern ing women's 
i nvolvement with ph i losophy as a theoretical practice. The question is :  
what sort of "structures" are at work in  the case of women involved in  
ph i losophical theory? By structures I mean first of  a l l  the psychosexual 
drives and the sort of human interaction they are l i kely to give rise to. 
Second, I mean socia l  relations, mediated by money and authority; and 
final ly, I mean l ingu istic structures as s ites of commun ication. 

Women i n  Ph i l osophy 

Phi losophy seems to provide G inny with an ideal outlet for her basic 
insecurity; she thus projects onto theoretical ach ievements her need for 
mastery and self-fu lfi l l ment. These fee l ings are c learly related to the fact 
that G inny is a woman-but is th is fact rea l ly  as "simple" as it looks? 
G inny needs above a l l  to be rescued from the confusing mess that is the 
female body, from female sexual ity, and from the web of socia l  contra­
d ictions that is marked upon and carried by the idea of "femi n i n ity." 

Becoming a good, that is  to say a rational, phi losopher is  for G inny a 
way to escape from the female condition . Miss Head-cold, cerebral, 
and l i fe-denying-is the ideal model to represent th i s  des i re for self-con­
tro l .  G inny's l ib idinal  economy consists in swapping her sexual/bodi ly  
existence for an ideal ized self-image as  a masterfu l being. By becomi ng 
her own ideal ized image of herself she is, at long l ast, her own man!  

This young woman has swal lowed the misogyny of a cu ltural system 
where mascu l ine values dominate, and she reproduces it unconscious­
ly i n  her attempt to be better than she is, better than a woman, that is to 
say-a man! 

This process of identification with phal locratic val ues raises several 
conceptual and ideological questions: how can sexual difference be 
inscribed as one of the key values in  our cu lture? Are there any "femi-



E T H I C S R E V I S I T E D  

n ine" values, and what is thei r  "natu re"? Second, what price do women 
have to pay-intel lectual ly, sexual ly, and material ly-in order to gain 
access to h igher cu ltura l and intel lectual ach ievements, be it in  theory, 
art, or science? How does the total "price" women pay for their drive 
toward self-fu lfi l l ment compare with the price men are asked to pay? Is 
there not a fundamental lack of symmetry in  the l ibidinal as wel l as the 
material economy of the two sexes? 

The fact that G inny gains some peace of m ind in the u lt imate fl ight 
from womanhood can be explai ned with some help from psychoana­
lytic theories. Some obviously relevant areas of Freudian thought are:  
the nature of the female superego;4 women's relationship to the cu ltur­
a l  and artistic activities that represent the great ach ievement of 
"mankind'? the question of female "masoch ism."6 

It is  not my purpose here to deal with th is  complex problematic but 
rather to stress that what b inds G inny to the lords and masters of h igher 
learning is someth ing akin to i ntense desire. Un less one is prepared to 
argue that women's des i re is  impl ic itly self-destructive, one should 
reexami ne the drive for knowledge i n  terms of the heterosexual bond. 

One of the crucia l  issues in  the debate about women in  phi losophy 
is that our cu lture has establ ished a very firm d ichotomy between the 
fem in ine and the notion of "rational ity." In other words, the fact of being 
a woman has trad itional ly been assessed as a terrible hand icap for a 
human being who aspires to h igher cu ltural and theoretical ach ieve­
ments. It can be demonstrated today ( l r igaray, 1974) that the femi n ine 
from Plato to Freud has been perceived in  terms of matter, phys is, the 
passions, the emotions, the i rrational .  The actual  terms of the d iscussion 
as to female "nature" evolved, with time, from the in it ial question of 
whether women had a sou l-and cou ld consequently be considered as 
part of the human species-to the problem of their abi l ity to behave eth­
ical ly .  

What was at stake i n  the question of women and ethics was the ir  sta­
tus as citizens, that is to say, thei r e l ig ib i l ity for pol itical and civ i l  rights, 
which wou ld grant them first-class membership in the private c lub of 
mankind. 

Unti l the end of the n i neteenth century the bi nary opposition of 
women and rationa l i ty persisted as one of the most venerable mental 
habits of Western pol itical and moral thought.7 lt seems to me that dual­
ism cannot be d issociated from the question of power and its corol lar­
ies-domination and exc l usion. I wou ld argue consequently that it is  
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not because they are rational that men are the masters, but rather that, 
being the masters, they have appropriated rational ity as the i r  own pre­
rogative. The denigration and exc lusion of the femin ine in ph i losophy, 
in other words, is  j ust a pretext for the great textual continu ity of mas­
cu l i ne self-glorification : the mysterious absent entity that grants fu I I  
grounds for existence to the mascu l ine knowing subject. I n  a very inter­
esting paper, Genevieve L10ydB demonstrates qu ite convinc ingly that 
the ideal ization of rational ity is coextensive with mascu l in ity and that it 
usual ly turns into a l ist of grievances aga inst the femin ine.  The femi n ine 
is  reduced to that which is  "other-than" and whose d ifference can only 
be perceived in  terms of pejoration and inferiority. 

A lthough it would be possible to read the h istory of Western phi los­
ophy as a variation on the agelong theme of female oppression, aga inst 
which femin i sts have taken a stand, I wou ld rather not spe l l  out a l l  the 
d iscursive atrocities phi losophers have committed against the fem in ine 
and against women. That wou ld be a depressi ng task indeed. I prefer to 
concentrate on the binary logic itself-the dual ism impl icit i n  our 
respective and mutual perceptions of the femin ine and the mascu l i ne, 
as they have been structured with in  our cu lture. I n  doing so, I am not 
releasing the phi losophers from thei r  h i storical responsib i l ity as agents 
of repression. On the contrary, fo l lowi ng Ita l ian femin ist Carla Lonzi in  
her  h ighly provocative essay, entitled "Let's spit on Hegel ! ,"'9 I wou ld 
demand of them an explanation.  The question is  what sort of explana­
tion, if any, women are prepared to settle for. 

After al l-the mental habit that consists in  turn ing the femin ine into 
a set of metaphors for "the other" is  not just a smal l  omission that can 
be remedied by good wi l l  and some qu ick repai r  work. No amount of 
i nc lusion of women into theory, pol itics, and society cou ld pal l i ate the 
effects of and compensate for the centuries of exclus ion-moreover, 
compensation is not the fem in ists' primary goa l .  

From a femin ist standpoint, the i nadequacy of  the theoretical model 
of classical  rational ity is  that it is obl ivious to sexual difference in that it 
mistakes the mascu l ine bias for a un iversal mode of enunciation . The 
sexual neutral ity it professes conceals a fundamental and unspoken 
phal locentrism, as I have argued in the previous chapter. To condemn 
th is  mode of th inki ng on the ideological level-as being sexist-does 
not suffice as a conceptual  analysis. The fact is that, as a consequence 
of its phal locentric assumptions, th is  b inary logic produces fau lty and 
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i ncomplete notions, untruths, scientific misjudgements-it is  just not 
good enough as a system of thought. 

One of the most instructive thi ngs about Kinflicks i s  that, although 
most of the action in the novel takes place among women, the context 
with i n  which the ir  exchange occurs is tota l ly  mascu l ine. The essential 
problematic of the novel is  thought out in terms of the women's rela­
tionsh ip  to male, wh ite, midd le-class theoreticians who are actual ly 
absent. They act as the s i lent, invisible, a l l -pervadi ng masters of the 
game of d i scourse. 

I f  we take the three main characters in Alther's novel and see how 
they experience and organ ize thei r  desi re to learn, we can c lassify them 
accord i ng to the sort of relationsh ip  they establ ish with phi losophy as a 
d i scursive institution .  

Miss  Head wishes to be let into the Hal l  of  Fame and be a l lowed to 
rest a longs ide the great th inkers. She crystal l izes some of the worst dan­
gers awaiting women who dare enter the sacred grounds of h igh cul­
ture. Her energy and creativity are wasted in steri le imitation of patterns 
of conceptual  behavior that have been institutional ized by men, for 
themselves. L ike a sleepwalker acting out someone else's script, she is 
caught in  a perfectly m imetic structure of repetition . The relationship 
between Miss Head and G inny is in  some ways a replay of the darker 
side of the female Oedipal configuration : the older woman is both the 
object of steri le love and the subject capable of exerc ising a normative, 
prescriptive function-a smal l-time leader who does not set the ru les 
but knows how to apply them. L ike the "bad" mother of Freudian psy­
choanalysis, she is the one through whom the Law of the Father is 
appl ied and enforced upon the descendants, against thei r  w i l l  if neces­
sary. One of the marks of patriarchal  cu lture is precisely the fact that the 
original bond between the mother and the ch i ld  must give way to their 
joi nt acceptance of a common master: the husband, the father, the man. 

G inny is  motivated by the des i re to make phi losophy the best of a l l  
possible d isc ip l i nes. She  bel ieves in  i t  with a l l  the intensity of  the neo­
phyte, and were phi losophy ever to fai l  her she wou ld dedicate herself 
to the m ission of reforming it, so as to make it l ive up to her own expec­
tations. Had she not met Eddie, she wou ld  probably have become a 
moral phi losopher, and she m ight have adapted classical phi losoph ical 
concepts to the analysis of some fem in ist topic. I can imagine her writ­
ing, for i nstance, a paper about "the moral and phi losoph ical issues 
raised by abortion." Although G inny is  representative of the prefemi n ist 



1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1  2 1 9  

state of mind, i t  wou ld  be a m istake to d ism iss her attitude as merely 
naive. The reform ist work accompl ished by women l ike G inny is a real­
ity that cannot be ignored today. In many subtle ways th is type of pro­
motion of women with in  the status quo is changing the structure of our 
society and its d iscu rsive practices. This phenomenon often makes me 
th ink that women as a pol itical movement are not nearly dangerous 
enough to the soc iopol itical system . At other times it just leads me to 
bel ieve that, insofar as they are part and parcel of th is  very system, 
women are condemned to being sign ifying agents with in  it. I n  other 
words, women are doomed not only to speak but also to have some­
th ing to say; if they are to be producers of signs, however, it is their 
responsibi l ity to choose the ways and means of thei r  d iscurs ive produc­
tion . It is  up to women to make their "difference" work in  new and pow­
erfu l ways wherever it chooses to express itself. 

The th i rd position, represented by Eddie, is rad ical femin ism.  It is, of 
course, no coincidence ( is  it ever?) that G inny's break from the mater­
nal bond coincides with her meeting th is  N ietzschean separatist. I n  a 
very d i rect way, she deconstructs a l l  of Miss Head's attempts at system­
atizi ng real ity into a neat, exhaustive, conceptual framework. The rad i­
cal femin ist attacks the phal locentric bias i nherent in  our cu lture, which 
manifests itself particu larly in  the tendency to leap from the particular 
to the universal and to associate the latter with the mascu l i ne. Edd ie 
refuses the notion of un iversal truths. She posits the deconstruction of 
metad iscourse1 o and asserts the priority of multipl ic ity over l i near and 
monol ith ic d iscourse. For instance, i nsofar as the preoccupation with 
"women as other" is  a l l -pervad ing in  Western thought, it can be used as 
the parad igm to i l lustrate the i nteraction of rational ity with norms of reg­
u lation, dom ination, and excl us ion. 

I n  the rad ical femin ist perspective, therefore, "woman as other" is  the 
prototype of a l l  that is exc luded from ru l ing modes of thought. Accord­
ingly, it can be argued that the dom inant order of d i scourse in modern 
thought-that of scientific rational ity-is a normative model for a l l  the 
sciences. "Rational ity," accord i ng to the scheme sketched out in chap­
ter 7, has been thought out in a b inary set of oppositions, which works 
by assign ing to the negative pole a l l  that is d ifferent, or "other-than." A 
connection is to be made, therefore, between the normative power of 
reason to mascu l ine power and to the agelong war it has waged against 
"women as other" and against the "femin ine." 
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It  seems to me that the rad ical critique of phi losophy unvei l s  the 
power structures impl icit in the theoretical processes and that it does so 
from a sexual ized standpoint. I n  other words, a l l  ph i losophical c la ims 
to un iversal i ty are deconstructed by pointing out the compl ic ity 
between the mascu l ine and the rational . This impl ies that phi losoph ical 
d iscourse, far from being un iversal, suffers from the most partial onesid­
edness: a sexual and conceptual b ias in favor of the mascu l i ne.  

The femin ist analysis of rational ity in  terms of normative power 
assumes that patriarchy has set up the categories of thought it most 
needed in order to legitimate itself, passi ng off as a "nature"-that is to 
say the "other" of cu ltural order-a good half of human ity. To sexual ize 
a discourse is  therefore a practice of d isclosure of vested i nterests : l i ke 
the l ittle gir l  who declares that the emperor is naked, Edd ie sees through 
the power games i nvolved in the theoretical process. The femi n ine 
"dark continent" that puzzled Freud is  thus read as the fl ip  side of mas­
cu l ine self- legitimation in d i scourse. 

The question then becomes : can rational ity be freed from its hege­
monic connotations? It is poss ib le to take the theoretical and pol itical 
standpoint of femin ism to bring about another regime of truth ? 

I n  order to explore the i mpl ications of these complex questions, I w i l l  
spe l l  out  three different sets of  d istinct, though related, problems : fi rst, 
what are the specific aspects of the femin i st practice of phi losophy? Sec­
ond, what are the repercussions for femi n ism of the practice of th is  d is­
c ip l ine and how has the presence of fem inism affected male ph i loso­
phers? Th i rd, I sha l l  stress the importance of eth ical questions as a point 
of j unction between femi n ism and phi losophy. 

Doub le  B i nds  and New Bonds : Women 
and Ph i losophy 

O n  the empi rical level the changes brought about by feminism in  the 
field  of h igher cu lture and education are obvious: some fifty years after 
Virg in ia  Woolf's inspir ing words1 1 women have gained access to the 
institutions of learning and are now a presence i n  most branches of 
knowledge. The effective presence of female scholars has caused basic 
alterations i n  the practice as wel l  as the d iscourse of the sciences. 

As far as phi losophy is  concerned, the contribution of someone such 
as S imone de Beauvoir  can no longer be ignored by professional 
ph i losophers, no matter how hard they try to resist. Th is new theoreti-
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cal genea logy of women means not only that academic courses about 
women in ph i losophy are possible today but also that the question of 
women's relationship to learn ing, and the ind ividual women's hand l ing 
of her des i re to learn, is being structured d ifferently. The presence of 
real-l ife women i n  positions of authority and knowledge is open ing up 
new poss ib i l ities for self- image and identification in women . Thus, if 
young G inny went to un iversity today, she would probably have at her 
d isposal some new models of women as fu l ly fledged theoreticians in 
thei r  own right. The novelty of the pedagogical relationsh ip  in which 
women play the lead ing roles deserves c lose scrutiny as the experi­
mental grou nds for new ways of th inking about and deal ing with phi­
losophy as an inte l lectual d isc ip l ine. 

It seems to me that femin ists need to th ink  more carefu l ly about the 
transm ission of the femin i st i nsight as a critical stance, as wel l  as a the­
matic or a content that can be formal ized. In other words, femi n ism has 
the potential to provide th inking women with some critical d istance vis­
a-vis the structures of power and knowledge in which they are caught. 
For i nstance, the interplay of confl icts and des i re at work in the peda­
gogical relationship between women often functions as both the cata­
lyst for, and the re-enactment of, specifical ly female patterns of behav­
ior: Oedipal and other dramas that tend to defy expected norms. This 
double i nteraction--on the one hand between women and mascu l ine 
i nstitutions of d i scourse and, on the other, between each woman 
involved in the process-stresses the complexity of the i ssues relating to 
both femin ine and femin ist identity. 

Here psychoanalytic theory can, once again,  provide some useful 
ins ight i nto the pol itical impl ications of the process of construction of 
human sexual identity in general and of the fem in ine one in particu lar. 
If we view the d i scourse about the "otherness" of fem in in ity as one of 
the transh istorical and cross-cu ltural constants of patriarchal culture, 
then we can take the Freudian scheme as a fa ir ly accurate description 
of the mechanisms of mascu l i ne authority-an analysis of the subjective 
ground ing of patriarchal power. 

For i nstance, in her article about the fantasies of erotic domination 
Jessica Benjamin 1 2  analyses the m ixture of violence and desire that 
marks the process of identification and of d ifferentiation of the ch i ld 
from h is/her parents. Un less the mutual recogn ition of each other's sub­
jectivity occurs, the need to achieve separation and individual ity is  
doomed to take a violent turn . 
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Benjamin stresses a lso the lack of symmetry between the two sexes, 
particu larly when it comes to the notion of "separation" :  the male ch i ld  
seems more prone to deny h is  dependence on the mother and, through 
the den ia l  of th is  bond, he also fai l s  to acknowledge the other as a sub­
ject in her own right. In  th is  paradoxical knot of violence and love l ies 
the groundwork for the fantasy of erotic domination, which can come 
to fru ition in the adu lt sadomasochistic relationsh ip.  In a very i nterest­
ing and qu ite daring argument, Benjam in suggests that the matrix of the 
des i re to dom inate and humi l iate the (m)other, in other words the knot 
that ties together des i re and violence, is related to the original fai l u re to 
recognize the mother's subjectivity. 

This vaguely Hegel ian scheme appl ies perfectly wel l to our heroine 
G i n ny, who is caught i n  the double b ind of mother love: loving and hat­
i ng, l ife-giving and yet murderous, the maternal space is the threshold 
of the most fundamental psychic confl icts in one's l i fe. The dia lectical 
struggle for mutual recogn ition carries on unti l ,  in the Oedipal triangle, 
the th i rd party comes to break it. In  Kinflicks the tragedy is  high l ighted 
by the fact that Miss Head refuses to come to l ife in her own right. G inny 
wou ld be more than w i l l i ng to recognize her, but the teacher recedes 
into her strictly functional d imension, and, once her transitive task is  
over, she fades out of existence. Her self-den ia l  not only prevents G in­
ny's recogn ition of her as a subject, it also s lows down the development 
of her own ind ividual ity. The young woman bui lds around Miss Head a 
confl icting web of adoration and aberration, which final ly escalates into 
a fu l l -scale war between the mother figure and her daughter. It is as if 
one cannot grow without the other. Or else, to use one of I rigaray's 
more poetic images, one cannot sti r without the other. 1 3  The primacy of 
the erotic bond with the mother leads to a vicious c i rc le, and the ch i ld's 
or iginal attachment resu lts in  a structura l ambivalence that is  particu­
larly violent for the baby gir l . 

This fundamental ambivalence gives a specific femin ine inflection to 
the questions of i nterpersonal relationships: how do we expla in  the 
"excessive" nature of women's love? How do we expla in  that the stuff 
love is made of is a l so what hatred is made of? How can we account for 
the coextensivity of power and des i re?  

I th ink that the question of  the mother-daughter relationsh ip has  been 
latent in femin ist th i nking ever s ince the early days of the movement, 
when ideas such as "sisterhood is powerfu l"  seemed self-explanatory. It 
has, however, become more prominent of late, in a large number of 
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publ ications, which is  in itself q u ite sign ificant. L ike a boomerang, the 
return of the complex problem of the maternal signifies c learly that 
someth ing had been missed . 

Recent attempts at assessing the evolution of femin ist thought on the 
mother-ch i ld  relationship have spel led out the d ifferent stages of the 
femin ist case for the pol itics of sexual ity. 14  The transition from the very 
early consc iousness-rais ing groups, which praised the pol itics of expe­
rience and spoke out against female oppression, to the return of the 
debate on the double bind of fem in in ity occurred through the lesbian 
separatist phenomenon.  

Notions such as  "woman-identified woman"1 5 became the focus of 
a heated debate about the symbol ic  homosexual ity represented by and 
bu i lt i nto the women's movement. Thus the insight that the "personal is  
the polit ical" acqu i red a sharper edge of controversy over the choice of 
erotic objects. The d istinction and yet a lso the connection between per­
sonal sexual l iberation and the pol itics of sexual ity remains a crucial 
question for many fem in ists today. The complexity of the problematic 
has led, in the highly charged context of the socioeconomic recession 
and the conservative backlash of the eighties, to questioning of the very 
notion of femin i ne identity in relation to the mother's body. It was at a 
rather critical point i n  time that the analysis of the mother-ch i ld rela­
t ionsh ip  emerged as a powerfu l s ite of fem i n i st thought, su pported 
by the psychoana lyt ic i ns ight i nto the construct ion of human sub­
jectivity i n  terms of symbo l i c  structu res . The very formu lat ion of the 
problem is  a symptom of some deep d iscontent with i n  fem i n i st 
thought and practice. 

When it comes to the question of the mother-ch i ld relation, I feel 
qu ite resistant to two extreme though opposite sol utions :  one that con­
sists in concea l ing  the molecu lar complexity of the problem beh i nd a 
soc iological type of analysis, 1 6  the other being the mystifying ideal iza­
tion of the woman-identified bond as a "pol itica l ly pure" identity, which 
reduces the mother-daughter problematic to an elaborate analogy for 
lesbian ism . 1 7  

I t  seems to me that a way out of th is  false alternative is  a pol itical 
analysis of sexual ity as an i nterrelated set of power, knowledge, and 
des i re structures that are centered on the body-along the l ines sug­
gested by Michel Foucault  in his History of Sexuality. In Foucau lt's view 
the i nterplay of body, d iscourse, and power is  positive, that is, it is not 
to be u nderstood in terms of repression but rather as active production 
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of forms of knowledge about the bod i ly subject. Foucau lt focuses on the 
h istorical forces that shape the production of d iscourse, but at the same 
time he stresses the idea that "historical contingency forms a substantial 
part of the sexual l ife. " 1 8  

The attention thus  paid to  the complexity of  the interp lay of  h istory 
and human subjectivity al lows Foucau lt to go further than the trad ition­
al analyses of oppression. With i n  femin ist thought, for instance, there 
exists a m i l itant l inel 9 that resolves the most problematic aspects of 
female sexual ity-for instance the issues related to sadomasoch ism, 
power, and domination-by read ing them as marks of patriarchal 
oppression that women have tu rned i nward . In Foucault's perspective, 
on the other hand, the q uestion becomes: what does it mean to turn 
someth ing l i ke this " inward"-into what? And out of what? 

Foucault's work can be particu larly useful to refute the tendency, d is­
played by some current trends of fem in ist thought,2° to defi ne women 
as completely exc luded from (dominant) cu lture and, as such, innocent 
of and uncontaminated by its values and sign ifying practices. This view 
has led, in its most rad ical separatist form, to the assertion of an authen­
tica l ly  female sexual ity that could and should be retrieved by women. 
The l iberation of th is sort of sexual ity is  then presented as the principle 
of legitimation for separatist fem in ist polit ics: femi n ism is the question, 
lesb ian ism is the practice. 

It seems to me that the conju nction of sexual identity with the ques­
tion of the pol itics of des i re cal ls for a more complex d iscuss ion. As far 
as the question of sexual identity is concerned, I feel very strongly that, 
although heterosexual ity is the domi nant " l ie" about women today2l­
and one that is perpetuated and enforced by an entire socia l  system-it 
is not the only one. The homosexual separatist alternative is in no way 
qual itatively or pol itica l ly  "better." I do not bel ieve that any purity is 
possible i n  a system as coded as ours, where categories such as "sex," 
"race," and "class" carry normative connotations. There is no "outside" 
in the material and d i scurs ive system that structures our subjectivity; a l l  
a pol itical movement can aspire to is  a strong sense of  strategy i n  the 
Foucauld ian sense-as the constant, mu ltiple, and d ispersed quest for 
critical standpoints and points of resistance. 

The suspension of bel ief in fixed identities of the sexual ,  cu ltural, and 
pol itical k ind seems to me an essential step toward a critique of ratio­
nal ity as a normative notion. A l l  identity is j ust a game of masks that 
conceals and yet at the same time a lso conveys the representations of 
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our conscious thoughts and our unconsc ious th inking. Furthermore, the 
suggestion that identity is partial and fragmentary may help the fem in ist 
movement to avoid the p itfa l l s  of dogmatism and prescription, from 
which it is not immune. 

The stakes are h igh: the issue of sexual identity questions the legiti­
macy of the women's movement as a pol itical force and as a critical 
stance. How can clear-th inking fem in ists justify and authenticate their 
pol itical bel iefs today? What eval uation shou ld  be made of recent fem­
in ist ana lysis and experiments with identity? Where should we draw the 
l ine between personal fantasies, the pol itics of sol idarity, and pol itical 
utopias? These questions are a two-way mirror that reflects both on fem­
in ist theory and practice and on contemporary phi losoph ical i nvestiga­
tions of human subjectivity. The question I would l ike to raise here is :  
what happens to theoretical d i scou rse when women refuse to play 
nature to thei r  cu lture?22 What changes are brought about in an intel­
lectual d i scipl ine when some of its main figureheads are women ?  What 
happens to the notion of rational ity as a gu id ing principle if women are 
at last perceived as masterfu l m inds? As Helene Cixous puts it,23 what 
w i l l  happen to their church when the stone on which they bu i lt it sud­
den ly col lapses? 

In turn, how does contemporary phi losophy contribute to femin ist 
thought? What are the poi nts of contact and of d ivergence? 

Ph i losophy and Woman : The M iss ing L i n k  

There i s  as yet no un ified problematic about women and phi losophy; 
the fragi le  conj unction and, which l inks the two terms of reference, 
does not fu lfi l l  a conjunctive role-rather it performs a d isju nctive act, 
marks a categorical, qual itative leap between two discourses and two 
referents: ph i losophy/women. 

An additional d ifficu lty involved in  formu lating the problematic is 
a lso due to a remarkable coincidence, the emergence and the merging, 
in  the last thi rty years, of two phenomena: on the one hand the revival 
of the women's movement throughout the Western world, which led to 
new analyses of the role, the l ife conditions, and the d iscurs ivity of 
women; on the other, someth ing qu ite internal to the theoretical field 
and to phi losophy itself-the crisis of rational ity. Although it was 
announced at the turn of the century by the apocalyptic trin ity of critical 
th inkers-Marx, Freud, and N ietzsche-th is crisis acqu i red greater rele­
vance and gathered momentum after World War I I , and particu larly in  



E T H I C S R E V I S I T E D  

Continental phi losophy. I do not th ink th is is  a simple h istorical coinci­
dence but rather an extraord inary concurrence of effects: the new fem­
in ism and the ph i losophical  u rgency to question the epistemological 
groundwork of ph i losophical d i scourse. The movement to bring phi los­
ophy back to its specific h i storical context was very strong i n  France. 
Michel Foucault summed up this shift of ph i losoph ical orientation as 
fol lows: 

I would say, then, that what has emerged in  the course of the last ten or 
fifteen years is a sense of the increasi ng vu l nerabi l ity to criticism of thi ngs, 
i nstitutions, practices, d iscourses. A certai n  fragi l ity has been d iscovered 
in the very bedrock of existence, even and perhaps above a l l  in those 
aspects of it that are most fami l iar, most sol id and most intimately related 
to our bodies and to our everyday behavior. But together with this sense 
of instabi l ity and this amazing efficacy of d iscontinuous, particular and 
local criticism, one in fact also d iscovers something that perhaps was not 
i n it ial ly foreseen-someth ing one might describe as precisely the inh ib it­
i ng effect of global, total itarian theories.24 

The structural fragi l ity af d iscursive practices has led Foucau lt to 
reconsider critica l ly  the function of ph i losophy today. H is  main concern 
has thus become the questioning of power:25 power as it operates with­
in theoretical d iscourse, as a pol itical economy that a l lows certain  ideas 
to emerge as true and others to be excl uded as false, in a regime of truth 
that works through socioeconomic and symbol ic  institutions a l i ke;  the 
spec ific power exercised by the idea of rational ity in its c la im to uni­
versal val id ity as the dom inant mode i n  Western phi losophy; power as 
a concept particu larly relevant to pol itical phi losophy and more partic­
u lar ly to the idea of governmental ity (a word used by Foucau lt to ind i­
cate the process of constant regulations and surve i l l ance); how does the 
ideal of rational ity relate to notions such as revolution and l i beration?; 
power as coextensive with the body defined as a field of i nteracting 
socia l  and l ib id inal forces-the body has emerged, in  Foucau lt's 
thought, as a cognitive field, an object for theoretical and pol itical 
analysis. 

Through these questions Foucault expresses the idea that we cannot 
go on th inking adequately about our h i storical existence with in  the cat­
egories of thought we have i nherited from the past. In the l ight of the 
femin ist strategies in ph i losophy that I have pointed out earl ier, Fou­
cau lt's work on the body and power represents a c lear poi nt of contact 
between women and ph i losophy. H is microphysics of power casts 
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some new l ight on the d ialectical opposition of the femin ine to ratio­
nal ity and stresses the paradigmatic nature of dual istic th i nking for 
Western phi losophy. 

Although I cannot develop here the deta i l  of Foucault's analysis of 
the "femin ine," I do wish to stress the sign ificance of thei r  point of inter­
section between ph i losoph ical inqu i ry and the theoretical issues raised 
by fem in ists. Let me i l l ustrate th is  point of contact by a series of other 
statements made by contemporary th inkers, about the role and function 
of rational ity in ph i losophical work. The fi rst is  taken from Foucau lt: 

These questionings are those which m ust be addressed to a rational ity 
that makes un iversal claims whi le developing in contingency, which 
asserts its un ity and yet proceeds only by means of partial modification, 
when not by general recasti ngs, which authenticates itself through its own 
sovereignty, but which in  its h istory is perhaps not d issociated from iner­
tias, weights which coerce it, subjugate it. In the history of science in  
France, as  i n  German critical theory, what we are to exam ine essentia l ly  
is  a reason whose autonomy of  structures carries with itself the h istory of 
dogmatism and despotism-a reason wh ich, consequently, has the effect 
of emanc ipation only on the condition that it succeeds in freeing itself of 
itself.26 

The next extract comes from Pau l  Feyerabend : 

We must invent a new conceptual system that suspends or clashes with 
the most careful ly establ ished observational results, confounds the most 
plausible theoretical principles and introduces perceptions that cannot 
form part of the existing perceptual world.27 

The fol lowing is taken from Gregory Bateson :  

I f  I a m  right, the whole way of thinking about what and who we are and 
what other people are has got to be restructured. Th is is  not funny and I 
don't know how long we have to do it i n .  If we cont inue to operate on the 
premises that were fash ionable in the pre-cybernetic era . . .  we may have 
twenty or th i rty years before the logical reductio ad absurdum of our old 
positions destroys us . . .  The most important task today is, perhaps, to 
learn to th ink in the new way. Let me say that I don't know how to th ink 
that way yet.28 

The final quotation comes from Adrienne Rich : 

I am convinced that there are ways of thinking that we don't yet know 
about. I take those words to mean that many women are even now th ink-
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i ng in  ways which trad itional intel lection den ies, decries or is u nable to 
grasp. Thinking is an active, fl u id, expanding process; intellection, 
"knowing" are recapitulations of past processes. In  argu ing that we have 
by no means yet explored our biological groundi ng, the miracle paradox 
of the female body and its spiritual and pol itical meani ngs, I am asking 
whether women cannot begin, at last, to th ink through the body, to con­
nect what has been so cruel ly  d isorgan ized .29 

Read ing these passages one after the other, one is  struck by thei r  sim­
i larity, as wel l  as some fundamental d ifferences. The phi losophers seem 
to come to a consensus on the u rgency to reth ink the very foundations 
of theoretical d i scourse; thei r  cry of a larm is  addressed specifica l ly to 
the trad ition of ph i losophical thought as an establ ished institution. In  
other words, the i r  i nterlocutor is  the h i story of  phi losophy itself, and 
they a l l  s ituate themselves with in  th is  trad ition as speaking subjects. The 
fact that the trad ition that legitimates thei r  position is  going through a 
rad ical crisis is reflected i n  thei r  own concern for thei r  place of enunci­
ation.  They seem to experience the crisis of modern ity as a problem of 
representation and self- legitimation.3D In  different ways and to varying 
degrees they see themselves as carrying the heavy h istorical burden of 
"freeing reason of itself" (Foucau lt); of suspend ing and confounding 
establ ished scientific dogma (Feyerabend); of saving what is left of ratio­
nal ity before it's too l ate (Bateson)-Cassandra's voices echoing with in  
the city wal ls .  

Maybe there is  no a lternative left to phi losophers in  times of crisis 
than questioning the legitimacy of thei r  d iscursive practice. How else 
can a male deconstruct h i s  own identification with pha l l ic mascu l i n ity, 
than to expose it? 

And yet the phi losophers' concern can a lso be read as a sort of envy­
in-d isgu ise, as I suggest i n  chapter 6: were they oppressed, they could 
participate in the ferment of ideas of thei r cu lture; if they cou ld  join i n  
the great work of critical deconstruction of some cu ltural and theoreti­
cal assumptions, they might rel inquish the gu i l t  and the angu ish that 
come from having been forced to real ize the h istorical role men have 
played in perpetuating the oppression of women and others. 

If one argues, from the fem in ist standpoint, that ph i losophy has been 
unti l yesterday a mascu l ine prerogative that was passed down from the 
"fathers" to the "sons" as one of the i ntel lectua l  attributes of mascu l in i­
ty, and that as such it excl uded women and others as sign ifying agents, 
and if then we go on to assume that a specific h i storical context of cri-
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sis has brought fem in ism and ph i losophy together, we can only con­
cl ude that the d iscourse of modernist phi losophy does not necessari ly 
have the same impl ications for femin i sts as for the phi losophers. Much 
as I appreciate the consc ious efforts of some male th inkers to develop a 
more critical outlook on thei r  own cu ltural tradition and to deconstruct 
dominant modes of conceptua l ization, I also mainta in  that th is  is not 
qu ite the women's story. 

It seems to me that a double symmetry has emerged with i n  critical 
thought between femin ist thought and phi losoph ical investigations of 
the status of phi losophy in  general and of its "fem in ine" in  particu lar. 
Femin ism has evolved beyond the stage of a critique of the patriarchal 
oppression of women-toward a more active critique of the theoretical 
models imposed by thei r  cu lture: the very status of discursivity, ratio­
nal ity, and consciousness have been cal led into question . Femin ist 
practice consists precisely in keeping the flow of interaction between 
concrete pol itical concerns and the more theoretical concerns of acad­
emic research .  The strength of fem in ism consists in its moving back and 
forth between intel lectual critique and resistance against dai ly forms of 
oppression . I wou ld say that, insofar as women are sti l l  fighting for basic 
rights, they have tended to sexual ize d i scourse, to point out its com­
pl ic ity with mascu l ine power. 

On the other hand, avant-garde phi losophers, confronted by the 
need to renew thei r  d iscip l ine, tend to argue for the d issolution of a l l  
models and  d iscursive practices based on  phal logocentric premises. 

They stand before the void of the contemporary crisis of rational ity 
cal l ing for structural transformations in terms of what J .  F. Lyotard rec­
ognizes as one of the th ings at stake in femi n ism, namely the decon­
struction of metad iscourse. 

Some "postmodern" th inkers d isplay also the tendency to th ink about 
femi n ism and phi losophy as a " l ucky coincidence"; a good example of 
th is  sort of mystification is an article by Craig Owens.31 

It is  precisely at the legis lative frontier between what can be repre­
sented and what cannot that the postmodern ist operation is being 
staged-not in  order to transcend representation but in  order to expose 
that system of power that authorizes certain  representations whi le  
blocking, prohibiting, or inval idating others. Among those proh ibited 
from Western representation and den ied a l l  legitimacy, are women . . .  

Here, we arrive at an apparent crossing of the femin ist critique of 
patriarchy and the postmodern critique of representation. I n  th is  pas­
sage, the i ntersection of women and phi losophy is understood in the 
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l ight of the problem of representation, of truth and its legitimation . The 
spec ificity of the female problematic is impl ic itly den ied by being melt­
ed into a sign-a symptom ?-of mascu l ine preoccupations. 

The fem in ist stand that I have been pointing out leads me to th ink that 
one cannot subscribe eas i ly  to the endless "theories of representation" 
that our cu lture has produced and perpetuated about women . I w i l l  
therefore contest th is  new metaphorization of  women as  the unrepre­
sentable of the process of representation; this position as a sign of unrep­
resentabi l ity is not structu ral ly  different from a l l  the other signs to which 
the femin ine was confi ned in  the c lassical mode (the i rrational, the 
emotional, and so forth) .  Women are sti l l  perceived as the "bl ind spot" 
of the theoretical and s ign ifying process, the "dark continent"-and the 
basic dual istic logic of the sign ification process itself remains 
unchanged. The danger impl ic it in  th is position is precisely that it does 
not cal l i nto question the hegemonic model that susta ins its mental 
hab its; as such, it carries on with the agelong metaphorization of 
women by the mascu l i ne subject of enunciation . 

I should rather th ink  that femin ism and phi losophical modern ity can 
be understood in d ialectical terms, that is  to say in terms of power and 
strategy. Thus, I bel ieve that the u rgency male contemporary phi loso­
phers feel to criticize their own d i scursive premises betrays thei r  
i ncreasing awareness of  the d i scursive presence and power of  women 
and of femin ist thought. They seem to have d i splaced thei r  problemat­
ics accord i ngly. 

The question I wou ld very much l i ke to be able to answer is :  why is 
it that as soon as femin ists began th i nk ing out loud for themselves, male 
th inkers took up the "fem in ine" as the i r  own cause? What made them 
want to embark on th is  sudden "femi n ization" of thei r  own modes of 
th inking? What is i nvolved in this d ramatic change in thei r  p lace of 
enunciation ? What is being exorcized by it? Why does the subversion 
or deconstruction of the subject of rationa l ity seem to imply the transi­
tion via the "femin ine" ? 

The most important d ifference between the femin i st stand and con­
temporary critical ph i losophy in the Continental  trad ition l ies in their 
respective awareness of the i r  p lace of enunciation. It is as if the fem in ist 
th inkers were actively i nvolved in the process of bringing about-both 
in theory and i n  practice-some rad ical ly different notion of subjectiv­
ity taken as the conditions of possib i l ity for some other h istory, some 
new mode of thought. It seems to me that th is  difference in i nflection 
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has profound eth ical  impl ications. Femin ism thus defined stands as the 
mark of des i re for a new way to conduct human affai rs, to th ink about 
the human being as an entity, as wel l  as being the expression of a pol it­
ical w i l l  to ach ieve j ustice for women. As such, it cal ls for a redefin ition 
of the status of d ifference in our system of theoretical, moral ,  and 
socioeconomic values and for new theoretical representations to sup­
port th is  effort. 

If we assert that femin ism can bring about an open-ended quest for 
d ifference in the sense of a mu lt ip l ic ity of differences, it fol lows that 
what is at stake in fem in ist theory today is not female sexual ity as much 
as the complex interplays of truth and power and the pol itics of desi re 
i n  terms of the d iscursive and material institutions that shape it. 

As our century d raws to its end, several i ntel lectual paths seem to 
converge on the question ing of the "other" and the need to establ ish 
new possibi l ities for truth . If we are to bel ieve the critique of power 
in/and d i scourse as a possible pol itical position, then feminism can be 
seen as p laying a major role i n  laying the foundations of postmodern 
eth ics and for specific forums of knowledge that cannot be adequately 
represented with in  existing academic d i scourses. 
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The Subject in Feminism 

It wou ld  be h istorical ly false and i ntel lectual ly pretentious to th ink that 
I am the first woman to have the priv i lege of c l imbing these steps and 
add ressi ng the community of academics, c itizens, and friends gathered 
here today. Some came before me; many more w i l l  fol low. Neverthe­
less, it is with a certai n  hesitation that I stand here i n  front of you about 
to d iscuss the problem of female subjectivity as if th is  had not been done 
before by one of my gender. Some images come to my mind, images 
that I want to share with you i n  the way of introduction. 

F i rst image: Cambridge University in  the 1 920s. A talented woman is 
stand i ng in  front of the m ighty wal ls of the col leges wondering about the 
poor educational opportun ities for women . She has not herself been 
a l lowed to learn Greek, Latin, rhetoric, and phi losophy; she introduced 
herself to most of the branches of learn i ng. As a writer she w i l l  cam­
paign for the rights of women-for women to be entitled to become sub­
jects of knowledge-and she w i l l  a lso struggle for women's right to 
vote, for women to become pol itical subjects. Her name: Virgin ia 
Woolf. The texts : A Room of One's Own and Three Guineas. 

Second image: Paris in the 1 930s. A talented young woman real izes 
that she is not a l lowed to enro l l  in the Ecole Normale Superieu re-the 
most prestigious institution in the fie ld of the human ities in her coun­
try-because it is  sti l l  reserved for men. She wi l l  not get the i nd ividual 
attention and tutorship from the greatest teachers of her age, and though 
al lowed to attend c lasses at the nearby state un iversity-the Sorbonne­
she w i l l  always feel deprived of adequate supervis ion and tra in ing. Br i l ­
l iant and strong-wi l led, she wi l l  nevertheless become a writer and a 

This chapter is the text of the inaugural address that I del ivered, fol lowing the 
Dutch academ ic trad ition, in the central ha l l  of Utrecht U n iversity, on May 
1 6, 1 990 
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phi losopher; she wi l l  a lso campaign for the rights of women to become 
subjects of knowledge and active partic ipants in the intel lectual debates 
of their time, as wel l as in pol itical l ife, considering that they had j ust 
gained the right to vote in France. She w i l l  devote most of her writings 
to unravel ing the crucial question:  how can women, the oppressed, 
become subjects in their own rights? Her name: S imone de Beauvoir. 
The texts : The Second Sex and Ethics of Ambiguity. 

Thi rd and last image: Utrecht i n  the early 1 990s. Two young women 
stand ing in front of the women's stud ies bu i ld ing d iscuss thei r  profes­
sional prospects. The fi rst one asks, "And what w i l l  you do afterwards 
[mean ing, after graduation] " ?  The other repl ies: "Oh the usual things a 
g i rl can do:  teacher, doctor, professor, d iplomat, museum d i rector, 
manager, head of personnel, d i rector of cabinet, journal ist. I ' l l  j ust see!" 
The first g ir l ,  however, who has stud ied "General Human ities" and has 
read about the poor employment opportun ities for graduates from the 
h uman ities, has a d ifferent l i ne :  "All th ings considered," says she, "I 
th ink I ' l l  learn how to play the stock market so I can retire at the age of 
forty to write my best-sel lers ! "  

The Genea logy of Fem i n ist Theory 

Speaking i n  and of Utrecht at the beginn ing of the last decade of th is 
century and of th is m i l lennium I can only welcome wholehearted ly the 
improvements in  self- image and sense of worth that educational oppor­
tu nities have brought about in the women of today. I rejoice in the 
buoyant confidence d isplayed by younger women; I admi re the i r  deter­
mination and self-rel iance. 

In the case of these specific young women here today, I adm i re it a l l  
the more, as I know that they have been working on th is  topic in  the i r  
women's studies classes. They have learned a fundamental ex istential 
lesson from thei r  read ing of Virg in ia Woolf's greatness and misery,l 
from Beauvoir's gen ius and frustrations.2 The study of their gender has 
given these undergraduate women a powerfu l tool for self-analysis and 
evaluation . Their knowledge of women's cu ltural trad itions, of l itera­
tu re, of the h i story of the struggles for femin ist ideas, has added an extra 
d imension to their un iversity tra in ing:  it has given them a critical intel­
lectual awareness that functions as a grip on real ity. Women's stud ies is 
a vantage point from which they can look out more lucidly onto con­
temporary cu lture as the intersection of language with social  real ities.3 
They know where their gender comes from, and so they also know there 
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i s  no way for them to go but up.  Fem in ist consc iousness translated i nto 
a scholarly d imension is one of the sources for thei r  awareness and self­
determination but a lso for their professional ization . 

The awareness shared by many women of today about an h istorical 
heritage that is  profoundly negative for the female sex, coupled with the 
new sense of pride in the knowledge that women's struggles in  the con­
text of modern ization and modernity have ach ieved major transforma­
tions in the status of women, has been extensively analyzed and theo­
rized with i n  women's stud ies as the problem of female subjectivity. 

The field of enqu i ry broad ly known as women's studies has been 
developing both quantitatively and qual itatively over the last fifteen 
years as the intel lectua l  and theoretical offspring of the ideas generated 
by the women's movement.4 Analysts of women's studies, such as 
Catherine Stimpson and Hester E isenstein, have s ingled out three stages 
i n  the development of th is  fie ld of study. The earl iest one was centered 
on the critique of sexism as a social  and theoretical practice that creates 
d ifferences and d i stributes them in a scale of power values. The second 
stage a imed at reconstructing knowledge on the basis  of women's expe­
riences and the ways of knowing and representing ideas developed 
with i n  women's cu ltura l  trad itions. The th i rd stage focuses on the for­
mu lation of new general values appl icable to the community as a 
whole. 

Obviously these three stages are intrinsical ly connected and the 
process of developing them goes on s imultaneously; they do make 
c lear, however, that the ideas and the i nsight developed with i n  wom­
en's stud ies do not concern women a lone but rather involve the trans­
formation of general values and systems of representation. Thus the 
question of the female subject is  not on ly a problem for women. Let me 
develop th is  point. 

Both Vi rg in ia  Woolf and S imone de Beauvoir  as individual women 
were in many respects qu i te priv i leged. They were certa in ly  more priv­
i leged than most other members of thei r  sex. The sort of issues to which 
they gave voice, however, the problem area they identified as being the 
femi n ist issue, transcended the particu lar l ife stories and c i rcumstances 
of each ind ividual woman. Thus Woolf stated that for any woman to be 
able to turn her i nterest in the arts and especia l ly  in l iterature i nto a 
source of income, some general and very concrete sociopol itical pre­
conditions would have to be fulfi l led. This is true for any woman-that 
is to say, for a l l  women-not on ly the few privi leged ones. 
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In other words, the category Woman, despite al l the d ifferences 
that actua l ly exist among i nd iv idual  women, is very c learly identifi­
able as suffering from common, cu ltu ra l ly  enforced assumptions. 
However d i fferent women may be from each other in other respects, 
a l l  women are exc l uded from h igher education .  And why is that? 
Because th is  cu lture has a certai n  preset idea of Woman that resu lts i n  
the exc l usion of a l l  women from educational  rights. This is  the trad i­
t ional  representation of Woman as be i ng i rrational, oversensitive, des­
tined to be a wife and mother. Woman as body, sex, and s in .  Woman 
as "other-than" Man. 

This representation of Woman is  the den ia l  of the subjectivity of 
women; it results in thei r  exclusion from pol itical and i ntel lectual l ife. 
Even in the sphere cal led "private l ife" Woman does not enjoy the same 
freedom of emotional and sexual choice as Man does; she is  expected 
to nurture and uphold the male ego and des i res; her ego is not an issue. 
Virg in ia  Woolf devoted some memorable pages to the analysis of wom­
en's mi rror fu nction, argu i ng that th is  ego-boosting activity requ i res that 
the female appear as weaker, more incompetent, less perfectible than 
the male. In th is respect some of the trad itional grievances against wom­
en's a l leged intel lectual and moral i ncompetence can be seen merely as 
a rhetorical technique that aims at constructing and uphold ing Man as 
the ideal model . Misogyny is  not an i rrational act of woman-hating but 
rather a structural necessity: it is  a logical step in the process of con­
structing male identity in opposition to-that is  to say, rejection of­
Woman. Consequently Woman is connected to the patriarchy by nega­
tion. 

The paradox of being defined by others is  that women end up being 
defined as others; they are represented as different-from Man and this 
d ifference is  given a negative value. D ifference is a mark of inferiority. 

The c lassical m isogynist argument-a very persistent trend in our 
cu lture-passes off th is  difference ( in  the sense of i nferiority) as a natur­
al trait. For the misogynist, biology or anatomy is destiny, and the 
female, cons idered un ique in  her reproductive capacity, is  seen as infe­
r ior to men in  a l l  other respects. 

The femin ist position ever s ince the e ighteenth century has consisted 
i n  attacking the natural i stic assumptions about the mental inferiority of 
women, sh ifting the grounds of the debate toward the soc ial  and cul­
tural construction of women as being different. I n  so doing fem in ists 
have stressed the demand for educational equal ity as a factor that cou ld 
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decrease the differences between the sexes, these d ifferences being the 
source of social  i nequal ity. In Three Guineas Woolf writes: 

It would seem to fol low as an ind isputable fact that "we"-mean ing by 
"we" a whole made up of body, bra in and spirit, influenced by memory 
and trad ition-must sti l l  differ in some essential respects from "you" 
whose body, bra in and spirit have been so d ifferently trained and are so 
differently i nfl uenced by memory and trad ition . Though we see the same 
world, we see it through d ifferent eyes. Any help we can give you must 
be different from that you can give yourselves and perhaps the value of 
that help may l ie in the fact of that difference.s 

Ten years later S imone de Beauvoir  goes even further in the argu­
mentation against the dual i stic-that is  to say, oppositional-way of 
presenting the differences between the sexes. She argues that women 
are represented and constructed as different by a soc iety that needs to 
have them exc luded from crucial areas of civic l ife: not only the uni­
versity and organ ized pol itics but a lso management, the church, the 
army, competitive sports, and so on. The d ifference, or "otherness" that 
women embody is necessary to uphold the prestige of the "one" of the 
male sex as the sole possessor of subjectivity meant as the entitlement 
to active participation in a l l  these fields. In other words, the disqual ifi­
cation of the female subject is  assessed by Beauvoir as a structural 
necessity of a system that constructs differences as oppositions, the bet­
ter to affirm the norms, the normal standard : the mascu l ine. 

By analyz ing the position of women as being men's Woman, Beau­
voi r  s ingles out, if only to condemn it, the idea of rational ity or theoret­
ica l  reasoning bei ng the i nstrument of mascu l i ne domination par excel­
lence. She thus d iscloses the knot that for centuries has held together the 
use of reason with the exercise of power. In the femin ist perspective thus 
defined, there is  a bond between rational ity, violence, and mascu l i n ity. 

This assumption leads to a question ing of the very foundations and 
the a l leged neutral ity of rational d iscourse. Femin ist theory thus criti­
cizes the myths and mystifications surrounding Woman, understood as 
the construct of the male imagination, i naugurating a trad ition that aims 
at subverting the systematic d i squal ification and den igration of the 
female subject. Femi n ism argues that men have appropriated de j u re the 
facu lty of reason, de facto confin ing women to compulsory i rrational i­
ty, un reasonableness, immanence, and passivity. 

This intel lectua l  angle of approach to the women's question marks 
one of the most sign ificant moments in the h i story of fem in ist ideas. The 
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founding moment of femin ist theory is the affirmation of a bond among 
a l l  women, a relation among them insofar as they share the same cate­
gory of difference in the negative sense. I n  stating that she cou ld  not 
th ink adequately about her own ind ividual existence without taking into 
account the general cond ition of women as wel l as the category of 
Woman as a patriarchal construction, Beauvoi r  lays the foundations for 
a new kind of female subject: a pol itical and theoretical category "sub­
ject to change," as Nancy Mi l ler put it,6 or, to quote Teresa de Lauretis, 
a "female femin ist subject."7 

The female femin ist takes the experience of women and the category of 
Woman as her object of study, not only in  order to comprehend the 
mechanisms of d i squal ification of her gender but also and especia l ly  so 
as to d i sengage the notion of Woman from the web of half-truths and 
prejud ices in  which patriarchy has confined it. Ever s ince Beauvoir  
some fem in ists have been working to reach a more adequate defin ition 
of the category Woman. They have analyzed female oppression in  
terms of  s imultaneous symbol ic  disqual ification by d iscourse and con­
crete exploitation in patriarchal society. They have defended a double­
edged vision : critic iz ing the construction of fem in in ity in the oppressive 
and d isqual ifying mode, whi le turning women's cultu ral trad itions and 
ways of knowing into a source of positive affirmation of other val ues. 

In  so doing, femi n ist theorists have s ituated the question of subjec­
tivity in the framework of questions about entitlement-that is to say, 
power. A connection is thus drawn between epistemology and pol itics: 
they are seen as terms in a process that also constructs the subject as a 
material and semiotic agent.s 

In my opin ion, fem in ism is  the question-the empowerment of 
female subjectivity in the polit ical, epistemological, and experiential 
sense is  the answer. By empowerment, I mean both positive affirmation 
(theoretical) and concrete enactment (social ,  ju ridical, pol itical ) .  

The central notion on which th is project rests is  that of experience; 
the l ived experience of real- l ife women that Adrienne Rich expresses so 
powerfu l l y  i n  the notion of "the pol itics of location ."  The po l itics of 
location means that the th ink ing, the theoretical process, is not abstract, 
un iversal ized, objective, and detached, but rather that it is situated in 
the contingency of one's experience, and as such it is  a necessari ly par­
tial exercise. In  other words, one's inte l lectua l  vision is not a d i sem­
bodied mental activity; rather, it is  c losely connected to one's p lace of 
enu nciation, that is, where one is actua l ly  speaking from.9 
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This is no relativism but rather a topological approach to d iscou rse 
where pos itional ity is crucia l .  The femi nist defense of "situated knowl­
edges," to quote Donna Haraway, 1 0  c lashes with the abstract general i­
ty of the c lassical patriarchal subject. What is at stake is not the specif­
ic as opposed to the un iversal, but rather two rad ical ly d ifferent ways of 
conceiving the poss ib i l ity of legitimati ng theoretical remarks. For femi­
nist theory the only consistent way of making general theoretical points 
is to be aware that one is actual ly located somewhere specific. 

In the femin ist framework, the primary site of location is the body. 
The subject is not an abstract entity, but rather a material embodied one. 
The body is not a natural thi ng; on the contrary, it is a cu ltu ra l ly coded 
soc ial ized entity. Far from being an essential istic notion, it is the site of 
intersection between the biological, the social ,  and the l ingu istic, that 
is, of language as the fundamental symbol ic system of a cu lture." Fem­
in ist theories of sexual difference have ass imi lated the insight of main­
stream theories of subjectivity to develop a new form of "corporeal 
material ism" that defines the body as an interface, a threshold, a fie ld of 
intersecting forces where multiple codes are inscribed. As Gayatri Spi­
vak poi nts out, 1 2  the embodied subject is neither an essence nor a bio­
logical destiny, but rather one's primary location in the world, one's sit­
uation in real ity. The emphasis on embodiment, that is, the situated 
nature of subjectivity, a l lows femin ists to elaborate strategies of subver­
sion of cu ltural codes. It a lso leads to reconsidering the very conceptu­
al structu res of biological science, chal lenging the elements of both 
physical and psychic determin ism of scientific d iscourse, 1 3  and also 
refuting the idea of the neutral ity of science by pointing to the impor­
tance played by language in the e laboration of systems of knowledge. 14  

The femin ist analys is  sees patriarchal cu ltu re as  a system that has 
seen fit to code embodied subjects in sexual-specific terms accord ing to 
the oldest of a l l  d ichotomies : male/female. These subjects are therefore 
primari ly d ifferentiated along sexual l ines, though they are a lso struc­
tured by other, equa l ly  powerfu l variables; most important among those 
variables are race and ethn icity. The sexual d ichotomy that marks our 
culture has systematical ly  situated women in  the pole of d ifference in 
the sense of inferiority to men. 

The female femin ist question then becomes how to affi rm sexual dif­
ference not as "the other," the other pole of a binary opposition conve­
n iently arranged so as to uphold a power system, but rather as the active 
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process of empowering the difference that women make to cu lture and 
to society. Woman is no longer different from but different so as to bring 
about alternative values. 

The rehabi l itation of sexual d ifference opens the way for a l l  other dif­
ferences to be reconsidered : differences of race or ethn icity, of class, of 
l ifestyle, of sexual preference, and so forth. Sexual  d ifference stands for 
the positivity of mu ltiple d ifferences, as opposed to the trad itional idea 
of d ifference as pejoration . 

Modern ity 

This point about sexual difference is best appreciated if read i n  the 
context of what is conventional ly cal led modern ity. I w i l l  not go i nto the 
economic aspects of the problem, except to remark that the transforma­
tions taking place i n  our structures of production requ i re h igh ly trained 
professional women as wel l  as the female work force as a whole to enter 
the l abor force. That in such a context so many women, especia l ly 
young women, shou ld sti l l  be unemployed, and that the top of the pro­
fessional sca le even and especia l ly i n  institutions such as un iversities 
should sti l l  be so male-dominated i s, of course, a flagrant contrad iction . 
The professional success and wel l-being of the women of today 
depends to a great extent on their endurance and determi nation in an 
environment whose attitude to career women is contrad ictory, to say 
the least. The economic contrad ictions concern i ng the female labor 
force point toward more theoretical problems and cu ltural representa­
tions of women i n  the age of modern ity. I would sum them u p  as the 
s imu ltaneous need for women to become more active and present in  
society, but  a lso the cont inu ing need for the i r  exploitation. 

By modernity I mean a chronological ly undated but inte l lectua l ly 
unden iable chapter of Western thought i n  which the classical system of 
representation of the subject entered a state of cris is .  I read th is moment 
as the crisis of mascu l ine identity in a h i storical period when the gender 
system is  being chal lenged and restructured. Fol lowing the analysis pro­
posed by French ph i losophers such as I rigaray, Foucau lt, and Lyotard, 
as opposed to the vis ion proposed by the German critical schoo l , 1 5  I see 
modern ity as the moment of dec l i ne of c lassical rational ity, as the fai l ­
u re of  the trad itional defi n ition of  the subject as  an entity that is  expect­
ed to coi ncide with h is/her conscious rational self. As if a new fragi l ity 
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had been d iscovered i n  the very bedrock of ex istence, century-old, 
stone-hard bel iefs in the priority and des i rabi l ity of rational ity have 
come to be chal lenged with in  the fields of the humanities and social  sci­
ences . 1 6  As a matter of fact, the very idea of the subject of the human 
became problematized as a consequence of the loss of metaphysica l ly  
based certainties. N ietzsche, Darwin, Freud, Marx stand as  the guard ian 
angels of the postmetaphysical world .  There is  no going back:  the state 
of cr is is is the way of being of modernity. 

I am no cyn ic. Nor am I n ih i l istic enough to bel ieve that a crisis nec­
essari l y  leads to loss, dec l ine, or the downfa l l  of values. On the con­
trary, I see the crisis as the opening-up of new possibi l ities, new poten­
tial ities; thus the center of the theoretical agenda is occupied today by 
a crucial question : What does it mean to be a human subject, that is to 
say a social ized, c iv i l ized, member of a community in a postmetaphys­
ical world ?  The l i nk among identity, power, and commun ity needs to be 
rethought. Th is chal lenge is a great chance for those who, l i ke women, 
who have historica l ly  been deprived of the right to self-determination; 
for them the crisis of the mascu l ine rational subject can be a construc­
tive positive moment. 

In Three Guineas Virginia Woolf, on the eve of a world war, encour­
aged women to take the time to th ink  for themselves what it meant to 
be part of a system dominated by mascu l ine values at a time when those 
values were cru mbl ing under the impact of changing historical c ircum­
stances : 

Th i n k  we must. Let us thi n k  in offices; in omnibuses; whi le we are stand­
ing in the crowd watching Coronations and Lord Mayor's Shows; let us 
th ink as we pass the Cenotaph; and in Whitehal l ;  in the gal lery of the 
House of Commons; in the Law Courts; let us th ink at baptisms; and mar­
riages and funerals. Let us never cease from thinking-what is this "civi­
l ization" in  which we find ourselves? What are these ceremon ies and why 
do we take part in them? What are these professions and why should we 
make money out of them? Where in  short is it leadi ng us, this procession 
of the sons of educated men ? ' 7  

Women do th ink, and think they did from time immemorial ;  since the 
advent of femin ism, however, they not only th ink more but also they th ink 
about what they th ink-that is to say they have acquired a metatheoretical 
level that al lows them to classify and canonize their own ideas. 

In stressing the extent to which what is at stake in fem in ism is a com­
plete redefin ition of what it means to be part of c iv i l ization, of what it 
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means to th ink, Woolf points out the profound eth ical passion that sus­
tains the fem in ist project. It is  a d iscu rsive and a practical eth ics based 
on the pol itics of location and the importance of partial perspectives. 
Let me develop this further. 

One of the offshoots of the cris is of modern ity is  that it crit icizes the 
very foundations of c lassical un iversal ism. In my frame of reference un i­
versal ism refers to the habit that consists i n  taking the mascu l i ne as the 
representative of the h uman. By chal lenging th is inadequate represen­
tation of the subject, modern critical thought gives a voice and an enti­
tlement to speak to the subjects of symbol ic minorities, those that have 
been defined as "different." F i rst and foremost among these differences 
are sex and race. 

As Al ice Jardine convincingly argues, the Woman question l ies at the 
heart of the turmoi l  of ideas in modern ity; one cannot ask the question 
of the modern without the issue of sexual  d ifference r is ing also. The two 
contain  each other: the female femin ist subjects of the postmetaphysi­
cal era are those for whom the question of sexual d ifference is h i stori­
cal ly urgent. It seems to fol low, then, that-if women stop bei ng con­
fined to the eternal "other" and, l i ke other m inorities, fi nal ly gain the 
right to speak, to theorize, to vote, to go to un iversity-then it is only a 
question of time before the old image of Woman, which was created 
without consu lting the experience of real- l ife women, wi l l  have to be 
replaced by a more adequate one. 

The symbol ic changes and the transformations in  the system of rep­
resentation of women are l inked to concrete soc ial real ities: modernity 
needs women. They are needed as a labor-force reservoir, as u ntapped 
potentia l ities in a cu lture that for centuries d isqual ified them. In our 
times modern ization and emancipation walk hand in  hand. 

This much the two young Utrecht women I mentioned in  the begin­
n i ng know-they know that the road toward participation, even inte­
gration, is now open. They know that after centuries of male separatism 
modern society is  rather more heterosexual in that it c la ims to welcome 
women among the active agents of social l ife . Women of today have 
gained the right to a room-that is to say a salary-of their  own . The 
question now becomes, what to do with it? What val ues wi l l  women 
oppose to the old system? What theories and representations of them­
selves w i l l  women j uxtapose to the classical ones? 

If emancipation means adapting to the standards, the measures, the 
val ues of a society that for centuries has been male-dominated, accept-
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ing unquestioningly the same material and symbol ic val ues as the dom­
inant group, then emancipation is not enough . We must be r id of the 
s impl istic idea that we can remedy centuries of exc lusion and d isqual i ­
fication of women by the i r  sudden state-sponsored integration into the 
labor force and into symbol ic  institutions and systems of representation.  
Putting women i n, a l lowing them a few odd seats in  the previously seg­
regated c lubs is not enough. What is needed is for the newcomers to be 
able and to be entitled to redefine the ru les of the game so as to make a 
difference and make that d ifference felt concretely. 

I see the project of the empowerment of sexual difference as a very 
important one in that it a ims to avoid the repetition of old models in the 
hands of new socia l  actors, to prevent new authors from s imply repeat­
i ng old texts and canons, and to a l low for the e laboration of new cul­
tural representations and val ues. Un less the acceptance of d ifference 
becomes the new code of behavior, women-the eternal servants at the 
banquet of l ife-wi l l  have to satisfy themselves with the crumbs of 
modern ity. At best they wi l l  be the "crisis managers" of the modern pro­
ject, the rescue team bringing fresh oxygen to a world in crisis, restor­
ing it to some postmodern or postindustria l  health. They w i l l , however, 
leave fundamenta l ly  u ntouched the i n-depth structures of the d i sease. 
Modernity is women's h i storical chance, and femin ism is one of the 
possib le positions-in my eyes the best possib le position-women can 
take so as to cope with a world in cris is that needs them. 

The notion of sexual d ifference as I see it is  a social  project aiming at 
setting up the conditions-both material and inte l lectual-that wou ld 
a l low women to produce alternative values to express other ways of 
knowledge. This project requ i res time, money, and care. The assump­
tion that sustains my vision of women's stud ies is that the socia l  field is 
a system of sem iotic and material forces and representations that con­
struct gender as a term in a process of normativity and normal ization . 
The role of the femi n ist i ntel lectua l  in such a system is to keep open 
areas of critical enqu i ry, of criticism, and of resistance. 

In th i s  respect fem in ism is  critical theory in that it reconnects the the­
oretical to the personal-the q uestion of identity-and both to the col­
lective-the question of the community-and it brings a l l  of them to 
bear on the issue of entitlement, that is to say of power. Confident of the 
fact that, as Adrienne Rich put it, "there are ways of th inki ng that we 
don't yet know about," 1 8  I see women's stud ies as the laboratory of 
ideas where research can be conducted in a heterogeneous yet system-
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atic manner about the forms and contents of the project of empowering 
the d ifference that women make. 

This is  how I understand the mandate of my position, and let me 
assure you that I wi l l  do my best to develop the potential carried by the 
project of women's stud ies. What is u lt imately at stake in th is  project is  
not only the status of women . What is at stake is a choice of civi l ization 
founded on the rejection of sexism and rac ism and the acceptance of 
d ifferences, not only in  terms of formal legal norms, but also on the 
deeper level of the recogn ition that only mu ltip l ic ity, complexity, and 
d iversity can provide us with the strength and inspiration needed to face 
up to the chal lenges of our world. 

To formu late a new femin ine essence through a series of new equa­
tions relating cause and effect, attribute and substance, surface and 
depth, alterity and negativity i s  neither sufficient nor necessary as a 
premise to the task of empowering women. Rather, sexual d ifference as 
a sign for mu ltiple d ifferences would requ i re an open-ended defin ition 
of the subject. As Teresa de Lauretis puts it, 

What is emerging in fem in ist writing is . . .  the concept of a mu ltiple shift­
ing and often self-contradictory identity, a subject that is not d ivided in ,  
but  rather at  odds with, language; an identity made up of heterogeneous 
and heteronomous representations of gender, race, and class and often 
indeed across languages and cultures; an identity that one decides to 
reclaim from a h istory of mu ltiple ass imi lations and that one i nsists on as 
a strategy.1 9  

I n  th is  sense the project of redefin ing female subjectivity i n  terms of  sex­
ua l  difference amounts to emphasizing and enacting the lack of sym­
metry between the sexes, that is to say the i r  rad ical difference. It raises 
the femin ist project to an epistemological but a lso an eth ical d imension 
by focusing on the alternative values women can bring about. By 
defending female femin ist specificity in terms of a new, situated, and 
therefore relational mode of thought, femin ism is  seeking reconnection 
whi le accepting noncomplementarity and mu ltipl icity. It also empha­
sizes positively the importance of embod iment and the l ived experi­
ence. 

This project is  presented neither as a utopia nor as an essentia l ist fem­
in i ne ideal; rather, it is  a project that is  aski ng to be put to the test to 
prove the constructive nature of its epistemological and eth ical pas­
sions. As Teresa B rennan points out in her recent study of psychoanaly-



T H E  S U B J E C T  I N  F E M I N I S M  

s is, the positivity of sexual d ifference is a project that needs to be con­
structed and enacted .20 

My special  wish for women is for social integration with a d ifference; 
I hope they can become fi rst-class members of the socia l ,  pol itical, and 
intel lectual community and sti l l  keep a l ive the h istorical memory of 
what it cost them, what it cost us  to get where we are.21 I wou ld l i ke 
women, as first-class citizens in the age of modern ity, to l ive up to the 
chal lenge of thei r  h i storical context: being up to the present is both a 
moral  and an inte l lectual  imperative. 

More especia l ly I want women to take the leap to the next century 
carrying the sometimes heavy burden of their h istorical memory and 
determined that never again shall women's voices be si lenced, wom­
en's inte l l igence den ied, women's val ues d isregarded. 

In the postmodernist era of d issolving identities and crumbl ing cer­
ta inties I hope that we, the female femin ist subjects, manage to assert 
the positivity of the difference that feminism makes whi le  we recognize 
the fragi l ity of what is common ly cal led civi l ization:  a network of mul­
t ip ly  differentiated, interacti ng subjects, functioning on a consensual 
basis. 

I hope we, as women from the humanities, can confront the changes 
and the chal lenges that modernity has thrown open and sti l l  be able to 
reconci le them with our h istorical memory of both oppression and resis­
tance. Only by preserving a l ive our cultu ra l  traditions shal l we find our 
way to the new. 

I hope women can negotiate the transition to the next m i l lennium 
open-eyed, with dign ity, with passion and with rigor. I n  th is process, I 
wish to thank the women from the femin ist movement in a l l  the coun­
tries where I have had the privi lege of meeting them. I wish to acknowl­
edge every woman who even once in her l ife had the courage to say no 
to injustice, no to exploitation, no to med iocrity, bel ieving-as I do­
that there is a better way to conduct h uman affa i rs .  I want to thank the 
femin ists today and tel l  you that your struggle is a lso mine. 



F O U R T E E N  

United States of Europe 

or United Colors of 

Benetton ? Some 

Feminist Thoughts on 

the New Common 

E uropean Community 

At the precise point in time when the un ification of the German state, 
symbol ized by the col lapse of the i ron curta in  in  general and the Berl in  
wal l  i n  particular, sets the stage for the 1993 un ification of Europe into 
a common economic and pol itical community, a femin ist intel lectual 
cannot but stop and th ink. Not un l i ke Virgin ia  Woolf  on the eve of one 
of Europe's many "commun ity-based" wars,1 one must take the time to 
th ink through some of the forms taken by the project of un ification, to 
try and analyze the l anguage used to express it, and to assess its conse­
q uences for the femi n i st project and for the institution of women's 
stud ies.  

For those of us, who are involved in  teach ing women's stud ies pro­
grams in Europe at th is particu lar point in time, terms such as commu­
nity, integration, European consciousness are part of our dai ly institu-

This Chapter was origina l ly  written in cooperation with Ch ristien Franken. 
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tiona I existence. We are strongly u rged, from the govern ing instances, 
to move our th ink ing, our teach ing, and our budgetary i nvestments i n  
the general d i rection of  our un ited European community.  
At times, a sort of euphoric rhetoric accompanies th is  push for a new 
European spi rit: "The winds of freedom are blowing aga in, after the end 
of the cold war, and the continent of Europe stands up again,  un ited at 
last, ready to face the chal lenges of its American and Japanese com­
petitors . . .  " 

One does not even have to read between the l ines to detect, i n  this 
k ind of rhetoric, the i nfluence of econom ic interests and the vicious c i r­
c le of the market economy. I n  th is  respect, the colossal success-at least 
here in E urope-of Benetton's advertis ing campaign seems to sum up 
the semiotic code of the European u n ification project: a l l  un ited i n  our 
respective differences, provided that our currency is  the same, our l iv­
ing standards comparable, and our designer clothes, of course, made in 
(off-shore production)2 Italy, with capital held transcontinenta l ly. 

We do not wish to be u nnecessari ly cynical  about the new European 
commun ity; in a l l  the activities of ou r women's studies department, we 
try to maintai n  a strong " international" profi le, and we support actively 
the attempts to set up networks with women's groups right across our 
beloved continent. Nevertheless, some questions do spring to our m ind, 
and we wish to i nject a dose of healthy suspicion i nto the language of 
the u n ited-Europe project. 

What can one, i n  fact, plead in favor of European consciousness? The 
words are Christa Wolf's: 

The fact that it was Europeans who, by subjugating and exploiting other 
people and continents, learned-or confirmed-that consciousness of 
mastery and race which determi ned the d i rection of technological devel­
opment ( including weapon technology), as wel l  as the structures of the 
economy and of nations? The fact that we ourselves brought i nto the 
world the forces which threaten US?3 

The femi n ist i ntel lectua l ,  especia l ly  if i nvolved in the institutional real­
ities of women's stud ies, must provide food for thought about the inter­
national perspectives that are being opened in Europe by the impend­
ing dead l i ne of the u n ified market of 1992 and more genera l ly  by the 
standardization of the means of communication and mass cu lture. 
Without even beg inn ing to plu nge i nto the h istorical roots of the many 
differences that constitute the i ntricate mosaic that is  Europe, the ques-
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tions we want to ask about such perspectives are both i ntel lectual  and 
eth ical; we wonder about the content of the ideas, the pedagogical  and 
cu ltura l  practices that are about to be "circu lated ."  We wonder about 
the bas is for a common language, a common content, a joint program. 
We wonder how the notion of "commun ity" is  being used in th is con­
text. 

The U n ivers i ty-based Vi s ion of the 
Eu ropean Commun ity 

I n  th is  period of postmodern d isorder4 the d i stinction between "h igh" 
and " low" cu lture has become somewhat obsolete. Those of us  who 
have chosen to enter the new experimental areas of un iversity research, 
such as women's studies, know that the d istinction between h igh, that 
is, "serious," discipl ines and the general field known as " i nterd iscip l i ­
narity" is  more often than not used in a normative man ner. Moreover, 
we also know that what characterizes our age is the dec l ine of c lassical 
d iscip l inary d istinctions and the emergence of many, mu ltiple d iscours­
es.s What makes our  age "modern" is the techn ical capacity to repro­
duce, d istribute, and market cu ltural and i ntel lectual  products as "men­
tal goods" subjected to the laws of exchanges and to the h igh-technol­
ogy communication techn iques of the market economy. One-maybe 
the only one-advantage of th is  is that there is therefore no antinomy 
between technology and the l i fe of the mind, but rather an ever- increas­
i ng interconnection of the two. 

H istorical ly, what we today cal l  "high" cu lture has developed its own 
forms of international perspectives and exchanges. Scholarly and scien­
tific networks have a lways existed in the un iversity world and writers as 
wel l  as phi losophers d id not wait for the age of sate l l ite commun ication 
to set up effective forms of i nternational commun ication.  International 
networks have been operational for as long as institutions of learn ing 
have existed. 

A commun ity of scholars capable of val idating and recogn izing what 
then became known as "science"6 is the d riving force beh ind the setting 
up  of such international webs. The un iversity as the guard ian of h igher 
cu lture is  the institution that both developed and canonized the modes 
of i nteraction of th is community of scholars. The un iversity, as the per­
fect embod iment of the n ineteenth-century worldview, upholds these 
standards of "h igh" cu lture, whi le being increasingly subjected to the 



U N I T E D  S T A T E S  O F  E U R O P E  

req u i rements of the market economy. The paradox of the un iversity .as 
institution today is that it continues to be a bastion of resistance against 
" low" cu lture, whi le being increasingly committed to pursu ing the aims 
of the lowest poss ible common denominator of cu ltural ach ievement: 
marketable profits. For Europe, th is  is  a new situation . 

It is precisely th is  vis ion of the un iversity as the guard ian of "h igh" 
cu lture, that al lows notorious critics of femin ism, such as French 
ph i losopher Jacques Derrida/ to accuse the women's stud ies practi­
tioners of being "contaminated" by the spi rit of normative guard ianship.  

H is much-commented attack on the role and function of women's 
stud ies in the un iversity structu re has the one merit of h ighl ighting the 
need for a critical reappraisal, not only of a l l  forms of " low" culture, 
inc lud ing popu lar cu lture, media, and cultu ral studies, but also of the 
role  of femin ism as critique of the institutions, at a time when the very 
symbol ic  structure of the "power" of such institutions is sh ifting rapidly, 
under the jo int impact of transnational economic interests and p lanetary 
means of communication.8 

I n  this respect the recently funded NOI!?SE (Network of I nterd iscip l i­
nary Women's Stud ies i n  Europe)/ERASM US project of i nter-un iversity 
exchanges of staff and students is the last (to date) chapter in a long h is­
tory that has tried to see the university as a community of scholars. 
ERASMU S  is  basical l y  a student exchange scheme, open to all members 
of the European commun ity and to foreign students enro l led in a Euro­
pean un iversity. It provides scholarships for study abroad and some 
funds for joint curricu l um development and translation of teach i ng 
mater ia l ;  it also a l lows the coord inators of the project to meet once a 
year to d iscuss further developments and to work especia l ly  on a system 
of i ntegrated academ ic recognition. The network is funded by compul­
sory subscriptions from the member states; it is  coord inated by a special  
bu reau set up  in and staffed by the European commun ity headquarters 
i n  B russels. Although it tends to be domi nated by the hard sciences, we 
bel ieve that women's stud ies scholars can play an important role in this 
new scheme. I n  th is  respect, i t  may be important to point out that there 
exist several Erasmus networks for women's studies, besides the one 
coord inated by the un iversity of Utrecht;9 the others are ru n by the un i ­
versities of  Hul l  and Bradford, in  England . l O 

I n  response to and as an extension of the ERASMUS network, the 
Counc i l  of Europe, which is  located in Strasbourg and is seen by many 
as the "rival" of the Brussels-based i n itiative, has a lso launched a Euro-
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pean Network for Women's Stud ies ( ENWS) that was formal ly  estab­
l ished in J une 1 989. Its purpose is the stimulation of research in wom­
en's studies, the i ncorporation of research into postgraduate tra in ing 
(wh ich is  qu ite a novelty in  the European h igher education system ! ), and 
the appl ication of research results to pol i cy making in relation to 
women but a lso to other sectors of soc iety. The ENWS organizes semi­
nars and workshops on themes of interest to women's stud ies; it tends 
to concentrate on stimu lating new areas of thought and research, and 
thus work a longside the universities so as to provide complementary 
information. The network is subsid ized by the Cou nci l  of Europe, on the 
basis of donations from the Counci l 's n ineteen member states; it is run 
by a board of d i rectors, with a scientific counci l  and a group of nation­
al contact people. 

The central coordination for this network is in the hands of the Dutch gov­
ernment, under the Ministry of Education and Science; the ENWS publ ishes 
a biannual newsletter that contains short articles, bibl iographies of recent 
publ itations, and announcements of forthcoming activities. 

In the framework of a l ready existing institutions, specia l  mention 
should be made of the women's stud ies activities with in  the Eu ropean 
University Institute in F lorence. This institute has existed si nce the 
1 9 70s, with the expl ic it a im of developing i nter-European cooperation 
in the field of academic research .  It offers visiting fel lowsh ips for emi­
nent scholars, graduate teach ing programs for students working in a 
European frame, and excel lent conferences. In recent years, mostly 
thanks to the efforts of the women's studies scholars who visited the 
institute, a strong women's stud ies program has been bu i lt up. The fel­
lowships and the program of its conferences also reflect a more femin ist 
approach .  

WISE, WEP, and the Women in America 

Not satisfied with a l l  these in itiatives taken at  the formal institutional 
levels, the abstract entity known as "the women of Europe" has also 
organized other, sl ightly more "alternative," networks. 

Women's I nternational Stud ies Europe (WISE) was set up in 1 988 by 
women from the Netherlands, the Un ited Kingdom, and the former Fed­
eral Republ ic  of Germany; the inspiration came from the Nairobi con­
ference to celebrate the end of the Un ited Nations Decade for the 
advancement of women. The network now a lso includes Greece, Spain, 
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Denmark, and Ita ly .  The a ims of th is  group are to promote exce l lence 
in women's stud ies teach i ng in the European commun ity, to i n itiate 
students' and teachers' exchanges between member associations, to 
develop new courses i n  women's studies, and to work toward the 
development of jo int  curricu la and degrees. The group also a ims at 
expand ing women's stud ies i nto countries where the d iscip l ine does 
not yet ex ist. The network is run by the contributions of its members, 
though it was a lso able to get some financial  support from the ERAS­
MUS office in B russels; it is centra l ly  coord inated i n  the Netherlands 
and has one contact person in each member cou ntry. So far it has been 
able to organ ize contact-seeking semi nars and workshops on top ics as 
d iverse as : "Women and the Labor Market/' "Women Refugees and 
Immigration/' "Reproduction, Sexual i ty, and Violence Agai nst 
Women/, "Science and Technology/, and "Language, L iterature, and 
Communication . "  

This group i s  now i n  the process of establ ish ing a formal European 
women's stud ies association and developing a fu l l  network of subscrib­
i ng members. The project of setting up a European women's studies 
journal has a lso been financed by the Dutch government, and a con­
tract has been s igned with the publ isher Sage. An intra-European board 
of ed itors has been set up, to prepare the fi rst issues. 

The Women's Exchange Program I nternational (WEPL on the other 
hand, was set up in 1 983 and offic ia l ly  establ ished in February 1 989. It 
is  a foundation that acts as an intermediary and offers services such as 
advice, fund-rais ing, and tra in ing and organization of international 
cross-cu ltura l exchange programs to women's groups, compan ies, net­
works and governments, i n  order to stimu late regional and internation­
al  women's studies networki ng. WEP publ ishes a biannual news bul­
letin and special mai l ings on specific projects; the former gives a survey 
of international exchanges between d ifferent women's groups and orga­
n izations. 

Another extremely i nteresti ng in itiative with a European orientation 
is that of the International Arch ives for the Women's Movement, which 
have ex isted in  Amsterdam s ince the 1 920s. The arch ives col lect not 
only h istorical material but a lso an impressive amount of recent journals 
and publ ications in the field of women's stud ies and femin ist research .  
The arch ives are an  association, run  by  a team of  volu nteers and  by 
some paid arch ivists. They publ ish regular bibl iographical sou rces and 
function as a general data bank for fem in ist research in Europe. 
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On the question of a European data bank for researchers i n  women's 
studies, however, the archives do not have the monopoly, though they 
do have a head start. Alternative projects for data banks are being spon­
sored at the European Institute in F lorence and a lso in Brussels, through 
the journal Les Cahiers du Grif, which runs the data-bank project coded 
as Grace. 

Despite the expl icit Eurocenteredness of these exchange programs, 
the influence and the active presence of the Un ited States of America is 
not too far off: women there are impl icitly connected to th is i ntense net­
working. For one thing, the organizational structures and the methods 
of the networking are defin itely "Anglo-American" in their  orientation. 
S imi larly, the extent to which a l l  these networking in itiative tend to be 
located in Northern Europe, an area where women's studies is most 
advanced, is str iking. The many "jun ior  year abroad" programs of vari­
ous American un iversities, which regu larly establish contacts with Euro­
pean institutions, are sign ificant in this respect. It just so happens that 
Northern Europe is the geopol itical area that is the most closely related 
to the American style  of femin ist studies . l 1  It is a lso i mportant to stress 
the intercontinental networking accompl ished by American women, 
often with the assistance of offic ia l  American organizations and with the 
Consu late of the U nited States. 

As far as the American connections are concerned, exchanges con­
tinue through the usual channels :  the Fu lbright programs and the I .S . E .P. 
system, and a lso through more special ized networks, such as the Inter­
national federation of University Women, the US National Women's 
Stud ies Association, and the Antioch program of study abroad especial­
ly devoted to women's stud ies. 

The Coca-Col a-based Vis ion of the 
Commun ity; or, MTV as Pan-European i sm 

To come back to the distinction between "h igh" and "low" culture, I 
wou ld l i ke to go one step further and argue that what d istinguishes our 
era and the period of h istory we are going through is that " low" cu lture 
has a lso become very international ized and consequently more stan­
dardized. Because of the telecommunication revolution popu lar cu lture 
has become virtua l ly  a p lanetary phenomenon. According to the notion 
of the "global v i l l age" 1 2  the whole planet is i rrad iated by the same cu l ­
tural forms: from Bangkok to Dordrecht we can consume on our televi-
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sion screens the same type of cu ltu ra l  myths and representations. 
Michael Jackson, Pepsi-Cola and Larry King-or Saturday N ight­
Live-it's a worldwide invasion. 

We shal l  not be nostalgic for nosta lgia's stake; nor sha l l  we pose as 
Matthew Arnold, i n  a Victorian ( im)posture of rejection of popu l i st vul­
garity. We love our MTV, and telecommunication technology is  some­
th ing that we l ive with and benefit from in many other respects. Our 
question would rather be: why not market in  a more convincing man­
ner the products of "h igh" cu lture? Why not use these technological 
tools to make "h igh" cu lture into a worldwide phenomenon ? Why can­
not the un iversity standards of knowledge be used as gu idel ines for the 
futu re? Why shou ld Madonna (the contemporary version thereof) be the 
heroine of our times, why not S imone de Beauvoir, Alexandra Kol lon­
tai ,  Rosa Luxembourg? 

One of the most d isconcerting aspects of the present state of Europe 
is that European television is struggl ing to conquer the general space of 
the "community." On the one hand one finds the a l l iance of the pan­
European Berluscon i/Hersant, who plan to flood our skies with Euro­
pean med ia mediocrity; on the other hand one finds the "Anglo-shab­
by" 1 3  a l l iance of Murdoch, who plans to flood our skies with American 
media  mediocrity. 

European inte l lectuals being traditiona l ly  shy about media perfor­
mance, they are slow at reacting to th is new s ituation, and even slower 
at adapting to it. 

The questions for us shou ld be: how are women going to market the 
fruits of our i ntel l igence? How do we intend to make h igh cultu re attrac­
tive to the new barbarians in our increasingly Macdonald ized world? 
Do we think that "trad ition" is  the antithesis  of international popular 
cu lture, or can the two go together, and how? What sort of agents of 
international exchange are the young students of today planning to be ? 
What values wi l l  they defend? What is our vis ion? What is the "pursuit 
of excel lence" worth for us ? As the last to join in  the world of "h igh" 
cu lture, what is  the vision of the university that we intend to approach 
in an international perspective? 

By cal l ing upon the women of today to make themselves account­
able for thei r  own i ntel l ectual and eth ical va l ue systems i n  an age of 
increasing standard ization, we i ntend to emphasize the point about the 
"community." Women have never had the opportun ity to set up thei r  
own learned societies and international exchanges. Women have not 
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been fi rst-class c itizens in  the c ity of letters; rather, we have been ser­
vants at the phi losoph ical banquet. Newcomers into the university 
world, we often assim i late establ ished val ues without submitting them 
to adequate crit icism. 

"As a Woman I Have No Cou ntry; 
As a Woman My Cou ntry Is the 
Who le  Wor ld"  (Vi rg i n i a  Woolf) 

The question of community ties carries further impl ications for women; 
a large variety of socia l  commentators, ranging from the femin ists to the 
more acute pol itical scientists, have been compla in ing about women's 
low sense of citizensh ip and low partic ipation in pol itical l ife. It is  as if 
women did not take representative pol itics seriously enough; the right 
to vote is  not in  itself enough to guarantee fu l l  c itizensh ip. What is  need­
ed, among other th i ngs, is a sense of accountabi l ity, respons ib i l ity and, 
u ltimately, belonging. Virg in ia Woolf's str ik ing remark about the inter­
relation of gender and international ism should make us th ink. Being a 
c itizen of the world may appear attractive at fi rst, ti l l  one th inks more 
carefu l ly  about the h i storical exc lusion of women from the rights of cit­
izenship.  It is precisely in their being a l l  equa l ly  excluded from sociopo­
l itical rights that a l l  women are a l i ke.  What they have in common, 
accord ing to my read ing of Woolf, is that they have no country to cal l 
their own . 

Equa l ly  home-less. 
Before we let ourselves joyfu l ly celebrate our international ism, there­

fore, let us ask ourselves: are we suffic iently present as c itizens in  our 
country to start th inking seriously about being citizens of the world ?  
Un less we reflect seriously  upon our own belonging to, involvement in, 
and impl ication with our cu lture, we are in  danger of postu lating inter­
national ization as yet another version of women's exi le. I n  order to 
make sense of an international perspective, we must fi rst th ink through 
the issues related to our own social ,  pol itical, economic, and intel lec­
tual c itizenship.  

The advantage of this state of affai rs is  that, as newcomers to the 
world of wi l lful legal rights we also have a fai r-minded approach to the 
issue of national involvement. As Woolf points out, we have enough 
d i stance from the present system to stop and wonder whether in  fact its 
ways are the best or most su itable. We can act as moral and pol itical 
agents at a time of turmoi l  and confusion in  our cu lture. In this sense it 
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seems to me u rgent that the young women of today reflect upon their 
own pol itical subjectivity, upon their own sense of being citizens. 

The question of national ity and citizensh ip i s  all the more u rgent at a 
time of increasing racism and xenophobia, and yet it is not only possi­
ble but necessary to d iscuss the notion of the nation-state without fal l ing 
into the trap of ethnocentric national ism. In our opinion femin ist schol­
arsh ip has been most successfu l in developing nonracist reflections 
about citizenship, the lead ing question being that of one's involvement 
in a national commun ity. No international perspective is rea l ly  com­
plete un less it is based on a clear understanding of one's own national 
identity. 

The question remains :  what values do we intend to rely on, in order 
to be citizens of the world in an effective manner and to avoid becom­
ing p lanetary exi les ?  

Woman as Nomad,  Woman as M igrant 

The image of female ex i le  can be complemented by that of the nomad 
and of the m igrant. I sha l l  take the nomad as the prototype of the 
"woman of ideas" :1 4 in the h istory of women's struggle the interna­
tional d imension is impl icit from the start. Not only is femin ism as such 
an international movement, l i ke most other major social movements of 
th is century but at the intel lectual level a lso the very conceptua l  struc­
ture of women's stud ies is the result  of i ntense international network­
ing. As an example:  the s ingle most important femin ist book of th is cen­
tury, The Second Sex, by S imone de Beauvoir, appeared in F rance in 
1 949, and although it raised a few eyebrows and many nasty com­
ments, it d id not trigger a revolution . We had to wait ti l l  the 1 960s and 
the American second wave of the women's struggle for Beauvoi r's 
book to become recogn ized as the earth-shaking analys i s  it is .  It was 
not unti l  Kate Mi l lett, Ti-Grace Atki nson, and Shu lam ith F i restone ded­
icated thei r  works to Beauvoir  that The Second Sex produced what we 
wou ld today cal l women's stud ies. A transatlantic connection was 
needed for a book publ i shed in 1 949 in Paris to be greeted in Europe, 
via the United States, as a revol utionary work.1 5 H ad the Americans 
not done so, the book's subversive potential might have remained 
latent. Th is  is only one of the many d iscontinu ities one can find in the 
h i story of femin ist ideas : international ization is, for women, a way of 
preserving thei r  fragi le  heritage. 

Th is point is obviously not restricted to women's stud ies or to femi-
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n ist thought. The h istory of ideas as a whole is made of such d iscon­
nection, of transatlantic loops and gaps; once aga in  one may th ink  
here of  the i nternational d i mension as a variation on the theme of  the 
"arch ive," that i s  to say of stocking, preserving, and reproduc ing a 
symbol ic  capita l .  I nternational ization can also be a resistance tact ic;  it 
can a l low for certai n  ideas to su rvive despite the accidents of h istory, 
it can create contin u ity out of d isruptions. The nomadic  nature of ideas 
is  the i r  safest safeguard .  For example, the fate of the central European 
Jews after the rise of Nazism : a whole wave of exi les from Germany 
and neighbor ing countries emptied the Eu ropean inte l l igents ia of its 
most bri l l iant subjects. Most of these exported to the Engl ish-speaking 
world such notions as Marxism, psychoanalysis, phenomenology­
not to speak of the hard or exact sciences, which s imply made Amer­
ican cu ltu re the leader of the western world. The h istory of ideas is 
a lways a nomad ic story; the physical d isplacement is j ust a way of pre­
serving in t ime certa in  ideas, so that they do not get lost. I deas are as 
mortal as h u man beings and as subjected as we are to the crazy twists 
and turns of h istory. 

Next to this, the other image we want to evoke is that of the m igrant. 
Contrary to the nomad, the m igrant h as a c lear  dest ination : it goes 
from one point in space to another for a very c lear purpose. The ques­
tion of m igratio n  is important in that it has concretely created in every 
European cu lture a series of foreign subcu ltures of wh ich women tend 
to be the loyal guard ians and perpetuators. 

Migrant women constitute the bu l k  of what we wou ld cal l  the 
"domestic foreigners" in our post industrial metropol i s .  These people 
who speak a l anguage and embody cu ltural val ues so d ifferent from 
the dominant o nes tend to be forgotten in a l l  the debates about i nter­
n ational perspectives. When w i l l  we accept that i nternational ization 
begins at home? How c lose are we, the "white" i nte l lectua l  women, 
to the m igrant women who h ave even fewer citizen rights than we 
have? H ow sens it ive are we to the inte l lectua l  potential of the foreign­
ers that we have right here, i n  our own backyard? We woul d  ask those 
of my readers who p lan to have an i nternational career and become 
professional jet-setters : how much do you know about the foreignness 
of these people? For i nternational ization to become a serious practice, 
we m ust work through th is  paradox of prox imity, ind ifference, and 
cu ltura l  differences between the nomad ic inte l l ectua l  and the m igrant 
women.  
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Mob i l ity 

So far we have been presenting a series of images to stimulate th inking 
about the international perspective: the i nternational cu ltu ral operator, 
the agent of i ntel lectual exchanges, the nomad, the exi le, the migrant. 
These represent d ifferent facets of a very complex problem that boi l s  
down to the question of  subjectivity in  both a pol itical and a theoretical 
sense. What is  at stake in  th is as in  many other ongoing activities by 
women is  the reappropriation and the redefin ition of our identity, our 
val ues, our ideas. The process of redefin ing subjectivity also enta i l s  the 
ongoing reappropriation by women of our identity, our sexual ity, our 
intel lectual power. From Aristotle to Freud woman has been described 
as immobi le, that is  to say passive, or qu ite inactive. The injunction of 
passivity has weighed heav i ly upon women, overdetermin ing their 
social  position as dependents. H istorical ly, immense restrictions have 
been imposed on the physical, spi ritua l ,  and i ntel lectual  freedom of 
women. 

Mobi l ity is  one of the aspects of freedom, and as such it is  something 
new and exc iting for women : being free to move around, to go where 
one wants to is a right that women have only j ust started to gain .  Think 
of how the question of mobi l ity has been taken up by the women's 
movement, particu larly in the issue of "take back the n ight," that is  to 
say the campaign against sexual violence. Earn ing the right to go where 
one wants to without being pun ished physica l ly or psych ical ly for being 
there; becoming entitled to mobi l ity is  a superb ach ievement for 
women. 

The physical d imension is  only one aspect; mobi l ity a lso refers to the 
intel lectua l  space of creativity, that is to say the freedom to invent new 
ways of conducting our l ives, new schemes of representation of our­
selves. Freedom of the m ind as the counterpart of physical mobi l ity; tak­
ing back the n ight just l i ke women's studies specia l i sts are taking back 
the "dark continent" from the d istorting representations that have been 
made of it. Mobi l ity as the means of ach ieving a more adequate repre­
sentation of ourselves. 

Maybe women are h istorica l ly  nomadic, in that they are not yet fi rst­
class c itizens. And yet the chal lenge to which the women of today must 
face up  is to conjugate the positive aspects of th is  nomadic condition 
with someth i ng that we would call respons ib i l ity for and accountabi l ity 
to our gender. In other words, the acknowledgment of the complexities 
of " international ism" impl ies a confrontation of the many differences 
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that separate and d istingu ish women among themselves, instead of pro­
vid ing yet another falsely reassuring blanket term for global s isterhood. 

No planetary exi les, women today are better thought of as being 
loca l ly s ituated and therefore differently and mu ltiply located. Is the 
mixture of rebe l l ion and vision, which for me characterizes the femin ist 
project, a transcu ltu ral, translatable position ? Is  the term feminist suffi­
ciently receptive to differences to represent the pol itical w i l l  that un ifies 
many women ? 

The crucial pol itical question that confronts femin ists who are wi l l ­
i ng to acknowledge the importance of multiple locations and of cultu r­
a l  d iversity i s :  how is th is  awareness-the recogn ition of d ifferences­
l i kely to affect the often fragi le  a l l iance of women of different c lasses, 
races, ages, and sexual preferences? How does the recogn ition of d if­
ference affect the making of polit ical coal itions? The process of defin ing 
and refin ing pol itical consensus requ i res, however, the wi l l i ngness to 
ask the question of how common i nterests and visions intersect with dif­
ferences among women . 
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Theories of Gender; or, 

" Language Is a Vi rus" 1 

As I have al ready assessed and criticized the comparative and respective 
merits of "gender" as opposed to "sexual d ifference" theories/ I wi l l, for a 
number of reasons, deal exclusively with gender theories in this chapter. 

F i rst, because I th ink it important at this stage of women's studies 
research to explore as wide a range of d ifferent femin ist theories as pos­
sible and espec ial ly to take into account theoretical ideas coming from 
d ifferent cu ltural contexts. Th is is no mere cu ltural p lura l ism but rather 
the awareness of the equal relevance of theoretical trad itions that may 
appear very far from each other. To remain with in  Western Europe, for 
instance: whereas "sexual difference" theories are mostly French-ori­
ented, "gender" theories are closer to Engl ish-speaking fem in ism. 
Through the femin ist seventies, as I argue i n  chapter 7, th is  d ifferent cul­
tu ral background led to mutual m istrust and serious commun ication 
problems,3 but of late new orientations have emerged that seem to 
approach cu ltural d ifferences in  Western, wh ite femin ist theory as a 
positive sou rce of theoretical debates.4 

Second, gender deserves special  attention precisely because of the 
new and interesting developments that have taken place in th is  field 'of 
late. I w i l l  also want to suggest that the notion of "gender," in  its femi­
n ist redefi n itions, can be of relevance and i nspiration for other d isci­
p l ines in  the humanities. The starting point for the femi n ist analysis is  
that the notion of gender chal lenges the pretense at un iversal ity and 

This  text was original ly del ivered as  a speech at  the opening of  the academic 
year in the faculty of the humanities at Utrecht U n iversity, September 1 99 1 . An 
earlier version was del ivered i n  response to Nancy Mi l ler's paper "Decades," 
which was presented at the conference "Penser Ie changement/Change," held 
at the U niversity of Montreal in May 1 99 1 . 
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objectivity of conventional systems of knowledge and of accepted norms of 
scientific discourse. It introduces the variable of sexual d ifference atthe very 
heart of theoretical research.  In so far as "gender" attempts to articulate an 
alternative to the pretense to objectivity, neutrality and universal ity of sci­
entific knowledge, it can play a revital izing function in other scientific areas. 

Recent developments in gender theory show that attention to "gen­
der" resu lts in renewed emphasis being p laced on the s ituated, that is to 
say local structure of knowledge. 

That one cannot speak on behalf of humanity as a whole, that the 
intel lectual or academ ic position cannot cla im to represent un iversal 
values but rather extremely specific-class, race, age, sex-specific­
ones, must not be mistaken for a relativistic statement. The recogn ition 
of the partia l ity of scientific statements, thei r necessary contingency, 
thei r  rel iance on concrete mechanisms that are overdetermi ned by h is­
tory and socioeconomic factors, has noth ing to do with relativism. 
Rather, it marks a significant change in the eth ics of discursive and intel­
lectual style. The rejection of o ld-fash ioned universal i sm in favor of 
payi ng more attention to the complexity of "situated knowledges"5 cal ls  
for more flex ibi l ity in  research, espec ia l ly in  the fie ld of the humanities, 
and for a new sensitivity to differences. 

Differences of c lass, race, sex, age, cu ltu re, and national ity requ i re 
an intel lectual or academ ic recognition that the old-style human ist, un i­
versal i st mode does not grant. Speaking on behalf of "mankind" today, 
without recogn iz ing that th is  umbre l la  term fai l s  to account for people 
other than white, male, adu lt, professional, Western ind ividuals, is  an 
h istorical aberration . Research on "gender" is  one of the areas in which 
constructive alternatives to the old un iversal ist mode are being experi­
mented with. I bel ieve th is  kind of experimentation is of great value to 
the whole field of the humanities and to a l l  i ntel lectuals who are inter­
ested i n  neither nostalgic attachment to the old un iversal ism nor in reac­
tionary appeal to the status quo ante. 

Let me add a few words about the subtitle of th is  chapter " language 
is a v irus." This is a quotation from the performance artist Laurie Ander­
son, a Barnard Col lege graduate in the humanities and a lead ing figure 
in the contemporary arts, as wel l  as in fem in ist thought.6 I chose th is 
particu lar extract as an expression of my des i re to trespass one of the 
most invis ible and consequently greatest d ivides: that which separates 
"h igh" or un iversity cu ltu re from " low" or popular cu ltu re. 

I have always taken the bel ief in  an ivory tower devoted to the h igher 
cu ltural pursu its in opposition to the vulgarity of common culture as a sign 
of what is known in po l icy-mak ing c i rc les as "the cr i s i s  of the 
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h uman ities." There is  no denying that un iversity-based knowledge 
today struggles to keep up with what is happening i n  the world around 
it. The most outspoken apologists of French postmodern ism, such as 
Derrida and L yotard,7 do not hesitate to confront the chal lenge that con­
temporary culture th rows open ly to the rather sedate tradition of un i­
versity knowledge. They c la im that the humanities must prove again 
their relevance to an i ncreas ingly managerial ,  technocratic, chron ical ly 
bureaucratized soc ial  context. In  other words, relevance is  not to be 
taken for granted-it must be earned again  by hard work. 

Moreover, with i n  women's studies, relevance is  less of a problem 
than gain ing access to the very segregated c lubs of academic 
respectabi l ity. Born of a social  movement, fueled by one of the most 
intense shudders of rebel l ion that Western cultu re experienced in mod­
ern times, women's stud ies is impl icitly connected to the currents of 
ideas, to the movements of thought of late postindustria l  patriarchal 
society. 

In my own fem in ist work, therefore, I have given up the d ist inction 
between h igh and low cu lture, and I treat with a great deal of respect 
and curiosity the works of art-even of pop art-and the kind of ideas 
or theories that are being developed outside the university. I sometimes 
th ink that there is more vital ity, less depressed rel iance on the past, less 
inertia outside our venerable i nstitutions than with i n  them . 

Accord i ngly, I approach with equal i nterest texts-written, visual or 
performed-of a nonacademic nature. 

On th is  point I may be perm itted to c ite the crucial work accom­
pl ished by some of the poststructural ists, especia l ly  Michel Foucault 
and Roland Barthes, on equal iz ing a l l  texts, with in  a general theory of 
d iscourse.8 Discourse is the network of c i rcu lation of texts, meant both 
as material, institutional events and as symbol ic or " invisible" effects. A 
text is a term in a network that creates meaning, values, and norms and 
d istri butes them in  a social  context. 

With in contemporary continental ph i losophy therefore, the study of 
popu lar cu lture has qu ite an intel lectual trad ition, which d istingu ishes 
it from the British and American approach to "cu ltural studies :"g suffice 
it to c ite the pioneer work of Walter Benjamin . l O 

S ince fem in ist women have been part icularly active in popu lar cu l ­
ture, especia l ly the music i ndustry, and have used it  creatively and i ntel­
l i gently, I have opted for music as the ideal i l l ustration for the ideas I w i l l  
present here. Let th is  a lso be  a tribute for artistes of  the cal i ber of  Laurie 
Anderson, who have had the courage to experiment with d ifferent forms 
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of expressions and who, without fal l ing i nto the model of the engage 
intel lectual, l l  are writing informed, refined, and l ucid analyses of what 
the embod ied l i fe of the female m ind is l i ke in late patriarchy. 

The Sex/Gender D i sti nction 

Gender is  not original ly a femin ist concept; i t  has a previous identity, 
derived from research in  bio logy, l inguistics, and psychologyY This 
mult i layered h istory makes it un rel iable as a concept, and the subse­
quent fem in ist appropriations and adaptations of "gender" add even 
more layers of complexity. 

The femin ist adoption of "gender" as a rul ing notion occurs through 
the intermed iary of S imone de Beauvoir. Her study of the phi losoph ical 
and material structure of "otherness" as a fundamental category in  
human experience led her  to assert the constructed, rather than biolog­
ica l ly  given, nature of identity. "One is not born, one becomes a 
woman" is the synthesis of her analysis. 

In th is  sentence, the emphasis  fa l ls on the word born; central to Beau­
voi r's concerns is in fact the critique of the natural i stic, that is  to say bio­
logica l ly  determ in istic, arguments for the i nferiority and the subsequent 
oppression of women. By stressing the role p layed by h istory, trad itions, 
and culture in condition ing women i nto inferior roles, Beauvoi r draws 
a d isti nction between the natural sex and the cu ltural gender roles that 
one is expected to play. In so doi ng, she attacks misogyny by d isc losing 
its bruta l ly  reductive basis .  

By giving to the issue of woman as other such a central position in  
her  ph i losophy of  l iberation through transcendence, Beauvoi r  also lay 
the foundations for a critique of sexist or misogynist biases in science 
and scholarsh ip :  The Second Sex is the first text of an in-depth criticism 
of modern knowledge systems. Beauvoi r  shows both the extent of the 
deprec iation of women and the ubiqu ity of the figu re of woman in  i ntel­
lectual and psych ic  l ife. Thus, she stresses the crucial role played by 
woman as the site or location of otherness: it is by negation of this priv­
i l eged "other" that the male subject can construct h imself as the uni­
versal standard of normal ity and normativity. 

The central a im of Beauvoir's analysis of gender is, however, not crit­
ical but creative: she a ims at providing a fou ndational theory for the 
reappraisal and redefin ition of female subjectivity. Her proposed solu­
tion is  the path to transcendence, which means that any woman can and 
should overcome the contingency of her particular s ituation as the 
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"other" in  order to gain access to the position of subject. In  other words, 
women wi l l  not be l iberated unti l they can make statements that are 
received as representing human values, ideas val id for the whole of 
humanity and not only for the "second" sex. Beauvoir  demands the 
same rights and entitlements for women that men have always been 
granted by v i rtue of the i r  sex. 

Beauvoi r's emphas is  on the cu ltural bases for the a l leged i nferiority 
of women, and her corresponding program of l i beration through tran­
scendence i naugurate the d ist inction sex/gender that was to give femi ­
nism its titre de noblesse. 

It does then become theoretical ly  plausible and socia l ly necessary to 
utter the statement, which Aretha Frank l in  was to turn into a best-seI l ­
ing tune :  "You make me feel l i ke a natural woman." 

The conceptual structure of this statement is  far from simple; it in  fact 
problematizes the c la im to being female by subord inating the notion of 
identity to two requ i rements : relation-" You make me feel . . .  " and 
denatural ization-" like a natural woman." In  other words, for Aretha 
Frank l in  (and Carole King before her) as wel l  as for Hegel,  identity is 
acqu i red i n  a relational l i n k  to the other. Acqu i r ing an identity is there­
fore q u ite an ach ievement, as Freud remi nds us in h is work on the psy­
chopathology of the subject. This achievement, and the hard work 
requ i red to construct oneself as a woman-or a man-prove that sex 
and gender are not to be confused, and that the unity between the 
empirical and the symbol ic-between being male and a man, being 
female and a woman-is acqu i red at a h igh cost. 

As Jud ith Butler puts it in her witty analysi s :1 3 

"I feel l i ke a woman" is true to the extent that Aretha Fran kl in's i nvoca­
tion of the defi n ing other is assu med : "You make me feel l i ke a natural 
woman ." This achievement requ i res a d ifferentiation from the opposite 
gender. Hence one is one's gender to the extent that one is not the other 
gender, a formul ation that presupposes and enforces the restriction of 
gender with in that binary pair. 

Butler puts her finger on one of the crucial aspects of Beauvoir's gen­
der theory: its dual istic structure; "One is one's gender to the extent that 
one is not the other gender." Th is b inary way of th inking is in keeping 
with Beauvoir's Cartesian assumptions, which lead her to separate mind 
from body and bu i l d  the gender/sex d i st inction on a binary foundation. 
Thus, for Beauvoir, gender is to cu lture as sex is  to nature and m ind to 
body. 
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Beauvoir's i ntel lectua l  hosti l ity to natural ism spi l l s  over to issues 
such as the body and, by extension, sexual ity and motherhood, which 
she tends to d ismiss as part of the "facticity" of women's l ife-that is to 
say, that which a fem in ist ought to try and transcend. 

It took femin ists a long time to become critica l ly  aware of the fact 
that Beauvo i r's dual ism and Cartesian d ismissal of the body, combined 
with her adaptation of Hegel ian d ialectics to the d ifferences between 
the sexes, whi le  making the emancipation of women theoretical ly  rep­
resentab le, created as many problems as they solved.1 4 Although this 
real ization a lso led to bitter d i sappointment on the part of some, 1 5  it 
seems to me inevitable that younger generations of women have had 
to come to terms with the legacy of Beauvoi r's b inary defin ition of gen­
der, that is, its subord i nation to the d ialectics of confl icting consc ious­
ness. 

Back to Aretha Frankl i n .  The second point she makes about gender 
identity concerns the denatu ral ization of the s ign ifier woman. Again, 
Jud ith Butler comments: " 'L ike a natural woman' is  a phrase that sug­
gests that 'natura lness' is  only accompl ished through analogy or 
metaphor. In other words, 'You make me feel l i ke a metaphor of the nat­
u ral and, without "you," some denaturalized ground wou ld be 
revealed.' "1 6  

Butler is  say ing here that the constructed, relational structure of 
female identity is such that "nature" can only sign ify a d isplaced and 
i nfin itely deferred horizon, accessible only metaphorical ly. If "fee l ing 
l i ke a woman" expresses the struggle for identity, and the consequent 
h iatus between sex and gender, "fee l ing l i ke a natural woman" com­
ments upon the denatura l ized structure of human subjectivity. 

An i mportant and related poi nt here is  the role  played by des i re as a 
relational category that d iscloses the fundamental structures of the self: 
the pointed ly highl ighted " You" defines the speaking (in th is  case the 
s inging) subject, and cal ls her object of desire, "him," i nto question. 
One cou ld translate this into the statement that it takes a man as object 
of des i re to make one feel " l i ke a natural woman." In a double-barreled 
shot, the i nstitution of sexual ity and the force of heterosexual ity are sin­
gled out. I shal l  return to th is  later on i n  this chapter. 

These seemi ngly abstract notions and subtle intel lectual d i stinctions 
between sex and gender, self and other, nature and cu lture had imme­
d iate and rather  wide-ranging practical consequences. Beauvoir's 
sex/gender d i st inction and her program for the emancipation of women 
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paved the way for the second wave of the femin ist movement. Central 
to what the media  n icknamed "women's l ib" and "the bra-burn ing 
brigades" of the 1 960s was the conviction, elevated to the rank of a 
pol itical creed, that anatomy is not destiny and that a woman's human 
potential and related socioeconomic roles are not exhausted by her 
functions as wife and mother. 

In other words, the notion of "gender" accompanied and highl ighted 
the struggle of the "second sex" to state their  radical revindications of 
the i r  social ,  economic, i ntel lectual, and pol itical position in a male­
dominated world .  

This  explosion of  women's revind ications, demands, hopes, and 
aspi rations took many d i fferent forms. Many vol umes of fem in ist 
scholarsh ip  have been devoted to ana lyzing the intel lectual and pol it­
ical c l imates of the s ixties; I shal l  not even attempt to enter th is 
debateY 

I j ust want to stress that what made the second wave sign ificant in the 
h i story of femin ist struggles, is that it posited a common l ink  among 
women, insofar as they are constructed as the second sex, subjected to 
the authority first of fathers, and later of husbands-l inked by a bond of 
oppression, of servitude. The positive side of th is  analysis is that women 
become va l id and trustworthy interlocutors for other women. The nov­
elty of the s ixties was that women started talk ing to other women, to 
compare notes on thei r  respective conditions. The "other" for a woman 
ceased to be necessar i ly  the other sex. To i l l ustrate this extraord i nary 
moment, I wi l l  s i ngle out a few aspects that strike me as sign ificant: 
anger, ambition, and pol itical separatism. 

As an example of the healthy anger generated by the movements for 
the l iberation of women, I have chosen the s inger who symbol izes for 
many of us the passion, the pol itical vigor, of the s ixties and also sadly 
embodies thei r  l im itations: Janis Jop l in .  I w i l l  start with the reinterpreta­
tion made by Bette Mid ler, 1 8  though th is  may shock the purists who 
wou ld much rather have the original than the s imulacrum:  

You know, sometimes people say to m e :  "Rose, when i s  the first time 
you heard the bl ues? " And you know what I tel l  them? I tel l  them : the day 
I was born ! You know why? You know why? 

'Cos I was born a woman! [thunderous roar from women) Ah! we've 

got some noisy females in the house tonight. I do l ike to hear that h igh­
pitched sound!  I do. 
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Oh, being a woman is  so interesting, don't you find it? What are we 
lad ies, what are we? We're waitresses at the banquet of l ife! Get i nto that 
kitchen and rattle them pots and pans, and you'd better look pretty g-­
good doing it, too or else you're going to lose your good th ing. 

And why do we do that? I ' l l  te l l  you why we do that: we do that to 
fi nd love. 

Oh, I love to be in love, don't you love to be in love? Ai n't it great to 
be in  love? Ain't it wonderful ?  Ain't it just grand to l ie  there late at n ight 
in your bed, waiting for your man to show up. And when he final ly does, 
round about 4 o'clock in the morni ng, with whiskey on his breath and the 
smel l  of another woman on h is  person . . .  oh, honey! ,  I can smel l  anoth­
er woman at 500 paces, that's an easy one to catch !  

So what do you do when he comes home with the smel l  of  another 
woman on h i m ?  Do you say: "Oh, honey, let me open up my loving arms 
and my loving legs, d ive right in ,  the water is fine !" ?  Is that what you say, 
gir ls? Or do you say: "Pack your bags! I 'm putting on my l ittle waitress 
caps and my fancy h igh-heel shoes and I'm going to find me a real man, 
a good man, a true man, a man to love me for sure !"  

You know, I tel l  you someth i ng, I thought, I one time thought, I actu­
a l ly  thought I fou nd myself one, when he . . .  when he held me in h is  
arms . . . . [fades i nto the song: "When a man loves a woman"] . 

As an interpretation of Jop l in 's anger, th is  is a h ighly sign ificant 
extract; it captures both the luc id ity of vision of the women in the late 
s ixties and also a sort of powerlessness. 1 9  Jopl in  only just missed the 
femi n ist wave-she died of an overdose just as Kate M i l lett's Sexual Pol­
itics and Shu lam ith F i restone's Dialectics of Sex went to press. And yet, 
in  a way un ique to artists, she felt the spi rit of the times and knew that 
this was the age of the new women . 

A great deal of th is  anger can be found in a l l  the texts written by the 
women who triggered off the second wave. That most of them dedicat­
ed their books expl icitly to S imone de Beauvoi r2o testifies not only to the 
importance of her book but also to the speed with which women were 
setting up a theoretical trad ition of thei r  own :  a new intel lectual geneal­
ogy for women.21  

As an example of the ambition generated in  women by the l ifting, or 
rather the overth rowing, of anc ient taboos about the i r  "natu ral inferior­
ity" and social  subord ination, let us turn to the real Janis Jop l in .  In the 
song "Mercedes Benz," 22 she addresses an appeal to the good Lord to 
please provide her with this car as a qu i ntessential status symbol, so that 
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she can keep up with her friends (and with the Joneses ! )  and not lose 
face. 

Th is prompts a word of warn ing :  ambition is a rare and d ifficu lt qual­
ity for people who have long been oppressed. It is  taking women a long 
time to set the standards of the i r  ambition at a number of variable goals 
and targets. At fi rst, as often is the case with decolon ized nations, ambi­
tion took a straight and relatively s imple form: "give me, too! '  G ive me 
jobs, give me goods, give me that great equal izer, that great compensa­
tion-give me symbol ic  worth, give me money, give me a Mercedes 
Benz! 

Money-which Jop l in  spent as qu ickly as she earned it, though she 
actua l ly  d rove around in  her legendary s i lver Porsche-points to one 
d imension of the l i beration of women that was to grow in  complexity 
over the next two decades : the issue of the symbol ic  system. 

That money is  a major symbol i n  our society is  not only a common­
sense notion but a lso a concept that structural anthropology and psy­
choanalysis have developed into a theory of how socia l  order is estab­
l ished and mainta ined. Georges Dumez i l  has pointed out that the sym­
bol i c  functions in our c iv i l ization are quite constant: the divine, the 
m i l itary and the transmission of knowledge. That women are tradition­
a l ly  excl uded from the socia l  admin i stration of the symbol ic  functions 
(the church, the army, the un iversity) shows the mascu l ine structure of 
our cu l tu re.  That Janis Jop l in  addressed her request for symbo l ic com­
pensation to God shows j ust as strongly that she had understood how 
the symbol ic  works. 

I w i l l  return to th is  l ater on in th is  chapter. For the moment suffice it 
to say that it took some time for femin i sts to extricate the issue of the 
symbol ic from the monetary issue and to confront it in  all its other 
aspects. 

As an example of pol it ical  separat ism I have chosen another voice, 
which has been representative not on ly  of fem i n i st but of many other 
l iberation struggles :  that of Patti Smith.  She was the h igh priestess of 
rock modernism, crossed i nto fun k :  erud ite, setti ng R imbaud's texts 
to m usic,  she brought popu lar  cu l tu re as c lose as it cou l d  go to per­
formance art. A myth and a great art ist-not the least of her ach i eve­
ments is ,  q u ite s imply, to have survived the end of the s ixties and sev­
enties, a l ive and sti l l  c reative. I n  " Rock'n rol l  n igger,"23  she puts i t  
succi nctly :  
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Baby was a black sheep, baby was a whore, baby's got big, big and 
bigger. Baby got something, baby got more, baby baby baby was a rock­
'n rol l  n igger. 

Look around you, a l l  around you, do you l i ke the world around you ?  
Are you ready to be heard ? 

Outside of society, that's where I want to be! 

In th is  extract can be seen the basic elements of the sixties' pol itical 
revolt: the author attacks the domi nant ideology of her soc ial context, 
emphasizing the racist, c lass-conscious, and sexist practices that make 
Western cultu re i nto a dominant, regulatory, and exc luding system. The 
accent is put on the practices of exclusion that are impl icit in such a sys­
tem. That the rebe l l ious intel lectual  may want to be out of this, in self­
imposed separation, seems to fol low qu ite logica l ly. 

With Patti Smith, m i l l ions of women chose the way out, in a gesture 
of pol itical fem i n ist separation that struck patriarchy where it was most 
effective: at home. 

Reversing the l iberal d istinction between the publ ic and the private, 
femi n ists politic ized the latter and, declaring that the personal is the 
pol itical, questioned and problematized that which is the key to patri­
archy: the power of the father and, secondari ly, that of the husband. The 
"second sex," conscious of the power games of the gender system, set 
as its target the institution of the fami ly, that is to say, the pol itical econ­
omy of heterosexual ity. 

Compu l sory Heterosexual ity24 

The next moment i n  the fem in ist redefin ition and analysis of "gender" 
inc l udes Gayle Rubi n's classic read ing of the sex/gender d isti nction in  
the l ight of  cu ltural anthropological analysis on the exchange of 
women; th is was to have enormous consequences for the femin ist 
analysis of the pol itical economy of sex.2S Fol lowi ng Levi-Strauss's work 
on k inship structures, Rubin studied the material  and symbo l ic function 
of women as objects of exchange among men. By focusing on the phe­
nomenon of exogamy, she identifies the circu lation of women in a patri­
l i near society as the key to the "gender system" that susta ins the patri­
archal order. 

This points up a number of interesting featu res: that women are mer­
chandise, to be used as means of trade for men,26 but also and more 
importantly, that the social order such as it exists is a male homosocial 
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contract. In  other words, the gender system that constructs the two sexes 
as different, unequal,  and yet complementary, is in fact a power system 
that aims at concentrating material and symbol ic  capital in the hands of 
the fathers-that is to say older men-or control younger men and the 
women. The fami ly  is thus the power un it that seals the wealth of men 
and establ ishes heterosexual ity as the domi nant pol itical economy for 
both sexes. As such, heterosexual ity is the institution that supports the 
gender system. 

Gayle Rubin rad ical izes Beauvo i r's analysis by showing how central 
the objectification of women is to the material but a lso symbol ic  
upkeeping of the patriarchal system and the forms of knowledge, repre­
sentation, and scientific investigation that the system perpetuates. Thus, 
the sex/gender distinction i s  turned i nto a pol itical economy where the 
institution of heterosexual ity supports the male homosocial bond by 
ensuring that women are c i rcu lated and lose the father's name to gain 
the h usband's. 

Adrienne Rich bui lds on Rubin's work by i ntroducing the notion of 
"compulsory heterosexual ity" i nto the gender debate. She draws a 
much stronger connection between the condition of women and the 
structures of the fami ly, motherhood as an institution, and the norma­
tive enforcement of one model of sexual behavior: reproductive hetero­
sexual i ty. 

Rich's work is  extremely important in that it a lso constitutes an inno­
vative reread ing of Beauvoir-style fem in ism. In her poetry even more 
than her essays, Rich presents an i n-depth analysis of the paradoxes of 
female identity, especia l ly  of motherhood as an experience that deter­
m ines a woman's sense of sexed identity, whi le remain ing an institution 
that enforces the law of the fathers. 

Another sign ificant i nnovation that Adrienne Rich draws from black 
femin ism27 is  the idea that gender is  not at a l l  a monol ith ic category that 
makes a l l  women the same; rather, it is  the mark of a position of subor­
d ination, which is qua l i fied by a number of powerfu l var iables. 

Central among them is the variable of race, or ethn ic ity. Through her 
notion of "the pol itics of location" Rich emphasizes the importance of 
situating oneself in  the specificity of one's soc ia l ,  ethn ic, c lass, eco­
nomic, and sexual real ity. "S ituating" for Rich does not have the same 
resonance as in the existential ist cal l for bei ng situated in the world .  It 
rather aims at bringing to the fore the importance of a l ucid analysis of 
the material conditions that overdetermine one's speaking position. 
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The fact of being woman is  no longer taken by Rich as sufficient evi­
dence of a common position. In  a transmutation of values, Rich recom­
mends that fem in ists try to define the female condition not in a reactive 
but in a creative manner, that is to say, not only in terms of oppression 
but also in  the l ight of the positive values associated with being a 
woman. I n  her analysis, sexual ity and race i ntersect to produce a com­
plex vision of gender as a system that creates differences and subjects 
them to power relations. "Gender" thus turns into a complex network of 
power formations, as opposed to the bi nary model of domi nation pro­
posed in earl ier versions. 

As an i l l ustration of this theoretical style, which is also known as the 
"woman-identified" approach insofar as it emphasizes the positive 
aspects of female identity, I wou ld quote as a musical i l l ustration the 
song "1 am woman,"28 sung by Helen Reddy, in which she states, with 
d isarming candor:  "1 am woman, watch me grow, in numbers too big to 
ignore . . .  I am strong, I am invincible, I am woman !"  Th is surely sounds 
old-fashioned, in  its s l ightly utopian celebration of the new poss ib i l ities 
now opening up for women. Beyond grief and complaints, it is the 
strength, the inte l l igence of woman that gets celebrated. 

The next s ignificant development in gender theories is also prompted 
by Gayle Rubin's p ioneering work, but it takes a more soc iological turn. 
The neomaterial ist th inkers Christine Delphy, Mon ique Plaza, and 
Monique Wittig29 i nterpret the pol itical economy of heterosexual ity in 
a number of interesting ways. 

F i rst, by referring to a much more orthodox brand of Beauvoir's 
thought, they develop the notion that women are a social  class, that is 
to say that sexual ity is  to fem in ism as labor is  to Marxism: a fundamen­
tal concept on which one can bu i ld a revolutionary consc iousness. 
Being a c lass means that all women are subjugated through the pol iti­
cal economy of reproductive heterosexual ity; it fol lows that the task of 
femi n ism is to overthrow the terms of th is  class relation and change the 
material cond itions that engender them. 

There fol lows a very unqual ified emphasis on material ism in the 
Marxist mode: as the material cond itions that structure both social  rela­
tions and theoretical practice. 

One of the effects of th is  approach was the violent rejection of the 
celebratory mode in femin ist theory, especia l ly  of the movement known 
as "ecriture fem in ine,"3D which stressed the importance of language and 
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the unconsc ious, and made extensive use of psychoanalysis, semiotics, 
and phi losophy in order to reval uate female identity. 

In a move of rad ical rejection of a l l  identities created in the patriar­
chal system, Mon ique Wittig opened the era of suspicion about the very 
notion of "woman," which is taken as the ideological construct of a 
male-dominated gender system. For Wittig "woman" as concept is  
imbued with mascul ine projections and imagi nary expectations; it is  
therefore epistemologica l ly  unrel iable and pol itica l ly suspicious. 

Wittig's rad ical critique of "woman" rests on her rejection of "essen­
t ia l ism." Wittig argues that in patriarchal ideology "woman" stands for 
a normative model of reproductive heterosexual ity; she stands for 
nature, motherhood, the male-dominated fami ly .  Such notions are 
essential ist because they pass off as natural and therefore as inevitable 
or unchangeable conditions that are in fact socia l ly induced and cul­
ture-specific. 

By extension, Wittig turns upside down Beauvoir's d istinction 
between sex and gender, radical iz ing the terms of the opposition. 

For Beauvoir, the differences between the sexes are part of the fun­
damental d ialectics that structures human consciousness; they rest and 
bu i ld upon a biological given : sexual ly d ifferentiated bodies. Gender 
roles are therefore caught in  a law of dia lectics and negation, in  which 
the male stands for the human and the female for the other-than-hu man. 

Wittig changes th is  around:  the gender system is  not the cultu ral 
recod ing of a biological real ity but rather the expression of a patriarchal 
ideology that requ i res b inary oppositions between the sexes in  order to 
assert male domi nance. 

Consequently, the gender system for Wittig functions by a dual i stic 
logic of bi nary oppositions that create sexed identities ("men" and 
"woman") .  These identities serve the purpose of provid ing an essential­
ist basis  to patriarchal power, that is  to say, they comfort the social  sys­
tem in the bel ief i n  the "natural," or h i storical ly inevitable structure of 
its institutions, val ues, and modes of representation, especial ly its vis ion 
of the subject. 

For Wittig the gender system constructs the female as sexed, con­
flates the male with the un iversal (man = mankind), and sets both sexes 
up in the soc ial  framework of compulsory heterosexual ity. It is impor­
tant to emphasize th is  poi nt: that for Wittig, as for Beauvo i r, only 
women have a gender, men bei ng exempted from such mark of speci­
fic ity in  so far as they represent the human. 
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It thus fol lows that the term woman, far from being the foundational 
category it was for Beauvoir, is  a cu ltura l ly  determined notion. Taking 
her d istance from Adrienne Rich's revaluation of the terms, Wittig pro­
poses that femi n ists abandon th is  mystifying, essential ist notion and 
rather take as their point of assembly and identification a much more 
subversive figure: "the lesbian." I n  her h ighly controvers ial statement: 
"A lesbian is not a woman,'" Wittig argues that the lesbian represents a 
form of political consciousness that rejects male-dominated defin itions 
of woman and cal ls  into question the whole gender system, with its con­
ven iently arranged sexual b ipolarization. In other words, the lesbian is 
l i ke a th i rd pole of reference: she is  neither "nonman," nor "non­
woman" but, rather, rad ical ly other. 

In other words, the lesbian marks the overcom ing of identities based 
on the phal l us and consequently the bypassi ng of the gender system. 
Th is rad ical change in  perspective takes gender as an i nstance of male 
dominance; it organizes sexual ity through a power system where con­
trol is  exercised by men. Control is  exercised through this objectifica­
tion of women but a lso, as object-relation femin ist theorists point out,3' 
by eroticizing the act of control itself. The l i nk sexual ity/power thus  pro­
vides the groundwork for a critique of mascu l ine des i re for power, that 
is to say : the eroticizing of control by men. 

This sh ift in  perspective also corresponds to a change in  pol itical c l i­
mate; a much sharper sense of separatism comes i nto place. As an 
example of the i ntensity of th is  particular moment of femin ist theory I 
have chosen the deconstruction of fem in ine identity by women punk 
rockers of the early 1 980s. Few moments i n  popu lar cu lture can match 
the punks in iconoclastic rejection of stereotypes, in uncompromis ing 
criticism and pol itical determi nation.  

For a critique of femin in ity, the best musical  example of th is  rejection 
of the eternal fem in i ne and the positivity of "woman" in European fem­
i n ism is the work of punk artist N ina Hagen; i n  her song "Unbeschreib­
l ich Weib l ich," she puts it as fol lows: 

Warum 5011 ich meine Pfl icht als Frau erfu l l n ?  
Fur wen? F u r  d ie?  F u r  d i c h ?  F u r  mich? 
Ich hab keine Lust meine Pfl icht zu erfU l len ! 
Fur dich nich, fUr mich nich, ich hab keine Pfl icht! 
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MARLEN E HATTE ANDERE PLANE, 
SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR SAGT GOTT BEWAHR! 
U N D  VOR DEM ERSTEN KIN DERSCHREIN MUSS ICH MICH ERST MAL 
SELBST B EF REI N !  

U N D  AUGENB UCKUCH F U H L  ICH MICH 
U N B ESCH REIBUCH WEIBUCH 

WEIBUCH, 
WEIBUCH. 

[translated into Engl ish as:] 

Why shoul d  I fulfi l l  my duty as a woman ?  
For whom? For them ? For you ?  For me? 
I have no desire to fu lfi l l  my duty! 
Not for you, not for me, I have no duty! 

MARLENE HAS OTHER PLANS, 
SIMONE DE B EAUVOIR SAYS "FOR GOD'S SAKE !" 
AND BEFORE THE FI RST BABY CRIES I MUST FI RST 
FREE MYSELF!  
AND RIGHT NOW I FEEL INCREDIBLY FEMI N I N E  

FEMI N I N E  
FEMI N I N E  

S imi lar emotions are expressed by the British punk band Crass, in  
thei r  incomparable "Beruertax Bride," from the cult a lbum Penis Envy: 

The utter consoler is back, ready and waiting for the moment of truth i n  
the spiritual mating. T h e  utter consoler i s  back: ready a n d  waiting t o  be 
owned, to be cherished, to be - for the naming. 
The publ ic are shocked by the state of society, but as for you, you're a 
breath of purity. 
Wel l ,  don't give me your morals:  they're filth in my eyes; you' l l  pack them 
away with the rest of you r  l ies. 
Your pai nted mask of ugly perfection, the ring on your finger a sign of pro­
tection, it's the ring of age-free, it's a sold ier's obsession. How wel l  you've 
been cal led to support your oppression!  ONE God ! ONE Church!  ONE 
husband!  ONE,  ONE,  ONE .  

The I n stitut ional  ization 

From the early eighties, the ma in  factor that influenced the growth of 
gender theories i n  the Western world was the institutional ization of 
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women's stud ies i n  the u n ivers it ies .  Th i s  res u lted i n  a major output 
of research on th i s  fie ld ;  the added q uant ity corresponds a lso to 
h igher qua l itative demands for a more systematic  approach to fem­
i n ist theory.32 

Institutional ized research in  women's stud ies has a twofold aim, as I 
state in chapter 12 ("Women's Stud ies and the Pol itics of Difference") : 
on the one hand to consol idate the wealth and range of knowledge pro­
duced by women and on the other hand to refine the methodological 
accuracy of the key notions in  femin ist theory. The pedagogical factor 
adds an incentive to the systematization of the founding notions of fem­
in ist methodology. With the i nstitutional ization of women's studies 
courses, the need emerged to ensure effective transmission of the range, 
depth, and variety of femi n ist forms of knowledge. Experience shows 
that, no matter what the subject may be, the best teach ing practice is to 
lay one's convictions open to the critical scrutiny of younger genera­
tions. Students are one's most valuable critics. This is particu larly strong 
with in  women's studies, where the question of intergenerational 
exchanges is crucia l  to the issue of how to establ ish a genealogy of fem­
in ist theories.33 

With my example of th is  institutional ized phase of femi n ist theory, 
and the generational problem it creates, I have chosen to strike a posi­
tive note. That women are a l lowed to teach and study thei r  own cu ltur­
al trad itions, that woman are the measure of knowledge, is more than a 
welcome rel ief from the monotonous style of androcentric scholarsh ip.  
It cal ls for joy as wel l  as intel lectual  excitement. 

In th is  respect, my musical i l l ustration-almost a hymn of celebra­
tion-is Annie Lennox and Aretha Frankl in's song, "Sisters are doing it 
for themselves," from the album of the same name: "We've got lawyers, 
doctors, pol it icians too. Look around you :  there's a woman right next to 
you :  s isters are doing it for themselves ! "  

Over the last few years women's stud ies research o n  gender has con­
centrated on the notions of relation . 

Joan Scott encourages femin ists to approach gender as marking a set 
of relations, thereby developing one of Adrienne R ich's insights. Sex, 
c lass, race, and age are fundamental axes or variables that define the 
gender system; us ing the poststructural ist analysis of power and d is­
course extensively, Scott takes her d istance from Wittig's idea of gender 
as an ideological system and leans toward a notion of gender as a net­
work of power relations. 
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Central to th is approach is  the idea of the co-extensivity of power and 
d iscourse-that is  to say, the notion that the struggle for naming, the 
epistemological struggle, is  at the heart of femin ist theory and pol itics. 

The central question now becomes: how to redefine the female sub­
ject after gender dual ism has col lapsed ? How can we th ink  the com­
plexity of the d ifferences-of class, race, age, sexual preference-that 
separate women, whi le  postu lating a commonness of situation and 
vision ? Previous work on gender has in fact shown that female identity 
is a site of d ifferences and that a woman occupies d ifferent subject posi­
tions at different times. 

The paradox that emerges out of th is, as I have stated earl ier, is  that 
femin ist theory in the n ineties is based on the very notion of gender that 
it problematizes, complexifies, and, in cases such as Wittig's, under­
mines. One very important effect of th is  new awareness of gender as a 
network of relations is that a new state of mind has come into place 
with in  femin ism. Less emotional and i ntel lectual energy is spent on 
opposition and compla int, but the o ld naive self-celebration appears 
equal ly unsatisfactory. What is emerging instead-also thanks to the 
i mpact of generations of younger women-is a calmer determination 
over achieving the aims of improving the status of women and the forms 
of representation that are reserved for women. 

As an example of th is  new approach, in  which women's otherness is 
not necessari l y  taken as a mark of inferiority but rather as the starti ng 
point for positive d ifferences, for someth i ng new and better, I have cho­
sen the song " It's obvious," from the group Au Pai rs;34 its refrain, 
"You're equal ,  but different, that's so obvious," cou ld wel l be the s logan 
for contemporary fem in ists. 

As I have d iscussed elsewhere, another theoretical development in  
theories of  gender that needs to be stressed is  the work of  Teresa de Lau­
retis on what she cal l s  the technology of gender.35 Relying on Foucau lt's 
notion of the "material ity" of d iscourse, de Lauretis approaches the con­
struction of female identity as both a material and a symbo l ic process. 
Gender is a complex mechanism-a "technology"-which defines the 
subject as male or female in a process of normativity and regu lation of 
what the human being is expected to become, thus producing the very 
categories it purports to expla in .  De Lauretis argues that gender as a 
process of constructing the subject produces such categories as : men, 
women, heterosexual,  homosexual,  pervert etc. etc., and intersects with 
other normative variables-such as race and c lass-to produce a for-
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midable power system that constructs soc ia l ly  normal subjects. As a 
consequence, she cal l s  for fem in i sts to destabi l ize the normativity of the 
dominant forms of sexed identity, and to find new defin itions for the 
female femin ist subject. 

Jud ith Butler takes a sl ightly d ifferent orientation : she takes up Wit­
tig's analysis of "women" and innovates on de Lauretis's ins ight about 
gender as a technology. Butler's question becomes : if gender as a 
process constructs the very categories of identity it purports to explain,  
is it sti l l  usefu l to femin ists ? 

Concentrating her critique on the dual i stic nature of the sex/gender 
opposition, Butler argues that "woman" as a category constructed by 
th is  b inary opposition is both normative and excl usionary. Normative 
because it enforces compulsory heterosexual ity, exclus ionary because 
it conceals the mu lt ipl ic ity of differences that constitute the subject. 

Butler's analysis, in other words, focuses on the "woman" part of 
Beauvoir's famous :  "One is not born, one becomes a woman ." Attack­
ing the normative fiction of heterosexual coherence, Butler cal l s  for 
femin i sts to produce a whole array of new, noncoherence genders. 

Toward a Fem i n ist Genealogy 

In this short overview of the development of "gender theories" I have 
tried to sketch the evol ution of the notion from the substantive value that 
Beauvoi r  granted it to the recent view of gender as process, technology 
or even performance. 

This evol ution paral lels another: whereas in  earl ier versions, the mas­
cu l i ne represented the human, recent "gender theories" are more opti­
mistic about women's entitlement to speaking as subject. Language, 
however man-made, has shown remarkable plasticity and adaptabi l ity 
to the requ i rements of female femin ist subjects. 

One c lear trend over the last ten years is the increasing recogn ition 
of the importance of d ifferences among women, espec ia l ly those based 
on c lass, race, and sexual preferences . ln  the concluding section of th is 
book, I w i l l  go on to ind icate some of the d i rections in  which I would 
l i ke to see femi n ist theory grow. 

What has a l ready become clear, through th is rapid growth of theo­
ries about the statu s, structure, and pol itical significance of the female 
femin ist subject is  that the chal lenge for women's studies in  the 1 990s 
is  to assess and systematize the d ifferent methodologies of gender. I 
have a l ready d iscussed Donna Haraway's u se of the expression "femi-
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n ist figurations'36 to describe these different theoretical ways of repre­
senting the subject in fem in ism. The chal lenge today is to find new 
images of thought to help femin ists th ink  about changes and changing 
cond itions that they have contributed to bring about. 

I wou l d  l i ke to argue that the quest for adequate representations 
of the fem i n i st subject i s  part and parcel of a fem in ist theoret ical  
genealogy: I am a great bel iever in  the usefu lness of a femin ist i ntel lec­
tual tradition. Why? 

F i rst because, although the stock of cumulated fem in ist knowledge 
has grown considerably, women sti l l  have no codified trad ition of their 
own .  Such a theoretical capital requ i res time and hard work in  order to 
come into being; it also cal l s  for women to have the means by which to 
bring about such transformations. 

The central point remains :  so few women are in a position of sym­
bol ic  power, that is to say, in a position to systematize, cod ify, and 
transmit thei r own i ntel lectual  trad itions. In such a situation, women of 
a femin ist inc l ination have had to review upwards their own relation­
sh ip to ambition. Gone is the candid, s impl istic longing for ambition to 
be fulfi l led by a Mercedes Benz. A new kind of real ism has set in, of 
which the s inger Madonna is  the best example:  for the women of today, 
being material gir ls l iv ing in a material world is not the a im, it is only 
the starting pointY 

In other words, the symbol ic recogn ition female fem in ists asp i re to 
today is  that of being entitled to elaborate the i r  own forms of scientific 
d iscourse, and to have them recogn ized as scientific. This po int is par­
t icularly relevant if one takes i nto account the forms taken by contem­
porary antifemin ism.  Whereas earl ier on the standard antifemin ist l ine 
was that women's stud ies is  a mere ideological construct, at best a pol it­
ica l ly motivated critique or satire of patriarchy, the l ine in the n ineties 
is that fem in ism does have its theoretical bases. These, however, are 
usual ly seen as d isrespectfu l of trad ition, iconoclastic, even n i h i l istic. 
Femi n ists are regu larly accused of destroying trad ition, upsetting the 
cannon, crit icizing but offering noth ing in return . 

Another version on th is  theme merges with the misogynist trad itions 
of anti- intel lectual ism and female underemployment to produce yet 
another antifemin ist l ine:  women's stud ies scholars are found to be too 
theoretica l ,  abstract, jargon-ridden, even obscure. Their difficult 
notions and elaborate prose are compared to the crysta l-clear lucid ity 
of good old home-made common sense, and are d ism issed in the name 
of pragmatic, down-to-earth real ism. 
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Those who thus d ismiss femi n ist theory have never bothered to read 
any of the found ing texts of th is  trad ition, and they add arrogance to 
ignorance by sitting on judgment upon a fie ld they are not qual ified to 
assess. What remains constant in  the antifemi n ist l ine is that women are 
j udged insuffic ient either by l ack (not enough theoretical power) or by 
excess (too much theory); the result is the same. 

I consequently support the establ ishment of a systematized femin ist 
theoretical genealogy, a trad ition of female femin ist theorists and critics 
to counterbalance the cont inuous antiwoman l ine that so many learned 
institutions promote and support. There is such a thing today as femin ist 
theory, and it is other than the crit ique of sexist biases in science and 
scholarsh ip.  It is  other than protest, rebe l l ion, anger, it is  a theoretical 
movement with its own assumptions, ru l i ng principles, criteria, and 
i ntel lectual h i stories. Femin ist theory is  a rad ical ly non-nostalgic and 
forward-looking form of thought; for female inte l lectuals, the past is  not 
such a great model and there is no way for us to go but up. 

Although there is  a great variety of approaches with in  women's stud­
ies, there is consensus on a number of crucial points. The fi rst is that 
new ideas, new theories, d ifferent ways of th ink ing-if they are to be 
someth ing more than merely utopian-must be born of carefu l, cari ng 
repetitions of old ideas. Parthenogenesis is hard ly  a viable option. Far 
from being n ih i l istic destroyers of past traditions and trad itional wis­
dom, fem in ists are lucid readers, d iagnosticians of the i r  pol itical and 
cu ltural impl ications for women and for the gender system that con­
structs them . As analysts of this system, fem in ists are very much part of 
it; l i nked to patriarchy by negation of its very premises, femin ists know 
that only patterns of studied repetition, only a strategic form of mimesis 
such as I rigaray proposes, can generate authentic d ifferences. As I have 
argued throughout th is book, one does not reinvent the subject 
"woman" by sheer wi l lpower; rather, the process requ i res the decon­
struction of the many, often contrad ictory, meani ngs and representa­
tions of "woman." Only through such a process can a new defin ition of 
"woman" emerge, because language is endowed with amaZing 
res i l ience and complexity. 

As Laurie Anderson puts it: l anguage is a virus!  
Consequently, the powers of language are i ncalcu lable, and one j ust 

does not know whom one may have contami nated with messages, 
ideas, texts that may wel l appear obvious and even ti red out to their 
author. 
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That language is  a fabu lous prison-house is a truth that women 
learned at the i r  own expense wel l  before the appearance of the elec­
tronic avant-garde art of today. One of the great masters of modern ism, 
Virgin ia  Woolf, in  her speech on BBe rad io in the th i rties, made us 
aware of the viral, contaminating structure of language and gave her 
answer to it :  

Only after the writer is dead do his words to some extent, only to some 
extent, become d isinfected, purified of the accidents of the l iving body. 
Now this . . .  suggestion is  one of the most exciting and most mysterious 
properties of words. Most exciting if you are a person in  having to use 
them. Everyone who has ever written a sentence must be conscious, or 
half conscious of it. Words, Engl ish words, are fu l l  of echoes, memories, 
associations, natural ly .  They have been out and about, on people's l i ps, 
in their houses, in the streets, in the fields, for so many centuries. And that 
is one of the chief d ifficu lties in writ ing them today. They are stored with 
other meanings, with other memories. And they have contracted so many 
famous marriages in the past. The splend id word incarnadine for exam­
ple, who can use that without remembering multitudinous seas? In the old 
days, of course, when Engl ish was a new language, writers could invent 
new words and use them. Nowadays it is easy enough to invent new 
words, they spring to the l ips, whenever we see a new sight or feel a new 
sensation. But we cannot use them, because the Engl i sh language is old.  
You can not use a brand-new word in  an old language because it is a very 
obvious yet always mysterious fact that a word is not a s ingle and sepa­
rate entity, it is part of other words. Indeed it is not a word, but it is part 
of a sentence. Words belong to each other, although of course only a 
great poet knows that the word incarnadine belongs to "mu ltitudi nous 
seas." To combine new words with old words is fatal to the constitution 
of the sentence. In order to use new words properly you'd have to i nvent 
a whole new language, and that is  . . .  we shal l come to it-is not at the 
moment our business. Our business is to see what we can do with the old 
English language as it is .  How can we combine the old words in  new 
orders, so that they survive, and so that they create beauty, so that they 
tel l the truth. That is  the question. 

Just as new language is born of patient frequentations, caring and fre­
quent encounters with the old, so equal ly h istory is not a four-lane h igh­
way but a d iscont inuous l i ne, where progress is  often ach ieved by twist­
ing and turning, repeati ng and going back. History as repetition is a 
genealogical cycle, the carefu l sifting through of old notions, to improve 
them, to make them less regulative, more beautifu l .  Teleologica l ly  
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ordained h i storical "progress" in the eighteenth-century sense may not 
be ava i lable to us as an h i storical option, but this does not mean that no 
progress is possible at a l l  and that n i h i l ism is around the corner. 

Walter Benjam i n38 warned us that the angel of h i story moves on 
by walk ing backwards toward a futu re that s/he neither contro l s  nor 
pred icts . In her character istic "as if" mode, Laur ie Anderson revi s its 
these strange angels of h i story and provides a perfect i l l ustration of 
the k ind of nomad ic  consc iousness that I have been defend i ng in th is  
book.  I t  i s  on ly  fa i r, therefore, to conclude by retu rn ing to Ander­
son's work as a q uest for a lternative f igurations of contemporary sub­
jectivity. 

As I suggested earl ier (see the introduction to th is  book, "By Way of 
Nomad ism"), Anderson's performance-art enacts mu ltiple d isplace­
ments of the physical facticity. As Susanne McClary points out,39 Ander­
son's bod i ly  presence is technologica l ly  mediated to such an extent 
that, the closer the aud ience gets to her, l ike being able to hear the 
sound of her heartbeat, the more her "true self" recedes i nto the dis­
tance. Anderson's body is not one, but a sh ifting horizon of technolog­
ical ly mediated transitions: an acoustical ly g ifted cyborg, not un l i ke the 
character in The Ship Who Sang.40 

This i l l ustrates beautifu l ly the paradox of embodied postmodern sub­
jectivity, that is to say the s imu ltaneous overexposure and d isappear­
ance of the natural ized, essential istic u nderstand ing of an authentic self, 
which I have addressed th roughout th is  volume. 

Anderson's mediated, mu ltiple, shifting "selves" are also a strategy 
a imed at d isplac ing establ ished expectations about gender identity and 
especia l ly about the female body as object of d isplay and spectacle. 
B lu rring gender bou ndaries gracefu l ly but firmly, Anderson's musical 
p lay with nomad ic  shifts expresses the constant interaction of repetition 
and d ifference; of presence and d isconti nu ity; of authentic ity and s imu­
lation. 

In her musical  rend ition of Walter Benjam in 's theses on the d ia lec­
tics of h istory, Anderson locks together two cruc ia l  ideas, which are 
a l so powerfu l pol it ical strategies:  on the one hand the need for meta­
bol i c  repossess ion of mean i ngs and representations, which I a lso ca l l  
m i metic repetition;  o n  the other hand the necessity to find poi nts of exit 
from the debris of the posthumanist un iverse. 

Wal king backward toward the new, wh ich is also the unknown, in  
order to be ab le  to name a better and fairer present, femin ists and other 
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nomadic intel lectuals are the strange angels of a fai led system, stum­
bl ing to a new age. 

Let Laurie Anderson have the last word with her song "The Dream 
Before" (for Walter Benjamin ) :41 

Hansel and G retel are a l ive and wel l  
And they're l iving i n  Ber l in  
She is a cockta i l  waitress 
He had a part in a Fassbinder f i lm 
And they sit around at n ight now 
Drinking Schnapps and G i n  
And she says: Hansel, you are real ly  bringing m e  down 
And he says: G retel,  you can real ly be a bitch 
He says: I've wasted my l ife on our stupid legend 
When my one and only love 
Was the wicked witch.  
She said:  what is h i story? 
And he said; h istory is  an angel 
Being blown backwards i nto the future 
He said : h istory is a pi le of debris 
And the angel wants to go back and fix th ings 
To repair thi ngs that have been broken 
But there is  a storm blowing from paradise 
And the storm keeps b lowing the angel 
Backwards into the future. 
And this storm, this storm 
is called 

Progress. 
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9 .  Luce Irigaray, Speculum: De I'autre femme (Paris :  Minuit, 1 977); Ethique de la 
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1 5 . I developed this point i n  the chapter "Organs Without bodies." 
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Keohane, M. Z. Rosaldo and B .  C. Gelpi, eds., Feminist Theory: A Critique of Ide­
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modernity and Transnational Feminist Critical Practice (Minneapolis and Lon­
don : University of Minnesota Press, 1 994), p. 1 38 .  
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Library, vol .  9, London : Pengu in, 1 979). 
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Luisa Muraro, L 'ordine simbolico della madre (Rome: Editori Riuniti, 1 99 1 ) .  See 
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29. Monique Wittig, Le corps lesbien (Paris: Minuit, 1 973); The Straight Mind and 

Other Essays (London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1 99 1 ) . 

30.  An important landmark text in this tradition is G. T. Hu l l ,  P. Bell Scott, and B .  

Sm ith, eds., But Some o f  Us Are Brave (New York: Feminist Press, 1 982). 
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La ricerca delle donne (Turi n :  Rosenberg & Sel l ier, 1 986). 

1 5 . Luce Irigaray, L 'ethique de la difference sexuelle (Paris: Minu it, 1 984). 

1 6. G i l les Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Anti-Oedipe (Paris: Minuit, 1 972), p. 80. 

1 7 . Gayatri Spivak, "Displacement and the Discourse of Women," in Mark Krup­
n ick, ed., Displacement: Derrida and After (Bloomington : Indiana University 

Press, 1 983). 

1 8 . Toril Moi, Sexual/Textual Politics (London : Methuen, 1 985).  

1 9 . Margaret Whitford, "Luce Irigaray and the female imaginary," Radical Philoso­

phy, no. 43 (Summer 1 986): 3-8. 
20. Luce I rigaray, L 'ethique de la difference sexuelle.; A. Cavarero, "II pensiero della 

differenza sessuale," in Maria-Cristina Marcuzzo and Anna Rossi-Doria, eds., La 

ricerca delle donne (Torino: Rosenberg and Sel l ier, 1 987). 

2 1 . Ti-Grace Atkinson, Amazon Odyssey (New York: L ink, 1 974). 

22 .  Rosi Braidotti, "Envy,"in Men in Feminism (New York: Methuen, 1 987). 
23 .  Naom i Schor, "Th is Essentialism Which is Not One: Coming to Grips with Irri­

garay," differences 1 ,  no. 2 (Summer 1 989). 

24. Mary Daly, Gyn/Ecology: The Meta-Ethics of Radical Feminism (Boston : Beacon, 
1 987). 

25. Nancy Mi l ler, The Politics of Gender (New York: Columbia Un iversity Press, 
1 986); "Changing the Subject," in Teresa de Lauretis, ed., Feminist Studies, Crit­
ical Studies (B loom ington:  Ind iana U n iversity Press, 1 987). 

1 0 . On the Female Fem i n ist Subject; 

or, from "She-Se l f" to "She-Other" 

1 .  Clarice Lispector, La passion selon G. H. (Paris: des femmes, 1 978), p. 45 . 

2 .  Lu isa Muraro, "Commento a l ia :  Passione secondo G. H.," DWF, no. 5/6 (1 986): 
65-78. 

3. Luce Irigaray, "Femmes divines," Critique, no. 454 (1 985). 

4. Adriana Cavarero, Nonostante Platone (Rome: Editori Riuniti, 1 990). 

5. Helene Cixous, "L'approche de Clarice Lispector," in Entre I'ecriture (Paris: des 

femmes, 1 986), pp. 1 1 5-99.  
6. For a fuller analysis on this point, see chapter 1 ,  "Organs Without bodies," in this 

book. 

7.  AI ice Jard i ne, Gynesis: Configurations of Woman and Modernity (Ithaca: Cornell 

U niversity Press, 1 984); L.  N icholson, ed., Feminism/Postmodernism (New York 

and London: Routledge, 1 990); L .  Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism (Lon­

don: Routledge, 1 988), and The Politics of Postmodernism (London: Routledge, 

1 989); Joan Scott "Deconstructing Equal ity vs. Difference," Feminist Studies 1 4, 
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no. 1 ( 1 988): 3 5-50; N .  Fraser and L.  N icholson, "Social Criticism Without Phi­

losophy: An Encounter Between Femin ism and Postmodernism," Theory, Cul­

ture, and Society, no. 5 ( 1 988):  373-94. 

8.  Jean-Franc;:ois Lyotard, "Some of the Thi ngs at Stake in Women's Struggles," 

Wedge, no. 6 (1 984). He is also credited with providing the clearest defin ition of 

postmodernism, in La condition postmoderne (Paris: Minuit, 1 979).  For a femi­

nist reply to Lyotard, see Seyla Benhabib, "Epistemologies of Postmodernism : A 
Rejoinder to Jean-Franc;:ois Lyotard," in L. N i cholson, ed. Feminism/Postmod­

ern ism, pp. 1 07-32 .  See also Rosi Braidotti, Patterns of Dissonance (Cambridge: 

Polity Press/New York: Routledge, 1 99 1 ) .  

9.  Hester Eisenstein, Contemporary Feminist Thought (Sydney: Al len & Unwin, 

1 983); Katharine Stimpson, Where the Meanings Are (New York: Routledge, 

1 989). 

1 0. Sandra Harding, The Science Question in Feminism (London: Open U niversity, 

1 986); Feminism and Methodology (London:  Open University, 1 987); S. Hard­

ing and M. B. H i ntikka, eds., Discovering Reality (Boston : Reidel, 1 983).  

1 1 .  Evelyn Fox Keller, Reflections on Gender and Science (New Haven : Yale U ni­

versity Press, 1 983); A Feeling for the Organism (New York: Freeman, 1 985).  

1 2 . Genevieve Lloyd, The Man of Reason (London: Methuen, 1 985) . 

1 3 . Jane F lax, "Postmodernism and Gender Relations in Feminist Theory," Signs 1 2, 

nO. 4 (1 987):  62 1-43.  See also her Thinking Fragments (Berkeley: U niversity of 

California Press, 1 990). 

1 4 .  Ju l ia Kristeva, "Women's Time," Signs 7, no. 1 ( 1 981 ) :  1 3-35 ;  reprinted in  N. O. 

Keohane, M.  Z. Rosaldo, and B .  C. Gelpi,  eds.,  Feminist Theory: A Critique of 

Ideology (Chicago: Chicago U niversity Press, 1 982). 

1 5 . Gayatri Spivak, In Other Worlds (New York: Routledge, 1 987). 

1 6. Chandra Mohanty, "Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial 

Discourse," Boundary 2, no. 3 ( 1 984) : 333-58. 

1 7 . Trinh T. Minh-ha, Woman, Native, Other (Bloomington: Indiana U niversity 

Press, 1 989). 

1 8 . Michel Foucault, Les mots et les choses (paris: Gall imard, 1 966); Histoire de la 

folie (Paris: Gal l imard, 1 972). 

1 9. Patrizia Violi, L 'infinito singolare (Verona: Essedue, 1 987). 

20. Gi l les Deleuze, Logique du sens (Paris: Minuit, 1 969); Difference et n§petition 

(paris: Presses U n ivers itaires de France, 1 968); Nietzsche et la philosophie 

(Paris: Presses U n iversitaires de France, 1 962). 

2 1 . For a fuller analysis of this vision of the body, see chapter 1 ,  "Organs Without 

Bodies," in this book. See also E l i sabeth Grosz, "Notes Toward a Corporeal Fem­

inism," Australian Feminist Studies, no. 5 ( 1 987). 

22.  The terminology is reminiscent of the existentialist legacy: the "facticity" of the 

body as opposed to the "transcendence" of the thinking consciousness. I am 

aware of the dual ism impl icit in the existential ist position, while I appreciate the 

effort at actual ly thinking the body. For a pertinent critique of existentialism in 

relation to fem in ism, see M. Ie Doeff, L 'etude et Ie rouet (paris: Seui l ,  1 989). For 

a lucid critique of the category "sex," in the sense of an anatomical reality, 
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al legedly opposed to the "gender" system by which in fact i t  is constructed, see 

judith Butler, Gender Trouble (New York: Routledge, 1 990). 

2 3 .  Michel Foucault, Surveiller et punir (Paris: Gal l imard, 1 975); Histoire de la sex­

ualite, vol .  1 (Paris : Gall imard, 1 976); vols. 2 and 3 (Paris: Gall imard, 1 984); 

translated into English, under the title History of Sexuality, 3 vols. (New York: 
Pantheon, 1 987-1 988). For a fem in ist analysis see j. Diamond and L.  Quinby, 

eds., Foucault and Feminism (Boston : Northeastern University Press, 1 988). 
24. Much has been written about the "death of the subject" as leitmotif in the 

postructuralist crusade against classical visions of the subject as coinciding with 

his consciousness. The double move that comes under criticism is the simulta­

neous identification of subjectivity with consciousness and both of them with 

masculinity. For a summary of the feminist reactions to this, see my Patterns of 

Dissonance. 

25.  Luce Irigaray, Speculum (Paris: Minu it, 1 974); Ce sexe qui n'en est pas un (Paris: 

Minuit, 1 977); L 'ethique de la difference sexuelle (Paris: Minuit, 1 984). 

26. For evidence of its l imitations, see Gayatri Spivak, " Displacement and the Dis­

course of Woman," in M. Krupnick, ed., Displacement: Derrida and After, pp. 

1 69-95 (Bloomington : Indiana U niversity Press, 1 983); "Feminism and Decon­

struction Agai n :  Negotiating with Unacknowledged Mascul i nism," in Teresa 

Brennan, ed., Between Feminism and Psychoanalysis, pp. 206-224 (London: 

Routledge, 1 989). 

27.  M. Cul ley and C. Portuges, Gendered Subjects: The Dynamics of Feminist 

Teaching (Boston : Routledge, 1 985);  see also G .  Bowles and R. Duel l i-Klein, 
eds., Theories of Women's Studies (London : Routledge, 1 983). 

28. jessica Benjamin, The Bonds of Love (New York: Pantheon, 1 988); "A Desire of 
One's Own : Psychoanalytic Femin ism and Intersubjective Space," Teresa de 

Lauretis, ed., Feminist Studies/Critical Studies, pp. 78-99. 

29.  jessica Benjamin, "A Desire of One's Own," p. 94. 

30.  The term is better rendered in French, where assujettissement covers the mu lti­
layered nature of subjectivity, as the process of interaction of self and other, in a 

multipl icity of relations of difference. 

3 1 . Adriana Cavarero, Nonostante Platone (Rome: Editori Riuniti, 1 990). 

1 1 .  Women's Stud ies and the Pol it ics 

of Difference 

1 .  See Rosi Braidotti, " Dutch Treats and Other Strangers : An Introduction," in joke 
Hermsen and Alkel ine van Lenning, eds., Sharing the Difference: (New York and 

London : Routledge, 1 990); see also Margo Brouns, Fourteen Years of Women's 

Studies in the Netherlands (Den Haag: STEO, 1 988). 

2 .  See Valerie Miner and Helen E .  Longino, eds., Competition: A Feminist Taboo? 

(New York: The Feminist Press, 1 987); and Evelyn Fox Keller and Marianne 

Hi rsch, Conflicts in Feminism (New York: Routledge, 1 990). 

3. See Teresa de Lauretis, "Feminist Genealogies: A Personal Iti nerary," Belle van 

Zuylen lecture, del ivered at the U niversity of Utrecht, November 1 99 1  and pub­

l ished in Women's Studies International Forum 1 6, no. 4 (1 993): 393-403. 
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4 .  Christa Wolf, Cassandra: A Novel and Four Essays (London: Virago, 1 984). 
5 .  See Nancy Mi l ler, The Poetics of Gender (New York: Columbia University Press, 

1 986). 
6 .  This can also be proved by the number of English translations of Italian feminist 

works; see for instance Milan Women's Bookshop, Sexual Difference: A Theory 
of Social Symbolic Practice (Bloomington:  Indiana Un iversity Press, 1 990); Paola 
Bono and Sandra Kemp, eds., Italian Feminist Thought (Oxford : B lackwell ,  
1 99 1 ); Paulo Bono and Sandra Kemp, eds., The Lonely Mirror (London and New 
York: Routledge, 1 993) .  

1 2 . Eth ics Revis ited : Women and/i n Ph i losophy 

1 .  Lisa Alther, Kinflicks (New York: Knopf, 1 975).  

2 .  Ibid. p.  242. 

3 .  Ibid. p.  249 . 
4. Sigmund Freud, "Femininity," New Introductory Lectures to Psychoanalysis, SE, 

vol. 2 1 , 1 932.  

5 .  Sigmund Freud, 'Civil ization and Its Discontents', SE, vol .  2 1 ,  1 932 .  
6. Helene Deutsch, The Psychology of Women (New York: Grune and Statton, 

1 945). 

7. S. Mol ler-Okin, " Rousseau's Natural Women," Journal of Politics, no. 41  ( 1 979): 

393-4 1 6 .  

8.  Genevieve Lloyd, "The Man of Reason," Metaphilosophy, vol .  1 ,  1 979). 

9 .  M. Lonzi, Sputiamo su Hegel (Mi lan : Rivolta Femmini le, 1 974). 
1 0. jean-Fran<;:ois Lyotard, "One of the Things at Stake in Women's Struggle," Sub­

stance, no. 20 ( 1 978): 9-1 9 .  

1 1 .  Vi rginia Woolf, Three Guineas ( 1 938; reprint, London: Penguin, 1 978); A Room 

of One's Own ( 1 928; reprint, London : Penguin, 1 974). 

1 2 . jessica Benjamin, "The Bonds of Love: Rational Violence and Erotic Domina­

tion," in Hester Eisenstein and Al ice jardine, The Future of Difference (Boston: 

G. K.  Hal l  and Barnard Women's Col lege, 1 980), pp. 41 -70. 
1 3 . Luce I rigaray, L 'ethique de la difference sexuelle (Paris: Minuit, 1 984). 
1 4. A. Snitow, C. Stansel l ,  and S. Thompson, eds., Powers of Desire (New York: 

Monthly Review Press, 1 983).  
1 5 . A. Koedt, E .  Levine, and A.  Rapone, Radical Feminism (New York: Quadrangle 

Press, 1 973). 

1 6 . Nancy Chodorow, The Reproduction of Mothering (Los Angeles: Un iversity of 
Cal ifornia Press, 1 978). 

1 7. Dorothy Dinerstein, The Mermaid and the Minotaur (New York: Harper and 

Row, 1 977). 

1 8. E. Person, "Sexuality as the Mainstream of Identity: Psychoanalytic Perspec­

tives," in C. R. Stimpson and E. Person, Woman, Sex, and Sexuality (Chicago: 

University of Ch icago Press, 1 980). 
1 9 . Susan B rownmi l ler, Against Our Will (London : Penguin, 1 975).  

20. Mary Daly, Gyn/Ecology: The Metaethics of Radical Feminism (Boston : Beacon 

Press, 1 978) . 
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2 1 . Adrienne Rich, On Lies, Secrets, and Silence (New York: Norton, 1 979). 
22. B.  Krueger, We Won 't Play Nature to Your Culture (London : Institute of the Con­

temporary Arts, 1 983). 
23. Helene Cixous, " Rethinking Difference: An Interview," i n  G .  Stambol ian and E. 

Marks, eds., Homosexualities in French Literature: Cultural Contexts/Critical 

Texts (Ithaca: Cornell Un iversity Press, 1 979). 

24. Michel Foucault, L 'histoire de la sexualite, vol .  2 (Paris: Gall imard, 1 984), p .  80. 
25. Michel Foucault, L 'histoire de la sexualite, vol .  1 (Paris: Gal l imard, 1 976), p. 84. 

26. Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1 (New York: Pantheon Books, 

1 976), p. x i i .  
27.  Paul Feyerabend, Against Method (London : New Left Books, 1 975), p. 32 .  

28 .  Gregory Bateson, Steps to an Ecology of Mind (New York: Pantheon Books, 

1 972), p. 437.  

29. Adrienne Rich, Of Woman 80m (New York: Norton, 1 976), p. 290. 

30. Jean-Franr;:ois Lyotard, La condition postmoderne (Paris :  Minuit, 1 979). 
3 1 . Craig Owens, "The Discourse of Others: Fem inists and Postmodernism," in  H. 

Foster, ed., The Anti-Aesthetic, p. 59  (Washington D.C.: Bay Press, 1 983). 

1 3 . The Subject i n  Fem i n ism 

1 .  The case of Virginia Woolf has been somewhat controversial i n  femin ist schol­

arship; many feminist scholars have expressed strong criticism of Woolf's rela­

tionship to the women's movement. For an interesting assessment of this debate, 

see Toril Moi, Sexual/Textual Politics (London: Methuen, 1 985); see also 
Michele Barrett's preface to the edited col lection of Woolf's papers, Women and 

Writing (London:  The Women's Press, 1 982).  

2 .  There has been a great deal of discussion of late over the assessment of Simone 
de Beauvoir's l ife and work. Not a l l  of th is is exactly of great scholarly signifi­

cance; in fact, I find that a mixture of mal icious gossip and journal istic polemic 

surrounds Beauvoir's legacy. For a more sober and useful attempt at an evalua­

tion see Michele Ie Doeuff, L 'etude et Ie rouet (Paris: Seu i l ,  1 989). See also the 

special issue, dedicated to Beauvoir, of Yale French Studies, no. 72 ( 1 986) . 
3. For an excellent exposition of women's cultural and l iterary traditions, see 

research done in Utrecht by Maaike Meijer on women's poetry, De lust tot lezen 

(Amsterdam : van Gennep, 1 988). See also the doctoral dissertation of Fokkelien 

van Dijk on women's oral l iterature trad itions in bibl ical texts: "Sporen van 
vrouwenteksten in de Hebreeuwse bijbel," (Faculteit der Godgeleerdheid, 

Utrecht, 1 992). 
4.  For an enl ightening account of the development of this field of studies in the 

Netherlands, see Margot B rouns, Veertien jaar vrouwenstudies in Nederland: 

fen overzicht (Groningen: RION, 1 988); for the U nited States, the Ford Founda­

tion Report, drafted by Katharine Stimpson and Nina Kressner Cobb, Women's 

Studies in the 90s (New York: Ford Foundation, 1 986). For a European overview, 
see the acts of the conference jointly organized by the journal Les Cahiers du Crif 

and the European Commission in B russels, February 1 988, called Women's 

Studies: Concepts and Reality. For a more methodological introduction, see Glo-



N O T E S  

ria Bowles and Renate Duell i-Klein, eds., Theories of Women's Studies (London 
and New York: Routledge, 1 983.  For the intersection between sex and gender, 

see Gloria T. Hu l l  et ai . ,  All the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, but 

Some of Us Are Brave (New York: The Feminist Press, 1 982). 

5 .  Virginia Woolf, Three Guineas ( 1 938; reprint, London : Penguin, 1 978), p. 1 8 . 
6. Nancy Mi l ler, Subject to Change (New York: Columbia Un iversity Press, 1 988) . 
7. The expression occurs in Technologies of Gender (B loomington : Indiana Uni­

versity Press, 1 987), and also in Feminist Studies/Critical Studies (B loomington:  
Indiana Un iversity Press, 1 986). 

8. On feminist epistemology, see Sandra Harding and Merri l l  P.  H intikka, eds., Dis­

covering Reality (Leiden: Reidell, 1 983); Sandra Harding, The Science Question 

in Feminism (London : Open University Press, 1 986) and Feminism and Method­

ology (London: Open University Press, 1 987); see also Evelyn Fox Keller, Reflec­

tions on Gender and Science (New Haven : Yale Un iversity Press, 1 985), and A 

Feeling for the Organism (San Francisco: Freeman, 1 983).  On knowledge and 

power, see Irene Diamond and Lee Quinby, Feminism and Foucault (Boston:  
Northeastern University Press, 1 988) . 

Joke Hermsen is currently researching the reception of phi losophical ideas in 
Belle van Zuylen, Lou Andreas-Salome, Ingeborg Bachmann. Christien Franken 

analyzes women artists' reception of aesthetic ideas (case studies: Vi rginia 
Woolf, Anita Brookner, and A. S. Byatt). 

9. Of great significance for this angle of research is the work of feminist fi lm critics, 

for whom the notion of partial perspectives is very important. Research current­
ly being done on this problem includes work by Anneke Smel ik on contempo­

rary women's cinema and feminist fi lm theory, with emphasis on subjectivity 

and pleasure. 

1 0. Donna Haraway, "Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and 

the Privi lege of Partia l  Perspectives," Feminist Studies, no. 3 ( 1 988) . 
1 1 .  I am using the term symbolic here in the traditional structural i st sense, fol lowing 

the work of Claude Levi-Strauss on structures of myths and, even more impor­

tant, the work of Jacques Lacan on psychoanalysis and the unconscious. The 

term symbolic has undergone some drastic redefinitions in the hands of feminist 

theorists. Of special relevance in this respect is the work of Luce Irigaray. For 

interesting ongoing research on Irigaray, see the forthcoming doctoral disserta­

tion of Anne-Claire Mulder, on the notion of the divine and of incarnation. 

1 2 . Especially in her col lected essays In Other Worlds (New York: Methuen, 1 987). 

1 3 . The femin ist critique of biology has a long tradition, stretching from Evelyn Fox 

Kel ler and Donna Haraway, al ready cited, to Ruth Bleier, Gender and Science 

(New York: Pergamon, 1 984); and Ruth Hubbard and Marian Lowe, Woman's 

Nature: Rationalizations of Inequality (London: Pergamon, 1 986). Current 

research in this area in Utrecht includes the doctoral dissertation of I nes Orobio 

de Castro, on the medical and psychological discourse surrounding transsexual­

ism and the doctoral dissertation of Ineke van Wingerden on the biocultural 

impl ications of the medicalization of the aging process in women 
1 4. Of particular importance in this respect is the work of Evelyn Fox Keller, espe­

cial ly A Feeling for the Organism. Christien Brouwer is conducting ongoing 
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research in Utrecht on this area for her doctoral dissertation on the gender­

metaphors in the discourse of nineteenth-century plant geography. 

1 5 . A great deal of work is being devoted at the moment to assess ing the respective 

and comparative merits of these two schools of thought, from a feminist per­

spective. As far as the French school is concerned, see my book-length study, 

Patterns of Dissonance (Cambridge: Pol ity Press/New York: Routledge, 1 99 1 ) .  

Current doctoral research being conducted in Utrecht, o n  this topic, includes 
Denise de Costa's work on the French school, with special emphasis on "ecrit­

ure feminine." For the German tradition, see Seyla Benhabib and Druci l la Cor­

nel l ,  eds., Feminism as Critique (Minneapol is:  Un ivers ity of Minnesota Press, 
1 987). For an attempt to compare the two theoretical traditions, especial ly in 

terms of ethical and political questions, see the important work of Baukje Prins, 

Women, Morality and the Problem of Exclusion: A Critical Inquiry into the Ethi­

cal Theories of jOrgen Habermas and Nel Noddings, M.A. thesis, Un iversity of 

Groni ngen, 1 990. 
1 6 . Of particular sign ificance to the cris is of the humanities is the impact of dis­

courses such as psychoanalysis and semiotics, as well as the fast-changing sci­

entific paradigms in the fields of physics and the biomedical sciences. For an 

attempt to restructure the relationship between the humanities and this changing 

context, see "ya Progogyne and Isabelle Stengers, La nouvelle alliance: Meta­

morphose de la science (Paris: Gall imard, 1 978). 

1 7. Virginia Woolf, Three Guineas, pp. 62-63.  
1 8. The fu l l  quotation from Adrienne Rich reads: "There are ways of thin king that we 

don't yet know about. I take those words to mean that many women are (even 
now) thinking in ways which traditional intel lection denies, or is unable to 

grasp." Of Woman Born (New York: Norton, 1 976), p. 1 92 .  
1 9 . Teresa de Lauretis, "Feminist Stud ies/Critical Studies: Issues, Terms, and Con­

texts," in Teresa de Lauretis, ed., Feminist Studies/Critical Studies, p. 9 .  

20. Teresa Brennan, Between Feminism and Psychoanalysis (London and New York: 

Routledge, 1 989). 
2 1 .  On this point, praise must be given to the immense effort accomplished by fem­

inist historians in order to unveil and rehabi l itate women's history. I cannot 
praise enough the work of Michelle Perrot, who is a pioneer of women's history 
in Western Europe. Of special significance is the research currently done by 
Berteke Waaldijk in Utrecht, combining women's political and social history 
with a re-reading of the philosophy of history. 

1 4 . U n ited States of Eu rope or U n ited Colors 

of Benetton ? 

1 .  Virginia Woolf, Three Guineas ( 1 938; reprint, London: Pengu in, 1 978). 

2 .  For a lucid analysis of postindustrial production, see Gayatri C.  Spivak, In Other 

Worlds (New York: Routledge, 1 989). 

3 .  Christa Wolf, "Essay I," in Cassandra (London : Virago, 1 984), p. 268. 

4.  Jean-Franr;:ois Lyotard, La condition post-moderne (Paris: Minuit, 1 979); 
Tombeau de I'intellectuel (Paris: Gal i lee, 1 984). 
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5 .  Michel Foucault, Les mots et les choses (Paris :  Gal l i mard, 1 966). 

6. Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: Un iversity of 
Chicago Press, 1 970). 

7 .  See "Women in the Beehive," in Al ice Jardine and Paul Smith, eds., Men in Fem­

inism, pp. 1 89-203 (New York: Methuen, 1 987). See also Naomi Schor's perti­

nent reply to this attack in "This Essential ism Which Is Not One: Coming to Grips 
with Irigaray," in differences 1 ,  no. 2 (Summer 1 989) : 38-58. 

8 .  For further analysis of the new structure of this k ind of "power," see the work of 

G i l les Deleuze, especial ly Mille plateaux (Paris:  Minu it, 1 980). In  a more fem i­
n ist vein, the work of Donna Haraway on communication techniques is h ighly 

relevant; see her "The B iopolitics of Postmodern Bodies: Determ inations of Self 
in  I mmune System Discourse," differences 1 ,  no. 1 ( 1 989): 3-43, and also " A 
Man ifesto for Cyborgs," Socialist Review, no. 80 (1 985):  65-1 07. 

9. As an example, the women's studies department of the U niversity of Utrecht in 
the Netherlands is the coordi nating center for an ERASMUS project on women's 

studies, which has been renamed NOIIlSE (Network of Interdisc ip l inary Wom­
en's Studies in Europe). It has been continuously financed since 1 987 by the 

European commun ity; the participants are women's studies departments from 

the universities of York (UK) ;  Paris VII  (France); Antwerp (Belgi um); B ielefeld 

(Germany); Odense (Denmark); Dubl in ( I reland); Bologna (Italy); Madrid (Spain); 

and Utrecht. Each partner university has a local coordinator responsible for the 

selection of the students and the financial awards of the grants. The project is 

i nterd iscipl inary, and it  al lows students to fol low courses in any of the humani­
ties, social sciences, theology, and natural sciences programs available in the 

partner universities. More than forty students have been circulated through this 

network, and the results have been most encouraging. The working language is 
English, with a fairly wide range of accents and id iomatic variations that reflect 

the mother tongues of the participants. The network, whose coordinator is Chris­

tine Rammrath, publ ishes an Erasmus brochure every year, which outlines a l l  
available courses in the partner universities. 

1 0. The Hul l -coordinated network special izes in women's l i terature and involves the 

fol lowing countries: Utrecht (Netherlands); Barcelona (Spain); Bologna (Italy); 

Bochum (Germany). The Bradford network special izes in femin ist issues on 

health and i nvolves Utrecht (Netherlands); Barcelona (Spain); Cologne (Ger­

many). 
1 1 .  On this point, see Catharine Stimpson's analysis of the "American ness" of wom­

en's studies in "What Matter Mind:  A Theory About the Practice of Women's 
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Empowerment, see Power 
Enfance (Sarraute), 24 
Engl ish femi n ism, see Anglo-Ameri­

can femi n ism 
Engl ish language, 1 0-1 1 ,  1 5, 24, 

1 50, 2 78 
Enl ightenment, the, 48, 58-59, 96, 

1 07, 1 95, 1 96 
Eno, Brian, 20 
Entertain ment industry, 68-69; see 

also Cinema 
Envy, 1 36-45, 228 

3 1 3  

ENWS (European Network for Wom­
en's Studies), 248-49 

Epistemology: de Lauretis on, 202; 
desire and, 90; dual istic 
opposition in, 45; embodied sub­
ject and, 59; imagination in, 86; 
nomad ic consciousness and, 23 ;  
poststructural ist femin ism and, 3 1 ,  
1 07-8, 1 09, 1 79, 1 95 ;  scopic pri­
macy in, 71 ; touching and, 72 

" Equal to Whom?" ( l rigaray), 1 48 
ERASMUS project, 1 56, 248, 250, 

304n9 
Erotic art, 70 
Erotic domination, 2 2 1 -22;  see also 

Sadism 
Essential ism, 1 76-77, 1 86-90; binary 

oppositions and, 1 85; ontological 
difference and, 1 3 1 ;  in  phal logo­
centric d iscourse, 1 84;  rejection of, 
4, 99, 1 05, 1 45, 1 48, 1 56; sexual 
d ifference-gender debate and, 1 5 3; 
Wittig and, 2 70 

"Ethical vir i l ity," 1 28-29 
Eth ics: of Cixous, 1 94; fem in ist texts 

and, 208; Haraway on, 1 09;  of 
intersubjectivity, 1 83 ;  of postmod­
ern ism, 1 97; of sexual d ifference, 
1 24-35, 1 45 ;  of thought, 1 85,  
203-4; of  women's rights, 2 1 6; see 

also Moral ism 
Ethics of Ambiguity (Beauvoir), 233 
The Ethics of Sexual Difference ( lr i­

garay), 1 32-33 
Ethnic identity: Deleuze on, 1 23 ;  in 

Europe, 1 2, 1 56; fem in ist theory 
and, 1 55 ;  patriarchal cu ltu re and, 
238; Rich on, 268, 269; total itarian­
ism and, 92; see also M inority 
groups; National ism 

Etrangers a nous-memes (Kristeva), 
1 1  
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Eugenics, 92 

European Commun ity, 20, 2 1 ,  22, 

29, 1 46-47, 245-5 7; see also Cen­
tral Europe; Northern Europe; West­
ern Europe 

European cu lture, 9-1 0, 38 

European ethnocentrism, 1 2, 1 56 

European femi n ism, see French Con-
tinental fem in ism 

European Network for Women's 
Studies (ENWS), 248-49 

European phi losophy, 1 40, 1 48-49, 

1 73,  22 5-26, 230; see also French 
phi losophy; German phi losophy 

European U n iversity Institute, 249, 

2 5 1  

Exi le metaphor, 2 1 -22, 24, 32 

Existential ism, 298n22, 306nl l 

Exogamy, 267 

Fami ly, 1 82, 267, 268 

Fascination, 8 1 ,  82, 85, 89, 91 

Fascism, 1 47; see also M icrofascism; 
Nazism 

Fedida, Pierre, 62, 63 

Female genitalia, 82 

Female subjectivity: Beauvoir on, 
2 6 1 -62; biopower and, 55; as col­
lective project, 200-201 ; de Lau­
retis on, 72; h istorical conscious­
ness and, 1 2 1 ;  I rigaray on, 1 1 9;  

material ist defin ition of, 98-99; 

nomad ism and, 1 58; power and, 
99, 237;  sexual d ifference and, 1 95 

Fem in ism : d ifference and, 1 48;  his­
toricity and, 1 63,  1 89-90; legitima­
cy of, 225;  men in, 1 3 7-39; moder­
n ity and, 97, 1 76;  multicultural ism 
of, 1 8; as phi losophy, 98-99; pol iti­
cal issues in, 1 74; poststructural ism 
and, 29-30, 97, 1 00; psychoanaly­
sis and, 1 82-84; radical, 2 1 9 ; 

schools of, 1 55 ;  status of phi loso­
phy and, 229 

Fem i n ist studies, see Women's 
studies 

Femmes divines ( l r igaray), 1 32 

Fetishistic representation, 6 

Fetus, 65, 69, 86; echographic 
images of, 49, 67, 68, 69, 9 1 ; rights 
of, 70, 79, 1 06; see also 

Embryology 
Feyerabend, Paul,  9 1 ,  227, 228 

F iedler, Leslie, 9 1  

F igurations, 1 ,  3,  7 5 ,  1 02, 1 1 3, 

275-76 

F igures of speech, 8, 1 05 

F i lms, 66, 302n9 

Firestone, Shu lamith, 1 07, 254, 265 

Flax, Jane, 1 95,  201 

Food, 50, 85 
Foreign students, 1 1 -1 2 

Foucau lt, Michel Pau l :  Adorno and, 
97; The Archaeology of Knowledge, 

1 2 7; on Auschwitz, 1 47; on 
biopower, 58, 60, 63, 90; Birth of 

the Clinic, 1 27; on bod i ly material i ­
ty, 44-45, 5 7-58, 76, 88-89; Can­
gu i l hem and, 83; on countermem­
ory, 2 5 ;  on dead bodies, 62; de 
Lauretis and, 99, 1 56-57, 201 , 274; 

on Deleuze, 1 23 ;  Derrida and, 
284n72; Discipline and Punish, 

1 2 7; on discourse, 2 60; on the 
Enl ightenment, 96; Haraway and, 
1 03-4; History of Sexuality, 58, 

1 26, 1 28, 223-24; on i ntel lectuals, 
4 1 ; I rigaray and, 1 24-35 ;  Madness 

and Civilization, 1 27; on material ity 
of ideas, 1 26, 1 3 7; on medicalized 
pregnancy, 61 ; on modernity, 46, 

58-59, 60, 1 34, 1 97; neoconser­
vatism and, 29;  on nuclear 
weapons, 48; The Order of 



Discourse, 1 2 7; The Order of 

Things, 1 2 7; on phi losophy, 1 26, 
1 40, 226; on power, 76, 1 2 7, 1 98, 
226; on rational ity, 84, 88, 226, 
227, 228; Sartre and, 296n48; on 
scopic drive, 67; Scott and, 1 54; on 
sexual ity, 42; on subjectivity, 1 2, 
1 26, 1 2 7, 224; mentioned, 77, 1 73,  
239 

Fouque, Antoinette, 1 60-61 
Fox Keller, Evelyn, 67, 71 -72, 97, 

1 95,  201 
Frankenstein (Shel ley), 88 
Fran kfurt School, 77, 1 55 
Frankl in,  Aretha, 262, 263, 273 
Fraser, Nancy, 34 
Freaks (Browning), 92 
Freaks (F iedler), 91 
French Continental fem in ism, 1 50, 

1 55-56, 1 75, 209, 258; see also 
Ecriture feminine 

French cu lture, 1 1 -1 2 
French language, 1 5-1 6, 1 8  
French phi losophy: on binary 

oppositions, 78; on biotechnology, 
63; ethics and, 1 25 ;  "the femini ne" 
and, 1 40, 1 73; on modernity, 
96-97, 239; ontology and, 1 29; 
postmodern, 49-50, 260; poststruc­
tural ist, 23, 44, 97, 1 00; on tech­
nology, 77; on total itarianism, 1 47 

Freud, Sigmund: crisis of rational ity 
and, 225;  Deleuze and, 1 1 7; on 
identity acquisition, 262; Marcuse 
and, 1 73; on maternal body taboo, 
67; on Medusa, 71 , 82; paranoid 
patient of, 1 24; mentioned, 1 3 , 
1 48, 1 49, 1 69, 240 

Freudianism, 90, 2 1 1 ,  2 1 6, 220, 221  

Gender (the word), 1 5 1 ,  1 52, 1 5 3, 
1 5 7 

3 1 5  

"Gendercide," 1 09 
Gender dichotom ies, 1 1 5, 1 1 6  
Gender difference, see Sexual differ-

ence 
Gender studies, 1 5 1 
Gender theory, 99, 1 50, 1 53-54, 

258-80 
Genealogies, 207-9, 221 , 265, 273 
Generational d ifferences, 53,  1 75, 

1 80-8 1 , 208-9; see also Intragener­
ational procreation 

The Generation of Animals (Aristo-
tle), 79 

Genetics, 67, 78, 92 
Gen ital ia, 80-8 1 , 82 
German femin ism, 1 5 5 
German phi losophy, 63, 96-97, 1 47, 

239; see also Frankfurt School 
German reunification, 245 
German total itarianism, 27, 69, 92, 

1 47, 255 
Global economy, 52, 1 02-3, 246 
Governmental ity, 226 
G reco, J u l iette, 306nl l 
G reek cu lture, see Classical cu lture 
G rewal, Inderpal, 2, 5 
G uattari, Fel ix, S, 26, 1 1 1 , 1 1 7, 1 47 
G u lf War, 50, 1 22-23 
Gulliver's Travels (Swift), 79 
G unew, Sneja, 1 5  
G utenberg Galaxy, 48 
Gynesis Uardine), 1 39 
Gypsies, 1 7, 27-28 

Haase-Dubosc, Daniel le, 1 1  
Habermas, J . ,  96 
Hagen, Nina, 271 -72 
Handicapped pol itical movement, 

92-93 
Haraway, Donna: on biopower, 47; 

cyborg-femin ism of, 1 02-1 0, 1 70; 
on figurations, 75, 275-76; on 
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Haraway, Donna (continued) 

figures of speech, 8; on h igh theory, 
33 ;  Mu lvey and, 288n7; on "pas­
sionate detachment," 73, 76; on 
personal location, 36; pol itical figu­
rations and, 3;  rhizomatic figuration 
and, 23, 281  n4; on seeing, 72-73; 
on "situated knowledges," 73, 1 02, 
238; women of color and, 1 5 5 

Harding, Sandra, 1 55, 1 5 7, 1 95 
Hard rock music, 2 7  
Harmony romances, 70 
Heavy metal music, 27 
Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich: 

Beauvoir  and, 1 48, 1 59, 1 60, 263;  
J o  Benjam in and, 222; Deleuze and, 
1 1 1 ;  Frankl in  and, 262 

Heidegger, Martin, 77, 1 34 
Hei l brun, Carolyn, 37 
Heterosexual ity: compulsory, 1 43, 

1 44, 1 8 1 ,  1 82, 267-72 ; I rigaray on, 
1 32, 1 33 ;  "natural  womanhood" 
and, 263 

"H igh" culture, 247-48, 2 5 1 , 252, 
259-60 

H igher education, see Un iversities 

H igh theory, 29-30, 33, 38, 209, 

2 1 0, 2 1 1 ; see also Phi losophy 
H istoricity :  Anderson on, 280; 

change reconci led with, 3 0-3 1 ; 
femi nism and, 1 63 ;  Foucault on, 
224; Kristeva on, 1 2 1 ,  1 62 ;  pol itics 
of location and, 1 64; progress and, 
2 78-79; see also Time 

History of Sexuality (Foucault), 58, 
1 26, 1 28, 223-24 

History Portraits (Sherman), 1 69-70 
Holocaust, 1 47, 255 
Holzer, Jenny, 1 9-20 
Homosexual ity, 60, 1 32 ;  see also 

Lesbianism 
Homuncul us, 87 

hooks, bel l ,  2, 1 55 
Horkenheimer, Mo, 63 
Horror, 8 1 ,  82, 85, 89, 9 1  
Hospitals, 88, 8 9  
H ubbs, J o, 8 7  
Human body, see Bodi ly material ity 
Humanistic canon ical texts, 29, 3 7  
H uman sciences, 45-46, 59, 1 41 ,  

240, 260, 303n1 6 

H uman subjectivity, see Subjectivity 
H uston, Nancy, 1 8  

Ideas, see Thought 
Identity, 1 66, 224-25 ;  acq uisition of, 

262; Deleuze on, 1 00; femin ist 
knowledge and, 3 1 ; nomadic car­
tographies and, 35-36; subjectivity 
and, 1 20, 1 96 

I l l ness, 62; see also AIDS epidemic; 
Male d isorders 

Imagi nation, 86, 1 09; see also 

Thought 
Immigrants: in Austral ia, 24; in 

Europe, 1 0, 22, 1 56; l i terature and, 
24-25 ;  nomadic i ntel lectuals and, 
254-55 ;  in Paris, 20 

Impersonation, 6 
Incest taboo, 82, 90; see also Oedi-

pal complex 
India Song (fi l m),  28 
Infanti le  sadism, 67, 90 
I nformation technology, 1 04, 1 08 
In Memoriam to Identity (Acker), 28 
I nstitutional ized women's studies, 

205-7, 260, 2 72-75 
I nstitutions, 44-45 
" Instrumental reason," 77, 1 47 
I ntel lectuals, 41  
I nterconnectedness, 5-6, 3 1 , 72, 

1 94 
I nterd iscip l inarity, 23, 36-37, 93, 

209, 247 



I nternational Arch ives for the Wom­
en's Movement, 250 

I nternational economy, 52, 1 02-3, 

246 

International Federation of Un iversity 
Women, 2 5 1  

I nternational scholarly networks, 
247-5 1 , 254 

Intersubjectivity, 36, 1 81 ,  1 83 

" In  the Place of the Publ ic" (Rosier), 
1 9  

I ntragenerational procreation, 65 

Invisible Cities (Calvino), 1 7  

I raq, 50, 1 22-23 

Irigaray, Luce: Amante marine, 1 32 ;  

Beauvoir and, 296n48; on becom­
ing-woman concept, 1 4 1 ;  Cangu i l ­
hem and, 83-84; cartographic pre­
cision of, 1 7; on creative thought, 
30; La croyance meme, 1 32 ;  on 
Deleuze, 1 1 6, 1 1 9; English transla­
tions of, 1 55;  "Equal to Whom ?," 
1 48; essential ism and, 1 84, 1 85;  

The Ethics of Sexual Difference, 

1 32-3 3 ;  on exi le, 2 1 ; on femin ine 
natu re, 2 1 6; on feminism, 1 45;  

Femmes divines, 1 32 ;  Foucault 
and, 1 24-35;  French femin ism and, 
209; on gaze, 7 1 ; on mother­
daughter relations, 82, 222; Muraro 
and, 1 30, 1 93 ;  neoconservatism 
and, 29; nomadism and, 36; politi­
cal figurations of, 3; on scientific 
objectivity, 72; on sexual asymme­
try, 1 60; on sexual d ifference, 3 1 ,  

1 46; Speculum, 1 30; on strategic 
m imesis, 7, 98, 1 3 1 , 1 84, 200, 277; 

on the symbolic, 302n1 1 ;  on "theo­
retical genealogy," 1 8 1 ;  This Sex 

Which Is Not One, 1 30; women's 
d ifferences and, 1 70; mentioned, 
96, 1 44, 1 64, 1 71 , 1 88, 2 1 2, 239 

Ita l ian Communist Party, 1 7  

Ital ian femin ists, 1 30, 1 55, 209 

Italy, 8-9, 26, 2 7-28 

jackson, Michael, 54, 252 

jameson, Frederic, 43, 1 03 

jardine, Al ice, 1 8, 97, 1 39, 241 

jews, 255 

jopl in, jan is, 264-66 

jordanova, Ludmi l la, 69 

jouve, Nicole Ward, 1 6  

joyce, james, 1 5  

3 1 7  

Kaplan, Caren on:  femin ism, 1 68-69; 

fictional terrain, 6; politics of loca­
tion, 22, 1 23, 1 72;  postmodernism, 
2; poststructural ists, 5 

Kappelar, Susan, 68 

Kel ler, Evelyn Fox, see Fox Keller, 
Evelyn 

Kinflicks (Alther), 2 1 3-1 6, 2 1 8-1 9, 

220, 222 

King, Carole, 262 

Klee, Paul, 308n38 

Kleist, Heinrich von, 28 

Knowledge theory, see Epistemology 
Kol lontai, Alexandra, 252 

Kristeva, ju l ia, 1 68;  on Badinter, 
287n6; {trangers a nous-memes, 

1 1 ;  French fem inism and, 209; on 
h istoricity, 1 2 1 ,  1 62;  on maternal 
body, 8 1 ,  82; on time, 208; on 
translation, 1 1  

Krueger, Barbara, 1 9, 20 

Kuhn, Thomas 5., 9 1 ,  201 

Kurds, 1 23 

La Barre, Poulain de, 1 48 

Labor force, 2, 95, 239, 241 , 242, 

269; see also Division of labor 
Lacan, jacques, 90; Cangu i l hem and, 
83-84; female ex-centricity and, 1 44; 
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Lacan, Jacques (continued) 

on female s i lence, 1 40;, on 
language, 1 1 , 1 90; on love, 1 45 ;  on 
the symbolic, 302nl l 

Lacanian psychoanalysis, 5 1 ,  59, 71 , 
82, 1 32 

Language: acqu isition of, 1 1 ; arbi­
trariness of, 1 4-1 5 ;  being and, 1 93, 
1 95 ;  civi l ization and, 1 3; desire 
and, 56; i nescapableness of, 1 90; 
material ism and, 1 5 3; plasticity of, 
275; as power, 2 1 2, 277-78; as 
prothesis, 44; science and, 238;  
subjectivity and, 1 99, 201 -2; see 

also Engl ish language; F igures of 
speech; French language; Logocen­
trism; Mother tongues; Polyglottism 

Lauretis, Teresa de, see De Lau retis, 
Teresa 

Law, 52 
Le Doeuff, Michel le, 284n66 
Lefebvre, Henri, 1 9  
Leftism, 1 03 ;  see also Marxism 
Lennox, Annie, 273 
Leonardo da Vinci ,  43 
Lesbianism : Bad inter on, 287n6; 

mother-daughter relations and, 
1 81 , 223; Wittig and, 3, 1 44, 1 5 5, 

271  
"Let's Spit on Hegel!" (Lanzi), 2 1 7 
Levi-Strauss, Claude, 36, 267, 

302nl l 
L ispector, Clarice, 1 3 3, 1 9 1 -95, 202, 

204 
L iterature, 1 5-1 7, 24-26, 3 7-38, 

79-80, 1 55, 207-8; see also Ecrit­

ure feminine 

Lloyd, Genevieve, 1 0, 72, 1 95 ,  2 1 7 
Logocentrism, 1 30, 1 97 
Lonzi, Carla, 1 30, 1 42, 2 1 7 
Lorde, Audre, 1 55 
Love, 1 33, 1 45, 222; see also Desire 

"Low" cu lture, see Popular cu lture 
The Lucky Country (D. Horne), 24 
Luxembourg, Rosa, 252 
Lyotard, Jean-Franc;:ois, 1 73, 239, 

260; on "deconstruction of metad is­
courses," 1 95, 229; on male d is­
content, 1 24, 1 40; on modernism, 
1 96-97 

McClary, Susanne, 279 
Mach ines, see Technology 
Madness and Civilization (Foucault), 

1 2 7 
Madonna (performer), 252, 276 
Male anxiety, 82; see also Oedipal 

complex 
Male d isorders, 1 24, 1 40 
Male fem in ists, 1 3 7-39, 1 42-43 
Male "gender studies," 1 5 1  
Male phi losophers, 1 25, 1 34, 

228-29, 230 
Male self-generation fantasy, 65-66, 

70, 72, 87-9 1 ,  1 42 
Male subjectivity: Beauvoir  on, 236, 

261 ; becoming-woman and, 1 1 4; 
female groundwork for, 1 39; logo­
centrism and, 1 88, 220; rational ity 
and, 1 30, 21 7; see also Phal logo­
centrism 

Map-making metaphor, 1 6-1 8, 
35-36, 1 58-59 

Marain i ,  Dacia, 28 
Marcuse, Herbert, 1 73 
Margi nal groups, see Minority groups 
Marx, Karl, 1 49, 225 
Marxism, 96-97, 1 73, 1 80, 240, 269 
Mass media, 2 5 1 -52;  see also 

Cinema 
Material ism, 63, 77, 98-99, 1 08, 

1 53, 1 94; see also Bodi ly  
material ity 

Material ity of ideas, 1 26, 274 



Maternal body: i nfanti le  sadism and, 
67, 90; Kristeva on, 81 , 82; mor­
phology of, 80-8 1 ; mother-daugh­
ter relations and, 1 8 1 ;  psychoana­
lytic theory and, 1 39; scientific 
control of, 78; see also 

Motherhood 
"Medea" (Euri pides), 28 
Medical anatomy, see Cl in ical anato-

my 
Medical doctors, 62, 92 
Medical pornography, 66-70, 9 1  
Medical sciences, 8 5 ,  91 -92 
Meditations (Descartes), 86 
Medusa (G reek mythology), 71 , 

82 
Meijer, Maaike, 1 67 
Metabol ic  metaphor, 38-39, 279 
Metad iscourse deconstruction, 1 95,  

229 
Metanarratives, 34 
Metaphysics, 1 00, 1 08, 1 77, 1 84, 

21 0; see also Epistemology; 
Ontology 

Metropol itan Ind ians, 26 
Michel Foucault (Dreyfus and Rabi-

now}, 1 2 6 
Microfascism, 5 
Microphysics of power, 1 2 7, 226 
Midler, Bette, 264 
Migrants, see I m migrants 
Mi l itarization, 43 
Mi l itary geopol itics, 50 
Mi l ler, Nancy K. ,  3, 237 
M i l lett, Kate, 254, 265 
M i mesis:  authentic d ifferences and, 

277; classical phi losophy and, 1 3 1 ;  
essential ism and, 1 84, 1 85 ;  meta­
bol ic metaphor and, 39, 279; 
nomadism and, 98; pol itical 
empowerment through, 7; sexual 
d ifference and, 1 69; sexual-differ-

3 1 9  

ence theorists and, 1 53 ;  as working 
through, 200 

Minh-ha, Trinh T.,  1 2-1 3, 1 6, 1 55 ,  
1 95 

Mi nority groups, 52, 95, 98, 1 39; see 

also Eth nic identity 
M irror-fu nction, 71  
M isogyny, 79-80, 235,  261 , 276-77 
Mobi l ity, 256-5 7 
Modernity: biopower and, 47; body 

material ity and, 45, 88-89; 
Deleuze on, 1 00; difference and, 
1 48-49; d iscourse and, 2 1 0; fem i­
n ism and, 97, 1 76; Foucault on, 46, 
58-59, 60, 1 34, 1 9 7; French/Ger­
man criticism of, 96-97; Jardine on, 
97, 1 39, 241 ; Lyotard on, 1 96-9 7; 
m i nority status and, 95; paral lel  
phenomena in ,  1 38-39; phi losophi­
cal redefin ition and, 1 41 ;  sexual 
d ifference and, 1 6 1 ,  1 64; see also 

Postmodernism 
Mohanty, Chandra, 1 5 5, 1 95 
Molecu lar biology, 64, 67, 89, 90 
Molecular pol itics concept, 1 1 7  
Molecu l ar woman concept, 1 1 5  
Monetary expressions, 26-27 
Monetary symbolism, 266 
Monol i nguism, 1 1  
Monsters, 77-87, 9 1 -93 
Moral ism, 1 66; see also Ethics 
Morrison, Ton i ,  1 5, 1 5 5 
Mother-daughter relations, 65, 82, 

1 32, 1 80-8 1 , 222-23 
Motherhood, 72, 77, 94, 1 8 1 ,  268; 

see also Maternal  body; 
Reproduction 

Mother tongues, 1 1 ,  1 2, 1 3, 24 
Mu lticu ltural ism, 1 2-1 3,  1 8, 3 1 -32, 

1 7 1 ,  258 
Multidiscipl i narity, 23, 36-37, 93,  

209, 247 
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Mulvey, Laura, 288n7 
Mural art, 20 
Muraro, Luisa, 1 30, 1 55 ,  1 93, 209 

Narcissism, 1 32 
National ism, 1 5 1 , 254; see also Eth­

nic identity 
Nazism, 2 7, 69, 92, 1 47, 255  
Neoconservatism, 29, 42 ,  69 ,  70, 

1 06, 223 
Netherlands, 206, 249, 250 
Network of I nterd iscipl inary Wom­

en's Studies in Europe, 248, 
295n41 , 304n9 

N icholson, L inda, 34 
N ietzsche, Friedrich : common 

belonging and, 204; crisis of ratio­
nal ity and, 225, 240; Deleuze and, 
1 1 1 , 1 1 2, 1 1 3 , 1 67, 1 71 ; on "the 
femi n i ne," 1 24; in fiction, 2 1 4; 
h uman reintegration and, 1 8 1 ;  
L ispector and, 1 95 ;  mentioned, 1 3, 
56, 1 3 6, 1 40, 1 48, 1 49 

Nietzsche et la philosophie 

(De leuze), 1 1 3  
Nomad ism, 1 -39, 256-5 7; classical 

rational ism and, 93-94; Deleuze 
and, 1 1 3 ,  1 1 4, 1 1 5 ; figurations and, 
75-76; genealogies and, 207; male 
fem in ists and, 1 3 7; migrants and, 
254-55; redefi n ition of, 98; 
rhizomatic figuration and, 1 01 ;  sex­
ual d ifference and, 1 46-72; see 

also Mob i l ity 
Noriega, Manuel Anton io, 2 7, 

283-84n60 
Normativity, 242; Beauvoir on, 261 ; 

female monstrosity and, 80; Fou­
cau lt on, 5 7, 58, 59, 60, 84 

NOl9SE (Network of I nterdisc ip l inary 
Women's Studies in Europe), 248, 
295n41 , 304n9 

Noumos, 26, 27 
Nuclear weapons, 48 

Objectivity, 71 -72, 73 
Oed ipal complex, 29, 1 81 , 209, 2 1 8; 

see also Castration anxiety; Incest 
taboo 

Oedipus (G reek mythology), 84 
Oh, L ucky Country! (Capiel lo), 

24-2 5 
Ontology, 1 73-90; Butler on, 35;  of 

desire, 202, 203, 2 1 1 ;  French phi­
losophy and, 1 29; I rigaray on, 1 30; 
of sexual d ifference, 1 3 1 ,  1 73-90; 
see also Metaphysics 

Operation Desert Storm, 50, 1 22-23 
Operation J ust Cause, 283-84n60 
Oral poetry, 1 7  

The Order of Discourse (Foucault), 
1 2 7 

The Order of Things (Foucau lt), 1 2 7 
Organ donation, 5 1 -52, 53,  62, 64, 

65 
Otherness, see D ifference 
Owens, Craig, 229 

Paracel sus, 87 
Pare, Ambroise, 85 
Parisian mural art, 20 
Parody, 3, 6, 7; see also Satire 
Parthenogenesis fantasy, 65-66, 70, 

72, 87-91 , 1 42 
Pasol in i ,  Pier Paolo, 26 
Passerini ,  Luisa, 1 4  
The Passion According to C. H. 

(L ispector), 1 3 3, 1 9 1 -95, 204 

"Passionate detachment," 73, 76 
Passions, 1 67 
Patriarchy, see Phal logocentrism 
Pedagogical relationsh ips, 2 2 1 , 273 
"Penthesi lea" (Kleist), 28 
Performance art, 266 



Persian Gulf  War, 50, 1 22-23 
Petchesky, Rosal i nd, 69 
Phal logocentrism : anthropological 

research on, 267-68; binary 
dichotomy in, 1 84, 238; 
deconstruction of, 1 1 5 ; discontent 
in, 1 24; disembodied vision in ,  73; 
"ethical v i r i l ity" and, 1 28-29; fami­
ly and, 1 82 ;  Freudian ism on, 221 ; 
genealogies and, 207; inner logic 
of, 1 3 1 ,  1 34, 1 80; motherhood and, 
1 81 ;  nomadism and, 30, 32, 38, 
39, 1 70; parodic pol itics and, 7; 
phi losophy and, 33,  209, 2 1 1 ;  
rational pri macy in ,  1 00-1 0 1 , 2 1 7; 
revived femin ism and, 46-47; sci­
entific objectivity and, 71 -72; sexu­
al asymmetry and, 1 1 8-1 9; symbol­
ic division of labor and, 1 52 ;  uni­
versa l ism in,  1 5 3, 1 60; Wittig on, 
271 ; see also Misogyny; Neocon­
servatism 

Phi losophy: Deleuze on, 1 1 2 ;  femi­
nism as,  98-99; Foucault on, 1 26, 
1 40, 226; l iterature and, 37; phallo­
gocentrism and, 33,  209, 2 1 1 ;  post­
metaphysical discourses and, 45; 
poststructuralist attack on, 30; 
revalorization of, 209-1 0; sexual 
difference and, 1 23 ;  women in,  
209, 2 1 3-3 1 ;  see also Epistemolo­
gy; H igh theory; Metaphysics; 
Western phi losophy 

Physicians, 62, 92 
Plant, Sadie, 26 
P lato, 49, 70, 1 1 2, 2 1 2  
Plaza, Mon ique, 269 
P lural ism, 1 2-1 3, 1 8, 3 1 -32, 1 7 1 ,  

258 
Polis, 2 7, 32 
Pol itical agency, 34-35 
Pol itical choices, 3 1  

Political existence, 58 
Political fictions, 3 , 4, 1 05 
Pol itical movements, 26 
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Pol itical participation, 253-54 
Pol itical resistance, 1 2, 1 6, 23, 24 
Political subjectivity, 1 66, 1 78, 

1 96 
Political violence, 26 
Politics of  location, 1 1 9, 1 63-64, 

237-38, 268-69; becoming-woman 
concept and, 1 68; embodiment 
and, 1 99; exi le  metaphor and, 
2 1 -22;  Kaplan on, 22, 1 23, 1 72; 
language and, 201 ; sexual asymme­
try and, 1 2 3; writi ng and, 1 7  

Polyglottism, 8-1 5,  36 
Popular culture :  androgyny in, 54; 

freaks and, 92; "h igh" culture and, 
247-48, 259-60; h igh theory and, 
38; performance art and, 266; 
pornography in,  68-69; punk rock 
and, 271 ; self-generation fantasy in, 
66; telecommun ication and, 
2 5 1 -52 

Pornography, 66-70, 73, 9 1  
Postcolonial l iterature, 2 5  
Postmetaphysical era, 1 2, 45-46, 

95-97, 240, 241 
Postmodernism: Calvino on, 1 67; 

desire in ,  1 97; d ifference and, 1 46; 
economic aspects of, 2 ,  1 6; episte­
mology and, 1 09;  French, 49-50, 
260; Haraway on, 1 02-3; Lispector 
and, 1 95 ;  male i l l ness of, 1 40; 
m icrofascism and, S;  nomadism 
and, 28-36; phi losophical redefini­
t ion and, 1 41 ;  i n  publ  ic art, 20; 
representation and, 229-30; 
spatio-temporal continuity and, 
43 

Poststructural ism: fem in ist theory 
and, 1 4� 1 54; French, 23, 4� 97, 
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Poststructural ism (continued) 

1 00; nomadism and, 28-36;  ph i los­
ophy/thought d istinction and, 2 1 0; 
polyglottism and, 1 2; on texts, 260 

Power, 202; dual istic logic and, 98; 
female subjectivity and, 99, 237; 
Foucau lt on, 76, 1 27, 1 98, 226; 
knowledge and, 203; subjectivity 
acquis ition and, 1 5 7; women's 
studies and, 205, 2 1 2, 242-43;  see 

also B iopower 
La presenza del/'uomo nel femminis-

mo (Lonzi), 1 42 
Procreation, see Reproduction 
Production, 2, 1 02-3, 1 04, 239 
Progress, 2 79, 280 
Psychoanalysis:  on body primacy, 

1 03 ;  cultural power and, 1 4; 
deconstructed sexuality and, 1 1 7; 
on desire for knowledge, 90; differ­
ence and, 1 73; on female monstros­
ity, 80; fem in ism and, 1 82-84; Fou­
cauldian epistemology and, 59; 
French/German criticism and, 
96-97; on language, 1 1 ;  
normal/pathological boundaries in ,  
84;  painfu l change in, 3 1 ;  phal logo­
centrism of, 1 39;  on reproduction, 
81 ; on scopic drive, 67, 7 1 ; on sex­
ual identity, 221 ; subjectivity and, 
1 66, 1 97; Woman concept in, 1 62; 
see also Freudi an ism; Lacanian psy­
choanalysis 

Public spaces, 1 8-20, 27 
Punk rock, 271  

Qu'est-ce que la philosophie? 

(Deleuze), 1 2 1 
Quotations, 3 7-38 

Rabinow, Pau l, 1 26 
Racial identity, see Ethnic identity 

Radical fem in ism, 2 1 9 
Rap m usic, 27 
Rational ism : Beauvoir on, 1 48;  con­

sciousness and, 1 00; dual istic basis 
of, 45; fem i n i n ity and, 2 1 6-1 7; 
fem i n ist criticism of, 87, 93-94, 
1 1 9, 224; femin ist epistemology 
and, 1 07-8; Foucault on, 226, 227, 
228; French/German criticism of, 
96; impl icit normativity of, 84; mas­
cu l in ity and, 72-73, 1 30, 2 1 7, 236; 
modern decl i ne of, 97, 239-40; 
nonrational premises of, 1 97; 
n uclear weapons and, 48; rad ical 
femin ism and, 2 1 9; superstition 
and, 9 1 ; violence and, 1 47, 236; 
see also Cartesian ism; Thought 

Reactionary ideology, 29, 42, 69, 70, 
1 06, 223 

Red Brigades, 26 
Reddy, Helen, 269 
Reductivism, 1 53 
Relativism, 3 1 -32, 1 05, 1 62, 259 
Rel igion, 1 93, 1 94; see also Chris-

tian ity; Sacredness 
Representation, 70, 71 , 229-30 
Reproduction, 61 , 79, 85, 86, 87; 

see also Motherhood; Sexual ity 
Reproductive technologies, 4 1 -42, 

1 42 ;  alchemy and, 88; Badi nter on, 
287 n6; fem i nist ins ights and, 
73-74; gender construction and, 
79; organ interchangeabi l ity and, 
53; pol itical hazards of, 1 06-7, 
1 08, 1 22 ;  sexual ity separated from, 
5 1 , 60; time d isrupted by, 64; see 

also Anti-contraceptive tech nology; 
Artificial  procreation; Self-genera­
tion fantasy 

Revolutionary consciousness, 269 
Rh izomatic figurations, 23, 76, 

1 00-1 02, l 1 0, l 1 2, 281 n4 



Rich, Adrienne, 56; on civi l ization, 
30; on femin ist subject, 1 83 ;  

I rigaray and; 1 30; on male fem i­
n ists, 1 3 8; on pol i tics of location, 
2 1 , 1 99, 237, 268-69; on positivity, 
1 52 ;  on scientific objectivity, 72; 

Scott and, 273;  on thought, 227-

28, 242, 303n1 8; Wittig and, 2 7 1 ; 

on woman-centered ness, 1 44;  on 
women's experience, 200 

Rightism, 29, 42, 69, 70, 1 06, 223 

Rimbaud, Arthu r, 266 

Rivalry, 207, 209, 246 

Rock'n'rol l  music, 27, 92 

Roman Cathol ic Church, 78 

Romance languages, 1 50 

Roman cu lture, see Classical cu lture 
A Room of One's Own (Woolf), 
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Rosier, Martha, 1 9, 20, 95 

RU486 (abortifacient), 50 

Rubin, Gayle, 267-68, 269 

Rushdie, Salman, 25 

Sacredness, 82; see also Rel igion 
Sad ism, 67, 90; see also Erotic domi-

nation 
Saint- H i la ire, Geoffroy, 77-78, 88 

Sarraute, Nathalie, 24 

Sartre, Jean-Pau l, 296n48, 306nl 1 

Satanic Verses (Rushdie), 25 

Sater, David, 52 

Sati re, 80; see also Parody 
Saussure, Ferdinand de, 1 4  

Scholarsh ip, see Women's studies 
Schor, Naom i, 1 76, 1 89 

Schreber, President, 1 24 

Schwarzenegger, Arnold, 66 

Science: femin ist theory and, 42, 75, 

1 08, 1 09, 1 95 ;  Foucault on, 1 27; 

gender theory and, 258-59; i nter­
national networks and, 247; lan-
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guage and, 238; m isogynist biases 
in,  261 ; monstrosity and, 83-87, 

88; nomad ic concepts in, 23;  popu­
lar cu lture and, 69; scopic primacy 
in, 49, 7 1 , 90; women's studies as, 
2 76; see also B iosciences; Human 
sciences; Medical sciences; Social 
sciences 

Science fiction, 92 

Scientia sexualis, 42, 58, 60, 1 27 

Scientific instruments, 72 

Scientific rationality, see Rational ism 
Scopic drive: in biosciences, 64; 

female morphology and, 80; fetal 
l ife and, 86; Haraway on, 72-73, 

1 03 ;  in medical science, 66-70, 90; 

primacy of, 49, 70-71 

Scott, Joan, 1 54, 2 73 

The SCUM Manifesto (Solanis), 
1 3 6 

Sebbar, Lei la, 1 8  

The Second Sex (Beauvoir), 1 47, 

233, 254, 261  

Self-generation fantasy, 65-66, 70, 

72, 87-91 , 1 42 

Separatism, 223, 224, 266, 271 

Sex organs, 80-81 , 82 

Sexual asymmetry, 1 74;  anatomical 
complementarity and, 8 1 ; Beauvoir 
on, 1 52;  biopower and, 53, 54; 

Deleuze and, 1 1 8-1 9;  erotic domi­
nation and, 222; Foucault  on, 1 28; 

"gender studies" and, 1 5 1 ;  in  patri­
archal societies, 268; in phi losophi­
cal thought, 1 34-35;  politics of 
location and, 1 23 ;  women's rela­
tionsh ips and, 1 83 

Sexual d ifference: Beauvoir on, 236;  

biopower and, 4 1 ; bodi ly  morphol­
ogy and, 81 ; common belonging 
and, 204; Deleuze on, 1 1 7, 1 1 8, 

1 22;  Descartes on, 82-83; ecriture 
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Sexual d ifference (continued) 

feminine and, 1 52-5 3 ;  embodi ment 
and, 1 98-202; ethics of, 1 24-3 5, 
1 45 ;  i n  fashion, 50; female subjec­
tivity and, 1 95 ;  I rigaray on, 1 3 1 -32;  
male anxiety and,  82; nomadism 
and, 1 46-72, 1 96; ontology of, 
1 3 1 ,  1 73-90; phi losophy and, 1 23, 
1 73 ;  rel igious aspects of, 1 93 ;  
thought structure and, 1 20, 1 98;  
women's differences and, 1 05 ;  
women's studies and, 205-1 2 

Sexual-d ifference theory, 99, 1 49, 
1 53-54, 1 61 , 258 

Sexuality: anatom ic complementarity 
and, 8 1 ; monstrosity associated 
with, 85; pornograph ic representa­
tion of, 69; psychoanalytic deneu­
tralization of, 1 82; reproduction 
separated from, 42, 5 1 -53,  58, 60; 
sexual d ifference/gender debate 
and, 1 53 ;  in Western cu lture, 
1 2 7-28, 1 98-99; see also Androgy­
ny; Erotic domination; Heterosexu­
al ity; Homosexual ity; Sadism 

Sexual polarizations, 1 1 5, 1 1 6 
Sexual Politics (Mi l lett), 265 
Sexual violence, 256 
Shel ley, Mary, 88 
Sherman, Ci ndy, 1 69-70 
The Ship Who Sang (McCaffrey), 
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Sight, see Scopic drive 
"Situated knowledges," 73, 1 02, 238, 

259 
Slater, David, 52 
Sm ith, Barbara, 1 5 5 
Sm ith, Patti, 266-67 
Social c lass, 22, 269 
Social contract, 1 29 
Social criticism, 34-35 
Social sciences, 45-46, 59, 1 4 1 ,  240 

Sociology, 1 2 6 
Solan is, Valerie, 1 36 
The Songlines (Chatwin), 1 7  
Speculum ( i rigaray), 1 30 
Spelman, E l izabeth, 1 56 
Spielberg, Steven, 66 
Spi noza, Benedict de, 1 67, 1 95 
Spivak, Gayatri, 1 55,  1 95 ;  on 

"clarity fetishists," 71 ; Derrida and, 
37; on embodiment, 238; on 
essential ism, 1 77, 1 89; on 
postcolon ial condition, 25 

State violence, 26 
Stein,  Gertrude, 1 ,  1 5  
Stengers, Isabel le, 23 
Stimpson, Catharine, 1 74, 234 
"The Straight Mind" (Wittig), 1 44 
Swdent� 1 1 -1 2, 221 , 2 73 
Subaltern groups, see Minority 

groups 
Subjectivity: acqu isition of, 99, 1 5 7; 

Benhabib on, 32; bodi ly material ity 
and, 56, 59; classical notions of, 
45, 1 40; consciousness and, 1 49, 
299n24; "death" of, 1 41 ;  Deleuze 
on, 1 1 2 ; femin ist knowledge and, 
3 1 ;  Foucault on, 1 2, 1 26, 1 2 7, 
224; Haraway on, 1 04; identity 
and, 1 20, 1 96; m i nority chal lenges 
to, 96; mobil ity and, 256; psycho­
analysis and, 1 66, 1 97; redefin ition 
of, 4, 1 34; research on, 76; see also 

Female subjectivity; Intersubjectivi­
ty; Male subjectivity; Pol itical 

subjectivity 
Symbol ic (the word), 302nl l 
Symmetrical sexual differences, see 

Sexual asymmetry 

Tacti le sense, 71  
Technologies of Gender (de Lauretis), 

202 



Technology, 77; anthropomorphism 
in,  63;  of gender, 274;  popular cul­

ture and, 69; of the self, 99, 1 5 7, 

1 67; t ime e l imi nated by, 43, 48---49;  

Wolf on,  246; women and, 75, 

1 08;  see also B iotechnology; I nfor­
mation technology; Telecommuni­
cations 

Telecommunications, 49, 

2 5 1 -5 2  

Television, 252 

Teras (the word), 77 

Teratology, 77-87, 9 1 -93 

Terrorism, 26 

This Sex Which Is Not One ( l rigaray), 
1 30 

Thought: creativity in ,  30, 1 96, 1 98; 

Deleuze on, 1 01 ,  1 02, 1 1 2, 1 1 3 ; 

ethical aspects of, 202, 203; materi­
al ity of, 1 26, 2 74; phi losophy 
distinct from, 21 0; prerational 
roots of, 1 97; Rich on, 227-28, 

242, 303n1 8; sexual d ifference 
and, 1 20; see also Imagi nation; 
Rational ism 

A Thousand Plateaus (Deleuze), 1 1 4, 

1 1 7  

Three Guineas (Woolf), 1 42, 1 43, 

232, 236, 240 

Time: androgyny and, 54; artificial  
procreation and, 48, 5 3 ;  biomed­
ical gaze and, 68; biopower and, 
47, 5 5-56, 64-66; Deleuze on, 
1 20-2 1 ;  double fem i n ist structure 
of, 208; fashion and, 50; psycho­
analysis and, 1 83 ;  technological 
compression of, 43, 48---49; see also 

H istoricity 
Tools, see Technology 

Tota l itarian ism, 92, 1 47; see also 

Fascism 
Touching, 71 
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Transdiscip l inarity, 23, 36-37, 93, 

209, 247 

Transit spaces, 1 8-20 

Transnational economy, 52, 1 02-3, 

246 

Transnational scholarly networks, 
247-5 1 , 254 

Transplanted organs, 5 1 -52, 53, 62, 

64, 65 

Tristram Shandy (Sterne), 87 
Tuaregs, 27 

U ltrasound techniques, 49, 67, 68, 

69, 9 1  

U nconscious desire, see Desire 
U nconscious m i nd, 1 3, 1 00-1 01 , 

1 97, 21 1 , 270 

U n ited Nations, 249 

U nited States fem i nism, see Anglo­
American fem i n ism 

U n iversa l ism:  dual istic oppositions 
and, 1 54;  "ethical vir i l ity" and, 
1 29; falseness of, 98, 1 58, 1 59, 

1 60, 1 74, 2 1 7, 220; gender theory 
and, 259; minority chal lenges to, 
241 ; sexual d ifference/gender 
debate and, 1 53 

U n iversities: femin ist l i n kages with, 
1 79; "gender studies" in, 1 5 1 ;  

"high" cu lture and, 247---48; male 
dom ination of, 239; women in, 
220, 232-33, 235;  women's 
studies in, 304n9; see also 

Academic practices 
U rban areas, 1 9-20, 26-27, 50 

US National Women's Stud ies 
Association, 251  

Uterus envy, 87,  1 39, 1 42 

Utopias, 32-33 

La Vagabonde (Colette), 1 6  

Vance, Carol, 70 
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Varda, Agnes, 3 5  
Venetians, 8-9 
Violence: i n  erotic domi nation, 

2 2 1 -22; Foucault on, 1 26; 
nomadism and, 25, 27-28; pol iti­
cal, 26; reason and, 1 47, 236; 
sexual, 256 

Viol i ,  Patrizia, 1 97 
"Visual Images" (Vance), 70 
Visual-scopic drive, see Scopic d rive 
Vital ism, 1 1 1  
Vol ition, 3 1 , 1 20, 1 7 1 , 1 96, 1 9 7, 

1 98 

Wal ker, Al ice, 1 5, 2 1 ,  1 55 
Weldon, Fay, 65 
WEP (Women's Exchange Program 

International), 250 
Western cu lture: artificial 

procreation in, 5 1 ; canon ical texts 
of, 29, 37;  difference and, 1 73 ;  
dissection taboo in,  89; ethnocen­
trism of, 52; exc lusiveness of, 267; 
i nevitable "natural" in, 98; male 
fem i n ists and, 1 39; male i l l ness 
of, 1 40; negativity of d ifference 
in, 83; rationality/woman opposi­
tion in, 2 1 6-1 7; rebel l ion i n, 
260; scopic primacy in ,  70-71 ; 
sexual ity in ,  1 27-28, 1 98-99; 
women's status in ,  1 3 1 ;  see a/50 

Eu ropean cu lture 
Western Europe, 78-79, 85 
Western ontology, 1 29, 1 30 
Western ph i losophy: b inary opposi-

tions in, 78; d ifference and, 1 47; 
I rigaray and, 1 30, 1 3 1 ;  "knowing 
subject" in ,  1 2 7; language/ 
being un ity in ,  1 93 ;  monstrosity 
and, 80, 83; the u nconscious and, 
1 3 ; see a/50 Eu ropean phi losophy 

Wheatley, Ph i l l is, 2 1  
"White Austral ia" pol icy, 9 
Wh itford, Margaret, 71 
Wi l l ,  3 1 ,  1 20, 1 7 1 ,  1 96, 1 97, 

1 98 
Winnicott, D. W., 72, 201 
WISE (Women's I nternational Studies 

Europe), 249-50 
Wittig, Monique, 1 64, 274; Beauvoir 

and, 2 70-71 ; Butler and, 275; les­
bianism and, 3 ,  1 44, 1 55, 271 ; 
Scott and, 273; on sexual 
difference, 1 49; "The Straight 
Mind," 1 44 

Wolf, Christa, 1 5, 208, 246 
Womb envy, 87, 1 39, 1 42 
Women of color, 1 55, 268 
Women's Exchange Program Interna­

tional (WEP), 250 
Women's I nternational Studies 

Europe (WISE), 249-50 
Women's stud ies: a l leged obscurity 

of, 276-77; developmental stages 
of, 234; future chal lenges to, 275, 
277; "gender studies" and, 1 5 1 ;  
institutional ization of, 205-7, 260, 
2 72-75; international networks of, 
247-5 1 , 254; male fem in ists and, 
1 38; nomadic consciousness and, 
34; pol itics of d ifference and, 
205-1 2; power and, 205, 2 1 2, 
242-43; younger femin ists and, 233 

Woolf, Virg in ia, 233, 234,  245, 
301 nl ; on exi le, 21 , 253; language 
and, 1 5, 278;  on mirror function, 
235;  A Room ar One's Own, 232; 
Three Guineas, 1 42,  1 43, 232, 236, 
240 

Yaeger, Patricia, 8 
Yugoslav phi losophers, 1 46 
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